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The Mtchell Trophy

Fol l owi ng the Treaty of Garak in 52000, intragal actic comrerce began to expand at breakneck speed.
The Great War had introduced literally mllions of people on both sides to space flight and forced
| oosely linked dom nions all over the galaxy into new dependence upon one another. A burgeoning
transportation industry found itself pressured for nore and nore speed as frontiers rapidly
expanded to the nost renote parts of the galactic spiral, and beyond.

To conquer distance, to couple new power generators with the subtle properties of Hyper Speed
Drives and hull configurations, then spur all three to the linit of their potential +hat was the
chal l enge. The urge to produce the fastest starship in the known Universe becane an obsession that
captivated the best technical mnds everywhere.

Anong the nmmjor gal actic dominions, this burning quest for speed was eventual |y subsidized by
government treasuries and entrusted to special governnent enpl oyees who contended as nmuch for

nati onal honor as for personal glory. The starships they flew evolved rapidly fromreconditioned
war machi nes that coursed through space at perhaps forty thousand times the speed of 1ight

to such engi neering nasterpieces as Sherrington's M6B in which (then) Lt. Comander Tobi as

Moul ding, |.F. achieved an absolute velocity of nearly 112M Li ght-Speed late in 52009

A major part of this battle was fought in the |aboratories of great comrercial enterprises by

desi gners who repeatedly pushed thenselves to create faster and nore powerful systens. But the
final proof was in absol ute performance, and prodi gi ous races becane the battl egrounds where these
creations were actually put to the test.

The nost distinctive of the conpetitions—for the Mtchell Trophy—effered little in the way of a
stipend to the victor; noreover, its rules seriously restricted the nature of vessels that could
enter. Yet those same starships are largely credited with extendi ng the boundaries of civilization
beyond the galaxy and into the Universe itself.

Mtchell, son of a Rhodorian industrialist, believed that practical starships were the key to

i ntragal actic conmerce, and therefore to the survival of civilization itself. He concl uded that
true starship utility depended not only upon raw HyperlLight velocity through deep space but, in
equal nmeasure, upon the ability to land and take off readily fromthe surfaces of planets
anywhere. Accordingly, he began a speed conpetition for private starflight societies and
personal |y donated its unique trophy to be awarded at yearly races until one society won three
tinmes in a row, thereby gaining permanent possession. Each year's race was to be hosted by the
previous year's wi nning society. But despite Mtchell's hopes to keep the race out of state
arenas, mlitary and government-enpl oyed Hel nsnmen conpeted regul arly.

From The Gal acti ¢ Al manac (And Handy Encycl opedi a), 52015

CHAPTER 1
End of the Line

"Thraggling Universe, Peretti—the gravs have tripped out. |I can't keep her on course. Crank 'em
up—how "

"Power's gone, M. Brim Readouts say she's blown the feed tube."

"Better send out an alert then, Sparks. Looks like we're going in. Pam get everybody down in
the cabin."

While Hamish frantically broadcast the tineworn litany of trouble in deep space, WIf Ansor
Brimstruggled alone with the old starship's controls. Beside him Jana Torgeson slunped over her
co-Hel msman' s consol e, reeking of cheap neem "Mrris," he yelled into a flickering display, "see
about jettisoning some of the cargo back there!"

"Ain't enough of us here ta do much good this trip, M. Brim" Mrris responded with a snmug | ook
on his face. "Warned ya before we left, we did...."

Brimground his teeth. At the beginning of the trip, there had been hardly enough hands to staff
Janmestown's bridge, nuch | ess handle a cargo bay. "I understand," he growl ed. "But you'd better do
all you can. The nmore you get rid of, the nore chance we all have of surviving the crash."

"That puts things in a whole new light, M. Brim" Mrris responded. Hi s thin visage di sappeared
fromthe screen like a gray waith.

Dressed in a tan civilian Captain's uniforma threadbare remant from sone | ong-defunct
spacel i ne—the thirty-seven-

year-ol d Bri mshook his head. No wonder Morris had never been in the Fleet. He'd have spent his
whole life in the brig. Through the ship's forward Hyperscreens—ormal |y transparent crystalline
wi ndshi el ds that simulated conventional vision when traveling faster than Li ght Speed—he wat ched
the first tongues of flane begin streanming aft fromprotrusions on the hull. Reentry time and no
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gravs! He shook his head in disgust. All he had to work with now was the steering engine. The
little gravity kicker wasn't much, but it gave hima chance—ene of the few he could presently
think of. Like any good Hel msman, he always tried to have a trick or two up his sleeve, just in
case Voot decided to strike—which, in this case, he surely had. Suddenly, the ship jolted.

"There goes the pallet of hullnmetal rolling machines," Mrris reported froma display. He was
now dressed in a bright orange space suit and hel net.

"Good work," Brim acknow edged through clenched teeth. Those big nachines were worth a whole | ot
more man old City of Jamestown herself. Luckily, they'd been insured by their wary owners before
takeoff. Little StarFleet Enterprises could never have raised that kind of ante in a mllion
St andard years. Wthout them however, nere would now be no hauling fee, and Uni verse knew t he
conpany needed every thraggling credit it could earn. He shook his head in frustration and peered
down at the solid undercast, still c'lenyts below At least the ship didn't seemto be falling so
fast now. ...

"That's the last of the nobile crawers,” Mrris reported nonmentarily. "Cargo deck's enpty, all
right ?"

Bri m nodded. "Very good, Mrris," he said. But it wasn't very good at all. Even if he nanaged to
bring the old starship in without killing anybody—which was still quite problematical —things
| ooked bl eak for StarFleet Enterprises. Jamestown was the only ship left in the fleet.

"Port Authority's dispatched a rescue tug," Hanmlish reported presently. Hi s beige-col ored
uniformwas a |l ot newer than Brims, even though it did start life in a different spaceline. "l've
given 'em our predicted | anding coordinates, just in case we get there."

Brimlaughed grimy to hinmself. They'd get there, all right. No way to go anywhere else with
only a steering engine. "I'Il have the space radiators out, Jana," he ordered absently, preoc-

cupied with his own readouts. Monents | ater, he shook his head in disgust, then reached over the
gray- haired woman's runpled formto activate her controls hinmself. A npst imediately, old
Janmest own began to shudder and runble while |ong, tapered panels depl oyed fromeither side of her
t or pedo-shaped hull. In the presence of any atnosphere at all, they had a startling effect.

Peretti chuckl ed contenptuously. "Not much left to cool with those old radiators, is there,
BrinP" He was the only one in the crewwith a new, made-to-order StarFleet Enterprises uniform
Clearly, he had access to funds above and beyond anything the faltering spaceline could disburse

"Not radiators—waings," Brimsnapped through his teeth as he concentrated on flying. One m stake
now and they were all dead.

"W ngs?"

"Yeah, wings," Brimanswered instinctively. In the Fleet, it had once been his duty as Principa
Hel msman to help train junior officers. "You haven't |ogged nmuch time in these old kites, have
you?"

"What's that got to do with the price of cawdor nails?" Peretti asked defensively, attenpting to
pul | his coat over a sizable paunch

"Not much anynore," Brimgrunted while stratoturbulence rattled the old hullnetal plating, "but
if you' d spent any tine at all with these old ships, you' d know that their radiators are shaped
like wings—as a safety feature. Probably for situations just like this."

"Passengers are down," a woman's voice interrupted fromthe alternate consol e—his main-cabin
di spl ay had been out for the l|ast nonth.

"Very well," Brimanswered, conjuring her face in his mnd' s eye: Panela Hale, the Chief
St ewar dess. During the war years, she'd been executive officer of a battlecruiser. Pamwas at
| east ten years older than hinself and still stunningly beautiful. "Better get yourself down while
you're at it," he added, "and strapped tight, somewhere against the aft side of a bul khead. Local
gravity won't hold long after we hit."

"l thought | heard the gravs go," she said fromthe intercom "Can't Peretti get them going?"

"They're dead," Peretti interjected apathetically. "Like us, probably."

"No problem" she quipped easily. "Alot of people I run into these days died years ago."

Brimsniled. Hale was a brave one, all right. He guessed that she'd probably seen enough wartine
action that nothing in the Universe could much faze her. "As |l ong as those steering engi nes hold
out," he sai d—hopi ng he sounded a | ot nore assured than he felt—1"Il bring us in." He glanced out
t he Hyperscreens agai n and shook his head. He couldn't even see where they were going to make
| andf al | .

"Well, don't let me keep you, then," Hale said in the same bantering voice. "I wouldn't want
anybody to think | was interfering with operations or anything."

"Go strap yourself down," Brimteased. People like that could calma thraggling thunderstormif
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they wanted to. He wondered how she'd ever wound up in an end-of-the-line outfit |ike StarFleet.
He guessed it would be quite a story.

Qutside, reentry flames were now fl oodi ng al ong the decks, and Janestown's great, tapered
radi ators | ooked |ike dazzling sails spun of light itself. In the raging slipstream their thunder
raged through the old starship |like a disruptor barrage.

"Coi ng through about fifteen thousand irals," Hanlish reported, peering over Torgeson's still-
inert form

"Thanks, Sparks," Brimacknow edged. "I can use that kind of help a ot nore than conmmuni cati ons
now. "

"I'"l'l switch consoles then," Hamish grunted, and dragged Torgeson to a nearby junp seat. She
wore a nondescript green junpsuit and Brimnoticed she had worn holes in both her boots.
Afterward, the little COMW Qperator slid behind the co-Hel neman's readouts and adjusted his
gl asses while he grinned awkwardly. "You'll have to tell ne what you want to see."

"Start by calling out the altitude every couple thousand irals or so," Brimsaid grimy. "M
altimeter conked out this norning."

"Twel ve thousand irals,"” Hamlish announced presently. "I guess we've slowed sonme, haven't we?"

"Yeah," Brimagreed, "the rate indicator shows that." It was better, but still awfully fast.
"Button up the cargo holds, M. Mrris," he warned, speaking into the display.

"Cargo holds are secure, M. Brim" Mrris replied calmy.
Brimenvied himhis space suit; it would be a big help in a crash landfall. Since passengers
didn't wear them however, bridge crews couldn't either
"Ten thousand irals, and the checkout panel's lit, M. Brim" Hamish reported
"CGot you—+ead the checklist to ne as it displays."
"Aye, M. Brim Shoul der harnesses?"
"Check," Brimanswered, struggling into a network of faded webbing. He wondered how strong it
actually was after all these years.
"Buoyancy chanbers?"
Bri m checked an energency area beside the altinmeter readout. Three green lights—the old
rust bucket thought she could float, anyway. "Ready," he said hopefully.
"Ei ght thousand irals."
"Check." The undercast seened to be coming up at themfaster as the distance narrowed. He
shudder ed.
"Steering engine on continuous power?"
"Cont i nuous power—heck. "
"Aut of | i ght panel s?"
"OFf," Brimsaid enphatically. Under these circunstances, he wasn't about to trust anybody's
hundr ed- year-ol d aut ohel m
" Emer gency beacon?"

"I't'll be on soon as you hit the green panel under your forward Hyperscreen."
"It'"s on."
" Check. "
"Six thousand irals. That's the last itemfromthe panel checklist, M. Brim"
"Very well," Brimacknow edged. "Just stay where you are. |'Il call out a few nore itenms nyself
in a nmonent."

Suddenl y, they plunged into the clouds. At once, torrents of rain began to thunder against the
fiery Hyperscreens, transforned instantly to steamwhile the old starship bounced and groaned in
t he darkening gl oom They were soon in such dense vapor that their forward position |ight bathed
the outside world in a ghostly white glow, while the rotating beacon blinked dazzling green across
it like disrupter fire.

"Speed brakes?" Brim asked. "Five lights over there on panel two."

"Five lights... on."
"Good work, Hamish,” Brimsaid. Then, "Pam are you strapped in down there?"
"Wth ny back agai nst a bul khead, WIf."
"What about the passengers?”
"Safe as | can nake 'em"
"Wsh me luck, then."
"You bet—+eal good luck, sweetie."
"Three thousand irals..."
A heartbeat |ater, they broke out into driving snow over a seascape of whitecapped swells. Brim
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gl anced at the | eaden gray conbers bel ow while ice suddenly frosted the fast-cooling Hyperscreens.
He switched on the heat and nelted it, but he didn't need ice to tell himthat it was cold down
t here.

An altitude warning horn sounded. "One thousand irals,"” Hamish reported.

"Thanks, " Bri m acknow edged, al nost wholly consuned in setting up his landing. "Wat's our
ai rspeed?" Now, he was clunsily turning upwi nd across the troughs of the swells. They suddenly
| ooked bi gger than battl eshi ps.

"Ai rspeed one sixty-three." Hamlish's voice was getting tight and squeaky.

Bri mchuckled to hinmself. He wasn't the only one terrified by the view through the forward
Hyperscreens. Only a few hundred irals separated themfromthe rolling violence of those swells.
"Brace yourself," he warned. "Here we go."

"Pull up! Pull up!" cautioned the ship's altitude alert.

He punched the alarminto silence as he rolled the port radiator into a rogue gust, then dropped
the nose slightly. Speed neant |ift, and he'd soon need all of the latter he could get. Sonmehow,
he had to set her down on the relative calmof an upward sl ope while traveling in the opposite
direction. Long patterns of |lacy spune marked the troughs parallel to his flight path. A sudden
gust threw Janmestown's nose to starboard again; this tinme, she began to crab sideways. Ginding
his teeth, Brimrolled the port radiator |ower. After what seened |like an eon, she began to line
up agai n—but now, no nore than thirty irals separated her belly fromthe crest of an onconi ng
swell. Tinme to get her down. Brimcarefully raised her nose till she slowed, barely maintaining
lift. Timng was everything now, a false nove and they were all dead. The old starship trenbled
Vi o-

lently as the radiators began to stall, but Brimdeftly willed her airborne with the steering
engine at full forward until —sonents before the next crest passed beneath the hull ke brought the
nose up sharply, then plunged behind the nountai nous wavetop as it surged astern, dousing the
Hyperscreens with foam and spune.

A split click later, old Janestown snmashed onto the back of the wave, |aunching two nassive
cascades of green water high overhead and shuddering back in the air while Brimstruggled to raise
her nose fromthe next inpact. Suddenly he stiffened. In the corner of his eye he caught a |l arge
i nspection hatch hanging fromthe | eading edge of the port radiator. It had clearly torn open at
the first violent inpingenent, and was now scuffing the surface in short bursts of mst. Before he
could react, it caught the roiled surface, then separated in an expl osive cloud of spray, dropping
the wingtip precipitously. In desperation, he put the helmhard to starboard, but it was too late.
The radiator's tip dug into the water and the starship cartwheeled. Wth the steering engine at
full detent, he struggled to whipsaw back on course, and al nbst nade it—but not quite. Wen the
ship slamed into the next wave, her nose was still down. The concussi on knocked out the |oca
gravity and pushed the City of Janestown violently back to starboard. Loose equi pnent cascaded
wildly along the bridge floor while the air filled with screans fromthe | ower decks and Brins
face snmashed into the readout panel. The starboard Hyperscreens gave way to a tenpest of dazzling
hi gh-vol t age sparks. Before Brimcould nove, green water erupted onto the flight bridge Iike an
expl osi on.

Spluttering and coughi ng, Brimfought agai nst the shoulder straps in a desperate effort to keep
hi s head above the fl ood. Wi ning energency punps began to | abor in the background as waves surged
in all directions through the flight bridge. Then the water stopped pouring in as the old starship
reared her nose skyward, hung for awful clicks, and plunged back in a great welter of spray.
Moments | ater, she careened to a stop, rolling wildly, parallel to the endl ess ranks of swells.
Somehow, she was down.

Wth Ham i sh back at his station anxiously contacting various manned conpartments to see who
m ght have survived, Brimsecured the few controls that yet needed attention, then | eaned out the
si de wi ndow and | ooked sadly back al ong Janes-

town's listing hull. Here and there, her plates were winkled Iike cheap tissue paper. The
spaceframe had clearly given way in a nunber of |ocations. He'd done his best for the old girl. It
sinply hadn't been good enough

He shook his head as he watched a tug materialize out of the driving snow overhead and begin
setting up a landfall. Cearly, this was the end of the line for old City of Jamestown—and
probably StarFleet Enterprises as well. Then he took a deep breath and pursed his lips grimy. For
all practical purposes, he supposed, it was also the end of the line for WIf Ansor Brim at |east
economi cal | y.

Later, Brim bal anced hinself precariously atop Janmestown's shattered bridge as the tug pulled
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themslowy into harbor. Two bright green hawser beans crackled fromoptical bollards on the
stubby, hunchbacked rescue ship to the nose of the ED-4, but for the last hundred c'lenyts or so,
those beans had di sappeared ahead into heavy fog that set in as the storm subsided. There was no
sky and no horizon, only the nist, cold and wet on his face. The sea's | eaden swell was |ong and
slow, littered with ice fragnments. Listing heavily to port, Janestown sl oughed unwi llingly through
t he sl uggi sh water, shoul dering aside half-frozen nush that streamed past her ruined flanks and
tunbl ed in her wake with a distant, whisperlike chuckle. Aft, he could see the ni sshappen curve of
the hull, the dull, corrugated segnent outside the failed generator chanber, a nunber of open
hat ches, the stubby KA PPA tower, and farther on, white arcs of foany water jetting fromthe punp
outlets.

Then it started to snow again. Small white flakes whirled past his face |ike nmbths near a
Karl sson | anp. He shivered. His old tan uniformdidn't heat well anynore, and a tear bel ow the
collar let alot of frigid danpness in. But it felt better trenbling out there in the cold than
sitting uselessly below. Wth the Hy-perscreen frames enpty and open to the weat her. Janestown's
bridge was, for all practical purposes, just as cold and wet as the outdoors. Besides, the
wr ecked, waterl ogged consoles tended to renmind himof his own fortunes during the last two years.
Sormehow, none of it seenmed credi bl e—Aot even now.

Less than two nonths after he (then Lieutenant WIf Brim Inperial Star Fleet) reported to a new
assi gnment aboard |I.F. S

Thunder bol t, Enperor Nergol Triannic and his League of Dark Stars had unexpectedly sued for an
arm stice. The war had ended precisely three standard weeks later, with Triannic sent into exile
on renote little Portoferria, orbiting a huge gas giant in the sparsely popul ated ninety-first
regi on of the galaxy. During the peace euphoria that followed, the Thunderbolt was ex-peditiously
paid off, declared surplus, then towed to the breakers—early victimof the Congress for

I ntragal actic Accord, or CIGA This burgeoni ng new organi zation had quickly infected the Inperia
Governnent as well as the Adnmiralty when the war's patriotic fervor began to wane.

Brims own career had followed the sane path a short tine later. After six weeks of inactivity
at the great Fleet base on frozen G mmas- Haef don, he had been sunmoned to a | arge auditorium at
one of the headquarters buildings, packed in with other recently orphaned Fleet officers, and
indifferently discharged with a nonth's credits in his pocket, a one-way ticket to anywhere in the
Enpire, and a printed citation ("suitable for framng") fromGeyffin IV, Gand Gl acti c Enperor
Prince of the Reggio Star Cluster, and Rightful Protector of the Heavens. "W w sh to personally
thank you," the citation began, "for your tireless devotion to the cause of..." Heartsick, Brim
had thrown it away—the signature was clearly a fake. He'd seen the real thing the day he'd been
awarded the Enperor's Cross, and that citation was actually signed. He'd even net the Enperor in
person. During another life, it seened now.. ..

Afterward, with throngs of other displaced Blue Capes, he'd nade his way back to Aval on, the
I nperial capital. Even if he had wished to return to his native Carescria—whi ch he di d not —not hi ng
remai ned of his earlier life there. After the Hel msnen's Acadeny and the life of an |nperial
officer, there was no returning to that poverty-blighted desert, not even with the specter of
approachi ng destitution. And his nmeager savings had dwi ndled predictably in the fast-paced,
explosive life of Avalon City—eapital of nearly half the gal axy.

Bri m shook his head as the fog thickened again, naking himblink. There would certainly be no
income fromthis trip—nAot with a jettisoned cargo and a wecked starship. He shrugged as the m st
i sol ated himconpletely for a nonent. It was sone satisfaction to have spared everyone on board,
especially the

passengers, unfortunate wetches that they were. Mst of themwere clearly on the bottomrungs of
the Enmpire's econonmic |adder. They were the only kind of fares little StarFleet Enterprises could
attract: people who could pay so little they'd take passage on a cl apped-out antique |ike
Janmest own.
Just to get to Avalon...

He [ aughed with hal f-cynical compassion. Al too soon, they'd find out—as he had—that they'd
only gone fromsone distant frying pan into a brand-new fire...

The fog cleared again for a noment, revealing a bleak forest of gantry cranes, nost of them
i nactive. Wen the huge port reverted to a peacetine econony, many of the great commrercial
term nals had been forced to close their piers fromlack of traffic. Brimshook his head; it
certainly wasn't the kind of postwar paradi se he'd once inagined. But then, he'd been a bit nore
idealistic in those days, expecting people to feel sone appreciati on—perhaps even a little
obligation—for returning veterans and the wartine sacrifices they'd made. He snorted. The Cl GAs
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took care of that with their ceasel ess attacks on everything even renotely connected with the
mlitary. Instead of nmaking himfeel as if he had finally earned some worth in the Enpire, he'd
gotten the idea early on that he was actually part of a national enbarrassnent. The war was over,
and the sooner people could forget about every part of it, the better.

He shrugged, then started nonentarily as Pam Hale nmaterialized out of the fog, expertly
negotiating the wet hullnetal on spike-heel ed boots as she took her place beside him A full-
| engt h cl oak and hood covered everything but her face with woolly tan. She had soft, mnist-covered
features: a dinpled chin with generous |ips and hi gh cheeks, a pug nose, and enornous bl ue eyes
whose coners were devel oping a network of tiny winkles. "Not a pretty sight,"” she observed,
noddi ng toward the enpty docks and boarded-up cranes. "A |lot of folks are out of work now that
peace has cone to the Enpire."

"Yeah," Brimnuttered. "Unless soneone's actually aimng a disrupter at them nost people these
days don't seemto attach nuch inportance to Reels or Blue Capes."

She net his eyes. "You're right," she agreed, "they don't." The she shrugged w stfully. "Though
the Admralty does seemto naintain adequate ships in conmmssion for people with the

proper pedigree—political interest,' | think is the termthey use."

Bri m nodded. So far he could see, that was the nornmal way of the Universe. In the end, al
privilege was skewed toward wealth. Every Carescrian knew it, fatalistically expected it, even.
That didn't nean he particularly liked being treated the way he'd been treated. At one tinme, he'd
hoped that things would change. But those hopes had been short-lived indeed. And, he supposed, it
was easier for himto return to being nothing than to experience it for the first time, as were
many of his presently out-of-work ex-Fleet colleagues. Only Margot made things really difficult
for him He felt for the ring she had given him hanging froma chain around his neck. He hated
bei ng nobody, because of her

"What' Il you do now?" Hal e asked, interrupting his nmusing. "I doubt if Iverson can keep StarReet
running with no starships to fly."
Brimsnorted grimy and nodded. "I doubt it, too," he said. There was no use pretending

otherwise. The little conpany had been in a precarious financial position for a long tine. It was
the only reason they'd hired himin the first place—he was willing to fly for al nost no pay at

all. He shrugged. "Maybe I'Il go into another line of work," he said | anely.

"Ch?" Hale | ooked at himwith an expression of concern. "Wat else do you know how to do?"
"Well," Brimsaid, struggling to naintain his facade of confidence, "this isn't the only flying
job in the Universe. Wio knows, | might just get nyself a job jockeying one of those hot starships

they're getting ready for the Mtchell Trophy Race."
"Real ly!" Hal e asked with an exaggerated | ook of awe. "I thought the Inperial Starflight Society
was only for the rich and fanbus. O is there sonmething | should know about you, WIf?"
Brimgrinned in spite of himself. "No," he answered, "l've got no secrets—nor fane nor noney. So
I guess | won't show up in A zurn for the races next year." He shrugged. "I suppose | don't know
precisely what I'Il do next, but |I'mbound to find sonething." Deep down, the thought cut himlike

a knife. How could he carry on a romance with a Royal Princess |ike Margot Effer'wck if he had to
live in a slumand work as a common | aborer, with call oused hands? He ground his teeth. That part
of

his rapid econom c descent frightened himnore than anything else. But then, naybe it didn't
matter nuch anyway. After all, her duties left her little tine to spend with himthese days. He
forced the dismal thought fromhis nmind. "How about you, Pan®?" he asked. "What kind of plans do
you have?"

"Li ke everybody else, WIf," she said, "I'lIl find sonmething. | always have before."” She | ooked
away into the fog. "Sonething ..."

Brim knew she wasn't any nore sure of herself than he was.

At length, the tug dragged City of Janmestown into a filthy basin adjacent to a sal vage yard.
While Brimsat disconsolately at the Hel msnan's console, blowi ng on his hands to keep them warm
she was fl oated over subnmerged gravity pontoons that eventually restored her to the standard
twenty-five irals altitude that starships naintain while at rest. After this, heavy cranes nudged
her broken hull over a dilapidated stone gravity pool where she connected with a rusty brow
indifferently sneared with bright patches of orange anticorrosi on conpounds.

"Not exactly the royal |anding pier on Lake Mersin," Peretti observed gl oonily.

"It's a lot better than the bottom of Prendergast Bight," Hanlish countered.

"I guess,” Brimallowed, but his sentiments were closer to Peretti's. In the Fleet he'd al ways
|l anded on the |l ake, close in to the city instead of the drab, spraw ing commercial port hundreds
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of c'lenyts to the austral pole. He | ooked down at the brow, just concluding its efforts to attach
itself with Jamestown's sprung main hatch. The first person across was J. Throcknmorton P. |verson
owner and Chi ef Executive of Star-Fleet Enterprises, pushing upstream agai nst a stanpeding throng
of passengers who wanted to be rid of starships forever. Wen finally he stepped onto the bridge,
wearing a food-spotted gray business suit, scuffed shoes, and threadbare cuffs, he had the dazed
| ook of soneone who had been recently smashed between the eyes by a neteor. Wth his fat pink
cheeks and narrow, near-sighted eyes, he |ooked nore |ike a bookkeeper than an entrepreneur. "I,
ah, hear nobody got killed," he said, glancing around hesitantly.

"Nobody," Brimassured himquietly. "Three or four were a little shaken when their seats tore
| oose, but nobody was sen-

ously hurt, except old Janmestown herself.'
good. "

"Yeah," lverson said, clearing his throat nervously and | ooking across the old ship's tw sted
decks. "Looks like she's gone, all right, the way the hullnetal's winkled."

"Sorry," Brimsaid |amely. Nothing el se seemed appropriate.

| verson dropped his eyes and rubbed the back of his neck. "Wasn't your fault, Brim" he adnitted
quietly. "Everybody nore or |ess expected the generators to go pretty soon. W just thought that,
well, you know, maybe she'd | ast one nore trip and pay for the repairs she needed so badly.
guess we should have told you."

Brimfelt his gorge rise, along with a nearly uncontrollable rage. "You nean you knew about that
power supply tube?" he snorted, taking an angry step forward, "And you let ne take all those
peopl e i nto Hyperspace anyway?"

"Well," lverson said, shrinking back and winging his hands. "W didn't exactly know, you
understand. .."

Brimtook a deep breath and, shutting his eyes, let out a |long sigh. Wat use was it? Everything
was all over anyway, with no one badly hurt, at least in a physical sense. And |verson never woul d
under stand. Bean counters didn't see things the way Hel menen di d—+they weren't supposed to. After a
I ong silence, he unclenched his fists. "It doesn't matter, M. Iverson," he said. "Just pay us off
and we'll be on our way."

I verson nervously pinched the fleshy part of his hand. "Y-yeah," he stuttered, "T-that's what |
came to tal k about, Brim"

"You do have the credits to pay us, don't you?" Brimdenmanded, narrow ng his eyes.

"Um" lverson stamered, "I d-don't exactly have that nuch now, but..."

"But," interjected a deeper voice fromthe aft conpani on-way, "M . Iverson is counting on that
many extra credits once he's sold this twi sted weck for scrap—and paid me for the services of ny
tug." Centered in the hatch was a squat, muscular nan dressed in white satin coveralls and a gray
ebony cl oak. Wearing a black velvet cap gathered and puffed over the crown with el aborate ribbon
| aci ngs, he had a massive frowning brow, sharp nose, pointed noustache, and the cold gray eyes of
a professional assassin. Brimrecognized himin a noment: one of

He peered down at his boots. "I guess she's gone for

the nost influential—-and reputedly dangerous—en in Ava-lon's dockyard mlieu

"Zolton Jaiswal!" lverson grunbled, a disagreeable ook form ng on his face. "I, urn, was just
conmng to see you."
"Ah, | amconforted to know that, friend Iverson," Jaiswal pronounced w thout changing his own

broodi ng denmeanor. "W of the salvage brotherhood have been expecting the arrival of your ship for
quite a while, now dd Janestown has functioned w thout repairs nuch | onger than many of ny

col | eagues expected."” He | aughed sardonically and stepped into the bridge. "They clearly reckoned
wi thout placing M. Brimin their equations—as | did not. That is the reason nmy tug arrived

al one." He chuckled quietly. "Everyone el se assuned that you nust have taken the old ship to

anot her port for repairs. They stopped anticipating your call for assistance. On the other hand,"
he said, placing a hand over his heart, "I continued to nonitor the distress channels, certain
that you—with neither assets nor credit for such costly work—awould count on M. Brimhere to keep
your rickety equipnment in operation until the |ast possible nonment. And of course,” he added, "I
was right.”

Iverson's face twisted with resentnment. "So you waited," he continued in a bitter voice, "like
the rest of the carrion-eaters who have feasted on the Fleet since Triannic's xaxtdamed Treaty of
Garak. "

"Thi nk what you will, lverson," the little man said with a grimscow. "But were it not nme here,
sonmeone el se woul d be scrappi ng those ships."” He touched the neck clasp of his cloak. "Like
ot hers, you m stake good business practices for traitorous double-dealing. But I amjust as
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patriotic as the next man on Avalon, perhaps a little nore, were the truth known."
"More like a thraggling ClGA, fromwhere | stand," Iverson sul ked.

Jaiswal's lip curled with ill-conceal ed rage. "Fortunately,” he said, drawing a saffron plastic
envel ope fromhis cloak, "I amunder no obligation to endure your petty insults. But you are under
obligation to pay this."

"Yeah," lverson groaned, with a | ook of utter defeat. "I know+tet nme have the invoice."

Wth a grimlittle smle, Jaiswal handed it over
Iverson glanced at the scrap of plastic, then set his jaw and took a deep breath. "Pretty
xaxtdamm sure of yourself, weren't

you," he snorted. "You've already included the towto the breaker's yard."

Jai swal shrugged indifferently. "I can nake you a separate invoice, should that be necessary."

"Maybe 1'1l get sone other estimates,” lverson spat back petul antly.

"Suit yourself, lverson,"” Jaiswal sighed with a detached shrug, "but your rent on ny gravity
pool is high, as are the fees for ny tug that even now waits—wth its nmeters running—to tow this
ship to the breakers."

Iverson clenched his fists and | ooked down at his worn boots. "I suppose you al ready know how
much ol d Jamestown's worth as scrap.”

"To the very credit,” Jaiswal said, inspecting his fingernails. "I had an estimte made from ny
tug. The anount you receive will precisely cover the credits owed to your crew plus ny tow ng
invoice, with a nodicumextra that will pay M. Brim here, for naking the trip. Inperial |aw
requires a certified Hel msman aboard all commercial tows, as you know. "

"You bastard," Iverson groaned lifelessly.- "I'"malnost sorry Brimdidn't let her sink."

"She woul d have sunk, lverson," Jaiswal rem nded him hands at his chest, palns up, "w thout
Brimat the controls. And you would now be up to your reddish neck in murder charges for every
passenger lost in the crash.™

I verson shook his head and | ooked at his feet again. "You don't have to remind ne," he said.

"I assune it is settled then?" Jaiswal asked. "Shall we towthis weck to the breakers before
you owe e nore credits than she is worth?"

I verson peered around the cabin for a nmonent, fastening his gaze finally on Brim Peretti and
Ham i sh were al ready packing their gear. "You'll ride her?" he asked.

"Yeah," Brimagreed, "l guess | mght as well. Looks as if that's the last 1'Il ever get from
StarFl eet Enterprises.”

"You're right there, Brim" Iverson assured him "Poor old Jamestown was the last card | had to
play." Then he | aughed cynically. "Nergol Triannic and all his StarFl eets never even touched ne
during the war. It took the ClGAs and their xaxt-dammed peace efforts to really ness up ny life."
"And shatter the Fleet," Hal e added fromthe conpanion-

. J&H&f e/

way. A small traveling case hovered at her heels, and she was dressed for the outdoors.

Brim stepped to the hatchway, frowning. "I guess you heard you'll get paid," he said, a discreet
specter of perfume tenpting his nostrils.

"Yes, thank the Universe," she said quietly, "Ham ish | eft the COW channel open."

"l guessed that Jaiswal night do sonething |ike that," Brimsaid. Then, on an inpul se, he took
her hand—surprisingly soft and warmin his. "Wat can | do to help you?" he asked.

"You're hel ping right now," she said softly, smling down at her hand. "And, of course, | am
still alive.”

Brimfrowned and shook his head. "No," he protested. "I nean—=

"l know what you nean," she stated quietly. "And | appreciate it. But there's nothing nuch
anybody can do about ne—except nyself. Besides, M. Brim" she said with a wink, "you'll be tied
up for at least two days with the tow, and by that tinme, | intend to be well on ny way—wherever
that way turns out to be."

Bri m nodded and rel eased her hand. He expected that she'd waste no tine. Unless he nissed his
guess, there was considerable resilience under all her feninine sleekness. "I hope our paths cross
again, Pam" he said. "You're pretty special."

"You're pretty special yourself, M. WIf Ansor Brim" she chuckled grimy.- "Maybe we can get
together the next tine." Then she peered past himinto the bridge. "Don't take any wooden credits,
gang, " she laughed. "Especially you, Jaiswal —+'d hate to hear that there was anybody around slick
enough to take you for a ride."

"Even wooden credits fromsuch a sweet hand as yours would seem precious to ne, splendid | ady,"
he said, bowi ng el aborately and fixing her with a penetrating stare. "Perhaps | can drop you off

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20The%20Helmsman%2003%20-%20The%20Trophy.txt (8 of 149) [1/31/2004 1:10:27 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2003%20-%20The%20T rophy.txt

sonewhere in my |inousine."”

Hal e rai sed her eyebrows, and she considered the dark little nman for a nmonment with new interest.
"All right," she said at length, "perhaps you can."” She turned for a nmonment to wink at a surprised
Brim then started back down the conpani onway, her traveling case bobbing along the treads after
her. "I'Il be outside the brow, Jaiswal," she called over her shoul der. "Don't
-2S
~*: 4KP"H

be long." Then, except for the exquisite aftergl ow of her perfune, she was gone.

The scrapyard of Z. Jaiswal & Co., Shipbreakers, at the disnal seaside town of Keith'lnver was
ugl y—extravagantly so. Located on Inver Bight, a bend of the Inperial continent's bleak and nearly
treel ess boreal coast, the nmean little village incorporated cheap wooden housi ng, bad sewers, and
wor se pavement. During winter, which was both heavy and long, the air was chilly, and the danpness
penetrated to the marrow of one's bones. Local dwellers coughed and sneezed and wat ched
advertisenents for useless patent renedies, in an age that had all but forgotten disease. It was a
grimannex of the Inperial capital that never appear in tourist ads. Due to a perverse ocean
current, its sky was gl oony nost of the year, as were its gray, squalid | andscape and nost of the
structures that interrupted its cheerless uniformty.

Def unct and enpty, Gty of Jamestown listed silently in thick quayside scum nmoored al ongsi de
the unkenpt corpses of |I.F. S. Treacherous, a relatively late-mark T-C ass destroyer, and the
battle-worn |.F. S. Adamant, an ancient frigate. Behind these |uckless starships, busy cutting
torches were already throwi ng showers of sparks over the grinmnmy, opened hull of |.F. S. Conqueror
once-mighty flagship of Vice Adniral (the Hon.) Jacob Sturdee during the historic battle for
At al anta. Busy, weat her-bl ackened derricks hoisted massive plates of dulled hullnmetal fromthe
great starship's savaged cadaver and dropped them uncerenoniously into waiting scrap barges bound
for collap-siumforges el sewhere in the gal axy.

Hal fway across the bay, a cl oaked, one-eyed hunchback with a crooked nobuth and tw sted hands
bent over the controls of an open ferry taking Brimto Keith'lnver's public dock and the single
daily train to Avalon City. The Carescrian shivered in biting, w nd-driven danpness, hardly able
to gaze back at the old warships. But no matter where he cast his eyes, sone gallant vessel was
being dismantled. Z. Jaiswal & Co., had anple jobs, all right—for people with no regard for what
they were doing. He ground his teeth at the appalling irony going on before his eyes. In six years
of bloody, pitiless warfare, the enornous battlefl eets of Nergol Triannic had been unable to
achi eve what the Inperial Admiralty was doing to itself of its own voli-

tion. Wth a bit of assistance, of course, from Nergol Triannic's Treaty of Garak, as well as
patriotic organizations |ike the Congress for Intragal actic Accord.

Bri m shook his head sadly as the unkenpt ferry ground al ongside the termi nal wharf. The Treaty
of Garak: ClGAs stal-wartly clained it had ended a war—but had it actually? Wre Nergol Triannic's
nminions really sending ships to the breakers as they clainmed? He'd called Leaguers a lot of vile
nanes in his day, but "quitter" wasn't one of themso far as he could renmenber

He carefully counted out his fare to the hunchback, then clinbed to the griny surface of the
wharf and nmade his way to the train platform A lot of other people clained that the treaty was
only a ruse. And if they were correct, then the only benefit would accrue to the League, buying
themtime to recover fromthe unsuccessful attack on Atal anta at Hador-Haelic. And while powerful
Cl GA peacenongers—any within the Admiralty itsel f—busily denonstrated their willingness to banish
war by calling for nmore cuts in the size of the Inperial Fleet, the League of Dark Stars was
probably rebuilding theirs in secret, biding time until they were handed their goal of galactic
dom nation on a silver platter

After a chilly wait, Brimwatched his train snake out of its tunnel |like a |ong segnented
needl e, then sigh into the station, radiating heat as it slowed to a hover over its single glow ng
track. A door hissed open and Brim alone on the dingy platform stepped inside, taking a cranped
seat at the rear of the windowl ess third-class conmpartnent. He | ooked at his tinepi ece and nodded
to hinmself. Wth a little luck at the Avalon end, he'd be back in his flat just in time for the
message Margot prom sed to send when she returned.

That thought produced visions of |oose golden curls framng a glanorous oval face, |anguid blue
eyes, generous |lips, and a brow that frowned in the nost |ovely way possible every tinme she
smiled. Her Serene Mpjesty, Princess Margot of the Effer'wck Doninions and Baroness of the Torond
was not only Brims one true | ove—as well as extravagant |over—she was also intelligent,
courageous, and deliciously heretical. At the tine she and Brimmet aboard |I.F.S. Defiant, she
specialized in perilous covert nmissions to League planets that produced sonme of the war's nost
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val uabl e intelligence information. How

ever, once Enperor Geyffin IV, her uncle, caught wind of these dangerous activities, he forbade
themto continue. A politically dictated marriage (to Baron Rogan LaKam first in succession for
the throne of the Torond) was sinply too valuable an asset to risk. Tenporarily stym ed in her
efforts at direct action, she continued her military career by directing an inportant intelligence
organi zation in Avalon, and even found tine to secretly participate in the defense of Atal anta,
during which she was severely wounded

Wyly, Brimconsidered her comng visit. He'd seen so very little of her since his return to
Aval on. Not that he could blame her for it. She was, after all, obligated to acconpany her husband
wherever he went. And LaKarn was a devoted traveler. Until he was soneday crowned G and Duke—dpon
the eventual death of his nother—he ostensibly served as Anbassador to the Enpire, with residence
in Aval on. But the "residence" part was little nmore than a joke, as was his post at the enbassy.

Li ke many ot her superweal thy young nmen of the postwar civilization, LaKarn was on a pl easure
spree, traveling regularly anmong the great cities of the galaxy, visiting cel ebrated spas and
casi nos, and hobnobbing with other nmenbers of a new, fast-noving, freewheeling |eisure class.

During the rare tinmes Brimand Margo had been able to steal a nonent together, she often decried
the neaningless life she was forced to live. But during her |ong absences, Brimfound hinself
struggling bitterly against resentnent for the vast difference between his own deepeni ng poverty
and the lavish lifestyle she foll owed.

Little nore than a netacycle later, he was back in Avalon, hurrying through the wintry streets
on foot. Wth the job market as unpronmising as it was, he needed to save every credit, especially
if he expected to eat with any regularity. As he crossed over a busy thoroughfare, speeding
I i nousi nes bel ow reni nded hi m of the days past when he travel ed these sanme boul evards in sinilar
transportati on—ence in one of the Enperor's own. And even though he'd been poor nost of his
exi stence, the taste of the good Iife he'd received in the Fleet was not easily forgotten, nor
rel i nqui shed.

A large and col orful holoboard farther along the street touted sonmeone's news service. Brim
stopped to | ook. What caught his

eye was a sleek starslrip in fhe "background of the ad. Lean and powerful -1 ooking, it was one of
the three nodified attack ships the Inperial Starflight Society planned to enter in the Mtchel
Trophy Race, scheduled to take place in less than a year as he renmenbered. By the Universe, he
thought to hinself, there was a ship he'd like to fly! He grinned and t hought of Pam Mal e's words
about being "rich and famous." Well, he night be broke and obscure, but he'd once rubbed el bows
with a few of the swells that bel onged to that exclusive club, although he suspected they'd be
ashaned to admt they knew hi mthese days.

He sighed as he made his way up a narrow staircase to his apartnent. Cooking odors from
nei ghboring flats reminded himthat the |last norsel he'd eaten was a cold box [unch provided by
t he tugboat captain alnost a day ago. Tonight, he would skip supper as well. He wanted to toast
Margot's visit with good Logi sh Meem and that neant he must econoni ze.

He keyed the |l ock on a peeling, age-stained door, then entered his chilly one-roomflat, nearly
devoid of furniture, or much of anything else for that matter. As his funds had dw ndl ed, he had
sold of f nobst of his neager possessions—even his prized wartinme nedals and a rare old Sodeskayan
bl ast er—al ways optim stic that new enpl oynent was around the corner. But it never was. So nmany
jobless Hel msnmen were idle on the streets of Avalon, and so few ships were still in conm ssion
that only the well connected found jobs; skills were secondary attributes in that cutthroat
market. Unfortunately for Brim "connecting” with the influence he unquestionably possessed neant
accepting help. And that was sonething quite beyond his experience.

Seating hinself on a carton before a battered public correspondence socket, he called up his
mai |l . | medi ately, nessages appeared from N kol ai Yanuarievich Usis and Anastas Al exyi Borodov,
weal t hy Sodeskayan Bears and conrades from a thousand days of desperate warfare. They were again
solicitously offering enployment on freighters of GF.S.S. (Geat Federation of Sodeskayan States)

registry.
Concl udi ng one nore tinme that the Bears' proposals were made nore from conpassion than from
actual need, he turned them down by return mail, witing of fictitious opportunities that woul d

keep himlucratively busy for a year or nore. \Wen

he finished, his face burned with enbarrassnent; he had an al nost norbid fear of receiving
charity. Carescrians nmight collectively be the poorest people in the Enpire, but they were al so
proud, and fiercely independent.
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Anot her nessage was from Li eut enant Commrander Regul a Col | i ngswood, now nmarried to Erat Plutron
one of the surviving old-line Adnmirals in the Inperial Fleet. She was al so an officer of the
Inperial Starflight Society, if he renmenbered correctly. Her note was one nore invitation to Bernus
Hal I, their ancient manor house near the boreal shore of Lake Mersin. Brimshook his head sadly;
Col I'i ngswood too was concerned for his situation. Wth deep appreciati on and consi derabl e regret,
he sent a polite nessage of refusal. Facing that nagnificent person fromhis present poverty was
si mply unt hi nkabl e, as was accepting help fromflighted A zurnian enbassy officials who, in still
anot her message, were maeking their regular check of his situation on behalf of a nation whose
everlasting gratitude he had earned in a bygone |and canpaign. He politely refused this as well.
If a person couldn't make his own way in the galaxy, then he didn't deserve to live, and that was
t hat .

As usual, he saved Margot's correspondence for last. Hearing fromher was al nbost an obsessi on
with him but lately, he had begun to view her nessages in a new and al together unsettling manner.
During his tenure in the Fleet, the trenendous disparity in their econom c circunstances had
never seened very significant. Then he had been an officer, and surely on his way up. These days,

however, while she was still a Royal Princess, he was now a nobody, with few prospects of any
kind. It bothered himthat poverty seened to distort his point of view, especially because he was
reasonably sure that she remained constant in their star-crossed love affair. If anything, the
nmessages she sent were now even nore |oving and erotic than they ever were before her narriage.

Wthin the metacycle, he discovered that her |atest posting was no exception. "WIf, dearest
| ove," she whispered as her flushed countenance faded for the last time fromthe display, "soon
we will be together, and | shall no | onger have to do this for nyself."” After a few nonents, he
wi ped his brow, then checked his face in the mrror for the thousandth tine. Her

"soon" was |less than two days hence. He hoped to Voot that the swelling in his bruised nose would
subsi de by then.
Brinms run-down bed creaked as Margot drowsily rolled a | eg over his hips and covered his face

with wet, perfuned kisses. "I love you, WIf," she sighed drowsily, —nmore than the Universe
itself...."

Strangely wi de awake after a long evening of unrestrained | ovenmaki ng, he gently caressed her
silky hair with his free hand until her breathing evened out and she lay still in his arnms. In the

| ate-night silence, his mnd s eye retraced their surreptitious neeting that evening in the
romanti ¢ shadows of a snug, out-of-the-way bistro. Sonehow, his cheap clothes didn't seem so

noti ceable there, and fromthe time he kissed her |ong, tapering fingers, all the hopel essness of
his current life healed in the warm gl ow of her soul. Later, she had even nade his shabby wal k-up
seemlike a suite in sone grand hotel as, garnent by garnent, she slowy bared her glorious body,
then drew his face into a glorious tangle of nbist golden curls.

In the stillness of the night he let the warm perfunme of her breath restore his shattered
spirit. Cearly, she cared for himas nmuch today as she had on that gl orious evening years ago
when they first nmade I ove in her private suite at the Effer'ian enbassy.

Then—nfernall y—a wave of despair swept all the warnmth away. In those days, he had been WIf
Brimthe Hel msman, a proud man with a mission and a future who could damm wel |l contend for the
nmost desirable woman in the Enpire. What mattered nost in that wild tumult of battle were skills
guts, and confidence. He had themall—+n great quantities. Lately, however, it seened that skil
and guts counted for very little in the peacetine Enpire of CIGA politics. And to his everlasting
shanme, he deathly feared that he was now |l osing his confidence. It was a long tinme before he
finally drifted off into a confused state that only vaguely resenbl ed sl eep

He awoke with a start to quiet weeping fromthe pillow next to him "Mrgot," he whispered with
anxi ous concern, "what is it? Wiat's wong?" By the glow of his wall heater, he could see her
cheeks were streaked with eye makeup
She only buried her head in her hands and began to cry al oud

until her body was wacked with violent sobs. Truly distressed by this tine, Brimheld her close
in his arnms, caressing the back of her neck and her shoul ders until she seened to regain sone
control and the fitful wenching subsided. Wen her breathing returned to sonething |ike normal
he put his lips to her ear. "Want to tell ne about it?" he asked in a whisper

Wth her face still buried in the crook of his arm she shook her head. "No, WIf, | don't," she
murmured bitterly, "but | nust." Wthout another word, she slipped fromthe bed and stepped to his
sink where she turned up the lights and began to wash her face.

Even in Brim s anxiety, the sight of her anple buttocks and |ong, shapely |egs were enough to
cause a famliar excitenent in his loins. Margot Effer' wck-was absolutely the npost desirable
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woman he had encountered anywhere in the gal axy. Wat could have happened to her? He bit his lip.
Al'l he could do was wait patiently until she decided to share her troubles.

I nspecting her face in his tiny mrror, she at last turned and made her way back to the bed
where she settl ed cross-1egged beside himand took his hand in hers. "At first," she began

peering at himwith a grave | ook, "I thought | ought to keep this fromyou for a while." She
sighed quietly as light fromthe heater turned her hair into a golden halo. "But tonight," she
continued presently, "I suddenly awoke with the fear that if | did, I mght |ose your trust. And
wi thout that, | would | ose you, WIf Brim"

Her red-rinmed eyes gazed at himwi th such fierce enotion that Brimraised hinmself to a sitting
position. "You can tell ne, Margot," he said gently.

Alnost as if she were at prayer—he'd actually seen peopl e doing that—she bowed her head and
cl osed her eyes for a nonent. Then she | ooked himdirectly in the eye. "I'mpregnant, WIf," she
whi spered qui ckly, as though the words thenselves were bitter in her nmouth. "I'mgoing to bear
Rogan's son in a little less than eight nonths."

From a thousand c' |l enyts distance, Brimheard his breath catch and he felt the sharp knife of
dismay turn in his gut. "H's son?" he asked weakly.

"His son," Margot repeated with the sane intense look. "I'd nanaged to prevent that from
happening for a long tinme, but
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well..." She shrugged. "W were in Tarrott after touring the League a few weeks back. Rogan
was dickering with Gorn-Hoff for three of their attack ships he wants to nodify for the Mtchel
Trophy Race, and, well, you can imagine how a big consortiumlike Gorn-Hoff entertains...." She
rai sed her open hands guilelessly. "At any rate, after a huge banquet and a | ot of Logi sh Meem |
si nply needed conpany, and for once Rogan didn't let ne down." She took a deep breath. "If it's
any reconpense, | was thinking about you nost of the tinme—especially when..." She paused and
smled ruefully. "Anyway," she continued, "it wasn't until norning that | renenbered |I'd taken no
precautions—and | was too enbarrassed to ask for that kind of medical help in a foreign donain.
Besi des, " she added, "Rogan woul d have killed me—he's been trying for a long time." She | ooked
into his eyes again. "There," she said grimy. "Now you know everything about it."

Brimfought his enmptions to a draw and gently lifted her chin until she was | ooking into his
eyes. "lIt's all right," he said gently. "It was bound to happen soneday...." But sonehow, inside
it wasn't all right. He gazed at her snall breasts and the sensual curve of her stomach and
suddenly things were different. Instead of his usual stirrings, the sight of her gol den pubic
thatch sent a wave of regret coursing through his spirit like a gust of icy air. It was as if
LaKarn had been there all night with them watching.

"Are you all right, WIf?" Margot asked with a sudden | ook of concern

Brimtook a deep breath. "Yeah," he said presently, "lI"'mall right. | guess | just wasn't ready
for that kind of news...."

Margot gently bent to kiss his fingers. "Neither was | about a week ago," she said with a shake
of her head. Then, a shadow of concern passed across her eyes and she threw her arms around his
neck. "Hold me for a noment, WIf," she begged anxiously. "I don't want to let this thing cone
bet ween us!™

Bri m eased her head back to the pillow "The Universe knows |I |ove you, Margot," he whispered
ardently, "—better than life itself. And tonorrow | shall |ove you even nore—for every tonorrow I
live to see." It was no neani ngl ess platitude: he neant every word. Then, he brushed her danp
eyel ashes with his |lips and began to gently kiss her on the the nouth.

After some tinme, she began to clanmp his shoul ders nore

tightly and her breathing becanme | abored. Suddenly, her nouth opened and her tongue darted between
his Iips while she rolled onto her side and rhythnically crushed her groin into his hip. "WIf,k"
she moaned in a tow voice, "I need you again...."

At that nmoment, panic struck WIf Brimwith the force of a runaway starship. He wasn't ready. He
ground his teeth and concentrated.

"WIf," she urged breathlessly, throwing her leg over his waist, "hurry! |I have to leave in | ess
than a nmetacycle." She was ready, no doubt about that.

Total Iy incredul ous, he squeezed his hand between themto make certain. It was true. "I-1"'"m not
ready," he confessed with a groan. "I can't."
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"You what ?"
"I can't," he croaked, rolling over on his back.
"Ch, WIf, ny poor darling," she whispered in disnay. Suddenly she covered himw th her body,
pl aced her hands on his cheeks, and snothered his face in gentle kisses. "It's all right," she
whi spered in a voice filled with conpassion. "You don't have to prove anything to nme—ever. | |ove

you. That's all that counts."

In spite of her tender words, Brimcouldn't relax. "Ch great Universe," he npaned between
clenched teeth, "now |'ve failed you in this too." He rolled fromunder her and swung his | egs
onto the floor, sitting with the sheet gripped in both hands as if it were his only anchor to
sanity.

Margot qui ckly knelt beside himwi th her arnms around his neck. "WIf, WIf," she sobbed. "What
have | done to your

"Not hi ng," he answered, his voice cracking with enmotion. "It's just that... well, | can't seem
to win for losing, these days." He put his face in his hands, feeling the enptions welling within
hi m

Suddenly, he felt her hand at his groin. "Dearest WIf," she whispered, urging himonto the bed
agai n.

She never got to finish. D screet rapping at the door preceded the unm stakabl e voice of
Anbridge, her chauffeur. "Madam we nust nake haste. The househol d plans to awaken rmuch earlier
than usual today."

Brimfelt her whole body go rigid beside him "I hear you, Anbridge," she called presently. "I
shall be there in a nmonent." She hesitated for no nore than a click |onger, then

pl aced her hands on his cheeks and kissed himfull on the mouth. "WIf," she said as she sprang
fromthe bed and began to pull on her clothes, "you nust not let this affect you in any way." She
frowned as she struggled with the buttons on her ornate bl ouse, then turned to ook at himfull in
the face. "You are no less a man this norning," she said, her hands on her hips, "than you were
| ast ni ght when you caused nme to wake everyone in this building with ny happy noaning."
Still in a state of shock, Brimcould only sit nunmbly while she stepped into her shoes. After a
I ong monent, he got to his feet and held her cloak. "I don't know what to say, Margot," was all he
coul d munbl e.
"WIf," she said with a | ook of deepening concern on her face. "WIf, look at me. You certainly
aren't the only man this has happened to. | nean—
Qui et but insistent rapping conmenced at the door again. "Madane," Anbridge whi spered.
"I'"'mon nmy way," she answered over her shoulder. "WIf, are you going to be all right?"
Brimgathered the remaining shreds of his ego and pul | ed
hi nsel f erect, feeling nore than a little foolish standi ng naked
in front of this very thoroughly dressed wonan. "I'mall right
now," he lied, nervously fingering her ring as it dangled from
the chain around his neck. Somehow the nmetal felt unnaturally
cold. "Don't worry about nme." ]
"You're sure, WIf?" ' >
"You can count on it." He took her in his arms and ki ssed her on the mouth while Anbridge
continued to knock at short intervals. "You' d better go now," he said after a nonent.
She nodded. "Don't ever forget that | |ove you, dearest," she
said. "'For thee, ny own sweet lover, in thy heart, | know,
nyself secure, as thou in nmne: W were and are—+ am even |j
as thou art—Beings who ne'er each other can resign; It is the
same, together or apart....'" The she opened the door and was\
gone in the blink of an eye. i
During all those dreary years that followed Admiral Kabul
Aaak 's Cust great aftiscA on Carescria—fe raid w pedl out every r
menber of his fanmily-WIf Brim had beconme convinced that;
he coul d never again find the necessary tears to cry.
He was w ong.

CHAPTER 2
Cl audi a

In that |ast half-metacycle before dawn, Brim managed to throw on his clothes and stunble
blindly out into the cold, sleety streets. Anything was better than the solitude of his dingy
room and the raw nmenories of his |latest and nost painful failure. It was too awful to
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cont enpl at e.

Considerably later, after losing all track of tine, he found hinself shivering on the waterfront
of Lake Mersin beneath the | andward end of the causeway |eading to Avalon's Grand Termi nal 1sland.
He was tired and hungry, but no force in the Universe could make himreturn to the place of his
shame. He was al so col d—+the heating elenments in his clothes hadn't worked for nonths now, nor was
his |ightweight jacket rmuch good at stopping the raw wind that swept in off the lake. Had Gty of
Janmest own held together for one last trip, he had planned to buy his heated suit back fromthe
used- garnents deal er. He shrugged. The way things were going in his life, he would soon be | ucky
to have any clothes at all

He | ooked around at the nean streets leading to the dilapidated waterfront. He'd not been in
this part of town since his cadet days when he'd conme to the section |looking for... entertai nnent.
He shook his head determ nedly—after |last night, those thoughts wo® stncQy off-limts. Ahead, he
noti ced a queue of ragged-1ooking people waiting patiently in the driving sleet, hands in their
pockets, arms tight against their bodies to conserve heat. Those at the head of the line were

singly

entering one of the grime-blackened storefronts in a shabby row facing the wharfs. Fromtinme to
time, others exited from another door, some to stand in a small crowd at the end of a short jetty,
others to disappear with a dejected shuffle along the littered waterfront streets.

Sorret hi ng about those figures noving out onto the jetty set themapart. Brimfrowned—what was
it? Suddenly, he knew. they wal ked with the rolling gate of space sailors, professionals who
under stood how to carry thenselves in any kind of gravity gradient.

He stopped behind the |ast person in line, a thin and angular woman with a sharply hooked nose,
prom nent chin, and pocknmarked cheeks. Her eyes, however, were a dead giveaway for a
starsail or—+they had the permanent narrow ng people got after spending a lifetine staring out into
the void. She wore a stocking cap over her stringy gray hair, a faded Inperial battle jacket from
whi ch the insignia had been renmoved, and heavy wool en sl acks with worn Fl eet-issue boots. "Wat're
they giving away up there?" he asked, nodding toward the storefront.

The wonman | aughed scornfully. "These days, nobody's givin' out any thin' to anybody," she said,
"especi ally ex-Blue Capes. Wiere have you been since the Treaty of Garak, mister? Ain't you heard
about the Cl GAs?"

Brimlooked her in the eye. "Sanme place you' ve been, |'d guess,
I'"ve heard the CIGAs, all right. Too nuch."”

The wonman stonped her boots in the wet slush and returned her attention to the storefront.
"Thought so," she said. Then she fell silent.

he answered enotionl essly. "And

"You still didn't tell ne what the line's for," Brimpronpted after a while.
"You never asked."

"Yeah. You're right; | guess | didn't. Wiy's everybody in |line?" For better or worse, he seened
to be init, too. At least ten other ragged figures had queued up behind himwhile he tal ked.

She | aughed derisively. "I guess you haven't been down this way very often—M ster ex-officer,"
she hissed. "But we're seein' nore and nore of your kind every day."
"You still didn't tell me why you're in—=
"Jobs," the worman said, "I G Spacelines. They recruit peo-

pie for the | ower decks in places like this. You knowsenials."

Bri m nodded. He'd heard; he'd sinply never before had a reason to... Suddenly he frowned. There
was anpl e reason now. Hi s funds were al nost gone after his neal with Margot and their bottle of
Logish Meem He'd had to hassle with her for the right to pay for everything, but she'd finally
given in, clearly to save what little pride he retained. Soon, however, that pride would cost him
dearly. H's rent was due in exactly one week, to a landlady totally devoid of conpassion. At that
juncture, he would have to either find sone enpl oynent or accept help from soneone. O herw se, he
woul d beconme one of the city's growing cadre of honel ess veterans who slept in doorways or under
bridges. Even that was al nost better than accepting help.

He stayed where he was, shuffling along in the line. Just about everything he owned of any val ue
was on his back, and he couldn't bring hinmself to return home. Presently, he found hinsel f through
the door and into the relative warnth of a shabby room whose peeling walls were covered by
hol oposters advertising |GQ's great starliners. One, nearest the bare light pictured a city of
canal s, proclainm ng:

Royal
A" zurni an Get away QOdyssey
Lifting on a biweekly schedul e.
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Book Early for the
M tchell Trophy Race at
Magal | a' ana, A' zurn
Brimground his teeth. The Mtchell Trophy Race. Margot's naked body suddenly repl aced the
hol oposter in his mnd s eye —enly she was rutting with LaKarn and nmaki ng a baby after dickering
with Gorn-Hoff for starships to conpete in that race!

"Well, c'non, mster," a man demanded behind a scarred desk, "none of us have all day. How many
years in space you got?" He had a fat, greasy face and wore the quasi-nilitary uniform of
I ntragal actic Spacelines, whose winter tunic was clearly too warmfor the room He was sweating
profusely as he peered nearsightedly into a battered displ ay.

"Twenty-two years in space; alnmpst five of themin the Fleet," Brimanswered, trying to keep his
eyes fromthe poster. Even for a Carescrian, he'd started flying early.

The fat man nade a face and | ooked up. "Just in case | mght believe that kind of corgwash,

m ster," he grow ed, "what kind of work you | ookin' for?"

Brimforced his mind to concentrate. Wat kind of experience did he have? Cearly, they weren't
| ooking for Helmsnen in a place like this.

"Come on, nister," the fat man chi ded again. "Either pay attention or |let sonebody else in." He
wi ped his nose with a pudgy finger.

"Un... | guess | can do b-baggage handling,"” Brimstamered. Before he learned to fly the
dangerous ore barges that earned himhis berth in the Hel nenen's Acadeny, he'd worked at a | ot of
nmeni al j obs.

"Baggage handlin'," the nan repeated, his pudgy fingers thruming a filthy console while he
squinted into the display. "Yeah, good choice," he said presently, "we got a couple of round-trip
berths on S.S. Prosperous—big 'un, deparrin' tonight for Hador-Haelic and the city of Atalanta.”

He | ooked up at Brim "You look |ike you're pretty strong, all right. They'll like that. But you
got no seniority with IQ, either—teastw se, you don't show up on the conpany's books under Brim
So they'll expect you for extra duty in the galley if you want the job."

Brimconsidered a nonent. |If nothing else, it would nean a warm dry place to sleep for a while.
And at the rate things were going, that nmight be a definite inprovenent in his lifestyle.

"CGet a nobve on, Brim There's |lots of people outside that'll take the job with no thinkin'."
"Il take it." Brim said.
"Where's your stuff?" the G nman asked. "You'll have t' get the next launch t' catch 'er."

"Everything I own is on ny back," Brim asked.

"All right,"” the nman said, bending to his console again, "that's it. Renenber, it's a round-trip
job and there's laws against junpin' ship in the niddle. This ain't no free trip to Atalanta, no
matter how many jobs they've got there during their reconstruction. Unnerstand?"

"I understand," Brim said, eager to be on the way to anything.

He spent nost of the next netacycle on one of ICL's shabby, fly-spotted work stations, trying to
i gnore the hol oposter and keep his mnd fromthe open wound that Mirgot had become while he
conpleted the mllion and one legal forns required by the Enpire for intragal actic enpl oynent.
Then, having been issued a tenporary scrap of a badge readi ng, NEW MEN AL, he nade his way onto
the cold quayside. One nore job renmained before reporting to the pier

Transferring his last credits to a public correspondence system he sent a brief nessage (via
text, the | east expensive delivery nmethod available) to a confidential destination Mrgot
mai nt ai ned for just such circunstances:

Dear est Margot:

Last night proved how nuch | need to put together sone sort of newlife for nyself: one in which
I can look you in the face once nore. Please trust that | amsafe, that | renmin unchanged in ny
|l ove for you, and that | shall someday return. Care for yourself in the way | would care for you
were | able.

Al nmy love, WIf

Wthin two netacycles, he was bal ancing hinself on the icy open deck of a |abor-pool |aunch as
it skidded around the edge of a col ossal gravity pool supporting IG's premere starliner, the
S.S. Prosperous. Far overhead, he could see the big ship's conoid bow and farther back, her high,
raki sh superstructure, conpletely distorted by the extreme perspective. After a conpl ete postwar
refitting, she was resplendent in dazzling white with the vivid IG |ogo blazing forth fromthe
center of her

bridge. The last time he'd seen her this close, she was finished in wartine ebony hullnetal and he
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was on his way to A zurn for the first |land campaign of his experience.

As the launch drew to a halt at the | owest enbarkation platform he |ooked up to see passengers
gliding into the big ship on noving wal kways through lofty, gold-tinted glass brows. He shook his
head as he dodged a sheet of icy spray, wondering what sort of skills one needed to obtain such
| uxury in peacetine. Then he shrugged sadly. Whatever they were, all seened far beyond his own
wr et ched under st andi ng.

"Al right, bums,"” a tough-looking | GL officer barked froma freight elevator, "in here on the
double. We've work aplenty for the Iikes of you."

Bef ore he swung hinself to the wave-slick platform Brimcraned his neck for a last | ook at the
ship's brooding control bridge, nearly one hundred fifty irals overhead. Wile he stood there,
transfixed, he felt a sharp jab in the ribs. He | ooked down to see a pair of young |G surface
officers: slim perfectly uniformed, and effete, as nonflying officers often seemed to be. One was
brandi shing a baton.

"On your way, Menial," he said contenptuously. "The only way you'll see the bridge of that ship
is with a nmop in your hand.” He | aughed at his own joke.

"That's right," the other sniggered. "Wat do y' think y* are, a Hel neman or sonet hi ng?"

Whi nes and runbles of inminent |andfall cascaded on Brim s ears as he desperately sprinted
toward the nenials' conpartnment. He'd been the |ast hand to | eave the gall ey because it was his
responsibility to make a final cleaning pass over the slops conpartnents and t he garbage crusher.
Now, with the ship's mammoth gravity generators droning at idle—about to be reversed at any
monent —he knew he had only cycles to strap hinself in before Pandenoni um broke | oose al ong the big
starship's keel. He could alnost feel it.

"Hands to | anding stations! Hands to | anding stations!" a clanorous voice brayed over the
bl ower. "All hands to | anding stations!"

Brimglinpsed an unm stakabl e cityscape as he raced past a viewport. At the sane nonent a
Hel msman ten decks overhead activated the big ship's Iift nodifiers and skewed her gravity

gradi ent forward. Brimunderstood all too well what was about to result, but there was nothing he
could do save brace for the inevitable, which followed i mediately. A mighty gravitron fl ux,
racing like an invisible piston through the corridor, sent himsprawing along the netal deck
then dashing his head into a bul khead in a sudden stormof swirling |lights. Abruptly, everything
went bl ack.

He awoke to soneone tugging painfully on his arm—an |G officer? H s eyes were too blurred to be
sure.

"Wake up, you xaxtdamed | azy beggar,"

t he wobbly apparition demanded in a deep voice. "Thank

your lucky stars that little evening nap of yours didn't get you killed when we made | andfall! Now
off to your duty post on the doubl e—dnderstand?"
Still bewildered fromthe terrific blow, Brimdunbly struggled to his feet and fl oundered al ong

the hallway, holding his aching head with both hands. It felt as if his brains had been pounded by
a neteor.

"And Menial," the nman called after him "try to be a little cleaner about yourself in the
future. You snell |ike a sack of garbage!"

Bri mcl anped his nouth shut and stunbl ed along the hall. He had, he rem nded hinself for the ten
thousandth tinme, signed up for the job of his owmn free will. And in truth, the constant baggage

organi zi ng that occupied nmuch of his first two days out was good, honest work. In fact, he found
it al nbst enjoyable. But when all the mllion and one traveling cases were at |ast sorted and
properly stowed, the officers wasted little tine in appointing himto the ship's nonster galley as
a Slops Mate. After that, he spent nearly every waki ng netacycle contenpl ati ng garbage of every
speci es, vintage, and stench—often while he was knee deep in it. The word intol erable coul dn't
even half describe the renmai nder of his passage

And now, it was reasonably clear why there was always a shortage of Slops Mates. The poor devils
either slipped on the rancid grease that perpetually coated the slops ranp, thereby joining the
very garbage they were processing, or they were sinply dashed to flinderation when they coul dn't
reach safety during takeoffs or | andings.

He frowned as he passed another viewport. Qutside, past the col ossal overhang of Prosperous's
hull, he could see the w nk-

ing early-evening lights of Atalanta—a city he had once hel ped save. H s eyes followed the great
upsweep of City Mount Hill as it became one with the darkening sky. And even in the failing light,
after a | apse of nmore than two years, scars fromthe great battle waged above the city were easily
visible, as were countless construction sites. Everywhere he | ooked, builders' derricks intruded
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on the skyline.
Bri m nodded to hinself. There was no putting it off any longer. Wth all that construction
there sinply had to be job openings. Alot of them And no matter what sort of work they called
for, the worst woul d—by definition—be a | ot nore desirable than cleaning garbage chutes. He
shrugged. There was really no decision. He'd nade up his mnd the first day he pulled slops duty.
d anci ng over his shoul der, he checked to make certain the corridor was enpty, then turned and
continued on his original course to the nmenials' conpartment. A plan was already beginning to form

in his mnd—ene that had served himwell in the Great War when he was trapped aboard a Leaguer
shi p.

The grinmy chanber where Brimslept was nearly enpty when he arrived, but even though nost of the
har d-used neni al s who bunked there were now at their stations, it still reeked of overworked,

under washed bodi es. Quickly stripping to the skin, he donned the shabby clothing he'd worn the day
of his departure. Over this, he pulled the only clean set of |G work togs he possessed. Then
runpling his privacy blanket as if he had nmerely relinquished the recliner to report for duty, he
hurried off toward the baggage hol ds.

On his way, he nade one hasty stop, in a conpartnent marked BAGGAGE SUPERVI SORS ONLY. Bol dly
entering the restricted office unit, he strode past four |G officers—three wonen and a nan—-seat ed
in front of a situation terninal that was clearly tuned to one of Atalanta's seam er broadcast
stations. None so nuch as bothered to | ook up as he made his way across the roomto a rack of
| ogic scribers: the same kind of portable witing board carried by everyone in the Universe who
ever took an inventory or made a survey. Selecting a battered-1ooking veteran of what nust have
been hundreds of transgal ac-tic journeys, he quickly erased its contents, then exited the

roomagain without eliciting any reaction fromits "legal" occupants—and continued al ong the
corridor at a trot.

When he arrived at the hatch to baggage hol d nunber four, his assigned duty station, Brim
careful ly peered around the coaming, waited until the deck was clear of |G supervisors, then
stole into the naze of lofty chutes that held traveling cases to be unl oaded. Selecting a |arge,
expensi ve-1ooking grip at random he hefted it to the floor and activated its "follower" unit,
recording the registration nunber on a "Personal Delivery" formthat he'd called up fromhis
scrioer's nmenory. Then, with the grip bobbing along at his heels, he signed the sen her with a
flourish—Peter Mason, a nanme he'd drawn from sone distant recess of his m nd—and strode out across
the main floor of the 1 baggage roomas if the orders he'd just drawn up and authenticated were
real .

Before he arrived at the heavily guarded personnel exit, Brimwas interrogated by no | ess than
five suspicious |G officials. Presentation of the scriber alone was enough to get himpast the
first four—none of them even bothered to read it.

The fifth, however—a two-striper—was a different matter entirely. He not only took the scriber
fromBrimis hands, he read it carefully, frowning when he cane to the signature section, clearly
trying to remenber sonmeone on the |G staff with the name of Mason. "Wo is this Peter Mason
Meni al ?" he denanded, his narrow face wearing a | ook of haughty suspicion. He was a well-cared-for-
man in his sixties, but his red hair was dark as any twenty-year-old's. He also wore a large Cl GA
ring encrusted with gaudy stones.

Brimfelt his brow break out in perspiration while the officer studied his forged scriber. Could
it be that Peter Mason was a real name? "I don't rightly know, sir," he said, deciding hastily to
play on IG's predilection for rank consciousness. "Wen | saw the four stripes on his cuff, |
thought |'d better do what he said. He wanted this grip delivered in person to the termnal, an' |
wasn't about to ask any questions...."

"Four stripes, you say?"

"Aye, sir," Brimaffirmed, "I don't rightly know nuch about |1 G. ranks, but | sure didn't want to
fool with the likes of him if you get ny drift, sir. He |looked |ike a tough one, he did...."

"I see," the man said while a frown fornmed on his face. He considered for a noment nore—n which
Brimsternly re-

m nded hinself to breathe—then handed over the scriber. "Well, er, off you go, then, Menial," he
ordered reluctantly, "and don't let ne catch you loitering on your way back."

"Aye, sir," Brimsaid, knuckling his forehead and starting down the corridor at a run, the grip
careening after himat full clip. "You won't find ne wastin' tine on this ship, ever—an' you can
believe it, sir," he called over his shoulder. Then he scanmpered down a conpani onway taking the
treads two at a tinme.

Wthin cycles, Brimfound hinself approaching a crew exit hatch. Beyond, the yell ow sh
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brilliance of Karlsson |anps streaned fromthe end of a long, covered brow Freedomwas |ess than
a hundred irals distant; however, one |ast obstruction remained: a crystal guard colum. And there
was no way he could enter the brow without passing it. Gathering all the courage and brashness he
could rmuster, he marched toward the opening as if he expected the guard to |l et himpast on sight.

I nside his transparent enclosure, the man was tall and raw boned with unintelligent eyes, a
| unpy nose, and a great lantern jaw that fairly begged to be punched. He appeared to be in
vi gorous conversation through his termnal with a sultry-1ooking wonan whose | avi shly nade-up face
and fantastic green eyelids suggested a well-established profession. Wthout interrupting his
di al ogue, the man thrust an officious hand out a small w ndow to block Brims path.

"I'"ve gotta hurry, Oficer," Brimprotested in an exaggerated whi sper through the window, "this
traveling bag was pronmised at hatch fifty-one nore'n five clicks ago. Sonethin' about a | ady
gettin' caught with the wong guy in her bed last night..." He flashed the scriber. "See?" he
said, pointing first to the display, then to the flashing ID tag on the traveling case. "They
mat ch. "

Hi s heart skipped a | ong beat when the ternminal prattled angrily and the guard's eyes opened
wide with rage.

"Nobody," he grow ed resentfully at the display, "says anything like that to me—specially the
i kes of you, ya slut!"

The terminal responded noisily with something unintelligible, whereupon the man | ooked blindly
at Brimwith a frenzied expression on his face, as if he were trying to put words to his rage.

Heart in his nmouth, Brimcould only flash the scriber again. "Got to hurry," he nouthed
theatrically.

Wt hout another gl ance, the guard waved hi mthrough while he shouted a great torrent of
invective at the display. Brimheard little of it, nearly outrunning the traveling case again in
his haste to clear the G crew area, which he did before the next five cycles had passed.

Much later, hurrying inland on foot, he hoped guiltily that soneone would restore the purl oined
traveling case to its rightful owners. He'd abandoned it with his |G work togs behind a gigantic
potted o' gett fern in the crowded terminal. Presently, he was clinbing Gty Munt Hll, follow ng
one of the stone tramalleys that crisscrossed Atal anta, dodging huge top-hanpered interurban cars
that thundered by fromboth directions at perilously high speeds. Wien he'd put at |east five
c'lenyts between hinself and the I1G, he veered into one of the older parts of the city to shelter
for the remai nder of the chilly spring evening in a dark storefront. And even though his teeth
chattered fromtime to time, he couldn't remenber when he'd last felt so nmuch at ease and at home
anywher e.

He awoke when the great star Hador was just beginning to tint Haelic's broad horizon with
tenuous shades of red and mauve. In the dusky half-light, he watched a little native Zuz-zous
crackling down fromthe nightward sky toward a waterfront |landing, its beacon flashing |ike a
firefly. Atalanta! He was hungry again, dying for a hot cup of cvceese'. But he was also free. And
that al one seened wormthe trip.

From hi s vantage point on City Mount Hill, he could see all the way to the civilian districts of
the harbor and the col ossal form of Prosperous brooding on an i nmense canal -side gravity pool anid
IG@'s sprawl i ng conpl ex of warehouses and term nals. The big ship's nyriad position lights and
scuttles glittered Iike stars froma private gal axy. He shook his head. Mgnificent was the word
she brought to mind. He'd |oved the big ship when he'd first laid eyes on her years ago, and his
sour experience as a nenial had changed not hi ng. Peopl e who | oved star-shi ps—and the stars—as much
as Brimdid were a tough | ot to discourage.

He shrugged, surmising the harbor authorities would have given up searching for himby now. His
nane woul d soon be
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posted as a "junper" in waterfront police departnments of a dozen ports of call throughout the
Enmpire. But aside fromthe postings thenselves, he was fairly certain that nothing further would
result fromhis junping ship. The |l oss of one Slops Mate nore or less could have little rea
significance. Besides, he chuckled to hinmself, 1G had actually gained in the transaction —nenials
weren't paid off until the ship returned hone; therefore, he'd worked the outbound leg free. A
fair trade, he calculated. And with his pay, they could keep the renai nder of their garbage, as
wel | .

While one of the city's nmillion-odd sable rothcats brushed against his |egs, he contenplated his
first real view of the city in slightly nmore than two years. Atalanta's administrators had clearly
acconpl i shed nuch in the way of rebuilding since the League's last great attack was rebuffed.
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Everywhere he | ooked he could see newtile roofs in a mllion reds, browns, oranges, and greens,
along with walls that didn't quite match their nei ghbors and donmes whose surfaces were patched
with varying degrees of netallic luster. But, as he had noted the previous evening, unrestored
vestiges of destruction were equally evident—+to his Hel msman's eye, perhaps nore so. The whol e
cityscape was pocknarked with enpty lots, tunbled masonry, yawni ng wi ndows, and skel etal renmins
of burned-out structures. Perhaps the nost poignant reninder of that ferocious battle was the
enpty crag that once cradled the G adgroat-Norchelite's now vaporized nonastery. He stared in awe,
renenbering its col ossal, flane-shaped spire and the curious notto that appeared over its nmssive
door way.
In Destruction |Is Resurrection; The Path of Power Leads Through Truth

Wil e Hador's first rays painted the great nelted pinnacle with subtle traces of crinson and
coral, he glinpsed el aborate scaffol ding and the begi nnings of a huge circular wall. Smiling to
hi nsel f, Bri mnodded his head in approval. The Gradygroats were already at work rebuilding their
once-fanpus edifice. Norchelite friars were never ones to let a little destruction stand in their
way. Brim knew that from experience.

He frowned. How his |ife had changed! Once, long ago in his days as a Fleet officer, Gadygroats
and their nonastery had \
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seened interesting to him+nportant even, in a strange sort of way. Now, his whol e existence
seermed to be taken up with things like occasionally filling his enpty stomach or finding shelter
for the night. He shook his head and gl anced across the harbor to the Fl eet base where a |ight
crui ser soared effortlessly up fromthe bay. Even at a distance he could pick out the lines of a
Vengeance-cl ass starship. As it thundered out toward space, a charge of emption surged along his
spine. In spite of everything, it was hard to disregard the menories he'd accunul ated at the

sprawing mlitary conplex. Especially nenories of C audia Val enont, the beautiful, |ong-haired
Di vi si on Manager who had been his friend and occasional paramour while |.F. S. Defiant called
Atalanta its home port. He smiled wyly, watching Hador's brilliance at |ast reach down to sparkle

on Grand Harbor itself. Even now, it was hard to decide if C audia had been nore |over than
friend, or the other way around, during those frantic nmonths after Margot's weddi ng. One thing for
certain, however: she'd been absolutely the nunber one cook in his known Universe. Menories of her
kitchen still made his nouth water

d audia, too, was gone fromBrims |ife—by his own choice. He had gradually stopped answering
her messages when his fortunes began to sour in Avalon. Loss of her sparkling correspondence had
been a high price to pay for his pride, but it seemed a lot better than letting her discover what
a failure he'd beconme in civilian life.

He squandered a few nmonents nore in reflection before he put his hands in his pockets and
started off downhill, this tine toward Atalanta's ancient waterfront district to | ook for work
Per haps, he considered, sone day he mght still attenpt to get in touch with her. But it wouldn't
be until he had nade a lot nore of hinmself in this new, postwar environnent than he'd been able to
do so far.

In less than a nmetacycle of brisk wal king, he found hinmself caught up in a half-famliar maze of
shadowed streets and nurky canals fronted by dil api dated war ehouses built of age-darkened brick
and stone. The still air was filled with arcane and fam liar scents froma whol e gal axy of
conmer ce. Across a short expanse of cobbl estones and gl owi ng tram tubes stood the decrepit
war ehouse he'd fornmerly known by the fictitious nane

of Payless Starnotive Sal vage. Now cold and tenantless, it had once been secret headquarters for
one of the war's nost brilliant intelligence coups against the League. Bri m had obtained his
Enperor's Cross on that mission. Now, the defunct old building somehow reni nded hi mof hinself.

He | ooked around him If he were going to find work, he reasoned, this district seened to be a
perfect place to start. Even at an early netacycle, the byways were crowded with busy people who
hurried along with purpose in their steps. Brimwondered what they all did. Myst were dressed in
what he remenbered to be Atal antan working clothes: for the nost part, |oose, baggy trousers or
full skirts with brightly tinted shirts and vests. Coats were either | oose sack or sleeveless with
hi gh necks and narrow turnover collars, many paired with bright, nmulti-hued hats and vividly
decorated guild aprons. A colorful, cheerful people, Atalantans, Brimrenenbered. He neant to
become one of them as soon as possible. If nothing else, the CIGAs hadn't really taken hold of
this war-torn town. People here understood the need for strength.

Cl early, he considered, scanning a new building that was going up a few bl ocks away, a |ot of
construction jobs went begging in Atalanta. They' d have to, even if the city's reconstruction were
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only proceeding half as fast as it appeared to be. But where to find one? That was the question
H s travel s had already taken himinto three storefronts that |ooked for all the world as if they
cont ai ned | abor offices. Businesses |like that tended to have the sanme | ook everywhere: in Aval on
At al anta, or even Carescria. The trouble was, he could barely speak, much less read or wite, the
Hal aci an di al ect natives used. And that had proved to be a tough obstacle indeed. Job interviews,
he found, sinply didn't work in sign |anguage; he'd eventually discontinued each one, having
acconpl i shed nothi ng. He shook his head. If only he could bring hinmself to contact d audia. She
woul d hel p; he knew she would. But all he had |left now was his pride, and he wasn't about to give
that up, too

During the next netacycles, he entered two nore of the placenent offices, with no better luck in
them than he'd experienced in the others. Both tines, he ended up back on the sidewal k feeling
t horoughly frustrated—and even nore hungry as morning wore into afternoon. Stopping beside a
sidewal k shop to get his bearings, he sniffed the delicious aroma of freshly

brewed cvceese' while his nmouth began to water. It had been a long time since he'd put anything in
hi s stomach.

Suddenl y, he frowned and peered across the street. Directly opposite the shop was one of
At al anta's ubi quitous G adygroat mssions. Wiy hadn't he thought of them before? During the war,
he'd had dealings with friars fromall parts of the order, and he'd never net one of them who
didn't speak at |east sonme Avalonian. At the tine, he'd given it little thought. As an officer in
the Inmperial Fleet, one nade certain assunptions about |anguage. He | aughed at hinself. He'd been
getting just a bit too big for his breeches in that Fleet cloak, he nused, and filed die little
revel ation away for future reference. Such a snmall dose of comeuppance m ght prove val uabl e
soneday, if he ever managed to dig his way out of the hole in which his life had apparently cone
to rest.

Dodgi ng across the busy street, he pushed open the door to the m ssion and stepped into what
appeared to be a huge, round chanber. He smiled. Everything bore an uncanny resenbl ance to the
colossal roomin the Gadygroat's now destroyed nonastery, as well as to the orbiting space forts
that had played such an inportant nission in the salvation of Atal anta.

Inthis little canal -side mission, however, it was all illusion, effected by clever use of
hol opanel s. The fl oor appeared to contain the nonastery's shining rings of "destruction,"
"resurrection,” and "truth." A shaft of light froma lenslike "power" aperture bearmed fromthe
center of the ceiling to the center ring where a circular desk replaced the jewel ed cone of the
original. However, all but the latter—and its occupant—were hol ographi c shans.

I nside the desk sat a rotund friar whose curly black beard covered nost of his face. He had a
great fleshy beak of a nose, sonmber, inquisitive eyes, and the | ook of a nman who had experienced a
great deal of the gal axy—good and bad. He was dressed in the long, crinmson gown of a G adgroat -
Norchelite friar and clutched a steam ng nmug of cvceese', whose aroma nearly drove Brimup a wall
The man gave a genial nod and said sonething Brimcould not understand at all

"Does, ah... anybody here speak Aval oni an, Father?" Brim asked hesitantly.

"l speak many | anguages, young man," the Friar answered this tine in flaw ess Aval oni an, the
ki nd Bri m had encount er ed
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only at the Inperial Court. "Wl cone to the Juniper Street M ssion. Father Anps at your service."

"Th-thank you, Father,"” Brimstunbled dunbly. He found it was difficult to stop staring at the
nug.

"Ah, can | help you in any way," Anps asked after a few monments of silence. He smiled
under standingly. "Perhaps a cup of cvceese?"

Brimswall owed hard. "I'd | ove one," he said, half enbarrassed at how anxi ous his voi ce sounded.
Presently, he was sipping a scalding hot nug of sticky-sweet cvceese'. Sonehow, it brought back
his days on the bridge of a warship, when he fairly lived on the stuff during his |ong netacycles
at action stations. "Thanks, Father," he said quietly. "You can't know how good this tastes."

"Hrm Perhaps | can," Anps said, his eyes peering nonmentarily into a distant tine. "Once, in

another life, | knew a great deal of hunger. How can | help you. Mster, ah... ?"
"My nane's Brim Father," the Carescrian answered. "WIf Brim And I'mtrying to find work." He
blurted out the words as though they'd been poisoning his system "l need a job so | can eat—but |

don't know enough Hal acian to apply anywhere."
"I won't ask how you got to Atalanta,"” Anps said gently. "But | assune you haven't been here
very long."
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"A valid assunption,” Brimadnitted.
"When was the last tinme you ate?" Amps probed abruptly.
Bri m shook his head. "I'mnot |ooking for handouts, Father,"” he said quietly. "lI'd rather earn
my credits. The sooner | can do that, I'll be able to take care of the food situation nyself."
"You didn't answer my question, young man. When was the last tinme you ate?"
"I't's been a while," Brimadnmitted, "but that's not inportant. What | need is—

"I understand," Amps interrupted firmy, "but you'll have an even harder tinme finding what
you're looking for if you're thinking about food." He reached into the desk and came out with a
carton of energy bars. "Eat a few of these, WIf," he said. "After that, we'll see what we can do

about finding a job agent who speaks Aval onian."
Brimstarted to protest, but the little nman held up his hand.
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"You can owe the order for whatever you eat," he chuckled. "I doubt if it will threaten the budget
for this year—even with our new construction."” Then his face took on a serious countenance. "It's

all part of being a Norchelite friar," he said. "Sone of us tend orbital forts, others preach, and
still others, like me, assist their fellow creatures. Al serve the order, each in his own way."

"But 1'mnot a Gradygr— Brim protested, catching hinmself a little too |ate.

"I didn't for a monent think you were a Gradygroat,"” Anps said with a grin, inperturbably using
Brims slang for the Grad-groat-Norchelite Order. "Offhand, 1'd guess you were once an officer of
the Inperial Fleet and are presently out of work." He grinned. "Were | to speculate further, 1'd
al so probably guess that you junped ship after S.S. Prosperous made | andfall yesterday evening."

Brimfelt a wave of apprehension grip his chest. Had he just walked into an I GL trap? He tensed
and his eyes darted toward the exit.

"Cal myoursel f, mboy," Anps said with a chuckle. "If | were in cahoots with |G, you'd already
be on your way back to the ship. Now sit yourself on the counter here and put away a coupl e of

those energy bars. Wiile you're doing that, I'Il see if |I can't find sonmeone who can get you a
job. If you don't mind construction, you'll have no trouble finding a job in this city."
Brimlooked the friar in the eye and decided he might as well trust him "I'lIl work at dammed

near any kind of construction job, Father," he said, nmeaning every word.

When Bri mwas nost of the way through his third energy bar, Anps | ooked up and chuckled. "You
were hungry, weren't you, WIf?"

"Not anynore, Father," Brimanswered, grinning with his nouth still half full

"Good," Anps |aughed. "Put several nore of those bars in your pocket and then look at this," he
directed, tilting his display to face outward. ' The agent you want to see has a storefront about

ten c'lenyts fromhere, on the other side of City Mount Hill. I'lIl Iend you fare for the
intenmrban. You can return it at any am s box—when you're feeling a little nore flush than today."
Then he chuckled. "We'll just call ourselves even on the energy bars, though,” he added. "It gets

pretty hot around here
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in the sumrer, and you can inmagi ne what they'd be like, nelted in an al ns box."

Wthin two netacyctes, Brimwas talking to a burly clerk dressed in a green checked shirt and
light tan trousers nade of sonething that |ooked a lot |ike canvas. H s reddi sh hair was |ong and
tied at the nape of his neck by a small black ribbon. He had a strong chin, a short, bul bous nose,
bushy gi nger eyebrows, and intense, watery green eyes that didn't et go once they fastened onto
you. A sign on his desk announced, ARGYLE
O BEAVERTQON, FACTOR

"What sort of work do you do, Brim—pormally, | nean?" Beaverton asked in a gruff voice.

Bri m shrugged hopelessly. "I'ma Hel nsman," he said.

"Hrm " Beaverton qui pped with nock deliberation, "we haven't quite finished our entry for the
M tchell Trophy Race yet, but when we do, we'll be sure to | ook you up."

"Coul dn't ask for nore than that," Brimreturned wyly. It was clear that there was no escaping
M tcheU s xaxtdamed race or its awful rem nder of Margot's pregnancy and his failure as a nan
Gimy he forced hinself back to the present. "Do you suppose sonebody out there m ght have
sonething else for ne to do?" he asked, nanaging a snile of sorts.

The man consulted his termnal. "Well," he declared with a chuckle, "we've got nore construction
jobs than we can fill in a nillion years. Ever drive a grav |oader, for instance? | could place a
hundred | oader jockeys this norning."

Brimfelt his spirits soar. "You bet," he said "I put in a couple of years driving those things

when | was a kid. Were do | sign up?”
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Beaverton bit his [ip. "I may have put that the wong way," he adnitted with a frown. "Wat |
meant to ask was, do you have a license to operate a grav | oader?"

"A license?" Brim asked. "W never needed a |icense back hone."

"Unfortunately," the nan said, "you need one here. It's all part of the guild system and
rigidly enforced."

"Aguild system" Brimnused. "Well, | guess grav |oaders are out, then."

"Plenty nore jobs where that one canme from" Beaverton assured him "Ever do any work with
synthetic roof tiles?"
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"No. Afraid not."

" Surveyi ng?"

"Un, no."

"Wbodwor ki ng? Cabi netry?"
"Alittle, but..."

"d azi ng?"
"No. "
"Hrfm How about gardeni ng?"
"well. ..
"Yeah, | understand. You are a little shy on experience, | guess."

"I can drive just about any kind of rig."
"Not without a guild license, you can't. And guilds take a residency of at |east a year. Wen |

talked to Friar Anps, | sort of got the idea you hadn't been here too |ong."
"I haven't," Brim admtted.
"Hym .." Suddenly, Beaverton snapped his fingers. "I'll just bet you' d be good with one of those

particle beam axes,” he exclainmed. "You know, the open grid cages about the size of an oil drum
with handles on the side and top—got a big cathode injector filanent inside, firing through a tube
of focusing coils. They use 'emto cut foundations out of rock where there isn't a |lot of working
room—+nstead of blasting."”

Brimfrowned. He wasn't very fam liar with heavy construction equiprment, but every little boy
who had grown up anywhere near an excavation knew that particle beam axes coul d make nore noise
than a supernova at a hundred irals. "Yeah," he said, searching his nenory. "I think they're
powered from sonme sort of portable beatron—en a gravity sled, aren't they?"

"You've got it—that thick connecting hose is really the power transmission |ine." Beaverton
| ooked up fromthe display. "Dirtiest, hardest, noisiest job you can get. Quilds won't have
anything to do with them+too damed dangerous. But the pay's right, if you can stand the dust and
t he noi se—and you don't kill yourself."

"The pay's good?"

"It's gotta be," Beaverton said. "Qtherw se, they couldn't get anybody to run one. Not with all
the other jobs around.”

"Il take it," Brimsaid on a sudden hunch. "Sounds like just what |'m]looking for."
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Brimstood shirtless beneath the |ate afternoon sun, nopping sweat fromhis browwith a great
red handkerchief. (He now carried one wherever he went.) Overhead, cries fromangry seabirds
interspersed with the din of heavy construction machinery. Hi s present building site was cl ose by
Grand Harbor, not far fromthe big Inperial Fleet base. He could often smell the clean odor of the
sea, along with a lot of construction dust.. On the job, his teeth always felt gritty.

Near by, surveyors dressed in the bright green and yellow colors of their guild were busily
verifying the comer he had just nelted in solid rock for the foundati on of a governnent office
buil ding. Not a bad job of it, he judged, in spite of the cranped space. Corners were tough; they
took a delicate touch—and this one especially, because of the irregular shape the building would
take when it went up.

Brimsniled to hinself as he rested, just a little snugly perhaps. The construction conpany had
called himspecially for the job. Operating the bul ky machine turned out to be elenmentary for
sonmeone accustoned to ainmng objects the size of a starship, and he'd quickly established hinself
as the best beam axe operator in the area. In nearly five nonths of arduous work, he'd found a
per manent place to live, was nmaking good credits —for a sweat |aborer—and was back to the superb
physi cal shape he'd maintai ned while he was an officer in the Fleet. He even nanaged a snal
weekly offering in one of the the ten-nmillion-odd al ms boxes the G adygroats maintained throughout
the city.
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Abruptly he turned his eyes skyward to watch an ebony destroyer thunder up fromthe bay and bank
steeply over the construction site, its many turrets and antennas sil houetted agai nst the bright
bl ue sky. The ship was still |ow enough when it passed overhead that he could see its Hel nsnan
through the bridge Hyperscreens. His breath caught while the ground shook to the beat of its
m ghty gravs, and he watched with enchantnent until it had flown out of sight. Cearly, he m ght
be out of the starship business, but the business was far from being out of him

Above him at the edge of the excavation, a colorfully dressed lunchtine crowd had gathered to
wat ch. Fromthe
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near by Fl eet base, he guessed. He'd gotten used to audi ences; construction seenmed to naturally
draw people's attention.

"Corner seens perfect, as usual," the Lead Surveyor announced presently, |ooking up fromhis
instrument. "You can start the next one anytinme you want."

Bri m nodded and hoi sted the beam axe to his shoul der. "Thanks," he acknow edged with a w nk
"See you back here in about a metacycle,” he said. He had just started to guide the beatron's
gravity sled to his next marked corner, across the excavation site, when he thought he heard
soneone calling his nane.

"WIf! WIf Brim"

Startled, he turned and peered up into the crowd. Hardly anyone knew himin Atalanta, except for
Cl audi a Val enont .

He bit his lip. There she was—+n a short, yellow pelisse that accentuated her upthrust breasts,
tiny waist, and el egant | egs. She was waving to himfrom behind a dusty crystal viewers' railing,
a small figure with long brown hair that flowed al nost to her waist. For a split click, it was
alnost as if she were there beside him A rush of enotions gripped his chest |ike a great fist.
"WI1f? Is that you?" she called, breaking into a smile. Suddenly angry with hinself, he stiffened.
He' d been careless. Wrking this close to the huge Fl eet base, he was bound to run into her. Ears
burning with shane, he quickly turned away, as if he'd encountered a stranger. Then he hoisted the
axe so it hid his face and slinked off across the excavation, tugging the beatron by its cable.
That magni ficent worman, a prom nent civilian nanager at the Fleet base, had | oved hi m when he was
Principal Helnsman of a light cruiser in the Inperial Fleet. What would she think of himnow?

As soon as he reached the site of his next corner, he cranked up the beatron until its shrieking
how insured that he'd hear no nmore of Claudia's voice. Then he lost hinself in the strenuous act
of carving rock. He operated the heavy machi ne without a break, working until he was exhaust ed.
But when he released the trigger, she had gone.

He nearly killed hinself to conplete the remai nder of the foundation by day's end, vow ng that
he woul d accept no nore assignnents this near to the base. So far as he was concerned,

L
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WIf Brimwas dead—tenporarily, perhaps, but dead all the sane. He was deternined to avoid
everyone fromhis forner life until he'd restored at |east sone of his |ost prestige

Wth the final corner inspected and approved, Brimpowered off the beatron, coiled its
transm ssion cable, then secured the axe to brackets on the gravity sled and pushed everything to
the lorry exit for transportation to his next contract.

He nodded to hinself. Contracting for jobs—that was by far the best part of his new existence.
He' d never before worked as an i ndependent, without an i nmedi ate boss. Now, people sought hi mout,
and he nade job arrangenents according to his own best advantage, not his enployer's. It was a
good existence, and with bonuses he actually earned a bit nore than he had as a Hel nsnan.

After a last check of the rented axe and beatron, he pulled on his work shirt, then strode
across the dusty excavation toward a personnel gate and the ancient gravcycle he'd purchased
earlier that nonth, it was the first vehicle he'd personally owned in his thirty-eight years, and
he found he was quite proud of it—especially the oversized, tw n-beam generator that one of its
many forner owners had installed. He took a deep breath of sea air, anxious to be home. He was
bone-tired this afternoon. A shower would feel wonderful

As he wal ked, he couldn't drive Caudia's face fromhis thoughts. Over the years, he'd forgotten
how beautiful she really was—a wartime mi stake he nmade nearly every tinme they were separated a
week or nore. It seened that he sinply wasn't willing to believe his own nenory. He | aughed.
Soneday, he prom sed hinsel f, once he'd managed to recoup sone of his fortune, he was going to get
in touch with her again.
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He was hardly out of the gate when C audi a appeared from between two equi prent buil di ngs, threw
her arms around his neck, and planted a long, hard kiss directly on his nmouth. "A ot of people
have been | ooking for you, WIf Brim" she said breathlessly when they both canme up for air.

Caught conpletely by surprise, Brimcould only stamer. "I-I1 d-didn't know anybody woul d—

"CGorksroar," she said with a cross look in her brown eyes, then inmediately snothered his |ips
agai n.
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This time, Brimfolded her in his arns and ki ssed back until they were both a little breathless.

When they were finished, she gently pulled away and | ooked at himfor a long tinme in silence.
"WIf," she whispered at last, a worried | ook on her face, "why didn't you?..." Then she stopped
in mdsentence and shook her head. "I already know," she sighed in resignation, "because you're
WIf Brim that's why." Presently, she placed her hands on his cheeks, drew himto her |ips, and
they kissed again for a long time. "WIf Brim" she said after a tinme as she gently extracted
herself fromhis enbrace, "I am beginning to have sone very famliar stirrings, where
shouldn't."

For a moment, Brimthought he m ght be having sone too. And he'd managed to purge any vestige of
those thoughts fromhis nmind since his last night with Margot. Panic beset himfor a nonent when
he began specul ati ng what C audia would do if she discovered that he couldn't. He shuddered. He'd
rather die than have that happen again. He began to recklessly conjure sone justification for not
goi ng honme with her when her words started to penetrate his panic.

" I"'mmarried now, and | don't think |I ought to..."
"You' re what?" he interrupted.

"WIf, listentome. | really would invite you hone so we could talk, but I'"'mmarried now. And
those few kisses are all | need to know that, well, things clearly haven't changed with the way I
feel about you, and..." She shrugged, and raised her hands palns up. "It just wouldn't be fair to
hi mer you." Then she frowned and | ooked down at her tiny feet. "—er ne," she added in a | ow

voi ce.

Brims face burned with enbarrassnent. He was both relieved and hurt by the news, although he
had to adnmit it to hinself that he was a lot nore hurt than anything else. Not that he'd ever had
her all to hinself, or anything even approaching that. She'd maintai ned her considerable male
followi ng throughout their brief relationship, but at |east he' d al ways consi dered hi nsel f one of
the special ones. He took a deep breath. "Wl I, ah, congratulations, Caudia," he said, hoping
agai nst hope the only enotion on his face was one of delight. "Do | know hi nP"

"You nmet himone night," she said softly. "Renember Nes-
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terio's Racotzian Cabaret?" she asked. "W went there the first evening we spent together—and
tal ked al nost the whole night."

Bri m nodded. "OF course | renenber," he said, harking back to the war years. "It was after a
war droom party aboard a heavy cruiser...." He closed his eyes. "I.F.S. Intransigent," he said,
snapping his fingers. "And it was one of the nbst unforgettable evenings | have ever spent." It
was no exaggeration.

She | owered her eyes and nade a peculiar, alnost sad, little snmle. "Me too," she whispered.

"Your husband," Brimremnminded her, "—he was there?"

"Who?" d audi a asked, pulling herself back from sonewhere a | ong di stance away.

"The guy you married," Brimpronpted gently, taking her hand in spite of hinself. "You said I'd
met himat Nesterio's."

Claudia gave hima little laugh. "Ch, yes," she answered, allowi ng her hand to renain for a
nmonent before she withdrew it, "you did. | narried Nesterio."

Bri m nodded, sonehow not surprised. "Quite a guy," he said equivocally. "He saved your life, or
sonmet hing, didn't he? After a raid, | think."

"That's right," Claudia replied, dropping her eyes. "He saved ny life...."

And then, suddenly, there was nothing nore that seenmed safe to tal k about.

Following a long, enbarrassed interval, Caudia |ooked into Brims face again. "I nust be going,
WIf," she said. "But, well, we've got to stay friends. Gve ne your address. After | get ny head
in order again, I'll be in touch."

Bri m suddenly froze. How to say he couldn't bear to see her again, that he was ashaned he was no
Il onger a Hel msman? In a flash, it came to him It wasn't necessary! She didn't seemto care what
he did. The subject had never even conme up; he hinself had been too busy to think about it. Before
he quite knew what he was doi ng, he'd bl abbed out his address. Then, in clicks she was on her way.
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This time, however, he got no kiss.

He wat ched her skimer careen around a corner, and she was gone. Clearly she was still operating
the sane decrepit little | vehicle she'd used all through the war. He wondered how either | of
them had survived her driving. Savoring the fresh nenory of | that stunning face, he stood for a
nmoment in silence, won-
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dering... What if he'd persisted in his original resolve to give up Margot shortly after she
marri ed? Wuld he and C audi a be together now?

He stopped pursuing that train of thought i mediately. One chooses one's path he affirned,
clinmbing into the gravcycle's worn saddle, then one follows that path and never | ooks back

Little nore than a week later, Brimstrode fromhis tiny apartnment and picked his way through
At al anta's fragrant predawn darkness to his gravcycle. It was soaked with a dull glaze of dew, and
he carefully wiped its seat with his huge red handkerchief. In doing so, he accidentally sw ped
| oose a fol ded sheet of plastic that soneone had wedged between the nmachine's tiller and readout
panel . He shook his head. Another advertisenent. Hardly a norning went by that there weren't a few
stuck somewhere on the powerful little machine. |nmagi ne how many he'd accunulate if he were
driving sonething the size of a Iinousine!

As usual, the gravity mechanismwas difficult to start, and when finally it did catch, refused
to maintain any kind of steady output, although it did manage to startle a |l arge rothcat that was
stalking a noth nearby. The little machi ne grunbl ed and hi c-cuped unconfortably while Brim
di smount ed and hunkered down to peer through a tiny porthole in the ion chanber. The two plasma
beans were conpletely out of sync, as usual. He chuckl ed and shook his head wyly. The weat her
must have changed again; it didn't take nuch to throw the whole thing out of kilter. He reached
i nside his saddl ebags, retrieved a pair of torquing tools, and, inserting them al nost by feel
delicately twisted first the left, then the right until... there, the beans matched perfectly. But
he didn't really need to see themat that point; he could hear the results. The dyspeptic bel ching
had al ready tapered off into a silken growl that would have pl eased even a Sodeskayan Drive
engi neer. Dammed fine little nachi ne, he thought happily—-and fast as it was sweet.

As he drew the torquers fromtheir sockets, his left hand brushed a heated cooling fin.

Swearing, he dropped the tool. It |anded squarely on the advertisenent, which, close up, didn't
Il ook |ike an advertisenment at all. No pictures, no headlines, sinply a small fol ded sheet of
plastic with... He switched on
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the cycle's headl anp. There were initials on the outside; CVN. CVN? Quizzically breaking the seal
he unfol ded the sheet:

WIf:

W have an opening here at the Fleet base that seens nore suited to your talents than "axe
operator," even though you do seemto have gained quite a reputation lately in the construction
trades—'ve checked. The job title is "Diagnostic Hel nmsman," and it calls for soneone who can fly
nearly anything that cones in for repairs. It's not a high position, but the work's steady. And
it's a start.

If you think you mght be interested, cone to the nain entrance tunnel of our new Headquarters
buil ding tonorrow at the begi nning of Mirning watch. Before you reach the leftnmost turnstile,
you'll see a door marked "Duty Crews, Base Qperations." Use the "Visitors" button and give your
nane. Soneone w |l be expecting you

Cl audi a Val enont - Nesterio

Brimfelt a surge of nortification crinp his gut. Just as he'd suspected! He was now an obj ect
of her pity. He squeezed his eyes shut in humliation. Wiy in all the Universe had he given out
hi s xaxtdamed address? Crunpling the note into a ball, he tossed it into one of his faded
saddl ebags and gunned the grav, opening its verniers before he even nmounted. Then, bitterly
forcing all thoughts of O audia and her note fromhis mind, he thundered off at high speed toward
the day's construction site. Better to find any kind of work than accept charity. Especially from
a former |over.

Early on, however, he discovered that the possibility of a flying job wasn't sonething he could
brush aside so easily, even when his mnd ought to have been el sewhere. Nearly half a Standard
year had passed since he'd laid hands on a starship's controls, and al nbst four tinmes that since
he'd flown anything that was in any decent state of repair. If only he'd been able to | ocate
Cl audi a's worse-t han-damed offer for hinmself....

"Watch it, Brim" someone bellowed in a panicky voice.

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20The%20Helmsman%2003%20-%20The%20Trophy.txt (25 of 149) [1/31/2004 1:10:27 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2003%20-%20The%20T rophy.txt

THE TROPHY  / 55
"You're cuttin' too far off the base line, for xax' sake. Look ou.tr

Bl asted fromhis reverie, Brimrel eased the trigger just before his bucking nmachi ne nowed down a
whol e set of foundation girders. "G got away fromne for a click," he said, his face burning with
shame. He'd never done that before.

"Hey, Brim" a lanky, runpled supervisor in scarlet shirt and blue overalls called froma nearby
platform "you all right?" The man's baggy eyes were nournful, he had a fat, bul bous nose, and one
upper tooth was nissing, square in the center of his nouth.

"Yeah," Brimassured him "I'mall right. | just, uh, turned ny ankle on a rock. See?" He kicked
a small rock close to his foot.

"Al'l right," the supervisor allowed, dubiously. He didn't buy the rock pretext any nore than
Bri m expected. "You be dammed careful fromnow on," he added. "That axe of yours coul da' took down
the whol e framewor k—and you'd have worked the rest of your life to pay us back for all that col-
steel . Unner-stand?"

"Understand,"” Brimsaid penitently, "—t won't happen again, believe ne."

Throughout the renainder of the norning, Brimconcentrated on the axe as if existence itself
depended on it. But even that didn't prevent himfrom dreamnm ng about the Hel nsman's job all during
his lunch break and every click in which he wasn't actually using the axe to cut. The nore he
t hought about the job, the nore he wanted it, especially since the sky seened to be perfectly
saturated that day with every kind of flying vehicle known to intragalactic civilization

H s resol ve crunpl ed before he even finished the day's work. M dway through the afternoon, he
nopped his brow with the red handkerchief and anbl ed over to the supervisor's platform "I won't
be able to make it tonorrow," he called through the open door.

"Whadda' you nean you won't make it tomorrow?" the supervisor demanded angrily.

"Just what | said,” Brimstated evenly. "I've got personal business."”

"Who the xaxt's going to finish this hole here? There's a |ot nore work to go—and none of it's
spec' ed for anybody that
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qualifies at | ess than Master Axeman. How m | gonna get sonebody like that on this kind of
notice?"

Bri m nodded. The nan was right—eontracting came with certain obligations. He took a deep breath.

"You won't have to get sonebody," he promised. "I'll knock it off mnyself—tonight —before I go
hone. "
"Voot's beard, Brim you'll xaxtdamm well knock yourself off, too. Those axes are tough! 1've

seen 'em wi pe out bigger nmen than you in just a norning."
"Il live," Brimreturned quietly.

"Maybe, " the supervisor said. "But who's gonna inspect your work?"
"Who needs to?" Brim asked. "You ever see ne fail a cut?"

"Well you sure as Zorkt weren't all that grand-Iookin' when you damm near took down the
framework a while back,"” the supervisor retorted. "Besides, rules is rules, ya know-and ny rules
calls for inspections."”

"Hey, it's all the sane to nme," Brimanswered. "If you'd rather inspect than have nme finish this
foundation, suit yourself. | doubt if I'Il have a hard tinme finding other places |ooking fora good
axeman. "

"Yeah, well..." The man frowned and scratched his head through gray, stringy hair. Cearly, Brim

had scored a point. He turned to a weather-beaten constructi on nanager bent over a nearby consol e,
clearly deep in concentration. "Wadda you think?" he demanded.

"Let himfinish," the old nman replied w thout |ooking up. "He'll be all right, believe ne."

The supervisor's eyebrows raised for a noment, and he waited for a justificati on—which he didn't
get. "Al'l right," he conceded after an enbarrassi ng pause, "—ah, go ahead and finish the job. But
just you keep in nmind that if the work ain't perfect | won't pay. Got that?"

Bri mlaughed. "I got that," he said evenly. Striding back to his station in Hador's pitiless
afternoon brilliance, he hoisted the big nachine to his shoulder, braced hinself, and squeezed the
triggers. It was going to be a long, hot work day.

CHAPTER 3
ad Friends

The foll owi ng norning, Brimparked his gravcycle in the visitors' |ot outside Base Headquarters,
and grinaced. The nonstrous new building was four tinmes the size of its predecessor and
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i ncal cul ably nore el aborate. For a noment, he wondered how many fine warshi ps had been scrapped to
pay for the col ossal glass structure. Unfortunately, Gady groats al one seened to know how t o make
bui | di ngs i nto weapons, and even they'd nmanaged that only once.

Then he shook his head. Mlitary matters were no concern of his. In Avalon's new Cl GA-ri ddl ed
Admiralty, it seened that the perception of strength was far nore inportant than the real thing.
Every day, the Fleet got weaker while the League got nore bold. Only the week before, Zoguard
G obermann, the League's Mnister of State, had issued a trunped-up warning to Fluvanna, a tiny
but strategically critical domain astride the Straits of Remi k. Along with Rogan LaKarn's Torond,
Fl uvanna provi ded nost of the Enpire's supply of celecoid quartz kernels fromwhich Drive crystals
were grown.

Taki ng a deep breath, he joined a colorful, noisy throng of Halacian civilians strean ng through
the main entrance tunnel. Just before he reached the guards at their turnstiles, he jostled his
way | eft and stopped at a door narked with a small plaque that read, DUTY CREWS5, BASE OPERATI ONS

Except for the plaque, the door's surface was otherw se featurel ess. However, a button marked
VI SI TORS and a scanner |ens
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were set into the right-hand frame at about eye level. Brimreached out to press the button, the
scanner lens was clearly for flight crew nmenbers only. But before he could do it, he found hinself
steppi ng aside, deeply affected by a sudden onsl aught of anxiety.
O was it enbarrassment?
H's head was in turnoil; it couldn't be anxiety. He still considered hinself to be as good a
Hel nsman as any: better than nost, truth to tell. It had to be enbarrassnent, pure and sinple. He
didn't belong with flight crews any nore. He nmight have made hinself into one of the city's best
beam axe operators, a considerable acconplishment in construction circles. But on die other side
of that door, his axemanship wouldn't even rate a cup of cvceese'. Biting his lip, he tried to get
a grip on hinmself while he stared at the entry button.
"I say—were you going in?" a cultured, masculine voice asked. At the sane tine, a |long index
finger touched the gl owi ng scanner wi ndow and the door started to swing on silent hinges.
Brimjunped, startled fromhis reverie. "Er, y-yes | was,"he stanmered, abruptly focusing on a
pair of blue eyes that sparkled with good-natured hunor, a grand pronontory for a nose, and the
droll, confident sort of smle that fairly shouted wealth. The man was tall, blond, and, Brim
j udged, about the sanme age as hinself. He was wearing the distinctive blue cape of an Im | peria
Fleet officer with the device of a Lieutenant Conmander [ on its left collar just above his
Hel nsman' s insignia. He also wore the discreet red-on-green insignia of the Inperial Hi gh-Speed
Starflight Team quite a distinction in anybody's book. The uniform sent a twi nge of enption
through Brims gut. He'd forgotten how rmuch he nissed his own uniformand the feeling of bel onging

it provided.
"Right ho," the Conmander returned with a grin. "Then! have just done both of us a favor." He
noti oned Brimthrough the door and followed himinside. "I say,” he drawl ed presently, "I don't

believe |I've seen you around the ready room before. Was there soneone you were neeting here
per haps?"
|
"That's what |'mled to understand,” Brimreplied. "But | don't know who it is—soneone here was
supposed to be | ooking for me." He peered around the crowded room It |ooked |ike any of the
t housand- odd ready roons he'd encountered during
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his wartime travels: a little on the dingy side already and cluttered with awkward furniture. Here
and there, knots of people were drinking nmugs of cvceese' or view ng newsfranes; many were playing
cre'el, a gane of chance that Brimnever had found time to master. Situation boards covered one
whol e wal |, updating their brilliant colors in what appeared to be real tine.
"Ch, | see," the Commander said doubtfully, turning to hang his Fleet cloak on a nearby rack
Beneath, his uniformwas clearly custom nade. "Ah, on business, perhaps?' he asked with a frown.
Brimfelt his face flush. "I'msorry," he said. "I suppose you are wondering what |'m doi ng
here.” He laughed in spite of his enbarrassnent. "My nane's WIf Brim |'mapplying for a civilian
Hel neman' s position | understand is open at the base here."
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"Ah, so you're a Hel msnman, too," the Commander exclaimed, extending his hand. "Well, I'"'mglad to
meet you. Tobias Mulding's my name—and no tired jokes, please. Call me Toby for short." He
frowned. "You were with the Fleet yourself at one time, | expect?"

"A thousand years ago," Brimsaid, gripping the other's hand.

"It's a bad thing the Cl GAs have done at the Adnmiralty,” Mulding said with a frown. "But then
I'msure nobody has to tell you about that." He took a deep breath. "Certainly Mnister G obernmann
had the situation firmy in mnd when he sent his threatening nmessage to Fluvanna. Not rmuch we
could do without Drive crystals.”

Brimonly shrugged. "I don't keep up with the League nuch anynore," he said. "I'msinply anxious
to get behind a helm

"Well, | hope you will," Mulding said. "But first, we'll need to find out who it is you should
report to." He | ooked around the room "I say, chaps,"” he called out. "This man's nane is Brim and

he's here to see sonebody about one of the civilian Hel nenman's positions. Wo's doing the checks
t hi s norni ng?"

Presently, one of the cre'el players—this one also a Lieutenant Conmrander—+ooked up fromhis
gane. "Tell himl1'Il be with himwhen | finish this toner, and not before," he said, dearly
resenting the disturbance.
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Moul di ng | ooked at Brim and rai sed an eyebrow. "That Cravinn Townsend," he observed with a | ook
of enbarrassnent "Friendly sort, isn't he?"

Bri mshrugged wyly. "I guess | can't blame him+ neve had rmuch truck with civilian fluff
merchants either,"” he said renenbering only too well his attitude toward nonnmilitar workers when
he was a nmenber of the Fleet. Things that wen around had a way of com ng around, he filed that
away for better future, too.

"Big of you," Moulding said, [ooking at himquizzically "I'"mnot sure |I'd have reacted in the
same way."

"You' re not |looking for a job, either,” Brimchuckled. Then he spied the ubiquitous cvceese'
brewer, steaming away in corner. "Conme on," he said, "If you've tine, I'll buy us both a nug."

I nsi de he | aughed—he' d becone a big spender again! 1 hadn't been so long ago that he'd had to beg
for one at a Nor chelite mission

"Seens fair," Mulding said, striding to the great brass nachine that was | eaking steam at any
nunber of conplex pipe joints. "I open the door; you buy cvceese'."

Brimthrew a credit in a battered tin, then poured a rmugfu and stood in silence for a nonent,
sipping the sticky-sweet liquid that threatened to pernmanently scald his throat. No Log-ish Meem
ever tasted so good as cvceese' first thing in the norning. Sonehow it went together wth ready
roons as naturally as clear sky goes with clean, fresh air. He sniled to hinself. Even if he
didn't have a uniform by Universe, he did belong here.

Abruptly, Townsend let out an oath, pushed hinself back fromthe table, and sauntered across to
Moul ding with a sour look on his face. He was tall and |l oose-fitted in a sloppy way with a round,
flat countenance, sneering eyes, and a nmanner that suggested arrogance in anple quantities—the way
of a small-ninded person who had nmanaged to far outstrip his own conpetence. Significantly, not a
single battle star adorned his cuff. The nman had never seen conbat, but he did wear a showy gold
ClGA ring on his finger. "This is BrinP?" he demanded wi th a di sparagi ng thunb and a sneer of
di sdai n.

"That's who he says he is," Mulding answered with a frown. "But | suppose you night just check
wi t h hi m person-
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ally, what?" He made a little bow "M. Brim may | present Lieutenant Conmander Cravi nn Townsend
I nperial Fleet?"

"dad to neet you," Brimoffered evenly, extending his hand

Townsend never acknow edged Brim s gesture. "I don't suppose you have anything |ike a space
suit, do you?" he asked. It was nore of a statement than a question

"No," Brimadnitted. "I'mafraid |I'll have to check one out." He'd left all his bel ongi ngs
behi nd i n Aval on

"Wonderful ," Townsend spat. "You nust really know sonebody inportant around here." He gl anced at
Moul di ng. "We' Il probably have to furnish his underwear as well. Did you know that this clod is
al so a Carescrian?"

Moul di ng' s straw col ored eyebrows rose slightly and he turned to look at Brimwith curiosity. "I
say," he remarked, "a Carescrian." Then he nodded. "I think |I may have even heard of you, WIf.
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Had quite a lot to do with the battle for Atalanta, didn't you?"
"Alittle," Brimsaid, "but then, so did a ot of people."” "Yes, | thought so," Mulding said, a
little smle of interest forming on his lips. He turned to Towsend. "I shall take it upon nyself
to show hi mwhere one gets a tenporary issue of space togs," he said. "Wiat are you two schedul ed
to fly this norning?"
"AT-twenty-nine."

Moul di ng nodded. "Figured," he said. "Hot little beast, what?"

"Yeah," Townsend | aughed, turning his face fromBrim He whispered sonething behind his hand
that ended with, "and I'"'mjust the one to do it."

"I see," Mulding said skeptically. "Well, | shall bring the fellowto the ready line in
about..." he checked his tinmepiece, "say three-quarters of a netacycle. Al right?"

"Make it a netacycle," Townsend said, starting for the cre' el table he had abandoned. "I've got
sone unfini shed busi ness over here." Then he | aughed suggestively over his shoulder. "You'll want
to be at the ready line to watch," he said to Mul ding.

"Ch, | will indeed be there to watch," Moulding assured himin a droll voice. "In fact," he
added quietly, alnmost to hinself, "I don't think I'd miss it for half of Avalon."
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Brimtook everything in. Except for Mulding, it sounded |like the Hel nsnmen's Acadeny all over
again. Hs wealthy classmates as well as his instructors had done everything in their power to
make his life difficult, to make himquit. And they had failed. Townsend was no different; he
woul d fail too.

"Well, WIf?" Mulding asked, | ooking Brimin the face. "I can't imagi ne you m ssed his bl oody
intentions, so you know full well what to expect. Shall we still go check out some flying togs?"
Bri m nodded grimy. "I don't think I'd miss it for half of Avalon either,"” he replied. "Too

xaxt dammed many Cl GAs there for ny liking."

Little less than a netacycle later, the two nen stood at the ready |ine beside a stubby little T-
29G two-seat advanced trainer of the Inperial Fleet for nore than fifteen Standard years. Barely
sixty-four irals in length, it was equi pped with a powerful R-1820-86 spin-gravitron generator
that provi ded astoni shing accel eration. But with no Drive-crystal system it was limited to
HypoSpeed vel ocities. Brimhad just finished an external wal karound; as he expected, it was in
excellent repair as it bobbed in the Iight breeze above a portable gravity pad. A snall puddle of
cool ant had dripped fromthe spin grav overnight, but as Brimwell knew, when no cool ant was
| eaki ng froman R-1820, there was probably none in the cooling chanmbers and sone had better be
added i nmedi ately. He stood in his borrowed space suit and felt a warm breeze fromthe bay on his
face. He could hear the runble of gravs bellowing fromthe run-up area and the other noises that
came froma busy spaceport. Athrill teased his spine—nothing else in the Universe could match
this. Spaceflight—the stars! He took a deep breath. It didn't matter who owned the space suit—he
bel onged here.

"Professional preflight job," Mulding observed, breaking into Brim s daydream "The ship neets
your approval, does she?" he added, while he brushed a stray wi sp of yellow hak fromhis eyes.

Bri m| aughed. "Yeah," he said, unable to stifle a grin of pleasure. "I wi sh brother Townsend
woul d hurry. It's been a while since | had my hands on a set of controls where everything works."
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"Hm " Moul di ng nmused. "Yes, well, look here. That chap's been known to be quite late at tines."
He rubbed his chin, then thunped the little spacecraft's hull affectionately with his fist. "Tell
you what," he said. "I can certainly take responsibility for letting you into the cockpit. Wy
don't you just pull the boarding |adder up and get started." Then he grinned roguishly. "Perhaps,"
he added, "if Townsend doesn't show up, I'Il throw on some space togs, and you can take nme up for
a spin."

Bri m made a nock salute. "Sounds like a plan to ne," he said, extending the little ship's
boardi ng ladder. In short order he unlocked the front canopy, pushed it aside, then settled into
the snug front cockpit, virtually surrounded on three sides by an array of readouts and controls
that had been fanmiliar since his days in The Acadeny. He shut his eyes while the odors of the ship
transported himto another life. Plastic, lubricating oils, |ogics and sealants—all internixed
with the spicy odors of organic insulating conpounds. And polish: mlitary vehicles al ways reeked
of polish, no matter what their function. This T-29 was no exception

For the next few cycles, Brimbusied hinself checking circuit breakers, valves, and sw tches.
Then he preset the readout panels and peered out into the parking area—still no Townsend. He
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checked the energy choke: fully closed. Inverters: off. Next he punched all the circuit breakers
in. Finally, he stood on the seat and again peered off toward the | ocker room shading his eyes
from Hador's gl are. Townsend was still nowhere in sight. Shrugging, he slid into the seat again
and held his hand in the air. "Spinning up," he called down to Mul ding.

Moul di ng qui ckly stepped back fromthe gravity pad. "Right ho, old chap!" he exclained. "Go to
it

Brimsw tched on the spin-grav naster, slid the power switch forward to ACTI VATE whil e he
counted three clicks, then returned it to ENERGY ON and watched the grav panel display ENERG ZED.
Wth the plasma thus set, he advanced the thrust control hal fway of f between OFF and M NI MUM then
hit both RUN and ENERGY BOOST in unison; the R-1820 whined and began to spin. He glanced at the
interrupter. It began strobing al nost inmedi atel y—an excel |l ent ship, he considered, while a
m ndl ess grin of delight spread across his face.
Ei ght strobes... nine strobes... ten. Brimmashed START

f
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and the spin grav fired thunderously, shaking the little ship's spacefrane with a jarring rhythm
while he fed in delicate thrust-control and plasma-form notions to take the machine froma few
random zaps to a point where all eighteen ion chanbers were sparking on cue. Monents later, the
interrupter steadied and the noise and throbbing died to a velvety purr. "Look's |ike she wants to
fly," he shout ed.

"I do, too!" Moulding snouted back. "I shall be back before you finish your preflight
checklist." He started for the center at a run, but never got nuch past the gravity pad before
Townsend pulled up in an open skimer, his flabby face red with anger

"Who said you could start that ship?" he shouted at Brim "Wo even gave you perm ssion to
board? Xaxtdammed Care-scrian inbecile—+'ll teach you to—=

Moul di ng grabbed the man's arm before he could reach the boarding | adder. He was snaller than
Townsend, but the |look in his eyes brooked no nonsense. "/ gave him permssion," he grow ed.

Townsend stopped abruptly, then took a step back. "Ch," he said, |ooking down at Mul ding' s
hand. "I see.”

"That's a good chap,” Mulding said, releasing his grip with deliberate sl owness. But the steely

look in his eyes remained. "lI'mcounting on you to provide M. Brimwith an inpartial check ride,
old boy. Don't let ne down."
Townsend rubbed his forearmand scow ed. "Oh, he'll get a ride, Mulding. One he won't forget."

"That may well be so," Mul ding agreed, then glanced up and nmet Brim s eyes for a nonent. He
wi nked, then | ooked back at Townsend with a little smle on his face. "But then," he added,
"unless | niss ny guess, Townsend, so will you."

Wthin fifteen cycles, Brimhad conpleted the ship's preflight checks, while Townsend silently
haunted the rear cockpit like a waith. As whining electric notors drew the canopy shut, he could
see that Mul ding had taken up a position off the starboard forequarter, and was standing with his
hands behind his back, cape blowing in the breeze. "Ship's ready for internal gravity, Commander,"
he reported on the intercom

"Well, switch it, then. Don't tell me about it," Townsend sniffed. "After that, you may taxi out
to the takeoff area. 1've filed a flight plan. And be careful, mind you. These are touchy ships."
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"Aye, Commander," Brim said between clenched teeth. He pulled on his helnet, then called the
tower for clearance and switched to internal gravity. Wiile the little ship lifted fromthe
gravity pad and hovered on its own, he endured a brief nmoment of nausea that tied his stomach in
knots. Finally, he got his clearance, |ocked the steering engine into taxi node, and slid the
thrust control into run-up position. At his wave, a Crew Chief dressed in bright yellow coveralls
shut of f the optical nmporings, and the T-29 noved off the gravity pad. Moulding grinned as they
taxi ed past and held his thunb up in the universal sign of good | uck.

"You'll need it, Carescrian," Townsend |aughed archly over the intercom

Brimkept his silence. While the spacecraft rolled out, he made a final panel check and sel ected
the Stability Augnentation function on the navigation board. Wthin a few clicks, a white star
illum nated on the node selector, indicating that the ship had | ocated and was tracking at | east
three stars in its preprogranmed catalog. |If Townsend were as sloppy a Hel msman as promi sed to be,
the system mi ght save both their lives. At the run-up area beside the bay, he waited for takeoff
cl earance while he spun the R-1820 through nmilitary power and conpleted his takeoff checkout Iist.
Then he taxied out over the water to the departure vector. Ahead, a solid ruby light flashed out
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of the bright distance. "Your ship," he announced to Town-send. Sormehow, in the l|ast few cycles,
the nmorning had becone a lot better, in spite of the bl ockhead riding aft.

Townsend advanced the energy choke to military power but held in place for a few nonments to | et
the plasma build. Then he released the gravity brakes and the T-29 began to dash across the water
gai ni ng speed with each nonent.

After about fourteen clicks, Brimbegan to frown. They had plenty of takeoff velocity now-why
weren't they lifting? He checked the readouts as their speed increased. Everything | ooked normal.
d ancing at the flight systems panel, he started to scan for a mal functi on when suddenly Townsend
pitched the nose up violently and the little ship began to clinb |ike the ol d-fashi oned chenica
rockets he'd seen in school. A split click later, the T-29 started to roll around its forward axis
as if it were drilling a hole in the sky. Biting his lip, Brimgrabbed the seat on either side of
himto keep his hands fromthe controls.
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Soon they were nearly fifty thousand irals up, but the rolling clinb continued unabated. Was the
ship mal functioning or was Townsend nerely showi ng off? Brimdecided to wait things out for

anot her few clicks and braced hinself for anything that might transpire.

An instant later, the T-29 whipped around in a wild yaw and headed back toward the surface. But
an abrupt decrease in power told Brimall he needed to know about their wild maneuvering. Townsend
was still in control, and whatever ganme the arrogant numskull was trying to play, it was clear he
actual ly thought that he could frighten a conbat Helnsnan by a little stunt flying. Taking a deep
breath, Brimsettled back in his recliner, relaxing while the little ship's spacefrane creaked and
groaned under the violent nmaneuvers. Wth the Stability Augnentation systemin backup control
there wasn't rmuch even a total inconpetent could do to get theminto trouble. But truth to tell
Bri m had endured enough Townsends to fill a cesspool. Now he was sinmply waiting. This match had
two periods, and the second was his.

H's turn cane after a purposely crabbed |anding that alnost cost thema surface |oop; Brimcould
feel Townsend desperately fighting the controls for half the landing vector. Wen presently they
coasted to a hovering stop just off the surface of the water, Brimal nost felt honored. The
sinpleton had tried so hard to frighten himthat he'd al nbst caused a crash

"Your ship," Townsend announced di sdainfully. But his voice had a slight edge. He knew how cl ose
he'd cone.
"Very well," Brimacknow edged in a cal mvoice. He took his tine running a nunber of checkout

routines, then accelerated into a normal takeoff run and gently lifted ship, clinbing slowy while
he tested hinmself. It was, after all, nonths since he'd been at any controls. By the tine they'd
clinmbed through thirty thousand irals, however, he knew all he needed about hinself and the ship.
He was satisfied. Then he began to wait Wiat woul d happen next was entirely up to Townsend.

"Well, cone on, Brim" the nan taunted presently. "Anybody can take off and clinb." He | aughed
cynically. "You nust have convi nced sonebody you know how to fly. But so far, all you've shown ne
is that you're a typical Carescrian phony. Let's see sonething exciting if you fancy a job flying
for the Fleet again."
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"You're sure that's what you want?" Bri m asked.

"I amnot in the habit of wasting words on lowife trash |ike you," Townsend grow ed. "Now
ei ther show me some flying, or | shall take us back to the base inmmediately. Unlike you, | have
important things inmy life."

"l see," Brimsaid through clenched teeth. "As you wish." Quietly, he shut off all externa
COMW then punched four circuit breakers controlling the little ship's Stability Augnmentation
system For the maneuvers he had planned, it would just be in the way.

"Hey, jerk," Townsend conpl ai ned pronptly, "you just shut down the SAS—you want to get us both
killed?"

"Perhaps | do," Brimsaid quietly into the intercom "Are you ready to die?" At that, he rolled
the ship inverted and shut off the spin grav. The T-29 began to fall |ike a rock

"Xorked Universe!" Townsend swore in a pani cked voice. "What are you doi ng, zukeed?"

"Locki ng you out of the control system for one thing," Brimanswered, punching nore circuit
breakers. "—and your escape nechanism" he added. "You said you wanted sone excitenent —well, by
Voot's beard, that is precisely what you are about to get." Wile he spoke, the still-inverted
ship was dropping like a meteor, with I ess than a thousand irals to go.

Townsend had begun to scream i ncoherentlfSnd pound on the canopy with his fists when Brim at
last fired off the spin grav at no nore than thirty irals altitude and then began to streak al ong
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the surface toward the Fleet base, still upside down. In noments, he sped over the breakers
(coating his windshield with spray!), cleared the run-up area at no nore than twenty irals, then
zooned t hrough an outside |oop that ended, inverted again, at precisely the sane twenty irals of
altitude. Clicks later, Brimrolled the ship rightside up and continued inland at high speed
toward Atalanta's City Mount Hi|Il, dodging hangars and trees with the fluid control inputs he'd
used as a youth, racing ore barges through the perilous ore shoals off Carescria. After a few
nmonments' play, however, he cranked the ship into a tight turn, then laid it on its side while he
flew t hrough one of the narrow stone arches supporting Harbor Causeway, this time to the sounds of
Townsend vomiting in his helnet. It hadn't taken long at all. Too bad, he thought. Al ready, it was
tinme to go hone.
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Soaring out over the base again in a gentle turn, he activated the external COW and call ed for
| andi ng cl earance. As he expected, he got it quickly; he'd just broken every rule in the book! He
| aughed. This would certainly be his last time piloting any kind of a governnent spacecraft. For
just a nonment, he felt a pang of regret for the trouble he knew he had just caused C audia. Then
he put her out of his mind. It wasn't he who had asked for today's little jaunt around the base;
therefore, she would just have to understand.

Finally, with Townsend still spluttering in the backseat, Brim caught the wi nking ruby flash of
a landing vector, cut power to his spin grav once nore, and rmade | andfall dead-stick, bringing the
ship to an effortless hover on its own gravity in a few easy hull lengths. "Your ship," he said,
as they bobbed gently above the swells.
Si | ence.
"Wl | ?"

After a long while, Townsend's voice cane weakly over the intercom "I can't d-do it, you

bastard,” he groaned weakly, "too s-sick."

The words were acconpanied by nore feeble spitting noises, so Brimsw tched off the intercom and
taxi ed along the maze of canals that lead to the ready line. He snmiled wyly. If nothing else, it
had been fun getting back at the controls again. He hoped he woul dn't have to pay for his pleasure
by doing time in the brig, but the kind of [esson he'd just been handed regardi ng government
enpl oyment was worth at |east that. After today, he would never again waste his |life nooning after
anot her governnment flying job. Fromnow on, it was civilian enploynment exclusively for WIf Brim
And if that neant that he wouldn't fly for a while, then so be it. He was naking a good enough
living with his axes.

He had just turned onto a ranp | eading back to the ready |ine when a Base Operations ski mer
bobbed in front of himwth flags flying officiously. A flashing sign across its stern comuanded,
FOLLOW ME. Shrugging, he pulled in behind the little vehicle and trailed it all the way to the
mai n concrete apron of gravity pads that separated the headquarters building fromfive square
c'lenyts of gravity pools and canals it comanded. Mst of the pads were in use by other utility
craft of various shapes and sizes; however, one—tocated in the first row nearest the
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glass walls of the Admi nistration secti on—was unoccupied. And it was to this pad that the Security
skimer directed him He frowned in the bright sunlight as he swng the nose of the ship. Three
peopl e were standing on the far side, and the one dressed in a close-fitting yellow junpsuit was
certainly Caudia —he could pick her out anywhere. He grinmaced and swallowed a lunp in his throat.
Her much-deserved anger would be difficult to endure.

The man to the right of her was... Moulding, of course! He, too, had every right to be
angry—furious, even. A pity, Brimconsidered with a grinace; the blond officer seenmed to be a
decent sort of person, even if he was wealthy.

But who was the other nman? Dressed in a severe civilian business suit, he had a faniliar |ook
about him Suddenly, Brims heart junped as the distance narrowed. No one el se in the Universe had
that comnbination of features: the dark conplexion, thin, dry lips, pockmarked jow s, short-cropped
hair, and eyes that could drill holes in hullnmetal. They could belong to no one but Bosporus P

Gl | sworthy, formerly Principal Helnmsman of |I.F. S. Trucul ent—and one of the finest Hel nsmen in the
Fleet. Brimhadn't seen himfor seven years or so, but clearly the man had retired into civilian
life. And whatever he was doing there, it didn't bode well for soneone who had just broken nearly
every flight regulation on—er above—the base. Wth a shrug, Brimconcluded that their anger could
wait until he properly shut down the T-29; it made little sense to take his troubles out on the
ship. Then, driving the little trainer onto the anple gravity pad, he carefully set both gravity
brakes, stopcocked the energy choke, and powered off the spin grav. As soon as the boardi ng | adder
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depl oyed, he heard the rear canopy runble open. Presently, in the corner of his eye, he watched
Townsend stunble to the pavenent, then bolt headl ong toward the Headquarters | ocker room | ooking
neither left nor right as he ran

Cycles later, when he finished inciting the ship's systens, he once again focused his eyes and
his attention on the trio waiting to vent their ire on him Strange though, he rum nated as he
slid the canopy back: each of them now seened to be grinning at him
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At the foot of the boarding |adder, Brimloosened his helnmet, then carefully rotated it forward
and off, squinting at the three silhouettes walking toward himin the sudden, unfiltered bright
ness. Folding his arnms on his-chest, he stood his ground, feet apart, chin thrust out in the fresh
sea breeze. If retribution was indeed his lot, then it might xaxtdamed well cone to him He
braced hi nsel f.

Gal | sworthy broke the silence in his distinctively hushed voice. "Hunph," he began, gripping the

Carescrian's hand in a rare show of feeling. "It's been a long tine, you young pup."” Then, with no
war ni ng what soever, he began to speak in a boisterous voice that was entirely out of character
with anything Brimcould recall. "Perfectly dreadful series of malfunctions you had out there,

Brim" he bellowed. "Ah yes—t's certainly clear you' ve | ost none of your extraordinary flying
skills, Hunmph."

"Mal functions?" Brimstamered in bew ldernment. He glanced at C audia for sonme explanation, only
to encounter a perfectly spiritual countenance, brown eyes turned reverently toward the heavens.

"Al'l three of us watched fromthe control tower, mboy," Gallsworthy affirnmed boi sterously
before Brimcould even open his nouth again. "I was especially inpressed when your ship rolled
itself on its side and you still managed to safely steer it under the stone bridge. Splendid
Hel msmanshi p! Spl endi d. "

"Yes, right ho," Moulding added, even nore stridently, slapping Brimon the shoul der and noddi ng
in an el oquent manner toward a pair of scowing Safety Oficers in blue and gold uniforns who were
chargi ng around the corner of the gravity pad, clearly intent on grabbing soneone. They stopped
just short of Brim puffing officiously. One was a nousy, nervous wonan with the nmean, narrow eyes
of a martinet; her partner was a nondescript and rather stupid-Iooking man of about twenty who
badly needed a shave. Both wore boots with the gl eam ng, patent-glass finish favored by security
guards everywhere in the galaxy. "A great show of Hel nemanshi p," Moul ding continued to Brim
wi t hout stopping for breath, "carried out under the nost difficult of circunstances. It is certain
that you saved Lieutenant Conmander Townsend's life. Few nen in the Enpire could have pulled it
off the way you did."
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At that, both security officers turned to Gallsworthy with a | ook of consternation.

"S"at what happened, Conmi ssioner?" the woman asked deferentially. "A mal function, |ike? W
t hought that..."

"Hunph. Just what did you think, madan?" Gallsworthy demanded |oftily.

"Un, we thought that, um.. the dark "aired one 'ere was out joy ridin', Comnm ssioner," the
wonan expl ai ned, pointing at Brim "W're gettin' awful conplaints fromwhen 'e flew under the
bridge, we are. Scared the bevoots out of a whole tram oad o' tourists. Couple o' 'emeven junped
in the canal."

"Certainly preferable to his crashing into the bridge," Cau-dia asserted. "Better to soak a few
tourists than dunp a whole tramoad into the canal —-along with the tram+ should think."

"No question, Madam O audia," the other officer agreed, knuckling his forehead. "W 'adn't no
idea 'e was in trouble.”

H s partner kept a grudging silence, but her eyes showed little accord with his words.

"Of course you had no idea," Gallsworthy conceded grandly. "Hunph. You were only doing your
j obs—and doing them splendidly, |I might add." He inspected his fingernails for a nmoment. "In
fact," he went on presently, turning to address the woman exclusively, "I might even cause a
personal menorandum of commendation to be placed in your Headquarters files extolling—hunph—the
great intelligence that you and your partner have shown in the handling of this potentially
awkward situation. Do | make nyself clear?" he demanded, fixing the woman with a cold stare.

"A... a comendation'!" the woman asked in sudden astoni shrment.

"My own personal commendation, Oficer," Gallswrthy said. "Now do | make nysel f clear?"

"M nost clear, Comm ssioner," she stanmered with a deep bow. "My partner and | are honored
i ndeed, " she added, this tine alnost reverently.

"Very well,"” Gallsworthy said, even nore inperiously than before. "On your way, then. The
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letters will be sent with today's dispatches."
"Thank you, Conmmi ssioner," the officers recited in al nost perfect unison. Then they saluted and
qui ckstepped the way they had come, shoes glistening in the sunlight.
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Clearly, Brimthought, Conm ssioner Bosporus Gallsworthy f had garnered consi derabl e power and
authority since his days | nearly six years ago aboard old I.F. S. Truculent. Brimkept his silence
and waited for sonmeone el se to continue.

Gl | sworthy broke the silence again, but only after the Security skinrer had started up and was
actually gliding along the apron toward the run-up area. "C audia," he ordered quietly, pointing
to the T-29, "have this little beauty towed to Repair and conpletely dismantled by technicians you
can trust to discover sonething appropriately wong. Hunmph. After our friend Brims display of
aerobatics this nmorning, everyone's going to have questions—from Atalanta's city fathers to the
head of my own Security Departnent.”

"At once, Conmmissioner," Caudia replied, drawing a conmuni cator from her purse. She turned
toward the little trainer and began whi spering instructions.

G ancing wyly at Mul ding, Gallsworthy shook his head and indicated Brimw th a casual toss of
his thunb. "As | said when you burst into my office grunbling about Townsend," he chuckl ed, "that
i diot wasn't about to make serious trouble for ol* WIf, here. This madman is troubl e—al ways has
been, always will be, so far as | can see. W' ve needed someone around here like himfor a | ong
time—+to keep things stirred up, a little. Humph."

"I think | understand," Mulding agreed with a twinkle of humor in his eye. "WIf," he said,
extending his hand. "I |ook forward to working with you—ot only for your renowned Hel msnanship
but because | think we are probably going to be good friends."

"Not so fast, you two," Claudia broke in, replacing the transmitter in her purse. "WIf hasn't
accepted the job yet. He doesn't even know what it pays. Perhaps after his norning with Townsend
he won't want to work here." She placed her hands on her hips and | ooked Brimin the eye. "How
about it, WIf?" she asked. "I think these gentlemen are taking quite a |ot for granted; don't
you?"

Brimfelt his head spin. So far, this hadn't turned out to be the npst entertaining norning of
his recollection. "Well..." he started gallantly.

Gal | sworthy frowned and nodded. "Hunph. | suppose she's right, Brim" he interrupted. "I
apol ogi ze for that. The posi -
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tion's at a Lead Hel neman's | evel foughly First Lieutenant's pay. And-hunph—yes, | did put you
through a bit of difficulty this nmorning—but then | had to."
"Ch?" Brimdemanded with a raised eyebrow

Gal | sworthy nodded. "Brim" he said with a serious face, "fromwhat | could discover after
sonme—-hunph—di screet inquiries, you were—n ny m nd—show ng signs of what the veterans
organi zati ons euphenistically call 'adversarial hostility." Wthout the sugarcoated words, it
sounded very possible that you'd built up so nuch anger you weren't fit to be a military Hel nsman
anynor e—and you'd have had damnmed good reason, young man. You faced nore than your share of rotten
luck." He grinmaced, then shrugged. "So | nade you fly with the greatest sinpleton on the base. The

way | |looked at it, if you could still pilot a ship after taking the garbage | knew he woul d di sh
out, then you were all right." He nodded toward Claudia with a wy | ook. "Hunph. | could have
saved us both the trouble, had | listened to this one—er a nunber of other people whose help you'd

spurned over the |last couple of years. They never lost faith in you, Brimbut | don't think the
inverse is necessarily manifest, is it?"

Bri m shook his head. The anger was there, all right. It was all his; he'd placed it between
hi nsel f and the Enpire he'd once served. Never again could he blindly |love authority as he once
had; there were too many scars, now. But for the first tine he was beginning to realize that he

had al so sonmehow nanaged to extend that sane aninosity to his nore fortunate friends as well. And
as a result, he had doubly suffered when he failed to accept the help they offered. "I-1 should
have done sone listening, too, |'mafraid," he adnitted in a | ow voi ce.

Cl audi a touched his forearm "That part of your life is over now if you choose, WIf," she said.
"WIl you join us?"

Bl i nki ng back tears that threatened to burst fromhis eyes, Brimnodded and turned to
Gal | sworthy. There were no questions or conditions. "I'Il take the job, Conmi ssioner," he said
quietly, covering Claudia's hand with his for a nonent before he released it, "gladly." Then he
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shook his head ironically. "And I was so xaxtdammed proud of the way | could handle an axe..."
Gal I sworthy chuckled quietly. "If | ever catch you flying |ike
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that again around my base," he said, "I may take one of those axes to you."

Brimlooked up with a little grin. That was nore like the Gallsworthy he'd once known! @ ancing
at the nman sideways, he frowned. "Surely not if | amvictimof still another nalfunction,

Conmi ssioner," he replied, fluttering a hand over his heart with a | ook of righteous bew | dernent.
"You woul dn't ask ne to risk ny life, would you?"
Gl | sworthy shook his head as they started for the Headquarters buil ding. "Xaxtdamed
Carescrians," he chuckled to no one in particular. "Hunph. There's no living with themat all.
During the weeks that followed, Haelic passed fromsunmer into the clear, crisp days of autumm
while Brimsaw the return of his old confidence. In deep space, he quickly established hinself as
one of the base's prem ere Diagnostic Hel nenen, although he often found his piloting talents (as
well as his courage) stretched as nuch by untried starships as they had been by Leaguers during
the war years. And much closer to the ground, after a frosty evening's ride on his gravcycle, a
honey-bl ond flight dispatcher wasted no tinme proving that his troubles with Margot had been only
transi ent -beyond t he shadow of a doubt. Even Townsend checked out of his life by accepting a
per manent change of station to Aval on where his Cl GA contacts would be nore politically valuable
And during rare nonents of relaxation, he resuned correspondence with a nunber of the old
friends he had once forsaken—except for Margot Effer'wyck-LaKarn. On his first attenpt to contact
their confidential maildrop, he had been advi sed by old Anbridge, her chauffeur, that |ess than a
week following their |ast stolen evening together, she had been sequestered at her husband's
pal ace i n Rudol pho, capital of the Torond, incomrunicado.
He was, however, able to keep abreast of LaKarn hinself, try as he mght to avoid even the
mention of the man's nane. As the Mtchell Trophy Race approached, the public nmedia had little
el se to report about. In fact, for an entire week preceding the event, the Baron becanme positively
| oquacious in his role as sponsor of two Gorn-Hoff 380B-5 fast attack craft entered by his Roya
Starflight Society. Brimwondered if he planned for
I
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Margot to acconpany himto Magalla' ana for the races and how such a journey would affect her child
who nust certainly reach termduring that tine.

When recordings of the first race day reached Atal anta on speedy packet ships, Brim spent npst
of his tinme in deep space, flying at | east twice as many mi ssions as he normally schedul ed. Mst
of the other Hel menen either stayed honme or concocted sone excuse to watch broadcasts on one of
the base's huge, three-dinensional nonitors. That night, he returned to his apartnment so fatigued

that he took to his bunk imediately and fell into a deep sleep without even consulting the news
service to which he indifferently subscribed.
During the remai ning race days, he continued filling in for absent coll eagues fromearly norning

until everyone but night-shift Hel msmen had departed for hone. Only late in the evening of the
final race did he find tine to catch up on the gal axy's happenings. And thus it was that he becane
one of the last people in Atal anta—er anywhere else, for that natter—o discover that LaKarn's
race-nodi fied Gom Hof fs had been able to ganer only a third-place w n.

Second pl ace had been won by an old friend, actually one of Brim s apprentices aboard |.F.S.
Defiant, Aram of Nahshon. The young flighted native of A zurn had piloted a R3C-1 prototype from
the new A zunian starship plant at R autor, established soon after his domain was |iberated from
the yoke of League occupation. Brimwas so el ated about the young A zur-nian's achi evenent, he
al nrost nissed the nane of the winning Hel menan. In fact, it was the nan's face and blond hair,
recorded beside the sleek, brooding formof a new Corn-Hoff nodel t+he TA 153-V32—that initially
caught his attention. Only after he stared at the nonitor for a long time did he cue an
i nformati on channel to assure hinself that the handsome, black-unifornmed Controller, an
Over Praefect, was indeed the Leaguer whom he suspected. He was not m staken
The nane was Kirsh Val entin.

For years, nenories alone had been quite sufficient to send Briminto wild spasnms of anger
whenever he thought of Valentin. The sight of his face was even worse. Those cruel blue eyes had
once callously | ooked down at himas he lay in the cold deck of a Leaguer starship waiting for
death to deliver himfromthe agony of his torture. Only | ady Fortune—n the person of
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Li eut enant Conmander Regul a Col | i ngswood—had saved his life that day, and he had sworn that he
woul d sormeday revenge hinsel f agai nst the Leaguer. He'd had only one chance at it, so far—and had
utterly fail ed.

In fact, the picture of Valentin so upset Brimthat he nearly passed up an ancillary
announcenent used as filler in the special race suppl enent:

Bom Rodyard Greyffin A zurn LaKarn to fashionable Princess Margot Effer'wck-LaKarn and Rogan
LaKarn, Baron of the Torond. The trendsetting royal couple's first child was delivered in
Magal | a' ana, A zurn, during a final heat of the Mtchell Trophy Race. Dowager Princess Honorot ha
LaKam current nonarch of the Torond, attended the birthing. She reports that nother and son are
both doing splendidly. At the tine, Baron LaKarn was occupied with the race commttee and could
not be reached for coment. The royal family plans to return to the Torond within the next few
St andard days.

Brimhad little time to reflect upon either event. He was sinply too busy keeping up with his
own career to worry about things he was powerless to change. He was al so a sonmewhat different man
fromthe WIf Brimwho had fled Aval on nine Standard nonths in the past.

One frosty evening, shortly after Brimreturned to his apartnment fromthe base, his
correspondence was interrupted by an unexpected knock at the door. Frowni ng—he permtted hinself
few friends and expected even fewer visitors—he got to his feet and opened the door, then
staggered back into his living room grinning in happy consternation. "Nik Ursis!" he blurted out.
"Dr. Borodov! By the very hair of Voot's tangled beard, where in the Universe did you two cone
fronP" Wth that, he fairly | eaped through the door in a vain attenpt to enbrace the tw el egant
Sodeskayan Bears, both dressed in civilian clothes.

Ursis, the younger of the two and Dean of the fanmpbus Dit-yasburg Acadenmy on the G F.S. S. planet
of Zhiv'ot, stood a quarter again as tall as Brim He had snall, gray eyes of enornpus intensity,
dark reddish brown fur, a long, urbane nmuzzle that terminated in a huge, wet nose, and a grin so
wi de that fang
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jewels on either side of his nouth blazed in the Iight of the doorway. On his head he wore a
col ossal egg-shaped hat of curly wool that covered his ears and added at least an iral to his
al ready formi dable height. H's black, knee-length greatcoat—enbellished by two rows of huge gold
buttons and jasm ne wai st sash-was cut in the mlitary style with a stiff collar, enbroidered
cuffs, and a wide skirt. Crinmson trousers bagged stylishly over his thick calf-length boots, the
latter of black |eather so soft that it bunched at the ankles. On his left hand he wore a
delicately enbroidered, six-fingered gl ove of ophet |eather. The other hand held a prodigi ous
bottle of Logi sh Meem

The ot her Bear—& and Duke (Doctor) Anastas Al exyi Bor-odov and master of vast baronial estates
in the deeply wooded | ake country outside Grontow on the G F.S.S. nother planet of Sodeskaya—was
chestnut in color, nmuch ol der, sonmewhat bowed by his years, and stood only a little taller than
Brim H s eyes, however, sparkled with youthful hunor and prodigious intellect behind a pair of
ol d-fashi oned horn-rim spectacl es. And, although his graying nuzzle was not nearly so intinidating
as that of his conpani on, enornous sideburns provided himwi th a nost profoundly intellectua
count enance. He al so was splendidly dressed in a handsone, ankle-length greatcoat of thick gray
felt that was closed at the waist with a narrow | eather belt. Fromthe open collar energed a heavy
vest of darker felt with high, enbroidered collars fastened by a delicate necktie of golden rope
Unlike Ursis's soft wal king boots, Borodov's were clearly nade for riding, cobbled of far stiffer
shiny | eather and equi pped with unobtrusive spurs secured at the ankle by delicate belts. And,
al t hough he al so wore a massive hat of curly wool, it was rmuch wider at the top than it was at the
headband and gave his head the | ook of a wooly funnel. "Perhaps, young Brim" he suggested peering
over his glasses at the open door, "we should go inside to drink the neem and catch up on old
tinmes. It has been much too |long since we sat together discussing troubles of the gal axy."

"I's true, WIf Ansor," Ursis adnoni shed. "During your nonths of disappearance, you troubl ed nany
of your friends—Anastas Al exyi and nyself not |east anobng them Am| correct, Doctor?"
"Most correct, Nikolai Yanuarievich," Borodov replied with
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a pointed glance at Brim '"Od snow and wooden floors turn skies blue in the autumm,' as they
say."

Bri m shook his head in nock concession. Sodeskayan honilies made little sense to hunman ears. "If

you say so," he chuckl ed while he guided his friends through the door, eagerly | ooking forward to
a rare evening of conpani onshi p.
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And indeed, the Bears' visit did begin the way he antici pated. Borodov opened U sis's huge
bottle, then poured a magnificent vintage of Logish Meeminto Brim s hunble collection of cvceese
mugs. And only when these had beconme enpty were they held upside down in the air while the three
conrades toasted in the Sodeskayan style: "To ice, to snow, to Sodeskaya we go!" The friendship
they shared was a special closeness forged in the hellish disrupter fire of countless, desperately
fought battl es against the League of Dark Stars.

Afterward, there should have been a thousand old stories to retell... jokes not always funny at
the tine they happened, but now hilarious al nost beyond belief... valiant Blue Capes and
starshi ps, gone forever except in the nenories of those who still honored them.. a whole wealth

of general catching up for Bears and Carescrians both. But sonehow, none of these conversations
even got started. The Sodeskayans were al ready consuned by their current m ssion and could tal k of
little el se.

"You cane hal fway across the galaxy for a nmeeting of the Inperial Starflight Society?" Brim
asked in amazenment as Borodov refilled their cups. "Wat sort of interest could either of you have
in an amateur outfit like the 1SS? Did you see the antique they entered in the trophy race? It
| ooked great, but it flewlike it had an asteroid in towforty-nine point seven eight M
Li ght Speed, full bore! Valentin won at better than sixty-two."

"W saw bot h ships, and how they perfornmed," Borodov said soberly, tanping a charge of Hogge' Poa
into his Zenpa pipe. "That is precisely why we have come—the G eat Federation of Sodeskayan States
is, after all, a part of the Enpire."

"I understand that," Brimreplied, struggling to stifle a gasp as aromatic 'Poa snoke filled his
smal | apartnent. Sodeskayans |oved the odor, that to Brimsnelled |ike sonething between
snol deri ng yaggl oz wool and funes froma radiation fire. "But | didn't know the I SS had any
Sodeskayan menbers. From
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what | understood, it was never nuch nore than a swank social club for wealthy Aval onians."

Bor odov nodded. "Your understanding is essentially correct, ny friend," he said, frowning
thoughtfully at his pipe, which appeared to have extinguished itself in spite of his efforts.
"Until the war, those societies conducted starship racing in a very amateurish fashion indeed. The
powerful socialites who forned their race commttees wi shed only to bask in the dangerous gl anour
of starship racing, without necessarily participating in person. By unwitten fiat, they purchased
their racers at military storage and reclanmation facilities and left the flying side of things to
contractors. It was all a big, infatuating game," he snorted, "right up until this year." Wth
that, he took out a pocket |aser and began a new attenpt to relight his recalcitrant pipe.

"When the League of Dark Stars broke all the old unwitten rules,” U sis continued in place of
hi s compani on, "they also twi sted the whol e concept froma grand, pangal actic cel ebrati on of
af fluence into a downright arrant display of mlitary prowess. |Instead of bunbling through as had
all the prewar winners, these Leaguers tailored every detail for one particular task—w nning.

Whi ch, of course, they did. Handily. If it hadn't been for young Aram and his new starship factory
on A zurn, your friend Valentin would have won first and second places! And do you know why the
Leaguers did it?"

Brimpursed his |ips and shook his head. "|I guess | hadn't been paying that nuch attention to
the whys, N k," he expl ai ned.

"Think of it this way, WIf," Usis explained. "Except for those obscenities who call thenselves
Cl GA, anybody with even half a brain understands that Triannic will resume his war just as soon as
he thinks he can win it. He's already taking his first steps with threats agai nst Fl uvanna, and
conmpetitions like the Mtchell Trophy Race are perfect places to show off military hardware, as
well as attract new allies.” He |looked Brimdirectly in the eye. "Allies like your friend and
m ne, Rogan LaKam " he added pointedly.

"That's nmy take of the thing, too," Borodov growed with a nod. "But just try to explain that to
any of the CIGAs in Ava-lon," he said, "especially those blasted zukeeds in the Adm -
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rally. They not only lack interest in the truth, but have sufficient power to avoid hearing it
very often.”

"ClGA scumwi Il not always be in the ascendancy," Boro-dov predicted darkly. "But until that
time comes, we nmust have ways to counter them" He | ooked at Brim "And now, friend WIf, you
begin to understand why N kol ai Yanuarievich and | have come hal fway across a galaxy to attend a
Royal Starflight Society neeting. Certain patriotic forces in the Enpire are quietly reacting to
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the League's unusual win at A zurn with their own neticul ous preparations for the next
race—preparations made with quiet, but alnost limtless, governnent assistance."

"And believe ne, WIf," Usis added, "we are not unique. Sinilar arrangenents are going on al
over the gal axy, even as we speak. This year's conpetition was also the unofficial prelude to the
war's next phase." He | aughed darkly, indicating the handsome | avender vest he wore over a richly
enbroi dered white shirt and gol den rope necktie. "W no | onger wear our blue Fleet Capes, ny

friend, but we still fight for the same cause, eh?"

Bri m nodded uncertainly. "If you say so, N k," he equivocated. Sodeskayan Bears were known al
over the Enpire as rather parochial patriots.

The Bear shook his head soberly. "I do say so, WIf Ansor, and proudly, | mght add. Moreover,
because of this, | amcertain of where | stand in relation to the future—as is ny friend and
nmentor Dr. Borodov." Then he rose. "But do you know where you stand?"

Brimfelt his eyebrows rise as he | ooked fromone G eat Sodeskayan Bear to the other. "I don't

think I know what you nean," he started. Then, abruptly it all came hone to him "You nean," he
gasped, rising to his feet in astonishnment, "that /—a Carescrian—eught to join the 1SS with you?"

"In spirit, that is precisely what we nean, WIf Ansor," Borodov said, taking the pipe fromhis
nmout h and | ooki ng over his gl asses.

For a nonent, Brimnearly succunbed to a wild, cynical urge to laugh in the old Bear's face.
Utimtely, however, he managed to choke everything back in consideration of their |ong-
established friendship. Both Sodeskayans were clearly serious. He shook his head. "N k, Dr.

Bor odov," he said ear-
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nestly, shrugging his shoulders, "I have no place in this crazy m ssion of yours—whatever it is.
don't particularly like aristocrats—present conpany excepted, of course. And besides all that, I'm
not even so sure how nmuch | | ove the xaxtdammed Enpire. | got pretty hungry there for a while
after the war—and | wasn't alone. A lot of us Fleet types got dunped like so nmuch trash when we
weren't needed any nore."

"That you were, WIf Ansor," Ursis answered quietly. "But you, at least, did not have to be
hungry. Only your own anger prevented friends from hel ping you."

"But | didn't want charity,” Brim snapped defensively, in spite of hinmself. "I couldn't stand
xaxt damed charity—from anybody. "

"As | recall," Borodov interjected gently, "no one offered charity: not N kolai, nor Conmander
Col I'i ngswood, nor Crown Prince Onrad, nor any of the half-dozen others who badly needed your
services and had credits to pay."

"You, WIf Brim turned us down with cock-and-bull stories about phantom 'busi ness deal s' that
wer e supposed to keep you too busy to accept our offers,” Usis inserted firmy. "Remenber?"

Brimfelt his face burn. That part of it was certainly true. "Yeah, N k," he admtted, | ooking
down at his boots. "You two did try to cone through for ne, a lot of times. And there were others.
I haven't forgotten that. But ny friends and what they tried to do for ne doesn't excuse a whol e
Enpire for the heedl ess way they treated other veterans who fought and sacrificed. | know what
those poor people went through. | talked to them when they were hungry. | saw the hurt in their
eyes—while rich bastards like these |ISS dudes went on a spending spree all over the gal axy."

Usis quietly anbled across the room and placed his hand on Brim s shoulder. "WIf," he said
enotionally, "there is no way | can refute your conplaints. They are true. But, as you know so
well, there are no guarantees concerning this life—enly that it goes on toward eventua
di ssolution, carrying with it nost of the inequalities that have existed since the dawn of
hi story. What renains inportant, then, is that we get on with what we do, all of us. Od conrades
once nore need your help. And this
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time let ne assure you beyond all shadow of a doubt that you, as well as your talent as a
Hel msman, are absol utely necessary.”

Bri m shook his head and closed his eyes for a noment. "I don't doubt you, N k," he nuttered.
"lIt's just that | don't think that this bitterness will go away that easily. I'mdoing all right
working as a civilian here on Haelic. Sonetinmes, | even feel as if | bel ong anong the peopl e at

work, no natter where | come from" He shook his head and frowned. "But what kind of future could
I, arelatively shabby Carescrian, possibly have anbng peopl e whose chief talent seens to be
gi ving expensive parties?"

Bor odov | aughed. "About the sane sort of future N kolai Yanuarievich and | plan to have with
these persons. You see, we are only consultants to the Society, not nenbers. O their new Racing
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Committee, only Regula Collingswood and Prince Onrad are actual nenbers. The rest of the "Specia
Operations Staff," as we are called, are all hirelings—nere enpl oyees, and only tenporary at that.
If you sign on, the Society will sinply 'borrow you once in a while fromthe base here, and then

friend Gallsworthy will bill the Society. You won't have to give up your new job—er even | ose your
seniority."

Brimfelt himself involuntarily snile, in spite of his churning enptions. "Well," he adnmtted
bl eakly, "even a hard-core cynic like ne can't conplain much about a deal like that. Wat is it

you want ne to do?"

"Why don't we come by for you first thing in the norning and take you to the neeting?" Usis
suggested, retrieving his greatcoat froma chair. "That way, you can talk directly to the people
who are actually setting things up."

"Sonehow," Brimsaid with a frowm, "I have this unconfortable feeling that the next part of ny
Iife has already been planned by soneone el se—behind nmy back."

"Someone el se plan your |ife?" Borodov asked in nock astoni shment while Brimheld his greatcoat.
"Who would do a thing like that?"

"Hrm " Brimnunbl ed, followi ng the two Sodeskayans outside as they strode toward a huge,
chauffeur-driven Rill-21 |inousine skinmer hovering discreetly at the curbside.

"See you soon, WIf Ansor," Ursis called over his shoulder. "We'Il be here for you at Mrning:
one-thirty."
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"I'I'l be ready," Brimanswered, sounding a |lot nmore confident than he felt. Ready for what? Then
he grinned. Hs |life was clearly about to destabilize all over again, in rapid order. This tinme,
however, the whol e process night just prove to be entertaining.

CHAPTER 4
G and Adm ral Kabul Anak

The 1SS held its conference at the sunptuous Grand Koundourities Hotel in the heart of the
At al ant an busi ness ring. An inposing structure of great apparent age, Brim had been past it
countless tinmes, but never inside. Strangely enough, it was old Borodov who seened to be npst

famliar with the magnificent hotel. "The Grand Koundourities," he comented as the |inbusine
ski mer approached through heavy, early-norning traffic, "is the largest and ol dest civilian
structure on all of Haelic, as | recall. It was conpleted for the fifty-first mllennium

celebration here in the Standard year 49999." Elegantly dressed as he was the previous evening,
the Bear pointed toward the nassive stone building' s domed central tower. "During the early five
tens," he continued, "it held one of the earliest KA PPA beacons in existence, and for decades was
recogni zed throughout all known space as the 'Haelic Light.' You can still see the KA PPA's twel ve
supports—they |l ook |like ornate mnarets. Enperor Vargold Narrish IV took his course bearings from
that beacon during his early explorations of the Korrellean Sector. And speaki ng of fanous
historical figures, it was in 51489 | believe, that Professor David Lu appeared in the main | obby
to present Atalanta's City Directorship with his |atest Hypercrys-tal, the basis for all of
today's Hyperscreens. Not only that, but here's still another interesting fact," he added as the
chauf feur brought themto a halt under the grand portico. "Did you know that the G and
Koundourities was once used as a gi ant brothel ?"

84

THE TROPHY  / 85

"A brothel ?" Brim asked, getting out and peering around with a grin on his face. "Sure doesn't
| ook I'i ke one now. "

"Neverthel ess,” Borodov went on with a grin, "it was at one tinme. Seens that the Garonptar of
Pat hi pett once found hinmself stranded in Atalanta with his huge star yacht disabled and scarcely
an Inperial credit to pay for repairs. Luckily, some three hundred of his nost seductive wi ves
were al so aboard for his pleasure. So, before word of his financial straits becane generally
known, he hastily noved his hareminto the Koun-dourities here, took out nunmerous ads in the |oca
pl easure media, and within three nonths he'd earned enough to cover the girls' roons and his
starship repairs, with a handsonme profit left over for his own private coffers." He |aughed. "It's
said that the girls loved it. They were normally required to remain faithful, and one imagines
that even a very strong man coul d have nade the rounds no nore than five or six tinmes a year."
"Universe," Ursis whispered reverently.

"How does he know all that?" Brimasked U sis as they nade their way past a veritable arny of
colorfully uniformed doornmen, through a set of gigantic bevel ed gl ass doors, and into a bustling
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i ndoor court with marvel ously high, arched ceilings that rem nded himmnore of a nicely finished
starshi p hangar than a hotel | obby.

"Baxter Cal houn owns it," the younger Bear explained as if it were conmon know edge throughout
the Universe. "He wanted Anastas Alexyi and nme to stay here, as his guests."

Brimstopped in his tracks, stunned by the Bear's words. "Baxter Cal houn owns thisT he asked in
astoni shment. "You nean our Commrander Baxter Ogl ethorp Cal houn? O |.F. S. DefiantT

"The sane," Borodov assured him "I thought you of all people would know, especially since he's
a fellow Carescrian.”

Bri m shook his head. "He never let me in on nuch of anything but a | ot of good advice," he
answered. "But how cone you two didn't take himup on his offer to stay here?" he asked.

"If anyone around this hotel knew | was Cal houn's guest," Borodov | aughed, "I wouldn't be able
to endure the fuss they'd nake. Besides," he | aughed, "ny ganekeeper tells ne the beds here are
much too soft for old Bears like ne."

"And 1," Ursis |aughed, "sinply followed suit. It was easier."
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"I see," Brimchuckl ed absently, stopping to peruse the wi ndow of a nedia shop whil e Borodov and
Ursis checked at the informati on desk. He shook his head. During his year aboard |.F. S. Defiant,
he'd certainly guessed that Cal houn was a wealthy man. But he'd had no i dea how weal t hy.

"WIf-you' re here! The Bears got in touch with you," a famliar voice called fromnearby. Brim
whirled around just in tine to be captured in a wild enbrace by Regula Collingswood, his onetine
commandi ng of ficer on two fine warships.

"Captain Collingswood," he exclainmed, wapping the woman in his own arns. "How wonderful to see
you agai n!"

"The nane's Regula, WIf," she adnoni shed, snmooching himon the cheek, then stepping back for a
better | ook, "or hadn't you noticed that I'mno | onger wearing a Fleet cloak."

Brimgrinned. "I noticed, all right," he said. In civilian clothes, it was plain to see why she
had so conpletely captured the heart of her husband—and whi spered | ong-tine | over—-Adm ral Erat
Plutron. She was a statuesque woman, tall and ageless with a |ong, patrician nose, piercing hazel
eyes, and soft, graying chestnut hair that she wore in natural curls. She was dressed in a
| avender business suit fronted with a great cascade of white ruffles. "You | ook wonderful," he
added—as i ndeed she did. An extraordinary starship commander during the war, Regula Collingswood
had never, even for a nonent, let the power of her station interfere with the basic fenmninity
t hat shaped everythi ng about her personality.

"That's better," she said in nock severity, then took the el bow of a slender, attractive young
worman st andi ng besi de her, holding a briefcase. Brimfelt a nonmentary excitenment when the wonman's
enornous brown eyes nmet his and paused with fleeting interest before she turned toward his old
conmmander .

"WIf," Collingswood said, "You nust neet Anna Ronanoff—quite an extraordi nary person—-who has
taken on the position of Secretary for the Inperial Starflight Society. Anna, this is the man |
have been tal ki ng about for weeks."

The wonman extended a warm rmani cured hand, and again nonmentarily captured his eyes before she
spoke. "l am pleased to neet you, WIf," she said formally, in a soft voice that had just the
slightest trace of sone regional accent he couldn't identify. "Regula has said sonme rather
wonder ful things about you." Her satiny, reddish brown hair was parted in the mddle, then
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gathered into a loose braid at the back of her head. She was small, Brim noted-very attractive,
with a distinguished nose and slightly pouted lips. Clearly a busi nesswonan in every respect, she
was outfitted in a light tan dress with a scooped bodi ce beneath which she wore a white sweater
that hinted of an anple bust. Her nopdest skirt revealed very little of what Brim suspected were
shapely | egs, and she wore | ow heel ed busi ness shoes. A sexy wonan by nature, he conjectured, who
was determined to do business in spite of that. He found hinself holding the softness of her hand
somewhat | onger than he'd planned, and smiled in spite of hinself when he I et go. "The Captai n—er
Regul a—tends to enbellish the truth about her former crews," he said.

"Sonmehow, | doubt that," she answered softly. "Regula also warned ne that you are nodest to a
fault." Then, before he could react, she turned to Collingswod. "I shall neet you after |unch
at... Brightness: one-thirty. That way, we shall have time to go over your nunbers again before
the General Assenbly. Delighted to have nmet you, WIf," she added, nodding toward Brimat the | ast
monent. Then she hurried off across the |obby with a peculiar little prance that Brimfound nost
attracti ve—and femni ni ne.
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"Quite a lady, there," Brimsaid, inpressed, for sone reason, out of all proportion to their
brief introduction.

"Yes," Collingswood said. "W were lucky to find that one. Wth her reputation for no-nonsense
busi ness managenent, she's in demand all over the Enpire. | think she took the job out of pure
patriotism Voot knows she works every nonent of her life." Then she peered at himoddly. "She's
pretty, isn't she?"

Bri m nodded and grinned at his old commander. "She is that," he agreed, "and she has a cute way
of wal ki ng, too."

Col I i ngswood frowned for a nonent, then snmiled in an odd way. "I suppose that's true," she said,
as if she had just namde sone sort of decision, "Anna does have a cute way of wal king." She had an
al nrost notherly | ook on her face as she spoke, if indeed anything about the forner starship
captain could be construed as notherly. To Brim s recollection, he had heard her nention
chi l dbearing only once—as being the best advertisement for birth control she could think of.

"Ah, Regul a—here you are!" Borodov exclai med as he pushed his way through the throng. "Ni kol a
Yanuari evi ch," he
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call ed over his shoulder. "W no |longer have to find them they have found us!"

Soon, all thoughts about Romanoff were swept away by a second joyous reunion in the |obby, with
Col I i ngswood huggi ng and bei ng hugged by the two magnificently costunmed Sodes-kayans in a manner
that badly disrupted cross-lobby traffic with onl ookers.

And what little traffic novenent that remmi ned was pronptly shut off conpletely by the
appearance of Crown Prince Onrad, heir to the Inperial Throne at Aval on and present Chairman of
the Society. Even had he not joined an already noisy reunion, his magnificent blue Fleet
cl oak—that of a Vice Adm ral —aoul d have stopped traffic anywhere. He was slightly taller than
Brim and considerably heavier: a confortable | ooking nan of obvious royalty. H's hair was dark
brown and he wore a short, pointed beard with a noustache. In Brims way of thinking, however, it
was the man's eyes that set himapart. He had a way of |ooking at people that bespoke genuine
honesty. The Carescrian had grown far too skeptical to believe that any nonarch anywhere coul d
afford to make totally equitable decisions nuch of the tinme. Politics sinply got in the way of
such things. But he nevertheless trusted that the Enpire would be in capabl e hands when one day
Onrad ascended to the High Throne in Aval on

"Aha!" the prince said with a wide grin. "I mght have known the four of you would find each
other." He too got a long hug from Col | i ngswood while the Bears bowed respectfully at either side.
"Now this is what | call a welconing coomittee," he whooped over his shoulder to a stiff-1ooking
General dressed in the tan and red uniformof Geyffin IV s Inperial Arny. The inposing officer
had stopped with his gray briefcase a regulation eight paces to the rear. "Next tine, Zapt, see if
you can't set up something nore along these |ines.”

Li eutenant General Zapt, who clearly had no sense of the nonent whatsoever, bowed and clicked

his heels. "I shall see what can be arranged, Your Mjesty," he said, his voice just audible over
the bustle of the crowd.
Wth one armstill around Collingswood' s waist, Onrad extended his hand to Brim "Good to have

you back among us,
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Brim" he said, with his usual firmgrip. "You worried quite a few peopl e when you di sappeared a
whi | e back."

"I"'msorry, Your Royal Highness," Brimsaid, feeling his face flush with enbarrassnment. "I'd
reached a difficult time in nmy |life about then.”

"I take it everything's all right now?" the Prince asked pointedly.

"Everything is now excellent," Brim answered.

Onrad pursed his lips inpassively and nodded. "Ceneral,
letter for M. BrinP"

A nmonent | ater, Ceneral Zapt stepped forward and delivered a gray plastic envelope to Brinis
hand, then quickly returned to the background. H s face was an expressionl ess nmask, but alert,
gray eyes betrayed the soul of a battle-hardened trooper

"Froman old friend of yours—ny cousin Margot," Onrad explained inpassively. "I visited her |ast
week in Rudol pho."

Brims heart |eaped nearly fromhis chest. "H how gratifying that she should remenber ne," he
said, struggling to contain hinmself fromripping the envel ope open there in the | obby.

"That is nice, WIf" Collingswood said with a sudden | ook of concern in her eyes. "You two

he commanded, "will you deliver that
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certainly becanme fast friends when we were stationed on G nmas- Haef don years ago. | understand she
and Baron LaKarn have a son now." She shook her head. "Never coul d understand what she saw in that
stuffed shirt."

Onrad | aughed wyly. "She didn't have much choice in the matter, Regula. Father dictated the
whol e thing to keep Mama LaKarn's Torond and its celecoid quartz Drive crystal kernels nore
closely bound to the Enpire. They control half our supply, you know "

"That's what |1'd heard," Collingswood said with a grimce. "Poor Margot."

"W all have sone burden to bear," Onrad said, glancing perceptively at Brimfor a fleeting
instant. "Margot's tends to be heavier than nost." Then he took a deep breath. "Enough of that
sort of thing. Regula, Borodov, Ursis-have you three talked Briminto joining us yet?"

"We only just found himlast night," Usis said with a grin

"That hasn't allowed nuch time to talk about anything yet,'

Bor odov added, peering over his

gl asses.
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"And | just ran into hima few nmonents before you did," Collingswood put in.

"I see," Onrad replied. For a nonent, he smiled at sone private thought, then he nodded. "Tel
you what," he said, |ooking at Collingswod and the two Bears, "I need to see the three of you for

a few moments concerning the nenbership comittee rules. WIf, why don't you take one of these
confortable | obby chairs for a few cycles, then join us in the grand ballroomfor the opening
cerenoni es?" He consulted his tinepiece. "At Morning: two forty-five. That will give us an
opportunity to conduct our business—and you can amuse yourself with that letter."

Bri m bowed. "Very well, Your Hi ghness," he agreed. "I shall plan to join you in the grand
bal Il room at Mrning: two forty-five sharp."

"Ceneral Zapt, a badge for M. Brim if you please.” Onrad commanded. Instantly, the waithlike
General handed Brim a hol obadge containing the | atest three-dinmensional representation of his head
and shoul ders that had been recorded in base security. Wth that, the Prince and Col | i ngswood
swept grandly past, the two Bears and General Zapt hurrying along in their wake.

Brimwatched the Iittle convoy maneuvering through the throng. Try as he might, it was difficult
to feel any great indignation toward Onrad for having taken his decision for granted. In truth, he
doubted if princes could operate without making a | ot of assunptions. They sinply woul dn't have
enough tine. Besides, he was under no obligation to anyone. |If he deci ded agai nst enploynment with
the 1SS for any reason, he could always turn in his badge, |eave the hotel, and that would be
that. He hurried to one of the |obby's great w ng-backed easy chairs where he inpul sively ripped
open the envel ope, extracted two sheets of pale coralline manuscript plastic, and began to read:
Dearest WIf,

In the long months since we last net in Aval on, you have sel dom been far frommy mnd. In that
way, you have sustai ned ne through what you nust by now have di scovered has been a virtua
captivity. Until this day,
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Rogan has successfully blocked all of ny many attenpts to conmuni cate. Cousin Onrad, however, is
far beyond ny husband's reach

| trust that by now you also know that | have finally delivered ny son, Rodyard. Not only has he

i ntroduced a whole new love into ny life, he has also brought a fresh set of responsibilities. And
in no way would | even attenpt to claimthat | remain unchanged because of him The truth is that
| amtotally changed. Only in ny love for you do I remmin constant, even though | know that our
rel ati onship nust now endure its second drastic pernmutation. That change is sonething that we nust
sonmeday work out, mnmy dearest, but only when our eyes can neet as well as our mnds. For now, WIf,
be certain of nmy |love, but be forewarned that | no |onger exist as the Margot Effer'wck you once
knew.

Now, time grows short, and | nust conplete this nmessage. Onrad confesses to nme that he will soon
of fer you the position of Principal Hel msman for the Inperial Starflight Society, but he is not at
all certain you will accept. He refuses to discuss the basis for his doubts, but |I suspect that I
know. |1 spent the last night of my owmn freedom | ooking hel pl essly at your despair. After the
reward you received for your wartinme sacrifices, you could retain very little love for our
ungrateful Enpire or its people.

Neverthel ess, | pray to the very Universe that you will sonehow find it in yourself to overl ook
these all-too-obvious transgressions. One glinpse into Kirsh Valentin's eyes and you woul d know
why you rmust. WIf, these conpetitions have suddenly become nmuch nore than quests for pride or
even an outlandi sh token Iike the Mtchell Cup. The real trophy is now the crass pronotion of
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i ndustrial and scientific capabilities—factors that attract allies whose added mi ght can insure
achi evenent of nore fundanmental goals: conquest and power. Believe
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me, | know. My own husband is already strongly attracted to the tyrant's cause.

Onrad has returned now, so | nust end. The Universe speed your flight, my darling, until we touch
agai n.

Love thou the land, with love far-brought Fromout the storied Past, and used Wthin the present,
but transfused Thro' future tinme by power of thought.

—€ennone

| love you, Margot

Bri m devoured Margot's letter, reading it over and over again, exam ning each elegantly
handwitten word for all possible nmeanings while he desperately attenpted to create her face in
his mind s eye. He was so preoccupi ed that he nearly m ssed the openi ng cerenoni es. Wen he
finally consulted his tinepiece, only nonments renmained in which to hurry across the crowded fl oor
catch a jammed |ift to the fifth level, and sprint to the grand ballroom where he arrived, rather
out of breath, with less than a cycle to spare.

An inposing doorman in a purple uniformtrimred with gold glared at Brim He was backed up by
ten government types with short haircuts and nassive chins who | ooked totally out of place in
evening clothes. "The enploynent office," he proclainmed regally, "is two flights below, at the
other end of the hall."

Brimpeered up at the man and flashed his badge. "G ad to know that, friend," he said
i mpassively. "Let me know if you find work." Then he opened the door for hinself and strode
through as if he had been a nenmber of the 1SS for the |ast thousand years.

I nsi de, under a col onnade that ringed the perimeter of the great, circular room it was
instantly clear to Bri mwho was wearing a plain blue tunic over white civilian trousers and
wal ki ng shoes, the best clothes he owned—why the doornman had tried to prevent himfromentering.
Beneat h a hi gh, magnif-
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icently-colored tronpe |'oeil ceiling of nythol ogical space creatures in flight, a glittering
assenbl age of perhaps two hundred unquestionably affluent people had assenbl ed, dressed for the

cl ear and singul ar purpose of inpressing each other. They were seated at ten large, circular
tables, noisily laughing and tal king, while artfully ignoring the extravagant ninistrations of at

| east a hundred servants in ill-fitting evening clothes who scurried here and there, |ugging huge
trays of goblets and bottles. The air was heavy with odors of fine w nes, liquors, cigarettes of
every scent, perfune, and the delicate scent of glow ng panthion blossons that were placed
everywhere in great baskets and sprays. Music froma snall orchestra wove through the conversation
and nmuted clatter of tableware.

At the far end of the roomon a raised dais, a long, straight table had been set for twelve. In
the center, Prince Onrad presided over the whol e assenbl age, flanked by Regula Collings-wod and a
broodi ng ari stocrat whom Bri minmedi ately recogni zed as Onrad's |ongtime confidant and trusted
friend, the Duke of Washbum At Collingswood's |eft sat Anna Ronmanoff, unobtrusively staring into
a portable information terminal. And beside Romanoff posed a svelte wonan with captivating gray
eyes whom Bri mrecogni zed as Veronica Pike, Director of the Sherrington Hyperspace Wrks, a snall
but highly reputed star-ship manufacturer. Poised and enigmatic as a gryphon, she was dressed in
severe |ight gray business apparel that accentuated |long, sable hair and a flaw ess, tawny
conpl exi on.

Ginding his teeth in enbarrassnent, the Carescrian speedily concluded that there was no pl ace
inthe roomfor a credit-strapped Hel msman naned WIf Brim Turning abruptly to avoid a | arge,
bovi ne maitre'd whose obei sant professional gaze had just trapped his glance, he reached for the
door handl e at precisely the sanme tinme that Toby Moul ding rose froma nearby table occupied nostly
by people in Fleet uniforms. "WIf!" he called, "Here, sit with us. |I've been saving you a place."

Bri m shuddered, attenpting to conjure some excuse that would allow himto escape. But he was too
late. In a nonent, Mul ding had ushered himto a chair between his own and a confortabl e-1 ooki ng,
m ddl e-aged man dressed in a brown herringbone tweed jacket with dark flannel trousers and pointed
Rhodori an boots. "Mark," Mulding said, putting his hand on the man's shoul der, "I want you to
meet WIf Brima person
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you'd want to know even if he weren't about to do sonme flying for you."
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The man had a sizabl e nose, danp, hunorous eyes, and a droopi ng bl ack noustache of truly
prodi gi ous size. H s wool en coat and trousers hinted of a cool hone clinmate, and he wore an ol d-
fashi oned white shirt and necktie. "G ad to neet you, WIf," he said, extending his hand. "Mark
Val erian's ny nane."

"dad to neet you," Brimsaid, gripping Valerian's hand in his own. The man's nanme rang a bel
sonmehow, but he couldn't quite place it. "I'mat the Fleet base here in Atalanta," he added,
slipping into his chair.

"I work for Veronica Pike over at Sherrington's," Valerian returned.

"Sweet Universe," Brimswore, suddenly recalling where he'd heard Val erian's nane before.

"You' re the designer who engi neered the attack launch for I.F. S. Intractable, aren't you? —the one
built to Abner Klisnikov's specifications."

Val erian's bushy eyebrows arched with sudden amazenent. "Were in the gal axy did you hear about
t hat overpowered beast?" he exclainmed. "I thought that little kite was blown to atons when
Intractable hit a space mine back during the war."

"Not quite,” Brimreplied with a growi ng sense of excitement. "She was eventually destroyed in
the war, along with a grand old starship naned Prize. But she lasted | ong enough that | got to put

in quite a few netacycles at her controls. | even took her on a nission—and, yeah, she was a bit
overpowered with those two big spin gravs, but all inall..."
Moul di ng | aughed as he took his seat. "Sonehow, " he said, "I thought you two m ght have a lot to

talk over, but | didn't know about Abner Klisnikov's starship. Universe."

"What's this about Klisnikov's starship?" a handsone woman in an exqui site uni form broke in.
"Abner was the greatest Hel nmsnan of all tinme, | understand.™
"Yeah," another interjected. "Let's hear..."

At that point, the harried waiters arrived to serve luncheon. In addition to goblets of vintage
Logi sh Meem they brought rich soups, delicate |uncheon saucisson fromrare gane neats, cheese of
every flavor and persuasion, yeasty breads fresh fromthe oven, fruits fromall over the gal axy,
gl aces and desserts of every conceivabl e description. It slowed, but never conpletely
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def eated, the eager conversations that ebbed and fl owed anong the very serious deep-space
advocates at the table. The banquet took fully two standard metacycles to consune, but by the end
of it, Brimhad conme to understand that not all of the ISS nenbers were wealthy fops, although it
was reasonably clear that nost were wealthy beyond his own wildest dreans. To his surprise, he was
sitting with the elite Inperial Fleet's H gh-Speed Starflight Team

Fol I owi ng a second dessert course, the Duke of Washburn brought the neeting to order, or at
| east to a senblance of order. At nost of the other tables, conversations went on unabated, albeit
in a quieter tone. Many of the socialites were nodding in their chairs while Romanoff recited the
m nutes of the |ast nmeeting, and sone actually fell asleep while Collingswod went through the
nmoti ons of introducing the Society's reorgani zed raci ng pl an

Brinmis eyes net Valerian's for a nonment. "Are they like this all the tinme?" he whispered.

"I don't know," Valerian confided quietly beneath a glowering frown. "But if wealthy people have
to act this discourteously, | think I'd just as soon stay indigent, thank you."

Bri mwas about to comrent further when Onrad rose to speak. That served to quiet the irritating
hum of conversation that pervaded the room

"Today," the Prince announced in his nost nmonarchical rhetoric, "the Inperial Starship Society
begi ns an al toget her new racing curriculunmene that will forever change the way we conduct our
conpetitive activities." Wth that, he explained at |Iength that Sherrington Hyperspace Wrks had
al ready been retained to design and construct a special racing hull under Chief Designer Mark J.
Val erian. Furthernore, the Sodeskayan firm of Krasni-Peych, whose gal axy-fanous research center
was | ocated only a short drive outside Grontow, would supply both a gravity propul sion system and
Hyper space Dri ve.

Brimgrinned to hinself. That explained a few things, including the presence in Atalanta of his
two Sodeskayan friends. Then his heart stood still when he heard his own nane.

"Additionally," Onrad proclained, "not only has the Adnmiralty directed the Fleet's renowned Hi gh-
Speed Starflight teamto act as our consultants, we have oursel ves engaged the services of M.
WIf Brim an extraordinary Fleet veteran and
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Di agnostic Hel msman fromthe base here at Atalanta, to serve as Principal Racing Hel msman for the
Society...."

Brimfelt his face flush as polite applause rippled through the room He glanced at Mul di ng and
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Val erian, then shrugged. "First | heard about any of this," he whispered.

"You mean he didn't ask you beforehand?" Moul ding queried in astoni shment.

Bri m chuckl ed. "Wy bot her?" he asked. "There isn't a Helnmsman alive who'd turn down a berth in
the Mtchell and he knows it." Then he turned to Valerian and grinned. "Especially if that
Hel nrsman fl ew one of Mark Val erian's ships before."

"Well, | thank you kindly," the designer said with a pleased | ook of surprise on his face.
Frowning m ghtily, he seemed to deliberate for a noment, then after sone sort of conclusion
reached inside his coat and withdrew a fol ded scrap of cheap, yellow note plastic. "Tell me what
you think of this,” he said, handing it to Brim

The Carescrian felt his eyes widen with genuine awe as he unfolded the scrap of plastic on the
tabl ecl ot h between hinself and Moulding. On it, Valerian had sketched three views of a starship
that could only be described as an aerodynam c nmasterpi ece—a graceful collection of fluid,
elliptical curves that represented a total departure fromthe |ast two centuries of angular, wedge-
shaped design. Brimturned the elegant little starship in his imagination: a truly handsone
conformati on of second-degree conies that managed to integrate hull and superstructure into one
perfectly aesthetic whole. After what he realized nust have been considerable tinme, he | ooked up

fromthe drawing and peered into Valerian's eyes. "Universe," he whispered al nost reverently, "I'd
probably kill for a chance to fly something like this."

"Do you suppose you could use an accessory to that killing?" Mulding asked. "I'm sure any of us
on the Teamw Il be gli to help."

Bri m grabbed Moul ding's hand. "You' re on, Toby," he said, "but | have a feeling that we'll need

everyone's help before this thing is over."

A ripple of quiet cheering went 'round the table as the others raised a toast with their
gobl et s.

"I'n that case," Valerian said, |ooking around the roomwith a frown, "I suppose Hi s Bl oody
Cocksure Hi ghness over yonder
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is going to have his way agai n—despite this gaggle of highbrow society bl ockheads at the other
tables." He swiveled his chair to face the two Hel msnmen and tapped the yellow scrap of plastic
with a long, slimringer. "The problemis,"” he drawled, "this tine, things aren't going to turn
out entirely the way Onrad wants them"”

Brimrai sed an eyebrow while the remai nder of their table-nates | eaned forward in expectation
hangi ng on Val erian's words.

"Conpl ex systens |ike starships don't just cone together instantly," the designer expl ained,
"especially new ones that have to be faster than anything else in the galaxy." He took the draw ng

fromthe table and tucked it back into his coat. "It takes tinme to produce this kind of a design
even when we hurry. And," he continued, nodding toward the two Bears at the other end of the
table, "I can't believe that our Sodeskayan friends are going to cone up with their new drive nuch
faster."

Bri m nodded understandingly. H s experience getting |I.F. S. Defiant ready for action had been an
excellent lesson in the difficulties of new starships. And Defiant hadn't been even half as
radi cal as what appeared to be on Valerian's mnd

"What happens if you aren't ready for next year?" a Lieutenant on the far side of the table
asked.

"Onrad will sinmply have to wait," Valerian said with a shrug
"Think he will?" another queried.

"If he wants to race this beauty, he will," Valerian stated, patting his coat pocket. "But then,
he'll be pretty sure Sherring-ton can nake it worth his while," he added, "especially now that
these two have agreed to fly."

Brimgrinned. "In that case, brother Valerian, keep in touch. | don't plan to be anywhere el se
for the next year or so."

"Nor do |," Moul di ng echoed.
"Ch, | shall assuredly keep in touch, my friends," Valerian warranted with a grin. "W've got a

trophy to win."

True to Valerian's prediction, neither the radical Sherrington hull nor its new Krasni-Peych
Drive was ready in tinme for the race at the League capital of Tarrott; therefore, no Inperia
entry appeared in the Mtchell |ineup of 52004. Onrad blustered, but in the end conceded that sone
things, like the ere-
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ation of new starships, were beyond even his npbst heavy-handed cajoling. Eventually, he even
decreed that certain of the Society's operational consultants should attend the contest as guest
observers. And so it was that WIf Brimand Toby Moul di ng found thensel ves di senbarking froma
passenger liner into a city whose citizens, only a few years before, would gl adly have bl asted
either of theminto subatom c particles on sight.

For Brim whose nost nenorable face-to-face encounter with Leaguers had been punctuated by
excruci ating pain and brutal torture, the visit produced strange enotions, indeed. They were no
stranger, of course, than the journey itself, his first as a paying custoner on a starliner rigged
out for peacetine service. S.S. Mintcalm a twin-Drive fast packet, |aunched the previous year by
A. G Vuklin in the domain of Peret'nium was totally unlike the occasional converted transports
on which he had nornally travel ed during the war. Unfortunately, his intinmte know edge of the
nmeni al s who | abored bel ow decks to insure his confort took the edge off what night have been an
expansi ve feeling, even riding in the tourist section

Now, standing in the pompous, oppressively columed term nus of a city whose very name enbodi ed
death and destruction, a sense of oppression enveloped himlike a heavy, wet canvas. Little wonder
Sodeskayans refused to attend the race, even though Leaguers were now forbidden by treaty fromthe
Bear skin coats they fanci ed. Everywhere he | ooked, people strutted along the concourses wearing
colorful military uniforns with hol stered bl asters and decorative daggers dangling fromtheir
belts. There were the League's "normal" mlitary Legionnaires dressed in coarse gray uniforns;
sinister Controllers in jet black finery; Labor Corps Associates outfitted in ochre; ONL (Nationa
Transport Workers) officers in vivid red; the Youth Corps in unber coveralls with wi de yell ow
sashes; girls of the XLD (Alliance of C oud League Maidens) in severe green junpers; even SiXx-year-
old Gu' nphe, or Child Troopers of the Leaguer confederation, dressed in black |ike nini-
Controllers. Al noved with sone terrible inner zeal, barking orders at one another as though they
were still at war. And everywhere was the sick-sweet foul ness of Tine Wed, the nysterious
narcotic all Controllers were known to snoke.
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Bri m became so absorbed in the arrogant spectacle that he was quite startled when a smling,
wel |l -dressed little man in the dark gray livery of the Inperial Foreign Service tapped Mul ding on
the shoul der. He had a long, narrow face, a prom nent nose, and | aughi ng eyes whose hunor even a
per manent glower could ill suppress.

"I say," he drawl ed, peering discreetly at a mcrodisplay on his left wist, "you two nust be
Moul di ng and Brim™"
"That's us," Moulding answered with a frowm. "And... ?"

""Arry Drummond fromthe Inperial Enbassy,” the little nman explained. He deftly extended the
tiny hol obadge of an Inperial Attache in the palmof his hand. "'Is 'lIghness Prince Onrad sent ne

out to fetch th' two uv you to the enbassy. "E figured it'd be easier wiv' ne drivin' since you'd
both probably feel unconfortable w v' out a couple of disrupters between yourselves and the bl oody
Leaguers "ere."

"He had that right," Brimchuckled. "I've never seen so many of their uniforns all in one
pl ace."

"Makes you wonder what it's like when they actually give a war," Drummond said, |eading the way
toward a huge, overburdened archway marked DI PLOVATIC ONLY in Vertrucht, the League's | anguage

"I think I'd just as soon not find out," Brimquipped. He neant it. If this one termnal were
any indication, every man, wonan, and child in the whole League was ready to resune fighting at a
nmoment' s notice

Qut si de under the massive portico, Brimand Mulding clinbed into the rear conpartnment of an
i mperi ous Maj estat-Baron |inousine skinmer. Mnents later, Drummond deftly set course into one of
a wi de band of cabl eways, the League's version of nornmal highways. Near these cables, automatic
devices in Leaguer vehicles could take over and "follow the wire," as the expression went. The
driver then had only to effect cable switches at the proper tines to reach any destination
steering with rudder-pedals for short distances off the ends. "Al|l hands to action stations," he
j oked as they meshed with the bustling, nmostly mlitary traffic. "This is going to be nore like an
i nvasion than a visit."

Tarrott was |ocated near the center of a large, tenperate continent in the boreal heni sphere of
Dahlem a small planet orbit-
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ing a bright trinary known collectively as Uadn'aps. The city was roughly triangular in shape and
divided by both the nmeandering river Eer'pz and a brutally linear canal known as the Conquest
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Waterway. On the nightward side of the city, the river was dammed into a sizable body of water,
Lake Tegeler, that served as a |l anding area for the vast intergalactic starship ternmi nal and al so
as the site of the race.

The centerpiece of historic Tarrott, however, was its Avenue of the Conquerors, a w de band of
cabl es and pavenent that traditionally formed the city's |ightward-nightward axis. Fromtine
imenorial, it had served as the main political artery of an entire domain, scene of countless
mlitary pageants and parade ground of League power, a nost inposing and fanous byway. At its
ni ghtward end rose the gal axy*fanous Martial Gate, striking symbol of its governnent's phil osophy.
Located precisely five c'lenyts nightward fromthe great spaceport, it was a majestic series of
arches resting on twelve splendid riotinic colums. Its perfect proportions were based on those of
the Propy-laea, an enignmatic artifact in the Twelfth Realm apparently abandoned by a race of
sentients that had di sappeared without a trace fromthe Universe |ong before the contenporary
system of domai ns achieved interstellar flight. At the top of the gate was a gigantic statue
depicting the allegorical Goddess of Victory (or Peace, depending on which period of League
hi story one chose), her chariot drawn by four |eonine gryphons, whose great w ngs were caught
forever in gleanming netallic flight.

Settled in the confortable seat of Drummond's skinmmer, Brimcould only stare in awe as they
pulled into the nmain streamof traffic and threaded their way through one of its central arches.
The monurent had been created centuries ago by one of the greatest of Leaguer Romantic artists,
scul ptor-architect CGotfried Bernard Buss, and even today, its flow ng beauty seemed to enbody all
that was good about the League. But its arrogant thenme stood for all that was hateful as well.
Brimlooked out the window at twin rows of huge, anber trees lining the roadway, bracing hinself
in the seat as Drumond bounced back and forth anong the cables, dodgi ng other black Mjestat-
Baron |inousi nes speeding inportantly by with sirens blasting the afternoon air. There were few
peopl e to be seen on the sidewal ks for such a large city. And those who were af oot appeared to be
driven by sone compul sion. Qutdoors, Tarrott
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seened to be nore conducive to machines than to flesh and blood; it was not a confortable, or
conforting, place

"Busy place, ain't it?" Drummond commented as he swerved into a faster traffic cable.

"dad you're driving instead of nme," Mulding answered with a grin.

Presently, he recognized the tenplelike Royal Cultural Center, built for feebl enm nded Enperor
Renzo the Magnificent in the 48000's. It now served as hone of the State Enrichnent Directorship,
what ever that was. Snall by other galactic standards, the overbl own-rococo structure nmade up for
inglitter what it lacked in size. Beside it stood a building Bri mrecognized fromhis Arnholtt
Qui debook as Schl egel University: a restored palace originally built for Prince Gonlow e, Renzo's
hal f brother. Wl kways and smal| parks around the building were filled with students, as
pur poseful and uniformy clothed as if they were narching in a parade. The Carescrian shuddered.
What kind of peace could the future bring if whole generations were being raised as warriors? Hs
answer seened all too clear. Farther along the great avenue, he recognized five clustered,

i nterl ocking domes of gleaning gold, surmounted by a great KA' PPA antenna. It was there Neuffman
Van Zeicht had perfected the Raddi man-CGebritz generators that once powered nearly a thousand years
of starships. After five mllennia, the conplex structures showed no sign of age and were still in
constant, active use. "Factory zone, Toby," he joked.

"Ri ght ho," Mulding commented wyly. "Couldn't mss the |ocal GomHoff branch office."

Brimlaughed. Nearly everyone knew for a fact that Valen-tin's speedy Gorn-Hoff TA 153-V32 had
been nodified for racing in those very labs. And the League's powerful new racer for this year's
contest, the Gantheisser GA 209V-1, had al so been devel oped there—al t hough the Leaguers were
attenpting to convince the galaxy that the unique starship was little nore than a "normal "
Gant hei sser production machi ne.

Not far past the | aboratory dones was a huge and totally new statue honoring Leaguers who had
fallen in the "War of Heroes," as the just-ended conflict was known throughout the League. The
massi ve statue of a Controller was erected on a plot of land that once boasted a royal pal ace
which in its day dom nated the whole center of the city. A few bl ocks beyond on
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the left, an inmense brick-shaped structure with black gl ass sides disrupted the whol e skyli ne.
The League Chancel |l ery. Everyone on both sides of the war knew its grim unrelieved lines. It
cont ai ned the Congress of the League, a number of reception halls for state occasions, and an
auditoriumthat seated five thousand people. In addition, the gui debook rmade reference to "severa
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hi ghly rated gastronom c establishnents.” Brimsnorted to hinself. The Chancellery night rate
highly in a Leaguer gastronomic guide, but it was doubtful to even his untrained eye that it would
ever win a prize for architectural nerit. It stood, ponpous and contenporary, in contradiction to
t he ot her neocl assical (al beit haughty) buil dings that popul ated the avenue. He settled back and
considered that his first views of the great stone and netal city had done nothing to soften his
feelings about these once-nortal enemies. He neverthel ess resolved to keep an open nmind as |ong as
he coul d.

At last, Drunmond slowed for a great intersection, eased into a curb cable, and swung their big
skinmer onto a tree-lined avenue of the diplomatic quarter. "Next stop, th' Inperial Enbassy," he
announced. Here were block after block of enbassies fromevery donain wealthy enough to nmintain
intragal actic trade. Sone of the |argest were those of the League's wartine partners: ponpous
mansions built in the prevailing Leaguer style with col onnades and bal conies from which visiting
dignitaries could greet Leaguer crowds. One of the newest and nost garish was decorated with the
Torond's coat of arms. Frowning, Brimwondered if Margot might be in the city for the races. The
mere thought of such a possibility was enough to start his heart poundi ng, and he shook his head
in negation. He took a deep breath and forced the thought fromhis mnd. Business first.

Morments |ater, they braked onto a wide driveway that skirted a triad of shimrering flame
fountains, then stopped beneath a tasteful netal portico at the entrance to the Inperial Enbassy.
"Wn't keep you gentlenmen 'ere nore 'an a couple of nmetacycles at the nost," he explai ned. "But
we've found it's good to understand a little about 'ow the Leaguers operate on their 'ome turf.
Those bully boys paradin' all over can get \ little rough if you don't know about their rules.”

Bri m nodded as painful nenories flashed past his mnd s eye. "I've noticed,"” he grow ed under
his breath. Then he frowned. The enbassy faced a snall park across the avenue that
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seened to exist for the sole purpose of containing a |l arge and uncanny |i keness of Nergo
Triannic, the League's exiled enperor. But no namepl ate had been affixed to the heroic statue's
base.
"What d'you think of the statue?" Drunmond asked while he hoisted their traveling cases fromthe

| uggage conpartnment and activated their ground repulsion units. "It "asn't got an official nane,
but everybody around 'ere calls it 'Cousin Nergol.'" He |laughed. "Al nbost ugly enough, ain't it?"
"It'1l do by half,"” Mulding declared, staring at the nmenacing shape as if it were sone sort of

nonstrous vi per poised for an attack

Brimkept his silence. In spke of the CIGA's vehenent protestations to the contrary, no
governi ng body with peaceful intentions could have purposely erected anything |like that across the
street froman old adversary. Chilling waves of apprehensi on passed over him As he suspected, the
war —hi s war—-had nerely evolved into another stage. And before it was over, this one pronised to be
a great deal nore sinister and dangerous than the period of open conflict that had preceded it.
Taki ng nmonentary | eave of Drunmond, the two Hel nsnen stepped inside the enbassy's el egant, marble
foyer, then followed signs to a small auditoriumwhere they joined three other civilians for a
short, informal briefing in which Inperials were urged to conduct thensel ves, at |east publicly,
in the nost conservative manner possible. No surprises expected, nor received. The briefer, a
m ddl e-aged Public Relations Analyst with a bald head, a | arge paunch, and the air of one who was
quite accustoned to teaching, described "normal" Leaguers as talkative, full of abrasive good
hunor, and even reasonably friendly, despite their penchant for uniforms. Except for sone peculiar
beliefs, they posed no particular threat to anyone going about his normal, daily routines. It was
the Controllers one had to watch at all times. And they were everywhere, enforcing every lawto
the very letter, with no roomfor interpretation. It seemed that the Tine Wed they snoked
destroyed their reasoning process and made thembullies. They were the ones to watch. But Brim
al ready knew that. Far too well.

Afterward, Drumond stopped themon their way fromthe auditorium "Before we continue on to
your room M. Brim"
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he said quietly, "they tell me there's sonebody 'ere who would like to spend a few nonents talking
wi v you."

Brimrai sed an eyebrow. "I don't know anybody in Tarrott,'
m ght want to talk to nme."

Drunmond shrugged. " 'Is 'lghness Prince Onrad's the one who sent ne," he said in a confiding
tone. "An' it probably won't take too nuch tine. You know 'ow these diplomatic things go." He
smled. "I'll show Lieutenant Mul ding an excellent bar we 'ave for special guests. Prince Onrad's

he protested, "at |east anybody who
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waitin' for "imthere right now "

Bri m shook his head in nock defeat. "Anything for the Prince,’
| take it then."

" 'Eis," Drummond said. " 'E said to tell you that 'e'd probably see you in the evenin' —ahen
you 'ad nore tinme to spend with "im"

"More time?" Brimasked. "What el se have | got to do this afternoon?"

"Beats ne, M. Brim" Drummond said, |eading the way along a side corridor, "but 'Is 'lghness
evidently thinks you'll be busy with someone. 'E 'as nme standin' by for as long as it takes."

"I"l'l try not to keep either of you too long," Brimsaid to Mulding.

Drunmond stopped by a door at the end of a hall and put his hand on the |atch. "Lieutenant
Moul ding and | have got all the tinme in the Universe this afternoon, Brim" he said with an abrupt
change of character. "I wouldn't want to think you' d wasted even a click of it worrying about
ei ther of us—er anything else for that matter." Wth that, he opened the door and swept Brim
inside with a firmhand in the small of his back. "You can ring when you need nme—the bell's on a
chord in the bar."

As the door clicked shut, Brimfound hinself in a darkened, paneled | ounge off a side corridor.
Except for a tiny, well-stocked bar, the roomwas snall and intimate. The kind of room he
guessed, where real diplomacy was carried out, not the opulent ballroons where phony conferences
were posed around ornate tables for public consunption.

Squinting while his eyes accustoned thensel ves to the di mess, he junped when a woman's figure
rose froma shadowed chair on the opposite side of the roomand started toward him

he said. "He's about the enbassy,
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"Margot!" he gasped, his heart suddenly pounding as if it would burst fromhis chest. "Margot!"
Then his arms were abruptly filled with perfuned softness, her lips snothering his with warm

wet kisses, and for a long tinme, his mnd went whirling aimessly. Wien at |ast he opened his

eyes, hers were still closed. He paused while her breathing steadied, then gently kissed her eyes,

salty and wet with tears. "Margot," he whispered. "Sonetinmes | thought |I'd never see you again."
She nodded silently, then opened her eyes and seenmed to peer directly into his very spirit. "And

I was so afraid for you —every waking nmonent. It seened like a mllion years."

Bri m pressed her cheek to his. "I survived—for this day," he said gently.

She hugged himtighter. "Ch, Universe,"” she whispered, "I've nissed you so nuch, WIf." After
that, she becane silent for along tinme, as if fighting sone terrific force within herself.
Finally, she bit her lip "Can you still love me now that things have changed so... ?" she asked.

Then her voice trailed off into silence again as if she were afraid to finish

"You nmean now that you have a child?" Brim asked, puzzl ed.

"Something like that, WIf," she said vaguely, noving her head back slightly so she could focus
into his eyes again. "There is now another part of ne—an inportant part, and one that nost |ikely
will last as long as | exist. Can you accept that?"

Bri m unexpectedly felt something seize inside hinself. Here, in this room he found he coul dn't
answer the question as he'd expected he night. He'd certainly thought enough about her notherhood
over the last year or so. He knew he could accept it. But this child? Involuntarily, he raised his
hands in supplication. "I-1 don't know, Margot," he stanmered in a sudden agony of enotion. "I
never took himinto consideration that way."

"You've got to, WIf," she said, pushing herself gently fromhis enbrace. "I tried to tell you
about me in the letter Onrad snuggled out. | guess | didn't do a very good job."

In the light, Brimcould see that she was dressed in a white silk blouse and bl ack vel vet skirt
wi t h hi gh-heel ed boots. Her blond hair was piled | oosely on her head, and she wore a single
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strand of pearls around her neck. As usual, she | ooked stunning. He shook his head, "I sinply read
into your words what | wanted to hear,” he heard hinself admt, "not what you were trying to say."
He led her to a small sofa and they sat in silence for what seened to be ages. Finally, his mnd
forned the one sinple question at the root of his problem "I wonder," he said, "do | really know
you anynore, Margot?"

She nodded sadly. "A fair question, WIf," she answered, again |ooking deeply into his eyes.
"And the answer is partially yes. But only partially."
"Do you still love ne?" he asked.

"More than ever, | think," she answered. She sniled and frowned in her own uni que way. "Yet |
| ove Rodyard, too. Differently, of course. The inportant part is that | find ny affection for him
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doesn't subtract fromsone finite 'love pool' within me. It's an extension—an increase, if you
will." She | ooked at hi m beseechingly. "Does that nake any sense at all?"

Brimthought a nmoment. It seemed to nake sense; but then, he wanted it to. What he failed to
understand was how he fell about the child. He shuddered when he remenbered how he had been
af fected by Rogan LaKarn's child |long before he had even been born. After a | ong nonment of

silence, he took her hand. "How do we get things started agai n?" he asked. "I nean..." He shook
his head. He couldn't put his thoughts into words.
She | aughed ruefully and nodded her head. "I don't know," she said. "I'mnot even sure what

‘getting started' neans."” She turned to himwith a sad little look in her eyes. "Perhaps if | were
to take off ny clothes here?" she asked.

Brimtook a deep breath. "Well," he admitted, feeling a famliar stirring in his loins, "I
suppose that's part of it. At least it always was—before I... | couldn't that night."

Margot |aughed quietly. "WIf," she said, turning to place the softness of her hand against his
cheek, "forget about that night back on Avalon. It wasn't your fault—the whole Universe had ganged
up on you. Besides," she added with a | ook of distress, "this tinme, it has nothing to do with you
It's ne." She shook her head. "Do you think for a nonent that |1'd be sitting here like this if |
were my normal self? You know nme better than that. We'd be noisily rutting on this couch right
now-and | wouldn't even care who watched us through the spy peepers.”

"You nmean you don't want to anynore?" Brim asked.
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Margot frowned and shifted in her seat. "I'mnot sure that's a proper way to put it, WIf," she
answered with a serious little snmle. "It's alnbst as if we'd just finished doing it—and | was at
the rel axed end of some great, protracted orgasm | guess ny body's still all taken up with, well,
other things right now It's sinply not very conducive to... well... to having the kind of affair
we' d been havi ng—+i ke sneaki ng hal fway across a galaxy for one night in bed.” She | ooked at him
inmploringly. "Do you have any idea what I'mtrying to say to you WIf?" she asked.

Brimtenderly put his armaround her shoulder. "No," he said, "I don't suppose | do."
"Can you live with that?" she asked.
He frowned. "I'mnot really sure," he adnitted, astonished by his own words. Sonething very

basi ¢ had changed since that night in his shabby apartnent, but as yet he couldn't conpletely
define what it was, or perhaps didn't want to.

Mar got suddenly | ooked frightened. "Th-then what's to becone of us?" she asked.

"Eventual ly," Brimsaid, again utterly surprised by his ow |ack of enpotion, "everything we ever
wanted in life." He folded her hand in his. "So long as | really I ove you and you really |ove ne,
Margot, it seenms to nme that all we have to do is wait. Eventually, we'll be together again."

Mar got suddenly threw her arnms around his shoul ders. "Do you nean that, WIf?" she asked.
"Real | y?"

"I can only prove it to you sonme tine in the future, Margot," Brimanswered. "And," he added,
probi ng deeply into her eyes, "you will have to tell me when that time has conme—for it will be you
who determines it."

After that, they stood silently, wapped in each other's enbrace until the tiny chinme of
Margot's tinepiece sounded from her purse.

"l"ve got to go," she said.

Bri m nodded. "Until then," he said with a strange, enpty feeling in his stomach. "You'll let ne
know. "

"Yes, nmy dearest," Margot whi spered, opening a panel in the wall, "until then." Beyond, in a dim
passage, stood two chauffeurs dressed in the green, white, and red colors of the Torond. "W shal
see each other nore often now that ny captivity has ended," she said. "And | shall let you know. |
shal |
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shout it to the very Universe." Then she squeezed his hand and was gone, hurrying down the
passageway as the panel slid noiselessly shut.

During the next few days, Brim and Mul ding spent nost of their waki ng nmetacycl es poki ng around
the race district, making the nmost of the HELMSMAN. ALL ZONES guest passes they had been issued as
menbers of the Inperial Starflight Society's racing conmmittee. At first, they were hesitant to
enter the shed area where the starships were being grooned for the race. Then, utterly anmazed at
how much | eeway the passes actually pernmitted, they began to barge through every hangar—Mul di ng
in full uniform Brimin casual civilian clothes—studying whatever they could lay their eyes on

The racers thenselves were tiny in conparison to normal starships; even the largest carried a
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crew of two or three at nmaxi num Floating on customgravity pads, these special nachines canme in
every conceivabl e shape and style. Sone were slimand graceful, optinized for efficient operation
within the race's dictated atnospheric takeoff and |anding areas; others were squat and clearly
shaped to encl ose the nmaxi mum propul si on apparatus possible within an envel ope of m ni mum nass-to-

drag ratio. Still others disregarded atnospherics al nost conpletely, relying on brute power to
achi eve speed objectives in the void of space where a preponderance of the racing would be done.
Al'l, however, shared one characteristic in conmon: they were colorful. R autor RC3-5s from A" zurn

raced in gleanming silver with red and white stripes curving gracefully fromdimnutive
Hyperscreens to Drive outlets; Danpier DA 39s, first native entries from LaKarn's Torond, were
colored a stunning orange-green with national colors vertically striped on their huge gravity-
generator outriggers; businesslike Ganthei sser GA 209V-1s fromthe League were purest white with
gl eam ng red sponsons and bridge highlights; Vel one-451s from Beta Jagow raced in bright green
with jasm ne raci ng bands and bl ack accents. Brim who had spent nost of his flying years on
cl apped-out ore barges or unifornmy obsidian-colored Fleet warships, found hinself fascinated by
the colorful spectacle.

Qut on breezy Lake Tegel er, speeding pleasure craft and tour boats roiled the waters all day,
trailing endl ess wakes t hat

THE TROPHY  / 109

gl eaned agai nst the deep blue like white ribbons of foam anong the endl ess march of waves. In the
starship lanes, great liners cane and went, their runbling thunder linking the great capital city
to the distant ends of the gal axy. Now and then, one of the racers would crackle out to a takeoff
vector, freezing every form of novenment on the sparkling surface until it had conpleted its tests,
what ever they happened to be.

And in the background, forbidding ranks of gray warships hovered at their noorings, tier upon
tier of grimsuperfiring disrupters parked fore and aft. Bri m shuddered; these huge Leaguer ships
clearly didn't exist in the filtered vision of the ClGAs. But when it cane tine to fight—and that
time would cone—what |nperial ships would remain to face thenf

The race pavilion itself enconpassed a broad, paved apron on the austral banks of the I ake.
Facing the inland perineter of the apron was an inposing grandstand with a col ossal crystal bubble
that could be noved into place during inclement weather. Shed areas where the starships were
prepared by their various crews were sited at either side of the grandstand. The "sheds”

t hensel ves, were identical cylindroid hangars, individually fitted out and equi pped by the racing
teans that inhabited them Fronting each of these was a fixed, "standard" gravity pool whose

di mensi ons and paraneters had been agreed upon anong representatives of the contestants nonths
prior to the race. It was fromthese that the racers would depart and return, |ike the comercial
starshi ps of Mtchel Fs dream

Each shed took on the personality of the domain to which it had been assigned. The Leaguer shed,
for exanple, had four of the gleam ng new Gant hei sser raci ng machi nes parked out back, as backups
Inside, the walls were lined with precisely ordered rows of accessories for use by veritable
arm es of technicians in white | aboratory coats who swarmed over the two racers that were being
readi ed for the actual contest. Brimshook his head as teams of neticul ous Leaguers carried out
conpl ete practice shop drills tined by a Controller with a huge chrononeter. These people were out
to win their second race in a rowho ifs or buts about it. He wondered when he woul d encounter his
ol d adversary Kirsh Val entin.

In contrast to the nachineli ke organization in the Leaguer's shed, an absol ute confusion of
activity seened to spin around the Torond's two graceful Danpier starships. Mechanics and
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techni ci ans were everywhere, swarm ng over the two DA 39s |ike a plague of insects. Brimneeded no
coaching to take that teams efforts seriously, in spite of his personal attitude toward Baron
Rogan LaKarn. Mario Marino built first-rate starships.

Bri m had special friends in the A zurnian shed, and had purposefully saved that visit for |ast.
O herwi se, he'd strongly suspected that he mght see little else on the |akefront. And he was
substantially correct. As soon as he and Moulding arrived, they were treated as if they had
personal |y signed on as nenbers of the A zurnian racing team Brims special friend Aram of Nah-
shon was off planet for the day, but others had been alerted for the arrival of two Inperials, and
they were afforded hospitality that was clearly reserved for visiting dignitaries.

Met acycl es | ater—after much fine Logi sh Meem and a nost detailed inspection of the A zumi an's
chunky little R autor RC3 racer—the two Inperials had just clinbed into their skinmrer when
Moul di ng pointed at a long, pretentious Majestat-Baron |inmusine comng off the cable toward the
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Leaguer's shed. "Inportant bus if | ever saw one," he observed. "Suppose we ought to drive over
for a cl oser |ook?"

"Sounds like a plan to ne,
buddi es. Ri ght?"

"Ri ght ho," Mulding agreed sarcastically. "Brothers all under the skin—er sonmething like that."

Wthout even linking their car onto a cable, Brimsteered a direct course (nore or |ess) across
three parking lots with the rudder pedals alone. "Never did believe in their damed guide wires,"
he joked as they jolted at right angles across a number of cable ways.

Moul di ng shook his head sagely. "Brother Brim" he answered, "if you keep this up, you' re going
to make things very difficult when you apply for League citizenship."

"Ah.. .yeah," Brimagreed, with his index finger raised cheerfully. "That's precisely what | had
in mnd." Mnrents |later, they whirred through a huge ornanental garden, careened around a fountain
in a cloud of tunbling flowers, and drewto a halt in a parking stall near the front of the
Leaguer's shed. The big skimer was just conming to a stop under the portico, where an honor guard
of gray-uniformed Legionnaires braced at stiff attention. As the two Inperials debarked and
strolled to the front of their car, the alert Commander nmet Brinls eye. H's

Bri m chuckled. "After all, these guest passes nmake us all bosom
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hostile glare made it anply clear that the Legionnaires behind Mnwere in place for nore than the
cerenony.

Ginning, Brimshot a rakish salute to the nan, then settled back to watch as the hul ki ng
Maj est at - Baron began to disgorge its passengers—all Controllers.

First out was a brutish Galite'er, Leaguer equivalent of an Inperial Combdore. Heavyset and
totally bald around his high-peaked cap, the nman had vast shoul ders and a massive frane that
seened to threaten his tight black tunic with every novenent he nmade. After him came a dwarfish,
m ddl e-aged woman—an Over Galite' er—who wal ked with a distinct linp, as if her right foot were
damaged in sone way. She was foll owed by another wonan, a buxom athletic-Iooking Praefect who was
much younger than the other two.

"Hrm " Moul di ng observed, raising his eyebrows in approval. "Now there's an inprovenent if |
ever saw one."
"Maybe," Brim answered, "but 1'll bet she wears her blaster to bed."

"Unconfortable, that," Mulding conceded, winkling his nose.

"More than one would inagine," Brimaquipped fromthe side of his nouth.

Last out of the Majestat-Baron was a tall, well-built figure of a Provost who, even from behind,
made Brim s scalp bristle. Instantly, the Comrander of the honor guard stepped fromhis position
and took the man by his el bow, nodding toward the two Inperials in the parking | ot as he spoke.

"Looks as if you're being tattled upon,” Moulding qui pped. "Perhaps this will teach you to not
to drive through Leaguer flower beds so indifferently...."

Still with his back to the parking lot, the tall Provost haughtily dism ssed the Legionnaire, then
call ed sonething to his conpanions. Only the Praefect responded, turning for a nonent and noddi ng
before she foll owed her two superiors through the door. This acconplished, the man spun on his
heel and peered out into the evening darkness, his aristocratic features highlighted by the
overhead lights. Briminadvertently caught his breath. "Friend of yours?" Moulding asked. "An
acquai ntance," Brimgrow ed through clenched teeth.
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"We got together a couple of tines during the war. His name is Kirsh Valentin."

"Sonehow, | thought | recognized him" Mulding said grimy, watching the Provost start across
the parking lot toward them his boots clicking smartly on the pavenent.

As Val entin approached, Brimleaned casually against the cable car, his head spinning with
| oat hsone nenories; the nman represented everything he detested. Suddenly, his churning enotions
turned to icy calm alnost as if he were on the bridge of a starship preparing for battle. He took
two steps forward, then settled calmy with his hands on his hips, legs apart, waiting. It was
Valentin's territory. He could nake the next nove.

The Leaguer stopped a short distance fromBrim smled, and clicked his heels. "Well, ny once
and future antagonist," he said, peeling off a white glove and extending his hand. "It has been a
long time, hasn't it?" He smelled both of col ogne and Ti ne Wed.

Brimgripped the proffered hand. It was cool and dry. "Probably not |ong enough, Valentin," he
said, meeting the nan's gaze with a sardonic grin. "—for either of us."

Val entin | aughed. "Ah, Brim You Inperials take life too seriously. The war is over, ny friend
And forgotten. W are no longer enemes: nmerely conpetitors. Spend some tine considering what your
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one-tinme shipmte Puvis Anherst has to say. That organi zation of his, the Congress for..." He
pi nched the bridge of his nose.

"Intragal actic Accord,” Brimpronpted as if he had just pronounced a truly evil malediction
He'd heard that the cowardly Anmherst—ence a shipnmate aboard |.F. S. Trucul ent—had becone a maj or
force in the CIGA but he had no i dea how fanpus the nan had becone.

"Yes," Valentin remarked, "the Congress for Galactic Accord—Cl GAs' you call them Well, you
should listen to what they have to say. That novement represents the future—a truly nonaggressive
soci ety whose tinme has cone." Then he snickered. "But of course," he added, opening his arns in a
magnani nous gesture that wounded Brimto his soul, "you don't even wear a uniform anynore, do
you?"

"In spite of the thraggling CIGA traitors at hone, some of ny friends still do," Brimreplied
t hrough cl enched teeth. "Commander Toby Moul di ng, neet Kirsh Valentin."
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Val entin clicked his heels and bowed slightly w thout offering his hand. "I am honored to nake
your acquai ntance, Conmander," he said.

Moul ding sniled at the obvious snub. "Yes," he agreed quietly, "you are.”

Cont enpt uous anger bl azed normentarily in Valentin's eyes. "Your score, Conmander," he
acknow edged. For a nonment, he inspected his perfectly manicured fingernails, unconsciously
grinding his teeth. "How regrettable,” he observed at |length, "that you Inperials have been unable
to ready a starship for the races this year. But | amtold that you both inspected our Gantheisser
GA 209V-1s today, so you will already know that the race woul d have been ours in any case. That
must be sone reconpense.”

"Races are never won until the finish Iine is crossed," Mulding reciprocated. "I wasn't aware
that any official heats were run today."

"Ah, ny dear Moulding," Valentin chuckled, raising his hands palmup to his waist, "of course
the race nust be actually ran, but can there be any question about its resolution?"

Moul di ng stuck to his ground. "I'mdashed if 1'll concede you the race, Valentin," he said
hotly. "No matter how good that new Gant hei sser |ooks, it won't be the winner until it is actually
fastest over the race course. And quite a | ot can happen between now and then, you know. "

"True," Valentin allowed, "but it won't. W have left nothing to chance. You will see this is

true when | personally pilot the winning starship.” Then his eyes narrowed. "And for next year's
race," he added, this tine looking directly at Brim "there is nothing your poor Sherrington Wrks

can produce that will conpare to the Ganthei ssers we have under devel opnent. Believe nme. | have
al ready seen the nock-ups."

"Next year at this tine," Brimsaid, "I shall be quite glad—and ready—to di scuss next year's
racers. Right now, this year's is quite enough for me to digest."

"True,"” Valentin said. "I trust you will be present at the finish |ine?"
"Count on it," Brimsaid. "I wouldn't mss a nonent of it." "Good," Valentin said, pulling on his
white gloves. "Then you will watch nme win." He chuckled cynically. "It will prepare
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you for next year—f Valerian and your silly Bears can actually cobble a new ship together by that
time."

"We'll see next year, won't we?" Brim answered.
"I ndeed we shall,"” Valentin relented with a smrk. "But | really did not cone to argue racing
tonight," he said. "Actually, | cane to personally extend you, Commander Moul ding, and your

civilian friend, an invitation to a Chancellery reception tonorrow night before the race. Kabu
Anak is in the capital for the races and is interested in neeting you both. Formal attire, of
course. "

Brimmet his partner's eyes. "How about it, Toby?" he asked. "I can't inmagine you traveling
without a formal uniform and I'll bet the enbassy can throw together sonething appropriately
civilian for ne."

Moul di ng grinned. "I'msure they can," he said. "Provost Valentin, | accept your kind offer. |
have al ways hoped | should one day neet the fanous Adnmiral Kabul Anak."

"And |," Brim added. "Perhaps one day we shall even have the honor of meeting Nergol Triannic
hi nsel f. "

Val entin's eyes narrowed. "The Enperor's exile will cone to an end in good time, Inperials. You
may count on it. Then..." His voice trailed off and he nodded to hinself as if rehearsing sone
secret thought. He took a deep breath. "I shall look forward to the honor of neeting you again
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tonorrow eveni ng," he said, dropping the subject of the exiled Nergol Triannic |like a hot coal
Abruptly, he came to attention, clicked his heels, and started off toward the shed. As he cl eared
the entrance, six arned guards took their places on either side of the portico, and a sign |lighted
on the door itself: NO ADM TTANCE

Cearly, the League's peaceful countenance existed only during daylight netacycles. Brim and
Moul ding left imrediately for their hotel, each deep in his own thoughts.

The special reception was officially in honor of the race crews, but its published guest |ist
made it clear that the event was really given to inpress influential hangers-on who attended the
race nore as a social event.

Bri m spent part of the norning studying a protocol nmanual supplied by the nysterious Drunmond,
who al so volunteered to locate a suit of formal civilian evening cl othes—Ao easy task

THE TROPHY / us
considering that nost of the civilians who owned such outfits were also planning to wear themto
t he sane event.

In fact, however, Drummond did show up with a black cutaway coat, trousers, and a ruffled shirt,
along with two harried tailors. Their task of fitting Briminto clothes cut for soneone
consi derably | arger would surely have been easier had they started with a week in which to make
their alterations. As it was, the bustling wonen effected excellent nodifications to both the coat
and the trousers in mraculously little time. Brimand Mulding arrived at the reception in an
enbassy linousine only a few cycles after the appointed tine.

At night, the grim Chancellery was even nore forbidding than in the daylight—an effect
hei ght ened by great searchlights that illunminated its vast flanks of black glass. As Drunmond
carefully threaded his enbassy car into the wi de driveway, the streets were packed with thousands
of curious onl ookers who pressed noisily against gl owi ng guide ropes patrolled by |egions of gray-
uni formed guards carryi ng bl ast pikes.

Qut side the cavernous portico, a great arc of flags on lofty flagpoles flowed and snapped in the
ni ght breeze creating a spectacle of color against the unrelieved bl ackness of the naked gl ass
wal | s. El sewhere, bunting decorated—er did it hide"!—every surface fromwhich it could be hung,
and the broad Chancellery lawn fairly bristled with formati ons of battle-suited Legi onnaires,
their stiff-jointed commnders fiercely hol di ng Leaguer standards: |ong pol es, each topped by a
gi l ded krieges' bat gripping two weathed daggers in its claws.

"I don't know why they call it the League," Moulding comrented quietly, returning the fornmal
salute of at least a hundred Controllers as he alighted fromthe car. "Wth all the arned
Legi onnai res around here, nost of those poor chaps on the street nust feel |ike prisoners."

I nside, the Chancellery's cavernous entrance hall had its calculated effect: Brimwas duly
i npressed. Only it rem nded himof an overdone trade hall he'd once entered on some cheap little
pl anet determined to inpress its neighboring domains at any cost. The Leaguer architects had used
poli shed white granite everywhere, on the walls and the ceiling—even the floor, where nost of it
was covered by thick, ebony carpeting. Fantastic chandeliers gl owed and sparkl ed form hi dden |ight
sources like mniature gal axies. And above the hubbub, sinuous
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music froma large orchestra in a free-floating crystal globe interposed itself through an
at nosphere that was already tinged with the sick-sweet odor of Tine Wed.

Bri mand Moul di ng gave their nanmes to a tall, blond, and blue-eyed protocol officer in a |light
bl ue uniform then joined the long reception line. Qut on the main floor, hundreds of uniformed
supernuneraries darted anmong the el egant revelers, carrying trays of drinks and edibles and
smling so zealously that they seenmed—at least to Brim—as if they m ght be candi dates for the
Gradgroat - Norchelite priesthood. A whole |egion of others along the wall, however, stood rock
still, their menacing eyes constantly in notion and their hands close to the huge hol stered
bl asters that so cleverly blended into their uniforns.

"I say," Mulding whispered facetiously under his breath, "you don't suppose those bl oody
bl asters are | oaded, do you?"

Brimraised his eyebrows. "How could you even suggest such a thing?" he asked. "I thought
everybody knew they carry neemin those hol sters.”

"Probably expl odes when you drink it," Moul ding grunped.

After nearly a netacycle, they neared the head of the Iine and Brimgot his first good view of
Grand Adniral Kabul Anak —the man who had assuned the reins of government in his Enperor's
absence. Miuch snaller than Bri m expected, he had usually been pictured in Inperial propaganda
during the war as a huge, nenacing giant. In real life, he appeared to be nuch | ess
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frighteni ng—al nost nundane. Brimwas certain he woul d have wal ked past the little man on the
street without particularly noticing him He had long, gray hair to match a short beard and dense
si dewhi skers that conpletely covered his ears. His exquisite Admiral's uniformwith all its
decorations, canpaign ribbons, and badges of rank—failed to conceal a |ate-m ddl e-age paunch, and
a certain drooping of the shoulders that was clearly the result of grievous war wounds sust ai ned
at the decisive Battle of Atalanta. It was said that nearly two-thirds of the man's body had been
replaced in a healing machine after his super battleship Rengas had been reduced to tangled

wr eckage in a ship-to-ship contest with Erat Plutron's dauntless old Queen Elidian. Neverthel ess,
al though clearly fatigued, he was quite gallantly clasping his guests' hands, exchanging a few
words, then sniling as he passed them al ong, nodding to an aide for the next introduction. It

al nrost seened as if the man truly wanted
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to be liked, although Brimhad grown far too cyncial about politicians in general to credit that
with much thought.

Anak was al so amazingly adept at all the handshakes that had devel oped throughout the domains of
the gal axy. He gripped hands, el bows, and forearns; kissed fingers; bowed; and even bussed cheeks.
And sonetinmes when attractive women were involved, he held on to these salutes for an extended
time, especially if the salute involved a hug or a facial kiss. Brimsniled as he watched. The old
space fox mght well have boring nonments in his job, but he clearly made the npost of good ones
when they canme al ong!

He chatted briefly with the handsonme A zurni an couple ahead of the two Inperial Hel nsnen, made
his little gestures, then nodded to an aide in a snow white uniformtrinmed by gold cord.

"Hel meman to the Inperial Starflight Society, Commander Tobias Moul di ng," echoed strai ght away
t hrough the hall.

The Admral's tired face slipped into boredomas he gripped Mulding' s hand, and his eyes
wandered nonentarily onto the reception floor. The two exchanged a few perfunctory words that Brim
couldn't hear, then Anak nodded once nore to the aide.

"Principal Helmsnman to the Inperial Starflight Society, Private Citizen WIf Ansor Brim"

Brim stepped before the Leaguer Admiral and extended his hand. For some reason, he felt no
nervousness in the presence of this infanmus personage and arch eneny of al nost everything he held
decent. "Your Excellency," he said, as directed by the protocol book he had studied in the
afternoon—enly he said it in perfect Vertrucht, the native | anguage of the League.

"Ah, you do speak our |anguage, don't you, Brin?" Anak said, smiling slightly and | ooking
intensely into Brims eyes. "I had alnost forgotten." H s handshake was cold and dry, but firm Up
cl ose, his countenance regained all the |egendary greatness that, over the years, Brim had
bestowed on himin his inagination. Kabul Anak seened every iral an Admiral

"I learned your language in nmy youth,"™ Brim answered, "aboard Carescrian ore barges."

"Yes, | know," Anak answered, |ooking Brimin the face. For a nonent, he stood in silence, his
bl ue eyes burning into
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the Carescrian's very soul. Abruptly, he shook his head. "How you nmust hate nme," he said with an
expression of genuine pain.

Brimcould hardly credit his ears. "A-adniral ?" he stamrered in astoni shrment.

"I am aware," Anak continued quietly, "that during ny first raid on Carescria, your young sister
was killed. She died in your arns, if | amnot m staken."

Brimstood for a noment in silence, terribly aware that he was delaying a line of influentia
and inportant dignitaries, yet unwilling to break the awful conversation. "That is correct,
Admiral ," he heard hinself say.

"Perhaps, then," Anak answered, "you will feel that the score is sonewhat evened between us when
I tell you that ny only son died while attacking an Inperial convoy just prior to the battle for
Atal anta." He took a deep breath, as if fighting sonme deep enotion. "Hi s Gorn-Hoff 380A-8 was
destroyed during a stemattack by the light cruiser 1.F. S. Defiant,” he continued quietly.

Anak's words hit Brimlike a nmeteorite. "I don't know what to say, Admiral,” he nuttered.

"There are no adequate words, M. Brim" Anak said, nodding to his aide for the next guest,
"only the understanding that two sides exist in every war."

Stunned, Brimnoved on to the next dignitary in the Iine, but he never even heard the wonman's
nane, nor, for that matter, the names of the other Leaguers he net that evening. Except for
Val entin, of course, who never had tinme for himanyway. In fact, the appearance of Margot in a
magni fi cent white gown was one of the few events that registered as the revelry conti nued. LaKam
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hi nsel f was in an expansive nood, and stopped to greet the Carescrian as if he were some |ong-I ost
friend. Brimshook the man's hand, then bent to kiss Margot's beautiful tapered fingers. But when
he peered into her eyes, he could see how much pain and enbarrassnent the exchange was actually
causing her. After listening to the Baron boast pointedly about his new son for a few nonents, he
made a m ndl ess excuse and joi ned Mul di ng, who was talking to a group of fashionabl e young

| mperial s—patriotic nmenbers of the Inperial H ghspeed Starflight Teamon tenporary duty to study
the race firsthand.

Subsequently, Anna Romanoff's appearance ni ght well have

us
been the best part of Brim s evening. She | ooked the very picture of high fashion in a soft
reddi sh brown knit coat that reached to her knees, a matching skirt, and an onyx turtl eneck
sweater. She was al so, however, under close escort by a handsonme Commander in 'the uniformof the
Lonbardi an Fleet. Brimchanced to neet them a nunber of times during the next netacycle, but after
their first encounter, the Commander nade it quite clear he had little interest in furthering
relationships with nere "private citizens," even though Romanoff herself appeared as if she might
harbor ideas to the contrary.

Nei t her Brim nor Moul ding stayed |ate at the reception. The first heats of the race were
schedul ed in the nmorning, and both wanted to be fresh for the occasion. Even so, Anak preceded
them out of the reception hall by thirty cycles. On the way hone, Mul di ng asked hi m what he and
the Adm ral had discussed during their rather extraordi nary conversation in the reception |line.

Bri m shook his head. "Let's just say that | |earned sonething inportant about warfare fromthe
Admiral, Toby," he said.

"And that was?" Moul di ng asked. >

Bri mthought a nmonent, then |ooked his friend directly in the eye. "I |earned that the other

side could bleed, too," he answered. "For sonme reason, that had never occurred to me."

CHAPTER 5
Lys

Next morning, Brimand Mulding arrived at the Inperial box in the grandstand area just after
dawn transformed the norning skies fromlavender to pink and then to gold. Col ossal outlines of
two Leaguer battleships donmi nated the far shore of Lake Tegeler, their nassive disrupters sonehow
at odds with the peaceful sunrise. One, the extensively rebuilt Lias Mndor, had been badly
danaged at the Battle of Atalanta; its adjunct, a new super-Rengas-class ship naned Burok was
still another of the advanced warshi ps Anak was building in flagrant violation of the Treaty of
Gar ak. Leaguer bureaucrats sinply clainmed she was half her actual mass, and nobody questi oned
their words—at | east nobody with any authority.

At the race conplex itself, black and crinson Leaguer flags fluttered in the central grandstand
and shed areas. Fromthe pavilion area, one could view only takeoffs and | andi ngs—and, of course,
the start/finish line. The race circuit itself, however, was far out in space along a triangular
route with | egs of 494.8, 228, and 277.2 Standard |ight-years, each turning angle narked by a huge
type-19 beacon star. To conplete the contest, crews had to make ten | aps (negotiating two sharp
angl es and one easy curve each tine), then return. They flew the course agai nst the cl ock: fastest
conmput ed speed took the trophy—for one Standard year. According to the rules, any conpetitor who
managed to win the trophy three tinmes gai ned permanent possession
Uadn' aps was hal fway toward its midday zenith when Rogan
120
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LaKarn ostentatiously |ead Margot to a seat in the Torond' s royal box, thereby affording Brimenly
a fewirals distant in the Inperial section-his first close | ook at Rodyard. Wearing a mniature
Grenzen's uniform conplete with peaked cap, jodhpurs, and high boots, the child was carried in
the arns of a squat, masculine-looking attendant who seened nore |ike a bodyguard than a nurse.
And prepared as Brimm ght have thought he was to neet Margot's child, the strange, nelancholic
sensation of loss he got fromthe encounter was far out of proportion to anything he'd inagined.
Once—a nillion years ago, it now seenmed—he had dared hope to father his own child with the
beautiful Margot Effer’'wck. Now, that vision seenmed dead and cold as space itself.

Morments | ater, for some reason known only to hinself, the child turned to fasten his steel blue
eyes on Brim staring intently with a kind of insight that bordered on recognition. And in that
brief interval, a new and nore sinister shadow added its own uni que darkness to the Carescrian's
al ready gl oony nood —a distinct and nenaci ng i npressi on of presentinment.
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Bri mrecogni zed the sensation imedi ately; there was certainly nothing unfaniliar or nysterious
about it. He'd often experienced sinilar awareness in conmbat when he spied a League warship
closing in at a distance: an unavoi dable nenace to be dealt with at some future juncture, but not
right away.

A time woul d cone—dnquesti onabl y—when he must |ikewi se deal with young LaKarn. He knew it in his
bones. Now, however, nore pressing matters demanded his i mredi ate consideration, and he turned his
attention to the race.

Precisely at Mdrning:2:0, stirring, martial strains of "The Conqueror,"” the League's nationa
anthem split Lake Tegeler's cool nmorning air, while a prototype Renkers attack ship dived steeply
over the grandstand, then executed a shrieking pull-up and thundered out toward space, spinning
vigorously around its central axis. As the sound of the Renkers faded into the sky, |oudspeakers
announced the arrival of Kabul Anak, personally representing the exiled Nergol Triannic. Brim
wat ched the little nman take his seat with m xed enotions, then shrugged off the previous evening
as a tenporary aberration, nothing nore. Precisely ten cycles follow ng Anak's arrival, a
traditional trunpet fanfare yerked out the official opening of the contest and the Starter, a
grizzled veteran Controller, gave a little speech about

&A
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sportsmanship fromhis platformdirectly in front of the grandstand. He spoke in Vertrucht. Brim
wonder ed how many of the actual contestants could understand it.

I ndi vi dual heats were flown in reverse sequence fromthe previous year's finish order.
Therefore, the actual race began when doors to the Ripernian shed slid open; that small dom nion
had managed to finish dead |ast. Wile a huge brass orchestra yerked out the Ri pernian nationa
anthem (' There I's No Star Like Ripern"), a powerful craw er tugged their wedge-shaped star racer
outside on a portable gravity pad, its support machinery thundering. Nearly thirty assorted
mechani cs and technicians in matching | avender coveralls marched on either side of the little
vessel, then assisted in transferring it to the gravity pool

Fol l owi ng this, the technicians swarned up | adders and spread out over the hull for a fina
i nspection, the colorfully dressed crew clinbed aboard am d sporadi c cheering fromthe grandstand,
and the gravity generators fired off in a great rush of noise and distorted |ight. Monents |ater
the Hel msman waved fromhis little flight bridge, an army of Legionnaires cleared a path fromthe
gravity pool to the water, and the little starship trundl ed off toward the water anmid rolling
thunder fromits twin generators. Just short of the shore—and a safe distance fromthe grandstand
in case of malfunction—t stopped in a circle of Nray hydrants while special teams of experts
hurried to enable its Drive. Then it noved out over the water and headed for the takeoff vector

Each starting gate consisted of two pylons accurately positioned in the water and equi pped with
three sets of lights: ruby for "nonready," anmber for "start signal pending," and green for "race."
Wien a ship was properly positioned just short of the pylons, its Hel msnman signal ed that he (or
she) was ready by the sinple expedient of standing on the brakes while directing full power to the
gravs. This sent a great cloud of spray sweeping aft fromthe racer that quickly built hundreds of
irals into the air. In acknow edgnent, the Starter switched on the anmber pylon | anps, then took
his flag froma rack, held it dramatically over his head, and snapped it snmartly down between two
light-sensitive poles that activated the green takeoff |anps on the pylons. The actual race clock
was started by the ship's passage
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bet ween t he pyl ons—and subsequently stopped when the ship returned between the sanme gates at the
end of its run

In no tine at all, the R pernian entry was bellow ng al ong the | ake, renaining just above the
surface for nearly two c'lenyts before it lifted in a near-vertical clinb and di sappeared into the
cl oudl ess blue sky, although its deep thunder persisted nearly a cycle before fading bel ow the
clanor of the spectators.

Morments |ater, a second Ripernian ship was nmanhandl ed onto the gravity pool....

For the renmi nder of the day, and well into the | ong spring evening, each racing teamtook its
turns at the starting pylons. Spectators followed the race on miniature scoreboards at their seats
that showed the el apsed tinme at which each contestant snapped around one of the turning points.
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During nuch of the contest, it appeared as if LaKam s Danpier DA 39 nmight take first place, with
A zum's stubby little R autor in a solid second. But as the |ast heats approached, Brimgot a
distinct feeling that the conpetition was far fromover until the League had run its heats.

In a blaze of searchlights, the Leaguer crews—dentically dressed in spotless white
coveral | s—Aanhandl ed Val entin's sinister-1ooking Ganthei sser GA 209V-1 onto the gravity pool, and
within thirty cycles, Brims old nemesis was turning in tines that shaved whole clicks fromthe
day's fastest runs. By the tine he landed, it was clear that the next race would again be held in
Tarrott.

As Valentin clinbed fromhis Ganthei sser am d a blaze of searchlights and thunderous appl ause,
the League was now within a single race of capturing the Mtchell Trophy permanently. Brim sat
silently, grinding his teeth. Had he fostered any questions about his commtnent to the race, they
were now totally gone. Only Valerian's voice rang in his ears, obscuring the thunderous cheers of
the crowd: "We've got a trophy to win." Brimneant to do everything in his power to nake sure that
happened.

Less than a netacycle later, as if to add insult to injury, the nunber two Gantheisser ran a
cl ose second—pil oted by the shapely and | ong-1egged Praefect who had preceded Valentin into the
League shed while Brimwatched fromthe parking |ot.

Both Brimand Mul ding quietly departed Tarrott early the next norning, but soon after their
return to Atal anta, the Care-
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scrian enbarked al one for Sodeskaya. He intended to |l earn everything he could about Krasni-Peych's
new Drive, as well as the starship for which it was intended. One thing was now clear in his mind
he did not intend to watch Kirsh Valentin w n anythi ng agai n—ever.

Only a nonth later, the League began a second warlike confrontation, this tine issuing trunped-
up charges against its nei ghboring dom nion of Beta Jagow. During the Great War, forces fromthis
dimnutive ally of the Enpire had seized a thirty-planet area clained by the League; now Zoguard
Grober-mann, the League's Mnister of State, conplained that ex-Leaguers on five habitable planets
were being held in unwilling subjugation. This tine, he openly threatened to send "forces" that
woul d rectify the situation. He made no nmention of what forces he m ght send, but the nessage was
nonet hel ess clear: the League could back up its threats w th warshi ps.

The i mense Sodeskayan passenger liner with its sleek |ines and spaci ous accommpdati ons seened
nothing less than incredible fromBrims delighted point of view Clearly an engineer's ship from
bow to stern, Ra'dio Kruznyetski Kondrashin was not only fast and econonical, she was al so
| uxurious beyond Brims wildest dreans. If the recently launched vessel were any indication of
what he m ght encounter at Krasni-Peych's research conpl ex outside G ontow, his visit to the
pl anet of Sodeskaya promi sed to be an interesting one indeed.

He had al so di scovered shortly after his arrival in the ornate boarding salon that he had
sonmehow been assigned to first-class accommpdations. Surprised and apprehensive that he night have
to pay for the upgrade—which he doubted he coul d—he'd inquired i medi ately about the situation
and was informed by a Purser that nothing concerning his passage could be altered. Apparently, the
upgrade of his original "tourisf'-class reservations had been arranged for, as well as prepaid, in
G ontow, by order of Inperial Authority.

Now, as a guest on the spacious flight bridge of the big starship, Brimrelaxed in the deep
cushions of a luxurious junp seat and watched the crew set up for landfall on wi ntry Sodeskaya.
The curve of the big planet had | ong since becone a level, albeit cloudy, horizon in the forward
Hyper screens, and
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t he Hel msnan—ene | vanovi ch Kapustan Bokh—was setting up for his final approach into G ontow s
Tonoshenko Menorial Starport. Bokh flew snmoothly and without effort, hunched attentively over the
i nstrument panel while he scanned the readouts and peered now and then through the Hyperscreens,
his great furry head and powder bl ue AkroKahn Captain's cap protrudi ng above the seat back. "W
Hel msnen of excell ence must hang together,” the smiling Bear had said, shaking Brims hand on the
latter's first visit to the flight bridge, "—there are so fewof us in the first place.”

After that, Brimspent nuch of his tine with the crewall Sodeskayans—ealizing that here was an
opportunity to rub el bows with sonme of the best starsailors in the Universe. Cursed with
relatively poor eyesight in conparison to other spacefaring races, few Bears cared for the actual
busi ness of starflight, preferring instead to enploy their vast intellectual energies by
engi neering vessels for others to operate.

Grontow Tower was reporting low I FR with dense clouds right down to mninmunms. Forward, there was
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only gray to be seen; Kondrashin had been within the clouds since the fifteen-thousand-iral nark,
descending slowy in a precisely timed holding pattern. There were |ight bunps, but Bokh clearly
had the touch. He was handling the forty-five-thousand-m|ston starship as if she were a smal
trainer.

Morments after the Grontow tower issued permission to | and, Bokh snoothly banked the big starship
into a descending turn and captured the ILS beamwi thin the first few clicks, alnost as if he were
a Leaguer followi ng sone sort of bizarre cable system At the nmiddl e marker, they picked up the
ruby I anding vector only just above mninmm altitude, but once the starship was configured and the
power was set, there were no perceptible changes in altitude whatsoever until the final flare-out.
Absol utely no sensation in pitch, roll, or power—Brims kind of Hel nemanshi p. And the | andi ng that
foll owed was equal ly good. Bokh flew through the driving snow with that special consideration for
machi nery that marked a true professional. He put Kondrashin onto her gravity foot with the
feather-1ight touch nmobst good Hel msmen got one tine in twenty.

Once they were noored on one of Tonobshenko's nmassive gravity pools, Brimthanked the Sodeskayan
Hel msman and hi s
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assistant for the nmasterful ride, but since both were filling out reports, they didn't get much of
a chance to talk. Afterward, he hurried to his stateroomto collect the few val uables that weren't
in his luggage, planning to make directly for the main boarding hatch to neet Ursis and Borodov.
But he never nmde it.

Dressed in even heavier greatcoats than they had worn on Atal anta and | aden with a nunber of
| arge boxes, the two So-deskayans stopped himat the door to his stateroom Their choice of
cl ot hi ng gave Bri m pause to wonder if his old heated raincoat was i ndeed going to keep himfrom

freezing to death in the winter hem sphere. After all, both Bears also wore natural fur coats
under their clothing.
"Aha, WIf Ansor," Borodov exclained, beaming fromear to ear. "It is high tinme you visited the

G F.S.S. | have been |l ooking forward to this for nany years now" Wth that, he dunped his arm oad
of packages on a nearby settee and hugged Brimuntil the Carescrian nearly feared for his life.

The other Bear |aughed, taking Brims hand and punping it vigorously in the Inperial nmanner.
"Anastas Alexyi is not the only one who has anticipated your visit with great expectations. W
have much to show you."

"About Holy Grontow as well as our new StarDrive," Borodov interjected with a smle, releasing
Brimso he could breathe again. "Both are magnificent," he added, "but only Grontow is glorious as
well."

"And col d enough at this time of year to turn you into furless icicle," -Usis said, picking up
Brims worn raincoat. He scratched his head for a nonent, checking the coat's environnenta
controls. "This is what you brought?" he asked. "It's all I've got,"” Brimreplied.

"Well, it would serve," Ursis judged, nodding his head pro-fessorially, "—but when in the
G F.S.S., one should wear what Sodeskayans wear, to coin a phrase. |Is that not correct, Dr.
Bor odov?"

"I ndeed, " Borodov agreed. "And it is to that end that we have brought these," he stated,
i ndi cating the packages on the settee. "W have a chilly excursion to make presently. It will be
well if you are dressed warmy for it."

Frowni ng, Brim began to explore the boxes. They contained a slate-colored greatcoat w th huge
silver buttons and high, soft boots nuch like Usis's; a huge, egg-shaped hat to match the

THE TROPHY  / 127
one on Borodov's head; heavy gloves; and a | ong, woolen scarf of bright crinson. "How in the
Uni verse am | going to pay for all of this?" he asked, turning to his two friends. "In fact, how
am| going to pay for that first-class upgrade to ny ticket?"

"You aren't" Borodov declared, as if the answer were so obvious that it hardly rated
consi der ati on.

"Well, sonebody's got to pay for gear like this,” Brimprotested hotly. "Renmenmber, | took
thernodynam cs in school, too, and there is no free |unch. Anywhere in the Universe."

"True," Usis agreed. "But nothing in the |laws of thernodynam cs forbids the giving of gifts in
a spirit of true friendship."
"But..." Brimcountered.

"No buts about it," Ursis said, scowing suddenly. "I thought we had di scussed such nonsense in
At al anta." He shook his head. "That xaxtdammed pride of yours, WIf Brim wll soneday yet
overwhel m ny good hunor."
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Brimturned to Borodov, but the old Bear only nodded his head sagely. "One can give w thout
loving, WIf Ansor," he said, "but it is inmpossible to Iove wi thout giving." Then he snil ed.
"Ni kol ai Yanuarievich and | sinply had no choice."

Brimtook a deep breath, and clasped their six-fingered hands in his. "I am probably hopel ess,

my friends," he said, |ooking fromone to the other, "but | amalso surely grateful. This outfit
is magnificent."
"Plus," Ursis said with his usual grin, "it is also warm Your furless self will nost likely

appreci ate that even nore than the friendship before this visit is over."

Grontow, itself—Holy G ontowhad existed in one formor another since the beginnings of recorded
Sodeskayan history. And indeed, the nodern city grew like a tree in concentric rings fromits
ancient core: the Great Wnter Palace, now hone of Nicholas the August, present Knez of the
G F.S.S. and arguably the nightiest noble in the Enpire of Geyffin IV. Not that the outward
grow h had been smooth or even steady. Great fires, wars, and occasional revolutions constantly
stirred the skyline, so that in any district one nmight encounter a mx of nodern, ancient, and
nearly anything in between. The miracle of the city was that it all fit as aesthetically as it
di d.

Tonoshenko Menorial Starport was |located on a huge, artificially heated | ake outside the city.
This was fed by the wi de
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G ontow River that bisected, a considerable distance upstream the austral quarter of the Add City
Center and ran through the grounds of the G eat Wnter Pal ace.
The terminal itself could only be described as cavernous, with brilliant lighting, rich
decoration, and an extravagant use of marble with nosaics that set a standard of opul ence sel dom
approached in the gal axy. Brimwal ked in awe through the gl eam ng and spaci ous edifice, wondering
why he perceived no arrogance in the design of this grossly overdone station, as conmpared to the
one in Tarrott. Smling foolishly at his own parochial outl ook, he followed his two Sodeskayan
friends outside to a huge |inousine skimer enblazoned with the Great Inperial Seal, where two
massi ve, smling chauffeurs waited to take themto the research center on the far side of the
city.

Bri mfound that approaching Grontow was a series of pleasant surprises: one nonent the big
i mousine was in gently rolling countryside, spinning past snow covered fields and wintry, bare
woods popul ated by cozy |log cottages trinmmed with el aborate fretwork; the next noment, thick
clusters of elegant apartnent houses | ooned beside the right-of-way, their grounds filled with
young Bears playing happily in the driving snow. The transition fromcountry to city was abrupt
i ndeed.
After a few bl ocks, the right-of-way evolved to paved streets, jamed with steady streans of
pedestrians as well as i manner of vehicles. The buildings in this section were contenporary,
constructed of gleam ng netal and glass in angular shapes of towers and columms, all connected by
fantastic networks of graceful crystal bridges. Interspersed with the buildings were parks, filled
with statuary and Bears, as well as people fromevery race in the galaxy; this was also the
enbassy ring. Here and there, the crowds parted to nake way for groups of young Bears of both
sexes marchi ng raggedly behi nd banners and singi ng boi sterously. Colorful tranms of two and
sonmetimes three streaniined cars glided through the snow covered squares, bells clanging as
pedestrians darted across the roadway in fro* of them Even archaic wheel ed carri ages drawn by
huge Sodeskayan droshkats—an unusual breed of nonflighted gryphons-runbl ed over the cobbl es,
easily keeping time with the superti]
congested traffic.

By the time their |inmousine reached the inner ring of the city the throngs had becone a bobbi ng
sea of kerchiefs, caps, ml
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wool y nonstrosities |ike those that Ursis and Borodov habitually wore. Everything here spoke of
the many gol den ages of Sodeskayan art, music, and literature. Wthin its historic streets were
Grontow s lavish art galleries, nmost of its fampbus Bearish theaters, the gal axy-famous
Conservatory of Music, and countless nmonunents to the titans of Bearish literature. \Werever the
pavenment narrowed, as it did often in this ol dest section of town, the inperturbable pedestrians
spilled onto the streets. Fascinated, Brimspotted villagers shuffling along in belted snocks
anong splendidly dressed executives swi nging briefcases. Between breaks in the crowds, he glinpsed
shop wi ndows, filled with comodities fromall over the galaxy. Colorful posters hung fromevery

| anp post, portraying Bearish servicenen dressed in greatcoats and battlesuits There were no Cl GAs
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i n Sodeskaya—the G ES.S. was one of the few Inperial dominions that had ignored Triannic's Treaty
of Garak, in spite of heated orders fromthe Inperial Admiralty. The Sodeskayan hi gh conmand
nmerely changed the device everyone wore on his headgear, renaned all services as nunbered

di vi sions of a nebul ous "Honme Guard," then continued to reinforce their defenses as before. It was
anot her exanple of the very | oose ties between Knez N cholas and his so-called dom nant governnent
i n Aval on—al t hough many believed that Geyffin IV hinself privately appl auded the Bears

i ndependent acti on.

Not until he arrived in the old city did Brimbegin to understand why he could settle back
confortably in the mdst of this mlling confusion when he'd felt so restive in the ordered calm
of Tarrott. It was because vibrant Gontow, in all its disordered hubbub, was a city of warm
living individuals, whereas Tarrott, in the final analysis, was a city optinized for nachi nes—and
sentient beings who behaved nore |ike conponents of a systemthan fl esh-and-bl ood peopl e.

Abruptly, just as it had earlier changed fromcountry to urban congestion, the surroundi ngs once
nmore underwent a transformation. Teemi ng streets gave way to apartnments, then to light industry,
and then once nore to sparsely popul ated fields and woodl ands. Centuries before, a snpg-and-haze-
cl ogged Grontow had decreed that all heavy industry would nove to satellite towns, thus at |east
diluting (if offering no further inprovenent of) the atnospheric pollution that seenmed to go
i nexorably hand in hand with efficient industrialization
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It was still snowi ng heavily, but the busy lanes of the right-of-way were clearly marked by
hovering gl obes that kept traffic flowing as snoothly as if it were a mdsumer day. In no tinme, a
vast conplex of factories energed through the driving snow, and the chauffeur exited along a broad
t horoughf are | eadi ng through towering stands of evergreens. On the far side of the trees, they
drewto a halt on a wide courtyard just short of three massive gates that were clearly a main
pl ant entrance. Above the center portal, huge Sodeskayan characters spell ed out KPOCHBL-
I 1 3TY—Kr asni - Peych. The courtyard was patrolled by what | ooked like a full brigade of soldiers
with form dabl e Kha-lodni N-37 blast pikes slung over their shoulders. Imrediately, two
Li eutenants in high, black boots, olive green greatcoats with royal blue epaulettes, and billed
mlitary caps, also trimred in royal blue, strode purposefully to the car while subordinates
| ooked on attentively, their six-fingered hands slipping nearer to their weapons. Ursis opened his
wi nhdow and exchanged words in Sodeskayan with one of the officers, then handed hima | arge
envel ope closed with the Great Cachet of the Knez. Gesturing respectfully, the Lieutenant unseal ed
the envel ope and withdrew si x hol obadges, two of which he handed to his partner for the drivers.
After peering assiduously at each of the backseat's occupants, the Lieutenant suddenly grinned,
bowed deferentially, and, handing back the badges, waved themtoward the gates with a smart
salute. A few noments later, the big |linousine was on its way through the huge conpl ex between
hi gh buildings with massive doors; great, circular gravi-tron towers hundreds of irals in height,
topped by nultifaceted crystal gl obes, and connected at various levels by intricaie bridges;
nunerous funnel -shaped structures that appeared to be wapped by a layer of thick crystal tubing
that glowed and pulsed in varying colors; as well as ordinary office buildings whose warmy
i ghted wi ndows gave glinpses of |aboratories, libraries, and offices. Presently, they drewto a
hover above anot her snow covered apron, this at the end of a | ong Becton-type gravity-cushion
tube, commonly used by starships in place of water for hard-surface |andfalls. Above the cooling
fins of its power term nus hovered a sleek NJH 26 star | aunch—a Sodeskayan executive transport
renowned t hroughout the galaxy for its el egance and speed. Monents later, the three were wal ki ng
through the blizzard, snow crunching under their boots as they
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made their way toward the little ship's glassed-in brow On either side of the tube right-of-way,
evergreens stood out in dark enerald against the snow and clunps of tall birchlike trees forned
tangl es of long, white fingers against the cloud-darkened sky. Wth his new badge bobbing fromthe
collar of his greatcoat, Brimfound hinmself wal king as all G onkovites walked in winter, hardly
lifting his feet, alnost sliding themover the surface, balancing at every step, and treadi ng
solidly without slackening his pace. In the muffled silence of the snowfall, he wondered idly if
so much ice and snow ultinmately affected the posture of everyone in the city.

I nside, the cabin was confortably warm and panel ed i n dark wood. Deep-cushioned sofas |lined the
walls with four Bear-sized easy chairs at each corner. Soft, indirect lighting illum nated a
sunptuous lunch set out on a |ow table equi pped with an expressing apparatus that filled the air
with delicious aromas fromfreshly brewed cvceese'

"Hel p yoursel ves, gentlenen,"” the blue-clad AkroKahn Hel msman call ed t hrough a forward hatch
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t hat opened onto the ship's flight bridge. "It's a short enough trip out to the Ivan |Ivanov that
you'll have to do sone serious eating."

"Thanks, Kovonchino," Usis answered. "W shall do our best."™ Then he turned to Brimw th an
enbarrassed snmile on his face. "W laid on a few snacks," he said.

"Yes," Borodov seconded. "In case you mght be hungry after your travels."
"Or us," Usis added with a sly grin.

Bri mwas about to answer when the entrance hatch whi ned shut and the Hel msnman warned, "Swi tching
to internal gravity!"

In panic, Brimtried to forget the nearby food as his stomach turned upsi de down and he cl anped
his teeth together and held his breath. No matter how many thousands of tinmes he'd gone through
switches to or frominternal gravity, he' d never overcone his tendency toward a weak stonach at

the transition point, even though wei ghtl essness bothered himnot at all. Forcing back his gorge,
he swall owed mightily, then gasped in a great draft of air. "Ah," he stammered, sinking queasily
into one of the aft easy chairs, "you two go ahead and start. |I'Il just sit here for a few nonents

while I get back my space legs..."

|_|-I—|
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Scant cycles later, they were hurdling along the Becton tube—while Borodov wol fed down his second
Kagl e sausage.

The Ivan Ivanov was not at all what Brimhad expected—n actuality, it was two starships, the
ol d Sodeskayan nerchant nen Sovaka Doynetz and Nadya Gordovsky, joined ani dships by a network of
great hullnmetal girders. On the port-bridge wing of Gordovsky, Borodov pointed through a
Hyperscreen to a large pod nounted in the center of this network, braced by additional beans and
spars like some sort of nonster insect caught in the center of a web. "There it is, WIf," he
said, "—the newPV/ 12 starship Drive. K-P has toiled over the design theory for nearly ten Standard
years now, it took the Mtchell Trophy Race to put the project on a front burner."

"They've started calling it the "Wzard,'" Ursis added with a grin. "Everyone expects great
t hi ngs. "

Bri m nodded thoughtfully. "W nmay need sone nagic to keep up with next year's Gantheisser," he
said, "at least if what that bastard Valentin says has any truth to it."

Ursis frowed and peered through the Hyperscreens. "l suppose we shall have part of that answer
in a few nonments,"” he said with a sage nod

Qut side, clanshell doors swung slowy open in the forward end of the pod, exposing hefty
focusing rings. Behind themwas a typical HyperDrive blast tube. Space radiators nmounted al ong the
finned side of the pod were beginning to glow reddi sh orange as super-Tesla coils punped enor nous
power to the new Drive crystal. Ivan lvanov was traveling at a fast cruise; when the K-P engineers
fired off their new Drive, it would thrust forward, against the mass and nonmentum of the two old
mer chantmen. To Brim the whole thing served to drive hone the terrific force and power that would
be at his command on the bridge of Valerian's new starship. He shook his head. "Awesone," he
muttered to hinmself. He nmeant it.

Presently, a pattern of twelve powerful strobe beacons began to flash at the same tinme a kl axon
horn clattered on the bridge. "The count has begun," Borodov warned, |ooking up froma situation
di splay at his el bow.

As he spoke, the deck trenbl ed beneath Brims boots while nuted thunder fromthe old
mer chantman's Drive increased significantly from bel ow decks. Aft, the ship's twin Drive plunes
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up dramatically as she swung off toward open space. Cearly, the single Helnsman piloting both

old hulls was preparing to conbat sone trenendous counterforce

An urgent voice announced sonething in Sodeskayan over the bl ower

"Twenty clicks till light-off!" Ursis translated. "Brace yourself, WIf Ansor. One can never
accurately predict the results of a | ab experinent." Sinultaneously, the pod' s strobe beacons
began to flash nore rapidly.

Brimtook a grip on the Hyperscreen coam ng as the bl ower announced. "Five..." He had heard
enough Sodeskayan to at |east count to ten. "Four... three... two... one... zotrob!"

The next instant, a shinmering cobalt gl ow expl oded around the forward end of the pod, foll owed
by an eerie, sapphire Drive plunme that was nore of a Drive beacon in Brims reckoning. Unlike
"normal " plunes from standard Shel don-type Drive crystals that appeared to flow aft until they

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20The%20Helmsman%2003%20-%20The%20Trophy.txt (62 of 149) [1/31/2004 1:10:28 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2003%20-%20The%20T rophy.txt

faded into the blackness of space, the Wzard' s exhaust wake extended out |ike a beacon of pure
blue Iight that enclosed a gl eanmi ng neckl ace of saffron-hued refraction bodies marching slowy in
the opposite direction of thrust. The effect was absolutely unlike anything he had ever

experi enced.

And clearly, the Wzard Drive produced thrust in prodigious anplitude. Wile the Bear at the
test console increased the flow of energy to the pod, old Ivanov's Hel msnan was conpelled to send
nore and nmore power to the Drives on the |ab shi p—enough so that the whole bridge began
shudderi ng unconfortably.

The Hel msman suddenly bel |l owed over his shoulder to the Pod Operator, who was peering into his
consol es with apparent consternation. Sonething was clearly 'way out of control; Brimcould tel
fromthe way the hull was working and grinding. Qutside, the pod had visibly bent the great
hul l metal girders and was now swinging its great blue beamin a vast cone |ike sonme Brobdi ngnagi an
child playing with an equally col ossal hand-1ight. "Sweet nother of Voot," Brimnuttered suddenly.
"If she broaches at this speed, we'll all be killed—especially with that brute ready to swi ng us
around. " Involuntarily, he grabbed at a nearby console, but he knew it wouldn't help
Ursis bell owed sonething that sounded |ike a warning, but
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he was quickly drowned out by a nounting runble that shook the framework of the hull

Wiile Brimwatched in horror, the whole network of girders outside ruptured in a churning cloud
of hullnetal shards. Instantly, Wzard Prototype Nunber One di sappeared aft, headed up-gal axy for
the center of the Universe in a blaze of turquoise light. Brimwas thrown to the deck as the
starboard hal f of Ivanov |urched savagely off course and slewed wildly, its nassive hul
struggling with its own powerful steering engines. The bridge abruptly went dark while Bears
roared in alarmand | oose debris froma hundred consol es cascaded t hrough the air, smashing to
rubbi sh on the bul kheads or the ceiling.

Abruptly, Borodov's happy voice soared over the confusion. "Wonderful]" he roared. "l say that
it's wonderful'" Then he, too, was drowned out—this tine by the lIvanov's Drive, whict thundered up
wildly for a noment as the Hel msman struggled to regain control of the runaway starship. Wen it
finallj abated, the wild surges of gravity al so ceased and Pandenoni um on the bridge died down to
a stony silence.

Power was finally restored while Brimdragged hinself painfully to his feet. He checked to see
how ol d Dr. Borodov had fared—Ursis was hel ping himup fromthe deck. "Are you all right, old
friend?" the younger Bear asked with a great deal of concern in his voice.

Bor odov shook his furry head and blinked a fewtinmes. "Am 1 all right?" he asked in a voice
delirious with elation. "But ho* could | be anything el se! Such power! Such performance! Ah,
friend N kol ai Yanuarievich," he said, "it is for our human conpatriot that | am now concerned."
He | ooked at Brim "% Bears have only to perfect controls for this wonderful nonster called
Wzard. WIf Ansor, here, has to fly with one!"

"He's all right," Ursis answered with a wi nk. "How about you, WIf Ansor?"

Brimgrinned. "I think I"'mall in one piece," he chuckled. "Besides, |ike Dr. Borodov, |'m sort
of caught up with thoughts of flying with one of the beasts."

Wth that, all three turned to peer through the Hyperscreens that were just then beginning to
translate again after the power failure.

"Voof ," Ursis said reverently.
"Doubl e voof," Brimanswered. Qutside, the Sovaka Doyn-
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ett was just |inping back on station, steered by soneone in an energency hel m Sonethi ng—possibly
the runaway test pod itself—had dealt the old nerchantnman a trenendous bl ow that staved her hul
fromthe mdships radiator section to a fewirals fromher stern. The starship was rolling wldly,
her bow hunting up and down as if she were confused.

"I'"d say she's taken sone damage to her steering engine," Borodov observed dourly.

"At |east her hull appears to be sound,"” Ursis said, "which is as lucky for us as it is for her
crew. Presently, Krasni-Peych will begin devel opnent of the Wzard/R Then, we shall assuredly
need strength.”

"The Wzard/ R?" Brim asked.

Bor odov nodded. "R stands for reflecting."”

"I still don't understand," Brimadmtted.

The Bear |aughed. "At present, only a few individuals in the whole Universe do" he expl ai ned.
"But reflecting Drives represent the true future of starflight, at least in the eyes of Krasni-
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Peych. The prototype W=zard you saw today is only a first, brief step in devel opnent of this new
technology. In spite of its novel engineering, it still operates on the |ong-established single-
crystal/single-pass principal, where energy passes once through the crystal, exciting its lattice
structure and providi ng Hyper Speed thrust." He stopped, glanced at Ursis, and sniled. "Perhaps you
will be so kind as to carry on for ne, N kolai Yanuarievich?" he asked
The younger Bear nodded. "Reflecting Drives," he proceeded, as if he were lecturing at the
Di tyasburg Institute, "are conposed of one or nore crystal shells grown around a central core in
| ayers. The nost sinple exanple is a core surrounded by a single, thin shell. During norna
operation, both fire aft as a unit, with the shell contributing as nuch as twenty-five percent of
the total thrust. However, when short bursts of speed are necessary, the outer shell's thrust can
be reversed, directing its output energy forward into a ring-shaped, focusing reflector that feeds
back directly into the core. This, we calculate, will increase the unit's thrust aft by as much as
forty percent—but only for brief periods of time."

Bri m gl anced t hrough the Hyperscreens at the |inping Doynetz. "You'll need a hefty pod structure
to test that beast,"” he said with awe.
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Ursis nodded his huge, shaggy head. "Those words may have just won you a npbst prestigious
Sodeskayan award, WIf Ansor," he said gravely.

"An awaref?" Brim asked with interest. "Wat for?"

"Understatenent of the year," the Bear answered with a grin, "—and in this case perhaps
under st at ement of the century."”

Sodeskayan Rescue Service vessels were standing off the damaged | aboratory vessels less than a
nmet acycl e afterward. ..

Later, having returned to the surface nuch earlier than they had expected, the three friends
killed tinme in a Krasni-Peycli recreation conplex before Brinms departure to the planet of Rhodor
The large, ornately panelled dining roomin the conplex was |lighted by crystal chandeliers and a
huge, blazing fireplace at one end. Waiters dressed in formal unifornms with white aprons darted
here and there serving tables of Krasni-Peycli clients and enpl oyees fromall over the Enpire—and
beyond. In the background, a strolling peasant orchestra played nel ancholy Sodeskayan nusic on
enornous stringed instrunments. "Val erian seemed to take the whole thing pretty well when
messaged, " Borodov was commenting. "But then, it did relieve the pressure on Sherrington to finish
their Mfive for next year's Tarrott race. It's clear to ne that we can never conplete our Wzard
in their promised tinme frane."

"I understand," Brimsaid. "But you say Valerian still clained he could produce a conpetitive
racer in time for the next race."
"I read his words with ny own eyes only cycles ago," the old Bear declared, lighting his Zenpa

pi pe agai n.

"He mght just be able to do such a thing," Usis declared "A nunber of inproved Drives were
devel oped during the war. Perhaps with one of themin place of the Wzard, he can at |east nake
the new ship conpetitive."

"Sounds |like the best shot we have at the race right now," Brimadnmitted, "and we've got to
enter some sort of conpetitive ship, or we'll sinply give the trophy away." He shrugged, "
suppose |I'Il find out everything when | get to Rhodor." Just then, he |l ooked up to see Anna
Romanoff follow a nmajordonp into the big room |eading a group of human administrators. Brim
recogni zed a few fromthe ISS neeting in Atalanta. His
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eyes net Romanoff's al nost i mmediately—n a roomfull of Bears, furless beings |ike humans tended
to stand out conspicuously. Slimand al nost fragile | ooking as usual, she was dressed in a sinple,
dark blue business suit that, for all its professionalism did little to conceal what was clearly
a nost alluring figure. She sniled and made a little wave as she sat; then a portly, red-faced man
in executive pinstripes began speaking to her fromthe corner of his mouth while pointing
assertively at a portabl e display.

"One can only pity poor Romanoff at this nonment,” Ursis observed with a wi se nod of his head and
a chuckle. "I have had encounters with that nman nyself: Sforzo Granada, self-appointed protector
of the Society treasury."

Bri m shrugged. "Probably cones with the job," he observed. "She |ooks |Iike she can take care of
hersel f."

"True," Usis said, taking a sip of neem "But one gets the distinct inpression that she m ght
prefer to be spending her tinme with you, WIf Ansor."
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"Ni ce thought," Brimsaid, feeling his face color in spite of hinmself. As he had observed in
At al anta, Anna Ronanoff was just plain sexy.
"l should inagine so," Usis observed. "Wre | drawn in such a way to human beings, | mght say
that she appears to be a genuinely attractive wonman."
At that nmonent, they were joined by a group of bantering propul sion engineers fromthe
Experi mental Section, and the conversation becane very technical
On a whim Brimexcused hinself fromthe ad-hoc academ ¢ caucus, got to his feet, and made his

way anong the tables toward Romanoff. Sforzo Granada was still prattling on, every now and then
punctuating his remarks by poking a pudgy finger at the display. "Pardon ne, Mss Romanoff," the
Carescrian interrupted with a smle he was hard-pressed to conceal, "do you suppose you m ght
spare a few nonents to discuss, ah... er...Drive financing?"

Romanof f | ooked up, frowned for a nmonent, then returned his snile with a little one of her
own—nostly with her brown eyes. "Drive underwiting," she corrected denurely, toying with the huge
|l ace ruffle she wore at her neck, "—and yes, we should spend sone tine discussing the subject."
She gl anced at Granada who was peering disapprovingly at Brimas if he were
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sonme sort of panhandler. "I shall be finished here in just a few cycles,'
you at the table with your friends?"

Bri m nodded, and grinned again in spite of hinmself. "Thank you, Mss Romanoff," he said. "
shall attenpt to have all the facts together by that tine."

True to her word, Ronmanoff appeared only a few cycles later. Imediately, the Bears stood and
cleared a place, old Borodov introducing her around and ordering a goblet of Logish Meemas if she
were an honored guest. The delicate busi nesswoman seened oddly surprised at the attention. When
the Bears eased thensel ves back to their technical conversations, Brimlooked at her and grinned

she said. "Shall | neet

with enbarrassnent. "Hm " he said. "I'mafraid |'ve already run out of things to say—at | east
anything that mght interest a real financier."

Romanoff took a deep breath. "I shouldn't be too sure of that, M. Brim" she said. "You can't
i magi ne how nuch | long to hear soneone tal k of anything but finance once in a while." Then her

eyes grew as |large as saucers. "Like what happened to the Ivan Ivanov. It's all over Krasni-Peych
that the Wzard got out of control this nmorning. And | understand you were aboard. Was it awful ?"

"Ch, | was aboard,” Brimsaid with a chuckle, "and it could have been awful. But it wasn't. The
test pod ripped away and banged up one of Ivanov's hulls, that's all. Nobody even got hurt—pre to
the credit of Lady Fortune than good nmanagenent, according to the Bears." Then he stopped and
wrinkled his nose. "You called ne Mster Brim didn't you?"

"I did," Romanoff said with an arched eyebrow. "You called ne Mss Romanoff, you know. "

Bri mthought for a nonment. "That's a fact—+ did," he admtted. "I guess | just thought that's
the way busi nesspeople talk to one another."

"I don't know you well enough to repeat the kind of nanes we really use," Ronanoff said with a
| augh. "We're a pretty contentious bunch when it cones right down to things."

"Tell you what," Brimsuggested. "How about calling me WIf from now on? That way, | can go
ahead and call you Anna. It'll be sinpler for both of us."

"WIf," Romanoff said with a relieved | ook on her face, "you' ve got a deal. But we won't have
much tinme to practice
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(his trip. 1've got to make a business call to another client here on Sodeskaya before long." In
spite of her words, however, she did appear to relax for a noment—the first tine that Brimcould
remenber seeing her that way. She sipped her neemcarefully for a noment, then | ooked hi msquarely
in the eye. "How does it feel to pilot a starship?" she asked suddenly, alnbst as if she were
enbarrassed by the question. "What's it like to conmand all that power—have it at your very
fingertips?"

This time, it was Brimwho raised an eyebrow. He grimaced. "Wy..." he started. "|I never really
t hought about it." He shrugged. "It's just sonething | do, | suppose.”
"Can you tell nme?" she persisted

"I don't know," Brimanswered truthfully. He thought a nmoment. "I think | could show you a | ot
easier," he said, glancing through the wi ndow. Qutside, near the end of the Becton tube, a little
Sherrington Type 224 hovered on a gravity pad. "If you had a couple of cycles, |I could probably
take you aboard that little executive ship out there." Then he shrugged. "Mybe some other tine,
when you don't have so nuch else to do."

Ronmanof f frowned for a nonment. "You could actually take ne on the bridge of that starship?" she
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asked with an excited |l ook in her eyes. "Right now?"

Brimpursed his lips. "Well," he said, "lI'd have to ask my friend Ursis about it first."
"Woul d you?" Ronmanoff asked. "I suppose | could make ny
call later."

El ated by the opportunity to accomodate this nost attractive wonan, Brimtapped U sis on the
arm "Do you think there's any possibility of Anna and | going aboard the little 224 out there?"
he asked, nodding toward the w ndow.

Ursis peered out at the flight apron, turned to glance for a nonent at Romanoff, then sml ed.

"Hmm " he nused. "It seens to me that the Principal Helnsnman for the 1SS certainly ought to be
abl e to check out a Sherrington—for instructional purposes, if nothing else." He nodded his head,
as if testing out his reasoning. "A nonent," he said, raising a long index finger, "I shall see

what | can do." Wth that, he excused hinself fromhis colleagues and anbl ed over to a house
phone, where he carried on a short conversation with soneone Brimcouldn't see. He was back at the
table in a matter of monents. "It is taken care of, WIf," he declared. "By the time the two of
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you have reached the boarding tube, the ship will be powered up. | aminforned that it is ready to
fly." He looked at Brim "W should |leave for the termnal within three nmetacycles at the | atest,
WIf, if you are to catch the AkroKahn |iner for Rhodor."

"Maybe we ought to skip it," Romanoff said hesitantly. "I'd feel terrible if I nmade you m ss
your ship. Everyone in the Society knows how inportant it is that you visit Sherrington."

The | ook on her face made it abundantly clear to Brimthat she was seriously concerned. He
grinned. "It's all right, Anna," he assured her. "Really. W don't have to fly it, you know "

Romanoff smiled. "Well," she said, taking a deep breath. "I really would love to see the
bri dge—+f you're sure this isn't going to be too nuch of an inconvenience to anyone."

Bri m chuckled. "I can assure you that one WIf Ansor Brimw |l feel no inconveni ence—and,"” he
continued, indicating the table of chattering Bears. "I'l|l bet these research types won't even
notice that we're gone."

"Al'l right," she said alnost shyly, "let's do it."

Ursis winked surreptitiously as they excused thenmselves fromthe table. He knew. ...

The flight bridge of the Sherrington starship Al exander Neyvsky was exquisitely laid out. It
shoul d have been, Brim nused as he settled into the Helnsnman's recliner. It was clearly brand-
new—and al so one of Knez N cholas's personal transports. Beside Brim Romanoff had seated herself
in the right-hand seat, gazing with fascination at the control panels. As he sw tched power to the
consol e, and color patterns began to cascade over the panels, she started a little in alarm Then
she bl ushed and put her hand to her lips, watching himfromthe corner of her eye. "Wll, what did
you expect?" she | aughed in feigned defensiveness, brushing a stray wisp of hair from her
forehead. "After all, it is ny first time on a flight bridge."

Brimgrinned as he glanced across at her. Anna Romanoff was a good-I| ooki ng woman, no doubt about
it. And one of the things that made her so attractive was that she seemed to have no idea how
really lovely she was.

"That's a curious |look you're giving ne, WIf Brim" she said presently. "Did | say sonething
wr ong?"

Bri m shook his head. "No," he said, alittle enbarrassed at being caught in his daydream "
don't think you could say
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anyt hi ng wong, Anna," he added in a nunble, then turned to the instrunment panel. "Ah... this
cluster of green indicators,” he began, suddenly feeling as bashful as a teenager, "is the set of
gravity controls..."

It took nearly a half-netacycle to conplete his description of the little starship's nyriad
controls and indicators—nterspersed with the busi nesswoman's frequent questions, many of which
requi red thoughtful answers. When they'd finished, Brimsat back in the seat and grinned in honest
admration. "l doubt if many instructors at the Hel nsmen's Acadeny ever get so thoroughly
interrogated,” he said, indicating the fully energi zed panel with a sweep of his hand. "W’ ve
actually got this little ship ready to fly." Then he frowned and | ooked at her conspira-torially.
"You sure you couldn't put that client off for another netacycle or so? | nmean, there's stil
plenty of time for ne to get to the terninal, and we wouldn't have to go for a |ong

flight."
Romanoff's eyes glanced around the little flight bridge, then focused through the Hyperscreens
toward the end of the Becton tube. She took a deep breath and half stifled a grin. "I really
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shouldn't..." she began hesitantly, "but..." She shook her head while a delighted expression
filled her eyes. "Oh, WIf, I'd love to." Then she frowned. "But what about your friends Nikola
and Dr. Borodov? Are you sure they're not going to nmi nd?"

Bri m shook his head. "I've touched el bows with the two of themfor years," he said. "If they
weren't enjoying their colleagues, they'd have | et nme know. Sodeskayans nay be polite, but they're
al so anything but bashful." He | ooked into her eyes. "How |l ong can we stay out?"

Romanoff gl anced at her tinepi ece—a handsone, sparkling bauble that suggested quality. It fit,
Bri mthought. "Well," she said hesitantly, "I suppose | could nmake my call later in the evening."
She suddenly | ooked himin the eye. "I'lIl take as nmuch tine as you can give nme, WIf," she
decl ar ed.

"In that case," Brimsaid with a grin that defied all control, "what do you say we get this
little beauty up in the sky where it bel ongs?"

"What do you say we do?" she asked softly. Wthin fifteen cycles, they were on their way into
deep space.

While Brimput the 224 through its paces, he and Romanof f
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found nore than enough to tal k about: starships, the ISS, even the League's | atest threats against
Bet a Jagow. But sonehow, he felt an unstated constraint that limted their conversation to "safe"
subj ects, nothing especially personal, even though he found hinself increasingly drawn to this

al luring woman. She was obviously a private person, even though her expressive brown eyes nade it
quite clear that she was anything but bored with his conpany.

The Carescrian found hinself suddenly quiet as he prepared for a sunset |andfall on the Becton
tube, pulsing steadily in its still-distant forest clearing ahead. Unexpectedly, what had started
as a casual lark appeared to be ending not at all the way it had started. There was clearly
sonet hi ng about Anna Romanoff that attracted him he'd felt it the first tinme they'd nmet. And now
that he was begi nning to know her, that attraction was turning to downright fascination. He shook
his head and quashed the little fantasy before it devel oped any further

As the tops of the giant conifers blurred past, he rolled the 224 slightly—filling the flight
bridge for a noment with reddish light fromthe setting sun—then coasted in over the fence toward
the end of the Becton tube. At the last instant, he lifted the nose and settled gently onto the
gravity gradient. As the little starship glided to a halt, he stole a glance at Romanoff, rel axed
in the recliner beside himw th an absolutely enthralled expression on her face. At that nonent,
he felt like a little boy who has just scored a SyncBall goal in front of the parish heartthrob

Later, back in the recreation area, the Bears were waiting for them all grins. Borodov kissed
Romanoff's hand. "Well, young | ady," he said, "have you decided to take up starship Hel msmanship

now?"

Ronmanoff's eyes |it with delight. "No, Dr. Borodov," she laughed. "I shall be nore than glad to
relinquish all starship piloting to the WIf Brinms of the universe."

Bri m nodded. "And |," he added gallantly, "shall be quite happy to cede all business

transactions to the Anna Romanoffs." He hoped no one would notice how nuch he had really enjoyed
his ride, but it was clear that U sis had guessed sonething special had occurred. He and the Bear
had been close friends for too many years.
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"I take it that the Sherrington perforned well during the, er, trialsT Usis asked with a
knowi ng grin.

"Ch... the trials,” Brimsaid. He snmled. "Actually," he said, "the 224 really is a nice little
ship. 1'd only flown a few Sherringtons before."

Usis winked. "In that case," he said, "I shall have ny friend report that the flight was a
success. " He took Romanoff's hand and kissed it. "M ss Romanoff," he said, "it has been nuch too
brief a pleasure. Perhaps sonme other tinme, WIf Ansor will pernmit us Bears nore of a chance to
know you. "

Romanof f bl ushed. ' Thank you, Nikolai," she said. "I shall look forward to it."

Bor odov bowed with all his ol d-fashioned charm "And so shall I, Mss Romanoff,"” he said with a
smle.

Clearly surprised by the attention the Bears were |avishing on her, Romanoff opened her nouth
for a nonment, then reddened, touching her fingertips to her lips again. "I, ah..." she stunbl ed,
"thank you both. And you too, WIf. You have all been so kind." Then she | ooked resolutely at her
ti mepi ece and grinmaced. "And now, gentlenmen," she said, "I'mafraid that | do have a busi ness

engagenent | nust attend to i nmediately—and | know the three of you must be off for the
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termnal." She took Brims hand. "WIf, | can never tell you how much | enjoyed ray starship ride
this evening."
He | ooked her in the eye. "You al ready have," he said.

Romanoff frowned. "WIf Brim" she said, smling with a |ovely blush, "you are absolutely
i mpossi ble." Then she turned and hurried along the aisle toward an inner exit and presently
di sappeared into the adm nistrative w ng.

"Qur M ss Ronmanoff | ooked enormously pleased with her ride," Ursis observed

"Not half so pleased-looking as friend WIf Ansor," Borodov seconded.

Brimlooked at the old Bear and felt his cheeks burn. "There's considerably nore truth to that
than I'd like to adnmt," he said.

"And is there something wong with savoring the conpany of an attractive woman?" Ursis asked.
"Especially one who clearly likes to be with you?"

Bri mthought of Margot and closed his eyes somberly. "At this point inmnmy life," he asserted,
"that's hard to tell."
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"Per haps, then," Borodov suggested, clearly divining Brims true concern, "it would be better to
l et nature take its own course."
"Perhaps it would,” Brimanswered. "Perhaps it would..." A few nmetacycles later, he was on his way

to Rhodor and the Sherrington Wrks aboard the Val ei kya Krusnet sky, another superlative |iner of
Sodeskayan registry. And once nore, soneone had upgraded his travel arrangenents to first-class.

The Sherrington Works, |ike nost heavy industries on Rhodor itself, was |ocated outside
Bromni ch, one of the oldest cities on the capital planet. But Sherrington's research facility had
rel ocated sonme years earlier to a small, up-gal axy Rhodor-ian planet known as Lys, in orbit around

a sixth-order star sinply named Tenniel. There, in the ham et of Wol ston, on Hanpton Water (a
lake in the rural Borealands district), they'd constructed a small devel oprment | aboratory just
prior to the Great War. Until now, however, the facility had nmanaged to produce only a few
starships. (One, a rather pronising prewar racing machine, had briefly captured the gal actic speed
record.) However, these were noted nmore for their originality than the length of their production
runs. The conpany's main work was at Bromwich with repair of starships for the Inperial Admiralty.

Brimarrived at Wol ston aboard a Type 224 sent to the Bromnich termnal to fetch him It was
hi gh sumrer in the Boreal ands; sunlight and fluffy sunmer clouds ruled the cool, blue skies as the
Sherrington pilot turned onto final and lined up on the | ake. Wen they | anded, Mark Val eri an was
waiting at the gravity pool, |ooking slinmer than ever in his tweed coat, flannel trousers, and
hi gh Rhodorian boots with their pointed toes and thick, elevated heels. "Good to see you, WIf,6"
he said, shaking Brims hand as the latter strode off the brow "How does this conpare with
Sodeskaya?"

While a conpany porter in blue livery led his traveling case away, Bri m savored the danp,

sunmertime odors of flourishing grasses and forests. "Well," he said, with a grin, "it certainly
is alot wanner." He chuckled. "Voot's beard, Mark, 1'll bet you don't even have a Becton tube
with all that liquid water out there in the |ake."

"Don't nake that bet," Valerian contended. "In w nter
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Hanpt on Water freezes up just as solid as anything in Sodeskaya. W've got a number of Becton
tubes that we use, in fact."

"Hrm " Brimrumi nated. He had quickly becorme spoiled by Atalanta's tenperate winter. "ln that
case, I'Il be sure to schedule ny trips on days just like this."
"Good idea," Valerian agreed. "But any tine we catch you 'round these |aboratories, we'll put you

directly to work—as we intend to do as soon as you've had tine to freshen up."

"Sounds like a plan to me," Brimdeclared. "How is the racecraft business these days?"

Val erian frowned. "Good and bad, | suppose,” he answered. "The good news is that I'll definitely
have a racing machi ne for you next year—without the new K-P Drive, of course. The bad news is that
it won't be the one |I'd planned.”

Brimrai sed an eyebrow, but Val erian quickly ushered himthrough the back door of a |inbusine
ski nmer .

"Probably best that | show you, WIf," he prom sed. "The driver will bring you 'round to the
devel opnent hangar once you've had a chance to unpack, and I'll neet you there."

Bri m nodded affably as he slid into the confortable seat. There was little he could do about the
situation, however things mght turn out. Nevertheless, as the car whispered along a tree-shaded,
| akesi de road, the begi nnings of apprehension began to formin the back of his m nd. Valerian
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nmi ght be the greatest designer in the Enpire—perhaps in the gal axy—but even he was subject to
Voot's I mutabl e Law of Adversity. And when things went awy concerning hi gh-speed starships with
prototype StarDrives, doors were opened to all sorts of difficulties, including the worst kinds of
bad | uck.

Wthin the netacycle, Brimfound hinself inside a |arge building whose curvilinear roof gave
nore the appearance of a storage shed than a | aboratory. The entire rear of the structure —er was
it the front?—was conposed of huge, sliding door panels that opened directly onto the |akefront.
Five small star-ships, none nore than 150 irals in length, were in various stages of construction
on the floor, resting on blocks with access panels open, and sizable assenblies m ssing here and
there fromtheir hulls. Cables and hoses connected the ships to outl andi sh devices that hovered
near the floor while technicians studied color patterns that flowed across their surfaces. Here
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and there, spark showers from col |l apsi um wel ders cascaded to the floor, and the shriek of

hul Il metal cutters tore the air. The roomwas heavy with the scent of scorched netal, fresh

seal ants, and hot electronic logics. Of in a rear corner of the roombeside a | arge object
covered by a tarpaulin, another starship was under constructi on—uch snaller and conpletely unlike
the others. It was to this machine that Valerian was | eading him

"I"malnost certain you'll be flying our Mfour next time in Tarrott," the designer confided to
Brimas he pointed to the dinmnutive starship. No nore than eighty irals overall, she conprised
three separate torpedo-shaped hulls, the bottomtwo closely joined by streanlined fairings to a
smal | er, topnost body with a cranped-looking flight bridge faired into its forward end. Hull netal
skin on both I ower hulls had been renoved, and sturdy nounting rails were being attached inside
the ringlike formers that conprised the skel eton.

"Not much chance we coul d have cobbled up a new Mfive in time for the Tarrott race,” Valerian
said, looking up at the graceful little ship. "But, | don't suppose that matters much anynore now
that the Bears have to rethink their control systens." He stroked the ends of his npustache
thoughtfully. "At any rate, about a nonth ago, | assigned a teamto start uprating this old bucket
of bolts—ust in case. And now |'mglad | did. W won't have two entries |ike nost of the other
domini ons, but at least we'll race. There's not another shipyard in the Enpire that's building
racers this year, you know. " Peering over his horn-rimed glasses at the little ship, he nodded,
as if he had just resolved a controversy. "The Mfour isn't a bad little ship, considering her
age," he said. "She was renmarkably fast for the Drive systens we had before the war—set a galactic
speed record just before Anak's first raids." He inpulsively kicked aside a snmall raveling of
hul Il metal from an ot herwi se spotless floor. "So | got to thinking what she'd be Iike with sonme up-
to-date propul sion equi prment. Lyon Interstellar, for instance—over in the Avalon Goup—built a
couple of first-rate Drives for small ships just before Triannic threwin the towel. It nade sense
that she ought to give those new Gantheissers a run for their noney with those on board."

Bri mrubbed his chin. It did nake sense, all right. Wth two new Drives—and probably half again
her original power—he
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old starship ought to give anything a run for the noney. If she could hold together. He took a
deep breath and peered at the two thick fairings—trousers," Valerian called themthat attached
the two lower hulls to the upper. They | ooked strong enough. But they had been designed nore than
a decade previously, for Drives that were vastly | ess powerful than the ones Val erian was talking
about. "You don't think they'd tear her apart do you, Mark?" he asked.

"I don't think so," Valerian replied with a frowm. "The only worry |I've got right nowis a
possibility of resonance flutter at really high speeds. And a good Hel msman coul d take care of
that by slacking off on the power." He |ooked Brimin the eye. "Couldn't he?"

Brimshrugged. "I don't see why not, Mark," he said with a grin. "lIt's a lot like talking to one
of those guys from ClGA—so long as |'m standi ng here safe and sound in the hangar, everything
sounds fine." He took a deep breath. "But up there, well..." He shrugged

Val erian | aughed wyly. "Yeah," he said. "I understand. SMOP—-Small Matter O Piloting, as they
say." He stared for a nonent at the stained concrete floor of the laboratory. "Unfortunately," he
continued after a nonent, "bloody stubborn Prince Onrad has ordered Shemmgton to conme up with a
star-ship racer that's speedy enough to beat the new Gant hei sser 209V-2s—er rather their
specifications. And that's what |'ve done." He shook his head angrily. "OF course, nobody outside
the League's actually seen a 209V-2 yet, so far as | know " He raised his hands in supplication
"Wll, with a pair of Lyon Napier-type Drive crystals—the kind they run in tandemon the | atest
Fairm |l e-D attack boats—this little antique has better specs than the ones Ganthei sser's been

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20The%20Helmsman%2003%20-%20The%20Trophy.txt (69 of 149) [1/31/2004 1:10:28 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2003%20-%20The%20T rophy.txt

handi ng out to the nedia. And believe ne, WIf," he added, prodding Brim s chest enphatically,
"until the Sodeskayans get their act together and finish that so-called Wzard, this old Mfour is
the best | can do." Before the Carescrian could react, Valerian strode across the aisle and
grabbed the corner of a tarpaulin covering a shape that was slightly larger than the M4 itself.
"Hey, Paul," he barked to a technician across the floor, "let's have sonme |ight over here!" Then
he gave the canvas a sharp tug.

Brimnearly gasped as the big cover slid to the floor. "Uni-
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verse," he whispered. Before him he recogni/ed the partially conpleted M5—a graceful, trihulled
synthesis of flowing |lines and conpound el lipses. Even less than hal f-finished, it was enough to
take his breath away.

"Li ke her?" Val erian asked.

Bri monly nodded, so stunned by the new ship that he feared his voice nmight betray him After
consi derabl e del ay, he managed a weak, "Yeah, Mark. |, ah... like her."

Val erian put his hands in his pockets. "Even if | could get her ready for Tarrott," he said,
"she'd hold only one of those new Napi ers—and as heavy as |'ve built her, she sinply wouldn't have
a chance." He swept his hand fromstemto stern. "This baby's designed for a whole new generation
of starship Drives," he said. "Wien they're ready, she'll be ready; w thout them she's nothing
much nore than a dream”

"Some dream " Brimsaid soberly. "Unfortunately, the League's already got two Mtchel
victories."

"Yeah," Valerian said, "I know If they walk off with it this year, we won't need an Mfive."

"That's about the size of it," Brimagreed, turning toward the M4 again. "How | ong before | get
to take this one up?"

Val eri an rai sed his eyebrows. "Probably you won't want to hold your breath,” he said. "I doubt
if she'll be ready to fly nuch before race tine."

"Much before race tinel" Brimasked incredulously. "You nean that |I'Il have to—

"—+tearn to fly it in a simulator? Probably you will. Is that so bad?"

SMOP! Brim shook his head. Valerian was, after all, only a designer. It took a Hel msman to
real ly understand. He gul ped a deep breath and westled his tenper under control. "Like you
Mark," he said after a nmonent, "I'mmnot all that thrilled with the way things are turning out
right now, but by Voot's greasy beard, I'Il give it ny best shot."

Valerian smled grimy and extended his hand. "Thanks, friend," he said. "I"'mwell aware that ny
best shot will be a lot safer than yours when race day,rolls around.”

Bri m nodded as he shook Valerian's hand. "I guess that's true," he acknow edged with a chuckl e
"But sonetinmes safety becones a xaxtdammed small issue.” In his mnd s eye, he
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could see Krish Valentin standing tall and handsonme in the Tar-rott winner's circle. He ground his
teeth—+f he had anything to do with it, that would never happen again. After a few nonents of
silence, he turned to Valerian and smled dourly. "Better have sonmeone show ne where the
simulators are, Mark," he said. "It's high tine | got to work."

CHAPTER 6
A Short Ride in a Fast Machine

One week prior to the race, the Carescrian stood in a corner of the Inperial shed at Lake
Tegel er watching a Sherrington crew conplete the assenbly of Valerian's re-Drived M4. Brim had
actually flown the little starship three tines before it was hurriedly dismantl ed, | oaded aboard
one of the newer cruisers in Geyffin IV s dimnished Inperial Fleet, and rushed headl ong to
Tarrott, where it arrived |l ess than a day before the official deadline for forfeiture by default.

"She'll be ready for you in the nornin', M. Brim" a heavy-set Crew Chief in blue coveralls
sai d.

"Very well, Johnson," Brimsaid, "—and thanks. | know how nmuch work that's been."

"Here's hoping she hol ds together, now " Johnson said. "W' ve done everything we can to put 'er
to rights."

"I understand that,"” Brimsaid with an appreciative snmile. He meant it. Johnson's crew had
wor ked sorcery getting the old ship to this stage. Now, it was up to one WIf Ansor Brimto
husband it through the race—and still manage to wi n somehow. "Wen woul d be a good tine to show

up?"
"How about Dawn plus three?" Johnson asked. "She'll be right ready to fly by then."
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"So will I," Brimdeclared, taking one last |ook at the handsone old racer. Then he turned on
his heel and strode out into the late afternoon sunlight, where a |inousine skimer fromthe
enbassy hovered, its chauffeur holding the door.

150
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I nsi de the passenger conpartnent, Toby Mul ding relaxed in Fleet-blue fatigues and confortable
boots. "I assune she'll be ready in the norning?" he said froma nound of cushions.
"Johnson clains Dawn plus three," Brimreplied.

"Then you can count on it," Mulding assured him "Ted' s the best Sherrington has—and they're
all pretty good there." He peered into Brims face. "You don't seem very happy about it, though,"
he sai d.

Bri m shook his head as the chauffeur picked up the cable and they ponderously started back
toward Tarrott. "I wish | were, Toby," he said. "But there's sonmething wong with that ship. | can
feel it in ny bones—and don't you | augh. Everybody gets hunches now and then. This one happens to
be nmne." He folded his arms and stared out the wi ndow, biting his lip

"You don't have to fly it, you know," Moulding said at Iength. "And that doesn't nean mat |—er
any ot her nmenber of the Hi gh-Speed Starflight team for that matter—waould volunteer to fly her in
your place. If you don't think she's flyable, then it's your call."” He laughed grimy. "W're here
as backup Hel msnen, not potential suicides."

"Thanks,"” Brimsaid. "If | stepped aside and sonebody el se got killed because of it, |I'd never
forgive nyself." He shook his head. "I'mthe only one who's flown the Mfour since the new Drives
were installed. At least | got a glinpse of her little quirks in person.”

"I noticed sone real corkers in the simulator, nyself," Mulding said.

"The sinulator didn't get 'emby half," Brim grunped.
"Then what do you plan to do?"
"I don't know right now, Toby," Brimsaid. "I suppose |I'll nake up ny mnd sonetine before

t onorrow nor ni ng. "

"Ri ght ho," Mul ding agreed, clanping a reassuring hand on Brim s shoul der. "A couple nore
nmet acycl es either way isn't going to count nuch difference once you' ve got your decision nailed
down. "

Bri m nodded. "Meanwhile," he said, "there's the bloody Leaguer's reception tonight. And just
living through that ought to be nore than enough challenge for the rest of this day."

"WIf," Moulding | aughed, "one could get the idea that you
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don't love the Leaguers—as our friends the Cl GAs presune we do."

"Who, me?" WIf asked, eyes wide in nock surprise. "D slike the Leaguers? Now where woul d you
get an idea |like that?"

"Ch, | don't know," Mulding answered with a carel ess shrug. "Maybe it has sonething to do with
a prediction of mne."
"What ki nd of prediction?" Brim asked.

Moul di ng frowned. "The prediction that you'll be fool enough to risk your neck in that hotted-up
M four just so the bl oody Leaguers can't bag the trophy without a fight."

Brimonly |laughed. "Toby Mulding," he said grimy, "you are a very convincing and perceptive
predi ctor indeed."

After his second floodlit procession to the Chancellery, Brimfound hinself in another reception
line with Kabul Anak's innocuous-|ooking visage near the far end. This tine, however, Kirsh
Val entin stood in the place of honor at Anak's left hand, clad in dress blacks with a chest ful
of medal s and gol d cordons | ooping down fromhis right epaul ette.

"Aha, " Mul di ng chuckl ed under his breath, "I can tell right away that this is going to be a
wonder ful evening for you."

"Just w«n-derful,"” Brimgrunped. "Wy, Tarrott is sinmply full of ny favorite people”

"Hrfm " Mul di ng said suddenly, nodding toward the front entrance, "now here comes soneone who
doesn't fit your nodel of Tarrott.”

Brimturned just as Anna Romanoff entered the Chancellery on the armof a tall, handsonme
civilian.

"See," Mulding said, pointing to the couple as they handed their waps to a ai de-de-canp,
certainly count her as a friend, don't you?"

"Unfortunately, only a friend,”" Brimadnmitted absently. He'd never seen her dressed the way she
was tonight. She wore a |owcut, white gown, long, white gloves, a stylishly short skirt, and

you
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white, spike-heeled shoes that set off a pair of gorgeous legs. Al that renained of the

f orm dabl e busi nesswoman Bri m had cone to know was the soft, reddi sh brow hair, that she stil
wore nore or less gathered into a | oose braid at the back of her head. She was everything Brim
i magi ned she m ght be, and nuch nore. He felt a tw nge of jeal ousy when the nman took
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Ronmanoff's el bow and gui ded her to the end of the receiving |ine, conversing with Anak's aide-de-
canp as if such affairs were a commonpl ace part of his life. "Whnder who she's w th?" Brim asked.

"Ch, | know him" Mulding replied. "That's Wvern J. Theobold—$rom Civilization Lixor. He's
heir to Theobold Interspace, one of the biggest armanents enpires in the galaxy."

"What ever el se he's got going for him" Brimcomented absentni ndedly, "he al so has excel | ent
taste in wonen."

"l say," Moulding observed. "I didn't know you were so taken with our conely |ISS Secretary."

Brimfelt his face redden. "Wwhat? Taken?" he stanmered. "Not at all. | was thinking that she's
sort of good-looking. That's all."

"Ch," Mulding said with an unconvinced grin, "of course. Sorry.
wor d.

When they had worked their way to the front of the Iine, Mulding was announced first even
t hough he was behind Brimin the sl ow noving procession. Valentin shook Muulding's hand in a
perfunctory manner, mnmouthed a few words, then quickly passed himoff to Anak while he turned to
Bri m cont enpt uousl y.

"Principal Helmsman to the Inperial Starflight Society, Private Citizen WIf Ansor Brim" the
ai de- de- canp announced.

"Brimy old adversary,

Clearly, he didn't believe a

t he handsome Leaguer brayed. "Wl conme again to Tarrott." He grinned

with some inner pleasure. "If | renmenber correctly, the last time we spoke, you prom sed that you
woul d di scuss this year's races—but only at race tinme." He laughed. "Well, Carescrian, the tine
has cone to talk. | look forward to | earning how you plan to conpete agai nst our new Gant hei ssers

with Valerian's ancient Mfour."

"The race hasn't been run, yet, Valentin," Brimsaid calmy, trying to conceal the fact that
he'd been stung.

Val entin | aughed again. "Ah, yes," he said. "That was your friend Mulding' s statenent | ast
year. Can't you Inperials cone up with something nore original —er perhaps nore meani ngful ? You do
renenber who won the race, don't you?"

Bri m was about to answer when Valentin sneeringly nodded his head toward Adniral Anak. "Save it
for the reception, Brim" he said. "I shall nake sure we have sone time to talk this evening. Your
excuses in advance for this year's |oss ought
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to prove quite anusing indeed." Abruptly, he turned to his right while Brimbit his lipin
frustration. "Admiral Anak," he said without further ado, "I believe you recall neeting ex-

Li eutenant WIf Brimat |ast year's race reception?”

Toni ght, Anak was dressed in a plain civilian evening suit with only a few nedals dangling from
his chest, although a portentous black and yell ow sash ran diagonally across his ruffled shirt. He
nodded at Valentin's words. "Yes, Provost, | remenber himquite well," he said wthout apparent
enotion. "Wl cone again to Tarrott, Brim" he pronounced in Vertrucht while extending his hand in
the Inperial fashion. "I understand that you' ve returned to west the trophy fromyoung Val entin
here. ™"

"That is correct, Admiral," Brimanswered as Valentin smrkingly turned to his next guest.

Anak gl owered. "And you actually will attenpt high-speed starflight in that overpowered relic of
Val eri an' s?"

"I will, sir,” Brimanswered, a little startled by the Adnmral's abrupt manner.

Anak nodded while for a long nmonent his eyes focused somewhere distant. "I don't suppose there
is any way to deter you fromthat sort of vainglorious nonsense?" he asked presently.

Brimfelt his mind whirl. What was the old Admral getting at?

"Brim" Anak continued quietly, "listen to this carefully—+ have tine to say it only once:
engi neers from both Gant hei sser and Gorn-Hoff have calculated that the two Lyon Napiers in your M
four will interact with destructive resonance flutter when you reach approxi mately eighty-two M
Li ght Speed. Qur covert agents tell nme that you have yet to exceed eighty in your tests." He | ooked
the Carescrian squarely in the eye. "In the name of all that is Universal, don't throw your life
away." Then, nercurially as he had begun, he turned to the worman on his right, the curvaceous
Hel mreman who drove her Ganthei sser to second place behind Valentin in the previous year's race.
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"Praefect Goener," he said, as breezily as if he had never seen Brimbefore in his life, "it is
my pleasure to present M. WIf Ansor Brim Principal Helnsman of the Inperial Starflight Society.

Groener's dress blacks consisted of a tight-fitting black tunic
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with a mlitary skirt that was short enough to flaunt voluptuously athletic |egs and snall, high-
booted feet. She also snelled slightly of TimeWed. "Good evening, M. Brim" she said in
Vertrucht-accented Aval onian. "Kirsh has often described your considerable abilities in Vertrucht.
Perhaps |l ater this evening, you mght pernit me to practice ny Aval onian on you?" Beneath a peaked
Controller's cap, her blue eyes probed with a half-friendly wariness, as if she expected a rebuff.

Brimsilently recalled a futile mssion to capture an eneny ship when he ended up being captured
i nstead by Kirsh Val enti n—and the col d-bl ooded torture he |l ater endured at the hands of the young
Controller. Canping a firmgrip on his enotions, he narrowed his eyes, "I should be honored,
Praefect Groener," he said, torn between sinple desire for the obviously licentious woman and
cold, vindictive hate for her uniform

"I shall look forward to that, WIf," she said. "And, by the way, my nane is not Praefect," she
| aughed intimately. "Inge will do perfectly well later on."

"Thank you, er, Inge," Brimsaid with an enbarrassed bow, then he turned to the next dignitary
inthe receiving line. Only two nore renained to be dealt with, and he passed them qui ckly. Soon
he was on his own.

A smal|l orchestra was playing intimte dance nusic by the tinme he reached the refreshment bar
Locating a seat at the counter, he had just ordered a goblet of meem when he glinpsed Rogan and
Margot LaKarn entering the hall with a glittering crowd of |ateconmers. Cearly, they had been on
the town for a considerable time; three or four were having difficulty navigating to the reception
| i ne—ncludi ng Margot hersel f.

It had been alnbst a year since Brimhad |laid eyes on the Princess. Sonmehow she had becone even
nore beautiful than he renmenbered. As LaKam clunsily hel ped her fromher wap, he revealed a
gl amorous apricot gown trinmred in hints of antique gold that set her splendid figure off to its
absol ute opti mum Her strawberry blond hair was short and fashionably disarrayed, as only a woman
supremnely confident of her own beauty could wear it. Brimtook a deep breath to calmhis rising
excitement. He would have a nmonment with her al one tonight, sonehow. It was only a matter of tine.
As he waited at the bar, he sipped his neem and watched
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Moul di ng execut e what nust have been a nost convincing assault on one of the nore conmely High-
Speed Starflight Team nmenbers: a tall, fiery redhead in a | owcut green gown who had green eyes to

mat ch, a mass of freckles, and breathtaking | egs that seened to go on forever. Brimhad noticed
her before, a lot of tinmes. Soon, his Inperial friend was standing at the bar, formal cloak over
his armand clearly ready to | eave.

"I'mportant mnission tonight, old man," he said with an enbarrassed wink. "WII you mnd terribly
if I find my omn way hone to the embassy?”

Brimlaughed. "If you don't, you' re a xaxtdammed fool ," he said with a | ook of feigned horror on
his face. "You've lined up a nost alluring target for that mission, old friend."

"Ch, quite so," Mulding agreed with a grin that seened to spread fromear to ear. Then he
frowned for a nonment. "Wsh to bl oody bl azes we could do sonething for you, WIf," he said. "The
room s chock-full of eligibles tonight, but it seems as though both the cuties who mght interest
your egalitarian tastes are here on soneone else's arm"” Then he put his hand to his nouth.

"Sorry, old man," he said. "I didn't nean to..."

"It's all right," Brimsaid, clapping his friend on the shoulder. "Sonetines, | think the whole
gal axy knows." He took a deep swal |l ow of neem

Moul di ng shut his eyes for a nmonent. "Your secret's pretty well kept,'
your friends have guessed."

he said. "But a nunber of

Bri m shrugged, then nodded toward the waiting redhead. "I think your mission's going to be in
j eopardy soon, friend," he said. "Better get cracking."
"Yes. Right ho!" Mulding said. "Well, I'moff, then." He scowed for a nmonent. "It would be a

shame to sleep alone with all the good hunting here tonight." Then he squeezed Brim s shoul der and
di sappeared into the crowd. Not long afterward, Brimwatched himexit the hall with the redhead on
his arm

"WIf," a soft voice said, "I thought you m ght be here tonight. | want you to neet Wvern
Theobol d. "
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Hopping to his feet, Brimturned to face Anna Romanoff, who was even nore alluring up close than
she had been at a distance. It required all his concentration to avoid sinply staring. How did she
manage to conceal that splendid bosomw th the business clothes she wore? Taking a deep breath, he

gri pped
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Theobol d's proffered hand. "G ad to neet you, Wvern," he lied

"dad to neet you," Theobold said. Tall and good-looking, with slate-colored hair and piercing
bl ue-gray eyes, he was dressed in evening clothes that nade Brinis rented gear feel even nore
comon than it was. "l've certainly heard about you before," he said. Hs eyes net Brimis in a way
that changed the Carescrian's attitude instantly.

"Anyt hi ng good?" Brim asked in nock apprehension

Theobol d | aughed again. "All of it," he said. "I was there in Tandor-Ra the day you virtually
saved the city froman attack —+ed, if | remenber correctly, by Kirsh Valentin." He nodded his
head. "Your heroismis quite well known in Lixor."

Brimfelt his face flush. "I didn't have nuch choice," he said. "Captain Collingswood ordered ne
to take the ship out, so | did. Besides," he added, "I was at the helmall the tinme. The Bl ue
Capes at the guns deserve nost of the praise. W had a fine crewon I.F.S. Truculent."

"From what Regul a Col I i ngswood has to say about it, you deserve a lot nore credit than that,"
Ronmanof f said. "The Leaguers |lost three ships that day."

"Did she also nention that, afterward, Truculent had to be scrapped?" Brim asked.

"Yes," Romanoff answered with a little smle. "And she al so warned nme that you probably stil
bl ame yourself for that."

"Hrmm " Theobold mused. "It sounds as if this conversation opens old and pai nful wounds—besi des
i mpugni ng certain of our nmore prom nent hosts. | nust apol ogize for starting it, but when Anna
said that you mght be here tonight, I did want to neet you."
"I wasn't all that sure you would be here," Romanoff said.

Bri m shrugged, glad for the change of subject. "I wasn't all that sure |'d be here, either," he

said. "The Mfour and | arrived late | ast evening. W al nost missed the deadline."

A 1l ook of concern suddenly cl ouded Romanoff's face. "Yes," she answered. "That's what |'d
heard. "
"ls anyt hing wong?" Brim asked.

Romanoff started to answer, but she was interrupted by the arrival of Kirsh Valentin with Inge
Groener on his arm

"Wel |, Theobold," Valentin crowed while he took a | ong and obvi ous | ook at Romanoff's | ow cut
gown, "it seenms that you
I
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have encountered the Enpire's soon-to-be-defeated Hel msnan." He drew on a reeking camarge

cigarette. "Introduce me to this gorgeous little wonan you have on your arm" he demanded, turning
his back on Groener as if she had ceased to exist.

Wth a | ook of amusement, Theobold made the introduction, then stood back while Valentin
ostentatiously bowed to kiss Romanoff's gl oved hand.

"You must allow nme to show you the sights of Tarrott, M ss Romanoff,"'
continuing to hold her fingers in his.

"I am honored, Provost Valentin," Romanoff replied. But her brown eyes offered no encouragenent
what soever as she wi t hdrew her hand

Clearly undeterred, Valentin bowed again. "I shall indeed |ook forward to our next encounter
madam " Then he turned to the Lixorian. "My conplinments, Theobold," he said with a smirk. "Your
attraction for gorgeous wonen i s nost conmendable.”

Theobol d sniled diplomatically and bowed. "I accept your conplinents, Provost,'
toward Groener, "—and | return them"

Val entin indicated his vol uptuous conpanion with a toss of his head. "Ch, G oener has her
attributes,” he said, patting her on the posterior with a careless laugh. Then he turned to Brim
"But what attributes do you bring to the race this year, ny Carescrian friend?" he asked with a
smrk. "Surely you have no higher hopes of winning this encounter than you did the last tine we
duel ed. Can you have forgotten what | did to your cl apped-out destroyer off Lixor a few years
ago?"

Brimstarted to retaliate, but before he could open his mouth. Theobol d spoke in a bitter voice.
"Perhaps a nunber of us renenber that incident, Provost," he interrupted, straightening to his

the Leaguer said,

he sai d, nodding
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full height. "I was in Tandor-Ra during that unprovoked raid you led."
"My dear Theobold," Valentin interjected with an untroubl ed | ook, "you must not take wartine
events so personally. | was only followi ng orders.” He | aughed. "And besides, ny dear Lixorian, a

state of war never did exist between our two domai ns—enly a state of commerce. O am| nistaken
that Theobold Interstellar was one of our nain suppliers of collapsiunP"
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O early enbarrassed, Theobol d gl anced nervously at Romanoff while he clinched his fists; then he
recovered flawl essly. "As befits the major industry of a peace-loving, neutral domain such as
Li xor," he said, "Theobold Interstellar does business with all qualified patrons."

"OfF course, ny dear Theobold," Valentin sneered as he returned his attention to Brim "And now
my unfortunate Inperial friend, are you ready for your next defeat at my hands?"

"What next defeat, Valentin?' a familiar fenale voice demanded suddenly fromBrims left. "I w
wasn't aware that you'd scored a first."

Bri m caught his breath as he got to his feet. "Margot," he gasped.

Surprised by the swift barb, Valentin whirled to face his attacker. "Aha... Princess LaKarn," he
said, recovering with a cruel smirk, "you are quick as ever to defend your onetinme sweetheart." He
gl anced at his perfectly manicured fingernails. "But even Brimadnmts that Ceilings wood's old
Trucul ent was scrapped after the encounter. No wonder they forced himout of the Fleet."

"Truculent died along with all three of your ships, Valentin," Brimretorted evenly. "Or had you
forgotten how it ended?"

"Not at all," Valentin said archly. "But surely you and your delicious Princess recall that your
sal vation came fromthe salvos of her cousin's battlecruiser.”" He took a last drag on his
cigarette and snuffed it out in an acrid cloud of snoke. "Had Onrad failed to arrive when he did,
you, ny intrepid Inperial Hel msnman, would be a swarm of subatom cs rushing outward through the
Uni verse. "

"I s-saw the g-gun canera recordings of that battle, Valentin," Margot said, stunbling slightly
over her words. "And WIf trashed your ships |long before Onrad showed up, w thout any hel p at
all."

Forgetting his clash with Valentin, Brimsuddenly noticed that the Princess was steadying
hersel f against the bar. Her eyes were drooping slightly, and she appeared to be... drunk. Anna
Romanof f -who was staring at her with a horrified frown on her face—+turned to Brimfor a nonent,
then made a perpl exed | ook when LaKarn hinmsel f strode up and cl apped Val entin on the back
The Baron wore a suit of civilian evening clothes that outdid
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even Theobold's, especially with the stunning red, green, and white sash he wore diagonally across
his shirt front. "Kirsh, old man," he exclainmed. "I see nmy drunken wi fe has already found you." He

| aughed, at the sane tinme placing a lustful armaround G oener's wai st and noddi ng to Theobol d.
H s face was flushed as if he also were suffering fromone too nany goblets of nmeem He glanced at
Brim and abruptly his eyebrows raised in surprise. "Well," he said, "this is a reunion, isn't it?
I should have known Margot would find you first thing off." He | aughed sal aci ously. "You'll be

di sappointed this tinme, though, Brim Since she's gotten the Habit, she's absolutely lousy in
bed. "

Briminadvertently gl anced at Romanoff, who had been watching himw th an expressi on of disnmay
on her face. She | ooked away i nmediately as if she were terribly enbarrassed, then—w thout turning
her head—she whi spered to Theobold. A nonent later, the Lixorian nade a few | ame excuses about
busy workdays on the norrow, and they hurried away into the crowd. Brimfelt a nonentary sense of
|l oss as they left, but when he turned to Margot-who was standing, or rather hanging on, silently
at the bar—the sight drove every other thought fromhis mnd. He was at her side in a nonent.
"Margot," he asked desperately, "what's happened to you? What can | do to hel p?" Her eyes were
glistening with tears.

"You can do nothing," she whispered wetchedly. "I-1"mnot drunk—t's Ti meWed, WIf: the Habit.

I love it," she panted, "and I'd kill for it."

Clenching his teeth in distress, Brimtook her armin his hand. "Margot," he said urgently.
"Don't say that. By the Universe, I'l|l get you out of this sonme way."

"No!" she cried with a wild | ook of alarmand pulled her armfromhis grip. "I don't want out of
it!" She closed her eyes. "I lied to you at the enbassy," she whispered. "It's not Rodyard,
it's... it's the xaxtdamed H habit." Then she shut her eyes. "Ch Universe," she groaned, swaying

dangerously against the bar. "Don't | ook at what |'ve beconme, WIf. Renenber nme the way | was."
Then she burst into tears.
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Bri mreached for her again, but he was brushed roughly aside by the squat, nasculine matron he'd
spi ed the previous year. In a nmonent, she had Margot supported upright by sone niracul ous grip
around her waist and was shuffling off toward the exit where a black-unifornmed Army officer from
t he Torond
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waited with a wap over his arm Stunned, the Carescrian heard LaKarn | augh cruelly in the
backgr ound.

"Well, Brin?" he gloated. "What's the matter? Has she really changed all that much? Doesn't she
appeal to you anynore?" He sniggered wetly through a goblet of nmeem Val entin had pl aced before
him "You didn't even try for alittle feel, did you?"

Brimstarted fromhis chair, but Valentin stepped in his way, grinning cruelly. "One nore step,
Brim and | shall have you ejected fromthe hall.’

"You and who el se?" Brimgrow ed, clenching his fists.

Val entin | aughed again. "Ch, | shan't even have to touch you, Carescrian," he said with a | ook
of revulsion. "They will do it for nme." Wth a nod of his head, he indicated six beefy "civilians"
with blond hair and blue eyes who had materialized fromthe crowd.

Brimnarrowed his eyes. "I'lIl make both of you hurt plenty before they get ne, hab' thall" he
said, using the nost insulting malediction he could dredge fromhis store of gutter Vertrucht. He
started for the Leaguer with blood in his eye.

Val entin shrank against the bar while the guards began to close in fromall sides. "Wit!" he
choked. "Wyuld you really sacrifice your chance to fly in the race, Brin? Renenber where you
are... | shall have you barred from conpetition instantly."

The Carescrian stopped short and bit his lip in anger. He closed his eyes and took a step back.
"You cowardly bastard," he whispered under his breath.

Valentin smled. "Cowardly? W shall see who is cowardly during the race, Brim" he snapped.
"Because | shall beat you there nore thoroughly than you have been beaten before in your worthless
life."

At this, LaKarn staggered to his feet and threw an armaround Valentin's neck. "Unless | beat

both of you," he said, holding up a boastful index finger. "Then I'l|l have beaten himeven worse."
He | aughed coarsely. "It'll serve the bastard right for spreading ny wife's gorgeous |egs so
often!”

"Al'l right, Rogan," Valentin said, thrusting his chin forward. "One of us will give the
Carescrian peasant the thrashing of his life." Then he snickered. "But your drivers will have
their hands full beating our new Gant hei ssers."

"We'll see," LaKarn said, grinning now fromear to ear
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"My new Danpi er may send your engineers back to their design boards this year."

Wth a glance, Valentin reassured hinmself that Brimwas defused and waved away the guards.
"Perhaps, ny conpetitive friend," he suggested to LaKam "we should go sonewhere and di scuss
t hi s-where we can share special entertainments.”

LaKarn's eyes it up. "Yes," he said with a |ook of childish excitenent, "the specia
entertai nments."

"See you at the races, Brim" Valentin said airily, steadying the Baron on his feet, then
steering himtoward a doorway beside the bar. He turned nmonentarily to G oener, who had remai ned

standing quietly at the bar. "I shall expect you to be at the shed early tonorrow, Praefect," he
said. "There is much work to be done." Then he followed LaKarn through the doorway and was gone.

Groener made a little bowto his receding back. "I shall be there, Provost," she said, snapping
her heels together uselessly. "Early..." For a nonent, her face took on an expression of

hopel essness, then she shook her head and cl osed her eyes. Wen she opened them agai n, she stared
nmusingly at the Care-scrian for a long nonent. "Buy you a drink, M. BrinP" she asked, resting
agai nst the bar and conspicuously thrusting her nmagnificent bust toward him

Briml ooked into her eyes for a nmoment, then boldly stared down at the breasts straining at her
tuni c. "Depends," he said.

"On what ?" she asked with a slight frown.

"On what you had in mind for after the reception,” he said. "Perhaps | won't even want a drink."
Suddenly, he felt her hand on his thigh. It traveled slowy to his crotch. And even though she did
snell of TinmeWeed, he felt his breathing begin to grow deeper. "Conme to think about it, Inge," he
said, feeling his pul se quicken, "I guess I"'mnot terribly interested in another drink—but y6u do
have sonething I want a | ot nore than neem"”
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"As have you," she whispered.

Bri m shook his head. "Your enbassy or mine?" he asked. "I seemto have inherited a car."

She | ooked at himw th an honest grin and shook her head in irony. "WIf Brim" she |aughed, "
have actually been on assignnents where | tried to penetrate your xaxtdammed | nperial Enbassy."
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"I"'mafraid this assignnent will get you only as far as a roomin the visitor's sleeping wng,"
he said.

"That will be fine," she laughed, "—and a | ot better than | nmanaged on ny own." She shook her
head ruefully. "I never was cut out for this business of war. | suppose I'msinply nore of a
Hel msman than a penetrator.”

Bri mtook her arm and hel ped her to her feet. "Let's go find that car of nmine, Inge," he said
with a grin. "I"mboth a Hel neman and a penetrator.”
"Ah yes," she laughed happily, "I was counting on that."

Uadn' aps was much higher in Dahl em's norning sky than Brimhad pl anned when an enbassy car
delivered himto the race conplex at Lake Tegel er. Three new Leaguer battl eshi ps brooded just off
the far bank. This norning, however, Brimwas nore interested in the Leaguer's shed. An enpty
gravity pad sat in front of its doors. True to her word, |Inge G oener nust have reported for work
early. He only hoped she shared the glow he felt fromtheir |ovenaking. The athletic beauty had
proven herself both gentle and viol ent—and al ways precisely at the right tines. He shook his head
as the car sped along the apron. People |ike Inge Goener nade it difficult to nake bl anket
statenments about Leaguers. He wondered how nany other nice ones there m ght be.

Nei t her Moul di ng nor the redhead were anong the colorful gathering of Inperials taking the
morning air. Nearby, the M4 hovered on its gravity pad |looking for all the Universe |like a
teardrop resting on two fat needles. A small arny of technicians still swarned over her
brilliantly polished hull netal, meking |ast-nmoment changes to controls and rigging. In spite of
hinself, Brimis first glinpse of the graceful little ship brought back Admiral Anak's dire query:
/ don't suppose there is any way to deter you fromthat sort of vainglorious nonsense?

He hurried to the | ocker roomand changed into the |latest issue Inperial battle suit—inted
yel l ow i nstead of blue to de-enphasize the 1SS's nany ties to the Inperial Fleet. Then he strode
out to neet Valerian on the apron. But Anak's frowning countenance refused to | eave his mnd' s
eye: Engineers from both Gant hei sser and Gorn-Hoff have calculated that the two Lyon Napiers in
your Mfour will interact with destructive reso-
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nance flutter when you reach approximately eighty-two M Li ght Speed

Cad in his usual tweeds, the designer |ooked up and snmled when Brimwas w thin haling
di stance. "How does she | ook to you?" he asked.

Brimforced hinself to smile. "She | ooks beautiful,"” he said truthfully, clinbing to the rim of
the gravity pad with the breeze full in his face. The norning snelled of high sunmer—resh-cut
grass and water—bl ended with the odors of hot nmetal, fresh seal ant, ozone, and heated |ogics from
the ship. "How do you feel about her?" he asked.

Val eri an shrugged and pursed his lips. "She's solid enough,” he said. "lI've been with the crew
all night and watched just about every fastener slide hone and | ock." He turned his hands pal ns
up. "l guess she's as ready to go as | can nmake her. You want to do a wal kar ound?"

"I"'minclined to take your word, Mark," Brimsaid. "For this particular bird, you' ve got to be
the greatest Crew Chief in the known Universe."

"Well," Valerian drawled with a grin, "she was all right when | |ooked her over ten cycles
ago—but there's no telling what m ght have gone wong since then."

They spent the next netacycle checking drain plugs, access doors, panel tracks, and pl unbing
mazes before they were finished; each was inportant—and each was flawl ess. But the inspection cane
nowhere near answering the burning question Kabul Anak had planted in Brim s nind the night
before. Utimately, the Carescrian capitulated to his doubts. "How about resonance flutter between
those two big Lyon Napiers?" he asked Valerian. "lIs the ship really well enough braced for al
that power?"

"Resonance flutter,"” Valerian nused with a nod. "I wondered if there wasn't sonething bothering
you." He scratched his head. "Well, I'lIl have to admit it's a possibility, all right. Those two
big crystals will be putting out sone powerful oscillations—especially in the mass conponent..."

"And at exactly the same frequency," Brimfinished for him He shook his head. "How nuch
cl earance is there between thenf"

Val eri an closed his eyes a nonment while he pinched the bridge of his nose. "Fifteen point nine
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center to virtual center," he said presently. "It's close, but |I think it ought to be enough."

Brim made his own nmental calculations. "That nmeans |'msafe at |least to eighty M LightSpeed,
doesn't it?" he asked.

"Probably a little faster even," Valerian assured him "And, of course, there may be no flutter
till twice that speed. Voot's beard, you m ght never get any at all." He shook his head in nock
confusion. "It nostly has to do with the shape of the side | obes they radiate—and these particul ar
beauties ought to be specially safe to work with. Their energy |obes stretch aft—ot sideways
where they can interact at high tine constants. Besides," he added, "the League won it |ast year
for sixty-seven point two Ms, so you ought to be able to nake a race of it this year for not nuch
nmore than eighty Ms, give or take a few Light Speeds."

At that nonent, a sleek, white Ganthei sser GA 209V-2 thundered out of the norning sky, turned
gracefully onto final, and descended to the water, skinmng the surface in an arrow strai ght
cascade of spune for nearly a c'lenyt. Brimgrinned as it came to a hover above its gravity foot.
If Inge Goener's landfall were any indication of her condition, she had a great gl ow going for
her. Then his musing was interrupted by a blue-clad nessenger rushing fromthe shed at a dead run,
calling his nane at the top of her voice.

"They tinmed I nge Groener fromone of our observation ships this norning," she shouted when she
reached the gravity pad, "and it | ooks like the new Gantheisser's a |ot faster than any of us
t hought it would be."

Brimfelt a cold finger of dread trace his spine. He glanced for a nonent at Valerian, then
knelt on one knee and | ooked down at the nessenger. "How many M s?" he asked
"Seventy-nine point six four."

Brim| ooked Valerian in the face. "WII| this bucket of bolts do better than that?" he asked.

"My cal cul ations say she'll top eighty-eight,” Valerian answered.

"And hol d together?" Brim dermanded
"I think so—dnless you run into resonance flutter, of course."
"Well, eighty-eight Ms is a Vootl oad past the eighty-one you referred to as safe."
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"Yeah, it is," Valerian conceded. "But then, nobody knows if that flutter will even happen." He
shrugged. "l guess it's pretty well up to you, WIf."

Brimtook a deep breath and nodded. "Yeah," he said, "l guess it is." He | ooked out over the

| ake and sniffed the grass and the water. On the far shore, four obviously new destroyers had j ust
joined the Leaguer battleships while Inge Groener taxi ed her Gantheisser into a gravity pad
Al nost eighty Ms, he considered with a sick feeling—and she was only the nunber two Leaguer
Hel msman. Abruptly, Kirsh Valentin's arrogant face filled his nind s eye, and he smashed his fist

agai nst the old racer's hullnetal. "Have themclear the apron, Mrk," he said, starting for the
| adder. "1'mtaking her up!"

Val eri an rai sed an eyebrow, then grinned ebulliently. "That's nore like it, WIf," he said,
"—and we'll have extra rescue ships standing by the race course."

"Coul dn't ask for anything nore than that," Brimcalled fromthe | adder, "but | do hope we don't
have to bother those nice people. They're always so busy during race season anyway." Wth a quick
t hunbs-up, he then crawl ed through a hatch and wiggled into the little ship's single recliner
while sirens wail ed outside and a cordon of marshal s herded straggling spectators fromthe apron.
Sliding open a side Hyperscreen, he was just about to close the nmaster sw tches when he spied an
enbassy |inmousine coasting through the cordon at high speed. Anna Romanoff was at the wheel

"Wait—don't go!" she called as she braked to a halt beside the gravity pad and | eaped to the
pavenment. Mnents |ater she was on her way up the boarding | adder, slippers, w nd-blown skirt, and

all. "WIf," she panted breathl essly, |ocking her el bows over the hatch coam ng and gasping to
catch her breath, "l just heard about the G oener woman and her new Gant hei sser. You're not going
to try and beat that kind of speed in this antique are you?"

"This is the only ship | know of that's faster, Anna,"” Brimanswered. "I have to."

"You don't have to, WIf Brim" she said anxiously, toying with the buttons of her white
sweater. "The ISS can't ask anyone to risk his life—no trophy in the Universe is worth that." She
frowned indignantly. "I don't care if this is the fastest ship in the whol e xaxtdamed Uni verse
even | know that it was
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never designed to go that fast—and when | called old Bos Gall sworthy, he wasn't even sure it would
hol d together. He doesn't want you to fly it either, and..."

Brim placed his hand gently on hers and peered directly into her troubled brown eyes. Like a
typical civilian, she'd forotten the Cl GAs, Fluvanna, Beta Jagow, and all the rest. But he hadn't.
He couldn't. "Anna," he said, "please try to understand. The fact is that | do have to race this

shi p. There are much bigger issues at stake than the ISS, |'mafraid."

Romanof f | ooked at himfor a nmonent, then closed her eyes and grinmaced. "I was afraid you'd say
sonet hing patriotic like that," she said, drunm ng her fingers on the hatch coaning. She took a
deep breath and shook her head. "I don't suppose there's anything | can say to stop you, is
t her e?"

"No," Brimsaid, still holding her hand. "But 1'd be a lot nore careful up there if | knew that

| were going to spend an evening with you when | get back." The bold words surprised even hinself.
"What was that?" Romanoff asked.

Brimgrinned in spite of a sudden onsl aught of shyness. "I said that 1'd be a lot nore carefu
up there if | knew that | were planning to spend an evening with you when | get back."
She suddenly | ooked surprised. "Wth ne?" she asked.

"Your nanme is Anna Ronanoff, isn't it?" Brimasked facetiously.

Romanoff placed her hand over her nmouth. "Yes," she said, "it is." Then she shook her head
again. "Oh Universe, WIf. Can't | sonehow reason with you?"

"I"'mafraid not," Brimsaid. "But | do want that evening with you when | get back."

She shut her eyes again. "I give up," she whispered in exasperation. "I absolutely give up."
Taki ng a deep breath, she |ooked himdirectly in the eye. "All right, WIf Brim" she whi spered,
"if you do nmanage to cone back in one piece, by Universe, you can have any evening you want." Wth
that, she pulled her hand from beneath his, shook her head, and started down the | adder without
anot her word.

Ginning like an idiot, Brimwatched until her enbassy car di sappeared al ong the cabl eway,
headi ng back to the city. By Voot, he thought as he turned to the master sw tches again, an
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evening with Anna Ronmanof f might just be worth the risks of a high-speed ride in Mark Valerian's
ol d bucket of bolts.

He went through the ship's preflight checklist in short order, then with plasma pressure steady
in the green, he turned on the gravity brakes and shunted energy boost to the grav, kicking in
power flow, energizer, and antimatter on queue fromthe auto-sequencer. After four sharp beeps
fromthe interrupter, his big R2600 caught with a |inmousine-sized belch of gravitrons that
shi nmered on the apron |ike midsunmer heatflutter. He grinned. If the Napier Drive crystals ran
hal f so well, the remai nder of his norning prom sed to be interesting indeed. Then, gul pi ng down
his transition to internal gravity, he rel eased the brakes. As he noved off the gravity pad, he
flashed a thunbs-up to Mul ding, who had just shown up in the mdst of the Hi gh-Speed Starflight
Soci ety cheering section—with the redhead. The bl ond aristocrat waved back apathetically,
obvi ously content to stay where he was.

Precisely one click later, the Carescrian discovered one of Valerian's only faults. In his zea
for maxi mum performance from everything, the designer had set the ship's brakes so delicately that
merely thinking about the actuator was sufficient to send himcrashing into the forward
Hyper screens. Subsequently, his taxi to the takeoff vector was enough to nake the greenest student
withe with enbarrassnent—t nust have resenbled a Syngallian In'ggo dancer doing a winter nmating
shuffle. At the strand, he drewto a halt for a nonment while a technical crew fromLyon Industries
activated his Drives—safely away fromthe grandstand area—then he set off across the water toward
the nmorning' s | aunch vector.

Centering the ruby takeoff vector in his forward Hyper-screen, he coll ected what nerves he had
| eft, got clearance fromthe tower, and conpleted his checklist. Then running up the grav one | ast
tinme, he dropped quarter |ift enhancers and poured on the energy, gently keeping his steering
engi ne am dships. The bow lifted at first, then fell as the little ship began to rise free from
her gravity gradient. Just before transition, he eased back on the controls to overconme a slight
heavi ness forward and carefully raised the bow again. At a speed of about eighty-three cpm only
the slightest urging on the el evator control was needed for lift-off, while he practically |eaned
on the steering
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engine to check an immediate swing to port. The M4 roared upward.
Even with the naggi ng fear of inpending danger hanging over the flight bridge, Brimfelt the
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rush of exhilaration that comes fromflying a true thoroughbred starshi p—al beit an overpowered
one. It was a feeling that he had yet to duplicate in any way. Wth velocity building rapidly
toward Light Speed and a near vertical clinb, he settled back to start the twin Napier StarDrives
and anot her checklist. He'd discovered early in the gane that one-nman starshi ps nade for busy
drivers.

As he expected, everything about the Drives was al so precisely in order: intercool ers ready,
time synchroni zers on, nmass conpensators turning, blast tubes open, overdrivers off, Hyper-Boost
on, and reserve energy at naximm

At 0.95 Light Speed—while forward vision degenerated to a confusing reddi sh nmuzzi ness—+he
generators began to run out of energy and he connected the starboard Drive crystal to the power
mai ns. Passing through 0.98 LightSpeed, he keyed in START for about twelve clicks, then hit the
pl asma prinmer and ENERG ZE. Wth a harsh resonance that shook Valerian's little starship like a
leaf in a storm the big Lyon Napier canme to life, barking out a satisfying runble and a cl oud of
green radiation aft. The port crystal followed suit at 0.99 LightSpeed, and | ess than a heartbeat
later, normal outside vision returned as the Hyperscreens began to translate. Behind him two
pul sing Drive plunes |ooked for all the world |ike the wake froma ghostly oceangoi ng shi p.

For the next few cycles, he let the speed build as he headed out for the racecourse. During an
actual heat, he'd now be under maxi num accel eration, but he was still learning the little M4, and
this norning there appeared to be a hundred spectator starships nosing around the course, from
private yachts to full-fl edged warshi ps.

When he entered the actual circuit, he took the first turn in a wide arc while he gained the
feel of the little ship's stiff controls. Cearly, he chuckled to hinself, .Valerian's M4 would
never be remenbered for her nmaneuverability.

Lap after lap, he flashed around the course, bettering his speed with each circuit: 72.18M
Li ght Speed... 74.67M ... 75.91M .. 78.4M But with each increase in velocity, the controls grew
heavi er and harder to operate. Valerian had invested
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only minimal volume in a steering engine. "She's no attack craft,"” he was fond of saying. And it
made sense at the tinme. Brimagrinned ruefully. At |east he could detect no flutter. If there had
been anyone to listen, he'd have cheered about that, but his only Iink to the outside was by

KA PPA COW and the sole person nmonitoring his frequency would be a bored Leaguer flight
controller.

On the tenth lap, he increased his speed to 79.64M Li ght-Speed. By this tinme, the big Drive
crystals were howl ing through the spacefrane |ike G eat Sodeskayan crag wolves, and the controls
were growi ng harder to use by the nonent. He nade a note about that in the | og book, then steeled
hinself for the Iong strai ghtaway. Sonmewhere between his present velocity and the next increase of
two and a half Ms of LightSpeed, his old ship would either run into flutter problens, or he would
push her for eighty-five. Carefully, he gated nore energy to the Drive, scanned his instrunents,
then increased the power again. The second tine, he thought he detected a slight wobble in the
steady thunder com ng frombelow his feet. Nearly half of the |ong straightaway remai ned, so once
nore, he opened the energy gate. This produced an inmedi ate and definite change in the sound of
the Drive, as well as the feel of the controls: alnost definitely the onset of flutter. He bit his
lip. Now was the tinme to pull back, at least for any Hel msman with half a brain—er one who didn't
have a race he had to win. Ginly, he turned the cabin gravity restraints to MAXIMUM then
tightened his chest and shoul der belts. One nobre increase in the energy. By now the hull was
vi brating noticeably and his instrunments regi stered nore than 83.5M Li ght Speed. He grimaced while
he prepared for the next star. At this velocity, he wasn't able to cut the turns so closely.

A noment |ater, he saw t he yacht.

She was a sizable craft—learly nodified fromwartine servi ce—and she nust have been carrying
medi a people, for she was bl azing al ong where she had no right to be, well inside the restricted
| ane. Her Drive was throwi ng up a trenendous wake of gravitron conbers—nass waves that Brinis
little M4 violently punched through as if it were snmashing a whol e succession of brick walls. Few
peopl e had any idea at all just how fast 83M Li ght Speed was. One had to actually be there to know.
Ordinarily, the ship and its wake woul d have posed no prob-
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lem even well inside the restricted | ane where they were. Brim however, was traveling nearly
three times her velocity and was under only a mininumof control-his steering engine al nost
totally usel ess for anything but w de-radius turns. "Voot's bl oody beard-rove!" he yelled
hel pl essly as the range closed wi th awesone speed, but even if anyone had heard his voice, it was
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far too late for help.

No tinme to pause and consider the multitude of possible alternatives. No thought of saving the
ship or hinmself. A lot of people were on that yacht ahead, and he was about to open it like a
rotten fruit! There was only one way out—and if he were wong, he had to go ahead anyway.

I nst ant aneous deci si on was 90 percent of being right in all the nyriad energencies he'd survived
over the years. To be wong and foll ow through on the nistake was better than being right too
| at e.

Desperately, he poured energy to the starboard Drive crystal alone. At the | ast possible nonent,
the jolting, bouncing racer yawed sharply to one side, then jogged past the yacht with little nore
than a c'lenyt between them But the extra power also increased the M4's previous vibrations by
an order of magnitude. Resonance flutter! Instantly, the whole cabin seened to cone apart, a
war ni ng kl axon sounded, both forward Hyper-screens disintegrated in a billion whirring crysta
shards, and then the whol e Universe shattered into one excruciating instant of pain.

It seened like a thousand Standard years since the accident

yet Brimhad a difficult time renmenbering anything specific about what had happened afterward.
He couldn't even renenber his previous evening, although clearly it nust have been one Universe of
a party. A nonunental headache was absol utely dissolving his cranium and he had no desire at all
to get out of bed. Who had he been out with? Not Margot—-he was sure of that. Inge? He didn't think
so.

Anna, perhaps?

He stiffened. She was certainly on his nind. Was she in bed with hin? He ground his teeth. If it
were Anna—&reat Universe! Wiy coul dn't he renenber? Had he been too drunk to rmake it worth her
whi | e? Had he even been able to... He felt a
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surge of panic. Anna—wonderful, fragile Anna—and for the |ife of himhe couldn't renenber what she
| ooked |i ke when they... H's head began to spin with apprehension. Carefully, he started to probe
the bed with his hand.

But his armdidn't seemto work. He tried again. Nothing. In fact, he couldn't nobve anything,
not even an eyelid. Abruptly, he stopped worryi ng about Anna Romanof f—-he was thraggling well
paral yzedl By Voot's greasy beard, what in the Universe had he been drinking?

He tried to calmhinmself by doing a nental checklist, of sorts. He was breathing, although how
| ong he m ght keep that up was anybody's guess. And, except for his headache, he didn't hurt
anywhere. Mostly, so far as he could ascertain w thout noving anything, he was sort of nunb.

And sl eepy, again. To xaxt with the checklist—saybe he was dying! "No!" he yelled aloud. "No!"
But try as he night, he couldn't match the wave of incredible |assitude that was overtaking him
After a while, he just stopped fighting..

When next he awoke, he could hear voices. And this time, he could open his eyes, too—although he
couldn't seemto focus on anything. Neverthel ess, sonebody el se certainly could.

"Hi s eyes are open!" Anna Romanoff's soft voice exclaimed in a whisper

"Hmm vyes," a strangely fam liar, masculine voice agreed, though Brimcouldn't place it. "And
ght on schedule. It's nothing less than a nmracle."

"He's been through quite a few of those.” It was Regula Collingswod. "I wasn't worried."

"We Sodeskayans woul d be the very last to inpugn your words, Regula," Ursis chuckled, "but..."
"But," Borodov finished for him "you and Anna were the first two aboard I.F. S. Renown when word
came through that the Mfour's bridge pod had been recovered." He sounded as if he were grinning.

"W were lucky to find that pod at all," Onrad remarked in his distinctive brogue. "Qur friend
Brimdid quite a thorough job of making sure nobody el se would fly that contraption of yours,

Val eri an. "

"That luck had Onrad witten all over it," Valerian's deep voice conmented in a serious tone.

"You kept the search alive

r
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| ong after everybody el se had given up, Your Highness. Al | wanted to do was nurder that zukeed
flying the media ship.”
Onrad | aughed. "Well, I amin conmand of the squadron, after all," he chuckled, "—no trouble

there. Besides, you'd have assassinated ne if |1'd even |looked as if | were going to give up."
"Lucky for us we had only one Mfour," Collingswod said, "or Mulding would have killed hinself
trying to win for Brim'
"You know, |'ve got a hunch he can hear us,
show, Jenni e?"

the mysterious voice interrupted. "What's the scope
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"I'mgetting definite reactions, Doctor Flynn," a female voice interrupted.

That one, Brimwas sure he hadn't heard before. But he'd heard of Xerxes O Flynn! That was who
owned the other voice. A great feeling of relief flooded through him Whatever was wong, he was
in the best possible hands. Flynn had been nedical officer aboard both I.F. S. Truculent and |I.F.S.
Defiant. Clearly, Onrad had signed the esteened Doctor of Space Medicine aboard his own ship.
Flynn was a true naster of the healing nachine.

"WIf," Flynn said, "if you can hear any of this, blink your eyes twice."
It took every bit of his concentration, but Brim managed to blink tw ce.
"Well, 1'l'l be xaxtdammed, " Flynn said. "I guess we'll have to call off the Kerol ean

taxi derm st we sent for." He chuckled. "Poor bastard—he's going to be di sappointed. W prom sed
himthe ugliest human he'd ever laid eyes on."

"Doctor Flynn!" Ronmanoff exclai med.

"I"'mgetting nore reaction, Doctor..."

"Hey, Anna," Flynn said breezily. "That's no insult—t's quite an honor. |'ve seen sone ugly
ones, believe nme. What do you think, WIf? Does that hurt your feelings? Blink a couple of tines
for us."

Bri m managed six blinks in a row. He knew he was going to be all right.

According to Flynn, Brimhad been lucky in a nunber of ways. Wien he was extracted fromthe
mangl ed cockpit capsul e—dsing a carefully w el ded col |l apsi umtorch—any
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bones in his upper torso had been shattered inside an "inpregnable" battle suit. By all rights, he
deserved to be dead. Only a | eft shoul der bl ade and—ncredi bl y—his irreparable spinal colum had
been spared. H s face was nearly flattened when his hel net defornmed after inpinging directly
agai nst a hull netal bul khead. Flynn had reconstructed new features only by skillfull interpolation
of old Fleet nedical records. Additionally, the trenendous concussion had driven bone splinters
into the optical portions of both eyes. Repairing those took the nost time, working nostly at a
nol ecul ar |l evel to conserve the incredible clarity that nade Brimthe finest Hel msman anywhere.
Nevert hel ess, despite the extent of his injuries, he was now out of danger and well on his way
to a conpl ete—f inprobabl e—+recovery. Flynn, a fancier of Atalantan rothcats, warned the
Carescrian that he now had used up at |east ten of his original nine lives.
Per haps the best part of his recuperation cane early, while he was still on board I.F. S
Resol ute. Onrad brought the news personally. "Well, WIf," the Prince said quietly one afternoon
"l suppose you've heard that you'll get to race in the Mtchell again, now that LaKarn's driver
beat our friends fromthe League." He chuckled. "A d Rogan said that Danpier of his was fast."
Brimtook a deep breath as the machi ne's warm pseudopods gently mani pul ated his eyes. "I heard,
all right, your Majesty," he said, carefully. "It was the best news |'ve had since | figured out I
was going to live." He nmeant it.
"Marino's DA 67 is a damed handsone ship," Onrad observed. "Did you get to see it before... ?"
"Only in the nedia, Your Majesty,"” Briminterjected. "But it |looked |ike a fine ship. And you
can bet that old Xnor Marino will be in there next year with an even faster version."
"No doubt,"” Onrad said. Then he | aughed. "You haven't even nentioned second and third places.

Aren't you interested —er does it even matter, now that you'll be racing in Valerian's new Mfive
next year?"

It was Brimis turn to chuckle. "It matters, Your Highness," he said. "I think you know how
feel about Kirsh Valentin."

Onrad | aughed. "Well, Brim" he said, "in spite of your efforts to conceal it over the years,

have gotten the idea that you don't care for hima great deal." Then he paused for a noment.
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"The enbassy, however, tells ne that you have a nuch nore, ah, should we say, friendly
relationship with Praefect G eener."

Bri m chuckl ed. "Sonmehow, Your Hi ghness, | didn't think that was a conpletely private roomthey
assigned ne."
"Actually,"” Onrad said, "it was. But it isn't often Controllers conme to spend the night, so, of

course, she did attract her share of attention. And the roons in that particular wi ng have
unconmonly thin walls."

"I"'mglad she at least took a third place," Brimsaid. "I don't suppose we'll ever know for sure
if she actually could have beaten Valentin."
Onrad | aughed. "He'd have her killed if she did.” Then Brimfelt the man's hand on his arm "I'm

terribly sorry about what's happened to Margot,"” he said in a serious tone. "I needed to tell you
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that. Neither Father nor | know what to do about it, either. She's LaKarn's legal w fe, and
because of it, she has dual citizenship. O herw se, we'd demand her back. Unl ess one grows up
snoking it—+i ke nost League children do who are destined for Controller traini ng—Fi neWeed wi | |
affect the brain. Flynn's best guess is that she's got nmaybe ten years. Then, well..." H's voice
trailed of f.

After that, there was very little nore to talk about.

Later, at the Inperial Hospital in Atalanta, it was Brinmis job to nake all the new body parts
function as cooperating entities, including his eyes. Wth Toby Mul di ng generously suppl yi ng
transportation, he spent countless metacycl es doing physical drills of the nost agonizing nature,
until he could once again manage his gravcycle. After that, he divided his days between his job at
the Fl eet base, where he slaved tirelessly, regaining his old knack for Hel nemanshi p and worki ng
out in sinmulators, learning to fly Valerian's new M5. Only irregular visits from C audi a Val enont
and her husband broke the grueling schedule he set for hinself—although he did manage to establish
an active correspondence with the busy Anna Romanoff, who answered his messages fromnearly every
corner of the Enpire. He wasn't about to |let her off the hook; she'd prom sed himan eveni ng.

Then, at long last, he was again bound for Rhodor, this tinme aboard the starliner S.S. Conmerce
Enterprise and luxuriating in first class by order of no |l ess than Enperor Geyffin IV
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hinmsel f. But for all the heady opul ence, he was npst anxi ous to reach Sherrington's Wol ston | abs.
In his |latest correspondence with Valerian, he'd |l earned that one of the two M5s ordered by the
Soci ety woul d soon conplete her ground trials, and he intended to make her first flight hinself.
Besi des, Dr. Borodov planned to be there this trip, and he hadn't seen the old gentleman for
nearly a year.

When he clinbed aboard the Sherrington Type 224 at the Bromwi ch term nal, he knew i nmedi ately
that somet hi ng troubl esone was afoot. The little ship was already occupied by a quartet of thermal-
transfer specialists fromKrasni-Peych who had arrived aboard a Sodeskayan |iner |ess than a
metacyle prior to Enterprise. The Bears—erdered in by Dr. Borodov hinself —were all nore or |ess
in a sonber nood because the PV/12 Drive had |l ately encountered serious cooling problens. Heat
elimnation was always a special challenge when large enitter systens were installed in snal
starshi ps where physical radiator area was at a prenium

A second surprise waited for himat Lys, for it was neither Mark Valerian nor his two friends
from Sodeskaya who nmet himat the little Wol ston terninal. Wen the 224's passenger hatch opened
to the predawn cool ness outside, it was Anna Romanoff who waited under the Karlsson |anps at the
far end of the brow H's spirit soared! She'd witten that she was schedul ed to conplete
negotiations at the main Bromwi ch plant about the sane tine as his own arrival, but he hadn't
expected she woul d be finished so soon. As he led his traveling bag through the gate, his face was
set into a silly, ear-to-ear grin—and there wasn't a thing he could do about it.

"Thought you might need a |lift to the |labs," she teased with an inpish smle, "so | got here a
day early." Her beautifully tailored cardigan suit was sonmehow both formal and casual at the sane
time. Its coarse weave nanaged to enhance her delicate charm

"The labs are fine as long as you're going to be there," Brimanswered while the Sodeskayans

trooped past on their way to a second Sherrington skinmer. "Qtherw se," he added, "well, Valerian
can come find nme wherever you happen to be going."
"Hrm " Romanoff murnmured. "I don't suppose he woul d especially appreciate that since he did | end

me the skimrer. 1 think he'd like you to fly his new ship today."
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"Val erian can wait," Brimsaid. "Look what happened last tine | went up in one of his
rust buckets." He |aughed and took her arm "Were's the skimer, Anna?" he denanded. "We'll| spend
the day gathering flowers or sonething—and afterward I'Il cash in the evening you pronised me a
long time ago."

She bl ushed again. "M. Brim" she declared with nock formality, "you are inpossible." Then she
| ooked into his eyes and shook her head. "How do you feel, WIf?" she asked bluntly. "The | ast

time | saw you, you were... well, you know... inside one of those healing nachines."
"I feel danmm fortunate to be alive," Brimanswered seriously, "and very heal thy, thank you." He
nodded. "I1've received a nunber of new parts and a | ot of good care."

"You deserve a |ot of good care," she said.

"The best kind of care | can think of would be you spending the day with ne while | avoid
Val erian," he said.

"WIf Brinml" she exclained in feigned outrage. "What am| going to do with you?"
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"Well, if | do have to fly, then you could at least plan to spend the evening with ne," he
suggest ed earnestly.

"I think that can be arranged,"” she nmurnured with a blush. There's supposed to be quite a bash
after the Mfive's first flight."

"You'll go with ne?" he asked.

"I'd love to," she said.

"In that case," he said, "I'lIl fly."
CHAPTER 7

Princess Margot Effer' wyck-LaKarn

Bri m and Ronanoff arrived at Sherrington's |akeside ranps just as dawn was tinting cotton-puff
cl ouds over Hanpton Water. The M5 already had been drawn to the water's edge and was hovering
aboard a gravity pad. Under a light coating of dew she was a velvet study in reflected mauve with
rose overtones agai nst the indigo nightward sky.

Here and there, little groups of technicians in dark blue Sherrington coveralls sat under the
trees or dangled their feet fromthe seawall while the aroma of cvceese' from a dozen open vacuum
bottles nmixed with the fragrances of flowers, trees, and the rich, danp Wolston soil. It was a
monent so bewitching that both the Carescrian and his lovely friend clinbed wordlessly fromtheir
car and tiptoed to the top of the ranp. There they stood, silent, while they drank in the gracefu
collection of pastel ellipses before themin the norning serenity.

So far as Bri mwas concerned, Valerian's newest creation was sinply the nost gorgeous ship in
the Universe. Just shy of eighty-five irals in length, she was slimas a needle, with a tiny,
ultraraked flight bridge faired into a sharply pointed nose and two proninent, blisterlike
housi ngs high on either side of the hull, approxinmately ten irals abaft the side Hyperscreens. An
enornous, faired-in blast tube exited just forward of the tail cone and gave nute testinony to the
phenonenal power of the new creation from Sodeskaya, that featured Krasni-Peych's new PV/ 12
"Wzard" Drive. External surface radiators for
178
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crystal cool ant passed down each flank and gave the ship a rather stylishly ornanented appearance.
Oversized Admiralty NL-4053-C gravity generators rode in long, tapered pods at each side of the

hul | . They were connected just abaft the beam by stream ined "trousers" that clearly harked back
to Valerian's M4, but these, Brimnoted with relief, had nothing to do with her Hyperspace Drive
at all. The big 4053 gravs they did contain, however, promn sed astonishing accel eration bel ow

Li ght - Speed, and that was precisely where Mtchell racers spent critical cycles at the beginning
and end of each race. Externally, she was a dark blue and carried the nunber "N218" on red, white,
and blue racing stripes applied diagonally across the generator pods. A large "5" appeared on
either side of the aft hull.

After staring for a long tinme, Brim suddenly noticed how cool the norning was and gently slipped
his tunic over Ronmanoff's shoul ders.

She junped slightly at his touch, then smled with her eyes. "Thank you," she said.

"It took nme long enough,” Brimreplied. "I just sort of got caught up with the beauty of the
whol e thing."

"So did I, WIf," she said gently, looking out at the I ake and then up at the starship. "It's a
moment | shall cherish,"” she said, glancing at her danp shoes. She | ooked at himfull in the face
for a noment. "I don't very often find such beauty in nmy life."

Bri mwas about to inquire about that when Val erian strode around the conmer of the gravity pad
wi th Borodov at his side, both grinning fromear to ear.

"Aha, Brim Caught you gawking!" the designer exclained, grasping Brinms hand while Borodov
received a bear hug from Romanoff. "How does this one |ook to you, nmy friend?" he asked.

Bri mrubbed his chin and considered for a nonent. "She |ooks right, somehow, " he answered.

Dressed in his usual tweeds and Rhodorian boots, Valerian grinned and nodded. "If she | ooks
right, then she probably is right," he said, "—at least that's how the story goes."

"Well, if the simulators are any indication,” Brimasserted, "then she's quite a ship."
"She is... ah... ready to fly," Valerian said suggestively. You're not in any hurry, are you?"

Brimasked with a grin.
Val erian adjusted his glasses with a chagrined expression. "I
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he answered. Then he took a deep breath and grimaced. "Look here," he
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said, "lI'mnot going to feel right about the old Mfour coming apart like that until 1 manage to
put you aboard a good ship." He glanced up at the M5. "And | think I've got one there."
Bri m |l aughed and wi nked at Romanoff. "I think he does, too," he said. 'Tell you what. If you'll

| ook after my coat fora while, I'Il go somewhere and change into a battle suit. Then we'll al
find out for sure."
For a monment, Romanoff gl anced at Val erian and Borodov. "No offense to either of you gentlenen,"”

she began, "but..." Then she turned to look Brimdirectly in the eye. "You' re certain you want to
fly today, WIf?" she asked, taking his armfor a noment. "This time, there's no hurry."

"I"'mcertain,"” Brimreplied, neeting her gaze with what he hoped was a confident |ook. "If you
want to know the truth, I'malways a little anxious the first tine | take any ship al oft, even one
of his," he said, pointing with a thunb at Valerian. "But that's sinply part of being a
responsi bl e Hel msman. It sort of comes with the territory. And besides," he added, "I'm not going
all the way out into deep space this first ride. I won't do that until later."

Romanof f shrugged doubtfully. "If it's all right with you," she said after a monment, "then |
guess it's all right with ne, too."

"Neverthel ess, WIf," Borodov added with a playful grin, "I think you need to be aware that the

real reason Mark wants this contraption flown imrediately is that Anna won't pay for it until you
confirmthat it's all right." He wore a high-collared beige tunic trimed in gold piping, baggy
white trousers, and soft boots—Sodeskayan sumer attire.

Val eri an nodded in sham seriousness. "He's right, you know, Brim" he inserted, "—and | just
happen to have a spare battle suit your size in the hangar over there. How s that for
coi nci dence?”

"Stick around while | neke that party happen,” Brimsaid to Ronanoff and strode off for the
hangar .

Inside the typically cranped flight bridge, Brimsatisfied hinself with his initial checklists,
then went through the procedures necessary to start one of the two Admiralty 4053s aboard.
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It involved seeing if the plasna boost was operative, then energetically alternating high-
frequency energy spi kes anong three inpulse points until he got a positive reading on the Bennet
gauge. Finally, with both boosters set to maxi rum he hit START and ENGAGE at the sane tinme. The
interrupter flashed twi ce, then the generator cut in with a shudder-and settled into a snooth
runble as it quickly reached its rated power. The starboard generator followed suit |less than two
cycles later. After that, it was again tine for internal gravity.

Fi ghting his stomach to a standstill, Brimgrinned through the narrow Hyperscreens at Val erian
and Romanoff while a group of sleepy nechanics and technicians cheered fromthe ranp. Then wavi ng
away the nooring beans, he called up a burst of power and headed out over the water. This tine, he
noted, the gravity brakes were set so that humans coul d operate them not just engineers. He
chuckl ed to hi nsel f—even Mark Val erian could change his ways a little. He taxied around for a bit,
checki ng the various instruments and steering engine while he called for clearance fromthe tower.
Then without too nuch in the way of prelimnaries—she would either fly, or she woul dn't—he sinply
drove over to the far side of the lake, turned into the wind, and started his takeoff run

Wth her generators set on fine pitch, the M5 fairly | eaped fromthe water and clinbed away at
hi gh speed while Bri mwatched the Sherrington | abs pass rapidly astern and out of sight. So far
the only criticismhe had concerned his view through the forward Hyperscreens, which were very
narrow, owing to Valerian's placenment of the bridge so far forward on the hull

I mredi ately, he took the little ship to five thousand irals or so and confirmed what the
simul ators on Atalanta had earlier estimated about |andings. He tried a dunmmy one at altitude to
establish a good approach speed and to make sure that when she settled, she did not flick on her
back or do anything el se objectionable. The M5 stopped flying at precisely the predicted power
setting, then paid off at about 130 c'lenyts per netacycle with very little tendency to rol
either way. After that, he did a few steep turns to try out the controls.

Finally, having assured hinself that everything really inportant was shi pshape, he retraced his
path back to the [ ake, called the tower for an overhead break, then made his descent while he
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wat ched trees on one side and Sherrington's hangars on the other gradually rise ahead in the
narrow Hyperscreens—keeping half an eye on the altineters. The M5 was a slippery little starship,
and she took tine to decelerate.

In the next few clicks he rocketed across a small island, then cautiously eased back on the
controls long after instinct told himto. In the sinulators, he'd also | earned that there was
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al ways a danger of flaring too high, then smashing through the gravity gradient and actually
touching the surface. Minents later, he heard the gratifying rush of cascading water only irals
beneath the keel. He smiled to hinself. Back down in one piece—ot bad for the first tine.

As he taxied up the ranp and eased to a halt on the gravity pad, the M5's little flight bridge
filled with the sounds of cheering; outside, a considerable throng had joined the norning's brace
of mechanics. And two of the |oudest were Romanoff and Val eri an, both of whom | ooked as if they
were greatly conforted by his appearance back safely on the ground.

In the early afternoon—after busy Sherrington technicians had carried out a nunber of
adj ustments he'd noted during his brief nmorning flight—Brimagain took the M5 aloft. This tineg,
however, he was escorted by a Type 225 carrying Valerian, Usis, Borodov, and a nunber of system
specialists fromboth Sherrington and Krasni-Peych. After a second set of nmaneuvers to prove the
nmorning's control adjustments, he called for deep-space clearance and headed out toward the two-
hundr ed-t hou-sand-c'lenyt linit where Sherrington | eased a sizable free zone fromthe Enpire for
Hyper space testing.

"Well, WIf Ansor," Borodov said froma display, his voice nuffled in Brins helnmet, "you are
ready to invoke the Wzard, eh?"

"Absol utely, Doctor," Brimanswered with a chuckle. Beneath his feet, the gravity generators
wer e thundering away at nmexi num and his LightSpeed neter read 0.97. "Any last instructions?" he
asked.

"You should find no deviations fromthe sinmulators except for the tenperature problem" Borodov
said with a frown. "Unfortunately," he added, "we have not cured that."

"The tenperature problens | can handl e, Doctor,"™ Brim chuckled, unconsciously tightening his
mechani cal seat re-

Im
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straints and thunbing the cabin gravity to MAX. "Keep your eye on ne just in case this Wz decides
to head out for the next galaxy like the last one did."

"I shall," Borodov answered, "and good | uck,"

"Thanks," Brimsaid, then turned to the control panels. He'd already | earned that the plasna
choke woul d be highly sensitive due to the Wzard's prodi gi ous denmands for power. In itself, that
was a mnor problem As plasma gated through the choke and into a feed tube, it was either
consuned by the Drive crystal itself (which directly converted the raw energy into Hy-perThrust),
or it was released to space itself by an automatic wastegate activated when gravitron pressure
exceeded certain limts. The problemcanme in deftly controlling the ambunt of energy that
eventually found its way to the crystal. Too little could easily cause catastrophic fail ure—npst
commonly in the formof a neltout at the blast tube. Too nuch, however, often resulted in a
vi ol ent expl osion, especially when fed to a cold crystal. Either result was guaranteed to be fata
in a ship the size of an M5.

"Point six four at the Tesla coils,"” Brimsent, gating nore of the ship's energy output to the
primary plasma source. The tone of the straining gravity generators shifted slightly, but they
hel d and the Light Speed neter remained rock solid at 0.97.

"Point six four at the Teslas," Borodov echoed.

Wth great care, Brimeased the choke open to its first detent. A npbst instantly, a whole
section of his readouts changed fromgreen to yell ow as plasma pressure began to rise at the
crystal a lot faster than the sinulators had predicted. He opened the wastegate to bal ance the
flow. At the right of his power panel, a D nmeter began to register available force at the crystal
al so rising much nore rapidly than he expected. The Wzard was frisky today.

"That's a lot of pressure for a cold crystal," Borodov cautioned, his voice suddenly tense from
the displ ay.

"I know," Brimsaid through his teeth, "I've opened the wastegate, but the pressure's stil
building fromthe choke. And | can't get a smaller setting there." Flinching at the thought of an
exploding Drive crystal only iralsJromhis back, he opened the wastegate farther, and the pressure
at the crystal imredi ately dropped—bel ow mi ninmuns. He had to start all over again.
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Sl ammi ng MASTER RESET at the Drive controls, he shook his head and sat back in the recliner
whil e he gathered his renmining nerves. Krasni-Peych's new Hyper Speed Drive was proving to be nore
a denon than a wi zard. "We'll need to change out that xaxtdammed plasma choke first thing," he
grunped to Bor-odov.
"l have made note of it, WIf," Borodov said patiently.
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G owering at the D nmeter—no | onger registering anything —Brimeased the wastegate cl osed again.
Back canme the pressure, and this tinme, a number of indicators in the power section began to gl ow
red as the pressure built. At that point, Brimdecided to take conmand of the situation. If the
power controls were not workable, he was reasonably certain that the Drive controls were. It was
only a natter of getting the ship started on her Drive. After that, he could nmake his tests and
then turn the damm thing off. This close to hone, gravity generators were good enough to get him
back to Sherrington's.

Ginding his teeth in apprehension, he jamed the wastegate all the way shut. Mmnents |ater
pl asma pressure began to build |ike an oncom ng met eor—and suddenly, the D neter was reading in
the mddle of its safe range. Only the ship's powerful thrust danpers stood in the way of the
Drive's awesone thrust. "She wants to fly!" he roared to Borodov.

"So | see," the old Bear said. "Probably that is your best bet—you have nmuch finer controls for
the Drive itself."

"That's what | had in nmind, Doctor,"” Brimsaid. Cearing hinself for local traffic, he nade a
final check of the time synchroni zers—everyone had heard ni ght mares about those getting out of
tune—swi tched on the nmass stabilization system then, opening the blast tube aperture, he gently
eased pressure on the thrust danpers. A bright blue glow fromaft filled the M5's bridge and the
di spl ay of Borodov went blank as normal radi o waves were left far behind in the Wzard' s wake.

Abruptly, the stars went wild ahead, wobbling and shimering to an angry kal ei doscope that ended
in a confusion of nulticolored sparks, while on Brim s panel, the LightSpeed indicator began to
climb like a rocket. Imediately, he keyed on the Hyperscreen translators, and his view forward
cl ear ed.

Near by stars were nere streaks while those ahead in the distance grew in size even as he
wat ched. A second gl ance at the LightSpeed neter showed it noving through 73M Light -
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Speed, even though the crystal's heat output was easily keeping pace with the little ship's
phenonenal acceleration. Brimfound hinself once nore in control, regulating output fromthe Tesla
coil by use of the ship's speed regulators instead of the poorly adjusted plasma choke. In a
shal low turn, he craned his head aft, watching the Wzard's distinctive turquoise Drive plune.
Then he grinned to himself. This would give Kirsh Valentin sonething to think about!

Abruptly, his KA PPA display sparked to life with an incom ng nessage: WLFI CAN YOU READ
THI S?—BORODOV SENDS.

He grimaced. He'd been so absorbed that he'd forgotten all about the chase ship, which was
clearly far behind by the distance indication on the KA PPA screen. He returned, READ YQU
LOUD AND CLEAR. ALL SYSTEMS PERFORM NG WELL EXCEPT DRI VE COOLI NG-BRI M SENDS.

GOOD TO KNOWWE DON' T REQUI RE SERVI CES OF DR. FLYNN THI S TI ME=VALERI AN SENDS. P. S. HOW ABOUT
SOVE EASY MANEUVERS AND A RUN FOR HOVE? NO WAY ARE WE GO NG TO CATCH UP!

DRI VE TEMP JUST BELOW MAXI MUMS. W LL DO A COUPLE OF EASY TURNS, THEN HEAD FOR WOOLSTON. RACE
YOU BACK TO THE LABS-BRI M SENDS
YOU W NI -VALERI AN SENDS.

After a few of the nost rudi nentary maneuvers, Brimfound hinmself anxiously piloting with a wary
eye evenly divided between traffic and a rising Drive tenperature. The M5 was turning out to be a
steady, docile racing machine, while its lusty Krasni-Peych PV/12 clearly prom sed it would
soneday live up to its nicknane of "Wzard"—ence the Sodeskayans nanaged to overcone its
consi derabl e cool i ng probl ens.

Just before landfall, he encountered a swarm of media ships again taking turns com ng
dangerously near for close-up coverage of the Enpire's new Mtchell racer. He had nearly aborted
hi s | andi ng sequence to avoid another accident when three Inperial destroyers appeared seem ngly
from nowhere and sternly warned the civilians off, taking up close escort through reentry and
remaining in perfect formation until he started his descent for the | ake. The R-cl ass warships
absolutely dwarfed Valerian's little M5 and provided Brimwith a startling | esson in perspective.
Aboard the light cruiser |I.F.S. Defiant, he'd considered the destroyers to be runts!
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"Thanks for the help,"” Brimsent as he lined up on the |ake. "Those nedi a guys can be downri ght
troubl esone. "

"Yeah," one of the ships answered. "W saw recordi ngs of what happened the last time one of
got interested in your flying."

"Good talking with you again, Brim™" another of the ships sent. "That hal f-pint boat you' ve got
there is a long sight smaller than old Trucul ent, but she |ooks |ike she mght go a |ot faster

em
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too. "

Brimgrinned. "Wio's that?" he asked, his voice sounding muffled inside his hel net.

"Gondor Runwell," the voice answered. "I served aboard |I.F. S. Narcastle years ago—before the
Cl GAs sent her to the breakers. A lot of us would like to see you back with the Fleet, mister."

Brimtook a deep breath—he couldn't renmenber the man at all. "Yeah, thanks," he agreed, "so
woul d | sonetines." Shortly thereafter, no tine remained for anything but concentration as he
brought the little ship in for her second | anding.

Long after a thorough debriefing and a nuch-needed shower, Brim joined Romanoff for a late
afternoon stroll along the | ake-shore. She had changed into a cool ginghamshirt, ivory skirt, and
soft, white noccasins. Small pleasure boats still plied the deep blue water, and a cooling breeze
was redolent with the fragrance of the | ake. Rel axed, Brimset off at an easy pace, but before
| ong, Romanoff began to fall behind, her distinctive, prancing walk turning slowy into what
appeared to be a linp. "Are you all right?" he asked, taking her arm

"I"'mfine, WIf," Romanoff answered, continuing along as if nothing out of the ordinary had
occurred. "It's so beautiful by the lake this afternoon."”

"It is beautiful," Brimagreed. "But... are you certain everything is all right with you?"

"WIf," she said while small beads of perspiration appeared on her forehead, "this afternoon is
one of the nicest | can renenber in ny life—seriously." Then she sniled. "Perhaps we night pause
and enjoy the view"

Bri m st opped whil e she | eaned against a tree. The conely busi nesswoman was clearly unwilling to
di scuss what ever was causi ng her disconfort, and he was glad to respect her w shes.
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It was enough that she was there, with him "I take it you finally paid Valerian," he offered with
a chuckl e.

"Ch, WIf," Romanoff |aughed as she peered out over the |lake, "Dr. Borodov was only joking about
that." She blushed and turned to look at him "Actually," she admtted, "I finished all ny

contract work yesterday afternoon—and your friend Valerian gets his renuneration on a very regul ar
basis."
"I"mglad you decided to stay on," Brim said.
"So aml," she answered quietly. "It's been quite a day for me—and, | imagine, for you, too."
Bri m nodded. "It has,"” he said. "The Mfive's turned out to be a pretty special ship. I'd bet
that we have yet to find out how special. Valerian's clearly put his soul into the design." He
peered through the open doors of the hangar. "Sonething very basic in nme says that she's not just
anot her racer."
"What el se is she, then?" Romanoff asked, frowning quizzically.
"I don't conpletely know," he said. "The begi nning of sonething, perhaps." He shrugged
hel pl essly.
"A begi nning, WIf?"

"Well," he answered after a few nmonents of thought, "like the beginning of a whole new |ine of
starships. | can't see them —but | think Mark Val erian can."

"And you flew the first one," Ronmanoff said dreanily. "That must make you feel pretty special."
She snmiled. "It nakes me feel special just being here to watch you."

"You were special to ne a long tine before you cane to Wolston," Brimsaid quietly.

She | ooked at himwith a soft expression in her eyes. "Thanks," she said, "I'll renmenber that."

Afterward, they wal ked back along the lakefront, Brimtaking care to make frequent rest stops
whil e they tal ked. He had never nmet anyone |ike Anna Romanoff. Quiet, unassum ng, and genuinely
beauti ful —apstly because it hadn't occurred to her that she was.

Streaks of sunset crinson still tinted Wol ston's darkening | avender hills and gl ens when Brim
arrived at Romanoff's guesthouse am d the inconprehensible chanting of a billion unseen night
creatures. Nearby, Hanpton Water gl owed radiant azure while twilight swept the | ast vestiges of
daylight fromthe horizon, and the air was heavy with spice froma nearby stand
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of conifers. The earliest stars had just begun to show overhead when snatches of nusic and
| aughter started fromthe direction of the party hangar, a few cycles' wal k distant.

Whil e Brim paused for a nonent at the doorstep, contenplating the twi sted path that had brought
himto this particular mdsumer night, the door gently opened and Romanoff stepped lightly to the
porch. "Wiiting for someone, M. BrinP" she asked, looking into his face with a mysterious smile.
In the shadows, she | ooked like a lovely dream As in Tarrott, she had dressed in a |l owcut white
dress that reveal ed precisely enough of her upthrust breasts to be provocative and at the sane
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time tasteful. However, WIf Brimwas her escort tonight, not W-vern Theobol d. That meant he
could stare at neither her gorgeous bust nor the shapely | egs and spi ke-heel ed shoes that a short
skirt reveal ed. What he coul d—and did-stare at, however, was her glorious hair. She'd let it down
fromthe accustoned | oose braid, and it flowed past her shoul ders in buoyant waves that framed her
face as if she were part of a portrait by some classic master. The strict busi nesswonan Bri m had
once nmet in Atalanta's Grand Koundourities Hotel had undergone a total metanorphosis. He found
hi msel f wi t hout words.

She took his arm continuing to ook up at him "You are very quiet this evening," she whispered
as nysterious tendrils of perfune caressed his nostrils.

"Merely speechless,” Brimnuttered at | ength, starting along the path toward the hangar. "I knew
you were beautiful the nonent we net, but |I... |I had no idea...'

Romanof f squeezed his armnore firmy. "Thank you, WIf," she said, closing her eyes for a
moment. "1 wanted to be beautiful tonight."

Brimfelt a thrill in the fading light of the |akeside road. "You've got your w sh, then," he
said, "and so do |I." He frowned. "When | saw you in Tarrott, | never dreaned | m ght soneday be
here... | nean... with you on ny armand..." He |aughed and shook his head. "Wvern J. Theobold is

a hard act to follow"

"Ch is he? Well, for your information, M. WIf Ansor Brim he doesn't often tell ne that |I'm
beautiful. Nor does he pilot starships." She pressed his armand giggled happily. "But if |I had to
settle for one or the other, | like to hear that |I'm beautiful."

THE TROPHY / 189

Sherrington's great hangar doors were pushed all the way open, and the M5 had been rolled into
the entrance and decorated with strands of w nking holiday |ights. Qutside on the apron, surplus
battle | anterns bobbed overhead in the gentle breeze and a number of gaily decorated tents served
as refreshnment stands. A string orchestra played froma stage just below the gravity pad while
coupl es swayed to nusic that Brimbarely understood. For the first time in his life, he honestly
wi shed he knew how to dance.

He need not have troubled hinmself. He and Romanoff never had time for such distractions. From
the nmonent of their arrival, they were introduced to everyone: |ab technicians, General Mnagers,
even the custodians. Brimhad never nmet so many engineers, scientists, architects, designers, and
draftsper-sons—all of whom had conpl ex questions and conments on the ship or the flight.
Throughout it all, Romanoff remained at his side, conversing intelligently when she needed to,
smling quietly when she didn't, quite content to selflessly bask in Brims reflected glory. Well
into the norning netacycles, when the party began to wane, he turned and spoke quietly in her ear
"My feet hurt," he whispered, "how about yours?"

"I can't tell," she confided with a grin, "they went completely nunb a couple of netacycles
ago. "

Brimwi nced. "I"'mawfully sorry," he said. "I had no idea the party would turn out like this."

"Neither did |I," she answered, "but | wouldn't have m ssed a nonent of being here with you."

"It's nice of you to say that," Brimasserted, relieved that standing in one place for severa
nmet acycl es apparently had no ill effects on this beautiful woman. Their afternoon wal k had nmade
hi mvery much aware that he would have to | ook after her confort. "Wat / wanted, though, was an
evening with you. All we had tonight was an evening with everyone el se.™
She smled. "lI've still had a wonderful time of it, WIf."

"I't doesn't have to be over, yet," Brimsaid, flabbergasted by the bol dness of his words. "I'I|
bet we could find somewhere to have a drink all by ourselves."

Her brown eyes sparkled for a nonment, but she shook her head. "I'd |l ove to do sonething like
that," she said, checking her timepiece. "Only... well, I'"mdue out on SS Sudla in the norning,
and | mean early norning. She lifts alnost five neta-
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cycles fromnow. | couldn't handle any nmore meemand still get to the term nal by then."

"It's fate," Brimgrunped, shaking his head with a wy grin. "I nearly had to kill nyself to get
this evening with you in the first place; then | squandered nost of it on everyone el se. The next
time | get up ny nerve to ask you out, you'll probably be booked up for years."

A sad little snmile clouded Romanoff's face for a nonment, then she shrugged. "You don't know ne
very well, WIf Brim" she said. "The fact is that you didn't have to kill yourself for tonight at
all. 1'd have gladly gone out with you the day we net." She shook her head. "And the next tine
we're both in Avalon, if you're interested, you'll find that I'mpretty nuch avail abl e anyti ne.
guess | spend a lot of ny tinme naking a living. It tends to frighten nbst nen away."
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"Doesn't say much for the guys in Aval on these days," Brimdecl ared, again surprising hinself.

“I'f I lived there, you'd be nostly busy trying to get rid of nme."
At that nonent, Anna Romanoff's fragile countenance took on a | ook of such singular beauty that
Brim found hinself stunned. "I shall cherish those words," she said in a voice that was al nost a

whi sper.

The short wal k al ong the darkened | akefront to Romanoff's cottage seened to be finished only
moments after it was begun, even though Brimhad stopped tw ce along the way ("to enjoy the
| ake"). Sonehow, his enmptions had gone into a turnoil that prevented himfromfurther sensing the
mysterious perfunmes of the night or the waves | appi ng beside the road. He wal ked in silence,
afraid to open his nouth, or take her hand. Anna Ronanoff had taken on tremendous i nportance.

At the door, he desperately wanted to wap her in his arns and... no, by Voot, he wanted a | ot
nore than that—-he wanted her in bedl But for the first time in his life, he was afraid. What if
he'd mi sread her eyes? What if she recoiled fromhis touch? He couldn't help hinmself. Shutting his
eyes, he touched her arm "Anna," he said hesitantly, "c-could | have a goodnight ... ah... h-
hug?"

Suddenl y—npossi bl y—she was in his enbrace: warmand tiny with her arnms around his neck. Now he
wanted her lips in the worst sort of way, but she wouldn't turn her face to him And she was
shivering slightly, when it wasn't even col d.

i
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They hung together for what seened like an eternity. Then finally, gently, he rel eased her

As he noved away, she finally raised her face to himand—Lord of the Universe, how alluring she
was! Only now it was probably too late to try again. "Anna," he whispered. In spite of his fears,
he took her hands, warm and soft in his. In that noment, he knew She was al so vul nerable. She was
AM He felt his breathing deepen and his knees grow weak. He wanted her the way he'd wanted the
cl ass beauty at the Helnsnmen's Acadeny. Not just for the sex—any wonman coul d gi ve sex. He wanted
to nake love with her because she was the best. The nost beautiful. The npbst successful. He put
his arnms around her again, and this tine, she yielded conpletely. Her breathing had becone | abored
as well. "Anna," he repeated urgently, "will you?"

"I-1 don't know, WIf," she whispered after a long noment. "I'mnot thinking very rationally."

Suddenly, he went cold sober, as if sonmeone had poured water over him He had bedded that class
beauty as soon as he had gotten the chance, but only once. Now, because of that, he was going to
wal k away from Anna Romanoff, a creature at |east an order of nagnitude nore desirable. He wanted
a lot nmore than a quick ronp with this fascinating woman. A | ot nore. Taking a deep breath, he
grasped her hand. "I'd better go," he stammered. "I'Il nessage you. Al right?"

Romanof f | ooked relieved and di sappointed at the sanme time. "All right, WIf," she whispered,
opening the door. "I'd love to hear fromyou."
" Goodni ght, Anna."

"Goodnight, WIf," she said, staring into his eyes for a nonent as if she were trying to find
somet hing very inportant there. Then she stepped inside and cl osed the door

Alone in his room Brimgot little sleep that night—er the next.

Rudol pho was the largest city on the nostly barren planet Horblein, fifth satellite of G agoth
in the Aakreid Sector. It was al so capital of the Torond, a dom nion of sonme sixteen occupied
pl anets whirling within an extensive asteroid belt rich in crystalline Kapal, a critical substance
in forging Drive crystals. For an inportant seat of government, however, the city had grown
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| arge much too quickly. It had sonehow evaded the nellow ng process that with cities, as with many
foods, provides the difference between fare for the gournand and fare for the gournet. Its
architecture was nmonotonously nodern, its streets tediously arranged in a perfect grid, its
terrain precisely | andscaped, down to the placenment of individual trees. Even people here |acked
any uni que personality, appearing to have borrowed fromthe citizens of Tarrott |ock, stock, and
uniforms. In the streets, every man, woman, and child wore some sort of uniform including black-
garbed, imtation Controllers called Genzen. "Ugly lot," had been Mulding' s only comment as they
followed still another intelligence-officer-cumchauffeur to a waiting |inousine. Brimcouldn't
have agreed nore. He'd wondered how Margot nanaged to stand her life here. Then he'd renenbered
the snell of TinmeWeed and shudder ed.

Now, two nights before the race, Brimand Mul ding attended the traditional prerace reception in
a colossal hall of state constructed on the shore of artificial Lake Garza that served as both
Rudol pho's terninal and LaKani s el aborate new racing conplex. The hall, as well as the conplex,
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still displayed signs of danp cenent and plaster fromthe recent construction

Toni ght, Brimwas dressed in his own suit of evening clothes, the first he'd ever possessed.
He'd purchased it used, of course. But that sort of clothing rarely changed style, and it was
magni ficently cut. Its former owner had clearly been a man of both taste and wealth. Mre than
anything, the suit reflected Brinis nending financial and social status, and he'd been eager to
show it off to Anna Romanoff. Unfortunately, she was still en route to the race after an extended
busi ness conference hal fway across the gal axy and was not due to arrive in Rudol pho until the
nmorni ng of the race itself.

Al'l things being-equal, Brimcouldn't decide if Romanoff's absence on this particular night was
better for himor not. Fromthe tenor of their correspondence, he had clearly established a
special relationship with her. But in only a few cycles, he would have a chance to speak
personal ly with Margot, and he had no idea what that would do to his feelings. He'd been peering
toward the head of the Iine where she stood with LaKarn, greeting dignitaries and principals of
the race itself. She wore a short, orange-vermllion party dress with nmatching el bow 1| ength
gl oves, and as usual, she was gorgeous. Statuesque and
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seducti ve as ever, she gave no sign of her addiction as she smiled, occasionally bending forward
to better hear the banalities muttered by her awestruck guests, and generally acting as if she
were delighted to greet everyone. Brimnodded to hinself. He guessed she m ght be unique in that.
Her Royal Hi ghness, Margot, Princess of Effer'wck really did |ike people and enjoyed entertaining
t hem

Then he bit his lip. The Margot he'd known before her addiction enjoyed people. Wth a cold
feeling in his chest, he reminded hinself that this beautiful wonan was no |onger his lover. He'd
spent considerable tine discussing her plight with Xerxes Flynn and | earned that the potent Tinme
Weed woul d ef fect drastic, unpredictable changes in her personality.

Al'l the way through the long waiting Iine, Mulding—who tonmorrow would pilot the second M
5—rmi ntained a rapid-fire conversation about the conming race, clearly trying to bolster his
partner's spirits as they approached the reception area. Brimtruly appreciated his efforts, but
with the advent of Anna Romanoff in his life, the effects of his changed rel ationship to Mrgot
had been consi derably blunted. Now, as Moul di ng preceded him exchanging greetings w th Rogan
LaKarn, Brim peered forward and nonentarily caught her eye. In one awful instant, their mnds mnet
and she conveyed a | ook of utter tornent. The ghastly realization hit himlike a body blow, and he
under st ood—as might only a forner |over—that she was suffering a kind of anguish he could barely
i magi ne.

At long last, a sleek, black-uniformed protocol officer announced, "WIf Ansor Brim Carescrian
and Principal Hel msman of the Inperial Starflight Society."

Rogan LaKarn clasped Brinis hand in a firmgrip. He was dressed in the ebony uniformof a
Grenzen Commodore with doubl e-breasted tunic, black shirt and tie, jodhpurs, and shiny, knee-high
riding boots. "Ah, Brim ny good fellow " he said, alnost as if he nmeant it, "welcome to Rudol pho.
W are given to understand that you have delusions this year of winning the trophy."

"A few, perhaps," Brimsaid, glancing sidelong toward Mar-got who was | aughi ng at sonething

Moul di ng had just qui pped. Then he returned LaKarn's phony smile with one of his own. "Il suppose
we'll have to run the race before we know whose del usi ons were appropriate, won't we?"
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"True," LaKarn conceded, the smile remaining on his handsone face. "However, if the ISS
continues to field space garbage |like Valerian's poor old Mfour, you may not live to find out."
He | ooked at his fingernails. 'This year, we understand that they will risk your neck to prove the
Sodeskayan's untried Wzard Drive—wi th cooling problens, no |l ess," he added as if he were savoring
the words. "How generous of you, ny Care-scrian friend, especially after the treatnent you
recei ved fromyour Inperial associates after the war."

Brimlaughed grimy, nmustering all the good nature left in him "I can handle the Wzard," he
said with a confident nod.

"Yes," LaKarn said, his countenance giving way to a nonmentary | ook of speculation, "one is
certain that you hope you can handle it. However, last tine you played with the Inperial snake,
you were bitten quite badly." Wth that, he reverted to his former nood of disdain. "But we shall
talk nmore of that, soon, Brim believe ne. For nowwell, | amsure you are looking forward to a
reunion with your forner paranour." He |laughed callously. "I know she's anxious to see you." He
took Margot's armand | eered at her. "You remenber your old lover WIf Brim don't you, ny dear?"

"You bastard," Brimgasped in anger, but Margot clutched his arm
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"Don't, WIf," she warned, her eyes distant and glistening. "You can do nothing but make nore
trouble for nme."

"She's right, you know, Brim" LaKarn sniggered. "But as | prom sed, old boy, we'll talk soon
about the race—and a lot of other subjects as well. I'Il be in touch.”" Wth that, he nodded to the
protocol officer, and the next guest in |ine was announced.

Bri m st ood speechl ess before the woman who once had neant nore to himthan anything in the

Uni verse. "I don't know what to say," he stanmered.
"It's all right," she said, "neither do I."
"Y-you seemto be... ah...’
"Strai ght?" she finished for him "Yes," she said, "for the nonent."
" But —

"There are no buts," she said. "Before this evening is over, | shall be the same as | was when
you last saw nme in Tarrott. The urges conme at different tines—none predictable, but al
irresistible.”
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"M margot." Brim began, but already a new guest had been introduced, and the next in line was
wai ting inpatiently behind him "WIIl | see you?" he asked desperately.

"Perhaps, WIf," she said anxiously, "but | can prom se nothing." Then, with a | ook of al nost
physi cal pain, she introduced himto the next dignitary in the line: an OverGlite' er of sone
sort. Brimnever really caught his nane.

Nor did he see Margot again that evening. Shortly after the |ast guests neandered through the
receiving line, she disappeared for the renainder of the reception

After opening cerempni es the next norning, Brim Moulding, and Valerian, all dressed in blue
Sherrington coveralls, found thensel ves bal ancing on a narrow work pl atform beneath the nunber two
M5 while they recalibrated an array of skewed accel eronmeters in the steering engine. As they
worked, a small, wiry man wal ked up to the gravity pad | ooking |like he owned it. Mulding turned
and recogni zed himimmediately. "Hello, it's Drummond fromthe enbassy at Tarrott, if | recall
correctly,” he declared, peering over his ganmma-Zenmerscope. "Aren't you a little far afield here
i n Rudol pho?"

Drunmond | aughed, as if his appearance were nothing out of the ordinary. "Ch, we enbassy hands
get around nuch nore than one mght think," he said, stepping over a bundle of glow ng,
mul ticol ored cables. He was dressed in a splendidly tailored business suit with no trace of
enbassy green. "Tell me, Gentlenmen," he inquired, |ooking up at the work platformw th an inpish
ook in his eyes, "have either of you learned to pronounce 'Arry yet?"

Brimlaughed. " 'Any," he exclai ned.

"Right you are!" Drumond said, pointing a finger at the Carescrian

Moul di ng groaned. "Sonmehow," he replied. "I have lingering doubts that even you pronounce it
correctly nost of the time, Mster Drunmond."

"Gor bl i ney, Gov' ner,
such a thing?"
"Just a hunch,” Mul di ng chuckl ed.

"And here | thought | was believable." Drumond | aughed, just as Val erian extricated hinself
fromthe hatch with a fistful of glowi ng wires and a hand-hel d feedback indicator

Drunmond st age-whi spered in overacted horror. '"Ow could you even think
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"CGeneral Drummond!" the designer exclaimed with a wide grin. "Wat brings you to our hunble
shed?"

Drumond | aughed. "Mark, ny friend, no shed even renotely associated with your starships could

be described as hunble." Then, abruptly, he sobered. "Actually, | have a nessage for these two
troubl emakers you' ve got working with you."

Moul di ng raised a blond eyebrow. "For us,... General ?" he asked.

"Aye," Drunmond replied, "nostly for your friend Brim Conmander," he said, "but you'll Ilikely

be invol ved one way or another." He glanced around the hangar, then |ooked Brimdirectly in the
eye. "WIf," he began in an underbreath, "you'll this day be called to a very private neeting by
your friend Rogan LaKarn and a few of his friends fromthe League. They're clearly planning to
make you some sort of offer concerning the race." He grinmaced. "We're interested in |earning
precisely what they want—although we think we know part of that—and what kind of deal they're

of fering. But nost inportant of all, we want to know who's there to back up the deal ."
Bri m wondered what branch of the Admiralty Drumond really represented. "Very well, General,"” he
said. "I'll learn everything I can: what they want, how much they'll pay, and who's in on the

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20The%20Helmsman%2003%20-%20The%20Trophy.txt (92 of 149) [1/31/2004 1:10:28 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2003%20-%20The%20T rophy.txt

offer. Is that correct?"

"You've got it, Mster," the nan said. Then he peered over his glasses thoughtfully. "I know
that civilians, aren't obligated to help,” he continued, "and |I'm no prouder than anyone el se
about the treatnent you got fromour own dear Admiralty after the war, but..."

Brimheld up a hand in protest. "That's all past, General," he said, "and no |onger very
i mportant."

Drunmond shook his head for a nonment in silence. "Thanks, Brim" he said presently. "It's people
i ke you who give nme some hope the old Enpire m ght yet survive, in spite of many inexcusable
bl unders." Then, casting his eyes around as if he were about to divulge sonme critical state
secret, he stepped closer to the gravity pad. '"Owv do you two pronounce 'Arry, agai n?" he asked in
a stage whisper.

""Arry," Brimrepeated with a grin.
""Arry," Moulding sputtered.
"Good," Drummond pronounced soberly. "Can't be too
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careful these days." Then, with a grimlittle nod, "Wen you're ready to talk, Brim call the
enbassy and ask for ne. They'll put you in touch.” Wth that, he turned on his heel and started
across the floor, stepping deftly through the clutter of cables and test equipnment, as if he'd
spent a lot of his Iife in shipyards. Just as he reached the door, he stopped and | ooked back
toward the M5. "Ch, Mark," he called. "One thing I al nost forgot."

"What's that, Ceneral ?" Val erian asked.

"After you've been with those two for a while, be sure you check your wallet and tinepiece," he
call ed. Then, stepping through the door, he was gone.

Late that afternoon, Drumond's prediction came true. Brimwas just clinbing fromthe M5 after
a last practice flight prior to the next norning' s race when Mul ding handed hima small, white,
unnmar ked envel ope.

"Messenger delivered one to both of us while you were up," he said. "Thought you'd want to see
it right away. Mne's an invitation to sone ghastly sounding bash tonight, with a pronise to pick
me up at the enbassy at Evening plus one."

Brimcarefully zipped open his envel ope and renoved a delicate sheet of expensive-I ooking
plastic stationery. Raising his eyebrows, he unrolled it and began to read:

WIf:

It has been nmuch too long since you so charmingly tutored ne in Aval onian. Wth your friend Anna
Romanoff gratifyingly absent until tonorrow, we m ght get together for another special session
this evening. | shall have a chauffeured car outside the Inperial shed at Evening plus one. Don't
be |l ate, dearest—the sooner we start, the nore penetrating our studies wll be.

I nge G oener

Bri mscratched his head and | aughed wyly. "Wat ever happened to good ol d-fashi oned privacy?"
he grunped.
"Privacy?"

Bri mshook his head. "My invitation's not quite the same sort as yours, old man," he said. "Kind
of personal. But it looks as if they' re xaxt-bent on breaking us up for the evening."

"1 wonder why," Moul di ng nused.
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Brimpursed his lips. "Friend Toby," he said, "I have a hunch you're about to be entertained in
a nost extravagant manner." He chuckled. "You'll want to keep your eye on the old
ti mepi ece—wherever you m ght have di sposed of your trousers—er you may just mss the whole race.”
"Hmm " Moul ding said with rai sed eyebrows. "If |'ve got to be involved in intrigue, this

certainly sounds |ike the very best kind. But what about you?"
"Probably the only difference between the two of us is that | nay know the name of the
entertainer,” Brimanswered. He | aughed and shook his head. "Crazy, this racing business," he

said. "In any other circunstances, we'd be xaxtdamed/ oo/5 to get ourselves tangled in sonething
like this the night before we fly. But our friend Drunmmond—General Drummond, no | ess—has got us
| ocked into making just that kind of mistake." He shook his head. "I hope he's also prepared to

help if we need it."

Preci sely at Evening plus one, an unmarked |inousine skimer pulled up at the main entrance to
the Inperial shed. "You BrinP" a great, hul ki ng chauffeur demanded through the wi ndow. He had
light blond hair and the dull, close-set eyes of a bully.

"That's me," Brim answered evenly.
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"Cet in," the chauffeur ordered insolently.

Brimsilently clinbed into the back seat. "All right,"'
"1'"'mready."

W thout another word, they set off at high speed, clearing the huge racing conplex in a matter
of cycles, then heading along a najor highway toward the shimrering towers of central Rudol pho
itself. Before they arrived, however, the skinmmer veered through a warren of side streets, skidded
into a wide driveway, and drew to an abrupt halt on the capacious front terrace of a huge estate.
Bri m got out and stood for a nonment, staring at the great nansion and taking stock of his
si tuati on.

"I nsi de,
ribs."

Brimflinched as sonething jabbed his side. It seened prudent to believe the purported bl aster
was real. He ground his teeth in irritation. How could he have been so xaxtdamed carel ess?

he said as the man cl osed his w ndow,

the chauffeur suddenly growed fromdirectly beside him "This is a blaster in your
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"Move," the Leaguer grunted, "and don't get any ideas about trouble, Carescrian. |I'd love to
bl ow you away."

Brimkept his silence and started across the terrace. He didn't believe the Leaguer had any
intention of actually using the blaster. H's job was to deliver a live WIf Brimto some sort of
nmeeti ng, and he had probably only drawn the weapon in nuddl eheaded arrogance.

What ever his reasoning, Brimdidn't |ike being on the business end of any (hypothetically)
| oaded weapon and made up his nind to do sonething about it forthwith. "Say, covieelfan-govt," he
snorted, the words challenging his captor's birthright in Vertrucht, "does thy nother still sel
her scabbed body to Vacca drivers?"

"Brazen hab'thall,"” the chauffeur gasped in rage, grabbing Brimby his left arm and jabbing the
bl aster roughly into his right shoulder. "You will regret that."

More stupidity. Anger was just what Brimhoped for. Biding his tine, he continued across the
wel |l -l1ighted terrace, coordinating his steps so they becane precisely opposite to those of his
captor. Then, at the far end, he pretended to stunble. "Look out!" he whooped, joggling the
Leaguer off bal ance as he was about to tread on his right foot.

"Huh?" canme a startled excl amation.

"Too late!"™ Brimshouted. In the blink of an eye, he dropped beneath the blaster's field of
fire, grabbed the Leaguer's forearm and heaved forward. At the sane time he smashed backward with
his right heel, caught the man just below his right kneecap, and threw himover his right hip.

Howl i ng in bewi |l dernent, the Leaguer spasnodically tossed his blaster into the air, then
followed it to the pavenent where he | anded headfirst with a sickening, hollow thump. He lay stil
for only a nmonment, however, then astonishingly shook off his concussion and sprang up to recover
t he weapon.

Surprised at the man's prodigi ous endurance, Brimwas still too swift. Bringing his own right
foot solidly to ground, he snapped his head and ki cked forward violently, catching the hul ki ng
guard square on the jaw and sendi ng him backward to the pavenment in a spray of bloody spittle and
shards of teeth
This time, there was no getting up

Brimknelt for a nmonment, retrieved the blaster (a powerful Zspandu-50) fromthe pavenent, then
strode directly to the or-
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nate entrance. He ainmed with both hands and blew the inlaid doors fromtheir hinges in a shower of
glass and splinters. "Al'l right, xaxtdamit," he shouted fiercely into the ragged, frost-covered
frane, "what in Voot's greasy beard is going on in there? |I thought | was here to get laid!"

Wthin a few clicks, six surprised and heavily arnmed guards expl oded through the entrance.
Triggering the blaster at STUN, Brimdropped the first two in their tracks; the other four expedi-
tiously threw their weapons away and stood with their hands in the air

"Cron!" Brimroared at the enpty doorway, "who's in charge here? Speak up. | don't have al
thraggling night!"

"I-1 amin charge," a voice called hesitantly fromwithin. It sounded |ike LaKarn

"You get your face out here right now, or I1'll drive this linp back to the Inperial shed, and
you can forget whatever it was you wanted. Understand?"

Morments | ater, LaKarn and Kirsh Val entin appeared at the doorway, both in full mlitary dress.
The latter stepped forward confidently. "Very well, Brim" he said. "Here we are. Shall we go
i nside now? There are others who wish to speak to you."
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"I shoul d have known you had something to do with this," Brimgrunped, striding up the short
flight of stairs and tossing the blaster to a confounded guard, who al nbst dropped it. "Lead on,
Valentin. I'mall ears.™

I nside a darkly panel ed, high-ceilinged roomlined with anti que bookcases and real books, two
men and a worman waited at an ornate table. Brimrecogni zed one of theminmediately, Vice Adnra
Hoth Orgoth, Commander of the League's newy formed Seventh Battle Squadron. Hi s hard, narrow face
had been much in the nedia lately, supporting the return fromexile of Nergol Triannic. "CGood
Evening, Admiral Ogoth," he said. "I'd been told a League battleship was in the area."

"Good evening, Brim" the Admiral answered, a ghost of a smile on his face. He was dressed in
dark-hued civilian clothes —severe, as befitted his high station, but a great deal |ess portentous

than the uniformof a Vice Admiral. "You do believe in dramatic entrances, don't you?" he
conment ed

Bri m nodded. "I had a bit of encouragerment from your jackass of a chauffeur," he said.
"Somehow, | am not surprised,"” Orgoth said with a nmonmen-
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tary glance of annoyance at LaKarn. "I assume he won't be a bother now?"
"Not for a while, Admiral,"” Brimassured him
Orgoth nodded. "In that case, | shall make introductions. The gentleman on ny right is

OverGalite' er Gorton Ro'am Mnister of State Security for the League.”

Ro' arn—heavy set with hair cut into a short brush—nodded, and then only slightly. It was
probably all he could do, considering the great roll of fat he'd grown at the back of his neck. He
was al so dressed in the black uniformof a League Controller, but flaunted the black and red
cordons of high League official domdraped fromhis right shoulder. Brimreturned the nod. He'd
| earned during the war that one Leaguer was pretty nuch |ike another

"On ny left,” Orgoth continued, "is Hanna Notrom Mnister for Public Consensus."” He indicated a
tiny, mddle-aged OverGlite' er, whom Bri msuddenly recalled fromthe first Tar-rott race when he
encountered Valentin at the Leaguer shed. She had wal ked with a distinct linp, as if her right
foot were injured in sone way. Like Ro'am she wore black and red cordons on her right shoul der

Notrom smiled. "So," she said, "you are the fambus WIf Ansor Brimfrom Carescria. W have
wat ched your career for a nunber of years now, with rmuch interest."

Bri m bowed. "At your service, Madam Notrom "

"You, of course, already know Kirsh Valentin and our kind host Rogan LaKarn," Orgoth continued

Brimcouldn't contain a wy grin. "W've net, Admral," he said, "—a nunber of times."

"Wn't you have a chair while we talk, M. Brin?" Notrom suggested, indicating a place beside
her and opposite from O got h.

As he sat, Valentin and LaKarn took the remaining seats.

Not rom made a peaked roof with her long, bony fingers while their chairs scraped the el egant
parquet floor. Then, when silence returned, she |looked directly at Brim "I shall conme to the
poi nt quickly," she declared. "You have a race to fly tonorrow, in what appears to be an extrenely
dangerous ship. |Is that correct?"

"I have a race to fly tonmorrow,"” Brim agreed, "but | doubt if
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our Mfives are any nore dangerous than the other racing star-ships here, your Gantheissers
i ncl uded. "

"But dangerous, for all that," she persisted.

Bri m nodded. "I suppose.”

"And | ast year, you alnost died in a cobbled-up ship that should never have left Sherrington's
factory," Notrom continued, "—when you knew resonance flutter was a distinct possibility. W have
a recordi ng of your conversation with Valerian just before you took off." She frowned. "You are to
be congratul ated for such a deduction. Both Ganthei sser and Gorn-Hoff engineers also came to that
concl usion, but only after much cal cul ation."

"Under normal circunstances, the flutter was controllable,"” Brimasserted, avoiding the whole
subj ect of his "deduction."

"Granted,” Notrom allowed, "but the real question has nore to do with notivation than with
anything el se. What we really want to know is what notivates you to take such risks in the first
pl ace. They benefit a dominion that has historically treated all Carescrians with trenmendous
cal l ousness. Your 'friends' rewarded your wartime heroismin a nost unappreciative manner."

The words hit Brimlike a neteor. He hadn't expected to hear anything |ike them And worse yet,
he had no answer. Except for the bilge about his M5, she was absolutely correct. Historically, a
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word like callous couldn't even begin to describe the appalling treatment neted out by the Enpire
to its subjugated citizens of the Carescrian sector. And the scars that had formed over his own
ment al wounds were far from heal ed.

"Well, M. BrinP" Notrom pronpted.

Bri m shook his head as he desperately tried to cone up with sone neaningful retort, not just one
of the empty slogans the nmedia had bl athered during the Geat War. He | ooked around the table at
Gorton Ro'arn, the very soul of relentless police brutality; Hanna Notrom an insane |liar known
t hroughout an entire galaxy for her extreme bigotry; Hoth Orgoth, who was deceitfully building a
fleet that subverted every extant peace treaty in the galaxy; Kirsh Valentin, cruel, brutal, and
utterly without conpassion; and finally the high-born Rogan LaKarn, spineless lickspittle to a
whol e nation of Leaguers—and the m sbegotten cretin who had nmanaged to destroy Margot Effer'wck
He bit his lip as they peered at himexpectantly: the
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very scum of a whole galactic civilization. He should have been able to blow them away with
chapter and verse of patriotic dognma. Voot knew that it existed. But he couldn't; he knew the rea
inequities as well as anyone—and so did these people. That was why they'd brought him here! After
what seenmed at | east a netacycle, he took a deep breath and answered sinmply, "I don't know what
nmotivates ne."

"A straightforward answer to a difficult question, M. Brim" Notromsaid. "My congratul ati ons
again."

Brimkept his silence.

"I't was al so the answer we expected," Notromwent on. "You never were one for lies—efficial or
ordinary. O herw se, you could never have survived the Hel msmen's Acadeny." She crossed her hands
on the table and | eaned toward hi mearnestly, her probing gray eyes drilling into his very being
"What if we, the people at this table, could guarantee you not only a better |ife but the rewards
you nerit and the recognition you deserve? What if we could provide you the rank and privil ege
that your talents warrant? WIf Brim" she asked fervently, "would you really want to remain a no-
account civilian taking all the risks while others who are nore privil eged gl ean the rewards of
your | abor?"

"Think of it, WIf," Ogoth broke in. "Think of being a comm ssioned officer once nore. Think of
bei ng a menber of a fleet, an honored nmenber, not nerely tol erated because of your great talents!"”

"Think security, WIf," Notromcontinued. "W do not drop our honored starsail ors when the
conbat is over—as Geyffin's Enpire dropped you. You have seen Tarrott. The uniforns are stil
there. Honored. Loved. Not vilified. You don't find our heroes in the galley of a starliner
working as a Slops Mate or beggi ng cvceese' from Gradygroat priests."

"Or runni ng hazardous equi pnment |ike a beam axe, or enduring boors like Cravinn Townsend,"
Orgot h added.

"W can guarantee your dreans, WIf Brim" Gorton Ro'arn said, finally breaking his silence,
"—f you will acconplish only one act: beconme a citizen of the League i mediately. Tonight." He
snapped his fingers. "Here," he said as one of the guards entered the roomcarrying a Controller's
cape. On its shoulders were the insignia of a Provost—+the same rank as Valentin. "You will find
that this uniformis a perfect fit. And in
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its pocket," he added while the guard fished out a thin, golden card, "is a Purser's account with
Praefect's pay accrued fromthe nmoment of your ignoble discharge at G mmas- Haefdon." For a nonent,
his square, glowering countenance took on a | ook that m ght even pass for friendly. "Cearly,
Brim" he continued, "our new Gantheissers will outperformall other entries tonmorrow, including
Valerian's Mfive. So your acceptance of our offer will have little effect upon the outcone of the
race. What do you say?"

Bri m found hi msel f dunbfounded. There was no denying that the Leaguers knew very well what
strings to pull. One by one, they'd offered himnost of the dreans of his lifetime. Walth,
privilege, a uniform-even some security for a change. But it wasn't the right wealth or the right
privileges or the right uniform Geyffin's old Enpire m ght be far from perfect—Uni verse knew he
saw the flaws clearly enough—but for better or for worse, it was his genesis, his hone. And al
the Controller's uniforns in the Universe couldn't nmake up for the worn Fleet cloak he'd had to
surrender. He knew he'd pawn his very soul if that would get it back. He shook his head
unconsci ously. These Leaguers coul dn't buy hi m because they didn't have the right kind of
currency. Only the shoddy old Enpire had that, and there was no substitute. He took a deep breath.
"It's a generous offer, there is no denying that," he admtted at last, "but I'mafraid it's not
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for ne."

Al'l three principals | ooked at himin utter disbelief. "You are turning all this down?" Orgoth
asked incredul ously. "How can you do such a thing?"

"A monment, Admiral," Ro'arn said, his face flushed with ill-conceal ed anger. He | ooked at Brim
and wung his hands as if his thick fingers were encircling a neck. "Wat el se can we offer
Carescrian? VWich of your needs did we overlook? Wth what we've already offered, we couldn't have
ni ssed nuch. "

"I wish nothing nmore..." Brimbegan, but he was interrupted by Notrom

"Sonehow | thought you night nake a basically wong-headed decision like that, Brim" she said,
her voice rising shrilly. "And yet you have seen the corruption fromclose range. You have seen
the stupidity. Brim you have suffered because of it. In the nane of the Universe, what is it
about your degenerate Enpire that is still acceptable?"
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Bri m shook his head. While she tal ked, the answer had came to him sinple, direct, and true. He
paused for a noment to nmake sure of the words, then got slowy to his feet and gripped the edge of
the table. "Because, Hanna Notrom" he said, "no matter how bad and degenerate Geyffin IV s
Empire seenms to ne—and | know it is bad—at its absolute worst, it is far superior to anything
see in your League."

Clearly holding on to the last shreds of his tenper, Orgoth rose and net Brims stare. "Do you
have any idea what you are giving away?" he asked. "Do you think for a nonent that your bel oved
Enpire will survive when Nergol Triannic returns to his rightful throne?"

"Enough, Adnmiral," Ro'arn growl ed curtly. As he turned to Brim his thick lips drew back into a
cruel smirk. "Cearly," he said, "we have not yet sweetened the offer sufficiently." He |aughed.
"However," he went on, "our young friend and ally Rogan LaKarn has supplied one further
i nducenment. Rogan,"” he ordered, "show M. Brimthe special inducenent you have for him"

"At your service, General," LaKarn said, striding to a wall switch and dinming the lights. Then
with no further comment, he set out across the floor toward what appeared to be a snall stage at
Brims end of the room

Brimturned to | ook at the doorway through which he had entered. It was now bl ocked by two burly
guards—both arnmed wi th w cked-1 ooki ng Schnel dl er bl ast pikes.

"Don't bother with the door yet," LaKarn called with a great smrk on his face. "W want you to
pay close attention here." Then he giggled. "It may just prove to be the one factor that decides
you in favor of nmy friends in the League. Because," he said, opening the curtain, "I'mwlling to
give this away."

Bri mturned and gasped in utter horror. There, just inside the open doors, Her Serene Mjesty,
Princess Margot of the Effer'wck Dom nions and Baroness of the Torond |ay nude on a huge pile of
cushions, languidly snoking Ti meWwed with her once-sparkling eyes enpty and hal f - cl osed.

"Join the League, Brim and she's yours whenever you want her," LaKarn said. He |aughed. "W al
know how rmuch pl easure you' ve had together."

Losing the last vestiges of his control, Brimsnarled like a wild animal and with a single |eap,
knocked LaKarn to the
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floor, manically winging the man's throat and dashing his head violently against the hardwood
tiles until with a m ghty wench, soneone yanked hi mupright. Still beserk with anger, he turned
on this new antagoni st until he discovered that he was now trying to strangle... General Drumond.
Abruptly, a mask covered his face and a cool vapor of sone sort instantly calmed his bl ood rage
whil e other hands gently but firmy pushed himinto a chair. As sensibility returned, he gl anced
around the room Drumond and eight burly nmen, all dressed in unmarked mlitary fatigues, were
bent over the inert formof Rogan La-Karn who |ay crunpled on the floor, his head at an odd angl e
with bl ood oozing fromhis nose and nouth. Both door guards lay spraw ed on the floor, either
unconsci ous or dead. Orgoth, Ro'arn, Notrom and Valentin all sat scowing against the wall, bound
and gagged. And Margot renmined on the pillows, calmy snoking her Time Wed as if she were
utterly al one.

"Brim you all right?" Drummond asked, turning fromLa-Karn. "W've got to get ourselves out of
here—i ght away! W've blanked all comunications for about a half-c'lenyt—but they' re starting
to penetrate it already."

"I"'mfine, General," Brimpanted, starting for Margot's drugged form "It's her we've got to get
out of here, though.”

"Sorry, Brim" Drummond said, bolstering a big Wenning .985 autoblaster. "But the Princess stays
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here. "

"No!" Brimdemanded. "W can't. Universe—ook what they're doing to her..."

Drumond got a sad | ook on his face. "Unfortunately,"” he said quietly, "they're not doing
anything to her. She's doing it to herself. Nobody is required to start snoking Tinme Wed."

"B-but," Brimpleaded, pointing to Margot. "W can't just..."

"Son," Drummond said, taking Brimis armin a grip that suddenly felt like a hullnetal band, "in
my business, | see a lot of this. Sure, you love her, she was a magni ficent woman once —stil
| ooks great, for that matter. But now she's also a snoker, and there's nothing you can do for
her." He shook his head sadly for a nonment. "Nobody ever said that |life was going to be fair," he
continued, "—enly that it goes on. Now nove, before we all end up in prison, and possibly charged
with murder. If LaKarn lives, it won't be any fault of yours."
Biting his lip in helpless frustration, Brimfollowed the Gen-
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eral at a dead run, past at |least twelve tough-Iooking com nmandos-cumcivilians, out of the house,
and into a waiting skimer. Angry sirens were already wailing in the distance as they departed.

He found hinself debriefed.and back at the enbassy | ong before evening watch ended, but sleep
determ nedly shunned his | onesome room After a few cycles of aimess pacing, he pulled on a
jacket and took a lift to the roof garden. Flashing his pass to a trio of guards (armed tonight
with powerful Trenning NT-53 A bl ast pikes), he wandered out under the stars and slunped into a
rustic bench, vowing to resolve once and for all his tattered relationship with the naked bl ond
worman LaKarn had offered. Not too |ong ago, she had been the very center of his hopes and dreans.

Only where to start? He'd been over the same thing in his head at least a mllion tines before
Pursing his lips, he idly watched a giant starliner thunder out of the heavens, then line up on
Lake Garza, her hull reflecting soft yellow radiance fromthe city below Lights froma thousand
scuttles glimmered along the big ship's massive flanks while enornous flashing beacons at the peak
of her KA PPA tower warned smaller ships away from her wake. He gazed at her huge, glowi ng form
In many ways, the big ship was a renmarkably good presentnent of Mar-got herself. Beautiful al nost
beyond reason, she had burst into his life with a radiant surge of enotion that carried both of
them soari ng above the turnoil of a devastating victory and nuch of the disastrous peace that
followed it.

Unfortunately, the nmetaphor extended all too well into the present, for he could no nore have
checked her inexorable descent into tragedy than he coul d have stopped the liner fromhis perch on
t he enbassy rooftop

He | aughed grinmly at the thought, but only for a nonment. Once, he'd actually believed in such
nmracl es—she'd taught hi mhow. Tonight, however—years ol der and a war w ser—he had conme to the
i rrevocabl e conclusion that sone things were beyond even the power of |ove itself.

He absently peered over the wall at the terraced gardens below. Did he still love her? In al
honesty, he could no |onger claimwhat he felt was |love. During her years of virtual confinenent
in the Torond, profound changes had cone over their rel a-
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tionship. First, there was Rodyard hinself. The child's very existence finally brought to an end
the few stol en nonents he and Margot had once nanaged to share. Clearly, neither realized how nuch
those all-too-brief rendezvous neant at the time. They were nearly everything, now that he thought
about it—the proni se of excitement and passion that could make | ong intervals of |oneliness al nost
bear abl e. And when those proni ses ceased, the relationship had inexorably begun to wther.

Early on, Brim had perceived the change in hinself through his growi ng attachment to Anna
Romanoff. And after sone reflection, he'd also cone to the conclusion that Margot's addicti on had
probably began with the sel fsane hopel essness—assum ng, of course, that she had truly returned his
love in the first place. In any case, the Time Wed had been a last straw. At sonme point follow ng
the Leaguer's debacle of a "neeting,"” he'd bid a sad farewell to the dreamthat was Princess
Mar got Effer' wyck.

He pulled the collars of the jacket tighter around his throat. A chill mdnight wi nd was now
blowing in off the lake, and his tired eyelids told himit was tine he turned in. He neant to do
the best job he possibly could in the com ng race—too nmany people were counting on himto w n.

Back in his room he took Margot's ring and chain fromaround his neck, then dropped theminto
the bottom pocket of his duffle bag. He could neither | ook at them nor throw them away. They were
all that remai ned of a beautiful woman he once held dearer than his own life. The bl onde he'd seen
snoki ng Ti reWeed was cl early soneone he didn't know-and had no desire to neet.
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CHAPTER 8
Anna Romanof f

After his previous night's m sadventures and wenching enotion, race day itself was nore or |ess
an anticlimax to Bri m—even discounting LaKani s magnificent new | akesi de conplex with its sweeping
grandstands, glittering nmultitudes, and warships fromevery known dom ni on. Goi ng agai nst
tradition, LaKam-very noticeable by his unexpected absence—-had previously decreed that the prior
year's victor would fly first. Consequently, conpetition for 52006 opened with the takeoff of
Danpi er's new DA. 72, the rel ease of one hundred thousand multicol ored balloons, and at |east (it
seened) as nmany | oudspeakers braying "Ch Grand and d orious,"” the Torond' s brassy national anthem

Primarily a renake of |ast year's successful entry, the graceful little Danpier put on a rousing
performance at the inpressive average speed of 82M Li ght Speed under the first-rate Hel mnsnanshi p of
H. G Esslingen, Captain, StarFleet of the Torond, and made |andfall amid wild cheering fromthe
hone grandst ands.

For Brim who was watching fromthe Inperial shed, the heat was especially encouragi ng. He was
certain that the DA 72 woul d be one of only two real conpetitors. Even with heating problens, his
M5 could fly all day at alnost eighty-six. That left only Valentin who m ght threaten genuine
conpetition for the M5. And, as he had so often said hinself, the actual race al one would
determine a winner. Fromintelligence briefings, he
209
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knew t hat once Ganthei sser engineers | earned how fast Valerian's new ship could fly, they were
forced to radically uprate their new GA 209V before the ship had even conpleted its initial space
trials. It appeared, however, that their efforts had been blessed with success—so far as
conventional Drives were concerned. The new Gant hei sser GA 209V-3 had an estinmated top speed in
the range of 85Mto 87M Li ght Speed.

Fortunately, froman Inperial standpoint, the hard-pressed Ganthei sser engi neers had achieved
this inpressive speed by taxing an ol d design considerably beyond its maximumlimts. Sodeskayans
at Krasni-Peych predicted that the nowfragile Leaguer Drive could easily fail, especially at high
velocities, unless it was handled with extreme care. A clunmsy hand on the controls woul d nost
assuredly prove di sastrous. Neverthel ess, because the GA 209V-3 was al so entirely capable of race-
Wi nning velocities, Brimhad to take the Leaguer entries quite seriously.

Thanks to Rogan LaKarn, whose condition at the tine was still a conplete nystery, the League's
performance capabilities were soon reveal ed. Kirsh Valentin, runner-up in the previous year's
race, took off next. And not surprisingly, the Torond's boosters in the honme grandstands
acconpani ed his departure with the sane euphoric Pandenoni umthey'd bestowed on their own entries
| ess than a nmetacyck previously.

Brimcrossed his arnms glumy, wondering how long it had taken for state security forces to free
what remmi ned of LaKarn and his masters fromlast night's debacle. Wth a great nmental effort, he
forced the awful picture of Margot Effer'wck fromhis mnd. In a lot of ways, he hoped he hadn't
killed the zukeed who call ed hinsel f her husband. He very much wanted the pl easure of choking him
agai n sonmeday. Perhaps a nunber of tines!

Abruptly, his grimreverie was interrupted by Usis and Bor-odov. "Good norrow, WIf Ansor," the
ol der Bear said gently. He had dressed for the races in an elegant gray pin-striped suit with w ng
collars and a black bowtie. "W had thought to | eave you in peace because of the recent
difficulties you have encountered," he started, "but it seened wiser to informyou that your
friend Valentin has encountered m schance on his second |ap."

"What happened?" Brim asked as he watched the nunber
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two Gant heisser taxi out onto the water. "It looks like they' re sending |Inge G oener up for an
alternate heat."

Dressed in the Sodeskayan Hone Guard uniformof a full Colonel, Usis peered out over the water
through a set of tiny translating binoculars. "That appears to be correct,” he affirned.
"BEvidently, Valentin overstressed his Drive. Probably he was unnerved by last night's activities.
We estimate he manhandl ed the controls, with predictable results.”

Brimfelt a dull current of anxiety replace his previous excitenment. Was the word out? Had he
actually killed LaKarn? Was he not a fugitive froma nurder charge? "How did you find out about
| ast ni ght?" he asked.

"In spite of an unfortunate treaty," Ursis explained quietly, "many Sodeskayan intelligence
organi zations still operate as a unit with their Admralty counterparts.”
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"Those units of the Adniralty that we can still trust," Boro-dov added darkly.
"Be that as it may, WIf Ansor," Ursis continued, "your secret is safe with us. In fact, we
conpl ai ned concerni ng your safety when Drumond di scussed his plans with us yesterday. Wat he
does not know is that we al so depl oyed a detachnent of special forces—from our own enbassy—to back
his operation. You were nuch safer than you knew, ny furless colleague," he chuckl ed, "even when
you did such a splendid job on their chauffeur."
"Thank you, friends," Brimsaid with real feeling. "Do you have any word on LaKarn, hinself?"
"W have," Borodov answered. "You and he are both fortunate after last evening's folly," he
grow ed quietly, "although it is not clear that he will ever regain his forner state of good
health." The Bear | ooked penetratingly into Brims eyes. "Healing nachines can acconpli sh wonders,
as you well know, WIf Ansor." he said. "But they cannot work mracles. And you |l eft the Baron
nmuch cl oser to death than even you coul d have inagi ned."
Bri mshook his head slowy. "Thanks, Doctor," he said after a little while. "That's been a
consi derable worry."
"All snow nelts when necessary, WIf Ansor," Ursis said. "Considerations anong true friends tend
to even out over the space of a lifetine."
During the next netacycle, Goener—learly handling her
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tricky controls with special concern—raanaged to finish the course at an average speed of 83.88M
Li ght Speed. And that finished the race, so far as Bri mwas concerned. Unless one of the snaller

societies cane up with an extrenely fast nmachine, the race was nearly his. Al he had to do was

fly with the sanme care as had Groener, and the Inperial Starflight Society would gain possession
of the Mtchell Trophy!

Toward evening with the night's revelry already underway in the city's lavish nightspots and
LaKanmi s huge grandstands popul ated only by handfuls of true racing enthusiasts, Brimconpleted his
pret akeoff checklist at the tail end of a field of last year's al so-rans. None had | ooked
particularly threatening; all performed in nuch the same manner. Now, as he taxied out over Lake
Garza toward the start pylons, he didn't particularly care if everyone abandoned the grandstands.
Anna Romanoff's stormtardy liner had finally arrived that afternoon, and she was wat chi ng.

The racecourse defined by LaKarn's SAT (Starflight Association of the Torond) was conventionally
triangular in shape and defined by three solitary, type-G stars: Mntroyal, Hellig-Oav, and
Met aGama. Entry to the circuits portion of the race was close by Montroyal, nearest of the three
to Horblein at 375 light-year's distance. Fromthere, a long straightaway of 330.72 |ight-years
stretched to Hellig-dav, where a sharp turn introduced the shortest |eg of 113.48 |ight-years.
Following this, a gentle curve around MetaGanma and a second | ong strai ghtaway of 254.24 1ight-
years returned the course to its entry point. Ten laps plus the round-trip to the start/finish
line at Horblein defined a conplete race.

Brimgot off to an excellent start fromthe pylons, carried out a clinbing turn, and thundered
over the grandstands with the K-P generators crooning in his ears. Soon afterward, he passed
within visual sight of the flickering 614-G narker satellite, then transitioned fromgenerators to
Drive as if he were flying a machi ne proven over years of successful operation. On his way to the
circuits, however, he found it difficult Iining up on Montroyal because of the narrow forward
Hyperscreens, so he cut to an extrene inside track and took the curve in a vertical bank, close to
the star's fiery surface where his field of vision was better in spite of the glare. And except
for opening his trajectory
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somewhat to avoid fouling a timng station mdway along the first strai ghtaway, he renained on the
inside track, no matter how nuch nore dangerous it was to fly. Turning snoothly around Hellig-

A av, he cane out on a perfect |line down the course, then bunted past MetaGana and poured on full
energy toward the starting point again. Wen he conpleted the lap, his conputed speed canme out to
be 90M Li ght Speed, an unofficial record!

And his second lap was faster still at 90.27M Li ght Speed. Wth two hairpin turns to negoti ate,
it was clear that his speed in a straight |ine nust be approachi ng 100M Li ght Speed!

In the mddle of the third |ap, however, unanticipated trouble struck sonewhere aft with a bell-
like clang. It was i mediately followed by violent shudders that rattled the spacefrane. Miltiple
indicators turned red at the sanme time, opening a data dial ogue on his Drive-status panel that
i ndi cated the crystal housi ng had unseal ed.

Did the bastard Voot never sleep?
Biting his lip, he skewed the ship sideways for a nonentary | ook at his wake. Sure enough, a
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gl eami ng ri bbon of free electrons marked his path like a thin trail of snoke. He reduced power
straight off, and the vibrations disappeared, for the nbst part. Curiously, his indicated speed
seened unaffected

Agai n he skidded the ship sideways and miraculously the free-electron trail had virtually
di sappeared. It nmade sense. In conbat, he'd had shot-up crystal chanbers seal thensel ves—the
hellish reaction inside tended to weld small fissures closed by it own heat. Good | uck? Perhaps,
he thought as he conpleted lap four. Unfortunately, nothing, especially good luck, cane free. He
could indeed continue the race, but at the risk of a conplete power loss, with little or no
warni ng. At best, that would | eave himcareening helplessly off into space at nearly 100M
Li ght Speed. It nmight also sent himsnashing into one of the pylon stars before anyone coul d cone
to his rescue. And no hull in the known Universe could withstand direct collision with a star

He seriously considered aborting the race during the next laps, but the little M5 seened to be
running better with each circuit. H s average speed had already risen to nearly 90. 76M Li ght Speed.
How coul d he quit now?
In his days before the Fleet, he'd flown great, |unbering
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Carescrian ore barges every day. Mst of them had been so badly worn out and poorly maintained
that they made his partially crippled M5 seemas safe as an |G starliner. He shrugged. It was
all a matter of being careful that was everything. Besides, he could at |east count on a few
click's warning before all the systens failed at once.

Couldn't he... ?

Laps eight, nine, and ten passed at the incredible speeds of 92.5M Li ght Speed, 93. 8M Li ght Speed,
and 94. 1M Li ght - Speed, respectively. As Brimheaded toward Mntroyal for the last tine, he knew he
had flown a good race. In a few cycles, he would not only win the Mtchell Trophy, he was al so
going to set a record of truly historic proportions.

However, as he skimed the star and set course for the start/finish pylons at Rudol pho, his
W zard nmonentarily cut out—eonpletely. It picked up directly, but the brief episode gave hima
definite fright. Fromthat point, he flewwith his heart in his nmouth, keeping his thrust danper
nearly wi de open —and nearly nade it all the way back. Horblein's star, Gra-goth, nearly filled
his forward Hyperscreens when the Drive began stanmering again—this time badly. After only a few
monents, he knew for certain that the ship would soon run out of energy. Angrily smashing his fist
on the consol e beside him he cut power to the crystal

Not that he'd given up yet by any nmeans, but even with the best bl essing Lady Fortune could now
provide, things were going to be close. Imediately, the Hyperscreens ceased to translate, and a
whirling Universe of run-down photons bl azed through the clear crystals in the wild kal ei doscopes
of color. Ginding his teeth, he disregarded the dizzying phenonmenon and concentrated on his
readouts. He'd been in tight situations before and so, as long as he didn't panic, odds were that
he'd survive. Wth the Drive off, he could at |east count on sone energy for the gravity
generators and steering engine. Enough to get himdown in relative safety. The trick now woul d be
trying to stay in the race. He'd already built a considerable | ead over the other ships. If he
didn't lose too nuch time in his actual |anding, he mght yet manage to win the trophy—er at | east
pl ace.

Now, however, he had to renmain patient while the Drivel ess ship bled off HyperVelocity and
coast ed down through the great
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Uni versal constant of LightSpeed. Biting his |lip, he watched the readouts. Timng was everything,
now. The LS nmeter was nearly down to unity. Therel!l

I nedi ately, vision in the forward Hyperscreens cl eared and he activated both gravity
generators. Ahead, Horblein's curve had already flattened into a horizon, and a voi ce began
calling into his helnmet receivers: "lInperial Mfive, Rudol pho tower. Please report. Inperial M
five, Rudol pho Tower. Please report."”

"Rudol pho tower, this is Inperial Mfive," he answered, peering through his Hyperscreens.
"Please hold for position report.”™ Of in the distance, nearly | ost against the blue of the planet
itself, a ruby pinpoint winked in an odd rhythm He drew a snall tube fromthe starboard consol e
and ainmed its open end at the light. Inmrediately, a text readout on the closed end displ ayed:
LAYER 32 / LI GHTWARD HEM SPHERE / K-VAIL 1278 BUOY, LEVEL 19

"Rudol pho Tower, Inperial Mfive Alpha is within layer thirty-two, lightward of K-Vail one two
seven eight..., flight level nineteen.”

"I nmperial Mfive Al pha, we have you now. Are you declaring an energency?"
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"Rudol pho Tower, Inperial Mfive will notify you when and i/an enmergency is decl ared. Request
i medi at e cl earance racecourse start/finish."

"l-inmperial Mfive, Rudol pho Tower clears inmediate racecourse start/finish. Wnd zero two two
at one five."

"I'nperial Mfive. Thank you." After that, there was little tine for anything but judgnment and
refl exes. Wthin a few cycles, the lights of Rudol pho were in sight over the nose. Unfortunately,
hi s unpl anned approach to the planet denied himthe straight-in |anding he night have chosen had
he been powered and under control all the way. First, he would have to pass over the start/finish
pyl ons going the wong way, then nake a sharp turn to reverse his bearings and finish the course
in the proper direction.

Agai n, however, the relatively small size of the M5 s Hyperscreens forced himto fly nuch | ower
than he normally would have in other circunstances. He had no margi n of safety as he ski med al ong
just below the tips of the huge, glinmmering pylons, follow ng the |ong beams of his |anding
lights. In a flash he was past and practically bending the ship around in a
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vertical bank to reverse his direction, delicately playing the controls while Valerian's
spaceframe creaked and groaned fromthe vicious gravity torquing. He had only managed to cone
through half his arc when the generators stunbl ed, struggled raggedly onward for the blink of an
eye, then tripped off conpletely. The tiny cabin went utterly silent—and dark

Morments |later, his M5 smashed onto the surface of the water in a thundering cascade of inky
wat er, throwing Brim painfully against his energency seat restraints. Again... and again... and
again the ship skipped and cartwheel ed across the dark surface of the | ake before it cane to rest,
bobbing low in the water nearly half a c'lenyt fromthe pyl ons—and any chance of even placing in
the race.

Wil e a hovering rescue vessel took up station above him Brimsuffered every agony of self-
condemmati on and disgust. Wuld the Krasni-Peych engi neers ever believe he hadn't over-stressed
the Drive? How coul d they conclude otherwise with the terrific speeds he had been nmaki ng? And what
would Nik Usis and Dr. Borodov think of hinf He knew how accurate K-P' s cal cul ati ons al ways
were—and he knew for a certainty that if there had been a fault, it nmust have been his. Poor Anna
Romanof f .she had travel ed across half a Universe to see himmake an utter fool of hinself.

So near yet so thraggling/ar!

He was sl unped miserably in the cockpit, shaking his head and dreadi ng the probe he knew woul d
foll ow when an Inperial notor |aunch drew up alongside in a glare of powerful floodlights. Usis
and Valerian were anong the wildly gesticulating crew, waving at himexcitedly, full of enthusiasm
and snmiles. And they were cheering. For the life of him he couldn't understand why. Pushing open
the hatch, he stuck his head out and sourly demanded to know what all the hullabal oo was about.

"About ?" Ursis asked with a huge grin on his face. "Since when is winning the Mtchell Trophy
not a propitious tine for raising hullabal oos?"

"Yeah," Val eri an whooped. "Wy the long face, Brinf? At ninety-one M LightSpeed you beat G oener
by nore than seven Ms. That's not good enough for you or sonething?" Wth that, he popped the
cork froma magnumthat pronptly erupted in a stream of bubbling meem and unerringly arced its way
to the top of Brinis head.

e AMfetiw
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"Voots's greasy beard!" the disheartened Carescrian groused, ducking inside the hatch again,
where he was i nmedi ately showered by a second stream of bubbling neemfroma sinmlar bottle
expertly ainmed by Ursis. Monents later, at |east three yellow clad ground-crew handl ers began
pouring nore neemin fromatop the fuselage. Then a hirsute paw thrust a fresh bottle through the
deluge, foanming fromits top.

"Drink, my furless friend!" Ursis booned. "It is not often one w ns anything by such a grand
margin. 'Gare ice and crag wolves cause stars to shine brilliantly in ice caves,' as everyone
knows!"

"l ce caves ny bloody assl"™ Brimshouted, angrily waving away the bottle as waves of foam ng neem
ran everywhere in the little flight bridge. "I thraggling lost this one. Didn't you see ne pass

t he xaxt dammed pyl ons going the wong way? | never even got to finish!"

Suddenly, Ursis stopped cheering and put a restraining hand on Valerian's chest. "Wit, ny
friends!" he roared. The sprayi ng neem stopped instantly. "WIf," the huge Sodeskayan said,
narrowi ng his eyes, "you do believe you | ost the race, don't you?"

"Xaxtdammed right,"” Brimspluttered, nopping his face with the great red handkerchi ef he kept in
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his battle suit pocket. "The drive unsealed in the niddle of the circuits, then gave out
completely on the way back. That's why | made | andfall fromthat directi on—ot because | planned
it that way. | was trying to get turned around when the generators failed, too. | haven't even
crossed the finish line yet!"

"Wl fuska," Ursis cried out with a pained |ook on his face. "No wonder you | ook so unhappy. Poor
furless human. No wonder you made such a... spectacular... landfall!"

"I don't need your pity," Brimgrunped, settling back miserably into a puddl e of cold neemthat
had coll ected on his seat.

"You can say that again, friend," Valerian said with a |opsided grin

Bri m| ooked up and scowl ed. "Don't you nake fun of ne, too, Mark," he protested. "I feel bad
enough about the whole thing all by nyself."

"But that's just it," Valerian protested. "You don't need anyone's pity because you, friend, are
still turned around."
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Bri m bl i nked and shook his head. "Wat do you nean?" he denanded.

"Look for yourself," Ursis said, pointing out fromthe |launch. H's huge grin had suddenly
returned. "You are still turned around—as you were when you flew through the pylons."

Bri mstuck his head through the hatch again and peered off toward the pylons. The race conpl ex
did seemto be on the wong side of the |lake! He frowned for a nonent, then clinbed out of the
hatch and stood with the ground handl ers, bal ancing atop the M5 s main fuselage. This time, he
studi ed the shoreline and... Voot's beard! |If Rudol pho was on that side of the I ake then... For an
instant, he faltered, and was i medi ately shored up by the handl ers. Shaking his head and squaring
hi s shoul ders, he took one nore | ook around the |ake, then | ooked down into the launch. "N k," he
said after considerable hesitation

"Yes?"
"You still got that bottle of bubbling neemw th you?"
"It has never been touched, WIfuska."

Brimgrinned. "In that case," he said, shaking off the two handlers "I'Il be right there...
whee!" Wth that, he | eaped off the M5 and plunged to the surface, rear end first in a terrific
spl ash of | ake water that utterly soaked everyone still in the launch. "Now, " he shouted, bobbing

to the surface and pulling hinself over the gunwale. "Let ne at the thraggling neem"”

Later, back at the shed, while riotous crowds of Inperials poured a second del uge of neem al
over himand the M5' s flight bridge (as well as thenselves), Brimhad the distinct pleasure of
knowi ng he'd caused two consecutive nights of profound discord in Rudol pho—and the second one
wasn't even a secret]

Not |ong afterward, Moulding took off and cooly annexed second place at a stewardly pace of nore
t han 88M Li ght Speed.

The foll owi ng norning, Brimstood on a dais beneath the winner's flagpole, dressed in a Fleet-
blue junpsuit and listening to an Inperial flag snapping overhead in a stiff breeze off Lake
Garza. He had little stomach for cerenoni al adul ation; his own nonment of triunph had come and
rapi dly gone the previous evening after he skipped his powerless M5 to a nobst startling

I
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victory followed by celebrations that |lasted the rest of the night. All he wanted now was a little
peace and quiet, preferably in the sole conpany of Anna Romanof f.

He gl anced at Toby Moul ding, standing in full uniformon a slightly |ower dais beneath the
second- pl ace fl agpole, and grinned. Always the aristocrat, his tall, handsone partner |ooked the
part of a chanpion, smling grandly at the nedia personalities that swarned |ike | ocusts around
the base of the flagpoles. Thank the Universe, Brimthought. At |east one |nperial ought to | ook
Iike a winner.

At his right, Greener braced under the Leaguer flag flying fromthe shortest pole. Waring a
Controller's uniformdevoid of any but the npst basic insignia, she | ooked neither right nor
| eft—Aor did she smle. For Leaguers, anything except first place equated with absol ute defeat.

He endured on the dais for nearly half a netacycle before the nedia had enough. Then he was gl ad
to steal off and sit on a | akefront bench for nearly a netacycle while Romanoff threw crunbs to a
noi sy flock of waterfow . It was the high point of his day. Especially when the breeze
occasionally provided himw th an enhanced vi ew of her shapely |egs.

Al'l too soon, however, an enbassy officer ferreted themout. After that, it was a perpetua
sequence of parties and receptions until he and Romanoff enbarked on separate starliners to
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opposite ends of the Enpire. Shaking his head in irony, he was forced to adnmt that Hanna Notrom
had i nadvertently made an inportant point for herself: he was paying an awful price for w nning
the Mtchell Trophy!

Bedecked with patriotic ornanentation befitting a significant national victory celebration, the
cavernous War Menorial Hall in Avalon was literally janmed by Inperial aristocracy—any of whom
had never bothered with the Inperial Starflight Society until WIf Brimbrought hone its first
M tchell Trophy. Once disdained for his lowy origins, today the Carescrian was an honored
associ ate anong sone of the Enpire's wealthiest and nost powerful individuals. He sat dressed in
formal evening wear at a special engineering table, directly across the dance floor from Prince
Onrad and the Table of Principals. On his left, as his personal guest, was the renarkable Anna
Romanoff in a daringly | ow cut apricot party dress, her huge

mar
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brown eyes soberly observing the whole affair as if it were sone exotic wildlife exhibition
O hers at the engineering table included NNk Usis, Dr. Borodov, Mark Valerian and his wife
Cherie, plus a nunber of scientific lumnaries vital not only to the 1SS but to the I|nperial
government itself.

Long after an el egant banquet, the seemingly interninable awards cerenpny was at |ast w nding
down with a final congratulatory address by Onrad hinself. Earlier, Brimhad been startled by
receiving one or two mnor awards hinself that had caused Ronanoff's eyes to glow with reflected
pride. Now he was | ooking forward to the end of the |ong cel ebrati on—perhaps even escaping the
crowd for a few private nmetacycles with his | ovely conpanion. Universe knew he'd waited patiently
for that opportunity.

Even at the tail end of the I ong awards cerenony, lusty appl ause and cheering greeted the
conclusion of Onrad's address. Brimjoined in tardily, hoping no one would notice he'd been
daydream ng, but Ronmanoff had clearly caught him Her eyes were dancing with |aughter and her
mout h had taken on the nysterious little snmle she sonetines wore that both veiled and reveal ed so
much of her conplex personality. He was about to suggest that they steal off for the nearest exit
when the room suddenly qui eted again, and when he turned toward the speaker's table, the Prince
was hol ding his hand up for silence. At the same tinme, Ceneral Zapt appeared behind the podi um
with a Fleet cloak over his arm Romanoff net Brinmis glance and her eyebrows raised in question.

The Carescrian could only shrug inmpatiently and roll his eyes. "I have no idea,"” he whispered,
"but enough is enough. Anna, | think we're victins of sone horrible conspiracy...." Then with a
hel pl ess shrug, he settled back in his chair, arns crossed in a defiant attitude.

"Before | dismiss this celebration,"” Oirad declared with nmuch gravity, "one final award renains.
A special award, personally designated by ny father, Geyffin IV. And though it is not even
mentioned in your prograns, to nmy way of thinking, it is perhaps the nost inportant of all."

He paused dramatically while a rustle of excited whispers swept the room Cearly, the Prince
had caught nost of his audi ence conpletely off guard.

"This particular award," he continued presently, "is not ten-
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dered so nuch for racecourse activities as for other services to the Enpire—although acquisition
of the Mtchell has certainly been part of our consideration." He paused again, this tine
frowning. "Mreover, in many ways it can not be considered an award at all. Rather, | think, it is
the righting of a wong, or the correction of a particularly unfortunate bl under."

When Onrad paused this tine, the rustle of conversation becanme nmuch nore pronounced. "Finally,"
he continued presently, "this award will al so have an inportant secondary effect, because it wll
serve notice to ClGAs everywhere that we do intend to permanently secure the Mtchell Trophy,
despite the fact that in winning, we now represent an irritant to their bel oved League rather than
the paean to peace that we were when all we could do was |ose!" During the |aughter that followed,
he pursed his lips angrily. "W can expect themto place every possible obstacle in our path," he
warned at length, "but we will prevaiir

After the appl ause that foll owed, Onrad nodded at General Zapt to bring the Fleet cape, which
bore the insignia of a Lieutenant Commander, then continued with his boom ng, rhetoric. At the
sanme tine, two protocol officers took position at either side of the podium one holding a pair of
regul ation white dress gloves on a peaked Fleet officer's cap, the other carrying a snmall box
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fashi oned froma dark wood

"Therefore," the Prince boonmed, "I sunmmon private citizen WIf Ansor Brimto the podi um once
nmore."” In the silence of the huge hall, his deep voice was |ike a runble of thunder

Brimstiffened—he'd half heard it too. "Was that, WIf Ansor BrinP" he asked under his breath.

"That's what / heard," Ronmanoff replied, a little snmle beginning to formon her |ips.

"You don't suppose there might be a couple of WIf Brins here?" he asked hopefully.

"I think he neans you" Romanoff declared, her snile suddenly expanding to a full-fledged grin.
"I don't recall seeing nore than one WIf Brimon any of the menbership lists.”

An orchestra had already struck up the rousing "Sunmmrit Noble" when Brimreluctantly got to his
feet, cast a nonentary glance of nock horror toward Romanoff, then set off across the dance fl oor
Spont aneousl y, the huge audi ence broke into
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ragged appl ause, which becane a rolling wave of thunder |ong before he reached the podium

When the wild acclaimfinally subsided, Onrad stepped to the front of the podiumand held the
Fl eet cloak before himas if he were a valet instead of a Crown Prince. "WIf Ansor Brim" he
procl ai med, "by direct mandate of Hi s Majesty Geyffin IV, Gand Galactic Enperor, Prince of the
Reggi o Star Cluster, and Rightful Protector of the Heavens, | hereby conscript you into the
Imperial Reel with direct pronotion to the rank of Lieutenant Conmander." As the hall erupted once
nmore into thunderous appl ause, the Prince notioned with his head. "WIf," he shouted above the
noise, "I'll be proud if | can place this on your shoul ders nysel f."

Stunned, Brimcould only nod and turn his back. He felt the weight of a Fleet cloak after nearly
five years. Alnost instinctively, he turned to the protocol officer on his left, placed the peaked
uni formcap on his head (a perfect fit), and struggled into the white gloves. Then he cane to
attention, turned on his heel to face Onrad, and sal uted. "Lieutenant Commander WIf Brim
reporting for duty as ordered, Your Majesty,” he said, desperately fighting enotions that
threatened to crack his voice |like a school boy's.

"Wl come hone, Commander," Onrad replied in a voice that carried throughout the great hall. He
was clearly struggling with his own enotions while he returned Brims sal ute.

Once nore, the throng erupted in thunderous appl ause and cheering, but this time, Brimturned
and saluted them At a distance, Anna Ronanoff appeared to have buried her nose in a
handker chi ef -but then, so did both Ursis and Borodov.

Considerably later, Onrad held up both hands for silence, but a lot of tine passed until the
appl ause once nore faded. "I shan't keep any of you too nuch longer," he proclained at |ength,

"but there are two nore presentations to be nmade before this evening is conplete.” He notioned to
the other protocol officer who stepped forward and opened the wooden box he held. "First," he
announced, reaching into the box to retrieve a nmedal, "there is the matter of a missing Oder of
the Inperial Comet-which | personally pinned on Conmander Brim s uniform at G nmas-Haef don some
years ago." He frowned with nock gravity as he fastened the small pin to Brinls cape. "Next
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time you | ose one of these,
one yoursel f."

"Thank you, Y-your Majesty," Brim stanmered.

"Finally," Onrad declared, again to the general audience, "an Enperor's Cross." He reached once
again into the wooden box and w t hdrew an eight-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,

GREYFFI N 1V, GRAND GALACTI C EMPEROR, PRI NCE OF THE REGE O STAR CLUSTER, AND RI GHTFUL PROTECTOR OF
THE HEAVENS

Openi ng the sash, he placed it around Brim s neck. "Wen you have a chance," he whi spered, "notice
the serial nunber. W managed to | ocate your original decoration." Then he sniled. "But don't ever
pawn it again; Ceneral Zapt will have you killed. It took nmost of his staff a week to track it
down." Then he grinned. "All right, Commander," he said. "I think |I've kept you and Anna Romanof f
fromeach other |ong enough. Report to the Admiralty personnel office during the next day or so
and get your admin work straightened out. And when you're ready, it's back to your old job with
the 1SS."

"Aye, your Mjesty," Brimreplied, saluting smartly. Then, turning on his heel, he retraced his
steps to the engineering table—anid still another round of deafening appl ause. Strangely, Brim
never could remenber the concl uding monents of the program After one | ook into Anna Romanoff's
eyes, all he could hear was the pounding of his own heart.

he grunped so only Brimcould hear, "you'll have to pay for the new
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On their way through the vast foyer, Brim and Romanoff found thensel ves nobbed by a glittering
array of well wi shers who then urged themto attend nore private parties, in addition to the
nunmerous witten invitations each had received in advance. Smling and shaki ng hands with throngs
of eternally prattling celebrity worshipers, it took themnearly three-quarters of a netacycle to
reach the luxurious little skinmer Romanoff kept in Aval on for her personal use. It was covered
with light snow. Brimhad opened the driver's door for her, but she put her hand gently on his
arm "You drive tonight, WIf," she said, her large brown eyes soft in the glow fromthe street
lights. "It's been a |l ong evening."

"Of course,"” he replied, follow ng her around the nose of the car to hold the passenger door
i nstead. As she slid inside, her
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skirt crept a considerabl e di stance above her knees. He tried to appear as if he hadn't noticed,
but he was woefully | ate.

"Li ke thenP" she asked with a provocative little snmile, peering critically at herself for a
monent before she snoothed the wayward dress back down to her knees.

Brimtook a deep breath. "You have beautiful legs," he said, feeling his face flush with
enbarrassnment. "l apol ogize for gaping the way | did."

"Well, | certainly hoped you'd notice," she said, looking himfrankly in the eye. Then, with an
i npudent | ook, she pulled the door shut.

Brimmade his way around to the driver's door with his heart beating considerably faster than it
had been nonments before. She'd never carried on that way before! But then, he considered while he
brushed snow fromthe wi ndshield, neither had he. In recent nonths, this delicately beautiful
worman, all tough and fragile at the same time, had becone al nost an obsession with him She was
never far fromhis nmnd. Lately, he'd stopped del uding hinself; he was genuinely in | ove—probably
for the very first time in his life. Fromthe beginning, Margot had never realistically been nore
than a hopel ess dream And his brief, fiery affair with C audia Val enont was the epitone of
wartime romance: all passion and little else. In those days, no one really expected to survive
nore than a few days at nost. He'd blundered into both relationships the way he waged war:
total |l y—and danm the consequences.

Anna Romanoff, on the other hand, was a different story altogether. She was real. And although
he didn't think he stood nuch of a chance with her, he did expect to |live for a few nore years.
Unfortunately, he reflected, a nore or less "normal"” relationship was new to him And because of
it, those once-disregarded consequences had becone absolutely daunting in significance. Wat if
he'd nmisconstrued her intentions just now? If he nade a pass at the wong tine, a worman |ike that
could rid herself of himwith a mere snap of her fingers—and then where would he be? In an utter
agony of indecision, he opened the door and took his place behind the controls. "Wll, Anna," he
asked, staring through the w ndshield because he hadn't the nerve to face her, "where will it be
tonight? We've got nore invitations than we can shake a stick at—as usual ."

Her answer, when it cane, was unexpectedly tinged with a
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sense of nelancholy. "I don't really know, WIf," she said after a | ong nonent of consideration
"Every one of them seens |ike a nandate—especially for a brand-new Li eut enant Conmander. "
Brimglanced at her wistfully. "If it were up to ne," he said, "lI'd just as soon stay here in
the parking ot with you." He shook his head. "W've logged a ot of time together this past year
you and | —but I'Il bet we haven't been alone for nore than a hal f-metacycle."
She nodded, watching through the snow powdered wi ndow while a few stragglers glided toward the
exits, their running lights blurred by the softly falling snow. "I wonder if they all live

frantically like that," she nused absently, then turned to study him "D d you really nean you'd
rather sit in a parking lot with ne than go to those parties?" she asked presently.
Bri m nodded. "Yes," he replied, "I did."

"Even though it's now politically inportant for you to attend as nany of them as you can
Conmander! "

"Sonehow, " Brimadmtted, "it's been a long tinme since anything has been so inportant as being
with you, Anna."

For long, silent noments, Romanoff studied his face in the darkness. Then, she seened to reach

sone conclusion. "WIf," she said with no further preface. "I've wanted you ever since that night
at Sherrington' s—ust before | lost nmy stupid nerve and wouldn't et you kiss ne. And | think you
wanted me, too. But since then, | haven't been able to make you interested again, at all. Not even

when | let ny skirt slide halfway up nmy thigh tonight.” Abruptly, she slid deeper in her seat and
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rai sed her hips. "Well," she said, this rine drawing the skirt all the way to her waist, "—f this
doesn't do it, |I guess I'lIl have to give up." She wore nothing underneath, and in the darkness of
the parking lot, her dark tangle of pubic hair stood out in frantic relief to the snooth whiteness
of her thighs. The tawny welt of a scar ran the length of her left hip.

Brimfelt his breath catch painfully in his throat. "S-sweet thraggling Universe, Anna," he
whi spered hoarsely as he took her in his arnms, "how could | have been such a fool ?"

"I was the fool," she said, making a little gasp as his cold hand gently probed between her
thighs, "—but | was afraid of losing you and..."
Bef ore she could finish, he covered her trenbling nouth
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with his owmn in a wet rush of tongues and teeth that left both of them gasping while he struggled
to kick his trousers off. Then, inpossibly, he found hinmself sliding onto her seat at the sane
time she clinbed into his |ap, her eloquent brown eyes peering into his very bei ng—as they had
nearly a year ago at Lys

"You'll soon enough find that you aren't the first," she whispered with a pensive little snile,
"—but for what it's worth, |'ve never |oved anyone before you, either."

Bri mwas about to open his nouth, but she placed a finger gently across his lips. "Later," she
whi spered. "Now, nothing matters except this..." Wth that, she reached behind her to guide him

then | owered herself until he was envel oped by a Universe of wet, swollen flesh. "Do it, WIf,"
she gasped urgently. "Do it now "

She remained in his lap long after their urgent sighs had hushed, making |love with her Iips and
tongue while she straddled his thighs. Utimtely, she took a deep breath, placed her hands on the
shoul ders of his Fleet cape, and peered intently into his eyes. "WIf Brim" she said with a
troubled l ook, "I'"mafraid that | have become very deeply in love with you lately, and |I'm not
quite sure howto handle it."

Brimfrowned for a nonent, then peered into her face. "You nean that?" he asked incredul ously.
"You're in love with meT

She | aughed quietly and | ooked down at her disheveled clothing. "You don't think I let just
anybody see nme like this, do you?" she asked, unhooking a badly stained skirt to hike it higher on
her hips. "Especially the scar. It's part of that linp 1 never admt to."

"It's a beautiful scar,” he whispered, "and whatever else it does, it gives you a wonderfully
sexy wal k." Then he shook his head and sighed. "You see, Anna," he said, fondling the firm
poi nted breasts that spilled fromthe top of her strapless dress, "l've been in love with you
too. I've known it for quite a while, now "

"You?" she gasped, "—n love with neT
"I's that so unreasonabl e?" he asked.

"I don't know," she said, frowning as if she were having difficulty with her thoughts. "Unti
this very nonent, / certainly thought it was." She raised the palns of her hands. "Wat could
possi bly of fer a genuine war hero—and Princi -
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pal Helnsman for the ISS. Wiy, you're known all over the gal axy. People even say you once had a
big thing going with Princess Margot Effer'wck herself. And I'monly a working stiff with a |inp,
renenmber? A weal thy one now, perhaps, but a ginpy working stiff, nonetheless." For a nonent, the
happi ness in her face clouded. "Wirk's about all | ever do anynore. That's why | sinply gave up
toni ght and deci ded that maybe you'd at |east make | ove once before you went back to your Fleet
and forgot about ne."

Bri m shook his head incredul ously. "Forget about you?" he whispered. "Anna, we've both been

wrong, then, because |'ve felt pretty nuch the sane way about you. | was afraid you coul d never
care for ne because you are so successful and influential."

"Maybe | amnow, WIf Brim but when | started out, | was poor as a street beggar. This linp of
m ne: when | was a child, | couldn't walk at all. There was nothing wong with ny hip that a

heal i ng machine couldn't fix, but at the time there were no credits for that kind of advanced
treatment. So ny nother hired a |ocal street quack to carve on nme. And he didn't do a bad job,

considering. | can wal k—pretty well, too, considering that you thought nmy |inp was sexy. So when |
finally did have the credits to get nyself fixed properly, | had neither the tinme nor the
inclination—+'d learned to live with it. WIf, dearest, |I've had to fight for everything | have.

I''ma nobody."
"You' re dammed special to ne, Anna Romanoff,"” Brim exclained. "Wiy, since | net you, |'ve been
afraid that you wouldn't have anything to do with nme at all. If you think Mar-got Effer'wck is
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daunti ng, how about nme conparing nyself with sormeone |ike Wvern J. Theobol d? | nmean, Lixor's a
whol e hell of a lot nore inpressive than Carescria.”

Ronmanof f took a deep breath and gl anced down to watch his hands still gently stroking her
breasts. "Probably | shouldn't admt it," she said, "but the inpressive M. Theobold from Lixor
has never gotten very much farther than what you are doing right now He's sexy, but | don't |ove
him"

"Poor bastard," Brimsaid devoutly. "He's missed a great lay."

"I, on the other hand, have not," she giggled with a happy grin. "And those tal ented hands of
yours have put nme in the nood for nore, WIf Brim" She kissed himsoftly on the
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mouth. "If we really are in love with one another, then there will be a thousand tonorrows when we
can rationally work out our relationship. But tonight—this norning, rather—+ am mnmuch nore

i medi ately interested in good ol d-fashi oned sex.” Pulling her bodice over her breasts, she raised
her hips and, |eaning her shoul der on the door, drew up her knee. "Now, |over," she said, "if you
woul d slide yourself back to the driver's seat and pull on your trousers, 1 know a place where we
can continue this wonderfully iniquitous recreation with me Iying confortably on ny back, in a
bed, instead of pumeling ny head on- the roof of this skimrer. How does that sound to you?"

Brimonly |laughed as he slid behind the controls. "lIs that answer enough, ny beautiful |ady?" he
asked, indicating his lap. "lI'd go anywhere to be iniquitous with you."

"In that case, we'd better hurry,"” she declared with a happy grin, "because if it's true that
War Menorial Hall here is used nearly every day of the week, then | for one amgoing to be very
enmbarrassed when the parking ot begins to fill in the norning while we're still iniquitizing, so
to speak. It's been a long tinme since anybody's filled me the way you can, WIf Brim and
haven't even begun to get enough.™

Li eut enant Commander WIf Ansor Brim I.F., pulled his Fleet cloak closer around his neck and
treaded thoughtfully up the slush-covered narble staircase that fronted Aval on's i nposing
Admiralty Building. His nost recent visit nearly five years earlier had been one of intense
personal anguish: a final debriefing after they'd revoked his conmission. Now as he glanced at the
massi ve granite building above him all the old tornent seened to fade into an insignificant past.
He was back in uniformand eager to resunme the only career that had ever mattered to him the
Fl eet .

At the topnost | anding, he stopped. From outward appearances, nothing about the old place seened
to have changed that much. Behind himin Locorno Square, traffic still careened wildly around the
lofty statue of Admiral Condor Benus, assaulting his ears with the sounds of a city energetically
directing comrerce throughout half a galaxy. Overhead, dirty gray clouds still shared the city sky
wi t h wheel i ng squadrons of noisy pidw ngs. The flocks thensel ves, he consi dered, night
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have becone a trifle smaller, but individually, the birds were as filthy as ever. The steps bore
nmute w tness.

Mounting the |last staircase, he braced hinself for changes he knew he woul d encounter behind the
great metal doors. It was a changed world he was about to reenter. Five years ago, the Cl GA was
only beginning to flex its muscle within a host organization that was still principally conposed
of warriors—men and wonen who coul d prevail against the best the League could field. Now, that
situation was alnost totally reversed. Cl GA advocates had becone a najor force in nearly every
Admiralty program planned or extant—and they nercilessly rooted out every "throwback" who
attenpted to resist their efforts to secure peace by disabling the Inperial Fleet.

Wien he was precisely four paces fromthe center entrance, two of the four w ndbl own guards
shapped to attention while the others yanked open the doors. Brimstrode through the entrance
wi t hout breaking stride. Only old Admiralty hands knew how to do that; invariably, every one el se
st opped. Laughing at hinself, he wi shed Romanoff were there to share the little victory with him

Inside, the Great Foyer and Menorial Court were as little changed as the facade, even to the
slight tinge of nustiness Brimhad always half blaned on his imagination. Fanmiliar nurals
heroically characterized the sanme historic victories as al ways, and the vast oval floor was still
crowded by legions of strutting military politicians. At one tine, Brimhad believed that nost of
themwere actually on their way to sonmething inportant (indeed, during the war years, sone few
m ght really have been). Now, he couldn't hel p | aughi ng under his breath. The pl ace | ooked
enbarrassingly like the self-conscious terminal in Tarrott!

Brim s objective, the Central Directorate for Personnel, had noved from what he renmenbered as an
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insignificant suite in a sub-basenent into a whole wing of the eighth floor. He shrugged as he
pushed his way through the crowded corridors, searching for the Records Division to authenticate
his updated portfolio. He supposed that Personnel's expansion accurately reflected the Admralty's
new directions: they were now in the business of caring for people rather than projecting an
Enpire's mlitary nmuscle. Probably, he reflected, it was a wise direction
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to follow The ClGAs had seen to it that a huge portion of that nuscle already had been sent to
t he shi pbreakers.

Standi ng on tiptoe, he finally spied the Records office and pushed his way through the nmilling
throng toward it, arriving only three-quarters of a nmetacycle later than he'd planned. After this,
he waited in line for nearly a nmetacycle nore until he finally reached a counter manned by two
bored civilian clerks who noved so slowy that he seriously wondered if they m ght be cl oset
Ti meWeed addi cts on sone particularly vicious bender. He had just begun to patiently explain his
purpose when a full Captain rudely el bowed himaside and literally dragged a youngi sh-1 ooki ng
Subl i eutenant to the counter

"Dear boy," the captain said to the clerk, "this particularly talented young person is to be
assigned to ny personal staff immediately. Do you understand? | shall wait...."

The man's voice had a sonehow famliar ring to Brimwho, by now, was so irritated he could chew
hullmetal. Ginding his teeth angrily, he grudgingly admtted that returning to the Fleet did have
its drawbacks. Had sonething |like this happened to himas a civilian, he'd have decked the Captain
in the blink of an eye. Now, once nore part of arigidly controlled military hierarchy, he
swal | owed his pride and waited silently with the rest.

"Captain Anmherst," the clerk said presently, with a | ook of honest apprehension on his face.
"Ah, sir, ah, y-your personal staff is already over by three persons.”

Brims ears pricked up. Amherst! That was where he'd heard the voice before! Hi s eyes narrowed
whil e he craned his neck to see the Captain's face, and... he was not nmistaken. It was indeed
Puvi s Amherst, the haughty young Li eutenant whose utter callousness and cowardi ce had nmade Brims
life utterly nmiserable while they served together on |.F. S. Truculent. Arherst was al so son of
retired Lord Rear Admiral Quincy Yarell Amherst, which-so far as Bri mwas concerned—aent a | ong
way toward expl ai ni ng how such a poor excuse for an officer had risen to the exalted rank of
capt ai n.

"Well don't tell me about the problem" Anmherst snapped irritably to the clerk, "—fix it!" Then
he turned to snile affectionately at the young Sublieutenant "You will love it here in the
Shi pbreaking Directorate, Lieutenant. W are such a close-knit famly."
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The beautiful young bl ond man bl ushed. "Onh, of course, Captain," he said.

Brimdrumed his fingers on the wall. Anmherst! The niserable zukeed was clearly heavier and
bal der than he'd been aboard old Truculent, but he was still recognizable for all that. H s cheeks
and chin sagged |like those of a man who no | onger bothered to keep his body fit, and his skin had
becone office-building sallow. But clearly the Arherst personality had survived intact. Even here
in the Records Ofice he managed to rub everyone the wong way. Basically, Puvis Anherst was
totally indifferent to anyone's needs save his own. And even worse, he clearly believed that he
had every right to be that way! True to form he quickly nmanaged to draw both clerks into the
fray. And not long afterward, the two |lines he had breached began to extend all the way into
anot her corridor. Through it all, however, the man conducted an ani mated conversation with his
effete young friend as if nothing at all were am ss.

Brimwested his thoughts fromthe mayhem he would have liked to inflict and concentrated on a
list of specifications for Valerian's new M6. Better to keep one's nouth shut than to | ose a
conmmi ssi on, he thought sourly—especially less than two days after that conmi ssion had been handed
back fromthe far side of oblivion. Leaning a shoul der against the office wall, he had begun
peering into a hol ograph of the M6's proposed Hel msnan's consol e when soneone roughly jostled his
arm

"It appears that you actually have wheedl ed your way back into uniform™ Amherst nuttered,
shaking his arm "1'd heard Onrad m ght do sonething to nake that happen."

Bri m| ooked up fromthe hol ograph and nodded. "You heard right," he said, "—day before yesterday
at the War Menorial Hall."

"Of course," Amherst said, shaking his head di sapprovingly, "the ISS celebration. Wll, you'd
better enjoy the linelight while you can, Carescrian. If the Cl GA has anything to say about
matters of governnent-which it does, believe ne—you'll soon find your silly racing funds cut to
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nothing." He raised his eyebrows. "The very idea of spending capital for something |ike that nmakes
my bl ood boil."

Bri m shrugged noncommittal ly, wondering what Anmherst would do with the funds if they were his to
al | ocate. He never put the question into words, however. There was little sense in
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provoki ng an argunent when what he really wanted was to flatten the man's nose

After a few nonents of enbarrassing silence, Amherst gave a sidelong glance at the
Subl i eutenant, then sneered at Brim "You don't have nuch nore to say than you used to aboard
Trucul ent, do you?"

"I haven't heard anything worth tal king about yet, Amherst," Brimreturned quietly.

"Captain Anherst, to you, Carescrian," the man sneered, "—and never forget it!"

Taki ng the Sublieutenant's arm he nodded toward Brim "It's obsolete refuse like this that
spoils today's Admiralty," he explained. "As fast as we force themout, sone fool |ike Onrad
brings them back again. Very frustrating."”

The young officer took a single glance at Brim s glowering countenance and i nmedi ately began to
study a display of enpty forms at the counter

"You'd better find this worth tal king about, Brim" Amherst continued presently, glaring at the
Carescrian as if he had just commtted sone particularly detestable outrage. "lInperial entries in
races like the Mtchell will soon be things of the past. There are better, nore politically
desirabl e uses to which such funds can be put. And" he added pointedly, "nowis no tinme to conpete
with the League and win."

In spite of hinself, Brimfelt his eyebrows rise. "Wiat do you nean by that, Amherst?" he
demanded.

"Captain Anherst!”
"Captain Amherst..."

"That's better, Brim You never have accepted your rightful place, have you?"

Brimground his teeth again. "No," he agreed. "I have not —€aptain."

By now, the two clerks seened to have their emergency under control, and indeed, the other |ine
had begun to nove again while the clerk in Brimis line appeared to be finishing things up rapidly.

"Eventually you'll catch on, Brim" Anherst sneered breezily. "Otherwise, we'll quickly get rid
of you again. And, to answer your question, the first thing you' d better learn is that we no
| onger conpete with the League. At all. That goes for you, in a personal sense, as well as the

obscenity you refer to as
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the 1SS." This tine, he glared in overt anger. "lInstead of naking vainglorious attenpts to
belittle our colleagues fromthe League—as you recently did in Rudol pho—your efforts should be
directed toward pronoti ng peace and cooperation.”

"Li ke what?" Brim asked.

"Li ke helping to reduce a bloated Inperial Fleet," he said, "—a Fleet that is clearly no | onger
necessary to the safety of the realm" He put his hands on his hips and | ooked at Brimas if he
were addressing a particularly stupid child. "Can't you understand that the Fleet, by its very
exi stence, acts as a trenendous obstacle to our work?"

Just then, the clerk finished. "Captain Amherst," he called from behind the counter, "we're
finished. Soon as you authenticate this, the Sublieutenant will be reassigned and your roster wll
be corrected."

Amherst turned his back on Brimas if he had sinply ceased to exist. "There now," he said to the
young officer, patting himon the shoulder, "you shall have no nore concerns about serving aboard
one of those absolutely dreadful military starships."”

"Ch, thank you, Captain," the Sublieutenant uttered with a | ook of admiration on his face. "I
simply couldn't have survived ..."

Smirking jovially, Amherst made his authentication, then, without a single word of thanks,
turned and strode fromthe office, his newy attached Sublieutenant struggling along in his wake.
At the door, he stopped and turned once again toward Brim "W shall watch you cl osely,
Carescrian,"” he said, glowering. "Qthers have attenpted to subvert the Cl GA and have suffered for

it." He grinned for a nonent. "In some ways," he said, "I should enjoy that. It would give ne
great pleasure to personally renmove you and all you stand for fromthe path of peace." Then, he
was gone

Presently, the clerk | ooked over his glasses at Brimand shook his head. "No of fense neant,
Commander, " he said, "but are you sure you want to go to all this trouble? If Puvis Anherst hates
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you the way | think he does, then you are on your way out—ight now "
Bri m gl owered and checked his new docurments in the displays. "Don't count on it, mister," he
said, authenticating the records one by one. "As we say in the race business, '"it's not
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over till it's over.""
started yet."

After treating hinself to an all-too-short interlude with Anna Romanof f —duri ng whi ch both he and
the alluring busi nesswonan began to sort out what pronised to be a relationship characterized, if
not hing el se, by frequent separations—Brimreturned to Atal anta, resum ng his ongoi ng enpl oynent
at the Fleet base and preparing for the next trophy race. Throughout the remai nder of the year, he
and Moul di ng both sacrificed countl ess weeks of their own tinme in travel to Sodeskaya and Rhodor
assisting in devel opment of the M6 and its control systens.

The rewards, however, were well worth their |levy. Long before race week, Sherrington's two new
creations had proven thensel ves as perhaps the nost naturally flyable starships ever. Painted dark

Then he | ooked the man directly in the eye. "And this race hasn't even

cobalt with diagonal blue, white, and red racing stripes applied to the main hull inmrediately
abaft the feed tubes, M6s were everything the M5s had started out to be, plus much, nuch nore.
At ninety-six irals overall, each was slightly longer than its predecessors and foll owed

Valerian's predilection for nultiple hulls. Two Admiralty NL-4053-D gravity generators were
mounted in teardrop outriggers joined to the needle-slimmin hull by Valerian's characteristic
"trousers." An uprated Wzard Drive (designated PV/16) rode the keel, cooled by external surface
radiators nearly twice the area of those on the M5. Forward, a redesi gned power systemreduced
the twin blisters covering its critically shaped feed tubes and produced nearly an eighth nore
energy in the same chanber volune. Its famliar-looking flight bridge was |ocated just aft of the
bow behi nd dramatically raked (and enl arged) Hyperscreen arrays, but inside, even the controls
were different, incorporating innovative concepts fromthe Admiralty's Living-Factors Design
Section that nade the new ships an absolute delight to fly.

They were, of course, incredibly fast. But just as inportant, they were reliable as well. Even
during early phases of the test program each of the little starships perfornmed with rock-solid
dependabi lity—the result of a conservative approach to refinenent of the M5's best
characteristics instead of attenpting a second quantum | eap in technol ogy.
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As it turned out, however, the ships were ready only in the barest nick of time. During the same
peri od, both Ganthei sser and Danpier had wasted little tine preparing their own advanced-
technol ogy racing craft, no doubt basing their designs on perfornmance paraneters obtained fromthe
sanme sort of espionage that supplied Sherrington designers with their benchrmark criteria.

This time, however, the conpetitors were operating froman extrene di sadvantage. \Wereas
Valerian's M6's ran on highly derated Drive systens—+esult of hopel ess cooling problens on the
little racers—designers fromthe League and the Torond had once nore boosted conventional, single-
| obe Drive technol ogy far past reasonable lints. And while both manufacturers had produced ships
that woul d be at | east conpetitive with the Sherrington entries, their propul sion systens were
also fragile in the extrene. It was widely runored that half the new Gant hei sser Drives hanmered
thensel ves into junk after only cycles of operation at speed, and top-secret docunents fromthe
Adnmiralty indicated that Praefect Mtta Bal bo had been killed during a takeoff that ended with a
sudden dive into Lake Garza. It was assunmed that an energy |eak nmay have entered the flight
bridge, and so extra insulation had been installed in the two remaining DA.72/c's. But like the
League's new GA 209V-5s, they were largely untried

Anna Romanoff was a fine-looking woman, with or wi thout benefit of clothes. The previous
eveni ng, she had once nore proven both to Brim first wearing a breathtaking white eveni ng gown
during the traditional reception hosted by Prince Onrad (at which both LaKarns were conspi cuously
absent), later clad only in perfume at the fashionabl e town house she maintained near the center
of Avalon's historic Beardnore district.

Again today—tittle nore than a netacycle before the cerenonies opening the Mtchell Trophy Race
in Aval on—nRearly every passing head turned in admration as she strolled on Brinis armthrough
charm ng formal gardens toward the Hy-perDrone at Al cott-on-Mersin. She was dressed for the
occasion in a stylish costume antique of the sheerest white crepe, consisting of a | ow bosoned
gown with a very high waistline —tittle nmore than a bust confiner. Its bodice at the w dest point
was only minimally deep and her narrow skirt draped all the
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way to the ground. Fitted over the very short bodice, she wore a doubl e-breasted jacket of
delicate white lace. Aflat, wide-brimmed straw hat trimred with delicate wi ndflowers was tied
about her cheeks with |l ong apple green ribbons, and she wore dainty white |lace gloves. Thin, |ow
slippers, also of apple green, conpleted the outfit. Early that norning, Brimhad been absolutely
dazzl ed wat chi ng her dress. The conservative busi nesswoman he'd first encountered three years
earlier in Atalanta had again vanished fromthe face of the Universe—at |east for the duration of
the races.

H storic Al cott Gardens thensel ves had been in continuous use since before the dawn of
interstellar flight. Located on a high bluff overlooking Irwin's Bay on Lake Mersin, the grounds
covered a quarter of a square c'lenyt and were dotted by filigreed pavilions, grandiose flora
di spl ays, and cascading fountains, all joined by an intricate network of paved footpaths. On this
particular nmorning, the fornal grandeur was greatly enhanced by soft puffs of fair-weather clouds
that dwarfed the great starliners thundering out anmong themfrom Grand Inperial Terminal, only
thirty c'lenyts distant.

Qut on the lake, twenty-five capital ships fromfifteen-odd dom nions hovered as if waiting for
a signal to commence warring again. Unfortunately, to Brims way of thinking, sixteen of them owed
al | egi ance to the League.

Aval on's Inperial HyperDrome was al nost as old as star-flight itself. Built on a spacious arc of
| akefront, it forned a vast stage for the col ossal natural arena forned by the bluffs separating
the gardens and the | ake. Two huge grandstands—set well back fromthe water and climate-
control | ed when necessary—di vided the extensive apron area into three distinct sectors housing al
ten gal actic domains that had qualified for this year's contest. Sheds for the Inperial Starship
Soci ety, the Nergol Triannic Starflight Society, the Starflight Association of the Torond, and the
A zurnian Starflight Institute—wa nners of the four previous years' races—were |ocated in the
center section. Entries fromthe | ess successful donai ns of Vukote, Beta Jagow, Prendergast,
Wyogl i n, Fluvanna, and Taras occupi ed the remai nder.

Bri m seated Ronmanoff in the Krasni-Peych box with Usis and Borodov, who were acting as
tenporary escorts to Mould-ing' s vol uptuous redhead. Then he hurried off through the
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noi sy, colorful throng for alift to the Inperial shed with Valerian in a Sherrington |inousine.

Following the traditional parade (in which Brimwas paired with Kirsh Valentin!) and
i nternm nabl e speeches by toothsone Inperial officials, the race at |ast got underway. Earlier
Prince Onrad had decreed that this year, the order of conpetition would be reversed. Therefore,
the contest began when an orchestra struck up the Tarian national anthem "All Hail the Crinig
Tree!" At the same time, blood green flags raced to the top of three flagpoles |ocated on the
Wi nner's dais in the center of the HyperDrome. Taras, a first-tine contender, fielded two odd-
| ooki ng starships that earlier had showed some prom se in practice heats. During the next
nmet acycl e and a hal f, however, they left no doubt in anyone's minds that soneone else would carry
home the Mtchell Trophy this year

The entry from Fluvanna—there was only one—fared considerably better, but came nowhere close to
the mini num qual i fyi ng speeds achi eved by many of the other domains. Both racers fromthe ten-star
cluster of Whoglin finished with respectable tinmes, as did those from Beta Jagow and Prendergast;
but the day ended on a note of tragedy when a starship from Vukote disintegrated in three terrific
expl osions before it had achieved nore than a c'lenyt of altitude. After protracted conferences
between I nperial safety officials and practically the whole Vucotian staff, the latter withdrew
fromconpetition and the day ended nearly two netacycles |ater than anyone had expected.

Wil e nost of Avalon imersed itself in parties of one kind or another that night, Brim and
Romanoff set off pronptly to her town house where they retired al nost i mMmediately with vows from
both sides that on the eve of such an inportant event, Brimshould sleep all the way through the
night, with no interruptions. They broke their vow only once-by urgent and nutual agreenent.

Conpetition resunmed the next norning with an outstandi ng exhibition of sportsnmanship when the
Bet a Jagow Starship society loaned a rare ingot of Relox-31 to desperate Fluvannian technicians.
The latter quickly applied nost of it to a | eaking power chanber in the needl eli ke Pagona PC. 7
they had entered, and shortly thereafter outstripped their benefactors by two
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pl aces in the final standings. Afterward, Woglin's entries bettered both by nearly 7.5M

Li ght Speed. Early in the afternoon, however, two sleek R autor MBC-32s piloted by A zum ans
effortlessly swept all previous conpetitors fromthe race, boosting the high average speed to
nearly 94M Li ght Speed, while sending a shock wave through nost of the racing conmunity. Brim
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gri maced when he heard the news. Any possibility of an easy victory had just evaporated, not only
for hinself but for his adversaries fromthe League and Torond who would fly next.

As Fleet intelligence had specul ated, Rogan LaKarn's uprated DA.72/c's flewwth Drive crystals
extravagantly over-stressed by new power plants installed at the |ast nonent by frantic Danpier
engi neers. Both Hel nenen gallantly conpleted the race in their treacherous machines, but the first
was seriously burned when the new insulation failed to keep stray energy fromthe flight bridge,
and the second ran at no nore than three-quarters power settings after a wildly erratic takeoff.
When they were finished, the Torond had managed only a poor second to A zurn's little R autors,
and as | ate afternoon waned into the cool ness of early evening, only the League stood between Brim
and anot her Mtchell Trophy.

The setting Triad of Asterious had turned Avalon's nightward horizon into |ayers of deep nauve
and pink as three black League banners shot to the top of the center flagpoles. Valentin raced
first, and alnost fromthe beginning his brutish Ganth-eisser 209 V-5 was dogged by trouble. Wile
he was still on the gravity pool, the enornous DB 601AR]J power plant refused to fully energize,
and his enbarrassed col |l eagues were forced to plead for an official time-out while squads of
technici ans sorted out the problem under dozens of bobbing hover-floods. Then, after little nore
than two | aps aloft, both plasma tubes delani-nated at the feed end, burning dead spots in the
crystal and forcing himfromthe race. Wthout sufficient power to make |andfall, he had to
abandon the badly scorched ship in orbit and return—gnomn ni ousl y—aboard an | nperial destroyer.

Only cycles after the first reports of Valentin's difficulties swept through the shed area, Brim
and Moul di ng sat on the edge of the Inperial gravity pool, watching through night glasses while a
hovering tracti on machi ne drew Groener's snow white Ganthei sser to the gravity pool, now
brilliantly lighted by
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| ofty Karlsson | anps. Soon afterward, two white Majestat-Baron |inousine skimers energed froma
side wing of the shed and sped across the apron, tracing specially installed follower cables. The
first deposited Groener at the League's gravity pool where she alighted just bel ow the hovering
Gant hei sser's boardi ng | adder anong an orderly group of technicians. Even a battle suit couldn't
hi de her spectacul ar curves. The second big skinmmer drewto a halt directly behind Goener's to
di sgorge OverGalite' er Gorton Ro"arn and four tough-Iooking Controllers wearing special Ra-cotz
Pol i ce badges on their hats. Groener had a griml ook on her face as she glanced sullenly at

Ro' arn, and when he raised his hand to attract her attention, she turned away as if she could no
| onger tolerate the sight of his face. She paused at the boarding | adder for a nonment, then
ultimtely shook her head, issued a few terse conmands to the ground crew, and nmounted to the
hatch with no further commruni cation to anyone.

"A very unhappy-| ooking | ady out there," Toby Mul di ng conment ed, handi ng Brimthe night
gl asses. BomInperials were already dressed in battle suits and ready to fly.

Bri madjusted the gain and focused in on the Ganthei sser's Hyperscreens. "You can say that
again," he replied, peering intently through the darkness. Unfortunately, fromhis angle of view,
nost of Groener's face was hidden by her instrunent panel

Moments |ater, the big DB 601AR) energized in a sparkling gl obule of heat energy that spilled
fromthe sides of the gravity pool in waves of distorted light. This was foll owed al npost
i mredi ately by the thunder of a gravity generator

"She couldn't be bothering with her checklist!" Mulding observed, raising his voice over the
runbl e of the Ganthei sser's second bi g generator

"No," Brimagreed, handing back Mul ding's night glasses. "She certainly couldn't—there isn't
enough tine..." At that nonent, the brutish starship lurched off its gravity pool and | unbered
toward the central access ranp before a surprised Inperial orchestra could belatedly strike up the
League' s national anthem

Moul di ng peered through the night glasses again. "I think she's in sone kind of trouble."

"Yeah," Brimagreed with a feeling of absolute hel pl essness. "And as usual, there's not a
xaxt dammed t hi ng anybody can do about it." He watched G oener taxi out over the water and
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swi ng her bow toward the starting gates. "If only we cared about individuals as nuch as we do
about cultures," he said, "maybe we wouldn't get into the kind of troubles that end up in wars."
"What ?" Moul di ng asked.

Brimlaughed grimy as G oener took the starter's flag and thundered down the takeoff vector
trailing three lofty cascades of spray that shone in the radi ance of the bobbing vector markers.
"Only a stray thought, Toby," he said, "about not being able to hel p peopl e because they bring
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trouble on thenselves." He shook his head sadly. "Probably," he said, watching the little starship
merge with the evening stars, "it doesn't matter anynore.”

Less than a netacycle later, Groener's Gantheisser disintegrated in a terrific explosion. Brim
| earned of it on his way to the gravity pool. At first, he couldn't believe it. But as his van
pulled to a stop, he knew that the League's greed was to blane for the | oss of such a good pilot.
Above him the floodlit M6 | ooned gracefully in the bluish green glow of stationary generators.
"They'll pay for this, Inge...." Then he pulled hinself together. He had a race to w n.

CHAPTER 9
Di tyasburg

Settling hinself in the single Hel msman's seat, Brim opened his helnet and slid the port
Hyperscreen aside. A lanmp winked fromthe side of the instrunent panel while traces of fresh night
breeze swirled into the flight bridge, mxing with odors of hot netal, ozone, and fresh seal ant
that seened to perneate every raci ng machi ne he'd ever known.

Qutside, the last glow of twilight had gone fromthe night-ward horizon, but Karlsson | anps
mai nt ai ned the glare of high noon on the apron. Only essential technicians and a few speci al
guests |ike Bosporus Gallsworthy and H's Majesty Prince Onrad (wearing white coveralls!) renained
inthe area. It would soon beconme a very noisy place indeed, as well as dangerous. Brimslid a
gl oved hand to the COW panel, bringing its little Universe of winking lights to life with a touch
of a finger, then he scanned through crackling channels of electronic blather, setting up links to
the tower, the flight controller, the race coordinators, and—by KA PPA COW-to0 a hal f dozen
I nperial starships patrolling the racecourse. The latter had been quietly placed al ong the
racecourse at Onrad's insistence after Brims encounter with the nedia yacht.

In quick succession, he touched the console in three locations. Position | anps glowed at the
tips of the two gravity pontoons—green to starboard, red to port, follow ng sone ancient tradition
I ong vani shed into the msts of history. Then a strobe expl oded from bel ow as the ventra
clearance light cane to life.
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Finally, whirling beanms froman overhead beacon turned the Hyperscreen franes alternating shades
of amber, then blue, in time to the gentle whine of a gravitronic phase shifter mounted in his
ri ght-hand consol e.

d ancing monentarily toward Ursis seated below at a console on the rimof the gravity pad, he
touched an anber gl ow on the danper quadrant at his left hand. Six indicators changed fromyell ow
to green and static crackled briefly in his helnmet while a flow of plasma enabled the six critica
logic circuits of the power system He scanned the center console again. Colors flowed in orderly
codes across the readouts. "Gravs to the power nmins, N k," he announced.

"Connected," Ursis replied. Once again, he was nmagnificently outfitted in the uniformof a Hone
Guard Col onel

Noddi ng to himsel f, Brim simultaneously touched glimrering blue circles at either side of the
console. A heartbeat later, twin thunps beneath the deck seconded a cascade of information on the
power panel. "Looks good," he reported. "Three nine five T-units."

"Three nine five," Usis announced with a chuckle. "That ought to keep you out of trouble for a
while."

"Check," Brimlaughed, setting the gravity brakes. He gl anced out the Hyperscreens and waved to
Moul di ng who had seated hinself atop Ursis's console, drumming his heels idly agai nst the back
cover. "Brakes set. Everybody off the pontoons?”

"Pontoons are clear,"” Usis said after a pause. "Both Toby and | have checked themw th our own
eyes."

"Energi zing starboard,"” Brim said, selecting STARBOARD and reaching for the bright sapphire
circle marked START. At his touch, the circle changed to red, then strobed in tenpo with the
interrupter on the starboard outrigger as its gravity generator spun up with a nmetallic whine.

Qui ded by instinct born of a thousand-odd practice sessions, Brimnoved the plasm boost to ON and
the feed selector to BOTH. Strai ghtaway, fifty-four hundred standard thrust units thundered into
boi sterous reality, while ice blue tongues of free ions shot back fifty irals fromthe open

wast egat es. The at nosphere glowed with eerie | um nescence before the big generator settled to a
snooth runble and green lights on the grav panel indicated steady-state operation. Less than three
cycles afterward, the port generator added its
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deep-throated voice to the rolling thunder while tremendous magnitudes of energy surged through
the conpl ex power network, totally under control and perfectly suited to the systenis
requi renents.

Brimwas now in the mood to fly. He'd always | oved the sound of big spaceborne gravs, even when
he was too young to know what they were. Wth a silly grin on his face, he checked his readouts,
reveling in the nmighty duet of power on either side of the bridge. "lI've got a good start, N Kk,"
he reported.

"So you do," Ursis grow ed as he peered into his consoles. He was now wearing a huge pair of
sound danpers over his furry ears, and Mul ding had shut his helnmet. Everyone remaining in the
area seened to have retreated to a safe distance except for Onrad and Gal |l sworthy; they had al so
donned ear protection and were grinning up at Brimlike excited children

In the corner of his eye, Brimsaw three Inperial flags shoot to the tops of the flagpol es—t
was tine to go racing. He checked for Romanoff's gold earrings (that she'd given himfor good
I uck) and touched the landing Iight switches. Instantly, three brilliant beams of |ight
materialized frombeneath the fuselage—€learly visible, even in the glare of the Karl sson | anps.
"I'"ll be back in about a netacycle,"” he called to Usis. "I'"'mgoing out to fetch us a trophy."

"Seens |ike a sensible thing to do," Ursis answered, peering up fromhis console. "W won't
start the victory party w thout you."

Brimqueasily switched to internal gravity, choked back his gorge, then flashed a thunbs-up
t hrough the Hyperscreens while he turned the COM unit to ground control. "Alcott Gound," he
announced, "Inperial Msix Al pha requests taxi to drive area.”

"I nmperial Msix Al pha, Alcott Gound clears for taxi to arm ng zone one

"M six Al pha," Brimacknow edged, waving at the ground crew to cast off his nooring beans. Wen
all six optical cleats were safely retracted into the hull, he delicately nmaneuvered the M6 off
its gravity pool and firmy applied the brakes. They worked. Next, he taxied across to the Drive-
arm ng area where he eased his ship onto the nearest of three lenslike N-ray enmtters and drew the
thrust danper back to idle. Imrediately, he was surrounded by a squad of Bears in bright green
Krasni -
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Peych radi ati on-proof battle suits with huge protective mttens and netallic pal minsets.

Bri m pl aced his hands agai nst the Hyperscreens where they could be seen. This signaled the crew
that they could now work w thout fear of "cockpit error” while they acconplished their hazardous
task. Imredi ately, the Sodeskayans set to work, nipping in and out of the glaring landing lights
as they swarnmed around the ship's belly. Carefully avoiding the deadly gravitron exhaust plunes,
they had all five access panels open within nmonents, and soon the Drive panel begin to glinmmer
into life, with new color patterns bursting into cascades of information as each new nodul e was
energized in its turn. Wiile they worked, he studied the distant grandstands, thinking of the
delicate worman there who was just as surely seeking a glinpse of himat the sane tinme. He watched
I mperial flags dancing on the Hy-perDrone flagpol es. Wien he and Moul di ng had finished their
night's work, the Inperial banner would still wave fromthe tallest of the three—and very probably
the next-tallest as well. Valerian's M6s were clearly in a class by thensel ves. Everyone who saw
them even the Leaguers, agreed that they were easily the nost graceful starships ever
constructed. Now, he was about to denonstrate to the galaxy that they were every bit as functiona
as they were beautiful, and perhaps a little nore.

He smiled to hinself. Essentially a hopel ess ronmantic, he recognized the nonent as one of great
drama and beauty—ot because of the fame and power that would conme to himfor w nning, but for the
very love of this particular starship, and the majesty of the stars thensel ves.

Suddenly, the Bears were again grouped under the bow of the starship, and Vaskrozni Kubinka the
Crew Chief had renpved a nmitten to hold his thunb aloft. Brimglanced at the five green Drive
hat ch i ndi cators—all |ocked—and then the clock. The crew had set another record. Ginning from ear
to ear, he returned the gesture, and made a qui ck scan of his panels while the Bears returned to
the radiation shelter at a run

"Alcott Gound,"” he said, "Msix Al pha requests taxi to gate.”

"Msix Al pha, Alcott Gound clears taxi to gate area one five left, wind two one zero at one
six."

"M six Al pha," Brimacknow edged again. Wth a final glance toward the grandstands, he noved the
t hrust danper for-
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ward, called up enough power to move the M6 onto a launch ranp, and taxied out over the water,
setting course for the take-off vector.

As he neared the starting gate, he changed comuni cati ons channels and called the tower:
"Inmperial Msix Alpha to Alcott Tower at pylon area,"” he announced. "Request gate clearance."

"Alcott Tower to Msix Alpha. Cleared to enter gate one five left. Takeoff vector zero seven
five on green light, wind two one two at one eight."

"M six Al pha entering gate one five left, wind two one two at one eight, takeoff on green.”

"Al cott Tower."

Brimswing the M6's bow sharply to starboard and taxied into position just short of the start
pyl ons, presently strobing red fromeach apex. Beyond, two rows of bobbing yellow vector buoys
converged into the distance. For a nonent, he sat quietly in the darkness, savoring the fragrance
of the | ake and gathering hinmself for the flight, while data fromhis readouts fl owed snoothly
across his consoles. Then, deliberately, he slid the Hyperscreen closed; it sealed with a distinct
hi ss as the bridge pressurized. He nade a | ast systens check: flight controls—normal; lift
nmodi fi ers—en TAKEOFF; flight readouts—normal and set; anticollision and position |ights—ON, cabin
gravity—FIRM shoul der restrai nts—tight; Hyperscreens—SEALED and LOCKED. Everythi ng was ready.

Locki ng the steering engine at VERTI CAL ONLY, he activated the gravity brakes, then signaled the
Starter back at the grandstands by opening his thrust danmpers. As his powerful generators built up
to takeof f output, a cloud of spray and ice particles began to surge skyward behind the ship, and
the bridge filled with a growi ng thunder. Presently, the pylon lights changed fromred to anber.

At this, Brimfairly stood on the gravity brakes and brought the danpers all the way to their
stops. Even in his battle suit, the penetrating how of the generators—eperating now with no
restriction whatsoever—becane al nost intolerable. The little ship plunged and bucked as it battled
back the torrent of raw energy, and Brimfound hinmself struggling with the controls to keep her
nose poi nted between the rows of vector buoys. Only nonents before it seemed that he would surely
| ose control, the lights changed to green and he popped the brakes. Instantly, both pylons

di sappeared sternward in a
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cascade of spray as the M6 sprang forward, hurtling itself along the vector with a chilling
I'iquid suddenness. Brimnanaged to steer a passable approximation of a straight Iine only by
virtue of sheer agility, plus all the native flying skill he possessed. In the corner of his

vi sion, he checked the power panel —still at a steady three ninety-five T-units—while his eyes
scanned up and down, inside and out with one coordi nated glance. Airspeed 115 c'lenyts. She was
getting ready to fly, her nmass rapidly transferring to the thundering gravs while his hands

wi el ded the controls by instinct born of |Iove and experience. Wth no need for instruments, he
sensed the ship getting lighter on her footprint until at about 145 she snoothly changed to a
creature of the sky. There was a final nonent when the blurred gl ow of the vector buoys bel ow
suddenly quit, ending his dependence on the ground, then he and the ship were in their el enent,
clinmbing out along the beans of their own landing lights toward the ultimte freedom of the stars.

During its subsequent flight, the superb little ship behaved with utter docility. A perfect
conbi nati on of hull, propul sion, and control, she snapped through |lap after |lap at trenmendous
velocities with stunning regularity, for not only a first-place victory but a new Universal speed
record of 94.59M Li ght Speed, as wel .

Inge Groener's funeral in space was only synbolic; the explosion that took her life al so reduced
her body, and nost of the big Ganthei sser she was driving, to subatom c particles that woul d spend
the remai nder of eternity traveling outward fromthe final |ocus of their existence.

Most of the close-knit racing fraternity attended aboard Angor Renat, one of two super-Rengas-
cl ass battleshi ps dispatched to escort the League's Mtchell racing team Brim and Romanoff found
thensel ves am d an unlikely gathering of royalty, the fanous, the infanobus (dependi ng upon one's
political affiliations), and even a few unknowns—al t hough the latter conposed a small, privileged
mnority. In the warship's enornous wardroom Prince Onrad stood shoul der-to-shoul der with Kabu
Anak as OverGalite' er Corton Ro'arn watched in silence beside General Harry Drummond. Even Ursis
and Moul di ng endured the conmpany of Kirsh Valentin, who renained in stony
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sil ence throughout the interm nabl e speeches that preceded the up-gal axy | aunch of a torpedo
filled with Goener's belongings. To say it was a friendly neeting was to beg the point—but in
death, the beautiful Leaguer did bring many of the galaxy's bitterest enem es together for a brief
monent that had little to do with politics. Wen the missile' s glow at |ast faded away anmong the
bl azing stars, Brimfelt reasonably certain that the cerenony woul d have pl eased her consi derably.
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After celebrations of the Enpire's second Mtchell victory wound to a close, Ronanoff was soon
abroad on anot her extended business trip and Brimbegan to prepare for the follow ng year's
defense of the Mtchell Trophy—which was now referred to by nenbers of the ISS as "the hat rack."”
They were at last tied evenly with the League, two races all. One nore victory by either contender
woul d retire the trophy pernanently.

Brimhad hardly gotten back into the swing of his job in Atalanta when he received an unusual
message from Regul a Col i ngswood t hrough the Fl eet base's secure comunications channels. It was
personally delivered to his small office one early evening by COMCOW hersel f, a short, pug
Captain dressed in an immacul ate Fleet uniformw th—+t was runored —pre seniority than Geyffin
IV hinself. "Figured |'d better bring this around in person, Commander," she said with a frown.
"When | decoded the text, | couldn't help reading it—so I'l|l be enough of a neddler to w sh you
and your friend Moulding the best treatnment Dame Fortune can provide. You're both going to need
it."

"Er... thank you, Captain,” Brimsaid with a frown of confusion, "I think..."

"You' Il understand when you've read it," the Captain said as she turned and started down the
hall. "Probably you shouldn't thank me, either,"” she added as she rounded the corner, "—at | east
before you've read it. | suspect |'ve just delivered a whole Universe of trouble."

Concerned by the officer's words, Brimplaced his right index finger on the plastic envel ope's
seal. Instantly, it opened in a puff of snoke. Then, with a grow ng sense of foreboding, he

wi t hdrew a single nmessage sheet and unfolded it:
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UN2378523ZXCN

[ TOP- SECRET EYES- ONLY PERSONAL COMCOWM

FM ADM RALTYCOMCOVM@GAVALON TO COMCOVM@HAELI C:. FLEETr COVWM

«KPDK- 34583D90S9899- W D- SD099483- DIFV389»

DELI VER TO

BRI M@HAELI C: FLEET: FLI GHTOPS MOULDI NG@HAELI C:. FLEET: FLI GHTOPS:

| NFO GALLSWORTHY@HAELI C: FLEET: FLI GHTOPS

WLF, TOBY:

1. PRINCE ONRAD HI MSELF DI RECTS ME TO SEND THI S WARNI NG,

2. PUVIS AMHERST AND HI' S Cl GAS HAVE TCODAY (MY TI ME) FAILED I N ATTEMPT TO REVCKE YOUR COWM SSI ONS
ALONG W TH OTHER OFFI CERS (| NCLUDI NG GENERAL HARRY DRUVMOND) ASSOCI ATED WTH THE I SS; GREYFFIN |V
PERSONALLY RESCI NDED THESE ORDERS.

3. APPARENT Cl GA MOTI VE: TERM NATE DEVELCPMENT OF SHERRI NGTON M6 FOLLOW ON. ALL FLEET FUNDS
EARMARKED FOR | SS USE DI SCONTI NUED AS OF YESTERDAY. SODESKAYAN | NTELLI GENCE CONFI RVB Cl GA |'S UNDER
DI RECT CONTRCL OF LEAGUE ( METHOD: BLACKMAI L-MANY | MPERI AL FORTUNES MADE DURI NG WAR BY PASSI NG
SECRETS TO THE LEAGUE.)
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4. YOU BOTH SHOULD EXPECT REASSI GNVENT CORDERS TOMORROW (YOUR TI ME). Cl GA WANTS | SS TEAM BROKEN UP
PERMANENTLY. YOUR FI RST DESTI NATI ON: AVALON; AFTERWARD, UNI VERSE KNOWS WHERE.

5. DO NOT, REPEAT, DO NOT DI SPUTE THESE NEW ORDERS. ONRAD W LL | NTERCEDE BEFORE YOU MJUST DEPART
AVALON.

6. MAY STARS LI GHT ALL THY PATHS. REGULA COLLI NGSWOCOD

[ END TOP- SECRET EYES- ONLY PERSONAL COMCOWM

ADM RALTYCOMCOWM SENDS

UN2378523ZXCN

He read the note twice nore, then touched his thunb to the top right-hand corner of the form and
the message evaporated into thin a'ir as if it had never existed. Precisely two clicks later, so
did the envel ope—at al nost the sane instant Toby Moul di ng appeared in the doorway.

"I say," he started, "those chaps play a rough gane, don't they?" Always the aristocrat, he wore
hi gh, black riding boots, ivory trousers, and a soft, blue coat with a white scarf tied | oosely at
his throat.

Bri m nodded grimy. "The only rougher gane is played by Leaguers."”

Moul di ng shrugged. "From what Regula sent, | gather there isn't nuch difference."

"In alot of ways, |I'd rather deal with the Leaguers," Brimgrow ed. "They're predictable. You
can't tell what traitors are going to do fromone nonent to the next."

"Ri ght ho," Mbul di ng agreed, pacing back and forth in the tiny space in front of the
Carescrian's workstation.

Bri m shook his head angrily. "Wat really gets to ne, though, isn't so nmuch people |ike Amherst

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bil...20The%20Helmsman%2003%20-%20The%20Trophy.txt (117 of 149) [1/31/2004 1:10:28 AM]



file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bil1%20-%20T he%620Hel msman%2003%20-%20The%20T rophy.txt
turning traitors—
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every civilization has a conponent of people like that. It's the rest of the Enpire that w pes ne
out. How in the nane of Voot can they fall for pro-League stuff so soon after they nearly lost a
war to the sanme people? Wiy is it that all of a sudden they trust the Leaguers nmore than the Bl ue
Capes who were only yesterday saving their silly asses fromdestruction? Can they forget so

qui ckl y?"

Moul di ng put a hand on Brimis arm "I think you' ve got that answer in your own experience," he
sai d.

"I assune you nmean what happened to ne after the war," Brimsaid with a frown.

"Not a very pleasant subject,"” Mulding conceded, "but it does fit, doesn't it? | don't think
that people forgot so much as they changed the way they renenbered. The war was so terrible to
them that anything that could stop it—give thema respite, no natter how short-ternmseened
beneficial. Even though comon logic said that eventually they would have to pay for it with nore
of the same."

"But, Toby," Brimprotested, "neither of us supports the bastards, and we were in the thick of
things. In fact, fromwhat |'ve seen, the Cl GAs mai n support comes pretty rmuch from peopl e who
weren't involved at all—except when the cities thenselves were attacked. Wat in Voot's name do
they know about war, anyway? Most of them haven't even seen a Leaguer.”

"Ignorance is the word | suspect you are | ooking for," Moulding rem nded him "—and those
| argely ignorant people are a najority of the population, aren't they?"

"Yeah," Brimagreed. "I suppose there weren't that nany of us out there actually fighting the
Leaguers. "

"Tell s you sonething, doesn't it?" Moulding answered suggestively.

Their orders—arriving pronptly in mdafternoon, as predicted—gave themonly two days to arrange
their affairs for a pernmanent change of station. Brimhad little in the way of bel ongings. After
packi ng a few bel ongings and storing his grav-cycle in a shed behind Nesterio's Racotzi an Cabaret,
he nessaged Anna Romanoff about the new turn of events and was essentially ready for travel
Moul di ng, on the other hand, boarded the biweekly mail packet to Avalon with less than a
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nmetacycle to spare. Arranging for half a lifetine's possessions would have been difficult had he
been given a nonth or nore.

Brimand Mouul ding arrived in Avalon only a few netacycles after the first communi ques announci ng
that Nergol Triannic had returned to Tarrott and resuned the reins of government, wearing a
Controller's uniform At a single blow, he had abrogated the Treaty of Garak and set up the
Congress of Intragalac-tic Accord as his de facto persona anong the ot her dom ni ons of the gal axy,
al t hough enbassi es and consul ates would continue to serve in their historic capacities as
"official" League interfaces. Triannic's nove was the talk of the city, where it was w dely
pr edi ct ed—anong peopl e Puvis Anherst had referred to as "obsol ete refuse”"—that the donai ns of
Fl uvanna and Beta Jagow were now |iving on borrowed timne.

The two Bl ue Capes had no sooner checked into Visiting Oficers' Quarters near Avalon's G and
I mperial Terminal than they were ordered directly to the Admiralty, ostensibly for new docunents
fromthe Central Directorate for Personnel. At that office, however, they were then directed to
the Assignnents O fice where—after a wait of nearly three netacycles—a senior clerk handed them
"Per manent Change of Station" orders.

Qutside in the hall, Brimw nced as he read his set of flimsy plastic sheets. Instantly, he had
becone Assistant Stores O ficer in a deactivated conplex on cold G mmas- Haef don, a once-strategic
Fl eet base that had been largely forgotten in the wake of the Adniralty's present policy of
decline. He | ooked over at Moul ding and shook his head. "lI'mcertainly counting on Onrad to kil
these orders,"” he said.

"What exotic location did you draw?" Mul di ng asked, |ooking up fromhis own set of plastics.

"G mmuas," Brimanswered. "I understand it's gotten so cold on that planet now that even
Sodeskayan Bears refuse to serve there anynore."

Moul di ng shook his head. "If it's any confort, old chap,” he said, handing Brimhis orders, "at
| east you won't have to worry about poison fluggo darts in the back.”

Brimground his teeth as he read. "Charge" d' Affaires in Hobro!" he exclained. "Wat else did
you do that | don't know about? Were you fooling around with the Enpress or sonethi ng?"
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"Not that | know of," Moulding answered with a grimchuckle. "She is a bit on the chubby side
for me, after all."

As he spoke, the clerk rushed out of the Assignnents O fice waving a sheath of plastic sheets.
"Commander Brim" he called peevishly. "Comander Brim" He now wore a |arge Cl GA badge on the
| apel of his pastel junmpsuit—t had not been there a few nonents previously.
Bri m nodded. "Over here,"” he said.

"You didn't give me time to finish, Conmmander," the man said. He nade the words an accusation
"l have a personal summons for you from Comrodore Amherst.”

"Amherst's a Commopdore now?" Brim chuckl ed, glancing at Moulding. "All right," he agreed, "I'I|
see him Were is he?"

"You mean you don't know he's moved to the new Cl GA suite?" the clerk asked with raised
eyebrows. "VWere have you been, nan?"

"Qut of town," Brimsnapped. "Now tell nme where he i s—and be quick about it!"

"Well!" the clerk sniffed in a resentful tone of voice. He pursed his lips. "The CIGA Ofice is
now just off the Great Foyer."

Brimturned to Moulding. "This may take a little tine, Toby," he said. "How about if | neet you

back at the VO@? I'Il ring you soon as | get back."
"Sounds like a plan, friend," Mulding said. "I wouldn't niss being the first to hear what's up
inthe CTGA "

"Anyt hing el se, boy?" Brimasked the clerk

"Not fromnme, Commander,"” the man sinpered. "But your tinme is definitely comng. Count on it."
He turned on his heel and strutted back into the office w thout another word.

"Sonmehow, " Moul ding said ruefully, "I think we've lost control of our Fleet."

"What ever gave you an idea like thatT Brimasked sarcastically. Wth that, they started al ong
the hall toward the G eat Foyer.

Brimcooled his heels nearly two full nmetacycles in the ornate CIGA sitting room Mich of that
time, he suspected Anherst was alone in his office—+f indeed the zukeed hadn't stepped outside for
a long stroll. Wiile he waited, he attenpted to occupy his mnd by scanning Cl GA publications on
expen-
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si ve-1 ooki ng di splays the organi zati on had pl aced throughout the |arge room but found he had
little stomach for literature that advocated further destruction of the Inperial Fleet. The ones
that really raised his tenperature, though, were travel presentations for the League. Smiling
Controllers in the midst of singing children were just a little too nuch for his stomach.

At length, a squat, brutish woman with a noticeabl e noust ache swaggered into view She was cl ad
in a flowered dress that added at | east a hundredwei ght to her already massive frame. "Comrander
Bri n?" she denmanded, as if it were an accusation.

"That's probably me," Brimsaid evenly. Except for the wonan herself, he was alone in the
wai ting room

"This way," she said, jerking her thunb as if she were directing a prisoner. She |ooked for all
the world like a Controller he'd once seen

Brimwaited until she had opened the office door, then strode directly into Arherst's lavishly
decorated room before she could formally announce him

Dressed in a magnificently tailored Inperial Fleet uniform the Commodore was seated behind a
huge, ornate desk. Matching guest chairs were conspicuously lined up along the wall beside the
desk, although carpeting directly in front still bore the inprint of their feet. "You Carescrians
never did have any sense of manners," he whined, disnissing the woman with a curt notion of his
hand.

Retrieving one of the chairs, Brimthunped it down facing away fromthe desk, straddled its
ornate back, and settled into the seat backward. "All right, Anmherst," he said, "make it quick."
" Conmodor e Amherst, you nean."

"Listen, zukeed," Brimgrow ed, "so far as |'mconcerned, you don't even deserve the title of

citizen. In public, maybe I'll call you Combdore because the Service Manual calls for it, but in
private, you get nothing but traitor from me. Understand?"
Amherst turned white with anger. "If our feebl em nded Enperor didn't protect your every nove,

shoul d have your head for that, Brim But | will yet renove you fromthe Fleet. Wait and see."
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"Perhaps you will,"” Brimallowed. "I hear you' ve nmanaged to pull the 1SS s racing funds for next
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year."

"I certainly have done that, thank the Universe," Anherst declared proudly, "—as well as send
you back to G nmas- Haefdon."” He | aughed boastfully. "I warned you what woul d happen if you won the
Mtchell again. Nowis not the tine to anger our friends fromthe League. Wiy, it's only recently
that we have nmanaged to reduce our Fleet sufficiently that they are beginning to trust us. And
then you idiots come along with your racers and beat them" He shook his head angrily. "Brim |
know your kind. You're a war lover, that's what you are."

Bri m shook his head. "No, Amherst," he said. "You ve got nme mixed up with your friends in the
League. | personally hate war, probably even nore than you do. Nobody—except maybe
Triannic'sludicrous Controllers—+eally wants ne to go off and fight to the death. W both hope for
a peaceful gal axy. Wiere we differ is how we should go about achieving it. You seemto be willing
to sell out and achieve peace by subnmission; | believe that peace can only be achi eved by w nning
it."

"That is precisely why the Reel nust be purged of your kind," Amherst growl ed. "Qtherw se, the
senseless killing will goon forever."

"Luckily, you can't send everybody to G nmas-Haefdon," Brimsaid with a little grin. "A lot of
us won't give in to your kind, Anmherst—ever. |'ve seen you in action, personally. Renmenber? And |
know your secret. Subm ssi on—surrender—s acceptabl e because you can't face the price of an
honor abl e peace."

"I choose not to pay that price for nmere honor" Amherst snapped with a red-nottled face, "—Ror
will | ask the hel pl ess wonen and children of this Enpire to pay it either. Certainly not to
satisfy bloodthirsty animals |ike you, Carescrian!"”

Bri m | aughed sardonically. "You tal k about price, fool?" he said. "Do you have any idea what the
Leaguers will exact fromthose wonen and children as the price of your subm ssion? Their freedom
that's what! And the likes of you will pay with your very lives."

Anmherst's florid countenance grew even redder. "My |ifeT he demanded angrily. "How dare you
i mpugn the League in such a manner? The Controllers will reward nme, because | ama proven ally-a
Cl GA officer.”
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"They'll reward you, all right,” Brimsnarled, "—with a blaster to the head. You'll see soon
enough how t hey operate when your 'peaceful' Nergol Triannic goes after Fluvanna or Beta Jagow.
Leaguers want total control of anything they take over—'ve seen how they behave, firsthand.
Contenptible traitors like you are the first ones they shoot."

"No!" Anherst ranted angrily, "I will not permt such fabrication in this office! Shut up. Shut
up\ "

"You can't silence the truth,” Brimcontinued grimy. "Leaguers are absolutely pragmatic in
everything they do. Renenber when they pulled the wings off those A zurnian prisoners years ago?
They didn't act out of cruelty when they managed that little atrocity. Not at all. Flighted people

are sinply easier to control if they have no wi ngs. What nakes you think they'll treat you any
better?"

"I won't listen to any nore of this!" Amherst screaned. "No nore. Do you hear? The League trusts
me. They would never harmnme. | amtheir friend!"

"Friend?" Brimchortled renorselessly. "Controllers have no friends—at |east none who are not
thensel ves Controllers. And fools |ike yourself won't be predictable enough for them so they'l
simply get rid of you. Mark nmy words, Amherst, you're a dead man rf you get your w sh."

"No!" Ammerst gasped. "No! Nergol Triannic wants only peace\ He will not attack Fluvanna. You
have no sense. Brim Y-you are the fool!"

Bri m shook his head and sniled sadly. "Perhaps you're right, Amherst," he acknow edged. "Under
the laws of the Enpire, every man has the right to nmake a fool of hinself as he sees fit."
Watching the CIGA | eader's face turn even redder, he knew that he'd exposed the truth. Puvis
Anmher st dreaded conbat so utterly that it obscured even the peril of death. And if that sort of
mechani sminpel |l ed Puvis Arherst, then sinilar fears noved his followers.

Brimsniled and shook his head. It was that sort of weakness—the fear of battle itself—that gave
hi m any hope for the future of the Empire, or himself. He relaxed. It was what he'd cone for
"Well, Amherst,"” he said presently, "I haven't got all day. If you've anything el se you want to
tal k about, get busy."” He |ooked at his tinepiece. "I've better things to do than sit around and
prattle with cheap Leaguer stooges |ike you."
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At this, Anherst's red face faded to white. "You... you... contenptible lowife scum How dare
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you. "
"I dare alot," Brimreplied lightly. "It's part of my job."

Amherst's eyes narrowed in violent anger while his fingers struggled to twi st their opposites
fromhis hands. "I shall have you killed for your |ack of respect," he whispered in a | ow, choked
Voi ce.

"Probably a good idea," Brimsaid carelessly. "Clearly, you don't have the guts to do it
yoursel f."

"Y-you... are... a... d-dead... nman," Amherst stuttered, clearly at the end of control

"You may want to think about that for a while,”" Brimsaid, rising fromhis chair and placing it
careful ly back against the wall. "I'lIl be a xaxtdammed troubl esonme corpse for both you and your
ClGA clowns. Miurder is still illegal in this Enpire, even for a Cl GA—and people will know just who
to investigate."

"I could never be convicted," Amherst snarled in a prideful voice. "I have power that you cannot

even dream of . "

Bri m nodded. "You probably do at that," he agreed, "—and pinning a rmurder charge on soneone wth
your connections very well mght not work. Especially since the courts would have to play fair,
whi ch you wouldn't." He grinned. "But there are at |east two other reasons you'll never conme after
ne. "

"And what night they be?" Amherst demanded, dripping with sarcasm

"Names come to mind," Brimsaid with a grimsmile. "Usis and Borodov. Bears. They don't have to
play fair, either. And if anything happens to ne, you'll be the first one they go after. Tell nme,
Amher st, have you ever seen a nan die by being di senmbowel ed—+i ke a Sodeskayan crag wol f? Nik Ursis
clains it's very noisy and takes a long tine."

Anmherst's countenance suddenly lost its rage. "Di senbowel ed?" he asked in a di m nished voice.

"Di sembowel ed," Brim assured him "If anyone |lays a hand on nme, sooner or later you'll becone
real expert in the matter. Count on it."
"Carescrian nongrel"” Amherst hissed.

Bri m shrugged in disnmi ssal and gathered his orders under his arm "Better a nongrel than a
dupe, " he said scornfully on his way to the door. "Goodbye, Amherst," he said, stepping to the
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reception room "Next time, don't call ne, I'll call you. Understand?”

"Il get you, Brim" Amherst hissed through his teeth, "if it's the last thing | do."

"Perhaps,"” Brimsaid with a sardonic grin, "—and perhaps not. But keep this in mnd if you
decide to try, ny Cl GA coll eague: one way or another, it probably will be the last thing you do."

Not |long after Brimand Mul di ng ensconced thensel ves at the VOQJ s austere bar, a royal courier
strode into the room checked the m crodisplay on his wist, and nade directly for them
"Gentlenen," he said dryly, "H's Majesty, Prince Onrad, recomended | try the bar first.” In a
crimson uniformw th gl eanm ng knee-high | eather riding boots, the ranrod-strai ght envoy | ooked
like royal prerogative personified. He delved for a noment in a |uxurious, crinson-|eather
briefcase, then produced two sets of Reel orders in their characteristic blue and gold cover-
sheets, made a little bow, and departed w thout another word. The distinctive uniform s appearance
at the bar had attracted no attenti on whatsoever. Brim guessed that here in Aval on, royal couriers
were well known at every military watering place, especially when Onrad was in residence.

True to Collingswood's pronise, the new orders countermanded their previous changes of station
But —surprising to Bri mhe and Mul di ng found thensel ves tenporarily attached to the Dityasburg
Institute on the Sodeskayan planet of Zhiv'ot as "researchers.”

Moul di ng grinned. "Were did you think we nmight be sent?" he asked. "I can't inmagine Avalon's
going to be nuch of a home to the ISS for a while."

"l guess | hadn't given it nuch thought,” Brimsaid with a grin. "But the Dityasburg Institute,
of all places? Sonmehow Zhiv'ot didn't nmake it on nmy guess list at all."

"I don't suppose it is all that nuch warner than G nmas-Haefdon, is it?" Mulding conmented with
a grin. "Bears seemto prefer nippy climtes."

"In any case, you won't have to worry about... what kind of darts were those, again?" Brim
asked.

"Poi son fluggo darts,” Mulding pronpted, rolling his eyes. "At least in Hobro | was in no
danger of freezing to death."
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"True," Brimagreed, ordering another round of the VOQ s ancient Logish Meem "and |'Il be
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surprised if we spend too nmuch tine in the GF.S.S. anyway. Onrad's got nore on his mind than
Wi nni ng next year's Mtchell Trophy."

Moul di ng grinned. "You know," he said, "lI've had the same frightening thought. Do you suppose
we're |l earning to second-guess the old boy?"

"We'd better," Brimlaughed, "—for our own good. |I'd say Hs Highness will probably be part of
our lives for a long time to cone."

"Il drink to that," Mulding said, raising his goblet.
They both did.

Brimm ght have settled in quickly at the gal axy-fanmnous Dit-yasburg Institute. He was instantly
fascinated by its voluminous library facilities and radi ati on-proofed vacuum | abor at ori es—many
| arge enough to house actual starships with operating Drives. As it was, however, he and Moul di ng
had | ess than a week to sanple the sprawing canpus before H s Mjesty, Prince Onrad, arrived
aboard the veteran Inperial battlecruiser Princess Sherraine. The big starship thundered high over
the canpus on final into the nearby Dityasburg port facilities, shaking the nmassive canpus
buildings to their very foundations. Throughout the remai nder of the day, and far into the night,
the handsone old warship was joined by a veritable fleet of mlitary and civilian starships from
light cruisers to executive transports, while on canpus a special dormtory filled quickly with
Onrad's guests and their security forces.

The foll owi ng norning, an extraordinary |ISS nmeeting convened behi nd heavily guarded doors in one
of the Institute's cold, danmp lecture halls. It brought together sone of the highest-ranking
i ndustrial |eaders of the Enpire, all sitting on harsh, wooden chairs defaced by years of bored
students fromall over the gal axy.

Brim Moulding, and Ursis arrived shortly before Regula Collingswood | ed Prince Onrad and
General Harry Drunmond through the wi de wooden doors. They were followed by a boisterous
contingent of Sherrington engineers fromLys. Not long afterward, P. Dvigat Krasni |V, Senior
Director of Krasni-Peych, arrived from Gontow with Chief Conptroller M Yek-hat Poshline, G and
Duke Anastas Al eyi Borodov, and a
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nunmber of senior propul sion engineers. Wthin the netacycle, Veronica Pike |lead a second
Sherrington contingent into the lecture hall, freshly arrived fromthe adm nistrative and
producti on shops outside Bromwi ch. A grinning Anna Romanoff wal ked besi de her

"Anna!" Brimexclainmed as the petite financier bobbed through the nassive wooden doorway in a
green corduroy dress and white | ace scarf.

Eyes sparkling happily, she unabashedly ran the length of the Iarge room threw her arnms around
hi s neck, and hugged hi muntil he thought he woul d be snothered. "Oh, WIf," she whispered, her
cheek hinting of delicate perfune. "I've been so terribly worried about you...."

Brimtried ineffectually to dismiss the firmbreasts pressing into his chest. "I thought you
were consulting at Sherrington's this nonth," he said. "Wiy didn't you tell nme you were com ng?"
"Haven't been here | ong enough," she explained breathlessly. "W cane here straight fromthe
port. And I had only fifteen cycles to pack a bag back at Bromwi ch—fifteen cycles, WIf! Not only
that: | had to come—hy Inperial orders, no less.” She got an awesone | ook when she said that.

"I'"ve never had an Inperial order in ny life! Wiy, | hardly have anything to wear."

"If | have a say in the matter," Brimwhispered, "you won't need anything to wear—ertainly not
while you're with ne."

Romanof f gi ggl ed under her breath. "Sonmehow, WIf Brim" she whispered, "I hoped you'd say
sonething like that. It's been a while." Then bussing himquickly on the cheek, she followed Pike
down the aisle.

"Come sit with ne, old chap," Mulding said with a grin. "l realize |I'"'mnot quite so attractive
as little Mss Ronmanoff, but 1've been told | have a npost attractive |eft earl obe. You can study
that if by chance you find yourself bored."

Bri m punched himin the armas they nade their way toward a seat at the rear of the hall. The
time for Hel msnen woul d cone |ater.

Prince Onrad—si pping froma steam ng cup of cvceese' and dressed in a heathery brown herringbone
bl azer, nmilitary jodhpurs, and high riding boots—began the nmeeting at precisely
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Momi ng: 2: 0; the |last delegates finally took their seats approximately fifteen cycles |ater

"As an appropriate prologue," Onrad began, "I offer this ancient Sodeskayan fable many of you
wi Il already have heard —about two energetic wal kers who got thoroughly |ost one day in the naze
of country roads outside Gontow. C ose to despair, they at |ast encountered a | ocal peasant and
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asked how they could best return to their hotel on the inner ring. After much pondering, the |oca
observed, 'If | were you, sirs, | wouldn't start fromhere.'"

The big roomrenuai ned silent for a nonment, then everyone broke into whol ehearted |aughter. It
was qui ckly overpowered by pul sing thunder fromwhat could only be a very powerful starship
rushi ng by overhead. Onrad paused until the noise died away, peering around the audience with a
pl eased | ook on his face. Presently, he replaced his eyegl asses and consulted his notes. "CQur
situation today," he continued, "vis-d-vis next year's race for the Mtchell Trophy, is much like
that of the Bearish wal kers—+ike it or not, we nust start fromwhere we are, and our friends from
the Congress of Intragal actic Accord have nmade that a difficult place indeed."

In the next nmetacycle, he proceeded to relate the details of how the League-supported Cl GA had
managed to plunder every governnent fund earmarked to support the ISS. Afterward, an ai de-de-canp
in the full scarlet uniformof a Palace Guardsnan delivered an intelligence report—eourtesy of the
Sodeskayan M nistry of |nformati on—oncerni ng Gant hei sser's new GA 262- A3 that the League intended
to field in Avalon. Cearly, League engineers had achi eved a breakthrough of sorts and devel oped
their own extended-technol ogy Drive to counter K-P's new Wzard. And, according to its
specifications, this 262 could best Sherrington's M6.

"If everything goes according to their plans,” Onrad sunmed up toward the end of the Morning
wat ch, "Nergol Triannic's Leaguers will not only permanently retire the Trophy to Tarrott next
summer, they will also discredit the Enpire itself—at a tine when the loyalty of allied dom nions
may prove critical to our very survival." He paused for a monent to take a fol ded nessage handed
to himby one of the huge Sodeskayan guards, then continued w thout breaking his verbal stride.
"We | nperials have no choice but to pernanently w n possession of our

THE TROPHY  / 261

"hat rack,'" he continued. "Even as we speak, the old Leaguer warl ords—riannic's nost powerfu
supporters—are gearing up to resune their war of aggression at the earliest opportunity. Fluvanna
and Beta Jagow are ripe for the taking. And there isn't one of you who doesn't understand that
power anong donminions is reckoned in terns of allies and raw nmaterials."

Whi | e heads nodded agreenent throughout the room Onrad replaced the eyegl asses on his nose and
gl anced quickly at the nessage. Hi s eyebrows rose for a nmonent in surprise before he sniled
slightly and returned his gaze to the audi ence. "You al ready know what | amcoming to," he
continued, "but | feel constrained to put it into words nonethel ess: the Enpire—your Enpire—badly
needs new, faster Sherrington racers for next year's race, with even nore powerful Drives from
Krasni - Peych. And because we have no nore governnent funds, we nust procure those ships at no cost
to the 1SS! Gentlemen," he said, stepping frombehind the |lectern, "when | return, the neeting
will be yours."

As Onrad strode along the exit aisle, Brimpeered around the roomin rapt fascination. Veronica
Pi ke was suddenly deep in sinultaneous conversations with Val erian and Rormanoff. Nearby, Dvigat
Krasni and M Yekhat Poshline were conferring in low groms and shaking their heads. G ave | ooking
Beari sh and hunan engi neers broke into snaller groups, notioning and nodding to each other with
great excitenent. Quickly, Pike seened to reach sone sort of judgnent. Nodding to Romanoff, she
made her way to a seat behind Krasni, where she began a serious converse with the two Sodeskayans.
They deliberated apart until Valerian and a Krasni engi neer whom Bri m knew only as Ri nsey rose
froma group of engineers and joined them Wth that, the room s noisy discourse suddenly faded to
an expectant silence.

At last, Onrad returned to the podium "Well, nmy friends," he said, "as | prom sed, the neeting
i s now yours."

Krasni and Pike turned to each other; then the Sodeskayan industrialist rose slowy to his feet.
He wore a sport coat of deep blue yaggl oz wool, a roll-neck sweater, heavy gray trousers, and soft
Sodeskayan boots. "Your Hi ghness," he began in perfect unaccented Aval onian, "no one in this room
questions the inportance of wi nning next year's Mtchell Trophy Race. W have duly conferred, as
you requested, and in
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the brief tine span avail able have agreed that a nodified Msix can be built that will both house
and cool a new Wzard Drive. Unfortunately, it will not be one of the new reflecting nodels we
have under test, but a Wzard neverthel ess—of significantly increased power output." He glanced
for a nonment at Ronanoff, then nodded. "The cost of such a racing nachi ne—roughly four hundred
fifty-three thousand credits—s acceptable if shared between the two firms," he announced.

A very pl eased-1 ooki ng Onrad was about to reply when the Sodeskayan quickly continued. "There is
nmore, however, begging Your Majesty's indul gence,” he asserted, only a mlliclick before he could
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be accused of interrupting.

"Al'l right, please continue," Onrad said with a quizzical frown.

"Thank you, Your Majesty," Krasni said. "As | indicated a nonent ago, we all understand the need
for a new racer, and we can build it, sharing the four hundred fifty-three thousand credits
bet ween oursel ves. However, it is our studied opinion that with Nergol Triannic returned to his
throne in Tarrott, we —eur Enpire—nAow has an even nore pressing need of inproved warships. The
League's fleet has been growing steadily since the Treaty of Garak, while ours has shrunken to a
state of weakness unheard of in recent tinmes." He glanced at Pike for a nmoment, then returned his
gaze to the Prince. "Your Highness, the situation has so deteriorated—at |east in the eyes of
Sodeskayan intelligence organizations—that it is virtually irreparable in terns of conventiona
starshi ps. The League presently holds an overall two-to-one advantage in nearly every category."

"I amaware of all of this," Onrad interrupted with an inpatient edge in his voice. "That is why
it is socritical that we win the Mtchell Trophy. W will soon need all the allies we can
muster."

Krasni nodded patiently. "Yes, Your Majesty," he said with a little bow, "but there is nore. And
it is nowtinme for ny coll eague Veronica Pike to continue in nmy place..." Wth that, he took his
seat while Pike rose warily to face the Prince, whose countenance was rapidly turning from
i mpati ence to annoyance.

Wearing a bright crimson jacket over her white bl ouse and sl acks, Pike continued with hardly a
pause for breath, "Your Mjesty," she began, "what we propose is to devel op a conpletely new
war shi p, powered by full-sized, fully reflecting

|
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W zard Drives and based on a vastly enlarged Msix. W believe that such a ship would represent
such a significant leap in technology that a nmuch snmaller nunber of them m ght tenporarily
establish a sort of parity with the League when they decide to renew the war. After their first
attacks, our friends in the CIGA will be quickly silenced, and with the new starships holding the
line, perhaps we shall be able to rebuild our Fleet before everything is lost." She nodded her
head as if she were considering her own words. "If | renmenber correctly, Your Hi ghness," she
added, "it was very thin ranks of overworked ships that allowed us to rebuild our Fleet during the
previ ous conflict."

Onrad nodded. "Your point is well nade, Veronica," he said. "W do need a new class of warships.
| take it you can't build both?"

"Essentially, that is correct, Your Majesty," Pike replied. "Since the war, tinmes have been
difficult for industries specializing in Fleet support. Even giants |ike Krasni-Peych have been
severely pinched. Four hundred fifty-three thousand credits is far nmore than either of us can
spend. Both of us have already been forced to secretly liquidate assets for operating capital."”
She shook her head as she spoke. "And it doesn't take nuch of a busi nessman—er busi nesswonan," she
said, grinning at Anna Romanoff, "—+to0 understand what desperate noves those are."

At the podium Onrad shook his head sadly. "lI'msorry," he said, "I didn't know-about either of
you. "

As the Prince spoke, Brimheard the rear door open and a nunber of persons shuffle into back
seats, but—fascinated by the unfolding drama before hi mhe neglected to turn around.

"Conpani es usually don't nake all that nmuch conmotion about difficult tines," Pike replied. "One
attenpts to appear solid and confident to prospective custoners," she added, glancing at Krasn
with a grin.

The Sodeskayan touched the tip of his forefinger to his thunb. "Is true," he chuckled. "But in

spite of hard times, Veronica and | can, together, raise that sort of capital. It will fund two
racers—or the devel opnent of one warship, which can then be replicated under normal Fl eet
procurenent processes. And in procurenment matters, Your Highness still exerts

if
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as nmuch influence as the CIGAs. It is for you, then, to decide which ship it will be."

"No!" an accented voice suddenly interrupted fromthe rear of the classroom "W shall have
both. "

Brimwhirled around. He recogni zed that accent. "Zoltori Jaiswal," he gasped at the small,
muscul ar man standing solidly in the mddle of the aisle, magnificently dressed in a great ebony
cl oak and vel vet hat.

"You know hi n?" Moul di ng asked in a whisper
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"Met himonce," Brimwhispered, breaking into a surprised grin when he caught sight of Pam Hal e
standing in the background. Clad in a charcoal dress accented by red tartan scarves, she | ooked as
if she had actually shed years since he'd | ast seen her waiting for Jaiswal to give her alift in
his linmousine skimmer. Cearly, it had been an extended lift.

"I assune, M. Jaiswal, that you personally are prepared to ante up the necessary four hundred
fifty-three thousand credits?" Onrad asked.

Jai swal snmiled. "Not alone, Your Majesty," he said. "I shall share the honor with an old friend
and busi ness acquai ntance: the Carescrian magnate, Baxter Cal houn—at one tine, Lieutenant
Commander Baxter Cal houn, IF. You will no doubt remenber that he served nost honorably with M.
Col i ngswood aboard |.F. S. Defiant during the war."

BrimMs head spun. Baxter Cal houn agai n!

"The two of you will put up the credits for new Msixes then?" Onrad denanded in astoni shrment.

"That is correct, Your Highness," Jaiswal answered, standing straight as a ranrod. "I
transferred ny half of the credits by KA PPA nonments after | arrived this afternoon. Cal houn's
share was in place yesterday. He is nmuch nore wealthy than I."

For the first time that Brimcould renenber, H's Highness, Prince Onrad | ooked positively
stunned. "I-1 don't know what to say," he stammered.

Jaiswal nmade a little bow "A sinple thank you will be nost wel come, Your Majesty," he said
sinply. "In spite of a few erroneous runors to the contrary, both Cal houn and | deeply believe
that any true Inperial would rather sell his last shirt than adnit the Enpire could not afford to
defend her reputation.” He shook his head angrily. "W are not wornms to be
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tranpl ed under the heels of the CIGAs, but true Inperials with a heart for any battle!"

Spont aneously, the roomerupted in applause while Onrad rushed up the aisle to clasp the dark
little man's hand.

Brimclapped until his hands ached—and | ong afterward. In the background, Pam Hal e was standi ng
with a proud snmile, tears streanm ng down her cheeks.

Less than half a year following the historic Dityasburg Conference, Brimand Mul di ng—ence nore
permanent|ly stationed at the sprawling Fleet base in Atalanta—traveled to Lys, where they
i medi ately began "flights" in M6B sinulators. The new ship, itself, appeared little changed from
its M6 origins, being | engthened slightly to accormmbdate both a nore powerful Wzard/2 Drive and
the radiating surfaces to cool it. Both Hel nenen found the graceful racing nachi nes were ser-
endi pitously even better than their predecessors with a lighter, nore accurate feel at the
controls. And, of course, they were nuch faster. According to the Sodeskayans' best intelligence,
speeds in excess of 100M Li ght Speed woul d be needed to win the race, and Val erian had ainmed his
sights past this mark. Krasni-Peych engi neers accordingly managed to wing 21 percent nore thrust
fromtheir reworked Wzard of 52007 wi thout appreciably increasing its mass.

For Brim however, nuch greater excitenment resided in a secured |aboratory toward the center of
Sherrington's design house where a one-twentieth-size nodel of |.F. S. Starfury, Fleet nunber K
5054, had been placed under a large crystal case. Al though she was the nane ship for Onrad's "new
class of warships," the Prince had never been consulted on what she would be called. VWen informnmed
of the conpany's selection, he laughingly commented that it was "just the sort of bloody silly
nanme they woul d choose." Regardl ess, Starfury was a handsome warship of extrenely clean exterior
configuration designed for enhanced hi gh-speed at nospheric maneuvering. She was trihulled in the
Val erian tradition: a main fusel age conpl enented on either side by "pontoon" units nounted
slightly below the centerline. Housing three Admiralty A876 gravity generators each, these
connect ed ami dshi ps through characteristic Sherrington "trousers." A raked, |ow set
bri dge/ deckhouse protruded sone third of the way back from her sharply tapered
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bow, and except for blisters housing her nain battery, this constituted the only slipstream

di sturbance anywhere. Inside, control systens had been exhaustively updated according to radica
new di scoveries in ergonom c science. This was especially true in the bridge area, where
traditional offices of Commanding O ficer (Captain) and Principal Hel nsman had been conbi ned at
the sane consol e—a nmove Bri mthoroughly appl auded.

At HyperLight velocities, the thirty-four-thousand milston starship would be powered by four
Krasni - Peych W zard-C Refl ecting HyperDrive units nmounted directly on either side of the main-hul
keel , each half again as powerful —+n nonrefl ecti ng node—as the experinmental Wzard Drive that had
wr ecked Ivan |vanov. The potent quartet woul d draw enornmous energy froma network fed by eight
massi ve Krasni-Peych K23971 pl asma generators.
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She woul d carry twel ve specially designed, rapid-firing 406-mmi di srupters—the sane awesone
weapons mounted as main armanent by Inperial battleships—n six unique turrets that were placed to
furnish total gl obal protection but permt maxi mum concentration of firepower forward in attack
node. An additional pair of K23971 plasnma generators in the main power network woul d provide
sufficient energy to salvo the main battery every twenty clicks.

Best of all, Starfury was already a' building in the main Sherrington yards at Bromwi ch on
Rhodor. Cearly, the new ship had been subject of nuch secret, |ong-range planning by Sherrington
because her keel was laid no nore than a nonth follow ng Dityasburg. And unlike |I.F. S. Defiant,
Starfury was under construction in a private yard. Because of this, Brimexpected that she ni ght
be finished earlier than generally anticipated, and experience fewer of the probl ens associ ated
wi t h name-cl ass shi ps.

Brimflew the M 6B on her nmaiden flight and proved w thout a doubt that the little ship would
live up to Valerian's prom ses—as well as his own expectations. Unfortunately, because of chronic
fundi ng probl ens, she was available for testing a great deal closer to the actual race date than
either the M5 or the M6. Therefore, the Carescrian found hinself spending nost of his waking
nmet acycl es in space, winging out the new ship in every possible flight regine.
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And because of it, he was taken quite by surprise by the course of political events that began
to transpire soon after Triannic returned hinself to power.

Wth autumm largely passed in the boreal hem sphere, nbst of Wol ston was under gl oony cl oud
cover the nmorning news began to trickle in. Hanpton Water had been swept by driving rain since
| ong before dawn, forcing Brimto delay for a break in the showers before taking his norning jog
by the | akefront. Endl ess ranks of breakers drove relentlessly across the dirty gray water while
he sprinted around a mllion puddles with fresh wind stinging his cheeks. Ahead, where ranps from
the | aboratory hangars crossed Lakefront Trail, a tall figure wapped in a tightly fastened Fl eet
cloak waited in the intersection. It was Mul ding—and even with his great collars raised, Brim
could see that he clearly had sonething of tremendous inport on his mnd. He held up his hand as
Bri m appr oached.

"Sorry to interrupt your run, old chap," he called out, "but |I've got sone rather unpl easant
news. "

"What's wong?" Brimdenanded with a frown, cold wind chilling his sweaty running togs |i ke sone
banef ul warning. "Has sonethi ng happened to Anna?"

"No, " Moul di ng began, shaking his head. "Another part of your life this tinme." He pursed his

lips. "It seens that our old friend Triannic has finally begun his dirty work in earnest. W've
just gotten word through the nedia that a fleet of Leaguer warships and transports made | andf al
thi s nmorni ng—Darkness: 3: 0, our tine, | think—+n Rudol pho. The bl oody bastards met only token

resi stance there, as you mght imagine, and i nmedi ately deposed LaKarn's nother."

"Who' d they set up in her place?" Brimprobed with a sick feeling in his stonach, "Not Rogan,
hope! "

"It seens that's the story," Mulding said with a grimce. "He's Grand Duke, now. | decided
per haps you might rather get the story here, rather than inside." He frowned. "I suppose |I'm
butting too far into your life—perhaps you'll forgive me just this once. | know that you and Anna
Romanof f have a pretty wonderful thing going, but at one tine..."

Bri m nodded bitterly. "Poor Margot," he whispered, nore to the cold wind than to his friend.
"She gave everything to prevent this. And now she's becone part of the eneny."
"More like a prisoner, in ny book," Mul ding observed.
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Brimsnorted grimy. "Yeah," he sighed. "Wen you get right down to it, | suppose she is." He
shook his head and stared down at the gray, w ndswept puddl es.
"Anything | can do?" Moul di ng inquired.

"No," Brimsaid, managing a smle. "I think I'Il run a little nore. But thanks for the offer—and
the information. It was damed thoughtful of you."

Moul di ng nodded and started back toward the | aboratory. The rain had started again while they
tal ked, and the tenperature seened to be dropping by the cycle.

Brimdidn't return for another two netacycles. But when he did, he'd nanaged to achi eve a son of
peace with hinself. And a real appreciation for what Anna Ronmanoff had done for his life.

Two weeks before the Mtchell, Avalon becane one great, frantic party. H gh sumrer and fair
weat her had tenporarily bani shed the pall that had settled over the galaxy after Trian-nic's
nearly bl oodl ess coup in the Torond. Brimespecially sensed a turn of spirits—since Anna Romanof f
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had been in residence more or less steadily for the past nmonth and a half. Sleepily relinquishing

a warm still occupied bed in her town house, he had only just stepped to the curb to wait for an
early crew car when he heard footfalls close behind him Wirling instinctively, he found hinself
facing two hefty figures dressed all in black and wearing face masks. Two nore noved into position

at his back, cutting himoff fromthe street—and it was clear fromthe begi nning that none of them
was much interested in his health, at |east his good health.

Only audacity and refl exes saved him He straightaway kicked his closest assailant in the face,
smashi ng the man sideways into his partner and providing hinself a nomentary opening through which
he | eaped onto the danp cobbl estones, whirling to face themin a fighting crouch. "Al'l right, you
bastards," he grow ed angrily, "conme and get ne."

At that very nonent, a skinmer turned the corner and started up the street, its headlights
burni ng away the early-dawn gloom Brimheard the vehicle suddenly accelerate while three of his
assailants broke into a run. But one—smaller and rmuch slinmrer than the others—enly froze for a
monent as if considering what to do, then pulled a nasty |ooking dart gun from
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i nside his jacket. Brim dove headl ong for the weapon, just as the man aimed it in his direction
but even a Hel msnman's refl exes and superb training couldn't beat a trigger ringer. In nid-|eap, he
heard the weapon fire and felt a stunning pain explode in his neck at al nost the same nonent as
the skimer slid to a halt. Mnents before his face hit the pavenent, a huge figure rushed past
himin the direction his assailant had fled. And while his vision faded to bl ackness, the gruff

voi ce of Borodov roared in his ear, "WIf! For the | ove of Voot—speak to ne\" Then, there was

not hi ng. . ..

He regai ned consciousness with a splitting headache in the Sodeskayan enmbassy. He knew
i medi atel y where he was; Bear beds were big. Besides, Usis and Borodov were both towering over
himin full Sodeskayan regalia while Anna Romanoff sat cross-1legged at his side in her bathrobe,
hol di ng his hand. Opposite, two nore Bears stood with very serious countenances. One wore the
uni form of a Sodeskayan Cuardsnan; the other, dressed in a formal business suit, placed a cool
six-fingered hand on Brims forehead. "How do you feel, Commander?" he asked in that profound
deneanor the Universe reserves solely for physicians.

Bri m managed what he hoped was a confident wink to Romanoff, then peered up at the Bear. "I have
the grandfather of all headaches, Doctor,” he replied with a little grin. "But aside fromthat,
not hing el se feels wong."

"A bad headache, you say?"

"I shall need a new head if it doesn't go away," Brimreplied.

The Sodeskayan grinned. "Aha," he said, raising his furry eyebrows. "Then we shall make you a
true Sodeskayan, eh?" He | ooked over at the three opposite him "Friends," he said, "would this
human not nake a handsone Bear?"

"Handsone i ndeed!" Borodov declared. "But Anna, how woul d you feel about such a thing? A Bear's
head on WIf BrinP"

"I'f that will make himwell, it will be fine," Romanoff declared firnmly, drawi ng her bathrobe
cl oser around her neck.

Brimfelt her squeeze his hand. "Wen can | get up, Doctor?" he asked.
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The Bear thought for a nonent. "Does this nean you wish to forgo a head transpl ant?" he asked.

"Well," Brimreplied, "I suppose nmy headache isn't that bad. But it is passing kind of you to
offer."

"In that case, Conmander," the doctor said with a snmle, "you can get out of bed whenever you
feel confortable doing so." He pursed his |ips and began to pack sone snmall instrunments into a

metal carrier. "The dart did little physical damage," he continued, "but it contained a very
power ful poison. Had it not been for the fortuitous arrival of Doctors Borodov and Ursis, you
woul d likely now be in a norgue. My coll eague from G oncow i medi ately recogni zed the odor of
Ganme- Zondal , venom of Sodeskayan crag wolves. He therefore rushed you here to the enbassy where
I, as luck would have it, possessed the antidote. A normal Aval onian hospital woul d never have
di agnosed your condition in tinme-which | believe your assailants realized. You are a fortunate nman
i ndeed. But then, your friends here have been busy during your period of unconsci ousness. They
have sone interesting words for you while | rejoin ny wife for a tour of your beautiful capital."
"Doctor, how can | ever thank you?" Brimcalled out as the Sodeskayan physician turned and
strode through the door, but Ursis gently placed a hand on his lips.
"When you win the race, WIf," he said with a wink, "you can buy us all a drink at the victory
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celebration and we'll be even. Is it... how do you say... a deal ?"

Bri m shook his head in defeat—+t was hard to argue with Bears, especially in their own enbassy.
"A done deal, N k," he acquiesced, squeezing Ronmanoff's hand again. Then abruptly, he frowned.
"What else did you |l earn?" he asked.

Ursis frowned back. "Well, for one thing," he declared, "I don't think they originally intended
to use the dart gun. It's ny guess that they planned to kill you by hand, so to speak, as if your
deat h occurred accidentally during a chance robbery instead of a planned nurder."

"They were Leaguers, of course,"” Borodov added, "very probably menbers of the Agnord Legion, an
organi zation that specializes in assassinations.” He adjusted his eyeglasses. "You were fortunate,
my friend," he said. "Qur skimmer arrived at a npbst serendipitous nonent. Such persons do not
often fail in their sordid mssions."
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Bri m shuddered. He'd heard of the Agnords. "Did they all get away?" he asked.

Ursis pursed his Iips. "Three escaped without a trace," Usis said. "W saw themrun for it
before we could even brake the skinmrer to a halt. Flight is part of their training, you know But
| chased the one who stayed behind to shoot you. | do not personally believe he was an Agnord. He
seermed to be nore interested in the killing itself."

"I take it he got away, too," Brim said.

"Not conpletely,” Usis growed. "The filthy zukeed junped into the Grand Achtite Canal, where
he had a boat waiting. But | personally marked his face with nmy claws—anme off with a bit of skin
and bl ood, too." He chuckled grimy. "He'll be recognizable for a while."

"Per haps," Borodov observed, "General Drummond and his nen will discover who he was for us."

"Perhaps he will, Doctor," Ursis grunbled. "But |I plan to keep my own vigil, also. | have a
feeling that | shall chance upon that particul ar Leaguer w thout any help from General Drunmond."”

Later that evening, after an enforced period of relaxation, Brimand Anna Ronanoff were
chauffeured to her town house in a huge Sodeskayan Rill |inousine skimer by three arned
Sodeskayan Guardsnmen. And fromthat tine on, the street was never w thout at |east two skinmers
somewhere close to either side of Romanoff's doorway, occupied with both humans and Bears.

CHAPTER 10
The Chanpi on

On a storny evening two nights before the actual conpetition began, Prince Onrad hosted his
prerace divertissement at Cyndor Castle, the nost elegant of the royal famly's three "country"
pal aces in the outskirts of Avalon. Brimonce nore found hinsel f beside Mulding in the reception
line, dressed in a formal uniformthe el egance of which would have been far beyond the inmagi nation
of an inpoverished cadet in the Hel nenen's Acadeny. Shaking his head in anazenent, he consi dered
for the ten nmllionth tinme how amazingly fortunate he'd been over the years—by anyone's
assessnent !

The reception itself took place am d perfunes and spice-laden snoke in Cyndor's famous Court of
Portals: a lofty, mrrored hall of vaulted ceilings and crystal doorways that opened onto opul ent
formal gardens, tonight drenched by the chill, steady rain of a passing front. At each corner of
the room string orchestras drenched in the anber |ight of ten thousand authentic candl es bl ended
their harnonies with tongues fromall over the galaxy. Now and then, Brim caught sight of Anna
Romanof f —dressed in pale | avender—ingling with prospective clients of every l|iving persuasion
humans, Bears, A zur-nians, even |ess-comobn creatures like the gentle, feathered Antiirs or three-
eyed Orpians who only recently had achi eved starflight.

He sniled to hinmself. Anna Romanoff. What a dramatic change this witty, talented woman had made
in his life: giving
272
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endl essly, yet denmandi ng not hing, and appreciative of everything —and anyt hi ng—he did. She'd even
ridden with himduring a nunber of wild Atal antan afternoons on his gravcycle, |aughing and
huggi ng himwi th obvi ous delight as they sped along the twisting little roadways of the island.
For the first tinme in his existence, he felt conplete: loved—aith no strings attached nor linmts
set. She was perhaps the nost el egant, genteel being he had ever encountered, yet she seened
forever thrilled by the little things he managed to do, even in bed, where her capacity for
i nnovati on appeared to be totally limtless.

"I say, WIf," Mulding warned during a short break in the line, "you have noticed the LaKarns
maki ng their way toward us, haven't you? They say he's had sone sort of accident. He certainly
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| ooks it."

Brimjerked hinself back fromhis musings and glanced to his left, where he inmedi ately | ocked
gl ances with Margot's sl eepy blue eyes. Beside her, Rogan was a withered vestige of his once-
form dabl e self, a ghost whose bl ack uniform hung | oosely on a shockingly atrophied frame. On the
nmonent, he knew absolutely nat he had damaged the man's spine during his frenzy of rage—a type of
internal notor wound that required years of treatnent by the npost advanced heal i ng machi nes.
"Thanks, Toby," he said in a subdued voice. "I guess | had been daydreaning."

Moul di ng | aughed i nnocently; he'd never been told the full story of Brims "nmeeting" with the
Leaguers. "Right ho, | don't blane you in the slightest!" he chuckled, taking the opportunity to
straighten his black bow tie. "Your friend Anna is quite the luscious dish tonight, isn't she? I'm
afraid |1've been just as guilty of gawking as everyone el se."

Brimgrinned in spite of hinsel f—-how she |oved her |ow cut gowns! Tonight's was even nore
reveal i ng than usual. "Luscious doesn't half describe her, ny friend," he said, only scant clicks
before the new Starflight Attache fromVillibit-3 arrived in a florescent orange gown with both
her husbands in tow After that, the interm nable series of handshakes commenced anew, until..

"Grand Duke Rogan LaKarn, Absolute Ruler of the Torond and Grand Duchess Margot Effer' wyck-
LaKarn," the protocol officer announced in a clear voice.

Abruptly, Margot's chilly hand was in Brinmls, and he bent to
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kiss the perfectly manicured, tapered fingers he had once known as well as his own. "Margot," he
said, gazing into blue eyes that again tonight seened to bear the sorrows of an entire Universe.
She was dressed in another apricot gown that perfectly set off her dazzling strawberry blond hair
and fl awl ess conplexion. "Are you... all right?" he asked instinctively. She nodded and nade a
little smle. "Atrifle cold,” she said, indicating a flash of lightning that tenmporarily lit the
hall |ike disrupter fire, "—and you?" she asked.

Brimfelt a nonentary tw nge of anguish as he glinpsed the ruin of her husband at closer range.

"Aside froma little rain," Brimanswered pensively, "life has been good, Margot."

The Princess nodded and gl anced neani ngfully out onto the floor where Romanoff was standing with
Ursis, staring back with an inpassive countenance. "|I can see it has, WIf," she said quietly,
"That woman | oves you fiercely." She shook her head sadly. "Wien | finally admtted to nyself that
I nust eventually lose, | prayed it mght be to soneone like her." A tear welled the corner of her
eye; she blinked it back. "She hates ne—needl essly, of course. | have... other... |oves now But
once..." She suddenly turned her face as another flash of lightning Iit the hall

"Enough, " the pal sied LaKarn grunted beside her. "I can no longer tolerate the sight of this

Carescrian assassin. WIl you nove on, whore, or do you plan to spread your legs for himhere in
the reception line?" Wth a clawike hand, he clunsily slipped Margot's bodice from her right

breast. "Here," he crowed, "I shall even help, I've always wanted to watch you two at it."
Bri m had never seen her nipple shriveled and colorless as it was now. He heard hinself gasp in
di smay.

Margot shut her eyes and replaced the bodice with a deft novenent of her hand while her face
turned a sickly white and her whol e carriage appeared to droop. She stood that way for a | ong
monent, blinking back tears of utter humiliation. Then, with a sigh of resignation, she
strai ghtened her shoul ders and assuned a nore custonary countenance. "Goodbye, WIf," she said
presently through tight, bloodless lips, "I wish both you and Anna the best of the Universe."
Then, without another word, she turned to offer her hand to Moul ding while LaKarn doddered al ong
at her side.
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During those brief nonments, Brimcane to realize he had been living under a del usion. He had
definitely not left behind all enotion for Margot Effer'wck; the wave of anguish that swept his
psyche as he stared hel plessly at her lovely back di sabused himof that forever. Years of
| onel i ness had erased nost of the erotic passion he once felt for the magnificent Princess, but
not hi ng had di mred his concern. He desperately wanted to help in some way—any way—but trapped in
the reception line as he was, he could do nothing! Imrediately, a new coupl e replaced the LaKarns,
gushing inbecilically about "space racers" and what it felt to be "out there anong the stars."” In
his utter shock, he heard no nore than ten words they babbled. If he reacted correctly to them
and to at least the next ten dignitaries that followd, it was clearly done on "autohelm" for he
renenmbered no nore of the evening until the royal couple departed—an event that transpired no nore
than a few cycles after they conpleted the reception line. At the door, they were surrounded by a
whol e squad of Controllers fromthe League—not native Grenzen fromthe Torond. Cearly, Triannic
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was keeping his puppet rulers under close supervision, indeed.

By the time the stream of newconers at |ast began to wane, Brim had once again rel axed
sufficiently to peer around the roomand frown. "We've net just about all the inportant Leaguers
who cane for the race,"” he said to Muulding, "but I haven't seen hide nor hair of Valentin. Is he
here, do you suppose?"

Moul di ng rubbed his chin for a nonent. "I say," he started, "I know |'ve caught a glinpse of him
toni ght -he coul dn't possibly mss an event like this without drawing a bloody |lot of attention to
hinself. But you're certainly right. He hasn't cone near the line." He frowned. "I wonder..."

"So do I," Brimsaid grimy, still scanning the guests.

"There" Moul ding said, nodding his head, "—n that group of Controllers near the turquoise
al cove. Isn't that our bloody friend | eani ng agai nst the door?"

Brimturned slowy, trying not to appear obvious. "I don't know, " he said. "It's pretty dim
there in the alcove. But..." Lightning flared, nmonentarily illunmnating the slimfigure of Kirsh
Val entin against the streanming door. "Yes. That's him" He narrowed his eyes. "Perhaps | ought to
extend sone sort of
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personal greetings, now that our 'special duty' on the reception line seems to be at an end."
"Do you think that's wise?" Mulding inquired with a worried |ook on his face. "It would | ook

rather bad if you started sonething, you know. Could even give themthe race by default—especially
if you did in their Principal Hel nsman."”

Bri m nodded sullenly. "Yeah," he said, "I know But the bastards wouldn't have nuch of a leg to
stand on thenselves if Valentin |ooks Iike | think he does." He pursed his lips. "Perhaps I'll go
pay ny respects.”

"Right ho," Mulding said, starting the other way. "And | shall go collect Usis and
Bor odov—ust in case his Leaguer conpani ons deci de to be uncooperative.”

Bri m dodged his way across the crowded roomin rapid order; however, Valentin's vigilant
"friends" had cl osed ranks before he was even hal fway there. "Excuse ne, gentlenen," the
Carescrian said, attenpting to push his way between two of the high-booted toughs in dress bl acks,
"but 1'd like to speak to nmy friend Kirsh there."

It was like trying to nove a solid rock wall. Nothing budged at all, and the faces of the
Controllers renuai ned i nmpassive, as if they understood no Aval oni an

Brimrepeated the words in Vertrucht, securing an identical reaction for his |inguistic pains:
not hi ng. He was about to apply a sudden el bow to one of the Leaguer's kidneys when, abruptly, a
squadron of twelve large Inperial "guests" in civilian evening clothes nonchalantly drifted by to
encircle Valentin's Leaguer convoy—and there was no nistaking their intent.

Shortly thereafter, Drummond appeared at Brims side, dressed in nmagnificent soup-and-fish that
must have cost the price of a snmall starship. He calmy eyed one of the Leaguers, then placed his
hands on his hips. "Mve aside, whoreson filth," he demanded quietly in | owest gutter Vertrucht,
"—+ defecate on they father's slopsyard grave."

Bl ind rage bl azed suddenly in the proud Leaguer's eyes. Re-flexively, he reached for the little
General only a nonent before both his forearnms were broken by short, deadly chops fromlnperials
who had nmoved in silently on either side. It was over so quickly no one behind themon the
reception floor could have possibly seen, but Brimdistinctly heard bones crack—and it was cl ear
that the remai nder of Valentin's guards had too. The
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wounded Leaguer's face turned a pasty gray and beads of sweat broke out on his forehead as the
pain began to register. Instantly, he was supported by his burly Inperial assailants, who slowy
turned him 'round so his startled coll eagues could share the view

"Al right, you filth," Drummond whi spered, "every nother's son of you saw this bastard attack
me. Now clear out quietly and take himwith you before |I clap everyone in the brig. Understand?"
They under st ood.

"Except Valentin," he added. "We'll send himaround |l ater."

Wde-eyed with fear, the Leaguers quietly nade for the door, each escorted by a nassive hunan
and followed by a Bear. Only cycles later, a frightened-1ooking Valentin stood al one within the
remai ning coterie of Inperials, his cheek stubbornly turned toward the door. Qutside in the fornal
gardens, the stormraged at its height, with rain pounding at the glass and trees bent nearly
double. This close to the door, the muffled runble of thunder could be heard clearly above the
noi se of the party.

"WIf, Nik,” Drumond called quietly. "I think you two should have the honor of inspecting this
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i nnocent Leaguer's face."

Bri m st epped beside his old antagonist. "Turn around, Kirsh," he ordered coldly. "You know what
I"mlooking for. If you had nothing to do with ny ordeal the other norning, then you go hone
freewith nmy apologies. herwise..."

"O-otherw se... what?" Valentin demanded, the whites of his eyes beginning to show again.

"Turn around,"” Brimrepeated after a ninble of thunder that sounded |ike a distant barrage of
di srupters. "We'll talk after | see the opposite side of your face."

Val entine cleared his throat nervously. "I don't have to," he sniffled. "If you so rmuch as touch
me, | shall conplain to the Racing Comrittee that you...'

"Turn, Valentin," Brimpersisted. "Nobody's threatening you—yet."

"B-bastard Carescrian," Valentin swore, his lips drawn tight agai nst cl enched teeth.

"Turn!" Brims command was punctuated by a close-in lightning strike followed by its sharp
report.
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Val entin seened to shrink into his black uniform then—with a scow of purest hate-he slowy
reveal ed the opposite side of his face. Four welts of new, pink flesh extended well into his
hairline fromhis jaw. The leftnost ran through an extensively remade ear.

Bri m nodded. "Well, hab'thall,” he said. "I'll bet that hurt, didn't it?"

Val entin only scow ed defiantly. "I don't know what you're tal king about,” he snapped over
wi ndbl own rain that drunmed in sheets agai nst the heavy crystal

"Ch, | think you know." Brimsnarled. "N k, maybe you ought to see if these welts match your
claws. "

Usis's eyes narrowed. "Yes," he agreed in a deep, angry voice," perhaps | shall even reopen
themto elimnate any possibility of mistakes." He smiled grimy, his fang gens gleaning in the
candl elight. "Hearing you bl eat again, Leaguer, would give nme great pleasure.™

"Flaring a hole in your stinking hide would give nme great pleasure,” Valentin hissed, drawi ng a
sl eek blaster frominside his tunic. Brimrecognized it as one of the new Maranell os,
ul trapowerful, rechargeabl e hand bl asters that could burn holes in hullnmetal plate. They were
manufactured in Tarrott—and this one was equi pped with a slender, crystalline silencer.

Ursis only | aughed. "You wouldn't dare use that here, Valentin," he scoffed. "It may be
silenced, but its flash would open all sorts of inquiries that neither you nor your filthy League
can afford."

Val entin grinaced and slid the little blaster back into his tunic with a sullen look in his
eyes.

"Hand that thing over before soneone gets hurt, Valentin," Drunmond grow ed. "O herwi se..."

Before he could finish his sentence, the Controller whirled and grabbed the handl es of the
crystal door. Unhappily—for him-his captors were nuch faster, blocking the heavy panel with their
feet. But as the two Inperials instinctively junped to prevent his escape, they also provided a
nmoment's opening to the next exit. Using the door itself as a springboard, Valentin catapulted
hi msel f past the two surprised guards and into the noisy crowd, with Brim Ursis, and the rest of
hi s woul d-be captors in hot pursuit—everyone noving at no nore than a brisk walk, as if nothing
out of the ordinary were taking place.
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Val entine reached the ornate glass portal only nonents before Brim but the time was sufficient
for his purposes. He was through the doorway and onto the rai nswept balcony in plenty of time to
scranbl e down an ornate colum, then splash into the shadows of the formal gardens beyond with
Bri m and Drum nond cl ose behi nd.

"Stop, Valentin!" Brimshouted, nearly blinded by the teem ng sheets of rain.

Hal f way across the garden, the Leaguer slowed to fire a shot over his shoulder. It kicked up a
wel ter of spray and debris through the puddl es. Twice again, Valentin stopped to fire, mssing
both tinmes. But Brimfelt the second bolt of cold energy frost his face as he dove for cover

After he fired his third shot, Valentin veered across a clear space, heading past a sort of
mai nt enance shack, nonentarily visible in flashes of |ightning behind a stand of w ndbent crest
oaks.

At the sane nonent, however, Drummond entered the picture, laying down bursts froma rapid-
firing blast pike in the dirt around the fleeing Leaguer. "Halt, you bastard!" he yelled as he
spl ashed along the path at full speed.

What ever ot her plans the Leaguer m ght have had at that juncture, he changed them when the
ground beneath himerupted in an absolute welter of sharp explosions. Imediately, he jinked |eft,
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zi gzagged through the whirling debris, and dove headfirst through the open door of the shack

Runni ng hard behind, Brim straightaway saw a bl aster flash three times fromthe shack's w ndow.
He dove to the ground behind a flower display, blood trickling fromhis cheek where a flying
crockery chip had hit.

"Amazi ng what a few bursts fromthe old Trenning here can do," Drummond | aughed, spl ashi ng down
beside Brimand patting a great blast pike he held in his hands.

"Sure changed old Valentin's mind about running any farther," Brimanswered over a deafening
burst of thunder. "Now, all we've got to do is get himout of there." He raised hinself carefully
and peered over the flower bed. "Valentin!" he shouted above the tunult of the storm watching the
dark figures of security agents nove in to surround the shed. "You're trapped, and you xaxt damed

well know it. Throw that blaster out now and you'll need face only ne."
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For long nonments, he could only hear the pounding of the rain. "Well, Valentin?" he denmanded

Shots fromthe hut ripped through the teem ng flower bed. At al nbst the sanme instant, another
heavy bl ast pi ke began to whunp out return fire from sonmewhere back al ong the path.
"Cut that firing!" Drumond shout ed.

The pi ke stopped abruptly.
"I"'mgoing in after him" Brim said.

"You sure you want to take that no-good hab'thall on yourself, WIf?" Drunmond asked.

The Carescrian felt hinself smle. "I've been sure for years, General," he answered. Peering
through a space in the flower garden, he studied Valentin's position. Since the Leaguer knew he
had little hope of escape, the real trick would be taking himalive. Controllers often took their
own |ives when facing certain capture or huniliation. Brimhad seen a |lot of this during the war.
"I'"ll need some covering fire around the w ndow," he said.

Just then, another volley of shots spewed fromthe shed, toppling a statue and bl asting a bench
into a billion splinters.

"Wonder if you oughtn't wait a little while," Drummond suggested above the downpour. "That
Maranel l 0's got to be running | ow on energy soon."

"Not soon enough for me." Brimresponded, ducking behind the log as still another volley sent a
spray of mud and debris into the air. Suddenly, a shrill tone sounded fromthe shattered w ndow.

Drumond rai sed an eyebrow. "WAs that what | think it was?" he asked with a grin

Bri m chuckl ed. "Sure sounded like a power warning to nme," he answered.

"I'f it is,"” Drummond said, staring.through the rain at the stone shed, "your friend Val entin has
about five shots left. Wth all their power, Miranellos won't take cartridges—they've got to be
recharged. "

Bri m nodded agreenent. "Time to get him then," he said, peering through the downpour.

"Now wait a nmonent, young fella,"” Drunmond cautioned. "He does have at |east five shots left,
you know. "

"I think I can handle those," Brimsaid as a flash of Iightning streaked across the sky. "Just
gi ve me enough covering fire so

i sf
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can nake it to the door." H's words were punctuated by a pealing roll of thunder

Drumond considered this for a nmonment, then shrugged in concession. "Wat about taking one of
these bl ast pikes with you, then," he whispered. "M ght cone in handy until brother Valentin gets
rid of those last five shots."

Brimgrinned. "You do have a point, there, Ceneral," he said as the rain picked up

"Sondstrom " Drunmond barked through the coursing sheets of rain. "Let's have that extra pike."

"Aye, Ceneral," the commando called froma stand of trees. Minents |later, she darted across the
open path like a waith—w th two Trenni ngs, one of which she silenUy handed to Brim

He took the big weapon, switched it to SELF-TEST, and watched for the green READY indication. It
Iighted al nost instantly.

"You're sure you want to go through with this?" Drunmond asked.

"I''msure, Ceneral," Brimsaid, gripping the big weapon at either end. "And |I'm al so ready," he
added, "when you are, sir."

"Hi gh covering fire on the wi ndow at ny signal,"
and rai se your hand."

Drurmond whi spered to Sondstrom "Pass it on
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"Aye, Ceneral," the commando said, and craw ed to the soldier next to her. Wthin nonents, nine
hands were aloft in the driving rain.

"CGood |uck, Brim" Drunmond sai d.

"Thanks, Ceneral," Brimsaid. "I'Il probably need all | can get."

Drumond waved his hand twice and instantly the air was filled with a stunning barrage fromten
power ful bl ast pi kes.

Brimfairly expl oded across the flower bed, bending | ow under the blinding hail of covering
shots and sprinting toward the shack. Qutside the door, he crouched for a nonent to catch his
breath; then, tensing, he smashed the flinmsy door latch assenbly with the butt of the Trenning and
st epped back while two nore shots burst through the door in a cloud of wood splinters. "All right,
Val entin,” Brimcalled out, "that's enough. Toss that blaster where | can see it and conme out with
your hands up—etherwise, I'mcomng in for you."
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Si | ence.

Bri m nodded his head. He really hadn't expected Valentin to cooperate. Standing the Trenning
agai nst the streaming wall, he slipped out of his coat and draped it over the barrel. Then

hol di ng the big weapon by its butt, he poked the decoy into the niddle of the doorway.
Two nore shots how ed out of the dark shed; the second—though noticeably weaker—shredding his

coat into flying shards. A nmonent later, the shrill sound of an alarm canme fromthe hut.
Valentin's blaster was finally exhausted.
"That's it, Valentin," Brimgrowed, "I'"mcomng in."

After a long silence, he stepped into the doorway and tossed the blast pike into the grass
behind him "All right, you bastard," he grow ed, "we're even now. Cone out here and fight like a
man. "

A sudden flash of lightning illumnated the interior of the shed, revealing Valentin crouched in
a corner with a savage look in his eyes, teeth bared as if he were a cornered ani mal. Half-blinded
by the lightning, Brimdiscovered his own mstake a nonment | ater when the Leaguer erupted fromthe
doorway |like a shot, swinging his inert blaster as if it were a club. Wile a fearful peal of
t hunder crashed above them Brim dodged under the attack, then grabbed Valentin's sleeve and
yanked down hard, bendi ng the Leaguer over double and smashing himin the face with his knee.

The bl aster went flying into the darkness as Valentin staggered backward into the shack again
with Brimfollowing carefully in his footsteps. But the Leaguer was far from stopped. Backing all
the way to the far wall, he pushed off fromthe rough stones and before Brimcould prepare a
defense, |eaped forward and | anded a forward thrust-kick in Brims groin.

Bri m saw t he bl ow coni ng and chopped downward on Valentin's shin with the outer edge of his
right forearm but could only fractionally Iinmt the blow The Leaguer's boot slamed into his
testicles with terrific force.

In agony, Brimfolded at the waist at the sane time a brutal punch exploded in his face. He
staggered back, trying to catch his breath while nulticol ored novas exploded in his eyes.
Instinctively, he dropped to a crouch; his right knee sagged to the ground in tornment. Then
gathering hinself in a frantic burst of energy, he stopped another punch by grabbing Valentin's
Wi st
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and pushing it over his head, then | anding a short but powerful punch, just below the ribs.

The surprised Leaguer bellowed sonmething in Vertrucht, junped back with a | ook of agonized
di sbelief, then yanked his armfree and sprang forward, ainming a double-hand chop against Brinms
sides that threatened to shatter his ribs.

Brimnmet the savage attack by instinct alone, stepping forward and driving both arms downward
inside Valentin's, effectively cutting short the attack before viciously | anding his own doubl e
punch to both sides of Valentin's |ower ribs.

Coughi ng painfully, Valentin pivoted and i medi ately counterattacked with a nurderous roundhouse
punch to Brimls left tenple that |aunched hi m backward through the door and onto the ground in an
expl osi on of agony and snothering rain.

Instantly, Valentin was astride Brim s chest. Powerful hands slipped deep down the sides of his
shirt collar, then sharp, bony edges of wists and forearns closed relentlessly against Brinis
carotid arteries, applying deadly, agonizing pressure. "Now... you... Inperial... bastard," he
hi ssed, his voice barely audible with effort, " you... will... die."

Close to insensibility, Brimbattled for consciousness. Valentin's face glared nmal evolently at
himwhile his ringers tightened around Brinmls throat. As he gasped for breath, the Leaguer smil ed.
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Bri m knew he nmust break the lock in the next few nonments or he would be killed. Desperately, he
arched his body and shoved Valentin's hips away fromhis chest. Gowing and panting |ike an
animal, Valentin fought desperately to naintain his position, clawing the Carescrian's flesh, but
Bri mwas better conditioned, and the choke hol d weakened significantly. Wen Brimcould shove no
farther, he rolled suddenly to the left, grabbed the nan's right cuff, and haul ed hard across his
body, breaking the death |ock and rolling the surprised Leaguer off himconpletely. Before

Val entin could recover, Brimgrabbed his throat, shoved hi mbackward to the ground, and stonped on
his face.

Wth blood streaming fromhis nose, Valentin groaned in agony and rolled to his stomach. Sl owy,
he began to push hinself erect, but Brimstaggered in fromthe side, raised his knee for |everage,
and delivered a trenendous upward kick to the mdsection. H's blow lifted the Leaguer nore than an
iral off
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the floor before he collapsed in a puddle of his own vomt and lay still, noaning in a | ow voi ce

Moments |ater, both Drummond and Ursis arrived at the door, both armed with bl ast pikes. "WIf,"
they cried in unison, "are you all right?"

Brim stood over the notionless Valentin, nearly sick to the stomach with pain hinself. "Except
for a possibly ruined love life, I"'mall right,” he growed after a long runble of thunder, "—and
unfortunately, so is this Leaguer zukeed."

Val entin retched as he withed on the stones.

"On your feet, coward," Brimordered, rubbing his throat. "You're not half so hurt as you ought
to be. You'll fly tonorrowwhich is a lot better than what you and your bully boys had in store
for me the other day."

Val entin only groaned.

"We'll get himback to his people,” Drunmond said, notioning quietly to nmen standing outside in
the teemng rain. Then he nade a little smle. "I think perhaps this evening' s activities wll
send off a pretty significant nessage for Triannic, too—that CIGAs aren't the only Inperials
they'll have to deal with." He shrugged. "W knows, it night just have bought the whole Enpire a
little breathing room"

"At the price of two formal uniforns,” Ursis observed. "Just |look at the two of you!"

Drumond wi nced, glancing at hinmself in dismay, then at Brim "W've done a job, all right,"” he
sai d, shaki ng his head.

Bri magreed bl eakly. Both knees were out of his trousers, and his coat had been blasted to
ri bbons. "Yeah," he agreed. "It's going to be tough going back into the reception like this."

Drummond chuckl ed. "The party is getting a tad out of hand, isn't it?"

"Not hi ng worse than a boring party," Ursis observed, standing back while two of Drumond's
commandos hal f carried, half wal ked the bent and whinpering Valentin outside. "WIf," the Bear
added with nock sagacity, "you'd better take permanent possession of that trophy tonorrow,
otherw se, soneone's liable to be injured at these soirees.”

Brimchuckled grimy. "I'Il do my danndest, N k," he promi sed, gladly stepping into the storm
again. The odor of vonit had beconme a pal pable entity inside. Suddenly he spied two figures
wal ki ng rapidly toward himthrough the driving
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rai n—and the short one was |inping perceptibly. "Anna!" he shouted, just as their way was abruptly
bl ocked by three burly commandos materializing out of the shadows.

"WIf!" Romanoff shouted over the noise of the storm "Is that you? Are you all right?"

Suddenly, one of the conmandos yel ped and grabbed his shin. Romanoff dodged past himin an
instant, linping along at a surprising clip, with two of the soldiers in hot pursuit.

Brimtook off toward her |ike a shot, shouting. "Wait! She's all right! Don'tf He grabbed the
little businesswonan by the waist and whirled around to shield her a scant instant before the two
angry men slamred into his back with the force of a runaway starship. Down they all went in a
brui sing, gasping tangle of wet arnms and | egs, Brim supporting the weight of both nen on his
el bows and knees in a desperate attenpt to keep the three of themfrom crushi ng Romanoff. "Anna,"”
he whi spered to a panting tangle of wet hair beside his cheek, "are you hurt?"

After a nmonment of silence, he heard a giggle in his ear. "I'mfine, WIf," she said
breathlessly. "But isn't three at a tine sort of kinky for you—especially out here in the pal ace
gar den?"

"I say!" Moul ding bell owed from sonewhere overhead, "you two—eff them now That's the fell ows.
Carefully, now. .."
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Hi s voice was joined by that of Drunmond. "At ease, nen! Everything's all right!"

Abruptly, the load on Brims back lifted, and far gender hands began to pull at him He shook
them of f while he knelt and eased Romanoff to her feet. "You sure you're not hurt?" he asked.

She nodded, futilely straightening the soaked and clinging renmains of her dress, that now
revealed a | ot nore than they concealed. "It was you | worried about," she said. "I got out on the
bal cony just in time to watch you chase Valentin into the garden—and when | saw the bl aster
flashes, | ran for Toby." She shook her head. "Rough party you brought ne to tonight, WIf Brim
Just | ook at your new uniform-and ny dressl™

Bri m grunted; her dusky nipples showed through the wet fabric as if she had nothing on
"Probably | ought to take you hone before things really get nasty," he urged. "Wat do you say we
call it a night?"

Romanoff melted into the arm he placed gently around her
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shoulder. "lI'd like that," she said quietly. Then she shook her head. "Mother always warned ne to
stay away fromstarsailors —and | wouldn't listen."
"Let's hear it for disobedience," Brimwhispered, lifting her to his arns and starting along the

path toward her skinmer. Tonorrow prom sed to be a | ong day.

Bri m and Moul ding were al oft by late norning and spent nost of the day testing their M6B s for
all they were worth. As custonmary, the race course was triangular in shape, defined by three
solitary, type-G stars: Delta-Ghnn, Onita, and Laneer, none with satellites. Course entry was
cl ose by Delta-Gahnn, nearest of the three to Avalon at 430 |light-years' distance. Fromthere, a
| ong strai ghtaway of 269.2 light-years stretched to Onita, where a sharp turn led to the shortest
leg of 149.8 light-years. Following this, a nmild angle around Laneer and a second | ong
strai ghtaway of 243.20 |light-years returned the course to its entry point.

Starliners fromevery known dom nion traced al ong the course at HyperSpeed, carrying spectators
who paid considerable suns for a chance to see the racers whiz past at close range. But even two
hundr ed- odd spectator ships, with thirty-one mlitary patrol vessels, counted for little nore than
dust notes when considered within the context of the actual distances involved.

Approaching his first circuit with the Wzard runbling confortably at his back, Brimfelt the
narrow red danper beam warm his hand, then gently urged it farther toward OPEN, keeping the hot
spot centered in his palm Setting a course around Delta-Gahnn at hi gh speed, he edged into the
race | ane and headed out over the first long leg for distant Onita—enly a pinpoint in the forward
Hyperscreens but growing rapidly as he picked up speed. Scant cycles later, he took that angle as
closely as possible (with the crystal tenperature nearing red-line), then practically bunted the
short leg to Laneer and entered the second | ong strai ghtaway back to Delta- Gahnn and the race-
circuit entrance. | MPERIAL M SDC B ALPHA TO HYPERDROVE, he KA PPAed. REQUEST TIM NG TH S RUN
His display directly manifested a nessage: HYPERDROVE TO
| MPERI AL M SFX B ALPHA, TIM NG | S AFFI RVATI VE
M SI X B ALPHA, Bri m KA PPAed. Wile he bent the little
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ship around the distant enerald star, a snmall display began to blink above the |eft
Hyperscreen—first orange as he tweaked t he danper toward OPEN agai n, then green as he passed
through the timng beamand started along the circuit.

Charging into an approach tangent at about a quarter million c'lenyts distance, he trailed the
gravity brakes a little, juggled the danper closed for the interval of a heartbeat, then rolled a
hal f-turn and hit the steering engine hard to port. Instantly, the tail hung out, tw tching while
he tested gravity flowinto the star. Wien he sensed the ship was precisely aligned, he willed the
danper open and rode around the curve, tensing hinself for the one perfect instant when he was
lined up on the next lap, while the artificial cabin gravity struggled to shield himfrom col ossa
centrifugal forces that could mash his frail body to a reddish blob in his recliner. Scanning
between his instrunents and the Hyperscreens, he tensed, searching for his first glinpse of Laneer
nmovi ng out from occl usi on behind the small blue orb that was Onita. ... Now He eased the danper
forward and snoot hly unwound the steering, feeling the M6B spring forward into the strai ghtaway
as if it were sonmething alive. Behind him the new Wzard/2 thundered deafeningly through a
bul khead, its prodigious grow nearly unbearable even in his battle suit.

After this, he sinply continued in a flattened curve some two hundred thousand c'lenyts out from
snowy white Laneer, then blasted off down the second straightaway while the crystal - head
tenperature again worked its way toward redline. Cycles later, with Delta-Ghnn a | arge enerald
ball sone 450,000 c'lenyts off to port, he skidded the M 6B into another extravagant hi ghspeed
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curve until the green timing light returned to yellow and the average velocity neter read-his eyes
wi dened with surprise—average speed, 98.21M Li ght Speed: a new gal actic record!

When he finally haul ed back on the danper beam the Wzard/2 spun down with a sound that
approached a sigh of relief. Brimnodded to hinself. H s Leaguer conpetition would need one xaxt
of a ship to win this year! Steering a gentle curve back to Aval on, he wondered if the Ganthei sser
engi neers had been able to cone up with it.

Less than a nmetacycle later, as he taxied in to the shed area,
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he lifted the visor of his helnet and slid open the w ndward Hyperscreen. Cool spray and fragrant
|l ake air instantly filled the bridge, refreshing his face and soothing the gas-dried nenbranes of
his eyes and nose. A stormfront during the afternoon appeared to have rejuvenated the whol e

Uni verse. All the great bluffs around Aval on's ancient HyperDronme were now awash in delicate
mauves and pi nks while an early-evening sky glowed in pal est peach, dabbed here and there by
scuddi ng | avender remants of the storm Across the choppy water, a sizable crowd had gathered
near the ranp, junping and wavi ng as he approached. Cearly, news concerning his last circuit had
spread rapidly through the racing comunity. He could hear cheering when he turned upwi nd and
headed for the ranp. In spite of hinself, he grinned with genuine exhilaration. He had a galactic
speed record in his pocket, and even though it wasn't official, he had an undeni abl e sense of
confidence that he, along with Valerian's magni ficent M 6B, could handl e anything the Leaguers

m ght field.

Brimsteered his sleek little starship up the seaweed-encrusted ranp, then drew to a hovering
stop over on Sherring-ton's portable gravity pad as technicians wearing huge reflective nittens
raced to secure the optical noorings. He fought back waves of nausea as he switched to planetary
gravity, then powered off a final set of systenms and opened the hatch, clinbing out onto the
ship's light blue hullnmetal amd wild cheering and whistles. Mnents later, two technicians
carefully placed a boarding | adder near his feet, and he clinbed down to what seened |like a
t housand hands, all either waiting to be shaken or to clap himon the back. Significantly, no one
seermed the least interested in the | arge brui ses under both eyes; race drivers had a rough
reputation. It was a long time before he could work his way through the cromd of well wi shers to
where Romanoff stood in white sweater and sl acks atop the seawall, her lovely face wearing the
same nysterious snle she'd had for himthe first night they'd nade | ove. Then he found hinself
snothered in warm wet kisses that were—n their own way—better than any speed record he could
i magi ne.

Later, at supper in the shed refectory, Brimand Romanoff had just taken their seats with Nk
Usis, Mark Val erian, and Prazni k Krasni, when K-P's senior propulsion fellow, Al exy
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I vanovi ch Pogreb, strode into the dining roomwearing scorched K-P coveralls and a deep Beari sh
frown. Looking neither right nor left, he marched directly to the Senior Director. "Praznik
Dvigat," he began in a concerned voice. "I believe ve have serious troubles. | thought it vould be
best if | notified everyone at sane tine."

Dressed in a | oose Sodeskayan tunic with brass buttons, baggy trousers, and soft boots, Krasn
stood and matched Dvi-gat's frown. "The new Wzard, Al exyi |vanovich?" he asked. "W have troubles
with the Wzard Two?"

"I's true, Praznik Dvigat," Pogreb asserted, broodingly raising his eyes to the heavens. "I
mysel f inspected plasma tubes on Conmander Brimls M6B."

"And you found?" Krasni pronpted.

"Crystal particles, vould you believe?" the Bear reported. "Lining both tubes, Praznik Dvigat.
Ve still have not overcone our heating problens, Devil take it." He turned to Brim "No of fense,
Conmander," he said, "but during | ast high-speed run, the crystals actually began to disintegrate,
depositi ng—+ather sublimating by reverse feedback—ol |l ections of atoms fromthe Drive crystals
t hensel ves. The process may well have been slowy going on for days."

Krasni remained silent for a nmonent, then sipped his neem and | ooked contenplatively into the
goblet. "1 assune, Alexyi lvanovich," he said, "that Commander Brim s Drive is ruined.”

Pogreb nodded. "Sane for Comander Mbul di nk's. Both have sustai ned much crystal erosions at tube
junction and will have to be changed out before either ship is safe to fly."

Val erian shut his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose. "That practically neans taking both
ships apart," he said flatly.

"Whul d that circunmstances were that easy,"” Krasni groaned. "Unfortunately, those are the only
Wzard Two crystals in existence. W can't change themout."
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"What ?" Ursis yelled. "You only grew two of then®"

"No, Ni kol ai Yanuarievich," Krasni explained. "W actually grew five of them when we started the
program Two were destroyed in systemtesting at the Goncow | abs, two were installed in the M
6B's, and..."

"And the spare?" Valerian interrupted tensely.

Krasni shook his head. "The spare, friend Val erian, was accidentally destroyed as it was noved

in the shed yesterday. A
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force Iine parted on the portable lift, and before the driver could recover, it had been cracked
in half."

Brimslunped in his seat. "Just thraggling wonderful," he groaned. "Now what ?"

"Unl ess you have some other ideas."” Krasni replied, "I'mafraid we're sinply out of the race."

"Not necessarily, Praznik Dvigat," Pogreb said. "Perhaps there are nore crystals for the M6B s
than we think."

"If there are, | know nothing about them" Krasni snapped w th annoyance.

"I's true we have no Wzard Two crystals, sir," Pogreb said. "But is also a fact that three
W zard-C prototype crystals are in the propul sion | aboratory on nearby Melia, the science planet
—eonplete with control systenms. They were delivered on the sane ship that brought the M 6B s from
Lys. "

"Wzard-C s, Pogreb?" Krasni demanded. "Those are reflecting Drives, remenber?"

"Aye, sir," Pogreb agreed, "—and alnost a perfect fit for an M6B, even with the reflector in
place. Alittle nachining here and there—pst at the starboard mounting flange, and..."

"Pogreb\" Krasni interrupted, "those prototypes have only been run a few tinmes. \What nakes you
think that they'd stand up in a race?"

"Beggi ng the General Manager's pardon.” Pogreb replied, "but they have only been run a few tines
in reflecting node. In standard node, each has run full-out for nearly three netacy-cles—and with
a power output within two percent of the Wzard Two." He grinned. "Not only that, Praznik Dvigat,"
Pogreb added, "—they should be sonewhat easier to cool!"

Krasni turned to Brim "Wuld you be willing to fly something Iike that?" he asked.

Bri m gl anced over at Romanoff. "I've got to do it," he whispered.

"l know that, WIf," she replied.

"I"'mgane, Dr. Krasni," Brimsaid presently. "Do you think you can have the switch done in
time?"

Krasni paused, |ooking off into sonme other dimension for a nonent. Then he passed the question
on to Pogreb. "Can we?" he asked.

"I's already starting the process, Prazni k Dvigat," Pogreb
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sai d, nodding his head. "Crystals should arrive fromMelia within a nmetacycle."

"I rather imagined that woul d be the case, Alexyi lvano-vich," Krasni said with alittle snile.

"Ah, but is badly needink help fromyou, Mark Valerian," Pogreb added.

"You've got it," Valerian said, rising fromthe table and struggling into his tweed coat.

Bri m pushed his chair back with intentions of follow ng, but Valerian and Pogreb were already on
their way. "Finish your supper, WIf," Valerian called over his shoulder. "You' ve been at it al
afternoon. 1'Il call as soon as there's sonething you can do."

Bri m sank back in his chair. "I think it's going to be a |ong night,
dallying with the contents of his plate.

"Not for you, WIf Ansor," Ursis asserted.
"How cone?" Brim denmanded with a raised eyebrow.

"Because, ny furless friend," the Bear replied, "if they do fix the Wzard in tine for the race,
it is your job to fly—and be sufficiently rested to fly well. If, on the other hand, the Wzard is
i noperabl e, then your help won't matter anyway." He w nked at Romanoff. "Additionally," he said
with a twinkle in his eye, "your fellow hunmans all appear to enjoy the sight of Mss Romanoff.

Per haps the productivity of the Sherrington teamw |l be higher w thout such a beautiful female to
stare at, eh?"

Romanof f bl ushed, but it was clear she was delighted by the conplinent. Generally, unless one
was being pursued actively by an angry Bear (al nost always a fatal situation) it was difficult to
be provoked by one.

After supper, the three hurried down to the Inperial shed area where every avail abl e technici an
and engi neer had been called out to work on the M6B's. In the repair yard outside, an orderly

he nmused, bl eakly,

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bil...20The%20Helmsman%2003%20-%20The%20Trophy.txt (137 of 149) [1/31/2004 1:10:29 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2003%20-%20The%20T rophy.txt

contingent of Bears had so far unpacked two gleam ng Drive crystals with strange silver housings
from wooden crates marked "KPOCHbl -113TY." They were now connecting banks of test equi pnment to one
of them through what | ooked like a c'lenyt of glow ng cables. Inside the shed itself, Sherrington
engi neers and technicians were at work on Brim s machine, busily renoving sections of the racer's
skin; others had already lifted the nassive crystal cover fromits Drive chanber.
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"How s it look?" Brimasked when Val erian had cone to rest for a nonent nearby.

The designer pursed his lips and frowned. "I think it's going to be close, WIf," he admtted
"But then, we Sherrington people won't be the ones who actually pull off the necessary
nmracle—this is nostly a Krasni-Peych show. Al | can do is help when |I'm needed and keep out of
the way when I'mnot." He frowned for a monent, |ooking over Brinmls shoulder. "I say, there,
Jaech," he yelled at a young engi neer standing atop the Drive conpartment with a glowing coil over
his shoul der, "let ne help you with that assenbly!” Then he grinned again at Brim "Conme back in
the norning, WIf," he said as he started across the floor. "W'll know a lot nore at that tine."

Before he started up the | adder, he turned, his face broken by a little grin. "And don't forget to
bring your flying togs!" he added.

The foll owi ng norning, Brimawoke | ong before dawn and dressed in his fatigues w thout waking
Romanoff. The latest report fromthe HyperDrome indicated that both technical teanms had worked
straight through the night and were nearly ready to test their handiwork. Results of those first
tests would be a good indication of how he m ght spend his afternoon, watching or flying.

As his driver turned toward the Inperial shed, Brimcould see that the whole area was bathed in
the harsh glare of Karls-son | anps burning at their highest intensity. Cearly, work had gone on
all night, and the very fact that nobody had given up yet was a highly encouraging sign so far as
he was concerned. Inside the shed, Mulding's M6B was reduced to a skel eton ami dships while his
own could be seen huddling atop a gravity pad in one of the Drive-arming circles. At a distance,
it appeared to be nostly in one piece—at |east conpared to its sister ship.

"You want the shed or the Drive circle, Conmander?" the driver asked.

"Better make it the Drive circle," Brimreplied, "I might as well get the news firsthand." Less
than five cycles later, he flashed his badge at a nanned security gate and strode onto the giant
| ensli ke systemof N-ray emtters. Above him the M6B loomed on its gravity pad, gleaning dark
blue in the bright artificial light and literally covered by technicians. Hundreds of
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cables glowing in a rainbow of hues led fromopenings in her hull to an armada of vans laden with
di agnosti c equi prent .

Twel ve additional cables, each thicker than a man's arm ran to massive connectors abaft the
ship's trousers. Brimrecogni zed these as superconducti ng power transm ssion |ines, now gl owi ng
dull red fromthe enornous energy required to el ectrosatu-rate the new Drive crystal before it was
powered the first time. Unprepared crystals often shattered at the first application of Drive
energy, and this particular prototype was clearly getting special but time-consuming care. Brim
shook his head—+the M 6B would never be ready to fly before late afternoon at the earliest. If for
sone reason this year's heats were quickly concluded, the Enpire could | ose the trophy by default.

Shortly thereafter, as he stared out at the frantic work going on around the starship, he saw
Val erian and Pogreb—both dressed in the sane cl othes they had worn the previous evening at
supper—step out of the bl ockhouse and hurry to one of the |larger consoles that was nounted on a
heavy fl atbed skimer. He scurried across the lens in short order. "How do things | ook?" he asked
anxi ously.

Bot h engi neers junped. "Ch-WIf," Valerian exclaimed with a frowm, "we were just about to cal

you. "
"And?" Brim asked.
"Well," Pogreb began
Brimtensed. "Well," he pronpted.
Val erian grinmaced. "W just finished connecting the new control systens, WIf," he reported
"Wth a little luck, we'll have her all buttoned up in little nore than a netacycle,” he said.

"And—prai se the Universe for small nmiracl es—we might even finish Muulding's in tinme, too."

This time, it was Brimwho grimaced. "There's an inplied but here somewhere," he said with the
begi nni ngs of real concern forming in his mnd. "I wonder why haven't | heard either of you use
t he wor dyfy?"

"The el ectrosaturation process,'
it finishes."

Pogreb expl ained, "is ta-kink nearly ten nore metacycles before
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Bri munderstood the issue i mediately. "And since by that time, the racing programw |l be well

underway," he said with a frown, "there'll be no opportunity for flight tests. Ri ght?"
Val eri an nodded. "That's about it. WIf,"” he said. "If either you or Muwulding is going to race
you'll have to fly an experi-
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mental starship that has just been hurriedly bolted together, along with a newly saturated,
prototype Drive crystal—-and then imediately run it flat out. How does that sound to you?"

"Wonderful ," Brim grunped, shaking his head and rolling his eyes skyward, "just thraggling
wonder ful . "

"WIIl you do it?" Val erian asked.
"WIIl | do what?"
"Fly it."

"OF course I'Il fly it,” Brimsaid. "One of these days, Mark, you've got to go to Carescria and
check out the ore barges | used to fly." He shook his head. "W'd have been overjoyed there just
to get halfway reliable crystals. Then we could spend nore tine wondering if the hulls would stay
together." He | ooked Valerian in the eye. "Lots of tines, they didn't."

Val erian nmunbl ed sonething unintelligible, then shook his head. "Do you suppose Mulding will
fly, too?" he asked.

Brimsnmiled. "Probably you'll want to ask himyourself,’
suicidal as | amespecially when it cones to this race."

"For Voot's sake, just don't push your thrust danper into the reflector zone." Val erian warned,
"...whatever you do. That night definitely qualify as suicidal fromwhat |'ve heard. The systenis
never been tested at all in this spacefrane."

"Il watch it,” Brimpromsed grimy. "I've got a race to win."

"That," Valerian said, "is what worries ne the nost...."

Exactly ten nmetacycles later, Brimwas suited up and ready to go; his M 6B had sonmehow been
cobbl ed together again with its new reflecting Drive. But the only change he could see on the
flight bridge was a new thrust-danper assenbly, equipped with a row of indicators on a snmall pane
mar ked REFLECTING. All were dark except a glowing, jewellike | anp above the words SCAN ON. The
damper itself had an elongated throw, but the clearly hurried application of netalized tape
prevent ed danper beans from advanci ng farther than hal fway forward.

Qut si de, Bears were now decoupling the last electrosatura-tion cables fromthe Drive chanber.
Wth Mulding's ship still largely unassenbled on a neighboring Drive-arning |lens, they were only
just in time. As usual, the heats had been ordered in the reverse of last year's finishing
sequence, and the last A zur-

he said. "But I'Il bet he's just as
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nian entry had just landed in towering cascades of spray between the glaring marker buoys.
Only the Inperial heats now remained to be run...

Because the League had failed to conplete the previous contest with either racer, this year they
had been anong the very first to conpete. Both of their angul ar new Gant hei sser GA 262-A3s ran the
course with astonishingly high velocities: 99.S6M Li ght Speed turned in by Kirsh Valentin (who had
shown up that norning with a clearly painful |inp) and 95.82M Li ght Speed by G oener's repl acenent,
one Provost Whgan Arn. The blinding speeds had certainly placed a danper over the renaining
activities of the day—as well as answering any lingering questions about Gantheisser engi neers and
their ability to come up with a starship that could conpete with an M 6B

H ghest speed for the two Danpier entries from Tarrott had been a di sappointing 96. 79M
Li ght Speed. Clearly, puppet states were permtted to conpete with their League masters only up to
a point. And that did not include w nning!

Now, with the second little A zurnian R autor taxiing back to the sheds (after turning in a
credi bl e speed of 97.45M Li ght-Speed), Brimopened his face plate and | eaned out of the open
Hyperscreen whil e he watched Krasni-Peych engi neers seal the |ast access covers. Wrd of |nperial
difficulties had spread rapidly. Behind the barriers, a huge crowmd was now gathered in the glare
of the Karlsson |anps, watching to see if Krasni-Peych and Sherrington could bring off their
overnight mracle. Many were taking pictures—ust in case. There was even a contingent of Leaguers
with two bul ky orange and yel | ow caneras, overdoing things, as usual. Even at a distance, he could
see the caneras were equi pped with awkward el ectronic | ens systens that Brimusually associ ated
with | ong-di stance i nage recording.

"I's ready as we can make her," Pogreb called fromthe edge of the gravity pad. He was now
wearing a clean set of coveralls, but the worried | ook on his face persisted.
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Brimgrinned—+he Bear would be a terrible ere' el player. Everyone would know what kind of assets
he'd been dealt just fromwatching his face. "You figure she'll fly, then?" he asked.

Pogreb rolled his eyes heavenward, holding up a tutorial index finger. "Best way to keep one's
word not is not to give
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it,” he called with a smle. "lIs pronmising only that she is ready as we can neke her."
"That's good enough for me," Brimsaid undauntedly.
"Not for ne," Pogreb said. "But | add these words, brave WIf Ansor: were there roomfor this

Bear to acconpany you on your flight, | should go with a mninumof hesitation."
"For that, ny Sodeskayan friend, | owe you nany |arge drinks when | get back," Brimreplied with
a grin.

"Is going to be fine victory celebration,” Pogreb said, anbling off toward the other M 6B
"Perhaps ve may even get Conmander Moulding in the air, too—then beeg dronk for every bodys!"

Morments later, Ursis's voice crackled in his headset. "Last chance to back down, ny furless
friend," he warned. "If we're going to conpete this year, we've got to tow you to the gravity poo
i mredi ately. Then, voof—eff you go."

"I"'mready, N k," Brimsaid quietly, |ooking dowmn at the Bear, who was dressed in Krasni-Peych
coveral I s and standing near a stout optical bollard nmounted at the front of the gravity pad. Hs
headphones were connected to the M6B by its |ast set of external cables.

Ursis | ooked up and waved, then signaled to the driver of a traction engine, who backed
carefully to within a fewirals of the bollard and switched on a heavy nooring beam It blazed up
for a noment when the driver shifted into forward to tension the |oad, then settled into a steady
gr een.

CQut si de the gates, onlookers were already dispersing, nost toward the Inperial gravity pool to
get a last shot of the M6B as ground crews propped it for the race. Everyone, that is, except the
party of Leaguers who were hotfooting it in the opposite direction toward a bi g Mj estat-Baron
idling just beyond the crowd-control ropes. As soon as they were aboard, the arrogant I|inousine
wobbl ed to a tenporary follower cable (one of many installed for this year's race by Cl GA behest);
then it took off like a starship for a media parking apron where Brimcould see the ugly fins of a
Gom Hof f 810. C reconnai ssance ship painted in civilian col ors.

Brimfrowned as his own gravity pad noved snmoothly toward the Starter's pool. The zukeed
Leaguers were certainly sure of thenselves this year, hurrying off with the latest race i nages
even before it was all over. Probably, he conjectured,
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the recordings were destined for |ate-workday delivery to one of the many doni ni ons Triannic had
his eye on. That way, they'd physically beat the other nmedia services by nearly half a day—and,
dependi ng on | ocal rotational speeds, perhaps gain as nuch as a Standard day in actual viewer
coverage. He laughed grimy. If he had anything to do with it, the hasty bastards were in for an
unpl easant surprise, indeed...

Presently, Ursis's voice growed in his headset again; the Bear was now riding at the rear of
the tractor, still connected by voice wires to the M6B. "You can relax for a few nonents, WIf
Ansor," he said. "It seens the Leaguers have requested a break while they inspect the
racecourse—ust to nmake certain that everything is | egal when you race."

Brimfrowned. "What in xaxt is that all about?" he asked.

Ursis shrugged his huge shoul ders. "Aside fromthe grandfather of all insults to the Enpire, the
whol e thing remains a nystery to nme," he replied. "It seenms to have been inposed by a comittee of
Cl GAs over protests by nearly everyone else.” He shook his head. "They are certainly galactic-
class experts at raising a stir."

Brimrelaxed in his seat as the tractor pulled himtoward the Inperial gravity pool. Through the
open port Hyperscreen, he caught a | ook at a Mjestat-Baron drawing up beside the civilian Gom
Hoff. It | ooked like the sane |inmousine the Leaguer nedia people had been riding. He drew a snall
pair of night glasses fromhis energency case and focused themon the |inpusine. He'd been right!
Here canme the big orange and yel |l ow caneras: weird-1ooking devices wi thout question. He peered in
fascination while a pair of white-suited civilian technicians opened the hatch on a sizable pod
mount ed just abaft the GomHoff's forward cooling radi ators, and—as he wat ched—+owered one of the
orange caneras inside. Brimsnacked his fist on the instrunment panel. He'd been wong—the zukeeds
had actually brought a special inspection ship, and the crew had sinply been killing time with its
recordi ng system When the hatch was again closed, he could see that it was shaped with a custom
blister to acconmpdate their awkward | ens system They'd planned the xaxtdanmed i nspection all the
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time! He shook his head in anger as the second canera was carried out of sight around the nose.
What coul d the Leaguers possibly hope to gain by this?
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Just then, his tractor stopped at the gravity pad, and he had no nore tine for Leaguers or their
psychol ogi cal ganes. Putting his night glasses away, he watched carefully as tractor beanms from
the gravity pool flashed to the ship's nooring points and gently drew his M 6B fromthe pad onto
the pool —a ticklish operation at best. It took fifteen cycles of tension, shouts, occasiona
profanity (in a surprising nunber of tongues), and nore than a little nmuscle (nostly Sodeskayan)
before the graceful little ship was hovering in a proper position, gently testing her new noorings
in light wind sprung up fromthe |ake. Brimhad just finished verifying her attitude when he
caught the big Gorn-Hoff thundering along the | ake on her take-off run. "Wat do we know about
that ship?" he asked into his mcrophone.

"Bi g Leaguer cheeses,"” Ursis replied fromthe pool console after a rapid-fire consultation with
a nunber of technicians standing nearby on the wall. "It carries officials who will conduct the
"inspection,'" he grunbled. "Wen we see that Gorn-Hoff return, it will be time for you to fly."

In fact, it took the Leaguer "officials" nearly a netacycle to conplete their probe—and even
then the race didn't resune. ClGA representatives had rubbed the collective ISS nose in their
shutdown by halting the race conpletely until the Leaguer ship had nade | andfall and was parked.
Bri mwat ched the Gorn-Hoff touch down and taxi to the strand, grinding his teeth with inpatience
As it noved up a ramp and under the Karl sson | anps, he frowned. Sonehow, the ship didn't |ook the
same; sonet hing subtle had changed, but he couldn't tell precisely what. Even the two strange
"camera" pods were still in place on its flanks. He pulled out his night glasses and studied the
Leaguer ship as it turned to face himand cane to rest on a gravity pool. The pods... That was it!
Their hatches no | onger had the characteristic "canera" blisters in place; they were conpletely
snooth fromtip to tail.

"Five cycles," Usis warned suddenly. "The Leaguers have at |ast declared the course
acceptable.”

"Thraggling decent of them" Brimgrow ed, starting the prerun-up checkout. Wth that, he put
the Leaguers fromhis mind. Finally, he had a race to run! After he switched to internal gravity,
he devoted his whol e concentration to preparing the little ship for her npost inportant—and
unequi vocal ly final —
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flight. There was always the chance that the Drive would bl ow before she even conpleted the

heat —+f, of course, she didn't fall apart at HypoSpeed first. But barring disastrous circunstances
of this son, she would nost probably end her days either in Avalon's Science Museum (i f she won)
or piled ignomniously on a scrap heap (if she didn't).

During the next cycles, Brimset up the COW panel s, activated position | anps and beacons, then
connected both generators to the power main—at a full 510 T-units on the panel. After this, he set
his gravity brakes and started the gravs; each fired alnpost i mediately w thout so nmuch as a
stutter. "I'mready to race, Nik," he reported. "How does she seem from where you sit?"

Bel ow, wearing huge ear protectors, Ursis rubbed his chin and rose fromhis console to peer
carefully at the ship. "Doesn't appear to be anything large falling off," he declared.

"Ch, HW-der-ful," Brimlaughed. "Nik, | sinply can't tell you the confidence that gives ne."

"Think nothing of it, WIfuska," the Bear said with a huge grin. "The fact is that | see nothing
smal|l falling off, either." He consulted his consoles. "She | ooks fine, nmy friend. May Lady
Fortune speed you on your way."

"See you after | nail down the old hat rack," Brimsaid. Wth that, he called G ound Control and
taxied out to the Drive-armng area. In a natter of cycles, Vaskrozni Kubinka's team had prepared
the Wzard/3, and he was once nore in touch with the tower.

"Alcott Ground," he said, "lnmperial Msix B Al pha request taxi to gate."

"I'nmperial Msix B Alpha Alcott Gound clears taxi to gate area one five left, wind two one zero
at one six." Sonehow the litany never changed.

"I nmperial Msix B Al pha,"” Brimacknow edged agai n. He checked for Romanoff's earrings—which
woul d never go to a nuseumas long as WIf Brimwas alive—then powered the M 6B around to a | aunch
ranp and headed to the takeoff vector, savoring the last delicious whiffs of fresh | ake air he
nm ght ever take.

"Inmperial Msix B Alpha to Alcott Tower at pylon area," he announced. "Request gate cl earance."
"Al cott Tower to Inperial Msix Al pha. You are cleared to
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enter gate three one right. Takeoff vector zero seven five on green light, wind zero one nine at
one nine."

"Inperial Msix B Al pha entering gate one five left, wind two one zero at one six, takeoff on
green.”

"Alcott Tower."

Brimtaxied into position between the start pylons, staring at the two bobbing rows of yellow
vector buoys that stretched into the distance—and his future. Taking a final breath of fresh air
he del i berately snapped shut his helnmet, closed and | ocked the side Hyperscreens, and nade a | ast
systens check: Sight controls, lift nodifiers, flight readouts, lights, cabin gravity, shoul der
restraints. Setting his jaw, he | ocked the steering engine and activated the gravity brakes, then
opened his thrust danpers. Again, the thundering gravity generators built up a surging cloud of
spray and ice particles behind the ship. Presently, the pylons changed fromred to anber while
Brimbattled the controls and kept the ship's nose pointed between the rows of vector buoys. After
what seened to be half a lifetime, the lights changed to green and he rel eased the brakes, with
the pylons thensel ves disappearing aft in a great rush of spray. Monents | ater, the vector buoys
passed bel ow and astern as he cranked the M6B into a nearly vertical clinb on his way out of the
at nospher e.

At about hal f Light Speed, he began his Drive Checklist: in-tercoolers at ninus thirty-one
hundred, time synchronizers counting in perfect congruence with the ship's clock, nmass
conmpensators runni ng at speed, blast tubes—-he touched a red panel near the Drive readouts, then
paused whil e whining notors cracked the iri s—OPEN, overdrivers READY, HyperBoost drivers ON, and
reserve energy at 451,000. Everything seened ready to go, but until he actually gated operating-
| evel power to the big crystal, his personal future beyond the next five or so cycles was
anybody' s guess.

At 0,95 LightSpeed, forward vision through the still-inert Hyperscreens degenerated into a
streaked, reddi sh nuddl e that worsened at 0.96 and becanme altogether unintelligible as the gravity
generators exceeded their force curves. Heart in his nouth, Brimconnected the Drive crystal to
power, then pushed the plasna primer tw ce, keyed in START for a few clicks, and —wi thout daring
to breathe-hit ENERG ZE.

Wth a throaty runble that shook his little M6B from stem
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to stern, the new crystal bellowed to life |like sonme ancient god waki ng angry from an agel ong

sl unber. The Hyperscreens synchroni zed less than a click afterward, and the whol e Universe took on
the I ook of a light-streaked tunnel through which he was passing with steadily increasing
velocity. Aft, a famliar sapphire Drive plume stretched toward the recedi ng pinpoint of |ight
that had been Avalon a few clicks previously. Once nore, he was coursing through deep space with
the honor of a whole enpire riding beside him this tinme in a largely untried ship that woul d have
to fly faster than it had ever flown before.

Covering the distance between Avalon and the race circuit at better than 104.29M Li ght Speed, he
completed the first lap at a very credible average speed of 98.81 LightSpeed, but even though it
was the fastest lap he'd ever flown before, it wasn't enough to win the race. The next lap slid
astern at 99.5M Li ght Speed. Miuch better, and, it didn't look as if the new crystal was about to
reduce himto cosmc dust, either—though he was still a long way from noving his danper all the
way to die tape.

He charged into lap four at nearly 100M Li ght Speed and arrived at Onita in a little under two
cycles, then skidded into the sharp curve with such trenmendous velocity that he found his vision
di storted—t al nbst seened sone sort of object had been clinbing toward his ship fromthe blue
star | oom ng overhead. The bunt over Laneer took significantly less than a cycle, and he returned
around greenish Delta-Ghnn 1.2 cycles later for an average speed just under his 102M goal

Starting lap five, he sent even nore energy to the crystal and thundered down on Onita at 102. 8M
Li ght Speed i ndicated. Skidding into the sharp turn again, he peered ahead through the Hyperscreens

trying for a nore optimumline to Laneer when ... this time he was not m staken. Something was
approaching fromstarboard, as if it had been waiting for him And it was clearly traveling at
very high speed. Space junk? The thing was still too distant to nake out nore than a vague shape

Nevert hel ess, there was no excuse for its presence anywhere near the course; the | anes were swept
every few cycles by squadrons of fast |aunches. He resolved to conplain to the race comittee as
soon as he |landed. Then he wenched attention back to flying, bunted around Laneer, and sped off
for Delta-Gahnn: this time
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his average velocity of only 99. 1M Li ght Speed illustrated how nuch concentrati on counted in a
race.

As he blasted into lap six, he poured on the energy, determined to nake up lost time. Conpleting
the first leg in under two cycles, he threw hinself into the sharp turn, only to find the "space
junk" suddenly positioned off his starboard bow It was close enough now that it |ooked |ike..
one of the canera pods on the Gom Hoff! He could clearly see the blister on its cover
Then it came to him

This was no nere camera pod! It was actively searching for his particular M6B: a diabolically
intelligent HyperM ne—the favored instrunent of woul d-be assassins who were too cowardly to
confront their victins face to face. Preset to cruise at speeds only slightly faster than their
targets, the infanpus devices traded range for speed, too quick to elude. They were also too snall
for nost patrol ships to detect. Clearly, this one had already | ocked on to his M 6B and was
moving in for the kill.

The bastard Leaguers had done their job well, too! As he canme out of the curve and headed for
Laneer, the little mssile still had considerable nass to consune and his M6 was al ready
traveling at the top edge of its velocity envel ope. "Inspection," indeed. Wiat a fool he'd been

He watched in fascination while the device approached. He had nowhere to hide, nor any way to
estinmate at what distance its proximty fuse would set it off. But it was already so cl ose he knew
he'd never conplete the sixty-odd clicks of the turn before... The reflecting Drive! That could
stop the xaxtdaned m ne

He gl anced down at the danper assenbly, alnpbst afraid to look. If it were hooked up—and
wor ki ng—he coul d outrun anything in the known Universe, including a HyperMne. But there was no
sure way to tell if the Bears had even bothered to connect the reflector controls, in spite of the
SCAN i ndi cator, whatever that was. OF course if they had—and he switched it on—t might also bl ow
himin to subatonic particles. However, since the HyperM ne was going to finish himoff in the
next few nmoments, it really didn't seemlike so much of a risk. Taking a deep breath, he peeled
off the strip of netallic tape, glanced quickly through the Hyperscreens, and eased the danper
beam f orwar d
As the tiny beam passed SCAN, the OQUTER REVERSE i ndi cat or
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suddenly lit and the ship lurched slightly. Simultaneously, the REFLECTING i ndi cator cane on too,
followed by blinking illumnation of the EXTRA | anp. The Drive's velvet grow deepened. Brim

gl anced out of the Hyperscreens just in tinme to see the HyperMne begin to | ose ground, then
attenpt to correct with a speed increase. In a monent, it had begun to narrow the di stance again
its tiny Drive plunme blazing brighter than before.

He nudged t he danper again... with the same results! This tinme, however, the mssile made up
di stance with a greatly dimnished relative velocity, its Drive plune blazing out nowlike a tiny
star. Again he nudged the danmper. This tinme, the Hyper-Mne slowy began to fall behind until he
had to skid the ship to track it, still less than two thousand irals distant.

At this point, he had it. Skidding the ship once nore, he took a bearing on the dimnishing
m ssile, then straightened course, aimed the Drive's exhaust blindly, and slid the danper forward
to its detent. The M 6B shot forward with an acceleration that caught Brimtotally by surprise. At
the sane instant, he found hinself engulfed in a trenmendous fireball —blasted forward again as if
sl apped by sonme col ossal hand. Monents later, he had left the roiling flare far behind in a burst
of phenonenal accel eration. But now Laneer was dead ahead—and expanding in the Hyperscreens like
an onconing neteor! Instinctively pulling back on the thrust danper, he listened to Valerian's
tough little spaceframe creak and squeal over the shrill warning of the DRI VE OVERHEAT al arm
Swerving in desperation, he rolled the ship on its back and skimred i nverted through the star's
chronosphere, close enough to the boiling photosphere bel ow that he could nmake out individua
granul ation cells, each nore than twice the dianmeter of Aval on herself. Then—iracul ousl y—he was
once again flying through open space, the Wzard howing behind himlike all the evil spirits of
the Universe. Only now the ship was trailing both a seemngly endl ess Drive plunme and a | engthy
prom nence of flamelike structures—gasses, Brim guessed nunbly, disturbed by the Wzard's high-
ener gy exhaust.

An instant later, he blinked in surprise. He'd come out on the far side of the star! He was
still in the race—and alive, of all things! Reining in the ravening Wzard before it carried him
clear out of the Universe—er nelted fromits own hellfires—he ained the ship on a straightaway to
Del t a- Gahnn, then skid-
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ded around the entrance turn, and finished the lap at an average speed of nore than 121.31M
Li ght Speed!

At that instant, his KA PPA screen cane alive: ALCOIT

TONER TO | MPERI AL M SI X-B ALPHA. ALCOTT TOWER TO | MPERI AL

M SI X-B ALPHA. DO YOU READ ME? The characters were broken and indistinct on the little display.
Bri m guessed that the explosion had damaged hi s HyperLi ght COW systenperhaps nelted its externa
ant enna arr ay.

| READ YQU, ALCOIT TOVNER, he KA PPAed back as he rushed headl ong past Onita on his seventh |ap.
AM SAFE AND UNDER CONTROL. W LL EXPLAI N EXPLOSI ON LATER A nonent afterward, he shot out of the
curve and battled his way past the glittering cloud of radiation that narked his | atest escape
fromthe League. Then he was past Laneer and sprinting once nore for Delta-Gahnn. He finished that
lap at better than 103. S6M Li ght Speed—and the eighth and the ninth as well.

It was on his tenth and final lap that Brimspotted the second space mne. He'd assuned there
woul d be one for some tine now, if the Leaguers had troubl ed thensel ves concerning him it only
made sense that they'd have sinmlar plans for his partner. The device was still distant and only
begi nning the great clinbing spiral that would bring it to Mulding's M6B on his sixth | ap, but
he coul d already nmake out its distinctive spindle shape, interrupted by a canmera blister. Now,
however, by the chance survival of his own ship, the diabolical weapon would wait for an |nperial
warship to take it back to Aval on where it might be used for evidence, should the ISS decide to
prefer charges. Be that as it may, the Leaguer's naliciousness would soon be irrel evant—especially
since he would clearly finish the race at |east 1.24M LightSpeed faster than Valentin, with no
second chances avail abl e.

Twenty cycles later, he brought the M6B streaking in | ow over the glare of Avalon Cty, sped
t hrough the night sky along Lake Mersin (trailing a sonic shock wave that, according to irate city
officials, leveled thirty c'lenyts of ornamental trees), and thundered inverted between the pyl ons
at better than forty-five hundred c'lenyts per netacycle—ai nning the Mtchell Trophy once and for
all by a margin of better than 2.24M Li ght Speed. Then, banki ng around the grandstands in a sl ow
curve, he brought the little Sherrington racer down flaw essly.

Moul ding did not fly in the race—there was no need for
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such a risk. The Mtchell Trophy had al ready beconme a true Inperial hat rack

Early the next nmorning, Brimgently untangl ed hinself from Anna Romanoff and stole quietly to
the sal on, where he watched to see how the public nedia had interpreted General Drummond's brief
expl anati on of the night's events:

Turning to the latest Mtchell Trophy news: popular race figure and Carescrian, Lt. Conmander
WIf Brim |.F., broke all existing speed records at the HyperDronme | ast night to permanently
secure the Mtchell Trophy here in Avalon at an average speed of 101.8M Li ght Speed. His
Sherrington M6 B racer, however, was extensively charred during a near disaster in the fina
heat .

According to HyperDronme spokesperson, General Harry Drummond, Brim s spirited Hel msnmanship averted
a freak tragedy when he avoi ded what is generally believed to be an ancient space mne, relic of
the forty-second-century War for the daring Eye. ISS officials renoved the record breaking M6 B
to arepair facility imediately after brief victory cerenpnies, while Inperial Fleet vessels
conducted a thorough search of the area to insure no nore of the dangerous artifacts were
encount er ed.

The ship itself is presently undergoing restoration prior to its installation in Avalon's Science
Museum where it will be on display during the netacycles of..

Bri m shook his head in berusenment. Since the end of the war, he'd been everything from down-and-
out civilian to "popular race figure," and a Lieutenant Commander. He'd even found love, in the
literal sense of the word. The experiences had turned himinto a very different man than the one
he was when he'd entered the Fleet as a raw Sublieutenant sone fourteen years previously. For one
thing, he wal ked a I ot nore confidently these days. Shruggi ng happily, he watched Romanoff pad
through the archway dressed in a |l acy negligee, her long brown hair bobbing in glorious tangles
about her shoul ders.

She put her arm around hi m possessively, then | eaned over to

300 / BELL BALDW N
deposit a kiss to the tip of his nose. "Seens a shane we're letting the Leaguer bastards off scot-
free,"” she grunped, staring sleepily at the display. "They ought to get what they really deserve."
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"I think they already have." Brimchuckled, pulling her into his lap. "Drummond had the right
i dea last night, you know. They canme for the Trophy and |left enpty-handed."

Romanof f nodded. "I understand, WIf," she conceded. "But they did try to blow you away, you
know—and it just nmakes ne furious to see themget off so easily."”

"I can't think of nuch else we could do for punishment,” Brimanswered with a shrug. "They
really did want that old hat rack of ours." He gently unfastened the ties of her negligee.
"Probably there wouldn't be a great deal of use in having themdisqualified, either—especially
since we've won what we wanted. Unless," he added with a w de-eyed frown, "we fancied having the
whol e race voi ded. "

Romanoff smiled and | aid her head back on his shoulder. "I hate politics,"” she said, wiggling
completely out of the sheer lingerie. "If this were a business situation, |I'd sinply ruin the
bastards—put 'em out of business for good."

“I'n ny line of work," Brimsaid, "W call that war."

"Yeah," Romanoff agreed grimy, "and it |ooks like they've already declared war on you, |over."

"They did that a long tinme ago, Anna," he said with a dour laugh. "I'mactually getting used to
it."

The busi nesswonman shook her head and sighed. "WIf." she said abruptly, her breathing suddenly
| abored. "I'mnot at all getting used to what you're doing down there, and..."

"You don't like it?"

"I didn't say that," she declared urgently. "It's just that, well, S.S. Dowd Enterprise |eaves
in the mddle of the afternoon, and if you have the same thing on your mnd that | have on m ne
then we ought to get busy right away. I won't see you for nost of a nonth.”

Early that evening under a |lowering sky, Brimstood alone on the nearly deserted apron of the
Hyper Drone, watching two | ast pallets of Fleet-owned test equi pnent disappear into a white
governnent van. Behind hi mmahere only | ast night thousands cheered while he received his victor's
laurel —ind rattl ed
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t hrough deserted sheds and grandstands, whistling sharply at the three col ossal flagpoles and
sendi ng their enpty hal yards cl angi ng agai nst the bare netal columms. A rogue gust tossed a gaggle
of enpty cvceese' cups hollowy across the pavenment while on Lake Mersin, lunbering gray rollers
advanced i n white-capped succession |like endless ranks of soldiers in dismal unifornms. He turned
up the heat in his Fleet cape-spring could turn cold quickly on Aval on

Qut sone distance fromthe far shore, a brooding CGorn-Hoff cruiser was arrogantly churning
downwi nd toward the takeoff vector, its roiling footprint shouldering aside the big rollers in
| of ty, windblown clouds of spune. The Torond's new bl ack and red banner streaned forward fromits
KA PPA tower. Brimfollowed the cruiser's progress with a dour frown and deci dedly ni xed enotions.
Mar got Effer' wyck-LaKam rode aboard that sleek warship, trapped as nmuch by addiction to the
| oat hsone drug Ti neWeed as by the ship's powerful disrupters thenselves. He rubbed his chin as the
Gom Hof f put her hel mdown and nomentarily fell off broadside to the weather before coning all the
way around with her rakish bows hard into the mounting gale. Hi s passion for the magnificent blond
may well have perished, but he had far from purged hinself of the potent enobtional bonds that
remai ned.

For a nonent, the big cruiser seermed to hesitate, as if gathering itself for the prodigious
journey across half a galaxy, then settled slightly by the stern as a mghty plunme of vapor
suddenly shot aft and skyward. Presently, the deep thunder from her powerful gravity generators
blasted the air and rumbled in echo fromthe great bluffs surrounding the HyperDrone.

Brimground his teeth in a rush of pure, uncontrollable enption: yes, he did | ove Anna
Romanoff—with a warnth and devotion that still surprised him She was the sole reality am d the
cynicismand conflict of a nbst unpl easant Universe. Neverthel ess, he al so understood that wthin
the very depths of his soul a second bond held strong—his feelings for Margot Effer'wck. The
appar ent di chotonmy was not sonething that tornented hin both realities sinply existed, and he
found he could Iive with them He had to...."

As the Gom Hoff began to nove forward and gather speed, he took a deep breath and steadied
hi nsel f against an irresistible assault of pure nelancholy. War clouds were gathering all over
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the gal axy, and this tine, Margot was on the other side. He might well never see her face again
Then he shook his head. In conparison to the forces that were presently building in the Universe,
his own feelings were of small consequence indeed. Wth the Torond in Triannic's hands, half the
Enpire's supply of Drive crystal seeds was gone—while the other half in Flu-vanna was anythi ng but

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bil...20The%20Helmsman%2003%20-%20The%20Trophy.txt (145 of 149) [1/31/2004 1:10:29 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2003%20-%20The%20T rophy.txt

secure.

Faster and faster the cruiser accelerated, throwing |ofty cascades of spray to either side and
shaking the air with the runbling turmult of her |aboring generators. At considerabl e di stance down
the | ake, the cascades abruptly ceased and Bri mcould see |ight appear beneath her hull as she
smartly rotated skyward and began to clinb. For the next few nonents, she appeared to hang
nmotionless in the air, ascending alnbost inperceptibly until at an altitude of about a thousand
irals she banked sharply to port and soared into the clouds. The rolling thunder of her passage
echoed fromthe bluff for nearly a cycle before it lost itself in the cold, lonely wind...

1
Epi | ogue
Bri m found the KA PPA nessage on his desk one afternoon just after he brought a heavy cruiser
safely to landfall with only half her gravs functional—-all on the sane side. The blue and gold
envel ope nmarked PERSONAL- «YES ONLY attracted him so he tore it open even before he called up his
nor mal nessages. ...
PERSONNEL ACTI ON MEMORANDUM
| MPERI AL FLEET
| FPC42746T- 12C GROUP 198BA 189/ 55008
2398XCV- 99- D0349CDC/ 573248 PERSONAL COPY
UNCLASSI FI ED
FROM
BU FLEET PERSONNEL;
ADM RALTY, AVALON
TO
W A BRIM LT. CMDR, |.F.
ATALANTA, HADOR- HAELI C
SUBJECT: DUTY ASSI GNVENT
(1) YOU ARE DETACHED PRESENT DUTY AS OF 189/55008.
309
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(2) PROCEED MOST EXPEDI TI QUS TRANSPORT SHERRI NGTON YARDS, BROMW CH, RHODOR, REPORT |.F.S. STARFURY
(K 5054) AS COVWANDI NG OFFI CER

(3) SUBM T TRAVEL EXPENSE VOUCHERS DI RECT ADM RALTY ¢ O H. DRUMVOND, REAR ADM RAL, |.F.

FOR THE EMPEROR:

ZORN E. BALGEE, CAPTAIN, I.F.

Captain of the Starfury]

At first, he thought the yellow plastic sheet nust be sone kind of joke, but there was really
not hi ng hunorous or even clever in the wording. It |looked |ike every other Personnel hardcopy he'd
ever seen. Read like them too—totally inpersonal and worded for easy interpretation by the nost
backward of sinans.

Was it real? He fretted about it until mid-evening, then marched into the nessage center and
fired off a KA PPA to the Bureau of Fleet Personnel in Aval on:

FROM

W A BRIM LT. CVDR, |I.F.
ATALANTA, HADOR- HAELI C

TO

BU FLEET PERSONNEL;

ADM RALTY, AVALON

SUBJECT: DUTY ASSI GNVENT

REQUEST RETRANSM T DUTY ASSI GNVENT
ORDERS

| FPC42746T- 12C GROUP 198BA 189/ 55008
2398XCV- 99- D0349CDC/ 573248. BELI EVE
PERSONAL COPY

ARRI VED GARBLED OR | NCOVPLETE.

WLF ANSOR BRIM LT. CVMDR, I.F.
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Less than a netacycle |ater, he picked up a second blue and gold envelope. Wth trenbling
fingers, he lipped it open and withdrew another yellow scrap of plastic:
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PERSONNEL ACTI ON MEMORANDUM

| MPERI AL FLEET

| FPC42746T- 12C GROUP 198BA 189/ 55008

2398XCV- 99- D0349CDC/ 573248 PERSONAL COPY 2

UNCLASSI FI ED

FROM

BU FLEET PERSONNEL;

ADM RALTY, AVALON

TG

W A BRIM LT. CVMDR |I.F.

ATALANTA, HADOR- HAELI C

SUBJECT: DUTY ASSI GNVENT

(1) YOU ARE DETACHED PRESENT DUTY AS OF 189/55008.

(2) PROCEED MOST EXPEDI TI OUS TRANSPORT SHERRI NGTON YARDS, BROMW CH, RHODOR. REPORT |.F.S. STARFURY
(K 5054) AS COWANDI NG OFFI CER

(3) SUBM T TRAVEL EXPENSE VOUCHERS DI RECT ADM RALTY ¢/ O H. DRUMVOND, REAR ADM RAL, |.F.
FOR THE EMPEROR

ZORN E. BALGEE, CAPTAIN, I.F.

The news travel ed rapidly. Next nmorning, his nessage queue was inundated with nessages of
congratul ations, including an ecstatic one from Anna Romanoff, still a day out from Atal anta
aboard S.S. Certjens Enterprise. He also heard from N k Ursis and Dr. Borodov, from Regul a
Col l'i ngswood and Erat Plutron, from Baxter Cal houn, from Li eutenant Commander d endora Wl lington,
from Aram of Nahshon, and from an ol d shipnate naned Utrill o Barbousse—though the |atter nessage
cane
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through a little used communicati ons channel with no address of origin attached.

Later that day, Romanoff rushed into his office direct fromAtalanta's sprawing civilian
termnal. Dressed in pink coveralls and high heel ed boots, she carried two fragile goblets and a
| arge bottle of sparkling Logish Meem So far as Bri mwas concerned, she was the greatest sight in
t he known Uni verse—even wi t hout neem

"So congratulations are in order, eh?" she asked, handing himthe bottle and setting the goblets
carefully on the desk. "Regul a KA PPAed ne as soon as she heard about it. Now, | want to hear
firsthand."

Brimfelt his face redden. "No big deal, Anna," he said bashfully, struggling to quietly uncork

the ol d-fashioned bottle under a | arge red handkerchi ef. "New shi p—hew job. That's all." Mpnents
| ater, the stopper cane free with a hardy pop.
Ronmanof f brushed back a | ock of her hair and perched on the corner of his desk. "I did read
correctly about a position as the commandi ng officer, didn't 1?" she asked with a knowing grin.
Bri m nodded, carefully filling each goblet so the foanm ng meemwouldn't run all over his desk.

"I guess | wasn't surprised," she said, "—you were the only possible choice for Sherrington's
new Starfury."”
"Me?" Brim asked.

"Uni verse!" Romanoff groaned, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling. "Even | know all about that.
Not only do you have nore experience with Starfury prototypes than anybody else in the Fleet, but
you have al so earned yourself sonething of a reputation as a Helnsman in the |ast few years." Then
she frowned. "Besides that, WIf Brim" she said with a serious look in her eyes, "Onrad's said on
a nunber of occasions that you've cone a long way in the last few years. You' re ready for a shot
at conmand. "

"l wonder," he said, sipping his neem spontaneously, "am| really?"

She peered at himthoughtfully. "I suppose that depends," she said, looking himdirectly in the
eye. "lIs Starfury what you want ?"

Brimstared down at his goblet for a nonent. "As a ship?"
"As a Skipper," she said.
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"I think I've wanted to be her skipper so badly, | couldn't adnit it to nyself for fear sonebody
else got it...."

For a nonent she got a faraway | ook in her eye. "You have conme a |long way," she whispered,
"—even in the few years |I've known you, |over."
"What was that?" Brim asked.
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"Not hing," she said with a little snile. "Sonmetines, |ove makes me nunble. That's all." She
poured nore bubbly into their goblets.

Brimgrinned as the fine old neemstarted to his head. "How in xaxt did you get this stuff into
this office building?"

Romanoff grinned. "Ch, that wasn't nmuch trouble," she said. "I called old Bosporus Gallsworthy
fromthe front desk and sinply told himwhat | was going to do."

"I'l'l bet he had a few choice comments about that." Brimconmented with a grin.

"Not really,"” Romanoff said. "Since you don't work for himanynore, he claimed there wasn't nuch
he could do."
"You nean that's all there was to it?" Brim asked.

"Except that we should get rid of it as quickly as possible. herw se, he'd be down to help."
BrimMs eyes widened. "Gallsworthy's conming here nowT"

"No." Romanoff said with a grin. "I told himwe could handle it ourselves."

"In that case," Brimchuckled, "fill this goblet again. W' ve got a ot of meemto put away."

Al'l too soon, Romanoff was on her way, leaving a tantalizing scent of perfume in her wake with
the prom se of a special celebration the monent he got back to his apartnent. Afterward, Brim
sipped slowy at a hot nug of cvceese' and stared at the scrap of yellow plastic that was stil
tucked into a comer of his desk. He did want Starfury. After years of challenge and excitenment on
the race circuit, his job as D agnostic Hel msnan seened routi ne now-although he quickly rem nded
hi nsel f how gl ad he had once been to secure it.

He browsed a few vol unmes of technical data concerning the new ship, then called it a day. Before
switching off his workstation, however, he downl oaded several crew psychol ogy volunmes fromthe
base library. In his new job, he would be
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responsible for a | ot nore than good Hel nsmanshi p—and he neant to start with all the background he
could get.

Little nore than six nonths following the ast Mtchell Trophy Race, Starfury coasted off the
stocks with Brimat her partially finished helm That evening, he found hinself pronoted to ful
Conmander. Afterward—for the remai nder of what seenmed to be an interm nable ordeal of
adm ni strative bil ge—he spent nost of his waking nmetacycl es managing her fitting out, as Regul a
Col I i ngswood had gl eefully predicted he would. At long | ast, however, K 5054 was ready for space
Fi nished in pale blue hullnetal, she was so fast and powerfully arned that Wgord's fanbus yearly
publication All the Galaxy's Starships terned her a "pocket battlecruiser."

The norning of her first flight, Brimwas in the left-hand seat, conmandi ng nostly Sherrington
technicians—with a few ol d hands to assist. Bosporus Gallsworthy, once the greatest Helnsman in
the Reel, backed himup at the right console. Dean N kol ai Yanuarievich Usis, Master of the
prestigious Di-tyasburg Institute managed the systens console. P. Dvigat Krasni 1V, Senior
Director of Krasni-Peych, presided over the Drive chanbers while Mark Val eri an and Veronica Pi ke
rode at the structures and navi gati on consol es respectively. And—dnknown even to the Enperor—€rown
Prince Onrad occupi ed a huge weapons-control station behind the hel ns.

Hi story woul d never record that totally ridicul ous crew—n the first place, nobody woul d have
ever deenmed it credible. But as they taxied out onto cold, gray d ammari an Bi ght, each understood
that everyone aboard was riding nuch nore than a starship. I.F. S. Starfury was a comit nment.

Later, am d steady, velvet thunder fromfour Wzard-C Reflecting Drive units, Brim checked
hundreds of col ored patterns flowi ng across his readout panels, trimed the autohelmslightly, and
then relaxed with a feeling of real satisfaction. A few ninor systens problens had surfaced so
far—sone still flashed angrily on warning panels here and there. But all in all, Starfury was
nearly flaw ess. Qutside her dimy lighted bridge, speeding stars streaked the Hyperscreens in a
famliar "spaceman's tunnel” while five recently conmm ssioned K-class destroyers struggled to
mai ntain formati on—after requesting a
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third reduction of speed. Followi ng a day of intense concentration, he had a few nonents to

hi msel f before he again busied hinself reversing course for their scheduled return to Bromwi ch.
He took one | ast check of the readouts, then sank back into the deep cushions of his recliner

with a grimsnile. The future promised little in the way of his present tranquility. Om nous

shadows of war once again darkened the galaxy in every quarter. Nergol Triannic busily augnented

hi s al ready inpossi bl e demands agai nst nei ghbori ng dominions |ike Fluvanna and Beta Jagow,

bringing the delicate fabric of galactic civilization a little nearer to disaster with each new

exaction. The Torond—rotten fromwi thin by Leaguer fifth colums—had already fallen with hardly a
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shot fired in its own defense. And in the Enpire herself, League apol ogists |ike Commobdore Puvis
Am herst functioned with little or no oppostion, shrilly contesting every effort to preserve what
few squadrons remai ned of the Inperial Fleet.

Starfury was potentially the nost deadly warship ever |aunched. But al one, she could have little
ef fect against whole fleets of powerful —al beit ol d-fashi oned—enemi es. Squadrons of Starfuries were
needed to restore the Inperial Fleet—and soon. Yet even with the nost up-to-date shipyards,
bui |l di ng programs of such magnitude required tine.

Brimpursed his lips as the great warship gracefully steered herself clear of a huge planetary
systemthat materialized ahead. Could Nergol Triannic be stopped this tinme—er was it too late for
anything or anyone to save Geyffin's Enpire? He had a prenonition that this and a nunber of
sim lar questions would be satisfied sooner than anyone suspected.
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