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"Look out, Tenpo," sonebody
shouted on the radio.

Suddenly, two stinging shocks. Bang! Bang! The first, distant, smashed us si deways acconpani ed by
agoni zed screanming on the intercom nmnust have been in the main hull. The second expl oded ri ght
besi de ne. Raw energy roaring through the hullnetal plates, a sudden nmist in the flight bridge
that di sappeared as our atnosphere escaped.

Deconpression! My faithful instrunents were... gone. Smashed crystal and dark di splays nocked
me fromthe snashed panel. But it was ny leg that caught ny attention. Felt bl ood punping in ny
left leg before ny battlesuit sealed itself |ike a tourniquet just above the knee. This one was

serious—hurt like fire! The scream ng continued on the intercom all | could do to keep from
joining the poor devils.
"Damage report!" | shouted through clenched teeth. "G ve ne a danmage report!"”
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Interstellar Space:
En Route fromBraltar to Atal anta

"Ceneral quarters!" | called into the bl ower—+ather calmy under the circunstances, if | do
say so. "Al'l hands man your battle stations! General quarters! Al hands nman your battle
stations!" For a monment, there was only shocked silence and the nmuted, pervasive thunder of the
Drive, then the starship quickly filled with the discordant clanor of thudding boots and sl amm ng
airtight doors as our skeleton crew raced to man the few servi ceabl e di srupter cannon we carried
on board.

| was flying |lead helmin a convoy of sixteen Sherrington Mk V Starfury killer ships destined
for the defense of Atalanta, the colossal Inperial Fleet Base on Hador-Haelic. Until noments
ago—fust short of the halfway point fromBraltar, the Enpire's space citadel in a neighboring
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sector of the galaxy-we'd faced little nore than the boredom of an uneventful, three-day trip.
Then the head and shoul ders of Yin-Hardwck, our Systems O ficer, materialized in one of ny
gl obul ar displays with bad news. O her starships were approachi ng—and out here, they could hardly

be fromour side of the war. "Danpiers, Lieutenant?" | surm sed
"Both proxinmty systens indicate the eneny ships are Danpier DA-79s, Adniral Brim" she
replied.

"G ve ne the whole thing."

"Aye, sir. Eight DA-79s bearing two seventy-five degrees true, point nineteen |light-years, on
course three fifty-five degrees true; speed twenty-five M LightSpeed, and closing fast."

"Got you," | said, absently scanning the flowi ng, constantly altering colors and hues of ny
readouts. COdors of a new starship everywhere: hot netal, sealants, |ogics, polish, food, people.
Too new. W weren't ready to put up nuch of a fight today. Of course, the Danpiers over there
didn't know that... nmaybe wouldn't—f | could be cl ever enough

In these perilous days, all of Enperor Onrad V' s subjects needed to be cl ever—because
cleverness was nearly all we had to fight with. Qur ancient Enpire stood defiant, but nearly al one
and friendless in the Home Galaxy, with only the G eat Federation of Sodeskayan States—herself
under attack—to hel p counter the onslaught of Nergol Triannic's League of Dark Stars. One by one,
I'd watched the great allied star domains capitulate before these Iightning attacks: A zurn, then
Gannet, then Lamintir, then Korbu, then even powerful Effer'wck, the latter in concert with a
final, humiliating retreat fromold Dankir by General Hagbut's Inperial Expeditionary Forces. Now,
fully half the galaxy lay prostrate beneath Triannic's jackbooted feet.

As the League advanced, other woul d-be tyrants followed its success with great interest. One,
Grand Duke Rogan LaKarn of The Torond, had quickly determ ned he could |ikew se extend his own
enpire beyond certain portions of the Doninion of Fluvanna he had seized previously. But he would
need help. To this end, he'd ingratiated hinself with the dictator Triannic until, ultimately, he,
too had declared war on the Enpire, thus placing all remaining free Fluvannian pl anetary systens
i n deepest jeopardy, along with some of the Enpire's nost precious, and critical, resources.

In my new assignnent, | was supposed to do sonething about all that... sonmehow.

d anced through the forward Hyperscreens—after nearly half a standard day on the repair |ist,
they were once nore transl ating Hyperspeed-junbl ed photons to conprehensi bl e vision. Nothing yet.
The Danpiers were still too far away. Nearer at hand, the other Starfuries had al ready opened from
our normal, |ong-distance ferry formation into four groups of four ships—quads," two-by-two
conmbat formati ons on which we'd recently standardi zed. "Red" quad—the only four ships with
activated disrupter cannon—was ni ne.

"Red One fromBlue One: got a visual on four unknowns at Blue Apex. Thirty c'lenyts and
closing fast."”

Squi nted through the Hyperscreens over ny |left shoulder. Gradually, a fornmation of faint
sparks emerged in the distance high to port, noving at an angle to the stars rushing past in the

"spaceman's tunnel". "CGot them Blue One, bogies at Blue Apex." | acknow edged, edging the ship
right for a better tracking position while |I considered my next nove. Even though The Torond's
fleets were nostly manned by ill-trained bullies drawn fromthe ranks of gangsters—talent at a

hel mwasn't necessarily linked to honesty: |ook at our own great Fleet—the ships they flew were
good, very well arned. Underestinmating their capabilities might well be fatal because it only took
one lucky hit and... pfft, good-bye buttocks. Needed to face these ships down right away. "We'd
better go see what they're up to," | said, turning our half-arned Starfuries to the attack. Made
me nervous when | thought about it! But no nore than a few clicks after we changed course, the six
Danpi ers abruptly set ne at ease by veering away onto a parallel track with the convoy—wel|l out of
di srupter range. | could have cheered!

Conti nued on course a few nmonents nore to nake them sweat. Then |, too, turned, aligning ny
quad on a course separating the two groups, relieved—but not at all surprised by the Toronders
reaction. Qur tri-hulled Sherrington Starfuries were graceful, 330-iral-long killer ships that
could top 75M Li ght Speed and tussle with anything the galaxy could throw at them They were
reduced in size by nearly half fromthe Mark 1C Starfury "pocket battlecruisers" that were their
i medi ate ancestors, yet they retained the identical nmain battery of twelve 406-mm disruptor
cannons and required a crew of only fifteen. In their intended role as short-range interceptors,
they were renowned—and feared—hroughout the gal axy. Mst likely, the eneny conmanders out there
had no idea that twelve of our convoy were not arned. Or for that matter, that the four of us—the
so-call ed escort—arried only a partial suite of disrupters.

Qur regrettable lack of firepower was a sad fact of life. The very success of these
Sherrington interceptors was also an undoi ng—at |east for sone roles. In spite of the finest 'Gav
and Drive systens in existence, their atnospheric-sleek, tri-hulled spacefranes and power

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...0The%20Helmsman%2007%20-%20The%20Defiance.txt (2 of 129) [1/31/2004 1:15:32 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2007%20-%20T he%20Defiance.txt

generators had been optim zed fromthe start for short nissions of |ess than a Standard Day's
dur at i on.

My si xteen ships had already been in continuous flight nore than two Standard Days, and it
had been necessary to di sable nunerous ancillary systens in order to nmake even that possible. The
additi onal one and a half Standard Day's flight fromour present position to Atalanta had required
ei ther disconnecting all the disrupters or nany of the control systens. W'd cone to a tricky
conpromi se with the four ships that woul d be manned exclusively by Fl eet personnel —six active
di sruptors (out of twelve) per ship and only the npost basic control systens. Nobody, especially
me, was very happy with the result, but the squadrons posted to Atal anta woul d need rei nforcenent
within a very short tinme. So |I'd agreed to |l ead a convoy; | was on ny way there in any case. After
this trip, however, replacenents would have to cone by transport, at |east until soneone on our
side invented a good | ong-range interceptor

Decided to re-forminto one unit. Increasing the size and apparent firepower of our little
flotilla was nothing but pure fakery. but even | ooking nore capable than we were could be worth
somet hi ng. Broadcast "join ne" orders to the other Starfuries by KA PPA comruni cati ons—n the
clear so the Toronders would read it aboard the Danpiers, too. KA PPA transmitters instantaneously
deliver information "packets" to all "listening" receiver nodes in the known Universe. In turn
the receivers ordinarily ignore packets addressed el sewhere, but | knew the Toronders couldn't
resi st scanning everything that came their way. If nothing else, ny little ruse nmight nean a
monent's hesitation over an attack. And |I'd been saved by a nonment any number of times during mny
career as a conbat Hel msman.

As the others took up station, | kept a wary eye on the six Danpiers, imagining their
messages to and from sone Sector Headquarters as they KA PPAed with Controllers. Not nuch for
i ndependent action, those Toronders. It was a flaw | intended to exploit, both now and during the
battles that were certain to come, if, of course, | got to Atalanta in the first place.

My new assignnent: take command of the military base on Atalanta's Grand Harbor, including
the Starfuries of 71 G oup—primary Sector Space Defense for the planet Haelic. The present
commander, Rear Admiral W Goton Sumers, a known Triannic synpathizer and nenber of the League-
sponsored Congress for Intra-Galactic Accord (Cl GA), had deliberately allowed the base to
deteriorate. |1'd been briefed that he was protected fromindi ctnent by powerful, League-I|eaning
ClGA politicians in the Inperial Parliament.

For a nunber of years now, Grand Harbor had been under dual nanagenent: a Mlitary
Conmandnent responsi ble for operation of the Fleet Base and a civilian Harbor Master who operated
the comrercial port. Both offices—+n theory, if not in practice—+eported to the largely cerenonia
of fice of Port Governor, appointed directly fromour distant Inperial capital on the planet
Aval on. However, that tradition was about to change—at least for the duration. The last civilian
Governor, Photius I. G inwald, an elderly, disinterested acadenic, had passed away sone weeks
hence in office. He would not be replaced. Instead, the Mlitary Conmmandant and Har bor Master
woul d both report directly to Avalon. In this manner, the Admiralty would be nore directly in
charge of both civilian and mlitary operations during this rather difficult interval in history.

My first task: restore the base to a wartinme state of affairs in the shortest possible tine.
Sunmers has let things reach an exceptionally mserable state there, they'd told ne, chuckling—al
of them chuckling—so it's not going to be a plum assignnment. But then, you've never had a plum
assignnment, Brim so you're nore or |less the best man for the job, eh? They'd relented after
that—enly for a nmoment. We think you'll like the second part of the job a |ot better, they'd
added, even though it will be infinitely nore difficult—and dangerous. But until | got the first
one acconplished, they'd refused ne any nore informati on about it—enly sonething about a rapidly
ticking clock and the code word Sapphire...

It was food for a lot of thought. So far, Negrol Triannic's plans for his League of Dark
Stars had been focused on a |largely unsuccessful attack against our five Inperial capita
pl anet s—Aow known as the Battle of Aval on—followed by his invasion of Sodeskaya, an enterprise
that was also slowy running into trouble as the Great Sodeskayan Bears, commanded by ny old
friend Marshal Ni kol as Yanuarievich Ursis, gained the necessary strength and confidence to defend
their honel and.

Meanwhi | e, half a gal axy distant, the sprawing base at Atal anta—despite its trenendous size
and strategic |ocati on—had been allowed to becone little nore than a backwater in the fast-
expandi ng Second Great War. It wasn't as if our War Cabinet in Aval on considered Atal anta
uni nportant; but Inperial resources were |ow after years of League-backed opposition to defense
spendi ng by powerful ClGA interest groups. Until hone production caught up with demand, our
limted forces would necessarily be concentrated in l|ocations that were under active attack

According to our best intelligence, the planet of Hador-Haelic was next on Triannic's
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schedul e of conquest, although no one had yet been able to deternine precisely when. | personally
suspected this dearth of information wasn't so nmuch a failing of our intelligence services as the
fact that Triannic had assigned this particular enterprise to his flunky from The Torond, G and
Duke Rogan LaKarn and the slipshod, unprofessional nmilitary organi zation he had put in place since

his ascension to—all it "theft of"—fhe Torond's throne.

Peering out the Hyperscreens, | was about to risk another feint with all sixteen ships, when
the Danpiers suddenly turned tail and di sappeared anong the stars. Probably, they were heading to
The Torond's big Fleet base at Gtnar'at, less than half a day distant from Atal anta. | shrugged,

my little deception had worked well enough, but the xaxtdamed Toronders could easily guess where
we were going. It was a foregone conclusion that—sooner or |ater—+ would encounter them again..
and agai n and agai n.

Chapter 1
Entirely New Managenent
15-16 Heptad, 52014
I nterplanetary Space, near Hador-Haelic

The star Hador had grown froma flickering pinpoint of light to the dazzling jasm ne star
presently loonming in the blackness off to port. Ahead, Haelic's planetary di sk occupi ed nost of
the forward Hyperscreens as ny haggard ferry crew prepared the Starfury for landfall, KA PPA
channels were filled with traffic fromships entering and | eaving the col ossal port of Atal anta
and its sprawling Fleet Base. "All hands to stations for landfall! Al hands man your | andfal
stations." | called into the bl ower. "Secure from HyperLight CQperations...."

From bel ow, the Starfury's cranped navigation bridge filled again with the distant thuds of
airtight doors and hatches, crewren dashing to their stations, and the seni-ordered confusion
associ ated with securing a starship from deep space.

Waiting for the Transition, | glanced forward as the ship slowed toward Light Speed.
Presently, all 'Screens were still projecting their HyperLight sinulation of the view outside. But
there... even as | watched, they got nore and nore transparent while our big Wzard 60 Drives

fought the terrific nonentumthat had taken us a quarter of the way across the galaxy fromthe
great Inperial space citadel of Braltar

As we passed through LightSpeed, | switched to the six powerful Admiralty-391 gravity
generators the ship used when flying HypoLight, then shut down the Drive. Presently, photons began
to arrive at speeds ny human eyes could translate, and the 'Screens cane over to full transparent,
reveal i ng an ocher planet with overtones of ultranmarine cloaked here and there by filny white
cloud banks. 1'd first seen that panorama sonething |like a thousand eons ago, it seened—during an
al t oget her different war

Tried to force the past aside while | went through the rigmarol e of securing approach
cl earance from Pl anetary Center. CGot the clearance; the other didn't work. A woman with |ong brown
hair I'd known then—+ace had never gone conpletely fromm nenory. She was still there—+'d nade it
my business to check. Wbuld she renmenber ne after all these years? O would she even care to?
Shoul dn't think about her just now, but..

I'd always found Atal anta fascinating, and not just because of her. The city had been a vital
anchorage of one sort or another since tine i menorial —+ong before the Age of Star Flight, when
only seaborne ships called at her already age-bl ackened stone jetties and piers. HyperLight trave
changed the very warp and woof of civilization on Haelic, and gradually, Atalanta's identity
merged with that of the whole planet. Advent of the nmilitant Gradgroat-Norchelite O der and
|ater, their huge, hilltop nonastery with its orbital forts gave the city-planet yet another
identity—ene that would ultimately save the Enpire itself during the final battle of the First
G eat War. That clash effectively destroyed much of the ancient city as well as the League's
fleet, the latter causing Enperor Nergol Triannic to sue for anmity with his doubl e-dealing
arm stice and subsequent Treaty of Garak. Now. another war had cone, with Atal anta once nore
slated for the pain and misery associated with a major strategic role.

Ahead—actual Iy, bel ow, nowHaelic had taken on added di mension. My Starfuries were descendi ng
t hrough ever-thi ckeni ng atnosphere |ike nmeteors while they beamed directed-energy plasna torches
out ahead to shield their hulls fromthe heat of reentry. At the edge of vision, | checked ny
ot her quads—al |l keeping perfect station in echelon to port.

Down we swept toward shapel ess, snoot hed-over cloud banks that quickly becanme noving, grayish
masses fringed with color as the horizon lost its curve and | nmade ny personal transition from
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navi gati ng the vast enptiness of deep space to flying in crowded, controlled airspace. d ancing at
an altineter, | keyed the radio, "Atalanta Center," | sent, "Fleet ST-337F with Convoy ART-19
requests approach cl earance."

"Fl eet ST-337F," a civilian controller responded pronptly, "Convoy ART-19 is cleared to
Orbital Buoy nine nine one, Frequency seven eight four three. On arrival, continue descent to two
five zero c'lenyts and decelerate to velocity twenty-five zero zero."

"Fl eet FA-337 acknow edges direct routing to HoverBuoy nine nine one. Convoy is presently at
five fifty c'lenyts and thirty-one zero zero velocity. Decelerating to velocity of tw five five
zero."

Wthin twenty cycles, | had the HoverBuoy in sight to starboard, radiating a coded pattern in
flashes of ruby light. W were now well within Haelic's atnosphere and nmeasuring altitude in irals
rather than c'lenyts. Qut ahead, a departing nmerchantman crossed our path on the way to outer
space. As the Starfury bounced through its churning gravity wakes, the head and shoul ders of a
young woran appeared in a gl obul ar display over ny right-hand console. "Fleet FA-337," she said,
"Convoy ART-19 nay descend and maintain flight |evel three hundred."

"Convoy ART-19 will continue descent to flight |level three hundred,"” | acknow edged, checking
the Hyperscreens for local traffic. Fromlong experience, | understood that the Center's traffic
controllers were severely overworked—and used equi pnent that was rarely uprated. Been around | ong
enough to understand that one of the first itens to be rationed during warti me was safety, with
every conmmander on bot h sides—ncludi ng nysel f—deceitfully preaching sone brand of safety gospe
as if we actually believed a word of it.

Cane through a solid bank of clouds nearly as large as the continent it covered. Only a few
hundred irals below, | picked out at |east four nore layers of dirty, gray-looking clouds—detritus
of a frontal systemnmoving slowy down fromthe polar regions of the planet.

"Fl eet FA-337 with Convoy ART-19, descend and naintain one zero thousand irals with a heading
of three one five to join the Blue-five radial inbound," a new controller directed. She had pretty

bl ue eyes.
"Many thanks," | replied. "Convoy ART-19 descending to one thousand irals and a headi ng of
three one five for radial Blue." | listened to the steady beat of the 'Gavs thundering in the

Starfury's lower two hull s—=pontoons” was the builder's termen either side of the Starfury's main
fusel age. Thought about the ferry crew, at |east as anxious to be down as | was.

| set the lift augnenters, listening to the 'Gavs spooling up as they shoul dered the extra
load. Cicks later, the ship trenbled as finned cooling radi ators deployed fromeither side of the
mai n fusel age and roared in the slipstream

"Fl eet FA-337 with Convoy ART-19: proceed direct to intercept Blue beacon on the three nine
three radial,” the blue-eyed controller intoned. "Cross the threshold at eight five thousand and
mai ntain altitude."

"Convoy ART-19 flying direct to Blue radial three nine three to cross threshold at eight five
thousand and naintain altitude." Eyeballed the altinmeters and turned on the landing lights just as
the autopilot disconnected. It was the only automatic systemstill online in the Starfury;
actually | often flewwith the automatic systens di sconnected, especially during lift-offs and
landfalls. Wasn't al one, either, at |east anbng the better Hel nsnen...

During the next mnutes, the controller reduced our speed to 200 cpm (c'lenyts per
met acycl e), then 150 before turning us onto an instrunent vector for landing. Silhouetted ahead in
the evening lIight was an unni stakabl e cityscape and gl owi ng harbor-Atal antal My eyes foll owed the
great upsweep of City Mouunt Hill as fading daylight illumnated the G adgroat-Norchelite's
reconstruction of their colossal nmonastery. In spite of nyself, | felt a growi ng sense of
excitement. Twice before this legendary city had assuned critical inportance in ny life. It was
clear a third instance had al ready conmenced.. ..

A different controller appeared in ny globular display: this tine a young nan with short,
fiery red hair. "Fleet FA-337 with Convoy ART-19," he advi sed, "your ships are cleared for
I andfall by quads |ine abeam vector ninety-eight left. Wnd fromthree hundred at four six with
gusts to five nine."

"Thank you, Atalanta Tower," | replied. "Convoy ART-19 is cleared for landfall by quads line
abeam vector ninety-eight left." He switched to the convoy frequency. "Quad | eaders—you noted al
t hat ?"

"Affirmative, Admral," three voices replied in unison

"Good," | said. "I'lIl take nmy four ships in first. Harris, you nmake a circuit and follow with
Bl ue quad, next Kinple with Yellow, and finally Bell with G een. Any questions?"

"None, Admiral."

"See you on the surface,” | said as a solid ruby light flashed out of the evening magenta
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ahead. A gust of wind pushed the ship to port, and the light began to dissociate into horizonta
lines. As | corrected to starboard, the ruby lines converged, then separated again, this tinme to
vertical lines. One last correction and they coal esced agai n—en centerline. Increased the lift
augnmenters and fed in ten degrees nore power to take up the | oad.

More | andi ng checklist. Continuous boost ON; radio nav switches set on RADI CS; flight panels
checked. The other three ships in nmy quad had now noved into |ine-ahead formation behind ne, each
ship slightly offset to the left. It was tine | got everyone bel owdecks down in their seats. "Al
hands secure personal stations. Al hands secure personal stations..."

Altimeter, flight, and nav instrunents set and crosschecked; airspeed EPR bugs reduced to one
thirty nine and cross-checked, speed brake | evers LOCKED. The starship began to sink as | reined
in the power. Of to starboard, a virtual forest of shipyard cranes slid by ny Hyperscreens, then
huge rounded towers, darkened gl obes, and a maze of tall crystalline structures catching the | ast
of Hador's failing light. Three thousand irals to ny left a veritable city of darkened goods
houses and wharves nmaterialized out of the night, nost of the latter occupied by one sort of
starship or another.

Only a hundred irals' altitude, nowthe part that separates Hel nsmen from wannabes. Wl ked
the steering engines carefully, concentrating on the ranks of waves glittering out ahead in the
landing lights. dide path... descent rate... speed... angle of attack. None perfect, but close
enough at this altitude, especially with a hunan at the helm Called up a little nore
t hrust —shoul d be 3-4 cpns fast—then eased off the steering engines. The bow swung to w ndward,
then |I slanted the deck a little for drift. Nose up ever so slightly. Judging the wave troughs...
held her off... deftly leveling the tri-hull only an instant before cascades of dark water shot
skyward past the side Hyperscreens, dimnished as we slid through a trough, then shot skyward once
nmore as | gently plastered the pontoons to the surface. W sliced through two nore of the big
rollers before | pulsed the gravity brakes gently, sending long streans of gravitons out ahead to
flatten the waves and slow the ship. Mnents later, we were stopped, rolling gently on the surface
of Grand Harbor while | switched to local gravity (as always, nearly losing the contents of ny
stomach), then configured the controls for surface running. In the overhead ' Screens, the clouds
had passed, and stars fromthe galactic center shimered |ike a great canopy of lights to set the
water glittering with a mllion-odd colors and hues. After a nunber of nonentous years, | had
again returned to Hador-Haelic's Atal anta—and perhaps a m ddl e-aged wonman with | ong brown hair who
had never been far fromny nind during thirteen |l ong years. Focused on the ship again—o tine to
t hi nk about her now

* *x %

W' d scarcely cleared the I anding vector when a harbor controller with an anxi ous | ook
appeared in ny gl obul ar display.

"Harbor Control to all quads of Convoy ART-19... Harbor Control to all quads of Convoy ART-

19," she said. "Slave your ships to individual blue taxi vectors with all haste. | repeat—with all
haste. Eneny raids are inmnent."
"Red quad scanning for vectors," | responded—not at all surprised. The zukeeds had us nail ed!

Configured for surface running, our Starfuries were nuch too far behind the energy curve for quick
lift-offs—especially in the face of an attack. As | spoke, Red Four turned hard to port, foll owed
by Red Three, then Red Two. Abruptly, a blue harbor vector gleaned in nmy own port Hyperscreen

Poi nted an acquisition tube at it until three blue lights converged in nmy nav panel, then it was
up to the Starfury. Now, renotely steered from sonewhere in the darkness ahead, we headed strai ght
for the vector. Rising fromthe helm | peered aft through the darkness, where Blue quad was
skimming to a landing in clouds of spray no nore than a thousand irals behind us.

By the time Yellow quad reported they were down, | could sense rather than see a | arge
opening in the nassive seawal | ahead, where the water's reflection ended in the darkness. M taxi
vector was beaned fromit. "Docking and nooring details to stations,” | ordered on the bl ower.

Monents | ater, hatches popped open atop the pontoons and soon crews of starsailors dressed in
attractor boots, sea slickers, and big insulated mittens were scurrying along the wet, dimy
lighted surfaces to open our optical nooring cleats.

As our four ships approached the nassive entrance, a searing flash lighted the sky and di mred
the Hyperscreens, alnost as if a nearby star had exploded. Startled, | junped in my seat, then
steadi ed nyself. O course—the Gradgroat-Norchelite orbital forts! They'd be the first to fire on
an attack from space.

Anot her blinding flash. Then another, and another until the darkness was turned to a
t hr obbi ng, tonel ess blue-white daylight. Then... darkness agai n—darker still for the contrast.

I knew the attackers were now either past the forts or destroyed as | listened to the ships
of Green quad report their landing runs, then make an abrupt turn shoreward. Breathed a little
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easier. Al of Convoy ART-19 was at |east safely down—f not yet safely sheltered.

Suddenly our four ships were safe inside the darkened cavern, running four abreast al ong what
appeared to be a wide canal. Fromher position at the extrene right of the quad, ny Starfury
seened to be speeding along only a fewirals froma very solid-I|ooking seawal | =i th nobody at the
hel m

Abruptly, we canme to an halt with the 'Gravs idling, and | glanced aft again—Just in tinme to
hear the ships of Blue quad report thenselves safely through the entrance, four di mwhite wakes
agai nst the near darkness. Then the unnistakable flashing of disruptors |lighted the sky outside of
t he hangar, bathing Yellow quad in brilliant strobes of light as the four ships raced for shelter
through a veritable forest of glow ng, yellow green waterspouts just short of the entrance.

| watched—horrified—as the rightnost Starfury lifted fromthe water atop a gl ow ng,
coruscating eruption of greenish energy and water. Wiile its |uckless Hel nsman struggled with the
controls, the Starfury's nose reared higher and higher, then fell off sharply to starboard—-3Just as
it managed to reach the hangar entrance. Next nonment, the speeding ship slammed broadsi de agai nst
a solid-rock colum, then broke in two and expl oded, spewing glittering clouds of hullnetal sparks
as it sideswiped its closest neighbor. Mre disruptor flashes outside, these much brighter. The
Fl eet Base was finally shooting back—ust as the doors began to cl ose,

But where was Green quad?

Anot her trenmendous expl osi on—fol |l owed by an angul ar-1ooking starship tunbling into the nouth
of the hangar, aflane fromstern to Drive tubes. One of The Torond's new Danpiers! The stricken
ship erupted in a blinding sheet of pure energy while the nassive doors continued to slide shut.
Wthout warning, a Starfury burst through the incandescent rubble, followed by a second... then a
third, only just squeezing through the narrow opening that remai ned. Then a secondary expl osion
and the doors finally slanmed together.

Monents | ater, when the hangar's internal lighting came on, a glance around reveal ed that we
were in a huge, arched tunnel carved fromsolid rock—at |east two hundred irals high and perhaps
five times that in width. The "canal" |'d sensed in the darkness was actually the ends of piers
lining either side of the underground passage, which appeared to extend for nearly a quarter
c'lenyt in either direction. Weckage fromthe downed Danpier still snoldered just inside the
massi ve doors, and the six survivors from Yell ow and Green quads were idling in two ranks behind
the four ships of Blue quad—all apparently undamaged, as were ny own Starfury and the three other
shi ps of Red quad.

I'd lost two of the sixteen Starfuries in ny charge—better than twelve percent. Not a record
to be proud of, especially since the ships had cone all that way safely. They'd be m ssed; no
doubt about that. Fromny position on the canal, | could count twenty-nine other Starfuries noored
in three groups along the tunnel. Fifteen ol der Defiant-class attack ships were clustered into two
addi ti onal groups. The renai nder of the occupi ed wharves nearby were taken up by various utility
and transport starships as well as three bizarre-|ooking "benders" that could "bend" nearly al
radi ati on around their hulls, rendering themvirtually invisible to all known receptors.

Clearly, the defending squadrons of 71 Group had been caught with their collective pants
down. Why? Wth the sophisticated, |ate-npdel KA PPA-based BKAEW early-warni ng systens that had
been shi pped here only Standard Months earlier, they should easily have been spaceborne in plenty
of tinme to blunt—er even conpletely foil—+he assault that had destroyed two brand-new attack ships
and their crews. Yet none of the ships appeared even to be nmanned, although a few maintenance
crews coul d be seen working on their hulls.

Vel l, by Voot, |I'd been warned. What a state of affairs! Wth a fast-growi ng sense of
i ndi gnation, | prom sed nyself that tonorrowfirst thing—+ would start rooting out the bastards
who were responsible, starting with the present, outgoing commander, one Rear Admiral (the Hon.)
W G oton Sunmers, who would soon be on his way to a confortable staff job in Avalon. My angry
musi ngs were interrupted by a surface-traffic controller who appeared in his globular display with
a nooring assignnent at one of the enpty piers...

| was roused at Dawn plus one twenty-five by a chime fromny tinmepiece. Frowning, | sat up in
t he bunk and gl anced around. The nmessage screen on the wall of ny tenmporary cubicle in the
Bachel or Officer's Quarters indicated three nessages waiting. | hadn't even checked the previous
night; I'd been too ragged out fromthe trip for anything but a desperately needed shower
i medi ately followed by a bed. Shrugging, | took a battered Renote fromthe night table and
di spl ayed the first nessage:

14 Heptad 52014, Brightness: 3:30
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TO WIf ABrim RADM |.F.
From Hathaway Cottshall, Adninistrator
For: W Goton Summers, RADM |I.F.

Admiral Brim RADM Summers sends conplinents, and directs ne to convey that it will be his
pl easure to receive you in his private Headquarters office at Mrning:00:00 sharp for Transfer of
Conmand Cerenonies to be held pronptly at noon. Formal uniformrecomended.

Formal uniform eh? So that's the sort of thing that concerned Sumers. Certainly didn't seem
worried nuch about his base being attacked—er about safe arrival for badly needed reinforcenments
to its defense. Except for a few dock-side mooring squads, no one had even bothered to neet ny
tired ferry crews as they stiffly piled out of their Starfuries at pierside. And it couldn't be
that they'd nmistaken our arrival tinme; the nessage had been forwarded here to the VOQ | ate
yest erday afternoon.

Later yesterday, when |'d personally inquired about what sort of defenses had been al oft when
the Danpiers arrived for their attacker, | was informed that only the orbiting space forts and the
harbor's fixed disruptor batteries had been put on full alert. Yet even in worst case, nany of
those twenty-nine Starfuries | counted had to be operational. So where in xaxt were their
thraggling crews? And why hadn't at |least a few of the zukeeds been flying a Conbat Space Patrol ?
Maybe Sumrers was a Cl GA, but he certainly couldn't have effected danmage on this scale wthout a
| ot of help.

The Ops O ficer was responsible for much of the way the base appeared. But first
responsibility lay with Summers and his Executive Oficer; that's where 1'd start. After that, |I'd
root out the decay so that this kind of treason woul d never happen agai n—ever

The next nessage was from Master Chief Petty Oficer Urillo Barbousse, highest-ranking
noncomin the Inperial Fleet and a trusted personal associate since our days together aboard
|.F.S. Truculent during the First Great War. Barbousse and | had formed such an effective team
that for years Enperor Onrad insisted the two of us be stationed together. According to the him
it was the nost damaging thing he could do to the League.

WOOFGU7BVJIWI05967HGI QOVOESRG
[ TOP SECRET]

FROM
U. BARBOUSSE, MCPO, VPOQ | FB, AVALCN,
AVALON- ASTERI QUS

TO
WLF A BRRM RADM VOQ | FB, ATALANTA, HADOR- HAELI C

HAVE TRANSPORTATI ON ORDERS IN HAND FOR |.S. S. SWANNBRLAND DEPARTI NG HERE 26 HEPTAD AND ARRI VI NG
ATALANTA 32 HEPTAD. ALREADY PACKED NUMEROUS CASES OF VI NTAGE LOG SH MEEM YOU MAY FI ND | NTERESTI NG
AS VELL AS DELICI QUS. KA' PPA OTHER "NECESSI TI ES" | SHOULD PI CK UP FOR YOU I N AVALON. SEEN MJCH OF
YOUR DAUGHTER, HOPE, I N LAST FEW DAYS. SHE | S ABUNDANTLY HEALTHY AND FI LLED W TH THE SAME
WONDERFUL SUNSHI NE AS HER LATE MOTHER SHE CONSTANTLY ASKS ABOUT YOQU, IN SPITE OF NEARLY PERPETUAL
OVERI NDULGENCE BY EMPEROR ONRAD—WHO SENDS PERSONAL REGARDS, AS DOES NURSE COSA TUTTI. HAVE LATEST
HOLOPICS I N HAND SO YOU CAN SHOW HER OFF TO EVERYONE | N ATALANTA.

[ END TOP SECRET]
W09 FGU7BVJIW05967HGI QQVOESRG

| grinned. My tiny daughter Hope did seemto have some internal source of sunshine—en those
all-too-few occasions | got to see her. Oficially, the little girl's father was Miustafa Eyren
t he Nabob of Fluvanna; her nother, Raddisma, a singularly gifted and beautiful woman as well as
Eyren's nost favored courtesan. But | was the little girl's actual father—after a single,
extraordi nary night with the beautiful courtesan aboard a crippled starship. Sadly, we saw each
other only twice nore after that.

Littl e Hope had come a long, treacherous route to her present fortuitous state of affairs.
Just before the fall of Fluvanna, Enperor Onrad granted asylumin Avalon to the Fluvannian
court—ncl udi ng Raddi snma., who delivered little Hope shortly after her arrival in Aval on. And,
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upon Raddi sma's death froma stray disruptor burst during the Battle of Avalon, Onrad further nmade
the little girl his personal ward—sone whispered as a courtesy to ne when he accidentally

di scovered her actual derivation. At all events, Hope now resided in the Inperial Palace, cared
for by Raddisma's faithful retainer, Cosa Tutti, although elderly Nabob Eyren still visited
faithfully in the belief that the little girl was his true daughter

My third nessage was fromthe Base Housing Ofice, informng nme in the nost incoherent
bur eaucr at ese possi ble that ny base housi ng authorizati on was deni ed because a form had been
nmsfiled in Atalanta. Shruggi ng phlegmatically, | made a note to | et Barbousse handle that item
then fetched ny tote bag fromthe shelf over ny bunk. Cearly, | had plenty of work in store—and
very little tine to do it.

At Dawn plus two, roughly five nmetacycles renained until ny "cerenony" with Sunmers; |
resolved to use it productively. | dressed fromny duffel bag in worn blue flight overalls, soft
| eat her boots, a battered black | eather Hel nsman's jacket, and a garrison cap with two snall stars
as the only indication of ny flag rank. Then—ust in case—+ buckled on my Wenning .985 blaster in
its leather holster. G abbed a steanm ng, sweet cup of cvceese' on my way through the VOQ | obby,
then strode out into the early norni ng duski ness—where the star Hador was al ready clearing
Atal anta's spinward horizon with a swollen streak of burnt orange—and caught a griny freight tram
to the under ground hangar

Bel ow, | found the vast gloomy cavern nuch the way | had left it the previous evening,
redol ent of seawater, overheated |ogics, solvents, hot netals, sealants, lubricants, and the other
smell's conmmon to a starship anchorage. It was also still nostly unpopulated, with only a mni mum
of activity going on—although a few nore vehicles were noving within nmy purview Here and there,
could hear the staccato t-zaapt of collapsium welders, reflecting their wobbling glare on the
jagged rock of the ceiling. An overhead crane humed al ong a track over the main canal carrying a
crated Drive crystal, and from sonewhere far inside cane the lonely chime of a comruni cator. But
the giant facility was virtually abandoned. Were in the nane of Voot was everybody?

Behind me, the doors to the harbor had been rolled open again while a floating crane noisily
dredged up the tangl ed weckage of the Danpier and ny Yellow quad Starfury that had crashed during
the previous evening' s attack. Farther out in the harbor, a second sal vage crane had just turned
off its working lights, raising, | assuned, the weckage of the mssing Starfury from G een quad
I ground nmy teeth. Neither Starfury needed to have been | ost—ertainly not pissed away w t hout
opposition as they had been. Wthout even a fight. Starfuries thenselves were hard enough to
replace; but their crews could never be replaced—either aboard ship or anong their fanmilies.
Especially the civilians. Bad enough to sacrifice starsailors; possible death was witten into
their job descriptions. But the civilians—that was mnurder

| strode along a section of the broad concourse that paralleled the |eft-hand wall of the
tunnel. The surface was littered and stained by puddles of spilled |ubricant slippery enough to
cause an accident. Yet | could see no sign of a maintenance detail anywhere. Many of the stains
| ooked as if they had been around for a long tine.

| checked one of the piers that jutted out fromthat side of the great subterranean hangar
Hardly a Karl ssohn | anmp was burning with a full array of illuninators. Docksi de gear was
carelessly adrift everywhere; some even bl ocking access to the N-ray nmains—n spite of flashing
fire-lane indicators built into the surface. On the second pier, a nunber of optical bollards were
weak and clearly out of adjustment, allowing both Starfuries noored there to drift dangerously
close to the piers.

Except for the ships I'd delivered nyself, the Starfuries and the Defiants | could see
appeared to be anything but ready for battle, or even flight. Especially the nore conpl ex
Starfuries. Many had access hatches open as if they were waiting for naintenance of one kind or
anot her. Thick cables fed into them here and there, but nobody seened to be doing nmuch work—at
| east nobody in a hurry. Here and there crews of nechanics stood in little groups tal king and
snmoki ng the spicy local nu' occo cigarettes. None of themone paid nme the slightest attention as
strode al ong the concourse—a conplete stranger. Were in the nane of Voot was Security? \Were was
t hraggl i ng anybody?

I grew nore disgusted with each pier | passed, especially when | rermenber how things had once
been at this nagnificent Fleet Base—even during peacetinme. But in those days, sone of the best
mnds in the Enpire had been in charge, Cearly, that had changed drastically.

| stopped for a nonent to take stock. Things were deeply wong in the Ops, Engineering, and
even the Space Divisions of the base. | checked ny tinmepiece. Still three nmetacycles until ny
appoi ntnment with Summers. Used a portabl e Hol oPhone to pass a few quick orders to the three quad
| eaders who'd flown in with me, then caught a nearby lift to the surface and cadged a ride to the
transport pool
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More smells of lubricants and solvents as | opened the door to the office, but with a strong
overtone of... polish. Nothing wong with that! Peered through an open door into the nain garage;
spied a lone rating energetically shining a large, elegant |inousine skinmer. The last tine |'d
been stationed in Atalanta, the base didn't even have a |inousi ne ski nmrer.

"Can | help you, sir?" the young StarSailor called through the door with his sweaty back to
the checkout counter. Young, in his early twenties, he was stripped to the wai st and fl exi ng
nmuscl es in the manner of soneone who |ikes to keep hinself in shape.

"I need a gravcycle, Mster," | said, glad to see at |east soneone hard at work.

"D you mnd just takin' one, sir?" he puffed over his shoulder, "I've got to have this thing
shined for the big doings at Headquarters, and | don't have much nore tine."

"What's going on at Headquarters?" | asked—as if | didn't know.

"New nmilitary commander checkin' in, sir,"” the StarSailor explained, still with his back to

me. "Quess they're going to show himaround. "

"They need a |inousine skimer to show hi maround?"

"I don't ask questions, sir," the StarSailor said, grunting as he reached across the top of
the big machine to polish a recalcitrant spot, "I just take orders and spread wax."

Grinned in spite of nyself. "I see," | said, stepping through the doorway into the
garage—whi ch on first sight appeared to hold sonme of nearly every type of vehicle known to
civilization. Toward the rear of the huge room a group of nechanics were grouped around a heavy

lorry, their tools and voices echoing distantly in the vastness, | turned to the rating. "Isn't
anybody around to hel p you out?" | denanded.

"Ch yes, sir," he replied, still not turning around. "But they're a bit late this nornin'.
Usually I can handle it nyself, but today Headquarters wanted the Admiral's linpo all shined up—and
nobody got around to tellin' ne about it till | got here about Dawn plus two twenty-five." He
shook his head. "Awful lucky | was early, or I'd be in a real pickle."

"I see," | said. "Very well. How do | get nyself a 'cycle?"

"Just sign the tabul ator back there on the office counter, sir, then go pick one out," the
Star Sail or said, pointing to a large collection of gravcycles nearby. He clinbed dowmn to nove the

| adder. "When you ride past, call out the number, and I'Il note it down for you, er..." Suddenly,
his gaze fell on ny garrison cap. "Admral, sir!" he said with a stricken | ook
"At ease, StarSailor," | answered, raising a hand to check him "Wat's your nane?"

"Er, Russo, sir. Joe Russo, Petty Oficer, Third Class—sir."
"Who's your boss, Russo?"

"Er, Chief Petty Oficer Lorton Tanmbourne, sir."

"Where is he?"

"I, er, don't know, sir."

| looked at himcarefully. "Is he on | eave, or sonething?"
"No, sir."

"He supposed to be here, then?"

"well, er.. "

"Yes or no, Russo."

"Yes, sir."

"Who's his boss?"

"Chi ef Tambourne works direct for the Base Transportation Oficer, Commander Baily, sir.
"I assune Baily reports to the Ops Oficer?"

"Yes, sir. Captain Harper."

"Al'l right, Russo," | said, making a quick decision. "Three itenms for you. First: park the
linmousine; it won't be needed today. Second: at Brightness on the dot, | take over from Admira
Summer s as Base Commander and you're pronoted to Petty Officer, First Class—all it a battlefield

conmi ssion for obvious reasons. Third: at that nonment, you're also in tenporary conmand of the
transport pool. Can you handle it?"

"Command. .. ne?" He only hesitated a nonment. "You bet | can handle it, sir, b-but..."
"The nane's Brim Mster. If anybody gives you trouble, refer himer her—+to ne at the Base
Conmander's office. 1'Il take care of it personally.”

"Aye aye, Admiral Brim"

"Good. Now stow that polish and go sign ne out one of those gravcycles—a good one. On a
per manent basis...."

Cycles later, | was astride a powerful, deliciously bal anced new RSB gravcycle, w nd
whi stling past nmy helmet as | sped around the base making a quick private inspection.

Didn't like rmuch of what | saw.

Sore parts of the huge conplex were inmacul ately kept—n certain cases, even better
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mai ntai ned than | renenbered they were years ago. But these were nmintained by the civilian Harbor
Master's OFfi ce—except the Oficer's O ub, which appeared to be very crowded for this tine of the
nor ni ng. War ehouses, power networks, conmunications centers, buildings, supplies—all were clearly
in order and to the book. Better than the book. They nmade the nmilitary portions |ook... neglected
was an accurate term Cearly, the Harbor Master had the situation well in hand. And she was j ust
as clearly working without nmuch help fromher counterpart in uniform Al so, | knew who she was.
Knew her well ..

The farther | went, the nore nmy ire grew until—-with still nearly a netacycle and a half
bef ore Summer's cerenony—neither | nor the base could wait any longer. Pulling up to the
ostentati ous new Fl eet Headquarters Building (the original had been destroyed during the First
G eat War), | parked the gravcycle in an enpty "RESERVED FOR COMWAND STAFF" sl ot near the door.
Al but two of the simlarly marked slots were enpty as | strode into the | obby, trying ny
dammedest to stay calm

What a | obby! | quickly took in the rich, polished-wod floors, the expensive |lighting
fixtures, the lavish furnishings, the theater-like entrance to the briefing auditorium-all a far
cry fromthe squalid, unkenpt operational zones |'d known during nost of my career. True, it was
i mportant to keep up appearances at the Atal anta Fleet Base. |Inportant people fromall over the
known Uni verse passed through this |obby. But this extravagantly furni shed room woul d have served
wel | in nost houses of state—even enbassi es.

The whol e thing appeared enpty, except for a |lone Chief Petty Oficer sitting engrossed in a
Hol oNews magazi ne behind an information counter. He didn't even ook up as | cane through the
door.

Took a nmonent to get my bearings, then strode to a wall directory and sel ected COWANDER S
SU TE fromthe nenu. The display changed to a three-di nmensi onal hol ographic corridor map of the
first floor with a path to the suite flowing in radiant green. Nice toy. | |ooked around, found
the corridor, then started across the polished fl oor

"You're on course for the Commander's suite, sir,"’
up. "Need sone hel p?"

the Petty O ficer observed without | ooking

| continued past wi thout stopping. "Next time, Chief," | said.

Two gl ass doors at the far end of the corridor; the great seal of the Inperial Fleet etched
on the left door; "Commander, 71st Group, Inperial Fleet," in old-fashioned ci phers on the right.
Keeping a close rein on ny tenper, | set course

"Hey, wait, sir!" sonmeone called after nme. "The Commander's O fice is off-limts this
nmorni ng. Admiral Sunmers's orders."

"Not anynmore," | said, continuing on without turning. Presently, there were footfalls behind
me, "Just a cycle, sir," the Petty Oficer called. "You can't go in there. It's off-limts!"

I turned so he could see the two stars on ny garrison cap. "lI've placed it back on limts,
Mster," | said.

The Petty O ficer stopped in his tracks. "Er, wwho are you... A-Adniral ?"

"BrimrAdmiral Brimto you, Mster," | said. "I'mthe new 71st Commander. And why didn't you
ask that when | cane in?"

"I... ah..." the Petty O ficer stammered.

"Here's ny ID" | said, handing over ny card. "Check this at your |obby station, then return

it to me in the Commander's office."

"Y-yes, Adniral."

"And Chief...."

"Adm ral ?"

"You are now a Petty Oficer, First Cass. I'll expect that rocker to be off your rating
badge as soon as you've returned ny |ID. Understood?”

"Er... y-yes, Admral...."

| continued along the corridor, then pushed open the right-hand gl ass door and strode into a
second | obby, nore |avish—f that were possible—than the first. Everything here |aden with
overstuffed pillows—all elegantly col or-coordinated, in the nost fem nine of pastels. |'d | earned
alittle about decoring years ago at this same base from one of the nbst stunning wonen |'ve ever
encount ered—but she kept it all at hone, where things were supposed to be soft and col or-

coordi nated. | ground ny teeth, gazing fromcouch to couch. Voot's beard! Mlitary people were
supposed to kill people and break things, not |ounge around on thraggling pastel pillows.

"May | be of service?" a |lowpitched, deferential voice demanded.

Startled, | whirled around to confront a tall, gaunt civilian, elegantly dressed in an ol d-

fashi oned formal business suit. He was sitting behind a graceful antique rosewood desk, so placed
to make entry inpossible without crossing its enfilading field, nuch like a well-sited bl aster
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nest. Wien his eyes fell on ny two stars, he rose on long | egs and held hinself to what m ght be
regarded as a civilian's version of attention. He had a long, aristocratic nose and |arge, puffy
brown eyes that peered out from age-creased sockets above gaunt cheeks and hirsute brows. Funeral
director. Wondered if he'd ever sniled—deci ded not often

"May | be of service, Adnmiral BrinP" he repeated

"Didn't catch the nane," | said, offering ny hand.

"Hat haway Cottshall, the Commander's private secretary, Adnmiral," he said, taking ny hand in
a tentative grip.

"You mean Summers's private secretary," | corrected, venting sonme of the anger that had been
building within ne—and instantly regretting it.

"Er... yes," Cottshall replied, his eyes acknow edgi ng ny neani ng.

"Good," | said. "You can keep the job tenporarily. W'Il|l see what we can work out on a | ong-
range basis later." | nodded toward the room s only other door. 'The Commander's suite?"

"It is, Admiral."

"Where's Summers?"

"At the Oficer's Cub, Admiral," Cottshall replied. "A farewel|l breakfast with a few of his
staff."

"Get himhere," | ordered, as the ex-Chief returned ny ID card.

"Adm ral ?"

"I want that worthless son of a capcloth here within fifteen cycl es—before | see anybody
el se. Under st and?"

"B-but, | c-can't summon Adnmiral..."

"Tell himit's an enmergency. You won't be lying, trust nme."

"Y-yes, Admiral,"

"l suppose the Executive Oficer's at the C ub, too?"

"Er, no Admiral. He wasn't invited."

Interesting. "Why not?" | asked.
"l have no idea, Adnmiral?"
["1l bet, | thought. "\Were's his office?"

"Captain Wllians's office is on the next floor up."

"After you' ve got Sumers on his way, tell Wllians | want himin here with me—+n the
Commander's of fi ce—exactly one cycle after Summers exits—whenever that m ght be. Understand?"

"Er, yes, Admiral."

"Ch yeah," | added, "and cancel any special base functions that m ght have been schedul ed for
this transfer of comand—+evi ews, assenblies, and the like. I'Il take care of themlater, myself."

"Yes, Admiral. No assenblies.”

"Get busy, then," | said, striding through the doors into Sutmers's office. It was so
| avi shly overfurished, | nearly gagged. Mdre soft, overstuffed, understated furniture. | closed ny
eyes a nonent. This was a place one mght sleep in—better yet, nmake love in. But in no way was it
a place fromwhich to run a nmilitary operation. Turning on ny heel, | stormed back into the | obby,
just as Cottshall was breaking a Hol oPhone connection. "Was that Summers?" | denmanded.

"Captain WIllians, Admiral. He's standing by."

"Very well. |Is Sunmers on his way?"

"The Admiral assured ne he is, Adnmiral."
"Good. Then | suggest you go get yourself a cup of cvceese' while he and | neet. Just don't

be gone too long. | doubt if I'Il need nmuch tine with Summers at all. Understand?"
"l understand, Admiral."
"Finally," | added, "before you go, bring up the nmonth's Day Books on your display."
"T-the Day Books, Admral?"
"The Day Books," | repeated. "Get 'em then take your break."
"Inmedi ately, Admiral," he said, bringing to his primary display the rows of daily

transactions that made up the base's Day Book. Then he silently exited the office like a tall,
gray waith.

| sat at the ornate desk to concentrate on Ops, Engineering, and Space entries... while
wai t ed.

Nearly thirty cycles later, a heavyset Rear Admiral dressed in a white-and-gold fornal
uni form burst angrily through the doors, on course for the inner office. "Wat's the neani ng of
this, Cottshall?" he denanded over his shoul der.

"Cottshall isn't here," |I said, looking up fromthe console. Instantly, |I knew it would take
every measure of restraint | could bring to bear just speaking with the man

"And who in vargt are you?"
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"Brims the nane."

Sunmers stopped in his tracks and turned while his eyes fastened on ny garrison cap.
renmenbered those nean eyes fromthe Hel neman's Acadeny. He was a senior during that awful first
year of mine—and quite active in the less-than-furtive activities to make ne quit.

Prior to the First Great War, the Fleet had been nostly a preserve for scions of the Enpire's
weal thy families—+ike Summers, heir to the giant Summers & Vincent, Ltd., Asteroid M ning
Engi neers. However, the trenendous sl aughter had forced Training Command to open admi ssions to
competition—after; of course, all political adnissions had been satisfied.

I'd nmanaged to break into the first so-called open class—a dirt-poor Carescrian, and they'd
hated nme for it. Probably a nmajor reason that |I'd endured was just to prove to themthat I
coul d. ..

"Vell, well," he said with cynical little snile. "Brimthe guttersni pe Carescrian. And now
Admiral Brim of all things. How renarkable."
"Better be Adnmiral Brim" | answered, frowning in spite of nyself. "Qtherwi se, there are two

peopl e pretending to be Admirals in this roomright now "

"Why aren't you dressed as | ordered?" Sumrers denanded, then ny words seened to register
"...And just what did you nean by that?"

"What | do nean by that," | said, ignoring his remark about nmy uniform "is that critica
sections of this base | ook |ike hammered shit and don't function at all. If you're in charge-as
amled to believe—then you're only pretending to be an officer. O a commander."

Sunmers's eyes opened w de, showi ng a conbination of anger and surprise. He started to speak
but | cut himoff.

"Where was the Conbat Space Patrol |ast night when ny ferry squadron arrived?"

"What ?"

"Where was the thraggling CSP | ast night when ny ferry squadron arrived?" | repeated, ny ire
i ncreasing by the nonent.

"I don't have to answer any of your questions, Brim" Sumers stated indignantly.

"I's that right?" | asked, vaulting from behind the desk and striding rapidly across the fl oor
until less than an iral separated our noses. "One nore tine, Sunmers. Wiere was the CSP | ast night
when ray ferry squadron arrived?"

Though he was a large man, ny sudden proximty seened to deprive Sunmers of his aggression
years ago at the Acadeny, he'd been quite intimidating, especially to an habitually beggared
undercl assman. But his size was now gone to a fleshiness that transformed his bullying to little
nmore than bluster. He hesitated for a split click, then got a | ook of defensiveness. "Al ships
were nmoored in the cavern, where they should have been," he decl ared.

"Shoul d have been?" | denanded in surprise. "During a thraggling attack?"

"The GradyGroat orbital forts are quite sufficient protection fromattack," he explained as
if he were lecturing a first-year cadet.

"Sufficient? What in xaxt's your definition of 'sufficient'?"

"The forts accounted for six of the fifteen attackers |ast night—and our own ground batteries
shot down two nore."

"I lost two ships and their crews to the renaining seven. That probably woul dn't have
happened had even a few of our ships been out there," | grow ed.

"Nonsense, " Sunmers exclai med indignantly. "The | osses nmight even have been significantly
hi gher, had there been dogfights. Besides, | had the city to consider, as well."

"You weren't doing nuch to protect the city that I could see.”

"Shows how | ow the Fleet sank when it allowed trash conmmoners into the officer corps,"”
Sunmers sniffed. "People |like you never seemto understand the ways of peace—enly war." He
gl onered and shook a finger at me—but cane no closer. "Were | to project us as a nore powerful,
belligerent force here at the base, those Toronders might just begin to attack the city itself."

"So, you sinmply let those zukeeds open fire on Inperial ships?"

"OfF course | did," Sunmers said defensively. "I didn't want to stir themup any nore than |
had to. They've been increasing their attacks for weeks now. Wiy should the Atal antans suffer for
a war that we have already | ost?" he demanded loftily. "What little remains of our—onrad' s—failing
Enpire stunbles along friendless in the Hone Gal axy. Only the Great Federation of Sodeskayan
States are disposed to help us these days, but the Sodeskayans thensel ves are under attack. How
can we possibly hope to counter Nergol Triannic's League of Dark Stars?"

"Mot her of Voot," | growled in nock surprise. "So you've noticed there's a war's on, then
have you?"

"OfF course |'ve noticed, Brim And I've handled things realistically—delicately, too. Wat
can this base possibly do against a whole star domain |ike The Torond? They're not that far away,
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you know. "
"I"ve consulted a few Hol oMaps,” | grow ed.
"Then, what did you expect ne to do? Provoke a najor attack on the base—and the city?"
"I expected you to be Fleet commander, Summers. | expected you to protect ny ships. If you

kept in touch with your Intelligence Bulletins, you' d have seen that the war's hotting up on this
side of the gal axy, no matter how nuch you try to cool it down. Nergol Triannic wants all of
Fl uvanna in the hands of his toady Rogan LaKarn—not just that part the bastard's managed to take
so far. He wants to, needs to, cut off our last supply of Drive crystal seeds. And he'll have to
put this base out of action to do it—ity or no city. That's why I'mgoing to need every killer
ship | can get ny hands on. And soon. That's why | needed you to protect ny ships last night!"

"Well, | did protect them so far as | can see," he said with the sane arrogant laugh |'d so
hated years ago. "In fact, your little convoy had quite substantial support, despite any ni sguided
sentiments of dissatisfaction you nmay have experienced. Besides," he added haughtily, "what did
those two particular ships mean to you? Your Starfury arrived in perfect safety, didn't it?"

Those words were the last straw. In spite of his size, | grabbed himby his | apels and shook
himthe way a terrier shakes a rat. "Summers, you cowardly rurderer," | growed, "I want you—and
anything that mght remnd nme of you—eut of this office in the next nmetacycle. Do you understand?"

"How dare you touch ny uniformlike that?" Sumrers demanded.

"How dare you wear that uniform traitor?" | grow ed, pushing himbackward into his private
suite. "Now, clear everything of yours fromthis office. You ve got sonething |less than a
nmet acycl e, at the nmonent."

"You're mad," Summers said, diving for his Hol oPhone.

"Not mad—angry," | said, pulling the suddenly w de-eyed man back to the center of the room
"Now get busy."

"And if | don't?" Summers asked, sunmoning up a few renmaining shreds of affront.

| calmMy drew the big Wenning fromits holster, "If you don't," | said, "I'mgoing to
personally kill you for the cowardly nmurder of the nen in my ferry squadron.”

"Y-you wouldn't!" Summers shrieked, diving for the Hol oPhone once nore.

Before he could touch it, | fired the blaster four tinmes in quick succession, nelting the

Hol oPhone itself and a corner of the desk. Then—for effect—+ transformed a trio of ornate chairs
that faced the man's desk to charred matchsti cks.

In the swirling snoke, Sunmers shrank into a corner of the roomas if he were facing a
madman—whi ch by this time, | suppose | was. "D-don't kill me, Brim" he whispered.

I considered for a nonment, then bol stered the blaster. "You' ve got what renmains of your
original netacycle to clear out of here," | said. "Every trace. | don't want anything left to
remi nd me of you—and how | ow an officer can crawl." Then | strode into the hall, grinding ny teeth
in anger and | ooking for the cvceese' shop

| sat down at one of the tables with a nug of cvceese' but didn't drink it because ny nerves
were already in an uproar, and what | wanted to do was cal mdown. Especially if Sumers decided to
tough things out and was still in his office when | returned. | suspected that | probably would
kill himas |I'd threatened. And although I wanted himto think I would, actually doing so would
cause all sorts of problens at a time when | really wanted only to get on with the job of
revitalizing the base. Not only didn't | have much time to do that—a lot less tinme than they'd
t hought in Aval on when they'd briefed me—but | was presently working alone, with no idea of how
deeply the CIGA rot had gone here nor to whom | could turn for help.

A lot hinged on this man Wllianms, who was ny Executive Oficer. If, as | hoped, he and
Sunmers had been at | oggerheads, then—given the native ability he'd need to qualify for the job in
the first place—+ nmight rely on himfor nuch of the operational work. Actually, if he were any
good at all, 1'd have to rely on him Executive Oficers are people who carry out the Conmander's
obj ectives through various division heads: Operations, Space Flight, Medicine, all the rest. If |
went around hi mfor any reason at all—+'d seriously undernmine his ability to get things done. And
at the sane tinme I'd tie nyself in knots trying to do his work while | neglected nmy own.

Watching the tinmepiece on the wall, | waited while two eons and an epoch passed in sl ow
nmotion. Then it was time to go upstairs and face whatever the near future held in store.
* * *

To ny utter delight, the zukeed Sunmers was nowhere to be seen and Cottshall was back at his
desk with a small, muscular Fleet officer standing beside him The latter was dressed in the
traditional, workaday duty uniform dark blue, doubl e-breasted "noney jacket," or reefer, matching
trousers, white shirt, black necktie, and bl ack space boots. Four gold rings on each cuff denoted
his rank. Didn't tell me anything about him "Captain JimWIIians, Executive Oficer, reporting
as ordered, Admiral," he said, comng to attention

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...0The%20Helmsman%2007%20-%20The%20Defiance.txt (14 of 129) [1/31/2004 1:15:33 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2007%20-%20T he%20Defiance.txt

"At ease, Captain," | said, staring into his eyes for sone indication of who—what—-he was.
" Appreciate your comi ng at such short notice."

WIllians returned a hunorl ess gaze from above round cheeks and a pug nose that was so offset
fromthe center of his face that it nust have been broken a hundred tines over. He was a clearly a
tough son of a capcloth, but the winkle lines around his eyes indicated a nan whose custonary
aspect was a smile. It didn't take a Drive scientist to tell that the smle hadn't been exercised

very nuch lately, "Wasn't nuch else to keep nme in ny office, Adnmiral," he replied. "I've been
nmostly out of the loop since | got here, as Cottshall nay have told you."

"Cottshall hasn't had a chance to say much about anything, Captain," | replied, "nor has he
offered to. So let's you and ne break in nmy new office while you catch ne up with things."

"You may not |ike what you'll hear,"” WIlians warned as we strode toward the inner office.
Then he hesitated and frowned. "Er, Adnmiral," he observed, "is that snoke | snell?"

"Yeah," | said—easually as possible—as | ushered himthrough the door. "Nothing to worry

about. Summers and | didn't nmuch see eye-to-eye.”

"Er, | see," he said, following nme through the door. The office |ooked as if a Sodeskayan
| and battle had recently been fought there. In addition to the three carbonized chairs and burned
carpeting beneath them the desk—with its blackened corner and nelted Hol oPhone—had been
thoroughly rifled. Scraps of documents littered the floor everywhere, and nost of the pictures
were gone, |eaving clean rectangles on the soot-blackened walls.

"Mt her of Voot," WIIlianms comrented under his breath, "I, ah, guess you and Sunmers didn't
see eye-to-eye, did you?"

I righted two chairs and set them facing one another. "Sit down, Nunmber One," | said. "l've
got a strong feeling that you aren't any happier than | about the condition of this base."

"You've got that right, Admiral," he replied quietly, never taking his eyes fromm ne—a nman
who had come through sone difficult tinmes. "But | take full responsibility for everything you see
here, because no matter how hard | tried, | wasn't able to countermand Sumrers's orders, not even
behi nd his back."

"I believe you,"” | said. "I'"'mgoing to ask a |ot of hard questions—and | don't want you to
pul | any punches, 'cause |I'mgoing to verify in person everything you tell nme. After that, all I'm

interested in hearing is howwe're going to put things to rights in a mnimumtime frane—and what
I can do to help."

WIllians watched ne carefully, then closed his eyes for a moment. "I think," he said with a
faint smle, "that I've finally been I et out of the base sewer. Al right. Admiral, here goes.
I"ve been waiting a long tinme for this...."

* * *

WIllians and | spent the remai nder of the day in conference. Cottshall brought sandw ches for
us about midday, then catered a heartier neal hinmself on weckage of Sunmers's desk late in the
evening. By the end of Twilight Watch, it was reasonably clear to me that WIllians could stay as
my Executive Officer as long as he wi shed. Not once had the nman attenpted to besnirch the
reputation of his subordinates at division |level; instead, | |earned about hundreds of attenpts,
at all levels of rank, to circumvent Sumers and his underlings—attenpts that invariably resulted
in puni shnments and even incarceration. Additionally, my questions corroborated a nunber of ny
earliest suspicions, especially about the Ops, Engineering, and Space Divisions, each doni nated at
their highest levels by close friends and onetinme school mates of Rear Adniral W G oton Sunmmers,
I. F. All of them of course, had been deeply involved with the Congress for Intra-Galactic
Accord. Utimtely, Cl GA power had been on the wane since the Battle of Aval on, and nost who stil
believed in the cause were now underground. But CIGA spirit still riddled portions of the Inperia
mlitary and—+i ke Summers—posed a definite threat to the war effort through either naive
i nconpetence or outright sedition

Utimtely—well into Dawn Watch—+ | ooked at ny tired Executive O ficer and felt | understood
him where he'd been, where he wanted to go. | nodded. "So that's your strategy, eh?"

"It is, Admral," he said.

"Pretty conplete,” | remarked, dividing the |last of the cold cvceese' between our badly
stai ned nugs. "You nust have been working on it for a long tine."

"Since the day Sumers put nme in the brig for a week, Admiral,"” WIllians said. "I figured
nothing this bad could | ast forever—and when it was over, |1'd be ready, just in case anybody was
interested in hearing what | had to say about things afterward."

I nodded. "Did | sound interested enough?" | asked.

"Enough for nme, Admral," he replied. "Just say the word, and I'I| put it all into
action—+medi ately."

"Going to surprise a lot of people," |I comrented. "You' re sure those replacenents you picked
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can handl e their new jobs?"

"You saw their files too, Admiral," WIlianms said. "Was there anything you didn't like."

I shut up. "No," | said, "There wasn't."

"Good," said Wllians. "I spent a lot of tine studyin' those folders, Adniral." He thunped a
personal display Cottshall had brought in earlier. "I'mbetting whatever career | have |left on

t hese people," he said. "And |' m nowhere near to being ready for retirenent."”

Nodded. "What will you do about the people you plan to get rid of?"

"They're powerful, those zukeeds," he said. "Best way to handle "emis to offer a one-way
trip home—+f they go quietly. Gtherwise, it's the brig for the duration.”

Sounded good to me. "And the rest," | asked, "—the ones who will have to nend their ways
starting with Dawn Watch. How do you plan to handl e thenf"
"Firmy, Adnmiral," WIlians said. "Every one of us here at the base is ripe for a courts-

marti al because we coul dn't—er didn't—do anything about Sumrers. And none of us was so stupid that
he couldn't see what was going on. W're all responsible for the pickle we're in, and we're going
to have to work our butts off to put things right. Either people are with us, or they're not part
of the Fleet. It's as sinple as giving and taking direct orders. Mst of themare

prof essi onal s—and just as unsatisfied about the place as you or |. Wen they know what sort of a
job's expected of them they'll do it. Voot's beard, Adniral, they'll exceed it. You know Bl ue
Capes. "

That was why WIliam s plan sounded so promising. In the end, it was based on people and the
prof essionalismthat was the very basis of the Inperial Fleet. "Captain,” | said, "you' ve a |lot of
dirt to nove before the next Dawn Watch. Is there anything el se you need fromne."

WIllians grinned. "Only orders to get started, Admiral."

"You've got 'em Captain."”

"Then, Admiral, with your kind permission, I'll get back to m office. | nean to start novin'
that dirt immedi atel y—iddle of the night's best for some jobs. Wth a little luck, you'll see a
few early inprovenents on your way to work in the norning."

"I"l'l look for "em" | said, ushering the man into the |obby... where Cottshall was sl eeping,
head on his arns, at his desk. "And it appears as if we're not the only ones putting in a late
night," | added.

"ad Hathaway's all right, Admiral," WIllianms replied, |ooking directly into ny eyes.
"Neither of us will ever know what he had to put up with working for Summrers. The Admiral could be
pretty hard on people when he had "emin his power."

"l never thought of that,” | said with a w nce.

"Cottshall would never adnmit it," he said. "In his own civilian way, he's a tough son of a

capcloth, too. And if anybody knows the ins and outs of this base—+n all their subtleties—t's
him™"

"Gad you told nme that," | said, quietly kicking nyself.
"Figured you' d want to know," he replied. Then donning his peaked cap with its single row of
gol d oak | eaves, he nodded. "I'Il be avail able for anythi ng—whenever you need it, Admral."” Wth

that, he turned and strode quietly past Cottshall's desk into the hall

| returned to ny inner office for nearly half a netacycle, again using a portable Hol oPhone
to check in with the three quad | eaders—they were ready, just in case. Then | wal ked quietly to
Cottshall's desk and touched himgently on the el bow.

"S-sorry, Admiral," he said, raising hinmself groggily. "I nust have dozed off."

"Nothing to be sorry about that | can see," | said. "I'"'mmnmighty glad you stuck around. You
didn't have to."

Cottshall straightened his ol d-fashioned tie and shrugged. "No, Admiral, you're wong there

| did have to: | just happened to make the call mnyself."
Ti me for another quick decision—aybe too late for this one. "M. Cottshall,"” | asked, "is it
possi bl e that you'd overl ook ny statenment about your being Admiral Sumrers's private secretary?”
Cottshall snmiled. "I should be nbost happy to do that, Admiral Brim"
"Thank you," | said. "If you'll stay on, then, I'Il attenpt to mnimze that kind of

m st ake—especially when I'mirritated, as | was this afternoon."
"I shall be quite proud to stay on, Admiral," Cottshall replied.

"Thanks twice, then," | said. "And call me WIf."

Cottshall's eyes lighted. "Thank you, er, WIf," he said, grasping ny hand in a warm firm
grip. "I shall do everything |I can to make that decision worth your while."

"You're already off to a good start,” | replied. "Now let's wind things up around here for

toni ght. Before you | eave, detail sonebody to clean up the nmess in ny so-called office. Then |'I|
want to speak to all the base officers—o excuses. Make it Brightness three, on the dot in the
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mai n auditorium—<oordinate it with Wllians. After that, we'll see what happens next. Right?"
"Excellent, Admiral, er, WIf," he said. "It prom ses to be another busy day indeed. | shal
| ook forward to every cycle...."
"So will I," I said, but | wasn't certain | hadn't just told a lie..
Chapter 2

When You' re CQut nunbered. .
16- 31 Heptad, 52014
| mperial Fleet Base, Atal anta, Hador-Haelic

Managed | ess than a netacycle of sleep that night—+ was roused fromny bunk just after Dawn
Watch by alarms and sirens... and the deadened, ground-shaking thunp-a thunp-a of rapid-fire
disrupters. Struggling into ny battlesuit, | raced into the hall and fought ny way to the front
door agai nst a hal f-pani cked throng heading for assault shelters in the opposite direction. As |
| eapfrogged onto ny gravcycle—wet with Atal anta's xaxtdamed COLD dew —the attackers stil

appeared to be battling their way past the orbital forts. | rode off at top speed for the hangar
el evat or.
In the cavern, | gunned the gravcycle fromthe lift through barely open doors and how ed

along a littered concourse, headed for the pier where our four, nore-or-less-battl eworthy
Starfuries were noored; they hadn't been touched since we'd | anded. As |'d arranged earlier with
the other quad commanders, the ships were nanned, the 'Gavs were running, and the nooring beans
were al ready singl ed up.

"Button her up!" | yelled at a rating as | dived into the lead Starfury, kicked away the
brow, and pulled the hatch shut after ne.

"W're going to take 'emon, Admiral ?" a grinning Gunners Mate called after ne as | took the
bri dge conpani onway two rungs at a tine.

"You better believe it," Ishouted over ny shoul der

"Everyone's at battle stations, Admiral, and ready for liftoff," Tal bert reported fromthe
gunnery console. At the helm three globular displays had already materialized over ny COW
console as | strapped on a Lifed obe pack and clinbed into the Hel msman's seat. "Red Two checking
in, Admiral," Harris reported.

"Red Three's ready, Adnmiral," Kinple said.

"Red Four, Adnmiral." Bell never used nore words than he absolutely had to.

| strapped nyself in and ran a quick console drill—+t was all | had tine for. Mst of the
i ndi cators were green, and Voot knew |'d rarely had the pleasure of flying a perfectly operationa
Starfury during these early war years. "AHright," | radioed to the other three Hel nsnen. "Red
One's ready, too. Let's roll!" | switched to the internal blower. "Fore and aft nvooring

cupol as—east off all noporing beans, now"

Instantly, four green tractor beans that secured the Starfury to optical bollards on the
wharf wi nked out, and | used differential power on the 'Gavs to ease carefully around the end of
the pier and into the portside canal —+ollowed closely by the other three killer ships—all running
dark. | could feel nyself tense as adrenaline began to flow, ny pulse rate elevated; it was al ways
like that before a conbat Lift-off.

"Stand by for local gravity," | warned over the bl ower, then—as always—nearly threw up when
hit the switch. Forcing ny sour, half-digested stomach contents back where they bel onged,
focused on the next task at hand—ahead, the nassive blast doors were still closed. |I'd expected
it; Wllians couldn't change things that fast.

Keyed the COMW unit to a Harbor Control band | remenbered fromthe night before, then
bell owed at a startled Commander who appeared in a display. "Open the harbor door, Conmander!" |
ordered, calmy as possible. "W're under attack!"

"My orders say those doors renmain closed during attacks,'

"Orders from whon?"

"Captain Harper, Operations,"”

"The nane Bri m nean anything to you?" | asked, forcing nyself to relax—at |east outwardly.
Everyt hi ng was poi sed for conbat; focused; all the hornmones were in place—and | wanted to kil
hi m

"Admiral BrinP" he asked. "The new base Commuandant ?"

"That's right, Conmander," | said. "As of now, Sunmers's operational directives are
count er nanded—and you, Mster, will open those doors inmediately."

the Conmmander said firmy.
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"Sorry, Admiral. |I'll need witten orders to counternmand an operational directive."
I nodded—'d see this bastard's testicles hanging over the base gate like mstletoe if
Wllians didn't get rid of himfirst. "Your decision, Conmander," | growed. "I'Il be forced to

bl ast 'em out of the way on takeoff. You certain you want me to do that?"
"How d-do | know you're Admiral Brin®"

"You don't," | said, spying a small bl ockhouse to the right of the massive doors; a |ight
shone fromits single window. "But... is that your station down there to the right of the doors?"

"It is," he said. "And conming here will do you no good. | sinply won't let you in!"

"Very well," | replied, keeping ny galloping tenmper just under control—+this m sbegotten
effete zukeed was nore child than professional StarSailor. "However," | added, "you nmay just want
to |l eave that bl ockhouse on your own. | doubt if you'll want to be quite so close to the target

area when we fire our 406s at the doors."
"Your 406s?" he gasped. "You're planning to...?"

"Fire them" | said gently. "At the doors. As I'mcertain you know, 406s are neant for outer
space use, and the concussion | obes they generate are pretty violent close in like this." | turned
on the landing lights as if better illuminating the target.

The Commander's face abruptly took on a strange |ook. "Holy nother of Voot!" he gasped in a
suddenly high-pitched voice. "You wouldn't... would you?"

"You' ve got three clicks to clear the area," | grow ed, advancing the thrust danpers. "Either
open those doors yourself—er don't—t's up to you. One way or another, we're taking off!" |
activated the bl ower agai n—wi thout turning off the COWM "GQunnery Officer," | called to Tal bert.

"Aye, Admiral Brim?"

"Tal bert, you'll take out those doors at my conmand,” | growl ed. Then | pushed the thrust
danpers to takeoff power and the Starfury bell owed forward al ong the canal...

* * *

| peered down through a conpletely cloudl ess sky at Atal anta, her magnificent harbor, and the
ten circular canals that ringed City Mount Hill already c'lenyts bel ow-an extraordi nary picture in
washed-out |ight and shadow fromtwo of Haelic's brightest natural satellites, Mncrief and
Lai cour, G anced at an altineter: 280,000 irals and clinbing. Even dimnished by ferry rig,
Starfuries were astoni shing interceptors.

"Tal l yho!" Kinple's voice came over the hel net speakers. "Miltiple ships approachi ng on
bearing Bl ue Apex."

"CGot you," | replied, then turned to Talbert. "Rob," | said, "you are cleared to fire at
will." Fromhis console behind ne, Talbert controlled a single disruptor in the belly turret and
two in the ventral turret. Between the two of us, we still could use only half the Starfury's
normal conpl enent of twelve 406-mm disrupters; it would have to do. But this time, | had a strong
feeling we would need to use them

"Acknow edge cl earance, Admral," Talbert replied a little stiffly. 1'd heard it was his
first time in conbat and hoped he'd get over his shakes quickly. Shorthanded as we were, everyone
had to pull like a veteran.

Swi t ched power to ny gunsight and initiated self-test routines on the three forward-firing
disrupters | controlled fromthe helm Each ran to TEST SUCCESSFUL.

"Look out, Red ships," | sent, keeping an eye on the approaching eneny. "Prepare to break
port." | went into a slightly left-handed turn and | ooked through the upper Hyperscreens. A nass
of perhaps twenty ships was energing fromthe G adyG oat barrage into Hador's |ight sone 30, 000
irals above nmy little pickup squadron. | couldn't identify particular types yet, but | assuned
Danpi er DA-79 Us or the newer G ggaip 912s. Definitely Toronders—their formations were wobbling
all over the sky. Frominstinct, | tightened the restraint beans for ny seat, hunched down, and
shifted the steering controls to EXTRA FINE. W were badly outnunbered, but | personally felt
ready for them-at the very top of nmy form Wen the GadyG oat barrage faded to not hing,
excitement keyed ny nuscles to even a higher pitch than before—tonight's battle would be fought
close to the surface at HypolLigbt speeds. It was the ultimate test of a combat Hel nsnan. Above
Hyper speed, a great deal nore depended on the ship and its conputing powers. Below, it was pretty
much crewto-crew conmbat. | grinned as | atent nervousness evaporated into a flat, unenotiona
calm | was ready. Qut to port, Mat Harris had tucked his Starfury in close to ny left pontoon
Hi gh and trailing to starboard, Kinple led Bell in the same nmanner

| began to clinb in a wide, easy spiral. Now The first group of sone ten Toronders was
fanning out and diving toward us. "Break port," | ordered, "clinbing!" | eased the thrust danpers
fully forward, and the Starfury responded |ike the thoroughbred she was—with a hefty kick in the
seat back.

The first attackers were QO ggai ps, perhaps the best attack ships The Torond built—early good
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enough to be Leaguer ships, but not quite. My Starfury was clinbing al nbst vertically, hoist on

her own petard, as it were, when | intercepted the first group in the act of diving on Atalanta in
line—evidently still unaware of our fast-approaching opposition

Didn't the idiots have proximty indicators—er did they even bother to | ook at thenf? Reni nded
mysel f they were still dangerous—and we were badly out gunned.

When the first QO ggaips cane into range, | managed to get in a burst on the | eader, whose

fuselage lighted up with hits. Surprise! As we hurtled past, Talbert further raked himwth a
turret shot, blowing off a nunber of panels and sending a thin tongue of radiation fire into his
wake.

Two nore G ggaips—finally alert—did a tight turn, bringing themhead-on to ne, their 326-nm
Br eda- SAFATs making rapid-fire bursts that formed long, glittering tentacl es snaking toward ne and
curling down just under ny pontoons. Fromthat point on, the sky was a whirling confusion of
shi ps—wostly with Toronder insignia—-black triangles edged with yell owen their sides.

At least there was no dearth of targets! So many, in fact, | relied on sensing themrather
than actually seeing the presence of individual ships circling 'round—ntil suddenly mnmy eyes woul d
fix on one of them

Li ke now.

This time, a Danmpier, circling and wiggling while its Hel nsman anxi ously | ooked for a target.
I felt nmyself grin; as |I'd planned, surprise was clearly augnmenting the apparent size of our tiny
squadron and nervousness was already taking its toll of the Toronders. | franed the Danpier in ny
forward sights, but Talbert fired obliquely at another O ggaips at the same tine.

Even a junpy Toronder couldn't fail to notice that—and didn't. He fell off into a tight turn,
then began a vertical clinb straight out toward space. But in his haste, he'd clearly neglected
all gravity managenent dicta, allowi ng his power chanbers no tinme to build up to such a maneuver,
and suddenly the big ship spun along its pitch axis, conpletely out of control while nonentum bl ed
off as if it were spilling froma bucket. This tine, Talbert was watching; we fired at the sane
time, raking the eneny ship fromstemto Drive with direct hits fromall six disrupters. Abruptly,
the Danpier's clear inmge shook, then began to crunble. Its bridge Hyperscreens burst into
fragments. Monents later, the Drive section and power chanbers di sappeared in a roiling,
flickering puffball—blindingly white in the center, dirty red toward the outside—filled with
speedi ng, white-hot shrapnel. | had to put the hel mhard over to get out of the way; and as he
flicked past, | had a last vision of the Danpier trailing a long ribbon of radiation fire and
diving like a comet toward the dark ocean bel ow. No bobbing Lifed obes floated down in its fiery
wake.

The whol e thing had | asted no nore than a couple of clicks—aith |ots nmore Toronders to go! To
the right, a Starfury broke off and dived toward another O ggaip, Qickly foiling severa

determ ned attacks, | went into a tight spiral dive to cover him The Starfury fired: six
t hr obbi ng, gl eam ng streans of disrupter energy—at the sane tinme a shadow formed over ny
Hyperscreens. | glanced up—+ess than a hundred irals overhead, a Danpier's enornous, heat-streaked

belly passed like a streak. He'd missed nme, and was now getting ready to fire on a secondary
target.

Instinctively, | retarded the thrust danpers, pulled gently on the steering engine to align
the Danpier in ny sights, then opened fire with ny three disrupters at point-blank range,
obtaining direct hits just ahead of the power chanbers. The Danpi er staggered, skidded violently
to the left while the fuselage broke cleanly in half with a shower of sparks, then whizzed past in
a hail of fragments.

I'd scarcely recovered fromthis surprise when six Danpiers appeared on ny tail in perfect
cl ose echel on, each surrounded by a hal o of white-hot graviton exhaust. Coming for nme at top
speed. Wile Tal bot blasted away aft with his three turret-nounted 406s, | found nyself
maneuvering nore frominstinct than anything else. Wth one novenent, | pushed the thrust danper
all the way forward to FULL M LITARY, clicked it back into the RESTRI CTED détente, then ranmed
forward again to EMERGENCY power. | had been forced to use this flight regine a nunber of tines,
yet the effect was still extraordinary—and it was imrediate. My Starfury veritably | eaped forward
with a mighty roar fromthe ' Gavs that shook the very spaceframe and—n spite of the gravity
systenis best efforts—plastered nme against the back of my recliner. Wthin clicks, | had doubl ed
my speed and | eft ny pursuers behind as if they'd suddenly run into a brick wall. Even so, it was
still going to be close..

C ang! The ship junped violently, then swng left as if it had been sidesw ped by a | arge
meteor. | could hear a gargling screamon the intercom cut off abruptly by-¥Yhanml —a second hit.

Bl i ndi ng explosions just in front of nmy helnet threw me backward in ny seat, breaking the
restraint beans and nearly bursting nmy eardruns during the nmllisecond before the control bridge
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| ost all atnosphere. The gravity system pulsed, and | |let go everything, instinctively trying to
cover ny face with my arns... but ny |eft shoulder wouldn't nove, at |east wi thout a dazzling
eruption of fiery pain, and | heard ny battlesuit seal off a whistling |eak that nade a glittering
red cloud of frozen bl ood crystal s—i ne!

Tried to reach the controls, but the pain blazed up again—a fragnent of hullmetal shrapne
had clearly | odged in my shoulder; there was no strength in ny left arm-enly the dripping
sensation of blood draining inside ny battlesuit and puddling in the glove. Wndered how long it
woul d be until the bleeding started to affect me. Nothing | could do about it. Jostled about,
heart in my nouth, hanging upside down in the wecked gravity system | ignored the pain and
reached for the controls again—y left armweighed a mlston!—but | got them O what was |eft of
them One of the smashed instrunents on the flight panel was hanging on the end of its wring, and
I could see blue sparks behind it while static crackled fromny hel met earphones. Bel ow, the

"Gravs were still running—sone of them-but they were barely able to keep us aloft and didn't sound
exactly right, either. Tried the controls—the Starfury responded, at |east.
Panting, | sonehow got us righted, then glanced aft... everyone all right and staring back as

if they'd seen a ghost. Prinmary intercomwas out of whack, damage nost likely localized in ny
panel . Needed decisions fast—with no information. Bad tinme to hesitate with the Toronders shooting
at anything that noves. A bright |ight overhead, then a shower of fragnments glowing with radiation
fire and heading for the surface. Only two or three insubstantial-1ooking Life-d obes floating
down in their wake—a | ot of people died in that one, A Starfury or a Danpier?

Fortuitously for us, the Toronders abruptly decided they'd had enough and began to fade into
the starry sky. Time to nmake landfall while | could do so under ny own power. Only Voot knew where

the other three ships were. Cycles passed as | |let down, scanning for a | andmark, and periodically
bl acking out fromloss of blood. At ten thousand irals, | had City Mount H Il on the horizon
Looked good... right up to the nonent when what renained of the 'Gravs pul sed violently, and

noti ced a shower of sparks blasting out into the wake fromeither side of our power
chanbers—followed by a long, thin tongue of radiation fire. The hullnetal collapsium was begi nni ng
to un-col |l apse again. Bad sign. | turned to engergize the N-ray generators there—a lot of themin
that part of the ship because of the tremendous energy hazard. But before | could touch the
switches, they turned yellow, flashing ENERG ZED. Karen Kelly, the Engineering Oficer, had gotten
to themfirst and was now on ny secondary intercom

"Radi ation Fire! Radiation Fire in power chanbers one and two! Danage teamthree to the site
on the double!" Presently, the blaze died back for a nonent or two, then reappeared. At |east one

of the power chambers was clearly ruptured! Too nuch risk. | needed to get everyone out
i medi ately.

"Belay the damage team " | bellowed. "This is the captai n—all hands abandon ship inmedi atel y!
I repeat: all hands abandon ship inmediately.” | glanced at the pole indicator. "Nearest |and
bears directly Red, three hundred c'lentys."” | |ooked back at the bridge creww th my shoul der
afl ame. They were staring back in fright. "Qut, xaxtdamit!," | bellowed. "Everybody knows how to
use a Lifed obe. Sonebody'll be by to pick you up within the netacycle."

Nobody moved.

@ "

They got up and ran for the aft conpani onway. Soon, there were fourteen Lifed obes bobbing
down toward the ocean in ny wake

Rang up Atalanta to sunmon a rescue flotilla; they gave nme a true course to the base. Good..
if I could make it. After ten anxious cycles, during which | swayed in and out of awareness and
controllers fromthe base nothered ny fast-settling Starfury like anxious hens, | finally nade out
a vector. Two green flares cane snaking up alnost inmediately, clearing me all the way down with
the base in enmergency node. Now | had a decision. Should | bail out and | et the sal vage peopl e
pick up the Starfury for scrap? O should | try to ride her down. The latter case could result in
a repairable Starfury, which was desperately needed. Unfortu nately, it could also result in scrap
regardl ess—but with nme as part of the scrap...

Bailing out appealed to nmy cringing inner self. But stronger than that was the old Hel nsman's
instinctive reluctance to sacrifice the machi ne—especially since I'd gone to all the trouble of
bringing this one here in the first place.

Took inventory as | continued to descend—the power systemwas certainly al nbost gone—that's
where the fire was. And the 'Gravs were only partially operational. But we were noving with nearly

a thousand irals under us—and the steering engine was still in fine shape.
Passing over the base, | dithered only a nonent when one of the controllers nmade up nmy mind
for me

"Those flames are getting worse, Adnmiral. You' ve got to do sonething quick!"
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Yeah. On top of that, the 'Gravs were cutting out nore and nore frequently—and | couldn't do
much about controlling anything because | had no working instrunents.

"Fl eet FA 337 landing now," | assured them Probably nmy voice didn't sound very steady—thank
Voot the video was gone; |'d have scared themto death! WIIling nmyself conscious in spite of what
my head wanted to do, | nade a very gentle approach, curving around until | got the vector, then
fixed the emergency seat restraints in MAXIMIUM and set the Starfury down—at the sane nonment the
"Gravs cut out for good.

Lost control... terrific uproar! Towering geysers on either side... jerks, jolts...
pandemonium Certain the restraints would fail two or three tinmes—ence w shed they woul d! After
nearly a c'lenyt of skidding and bouncing, we stopped, bobbing in the gentle swell of the harbor
and listing to the right, but safe—except for black, acrid snoke that was beginning to fill the
bridge. 1'd just switched off the restraints and clinbed frommy seat when the whol e cabin seened
to turn upside down and | felt ny hel met strike sonething hard—the deck.

My | ast conscious thoughts were about our hurried lift-off and the amazi ng way massive hangar
doors that size could open—a naj or engi neering acconplishnment, when one thought about it. But at
the tine, | hadn't been afforded rmuch opportunity to consider technical details; ny Starfury had
been already nore than forty irals off the surface as we streaked through the hangar
entrance—followed in close order by three nore killer ships on a direct heading in harm s way....

Kneel ing astride nme naked, head back, |ong dark brown hair flowing to the wai st—ppst
beautiful worman ever—an't quite believe she's with ne Iike this. Wde-set eyes, closed
now-squeezed shut. Long eyel ashes, pug nose, dauntless chin. Beautiful. Beautiful. Beautiful.
Hands on hi ps—sucking her lower lip as she thrusts faster and faster... alnost there. Both of us.
G eat rounded breasts bobbing, jerking up and down in spastic rhythm Mouth openi ng now. Cheeks
glowi ng. Panting. Aninmal sound starting deep in her belly.

Thr obbi ng. . ..

"I think he's coming out of it now" Male voice? Throbbing.

Fadi ng. . ..

"Bit of a close thing. Lost a |lot of blood." Another male voice-WIIlians? Throbbing.

Face fading....

"...tougher than any of you know. He'll make it.’'

"No! Don't go! Finish!"

"What was that? He's trying to say sonething." First mal e voice. Throbbing.

"I'd better be on ny way." Her voice again. Throbbing.

"For Voot's sake, don't go!" | yelled. "Not now"

"Are you in pain, Admiral ?" First male voice again. Throbbing.

"Where is she, xaxtdammit?"

"Admiral ?" Throbbi ng.

Cone. . ..

Thr obbi ng. Throbbing. Very fuzzy overhead—rnan | ooking |ike a doctor peering at me, w ping ny
brow Sterile white ceiling, blinding lights. Snells of antiseptic. Hospital!

Can't nove anything. Throbbing beside ne. Turn head slightly—burns! Mve eyes. Healing
machi ne, sure. Left shoul der engul fed in throbbing proto-tissues.

"Nearly finished. How do you feel, Admral ?"

"Just WON-der-ful, Doctor."

"That good, eh, sir?"

Terribly young and handsone, blond hair, blue yes, and the thin, narrow face and nose that
fairly shouted aristocrat. Nervous, too. Wwndered idly if he was one of Sumers's cadre of Cl GAs.
"That good," | promised him "Wiat tinme is it?"

"Alittle after Brightness two, Admiral,"

"Si xt eenth Heptad?"

"All day long, Admiral."

Young snart-ass. But there was still time. "Thanks," | said. "You said this is al nost
fini shed?" Throbbing abruptly stopped. Felt the tissues wi thdraw.

"As of right now, Admiral."

"Good. Get ne out of here. I've got to be in the Auditoriumat Brightness plus three,
Doct or—en the dot."

"You nust be kidding me, sir."

Her voi ce! Throbbing.

he replied.

"Let ne assure you, Doctor: | amnot."
"But you can't. You're in no shape to..."
"Open the thraggling nachine, Doctor," | interrupted.
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"Adm ral, that's against regulations. | sinply won't be responsible for..."

"I"ll take responsibility, Doctor," that other voice said fromacross the room-definitely
WIlians!

"B-but Captain.”

"How bad is it going to hurt hinP"

"Depends on how tough he is, sir."

"You heard what she said, just like I did," WIIians grow ed.

She?
"Er, yessir, Captain.”
Long, dark brown hair, 1'd bet. Find out later. Got to pay attention now....

"Then you know as nmuch as | do, Commander. Now open the machine or show ne how to open it. If
the Admral can physically nake it, he's going."

"Y-you'll have to take responsibility for him Captain WIllians."

"I'"ll thraggling take it. Admiral —you're really all right with this?"

"Try me."

"Doctor, | order you to open the machine."

"Aye, Captain WIllians."

Wasn't all that nmuch pain, but felt as if | weighed a nmilston or nore. Struggled to sit up
Coul dn't. Weak as a Hal acian Rothkitten. "Help ne up,"” | said.

Hands at ny right shoul der, back, pushing. Dizzy. Room whirling. Back down in the nachine.

"What did | tell you?" the smart-ass doctor asked.

"Again," | said. Must have sounded like | nmeant it. This tine, | could stay up—with a little
help fromWIIlians. The roomwas cold. Bright. C eaner than clean. Snelled of antiseptics. Hated
hospi tal s.

"Anyt hing hurt?"

"Just the shoul der, Doctor. Thirsty, though."

Cot a drink. Gulped it down, "Mre."

Anot her drink; paused for breath. "Jim how |ong do we have?" Noticed he was dressed in
fatigues, garrison cap, and brogans—he got the nessage.

"About half a metacycle, sir."

"Admral, you're not going to make it!" The doctor's voice had a tenor of reprisal to it.

"CGorksroar." Before he could do anything about it, |I slipped nmy legs to the floor, but a
table came up and hit nme on the head. Soon, everything was on the floor

Instantly, WIliams had his hands under ny arns and set ne on the bed again. "No. CGotta
stand!" Back on ny feet, WIllianms holding on as if he needed ne for support. Knees trenbling. "Let
go."

This time, one of the walls tunbled over, smacked ne.

Back on ny feet. Coser to the wall, now "Let go."

When the wall canme over to hit ne, | was ready for it. Tried to push it back with ny left
arm Mot her of Boot! Searing pain in shoulder. No strength. Back on the fl oor

"Again!"

Pushing the wall back with right armnow. Knees nore steady. Gonna neke it this tine. Peer
around room-a bl oody pile of dead tissues in a kidney pan beside the healing nmachine. On top, a
ragged fragment of hullnmetal, bigger than ny thunmb, but not nuch. "That what got ne?"

"Yessir."

Not very inpressive

"Want it, Admiral ?"

"Al yours, Doctor."

"How nuch tinme now, Jin®"

"About ten cycles, Adnmiral."

"CGotta get going. Wiere's ny battlesuit?"

"It's gone, Admiral," the doctor said. "Shredded and full of blood."

"I brought your duffel bag, Admral," WIllians said. "Figured you m ght need sone cl ean
duds. "

"Coveralls, Jim

"GCot 'em"”

@ul ped down a cup of warm protein mx while he brought my |eather jacket, boots, and garrison
cap, too. Good nman. Hel ped ne struggle into everything. Jacket hurt, but got it on—armin a sling,
only throbbing now Boots. Cap. "How | ong, JinP"

"CGot about six cycles, Admiral."

"Let's go." Hung on to WIIlians; hobbled out to a ski mer—o |inousine.
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"Co!" he ordered.

"Aye, Captain!"

Ginned: driver was Russo. Why was | not surprised?

One cycle to go. Getting alittle lift fromthe cup of protein. Thinking how |lucky |I'd been
that the Base Rescue Service had been out and ready for ne. The little cooling unit of ny
battlesuit had saved ne fromthe radiation fire gnawing away at the Starfury right bel ow the hel m
but it was al nost exhausted when they got ne off the ship and raced me to the Base Hospital
Anot her few cycles and pfft—good-bye buttocks...

Russo drove right up the walk and through the doors into the |obby. "G ve 'emheck, Admiral!"”
he whi spered, as WIlians hel ped me fromthe backseat.

"Do ny best. Chief," | assured himshakily.

Moving slowy across |obby toward the center doors. Wall tried to hit me again. WIIlians
grabbed right arm Steadied. Started again. Head up. Look normal... no, look stern. Laughed to
mysel f. Be lucky to | ook alive.

Atall, blond captain | hadn't met saluted and stepped into the auditoriumin front of us.

"The Commander," she shout ed.

Sounds of shuffling feet, then silence. Leaned on Wllians all the way down the aisle. Felt
his hands tighten on the way up the two stairs to the stage. Got ne to the podium | grabbed and
hung on tight as | started to black out again

"Want me here?" WIIianms whispered

Took a deep breath. "Don't go too far away,"” | munbled fromthe side of ny nouth. Felt his
hands rel ease nmy arm

"Gve '"emhell, Admral," he whispered, then stepped back

| switched on the microphone, "Seats," | said, feeling a bit stronger as the protein began
kicking in. | paused to |l et the room qui et down—pre energy conming on by the nmonent. Head
clearing. Ready.... "The name's Brim" | began, "—Rear Admiral Brim |'mthe new Commander here,

and for those of you who haven't heard, this base is under entirely new managenent."

Under current of hushed voi ces swept the room

"I don't much like speeches or assenblies,” | continued presently, "—especially cerenonies
like this. They take tinme away fromthe job we have to do-which, in case anyone doesn't quite have
the picture yet, is waging war."

Mor e hushed undercurrent—+onger, | paused again to let ny words sink in. Some of those people
out there wouldn't agree. It was they who would have to be rooted out and sent hone during the
next couple of weeks.

"That means fromthis nonent on, we have three basic tasks here at Atalanta," | continued,
counting themoff on my fingers, "—breaking things, killing people, and spending as nuch tinme as
possible in harms way. Fromthis very nonent, all base activity, at all levels, will center on
pronoting and supporting these tasks—n the nost pragmatic, efficient manner possible, regardless
of the consequences. 1've got a rule I've always lived with—t'Il be the basis for everything we
do. And it's so sinmple, none of you should ever have trouble conprehending. Sinply, put: when
you' re out nunbered, the only choice you have is to attack."

This caused a big rustle in the crowded auditorium

I wondered how many of themwere with me—and how many weren't. "For the few of you out there
who have a problemwith this," | continued when the noi se had di ed down sone, "l suggest you
carefully reread the Inperial oath of allegiance you took when you were conmi ssioned. Read it
imediately following this assenbly. If after that you still have a problem vyou'll have unti
Dar kness sharp to resign your commssion in the Fleet and clear the base. W'll try to ship you
hone on a non-priority basi s—when we can. Starting i nmedi ately, however, any dereliction of
duty—n any formwill result in courts-martial and the heaviest penalties applicable during
wartime."

That got their attention; the roomwent stone quiet.

But | was finished speaking; |'d said what | needed to say. Only one nore point to nake.
"Il try to get around to neeting each of you in person,"” | said, "soon as |'mable. Meantine, |
suggest you all get to know Captain WIlianms, your Executive Oficer. He'll be speaking for ne,
and can resol ve nost every problemyou may have. If he can't—there'll be tines when that
happens—then you can always cone talk to ne. Each of you knows where my office is. But be warned.
One of ny primary jobs here is to be obstinate. And | intend to pursue that with everything I can
muster." Getting weaker again. | turned to WIlians and nodded.

"Ten-HUT!" WIIlianms booned, then was at ny side instantly. "You all right, Admral ?"
Little weak, but | thought |I could nake it to the skinmmer. "Just grab ne if | start going
over," | said.

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...0The%20Helmsman%2007%20-%20The%20Defiance.txt (23 of 129) [1/31/2004 1:15:33 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2007%20-%20T he%20Defiance.txt

"Ri ght behind you, Adnmiral."

He was, and | made it—all the way to the skinmmer under ny own power. Spent the next few hours
in sick bay getting nore strength back. Then | was off to the office, with a hell of a lot of work
to do. So nuch that WIllians had already gone to his quarters before | thought to ask himwho the
wonman was in the hospital. But by that time, | was so tired | wasn't even certain |'d heard a
woman at all.

* *x %

On the doctor's recomendati on, took the nmorning off and allowed nyself an extra metacycle of
sl eep—y tinepiece read Dawn plus two and a half when it woke nme. A lot of action going on in the
hal | way outside. Good! Action overhead, too. |'d been woken even earlier—niddle of the Dawn
Wat ch—by the sound of Adniralty 'Gavs overhead at takeoff power. Clearly, WIllians had restored a
CSP over the base and the city as his first priority.

| shaved and pulled on a clean set of flight overalls, chuckling while | pictured WIIlians
taki ng nanes and kicking rear ends. Truth to tell, 1'd hate to be on the wong side of Jim
WIllians, nyself....

Qutside, old Haelic was treating Atalanta to its nbst beautiful weather—deep bl ue skies,
occasi onal puffy clouds, and perfect tenperature. Hador was well along her norning clinb fromthe
@l f of Atalanta, lighting a path of ocher flame across the calmwater. Even the breeze was
fragrant, conming fromthe land | aden with the snells of conifer, flowers, herbs, and wet earth
m xed with chance aronmas of baking bread and hot cooking oils fromthe city itself. Only a sore
shoul der suggested my little space battle scarcely nore than a | ocal day ago. And sonehow, in the
enchantnent of the bright norning, those short nonents of peril seened relatively uninportant.

At al anta was storehouse for some of ny nost pleasant nenories; | could no nore stifle the great
smle that escaped nmy lips than | could stop breathing.

Conpl etely taken by the noment, | strolled leisurely to my gravcycle, conplying utterly with
the doctor's instructions to stay out of skimers and starships for at |least a day or nore, if
possi bl e. The RSB was, after all, not even faintly like a skimer, and today it was recunbent
beneath a beautifully fitted cover enbroidered with "WA. Brim RADM Base Conmmander.” | sinply
had to | ook. A strong redol ence of polish when | renoved the cover—and stowed it in one of the
cust om saddl ebags that had al so nmiracul ously appeared on the gl eami ng machi ne—wade ne strongly
suspect Petty Officer First Cass Russo. | nodded in appreciation. He'd had done it correctly,
never showing his face for direct recognition, but anonyrmously returning favor for favor. It was a
sign I'd made a right decision concerning the man

Back to the glorious norning! No nore decisions until |1'd escaped the base for a few
met acycl es on this beguiling gravcycle. If | were any good at all predicting the future, it would
be the last free time for me in a long while.

Hunkering beside the 'Grav conpartnent, | activated the powerful graviton generator, then
peered through a tiny porthole into its ion chanber, while | listened for flaws in its silken
grow . None. Unlike the ancient and often unreliable gravcycle |I'd owned during nmy second stay in
the city as a beggared | aborer, this extraordinary machi ne had four plasna beans; all in
pl uperfect sync and looking as if they'd stay that way through a planetary expl osion

Ginning like a little boy with a new plaything, | threw ny | eg over the purring 'cycle,

eased into hover, and noved carefully into the kind of incom ng norning traffic that told ne
WIllians was maki ng significant progress everywhere. VWile | cruised over the fam liar stone
arches of Harbor Causeway, the occupant of an open-air skimer in the opposing | ane beeped and
waved as she passed. It happened so quickly, | nearly mssed her, but in the rearview nrrors,
could see long brown hair streaming in the wind as the skimer sped toward the base. Instinctively
my heart | eaped—+ knew who she was, and clearly she recognized ne. | alnost turned in pursuit, but
hel d back. Now was not the tine to renew a relationship with that kind of potential for enotion.
Until the base was solidly on its way to recovery, |'d need every ounce of concentration on the
job I could rmuster. But once things were even a little bit under control, we'd neet—-have to neet.
And then I'd find out if hers was the voice in the hospital. Even though | already knew it was...
Approaching the nmain gate at the end of the causeway, | forced the hal f-seen woman and her
| ong tresses back to where they'd dwelled in nmy mind for nearly thirteen years, then slowed and
stopped at the guardhouse. Got a rather overdone salute there—and a carefully checked |ID card.
More evidence of Wlliams's efforts. Then | was on nmy way into the ancient city of Atal anta.
On the nmainland side of the causeway, the Grand Canal —outernpst of ten concentric
wat ercourses ringing City Mouunt H |l —was fronted by unendi ng bl ocks of ancient government
war ehouses and office conpl exes—+nterrupted here and there by much newer buildings fromthe period
of furious reconstruction at the end of the First Geat War. | well recalled the great, foul-
snel | i ng nountains of fire-blackened debris they replaced. But in that section, | found little of
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nore than passing interest and drove considerably faster along the w de thoroughfares, buzzing
across canal after canal until the huge, faceless buildings grew smaller and began to thin in
nunber. As | sped onward, the office precincts gave away to light industrial conplexes, then to

tall, ages-old bedroom nei ghborhoods built of stone, brick, and nortar. Just short of the fina
canal bridge, | skirted the port's gaudy pleasure district, its streets swarning with painted,
raucous crowds even at this early hour.

Presently, | bunped over the last, steep canal bridge and pulled to a stop at the gate to

Atal anta's historic, walled Rocotzian Section. The | ong-haired woman once told nme it was so naned
because the wall traced the uniquely suggestive outlines of a nmale rocotzio bud. It was here,
she' d sai d—behind these very bulwarks—that this mghty city had actually seen its beginnings, tens
of centuries in the past.

Predi ctably, the course of civic evolution had been neither smooth nor peaceful. Long after
the walls retained only symbolic meani ng—Omot warriors from space had overrun Hador's entire
pl anetary system and for nearly three hundred years enslaved the civilization that had devel oped
there. Only when warlike priests fromthe ancient G adgroat-Norchelite order appealed to a newy
confederated Galactic Enpire for help were the Omtian conquerors ultimately overthrown. After
which the priests nmercilessly hunted them down throughout the Hone Galaxy until it was certain
that no living creature carried their genes.

Duri ng subsequent years, the G adgroat-Norchelites constructed a great nonastery at the
summit of City Mount Hill—and shortly afterward orbited their thirteen renowned forts. The latter
i nsured against a threat of invasion fromthe warlike confederation of star-states that nearly
half a mllenniumlater coal esced into the League of Dark Stars under the ruthless | eadership of
their great chancellor, Kransib' nov Oto.

The invasion never came, but the forts' huge energy projectors endured as the nost
devast ati ng def ensive weapons ever devised. During the hundreds of intervening peaceful decades,
however, they fell into disuse as the Order assumed a nobre serene purpose in the gal axy.
Utimtely, even the external source of energy that once powered themwas |ost from menory, and
the forts becane nmere objects of historic interest—tourist attractions. Neverthel ess, the
G adyGroats, as the Order was by now al nost universally nicknaned, continued to maintain themin
pristine condition as if they still housed first-line weapons systems. And as a result, the term
G adyGroat becane an analog for "ridiculous" in alnost every galactic tongue—until the priests and
their space forts actually saved the Enpire frominvasion at the end of the First Geat War by
destroying a large part of the League's battle fleet. The priests acconplished this mracle by
powering the manmmoth cannon directly from Hador's radi ati on—after launching their entire hilltop
nmonastery at the star to stinulate its output....

| closed ny eyes a nonent, lost in nmenory. The nonastery's cataclysnmic lift-off had taken
pl ace nearly fifteen Standard Years ago, but it seened nore like eons. | only missed seeing it
with ny own eyes by little nore than a day, but that's another story, entirely.

A new, even grander edifice now stood on the nelted, glasslike sutmmt of City Mount HIl. And
even though this one was not designed to launch itself into space, it had quickly beconme a ngjor
tourist destination, attracting travelers fromall over the gal axy, while the sleepy old Rocotzian
Section endured quietly, largely forgotten in the bustle of intragalactic trade—and war. But it
had all started here, in this tiny, antiquated conpound.

It was al so here in the Rocotzian Section that she |lived—er at |east once |lived years ago.

Feeling a bit drai ned—probably the norning's ride had been a bit premature—+ shrugged and
eased ny gravcycle back out into traffic, then headed back to the base. The precise |ocation of

her residence didn't matter anynore—we'd seen each other. | knew she'd risen in rank over the
years to the office of Harbor Master, directing all civilian activities on the base. That was
enough for now-and all I'd have time for in the i mediate future.

* * %

During the next week and a half, | spent nearly every waki ng hour at work, even then barely

keeping up with the tasks at hand. However, with WIllians apparently working in ten different
| ocations at the sane tine, the base at last started | ooking and acting like a mlitary
installation again.

We | ost perhaps fifty ClGAs officers in the purge; luckily only six were Hel msnen—l GAs
tended to specialize in fields that had little to do with conbat.

The only thing that Wllians and | didn't change was the Oficers' Cub; Sumers had set up a
good one and it remained open 'round the clock. | took advantage of that whenever | had the energy
to do so, both because | sinply needed a place to sit down and have a drink every once in a while
and because it was a good place to neet the other officers. The job of Base Commander is nuch |ike
bei ng Skipper of a large starship. You ve an Executive O ficer who pretty nmuch carries out the day-
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to-day work while you nmake policy and take responsibility for everything. It can be an ivory-tower
existence if you let it. But the best Skippers keep in touch with the pul se of their "ships" by
mngling, gently, often in the wardroomor the Cub. The trick is never talking directly about
anyt hing, but nostly |istening, absorbing the nobod, the very atnosphere. It's that
ability—istening gently—that nakes the difference. Toni ght+ong netacycles after everyone but the
Ni ght Watch had turned i n=+ was alone at the bar, drinking a decent enough Logi sh Meem when |
sensed soneone behind nme. Before | could turn, a hand touched ny arm and | got a trace of half-
famliar, nmostly forgotten perfume, with the spicy scent of a mu' occo cigarette.

"Hello, WIf Brim" a soft, warmvoice purred |like Hal acian sunlight itself.

| turned; ny heart skipped a beat. Beside ne in the half-lighted roomstood a startlingly
beauti ful worman—neit her young nor ol d—whose countenance instantly released a flood of nenories |

had struggled to suppress for years. As if we were conpletely alone, | stood and took her hands,
staring at her as if she was a vision—which, entirely, she was. Petite and utterly feninine, she
still wore her dark brown hair alnost to her waist in gently flowi ng waves that had never been far

frommy mnd s surface in the eighteen or so years since we'd first net not far fromthis very
spot. Her wi de-set brown eyes—soft and intelligent—were now graced by a network of tiny crow s-
feet, but the |long eyel ashes, the sane al nost (but not quite) pug nose, the generous lips that had
of ten brought me to the heights of passion, and the intrepid chin that reveal ed the true woman
behind this dazzling beauty—all were truly untouched by age, only heightened by maturity. |
gl anced at her anple bust—as always boldly flaunted in a snug-fitting, fashionably short native
At al antan pl ei sse that reveal ed a nodest wai st—perhaps slightly increased in perineter over the
years (but then, whose wasn't?)—the sane slimlegs, and the sane tiny feet in the tineless high-
heel ed sandal s she favored. Characteristically, she was looking ne directly in the face with the
half smite of a woman who is quite accustoned to having a substantial inpact on nmen. "d audia
Val enont ," | whispered as if | were speaking in a dream

"You're staring," she said with alittle smle.

"Do you mind?"

Same wonderful smle, "Do | mnd? For a nonent, | was afraid you mi ght not renenber ne," she
sai d al nost shyly.

"Sonme nenories are so wonderful they don't go away," | replied, feeling nmy cheeks burn after
all these years

"Thanks, WIf," she said. "I guess | needed that."

Found mysel f wi thout adequate words to express ny enotions; | could only shake ny head in
amazenent .

"Quite a show you put on for us the other night," she said at length. "I knew who was | eadi ng
that fight w thout even asking. Lots of us in town have waited a long time for something Iike that
to happen—i ghti ng back, of course, not having you wounded. "

"Nice of you," |I said with a grin—+then frowned. "That was your voice | heard in the hospital
wasn't it?"

She nodded.

"Way did you | eave? | was coming around."

"Because | know you, WIf Brim"

Rai sed an eyebr ow.

"Even if you'd been conscious, WIf," she said, "it wasn't time—you had too nuch on your
m nd. This base had gone to hell in a handbasket, and I wanted nore of you than would be left over
in the early stages."”

"Touché. "

She sniled and shrugged.

"You said the people in town had been waiting for us to fight back," | noted, changing the

subject. "According to Sumers, the city people are dead set agai nst resistance this go-around.
What gi ves?”

"Sunmers never asked ne," she said "Nor any of the people |I run around with."

| nodded. "I kind of thought that m ght be the case. O course, | haven't been here all that
| ong, either."

"About two weeks," Caudia said, glancing at me out of the corner of an eye with a little
smile. "But then, who's keeping track?"

"Can a fellow buy you a Meen?" | asked, suddenly realizing that we were still standing.

"Thought you were never going to ask," she said with an expression of relief.

Hel ped her onto a barstool beside ne. The skirt opened, revealing her leg all the way to the
thigh, and | couldn't help looking. "Sorry," | said, feeling ny cheeks bum

"About what?" she asked.
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"Well... staring...."
"Did you like what you saw?"
"Of course.”

"As much as you used to?"

"More, probably."

"Then don't be sorry. If | hadn't wanted you to look, it wouldn't have happened."

Sane C audi a—thank Voot! "Meen?"

"Of course. The Avi gnon oh-eight is good."

Swung ny | eg back over the barstool and sat beside her, pointing to ny goblet of Logish Meem

"Anot her one of these for the lady, please," | said to the bartender

She | aughed. "Qught to have known you'd find the best all by yourself."

"No," | replied, looking into her brown eyes, "the best found ne this evening." Wthout
thinking, | put my armaround her waist and gently drew her to ny side. "I tried to keep ny mnd
cl ear of you—all the way from Sodeskaya," | blurted out. "And it didn't work worth a xaxtdamm." |
closed ny eyes. "Still married to Nesterio?" | asked, nmentally bracing nyself for her reply. That
was sonething | purposely hadn't checked on before | left Atal anta—needed to hear it from her

She nodded after a | ong silence.

Dropped ny armfrom her waist; felt my cheeks burn. Enmbarrassed. "H howis he?" | asked for

| ack of anything el se to say.

Anot her long silence. "Gorgas is fine.," she said in a barely audi ble whisper. "Still tends
his cabaret... it's... much bigger now He's expanded it." Abruptly, she seemed to run out of
wor ds.

We sipped our neemin silence for at |east two hundred Standard Years... perhaps three

hundred. "And you, WIf?" she asked at |ength, breaking the awful silence w thout |ooking up. "I
guess you and your princess never got together, did you?"

Margot.... "No," | replied. "W never got together."

"Sorry," she said. "I shouldn't have asked."

"Why not?" | denmanded. "I wanted to know about Nesterio."

"I guess we both..."

"Needed to know," | finished for her. Stared into her face. "You haven't changed nuch,"
blurted out. "you're still the nmpost beautiful woman in the Home Gal axy."

"And you, WIf Brim are still the nobst charming liar in the same place."

"Look at you," | protested, gesturing with ny goblet. "Sonme fabul ous hair, same beautifu
face... sane great shape. If you ve changed any, it's to becone even nore beautiful."

"Ch, WIf Brim" she said with a little smle, "I know you're full of Gorksroar, but | |ove
to hear it anyway." Suddenly she frowned. "You are still single, aren't you?"

"Nobody woul d ever have ne," | said, "Wnen are just too xaxtdammed wary and intelligent

t hese days. Besides, nobody knows how to cook anynore—not |ike you do, anyway."

She smled a little, looking at ne carefully. After a long tinme: "lI'd love to cook for you
again. Anytinme you wanted. Wuld you cone?"

Felt nyself frown. "Do you suppose your husband woul d m nd?"

"M nd?" she asked. "He'd love to see you—+renenbers what you did in the first war. Probably
even bring himhonme for a change."

Rai sed an eyebr ow.

"It's pretty nmuch the customwi th native Atal antans," she expl ai ned sel f-consciously.
"Probably you didn't notice when you were here, but nmen here spend npst of their evenings in
taverns with their cronies."

"And that's what Nesterio does?"

She nodded. "It's his tavern, too."

"Poor zukeed—doesn't know what he's missing," | said before | could stop nyself. Then
lanely, "Sorry."

"Nothing to be sorry about,"” she said, blushing again. "It's quite a conplinent."”

Took her hand and to hell with convention. Renenbered our |ast neeting years ago, when
wat ched her little ski mer disappear around a corner. Suddenly, | desperately wondered why |'d
ever allowed a nagnificent wonan |ike her slip through ny fingers. | wanted to say sonething now,
but ran out of words and just sat there nmute, looking at a face |I'd dreamed about for years. "I'd
| ove to have supper with you, Caudia," | whispered.

A tear ran along her cheek. She quickly wiped it away. "You nane the time, WIf Brim" she
said with a self-conscious little sniffle.

"I'f I"'many judge," | replied, "that job of yours—eongratul ations, by the way—doesn't give
you much opportunity to entertain."
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"Not rnuch," she said, brightening at last. "But by the |ove of Voot, I'll be free any night
you can make it, even if I've got to close down ny part of the base—and the sooner, the better."

"It may take ne a while to get free for a whole evening,"” | said,

"I understand," she said, nodding earnestly, "I know you've got an enornous job on your
hands. | had to deal personally with Summers sonetines."”

"What was he |ike?' 1l asked.

She shook her head and | aughed. "God, what a pompous ass. Couldn't keep his hands to
hi nsel f—even in the office. Can you imagine a CIGA trying to talk nme into bed?"

"Ch, | can," | said, surprised. "Did he?"

"You really want to know?"

Frowned. "Well, it's clearly none of nmy business," | nunbled, a little ashaned of nyself.
"But..."

She giggled. "I never nmentioned this to a soul before, but actually, he did-ence," she said,
glancing at ne fromthe corner of her eyes. "That particular night, though, was an inappropriate
time of the nonth; | planned it that way." She grinned a little guiltily. "After a very expensive
supper and enough vacant flattery to sink a barge, | let himfind out for hinself." Blushing now,

she suddenly giggled. "Didn't think he'd go for it, and | was right. Watching the | ook on his face
was worth everything."

"Then," | said, "he really didn't, did he?"

She grinned. "He got ne in bed—that's what you asked."

"Valemont," | said with genuine admiration, "you are an evil woman."

"Thank you, Admiral,"” she said with a little smle. "I always attenpt to do ny best."

"Clearly,"" | said. "And, as | also renenber fromat |east eighteen years past, at |east part
of your 'best' includes cooking in the manner of a professional chef. I'lIl want to take you up on
that invitation... as soon as | can."

"I hope so," she said. "It's been a long tine."

Lost it conpletely, after that. Blurted out, "How about tonorrow?"

"Strange," she replied with a little smle. "I was hoping you' d say that."

"What tinme?" | asked.

"You tell ne—tonorrow, when you know' she said. "Call ne. Cottshall has ny nunber."
"What if |'mlate?"

"Then we'll dine late...."

W | eft soon after that. | suppose people were staring at us as we went out the door. Didn't
particularly care. Wal ked to the parking |ot and hel ped her into the skimer. Touched her arm-felt
excited and guilty at the same tine. "G good to see you," | blurted out.

"Good to see you, WIf."

| stood there dunbly in the dusky, early-norning stillness, staring. Lost all track of tine.

| thought | spied a tear on her cheek when she reached out and touched ny hand. "Tonorrow
ni ght," she whi spered, then started the skimrer.

"Tonorrow night,"” | gulped, so filled with enotion | could hardly speak. Watched her drive
away until she was conpl etely gone. Except the perfune...

Chapter 3
Sapphire
32 Heptad, 52014

| mperial Fleet Base, Atal anta, Hador-Haelic

Fam |iar voice talking to Cottshall in the outer office; made me grin. "Barbousse!" | yelled,
"March yourself in this office—en the double!"
Huge man—early seven irals tall, broad shoul ders, muscles everywhere. Looked as if he

wei ghed a solid milston; walked with the catlike grace of a dancer. Totally bald with no eyebrows.
Gentl e—+ntelligent—eyes. Pug nose, round face, strong chin. Big hands, strong enough to bend the
barrel of a blast pike. Perfect uniform perfect salute. "Master Chief Petty Oficer Urillo
Bar bousse reporting for duty, Admiral Brim"

The Defi ance 79

| stood, returned the salute, then extended ny hand. "AwWfully good to have you here, Chief,"
| said. "You're needed."

"Hope so, Admiral," he said. Gasped ny hand in a warm strong grip

"You'll wish you'd stayed put in Sodeskaya," | warned him
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"Heard it's a nmess here."

"You shoul d have seen it when | got here," | said. "WIIlianms has worked niracles already."
"Your Exec?"
"Yeah. | think you'll like him He's good."

"So |'ve heard. Checked himout with sone of the old-tinme Chiefs in Avalon. They say you' ve
got yourself a prize."

"Two of 'em now that you're here.”

He grinned. "Thanks, Adnmiral," he said. "But by nmy count, it's three."

| don't keep guest chairs in ny office. Makes the meetings short. "Buy you breakfast in the
buffet?" | asked.

"Best offer |'ve had since | got here," he said.

For the next netacycle, Barbousse caught ne up on all of the scuttlebutt from Aval on, handed
over at least fifty Hol oPics of Hope... on Enperor Onrad's lap... on Grand Adnmiral Cal houn's
lap... on Adnmiral Gallsworthy's lap... on CGeneral Drummond's lap.... Cearly, she had conquered
nmost of Onrad's General Staff. Afterward, | filled himin on as nmuch background about the base as
I'd been able to absorb. Then we net WIlliams in a conference roomand got down to
busi ness—onmpl eting the task of returning the base to full operational status.

Just before mdday, got a call fromCottshall. Said soneone was in the office to discuss what
he called "inportant matters." Name of Dei ghton Anbrose, from Avalon. Arrived on the sane starship
as Barbousse.

| hit the MJTE button; turned to Barbousse. "Wat do you know about a fell ow named Dei ghton
Anbr ose?"

"Had a Dei ghton Anbrose on the ship with me, Admiral," he said. "I'd guess he's a governnent
man of sone sort—aybe a courier. Carried a black briefcase secured to his wist. Never saw him
tal king to anybody except the captain and a couple of stewards."

"That's all you know?"

"That's it, Admral.'

Nodded. Cancel ed the MJTE. "Ask hi mwhat sort of 'inportant matters.' "

"I shall do so, Admiral."

Heard hi mask; didn't catch the answer.

Presently: "M . Anbrose asked ne to nention the word Sapphire."

"Cottshall," | said, "put a guest chair in nmy office and tell himl'mon the way...."

* * *

A big man in a dark business suit, sitting there in nmy office, briefcase secured to his |eft
wist. "M. Anbrose," | said, extending ny hand, "WIf Brim?"

He stood, gripped nmy hand, fixed ne with a powerful gaze. "G ad to neet you, Admral," he
said in a deep, quiet voice, |ooking and sounding nore |ike a Sodeskayan Bear than anything el se
Massi ve forehead and jaw, deep-set eyes, straight-line features. Big hands, perfectly nanicured.
Pl aced his briefcase on ny desk. "If you'll put a thunb here," he said, pointing to an Inperia
seal near the top, "I've sone itens for you from Aval on."

Touched ny thunmb to the seal. Warm

"Keep it nere a nonent, please.”

"Sorry."

Presently, the seal becanme cold and the briefcase opened. Anbrose reached inside, renoved a
t hi ck, secure-|ooking pouch with "Sapphire" printed on the outside. "Left index finger here,

pl ease," he said, indicating an ID frane near the top

This time, | let ny finger remain. The security strip at the top of the pouch di sappeared
with a quiet zip.

"You'll want to | ook these over while I'mhere." Anbrose said, closing his briefcase.

After struggling with the pouch for a nonent—the outside catches were often stubborn the
first fewtines they were used—+ opened it up and spread its contents before me on the desk: two
navi gati onal charts, an ol d-fashioned, illustrated book—oot knew how |l ong ago it had been
publ i shed—and a Personal Hol oScreen di spl ayi ng: PRE-LQADED W TH | NFORVMATI ON FROM THE | MPERI AL
MUSEUM AND THE COLLEGE OF SPACE ANTI QUITIES, | MPERI UNI VERSITY. "You nean they sent a courier al
the way out here to bring nme this?" | demanded.

"The renmai nder cones fromhere," Anbrose said, pointing to his forehead with a snile. "But

not in your office. Qutside, sonmewhere in the open air—away fromthe base. |'ve rented a skimer."
He handed me a small |eather folder.
| opened the folder, felt my eyebrows rise as | | ooked at the gold enbleminside. No nere

courier, this Anbrose—ene of perhaps fifteen senior Consuls in the Enpire called Travelers. Carry
flag rank, at mninmum Put the Sapphire pouch under ny arm followed himout of the office. "Be
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“in conference' till | get back," | said to Cottshall on the way past his desk

"I shall place a 'Do Not Disturb' sign on your office door," Cottshall said with a smile

Anbrose's rented civilian skimer in the parking | ot was a nondescript Nordan 223 four-door.
He silently drove us out in the country a distance, checking constantly in the rearview mrror. W
stopped on a hilltop beside an unkenpt olive grove wth high, uncut grass and, beyond, a great
stone tub surrounded by overgrown hedges.

| peered around for a noment—two elderly |ooking farmers scything grass at a |l eisurely pace
in the distance—then rel axed, turned to Anbrose

"A bit sudden, this," he said. "Sorry—but we're about to treat Rogan LaKarn and his friends
in The Torond to a nasty surprise. W don't want themto catch wind of things until there's little
they can do to prevent it."

| nodded that | understood.

"Right, then," he said. "The ultinmate objective of Sapphire is the invasion and ultinmate
liberation of all planets in the domain of Fluvanna."

Felt ny eyebrows rise at that, especially since we seened to be on the defensive nearly
everywhere else in the galaxy. A mllion questions sprang to nmind, but principal among the ones
that didn't pertain to troops and material was what the liberation of Fluvanna had to do with
me—and Atal anta. The city woul d be bonbed to smthereens if we tried to assenble an invasion fleet
in the harbor. Nodded again, but shifted ny eyes to the farnmers, who were still slowy working
their way toward us.

"You' re not saying much," Anmbrose comment ed.

"l don't know enough, yet," | said, returning ny gaze to him

"Ever hear of CGontor?" he asked.

That brought a frown; | had... somewhere. Yes. "The old space fortress in Sector N neteen?”
asked.

"That's it," he said. "What do you know about it?"

"Not much," | admitted. "Just that sonething's there that nust | ook like a fortress."

"Is a fortress," Anbrose corrected gently. "Actually, a trenendous asteroid orbiting a little
dwarf star called star Cyjix-19, Been vacant for a mllenniumor nore. Hundreds of Standard Years
before that, soneone with a lot of talent and power to spare—nobody renmenbers who anynore—tife-
formed the nonster into a nearly inpregnable fortress, so |large and spacious it can accomobdate a
si zabl e invasion force in safety."”

That started the bells ringing. "Wiere?" | asked. "I knowit's not on any of the established
space routes."

"Wasn't always the case," Anbrose said. "Fifteen hundred, two thousand years ago—gi ve or take
a few€yjix-19 lay astride the nmain comercial thoroughfare between the old Mornay Star Enpire and
an up-and-com ng star domain that called itself the Vann G oup."

"Never heard of it," | said.

“I'I'l bet you've heard of the Flu'wicz Enpire," Anmbrose said.

"I think so," | said. "But | can't place it."

"They conquered the Vannians to form.."

"Fl uvanna?"

"You've got it," Anbrose said. "G ve you sone idea of how handy old Gontor is to the
Fl uvanni an star systenms? It's less than a Standard Day's flight distant."

" Mot her of Voot!"

"Right."

"Don't you think The Torond has thought about that, too?" | asked.

"Probably," Anbrose said. "But they aren't doing anything about it. After all, they've
al ready taken half the country.™

More pi eces of the puzzle in place—getting a strange feeling about... "And, so far," | said
warily, "they see us doing very little to change the situation."

"Suggest anything to you, Admiral ?"

Wnced, "Mther of Voot," | groaned. "lIs that why Sumers and his Cl GA col | eagues got away
with letting the base go to xaxt?"
Anmbr ose nodded. "It's also why you and WIllianms have to be very careful how rapidly you put

your inprovenents into place—er at |east how nuch you |l et them show. You're already noving a | ot
faster than we'd hoped. A lot faster." He laughed quietly for a noment—first tinme |I'd seen him
smle. "A nunber of us didn't want you—er your sidekick Barbousse—within |ight-years of this
pl ace. No offense intended."

My head was whirling. "None taken," | said. "But why did you...?"

"Horns of a dilemma, Adnmiral. W also couldn't turn such a ticklish operation over to anybody
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wi thout a reputation like yours."
"Reput ati on?"

"OfF digging in and getting things done—agai nst bad odds," he said.

"Luck," | said. Regretted it instantly.

"That too." His second snile

Looked at himcarefully while the | ast few pieces fell into place... and sent icy chills
along nmy spine. "So where does Gontor enter the picture?" | asked, but | already knew.

"As you' ve guessed," Anbrose said, "your assignnment to 'clean up' the base here was only a
cover. The actual reason you find yourself in Atalanta for a second tout—project Sapphire—eoncerns
only Gontor. You are first to occupy and secure it, then provision it—after which the Inperial

Expeditionary Forces will use it as a staging area for the men and material of Operation Spark—the
i beration of Cccupied Fluvanna."”
"Into the bargain," | added, alnost to nyself, "I've got to keep the lid on the base here at

At al ant a—and the Toronders unsuspecting—dntil we've got Gontor so secure that it's too late for
themto drive us out."

"In a nutshell,” he said with an apol ogetic little smle.

The zukeeds never did trouble thenselves |laying on the work, did they? Frowned. CQutside, the
elderly farners had been joined by six nuch younger ones. Big, husky nen, | noticed idly. Qught to
make the work go nmuch quicker. "What sort of resources do | get?" | denanded

"You' ve already got pretty much everything we can spare," Anbrose said. The little snmile
again. "You of all people know we're pushed to the limt everywhere," he said, "And the
Sodeskayans. .. well, it was you who sold the War Cabinet on the inportance of supplying the
Sodeskayans with all our surplus.”

I could only nod ny rueful agreenent.

"Sorry," he said.

Didn't think he really neant it. | took a nmonent to think it over. Probably | could use part
of the base's excellent nmlitary police force. It was one thing Sumers hadn't got his hands on
bigwigs Iike that consider thenselves above police. Renenbered a couple of small, fast transports
in the hangar—not enough, but maybe | could commandeer a few civilian ships in the harbor. The
three benders I'd seen the night | |anded; they'd cone in handy—sonewhere. Forty-odd fly-able

Starfury interceptors—excellent protection for the base and the city. Not nuch in the way of
spares, but we'd take care of that sonehow-al ways had. Biggest trouble would be getting the troops
and supplies across to Gontor. Even without a starmap, | knew it was a | ong-distance haul. A |lot
farther than Starfuries could fly—at least Starfuries with all their disrupters enabl ed. That
meant that the convoys, such as they m ght be, would have to go unescorted...

"There is sone extra help we intend to provide." Anbrose broke into ny thoughts.

"Love to hear about it," | replied—all ears.

He | ooked at ne carefully. "Well," he said with a little hesitation, it's got to do with your
hone province of Carescria."

That got ny attention. | raised an eyebrow.

"You certainly nust know that we |nperial s—actually past Enperor G eyffin |IV—epened a nunber
of production plants there just after the first war. And Onrad's kept up the support as if he'd
had "embuilt hinmself. Carescria' s becone very inportant to the war effort in the |l ast few years."”

| nodded, with a sonewhat guilty sense of pride for the people of ny own section of the
Enpire, though 1'd selfishly forsaken everything Carescrian nost of nmy adult life. Even before the
first factories were conplete, Carescrians back home were turning out the extra Starfuries that
made the difference during our Battle of Avalon. 1'd flown a nunber of them Those peopl e out
there broke their backs making star-ships that saved our Triad. Onrad had once said to nme. They're
inportant: we're going to need thema |lot nore before we finally whip the Tyrant and his bl oody
League.

"Every one of those factories is in full production now," Anbrose continued, "turning out
new, uni que designs that appear to be very pronising."

Rai sed an eyebrow. "Like, what?" | asked.

"Li ke a whol e new breed of ships they call Basilisks, hunter-killers," he replied—as if he'd
been reading ny mnd. "Big, tough, oversize killer ships with the kind of range that Mark Val eri an
never even consi dered when he designed our vaunted Starfuries. There's also a fast, rugged medi um
attack ship that's nearly the equal in firepower of those new Sodeskayan Ro' stovi k craw er
killers, but they carry a belly full of HyperTorps as well."

Sounded too good to be true. Far too good. "But...?" | pronpted.

Anbrose nodded. "The 'but' is that none has ever been tested in actual combat. Nor have the
all-Carescrian crews who nan them That's why we thought of you, Admiral Brim"
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Didn't like the sound of that. |I'd spent years naking certain | got assignnents in spite of
nmy Carescrian background—didn't want to get one now because of it. "Wat's why you thought of nme?"
| denanded.

"The work you just finished with the Sodeskayans," he replied. "R ght now, our Carescrians
are just about where the Bears were a year ago: ready to send plenty of prom sing new people and
equi pnent into the field—ith no experience. And you' ve been through it all before—ncluding the
very difficult job of directing the operations of people who don't even report to your
organi zation. A job that few people ever get right, especially the first tine."

"Thanks," | said, nollified. Noticed the extra farnmers had really sped things up. They'd nore
t han hal ved the distance to our skimer,

"And, of course, you are a Carescrian," Anbrose added.

Not hi ng ever changes, does it? Looked himin the eye with the coldest stare | could mnuster

"First and forenost," | said pointedly, "I aman Inperial Ctizen—as is everyone who hails from
Carescria."
Hi s face reddened. "Um.. yes... terribly sorry, Admiral Brim" He said. "Figure of speech."
I gnored the apol ogy. "So how many can | get?" | denanded.
"How many what ?" Anbrose asked,
"Hunter-killers. Medium attack ships,"” | said. "How many can you send nme and when?"
Anbrose's face brightened with relief. "You want then?" he asked.
"OfF course," | said. "There's sonething wong with 'enP"

"I'f you nmean other than a |ack of conbat experience, then nothing,"

"No di sease? Insanity? Infirmty?"

The little snmle again. "Just normal people like you or ne, Adnmiral Brim" he said.

Back on track, "Then how many and when?" | repeated.

Anbrose thought a nonent. "The 'how many' is easy,” he said. "I can have the first pair of
squadr ons—si xt een Basilisks, by the way—here in a little Il ess than two nonths. Replacenents for
casualties will start two or three weeks after that."

"Sounds good to ne," | said. "And the nediuns?"
"I"ll send a squadron of twelve around the first of the year."
Wshed it were sooner, but... "What about naintenance and spares?"

"Package deal ," Anbrose explained. "They bring everything with them Al you ve got to do is
house the ships and feed the crews,"”

"And train '"emto fight," | added.

"Best we can do," Anmbrose said. "Sorry."

"No criticisminplied," | assured him "Alittle guts does wonders for the fighting spirit.
Ask the Bears, | saw sone of them stop notorized attacks with little nmore than bl ast pikes and

m nes. "

"And you wondered why we thought you were the right man to help "eminto conbat,"” Anbrose
said with a chuckle.

Absently glanced out the wi ndow at the farnmers for a nonent—so nore than a hundred irals from
our skinmer by this tinme. Young ones were working as if there were no tonorrow. "You' ve got to be
alittle crazy, | guess,"” | said.

"A prime qualification,” Anmbrose observed, "especially when you hear our deadline for
securing the old fort."

Steadied nyself. 1'd been waiting for that shoe to fall, wondering why it hadn't. "Bad?"
asked,

"Bad," Anbrose decl ared.

"Gve it to ne."

"Twel ve weeks—starting yesterday," he said. "The first convoy lifts in eighteen days to prove
out the route. You can expect it at Atalanta by seventeen Cctad."

Cl osed ny eyes. "Voot's beard," | groused, "you people don't nmind | aying on the work, do
you?"

"I know," he agreed. "But there's not nuch anybody can do about it. Wth the Toronders
gearing up for their own invasion, twelve weeks is cutting things awfully thin as it is. Best

informati on says they'll start noving reinforcenents into Occupied Fluvanna within the next few
Standard Days; you'll need to put a crinp in that directly—along with everything else you're
tasked with."

Nodded. Made sense—nothing's easy when it cones to waging war. | sat for another couple of
nmoments in silence. "Anything else?" | asked warily.

"That's it, Admiral," he said.

"All right,"” | said, reaching into the backseat to runmage i nto the Sapphire pouch. "Let's
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spend a coupl e of cycles |ooking over the stuff you brought,” The catch, of course, chose that
monent to stick again.

"Good idea," he said. "I think you'll find theminteresting as well as..."

While | struggled in the backseat with the catch, | suddenly felt a searing blast of heat on
the back of ny neck, and when | glanced up... | nearly screaned! Anbrose's head had sinply, well
cooked to a char—while he was tal king—eut himoff in md-sentence. Lidless eyes stared at ne in
agoni zed consternation, nmouth open for the next word. Stench like roasted pork. | ducked ny head
in alarmjust as a second blast of searing heat missed ne by no nore than a hair, ripping his door
away fromthe skinmer's body and hurling it to the other side of the road. For a nonent, the

entire Universe erupted in blinding light, concussion, and flying glass. Instinctively, | dived
for the floor, only a split click before the upper half of ny door exploded inward and | felt the
ski nmer sink heavily to the roadbed. Stunned senseless, | scranbled over Anbrose's flaccid |egs

and threw nyself outside, funmbling for my holster. Gasped the Wenning just as soneone | eaped
around the front of the skimmer, bringing up a blaster in a two-handed grip. Fired the big .985
al nost blindl y—full power. Heard a grating how as his chest exploded. Soneone coning fromthe
rear. Wiirled around... too late. Hs blaster was already ai ned. Braced—good-bye, Brim Expected
the zappfft, but instead, he sinply got a surprised |look, slowy dropped the blaster, then
crunpl ed facedown on the dirt with a huge dagger buried halfway to the hilt in the back of his
neck.

Bar bousse!

More shots. Screams of pain. Sounds of running boots. Only an iral behind ne, the skinmer was
burni ng furiously—scorching ny back. But | didn't dare |leave its shelter

Then Barbousse's voice. "Admiral! Admiral Briml Are you all right!"

"Chief!" | yelled back. "I"mall right. Were the xaxt are you?"

"Coming round the rear end, Admiral. Got the situation in hand. Don't shoot ne."

Rol I ed away fromthe skimrer. Knees so wobbly, didn't know If | could stand. Saw Barbousse
sprinting toward me—how can someone so big nove so fast? Dragged ne to my feet, roaring orders
li ke a Sodeskayan at a detachnent of Space Poli ce.

Hardly heard him In the field, one of the younger "farmers" was on his knees with his hands
up, eyes big as saucers as he peered into the barrels of five powerful blast pikes. Another man
spraw ed beside him.. wasn't noving. Farther out, nore SPs were running the two "ol der" farmers
to ground like hounds after a fox.

The man |'d nanaged to shoot had been thrown backward ten irals by the force of ny blaster
Not hing I eft of his chest except a blackened hole. Felt ny gorge rise. At |least the searing effect
cut down on puddl ed bl ood.

Clearly Barbousse's work there at the back of the skimer. Nobody el se in the known Universe
throws a knife like that.

d anced inside the burning passenger conpartment... wanted to throw up. Turned away. Nothing
anybody could do for Anbrose. | stiffened—+the pouch! Ran to the skimrer, pulled it out of the
backseat nonents before the upholstery went up with a terrific whunp that nearly knocked ne from

my feet again. Barbousse caught ne. "Er... Sorry, Adnmiral," | heard himsay as he gently set ne on
nmy feet. Shaking his head. Angry at hinself.
"You nerely saved ny thraggling life, Chief," | protested, trying ny shaky legs. "I'm not

sorry, believe ne. What if this had happened before you arrived this norning?"

Bar bousse knelt to pull his knife fromthe unfortunate assassin's neck. "Don't even want to
think about such a thing, Admral,"” he said, carefully wiping the blade on his victims sl eeve.

| put ny hand on his shoulder. "Fact is, you were here, though, Chief," | said. "Just as you
al ways have been in the past." Then | frowned. "Wat was it that nade you followne in the first
pl ace?"

"The man Anbrose," he replied, standing to replace his knife in its scabbard strapped inside

his left trouser leg. "Somethin' about '"iml couldn't put my finger on. An' | couldn't learn
anythin' about 'imon the Chiefs' network. So | decided it wouldn't hurt to put on alittle
protection.” He |ooked troubled. "I kept ny distance 'cause | figured it was none of ny business.
That's why we were so long getting here once the trouble started.”

| took the hint. "I'Il be a lot nore careful in the future, Chief," | promised. "And it is
your business, believe ne. But it's really sensitive stuff. Can't talk about it here—4'Il have to
fill you in once you get ne back to the base."

Bar bousse nodded, | ooked relieved. "Thanks, Admiral," he said, then strode toward the SPs and

took charge. Wthin nonents, he'd comandeered the skinmrer they'd come in and we were on our way,
passing five arnored personnel carriers headed the opposite direction. For ne, the war had just
entered a much uglier—deadl i er—phase.
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On the way in, | briefed Barbousse with what he needed to know, then clanped a MOST SECRET
classification on the whole thing and turned it over to him The old farmers would be sworn to
secrecy—they'd be nore than happy to trade a year's wages for bragging rights to the yarn—and the
surviving prisoner would go to the SPs for interrogation, although | didn't expect to learn al
that much when he finally cracked. Looked to ne as if the real perpetrators had contracted the job
to local thugs—Yoot knew there was no dearth of those—who couldn't reveal much if they failed to
make an escape.

Wth Barbousse making fur fly, I went back to ny office and began to sort things out. Anbrose
had been just about finished with nmy briefing when he died, so | already had ny marchi ng orders.
Those, a couple of starmaps, an ancient book, and a Hol oScreen. Just thraggling wonderful! Ch yes,
and a xaxtdammed near inpossible deadline of twelve Standard Weeks. But all that was in nmy hands
now.

The Carescrians, however, were not. They were critical to the nission, and ny only link to

them was dead—urdered. Now what? Suddenly, | renenbered the Hol oPi cs of Hope—especially the one
with her sitting on...."Cottshall," | said to the intercom "get nme a secure KA PPA channel to
Fl eet Headquarters, Avalon, flash priority. | want to speak to General Harry Drumond at the
Admiralty. "

* * *

Took nearly half a nmetacycle, but at last Cottshall signaled he'd made the connection
Because of the trenendous traffic |oad, wartime KA PPA comruni cati on was made usi ng ol d-fashi oned
ci phers instead of normal hol ographic inmages. A little clunmsy, but it worked. Enabled ny
Hol oPhone, which i medi ately displ ayed:

ADM RALTY: PLEASE SI GNAL WHEN READY FOR GENERAL DRUMVOND.

"Ready," | said. The Hol oPhone translated ny voice to ciphers, then scranbled them before
transfer to the base's KA PPA transmitter

DRUMMOND: HELLO, WILF. HEARD ABOUT DElI GHTON-BAD NEWS | NDEED. EXPECTED YOUR CALL, VHAT
HAPPENED?

Told himin the fewest, npbst gentle words possible; figured they m ght know each other. Then
"I"'mready to tackle everything he and | discussed, but don't know how to contact the
Carescrians—er who to talk to. Can you help me?"

DRUMMOND: YEAH, YOU CAME TO THE RI GHT PLACE; FI GURED YOU WOULD. | WAS ABOQUT TO KA' PPA YOU
BUT YOU GOT HERE FIRST. CAN T TELL YOU MORE THAN THAT. SORRY. CAN | TAKE IT YOU AGREED TO AVAI L
YOURSELF TO THE CARESCRI ANS?

"Absol utely, General,” |I said. "No way to conplete Sapphire w thout them?"

DRUMMOND: FI GURED THAT, TOO. GOOD!I W SH THEY HAD A LI TTLE MORE EXPERI ENCE, BUT NOTHI NG S
PERFECT. |'LL SET UP THE SAME DI RECT CONTACT DElI GHTON ESTABLI SHED. A COLONEL, NAME OF ANDERSON
HE' LL CONTACT YOU W THI N THE NEXT SI X WEEKS

Figured I'd have to wait. Fleet tine and actual tinme have very little in common. "What sort
of clearances will he have?" | asked.

DRUMMOND: CLEARED AS HI GH AS YOU ARE, BUT HAS NO NEED- TO- KNOW YET. YQOU DECI DE WHO LEARNS
WHAT-AND WHEN. WHOLE THI NG S YOUR BABY NOW YOQU LUCKY ZUKEED.

"My joy is unbounded," | sent.
DRUMMOND: SAME TO YOU, BRIM
I chuckl ed. That was about it, then. "Geat pictures of you with Hope," | sent.

DRUMMOND: GONNA BREAK A LOT OF HEARTS, THAT KID OF YOURS. DAWN LUCKY SHE LOCKS LI KE HER
MOTHER.

"Agreed. Anything el se you can tell me?"
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DRUMMOND: YOU VE GOT EVERYTHI NG | KNOW BEST OF LUCK AND ALL THAT.

"Thanks," | sent. "Signing off." | touched D SCONNECT, and the display faded. Sat there
staring at a wall for alittle while, head spinning. Were to start? Needed to get an SP
detachnent formed right away so they could have sone sort of training before they occupied Gontor
O course, first someone would have to | earn enough about the old fort to do the training. And
they' d need weapons—ot just the usual side arns and bl ast pikes. If for any reason the Toronders
di scovered what was going on, the SPs woul d need to defend thensel ves from heavy attack, even
though they were holed up in a pretty inpregnable place. Then there was the question of
transportation. That whole matter woul d have to be coordinated with the civilian Harbor Master. ..
who had invited me to supper

d anced at mny tinepiece. Nearly Evening plus three—dam! Were had the day gone? "Cottshall
Put a call through to the Harbor Master's office. On the double, please!"

"At once, Admiral, To whom do you wi sh to speak?"

"Sorry," | said. "Claudia Nesterio, please. If she's still there." Ginmaced while | waited.
Sinply hated to forget personal comm tnents. Damm! Watched the ' Phone materialize a mniature of
her head and shoul ders... sniling, at |east.

"Under st and you had a busy day," she said, so beautiful | wanted to reach out and touch her.

"Ch?" frowning in spite of nyself. "Wat'd you hear?" Thought |I'd made everything Top Secret.
"Only scuttlebutt.”

"Like...?"

"Bit of a shoot-up inland," she said, looking a little concerned. "Heard you were invol ved."

Nodded. Couldn't put that TOP SECRET lid on things until | got back to the base, and word had
clearly gotten out. "Yeah," | said, chuckling. "Only thing that goes faster than HyperDrive is

scuttlebutt.”
"You all right?" she asked.
"Only enbarrassed,” | said.
"Enbarrassed?" she asked. "About a shoot-up?"
"About supper tonight. The shoot-out's not inportant anynore."
She rolled her eyes. "WIf Brim" she said, "you haven't changed one iota in all these years.

You are still totally and conpletely inpossible.”

"Does that nean | get no supper?' | asked. "I know |l 'mlate."

"Told you we'd dine late if we had to," she said. "Can you still nake it?"

"OfF course," | said. "I was just afraid | might be too late."

"Gve ne till"—she glanced off to the side—=Twilight and a half." Then her eyebrows rose.
"Belay that," she said. "You don't know where | live anynore."

"I can take directions," | said.

"Easier if | just pick you up on ny way horme. See you in fifteen cycles outside
Headquarters."

"How Il | get back?"
"Same way," she said. "It's not that far. Al right?"
"Fifteen cycles,” | promised. "Front door." Sat there like a |log realizing how nuch seeing

her meant to ne—even after the day I'd just put in. Needed to tone those feelings down sone, |
rem nded nyself. She was married, after all. And though I'd seldomlet that bother ne with other
wonen over the years, Caudia Val enont-Nesterio was a very special case.

Shook ny head.

Back to business. Tonorrow was another day! Grabbed ny garrison cap and |l eft the desk the way

it was. Stopped at Cottshall's desk. "I'Il need to see Wlliams in the snmall conference roomfirst
thing tomorrow," | said. "Morning and a half sharp. Tell him| apol ogize for what that does to his
schedul e, but he'll understand when he hears." Thought for a nonent. "I'Il need Chi ef Barbousse
there, too. And, yeah, better arrange for a substitute at this desk, because |'Il want you in on

all of this, too. CGot that?"

"CGot it, Admiral."

d anced at my tinepiece; started for the door when..

"Er, Admiral ?" Enbarrassed | ook on Cottshall's very serious countenance.

"What's up?"

"These," he said, nodding to a box of native flowers that |ooked as if they had just been
del ivered. "Thought you might want to take these with you."

Frowned. "Don't know what you nean," | said. But | did.
"I'n that case, Admiral," Cottshall said, quickly placing the box beneath his desk, "please
ignore ny words. Clearly, | erred."
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Felt prickly; hate anyone's nose in ny personal business—and Val enont-Nesterio was about as
personal as things got with me. Wanted to tell himoff, then reined in ny galloping tenmper, "Just
why would | be interested in those flowers?" | demanded.

Cottshall looked at me as if | had just inquired about the weather. "Because," he said matter-
of -factly, "by the hour of the call | placed for you, | assunmed you are dining with our Madane
Har bor Master this evening for the first time since your arrival. And since at one tine you two
were known to be, er, close friends, | also assumed flowers nmight be in order. Clearly, Admral
you have had no time to purchase them"

Stood there fl abbergasted. He was conpletely right, of course, his actions well within the

limts of a personal secretary. |I'd never had a real secretary before. Shook ny head while the
anger changed to gratitude. "Damed thoughtful of you, Cottshall," | said, holding out ny hand. "I
really do appreciate those flowers. What do | owe you?"

Cottshall |ooked at his tinmepiece as he handed ne the box of flowers. "You're running a bit

short of time, Admiral," he said. "I shall bill you in the norning."

Claudia pulled up to the curb just as one of the guards saluted and opened the door for nme.
She | oved the flowers, for which | shanelessly took credit all the way to her new hone....

Corgas Nesterio, Caudia s husband of nearly ten years, was waiting at the door of their new
home with his grandest smile. "Wl come to our hunble hone, Adnmiral!" he boomed in a voice deep
enough to rattle the furniture. Dressed in bright, traditional Atalantan garb, he hadn't changed
appreciably since 1'd last seen him sone fifteen years ago. Huge, swarthy, and heavily bearded,
he wore an enbroidered red tunic with shiny brass buttons in two rows that extended froma high
|l ace collar to a short tapestry skirt woven in brightly colored patterns. A broad, elaborately
jewel ed | eather belt draped over his hips, placing a long silver dagger close to his right
hand—and rmade nme wonder unconfortably if he had any idea about the fun things his wife and | used
to do to each other. Long pointed shoes that curled into coils and blue tights over powerful,
muscul ar 1 egs conpleted his costune. He snelled of perfumed oils, |eather, and nusk—and | ooked as
if he could throw nme bodily all the way back to the base in the event | stared at his wife too
much. Didn't take nuch speculation to guess what had kept Claudia's juices flowing so well al
these years. "Er, thank you, Gorgas," | said, feeling rather small, shriveled, and inpotent. "It
is a distinct honor to be here.”

"Alibation, ny friend?" Nesterio asked.

"Love one," | said. "Meemw Il be great."

"But of course,” Nesterio said as he stepped behind a magnificently inlaid bar and opened a
wal | panel to reveal a large meemrack. Slipped an ancient-looking glass bottle froma wall safe

and peered at it proprietarily. "I think you will find this interesting, Admral —a Cantrell

vi ntage 5205; Logish, of course. Slightly sweet, fruity. It is said one can taste the age."
Nodded expectantly; watched hi mexpertly open the ancient container and fill a single crysta

gobl et .

Then he placed two | ong-stemmed flutes beside it and filled themwith clear liquid froma
magni fi cent carved-crystal decanter. "E' lande," he explained, as if | mght have forgotten the
fiery, powerful native Atalantan |iqueur.

Nodded agai n. Renenbered now that was what C audia drank at home; wondered why |'d forgotten
at the Oficers' Club and ordered meemfor her. Just then, she returned fromthe kitchen with the
flowers, now charmingly arranged in a tall vase, and placed themon the bar.

"I propose a toast to honored guests and old friendships,” Nesterio said, lifting his flute.
Cl audi a raised hers. "To honored guests and renewed friendshi ps,"
Thi nki ng qui ckly, got to nmy feet and raised ny goblet, "To the Nesterios," | saluted. "Od

friends: long may you delight in the gl ow of happi ness!"
Both Nesterios drained their flutes in a single draught before | had even finished a sip of
the magnificent old Logi sh Meem

I laughed. "No way am| going to bolt this treasure,” | protested with a grin. "Don't care
what the |ocal custons call for."
"Then, it is we who are doubly honored," Nesterio replied, filling both their flutes again

"I propose a second toast—this tinme to old friends who appreci ate Logi sh Meem "

Cl audi a glanced at me for a noment, her eyes striving to say sonething mne couldn't
understand. "To enduring friends who appreciate Logi sh Meem " she echoed, downing her second flute
of E' | ande.

| got to ny feet again, raised ny goblet. "To enduring friends and remarkabl e Logi sh Meem"
Savored another taste of the splendid neem then, as | raised the goblet to ny nose for the
bouquet, Nesterio filled their flutes a third time. Noticed O audia no | onger net ny eyes.
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"I propose a toast to the Enperor!" Nesterio announced, raising his flute and | ooking
expectantly at d audi a.

"To Onrad the Fifth," she said, raising her flute but still averting her eyes fromne, "G and
Gal actic Enperor, Prince of the Reggio Star Cluster, and Rightful Protector of the Heavens,"
"To Onrad," | said sinply—while the two Nesterios drained their third flute of E |ande in

less than fifteen cycles. Conpletely at ease by now, | took another sip of neemto see what cane
next .

"And now," Nesterio said, abruptly, "the cabaret beckons ne." He put his armaround C audia's
shoul ders and drew her to him planting a wet, noisy kiss on her |ips. Then, turning her |ike some
sort of life-sized mannequin, he... well, seened to present her to ne. "You will provide Adnmira
Brimwith all hospitality that | would bestow nyself, had | no prior commtnents, tonight," he
sai d.

"Er, y-yes, | shall, Gorgas," she said, a blush appearing high on her cheeks.

He | aughed. "Do not let himleave until he has finished the neem Few here in the city can
appreciate its vintage." He next turned to nme and bowed. "Perhaps another night for the three of

us, Admiral," he said, |looking ne directly—knowi ngly was a better word—n the eye. "It is ny
under standi ng that you and ny wi fe have |ong been friends; therefore, | trust you will have much
to revisit." Wthout another word, he grasped a dark green cloak and strode to the door, opened
it, and with a low, graceful bowto Caudia, sinply... departed.

The two of us stood in silence for a long interval +ooki ng anywhere except at each
ot her—before Claudia turned to ne with a stricken look. "I amso sorry, WIf," she said. "I didn't

think he'd do this to ne tonight."

Wal ked to her side; touched her armgently. "Sorry for what, C audia?"

"WIf, WIf, WIf," she said. "You never did | earn about Atalanta, did you?"

"l don't know what you mean," | said, suddenly worried... about what, | had no idea.

Her voice had begun to slur now, and | hel ped her to a chair, put nmy hand on her shoul der
Coul dn't inmagi ne soneone so petite drinking all that E | ande so quickly—n so little tine. "What
didn't 1 learn?" | asked gently.

Staring at the floor. She touched ny hand, shook her head. "Nothing, WIf," she said. "S-
shoul dn't have said anything. Forget | opened nmy nouth,"

"OfF course, Claudia," | said. Probably not a good tinme to disagree.
Looked up at ne after a few nmonents. Eyes were wet, but she'd got that part of her under
control, at least. "Still hungry?" she asked.

Surprised. "Are you?"
"A-asked you first."

"Well, as a matter of fact, | am" | said.

She sniled a little unconfortably. "So'm|," she said. "And | did offer you supper, if I
renenmber . "

"You did, but..."

"But nothing, WIf Brim" she said. "May be drunk—devil take it—but think can still cook..
if you'll assist."

"What ever | can do."

"Help me into the kitchen," she said, giving me her arm "By all that's holy, nobody—ot even
Nesterio nor all his cronies—can do ne out of ny supper with you, WIf Brim |'ve waited for this
nmore than twel ve years!"

Put her arm over ny shoulder; had to half carry her to the kitchen. Cearly, the E | ande was
still com ng on, but she was fighting it.

"In the c-chair, there, WIf," she said. "Prop nyself on the table. It'Il wear off."

Did that. Her eyes were hal f-cl osed.

"CGoddam him" she munbl ed. "Goddamm hi m and every nan ever born of Haelic!" Suddenly, she
sl unped facedown on the table.

CGot one arm behi nd her shoul der, the other beneath her knees. Lifted gently, laid her on the
couch beneath a superb native coverlet | renenbered fromthe old days. Hair Iike a brown halo on
t he cushi ons—+enenber that, too.

"Don't |eave me, WIf," she whispered breathlessly. "It'Il wear off, | promse."
"I won't leave," | said, drawing up a chair. Gently caressed her hand.

"God, I'm sorry," she groaned suddenly.

"Sh-h-h."

"I"'mnot like this," she said fervently. "Not like this."

"I't's all right," | said, anxious to cal mher

"Pl ease don't leave nme, WIf..." Suddenly, she was asl eep, breathing deeply.
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Checked her pulse. Alittle fast, but not unusual. Wnt to the end of the couch, pulled up

the coverlet, took off her sandals. Tiny, beautiful feet... ticklish, once, | renenbered. Returned
to my chair, noticed the open neembottle. Got up and corked it. Somehow, drink had lost its
appeal. In the kitchen cooler, thick butter and sharp cheese; crusty bread on the counter. 1'd

made nany a neal of those in ny lifetine—good neals, too. Loaded a plate and took it to the
drawi ng room where | could keep an eye on her. Changed ny nind about the meem Filled the goblet.
Not hing |ike the supper |1'd hoped for, but then | was here alone with her—adnitted that's what |
came for in the first place. And even if she wasn't presently aware of ny presence, it was a
damed sight better than nmy office. Another goblet of that unforgettable neem then | settled back
in the chair, kicked off nmy boots, and listened to what could only be a flight of Starfuries

lifting off fromthe harbor. Had been a |long day indeed. Mnentarily closed ny eyes to rest '"em..

* * *

"WIf?"

Opened ny eyes. Startled for a noment, then renenbered. She was kneeling beside my chair with
a troubled | ook, hand on ny arm "How do you feel?" | asked.

"Hum | iated," she said quietly.

"Don't."

Cl osed her eyes for a nonent. "What kind of person wouldn't be hum liated?" she asked.

Didn't have an answer for that. Covered her hand with mine. "Let's forget it," | said.

d anced at an expensive-looking timepiece on the nantel: Darkness plus two.

She caught my glance. "CGuess it's too late for supper,” she said.

"You still hungry?" | asked.

Gave nme a doubtful |ook. "Yes," she said, "I suppose | still am"

"How do you feel, then?"

"Well, all right. Little bit woozy, but..."

"But sonething to eat ought to fix everything up."

"That's what | was thinking."

"Li ke sonme conpany?"

"Are you serious? After...?"

"OfF course |'mserious." | pointed to the crunbs on nmy enpty plate. "All | had was an
appetizer. Great cheese, but, well, | did come for something a bit nore substantial."

"How about eggs and bacon?"

"An Inperial feast," | said, gesturing with my arnms, "If | ampermtted to cook."

"Wwilf, | can't let you do..."

"Tell it to Voot," | said with a chuckle. "Unless, of course, Nesterio would have a probl em
with me puttering around in his kitchen."

"In the first place," she growed, "it is ny kitchen. And in the second, he won't be hone
till sometine tonorrow afternoon, believe ne."

"You're serious?"

A vitriolic took passed her eyes. "Serious,"” she said. "Trust ne."

CGot to ny feet; helped her up. W wal ked carefully to the kitchen. "Over there," | said,
pointing to the chair in which she'd passed out earlier

She sat.

Hadn't noticed the kitchen the first tine. Like everything else I'd seen of their house, it
was all expensive and hard-edged. Not at all like the soft, fenminine retreat | renenbered from her
days as a bachelor girl. "You'll need to tell me where everything is,” | said. "Eggs and bacon
first."

"Cool er," she said, "middle shelf."

Found them "Fry pan?"

Pointed to a cabinet. "There," she said, "Mddle drawer."

Found the fry pan. Rooted in a couple of drawers near the stove and di scovered everything

el se on nmy own. Took the bread to her with a knife and a bread board. "Here," | said, "Make
yoursel f useful." | had the bacon snapping in no tinme and was beating the eggs when: "I can't
bel i eve you haven't wal ked out on ne," she said.

Put down the eggs; turned a slice of bacon. "Guess |I'mlike you," | said. "I've waited damm
near thirteen years for this, too,"

"Not this."

"Well, for seeing you," | anended.

"You don't care that | got so drunk | couldn't...?"

Turned nore bacon, "OF course | care," | said. "But, well, sonmehow, | don't think that was

the normal Caudia | saw tonight. It wasn't, was it?"
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"One of the O audias," she said, slicing bread with the over-careful novenents of soneone who
is still considerably under the weather.

"I see,” | said, vigilantly judging the bacon... within a click or two of perfection. "And
just how many Cl audias are there?"

"There are two O audi as," she said, "You ve net only one—d audi a the professional."

Perfection! Took the fry pan fromthe heat, began forking the bacon onto a towel. "Think |'ve
been in love with that Caudia much of ny adult life," |I said. Drained the grease; turned down the
heat while | |ooked at her. "Who's the other O audia?" | asked. "The one |'ve never net."

"Never net her until tonight," she corrected.
| let the skillet cool another few nonments while | thought about that. Wasn't as if she'd

never been drunk with me. In the old days, we were often... pretty tipsy, | remenbered. But never
sensel ess, as she was tonight. Never. W had nuch better uses for our nights together than
sl eeping. Put the skillet back on the heat; |ooked at her. "Want to tell me about it?" | asked.
"You sure you want to hear?" she asked.
Nodded. "Yeah," | said. It was pretty clear she needed to tell me about it.
"You know I'm a native of Haelic here, don't you," she asked, "that | grew up right here in
At al ant a?"
Poured the eggs into the fry pan, listened a nonent—ust right "You told nme, once," | said.
"Well, there's a lot of difference between life in Atal anta—especially native Atal anta—and

I'ife behind the base encl osures. Mre than you ever dreaned."

Thought about that while the eggs slowy cooked. WIf, WIf, WIf—you never did | earn about
Atal anta, did you? danced at her and frowned, as if | was neeting her for the first tinme—again
"Tell ne," 1 said.

"Custons," she said,"—sonetinmes thousands of years old."

Rarely had | seen anyone this serious outside of conbat.

"I live in tw worlds, WIf," she said quickly, "with two sets of custons, each as foreign to
the other as oil and water. And until tonight, | never tried to m x them Thought after all these
years | could get away with it snoothly. But, as you can see, | failed.” She rose a little, peered
into the fry pan. "You'll need to flip that," she said. "I'll wait."

She was right; the onelet was nearly ready for turning... There—ow or never! Held ny breath;
gently raised the pan fromthe heat. Bal anced nysel f. Focused everything on that pan. This
separated the wannabes fromthe true onelet artists. Drew my armin. Steady... Flipped it, while
the Universe slowed and the onelet glided fromthe fry pan... rose nmajestically, curling end over
end until... Caught it! Steadied it! Gentled it! Then set the fry pan back onto the heat. Kissed
my fingers. Magnificent! Relaxed a nonment. "I guess | don't understand what you failed this
evening." | said, attenpting to continue our previous conversation, "or what you tried to nmix. You
nm ght have had a little too nuch E | ande, but, well, it isn't as if we haven't been drunk together
before.”

"Ch WIf," she said. "You' ve never really seen native Atal anta, have you?"

"Seen what ?" | asked. "Atalanta?" Couldn't figure what she was getting at.

"Native Atalanta," she corrected. "l've never net a real Inperial who has."

"I thought," | said, looking up, "I'd seen a lot of native Atalanta. Renmenber how we used to
nmeet at Nesterios? If that's not native Atalantan, | don't know what is."

She sniled. "Have you |l earned to speak Atal antan?"

"You know I haven't," | said.

"Then you've nissed all the substance of what you saw-and sensed,"” she said. "Good as you are
at sensing, WIf Brim our native culture is so far renoved from Aval on's that you never got nore
than a hint." She peered into the fry pan again. "I'm steady enough to bring the dishes, now " she
said, getting up and noving gingerly to a |large cabinet. "Use the platter next to you."

Gently placed the finished—perfected—enelet on the platter, incredible stoneware thing.
Expensive like everything el se. Arranged the bacon strips, garnished with sprigs fromnative
mllen herbs growing in a window box. Laid the platter with a flourish between two pl aces she'd
set at the table.

"I't's beautiful!" she said, clapping her hands with a bewildered little smle. "You know,

WIf Brim" she said, elbow on the table while she propped her head with a single manicured
finger, "you really are inpossible." Then she closed her eyes. "And wonderful ."

"Better not decide which till you taste the onelet,"” | cautioned, |oading her plate before
served nyself. Odd how quickly bread and cheese abandon one's stonmach when sonething el se presents
itself.

She dug in, quite |adylike—but clearly very hungry.

Not much | can cook for nyself. But eggs? Best in the thraggling known Universe. | dug in,
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too. Everything except a single crust of bread disappeared in a hurry.
At length, daudia touched her mouth with a napkin and settled back in her chair—elearly much

revived. "l don't suppose you need nuch telling that |I enjoyed that," she said.

"Al'l conplinents are accepted with gratitude,”" | pronpted

She grinned. "It was absolutely nagnificent."

"Thanks," | said, grinning ponpously. "I thought so, too." Then | took her hand. "How are you
hol di ng up?"

"Better every nonent," she said.

"I nean, tine-wise," | said, carrying some of the dishes to the dishwasher.

Took ny hand, "1've already had ny beauty sleep," she said, "And Nesterio won't be back for a
long tine, so-o0-0..."

"So-0-0?" | asked, listening to a nunber of Starfuries thunder over the house.

She got to her feet, "Leave the dishes," she said, |eading the way back into the draw ng
room "The first night we've gotten together after all those years has been a disaster—ith the
exception of your onelet. So | need a little tinme to explain. Al right?"

“Well..."

"Listen, WIf," she said. "I know you well enough that if you didn't feel sonething for ne,
you' d have been out of here the first click you knew | wasn't going to die. Right?"

Startled for a noment—but it was the old Cdaudia. "Yeah," | admitted, "probably |I would
have. "

"Then, we'll be seeing nore of each other, won't we?"

Nodded. "I hope so," | said.

"Count on it," she said. "But where years ago you saw only one side of nme—a reasonably nornal
"Inperial daudia —tonight, you got your first look at the 'Atalantan C audia,' who sonetines
acts conpletely outside the bounds of Inperial decorum" She | ooked at me carefully. "Understand,
WIf, that years ago when you and | were lovers, there was no reason for me to be anything but an
"I nperial Person' when we were together. Made things easy—normal —for you and, well, sinmpler for
me; it's the person | still use when I'mon the base. But when | went out with Atal antans |ike
CGorgas, | reverted to nmy native side, a very confortable persona, too... nost of the tine." She
paused a nonment, placed her hand on mne while nore Starfuries thundered overhead—l early on
t akeof f power. "Probably had you and | becone... well, a bit nore... pernmanent, | should have
eventual |y discarded that native side of me. But for one reason or another, we didn't-and
haven't. Which brings me to Gorgas Nesterio, who is one hundred percent native Atal antan—a man
whose entire existence is oriented toward the Atalantan way of life. Wien | narried him |
peri pherally nade a commtment to observing Atal antan conventions and social values in ny hone
life. Not a bad coomitnment for a native Halacian—+t's confortable, as |'ve said. But quite the
opposite for Inperials, I'"'mafraid. You got a taste tonight."

| shook ny head. "You've lost ne," | said.

"I"m al nost finished," she said. "And unless | can nake you understand about toni ght—-and any
future evenings we may share as well—-we're in for trouble.”

“"Never," | said.

She sm | ed. "Never—ever—say 'never,' ny Avalonian friend. Wat you say toni ght—y getting so
drunk that any nornal |nperial would have wal ked out on ne—was quite acceptable in Atal antan

society."

| started to remponstrate; she stopped me with a warni ng hand.

"You see, WIf," she continued, "I nade an error tonight. For the first time in all these
years, | risked mxing the two cultures and got disastrous results. Somehow, | had expected that

Gorgas woul d adhere to Inperial nores in honor of your presence tonight. Unfortunately,
m sjudged. He is so in awe of you, that he could only react as an Atalantan. And believe nme, WIf
Brim you have been honored."

"I don't understand," | said for the eleven millionth tine.

"I know," she said. "That's why our continuing friendship will probably depend heavily on how
tol erant you can be when our two cultures intersect—as they clearly will. Gorgas is a fine man,
WIf, and a wonderful, caring husband who | oves ne deeply. He is not a sophisticated intergalactic
traveler, of course, but..." She shrugged. "I could have done a | ot worse."

"I"'mcertain," | said hel plessly.

"Probably you are wondering what all that has to do with three qui ck—+arge—shots of E' | ande
taken quickly."

Nodded.

"WIf, Gorgas Nesterio is so inpressed with you—an Admiral in the Inperial Fleet—that he
couldn't handle it. At the |l ast nonent, he reverted—raybe retreated is a better termto Atal antan
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mal e behavior, and | couldn't bear to rebuff himin front of you. He'd have |ost so nuch face, it
woul d have destroyed him so | went along.”

"But what was he trying to do?" | asked,

"Honor you the best way he knew how," she said.

"Honor ne?" | asked, "By nmmking you so tipsy you couldn't cook supper?"

She grinmaced. "You bet," she explained. "You see, CGorgas was offering nme—y body. |I'mthe one
treasure he can extend to soneone |ike you who, in his eyes, nust be sated with things that he
cannot even imagine. So far as he's concerned, we are having sex right now, and | am doi ng
everything in nmy power to nmake it a nmenorabl e occasion for you." She smiled a little. "You should
feel exceptionally honored, WIf. He's done that only tw ce before."

Rolled ny eyes. "Only twice?" | asked as nore Starfuries thundered overhead—hardly heard
them "For the love of Voot, C audia, how did you manage to...?"

"l managed very nicely," she said, looking nme directly in the eye. "Very nicely. One of them
made a point of conplinmenting Gorgas afterward. Don't forget, | was the other O audia, and
really did everything | could think of—+ncluding,” she said with a little blush, "some of the
things you and | invented together, WIf Brim"

"My God," | gasped, conpletely fl abbergasted.

"I was being a good wife," she said, "as | was tonight. It nade CGorgas very happy and
proud—and that was the point of the whole thing, wasn't it?"

Squeezed ny eyes closed a nonment. "l suppose | should have taken advantage of the
opportunity, then," | groaned.

"You' d have devastated ne, had you done that," she said. Then she snmiled ironically.
"However, if Gorgas ever discovers we didn't, it'll be he who is devastated."

"You nmean," | said, grimacing, "I've got to make a fuss about..."

"Pl ease," she said. "Make up anything you like. Remenber some of the things we did years ago,
if you don't want to lie to him"

WAas about to say sonething about that when suddenly blinding |ights strobed through the
wi ndows, startling me out of a year's growth.

"The space forts!" Claudia cried out. "We're under attack!" Mpnents |ater, the strobing
doubl ed, then redoubl ed, as |ocal surface-based disrupters began to fire acconpani ed by ground-
shaki ng t hunder.

Through the din, | heard the Hol oPhone chim ng

Cl audi a grabbed it, hit the ENABLE... gl obul ar display canme up dark—n PRI VATE node.
Bar bousse' s voice over the din: "Admral Brim are you there?”

"Yeah—+' m here!"

"I'"ve got a skimrer for you two, Adniral," he yelled. "Downstairs at the door!"

Then—qui t e abruptly—the w ndows canme bursting into the drawing roomwhile the world around us
expl oded in an inpossible burst of Iight and noise..

Chapter 4
GONTCOR
33 Heptad, 52014

I nperial Fleet Base, Atal anta, Hador-Haelic

Looked around the conference table again. "Any questions?" | asked. "Anybody not sure what's
expected of us?"

No one opened his or her nouth. They still |ooked stunned. My little Morning and a hal f
nmeeting had gradually grown in size until by Brightness it included Lt. Conmander Jill Tonpkins,

the new Chi ef of Operations; Conmander Burton LaSalle, Space Oficer; Lt. Terry Wstover, SP
Conmandant; and Cl audia as Harbor Master; plus our original cast of four. None |ooked as if they'd
had enough sl eep, especially daudia, who was clearly fighting a headache, as well as sharing the
others' surprise at the base's secret new m ssion

"Right, then," | said by way of disnissal, "let's be at it. W' ve got a lot of work to do and
very little tine to do it."

"As well as doing it in secret," WIliams added. Plainly, clandestine projects weren't his
cup of cvceese', but he'd signed on like the good StarSail or he was.

Claudia furtively rolled bl oodshot eyes at ne as everyone filed out. Cearly, our
"friendship" was well-known throughout the base, so | took her aside. "You' re all right, now?" |
asked.
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She smled ruefully. "Except for a nonurmental hangover,"
and having a Danpier crash into the house next door."

"I was thinking nore about the latter," | said, trying ny best to avoid taking her hand. W'd
had a close call as | carried her bodily to the skimer, but that was part and parcel of living in
a war zone. She and Nesterio—+ supposed |'d always call himby his surname—aoul d have to repl ace
sone glazing in the new house, but it was at |east standing—w th both its occupants anong the
l'iving—which was a ot nore than could be said for their |ate neighbor's house next door

She reached out for a nmonent, then withdrew her hand with a little brush of enbarrassnent.
"You'll forgive me, then?" she asked.

"There's nothing to forgive," | said, "unless we can do it again soon."

"Voot's beard," she whispered with a bogus | ook of alarm "you nean |'ve got to go through
t hat agai n?"

"Well," | said with alittle smle, "perhaps your husband won't want to share you so soon."

"That wasn't nice," she said with alittle smle

"Damm straight, it wasn't," | said.

"Now, WIf," she averred, "renenber the two C audias."

"I"ve renmenbered one for a lot of years, now, " | said.

"I shall try to ensure you see the other as little as possible,” she prom sed. She | ooked
around—the room was enpty nowki ssed ne on the cheek. "Take care on your trip, WIf," she
whi spered, then left before | could say another word.

After that, Barbousse and | had approxinately two netacycles to pack and board the bender
that would take us for our first |ook at CGontor.

she said, shaking her head. "That

* *x %
Three days of cramped, unconfortable travel aboard a cl oaked bender, and we were there. In
spite of what 1'd | earned from Anbrose's book, | was still taken aback by the sheer size of the

huge, perfectly spherical asteroid hanging over nme in the starry darkness of space—and its
i ncredi bl e, snoboth-rock surface dimy reflecting the harsh rays of Cyjix-19. The anci ent
fortress—at the edge of an i mense asteroid shoal +ooked as if it had been cast rather than
fornmed. 1'd read that originally the great rock had been nmore than ten c'lenyts in dianeter. The
bui | ders, whoever they were, had studded the surface—apparently at random-w th enornous, jet black
metallic structures, nost of themcircunscribed by high, circular walls and ringed w th what
certainly | ooked |ike col ossal disrupter cannon enpl acenents—great crystalline spheres plated over
for nearly a heni sphere where they were pierced by two slender, finned rods that must have reached
two hundred irals in length. Al of these surface features were apparently connected by c'l enyts-
| ong channel s of what appeared to be arnored cable, broken here and there by fields of extravagant
antenna arrays. The channel networks net at opposite poles in giant, towering structures—ene
white, the other crinson—onstructed of odd-sized boxes inset with glazed apertures and bristling
at the top with articulated arns of various |length. Each tower appeared to be built on a |arge
bl ack disk, raised fromthe rocky surface on white pillars that |ooked for all the galaxy as if
they were sone sort of energy insulators. And each di sk was surrounded by five concentric circles
of the spherical "disrupter enplacenents." Fascinating place, if totally baffling and totally
wi t hout power. As far as the eye could see, nothing noved; nothing gl owed—anywhere.

| was at the controls of the bender's |launch with Barbousse in the right seat. Aft, five of
our twenty SPs peered through the canopy in awe.

e

"WIIl ya look't that!"

"Voot's beard—j ever see one of those before?"

Chuckling, I let themprattle on. Actually, the view was pretty exciting; even Barbousse's
eyebrows were rai sed behind the visor of his battlesuit. According to ny old book—actually sone of
its excellent holographic illustrations—ene of the citadel's four nmain portals was | ocated within
the circular structure | was fast approaching. Looked like it. Fromclose up, it took the form of
a large, circular building—all it a pillbox—+topped by nore of the conplex antenna arrays. An

angul ar tower jutted vertically fromone side to an altitude of perhaps sixty irals. The latter
was topped by a large, glassed-in room As | circled, it becane apparent that nearly a quarter of
the building' s circunference was fronted by a section of lighter-hued materials that acconmodat ed
sone thirty massive doors of various sizes. The conpl ex was surrounded by nore "disrupter

enpl acenent s" that al so encl osed an area bl ackened and pitted as if it had been the sole target of

aterrific attack. | guessed it was a landing field for the ancient fusion "propul sors" in al nost
uni versal use prior to Sheldon Travis's renowned di scovery of the HyperDrive.
"What do you say we set down over there by that collection of snmaller doors?" | asked.
"Looks good to ne, Admiral,"” Barbousse said, his voice hollow in ny headset. "From what |
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read in the book, that should be sone sort of entrance for people or at |east manned vehicles." He
flipped through the ancient plastic pages. "Says here sone of thenl s been jacked open."

Checked the gravity bel ow—+egistered .19 Standard Inperial Gavity Units (SI GUs) on the
met er—Ao nore than normal for this sort of mass. Nodded, slowed the |aunch, and brought us to a
near-vertical touchdown sonme fifty irals from an al nost-whinsical collection of spherical objects
on slender masts that fronted this quadrant of the building. Switched the 'Gavs to LOWIDLE and
set the entry hatch to OPEN-don't know why | had a feeling we m ght need to leave in a hurry.

Cl anbered out—nore like "floated out"—first, followed by Barbousse and the SPs, two of them
hauling a five-day survival pack. The others were burdened by new MK-9A MRMs, nicroradiation
meters that could detect the slightest occurrence of biological life—er anything else with simlar
em ssions for that matter—through five hundred irals of solid nass.

We peered about to get our surface bearings, then set off, |oping past the spheres-on-sticks
alnost as if we were in flight. As advertised, a nunber of the doors had been crudely jacked open
over the years by archaeol ogi cal expeditions. Blackened and gouged sections attested to
nuner ous—onpl etely unsuccessful —attenpts to burn them open

"Looks |ike the ancients knew a thing or two about arnor plating," | observed. Wndered why
the explorers didn't concentrate on di scovering how to open the doors before spending so nuch tine
trying to burn themthrough, but then, I was only a sinple Hel nsnan...

"Strong, those, Admral," Barbousse agreed with a chuckle. "They nust have left the place
unl ocked when they vacated, 'cause | can't see tryin' to pick their |ocks would do much good,
either."

W stopped for a nonment while the nen checked their MRMs—early zero | evel s—then sw tched our
hel met lights to BRI GHT and stepped under the door into what appeared to be a col ossal receiving
room for goods. Huge trams hung cold and dead from an overhead network of sw tches and gui de ways
that disappeared into circular tunnels clearly designed for other than human transit. Barbousse
and | checked the book.

"Next one," Barbousse sai d.

| nodded agreenent.

The next door—actually a row of hunan-sized doors behind a | ong, panel of sliding,
overl apping arnor places that had | ong ago been forced open by sone sort of hydraulic ram+4ed into
a spaci ous, human-si zed, human-appoi nted | obby. A fleet of smaller, spindle-shaped trams waited in
mechani cal patience for passengers who had departed the galaxy nillennia in the past. The overhead
network of trammays from which they hung al so exited into tunnels, but evidently, these had been
nmore attractive to archaeol ogi sts, for they had been at |east partially diagrammed. Anbrose had
given me an excellent set of maps. On the way over from Atal anta, |'d downl oaded the information
in everyone's battlesuit, so it could be projected on the inside of our helnet visors.

We parleyed for a few nonents, then the three SPs with MRMs bounded into the tunnels that
seenmed to pass through the nost area. The other two SPs renmi ned on guard at the surface, while
Bar bousse and | nmade our way through the tunnel leading to a station near the site of the "power
chanbers. "

Took us nearly two netacycles to get there, walking single file along the anmazingly snooth
bore of the tunnel. The gui de-way—a conpl ex extrusion with a cross section that mnmust have
resenbl ed a five-pointed star—was suspended only a few irals above our heads on peglike stanchions
i mbedded into the rock itself. At a point | estimted was nearly hal fway to our destination, we
passed a bl ackened section of tunnel that bore deep gouges and narks of a najor weck, perhaps a
head-on collision. Cearly, the ancients were no nore protected from cock-ups than we "noderns."
Sonehow, | never shook the ridiculous feeling that the next nonent we'd see a fast-approaching
headl i ght from one of those trams back at the surface termnal and... pfft, good-bye buttocks.

As advertised, the fifth station we cane to matched the hologram | projected on the inside of
my facepl ate—eonplete with door that had been forced open by sonme sort of hydraulic jack
Archaeol ogi sts—at | east these archaeol ogi sts—+ deci ded, seemed a |lot better at ruining things than
preserving them for history. But then, what did |, a sinple Hel nsman, know about archaeol ogy?
Still, the danage irritated ne.

Foll owi ng a series of inmages projected on our helnet visors, we made our way through a
conpl ex maze of corridors and ranps to three cavernous vaulted roonms—so high that the powerfu
beans of our headl anps scarcely lighted their great dones. The roons had been hol |l owed out at the
apexes of a right triangle and were connected by great excavated passages big enough to
accommodat e an extensive distribution grid. Everything was conpletely enpty, stripped (in ny
estimation) of the generators that once powered the huge citadel, but the connecting grid passages
contai ned what | took to be attachnent points that would serve replacenent power sources—as if the
departing engineers expected to return sone day with newer, better equipnent.
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A great deal nore interesting than these—except for size—was what appeared to be a whole
section of connected roons dedi cated to energy managenent. In one of them three rows of doubl e-
si ded consol es | ooked as though they'd received little attention at all fromintruders
(archaeol ogi cal or otherw se) during the millennia since they'd | ast been shut down. The few
manual controls, such as they were, appeared to be nmade for human-1ike hands, but since npbst of
the console's surfaces were nmade up of a dark crystalline substance, | could di scover no readouts.
Probably, they had been generated externally by the vast array of logic engines I'd read were
| ocated el sewhere in the fort.

Found Bar bousse studying a wall chart so large that his helnmet light illuninated only smal
sections at a tinme. | renenbered it in the background of a HoloPic in the book Anbrose had given
me. "What d'you nake of that?" | asked, joining him

"Don't rightly know, Adnmiral,"” the Chief said. "Looks l|like sone sort of flowchart."

"How about a network diagran?" | suggested, adding ny helnet light to his.
"Sonething like that," he agreed, distractedly. "Energy distribution, maybe." He pointed to a
| arge, central node—represented by three circles joined into a triangle—fromwhich all the major

trunks emanated, then spread out to becone the network. "I'Il bet this stands for the three roons
we cane through back there."

| nodded.

"Got a hunch, then," Barbousse said thoughtfully, "that a team of hal f-decent power engi neers
could return energy to this whole fort without nmuch trouble at all. After that, getting a | ot of

this old equipnent back in service oughtn't to be too difficult." He put his hands on his hips and
nodded to hinself as if he were giving a lecture. "Except for what the archaeol ogi sts touched,
not hi ng much has been di sturbed since the place was abandoned. And clearly this dark, airless
envi ronnent hasn't supported nuch deterioration anywhere."

Made sense to me, although |I didn't consider nyself nuch of an engineer. Ch, | could
under stand everything | needed to know about the starships | flewprobably a little nore than |
needed to know after all these years of flying. But Barbousse was another story indeed. He'd
studi ed under some of the greatest Sodeskayan professors alive and had becone a pretty good

systens engineer. | watched himput his gloves on his hips and scan the anci ent diagram again and
agai n, passing his helnmet light repeatedly over parts of the surface as if he were brushing on a
coat of glaze. Finally, he activated his suit's recorder pack. "Think I'lIl send sone HoloPics to
our boffins at the PARC Menorial Power Labs on Asturious-Proteus," he said, "If I'mright, we

m ght be able to get this place huimming with a ot less effort than anyone thinks."

Met acycl es later, the seven of us rejoined on the surface as planned, pronouncing the great
space fort as benign as the MRMs could discern after an initial scan. Reports fromthe orbiting
bender indicated that nothing on the surface had changed—er noved-while we were bel ow, either. So
far, so good, | thought—-keeping in mnd an inportant corollary to Voot's Law stating that the rate
of things going disastrously wong increase in direct proportion to the apparent ease of the job.

Strai ght-away we began a shuttle service with the bender's other |aunches, off-loading the
fifteen SPs, who would renmain behind as the advance party. Wile this was going on, the rest of us
began an inspection of the citadel's surface facilities, which turned out to be just as inpressive
as the ones buried deep beneath our feet. W found vast hangars and storage roons everywhere, all
clearly constructed to cache large items—and protect themw th staggeringly massive arnor. None
were | ocked fromthe outside: however, all inside doors |eading belowthe surface fromthem were
firmy secured. | had no idea what these huge spaces were originally created to house, but they
were perfect for items like Starfuries and battle crawl ers—+to0 name only a fewthat could never fit
t hrough t he underground tunnels.

Those of us who were returning to Avalon in the bender spent the night aboard, then got an
early start for the surface to see howthe others had fared. | had to chuckle: the hardy souls
who' d vol unteered for this crazy duty seemed to love it! They'd already connected their little
survival globes into a tent city of sorts and were serving up a delicious brew of cvceese' as we
stepped through one of the airlocks. | was just about to | ope over and investigate one of the big
di sruptor enplacenments when a call cane through on the guard channel fromthe ship's COW center.

"Eyes-only KA PPA nessage for Admral Brim¥lash priority."

"Thanks,"” | sent to the ship. "I'"mon ny way back right now " Turned to Barbousse. "Com ng
up?" | asked.

Think I'Il look around a little nore, Admral," he said.

"See you aboard, then," | said, loping off for our |aunch. Twenty cycles later, | was in the

ship's KA PPA room

21 VEQHGL4YUYKLWNIV E32UY85215FC
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[ TOP SECRET * SAPPH RE*]
FROM J. WLLIAVS, CAPTAIN, ATALANTA FLEET BASE
TO W A BRIM RADM ABCARD BENDER B-908

1. AVALON | NTELLI GENCE | NDI CATES TOROND CONVOY OF 8 FAST TRANSPORTS ( TROOPS AND EQUI PMENT) PLUS
ESCORT W LL LIFT FOR OCCUPI ED FLUVANNA I N 12 STANDARD DAYS.

2. ADM RALTY MESSAGE TODAY " SUGGESTS' | NTERCEPTI ON FROM ATALANTA.
3. REQUEST | NSTRUCTI ONS

[ END TOP SECRET * SAPPHI RE*]
2| VEQHGL4YUYKLVWNIV E32UY85215FC

It was the npst polite "get-your-butt-back-here-and-take charge" nessage |'d ever received.
Pretty clear the Chief's network was right on the money—JdimWIIlians was an absolute jewel, |
KA PPAed himto tell his new Space O ficer about our latest "challenge" from Headquarters Aval on
then ordered everyone on the return flight to board inmedi ately.

Bar bousse was on the last launch fromthe surface. Said he'd been back to the nysterious
power chanbers to record nore data. Good to see the Chief so absorbed in this kind of work; he'd
| abored mightily for his education.

Sanme uneventful return trip Atalanta—with one worrisome exception. W sighted fully eight
| ong-range patrol ships from The Torond along the nmiddle third of our supposedly unused route. Far
too many, in ny way of thinking, to be where they were by nere happenstance. Cearly, they weren't
| ooki ng for benders running in cloaked node. None was transmtting the N-rays that—+'d earlier
expl ai ned to one of the SPs—oul d snother our ship's conputational ability to detect incom ng
radi ati on anywhere on the hull, then duplicate and broadcast ft from an obverse position in
precisely the sane direction as received.

But the very fact that so nany ships were patrolling an area of space containing so little of

normal interest rem nded me how tenuous information security beconmes in wartine. | had little
doubt that the Toronders and Leaguers both had a pretty good idea about our plans for Gontor
after all, why el se would they have done away w th Dei ghton? Gave ne real problens about how | was

supposed to secure the ancient fort, or, for that matter, how we'd transport a whol e invasion
force to it. Certainly we'd never acconplish the latter by nmoving twenty or twenty-five SPs at a
time in benders!

But one thing at a tinme. 1'd at least started the securing process, which would now proceed
at its own speed, no nmatter how hard | pushed. Meanwhile, | still had to worry about the first
convoy that would Iift from Aval on in eight Standard Days, bound for Braltar, then Atalanta, and
then Gontor. As usual, they'd given ne a secondary job whose priority seened to exceed any of the

primaries. Ah, for life in the Fleet! So say the recruiters...
* *x %

"Figured you nmight not have enough to keep you busy out there,” WIlianms shouted as | stepped
fromthe bender's brow, breathing fresh air for the first tine in nore than a Standard Week. "I
sent that nmessage so you wouldn't be bored, Admral." He chuckled. "Bet you couldn't wait to get
hore. "

"Wul dn't wager too much on that particular bet," | replied with a wy grin as | watched
Bar bousse running to catch a tramfor the KATPA center with his data. "W've got sone rea
problems."” | hadn't the foggi est notion howto secure a space | ane between Atal anta and Gontor
Figured 1'd base a flight or two of Starfuries on Gontor, itself—f | could get "emthere. But
even then |1'd still be faced with an awful full-day span in the mddle of the trip when the
transports would travel w thout escort—er at |east any kind of killer-ship escort. And of course,
there was The Torond's supply convoy we were supposed to destroy in our spare time. Thank Voot |
had people like LaSalle who could take care of small details like that.

Clinmbed into a skimrer with WIliams, and we headed back toward Headquarters.

"What was it Iike out there?" he asked.

"Pretty inpressive,” | replied. "Perfect place to collect an invasion force. And | aunch it.
But that's not the problem"

"Cetting it there?" WIIlians suggested.

"Cetting it there in one piece," | amended with a grimace. "Qur bender took three days
traveling to Gontor noving roughly at the same speed as those convoys com ng from Avalon. |If we
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don't come up with some |ong-range escorts before then, they'll be traveling two full days w thout
escorts at the far end—not only between here and Gontor but between Braltar and here. They'll be
thraggli ng shredded.”

Wl lians nodded agreenent. "Wat about those Carescrians we were prom sed?"

"Even if they got here today, they've no conbat experience." | shrugged. First things
first—and what | had to do before anything el se could happen was fortify Gontor. "Have any | uck
l'ining up sone transport to CGontor?" | asked.

"I haven't," he said with a grin, "but | think maybe your friend the Harbor Master has," he
said. "Looks as if she's scored a real find."

"Tell ne."

"Fell a nane of Del acroi x—€aneron Del acroi x, | think. Cones fromone of those |ittle one-and-

two planet 'parishes' that used to belong to Effer'wck. Cains he has a hot ship with plenty of
cargo space and a crew that can get in and out of just about anywhere."
| raised an eyebrow, clains |ike that were pretty comopn anywhere independent crews gat hered.

Especially in major ports like Atalanta. Still, Caudia had been around for nearly as |ong as
| —and had a | ot nore experience with civilian space operations. At the nonent, we were passing the
civilian Headquarters building, so... "Jim why don't we stop off here and ask if she can see us?"

He grinned again. "Tined it perfectly, | did," he said, pulling to a halt in a VISITORS ONLY
par ki ng place close to the door.

W arrived outside Claudia's office at the sane tine a nmeeting seenmed to be breaking up
"Admiral Brim Captain Wllians," a secretary asked as if she'd known us for years—+ supposed
Cottshall could performthe same magi c—=what can | do for you?"

"Admral ," WIllianms said, "this is Adel e Hough, who runs Ms. Val enont-Nesterio's life during
duty hours."

She stood. "Adniral," she said, offering her hand. "1've heard such excellent things about
you for years. Wat a pleasure.”

Flustered, | felt nyself blush. "Er, thank you," |I stamered. "C audia al ways was too kind."

"Sonehow, | doubt that, Admiral,"” she said, seating herself primy. "I take it you'd like to
see her."

"If she's got a few nonments."

Adel e nodded, glanced at a display. "Sonehow, |'d bet she does." She touched her display.
"Two mlitary gentlenen to see you, Ms. Harbor Master." She listened to a hidden earpiece, then
smled. "Yes, ma'am"” she said with a chuckle. "They appear to be gentlenen, at any rate."

Momentarily, C audia appeared at the door to her office. "Well," she said to Adel e, rubbing
her chin as if deliberating, "close enough. 1'll vouch for Captain WIllians, at any rate."

Wlliams took ny arm "I1'll personally vouch for the Adniral," he asserted.

"Pl ease cone in, then," she said, notioning us inside. "No visitors, please," in an aside to
Adel e.

Her office was absolutely businesslike—a place for serious comrerce—yet sonehow it was al so
thoroughly femnine. Alot like the Caudia I'd known over the years—er, | supposed, the "Inperia
Cl audi a" she'd described to ne. "Jimtells ne you've got a ship for us," | said, pulling up a

chair while Adel e poured steam ng nugs of cvceese'
"Never were a big one for small talk, were you, Admiral ?" she adnoni shed

Felt my cheeks burn. "Sorry Cla... er, Ms. Harbor Master," | stanmmered.

She | aughed. "Claudia's fine, WIf," she said. "And you're sinply being WIf Brim so that's
fine, too." She glanced at WIllianms. "I assune, Captain, you ve noticed he beconmes rather focused
at tinmes."

"Never noticed a thing, Ms. Claudia," WIllianms said in his best down-hone decorum

Shook nmy head. "I think I may be sick," | groaned.

"Not when you see the ship |I've located,"” O audia said.
"The one you told Ji mabout?"

She nodded.

"Sounds too good to be true," | suggested.

"Possibly," she said with a shrug, "but the ship's brochure certainly |ooks pronising. And
there's sonething about her master that says, well... 'daring.' It's a look in his eye, | guess."
She shrugged. "Sonething you'd have to see for yourself. Interested?"

Didn't have to think long about that. "You bet," | said. "I'lIl go |ook at anything you think
| ooks prom sing. Were is it?"

"I'f you'd |ike sonme conpany,"” she said, "I'll help you find it nyself."

"When?" | asked.

"Right now," she said. "l've just had a |ong project review postponed.”
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"Now?" | asked doubtfully. "I don't know. | haven't even seen ny desk in nearly a week."

"Tal ked with Cottshall as you | anded, Admiral," WIllians interjected. "He assures ne he's
checked with Chief Barbousse, who agrees finding a transport is a lot hotter than anything waiting
in your queue."

"Al'l right," | said, "I'mganme. You com ng al ong?"

"Well," he asserted, "since you and Ms. C audia know a | ot nore about starships—and their
drivers—than |I'll ever learn at this age, | think | may just nosey back to Fl eet Headquarters,
where | can be at least marginally useful."” He turned to Claudia. "I assune you can supply
transportation for the Admiral, M. Harbor Master."

"Probably can scare up a spare ski mer sonmewhere," she assured him

"I"'mon, then," | said—as if they'd left nme a choice.

"Good," WIlianms said, getting to his feet. "Myself, |'ve got nore work than | can handl e
already, so I'll be on ny way directly. See you when you're finished."

"Put out a 'grab call' on your summoner if you need me," | called to his fast-recedi ng back
then glanced at Caudia. "Does it seemto you that we've been railroaded, or sonething?" | asked

She blushed a little and nodded.

"Why?" | asked. "It's alnpst as if..."

"I don't think we were, well... discreet as we night have been all those years ago," she
i nterrupted.

"I don't believe it," | said.

"Unfortunately, it's true,"” she replied. "According to Adele, we're still seen as an item by
alot of old-tiners.”

| laughed, blushed a little nyself. "Yeah," | whispered. "I suppose that coul d happen."
Suddenly | was struck by a nenmory | sinply couldn't keep to nyself. "Claudia," | whispered, "wll

you ever forget the night we got caught on a mat in that experinmental Lifed obe?"

She reddened and touched my arm "WIf Brim" she said with an enbarrassed little [ augh, "I
was thinki ng about the sane thing nyself." She shook her head, then got the dammedest smile. "How
I ever let you talk ne out of all ny clothes.... My God, | think the whole base got a good | ook at
me—absol utely in flagrante delicto—wi th damm near everything they wanted to see pointed right out
t he hatch."

"Well, | was pointed the same way, if you'll renmenber," | whispered in nock reproach

"Ch sure," she replied. "But the part of you they wanted to see was quite well hidden nost of

the tine. | can vouch for that." She rolled her eyes as she laughed. "Little thraggling wonder
people still think of us as lovers.”

"Bet that nakes Gorgas happy," | observed.

She shrugged. "I doubt that he gives it nmuch thought—er credence, for that matter," she said.
"This base and all that goes with it are, well, not very real to him Besides," she added, "it did
happen a few years ago."

"Yeah," | said, quashing a nunber of conflicting enotions that were rearing their various
heads when they shouldn't. "Ancient history."

"Yes," she echoed, "ancient..." Suddenly, she shook her head vigorously. "Adele," she called

wi t hout using the intercom "Check on Captain Delacroix for ne, please. See if he's on board that
Yellow Bird of his."
"Yes ma' am "—hrough the door again.

W stood in enbarrassed silence until Adele replied, "He's aboard. Shall | tell himyou' re on
your way?"

Cl audi a gl anced at nme and rai sed her perfect eyebrows.

| nodded.

"Tell himfifteen cycles," she ordered. Before we left her office, she stopped ne and took mny
hand. "W did have a good time those days, didn't we?" she whispered, still blushing.

"The best," | assured her. "The very best—ever." | neant it....

* *x %

Cl audia could find her way nost anywhere in Atalanta, but we'd tw ce found oursel ves at odds
with an official nap before we finally drew up beside Yellow Bird. The ship was noored at the end
of a polluted, odoriferous backwater canal, practically hidden fromany distant gl ance by
destitute groups of goods houses in one of the nmeanest sections of the harbor. C ose on, though
she stood out like a sore thunb anmong her near-derelict neighbors. Long, powerful-Iooking, and
sleek as a gane fish, she'd clearly been built for highspeed, atnospheric work—n short, the
smuggl ing trades. Her builder had placed huge Drive and SpinGrav units in slim teardrop nacelles
mounted at the ends of short, radically swept 'mdships sponsons. Two snall, razor-thin fins rose
in awde "vee" near the ship's stinglike tail. Overall, she |ooked less |like a transport than one
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of the racing ships I'd flown between wars for the Mtchell Trophy. But her sheer size—at |east
fifteen hundred irals overall, | estimted—put her forever outside that arcane class of
spacecraft. Snpothest design |I'd seen in years; even the vaunted hulls of our Starfuries were
di sfigured by turrets and disrupters. Sone third of the way aft, an angry-I|ooking bridge rose
glaring fromthe needleli ke bow, then fared back into the snooth circular cross section of the
hull as it reached its widest point. To nme, this particular yellow bird was nore of a raptor than
any ot her breed.

"You haven't uttered a word since we turned onto the wharf,’
fascinated reverie. "Can | take it you're interested?"

Cl audi a said, breaking into ny

"You bet," | assured her, still scanning the ship's long, elegant lines as | opened the door
"Never seen anything |ike her anywhere." Hel ped her down fromthe driver's seat. Hot afternoon sun
was nearly blinding, "What's the owner |ike?" | asked.

She |l aughed a little. "Not sure how to describe him" she adnitted, "But he seens to fit the
ship pretty well."

"Must be quite a guy," | offered.
"That, WIf Brim" she said, "may be the greatest understatenent you've ever uttered.”
As | spoke, a tall, painfully slimfigure—dressed in a white linen suit and clanping a

si nuous, black cigarette in the corner of his nmouth—appeared in the shade of the boardi ng hatch
arnms reflectively folded, regarding us as if we were a pair of donestics he night deign to engage.
Clearly, he'd paired us with Adele's call, for he notioned us to approach—with all the aplonb of a
soverei gn biddi ng nendi cants approach his throne. Beneath a high forehead and bl ack hair that
grayed at the tenples, his face was slim as was his long, patrician nose and the thin, black
nmust ache he wore. He had sensitive |lips and a pointed jaw enbellished by a sharply trinmed goat ee.
As we advanced, | saw his gray eyes—far out of proportion with the rest of his features—sparkle
with intellect and perhaps a certain deprecating hunor. Here, | considered, was a gentl eman who
could fit hinself into any epoch—er no epoch. He was the living enbodi nent of every wily space
ganbler 1'd ever encountered, in fact or in fiction

I took Claudia's armand we stopped a fewirals short of the end of the brow "Captain
Del acroi x?" | asked as a rogue breeze carried the aromati c bouquet of his cigarette past my nose

"At your service, Admiral Brim" he said in a deep, nusical voice, and nade a slight bow.

| nodded in return—we of the Inperial Fleet are forbidden to bow under any circunstances.

"This is Harbor Master Val enont-Nesterio," | said. "We'd |ike pernission to board your ship."

Del acroi x nodded. "I shall count it as an honor," he said, offering his armto C audia, then
|l eading the way to the ship's snmall | obby.

Felt nyself smle as | followed themthrough the hatch—+'d never been deprived of a wonman's
armso snmoothly in nmy life. Inside, the boarding | obby was small, very small actually, but

| avi shly appoi nted, snelling of wood polish and the rich carpeting that cushioned ny steps. It was
a place where |large suns of noney-night change hands in return for risky, and dangerous ni ssions,
nmost of which would be on the far side of "legal." In the background, | could hear—feel" was a
better word—the faint bass thunder of what prom sed to be huge power chanmbers. Cearly, Delacroix
kept his ship ready for sw ft—unpl anned—+ift-offs. Two huge, bearded nmen with the enornous biceps
of professional k'ito westlers stood watchfully on either side of the door that led to the
interior of the ship. They were dressed as stewards, but never took their eyes fromtheir captain.
Del acroi x offered us seats on a very expensive-|ooki ng couch; d audia shook her head. "The cargo
conmpartnents first, please, M. Delacroix," she said, disengaging her armfromhis. "Then, | think
Admral Brimwll want to see the bridge."

"But of course," Delacroix said, glancing at ne with an al nost-invisible nod of abdication
"Pl ease follow ne," he said, |eading us through an inner hatch and into a busy corridor

After a consi derabl e excursion forward, during which we were shadowed at a respectfu
di stance by two nmen who appeared to be ship's officers, Delacroix |led us through a hatch and
into... "Ww " | exclainmed... a perfectly cavernous cargo conpartnent—arge enough to stow three
pairs of Starfuries |oaded nose to stem plus a trenmendous anount of m scellaneous cargo packed
anong t hem

Del acroi x nodded proudly as his footsteps echoed hollowy in the vast chanber. "I take it you
approve, Admiral," he said quietly.
"If she'll lift all the cargo a space like this can hold, she's quite a ship," | said,

peering around in admiration

"She has her limts," Delacroix replied, "but | trust you will find she can lift anple nass
for your purposes.”

| looked into his eyes—he nmet ny gaze honestly. "I think | believe you, M. Delacroix,"
sai d.
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"Thank you, Adnmiral," he said with a strange little snmile. "A mutual friend recently assured
me you woul d have no trouble deducing Yellow Bird's capabilities. She referred to you as a..." he
frowned nonentarily, " 'natural spaceman,' | believe."

"A mutual friend?" | asked, wondering where this Effer'wckean m ght have run into a nutua
friend. I'd spent so nuch tine in the Fleet, it often seened as if | had no other acquai ntances
outside its rather narrow confines. At that nonent, a small woman dressed in a flight suit
appeared in a doorway and nade a signal to Del acroi x.

He wi nced. "A thousand pardons, Admiral, M. Harbor Mster," he said with a little bow, "but
I nmust inmediately tend to an inmportant situation.” He quickly turned to our escorts. "Engles,
Carthin," he ordered, "you will please escort the Admiral and Ms. Harbor Master to the flight
bridge." Then, without another word, he turned on his heel and di sappeared down a conpani on way.

Frowning, Caudia and | followed the two nen onto an ascendi ng conpani onway. The spaci ous
flight bridge, which we reached only after nmore protracted wal ki ng, was nothing like the cranped
war ships to which I'd grown accustonmed. It was at |least twenty irals wide, with two roony,
confortabl e-1o0oking helns and a navigator's station situated directly behind the forward
Hyperscreens. Aft of those were a mmssive systens station and two comunicati ons consol es, backed
by three consoles that Carthin asserted were configured for cargo control. Cearly, Bird was
equi pped with the [atest in autol oading and unl oadi ng. Made sense. She probably didn't spend much
time in large, netropolitan harbors |ike Atal anta.

After a short time, Delacroix rejoined us at a small, round table that—-by edict, to al
appear ances—nhabits the aft bridge of every civilian starship in existence. "Well, Admiral, Ms.
Har bor Master," he asked with obvious pride, "what do you think of nmy Yellow Bird now?"

"Most inpressive, Captain," | remarked—and | neant it.

"Thank you, Admiral," he said, his nod sumoning a small, powerfully built steward. "Ms.
Harbor Master, may | offer a libation, perhaps?" he asked.

"Er, cvceese', thank you," Claudia replied with a blush that told me vol unes about what she
t hought of Del acroi x.

"Admiral ?" he asked solicitously.

"I'"ll have the same, Captain," | said-sonehow |liking the nan before |1'd even got a chance to
know him Sonething told ne we'd been cut fromthe same cloth. For a nonent, | wondered who our
mutual friend nmight be, but left the question to another tine when | wasn't so pressed with things
to do.

Clearly, Delacroix picked up on ny sense of urgency, for he got right down to business.

"Admral," he began, glancing rather fondly at C audia, "Harbor Master Val enont-Nesterio has been
kind enough to informme that you are in the market for some hi gh-speed transportation.”
"Looks as if |I've cone to the right place, doesn't it?" | replied.

"Then you |ike the appearance of Yellow Bird too," he said with a flicker of pride in his
eyes—deserved pride, in ny opinion

"OfF course,"” | replied. "She | ooks magnificent. If she flies that way, you've got a
maest er pi ece on your hands. "

He smled, glancing appraisingly at Claudia for a nonent. "She flies nuch better,'

Sonehow | wasn't surprised.

"I assune," he added, "you and perhaps the Harbor Master will want to prove this for yourself
by flying her."

| shook ny head and gl anced at C audi a—who | ooked as if she'd love to go aloft. Wasn't
certain whether the attraction was Yellow Bird or Delacroix, but | strongly suspected the latter.
"d audi a?" | asked.

Suddenl y, she blushed, "Ch, no, er, M. Delacroix," she stammered. "I only |ocated your ship
for Admiral Brim | am no Hel msnan."

"Perhaps you woul d enjoy a ride?" he persisted.

"Thank you, Captain, but..." she hesitated a nmoment,
was really bl ushing.

| wondered what it nust be like to have quite that nuch masculine charisna to manifest.
Godlike, | termed it, with a twinge of jealousy. Claudia was as worldly a woman as they nade, yet
this Del acroi x had her flustered as a schoolgirl.

"Apity," he replied, then turned to ne.

"And you, Admiral," he asked. "WIIl you fly with ne?"

"Much as I'd love that,"” | said, "I sinply have no tine, either. Besides, | don't plan to be
aboard any of the flights you may undertake for us. And at this point | enphasize the word may."

"How wi | | you eval uate us, then?" he asked in obvious surprise.

"I'"'mwilling to pay for one or two short, local flights," | said, "during which you and your

he said.

no. I sinmply won't have tinme." Now, she
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crew wi Il denonstrate your capabilities in conditions that sinulate actual mi ssion paraneters—at
| east the inportant ones."

"But you will not be aboard?"

"That is correct," | said. "However, | shall be quite adequately represented by people who
can eval uate your overall perfornance as well as |—probably even better, because |'m already so
i mpressed with your ship. Yellow Bird, herself, is only part of nmy needs. It's an ability to
acconplish the whole mission that interests me, not just piloting a sweet-flying starship."”

Del acroi x held his cigarette between his thunb and first three fingers, staring at it in
silence for a considerable tine. Once, he |looked up at Claudia and smled. Then he seened to reach
a concl usion and nodded with a curious little smle. "Admral," he said, "bring on your
experts..."

*

* %

Once Barbousse briefed me on the current situation at the base—everything "urgent," nothing
unusual —+ set himto working out a denonstration schedule with Del acroix. Then |I began worrying
about a strike force to counter The Torond's reinforcement convoy, scheduled to lift in some
el even Standard Days, according to our best intelligence estimates.

Luckily, Burt LaSalle, WIlianms's new Space O ficer, hadn't been sitting on his hands since
he got ny KA PPA nessage from Gontor three days ago. After studying the situation, he had
determi ned that the Toronders' convoy woul d al nost certainly pass well within range of our
Atal anta Starfuries. Clearly, if they suspected trouble, it would be a sinple matter for themto
det our out of our range, but since we had only just begun getting the base back on a mlitary
footing after Admral Summers's disastrous reign, they' d feel no particular threat comng from
what was still nearly an inactive base. Additionally, Avalon's intelligence indicated they were in
a hurry to land this large force on Fluvanna before they lost the initiative.

Therefore, with great caution, LaSalle had i mediately started carrying out what he sinply
call ed "defensive exercises" in full view of anyone who wanted to observe—especially the disguised
reconnai ssance ships from The Torond that showed up nearly every day.

He' d qui ckly cobbl ed together a nmakeshift "convoy" fromthe few small transports assigned to
the base, then bolstered it with a nunber of itinerant civilian cargo ships stuck in the harbor
since the beginning of hostilities. The latter were nore than glad to have sone inconme. Next, he'd
designated twenty of our Starfuries as "attackers" and five nore Starfuries plus eight of our
ol der —aonet hel ess potent —Pefiants as "defenders." After this, he announced in secret (depending on
it quickly | eaking back to The Torond through the cargo-ship crews) that he was training the
latter for a role as convoy escorts. In reality, his primary purpose was exercising the twenty
Starfury "attackers" in preparation for their assault on the Toronders' Fluvanna-bound convoy.

Rel i eved that soneone was attending to at | east one of ny imediate problens, | turned what
remai ned of nmy energies to the apparently near-hopel ess problemof really escorting our own
convoys. Realistically, the word "hopel ess”" was little nore than a euphem smfor "inpossible." Qur
Starfuries and Defiants sinply hadn't the range to escort much farther than a Standard Day out
fromthe base. Oh, we could get nore range fromthem by disabling nost of their offensive systens,
as we had done ferrying themfromBraltar to Atalanta. But the very first dogfight follow ng our
arrival the one 1'd rashly led with our ships still rigged for ferrying—proved that under really
determ ned attack, we'd likely lose the convoy ships as well as the Starfury escorts. They'd be
sacrifices rather than battle losses. And | didn't believe in sacrifices of any kind, especially
where Inmperial StarSailors—er my own highly cherished hi de—were concerned.

Unfortunately, | still had a responsibility to do what | could for the convoys... sonething
Found nysel f pacing back and forth in ny office. Thought about attacks on convoys—the kind LaSalle
was practicing even as | hel plessly paced ny office. Since he couldn't very well shoot down the
friendly transports in his cobbled "convoy," what he was really practicing out there was the
destruction of escorts. Wthout them the transport could nove freely. Sonmething there, but what?
| scratched ny head...

Suddenly it all came to me in a rush. O course! If | couldn't knock out The Torond's attack
ships while they were going after the convoys, perhaps | ought to concentrate on doi ng sonething
about them before the convoys actually passed. That had definite possibilities—for the Toronders
base fromwhich all their attacks would be | aunched when our convoys were in md-transit was the
big base they'd established at nar'at, only planet of a large star that was within range of both
our Starfuries and Defiants. At the extreme linits of their range, perhaps. But a well-planned
attack oughtn't to need all that nmuch time over the target, | considered.

Besi des, farfetched as it mght have been, it was the only possible plan | could think of.

LaSal | e's "defensive exercises" left me with the sixteen Starfuries of 614 Squadron and ei ght
of 510 Squadron's ol der Defiants for ny nission. O course, these ships also constituted our
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al l eged CSP, but they were all | had to work with. Hadn't been all that |ong ago that the base put
up no CSP at all. And foll owing Anrbrose's adnonition to go slowy in restoring the base's apparent
readi ness, we'd been very careful in our responses to any Toronder provocations. So | decided to
take a bit of a chance.

Years ago, long before the current war was much nore than a gleamin Nergol Triannic's eye,
I'd been closely associated with Sherrington Limited, and the conpany's principal designer, Mark
Val erian—father of the Starfury. In fact, I'd spent countless hours aboard the prototype, |I.F.S.
Starfury—eld "K5054," as she was called. This association gave ne considerable, fortuitous insight
into the design of the graceful ships, including "hardpoints,” as Valerian called them for the
attachment of HyperTorps. Wien it was | ater decided that Starfuries should carry HyperTorps
internally—as did all early "light cruiser" nodels of the shi p—the hard-points were "skinned
over" with hullnetal and forgotten. However, to ny know edge, the stiffeners and bracing that
supported them al so buttressed other inportant structures on the ships, and had been carried
t hrough each successive nodel to the nmost nodern MK V-B marks, although no frontline Starfuries
had carried HyperTorps anywhere for nearly two years.

Gven a little luck, | intended to nake use of those nearly forgotten, out-of-sight
har dpoi nt s—and a store of sone two hundred HyperTorps that had been | angui shing in one of the base
magazi nes since before the war began. "Cottshall," | said into the intercom "see if you can scare
up JimWIllians for me."

* * %

At Dawn plus one and thirty the next morning, the two of us were seated in a crowded
conference roomw th Conmmander Tom Car penter, Base Engineering Oficer for Space (one of the few
key officers retained from Sumers's reign) and Conmander Burt LaSalle, who was fl anked by
representatives of his reserve starships: Lt. Conmmander Tip O Hara, Leader of 614 Squadron with
its sixteen Starfuries, and Lt. Cap Lindamann, a Flight Leader in charge of the eight remining
Defiants from 510 Squadron

Briefly told themwhat | wanted to do, then watched nouths drop open with surprise

"We're going to what?" LaSall e denanded through a wi de grin.

"Whil e you're out shooting up the Toronders' invasion fleet," | repeated with a shrug, "I'm
going to use the rest of our ships to attack their base at Gtnar'at-see if we can't chew up sone
of their attack ships before they get a chance to use 'em on our convoys."

"And we're finally going to use those old HyperTorps, Admiral," Carpenter said with a benused
| ook. "You' ve got no idea howlong I've tried to get rid of those things. Been taking up space in
the magazi nes for years. Never could get authorization to scrap 'em"”

"You've got it now," | said. "We'll scrap '"emfor you. Al you've got to do is nount 'em on
our Starfuries and we'll even cart 'em away—free of charge. Think you can do it?"

Carpenter frowned. "If the structure for hardpoints is in place as you say it is, then
absolutely I can—er we can."

"Here," | said, handing hima KA PPA address for the city of Bromwi ch on the planet Rhodor

"get in touch directly with the Sherrington plant. They'll tell you all you need to know. Ask for
Mark Valerian; say | told you to call."

Suddenl y, Carpenter's eyes narrowed. "Mark Val erian," he whispered as if he were speaking the
nane of sone ancient god. "Voot's beard, Admiral, then you're the WIf Brimwho used to fly those
Sherrington racers before the war, aren't you?"

Felt nyself blush; suddenly, all eyes were on ne. "Yeah," | adnitted. Seened |ike a thousand
years ago, yet a lot of people were still fascinated by the Mtchell Trophy races. Before he could
derail the neeting, | stopped him "Call himnow " | said firmy. "Right now W have only a short
time to bring this off, and every cycle's going to count." | softened. "Let nme know what he has to
say," | added with a wink, then turned to LaSalle and his deputies. "All right, gentlenen," |
said, "let's plan a mssion to Gnar'at. \Wen Brother Carpenter's finished with his nodifications,
your Starfuries will carry eight HyperTorps each—a pair on either side of your pontoons—and fly

i ke overl oaded quarry barges until you get rid of them You won't have rmuch tine over the target,
but each HyperTorp will give you the destructive power of a battleship's broadside. And, oh yes,
plan to fly the lead ship...."

Never escaped from headquarters that day till Twilight plus one. It had just beconme dark, and
t he war m eveni ng—sonmehow tranquil in spite of a bustling garrison around me—snell ed of the nearby
harbor. Difficult at the nonent to imagi ne war ragi ng throughout the galaxy around ne. | was

wearily uncovering nmy gravcycl e—as always, newly polished in ny absence—when a skinmmer bustl ed
past on the street, came to an abrupt halt, then reversed and pulled to a hover at the curb beside
ne.
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"Buy you dr-e-e-nk, StarSailor?" someone with Caudia's voice inquired fromthe driver's

seat .

Laughed. "Sounds like a line to nme, lady," | said.

"You've had a better |ine tonight?" she demanded.

"Absol utely not—probably never in ny life," | replied, clinbing into the passenger seat—-and
the faint, seductive incense of her perfune. "How about a drink and supper?"

She | aughed. "I al nbst asked you the same question, but | was a little afraid that after the
other night..."

"Great onelet, that time," | replied quickly. "Your chef is magnificent. Handsone, too."

"AMully nice of you, WIf," she said.

"What's awfully nice is your stopping,"” |I said. "And you haven't answered ne yet. How about

sone food with those drinks? The Oficers' Club serves all night. Doesn't exactly rival Avalon's
best, but it's not all that bad, either."
"Sounds wonderful," she said, skidding through a one-eighty turn and heading for the C ub
Hesitated a nonment, then had to ask. "Were's Gorgas tonight?"

"At the Cabaret as usual," she said.
d anced at ny tinmepiece. "You're certainly a bit late tonight,"” | commented.
"Can't blane ne," she said, pulling into a parking place. "It's that new Base Commandant.

Keeps things stirred up so nuch I'musually |ate these days. Took up a good chunk of ny
aft ernoon—ust to go see sonmebody's transport ship, would you believe?"

"Hmm " | said, unsuccessfully attenpting to ignore the way her dress rode up when she slipped
out of the seat. Whndered idly how nmuch of it was on purpose... if any. "You woul dn't have
volunteered this afternoon for that duty or anything, would you... or enjoyed yourself once you

got there?"

"Way, WIf Brim" she exclained, "how ever could you inmagine sonething |ike that?"

"Ch-0-0, nothing rmuch," | said with what must have been an-enornmpus grin, "but you sure
seened fascinated by Captain Del acroix." Ushered her into the O ub | obby—snelled confortably of
food, spirits, and mu' occo cigarettes—then signaled the chief steward for a booth. Noticed idly
that | got a lot quicker service as an Admiral than |'d derived years ago as a Lieutenant.

"By Voot he was sexy, wasn't he?" she said with an iniquitous little chuckle.

"I couldn't tell," | replied, "but 1'll take your word for it."
"Expected you'd say that," she rurnured.
W ordered fromthe small, |ate-evening nmenu—this tinme | renenbered her E | ande, but instead

she opted to share a bottle of neem The Club's dining roomwas only partially filled at that
hour, a pleasant, quiet place to talk. DDmlights; candles on the tables. Nice nusic—a |ocal group
pl ayi ng softly. Romantic. One of the nost beautiful wormen |'d ever known sitting on the other side
of the table—and married to soneone el se. Had to break the spell or | was going to say—
suggest —sonething silly. "S-so what did you think of hinP" | asked desperately.

"\Who, Del acroix?" she asked as if she'd expected sonething else from ne.

"Yeah," | replied. "What do you think he'll be like to work with?"

She thought a noment, sipped her neem "I suppose you nean with his clothes on," she said
with a theatrical |ook of disappointnent.

"Wth his clothes on," | replied, nodding vigorously. "It's inmportant."

She set down her goblet, looked at me with that little snmile she got when she really knew
what | was thinking, then frowned. "Interesting man," she said, playing ny ganme. "Something about
himl liked, but I don't particularly know what it was. | kind of got the inpression you felt the
sanme way, too. Maybe it was the way the crew | ooked at himas if they, well, really appreciated
him Like a father, alnost, though he's not all that old."

"That could be good or bad," | observed, gesturing with a piece of bread. "What if he's a

pirate czar and they all adnire himbecause he's nurdered so many peopl e?"

She roll ed her eyes. "Be serious, WIf," she adnoni shed.

"I amserious," | protested—then relented. "Couldn't help noticing the sane thing you did,
Claudia," | admtted at length. "I've net dammed few nen who keep a happy crew and can't be
trusted. Starships, no matter what their size, are too snall for secrets. So that's a big point in
his favor."

"I also liked the way he kept the ship, herself," she added as stewards brought our suppers.
"I know it's new, but with a crew that size, it doesn't keep clean all by itself."

"Good point."

"But," Cdaudia said, gesturing with her raised goblet, "none of that neans a hill of these
beans conpared to what inpression he makes on Chief Utrillo Barbousse, does it?"

| grinned. "You know me well," | said. "Doesn't nuch matter whether or not | like himas a
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person—t all depends on how well | think he can do the job."
"When do you find out?"
"Already found out,” | said, pouring the dregs into our goblets.
"Thanks... You nmean this afternoon?"

"Del acroi x had Yellow Bird ready to |lift by the tinme Barbousse arrived at the wharf to set up
a denmonstration. Surprised even the Chief. The whole thing was over a couple of metacycles ago."

"And?" she asked, peering up from her nmeem

"Bar bousse was plenty inpressed,” | told her. "Delacroix put himin a junp seat right behind
the helm then took the controls hinself and ran through one of those tricky asteroid shoals off
Nartin-11 as if he'd practiced the course for a nonth. We'd only mapped it out this afternoon.™

"Whay am | not surprised?" daudia asked with a smile

"Sane reason | wasn't," | replied. "He | ooked good to begin with."
"He's got the job, then?" she asked.
"Not yet," | said.

Cl audi a | ooked up again and rai sed her eyebrows. "What's wong with him then?" she asked.
"Thought Barbousse said he was so good."

"He did," | replied. "But Delacroix is clearly no fool either. He knows good and well he's
got the best crew and ship available in this part of the galaxy. And | told Barbousse to nake
certain he understood the risks involved. Couldn't keep that fromhim So naturally he wants a
bl oody fortune to do the job."

"I's he worth it?" she asked, finishing her neem

"Yeah," | said. "I'"mpretty sure he is."
"Then what's hol di ng you back?"
| laughed. "Wanted himto stew about his price a while tonight. He'll have the job tonorrow,

but he shoul dn't know how easily he got it. Oherwise, he mght be tenpted to demand nore for the
next trip, and there's no sense paying nore than a fair price, is there?"

She smled. "Yeah," she said. Then, suddenly, conversation | apsed again; we were once nore
al one together with the dimlights, the nmusic, and now a half bottle of nmeem each

I, for one, was feeling very, well, relaxed. And having a terrible tine keeping ny eyes from
Claudia's bosom wondering guiltily if those anple breasts had changed nmuch in the nearly fifteen
years that had el apsed since |I'd enjoyed | ooking at them w thout the distraction of clothing.

"You're staring again," she whispered with that soft |look in her eyes she got when she was
happy. "Just the way you used to..."

"Quilty as charged," | said.

She |it one of her mu'occo cigarettes. "Wat were you thinking about then?" she asked with a
little smle, exhaling a tiny cloud of spiced snoke.

"You really want to know?" | asked.
She nodded, |ooked at ne through half-closed eyes. Drew on her cigarette again
"I was thinking... well"—felt myself blush—~wondering if they'd changed nmuch since |I'd | ast

| ooked at them"

"You did, eh?" Another puff of spiced snoke.

"Yeah, | did."

"Well," she said, glancing at herself circunspectly, "they probably droop a bit by now
They're a little larger, too, of course—along with the rest of nme, Voot take it." Then she | ooked
up with alittle smle. "Otherw se, though," she added, "I think they're pretty much the sane as
they were when... well, when we enjoyed themtogether."”

Her small, perfectly nmanicured hand was near nine on the cushion between us and | wanted to
feel its warnth and softness. O course, | couldn't. For a nonent, ny nind's eye glided into the
past to glinpse great, heavy breasts, tipped by large, dark aureoles and taut, swollen nipples..
"Claudia, Caudia, Claudia," | swore softly through clenched teeth, "you were—you are—so god-
awful |y beautiful!"

Suddenly, | felt her hand on nmine, warm and soft as | inmagined. "WIf," she whispered
breathlessly, "I'"'mlosing it. | shouldn't have drunk all that nmeem..."

"You're sick?" | asked, grabbing nmy napkin in nonentary panic.

"Not sick, you awful boob," she hissed in a desperate voice, |ooking at ne through nearly
cl osed eyes. "Horny, sexually aroused, libidinous, carnal. Turned on, WIf Brimthe way no ot her
man has turned me on before | net you—er since."

I | ooked into that beautiful —Aow thoroughly blushed—face and felt a fanmiliar, terribly urgent
surge in ny loins. The whol e Uni verse had suddenly dissol ved around us, and | was desperately
thrashing around for the right words, when..

"Er, Madanme Harbor Master," a sotto voice announced hesitantly, "there's a M. Nesterio on
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t he phone for you."
Chapter 5
Q nar' at
13 Cctad, 52014
| mperial Fleet Base, Atal anta, Hador-Haelic

Couldn't sleep, so toward norning | nmade ny way to the underground hangar, where preparations
for our mssion were filling the huge roomw th echoes of every kind. LaSalle and his squadrons
had sortied for the Toronder invasion fleet only a few netacycles earlier. The overworked starship
filters and riggers at the base had been working 'round the clock to put that m ssion into space,

t hen sonmehow nmanaged to prepare our Starfuries and Defiants—with their special HyperTorp nounts—as
well. | still didn't know quite how-eertainly, no one associated with the naintenance crews had
managed to cadge much sleep during the last few nights before the raid. At |east we'd had m ni nal

i ncursions from The Torond. Wiat with our carefully slowed series of "operational inprovenents,"”
they seened satisfied to deliver occasional rem nders of their presence, which we fought off with
a great deal |ess enthusiasmthan we m ght have—er would in the near future. Today, we would show
our hand in a big way—with no tinme at all to spare. The first convoy from Aval on was scheduled to
arrive in four days, and it was time to deprive our enenm es of as many of fensive units as we could
possi bly destroy.

Of in one corner of the cavern, our special "ground attack"” Starfuries and Defiants were
nmoored by thenselves, fairly bristling with HyperTorps. The first tine |I'd seen one of our |ean
interceptors with eight evil-looking torpedoes hanging off its slender pontoons, | decided | was
not going to like this phase of the work at all—short-lived as it might be. The Starfuries |ooked
intolerably burdened with their |oads, and the nonstrous, warty HyperTorps were a basic
contradiction of all the intrinsic beauty and symretry of the star-ships thenselves. Perhaps | had
become unduly sensitive after flying these el egant starships for such a long tine. To me, it was
one thing to attack ground targets in a heavy starship designed specifically for the purpose |ike
one of the Sodeskayans' Ro'stovi ks that could destroy battle crawmers fromthe air like a craw er,
but it was quite another matter to force these relatively light, sensitive starships into the sane
role.

The night before, 1'd stood on a wharf with Marsha Kelly, one of the Hel msmen on the nission,
as together, we inspected one of the torped-up Starfuries. "Wat do you think of running a m ssion
with them Marsha?" |'d asked.

"Not much, Admiral," she'd answered. Redheaded, al nmost painfully slim and anply freckled,
she had a serious countenance that lighted up Iike fireworks when she | aughed. She also had a
record of nineteen Leaguer and Torond victories to her credit and was a veteran of the Battle of
Aval on. She'd been unhappy with the conversion fromthe beginning. Like nost of her conpatriots,
however, she'd gone along with only a bit of grousing to |l et us know she didn't wholly approve.

"If we'd got sone decent range-extenders to hang on the pontoons instead of those ugly things, we
m ght be able to do some decent escort work instead of pretending we were flying some sort of
goods lorries filled with rocks...."

Unfortunately, the whole thing had been nmy idea in the first place, and | would have to see
it through.

Vol unteers fromeach firing crew had been sl aving night and day in sinmulators to perfect
their aimng skills. To ny way of thinking, they were developing into deadly marksnen, but of
course, no sinmulator can really fabricate the terrors—and opportunities to blunder—that are
created by actual conbat conditions. Until one places the actual flesh of his or her buttocks at
deadly risk, everything is little nore than harm ess theory. And nost of these interceptor crews
had never experienced anything |ike close ground support in their lives.

Checked my tinepiece—a little nervously, perhaps. The final nission briefing was schedul ed in
|l ess than a netacycle. I'd seen enough conbat in ny lifetime to use up at least eight and a half
of the fanciful nine lives ascribed to sable Rothcats—Haelic's own Felis Rothbartis. But |'d never
gotten used to it—enly hardened, maybe

On the bridge of my own Starfury, technicians were still at the consoles, making |ast-cycle
checks and adjustnments. The power chanbers had been runbling deep in the main hull all night as
mai nt enance crews tweaked them-and the wave guides they supplied with specially prepared energy—to
exceed their already-cel ebrated rated efficiency.

St epped out onto the pier again. Briefing in one netacycle. Made ny way to the huge, noisy
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hangar cafeteria—always snelled a little of the dishwashers. Grabbed a steam ng nug of cvceese
whil e a sl eepy-Iooking, notherly worman dropped a jellied nmass of eggs and a couple of Atalanta's
famous Rocot zi an sausages onto a thick wedge of toast, then pushed the lot onto a plate and handed
it tome. | carried it to an unoccupi ed table, dripping hot cvceese' over ny cringing fingers and
avoi di ng eye contact with anybody who | ooked as if he might like to talk. Wanted to savor the | ast
nmonents of peace before ny life went crazy again-as it seenmed accustoned to doing every day since
I'd arrived. Today, however, promised to be a |lot crazier than nopst others.

I dl'y thought about Delacroix and his Yellow Bird, blasting toward Gontor with six partially
di sassenbl ed Starfuries even while | sipped nmy cvceese'. Today marked his second run; only a few
nmore and the Toronders would begin to get suspicious of his ship making repeated trips so far off
the beaten path. Then he would begin to really earn the trenmendous fees he was chargi ng. Made ne
pause and wonder. | was banking a lot on ny gut feeling about the man's good character. A |ot of
people I'd met over the years would sinply cut and run, jettisoning ny cargo at the first sign of
trouble. That's why | was packing every cubic iral of YellowBird with goods. Until | got to know
Caneron Del acroix a whole |lot better, | could only predict that the first fewtrips would have a
good chance of arriving at their destination.

At last, it was nearly Dawn plus one. "M ssion briefing in five cycles—nission briefing in
five cycles,” soneone called over the blower, "Mssion briefing in five cycles—rission briefing in

five cycles." Enough!

A lot of people fromall over the huge room got up at the announcenent—-nost, |ike nme, had
been sitting al one. W noved singly or in snmall, silent groups into the corridor that led to the
Intelligence Room Hel nsmen, Gunnery O ficers, Navigators, all nostly still alone with our
thoughts. In a few cycles, we would either coalesce into the tight-knit teamwe' d envi si oned
during the last few arduous days of practice—er we could fail in what mght well turn out to be
one of the pivotal battles of the war.

The foyer—a small, confortable reading roomwas cluttered with Hol oG aphs, starnaps,

techni cal information, and confidential Fleet publications. In a corner, a small door-secured
today by two arnmed guards standing at attention with blast pikes at their sides—gave access to the
actual briefing room | didn't for a noment think there was any reason at all for arned guards to
be there. But people fromthe base's Psych Warfare O fice weren't above such staged tricks to,

"put the right nood on things,"” in the words of their commander, Lieutenant Brewster—a plunp,
overserious, overeducated, and according to popul ar scuttlebutt, oversexed young worman from one of
the large universities in Avalon. So long as she didn't put herself too much in the way of norma

operations, WIllians pretty well let her operate as she pl eased.
Instead of entering straightaway, | joined an equally silent Barbousse in a smaller anteroom
and poured nyself a rmug of cvceese'. As the commanding officer, | would be "announced" by Jim

WIllians once everyone el se was seated. Watched the briefing roomthrough a one-way gl ass and
shuddered. The at nmosphere was purposely designed to snag people's attention—by the throat—+the
noment they stepped through the entrance. If they weren't serious about things before they
arrived, they were soon afterward. The first thing anyone saw was the wall-sized Hol oMap of the
target sector. Onar'at and its small star, Keggi, were centered in one side, Hador-Haelic in the
other. A directionally pulsing ruby thread joined Hador with a point in space a few Standard Light-
Years short of Gal vone-19 (around which orbited a | ong-abandoned narshaling center), feinted |eft
and outward into the roomuntil it skirted the Contirn asteroid shoals, then turned abruptly and
drilled straight inward for the target, after which it returned to Hador via the Velter/Epsilon
space hol e, whose fierce gravity we would use to stretch our range horme. It was a ticklish

rout e—downri ght dangerous at Velter/ Epsilon. But this was wartinme, after all, and the advantages
far outwei ghed the risks, even though many lives hung in the bal ance.

The crews pushed through the doors with flickering note takers under their arms and sl oshing
cups of cvceese' in their hands, finding thenselves sonewhere to sit amd the nuffled stanping of
space boots and scratching of cigarette lighters. Sweet, spicy snoke began to curl up from camarge
cigarettes held in nervous fingers. Mdels of starships fromboth sides of the war hung fromthe
ceiling: Starfuries, Defiants, G ggaips, CGorn-Hoffs, Danpiers, ZBL-4s, Q-2s, Gantheissers,
Zachtwagers—'d fought "emall and nore. On the walls were Hol oPics of Danpiers and G ggai ps, the
kind we nost expected to encounter this mssion. They were taken fromevery angle, wth di agrans
giving the correspondi ng aining deflections for varying marks of disrupters. Someone had posted
battl e sl ogans everywhere.

"Beware the Leaguer in the light."

"Never go after a ship you've already hit. Another will get you for certain.”
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"It's better to cone honme with a 'probable' than to be shot down with the one you' ve
confirned."
"Look out! It's the one you don't see that gets you."
"Silence on the Short Range KA' PPA. Don't jam your channel!"
"I'f you're brought down in eneny territory, escape. |If you're caught, keep your trap shut."

As the last two or three lateconers hurried to their seats, sloshing even nore cvceese' than
the others, WIllians nodded to me and | stepped into the room "The Commander!" he announced am d
a scrapi ng and whacki ng of chairs as everyone stood.

"Sit down, people," | said-briskly, | hoped—and stepped to the platform Didn't need any
notes for the first part, so | started in imediately. "It's about time | let you in on what we've
been practicing for," | said, "and why we've bunged up your pretty Starfuries w th HyperTorps.
This nmorning, we're going after the Toronders' base at Qtnar'at with the express purpose of
destroying as many of their killer ships as we can while they're still npored on the surface. The
nore you take care of now as sitting ducks, the fewer you'll have to fight out in space when their

di srupters are firing."

A rustle passed through the room | noticed quite a few nods of approval. Wndered what their
reactions would be if | could et themin on the whole story. That was inpossible, of course. If
any of them were captured—and broke under the torture they could expect fromtheir captors—they
coul d jeopardi ze the whol e Sapphire operation, whose existence we understood was still unknown to
The Torond.

"The eneny order of battle relative to this operation puts sone 160 Danpiers at the base
itself," | continued after waiting for the inevitable shuffling and clearing of throats. "A few
may have scranbled into space by the tinme you get there, but nost will still be on the surface,
unl ess their |ong-range BKAEWis a |ot better than we think. However, by the tinme you' ve been
there a while, another 60 to 120 Danpiers and O ggai ps mght be on their way fromthe base at
E cnerolf, but if you go about your business quickly and efficiently, you should be on your way
hone in plenty of tinme to miss them so don't dawdl e. Questions about any of that?" | asked.

There were none.

"Flying instructions, then," | continued, pausing again while everyone got his note taker
ready. Way in xaxt they couldn't do it before they sat down has al ways been beyond me—but then
never professed to understand people. And never will. "I'll lead 614 Squadron nyself," |
continued. "Qur call sign will be Hammer. Cap Lindanann will |ead the eight Defiants from 510
Squadron, call sign Drill. My personal call sign will be Tenpo. We'll lift in squadron formation
fromVectors N neteen and Twenty-four in the spinward harbor. 'Gav start-up for Hamrer will be
Dawn plus three, for Drill Dawn plus three and two. We'l| take off at Dawn plus three and ten
I'"lIl circle at ten thousand irals so you can formup and synchronize zenith orientation; at Dawn
plus three and twenty, | shall set course. You ve all got that?"

They had. At | east no one put up a hand.

Nodded. "Good, then," | said. "We'll fly in the shadow of Hador until Brightness plus one,
when we shall take up course for Contirn shoals. If all goes well, we should arrive there at
Bri ghtness plus two and five, nmaking our final thirty-cycle leg to Qnar'at. On the way out to
Gal vone, Drill will fly a c'lenyt to nmy right, then take up a position one c'lenyt overhead and
slightly to the rear. As we round the shoals, I'll wiggle ny pontoons as a signal to assune battle
formati on and strai ghtaway slow to attack speed. Everyone with ne?"

Again, no hands. Waited till they stopped nmaking notes. "I know I've been on this again and
again since the first practice," | began again, "but | cannot overstress that KA PPA silence, even
short-range, ship-to-ship KA PPA or radio silence, is conmpulsory until long after we're bel ow
Li ght - Speed, when | give ny signal to attack-which, |I remind you once nore, will be ny voice on
your HypoLight radio sets, bursting in with the very novel word 'ATTACK. ' At that point, we'l]l
meke our strike as practiced.”

| paused for a nonent to ensure that everyone was with nme. No questions. Then, "W've gone to
a lot of trouble disguising this whole exercise as part of sonmething else," | said in conclusion
"And we'll be flying in unconfortably close formation for nearly three disagreeable nmetacycles so
we aren't picked up by The Torond's BKAEW sets. Therefore, we don't want sone clod wecking the
whol e show by shooting off his or her nouth unnecessarily. It goes w thout saying that you will
constantly have your KA PPAs in RECElI VE nobde so you can hear nme in the first place.

"I'f you have trouble and want to return to base, waggle your pontoons—er fishtail a bit if
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you're in a Defiant—then switch over to the energency KA PPA channel. But don't use it even then
unl ess you are in serious trouble. Gtherwi se, for Voot's sake, keep your nouths shut or you'l
cause a hotter reception for the rest of us."

Noti ced a nunber of enbarrassed faces anmobng ny audi ence, but no one seened terribly put out
by ny curt words.

"Now," | added, "a final bit of advice. Once you're under way, if even one of your HyperTorps
checks out hot—as in "arnmed' before you actually armit—then warn your | eader and go hone to
jettison all of themproperly. W don't want the things lolling around space waiting for the odd
traveler to bunp 'em by accident. And never forget that if you do bl ow yoursel f up, KA PPA energy
fromyour exploding Drive segments will get to our target before we do—and could alert the very
peopl e we need to surprise.”

Noti ced surprised | ooks here and there anong the crew nenbers. Strange how we take
i nst ant aneous KA' PPA comuni cations for granted these days—KA' PPA waves arriving everywhere in the
Uni verse at the sane instant they are sent. KA PPA's so commpn—and so necessary to the pan-
galactic civilization we live in—we rarely think of it, or the danger it can bring in wartine.

I continued. "W&'lIl be well within the atnosphere during nost of our m ssion, and that means
possi bl e dogfighting. Don't forget to give clear indications of the whereabouts of suspicious
starships in relation to ne—speaking slowy and clearly—and giving your call sign. If there are
dogfights, keep together, and if things get very sticky, keep in pairs at |least. That's essenti al
Number Twos nust never forget that they are responsible for covering their Nunber Ones. Al ways
break toward the eneny—and ni nd your energy nmanagenment every monent, or you'll find a Danpier you
can't shake off crowding your tail."

Al nost done. Only the details left. Gave themthe direct course hone, energency KA PPA
channels: one if they could make it honme, the other if they couldn't and were taking to their
Li fed obes. Renotely synchroni zed our tinepieces to the base naster clock. Then, "Keep your eyes
open and good | uck!" Mnents later, we rushed for our |ockers

Carefully enptied ny pockets, replacing personal articles with survival assets: Torond
currency, fake papers, packaged rations, miniature transceivers. Not much, but enough to give
downed starsailors a fighting chance at survival if they have to nake | andfall on enemy territory.
Pulled ny battlesuit over ny fatigues, plugged nyself in, and zi pped the whole thing up. Donned
thi ck wool en stockings., then attractor boots, sealing themto the battlesuit. Slipped a hunting
knife into a scabbard at nmy left shank, then ran a self-test on nmy anci ent \Wenni ng
bl ast er—eonpl et ed successfully with a full charge. Dropped it into a holster at my right thigh
clipped the lanyard through a loop in ny suit. Donned ny helmet and gl oves, ran self-checks on the
whol e battlesuit: seals, comunications, environmental; ALL TESTS SUCCESSFUL appeared on the
inside of my visor. Two fitters came over to help nme into ny Lifed obe harness, pulled the straps
tight and checked the systens. Hoped | wouldn't have to use it. Checked the | ocker for forgotten
itens—one | could see—then made ny way out into the hangar and Starfury NL 19.

Dawn plus two and forty-five: | was seated at the helm firmy fixed to ny recliner by a set
of retainer beans and a separate set of mechanical straps. |I'd run ny own tests on the flight and
power systens while | watched C ndy Robinson, the Systens O ficer, do the sanme; never hurt to
doubl e- check, al though sonetines nmy rechecking wasn't all that much appreciated. Tough

Weapons O ficer checked in—all killing systens healthy, including ny three. Navigator checked
i n—everything fine. Systens O ficer the sane. Qutside, the last few technicians were wandering
around the hull and pontoons, checking panels and hatches, |ooking for |eaks, making one I ast
vi sual of the HyperTorps. Ugly-1looking damm things, | thought glancing out the side Hyperscreens;
if they did even half as much damage as their appearance proni sed, the Toronders were in for a
royal drubbing.

d anced back along the line of Starfuries, singled up at the pier behind ne and ready to fly.
Lateconers were dashing to their ships carrying forgotten starmaps and flight gear. Fire skimers
and energency lorries runbled along the pier, hovering in place near their assigned ships. The
hour was approachi ng.

Dawn plus two and forty-eight: Muvenent all but ceased in the hangar; | suspected things were
pretty silent out there, too.
Dawn plus three: | glanced around at the parts of the hangar | could see; the wharf was clear

of people. "Ready to start 'emup, Cndy?" | asked, turning to ny left. At this, the entire bridge
fell silent, as if everyone had been furtively listening for the words.

"Ready, Skipper," Robinson replied tersely, placing her fingers over a glowing red STB. MAIN
button on her consol e.

"Power starboard,” | ordered.

As Robinson's fingers touched the button, its color changed to yellow for a nonent, then
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green. "Power to starboard," she echoed.

"Clear to starboard?" | asked, nore fromhabit than anything else. | knew the pier was clear
"Clear to starboard," she repeated.
"Here we go," | said, with the rush of exultation that had never deserted ne in all the years
I'd spent in starships. Enabled the controls for Nunber One SpinGav in the starboard pontoon
When they conpleted their million and one self-test routines, | noved the gravitation/energy

control to IDLE CUT-OFF, and pressed the direction control to NEUTRAL. Then, froma mllion years
experi ence, | opened the right-hand thrust danper slightly, selected the PRI MARY energy feed and
| NTERNAL energy source, switched the gravitation boost to ON, and touched three of the five prinmer
swi tches. Power panel reveal ed a healthy ni nety-one quardos on the gauge—the ' G av was ready!
Pressed the starter. Qutside on the starboard pontoon a tensioner strobed once... twice... three
tinmes... a fourth... then the big nachi ne woke, shaking the whole starship and hazi ng the wharf
area in a sparkling, blearing cloud of gravitons.

"Don't see any flanes," Robinson joked through an ear-to-ear grin. Back in sorts again.

"Always a good sign," | yelled while the big SpinGav settled to a snooth, masculine runble.
Shook ny head. Systens people—ouldn't live with "em couldn't live without 'em either. Xaxt of a
quandr ay.

The other five SpinGravs thundered to life with nearly the sane ease, and all the vehenence
Had to | augh. Summers woul d have di ed had he seen what we'd done with his starship maintenance
organi zation in just a few short weeks.

Qut of nowhere, the wharf became crowded again with hel neted starship fitters dressed in
silvery protective clothing and huge nittens as they scurried around, closing panels, dragging

cabl es out of the way, manning the bollards. "Attention all hands," | cautioned over the bl ower.
"Changing now to local gravity.” Held ny breath while | set the switches, and... didn't |ose ny
breakfast. Hurrah! "Docking cupolas,” | ordered, "cast off, fore and aft!"

Instantly, the |last nooring beans w nked out, and | gingerly noved the thrust danpers
forward, easing the ship away fromthe wharf and into the nmain channel. Ahead, beyond the open
hangar doors, the weather was superb; for three days running, Hador had been unusually bright for
this time of year. Aft, the other fifteen Starfuries were formng a line.

Dawn plus three and nine; 614 Squadron was |ined up behind nme two-by-two al ong N neteen
Vector, 'Gravs runbling in clouds of spray. To our left, the eight Defiants glinted wetly in the
|ate-norning |light. Everything | ooked ready to me. Checked ny tinepiece, squirnmed in ny seat..

Dawn plus three and ten: a white rocket rose fromhangar entrance at the same tine a green
indicator lit in my OPS panel. | eased the thrust danper all the way forward and started al ong the
vector. A glance aft and to the side assured ne that all twenty-four starships—befiants and
Starfuries—were skimm ng along the surface as a single unit.

Nearing lift-off speed, NK 19 began to skitter over the wave tops. Towering wakes on either
side of our pontoons subsided while the passing rollers coalesced to a glistening blur—awe were
of f!

Turning sharply, our twenty-four starships swept over the base like a whirlwind. | could see
startl ed people on the ground shading their eyes to stare up at us. Sone waved. Wndered for a
monment if O audia were | ooking as we thundered past the Cvilian Headquarters and over the Austra
limts of the base. W continued in this direction at tree and rooftop level in a thunderous roar
hal ting people belowin their tracks and—+ amcertain—+attling every window in that part of

Atal anta. Suddenly, we cleared a wooded hill, and | began a slow clinb over water again, deep blue
waves edged by foam and doni nated by a | ong curve of sandy beach. Farther out on the water, a
smal | boat of some sort—probably a rescue vessel +rocked on the swell, surrounded by a swarm of
gulls. The far horizon was only a blue, hazy line. Mnents later, | got departure clearance and

clinbed al nost vertically to ten thousand irals, where | circled until everyone got the fornmations
sorted out and set zenith orientation to nmy ship—that way, we'd all share the sane vertica
reference, no matter where we went. Then, at Dawn plus three and twenty—-sharp—+ pulled into

anot her vertical clinb, scrambling upward into the starry bl ackness of deep space.

Only cycles later, we'd passed through Hyperspeed and were heading in harmis way. Felt good
to be in the saddle again... nore or |ess.

* * *

Everyone who has ever written about war—er has attenpted to wite about war—eventually has
remar ked about brief nonments of absolute terror interspersed with extended periods of boredom The
flight to Onar'at was no exception so far as boredom was concerned. Wiile | kept my own tense
| ookout for eneny starships—both on my proximty panel and through the Hyperscreens—ost of the
time | sat on ny backside attenpting to occupy ny mnd with thoughts other than those of ny own
dem se. ...
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"Er, Madanme Harbor Master," the steward had broken in on us, "there's a M. Nesterio on the
phone for you." Days later | could still hear that steward's hesitant, sotto voice as if he were
speaki ng beside nmy recliner. And, if nothing else, he had certainly shattered our spell. The
crimson blush had quickly drained fromd audia's face; her eyes had becone open and alert, and she
was once again all business. Ginding out her cigarette in a shower of spice-scented sparks, she'd
passed ne an apol ogetic gl ance, then nodded calmy. "Thank you, steward,” she'd said barely above
a whisper. "I'lIl take it here at the table."

I'd gotten up so she could talk privately, but she'd signaled me to stay. Wien the steward
delivered the 'Phone, it had come to life with the gl obul ar display blank. Nesterio—a true
gentl eman's gentl enan—had politely placed the call in private node. She'd clearly expected that he
woul d. They'd spoken only a few, brief words in the local tongue before she'd sw tched off and
sniled sadly at ne.

"He wanted to know if | could join himat sonme sort of |ocal Halacian festivity that's going
on in his cabaret," she'd said, pushing the 'Phone aside with a faraway, enpty sort of |ook. "I
said |'d cone."

"I understand," 1'd said, in lieu of any words nore neaningful. "D d he know you were with
me?"

She' d shrugged. "I don't know," she'd said, then nade a little snort of disdain. "Probably
never entered his mnd." She'd closed her eyes for a nonent and put her hand on nmine. "Maybe it's
all for the best," she'd said with a little quaver in her voice. "But right now, |I'd be dammed
hard to convince...."

Wthin cycles, 1'd found nyself back at headquarters watching the taillights of her skinmer
speedi ng out of sight along the causeway. And now, even days later, | still couldn't make up ny
m nd whether |I'd been relieved or disappointed. Both, probably.

Over the years, |'ve certainly never attenpted to deny how | feel toward Cl audia. At sone
level, I've retained—virtually intact—all the feelings |I'd devel oped when we were |overs in the
true sense of the word. 1'd be lying if | tried to convince nyself that the man in ne didn't
dearly want to nake |love to her again. She was, after all, one of the two or three nost beautifu

worren |'d ever encountered—perhaps the nicest, too. Not only that, but pretty clearly, she'd al so
retained a few of those sel fsanme passions toward ne—whi ch made the direction our conversation had
been taking us at the tine a thousand tinmes nore conpelling. So to say | was di sappoi nted? The
under st at enent of the century!

| scanned the instrunments and nade a qui ck check of our other ships through the Hyperscreens.
Good formation flying, if nothing nore. Soon, we'd see if they were fighters as well....

Chuckled to nyself as | nulled the feelings of relief I'd al so experienced during Nesterio's
call, great he-man that | am Like it or not, Claudia and | did have a professiona
rel ati onshi p—ene that was critical to an inportant part of the war effort, no Il ess. And
prof essi onal relationshi ps sel dom survive nmassive infusions of |ove or sex, no natter how
sophi sticated the | overs are—er think they are...

* * *

About twenty cycles out fromour first checkpoint—aith Gal vone-19 already bright anong the
stars ahead—Norton, the Gunnery Oficer, brought around steam ng cups of cvceese'

Nodded ny thanks over the quiet runble of the Drive. "Did you know," | inquired with ny best
professorial |ook, "that you may wel|l be responsible for saving this entire starship with that cup
of cvceese' ?"

She got a theatrical ook of horror in her eyes. "Crikie, Adniral," she said, "I din't put
nuffin' in it but cvceese'. | swears!"

"Rats," | grouched.

She rolled her eyes. "None of those in there, either, I'lIl warrant,” and started back to her

wor kstation while | returned ny thoughts to reflections of C audia.

Her disconcerting, |ong-standing status as "nmarried woman,"—to a man | basically
respected—al so had its effect on nmy feelings. Not that |I hadn't guiltily, but quite willingly,
dabbled with a number of active and not-so-active wi ves over the years. Neverthel ess, to ne,
Cl audi a was sonehow di f f erent —-above such things as common infidelity. Her wifely status had

pestered ne ever since ny arrival at the base. And it still did, though not enough to arrest ny
feelings of wanting her. Sorry, Nesterio!

Finally, | suppose the ghost of that previ ous—near-perfect—elationship we'd shared sone
fifteen years ago haunted me nore than | liked to admit. Wuld today's WIf Brimmeasure up to her
menories of a thirty-one-year-old version? Sonmehow, | recalled, | had no problemwith thinking
that she would have little trouble in the same departnent.

Changed course—eut fromthe protection of Hador's brilliance—approximtely half a Standard
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Li ght - Year short of Gal vone-19, precisely on schedule at Brightness plus one and twenty. Qur
proxinty systenms sensed no watchers, active or passive—another unwitting present fromthe
turncoat Admiral Summers and his henchnen, who had nade the base so nonthreatening that the
Toronders still gave it only minimal attention while they prepared to |aunch their own invasion
Twenty cycles to go before raising the Contirn asteroid shoals to begin our final run

To be truthful, | hated drawn-out attacks like this, 1'd been an interceptor Hel msman for too
many years to feel confortable in the role of a ground-attack commander. Even during ny stay in
Sodeskaya, |'d concentrated nostly on flying their latest ship killers—apre than happy to bequeath
the job of flying Ro'stoviks against ground targets to those very special Bears known as the WIld
Ones.

Rem nded nme. |'d received a special HoloGamrecently fromold friend NNk Usis, Gand
Marshal of the GF.S.S. It pictured a heroic statue recently dedicated as a nenorial to the WIld
Ones fromthe K cassoc tribes who had fallen defending their Mther Country. Rendered in bl ack-
vei ned, al abaster granite and erected near the center of G ontowthe Sodeskayan capital —+this
speci al new nenorial depicted a Great Bear with its mouth opened in song while it played one of
those horrible-sounding little accordions so beloved in the K cassoc star sector. Fitting tribute,
I thought, for sonme of the bravest individuals in all the gal axy.

d anced through the Hyperscreens at the ships | was leading into battle, crewed by hunans,
but fighting essentially the sanme eneny as the Bears. Toronders were nothing but second-cl ass

Leaguers, after all. Someday, | thought with a lunp in ny throat, all of us—humans, Bears,
flighted Azurnians alike—wuld neet in the final battle against the League and its toadies. And we
woul d triunmph! For a monent, | thought about ny own chances of seeing that battle, then shook ny

head and returned to the business of flying the Starfury, Sone things were better off not
consi der ed

* * *

Bri ghtness plus two and two: the Contirn asteroid shoals gl owed ghostlike ahead |ike early-
nmorni ng cl ouds just before the horizon begins to |ighten. They quickly grew to domnate the entire
vi ew ahead and to starboard. At the speed we were traveling, our turn around the col ossa
aggregati on of rocks—namny | arge as planets—+traversed nearly a quarter Standard Light-Year. Halfway

around, | waggl ed ny pontoons, and the ships behind nme dispersed smoothly into battle formation: a
flat arrangenent of six quads—four with Starfuries, two with Defiants.
Target coming up in thirty cycles! Already the star Keggi had becone a small, grow ng disk

anong t he background of stars.

Called for battle stations, then judiciously applied our gravity brakes in preparation for
entering Gtnar'at's atnosphere. Were | ham handed with the brakes at these speeds, | would over-
ride our local gravity systems and reduce our Starfury to a fused nass about the size of a
cvceese' nmug. Wuldn't be the first tinme it had happened; not to nme, thank Voot. G anced ahead;
Keggi was now as big as a footgoal ball, and | could already pick out sone of the features I'd
| ocated on the Hol o-Charts. W' d soon be picked up by the base's many BKAEWsites on Qtnar'at, but
by the tinme they identified what they were |ooking at and attenpted to put up extra interceptors,
we'd be on them Not that it nmade our job that nuch easier. Gound attacks were always terribly
dangerous, especially in ships that were not designed for that kind of mission. But any little
advant age was a big help, especially with one's precious buttocks in the bal ance!

We'd tined our arrival to approach fromthe dark side of the planet opposite QGtnar'at, just
as the base was being rotated into daylight. Fewer BKAEWsites in that hem sphere, too. It was a

good strategy, for we were well into the atnosphere before the Toronder's BKAEW beans regi stered
on the passive side of our proxinity displays. They hadn't even been scanning! Hal f-laughing to
mysel f, | nonmentarily wondered if LaKarn had his own versions of Admiral Summers to contend with!

From | ocal broadcasts, we knew the weather over the target was controlled by a huge area of
| ow pressure, with stornms and basically m serabl e at nospheric conditions everywhere. It woul d nmake
difficult flying, but it would also add slightly to our margin of safety, which could nost
generously be described as minimal. W dived imediately to five hundred irals altitude and headed
for the base at about thirty-five hundred c'lenyts per nmetacycle—epm in Aval onian, Low altitude
was our best defense against ground fire, and there would be plenty of that to go around once we
were at the target. The Toronders m ght be a bunch of gangsters and bullies, but that didn't mean
they couldn't protect thenselves. Only clicks distant from Lake Garza, the |andmark for ny command
to attack. Steadied nyself. Wthout any cover from above, we were in for a rough tine, and | knew
it—though |I hadn't nade nuch about it during nmy briefing. The rest would find out for thenselves
soon enough. A sizable | ake appeared ahead, a picturesque village situated off to our left. Got a
gl ance of ancient steeples and glazed roof tiles as we sped past. The villagers would be running
for their 'Phones even as we passed, but by the tine they got through to anyone, they'd be too
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| at e.

In the brightening light, the |ake flashed for a moment beneath us. Time to kick it all off.
Sl owed to about 550 cpm—attack speed—and went all the way to the deck, dodging around hills and
especially high trees. G ndy Robinson, the Systens O ficer, ran her |ast diagnostics on the
Hyper Tor ps—al | checked out perfectly. | powered up the radio, switched to the proper channel, then
touched TALK and waited till my panel timer counted to zero. "Attack!" | shouted with the vol une
at full. "Target straight ahead in fifty clicks. Al ships attack!"

Instantly, our quads flattened to |ine-abreast formations, then assenbled into two ranks, the
eight Defiants of Drill about a c'lenyt ahead of Hammer's sixteen Starfuries—and nmy own Starfury
at the center of the second rank. Figured the older Defiants ought to have the benefit of at |east
one run where surprise was conpletely on their side. Besides, our Starfuries could take a bit nore
puni shmrent, when it came to that, and | was, after all, responsible for everyone's safety. Such as
that mght be...

W streaked over the countryside, alnmost brushing the tops of trees, easing the controls to
thunder down into valleys. dinbing parallel to the slopes of the ground rising—and swerving
gently to avoid The Torond's ubiquitous twi sting towers and hi gh chi meys. Here and there, we
bored through belts of opaque mist, forcing us into sone tricky instrument flying a fewirals
above the ground—whi ch, of course, we could not see. Now and again, we overflew the canoufl aged
flanks of mlitary vehicles crawling over the roads, but we ignored them W were after nuch
bi gger gane today—f all went well, their turn would cone later in the war.

Under a dark overcast, we approached a thickly popul ated area—the city of Qtnar'at, with the
turrets and m narets of Sokol, the old University town, in the hazy distance to the left. Dead
ahead—the base. Qur |ast reconnai ssance Hol oGraphs—early a week old; we hadn't wanted to tip our
hand—ndi cated the harbor portion of the base was protected by five nobile antispace platforms
(each arnmed with four quadrupl e-nount, automatic 20-nmi disrupter enplacenments), six heavily arnmed
fortifications ringing the base firing either four 90-mm or eight 37-mm disrupters ainmed through
automatic controls, and nearly two hundred reinforced |ight antiair disrupters scattered
everywhere. Monentarily the fog thickened, then rain started pelting down by the bucket.

"Look out Drill Section Two," soneone yelled on the radio. "D sruptor platform one o'clock!"

Suddenly, terrific explosions erupted ahead, sending clouds of black snoke and whirling
debris skyward—ncluding the slowy spinning renmains of a 20-mm quad-nount. The Defiants were
scoring.

Mor e expl osi ons ahead, punctuated by cries of "Got 'imfair and square!"” and "Scratch a pair
of Danpiers!" Then, abruptly, the harbor was ahead—eur turn, now. To ny right, the tw sted renains
of an upturned nobile platform burning furiously. People running wildly fromthe
confl agrati on—any of them aflame as well—falling on their faces as we thundered only a few feet
overhead. And off to the left, another nobile platformopened up at us. Saw one of the Starfuries
go up in aroiling cloud of flanme and bl ack snmoke—not a sound fromthe crew, thank Voot. Then we,
too, were past the first forts in the ring and perfectly centered in what | ooked |ike a giant
spi derweb—made up of disrupter beans! Unbelievable antispace barrage! The entire center of the
harbor seened to light up with flashes from 20-nmm and 37-nmmi disruptors. There nust have been
forty of themfiring at ne alone! Scared! Sweating despite the ministrations of ny battlesuit.

Expl osi ons and di srupter beans to the left and right, crossing over and under us. Thunderous
expl osi ons—heard clearly even through ny battlesuit. Dazzling flashes. Ahead, the broad expanse of
wat er, carved by long lines of taxiway buoys. Doing better than 450 cpmnow. First a floating

repair hangar... a |long wal kway—peopl e running wildly, junping into the water. Then the Danpiers,
floating clunsily above their narrow touch skids. About thirty of them wi th people crouching
behi nd any shelter they could find or diving pell-nell into the water. Too far left for ny

di sruptors, but Norton sprayed themfromall the steerable turrets. Ri bbons of expl osions

intertw ning anong the big starshi ps—and wherever they touched—annihilation. A great light from
behi nd—fol | owed by a consi derabl e shock wave. d anced aft as the hangar we'd passed went up froma
direct HyperTorp hit.

A group of QO ggaips |ooned up in ny personal sights. |I fired, fingers jamed on the buttons.
More ri bbons of explosions—linbing the hulls and ' Grav nacelles. Snoke... flanes... one expl oded
just as | flashed over it. Tossed ny Starfury like a leaf in a windstorm Watched a Defiant touch
the water. The hull bounced up in a shower of fragnents and antennas, then expl oded.

More hangars in front of us. Two HyperTorps lazily wi ggled out from beneath our hull and
drilled toward them waiting for us to pass before reducing the whole floating conplex to blazing
debris in our wake.

A trenmendous bl ast somewhere close to port nearly threw our Starfury on its side. Fought the
controls to level out. Cetting ready to fire when... "Look out Tenpo!" someone yelled over the
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radi o. | junped, glanced around. Sweet nother of Voot! My nunber two Starfury, was edging toward
me at terrific speed, conpletely out of control, its bridge a tw sted mass of hull netal
Macmi | | an, the Hel nsnman, obviously dead. | dodged precariously and he went straight into one of

the nobile platforns, erupting in a terrific flash of light, followed by two huge, expanding
puf fballs of flane, snoke, and whirling debris. The arnored platformitself flewinto the air
between, its firing crew hanging on to a disrupter even as Norton destroyed another line of
O ggai ps fromour own novable turrets.

I'd hardly even gotten to know Macmillan....

First pass was nearly over. Disrupter tracks were pursuing us fromevery direction
Instinctively, | lowered ny head and hunched ny shoul ders—for all the good that m ght do. A salvo
of 37-mm burst so close, it nearly batted us out of the sky—all but deafened by the tinme | got
t he ship under control again.

Ahead, one of the outer fortifications—squat, dark, repulsive, like a huge, bloated
roach—half in flames, but two of its big 90-mm disrupters blasting away at us as fast as they
could recharge. Two nmore of our HyperTorps streaked out ahead of us—o loitering this tine, their
target was a bigger danger to us than the explosion they'd cause. Monents before the missiles hit,
I maxed the 'Gravs and pulled back on the controls. The spacefrane groaned under the strain-so did
everyone in the crewbut like the thoroughbred she was, our Starfury clinbed vertically toward the
overcast, only just clearing a trenendous doubl e expl osi on of our HyperTorps as they tore the
heart fromthe remai nder of the fortification

I glanced back at the base, just visible behind us in the haze. A thousand irals below, a
Defiant was clinbing in zigzags, the disrupter beans stubbornly pursuing him but at |east reduced
in nunber fromwhat we'd faced before. Much of the base was already in ruins, with colums of
greasy snoke rising everywhere, and del ayed explosions still sending up great jets of flane and
debris. But M. 19 still had half her HyperTorps, and there were still a |ot of undamaged killer
ships remaining in the harbor bel owsonme of which were beginning to nove out toward the lift-off
vect or s!

No strategy for second passes over the harbor, just get in there fast as possible and
denol i sh as nuch as we could in the shortest possible time. Wth ny Nunber Two gone, | sinply
| evel ed out just below the clouds and got ready to make the run alone. Below, | glinpsed three of
the surviving Defiants naking their second run before | dived for the deck, turned, and nade for
the base at the highest speed our ground-target aimng systens could manage. This tine, |'d have
to work fast; the antiair disruptor crews would be fully woken and working at peak efficiency.

Ski nmed past a ruined fortificati on—sonebody el se's work—and caught sight of a Danpier
skimmng along a liftoff vector. Turned slightly left to bisect his path. To one side, about
twenty new Qi ggaip 912s—l osely packed into what | ooked |ike a receiving area—were starting up
Peopl e | eaped off the hulls into the water as we approached... too late. Norton covered the entire
area in heavy disruptor fire, turning the tract into what could only be described as a giant fire
pit, as exploding ships set their neighbors alight in a massive chain reaction of destruction and
death. Farther along, nore Danpiers noored to a row of buoys. Norton only got one or two of those
as we barrel ed past.

Now, it was my chance for the escaping Danpier—didn't want himairborne if possible; Fleet
training frowms on conpetition during attacks. Getting close now, but he was off the water and

turning left. | turned too, and clinbed to 150 iral s—attracting the attention of every disruptor
on the thraggling planet!

Suddenly, | found nyself coming up on still another Danpier | hadn't seen, also on |ift-off.
Too late to shoot; none of the novable turrets would bear. Hi s fusel age was gray-green, with big,
black triangles on either side. | passed within irals of him He had just lifted and was doing

about 160 cpm~+ was doing close to six hundred. The Hel msman nust have had apopl exy, for he spun
away, lost control, then cartwheeled for the water.

| didn't see himhit. | was gaining on the other at an amazi ng speed. The antiair disrupter
crews—probably half-crazed by this tinme—+et fly with everything they had at both of us. The
Toronder nust have wondered what was going on, but he wasn't |ooking around properly. | got himin
my sights just as he started to dodge, but he was too late. At fifteen hundred irals, | coupled
all three of ny disrupters and hit the buttons. Twelve hundred irals—+ went on firing. Seventy-
five irals. Before breaking off, | had time to see three hits register: one directly into the
bri dge, another near the tail section, just forward of the Drive outlets, and the third in that
snmal | bul ge Danpiers have near their steering engine. The last did himin! | just avoided the
stricken ship intime—as | cleared, | saw himturn over on his back and stunble into a spin. From
that altitude, he'd never recover—f, indeed, anyone on the bridge was still alive fromny first
hi t
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Back to the business of breaking things on the ground! Swung around hard and dived for the
deck agai n—as nmuch to get away fromthe antiair fire as finding new targets for our remaining four
Hyper Tor ps. Checked t he area ahead—ot hi ng but snoke and destruction everywhere. In the distance,
I could see Starfuries and a Defiant clinbing for deep space, their HyperTorps clearly expended.

The only structure that was still relatively intact was a huge tower | recogni zed from Hol oG aphs
as the one fromwhich the Toronders controlled flight operations. It was ringed by a nunber of
nmobil e platforms still relatively intact because it sinply hadn't been a designated target..

until now, that is. Probably, it was one of the last targets around worth a coupl e of HyperTorps.

CGot right down on the deck until we were throwing a wake of seawater several hundred irals
into the air. The tower was dead ahead, but first we had to get past one of the platforns. A gray,
rolling mass in the water, bristling with fire-control antennas like a fat, hairy spider
Suddenly, it lit up with rapid staccato flashes all along its superstructure. | pulled in ny head
and kept on going; they would either hit us or they wouldn't. Custers of red-and-green disrupter
beanms started up in every direction, one of which fell short and sprayed the Hyperscreens with
boiling water. | ained at the control house, between a danaged quad-rnmount and a hi gh director
mast, fired a long, continuous burst fromall three of ny disrupters—nobody eke had a shot, | was
short! Rai sed the nose and wat ched mnmy powerful disrupter beans expl ode through the bl ack-striped
platform then clinb to the handrails and arnmor plating, which nelted like candy. A fire-director
tower crashed down; a spurt of shinmering gravitons escaped from sonewher e—probably sone sort of
power source. Of to one side, five figures in battlesuits hurled thensel ves on their faces.

Closer and closer. The barrels of a 20-rnm disrupter quad-nmount were now pointing directly
between my eyes. My own rapid-firing disruptors nelted the deck all around it, burning one of the
aimers in half and throwing his legs into the water. Al four barrels fired once nore—issed by
less than an iral as | bunted over the whole collapsing structure, clipping one of our pontoons on
a director mast as it toppled over like a great, top-heavy tree.

Abruptly the whol e massive control tower was before us... rushing at us. W'd have to fire
qui ckly or we'd do as nuch danage with our fuselage as the HyperTorps....

d anced to the right as four Starfuries passed behind the structure like a school of |eaping
fish, bearing down on the hapl ess occupants of a hal f-rui ned hangar perched besi de a huge concrete
ramp filled with burning weckage—Panpiers, | guessed. But when were we going to fire those
torpedoes? In a monment, it would be too |late.

Then, without warning, all four of our remaining HyperTorps streaked out ahead of us, and
banked violently till the pontoons were nearly vertical, clawi ng ny way skyward away fromthe
terrific eruption I knew would follow Years ago at a Hel nsman's Acadeny refresher course, we'd
been taught the best escape strategy froma cl ose-on HyperTorp |aunch was to fly at about a
seventy-degree angle to the detonation point—while pouring on all the velocity you could nuster.
Wth the spacefrane protesting like an old man on a ski slope and the 'Gravs how i ng at EMERGENCY
THRUST, | was "nustering"” for all ny Starfury was worth. Four blinding flashes in quick succession
tripped the Hyperscreen AutoShades and | flew blind for nearly a click before | could see anything
again. Then | gl anced behind us, where the nassive tower was settling slowy into a roiling,
swelling fireball that was expanding in our direction |ike an all-consuning vision of doom In
vain, | urged the 'Gravs for nore speed, but to no avail—slowy, inexorably, the blast was
overtaking us. doser and closer the roiling bubble of destruction came to our tail enpennage. At
what nust have been the | ast possible nmonent—+ could feel the reflected heat through ny battlesuit
vi sor—+ts advance slowed, then fell behind rapidly, and we were hamered about by four separate
shock waves as if we had no nore heft than a toothpick. After that, | managed to fight things back
under control

We turned back toward the harbor as the nonunental structure began to tilt, then toppled
slowy out of the fire pit that was once its foundation, crashing down on the headquarters conpl ex
in which it was centered and sendi ng visible shock waves out for nearly half a c'lenyt on either
side. Voot's greasy beard, no wonder they never recomrended | aunching nore than two Hyper Torps at
atime at any single target. Probably want to have a talk with our |aunch crew down in the hul
when—f —e got back in one piece. But then, we did survive after all, and at the sane tine
probably sl aughtered half The Torond's conmand structure in this sector of the galaxy. Definitely
woul d be a great hindrance to their operations for a while...

Di ved for one | ast pass over the base; came out over the harbor, now a junble of wecked,
hal f - sunken starshi ps—any still on fire—sticking out of the water in pathetic groups around the
col | apsed wreckage of their hangars. The weather seenmed to have cleared a little. | kept an eye
out for eneny ships that m ght have managed to get airborne fromthe weck-strewn |ift-off
vectors. They'd be around—'d already proved that. The air was still crisscrossed with antiair
disrupter fire. No targets worth going after
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Nearly time to go. Reinforcenents would certainly be on the way by nowsuch as they night
be—and | had no idea how many of my own ships had survived their own hol ocaust. To the rear, the
fallen control tower dominated the | andward horizon, surrounded by expl osions, flanes, and cl ouds
of black snoke, thickening as they drifted doww nd. As |I flashed past, one of the enornous harbor
cranes was crashing down |ike sone overgrown ani nal that had just been shot....

"Look out, Tenpo," sonebody yelled on the radio, "—antiair!"

Mot her of Voot! | was blundering over what | had thought was a wecked nobil e platformthat
had just come back to life! They couldn't miss. | pulled up and headed for the sky in a vertica
clinmb, jinking for all |1 was worth. A second or two passed, glow ng disrupter beans flashed past

the Starfury—eloser than |I'd ever experienced. But they didn't hit! Perhaps | was going to be
lucky for the ten millionth tine. Kept clinbing—inking.

Suddenl y, two stinging shocks. Bang! Bang! The first, distant, smashed us si deways
acconpani ed by agoni zed screanmi ng on the intercom nust have been in the main hull. The second
expl oded right beside me. Raw energy roaring through the hullnmetal plates, a sudden mist in the
flight bridge that disappeared as our atnosphere escaped. Deconpression! My faithful instruments
were... gone. Smashed crystal and dark displays nocked me fromthe smashed panel. But it was ny
| eg that caught ny attention. Felt blood punping in ny left |eg before ny battlesuit sealed itself
like a tourniquet just above the knee. This one was serious—hurt |ike fire! The screaning

continued on the intercom all | could do to keep fromjoining the poor devils.

"Damage report!" | shouted through clenched teeth. "G ve ne a damage report!"”

"Can't tell, Admral," someone said in a tight voice. "Bad fire 'mdships. Pretty sure it's
near the Drive section, but we can't tell till we get there.”

"Very well," | said, steadily as | could. "Keep nme posted.”

"Aye, Adnmiral."

Bad. The ship's four Krasni-Peych Wzard-45 Drive units with their all-inportant Hyperspeed
crystals were awfully near the fire—saybe part of it. But we were light-years from borne, so
either the Drives worked, or we were stuck—a nice word for waiting until your Lifed obe's
resources expire or you beconme a prisoner

"Cindy!" | demanded. "Wat's your estinmate?"

"Can't tell, Admiral," Robinson responded in a tight voice. "Al four Drives check out
beautifully, but they always do before they're in operation."

"Yeah," | replied. "I know. Thanks." Sick with funk, | focused nyself on flying the ship and

continued out into space. Next check point, the Velter/Epsilon space hole, Starfury NL19 had
caught a packet herself, and it was tinme to go honme. If she'd go! danced around the bridge
Everyone el se seened to be functioning. Listened to the sound of the 'Gravs as we accel erated

toward LightSpeed. Definitely ragged, but still doing their job—apst of 'em anyway.
"Li ght Speed zero point eight," G ndy Robinson intoned. "Switching power to the Drive mains."
"Power to the Drive mains at zero point eight," |I acknow edged. To be on the safe side, 1'd
power all four simultaneously just after zero point nine five LightSpeed—+then... well, then we'd

know for certain. Switched on the blower. "All hands secure for HyperFlight operations. Al hands
secure for HyperFlight operations.” The ship was quiet as an enpty hul k. Everybody had gone to
their stations imrediately after we were hit. | felt very tired...
"Li ght Speed zero point eight five...."
"Point eight five."
"Li ght Speed zero point nine zero...
"Point nine zero."
"Li ght Speed zero point nine four....
"Point nine four, ready to fire 'em
"Li ght Speed zero point nine five...
Clenched nmy teeth. Listened to the ' Gavs—naxed out. They'd be ruined at this speed. "Point

nine five," | acknow edged. Switched on the bl ower. Now or never! "Attention all hands. W are now
switching to HyperFlight. Power to Drive Nunber One," | announced, and connected the crystals to
the mains....

Blinding flash... poor old NL19

In spite of her thirty-four thousand milstons, the Starfury was |like a nut smashed by a
gigantic hammer. First, a terrific shock—+n total silence; the deck bounced up hurtling nme agai nst
the side of ny recliner with the strap restraints cutting into nme like great, dull knives.
Hyperscreens shattered into glittering fragments—this close to LightSpeed, everything outside had
turned to a junbled, whirling kal ei doscope of randomreds. Saw what | ooked |ike one of the
pont oons tear off, go shooting out ahead, then explode in a paroxysmof radiation fire, whirling
shards of hullmetal, hatch covers, and spinning 'Gays torn | oose fromtheir beddings. | vainly
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crossed my arns in front of ny face while what was left of the flight bridge was jerked sideways
with such frightful violence that ny strap restraints snapped—felt |ike they broke every bone in
my body before I spun out of ny seat. Hurtled forward next—whatever in xaxt "forward" mneant
anynore. My hel net faceplate snmashed into sonething | didn't have time to see, then | helplessly
wat ched nysel f carom upward, caught a leg on one of the Hyperscreen franes; felt the battlesuit
fabric give, tear. PRESSURE DROP appeared in crimson on the inside of ny half-shattered faceplate
as | tunbled free of the hull —sweet nother of Voot, the Starfury had blown in half! Battlesuit
unsuccessfully trying to seal, but PRESSURE DROP starting to blink. No go—struggling to breathe!

Wth my | ast shreds of consciousness, | smacked the Lifed obe's activator and saw t he di aphanous
gl obe start to surround ne... only hope now. Lungs bursting! Then everything went very confortably
bl ack. ...

Chapter 6

First Convoy
16-17 Cctad, 52014

Under Way aboard Yell ow Bird,
I nt erdom ni on Space, En Route to Atal anta

Yellow Bird's flight bridge was snmaller than |'d renenbered fromny first visit. Probably
that was because there was a full flight crew inside now, that and one of ny eyes was stil
swollen nearly shut, too. | was in a junp seat they'd rigged between the two hel ns, Barbousse
standi ng beside nme, urging still another glass of fruit juice on ny full stonmach—giving no
quarter, as he did fromtine to tine when it becanme necessary to keep ne alive in spite of ny half-
witted resistance. Wnking thanks, | found roomfor the nourishing liquid. Hadn't been that | ong
ago |'d despaired of drinking anything again.

Del acroi x lounged in the left seat, idly watching the flight instruments; the right seat was
occupi ed by a tiny, dark-skinned woman, who was presently flying the huge starship with the |ight
touch of a lifelong veteran—n spite of the gravity storm outside that was causi ng rough passages
for everything in this sector of the galaxy. Through the Hyperscreens, | watched our four-Starfury
escort naki ng heavy weather in what | judged (fromthe apparent notion of the spaceman's tunnel)
woul d be power settings of at |east "fast cruise.” Yellow Bird was one speedy transport!

And quiet! I've spent nost of ny life in mlitary starships or, in ny earliest years, worn-
out space barges. None of them was designed for quiet operation inside. At |least, not this quiet.

I could hardly hear the runble of the ship's eight big Hyperlight Drives, buried deep in her
narrow hul | .

"You certain you won't let the Medical Mate bring you sonething for those bruises, Admiral ?"
Del acroi x interrupted, staring at me as if | were a little crazy.

Shook ny head—painfully. But then, | couldn't find anywhere on ny body that didn't hurt.
"Thanks, Skipper," | said appreciatively. "But with all the excitenment about LaSalle's raid on the
Toronder supply fleet, 1'll need to use what's left of nmy alleged brain soon as we make | andfall
Can't take a chance on being sleepy,” Fromearly reports, LaSalle had been wildly successful, wth
nmore than half the enemy convoy destroyed and the renmainder in full flight hone.

Del acroi x nodded. "l understand, Adnmiral," he said in a quiet voice. Stared thoughtfully
while | sipped ny juice. "Mich responsibility, | suppose?”
"Much," | acknow edged, noving painfully to a new position in the junp seat; Barbousse was at

my side in an instant, adjusting cushions, "and an awful lot of things to do."
"You have del egated sone of your duties, one assunes?"

"As many as possible," | said. "But like you and Yellow Bird, if anything goes wong with the
base, | have full responsibility."

"Lives and all?"

Cl osed ny eyes. "Yeah," | replied, thinking about how many Inperial lives I1'd forfeited in mny

own little raid, alone. According to Barbousse, the toll was eight of our twenty-four ships, and
only thirty-one of the 320 m ssing crew nenbers had been recovered—ncl udi ng nysel f and two
ratings fromNL 19. The three of us would never have gotten out alive had it not been for

Del acroi x and his crew-and their ability to nove stealthily in space near a planet. For nearly ten
full watches, they'd searched for us at less than three Standard Light-Days' distant from

O nar'at. Probably the only thing that saved our bacon was the hornet's nest of confusion LaSalle
and | had stirred up throughout The Torond—and very possibly the quiet, but nonethel ess
convincing, efforts of Master Chief Barbousse and the party of nineteen heavily-arnmed SPs who cane
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aboard Yellow Bird with himin the dark norning they set out to search for survivors.

"A heavy burden," Del acroi x observed, bringing nme back to the present. "I was not aware of
that."

"I was," | said, then shook nmy head to clear it—ouldn't tell what hurt worse, ny neck or ny
headache. "How many trips have you taken, now?" | asked, reckoning I'd been absent fromthe base a
little less than four Standard Days.

"Eight, now," Delacroix replied. "I had just returned and was preparing for ny next |oad when
this giant of yours comandeered ny ship." He scow ed at Barbousse nonentarily. "You should pay
dearly for this trip, Admiral," he said

I could only shrug—+esponsibility for the base included accepting ultimte blane for someone
| i ke Barbousse taking the situation in his own hands. Onh, |1'd hear about it from Aval on! No doubt
about that, especially since ultimately ny own worthl ess neck had been saved by the effort.
Probably, | estimted, before the heartless credit counters in BU FLEET FI NANCE were fini shed

with ne, | nmight well wish Delacroix hadn't found nme. W survivors of NL 19 were the final three
rescued, and the search for us required nearly a Standard Day extra. Took a deep breath. "How
much?" | asked, |ooking bun square in the eye.

Del acroix snmiled a little: a strange smle, nostly with his dark eyes. "Nothing, Adnmiral,"” he
said, shaking his head as if he couldn't quite believe what he was saying. "Not a credit."

"How many credits?" | asked. "I didn't quite hear you."

The strange little smle canme again. "None, Admiral," he said. "Zero credits."

"You're not charging ne?" | gasped. "I don't understand."

He shrugged. "This rescue flight has nothing to do with conmerce," he explained, pointing to
Bar bousse, who had taken station to ny right "Rather," he continued, "it has to do with
| oyal ty—and persons |ike your Chief Barbousse, who were willing to sacrifice ne, thensel ves, and
my ship for a chance to save you, Admral." He laughed a little. "It is what | hope nenbers of ny
own crew would do in a sinmilar situation."

"But..."
"Think about it a while, Admiral," he said. "Men and wonen with that kind of loyalty are so
terribly rare as to be virtually nonexistent. So, | reward themfor that rare loyalty, as well as

you, Admiral, for creating it."
| | ooked up at Barbousse—who was suddenly studying the instrunents on a consol e behi nd

hi mthen returned nmy gaze to Delacroix. "I don't know what to say," | muttered, nearly nmute with
enoti on.

"Say nothing," Delacroix said, his snmile slipping into its normal cynicism "I acted only
incidentally in your interest."

I nodded. "Well," | said through nmy own smle, "then ny incidental thanks to you, Captain. |
shal | renmenber your kind favor to Chief Barbousse as long as | live...."

* k%

JimWIIlians was waiting at pierside as Yellow Bird thundered to a stop in Atalanta's

nmonstrous Civilian Terminal. Was glad to spot Caudia farther back in the crowd. Sonmehow, 1'd
hoped she'd be there. Enbarrassed nme nearly to death, but | needed Barbousse's help as | |inped
along the brow. Guess | nearly had bought it in that LifeGobe. I'd gone into a cold sweat by the

tinme | reached the pier.
"Are all missions this tough on you, Admiral?" WIIlianms asked, saluting with a grin as
stepped to the boards. "Don't believe |I've seen you cone back in one piece fromone yet."

Returned his salute. "Wll," | said, "I suppose | ought to be a little nore careful, oughtn't
| ?"

"Mot her of Voot," he said, rolling his eyes. "You look like... I don't know what you | ook
Iike. Great shiner, though!"

"Thanks. "

"I suppose you've heard the reports about the mission."

"Which one?" | asked with a grin, "Fromeverything |I've read so far, LaSalle and his people

stopped the Toronders in their tracks."

"Stopped themcold,” WIllians said. "Not one of the Toronder ships nade it to Cccupied
Fl uvanna, and now it's |l ooking |ike nore than half were destroyed outright. People are trying to
sort out the clainms and confirnmati ons as we speak."

"What about the ones that got away?" | asked.

"A nunber of themwere heavily damaged," he said. "LaSalle's still busy chasing down the
strays, but even if some make it back to port, the cargoes they carry won't be in the right place
at the right tinme—and that counts big in this sort of war."

"You' ve got that right,” | said. "So it looks as if we have a triunph on our hands, then."
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"Two triunphs,"”
condition."

| grinned. "Yeah," | said. "Sounds as if we won't need to go back for a couple of days."

Wllians grinned. "Probably not," he said. "Qur newest damage assessments are incredibl e—they
estimate OGtnar'at won't field another effectual raid for as much as six Standard Weks. You shut
them down, Admiral."

"Thanks, Jim" | said with real enotion. "They'd better stay shut down a while, for what it
cost us in lives and ships."

"Those people won't be the first we've lost in this war," WIllianms said grimy. "They won't
be the last, either. And while you' re busy beating yourself about casualties, WIf Brim keep in
m nd that you very nearly becane one yourself." Then, before |I could say anything nore, | caught a
breath of perfune and C audia was at ny side, shaking her head in clear amazenent.

"Voot's beard but you're a ness, Adniral Brim" she said, extending a very professional hand,

WIllians corrected. "You didn't exactly |l eave their base at nar'at in mnt

"And a jolly good day to you, too, Ms. Harbor Master," | replied with a wy grin. It was when
| touched her hand that reality finally hit ne: | was alive. | hadn't died in that lonely, lonely
Lifed obe. "G good to see you, Claudia," | stamered, mnmy enotions conpletely running away with

t hensel ves.

"You' re shaking," she said, taking ny armwith a very real |ook of concern on her face.

Fighting back a flood of irrational tears, | ground ny teeth until |1'd regained a little
control. "S all right," | whispered. "Just a little weak for a nonent"

"Could | give you a ride back to...?" she asked, glancing at Barbousse, who was standing a
fewirals away, very clearly waiting to catch me if | fell

"He's going to the Base Hospital ," Wlliams said firmy

Shook ny head. "No, I'mall right, Jim" | said. "Really. Just need to sit alittle while.
Headquarters is fine."
"Well, ny skinmer is right over there," C audia declared adamantly, pointing to a civilian

ski mer parked nearby in the center of a red-painted NO PARKING ZONE. "Cmion, Chief, let's get him
into a seat, then he can nmake up his mnd where he's going."

Caught a broad grin on Barbousse as he grabbed ny arm before | knewit, | was in the
passenger seat of Caudia' s skimrer. "Thanks, Chief," | said.

"Admral," he whispered, "how do you feel?"

"Li ke hammered shit, ny friend," | nuttered back, "But the Harbor Master's a | ot better

| ooki ng than either you or Wllians. Al right?"

Bar bousse grinned again. "How about the sick bay?" he asked.

"I'"ll need you to drive ne there later," | said. "But right now, |I've got to get back and
catch up at Headquarters. | know that first convoy's due in from Aval on tonorrow, even if neither
of you have nentioned it."

Bar bousse saluted with a wink. "Beggin' the Adnmiral's pardon, but even so, it probably
woul dn't hurt if Ms. Harbor Master were to drive you slowy... pick out only the best roads on
your way back."

| glanced at Claudia. "You in a hurry?"

"I plan to be awfully careful of you," she said.

WIllians grinned. "Chief," he asked, "could | offer you a ride to Headquarters?"

"You woul dn't take me to the sick bay, would you, Captain?" Barbousse asked with a spurious
| ook of concern

"See what | nean, Adnmiral?" WIlians asked, rolling his eyes skyward. "Discipline' s sinply
col | apsed in your absence."

"Il work on that when | have tinme," | prom sed.

"I hope so," WIllians said. "Cmron, Chief, let's see if we can get sone real work done before
he gets back to Headquarters."

"Scuttlebutt had it that you were dead," O audia said, her skirt riding halfway up her thigh
the way | sinply loved. Wondered idly if she | et that happen on purpose. "The crews of two
Starfuries clinbing out behind you saw the whol e thing," she continued. "d aimed your ship broke
apart."”

"Stupi d zukeeds m ssed our Lifedobes,"” | growed. "W train people to ook for things |ike
that. Wuld have saved a |lot of trouble if they'd..." | ran out of words.

"It only matters that you're back," she said, pressing nmy hand. She glanced at ne—eaught ne
| ooki ng—and grinned. "Who would | have to stare at ny legs if anything happened to you, WIf
Bri nmP"

"Probably every male in the gal axy," | suggested.
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She shook her head. "I only let it slide up when you're around,"” she said with alittle
si del ong gl ance.
"Il bet,"” | said.
"No, really," she said. "I've done it ever since the day | net you. Renenber that ride | gave

you back from the warehouse? | do."
"How could |I forget?"
"I'"ve hoped you hadn't."

"And you still don't mind ny staring?" | asked, but | thought | really knew the answer,
"I"'d be awfully hurt if you didn't," she said.
Took her hand again—warm snall, and soft. "I'd be awfully hurt if you didn't want ne to," |

said. Then | shook my head and stared at the floorboards for a nmonent, fighting nmyself.
"You all right?" she asked.

"Yeah," | replied, "I'"'mall right. It's us I"'mworried about. | don't think this is turning
out the way either of us had expected, is it?" | munbled.

She gl anced at ne, dropped her eyes for a noment, then snoothed her skirt back over her knees
as we headed toward the base's main gate. "lI'mnot sure what | expected,"” she said. "Probably I

shoul d have known nyself better." She pursed her lips for a monent. "lI'mstill where | was al
those years ago, so far as you're concerned...."

"That's good to hear, Claudia," | admtted. "I never did get over you, either."

"So here we are," she said, shaking her head, "a couple of mddle-aged, woul d-be |overs,
ti ptoeing around the subject |ike teenagers who want to sneak a kiss behind their parents' back."

"At least this time we're tiptoeing," | said, showing ny pass as we slowed for the guard-
shack scanners. "I wanted to get back together with you ny second tine in Atalanta when | cane as
a st owaway—before | got caught up in the Mtchell Trophy races. But you'd only just married
Nesterio in those days, and we didn't even talk about... an us."

"Wonder what woul d have happened if the Bears hadn't spirited you off to fly those new
Sherrington racers," she said, starting off as the signals turned green ahead.

"I'"ve often wondered the sanme thing," | said, returning the guard' s salute. "Another of those
zillion or so paths we're never pernitted to take in a single lifetine—so it probably doesn't
matter much anyway."

"What does namtter,'

she said, pulling up at the Base Headquarters building, "is that you and

| have a big job to do professionally, and we've got to do it together. So... well, | sinply plan
to go on living day-by-day, calmy as possible, and | et whatever happens between us happen. |I'm
sinply through running away."

"Thanks," | managed to say. "I'mpretty tired of running nyself,"” | could have hugged her

but | didn't dare—+too many peopl e around.

We sat wi thout speaking for another couple of nonents. Then C audi a broke the silence, her
face as calmas if we were discussing operational plans, "If you don't get out of this skinmmer
i Mmediately, WIf Brim" she said, "what nay happen in the next few nonments will be enbarrassing
to both of us—and very probably will further reinforce those things people started saying after
they caught us in that experinmental Lifed obe."

"I was thinking the same sort of thoughts,” | admtted.

"In that case, good-bye, Admiral," she said firnmy, "—for now"

Yeah. | opened the door and—eh, painfully!—worked nyself to the pavenent, where ny knees
buckled and | had to grab the skinmrer's door. Miust have groaned a bit, for she reached over for ny
arm

"Can you make it?" she asked. "Should we go to the hospital instead?"

Shook ny head. "1'll nake it," | said. "Just need a little start."”

"You | ook like you need a lot nore than that, WIf Brim" she observed quietly.

"I know | do," | agreed. "But | ook what happened after the Lifed obe."

"WIf Brim you are inpossible!"

"I'"ve heard that before, too," | said with a wink, then marshaling what remained of ny

strength, | hobbled off for nmy office. The Marines were nearly a whole click behind in their
timng, but the fact that | stunbled twice on my way to the doors probably threw t hem of f
consi derably. ..

For the renmai nder of the day, WIllians had ne set up to neet with nore people than | could
keep track of. Resurrection of the base was in full swing, now, with our inprovenment prograns al
conming to realization swiftly in full view of the Toronders—f they hadn't caught on by now, they
weren't going to. Rapid, high-level decisions were the order of the day; WIllianms had carefully
cut through all the nonsense so that when | had to resolve issues, the pertinent facts—and
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personalities—were i mediately at my fingertips.

By eveni ng, the docket was enpty—ncludi ng nost potential problens concerning arrival of the
first Gontor convoy from Aval on. They'd been safe under the protection of our patrolling
Starfuries for the last Standard Day, and would only stop for supplies maintenance before getting
under way again within two days of their arrival. The sheer job of servicing all those ships could
only be described as nassive, but thanks to Jimand C audia working things out in advance, the
anchorage was ready for them Every resource available—snilitary and civilian—was standi ng by.

The only possible hitch | could see cane fromthe convoy's comander, Admral Zakharoff,
actually Count (the Hon.) Basal Zakharoff, Vice Admiral, |I.F. He intended to throw a fornal bal
t he night everyone was in harbor—+ight in the nmiddle of a thraggling war we weren't exactly
Wi nni ng yet! But when someone with Zakharoff's influence wanted sonething, no matter how
outlandish it mght be, he got it. W would have a formal ball the follow ng night. Thank Voot and
all his mnions for Cottshall! I'd turned the whole thing over to him and he'd been busy al
afternoon, with nore people coning and going at his desk than nine. The man had seened deli ghted
with the assignnent....

I was damed well ready to accept the ride to nmy quarters Jimhad graciously offered—oul dn't
ride ny gravcycle for at |least two Standard Weeks, according to Dr. Lazar, the Spaceflight
Surgeon. However, before |I could get up fromny desk, the Hol oPhone in ny office cane to life,
wi th KA' PPA TRANSM SSI ON and EYES ONLY— MVEDI ATE enbl azoned on the display. "Can you give ne a
couple of mnutes to see about this?" | yelled out the door

“I'"ll be here in the anteroomjawi ng with Cotshall when you're ready,
"Take your tine."

Nodded ny thanks, then "signed" for the transni ssion and enabl ed nmy Hol oPhone, which
i medi ately displ ayed:

Willians replied.

ADM RALTY: PLEASE SI GNAL WHEN READY FOR GENERAL DRUMVIOND.
Wonderful, | thought. Just thraggling wonderful. Now what? "Ready," | said.

DRUMMOND: HELLO, WLF. HEARD THEY' D FOUND YOU THI S MORNI NG LOTS OF PECPLE HERE | N AVALON ARE
DRI NKI NG UP QUI TE A CELEBRATI ON-ONRAD EVEN THREW A PARTY. SAID IT WAS TOO BAD YOU RE NOTI HERE TO
ENJOY I T, BUT HE D DRI NK YOUR MEEM FOR YOU. DAMN THOUGHTFUL FOR AN EMPEROR, |'D SAY. HOW DO YQOU
FEEL?

"About Onrad or physically?"
DRUVMOND: SMART- ASS. ARE YOU ALL RI GHT?
"A few aches here and there, but pretty nuch alive, thanks."
DRUVMOND: WHAT DOES DR. LAZAR SAY?
"He says |'mkilling nyself."
DRUVMOND: LAZAR THI NKS EVERYBODY | S KI LLI NG HI MSELF. ARE YOU ABLE TO FLY A STARSHI P?
"According to Lazar?"
DRUVMOND: OF COURSE NOT— ALREADY KNOW WHAT HE THI NKS. ACCORDI NG TO Y-O U
Thought about that for a monment. "Yes," | answered. "If | had to, sure.”
DRUVMOND: DOES THAT MEAN YOU D BE AS GOOD AS YOU WERE BEFORE YOU GOT' YOUR ASS HALF SHOT OFF?

Thought about that, too—sonething told ne I'd better believe what | said. Drumond woul dn't
be asking unl ess he was thinking about putting me to the test. Decided | could. "Better," | said.

DRUVMOND: TOOK YOU A WH LE.
"I meant it."

DRUMMOND: |'LL G VE YOU ONE MORE CHANCE TO TAKE THAT BACK

"l pass."
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DRUVMOND: YOUR FUNERAL, BRI M
"What do you want ne to do?"
DRUVMOND: |'LL HAVE TO TELL YOU I N AVALON.

"That's crazy," | said. "This set just spelled out something about your telling nme in
Aval on. "

DRUVMOND: THE SET' S WORKI NG FI NE, THEN.

"You nean you want ne in Avalon?" | couldn't thraggling believe it!
DRUVMOND: ABSOLUTELY.

Voot's greasy, flea-infested, diseased, nmangy beard. "Wen?"
DRUVMOND: SOON AS WE CAN GET YQU HERE.

"Ceneral," | said in exasperation, "this may conme as a shock to you, but I'ma little busy
here right now. Remenber that Gontor thing you wanted me to take care of ?"

DRUMMOND: OF COURSE | REMEMBER. YOU VE DONE A SUPERB JOB GETTI NG EVERYTHI NG STARTED. AND THAT
RAI D YOU PULLED OFF AGAI NST OTNAR AT WAS A MASTER STROKE. | T WLL PROBABLY GO DOMN AS THE SI NGLE
MOST | MPORTANT ELEMENT | N SECURI NG GONTOR. | N FACT, BRIM YOU MAY HAVE BEEN ENTI RELY TCO
SUCCESSFUL W TH BOTH THOSE RAI DS YOU PULLED OFF, BUT WE' LL TALK ABOUT THAT LATER

Too successful ? Shook ny head. Where the xaxt was Drumond's head? "d ad you like my work," |
argued, "but for Voot's sake, how can | just up and cone to Avalon? |'ve now got a | ot of
unfi ni shed business to do."

DRUMMOND: THE | MPORTANT THI NG IS THAT YOUR UNFI NI SHED BUSI NESS | S | N THE HANDS OF EXCELLENT
PEOPLE WHO CAN MANAGE THI NGS BEAUTI FULLY W THOUT YOU UNTI L PROQJIECT SAPPHI RE ENTERS | TS NEXT STAGE.
AND | PROM SE YOQU LL BE BACK I N PLENTY OF TI ME FOR THAT.

Rocked back in nmy chair. He was right, of course. | just hadn't thought of it that way
before. | couldn't personally have led the Qtnar'at mission unless those teans of people Td put in
charge with Wllians's help were capabl e of running thenselves for a while. And of course,
Wllians hinself. Shuddered for a nonent wondering where |'d be right now wi thout him

DRUMMOND: YOU STI LL THERE?
"Yeah. |'mthinking."

DRUMMOND: DANGEROUS STUFF, THI NKI NG HAVE A CARE.

"Same to you, Drummond." Thought for a while nore about |eaving the base under Wllians's
command. No problemwith WIliams—he just wasn't a Hel nsman. O course, he had Burton LaSalle to
handl e that part of the job. And Barbousse woul d be around to keep track of things in ny
absence. . ..

DRUMMOND: WELL? ElI THER YOU DID A GOOD JOB AND CAN LEAVE FOR A VHI LE, OR YOU DIDN T.

And probably it wouldn't be a bad idea if Claudia and | did give things a rest for a while.
We both knew where we were heading on our present course. Made sense....

DRUMVOND: HEY, BRI M
"All right, 1'lIl go! How soon?"

DRUMMOND: | CAN HAVE A TYPE 327 THERE I N TWDO STANDARD DAYS. LETS SEE WHERE YQU ARE, THATS DAY
AFTER TOMORROWHN THE MORNI NG CAN YOU BE READY?

This really wasn't happeni ng, of course—except it was. "Yeah. Sure,” | blurted out. "I'll be
packed and waiting on the dock."
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DRUMMOND: SEE YOU | N FOUR DAYS OR SO, BRIM HAVE A GOOD TRI P.

"Right," | replied, wondering what in xaxt 1'd just signed up for now and feeling kind of
di sgusted that I'd done it in the first place. But | was a whole lot too |ate thinking about that
now.

ADM RALTY: SI GNI NG OFF

| touched DI SCONNECT, and the display faded. Sat there in silence a few nonments, thinking
about what 1'd just proni sed—and how very little information | had about it. Then | shrugged.

Soneday, | promised nyself, 1'd finally learn to say "no." Meanwhile... "Ah... Jim" | called,
linmping away frommy cluttered desk, "all of a sudden, we've got a lot to talk about on the way
home! "

* *x %

Next norning, our inconmi ng Gontor convoy needed no announcenent on the |ocal nedia, even to a
city long acquainted with the resoundi ng thunder of starships lifting and settling to landfall.
This arrival shook the very ground we wal ked on, intruded on our personal spaces with no
mtigation. Ships sinply began to appear through the clouds—then sinply kept com ng... and
comi ng... and coning. Now and again throughout the norning, | studied themfromthe roof of
Headquarters as they rumbl ed overhead, clunsily—to the eye of killer-ship Hel msman—smaneuvering in
the tight constraints of a very crowded airspace. There were all shapes and sizes of starships:
transports, mammoth |iners, hunpbacked |ivestock packets, store ships of every description, many
smal | shi ps—ostly tranps—that woul d have been better off plying the trade within planetary
systens than trying the hazards of an interstellar passage. Every starship was deep-|aden and
nmoving with the uncertainty of precariously thin useful-lift ratios.

I rmust adnit the sight of that great fleet stirred me deeply. For all its diversity, yes, and
occasi onal disorganization, it had a sense of purpose after its hazardous passage the |ong way
‘round past Braltar fromAvalon. It was a sense the convoy woul d need for the second leg of its
voyage, this time, through nmuch nore treacherous space. This was especially true considering its
| ong-di stance escort, which was much | ess inpressive than the convoy itself—and reflected
perfectly the pinched circunstances of our badly stretched Inperial Fleet at this point of the
war. To shepherd these ninety-six ships through potentially the nost treacherous interstellar
space in the gal axy, our Admiralty had been able to provide the ancient battl ecruiser Cel eron
(Voot knew from what backwater they'd resurrected that old ship, pride of another era); four
di sruptor nonitors, one of crude, prewar design; and a pair of arned rescue tugs. Seven nmilitary
starshi ps—naore |like six and a half—+o guard ninety-six heavily laden, virtually irrepl aceable
mer chant men. Not a reassuring show of strength, and yet there it was. In the Iong void between the
unbrella of Starfuries we would launch fromthis base and the nuch thinner unbrella of Starfuries
Del acroi x had nmanaged to land at the other side on Gontor, this was the best that could be done.
Luck and skill would have to fill the gap. All | could do was quietly thank Voot and his greasy
beard for the success of our mission to Onar'at. If ever the forfeiture of human |ives seened
worth the cost, now was the tine....

As the |l ast ships were thundering down into the harbor, | transferred sone |ast-cycle data to
JimWIIlianms's account, then shut down ny workstation and prepared to nake an official appearance
at the harbor to wel come Count, (the Hon.) Vice Admiral Basal Zakharoff. Earlier, Barbousse had

fetched me a respectable uniform These days, | spent nost of my tine in blue flight coveralls and
a Hel meman's jacket. As | dressed, | felt unusually stuffy in the starched fabrics that,
previously, | had considered quite the normfor non-conbat situations. How very little tine |

required to establish bad habits! Westled a xaxtdamed pair of white gl oves over ny hands—why is
it white gloves are always too snall? Do they thraggling nake themthat way? Sonehow fastened the
xaxt dammed buttons while thinking that people who regularly fly all over a xaxtdammed gal axy have
little need for xaxtdammed white gl oves that attract every xaxtdammed speck of dirt within five
hundred xaxtdamed |i ght-years whether the wearer touches anything or not! Hate the xaxtdamed
things! Got a thorough, perceptible, check from Cottshall—enly nmy collar needed adjusting. A
second check, this one nmuch nore stringent but totally unobservable to the inexperienced eye, from
Bar bousse earned ne a wi nk.

"You |l ook extrenely military, Admiral," he allowed. From Barbousse, this was an endorsemnent
half the Fleet would gladly die for, especially since |I still had a black eye that woul d nmake a
prof essi onal Kanz'u chanpi on blush with envy. Made ne feel pretty good about nyself as | half
I i nped through the headquarters | obby; hoped | wouldn't trip and fall flat on ny face.

Qutside, Petty Oficer First Cass Joe Russo waited at the open door of the great, el egant
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I'i nousi ne skinmer he'd been shining that day | met hi meonplete with my two-star flag flying from
a jack staff at the bow. Hador's reflection fromthe trimalone was enough to blind a man. "M.
Russo," | said, "I thought you' d sent that to sal vage."

Russo sal uted and grinned proudly. "Alnbost did, Admral," he said. "But when Master Chief
Bar bousse took over as ranking NCO he told ne t' belay that 'cause we mght need it soneday.

G and-lookin' linmp, isn't she?"

d anced at Barbousse, who appeared to be studying sonething on the roof of the building next
door. Chuckled. "Best-looking linb |I've seen in a long tine, M. Russo," | said. Couldn't argue
with the truth....

* * *

When he arrived at the dockyards, Atalanta's harbor had descended into a noisy, teenm ng chaos
with provisions lighters and bristling nai ntenance barges speedi ng everywhere—n every conceivabl e
direction—all at the sane time. Zakharoff's om nous, gray flagship Cel eron was noored to one of
the city's largest piers, where she appeared to | oomover every ship in the harbor. A frowning,
hunmpbacked mammoth from an earlier age, Celeron's massive, asymmetric hull was originally
conceived as a platformfor the type of enornpus, antiship disruptors that had been the fina
arbiters in space-power struggles for a nillenniumor nore. These col ossal weapons coul d destroy
other battlecruisers, huge asteroi ds—even cities. But they could neither fire rapidly nor traverse
swiftly, and were next to usel ess against new attack shi ps devel oped over the past ten years. In
an attenpt to bolster this weakness—dnseen by her original designers—at |east seventy new, rapid-
firing disrupter barbettes had been let-in to her nmassive hull, and she now bristled like an
oversi ze hedgehog.

Russo picked his way through the teem ng surface traffic and brought us to the foot of her
brow, where four |nperial Mrines stood at parade rest, blast pikes at their sides. As our skinmer
drew to a hover, the Marines cane to rigid attention and one of themcalled out, "Al ongside!"

Startled me. Along time had passed since |'d had much to do with the old capital ships; we
don't stand on nuch cerenony dodgi ng aboard Starfuries. danced up to the other end of the brow,
where an officer, a boatswain's mate, and ten ratings had just come to rigid attention on a small
retractable platform| guessed was depl oyed for the express purpose of honors and cerenonies.

"Al ongside!" the officer echoed.

Russo opened ny door smartly. "Need a hand, Admiral ?" he whispered w thout nmoving his lips or
changi ng hi s expression.

I winked an appreciative "no," then struggled to the pavenent and linped a little shakily to
the brow, allow ng Barbousse to hand nme onto the treads, which whisked us to the platformw th no
further disconfort on ny part.

At the precise nonent | arrived on the honors platform the officer—a full Comrander, no

| ess—al l ed out, "Over the side!" Instantly, the boatswain hammered two traditional "clear tones"
from his gol den tocsins and we sal ut ed.

"Perm ssion to board I .F.S. Celeron," | said.

"Perm ssion granted, Adnmiral,"” the Conmander said with a steely |ook. "Adnmral Zakharoff

sends his conplinments and requests your presence in the ship's wardroom£first hatch to your |eft
past the boarding | obby."

"Thank you, Commander," | replied, and stepped into the old warship's el egant, paneled
boar di ng | obby, where another two rows of perfectly outfitted Inperial Marines came to attention
as Barbousse and | passed between them W ndered what they did when they weren't honoring
somet hing. Haven't noticed us capturing many eneny ships by boarding these days. Inside, we made
our way quietly through a long 'mdships alleyway traversing what | guessed was the ship's main
deck. By the first hatch to the right, two nore Inperial Marines stood at attention on either side
of an open hatch ornanented with a huge, gilded Inperial conet. Fromthe sounds com ng from
i nsi de—and a strong odor of drinking spirits—+ knew I'd located the wardroom

Bar bousse stopped short of the door. "Oficers' country, Adnmiral," he said. "I'mwearing mny
sumoner —ust signal when you need ne."

| looked himin the eye and nodded thoughtfully. Here was a man who was a hundred ti mes nore
talented than nost of the flag officers in the Fleet. Yet he was not permtted inside the wardroom
of an Inperial warship, no matter how nmean and insignificant she night be. W'd been through this
a thousand tinmes over the years. By his firmw shes, he remained an enlisted man in history. "I'Il
signal," | assured him Then | stepped into the wardroom all dark wood paneling, deep carpets,
potted greenery, and soft lighting—a perfect clone of all the fine old nen's clubs I'd visited-but
as a Carescrian never been permitted to join—+n Aval on

"Rear Admiral WIf Ansor Brim Inperial Fleet, MIlitary Conmandant, Atalanta Fleet Base!" a
whi t e-uni fornmed steward announced while | stripped off ny right glove and folded it under ny |eft
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shoul der strap. Perhaps twenty officers—ncluding two Rear Adnirals |ike myself—aere gathered in
full uniformat the far wall before a massive bar, behind which four nore stewards stood at

wat chful attention. The room suddenly becane quiet, and a large man with a florrid

count enance—wearing one nore stripe on his sleeve than | did—turned to face ne. Had to fight off a
sm | e wondering what he thought of the black eye.

"My dear Brim" he runbled in a deep, soggy bass, extending his hand, "how good of you to pay
us a call. Come refresh yourself in our hunble wardroom" He was tall and portly, with a uniform
that rmust have cost at least half the Enpire's original outlay for the Celeron, H s face was |ined
and creased by what appeared to be a lifetine of unrestraint, and you could park a Starfury in the
bags under his liverish eyes. But aside fromthe obvious deterioration, there was sonething very
substantial to this fat old reprobate. Perhaps it was that aura of power the nobility al ways seens
to emit. Perhaps it was even a vision of w ckedness—his nustache conbined with a snmall goatee and
pendul ous vei ned cheeks gave hima look |I'd always associated with the G adgroat-Norchelite
church's "BEvil One." Watever it mght be, Zakharoff was an inposing, inpressive person. | decided
to reserve judgnment until I'd had tine to nore accurately take the man's nmeasure. "Basa
Zakharoff," he said as | grasped his hand—a surprisingly firm masculine handshake. Don't know why
it surprised ne.

"I am honored," | countered, |ooking the man square in the eye. "Wl cone to Atalanta."

Zakharoff nade a curt, little nmilitary nod. "Gentlemen," he said, indicating me with a casua
wave of the hand, "may | present our host, Adnmiral BrinP" Wth a hand in the center of ny back, he
ushered ne toward the bar. "I believe you' re an appreciator of Logish Meem aren't you, Brin?" he
asked. "At least that is the inpression Onrad gives."

| nodded—nane droppers don't nuch inpress ne. "I've been known to sanple a bottle now and
then," | conceded.

"MIler," he said, signaling the bar steward, "Adnmiral Brimw Il have a goblet of our
Tanr hone oh-five."

The steward fixed me with a glance, then nodded, and Zakharoff began introducing ne to the
other officers. Two of them+the Rear Admirals, both senior to nme—+ now recogni zed as cl assmates of
m ne at the Hel menman's Acadeny; they seenmed nildly interested that | had nmanaged to becone an
Adnmiral, too. "You've been nost fortunate, Brim" one of them David Lynch, allowed in patrician
articulation. "Especially considering your origins."

Felt ny hackles rise. He hadn't changed. Renenbered hi mas such a poor Hel nsman that he'd
graduated without the tiny winged conet to wear on his left breast. 1'd read in a recent issue of
the Academny's alumi publication, Helm that he'd just finished a tour as Chief of the Navigation
Ai ds Bureau in Aval on. Wndered what sort of cock-up he'd committed there to wind up as part of
this suicide squadron. "Thanks," | said, reaching for my goblet of neem "Sonetinmes Dane Fortune
smles for the strangest of reasons."

"I dare say she does, the old whore," Lynch roared, raising his glass in a chuckling toast to
the other Rear Admiral, one Bill Liddle—who' d also failed to conplete flight school, if I
remenbered correctly.

I munbl ed sonet hing i nane, then busied nyself sanpling the neem Wasn't half bad. Lanmentable
to waste it on these insolent bastards! Continued along the bar with Zakharoff, neeting the kind
of people I'd encountered when |'d entered the Fleet during a war whose ashes had been cold for
nmore than a decade. Found quickly that | still didn't have nmuch to talk to themabout. My world is
filled with starshi ps and weaponry, not the |latest social intrigues at Court.

Aside fromny black eye, one topic that did interest themall was the Carescrian
reinforcenents that would soon be added to our Inperial forces. They'd heard about that. O
course, | didn't know nuch nore than they did about the subject. But since | was a Carescrian
they expected | would be a font of information, and | suppose | cane off like a dunce, at least in
their eyes. Kind of wondered how a busy officer was supposed to keep up with such trivia in the
first place, but nentally threw up ny hands. These nmen had little to do with today's fast-evolving
Inperial Fleet. They still lived in an era that had gone by the boards ten years ago. Like the
grand ol d ship they inhabited, they were dooned, either fromthe deadly, new conbat that was
closing in around themer fromthe equally |ethal peace that would follow.

After less than a netacycle of this drivel, | found nyself glancing about, wondering how
coul d nake an early escape without incurring Zakharoff's wath. Stuffed shirt or no, he was a
force to be reckoned with. Like it or not, one doesn't irritate the big guns whenever one pl eases.
Nevert hel ess, | desperately needed somnet hi ng—anyt hi ng—to get nme back to reality, no natter how
crazy Atalanta's reality mght have becone in the past few netacycl es.

Just as | was about to nake a | ame excuse and bolt for a door regardl ess of the consequences,
arating fromthe ship's COM center showed up carrying a red envel ope proninently marked MOST
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SECRET- | MVEDI ATE/ FLASH. He spoke with one of the stewards, who quickly struck a tiny chinme and
announced, "Message for Admiral Brim"

The room went stone-cold silent as | |linped across the floor to sign for it. Every eye seened
to follow ne as | hobbled to a private corner of the wardroom sat in a gloriously confortable
easy chair, then applied ny thunmb to the envel ope's seal. After the opening sequence, | peered
i nside and wi thdrew a KA PPA nessage form

DFLKJHBQW OT3456JLKV SO EYWRTLKU
[ TOP SECRET]

FROM
U BARBOUSSE, MCPO, |.F.S. CELERON, ATALANTA
HADCR- HAELI C

TO
WILF A. BRRM RADM 1.F.S. CELERQON, ATALANTA,
HADOR- HAELI C

IF 1 AM TO TRUST M LLER, THE BAR STEWARD, YOU LOOK BORED NEARLY TO DI STRACTI ON. SHOULD YOU W SH AN
ESCAPE, USE THI S AS YOUR TI CKET TO FREEDOM YOUR SUMVONER W LL BRI NG ME TO THE WARDROOM DOCR | N
LESS THAN A CYCLE. RUSSO HAS THE LI MO I DLI NG AT THE FOOT OF THE BROW

[ END TOP SECRET]
DFLKJHBQW OT3456JLKV SO EYWRTLKU

Managed to contain the c¢'lenyt wide grin that threatened to spread across ny face. Weezed a
couple of tines stuffing the nessage back in its envel ope, then got to nmy feet as Zakharoff strode
to ny chair. "Sensitive business, ny dear Brin?" he asked.

"Sensitive, indeed, Admiral," | replied with as serious a deneanor as | coul d produce,
considering the circunstances. "It seens as if | nust return to headquarters i mediately." As |
activated ny sunmoner, | discovered that everyone at the bar was staring at ne in utter

ast oni shment. They nust not know many Carescrians who recei ve MOST SECRET-| MVEDI ATE/ FLASH
nessages.

"One hopes the situation is not so serious as to prohibit your appearance at the ball this
eveni ng," Zakharoff offered.

"One can only hope, Adnmiral," | said gravely as Barbousse appeared at the doorway. "One can
only hope." Turning ny attention to the surprised officers, | made one of Zakharoff's curt, little
mlitary nods. "Good day, gentlenen," | said, then clicked ny heels, "Adniral Zakharoff."

"Admral Brim" he said, |ooking down his |ong, bul bous nose in dismissal

Turning on nmy heel, | joined Barbousse in the alleyway. Russo had us back at Headquarters
before another half mnetacycl e had passed.

Couldn't get better than a "mlitary" rating from Barbousse when | left for Cottshall's
soiree that night. My black eye and pronounced |linp gave ne the | ook of an alley cat who has | ost
control of his alley. Actually, I think I |ooked worse in ny formal uniformthan I might have in

my fatigues and flight jacket. Kind of |like a new white carpet shows up every bit of dirt, no
matter how insignificant. Neverthel ess, here | was, back in the linousine, dressed in full soup
and fi sh—erenoni al cape, cutaway jacket, epaulettes, ruffled shirt—and on ny way to our Oficers
Club, which in a netacycle or so would be strained to the very lints of its capacity. The
receiving line was scheduled to begin in less than half a metacycle. "How s your transport poo
hol di ng up?" | asked Russo.

"W're doin' fine, Admiral," Russo replied. "But |'ve never seen so many VIPs in ny life."

"They' Il be gone after tonorrow, " | promn sed.

"Better be," Russo chuckled. "Couple of ny drivers are threatenin' to defect to the League if
they have to haul many nore uppity bigw gs."

"Tell "emto pick me up if they |eave before this little bash is over," | said with a | augh
"I think I want out, too." Ahead, the circular driveway to the Club's nmain entrance was a
mniature traffic nightmare, with SPs gesturing and whistling in a vain attenpt to keep early
guests and | ast-nmorment conmercial traffic nmoving. Voot only knew what it would be |ike when people
really began to arrive

"Beggin' the Admral's pardon,” Russo interjected, "but |I've often wondered how you nanage to
put up with what you do." He reached over the wi ndshield and touched a button that began to pul se.
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"I't's all over the base the way you got treated aboard Cel eron this afternoon—an' none of the
scuttl ebutt canme from Chi ef Barbousse."
Sat speechless for a nonent. Clearly, the ratings had a grapevine nearly as efficient as the

Chiefs'. "Don't quote me, Russo," | warned, "but after all these years, garbage |ike that doesn't
bot her me nuch. Kind of like scar tissue—hasn't a lot of nerves init."

"An' besides, you showed '"emall, didn't you, Admral?"

"Thanks," | said. "I did what | needed to do." Ahead, traffic in the driveway was sinply
di ssol ving as we approached. "Russo," | asked, "how d you do that?"

"Had the boys install a little VIP switch up there," he said, pointing to the pulsing switch
over the windshield. "Lets the SPs know you're on the way. They sinply stop traffic everywhere

until | give "emthe word."

"Mster," | grunbled as we drew up uni npeded before the Cub's main entrance, "you're going
to spoil ne—urn ne into another Summers."

"Can't hear you, Admiral," he said as he junped out and opened the door for ne. "Whenever you
want the lino, just let M. Cottshall know. I'll be here before you knowit,"

| grabbed his armto steady nyself as | got out. The leg still ached with dull pain,
especially when |1'd been sitting for a while. "Thanks, Russo," | said with a chuckle. "I'll count

on that." Cottshall had stationed four of our SPs in their best unifornms on either side of the
door. One, with at least a million hash marks on his sleeve, noved quietly to nmy side.

"Er, can | offer some help, Admiral?" he asked.

"Thanks, Chief,” | said. "I've got a netacycle of receiving |ine ahead of ne. Mght as well
get used to it now. "

"I'f you need anything at all this evening..."

“I'11 yell," | called over nmy shoul der. "Keep an ear posted."

"You bet | will, Admral," he said with a big grin.

Two nore SPs yanked the doors open, and | nmade ny way through clouds of mu' occo cigarette
snoke, perfune, and the odor of spirits into an al ready-crowded | obby* where | handed ny cape to a
steward and tried to field greetings from peopl e whose nanmes | shoul d have renmenbered, but didn't.
Cottshall had stationed hinself to one side of the ballroomat a small |ectern, directing
operations with all the precision of a dancing master conducting an el aborate ballet. He | ooked up
as | cane al ongside and grinned. "Ah, welcone, Admiral," he said with obvious pride of
acconpl i shnent, and nodded to the crowded | obby. "Quite a turnout already."

"Quite a turnout, indeed, M. Cottshall,"” | said, grinning. "Congratul ations."
"It's not even started yet,"” he said. "I'll let you know about congratul ati ons tonorrow. "
Squeezed his arm "I'mwlling to make a few predictions."

"Thank you, Adnmiral," he said. "By the by, M. Valenont-Nesterio is already inside the
bal | room preparing for the reception line. You might wish to join her."

"Cood idea," | said, hoping | didn't |ook too eager, and slipped through the doors into..
what used to be the Oficers' Club ballroom Cottshall had transforned it. In the center of the
room a huge table groaned beneath a princely expanse of hors d' oeuvres arranged around two huge
ice sculptures of clinbing Starfuries. In the far corner, a chanber orchestra was setting up at
t he bandstand, which itself had been transforned into a gi ant opened nollusk shell. Five tenporary
bars woul d soon be in operation, one at each wall and another at an angle near the door to assist
intraffic control. Beside them a small arny of white-coated stewards—had Cottshall hired all the
rati ngs on the base?—were | oading additional tables with hors d' oeuvres. Stanchions connected by a
thick golden rope led into the roomfromthe main doors and desi gnated space for our reception

line. Everything in place except... Caudia. Wiere was she? Cottshall had said she'd be here
Suddenly, | caught the sensuous odor of perfume and felt a hand on ny arm "Good eveni ng,
Adnmiral," she said, proffering a goblet of meemw th one hand while she held a flute of

E' | ande—nearly consunmed—n the other. Al nost gasped—she wasn't just beautiful this evening, she
was gl orious! She'd chosen white for the occasion, a color that reveal ed her tawny conpl exi on at
its best. And she'd dressed! in the hugely fashionable costune antique style that had shocked—as
wel | as thoroughly charned—Aval oni an soci ety during the past few nonths. Her gown was extremnely

| ow- bosoned and concealed little of those anple, clearly unrestrained, breasts | |loved so. Wth a
hi gh wai stline, and a very narrow, slit-to-the-thigh skirt that carried sheer down to tiny, high-
heel ed shoes, it was clear to ne that she was destined to be extremely popul ar anong our nale

guests tonight. Al | could do was stare-when | dared
"Great shiner you' ve got there," she said, with a grin and a sidelong | ook of anusenent.
"Li ke that, eh?" | asked, trying to keep ny gaze where it ought to be—she was gorgeous.
"G ves you that sexy look of the streets," she replied, with a faux-serious countenance.
"Speaki ng of sexy," | countered, "that gown of yours is positively erotic—and beautiful."
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"Like it?" she asked, twirling to give me a better view

"Mt her of Voot," | swore under ny breath, "You nust have had it nade specially for ne."

She made a sidelong glance. "I did, you know. "

"Right," | said, "and Nergol Triannic is about to sue for peace."

"Sonetines, WIf Brim" she said, rolling her eyes, "I could stick your xaxtdamed nodesty
sonewhere that isn't your ear."

"Sorry," | replied

"You ought to be," she retorted. "And now you're staring."

"Dammed right I'mstaring," | said. "If you got that gown for nme, then | don't intend to niss
even a square mlli-iral of skin."

She grinned and gl anced at the door. "Cmon, you," she said, taking ny arm "Here's Captain
WIllians, and | ook who he's got with him Adele! Isn't she the crafty one? Wat a | ovely gown!"

At that nmonent—and not until that nmonent—did | realize that | hadn't given even a single
thought to bringing an escort of my own. And clearly, neither had d audia...

By Twilight and twenty, the noise fromthe | obby had becone deafening, and our little
reception line was braced for the onslaught. Cosest to the door was Jill Tonpkins, Chief of
Qperations, squired by one of the Hel nsmen who'd survived the Gtnar'at raid with ne. What Jill did
for a fornmal uniformnore than nade up for the unsightliness | brought to the party tonight. Next
was Burt LaSalle, our senior Space Oficer with a gorgeous blonde he'd nmet in the city (who
couldn't hold a candle to Cd audia, even though her gown showed acres nmore skin). Next, Jim
Wllians and Adel e Hough, Claudia's secretary, |ooking exquisite in a gown designed for a roya
princess. Then Claudia, and finally me. Felt |like we were waiting at the wong end of a firing
squad.

At Twilight and a half sharp, a grinning Cottshall stuck his head through the doubl e doors.
"Ready everyone?" he asked in an excited voice.

| turned to Claudia and rolled ny eyes, while reluctant bleats of, "Yeah," and "Cuess so,"
struggled fromthe Ilips of we sacrificial offerings to the gods of polite society.

"Then brace yourselves,"” Cottshall warned, and both doors swung open

Actually, it was even worse than |'d expected, but that could serve as another story
al t oget her. ...

There had been dancing in the ballroomupstairs for nearly half a nmetacycle now, however |
was content to wedge myself into one of the club's dimy lit, basenent bars, nursing two very nunmb
feet and a greatly ill-treated right hand, the latter victimof nore than two hundred crushing
handshakes. For sone lunatic reason, nearly every male who had cone through the receiving line
felt conpelled to declare personal dedication to the Enpire's ultimte victory by
earnestly—painfully—=winging ny hand as if it were sonething to be killed by strangul ation
Doubtl essly a testosterone thing, | nused—oot knew |'d probably done the same idiotic thing
mysel f on occasion. But now, with the actual ball successfully under way upstairs, | found it
terribly nice to hide for a few nonents and |ick my wounds, so to speak. Ch, sooner or later 1I'd
have to return to the ballroomand mngle. Like it or not, the job of Base Conmander does cone
with certain political strings attached; Voot knew that |'d already pal ned nost of it off to
Cottshall and WIIians.

And after all, it was still little nore than two days since they'd dragged ne hal f-dead from
the Lifed obe.. ..

"Hey, StarSailor,” Claudia s soft voice whispered caressingly in ny ear. "Don't suppose you'd
like to dance, would you?"

"How about a drink now and a promi se for later?" | suggested, getting to ny feet a little
| ess painfully now and of fering nmy barst ool

She grinned. "I've already had a couple drinks tonight. You could nmake ne tipsy—and you know
what that neans.”

"You go to sleep,” |I chuckled. "Ri ght?"

"Well, yes," she said, her cheeks reddening slightly, "that, too."

"Sorry," | said. "However," | added, "this tine, | mght just take advantage of you."

"That a proni se?"

"Absol utely."

"I'n that case," she said, perching daintily on nmy barstool —and completely ignoring the fact
that her skirt had ridden nost of the way up her thighs in the near darkness beneath the bar—I"|
have another E'lande, if you please."

| grinned and wedged in between her and a great, buxomredhead on the next barstool who was
chatting up one of the captains fromthe convoy. The redhead didn't seemto notice nme at all—great
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paddi ng. "An E'lande for the |lady, please," | called to the steward, then returned nmy gaze to
Claudia. "Do | get to stare a little now?" | asked.

"Ch yes, definitely,"” she said in alittle whisper. "...1'd like that."

"What do | get to stare at?"

"Whatever you'd like to stare at," she said, grinning. "Wthin reason, of course."

"Does that include |egs that m ght have escaped your skirt?"

"Well," she said, frowning as the steward delivered her drink, "I suppose.”

| paused till the steward busied hinmself with another order, then glanced down appraisingly.
"Great legs," | said.

"You think so, eh?" she asked, stretching themout a bit for a critical |ook

"OfF course," | replied, putting ny armaround her waist for a stealthy hug. "Al ways have;
al ways will."

"Yeah," she whispered, half closing her eyes. "Ch how | have treasured that over the years,
WIf Brim"

"Nothing to treasure,” | said, sipping ny meem and conspicuously returning ny gaze to her
| egs. "Merely doing what cones naturally."”

She punched ne playfully on the armand retracted her legs. "lIs that all you intend to stare
at, then?"

"It's all right to ogle your boobs, too?" | whispered with a chuckle. "I'd really like that."

After a long, thoughtful pause for a sip of her E | ande, she nodded. "My boobs," she said
with a certain gravity, "are customarily... sacrosanct. But in your case, | shall make an
exception."” She slowy rolled her shoulders forward and peered circunspectly into the nuch-
sl ackened top of her gown. "lIs that better?" she asked, nmoving her head to one side.

| didn't know what the person behind me could see—and didn't particularly care—but | suddenly
got a view that started nmy heart pounding like a jackhamrer. "Voot's beard," | whispered
reverently, "they're—you' re—exquisite, Caudia."

"Actually," she said, with a little glance ny way, "I rather enjoy the way they | ook
mysel f."

At that juncture, | suddenly jettisoned the last tattered shreds of ny self-restraint.
"Claudia," | groaned, putting my arm around her wai st again, "do you suppose that we could, well,

go somewhere afterward and ah...?"
"Ah, what afterward?" she asked

"Well," | said, as the whole Universe went whirling away out of control. "Well... Voot take
it... Caudia, will you—pl ease—go to bed with ne tonight?"

She cl osed her eyes with a little sigh. "Oh, WIf-yes, | will go to bed with you tonight,"
she said, taking ray hand. "For a while there, | was afraid you weren't going to ask." She gl anced

around and giggled. "Finally! No nore 'Phones. No nore teenagers sneaking a kiss. Gorgas doesn't
expect ne home until tonmorrow, so | want it all before you run off to Avalon. Wat do you say to
t hat ?"

Felt ny | egs shaking. "Thank the gods,” | whispered nore to nyself than anyone else. | could
hardly believe ny good fortune. "You nust know |I've wanted you for years, now " | stanmered,
"and..." Suddenly | ran out of words—very probably the best idea at such a tine.

"Come on, WIf Brim" she whispered, placing a perfunmed finger to nmy lips. "W've got to do a
bit nmore pal mpressing upstairs before we start in on our own pleasures. Let's get it over with
before ny feet give up and die."

That brought nme back to the surface quickly enough. We did, of course—both of us—need to do a
| ot nore pal mpressing before the night was over. "Yeah," | grunped, "just so long as ny hand
hol ds out."

She'd started to slide off the barstool when—abruptly-she stopped and snapped her fingers
with a troubled look in her eyes. "Probably this is going to sound a little strange," she said,
squi rm ng back onto the cushion, "but 1've been running on here in ny usual, totally self-assured
manner, assuming that you' ve got a wonderfully private place we can go and get naked together. Was
that a... well, a... viable supposition?"

"We-I-1," | admtted with a grinace—suddenly very nuch concerned about the subject
nysel f—now that you nention it... ah... no. | don't suppose you've ah...?"

"Not me. |'mmarried, renenber?”

"Yeah, |'ve noticed," | grunmbled. "OQtherwi se, we'd be old hands at this by now. "

She giggled for a noment and shook her head. "It's sure not like the old days when we had ny
apart nent whenever we wanted to ronp, is it?"

Had to chuckle nyself. "Not quite, Claudia," | replied, "but by Voot's greasy beard, we can't

just let something like this get in our way."
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"It's been a long tine since |I've hiked ny skirt and rutted on the grass, WIf Brim" she

said with another giggle. "In fact, the last time | tried that kind of kid stuff, I think was with
you, wasn't |[|?"

"Don't have any idea," | protested. "But you certainly had a | ot of boyfriends in those days.
I'"ll bet any of 'em would have been nore than glad to..."

"Well, tonight," she interrupted quickly, "you're all I've got left in the way of boyfriends.
And in ny dignified, niddle-aged capacity as Atal anta's Harbor Master, | nowrequire a bed to rol

around in when I'm making love," She grinned and took ny hand again. "Especially if |I've got the
digni fied Base Commander rolling around on top of ne."

"Sounds |ike good thinking to me," | agreed. "But where? Seriously. Nice as ny suite in the
O ficers' Quarters is, it's got thin walls. And as | recall, you tend to, well... be alittle
noi sy once you work up to lift-off speed.”

"Mot her of Voot," she whispered poking a finger in ny sternum "The pot calling the kettle
bl ack! You ought to hear yourself when you' ve reached your short strokes. Tal k about noise. You'd
wake the dead."

"Or an entire Bachelor Oficers' Quarters,” | admtted. "All right... think, Brim Were?"
Then | glanced at her fromthe corner of nmy eye. "Well, this is your town, after all. Don't you
know sone pl ace?"

"I suppose we could check into a hotel," she said, lighting a nmu' occo. "Before | got narried,
| was pretty good at |ooking |like an innocent housew fe."

"Of course nobody in town would ever recognize us as the Harbor Master and the Base
Commander,” | said nordantly. "Especially since we're hardly noticeable in these formal outfits."”

"Yeah. Guess we wouldn't blend very well, would we?" she said, then giggled. "By the way,
you're staring at my boobs again."

| grinned, "if | don't cone up with sonmeplace to take you pretty soon, this might be
everything | get to see tonight."

"That woul d i ndeed be distressing," she said, finishing her E |ande, "because |'mreally in
the nood for showing themoff a little nore than |I've done so far."

| thought about that for a nmonent, then shakily finished ny meem |'d done a | ot of
fant asi zi ng about those boobs over the years. Think, Brim xaxtdamit. Think! Then, out of the

blue it cane to ne. "Mdther of Voot," | exclained, rolling nmy eyes to the ceiling. "Were'd you
tell CGorgas you were going to spend the night?"

She shrugged. "In that little roomette off ny office," she said. "Since you put the base back
on its feet, 1've had to spend lots of nights there. Managing a harbor like this one is dam near

a six-watch job—you certainly know that. And | can't just hop a gravcycle to the Bachel or
Officers' Quarters when | want to turn in."

"Yeah," | said, backing down quickly. "I understand."

"So why'd you want to know about...?" she began, then got a funny little grin on her face.
"Ch ny God, WIf, of course! Wiy didn't | think of that?"

"Would it work?"

" Xaxt —of course it would. Everybody's here, tonight."

"CGot to be a few security people over there."

She | aughed. "WIf," she said, "there's probably nowhere on this whole planet you and | can
go together that at |east someone isn't going to guess what we're up to."

"Yeah," | agreed, thinking back to ny afternoon aboard Cel eron.

"At least locked in ny office we'll have sone privacy. Besides, it's got a great bed—for a
f ol dawnay. "

"I's it a great bed for doing what we want to do?" | asked.

"Certainly ought to be," she said, slipping down fromthe barstool again, this time with a
contented grin. "But it will take both of us to nmake a really valid decision, don't you think?"

"Absolutely,"” | agreed as we pushed our way through the noisy throng. "Just as soon as we put
a few political finishing touches in place upstairs...."

Chapter 7
Qperation Ipptid
19-21 Cctad, 52014

Sonewhere in Effer' wckean Interstellar Space,
En Route to Aval on
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I'd flown in a Type 327 only once before—during ny recent assignnent to the Sodeskayan front.
But this second ride inpressed me even nore than the first. Wth urbane Lieutenant Comander Jim
Payne and his freckl ed co-Hel msnman Li eutenant Nedda G een at the controls, we'd been streaking
toward the galactic center for little nore than a day and a half now, but already distant
brilliance fromthe gleanming trinary star we called the Triad of Asterious was stream ng through
our forward Hyperscreens.

A nore inpressive aspect of our journey, however, was the fact that we'd been highballing
t hrough eneny-held interstellar space since a few netacycles after we departed Hador-Haelic,
Hadn't rmuch worried about that as we raced through the star systens of The Torond—we'd given them
enough trouble to keep them occupied for a while. But |I'd expected all xaxt to break out when we
started across the ancient civilizations of League-occupied Effer' wck

Sonehow, it didn't, although passive sensors on our outer hull indicated that we'd been
briefly tracked by every BKAEWSsite along our route. Seemed strange at the tine—we'd be painted
with BKAEW energy for only a nonent, just enough for themto get a quick position reading. Then
the site would shut down again. Wth the war going so solidly their way, it al nbst seened that
they sinmply couldn't be bothered with a single intruder—especially one our size. So, hearts in our
mout hs, we'd continued on course unopposed.

Until we started past Yanrepé, that is, when suddenly, we were painted by a markedly nore
power ful source of BKAEW energy, enough to send our warning sensors scream ng into overl oad.
Hadn't encountered anything |ike that before. Anywhere. And to all indications, it was beaned from
a long way off—as far as the great star systemof Bax, on the far side of Effer' wyck. Somebody
with one xaxt of a new BKAEW had just becone very interested in our little ship. Wndered why—what
did this new BKAEWreveal to its operators that the others did not?

No answers—but in any case, it was the end of our free ride. Mnents later, Candl ewax, a
chubby, round-faced sensors rating at the proximty console, reported we'd just been junped by a
pair of killer ships—apparently Gorn-Hoff 262s fromtheir high rate of speed. Mdst probably they'd
lifted off fromN 'rapp, the fortified starport on the planet of Yanrepé captured by the Leaguers
on their savage march through the Effer' wckean star systenms—a point of interest only, under the
ci rcumst ances

| wat ched Payne chew his lower |ip as he and Green poured nore and nmore energy to the eight
Krasni - Paych Wzard Drives in streamined pods on either side of our hull. After a tinme, we'd
exceeded the ship's velocity-gauging instrunents and could only guess what our actual transspace
velocity was. But it was just enough to keep the Leaguers out of range to our rear—so far

Unfortunately, because of that sane protective high velocity, we had al so becone quite
vi si bl e agai nst the darkness of interstellar space. At maxi mum power settings, Wzard Drives tend
to generate vivid yell owgreen Drive plunes, often approaching two hundred c'lenyts in | ength.
Most W zard- powered starships, like our Starfuries, are equipped with diffusers to prevent this
very phenonenon; Type 327s are not. However, w thout them we had been squeezing out an extra seven
percent velocity gradient. Had we | acked this thin margin, the Gorn-Hoffs | ong ago woul d have
reduced us to a rapidly thinning cloud of subatomic particles. As it was, we were nanagi ng— ust
managi ng—to stay ahead, while we put on a show like a snmall conet streaking across the skies,
visible to every ship within half a Standard Li ght-Day.

"They' ve broken off, Conmander!" Candl ewax reported in a tight voice.

"Have they now?" Payne replied, without taking his eyes off the instruments. "Well now, |
believe we can start to breathe again, Admiral."

"You can say that again," | whispered fervently.

"No, that's not what | mean," Payne said, pointing out through the forward Hyperscreens.
"Look."

Hal f - standi ng, | peered over the 'Screen cowings and felt a genuine surge of relief. "Talk
about your average beautiful sights,"” | whispered devoutly. Ahead, the stars sinply ended al ong an
i rregul ar periphery that extended across our line of flight as far in either direction as the eye
could see—the 'Wckean Void. Light-years ahead, where shoals of stars began again in the far
di stance, lay the relative safety of home. Wthin the netacycle, we'd coasted back to norma
crui sing speed and been joined by an escort of twelve newlooking Starfuries. It was alnost as if
not hi ng had happened, which, when one considers events in a certain light, was really the way
things turned out anyway. Or seened to be...

* * *

The Triad of Asterious: three great stars serving as orbital nmooring for (arguably) the five
nmost influential planets in the known Universe. Asterious-Proteus, dedicated to basic research
and foundation of the Enpire's technol ogical commerce for nore than a thousand years; Asterious-
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Melia, mercantile hub of a trade cooperative that spanned the whol e gal axy, and beyond; Asterious-
Ariel, conmunications center for a network of clients and servers so vast the actual nunbers were
no | onger conprehensible; Asterious-Helios, pan-galactic center of transportation and shi pping;
and Asterious-Avalon, historic, hoary capital of Onrad Vs Grand Gal actic Enpire. None of the five
was nmy natural hone; 1'd sinply adopted themall somewhere along the way, often in the face of
stubborn resistance. But each tine | returned after any sort of absence, | did so with tears of
enotion in ny eyes.

Now, we were flying over the great streets and byways of Avalon City herself. On the way to
our assigned | anding vector on Lake Mersin, we'd descended out of thin cloud | ayers over the |ong,
park-1ined Boul evard of the Cosnps, instantly recognizable by the colorful, towerlike palaces it
bi sected every four c'lenyts as it split the Austral environs of the city center

Bel ow, near its intersection with Enrys' Menorial Parkway, | spied the huge Lordgl en House of
State where |'d stayed—actually was supposed to stay—during ny first official visit to the capita
as a conmi ssioned officer. It was fromthat house that |1'd | aunched an outl andi sh, inpossible

romance with Margot Effer'wck, a love affair that still dogged ny life—and, in the end, was
probably responsible in part for Claudia's nmarriage to Nesterio.
For a long nonent, | let nmy mnd race backward t hrough nearly twenty years to the night 1'd

met Her Serene Majesty, Margot Effer'wck, Princess of the Effer'wck Dominions and first cousin
to Onrad, the present Inperial ruler. It had been a routine wardroom party aboard little |I.F. S
Truculent, ny first ship. Margot was there as an ordi nary Lieutenant—a hardworki ng one at that,
I'd quickly discovered. And if the tall, anmply built wonan had not been the nost beautiful 1'd
ever encountered, she'd still appealed to nme in a nost fundanental manner. Even after all these
years, | could picture her that evening: 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'd smiled, her brow forned the nost engagi ng frown he could

i magi ne. Mdist lips, long, shapely legs, small breasts, and... | bit my lip.

W' d becone lovers not long after we'd net. She a princess of Effer'wck, the Empire's npst
i nfluential dom nion—+ a conmoner fromthe shabbi est sector inaginable. For a while, the desperate
absurdity of galactic war had cancel ed out that awesonme gap in status. But reality intervened soon
enough, forcing a marriage between Margot and Rogan LaKarn, Baron of The Torond—a uni on desi gnhated
to cement the bond that existed in those days between his massive pal atinate and the Enpire under
our now- abdi cated Enmperor G eyffin IV.

Afterward, Margot and | had continued as best we could, carrying on a tawdry affair filled
wi th endl ess stretches of |onging punctuated by brilliant flashes of our own, special passion—and,
not so incidentally, blinding ne to the future I m ght have won nyself with a glorious wonman from
At al ant a named Cl audi a Val enont.

For a while the affair had worked—even after ersatz peace forced a return to "normal" canons
of class and status. But eventually distance, her child by LaKarn, and her onetine addiction to
the Leaguers' devastating narcotic Tinme Wed ate away our ties until only |onging remained, buried
deep within ny very psyche to mask the pain it brought. Eventually, LaKarn's zeal to inpress his
League masters had turned what renained of Margot's sense of duty against him and she'd escaped
into the League-occupi ed Effer' wckean star systemw th her young son to help |l ead the grow ng
parti san novenent there. But now, after LaKarn's successful kidnapping of young Prince Rodyard
nore than a year ago, | wasn't certain if she was even still alive. O that anything remai ned of
our relationship but nenories...

Wlled nyself back to the present as we thundered over the squat, glass-walled Estorial
Li brary where Hobi na Kopp first presented her startling Korsten Manifesto on Rights and

Responsibilities nore than two hundred Standard Years ago. Less than a c'lenyt farther, | spied
Courtland Plaza and the great Huntingdon Gate. Fromthere, |I followed Coregi um Boul evard the short
di stance to the Inperial Palace—ene wing of which was still encl osed by builder's scaffol ding

after the Leaguer hit that had killed Hope's nother during the Battle of Avalon. At |east Hope had
survived to pass her nother's al nond-eyed beauty on to future generations—n spite of the rather
pl ain Carescrian heritage of her father.

Many nenories here—perhaps too many. Again | fought nyself back into the present. Lake Mersin
was com ng visi ble ahead now as Payne prepared the Type 327 for landing. Of to the right, | spied
Ki mber Castle where Cago JaHall conposed Sol erm Universe and his other classics of the sanme idi om
There: the silver-and-gol d-domed Tower of Marva with its fluted sides and curious w nding
concourse. Soon the Grand Achtite Canal passed rapidly astern as we continued our descent to the
boreal of Desterio Monunment. Mre rem nders of war here—sany great craters, yawni ng foundations,
and nasses of rubble marked the Leaguers' continued attenpts to punish the city that so far
managed to withstand its worst onslaughts. Abruptly, Verecker Boul evard and the | ake were com ng
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at us at better than one seventy-five c'lenyts per. Of to the left, Gand Inperial Term na
dom nated all else at the end of Palidan Causeway. Then, nonents |ater we were down in one of
those silk-snooth | andings | quite understood were nearly inpossible to obtain fromthis fast,

tricky starship. "Beautiful!" | exclained to Payne.
For better or worse, | was hone.
* * *

Drummond sent a skinmrer to meet nme at the Fleet Base. N ce touch, considering how difficult
it was to get transportati on anywhere these days. Gave Payne and Geen a lift to the Oficers
Quarters before the driver—a freckled young rating naned Cowper—started out for the Admralty.
Told himto take the long way 'round while | got ny head screwed on again after our pell-nell
flight across half a gal axy.

En route, | sinply gave up trying to get Caudia out of nmy head and |l et my mind roam where
knew it would. That marvel ous night 1'd spent in her office was intruding on ny every thought—-as
it had all the way from Atal anta. C osed ny eyes for a nonent to rest them and found nyself racing
backward in time until | was nentally back at the Oficers' Cub that night....

After our lunatic arrangement in the bar, Caudia and | had returned upstairs to finish our
politicking—separately and together—n the nost expeditious manner we could. Hadn't been easy,
ei ther. Everyone had been anxious to be noticed at what was sure to be an historic
event —especi al | y Zakharoff, who'd also had eyes for Caudia (as had nost of the senior officers on

t he base).

Dutifully, 1'd spent precious—frustrating! —onments in prolonged, |argely one-way exchanges
with the convoy captains, listening to their prides, peeves, and (all-too-often-lane) jokes. In
nearly any other circunstances, of course, |I'd have found these dial ogues fascinating—fun, too.

Hel msnen naturally enjoy talking to Hel nsmen, and normally |'m no exception. But Voot's greasy
beard, not when the nost desirable woman in the galaxy is waiting for me to take off her clothes
and nake |love to her! Thought | would lose ny thraggling mnd. If nothing else, the frustration
had served as anesthetic to my achi ng hand, which was by that time going through a second session
of exquisite torture.

First, daudia would work herself free and set course for the door, making little signals at

me with her eyes. However, every tine she nmanaged to do that, |'d find nyself unable to break away
from whoever had corralled nme. O course, just as soon as | could finally rush off to neet her
she'd have been wayl ai d agai n—sonetimes by two and three persons, all intent on making points with
the powerful Harbor Master—er covertly aspiring to the same favors she'd proni sed ne!

Agai n and again and again we'd found ourselves frustrated, until in desperation we'd fled to
a cl oakroom where she suggested that she sinply should | eave for her offices alone the first
chance she got. | could then acconplish ny separate escape the nonent | was certain hers was
successf ul

Trust d audia! Sinple plan—and, by Voot, it had worked.

I'd ' Phoned the transport pool imediately to release a surprised Russo and his |inousine for
the remai nder of the evening; fromthe Cub, | could walk to Claudia's office in only a few cycles
and save everyone trouble (plus buy us a few nore shreds of privacy). Then, at once trapped in the
| obby agai n—this tinme by two overweight civilian dignitaries fromAtalanta City Hall—+'d forced
one nore |laugh at one nore tired joke while |'d watched C audi a's | anky chauffeur help her into
t he backseat of a staff skinmer and drive off into the early-nmorning darkness. After that, it had
taken ne only nonments to break free and signal for my cape.

Once | congratul ated Cottshall —ouldn't forget that; he richly deserved a pat on the back—'d
st epped through the doors into the cool, crisp night and freedom Nodded to a few partygoers
| eaving at the sane time; turned down offers of rides, then drewin a welconme draught of fresh air
while | peered up at the stars winking bright and clear through the night air. Watched a flight of
four Starfuries soar up fromthe harbor and thunder overhead in perfect formation., running lights
gl eami ng red and green through the heavens. My hand had ached as well as ny feet, |1'd been nore
than a little bit tipsy, and |I'd never wanted to see another reception line again. But |I'd hardly
touched the pavenent as | strode the quarter c'lenyt to the Cvilian Headquarters buil ding. Not
every night a man had the nost beautiful wonan of his life waiting for himthe way she was waiting
for nel

My pul se had thunped |ike a nervous school boy's when |'d flashed ny IDto the civilian guard,
signed the visitors' register, and—finally—ade ny way through half-lighted hallways to Caudia's
office, heels clicking hollowy through the silence.

As |1'd rounded a |last corner—the office was at the end of a darkened corridor—her door had
opened, and |I'd seen her waiting for ne, white gown nearly |um nous against the dimlight com ng
fromher office. At that point, it had seened as if | were floating over the floor, absurdly
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fearful that 1'd waken and find it was all a dream But she'd reached out her arns for ne, and at

our first touch, I'd known she was entirely real

We'd stood there enbraced in perfuned silence for what nmust have been an eternity while
delighted in the sensation of her breasts pressing ny chest. Then, without further ado, 1'd sinply
shut the door behind us and |ocked it fromthe inside...

"Adm ral Brin®?" Cowper called, making ne junp.

"Er... yes?" | said, dragging myself back to a distastefully passionless now d anced out the
wi ndow and... there we were in Locorno Square, gazing up at the great statue of Gondor Berus on
its high, inpossibly slender pedestal. Mracul ously, young Cowper had managed to survive the
frenzied traffic—w thout disturbing ne—and pulled to a stop at the curb before the grand rococo
mass of the Inperial Admiralty. | was inpressed, both by young Cowper and-as al ways—the edifice
itself.

Thr oughout the great nmetropolis of Avalon, it seens as if the very laws of nmutation often
find thensel ves nysteriously suspended. Staid, gray buildings and nonunents whose stones shoul d
have been replaced centuries in the past remain proudly on useful duty, even though their origina
purpose has been lost in the msts of tine. Geat doned tenples built to accommpdate hal f-
forgotten deities still loomroyally above their nore contenporary, nmore practical inferiors—and
they are often filled by babbling tourists. Magnificent pal aces and residences still raise
out | andi shly decorated, many-w ndowed facades to the very skies. But even anong these anti quat ed,
obsol ete nonstrosities our staid—but adnittedly bel oved—-Admiralty buil ding stands out |like a sore
t hunb.

Illegally, | passed Cowper a handful of credits as | got out of the staff skinmrer—well, even
drivers ought to buy thensel ves nice suppers once in a while—and headed across the busy sidewal k
for the infanbus Admiralty staircase. As the story goes, years, perhaps centuries in the past, a
single flock of itinerant gray pidw ngs—fat, squabbly birds the size of small dogs—tighted in the
ancient trees that had been planted on either side of the staircase. Voraci ous scavengers that
consune virtually anything in the way of garbage (while depositing byproducts just as voraci ously)
they becane instantly enanored of the location. In spite of heroic efforts to the contrary by
Admiralty Groundskeepers, they took up pernanent residence. And they prospered-heroically. Each
time the Groundskeepers invented a new pidwi ng repellent, one or nore environmentalist groups
woul d rush out of the woodwork and forbid its use in the nane of Dane Nature. Over the years, the
rapidly multiplying birds, as well as their even nore rapidly nultiplying byproducts, had
ultimately becone part and parcel of the Admralty itself.

| hurried up the narble treads, carefully—but unsuccessfully—-attenpting to avoid the
droppi ngs. Then, stanping nmy feet, | strode onto the wide entry plaza, returned the salute of
cerenoni al guards dressed in parade uniform and strode w thout breaking step through the
door s—whi ch were, by tradition opened for me no nore than an iral in front of nmy nose. Only ol d-
timers made it successfully through w thout bal king—but 1'd mastered the process early in ny
career.

Inside the nmajestic doned | obby—filled with nusty odors froma thousand years of cheerl ess
governnent drudgery—+ pushed ny way through crowds of milling Blue Capes to the directory, so
could | ook up Drumond's office—+unmor had it that the office novers were busy these days of

qui ckening war effort, | was running ny finger along the "D' colum when | felt a hand on ny
shoul der. "You agai n?"
| turned, then broke out in a helpless grin. "Bosporous Gallsworthy!" | exclained, taking a

proffered hand in mne. The nman before ne was short and thin, with a pockmarked face and bushy
eyebrows that always failed to hide the cold intelligence of his eyes. No way could | forget the
extra-tough Principal Hel msman aboard nmy first ship, I.F.S. Truculent. At one tine, | considered
himthe Fleet's greatest starship driver, and to this day seldomfly anywhere that |'m not

rem nded of the valuable | essons he taught ne during those early nonths of my fledgling career
Years ago, at a low point in ny life, the same nan even risked his position as Conm ssioner of
Cvilian Spaceflight in Atalanta to secure ne a job. Now, as a Vice Admral, he'd risen to Chief
of Defense Conmmand, one of the highest offices in the Fleet, with a permanent position on Onrad's

War Cabinet. And he still renenbered nme. "Good to see you, Admiral!" | said.

He | aughed and sl apped nme on the back. "Brim" he said, "it's always a real treat talking to
you after you' ve been reported m ssing and presuned dead. G eat shiner you' ve got there."

"You should see the other fellas,” |I nuttered defensively.

"So | hear," Gallsworthy said. "Understand you really raised havoc at Gtnar'at."

"Shot "emup a bit," | said nodestly.

"Shot you up a bit, too,"
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"Yeah," | winced. "Lost sone good people, too."
He nodded thoughtfully. "W always do, don't we?" Then he shook his head. "Well, since you
didn't get yourself killed on that raid, we've got another—better—epportunity on tap."

"Thought that m ght be the case," | said. "Drummond's setting it up."
"Yeah," Gallsworthy said. "He's expecting you. Fourth floor, Suite 432."
"Thanks," | said. "Saves nme fromlooking it up."

"Saves you going to twelve first,
fourth-floor offices yesterday."

he said, pointing to the directory. "He noved to the new

"You going to be there?" | asked.

"Probably not," Gallsworthy said, rolling his eyes. "Got a neeting with the Hone Defense
League right nowbunch of wealthy patriots ready to repel all invaders with star yachts and
sporting blasters—but |I'Il be up if | can get rid of 'em soon enough."

| chuckl ed as he pushed his way into the crowd, then nade ny way to the lifts vowi ng to cadge
a continuing succession of field assignments as long as | could possibly carry themout....

* * %

Drummond' s confortably statuesque secretary was prinmed for ny arrival. "Good afternoon,
Admiral Brim" she cooed, as if we'd known each other for years—ntinmately, even. "Genera
Drunmond' s expecting you."

"Thanks," | said, and took a chair. Drummond usually kept the | atest Hol oNews edition in his
outer office.

"Ch, no, Adnmiral," she said. "You can go right in."

"Sorry," | said, striding across the roomto knock discreetly on the door to his inner
of fice.

"I't's unl ocked," a voice called through the thick paneling.

| opened the door and sniled. Relaxed behind a massive, antique desk that nust have cost nore
than a squadron of Starfuries, Drunmond | ooked as though he'd certainly come up in the world.
Canny eyes and prematurely white hair gave himrather the | ook of a religious zealot, but I knew
fromlong experience that his one and only faith was the Enpire. Snall in stature with a |ong,
narrow face and prom nent nose, he was a deliberately unpretentious nan—sonething |'ve admred
since the day we nmet between wars in the Leaguer capital of Tarrott. As always, he wore a
confortabl e Expeditionary Oficer's service uniformw th none of his many decorations: brown
street shoes, dark olive trousers, and a matching olive reefer jacket with an Inperial conet on
the left breast and two rows of five brass buttons down the front. The three stars of a Mjor
General adorned each shoulder. H's vast new office was decorated with exquisite Hol oPortraits of
idyllic prewar Effer'wyck, and twelve tasteful-looking easy chairs were set around a nassive,
inlaid cvceese' table. Deep, gray carpet covered the floor

Smiling, he folded a late edition of the Aval on Tines he'd been reading and placed it anobng
the precisely ordered stacks of docunents that surrounded the large blotter on his desk. Then he
moved to one of the chairs, indicating its imredi ate nei ghbor for nme. "Good to see you, Brim" he
said with a frown. "You had us worried for a tine."

"Had me worried, too, General," | said.

"Yes," he said with a quiet laugh, "I suppose it did." He glanced out the wi ndow for a
monent, then returned his ever-thoughtful gaze to me. "You |l ook |like a man who has only just
avoi ded death, Admiral," he said presently. "And you retain the pronounced linp that was reported
to ne fromyour infirmary in Atalanta. One wonders if your report of availability for conbat was
all that accurate.”

Don't know why Drummond al ways nade nme feel tike an errant school boy; he only ranked ne by a
single star. Neverthel ess, as usual | merely shrugged. "I didn't sign up to do any marchi ng,
General ," | said, calmy as possible. "I fly starships."

"So | understand," he said, steepling his long fingers with a little grin of resignation
"But so | do hear it with ny owmn ears, assure ne that you are, at this nonent, an abl e-bodied
Hel msman, "

"Any starship current on ny ticket, anywhere, anytine," | replied firnmy

He nodded. "Good," he said, "because |'ve got a commando mi ssion going out within a week's
time. Needs an escort |eader—Starfuries, of course. Mark N nes."

"One week?"

"Next week."

"You don't give rmuch advance notice, do you?"

"Actually," he said, "we do... did, that is. The original escort comander was killed during
training exercises. Captain David Norwyck; | assune you renenber himfromyour Acadeny days."

| nodded. Tall, handsone, many friends. Not a bad sort—for one of the beautiful people. He'd
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been tol erant enough of mnmy Carescrian background to ignore me conpletely.

"So, you'll take the job?"

"Way nme?"

"It's a critical raid that nust absolutely go off on schedule. Your nane canme up because of
some very special qualifications."

"But I'lIl only be escorting, right?"

"More or less," he said. "It's why you'll be in one of the new Mark Nines. You'll get |ots of
opposition on this one. W're going after a new BKAEWthey're just now putting on line. Want to
bring the first production nodel back home for a closer |ook."

That rang a bell. "Wuldn't be on one of the Bax planets, would it?" | asked. "On the way in
fromAtal anta, we got caught by a big one that seened to be coning fromthe edge of the 'Wckean
Void. "

He nodded. "Bax-Lavenurb, in fact. Thought it might have picked you up on the way here.
Power ful . "

"Powerful indeed," | agreed. "They nust have been testing it. Every run-of-the-m || BKAEW
site fromhere to Atal anta picked us up, too, but nobody stayed on the beam | ong enough to do any
nmore than that."

"Sent up sonme CGorn-Hoffs to hurry you al ong honme, did they?"

Nodded.

"Standard procedure these days," he said. "Qur operatives in the field tell us we can expect
to see a lot nore of that in the near future." He shook his head. "Bad for nany of the operations
we plan to launch in the near future. Sapphire, for one.”

| raised an eyebrow.

Drumond sniled sardonically. "Wth BKAEW |ike that installed at Otnar'at, they' |l be able

to home in on our Gontor convoys at great distances. And they'll cut 'emto ribbons—+ather |ike
your man LaSalle did to them recently."
"Thought 1'd taken care of Onar'at for a while," | protested.

"You certainly did,” Drummond said with a frown. "Unfortunately, you seemto have done
somewhat too good a job of it."

"l don't understand."

"You put the Toronders so thoroughly out of business at Qtnar'at that it appears you
frightened the Leaguers thensel ves. They're gathering together what they call an 'Assistance
Force' to beef up what's left of the base with first-line squadrons direct fromthe Sodeskayan
front. Anpbunts to an invasion of sovereign Torond turf, but that never bothered Triannic in the
past. And ny guess is that LaKarn's too nmuch of a bootlicker to conplain nmuch about the whole
t hi ng. "

Covered my eyes. Leaguers. Xaxtdammed Leaguers! "WON-der-ful," | swore under my breath.
"Sinmply thrag-gling WON-der-ful. That nmeans we've got worse convoy escort problens than if we
hadn't attacked at all."

Drummond nodded. "You coul dn't have predicted that,"” he said.

| shrugged, too upset for appropriate comments. Wat in xaxt was | going to do? Until one of
our starship manufacturers cane up with a long-range escort... "Hey," | exclained, "what about the
Carescrian squadrons | was proni sed? They' re supposed to have | ong-range escorts."

"You're on the right track, now," Drummond said with a significant |ook. "Except that this
new BKAEW t he Leaguers are starting to ship all over the galaxy will make it a |ot easier to dea
with | ong-range escorts, too."

Sat there for a few nonents letting the facts sort thenselves out. "So what's ny part in this
commando raid of yours?"

Drummond | ooked t houghtful for a nonent. "Actually, it's not my raid at all," he said. "Qur
BKAEW enterprise is no nore than a small part of another operation—an assault by the Inperial
Expedi ti onary Forces agai nst a huge starship maintenance facility |ocated on a nei ghboring planet.
Only a few persons—you al one anong the actual conbatants—have any idea that the | arger operation
is only a feint, albeit a mghty inmportant feint."

"That still doesn't tell nme what part | play in the mssion."”

"Ch, you're officially in charge of the escorts,” Drumobnd said breezily.

| nodded; that seened normal enough. "But if it's not your operation, then whomdo |I work
for?"

"Good question,” Drumond said. "For the nobst part, you'll be taking direction from
operation's comuander, Mjor General Megan Trafford, Inperial Expeditionary Forces," Drunmond
expl ai ned. "She's good," he said. "You'll like her. But you will secretly renmain under ny direct
comand—by orders of Grand Adnmiral Cal houn," He rubbed his chin. "If any conflicts occur—either
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before or during the actual operation, | shall expect you to ensure that Sapphire's objectives are
met first. A disagreeable assignnent in a nunber of ways—but the prinmary reason we needed someone
who trusts ne."

Closed ny eyes for a nonent. Not just disagreeable; nore |ike downright ugly. | knew nothing
about GCeneral Trafford, but if | were forced to act in direct contravention of her orders, she
coul d have ne shot, or at least put in prison for the remainder of ny life. Only someone who had
absol ute confidence in Drummond—and in turn Cal houn, then Prince Onrad—oul d possibly be trusted

to carry out the secret protocol to ny orders. "All right," | said after a |ong pause, "I'm gane."
"I already knew that," Drummond said with a little smle.
"Thanks, General," | said. "Now, what about these escorts |'m supposed to | ead?"

"Good bunch of StarSailors," Drunmond assured ne. "They've been practicing with the |anding
force for a nonth, now. Everything's pretty well under control, but if there are any |ast-nonent
decisions, they'll probably call on you."

"Great," | grunbled. "Well, with what | know about the overall operation, | can certainly
give theminformation that's as bad as anyone else's.™

"You' ve got a few days to catch up, you know. "

"Thought you said a week."

"You thought | said a week," he corrected, "I said next week."

Thraggling wonderful. "Al'l right, General," | said hoping | didn't sound as exasperated as
felt. "How do | get started?"

"Easy," he said—a warning flag if ever there was one. "Tonorrow, at Mrning plus one and a
hal f, take a shuttle to one of the orbiting FleetPorts"—he peered into a workstation built into
his desk—yes, FleetPort 19. They'll help you check out a new Starfury Mark Nine and crew. Then

report back to me. By that tinme, I'll have everybody in one spot to start briefing you. Al
right?"

"Al'l right," | said, standing. "Wat about the rest of today?"

"Yours," he said. "lI'd inmagine you'll want to stop by the palace to see Hope. Onrad's tied up
tonight with a state di nner—hi s annual Anbassadorial Ball, | think—but he sends his regards and

expects to see you sonetine while you're here."
"How about transportation?"
"Your driver's waiting in the basenent garage. He's all right, isn't he."

"Cowper? He's fine," | said. "How about someplace to stay?"
"CGot you a roomat the Fleet Base VOQ "
"Mot her of Voot!" | exclainmed, fluttering a hand on ny chest. "Not sure | can survive al
that |uxury."
"Try," Drummond said, getting to his feet in dismssal. "I shall expect to see you late
t onorrow afternoon. "
"Yeah," | grunbled on my way out the door. "Late tonorrow afternoon." Looked at mny
ti mepi ece—+t was already into Evening Watch. Didn't know what 1'd do with all the thraggling tine
on ny hands. ..
* * %

First things first. Hope's bedtine was conming up fast, and | had no idea whether |I'd find
time to see her again before | was on ny way back to Atal anta—er otherw se, after the raid.

“I'mperial castle," | said to Cowper. "Use the Huntingdon Gate."

He hesitated a nmoment, then chuckled uncertainly, as if | were pulling his leg. "Oh, right,
Admral,"” he said. "And should |I announce you to the Enperor?"

"That won't be necessary,"” | replied. "Wen you get to the Huntingdon Gate, just pull up
besi de the guard station. They'll tell us what to do next."

"You're serious, aren't you, Adniral ?"

"Very serious, Cowper,"

"Yessir. W're on our way, sir...!"

Traffic was horrible. AH the skimrers in the gal axy seenmed to have arrived at this end of
Cor egi um Boul evard, and Huntingdon Gate was at the other. Nothing do but sit back in the seat and
relax. This was Cowper's problemfor the nonent. My nind's eye was freed for a return to
At al anta—and d audi a. . ..

|"d peered around her office for only a nonment that night In the dimlight, it seemed softer,
but hardly transfornmed fromthe efficient, businesslike room!| renenbered. Not nuch of a place to
make love. | couldn't find the bed she'd nentioned, either—even a couch. On the far wall, however,
a door 1'd earlier taken for a supply closet radiated a rosy, femnine glow "Wiat's in there?"
I'd asked.

She' d taken ny hands and nodded. "Cone see," she whi spered.
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A sitting roomof sorts—eonfortable—with white, multi-paned wi ndows and soft, yell ow gol d-
colored draperies. The floors were gol den oak, partially covered by a pink-and-saffron carpet. A
canopi ed bed, a chiffonier with large ornate mrror, and four chairs done in pale azure and dusty
rose were the roomis only furniture, save a daintily carved coffee table before the chairs. Two
glorious paintings | swore were genui ne Tanurés hung on the walls as a perfect accent to the
rooms colors. She'd closed the door softly behind us and | ocked it. "I have the only key to this
one," she'd said with alittle snile. "Amazing how often |'ve |lain alone here dreaning of you."

Hadn't any words for that; hadn't words for anything. I'd sinply pulled her close and pl aced
my lips on hers. The perfunme she wore was strong and erotic. At first, we'd kissed gently, but in
spite of everything | could do to rein in ny runaway desire, ny breathing had qui ckly gone
shal | ow. So—thank Voot —had hers. Slowy, her nouth had opened, and I'd found ny |ips pressing wet,

inner tissues. "Ch, Caudia," |I'd stamered before | could stop nyself, "I've wanted you so much
over the years."

"Yes," she'd nurnmured, her voice urgent and strangely breathless. "God knows |'ve wanted you
How did we manage to m ss each other so conpletely?"

"My fault," I'd whispered. "For years, | couldn't see any farther than..." Words failed ne.

" Mar got ?"

"Yeah... Margot."
"CQuess it doesn't nmatter anynore, does it?" she'd said.

"Not anymore," |'d replied, "Nor, | suppose, do the futures into which each of us has | ocked
our sel ves. Not hing we can do about them"
She made a little sigh. "W've nanaged to | ose the past as well as the future, you and I. So

I guess only the present natters now," she'd said a little wistfully.

"The present and one other consideration," |I'd said, drawtag her close again. "Sonething
never found the courage to say before—not even tonight."

She'd drawn away slightly to look into nmy eyes with a little frowm. "Wat's that, WIf?"
she' d asked.

"The fact that | |ove you, Claudia," 1'd said fervently. "I loved you years ago, too—and |'ve
never stopped." Shook nmy head sadly. "It's clearly too late to nake any difference, but at |east
I'"ve finally said it—+f that nmatters anynore."

Gently, she'd drawn nme to her |ips and snothered ny nouth with kisses. "It matters, WIf, "
she'd murnmured, "Ch God how it matters."

Then ny whol e bei ng had gone spinning off and 1'd lost nyself in her lips and arnms and
breasts and breath and... "Claudia,” I'd whispered nearly out of ny mnd, "I need you. Now."

She' d nodded. "Now, " she'd repeated with half-closed eyes, then noved toward the bed.

Instead, |'d taken her arm |ed her gently to the mrror

"What are you doing?" she'd demanded, |ooking doubtfully at our reflection in the mirror.

"Thinking | ought to share this with you," I'd explained, sweeping her long hair aside to
ki ss her ears and the back of her neck.

"S-sharing what?" she'd asked with a little quiver

"Sharing how beautiful you are,” 1'd replied, carefully opening the back of her gown. "Let ne
show you..." Wth that, 1'd lifted the bodice of her gown away from her bosomand let it drop
"Coul dn't possibly keep all this to nyself," I'd said. "Renarkable how your breasts have becone

even nore gorgeous over the years."

She' d pushed the gown gradually to the floor while she peered at herself fromdifferent
angl es. The perfune had beconme even stronger now-and infinitely nore exciting. "So you |ike them
then," she'd said appraisingly. "You don't think they sag a little?"

"They're magnificent," |'d whispered, cupping the heavy fullness in ny hands while great dark
ni ppl es pouted stiff beneath ny caressing thunbs.

She' d sighed as | nuzzled the back of her neck. "lI-1 am beautiful, then, aren't |?" she'd
whi spered with a pleased little smle. "I was so afraid you wouldn't think so anynore."

"I don't understand,” 1'd said.

"You never will, you wonderful, nasculine inbecile," she'd replied, |eaning her head back on
my shoul der with a happy little |augh, "—and thank heaven for it."

After that, 1'd lost nyself fondling those glorious breasts while she purred into ny ear and

gazed with pleasure at her own lovely body. Finally, with a |ong sigh, she'd skinmed her briefs to
the floor—sone tine earlier, she'd evidently di sposed of the sheer stockings | renmenbered she was
wearing at the bar. "Now," she'd said, "we can enjoy |ooking at everything."

Conpl etely aroused by this tine, 1'd begun to caress the growth of stiff thatch that began
spottily beneath the swelling of her stonmach and ended in a | uxurious, woolly tangle where ny
trembling fingers probed deeper and deeper between her legs. At length, she'd made a sharp little
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gasp.

"Hurt you?" |I'd asked in a shaky voice.

"Sh-h-h," she'd whispered, rhythmically thrusting her hips while she followed nmy hands in the
mrror with half-closed eyes. Then, abruptly she'd thrown her head back to nibble ny ear. "Is that
what | think it is, poking nmy behind?" she'd demanded.

No | onger daring to speak, |'d pressed closer and nodded in the mirror, nmy heart pounding as
if it would escape ny chest.

"You're ready, then, aren't you?" she'd asked, sounding a little out of breath now

"Y-yes," |I'd whispered

She' d slipped out of ny arns and turned to face ne. "So am|," she'd breathed, ever so deftly
opening nmy trousers and skimming themto the floor. Warm soft hands had probed beneath ny briefs,
then slid lower until, "Ch, WIf!" she'd exclained while an urgent surge of delight swept ny

loins, "nmy God, you are ready, aren't you?"

I'd stepped out of ny boots and trousers, placed one arm around her shoul ders, the other
beneath her knees, and carried her gently to the bed. Seened as if she weighed nothing at all.

She' d watched languidly while | stripped off the remainder of ny clothes and lingered for a
few nore nonents, drinking in the startling beauty of this wonman who had been the object of ny
dreanms for so many years.

At last, when | could no |l onger check the nounting tension in ny loins, |I'd knelt on the
sil ken sheets between her drawn-up knees, and we'd hungrily ni bbled each other's lips while
pl unged nyself into a great pool of warm viscous liquid that carried nme all the way to anot her
Uni verse—then far, far beyond...

By the time we arrived, Huntingdon Gate was a madhouse of |inopusine skimers. Guests for
Onad's ball were all arriving at the sane tine. Sonehow, the palace guards seened to be nanagi ng
things in stride, but so far as | could see, only by the use of supernatural powers. Through the
years, | |earned—nostly by observati on—that nobody can cause problens as well as anbassadors.
"What should | do now, Admral ?" Cowper asked as he slowed our dingy, maltreated little staff car
just shy of the great entrance road. His voice was tight with dread; probably it was the first
time he'd been this close to the pal ace.

"Just make a sharp right turn, as | told you," | explained. "Then drive to the rightnost
arch—the one that's reserved for energency traffic."

"But Voot's beard, Admiral, they'll have ny bl oody head for this."

"Not with this red card | have in ny hand,"” | assured himfor the eleven mllionth tine.
"Really. W'll both survive this—and I'lI|l see you get sonething to eat."

"From the Royal Kitchens?" he whispered in a reverent voice.

"Probably fromthe royal vending nachines," | corrected. "But we'll see. First, we need to
get through the gate."

"Aye, Admiral."

At the barrier, a huge Royal Marine corporal stooped nearly in half so he could | ook into the
back wi ndow at nme. "Admiral ?" he asked inperiously.

| handed himny ID and the special red card.

He shoved ny ID into the reader, then frowned as he turned to card over. "Wat is this?" he
demanded, as if |'d handed hi m sonet hing spoil ed.

"What's this, Admiral," | corrected.
"Er, yes... Admiral," he added reluctantly.
"This, Corporal," | explained, "goes into your ID reader with ny badge. Put it there now."

"But it is not an ID card," he sniffled, as Cowper began to cringe and slide beneath the
front seat.

"Admiral," | pronpted

"Admiral," with a scow .

"Corporal, does it look as if the badge m ght harm your machi ne?" | demanded.
He | ooked at both sides again. "Er, no... Adnmiral."

"Then put it in the thraggling machine."

Grunbling, he put it into the reader slot. Imediately, a globular display materialized above
the machine. In it was the head and shoul ders of Tazmir Adam Inperial Secret Service Chief. He
peered at ne through the wi ndow for a nonent, then grinned. "Adniral Brim" he exclained. "Here to

see Hope?"
"You bet. If she's still awake, that is?"
"You vouch for your driver?" he asked.

“I'I'l vouch for himpersonally," |I said. Any other conbination of words woul d have set off
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every security device on the grounds.
"Come on in, then," Adam said. "Corporal, pass these people through."

"Thanks, Taz," | said, then checked the Corporal, who now had a | ook of utter dismay on his
face.

"S-sorry, Admiral," he said as he handed back ny badges.

Looked out the wi ndow at him "You wouldn't be if you weren't such a grouch, Mster," | said.

"Bl oody right you are, Admiral," he admitted with a grinace.

"Then do sonething about it," | said. "Expect nme back sonetinme to check."

"I"l'l be waitin', Admiral," he said as a clearly stunned Cowper drove through the gate, and

was passed nonents later by a huge |linousine skinmer flying the flag of Sodeskaya. "V-voot's b-
beard," he stammered as he drove along the concourse toward the great pal ace courtyard, where at

| east a hundred pages in crinmson holiday uniforns and white wigs ningled with harried chauffeurs
in a snarled effort to escort the celebrity guests inside and renove their oversize skimers to a

parking lot. "Wiere do | go now, Admral ?" he asked. "Isn't as if | drive on these streets every
day."

| grinned. "Take the next left turn,” | said. "It'll bring us to the kitchen entrance where
I"lIl bet they'll give you sonething to eat—and I1'll visit a nost beautiful young woman."

"Er, you'll be stayin' the night then, Admral?" Cowper asked.

"No," | replied with a chuckle, "she's a close, er... friend—and kind of young for that,
anyway. "

"I see, Adnmiral," Cowper said—+ assunmed he didn't.

"Park it over there, please,"” | directed, pointing to an open space between two nore staff
cars.

Only nonents later, we marched into the Royal Kitchens, where—sonehow not surprisingl y—onrad
IV, Grand Gal actic Enperor, Prince of the Reggio Star Cluster, and Rightful Protector of the
Heavens, was standing on a carton of preserved goods, sanpling a delicious-snelling sauce froma
huge cook's ladle. A portly man who nonet hel ess carried hinself with great natural dignity, he was
dressed in the formal uniformof an Inperial Fleet Admiral with the crinson Ri bbon of State across
his chest. One of the chefs was holding an apron protectively across H's Majesty's ruffled shirt.
"Excel lent!" the Enperor pronounced, wiping his |lips elegantly with the bottomof the apron. "Too
xaxt dammed bad we've got to share it with that bunch of stuffed shirts upstairs." As he was
stepping off the carton, he glanced ny way. "There you are, Brim" he excl ai ned, stepping forward
to offer his hand. "Taz said you'd just arrived. Thought 1'd try to catch you here."

"I'"'m honored, Your Mjesty,” | said, taking his hand while Cowper cringed into a corner

"Ch, Gorksroar," Onrad exclained, clapping ne on the back. "I wanted to tell you what a great
job you did at Otnar'at. Guess that'll hold the bastards for a while."

"Well," | began..

"Well, xaxt," Onrad said. "I heard all about the xaxtdammed Leaguers. Don't think anything
about it. Had to happen sonetinme, anyway."

"Thank you, Your Mijesty,"” | said.

"No thanks due, Brim" he said. "I neant what | said." Then he put his hands on his hips.
"Drunmond says you're willing to take over the raid.”

"Yessir," | replied.

"In spite of the other business? Could be nessy."

Looked himdirectly in the eye. "I'll admit | don't like it all that much, Your Mjesty,"

said. "But | only have to trust three people in the matter—General Drumond, Admiral Cal houn, and
you. Don't see how | can go wong."

"W won't let you down, Brim" he said.

Sonewhere in the back of my mind, a faint voice warned sonething about, "...put not thy trust
in princes," or sonething. | battled it to a standstill. "Thank you, Your Mjesty," | said,
understanding all too well that if it canme to a choice of the Enpire or me, well, bye-bye,
Brim...Then | shrugged. It was the best anyone could ask for.

"Fromthe | ooks of the black eye, you took quite a beating in that Lifed obe," Onrad said
with a | ook of concern. "You going to be all right?"

| nodded, then managed a grin. "Didn't tell Drummond |I'd take two missions for sone helmtine
in one of those new Mark N nes, Your Majesty," | replied.

Onrad broke into a roaring laugh. "I promise I'll never tell,’
shoul der agai n.

At that nonment, a harried-looking page cane fighting his way through the confusion of cooks.
"Your Majesty!" he yel ped inportantly. "You were due in the ballroomfive cycles ago!"

"Tell "emI1'Ill be there directly,"” he said, rolling his eyes. Then he fixed ne with a nost

he said, and cl apped ne on the
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i mperial |ook. "There's nobody else to send on this nmission, Brim" he said, "and it's got to come
of f on schedule. O herw se, all our plans are up in snmoke."

"That's what Drummond told ne, Your Majesty,” | replied.

"What he didn't tell you was that in ny opinion you' re too dammed val uable to send. You
al nrost got yourself killed |l ess than a week ago, and now we're di spatching you on a job that's
even nore dangerous." He glowered. "The fact is that nobody el se could do the job you' ve done so

far in Atal anta—and you'll be needed there even nore when the Carescrians get there. So for the
| ove of Voot, don't get thraggling killed. Al right?"

"I"l'l do everything | can to prevent it, Your Majesty,” | assured himwth a grin.

"See that you do, Brim" he said. "And for once, ny highly valued Carescrian subject, | nmean
every single word."

"Thank you, Your Majesty," | said, feeling ny cheeks go red.

Onrad cl apped nme on the back once nore. "Don't thank nme," he said. "l sinply need you back
here in one piece. Understand?"

"l understand, Your Majesty," | said

He smled. "That's better," he said, then stepped around ne to put a hand on Cowper's arm
"Cowper," he said, as if he'd known the nan's nane forever, "|I want you to take good care of the

Adnmiral while he's here. Right?"

The bl ood drained from Cowper's face, and | thought for a nonment he was going to faint.
Sonehow he seenmed to rally. "Ccount on it, Y-Your Majesty," he stuttered.

Onrad grinned and turned to a very senior-|ooking chef. "LeGande," he said, "see to it that
these nen dine at |east as well as the snobs you' re serving upstairs.”™ Then, with a wink in ny
direction, he pushed his way into the kitchen and was gone.

* * *

Never did get to see nuch of Hope. By the tinme | nade ny way to the nursery, Nurse Tutt
all owed me barely a netacycle for ny visit. Said the little girl was always getting visits late in
the day—and yes, she realized | was the father. But since Hope couldn't know that, it didn't make
all that much difference in the first place, did it? Had to agree, Voot take it. Tutti's rarely
wrong; perhaps that's why Barbousse | oves her so. Passed her a stash of witten letters and a
jewelry box fromAtalanta, then got a last kiss (a bit sticky with candy I'd brought) from Hope
and a stack of witten letters fromTutti going the other way. Wien | returned to the kitchen
seermed like it took the whole kitchen staff to feed nme supper while Cowper sat across from ne,
slowy eating a third dessert. He still had a stunned look in his eyes, but |ater he recovered
sufficiently to return ne to the VOQ-where | was asl eep before nmy head touched the pillow

Next norning, |ong before the Triad |ifted above Avalon's horizon, reports of terrible raids
began to conme in from Atal anta. Drummond woke ne with the bad news, and | joined himin the COW
Center inmmediately. Only after nearly a netacycle did things being to sort thensel ves out well
enough that the attackers could be identified as Leaguers, The bastards were flying huge
formati ons of Ganthei sser GA 87 Zachtwagers (precision shooters), as well as Gant hei sser GA 88s,
Gorn-Hof f 111s, and Trodler 17s—their deadliest attack ships. | ground ny teeth as nore and nore
reports of terrible destruction crowded the KA PPA channels. | knew who'd ultimately caused those
rai ds—e. Summers had been right! But then, what other choices had | been given? |'ve noticed
there aren't a lot of alternatives when it cones to waging war. Couldn't let it stop ne, even
though Claudia was in the thick of it and | was worried sick about her. Before |I could go back and
do anyt hing about it—-her—personally, | had a mssion to run. So | soldiered on with a heavy heart.
Certainly went a long way toward proving the ol d adage that | ove and war shoul d never, ever be
m xed.

Later in the norning, Cowper drove ne to the nilitary shuttle termnal, and | was soon on ny
way to FleetPort 19. Constructed in stationary orbit approximately 150 c'lenyts above spi nward
Aval on, the huge defense base was shaped like a flattened globe nearly three-quarters of a c'lenyt
in diameter. It was ringed about the middle by a transparent nooring tube and pressurized to the
standard atnosphere on the surface bel ow. Conplex antenna fields on both "poles" of the huge
structure furnished clear comunications throughout the gal axy; the nmooring tube provided forty-
five docking portals spaced equally around its nmargin, each equipped with its own optical nooring
system and retractable brow Both the interior of the structure and its noored ships were supplied
with locally generated gravity distributed evenly on every level with "down focus" toward the
center of the planet itself. As ny shuttle approached, | saw that a nunber of the portals were
occupi ed by newlooking Starfuries, while other surface shuttles and transient ships were
di stributed anong the ot hers.

Spent nost of the day winging out TG 39, the new Starfury MK 9 | would fly on the
m ssi on—hel ped nme forget my worries. Its crew, nostly survivors of Norwyck's disastrous crash,
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treated nme pretty well, considering | was taking over fromtheir late, clearly nuch-respected
commander. Felt pretty good about everything in the spaceflight departnent by the tine |I'd packed
up ny battlesuit and caught the next down shuttle for Aval on

CGot back to the base in tine to catch a quick supper in the Oficers' Cdub, then Cower drove
me through the snarled traffic of rush hour to the Adniralty, where—after nore bad news from
Atal anta—+ got ny first briefings on the actual mission. Someone had naned it Operation Eppeid.
General Trafford, herself, was presenting the briefing, and had included a nunber of fairly high-
| evel people fromboth the Fleet and the Inperial Expeditionary Forces in the audience. Fromthat,
I quickly determined that this evening's presentation would be a lot nore than just an overall,
touch-onl y-t he-hi gh-spots introduction to the operation

Trafford was a hefty but—+to ne—very attractive blonde who carried herself |ike a proper
general officer. She'd dressed in a confortable Expeditionary Oficer's service uniform a tight,
dark olive miniskirt that reveal ed sturdy, well-shaped | egs; brown punps with high heels; and—ike
Drunmond—a matching olive reefer jacket with an inperial conmet on the left breast, two rows of
five brass buttons down the front, and the two stars of a Major General on each shoulder. Unlike
Drunmond, however, she also wore four rows of decorations and canpai gn ribbons. She had straight,
bl ack hair cut short at the shoul ders; an oval face with | ow cheekbones; |arge eyes and even
| arger, ol d-fashioned eyegl asses; a narrow nose with prominent nostrils; and a nouth with pouting,
generous lips. As |I'd expected, she started things precisely on tinme, clearing her throat
i mperiously and lowering the roomlights until the only illum nation was a stark spotlight beamed
directly at her lectern. If nothing else, | decided with a grin, the woman exhi bited a superb
sense of theater.

"Good evening, people," she began, clearly |ong accustonmed to naking hi gh-Ievel

presentations. "I am Major General Megan Trafford, and as you know, this will be a detailed
overvi ew of a mission we have code-naned Qperation Eppeid." She paused to scan the audi ence. "You
are all warned that this briefing will contain operational information at the |evel of Top Secret,
as defined in Section N neteen of the Joint Services Security Manual. If anyone is not cleared at
that level, will you pl ease | eave now. "

Anot her pause, during which no one |left. Then she nodded and activated a huge hol ographic
di spl ay behind her with a general view of the galaxy. "A considerabl e nunber of |nperial troops
have by now been specially trained in the Command canps for Space-to-Surface Assault, or SSA
warfare," she began. "During the past year, we have secretly conducted several small |andings on
the far side of the 'Wckean Void by a few of these specially trained soldiers using two or three
of our latest reentry landing craft. And we've obtai ned spectacul ar success."” She adjusted her
gl asses for effect. "We' ve kept these raids small enough to avoid unduly upsetting the occupying
Leaguers—whil e going after nothing of a spectacular nature. But," she enphasized with noticeable
pride in her voice, "on each of these feints, we have | earned a great deal about such specialized
operations while sustaining mniml casualties—although,"” she hastened to add, "no casualties are
really ever mninmal.'

At that point, she stopped and peered around the silent roomas if she were about to reveal a
great, lost truth. "The tine has now arrived," she declared dramatically, "to put these |lessons to
the test!" | yawned. Trafford was a high-level, political |ecturer indeed. Her presentation so far
augured a | ong evening...

Had to chuckle as the plan unfolded. If anything, Gallsworthy's comments on the nmission as a
"better opportunity" for getting nyself killed appeared as if they m ght be conservative, to say
the | east.

Fl eet Conmand had cobbl ed together for the General a small assault armada consisting of eight
light cruisers, six Free Effer'wckean disruptor nonitors, sixteen surface bonbardnent ships, two
flotillas of tiny Electronic Warfare trawl ers, a nunber of the latest arnored | anding craft, and
I.F.S. Mntroyal, a brand-new nediumtransport. Trafford had secretly assenbled them all—-al ong
with nearly three hundred battl e-ready comandos—ear two uni nhabited planets |ocated | ess than a
light-year fromour side of the 'Wckean Voi d.

Fl eet Conmand had |ikew se provided me with six squadrons of sixteen Starfury MK 9s each to
fight off defending starships plus another four squadrons of Type 327 attack ships, whose job it
woul d be to snother defensive fire fromthe surface. Considering that a | arge percentage of the
Starfuries were al nost brand-new and could therefore be depended to fly nearly anyti me we needed
them the nunbers seemed adequate for the job—at least early in the mssion, when we'd face only
| ocal opposition. But once the attack had been under way for a few netacycles, we could have a | ot
of unwel conme conpany in very short order. To ny know edge, fat Leaguer Marshal Hoth Orgoth
commanded nearly fifteen hundred attack and killer ships in Effer'wck. And—to ny
recol | ecti on—he' d never been shy about using them
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According to Trafford, the main thrust of her incursion was to destroy the Bax-Em thrnéy
G avity Docks, a mmssive starship repair conpl ex—vast enough to service the |argest starships in
the known Universe and sufficiently inpregnable to w thstand poundi ngs from our nost powerful
di srupters. The Effer'wyckean governnment had constructed it at enornous cost before the invasion
and it was now serving as a furtherance to Nergol Triannic's anbition of taking over the entire
Home Gal axy. A worthy target indeed, opined Trafford.

However, another, |ess-inportant objective of the huge raid was to capture a new BKAEW
apparatus that League engineers had just finished installing on Bax-Lavenurb, next planet out from
Bax- Emi t hrnéy. That, she continued, was why the Adnmiralty had decided to risk their new Mntroyal
Woul dn't do nuch good to sinply destroy the new Leaguer equi pnent; research boffins on Proteus
needed to find out what nade it tick. And doing that required it be taken hone.

Clearly, arrival of all those ships off Bax-Emithrnéy at their appointed station in the
assault plan, exactly at zero hour would require no less than a mracle of spacemanship. Trafford
had timed everything to commence just before Emithrnéy rotated Bax's first rays over her horizon
near the gravity docks. The first groups of SSA Commandos to arrive would silence huge disrupter
batteries that ringed the conplex, then the main force would arrive with special denplition
charges designed to disable the facility for the renai nder of the war—wi thout rendering it
conpl etely nonrepairable during postwar years. | had a feeling she m ght possibly be counting
unhat ched chickens at this rather disconcerting point in the conflict, but one does need to plan
for the best outcomes, after all—er defeat becones a virtual certainty.

Wiile all this raiding and denolishing was taking place on Bax-Em thrnéy, Trafford continued,
a much smaller force of SSA Commandos and Royal Engi neers would be | andi ng on Bax-Lavenurb, near
the new BKAEWsite. | noticed fromthe General's large collection of HoloPics, that it was | ocated
atop a high, sheer precipice at the edge of a snall |ake in what appeared to be rocky, barren
terrain interrupted by great upwellings of the planet's crust, sonme nore than a c'lenyt in height.
It was going to take a steady hand to operate something the size of Mountroyal in and out of that
| ocation. Little wonder, | thought, that the Effer' wckeans never bothered to popul ate Lavenurb

Once Trafford' s comandos had the BKAEW site under control, Royal Engineers woul d di sassenbl e
t he BKAEW equi pnent (i ncluding all special antennas we could see on the reconnai ssance Hol oPics),
bundl e them aboard Montroyal, then withdraw as quickly as possible to our own side of the Void
with no regard to the |arger operation.

On the surface, Trafford made things | ook snooth and well planned—an operation by, as well as
for—the textbooks of interstellar warfare, carrying with it the potential for vast danmage to the
eneny and prodigious profit for our Enpire. But with all the literally zillions of things that
could go awry during such a large, conplex operation, | could see that QOperati on Eppeid al so
carried with it the quite-viable seeds of disaster. And, significantly, Trafford had nade no plans
what soever for that kind of eventuality...

Chapter 8
The Raid

22-25 Cctad, 52014

Aval on City, Asterious-Aval on

More bad news from Atalanta in the norning. Wllianms's reports described terrific battles in
space around Hador and nore Leaguer raids against both the Fleet Base and Atalanta City proper
Many casual ties, much danage. W rd nust have gotten around rapidly concerning C audia and
me—especially our tryst in her office. Nothing specific in Wllians's report, of course, but a
subtly witten portion of one section nmade a nost distinct point about the safety of M. Harbor
Mast er .

Made me stop and consider that magnificent wonman, and friend, for quite a long ti ne—nore than
I could really spare at the nonent. \What woul d beconme of us now that we'd finally admtted so nuch
to each other? Cearly, we'd again becone an "iten around the base, but would we ever again risk
baring the | ong-snoldering enotions we'd experienced that night? Even nore inportant, had we
| earned how to live in the nonent—for as nany "nonents" as life nmight send our way—er would this
be the one and only time we found courage to seize the present and run with it? During those |ong
nmonments, | want ed—eeded—her nore than | wanted to breathe. But half a gal axy separated us in
di stance—and a whole cosnos in fate. ..

Spent the next netacycles at FleetPort 19 conferring with the ten squadron | eaders who woul d
do nost of nmy work during the raid. Wasn't surprised to find they already had everything
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concerning the mssion well in hand. Got the distinct inpression they'd welcone a return to nornal
squadron duties; assignments |ike these are dismally boring during practice phases—alt hough t hey
do liven up considerably in execution

During the I ate afternoon-Aval on's afternoon, that is—Trafford sent us in formation out to a
restricted star systemfor a full-dress rehearsal at two sinulated sites where our "success" in
the exercise could be judged by a bank of scoring engines her people were operating,

Wth Drumond's support |'d earlier comandeered a volunteer Starfury from Fl eetPort 30, the
orbital base |I'd commanded two years previously during the Battle of Aval on. Wthout soneone to
fly wing on ne, |'d be forced to stay out of the action—and that was totally unacceptable. Just so
happened that the FleetPort's present comander was an old friend on whom|'d depended for support
and friendship since ny days flying racers in the Mtchell Trophy Races—Foby Moul ding, who in fact
had set the present absolute-velocity speed record in 52009. Made things a | ot easier when | asked
himfor a good ship and crewto fly my wing during the m ssion—nobody |ikes to place his own
peopl e in extra danger unl ess he absolutely has to. But he came through, with a smle, even. And
departed in conpany with one of his best ships, its crew captained by Lt. Conmander Hazel Watters,
anot her canny veteran-survivor of the Battle of Aval on.

Remarkably, all elenents of Trafford' s little arnmada managed to arrive at the initial point,
some mllion c'lenyts fromthe primary planet, precisely on tinme, only a few clicks before dawn
lighted the faked support facility. The E-Wtraw ers i mmedi ately bl anked all BKAEW and KA PPA
traffic around both the primary and secondary planets, |leaving a few secretly chosen channel s open
for our own commruni cations. At the same tine, light cruisers and disrupter nonitors noved in to
surround the surface perineter of the nocked-up gravity docks—all w thout the scoring simulators
calling for a single shot to be fired. Simultaneously, nmy four squadrons of attack ships dived for
the surface while the Starfuries fanned out to establish regular patrols of the whole star system
Exactly twelve cycles following our initial deploynment—still w thout the need for a single
di srupter shot—two arnored | anding craft di senbarked one hundred si xty SSA Conmandos, whose job it
woul d be, were this the actual assault, to silence huge surface batteries protecting the gravity
docks. Seventeen cycles after this-when the scoring sinulators indicated all surface batteries
were indeed silenced—the main | anding force deorbited and went about rehearsing its business of
destruction.

A perfect assault drill, so far. O course, it ought to have been perfect—after all, nobody
was shooting back

At this point, Watters and | flew to the secondary pl anet, where the fake BKAEW had been
secured by a detachment of SSA Commandos. Qur high-speed transport was at the site as adverti sed,
and the Royal Engi neers already had nmuch of the imtation antenna di smantled and ready for | oading
operations. Clearly, Trafford expected no opposition here! 1'd earlier noticed, with sone concern
that she'd neglected to assign any escorts to this part of the operation. | didn't want to raise
any issues so late in the game—a bad nove, and | knew it—but | resolved that |1'd check the
situation out soon as | could during the actual raid, Watters and | hung around while | got a
handl e on what was supposed to transpire, then returned to the primary planet just in time for the
whol e exercise to be conpleted. From her headquarters in |I.F.S. dorious, the operation's
flagship, Trafford broadcast her smling blond countenance to each of our globular displays with a
"Wel | done, people! Well done!" Then, we returned to our various assenbly areas to rest and wait
for the real thing—eall-up on twelve-nmetacycle notice. | knew it wouldn't be |ong.

Wat ched a | ot of people celebrating at FleetPort 19. Had a few drinks with Waiters and the
crew to be sociable, then caught nyself a down shuttle to Avalon. Couldn't quite nudge nyself into
the mood to celebrate this particular success. Everything had been a little too easy today for mny

tastes. And after spending a lot of ny life as a conbat StarSailor, | knew for a fact that war was
never easy...

* k%

Sonetime toward norning, | cane awake in the |onesone stillness with a crystal-clear head and

Claudia on nmy mind—alnmost as if we could have reached out and touched. Saw her as she was that
morning that |'d departed for Avalon. W'd nade intense |ove a nunber of tinmes during that
m racul ous night, and 1'd been left with the kind of gut physical satisfaction that only cones
when the sex has been especially good and hornones are still running strong. Couldn't renenber
feeling that way for years—probably not since the two of us were fifteen years younger and only
just discovering what a nagnificent pair we nmade together in bed.

I'd gazed for a long time as she slept, lying on her back, head tilted ny way and |ighted by
a gentle radiance that came stream ng through the wi ndow fromone of Haelic's satellites. That
long hair I so delighted in was conpletely disheveled and strewn all over the pillow. One arm and
a great, glorious breast were free of the stained satin sheet we'd pulled over us when we'd
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satisfied our latest cravings for each other

Wat chi ng her sleep there, |I'd wondered seriously about this nmysterious el ement of being we
called love—and all the million or so times | thought I'd found it. Perhaps the only time | hadn't
thought I'd fallen in |l ove was when this magnificent woman and | had been | overs.

Back then, she'd sinply been a close, very close, friend and coworker—as well as the nost
exhilarating, innovative sexual partner |'d encountered to date. And Voot knew she'd had nore
suitors at the time than nost Rothcats have fleas! Her evenings had been so booked up it seened as

if every man on Haelic was after her. 1'd thought many of thempossibly nost—shared a bed with her
on occasion, and felt quite privileged to be one of them Now, as |'d begun to appreciate the
mature Cl audia as a person, | sonetinmes questioned how many of them actually did. Perhaps |I had

meant a great deal nore to her than 1'd thought at the tine. But then, after all these years, was
I even capabl e of recognizing | ove—+n either of us?

I'd reached no conclusions that early norning, other than soberly recognizing that the woman
sl eepi ng besi de nme had—wany years | ater—produced a nost profound effect on the inner man that was
now WIf Brim An effect much different, and nuch deeper, than anything | had yet encountered.

Then it had been tine to go—the Type 327 they'd sent was due to |ift for Avalon within three
nmet acycl es, and | hadn't even begun to pack! Remenbering that O audia becane a very |ight sleeper
toward nmorning; | gingerly got out of bed and began collecting clothes we'd scattered all over the
room Arranged a sorrowfully winkled gown over one of the chairs and fol ded her undergarnents
neatly on her couch. Then |'d donned the wreckage of nmy own uniformtooked as if |'d spent the
ni ght westling Sodeskayan Bears. Wasn't going to be nuch question what either of us had been
doing after the ball! Probably should have thought of that the night before, but we'd clearly been
concerned with other, nore conpelling matters.

To say that departing that norning was nmerely painful would be the understatenment of the
year. |'d remai ned beside her bed for the longest tinme, sinply gazing at her face, captured by a
kind of enotion |I'd never before experienced. Stronger, much stronger, than sinply desire—though
that was certainly a conponent, too. Then, just as |I'd knelt to kiss her good-bye, she'd wakened,
blinked a few tines, then held out her arns to me. "Quess it's that time, isn't it, WIf," she'd
sai d sleepily.

I'd taken her in nmy arns, and when our lips net, it was just as if we were starting over
again. Her breath, the perfunme, the sharp, erotic odors that lingered on ny face and cheeks.
Sonehow, |'d nanaged to bring nyself under a nodi cumof control, and we'd renai ned | ocked in each
other's arns until my breathing and thuddi ng heart subsi ded once nore. At last, when | dared to

speak again, |I'd whispered, "Claudia, | love you," in her ear

"I love you, too, WIf," she'd answered dreamly. "It's nice to say that after all these
years."

"What are we going to do?" |I'd asked7 in a kind of bewildered frenzy. Wasn't used to that
sort of thing—+'mcalner in a dogfight when people are trying to kill ne!

"Do about what, WIf?" she'd asked,

"About us," 1'd said, drawing back to sit beside her on the bed. "Were do we go from here?"

"Questions like that need a future, ny love," she'd said, "and we don't have one. Even the
little bit of present we so bravely seized last night is just about all turned to past.”
"But we | ove each other," I'd protested.

She'd smiled and nodded. "Yes, | suppose we do, don't we?" she'd said with hal f-cl osed eyes.
"How ni ce. Perhaps even nicer for the waiting."
"Then we can't just... forget everything and go on as if nothing happened,” |'d stanmered.

"Wthout a future," she'd said, "that's about all we can do." Then she'd snmiled languidly, "
don't know what |'mtal king about, WIf," she'd said gently, kicking the sheet aside and | ooki ng
into ny eyes. "Maybe there is still some sort of chance for us—+ sinply don't know right now This
body of mine is nuch too awash in hornones for me to nmake any kind of judgnents—especially about
you." She bit her lip alittle, then put my hand on her breast "If you didn't have to go right
away, well..."

Needed all ny willpower, but | took one nore kiss, then got back on ny feet.

She'd swung her legs to the floor and wal ked quietly beside nme as | made ny way to the door
and cracked it open so | could peek cautiously into her office.

"My desk lanp's on!" she exclainmed in a distressed voice as she drew back fromthe door. "It
wasn't when we canme in here."

Nervously, | shouldered my way into her office and quickly discovered that the outer door to
Adel e's | obby was still securely |locked. | was al one—the roomwas |ikew se enpty. But Claudia's

' Phone had been switched from STANDBY to DI SCONNECT. "Automatic switch, perhaps?" | asked, nodding
to her desk.
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"Absolutely not," she said, then padded into the roomwith ne and peered around in the dim
light. This time, the sight of her |ush nakedness was sinply nmore than | coul d take—not her of
Voot, what a goddess! To xaxt with the Type 327—4'd just opened ny arns to her when she'd nade a
little gasp and pointed to the coat rack

Heart pounding, | turned and felt ny jaw drop. There, hanging fromthe main rod was a fresh
woman's business suit in a clear plastic cover, a white blouse, and a lacy slip. Beside the
busi ness suit hung a pair of flight coveralls and ny battered | eather Hel nsnan's jacket—with a
fol ded garrison cap hanging fromits pocket, two stars prominently visible. In the rack bel ow were
a small fenminine valise and a pair of Claudia's tiny street shoes. Beside them stacked atop a
packed duffel bag, were ny flight boots, ny razor, and a change of clean underwear, conplete with
roll ed-up socks. Attached to a third—learly enpty—duffel bag was a printed note that read sinply.
"Deposit formal uniformhere for later pickup." Couldn't determ ne where to place the blane:
Bar bousse, Russo, or WIllians. Probably it was a concerted effort of all three with the active
assistance of Adele. Didn't really care at the time—enly that Caudia and | owed a real debt of
gratitude to sone wonderfully furtive "busybodies." Then, in the course of nmy shaving and changi ng
clothes, we'd found ourselves mutually conpelled to withdraw to her bed, where we'd nade gentle
Il ove for nearly half a metacycle before at length we'd bid each other a | ast—-sonewhat
per pl exed—farewel | .. ..

After everything else that norning, it had cone as no particular surprise when Russo "just
happened" to be passing outside Cvilian Headquarters—wi th an extra nug of steam ng cvceese' in
the staff skimer!-—-at the very nonment | stepped onto the sidewalk. So in spite of what 1'd

considered to be rather a late start, 1'd arrived in plenty of time for Drumond's Type 327 to
depart for Aval on on schedule...
* *x %

At the beginning of Dawn Watch, the nmessage board on the inside of ny VOQ door buzzed ne
awake—oul dn't renmenber falling asleep again. Trafford' s mssion was on i nmedi ately and ny
squadrons were scheduled to nove out fromtheir respective FleetPorts in twelve netacycles.

Pressed the ACCEPT and ACKNOW.EDGE buttons, then dressed in clean coveralls and hurried out
into the | obby, where Cowper was gul ping the last froma plastic cup of cvceese'

"Shuttle port, Admiral ?" he asked.

"That's right," | said, pouring nyself a cup of scalding cvceese' on the way. "Wwo told you,
anyway ?"

"Nobody, Adnmiral," he said, opening the door for nme, "but just about Dawn Watch, everything
started to go crazy at the transport pool. Didn't take rmuch of a guess to figure you were probably
inonit, so | brought the skinmer."

I grinned as he clinbed into the front seat and accelerated into the early-nmorning traffic.
"Sonething tells ne you've got a future in the Fleet, Mster," | said, sipping ny cvceese'

"Yes sir, Admiral," he replied, glancing at me over his shoulder. "I'mgoing to be a Hel nenan
soneday. |'ve already conpleted the first three prep courses for The Acadeny."

Thought of nyself five hundred thousand years ago, battling nmy way through that era's
sequence of nental challenges until | thought nmy head woul d expl ode—even began to doubt my ability
to qualify toward the end. Somehow, |'d persevered... just so | can fly out and get myself killed
today, | considered cynically. "You know there's a trick to those prep courses,” | said at |ength.

"There is?" he asked, his voice filled with amazenent. | |iked the fact that he was too proud
to ask.

“I'I'l tell you what it is," | volunteered.

"S-should I wite it down?" he asked excitedly.

"No," | replied. "It's sinple... but not easy."

"Neither are the preps, Admiral."

"I understand," | said. "But there's only one basic you need renmenber in order to blast your
way through to The Acadeny. And that's sinply to never give up—o matter how frazzl ed and confused
the preps nake you. Keep at them eventually, you'll win. After that," | added with a chuckle
"things will be so tough you'll |ook back at them al nost fondly. But by that tinme, you'll know
there's nothing that can lick you anynore. Ever..."

Cowper dropped ne at the shuttle port; | caught the next up-run to FleetPort 19. Got ne there
a netacycle early, so | borrowed an office and collected ny messages. Neither Wllians's official
conpil ati on of the previous day's events nor Barbousse's personal account sounded particularly
good. The Leaguer attacks were continui ng unabated and causi ng trenmendous danage (as well as
suffering) in the city. They were also rapidly wearing down our defenses by the sinple process of
attrition. W'd | ost seven Starfuries so far (two had been sal vaged and might fly again) and three
Def i ant s—pl us nost of their crews. Gound ny teeth as | sat there helplessly in the FleetPort. Not
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a xaxtdammed thing | could do until I'd finished this thraggling nission!

At least Caudia was still safe—er had been at the time the messages were sent. The only
ot her good news was that Del acroix and his crew had nmanaged a | ast-nonment escape before the
Leaguers really got down to business. Nobody seemed to know where he'd gone, but | was certain
we' d need hi m—and Yel |l ow Bi rd—again before this awmful war was over. Bit ny lip as | finished iy
messages—ostly junk except for a few interesting dispatches from Sodeskaya. Regardl ess of the
| ogi ¢ behind these vicious attacks—taSalle's destruction of the Toronder invasion convoy or ny
raid on tnar'at—the Leaguers had now turned their full fury on Atalanta. And | wasn't there to do
anyt hi ng about it!

The | ast message had been an announcenent from a fanmpous Aval on haberdashery announci ng a
speci al bargain sale of Fleet unifornms. Wndered what sort of StarSailor had tinme to care about
customuniforns in the mdst of this desperate war, but shrugged in resignation. Qur old Enpire
needed everyone's efforts to win this war—even politicians'!

* * *

For a second tinme in less than three days, the diverse ships of our tiny assault flotilla
sl owed t hrough Hyperspeed to arrive at an initial point, this tine the real one, off Bax-
Emithrnéy, w thin nonments of zero hour—another genuine triunph of spacemanship in all respects.

My squadrons were flying superbly; the late Captain Norwyck woul d have been proud of
t hemoot knew | was, also. To ny left, inmpeccably spaced, the forty-eight Starfuries of G oup Red
from8l, 93, and 74 Squadrons; to ny right, the additional forty-eight Starfuries of Goup Geen
from83, 87, and 91 Squadrons. Half a c'lenyt farther away to port—and a quarter c'lenyt
| ower —si xty-four speedy Type 327 attack ships from 35, 19, 38, and 24 Squadrons, group call sign
Bl ue, cruised in perfect formations, ready to proceed toward the surface.

This close to Bax—enly a few light-metacycles distant over ny left shoul der—+he high vault of
space had taken on that odd, hazy aspect that one finds only in near proximty to a powerful I|ight
source. My ships appeared as if they were traveling behind a huge scrim Nearby, a collection of
fast-drifting asteroids seened to pass beneath us at nearly a sharp angl e—dangerous, those! For a

monent, | had the peculiar inpression of hangi ng notionl ess between an infinite sheet of
perforated gauze and a vague flat disk nmade of crushed velvet. Surreal! But peaceful —so far. The
| onger that tranquillity could persevere, the better | |iked the whol e operation

I checked the proximty indicator—othing—then calmy and nethodically scanned the great
sphere of space around ne; dividing the arced starscape into neat strips by upward and downward
nmovenent of ny head. Still nothing.

Not hi ng bel ow on Emithrnéy, either—no disruptor bursts, at any rate. Here and there, snal
settlements glinmrered against its huge, dark disk. And near the top like a jewel on a ring, the
port city of Eppeid and its fanpbus gravity docks. Thought about the peopl e down there—the occupied
Ef fer' wckeans as well as the Leaguer tyrants who held themin thrall. They' d be waki ng together
soon—-the Effer'wyckeans detesting their subjection, the Leaguers indifferent—arid nmerciless—n the
rol e of vanqui shers.

My KA PPA repeater clicked for a nonent, then a red indicator glowed unsteadily, lighting the
word JAMM NG A nonent later, the active-node proxinity indicator also reported itself jamed. Cur
E-Wtraw ers had gone to work, and only two—hi ghly secret—energency KA PPA channel s remained
unbl ocked for energency use. Quickly the Starfuries in Goup Red fanned out to encircle the target
pl anets. Group Blue and the four squadrons of attack ships beaded down for an orbital hol ding
pattern. In nmy mind s eye | could see the light cruisers and nonitors descending slowy through
t he atnobsphere to secure the gravity-dock perineter—f, indeed, that would even be necessary. So
far, everything appeared to be going at least as well as the practice run.

Checked my tinepiece: five cycles into the operation: our first two arnored | anding craft
woul d be headed for the surface now, charged with silencing the massive disruptor batteries that

protected the great mmintenance yard. If all went well, they'd nake |andfall in precisely seven
cycles....

Suddenly, a confused irregular sparkling appeared in the di stance ahead—ust short of Eppeid.
Di srupter fire! | junped, surprised as the sparkling quickly intensified. The radio began to ring
with yells and curses, then, quickly, with cries for hel p—ot all in Aval onian.

Tried to determ ne what was going on. The first two | anding ships couldn't have reached the
surface yet. | ordered the attack ships to the area by radio quickly as they could de-orbit; asked

tiny Kenpton Wnter, the bal ding commander of 38 Squadron, to report the situation. Then Watters
and | waited for the bad news—bound to be troubl e now, whatever had caused this premature flare-
up. It came only cycles later, a colossal disruptor began to fire. One of the surface batteries
clearly had just gone into action; within moments, it was joined by a second, then a third and
forth. Each was to have been silenced by the first-wave SSA Conmandos. Biting ny lip, | was
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tenpted to demand a report, but sooner or later, sonmeone would remenber that he or she was
supposed to periodically keep me informed. Monents later, | got ny first coherent information from
Burt Wnter.

"Hel |l o, Tenpo," he gasped, using ny personal call sign. "Payoff, here—tooks |ike one of those
first two de-orbiting landing craft ran afoul of an escorted nerchant transport going the other
way! Xaxt of a firefight—and now everyone's blasting away at anything that noves."

Just then, | saw two of the big disrupters fire sinultaneously, followed i mediately by a
power ful expl osion that darkened our Hyperscreens for a nmonent.

"Mot her of Voot!" Wnter swore. "They just blasted Furious out of the sky! Better 'n eight
hundred people on board that old..."

"What about the other l|anding craft, Paycheck?" | interrupted, grinding ny teeth.

"The other SSA |ander got in all right... | think," he said. H's words were punctuated by a
terrific blue-green explosi on—uch nore powerful than the |ast big one. Kept the Hyperscreens dark
for nearly a click.

"What was that?" | denanded.

"One of the League's xaxtdammed disrupter sites!" Wnter answered excitedly. "By Voot, sone
of the commandos must have made it."

"How about our nmin | anding force?"

"A nmonment, Tenpo," he said. | could hear a salvo of rapid-fire disrupters in nmy hel net
speakers. The firing stopped for a nonent, followed shortly by another, |onger salvo. Then, "That
ought to discourage the zukeeds!" Wnter shouted. "Now, Tenpo, what was that?"

"What was that?" | denanded.

"Aline of battle crawl ers—+tooked |ike Mark N neteens. They were going after the main | anding
force."

"So, the main force is on the surface?" | asked.
"Barely, Tenpo," he replied. "They're just now debarking—nto a lot of trouble."
"What can | do to hel p?" | asked,

"Not nuch right now," Wnter said. "Just watch out for the Gorn-Hoffs so we can concentrate
on ground targets. W— His voice ended abruptly in a long burst of static.

"Paycheck!" | vyelled. "Paycheck!"

"Sorry, Tenpo," a different voice reported, "Paycheck's caught a packet. This is Paycheck
Two. Can we hel p you?"

"Thanks, Paycheck Two," | said. "Keep your eyes open; I'll need to know what's goi ng on. And
call nme if sone of us need to conme down and help."

"CGot you, Tenpo."

Didn't even remenber Paycheck Two's real nane—she sounded shaken. |'d have been, too! Called
Watters on the radio. "Tenpo to Tenpo Two," | said. "Let's have a | ook next door at Lavenurb."

"Lead on Tem— WAtters begun, but was abruptly cut off by another voice that interrupted
with:

"Lookout, Tenpo! Gorn-Hoffs—yell ow apex!"”

d anced over ny right shoul der—+there they were. Leaguers! Led by a sleek, w cked-Iooking Gorn-
Hof f 262 that glistened scarlet in Bax's strong light, six of the killer ships were conming at us
fromless than a half c¢'lenyt distant. Switched on the radio again. "Tenpo to all Red, Blue, and
Geen!" | yelled into the helnet mcrophone. "Gorn-Hoffs in the area. | repeat, Gorn-Hoffs in the
area! Keep an eye out!" The first ones were already passing on our right and turning toward us.

Didn't really have tine to be frightened. Pulled the Starfury into a tight turn and cli nbed
toward them firing the three disrupters that | controlled, even though the Leaguers were stil
out of range. M ssed, of course, but nade them break off their turns—+too soon. | yanked the
Starfury over on her back, did a half-roll, and before they could recover, there we were—\Watters
and | both-within easy range. Ained for the first in line—the gleaning red one. Slight pressure on
the steering engine and he was in ny sights at close range! Let fly with my disrupters; so did mny
Qunnery O ficer, Crenshaw. W both got himfirst tine—hits all over the fusel age.

Tongues of radiation fire escaped inmediately fromthe Gorn-Hoff s hull as its coll apsium
hul I metal un-collapsed in the torrent of energy fromour disrupters. The Leaguer Hel msnman threw
his killer ship into a desperate turn—ould see two sl ender streams of gravitons twisting fromhis
steering engine. Then, he sinply... exploded like a bonb, with a great flash followed by a rolling
puffball of flanmelike energy and a cl oud of debris. The heavier Drive chanbers and Spi n-G avs
continued on course, trailing vivid snears of radiation fire. Parts of the hull torn off by the
expl osion followed nore slowy, fluttering along |ike dead | eaves while they fl ashed
intermttently in Bax's streaming brilliance. Confetti, alnpbst... No, Lifed obes.

Now t he sky was full of Gorn-Hoffs. The bastards arrived a xaxt of a |ot earlier than we'd
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been proni sed. Somebody in Intelligence would pay for this blunder! Disruptor beans just nissed ne
as | made a brutal turn and Crenshaw got off a couple of high-deflection shots. Just m ssed!

Def endi ng us as best | could. Crenshaw bl asted away at another Gorn-Hoff. Qut of range..
suddenly we cane out of a half-loop i mmediately over another Gorn-Hoff silhouetted against the
pl anet. Rolled and dived for himvertically. Saw the Leaguer's tapering fuselage in outline—the
short, winglike fins that steadied it in close atnospheric nmaneuvering, the yellow disrupter
turrets... lifting toward nme. Could see the bridge crew craning their necks up at us.

Poor Leaguers never got off a shot. We hit themwith all twelve disrupters. The whol e bridge
sinply disintegrated in glittering shards of Hyperscreen and escapi ng at nosphere. Heard people
scream ng behind me. Didn't blane thenml Looked as if we were going to collide with the weckage.
Voot's B-E-A-R-D! Dragged the controls back and just nanaged to pass over him Looked back and saw
the Gorn-Hoff planing down toward the planet upside down, with a thin, bright streaner of
radiation fire trailing fromthe power chanbers. A nunber of Lifed obes popped open in its wake
qui ckly slowing until they seemed suspended in space while the Gorn-Hoff continued its |ast
descent .

Then all the Gorn-Hoffs were gone! Had enough? Doubted it. Mre would be on the way. Were
was Watters? We'd been separated in the dogfighting. Looked up at sudden novenent overhead: one
Starfury—\Watters's probabl y—and a Gorn-Hoff. Couldn't get there in tine to help, so | watched,
both horrified and fasci nated. Magnificent display of space acrobatics by both ships: flick turns,
snap rolls, reversements. Neither seened able to gain an iral on the other. Suddenly, as if by
agreement, they turned and faced each other. Insanity! The Starfury and the Gorn-Hoff firing every
di srupter while they charged head-on. The first to break would be lost, for he—er she—woul d expose
their hull to the other's fire without fail

Not hi ng on the intercom but | abored breathi ng—everyone afraid to breathe. At the very nonent
when col lision seenmed inevitabl e—the Gorn-Hoff visibly shuddered, shaken by disruptor hits, then
disintegrated. Held ny breath, while the Starfury continued—#iracul ousl y—through a shower of
radiation fire and debris falling slowy toward the surface.

Moments later, Watters pulled back in place beside nme. "Gutsy, that!" | sent.
"Thanks, Tenpo," she said as if nothing exceptional had occurred, and we raced off at ful
speed to Lavenurb while all the radio channels began to fill with sounds of dogfighting.

Leaguer Killer ships were arriving fromsomewhere in full force. Called for a surface report
from Paycheck Two. Not hi ng—probably caught a packet like his nunber one. "Tenpo to any Blue," |
yelled into ny mcrophone. "Need a situation report fromdown there!"

"Kettl eDrum One to Tenpo," a strained voice crackled in ny hel met speakers. "A bit dicey down
here right now Trying to help the poor SSA sods on the surface. Low | evel stuff. Lost a few
327s—don't know how many, but the Leaguers have got a |ot of firepower."

"Tell me about the ground, KettleDrum What about the 'poor sods'?"

"Sorry, Tenpo. Even dicier down there. No surprise to protect '"emat all. Pretty badly pinned
down. Don't seemable to fight their way anywhere near the gravity docks. Need battle crawlers for
this type of work, | think!’

"Anybody pulling 'em back, Kettl eDrun®"

"Haven't heard a thing from General Trafford, Tenpo."

"Thanks, KettleDrum Keep ne posted."

A short squirt of Drive and we were over Lavenurb, boring down through the atnosphere as we
decel erated. The target BKAEWSsite was under heavy cloud, but our radios were picking up a |lot of
battle talk. Sounded as if the SSA troops had run into sone unexpected trouble over here, too. CQur
two Starfuries plunged into dark, swirling clouds only a few thousand irals fromthe surface and
came out in driving rain some thirty c'lenyts to spinward of the fighting. Wnt all the way to
surface level with the visibility getting worse. Barren, rock-strewn terrain with huge, pillarlike
upwel Iings of rock. Sinmply WON-der-ful conditions for flying on the deck at high speed. In the
di stance, a few vague bursts of disruptor fire. W thundered over a line of battle craw ers.

Didn't expect that! Then a nunber of structures burning furiously, and suddenly a huge BKAEW was
directly ahead of us, half-disnmantled. Could see groups of SSA Conmandos firing anti-craw er

m ssiles, but weapons that could be carried by hand woul dn't keep the big Leaguer nachi nes at bay
forever! Past the antenna, | could see |I.F.S. Mntroyal, our fast transport, pulled up at the
bottom of the precipice with its cargo doors open. Circled for a monment to judge the progress. As
the Royal Engi neers separated a conponent fromthe BKAEW | oadmasters hurried it to the precipice
aboard rough-terrain vehicles, then lowered it to the waiting transport. They appeared to be
maki ng extraordi nary progress, and had there been no threat fromcraw ers they woul d have fi ni shed
in plenty of time. But again our Intelligence had failed us. Wasn't necessary to widen ny circling
much at all before it becanme clear that the site was ringed by Leaguers, and the commandos
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certainly would be wiped out in less than a nmetacycle. Behind us, | watched a bl ue signal rocket
go up, followed by an eruption of ground fire that rocked the ship and di med the Hyperscreens.
Di ved for the deck again. Needed to call in support fast, or this part of the m ssion was about to
conme a cropper, too. Switched to one of the secret unjammed KA PPA channels, "Tenpo to all Blue-35
and Green-87," | called. "Tenpo to all Blue-35 and Green-87. Report imediately to secondary
target. Highest priority."

"Bouncer One and Bouncer Two on the way, Tenpo."

"Bandanna One and Two on the way, Tenpo."

"Setscrew Two on the way, Tenpo; Setscrew One's had it."

"Pawnshop and Tappet, all four on the way, Tenpo. Hang on...."

Hot damm, horse cavalry to the rescue—ust like the ol d books! Listened with a growi ng sense
that we might just bring this BKAEWtheft off. Couldn't wait for themto get here. "Cone on,

Watters," | yelled, "we're going in to do what we can down bel oW "
A thick pall of snoke—and probably chem cal fog—was beginning to form around the BKAEW that
was still disappearing piece-by-piece into Mntroyal at a steady—+f not very reassuring—+ate. So

far, no Gorn-Hoffs had appeared overhead; probably all busy dicing with Starfuries at the primry
target. But we'd eventually attract their attention! Count on that!

The two of us canme down to roof level with our twenty-four disrupters spitting fire at
everything that nmoved. G ay-uniforned Leaguers and their |ight weapons flew in every direction.
burned two lorries carrying troops—bastards never heard us conming. Fired a few blasts at a
crawm er—didn't make it stop, but |I knew |l'd nade it mighty hot inside. Two staff skimrers blew up
nearby just as soneone | aunched a stick of mssiles at us. Blew nost of them of the sky—ene burst
near by, bang! tore a nooring point fromour right pontoon! Crcled over a squad of Leaguers
manhandl i ng a di sruptor caisson into place. They heard me coning and scattered. Sent their
di sruptor at least thirty irals in the air.

Abruptly: "PuppetMaster to all Blue-35," Trafford' s voi ce booned over the KA PPA conbat
traffi c—she was Puppet - Mast er—bel ay Tenpo's request. Repeat, belay Tenpo's request. Al Bl ue-35
ships are ordered to remain with the primary target until rel eased.™

Messages from Bl ue-35 stopped abruptly while Watters and | shot up a whol e squad of nmnissile-
equi pped Leaguers qui ck-stepping toward the BKAEWsite. Did | ots of danage, but we were only a
drop in the bucket, and we couldn't touch the crawlers that were fighting their way closer and
closer to the Royal Engineers—as well as closer to a position fromwhich they could fire directly
down at the transport (if the Gorn-Hoffs didn't beat themto it).

Sorrehow, |'d hoped things wouldn't cone to this, but they had. Nothing was proceedi ng
according to plan anynore, and she didn't need as many starships to cover a wthdrawal as she
m ght during a successful attack when her forces were depl oyed over a |arger area.

Speedi ng over still another snmashed di srupter cai sson—Watters must have blasted it. By the
light of her disrupter blasts, | could see gray-suited figures running 'round in twss and threes,
and five perfectly nmonstrous battle crawl ers noving forward toward the BKAEW Voot's beard. No
stopping themat all. | had to do sonethi ng—fast—er the m ssion was a double failure.

Think, Brim Think! | could argue with Trafford all day about her orders, but since both of
us had two stars, we were stal emated. However, since, ultimately, mne cane direct from Enperor
Onrad, hinself, | had an obligation to carry themout, no matter what. And if they didn't agree
with Trafford's, well... we'd sort that all out later. How to break the stalemate...?

Suddenly it came to me! O course! W both m ght have two-star rank, but |I had a special card
| could play. Hated to use it, but... "Tenpo to all Blue-35 and Green-87," | radi oed again. "Tenpo
to all Blue-35 and Green-87. This order supersedes Puppet Master by authority of same-service
prerogative. Fleet units 35 and 87 Squadrons will report imredi atel y—+ repeat report
i medi atel y—+o0 secondary target for independent action by twos. Hi ghest priority. Al other Fleet
units to continue as before."

Monents | ater, messages began to arrive again.

"Comin' fast as we can, Tenpo."

"W're on our way, again, Tenpo."

"Five Type 327s headi ng toward you, Tenpo."

"Ten Starfuries at your service, Tenpo!"

Laughed grimy in spite of nmyself (while plastering still another disrupter caisson).
Clearly, no one wanted to be nanmed as part of a controversy between two flag officers. But by the
same token, no one was willing to ignore a direct, sane-service order, either. | was back in the

war! Abruptly, the first Type 327s with their heavy firepower appeared overhead, and the situation
began to change radically. Before |long, snmashed and bl asted battle crawlers were aflame all over
the storny | andscape, each nmarked by a black pillar of snpbke that reached into the | ow cl ouds.
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Were the reinforcements in time? As | circled the site, the last parts of its BKAEW appeared
to be waiting for the ticklish process of easing themover the precipice and into the transport.
Coul dn't be that nuch | onger before | could rel ease the Type 327s back to... Wam

Mot her of Voot. Here cane the thraggling Gorn-Hoffs!

Luckily, for the nost part, many were already busy fighting off the first flights of
Starfuries to arrive, but nore were arriving every cycle. Visibility had by now gotten even
wor se—whi ch did nothing to prevent two Leaguers from nmaking a frontal attack on ne—so cl ose
actually junped in my seat. At this point, ny chief concern was to avoid getting Watters and ne
involved in a collision in the gl oom

Suddenly, the radio blared, "Look out, Tenpo! Break left!" Reflexively—+ didn't have tine to
realize the shout was nmeant for ne—+ cranked the Starfury into a vertical clinb. Somehow, Watters
fol | owed—superb Hel nsman, that woman! We were alnost too |ate. A near niss expl oded beneath ne
with such violence that ny feet junped off the rudder controls. A square pseudo-w ng bearing the
ebony Leaguer chevrons swept past in a flash only a fewirals away: the Gorn-Hoff's slipstreamin
the atnosphere was so violent that this tine the controls were ripped away from ny hands.
Instinctively, | conpleted a roll and |l evel ed out just above the treetops, so frightened | could
hardly catch ny breath. Bang! Bang! Two nore near misses nearly threw ny Starfury on her back
Caught sight of Watters fighting for control off to ny right as | hurled over into a violent skid
that nearly overpowered the gravity system—+ed lights all over the "G' panel! People screamn ng
behind ne on the bridge. At the same tinme, some of the 'Gavs stuttered—nore red lights. | haul ed
back on the thrust danper to snoboth things out, then gingerly opened up again. The red lights
flickered out and the ship seened to respond normally. Waited for Watters to tuck herself in
beside ne, then | clinbed for the cloud base. Everywhere | |ooked there were Gorn-Hof fs—and thank
Voot, a few Starfuries—blasting away as fast as they could shoot.

In the driving rain, another Gorn-Hoff turned toward ne, rapidly wiggled its stubby pseudo-
wi ngs, and engaged me. As | swerved imediately to face him both Crenshaw and | opened up at him
at the sane tinme. Fully eight of our disruptors could bear, but we both m ssed, passing like a
whirlwind only a fewirals below him | dragged the Starfury into a tight |oop and threw the
steering engine hard over to the left. For a nonent, we trenbled on the verge of an energy stall
but sonmehow conpl eted an astonishingly tight turn with thin streans of gravitons pouring fromthe
ri ght pontoon—a surprised Watters went shooting off to the right. The Gorn-Hoff's Hel neman seened
even nore surprised and began a turn to starboard, skidded, righted hinmself, then turned to
port—directly into ny field of fire at close range! Before he had tinme to conplete his
maneuver —what ever it m ght have been—+ quickly corrected to give a better shot to Crenshaw, then
we both let go with a long burst fromeight disrupters again. Flashes appeared all along his
fusel age and pseudo-wi ngs. The bridge Hyperscreens disintegrated in a shower of glittering crysta
shards and at nospheric bl owout. A couple of Lifed obes popped out into the wake, then the Gorn-
Hof f veered sideways at less than 150 irals altitude, righted itself for a nonent, nowed down one
of the peculiar stone colums in a shower of sparks and flanes, and finally crashed into a deep
crease in the rocky surface with a terrific explosion that nonentarily |ighted the whole arena in
an evil gl ow.

At this point, the weather seened to be clearing a bit. Gaps appeared in the walls of rain
and m st and... Voot's greasy, rancid beard! To ny left, a fire was ragi ng near the foot of the
preci pi ce—al armi ngly near Montroyal, which appeared to be just about | oaded. Had she been hit?
Atop the cliff, a shrinking half-circle of Royal Engineers was sewing a dense ninefield while
others were rappelling down ropes to a dozen or so arnored | andi ng barges parked helter-skelter on
the narrow strand below. A couple of the engineers |ooked up fromtheir perilous work and waved
bravely. | certainly didn't envy them down there.

"Hal |l o, Temnpo," soneone radi oed, "can you hear nme?"

Checked my tail —+easonably clear, for a change—then cranked the Starfury into another tight
circle above Mont-royal. "Tenpo is circling overhead," | said.

"Finally," soneone said in a scolding tone. "W've serious trouble down here, Tenpo—both
Mont royal 's Hel nenen have just been killed by snipers, and | have issued orders to evacuate al
personnel in the |anding barges!"

"Thraggling WON-derful," | whispered to nyself. Now what? But | already knew. "Who is this?"
| denanded.

"Col onel Ryan Cromer, Royal Marines," cane back in a deep voice.

"What shape's the transport in, Colonel?" | demanded.

"No apparent damage, Tenpo," Croner reported. "I|'ve spoken to the crew. However, since we've
no one to fly it, I've ordered everyone into the arnored |anding craft. W have no tine to | ose at

all."
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"The transport crew s already in the landing craft?"

"OfF course. |I've thoroughly mined the Montroyal herself. No danger of her falling into the
wrong hands. "

"I want to speak to Montroyal's crew," | said. "Ranking man or wonan."

"W are in the process of evacuating this site, Tenpo," Cronmer growed in a frightened voi ce.
"I'f you delay anyone's departure, | nmay be forced to order ny landing craft aloft wthout them"

"l want Montroyal's ranking crew nenber now, Colonel," | grow ed. "Your nen haven't even

finished evacuating the top of the cliff."

"I shall see if | can find soneone,” Cromer sniffed and the radio fell silent except for
commotion fromthe dogfight that continued to swirl around ne while | circled endlessly. Now, the
| ast few Marines were rappelling toward the strand. At the final noment before | denmanded
soneone's attention with a disrupter salvo: "Lieutenant Commander Al an Jenni ngs, here, Tenpo," an

unruffled voice said. "I'm Mntroyal's Systems Oficer. Can | be of service?"
"WIl she fly?" | demanded.
"I believe she will, Tenpo," Jennings replied, as if he were standing on a street corner of
Aval on. "All systens were turning over when this oddball Croner ordered ne aboard a barge.”
"Everything's still turning over?" | asked. "Nothing shut down?"

"Not to my know edge, Tenpo. | doubt these SSA peopl e know enough about the ship to shut
thi ngs down. But | hear they have her nined so she isn't captured."

A CGorn-Hoff thundered past me in the driving rain, on fire fromstemto stern. Crashed in a
trenendous explosion a half c'lenyt out in the wind-roiled | ake. "Can you get the crew back on
board?" 1 asked.

"Certainly can, Tenpo," Jennings said, still as if his situation were perfectly natural
"We're all in the sane |ander, but | don't think we've anyone |left who can fly her."

"What do you know about the flight systens?" | denanded, watching the |ast few SSA Conmandos
start down the ropes. "Can you identify the controls at the hel n?"

"I can, Tenpo,"” Jennings said, at last sounding just a little excited. "I've spent the | ast
month testing them™

Not much nore tinme now. Al one now at the top of precipice, the Leaguers were starting through
the m nefi el d—+taking di sastrous casualties, but making steady progress. "You can show ne the

flight controls | need to fly her, then?" | asked.
You coul d al nost hear the snile on Jennings's face. "You bet | can, Admiral... er, Tenpo!"
d anced at the Leaguers again. They'd be through the minefield in only cycles. Going to be
close! "CGet the Montroyal crew back to their stations, Jennings, and neet nme on the bridge! |I'm
com ng down." Switched on the blower. "All hands prepare for immediate |landfall,"” | shouted. "All
hands prepare for imediate |landfall. Denolition hands fuse your scuttling charges now" Then

"Tenpo to Tenpo Two. We're going to land. Don't follow+this rel eases you as nunber two to this
shi p. Acknow edge, please.”
"Tenpo Two to Tenmpo. Acknow edge. Need help driving that rig home?"

"Negative, Tenpo Two," | said, lining up a quick approach on the | ake, "—tnless you want to
stick around and escort."

"Sounds like a plan to nme, Tenpo," she said. "I'IIl stick around."

"Thanks, Tenpo Two," | said. Eased into a dowmnmwind |leg smartly. Cut the power, curving around
crosswi nd-to-down-wind in a tight, continuous turn that allowed nme to watch the sky
behi nd—everyone's a sitting duck on the landing circuit. Trinmed her up... lift-enhancers
deployed. Into the wind now Plenty of height... perhaps a little too much. Right roll to opposite
| eft rudder on the steering engine... plunged vertically... so! Neutralize. Thrust danper
cl osed—eased back on the steering engine to check her. Sinking gently, now Steering engine right
back and... we were down in great cascades of water, heading for the strand at high speed. Too
fast! Gravity brakes—guick! Streams of gravitons thundered forward fromour pontoons. | could fee
the decel eration, even through the ship's local gravity. Slowing... There! Stopped her just as the

pontoons ruined thensel ves on the rocky strand with great scraping shrieks of hullnmetal as we
beached sone two hundred irals fromthe transport. Switched off the ship's local gravity—bleah! No
time to feel sick. "Denolition hands armall scuttling charges and report to ne aboard Montroya
with remote detonators!" | yelled into the blower. "All other hands to board Mntroyal directly—eon
t he doubl e! Now "

Threw off my restraints and foll owed the bridge crew down the conpani onway, then onto a
slippery, wet pontoon and finally onto the rocky strand. The arnored | anding craft were buttoning
up and lifting in great apparent haste, even as the fifteen of us nmade our way toward Montroyal.

As we approached the ship, sonmebody—Jenni ngs, of course!—-started the big SpinGavs. Good nan.
The few nmonents he saved by that thoughtful action might ransomall our |ives. Have to wal k on the
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dammed pebbly strand. Turned an ankle and ny whol e damed hurt |leg went to xaxt. Gorksroar!
Suddenl y, the rocky beach erupted in fiery spouts of pebbles. d anced over ny shoulder to the
top of the precipice, where a few gray-suited Leaguers were firing at us with blast pikes. They'd

be joined by nore nonentarily. "Run, xaxtdamit!" | yelled at the StarSailors. "That's real stuff
they're shooting up there." Saw a Drive mate go down with a shrill scream clutching her hip. Two
others scooped her up and dragged her to the transport. Hobbling along for all | was worth now,

but ny bad leg was getting in the way. Didn't sign up to do any narching, General, |1'd bragged to

Drunmond. Corksroar! Mre shots! Mre cries of pain. Beach was alive with fiery spouts of
pebbl es—soon everyone had passed ne! Run, xaxtdammit!

Wthout warning, | was nearly blinded by a terrific brilliance strobing out over the | ake,
then the top of the precipice sinply erupted in towering, thunderclaps of explosions as a trio of
huge forns—blurred by sheer speed—+aced in fromthe | ake, just cleared the precipice, then arced
off into the sky, followed by the thunder of wi de-open SpinG avs, Two Type 327s flanking a | one

Starfury. | grinned as | hobbled to the relative safety of Mntroyal's beached prow and cli nbed
inside a hatch in the nose. Watters hadn't forgotten us!
Turned to check the strand for |ateconers. Three still, crunpled bodies renmined on the

beach. Ground ny teeth—three nore deaths | could blane directly on nysel f! The xaxtdammed BKAEW i n
the hold had better be awfully val uable. Listened to the runmble of the power chanbers. "Which
way's the bridge?" | asked one of the hands closing the hatch. She pointed to a compani onway. "Up
two levels, Admiral," she said. "Conme on, 1'll take you there."

Dragged ny bad leg up the steep | adder behind her and got there eventually. Had a | ot of
encouragenent fromthe din outside. Soneone was giving a real war up there on the precipice
now—oul dn't be nuch nore tine before sonebody reached the edge with enough firepower to stop us.

A man with a wal rus nustache was in the Flight Engineer's seat to the right of the big ship's
single Hel ma | ot of the newer transports had simlar bridge |ayouts—+ots of roomto nove about.
Two navigator's stations aft. Load master station at the bul khead. Pretty good visibility through
the Hyperscreens. "Good to see you, Adnmiral,"” the man said with no nore enotion than if we were
parked at the Aval on Fl eet Base, "I'mJennings.” He was sl ender, nediumin height, with short
brown hair that he brushed forward, eyegl asses (which probably had prevented himfrom becom ng a
Hel msman), a crooked smiled, and a twinkle of intelligence in his eyes.

"I"'mBrim" | said, vaulting into the Hel msnan's seat and plugging in ny battlesuit—thank
Voot for standard fittings! "Mghty obliged to find the ' Gavs turning over."

"No problem Admral," Jennings said. "I used AutoStart."

"Whatever that is,”" | said with a grin and busied nyself scanning the controls. Four sets of
Drive readouts, eight sets for the SpinG avs—Aornal readings fromwhat | could see. Decided to |et
Jenni ngs worry about them Four verniers for the thrust danpers running two ' Gravs each... pretty

much as |'d expected. Gavity brakes near the foot controls. Looked over at Jennings. "Anything
weird | ought to know about ?"

"Pretty regul ar bus, Mntroyal," he said. "At least that's what Mrrison and Peters used to
say."

"The Hel msmen?"

"Yeah."

| nodded. Nothing to say about that. "D you know the takeoff velocities?" | asked, hoping
agai nst hope he'd have heard. Ot herwise, |I'd have to make some critical guesses.

"Vee-one's about 125 cpm vee-R s 129, and she'll come unstuck at 137," Jennings replied
wi thout hesitation. "But she'll tell you when she's ready."”

Right. Mst large transports did talk to their Helmsnen. "Gravity brakes for reverse thrust?"
| asked, watching out the wi ndow as six Type 327s blasted the top of the precipice again. Mist be
getting hot up there.

"Affirmative," Jennings replied. "Sinple foot pressure acts like a throttle."

Checked my panel —not hi ng about the ship's hatches. "All buttoned up?" | asked.

"Hat ches are green light, Admiral."

"Where's the bl ower?"

"Switch by your hand on the arnrest."”

Yeah. Should have seen it. Selected ALL STATIONS, then, SPEAK. "Hands to stations for lift-
off," I called. "All hands to stations for lift-off; prepare for internal gravity." | choked back
my gorge as | flicked the "G' switch, then checked in the aft-view screens. Al clear. Finally—+
couldn't think of anything el se—+ shrugged, placed ny feet on the sensors, and gently pressed. A
deep grow issued fromdeep in the ship's belly as we began to nove backward of f the strand. No
scrapi ng noi ses on this ship; she was neant to be run aground. "Here we go," | nunbl ed.

By now, growi ng numbers of gray-suited Leaguers had di scovered Montroyal wasn't returning
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their fire and had been rappelling down the cliff on the ropes that remained fromthe Roya

Engi neers. At least fifty of them were crowded around nmy TG 39, and some had evidently gotten
enough nerve to enter sonme of the hatches—+ could see nmovenent in the bridge. Sad to see the
elegant little killer ship sitting forlornly on the strand with all her hatches open. Except for
the ruined pontoons, she was in tiptop shape, but now she was dooned. Nobody |ikes to destroy a
perfectly good starship—especially a Hel msnan. Unfortunately, | had no choice. Seened as if | was
killing everything today, people, starships. Gunmy, | pushed SPEAK again. "Attention Starfury
denmolition hands," | said. "Attention Starfury demplition hands. Activate your renote detonators

i medi ately. | repeat, activate your renote detonators imediately.” A nonent |ater, the brand-new
Starfury was wracked by six blinding explosions that instantly transforned her sleek main hull and
pont oons into spherical clouds of hullnetal fragnments and Drive crystal shards expandi ng outward
fromglowi ng puffballs of fire and raw energy. | shrugged. Wat a tragi c waste—but then tragic
waste was the very essence of war, wasn't it? If nothing else, the little killer ship had taken a
few score Leaguers with her when she ceased to exist; that was the reason she'd been created in
the first place...

Back to business. Mre Leaguers were rappelling down the wires every nonent, and the ones who
hadn't gone up in the expl osion were picking thenselves off the strand and shooting at us with
everything they had. This lot had only blast pikes—+ could hear the shots pinging and zi pping
agai nst the stout hullnmetal outside. But it wouldn't be nuch | onger before sonebody el se showed up
with a lot nore firepower.

| advanced the thrust danpers gingerly and found to ny delight that Montroyal didn't need a

lot of thrust to break away and begin to taxi forward. After we started to nove, | actually pulled
the thrust danpers back to IDLE, and there was still plenty of power to carry us through a 180-
degree turn. "Nice," | said, even though the forward pivot point was at least thirty irals aft of
ny seat.

"That's what they all say," Jennings replied with a grin. It wasn't difficult to see | had
the controls of an engineer's machine. She was certainly no Starfury, but she felt pretty good for
all the extra bul k.

| continued out toward deep water, while a furious air battle went on above our heads.
Starfuries and Gorn-Hoffs everywhere—and a nunber of streamers on their way down. Vicious up
there. The bastard Leaguers were out to get us or |earn the reason why!

At last, the center of the |ake—er at |least that part that offered the | ongest takeoff run. |
had no nortal idea how much room she'd need to get into the air. danced at ny instrunents for a
monment —Aear |y usel ess. Al though | recogni zed every readout on the panels, | didn't know what the
val ues nmeant. Jennings probably didn't realize it—and | certainly wasn't going to frighten him
with the informati on—but he'd really be the one flying takeoff. | could contribute little nore
than steady and experienced pressure on the controls...

Tinme to do it! Swung the bow toward the far end of the |ake—a bit of a crosswi nd, but after |
got this nmuch mass noving al ong, we'd need a serious gust to deflect us. Standing on the gravity
brakes now, | turned to Jennings. "Wat do we need for takeoff power?"

"One point four EPR ought to be plenty, Admiral ?" he said.

"One point four," |I acknow edged, and noved the thrust danpers forward until that val ue
appeared in the readouts. The huge SpinG avs deep in the hull built quickly to a ngjestic
t hunder—aft, we were soon throw ng great clouds of spray and gravitons hundreds of irals into the

air. "Whadda you think, Jennings?" | asked.

"She's ready to go, Admiral,"” he said—w th that big, unconcerned grin plastered across his
face again.

"Then here goes nothing," | yelled and rel eased the brakes. d anced at a readout show ng we

wei ghed about forty-four nmilstons as we slowy—at least to a Starfury driver—accel erated down

| ake, pushing aside gray, white-capped rollers that angled agai nst our bow |ike ranks of marching
Leaguers. No troubl e keeping her on course, even with the crosswi nd. Faster and faster—-heavy spray
sl anm ng agai nst the forward Hyperscreens—bunping, runbling. Big ' Gavs were worki ng dammed hard
to nove all this weight. End of the | ake comi ng up, now-a |lot faster than | |iked. Forced nyself
cal mer sonething that passed for calm Still accelerating. Wuld have to do sonething pretty

qui ck—speed was nearly 125 CPM Getting ready to yank her into the air if necessary, when
suddenly, a worman's voice canme fromny readout panel: "Vee-one."

"Rotate,"” Jennings pronpted a monent |ater—alnly as ever. | eased back on the controls and
the big ship snoothly rotated nose up, then really began to pick up s'peed. As advertised, she
thundered sublinely into the air at 137 on the nose and cleared the first stone pillars at the end
of the lake by at least fifty irals.

"Y-you transport people aren't used to lots of clearance, are you?" | stamered, glancing at
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Jennings while fighting nmy breath under control. Starfuries are usually in vertical flight only
clicks after | eaving the water.

He smled and shrugged. "Don't need any nore than that, Admiral,” he said matter-of-factly.

I rolled ny eyes. Jennings had a point, there—+t all had to do with one's personal definition
of "nornmal." G ad to see Watters thunder past the port Hyperscreens (Starfuries won't stay al oft
at the speed we were noving). W were clinbing toward a fierce air battle that could very well
extend all the way out into interstellar space—and beyond.

"Gradual pitch change to seventeen degrees,"” the woman's voice directed fromthe console.

I glanced at Jennings.

He nodded.

Gradual ly, | raised the nose until the inclinoneters read seventeen degrees, then the
Aut oHel m reduced power to a clinb-of ten thousand irals per cycle and | heard a change in the
"Grav noi se.

"You'll want to bring up the lift-enhancers about halfway to five as we go through fifteen
thousand irals,"” Jennings said, eyes glued to his instrunents.
"Five on the lifts," | acknow edged.

Soon we had runbl ed through twenty-five thousand irals and | brought the lift enhancers to
zero. Speed was building nicely now Trenendous battle all around us. Gorn-Hoffs and
Starfuries—with the odd Type 327 that was sticking around to see us horme. Mntroyal had no rea
speed, no accel eration, no maneuverability, no disrupters. Al | could do was keep flying a steady
course and trust to Lady Fortune. Felt kind of helpless in the big, unarmed transport. Easy for
soneone like nme to forget this kind of flying, where doughty Hel nenen and crews have only their
own skill and courage to get themthrough the perilous wartinme skies. |I laughed ironically to
mysel f—+they called nme brave...

Chapter 9
At al ant a
26-32 Cctad, 52014

Interstellar Space—earing Asterious, aboard
I.F.S. Montroyal

Jennings and | had rmanaged to fly Mntroyal alnpst all the way back to the KA PPA Institute
Research Labs on Asterious-Proteus when the light cruiser I.F.S. dorious hove abreast of us,
regally edging aside our escorting Starfuries as if she were a full-fledged battl eship. Mnents
|later, Trafford's blond countenance appeared in a global display—she didn't |ook happy. "Brim you

xaxt damed traitor," she snarled, her face contorting with anger. "I wll have your head for what
you did to me this afternoon. As of this nonment, | amofficially charging you with the failure of
the entire mssion."

Felt ny eyebrows rise. "Wat?" | denanded.

"You heard ne, Admiral WIf A Brim you worthless coward,” she grow ed, her face reddening
nore as she spoke.

"I don't think I did hear you, Ceneral," | said, slipping the AutoHel mto AUTOVATI C/ FULL-
AUTHORI TY. "What | thought | heard was that you were blaning the failure of your nission on ne."

"You heard correctly, Brim" she said, "and |'m going to make you pay dearly for it."

"Pay for what, Ceneral ?"

"You know xaxtdamed well, you bastard Carescrian."”

"CGeneral," | said, glancing at Jennings, who was trying to | ook anywhere but at ne, "I
strongly suggest you cal m down, inmediatel y—you have neither cause, nor call to nmake such a
statement. And | don't particularly care for your choice of |anguage, either."

"You haven't begun to hear the abuse |I plan to heap on you, Brim" she said. "Your absolutely
craven desire to pull those squadrons to a secondary m ssion where you woul d personally conme under
less fire disgusts ne. Al the dead and wounded..." She all owed her voice to trail off
dramatically—t was ny first clue to what was really on her nind.

"CGeneral ," | said calmy as | could under the circunstances. "Your mission had al ready gone
awy by the tinme | called those two squadrons to the secondary target."

"How do you know?" she asked with fire in her eyes. "You weren't anywhere near the main
target when you counternmanded nmy orders."

"Wait a nonment, Ceneral," | protested. "As | recall, it was you counternandi ng ny orders."

"You had no claimto issuing any order at all—except those that had to do with directing the
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Conbat Space Patrol, Brim" she said. "This operati on was under ny comrand, not yours."

"Directing the CSP is precisely what | was doing, Ceneral," | replied through clenched teeth.

"You were shifting forces, Brim" she protested.

"As | saw fit to carry out both primary and secondary operations,"” | said, keeping nyself
only just under control. "You may recall, Ceneral, that you assigned no escorts to the secondary

target at all—killer or attack ships. Had | not acted as | did, that part of the operation would
have surely failed."

"You deprived ny primary operation of the very ships that could have turned the tide of
battle," she growed. "It is clear that | did what | could to ensure success only to have you
sabotage ny carefully laid plans.”

She was putting on a skilled performance, and no doubt recording it with care. A cold shudder
of trouble swept me for a noment. Courts-nartials are constructed on just such statenents!

"Ceneral," | said carefully, "it is my opinion that you are in no condition to carry on a
rati onal conversation at this tinme."

"Ch, it is, isit, you coward?"

"It is, General," | replied. "I amno follower of the psychological arts, but at the present
time, you neither appear nor sound rational. After you have had a chance to relax for a day or so
and assess the actual mssion results, | shall accept your apol ogi es, both professional and
personal . "

Trafford's eyes suddenly became wi de with anger and she cl enched her teeth. "Apol ogi es?" she
screanmed in a strangled voice, "I will have your career for this Brim+f not your life!" Wth
that, the display went dark...

Wth substantial assistance fromthe unflappable Jennings, | managed to westle Mntroyal to
a three-bounce (but who's counting?) landfall in one piece on Asterious-Proteus's Lake Manchester
and even succeeded in bringing her alongside one of the KA PPA Institute piers while punching only
a single dent in her pristine hullnetal. Ashore, | set up rides back to FleetPort 19 for the crew

of poor TG 39 and pl aced Jennings in tenporary command of Montroyal until Transport Comand coul d
send out a couple of Helnsmen to take over. Then | raced to the COMW Center for the |atest news
from At al ant a.

Still bad! Both Barbousse and WIllians reported that the Leaguers were al nbst constantly
overhead, and the city was in flames—as was nuch of the above-ground base. The crews in LaSalle's
Starfuries and Defiants were giving adnirabl e account of thenselves, but the nunber of ships
avai |l abl e was dwi ndling rapidly. Tom Carpenter, the Base Engi neering Oficer, had been reduced to
sal vagi ng wecks fromthe bottom of the harbor for parts to keep the others in space. And wi t hout
adequat e escorts, the next Gontor Convoy had been cut to ribbons. Only Del acroix and Yellow Bird
were getting supplies through to the nearly isol ated space bastion. According to WIlians, unless
sonet hi ng happened i medi ately to change the status of the base and its ability to protect future
convoys, the Gontor portion of Sapphire was in real danger of collapsing.

And this female jackass Trafford had tine to blane me for the failure of her nission! Mther
of Voot!

At least Claudia was still safe (as of nearly eight netacycles previously, when Barbousse's
nmessage had been sent). She'd been living on base since her honme was destroyed the previous day.
Nesterio had noved in with her. Don't know why | resented himin the sane bed where his wife and |
had so recently proclainmed our |ove for one another. Testosterone clearly induces nale insanity.
So does love....

| needed to get nyself back to Atalanta as soon as possible! But first, there was sonething |
m ght be able to do in Avalon that would have a direct and al nost-i medi ate effect on the
situation in Atalanta. Checked ny tinmepiece—iddle of Night Watch there; everybody | needed to see
woul d be asl eep. But, thanks to orders from Mul ding, Watters and her crew had checked into
overni ght quarters, so they could provide ne transportation to Avalon in the norning.

| picked up sone clean socks and underclothes at the terminal, then caught a ride to the
Visiting Oficers' Quarters, where the desk clerk handed nme a small envelope; said it had been
hand delivered for ne earlier in the day. Frowing, | left a message for Watters requesting a Dawn
plus two departure in the norning, then opened the envel ope and extracted a note scribbled in
fam liar handwiting.

Ski pper:

Heard you were here on Proteus. How convenient—so aml. Let's nmeet! As | renenber, you owe ne
drinks—+ paid the yanmshchi k for our Sodeskayan troika ride. 'Phone nme at nmy new bender, |.F. S
Narwhal s. Toni ght or nothing—+ leave in the norning; 1'll bet you do, too. The Oficers' Club's

open all watches, and |'mthirsty.
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Nadi a Ti ssuard

| grinned—snall gal axy! After today, | needed some cheering up, and couldn't think of nany
peopl e who could do quite so thorough a job! Years ago, before the war—this war, that is—she'd
been ny First Lieutenant aboard the original I.F. S. Starfury, where she'd proven herself an

exceptional Hel neman who could carry out a nyriad of duties with the cheerful willingness of a
G adyGroat saint. She'd also been utterly candid about Iife in general and, off duty, quite

extraordinarily sensual. W'd formed a special sort of bond in those days, she and |, and on nore
than one occasion had been at pains to remain on the safe side of professionalism To this day,
she still called me "Skipper" and | called her "Nunber One.”

When she was pronoted as Captain of the bender, I.F. S. Nord, however, we allowed our

friendship to gradually expand into one of a nore intinmate nature, though Dame Fortune seened
resol ved to prevent us fromanything but a few hurried—f increasingly detern ned—gropings. Had to
chuckl e as | renenbered the troika. W'd actually connected for one brief nonent... before the
Sodeskayan secret police broke us up like a couple of groping kids! But that's part of another
story entirely....

Went to ny roons and washed up, then put in a 'Phone call to Narwhale; got through to a very
young Duty O ficer—an Ensign clearly fresh fromtraining school whose i nage stared back at me for
a noment fromthe gl obul ar display, then demanded to know on what priority | was calling his
ski pper. Couldn't blanme hiny it was pretty late in the day, and | was wearing ny coveralls with no
i ndi cation of rank, "Is she alone?" | asked.

"What ?"

"l said 'Is she alone?" |If she's alone, then ny priority is 'Flash'; otherwise, I'IIl call
back tonorrow. "

"Who is this?" he denmanded

"It's a personal call, Ensign," | said, "—and |I'm ' Phoning by her request. Now, is she alone
or shall | call back Iater?"

"Listen you," the Ensign screeched, "I have no idea if the Captain is alone or not. It's not
any of ny business."

"Neither is this thraggling call, Mster," | said with growing irritation. "Now you put ne
through to your Captai n—inmediately."

Suddenly | heard anot her voice come through the background, followed by a stuttered "Y-yes, C
captain,” in anxious inflection. Next, Tissuard' s saucy, round face was goggling at me in the
di spl ay. Wde-spaced, candid eyes, a pug nose, and full, sensuous lips—with prematurely salt-and-
pepper hair—gave the aspect of a m ddl e-aged pi xi e.

"Mt her of Voot!" she exclainmed. "Skipper!"

"Bet your pretty backsi de, Nunber One," | assured her

"WON-der-ful!" she grow ed, rolling her eyes. "Oh, just thraggling WON-der-ful." |nmediately,
the video went off as | heard, "Just a noment, WIf." Then, the voice channel went silent as well
A few nonments |ater, the phone cane back to life as Tissuard reappeared, cheeks gl ow ng. "New nan
on the crew," she nmuttered. "He'll be flogged within an inch of his life... just as soon as | can
get through sone of ny floggi ng backl og." Then she giggled and threw up her hands. "But he's now
first on the list!"

"Maybe |'ve got a better idea," | said.

"Than fl oggi ng?"

"well. .. "

" Ski pper," she giggled, "renmenber this is the duty phone."

"You said you were thirsty."

"I am" she replied with a grin. "But what does that have to do with... you know...
fl oggi ng?"

"Depends on what kind of flogging."
"You tell ne."

"Thought we might flog a few drinks, then," | said.

"Maybe first,"” she said with a | augh, then, "Were are you—at the VOQ?"

"Yeah."

"D you have a car?"

The Defi ance 295

"Xaxt no," | said. "I hardly have a ride hone."

She frowned a noment. "Just stay where you are, then," she said. "I'll cone get you."
"All right,” | said. "What are you wearing?"
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"Now or when | pick you up?"

"The latter."

"Casual ," she said.

"What does that nean?"

"Sonmething as brief as | possibly can get away with," she whispered, cupping her hand to the

"Phone. "I like to watch your eyes get big."
"I"'msure they will," | said with a chuckle. "But | didn't bring any civvies on the m ssion.
This is about all | have to wear."

"What you've got on is fine," she said. "Hel msman's jacket, and a garrison cap. O herw se, |
won't recogni ze you."

"You're a dream" | sighed.

"Fifteen cycles," she said. "Meet you out front. Al right?"

"Fifteen cycles," | said, as the 'Phone went dark. In spite of everything else, | grinned to
myself while | pulled on my boots. At least | wouldn't spend nuch tine tonight worrying about
Trafford. ...

True to her word, Tissuard pulled up before the Visiting Oficers' Quarters within fifteen
cycles. Well, perhaps twenty-five cycles, but who's counting? She | ooked wonderful, sitting there
in a staff car wearing a tiny skirt riding even farther above her knees than daudia's. She had a
conmpact figure with |largi sh hands and feet—and a proni nent bosomthat rarely failed to attract
mal e attention, even when nostly conceal ed by a Fleet O oak

As | got in and cl osed the door she frowned, "Your eyes aren't very big, Skipper,"” she said,
| ooki ng at me thoughtfully. "Here, see what this does to you." Wth that, she drew her bl ouse
open. She had nothing on beneath, and those huge breasts stood out |ike those of a wonman hal f her

age, tipped by small, dark-brown nipples. She was absol utely gorgeous, and she knewit. "Well, K "
she said as—+ndeed—+ felt ny eyes widen, "that's a little better." She giggled. "For a noment
there, | thought perhaps that Val enbnt woman had conpletely stolen those gonads of yours."

I grinned as she closed her blouse and started off along the roadway. "Wrd travels fast,
doesn't it?"
"The right kind of word," she said. "She nmaking you happy?"

"Yeah," | said.

"And you've spent only one night with her... aside fromyears ago?"

"Hey, cmion, Nadia," | objected with a grin. "She wouldn't ask about you."

Nadi a | aughed. "Until you and | get a decent roll in the hay goi ng—ene that |asts nore than
fifteen clicks and deposits some tangible results right here—she'll have nothing to ask about."

"True," | admitted, putting my hand on her shoulder, "but it's not that | haven't tried.
You' ve got to give nme credit for that."

"Ch, | do," she said, glancing at me with a smle. "The fact is, however, that |'ve already
been waiting a couple of years now. | could be old before we finally get it on."

I |aughed. "Open that bl ouse again,” | said.

"Huh?"

"I said, 'open that blouse again.' | want to feel your boobs."

Grinning, she pulled open her blouse. "Wl l?" she demanded presently.
| turned in the seat to wei gh each of her heavy breasts in my hand with a professiona
bearing. "The way these stand up by thenselves, they don't look as if they're going to grow old

very soon," | said. "Even if we have a lengthy wait, they're going to | ook wonderful to ne."
"Kiss "em" she said
| did.
"Longer."

| did agai n—uch |onger, this tine.

"Let me see your lap, now "

| did.

"Conme on, Skipper, sit up. No slouching—+tet nme see your |ap

| grunbl ed.

"Yeah. That's much better. Now | believe you...."

The O ficers' Club bar was snall and intimate—fitting for a research planet, where al nost
everyone was a civilian. Tissuard and | had found a private spot at the end of the counter and
were hal fway through a first round of neens when abruptly she switched the subject from her new
bender. "I think you're in deep Gorksroar, Skipper," she said |ooking up fromher drink as if she
were angry.

| frowned. "Deep Corksroar?"
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"You know what | nean."

"I know what 'deep CGorksroar' means," | answered. "But why aml| in it—this Trafford thing?"

"Damm straight,” she said. "That wonan's out after you ass, Skipper, and in an entirely
different way than | usually am™

"Were you part of her operation?" | asked carefully. The whol e thing was supposed to be top
secret.

"No," she said. "I didn't even know about the operation till this afternoon. But there's this
ad Grls' network that woul d make your friend Barbousse blush with envy. And when | got wi nd of
what that bitch has on her mind, | figured I'd better get with you—+n spite of the fact that 1'd
pronmised to stay out of Valenont's way for a while." She laughed and Iit a Mi' occo cigarette. "I
Iike what | hear about her, in spite of being a bit jeal ous."

"Thanks, Nunmber One," | said, squeezing her hand. "I really appreciate that."

Ti ssuard nodded, then becane very serious. "You won't appreciate what 1'mgoing to tell you

next," she said, exhaling a |long plume of spicy snoke.

"I"l'l damm wel |l appreciate the telling of it," | said.

She squeezed ny hand back. "Thanks," she said. "Trafford nust have caused quite a cock-up at
Enmit hrnéy. "

| nodded and sipped nmy drink. "Looked like it, anyway," | said. "But fromwhat | could see,

she didn't really cause it. Her plans were certainly adequate for the m ssion, although we mi ght
have practiced thema little nore realistically.”

"Then what happened?”

"Bad | uck nore than anything else. She'd sinply made no contingency plans and got caught flat-
footed when things went to xaxt in a handbasket."

"Interesting," Tissuard said. "That's what |'d heard too. She's in pretty serious trouble for
that—a | ot of people got killed." She took a thoughtful draught of her cigarette and | ooked at ne
with a from. "So what was your part in the m ssion?"

"I was in charge of the escorts.”

"Makes sense,"” she said. "Then what in xaxt did you do to earn that nuch anger?"

| shrugged. "There was a secondary objective to the mission on a nearby planet,"” | said. "I
took a couple of squadrons over to neke certain that cane off."

"I take it you were successful ?"

"Had to fly a transport hone, but, yeah, 1'd say that part of the m ssion was successful."
"Her secondary objective was aboard the transport, | suppose?”
| nodded.

"Ski pper, you don't know the first thing about flying transports. How in xaxt did...?"

"Long story; don't ask."

She nodded, then sucked her lip for a nonent thoughtfully while she stubbed out the cigarette
in a cloud of spiced smoke. "All right," she said presently. "That gives nme enough information to
make sone sense out of what |'d heard."

"I"'mlistening," | said

"All right—this is what | nmake of it. First and forenpst, Trafford' s rear end is in a big
sling because of the contingency plans she bungl ed—and she knows it. In turn, she's |ooking for
soneone to dunp the blame on before her career goes into the life-support systemfor recycling.
The best thing she can cone up with is that everything went to xaxt because there weren't enough
escorts, so that involves the escort commuander. Pretty sinple so far," she observed.

I grimaced as Trafford' s words rang in ny ears. First the countermand to my orders for cover
at Lavenurb—which | counternmanded in turn—then her nidspace tirade. "She's quick," | groaned. "I
didn't suspect anything until she started yelling at me on the way hone."

"Whi ch she recorded," Tissuard added, shaking her head sorrowfully. "Voot's beard, what a
thraggling politician!”

"Better than ne," | observed.

"Brother Brim" Tissuard said, "conpared to that wonan, you don't even qualify as an amateur
politician." Then she | aughed caustically. "Thank the gods."

"Well," | countered, "there is a little nore to everything than neets the eye, Nunber One."

Ti ssuard cocked her head and peered at ne through one eye, then ground her teeth. "Ch
Gorksroar!" she exclai med under her breath. "Don't tell me that capturing the Lavenurb BKAEW was
really the primary. O course. Wiy didn't | think of it nyself? Blowing up the Emthrnéy gravity
docks mission didn't nmake all that nmuch sense."

"I didn't think you knew about the targets," | protested.

Tissuard rol |l ed her eyes and finished her drink. "Wen you're in trouble, Skipper, | find out
everything | can—tegally or otherw se." She signaled the steward. "Two nore of these please! And
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damm lucky for you that | do," she added

"Yeah, | know, " | admitted. "Thanks."

"You' re wel cone."” She grinaced. "I suppose sonebody in a high place gave you secret orders to
make certain that big Lavenurb BKAEWwas delivered here, no natter what—-and guaranteed you'd be
taken care of in case .,."

"That's about the size of it."

"How hi gh a place?"

| looked into her eyes. "H gh as it can go," | said.

"WON-der-ful,"” she groaned, "just thraggling WON-der-ful. | suppose you've never heard
anybody say, 'Put not your trust in princes'?"

"Once or twice,"

"So you trust hin®"

"If | can't trust him who in xaxt can | trust?"

"WIf, WIf, WIf. For Voot's sake, even you nmust know that the higher you go, the nore
people are controlled by politics—especially big credits.”

"So what else don't | know?" | grunped.

"About Trafford's political clout, probably," she said.

"I knew she was pretty powerful," | said.
"Not pretty powerful —very powerful. Do you have any idea who her daddy is?"
| shut ny eyes. "Ch no," | groaned, "not Count Tal Confisse-Trafford."

"You' ve got it, Skipper. Sole owner of Confisse Mning, Ltd., the biggest operation of its
kind in the known Universe, He's got nore thraggling noney than Onrad hinsel f."

"I"ve heard that," | said, "but |I certainly didn't know whose father she is. Besides, |
woul dn't have done anything differently, even if | had known."

Ti ssuard sighed. "That's probably true, isn't it?" she nuttered

"Anyway, " | added, "that BKAEWwas about to inpact Atal anta—as well as sone operations we've
got in the works. Big operations, Nunmber One—got a stake in one of them nyself. |I didn't have a
xaxt of a lot of choice.”

Ti ssuard finished her second drink in silence, then signaled for a third. "All right," she
said, "here's what | think's going on. Sonebody big in the Admiralty who's al so one of your
ment or s—pr obably Drummond or maybe that handsone bastard Cal houn hinself... laid the assignnent on
you. Then the Big Boy later blessed it hinmself. Right?"

"C ose enough for governnent work."

"Well, right now, Daddy Trafford has got all your mentors—ncluding the Big Boy hinsel f-—by
the gonads. And believe ne, he's not treating 'emthe sane fun way | treated yours in the troika
that evening. Confisse-Trafford s squeezing. You can damn near hear those boys yel ping from here
H's dear little Megan is about to have a prom sing career shoved somewhere it won't produce an
orgasm-as well as besmirch the famly reputation for excellence. Perhaps that will give you an
i dea how rmuch you can count on your friends in high places.”

Made sense, the way she put it. "So what do you suggest?" | asked.

"Don't know," she said, stroking her chin. She lit another cigarette. "Probably the best
thing you can do is nake yourself scarce—get back to Atalanta the qui ckest way you can and..
well, you'll never lie low, so probably the next best thing is to get yourself so involved with
what's going on there—ike Sapphire—that they can't do nmuch to you."

"What the xaxt do you know about...?"

"As much as | could learn on ny back under a fairly big wheel after an expensive |unch

Ski pper," she said with a laugh. "Don't worry, nothing's conpronised. |'ve got nore clearances
than he has, and, well, you've had sone experience yourself with my personal need-to-know. "
| grabbed her hand again. "I think I |ove you, Nunber One," | said.

"Right now, it's not the kind of love I'mlooking for," she said, "But it's dam well
appr eci at ed, anyway."

"So are you."

"Going to cost you only a kiss this tine," she said, grinning. "Next tine, you'll have to
thank ne with your trousers off." Then she frowned. "Now, ny |ovable Skipper, here's what you are
going to do tonorrow norni ng when Watters—that's her nanme isn't it?-sets you down in Avalon...."

Watters dropped nme off at the Fleet Base on Lake Mersin a little after Dawn plus three.
Cowper was waiting; had ne at the Admiralty just prior to Morning and a half, where | managed to
snare a tired-1ooking Drunmond—was it luck or was he waiting for ne?—before his early staff
meeting. Whatever the case, his statuesque secretary wordl essly ushered ne into the inner office
the nmonent | showed up at his door

"Cone in and sit down, Brim" he said with a dour aspect, indicating a chair in front of his
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desk. "Quite a cock-up yesterday at Emthrnéy, | understand."

"Looked like one to nme, Ceneral," | said as | sank into the confortable chair

"A mracle you nanaged to bring your part off at the secondary target—n spite of
everything," he said with a frown. "Areal nmiracle." He shook his head sonberly. "Wen in xaxt did
you learn to fly transports?"

"I didn't," | said. "Fellow named Jennings did nost of it; | just handled the controls while
he supplied all the right information."

"Gorksroar, as usual," Drummond said with one of his little sniles. "You wouldn't admit to
doi ng anyt hing special even to save your life, would you, Brinf"

I gnored himdidn't need that. "Jennings deserves the Inperial conet for what he did," | said.
"That's an official recomendation, Ceneral."

Drumond nmade an entry at his workstation. "Noted," he said. "He works for Transport
Conmand?"

"Yeah."

"I"ll take care of it"

' "Thanks. "

He | ooked at ne a long tinme while he stroked his chin. "I can't imagine you don't have sone
i nkling of what's going on behind your back," he said at |east.

"I"ve heard a few runors," | said noncormittally, and waited for himto pick up the bal

agai n.

"Well, she did talk to you by radio yesterday before you | anded, didn't she?"

"Ceneral Trafford?"

"Nergol thraggling Triannic."

| laughed. "They both do appear to be out after my rear end," | said. "But Trafford seens to
feel that I'mpersonally to blane for her troubles yesterday. | get the inpression she believes
the ships | took to Lavenurb woul d have saved her bacon on Em thrnéy."

"Not hi ng woul d have saved her bacon,” Drummond grow ed firmy. "Trafford s an excellent field
comander, but she sinply ran into bad | uck yesterday when one of her landing craft blundered into
an arnmed transport with an escort. Wthout that surprise, her whol e operati on was dooned—and she
had no contingency plans in place. Believe ne, | know |'ve been up all night going over the
results." He grinaced. "Don't see how you acconplished what you did with only one squadron
api ece. "

"CGood people,” | suggested.

"Yeah," Drunmond said, "good people like you. Onrad wants to pronote you for what you
did—after you get your fourth inperial conet." Then he sat back in his chair. "Unfortunately," he
said, "in spite of all your good work, we've—and specifically you' ve—got serious trouble this
nor ni ng. "

I only nodded in silence. He didn't know how much | knew, and it couldn't hurt to hear what
he might add to Tissuard's information

"The | ook on your face suggests you' ve already heard sonething,” Drumond replied.

"About Daddy Confisse-Trafford?" | asked with great innocence.

He nodded silently while he nervously chewed his lip. "He's bound and determ ned that
daughter Megan's lily white battle record will not be blenmi shed. Ergo, he wants a scapegoat."

"MEL "

Drumrond shrugged, "That's about the size of it. You are the only one who did anything
directly in contravention of her—nust-be-perfect'—erders.”

"Understood," | said. "What kind of support can | expect fromyou and Cal houn?"

"Everything we can do to help," Drunmond said.

"How about Onrad?"

"The sane—+ talked to himin the niddle of the night."

"So how much trouble can | be in?" | asked, but | already knew t he answer—-and thanks to
Ti ssuard, | was ready to pounce.

"I'n our own, very ordinary, day-to-day world, no trouble,” Drumobnd said. "But Confisse-
Trafford doesn't operate in our world. People with that kind of nobney, power, and above al
arrogance, they operate in a conpletely different Universe. And in that one, he throws a | ot of
wei ght, too." He glanced out the wi ndow for a nmonent and took a deep breath. "It's not certain
that even Onrad will prevail in this one."

| smiled. Nice of Drummond—ust have hurt 'fessing up to that kind of truth. "Thanks," |
said. "So what do | do now?"

"You' ve got two i mediate choices, the way | see things this norning. You can remain here and
try to fight this thing fromthe beginning—we'll supply the best legal help in the Fleet. O, 1'l|
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fly you out of here inmedi atel y—before the bastards can get their claws on you. |'ve Ji mPayne and
his Type 327 waiting right now at the Fleet Base to take you back to Atalanta."
"Thanks again," | said—-and neant it. "What's your advice?"

"Go back to Atalanta," he said. "The best legal help in the Fleet will be absolutely
power | ess against the kind of talent Trafford can bring in to prove her case.”

"So |' mdooned, eh?"

Usual Iy, Drummond woul d have used that opening for some kind of joke. This rime, he sinply
shook his head. "No, Brim" he said. "She won't be able to hang you or have you shot—though Daddy
could pull that off if she really wanted it. But, well, realistically, your career is in rea
j eopardy. "

| took a deep breath. Thank the gods Tissuard had prepared ne for this! 1'd had tinme to think
everyt hing over, and knew what | had to do w thout making shoot-fromthe-hip decisions mat were
usual ly bad. "All right,” | said. "I'll go back to Atalanta with Payne. But if |'mabout to take a
fall to save your necks—when you asked ne here to help you out of a bad spot—then you owe ne big
tinme. Especially since | managed to bring off your mission while |I ruined nyself."

"No doubt about that," Drumond said, |ooking at me unhappily. "W owe you an i nmense debt."

Had him just where | wanted himl "Then there are two things | want you to prom se ne,"
sai d.

"Name them" Drummond said. "If they're humanly possible, they're yours."

"Good," | said. "First, | need those Carescrians and their |ong-range escort ships assigned
to—and departing for—Atal anta i nredi at el y—not al nost a nmonth from now, as poor Anmbrose prom sed
just before he was nurdered. OQtherw se, we can kiss Project Sapphire good-bye—plus waste a xaxt of
alot of lives, tine, and naterial we've already invested...."

Drummond | ooked ne in the eye. "Done," he said. "You'll have those Carescrian units in
At al anta day after tonmorrow "

"Thanks, Ceneral," | said. "The second thing may be a bit harder."

"What is it?"

"I"'ve a job to finish in Atalanta, General,"” | said, "and also in Gontor. |'ve worked hard to
set things up the way they are. See if you can put off this courts-martial CGorksroar until | get a
chance to make it all happen, I'mstill your best chance for bringing off Sapphire."

Drumond fol ded his hands and nodded. "I know you are, Brim" he said. "We'Il do everything
we can to delay things—all three of us. But even in the best of circunstances, |'mafraid you'l

have very little tinme. Confisse-Trafford doesn't brook waiting for anything—and right now, he's in
a hurry. He brings newer and deeper neaning to the word arrogant.”

| shrugged, then stood and extended ny hand Drunmond was a good man, perhaps one of the
Enpire's best—and this was hard on him "Been good working with you over the years, General," |
said. "I assume I'Ill hear fromyou."

Drummond took nmy hand wi thout |ooking ne in the eye. "I'lIl be in touch, Brim" he said
Then, | sinmply turned and wal ked fromhis office. | knew things were going to be bad when
heard hi mbegin to weep softly.

On ny arrival in Atalanta, it was clear that things were—f that were possi bl e—even worse
than I'd been told. WIllianms and | stood at the entrance to the underground hangars, shading our
eyes from Hador's strong midday |ight and | ooki ng out across Gand Harbor, where a tiny |launch was
pulling a rusty barge three tines its size toward the hal f-dismantled ruins of starship swarm ng
wi th sal vage workers. Wat a horrible change! Wecked starships now littered the filthy water
everywhere, and great columms of snoke rose fromthe huge expanse of gravity docks that lined the
civilian portions of the harbor. Qut in the gulf, a once-clear horizon was now turned to reddish
brown haze from countless fires that burned out of control above us on the base and throughout the
city behind us. The whol e at nosphere was one of destruction; even the still air snelted strongly
of burning buildings and scorched netal. C ose by, the bridge of a shattered CGorn-Hoff protruded
just above the water, its Hyperscreen franes tw sted and enpty as water splashed in and out of a
great bl ackened hole aft of the Hel neman's station. Farther on—bent into a runpled "V'—what was
once the hull of S.S. Mandakai, a fast transport, l|lay against a blackened portion of the rocky
breakwat er. She'd been carrying spare Kiasni-Peych Spin-Gavs, desperately needed by overworked
mai nt enance crews who were trying to keep the few surviving Starfuries in space. Only half her
cargo had been sal vaged.

It had looked |ike that all the way in from space. Snhpbke, weckage, and craters once again
defiled the terraced slopes of City Muwunt Hill and the cl ose-packed, haphazard coll ection of
fanciful, sun-baked structures that covered them Spires and mnarets |lay toppled across the
narrow streets, Once-gleam ng domes yawned shattered |ike fantastic broken eggs. Bl ocks-1ong
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col onnades with their once-graceful arches had been reduced to nibble. The huge G adyG oat
monast ery seened nostly whole, but this time, the Leaguers were nmaking certain it would not lift
off for space as it had during the crucial battle of the last war. As Payne's Type 327 had passed

overhead on final, | saw that no tree renained standing in the fanous tiered gardens, and every
out bui | di ng had been flattened. Even the great flane-shaped spire had been shattered in a nunber
of places.

"Hard to believe they could do this nuch damage so quickly," | said gloonily, glancing at a

rati ng who was carrying the few packages of hard-to-get indulgences |I'd had time to pick up in
Aval on.

Wl lians shook his head. "Al ways been a hardworkin' bunch, those Leaguers," he commented with
a straight face

"Yeah," | said bleakly. "And getting better with practice, evidently. Want to give ne a
nonof ficial sumrary?"

"We're holding our own, nore or less,” he said with a grinmace. "Convoys to Gontor are stil
getting through, but our |osses are nmounting rapidly in that day-long part of the trip where the

shi ps have no nodern escorts. | assune you heard that Zakharoff was killed when |I.F. S. Cel eron
took a brace of HyperTorps and bl ew up on the way back from Gontor."
"Quch," | said, with sudden, bleak enpathy. "Hadn't heard about old Zakharoff." Felt sorry

for the fat old reprobate and everybody el se on his old shi p—ncluding his doubl e-arrogant

of ficers. They mi ght not have been very nice, but whatever one might say about them they were
undeni ably brave. Mst of the nmen and wonen on board nust have known it well in advance of their
own, untinely, deaths. Dammed antique battle cruiser: w thout escorts, she' d been nothing but a
sacrifice (along with Voot only knew how many cases of that fine old Tanrhone '05 neenj.

"Unl ess we get those long-range escorts soon," WIIlianms continued, "Sapphire is in rea
trouble. Wth all the losses we're taking fromthose convoys, we're not |anding enough goods on
Gontor to do any good."

| put ny hand on his shoulder. "That's the good news |'ve brought. Got a confirmati on nessage

fromDrummond while | was on nmy way here. We'lIl get our |ong-range escorts tonorrow-al ong with
crews, spares, and nmi ntenance people. The whol e shooting match. All you've got to do is find sone
place to put 'emup." | peered around the cavern; the great expanses of piers was still nostly
enpty, "l assunme we still have room"

Wllians | aughed. "If the worst of my troubles today were finding roomfor reinforcenents,"
he said with a grin, "then I'd have a pretty plush job, wouldn't I, Admral?"

I was about to carry on with the banter, but the "wouldn't I, Admral” rem nded ne of ny
ot her concerns—specifically what Trafford was about to spring on ne. Couldn't |et poor WIIlians be
sandbagged when that happened. | grabbed his forearmand | ooked himin the eye. "Jim" | said,
"let's you and ne take a short ride in your staff skimer. We need to have a little talk about the
future...."

* *x %

Most of the above-ground buil di ngs on base had been damaged in one or another of the many
Leaguer raids. My offices were now |l ocated in what had been a basenent records storage area of
Mlitary Headquarters; the original Commuander's suite in the spinward wing |lay crushed beneath
m | stons of rubble—tuckily npst everyone had nade it to the shelters, but just in the nick of
tinme.

A long tinme passed that afternoon and early evening—along with two Leaguer raids—before
could finally close the door to nmy office and ' Phone C audia. Thank Voot, the G vilian
Headquarters buil ding remai ned untouched—so far. Adele put ne through i mediately.

"WIf," she said in a whisper, "I've been hoping I'd hear fromyou all day. Thought you m ght
be too busy to take a personal call." She was so beautiful, even in the display.
Made a quiet laugh. "I'd have taken a call fromyou in a nonment, Caudia," | said, "but I

couldn't have said what's on ny nmind very easily with all those other fol ks around."
"What is on your mnd?" she asked.

"Mostly you," | replied. "Mostly saying 'I |love you.' "

"That's awfully nice to know," she said. "I've been hearing your voice say that every time |
listen to ny mind. | guess now you know | |ove you, too."

"When can | see you?" | asked, with a sudden urgency. Pronised myself |I'd get sonme sort of

control over these enotions—+ was acting |ike a xaxtdammed school boy.

"How about tonight?"

"Hoped you'd say that," | replied. "Were?"

She nmade a little |augh, then | ooked ne directly in nmy eyes fromthe display, "Sonmewhere
can keep ny clothes on," she said. "W need to do some serious talking."
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| grimaced; my brains had evidently been hangi ng between ny legs again. "Sorry," | said. "Dd
I ook like that?"

She snmiled softly. "I couldn't tell, WIf," she said in what was a bal d-faced, but otherw se
much appreci ated prevarication

d anced at ny tinmepi ece—+t was already well into Evening Watch. "How about |ate supper at the
O ficers' Cub?"

"Strange," she said. "I had the sane idea nyself. Except..."

"Except what ?"

"Well, I'd alnbst forgotten that the Oficers' Club is pretty well flattened."

Xaxt dacmmed Leaguers, they always pick the very best targets. "Got any other ideas?"

"Well, there's the hangar cafeteria."

| grinned; couldn't think of a |l ess romantic spot in the Home Gal axy—but when you're under
constant attack, places for having a quiet, romantic rendezvous becone fairly scarce. "Sounds like

a plan to ne," | said, "And there's probably not much chance |I'Il make a pass at you there,
either. O course," | added, glancing theatrically at ny tinepiece, "shouldn't be all that nany
peopl e eating right now, cone to think of it."

"WIf Brim"

"See you in fifteen cycl es?"

"Fifteen cycles."

| made it in less than ten cycles; she showed up after nearly thirty. Sonehow the | ateness
made her all the nore appealing because | knew that, as Madane Harbor Master, she had a reputation
for inplacable punctuality. And she was even nore beautiful for our recent separation. Wanted to
take her in nmy arns and snother those lips in kisses, but—C audia, how nice to see you agai n!"—we
made a good show of shaking hands for the staff at the steamtables and the few, lonely diners at
that hour. Wondered to nyself how many of them believed us...

If not exactly the finest Effer'wckean cuisine, our suppers were surprisingly good,
considering the vicious attacks that were going on above us. Even so, | dined wi thout paying much
attention to the food. | suppose she did, too, because we seened to sit there forever, talking
rat her than eating—tong after our half-finished main courses were cold and unappetizing. W seened
to have a mllion things to discuss. However, despite our relative privacy, we kept skirting the

subject we'd cone to talk about—until, at length, she |ooked nme in the eye and whi spered, "WIf
Brim that was a wonderful evening | had with you."

"Thought it was pretty wonderful, nyself," | replied,

"You nade ne feel so beautiful,” she whispered, her face coloring.

"You are beautiful, Caudia," | assured her "But then, the way | feel about you, | probably
woul dn't notice if you weren't."

"W need to talk about the way you feel," she said.

"Yeah," | said, "I know. This has to be giving you a lot of trouble."

She | ooked into nmy eyes again. "It has, alittle, WIf," she said, "—especially after
accepted the fact that 1'd let nyself fall in love with you again."

Sonehow | reined in nmy galloping enotions enough to croak out, "I |ove you, too, Caudia,"
even though things weren't going to be quite that sinple. At our ages, there was a lot nore to
this thing we call "love" than sinmply soiling bed sheets with our |ovenaking. "Still giving you
troubl e?" | asked.

She shook her head and sniled a little. "Not anynore," she whi spered.

"Tell me about it, then," | said, frightened al nost to death by what she ni ght say,

"Anything's fine except sending ne out of your life."
"CGot to adnit | considered that," she said thoughtfully, "—but no nore than a coupl e of
monents. Losing you a second time would sinply be unacceptable."

"Thank you," | nurnured, ready now for anything she m ght deci de—ncluding runni ng away
t oget her.

"WIIl you still thank me if | tell you I'"'mnot going to | eave Gorgas?" she asked.

I'd been afraid she might decide sonmething like that, but it was infinitely better than
| osing her conpletely. "I can handle it," | said, "just so long as |'ve still got sone access to
you," | said. "But how are you and Gorgas goi ng to manage?"

She smled. "I shall be fine. And Gorgas, well, he sinply won't hear about us, so he'll be

fine, too. Qur relationship, WIf—the love part—s sinply none of his business, and that's the way
it will remain."” Suddenly, she frowned. "You don't |ook very happy," she said.

"Terrible face for playing cre'el,” | said. "Everybody knows what |'ve been dealt." Then
sinmply reached across the table to take her hand, and to xaxt with the rest of the Universe,
i ncluding everyone in the cafeteria. "Guess |I'd thought of us running away together or sonething
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stupid i ke that—but even touching your hand is pretty wonderful after all these years."
"Ch, WIf," she said, firmy renoving her hand and placing it safely in her |lap under the

table. "You'll soon have a lot nore than this hand to hold; you certainly know that." Then she
bl ushed and gave a little laugh. "For now, ny inpatient lover, listen to what |'mtrying to say. |
realize that sonmetines our nonents together will be few and far between. But when we do get
together—and | promise that will be as often as either of us can neet—we'll be like the other
night all over again. Wnderful, special, extraordinary. Newi We'Il never get used to each other
because we'll always be in that mraculous time of mutual discovering. WIf," she said, her eyes
fairly drilling mne, "you have no idea how | hate the word 'perfunctory.' "

"You'll never use it about us," | prom sed, suddenly realizing that her |life may not have

been all that pleasant over the years—n spite of her professed native alter ego. Maybe it
expl ai ned t he hard-edged furnishings in her home that had nothing to do with the Caudia | knew.

Then, suddenly the word "honme" 1'd used yanked ne back again to a very painful reality: Trafford.
Wasn't much chance Pd be |iving anywhere even renotely near Atal anta nuch longer. Gound ny teeth—
I'"d have to tell her soon. But not now "Claudia," | blurted out, forgetting everything el se,

"d"you think we could go sonewhere and be al one for a few nonents?"

"Can't think of anything nicer," she said, "—especially since we're past the serious stuff.
And, well, if |I wasn't hi the nood before, I'Il adnit I'mrapidly getting that way now "

Had to laugh. "In the nmood for what?" | asked.

She gave me a big grin. "Think about it for a while," she said.

"Let me see,"” | said, fingers to the bridge of nmy nose. "Is it sonething we can do together?"

"Absolutely,” she replied with a nock-serious look. "If you do it alone too often, you go
blind. Mther warned ne about that."

"Hmm" | said, fighting back a sudden [augh. "Well, that gives nme a pretty accurate idea of

what you're in the mood for."

"Thought it mght. Al right?"

"I"ve only been dreami ng about the sane thing since | left your office that norning," | said.
"But if what | hear about Gorgas is true, we're back to our old problemof 'where? As | renenber,
you weren't all that enanored about hitching up your skirt and..."

"No," she said quickly. "And I"'mstill not." She gave a little laugh. "By the way, the | ast
time in the grass was with you. I'mquite certain."

"How are you certain?" | demanded

"Diary," she replied.

"I"l'l be dammed,"” | said. "Did you note down if it was good?"

"Except for the grass stains.”

"That pretty well elininates everything but one of our skimers, then," | said.

"Or a Lifed obe."

"A what ?"

She grinned. "A Lifed obe,"” she said. "lI'mcertain you renenber how confortable they are for
certain activities. | do."

| nodded.

"Well, | happen to know where there's a whole storage chanber full of Lifed obes. And |'ve

got the door conbination. Gve you any ideas?"

It did. And oddly enough, once we had the thing deployed, | managed to tal k her out of al
her clothes again. This time, however, we didn't get caught....

* * %

Hal fway t hrough the next norning, WIIlianms appeared at ny office door with a big grin. "A few
visitors have just arrived," he announced.

Looked up froma report | was witing—ene of many |'d need on hand if | was going to effect a

clean transition to the next Commander once Avalon called for ny head. "I thought the xaxtdammed
Leaguers just bonbed us half a metacycle ago,"” | said irritably.

"These visitors are friendly," he said. "At |east they appear to be."

"Who, then?"

"How about a couple of squadrons of those Carescrian hunter-killer ships?" he asked.

Wth everything el se going on, I'd alnost forgotten the Carescrians; certainly took care of
any gloom | mght have worked up. "Wen?" | asked.

"Now, " WIIlians said.

I checked ny tinepiece, frowmed. "What's this 'now business?" | demanded. "Thought they
weren't due till this evening."

"Well," WIlianms said, "they m sjudged—so sue them" Pursing his |ips, he peered at his

communi cator. "Actually," he said after a few nonents, "they're already out of orbit and lining up
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on the harbor. Wuldn't want to watch 'em|land, would you?"

"You bet | would," | replied. "You ve got a skinmrer?"

"In the lot," he said. "Cone on."

We sprinted to the parking lot Iike a couple of children. On the way to the underground lift,
I shook ny head in near disbelief as WIlianms dodged the ski mer around enornmous new pil es of

rubbl e—sone still blazing. Dam Leaguers could do a lot of damage in a very short tinme, these
days. "Lucky for us someone decided to relocate part of the base underground,” | comented
bl eakly. "If we were nostly on the surface the way we were years ago, we'd be using open-air

of fi ces—those of us |ucky enough to have survived."

Nodding grimy, WIllians pulled into the hangar lift, and we plunged downward through the
hundred or so irals of solid granite that protected so nmuch of the base's present essence. \Wen we
reached bottom the roadbed | ooked as if it had been scrubbed spotl ess—a xaxtdamed bi g change
fromthe first time |I'd seen the concourse

"You really built a fire under the Ops people,"” |I comrented. "Place |ooks like a Fleet Base
now i nstead of a junk yard."

"Down here, at least,"” Wllians said grimy. "But | don't deserve any credit for it-Jil
Tonpkins pretty much pulled everything off by herself. Al | had to do was get rid of her
predecessor—which | did with great pleasure, the Cl GA bastard."

W stopped in a rush of gravitons near the great arnored harbor doors and hurried outside
onto a mai ntenance platformcut into the nmassive entrance arch a fewirals above high tide. 1'd
been so busy | hadn't noticed what a beautiful morning it was—ool breeze off the water, couple of
puffy clouds, water birds naggi ng each other. Qut in the harbor, two Starfuries were just lifting
clear of the water at the end of soaring white wakes. Lacking the general air of destruction
everywher e—and the dozens of burning, half-sunken hulks in the harbor—t mnight have been one of
t hose nonments a person could easily forget we had a war on. Unfortunately, | had too many problens
for the mood to last. "Wat do you know about these people," | said.

"Nothing," WIllianms said with a chuckle. "Except that |I'm dammed glad they're here. The way I
expected things to happen, they'd take a Standard Year to show up and we'd have a couple nonths to

get ready for '"em"
"Yeah," | agreed. "That's what |'d figured, too."
"Well, whatever you did back in Aval on sure sped 'emup," he said. "First thing | knew, one

of the clerks fromthe KA PPA shack canme runnin' with a message fromthis Col onel Anderson—you
mentioned himin your briefing—+then, wham two squadrons of ships fromwhat they call the Fifty-
Sixth Hunter-Killer Group—plus a transport full of spares—are half a day out and comn' fast." He
| aughed. "Let ne tell you, we did sonme scurryin'. Had to prepare thirty-three noorings—that's

si xteen piers. Evidently, their doggone ships are so big, you can only noor two at a pier—and

their 'light transport' needs one all by itself."
"Sort of wondered why they call the hunter-killers 'Basilisks,' " | said, frowning. "And
anot her thing, who's this Col onel Anderson, | wonder? Wy's sonebody fromthe surface forces

i nvol ved with starshi ps?”

"I did ask about that," WIIlians explained. "Seens the Carescrians don't have a fleet, as
such—sonet hi ng about the Enpire having only one Fleet and themwanting to be i ndependent. So they
set thenselves up in the Expeditionary Forces." He l|aughed. "Supposedly that puts 'em under old
General Hagbut in Avalon, but since he can't tell a Drive crystal froma helm they pretty nuch
run thensel ves."

Roll ed ny eyes, 1'd been crossing paths with General (the Hon.) Gastudgon Z Hagbut, Xce,
N.B.E., QOC. since ny earliest days in the Fleet. Hoped we could stay clear of him but... Wll
maybe |1'd get lucky this tine. Then | heard the dammedest ranble in the sky...

"Holy nother of Voot!" WIIlians exclai ned.

| couldn't even get that nuch out. Two by two, the dammedest ships |I'd ever gawked at started
t hunderi ng out of the sky and across the harbor like great, flat-bottoned teardrops: bold, husky,
noi sy machi nes, conpletely unlike the el egant, needle-slimStarfuries we flewer the ninble ships
of the League or The Torond they would fight. Had to be the Basilisks, and they were huge. Broad,
scow i ng bridges creased |ofty, beetlelike brows; massive disruptor turrets blistered flanks and
underbel l'i es. They rem nded nme of lorries, sonmehow, and |ooked as if they'd maneuver with nuch the
sane grace. |If they taxed even nultiple steering engines as much as | guessed (nothing that big
coul d possibly operate on just one), they'd sinply have to nush on turns and pullouts. Yet for al
their gruff, belligerent nenace, the big silver ships turned onto final and settled toward the
water with a grace that belied their apparent nmass—as well as the reputed inexperience of their
crews. If nothing else, these Carescrians had certainly mastered fornation flying!

Last one down was the supply shi p—another blunt, businesslike machine brutally optimzed for

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...0The%20Helmsman%2007%20-%20The%20Defiance.txt (114 of 129) [1/31/2004 1:15:34 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2007%20-%20T he%20Defiance.txt

efficiency. As it rolled out and cane to a halt above its gravity foot, | turned to WIIians.
"What do you think?"

WIllians shrugged. "I'm no Hel nsman,” he said, "but those Basilisks of theirs | ook big enough
to be attack ships. How s that going to play in a dogfight?"

"Don't know," | replied, |ooking back out in the harbor where the Carescrians were picking up
their taxi vectors and starting toward us in ranks of four. "But they'd better have sone powerful
maneuverability if they hope to mix it up with the Leaguers... and live to tell the tale."

As the first four taxied toward our hangar doors, we watched businessli ke docking crews
scranbling over the steep, slippery decks in their huge, insulated mttens and attractor boots,
poppi ng open optical cleat doors and preparing their ships for nmooring in a nost professiona
manner. W/ Ilians spoke into his comunicator, and presently a great rolling thunder swept over the
harbor as our defense barrage booned out a fifteen-disruptor salute specified for the rank of
colonel . Mnents later, the four |eading Basilisks swiveled their topside turrets to vertical and
fired the twenty-di sruptor salutes due a Rear Adniral

"Certainly inpressive on the surface,” WIllians allowed.

"Let's hope they're just as inpressive when the chips are down," | said.

In nonents, the first four ships were abreast of us, the Carescrian enbl emeur |nperial conet
i mposed on a banner of red-and-white stripes—boldly applied to each flank, just abaft the
"mdships turret. Holding ny ears, | peered up into their lofty bridges, where a veritable crowd
of people were seated. One of them waved to us as they passed. | couldn't see bel ow the
Hyperscreens, of course, but it looked as if the bridge crew lived in palatial abundance conpared
to the snug flight bridges of our Starfuries. OF course, confort was a relative matter in the
m dst of a dogfight. The real confort was inflicting a ot of danage to one's adversary while
getting home with all tail feathers intact.

Hal f - deaf ened, we watched until all thirty-two ships passed inside the doors, followed by the
big, new freighter. Then we returned to what remained of Headquarters—and the million headaches
that were waiting there. Now we had a million and thirty-two....

Chapter 10
Gont or
32 Cctad-10 Decad, 52014
I nperi al Fleet Base, Atalanta, Hador-Haelic

That evening, | net Col onel Anderson, the Carescrian commander. Cottshall showed hi m and
Wllians into ny tiny—by now very di sordered—nterimoffice. "Wl cone to the base dunp,” | said,
i ndicating a couple of chairs I'd had installed for the occasion

Ander son gl anced around, then chuckled as he and WIllians settled into the chairs. "Looks
like the office of soneone who's got his hands full," he said. "Hope we can take some of that work
of f your back." He was small and wiry with thinning gray hair, a florid conpl exi on, and bl ue eyes
so nesnerizing it wasn't difficult to see why he'd succeeded in cobbling together the first
operational squadron from Carescria. Unless | mssed ny guess, he was both a visionary and a nman
of infinite patience.

"Wirk, as in escorting convoys?" | asked.

"That's what we're here for," Anderson said.

"When d'you suppose you'll be ready to start?"

Anderson grinned. "Captain WIllianms, here, warned ne you woul dn't be shy about asking that,"
he said.

"Told himwe're in the middl e of a war around here,
all owed as he'd already noticed."

"Jims not entirely correct," | said. "W're up to our necks in war, and won't have nuch tinme
to spare your crews for training."

"General Drummond pretty nuch gave ne that sane idea when he rang me up with our transspace
novenent orders."

Wllians said with a chuckle. "He

"So?"

"Admiral ," Anderson said grimy, "I'Il tell you the sane thing | told Drunmond; we're as
ready as we can nake ourselves wi thout sonmeone actually shooting at us. Does that answer your
questi on?"

"Except for one thing," | said.

"Yes sir?"
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"How do you feel about people shooting at you?" | asked.

Ander son | ooked nme directly in the eye. "The sooner the better, Admiral. The sooner the
better."

| nodded. "We'll begin getting you oriented tonorrow, then," | said, "soon as your crews have
some sleep. W'll neet in the hangar at Dawn plus two and a hal f—about the tine Hador's above the
hori zon and the Leaguers have finished their nmorning raid. I'lIl have sone veteran Hel nsman and
GQunnery O ficers there to go up in your ships for evaluation rides. Then we'll get together and
di scuss things. Al right?"

"Dawn plus two and a half," Anderson acknow edged. "How many ships would you |ike?"

"AIl of "em" | said. "I'lIl have at least ten of our Helnsmen there—and we'll provide some
escort Starfuries just in case the Leaguers decide to crash our party.”

"Sounds like a plan to ne," Anderson said. Then he winked. "I think all of us will appreciate
the escort, though none will probably admt it."

| grinned. "I understand," | said, "But if it were me, I'd admt it."

* x %

Everyone who'd made landfall with the Fifty-Sixth was in the hangar when | arrived the next
nmorni ng: every Basilisk Hel msman and crew dog, every fitter and rigger, even the transport gang.
Cl early, none had ever been in a conbat zone, for they were all eyes, peering at everything with
real fascination—especially our Starfuries. Miust have been a shock. The differences between our
elegant little interceptors and the massive Basilisks were astonishing. Starfuries were so nmuch
smal | er, sleeker, and lighter-1ooking—as agile and lithe as they flew But the differences were
much deeper than nmere design. Qur Starfuries were also well broken to combat. Their disruptors
were seared and scarred fromconstant firing; their once-perfect hulls were dulled and streaked
from constant use—npst were chal k-marked for repairs of holes and tears fromdisruptor hits. In
contrast, the powerful -1ooking Basilisks were spanking new, clean, tested only by their recent
flight from Carescria—and by their Helmsnen's ability to hurl them about in space in nock battles.
They were as unproved in conbat as the battered Starfuries were tried.

I'd brought sixteen of our Helmsnmen from71 Goup with me and as many Gunnery O ficers, each
of us as anxious for a first flight in these huge, unwi el dy-looking killer ships. As |I'd rather
expected, a grinning Col onel Anderson signaled ne froman open Hyperscreen on the bridge of his

own ship, E 73, Anderson's Folly. "Cone on up, Admral," he called through the open visor of his
battl esuit—grayi sh green rather-than our traditional Fleet blue. "Cvceese's on—hone style!"
"Il have two," | answered as | hurried across the brow. Carescria night be—er have been—the

nmost nal i gned portion of the Enpire, but even Enperors drank Carescrian cvceese' (and rode in
shi ps made of hullnetal from Carescrian asteroid mnes). Inside—the giant boasted a small boarding
| obby! —a brace of ratings saluted and pointed me to a novi ng conpani onway. And even after staring
at the big ship for considerable time the previous afternoon, | still was unprepared for the
spread of real estate on the bridge. Wien we shoehorned ourselves into the flight bridge of a
Starfury, we—the Hel nsman, Gunnery O ficer, Systens O ficer, and Navigator—felt snug and quite
part of the starship. The Basilisk's flight bridge, on the other hand, was nearly as |arge as that
of Delacroix's YellowBird, and the first row of consoles seated two Hel msmen and one of the three
Systens O ficers. Two other rows seated the other Systens Oficers, the two Gunnery O ficers, and
a Navigator! A thraggling battleship! | was suddenly horrified at the thought of going to war in
such an outl andi sh nachine: we'd had trouble enough with the Leaguer's Gorn-Hoffs in our ninble
Starfuries; now this lunbering, nearly five-hundred-iral-long nonster seened infinitely worse—a
true flying crypt. | tried not to let ny feelings show as the grinning Anderson proudly thrust a
steam ng nmug of the aromatic cvceese' in my hand and introduced me 'round the bridge crew, perhaps
bridge "crowd" was a better term | opined grimy. The co-Hel nenan had generously given up his
seat for ne. Seened like Onrad's throne when | clinbed in and connected ny battlesuit; at ny

|l eft—a thraggling c'lenyt distant!-Anderson appeared to be perfectly at hone in the palatial
splendor. "All set, Adnmiral ?" he asked.

What the xaxt, 1'd been up in the occasional battleship. "Ready, Colonel," | said through a
big grinl really didn't feel. Thank Voot |'d sent half a squadron of Starfuries up ahead of us.

If the Leaguers attacked, | didn't want to be caught in this great, hul king death trap—+ still had
a couple of evenings with daudia before |I cashed in!

Wi | e Anderson busied hinmself with the systens checkout, | attenpted to adjust ny seat. Just
couldn't make it feel right—+oo nuch spare room Ended up neking the restraints too
tight—eonforting, if unconfortable. C osed and seal ed ny hel met visor, prepared nyself for the
worst. At least | knewthey really flewdt'd seen that yesterday.

In the corner of ny eye, | saw Anderson hit a switch. Deep inside Folly's hull a whine
started, a straining whine |ike some nmassive dynanp starting to turn. On nmy console, a red |ight
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began to strobe, rising in pitch and anplification until it was abruptly replaced by a trenendous,
throaty roar of power that shook the nonstrous starframe itself before smoothing into a bass
ninmble | could hear through nmy battle-suit and literally feel in the deck. Sounded like a nuffled
versi on of a Sodeskayan battle craw er thundering across the snow at flank speed, or the noise an
express tram makes when it cones through an underground station w thout stopping. | glanced in
appr ehensi on at Anderson, but he was busily doing the sanme thing agai n—anot her whi ne that turned
to a frame-shaking roar and snoothed to blend with the original runbling, neking the noise even

| ouder. Then he did the same thing again four nore tines!

By the time the sixth mamoth SpinGrav had added its runble to the overall cacophony, | was
awfully glad for the ear protection ny battlesuit afforded. Nevertheless, if raw noi se were any
measurenent, this particular Basilisk was ready for space. | scanned the readouts; for all the

size, sound, and fury, nothing seemed out of the ordinary. At |east from her instrunment panel
Folly was a rather nornal star-ship

| | ooked up to see Anderson |ooking at me with an air of anticipation. "Wth your perm ssion
Admiral . "

Xaxt, | thought | was only a passenger. | sniled. "Please," | said.

"Al'l hands to lift-off stations,” Anderson said into the blower. "All hands to stations for
lift-off. Switching to local gravity now "

Sonehow, in the mdst of all this newness, 1'd nearly forgotten that. Al nost |ost the
breakfast |1'd shared with Wllianms |ess than a netacycle ago. Sonehow-iracul ousl y—everyt hi ng
stayed where it was. Ahead, the arnored doors were open to the harbor. Listened to Anderson
tal king to the other ships, then suddenly the nmooring beanms w nked out and we began to nove
snoot hly away from our berth. Mnents later, we started al ong one of the main canals toward
dayl i ght.

Don't know when it was that | actually started feeling confortabl e about everything. Probably
it was just after | heard the harbor controller say, "All right, Army E 73, you are cleared for
lift-off when ready." Anderson noved his thrust danper all the way to MAXI MUM PONER—t regi stered
on nmy helmand | felt as well as heard the trenendous bell owi ng of the six nonstrous TTarp &
Yenti hw Spi nG avs, as accel eration shoved nme back in the seat despite our local gravity. The
Basilisk didn't nerely start off along the vector, she hurtled herself forward, a great, silver
juggernaut, thrusting aside the early norning conbers in clouds of spray. Beside us, three other
Basi |l i sks thundered along in perfect echelon while, aft, half the harbor had di sappeared behi nd
towering billows of spray and nmist that conpletely hid the city fromview

Soon ny Hel nsman's sense told me the big ship was getting ready to fly; | could feel the
wat er beginning to drop away, the waves softer under the hull, Anderson eased back on the steering
engi nes. Abruptly, the ninble and vibration of the choppy harbor di sappeared, |leaving only the
deep, singing roar of the 'Gavs. The Basilisk raised her nose; the powerhouses deep in the hul
thundered their song, and we how ed our way toward space with surprising accel erati on—but not
before two Starfuries passed us in a vertical clinb, and fromthe | ooks of their graviton trails,
they weren't in a maxi numeffort ascent. | shivered. Those sane Starfuries were only marginally
better in acceleration than the Gorn-Hoffs they diced with every day. Cearly, if the Basilisks
and their drivers were going to be effective against the Leaguers, they would need an entirely
different fighting strategy from anythi ng we used.

For the next netacycle, the Carescrian Hel nenan put the big ships through their paces. In
deep space, they turned out to be amazingly powerful ships, and very fast once they'd overcone
their own terrible momentum These were not ships nade to mix it with the eneny; their technique
woul d be to pounce at high speed, using the terrific firepower the , Carescrian designers had
provided: roughly a third nmore than a Starfury Mark Nine. And shoul d any Leaguer Helnsman try to
escape froma Basilisk by running in the sanme direction, he (or she) was cold neat. Even nore
i mportant, however, we now had a killer ship with the range to escort convoys deep into the eneny
st ar space—where the action was about to relocate as our battered old Enpire finally began shifting
to of fensive strategies.

| don't know any Hel msman who finds it particularly exciting to ride in somebody el se's
flight bridge, and just as | was devel oping a slight case of boredom out of the blue, so to
speak, we were attacked! Wite flashes appeared magically all around our Basilisk, unconfortably
close. | recognized them for what they were—disrupter fire—but | wasn't sure about the Col one
besi de ne. "Anderson!" | shouted, glancing aft where a Gorn-Hoff was taking |ong-range potshots at
us. "Break!"

Ander son di d—al nost expl osi vel y—yanki ng the big star-ship over on her back, then streaking
off at a sharp angle to our original track. | watched in terrified fascination while the |ead
Leaguer arced over in a beautifully coordinated naneuver and started after us; his partner
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continued strai ght ahead, snapping out bursts of disrupter fire as he, too, closed the distance
bet ween our two ships. Got ready to take to ny Life d obe for second tine—f | managed to
survi ve! —-when suddenly two huge forns charged out of the stars bel ow us.

Basi | i sks!

They were nmoving at such trenendous speed toward the Gorn-Hoffs that—fast as the Leaguers
m ght hope to accel erate—they had no chance at all to escape. The Basilisks opened fire al nost at
the sane tine, sending long, accurate blasts tearing into the eneny ships fromstemto stern
Radi ation fire boiled out of the Leaguer on our tail for only a nonent before it was sinply
replaced by a bright flash, then a reddish puffball expanding slowy outward as it receded astern
No Lifed obes | could see. Of to starboard, the second CGorn-Hoff seened to stunble in its flight,
then began to tunble violently, trapping everyone inside, before it, too, showed a thin snear of
radiation fire beneath its belly near the power chanbers, then disappeared in its own bl ossom ng
expl osi on.

When | | ooked again, the two Basilisks had di sappeared, bringing to nmind words uttered by
Grand Admiral Cal houn—anot her Carescrian—during the days when a nunmber of us had "borrowed" the
very first Starfuries (under Onrad's secret orders) and taken themto Fluvanna to fight the
Leaguers as mercenari es—another story altogether. "Slash and run," Cal houn had al ways told us.
"When you' re out numbered"—as we'd been every day of that canpai gn—just slash and run. Don't stick
around for a kill, or they'll get you every time; danaging the bastards is al nost as effective—
sonetimes nore. And your butts will remain where they' ve been growing all these years." | grinned
as | thought about it. The Basilisk drivers had used their fanmous countrynan's tactics to great
avail, except that with their devastating firepower, they' d actually gotten clean kill s—sonething
we'd seen very little of those days in Fluvanna

Monments later, two of the escorting Starfuries I'd sent out in advance arrived—ather too
| ate—to rescue us. They mlled about for a few passes, but there didn't seemto be any nore CGorn-
Hoffs in the area, so they wiggled their pontoons and flew of f—al nost in enbarrassnent,

"You were decoying the Gorn-Hoffs for the other Basilisks, weren't you?" | asked Anderson
"OfF course," he replied, turning to me with a great smile behind his visor

"Nice teammwork,” | said

' Thanks," he replied. "Voot knows we've been practicing |ong enough. And worrying."
"Worryi ng?"

"Dam straight," Anderson said. "W've known since the beginning our Basilisks are too big
and heavy to mix it up with ships |ike Gorn-Hoffs and G ggaips. So we've had to develop tactics to
t ake advantage of our own strong poi nts—renmendous speed fromthese big 'Gavs as well as
battl eship firepower. And, of course, you'll notice that we're nowhere near the surface, where
we'd have to overcome gravity as well as drag all this weight along when we clinbed back to the
stars. Seens to work."

| nodded happily. "Does seemto," | said. It did.

* * *

Actually, it worked for nearly three Standard Weks—and three | arge convoys—that arrived
nearly unscathed at Gontor under Carescrian escort. Because of the |long distances between Atal anta
and Gontor, our convoys could effect trenmendous changes in m dcourse | ocus—agni tudes of |ight
years—by sinply zigzagging, thereby naking it nearly inpossible for the Leaguers to find them
whil e concentrating sufficient forces to both ward off the Basilisks and wreak worthwhil e danage
on the convoys.

Then, reports of trenmendously powerful beanms of BKAEWenergy started conming in fromboth the
convoys and their Carescrian escorts, beans powerful enough to send everyone's warni ng sensors
into overload, the kind I remenbered fromnmy recent trip to Aval on. The Leaguers had finally
installed a few of their new BKAEWin The Torond, and now they could track our convoys at truly
out | andi sh distances. It |let them pinpoint our transports no matter where they were, then focus
their attacks |like never before. Wthin two days, half a squadron of Basilisks had been badly
damaged and the convoy they guarded torn to shreds—n spite of destroying ni neteen CGorn-Hoffs and
danmagi ng twenty-five nmore during the long battle. O an original thirty-five transport ships that
set out from Atal anta, only seventeen managed to unl oad at Gontor

The savaged Basilisks arrived back in Atalanta two Standard Days later. Wllianms and | went

to the arnored doors with Anderson when they nade |andfall. The big Carescrian ships were rugged,
all right, | had to give themthat—and a |lot nore. As | held ny ears against the awful noise of
their "Gavs, | found it difficult to understand how sonme of themmade it back to the base at all

so terrible were their wounds. One's bridge no | onger existed; soneone was steering her froma
jury-rigged station cut raggedly into the nose with a torch. She nust have cone down from orbit
slowy because of it; otherw se, the doughty Hel meman woul d have been burned to a crisp. Another
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ship's nmidsection |ooked like sone sort of coarse sieve, holed by what nust have been nore than a
hundred rents and tears. Only Voot knew how a few of her 'Gavs had been spared from the hol ocaust
of disruptor fire she'd suffered, but there she was, taxiing in as if nothing out of the ordinary
had occurred. Soneone had even jury-rigged a flag staff near the stern, fromwhich they'd fl own
the old Inperial battle ensign. Still another Basilisk was glowing red fromwithin and trailing a
reeking pall of black snoke behind her, listing and tottering as she noved, yet somehow gri nding
onward toward the safety of our underground hangars and the expert firefighters who could save
her.

| suppose WIllianms and | had seen so many tormented ships in our day that—ore than anything
el se—we were only trying to estimate how soon we could expect to get themin service again (those
that would go into service again, that is, rather than into the scrap heap for parts).

Ander son, however, was a different story entirely. Except for those early raids during the
previous war, when |I'd lost nost of nmy fam |y, Carescria had been attacked rather infrequently.
Except for the nost infanpus asteroid m nes—which thensel ves were reasonably assaul t-proof, at
| east fromdisruptor and missile attacks—there hadn't been much worth attacking in that poorest
section of the Enpire. Mreover, the new factories that were now turning out Starfuries and the
new cl asses of Carescrian ships had been located on planets so far distant from Leaguer bases that
Nergol Triannic had yet to devel op attack ships with enough range to nmount an effective
assaul t —provi ded his reconnai ssance ships could |ocate themin the first place.

As a consequence, Anderson had seen few shot-up ships of any kind before, and certainly no
shot-up Basilisks. Now, he stood shocked, at the stiffest mlitary attention, literally welded in
pl ace by the ghastly parade of w ecked starshi ps—his starships; his flesh. Tears streaned al ong
his cheeks as he silently touched the fingers of his right hand to his tenple in salute and kept
it there until the last Basilisk had thundered deafeningly into the hangar...

W spent a long tine that night in the little Oficers' Club we'd cobbled together in the
war droom of a wecked transport. After |I'd downed sufficient neemand E | ande, | found that |
really didn't mind the slightly listing floor, nor the fact that I'd volunteered to fly co-helmin
Anderson's Basilisk on the next convoy...

Sonetime after the beginning of Ni ght Watch, one of the stewards tapped nme on the shoul der

"Admiral,"” he whispered, pointing to the door, "soneone to see you." |t was Barbousse.
Excusing nyself, | wal ked unsteadily toward the door. "What's up, Chief?" | asked.
"CGeneral Drummond called on the KA PPA phone from Avalon, Admiral," he said with a | ook of

dislike—+'d already confided the Trafford business to him didn't want himto get caught unawares.
"I told the General a couple of tines that you weren't in and | didn't know where you were. He

said to go find you—direct order. So |I've done that. If you want, 1'Il go back now and tell him
the sane thing again."
Put my hand on the big man's shoul der—solid as bedrock. "Thanks, Chief,"” | said. "Probably

I'd better go see what he wants. Ft nay have sonething to do with the shellacking that |ast convoy
took, or..." Didn't want to finish that.

"That ungrateful gang could wait till tonorrow, Adnmiral," Barbousse suggested.

"Thanks, Chief," | said, fabricating a confident snmile that | knew he wouldn't buy anyway,
"but 1'd better go face whatever nusic they're playing."

For a nmonment Barbousse contenplated nme with a frown. "Er, how do you feel, Admral," he asked

uncertainly.
"“I've got enough meemin ne to tell the son of a capcloth what | really think of all this

Trafford Corksroar," | said with a grin, "—but just sober enough to keep it to nyself."
"I've got a skimmer outside, then, Admiral," Barbousse said, saluting with alittle snile
Went back and said ny good-nights, thunmped Anderson on the shoul der—gave hi ma sonber thunbs-
up—then foll owed Barbousse out to the skimrer. | was back in ny nmakeshift office within fifteen

cycles. Asked the COW Center to open a KA PPA voi ce channel back to Aval on— MOST SECRET/ EYES
ONLY—FLASH-for General Drummond's office. Waited nearly half a netacycle before

ADM RALTY: PLEASE SI GNAL WHEN READY FOR GENERAL DRUMMOND
"Ready," | said.

DRUMMOND: HELLO, WLF. WORD | S THAT THE LAST GONTOR CONVOY GOT BLASTED BADLY. WHAT DO YQU
KNOW ABQUT | T?

"Not too nuch, yet,” | said. "The escorting Basilisks just got back a few nmetacycl es ago—and
you heard right; they're shredded."
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DRUMMOND: HOW D | T HAPPEN?

| thought for a monment. |'d talked to a nunber of the Helmsnmen in the Oficer's Cub; they'd
all seened to agree what had happened. "Fromwhat | can piece together," | said, "the convoy was
tracked by a | ong-range BKAEW Sounds as if it mght be |ike the one | hel ped pinch from Lavenurb
Whatever it was, it let the Leaguers concentrate their forces directly in the convoy's path.
Before that, they'd had to spread out over a wi de area searching."

DRUMMOND: THAT ALL?

"The Carescrians only got back a few netacycles ago. That's all |'ve got for now except that
it wasn't exactly a banner day for the Gorn-Hoffs. Qut in space where they can use their speed and
firepower, those Basilisks are deadly. The Leaguers are |icking a few wounds thensel ves, tonight,"”
| said.

DRUMMOND: HOW MANY OF THE CONVOY TRANSPORTS MADE | T TO GONTOR?

"You'll know the official nunbers as soon as | do," | said. "Unofficially, about two-thirds,
according to the Helnmsnmen | talked to tonight in the Cdub, but they aren't exactly sober, either,"”

DRUVMOND: GOOD ENOUGH FOR ME.
"What el se?"

DRUMMOND: |'VE GOT A SMALL SQUADRON OF SHI PS COM NG YCUR WAY. SI X OLD LI NERS, ED-4S. YOU VE
FLOWN THEM | BELI EVE?

"Alot. But why?"

DRUMVOND: |'M COM NG TO THAT. THEY' RE SCHEDULED FOR LANDFALL | N ATALANTA DURI NG THE NEXT DAY
OR SO YQU LL NOTI CE SOVE UNUSUAL ANTENNAS ON THESE. ALL RI GHT?

"Al'l right." Wndered what the xaxt he was up to.

DRUMMOND: MAKE CERTAI N THEY' RE REGARDED AS ONLY A COUPLE OF OLD TRANSPORTS—NO PUBLI C FUSS. WE
DON' T WANT THEM NOTI CED. BUT WHOEVER JUGGLES MAI NTENANCE SCHEDULES MUST MAKE CERTAIN THAT THOSE
SH PS RECEI VE THE HI GHEST PRI ORI TY WHENEVER THEY' RE | N PORT, UNDERSTAND? WHATEVER THEY WANT THEY
GET, WHEN THEY WANT I T. BUT QU ETLY. STILL WTH Me?

"Still with you, General,"” | said, feeling ny tenper begin to fray a little. "By the way,"
asked caustically, "are you going to let nme in on this little secret or am| |osing ny clearances
in preparation for being sacrificed?"

DRUMMOND: SORRY, BRIM NGO, YOU RE NOT LOSI NG YOUR CLEARANCES. NOT YET. | JUST WANTED TO MAKE
CERTAIN YOU SET THI NGS UP AT THE BASE SO THESE SHI PS GET THE PRI ORI TY TREATMENT THEY NEED W THOUT
REVEALI NG THEY' RE ANYTHI NG EXCEPT A COUPLE OF COLD M LI TARY TRANSPORTS ON UNI MPORTANT M SSI ONS.

"So what in xaxt are they, already?"

DRUMVOND: PROBABLY THEY QUGHT TO BE NAMED I N HONOR OF YOU, BRIM THEY' RE BKAEW JAMM NG SHI PS
EQUI PPED TO OPERATE AGAI NST THE NEW LEAGUER BKAEW YOU BROUGHT OVER FROM LAVENURB. A TEAM OF KA' PPA
I NSTI TUTE BOFFI NS ON ASTERI QUS- PROTEUS MADE SHORT WORK OF | TS PROTECTI VE CI RCU TS, THEN DESI GNED
VWHAT THEY CALL "JEROVE/ A," A SUPER JAMMVER TO JAM THE SUPER BKAEW THOSE | NNOCENT- LOCKI NG ED-4S |' M
SENDI NG HAVE THE FI RST SI X PRODUCTI ON MODELS OF JEROVE/ A ON BOARD. THEY' LL SI MPLY CRU SE ARCUND
SPACE, MAKI NG CERTAI N THE LEAGUERS' NEW BKAEWS DON T OPERATE WHEN WE' VE GOT CONVOYS MOVING | S
THAT BETTER?

"Better," | said. "And you want themto |ook |like harm ess transports so you don't have to
escort them R ght?"

DRUMMOND: THAT' S I T.

"“I'I'l make sure the right people are briefed,” | assured him "Anything el se?"
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DRUMMOND: |'VE GOT TO ASSUME YOU WANT TO KNOW THE LATEST ON THI S TRAFFORD DEBACLE.
"Fascinating subject—at least for ne," | said. "What's the word?"

DRUMMOND: NOT GOOD, BRIM CONFI SSE- TRAFFORD S BRI NG NG TERRI FI C PRESSURE TO BEAR ON ONRAD.
THREATENI NG TO HOLD UP AN | MPORTANT M LI TARY APPROPRI ATI ONS BI LL I N PARLI AMENT. | DON T KNOW HOW
MJCH LONGER WE CAN STALL H'M

"Specifically what's Trafford want—eutside of ny neck? | still haven't heard."

DRUMMOND: A GENERAL COURTS- MARTI AL. WANTS YOU THROMWN OUT OF THE SERVI CE. THI NKS THAT QUGHT TO
CLEAR THE TRAFFORD NAME.

"Thought so." | paused, fighting desperately to quell the anger building inside ne. | was
hel pless, and | didn't like it at all. Finally got nyself under control. | still had a job to do
here that was a lot nore inportant than me or ny career. "Wat's the status of Gontor," | asked.

"How much nore stuff do you need there before the Sapphire invasion?"
DRUMMOND: MAYBE SI X MORE CONVOYS W TH AT LEAST HALF THE TRANSPORTS | NTACT; THEN WE CAN MOVE.
"So how nmuch tine do | have?"

DRUMMOND: | REALLY DON'T KNOW BRI M NAYBE A WEEK, MAYBE A MONTH. THEN THEY' LL WANT YOU HERE
FOR THE COURTS- MARTI AL. COMRDLY BASTARDS SURE WOULDN T GO TO A DANGERCUR PLACE LI KE ATALANTA TO
HOLD IT.

| shrugged to nyself. "Thanks," | said. "Anything else | should know about ?"
DRUMMOND: NOTHI NG | CAN THI NK OF NOW EXCEPT

"Except what ?"

DRUVMOND: |' M EMBARRASSED TO SAY I T.

"Go ahead. You can't nake things any worse for ne than they are now. "

DRUMMOND: TRY THI S: ONRAD PERSONALLY REQUESTS THAT YOU KEEP ON WORKI NG UNTI L THE MOVENT
YOU RE ORDERED HOMVE FOR THE COURTS- MARTI AL. HE'S AFRAI D SAPPH RE WON' T COVE OFF W THOUT YQU.

"Thraggling nice of him"

DRUMMOND: HE REALLY MEANS IT. SODO I, | GUESS. WE NEED—HE EWVPI RE NEEDS—YOUR KIND OF GRIT ON
STATI ON AS LONG AS PGCSSI BLE. CALHOUN WOULD ASK YOU FOR THE SAME THI NG, BUT HE S JUST GOT MORE
PRI DE THAN ONRAD AND ME.

Ground ny teeth as | sat there at ny workstation. The bastards neant to suck ny juices

absolutely dry before they threw ne away. But, then, | had taken that oath a nunber of years ago
when | was commi ssi oned—and an assignnent's an assignnent, regardless. "All right," | said after a
I ong pause. "I'Il keep on working till the moment |I'mrelieved."

DRUMVOND: THANKS, BRIM WE WON' T FORGET YOQU, BELI EVE ME.
Big thraggling deal! "Anything el se?" | asked.

DRUMMOND: YEAH. A BIT OF SCUTTLEBUTT I|'LL BET YOU LL FI ND FASCI NATI NG YOU REMEMBER ONRAD S
COUSI N, MARGO LAKARN? USED TO BE PRI NCESS MARGO EFFER WYCK BEFORE THE WAR WHEN SHE MARRI ED ROGAN
LAKARN.

"l renenber," | sai d—eh how | renenbered

DRUMMOND: THEN YOU KNOW SHE' S BECOVE THE LEADI NG PARTI SAN LEADER | N EFFER WYCK SI NCE ROGAN
DI VORCED HER AND SEI ZED THEIR SON. HE'S PUT A PRI CE ON HER HEAD NOW

I'd heard. "What else is new with Margo?" | asked apprehensively. She'd been living
dangerously for a long time—wi th all the danmage her partisans had done to the occupyi ng Leaguers,
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her capture (or worse) nust be one of their major goals. Every tine |I've heard her nane over the
| ast couple of years, |'ve expected a report of her death to follow,

DRUMMOND: KA' PPA FREE EFFER WYCK REPORTED THAT SHE WAS MARRI ED TODAY; THE WHOLE EFFER WYCKEAN
RESI STANCE MOVEMENT' S CELEBRATI NG RI GAT UNDER THE LEAGUERS' COLLECTI VE NOSES

Felt ny jaw drop. That was a surprise! "Wio's the lucky man?" | asked, once |'d regai ned ny
conposure

DRUMVOND: SEEMS HE' S QUI TE A MYSTERI QUS GENTLEMAN W TH WHOM YOU VE HAD SOVE CLOSE CONTACT,
RECENTLY. WORD | S THAT HE AND MARGOT HAD BEEN SEEI NG EACH OTHER FOR A COUPLE OF STANDARD YEARS
NOW FELLOW S NAME | S CAMERON DELACRO X; OMNS A FAST TRANSPORT CALLED YELLOW BI RD

* * *

Qur six ED-4s arrived a single day before the next convoy for Gontor was scheduled to
depart—and within three days of Drummond's call. The old ships were once the nost wi dely operated
conmer ci al space vessels of an era, designed with the snub-nosed bow and el ongated, teardrop hull
that characterized—actually defined—a whol e generation of starships that foll owed. Helnsnmen in
their cramped flight bridges |ooked forward through ol d-fashi oned V-shaped Hyperscreens. Two nore
Hyperscreens at each side of the bridge gave the ships their frowning, raptorlike countenance—a
| ook that a whole generation of space travelers associated with the romance of starflight.

Maybe | was sinmply getting old, but in my estinmation, those classic, teardrop lines were
among the nost beautiful scul ptures ever fashioned by the hand of man—ight up there with
Starfuries, hi fact. Somehow, the ships possess an elusive sort of tineless grace and beauty that
had been literally wung out of today's designs in the nane of profit and production efficiency.
They aren't large as nodern starliners go, but after the First Geat War they were perfect for
every |light-cargo haul er throughout the gal axy. And though |arger, newer |iners may have carried
t he gl anorous payl oads between najor ports in our galaxy, at |least a thousand times nore comerce
travel ed el sewhere aboard little ships like ED-4s. AOd, maybe, but dammed useful nonethel ess.

| made certain Jill Tonpkins in Operations was briefed and ready to service themthe nonment
they arrived. Had to smle when | saw themup close. The six old ships certainly didn't |ook Iike
much of a threat to the League. Dented, scratched—even griny in places—they |looked a little
unkenpt as they runbled into the hangar and pulled up to noor at the service wharves. The only
things at all odd about them and you had to | ook carefully to notice, were the unusual antenna
arrays for Jerone/ A along their flanks and the fact that the long row of passenger Hyperscreens on
ei ther side were now opaque—al though the latter wasn't terribly unconmon, considering the old
shi ps were generally no | onger used for passenger traffic. | "casually” met with their six |ead
Hel meman during the next Standard Day. Al were volunteers: retired Fleet officers risking their
lives again for the Enpire when they'd already survived a whol e career of dangerous service. Hoped
I'"d be that way when | finally retired... then remenbered that | probably wouldn't have to worry
about that option anyway. Strange how that seemed to be playing on ny mind so nuch these days...

One by one, the ED-4s departed unobtrusively for deep space—tess than a day before the next
convoy lifted for Gontor. Alone at the seawall, | watched when the | ast thundered off the harbor
to disappear into Atal anta's snoke-hazed sky. Made a quiet, private salute. Brave old ships crewed
by brave nmen and wonen....

* * *

"Break, Hotshot, Break!"

| heard the battle begin on the Basilisk's short-range KA PPA, Astern, | could see disrupter
flashes around the ships of convoy El ement Two. The Leaguers had finally | ocated us; but thanks to
the ED-4s and Jerone/A, they' d taken nearly one and a half Standard Days of blindly feeling around
space to do it. And because they'd had to scatter their forces so nuch even to find us, there
really weren't enough of themto effectively counter our escorting Basilisks.

Nevert hel ess, "enough of them also neant there were still a |l ot of Leaguer ships in space,
each clearly determined to stop or at |east cripple our convoy at all costs. Gorn-Hoffs, as usual
speci al |y equi pped, | guessed, with oversize HyperTorps to deal with the heavy transports we were
shepherdi ng. They'd be due here at convoy Elenent One any nmonent. | ground ny teeth. Wanted to be
at the helmof a Starfury; instead, | was sitting hel plessly at the co-hel mof Anderson's Basilisk
as the Leaguers hove into view aft. Felt terribly useless; if 1'd been in charge, we'd have been
fighting those Leaguers right now instead of waiting for themto cone to us. Instead, we were
staying in visual range of the convoy el ement we were escorting—supposedly, it nade the transport
crews feel nore secure.

There. The first dots appeared astern, growing rapidly to Gorn-Hoffs in the Basilisk's aft

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...0The%20Helmsman%2007%20-%20The%20Defiance.txt (122 of 129) [1/31/2004 1:15:34 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2007%20-%20T he%20Defiance.txt

quarter Hyperscreens.

"CGorn-Hoffs, bearing green horizon," | warned. Jerone/A knocked out our own BKAEW based
warni ng systens, as well as those of the Leaguers.

"Gorn-Hoffs fromgreen horizon," Anderson acknow edged, then—inally—slowed and noved out to
the right behind El enent One whil e Sinpson, our GQunnery O ficer, angled all our novable disruptors
aft. Ship-to-ship conbat at HyperLight velocities was a |ot different than dogfighting near a

pl anet. Not nuch room for maneuvering and no head-on shots at all. The only real firing positions
were slightly abaft of the target or dead astern
The Gorn-Hoffs had switched to |ine abreast, now, eight of them Still beyond the range of

our disruptors, they were about five c'lenyts away fromthe rearnost transports of our el enment
when they fired their HyperTorps in bright, w cked-looking ripples of Iight. Mnents later, the
m ssil es began to explode anid the pl odding transports with blinding pulses of |light that di med
our Hyperscreens but seened to do little danage, because the big ships sonehow conti nued
unwaveringly on course

The Leaguers were cl ose enough to use their disruptors now, but since we'd stayed close to
our elenent until the very last cycle, we were not. As we nmaneuvered ourselves into position, |
wat ched the rearnost transport—an ancient, battered veteran of the starlanes—buck violently as it
took inmrediate hits. Hullnetal plates flew off in pieces, flashing for a nmonent in the sonber
light of a star that raced past. Then the di srupter beans reached the ship's bridge, smashing,
bl azing forward in clouds of shattered Hyperscreen crystal and wi sps of radiation fire. No one at
the hel m now, probably no helmleft. Siowmy the big ship swerved, rolling through its long axis
until suddenly what remai ned of the bow reared up—l early exceeding all structural |limts—and the
gigantic hull broke in half, stream ng a wake of whirling, churning debris—argo, people,
wr eckage—and pitifully few Lifed obes—as the convoy steadily pulled away fromthe hul ki ng renains.

At last, our Basilisks were in position to open fire—Anderson ainmed for the cl osest Gorn-Hoff
to us, whose Hel msman had been clearly concentrating too much on the transports ahead of him At
the sane tine, seven other Basilisks started noving in frompositions in a half arc around the
rear of the conmbat box—learly, these Carescrian crews had becone proficient at shooting in record
time. Wiile | checked space in our immediate vicinity again—tenporarily unoccupi ed by Leaguers—+
felt a slight kick as Sinpson fired our disrupters. Long, strobing beans angl ed sideways to erupt
in flashing strobes of malignant brilliance against the Gorn-Hoff s fusel age. He staggered
visibly, then rolled without warning and tried to speed off into space away fromus. It was the
| ast nmistake the Leaguer Hel msman woul d ever make—at |east in that CGorn-Hoff. Anderson was ready,
and sent our nassive Basilisk accelerating after it like a runaway asteroid. Once again, the
strobi ng beans sprang forward fromour disrupters, sparkling evilly all over the fleeing ship's
tail section. Abruptly, three of its four Drive outlets dimmed, blinked, then went dark. The
Leaguer yawed hard to the left, but Anderson fed in rudder, followed himaround, while Sinpson
fired off short bursts that flashed angrily along the Gorn-Hoff's side. Suddenly, a nunber of
hat ches opened in the hull and a dozen or so Lifed obes popped into the ship's wake. One caroned
violently off the prom nent bul ge Gorn-Hoffs have ahead of the steering engine, shattering in a
fog of gossaner shards fromwhich two battlesuited figures appeared, flailing arms and | egs as
t hey passed overhead and di sappeared into the distance.

The attacks continued steadily fromthat point. As we returned to the convoy, | watched
nearly a dozen CGorn-Hoffs maki ng determ ned assaults on the pl oddi ng cargo ships, but the Leaguers
couldn't put together enough ships for the kind of devastating, coordinated attacks that had so
ravaged earlier convoys, and our Basilisks were driving off individual Leaguers as quickly as they
att acked.

Only metacycles later, the convoy noved within the defense sphere provided by Gontor's hard-
pressed Starfuries. Once they showed up, the Leaguers finally abandoned the savaged transports.
They were clearly under orders to avoid conbat with effective concentrations of escorts—eur cargo
shi ps posed the real threat to the League.

A Standard Day |later, as we slowed through Hyper Speed and Gontor hove into viewin the
forward Hyperscreens, | allowed nyself to relax. Had to smle wyly while | wal ked aft for a |ast
cup of good Carescrian cvceese'. Jerone/ A was clearly a |ifesaver—nybe even a Sapphire-saver. |f
capturing that prototype BKAEWon Lavenurb ultinmately cost ne ny career, it was probably worth
| osi ng—at |east so far as the Enpire was concerned. Wasn't sure how happy | was about the result
personal Iy, but that xaxtdammed oath | took so many years ago didn't |eave much room for persona
consi derations. ..

* * *

CGontor had certainly changed fromny last visit. As Anderson coasted in for a |anding,
coul d see the surface of the huge asteroid now fairly bristled with antispace di sruptors—as well
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as wecked Leaguer starships. Later, below the surface, an even nore inpressive transformati on had
mani fested itself. The once-dark and airless corridors, assenbly roons, warehouses, and barracks
now teened with activity. Col ossal, vaultlike hangars were jamed with | anding craft of every

t ype—+ncl udi ng whol e chanbers filled with a new class of |ander, called an LSC, designed
specifically to carry craw ers. Qther roons contai ned hundreds of new battle craw ers, these

desi gned al ong Sodeskayan lines. |If nothing el se had been gai ned fromthe debacle of Operation
Eppeid, it was the inportance of |arge concentrations of heavy arnor with nassive disruptors
firing horizontally (instead of vertically against sites specially hardened agai nst attack from
overhead) to support invading troops on the ground.

As | sped through the asteroid' s network of tunnels aboard one of the base's ancient
trans—brilliantly restored to use by our Royal Engineers—+ found nyself strangely rel axed. Very
much at peace with nyself; even sonmewhat detached—not exactly ny normal state of mnd. And
i nasmuch as the sensation persisted, | began to think I might be com ng down with one of those
rare viruses that still plague civilization fromtime to time. But during supper in one of the
huge ness halls, with Gontor's newy arrived, fire-and-brinstone Commander—a General whose nane |
continued to forget all evening—+ began to understand | probably wasn't ill at all. Finished was a
better word. My work here in this mghty citadel, as well as in Atalanta, was conplete. For ne,
the war was over—at |east so far as any further contributions |I mght make. Soon, | wouldn't even
be privileged to wear the uniformthat had literally defined nost of ny adult [ife. And then...
kept trying to avoid the question each tine it blundered into my mnd, but couldn't... who would I
be after that? | had no answer at all

* * *

The Admiralty nmessage was waiting when | nade nmy |ate-afternoon return to Atalanta a few days
later. | didn't need to see it to know it had arrived. WIIlians, Barbousse, and Russo were waiting
when Anderson's Basilisk berthed; | could tell fromthe ook in their eyes when they met ne at the
end of the brow On the way to Headquarters, none of the three gave the slightest reference to
anyt hing anmiss, but while they made their reports—nothing urgent anynore; Atal anta was once nore
an exenplary Fleet Base, capable of running itself—they didn't neet ny eyes for nore than a few
monents at a tinme. Even old Cottshall greeted ne in a strange, fatherly way as | paused by his
desk before going to what passed for ny private office (the new one underground woul d be finished
just in tinme to house ny replacenent).

"Hold nmy calls for a while, will you, Hathaway?" | called out the door. Then, | allowed
mysel f a gl ance at ny desk

It was sealed in the usual scarlet, CONFIDENTI AL/ PERSONAL pl astic envel ope used for
personnel actions. Before it got to nmy desk, someone in the COW Center necessarily had received
it, run the translator, and read the translation before sealing it in the envel ope—then sinply had
to tell a close friend who sinply had to tell a close friend....It wasn't really mlitary
i nformati on of any value to our enem es, and of course | could never prove that anybody |I'd seen
so far really knew what was in the envel ope. But word was out—-and the surprising thing was that |
didn't particularly care about that part of the bloody nuckup. Everybody was going to find out
sooner or |ater, so who cared when!

| stood beside my desk for a long tine just |ooking at the xaxtdammed thing. Didn't want to
acknow edge to nyself that it had—finally and irrevocably—arrived. Then, grudgingly, | applied ny
finger and thunb to the seal, waited a nonent while the envel ope checked, then saw it unl ock
Picked it up as if it were dirty. Inside—n triplicate—was a terse set of orders.

SD- VF7 AWEGKOHJ AEORI TUFGIVASDKIFG [ CONFI DENTI AL/ PERSONAL]

FROM JUDGE ADVOCATE- GENERAL
OFFI CE OF THE JAG

ADM RALTY

AVALON, ASTERI OUS- AVALON

TO WLF AL BRIM RADM COWANDER, ATALANTA, HADOR- HAELI C
I NFO BU FLEET PERSONNEL

1. EFFECTIVE 1 DECAD, 52014, TH S DOCUMENT TEMPORARI LY RELI EVES YOU FROM COMVAND, OF FLEET BASE
ATALANTA (REF STD REG 6783426- SDAF, PARAS 5328-5365, AS AMENDED)

2. YOU ARE ORDERED TO REPORT FOR TEMPCRARY DUTY THI S OFFI CE AS SOON AS PRACTI CABLE BUT NO LATER
THAN 20 DECAD, 52014, AS DEFENDANT | N COURTS- MARTI AL PROCEEDI NGS FQAZ098956/ DSFG ( SUBJECT

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...0The%20Helmsman%2007%20-%20The%20Defiance.txt (124 of 129) [1/31/2004 1:15:34 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2007%20-%20T he%20Defiance.txt
CLASSI FI ED), | NSTITUTED 1 DECAD, 52014.

3. TRANSPORTATI ON AS BEFI TS RANK OF RADM ( REF FLEET TRAVEL REG 6783426- SDAF, PARAS 4234- 5198/ B&C)
W LL BE FURNI SHED W THI N THREE STANDARD DAYS YOUR REQUEST.

4. APPO NTED COUNSEL W LL CONTACT YOU BY 22 DECAD, 52014.

FOR THE JUDGE ADVOCATE/ GENERAL:
HERSHAL KI MTU, CAPTAIN, |.F.

[ END CONFI DENTI AL/ PERSONAL]
SD- VF7 AWEGKOHJ AEORI TUFGIVASDKIFG

Took a long tinme till | realized | wasn't breathing. Suppose | should have been ready for the
DAMNED t hi ng—oot knows |'d had enough warni ng. Somehow, though, since nmy return fromAvalon |'d
remained in a sort of unbelieving denial, hoping against hope a nmiracle would occur. Instead, it
had happened, and | was stunned—heart racing, short of breath—aorse than any of the many tines |I'd

been wounded. 1'd already been told | wouldn't be permitted to win, even with the best counse
(and 1'd have the best, | trusted Onrad for that). For nme, it was a death sentence—end of ny
Uni verse. Years ago, after ny first tour of duty in Atalanta, |1'd been the victimof a ClGA-driven

RIF, or Reduction In Force, and |I'd taken that with a great deal nore equaninmity. But |I'd been a
| ot younger then, too; had a whole |Iot of future ahead of me—wasn't so spoil ed—orrupted,
pr obabl y—by the trappings of power and office as | amnow. Ginding ny teeth, | forced nyself to
sit while | read the nessage a second tinme, then a third. The inpassive sentences of governnentese
pl unged into ny very soul |ike daggers. At last, | put it down and closed ny eyes, holding on to
the edges of ny desk as if its weight could sonehow protect ne.

Must have been sitting there for half a nmetacycle when the ' Phone beeped. Was about to raise
xaxt with Cottshall for letting the call through when | opened ny eyes and saw Claudia in the
gl obal display. She had a | ook on her face that told me she knew, too. "Hello, WIf," she said
softly. "Good to see that you... got back safely.”

In spite of everything, |I felt nyself smle. Love m ght nake a man crazy, but... | discovered
on the instant—+t's also a very soothing analgesic in tines of angui sh. Thought of a billion
things to say while | sat there |ike a bl ockhead, but finally settled on the brilliant repartee

of, "Hello, daudia. Good to see you, too." We sat in unconfortable silence for a nonent before
simply lifted the orders and shrugged. "You've heard about these, haven't you?"

She nodded. "Y-yes," she stammered.

"I assune it's all over the base, then?"

"Pretty much—at |east anong those of us who really care for you."

"Fi gures. Thanks."

"What are you going to do, WIf?" she asked suddenly.

"Pretty easy question, at least for the imrediate future," | said nunbly. "I'm going back to
Aval on to face a courts-martial that 1'mnot allowed to win."

"I know," she replied as a tear rolled down her cheek. "And after that?"

"Your guess is as good as mne," | said. "I suppose |I'll burn that bridge when | cone to it."

She laughed a little. "WIf Brim" she said, "you will always be inpossible, won't you?"

Felt nyself smile again. "As long as | can nanage it," | said. Then, "Wen can | see you?"

"Now, " she said. "Hurry."

"\Where?" | asked.

"I don't particularly care,” she said. "We'll find soneplace. The only thing that's inportant
is that we be together every nonment the gods give us."

At that nmonment, | couldn't think of anything in the entire Universe to refute her words....

* * *

A Standard Week later, 1'd tied up all the loose ends | was going to tie—except C audia, that

is, but that particular |oose end wasn't ever going to tie neatly, not in ny lifetime, at |east.
I'"d turned everything on the base over to Wllians, after which a little pressure on Drummond got
the man pronoted to flag rank as well as naned "Tenporary" Base Comander... until such tine as
the lynch nob they'd rigged for ne in Avalon could do its dirty work. After that he'd take over
officially. OGther than d audi a, Barbousse had posed the biggest problem He'd been so angry that
he'd actually subnmitted his resignation fromthe Fleet until Drummond had it quietly squel ched,
and I'd had tinme to reason with the man.

For me, however, it was all over but the shouting, as they say. Tonmorrow norning, Ji mPayne
and his Type 327—he conpl ai ned he was beginning to feel rather like a jitney driver—aould take ne
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to Aval on where, followi ng a short period of profound unpl easantness, | would be handed a new,

well different, life. I'd managed to avoid a farewel |l banquet tentatively schedul ed for tonight by
i nvoki ng the "tenporary" nature of ny orders, even though everyone knew it was only a ruse.
Sonehow, the thought of all those people trying to be cheerful would have sent nme screaming for
shelter; funerals give ne the creeps. | was going honme under a cloud fromwhich there would be no
escape, and that was bl oody that. Besides, Claudia and | had plans to spend the night together
somewhere. No anount of partying could possibly neasure up to being alone with her; besides, it
woul d be a long tine before we were afforded that kind of opportunity again. Perhaps forever....

In the late afternoon, with all but a few good-byes done with, I'd ridden nmy gravcycle here
to the GradyGroat monastery atop City Muwunt Hill. Didn't know when—er whether—'d see Atal anta
again, and the nonastery had by far the best view of the city. Below sprawed the O d Town's
di sorderly confusion of whitewashed buil di ngs dappl ed everywhere by tiny, flower-filled gardens
that were wedged into every nook and cranny. Streets here were for the npost part twisting to sone
random pattern and so narrow that the bal conies al nost touched. Al too often, though, these
peaceful , urban vistas were interrupted by burned-out, roofless buildings, abandoned and gapi ng at
the sky, streets bl ocked by piles of tunbled brick and stone. Closer to the bottom of the hill—-and
t he base—whol e bl ocks of the nore nodern districts had been |evel ed.

Sorme down there blaned ne directly for the devastation; however, not even the craven Sunmers
could have saved themfromthis particular fate. War is sinply not kind to strategically inportant
cities like Atalanta. But then, war is not particularly kind to anybody, victors or |osers alike

Here and there | caught glinpses of toylike trolley cars |aboring up—er raci ng down—the
hillside like crinmson beetles equi pped with shrieking, ear-piercing whistles that could be heard
all the way back in Avalon; I'd loved to ride themonce, in a younger life. Qut in the
har bor—+el atively qui et now a netacycle after the last ships of the |latest convoy had lifted for
Gontor—a flight of Starfuries thundered across the water at the end of |ong, white wakes, then
soared effortlessly into deep blue vault of space. Probably 1'd also spent ny |ast netacycles at
the controls of one of those, too.

I'd pushed on as far as they'd allow. Now, the war was going forward without nme. Pretty nuch
a new war, at that—+'d had a hand in naking it so. Since the fall of Fluvanna three years ago, our
old Enpire had been on the defensive—defiant, but powerless. Qur preparations at Gontor and ny
raid at Gnar'at were changing all that. Now, we were not only defiant, but for the first time, we
were about to go to an aggressive standing. Qur first offensive, the invasion of Fluvanna from
Gont or —Sapphi re—had only this norning been noved up three Standard Weeks.

And this new I nperial aggressiveness was being felt throughout our Home Gal axy. The failure
of LaKarn's Torond to bring off a secondary invasion of the Free Fluvanni an pl anet s—and our
preparations to liberate the part that had been | ost originally-had caused the League H gh Conmand
to "tenporarily" shift troops and equi pnent into occupi ed Fluvanna from acti ve canpai gns
el sewhere. A case in point: absent ground forces that had been transferred fromthe Sodeskayan
canpai gn, they were beginning to | ose ground to the defending Bears. Once this process truly
established itself, the Bears would nmeke it literally irreversible. And soon, we would | aunch our
own of fensive—a second front that, ultimately, would prove to be the beginning of the end for
Triannic and his jackbooted m nions...

For me, however, the war was over. |'d carried out nmy orders the best | coul d—Rot perfectly
every tinme, but always to the very best of ny abilities. And, I'd survived, when others with the
same skills but less luck, had not. |1'd been to the heights, nade a difference when | was abl e,
and taken nmy wounds with the rest, when it came to that. Sonehow, it hadn't been enough. I'd soon
be sacrificed to the gods of politics, wealth, and power—en ny own side! Ch, anyone who cared to
learn the truth woul d know what really happened. But in the |larger scope of things, ny passing
would be little nore than a ripple on a breezy |lake. My courts-martial would be discussed for a
day or two in the Oficer's dubs, then quickly forgotten in the sweep of total galactic war—and
our comng triunph over the League. But no natter what nmy subsequent fate, | knew | would al ways
feel a trenendous pride for what |1'd done to help bring that victory about—and be prouder still of
serving with the men and wonen of the Inperial Fleet.

Epi | ogue
11 Decad, 52014
| mperial Fleet base, Atal anta, Hador-Haelic

| was seated next to Jim Payne at the co-Helnsman's console of his Type 327 as we taxied
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through Atlanta's underground hangar toward the open doors and the harbor beyond. On either side
of the canal, Starfuries and Basilisks were lined up smartly as if they were on inspection—which
assunmed they' d been, shortly before we departed. Crews and nmi nt enance peopl e stood in neat
formati ons next to each ship, waving as we passed. Behind us—n spite of ny requests for an

i nconspi cuous departure—the underground wharf had been cramred by people: d audia, Barbousse,
Wllians, Cottshall, LaSalle, Tonpkins, Russo, and so many of the others who'd nmade my brief stay
in Atalanta enornously worthwhile froma personal point of view 1'd run out of words early that
nmor ni ng when Cl audia and | parted outside the tiny roomwe' d shared during our |ast night
together. So at the land side of the brow, 1'd sinply paused, turned to the silent throng, and
saluted in silence, grinding ny teeth to stifle an outburst of enotion that would have shaned ne
for the remainder of my life. Then, I'd turned on ny heel and marched into the ship

Once past the arnored doors, we were joined by a whole squadron of Starfuries: sixteen ships
in an arrowhead formation with our Type 327 at the tip, escorting us out to the w ndy harbor
hurling clouds of spray that glistened on their flanks in Hador's gleam and started the probl ens
with my tear ducts again. Not nmany objects made by the hand of man are as beautiful as a Starfury.
After what seened |ike a thousand years, we turned onto the takeoff vector and began to skim al ong
the surface as if our nine starships were joined by hullnetal cables. Mnents later, we were
ai rborne, streaking alnost vertically for outer space as | glued ny face to the Hyperscreens for a
| ast glinpse behind our tail of the city—and a | ot of people—+'d grown to |ove. Enbarrassed, Payne
turned his head the other way until we reached the bl ackness of space and the Starfuries had
turned back for home.

After he'd politely allowed ne enough tinme to conpose nyself, Payne turned in his seat with a
| arge envel ope in his hand—and not just any old envelope. |I'd sonetines flow m ssions before the
war, carrying nessengers who bore purple envelopes |ike this—special ones enbellished by a w de
crimson ribbon and sealed with Onrad's personal crest. "General Drummond and a Royal Courier
delivered this just before | took off in Avalon," Payne expl ained, handling the envelope as if it
were still in Onrad's possession. "The General ordered me to wait till after we were in space
before giving this to you."

"Er, thanks," | stammered in surprise. From Onrad—ow what ? Shaki ng ny head, | took the
envel ope and placed it on ny lap, then stared out the Hyperscreens at the flow ng spacenan's
tunnel until | no longer felt like throwing it across the flight bridge. Finally, | placed ny
thunb and forefinger on the sensors outlined just below the seal. The logic took its own sweet
time thoroughly verifying nmy fingerprints, but at last the seal split in tw with a quiet tink—the
ki nd you get when you break a thin crystal pane. Inside the envel ope was a single sheet of..
well, it felt like—+t was—parchnment when | drew it out, with real pen-and-ink witing on its
surface. At the bottomwas nore ribbon and three nore seals, real ones in old-fashioned wax, |ike
the ones that royalty use when signing inportant docunents |like treaties.

I nperial Proclamati on and Decr ee.

Know ye by these presents that |, Onrad the Fifth, Grand Gal actic Enmperor, Prince of the Reggio
Star Custer, and R ghtful Protector of the Heavens do make and seal this proclamation by al
powers and endownents vested in ne at ny coronation. Fromthis day onward, Qur |oyal subject, WIf
Ansor Brim will be known throughout all the civilized Universe as Lord Brim 1st Duke of Grayson.
Wth this title, | also assign, from Royal Land Hol di ngs, the five habitable planets and two
nonhabi t abl e pl anets of the star Gayson, and all properties, mnerals, rents, |eases, and incone
pertaining fromthemto his sole ownership. Decreed this first Standard Day of Decad in the

St andard I nperial Year 52014.

Onrad V

Attached to the surface of the proclanmation was a sinple yellow stick-on note with the
following scrawled on it in ink:

Brim

Perhaps this title |I have created will nake the necessary enduring of an unfair courts-martial —and
all the attendant unpl easantness—ore pal atable. Be assured the undeserved bl ack mark on your name
wi |l someday be renobved. That | guarantee personally.

By the by, ny friend and subject, in case you perceive this is the end of the war for you, don't.
Your next assignment will come directly fromnme, and believe nme, it will curl your ears.
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Onr ad

Handy Reference to
I mperial Units
of Measurenents

Prepared for visitors to the Home Gal axy
by

THE GALACTI C ALMANAC

( AND HANDY ENCYCLOPEDI A)

Dat es:

The Standard | nperial Cal endar in use throughout nost of the Home Gal axy is based upon the

Aval oni an | ocal cal endar and consi sts of four-hundred-clay years, divided into ten nonths: Unad,

D ad, Triad, Tetrad, Pentad, Hexad, Heptad, Octad, Nonad, and Decad, each with forty days, grouped
into four, ten-day weeks. Dates are expressed either as <day>/<year>, as in 131/52013, or
<day><mont h>, <year>, as in 11 Triad, 52013.

Units of Tine Measurenent:

St andar d Mul tiple Hi storic

Aick = 1.5 x human eye blink
Cycle = 50 clicks

Met acycl e = 50 Cycles

Time of Day Measurenent:

Ti me of day throughout the Honme Gal axy is based upon the Aval onian |ocal day and is fixed by six,
four-metacycle "Watches:" Dawn, Morning, Brightness, Evening, Twilight, and N ght. These are
adjusted to local time, whenever possible; however, where local rotation tine is either too short
or too long, partial or nmultiple Standard Days are inplenented. Tine of day is normally witten
as: <watch initial> <netacycl e>: <cycle>:<click> truncated as desired. Exanple: D:3:45 or B:00: 15.
Verbally, time of day is expressed by speaking the watch nane foll owed optionally by, "plus" and a
one-, two-, or three-netacycle offset toward the next watch. This may optionally be followed by,
"and" with a one-, to forty-nine-cycle offset toward the next watch. Exanples: Dawn plus one and
twenty-five, Evening and forty, Twilight plus three. In casual speech, the use of "and a half

i ndi cates twenty-five cycles past a netacycle, as in, "Dawn and a half," or "Dawn plus three and a
hal f."

One Standard Day anywhere in the galaxy is based on the six-watch Aval oni an Day.
One Standard Week is ten Aval oni an Days.

O her units of neasurenent:

nmi One-t housandth of an iral

t humb - One-tenth the length of a human foot
(see bel ow).

iral = derived from anci ent neasurenents of
an "average" hunman foot.

c'lenyt = 5,500 irals.

mlston = mass of approxinmately one Standard

M1l Stone (see |nperial Miseum
Aval on).

Surface Directions:
Li ghtward = Faci ng planetary rotation
Ni ghtward = Opposite direction fromplanetary rotation
Boreal = Left-hand pl anetary pole, facing Lightward.
Austral = Right-hand planetary pole, facing Lightward.

Bearings in Space:
Beari ngs are based on a four-hundred-degree circle with the zero-degree mark at the nose of the

file:/lIG|/rah/Bill%20Baldwin/Baldwin,%20Bill...0The%20Helmsman%2007%20-%20The%20Defiance.txt (128 of 129) [1/31/2004 1:15:34 AM]



file:///G)/rah/Bill%20Bal dwin/Bal dwin,%20Bill%20-%20The%20Hel msman%2007%20-%20T he%20Defiance.txt

star-ship, also known as "Red." OQther "color" points are Orange (approx 66.6 degrees), Yell ow
(approx. 133.2 degrees), Green (approx. 199.8 degrees), Blue (approx. 266.4 degrees) and Purple
(330 degrees). Bearings are expressed in relation to the ship and generally followed by the words
"apex" or "nadir" to indicate "high" or "low' in relation to orientation with the ship's internal
gravity system

A starship approaching from 330 degrees "high" would be on a relative bearing of "blue apex." A
starshi p approaching "low' from 390 degrees would be on a relative bearing of "red red purple
nadir."

Bl LL BALDWN, the author of The Hel msman series, is a graduate of the Mercerburg Acadeny and the
University of Pittsburgh, where he earned a B.A in journalismand a Masters of Letters degree. He
served in the U S. Air Force at Cape Canaveral supporting Project Mercury. He al so managed
astronaut public relations during the Genmini and early Apollo prograns. He has worked as a
comput er progranmer for Burroughs Corporation (now UNI SYS) and Xerox Corporation. Bill lives in
Dal l as, Texas with his wife Pat and two cats.

Scan/ Proof notes: This ebook version is different than the Printed version. The nunber of spelling
errors and gramar errors that were in the printed version have been corrected if they were easily
spotted. In the printed version, prologue, there is an area stating sixteen starfuries a couple
times around where it says sonething about eight with disabl ed weapons and four with only half
weapons active. Errors like this | have corrected along with the spelling errors.

I hope you have enjoyed this ebook and the other six ebookz in this series. Please be sure to buy
themin paper back if you can so Baldwin will hopefully wite the next one in the series.

May 16, 2002
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