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Pr ol ogue

Qutfitted in snug, Bearish finery, conplete with requisite egg-shaped hat to cover his ears and
add at least an iral to his normal six-iral height, Rear Admiral WIf Brim Inperial Fleet,
grinned with pure pleasure as the el egant troika sped himthrough a dazzling Sodeskayan blizzard.
Traditionally known as a "love sleigh,"” the rare antique was drawn by three shaggy bl ack droshkat
thoroughbreds |l oping effortlessly over tile powlery snowthe center 'kat trotting in shafts while
the other two, | oose save for long traces, padded along |ike ebony ghosts. The three great aninmals
set hundreds of tiny bells to rhythmc jingling fromtheir burni shed harnesses, producing nel odi es
froma thousand years in the Sodeskayan past. Only cloud-nuted thunder froma lifting starship
nmonmentarily spoiled the illusion that the sleigh was racing through the planet's rura

countrysi de. Tonbshenko Menorial Starport on artificially heated Lake Denyansk lay a mere thirty
c'lenyts to spinward fromthe sprawl i ng Borodov estate. And the capital of all Sodeskaya, "Holy"
G ontow, unfolded along a riverbank only twenty c'lenyts farner on
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To Brims left, Grand Duke Anastas Ai exi Borodov snapped his whip and joggled the reins with the
exuberance of sonmeone half his age. Driving a Sodeskayan troi ka was a special art, for the driver
was required to stand—o nean feat for a Bear of Borodov's years. As a true yanschi k, he was
privileged to wear a special badge: two bright orange za-vencock feathers protruding fromthe
right side of his hat.

On Brims right, massive General N kolai Yanuarievich Usis, galactic-class Drive engineer and (in
rare years of peace) dean of the renowned Dytasburg Acadeny, puffed contentedly on an intricately
carved Zenpa pi pe as chal ky trunks of ancient, somol ent birches whizzed by on either side of the
narrow rustic lane. Stunps of frost-burned azal ea and skel etal dogwood protruded fromthe snow,
hal f screening bare stands of oak and popl ar behind them

Thi s was Sodeskayan winter at its ol d-fashi oned best—f not its nobst genuine.

Despite the quiet tranquillity of the |ate afternoon, however, Brimfound it all too easy to
recall the savage conflict—now generally referred to as the Second G eat War—that was spreading
rapi dly throughout the Galaxy. He'd personally had a hand in turning back the League's first

bar bar ous assault against his own homnel and.

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (1 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:34 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

Now, only a few thousand |light-years fromthis great capital, Nergol Triannic's League of Dark
Stars was assenbling an even greater invasion force than the one he'd arrayed agai nst the Inperia
capital of Avalon. In the balance was the huge aggl onerati on of stars, planets—and weal t h—that
made up the col ossal Sodeskayan heartl and. Comrandi ng the vast invasion force was none other than
Fi el d Marshal Rodef nov Vobok, with fat Adnmiral Hoth Orgoth—+ecently hunbl ed during the Battle of
Aval on—+n charge of space operations. This time, the Leaguers neant to take no chances for
failure. Brimknewhe'd literally had to fight his way to the Sodeskayan capital...

Less than three Standard Days out of Gronctow and scarcely half a nmetacycle into a blustery norning
wat ch, he had been sitting in a junp seat on the navigation bridge of the fast Sodeskayan |iner

Al exasander G obkin, conversing—+n Aval onian—wi th Captain Peter Nesterov and Chief Navigator T. P.
Stefanovski. At a warning fromtheir Helnsman, the three peered through the aft Hyperscreens
toward three fast-approaching points of |ight that noved at an oblique angle to the normal rush of
stars. Suddenly, an au-thenticator systemfilled the bridge with its mewling alarm—its coded

KA' PPA chal l enge to the three nysterious ships had not been properly answered. To port, disrupters
on their lone escort, alittle 26,000-m|ston Smetlivy-class attack ship named Gordi began to

i ndex and swing like an athlete flexing his muscles.

"So," Nesterov remarked enotionlessly, "Leaguers again, eh?" Tall, ruddy-haired, and endowed with
t he huge, droopy whi skers conmon to natives of Sodeskaya's frigid Hargov-ian-Sector planets, the
Bear was a very senior captain of the Sodeskayan flag carrier AkroKahn.

"League national industry is war, it seenms, Captain," Stefanovski replied as flashes fromthe
Leaguers' ranging shots sparkled brightly anong the onrushing stars. A snall, dark Bear from
Grontow proper, he had the nearsi ghted countenance of one who has spent nost of his career staring
into a display. Mnents |ater, the Hyperscreens dinmmed nonentarily as six or eight closely spaced
expl osi ons rocked space nearly a c'lenyt to port. Stefanovski frowned into the w de-area star map
of his display and shook his head. "At least they are no better shots than their predecessors in
the last war," he said nordantly.

Bri m chuckl ed grimy, thinking back on nyriads of simlar flashes in two separate wars over nore
than twenty Standard Years—so many, they failed to arouse nmuch fear anynore. They'd sinply becone
part of his existence. Only
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recently, he'd been one of a small band that repul sed the greatest siege ever nounted against a
single star system Not that war ever got to be old hat, really. One was too busy trying to stay
alive for it to ever reach mat status

He | ooked around the bridge, watching tension mount anmong the starship's Hel msnmen, navigators,
systens officers, comrunicators, and the neager team of junior officers whose job was to command
the forlorn batteries of disrupters jerry-rigged to the sleek liner for wartinme travel. The |ight,
rapid-firing 57-nm twi n-nounts were little nmore than child's toys agai nst Leaguer attack ships,
but if nothing else, they gave the feeling of hitting back, though even a direct hit was liable to
do little damage

"Bastards take their own sweet tine," Stefanovski nunbl ed.

"Perhaps you are anxious for their arrival." Nesterov chuckled darkly. "For ne, | could easily
wait until end of tinme."

Brimfelt the Drive winding up and gl anced aft, watching the Drive plune expand as Al exasander

G obkin accelerated in preparation for the conplicated, three-dinensional zigzag maneuvers that
woul d hel p her survive the attack—er at |east cause the nearly inpotent crewto feel mat they were
doi ng sonething in their own defense. Qutside, a blinding Hyper-Flare went off, sending dazzling

i ncandescence through the great arch of Hyperscreens over the bridge. Groans cane from everyone
caught with their eyes open before the crystal panels automatically darkened. The Leaguer's scout
shi p—a Gantheisser GA 88, fromits silhouette—actually eclipsed its own flare for a noment, then
di sappeared ahead into the confusion of rushing stars.

Even Brim s eyes—npre or |ess accustoned to flashes of disrupter fire fromAvalon's recent
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si ege—ached, so powerful were the flares. Then the stars outside canted wildly as the ship
abruptly clinbed for her first zigzag, while their es-
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cort noved out to port for nore fighting room Brimclenched his fist, hating to be so xaxtdammed
hel pl ess!

As if that thought had sonehow triggered it, every one of ne transport's pitiful little 57-mm"'s
and the full conplenent of 130 nm's aboard the Gordi opened up on two nore greenish Drive plunes
that were now heading their way fromaft. Another turn—the stars slid down and to starboard. "Now
comes attack," Nesterov said soberly as the plunes steadied on course toward the little attack
shi p. "Seens Leaguer bastards have orders for escorts nis trip, eh?"

As the bridge crew yell ed encouragenent, Brim and Stefanovski soberly watched the battle unfold,
usel essly grabbing their annrests as another violent turn angled the stars across the forward
Hyperscreens. Now the three attackers were pressing hone their attack on the Gordi, weaving
violently in the face of her fierce disrupter fire. At the sane nonent, the first two released a
Hyper Torp each and turned away in a hail of roiling explosions. To Brims eye, the deadly mssiles
appeared to be running true as they rapidly narrowed their distance fromthe ship.

"Uni verse," Stefanovski exclainmed, glancing at the escort, which as yet had nade no attenpt to
dodge the torpedoes, "CGorki's not doing anything."

"Ah, her captain waits for |ast torpedo," Nesterov observed as Al exasander G obkin zigged again

"WIl soon be too late," Stefanovski whispered through tight Iips.

At the | ast possible monent, Gordi |aunched a decoy and the three HyperTorps wavered nonentarily,
then changed course and expl oded safely a half c'lenyt distant.

"Voof!" Nesterov gasped, glancing aft again. "Last Leaguer still on torpedo run, would you
bel i eve?"

"Hi s | ast torpedo nust have hung up," Brim guessed.
"Ah," Nesterov agreed, "that nust be so!"

Sormeone called out in Sodeskayan as the bridge filled
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with what had to be shouts of encouragenent fromthe Sodeskayan gunners.

"Sweet nother of Voot!" Brimstarted. "The bastard Leaguer better break it off soon or—= Abruptly
he stopped in the mddle of his sentence as Gordi scored a direct hit at point-blank range and the
eneny ship blewup in aroiling fireball that engul fed both attacker and defender

"I's all over now. " Nesterov groaned quietly.

VWen the CGordi energed fromthe fireball, cries of horror filled the bridge. Two of her aft
turrets were gone, with the whol e bow section of the Leaguer attack ship enbedded in their place
The wecked escort slewed off course as a solid mass of radiation fire erupted fromher hull and
she began to slowy fall behind,

It was Brims all-too-real introduction to contenporary Sodeskaya and the trouble that had
befal l en that great domain of planets since his peacetine visits there only a few years before the
war .

The Second Great War existed only as a nanme. More accurately, it was a | ogical extension of an
earlier, eleven-year struggle that had entered tenporary hiatus thirteen years previously in
52000. That year, following a series of nilitary reverses, the League's Enperor, Nergol Triannic,
suddenly abdicated his throne for the lIonely planet of Portoferria, then proposed a peace treaty
and concomitant armistice until the treaty could be approved.
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Shortly following these critical events, the victorious Enpire found itself divided into hostile
canps of war-weary rec-onciliationist groups and equally war-weary mlitants. Most
reconciliationists coalesced rapidly into the politically powerful Congress for Intra-Glactic
Accord (CGA). Mlitants, however—eonprising various nilitary and veteran organi zati ons—were stil
required to focus the bulk of their efforts on such workaday tasks as securing the far-flung

bul war ks of
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Enpire. They therefore steadily lost political influence at all |evels, and subsequently, after
furious debate throughout the Inperial Parlianent, the League's treaty—already signed by League
Enperor Nergol Trianni c—was pushed through by Cl GA Chief Puvis Arherst. It was formally ratified
on the neutral planet of Garak by men-Enmperor Geyffin IV tw days prior to the Year's End holiday
i n Aval on, 52001.

Anmid vociferous Admiralty protests and resignations, Inperial Fleet reductions, with resultant
base cl osings, began pronptly in 52001 to rigid schedules prescribed in the new treaty. Each of
the former antagoni sts chose referees to oversee the other's di sarmanment progress. After two
successive Inperial Fleet reductions in 52002 and 52003, out-of-work veterans gathered for a
"March on Aval on." Most departed peacefully after Parlianent vetoed cash bonuses recommended by
Geyffin IV, however, odier, nore adamant veterans were forcibly expelled by special detachnents
of Inperial Marines wearing the special CIGA flash on their unifornms and | ead by Cl GA-aligned

of ficers.

A further reduction in Fleet strength during 52004 conpl eted I nperial disarnmanent requirenents and
resulted in the smallest Fleet in the Enpire's history. Half a galaxy away in Tarrott, Puvis
Anmher st personally confirned simlar reductions in League strength, but the scattering of
starsailors who remained loyal to the Enpire suspected the League's claims were little nore than
fabrications. Unfortunately, a clanor of pacifist enption sweeping the Enpire—though ultimtely
enotional and uni nforned—aas neverthel ess politically unassailable. And while the League secretly
built a new and nuch nore powerful fleet, the Enpire continued to sink into inpotency.

In 52005, culmnation of a three-year study by the blue-ribbon Interdom ni on Reparations Conmittee
resulted in a report fixing League war liability at one hundred thirty-two billion credits, to be
i ndemi fied during the next ten Stan-
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dard Years. Zoguard G obernann, League Mnister of State, pronised that the Chancellery woul d
"take the sum under advisenent," but no further action was forthcom ng

In 52006, the anti-League president of Beta-Jago, Konrad |Igno, was assassi hated by an unknown
nmurderer during the traditional midyear holiday interval in that domi nion. League M nister for
Publ i ¢ Consensus Hanna Notrom deni ed any know edge of the act, and soon afterward the League's
Suprene Council cynically enacted |aws | aw forbiddi ng assassination to prove once and for al
their peaceful intentions.

Early in 52007, exiled Nergol Triannic published his sem-biographical Vghost N efft as a form
decl aration of proper League objectives. By Aval oni an mi dsunmer, League synpathi zers annexed al

pl anets of the Gammi|'It star system at the request of the openly League-endorsing Chancellor 1.
B. Goenlj. At year's end, CIGA elenents in the Inperial Parlianment itself passed the Cavir-WIlvo
Bill posing stringent limts on Inperial starship nanufacture.

Soon after Standard Year 52008 began, exiled Nergol Triannic returned in triunph to Tarrott and
resuned the reins of League Government wearing the then-outlawed bl ack uniformof the Controllers
elite regiments of specially chosen soldiers fromwhich he traditionally chose his personal guard.
Less than one nonth | ater, Conrad Zom prom nent intragal actic traveler and industrialist, was
found nurdered after accusing the League of secretly expanding its Deep Space Fleet By nidyear
Triannic repudiated the League's reparations debt and reintroduced conpul sory military service for
all League citizens. At the end of the League's Festival of Conquest holidays (Inperial Standard
Dat e: 2 Nonad, 52008), Controller forces entered and occupi ed planets of The Torond, enthroned
League synpathi zer Rogan LaKarn as ruler, and proclainmed the "eternal" political union of League
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M dway t hrough 52009, Zoguard G obernmann and Hanna Notrom jointly announced League incorporation
of the Za-thian planetary system as the result of a plebiscite. Soon afterward, ¢« Nergol Triannic
i ssued a stern warning to the Dom nion of Fluvanna concerning treatnment of League citizens
dwelling on its planets.

Early in 52010, after ClGA-inspired frustration of nunerous Inperial attenpts to defend the

i mportant Domi ni on of Fluvanna (supplier of nearly one hundred percent of the Enpire's Drive
Crystals), Enmperor Geyffin IV formed the Inperial Volunteer Goup (I1VG, "leasing” the first
el even Starfury starships and their crews to Fluvanna for a year. Shortly thereafter, League
forces invaded and occupi ed the Doni ni on of Beta-Jago, ignoring protests fromthroughout the
gal axy. Two nonths | ater—en trunped-up charges—Iriannic al so declared war on Fl uvanna, thus
supplying a spark that would eventually reignite war itself.

Until well into 52011, ClGAs throughout the Inperial Parlianment prevented inplenmentation of the
Enpi re's mutual -assistance treaty with Fluvanna. However, with abdication of Geyffin IV, Onrad V
became Enperor and declared war on the League even as |VG forces destroyed huge League space
fortifications at Zonga' ar and set Triannic's tinmetable for conquest back nearly a Standard Year.
Wthin a nonth, the new Inperial Enperor dissolved his IVG ordering the battle-proven crews back
hone to be scattered throughout the newly expanding Inperial Fleet in preparation for the
inevitable Battle of Aval on

WIf Brim-ene of the first to join the IVGrolls and comander of the Zonga'ar rai d—formed the
vanguard of this historic mgration. Assum ng comrand of 30 Wng, 11 G oup, Hone Fl eet Defense
Conmand, on 205/52012, he hurled hinself into a desperate effort to bring his crews and their
ships into readiness. His efforts paid off nore quickly than anyone expected, and his command
pl ayed a key role in
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the defense of Avalon's five capital planets when the Leaguers prepared to invade only weeks after
their lightning victory over the Dom nion of Effer'wck. During the next six nonths of desperate
fighting, the badly outnunbered defenders nanaged to inflict such grievous casualties—n both
crews and starshi ps—to the Leaguers that Triannic postponed the whol e i nvasi on program

Now, with renewed fl eets—and huge | and arm es that had gone unused since the fall of Effer'wck
nore than a year ago—¥riannic was poised to launch his second canpaign. And this time, he expected
success.

CHAPTER 1 The Ugly Truth

"I can't believe | need a parade uniform" Brim groaned, glancing over the array of clothing
Bar bousse had laid out on the bed. "I'm supposed to be going on maneuvers in a battle craw er, not
to a three-day banquet."

"Beggi n* the Admiral's pardon,"” Barbousse replied, "but m instructions fromthe Enbassy say you
may need that parade uniforma couple o' tinmes before they bring you hone."

"Hrm " Bri m nused. Borodov had warned himof the sane thing, and he was, after all, the Knez's
brother. "Wen do you suppose that'll be?" he asked, peering through the norning dusk at an
expanse of snow covered gardens and statuary bel ow.

"Couldn't get the tines or the dates, Adniral," Barbousse replied. "But since the whole show s
being put on for the Knez, they're pretty certain to be when he wants."

Bri m nodded resignedly. Only in Sodeskaya.... "Pack it all,"” he said in resignation

"Aye, Sir," Barbousse agreed, and set to loading the single grip that Bri mwould consent to take
with him despite the
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fact that many of the high-ranki ng Sodeskayan officers would be foll owed by at |east three—each
doubl e the size of its predecessor.

Bri m checked the tine. Since his days as a Sublieutenant aboard the old Fleet destroyer |.F.S.
Trucul ent, he had known both Borodov and Ursis to always be punctual, alnost to a fault. "I'll be
in the study,” he said, opening the dark oaken door that separated his suite of roons fromthe
upstairs hallway. Descending the grand staircase two steps at a tinme, he presently energed into
the i mense central arcade of Borodov Manor, the "Gallery," where a young Bear—Borodov's great-
grandfat her, Brimrecall ed—stared out froma portrait by Novar Sograve, arguably Sodeskaya's npst
revered portraitist of the last m |l ennium

He paused for a nonent, contenplating the portrait and the young, aristocratic Bear it had frozen
in tine. Sograve's utter genius had captured the suprene confidence that characterized an age | ong
gone by—bearing no resenblance to the |l ast two hundred-odd years of al nbst constant war, in which
lifetimes were frequently measured by how | ong one managed to avoid being killed. Brinms own
daught er, Hope, was being raised by a nurse because her nother had been blasted to atonms by League
di srupter fire only netacycles after she had given birth—n Avalon's Inperial Palace, no | ess. And
Margot Effer'wck, the one abiding love of his |ife and a Royal princess in her own right, was now
a fugitive from her husband—Rogan LaKarn, G and Baron of The Torond and a shamel ess League
synpat hi zer. The gal axy wasn't a very nice place to live in, presently, and offered little pronm se
of inprovenent, at least in the near term

Fromthe Gallery, he passed through another great hall and finally emerged into the vast library
with its colossal fireplace, lofty ceiling (surfaced by a priceless forty-eighth-century Rhodorian
tronpe Floeil painting), spiral staircase, and

two-story bookcases filled by an enornous coll ection of ancient volunes, sone with actual paper
pages.

Ursis was already seated in one of the anple | eather chairs, puffing thoughtfully on a huge Zenpa
pipe and filling the roomw th an aroma that nost humans charitably conpared with the redol ence of
burni ng yaggl oz wool. Even seated, the Bear was a nost inposing figure. He had snmall, gray eyes of
enornmous intensity, dark, reddish brown fur, a |long, urbane nmuzzle that terminated in a huge wet
nose, and delicate, though hirsute, six-fingered paws. Wien he snil ed—as he was doi ng
presently—fang jewels glistened in the warmlight of the room Tonight, he had dressed in the tan-
and-crinson uni form of the Sodeskayan Surface Arny with gold-tri med peaked cap, gol d-buttoned
reefer jacket, white shirt, black tie, and bl ack-1eather ankle boots. Traditional Sodeskayan

shoul der boards—n gol d—en his jacket were decorated by the twin weathed stars of a Lieutenant
General, which were also applied to each cuff of his coat. Three rows of canpaign ribbons beside
his left lapel attested to long years of fighting the League. A curious, starburst-shaped badge on
his right breast denoted onetine involvenent in the Knez's Inperial Guard. "Voof," he said by way
of greeting, and indicated a chair beside him "Next few days, W/Ifooshka, you receive first

i ntroduction to why Sodeskaya needs you so nuch.”

*' On maneuvers, Nik?" Brimasked with a frowm. "But even Leaguers admt that Sodeskayan | and
forces are the best trained and equi pped in the Gal axy. Everyone thinks they are unbeatable.”

The Bear only nodded sonberly. "Not everyone," he said.
"So you've been saying," Brimreplied, "but | still don't understand."

"You wi Il soon enough, WIf Ansor," Borodov interposed, entering the roomfroma private passage
" Trees and Bear cubs shiver in rhythmduring springtine frolic,' as they say."
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He was dressed in a maroon version of Ursis's uniform denoting the Sodeskayan Engi neers, with
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three stars of a Colonel General on the black |eather of his collars. Mre chestnut in color than
his longtine friend Ursis, Borodov was nmuch ol der and somewhat bowed by his years, standing only a
little taller than Brims six irals. H's eyes, however, sparkled with youthful hunor and
prodi gi ous wi sdom behind a pair of ol d-fashioned horn-ri med spectacl es. And al though his graying
muzzl e was not nearly so intimdating as that of his nmassive conpani on, enornous sideburns
provided himwith a nost intellectual countenance. "Considerable nunbers of us Sodeskayans believe
" He stopped in md-sentence and wal ked to the bar, where he busied hinself decanting three
Iarge goblets of clearly Logish Meem "No doubt," he nmused, "it will be better you make up your
m nd wi thout our influence. You are, after all, big Fleet expert—not us. Eh, N kol ai
Yanuari evi ch?"

Ursis nodded to Brim "Fleet aspect of maneuvers is why you are here, WIfooshka," he said, "—or
nmore precisely, lack of a Fleet aspect.” He shook his head sadly. " 'Only frozen nountains can
how at moons in dead of snow season,' as they say."

Bri m narrowed his eyes. The human had yet to be born who coul d understand Beari sh aphori snms—and
the Bears seened to know it. Yet they continued to quote fromsone clearly infinite source, as
they had since the first interstellar Bears net early interstellar humans in their primtive
spaceships. One sinply learned to filter out the aphorisns and concentrate on discourse that did
make sense. "That bad, eh?" he asked, accepting a goblet of Logish Meemfromhis host "I suppose
shall have to see for nyself."

"As you assuredly will," Borodov prom sed, handing a goblet to Usis. "But for now, is tinme for
civilized drinking, followed by much stick-to-ribs kind of sustenance necessary for surviving
primitive life on maneuvers."

Ursis | ooked up and frowned. "Primtive life?" he asked. "Aboard a battle craw er?"

The ol der Bear shrugged and grinned with nmock sheepi sh-ness. "Well," he conceded, "perhaps is not
all that primtive. But one takes every excuse one can for hosting festive bash. Especially now, "
he said, suddenly becom ng grave. "Who knows what tonorrow brings? Leaguers' com ng invasion | oons
large, in ny viewand with it, nmuch, nmuch change in way we live." He settled into a chair and
stared into his gob-tet of meem "//indeed we live," he added, nodding slowy.

"If indeed...." Ursis seconded.

In the reddish hal f-1ight before dawn, a gigantic governnent |inousine skinmer—escorted by four
hul ki ng troopers on gravcycl es—+thundered into the high portico of Borodov Hall and pulled to a
stop in clouds of powdered snow. Wile the household staff gathered in the cold to nake their
farewells, the troopers disnounted and stood at rigid attention while both chauffeur and footman
junped out to open tile passenger conpartnent and pack valises. Cinbing into the giant skinmer's
passenger conpartnment with Ursis, Brimwatched butlers, cooks, ganekeepers, droshkat keepers,
gardeners, and other principals of the manor file past Borodov, bow ng, curtsying, and nmunbling a
few words before passing on. He had visited the great Sodeskayan villa nunmerous times over the
years and had often seen the staff gather when Borodov went traveling. This norning, however,
sonet hing was elusively different. The | ove these servants had for their naster was very nuch in
evi dence, but overlaying it all was ... what?

A sense of foreboding, perhaps?

Bor odov woul d have been careful to put on a face of confidence with regard to the pending attack
by the Leaguers; nevertheless, it was difficult to paint a bright picture under the circunstances.
Al t hough the home pl anet of Sodeskaya
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hersel f had not cone under direct attack for some hundreds of Standard Years, and though no one
would officially admt it now, a trenendous assault was clearly immnent. It darkened the com ngs
and goi ngs of Sodeskayans everywhere.

The farewells at |ast conplete, Borodov clinbed through the door, grasping a hanmper of
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refreshnments to keep themfromstarvation all the way to the spaceport, and the great |inpusine
glided silently into the norning behind its gravcycle escort.

Little nore than a netacycle later, they were thundering into space aboard one of the Fleet's NJH
26 star launches, a sleek Sodeskayan executive transport renowned throughout the Gal axy for both
speed and el egance. In the warm wood-panel ed passenger cabin, deep-cushioned sofas |lined the
wal I s and four Bear-sized recliners occupied the corners. Soft, indirect lighting illum nated a
sunpt uous breakfast—their second since arising—set out in the ship's local gravity on a |ow table
equi pped with an expressing device that filled the air with the delicious aronma of fresh-brewed
cvc' eese. Indifferently Brim passed tinme watching the Bearish Hel nenen as they broadcast nessages
via KA PPA (instantaneous, character-only comunications in which data arrives everywhere in the
Uni verse sinultaneously) to nmilitary route coordinators at various control stations orbiting the
beacon stars that marked their route.

d anci ng about the plush cabin, Brim paused to wonder what kind of reality he m ght expect to see
in maneuvers that would be interrupted by formal banqueting and other cerenoni es he associ ated
with visits by royalty. Even the el egant starship in which they rode seened out of place in an
essentially mlitary function. The refreshnments, the cvc' eese, the luxurious appointnents, al
conbined to nake the trip nore like a holiday outing than a purposeful mlitary exercise. Ad

Bor odov had al ready stretched out on a bul khead di van and was fast asleep, even though Ursis
appeared to be wi de

awake, peering thoughtfully out the Hyperscreen port at the stars rushing by.

As if sensing Brinmis attention, the Bear turned and sniled grimy. "You have odd | ook in your
eyes, WIf Ansor," he said. "WII| you share your thoughts?”

Brimpursed his lips. "I'"'mnot certain | can, NK," he replied, "—hnot that | don't want to; it's
just that I'mnot certain ny thoughts are well formed enough." He | ooked down at his hands. "I
suppose it comes down to sonmething like ... well... unreality, for lack of a better term" He
gestured around the cabin. "It's as if we were flying off to attend sonme sort of staged event—-a
tabl eaux, if you will, with fornal banquets to break up the wei ghtiness of things. Certainly not
serious maneuvers—eor at |east what | think of when people nention sonething |ike that—when arm es
practice warfare agai nst one another."

"Very perceptive, ny furless friend," Usis said, nodding his head. "And yet, nowis not the tine
to speak of it. Anas-tas Alexi and | predicted your reaction before you even | anded i n Sodeskaya."
He frowned. "W also agreed that it was very necessary that you experience these maneuvers
yourself early on, so that you woul d provide us your help knowing all aspects of job '"up front,'
so to speak."”

"Hrim " Brimnused. "Sounds a bit |ike nmy nother."
"Li ke your notherT" Ursis asked in surprise

"Yeah," Brimsaid, breaking out in a grin. "You know. Mdther Bears have got say the sanme things to
cubs as human not hers do—ike, urn, 'This won't be pleasant, but it will increase your nora
fiber.* "

Ursis sniled and nodded vigorously. "You understand, then."

"I still don't have to like it." Brimgrunped with nock annoyance.

True," Ursis agreed with a twinkle in his eye, "but think of the noral fiber you are building."
18 | Bl LL BALDW N
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At length, the quiet ninble of the Drive was replaced by the thunder of high-powered gravity
generators, and they cane out of Hyper Speed, curving off toward the feeble Iight of a Category-19
star. Less than half a Standard Metacycle later, they were on a storny final, bunping and
juddering above the surface of Vorkuta, a frozen | andscape that absolutely beggared the word
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barren. "Desol ate, eh, WI-fooshka?" Borodov conmented, peering through torn clouds and driving
snow at a dreary underworld passing rapidly bel ow

Bri m nodded, feeling a shudder pass along his back. "Makes G nmas Haefdon | ook like a tropica
paradi se," he said grimy, naking reference to the Enpire's gigantic G nmas starbase orbiting the
dyi ng star of Haefdon. "Except that G mmas once knew |life of some kind. Doesn't |ook |ike anything
ever grew down there."

"I's nostly right, WIf Ansor," Usis growled with a little smle, "—except for grow ng Sodeskayan
colony. Small city of Bears in other hem sphere contributes great wealth to econony." He gestured
grandly out to port. "All Vorkuta is colossal field of gold and ot her nore precious ores, would
you bel i eve?”

"Sounds as if it's worth defending, then," Brim quipped.

Ursis shrugged. "Only one of many like it, old friend," he said with a shrug. "And if Nergo
Triannic and his Ti me-Wed-snoking Controllers get their hands on this kind of wealth, nothing in
the Universe will stop them 'Caves and darkness are no strangers to wi nter-weary crag wolves,' as
t hey say."

"As they say," Brimreplied with a nod. Unfortunately, what the Bear had just said was no secret
at all—barring the aphorism of course. Everyone who could travel faster than |ight knew about the
Sodeskayan riches. Over the nmillennia, many others had tried to conquer the Bears' honeland. Uti-

mat el y, each had failed, but none had arrived with a war machine to rival the one Nergol Triannic
and his League of Dark Stars was now assenbling. This time, evidently, things could be different.

Bri m had often seen battle crawlers fromthe air—as had any Hel nsman associated with the nmlitary.
At one tine or another, he'd even sped over sone of the Sodeskayan nachi nes hinsel f—but he'd never
had time to pay nuch attention, concentrating instead on destroying crawl ers that bel onged to the
Leaguers. Those he'd | earned sonethi ng about

Even so, nothing in his experience had prepared himfor his first close-up encounter with the big
Sodeskayan machi nes. A staff skimer had just delivered himand his two conpani ons through five
c'lenyts of driving sleet fromthe tenporary starbase to a snowfilled basin at the edge of a
massi ve escarpnent five hundred irals high, at |east. Through the storm he could see thirty or
nmore of the squat nonoliths protruding through the snowin five neat ranks |ike tows of prodigious
teeth, massive and sinister, dark-mirrored flanks reflecting what little of the weak daylight that
managed to force its way through the stormclouds. "Voot's greasy beard," he whispered as the
skimer pulled to a stop sonme di stance from what appeared to be an open entry port.

"Qur latest,"” Usis grow ed above the thunder of unnuf-fled gravity engines. "S-33 nain battle
craw ers. Big, eh?" Even inside a well-seal ed staff skinmer, noise fromthe brooding, pyranid-
shaped nachi nes was al nost deaf eni ng.

"Look like thraggling nmonunents,” Brimreplied at the top of his voice. Then attenpts at further
conmmuni cati on becane usel ess as the driver opened the door and they got out into the frigid air
boots crunching in the dry, powdery snow. Brimaugnented the heat in his Fleet C oak, then | ooked
up and shook his head in wondermnent, blinking as w nd-driven
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snowf | akes—and the acrid stench of ozone—stung his eyes. The word awesone did little good as a
descnption. These crawers, if indeed sonething so large mght be expected to nobve, even at a
crawm, were nore than seventy snowdraped irals square at the base with an overall height of sone
thirty-five irals. Angular and awkward-| ooki ng vehicles, they presented few flat planes upon which
ground- based disrupter fire could score a direct hit. Each was painted with a bright blue flash to
denote nenbership in the "Blue" arny—"eneny" tanks woul d be painted with green flashes, U sis had
expl ai ned earlier. Mdway between the base and what appeared to be control-roomslits near the
apex were two huge 350-nmm di srupters mounted on swiveling rings that provided the big vehicles
with terrific firepower. Brim shook his head absently. They | ooked crude in conparison to the
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beautifully finished starships to which he was accustonmed. The great mirrored plates from which
they were fabricated had been cut with no obvious snmpothing and were joi ned by jagged wel di ng
beads, sone nearly an iral in thickness. Cearly, Sodeskayan battle crawlers were built for rugged-
ness and inpregnability—with little regard whatsoever for weight or the ability to nove w thout

i nfringenment of their surroundings. The sound they made at idle alone was enough to shake the
ground.... Suddenly Brimrealized that his two conpanions were grinning at him

"Perhaps you wish to trade one of your starships for such a graceful beast," Borodov yelled out.

"W woul d intercede with Knez for you,'
you would like to ride in one first?"

Usis roared with a | ook of nmock denentia. "But perhaps

Brimrolled his eyes. "I had to conme hal fway across a Gal axy for this? he groaned.

"Where el se m ght you go?" Ursis quipped at the top of his voice. By this tine, a nunber of guards
had noticed them and were standing at rigid attention while one spoke into a

nmobi | e communi cator. Mnents |later, a smartly dressed Sodeskayan Captain stepped fromthe S 33's
side hatch and inarched briskly toward them conmng to an abrupt halt in front of Borodov and
saluting. "Generals, Admirals," she shouted. "I am Captain O ga Votov, commander of this craw er
and | eader of Formation One. General Vaslovich, our Squadron Commander, bids you wel come and asks
that you will please join himinside."

Borodov smled, returning the Captain's salute. "Thank you. Captain," he said. "Please lead us to
the General." He nodded for Brimand Usis to follow, then set off through the driving storm
boots crunching on the deepeni ng snow.

Just inside the crawmer's entry hatch was a snall vestibul e whose deck vibrated and trenbled to

t he thunderous runble of the crawl er's power plant. Here, the reek of ozone was joined by the
odors of hot lubricating oil, toasting electronics, sealants, polish, Hogge' Poa, and unwashed

Bear s—Aot unli ke the odors Brimnormally associated with starships. Votov notioned themup a
preci pi tous compani onway so steep it anpunted to little nore than a | adder. Beside it, an inner
hatch provided Brima fleeting glinpse onto the crawl er's vast nachi nery spaces, where a nunber of
Bears had gathered around what appeared to be a nmmssive gravity generator fronted by reactors of
some kind. At the next level, the captain led theminto a narrow passageway hung wi th pipes,
conduits, and wave guides, passing finally into a snmall cubic chanber Brimestinmated to be nearly
at the core of the vehicle's nass. In the center, another |adder passed through the nmetal ceiling.
The noi se noderated somewhat as they ascended mis into what was clearly the vehicle's bustling
control room By the time Brimand his grip reached the | anding, Borodov and a Sodeskayan Mj or
General were greeting each other with traditional Bear hugs—which Usis turned into a threesone as
soon as he reached them After the native conplinents, Borodov turned and notioned with his head.
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"WIf Ansor," he called, "please come neet old famly friend, Gregory Rufino Vaslovich." Dressed
in a great tan OverC oak and padded hel nmet, the CGeneral was at |east as |large as Ursi s—perhaps
even larger—ith light reddish hair and a single gemin his right fang.

Moments later, Brimfelt hinself engulfed in yet another Bear hug.

"WIf Ansor," the Bear said, stepping back with a great smle, "but | have often heard of you." He
| aughed. "According to Anastas Al exi here, you should be Bear also, for he refers to you nore as a
son that furless hunan.”

Returning the General's infectious grin, Brimglanced at old Borodov and nodded. "I am nost
honored, " he said—and he neant it. In nany ways, the old Bear had been |ike a father to him

"So now you ride in battle crawer with us?" Vasl ovich asked. "WII| be nuch different than
starshi p—+ots bunpier.”

"W have warned him General," Ursis interjected, politely continuing in Brims native Aval oni an
rat her than the Sodeskayan tongue. "But is exceedingly inmportant he gets best view possible of
ground forces in action. He has inportant job to do here."
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"Wth Marshal nov Vobok, 'the Hunter,' peering over collective shoulders," Vaslovich observed,
"Fl eet people from Avalon are inportant to our very existence." He nodded. "W Sodeskayans have
al ways counted on Inperial Fleet to support our ground forces."

Brimtook a deep breath. This tine, the Fleet m ght not be so helpful as in the past. Its reserves
had been deci mated staving off nearly six Standard Months' worth of League attacks on its capital
pl anets that were even now beconing known as the Battle of Avalon. "No doubt that Enperor Onrad
will send all the support he can spare," he equivocated, "Meanwhile, | feel certain that the Knez
has great fleets of his own."

THE Sl EGE I 23

"This you will observe for yourself,” Vaslovich said. "Nothing has been held in reserve for this
exerci se. Knez Nikolai demands to see everything."

Bri m was about to comrent when Captain Votov hastened fromthe comunications consol e and sal ut ed.
"The exercise begins," she interrupted inpassively.

Vasl ovi ch nodded, then turned to Brimand his conpanions. "Please find seats, ny friends," he
said. "W shall move out inmmediately.” Wth this, he began an i mredi ate di al ogue i n Sodeskayan
wi th Vot ov.

"Sit here, WIfooshka," Borodov said, patting the back of a junp seat between the Captain and what
appeared to be a gunnery console, directly in the center of the forward viewing slit. "You wll
need good view if you are to grasp our... 'problens,' as it were."

Noddi ng, Brim wrapped his Fleet Coak around himand slipped into the hard cushions. H s two
conpani ons occupi ed chairs on either side of a special comrand recliner farther back in the

control roomthat obviously had been rigged for General Vaslovich. Mnments later, Votov handed him
one of the helnmets peculiar to crawer crews, then slipped into the |left-hand seat and began the
process of buckling herself in.

"Watch ne, Brim" she runbled, "and do not skip single buckle. Battle crawl ers not equipped with
|l ocal gravity."

"What was that?" Brimasked over the runble of the power plant. "I couldn't hear you."
"Hel net, Admiral," Votov yelled with a glower. "Put helnet on."

Cheeks burning. Brimdonned the hel net and was i medi ately rewarded with Sodeskayan crosstal k from
at | east a dozen conversations, but when he turned to Votov, these faded.

"You can hear now, Adniral ?" the Sodeskayan asked dryly.
24 / Bl LL BALDW N
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Bri m nodded. "Perfectly,
directionally.

he said, wondering if the helmet would automatically transnmit his voice

It did, for the Captain nodded, then began to speak as if she were giving a seven-year-old his
first lessons in thernodynam cs. "You will want to secure each of the seven belts on your seat,
she said. "This one first," she continued, pointing to a red belt that passed across her |ap

"Then two green and four blue." After this, she returned to her control panel w thout a conmment

Brimimrediately set to buckling each in the order Votov prescribed until all seven were taut
"Belts are confortable?" Votov asked wi thout | ooking up

"Yes, thank you," Brimsaid, surprised that the brusque tank commander cared at all for his
confort
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"Then straps are not yet tight enough," Votov replied, starting what was clearly a check-out
sequence of the craw er's systens.

Dutifully, Brimtightened the straps until they hurt. Soon afterward, a visage of the
conmuni cations officer appeared hi one of Votov's globular displays and said sonmething in
Sodeskayan.

"I't begins now," Votov warned presently over her shoul der. "Brace yourself, spacenman." As her
hands nmoved surely over her control console, the sound of the crawl er's power plant doubled, then
the whol e control roomcanted dizzily to one side and rocked drunkenly for a noment, finally
lurching to an unconfortable sort of equilibrium No |local gravity aboard these nonsters.

"Cruising elevation," Votov explained, w thout pronpting. "Soon we nove out."

Through the viewing slots, Brimcould see clouds of snow erupting vertically fromthe bases of
each crawl er as one by one they raised thensel ves sonme fewirals fromthe ground on shi nmrering
colums of gravitons. The hovering behenoths had suddenly changed fromrows of static fortifica-

tions to five ranks of dynanmi c power and malignancy. Sonmehow fromthe ground they | ooked a | ot
nore potent than they did fromthe air. Presently a flurry of activity at the conmunications
consol es hushed the normal crosstalk coming fromBrims helnet, the sound of the power plant

i ncreased, along with the vibrations of the deck, and with a single curt word from Votov, the
craw er began to nmove forward—with all the deliberate acceleration of a battleship

"Not quite what you are used to, eh?" Borodov's voice cane from behind him

Brimturned and grinned. "Not quite," he said, but the huge nmachi nes continued to accelerate unti
they were galloping over the rocky terrain at a quite acceptable clip—nearly takeoff seed for a
nunber of starships Brimhad flowm. And, at |east to all appearances, they were certainly

unst oppabl e. The now speeding lines of battle craw ers were pulverizing nearly everything in their
pat hs, including boulders nore than twice their size. "Wat now. General?" he heard Borodov ask,
agai n in Aval oni an.

"Line of low hills ahead," Vaslovich said, "—onceals 'eneny' base. Qur job is |ocate and put out
of action." He | aughed. "Easy job for crawers |ike these, except for one problem"

"Which is ..." Borodov asked.

"Problemis that 'eneny' is set on putting us out of action first." /

"Most intolerant,"” Ursis observed dryly.

"They will cooperate,"” Votov growl ed. She noved her hand slightly, and the big craw er began
sidling to the left—with the first two ranks in tow At the same tine, the fourth and fifth ranks
skittered to the right, leaving the center rank to continue alone on the original track—directly
for the center of the hills.

Peering through the driving snow. Brimthought he saw somet hing nove in the distance ahead.
What ever it was, it
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qui ckly di sappeared behind a curiously shaped pile of snow covered rocks. "Wre you expecting
conmpany out here?" he asked Vot ov.

"Conpany, Admi ral ?" Votov asked, clearly intent on achieving the hills in the shortest tine
possi bl e.

"OFf to the right," Brimsaid. "Behind that odd-Iooking pile of boulders."

"Where ... ?" Votov began, then nodded. "Ah," she said. "I see, now Truly, your reputation for
sharp eyes is de-. served, Adnmiral." She turned to Vaslovich and said something in Sodeskayan.
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The general replied, also in Sodeskayan, then turned to Brim "Congratul ations, Admral," he said,
switching to the Aval onian tongue. "You have just spotted nodern adaptation of old Sodeskayan
battl e pl oy—from days before interstellar travel. Control station for anti-tank mnefield."

As Bri mwatched, the two ranks of crawl ers braked precipitously, then, as if controlled by a
single driver, began to angle sideways to the right.

"W need to capture station you discovered if we are to get through w thout significant |osses,"”
Votov said quietly.

Brimfrowned. "Capture a control station?" he asked. "Wuldn't it be easier if you just blew it
up?"

"Soon you will see for yourself,"
originally heading."

Vasl ovich said. "Carefully watch snow field where we were

No sooner had Brimswung his glance to the left along what woul d have been their original
direction of travel than nearly half a square c'lenyt of snow erupted with what | ooked |ike

t housands of spiderlike machi nes—each apparently larger than a Bear—with circul ar bodi es and six
needl e-thin, articul ated | egs, speedi ng wave-on-wave over the snow. "Voot's greasy beard!" he
gasped under his breath. Those are ni nes?"

"Powerful mines, WIfooshka," Ursis's voice proclai ned
fromBrimis rear. "Any one of themcan disable a craw er—three can destroy one."

"Essentially, they are self-controlled," Borodov's voice broke in as waves of deadly, malevolent-
| ooki ng machi nes surged toward the tanks. "But they can take orders fromrenote controllers such
as one you spotted. Now we nust capture controller technicians thenselves or risk being overrun
and shanefully put out of action early in gane."

"Can't you just shoot the controller station?" Brim asked.

"I's beauty of nobile nminefield," Wsis replied. "Wen under no control, mines steer for anything
that nmoves. Only sure defense is capture control station, then command ugly little bastards go
sl eep. Gtherw se, nany, many casualties.”

As he spoke, the din of the power plant rose to al nost deafening heights and Votov | ed three other
crawl ers out ahead of the others and nade straight for the rocks Brimhad spotted only nonents
before. "They had thought to surprise us." The Captain's voice chuckled darkly in Brims hel met.
**Your eyes, Admiral, spared us nuch enbarrassnent. See!" He pointed to the left, where the first
waves of mines had reached ne |leftnost crawl ers. Bright flashes of Iight indicated nmachi nes being
decl ared out of action by orbiting referees.

Monents | ater, Votov came to an abrupt halt beside the pile of rocks Brimhad spotted. Fromthis
angle, Brimcould see five Bears with green arnbands huddl ed around a nobil e consol e, now | ooki ng
up at the crawler with surprise in their eyes. They were quickly marked dead by nenbers of the
crawl er who junped to the snow, then took over the strange-|ooki ng consol e and began to nani pul ate
its controls. Soon afterward, the hoards of skittering spider-mnes wobbled to a halt

After much conversation in Sodeskayan, Vaslovich turned to Brim "Even with our good fortune," he
said in Avalonian, "the minefield cost us half our twelve nmachines. Wthout
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you. Admiral, things woul d have been much worse. Now," he said, pointing off to the | ow range of
hills, "we have a few battle crawlers extra to fight those."

Brim| ooked up to see four ranks of five S-33s each had appeared over the hilltops and were now
descending the icy slopes toward them trailing clouds of billow ng snow. And these crawl ers were
painted with bright green flashes that manifested "eneny." "Er... interesting odds," he observed
"This time" Vaslovich replied, turning for a nonent to face Brim "in addition to your

extraordi nary vision, our side has been given a few secret weapons fromhone to even things." He
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grinned. "W think you especially will find these surprises interesting—perhaps as much as our

col | eagues anong the 'Greens* will find them disconcerting." Nodding a command to the

conmuni cations console, he returned his attention to the frozen panorama forward and put the great
battle crawier into notion, directly toward the oncom ng "eneny."

Brimgrinned. The surprise would have to be sonething el se, indeed, to surpass what he'd already
experienced in the few cycles since the craw ers had started out on their nmssion. And it would
have to arrive quickly to avert the disaster that was rushing headl ong at the remants of

Vasl ovich's left flank. Suddenly—ong before the disrupters of either side could begin to

bear —+four dark shapes hurtled out of the snowstorm overhead on a course directly toward the
approaching Geen craw ers. A nonent |ater, the "eneny" forces were peppered with the sane bright
flashes of |ight perpetrated by the spider mnes, and a nunber of their S-33s stopped in their
tracks, out of conbat. As the flying shapes circled around for another pass, nore flashes of

"di sruptor" hits sparkled anmong the surviving Geen craw ers, that had by now begun ineffectually
to return fire.

"Are those starshipsT Brimblurted out in spite of hinself. "I've never seen anything like them"

THE Sl EGE I 29

"We call them Ro'stoviks, or, in your tongue, 'Space Bastions,'" Vaslovich replied, with a deci ded
inflection of snugness in his voice. "Mlitary designation is JM2—and officially you have never
even heard of them Existence of such attack ships is highly secret, but you anong all non-
Sodeskayan Inperials are cleared for nearly everything."

Awest ruck, Brimcontinued to watch as the curious-| ooki ng—assuredly wel | -arnored—starsni ps made
pass upon pass at the eneny crawl ers, shoul dering aside "hits" fromthe ground that woul d have
utterly crippled a normal fighting starship. By the tine Vaslovich arrived at the scene, all forty
G een craw ers had been decl ared out of conbat by the orbital referees, and the Bl ue squadron

t hundered past wi thout firing a shot.

The incident, however, had started Brimfrom his benuse-nent and he frowned, wondering where the
remai nder of the Sodeskayans* conbat space patrol was—for either side. Those four deadly ground-
attack ships were the only evidence that the nock battle was even taking place during an age of
interstellar flight. Certainly the G eens should have sent in a few attack ships to defend their
crawl ers against the Blue Ro' stoviks, But the ships had failed to appear—at |east as far as could
be seen fromthe viewslits of a crawmer. He frowned, tenpted to question his hosts about the
situation, but resistant to asking such an obvious—at |east to hinself—question so early in the
naneuvers.

Still, a nunber of critical flags had been raised in his mnd. And not all of themhad to do with
| ack of a conbat space patrol. For exanple, even though the new ships were clearly devastating
agai nst ground targets, could their specialized designs stand up in conbat agai nst Leaguer ships
in space conbat? He was still westling with his desire to ask questi ons when the cabin noi se
dropped precipitously and the craw er stopped just short of the hill's crest. Now the

comuni cations consol e becane the center of attention, with
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Vaslovich in a four-way talk with Votov and two other voices that Brim surm sed were commanders of
the other four formations. At length the conversations stopped and Borodov's voice sounded in his
hel net .

"Probably you are wondering what that was all about,"” the Bear said.
"Hym " Brim chuckled. "I suppose | will have to | earn Sodeskayan before this is all over."

"For now, | shall gladly act as interpreter," the Bear said. "It seens that so-called 'eneny' canp
is better equipped than we were led to believe. At least twenty crawers nore than intelligence
estimated, even before unfortunate encounter with the nminefield."

"Qur other formations," Brimasked, "—they took sone danmge, too, then?"
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"Smal |l er | osses than our own, so far," Borodov replied. "But too few crawers remain in our
squadron to both nullify eneny and achi eve day's objective."

Bri m nodded. He coul d guess what was coning next. "Wat's the nane of those starshi ps—Ro' stovi ksl "
Bri m asked.

"Correct" Borodov chuckl ed. ' Space Bastions.' See, already you |earn Sodeskayan."

Brimgrinned. "A ways was a quick study." He chuckled. "They'Il be called in, too?"

"Even as we speak," Ursis replied, his voice suddenly drowned out by the thunder of what could
only be spacego-ing gravity generators. Soon afterward, the craw er's power plant runbled and the
bi g machi ne lurched over the brow of the hill—ust in time to reveal four JM2s soaring and

pl ungi ng above what appeared to be an extensive collection of Green machines, sprinkling literally
t housands of sparkling disrupter "hits" that would render crawl ers and nmi ntenance vehicles alike
as "destroyed" in the eyes of the orbiting referees.
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"Qught to keep the opposition busy down there," Brimcomented as the crawl er careened down the
hill at great speed, its own disrupters firing in sinulation node with great, deep-throated
cascades of sound that conpletely drowned out the noise of the traction engines. No nore than
thirty cycles later, the great "eneny" concentration was neutralized and Vasl ovich was | eading his
abbrevi ated but still-powerful columms on to the next objective for the day.

Brimfretted silently as the frozen terrain flashed past the viewports. Not a single shot had been
fired fromthe sky in defense of the Green arnmy. Wiy? The | ack of support raised troubling
questions, and he resolved to begin seeking answers at the first opportunity. However, even though
the JM2s were much in evidence during the subsequent nock "battle," the renmai nder of the I oca

day passed before he could begin his questions.

It was not until long after the last dimlight faded fromthe horizon that the wearied crews—and
their passengers—stopped for rest and sustenance. Through the viewports, Brimcoul d see what
appeared to be the lights fromseveral hundred crawlers anid a nultitude of glow ng, hovering
battle lanterns. Inside, Votov's control roomwas rapidly filling with the dreaded redol ence of
Hogge' Poa as nearly everyone in the crewlit up a Zenpa pipe. Brimwas tired as he coul d renenber,
and every nuscle in his body seemed to ache—especially those near his shoul ders, where the taut
saf ety harnesses had nearly crushed his bones. Achingly, he released the catches, then groaned as
he bent forward to get out of the seat Amid the Bearish clatter behind him he heard anot her grunt
of protest and turned to see Borodov rise tortuously to his feet. The old Bear grinned.

"Ah, WIf Ansor,"” he chuckled, "is good to see soneone so nmuch younger have sane conplaints after
day in battle crawer." He nodded toward Usis, who was standi ng non-
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chal antly by the control console in ani mated conversation with the General. "Perhaps elderly Bears
and furless nortals Iike humans shoul d seek occupations on starships instead."

Brim Il aughed ruefully. "No doubt about that, Doctor," he said. "Except that one can hardly cal
you el derly," Then he frowned. "And speaking of starships, nmy friend..."

Borodov smled. "Yes?" he replied, with a neaningful ook in his eye.

"Anastas Al exi," Brimbegan, glancing around the control room "you must know mat | could hardly
have been nore inpressed with the performance of your new JM2s. They appear to be capabl e ground-
support ships, but. " He opened his hands palmup. "Well..."

"You wonder, perhaps, why Green forces had none?" tile old Bear asked.

"That and a lot nore," Brimreplied.

Bor odov nodded. "Also | ack of conbat space patrols, I'll bet," he said, "—ships that should have
protected Greens fromour Ro'stoviks, but didn't Right?"
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"Right," Brimreplied earnestly. "Dr. Borodov—there was nothing valid about those maneuvers today,
and you know it. Way ..." he glanced around the control roomagain, "if those G eens had been
Leaguers, our JM 2s woul d have had swarns of killer ships keeping them busy. They'd have been
lucky to get off a tenth of the shots they nmanaged." He frowned. "Unl ess" he added, "those new
shi ps are as good against first-line attack ships as they are fighting battle crawers."

This time it was Borodov who gl anced around the control room "I suspect they are not," he said
quietly. "They are too specialized—and of course | know the maneuvers are not valid for the very
reason you nanmed. So does Nikolai Yan-uarievich. The fact is, we Sodeskayans have no real Fleet At
| east none capabl e of the mission assigned to it"
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- "Voot's thraggling beard,” Brimwhispered. "I thought the Knez was supposed to see

everyt hing."

"He is," Borodov said, "and will, as the maneuvers continue."

Then," Brim stammered, gesturing frustration with his hands, "he'll see the sane things we saw. "

Bor odov nodded sonberly. "As you point out, WIf Ansor, he wilt see."

Then.. ."

*"What my brother will see is not as inportant as what he will perceive," the old Bear said.

**| don't understand," Brim said.

Bor odov gl anced about the roomagain. "W shall talk about this further in private—when Ni kol ai
Yanuarievich can join is," he said. "Meanwhile, you can obtain others' answers to your questions
about support from space—udiciously, of course—during the banquet tonight" He nodded. "You will
be rubbing el bows with many political heavyweights hi Army."

"Banquet ?" Brim gasped. "Tonight? | was ready to cramdown a few field rations and turn in."

Bor odov | ooked stunned. "WIf Ansor," he said in surprise, "day has just begun. Soon, big field
bash for Knez commences. Mich excellent food and Logi sh Meem Not to be missed!" He glanced at the
archai ¢ mechani cal tinepiece he carried—+eward for sponsoring an archaeol ogi cal mnission sone few
St andard Years back. "We have less than Standard Metacycle to change into dress uniforns for first
banquet," he said.

Brimfelt his jaw drop as a flock of enlisted crewnen suddenly appeared from bel ow guiding |ines
of bobbing grips behind them Soon the crawler's control |evel becane a (faessing roomfor both
sexes. Bears seenmed to becone li-Jjidinous only when fermal es cane "into season,” as was the

34 / Bl LL BALDW N

polite Sodeskayan term FromBrim s standpoint, it certainly nmade for a nore peaceful +f sonewhat
bori ng—soci ety.

"Forget aches and pains, WIfooshka." Usis chuckled fromacross the room "Little bit nmeemis
best |ineanment in known Universe—tots neem even better, eh?"

Brimgrinned in spite of hinmself. Meemcertainly did seemto be a certain cure for nany aches and
pains. And if he knew anything about Sodeskayan banquets, the Meem woul d be both plentiful and
excellent. Breathing a short prayer of thanks to the powers that be-Barbousse was a bona fide

m racl e-he opened his grip and began to change uniforns.

The banqueting took place in what appeared to be a small city of ornate, colorful tents surrounded
by two lines of battle crawers fromboth Blue and G een armies. Brimand his two conpani ons
arrived at one of the larger, certainly nore ornate tents in the mdst of a worsening blizzard. At
the entrance, a formation of at least fifty soldiers bowed while four footnen—dressed in white
breeches, gold vests, and bright-red calotte hats—erenoni ously swung the tent flaps open to
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reveal a huge, ornate chanmber under high, vaulted canopies of gol d-enbroidered fabric. The tent
wall s were resplendent with vivid tapestries that depicted what appeared to be heroic scenes from
Sodeskaya' s anci ent past, all splendidly woven in kal ei doscopi ¢c hues and col ors. Thousands of
snoky, flickering candl es—+eal, fromwhat Brimcould discern—both heated and |ighted the el aborate
setting fromfive huge cut-glass chandeliers. The floor, however, had been given no preparation
what soever and was little nore than a danp slurry of ground rock and dust. Probably, thought Brim
with a private chuckle, it was the Knez's one concession to "roughing it."

At | east two hundred Sodeskayan officers were already gathered in the enornmous tent, sipping deep-
hued neem from vast crystal goblets, filling the already candl e-hazed air
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with pungent snoke from Zenpa pi pes and wearing the diverse—eften bizarre—parade dress that had
devel oped while the G eat Enmpire of the Bears evolved. As in the Inperial services of Aval on, nost
of the uniforns were based on Sodeskayan service dress—white, double-breasted tunic over white
shirt and black tie; gray riding trousers or |ong gowns ,«Jorned by wide, red stripes on either
side; and high, black riding boots—worn with by various configurations of aiguil-tete and dress
belt, each seenmingly nore grand than the next Aside from headdresses (sonme al nost ridiculous in
conplexity), the primary nmeans of rank identification were collar patches and shoul der straps,
except that general officers seened to be wearing gold buttons and badges. Here on the wastel ands
of a barren planet, after a wearisone day of simulated conmbat, Brimfound the whole scene had an
aspect of utter inprobability. As if the circunstances of inpending war, one that could be | ost
easily, had been reduced to little nore than trivia.

A grandly outfitted maj ordono—l early sone hi gh-ranking court retainer—aught sight of Borodov,
consulted a small note board, then bowed deeply and blew on a silver whistle before announcing
their names anid a |long discourse in Sodeskayan. The glittering crowd appl auded politely and gave
way, while high-booted footnen appeared fromout of me crowmd with trays of great crystal goblets,
and—eem i n hand—the three plunged into the noisy soiree.

For Brim the next interlude passed in a confusion of trivial, wordy flourishes as Ursis and

Bor odov introduced him'round the room He had no opportunity at all for thoughtful discussions
about anything military or otherwise. One elderly officer asked himin flaw ess Aval oni an about
Star-faries, but as he tried to describe the famus Inperial attack ships, he watched the old
worman turn and carry on a conversation with someone else. After that, he kept his remarks fthort
and neani ngl ess, as was evidently expect ed.
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Presently, off to one side of the room near an extrenely ornate entrance, the fanmpous Sodeskayan
Pal ace Guards—at |east a hundred singularly dressed soldiers in glistening silver breastplates and
pl unme-crested hel met s—began to formon either side of the closed tent flaps. Brimhad often seen
hol ographs of the prestigi ous organization; in person, their fane was even nore justified. He
shook his head, trying fu-tilely to understand how the Knez could justify the terrific expense of
bringing themall the way to this renpote outpost of the domain. Then Ursis introduced himto stil
anot her dignitary, and he returned to the evening's prevalent trivia.

At last a flurry of excitenent near the ornate entrance—and a rush of bitterly cold air—el ai ned
the attention of nearly everyone in the room "Anastas Al exi's brother, Knez N kolai," Usis
expl ai ned, peering over his spectacles.

"And royal retinue." Borodov sniffed with a slight, disapproving shake of his head. "One would
think Ni kol ai could spend naybe one night alone in bed."

Brim gl anced toward the entrance, where the Palace CGuard was now formed into two formations on
either side of the open tent flap. Suddenly, he caught sight of a dark, squat little Bear whose
(clearly retouched) visage decorated the entrance of every public building in Sodeskaya—Knez

Ni kolai. His uniformcarried the garland-and-star insignia of a Sodeskayan Field Marshal, but his
headgear was sinple: a snall, eight-pointed crown starry with glittering stones.

He was acconpani ed by a nunber richly dressed civilians, clearly high-ranking nenbers of the
Court. Brimrecogni zed | antern-jawed Ogon Rostov, the Mnister of Finance, fromthe Bear's
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frequent visits to Avalon; Slovina Brz'nell, Foreign Mnister, was |ikew se easy to identify from
her |arge, black nose. A nunber of other officials also |ooked famliar, probably fromhis visits
to Sodeskaya over the years, but he couldn't place any of their nanes.

On the heels of the officials cane a second wave of | av-
THE SI EGE I 37

ishly dressed Bears, all female. They followed the inposing figure of Katerin, the Knezina,
dressed in a flowi ng white gown studded with a collection of rare hallo-pearls that woul d have
purchased a squadron of at |east half a dozen Starfuries—and paid their crews for a Standard Year.

"Poor woman," Ursis whispered nockingly, raising his eyes heavenward. "One hates to see poverty
di spl ayed so openly."

"I shall try not to notice," Brimreplied just as facetiously under his breath.

Near the entrance, sonme of the revelers launched into | ow bows of obeisance as the Royal Party
started to circle the room Fromtine to tine, the Knez stopped to exchange a few words with
favored nmenbers of the O ficer Corps. Wien he reached Borodov, he sniled and stopped to chat for a
few nonents, nodding to Ursis as he did so. Then, as he prepared to nove on, his eyebrows raised
and he stared Brimdirectly in the face. Turning to Borodov, he seemed to ask a question that

i ncluded the word "Breem "

The Grand Duke's apparent reply added "WIf" and "Ansor" to the "Breem"

At this, the Knez turned and again stared thoughtfully at the spaceman. "Admiral Brim.." he said
in faultless Aval-onian, "I have heard of you—and your heroic efforts during the Battle of

Aval on. "

For bi dden as an Inperial to bow to anyone, Brimcould only nod that he had heard the accolade. "1
am nost honored, Your Hi ghness," he said.

The Knez smiled. "Yes," he said, nodding thoughtfully. "You are, | suppose. As a Knez, | rarely
speak to anyone bel ow the rank of Baron." Then he sniled slightly. "After crag wolves skid on
ice cap, it is already too |late for rogue-snakes,' as they say."” He nodded once nore, as if
ponderi ng thoughts of sone consequence. "W shall neet again, Adnmiral," he said quietly, and at
length, as if he had reached some
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sort of decision, "when the proper nonent arrives—as it will." Wth that, he turned and nodded to
his brother, then strode off, the Royal Court follow ng obediently in his wake—each turning to
snmle or nod at the Inperial guest from Aval on

I mredi ately Bri mwas nearly nobbed as ot her partygoers quickly realized that the conparatively | ow
ranking Inperial Adnmiral was a person of sone inportance. Everyone began tal king at once about the
Inperial Fleet. And they talked in Avalonian. He had a difficult time indeed keeping his |aughter
under control while marveling (to hinself) at how quickly these high-ranking Bears could pick up a
fundanment al understandi ng of a | anguage when scant nonents before they could speak only in
Sodeskayan!

For the next half netacycle at |east, he patiently answered every question he could until a
grizzled old Admiral introduced hinself as G onbs Boskei. Brimhad been waiting for this
opportunity.

"So, Admiral," the old Bear asked, "what did you think of first day on nmaneuvers?"

"Impressive, Admiral," Brimanswered as casually as possible, "—especially the use of your new M-
2s. They appear to be powerful starships.”

"Ah, but they ore!" Boskei stated proudly. "You saw what they did to best craw ers in known
Uni verse." Around him others nodded wisely, as if the Admiral had uttered a mighty gem of w sdom
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"Indeed | saw," Brimagreed. "But could they have done as well had they, in turn, been forced to
battl e League killer ships?"

The Admiral stopped and frowned. "This | do not know, " he said after a nmoment of thought "But it
matters little. W are assured that the necessary protection will be supplied when necessary.”
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"I see," Brimsaid. "But why wasn't it provided to the Green teamtoday?"
"Not needed,"” the Admiral said with a great smle. "lIs only maneuvers today."

"You mean— Brimstarted, but the Admiral and his conpani ons suddenly turned their attention to a
nunber of footmen who were propelling |ong buffet tables crowded with gl eani ng whiteware vessels
in fanci ful arrangenents, chafing dishes of all sizes, stacks of glittering plates, and burnished
gold and silver serving suites. And the aroma wafting fromthe chafing di shes al one was enough to
make Brims nmouth water. It seened |ike days since he'd had sonething to eat! Suddenly, Ursis and
Bor odov were at his side.

"Is soon tine to refill enpty stomachs,” Ursis said as the Adnmiral and his retinue drifted toward

the buffet tables.

Bri m nodded. The Admiral was beyond inquiry. And besides, the snell of food was tickling his
considerably hungry palate. OFf to one side of the tent, the Royal Party were seated in opul ent,
hi gh- backed, brocaded chairs before an ornate table laid with exquisite golden plates and
utensils. "Were are we supposed to sit?" he asked, glancing around the room

Usis smled. "W do not sit," he said. "For now, only the Royal Family sits. Rest of us nortals
eat standing up.”

Brimfrowned and | ooked at Bor odov.

"I's true," the old Bear said. "But take heart. Food and neem at gatherings like this usually so
good, nobody notices. Especially after few goblets of neem" He squinted at a footman who carried
gobl ets and a huge, sweating bottle of white, unm stakably Logish Meem "Over here," he signal ed,
snapping his fingers. "Cone." He chuckled to Brimand Usis. "First we drink toasts to friendship
and like. After that, we can eat without notice of tornmenting feet."

"Maybe 1'11 just eat a little, first," Brimsaid, popping a
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mushroom cap filled with rich, pungent sausage into his nmouth. "Wuldn't want to drink on an enpty
st onach. "

"Here's to both nmeem and enpty stomachs," toasted Borodov, thrusting a chilled goblet of white
Logish Meeminto Brims hand. "The nore enpty the stomach, the faster one forgets sore feet—and
m ssi ng starships, eh?"

"To sore feet!" Ursis toasted before Brimcould even raise his goblet for the first toast.

After that, the banquet—at |east for Brimbecame nuch | ess focused. The cool, soothing Logi sh Meem
was of a truly magnificent vintage, going down |ike a blessing fromthe nythol ogi cal Gods of

Logus. And the food was even better—f that were possible. Delicious soups and stews—sone

delicate, sone robust—vied for favor with delicacies like sardines with green peppers, snoked
salnon a | a Sodesse in sour creamand tiny green buds, p3te* of crag wolf, eggs and fish roe, gamne-
fow livers on tiny skewers, pungent cheeses, breads of every conceivable description, shape, and
flavor. Wth nearly a Standard Day's fasting to fuel his appetite, Brimate and drank ravenously,
trading dirty dishes for clean ones at a furious pace and keeping up with the Bears easily-at

least for alittle while. As he grazed along the |laden tables, Ursis joined himwth a frown on
his face. "WIf Ansor," he said, "you are eating as though your stomach thought your throat had
been cut."
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Sl uggi sh and somewhat tipsy fromall the Logi sh Meem he had sanpled, Brimsniled confortably and
chuckl ed. "It seemed that way a while ago/' he admitted, "but |'ve thoroughly taken care of that
now. What a feast! You Sodeskayans certainly know howto lay out a spread. Now, if | just had somne
cvc' eese—and nmaybe a place to sit..."

"You think this is feast?" U sis asked, nibbling what appeared to be a sauteed nushroom cap. "Wiit

till you see main course. Is not for nothing Knez Nikolai is fanmous all over Galaxy for field
banquets."
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"M main course?" Brimstarted with sonething close to panic expl oding sonmewhere |Iow in his gut.
"But..." At that nmonment, the back of the tent was cerenoniously opened, revealing the Palace Guard
fornmed in two ranks on either side of a rich boulevard of carpets leading to another, still |arger
tent

"They're serving nore food in there, aren't they?" Brimgasped in a state of near panic.
"Lots nmore," Ursis said soberly as they started toward the new entrance.
"WCW der-ful ," Brim pronounced slowy. "Just thraggling WoWder-ful."

"Come, WIf Ansor," Borodov said cheerfully, joining the two at the entrance to the carpet "Is
nmore of great Sodeskayan repast—with even |arger selection of Logish Meens, would you believe?"

"I think he believes," Usis said dryly.

"He believes," Brimagreed. "He believes."

The second tent was even | onger and nore ornate than the first, though still l|ighted by thousands
of authentic-looking candles in cut-crystal chandeliers. In addition to the candl e haze, the air
was al ready pungent with odors of spicy foods, though no buffet tables had yet been set out.
However, it was fairly clear that this would be a sit-down nmeal for everyone—ot just the Knez.

Al ong the whol e prodigious length of the tent ran a pair of parallel tables joined at the end
nearest the entrance by a third that connected them The Royal Party was al ready seated on their
great hi gh-backed gilt-and-brocade chairs along the connector table, and behind all the two
hundred or nore remai ning seats—still enpty-stood enlisted soldiers dressed in special crinson
parade uniforns with huge white plunes attached to their traditional tricorn hats.

Brim shut his eyes in hopel ess defeat He woul d now be
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expected to eat again—wth even nore gusto than he had shown | ess than a netacycle previously.
Swal | owi ng hard, he followed down the | ong expanse of tables. Each place was nmarked by what
appeared to be a heavy gol den enblem engraved with individual nanes. Brim had been seated with
his two friends near the head of the outer portside tabl e-high distinction indeed for a foreigner

As the | ast guests took their seats, polite conversation began and the first course appeared-stil
anot her thick, spicy chowder acconpani ed by goblets of deliciously soothing, rose-hued Logish
Meem These were served sinultaneously to each of the guests by individual servants standing at
the rear of each chair. Sonmehow, Brimfound additional roomfor the delightful fare and the neem
but wi shed to Voot soneone had warned hi mabout what was to follow And between bites, both
Borodov, on his left, and Ursis, on his right, introduced himto other guests sitting nearby. He
met a gray, nearly deaf, benopnacled old General who nistook himfirst for an Inperial General. The
anci ent Sodeskayan soon | ost interest, however, when he discovered that Brimknew next to nothing
about ground fighting. Another General —ene with the great nuzzle and deep, brown fur indigenous to
the renote Ragnar star cluster—had once shipped with Baxter Cal houn, Brim s nysterious nentor and
fellow Carescrian. Still another had known Onrad personally when they were children together
However, no one near them said anything that woul d encourage tal k about Fleet tactics. It was

al rost as if they had purposely been seated that way.

The chowder course was followed al nbst i mredi ately by pungent slices of fow —Borodov called it
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G inovsh—thick with peppercorns and tangy fruits and served beneath a delightful sauce made from
some sort of strongly flavored seafood. This culinary nasterpi ece was acconpani ed by a hearty red
Logi sh Meem served in stout glass goblets and
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poured fromlarge, unw eldy containers that | ooked as if they were made fromleather—waith the hair
still attached. After this, another soup, thin and dark-hued, the color of an early dawn. Then
smal | bow s of piquant-sweet ice, followed i Mmediately by a delicate salad topped with rich
pungent spices in a thickened vinegar with overtones of nore glen buds.

Through it all, Brimstruggled to stay at |east reasonably sober—and awake. Course followed course
in a perfect iniquity of edibles, each nore tasty than the |ast—and nore fill-big. Finally, at

| east a thousand years fromwhen he took his seat, toasts began somewhere out of sight at the main
table. Al were given in Sodeskayan, yet even to an Inperial, each sounded nore heroic that the

|l ast. And between toasts, a huge, soldiers' chorus chanted |ugubrious Sodeskayan hyms.

At last the Royal Party stood and exited, passing through a rear entrance am d great mnelancholic
fanfare and chanting fromthe chorus. On this signal, the others also stood and began to gather
into little groups, lighting up their dreaded Zenpa pi pes with abandon. Brim struggled to hoi st
the lorry Vioad of food he had eaten along with a barrel of assorted neens. Now-while cvc' eese and
cordials were passed around—there were even nore hi gh-ranki ng Sodeskayans for himto neet.

During the next netacycle or so, he discussed the day's naneuvers with a nunber of high-ranking
Sodeskayans. And while he heard a nunber of views concerning the worth of the JM2, nearly
everyone accepted the doctrine that space support woul d be supplied when needed—when war actually
came. Moreover, at |least three of the Generals he spoke to felt that the introduction of killer
ships would only add a factor of confusion into maneuvers meant to exercise ground forces and

cl ose- support equi prent

At sone point, Brimnoticed that he had been nore or |ess
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circul ati ng anong the Sodeskayans on his own, drawn here, introduced there, in a natura
progressi on anong these great affable denizens of the |argest known civilization. Only after
consi derabl e searching did he locate his two friends. Borodov was deep in conversation w th what
Bri mjudged—by extrenely furry ears and dainty boots—was a nost handsome exanpl e of m ddl e-aged
Sodeskayan womanhood. On the far side of the tent, Ursis was surrounded by three furry-eared
Bearesses who clearly had no greater interest in the known Universe than acquai nting thensel ves
with a | arge, handsone general officer.

Brimgrinned. His friends had no further need of his conpany for the evening! He | ooked around the
roomagain. Only a sprinkling of humans anywhere—fromthe di plomatic service, judging by their

cl anni shness. One, a tall, handsone fellow with a sash of nmedals across his chest, appeared to be
the | nperial Anbassador—Browning, or some such nane. Al were gathered in a small group; during

t he eveni ng, none had bothered with a nmere junior Admral

Suddenly the great tent felt excessively hot. Probably it was fromthe thousands of candl es—er

per haps the huge banquet he had endured. Whatever it was, he felt a serious case of drowsiness
coming on like an express train, both in speed and irrevocability. And, it occurred to him he had
no i dea where he was supposed to spend the night, although he needed rest quickly.

Qut of nowhere, a page appeared-his personal footnman at the feast. "Is tine, perhaps,"” the Bear

asked, "to find resting place for Inperial Admral ?"

Brimsnmiled and nodded. "Is tine, Sergeant,"” he said wearily.

The Sergeant bowed and started for the door. "Please to follow, Admiral," he said over his
shoul der. Then, "Is probably advisable to turn up heat in Fleet Coak," he added. '"Bear cubs and
al ba- pups cover noses carefully fromthe frost spider,' as they say."
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Brimgrinned in spite of hinself. "As they say," he agreed, and followed the Bear into the frosty
ni ght. The snow had stopped, but the overcast remrmined, for not a star could be seen in the black
sky overhead. "Were are we goi ng?" he asked as they trudged along a seeningly endl ess row of
crawl ers, boots squeaking in the snow.

"To crawler," the Bear replied. "W have rigged cot for honored visitor."

Brimpeered at an entry hatch—dimy lighted by a single battle |antern bobbing in the cold w nd.
The big machines were identical and—wi th exception of the green and bl ue team desi gnati ons—arri ed
no di stinguishing inprint, at |east none Brimcould see. "How do you know whi ch one we're heading
for?" he asked.

"Ah—s easy matter, that,"” the Bear replied with a huge smle. "W go to crawl er commanded by
Captain Votov." He turned to Brim who was now wal king at his side. "Is right one. No?"

"I's right one, yes," Brimanswered. "But which one?"

"This one," the Bear said, pointing proudly to the next crawler in the row It |ooked for all the
Uni verse |ike every craw er they had passed—except it did wear the Blue insignia.

"How do you know! " Bri m denmanded, drowsiness getting the better of his good nature.
"Not hard, Admiral," the Bear replied. "Is thirty-fifth in line."
"Universe..."

As Brimwearily dragged hinself up the final |adder, he noticed—wth no little relief—that at

| east a dozen cots had been rigged in the upper cabin; his grip was floating at the foot of one
near the comrand consol e. The Bear-sized fol ding bed nmight have been cranped for a Sodeskayan, but
it
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was huge for a man. And it was |uxuriously appointed with huge quilts and a great plunp bolster
He stripped to his underwear and dove inside the—+CY'—quilts in a matter of clicks.

"Can | bring Adnmiral Brima nightcap?" the Sergeant asked from the hatch.

"N-no!" Brimstanmered as his body slowy, agonizingly, warned the frosty bedcl othes. Even on the
verge of freezing to death, he had inbibed enough neemfor the remainder of Ms |ife—f he managed
to survive.

Then there was not hing. ..
CHAPTER 2
Hope For the Future—In a Deadly Present

Next norning, Brimawoke with a terrible hangover and, if nothing else, a renewed appreciati on—awe
was perhaps a better term-for the internal capacities of Sodeskayans. In Spite of his "early"
retirement that norning, he was far fromthe first one up. Stretching his |inmbs—while attenpting
to ignore both a nonunmental headache and a tongue that seemed to have grown its own bushy pelt-—he
nodded to Borodov, who was sitting nearby on the side of his cot with a great smle on his face.

"*After long hibernation, Bears praise norning light,' as they say," the old Bear chuckled. "I
take it you enjoyed ban-quet, nmy funless friend."

"Then, yes; now, no," Brimanswered. "I nay never eat again."

"WIIl make you very skinny, WIf Ansor," Borodov replied, waving a nock-tutorial finger. "Cone, ny
friend," be said, "we shall dress quickly, have nug of hot cvc' eese, and take walk in snow with

Ni kol ai Yanuarievich. Is tine-tested renmedy for Bearish hangovers—probably will work . for hunmans,
too." He nodded to Ursis, who was peering at
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them from across the room then w nked. "While treating hangover," he said under his breath, "we
al so tal k about subjects on your mind fromyesterday's maneuvers, eh?"

"I'n that case, I'll be ready in a click," Brimsaid.

"ls giving little bit longer than click," Borodov adnoni shed wyly. "You are not only one in
battle crawl er with hangover."

Hal f a metacycle later, the three friends carried their steam ng cups of cvc' eese out into a cold,
di m norni ng, boots crunching in the dry, powdered snow while their breath billowed in the icy air.
Behi nd them the bivouac of colorful tents and great, pyram d-shaped nachi nes rose fromthe snow
covered plain like the set fromsone fantastic stage play. Cccasional shouts and the sharp

nmetal lic clanking of nachinery wafted across the snowdrifts, but for all practical purposes, the

scene was silent as a w | derness ought be.

"Well, friend Brim" Ursis began, "now we talk about maneuvers. You have seen for yourself
probl ens we face."

Brimfrowned. "I assume you don't nean the |lack of a space conbat patrol, do you," he stated.

"That is correct,” Ursis said flatly. "Qur actual problemis everyone's acceptance of no conbat
space patrol." He | ooked at Borodov and shrugged. "Well," he added, "nearly everyone—ertainly is
all right by nost graduates of Sodeskayan Mlitary Acadeny."

"Avoid getting wong concept, friend Brim" Borodov interjected in a cloud of condensation. "Not
al | Sodeskayan H gh Command is so nuch out of date." He sipped his cvc' eese. "Unfortunately, up-to-
date ones—snysel f included, devil take it—are also least influential with Knez."

"So it's a political thing, then?" Brim asked.

"We think so," Ursis said, his brow winkled with concern, "though sonetines, seens as if Leaguers
must be behind 'antiquarians,' as we call them behind their backs." He

chuckl ed. "They are as nmuch eneny to Sodeskaya's survival as Leaguers thenselves."

Bri m nodded, gl ancing back at the base. "Yeah," he said, "I know what you nean. W still have the
Congress for Intra-Galactic Accord to contend with at honme. But since they're openly funded by the
Leaguers, they are a |lot easier to counter—at |east now that the war has started."”

Ursis nodded. "In a way," he said, gesturing with his rmug, "your ClGAs are at |east nore honest
than our 'antiquarians.' At least majority of CIGAs are notivated by belief that they are bringing
peace to Gal axy—even if they are really doing opposite. Antiquarians are driven only by desire to
prevent others fromsharing power in Gonctow. "

"I don't understand,” Brimreplied.

"For nost part Knez's High Conmand is made up of graduates from Sodeskayan Mlitary Acadeny,"

Bor odov expl ained. "I nyself attended this school —as did brother Knez and nost Sodeskayans with
titles such as ours." He drugged, glancing absently into the grayness above, where It had begun to
snow again. "ls traditional," he declared.

"And... ?" Brim pronpted.

"And, " Borodov continued, "school teaches exclusively surface warfare. No one on faculty has
experience with Beet tactics—er anything el se regardi ng nonsurface warfare."
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"Mt her of Voot," Brimswore under his breath, "now |'m beginning to understand."

"Upshot is, then," Usis continued, "that although they maintain surface armes and interstellar
supply systens wi thout peer, their ascendancy at High Court in Gonctow has also allowed Fleet to
sink into neglect, relegated to role of .pound support only. And to maintain thenselves in power,
| hese Bears nmake certain Borodov's brother gets advice from nobody but thenselves. Result: He
feel s confident that JSodeskaya is ready to fight Leaguers, when it reality oppo-is true."
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"Worst part of it is that nany actually believe flawed | ogic they preach," Borodov added. "And
they are literally paranoid about opposition. Good runor has it they have actually mnurdered

di ssenters." He pursed his lips. "I have no proof, but certain individuals have ... disappeared,
shal |l we say."

"That explains why the two of you have been so circunmspect lately," Brimsaid as snow began to
sting his face.

"Only partially, WIf Ansor," Borodov said. "It has al so been inportant that you experience for
yoursel f difficult problens we face here in Sodeskaya—wi th invasion not far over tine horizon
Mich needs to be done, and scant tine remains in which to do it."

"Luckily," Ursis said, starting back to the canp through the worsening snowfall, "not everyone has
head in pillows. Soon, as we nake excuses to | eave sham maneuvers here, we show you why we have
some hope for future."

"Certain of us have been taking steps.. Bor odov said

Brimsniled. "Why is it | suspected you two would be involved in sonmething Iike that?"

"I have no idea," Borodov said, turning to Brimin nock horror. "Wy, N kolai Yanuarievich and
al ways go along with crowd. Is not so, ny friend?"

"But of course, Anastas Alexi," Ursis said over his shoulder. "Virtual studies in conformty...."

They were on the way to G ontow before the Evening Watch

Early the next Sodeskayan week, Brimfound hinmself at the Inperial Enbassy, filing his first
regul ar report to Vice Admiral Baxter Cal houn, his mentor, onetinme shipnmate, and now comuander. It
was the second-hi ghly secret—part of his mission, the part not even his longtine friends Ursis and
Bor odov knew about. His primary role in Sodeskaya was to act as an advi ser assisting the
Sodeskayans to rebuild their fleet. But he had al so been sent to eval uate Sodeskayan

chances of survival against the Leaguers' coming invasion. In its own war with the Leaguers,
Enmperor Onrad's Enpire would have to spend its limted resources wi sely; the days were |ong gone
when it could afford aid to all its allies. Now only those with a fair chance for eventua
survival would receive material aid. And this first report on the Sodeskayan outl ook woul d not be
very promi sing.

Confortably dressed in nufti, he'd had Barbousse chauffeur himto G ontow al one whil e Borodov and
Ursis were attending to business in another part of the city. It was his first visit to the
Enbassy, and without a uniform his arrival had been treated brusquely, to say the |east—dntil he
produced his nilitary passport.

"Admiral BrinP" asked the clerk at the reception desk. "Yes, there's nmamil for you-sent by
di pl omati ¢ pouch, no

"Thanks," Brim said, opening the seal ed envel ope. "Yeah!" he exclained. "Now, that's ny idea of a
beautiful young woman! Look't this, will you?"

The clerk wasted no time grabbing the stack of Holo-Ganms Brimhad al ready | ooked through. His

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (24 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:34 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

eyebrows nosed for a monent; then he smiled. "You're right, Admiral, she*s beautiful, all right.
What's her nane?"

"Hope," Brim said.

"Your kid?" the clerk asked.

Bri m t hought about that for a noment. "In a way, | suppose,” he said a little sadly. "I guess |I'm
some sort of "ancle/ right now" £ The clerk grinned. "I'Il bet her nother's a knockout"

Bri m nodded. "She was," he said, going through the stack for a second tine. * "Shew as?"

:-N "She didn't quite nmake it through the Battle of Avalon,” JJrimexplained. ." "Sorry," the
clerk said.
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"You needn't be," Brimsaid, putting the HoloGrans in his pocket. "I'm sorry enough for both of
us."

The clerk suddenly frowned. "Admiral, you aren't WIf Brimwho used to fly in the Mtchell Trophy
races, are you?"

Bri m nodded, glad for the change of subject "Didn't think people renmenbered things back that many
years," he said facetiously.

The clerk smiled. "The last race was only a couple of years ago, Admiral," he said. "By Voot, |
never thought 1'd ever neet you face-to-face."

Brimfelt his cheeks burn. Several years had passed since the final competition off Aval on when he
permanently retired the Gal axy-famous Mtchell Trophy in Sherrington Ltd's great racing starship,
the M6B. Even so, he still found hinself enbarrassed by the celebrity status that had attached
itself to his life during the races that prototyped not only the Enpire's greatest attack
starship, the Sherrington Starfury, but Sodeskaya's fanmed Krasni-Peytch Wzard Reflecting Drive.
"Thanks," he said sinply, "—a |lot of people could have flown those ships and won. | was just |ucky
enough to be out of work at the right tine to be hired."

The clerk snmiled. "Right," he said with a chuckle. "And cows fly."

"Where's the KA PPA room friend?" Brimasked, attenpting to change the subject again. "I need to
transmt a nessage."

"I'"ll have a messenger take it inmediately, Adnmiral,"” the clerk offered.

Brimsmled. 'Thanks all the sane,
t he code room"

he said quietly, "but I'mrequired to send this one nyself—n

"Sorry, Admiral," the clerk said, pointing toward a swi nging gate, "only Enbassy staff is
pernmitted beyond—

"Put this through your security machine,” Briminterrupted, handing the clerk his mlitary
passport. "I think you'll find the pernmission | need."

THE SI EGE I 53

Frowni ng, the clerk took Brims passport and placed it in an interrogator box. Mnents later, his
eyebrows rose. "It's asking for ny identification now " he said.

Bri monly nodded.

The clerk placed all ten of his fingers on the box and waited. Presently, his eyebrows rose al nost
comcally. "Mther of thraggling Voot!" he swore under his breath, then handed back Brinls
passport. "According to this," he said, "I don't even have enough cl earance to ask what cl earances
you' ve got —but you're allowed anywhere." Shaking his head, he returned to the console. "I'l|
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notify all divisions."

Bri m nodded agai n. "Thanks," he replied. "Now, where's the KA PPA roon®?"

"T-that way, Admiral," the clerk said, still clearly dunbfounded by Brim s cl earance. He pointed
to a great marble staircase |eading to the Enbassy's second floor. 'Turn right at the top of the
stairs, take the third gallery to your left, and it'll be the last suite on the left. The security

plate's right there beside you."
"Thanks again,"” Brimsaid, placing his fingers on a public interrogation plate.
"Access granted," the desk reported in a soft female voice.

Starting off across the bustling | obby; Brimtook the staircase two at a tinme, then turned right
al ong a wi de, crowded nezzanine |ined by huge carved doors in intricately scrolled frames. Top

di plomats in those plush offices, he thought, striding rapidly over the thick carpet. The Foreign
O fice had al ways been the exclusive venue of wealthy Aval onian fanmilies, and plush posts were
passed down through succeedi ng generations of school chums fromthe nost prestigious institutions.
The arrangenent normally managed to produce enough conpetence to keep the system working well. But
for every talented diplonmat, at |east ten affluent bl ockheads sat in high places to hobble their
every nove
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Brimturned at the second gallery leading to the left, then wal ked the length of the |long hall,
only to encounter a naintenance closet as the last door on the left. He frowned. It was the |ast
door to the left, wasn't it? Opposite was a gravity-effects fire escape, so clearly neither door
at this end of the hall were correct. Looking back die way he had cone, none of the el aborate
portals seened right for a code room He began to retrace his steps. The first real office suites
he cane to were adm ni strati ve—ACCOUNTI NG and PERSONNEL. Both appeared busy, with both Bears and
humans scurrying about their |obbies like swarms of insects. Farther along was an office suite
mar ked EDUCATI ON, al so surprisingly busy, then die TRADE M NI STRY

At the SODESKAYAN-| MPERI AL CULTURAL EXCHANGE, how

ever, a tall, attractive woman carrying a logic scriber stepped into his path and snmiled. "You
must be the Records Clerk they prom sed to send fromthe Miseum Section across town," she said in
a soft voice. "I'm Marsha Browning, Antiquities Section Chief; | saw you pass in the other

direction looking rather lost."

"Ch?" Brimasked in surprise, glancing through the intricately scrolled doorway into still another
busy foyer. "Well, | suppose | amlost,” he said truthfully.

"Not anynore,"” Browning said with a snmile. "You have no idea howglad | amto see you. They said
they m ght not be able to spare soneone today, and | really did need someone from Museumto verify
the count.™

"dad to be here," Brimsaid—and he nmeant it. Neither young nor old, Browning was a damed good-

| ooki ng woman—sexy, even dressed in a sinple blue business suit, although it did have a very short
skirt. She wore salt-and-pepper hair at an angle across her forehead and cut short above her ears.
W de-set, sensible brown eyes, full cheeks, a button nose, and sensual nouth—perhaps a little too
wi de—all blended into a nost attractive, friendly sort of counte-

nance. Tall and athletically built, she had small breasts, capable-Iooking hands, and | ong,
shapely | egs—a | ooker anywhere, especially on a planet where nbst of the occupants were Bears!

"I's sonething wong?" she asked.

Brimfelt his face flush—he had been staring. The wonan radi ated a sensuousness that would pride a
worman hal f her age. Unfortunately, she also wore a wedding ring. "Er, no," be said lanely. "You
ah, look like someone | know." - "I see," she said with a little smile-she'd noticed, al
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right! "Well, cone along, then, we've a great deal of work to do this afternoon, and very little
time to do it"

Brimstarted to protest, but before he could utter a word, the woman started off across the | obby.
He shrugged and followed, snmiling to hinself. Sonmehow, he felt little conpulsion to correct her

m st ake. Besides, he was in no particular hurry to file his report, and the woman seened as

pl easant as she was pretty. Lucky husband, he nused as they passed through a suite of snaller
offices and into a long corridor

"Here we are,"” she said as he caught up at double doors |eading into what appeared to be a snall
storage room She , pointed to a series of shipping boxes inside. "The Ber-shankaya coll ection

back fromthe Inperial Miseumin Avalon. I'msure you're relieved to see themreturned in one
pi ece."

"Well..." Brimstarted.

"By the way," she said, "I didn't catch your nane."

"Brim ma'am-WIf Brim"
Browni ng frowned. "Are you new at Records?" she asked. "I don't renenber any Brins there."

"Quite new," Brimreplied, giving in to the unintended charade.

"Well, to work, then,"” Browning said, "and do call ne Marsha."
"I'f you'll call me WIf," Brimreplied.
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"A good arrangenent,” Browning said. "Now, we'll start with the top box."

"Al'l right," Brimsaid. "What would you like ne to do?"
"You don't know?" Browning asked.
"Afraid not," Brimreplied, "—but I"'mcertainly willing to learn."

Br owni ng shook her head. "I guess every section's a little di sconbobul ated these days, what with
the Leaguers ready to invade, and everything." She glanced into the storeroom and nodded toward
the boxes. "We've got to inventory this, then ship it to the caves outside of town for

saf ekeepi ng. "

"Sounds like a good idea to nme," Brimsaid. "Since you' ve got the logic scriber, you record while
1 open boxes and count."

"You've a deal, WIf," she said, and they went to work.

As things turned out, the records clerk originally prom sed fromthe Miseum Secti on never did show
up. Brimand his new, accidental acquaintance worked until nightfall, cataloging nore than a
thousand snmal | artifacts that conposed the val uable collection. And while they worked, they found
they had a great deal to talk and | augh about —except an opportunity for Brimto gracefully end the
masquer ade that was beconm ng nore an nore enbarrassing as tine went on. They finished just as
lights began to glowin the streets below "Thanks so nuch, WIf," Browning said as he seal ed the
| ast box for transit. "You' re a hard worker and a lot of fun besides. | can't remenber when |'ve
so enjoyed an afternoon's work."

"The sane certainly goes for ne," Brimsaid. In truth, he'd quickly become fond of this gentle-
spoken, statuesque woman. During the netacycles they'd worked together, a certain chenistry had
quietly asserted itself, and had it not been for her wedding ring, he' d have nmade a serious effort
to take a lot nore of her tine. "Can |, ah, offer a cup of
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cvc' eese before you venture out in the cold?" he heard hinself ask

She bl ushed for a nonment "I'd really love that WIf," she said, and fromthe | ook her eyes, she
meant it. "But, well," she continued, "I'mexpected at a reception with ny husband this evening. A
conmand engagenment so |'d better be on ny way."

"Too bad," Brimsaid. "Perhaps another tine."
"I"'d like that," she replied, then blushed again.

As they strolled back to the | obby, she unnmindfully touched his arm "I shall nessage your section
tonmorrow and tell them how rmuch | enjoyed working with you, WIf," she said. "You are an awfully
good wor ker—far better than any of the Records Cerks they' ve sent in the past."

"Well, | thank you," Brimreplied, feeling his own cheeks begin to burn. "B-but |, ah, doubt that
they'Il recognize me. |'mjust another Records O erk over there."

At the door, they paused awkwardly. "Good-bye, Mar-sha," he said, offering his hand. Hers was warm
and soft A gentle squeeze that lasted just a little longer than it m ght have, nen the spell was
br oken.

"Good-bye, WIf," she said, then quickly turned and hurried back into the | obby.

, During the next week or so, Brimfound it quite difficult to drive thoughts of his daughter or
Mar sha Browning fromhis mnd. But he had a great deal of help. The day following his visit to the
Enbassy, Borodov and Ursis bundled himinto another Roshov |inbusine ski mer and headed al ong snow
covered hi ghways to the huge Budenny Spaceport on the opposite side of G ontow. The guards had
clearly been notified of their inmnent arrival, for they were waved through the gates with only a
cursory glance at their identification. Their final destination: a secret |aboratory deep
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wi thin the Sodeskayan star system where Bri mwould have his first flight in one of the new ZBL-4
killer ships.

Traveling to Sodeskaya by liner during his past visits, Bnm had sel dom been inside the great
Budenny conplex with its c'lenyts of heated takeoff runs on nearby | akes and Becton tubes for use
on days when even those were frozen by the dreaded Rasputitisa storns.

Hi storically, Sodeskayans were space travelers only by necessity. Naturally nearsighted, these
huge creatures much preferred buil ding power plants and starships for others to purchase and fly.
Neverthel ess, it was a known fact that the Sodeskayan Fl eet included many squadrons of mlitary
star-ships, including nunbers of giant TB-3 battleships that could lunber all the way across the
Gal axy to deliver colossal fire-power against eneny forces.

Yet for all the inposing Sodeskayan weaponry, Inperial Fleet tacticians had | ong warned their
friends in Gontow about the vulnerability of these huge machines in actual conbat. Not only were
the great starships getting old (both in years and in technol ogy), but recent devel opnent of
killer ships |like the Enmpire's now fanmous Sherrington Starfury or the League's Ganthei sser 262 had
seem ngly changed the rules of fighting forever.

Now, unless they could be provided with |long-range killer-ship escorts, even the nost powerful of

battl eshi ps m ght be overwhel ned when venturing deep into eneny starspace. Certainly the principle
had been proved out in the recent Battle of Aval on, when a six-nonth-1ong Leaguer attenpt to take

the Inperial capital planets had been hurled back at trenendous cost to both sides.

"You are silent, WIf Ansor," Usis said quietly as the |inousine crui sed past row after row of
angul ar UC-3s floating on nmassive gravity pool s.

Sonet hi ng about the craggy outlines of these giant ships awakened an al nbst racial nmenory in Brim
a prinordial vi-

THE SI EGE I 59

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (28 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:34 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

sum of death swoopi ng down fromthe sky. Unfortunately, whatever power they m ght have projected
twenty years previously was now all but sapped by the passage of tine—and technol ogy. "They're al
antiques, N k," he replied without turning fromthe w ndow. "Leaguer Gantheissers will cut themto
ribbons. | know. | spent six nonths of ny life fighting those new Leaguer ships, and unl ess you've
made sone big i nprovenents to the specs |'ve seen, your UC-3s'll be nothing but hel pl ess practice
targets for Hoth Orgoth's MIlitary Space Arm"

"Yes," Borodov broke in, "but we have lots of them eh?"

Brimheard Ursis guffaw "Is like building widget for six credits, then selling for four—but
maki ng up loss in volume sales.”

Bri m shook his head and chuckled in spite of hinself. "Not exactly a winning strategy," he said as
they passed a large field of smaller gravity pools floating small, ninble destroyers mat the
Sodeskayans woul d al nost certainly enploy in the role of killer ships.

Li ke their battleship fleet, the inventory of snaller ships was al so huge and | argely obsol ete.
Most of the four thousand so-called frontline defensive warships were either J-153s—dnderpowered,
undergunned starships built to fight a war that ended in an earlier age—er stubby J-16s, nore
nmodem and faster than their predecessors, but also no match for the powerful Gantheissers they
woul d face during conbat with the Leaguers.

O f some distance fromthe road, Brimcould see a few squadrons of what appeared to be NJH 3s, a
new cl ass of Sodeskayan starships designed specifically for the killer-ship role, but they were
known to be of a flawed design, unstable and lightly arnmed, although runored to be extrenely fast.
From what Brim had | earned, they would prove to be poor conpetitors in the swirling, wenching
space battles like those he'd experienced over the planets of Aval on
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As if reading his thoughts, Borodov reached across the passenger conpartnent and touched Brims
shoul der. "Situation is bad, | admt,"” he said, "but some hope gleanms at our destination today."

Bri mturned and nodded. "I'Ill count on that, Doctor," he said, "because there's nothing |I've seen
on this field that will stop the Leaguers I've run into so far."

"Only hope is they will serve to slow down invaders,
will see today nove up to frontline service."

Usis said, "—at least until newer ships we

Bri m shook his head as they pulled to a stop beside one of the ubiquitous NJH 26 executive ships
hovering at the launch end of a Becton tube. "They better nmove up in a hurry, good friends, or a
| ot of Sodeskayans are going to end up learning to speak Vertrucht."

"The lucky ones, in that eventuality," Borodov said, opening the door

Bri m knew what he nmeant by that. In the last war, Leaguers pronounced Bears to be "pelt beasts,"
and Bearskin hats and coats becane quite fashionable throughout the League planets. In fact, Field
Marshal Rodef nov Vobok was known as "The Hunter" because of the bear skins he had taken as an
OverProvost in the previous war. He had been arrai gned by a postwar tribunal as a war crim nal

but powerful friends of the League nade certain he never canme to trial

Sonme netacycles later, they were docked at a | aboratory—one of several that nade up the
Sodeskayan Reel's Central Design Mnistry—erbiting a small, barren planet deep within the
Sodeskayan star system Various design bureaus fromall over the G eat Federation of Sodeskayan
States brought their newest products to this col ossal proving establishnent, where they were run
t hrough their paces and either rejected or approved for further devel opnent and eventua
producti on.
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Today, Brimwould fly the ultra-secret ZBL-4, an advanced killer ship powered by a brawny nodel of
Krasni - Peych's Reflecting Drive. From advanced specifications Brimhad seen in Aval on, he knew it
ought to conpare favorably with nany nodel s of the Sherrington Starfury and out naneuver nost of
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its Leaguer opponents.

It had even been runored that the little ships were equipped with additional armanments, but at the
time these were too secret for release in Avalon, and no sign of them had surfaced in the advanced
simul ators transhi pped from Sodeskaya. Besides, he considered, there would be plenty of tine to

| earn about the extras once he'd gained a better understandi ng of the basics.

The | aboratory itself was shaped |like a huge funnel constructed like a child's toy of six thick
disks, with the largest—nearly a quarter-c'lenyt in dianeter—at the "bottom" oriented toward the
rocky surface of the planet. Around the outside of this huge di sk were sixteen docking stations,
each fully equi pped to operate as an independent testing cell. The entire station was covered by
transparent crystalline plates that reflected nost of the dimblue light «ftomthe binary, and in
doing so nmade the facility alnost invisible fromnore than five ¢c'lenyts away. It bristled with
antennas, the largest of which—a fantastic KA PPA broadcast tower—extended nearly a thousand irals
beyond the top layer. Brim had been dazzled by the huge facility as soon as be spotted it in the
di stance. Now, inside, he found hinself even nore inpressed as he wal ked with his two conpani ons
al ong the curving periphery toward test cell sixteen, where a ZBL-4 prototype and its crew waited
for his arrival. Through the transparent walls and floor, he could see the little planet they
orbited some four hundred c'lenyts below, off to his left, the pair of stars it orbited whirled
furiously around a common center of gravity. H s deep-blue Inperial battlesuit drew a nunber of
curious stares from passing technicians
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who were clearly used to seeing only Bears in this npost secure of test structures.
"Nervous?" Ursis asked

"Alittle," Brimadnitted He always was, the first time he took up a new ship. And today he had a
reputation riding on how well he handl ed the powerful little attack ship—the better he flew, the
nore cooperation he would get fromthe Bearish Hel msnmen with whom he woul d cone in contact during
his extended m ssion in Sodeskaya.

"I's good," Ursis said, clapping himon the shoul der as they paused at the entrance to the brow
"Now go show these Bears howto fly."

Brimrolled his eyes and frowned. "Actually, | was planning to |l et them show ne a thing or two
this first ride, if that's all right with you, N kolai Yanuarievich."

"Probably not a bad idea," Usis said.

Both turned for a nonent to | ook along the brow as it extended through the wall and ended at a
sleek little starship, just slightly larger than a Sherrington Starfury. "They worked slowy and
diligently on this beauty," Ursis said quietly. "It has undergone three extensive redesigns since
devel opnent began nearly ten years ago."

"And believe me, WIf Ansor," Borodov added, "this third-generation starship you see here at
Design Mnistry is considerably nore sophisticated than first one."

Bri m nodded, but kept his thoughts to hinself. Fromwhat he could see, Sodeskayan ideas of quality
control would have to change if their ships were to achieve then- true potential. The fit and
finish was sonewhat bel ow par and the hull-netal panels along the fuselage rippled in places.

O herwi se, the ZBL-4 was an attractive-enough-I|ooking starship—an intriguing, thirty-eight-

t housand-mi |l ston bl end of Inperial and Sodeskayan desi gn phil osophies. The single hull was nearly
250 irals in length, forned by two rounded, cone-shaped sections—the aft section only a third as

Il ong as the one forward.

The bridge was placed just forward—and faired flush to—the w dest point of the hull. Channel ed
openi ngs spaced equal ly around the aft cone vented four Krasni-Peych 91C Refl ecting HyperDrive
units, these powered by eight powerful Krasni-Peych K24000 pl asma generators. Six superfo-cused,
388-mm disrupters fired forward froma circle sone fifty irals fromthe ship's nose; four others
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were nounted in turrets at the end of stubby sponsons protruding laterally fromthe hull beneath
the bridge. Like the Inperial Starfury, she carried a small crew one Hel msnan, ten ot her
officers, and forty-one ratings.

To Brim somehow, the little ship | ooked, well, capable. She certainly no Starfury; but then, the
original I.F.S. Star-Jvry, as well as all the ships subsequently based on her design, were in a
class by thensel ves, prodigious in elegant synretry. He turned to his conrades. 'Tell you al

about her soon as | get back," he said, and pulled the heavy brow door open. Striding quickly
along the nostly transparent tube—ts narrow fl oor had been coated with an opaque substance for
**rock | ubbers," as spacenen everywhere referred to surface-bound individuals of any race—he soon
reached the ship's boarding hatch, where he was nmet by a grinning Bear dressed in a bright crinson
Sodeskayan battle suit adorned with the three stars of a Space Fleet Captain. Snaller than

nost —per haps the size of Dr. Borodov, but clearly no nore than a quarter of his age—he grinned and
bowed slightly,

"Admiral Brim" he said in perfect Aval onian—still another reminder to Brimof his failure to
| earn anot her | anguage.

"The sane," Brimreplied, extending his hand. Past the airlock, there was no sal uting.

"I am known as Potyr," the Bear said, gripping Brinms band. "Captain Potyr Sinonovik. Wlcone to
my ship—+ jjf noticed you giving her the once-over fromthe ring deck."
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Brimsniled as a rating closed the hatch after nem "I hear she's quite a ship," he said.
Si nonovi k grinned back. "A studied answer, Admral," he said, "—and a fair one, considering you

have never flown her." He |aughed. "Certainly she cannot conpare to exquisite lines of your
trihulled Starfuries; but then, even | find it easy to admit they are nost beautiful ships in
known Uni verse. Nevertheless, G S.S. Probeyda, here, has other qualities that Hel nsman in you will
al rost certainly appreciate. Cone," he said, notioning to a conpani onway before Brim had a chance
to cooment. "W will go to bridge so you can fly her.™

Brimcl apped the Bear on his shoulder. "Now you're talking," he said. "Lead the way."

Monents | ater, Sinonovik had placed himin the | eft-hand Hel nsman's consol e and had seated hinsel f
at the CoHel ms-nman's console directly to its right. "I have taken liberty to single up nooring
beans, so... when you are ready, Admiral," he said.

Bri m nodded and settled back in the deep recliner, so steeply reclined that when he placed his
feet on the steering-engine controls, they were alnost |level with his shoulders. H s hands reached
up nearly an iral to touch the power and attitude controls. He | ooked down al ong the | ong nose at
the six heavy disrupters—fixed instead of noveabl e—and the big machine suddenly felt very foreign.
"I"'mready," he said, activating the seat restraints, "except for..."

"Except for what?" Sinpnovik asked.

"Well," Brimreplied, "I can sense the trouble that would follow any dinging of this very
i mportant prototype."

"Adnmiral Brim" Sinmonovik said with a little grin, "I have followed your career since you first
flewthat little S-4 of Mark Valerian's during the second postwar race for the Mtchell Trophy."
He grinned, "Mst of us Bears would rather ride as passengers than fly these oversized skyrockets.
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Eyesi ght, you know. So |I'mnot going to do a |lot of worrying about the hull when you're flying."

Brimrolled his eyes. "We'd both better hope that trust isn't nisplaced," he chuckled. Back hone,
he'd been given nost of a day to nmenorize the Hel nsman's station, so he ran through the nain
readouts and controls before giving the word to start. C ockwise fromthe left, a |large red handl e
wi th Sodeskayan wordi ng that probably nmeant "Panic Button" (it would shut down both Drive and
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gravity systens in case of a dire enmergency); a tinmepiece calibrated in Standard Time Units—at

| east that was familiar; a velocity meter for HypoSpeed ("NEVER ENTER OXYGEN ATMOSPHERE ABOVE 9100
[ 6800 CPM FOR LANDFALL"); graviton pressure (nobody in Aval on seenmed to know what it was
calibrated in—erpals of Logish Meem-but it didn't matter); Drive utilization in percent; gravity
vector and pressure, a nicely conceived weapons-status panel with readouts that anyone could in-
Utantly understand under stress; four Drive-door indicators; and finally a proximty nmeter in sone
sort of Sodeskayan neasure (the ol d-fashioned nuneral "1," someone had ex-jriained, stood for 100
Sodeskayan conpks, or about 328 Inperial irals—he'd decided to | ook out the Hyperscreens instead
of attenpting the conversion in his head). Despite the "foreign" nmarkings, he felt pretty nmuch at
hore.

However, below the main panels were a row of touch seniors that he'd had to nenori ze because the
Sodeskayan characters made no sense at all. They controlled all sorts of things fromelectrica
power to Hyperscreen brightness. , There were al so a nunber of warning indicators for the fjhip's
power systens.

"/,i Qher controls included a Hel nrsman's override on the v main power bus, a steering-engine

| ock, and a sliding touch Vsensor to control the four Drive outlet doors. These remuai ned cl osed
whil e the LightSpeed-linted A-39 gravity generators Ipropelled the ship. The hover trim used to
levitate the ship
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on the surface when it wasn't resting on a gravity pool or a Becton tube, was located to his left
besi de the conmmuni cator panel with its two gl obal displays. Brimtook a deep breath and gl anced to
his right, where Sinobnovik was watching with an anused expression

"Sonmething like me when first | fly Starfury,” he chuckl ed. "Checked everything a hundred tines."

"It all |ooks good to nme," Brimsaid presently. "I'mready."

Si monovi k nodded. "I1'Il have generators connected with nains." He issued an order in Sodeskayan to
a Bear in the next recliner, and alnost imrediately a runble issued from beneath the deck
"Connected," he said presently. "Ship is yours."

Bri m nodded, concentrating on what he'd | earned about starting the gravity generators. d ancing at
the power display panel, he gated power to the nunber three generator, pushed the graviton boost
three times in succession, and activated START. The generators pul sed, caught al nost rapidly, then
di ed.

"Wth in-line generators |like you are used to," Sinonovik cautioned, "one is conditioned to
rel ease START i medi ately when generators catch. Big spin-gravs like these want START activated
until generator is turning for few nonents. Then you can rel ease.”

Bri m nodded thanks and reset all the generator controls. Then he pushed START again and held it in
until the generator was running nore or less steadily. Once it had settled into the grunbly,

bel ching rhythm he renenbered fromhis sinulator runs, he started the other three, then coupled
themto the single thrust danper control near his left hand. H s eyes net those of Sinonovik, and
t he Bear nodded.

"Nice work for furless human," he qui pped. "Wen you are ready, |['ll switch us to interna
gravity."

"Ready," Brimreplied, bracing hinself. For all the years

spent in space—and the thousands of cycles in and out of sone ship's internal gravity—he had yet
to overcone a queasy stonmach at the nonment of switchover. He watched the Bear issue a comand into
hi s communi cator and cl enched his teeth. A wave of nausea swept himwhile he desperately swall owed
his gorge; then—quick as it started—the feeling passed.

"Everything is all right, Admiral?" Sinonovi k asked. He knew.

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (32 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:34 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

"Everything's fine," Brimreplied with a wan smle. "Let's cast off."

Si nonovi k nodded, announci ng sonet hing i n Sodeskayan over the blower that silenced the flight
bridge. Then he issued a conmand to another Bear in his display and nonents |ater the nooring
beans wi nked out one by one. Soon they were floating free.

Bri m nudged the thrust danper, the gravs coughed before picking up. As he eased the ship away from
the brow and headed for the run-up area, he began a final checklist with Sinonovik. "Gavity?"

"Locked. "

"Nav systenf?"

"Stable."

"Drive doors?"

"Ready: four green lights.”

"Backup mai ns?"

" KA PPA?"

"Energized and ready...." Cearly, Sinonovik had done his prework well, for the ship's systens
checked qui ckl y—a considerable feat for a prototype. "Shall | call for clearance?" he asked.
"Do it," Brimreplied.

Si monovi k spoke into his communi cator for a monment, , then nodded. "C eared, Admral," he said.

"Vector of nine-Lteen by two-ten by thirty-seven."
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Brimaligned the ship, nmade a | ast-nmonment systens check, then | ocked the steering engine and fed
in power. The little killer ship bolted ahead with surprising acceleration. Ginning with
approval, he pushed the thrust danper full forward and was rewarded by a trenendous surge of
speed—and uproar. The ZBL's big generators could put out prodigious noise, too.

But accel eration was not the ship's only attribute. Because the spin-gravs were geared to turn at
| ower speeds than normal, they produced trenendous pulling power. For an experienced conbat

Hel msman, this could provide a definite edge in maneuverability; for a neophyte fresh fromthe
trai ning squadrons, it could be the difference between life and death.

The ship was, in fact, so easy to fly that Brimwas inmediately tenpted to push it to the limts
of its maneuvering envel ope. However, he knew that nost old Hel msnmen were al so cautious Hel msmen,
so at first he prudently avoided nuch in the way of acrobatics and contented hinself with basic
maneuver s—steep turns and snap roll s—before he flew a nock approach to the orbiting | aboratory,
testing out the low end of the ship's speed range. The steering engine was extrenely effective,
and turns could be nmade at an incredibly abrupt rate, but despite its potentially vicious response
rate, this ZBL-4, at |east, was not what he could call twitchy. The ship did precisely what he
told it to do—when he wanted it done. In spite of her |ess-than-perfect finish (and that would
only affect atnospheric flight), she promsed to be a potent little killer

During the next three netacycles, Brimput the ship through every test and naneuver he coul d think
of , plus a nunmber of others the Sodeskayans suggested, until both he and, according to Sinonovik,
the crew were thoroughly tired. Only then did they set course for hone. Wth the | abo-

ratory visible in the distance, he called for a clearance, picked up a vector of three-ninety
degrees, pulled off the power, and blipped the gravity brakes—produci ng so much decel eration that
a bit nmore power was necessary. Xaxtdammed good brakes! He noved the damper forward, but this time
the gravs did nothing. Now they were heading directly for the surface with no power control s!
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Heart in his mouth, he glanced at Sinonovik, who only smled calnmy and w nked.

"No problem" the Bear assured him "A-39 gravs always do that fromdeep retard." As he spoke, the
generators grunted, coughed, then picked up again, leaving a great glow ng cloud of gravitons aft.

When Brimstarted to breathe again, he glanced at the odd proximty neter, made a rough
calculation in his head—+o0 no avail -—and eyeball ed a | andi ng pl ace through the Hyper-screens.
Wor ki ng the steering engi ne, danper, and gravity brakes with great care, he turned head-on for the
docki ng area and began his approach. He'd kept the velocity a little high at the first beacon to
assure hinsel f of maxi mumcontrol, and predictably, the ZBL-4 tried to swing her bow, but he
managed to hold the little ship on course with very little nmovenent in either pitch or yaw Am d
enthusiastic cheering fromthe bridge crew, he floated to a near-perfect stop at the brow, where a
deck crew connected her to the air | ock. Then he switched the gravs to neutral and nodded to

Si monovi k. "Your ship," he said with a grin. He'd done a good job, and he knew it.

"The way you fly, you can borrow again anytine,
the universal gesture of giving.

Si monovi k said, placing his hands before himin

Bri m| aughed and clicked off his seat restraints. "I may take you up on that sometine," he
replied. "She's inpressive—and I'mtalking |ike a Helnsnan, not a diplomat. |I've rarely flown so
maneuverabl e a ship."
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"Next time, we try out the Drive," Sinonovik promsed. "You'll find she's just as inpressive at
Hyper Speeds. " "I1'Il look forward to that," Brimsaid. He neant it.

Ursis and Borodov net himat the |lab end of the brow. Both had anxi ous | ooks on their faces. "So?"
Usis pronmpted. "How did it go?"

Brimgrinned. "Went fine, Nik," he teased. "No problens at all."

Usis rolled his eyes skyward. "No, no, WIfooshka!" he said. "The ship. Wat did you think of the
shi p?"

"Clearly, your answer matters little to friend Ursis," Borodov quipped lightly, flashing a little
smle. But a frown betrayed what |ay behind his banter. Both Bears were deadly serious.

"Sorry," Brimsaid apologetically. "I know these ships are inportant to you."

"Not only to us," Ursis said with no little fervor in his voice,"—also to Vorustia, the

Mot her| and. "

Brimthought a nmonent. "The good news," he said presently, "is that the one | flewis a fine

shi p—a decent match for any Leaguer |'ve fought, and |'ve scrapped with a fewin ny day. It
handl ed well... seened to be extremely maneuver abl e—perhaps even nore than the latest Starfury I
flew... and | certainly liked the fixed disruptors in the bow That's a great way to concentrate
fire."

"Then you liked it."

"Of course | liked it," Brimsaid. "Wth a little nore practice, 1'd gladly take it into conbat.
But you' ve got to remenber that the real proof you' re looking for is not in words but in nmxing it
up with a sky full of Gorn-Hoffs—and that has to do with crews as much as with starships.”

Ursis nodded. "Is true, WIfooshka," he said, peering sightlessly at the deck while he thought.
Then suddenly he straightened. "You said that was the good news, ny friend—
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which it was. After such endorsement, what bad news can there be?"

Brimtook a deep breath and | ooked at Ursis, then Borodov. "Perhaps not bad news, but certainly
substance for some serious concern."
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"Go on," Borodov pronpted.

Bri m nodded, his nmind groping for the proper words. "Good as she is," he said at |ength, "your new
ZBL seens no better man the latest Starfury | flew, either. The fact is, Starfuries don't have al
that much edge over their opponents fromthe League. The Battle of Avalon was really decided by a
| ot of factors: Hel nsnen, production, quick repairs, bravery, stubbornness—and finally, by a | ot

of assistance from Lady Fortune."

"So?" Ursis broke in. "Qur Helmsnmen are excellently prepared, or certainly out to be. W copy your
training techniques."

"And | have never encountered a cowardly Bear," Brimadded. "Not only that, but Sodeskayan
st ubbornness is celebrated through the whol e gal axy."

"On other hand," Borodov said with a frown,
you flew is only prototype.”

our production of new ships is just beginning. One

"And we nust build a maintenance organi zation fromthe bottomup," added Ursis,"—though that can
be done quickly enough by retraini ng mai ntenance crews from ol der ships."

"But, like you, we shall need a great deal of help fromLady Luck," Borodov said, "especially in
t he begi nni ng—nl ess, of course, Nergol Triannic decides to wait five or so Standard Years before
he orders nov Vobok to begin his attack."

"And crag wol ves make | ap pets," Borodov said, then frowned. "But, WIf Ansor, | have feeling you
have not said all you intend to say."

"l have not," Brimreplied as the three started slowy toward an entrance to the | aboratory
proper. "And this is what
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worries me even nore than the present |ack of finished ships. Your excellent little ZBL-4 is
presently at the sane stage in its devel opnment as the next generation of ships fromthe League—and
incidentally our own Inperial production facilities |ike the Sherrington works. Wen your
producti on nodel s begin their work at the various fronts, if they are not a generation behind
their opponents, they soon will be."

Visibly noved by Brims words, Ursis stepped in silence to a glow ng tramtube and punched in a
destination on the wall-mounted hailer. Finally he sighed. "As is usual when you speak of
starships, WIf Ansor," he began, "you are correct. Technol ogy has way of marching forward to
nobody's beat but its own—whi ch speeds up considerably during tine of energency like war." He
shook his head as all three turned to peer down the tube for the next tram "Unfortunately," he
continued, "this situation—though we shall now worry about it—fenmains out of our control for at

| east the near future." He turned to look at Brim "Had you mi ssed so-called 'war games' we
endured a short while ago, you could not appreciate the troubles we have endured just to produce
our few prototypes and ready a small production facility. For now, ZBL is best we can do."

"I't's a xaxtdamed good ship," Brimsaid defensively.

Borodov smled. "W had faith that it was," he said, "although Ni kol ai Yanuarievich and | are
engi neers, not Hel nsnmen. "

"Neverthel ess, what WIf Ansor says is true," Usis added. "Good as they nmight be, the ships wll
soon be a generation behind, probably before they see nuch service at all." He was interrupted by
an open tramthat flashed around the curve and whirred to a halt in front of them The bench seats
that surrounded its cabin were enpty. They boarded in silence and Ursis keyed in their destination
at a small panel behind his seat. Mmnents later, their "station" had di sappeared around the curve
of the satellite and they were speeding to-
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ward a brow, where the NJH- 26 waited to return themto Grontow. Suddenly Ursis continued talking
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as if there had been no interruption. "Fortunately, WIfooshka," he said, holding up a tutoria
i ndex finger, "new designs are already in devel opnent pipeline. Even now, prototypes of advanced
types undergo testing deep within the Sodeskayan heartland, where they are safe fromattack."

Brimfrowned. Over the years, he'd heard of nany prototype starships that prom sed greatly
enhanced performance and firepower—ost never nade it to manufacture. And the few that did were

extremely behind schedule. "Well," he said evenly, "I'll take your word for it, but you'd better
keep those production facilities cranked up to turn out ZBL-4s, at l|least for the foreseeable
future. Because 1 have a feeling that it won't be long until you'll have an opportunity to use

everything you can build. Not long at all."
CHAPTER 5
Real Bears and Ro' stoviks

A week following Brimis visit to the orbiting | aboratory. Count Ol ovsky, youngest brother of
Katerin, the Knezina, hosted his annual ball to commenorate the Sodeskayan holidays of Oyol,
mar ki ng the domi nion's attainment of faster-than-light flight—and subsequent entry into galactic
civilization. According to Borodov, Ol ovsky had been about to cancel the gigantic event because
of the pending invasion but had changed his mind, believing that the capital needed

sonet hi ng—anything—to lift at |east sonme of the gloomthat had settled as its citizens braced for
the inevitable.

Bar bousse held the huge invitation to a tail |eaded-crystal casenent w ndow and shook his head.
The ol d-fashi oned parchnent directive—ene did not m ss such occasi ons—was enbossed wi th what
appeared to be real gold. "Wen these Bears throw a party, Admiral,"” he nused, "they really throw

a party. At the new Elizaveta Pal ace, no |l ess.”
Bri m peered out over the small frozen | ake that bordered 74
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the spinward gardens of Borodov Hall. As the wintry afternoon drew to a cl ose, peasants dressed in
colorful winter costunmes were | eaving the snoboth surface with their catches of fish trailing on
strings behind them He shivered in spite of the crackling fireplace behind himand the great
ceram c stove that radi ated heat into every cubic iral of his dressing room Sodeskayan w nters
didn't seemto bother Bears as much as they did humans, probably because the latter didn't cone
equi pped with natural fur coats—and woul dn't dare wear soneone else's on any of the Sodeskayan

pl anets. "l take it you' ve been there,"” he said absently.

The Elizaveta Pal ace? You bet | have, Admiral." Barbousse chuckled, helping Briminto a service
jacket that jingled with medal s and decorati ons—tonight's soiree required parade dress, as usual
"It's one of the benefits of rernainin* in the enlisted ranks. Wiile you Admirals spend all your
time doin' official functions, |I've had a chance to see sone of the city—an' it's worth seein',

for all the nippy weather."

Brimsniled. Over the years, Barbousse had turned down countless pronotions to the officer corps,
choosing instead assignnents with Brim because, in his own words, "no one el se could provide so
many great opportunities for getting into trouble.” He was also the greatest finagler in the known
Uni verse, who coul d produce virtually anything at any tinme under any conditions. A nunber of years
ago, Enmperor—then Prince—onrad had "pernanently" assigned Barbousse as Brim s aide on the
reasonably well proven theory that it was the nost danmagi ng act agai nst the League one could
comm t.

He stepped back to inspect hinmself in a nmirror and groaned. The conplex gold aiguillette fouling
his right shoul der, the chestload of jingling medals, and the crinson sash across his chest

di spl ayi ng both of his Inperial Conet medal s—the Enpire's highest nmilitary decorations—all clashed
with his npost basic sensibilities about dress. Uni-
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forns were to be smart but utilitarian—sonmething one could fight in, should that becone necessary.

Ri ght now, he felt |like a cheap shop front on Avalon's Haling Way during the holiday season. He
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shook his head. "I suppose I'll see a bit of it tonight," he said,"—at |east sone of the

bal | roons. "

Bar bousse narrowed his eyes, straightened Brims sash, then frowned. "Beggin' the Admral's
pardon,” he said, "but mi guess is that you'll not have your nind much on the party tonight."

Bri m shook his head. "Not w th Rodef nov Vobok | ooking over ny shoul der the way he is," he said.
"That bl oody zu-keed could be starting his invasion at this very nonent, for all we know " He'd
actual ly given sonme thought to that possibility during the short Sodeskayan day, but his words
were really only a ploy. \Wat—+ndeed, who—-had really been on his mnd was Margot Effer'wck, whose
very existence was now i n question. Through the years Brimhad taken a nunber of nmagnificent

| overs, but she had al ways been the one, and he never attended a ball or reception wthout

t hi nki ng back to her.

He smiled wistfully as he wat ched the deepeni ng gl oom outsi de nmerge through nearly seventeen years
to the night he net Her Serene Majesty, Princess of the Effer'wyck Dom nions and first cousin to
Onrad, the present Inperial ruler. It had been a routine wardroom party aboard Brims first ship,
the little destroyer |.F.S. Truculent. Margot was there as an ordi nary Lieutenant—a hardworKking
one at that, he'd quickly discovered. And if the tall, anmply built woman were not the nost
beautiful he'd ever encountered, she'd still appealed to himin a nost fundanmental manner. Even
after all these years, he could picture her that night: artfully tousled golden curls and soft,
expressive blue eyes, flashing with ninble intelligence. Skin alnost painfully fair, brushed
lightly with pink high in the cheeks. And when she sniled, her brow forned the nost engagi ng frown
he coul d i magi ne.
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Moi st |ips, long, shapely legs, snall breasts, and... He bit M I|ip-

They' d becone |lovers long after they'd fallen in love. She a princess of Effer'wck, the Enpire's
nost influential domi nion-he a commoner from Carescria, the shabbiest sector imaginable. For a
whil e, the desperate absurdity of galactic war had cancel ed that awesone gap in status. But
reality intervened soon enough, forcing a political marriage between Brim s Princess and Rogan
LaKam Baron of The Torond—a uni on designated to cenent the bond between his massive pal atinate
and the Enpire.

Afterward, the two star-crossed | overs continued as best ihey could, carrying on a tawdry affair
filled with endl ess stretches of |onging punctuated by brilliant flashes of their own speci al
passion. For a while it had worked—even after < ersatz peace forced a return to "normal"” canons of
class and status. But eventually distance, a child, and Margot's growing addiction to the
Leaguers' devastating narcotic Tinme-ate away their ties until only |onging remained, buried within
Brims psyche to nask the pain it brought.

-- Now, |ess than a Standard Year after he was briefly ship-Wecked in occupied Effer' wck—and
unknowi ngly stood :4€ose enough to reach out and touch her—ence nmore BrimsASiffidn't know if she
were even still alive...

-t

* 2! "Um it's about tine to go. Admral," Barbousse said gently, holding Brinms great Fleet
Cloak. "I believe |I hear doc->'*>rs Borodov and Ursis in the hall downstairs." | "Thanks," Brim
said, turning while the big man placed the ~fceavy cl oak on his shoulders. "An, um Admiral..."

"Yes, Chief?" ~ & "I knowit's none of mi business, but... well, she's al
isright I know she is."

Brimfrowned. "Wio's all right?" he damanded. "Princess Effer'wck, Admiral," Barbousse expl ai ned.
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"What nakes you think she was on ny mind?" Brimdenanded with a touch of irritation
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"Just a hunch, Admiral," Barbousse said evenly. "Over the years, |'ve hel ped you into your cape
before a lot of affairs like this, an' no matter who you' ve been, shall we say, 'interestedl in at

the tinme, you' ve never failed to get that | ook on your face just before you go."

Bri mwas about to give his old friend a |l ecture on minding one's own business when suddenly he
realized that Barbousse probably did know hi mbetter than anybody el se in the Universe.

"I nteresting" wormen came and went with the years, but only Margot and Barbousse remai ned const ant
in his life—ene a chinera, one real. "l guess you're right, old friend," he relented. "You know ne
pretty well." He shook his head. "And | thank you for believing in her. | knowit's been hard—even
| lost faith for a while."

Bar bousse nodded soberly. "A lot of us lost faith in '"er over the years,” he admtted. "She did
certainly have problens after they sent 'er off to The Torond t' narry that zu-keed Rogan
LaKamyou' Il pardon ny gutter Avalonian. An' | still believe she set you up to be killed that
night in Fluvanna—but | don't think she was actin' under her own control, either." He shrugged.
"I'n the end, she did save our skins at the Battle of Zarnathor. You know she did that for you

Admiral. It alnost cost 'er |ife—and her kid's, too."
"Thanks, Chief," Brimsaid. "I don't know what to say...."
"You don't have tine to say anything." Barbousse chuckled. "It's tinme you were on the way. | think

| can hear Dr. Borodov and General Ursis waitin' for you downstairs."
Bri m strode through the door and clapped his old friend on his shoulder. "See you in the norning."

"BEr... | put in for leave in the nornin', Admiral," he said. "l've got sone inportant business to
take care of."
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%"1s she pretty?" Brimdemanded over his shoul der as he started down the staircase.

"Admiral, how could you?" Barbousse called. i Brimlaughed. "Over the years, Chief, |'ve conme to
know you pretty well, too."

El i zavet a Pal ace was abl aze with |ights when Borodov's private Roshov I|inousine skinmer arrived at
the gate. The col ossal building seemed to go on forever. Fifty wi ndows, eoaring ten stories in
fantastically carved stone frames, marched fromeither side of its grand entrance—that itself
woul d pass for a grand triunphal arch in any of the dozen |prge cities throughout the Gal axy. The
three friends endured po | ess than four autononpbus credential checks before the $hauffeur glided
themto a halt before the wi de pal ace stair-y«ase flanked by its nmonunental pair of two-headed,
crag-wol f st at ues.

/.; Qutside, in the glare of mlitary spotlights, falling snow ~1| VDduced a sense of childlike
enchantnent, as if the winter-ifiinmed gardens had been turned into visions of make-be-. Through
the wi ndows of the linpusine, Brimcould see ranks of Palace Genadiers dressed in crinson parade
bl ack boots, and tall woolen hats who flanked a runner of crimson carpeting. This led to a pair
of high, flirnately carved wooden doors that, according to Borodov, adorned the very first
El i zaveta Pal ace erected on this nearly fifteen hundred Standard Years in the past. jramed for
their parade-ground precision, the Grenadiers at rigid attention, blast pikes at precisely the
sanme e, as if they, like the heroic crag wolves, were statues m ght outlast even the fanbus doors.
Brimsm|led. He roved of formations like that, even though they harked k to military environnments
that were outnoded even be-the first Bearish starships flew 'Do we know how to overdo things, or
what, WIf
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Ansor ?" Ursis quipped as a giant Bearish page dressed in an ankle-length crinmson coat w th gol den
accents opened the |inpusine door and bowed deeply. "Grand Duke Borodov . . . Ceneral Ursis
Admiral Brim" he said slowy in Avalonian, clearly a singular honor for Brim "Her Hi ghness
Katerin, the Knezina, comands ne wel cone you to Place Elizaveta." H's gl oves—how slightly soiled
by touching the Iinousine's door openers—waere otherwi se so perfectly white that he must have
changed them for each arrival
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Bor odov, whose title of Grand Duke placed himin the highest social category, nmde the traditiona
answer for all three—again in Aval onian. "Please convey to Her Esteened Hi ghness the Knezina that
we are honored by her invitation."

As | east-ranki ng passenger, Brimexited the skimer first, followed by Usis and then Borodov. The
monent they were clear, Borodov's chauffeur pulled silently away to nake room for the next
arrival —-while the page bowed once nore.

"You will please follow red carpet to reception area,” the page said, again in Avalonian. This
time his use of a foreign tongue was nore practical than honorary. Brimwould be required to | ead
the way into the castle, and although die words were neant for him they were spoken to Borodov in
deference for his seniority.

Inside the great doors—past a thin, vertical flow of warm spice-scented air to seal out the

wi nter col d—was the nbst ornate staircase—nay, pair of staircases—Brimhad encountered anywhere in
the Gal axy. Housed within a vaulted, five-stories-high anteroom itself intricately tinted and
decorated by hundreds of baroque mirrors and carved scrolls, this nost grand doubl e ascent
occupied the entire far wall, its lavishly ballustraded, nmirror-inage flights |leading to either
side of a second-story bal cony. Between the two magnificent staircases—and supporting the bal cony
itsel f—was an alcove in the shape of a great seashell that (according to Borodov) con-
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tained a heroic statue of twelfth-century Knez, Sergius the N neteenth, astride Bazarov, the
nythical ruler of all crag wol ves.

Anid a hushed babbl e of excited voices, crinson-clad pages net each entering visitor on the

gl eam ng expanse of Barbie that fronted this nonunental staircase, trading nunbered, solid-gold

di sks for waps, then indicating one side or another of the staircase to keep a bal anced fl ow
arriving at the balcony and its four double doors that led to ... whatever the next arriving
station mght turn out to be. Bnm guessed it would be sone sort of reception area, for through the
hubbub dpf arriving guests he could hear a deep voi ce boom ng what

*Quoded |ike Sodeskayan nanmes fromthe doorway. Turning

*ff the thernostat in his Reel C oak, he handed the heavy jjarnent to a page, pocketed his token
then, when Ursis and “orodov were ready, started up the rightnost flight of stairs. ,4. Each tread
appeared to be carved froma single sheet of perfect Sodeskayan granite, as was the floor of the
first | and-

-jipg, that was inlaid by a nobsaic of the Great Sodeskayan jgeal. The fl oor of the second | andi ng
hel d a nosaic represen-fjtfion of the Gontow City Seal, and the bal cony floor itself decorated by
what appeared to be a procession of an-Bearish priests fromthe Kevian Dynasty, recognizable their
di stinctive golden robes, To Brim the effect was treading on the contents of an art gallery, and
it was al-a relief to turn and step through the four great double rs of the bal cony, energing
between two graceful lums into the snoke-hazed, perfuned atnosphere of a >mthat nearly defined
description, re than two hundred irals in length and al nost half that width, Elizaveta Pal ace's
Smol ny Ballroomrichly de-red its fame, at least to Brims way of thinking. Twenty ssive al abaster
colums lined both long blue-green walls, ig nearly fifty irals fromthe magnificent parqueted
wood floor to a nonunental fillet-and-fascia in pearl that

82 I Bl LL BALDW N

circled the entire roomand continued vertically another twenty-odd irals to neet the great arched
ceiling. This, decorated around its rimby a nost intricate system of npbsaic patterns, contained
tronpe 1'loeil renderings of woodl and objects—eaves, cones, branches, and the |ike—endemic to

t hose Sodeskayan pl anets warm enough to produce a "sunmer."

The curved extrenmities of the | ozenge-shaped roomwere fornmed fromeight tall arches encl osing

| ofty wi ndows topped by rounded pedi nents whose thousands of crystal panes | ooked out on vast

wi nter gardens with fantastic ice scul ptures of allegorical scenes that could only come fromthe
trenendous store of Sodeskayan fol kl ore. Eight huge, four-tiered crystal chandeliers—these
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featured thousands of individual candles-hung in a rowfromthe top of the arch, bathing the
entire dance floor in warmlight shimering and sparkling fromthe dangling crystal reflectors
behi nd them The thousand-odd candl es al so further hazed the air and | ent a subdued, yet sonehow
|'i bidinous aura to the gay colors of the swirling dancers. Bears, humans, flighted A zurnians,
even a smattering of the quiet, sem -translucent N ght Traders who had chosen only recently to do
busi ness with the galactic HyperLight civilization, circled the floor in tinme to the | atest

Aval oni an "wave" nusic played by a large orchestra occupying a tiered stage at one end of the
room

Just inside the door, an elegantly uniformed Myjordonmo—clearly the one Brimhad heard fromthe
reception hall —bowed deeply and blew on a silver whistle announcing sonething i n Sodeskayan t hat
contai ned the words "WIf Ansor Brim" "N kolai Yami arievich Ursis," and "Anastas Al exi Borodov."
This produced a smattering of applause fromthose in the crowmd near enough to hear himthrough the
muf fl ed din of pleasure: nusic, laughter, small talk in a dozen tongues. Then the three took their
pl aces at the end of a reception line. Craning his neck, Brimcould see the anple
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-figure of Katerin. In a snowwhite gown sparkling with a thousand preci ous stones fromall over
the GF.S.S., she was

- nost inposing Bearess, to say the |east.

- Ursis licked his lips facetiously. "lIs only Katerin and dam fool reception |ine standing
bet ween us and oceans of superb Logish Meem" he said with a twinkle in his eye.

Brimgrinned and nodded toward the gyrating dancers. ?You nean you're not going to spend the
eveni ng danci ng?" | K asked j okingly.

"Aha!" Ursis exclainmed. "So that is what they're doing,

Brimplaced a hand on Ursis's shoulder. "I"'mnot certain, "<tfd friend," he said nodding to the
dance floor. "Wth sone Of the news steps fromAvalon, | can't tell if they're good .jfancers or
bad drunks out there."

* N Bor odov | aughed. "Looks |ike they're exercising every-ijflung except discretion."

& "At these winter parties," Ursis pronounced, "discretion is flften last thing on anyone's mnd."
He nodded his head. "Es-since this year nost everyone has good chance of war casualty before | ong.
Does wonders for inhibi-3%ons. . . ." ;" A page dressed in a vermlion cutaway coat, gold vest,

*htte knee breeches, and stockings introduced Brimto the >$nrst dignitary —a grizzled old

Adm ral of the Sodeskayan ftw chant fleet, who wung Brimis hand until he al nbst jgasped. His

wi fe, a royal Bearess with bovine eyes, a gra-Ckns snile, and a decidedly gray nmuzzle, was as
gentle as he ;| »as rough. Next canme an Arny General whom Brimhad fjMlier met during the
"maneuvers." Then three Dukes and ichesses; then the Fluvannian, A zurnian, Lixorian, and
fer'wckean Anbassadors with their respective wives. By )wthey were closing in on the head of the
line. The final ibassador —closest of all to the Knezina, as befitted sskaya's cl osest and nost
powerful ally —was the Aval -
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oni an Anbassador, S. Crellingham Browni ng, a nost powerful, politically inportant adjunct to
Enperor Onrad's court. Tall and aristocratic with a thin nmustache and proud eyes, the nan | ooked
down at Brimwith a little smle. "Yes," he said with a slight curl of his lip, "I saw you at the
Sodeskayan Arny nmaneuvers, | think, Admiral. You're that Carescrian, aren't you?"

Brimbristled in spite of hinself. Carescria was the poorest sector of the whole Empire, and he'd
spent nearly his whole career fighting the prejudice it brought him In recent years, however, the
Enperor had cone to rely nore and nore on the tremendous industrial might of the regi on—and the
har dwor ki ng, tenaci ous people who, like Brim were nore and nore nanni ng the domain's bul warks.

"Ri ght on both counts, M. Anbassador,"” he said, narrowing his eyes. "You i ndeed saw nme on
Vortuka—and yes, | ama Carescrian.”
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The Anmbassador nodded contenplatively. "Quite proud to neet you, Admral," he said at length. "I
have followed that illustrious career of yours with sone interest. Carescrians |ike you and your
Adnmiral Cal houn do great service to the Enpire and to your people.”

Pl easantly surprised, Brimcould only stamer, "Y-you honor ne, M. Anbassador."”

The man shook his head. "Truth is no special honor," he pronounced slowy, then turned to his
right. "My dear,"” he said, "may | present Admiral WIf Brimof our own Inperial Fleet—and quite a
hero in the Battle of Avalon, if I'maccurately inforned?”

H s cheeks burning, Brimturned to confront a gorgeously dressed, statuesque woman—who presently
had a very surprised | ook on her face. "WIf BrinP" she gasped.

During that very instant, he recognized her, too. "Marsha Browning." He gul ped, feeling his cheeks
begin to burn. Wiy, oh, why had he allowed his little masquerade to continue mat day at the
Enmbassy?
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"l see you know each other," the Anbassador said.

"W . .. er, nmet at the Enbassy sone while ago,
was clearly at odds with herself.

t he wonman answered, a deep blush indicating she

"Good. Good," the Anbassador said perfunctorily, then turned to grip Usis's hand as the line
conti nued.

"Some Records Clerk you turn out to be, Admiral," she whispered, glancing in clear enbarrassnent
at Brim s gol den shoul der boards. Then her eyes flashed with anger. "You nust have enjoyed your
little joke a great deal."

"M Marsha," Brimstamered, "please, |let nme explain.”

A nonentary snile passed the wonan's |ips and she nodded her head. "Yes," she said. "I think | do
deserve an explanation. But |later—when |'ve finished with this reception line."

"Perhaps | might, er, buy you that cup of cvc' eese?" he asked tentatively.

"You m ght neke that a Logish Meem since they're free," she pouted.

"Two Logi sh Meens," he said.

“I''I'l find you," she replied, then quickly turned to the regal -1 ooking Bear next to her. "Baron
U lovski, may | present Admiral WIf Brimof our Inperial Fleet... T

After Ul ovski came the barons Tasnovi sh, Horogord, Kravinski, and Vorno, then Brimwas shaking
hands with Ol ovsky hinself.

"Ah, Adnmiral," the Count said in a high, affected voice, "a pleasure to neet you." Hs grip

rem nded Brimof a warm but very dead sturgeon. He glanced toward Borodov. "Yass," he said, **you
are Anastas Alexi's Inperial guest," he sniffed. "Do enjoy your stay here in Sodeskaya." Before
Brimcould utter a word, the Count was handing himoff to the Knezina. "Your Highness," he oozed,
"may | present Admiral WIf Brim one of Onrad's peopl e?"

"Admiral ," the Knezina said with a little smle, "how nice
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you coul d attend." Up close, she assuned truly heroic proportions. Large as she was, she radiated
a certain massive grace and dignity that was part and parcel of all Bears, yet sonehow nagnifi ed.
She fixed himw th an abstract gaze. "N kolai has nentioned you,"” she said soberly.

"I am honored, Your Mjesty," Brimreplied.
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"Perhaps," she said, "it is we Sodeskayans who shall be honored before your visit is at an end."
Wth a nod, she handed himoff to another crinson-costumed Mjordono, who explained the | ocation
of refreshnents, the bar, and other, nore mundane accoutrenments. Soon Ursis and Borodov j oi ned
him and the three set off in search of neem

Brimcirculated through the glittering cromd with his two nentors, stopping here and there for

i ntroductions when Ursis or Borodov encountered individuals whom he should neet. Norrmally he |iked
nmeeti ng people; however, during the first nmetacycle and a half, he also endured two full sets of
the nore sedate dances, in spite of his npst el aborate precautions (he often said he would rather
si ngl ehandedly face a dozen GH262s). And difficult as he found dancing with human women, the same
steps with Bears—sone of whom stood nearly half again his size—were next to inpossible. It was
therefore a wel cone break when his two friends becane imersed in a | ong conversation with a
Beari sh historian, and he retired to one of the noisy refreshnent al coves to rest his feet.

Pi nching a just-vacated stool near the end of a |ong, crowded bar that bustled with revelers of

all races and body types, he ordered a goblet of Logish Meem and rel axed, struggling to associate
nanes with the seemingly mllion-odd faces he'd encountered since clearing the receiving |line.
Bears, humans, Lixorians. Maddeningly, the only face that managed to stay in his mnd s eye was
Marsha Browni ng's, and he wasn't certain he was | ooking forward to his next
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meeting with her at all. Staring at the inlaid surface of the bar, he felt a hand touch his arm
"Are you going to buy ne that drink?" asked the gentle voice of Marsha Browning.

He | ooked up and-at |east she was smiling—hodded. "I've prom sed two,
st ool

he said, slipping off the

"Let's try one first," she replied, sliding gracefully onto the high seat. "I had two earlier, and
you' ve already seen how easy it is to take advantage of ne when |'m sober."

"Quch," Brimsaid, notioning to the bartender. "I suppose | deserve that."

For the first tinme, Browning snmled. "Not so much as | have nade you believe," she said with a
little smle. "On reflection, | didn't give you much chance to contradict ny error the other day."

"Not in the beginning, perhaps,” Brimreplied, enjoying—in spite of his best resol uti ons—+he way
the crowd was forcing himto stand so near this attractive woman. She was wearing the nost
seductive perfune. "But afterward, when | had plenty of time to say sonmething, | didn't," he
continued. "I guess by that tine, | was enjoying your conpany so nuch that | didn't want the
afternoon to end any sooner than necessary."”

The bartender delivered Browning's drink, and she took a sip in silence, then set the goblet down
and pursed her lips. "Funny," she said so quietly that Brimcould hardly hear her in the noisy
room "I enjoyed nyself that afternoon, too—so nuch that 1 stretched the work out a bit because
didn't want it to end, either."”

Bri m gl anced at the wonman's decol |l ete as she sipped her neem and felt a certain thrill—albeit a
guilty one. She was married, after all. "You didn't have to stretch the work much," he said in
spite of hinself. "W had so nuch to talk about that we didn't do all that much actual work
anyway." He | aughed. "A couple of nalingerers, we were."
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"I"d liked to have joined you for that cvc' ee&e you offered before we went hone," she said,
| owering her eyes, "but..." She gave a little shrug and drai ned her goblet.

Brimtook a deep breath. His enotions were very quickly getting out of hand. He and this beautifu
worman had all the right chemistry for each other. But as on the afternoon they nmet, he found
himsel f quite reprehensibly unwilling to stop the flow of circunstances, and unless he nissed his
guess, she was feeling the sane way. She | ooked up during the protracted silence and smiled. "I
suppose | should let you get back to your politicking," she said.
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"Can | order you a refill?" Brimheard hinself ask. *'| prom sed two neens, if 1 renenber
correctly."

She snmiled and stared at her enpty goblet. "I finished that quickly, didn't I?" she asked.

Brim| ooked at his own goblet, still half full—still his first. "Perhaps you were thirsty," he
suggest ed.

"Perhaps," she replied. "And perhaps not. But | shall let you order a second goblet—f you prom se

not to take advantage of ne,"

She said the last with a careless little shrug and snile, but Brimwas reasonably certain her

words had carried a great deal nore significance than their surface intent. "l guess it would be
hard to take advantage of you in a crowd Iike this," he said, notioning to the bartender
"Besides, I'd certainly enjoy all of your conpany | can have." Then he frowned, "But won't the

Anbassador, er...

"He's too busy with his own politicking to be jeal ous," she said as the bartender placed the
second gobl et before her, "—f that's what you meant."

Bri mmade no reply, and for a nonment, they said nothing. Then she | ooked up and smled. "He's busy

nmost of the tinme, and has been for years. | suppose if | ever do decide to be taken advantage of,
it'll make things that nuch easier.”
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"I"mcertain you've had, er, numerous opportunities," Brimsaid, nore in truth man gallantry.

She | ooked himdirectly in the face. "I've had a few," she said, "nostly fromvisitors |ike
yoursel f." She smiled wistfully. "On a planet where nost fenmales are Bears, | think | |ook a great
deal nore attractive than | actually am"

"Probably you ought to | eave opinions like that to others who are nore qualified," Brimsaid as
the crowd pushed hi magai nst her. So close that he began to experience a certain conpelling
sensation in his loins and gently pushed hinself away a step, just to be on the safe side.

"You didn't need to nove back, WIf," she said, taking another sip of neem "I rather |iked you
touching me the way you were."

Brimcould feel his breathing becom ng | abored. **I rather liked it nyself,"” he replied, "but I'm

afraid, well... Marsha, you're a damed exciting woman, and..

"Thank you, WIf," she said. "You' re quite an exciting nman." She | ooked seriously into his eyes.
"Damm t," she said, shaking her head and grinning wyly. "Here | amconfortably drunk and snuggl ed
against the first nan in years with whom|'d cheat on ny narriage, and— She suddenly stopped,
slipped fromher chair, and | ooked himhi the eye. "Before either of us regrets the remai nder of

this evening, I'd bener trot off to the powder room and do sonethi ng about what is soaking through
my briefs. Then |I'm going home—and the next time we neet, you will be 'Adnmiral' Brimagain."

"M Marsha," Brimstamered, "I'mterribly sorry if |I have—=*

"No, ny dearest WIf, you have done nothing," she said, touching his cheek. "It is | who amsorry
because | have not been able to drive you frommny nmind since we net, and now ... well, thanks for

maki ng ne feel sexy for the first tinme in years."
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Brimfelt her hand press nonentarily against his crotch.

"I'n the norning, | shall not forgive nyself for doing that," she whispered, "but it's nice to know
that | still have that effect on a man." Then she brushed his cheek with her |ips and di sappeared
into the crowd.
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Brimrenmenbered only going through the notions of socializing for the remainder of the el aborate
ball +hat |asted until the planet's double star was well above the city skyline. Afterward, nearly
a week passed before Marsha Browning' s perfume conpletely departed his shirt—and until it did, Bar-
bousse was forbidden to place it hi the |aundry.

El sewhere in the Gal axy, the war continued unabated, with Avalon receiving alnost daily raids in
spite of the Leaguers' concentration on readying their Sodeskayan invasion. Forces from G and Duke
Rogan LaKarn's Torond, |argest and nost inportant ally of the League, pushed slowy through the

Fl uvanni an star system seeking to isolate Avalon fromits |ast najor supplier of Drive crystals.
In the already occupi ed domains of Lanintir, Korbu, Gannat, A zurn, and Effer'wck, black-

uni formed League Controllers held starving citizens in thrall, cruelly enforcing iron-fisted
surrender ternms by any expedi ent nmeans that came to

m nd.

Then, during the week following Ol ovsky's ball, nov Vobok began testing the Sodeskayan frontiers.
In smal |l skirm shes involving no nore than one or two planetary systens, his troops captured

i mportant popul ation centers, held themuntil Sodeskayan reinforcenments were dispatched, then
fled, decimating whole popul ations, taking pelts, and leaving the cities for the npost part in
ruins.

"WIIl not be long now," Usis growed to Bri mand Borodov one snowy evening at the manor. "They
make final rehearsals by raping poorly defended outer provinces." The three were seated before the
huge fireplace, sipping neem
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and planning for their next in a series of neetings with the JCnez's Mnister of Production

Suddenly Borodov's personal valet, Yakov Al ksnis, appeared in the doorway. "A nessage for you
Admiral Brim" he announced.

"Prom whom Yakov?" Brim asked.

"A Captain Potyr Sinonovik," Alksnis replied. "He instructed ne to renmind you that you flew in
his, er, ZBL-4 recently."

"Yes, of course,"” Brimsaid, |ooking around the room Til take it in here."”

"Very good, Admiral," Al ksnis replied. Monments later, a snall gl obular display on a nearby table
materi alized the bead and shoul ders of Potyr Sinonovik.

"Good evening, Admiral," the starship conmander said in Aval onian, then | ooked around the room
"Al so good evening to you, Dr. Borodov and General Ursis." He nodded. "You wll please pardon
interruption, but is windfall-type opportunity for Admiral Brimto fly JM2 Ro'stovik

i medi ately. "

"I mredi at el y?" Borodov asked. "In mddle of evening?"

"In mddle of snowstornP?" Ursis added.

"According to Ro'stovik Helmsnen, is best tinme to test such starship," Sinonovik replied soberly.
""lce and snow pl ease even the nost venomous crag wol f pups,* as they say."

"I want to go!" Briminterjected. "Were is the ship, and - how do | get there?"

Simonovik smled. "Ro' stovik will come to you,” he said. "Two friends passing through area in one
will pick you up. Ri ght away. Both speak Aval onian, nore or |ess. You can be ready?"

A "You bet | can be ready," Brimwhooped. "But where? J* Tonbshenko Starport Budenny?"
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"No. No," Sinmpnovik said with a smle. "Just stay at Borodov Hall. Friends bring Ro' stovik there."
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"They can't,"” Brimsaid with real concern. Everyone knew starshi ps needed | ong stretches of water
for liftoffs and | andfalls—er |acking that, a Becton tube. The manor had only a pond. "They'l
need to go to Budenny or Tonoshenko Menorial," he warned. "They'|ll kill themselves putting

down here."

"Not in Ro'stoviks," Sinonovik said with alittle snile. "Just reasonably level field maybe
quarter-c'lenyt long." He turned and spoke to soneone out of range, then nodded. "Friends say
manor house is already in sight—plenty roomfor |landing in back. Qher side of pond."

Suddenly the whol e house shook as a great pealing roll of thunder cascaded down from above and
gradual | y di sappeared. Gavity generators made that kind of thrashing, pounding ninble. Big
gravity generators.

"Ah," Sinmonovik said with a snile, "sound of gravs nust be friends in Ro' stovik. |Is saying good-
bye for now " H's eyebrows raised nomentarily. "Ch, yes. Admiral," he added as if he had just
renmenbered sonething. "I have not told friends of your exalted rank, so | leave it to you as to
what you wear on battle suit. Al right?"

Brimfrowned. "All right," he said uncertainly. "And, ah ... Admiral Brim..." This time Brim
smled. "Yes?" he asked. "If you are as inpressed with JM2 as with ZBL-4 ot her day, then many of
us count on you to |lobby for its production, as well." He broke the connection before Brimcould
open his nouth to renonstrate.

G abbing a Fleet O oak that Barbousse was hol ding ready for himat the back door—-how did the nan
knowl?—Brimrushed out into the driving blizzard, just in tinme to watch three beans of |ight

mat eri alize out of the snow hazed sky perhaps a c¢'lenyt and a half distant. Scant nonents |ater
t he
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beanms had turned into blinding starbursts and a great, nostly wedge-shaped object hurtled overhead
with brilliant red and green cl earance strobes marking its path. It was followed i mediately by
the paralyzing, tooth-rattling thunder Brimhad heard inside—a couple of big, nilitary-spec
gravity generators pounding away up there, no doubt about it. And they were just slightly out of
phase. Pulling the Fleet C oak closer around his neck, he turned up the heat and watched the ¢ «
whatever it was ... circle around in a near-vertical bank at perilously |low altitude. Roughly a
c'lenyt downwind, its landing |ights—ence nore alnost lost in the swirling snow—+olled | evel and
began to descend. Brimground his teeth; he'd seen a nunber of crash-Iandi ngs over the years—many
fromthe helm They weren't very pretty. Lower and | ower cane the lights, flooding the area in
brilliance as the ship approached. Then it touched down in a cascade of snow and glittering proto-
gravitons—but there was no sound of an inpact, only the steady runble of gravs, now retarded back

e« to idle, as the angular form plunged ahead, then coasted to a stop on..

"Wheel s!'" Brimgasped. Big, fat wheel s—ene centered at the bow, one each on either side just abaft
nm dshi ps. Those were why it could | and anywhere! The ancient devices would be at |east tw ce as
hard to control during both takeoffs and | andings. But, by Voot, they would permt safe |andfal

on just about any reasonably |evel surface—at nearly any weight

Soneone in the flight bridge switched off the anti-colli-ftion strobes and began to taxi toward
the manor, carefully ikirting Borodov's pond. As the ship thundered toward them

.JJrimcould see that it was nodestly sized for a starship, at feast conpared to the Starfuries he
flewtittle nore than a

11 hundred fifty mls frombowto stem

Then it turned directly toward the manor, its three landing carving painfully brilliant snow
streaked circles in the
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snowy darkness. Beyond these, the hull |ooked solid as a house-sized rock, and just as nassive.
Revving up the port grav in runbling thunder, the Hel neman pivoted around the starboard whee
until the ship cane to rest parallel to the manor house.

And Brim s eyes had not deceived himduring the recent off-planet maneuvers. JM 2 Ro' stoviks
were indeed shaped like a sinple wedge, with the sharp edge foreward and parallel to the ground.
But there the sinplicity ended. Both sides of the wedge took on a rounded quality about m dships
and ended in great flared graviton outlets at the stern. Clearly, gravity generators—and what
prom sed to be prodigious energy chanmbers—were housed in these trenendous nacelles. A great
cooling intake opened fromthe top side of the hull perhaps twenty irals back fromthe | eading
edge, marking the ship as one designed to spend a lot of its tine in sone kind of an atnosphere;
space cooling radiators required conpletely different configurations. An angular series of
Hyperscreen plates forned a flight bridge centered on the hull that rose froma position about a
third of the way aft and faired back into the wedge sonme twenty-five irals fromthe stern, where
it ended at a high, angular fin, nmore indication that this starship—+f indeed it was a
starshi p—spent mnimumtinme anong the stars.

Then the real reason for the great forward air scoop becane apparent. Two preposterously |arge

di srupters protruded from beneath the nose. Firing nechanisns for these nonsters al one would
requi re prodigi ous anmounts of cooling—and when they were fired ... He grinned. Little doubt the
Bears had brought off another of then- engineering mracles. They'd produced what could really be
called a flying

craw er.

Four small turrets, two on top and two at the bottom near the stem provided sonme protection from
attackers aft, but the topnopst were partially masked by the huge fin, and al
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four medi um di spl acenent disrupters would acconplish little nore than cause a Gant hei sser Hel nsman
to be cautious executing a stern attack. However, Leaguers unfortunate , enough to find thensel ves
in front of this mnuscul e Sodeskayan brute woul d quickly find thensel ves rushing off to the far
corners of the Universe in the formof subatomic particles.

As Brim peered up through the Hyperscreens into wi nking, colorful pinpoints of light fromthe
flight bridge, a shadowy Hel nsman, |ighted from below by his readouts, reached above the raked-
forward Hyperscreens and shut the gravs down in glittering clouds of proto-gravitons. Suddenly
there was only the sound of how ing wi nd and the pinging of cooling metal. Brimshook his head in
utter awe as the wind carried the odor of hot |ogics equipnment past his nose. JM2s night be snall
as starships went, but up close on a stormy night, this one in particul ar | ooked bigger than a
full-sized battl eshi p—and just as deadl y!

Afewirals aft of the forward wheel, a hatch dropped open while a ladder slid to the ground. At
the sane tinme, Hyper-screen panels slid back on the flight bridge and a Bear dressed in a
battlesuit | eaned head and armout and lifted his visor. "Hoy, gentlenmens,” he runbled out in a
gruff, deep voice, "we cone take M. Breemridink in Ro'stovik. |Is al-towed. Eh?"

"I's allowed ... yes\" Brimanswered excitedly. "Let nme get into a battlesuit. Be right with you!"
"Cot it in the study, Admiral," Barbousse said quietly. "1*11 help you in."

"Thanks, Chief," Brimsaid, rushing back into the house. "How d you know this was going to ... ?"
"Keep m ears open, Admiral," Barbousse replied.

"But how?" Brim asked, stepping into the boot shells and g the legs. "And," he said, glancing at
hi s shoul ders,

| s*how d you know to take off mi Admiral's stars?" The only
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insignia remaining on his battlesuit was his Hel msman's conet.

"Tell you when you get back, Admiral," Barbousse replied, holding the suit open at the shoul ders
while Brimslipped into the ainms. "Besides, you wouldn't want to breach the 'Petty Oficer's
Net wor k, ' woul d you?"

Bri m chuckl ed as he sealed the suit and slipped his belt and holster in place around his waist.
"Not so long as it works as well as it does," he said.

"Have a good flight, Admiral," Barbousse said, handing Brimhis helmet. "Fromwhat | can fathom
this one*ll be new even to you."

Brimfrowned for a moment while he jamred his service blaster into the hol ster and secured the
flap. "What do you mean by that, Chief?" he asked, placing the helmet over his head and activating
the seal with a quiet hiss.

"I don't rightly know, Adnmiral," Brimsaid. "Those are the words | got, so to speak, and there
wasn't much of a chance to ask questions."”

"Fair enough,"” Brimsaid. "And thanks, Chief. | appreciate the extra spadework." He headed for the
door.

"I know, Admiral," Barbousse called after himwith a grin. "That's why | do it."

Maki ng for the ship at a run, Brimsigned a brief "thunbs-up" to his friends, then dodged beneath
the hull to where the | adder waited and clinbed through a long, vertical tube to the flight deck

He waved to Urisis and Borodov bel ow on the snow, then turned to his hosts. One was seated at the
left helm the other in a junp seat centered behind the two control stations.

"Dasha Poupychev," the Hel nsman said, extending a hirsute hand. He pointed to the Bear behind him
" Co- Hel meman M schka Bzhtva," he said.

By the dimlight of the readouts, Brimsaw the two Bears smile through huge nustaches of drooping
bl ack whi skers—

THE SIEGE | 97
two of the redoubtable "WId Ones"” Sodeskayans often tal ked about, but people rarely saw.

"I's callink us Dashaa and M schka," Poupychev said with a crushi ng handshake. "Qtherw se, is
spendi nk all night teachink pronunciations when what is wanted is flyink. Al right, M. Breen®?"

Brimreturned the Bear's snile and shook hands—painfully—with Bzhtva. "All right," he said. "I'm

Wilf. "

"Good, " Poupychev pronounced. "Sit in right seat, Welf. Right in crag wolf's mouth." He flicked a
set of switches, then nodded toward the starboard nacelle. "Is I et me know when | ooks like
energi zed, eh?"

Bri m gl anced out the side Hyperscreen and grimaced. The whol e starboard side of the ship was
suddenly alive with w cked-1ooking bolts of energy flickering over its surface.

"Energized," Bzhtva replied fromthe back

Starting the big gravs was not a gentle process at all. A green |light began to strobe inboard of
the rai sed encabul ator bousing, then blurred. In the next nmoment, the whole star-ship shuddered
while roiling, glowi ng clouds of proto-gravi-tons weathed the half circle of open cooling

hat ches, then Mew sternward in the wind. The grav clattered furiously, the graviton vent coughed,
and Brims heart |eaped into his ihroat. Barbousse was right. He had never experienced anything
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like this before, even as a youth flying treacherous Carescrian ore barges.

"No radiation fires, either," Bzhtva added, his voice sounding as if he were sonehow surprised.

Poupychev rai sed his eyebrows and nodded to Brim "Al ways good sign!" he pronounced proudly.
Bri m swal | owed hard, then nodded encouragingly.

Monments |ater, the port grav was al so running. In conbi-«nation with the other shudderi ng,
snorting grav, it was

ough to jar one's spine out of kilter. Soon, however, they |iettled into a snooth, straightforward
rumbl e, and wit hout
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war ni ng Poupychev switched to internal gravity. "Is bucked in, Welf?" he asked.

Desperately swall owi ng his gorge, Brim suddenly recognized the seven-belt restraint systemhe'd
seen aboard the craw er and hurriedly buckled hinself to the seat, pulling the belts until they
began to hurt. "I am now," he choked.

"Not bad for furless human," Poupychev conmented. "You have done this before?"

"In acramer,” Brimreplied, winning control over his stonach again.

The Bear grinned—several of his teeth were missing, but both fangs were inlaid with sone sort of
gens. "This not crawer," he said proudly. "This killer of crawers." Then, wi thout further
comment, he rel eased the brakes and taxied out toward the clearing on which he had | anded, birches
on either side of their track thrashing wildly in the stormof vented gravitons.

They pivoted into the wind and paused, tail out over an ancient stone fence that separated the
manor fromthe tilled fields beyond. Poupychev tested the gravs one at a tinme, hands flying from
one bank of controls to the other. "Ready?" he yelled.

Instinctively, Brimglanced for a nonent at the readouts—a very basic panel, set up as if the
readouts were placed at random But sonething seened wong. On the power console, two graviton
boost indicators |ooked big as a goblet of neem Both read zero. "Hold it a nonment," he said. "Are
t hose boost gauges wor ki ng?'

Poupychev gl anced nonmentarily at the console. "All things workink," he said. "Boost don't show
with wicks turned down like this." Brimnodded neekly.

"I's doing takeoff nyself," Poupychev said, settling hinself in the seat. "Field Iyttle short...."
The Bear poured on the gravs and in spite of local gravity,
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Brimcould feel the seat back crowding his back. Scant norments later, the massive wedge of rushing
sound and tonnage was airborne, rattling kitchens in the manor house bel ow and anything else in
their path all the way to Grontow. As the wheels canme up into their chanbers with a succession of
mysterious thuds and thunps, Poupychev raised both hands fromthe controls and turned to Brim
"Now! " he yelled over the hundering gravs.

Abruptly, Brimwas flying a genuine JM2 Ro'stovik, the craziest, noisiest, xaxtdamedest starship
he had ever en-Countered—anywhere. Fromthe nonent he got control, he knew Bar bousse's warni ng was
right on target. This was no Starfury, nor anything else he had ever flown. The controls had the
firmess—not necessarily heavi ness—he expected in 8 disnmptor bus of its kind. But for all that,
the massive little starship went where it was told, when it was told—and that quickly instilled
its own kind of confidence. Mreover, the *rce stormthrough which they were clinbing seenmed to
have no affect at all on their flight path.

"I's want try trouch-and-go?" Poupychev asked. "Bzhtva has cl earance for special strip at Budenny."
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Bri m| ooked over his shoulder to see the smaller Bear talking rapidly into his hel met nicrophone
and noddi ng encouragenent. "You on proper downwi nd vector, Welf," he said. "Just hold course,
keep one-fifteen on cl ock—break out of soup just like mat."

, "I"mgane," Brimsaid, drawi ng back the thrust~danpers until airspeed read a perfect 115.
"Hol d that speed," Poupychev said, his hands flying over
;| he center console. "Lift nodifiers conmi nk down

BOW ... gear conink down...." He peered into a display.

f £340se wheel down ...!"

<- M's got a wheel port side-starboard side, too," Bzhtva an-
/nounced fromthe rear as they broke out of the overcast into
&< J
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driving snow again. The lights of G ontow gl owed out the right w ndow.

Brimspotted the |l anding vector alnobst inmediately. He nudged the steering engine and the little
ship turned sweetly onto final. A tall conplex of buildings, each ringed in a thousand |ights,
slid by in the forward Hyperscreens. He | ooked down at the flight deck, where snow fromhis boots
had hardly nmelted. No anenities on ships like this—f your battle-suit didn't have i ndependent

heat, you froze to death. "Full lift enhancers com nk in now Hold one hundred.” No worse than a
Starfury ... lining it up.... He walked the big rudder—t was alivel Droop the starboard grav for
alittle crosswind ... she just stayed where he put her. The teamthat drew this one up designed

for stability firstl "Flies great!” he whooped through a great smle. "Wat you expect?"

Brimflared just a tad high, but the Ro'stovik forgave him settling in easier on its wheels than
alittle NJH 26 on a Bee-ton tube. Then Poupychev pushed in the thrust danpers and they went
runbling down the cleared strip and up into the stormagain for a few nore touch-and-go's.

Wi | e Poupychev adjusted the grav controls fromtheir takeoff settings, Brimrelaxed slightly and
they clinmbed out into clear air at about thirty-one thousand irals, continuing out to the edge of
space, where Brim glanced at Poupychev and rai sed an eyebrow.

The Bear grinned. "Wole ship is yours," he said. "Probably shouldn't fire disrupters so near
G ontow, but anything else you want is fine."

Brim |l evel ed out and retarded the thrust danmpers in a steep clinb. He got a slight buffet, then
the ship rolled left sharply and began to fall until he released the controls, at which point the
nose canme down qui ckly and recovery was al nost instantaneous. "She'll spin?" he asked.
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Poupychev nodded. "But in atnosphere, wind pressure over |level hull nmakes things difficult™

"What's 'difficult? "

"I npossi ble to recover," Poupychev said natter-of-factly. "Everybody dead."

Bri m nodded, deciding to avoid that. Instead, he banked into a tight turn and pulled to the limt.
Then he barrel-rolled and | ooped. The little ship executed neither maneuver very elegantly, but it
came through both with a stoic willingness that earned Brim s respect, if not his admration. As
it dived, wheeled, and soared under his hand, he got the feeling that somehow he was not maki ng
the heavy little ship do what its designers really nmeant for it. No ninble space fighter, this.
Instead, he was at the controls of a flying crawl er—and putting it through paces for which it had
never been designed. The miracle was that it would do themat all. He gl anced over at Poupychev
and grinned. "Al'l right, Dasha," be said, getting up and stepping aft, "I've had ny go. You and
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M schka show ne what she'll really do."

As Brim and Bzhtva crowded by one another in the narrow flight bridge, Poupychev w nked. "Not
bad!" he said, **—for a hunman."

Brimsat in the junp seat glow ng with pnde.

Bzhtva took the helm one hand easy on the controls. It was norning bel ow, the tops of the clouds
had taken on the gl ow of dawn. He |aughed, shoved in the danpers, and dove vertically into the
stormagain, pulling out only a fewirals above the treetops and streaking off across the dim
snowy fields.

"Hoy. That troi ka, down there?" Poupychev demanded, pointing out the side w ndow
"I's so," Bzhtva replied with a huge grin.

Bri m peered out the side window There in the distance was a troi ka speedi ng through the snowy
nmorni ng by three | oping droshkats. The yanshchi k was st and-
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ing high on the front of the sleigh while in the rear, two Bears were ... "Wat in xaxt are they
doi ng down there?" he asked.

Bzhtva roared. "Is called 'fucking* in Aval onian," he bellowed. "'All cubs and crag-wolf pups nust
cone from somewhere/ as they say."
"I's why we call troikas 'love sleighs,'" Poupychev added. "O d Sodeskayan tradition calls for

maki ng | ove at hi ghest speed droshkats can run." He | aughed with glee. "Faster they go, stronger
is love, or so story goes."

"Great fun!" Bzhtva put in, banking the Ro' stovik around in a tight turn. "You nust try
sonmeti me—wi th" human girl, of course. Miuch excitenent!"

Brimgrinned. "Sounds WCWder-ful,"” he nmunbled to hinself. Then he | ooked out the w ndow agai n.
"Hey!" he yelled over the thundering gravs. "Wat are you going to do?"

No one in the troika saw it or heard it comng. Flying just ahead of its sound waves, the
Ro' st ovi k thundered over the |ovenaking Bears no nore than twenty irals off the ground. Then up
into a tight nun and down, banking al nost vertically over the snow covered field. Brimlooked out
the Hyper-screens to see the two Bears in back junping up and down and waving their fists while
the driver struggled to regain control over the droshkats, that were clearly on their way to
setting a new | and speed record—n a direction of their own choosing.

Up front, Poupychev and Bzhtva were doubl ed over |aughing. They waved out the w ndow as they

t hundered over the troi ka again at sonme 250 c'lenyts per. The two WIld Ones were just hitting
their stride now They dropped Brimoff at the manor house, then taxied out into the snow before
he coul d even shout his thanks. Shivers of enption raced along his spine as the big gravs built up
their thunder. The Ro'stovik swung its tail out over the fence again, paused for
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a nmonment, then sprinted forward and runbled aloft, drawing up its three wheels and returning to
its wicked, deadly silhouette as it disappeared into the clouds.

As Barbousse and Borodov's servants ran sleepily fromthe manor house to nmeet him Brim shook his
head. He smiled. Today, he'd net sone of the real Sodeskayans—the ones who were going to nake
Leaguers sorry they'd ever heard the word Bear

THE SI EGE / | Cb
CHAPTER 4 Hanmer Stri ke

Two Standard Days later, in the early netacycles of 14 Tetrad, 52013 (Aval on Standard Ti ne),
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Nergol Triannic's long-anticipated invasi on—eonmanded by Marshal Rodef nov Vobok hinsel f —expl oded
across a wide section of the GF.S.S. frontier, capturing a nunber of border planets with little
or no opposition. Wthin the netacycle, a huge arnada of Sodeskayan transports haul i ng t housands
of crawl ers and superbly arnmed conbat troops headed toward the battle zone, narking the devel opi ng
battle as potentially one of the largest in galactic history. Early reports reaching Brim
estimated that upward of 7,500 starships of all types had been mustered for the counterattack

al one (centered on two tiny, fourth-class star systens naned Bial ystok and Lvov). There League
forces of nmore than 1,800 starships, 570,000 conbat troops, and 12,000 craw ers, plus another
1,500 support star-ships and transports, were engaged in a colossal offensive neant to drive a
great, three-dinensional wedge through the Sodeskayan heartland. In terns of numerical strength
al one, 704

the League space fighters appeared to be fighting at a serious di sadvant age.

The Sodeskayan nunbers, however, were deceptive. By nearly any reasonabl e nmeasurenent of fighting
strength, the Leaguers held a clear advantage in space, which in the recently revised rul es of
warfare prom sed to becone even nore of a key factor. And indeed, this appeared to be the actua
case. At nightfall of the corresponding day in Gonctow, nearly thirty-five Sodeskayan planets had
been occupi ed by the Leaguers and another fifty were under active siege.

Here and mere, the Bears put up terrific defenses, but only on planetary surfaces, and when the
Leaguers called in powerful ground-support ships like their fanmobus GA 87-B Zacht-wager "precision
shooters” and GA 88-As, the Sodeskayan defenses were all too quickly annihilated. Mreover—as Brim
had predi ct ed—when t he superannuated J-16s and J-153s of the Sodeskayan Fleet arrived to defend

t hese pockets of resistance, they were quickly dispatched by swift, powerful GH 262-E killer ships
that completely outclassed them Even where the Sodeskayan Fl eet m ght possibly have caused a

di fference by force of nunbers al one, the Bearish chain of command got hi the way. Mst Sodeskayan
starship elenments were attached to—and took orders directly from—ground-based army comranders.
The general aimof this paradi gm had been to enhance cooperation between the two forces, but

agai nst the Leaguers' lightning-fast "thunderclap" stratagem it resulted in nothing but a nuddle.
By nightfall of the second day in Gontow, the Leaguers had turned then-invasion into a Sodeskayan
rout.

During the next Standard Month, Brimkept track of the Leaguers* progress as best he could from

i nformation supplied by Usis and Borodov. However, even his advanced security cl earances were not
enough to get himfirsthand information fromthe actual star systens under attack, so he relied on
Bar bousse' s grapevine for much of the corroborat-

106 I Bl LL BALDW N

ing detail he included in his weekly reports. And in spite of a generally hopeful view of the
future, these nessages to Avalon were, in the nmain, descriptions of present disaster.

In the face of heroic, often virtually suicidal defenses by Sodeskayan ground and space forces,
the pitiless Leaguers swallowed up star systemafter star system as they advanced inexorably
through the great interstellar domain toward the capital planet of Sodeskaya itself. After their
recent drubbing in the Battle of Avalon, these were glory days for the League's Deep Space Fleet.
Hoth Orgoth's powerful squadrons of killer ships quickly built an overwhelnming kill ratio of
nearly eleven to one over their antique Sodeskayan opponents. Only four Standard \Weks after the
original invasion, Eleventh Army forces (the Knez's Guards) on the crucial Ksnelomes star cluster
surrendered, and the way to the star GCstra—as well as the city of Grontow itsel f—+ay open

At least three tines during that catastrophic period, Usis and Borodov secured clearance for Brim
to take observation excursions over sonme of the contested planets, but by the tine preparations
could be conpl eted, Leaguers had overrun the target areas and the trips were cancel ed.

One eveni ng—+ong after Ostra's twin stars had set behind Gonctow s turreted skyline-Brimarrived
at the Enbassy to file another grimreport. Dog-tired after a day of rushing helter-skelter to

Fl eet pl anning sessions all over the capital, he collected his | atest al bum of Hol oG anms from
Aval on (sonehow, Hope had grown even cuter!), palnmed a security scanner in the |obby, and started
up the grand staircase.
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On the second floor, he headed for the third gallery to his left, not the second that had

m stakenly resulted in his neeting with Marsha Browni ng. And al t hough he had not spoken to her in
the weeks since Olovsky's ball, she was still very nmuch on his mnd, especially during his trips
to the Enbassy. Try as he mght to deny his feelings toward this nar-
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ri ed wonman, sonehow he al ways hoped they woul d accidentally neet again

Bef ore he reached the second gallery, he sensed the sound of worman's heel s approaching along a
mar bl e fl oor, and sonehow knew who it would be. He stopped and waited until she turned the coner
and stopped in her tracks.

"Er... Admral," she exclained, her cheeks reddening. She was dressed in her usual severe business
suit, but it did a very poor job or concealing the seductive form beneath.

"Madanme Browning," he returned with the same formality. "I am nost pleased to neet you again."

She took a deep breath. "I suppose | should be pleased to neet you also, Adniral," she said
touchi ng her hair nervously, *'—-had | not made such an utter fool of nyself at Count Ol ovsky's
ball."

"I"'msorry you're not pleased to see ne," Brimreplied, "but | was totally unaware of your doing
such a thing." He feigned a frown. "Mist have been after we tal ked."

A smile broke through the woman's obvi ous enbarrassnent. "You know very well what | nean,
Admiral," she nmurnured, "but it's terribly nice of you to try and spare ne."

"l swear | have no idea what you are talking about,” Brimrenonstrated. "But aren't we both a bit

formal this afternoon, madaneT

"A defense mechanismon my part," she expl ai ned.

"You don't need one," Brimassured her. "And it would be awfully nice to hear ny name pronounced
"WIf now and then instead of 'Welf.' "

"Well..."

"Come on, Marsha," he inplored with farcically raised eyebrows, "let's try to be friends, at
| east. Soneday you may need nore hel p catal ogi ng thi ngs—and now you know where to find ne."

"WIf," she relented, "you are inpossible."

"No," he corrected, "'"Brim' not 'lnpossible.'" Then he
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grinned. "I'll even extend ny offer of a nug of cvc'eese tonight if you can wait till | transmt

my weekly report."
She cl osed her eyes for a nonment and shook her head. "I prom sed nyself | wouldn't do this."

"You didn't pronise ne," he said.
For a I ong nonent, she | ooked into his eyes. "As friends?" she asked.

"As friends," Brimassured her, with every good intention, even though down deep he knew he didn't
mean it

"I''I'l nmeet you, then," she said. "Half a netacycle—n the |uncheonette. On level fourteen. It's
still open."

"I won*t be long," he replied with a strange, guilty sense of excitenent. Then he strode off to
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Utinmtely, however, Ursis appeared in the luncheonette only cycles after Brimand Browni ng sat
down to the nugs of cvc' eese.

"WIf," the Bear said, bow ng apologetically to Browning, "we are cleared for trip to front."
"What ?" Bri m denanded.

"Front, WIf Ansor," Ursis said urgently. "W are cleared to | eave."

"When?" Bri m demanded.

"Now," Ursis replied. "Imedi ately. Two places reserved for us on transport—teaves in ..." he
consulted his tinmepiece, "little |less than netacycle. Chief Barbousse packed your grip—+s in staff
ski nmrer outside. "

"How d you know | was here?" Brim asked.

Usis smled. "Except for lobby, is only place | amallowed in Enbassy; everything else is off
limts. So | came here."

Brimsmled wyly and gl anced at Browning. "Wars are inconvenient at best," he grunbl ed. "Perhaps
we mght do this again?"

Browni ng grinned. "Next time, Admiral," she said as Ursis headed for the exit, "I shall even buy
the cvc' eese.”

"You've got a deal," Brimsaid, looking into her Iarge brown eyes. "I'll be back for it." Then, in
spite of hinself, he touched her arm

Br owni ng gl anced down to place her hand over his. She pressed his fingers for a nmonent, then
| ooked up. "I'mcounting on that, WIf," she whispered.

He basked in the soft warnth of her hand before he nodded and pursed his lips. "So aml," he said.
Then, grabbing his Fleet Coak, he hurried after Ursis.

Less than a netacycle later—and only cycles fromliftoff time-Brimand Ursis stood outside the
forward brow of a huge Sodeskayan transport. Thunder fromits idling gravs conbi ned with repul sion
generators in the gravity pool to forma nearly deafening runble. Snells of ozone and hot netal
filled the chill air with their own peculiar redolence. This was no normal departure for the huge
shi p. Pal pabl e tension hung over the whole spaceport |ike a heavy cloak. On the way in, many of
the roads had been cl ogged with wounded Bears back fromthe fighting. Sodeskayan foot soldiers
were probably the greatest surface warriors in the known Universe and were clearly putting up a
terrific fight. But in spite of their best efforts, they were steadily | osing ground to the
Leaguers and their overwhel mi ng superiority in space.

Looki ng aft, he watched the last streans of crawl ers nmoving rapidly through transparent brows

|l eading into the star-ship's holds. Access roads to a another transport on a neighboring gravity
pool were already filling with |long colums of quick-stepping troops in dark-green battlesuits and
full field packs—armed with the powerful Khal odni N 37 blast pikes that had been the hall mark of
Sodeskayan surface forces for generations. How many of these brave
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Bears woul d cone back wounded |i ke the poor wetches he had seen earlier? O never return. He
shook his head. The ground-loving Knez and his self-serving advisors would have a | ot to answer at
the end of this war—o nmatter who got final claimto the victory.

The pair showed their passes to a burly guard inside the boarding | obby who directed them ("Is

hurrying, please!") to a special transport tube on the far wall. This sped themdirectly to the
bridge, where they energed anong a small city of winking, flickering consoles at the rear of the
navi gator's station. There they were nmet by a tall, spare Sodeskayan dressed in the civilian

uni form of AkroKahn, the official flag carrier of the GF.S. S., who bowed deeply and snil ed.
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"Ceneral Ursis, Adnmiral Brim" he said formally. "Is ny pleasure to wel cone you aboard bridge of
S. S. Maxi m Chkal ov. | am known as Yakov Grigorovi ch—Executive O ficer."

Ursis nodded i n acknow edgenent. "W thank you for your hospitality, Giigorovich," he said, "and

nmy conpliments to your Captain.”

Grigorovich nodded to two huge hel mconsol es facing the nmassive Hyperscreens that occupied nearly
the whole front end of the bridge. Fromthe stripes on their battlesuit cuffs, both occupants were
seni or Hel msnen of the line. **Captain Pavel Rychagov—who is presently busy in left seat with |ast-
monent checklist—has bid me direct you to observer seats," he said.

bserver seats! Brimfelt his eyebrows rise. Even in a ship this size, observer seats on the

bri dge woul d sel dom nunber nore than ten, and with transport to the front drastically reduced, at
| east two high-ranking passengers would now be forced to ride sonewhere in back. O d Borodov

wi el ded trenmendous political power to set up sonething like this.

Ursis clearly recogni zed the favor, too, for he bowed slightly. "Captain Rychagov honors us," he
said. "You will please |ead?"
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Ret urni ng the bow, Gigorovich | ed themthrough what seenmed |like a quarter c'lenyt of consoles to
a snall area behind the helns where three rows of four confortable-looking recltners occupied a
smal | but val uabl e patch of flight-deck real estate.

In peacetime, Brimknew that seats like that woul d cost a planet's ransomin credits. In wartine,
their price would be power. Al were occupied by high-ranking Arny officers save the starboard two
in the first row+o which the Second Oficer now |l ed them

"Please to activate seat restraints now," Gigorovich asked, indicating the two enpty seats. "W
lift ship immediately."”

Just then, Brimsaw the Captain touch his hel mand begin to speak, his voice anmplified by the
ship's bl ower system The words were Sodeskayan, but Brim needed no translation for the spaceman's
traditional warning prior to liftoff. He braced hinself... and shuddered as the gravity changed to
| ocal and his stonmach tried to tie itself into a knot. He held his breath until the unpl easant
sensation passed, then relaxed and activated the seat restraints. Presently the Captain nade nore
announcenents, then noved his hands over the helm Soon the runbling from bel ow becane di st ant

t hunder while the deck trenbl ed beneath his boots.

"One assunes you need no translations, WIf Ansor," Usis intoned.
Bri m chuckl ed. "Wy, this ny first trip aloft, General Ursis. |s dangerous?"

"Depends on Leaguers," Ursis replied in a nock tutorial nmanner. Then his face took on a serious
| ook. "WII| be dangerous, though," he added. "In fact, were it not so inportant you get firsthand
| ook at fighting, | should be forbidden to risk taking you there."

"I'"ve survived a few battles"—Brimchuckled grimy—"agai nst some pretty grim odds."
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Ursis nodded. 'True," he remarked. "I have shared nunber of themw th you—uch to detriment of
zukeed Leaguers. But this time, odds..." he shrugged, "maybe little worse.” He frowned bl eakly.
"No choice, | suppose. Is all part of evil we call war."

In spite of hinself, Brimfelt a sense of foreboding. Never—n all the years he'd known the
Bear s—had Ursis seened this apprehensive. The war nust be going very poorly for Sodeskaya indeed,
he nmused—uch worse than he had suspected.

Whi l e Bri mpondered, the gravs once nore increased in volune and the horizon slid wildly to port
as Maxi m Chkal ov nmoved slowly fromits gravity pad and swung starboard toward one of the gigantic
Becton tubes he had spotted as they entered the base. Wthin cycles, the great starship was
ponderously airborne, battling its way through storny turbul ence toward intergal acti c space and
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the front.

Early that evening (G ontow tine), they rendezvoused with their convoy, taking position as the
second ship in a colum of six. Two other six-ship colums raced along in formation with them one
about a half c'lenyt directly to port, the other hal fway between and perhaps a quarter-c'lenyt

hi gher. At predeternmined intervals, the whole fornmation abruptly jogged course in an attenpt to
throw of f Hyper-Torps that might be fired from cl oaked benders—starshi ps capabl e of "bendi ng" all
fornms of radiation around their hulls. But the price of invisibility ran high for these raiders.
The energy required to hide their presence also severely linmted their top speed, at |east bel ow
the cruise rate of this particular high-velocity convoy.

In nunbers, at least, the transports were heavily escorted, with squadrons of Karpov J-16s and J-
153s—even a few of the newer Gurevich A M3s that flew constantly evolving patterns around t hem
But their beautifully executed maneu-
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vering gave scant confidence to Brim He knew only too well that stunting and fornation flying
made good practice for Hel msmen but provided little advantage in a dogfight agai nst opponents
flying superior hardware. Sonetimnmes even raw courage and talent sinply weren't enough

Just after Mdrning Watch—as they were entering a nore popul ated region of the giant donmai n—the
first Leaguer scouting ships began to appear, showing up indistinctly on the escort's |ongest-
range BKAEW i ndicators. At first they kept their distance, but as the ship's day—tagged to Aval on-
i an Standard—aore on, nore and nore of them approached, attacking quickly, then retreating, as if
they were testing the convoy's defenses. Finally, two nmetacycles into the Evening Watch, they all
wi thdrew, alnost as if they had been ordered to do so. After this, space becane om nously
qui et —and enpty. ..

The Hyper Torps tore squarely into Maxi m Chkal ov' ?. massive hull as she was jogging to a new course
at nearly full thrust; she was instantly doomed, as much by her own col ossal power and velocity as
by the eneny's fire. There were three sl anm ng expl osions on the port side about ninety irals from
her bows, followed by the noise of ripping, tearing hull metal then the fateful sound of expl osive
deconpression. An eruption of heat and shock fromthe stricken forward power chanmbers buckl ed the
deck of the bridge, smashing out the Hyperscreens in clouds of splintered crystal and killing nmany
of the command crew instantly. The huge starship lurched and rolled, then swerved wildly from her
course—bringing even nore damage to her shattered space-rrane and col |l apsing the giant guard rings
that protected her Drive crystals. In nonments, these disintegrated with catastrophic results,

rel easi ng trenendous free energy and turning the great starship into an inferno of expandi ng

col | apsi uns—deadly radi ation fires.
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In scant nonents the great spaceliner found herself without power to her interstellar Drive,
abl aze in seven critical locations, and rapidly slow ng through Shel don's Geat Vel ocity Constant
to a drift rate just below the speed of I|ight

At the instant of disaster, Brimand Usis were on their way to the ship's canteen, walking
al ongsi de a huge transformer in a small conpartnment aft of the bridge. The transfornmer's great
mass saved them fromthe fate shared by many on the other side of the bul khead.

The trenmendous shocks coning through deck hit Brimlike body blows, in spite of his Inperial
battlesuit. At first he found it hard to believe they had been hit, but violent pulsing of the
starship's local gravity and dinmming |lights coul d have only one neani ng—aside fromthe grating
tearing sounds the spacefranme was naki ng.

There had been other noise, too—as horrible and paral yzing as any he could recall in a lifetine of
warfare. It cane fromhis helnmet intercom agonized, prinordial howing that pierced to the nost
primtive layers of his brain and nearly drove himnmad. It was the sound of those caught by the
expl osi ons whi ch must have ripped open battlesuits and shattered bones by the hundreds. It was
screani ng by those burning to death in holocausts of uncontrolled radiation fire. It was desperate
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shouts for help. It was hamreri ng on bul kheads. There was no help for any of them The whole

Uni verse seened to have gone nmad as he snapped the intercomto LOCAL and turned to Ursis, who al so
appeared to be unharned, if somewhat dazed. "Visor down, Nik!" he yelled, and dashed for the
bridge, slamming his own hel met shut and activating the seal

He knew things were bad when he got there. The hatch was jammed shut, probably by atnospheric
pressure fromtheir own side of the saggi ng bul khead.

"Not good, WIf Ansor," the Bear said grimy. "No air on

other side." He shook his head soberly. 'Death comes quietly across the ice,' as they say."

Brimground his teeth; that explained the jamred hatch. "You're right," he whispered.

Standing on tiptoe, Usis reached above the hatch to smash a glass plate and press a red button
Monment ary hi sses of escapi ng atnosphere died to silence; then the hatch swng slowy back to
reveal a scene to rival the nost daunting of the Galaxy's views of a hellish afterlife. The
buckl i ng deck had uprooted a nunmber of control consoles, tossing them—and their unfortunate
occupant s—+i ke so many toys throughout the huge, half-conoid chamber. Overhead, a great canopy of
crystal Hyperscreens that once provided the illusion of normal vision above Light Speed was now
effectively gone. Only an arched framework renained, its enpty segnents filled by crinson stars
and outlined with jagged crystal shards, now transparent, while the powerless starship inexorably
sl owed t hrough Li ght Speed into Hypospace. And bril-liant little tongues of radiation fires glinted
everywhere as the very hullnmetal —a col | apsi um al | oy—began to uncol -1 apse.

Two bridge ratings who had survived the initial explosions were already using portable Nray
projectors to snother the dazzling tongues of rel eased energy, but Brimknew it would take nore
than portables to fight this many fires. One glance at a systens console told himthat there could
be no N-ray pressure in the primary fire-fighting mains.

Froma ripped battlesuit, the desiccated, |ifeless body of Captain Rychagov gave "official," if
silent, notification to Brimthat comuand of the ship had transferred el sewhere. Unfortunately,
nobody present was doing anything at all. Gathering his wits about him he took charge. Turning to
Usis, he pointed to a dazed COM rating. "N k," he or-dered, "tell that rating to call our
escorts on the KA PPA for help. Plain |language. Send..." He glanced at a navigation
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consol e; interstellar charts |ooked the same in any | anguage. Making a furious calculation in his
head, he said, "Send, 'Torpedoed near coordinates,* er... 'TG dash twenty-eight mnus ... nineteen-
ni neteen.' Got that?"

Ursis nodded and began to speak rapidly in Sodeskayan

Next, Brim grabbed Gigorovich, who al so | ooked dazed but mracul ously whole. "Have the crews
preflight all the flyable | aunches on the hangar deck and update their nav systenms with a position
fix—but wait for ny word before opening the outer doors."

"Aye, Admiral," Gigorovich replied, as if Brimhad been inducted suddenly as an AkroKahn
Capt ai n—whi ch, in a way, he had.

"Rating is only radio operator, WIf Ansor," Usis reported nonentarily. "Says KA PPA operator is
dead. "

"Tell himto try the KA PPA set anyway," Brimretorted. "The thraggling things aren't that much
different"

"He says he will try," Ursis reported nonentarily.

"Sit with hun, Nik. And tell himto call for a couple of heavy tugs, too," he added. "Just in case
we can sal vage this weck."

"He will send, WIf Ansor," the Bear pronised.
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Sonet hi ng | arge expl oded bel ow and the deck bounced violently. Qutside, streans of gravitons from
saf ety val ves al ongside the twi sted KA PPA nast nonentarily blurred Brinms view aft.

"Surviving ship's launches are activated, but need position fix from mai ntenance consol e here on
bri dge for deep-space duty,” Gigorovich reported in a voice tight with stress.

"Are mere enough left to take off the whole crew?"
The Bear nodded. "Enough for survivors, anyway."

"Very well," Brimsaid. "Set up that console, then neet nme over there," he ordered, pointing
across the bridge. Wth that, he clinbed over a smashed command st ati on—besi de which sprawl ed t he
twisted formof still another officer—and
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fought his way to the main systens console. There, one of the Engineers had niracul ously survived;
the others lolled brokenly against their seat restraints. He nodded toward the Bearess when
Gigorovich arrived. "Ask her what shape we're in," he ordered.

Grigorovich asked a nunber of what sounded l|ike rapid-fire questions, then frowned. "Says she
cannot tell for certain, Captain," he stated grimy. "Evidently, nbst reporting stations are
silent."

"What of the hull?" Brimdemanded. "Sounded to nme as if we took a lot of structural damage when we
were hit."

Grigorovich again questioned the Bearess, then reported with a frown. "She thinks ship has broken
keel ," he said, "but that's not npbst inportant problem Look..." He indicated a pattern of data
flashing spasnodically near the center of her display. "Tenperatures bel ow decks have al ready
surpassed nelting point of plasma chanbers that feed Drive."

"Sweet nother of Voot," Brimswore. That was serious. If the Bearess was correct—and he had no
reason to doubt her word—vaxi m Chkal ov nmight soon blowitself to subatonic particles, along with
anybody who remrai ned aboard. "Ask her how | ong we've got."

"She says nmaybe one netacycle,” Gigorovich reported presently.

Bri mglanced at the Bearess, who held up a single finger.

Abruptly her eyes widened in horror as if she were staring at death itself.
"What's wong?" Brimblurted out in Aval oni an

A nonment |ater, he got his answer in spite of their |anguage difference. The woman noisily vomted
a glot of blood against her face nmask, twi tched spasnodically, then slunped lifeless against the
di spl ay.

Gigorovich bowed his head. "Nothing nmore we can do here," he said grimy
Brimtook a deep breath and | ooked around the ruined
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bridge. "No doubt about that," he grow ed, then shrugged. "Come on," he said, and picked his way
through the blazing debris to Usis and the COW rating. "You two get through to anybody, N k?" he
asked.

Ursis grimaced. "Great conmunications,”" he said.
"CGood!" Brimsaid. "They're sending help, then?"

"Did not say great help,"” Usis growed. "Only great conmunications."”
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"I don't understand,” Brimsaid with a feeling of dread.

"Got through to everybody," Ursis explained angrily. "Nobody is com ng. AH escorts are needed to
protect convoy, Voot take it." Beside him the COMrating had a | ook of panic in his tear-fl ooded
eyes.

"Nik, tell that Bear to get a grip on hinself!" Brimgrow ed. "Then have himset up to pipe a
voi ce nessage to all stations. W've got to abandon shi p—as soon as possible."

Ursis nodded and spoke to the frightened rating while Brimturned to Gigorovich. "You know t he
drill for abandoni ng ship?" he asked as calmy as possible.

Gigorovi ch nodded.
Brimrai sed an eyebrow at Ursis.

"I's set up," the Bear said, sliding fromhis seat.
"Al'l right, Gigorovich," Brimordered, pointing at the COW station. "Get in there and go to it."
"I-inmredi ately, Adnmiral," Gigorovich replied, seating hinself beside the rating.

Bri m nodded and turned to Ursis. "Nik," he said, "mght as well tell that youngster to head for
the hangar deck and board a | aunch. Wn't hurt himto give hima bit of start.”

Before Ursis could utter a word, however, the young Bear |ooked Brimin the face and directed a
torrent of Sodeskayan at himwi th a horrified | ook

"What was that all about, N k?" Brim dermanded.
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"He wants to know if you think ship will blow up,"” Usis replied.

"Tell himnot with me on board." Brimchuckled grimy—hoping that his words were not all bravado.
Ursis spoke rapidly, indicating the aft bridge hatch with a wave of his hand.

I mredi ately, the young bear scurried aft and was gone.

Al 't hough his own insides were now churning with sonething that felt a lot like panic, Brimforced
himself to stand calmy by the console while three tinmes Gigorovich broadcast the AkroKahn
version of "Abandon Ship" and the survivors of the bridge crew hurried aft toward the hangar deck
At last, the Second officer stood. "Is done," he said.

"We'd better go, then," Brimsaid, and the three started aft through the blazing weckage, pausing
again for a nonment at the renmins of Captain Rychagov.

"Hate to |l eave himhere like this," Gigorovich whispered, his voice barely audible over the
droning intercom "W put a fewc'lenyts in our wake over the years."

Bri m nodded synpathetically. "However," he added, glancing around the blazing ruins, "I don't
think the Captain would nuch m nd, considering the circunstances."

Gigorovich stepped over the Admiral's body. "I guess that's the truth." He chuckled, hurrying aft
as fast as the littered deck would permit. "Probably he'd be the first one to order us out, were
he alive."

As they came to the aft conpani onway, Gigorovich stopped and grimaced. "Wait!" he swore under his
breath. "No one has downl oaded the nav fix into the |launches,” he grow ed.

"What do you nean?" Brim demanded. "l thought | sent you to set up the mmintenance console."

"I did," Gigorovich said defensively.
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"Then why aren't the |aunches updated?"
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"Process needs nav console input also. | set up link for this, but..."
"But whatT
"I don't know how to operate nav console," he said

"WCwW der-ful ," Brimgrow ed. "Just thraggling won-der-ful. Wthout that data in the | aunches,

we' ve got three choices: Find a habitable planet by accident, starve to death when our rations run
out, or call for help and hope the League doesn't get to us first—which they will, because they've
captured nost of the territory around here." He shook his head. "Now what do we do?"

"Can you run nav consol e?" Gigorovich asked.

Brimfrowned. "Yeah," he said presently, "I probably can, if they work anything |ike the ones on
our ships."

"They should," Ursis said. "W inport them from Aval on—nAuch easi er than devel opi ng sane thing
here. "

"Wi ch console did you link to?" Brim asked.

Gigorovich pointed into the blazing ruins. "There," he said, "second nav console fromfront.
Expl osi on put nobst others out of business.™

"What do | have to do?"

"Indicate area of star map for |aunches to renenber," Gigorovich replied.

"That's all?"
"Once data is selected, download starts by itself. Is how!| set things up."

Bri m nodded. "All right," he said, "you two get started for the hangar deck. I'll follow as soon
as |... figure what | have to do."

"We shall wait for you,"” Ursis protested.

"Don't," Brimsaid. "Get down there and nake sure everybody is aboard sonme sort of |aunch. Then
order themall a safe distance away in case this thing blows before | can find us a destination.
No sense in all of going up in snoke. Right?"
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"l cannot |eave you to die," Ursis said.

"I"'mnot going to die," Brimprotested. "Unless you stay here arguing with me until sonething bad
happens. " He put his hands on his hips and frowned at his old friend. "N k," he said, "you're the
hi ghest ranking on this ship. Someone's got to direct the evacuation.”

Ursis frowned. "But what about you?" he asked.

"I'f there's an enpty launch left, 1'll fly it out nyself,” Brimreplied. "If not, then |'Il signa
you to bring the one you're in around to pick nme up. Al right?"

"I's not all right, but you point out ny duty," the Bear admtted. "Just renenber, WIf Ansor," he
said, "if you are killed doing this, | shall be angry with you for the rest of your life." Wth
that, he turned and foll owed Gigorovich aft along the corridor

Bri mtook one last | ook around what renmai ned of the bridge. Cearly, the three of them had been
the last living souls in this part of the ship. Mving to the wecked navi gati on section, he found
the workstation that Grigorovich indicated and dragged the corpse of its normal occupant to the
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buckl ed deck. Then he slid into its place before the console and breathed a sigh of relief—nothing
here out of the ordinary at all

As he scanned the fam liar readouts, the deck beneath his boots began to shudder with the first
trenors of what he instinctively knew nmust result in final collapse of the col ossal power chanbers
lining the keel. He'd have to leave the bridge within nere cycles. Heat fromthe spreading
radiation fires was al ready overwhelming the cooling unit of his bat-tlesuit.

Calling a three-dinensional Hol oMap of the galactic sector to a large central display, he bent to
hi s work. Though he was no expert at transgal actic navigation (at |east not since graduating from
the Hel msnman's Acadeny), years at a star-ship's hel mhad nevertheless kept himfamliar with rudi-
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ments of the science—enough to get hi mwhere he was going, should he have to plot a course
himsel f. Carefully, he engaged a SPHERE tool and scribed a |ustrous gl obe around the tiny,
flashing red icon that represented the ship's current |location. Wth half an eye on his tinepiece,
he carefully enlarged the globe to a radius of sone half a light-year, then commanded SELECT and
wai ted. Monents later, the transfer began: first to the nmaintenance consol e and t hen—presunmabl y—to
t he hangar deck and the waiting | aunches.

After this, he switched the cooling systemof his Inperial battlesuit to EMERGENCY MAXI MUM and
hurried aft through the flames. At the corridor, he dogged the hatch cl osed behind himonly
nmonments before a trenendous expl osion cane fromthe sealed-off bridge. Ginding his teeth, he ran
aft as fast as he could over the dangerously buckled deck, but as he reached the gravity stairs, a
trenendous flash came from behind himand a blast of raw energy nearly knocked himto the deck

He spun around just as the bul khead split asunder and a wall of radiation fire burst into the
corridor fromthe bridge, flooding toward himlike a blazing cataract. Fighting down inpendi ng
pani c” he desperately | eaped onto the stairs, gliding rapidly to the next |evel down while the
dazzl i ng hol ocaust gained on him its vanguard licking greedily at his boots as he ran. Ahead was
one of the ship's security doors, placed at nmain bul kheads throughout the hull in anticipation of
just this kind of crisis. From Universe knew where, he found a | ast reserve of energy and sonmehow
i ncreased his |ead, reaching the massive hatch nonments in front of the flanes.

It was enough.

Smashi ng at the EMERGENCY CLOSE pl ate as he dove through the opening, he only just got hinself to
the other side before three nassive bl ades dropped in place to bar the advance of the flanmes. As
he gasped for breath, his mnd' s

eye saw eight simlar sets of blades that had fallen at the sane instant on other |evels of the
dooned starship. He was now forever sealed off fromthe forward end of the ship...

The machi ne roominto which Brimhad escaped was a dark shanbl es. Rows of huge generators |ay
toppl ed across what once were gl eani ng mai nt enance aisles. The big machines were sparking fitfully
while their last charges of energy dissipated. Beside them nmassive transfornmers glowed with the
heat of their own destruction. Overhead, a tangle of shattered wave gui des traded bolts of energy
that flashed in the vast chanber like some wild electrical storm And everywhere he | ooked, red,
fitfully glimrering indicators screaned to dead operators that the distribution network had been
brought to a total standstill—a scene from sonme Engineer's vision of hell. But at |ast there was
no radiation fire here—for a while.

Fi ghting back his rising terror, he blundered through the dark weckage, cursing wildly, tripping
on downed cabl es, and struggling to naintain a course toward the aft end of the room where he
coul d pick up an energency conpani onway running directly to the hangar deck. Somehow he nade it,
but one glance at his tinepiece told himhe was fast running out of tinme.

Desperately boundi ng down what seened to be endl ess expanses of gravity stairs, he reached the
hangar deck with only a single detour—around an unexpl oded eneny torpedo that had pl owed through
at least a hundred and fifty irals of starship to lodge itself astride a conplex junction of wave
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gui des. He knew its mal evol ent -1 ooki ng warhead woul d be giving off enough radiation to crunble
even an Inperial battlesuit, so he dodged off onto another gl ooy deck, fortuitously stunbling on
a near by passage through the next two , levels. The bypass cost himprecious clicks of time, but f
m racul ously he burst into the i mense hangar deck while he and Maxi m Chkal ov were stil

m racul ously in one piece.
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Before himon the flight deck, only a single |aunch remained. Usis waited at the hatch with his
great old side-action blaster in his hand. The bodies of four clearly dead Bears |lay crunpled at
the boarding stairs.

"Ni k," he shouted, running hard across the enpty deck, "what happened?" As he spoke, the first
characteristic rhythms of beta-tenblors started to rattle the deck from bel ow

"Telling you all about it soon as you get us out of here,
hatch of the little ship.

the Bear answered, clinbing into the

Brimfollowed himinto the little ship's cockpit a click later, practically diving into the left-
hand helm White he buckled hinself in at the helmw th one hand, he noved GCROUND POAER to the
number one gravity generator and advanced its thrust danper to MNIMUM A distinct thunp cane from
aft as the unit coupled to the power nmains. "Now, what the xaxt happened out there?" he denanded,
noddi ng toward the enpty hangar deck

"You nean about bodi es out there?"
"Yeah. "

"Four ratings. Came from somewhere in Drive chanber after everyone else took off. Only one |aunch
left, and they didn't want to wait for you. So ..." He shrugged.

"Thanks, friend," Brimsaid, watching A/G BOOST rise swiftly until the indicator reached
sustai ni ng pressure at 3100. "What about the others?" he asked. "Wy didn't they wait?"

"Big explosion forward," Ursis replied. "Everyone pani cked and took off. ... Dammed civilians. No
di sci pline when cones to enmergency."

As Ursis spoke. The I-RUN gl owed fl ashing yell ow, then changed to flashing green that steadied as
t he deck throbbed smoothly beneath his boots—n marked contrast to the awful jolting tenblors from
bel ow—+now already in distinctive

THE Sl EGE I 125

gamma rhythnms. "Looki ng good fromhere, N k," he said reassuringly.

"Best news | have had nmaybe in whole life," the Bear growl ed. "Now, when we get xaxt out of here?"

"Right now," Brimsaid. He noved the GROUND POAER sel ector to NULL, then, switching the mains to
ALL | NTERNAL, watched a small utility anal og speed across the deck and di sappear beneath the

| aunch. Cabin lights flickered nomentarily as the exchange was nade. Then, nonents afterward, a
fleeting sensation of dizziness indicated that the little ship was now on |l ocal gravity as well.

The anal og reappeared a nonent later with the di sconnected power cable raised in the air. Brim
waved it away. Cycles later—their extraordinary luck was still hol ding—he had all four gravs
runni ng, and the dooned starship was still in one piece. Overhead, the starry blackness of space
beckoned like life itself fromthe flight deck's massive open doors.

A final check of the propul sion panel indicated the all systens were ready to fly. He shoved the
thrust danpers to their forward stops—9100 on all four readouts. Retarding them back to 4500, he
drew back on the flight controls and rai sed the nose toward the open doors and freedom "Hang on
Ni k," he said through clenched teeth. Mnents later, heart in his nouth, he released both sets of
gravity brakes and the | aunch surged upward, passing into free space precisely thirty clicks
before Maxi m Chkal ov and all her cargo di sappeared behind themin a roiling, blinding cataclysm of
radiation fire and white-hot debris.
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Instantly, a powerful energy wave overtook them tossing the launch like a pebble in a millrace of
molten | ava—but their thirty-click head start was enough cushion in time and di stance to save the
| aunch, and within cycles, he had regained control. Fifteen c'lenyts distant, the convul sively
glimering puffball that nmarked the remains of a mghty
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starliner was already fading anong the stars. Wthin the metacycle, it would be gone, as if it
never exi sted.

Brimset the launch's KA PPA burst transnmitter on automatic—+ts randomy tinmed, nearly

i nst ant aneous broadcasts in code were designed to |l ook like static blips on Leaguer KA PPA

recei vers, but would act as position fixes for Sodeskayan rescue forces. Then he rel axed for the
first time since the HyperTorps hit. So nuch, he considered bleakly, for his first visit to the
front....

As soon as the nav systens stabilized following the explosion, Brimand Usis hurried aft to the

| aunch's tiny nav console. Brimbit his b'p as he slipped into the seat Had Maxi m Chkal ov' s data
system downl oaded all the location information to the I aunch? There hadn't been time to check the
results. And for that matter, was the launch's far-|ess-capabl e data system equi pped wi th enough
on-line storage capacity to cache all of it in the first place? Wthout that information, he and
his friend were in deep, deep trouble, facing a decision to starve (or suffocate) or call for help
in the clear rather than use the KA PPA burst transmitters that stood a better chance of sunmoning
Sodeskayan rescue ships instead of Leaguers. He activated the display, and slowy a |arge

Hol oGraphi ¢ gl obe materialized over the console. "Looks good so far, N k," he said.

Ursis grinned. "Data would | ook better than enpty display, furless friend," he said.

"You'll get no argument from ne about that," Brimnmunbled, while—-heart in his nmouth—-he called up
the avail abl e dat abases. Presently, an ol d-fashioned nmenu of synbolic characters appeared in the
center of the globe; it offered ei ght choices:

CONTROL SYSTEM ENVI RONVENTAL SYSTEM
MAI NTENANCE NAVI GATI ON SYSTEM
POAER SYSTEM

PROPULSI ON SYSTEM

VEAPONS SYSTEMS

+ STAR MAP (D LOAD)

"So far, so good," Brimnunbled, nore to hinmself than to his old friend. Hardly daring to breathe,
he grasped the control and sel ected STAR MAP (D LOAD)—+f nothing else, its inclusion as an extra
list elenment proved that the data transfer had at |east begun aboard Maxi m Chkal ov. Next, he
commanded MANI FEST, then watched the global display fill with the same i mage he called up on the
bridge before the big transport destroyed hersel f. The downl oad had reached conpletion. "I did
it!" he exclaimed with glee. "It's all here, .'" N k!" He gul ped a draught of air, choking and

| aughing alii nmost hysterically at the realization that he'd forgotten to * breathe for a | ong
tinme.

"Congratul ations, WIf Ansor," the Bear said slowy. "Now, ny friend," he continued, "do we have
anywhere to go? Just in case nobody hears KA PPA burst transmissions right away...."

"Good question," Brimreplied |looking up at his old friend with a frowm. "We'Ill know that in a
nmonent . " Mani pul ating the controls with nore care than they deserved, he honed in on the nearest
stars, then comanded the systemto search for those with human-habitable planets. Mst of the

pi npoi nts i medi ately di med—ro habitabl e planets associated with those. Three, however, increased
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in brightness and began to pul se, the nearest orbiting a star no nore than a jf, Standard Wek's
travel from where they were.

"Looks like we've got at |east one we can get to before the
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air runs out," he said. "Let's see what it has to offer to a couple of castaways." Wen he touched
the image with his logic pointer, an infornmation®“box appeared in its place—+n Sodeskayan. "You'l
have to read this, Nik," he said, getting to his feet

Usis slid into the seat and peered at the globe. "Wll," he began, "probably star won't bum out
while we're there."

"Thraggling WeW der-ful." Brimchuckled. "Any nore inportant infornmation there?"

Ursis shook his head. "Worst part of this job," he said with sham nel anchol y, "—robody t akes mne
seriously."

Brimlaughed. "I do, N k," he said reassuringly. "lIt's just that |I'msinply |ooking for nore,
shal |l we say, practical information at this tine."

"Li ke what ?" Ursis demanded

"Well," Brimsaid, "for starters, what's its nane?"
"Mm " the Bear muttered. "Looks like star is called Ko-brin. Very weak. Planet is ... Zholvka."
He | ooked up and grinned. "Speaking of practical information.. .**

"Al right. Al right." Brimconceded. "Wo controls it right now?"

Ursis peered into the globe. "Looks |ike Leaguers, devil take it," he replied. "Captured two weeks
ago. "

"How about maj or popul ati on centers?"

"One supposes they have captured whol e thi ng—popul ati on centers, farns, too," Ursis said absently.

"No, no." Brimchuckled. "I nmean—does it have any?"

"Ah!" Ursis exclained, then consulted the gl obe again. "Two," he reported presently. "Both snall.
Not much down there. Bit of farming in short sunmer season. Lots of mining. No manufacturing to
speak of." He raised his eyebrows. "lIs fanbus as vacation planet for winter sports, especially
hunting. Full of all manner of resorts. Sounds prom sing."

"That's prom sing?"
"Very," Ursis said. "Easy to get control of city popul a-

tions—all crowded in together. Wde-open farns, park |ands, and hunting | odges another story.
Harder to find us there. And besides, not nuch vacationing these days, eh?"

Bri m nodded. "Good thought,"” he said. "I'll try to bring us dowmn in the open country, then."
"One possible flaw, WIf Ansor," UWsis said.
"What's that?"

"Not much to eat in open country if rescuers take long tine com ng. Two week's rations aboard
|l aunch won't stretch much further than three—+f we are lucky. Bitter cold nmeans burning food
energy fast. 'Breakfast of ice does little to calmwolf pups/ as they say."

"Well, we'll find a | odge or a farmhouse."
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"You haven't spent nuch tine on planets |ike mat, have you?"
"You nean in the Sodeskayan hinterl ands?"

"The sane."

"No," Brimadmtted. "I haven't”

"WIf Ansor, my furless friend," Wsis said, suddenly becom ng very solem, "unless soneone
rescues us while we are still in space, we will need lot of luck to nerely survive."

At the end of the eighth Standard Day-wi th no contact from Sodeskayan rescue forces at all—the
atnosphere inside the little spacecraft had beconme positively foul, as had the two old friends
thensel ves (including their tenmpers). Finally, after what seened like a mllion Standard Years,
the little planet had grown large in the w ndscreens, and soon it would be tinme for landfall.

Toward the end of the Afternoon Watch, Brim braked bel ow orbital speed and began settling into the
at nrosphere—I| ooking like a small meteor, he hoped, to any watching Leaguers. Actually, both he and
Ursis had agreed that the ploy was probably a good one. On the surface the invaders woul d have had
their hands full subduing the |ocals and probably
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were wat ching for anything but counterattacks froma nere | aunch

Soon they were neasuring altitude inirals instead of c'lenyts—er fractional |ight-years. They'd
chosen the boreal hem sphere nainly because far fewer sources of radiation mani fested thensel ves
there—ndicating fewer Leaguers, they hoped. Additionally, calculations showed their arrival in
that hem sphere woul d be cl oaked by the stormest part of the year. And at least in this, they
were clearly not to be di sappointed.

Bri m had just descended through a solid bank of clouds nearly as large as the continent it
covered, and only a few hundred irals below he could pick out at |east four nore |ayers of dirty,
gray-1 ooki ng cl ouds—detritus of a frontal systemmoving slowy down fromthe icy polar regions of
t he pl anet.

It seenmed strange not contacting sone sort of planetary center for |anding instructions—but the
Leaguers now owned the | ot of those, such as they would be on a planet this size.

He |istened to the steady beat of the ship's four T56-A-7 A spingravs thundering away in their
dual housings on either side of the hull. No trouble there. He glanced beside himat Ursis. The
Bear was straining his eyesight at the surface. "Anxious to get down, N k?" he qui pped.

Usis smled. "Anxious for fresh air," he said. He chuckled. "I believe | have | earned new
principle during this trip," he said.

"What's that?" Brim asked.

"Nobody suffocates when ship runs out of air. Probably death occurs nmuch earlier fromfoul odors
when filtration systemuses up charge.”

Bri m chuckl ed. "I'm gonna save our lives, then," he said, setting the |lift augnenters at four and
feeding in ten degrees nore power to take up the |oad. A series of slight bunps shook the deck as
t hey descended through the first cloud
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| ayer; then things snoothed out again and he returned his attention to the controls. The

at nospheric radiators were already in operation according to four graviton tenperature gauges ..
and nonments |ater his AutoHel mdisconnected as the | aunch began to buck and tw st through the

i ncreasi ng turbul ence. Another |ayer of clouds was beginning to close in when he noted sone
lightning out to port and veered slightly to starboard, still losing altitude at about a thousand
irals per cycle.
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Increasing the lift augnenters to fourteen, he checked the nav switches and set the airspeed EPR
bugs to just under one fifty—then altered course again while a powerful downdraft caught the ship
from starboard and threw her on her side. "WOWMder-ful," he grunped to hinmself. "Just thraggling

won-der-ful. |'ve gone and picked the— he grunted for a noment while he forced the ship upright,
"worst weather in the thraggling Gal axy!"

"Hope you do not think you are naking joke,
xaxt dammed near."

" Ursis said. "Probably is worst weather hi Gal axy,

The cl ouds broke for a nonent to starboard, and he spied sone sort of structure ringed by a stone
wall . OGtherw se, everything was snow-as far as the eye could see in die |late-afternoon twlight.
"Thraggling tropical paradise," he grunped.

"Only 'thraggling, Ursis corrected.

Over speed warni ng horns sounded nonentarily as the |aunch was once nore swallowed up in dirty gray
turbul ent cloud. They squawked again nonments later in another violent downdraft. Brimstoically
kept to his course, losing altitude gradually. They'd conme a long way in the little, LightSpeed-
limted spaceshi p—o sense in wecking her before he had to.

Abruptly they broke out fromthe last cloud |ayer. One nonment they were wholly consumed by it, the
next they were clear. Still indistinct in the failing light, he picked out
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lights fromwhat could very well be a spacious | odge. Wre there Leaguers in the area, they would
be be there.

Then he was busy preparing for landfall. Sudden gusts of wind rolled themto port and he
corrected, rem nding hinself to keep a light touch on the controls. Presently he was bel ow a row
of high hills that marched in parallel to what appeared to be a trenendous snow covered forest,
and the turbul ence abated considerably. Only a hundred irals altitude now, the gravs were runbling
and bubbling just above idle; out to starboard, a frozen lake slid by in the snow streaked side

wi ndows. There. He picked out a snmooth run of |evel-looking snow He' d do the |east danage
bringing her in on that. He wal ked the steering engine, lining her up for flare-out, then rolled
slightly to starboard agai nst a sudden crosswi nd. He checked his instruments a last tinme: descent,
speed, pitch. Al perfect. At about twenty irals, he pulled back all the way on the gravs and
eased off the steering engines, slightly bow up to conpensate for drift. He blipped the |anding

lights—all clear. Bowup a little nore.... Just as the spaceship's hull began to rumnbl e agai nst
the snow, he leveled the deck. Instantly, blinding cascades of powder shot into the air on either
side of the hull, then subsided as the [aunch spun into a ground | oop and bunped to a stop at the
foot of alittle hill on the edge of the forest.

Al nost desperately, Brimunseal ed the side window and slid it back—fresh cold air surged

imediately into the flight deck. Leaning his left elbow on the sill, he thrust his head outside
and breathed deeply, savoring once nore that unm stakable snell of natural atnosphere. He took
anot her deep breath ... and another. It was a fine gray evening! He closed his eyes for a nonent,

listening to the spingravs pinging as they cooled, then relaxed at last in his recliner—he'd nmade
it

They were safely down—f not altogedier safe.
CHAPTER 5
Crag Wl ves and Benders

After a few nonents, the two old conrades | ooked at one another in the dark cockpit. "Not bad,"
Usis remarked with nock formality. "Probably | shall pernmit nyself to fly with you again
sonetine."

"I am honored,"” Brimreplied, with the sanme fornmality. It was already getting quite cold in the
flight deck—and begi nning to snow-so he slid his wi ndow shut and turned up the heat in his
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battlesuit. "Now, ny furry friend," he asked, "as a taxpaying citizen of this domain, what do you
suggest we do next?"

Ursis thought about that for a nonment. "Well," he said, |ooking out the wi ndow at the falling
snow. "Judging fromthe way it |ooks outside, weather will cover tracks we made when we | anded.
Unfortunately," he added a nonment |ater, "will probably not cover |aunch, which is | arge enough to
be seen if the Leaguers noticed our arrival."

Bri m nodded. "Suppose we coul d drag enough underbrush out of the woods to nake it |ook |ike
sonet hi ng el se?"

"Li ke what ?" Ursis asked.

733
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Bri m shrugged. "A bush ... a thicket, maybe. Sonething that doesn't look so ... artificial,"

"Him " Ursis nmuttered. "Not a bad idea. Shouldn't take much to cover six-place launch." He nodded.
"Better we do it now," he added. "WII| want as rmuch snow on our canoufl age as possible."

Qut in what quickly becane a howing blizzard, the two needed al nost half the |ong night—that was
constantly filled with how s of the two-headed killer beasts Sodeskayans called "crag wol ves"—to
conplete their work. But by the beginnings of dawn, the wealth of branches and natural debris they
had dragged fromthe forest and pl aced against the hull had considerably altered its appearance,

at least to Brinlis eye.

Unfortunately, the tinme spent out in the stormalso had the effect of pointing out a glaring
deficiency in Brims standard-nodel Inperial battlesuit Al though it was supposed to be adequate in
nearly all portions of the Galaxy officially designated habitable, its heating plant was clearly
not up to the job of keeping humans alive on at |least this planet of the Sodeskayan hinterland. At
first Brimhad tried to ignore his ever-increasing sense of chill; then, when he could no | onger
deny the disconfort he was feeling, he did his utnost to keep the problem from Ursis—at | east

until he could contribute his share of the canouflaging effort. And the strenuous work did help to
keep himwarm But that same work al so burned energy at a furious rate, and little nore than a few
day's rations remni ned—for both of them Brims nake-believe pose cane a cropper less than a

met acycl e after dawn when, in spite of the launch's cabin heater, he dissolved in a paroxysm of
shivering that had himnearly unconscious on the cabin floor. Wen he finally had hinself under
sone control, Wsis |ooked at himand rolled his eyes.

"WIf Ansor," he said shaking his head, "you are an idiot." Brimnodded agreenent. "And probably
not very smart,

either," he added. "But we did a pretty good job of covering this launch, if | do say so nyself."

"You are also inpossible,"” Ursis grow ed.

"Yeah," Brim answered, thinking of Marsha Brown's very words, "I've been told that before. Sorry,
my friend."
The Bear sat slowy in one of the passenger seats and frowned. "I appreciate bravery—and help with

camouf | age-W I f Ansor," he said. "But next tine, skip heroics,” he said. "Before this is over, we
will need each other if we are to escape with our lives—and ne with nmy fur."

"Sorry," Brimsaid |anely.

"No |onger matters," the Bear said, placing a six-fingered hand on Brim s shoul der. "The object
now is getting us off this planet—n sonething other than a Leaguer prison ship."

Bri m nodded. "Yeah," he agreed. "They're not too polite with prisoners. | know from experience."
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"Coul d kick nyself about your battlesuit,” Usis said. "Plenty of cub-sized Sodeskayan suits that
woul d have served you well for this trip." He grimaced. "Unfortunately, is inmpossible to turn back

time bel ow Li ght Speed, so there is now a new first order of business."”

"What's that?" Brim asked.

"Well," the Bear said, "according to systens panel up front, will be a close race between running
out of food or |aunch running out of energy to heat cabin." He snorted. "Ampunts to starving or—n
your case—freezing to death. So getting you soneplace warm ny unfortunately furless friend, is
first order of business. Otherwise, | nmust carry you hone in bl ock of ice."

Brimlaughed in spite of hinself. "Wuldn't want you to do that," he said. "So what do you have in
nm nd? | renmenber seeing sonme structures that |ooked |ike farnmhouses as we cane in—and there's that
pl ace back a couple of c'lenyts that |ooks Iike a big |odge."

Ursis nodded. "Those are what | have in nmind," he said.
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"Storm seens to have abated sonewhat, so is tinme to search for shelter. 'Dark of nbons is no tine
for cubs to slip on ice,' as they say."

"As they say," Brimagreed, reaching for his helnmet. "All right. Let's be at it"

"Not we" Ursis said."/ shall search for shelter."

"But Nik!" Brimprotested. "You can't go out there all alone. Wat about those wolves we heard
| ast ni ght?"

Usis smled as he reached for his helnet. "Should |I find nyself hungry enough, it is | who shal
chase crag wol ves," he said. "And you mght hold nme back. Do you understand? Inside this cabin,
WIf Ansor, your battlesuit will keep you warm And besi des—the KA PPA burst transmitter is here
in launch. Should rescue arrive while | amgone, you will tell themto search for ne before they
| eave. Ri ght?"

Brimsettled back in his seat. "Yeah, you're right, Nik," he agreed grimy. "But for Voot's sake,
take care of yourself."

"For Ursis's sake, | shall take care of nyself," the Bear chuckled. Then, planting his hel net on
his head, he strode forward and opened the hatch. A blast of frigid air thundered into the cabin
as he hopped through and sl ammed the panel shut again.

Involuntarily, Brimshuddered. During his nmany visits to Sodeskaya, he had never before
encountered real Sodeskayan col d—and had cl early been unprepared for what he found. He wondered if
perhaps the Leaguers were in for the sanme sort of surprise. He snmiled for a noment. Perhaps the
Sodeskayans' horrible weather night just be their saving grace. Tine would tell...

The first Leaguer surveillance appeared sone three neta-cycles following Usis's departure when a
scouting drone glided silently overhead. Bri mwould have nissed it except for a nonmentary break in
the clouds that projected its shadow directly over the |launch. Probing in a negligent man-

ner, it made one desultory pass around two |large thickets sone half-c'lenyt distant, flushed a
smal | flock of odd-col ored birds, then passed on rapidly to spin ward. Evidently, Brimthought
with relief—and a little pride as well—-he and his Bearish friend had done a reasonably good job of
canouflaging in the mddle of the night. OF course, the fact that Lady Fortune had stopped the

I aunch's landing slide at the edge of a forest also had something to do with his conceal nent. That
and the obvious fact that the Leaguers hadn't been all that diligent about their search in the
first place.

Still, he thought with a jab of apprehension, even disinterested searchers would make Ursis's job
of finding shelter a thousand times nore difficult and tine-consuni ng—as well as dangerous. For a
nmonent he idly wondered what the Leaguers were searching for, but [ost the thought in the mdst of

file:/l/G|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (67 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:34 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

other, nore relevant concerns. He had been nonitoring the radi o channel s—aot the Sodeskayan ones
he coul dn't understand, but the Leaguers'. At |east the ones that didn't broadcast in code. His
Vertrucht was rusty after years of disuse, but he could understand enough to |learn that someone of
great inportance was using the big | odge as a conference center during the lull in the fighting.

As Brimpredicted, Usis returned well after darkness had fallen anmid the eerie howing of crag
wol ves. And even before he doffed his helnet, Brim knew things had not gone well at all

"Rotten news out there, WIf Ansor," the Bear said at | ength. "Lots open countryside, few places
to go, and a worse-than-xaxtdamed surveillance drone buzzing overhead all day." He grow ed under

his breath. "Kept me running for this or that cover alnost all tine. In Arny battlesuit, | am
wal ki ng target, Voot take it. And | acconplish practically nothi ng—except to |ocate that big | odge
you spotted." He shook his head angrily. "Is full of Leaguers—efficers,

138 | Bl LL BALDW N

nostly. Bastards nust be using it as a rest area or sonething. Going to be difficult getting food
out of that place."

"Yeah," Brimagreed. "lI've been listening to the radio all day. Sonebody's hol ding a conference
there, and whoever it is nmust be high-up brass. Code nanme for the big cheese is 'Stal ker."' "

"Bad thraggling luck," Ursis growed. "But tonorrow i s another day. Who knows? Maybe they pack up
and go hone, eh?"

"Maybe." Brim chuckl ed darkly, then sniled. "Thanks," he said, patting his old friend on the back.
If you had to be in deep trouble, then Nik Usis was the one to have with you

The two shared a neager neal fromthe launch's fast-di mnishing emergency rations; then Ursis
headed quickly for a recliner. "Long day, WIf Ansor," he said, easing hinself down. "Sorry there
is nothing nore to say, but | amtired. And tomorrow | nust be out again, for death is the penalty
for both failure and not trying."

Brim placed his hand on the Bear's shoulder for a nonent. "Please never think that | don't
appreci ate what you are doing," he said, "and the sacrifices you nake. You are a good friend, Nk
Usis."

The Bear sniled tiredly. "Wen we get honme, you owe ne beeg goblet Logish Meem WMaybe even whol e
bottle. Al right?"

"Nik," Brimsaid slowy, "you can count on it." But he wasn't sure his old friend heard a word of
his answer. He'd passed into sleep alnost instantly.

During the next day, Ursis achieved no nore than he had on his first outing, and their remaining
provi si ons dropped to near zero. Surveillance drones had been overhead at randomintervals both
days. Cearly, the Leaguers were |ooking for sonething, but were in no particular hurry to find
what ever —er whoever —+t was. And—n spite of Ursis's nost

THE S| EGE I 139

optimstic hopes—the Leaguers' "conference" continued at nme | odge, with nost radi o channels ful
of references to the nysterious Stalker

Things were definitely not going the way they hoped..

On their third norning—still with no results fromtheir KA PPA-burst distress signals—trsis was
grimy preparing to nake his foray into still another driving snowstorm when he gl anced through
the tiny wi ndow space they kept clear and stiffened. "WIf," he whispered, "we nay be able to
recei ve sone | argesse from Lady Fortune. \Watever you do, don't cone outside till I call you."
Wth that, he bounded to the hatch and was gone in a flurry of blow ng snow, shouting in
Sodeskayan.

Brimran to the windowin tine to see a ranshackl e sl edge pulled by a | one, shaggy droshkat, draw
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to a halt no nore than two hundred irals away. Its sole occupant, a Bear dressed in several |ayers
of woolly clothes that clearly had no internal heater, took one |look at Ursis, then reached behind
hi m and hefted what appeared to be an ancient slide-bolt blast pike. Aimng this at Usis, he
appeared to yell sonething in Sodeskayan; however, between the launch's insulation and the heavy
snowstorm Brimcould hear little.

Ursis shouted an answer but nade no attenpt to stop, wal king slowy through the blizzard toward
the sledge—and tile nammoth bl ast pike. Od as it was, the great, awkward weapon could clearly put
a large hole in the launch, much | ess a Bear.

Brimheld his breath. Once again, his old friend was risking life and linb on his account. In
spite of clear danger, Ursis continued to walk slowy, deliberately, toward the |evel ed barrel of
the blast pike, his footprints disappearing hi the driving snow as soon as he nade them Finally,
when no nore than ten irals separated the two Bears, Ursis stopped and extended his hands, palm
up, in the universal offer of friendship. As Brimwatched, half in fear, half in fascination
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the two Bears began to talk earnestly, gesturing with their hands. Then, abruptly as it had begun
the conversation stopped. For |long nonents, both stood still as granite statues. Only the old
droshkat noved, casually turning to lick a spot on its flank that evidently required a quick

cl eanup. For long nmorments, the tension becane al nost pal pable. Finally, after what seened like a
hundred t housand years, the native |owered his blast pike and junped to the ground. In the next
monent, Ursis stepped forward and the two enbraced in a great Bear hug that |ooked to Brimas if
it could crush hull-nmetal. Following that, a grinning Usis scanned the skies, then turned and
waved to himwhile the native rummaged in the bed of his sledge. Wthin cycles, both were | aden
with what appeared to be great, wool en garnents, and running toward the |aunch

"WIf Ansor," UWUsis boomed as he cane through the fore-ward hatch in another blast of frigid air
and flying snow, "is meeting new friend, Vikhino Perovo Yuzhnaya." He was followed by the native,
whose face was now all snmiles. Standing nearly an iral taller than Usis, the huge Sodeskayan had
smal |l brown eyes that wore the hard, capable |ook of self-reliance, a short nuzzle tipped by a
great wet nose, and fangs that had never seen a gem and probably never woul d. He was dressed in
what appeared to be a great, woolly overcoat, soft black boots that drooped just bel ow the knees
of his baggy trousers, mttens, and a floppy woolen cap that ended in a gray, furry tassel that
mat ched the gray fur collar on his overcoat. From Sodeskayan | ore Borodov had shared over the
years, Brimrecogni zed themas part of a crag wolf pelt—and the nmark of adult Bearhood in these
out - of -t he-way provinces. Yuzhnaya spoke a few words, then bowed.

"He says wel conme to zhol vka, WIf Ansor,"'
our struggle to save the Mther Country."

Usis said. "He is proud to neet a human who joins us in

Yuzhnaya added a few nore words, and Ursis sniled. "He says he has seen pictures of hunmans before
and is pleased to find you are not so ugly as one might expect."

Brimreturned Yuzhnaya's snile. "Tell himl thraggling appreciate the xaxt out of that," he said
to Ursis.

"I already told himthat it would nake you very happy." Ursis chuckled. "Wat will make you even
happi er,” he continued, "is knowi ng that he has workable plan to get us to his farmwhere we fill
stomachs for first tinme in nmaybe ten thousand years, it seens."

"At |east ten thousand years," Brimreplied. "But why did he point that pike at you the way he
di d?"

"Enbarrassi ng question," Ursis said, his eyes clouding with anger. "Seens he has heard on KA PPAed
medi a from G oncow t hat some Bears have thrown in lot with Leaguers. He would just as soon kil
these turncoats."

"He's got a KA PPA set?" Brim asked.
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"No," Ursis said. "But some hidden KA PPA sets still in hands of Sodeskayans, and they broadcast
news | ocally whenever possible by radio." He | ooked bleakly at the cabin wall for a nmoment. "Brave
Bears, those,"” he said. "Penalty for that, as | understand, is to beconme sone Leaguer's fur coat."

"Voot's scabby beard," Brimwhispered through clenched teeth.

"Speaki ng of fur coats, there's even nore news," Usis growed with a rare |ook of rage in his
eyes. "This Stal ker you have been hearing about on radi o—Vi khi no Perovo knows who he is."

"And?" Bri m denanded.

"None other than our old friend Marshal Rodef nov Vobok," Ursis growled. "Your 'Stalker' is really
the 'Hunter.'"

"Voot's greasy, flee-infested beard," Brimswore under his
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breath. "No wonder the zukeed seenmed so inportant! What d'you suppose he's doi ng here?"

"From what Vi khino Perovo has been able to learn, the Marshal is here for a little relaxation with
his senior staff: tons of TineWed, a whole regimnent of whores —both sexes —and a fancy | odge.
Not a bad way to run a war, eh?"

"Did you | earn what the conference is about?" Brim asked.

Ursis laughed cynically. "Sonme problemw th Triannic," he said. "Seens as if the great Enperor is
worried that they are advancing too rapidly and night outrun then- supplies."” He | aughed wyly.
"How | wi sh we Bears had such problens once in a while."

Brimfrowned for a nonment. "That's not enough to raise the anger | saw in your eyes a nonent ago,
my friend," he said. "Ordinarily, a situation like this would make you | augh at our predi canent —
what ever the danger."

The Bear fell silent for a noment. "You are correct, WIf Ansor," he said presently. "Uncontrolled
anger and sudden death go hand-in-hand during wartine. In the future, | shall be better
controlled."

"But what set you off so, N k?" Brim persisted.
Ursis ground his teeth. "You really want to know?" he asked.
"Yeah," Brimsaid. "I"'ma big boy."

"Sorry, WIfooshka," Ursis said apologetically. "Sone things are sinply too horrible to
contenpl ate. According to Vikhino Perovo, Leaguers are also hunting 'pelt beasts' for coats."

Brimfelt his hackles rise. "By 'pelt beasts,' you nean . . . ?"

"Bears," Ursis growl ed. "Prisoners of war. They release them Then ..." He fell silent.

"I don't know what to say, N k." Brim groaned.

Ursis shrugged. "Say nothing, good friend," he said.

"Soneday we will have victory. Then ..." He stopped for a nonment. "WII| take nmighty effort on our
part to remain civilized." He shook his head as if to clear his mnd, then clearly willed hinself
into a brighter countenance. "Enough of that, WIf Ansor,” he growl ed. "lnportance is now —and
efforts to escape death by starvation.”

Forcing his own snile, Brimnodded. "I'mready," he said.

"I hope so, WIf Ansor," the Bear chuckled, his effort obviously taking effect.
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"Hmm " Brimcomented. "I've seen this | ook on your face before —just before | do sonething |ike
step in a puddle."

"Ah, no, crag wolves take it," Usis said. "Not half so rmuch fun." He said sonething to Yuzhnaya,
who i medi ately broke into gales of |aughter. Bears could be noody, but as Brim knew, they were
al ways ready to | augh, no matter what the circunstances. It seenmed to be part of the domain's

cul ture.

Brimput his hands on his hips. "What are you two potential m screants cooking up, anyway?"

"Not to worry, WIfooshka," Ursis said soothingly. "If we are to safely travel to Yuzhnaya's farm
we shall need to conceal you from surveillance drones. Luckily, friend Yuzhnaya just now returning
from shopping trip to village with new clothes for famly —and you, my furless friend, are
perfect size for Bear cub." He pursed his |lips and stepped back in nock consideration. "Little
mangy, perhaps, with so nuch hair nissing. But " he glanced at Yuzhnaya again and the two

di ssolved in laughter, "ugly as you will be, he is willing to claimyou as his own."

"As his what?" demanded Bri m

"Bear cub," Ursis replied, placing a hand over his nouth to stifle what |ooked a lot like a
guffaw. "You are nowhere near big enough to disguise as a Bear."
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"True," Brim acknow edged bl eakly. "Besides, as you nmentioned, it's better than starvation."

"Also true," Ursis said. "And Acre is positive aspect to this day of disguises."

"What's that?" Brim asked.

"Fact that | shall never be able to taunt you about your disguise."

"How cone?"

"Because, WIf Ansor," the Bear grunped, "I shall be dressed as your nother"

At this, Brimdissolved in |aughter—oined pronptly by Yuzhnaya, who clearly needed no know edge
of Aval onian to appreciate what Ursis mnmust have just said.

Dressed in the woolly, |ayered clothing of a Bear cub. Brimchecked the stormfilled sky for
Leaguer drones, nen stepped out into the driving snow Wth the heat turned to MAXIMUM in his
battlesuit, he felt confortable for the first time since his arrival on the wintry planet. Behind
him Yuzhnaya stepped fromthe |launch, followed by Ursis, who activated the security system and
pocketed a renote al arm before slamm ng the hatch. \Wen someone eventually found the | aunch and
entered it, friend or foe would set off the alarm signaling Brimand U sis to activate their own
short-range locator transnitters. Wth a bit of help from Dame Fortune, these would lead an Allied
rescue teamto themand not a squad of Leaguers. At any rate, it was the best idea either of them
coul d devise. The Leaguers had yet to discover the purpose of these personal beacons ... at |east
as of the day Brimand Ursis departed on their ill-starred trip.

On close inspection, Yuzhnaya's sledge turned out to be quite printive, largely constructed from
wood, although its parts were clearly fastened together by advanced-technol ogy netals. Sone twenty-
five irals in length and perhaps nine hi breadth, it consisted of a | ong open bed riding on four
skilike

runners. The rear skis were attached inboard directly to the frame. The front pair were attached
to a crossbar that mounted to the box at its center via a swivel. Two long traces ran fromthe
crossbar to a great, high hoop. Beneath this stood die droshkat, harnessed to the crossbars. A
hi gh plat-form provided an unconfortabl e-1ooking driver's seat, on which Yuzhnaya had stacked
several |ayers of cushions.
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"dinb up on seat, WIf Ansor," Usis called to him "Is sitting between us so we can hide your
furless face." He laughed. '* 'Even ugly cubs are seldom safe from m nistrations of rock spiders,"
as they say."

Bri m nodded and clinbed onto the high seat Bel ow, the big droshkat was now sitting in the snow,
fastidiously licking its left paw. Monents later, the two Bears clinbed aboard. Brim desperately
stifled a guffaw as he glanced at his old friend. Usis was now dressed as a Sodeskayan

ar bat skaya—a little grandnother—+n a | ong, nmaroon coat decorated by flowered patterns at its hem
and cuffs. He had wrapped a |l acy shawl around his neck and wore the traditional crinmson scarf
covering his head and tying under his chin.

"If you ever breathe a word, Brim" the Bear grunbled as they got under way with a schussi ng of
dry snow beneath the runners, "you will never again be safe in Sodeskaya—per haps anywhere in
Gal axy."

"Your secret is safe with nme," Brimassured him "My nouth is seal ed. However," he added, "in ny
nemoirs ..."
Usis rolled his eyes to the heavens, nen stiffened. "lIs surveillance drone," he warned, putting

his armaround Brim s shoulders. "lIs keeping down,
"Hands covered, please."

he said, drawing Brim s head to his chest.

Moments | ater, a ghostly wi nged shape glided overhead in the falling snow. Brimwatched it bank
gracefully, turn, and lose altitude as it headed back their way. This tinme, it passed with only a
few irals clearance above their heads—terrifying the droshkat, which folded its tail between its
| egs and began
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to |l ope out of control, dragging its shaggy belly along the snow. The sl edge nearly overturned

bef ore Yuzhnaya nanaged to bring the beast under control, and by that tine the drone was back

ski nmi ng al ong beside themno nore than an iral or so above the snow. This tine, the droshkat took
off at a right angle fromits previous path, yanking the sledge around on its two port runners at
such an angle that all three passengers had to grab for whatever handhol ds they could find. It
took a suprene effort for Brimto keep his face to Ursis's chest while the pani cked droshkal tried
to escape, careening this way and that with the drone in easy pursuit. Only after nost of the

sl edge's load was spilled did the drone's renote Hel nenan appear to tire of his little gane, and
the drone silently banked away to spinward, disappearing nonents later in the falling snow

"Bastard Leaguer,"” Ursis grow ed as Yuzhnaya fought die wi nded droshkat to a halt. "That was done
for the pure sport of the thing."

"Mmpff," Brimreplied, struggling to free hinmself fromthe Bear's unconsci ous enbrace.
"Ch, Sorry, WIf Ansor," Ursis gasped. "I'd forgotten."

"It's all right,"” Brimsputtered. "Better a bit snothered than captured. | don't think I could
have kept ny face out of sight through all that."

Yuzhnaya vehenently bell owed out sonething that sounded a great deal |ike swearing, then pointed
to the shivering droshkat, who had just lain down on the snow, its sides heaving.

"Says the poor droshkat's too old for this kind of abuse," Ursis grunted.

Bri m| ooked at the shaggy beast and frowned. "Does Yuzhnaya think he'll nake it all the way hone?"
he asked.

Usis turned to himand shrugged. "Only droshkat knows for sure,"” he said. "But is seriously
hopi ng so, because if |

wait much | onger for supper, droshkat is prine candi date—and he | ooks tough and stringy."
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Bri m chuckl ed. "Probably taste pretty good in a couple nore nmetacycles,”" he joked. "By then
"tough and stringy' won't rmuch matter."

Ursis shared these words with Yuzhnaya, and the three of nem were | aughing vigorously when the
sound of their mrth was suddenly overlaid by a bl oodcurdling how —ore of a fevered snarling—so
horrifying that hair stood up on the back of Brim s neck. He'd never heard anything like it at

cl ose range, but he instantly guessed what it was.

'"*Crag wol ves,
take it."

Ursis gasped, turning to face the noise. "Mist have been attracted by drone, Voot

Yuzhnaya dove for his blast pike while the droshkat nade deep growling noises hi his throat, ears
back and tail bristling into a great katsbat that |ashed nervously back and forth across his back

Conpl etely unarmed, Brimcould only hel plessly scan through the blizzard and wait.

Ursis drew his old side-action blaster and grimaced. "Used up nmuch charge back in Maxi m Chkal ov
‘reasoning’ with bastards who tried to take |Iaunch away w thout you," he said, |ooking at the
power ful weapon. "Hope they don't have revenge on us now. "

When a second—ebvi ously nearer—ehorus of hows filled the still air, Yuzhnaya cracked his whip and
spurred the terrified droshkat into action with words of urgent inflection. The old beast needed
little persuasion, starting off through the snow as if he had shed half his years.

Twisted to face the rear, Ursis grinned in spite of the desperate state of affairs. "If nothing
el se," he said, glancing at Brim "xaxtdamed wol ves get us hone to dinner that nmuch faster." At
this speed, the unsprung sledge transmtted every surface irregularity directly to the seat.

"Unl ess we becone their dinner," Brim added.
/ Bl LL BALDW N

"Wn't be hungry anynore, then," the Bear replied pfleg-matically. "A ways sonething to | ook
forward to."

At that nmoment, the first crag wolf materialized through the billow ng snow astern, barrel -
chested, powerful, and deadly |ooking. Nearly half as tall as Brim the raveni ng nonster appeared
to be fast as it was ugly —and gaining rapidly on the sledge. Both the brute's heads were
straining forward as it ran, ears flattened and nout hs open, revealing i mense fangs visible even
at a quarter-c'lenyt

Carefully, Ursis made adjustnments to his blaster, then |leaned its barrel across his left arm

whi ch rested atop the sledge's seat back. Wth utnost concern, he cocked the weapon, then rel axed,
wai ting. "Perhaps you should ready Yuzhnaya's blast pike, WIf Ansor," he suggested in a voice icy
with calm "No telling how many nore shots | have in blaster here." As he spoke, three nore crag
wol ves materialized out of the snow as the first drew ever nearer their sledge.

Brimgently took the blast pike from Yuzhnaya, who was now far too concerned with driving to fire
at the wolves, and, turning to face the oncoming pack —now nunbering seven —he rested the
cunbersome barrel on the seat back and concentrated on its controls. The sharp report of Usis 's
first shot took himconpletely by surprise. He looked up in tinme to see the left-hand head of the
| ead wol f di sappear in a snmall explosion of blood and brain fragnments. The powerful bolt of energy
peel ed skin all the way back past the wol fs shoul der, but the beast continued to run, evidently
controlled by the right-hand head. If nothing else, its speed was definitely inpaired, for the

ot her six began to gain on it.

Yuzhnaya gl anced to the rear and yelled sonething to Ursis.
"What's he say?" Brim denanded.

"Says got to hit between heads," Ursis replied, carefully drawing a bead for his second shot.
"Heart there, he says.
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Not hi ng el se stops them" Wth that, he took another shot that kicked up a great glot of snow
besi de another of the wolves and nearly knocking it over, but did no appreciable danage. "Bad,"
the Bear grunbled to hinself. "Nowis no tinme for idle target practice, N kolai Yanuarievich," he
grunbled to hinself. Wth that, he fired off a third bolt that smashed hone precisely between the
heads of his second target, clearly breaking both its necks with concussion and expl odi ng the
heart in a spray of blood. This tinme the wolf was stopped, falling in a great bloody tangle that
rolled forward on nomentum al one for nearly a hunded irals.

While Brimtried in vain to activate the old blast pike, Usis took aimagain, but this shot al so
went wild when the sl edge bunped over a half-buried log just as he activated the trigger
Nevert hel ess, two wol ves were out of the running—the first was clearly bleeding to death and had
fallen back a consi derabl e di stance.

Once nore, Ursis took careful aimand fired. Another close mss, but this shot at |east broke its
target's legs, for both heads of the ugly beast yelped in pain and it stunbled, falling in a cloud
of snow.

Four nore to go! But now t he distance between wolves and their prey was nmuch | ess. Brim glanced at
the old droshkat, who was clearly flagging fromthe effort, even though Yuzhnaya urged himon with
both voice and whip. "Nik," he shouted, "how in xaxt do | activate the trigger nechanismon this
anti que?"

Ursis glanced over at the old pike and shut his eyes for a nonent. "The lever with or'gittt on
it," he said. "Try to bring it back exactly three clicks, then push it sideways into the detent."

Brimfound the lever in a recess and pried it back until it clicked three tinmes—which lined it up
with a small slot running sideways, then jogged forward at a right angle. He noved the lever into
this position and suddenly two of the
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three green indicators lighted on the slide. "I think I've got it!"

"Then thraggling shoot it!" Ursis roared, firing at the lead wolf, that was no nore than twenty
irals fromthe rear of the sledge. The bolt of energy went slightly wide of its mark, burning a
great rent in the wolfs hide but otherwi se causing little harm For his next shot, he hardly
needed ai mthe beast was only irals away now, both sl athering nouths w de open, then- tongues
hanging to one side. H s finger tightened on the trigger nechanism but all that resulted was a
shrill, piercing whistle fromthe energy pack—ts charge was gone!

Desperately, Brimswing Yuzhnaya's clunsy pike into position, sighted down its |ong barrel —he
couldn't mss—then thunbed the trigger. He was rewarded with an eruption of raw power that would
make a disrupter blanch with envy. The traveling wave of raw energy caught the wolf square in its
chest and instantly reduced the whol e aninal to what nmust have been its various atomic particles.
A scant nonent later, nothing but a glow ng puffball remained, receding quickly in the distance as
it collapsed on itself and dissolved into a dirty puff of snoke.

The sudden deni se of their partner did little to discourage the |ast three wolves, who now
appeared to be little nore than trotting behind the sledge while they negotiated the spoils

bet ween them Swinging the pike at the right-hand wolf, Brim again thunbed the trigger and was
rewarded with the same eruption of power and resultant expl osion where a nonent before had been a
| arge and hungry crag wol f.

Swi ngi ng the pi ke once nore, he ainmed at the closest wolf-who was clearly about to | eap aboard the
sl edge—and t hunbed the trigger, bracing hinmself for another great blast of energy. I|nstead,
not hi ng happened at all. Nothing! That was what the green lights on the slide were about. Only two
of the big weapon's charges renmi ned when he got it And
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now t hey were used up. "It's all over, N k," he shouted. "The pike's discharged!"
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"Not all over, friend Brim" the Bear said, drawing a huge knife frominside his overcoat. "I
still have this" Wth that, he vaulted the seat back and started aft—ust as both surviving crag
wol ves jumped, snarling, into the box, slathering and snapping in a paroxysm of nani acal rage.

"Nik!" Brimyelled, "you aren't wearing your battlesuit!"

Ursis paid no heed. Instead, he bellowed out a great Bearish roar that stopped the wolves in their
tracks. Then, grow ing from sonmewhere in his stomach, he crouched and started aft over the wildly
bucking fl oorboards, the knife in his right hand |like a sword. As he approached, the hair on the
wol ves' four necks bristled and they tucked their tails, backing away fromthe grow i ng nonster
that once had been their quarry. Suddenly the Bear |eaped, grabbing the nearest wolf by its

ri ght nost head and pricking his knife quickly into an eye socket. The head shrieked with pain
while its partner instinctively turned the other way, nonentarily exposing the soft spot between
them Ursis struck like lightning, driving the knife to its hilt in the beast's heart. Both heads
gave a nonentary how of pain, then crunpled dead in a spray of blood while ..

"Ni k!'" Brimshouted as the renmaining wolf lunged for Ursis's neck, "Look out!" He started over the
seat, swi nging the expended bl ast pike like a club, but he was too | ate.

Ursis turned to confront this new danger, but didn't get even hal fway around before the nonster
was on him its nmonmentum bringing both to the floorboards, with the Bear on the bottom

Bri mwas about to junp into the nmel ee when he was stunned by a blinding, crackling flash of Iight
that bl asted the wolf backward conpletely off the sledge and knocked Brimto the fl oorboards with
concussion. As he fell, what |ooked |like an open gate flashed by: then he | anded in a heap agai nst

152 / Bl LL BALDW N

the side wall of the box, knocking hinself nearly senseless. Mnents later, he felt the sl edge
abruptly slow to a halt—while the head of a young Bear popped over the side above him babbling
excitedly in Sodeskayan. Ginmacing froma growing lunmp on his head, he glanced across at U sis,
who was bl eeding profusely froma badly ripped armand | acerati ons across his nuzzle that had cone
dangerously close to his eye. "Mdther of Voot, N k," Brimgroaned, "you all right?"

Ursis propped hinself up with his back against the crag wolf he had killed. "Just wonderful," he
replied touching his armwith a grinmace of pain. "Just thraggling wonderful." Then he peered at
Brim "Are you all right?" he asked.

"Yeah," Brimsaid, getting slowy to his feet while a dozen or so new stars swirled before his
eyes. "B-but, where are we?"

d anci ng around, the Bear managed a grin. "Seens we have nade it to Yuzhnaya's place. Look," he
said, nodding to a large fenmal e Bear standing atop the wall with a blast pike. "W have even nore
thanks to give—er at least / do." He turned and spoke to Yuzhnaya in Sodeskayan

The native nodded energetically and said sonething in a pleased voice.

Usis grinned. '*Says lady Bear's nane is Per'siki. Clains she's a crack shot—-an4l for one woul d
never question," the Bear said.

Brimcould only agree. "Her husband's no slouch at sledge driving, either,"” he said.

Ursis spoke a few nore words to Yuzhnaya. The native smiled and nade a pleased little bow Then
gushing out a torrent of words, he pointed to the droshkat, which was cleaning a spot on its
shoul der even though its tail was still bristled out to twice its normal size.

"Says ol d Chesnok—droshkat's nane—+s fine beast with great heart,** U sis said.
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"I believe him" Brimsaid as a young Bear |ead the shaggy beast off. "A heroic droshkat."

Usis smled for a noment. "A d Borodov will never own droshkat |ike that. Too much breedi ng ruins

t hor oughbreds every tine." He winked. "Mich like kings." By this tine, Yuzhnaya's w fe had reached
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the side of the sledge and was scolding himin an exasperated voice while pointing toward his arm
"Probably she is right," the Bear conceded, |ooking down at his slashed arm "I should get this
fi xed—+s maki ng bl oody nmess in bed of sledge."”

Brimrolled his eyes. "Yeah," he agreed, "you probably shoul d."

While Usis clinbed down fromthe sledge, Brimhad an opportunity to | ook around the conpound. It
was perhaps a hundred irals on a side, walled on three sides by a rough battlenent made of
carefully piled stones. Conpleting the enclosure was the farmhouse itself and a | arge outbuil ding
that | ooked Iike a barn and appeared to be the destination of their gallant droshkat Beyond the

wall, he could see a large netal tower that was probably the famly reactor, no power |ines would
lead to this renote | ocation. Perhaps two score of shaggy ani mals stood nervously off to one
corner, still upset by the sledge's precipitous entry into their peaceful domain. Wol fromthese

animal s woul d be the source for much of the famly's income. Three or four nilk-givers—also
somewhat ruffl ed-1 ooki ng—huddl ed together near the barn entrance. A nunber of |arge, bare trees
with black, tw sting branches grew at random |l ocations in the yard as if they had been there a | ot
| onger than the wall.

From t he house cane the nost col ossally appealing aroma Brimcoul d renenber—+he yeasty snell of
fresh-baked bread! And there was Yuzhnaya, notioning himinside! Food, at last! He junped to the
ground and was scanpering across the yard when—oot's greasy, filthy, utterly disreputable
beard! the renote alarmwent off in his pocket!
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Soneone had found their |aunch. He and Ursis would have to activate their personal |ocators al nost
i mredi ately or risk missing the rescue ship—+f indeed it was a rescue ship that had set off the
al arm and not a Leaguer patrol

He hesitated only a nonent before he activated his own, then nmade off for Ursis at a dead run
Rescuers or Leaguers, the two of themwould have to be a long way fromthe house in a very short
time or risk inplicating the brave peasants who were risking their very Jives to help them

I nside the house—ene warm confortable, very large kitchen from which a nunber of passageways | ed
in all directions—trsis was lying on a huge divan before a roaring fireplace, nunching what
appeared to be a thick chunk of neat wrapped in two huge slices of bread, while Per'siki
mnistered to his savaged arm "N k," he said, nodding to accept a simlar repast fromone of the
couple's colossal children, "the alarmis gone off."

Usis stiffened—learly not fromdisconfort in his arm "W nust be out of here imediately," he
said. "Have you activated personal |ocator?"

"I have, N k," Brimnmunbled through a nouthful of the nbst delicious ... whatever it was ... he
had ever eaten.

The Bear set down his neat and bread, then reached inside his woolly garnents. "My locator is now
activated as well," he said. Then he spoke gently to Yuzhnaya in Sodeskayan. The native nodded and
i medi ately issued what could only be commands to three of his sons—who obediently di sappeared

al ong three of the passageways. After sone di scussion anong the three adult Bears, Usis faced
Brimand frowned. "They will supply another sledge and a fresh droshkat," he explained while
Per' si ki conpleted wapping his armin sone sort of nedicated gauze. "At ny insistence, they wll
drop us sonmewhere a safe distance away fromthe farmand return tonight after dark to be sure we
have been picked up ... by soneone." He nodded to hinself as if he
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were checking hinmself for details. "That way," he continued at |ength, "should nothing at all have
happened to us, we have a chance of returning here rather than spendi ng another night with packs
of crag wolves."

Bri m choked down the last of his food—actually, it was very tasty, tender, and magnificently
seasoned—and nodded. "You'll be wearing your battlesuit again?" he asked with a grin.
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Ursis nodded. "It nay be after dark before something happens,” he said. "Since we will either be
rescued, captured, or brought back here, is no use trying to hide tilings anynore." Then he
chuckl ed. "You, however, ny furless friend, will still have to wear both battlesuit and cub

clothing, lest | have to carry you on board rescue craft in block of ice."

Less than half a netacycle later, they were back in the sledge (now pulled by a small, brown-and-
white-stri ped droshkat mare) while Luk, youngest son of the Yuzhnayas, drove through anot her

wor seni ng snowstorm Wapped in countless |ayers of woolens with his battlesuit turned up full,
Brimprom sed hinself that if he nanaged to stay alive through the war, he would eventually retire
to sonmeplace orbiting a slightly overactive star—with tropical heat throughout the entire year

Luk dropped themoff, along with a knapsack of food and two fully | oaded bl ast pikes, at what
appeared to be an ideal |ocation for being rescued: a copse of trees standing out a short distance
fromthe edge of a dense forest—at least ten c'lenyts fromthe Yuzhnaya farm After proudly

bi ddi ng good fortune to Brimin Aval onian, the hul king young Bear grasped Ursis's hand enotionally
bef ore he junped back aboard the sl edge and started hone through still another how ing blizzard.

Anot her freedomfighter to harry die xax tdamed Leaguers, Brimthought with a smle. Bears were
going to be
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dammed hard to subdue. "Doesn't it ever stop snowi ng here?" he quipped as they trudged into the
stand of trees and dodged behind a fallen |og.

The Bear thought for a nonent, taking a place behind the log also. "It nust every once in a
while." He chuckled, indicating the forest. "Qtherwise, trees like this won't grow "

"Maybe t hey' ve been in deep freeze for the last mllion years," Brimsuggested.

"You nmay have a point, there,"” Usis considered. Suddenly his eyes narrowed and he peered off in
the distance. "Wat in xaxt is thatT he whispered.

Brimfollowed Usis's glance to an indistinct figure approaching themat a run through the snow.

"Sweet not her of Voot,'
battlesuitl"”

Brimwhi spered. "Its a Bear... No, a Bearess—and she's wearing a

In the next instant, the distant baying of hounds could be heard over the npani ng wi nd, and
anot her figure naterialized behind the first, obviously in pursuit.

"That's a Leaguer chasing her!" Ursis exclainmed. "She's being hunted\" He rose to a crouch and
tried to attract the Bearess's attention while Brimreadi ed one of their ol d-fashioned bl ast
pi kes.

The Bearess never saw then. Instead, she gl anced behind her and redoubl ed her speed, veering off
toward the forest verge as fast as she could run

At the sane tine, however, the Leaguer casually unslung a long, slimsporting blaster, took quick
aim and fired. H s shot was superb, catching the Bearess square in the head; she was wi thout a
hel net. The burst of energy drove her body forward, head over heels, and she tunbled to a stop
twitching, then lifeless in a growi ng pool of blood no nore than thirty irals fromBrimand Ursis.

" Xaxt dammed bl oody murderer,” Ursis grow ed deep in his throat. He started over the log, but Brim
yanked hi m back.
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"No, N k," he whispered. "There's nothing you can do for her now "

"CGorksroar," Ursis roared, grabbing for the second blast pike. He was about to swing its great
barrel over the tree trunk when Brimgrabbed it and shoved it to the ground.

"Xaxtdanmit, Nik," he said hotly. "You heard the hounds out there. That Leaguer's not alone. H s
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friends will catch up in a noment, and if they find himdead, they'Il spend the next year hunting
us down. It'Il make our rescue a hundred tines nore difficult, and it won't help her at all. Does
t hat nmake sense?”

The Bear ground his teeth for a long nonent. Finally he closed his eyes. "Mikes sense, WIf
Ansor," he adnitted. "Sorry."

Brimwas proved right only noments |ater, when two other Leaguers armed with sporting blasters
drove up in a snall, open vehicle that nmust have been part of the hunting | odge's equipnment. Al
three strolled casually to the dead Bearess.

Brimkept a weather eye on Ursis, who was still breathing hard with an ali-consum ng rage.
"Is all right, WIfooshka," he whispered. "I amin control again."”

St andi ng over the dead Bearess, the three Leaguers doffed their battlesuit helnmets and drank a
little toast after touching what appeared to be silver flasks they produced from pockets in their
battl esuits.

Bri m gl anced down to check the pi kes when Ursis suddenly nade a sharp intake of breath.
"By the Great Crag Wl f," he swore under his breath, "do you see who that is?"

Bri m| ooked up, narrowed his eyes, and gasped. "Thundering Universe, N k," he whispered. "It |ooks
| i ke Rodef nov Vobok hinself."

"Not just looks like him" the Bear said. "Is him"
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"So it is," Brimagreed, only now noticing the tiny circle of five stars at the man's |left breast,
"or sonmebody who's soon to be arrested for inpersonating a Field Marshal." The Leaguer was tal

and powerfully built, even w thout the bulk of his ebony battlesuit. Bel ow pai nstakingly coifed
hair, his face was narrow, as was his slender, patrician nose. Hi s eyes were snmall and cl ose-set,
and he wore a wi sp of a nustache above thin, nearly colorless lips. Brimhad seen Hol oG aphs of

hi m countless tines. There could be no nistake. Both of his conpanions wore the three stars of
OverGalite' ers on their chests, but their faces were not famliar

Nov Vobok abruptly knelt to unlatch the collar of the Bearess's battlesuit, then ripped it open to
the crotch. Next he grabbed her head while his two conpani ons peeled the suit down over her | egs.

Usis emtted a deep, prinordial grow as the Leaguer drew a sturdy knife froma | eg pocket and
plunged it deep into the Bearess's abdonmen, then drew it all the way to the neck with both hands.

"He's ... he's going to ..." Brimwhispered, but he never conpleted his thought.

Wth a great roar, Ursis | eaped over the | og and charged out of the copse, covering the distance
to the Leaguers in a few bounds.

Stunned, Brimwatched the three Leaguers scatter fromthe how ing apparition, fumbling for their
sporting blasters, but before they had a chance to react, Ursis grabbed nov Vobok around the head
and snapped his neck with a report that sounded |ike the crack of a whip.

Brimainmed the old blast pike at one of the Galitie' ers, but the next nmonent, a trenendous,
rolling thunder assaulted his ears, coning fromeverywhere... and nowhere.

It was all too nmuch for the Galitie' ers. Cearly dunbfounded, they turned in panic and began to
run, but Ursis seemed inmmune to the sound. Swinging the Field Marshal's
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body by the feet as if it were sonme |inp bludgeon, he took off after the two fleeing Galitie'ers,
smashi ng them sensel ess before they could get out of his way.
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At that nmoment, what appeared to be a whol e platoon of Leaguers approached at a run through the
driving snow, following three civilians who were dressed in winter gear and struggling to contro
si X huge Leaguer Gratz Hounds, straining at their |eashes. It took the soldiers no nore than a
click to realize that sonmething had gone terribly wong, and they struggled to unsling their
power ful Zspandu .50s. Brim picked the frontnost and squeezed the trigger of his old blast pike,
carrying himand two soldiers nearby off in a tremendous explosion that nomentarily startled the
ot hers—and possibly saved Usis's life.

Wil e the Leaguers were recovering fromthis | atest, unexpected shock, part of the sky
opened—+titerally opened—i ke a wi ndow through which a small disrupter poked into the open and
began to fire away with trenendous accuracy. Its first discharge blew a crater under the civilians
and their Gatz Hounds, blasting all eight Iike rag dolls two hundred irals in the air atop at

|l east half a mllston's weight of |oose dirt and debris.

"WIf! N k! Last ship for Gontow. Hurry!" a woman's oddly faniliar voice called out over some
sort of invisible anplification system

Invisible ... Suddenly Brimrecognized the noise. A bender! And a friendly one—evidently soneone
aboard knew his nane!

"WIf!" the Bear roared, glancing around him heedl ess of the noise. "Were are you?"

"I"'mhere, Nik!" Brimyelled over the runble of powerful gravs. He pointed to a hatch that
appeared to be opening out of thin air. "Look!" he shouted. "It's a BENDER One of ours. Go for
it

As the disruptor fired again, blow ng the remaining Lea-
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guers to the seven corners of the Universe, Ursis seened to regain his senses and set out for the
hatch at a run.

Brimfoll owed, |ugging both blast pikes while the knapsack bounced painfully against his back. He
wat ched Ursis reach the hatch and bound aboard, hel ped by at |east four pairs of arms—ene of whom
bel onged to Chi ef Barbousse. And it was at that nonent he saw who had cone to their rescue—one
other than his onetine second-in-command aboard |.F. S. Starfury, Nadia Tissuard!

"Com on, Skipper," she yelled with a | ook of utter urgency. "W've got to get out of herel
Sonet hin' big' s happened cl ose by, and every Leaguer within a light-year is on his way."

Bri m dove through the opening, hel ped—actually dragged—by Barbousse and three other burly ratings
dressed in Inperial Fleet O oaks. He'd never been so happy to see anyone in his life. "Thanks,
Chi ef," he gasped as others slanmed the hatch shut

Bar bousse | ooked serious as he lifted the knapsack fromBrims back. "G ad to oblige, Adniral," he
said. "But it's Captain Tissuard you need to thank for the rescue. She's the one who figured you'd
head for this planet.” He shook his head appreciatively. "W' ve been snoopi ng around these bl asted
Leaguers for days now. "

Close by, Ursis and Tissuard were conversing urgently, and the latter nodded enphatically.
"Through that hatchway, Ceneral," she said. "I knowit's inportant, but please hurry."

Ursis nodded and patted her on the shoulder. "Quickly as possible," he said. "Leaguers mnust not
have her skin." He disappeared through a door in the forward bul khead of the tiny boarding
chanber .

Brimglanced at Tissuard and nodded sil ent appreciation.

"Thank ne | ater, Skipper,'
this ship on the road qui ckl y—before nore Leaguers stop for a chat.

she said, noving to Brims side with alittle smle. "I've got to get
" Tiny and
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prematurely gray, her round face, |aughing, eyes, pug nose, and full, sensuous |ips endowed her
face with the look of a true pixie. She had a conpact figure with |largish hands and feet—and a
prom nent bosommat rarely failed to attract nmale attention, even when nostly conceal ed by a Fl eet
Cl oak. Years ago, as Brims First Lieutenant aboard |I.F.S. Starfury during a prewar tour of duty,
she had proven herself to be an exceptional Hel msman who could carry out a nyriad of duties with
the cheerful willingness of a GadyGoat saint. She was also utterly frank and—eff duty—quite
extraordinarily sensual. A personal bond had fornmed between her and Brim and on nore than one
occasi on they had been at pains to remain on the safe side of professionalism Follow ng her
reassi gnment as captain of the bender I.F. S. Nord, however, their friendship had gradually changed
to one of a nore intimate nature, though Danme Fortune had yet to provide themw th opportunity for
anything but a few hurried gropings.

After a few nonents, the ship quivered nonentarily as a disrupter fired once, nen fell silent.
Monents later, Ursis returned through the hatch.

"Thank you, Captain," he said, looking nmore tired than Brimcoul d renenber.

Evidently, Tissuard noticed the same thing. "No thanks needed, General Ursis," she said. "If
anything |like that ever happens to me, | hope sonmeone |like you is around to care." She turned to
one of the ratings. 'Take the General to nmy cabin," she ordered. "We'Ill work out pernanent

arrangenents |later."

When Ursis was gone, she turned to Brim "By the by," she added with studied indifference, "I'd
say you owe nme at |east a couple of nmeens for this little pickup. What do you think?"

Brimsm|ed. "Logish Meens, Nunber One," he said. "A |lakefull of Sodeskaya's finest, if you're
going to be in town. Oherwise, I'll send it."

"We'll be reprovisioning for about a day in Gontow," she said. "Drag yourself away from your job
for a few neta-
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cycles, I'll take you up on that." She grinned. "Maybe not a |lakefull, but a couple of cases for
the crew. ..."

"You've got a deal, lady," Brimsaid, hoping no one noticed the blush that was warm ng his cheeks.

"Just let me know where to find you."

She nodded. "I'll |eave a nessage at the Enbassy desk,"” she said. "Now cone along to the bridge so
I can get us out of here." Ushering Briminto a narrow conpani onway, she led the way to a cranped
flight bridge whose neager Hyper-screen array was nostly covered by the sensing/projecting panels
that cloaked the ship. Indicating a junp seat, she held his glance |ong enough to send a

privat e—provocati ve—wi nk, then noved quickly to the Coaking Oficer's station. There she studied
the nmyriad of nulticolored data flowi ng over his display, nodded, and slipped into the Ieft-hand
hel mand set the restraints. Beside her, the Co-Hel nsnan, a gorgeous redhead with clearly
nonr egul ati on shoul der-length hair, made a quick report, then the two began what sounded like a
very abbreviated liftoff checklist.

They were airborne al nost i medi ately, bunping gingerly upward in the turbul ence of another storm
toward the ulti mate conceal ment of space. Through a narrow opening in the Hy-perscreen cover
beside him Brimnonentarily spotted the Yuzhnaya farmthrough driving snow and broken cl ouds. He
smiled, recalling the doughty Bears he had met there and the aronma of baking bread that filled
their warm confortable kitchen. It all appeared so peaceful down there. He even thought he caught
si ght of Chesnok, the plucky old droshkat. Suddenly he was swept by an i mense surge of

exul tati on— Sodeskayans |i ke these never woul d be conquered

In the next nmonents, Nord was swall owed by clouds, and the next prospect to appear was the starry
endl essness of outer space. Four days later, they were back in Gonctow, and Brimhad yet to see
the fighting firsthand on this new and i nportant front.

CHAPTER 6 A Puzzling Hi atus
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That evening, after collecting Tissuard' s prom sed nessage fromthe desk—and a | ovely note from
Marsha Brown, that he answered on the spot—Brim KA PPAed his report to Avalon. Aside froma brief,
personal recap of nov Vobok's dem se, this |atest subnission contained |little new data. In spite
of his recent adventures in eneny territory, he had yet to reach the front lines.

This, however, would be the |ast communi que' he nostly compiled fromthe reports of others. Only
met acycl es after debarking from Nord that norni ng—and proving to a mlitary hospital he was stil

i n good heal th—he had convi nced bom Borodov and Ursis that the only way he was going to experience
the war well enough to report on it was to actually join the fighting. The Bears had been
resistant at first, but had finally given in and Borodov had arranged everything before teatine.
In two days hence, Brimwould report to a renpte training station where he woul d becone conbat
rated in a ZBL-4. Then, when he visited a battle zone, he

J63
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woul d be able to experience the way the war was going, not nerely observe.

Ti ssuard was wai ting outside the Enbassy that evening. As usual in Gontow, it was snow ng, and
had been for nore than a netacycle. Streets and buildings were already covered in a gentle bl anket
of white, turning the tall trees lining Mloco Prospekt into fantastic scul ptures of black and
white. Returning the salutes of Marines cerenoniously guarding the Enbassy, he strode down the

wi de, recently swept staircase—already covered by a new | ayer of snow—and | ooked around for a
staff skimmer. Nadia Tissuard had a way of charmng transportation officers—nale as well as

fermal e—+i ke no one else in the known Universe. However, no skinmer appeared to be stopped anywhere
near the Enbassy; only a graceful white troika waited at the curb. It was decorated by intricately
carved scrollwork in gold | eaf and drawn by three huge calico droshkats. The yanshchik, on a high
seat at the forward end, wore a high woolen cap with the two coveted zavencock feathers protruding
fromits right side, a crinson greatcoat with gold frogs, and bl ack, shiny boots. He waved his

I ong, slender whip as Bri mapproached, pointing to the passenger conpartment with a great, toothy
sm |l e.

Bri m peered through the snow at what appeared to be a mountain of nulticolored bl ankets, then
burst out in a guffaw as he spotted Tissuard peering out at himfromnear the top of the pile. Her
face wore a huge grin, as if she had just perpetrated the best joke in the Universe. "Cone cuddle
with me, WIf Brim" she said. "It's the only way to keep warm "

Mat ching her grin for grin, Brimclinbed into the seat beside her and began to open the bl ankets
when a hand energed fromthe blankets and grasped his forearm

"Not with your Fleet C oak on, you big dunce." She chuckl ed darkly. "That will be cold."

Brimfelt his eyebrows rise and he noticed Tissuard' s Fleet
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Cloak lying in a heap on the opposite seat. "lIt's that warmin there?" he asked.

"The only way you'll find out for certainis to take off that cloak of yours and try it." She
giggled. "I"'mcertainly confortable."

"Yeah," Brimsaid. "You | ook confortable.” In point of fact, she did, wapped in what, on closer

i nspection, was a single huge quilt He took off his cloak and laid it beside hers on the opposite
seat; then, dressed only in his service uniform he partially unw apped Tissuard and clinbed into
the quilt beside her

"Cozy," she said, licking her I|ips.

"Sure is,"” Brimagreed. He slipped his arm around her shoul ders as he fol ded them i nside.
"Cozier..." she said with a big grin.

"Now what ?" Bri m asked.
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She | ooked at hi mand her eyes w dened. "Not much nore here in front of the Enbassy—n the niddle
of Mol oco Prospekt" She giggled again. "Especially with those Marine guards staring at us. O, ah,
are you a lot kinkier than | think you are?"

Brimlaughed. "I don't know. " He | aughed. "Depends on how nuch ki nky you have in mnd."

"WIf Brim" She groaned in nock exasperation. "You are inpossible!" She turned to the yanshchi k.
"Al right, M. Savl oskaya," she whooped, "let's have that tour of the city!"

"Yas, madane,"” the Bear said in broken Aval onian, and cracked his whip. The troika started
snoot hly and picked up speed rapidly until it was skiming at high velocity along the great
thoroughfare, filling the snow air with the rhythmc jingling of the droshkat's harness bells.

Brimfound hinself grinning like an idiot as the great |ighted buildings of Ml oco
Pr ospekt —&rontow s "Embassy Row'—+ushed past on the nearly deserted street. Trees, hazed
streetlights, even the occasional pedestrians al
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appeared softer and sonmehow friendlier through the gently falling snow that peppered his face and
eyes with sharp wetness. As they careened off onto a darker street, he | ooked at the plxielike
face before himand shook his head. Hard to believe that little nore than four Standard Days
previously, his view of the next dawn had been not at all a certain thing. Now here he sat.... Her
mouth was slightly open and she was | ooking at himexpectantly. Wthout closing his eyes, he drew
her gently to hi mbrushed her Iips with his. It was only the second tinme in their |ong
relationship that they'd been Iike this; he felt his pulse quicken as she pressed her lips to his
with a very sudden urgency and explored his mouth with her tongue. He renenbered her breath from
the last time they kissed, fresh and fragrant as a spring breeze. Then he closed his eyes while
his mnd went spinning off in a thousand directions, each nore exciting than the |ast

The two old friends spent considerable tinme making up for lost tinme and past di sappointnents. By
the mddle of the night, they had visited at |east three taverns, sanpled countless | abels of the
city's justly fambus Groncow neem and were now skinmm ng the darkened banks of the Grontow R ver
at high speed, c'lenyts fromthe city's glow Having groped thensel ves pleasantly ready to
consummat e a nunber of |ong-standing prom ses, the two were giggling with total abandon at their
funbling attenpts to find a posture that would work in a troi ka designed for Bears. Now conpletely
in the buff beneath their quilt, both had |ong since given up on any of the nore "conmon"
positions, and Brimwas presently slouching on the seat cushions, nose to nose with the pixielike
Ti ssuard, who was bal anci ng on her knees astride his |ap. Desperately gripping his shoulder with
her left hand, the tiny woman was |aughing wildly as she tried to | ower herself onto himwhile the
troi ka swayed and bucked al ong the undul ati ng path.

"How about 1 just tell himto stop?" Brimoffered when a
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sudden bounce nearly plunged himinto the wong opening—and resulted in a painful squeeze as
Ti ssuard sought to steady herself on the somewhat precarious roost.

"Sorry about that," she said, giggling and bringing herself erect again. "But no way are we goi ng
to stop. Bears do it with the troi ka noving, and by Voot, that's the way we're going to do it,
too. 'Wien in Avalon,' they say...."

"But we're not in Avalon,” Brimprotested. "W're in Goncow, and Bears do it a different way!" He
attenpted to tighten the quilt around them again

"That's (V!'" Tissuard exclaimed with a sudden | ook of triunph. "W've been going about it al
wrong!" She threw her arns arouns his neck, kissed himwetly, then shoved himto one side of the
seat. "Get behind ne," she ordered, kneeling beside himand | eaning over the back of the troika.
Then she giggled. "And m nd where you're steering that!" she adnoni shed.

Laughi ng, Brim bal anced hinself as the troi ka rounded a sharp curve and pulled the quilt over them
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for the ten thousandth tinme. Wth one armjust under her swaying breasts, he thrust hinself
forward into ... Finally!

Tissuard gave a little gasp. 'That did it!" she squealed in a tight voice. "Qoo!"

Suddenly Brimwas blinded by a pair of headlights as a ski mer careened around the curve behind
them An instant later, red and green strobes began to flash and an anplified voice boonmed out

sonet hi ng i n Sodeskayan that sounded very, very official. Startled, he felt himself shrink and

wither free

Ti ssuard screaned and pl aced her hands over her eyes, slipping quickly to the floor of the troika
between Brim s | egs while she reached outside the blanket for her Fleet C oak. Brimdodged down
besi de her, pulling his own—COLD! —el oak around him and blindly grabbed his trousers in the folds
of the quilt.
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"Secret Police!" the yanshchi k yell ed above oncom ng footsteps crunching through the snow. "Is
demanding to see identification."

"Tell 'era to stay where they are or they'll see a damed sight nore than identification,"”
Ti ssuard growl ed angrily.

The yanshchi k said sonmething i n Sodeskayan and received a gruff answer. The crunchi ng footsteps
st opped.

"What in xaxt do they want with usT Bri m wondered out [ oud.

"Secret Police not usually conmunicative about things like that,"” the yamshchik replied
cautiously. " 'Bear cubs on thin ice seldomcall out welconme to crag wol ves,' as they say."

"Bastard cops," Brimgrunbled, clinbing onto the rear seat to drag on his trousers. He gl anced
over his shoulder toward four hul king forns sil houetted agai nst the night sky.

Across fromhim Tissuard was now on the front seat, awkwardly westling a pair of crinson briefs
over her boots. "Bastard cops,"” she seconded, pulling her skirt down and fastening her Beet C oak.

Bri m donned his own Fleet O oak and pulled on his boots. "Ready?" he asked.
Ti ssuard | ooked up and gri maced. "For what?" she grow ed.
"How about the Sodeskayan Secret Police?" Brimsuggested carefully.

"Tell themto go away," she said caustically, conbing her short hair with her fingers. "I only do
it with humans."

"Maybe they just want to talk," Brimsaid, wapping the quilt around her

"WCW der-ful ," Tissuard replied, sinking into the folds like a tortoise. "In that case, bring 'em
on."
*Tell '"emwe're ready, driver," Brim said.

The yanshchi k shouted sonething i n Sodeskayan, and nonents | ater a huge femal e Bear appeared
besi de t he

THE SIEGE | 169

troi ka. She was dressed in a severe black uniformwi th a high, beaked cap and a white belt that
crossed diagonally fromright shoulder to left hip. "Admiral WIf Brin?" she asked as a second
ski mer hunmed to a halt behind the first

"That's nme," Brim grunped.

"May | see sone identification, please?" she asked in perfect, unaccented Aval oni an
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Bri m produced a passport fromhis Fleet Coak and handed it to the wonan, who shined a flashlight
on it, nen passed it open to a second Bear who had joined her at the side of the troika. This

i ndividual—a nale in basically the same bl ack uni form-studi ed the passport under the light, then

ran a handhel d scanner over portions of it. Mnnents later, the device emtted a series of chirps

and both Bears canme to imedi ate attention, saluting rigidly. "Adnmiral Brim" the wonan said. "W
are to deliver you to the Wnter Palace imediately."

Brimreturned the salute without coining to his feet "On whose orders?" he denmanded; Aval oni ans
weren't accustoned to such nministrations in the middle of the night.

"We have not been supplied with such information,” the fenale replied,

"On what charges, then?" he asked.

"W have only been instructed to take you to the Wnter Pal ace,
el se. ™

the fenmal e said. "W know not hing

"Well, you' d better damed well know how to contact the Aval onian Enbassy,” Brimbluffed. "Or |I'm
not goi ng anywhere with you." He turned to the yanshchi k. 'Take us back to G oncowwhere you
pi cked nme up," he denmanded. " Now. "

"Sadly, | cannot do that" the yanmshchik replied.

"And why not ?"

"These police would kill ne."
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"I's right," the male Bear assured Brim nodding politely. "W would kill him™"

"I see," Brimsaid-so nmuch for that bluff. He glanced at Tissuard, who suddenly had a concerned
| ook on her face. Then he returned his gaze to the female. "What is to become of nmy conpani on
here," he demanded, "—should | decide to accept this outrage without a fight, that is?"

The fenal e shrugged. "Either way, Commander Tissuard is free to do as she pleases," she said. "The
ski mer | have sumoned will return her to Nord or wherever else she may want to be driven. O, as
she chooses, she may remain with the troika. It is only you, Adnmiral, who is sunmoned to the
Wnter Palace." She shrugged. "Crag wol ves nust slide on ice during full noon,' as they say."

Bri m| ooked at Tissuard and rel axed slightly as a wave of relief swept him "Sounds as if you're

all right, anyway, Nunber One," he said. "They even know who you are. And they certainly can't be
taking me in for anything too bad if they're offering free rides back to your ship. They haven't

even pulled a blaster—at |east one | can see.”

Ti ssuard nodded. "Yeah, | caught that,'
pl ace, this Sodeskaya," she sighed.

she said. She gl anced around the snowy | andscape. "Wird

"To us, yeah," he agreed quietly. "But it's got a lot going for it, too. These are good people
here. Their minds sinply don't work exactly the way ours do. Besides that," he added, "it doesn't
look as if | have much of a choice about things."

"I don't thraggling believe this," Tissuard grunbled after a pause. "Last tine we got together
you were so damed tired | thought you were going to pitch over on your face. This tine, it's the
xaxt dammed Secret Police. What's next, | wonder, Skipper?"

"Maybe the real thing," Brimsaid, reaching inside the quilt to take her hand. "At |east we got,

er, connected tonight. Next tinme, maybe we'll get to finish."
THE SIEGE | J71
She grinned. "I'll look forward to that, er, connection, Skipper," she |aughed, "—taking care of

nyself afterward is getting a little old." Reaching into her kit bag, she brought out a roll of
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credits and peeled off a fat wad that she handed to the delighted yanshchi k.

Bri mwat ched the Bear's eyes light up and grinned. "I guess it you're going to take the Police up
on their offer of alift"

"Yeah," Tissuard said. "Sonehow, w thout you in the back seat with ne, that troika doesn't | ook
even half so romantic."

"Nice to know that,"” Brimremarked. "Sorry about all this."

Tissuard snmiled. "You shouldn't be," she said. "You don't seemto have rmuch control over things at
all."

"Probably we should be on our way," the officer interjected, politely |looking off hi the distance.
"Not good idea to keep Pal ace people waiting."

"In a cycle,” Brimsaid. He turned to Tissuard and grinaced. "Wl l..." he stunbl ed.
"Well," she answered, tilting her head with a little grin. "Next time, maybe we finish."

"No maybes about next tine," Brimsaid as the yanshchi k snapped his whip and the three big
droshkats padded off in a flurry of miniature bells. He squeezed her hand. "Next tinme for sure,"
he said.

“Your turn to buy the troika ride, then." She chuckl ed.

"Next time, perhaps we ought to try sonmething a little nore solid," he suggested, "like a hotel."
Then he snmiled and took her in his arns. "Just in case it slips your mnd," he whispered, bussing
her soundly, "lI've waited a long tine for you."

"I"'mnot likely to forget, WIf Brim" she assured him "You' re not the only one who's been
waiting.” Wth that, she stepped back. "Let ne know what the thraggling Knez
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wants," she said. "I can't inagine he's the kind of Bear who gets his kicks from spoiling other
people's fun."

Bri m | aughed, handing her into the back seat of the skinmer. "Sonmehow, | doubt if either one of us

is that inportant," he said.

"Well," she said, "go find out."

“I''ll do that," Brimassured her. "It's the first thing I'lIl ask." Wth that, he shut the door and
stood back as the skinmer glided forward ... then came to a sudden stop no nore than twenty irals

fromwhere it had started. Brimwatched the passenger w ndow slide open into the roof.
"Next time for sure, Skipper!" Tissuard shouted, |eaning halfway out into the cold air.

Bri m waved. "For sure. Nunber One," he shouted. Then, nonments later, she was gone, and he was on
his way to the Great Wnter Pal ace.

Little nmore than half a nmetacycle later, Brim s skimrer paused for identification at a riverfront
tradesnman's gate—he was clearly expected—then glided onto the grounds of the Wnter Pal ace and
canme to a halt beneath a portico sheltering what appeared to be an entrance to the Royal kitchens.
An Arny |inousine skimer al so hovered at the curb nearby. Instantly, two huge guards with crinson
uniforms, tall, woolly hats—and absol utely nmassive-1ooking versions of the fanbus Sodeskayan

Khat odni N-37 bl ast pi kes—epened hi s passenger conpartnment door with a veritable stormof cold air
and bl own snow. "Admiral Brim" one requested with a polite bow, "this way, please."

Bri mwho by now had tine to reflect on all he had just missed with Tissuai d—-was about to vent his
spl een when he shook his head. These soldiers had nothing to do with it. "Al right," he said,
resigned to whatever Lady Fate had in store. "Lead on."
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Usis was waiting inside the foyer, |ooking very confused.
THE SI EGE I 173
"Hmi' Brim said. "Sonmehow | thought you mi ght be tied up in all of this."

"Not mis tine, WIfooshka," the Bear protested. "I know nothing about anything." He frowned.
"Especially when you visit with Captain Tissuard, old friend. You need all... shall we say .
rel axation you can find on planet of nostly Bears."

Brimrelented. "Sony, old friend," he said. "I guess I'ma bit... well...

Ursis was about to reply when a servant grandly dressed in (he crinson-and-gold uniformof a
Pal ace Maj ordonp appeared at one of the doors. "General Ursis, Admiral Brim you wll please
follow me," he said with a deep bow.

Bri mglanced at Ursis and shrugged, then turned and foll owed the servant into a | ong, narrow
hal | way of ancient-I|ooking plaster scraped and scarred by an eon of passing delivery carts.
Escorted by still another crinmson-uniforned guard behind them-his Khal odni at the ready—they
marched rapidly along a row of noisy kitchens until the corridor wi dened into a sort of heated
gallery, filled with the spicy odors of cooking food. Turning to the right, they passed hosts of
cooks drenched by runnels of sweat, butchers in bl ood-soaked aprons (one who was clearly in an
advanced state of pregnancy), and what | ooked |like a whole arnmy of nenials wearing the costunes of
at least a dozen different guilds. At length, they cane to a flight of narrow stone steps that
curved upward through a rounded stone archway.

"This way, please,"” the Majordonp directed, and led the way upward until they reached a snal
| andi ng that faced a nassive doubl e door. The Majordonp gestured for themto stop, then touched a
glowing red panel on the wall. "A nmoment," he whispered sotto voce.

"What's in there?" Brimdenanded.

"Sh-h-h," the Majordonmo hissed. At that nonent, the touch panel changed fromred to green and he
nodded to
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hinmsel f. "Please to stand clear,"” he said, pressing an Auto-Latch panel beside the doorfrane.
Slow y, alnost majestically, the massive doors opened inward on silent hinges to reveal a chanber
bathed in soft light. As the four stepped fromneir Spartan servant's passage, Brimnoticed first
an odor of fresh carpeting—then flowers! There were vases of flowers everywhere. In the centol of
the Iarge, oblong room two lavishly outfitted Bears were standing at a fl ower-bedecked tabl e,
their backs to the door. Above them a giant, glowing fresco glorified the existence of sone

| egendary Sodeskayan who, by the look of his clothing, nust have lived in the very early days of
spaceflight The spaci ous canopy was divided into sections by sinulated paint and pl aster
architecture that nerged al nost inperceptibly onto a colossal tronpe 1'oeil portrait of an
unbounded firmament, viewed from bel ow. Wnged, BearUke beings with a few humans thrown in roaned
the all egorical skyscape, sone appearing to spill dramatically over a rimming cornice, where they
continued as scul pted figures. As Brim stepped into the room both occupants turned to face the
doorway: Grand Duke Borodov and his older brother, Nikolai the Twenty-first, Knez of all the
Sodeskayas and Suprene Marshal of the Grand Federation of Sodeskayan States. Ursis and the escorts
i medi ately knelt on one knee as the two approached Brimstood his ground, waiting...

The Knez said sonething in a casual tone while | ackadaisically inspecting a fingernail.

Instantly, the guard and Majordomo it out through the doors as if death stal ked then- every nove.
At the sane tine, Usis rose watchfully to his feet

After a nmonment the Knez nodded. "Welcone to Qur nodest study," he said in perfect unaccented

Aval onian. "l trust We have not inconvenienced you too much this eveni ng—al though, Adnmiral Brim |
suspect..." he pursed his |lips and opened his hands, "the Police may have interrupted you at a
delicate nmonent."
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Bri m t hought quickly. "Wen in Sodeskaya, one is never too busy for the Knez," he replied,
swal | owi ng a qui ck up-rush of anger.

"An excellent answer, Admiral,"” the Knez said with a little smle. "W shall renmenber that

generosity and attenpt to nake anends." He nodded in the direction of a servant standi ng al nost
invisibly at the far end of the room then w nked at Borodov. "Perhaps we should sit," he said,
movi ng toward an ornate, marbl e-topped table decorated by a squat vase of exquisite flowers.
"Anastas Alexi here feels that the two of you may have sone insight on the present state of our
war . "

As they wal ked across the room Brimnoticed an athletic, alnpst nervous spring in the Bear's
stride—here was a ruler who kept hinmself in trim He chuckled to hinmself. Considering the nunber
of lavish state suppers a Knez could expect to attend during the year, a great deal of strenuous
exerci se would be a necessary part of life!

Ni kol ai took his place at a |arge, high-backed chair on one side of the table while Borodov,
Ursis, and Brimsat opposite in snaller but very confortable copies of the original

Bor odov broke the silence. "N kol ai Yanuarievich," he began soberly to Usis, "Knez N kol ai

Bor ovi t skaya desires to hear results of our discussions on war." He stopped for a nmonent, as if
considering his next words. "And, WIf Ansor," he continued at |length, "our conversations will be
in Aval oni an, so you can be part of them Later, it will help if you share sone of the weekly
confidences you KA PPA to General Drummond and Enperor Onrad—al though you nust suit yourself on
that matter. Wiat Knez nost urgently desires is to learn why we are ... er ... not winning this
war . "

"Especially when our Sodeskayan G ound Arny appears to be the best-equipped and -trained in the
known Universe," the Knez added dryly, peering directly at Ursis. "Brother
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Anastas Al exi has demanded that We ask your opinion, so W shall. Wy do W not seemto be wi nning
this war?"

Bri m wat ched Ursis and Borodov exchange gl ances; the latter gave a little nod. Ursis took a deep
breath and closed his eyes as if considering a |ife-or-death decisi on—which, on consideration, it
probably was. "You are not winning this war, Your mpjesty," Usis said. "You are, in fact, rapidly
losing it"

"Treason!" the Knez exclainmed, hair standing erect on the nape of his neck

"Brother Ni kol ai Kakhovskaya," Borodov interposed in a cal mvoice, "you will please keep in mnd
these persons are ny guests—and therefore guests of your personal famly. They speak the truth as
they see it—and believe ne, they have seen the truth."

The Knez tapped the toe of his boot noisily. "Very well,” he relented. "Tell Us, then, Genera
Ursis, how can we be | osing when we have the best-equi pped and trained Arny in the known Universe?
Especially since you have conveniently done away with the League's nost tal ented conmander."

"Qur armes probably are the best equipped and trained in known Universe, Your Hi ghness," Ursis
said, leaning forward in his chair. "And yes, Marshal nov Vobok is dead, but he is only recently
dead, and his policies are still in effect as if he were alive." He paused to think. "Only tine
will tell if our stroke of fortune will bear fruit. Nergol Triannic has many other talented
officers fromwhich to select a replacement And who knows, the next nay prove to be even better
than his predecessor. But..."

"But why are we |losing presently, General?" the Knez demanded sharply. "Qur nobst trusted advisors
tell Us that nothing is so inportant as our Army." He crossed his arnms over his chest. "And," he
added, "Qur own training at the famed Sodeskayan M litary Acadeny | ends credence to this."

THE SIEGE f 177
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Ursis thought for another |ong nonent "Wat evidence do these advisors give you to prove such an
i dea, Your Majesty?" he asked.

"Evi dence?" the Knez demanded in a reproving voice. "Yes, Your Majesty. Surely they have provided
you with recorded reports fromfront that showtheir... ah ... theories in action.” Usis replied.

"They have," the Knez said with a frown. "They do. W personally see three and four Hol oGrans a
week boasting of great victories in the field-arnies of Sodeskayan craw ers smashing the denon
Leaguers and taking them prisoners.” He threw up his hands angrily. "Yet brother Anastas Al ex
tells ne we | ose new planets and star systens each day. How can this be?"

"Only, Your Mjesty, when our arnmies are destroyed in the field," Usis said.

'They are not destroyed!" the Knez protested. "We | ook at all the reports W get, and We see only
victories." He frowned angrily. "Only nost witless of Bear cubs bite crag wolves on tail,' as
t hey say."

"Clearly, Your Mjesty," Ursis said placatingly. "But perhaps these advisors of yours are
sonet hing | ess than truthful. "

"Anastas Alexi," the Knez warned, "your guest w |l speak respectfully when he nentions the nenbers
of Qur Inner Court. They would never lie to us. They are lifelong friends—fromthe Acadeny."

"Brother Nikolai Borovitskaya," Borodov said quietly. "General Ursis did not use the word |ie—you
did. And perhaps the word lie is too strong. Perhaps..." He shrugged and waved a hand, "Let us not
at this juncture spend too much tine defining truth. For now, permt General Usis to continue."
The Knez continued to glower angrily, but nodded assent
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"Thank you, Your Majesty,"” Usis said in a sonehow steady voi ce.

Bri m wondered how steady his friend felt inside.

"1 must beg Your Majesty's indulgence for a monent,"” Ursis continued, settling back into his
chair. "Answer this, if you will. What kind of logic permits armes to win surface battles while
| osi ng pl anets and whol e star systens?"

"Only Qur troublesone brother tells me we are |osing planets and star systens,” the Knez grunbl ed.

"But for the nonent, you will consider it as ... a theory, perhaps?" interjected Borodov. " ' Not
Wi nning* is not all that far from'losing/ is it?"

The Knez considered this in silence, then nodded his head al nost angrily. "All right," he said.

"For the noment, it is not."

Ursis nodded. "Once again, then, what kind of logic permts armes to win surface battles and yet
| ose planets and whol e star systnms?"

"Under those circumstances, no kind of logic," the Knez allowed. "Yet even military assessors in
Aval on have called our armies invincible on the ground." He glanced for a nonent at Brim "Is that
not so?" he demanded.

"It is, Your Majesty," Brimassured him "but—

The Knez interrupted as if Brimhad suddenly exited the room "There, Ceneral Usis," he said. "Is

his a word that you trust?"

"Yes, Your Majesty," Ursis said, clearly westling his own tenper now. He glanced again at

Bor odov, who rolled his eyes toward the baroque ceiling. Suddenly he seened to have an idea. "One
woul d think, Your mmjesty," he began, "that if we were 'not losing' this war, then things would be
in a stalemated condition and reports fromthe "front' would be arriving fromnore or |less the
same di stances away. |Is that not so?"
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The Knez considered only a nonment. "That makes sense," he said.
"Good," Ursis replied. "Then | shall leave it to Your Majesty to check the planetary coordinates

included with the reports you have received so far—you may be surprised where they cone from" He
paused a nmoment in thought, then nodded. "After mat," he continued, "assum ng that Your Majesty
may becone concerned as we are about the progress of the war, you may wish to consider what it

m ght be that would prevent a normally invincible Army fromw nning victories."

The Knez frowned, obviously displeased with the way things were going, but nodded anyway—with ill-
conceal ed disconfort "Yes," he conceded, "W mght wish to consider such an academ c subject, were
W concerned.”

"Thank you. Your Majesty," Usis said with just a hint of relief in his gruff voice. "In that
case," he said turning to Brim "I shall ask the Adniral here to provide your explanation."

I nstant| y—and unexpect edl y—gal vani zed, Brim | ooked at U sis, then swallowed a huge |unp that had
mysteriously appeared in his throat. "Ah ..." he stanmered, "what would prevent a nornally ..."

i nvincible Arny fromw nning victories?" the Knez finished for him "You are the space expert

G on...."
Well, Brimconsidered, wyly, that was, after all, what his assignnent was all about Taking a deep
breath, he | ooked up to confront the Knez's stony gaze. "It's all pretty sinple, Your Majesty," he

began. "No matter how wel|l equi pped or brave your arnies may be, neither Bear nor |and craw er

al one can stall the League ground forces when they fight in concert with Horn Orgoth's superb Deep
Space Fl eet Your soldiers nust have protection—as well as fire support—from space to be effective.
Only a conbination of forces can win, and higher priority nmust be given to both the production and
application of offensive space forces. | saw a good exanpl e
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during the nmaneuvers in Vorkuta that you yourself attended only a few weeks ago..,."

Brimheld center floor for nearly half a netacycle before the Knez appeared to run out of
questi ons.

"Enough for today, Admiral," he said, holding up his be-jewel ed hand after a period of thoughtfu
silence. "You have given Us rmuch to think about."” He turned his baleful gaze to Ursis. "Do you
have anything to add, General ?" he denmanded—al nost petulantly, as if the Bear had caused him great
personal trouble.

"Only to thank Your Highness for giving ear to this npost critical matter,’
mat ching his Monarch's steely grin with his own,

Ursis declared, bravely

The Knez nodded, then suddenly turned to Borodov. "So , Anastas Alexi," he grow ed, "this is why
you have been pl aguing Qur hours for the past year?"

"More than year, Nikolai Borovitskaya," Borodov corrected

"Yes. Yes. You need not rem nd us,
wi nning this war. Correct?"

the Knez growl ed. "And General Ursis—you feel as if we are not

"No, Your Mjesty," Ursis said soberly. "I stated enphatically that we are losing this war. And,"
he added, "should we continue on this trend, sone predictions indicate that League forces could be
at gates of G ontow, so to speak, within a Standard Year."

The Knez cl enched the arnms of his chair again, clearly struggling with Usis's words. He grow ed
sonmet hing in Sodeskayan with a nmenaci ng voi ce

"You will please renmenber your promise to speak only in Aval onian, Nikolai Borovitskaya," Borodov
sai d.
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"Wt said that your friend General Ursis has little trouble speaking his mind," the Knez grunbl ed,
gl oweri ng.

THE SI EGE I 181
"I's not literal translation," Borodov explained to Brim "but nuch nicer than original."

Again the roomlapsed into silence as the Knez rested his chin on a six-fingered hand and
pondered, staring at the perfectly lacquered surface of the table. At last he | ooked up and | ooked
grimy at each of his three visitors. "You have not nmade Us happy this norning," he grow ed.

"W had no intention of making you happy, Ni kol ai Borovitskaya," Borodov replied.

"You will allow Us to finish, Anastas Alexi," the Knez said reprovingly.

Bor odov kept his silence, but nade no apol ogy.

"As W stated,"” the Knez continued, "none of you has nmuch pleased Us this norning. In fact, you
have rai sed great ire." He paused, staring idly at the baroque ceiling. "But," he continued at
length, "if nothing else, W commend you on your audacity—even you, brother Al exi Anastas.
Generally, it is difficult for one with such power as W possess to feel certain he is hearing
truth. Oten W suspect We are hearing what people think We want to hear." He chuckled darkly. "W
have no such suspicions with you three." Pursing his lips, he thought for another nonent or two,
then sat back and opened his hands. 'The audi ence is finished."

"Thank you, Nikol ai Borovitskaya," Borodov said, getting to his feet. He and Ursis bowed while
Bri m sal ut ed.

I medi ately, their crinson-uniforned Majordono appeared at the table.

"You will escort these two back the way you brought them™" the Knez ordered, nodding to Brim and
Ursis.

Bor odov | aughed. "Brother N kol ai Borovitskaya is not show ng either of you discourtesy,” he
explained. "lIs for your own good. Many in Court would, shall we say, intrigue against you, if they
knew of your presence here. | assune you understand."

Ursis nodded and turned to Brim "As | nentioned," he
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whi spered, "perceived enenies of certain Court nenbers have... disappeared, shall we say?"

"You nentioned sonmething like that" Brimreplied with a shudder. "Kitchen doors are fine with ne."

At that nonent, the Knez's voice booned out "One nonent, gentlenen,” he conmanded.

Brimturned to observe that the Bear was now standi ng before the table.

"Spasee' bah," he said sinply, then turned and strode through the front door

Bri m gl anced at Borodov, who was now standing with an astounded | ook on his face. So was Ursis.

"By all crag wolves," the ol der Bear whispered.
"By all crag wolves and stone spiders,” Usis added. "Did | hear that correctly?"

Bor odov nodded and smiled as he turned to |l eave. "You did, ny friend," he said. That is one for
the records...."

Shaki ng his head in wonder, Ursis signaled the Major-donp to | ead, then notioned Brimto follow
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"What' d he sayl" Brim asked as the three wound their way down the stone staricase.

"Ch, yes.
Sorry."

Ursis chuckled. "I was so surprised—no, astounded—+ conpletely forgot about you

"It's all right,” Brimreplied. "But what was it he said that so surprised you?"

"He said, 'Thank you,' " Ursis replied—alnost as if he still didn't believe his own words. "The
Knez said, 'Thank you."' "

"What's so strange about that?" Brim asked. H s own Enperor Onrad V would certainly have said
sonething like that at the end of such a neeting.

"Such words are not in the vocabulary of a Knez," Ursis explained. "I for one have never heard the
words used by either of the Knez who have reigned in ny lifetine. And

clearly, neither had Anastas Al exi—who is the Knez's brother"
"Looks as if we got through to him then," Brim suggested.

"It is to be hoped." Ursis sighed as they started down the long hallway with its eternal odors of
cooking. "Otherwise, | fear that these basenents will witness a great deal nore slaughter than
ever envi sioned—and nmuch of the killing will be for pelts"”

That evening, as the three friends rel axed before a roaring fire in Borodov's manor house,
Bar bousse appeared at the study door with a folded slip of plastic in his hand and pointed to
Brim

It was a nmessage form and fromits green color, Brimcould tell it had cone through mlitary
channels with no classification attached. "1'll take it here," he said.

"Thought you'd want to read this yourself,"” the big rating said with alittle smle. "Cane through
mlitary channels, but it was narked personal."

As Ursis and Borodov continued their discussion of the previous events, Brimopened the form and
began to read:

TA- SAKMN; 0975098JRWER821 197/52013 [ UNCLASSI FI ED]

FROM

N. Tl SSUARD, COMVANDER, |I.F.

I.F.S. NORD, UNDER WVAY

TGO

WA BRIM ADMRAL, I|.F.

| MPERI AL EMBASSY, BROMCOW G F.S. S

<09538- 3085> SUBJECT:
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PERSONAL TRANSM SS| ON

(1) GREAT PLEASURE CONFERRI NG W TH YOU LAST EVENI NG LOCK FORWARD TO NEXT CONFERENCE SOONEST.
(2) AM STILL UNDECI DED | F ANGRY OR SI MPLY | NCREDULQUS. DI SAPPO NTMENT VERI FI ED.

(3) PLEASE EXTEND PERSONAL THANKS TO KNEZ NI KOLAlI (THE TVENTY- FI RST, KNEZ OF ALL THE SODESKAYAS
AND SUPREME MARSHAL OF THE GRAND FEDERATI ON OF SODESKAYAN STATES, ETC., ETC.) FOR GORGEQUS BOUQUET
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OF FRESH CUT FLOWERS DELI VERED BY FAST STARSHI P SHORTLY AFTER NORD UNDER VAAY.
(4) SOONER OR LATER!

SI GNED: " NUMBER ONE"

[ END OF UNCLASSI FI ED] TA- SAKMN; 0975098 JR WERS21

In the course of the next four Standard Weks, Brim—wearing no mlitary rank on his Inperial

battl esuit—suffered endl ess netacycles in a renpte space-conbat school training for a war he had
been fighting nore than three years. Only a spirited exchange of short KA*PPA nmessages with Marsha
Browni ng nade tinme pass with even a senblance of its normal regularity. At |ast, however, he
"graduated" fromthe prelimnary portions of ne course, having passed the various systens

exani nations close to the top of his class, and noved on.

However, nore than half a Standard Year had passed since he had flown a starship in any kind of
conmbat situation, and he soon di scovered how rapidly one could become rusty.

Fortunately, for the flying phase he and three other "students" were assigned to Captain Fil

Ki evskaya, a gentle and unassum ng Bear who could fly beautifully and went to great lengths to
foster a spirit with his pupils. Busy as he was, Kievskaya could always find tinme to explain a
tricky point. When he and Brim strode across the brow at the end of a period of dual instruction
he woul d retrace the pattern of the flight and nmake certain that various |essons on the ZBL-4's
i di osyncrasi es—features," he laughingly called themwere driven hone.

After at least ten mllion years, the day finally arrived when Brimgot to fly one of the little
ships with no one but the crew and a graduating student in the right seat who could nore or |ess
make hersel f understood in Aval onian. As usual, Kievskaya sat with himat the checkout console
whi | e he gui ded an anal og on an exterior inspection of the ship, drab in its war coat of matte
bl ack. Afterward, the Bear stood at the end of the brow to render assurance. "Sonmehow, " he said,
"I have this feeling that you couid teach ne a thing or two about flying starships."

Brim cl apped himon the shoul der, knowing the instructor's frustration at the way the war was
going for himpersonally. Students cane and went, but the instructors renained, training batch
after batch of beginners with little hope of ever seeing real action. Sone of the sharper
politicians anobng them eventually pestered their way to combat operations, but not many—and the
better instructors remained anchored firmy in place. "Perhaps with a little practice, | could
teach you about Starfuries," he replied, "but not this beauty. Here, you are the naster."

"Thank you, ny friend," the Sodeskayan said, "now go fly without ne. Like mother bird, | push you
fromnest. Don't forget to trimship before you | eave the dock; otherw se, you make fool out of
yoursel f—and nme as instructor.” He grinned. "Good |uck!"™ Wth that, he anbled off down the
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brow with a nonchal ant air, but Brimknew he woul d watch both the undocki ng and the docking with
an instructor's critical eye.

Only eight days after his solo, Brimbroke all records for graduating in a short length of tinmne.
During those few days, however, he spent all his tinme drilling in the maneuverable little ships,
but was never given an opportunity to fire the fixed disrupters in the nose. This would cone
|ater, he was told—f tine remai ned for advanced training. The first squadrons of ZBL-4s were just
begi nning to reach the battle front, and—depending on the availability of crews—even raw graduates
could find useful enploynment around the clock. During Brinm s abbreviated stay at school, the war
had again turned worse for the Sodeskayan cause—f that were possi bl e—and abl e- bodi ed Hel msnen
were desperately needed at the front, along with every nodern deep-space warship that would fly.

Shortly after Brimreceived his duly signed, official "Conmbat Certification" (he had to trust what
was printed on the certificate; he couldn't read a word), he was tenporarily assigned as a relief
Hel msman to Reginent 31 of the 19th Space Division defending portions of the Novogireyevo star
cluster. This tinme, he traveled to the front in one of Sodeskaya's swift new Q=2 |ight
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bonmbar dment starships, arriving at his destination, the mning planet Govgod, safely and even a
few nmetacycl es ahead of schedule. It had been a Iong while since he'd crossed swords with a
Leaguer Hel msrman, and after reading a few reports from occupi ed Sodeskayan pl anets, he was fairly
spoiling for a fight. Less than two days later, he got his wish

He flew his first conmbat nission as replacenment for a ZBL-4 Hel neman who had fractured her leg the
previ ous evening at the local officer's nmess—lear indication of front-

I i ne neem consunpti on. Rousted out before dawn, Brimreported to the flight line of "Govgod
Station," a row of sone forty-odd buoys tossing on a nearby | ake kept ice-free by braces of

har dwor ki ng portabl e reactors. The starship, an older "B" nodel, had just cone off the maintenance
list and appeared to be in excellent condition, although a nunber of odd-shaped patches on her

hul | indicated she had seen serious action since arriving at the battle zone two weeks previously.
Gunnery O ficer for the mission was a smallish Bear named Kalinin fromthe distant Krasniye Vorota
star cluster, the Conmunications Oficer, an ex-farmer named Nakhi-novsky from Begovaya in the

Fil evsky Sector. The remminder of the fifty officers and ratings were the usual odd | ot one woul d
expect in a killer ship, but averaged sone twenty-five m ssions each. The ship herself had
accounted for three Gom Hoff 270-A killer ships—onfirmed. Brimsniled as he conpleted his
external inspection and garaged the analog. It proved his point: given a nodi cum of decent

equi pnment. Bears were at |east the equal of Leaguers in space.

Two netacycles later, they were patrolling with five other ZBL-4s bel ow Li ght Speed off the
enbattl ed pl anet Konkovo when a dozen GH 262s angled in out of the brilliance of a nearby star and
were alnmost within firing range before soneone spotted them Shaped in the formof a double
chevron, these Leaguer ships were heavily armed with fourteen super-focused di srupters and
extremely dangerous. A voice shouted over the short-range radi o, "Ploschad! Ploschad. 1"

"Means 'Break!* Welf," Kalinin warned in a cal mvoice.

Brimgrinned. He'd picked up a scattering of necessary words in Sodeskayan and was al ready reefing
the ZBL into a tight spiral. After two turns, he was satisfied mat no Gom Hoff was clinging to
then- tail and he eased out of the turn. However, inmedi ately ahead of them+tittle nore than a few
c'lenyts distant—three of the angular Gom Hoffs were tracking on converging paths as if they were
bei ng haul ed
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along the sides of a pyranmid. At the apex was the exposed belly of a solitary ZBL flying straight
and | evel, and Nakhi-novsky was yelling to himfromthe rear of the flight bridge: "Pl oschad!
Pl oschad! Pl oschad!"

The nmessage never got through, at least not intinme to do any good. In the next instant, the
conbined fire of the Gorn-Hoffs snashed into the little starship, ripping through the hull 1ike
saws through a plank. The aft portion drifted into the ship's wake while the forward half went
into a vicious power spin, then exploded in a great roiling puffball of radiation fire and white-
hot debri s.

The Corn-Hoffs stayed to fight, and nearby space suddenly becane a nmel strom of spinning, jinking
starships. It was a dangerous place to be alone, and in the initial break, Brimfound hinself

al one in space. He continued turning, always |ooking around for the nearest section of ZBLs he
could join forces with. Abruptly, a GomHoff arced up in the Hyperscreens, then rolled onto a

reci procal course. Brimwas very close to himand could see the sharp angles of the "wing" tips
and the outboard control enitter for the steering engines. Large black daggers were painted on the
dirty, gray-black canouflage, and there were orange markings imediately aft of the flight bridge.
Brimswung his ZBL to get behind himand grinned in spite of hinself. For the mllionth time, he
heard the words of Baxter Cal houn: "Cut and run—nail himand get out. But CLEAR YOUR TAIL FIRST!"

Not hi ng but enpty space back there. Brimwas quickly Iine astern of the Leaguer and hit hi m behind
the bridge with all six of the big .388 disrupters fixed in the ZBL's nose, blasting debris onto
the slipstream and expl oding the eneny's Hyperscreens in a whitish stream of atnosphere. As the
range cl osed, he sprayed the Gorn-Hoff with three nore short bursts until its Helnmsman half rolled
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onto his back and rel eased a nunber of Lifed obes. But the ship was still maneuvering, so sonebody
remai ned i nside. Brim hanmered

the ship again and monents later, a |last Lifed obe popped into the ship's wake, just before the
stricken ship began to tunble out of control and broke into several pieces, then blooned into a

gi ant explosion as its power chanbers exploded. Wth the flight crew erupting in gl eeful cheers,
Brimdrove the ZBL around a steep turn and checked his tail again. The conmbat had perhaps |asted
all of several clicks; a great deal could have happened in that very brief time, and even the best
proxi mty warni ng device could be blinded by one's own Drive plume. Neverthel ess, nearby space
appeared to have becone enpty of starships, and it stayed that way for the renmai nder of his
patrol. Eventually he set course for Govgod, meking landfall within the netacycle. Several other
crews at the station had seen his Gorn-Hoff explode, so his first kill as a Sodeskayan was easily
confirmed.

The resulting celebration for the "Furless Inmperial" who had destroyed a Gom Hoff on his first

m ssion lasted well into the next norning, and Brimset off on his second sortie with a headache
that would stop even a Bear. He didn't score again until his third nission—after which the war
took an abrupt and totally unexpected turn.

Aloft on his forth sortie, Brimcautiously led a flight of eight ZBLs into one of the nost hotly
contested sectors of the battle zone—enly to find the whole area puzzlingly enpty, at |east of
Leaguers | ooking for a scrap. Were were they? A quick overflight of the nearest eneny bases
proved that Hoth Orgoth's powerful Deep Space Fleet was still present in force. The ZBLs were
greeted by a trenmendous barrage of defensive, ground-based fire—and were i mredi ately attacked by
what appeared to be a whol e squadron of Gorn-Hoffs patrolling nearby space. But none of the
Leaguers gave chase any farther than a few hundred thousand c'lenyts fromthe planets they

pr ot ect ed.

Nor were Leaguer ground forces much in evidence at the
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battl e zones. Speeding to three of the nost fiercely contested planets—where arm es had cl ashed
violently on the previous day—Brimfound only confused Sodeskayans wavi ng fromthe ground as the
ei ght ZBLs swept overhead. Ordering Nakhinovsky to call up the latest battle reports, he |earned
that the Leaguers had sinply abandoned every planet that was not yet subdued. The evacuations had
gone so snoothly, it was al nbost certain that plans had been under way for Standard Weeks at | east.

More probes of a few planets the Leaguers had fornerly secured resulted in the same vigorous
defensive activity, with great nunmbers of CGorn-Hoff and Ganthei sser killer ships patrolling the
new territories. If nothing else, they nade it abundantly clear that the Leaguers had no i medi ate
plans to go honme. When Brimfinally led his little flight back to Govgod Station, he nade | andfal
in total bemusenent, taxiing up to a buoy and nooring the ship while his mnd flitted anong a

t housand possibilities, each nore outlandish than the | ast. Watever el se was going on in the
Universe, it |ooked very much as if Nergol Triannic had just brought his war to a halt.

While Brimwas debriefing in the Operations building, a rickety shed | eft over fromsone | ong-
pl ayed- out mne, a KA PPA nessage arrived for him It was of sufficient priority to silence even a
Sodeskayan Intelligence Oficer

JK86QWHEF3257CHI 57 Q75FNI 1 105 247/52013 [ TOP SECRET]
FROM

J. G NELSON, ASSI STANT AMBASSADOR

| MPERI AL EMBASSY, CGROMCOW G F. S. S

TO

WA BRIM ADMRAL, |.F.

GAOVEOD STATION, GOVED, G F. S. S
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THESI ECE | Jo1l
<N2375N348VNR>

SUBJECT:

MESSAGE FROM GENERAL URSI S

(1) N.Y. URSIS, COLONEL-GENERAL, G F.S.S. ENG NEERS, REQUESTS FORWARDI NG THI S MESSAGE BY | MPERI AL
COW BECAUSE OF CLASSI FI CATI ON/ TRANSLATI ON PROBLEMS W TH SCDESKAYAN MEANS

(2) IMPERIAL SH P WLL ARRI VE GOVGOD STATI ON NEXT SI X METACYCLES RETURN YOU PLUS LATEST
I NTELLI GENCE TO GROMCOW

(3) BE PREPARED TO BRI EF ABOUT WHAT YOU HAVE SEEN FI RSTHAND.
(4) CONGRATULATI ONS ON GORN- HOFF!

SI GNED: " NI K"

[END OF TOP SECRET] JK86QWHS5F3257CH157Qr5N1l 105

Sonehow t he nmessage canme as no surprise. Since his arrival in Sodeskaya, he'd rarely unpacked his
bags for nore man a few days—and at | east for the present could see no prom se for change at all

Little nore than six nmetacycles later, he'd KA PPAed off a short note to Marsha Browning's office
and was on his way back to Grontow in what was rapidly shaping up as the damdest war in history.

THE SI EGE I 193
CHAPTER 7
Mar shal of the G«F*S«S«

Both Ursis and Borodov—wi th a small detachment of well-armed guards—were waiting outside
Tonoshenko's Mlitary Arrivals Term nal as Brim s packet coasted to a stop above a Becton tube,
then taxied to a gravity pad on the short-termparking ranp. Its hull was still pinging fromthe
heat of reentry when Brimsaluted a hurried good-bye to his Hel neman, then hurried down the
boardi ng stairs, snowflakes biting his face. "Voot's beard, N k," he said, grasping the Bears
outthrust hands, "does it ever stop snowi ng hi these parts?"

"Rarely snows in sunmer," Borodov said with nock de-fensiveness.

"True," Ursis observed. "Unfortunately, last year, | slept |late one norning and m ssed whol e
season.” He winked at Brim "One needs nuch fur to really appreci ate Sodeskayan clinate,"”

"You brought intelligence data?" Borodov asked. 792

"I'n the passenger cabin,"” Brimsaid. "I got the base conmmander to send out a recon ship right
after your nessage cane. Everything's in the orange box."

Ursis nodded to one of the guards, who bounded inside the little starship and returned a nonent
| ater lugging a bright orange diplomatic pouch. "You know where to take it," he said to the guard,
who sal uted, then narched of f surrounded by his eight comnpanions.

"All right, friends," Brimsaid as they wal ked t hrough the snow to Borodov's great Roshov

I i nousi ne, "you Sodeskayans have the best intelligence capability in the known Universe, so just
what's going on with the Leaguers?" He |aughed. "You think maybe nov Vobok's untinely denise
spooked Triannic, or something?"

Borodov frowned as his chauffeur opened the passenger conmpartnent "Qur intelligence is never
capabl e enough," he said with a dark chuckle. "But sufficiently expert to nake few educated
guesses, and-surprisingly enough—we think N kolai Yanuarievich's little tenper tantrum nmay well
have borne unexpected results."
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"You're serious?" Brim asked.

"Conpl etely,"’
Miuch power!™

Bor odov answered. "Nov Vobok was a very influential man in the League H gh Conmmand.

"So what's the story?" Brimdemanded. "How cone everything's stopped out there?"

Once the doors were shut, Ursis settled back in the deeply cushi oned seat and pursed his lips.
"Where to start, WI-fooshka?" he mused with a frown. "Wat we hear stretches credibility |ong
way. "

"Yeah," Brimagreed, "what | saw did sone serious credibility stretching, too. Wat's behind it
al | ?"

"From what we can pi ece together,"
force behind the whole thing."

Usis said presently, "Nergol Triannic hinmself is the nmain
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"Trianni c?"

Bor odov nodded. "He acts over strong vocal protests of Hi gh Conmand," he added. "Hoth Orgoth,
Admi ral Kabul Anak, Zoguard G obernman, even Hanrta Notrom-all dead set against delay in war, but
he overrode. He is Suprene Commander, after all."

"But for Voot's sake, why would he want to do a thing like that?" Brimdenmanded. "Triannic's no
fool ."

"Title of Enperor does not guarantee reliable brain at all times," Usis interjected.

"I's true." Borodov chuckled. "He did have reasons, right or wong."
"And?" Bri m pronpted.

"And," Borodov replied with a shrug, "it seens as if he has been getting cold feet since just
after campai gn began. No matter how well things seemto be going for him this invasion of
Sodeskaya i s biggest project he's ever attenpted. He knows what will happen if he | oses.” He drew
a finger slowy across his neck. "Voof...."

"According to our sources,"” Usis continued—+eturning the salute of a guard at Tonpbshenko's huge
mai n gate—"about two weeks ago, he started demandi ng they consolidate their flanks and send
additional forces to beef up the occupation.” He | aughed darkly as the Roshov glided forward again
and onto the wintry expressway that led to the Gontow city center. "Marshal nov Vobok was only
one on Ceneral Staff with guts enough to disagree and nake it stick." He shrugged phl egmatically.
"Now he is dead—killed by the nmerest chance," he said, staring for a nmonent at his hands.
"Sometines it seems as if the Universe watches out for Bears and other fools. Sodeskaya rust make
the nmobst of this blessing.”

Bri m nodded. "May be a good tine to nmove sone new equi pment to the front—f it's available. W did
a |l ot of damage out there when we had the right weapons to fight with—+ike the ZBL | was flying.
Get a few squadrons of

THE SI EGE I 195

those and sone JM2 Ro'stoviks in action, and the Leaguers' 11l soon know what kind of a m stake
they made."

Bor odov nodded. "Is so, WIfooshka," he agreed. "And we shall do such things—believe ne; processes
are already under way.... Before he could continue, however he was interrupted by the footman, who
began rapping on the glass that separated the passenger conpartnent fromthe Roshov's driving
conpart nent.

Borodov' s eyebrows nmonentarily rose. Cearly, such inposition was rare anong the manor's
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entourage. Wth a frown, the Grand Duke touched a snall gl owi ng panel set in the rich, wooden
wi ndow frane, then nodded.

I medi ately the footman began a rapid discussion in Sodeskayan, his face a study in anxiety. At
the sane time, the chauffeur accelerated their massive Roshov to a tremendous speed, naneuvering
in and out of traffic with deceptive agility.

Soon it was Borodov—then Ursis—who wore | ooks of concern. Wen the servant was finished, the ol der
Bear touched the gl ow ng panel again, then glanced at Brim "WIf Ansor," he said with a serious
| ook, "you will probably be greatly affected by whatever the outcone of this nonentous news."

Brimfelt a pang of apprehension. What coul d have occurred that unnerved such normally unflappabl e
Bears? "I'mall ears," he said.

"Whol e H gh Command, " Borodov began, still clearly benused, "—they have all been
di sm ssed—personal |y, by Knez. Looks |ike greatest purge of mlitary in recent history. And now
Ni kol ai Yanuarievich has just been summoned to Wnter Pal ace—+mmediately."

Brimfrowned, only half aware of the snow covered fields, dachas, and farmrel ated out buil di ngs
passing by at a terrific rate. "Wiat do you suppose that's all about?" he nused al oud.

"I have no idea," Usis said in a calm flat voice as he absently drew a great Zenpa pipe fromhis
cape and began to
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puff. After a few noments, he turned and grinned inpassively at Borodov. "Wll, Anastas Al exi," he
said, "I may now have cause to regret presenting so nuch painful truth to your brother."

Borodov frowned as Ursis's Zenpa pipe plunged the air-conditioning systeminto overdrive. "I had

t hought about that," he nused.
"Too late to do nuch about it now, " Ursis nmused, again staring out the w ndow

"You will not go in alone, N kolai Yanuarievich," Borodov growed in a | ow voice. "W have
confronted danger together for... what? ... thirty Standard Years now?"

"More than that, old friend," Ursis replied. "But | amadult Bear and able to face consequences of
my own actions." He grinned and thunped Borodov on the arm "Wo knows? Perhaps he is about to
pronote me."

"Pronotion or something not so nice as pronotion," Borodov runbled. "I go along with you, and no
anmount of conplaining will sway ne to do otherw se."

"Pi gheaded aristocrat/' Ursis grunbl ed.

"Stubborn militarist," Borodov answered back with a grin. He |ooked at Brim "WIf, will you wait
for us, or shall | have chauffeur take you to manor?"

"Il wait," Brimsaid without hesitation. "How could | do anything el se? But perhaps | should
make a call to Barbousse about this. He often has information that's inpossible to get el sewhere."

Bor odov turned. "Barbousse?" he roared. "Who do you think sent nmessage to our footnman in the first
pl ace? Knez has no idea where to find us at present tine...."

Dog tired fromhis long return trip to G oncow, Brimwas fast asleep in the waiting Roshov when
Bor odov returned—al one. Shaking his head to ward off the debilitating weakness of hal f-finished
sl eep, he sat bolt upright, shivering fromthe

bl ast of cold air that entered along with the |inousine's owner. "Were's N k?" he denanded.

Bor odov shook his head and plopped into the seat as if he were a thousand years old. "You wll
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never believe," he nmunbl ed, |ooking bleakly at his hands as if he had only just becone aware of
their existence.

"Believe whatT Bri m demanded, suddenly fearful for his old friend Usis. "Wat's happened? Is Nk
all right?"

Bor odov adj usted his spectacles for a nonent, then | ooked at Brimand smled. "Physically," he
began, "N kol ai Yanuarievich is "all right,' as you put it... .**

" But ?"

"After what has happened to him | amnot certain that he nminks so."

"Dr. Borodov," Brimdenanded in exasperation, "what's happened to hin®"

"He has been pronoted," Borodov said as if he still did not believe his own words.
"Pronot ed?" Bri m gasped.

"Just as he facetiously suggested,” the old Bear said with a laugh. "Little did he know. "
"Pronoted,"” Brimechoed in amazenent.

**To Marshal of the GF.S.S., no |less," Borodov continued. "He is now in charge of all defensive
forces."

"He's thraggling whatT

"Marshal of the GF.S.S.," Borodov repeated in a dazed whisper. "Knez has put himin charge of
repul si ng whol e Leaguer invasion."

"Sweet nother of Voot," Brimswore under his breath. "Unless he turns things around quickly, it's
not hi ng nore than a thraggling death sentence.”

- Borodov nade a grimlittle |augh. "N kol ai Yanuarievich noticed sane thing," he said.
The two conrades sat in silence for a few nonents as ne
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Roshov idl ed before the Pal ace. "Were is he?" Brimasked at |length. "And when will we see him
agai n?"

"He is inside, changing to new uniform" Borodov replied. "And— he peered out the w ndow, "
will see himimrediately. Here he cones now. "

we

Sure enough, the great crystal doors of the palace were swi nging slowy open while the regi nent of
Guards outside cane to quivering attention. Presently, a famliar figure energed, now dressed in
the enbl ematic "Knez Green" uni form of a Sodeskayan Marshal, with heavy gold enbroidery on the
collars and cuffs of his tunic. "N k," Brimwhispered to hinself, "a Marshal ."

Monents | ater, Borodov's footman opened the passenger conpartnent again, and the new Marsha
clinmbed in, plunping hinself heavily on the cushions. Wen the door was again shut, his tired eyes
glanced first at Brim then at Borodov, and w thout nmoving his head, he said, "I wish to spend
this tumul tuous evening before your fire, ny good friend Anastas Alexi. You, WIf Ansor, and

have much to discuss.”

"I did not strive for this position—or did | particularly want it," Usis grunbled after supper.
The | ustrous, knee-high riding boots he wore fromthe Pal ace were repl aced by the droopy, soft-

| eat her footwear that matched the colorful native costune he always preferred when at his ease.
"Nor do | particularly want it now," he added grunmpily. Borodov's study was hazy fromthe snoke of
two Zenpa pipes, and Brimis ability to snell anything had | ong before gone conpletely nunb.

"But," Borodov said, interrupting his old friend' s soliloquy, "job is yours, and you nust now
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carry it out successfully—not only to save your owmn life but also life of Mther Planets
t hensel ves. "

"Yes," Ursis said, sipping his neem "I know that also.
THE SI EGE I 199
All too well." He turned to Brim "Well, WIf Ansor," he said, "now you can see how nuch trouble

have nmanaged to get nyself into."

Rel axed in a huge, Bear-sized chair with his stockinged feet near the fire, Brimnodded. "Except
it's no joke, Nik. | don't know anything about this death-penalty business, but |'mpretty certain
that if anybody can turn the tide of this war, you can."

"Not alone, ny furless friend, can ! do anything," Ursis said. "Luckily, some of ny colleagues in
upper echel ons qui-edy resisted Revisionists and survived by pretending to fawn |ike the others.
You net a few of them at maneuvers—any nore were sinply not invited. They will form kernel around
which I can build a new General Staff, near-term But even nore fortunate is collection of younger
of fi cers—+enegade Col onel s and Bri gadi ers—who conpletely reject the out-of-date Tactics Masters
and their teachings. They are nmy hope fear long-termfuture—and they have | argely survived present
sl aught er because Revisionists refused to send themto war zone."

"Dammed decent of Revisionists, |I'd say." Borodov chuckled in his deep voice.

"What about the Reet, N k?" Brimasked. "I didn't hear you nention Captains and Adnirals anong
your young renegades. Has anyone survived the slaughter in space to run your Fleet?"

Usis smiled and gl anced at Borodov. 'That," he said with conspicuous pride in his voice, "is one
of the few areas in which Anastas Alexi and | have been able to quietly put sone advanced pl ans
into action. And," he added with a great smile fromwhich fang genms sparkled in the firelight,

**they are all trained in your honeland of Carescria."

Brimfelt his eyebrows |ift in surprise. "But of course,"” he said after a nonent. "Onrad's

Production Mnister, Zolton
«Jaiswall, has transferred all sorts of prograns to Carescria—
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i ncludi ng nuch of the spaceflight training. | remenber a |lot of Bears on ny last visit."
"Additionally," Usis continued with a snile, "I shall depend on you, WIfooshka, to help ne plan

first few victories, eh?"
"That would be a great honor, N k," Brimreplied.

"Much nmore than great honor," Ursis said. "Also fulfilling direct orders of Knez."
"I don't understand," Brimreplied.

"Easy," Ursis explained. "One reason | was chosen for job was relationship with you." He chuckl ed.
"You have tendency to downpl ay achi evenents of |ast few years, but seens |ike every battle you are
involved with turns out to be big victory—targely through your efforts.™

"CGorksroar," Brimrenonstrated. "l certainly appreciate the seminents, but—=

"Call it what you like, WIf Ansor, but your deeds speak volunmes that you cannot deny. Besides,"
he added, "other political factors come into play, also."

Brimfrowned. "Like what, N k?" he asked.

"Ch, mnutiae, shall we say ... like close friendship between you and Enperor Onrad," Ursis

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...%20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (99 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:35 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

replied. "Do not think that his tenmporary adoption of your infant daughter, Hope, has escaped vi ew
of Sodeskayan intelligence—as if that were only nanifestation." He shrugged, " 'On nountaintops,
noon shines no brighter than in valleys,' as they say."

"Hm " Brim nused with a frown.

"l assune you understand neither Anastas Alexi or | had anything to do with passing that
information,” Usis interjected.

"Yeah," Brimconceded. "There aren't too nany people in the Galaxy |I trust as nmuch as you two." He
| aughed. "And Sodeskayan Intelligence is thorough. Everybody knows that."

"So you will hel p?"
"As | said before, | shall be honored to help, N k," Brimassured him

' Thank you, WIf Ansor," Ursis said, recrossing his feet by the fire. "That takes care of
everyt hi ng—except equi pnent." He puffed contendedly on his Zenpa pi pe for another few noments,
then made another broad smile. "Is where you-Ay G and Duke Anastas Al exi —enter picture.”

"Me?" Borodov asked, placing a hand on his chest in obvious surprise. "Wat role can old man |ike
me play in galactic war?"

A deep | augh escaped Ursis's throat. "M nister of Production for Fleet Vehicles," he said. "No one

I can think of would be so effective in such a job."

"Mt her of Voot," Borodov whispered, glancing at Brimas if he had sonehow just stolen the
Aval oni an profanity. "What nakes you think that?"

"Anastas Alexi," Usis chuckled, "surely you do not think that your part in tenporarily financing
Sherrington and Krasni-Peych went entirely unnoticed. After all, it did pernit the Starfury
prototype to be conpleted after only two additional donations."

"Ni kol ai Yanuarievich," Borodov gasped with raised eyebrows, "where did you hear such a ... a ..
a prevarica-tionT

"Prevarication, my booted foot," Ursis laughed, refilling his goblet froma nearby decanter. "It
is widely known that both ZBL-4 and JM 2 devel opnment efforts were also partially financed and,
shal | we say, vigorously shepherded by anonynous 'benefactor.' "

Bor odov sank back in his chair and shook his head. "Ni kol ai Yanuarievich!" he protested. "How can
you... ?"

"Be conforted, old friend," Usis said, rising fromhis chair to place a reassuring hand on the
G and Duke's shoul der. "Your privacy will never be publicly breached. But
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those of us who know doubly appreciate your past efforts—and desperately require that they
continue."

Borodov cl osed his eyes. "N kolai Yanuarievich," he said, "even if | were willing to adnit such
clandestine activities—which | amnot, mnd you—what nakes you think that | could function as well
before the glaring eye of the nedia? Does it occur to you that sone of us are sinply bashful ? O,
nore specifically, perhaps have had our fill of being the Knez's brother—and greatly prefer
privacy to fane?"

Bri m wat ched breathlessly as Ursis stood silently by his old friend's easy chair. Finally he
pursed his |ips and nodded, as if he had nade an inportant decision. "Anastas Al exi," he began
continuing to speak in Aval onian, despite what clearly was a highly enotional nonent, "no one in
Gal axy respects your privacy nore than |I. And," he added, "few have known you so well and so |ong
as to understand how nmuch that privacy means to you." He paused. "But time has cone, old friend,
when all of us nmust put aside our own lives for much | arger cause. As we did when we served aboard
ship many years ago during first war with Leaguers. You understand, Anastas Alexi? Is tinme to put

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bil...20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (100 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:35 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

lives on line again. O herw se, we | ose Sodeskaya herself."

In the flame-1it dusk of his study, Borodov seened to sink deeper into the great high-backed chair
while he clearly fought sonething deep within hinself. After a long tine, he stirred, then slowy
pulled hinself to his feet, turning to stand nuzzle-to-nuzzle with Usis. "You are right, N kola
Yanuarievich," he said at length with a firm youthful tinbre that Brimhad not heard in years.
"Someti nes excess of confort nakes one forget that such never comes wi thout inevitable cost." He
nodded. "Count on nme, Nikolai Yanuarievich," he said, raising his glass. Then he | ooked at Brim
"Conme toast with us, WIf Ansor," he said
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"Yes," Ursis urged. 'Toast with us, WIf Ansor, for nuch of the fate of Sodeskaya rests on our
shoul ders from tonight."

Caught up in the enotion of the nonment, Brim stood and touched his goblet with the other two.
"To icel To snow To Sodeskaya we go!" they repeated solemly.
**Now, " Ursis said in a quiet voice, "I can finally begin to believe that | nmay not lose ny life."

Five Standard days |ater, on 10 Heptad, 52013, Nergol Triannic pronpted OverGalite' er Naire'dug
Zni eh to Marshal of the League and placed himin charge of the Sodeskayan canpai gn as nov Vobok's
repl acenent. One week | ater, the League Arm es—Aow rested and literally overflowing with

provi si ons—+eturned to their onslaught while the Sodeskayans resuned their slow, grudging retreat

During the next Standard Month (by his own reckoning), Brimwaith the indispensible Barbousse—spent
nost of his waki ng nonents hi endl ess conferences and tactical sessions at mlitary centers
prudently dispersed throughout Groncow. In spite of feelings of regret, he had tinme for only two
conversations with Marsha Browni ng—and even they were abbreviated by his ridicul ous schedul e. Each
evening, he, Ursis, and Borodov further conferred in private at an underground headquarters to
check progress and frame a cohesive strategy that—for the first time—would thoroughly integrate
Sodeskayan space and ground forces. Production of new war machi nes was rising sharply, especially
ZBL-4s and JM2s flat were arriving in a nearly constant streamfromgiant factories erected far
beyond the range of even the npbst advanced Leaguer attack shi ps.

One early evening—after two |long, harrow ng sessions with a nunber of high-ranking, stubborn Arny

officers—Brimwas on his way to still another conference when Bar-
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bousse stopped himin a corridor. "Admiral,"” the big rating said, nodding at a suit bag fol ded
over his arm "if you don't change right now, you'll be late."

Bri m shook his head in confusion as he attenpted to cut through a billion or so mlitary details
and remenber his own confused schedule. "Late for what, Chief?" he asked presently, squeezing the
bridge of his nose. "I"'msorry. |I've sinply forgotten.™

"Count Ol ovsky's again, Admiral," Barbousse said. "Another big bash-with the Knez hinself as

guest of honor. Can't miss this one, Skipper. Besides, both Marshal Ursis and G and Duke Borodov
will be there—they have no choice, either."”

Nor does Marsha Browni ng, a voice pronounced in Brims head. He ignored it. "lI've got a neeting to
attend... sonewhere," he protested.
"I know where it is," Barbousse said. "I'Il give your official regrets and take notes. You need a

coupl e of hours off, Admiral —badly."

Bri m shook his head. "What | really need. Chief," he said, "is some tine to nyself." But it wasn't
the truth, and he knew it. He badly needed the kind of relaxation only a wonman.. .

"l hear the neenis top grade, begginl the Admiral's pardon," Barbousse rebutted.
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"Yeah," Brimrelented. "If nothing else, Olovsky's got a |lot of good Logish Meem" And Marsha
Browni ng's cl oseness at the bar.... She'd be there, he knewit He bit his |lip—she was narri ed,
xaxtdammt. He shoul d never have carried through with their xaxtdammed KA PPA correspondence!

"Come on, Admiral," Barbousse urged, "give ne that grip. |I've got your best dress uniform al
ready to go in ms bag an'..." he pointed to a nearby doorway, "you can change in nmat enpty
office. I'Il pick up what you're wearin' now when | | eave."

Brimfelt his chin. He'd been working steadily since early norning, and the day in G ontow was
nearly half again as long as a Standard Day in Avalon. "I'mkind of grubby for a formal ball," he
prot ested hel pl essly.

"Your kit's in the bag with the uniform" Barbousse replied inpassively, "an" the head's six doors
down the hall on your |eft—shower an' all."
"Sounds like you've got it all figured out, Chief," Brimsaid resignedly. After all, nothing was

goi ng to happen between hinmself and Marsha Browning. They were sinmply s friends. And even if they
did decide to do sonething, where could they go? Nowhere. Besides, she was married.

"I'"ve even got a staff car waitin* at the curb outside the front door," Barbousse added, breaking
into Brims thoughts again. "Start code's set for your Fleet serial number. Do yourself a favor
Adnmiral," he entreated. "Do all of us a favor."

"I take it |I've been a bit short, of |ate?" he asked, catching Barbousse's nmeaning only at the
| ast nonent.

"You' Il never hear anything like that fromne, Adnmiral,"’
ceiling.

Bar bousse said, rolling his eyes to the

Bri m handed over his grip. "AH right, Chief," he acqui esced. "You' ve got ne."

"You won't regret it, Admiral," Barbousse said, preferring the suit bag. "Six doors down the hal
on your left."

"Aye aye, Chief," Brimsaid, saluting the Petty Oficer with a wy grin

"Bad business, Adniral," Barbousse returned, a twinkle in his eye. "You know it's agai nst
regul ations to salute ratings."

"Here's to the thraggling regulations,” Brimsaid, extend-. ing his hand. Sonehow, Browning's face
passed before his , eyes when he said it.

Bar bousse grinned, pressing Brimis hand in his large, cal-i hised grasp. "See you in the norning,
Admiral," he said

"See you in the norning, Chief."
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"The late norning, Adnmiral?" "We'll see about that..

If anything, the Palace's grand Sraolny Ballroom | ooked even grander than Brimrenenbered.

Toni ght, as he passed along the reception line, the great columms appeared nore remarkable in size
and t he snoky, spice-laden atnosphere seened to have truly electrified, although a prom sed

appear ance by the Knez mi ght have helped the latter along. True, the dancers noved nore
traditionally, as did the musi c—probably because nost of the junior officers were now at the
front lines, many permanently. Neverthel ess, now that the Leaguers* war had finally cone, the
daunt | ess nenbers of Grontow s well born society were bearing up in their usual Bearish nanner

am d grandi ose ponp and spl endor, even though all might be reduced to dimy glow ng debris at any
tinme.

In spite of having utterly rid hinself of all thoughts concerning Marsha Browni ng, she'd passed in
and out of his inmagination a dozen tines since the staff car dropped himoff at the Pal ace door
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Now, as he noved through the reception line with frustrating |ack of speed, he felt a sudden
uncontrol | abl e rush of excitenent—ene that he fought back with very little success. Only a few
nmore dignitaries separated himfrom... He bolstered his resolve. No nore flirting with married
wonen, and that was that.

After Brims very official introduction to the new Marshal Nikolai Yanuarievich Usis ("N k," he
whi spered, "you've finally nmade the big tine!"), he paused for a nonment with the Anbassador from
occupied A zurn and his wife. They i mediately remenbered his rare A zurnian decoration, awarded
years ago for bravery during his first tour of duty, and bid warm wel cone before passing him in
turn, to the Anbassador from Lixor and his wife. These two represented an undeviatingly neutra
domain that for a thousand Standard
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Years had grown fat on credits earned fromselling weapons to both sides of any conflict happening
to come their way. Brimalways translated the word neutral to avaricious when referring to

Li xorians, but he had also learned to snile diplomatically, and so passed quickly on to the
Anbassador for occupied Effer'wck. As he did so, he glanced in the direction of the next couple

for his first glinpse of Marsha "~ Browning, and.. . she wasn't there\ Nor was her husband,
Crellingham Quickly paying respects to the representati ves of what was once the nost inportant
Imperial ally of all —BOWreduced to an occupied territory of the League—he found hinmself passed

into the hands of one Stephanie Tate, Assistant Anbassador from Aval on. After the usua
formalities, he inquired about Browning hinself and | earned that the Anbassador had been suddenly
recal l ed to Aval on the day . before.

Duri ng what seened like the next five hundred Standard Years, he was further presented to three
nore barons and one Beari sh Archbi shop of the G adgroat-Norchelite church before he was again
presented to Knezina Katerin. This tinme, she was dressed in a splendid anber gown that accented
her dazzling chestnut coat On her noble head was a tiara clearly worth die price of a small star.
She sniled. "Well, Admiral," she asked, '"are you surprised to be so involved with the Sodeskayan
H gh Command? | hear we have kept you quite busy."

"One does what he can, Your Majesty," Brimsaid. "And work goes nuch easier when one believes in
its outcome."

"I n Sodeskaya?"

"I'n Sodeskaya, in the Enpire, in civilization, Your Majesty. Eventually we nust return freedomto
t hose who feave lost it."

Katerin | ooked down at him "Strange, Admiral," she said, **I actually think you believe those
words." ju Brimfrowned. "I do, Your Majesty," he said, "—eor | ave not spoken them"
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"That," Katerin said, "is why we believe so nuch in you, Admral," She sniled and turned to a
Maj ordono. "Kl aus," she said, "you will nmake certain the Admiral has access to all he desires?"

From t he Mj ordono, Brim proceeded into the swirling crowd to join Borodov, who had arrived
sonewhat earlier and was beckoning to himfromthe dance floor. The elderly Bear had Ms eye on an
upcom ng industrialist and was about to corner himfor an extended browbeating session that
centered on |low production rates at two of his factories. Wnking, Brimdeclined the old Bear's
invitation to join in the "fun" and pushed his way through the glittering throng to the nearest
refreshnent al cove

Not that he was that disappointed at m ssing Marsha Browni ng, he reassured hinself. She was, after
all, a married .woman. Still, he nmused half guiltily, they were friends, and she was a nost
attractive one, at that. Alot |like the woman talking to a huge gray Bear in a G enadiers

uni form..

"Marsha" he exclaimed as she glanced his way, "I didn't expect to find you here tonight."
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Dressed in a dark blue | owcut gown that clung to her anple figure in a way that nmust have driven
every Bearess mad with envy, she hesitated for a nonent, then nade a little snmile and notioned for
himto join her. "I didn't plan to be here nyself until the last minute," she whispered with a

bl ush, then turned to the trio with her. "Col onel Tul sko Do-brenin, Assistant Secretary Marston,
Curator Kittnoczek—may | present nmy countryman, Rear Admiral WIf Ansor BrinP"

Dobreni n qui ckly extended his hand. "Ah, Adnmiral Breem but | have heard of you," he said,
adj usting an ebony-rinmed nonocle. "You are friend of recent Marshal Ursis, are you not?"

"I am Colonel," Brimsaid. "The Marshal and | go back a nunber of years."

The Bear smiled. 'Then perhaps we shall neet again soon, Admiral," he said. "My crews arrive only
this norning fromtraining in your homel and of Carescria. During next few days, we take possession
of new JM 2B Roshovs and receive further tactical training here in Gontow. Your nane has been
nmenti oned nunerous tines."

"You honor ne, Colonel,"” Brimsaid in turn, shaking hands with Lydia Marston, a |eggy blonde (with
the eyes of a trained killer) on tenporary duty from Aval on, then Boris Yaltii Kittnoczek, a tall
wel | -dressed deal er in rare nanuscripts.

As the five passed pleasantries, Dobrenin was captured by two stylishly dressed Bearish
socialites, while Marston and Kittnoczek drifted away by thensel ves, hinting about subjects that
led Brimto believe the "manuscript shop" probably ¢ displayed little in the way of rea
manuscripts. "I'll bet your Sodeskayan-I|nperial Cultural Exchange doesn't do much business with
Kittnoczek and Conpany," Brim nused when he and Browning were finally al one.

Br owni ng chuckl ed. "No," she agreed, "although |I can't imagi ne why. Perhaps | don't have the
proper kind of manuscripts for him"

"Marsha,"” Brimsaid with a smle, "I think you can count on that."

"Ah, well." She sighed. "Life has its little disappointnents." She peered at the enpty goblet in
her hand. "Like this." She pouted theatrically. '*Can you hel p?"

"I can easily deal with that kind of disappointnent,” Brimsaid, signaling the bartender while
steering her toward a snall table that had just been vacated nearby. Mnments later, A he returned
with the npost gloriously hued Logi sh Meem he could recall. His first sip proved the old adage that
"the nmore , Logish the Meem the fairer the hue.” He touched the rimof her goblet with his.
"Here's to Count Ol ovsky," he toasted.
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"May he live longer than either of us and serve nmeem such as this to his dying day!"

"To Count Orlovsky," Browning agreed, raising her goblet in salute, "and his long life!" She
sipped for a nonent, then smled. "W!f Brim" she whispered with a little blush, "I... well, |
hoped you'd be here—+n spite of nyself."

Bri mnet her eyes. "Thanks, Marsha,"” he replied, a little self-consciously, "—for a |ot of things,
i ncluding all those wonderful notes you KA PPAed. They nore or |ess kept ne sane during severa
very trying weeks." He grinned bashfully. "I hoped you'd be here, too—you are beautiful tonight."

She | owered her eyes. "I don't know whether those words are true or not, WIf Brim" she said,
"but I wouldn't trade themfor a mllion credits right now "

He smiled. "You won't get your million credits with those words," he said seriously. "Nothing that
obvious is worth a mllion." After that, they made small tal k about a nunber of uni nportant

subj ects before both seemed to run out of conversation at the sanme tine and sat back listening to
cl amorous nusic conmng fromthe ballroomwhile a whole galaxy of glittering creatures swirled

noi sily around the nearby bar. Suddenly Brown's eyes narrowed and a mschievous little snmle stole
her countenance. "I don't realty have to be here tonight, you know," she said in a conspiratori al
voi ce. "Do you?"
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Brimfrowned. "No," he replied with a rai sed eyebrow. "Actually, I'd forgotten all about it until
Chi ef Barbousse remi nded ne it was on."

"Bar bousse?" she asked with raised eyebrows. "He isn't that huge, absolutely adorable noncom from
Aval on, is he?"

Bri mthought for a noment. Probably in all Sodeskaya there wasn't anybody el se who | ooked |ike
Bar bousse. "Conpl etely bal d?" he asked.

"Yes—eonpl etely. "
THE SI EGE I 211
"It's got to be the Chief,” Brimstated flatly. "Were did 'you run into hin®"

"He canme into the office the other day," Browning said with a little frow, "to drop off sone sort
of notice ... about tonight's ball, if I'mnot mstaken. Left it with ny secretary. | just
happened to notice as he went out the door and asked. "He's big" She frowned. "Wwnder why he was
passi ng those around.”

Brimstifled a groan and shook his head. "I wonder,'
excel l ent guess.

he said evasivel y—but he coul d make an

"I n any event,'
a ski mrer ?"

Br owni ng conti nued, unconcerned, "I'd Hke to be out of this noisy zoo. Do you have

Brimsmled. "Just so happens | do," he said. "But | hope you aren't going to desert nme now that
I"'mglad | cane."

"Not unless you want to be deserted,"” she said. "I know a perfectly wonderful little tavern on the
way hone, where the neemisn't quite as good as here at Orlovsky' s—and it's certainly not free,
either—but we could drink it and hear each other talk." She gave a little laugh. "I'd even
treat... and, well, nobody will be there to, er, ask why we're spending so nuch time together."
She took a deep breath. "G ontow has nme greatest rumor nill in the whole Gal axy."

"How do you know?" Brimjoshed. "Could be all kinds of places on League planets with better runor
mlls. I'Il bet you ve not been to all of them™

"You are inpossible, WIf Brim" she said. "But you know what | nean. And | really would |ike a
chance to get to know you."

Brimsniled. "You' ve got a deal, Marsha Browning,'
cl andesti ne m s-won?"

he said. "How are we going to carry off this

She | aughed. "I shall send the linousine along, and you w |l —eventual | y—take ne hone. How does
that sound?" ~ "Sounds like a plan to me,"” Brimsaid. "I'lIl get your coat
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and neet you at the top of the staircase.”™ Wthin half a neta-cycle, they were on their way.

Grand, tree-lined boul evards and dazzling estates of Goncow s Mnarchical Sector near the Wnter
Pal ace soon gave way to the comercial heart of the city—pennant-bedecked Sharnray Prospekt,
bordered by great, inposing nmercantile buildings, their peacetine |lights blacked out because of
the all too real threat of assault from space. Wiile Brimdrove, Browning navigated the early-
nmorning streets with a rel axed confidence born of years in exotic cities throughout the Gal axy.
She was dressed in a fitted wool en overcoat and a tiny pillbox hat that rem nded Brimof a

di srupter turret without its disrupters. Even nostly covered, she was a fine-Iooking woman. "Turn
right there at that building with the golden spire," she said, pointing through the snowfl ecked
wi ndshield, "then left onto the ranp to Bersov Pronenade."”

Brimsniled to hinself. He guessed that follow ng behind an up-and-com ng di pl omat - husband
t hroughout the far-flung Enpire had provided this extremely cosnopolitan woman the ability to fee
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at hone al nost anywhere. "Let me know when we reach the Avalon city linits," he joked.

She | aughed. "You're a pretty speedy driver,'
Li ght Speed. "

she said. "1 don't even renenber going through

"Snmoot h driving," Brimexplained, swinging onto the Bersov ranp. "Fools you every tine."

"You'll want to take the Turchik exit," she warned. "It's easy to nmiss." On both sides of the

r oadway—Aow shrunken fromtwelve to four | anes and covered with new snow—huge, spiraling towers
rose into the hazy darkness, connected to one another by what appeared to be heavy, drooping pipes
and softly gl owi ng cabl es.

"Where now?" Brim asked as the skimrer glided across the half dozen glimrering guide tubes
controlling what nust have been a major ground transit line. Their surroundi ngs
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bad quickly turned residential, nostly two- and three-story town houses with steep, pitched roofs,
carved bal conies, and el aborate bal ustrades that lined streets flanked by ranks of snall, snow
bearded trees. He glanced at Browni ng, who was squi nti ng ahead through the snow.

"Go slow," she cautioned. "Wthout street lighting it's tricky, but we should be conming to a
little tract of shops and... yes, at the next intersection turn left and park anywhere you can."

As Bri mswung around the corner, the little nei ghborhood gave way to a narrow street of shops—al
closed at this hour—n ancient-|ooking black stone buildings that rose no nore than four or five
stories fromthe sidewal ks, each delicate feature of their carved facades punctuated in white. For
all the closed shops, however, both curbs were largely filled by parked ski mers of every kind.

"There's an opening," Browni ng excl ai ned, pointing through the windshield. "Better get it."

Bri m peered down the street, dinmy lighted by their running lights that gl owed only enough to warn
pedestri ans out of the way. "Good spotting," he said.

"We're lucky," she said. "This place is popular—ith people as well as with Bears." They had no
sooner nmaneuvered beside the curb than three nore ski mers appeared out of nowhere, shrouded
headl i ghts glowing like slitted eyes in roe darkness. "See?" she asked.

Bri m nodded, |ooking at her in the darkness as the warnmth of the skimer's heater dissipated in
t he Sodeskayan chill. She even had a beautiful silhouette.

She gl anced his way for a nmonent, then turned full face and stared at himfor long, silent
monents. "A credit for your thoughts," she said.

"I'd probably be nmore than a credit's worth enbarrassed if 11 let you in on those,"” Brimadmtted,
feeling his cheeks
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"Conme here," she said, suddenly putting her arns around his neck and ki ssing himsquarely on the
mout h. "There," she said softly, her nose touching his, "would that earn ne a credit?"

"Mm " Brimwhispered, "I think so—but naybe we ought to try again.” Wth that, he drew her to
him covering her opened lips with his own. After a few nonments, he drew back slightly. "Perhaps
we ought to, ah, check out the tavern," he said. "Before |, ah..."

She took a deep breath and sat up in the seat and straightened her hat. "I+ think so," she
replied, her voice sounding a little shaken

Al ready the wi ndshield of the skimer was covered with snow, and when Brim stepped out, he found
the new snowfall was already over his ankles, although the street had clearly been plowed within
the netacycle. Hurrying around the front of the car, he waited until a mai ntenance wor ker passed
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with a power shovel, then hel ped her out onto the sidewal k and they hastened toward an entrance
beneat h a hangi ng sign that procl ai ned sonething in otd-fashioned Sodeskayan synbol s.

As he opened the heavy door, they were greeted by a blast of warnth that carried the rich aromas
of meem Hogge' poa, nmu' occo cigarettes, perfune, and spices of all kinds. The inner door opened
into a bustling, candlelit roomwith a | ow, beamed ceiling and snoke-darkened walls, filled with,
sounds of ani mated conversation and the tinkle of crystalware—all overlaid by the pensive, half-
mel ancholy sounds of Sodeskayan fol k nmusic played on three towering stringed instrunments Bears
cal l ed akial al abs. A huge russet Bear dressed in black except for a white starched shirt and a
natty red ribbon at his neck bowed | ow and sniled warmy. "Wl cone to Grovnik Tavern," he said in
Aval oni an. He gl anced around the room then consulted a greasy display in his battered-Iooking
rostrum "I have only single booth to offer," he

said, "but would give ne great pleasure could | seat you there."

Bri mwas about to answer when Browni ng nodded and replied for themin the Bear's own | anguage,
bringing a great smle to the headwaiter's face. Inmmedi ately he took her hand and kissed it, then
bowed to Brimagain, and after signaling to a waiter, led theminto the snoky twilight to a tiny
wooden booth beside a painted wall decorated with Sodeskayan peasant art that | ooked authentic
enough to be the real thing. In the next booth, two of the nysterious N ght Traders held hands
over goblets of deep red neem At the table beside them four young Bears wearing costunes of some
local guild quietly toasted sonmething vAry inportant—at |east to them Many nearby tables were
taken by humans who seened nuch too busy to notice two nore of their race attired nore for
hobnobbing with royalty than having a drink in a |ocal tavern—even one so polyglot as the Govnik

"l didn't know you spoke the | anguage,” Brim comented as he hel ped her fromher coat, then draped
it over her bare shoul ders as she sat.

"Ch, not very well,"” Browning replied, her face coloring slightly. "It's sort of a hobby with mne.
I"ve tried to learn at least a little of the | anguage wherever we've been stationed."”

Brimordered a bottle of a favored Logi sh Meem and slipped into the seat opposite her. "I think
that's a pretty wonderful hobby," he said. "I've only managed to | earn the Leaguers' Vertrucht—-and
| did that because it hel ped nme put bread on the table when | was a kid."

She laughed a little. "lronic, isn't it?" she observed. "Especially since you seemto have spent
nost of your life fighting them"

"I've had occasion to think of that nore than once," Brimagreed wyly as a waiter in white apron
and tall cook's hat served their nmeem "They're a nean lot." He frowned as he sanpled the
excellent vintage. "And | don't inmagine they' ve
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done nmuch to endear thenselves to you and the Anmbassador," he added, toasting her with his gobl et

She si pped her neem "Actually, they've provided sone wonderful postings," she said with a smle
"If the Leaguers hadn't been so awfully troubl esome, the Foreign Service would be much snaller
than it is and..." She gave a little shrug.

"And what ?" Bri m asked.

"Ch," she said after a nonment, "I suppose | shouldn't have seen so much of the Gal axy as | have
nor | earned so many | anguages."

"How many do you know?" Brim asked, fascinated by this nodest woman who was clearly as intelligent
as she was beauti f ul

She thought a nonent and smiled. "I haven't really kept track, but there nust be ..."
Wth Brims beguiled urging. Browning nanaged to recall twelve |Ianguages and di al ect s—+ncl udi ng
his own Care-scrian Aval onian, which to nost Inperials sounded |ike a conpletely foreign tongue.
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And during the next netacycle, he found he'd not lost the ability to relax at all; he'd only
tenporarily forgotten how. Feeling very confortable by now, he finished the first bottle of neem
by pouring the last drops into her goblet.

"WIf Brim" she protested with a little smle. "If | didn't know better, |1'd think you were
pl anning to take advantage of ne."

"Not with those few drops.” He laughed. "In fact, if you're not in any hurry to be home, | was
pl anning to order a second bottle."

"Ch." she laughed. "Then you are planning to take advantage of ne."

"Hrm " Brimresponded, wondering idly if she was feeling the neemas nmuch as he was. "Never," he
said with the-

atrical finality. "Death before di shonor—er however that goes."

"But do you really mean that, Admiral Brin?" she demanded with sham suspicion. "Had | suspected
you of other than honorable intentions, |I should never have permitted you to drive nme hone."

Bri m pi nched the bridge of his nose in nock concentration. "How can | prove this to you?" he
asked.

"Hrmm " she nused, then frowned nel odramatically. "I don't suppose we'll ever know unless ..."
"Unl ess we order the meen?" Brim asked.

'"That's about it," she said.

Brimsignaled the waiter. "I guess we'd better find out," he said.

They sipped the next bottle nmuch nore slowy while the bustle of the tavern seenmed to diffuse in
t he snoky at nosphere. And as they becane nore familiar, their dial ogue shifted toward the

inti mate. Sonehow, Margot Effer'wck, first—and nost fanobus—ef Brim s |oves, had becone the

subj ect of conversation.

"And she actually saved your life at the Battle of Zonga' ar?" Browni ng asked. "She nmust have | oved
you very nuch to take such a risk."

Brimcould only nod. "Once | think she did," he said. "Unfortunately, the Leaguers' Tine Wed took
it away—alnost as if it had killed her. |'ve got sonme hope she's licked it, but..."

"I'"ve seen Hol oGrans of her a nunber of times," Browning said, |ooking into his eyes. "She was—s,
| suppose—very beautiful."

Bri m nodded. "Yes," he said, hoping to change the subject, "she, er, is... | hope. But, well, you
are a very beautiful woman yourself."
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"You said that earlier," Browning remarked alnost in a whisper. "I hope | am at least to you."

"Believe it," Brimreplied. Over the course of the evening, the coat that he had pl aced over her
shoul ders had opened consi derably, revealing what seened to be vast acres of creany skin. During
the last few cycles, he had been at pains not to stare. She took that nmoment to shift on her seat,
and before he could stop hinmself, his glance strayed to the small, firmlooking breasts pushing
over her decollete. He felt his cheeks bum as he quickly | ooked up and met her eyes. Apprehended

She sniled. "Why, Admiral Brim" she cooed with a twinkle in her eyes. "I think | caught you
peeki ng. "
"Sorry," Brimnmunbled bashfully. Sonmehow this extrenely seductive wonan could al so nake himfee
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like alittle boy.

"I"'mnot," she said.

"Not what ?" he asked, feeling even nore nonpl ussed.

"Not sorry," she said. "I can't inmagine why |'d wear this kind of a gown if | didn't want people
to notice." She gave a quick little lift to her shoulders that reveal ed considerably nore creany
skin. "I wonder," she said with a twinkle in her eye, "are ny breasts as pretty as Margot

Ef fer' wck' s?"

Brimfelt his breathing start to | abor again. "Hmm " he nurnured, this tine taking a | ong | ook
with no pretense, "I imagine they night be-what | can see of them..."

"That sounded like a |eading statement,"” Browning nurmured, color rising in her cheeks.

"Only an inconplete observation,” Brimreplied slowy. "I can't really nake a conparison."
"Whuld it help if you could see the rest of mine?" she asked, looking himdirectly in the eye.

Brimthought for a |long nonent. This was treacherous ground indeed. "Of course,"” he answered in a
j oking tone. "But here?"

Taking a glance around the room she nmade a little smle. "This is the reason | seldomdrink much
in public," she said, reaching behind her to make a little zipping noise, "and Crellingham sinply
hates it when | want to do this. But sonetines | absolutely |ove to show off where | shouldn't."
Slowmy pulling her coat forward |ike a shield, she drew the top of her gown well below two small,
slightly pendent breasts that woul d have made a worman hal f her age jeal ous. "Now," she demanded in
a triunmphant little giggle, "tell me how these conpare to Margot Effer' wyck's."

Enbarrassed for a nonment, Brim glanced around the room then quickly discovered that he was the
only one who coul d see anything but her outthrust coat.

"Wel | ?" she asked, gently nassagi ng one enornous nipple to a dark, brownish pink

Brimfelt an extrenely conpelling sensation begin in his loins. "You really want to know?" he
asked, staring in fascination at the network of tiny blue veins surrounding her great, knobby
aur eol es.

"Really," she assured him "I want to know. "
"Well," he answered, feeling his cheeks burn, "you're bigger and... rounder, | guess. Margot's
are... well..."

"I won't ask whose you prefer," she said, slipping her gown back in place.

"I + don't think I could tell you right now," Brimstunbled. "But Mther of Voot, Marsha, you are
one nagni ficent wonan."

"You haven't even seen the rest of me," she said. "Wuld you like to?"
Brimsmled. "Here?" he asked jokingly.

Br owni ng gi ggl ed and thought for a nmonent. ' That would be a real challenge," she said. "Especially

in this long gown." She |ooked into his eyes. "WIf," she said after a nonent, "it's pretty clear
that |'ve decided | want to ... well, break the rules tonight. |I've wanted you since we first met.
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and | can't seemto get it out of my system WII| you pleasure a married wonan?" Then she snil ed.
"Somewhere a little |less public, of course.™

Brimfelt a suspiciously noist sensation in his crotch. "You won't be the first married worman |'ve
| oved," he said. "And Universe knows | want you, too. | have for a long tine nowas |'m sure
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you' ve noticed. "

"I'"ve hoped," she said, funbling in her purse. "Sone of ny friends have a little apartnent they
share for times like this. |... er ... borrowed the key tonight, for some reason. "

"l"ve got to ask," Brimsaid, grinding his teeth. "Wat about, er, the Anbassador?”

"Thanks," she said with a serious little smle. "I hoped you'd be man enough to ask." She fol ded
her hands for a nonent, then |looked into Brims face. "Oh, Crellingham night mnd, all right-he
used to, at any rate. But right now he's probably got hinself skewered in one of the young

Anbassador's assistants who travel with him He's been, well, 'sanpling' for years. | suppose it's
nmy own doi ng, anyway," she added with a little hesitation. "I did sonme 'sanpling' nyself, soon
after we married. An old flane. Crellingham found us one afternoon...." She closed her eyes for a

nonent .
"Quch," Brimsaid.

"It's not that bad," she said. "W've been together a nunber of years now, we're confortable. In

his own way, he loves me—+'mquite useful. And in my own way, | love him Besides, he'll never
| eave ne—or ny famly's wealth." She shrugged and pursed her lips. "Ch, WIf Brim if you can
accept all that, as | guess / can, well... I"'mat least very nmuch in lust with you tonight." She

smiled. "Maybe even in love. Right nowit's awfully hard to tell."

"I"'mcontent with | ove or lust,"
my thoughts for a nonth now. ..."

Brimsaid in a quiet voice. "I haven't been able to get you from
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"Cone on, then," she said with a very serious |ook. "My briefs have | ong been soaked through, and
I want to feel you inside me now "

"Let's find that apartnment of yours," Brimsaid, taken by a sudden feeling of great urgency.

Br owni ng showed him"the rest" only nonents after the skimer's heater becane active
CHAPTER 8 Hone |Is Were

During the next Sodeskayan Wek (G ontowlocal tine), the frantic pace of Ursis's strategy
nmeetings continued apace, and the Bear's initial battle plans finally began to gel. By the

begi nning of the follow ng week, a high-level consensus had been finalized: The only alternative
that could slow the Leaguers sufficiently to save G ontow was a Sodeskayan counterattack
somewhere anong the nunmerous planetary systens that made up the "front."

It was a sinple enough pl an—deened "obvi ous" by nmany of the Hi gh Comrand officers who had survived
the Knez's purge. But in reality, the decision hinged primarily on whether adequate resources had
yet been acquired for such an attack. The basic problem Not just any resources would do. If
"Wlyit," the code nane assigned to Ursis's new plan, were to have any chance at all of overcom ng
the Leaguers' trenendous advantage in space, only marks |i ke the new ZBL-4 killer ships and PE-3
Pet yakov attack craft—along with the wild new JM2 Ro'stoviks that didn't seemto fit any

est abl i shed category—would do at all. O herw se the of-222
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fensive would result in little nore than a disastrous continuation of the |ong, slow Sodeskayan
retreat that had continued since the earliest nmetacycles of the war.

Space pl anni ng had been Brinms major contribution to the brutal strategy sessions. It was not
enough that Ursis hinself believed their only chance lay in strengthening the space arm He was
fanmed as both a master tactician and a schol ar—but he coul d argue space matters only fromthe

vi ewpoi nt of a Drive-chanber Engi neer. Brim alone had the experience of actively fighting Leaguers
in space—and nost inportant of all, |eading the fight against Leaguers in space. He had faced
Ursis's nost stubborn Bearish adversaries, and he had prevail ed—ot just forcing theminto
yielding to his friend s new power, but patiently arguing his case over and over until the Bears
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were convi nced that spacepower actually was critical to their survival —and eventual victory.

In the end, however, as much responsibility for success woul d accrue to old Borodov as to Ursis
and his whole Ceneral Staff. If there was magic in the plan, the Grand Duke woul d act as nagici an
Utimately, his job was fixing priorities and allocating resources to plants and factories spread
across nearly a sixth of the Galaxy. He would ensure that on the fateful noment designated for
attack, the doughty Sodeskayans would fight at |east as well equi pped as their Leaguer foes.

"Even then we may not have enough," the old Bear said | ate one evening as he puffed thoughtfully
on an ornate Zenpa pi pe before the fireplace in his beloved study. "These production forecasts of
mne pernmit very little to go wong—and we know how troubl e-prone new processes are, even in best
of cases.” He, Brim and Ursis had gathered in secret at the great manor house for a few

met acycl es of relaxation prior to issuing the orders that woul d begin preparations on a |large

scal e.

"After all is said and done," Ursis nused, peering into a
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huge gobl et of Logish Meem "we will do our best—perhaps a little better than our best. Then will
be matter for Lady Fate to decide."

"ls true," Borodov said. "But until we have done all we can do, we |eave things in hands of
Leaguers." He paused a nonent. "Only winged stone spiders can hope to reach the noons,' as they
say."

Boots resting on a great, padded hassock, Brimhad been primarily listening to the Bears, only now
and then taking part in the conversation. At |ast he reached a decision and sat his goblet on the
rich carpet beside his chair. "Perhaps nowis the tine for us to |look for additional help

el sewhere, " he suggested.

"There is nowhere else," Borodov said grimy. "This effort will absorb everything in

Sodeskaya—even snallest facilities that grind our parts, nuch less major fabricators." He pursed
his Iips. "Qur Bearish civilization will suffer before we bring this one off."
"I didn't nmean here in Sodeskaya," Brimsaid. "I meant back in Avalon." He shook his head dourly.

"There's not much to be had there, either—ot after the pounding we took |ast year stopping
Qperation Death's Head. But now that the Leaguers are dedicating nuch of their energies to you, it
seens to nme that we mght be able to come up with sonmething to help. And right now, anything is
better than nothing."

"I's true," Ursis grow ed. "But Sodeskayans do not beg. Not |ike doormats from Effer' wyck, who
begged for your Starfuries and soldiers even after they had given up the fight"

Bri m nodded. "Yes," he agreed, "they did. And in truth, that fact will nake things a | ot harder
for me. Especially since Wlyit is planned primarily as a holding effort to save G ontow. But it's
worth a try."
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"What woul d you ask for?" Borodov demanded. "You Inperials don't nake ZBLs or Ro'stoviks."

"Not yet," Brimsaid. "But, well, Starfuries, for exanple. Wat if |I could get a coupl e squadrons
of thenP"

"Greatest killers in known Universe, WIf Ansor," Usis said. "But without Inperial crews, they
woul d never be ready for the offensive. Takes tine to |l earn a starshi p—as you have always told
ne. "

Brimfrowned. "Yeah," he nused. "They'd certainly have to be nanned by experienced | nperial s—at
| east at first."

"1 cannot inagine Enperor Onrad willingly sacrificing bommen and their starships to a | osing
cause. "

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bil...20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (111 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:35 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

"Wul dn't be a sacrifice,”" Brimreplied. "War is war, after all; l|osses are going to happen no
matter what. Onrad's a realist Every strike against the Leaguers—o matter where it's nmade—s

i nportant Eventually they'll add up to sone sort of victory."

Ursis nodded soberly. "You will speak for us?" he asked.

"That's what | had in nmind," Brimsaid. "Thanks to your efforts, |I've finally nanaged to see a
little of this war froma Sodeskayan point of view For the present, | think I've done all | can
do here. Nowit's tine to go honme and bring sone of ny coll eagues up to date on the situation. The
Chief will be glad for a little sunshine, too. It's springtine nere, if | haven't forgotten."

"You both will be sorely missed, WIfooshka," Borodov observed, pouring hinself another half
gobl et of nmeem

"I don't plan that we'll be there long at all,"” Brimreplied. "Only a few weeks—enough to drum up
some help for the coming canpaign." He sniled a little. "The Chiefs 'special friend |1lives diere,
and perhaps I'lIl spend a little tinme catching up with ny daughter. From our Hol oGrans |'m sent,

she seens to have grown considerably."

"Li ke cubs all over Universe," Usis said, settling back in his chair, "you niss single day and
lifetime passes." He
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shook his head for a nonent, then canme upright again with a start. "Voot's greasy beard," he
exclai med, "how swiftly things change! Only little while ago, we sat before the sanme fireplace
wonderi ng when war would start. Now seens Knez has given it to us personally"”

"I, for one, would be glad to return it,"’
Ni kol ai's war to take back."

Borodov growed wyly. "If it were really brother

"Unfortunately," Brimsaid, "the real owners seemto be everywhere. Not just Nergol Triannic—er
hi s wor se-than- xaxt dammed | ackeys. Qur hoary old Empire is full of them ClGAs and all the rest of
the human filth who gave the Leaguers their chance to rebuild after the last war while
systematically destroying our own Fleet. Al in the name of a self-serving 'peace' that existed
only in their own timd mnds." He peered into his goblet for a nonent. "And | guess you Bears
don't exactly get off unblem shed either."

"Don't we know," Ursis grow ed. "Like self-serving 'Antiquarians' from Sodeskayan Mlitary Acadeny
who made certain that their power with Knez was intact—at expense of Space Fleet." He snashed a
fist into his open hand. "I have purged nost of them by now, but danage they did cannot be undone
for years."

Bor odov nodded sagely. "Had all of our allied donmai ns shown sone coll ective backbone early on, is
good chance Triannic nmight never have returned to establish this second evil sovereignty at the
outset."

"I'f only," Usis growed with disdain. "Wrds with no neani ng. What has happened i n past can be
undone only in present and future. And," he added, "such undoing is usually expensive." He | ooked

at Brim "W|Ifooshka," he continued, "is very inportant thing you do, going to Aval on. No question
that we need hel p desperately, and although | have little hope you will bring back nore than token
force, that will at least indicate to our people that we are not alone in the war."

"And pave the way for nore assistance, should we need it
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in future," Borodov added. He I aughed wi thout hunor. "Perhaps that will not be necessary," he
said. "Perhaps we will help you. But whatever future outcome, ny guess is that we will need each
ot her before this Leaguer evil is finally driven from Universe."

"When will you | eave, WIf Ansor?" Borodov asked.
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"Soon as | can," Brimreplied. "Onrad has ordered General Drummond to lay on transportation hone
whenever | request."

"Hm " Ursis observed with a smle, "direct orders from Enperor ought to give you sone priority,
one supposes."

Bri m nodded. "One supposes,” he said, returning the Marshal's grin. "Now that | knowit's al
right with you two, |I'll have Barbousse set things up imediately."

The next day, he was aboard one of the Enpire's astonishing little DH 98 starships, streaking
toward the center of the Gal axy—and Aval on

Little nore than three Standard Days later, brilliance fromthe shining trinary star called
Asturious was stream ng through automatically di med forward Hyperscreens and Conmander Terry

Ri do, the Hel msman, was sl owi ng past Sheldon's Great Velocity Constant into normal Hypospace. From
his place in a junp seat abaft the single helm Brimwatched the view change from"normal," as
transl ated by the Hyperscreen |logic, through a confusion of angry red photons (the Dyl a-Perif
Transition Effort) to natural vision as the ship nade its transition. Jereny Lockheart, the

Cohel nsman, had just gone aft for a cup of cvc' eese when Rido | ooked over his shoul der and

grinned. "Like to take her in, Admiral ?" he asked. "Lockheart won't mind."

Brimfelt hinself break into a hopeless grin. "I"'mpretty lowtine in the type," he said, giving
the man a way out of his offer

Rido turned in his seat and shrugged. "She's a little skit-
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tish at | ow speeds,” he said, "but I've flown Starfuries and she's not too nuch worse near the
ground than they are," He nodded thoughtfully. "Just keep half an eye on the V neter and you'll be
fine. Besides," he added, "the way | figure, 1'd have to Ilive a couple hundred years to fly as
many approaches to Aval on as you have."

"None of 'emin one of these beauties,” Brimreplied. "But as long as it's all right with
Lockheart, I'Il gladly give it a whirl." Mnents later, he was in the Cohel neman's seat, setting
up the restrainer beans. As always, Brim s view changed the nonment he was at a helm Hel nsnen's
seats were unlike anything else in the Universe—views fromonly a fewirals away paled in
comparison. Possibly it was all psychol ogical; once or twice he'd even tried to convince hinself
of it. But... here in the flight bridge of the DH 98, everything becane wonderfully different
agai n.

He gl anced around him Unlike the | ong-nosed Starfuries he'd flown during the |ast few years, this
ship had alnpost unlimted vision forward. To either side, however, everything fromthe "horizon"
down was conpl etely bl anked by two enornous, nore or |ess teardrop-shaped nacelles jammed with
twel ve A876 gravity generators, twi ce the nunber used to power the Starfury—n a starship |ess
than half again as large with a crew of only thirty. Little prior inquiry had been necessary to
determine that the Inperial Fleet's newest addition was rapidly gaining reputation as a Hel msman's
ship. He'd watched R do during the takeoff at Tonobshenko, and the man acted a great deal nore wary
than normal for a Hel msman of his age and rank.

He picked up the first orbiting buoy approximately twenty cycles later, off to port, w nking
steadi |l y against the noderating glare. Below, Avalon, the planet, inperceptibly rotated its night
term nator toward Aval on, the city, whose tangled, willy-nilly web of streets and byways woul d
soon energe
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fromthe trailing edge of a |arge weat her system "Looks |like they've had a bit of cleaning
today," Brim observed.

"Never wash off all that dirt in a mllion years.
t he buoy.

Ri do | aughed, pointing a small crystal spike at
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Presently, a section of Brims readout panel filled with a shimering nmenu of weather targets. He
chose AVALON, and the nenu was repl aced by ol d-fashi oned synbolic characters:

AVALON / LAKE MERSI N SURFACE CONDI TI ONS AT 2147 AVALON STANDARD TI ME: 6000 SCATTERED, 21000
SCATTERED, VI SIBILITY 10, TEMPERATURE 101, DEW PO NT 67, WND CALM ALTI METER 2992, LANDI NG VECTOR
18 RIGHT 17 LEFT VI SUAL APPROACHES | N PROGRESS.

A Controller froma distant satellite appeared in a globular display by Brims right el bow
"Orbital Control to Inperial WO050," he said, "you are cleared direct to Aval on Prinmary-N ne.
Conti nue present descent vector until flight level two-fifty and three hundred velocity."

Ri do nodded, and Brim continued the litany, glancing at four graceful, trihulled Starfuries that
came hurtling out of the darkness to nake a visual inspection, flashed a quick salute, then banked
and were gone as if they never existed. "Al right," he said, "lInperial WO050 cleared direct

Aval on Primary-Nine arrival to flight level two-fifty at three hundred."

Wthin nmoments, the little starship began its fiery reentry through the planet's atnosphere while
Brimcarefully applied the gravity brakes. Soon the hullnmetal was gl owi ng white hot, and even the
slightest distortion in the airstreamcaused a wake of free ions that nerged into a |long conet's
tail several hundred irals behind the ship.

At just below 150 c'lenyts altitude, Brimsighted the huge
350 / Bl LL BALDW N
THE S| EGE I 231

mass of an orbiting killer-ship base in the distance. FleetPort 30. He'd kept his eye out for its
awkward and terribly fam liar shape all the way down. During the Battle of Avalon, it had been his
hone—and awesone responsibility to command. A lifetine of the nost savage battle nmenories orbited
there—sonme good . . . heroic, even. Mdst were appalling. Once he'd spied its bulk, he returned to
flying and never | ooked back. No nore than a quarter netacycle later, he | eveled the ship above a
hi gh bank of scattered clouds at an altitude of precisely 25,000 iral s—and an airspeed pegged on
300 c'lenyts.

"Aval on Primary-Nine to Inperial WO050," announced a second Controller—his one based somewhere on
the surface, by the cut of her handsonme uniform "checking you in at flight Ievel two-fifty and
three hundred velocity. Descend and maintain flight level two-forty."

"Thank you, AP-9," Brimreplied, "lnperial WO050 will continue to flight |evel two-forty."

"Looks like they had a bit of weather through here not long ago," R do conmented fromthe |eft
seat. "Look, there's lightning comng out of that big one to the left."

Brimglanced off to starboard. "G ad it's on the way to sonebody el se," he said bl eakly,
renenbering how he alnost lost |.F. S. Defiant in such a thunderstormwhen lightning struck its
uni nsul at ed KA' PPA nmast and shorted out the big ship's gravity controls.

"I nmperial WI050: contact Aval on Center on channel two-seventy-six," the controller ordered

presently.

"I nmperial WI050: channel two-seventy-six. Thanks for the help, AP-9."

"You're wel conme, sir. Good day ..

Bel ow, where the cloud bank had al ready passed, the surface appeared to be swathed in a billion
shades and hues of springtinme GREEN\ Beautiful beyond belief. Brimfelt hinself breaking into
still another outrageous grin. For weeks—

Sodeskayan weeks, at that-he'd been too busy to notice "< how deathly sated he'd becone with the
whol e concept of \ snowy whiteness. "Wbnderful,"” he whispered, nore to him? self than to anyone
el se.
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"Admiral ?" Rido asked fromthe |l eft seat.

Brimbegan to reply, but was interrupted by a third Controller. "Avalon Center to |nperial
wi050. ..."

"Aval on Center, this is Inperial WI050 with you out of twenty-four and a half for twenty-four."
"WI050: Thanks."

"No snow," Bnm finished to R do.

"Say again, |nperial WO050. Snow?" Aval on Center asked.

"Sorry, Center," Brimsaid, feeling his face redden. Sonetines voice pickups on VRG 104 instrunent
sets failed to shut down quickly enough. "Open mike," he explained selfconsciously.

"Aval on Center," the controller acknow edged.

Ahead, the city itself was still npstly covered by clouds, but the overcast was qui ckly breaking
up as it passed. "Inperial WO050: Turn new heading of five zero two five zero to join the

Covi ngdon- 32 radi al inbound. Descend and naintain ten thousand at velocity of two-fifty; the
altineter two nine nine one."

"Inperial turning to five zero two five zero and descending to ten thousand at two-fifty."

"What's the lift-enhancer val ue here?" Brim asked, snmoothly banking the little ship to its new
headi ng.

"I, er, use about four here," R do replied.

"Set "em ™ Brim ordered

"War ni ng panel ?"

" Check. "

"Altinmeters?" ** "Three check and agree."

"Cabin gravity restraints?"
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"Set.. . now."

"Hul | metal ought to have cool ed enough, too,
uncovered while we're at it."

Brimcomented. "Lets get the landing lights

"Uncovered, and ... on
A polite chinming filled the flight bridge. "AutoHel m s disconnected, WIf."

Bri m nodded. "Got it," he said, feeling the controls cone alive beneath his fingertips. Now cane
the good part. "Aval on Regional Approach: This is Inperial WO050 coning through eleven with you
fromObital Control."

"Good evening, Inperial WO050," the Controller replied. "Fly new heading two-thirty-five and ..
descend to seven thousand."

"l nperial WI050 out of eleven for seven."

By now the col ossal city occupied nmost of the horizon, a study in sparkling crystal towers and
hoary monunents to antiquity; beyond. Lake Mersin was a foreshortened expanse of gray. A chill of
excitement raced along Brims spine. Hone!
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"I nperial W050," Regional called, "radio check."

"Loud and clear," Brimanswered through a broad grin. Their vector was going to bring themright
over the city! Ahead, Locarno Square and the massive stone buildings of the Inperial Admralty
were al ready slipping beneath the nose.

“I'nmperial 4050: Turn left ten degrees and reduce speed to one-eighty c'lenyts.”

"I mperial 4050 acknow edges," Brimreplied. The slight course correction |ined themup perfectly
on the | ake. "How about nore Iift enhancer?" he asked.

"Dialing in twelve degrees,"” Rido answered.

The clearing stormleft rough air in its wake; Brimgently countered it with aplonb won in a
thousand sim | ar approaches over the years, keeping the little ship steadily on

course as if she were a battleship five tines her nass. "Let's start the approach check, Terry,"
he sai d.

"Wth you, Admral," Rido said. "Continuous boost?"

Bri m scanned the grav panels. "On," he said as the ship bounced in the cloudy turbul ence.

"Radi o nav swi tches?"

"Set on RADI CS."

"Auto flight panel s?"

"I mperial WI050," Regional interrupted, "soon as your speed is reduced, descend to five thousand."

"I nperial WIO50 at one-eighty out of seven for five,
"Terry, was that 'auto flight panels? "

Bri m answered, retarding the thrust danpers.

"Auto flight panels."”

"Checked." Of to starboard, the Inperial Palace—where his infant daughter |ived as ward of the
Enmperor hinmsel f—was sliding rapidly out of sight behind the right nacelle. He wondered if she'd
grown as nuch as the Hol oG anms showed.... "Let's get everybody down now, " he said.

"Aye, Admiral," Rido said. Mnents later, his voice was on the blower: "A'l hands to | andfal
stations. Hands to landfall stations. Al hands man your stations for landfall. Secure from
Hyper space operations...."

"Nav radi os?"
Bri m focused on the COW panel. "Manual ."
"Altimeter, flight, and nav instrunents?"

"You tell ne," Brimsaid as a gust blasted them off course.

"Ah, set and cross-checked,"” Rido replied. "Sorry. You couldn't have known the cross-check
sequence. "

They were rapidly approaching the Grand Achtite Canal mat bisected the city and enptied into Lake
Mersin. Nearly a year ago—during one of the worst raids on the city-Brimhad crash-1anded a
crippled Starfury in that canal. Hs eyes followed it to a small turning basin where a great sooty
bl emish still blackened the retaining walls and | oadi ng pl aza.
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The wreckage had | ong since been renoved—and | argely recycl ed, he supposed—but the smudges |eft by

the radiation fires would endure for centuries. It had been a bad night.

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bil...20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (116 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:35 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

"Ai rspeed EPR bugs?"

Brimrealized that Ri do was repeating his question. "Er, sorry, Terry," he replied with a gl ance
at the flight instruments. |1've got 'emat one thirty-ni ne—and cross-checked." Mnents | ater, they
wer e bumpi ng and juddering over the tree-filled parks of the ancient Beardsnore Section now. Brim
pi cked out graceful old Kinber Castle. How many tinmes he'd passed that on his way to the
Admiralty. And, he thought, |ooking through the forward Hyperscreens, it WASN T snow ng!

"Speed brake | evers?”

"These?"

"Yeah."

"Locked. "

"I nmperial WI050: Reduce speed to one five zero, contact Fleet Tower one two six five five."

"One two six five five," Brimacknow edged. "Thank you, Region; we've appreciated the help." He
reset the radio. "lnperial Tower, W050 requests |anding vector."

"l nperial WI050 cl eared vector one seven left; wind zero three five at two five, gusts to seven
five."

Brimgrinned as he parried the turbulence. "Probably didn't need to tell us it's w ndy," he joked.
"Y-yeah," Rido said in a suddenly awestricken voi ce.

Too busy to wonder about that, Brimwent on with the | anding. They were crossing the ten mllion
| anes of Verecker Boul evard now and soon were out over the heaving | ake, Grand Inperial Term na
at the end of its causeway sone distance off to the left. "Let's finish that |anding check,
Terry," he said.

"Er.. . vertical gravs?" Rido asked.
"Verticals on. Three green."
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"Lift enhancers and extras?"
"Thirty-three, thirty-three, green light."

"That does it," Ri do decl ared.

"Here we go, then," Brimsaid, nowtotally concentrated on his task. Ahead, a solid ruby |ight
flashed out of the distance. Sudden gusts of w nd pushed himto port and the |ight began to
separate into horizontal lines. As he slipped to starboard, the light shimmered into vertica
lines. One last correction and it coal esced again. Of to starboard, a forest of great |oading
cranes and goods houses slid by the rain-streaked Hyperscreens.

Only a hundred irals altitude now. He wal ked the steering engines carefully—the little ship was
slippery, but she lined up and nostly stayed where he put her despite the stiff cross-w nd gusts.
Ahead, the ruby vector was flopping back and forth between vertical and horizontal, Brimwas now
concentrating on the ranks of waves marching at a slight angle to the ship's track. They'd make
things a little harder... but not that nuch. He checked the instruments once nore: descent rate
speed... pitch. None perfect, but close enough in this kind of turbulence. He called up a
little nore thrust and eased off the steering engines. The little ship's bow .swing to w ndward,
then he slanted the deck a little for drift. Nose up ever so slightly. Judging the wave troughs,
he held her off... deftly leveling the deck only an instant before cascades of gray |ake water
shot skyward in the side Hyperscreens, dimnished as they slid through a trough, then shot skyward
once nmore and stayed that way as Brimplastered the ship's gravity foot to the surface. They
sliced through two nore of the big waves before he gently pulsed the gravity brakes, sending | ong,
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triple streanms of gravitons out ahead that flattened the waves while they slowed the ship. Mnents
alter, they were stopped, rolling wildly above the foot their gravity system punched in the
surface of the storm
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roiled | ake. Exhilarated, Brimrelaxed. "Your ship," he said, turning to Rido. "And thanks."

Ri do took the controls—with a | ook of utter amazenent on his face. "Sweet Mther of Voot," he
whi spered in an awestruck voice, "How d you do that?"

"Do what ?" Brim asked, now turning enough in his seat to check Lockheart. He al so | ooked
shocked. . ..

"I nperial WO050," the Tower broke in, "contact Surface Control one eight one nine. Traffic on a
c'lenyt and a half final behind you."

"I nmperial WI050, thank you, Tower," Rido replied, and switched the radios. "lnperial WO050 with
you from Tower, request gravity pool assignnment."

Brimglanced across to Rido again. "What'd | do!" he demanded.

"You, ah, landed it, Admiral," R do replied. Still looking a little nonplussed, he continued to
taxi toward the odd aggl oneration of |ow buildings and repair sheds that nade up the main Fleet
conpl ex.

"What do you nean, | 'landed it*?" Brimdenmanded. "Wat was | supposed to do—thraggling |eave it
up there?"
Ri do | aughed. "Sorry, Adniral," he said. "I think we do owe you a bit of an explanation."”

Brimrelaxed as Rido got instructions from Surface Control. Wen they had their gravity poo
assi gned, he | ooked over at the Commander and frowned. "Now, what's all this about ny |anding?" he
demanded. "Did | screw it up, or somnething?"

Ri do bl ushed visibly and gl anced back at Lockheart. "Er, no, Admiral,"” he said. "You definitely
didn't screw up the landing."

"Actually ... it was an excellent |anding," Lockheart added.

"Then how cone you both | ooked as if I'd just broken all the |laws of thernodynam cs?" Brim
denanded.

r
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"Well, Admiral," Rido explained after a slight pause, "the thing is ... this little DH98 is
really considered to be a Hel nsman's ship."

"As in 'difficult to fly,'" Lockheart added in a quiet voice. **I know it's a handful of starship
for nme."

"Yeah, a handful for nme, too," R do added. "But you. WIf Brim flew like you' ve been driving the
type for years. How the xaxt do you do it? Did they have you flying the prototype, or sonething?"

"No," Brimprotested in surprise. "This trip makes only the second tinme |'ve even seen one of
t hese buses.”

Ri do | ooked up froma globular display filled by the visage of a nustachioed controller. "W
know," he said. "W checked by radio." He shook his head and chuckl ed. "You must be dammed near as
good as they say you are. W figured you' d be beggin' us for help before we got hal fway through

t he atnosphere.”
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"Yeah," Lockheait added. "Instead, we were both takin' notes about how it ought to be done—cept
you made it | ook so damed easy! didn't learn a tiling."

Brimlaughed. "I don't know what you're tal ki ng about," he protested.

Ri do shook his head. "That's the trouble with you xaxtdammed 'naturals,* " he grunbled am ably.
"You nmake things | ook so easy."

"I still don't understand,” Brimsaid, feeling a little irritation
"Admiral ," Ri do explained at length, "only the best

Hel nsman ever get to fly these little beauties—and then only

after a lot of practice. They're tricky ... touchy. You just

wal ked aboard and pulled off a perfect |anding wthout even

so nmuch as a netacycle in the simulators. That's pretty im

j pressive."

<e Brimfelt his cheeks bum He'd spent so nmuch tine at a
rimduring his lifetime, the very act of flying seened as
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natural as wal ki ng—especially after recently "graduating" fromthe Sodeskayan conmbat flying
school . "Er, thanks," he stammered trading seats with Lockheart again. As the maximwent: Alittle
practice never hurt anybody...

Less than a netacycle later the DH 98 was tenporarily moored on a gravity pool in the transients'
section of the base, and Brimwas | eading his tote bag down the brow to see if he could get
surface transportation for hinself and Bar-bousse. At the bottom he happily gul ped the noist,
perfumed air of late spring (along with sone of Avalon's perpetual pollution), then headed for a
bank of public Hol o-Phones to call the base's Transportation Section. He'd taken no nore than a
dozen steps when a rating stopped himand sal uted energetically. The young nan was dressed in a
sunmer - wei ght Fleet Coak. "Admiral BrinP" he asked, glancing at a tiny electronic notebook in his
hand.

"That's me, mster," Brimreplied, staring at the first sumer uniformhe'd seen in a mllion
years. "Can | hel p you?"

The chauf feur | ooked confused for a nonment, then snmiled. "Aye, Admiral," he said, "I'mordered to
take you directly to the Admiralty."”

"Sounds like a good idea to nme," Brimsaid. "Especially since | was just about to see if 1 could
cadge the sane son of transportation nyself." He grinned. "W sent you?" he asked.

"Don't know for certain, Admiral," the rating answered. "l was just next in line at the
di spatcher's w ndow. "

"Whatever's fair," Brimreplied with a grin. "Hang on a nonent for Chief Barbousse," he said.

"He'll be headed in the sane direction.”

"Chi ef Barbousse, Admiral ?" the rating asked, his eyes going wide. "You don't nean the Chief
Bar bousse—hi ghest -ranki ng Petty O ficer in the Fleet—do you?"

"That's the man," Brimsaid with a chuckle. Here in
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Aval on, the young starsailor probably drove Admrals around all day. But the highest-ranking Petty
O ficer in the Fleet—now, there was soneone worth having as a passenger
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Moments | ater, Barbousse appeared at the entrance to the brow, nodded, then hurried over, his tote
bag bobbing along in his wake. "You get your ride, Admral ?" he asked.

"Right to the Admiralty,"” Brimreplied, throwing his own tote bag in the baggage conpart nent.
"Somebody sent a staff skinmer for me." Suddenly he frowned. "Right," he said. "I think | just
di scovered who set up ny ride ... Chief."

"Thought you probably wouldn't be in the nood for waitin' once we got here," Barbousse said with
an enbarrassed grin. "Not after that greaser of a |anding, begginl the Adnmiral's pardon.”

Bri m shook his head and sniled. "Sonehow you're always a couple of steps ahead of ne, Chief," he
sai d.

"That's mi job, the way | see things, Adnmiral," Barbousse said. He turned to the by now totally
awestruck rating. "You'll take good care of the Admiral, starsailor," he ordered.

"I+ will, Chief Barbousse," the rating replied. "I promse."

"Cood, " Barbousse said, and turned to Brim "I'Il be on m way, then, Adniral."

"You're not going to the Adnmiralty?" Brim asked.

"I'"ve got a few errands to run, unless you'll need ne right away," Barbousse replied.

Bri m knew from years of experience that Barbousse never went anywhere that wasn't inportant in
sonme way or an-other. "Catch up when you get a chance,"” Brimsaid. "Sonehow |I've got the feeling
that you'll know where | ambetter flian | do."

Babousse saluted smartly. "I'Il be checkin' in, Adnmiral."
Monents later, Brimand a thoroughly starstruck young
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rating departed the military conplex bound for the Adnmiralty.

The staff car wasn't even hal fway through town before Brimgot a good idea of what he would be
faci ng when he canpai gned his Enpire for Sodeskayan aid. The city's war danage had been evi dent
fromthe Hyperscreens of a DH 98, but sonehow not very real as they slipped beneath the nose. At
street |evel, however, the view provided details that woke nenories his mind had | ong before tried
to erase. Sone of the damage | ooked quite new-elearly, the Leaguers had not given up their
obsessi on of making the lives of Aval onians as miserable as they coul d.

He gl anced around at the familiar panoranm, recalling the same streets nearly two years ago,
before the actual attacks started. In those days, it was inpossible to drive anywhere wearing a
uni formwi thout how ing, spittle-drenched assaults by League-funded Cl GAs fixated by peace at any
price—+ncluding their own freedom For a nunber of years, they' d held sway under the | eadership of
Brims old shipmate. Puvis Anherst, nibbling away at the mlitary's capabilities and weakening the
Fl eet to near extinction. "Contenplate Gal acti c Peace" was their chief catch phrase—and a nunber
of the zukeeds had been given their chance to do just that—while watching their honmes blasted to
sm t hereens by squadrons of League attack ships.

He | aughed mirthlessly; the irony wasn't so nmuch funny as tragic. Since the Leaguers began their
execrabl e canpai gn agai nst Aval on, the Cl GA di nbul bs had becone very scarce. Especially after a
nunber of them were beaten bl oody by the very citizens who supported then- m sguided peace efforts
inthe first place. Only Puvis Anmherst hinself continued his failed programwi th any sort of

resol ve, and few but the npst dead-headed hol douts paid attention to his enpty decl ama-
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tions anynore. Perhaps for Anmherst, that was the worst punishment of all....

Brimsmiled as his skinmer was swal lowed up by the fanmiliar traffic of Locarno Square and careened
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around the statue of Gondor Bemi s—back to the business at hand. Any

"imredi ate aid to Sodeskaya he m ght nanage to cadge on this trip would literally be carved out of
the Enpire's pri-mary effort to nerely survive. And it didn't take nmuch nmore than the sinple act
of peering around to understand that there wouldn't much in the way of resources |left over for
shari ng.

Somehow, Brim s driver managed to survive the wild traffic and pulled to a stop in front of the
Admiralty after only three wild circuits of Locarno Square—Brim had been a passenger on nore than
one occasi on when six revolutions of the square had been necessary to reach the curb. Striding up
the broad staircase (while carefully avoiding the "traditional" pidw ng droppings (hat had foul ed
the marble treads for centuries), he returned salutes fromcerenonial guards dressed in parade
uni form and marched through the front entrance doors w thout breaking step. Inside the najestic
donmed | obby, he made his way to the directory—half a year's absence was enough tinme for everyone
in the building to have traded offices at |east twice. Mdway across the inlaid marble floor
however, he felt a hand on his shoul der.

"Ane assunmes you are tryin' to warmup back here in Avalon, WIf Brim" a voice said.

Brimturned to confront the handsone visage of Grand Adm ral Baxter Cal houn, Comrander-i n- Chi ef of

the entire Inperial Fleet. "Cal!" he exclained, grinning with real pleasure. Shrewd, cunning, and
utterly patriotic, Calhoun was one of the few individuals in the Universe Brimconpletely
trusted—n everything. "I think I know why you're here, WIf," Cal boun said, his

:gray eyes boring into Brins soul

"The Sodeskayans need help," Brimsaid, gripping Cal-
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houn's |l arge, snooth hand in his owm. "I've conme to see what | can nooch for them?"

Cal houn | aughed. "Wel, weel," he said. "It's good to know mat your tour in Sodeskaya ha'n't nade
you any less direct."

"I figure you don't have any nore tinme to waste than they do, Cal," Brimreplied with a grin,

thinking how fresh it was to hear a Carescrian accent again. He'd been listening to a | ot of Bear
recently.

"You're right," Calhoun said. "An'" | take it you feel this is

very inportant.”

"Very inportant," Brim acknow edged.

Cal houn nodded. "We ha' but little to share wi' onyone right noo, WIf," he said. "At |east for
the next year or so, we'll be lucky to save our own skins. But then you know tha*. don't you? You
could na' ha' missed it on your way through the city fromthe Lake. The zukeed Leaguers stil

mount daily raids across the 'Wckean Void fromEffer' wck."

"I know," Brimadmitted. "But it won't always be this way—not if we expect to win this war
eventual ly."

"I understand," Cal houn said. He considered for a nonent while a whole Universe of mlitary
wor kers and feather nerchants swirled around themon the vast floor. He nodded. "You need at |east
some help now, tho', don't you?" he asked.

"Inmedi ately,” Brimreplied. "Their first offensive is comng up right away."

Cal houn grinned. "Sounds like our auld friend Usis," he said. "Those Bears have needed to gat on
the offensive for a long tinme. To xaxtdanened bad the Knez didna use his brains a wee sooner."

"Can't turn back time," Brimsaid with a wy snile, "much as I'd |ike to sonetines."
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"Don't | know," Cal houn said. He thought for another no-
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- ment, then fixed Brimwith a steely glance. "For the nonce, the best we'll be able to provide is
a token," he said thoughtfully. "Sonmethin" t'show 'emwe' |l do better later, when we're nore able.
Can you nmake do wi' sonmethin' |ike nmaybe twa squadrons of Starfuries an' their crews?"

"How about three?" Brimsaid. "They've got to have hope for the future. Otherw se ..

The two friends strolled slowy across the floor. "You really believe in those Bears, don't you?"
Cal houn asked.

"Yeah, Cal," Brimsaid quietly, "I do. They're tough—great fighters. And there are a |lot of them
Al'l they' ve needed is the right equipnent. Thanks to old Dr. Borodov, mat's starting to come
through, but it'll be a while until they can hold their own in space."

" '"Tis settled, then," Cal houn said. "Three squadrons plus crews an' support. W'Il|l hae to nake it

luik as if you've had to fight hard for what you want. There's nany o' the H gh Command who wul
question the wi sdom of 'wastin' precious resources to prop up a governnent that appears to be
loosin' its struggle wi' the League."

Bri m nodded agreenent. "I renenber when Effer'wck was on the sane slippery slope—+ight before she
surrendered. If we'd sent the Starfuries they wanted at the time—and | ost 'emwe night not have
won the battle of Avalon."

"Don't worry, WIf," Calhoun said, "in the end you'll get your token. Onrad and | wull take care
of that." He frowned. "What will be a lot tougher, though, will be gettin' followon support. Qur
friends the Bears will sonehow have to inprove their inmage as warriors capable of dealing with the
League. People like your old friend General Hagbut sinply hate sendi ng equi prent off anywhere
except where Inperials can play with it."

Hagbut! Wat a flood of nenories that nanme brought |.- with it. "I guess he's got his reasons,"
Brimsaid. "We lost a If: lot of equipnment—and troops—trying to save Effer' wyck
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And he took the heat when the politicos were sniffing out a scapegoat.”

Cal houn nodded. "I assunme you are willin' to stick your neck out for the Bears." He smiled
hunorl essly. "You know, you'd be one o' the prime scapegoats if we lose a lot o' people an'
equi pnent over there.'

Brimshrugged. "Cal," he said enphatically, "I wouldn't have to worry, even if the possibility
bothered me in the first place. Those Bears are unbeatable on the surface. They sinply |lack a
space force. Once they' ve built that back, they'll be dammed hard to stop. Especially when they're
fighting for their hones."

"You know that an' | know that," Cal houn said. "But a ot of people won't want to believe it." He
shrugged. "That big fight's still in the future. For the nonce, you' ve got your 'token,' although
you won't be able to tell anybody until after every politician in town's had a chance to nmake a
speech about it." He glanced at the huge clock in the center of the | obby. "W'IIl start things
when you officially contact ne at... say, Brightness and one. All right? That ought to give you
time for a short visit to the Palace. The Enperor's anxious to talk to you—as are Harry Drunmond
and Bos @l |l sworthy, anong others."

Bri m nodded. "1'll be glad to see all of them" he said. "Sodeskaya's a great place, but you sure
see a | ot of Bears

there. "

"Strange, that." Cal houn chuckled. "I've noticed it myself, on occasion." Then he glanced at the
great |obby clock again. "lI'mdue at a neeting now. You' ve been assigned a skimer and driver
while you're here—+t'll save us all tine in the long run. In the courtyard by the carport; the
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driver will recognize you." He started hi the direction of the Iifts. "Tenth floor," he called

over his shoulder. "They'll recognize you there, too."
"Thanks, Cal," Brimsaid as his old friend—and now one
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of the nost powerful individuals in the Enpire—strode quietly through the bustling crowd and

di sappeared into a lift. Head swinmm ng, he glanced at his tinmepiece and | aughed to hinself. H's
trip would probably last two or three Standard Weeks, excluding travel time. But except for the
political showranship, he had al ready achieved his objective—w thin two nmetacycle of his touchdown
on Lake Mersin. Wl come back to the real world, WIf Brim he chuckled to hinself. Wlcone hone.

Bar bousse and the stunning redhead Cosa Tutti were waiting when Brimarrived at the Inperial

Pal ace. Both | ooked tired and nore than a little dreany, as if they had recently been making | ove
after a long, lonely tine apart. Tutti was holding a tiny, bright-eyed girl in her arns who, at
the tender age of one, had already grown a mane of sable hair that . promi sed sonmeday to riva
that of her late nother. The child was dressed as if she were royalty, which—as the personal ward
of Enmperor Onrad V, Grand Gal actic Enperor, Prince of the Reggio Star Custer, and Rightfu
Protector of the Heavens—she clearly was, in spirit if not in actual fact.

She smiled and reached toward Brimw th both hands.
"Who is that, Hope?" Tutti pronpted.
"Daddy WIf," Hope said.

"Daddy WIf?" Brimasked, taking the little girl in his arns. "Honey," he protested with a smle
"nobody' s supposed to know you're ny daughter. What're we going to do about that?"

"Not to worry, Adnmiral,"” Tutti replied. "Aside fromher official 'Father Mustafa Eyren,'—aho does
conme to see her now and then, by the way-she al so has her 'Daddy Onrad' as well as her ' Daddy
Cal.' And today we've added 'Daddy Utrillo' and 'Daddy WIf.' So there's little chance of her rea
i patrinony getting out, at least for a while."

Brimlooked into the little girl's laughing face. She woul d
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be a beauty soneday-she al ready had her nother's al nond-shaped eyes. For nobst of her short life,
he'd seen her only in Hol oG ans, a tenuous relationship at best. But here in his arms, a whole
year of tenderness came flooding into his very soul, and he pressed her to himwhile gentle tears
coursed al ong his cheeks. "Hope," he whi spered. "Hope. Hope. Hope...."

He was very nearly late for his appointnent with Cal houn that afternoon, but his chauffeur, a
sober -1 ooking Petty O ficer named Quinner Twist, drove as if Nergol Triannic hinmself were chasing
him As a result, Brimdashed into Cal houn's office-suite | obby with barely a cycle to spare.

"You nmust be Admiral Brim" declared a leggy civilian secretary who was bendi ng provocatively over
a di spl ay

panel . Brimnodded. "I think I've got an appointnment with Ca

just about now, " he said.

The wonan smiled knowi ngly. "You do, Admiral," she said, pointing to a closed door. "Just walk
in."

"Thanks," Brim said. He knocked once, then activated the latch and... stopped in his tracks.

Inside the office—ntersanctumof the Enpire's whole nilitary effort—Enmperor Onrad V, G and

Gal actic Emperor, Prince of the Reggio Star Cluster, and Rightful Protector of the Heavens, sat
backward on a chair facing Cal houn's desk, concentrating on a handful of Cre'el playing cards. To
his right miniscule Admral Bosphorous Gallsworthy, Chief of Defense Command, frowned at his cards
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with a | ook of genuine concern; to his left, General Harry Drummond stared at the ceiling in rapt
conversation. "Come in. Brim" Cal houn said frombehind the desk, then turned to Onrad. "I'Il see
your five and raise you ten." Before himwas a substantial accumrul ation of credits—uch | arger
than those of his three conpatriots.

Onrad, a handsone, heavy set nman with a goatee, turned
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and wi nked at Brim then shook his head. "I"mout, Cal," he said, pushing a large portion of his
credits toward Cal houn

"So'ml, dammit," Gallsworthy grunbled, pushing a slightly smaller heap of credits Cal houn's way.
"Brim" he growed, "this nust be your fault, I"'mnornmally a trenmendous Cre'el player."

"Can't be anybody else's fault," the broad-shoul dered Drunmond said with a glower. "WIf, you
al ways were a troubl emaker."

Onrad pulled a chair to the desk froma nearby table. "Cone join us, WIf," he said. "W have
these top-1evel planning sessions every week. Cal's, er, technique keeps us in practice for
dealing with Nergol Triannic the rest of the week."

Cal houn fluttered a hand over his heart. "Your Mjesty," he said. "How could you so inpugn ny
gentl e brand o' gam n*?"

Onrad placed a nuch-di mni shed stack of credits in his wallet. "I have al ways been known as a
truthful Enperor," he sniffed with great dignity.

As Brimtook his seat, the four nen turned to himand snmled. "WIf," the Enperor said, "it's good
to have you back anpbng us. Tell us how things are in Sodeskaya."

Bri mthought for a noment. "They' ve been worse, Your Majesty,"’
my reports to Cal ?"

he replied. "Have any of you seen

Drunmond guf fawed. "They're anong the few KA PPAs fromthe theater 1 bother to | ook at."

"Yeah," Gallsworthy added with a chuckle. "You* keep 'em short enough to read." He frowned. "In
all seriousness, you're the only one who sends in reports w thout adding a bunch of politica
claptrap."

Onrad nodded. "I think we all appreciate that." He chuckled. "But what's this business about

Mar shal nov Vobok? Did Nik really kill the zukeed?"

I Bl LL BALDW N

"Ch he did" Brimassured the Enperor. "I watched himbreak nov Vobok's neck, then use the corpse
as a club on two or three nore Leaguer bigwigs." He frowned. "I never did find out what happened

to them but they weren't noving when | clinbed aboard Tissuard's Nord. And after that, we left in
a big hurry.”

"l shouldn't wonder about that." Drummond chuckl ed.

"Brim" Onrad said, shaking his head in wonder, "I have never net anybody with so xaxtdamed nany
close calls—or friends who are willing to risk their necks for you. How in Voot's name do you
manage it?"

"I"'monly a sinple Hel msman," Brimreplied.

"Ch, r-r-r-ight." Cal houn chuckl ed, collecting the colorful Cre'el cards and replacing themin a
handsome, inlaid wooden box. "Well, wh'ever you are, you nay well ha' wt-ness'd the nost

i mportant single event o* the war so far—at |east for the Sodeskayans. Qur sources tell us tha'
nov Vobok's death is al nost wholly responsible for Triannic's decision to hold up the war an'
bring in reinforcenents."
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"Then the zukeed's denise couldn't have conme at a better tine," Brimstated flatly. "This so-
called 'lull' is providing Usis with the opening he needs to nove extra forces in place."

"And speaking of extra forces," Gallsworthy interjected, "tell us about these squadrons we're
going to send back to Bearland with you. From what | understand, all three are com ng out of ny
hi de. "

Brimsniled. He'd rehearsed answers to that question for days now-and they knewit. "Wll, for
starters," he said, "I'll want Starfuries out there. Probably the new 5-Bs, because the Leaguers
are using their |atest equipnment against the Bears." He paused for a nmoment. "We'll need spares,
too," he added with a nod, "—sone way to maintain those ships so far away from hone. They'll be in
the thick of the
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conbat all the time. And because they're different, they'll attract all the wong attention."

"Are we sending a sacrifice?" Gllswrthy asked. "Clearly, we're always going to have casualties
and | osses, but | really can't condone pure sacrifices. Wuat's your take, WIf?"

"I"'mnot sure there's a sinple answer to that, Bos,
definition of a sacrifice?"

he said finally. "First, what's your

Gal | sworthy frowned. "I guess," he said after sonme deliberation, "a sacrifice in my book woul d be
sendi ng those ships and crews off to be lost in battles we know the Bears are going to lose."

Bri m nodded. "Well," he conceded, "in the course of this canpaign, nost of the Starfuries probably
will be | ost—and nobody can be certain that this first offensive will pernmanently recapture
anything. So in those ternms, we may have a sacrifice."

"You | ook as if you're about to say 'but,' " Gllsworthy said. What nakes this different?"

"When we fought the Battle of Avalon," Brimcontinued, "our killer ships had—what ?—an aver age
lifetime of eleven mssions, or sonmething like that. W didn't call themsacrifices."

"But we won that battle,"” Gallsworthy interjected.

"I understand," Brimsaid. "It's an inportant point you nake. But keep in nmind that w nning and
| osing al ways have a tinme context, one we haven't figured into the Sodeskayan canpai gn because the
"battle' isn't over there."

"Wait a monent!" Gall sworthy demanded. "What does tinme have to do with anything?"

"So far as the three squadrons are concerned,"” Brim explained, "ships and crews, a tine continuum
is actually critical when deciding if their |osses are counted as a sacrifice or sinply
casual ties."
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"Time, eh?" the Enperor said. "Brim you're way outside ny sphere of understanding."

"I doubt that, Your Majesty," Brimreplied firmy. "Think about the | oss of ny own Starfury | ast
year. In the context of the day it was |ost—and i ndeed nearly that whole nonth—+t was a needl ess
sacrifice, because at the tine, we appeared to be |osing—badly."

"But in the context of the whole five-nonth battle," Onrad said with a nod, "it was sinply a | oss.
| understand what you're getting at. How about you. Bos?"

@Gl | sworthy nodded. "OF course | understand, Your Majesty,” he said. "I just didn't want to send
three squadrons out to be imediately ground up for nothing."

"Well," Brim added, "nobody's going to guarantee how much of a contribution the Sodeskayans will
see fromany individual ship. If one of those Starfuries flies in front of a Gorn-Hoff on its
first sortie, it will definitely be ground up for nothing, but—=
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"But it won't have been sacrificed to a hopeless situation,” Calhoun finished for him

"The Sodeskayan situation is anything but hopeless,” Brimsaid. "Nik and Dr. Borodov plan to throw
al nrost everything they've got into it, although eventually they'll have to pull back when they
begin to run out of resources.™

"I guess that's another thing |I'mtal king about, then," Drunmond said. "During that pullout, sone
forces will have to be left behind to cover the retreat. 1'd like to make certain that our people
aren't part of that. At |least not by plan.”

Bri m nodded. "I see your point,'
t hose squadrons to Sodeskaya."

' he acknowl edged. "I1'Ill have that promise fromUsis before | take

"What else will you need?" Cal houn asked.

"Well," Brimsaid, "I'd hoped | mght be able to get Toby Mulding to | ead them Wat's the
possibility of sonmething Iike that?"
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Onrad put his chin on his arms and nodded. "I was afraid you'd ask for Mulding," he said. "He's

clearly the man for the job—especially the way you two have worked so well together in the past."

"I think |I hear another 'but' com ng, Your Mjesty," Brim pronpted.

"You guessed it," Onrad said with a wy grin. "Muld-ing's one request we won't be able to fill."
He shrugged. "Sonetimes even Enperors have to give in to politics—and this, unfortunately, is one
of those tines. Ever hear of Sir Cecil DeBrugh?" he asked.

Bri mthought for a nmonment. The name was fanmiliar. "lIsn't he that Menber of Parlianment who owns al
those hull netal fabrication mlls off Vega-31?"

"The sane," Onrad said with a distinct manner of distaste. "And those mlls are damed i nportant

to the war effort."” He shook his head. "I could take 'em over, but everybody knows what happens
when government tries to run sonmething like a factory. Anyway," he continued, "seens he's got a
son, Basil, who's Commander of 91 Wng out at FleetPort 93, orbiting Protius—three squadrons

flying brand-new Star-fury 5-Bs. And Dad's got his heart set on Captain Basil beconming a hero."
"How does Captain Basil feel about all this?" Brimasked

"Aflame with ambition." Onrad chuckled. "A chip off the old block if ever there was one."
"Aside fromthat, Your Majesty," Brimasked, "is he any good at what he does?"

"That may be his one saving grace,” Gllsworthy said. "He's known as a pretty good Starfury driver
who takes care of his crews. Aside fromthat, unfortunately, he's also somewhat of a noi sone
bl ockhead, and he doesn't like taking orders."

"Ch, they're going to love himin Sodeskaya."

Onrad smiled. "That's one of your two challenges. Brim"
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he said. "If he can't be loved, it'll be up to you to nake hi museful at |least."

Brimclosed his eyes. WON-der-M he thought, just thrag-gling wonderful. Then he frowned. "That's
only one chall enge, Your Mjesty."

"The other may be harder still," Onrad replied with a very
seri ous count enance.

"Your majesty?" Brimasked with a raised eyebrow.
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"Al'so," Onrad answered, "you've got to keep the smart-assed zukeed alive...."
CHAPTER 9 Ksnayned

Just short of three Standard Weeks | ater—followi ng what seemed to be at least thirty-five years
worth of irrelevant haggling and ponpous oration by sone of the Enpire's nost usel ess
politicians—the Inperial foray to Sodeskaya was on. Now, with Basil DeBrugh and his three
squadrons "chosen" for the mssion, Brimand Barbousse were presently passengers aboard a shuttle
in the process of docking at FleetPort 93, an orbiting killer-ship base protecting a | arge
research conpl ex on the planet of Protius.

During the approach, Brimcould see froma distance mat this FleetPort was one of the originals,
built in preparation for a war fought and won nore than a hundred Standard Years earlier. As such
it was also one of the nost elegant of the orbiting bases, designed for a | ong-di sappeared Fl eet
whose officer corps was nade up exclusively of scions fromthe Enpire's wealthy, influential
famlies. Losses fromthe nost recent war finally put paid to that custom but prejudi ce agai nst
"conmoners" died slowy, as Brimwas still occasionally reninded.
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DeBrugh was waiting outside the air lock as Brimand Barbousse stepped fromthe brow. The nman had
done his homework, for he saluted Briminmediately. "Adniral," he snapped. "Wl cone to Defense
Conmand' s Ni nety-one Wng, hone of N ne-fourteen, Twenty-eight, and Fifty-six Squadrons."

Brimreturned his best Hel nenan's Acadeny salute, then extended his hand. "d ad to neet you
Captain," he said—only a nodest prevarication. "This is Master Chief Petty officer Urillo

Bar bousse, who's schedul ed to neet with sone of your enlisted people to help set up details of the
ni ssion to Sodeskaya."

"Delighted to neet both of you," DeBrugh replied. "I understand you've spent sone tine there
recently." He laughed. "I'lIl wager you're glad to get back to sone human civilization."

Brimsm | ed good-naturedly. "Actually, the Bears conpletely spoil ne,
I've ever felt nore wel cone—anywhere."

he said. "I don't suppose

"That so?" DeBrugh said with something that sounded |ike surprise hi his voice. "How about you,
Chi ef? What did you think of the place?"

"The Bears couldn't have been nore nei ghborly, Cap'm" Barbousse replied. "I always | ook forward
to goin* nere."

"Well, | should think they would try to nake you feel at hone," DeBrugh said out of the side of
his mouth. "You nust be |like gods to them+ nean ... they're only animals, after all. Everyone's
heard about their special sleigh rides and the like," he said, |aughing sal aciously.

Brimfelt his cheeks burn. After his adventure with Tis-suard, he kind of |iked the idea...

"But enough of that," DeBrugh continued breezily. "W shall teach themhow to live and fight—eur
human burden, | suppose. Cone, Admral, |let me show you around our neager accomodations. They're
ol d, but acceptably el egant

And afterward, we're putting on a bit of a celebratory banquet for the officers. It will be a fine
opportunity to becone acquainted."

Frowni ng, Brimdecided to ignore the man's worrisone tal k about a 'hunman burden' —for the present.
He'd have anple tine to handle that kind of problemonce he discovered how nuch—and what ki nd

of —education or discipline would be nost effective. H's present task was to | earn as nuch as
possi bl e about... everything. "Good," he said decisively. "I'm anxious to neet everyone

i nvol ved—especially the people who will actually be going to Sodeskaya."
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For nore than a netacycle, DeBrugh led Brimthrough every nook and cranny of the huge old
satellite. Everywhere they went, one thing was immediately clear: DeBrugh's officers held himin
hi gh esteem although it was not clear to what extent the rank and file shared this opinion. It
was al so quite apparent that DeBrugh kept his base in absolutely pristine condition—a |ot nore
pristine than Bri mrenenbered any of the other orbiting Defense Conmmand stations he had visited—er
comanded. The century-old hangar bays, for exanple, |ooked as if they had been constructed only a
few Standard Months previously. And although Bri mwas no expert on starship nmaintenance, over the
years he'd | earned enough to appreciate gl eam ng new gear that was obviously the high-end

equi val ent of less attractive but serviceable governnent-issue equipnent It didn't take a rocket
scientist to guess where the outlandish funds for tools |like those canme from

The sane was true about the Wng's Starfuries: three squadrons of twenty pristine killer ships
each, looking fresh fromthe builder's yards. Wth two huge 565-nmi disrupters supplanting eight
of the ship's normal fourteen superfocused 425s, the new Starfury 5-Bs represented a potent
upgrade to the already | egendary performance figures of the original Sherrington design. At the
end of his tour, Brimfound him
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self tremendously inpressed with the station itself-while not a little troubled by its flagrant
di sregard for standards.

The uprated tools gave himthe nbst worry. They produced the same results as those that were

i ssued through normal channels, of course. But he knew from experience that they often operated in
di fferent ways—some subtle and sonme not so subtle. What woul d happen if the nechanics and crew
chiefs suddenly found thenselves with only standard gear to use? Could they inmediately perform
their jobs as well, or would they find thenselves in a very poorly tined | earning curve?

Clearly, one way or another, young DeBrugh had cadged perm ssion to operate in this manner
Political clout could justify nearly anything at any time, but it nostly lost its power in the
stress of battle. Brimmade a note to warn Onrad and his "Poker Staff' about the situation, but he
had little hope that even the Enperor would be able to do anything about it, at |east before the
schedul ed departure for Sodeskaya.

That evening at the O ficers* Mess Hall, Brimand DeBrugh—dressed in formal unifornms—sat centered
at a counter that headed three | ong banquet tables, each identified by a nmassive squadron nunber
in carved ice: "904," "76," and "25." On three sides of these tables, nearly one hundred spirited
men and wonen were dining fromthe nost el egant tableware Brimhad seen since his last visit to
the Inperial Palace. At least forty ratings shuttled to and fromthe kitchens, bringing and
renmovi ng course after course of delicacies and refilling crystal goblets with rare old Logish
Meens. Brimate quietly, feeling somewhat disconfited by the banquet itself—+t would have pl eased
the Knez—while nmaking polite conversation on either side and busily sniffing out the flavor of
DeBrugh' s worki ng organi zati on.

For his part, DeBrugh hinself kept their talk centered

nostly on starships and flying—subjects clearly dear to his heart. To Brinms right, however,

Li eut enant Commander Susanna Kehler, a glorious blonde with flow ng, shoulder-length hair, |azy,
deep blue eyes, and a positively lascivious mouth in a heart-shaped face, spoke softly of

financial acconplishnents in a voice so nellow that her dreary subject al nbst sounded interesting.
The gal axy-fanous decol |l ete' of her Inperial Dress Uniformreveal ed acres of creany skin—
accentuated by the woman's endearing habit of bending close when they spoke—and revealing even
more. In the noments before he assisted her into a chair, Brimhad been aware of |ong, sturdy I|egs
and a tiny waist. She | ooked enough |ike Margot Effer'wyck that the two wonmen coul d have been
sisters—this one younger and nore inmmature, but nearly as beautiful. He' d |laughed to hinself.
DeBrugh had done a | ot of honework for the visit.

Before the main course, one of the officers stood, raised his goblet, and said in a |oud, clear
voi ce, "Long live the Enperor!”
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Instantly, each occupant of the room stood and raised a goblet, reciting the age-old toast, "Long
Iive our glorious Enperor, long live our gracious Enperor, Universe preserve the Enperor."

Before the echoed words died out, a second officer raised her glass and proclai ned "Three cheers
for Admiral Brim" then led the roomin three rousing cheers while Brimstood hel plessly, feeling
hi s cheeks burn.

Before a third toast could begin, Brimraised his goblet and quickly put in, "Three cheers for
Ni nety-one Wng and Sodeskaya!"

After this, the roomwent wild with appl ause, which sonmehow redoubl ed when Bri m and DeBrugh
touched goblets, nen raised themto the cheering officers thensel ves.

After a nunber of further toasts—and much nore cheering—the officers took their places and the
banquet began.
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Fromthe first appetizer to the last of nmultiple desserts, Brimcould only describe the banquet as
magni ficent, yet sonehow tasteful. Unlike the Knez, DeBrugh recogni zed subtle differences between
sunpt uous and extravagant entertaining. Mreover, for all his postured fixations, young DeBrugh
was truly a fascinating conversationalist. And, of course, Kehler's anmazing resenbl ance to Mrgot
Ef fer' wck |lent an al nost nmagi ¢ anbi ance to the whole affair

As the | ast dessert plates were cleared away and the officers sipped rare cordials or lit up

mu' occo cigarettes, DeBrugh stood and once nore toasted Enperor Onrad—+to a much subdued room full
of officers—then abruptly turned to Brim "Fellow officers of the Fleet's Ninety-first Wng," he
began, "I know that all of you have craved nore infornmation about our next assignment. Therefore,
| give you Admiral Brim who has been nonitoring the situation since |ong before the Leaguer

i nvasi on of Sodeskaya began."

Surprised—and a little put out—Brimgot to his feet anid renewed appl ause, | ocked eyes nmonentarily
with the smling DeBrugh, then nodded to the officers and raised a hand for silence, his nind

wor ki ng at top speed. "Thank you. Captain DeBrugh," he said with a snmile he didn't nean. "I'm
happy for this opportunity to share a few observati ons about your fascinating new duty station—and
about the Bears whose domain you will be helping to save. You're in the vanguard of an operation

that may one day be | ooked upon as one of the war's major acconplishnents....”

For the next half netacycle, he recounted his view of the Sodeskayan canpaign to date, the Bears
strengths as well as their weaknesses, and what peculiarities could be expected from area
Leaguers. At the end, he | ooked around the old satellite's banquet room-Aow consi derably quieter
and nore sober than when he started—and frowned. "It's a different war out there,” he said in
summary. "So far, a defensive effort," he added, "but not |like the one you're used to
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here at FleetPort N nety-three. Sodeskaya's big. Over the years |I'd visited their capital a nunber
of times, but never had a clue as to how big the domain itself actually is." He glanced at the
serious faces around the room "Probably I still don't have an accurate grasp of how big it is,

but 1'mgetting there. And for the nost part, mat bigness is unpopul ated: you won't find yourself
stationed in a palace like this, orbiting within nmetacycles of one of the grandest cities in the
known Uni verse. Sodeskaya has its urban centers, all right—nany rivaling Aval on herself. But nore
than likely you'll find yourself on sonme out-of-the-way planet that's not only barren, but frozen
as well. It's an ugly war out there—a |l ot uglier than any war nost of you have yet encountered,
even those of you who fought with ne hi the Battle of Avalon.”

When he finished, his listeners remained in silence for a nonent nore, then burst out once nore in
resoundi ng appl ause—not the whistl e-punctuat ed, whoopi ng accol ade he'd received earlier. This was
a real token of appreciation. As he settled into his seat, he glanced at DeBrugh, who was staring
at himwith what could only be described as surprised admration. My point, he thought a little
sadl y—and hoped that the young W ng Conmander besi de hi mwoul d dedi cate as nuch of the sane kind
of energy into fighting Leaguers as he had trying out his new-and very tenporary—omuander. Soon
enough, the man woul d be reporting to a Sodeskayan
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During the following reception, Brimanswered what seened to be a mllion often disturbing
questi ons about Sodeskaya and Sodeskayans thenselves. Did Bears eat their enenies after they
killed then? Mght they be prone to attacking their allies hi die heat of battle? D d they use
normal sanitary facilities? Were the males attracted to human wonen, especially when the wonen
were "in season"?

Brimoften found himself grinding his teeth as he tal ked. The whole Gal axy owed nmuch of its
HyperDrive technology to the Bears' skill at engineering, yet here was a whol e group
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of highly educated, highly talented starship drivers who thought of them as nere ani nal s—savages
at best. He shook his head. At |east part of the problemhad to do with the kind of war they were
wagi ng here at FleetPort 93. Bears had been an integral part of Brinis own life fromhis first day
aboard an I nperial warship. In those days, Avalon had yet to suffer its first direct attack, so he
waged his first war out in the Galaxy in ships crewed by representatives of every race of the

Enpi re.

In the present sequel to the same conflict, however, Nergol Triannic and his Leaguers brought
conbat to Avalon's very doorstep. As a result, these Inperials had been whol |y engaged j ust
defending the five stars that nmade up their own capital and therefore got little chance to
interface with anyone outside their very honbgeneous group—ncluding allies.

Now that the Fleet was nmaking a first, hesitant step to take the war beyond its i mediate
boundaries, starsailors at all levels would have to relearn a nunber of new tal ents—enes that had
little to do with the warriors' primary duty of "killing and breaking things." They woul d soon
have to begin practicing the skills of tolerating and cooperating—often the nost difficult of al
to master.

As the evening progressed. Brimoften found Kehler at his side while he circul ated anong the

of ficers, clasping hands and answering their often witless questions. By the time the crowd had

t hi nned noti ceabl y—and the neem began to have its inevitable effect—he found the differences

bet ween Mar-got Effer'wyck and Susanna Kehl er were fading rapidly. Wien, as he expected, she
ultimately suggested that they withdraw to her room he was hard-put to turn her down. "Susanna,"
he said as gently as he could, "I feel really honored by that invitation." He gl anced down at her
creamny bosom and took her hand. "Believe ne, | would love to help you out of that uniform" he
said regretfully, "but | think per-
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haps we ought to get to know one another a little better first. Don't you?"
She frowned. "l don't understand," she said. "You nmean you don't want to?"

"I mean that under any other circunstances, |'d have carried you off to ny roomat |least half a
nmet acycl e ago—and maybe will sonetine in the future. But if and when you and | share a bed, it'll
be by your choice and not your Comrander's. You're too nice to be used that way."

Kehl er's cheeks colored and she | ooked down at the floor. "Was | that transparent?" she asked in
obvi ous humiliation

Gently, Brimput a finger beneath her chin and raised her head until she was | ooking himin the
eye. "No," he said. "DeBrugh was that obvious." He chuckled. "Susanna—wi th | ooks |ike yours, you
could entertain a different stud every night if you wanted to. A knockout |ike you doesn't go
junping into bed with a m ddl e-aged man |like me unless he first charns her out of her pants—and |
haven't had time to do anything |like that. Ri ght?"

Kehler smled. "You' re doing quite a job on ne now, Admiral," she said.

"Probably we need to reach a point where you call nme sonething nore endearing than ' Admral"
before that happens,” Brimadded with a smle. "Now," he said after a nonent of silence, "since
we've got all that past us, is this going to put you in trouble wi th DeBrugh?"

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bil...20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (130 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:35 AM]



file:/lIG)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%620-%20T he%20Si ege%20(UC).txt
She shook her head. "I don't think so, Adniral,"” she said quietly. "He sinply wanted ne to, er...
her voice trailed off.
"Just what did he want?" Brim asked.
Kehl er | ooked frightened for a nonent. "Adniral, couldn't we just drop the whole thing right now?"

"I'd really like to know what he said to you," Brimstated firmy. "I'lIl take no action unless you
want me to."
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"You promi se?" she asked. "I've worked a long tine for this assignnment”
Bri m nodded—he understood that, all right "I pronmise," he said.

"Basil DeBrugh didn't actually order ne to do anything," she said, blushing. "He just suggested
that I make nyself available, so to speak—for your, er, entertainment | guess that | look a |ot
like a princess you used to see. Margot Effer' wyck?"

Brimfumed. "How in xaxt does he get off thinking he can ask sonething like that of an Inperia
O ficer?" he denmanded hotly. "That's terrible. Does he treat everybody here that way?"

"No," Kehler said. "Not everybody. It's just that at Fleet-Port Ninety-three, everything and
everyone exists for the flight crews.” She |ooked himin the eye. "And Adnmiral," she conti nued,
"it's not all that terrible, either. Those crews get sent out every day in all sorts of gravity
conditions to risk their lives, while we support types go our way in relative safety."” She sm | ed.
"Maybe | did resent DeBrugh's asking ne to do a little whoring for him But | ampretty good-

| ooki ng—and i f spending a couple of netacycles on ny back rutting with a rather attractive Admira
can help nmake their lives a little easier, it's tine well spent in nmy book. Wuldn't you agree?"

"You're quite a | ady, Susanna Kehler," Brimsaid. He neant it

"You're quite a man. Admiral," Kehler replied. "It's nice to know that you had too rmuch class for
DeBrugh's little ploy to work."” For a nonent she got a smle on her face. "Except..." she said.

"Except what?" Brim asked.

Kehl er |1 ooked at him noving her tongue slowy over her lips. "Except..." she said after a few
monent s, "maybe you've al ready charned nme out of ny pants, as you put it |
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think I'd enjoy spending sonme time on ny back with you soneti ne—ahen DeBrugh doesn't have anything
to do with it"

“I'"ll be around," Brimsaid nonconmittally. "Let's see what we can work out."

That very night, he was awakened from a sound sleep by an extrenely attractive blond visitor
tapping at his door. "Hey, WIf Brim" she whispered |anguidly, stepping fromher fatigues, "charm
me out of these." Al she had on was a pair of briefs...

A Royal Page in scarlet livery was waiting at the foot of the brow when Bri mand Barbousse
returned to the capital. Tall and slim with a | argi sh nose, the woman rem nded Brim of the great
herons he had encountered years ago on one of the watery planets of Naftar. Her deneanor natched
her [ooks. "Admiral BrinP" she inquired loftily.

"The sane," Brimsaid, producing his mlitary identity disk with a frow. Wy would soneone send
hima nessage fromthe Pal ace? Had sonet hi ng happened to Hope? Dismissing that worry

i medi atel y—+eal ly bad news cane by KA PPA—he gl anced at Barbousse, who only shrugged. If he
didn't know, then the woman really had a secret. He waited inpatiently while she ran his ID
through every test inmaginable in the authenticator at her side. Wen finally she appeared to be
satisfied that he was at |east not Nergol Trian-nic, she reached inside her pouch and withdrew a

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bil...20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (131 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:35 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

purple folder. "Personal fromthe Emperor," she said. "It will de-struct the second tine you press

the Royal Seal."

Bri mnodded; it wasn't the first Royal folder he'd received—or was it likely to be the |ast.
"Thank you, ma'am " he said, signing her authenticator with the prints of three fingers. The woman
nodded curtly, then disappeared into the crowded mlitary term nal at great speed.

Whi | e Barbousse picked up their skimer, Brimretired to
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a quiet corner of the terminal and pressed the Royal Seal enbossed in the upper-left conmer of die
folder. After a noment, the enclosure opened to reveal a letter from Onrad hinsel f:

BRIM THOUGHT YOU OUGHT TO SEE TH S REPORT BEFORE | T GETS TO YOU THROUGH OTHER CHANNELS. NOBODY |
TALK TO SEEM5 W LLI NG TO PREDI CT WHAT' S I N STORE FOR COUSI N MARGOT, BUT AT LEAST IT'S SOMVE NEWS
ABQUT HER. |'LL KEEP YOU POSTED AS MORE GETS TO ME—ONRAD.

Unwi | Iing to uncover the message in the terminal itself, Brimclosed the. fol der and paced
inmpatiently until Bar-bousse drove up in their staff skinmer. At last, in the privacy of the
backseat, he distractedly touched the PAGE icon to dissolve Onrad's note, then began to read the
Hol oGraph itself: a partial report conpiled by covert Inperial agents stationed somewhere wthin
the League. Censors had del eted nessage headers and all other clues to the nmessage's ultimate
source.

<BEG NNI NG OF EXCERPT> | TEM 15

AFTER PROCLAI M NG HI MSELF ONCE AND FOR ALL DI VORCED FROM HI S ' TRAI TOROUS" W FE ( HER SERENE

MAJESTY, PRI NCESS MARGOT OF THE EFFER WYCK DOM NI ONS), ROGAN LAKARN, GRAND BARON OF THE TOROND,
PERSONALLY LED THREE BRI GADES OF THE LEAGUE' S SPECI AL CONTRCLLER COMVANDOS AGAI NST A RESI STANCE
ENCLAVE ON THE OCCUPI ED EFFER WYCKEAN PLANET OF BRA' VE. EARLY REPCRTS | NDI CATE THE RAI D NETTED
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ALMOST TOTAL DESTRUCTI ON OF THE CONCEALED BASE, ESTABLI SHED MORE THAN A YEAR AGO BY PRI NCESS
MARGOT, AT THE TI ME ALSO GRAND BARONESS OF THE TOROND.

ALL OCCUPANTS OF THE FOREST CAMP WERE | MVEDI ATELY PUT TO DEATH, EXCEPT 10- YEAR- LD RODYARD
GREYFFI N LAKARN, ONLY | SSUE FROM LAKARN S MARRI AGE TO PRI NCESS MARGOT. YOUNG LAKARN WAS LAST
OBSERVED BOARDI NG A STARSHI P FOR THE TOROND.

AT THE TIME TH S REPORT WAS COWPI LED, THE PRI NCESS HERSELF HAD SO FAR ELUDED CAPTURE BY VI RTUE OF
AN ALMOST PROVI DENTI AL ABSENCE FROM THE CAVP WHEN THE LEAGUE FORCES BEGAN THEI R ASSAULT.

ON- SFTE | NFORMANTS REPORT THAT | F THE PRI NCESS CAN BE CAPTURED, LAKARN W LL PERSONALLY DI RECT HER
PUBLI C FJCECUTI ON | N EMOR- RUDCLPHO, CAPI TAL OF THE TOROND, LATER THI' S YEAR DURI NG CELEBRATI ONS
MARKI NG THE THI RD ANNI VERSARY OF THE TREATY BI NDI NG THE TOROND AND THE LEAGUE I N M LI TARY

ALLI ANCE.

| F THE PRI NCESS' S ESCAPE PROVES PERMANENT, CONTI NGENCY PLANS CALL FOR LAKARN (AND, |F POSSI BLE,
H'S SON) TO BEG N A MEDI A- CENTERED CAMPAI GN OF SLANDER DENOUNCI NG HER AS A TRAI TOR TO THE DOVAI N
THAT "ADOPTED' HER. HE WLL
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ALSO OFFER A SUBSTANTI AL PRI CE FOR HER HEAD.
<END OF EXCERPT>

Shaki ng his head. Brim pressed the Royal Seal a second tine. The fol der di sappeared in a snall
cl oud of odorless snoke. "It was about Margot," he said at sonme | ength.

In the front seat, Barbousse nodded wi thout turning around. "I heard when | picked up the ski mrer,
Admiral," he said, weaving through Avalon's chaotic early evening traffic. "Bad news, |'m afraid.
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How do you read it?"

Brimstared out the wi ndow without seeing. "I don't know, Chief," he replied at sonme |ength.
"Every nonent she's free gives her a better chance of escape—we've clearly planted agents on
Bra've who can help." He sat back in the seat and stared at his hands. "It wouldn't be the first
time she's conme through odds that would utterly denolish anyone else.”

"Li ke when the space fort at Zonga' ar blew up right on top of her," Barbousse added. "She |ived

t hrough that."

"I thought you said things | ooked bad," Brimremarked.

"I said "bad news,* beggin' the Admral's pardon,"” Barbousse anended. "And it is. But Princess
Margot's tougher than both of us, |I think. She'll cone out on top, just |ike she always has
before. 1'd bet onit."

"Only a fool would take that bet," Brim said.
"Li ke Rogan LaKarn," Barbousse said thoughtfully.
"Yeah," Brim agreed. "Like Rogan LaKarn...."

Wth Standard Year 52013 fast drawing to a close, De-Brugh and his 91 Wng reached the Sodeskayan
front on 19 Decad. They were i mediately assigned to the Givna Sector close by some of the
fiercest conbat zones of the day. In spite of the nost prinmitive conditions imaginable at Zensky,
their | akesi de—rather ice-si de—base on Veche, third pl anet
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of the star Yarlyk, Inperial naintenance teans reconverted the first squadron of Starfuries from
ferry configuration within three Standard Days and had the whole w ng ready for conbat a week
| ater, including reserves.

During their year-long assignment to FleetPort 93, De-Brugh and his Hel msnen routinely jousted
with some of the League's finest; now they were nore than ready to continue as soon as ships were
avai l abl e. Accordingly, fromthe first missions on, the three squadrons of superb starships tore
into their Leaguer opponents with gratifying results.

Brim hinself took an active part in the fray alnost fromthe first Requiring little tinme to
famliarize hinself with the powerful new Sherrington killer ships, he | ed conbat flights whenever
his duties as liaison to the Sodeskayans permtted and scored two victories widiin his first five
m ssions. After all their easy kills against inferior ships and i nexperienced crews, Orgoth's

m nions had clearly permtted thensel ves to becone soft; they now paid dearly for their arrogance.

Wth adequate support from space, Local Sodeskayan ground forces began to reverse the Leaguers
once unstoppabl e advance al nost imediately, and only a few Standard Weks foll owi ng the
Imperials' Year's End holiday (celebrated during a day-long battle including the |oss of three
Star-furies) they had driven the invaders fromnearly a dozen planetary systens. Soon their
efforts began to change—f ever so slightly—the very shape of the front itself. On the surface, it
was a small episode in a |large war—al nost an anomaly. But for those whose job it was to plan the
future, the small, renpte operation conposed an utterly significant event It was soon the subject
of intense study by both sides of the war.

Wth the Inperial squadrons off to a very solid beginning, Brimdecided to see how well the
I mperials woul d performwhen dealing directly with Sodeskayans. Since the haughty young DeBrugh's
racismfirst surfaced outside FleetPort 93,
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he had voiced no further words of contenpt—aor had any of his officers. But Brimhad been carefu
to buffer all direct exchanges of commands between the Sodeskayan conmanders they actually served
and the proud Inperial officers of 91 Wng. Now, |eaving Barbousse at Zensky to nmonitor the
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situation, he returned to Grontow-and a very pl eased N kol ai Yanuarievich Usis. Both he and Dr.
Bor odov were waiting at Tonbshenko Spaceport.

"I nperials have fought gloriously, WIfooshka," the Marshal said after an al nbost pai nful exchange
of Bear hugs, "as we hoped they woul d. Throughout your Grivna Sector—snall as it m ght
be—teaguers are actually retreating fromplanets for first tinme in their accursed canpaign.”

"Thanks, N k," Brimsaid, seating hinself in a |inousine skimer for the trip to Borodov Manor

"I f anyone had doubts about Sodeskayans beating the Leaguers, this ought to reassure them once and
for all. Wth any kind of decent support from space, you Bears are absolutely invincible on the
ground. "

"Unfortunately," Borodov added, "effective as your three squadrons of Starfuries mght be locally
in Givna Sector, they can have only mininal effect on rest of canpaign. Thrice-damed Leaguers
continue invasion with all-too-obvious inmpunity."

Bri m nodded. He'd kept up with devel opnents el sewhere. Less than a year following his arrival in
the GF.S.S., advance Leaguer units were already in control of numerous Sodeskayan planets of the
Ksnayned star cluster, only one hundred fifty light-years from Ostra hersel f—and G oncow. "How are
things going in the city?" he asked.

"No outright pa"hic yet—at |east overtly," Usis replied, "but fear is everywhere—and who can
bl ame? To Leaguers, we are 'pelt beasts.* You saw yourself when we were stranded on Zhol vka. Had
it not been for friend Tissuard, nmy own skin would now be curing to provide warm coat for

sonme xaxtdammed Leaguer. |s enough to frighten even crag wolf."

"What are you going to do?" Brim asked as the big |inmousine ghosted silently past picturesque
nei ghbor hoods on the far spinward side of the city. Ad homes, narrow, tree-lined streets, and
quai nt shops: all were apparently deserted. As Marsha Browning warned himin the |atest of the
short notes they infrequently exchanged, Grontow s residents were quietly evacuating the city.

"Only one thing we can do," Ursis replied. He glanced at Borodov. "Wth help of friend Anastas
Al exi here, we have sonehowperhaps m racul ousl y—amassed sufficient resources to begin reasonabl e
counterof fensive at Ksnaynmed star cluster al nost i mediately."

"Thank the Universe,” Brimsaid. "That'l|l take a | ot of pressure off the city. Wen does the
attack begi n?"

"I'f all goes well," Ursis said, "mdday tomorrow, G ontow tinme. Your Captain DeBrugh and his
squadrons were under way for Ksnayned day after you departed."” He |aughed. "They won't |ike where
they're going. It's a new, advanced base called Fonett on J19-C. Awful planet, | hear. Leaguers
just evacuated it."

Brimgrinmaced. "I should be there!" he excl ai ned.

"You shoul d be here, W/ fooshka," Ursis rejoindered with a gentle smle. "Chief Barbousse is with
Ni nety-one Wng in case anything goes badly wong. One week from now, G ontow tinme, we have brand-
new ZBL-4 for you to fly to front. Then you can trade for Starfury and zap Leaguers to heart's
content."

"What's wrong with tomorrow?" Brim demanded. "O right now?"

"Well, WIfooshka," Ursis said. "Next few days is good time to see if Inperials really can fight
besi de Sodeskayans wi t hout people like you to act as buffers."”
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"I don't understand," Brimsaid, but he already had a good idea. DeBrugh!

"I's nice of you to try and protect us fromreality of intolerance,"” Usis said, "but seens to be

part and parcel of nodern life. Years ago, when three of us first met in|I.F. S. Trucul ent, Bears
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were invariably destined for engineering duty if they wished to serve aboard | nperi al
starshi ps—& and Dukes incl uded."

"l never let it be known who | was," Borodov protested.

"Corksroar," Ursis adnmoni shed him "One needn't skirt subject with human ki nsman. Prejudi ce exists
in all societies—ours included—and nore honbgeneous society is, worse prejudice gets. Even your
brother is prejudiced in many ways—+ook how he treated WIf Ansor that day. And | amcertain two
of us have sinmilar defects."

Bor odov nodded soberly. "True," he conceded, "but in this war, we will either learn to forget
these prejudices—all of us—er we will surely perish at the hands of greatest bigots of all, Nergo
Triannic's Leaguers."

"What happened that alerted you to DeBrugh's attitude?" Brimasked. "I thought |I'd somehow put a
lid on it before we got here. He even fool ed Barbousse, "

"Very worst kind of prejudice is often subtle,” Usis replied, "especially to those who have
little. W were fooled as well. It only surfaced when we sent representatives to your nmaintenance
organi zation with information concerning how to re-calibrate Sodeskayan test equi pment so it can
be used with Inperial power buses."”

"And DeBrugh's people weren't interested?" Brim asked.

"Not much," Ursis answered, "at |east according to our naintenance people."”

Bri mconsidered a nonent. "Well, DeBrugh did bring along a lot of his own equi prent,"” he said.

"Maybe he feels he won't need to use any of yours."

" Thi s DeBrugh expects no battle | osses to ground equi p-

ment?" Ursis asked in amazenment. "He nust have great confidence in prowess of defense."
"Or great stupidity,” Brim added.

"Hrim " Ursis nused politely. "Perhaps he is unaware of certain, shall we say, 'quirks' in
Sodeskayan equi pnent mat —soneday—-he may have to use."

Bri m nodded. "I see," he said. "And DeBrugh's not exactly pounding on the door to | earn anything
about it, eh?"

Ursis shrugged. "One does not know about DeBrugh, hinself," he said, "but his nmintenance
organi zation recently nmade it very clear that they were not interested in taking advice from
Bears—en the subject of Starfury maintenance or, we understand, nmuch of anything el se.”

"I see," Brimsaid, pursing his lips. Here was a problem "I'mterribly sorry. You should have
told ne about it right away."

"Not critical issue yet," the Bear replied. "Perhaps DeBrugh's close proximty with brave
Sodeskayans who fly killer ships in sane class as Starfuries can cure issue with no further
action. Sane-side conbat often makes cl ose brothers of otherw se belligerent creatures. Besides,"
he added with a wy grin, "as we agreed earlier, Inperials and their Starfuries are doing splendid
j ob shooting Leaguers."

"I guess there are worse situations,” Brimacquiesced. Clearly, a |l esson | earned by experience was
much better man a | esson forced down one's throat. Still, he thought as the |inousine skimer cane
to a halt beneath the manor's great portico, it would be a real pleasure sonetinmes to sinply pop a
few m screants on the nose.

As he hoped, Brimfound a note from Marsha Browni ng when he checked in late that afternoon at
t he—very busy—Inperial Enbassy. The Anbassador would be tied up all night for conferences, and
she had arranged for a | at& supper at the CGol den Cockerel, a place she described as a small, out-
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of -t he-way bistro on the banks of the G ontow River. She had even sketched a tiny map.

In truth, Brimfound Marsha Browning on his mnd considerably, of late. For quite some tinme now,
Grontow had been in danger of inmmnent assault by the Leaguers. The fact that her husband had

negl ected to send her home nonths ago was a matter Brimfound to be beyond understanding. It did,
however, serve to assuage certain pangs of guilt owing to a considerable yearning for her conpany.

In the Enbassy | obby, he adnmired the | atest Hol oGrans of Hope sent from Aval on, placed themin his
pocket, and bounded up the staircase to KA PPA his final summary to the "Poker Council™ before
Ursis launched his offensive in the norning. H's report was, he reflected, exiting the code room
considerably different than the first briefs he'd sent prior to Usis's pronotion. It was nice to
report a few victories anong the dreary succession of |osses the Sodeskayans were stil
experiencing outside the Givna Sector. And unless he nissed his guess, he would have a

consi derably nore good news in the days to come—at |east until the Sodeskayan of fensive began to
run out of resources. It would go a | ong way toward convi nci ng people |ike General Hag-but that
Sodeskayan aid was a sound investnment. He snmiled, Marsha Browni ng once nore on his mnd. By that

ti me—f everything went well—the city of Grontow would have a new, although still tenporary, |ease
on life. And so woul d she. ..

On this eve of the new offensive, the Enbassy was rife with activity. As Bri m descended the
staircase to the | obby, he noticed a tall, distinguished-Iooking nan and a slimredhead, young
enough to be his daughter, dart across the |obby through the crowd. Familiar-looking man.... He
narrowed his eyes. It was Browni ng—who didn't even have a daughter! \Wen the two di sappeared al ong
a side corridor, he followed, pushing his way into the hallway just in tine to see
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them si dest ep—ow armin armthrough a pair of doors

mar ked DORM TORY W NG He stopped short of the doorway

"} and smled to hinmself. So nuch for those feelings of guilt

N Retracing his steps to the | obby, he retrieved his staff skim

f mer and set off for ne Gol den Cockerel, whistling tunelessly

1 to himself.

?

i

I Quite late that evening, in a corner of a nurky dining room Marsha Browning finished her
third goblet of meem closed her eyes for a nonent, and puffed a nu' occo cigarette to life. "That

was a wonderful supper, WIf," she said, settling back in the booth and breathing spice-laden jets
of smoke from her nostrils. "So wonderful that | feel absolutely evil."

"You couldn't be evil," Brimreturned, suddenly very much aware of the woman's conpelling charm
and anple sexuality. "You're far too beautiful to be evil."

"Thanks, WIf," she replied. "I love to be beautiful for you—especially when you | ook at ne that
way." She appeared to consider that for a nonent, then peered furtively about the room "Hmm" she
nmused, sinking deeper into her seat and licking her lips. "About this |ooking business," she

whi spered with a nysterious little smle, "—drop sonething on the floor."

Brimfrowned. "What?" he asked.

She pointed to his cup of cvc' eese. "Drop sonething |ike your spoon on the floor," she said,

"—dnder the table. Then pick it up. Al right?"

"I don't understand,” Brimsaid. "Drop nmy spoon?"
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"Yes," she said with alittle smle. "You' ve seen what nmeem does to ne. It makes ne want to..
wel |, show off. You know, "

"You nmean, like the last time we were out?" he asked, with a little rush of titillation. His
reaction to her surreptitiously bared breasts in the crowded di ni ng room had sur-
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prised hi mhe'd found hinself thinking about it at the oddest times, with strong feelings of
ar ousal

"Uh- huh," Browning nurnured. "l've got the urge agai n—especially now with a shorter skirt." She
| aughed. "Don't worry, | haven't been caught yet."
"Ch, I'mnot worried about that," Brimreplied, "but are you sure you wouldn't like to go

sonewhere nore private?"

"You don't understand," Browning said, running her tongue over her lips, "Doing ... 'things'... in
publ i c when nobody can see turns ne on—a little fetish I've enjoyed since | was a girl." She
wi dened her eyes in nmock astonishment. "It was a real surprise when | discovered how nmuch better

things got with a boy watching."

"Well," Brimsaid with a smle, "I'myour 'boy'—a couple of years too |ate, of course, but wlling
nonet hel ess. "

Browni ng giggled. "You'll do," she replied, "believe ne. Now drop your spoon under the table and
pick it up. Al right?"

Ginning, Brimcerenoniously dropped his spoon, then bent under the table. Voot's Beard, but she
did have extraordi nary | egs!

As he watched in fascination, she opened her knees, then drew the skirt well above an anple pair
of startlingly white thighs. Even in the dusky light beneath the table, it was quite evident that,
beneat h, she wore only dark, silken briefs, that she slowy drew aside.

"Li ke what you see?" she asked a little breathlessly.

"B-beautiful,"” Brimreplied hi a shaky voice. "Just beautiful." He continued to search for quite a
long tine before he found his wayward spoon

Afterward, they retired to a small apartnment in an old but fashionable part of the city. That

ni ght —whi |l e she knelt astride his hips, sucking her lower lip and wildly grinding herself against
hi mBri m momentary pondered why anyone woul d prefer a skinny redheaded kid. He watched a rivul et
of
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I gweat run down one swaying breast and drop fromits large, ; swollen nipple; then, with a
suddenly runaway conpul sion, 1 be becane nuch too consuned by the nonment for netaphys-ica
t houghts of any kind....

* The followi ng afternoon (Goncow tinme), Ursis launched » Wlyit, his first counteroffensive, at
a sorry little twelve-star | cluster called Ksnayned, |ost anong the buned-out space Stol es and
asteroid shoals nmidway between Grontow s star $ Ostra and the ancient constellation Inperials
called Morzik Mnor. He'd chosen the relatively uninportant area because, ; as the Leaguers
farthest penetration into Sodeskayan terri -

, tory, it was already nostly gl obed by Sodeskayan forces.
f
ML

On 22 Unad, 5204 at precisely Dawn: 2: 70, G oncow ”* tine—oncurrently on all twelve habitable
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Ksnayned pl an-'i ets—teaguer troops of the Second and Tenth Arny G oups found thensel ves under a
coordi nated attack lead by a | greatly altered Bearish Fleet. The Sodeskayan starshi ps—1

enbl azoned with fierce | egends such as VENGEANCE! and ;- MATH TO LEAGUERS! —+lew in | arge
perfectly orchestrated | formations, the |ikes of which Leaguers in the area had never { yet
experi enced.

First cane squadron upon squadron of deadly ZBL-4s,
* whose nmission it was to clear the sky of Leaguer killer ships.

1 They acconplished their grisly task with astonishing efficiency, to the utter confusion of the
Leaguers, who for nmonths had grown | ax and soft dealing with second-rate opponents. Behind the
ZBLs cane powerful attack craft |ike QF4s and UV-2s to hammer orbiting Leaguer starbases and

* | and- based supply depots. Last cane the surface-attack star-|1 ships—distinctively Sodeskayan JM
2 Ro'stoviks, angular in | shape and heavily plated with arnmor. Fromcruising altitudes of |ess
man 2,500 feet, these brutes singled out craw ers, supply skimers, colums of troops—anything
that noved—
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and sprayed the ground with rmurderous disrupter fire, hurling weckage, bodies, and debris in
every direction. Then they dived abruptly and cane in closer to their prey, sone to altitudes of

fifty irals or lower. The Ro' stovi k Hel nemen—many of them Wld Ones fromthe Kvass region, |ike
Poupy-chev and Bzhtva—had a bew | dering repertory of tactics they'd devel oped while training in
far-of f Carescria, Brim s honeland. One was a fearsonme maneuver known as the "orbit of death," in

which they circled around a cluster of eneny crawers in groups of four, six, or eight, delivering
blasts fromtheir prodigious disrupters mat literally "burned holes in Leaguer arnor," as one
Beari sh Hel nsman boasted later in a report Brimwatched that night in Goncow. Barely one

nmet acycle after the arrival of the Ro' stoviks over the Controllers' 9th Crawl er Division on planet
Zacrith-19, seventy Leaguer crawlers were in flames

El sewhere in the sector, other |eaguers nmet similar fates. On the planet Bylina-19, the Leaguers
3rd Crawl er Division lost 270 of its 300 arnored vehicles to the pitiless Ro' stoviks. And a
corresponding fate occurred to their 17th Crawer Division that lost 240 of its 300 arnored
vehicles in only four netacycles of desperate conbat agai nst the Bears.

As the canpai gn progressed, Brimfollowed KA PPAed reports in Goncow with awe. Captured League
of ficers appeared to be thunderstruck by the onslaught. "The Bears have used starships of such
nunbers and excel |l ence as we have never yet seen in Sodeskaya,"” one Galite'er was quoted. The
wonman spoke shortly before her executi on—she'd been captured wearing a Bearskin coat...

"The Sodeskayans are puncturing our whol e operation,"” another stunned League prisoner was heard to
say. No official record of conparative | osses was avail able during those first few days, but a
very tired DeBrugh reported that nore than six hundred Leaguer starshi ps had been destroyed

agai nst about two hundred for the Sodeskayans (and so far

three of his Starfuries). Mrre inportant—at least to Brim—the toll of League crawl ers and nobile
di srupters nunbered into the thousands, while Leaguer dead and wounded nunbered in the tens of

t housands. Toward the middle of the second day (G ontow tine), the Sodeskayans nmanaged to |ink up
and form a huge gl obe around the trapped Leaguers that fairly bristled with disrupters—al

poi nting i nward.

On 2 Diad, precisely one week following Wlyit's onset, Ursis kept his pronise when he assi gned
Brima brand-new ZBL-4 to be ferried to Ksnaynmed, then personally chauf-feured himto Tonoshenko.
As the Bear piloted his great Roshov |inmousine along the convoy-janmed right-of-way, he kept his
silence for a long tine, clearly bothered by sonmething. Finally he turned to Brimand frowned.
"Funny stuff going on there in Ksnaynmed," he said, "having nothing at all to do with hunor."

"What' s happeni ng?" Brim asked. He hadn't heard of any problens with the new canpai gn, except
per haps that some supplies were already beginning to grow scarce.
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"Don't know yet," Ursis replied, "but... if you were Ner-gol Triannic, what would you do if you
suddenly found sonme hundred thousand of your best troops—with all their equi pnment—nearly gl obed by
eneny forces?"

Brimdidn't need a lot of tine to think about that question. "1'd order their conmander to break
out and link up with friendly forces at once. No excuse for casualties when they don't do any
good. "

Ursis braked around a | arge nobile disrupter that had wandered partially out into his |ane, then
nodded. "My thoughts exactly," he said. "Even bl oody Leaguers have sonme sense of avoiding
downri ght waste—at |east of their own forces."

"So?" Brimpronpted. The base's main entrance was already in sight ahead.
"So," Ursis said inpassively, "both of us agree retreat
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what Leaguers ought to be doing; so does Ceneral Staff. Only trouble is. Leaguers aren't doing
that. Nunbers of their field commanders requested perm ssion to wthdrawwe picked up their
transm ssions. But they were all turned down, direct from T Tarrott." He braked to a stop at the
gate and presented his ID disk to a guard whose eyes grew | arge as saucers when he gl anced at
Usis's five stars. Smiling reassuringly, he returned the young Bear's astoni shed salute, men
continued into the base through streans of convoys departing for Ksnayned—and arriving casualties.
"Looks like Triannic's personal work again,” he continued. "No military professional would permt
such a debacle.”

"You nmean that he's actually trying to hang on to Ksnayned?" Brim asked in amazenent "1'd pretty
well gotten an inpression that die place doesn't have much to offer in the way of mlitary
significance."

"It doesn't," UWrsis said. "Mserable star systemwoul dn't even support a decent penal col ony. W
know—+tried to put one there nearly century ago. Cosed five years later."

Bri m shook his head. "If it's true that Triannic's doing this on his own, it'll be the second tine
he's crossed his H gh Command this year," he nmused. "He's either the greatest nmilitary strategist
in the Universe or the greatest fool."

"Unl ess he knows sonet hi ng about Ksnaymed that we don't, is |looking very much like latter," Ursis

growmed. " 'Wnds and rain ruffle fur of Bears and crag wol ves alike,* as they say."

"Maybe he's really on our side," Brimsuggested with a wild | ook

Ursis runbled a deep belly laugh. "That is possible, too," he said, turning fromthe main right-of-
way toward a section of gravity pools that appeared to be occupi ed by brand-new ZBL-4s. "But
think there is a nore basic reason for this stupidity.”

" And?"
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"Much as | feel constrained to downplay ny |ucky encounter with Rodef nov Vobok on Zhol vka, |
cannot ignore the fact that the Marshal would have been first to sound retreat—and nmake his
decision stick with Triannic."

"Why woul dn't Triannic want to do the sane thing?" Brimdemanded. "He's not a conplete fool."

Ursis nodded thoughtfully. "Intuition tells ne that he is a bigot—another kind of fool—-and cannot
abi de the thought of being beaten by nere 'pelt beasts,' as he calls us." He peered over his
spectacl es. "Watever cause, thanks to soneone's stupidity, is beginning to look as if nmany, nany
Leaguers are heading for either destruction or captivity. War takes nuch in way of resources.
Those gl obed Leaguers will swiftly run | ow of essentials." He chuckled and nade a trenmendous grin
"Sonething we Bears will sinply hate, of course."
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"Unless ..." Briminterrupted thoughtfully.

"Unl ess what?" Ursis said, glancing with a frown at the nunbers on the gravity pools they passed.
"Unl ess the Leaguers could be supplied fromspace," Brimreplied.

"They are supplied from space al ready,’
space. Us, too."

Usis renmonstrated with a | augh. "Everybody supplied from

"But supplies normally conme in freighters,” Brimreplied, "that normally travel in friendly space,
or at least out in the real interstellar voids." He thought for a nmonment, then nodded to hinself.
"Right now there's no friendly space anywhere near Ksnayned, and freighters don't do so well in
active war zones." He looked at his old friend. "Xaxt, N k, they don't even do very well in the
interstellar void. If anybody knows about transport |osses, it's the two of us."

"So," Ursis replied, "you are agreeing with ne, then, that the cursed Leaguers will starve?"
"Damed good chance of that, N k," Brimreplied, "unless
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they tie up nost of their fleet attenpting to punch those transports through. | nean, protection
Ii ke they gave then- attack ships during our Battle of Avalon."

"Voof!" the Bear exclained, glancing back at Brim "Wat a cost! Tying up that many attack ships
woul d be felt throughout whol e war zone." For a nonent he fell silent, thoughtfully rubbing his
chin. "They'd need to ferry at least thirty mlstons of supplies a day to each of the twelve
planets if their troops are even to survive, nmuch | ess protect thenselves," he said presently.
"And way | cal culate, that woul d take upward of hundred and a hal f serviceable transports."

"Hmim " Brim considered. "If | remenber correctly, then-order of battle only calls for half that
nunber for the whol e canpaign.”

"I's correct,” Ursis said, pulling to a halt at a gravity pool where a great crowd appeared to have
gathered. "To do it, they would have to draw on other fronts and even drain honel and of avail abl e
ships." He turned and smiled. "Is interesting situation to which you travel, WIf Ansor. Keep ne
informed. Al right?"

"A couple tinmes a day, when it's necessary, N k," Brimprom sed. Then he frowned. "Wo are all the
brass?" he asked, peering at a nunber of crinson-clothed guards who had suddenly cone to rigid
attention. "Looks |ike the Knez is here."

"Good reason for that," Ursis replied, opening the door
Brimturned and rai sed an eyebrow.

"Knez is here,
Ksnayned. "

Usis replied, "in specially constructed stateroom waiting for you to fly himto

"Me?" Brim gasped.
"Your nane is Brim is it not?"
"Uni verse...."

"Not to worry, WIf Ansor," the Bear said with a little smle. "Knez will not bother you too much
this trip.”

" \N]y?ll
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"New courtesan on board with hi mjust conme into season. Probably won't | eave stateroomuntil you
make planet-fall."
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"Why' s he going?" Brimasked. "It's got to be dangerous out there."

"I's duty of Knez to appear anong troops in dangerous situations now and then," Ursis expl ai ned.
"Somet hing like your Onrad visiting that BKAEWsatellite | ast year, when we all nearly got
killed," he explained with a chuckle.

"How do the troops feel about him with all the | osses you Bears have borne | ately?" Brim asked.

Ursis peered over his glasses. "Knez may not be perfect,” he said, "by a long shot. But with al
his ... what you call *warts'... he does best he can, and soldiers know it. Except for one

di sastrous oversight with Fleet, he has done nuch in interest of domain." For a monment he shook
his head. "However," he added, "neither history nor Sodeskayan people—including nme, if |
survive—will ever quite forgive himfor that blunder...."

THE SI EGE / 283
CHAPTER 10 Part ners!

When Brim made | andfall at a small planet nanmed Tazi, about 150 |ight-years short of the Ksnayned
pocket, the Knez was still "occupied" in his stateroomas had been the case since Tonoshenko.
Expressi ng personal regrets—and his need for haste—to a nunber of mnisters, Briminmmediately set
out to cadge a ride to DeBrugh's tiny Inperial base on the planet of Budanova, sone eighty Iight-
years farther on, toward the front.

Just short of the Operations shack, he sensed, rather than heard, familiar thunder high above the
clouds that started whole floods of nenories. A Starfury: Nothing else in the Universe sounded
like that! Both ZBL-4s and Starfury 5s were powered in HyperSpace by twin Wzard-E8 Refl ecting
Drives designed by the Sodeskayan firm of Krasni-Peych. Bel ow Li ght Speed, however, only Starfuries
flew on big A876 Admiralty gravs, and the bass thunder they nmade was unique in the Galaxy. The
sound grew | ouder; noments later, his ears picked up the characteristic, high-pitched whistle of
air passing across three cooling intakes just forward of the 282

portside "trouser." Looking up, he spotted the ship just as she broke through the gl oony
overcast—a handsonme scul pture; nore art than nere practical form Trihulled, as were many of Mark
Val arian's finest designs, the starship's main fusel age was conpl enented on either side with
"pontoons” attached slightly below the centerline by stubby, winglike "trousers."” A raked, |owset
bri dge/ deckhouse protruded sone third of the way back from her sharply tapered bow, and, except
for streamined blisters housing the main battery, constituted her principal slipstream

di st urbance anywhere.

Losing altitude quickly, the ship rolled into a vertical bank and thundered across the base,

sil houetted against the clouds |like three slimneedles. She was | ow enough when she passed
overhead that Brimcould see her single Hel nsman in sil houette through the raked bridge
Hyperscreens. The ground shook to the deafening beat of its six Admralty gravs, and he watched
with enchantnment until the ship turned sharply again and glided to a perfect |anding on one of the
base's portabl e Becton tubes.

"Magni ficent," comented a half-famliar voice behind him

"She is that,"” Brimreplied absently, watching the ship | eave the tube at a hi gh-speed exit and
taxi toward the Qperations shack. Ginning, he turned to see whose taste hi star-ships ran so

closely to his and . . . "Your Mjesty!" he gul ped, coning face-to-face with the Knez. "I
t hought you were still aboard the ship."
The Knez smiled. "Until nonents ago we were, Admiral," he said. "But we decided to take advantage

of this opportunity for a few words before you fly off to battle. Mich depends on what you
personal ly see and report in the next few weeks."

"Your WMajesty?"

"Brim" the Knez said, "you know as well as we do that after the next few weeks—should you survive
t hem of
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course—you wll nost assuredly be called upon for your views of continued |nperial support for our
straggle with the cursed Leaguers." He closed his eyes for a nmonment and paused. "Mich
responsibility will then rest on your shoul ders—a great deal of it caused by ny own persona

m sj udg- nent , "

Brimfelt his eyebrows raise. This was the Bear who never even said "Thank you."

"Puzzl enent shows in your face, Admiral," the Knez continued with a sad little smle. "As Knez, W
are not pernmitted nornmal enotions available to Qur subjects, especially shane and enbarrassment.
But the fact is that beneath the |ayers of ponp and tradition that cloak Us, W are no nore than
fur and bones Qurselves. In the end, W" he said, placing a hand at his chest, "are only a Bear."
He frowned for a nonent. "Perhaps you know that better than nost," he added. "You have a | ong-

st andi ng—and rare—friendship with your own Enperor, Onrad V."

Bri m consi dered that. Sonmehow the words cane as both a realization and a shock

"At any rate," the Knez continued, propelling Brims attention rapidly back to the present, "it is
as a Bear that W speak to you at this nonent, not as a nmonarch. Soon W must personally beseech
the | eaders of your entire civilization to overl ook Qur personal blunders and aid the Sode-skayan
peopl e—who richly deserve that help. Once they can stand on their own two feet again, they wll
prove to be your greatest allies in the coming struggle with the hordes of Ner-gol Triannic."

Brimtook a deep breath and | ooked the Knez in the face. "That aid has already started, Your

Maj esty," he said as the Starfury swung onto a nearby gravity pad and shut down its generators in
a great shimering cloud of gravitons. "There is a small beginning," he said, nodding toward the
graceful starship.

"An appreciated begi nning," the Knez acknow edged. "But, as you say, a beginning only. W
Sodeskayans shall require truly nmassive aid in the conming years if the damage caused by Qur
personal m stakes is to be overcone."”

Brimstarted to speak, but the Knez held up a hand. * "You need not renmind Us what we
Sodeskayans must prove to you Inperials and your Enperor," he said. "W are \ wel | aware of
your real mssion here, and have been since | you arrived." He smiled. "That is not to say that

We | ook upon such a mssion with enmty; in fact, W regard it as necessary due diligence and
woul d do the same thing were the circunstances of our donains reversed."

This time Brimmade no attenpt to interject his thoughts; besides, his attention had been

suppl anted nonentarily by the sight of Urillo Barbousse and a highly decorated Sodeskayan

Hel neman striding toward himat a fast clip, clearly unaware of the Knez's presence. Four crinmson-
clad i guards halted them sone di stance away.

Ni kol ai glanced toward two figures and snmiled. "It is tine both of us attend our tasks,"” he said.
"But before W go, W have a nessage for you. Admiral —al so your Enperor and his 'Cre'el Staff,' as
he calls that marvel ous band of hoodl uns with whom he surrounds himself." He | ooked off into
nowhere for a nonent. "They—as well as you, Admiral—are his best protection from nistakes |ike
the ones W nmade. At one tine or another, each of you has pronounced three words for himthat W
are only now begi nning to hear, thanks chiefly to Qur vexing brother and your old friend Ursis."

"What words are those, Your Majesty?" Brim asked before he could stop hinself.

"'You are wong, The Knez quoted, "—words whose value W learned far too |ate, but appreciate
all the nore for it now " He | aughed sardonically, then became very serious and took Brinms arm
"The nmessage W would send to all in
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the Inmperial H gh Command is this," he said: "Base your decisions concerning the |ong-term
certainty of Sodeskayan military success on the people of Sodeskaya—the actual warriors—and what
they denmonstrate, not on their Knez, who is alnost solely responsible for the difficulties in
which they presently find thenmselves." He stood for a nonent in silence, then frowned. "Any
questions, Admiral ?" he asked.

Deeply noved, Brimcane to attention and saluted. "Count on me. Your Mpjesty," he said sinply. "I
have | ong known t he excel |l ence of the Sodeskayan people. Now | have seen the greatness of their
Knez, as well."

Silently, the Knez saluted, then, w thout another word, turned and strode off to a group of high-
ranki ng Sodeskayan officers who appeared to be waiting for him

Once into HyperSpace, Brimchecked the Starfury's proximty alarm-aothing regi stered—then cleared
the ship visually through the Hyperscreens. Again nothing. He relaxed—as nuch as any Hel nsman
could relax in contested space—and set the AutoHel mon course for J19-C, only a few |light-years
outsi de the Ksnaymed Sector. "AH right, Chief," he said to an inage of Barbousse in a gl obul ar

di splay, "bring me up to date."

Bar bousse thought for a nmonment. "Hard to know where to start, Adniral," he said. "W left for
Fomett Base the day after we got the novenent orders. There was a bit of trouble over that. The
crew chiefs and mechani cs were expectin' a shiprment o' their special tools, which hadn't arrived
yet, an' Captain DeBrugh wanted to wait for 'em The Sodeskayans needed hi mout imediately, an'
in the end, they yelled |oudest. But it took one of their Generals to do the trick, an* DeBrugh
was mghty angry." He |aughed. "So were his nmechani cs—they had to take along a | ot of standard
tools instead of the fancy ones they were used to, an' it took "ema while to | earn how to use
them"

"Mai ntenance is all right now?" Brim asked.

"Seens to be," Barbousse answered. "The Starfuries don't spend much time in sick bay, so to

speak. "
"How about everything el se?" Brimasked. "I've tried to keep track from Goncow, but... "
"We' ve done passing well. Admiral," Barbousse said. "As |I'mcertain you know, we've |ost three

ships so far, two from N ne-fourteen Squadron, one from Twenty-eight. But we've al so knocked down
or damaged nearly twenty of the League's ships—ncluding a couple of really big transports just
yesterday. | watch the figures all the tine."

"CGood man, Chief," Brimsaid. "And how are DeBrugh and his people getting along with the
Sodeskayans now?"

Bar bousse frowned. "Tolerably," he said at some length. "You can tell there's still a bit of a
problem the Captain has his little snits now and then. But the Sodeskayans nostly pay himno
m nd. What they're interested in is killing Leaguers, and since DeBrugh represents a way to kil

lots of Leaguers, they're willing to put up with a lot."
"So there's no inprovenent?" Brim asked.

"No," Barbousse replied. "I wouldn't exactly say that. Little by little, DeBrugh's people are

| earni ng how good Sodeskayans are at things." He frowned. "Like engineering and that sort of
stuff. The Bears are so terribly good that our nmintenance people have actually started a nunber
of friendships with them O course, they're nostly ratings, like mself, and not so highfalutin
as officers are—present conpany excluded, o'course."

Bri m | aughed. "Thanks, Chief," he said. "I take it that the officers haven't been getting along so
wel | ?"
"Well," Barbousse said with a wince, "they weren't at first, anyway. Most of the ZBL-4 crews were

fresh fromtrainin' while DeBrugh's people had been poppin' after Leaguers for better 'n a year
But as the Bears rack up conbat experience, they're turnin' out to be pretty fine space war-
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riors—a lot better 'n any of DeBrugh's people thought they'd be."

"So you think maybe things will work out by thensel ves?" Brim asked.

Bar bousse nodded. "Not sayin' that sonebody's never going to push sone Bear over the edge with 'is
or 'er nasti-ness. Probably soneone will—-an' that person's going to get the livin' daylights
slamed out of 'im But the Sodeskayans seemto be basically patient people, and our Inperials are
mellowing." He sniled. "The way | see it, Admiral, sonme things you can't |egislate—tike respect.
They come only with tinme. Just |ike you, beggin' your pardon. But you've spoken about it lots of
times. Years ago, when you joined the Fleet, Carescrians |ike yourself were really considered to
be lowlife people. Now |l ook at you. Admiral Cal houn's head of all Arned Forces, and you're the

Enperor's right hand in Sodeskaya. Things do change."

Smiling, Brimvisually checked the ship's tail, then glanced at the proximty alarm-all quiet.
"Chief," he said, "I don't believe |I've ever heard you nake that | ong of a speech before."

"I don't, normally," Barbousse replied.

"You feel pretty strongly about this, don't you?"
Bar bousse nodded. "I do, Admiral," he said.
"Thanks, friend," Brimsaid. "I appreciate it."

Bar bousse nodded, and the display winked out. Little nore than a netacycle later, they |landed at
the dusty, half-finished base of Fonett, set into as barren a | andscape as Bri m had encountered
anywher e.

DeBrugh was waiting by a dust-covered gravity pad when Brimtaxied in fromthe Becton tube and
shut down his gravs in a cloud of gravitons. Taking his hands fromhis ears, the young W ng
Commander waved amiably; he was dressed in a battlesuit that |ooked as if he had only recently
made | and-
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fall himself. Wth himwere a nunber of other officers, including the Wng's three squadron
| eaders and Susanna Kehler. Brimhad formed an occasi onal, sonewhat bawdy friendship with the
|atter that had so far conpletely escaped DeBrugh's detection

Bri m waved back, then turned the ship's systenms over to the Engineering Oficer and powered off
the helm Wnking to Barbousse, who was shutting down the naster weapons consol e, he made his way
aft to ne flight-bridge conpani on-way. Monents later, he was at the foot of the brow, where two

| nperi al conmandos, whose eyes were visible under a crust of dirt and sweat, helped himjunmp to
the ground. In spite of noticeably weak gravity, he sank in it up to his ankles.

"Wel come to Fonett," DeBrugh said, saluting, then extending his hand. "It's a dusty, filthy
wi | derness of a place,” he explained, "but it's warmand its ours—at |east until sonebody wants it
back ... which," he added with a grin, "I can't inmagine."

Bri msaluted and grasped the man's hand. "You're right,"” he said, |ooking around him "But | ook
There's no snow" It was the first Sodeskayan planet he'd visited that wasn't frozen; no wonder

the Leaguers hadn't wanted to | eave. The base itself was | ocated to one side of what appeared to
be a large, shallow crater conpletely ringed by disrupter batteries pointing skyward. For nearly a
c'lenyt out fromthe six Becton tubes, arranged in two parallel trios forming a narrow X, the
terrain was conpletely flat and barren. Beyond, to spin-ward, a craggy upwelling of equally barren-
| ooki ng mount ai ns i nvaded the gray horizon. As far as his eye could see, nothing grew anywhere—a
totally wasted atnosphere. "Not nuch to recommend it as a vacation spa," he renarked with a raised
eyebr ow.

The officers | aughed, each of them sal uting and shaking
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his hand. Kehler turned her head to include a surreptitious wink with her greeting.

DeBrugh nodded when the little cerenony was finished. "JI9-C was one of the first planets the
Bears recaptured fromthe Leaguers,” he said. "They'd only just secured this part of it and

pl unked down the Becton tubes when we arrived, so you won't want to stray far fromthe base
perimeter or do nuch wal king in the areas between the tubes. In fact, when you're out, you
probably oughtn't to touch anything. And, ah"—he pointed to a nearby area nmarked off by cloth
strips waving in the considerable breeze—~don't go near areas narked like that; they're stil

m ned. We |ost three people in the |ast two days to the Leaguers' xaxtdamed nmines. And if that
weren't enough, one of our mechani cs was just wounded by a League sniper hiding sonewhere in that
rocky belt who had | ong-range sights. W got that one, but there nay be nore.”

"Sounds just thraggling wonderful,” Brimsaid bleakly. He'd been in worse places, he was certain.
But he couldn't renenber where, for the life of him -

After a bleak supper of field rations and a miracul ous bottle of Logish Meem Brim and DeBrugh
retired to the latter's tiny office in a buried Operations nodule to discuss the canpaign's
progress so far. The young Wng Leader was in an expansive nood after claimng two Gorn-Hoff 262-
Es destroyed during his previous sortie, and was anxi ous to share his thoughts.

"It's been quite a good scrap,"” he observed while an orderly served nugs of steaming hot cvc' eese.
"We've had a few losses; |I'mcertain you' ve already heard about those. And we've taken a bit of
damage, Voot knows. Al in all, though, we've nade the Leaguers pay w th ei ght een—now twent y—ef
their finest attack craft and two utterly huge supply ships, just since we arrived here." He
frowned. "Come to
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think of it, we've seen whole gangs of freighters around here in the |ast few days—heading in and
out of the Ksnaymed area. And the Leaguers send enough escorts with themto protect a planet. Do
you suppose they're trying to evacuate those peopl e?”

Bri m shrugged—ust as Ursis described. "It may be the other way around,"” he said. "The Bears in
G ontow see strong indications that the Leaguers intend to hold on to Ksnayned at all costs."

"But they're totally globed in there," DeBrugh said. "The only way they'l|l be able to hold on is
.. He paused. "So that's their plan, is it? They're going to supply those trapped forces by
punching freighters through the Bears' bl ockade." He shook his head. "Mther of Voot," he swore in
amazenment. "That will require their biggest freighters—and enough escorts to seriously hanper
operations everywhere else along the front."

Brim si pped his cvc' eese—learly the finest that Inperial credits would purchase. "That seens to
be the plan, though," he said.

"But it's pure folly," DeBrugh said. "There isn't anything in Ksnayned worth the risk, or do they
know sonet hing that | don't know?"

"Not according to the Bears," Brimreplied. "To themit's worthless territory, too—except for sone
smal | -time mning operations."”

"Then why!" DeBrugh asked rhetorically.

"The Bears think it has sonething to do with Nergol Tri-annic's ego," Brimreplied.

"What in xaxt could there be about Ksnaymed that woul d stoke Triannic's ego?"

"Maybe not hi ng about Ksnayned itself, Basil," Brimsaid. "But think about egos for a nonent.
Consi der soneone so conpl etely prejudi ced agai nst Bears that he can't accept the
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possi bility of them w nning anythi ng—even when the Bears have clearly superior forces."
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' That woul d be absolutely crazy," DeBrugh said.

"So is bigotry," Brimsaid, finishing his cvc' eese. "It exacts a terrible toll."
After staring into his own cup of cvc'eese, DeBrugh nmet Brim s glance and he nodded. "Yes," he
said presently. "I think | see just what you nean...."

Fol | owi ng nore conversation, Brimbid DeBrugh a good eveni ng and headed for his rooman austere
but roony (Bear-sized) officer's cubicle in one of six buried, portable barracks nodul es desi gned
for use by the Sodeskayan Arny. Qutside, darkness had fallen, but he had not the first clue what
local tine it was. As he hoped, Kehler arrived soon after he did and, followi ng a | ong, soothing
i nterlude of persuasion, declared herself once again "charned."

Afterward, Brimrel axed on the bed while the beautiful blonde snored softly in the crook of his
arm |f indeed one had to find hinself in a conbat zone, he thought, this was the way to do it. He
was just falling off to sleep hinmself when he heard the runble of starships overhead, but they
didn't sound fanmiliar at all. Their gravs were unsynchroni zed and ... Leaguers! Low, too! He
stirred, accidentally waki ng Kehl er.

"It's all right,’'
opened fire."

she said sleepily. "If they were Leaguers, our disrupters would have al ready

She had scarcely finished speaki ng when a trenmendous series of explosions shook the building with
enough force to land themboth on the floor. "Voot's greasy beard!" she exclai med as emnergency
lights shone dimy through the darkness. "That was close. W' ve got to get out of here before
we're buried!" Picking herself off the canted fl oor, she threw open the door and was nmet with a
burning gust of air. "Cnon, WIf," she yelled, struggling into a junpsuit
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Bri m needed no encouragenent. Tugging on his trousers, he followed her into the suddenly crowded
hal | way.

The nonent they stepped outside, every disruptor on the base seened to open fire, and the sky
above themturned into a swaying nmass of 155-mm energy beans. Instantly it was light as day. Brim
grabbed Kehler and foll owed a nunber of others who dove beneath the great bul k of a Sodeskayan
lorry. As a second salvo of Leaguer fire began to expl ode around them a parked Starfury caught
fire and the flanmes drew the attackers like insects. Dust and debris fell thick as rain all around
them rocks and jagged chunks of weckage. The expl osi ons began to cone thick and fast now. One
hit so close that the inpact threw Brimin the air and gave hima pai nful bunp against the lorry's
frame. Two disrupters less than thirty irals distant were firing away in deafening series of
bursts. The barking discharges pierced his eardruns, but at |east spared himthe scream ng of
others trapped beneath the big machine. Battered and half sick, he and Kehler could only wait out
their ordeal, shivering with consternation

Probably | ess than a nmetacycle | ater—a period of tinme that seened |ike years—there cane a lull.
Brimsprinted across to see what renmined of the barracks and to | ook for survivors, but the
structure had been destroyed totally. Had he and Kehler remained in his room they would now be
dead. Ginding his teeth, he wondered how many casualties the raid had actually caused, but

qui ckly put the question fromhis mnd. He'd have an answer all too soon in the norning.

When he got back to the lorry, other ex-occupants of the ruined barracks were crawling out from
ot her hiding places, dusting thenmsel ves and swearing. DeBrugh had evidently weathered the raid in
a nearby storage shed with a nunber of his favorite Hel nenen—few of them wonen. N ne-fourteen
Squadron had departed on a raid of its own earlier in the evening, so its crews would not figure
in the casualty reports—fromthe Leaguer raid, at |east.
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The all-clear sounded nearly a netacycle later. Haggard, grimnmy, and dusty. Brimstunbled with
Kehler to her roomin another nodule, where the two of theminmediately went to sleep, only to be
awakened little nore than a netacycle later by a knock on the door. Springing fromthe bed
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alertly—despite her [ ack of sleep—Kehier slipped on a robe and opened the door a crack, then stood
back with a surprised smle. "Good norning, Chief," she said. "Wat can | do for you?"

Brim quickly drew the covers over himnself,

"Good norning, Conmander," Barbousse's quiet voice said, still outside the door. "I, er, dropped
by to leave Adnmiral Brima fresh uniformand a toilet kit. His clean gear was blown to bits in
last night's raid, an', well, | noticed you were good enough to take himin after the raid."

Kehl er paused for a nonent, and her cheeks reddened. Then she got a great, worldly snle on her
face. "Wy, thank you, Chief," she said. "I know the Admiral will be very glad to get them
Everything he wore is, er, runpled, to say the least."

"Yes, ma'am" Barbousse's voice agreed.
Quietly Kehler stepped outside in the hall.
"Commuander!" Barbousse's voice gasped with surprise. "Er... t-thank you."

Moments | ater, Kehler stepped back into the roomcarrying both an overni ght bag and an ear-to-ear
grin. "Oh, he's so cute,"” she giggled when she'd cl osed the door

"What did you do to hinP" Brimdenmanded, catching her infectious grin. "I've never heard the Chief
at a loss for words."

"I didn't say anything," she laughed with a fraudulent pout. "I kissed him+ight on the cheek."

"Way, Conmmander,"” Brimchided with a playful grin, "that sort of fraternization with the enlisted
ranks is against all sorts of regulations."

"That kiss had nothing to do with ranks, or even sol dier-
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iftg," she said thoughtfully. "It was about friendship and dedication, the kind that nman has for
you. It makes himpretty special, in nmy book—and well worth an 'illegal' kiss on the cheek."

"Thanks, Susanna," Brimsaid. "The Chief is a pretty special person."”

She | aughed. "You think the regulations mght just allow fraternization of that sort with enlisted
nmen, then?

"My regul ations do," Brimdeclared. "So none of the others matter, anyway."
"How about fraternizations with officers?" she asked with a little smle
"What kind of fraternization did you have in mind?" Brim asked.

"This kind," she said, opening her robe. "Can | talk you into a short denonstrati on before
br eakf ast ?"

Ever vigilant for opportunities to further his know edge in all fields of endeavor, Brimreadily
agreed, ...

Sone tine later, he arrived alone at the Oficer's Mess and ate his breakfast with two of
DeBrugh' s Hel nsnen, discussing deflection angles and the Starfury's sighting systens. Kehler
arrived nearly half a netacycle afterward with two friends wearing Operations flashes on their
battl esuits. Wien DeBrugh appeared nonments later with rings around his eyes, it was soon clear
fromhis conversation that he still had no idea the night's "entertai nnent" he once planned had

bl ossonmed into such a friendship. Brimsniled. Probably, he considered, it was better for everyone
that way.

Next afternoon, Brimflew his first Sodeskayan mission in a Starfury, amazed for the ten nillionth
time how light the little starships were on the controls, responding to the slightest passage of
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his fingers over the sensors. A nmasterpiece! He'd specially volunteered for the difficult sortie
because he'd | ogged nore tine in lowlevel fighting than anyone el se
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in 91 Wng. DeBrugh had imredi ately insisted that Brimlead the raiders—then volunteered to fly as
his wing.

Wth the wealthy young Wng Leader tucked cl ose behind his Ieft pontoon, Brimwas now | eadi ng
twenty-four Star-furies fromboth 914 and 28 Squadrons on a hunt for a huge Leaguer starship. An
ultra-fast cargo transport of sone 100,000 m | stons di splacenent, the Leunond-szegnis had | oaded a
preci ous cargo of foodstuffs and weaponry two days previously and was nmoving toward the area with
a huge escort of killer ships. The day before, she had been danaged by twenty-four ZBL-4s, but her
| arge escort had set up an escape and she had subsequently di sappeared in extrenely unsettled
gravi tol ogi cal conditions.

Redi scovered only netacycles ago at a League-held port on the planet Tserb-9, the ship appeared
ready to be discharged fromthe repair facilities and continue on her mssion. Five of the
League's curious but lethal disrupter barges, each equipped with twenty-one tw n-nmount . 189-nmi
dis-ruptors, were reported to be noored at a hover nearby, and sizable concentrations of killer
ships cruised in stationary orbit overhead. Local gravity conditions were getting worse fromthe
sudden eruption of three cyclical space holes in the area, and the surface weather was decayi ng
rapidly with rain, fog, and low cloud. A great day for a visit! And if that were not enough, the
repair yard itself was heavily defended by at |east two hundred rapid-firing disrupters that had
been rushed to the site.

Forty-two of the Sodeskayans' fast, ninble Petyakov PE-3 attack ships—specially equi pped for such
m ssions with ,796-nm super disrupters—were to force entry to the repair yard and try to finish
of f the Leunond-szegnis, or at |east destroy her inportant cargo. The job assigned to Brims Star-
furies was escorting the PE-3s to their targets, drawi ng sone of the barges* fire as they did so,
and covering the operation agai nst the Leaguer killer ships.

Brimseparated his two squadrons into six flights of four ships each. He designated two flights as
conbat space patrol; the remaining four—aunbered Red through Green—ould fly the actual ground-

| evel attack, silencing disrupter barges during the few noments necessary for passage of the PE-
3s. After that, any survivors were to go after League killer ships drawn by the fracas. Even the
nost audaci ous of DeBrugh's Hel nsnen consi dered the m ssion decidedly precari ous—and Bri m heard
many remarks to the effect that when the Sodeskayans had a really difficult job, the poor bl oody
Inperials were called in to clear up the nmess. This time, he quietly conceded their point. This
was a tough trip, and no doubt about it. But there was also a war to win, after all. And in the
process of breaking things and killing people, warriors ran a good chance of having thensel ves
broken as wel |l —er kill ed.

On the way to the rendezvous, they passed five Inperial-built Defiants painted with the
Sodeskayans* crinson eight-pointed star insignia and fairly bristling with strange antennae. These
shi ps woul d be headed off to take up station where their janm ng gear could hanper the Leaguers

| ong-range BKAEW spotting gear. That jamm ng, conbined with the gravity storns that were already
causing a violent ride, poor surface visibility at the target, and nassive bl essings from Dane
Fortune mght just allow themto acconplish their dangerous m ssion

Leadi ng as Red One, Brim picked up the Petyakovs while skimring the fiery surface of a star known
only as Mygor-938. Immediately they all set off obliquely across the void for Tserb through
increasingly violent gravity storns that often hid the stars fromtheir Hyperscreens and threw t he
starships around like toys. In spite of their enornous disrup-tors, the Petyakovs were setting a
good pace and the lighter, stormtossed Starfuries had their work cut out keeping up

At Daylight:2:15, they slowed through Hyper Speed hal fway between Tserb and its ninth planet—a
danger ous
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maneuver, but necessary if they were to achieve any surprise at all. By now their own BKAEW
systens were inoperable—and, a priori, the Leaguers' as well—thanks to the jamm ng efforts of the
three Defiants. But there was always the possibility of neeting a chance Leaguer picket ship, so
they dove at much hi gher speed than nornmal. In nonments, the ships were blazing through ever-

t hi ckeni ng at nosphere |i ke nmeteors—heating rapidly to tenperatures just short of explosively
diffusing the hull netal collapsiumthat fornmed their hulls. Sinultaneously, they were

decel erating near the very cushioning limts of their internal gravity systens. At these insane
vel ocities, even the best Hel menen found thensel ves greatly challenged, for the ships tw tched
nervously as they passed through changi ng at nosphere pressures—and the slightest swerve could
crunple their hulls. At the far edge of his vision, Brimwatched one of the PE-3s suddenly cone in
hal f, then explode tike a puffball. Everything forward, including the great disrupter, flew off to
one side; the aft section with its heavy power chanbers and Drive crystals went on falling |ike a
great conet, while debris followed in every direction. Brimbit his |ip—+too bad about the Bears.
But nore inportantly, at least to the mission, their target was still considerably around the

hori zon, so the Leaguers may not have seen what was com ng

Down he | ed themtoward shapel ess, snpbot hed-over cloud banks that quickly became noving, grayish
masses fringed with color, hurtling toward themat truly frightening speeds. The flight bridge was
tonb-silent—all he could hear on the intercomwas breathing and an occasi onal gasp. He chuckled to
hi msel f, wondering how many of the crew were frightened as he was. At only a few hundred irals
above the first cloud layers, he carefully nursed the steering engines and pulled out of the
perilous dive with the spacefrane groaning and creaking. A glance in the rear viewers verified
that the remai nder of his flock had not only cone nrough safely but

was still in some senblance of formation. Now came the difficult part.

They entered the undercast abruptly, bunping and jolting in the stormy atnosphere while the ships
made t hen- final deceleration (he hoped) to the Perykakov's optinmm ground-attack speed. By sone
mracle, they cane out through the bottomin reasonably unaltered formati on. Ahead, a dense fog
bank | oomed like a great solid wall, obscuring the planet's horizon |ike sone great nountain
range. Dropping to 150 irals altitude above the rolling surface of what appeared to be a vast

| ake, they flew through a few gray wi sps of haze. Then the mist quickly thickened and rai n began
to pelt their Hyperscreens, boiling to vapor on contact with the white-hot crystal surfaces.
Instinctively, the Helnsmen closed up to maintain visual contact. Any radiating source, even a
proxinmty alarm would give precious nmonents of warning to the Leaguer gunners bel ow.

Suddenly a deep voice with a strong Sodeskayan accent broke the radio silence: "Target straight
ahead in thirty-five clicks."

Braci ng hinmsel f for whatever might cone next, Brimstrained his eyes to see anything through the
soupy mst. "Enabl e weapons systens," he ordered. "Fire at will."

"Disrupters enabled," the Fire Control Oficer acknow edged. "Full plasna charges at nain
batteries."

"Look out, Red Section, disrupter barge, bearing Red, Red-Orange," someone radi oed.

Now directly Before Brims speeding Starfury was an ugly gray nass in the rolling mst, a squat
bridge, raised barbettes with tw n-disruptor arrays, a KA PPA nmast bristling with comunication
gear. "Red One attacking on Red Red bearing!" he announced, instinctively |owering his head and
nestling down behind the narrow flight bridge' s scant forward arnor.

Qusters of green and red disrupter beanms started up from
300 / Bl LL BALDW N

every direction. Brimsplashed through the spray froma burst that only just mnmissed them for |ong
instants, water blurred his Hyperscreens. Suddenly his nmain battery fired a |Iong, continuous
burst, too low at first, exploding the water in soaring geysers of steam Then the strobing beans
rose toward the barge itself as it hovered notionl ess above the surface. Rising again, the beans
expl oded agai nst the bl ack-and-white-striped hull, then rose higher still to the first row of
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barbettes. An antenna crashed down; a tongue of flane spurted from sonewhere. Seventy-five irals
away, two Leaguers in black battlesuits hurled thenselves flat on their faces. Fifty irals, the
two ugly barrels protruding froma dis-ruptor barbette swung to point straight at the nose of his
Star-fury. Brims disrupters fired first, exploding all around the Leaguer barbette. Near by,

anot her Leaguer sprinted across the deck with two rounded tanks in his arns. Abruptly he toppl ed
overboard, his |egs burned from beneath him

The barbette's two disrupters fired back; Brimcould feel the vibration of powerful energy bolts

searing overhead as he dove. The sky went nonentarily dark and the Starfury shook violently from
graviton columms while they passed beneath the hovering barge, their KA PPA nast nearly scraping

anot her barbette mounted on the vast plated belly. Then they were on the other side, turrets

i ndexing rapidly aft to continue their nmurderous fire. Brimdrove on at speed, zigzaggi ng between
great waterspouts raised by the enemy fire.

A flight of eight Petyakovs thundered past to port with their huge disrupters blazing. They | ooked
like a swarmof fiery waiths.

Bri mskidded in a vertical bank over sone sort of fortification—an eyeless, bristling octagon
whose entire surface appeared to be belching fire as the structure turned on sonme internal axis.
The Starfury jinked froma sudden updraft, then suddenly they were out over an inmense curving
apron of gravity-pool quays nmuddled with Leaguer starships of all
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ki nds and descriptions. This surrounded a veritable forest of shattered wecks sticking fromthe
grayi sh bay at odd angles. Everywhere the hellish scene was intercrossed with strobing disrupter
beans, |lit up with blinding flashes, dotted with black and white puffs of snmoke that erupted into
flanmes and showers of sparks. Brimcould see the Leunond-szegnis girdl ed by expl osions, flanes,
and debris, rising above the other starships |like some great bloated slug bristling with derricks
and odd-shaped appendages. Her thick KA PPA mast stood cl ear above the snoke |ike an obscene
monunment to death. A cheer went up fromthe bridge crew as the structure abruptly shattered in
three places and di sappeared into the flame and snoke bel ow.

The Petyakov attack was at its height now, with disruptor fire erupting like a single extended
expl osion across the whol e area. Col ossal bursts of flanme and dark cl ouds of snoke shot up
everywhere, darkening as they drifted away in the wind. A Petyakov dissolved in the flash of

di sruptor fire |oosed by the starship imediately inits van. A whole row of the enornous shipyard
cranes near the big transport toppled slowy into an inferno of dark flanme and sparks.

"Red Leader—Patrol Leader calling! League killer ships are about. Look out!"

A brace of Petyakovs energed fromthe snoke, and Brim s disrupters indexed toward them "Wit!" he
shouted to the GQunnery Oficer as he put the Starfury into a steep clinmb. "They're ours!” Wth
huge grav units nounted on either side of the fuselage, they did look a lot |ike League GH 270s.

"Break, Red One!" DeBrugh's voice shouted on the radio.

Brimswing hard to port, white plumes of noisture trailing each pontoon. Instantly a GH 262
flashed past his nose, firing its main battery. One of the beans flickered onto the Starfury's
nose with a deafening clangor. Brimrolled onto his back to give the gunners a better shot and a
second 262
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| oomed up in the forward Hyperscreens, head-on and nearly on top of him Its big wi nglike hul
seened to fling itself at him and every turret |lit up as it opened fire. Wth a trenendous crash
Brim s arnored Hyperscreen shattered and becane nearly opaque —but miraculously remained in its
franme. Stunned by the terrific shock —and blind directly forward —Brimgrimy held his course
and hoped the Leaguer could see well enough to avoid a collision. Asplit click later, it passed
bel ow —just as yellow caution indicators flashed all over the Starfury's power consol e.
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"Plasma pressure falling in the power chanbers,
wi ck, but watch for overheat."

a Systens O ficer reported. "We'lIl turn up the

The sky was alive with starships and disrupter bursts. Before Brimcould reply, every forward
turret let fly with enornmous bursts of energy at another 262 —this tine, hits expl oded al ong the
eneny ship's slightly raised bridge. As Bri mwatched through his quarter 'screen, the Leaguer
slowy turned over and headed down vertically, naking sparks and bel ching greenish yell ow snoke
fromits starboard Drive doors.

"Good show, Red One! You got him" DeBrugh shouted jubilantly fromthe radio —while the bridge
filled with raucous cheering.

Moments later, nearly a quarter of the caution lights turned fromyellowto red, and a tenperature
warni ng glowed fitfully in the power quadrant. "Recommend we depart at once for Fonett Base," the
Systens Oficer said in a tight voice. "W'll need space cooling inmediately if we're going to
meke it all the way."

"Got you," Brimreplied, easing the Starfury into a shallow clinmb. He | ooked back once nore at the
furious battle that was still raging on the surface, warned DeBrugh of his predicanment, then
grudgi ngly set course for star J19-C

They only just made it to Fonett, sliding to a dead stop at

the end of a Becton tube with the plasma pressure hovering just a little above absolute zero, and
whi t e- hot power chanbers ready to explode. On final, Brimhad used his blaster to shoot out sone
of the shattered Hyperscreens so he could see | and.

After the other ships returned, he linped stiffly to the Qperati ons Room where he | earned that
914 Squadron lost two Starfuries with all hands and 28 Squadron | ost one. Eight of the Sodeskayan
Pet yakovs had been destroyed —also with all hands —plus two nore whose crews had ditched in
space but | ater had been picked up by rescue ships.

The Leunond-szegnis, however, had only been further, if nuch nore grievously, damaged.

Reconnai ssance starshi ps racing over the burning harbor only netacycles after the raid reported
that the big transport was still hovering across the three gravity pools whose repul sion
generators had been conbined to support her mass. She was afire in a nunber of places, but it was
clear that these would be extingui shed soon

On the surface of things, it seened initially as if the m ssion had been a failure. But even
though the two woul d-be allies had sustai ned considerable | osses w thout achieving their
objective, they' d obtained a real victory that —had they known —woul d have frightened the
Leaguers to the soles of their jackboots. In the conbined raid, humans and Bears finally had
| earned to work with each other

M dway t hrough the next Standard Day, a brand-new Petyakov thundered down on Forett Base to
deliver a dozen cases of the nost subline Logi sh Meem Brimcould renenber tasting. That evening,
ten fast Sodeskayan transports |anded at the base, crowded with the crews of the Petyakovs who had
gone on the raid —and nore Logi sh Meem Mich nore. The grand, drunken party that ensued for
nearly a full day afterward (protected by an entire G oup of ZBL-4s orbiting the base) would be
the basis for friendships that, in later
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days, were credited for much, much nore than destroying great numbers of Leaguer transports during
the next Standard Weks.

After the raid, however, three full Standard Days were to pass before Brimcould file a neaningfu
m ssion report to Avalon. Al beit seriously damaged and operating under only one-third power, the
Leunond- szegni s mracul ously succeeded in getting under way a day after the raid, linmping slowy
fromstar to star until she reached the little cluster known as Voseludd in the old 19th District.
There she was caught in open space and destroyed by another squadron of Petyakovs—this one with
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sufficient killer ships to scatter her escorts.

As the weeks continued, Brimflew a nunber of nissions against Leaguer transports attenpting to
run the Sodeskayan bl ockade of Ksnaynmed. Each time, he found hinmself amazed at the trenendous
resources the Leaguers were willing to squander toward retention of the twelve next-to-worthless
pl anets. Communi que's from both G ontow and Aval on reported that the League's advance el sewhere

al ong the Sodeskayan front had ground to a standstill. Most inportant, the frontline ground troops
had experienced a drastic reduction of supplies that were normally brought in by transport. Added
to this was a sudden—devastati ng—+ack of support from space when Leaguer Arny units called for
hel p during attacks by powerful Sodeskayan ground forces.

Slowy, but very surely, it became clear that the Sodeskayan Arny had never lost its vaunted
invulnerability. Instead, its |eaders nerely had been lulled into conplacency by years of
dependence on an Inperial Fleet that no | onger could cover the whole Galaxy with its great, royal-
bl ue unbrella of power. In turn, that very conpl acence enabled the self-serving courtiers who

del uded the Knez and al nost drove the final nails into the Sodeskayan mlitary coffin

Al that was in the past and rectified. Now the nobst critical questions had to do with Sodeskayan
stayi ng power. \Wen the Ksnayned of fensive drew to a close—as it absolutely would during the next
few St andard Weeks—oul d the Bears hold on until their own fabrication yards churned out starships
enough to win a war? And how nuch aid would her allies have to supply? Answers woul d be needed

i medi ately, for in spite of the Sodeskayans' nobst valiant efforts, Hoth Orgoth's transports were
getting through the bl ockade, and each one that nanaged to unload even part of its cargo reduced
the nunber of Standard Days the Sodeskayans could retain control of the area.

Brimwas in Gonctow on 36 Triad when Wlyit began to end. It came as no surprise. The Leaguers had
conpl eted their buildup in Ksnayned toward the end of the twenty-eighth. During the succeedi ng
days (Standard tinme), Sodeskayan transport brigades had been quietly preparing a retreat that
woul d cost themleast in the way of |lives and resources. Shortly after Dawn Watch began on the
thirty-sixth, he was awakened by quiet chimng fromthe Hol oPhone in the other room-he' d hal f
expected a call and had slept lightly. Gently extricating hinmself fromthe warnth of Browning's

sl eepy enbrace, he padded to the 'Phone, switched off its outgoing video, and enabl ed the displ ay.

I nmredi ately an i mage of Barbousse appeared in a tiny globe. "Adniral BrinP" it asked.

"I"'mhere, Chief," Brimsaid, enabling a mlitary scranbl er/decoder he'd installed at the phone's
i nput. "Where are you?"

Bar bousse' s i mage appeared to reach beyond its enclosing gl obe; then a quiet chinme announced that
he was al so using a scranbl er/decoder and that the two devices had recogni zed one another. "I'm at
the Defense Mnistry," he began in a
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calmvoice, "and it looks as if the Leaguers have started their breakout."
Brimfrowned. "Wen?" he asked.

"About three nmetacycles ago," Barbousse replied. "They started strong assaults in at |east ten
| ocati ons around the Ksnayned gl obe perineter."

"Where's N k?"

"At the Mnistry, Admiral. He got here about a nmetacycle after the thing started, took one | ook at
the situation, and KA PPAed DeBrugh to pull back inmrediately for the big base at Zensky, Givna
Sector—Starfuries, crews, and no nore equi pnent than they could quickly stuff in that little

packet of theirs. Then he told ne to let you ... beggin' the Adniral's pardon ... er, enjoy
yourself as long as | could before | called—which | did just now because Cap' m De-Brugh's on the
KA' PPA mad as a dried-out knarl'l, demandin' to message with you in real tine. | told '"imthat you

were on your way."

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bil...20Helmsman%2006%20-%20The%20Siege%20(UC).txt (152 of 156) [1/31/2004 1:13:35 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2006%20-%20T he%20Si ege%620(UC).txt

Brimlet it all sink in. Little Operation Wlyit had to end this way, he supposed, but nonethel ess
"Thanks, Chief," he said presently. "I'lIl be there soon as |I can. |If DeBrugh gives you any
trouble, just break the connection; we'll blame it on the KA PPA set."” As the Hol oPhone went dark

he tiptoed back into the bedroomand retrieved his clothes. Over the years, so many romantic
encounters had ended with a predawn call to duty that he'd |ong ago | earned to stack his clothing
all in one place. It saved muck funmbling in the dark

As he pulled on his boots, he felt a hand on his arm "Leaving so soon?" she asked.
"Yeah," he said softly. "Big doings out Ksnaymed way."

"No tine for alittle nore ... ?"

"Not this nmorning, Marsha,"” he said. "Wsh | could, though."

He wat ched her nod in the half-light streaming fromthe living room She hadn't pushed down the
bedcl ot hes, so it

was cl ear she understood his business was critical. "It may be a while before we can get together
agai n," she said of f handedly.

Bri mfrowned. "Anything wong?" he asked with a strange sense of concern

She shook her head. "OCh, nothi ng—except that these wonderful Sodeskayan nights with you are, well,
at an end, |I'mafraid," she blurted out abruptly. "Crellinghanm s got a new assignnent in Aval on,
WIf, one he's been shooting for all his life. And | guess |'ve got to go along."

"Marsha, " Brim exclained. "How | ong have you known about this?"

"Weeks now, WIf," she said. "I just didn't want to face ending this—and | hate good-byes. But
there's no putting it off anynore; we |eave tonorrow on the afternoon packet."

Surprised at the strength of his reaction, Brimforced hinself to smle and took a deep breath.
"I"'mglad you kept it to yourself," he adnmitted. "I hate good-byes, too." He took her hand. "WII
| see you agai n?" he asked.

“I'n Aval onT
"If that's where you'll be."

"WIl you want to see nme again," she asked, "-when you've got a whole city of human wonen to
choose from nost of them younger than nme?"

He shook his head. "You never did understand how absol utely desirable you are, Marsha Browning,"
he said. "And | guess you never will. But if you'll oblige me once in a while when I'min town,
I"lI'l consider it quite an honor to keep on doggedly trying to get the information across."

She put her arns out to him and they enbraced. "I'lIl only be as far as your Hol oPhone," she said
"You'll hear fromne," he pledged, feeling her tears on his cheeks, "whenever I'min town."

"Prom se?"

"Prom se. "
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They kissed for a long tinme; then he stood.
"Don't say good-bye," she warned quickly.

He struggled for a nonment, searching for the right words. "Next tine in Aval on," he whi spered.
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"Next tinme in Avalon....'

He I et hinmself out of the apartment and drove to the Sodeskayan War M nistry with the damedest
feeling of enptiness. And it sinply wouldn't go away.

After the thirty-sixth, Sodeskayan ascendancy around Ksnayned qui ckly began to erode as the League
poured even nore reinforcenents into the area. At last, on 6 Tetrad, the breakout was conpl ete,
and from Tarrott, Nergol Triannic crowed of another great victory for Leaguer tenacity. Vow ng on
i ntragal actic nmedia that he woul d never—dnder any circunstances—elinquish a planet once it had
been "purchased with the sacred bl ood of our gallant Controllers,” he struck a whole series of
garish new decorations for the Ksnayned veterans. In his exultation, he even forgave fat i Hoth
Orgoth his failure to subdue Aval on, pronmoting himto the rank of Marshal and bestow ng the wi de
gol d sash of a "League Paragon," one of Tarrott's |oftiest honors. |

And om nously, pundits on both sides of the war once nore began to proclaimthat the League's Deep
Space Fl eet was "invincible.™

Wiile Orgoth's specially borrowed starship units returned to normal assignments along the front,
their Sodeskayan opponents, as always wanting of support in space, resunmed the endl ess succession
of reverses that seemngly characterized their lot. But even as their war reached new dept hs of
affliction, forces of renewal were stirring throughout what renai ned of Sodeskaya's huge domai n.
Fromcritical |essons |earned at Ksnayned, Ursis inmmedi ately began reshaping and reformng the
whol e Sodeskayan military establishnent, while old Dr. Borodov aimed for quantum strides in produc-

tion. These acconplishnments were hardly noticed by the gal actic nedia, whose focus was toward
spectacul ar battles and cl ose-ups of bl oody defeats. But in the context of a final victory, the
wor kmanl i ke deeds, while slowing the Leaguers' seeningly inexorable advances, were also |aying
consi derabl e groundwork for dramatic reversals of fortunes—f the Sodeskayans could only hold out
for alittle while nore. 1f....

It was to that end that Brimfound hinself standing with Nik Usis, Dr. Borodov, and a two-hundred-
Bear honor guard one early norning at Budenny Spaceport. Qut on the heated lake, |.F. S. Royal, one
of a new crop of Inperial bat-deships, had just thundered to a stop at the end of the active

| andi ng vector and was turning onto the buoy-lined taxiway, her deep footprint shoul dering aside
big, white-crested rollers in |ofty sheets of spray.

Aboard were General Harry Drummond and Ceneral (The Hon.) Gastudgon Z' Hagbut, traveling from

Aval on for a first-hand "orientation" to the Sodeskayan arned forces, or so their travel orders
read. But fromthe nonent they arrived, it was nost clear that they were in Grontow for one

pur pose only—to di scover what they could about the Sodeskayan donmin's chances for survival in the
i mredi ate future.

Gast udgon Hagbut —apst conventi onal and conservative of all Inperial CGeneral s—wasted no tine before
unbl ush-ingly questioning the wi sdom ("xaxtdamed nonwi sdom" in his terns) of supplying the
Sodeskayan theater with anything. The first norning of the tal ks, he suggested pulling DeBrugh's
busy squadrons back to Avalon. All the nunbers he had seen indicated the Leaguers were w nning
their canpai gn—and rather handily, at that

In the days that followed, Brimwas on hand to tell himotherw se; so were DeBrugh, Usis, and
Bor odov. Anal ysis

310 I Bl LL BALDW N

of reliable information conming out of Tarrott via UPGO, the Bears' matchless intelligence
m ni stry, suggested that although the war seermed little altered on the surface, Ksnayned
operations nay already have effected a fundanmental change in the likely outcone of the whole war.

During the three days of briefings, two underlying facts supported predictions of a dark future
energing for the mnions of Triannic, especially when results of Ursis's recent ganble were taken
into consideration

Fact: Wile the Sodeskayans had indeed |ost nearly seventy percent of the killer ships wth which
they started the war, the Leaguers had suffered destruction of alnpbst sixty percent of the whole
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space force available to themin the Sodeskayan theater during one short canpai gn. Conparatively
speaki ng, fleet strength had been drained to a degree that could only have been alarmng to their
conmander s.

Fact: Many of the Sodeskayan | osses during Ksnaymed were odd lots of old and obsol ete starships,
whil e the League's were nearly all nodern Gorn-Hoff 262s, Gan-theisser GA 88-As, Kreisel Ills, and
scores of heavy freighters. The latter, in wartinme, were virtually irreplaceable. Wrse for the
Leaguers: Even after factoring in production start-up problens, Sodeskayan starship

repl acenents—n the formof potent new nodel s—were still arriving at the front at a rate greater
than the Leaguer factories could match. As Borodov reni nded often, Leaguer industry was al so
tasked to provide for continuing warfare against a steadily strengthening Galactic Enpire, anong
others. By no stretch of the imagination could it serve the needs of all theaters sinultaneously.

Bonbarded for three nore days with accurate—rrefutabl e-Aunbers, both generals eventually conceded
that the Sodeskayan Domai n had at |east an even chance of survival —and probably better than that.
After nore conferences—plus uncounted interviews with Brim DeBrugh, and
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the "lInperial Bears,"” as DeBrugh's three squadrons were now affectionately known—reports were nade
and forwarded by KA PPA to Aval on. Before the eighth day of their trip, the two-man working party
had received back the first draft of a newtreaty witten by Enperor Onrad hinself. According to
this highly unique docunent, the Knez would provide linited charters to Sodeskayan territory on
whi ch Inmperials could construct advanced bases and mount |ong-range attacks on the Leaguers, hi
turn, Onrad would supply war materiel in excess of his own strategi c needs—as soon »-as that

mat eri el becane available. The treaty was initialed by both sides on its fourth draft, and soon
afterward, Brimfound hinself in a linobusine with his old Bearish friends, seeing the two generals
of f to Aval on.

Not hi ng—absol ut el y not hi ng—was fini shed, of course. Inplenentation of the newtreaty still faced
ratification by the Inperial Parlianment in Aval on and the Sodeskayan Court in G ontow, but that
was the dominion of politicians, not soldiers. Mich of what Brim personally hoped to acconplish in
Sodeskaya had cone to pass. However, alliances and prom ses were only a small part of successfully
wagi ng war. His place was now at the front, getting on with the fighting. And it appeared a | ot of
that remmined to be done...
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Epi | ogue: Of Again .

It was snowi ng at Budenny Base beneath a dark, |owering overcast. The dreaded season of
Rasputitisa was nearly at hand, and it was predicted that late winter in G oncow woul d soon grow
even colder as terrific gravity and radi ati on danped the star Ostra herself. Sodeskayan and

I nperi al banners snapped in the blustery wind, causing the hefty Bearish flagbearers to visibly
brace thensel ves against the storm Above the |ine of |inmousines drawn up at a huge gravity pad

| oonmed the colossal bulk of I.F.S. Royal, noving restlessly in the growing storm ~Singled-up
tractor beams flashed and bl azed to their optical bollards as the powerful starship tested her
nmoor i ngs above the deafening runble of thirty oversized repul sion generators.

Wth the cerenoni es and speeches at an end. Ceneral Hag-but had already said his good-byes and
gone aboard the big starship. Now, at the bottom of the 'midships brow, the Bears had stepped back
to permit Brimand Drumond a few | ast words. The General sniled and grabbed his hat as it tried
to escape in the wind. "You' ve done quite a job here, 5/2

Brim" he said. "Onrad's damed pl eased; but | think you know that."

Brimlaughed; in the cold, his lips were already getting stiff. "The Bears did it all," he said.
"I just got |ucky—again." He paused, lightly touching Drumond's arm "Harry," he urged, "for
Voot's sake, don't let Hagbut go honme to tell people this is a done deal. It isn't. Both we and

the Bears will have to work damed hard to make any of this come true. Nik's said it tinme and tine
agai n—he could | ose before old Dr. Borodov can really fire up production enough to stop the
Leaguers. And wi t hout sonebody back hone to keep bothering everybody in Avalon, we could easily
forget about how badly the Bears need our help. This Sodeskayan thing—t's a job for both
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donmai ns. "

Drumond grinned, his cheeks cherry red in the frosty air. "I won't forget, WIf," he prom sed.
"You can count on that And you can count on Onrad, too. He doesn't forget his promses."

“I''"l'l count on both of you," Brimsaid, then stepped back and saluted. "Now, " he said, "I'd better
| et you go. De-Brugh's pulling back from Zensky Base, and | ought to be there to help. If nothing
else, | can still handle a Starfury pretty well."

Drummond returned the salute. "You're right about letting me go—+'mthraggling frozen in this Voot -
forsaken wi nd. But you're dead wong if you think you' re going back to the front." He chuckl ed.
"At | east the Sodeskayan front, that is."

Brimfrowed. "I don't understand," he said.

"I"'msure you don't," Drummond agreed, taking a crinson folder frominside his Fleet Coak. "This
arrived at the Enbassy in die diplomatic pouch only this norning. Its so secret, I'mthe only one
who's read it since it left Avalon.” He snmiled. "Enjoy," he said as he | eaned agai nst the w nd.
"It's probably a little warmer on Hador-Haelic, where you're going.
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"Hador - Hael i ¢c?" Bri m denanded.

"Read it," Drummond said with a grin, then stepped into the brow "See you soon!" he called over
his shoulder as the noving stairs earned himrapidly up into the ship.

Brim | ooked at the famliar sealed folder fromthe Bureau of Fleet Personnel. Atalanta: the grand
old Fleet outpost on Hador-Haelic, where he'd spent much of his second duty tour. A throng of
menories there\ And in a war like this, nmore chances for danger than there were stars in the sky.
He shook his head. "Here we go again," he chuckled to the wind. Wth a wy grin, he strode back to
the waiting |inousine skimer and his friends, the Bears. Another adventure was waiting somewhere
out anong the stars, and—truth to tell —-he was anxious to be on his way.
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