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  CHAPTER ONE


  The interrogator's lip curled in a contemptuous snarl. "The traitor is silent. He cannot even speak in his own defense! This is not a highborn lord of Kilrah; this is a carrion-eater!"


  Standing before the interrogator, Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas stared bleakly at his enemy. A green haze fogged Ralgha's eyes, the mist of rage. He fought to contain it, forcing his fur to lie flat, his ears to remain erect, his eyes to remain wide open and without visible guile. He won the battle with his instincts and emotions, as he had won the eight eights of similar battles during the past few hours. His vision came clear again, and the urge to tear out the throats of his enemies—any enemies—subsided. He knew from the posture of the burly guards watching him that he had not betrayed himself by so much as a tail-twitch.


  He could not falter, could not show fear, even for an instant. In this test of loyalties, any sign of weakness would be instant proof of treason… a true Kilrathi would be upheld and strengthened by his Honor, impervious to pain or fear. No torture would break him, no threats would touch his spirit. If Ralgha showed no fear, if he remained calm and steadfast throughout this ordeal, then he could not be a traitor.


  So does age and experience deceive youth and vigor.


  Had he been in charge of this interrogation, he would have had his captive wired and monitored. Perhaps he should be glad that someone like him was not in charge. But blood would tell, and breeding; that was a truism. Breeding would carry him through this. He had to believe that.


  A whisper of sound from the shadow-shrouded figure seated at the end of the room. "Can he be trusted, Kalrahr?"


  Ralgha nar Hhallas stiffened to attention, the hair of his ruff and spine rising despite his efforts to make it lie flat, uncertain whether he was going to survive the next few moments. He had seen this shadowy room before, and had walked through the carved stone corridors of Imperial Intelligence Headquarters on Ghorah Khar many times, but always as Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas, commanding officer of the Ras Nik'hra, a Fralthi-class cruiser that had fought in many battles for the glory of the Emperor of Kilrah.


  Now, for the first time, he saw these walls through other eyes… as a prisoner. An interesting experience—if he lived through it.


  Ralgha had stood in the center of this room for over five hours now, answering every question placed to him, patiently managing to keep his temper despite the taunts of the interrogators. That was their job, after all; to make him lose his temper, to prove that he was a traitor by angry word or action. They dared not lay paw to him; he was too high of rank for lerkrath, interrogation by drugs, or halkrath, interrogation by torture. Only the Emperor himself could decree questioning a Thrak'hra lord by needle or knife. But they could deliberately try to provoke him, to invoke the killing-rage that lay close to the surface of every Kilrathi's mind—and if he lost control even for an instant, if he neglected to remain in the military-submissive posture, if he forgot that he was, temporarily, the lowest-ranked Kilrathi in the room, he would prove that he was a traitor. Even now, the two burly Imperial guards watched him carefully, in case he should try to make any kind of movement—either to escape or harm Jahkai, the Kalrahr of Imperial Security, or to make an attempt on the life of the other, even more important Kilrathi in this room, the one seated in the shadows.


  Jahkai was watching him with eyes narrowed to slits with his concentration. As well he might. There was more to this than the questioning of a possible traitor; more than a conflict between two male Kilrathi. Ralgha had hated Jahkai since they had first met years ago.


  The lowborn brute had pretended to noble airs at a troop review, bringing shame on the highborn present, that he had dared to imitate his betters. And there was no hiding the fact that Jahkai was lowborn; one merely had to look at him, and see the mottled, mingled colors of his coarse fur marking him as Kilra'hra, a commoner. So very unlike Ralgha's own sleek pelt, bright with the colors and sharply distinct patterns of one of the highest-born families in the Empire. Even the blunt shape of Jahkai's muzzle, the flatness of his head, and the blunted teeth of one who was not a hunter showed his lowborn breeding.


  Ralgha had repaid that shame by shaming Jahkai in his turn, making a mockery of him, then laughing in his face, not realizing then that Jahkai was Kalrahr of Imperial Security for the entire planetary system of Ghorah Khar…


  Now the situation was very different. A word from Jahkai could condemn Ralgha to death, lowborn or not. If the other Kilrathi in this room decided that the word was justified. It had all come down to this; the word of an enemy, the record of his achievements, and the judgment of a superior.


  This was the most dangerous moment of his life. Nothing else had ever put him into such peril, not even during the battle against the humans for the Vega Sector.


  He remembered that conflict with a small warmth of pride, pride he cherished against the anger that sought to consume him. He con-centrated on his memories of the hours of maneuvering against the Terran ship, waves of fighter assaults, culminating in the glorious explosion of the Waterloo-class ship, the blossoming fireball and drifting debris. The ship had been named the Leningrad, he had learned later, and over five hundred humans had died when it had been destroyed. Five hundred enemies. Five hundred gifts to Sivar, the War God.


  He remembered one moment of fear in that battle, seeing a tiny Terran fighter diving toward his ship, knowing that half of their forward cannons were disabled and there was nothing he or his crew could do to stop it…


  … then the wing of Imperial Jalthi fighters had banked in sharply and destroyed the human ship with a well-aimed volley.


  Now Ralgha felt that same paralyzing fear, watching his fete being decided before him, and knowing that there was nothing he could do about it at all.


  Again, the purring whisper. "I am waiting for your answer, Jahkai."


  Kalrahr Jahkai turned and spoke to the shadowed figure seated in the corner of the room. "My lord, I cannot say. In five hours, we have neither seen nor heard a single hint of treason from Lord Ralgha. But…"


  Ralgha stood silently, muscles locked in the rigidity of submissive fear, and wished with all his heart that he was back in the battle for the Vega Sector, commanding the crew of the Ras Nik'hra against the Terran fleet. At least then, he had an obvious opponent to fight. Not this shadow-war of loyalties and treason, where a single gesture could result in his immediate death. They would not even grant him the honor of death in combat… he could die in this room, shot like a coward or a prisoner of war, and no one would ever know…


  "Enough." The tall Kilrathi rose from his chair in the corner of the room, striding forward to face Ralgha. Prince Thrakhath, Heir to the Throne of Kilrah, stared into his eyes, thoughtful and calculating. Gold rings glistened in Thrakhath's ears, bright against his red-brown fur and his red cloak. The spicy musk of one who dallied often with females wafted to Ralgha's nostrils, but Ralgha refused to be distracted by it. "Tell me, Ralgha… who do you serve?"


  "The glory of the Emperor and the Empire of Kilrah," Ralgha said, stiffly. "I am yours to command, my Prince."


  "Yes." The Prince spoke quietly, his voice low and resonant in the small room. "I believe you are, Ralgha. You will do well." The Prince turned to the intelligence officer. "Enough of this farce, Jahkai. I had suspected a personal animosity when you brought me your suspicions; now I am certain of it. We are finished here. I will return to K'Tithrak Mang tonight. You will give up this grudge of yours. And to ensure that there will be no repetition of this—scene—I require that you bring me concrete proof of deceit before you make any further accusations."


  Jahkai flattened his ears and lowered his muzzle submissively; his tail dragged on the ground, completely limp. Though his eyes were still full of hate when he looked at Ralgha, the Thrak'hra lord was certain that he would not dare disobey the Prince's orders. He held his rank on sufferance alone, and many hated him. They would be glad to see him fall.


  The Prince glared down at Jahkai. "The Lord Ralgha may return to his usual duties." The Prince glanced at Ralgha. "What are your standing orders, Lord Ralgha?"


  Ralgha brought his head up, at full attention. "My ship leaves for the N'Tanya System tonight, my lord," Ralgha said. "We are to join the strike force departing for the Terran frontier."


  The Prince nodded. "You will bring honor to your hrai, I am certain of it. Fight well, Ralgha."


  "My lord." Ralgha bowed his head, his tail curled down in a gesture of respect and submission; careful not to spoil his show of appropriate behavior by displaying the shock the Prince's last statement had given him. He cannot know, Ralgha thought. All of my hrai, down to my littlest sibling… dead now, these last five years. I have no family now, no way to share the honors I have won in combat. No one, nothing worth living for…


  My only joy has been fighting the humans. Killing as many of them as I can, for the glory of the Empire. Taunting them in battle, ignoring them as they call us "kitten" or "cat"… I wonder what a cat is?… and then rejoicing in my victory, hearing their death-screams. Winning honor for my hrai,for my family name.


  Now that is meaningless. Without my hrai...


  Prince Thrakhath nodded once to Jahkai, and left the room. Ralgha began to follow him, but was stopped by a guard's claws on shoulder.


  "You may not leave yet, Ralgha," Jahkai hissed in a low voice.


  Had the lowborn learned nothing? If Ralgha had been younger, more given to impulse, Jahkai would have been dead at that moment. The chemicals of anger and fear still sang in his blood, and made his ears ring. "I am not one of your hirelings, Jahkai, or a human slave. Do not presume to give me orders. I am a lord of the Empire. Hinder me, and…" Ralgha smiled, showing teeth. "And I will rip out your throat, Kilra'hra scum."


  "Fine words from a suspected traitor," Jahkai spat.


  "Dangerous words from a low-born Kilrathi. Now that the Prince has cleared me of suspicion, you might wish to remember that I outrank you, fool." He narrowed his eyes, and allowed his neck-ruff to rise. "You are too unworthy to challenge. Would you like to spend some time in your own stockade? It is not very comfortable, as I have learned in these last days."


  Jahkai gestured sharply, and the guards stepped back. Ralgha smiled again, the full smile of the victor, all fangs exposed, and walked into the hallway. A few moments later, he was out in the street, breathing deeply of the clean air. He had been locked in a dark, damp cell for ten days, and in that time had not seen the warm sunlight on the leaves of the birha trees. They were blossoming now, large red flowers filling the air with a sweet scent. This street was lined with the trees, a sharp contrast to the stone buildings and grey-paved streets, the white-capped mountains overlooking the Old City. It reminded him of home, of his native planet of Hhallas, where he had lived his childhood, before spending his years in officer's training on Kilrah. Many Kilrathi said they admired the metallic splendor of Kilrah, the silver walls and tall towers of the Imperial planet. Not Ralgha… even after all these years he still yearned for the wild mountains and untamed wilderness of his home planet.


  The sun was setting behind the icy peaks, bright against the snow. Ralgha began to walk quickly. There was not much time left, before he had to board his ship and order his crew for their departure.


  He walked through the winding streets, stepping over an unconscious Kilra'hra that was thoroughly intoxicated on arakh leaves, walking past a group of slaves laboring in the street. At the next street, he turned into the open market, smelling the rich scents of fresh meat and fish displayed on carts and tables. The market was not too crowded at this hour, as the shopkeepers and carters had already sold most of their wares.


  A young female human, with very short dark head-fur and dressed in a plain brown shift decorated with the sigil of Sivar, looked up at Ralgha for a long moment as he strode past. A slave of the Priestesses of the Warrior-God, he guessed. He glanced back at the next corner, to see her only a few feet behind him. Following him, yes. He walked down the street, pausing in a doorway to let the female catch up with him. "What do you want, girl?" he asked gruffly.


  "Eight eights of pardons, my lord," the girl said in heavily-accented Kilrathi. "Lady Hassa would speak with you, my lord. If you would please to follow me, I will take you to her now."


  He nodded and followed her down the shadowed street. She moved with surprising grace, for a human. Ralgha had not had much experience with humans, except for a few slaves and, of course, captured enemy pilots, and those only for a few moments before they were taken away by Imperial Intelligence. He had heard many strange things about humans. The oddest was that the Terrans actually chose their leaders, like one would choose a fine cut of meat in the market. Just the thought of a leader chosen by his followers made Ralgha's tail twitch. Though what he did now, that was perilously close to what the humans did… selecting a leader.


  As he had expected, the girl was leading him to the local Temple of Sivar, an amphitheater set into the side of the mountain. He followed her down the stone steps, to where a tall Kilrathi woman, wearing the ceremonial cloak of a Priestess of Sivar, awaited him.


  "Ralgha." Hassa moved toward him. In a gesture that he remembered from their childhood on Hhallas, she ran her claws through his mane, smoothing down the thick fur. "You are well?"


  He twitched his shoulders, deprecatingly. "As well as can be expected. They questioned me for days, Hassa."


  Hassa nodded and turned to the slavegirl. "Esther, go fetch drink and arakh leaves for Lord Ralgha. Go now, quickly."


  The human girl bowed and ran up the steps.


  "You may speak freely now, my lord." Hassa sat on a stone bench. "What happened in there?"


  Ralgha sat beside her, looking down at the plain grey stone. Too like the plain gray stone of his cell. "It was difficult, but not as bad as I thought it might be. Questions, day and night. They often would not allow me to sleep, but otherwise did not harm me."


  "I was very worried, when I heard that you had been arrested." Hassa's eyes were dark and unreadable, all pupil. "We were afraid that you would reveal what you know of the rebellion."


  He bristled at the implication of weakness. "Never! Even if they had tortured me, I would have revealed nothing!"


  "So they set you free." Hassa's claws extended and retracted nervously. "They set you free… why?"


  In a way, that puzzled him too. "I assume, because they could not find anything, nor trick me into giving them information. Because they believe that I am loyal to the Emperor. Because I am Thrak'hra, and a decorated ship's captain. Prince Thrakhath himself attended my final interrogation, and ordered them to release me."


  "I see." Hassa was silent for a long moment, and then spoke. "The Council met last night, Ralgha, while we were still uncertain as to your fate. They decided that if you survived the interrogation, they would have a task for you."


  He flushed with the heat of excitement; his fur itched. After all this time—they had something they wanted him to do.


  "We must gain help for this rebellion against the Emperor, if it is to succeed," she continued. "You will be our envoy, our ambassador… you will go to the humans and demand their assistance for us. We will be their allies, but they must send us troops, weapons, starships. You will surrender your ship, the Ras Nik'hra, to them as a gesture of good faith."


  "Surrender… my ship?" Ralgha stared at her, so stunned with shock, he felt like a tiny merdha must, when the teeth of the hunter met in its neck. "Give it to the humans? My ship? How can you ask this of me?"


  Hassa's face was fiercely adamant; he knew there would be no moving her. Though she cared for him as an old friend and beloved, the rebellion was something like an offspring to her. As a mother would abandon mate to fight for the life of a cub, she would give all to her cause. "You must! If you do not, Ralgha nar Hhallas, you are an oathbreaker. You swore an oath to the Council that you would aid us in overthrowing the Emperor… can you be forsworn now?"


  He shook his head. "But the humans would destroy us on sight—"


  She cut him off with a gesture. "We have communicated with the Terrans… there will be a ship waiting for you in the Firekka System, the Tiger's


  Claw. You will give the Ras Nik'hra to them, and tell them of our rebellion."


  Silence hung between them for a long time, as Ralgha fought his emotions again, and considered what she had said in as dispassionate a light as he could manage under the circumstances. "I will do this," Ralgha said slowly. "I must. I will not be forsworn. But I know what it means… I will never be able to return. I will never see you, or my home of Hhallas again." He looked up at the mountain above them, the first stars beginning to appear in the night sky. "Sometimes I wonder if we should ever have left our planet, Hassa. We were so happy there as children, we could have stayed there… perhaps I should have claimed you as my mate and bearer of my children when I had the chance. Years ago, before politics and soldiering claimed my life, and the Lord Sivar claimed yours."


  Hassa touched his face hesitantly. "Do you think we would have been happy, Ralgha? Living out our lives in the mountains of Hhallas? A life without honor, without a future? I think not. Better to burn brightly, if only for a short time, than never to have truly lived at all. I have no regrets." She glanced up at the entrance of the amphitheater. "Where is that human child? She only had to cross the street to the house, not run across the entire city!"


  Hassa climbed the steps, looking out into the street. She turned back to Ralgha, too slowly to be casual, and walked down to where he waited.


  "There are Imperial soldiers outside my house," she said quietly. "Ralgha, you must go. They will doubtless search here next, when they realize I am not in my home. Something must have gone wrong."


  Fear for her, and anger, made his voice into a growl; his claws extended, and his neck-ruff rose. "But what of you, Hassa?"


  She raised head and tail proudly. "I am a priestess of Sivar, sworn to his glory. I will not run away or hide, there is no honor or courage in that." She touched the ritual knife sheathed at her belt. "If they come for me, I will be ready."


  He could say nothing; his instinct urged him to stay and fight at her side; his duty told him to go.


  She gave him a long, searching look, as if trying to memorize his face. "Go now, and quickly. Deliver our message and your ship to the humans, Ralgha." She pointed to the other exit of the amphitheater, a small doorway that led into the twisting warren of the streets of the Old City. A moment more, as conflicting urges warred within him, then duty won. He turned to go.


  The door opened on silent hinges, and Ralgha slipped through. Beyond the vine-covered alcove, the street was deserted. Ralgha strode away from the amphitheater as a squad of soldiers, dressed in uniforms with the black sigil of Imperial Security, marched past him toward the main entrance to the Temple of Sivar.


  Ralgha walked quickly through the darkened streets, never once looking back.


  On the bridge of the Ras Nik'hra, Kirha checked the weapons list one more time. "More heat-seeking missiles," he said, tapping his claw on the offending item. "At least twice as many heat-seeking missiles. Do you want our pilots to run out of missiles when they're flying against the humans?"


  Did you think I was so young and inexperienced that I would overlook that mistake? Kirha thought with contempt. No, I have studied with the finest officer in the Emperor's service, and Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas would never let his pilots go into combat with less than the ordnance they require. "Attend to this immediately," Kirha said aloud.


  The Ordnance Officer bowed to him, walking away. "And do it quickly, we are supposed to depart within the hour!" Kirha called after him, putting an edge of anger into his voice. The officer doubled his pace as he hurried off the bridge.


  Kirha subvocalized a growl, and prowled the bridge. "Has anyone seen Lord Ralgha?" Kirha asked the under-officers taking their places and making their pre-flight checks. "He should have been here by now."


  The Pilot Officer bared his teeth as Kirha moved past him. "Perhaps they haven't let him out of prison yet," he said, a hint of something Kirha could not read in his voice.


  Kirha spun, his claws at the Pilot Officer's throat before the other officer could react. He could feel the other's pulse beneath his pad-tips, beating very quickly. "Do not speak so of Lord Ralgha, if you expect to survive this expedition," Kirha hissed. "He has been mistakenly accused; he will be acquitted of this false stain upon his honor. He will be here in time. I know he will." He released the officer's throat, leaving several welling points of bright red blood on the other Kilrathi's brown fur. "Attend to your duties, officer."


  "Of course, sir." The Pilot Officer bowed, rather unsteadily, and turned back to his computer console for his pre-flight checks.


  Where is Lord Ralgha? Kirha asked himself, his stomach stretched tight and hard with tension, looking around at the flurry of activity aboard the crowded bridge. He must be here soon, he must...


  The lift doors opened, and Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas strode onto the bridge, his cloak fluttering behind him. Immediately, Kirha felt his stomach relax. The commanding officer was here; all was well. The world was now proceeding as it should.


  "Khantahr on the bridge!" Kirha called, and immediately knelt before his superior officer. The other officers knelt as well, as Ralgha surveyed the bridge. "Who is the new Pilot Officer?" Lord Ralgha asked Kirha.


  "Drakj'khai nar Ghorah Khar, my lord," Kirha said quietly. The other officers stood and returned to their duties, but the Pilot Officer still knelt before the Khantahr. "He replaces Rakti, who still has not recovered completely from his honorable wounds received when fighting the humans in the Vega Sector."


  "Are you oathsworn to another Khantahr, Drakj'khai?" Lord Ralgha inquired mildly.


  The Pilot Officer looked up at Lord Ralgha, and there was mingled fear and respect in his expression and posture. Kirha was pleased. The Thrak'hra lord was an imposing enough Kilrathi to demand anyone's respect. "My previous kalrahr released me from my oath when I was transferred to the Ras Nik'hra, my lord."


  "Swear fealty to me now," the lord said, pointedly ignoring the spots of blood on the Pilot Officer's throat.


  Kirha stood at attention as the Ghorah Kharran spoke the ceremonial words, binding his life to that of his lord. A small thread of blood trickled down Drakj'khai's neck as he recited the ritual speech and completed it by baring his throat to the Thrak'hra's claws. Ralgha's claw-tips rested lightly on the blood-spots where Kirha's claws had been; then he let the Pilot Officer rise.


  "I accept your oath," Ralgha said, and turned to Kirha. "Your report, Kirha?"


  "The seventh engine has failed its preliminary testing. The technicians are working on that now," Kirha recited. "We are awaiting a complete shipment of heat-seeking missiles; the shipment we received is only half of what we need. Two of the crew are not yet aboard the ship and Security has been unable to find them in the Old City."


  Lord Ralgha nodded. "Send a message to Security that if our missing crewmen do not appear by our departure time, they are to be housed in detention until our return. Also, tell the Navigation Officer to make certain that we have the most current starmaps for the Firekka System before we depart."


  Firekka?


  "But, sir—" Kirha began, as Lord Ralgha walked to the lift.


  Ralgha spoke over his shoulder." I will be inspecting the ship for the next hour. You have my comlink number if you need to consult with me about anything, Kirha."


  We are not supposed to go to Firekka!


  "Sir—"


  Ralgha did not even slow his steps.


  Kirha glanced around the crowded bridge, knowing that he still had tasks to complete here, but… he had to know. He ducked around two technicians working on the weapons control console, leaping into the lift with Lord Ralgha just before the doors closed. The lift silently descended toward the Launch Bays.


  "What is it, little cub?" Ralgha asked, a hint of amusement in his voice. "Do you wish to inspect the ship as well?"


  "My lord." Kirha bowed before him, his hands raised with claws retracted. "I would not question your orders, but… are we not to depart for the N'Tanya System, not Firekka? I saw our orders as they came in from K'Tithrak Mang… why do we need starmaps for the Firekka System?"


  Ralgha leaned against the wall of the lift. He looked very tired, Kirha thought. "Kirha, our… our orders have been changed. Tonight we leave for Firekka."


  "But those orders did not arrive with the Imperial courier, my lord. How did we receive these new orders?" Kirha asked hesitantly.


  Lord Ralgha reached out and pulled the switch that locked the lift in mid-transit. Kirha froze as it hissed to a halt. "Kirha… I must have one person that I can speak freely with aboard this ship. I have always trusted you. Can I trust you now?"


  Kirha looked at him, completely bewildered by the strange words, then knelt before him, raising his chin to present his throat. "I am oathsworn to you, my lord. My life is yours. Do you not remember the day that my father delivered me to your service? I was only a tiny cub, but that day will always burn brightly in my memory. My family has served your hrai for over ten generations; I serve you now, as my offspring will serve as well. You can trust me with your life and your honor, my lord." He rose to his feet, standing at attention before his lord.


  Lord Ralgha considered that for a moment before speaking. "You are correct, Kirha, our orders are to report to the Fleet Kalrahr in the N'Tanya System, to join with a strike force departing for Deneb Sector. But my honor requires that we go to the Firekka System."


  Kirha tried not to look like a lowborn country-cub, with his jaw gaping in shock at everything he saw. But it was hard not to gape, with mingled surprise and confusion. "But why, sir?"


  Ralgha huffed out a sigh. It sounded melancholy. Kirha had never heard his lord sound melancholy before. "What do you know of my hrai, Kirha?"


  Kirha looked at him uncertainly. "All of your hrai were killed on that ship on Hhallas, several years ago. Most of my family, their retainers, died that day as well. Only you survived, as you were fighting the humans at the time. I would have died as well, if I had been aboard that ship rather than defending the estates from the humans."


  But he knows all this—


  "Why did they die?" Ralgha continued, inexorably, although Kirha thought that he detected pain in his lord's voice now, a pain that he shared. He did not want to think of this. He did not want to remember it.


  But his lord demanded it of him.


  "It was… it was an accident." he said with difficulty, his voice low and hoarse. "The local kalrahr thought it was one of the human ships, and fired on the ship before confirming the identification code. But you know this, my lord!" he said, with growing desperation. "Why do you ask me of it now?"


  But Ralgha was not through. "And what did you feel, cubling," he asked, in a voice flat and dull, "when you learned of the accident?"


  Kirha clenched his fists, remembering the rage he had felt that day, the rage that still chilled him inside. "I wanted to kill humans. It was because of the humans that everyone of your hrai died, that my parents and siblings were killed as well. That was when I asked you to take me with you, to serve you here aboard the Ras Nik'hra, to let me fight against the humans."


  "And was there any honor in my hrai's deaths?" his lord said quietly.


  Kirha stared at him, as if he had suddenly turned into an alien creature. No honor? But—


  "I will tell you what you do not know," Ralgha continued. "The humans attacked Hhallas in retaliation for our destruction of several of their colonies, which we attacked after some failed battle, trying to capture more human territory…" His voice trailed off, and he shook his shoulders, sadly. "Can you not see it, Kirha? The futility of it all? There was no honor in the deaths of my hrai, or your family. They were nothing more than game pieces, and they meant nothing to the players of either side. Their deaths served no purpose, Kirha."


  Kirha felt as if he was balancing on the edge of a void, his lord's words battering against all that he had believed in. His claws extended, as if to keep him from felling into the lightless depths.


  "The humans are the first alien race we have encountered that we have not conquered outright," Ralgha continued. "We have fought against them for many years now, and there is no end to this war in sight. And all that we do—all—is to trade conquered territories. We are no closer to winning this war than we were when we began it."


  Kirha shook his head, trying to understand, and feeling his stomach tense again with unhappiness. "But the humans are inferior to us, a prey-species! We have not won this war yet, but Kilrah will be triumphant! You know that we will conquer them eventually!"


  "Will we?" Ralgha bared his teeth, and Kirha drew back at the burning look in his Khantahr's eyes. "What if we cannot? How many lives have we spent in this war, with no true victory? We win a system, and lose another. What do we gain by this? And what does it cost us, this exercise in futility?"


  "But we must fight them!" Kirha protested. "That is our destiny! What are we if we are not warriors?"


  Lord Ralgha nodded grimly. "I do not know. But it would be interesting to find out, eh?"


  "I—I don't understand, my lord." He felt very small, smaller than a cub, and as helpless as a prey-beast in a corner.


  "I doubt it will happen in your lifetime, Kirha." He paced the short width of the lift. "Only a few among our people have seen the truth, that this war is a pointless exchange of territories. There is no honor in it, or victory, because both sides will lose more than they can gain. If we could truly conquer the humans… then, perhaps, there would be glory for us. But without any hope of victory, what is the purpose of this war? There is only death. Meaningless death, with no honor or glory in it. And for what? The glory of the Emperor? That useless fool whose backside warms the Throne of Kilrah, who has not fought for decades, who does not realize the price of this war?"


  "My lord, you speak… you speak treason," Kirha said slowly, the shock of his master's words reverberating through him. "Treason against the Emperor…"


  Ralgha glanced at him. "Yes, cubling. Now you know the truth. For two years now, I have been working with the rebels on Ghorah Khar, attempting to overthrow the Empire. That is why I was arrested, though they could not prove my connection to the rebels, and that is why we now must go to the Firekka System. Where I will contact the humans and… and surrender this ship to them."


  The void had opened beneath Kirha's feet, and he fell into it. Shock held him rigid. "S-surrender the ship? My lord,.you cannot! What of yourself, and the crew?"


  "We will become prisoners of war." Ralgha's mouth tightened so that the tips of his fangs showed against the taut skin. "If they do not kill us outright. So, Kirha? Do you still obey me, cubling?"


  "You are my liege lord, and I am yours to kill or command," Kirha said automatically, finding some comfort in the ritual words. "I will always obey your orders, my lord. But I do not wish to be a prisoner of war. Let me kill myself instead." Here was a way out of his confusion, and he raised his head in hope.


  "Can you allow me this, Lord Ralgha?"


  Ralgha's lips curled back in something like a smile. "Perhaps I can find some alternative for you, Kirha. Trust me in this, I will not compromise your honor if I can. You have served me too loyally for that." He pushed the lever of the lift, which lurched back into motion, descending to the Launch Bay. "Now, you have duties to attend to, cubling. I will return shortly to the Bridge for a complete report."


  Kirha went numb, taking refuge in duty. "As you wish, my lord," he said automatically.


  The lord stepped out of the lift as the doors opened to the huge Launch Bay, the Jalthi and Dralthi fighters assembled in neat rows like soldiers for his review.


  Kirha closed his eyes and leaned against the curved wall of the lift as the doors closed again. How can my lord do this? he asked himself. How can he ask me to follow him into dishonor, and surrender to the humans?


  I am sworn to him, the last of his hrai, as he is the last of mine. I will not disobey him. He is my liege lord, and my Lord Ralgha, and I will not fail him.


  But I do not wish to surrender to the humans. I would rather die… I would rather die...


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  "I'll raise you ten," Hunter said, propping his feet up on the table and fanning himself with his hand of cards. The temperature controls in the pilots' barracks were on the fritz again, and it was just a little too warm in the room.


  Though it ought to feel just like home, he reminded himself. Hot and muggy, not a breeze in sight, with just that cozy little hint in the air of mildew and old tennis shoes. And they wonder why I smoke cigars. Home on the bilabong, mates.


  like the rest of the systems in the Confederation carrier Tiger's Claw, the cooling system was over eleven years old, and starting to show its age.


  Like all the rest of us, I guess. "How 'bout it, mate?" he asked the only remaining player.


  "Too rich for my blood," the young redheaded lieutenant said. "Folding." Lieutenant Peter "Puma" Youngblood looked like he'd bitten into something sour as he tossed his cards onto the table.


  Hunter grinned around the fat cigar in his mouth and reached for the small pile of chips. "Thank you, thank you. You're all too kind, financin' my leave." He picked up a small blue plastic chit out of the pile, a voucher for the planetary shuttle, and smiled at the young Japanese woman next to him. "Thanks for the shuttle ticket,


  Mariko," he said. "That'll be real useful for my trip downside to the planet tonight."


  Mariko sighed, and shook her shoulder-length black hair away from her neck again. "You are welcome to my seat on that shuttlecraft, Hunter. I will be on duty for the next week, now that Colonel Halcyon has changed the duty roster. I hope you have a pleasant stay on Firekka."


  "Thank you, m'dear," he said, dropping the voucher into his pocket. "I'm looking forward to it." He picked up the rest of the cards and began shuffling them with deft motions. "Anyone up for another hand of seven-card stud, or maybe five card draw?"


  Iceman shook his head and gathered up his few remaining chips. "You've already won enough of my pay for this week, Hunter."


  Lieutenant Youngblood, one of the new pilots who was visiting from the TCS Austin, the sister ship to the TCS Tiger's Claw for this mission, looked like he'd rather spit. "No thank you, Captain St. John," he said tersely, in an obvious effort to be polite, and left the room.


  My, my. Them Yanks surely can be sore losers.


  "Prickly little runt, isn't he?" Hunter observed after Youngblood slammed the barracks hatchway shut behind him.


  "He's young and doesn't like to lose," Iceman said, and came about as close to a grin as he ever did. "He reminds me of you, Hunter, when you first transferred aboard the Tiger's Claw."


  "Surprised you remember that far back, Iceman," Hunter drawled.


  "Remember?" Iceman's eyebrows rose toward his hairline. "None of us are likely to forget Lieutenant Ian St. John, callsign 'Hunter'…" He shook his head, in mock mourning. "Oh yes, I remember when you came back from your first combat mission, swearing that the Kilrathi had never even managed to get close to you, and then all of us saw all the burn marks on the side of your ship. Looked like half your engines were fried!"


  Hunter laughed. "And I've learned a lot since then… like when and how to lie!"


  "You've learned, but you haven't changed," Mariko said in her gentle way. "You are my friend, but many times I feel that I do not know you. You are always so cheerful, always looking for the next 'good time.' Sometimes I wonder if any of this really matters to you, whether anything or anyone really touches you at all."


  "What do you mean?" Hunter protested. "I risk my ass flying missions every week against the cats! That's not enough?"


  "You fly missions for the adrenaline, not because of the enemy," Iceman said quietly. "I've seen it. That's how you are, Ian, whether you admit it or not."


  "Well, enough pickin' on poor Hunter already! Let's play some cards!" Hunter put the cards, neatly shuffled, in the center of the table so that anyone could examine them if they chose. Old tradition, and no one felt the need to check for cheating. Tiger's Claw pilots didn't cheat, and with luck like Hunter had, he wouldn't have needed to anyway.


  "Not me, Ian. I'm flying patrol at oh-six-hundred tomorrow, so I need to hit the sack," Iceman said, shoving his chair away from the table, and rising to his feet. "Good night, Ian, Mariko."


  "G'night, Ice." Hunter grinned. "Thanks for the credit chips."


  "I'll even the score next week, you'll see," Ice said from the hatchway.


  "In your dreams, mate!" Hunter laughed. In the sudden quiet of the barracks, he glanced at Mariko. "So they're not lettin' you take any leave, lady? I'm surprised the Old Man is doing that to you, considerin' how well you flew in our last campaign."


  Mariko Tanaka, callsign "Spirit," smiled and shook her head. "It is my choice and by my request, Hunter. I am too distracted now to enjoy a downside leave."


  He knew why, unfortunately. Those bastard cats. First her man gets transferred away from her, and now the buggers are trying to capture the installation he was sent to, Hunter thought, wishing there was something he could do or say that would make any difference at all. Poor little Spirit, with her calm, remotely sad eyes and gentle ways… Ah, Mariko, life hasn't been fair to you at all. First your dad's death, and now this. You're like a little sister to all of us here in the fighter squadron, and a damn fine pilot… I hate to see you hurtin' like this, girl.


  "Still no word from Epsilon Station?" Hunter asked gently. He thought he saw tears forming in the beautiful young woman's eyes as she looked away for a moment; but no, those dark eyes were calm and clear, as always. She would never show her pain; that was her strength and her weakness, both.


  "The last report said that the station was still under assault, but that reinforcements were on the way," Spirit said, her voice as dispassionate as if Philip was nothing more than a casual acquaintance. "My last communication from Philip was before the Kilrathi invaded the system. I have not heard from him since."


  "Hell, your fiance is a tough guy, he'll do all right," Hunter said. "I remember arm-wrestling with him last time he visited the Claw, the bloke nearly sprained my wrist. He'll give the cats a good fight for their money, I'd wager on it. Next time you see 'im, he'll probably have a half dozen kills stenciled on his fighter!"


  "I know, but it is so difficult, not knowing what is happening there…" The dark-haired young woman managed a smile. "Better to stay here, and on duty, where I have other things to think of."


  "But some downside leave might do you good," Hunter argued. "You could go see the sights; something new, something to think about! Go see one of them Firekkan Fire-Temples or something!"


  "Maybe some of the squadron could all take leave together," Mariko suggested shyly. "Like a family. Go somewhere together…"


  "There's an idea," Hunter agreed heartily. "When we've finished playing babysitters to the Diplomatic Corps here in the Firekka System, and our Confed boys have chased those damn cats away from Epsilon Station, the entire squadron could take their leave together. Maybe we could go to Earth. Has your fiance ever seen Earth?"


  "Only once, before I was stationed here on the Tiger's Claw. I have not been home in several years now," she said hesitantly. "Sometimes—I wonder if it has changed too much. Or I have—"


  He clapped her on the shoulder, and turned it into a brotherly hug. "Then we'll do that, Mariko.


  Tell you what, we'll go visit my old homestead. I'll treat you, Phil, and the squadron to some genuine Australian hospitality… I'm sure Grandma would love to have company out on the ranch, and we could do a little scuba-diving off the Barrier Reef. Hit a concert in Sydney. Get a friend of mine to show us the Rock, when 'is tribe isn't havin' a Dreamtime shindig. And then we can catch a low-orbital flight up to Tokyo and see your family. Just so long as I don't have to eat any of that raw fish, okay?"


  "Sushi is very good food, Ian," Mariko began. "Very healthy for you, low in fat, high in minerals…"


  He shook his head and laughed. "Not for me, sweetheart! I'll take you to the best steakhouse in Sydney. Costs a week's pay, but it's worth it!"


  "Thank you, Hunter," Spirit said seriously.


  "For what?" he asked.


  "For making me think of something else. Anything else. It's been so difficult." She shook her head, as if to chase away whatever thought followed that. "So, tell me… when are you going down to the planet tonight?"


  "The nineteen-hundred flight. Should be interesting. I'm curious to see the place," he said, keeping his tone light and bantering. "Great chance, actually, seeing the newest planet to join the Terran Confederation before it gets to look like everyplace else. Shotglass was telling me about them… the natives look kinda like parakeets. Big, six-foot-tall parakeets. But I've never met any of them." Except for K'Kai, and Ineuer really saw her, she was just a voice over the comlink... a vague kind of blur on the viewscreen.


  "I have seen vids of them," Spirit said. "They look like friendly people. Do you like birds, Hunter?"


  He nodded. "I used to raise pigeons and doves back on my Grandma's ranch outside Sydney. It should be interestin'. A little excitement to liven things up." He sighed. "What a boring assignment. Honor Guard to the Diplomatic Corps… who'd have guessed they'd farm us out to this, after the Vega Campaign!"


  Mariko sighed, and played with her remaining chips. "I think they gave us this assignment so that we would have some time to recuperate from Vega and Operation Thor's Hammer. I'm sure they were concerned about the effects of that many combat missions on our crew."


  "Hey, we've all held up just fine under the stress!" he laughed.


  "All?" she asked gently.


  "Well… Except for Todd Marshall, who's completely slipped his leash, if you ask me." He shook his head unhappily. Marshall worried him. It was something that he and the other pilots in the squadron didn't talk about, their fears of being assigned the kid as a wingman. He was totally unpredictable now, possibly suicidal.


  You don't want a guy like that on your wing, not if you were plannin' to come back from your mission.


  "That boy never had his brains screwed in tight enough to start with, and with the stress of that last campaign… too much for him, I think. He sure picked his callsign right, Maniac fits him just fine now." He tried not to think of how Marshall might have "called" his own fete by picking that callsign in the first place. That's what some of the others were saying. Any more thoughts like that, and he'd start wondering what fate Spirit was calling with her chosen callsign...


  You're too damn superstitious, he scolded himself. Don't get like the others, lookin' for omens and hangin' onto good-luck trinkets! Mariko is no more callin' her fate than Maniac called his!


  He picked up his flight jacket. "Well, I'd better start packing for the trip. See you when I get back, eh?"


  "Enjoy your leave, Hunter," she said, smiling a little.


  He just wished her smile hadn't looked so… faded.


  Ten minutes later, Hunter was walking down the corridor to the flight deck, his haversack slung over his shoulder. He figured he had everything he'd need for the trip… a couple of sets of clothing, a carefully-folded Confed Navy Dress uniform for impressing the ladies, a pair of hiking boots for exploring the native turf, and several bottles of good Scotch. Couldn't go on shore leave without the Scotch… no telling what the Firekkan natives drank, but he figured the odds were against twelve-year single malts. He wondered if he should bring some rations with him, just in case they tried to feed him birdseed, too. No, there are plenty of humans down there now, they've probably opened a bar and grill for all of us.


  There was already a line outside the flight deck for the downside shuttle. He nodded a greeting at the two flight deck technicians who were directly ahead of him in line, and one of the Bridge officers,


  who was wearing a brightly-colored Hawaiian shirt and skirt instead of her usual crisp blue uniform.


  Looks good, too, he thought, admiring her legs. Hmm. Didn't realize quite how good. Have to look her up when we get downside. We're both Captains, even… that's a good opening line I can use, maybe...


  No one from his squadron, though. In a way, Hunter wished that there was. Going downside with some of his closest friends, the people who flew combat missions with him every day, would've made this trip better. There was something about partying with the people who watched your back and had saved your life a few times—not to mention the fact that you'd done the same for them—that made downside leave more enjoyable. Mariko was right, they should try to organize a squadron trip someday. Someday when the Confederation didn't need them——


  Someday when they weren't spending watch after watch in the thick of battle, taking on the Kilrathi at impossible odds in one dogfight after another.


  This was probably the closest to peace and quiet that they'd ever see. I shouldn't bitch about this assignment, we could be getting our tails shot at by the cats...


  "Captain, did you hear about the patrol that ran into a Kilrathi transport convoy?" It was one of the techs, a blond boy with a serious expression on his face. The kid looked maybe in his late teens. And scared as hell under the bravado.


  God, we're robbing the cradle now to get our combat techs! Hunter thought. How old is this kid? Eighteen? Nineteen?


  "Impossible," Hunter said. "There aren't any Kilrathi in this system. We're completely off their trade routes, and several jumps away from the battle front. That convoy must've gotten lost, jumped into the wrong system by mistake. Happens sometimes; even the cats get bad navigators once in a while."


  The kid persisted, his blue eyes nervous. "But, Captain, what if the Kilrathi try to invade this system? We don't have any real forces, just us and the Austin.…"


  Hunter sighed. "Kid, don't let your imagination run away with you!" He took a closer look; noted the new look to the uniform, the spit-and-polish and regulation haircut. Lord love a duck. Kid hasn't even got the shiny rubbed off him yet. "Let me guess… you were assigned to the Claw after we came back from Goddard, right?"


  The kid looked puzzled. "Yes, sir, but…"


  Hunter interrupted him with a wave. "Don't go chasin' cats before you have to. And don't go seein' ghost-cats where there aren't any. You'll see real action soon enough, when we're reassigned to the battle front. In the meantime, you've got a whole planet to explore! Have you ever met an alien before, kid?"


  "No, sir," the young man said earnestly.


  Oh Lord. I can't stand it. Never could resist temptation. "Well, you're in for an interesting experience," Hunter said with a straight face. "The Firekkans are kind of like wasps, huge six-foot bugs with deadly stingers. You've heard that they catch mammals and tie them up in their nests to use as breeders for their young, right?" He paused, and the kid nodded vigorously, his eyes big and round.


  Of course, he hadn't heard anything of the sort, but he wouldn't admit that to Hunter. Not to the Big Bad Fighter Pilot… Hunter dropped his voice, and spoke in a confidential tone. "That's what happened to the exploration team that discovered Firekka, you know. They were trapped in one of the nests… we didn't know what happened to them for months, and by then, of course—" he paused again, for effect."—it was too late."


  The kid swallowed, visibly pale. "How—ah—interesting, sir."


  Hunter shrugged. "Once they realized we were fellow sapients, they took us off the hunting list. Or—well, they were supposed to, anyway. Of course, some of the Firekkans don't want their planet to join the Confederation. So I'd be careful if someone invites you on a tour of a nest, if I were you. You might never make it back."


  "Thank you for the advice, sir," the kid said, looking like he was going to be sick, right there on the flight deck.


  The hatchway opened in front of them, and the shuttlecraft pilot stepped through. "Drop your duffles in the forward hatch, take a seat and buckle in," he droned, holding out his hand for the plastic vouchers.


  "I don't… I don't think I want to go down to the planet after all," the young tech said faintly.


  "Oh, come on, Jimmy!" his friend protested. "You can't back out on me now!"


  The pilot watched this exchange with a bored expression, finally reaching out to yank the flight voucher from the kid's nerveless hand and shoving him forcefully toward the shuttle hatch. "Drop your duffle in the forward hatch, take a seat and buckle in," he muttered to Hunter, who smiled as he presented his shuttle voucher.


  Hunter slid into one of the forward seats, closer to one of the clear ports that would give him a good view of the planet as they approached. A few minutes later, he heard the rumble of the shuttle's engines igniting, then the shuttle accelerated out of the launch bay and into open space. He tightened his seat straps again as they left the artificial gravity of the carrier. Someone's flight cap drifted upward to float near the ceiling as the shuttle banked away from the carrier, heading down toward the planet.


  It's a very pretty world, Hunter thought, watching the planet through the port, growing larger and larger as the shuttle approached it. Blue and white… Looks a little like Earth, with all those oceans. I've spent too much time in ship corridors and space stations, I'd forgotten how beautiful a planet can be.


  The ride down to the planet was bumpy with atmospheric turbulence, but no worse than some of the planetary combat missions Hunter had flown. The technician, he noticed, looked more and more nervous the closer they came to the planet's surface. The touchdown was gentle, considering that there wasn't an Automated Landing System yet for this planet. Hunter's opinion of the pilot's skills went up several points… he wasn't certain if he could've brought the shuttle down that smoothly. Through the viewport, he could see the barren rock of the landing strip, with red-brown mountains visible in the distance.


  The pilot popped open the shuttle hatch almost as soon as the ship had stopped moving. Hunter picked up his haversack as he climbed down the ladder, looking around at this strange new world.


  They were parked on a tall mesa of dark brown rock. Off to one side, Hunter could see a Firekkan nest tucked into another cliff face, the tall towers fashioned of what looked like tan reeds sewn together. It was larger than he'd expected, several dozen towers silhouetted against the sunrise.


  And he saw his first Firekkan, as several of the alien creatures flew over the shuttlecraft, obviously curious about the new human arrivals. Shotglass wasn't entirely right, he thought, They don't look exactly like parakeets. More like some kind of predatory bird, with that sharp beak and the brown and yellow feathers. Like a hawk, kind of.


  He wondered how they'd get across to the nest, when he saw the improvised rope bridge that had been slung over the gap. He started for the bridge, and heard an outraged yell from behind him. The technician, Jimmy. "Hey, they're not bugs at all! They're birds! They're six-foot birds!"


  Hunter grinned, and pulled out a cigar. Maybe this shore leave wasn't going to be as boring as he'd thought——


  He was sweating by the time he got across the bridge; not from fear, like the tech, but from sheer exertion. He'd forgotten what it was like to balance your way across one of those things—basic training had been a long time ago.


  "Anything to declare, Kep-tain?" asked a strange voice in his ear, as he paused to take a breath and ease the ache in his side.


  He jumped, and turned. A tall Firekkan stood beside him, half-hidden by the shelter of woven reeds.


  "Like what?" he asked. Customs! Son of a—brand new world, and already they're setting up Customs agents!


  The Firekkan cocked his head to one side. "Anything to sell," he said. "Anything to trade."


  Hunter heaved a sigh of relief. He'd gotten off easily—


  "Anything to drink," the Firekkan concluded. "Al-co-hol."


  Aw, hell. Resigned, he unloaded his precious Scotch from his bag, and lined up the bottles on the Customs' table. The Firekkan watched impassively.


  "Ten credits' duty," he said. And as Hunter started to object, added, "each."


  "What?" Hunter yelped. "This is personal consumption only! This is highway robbery! This is—"


  "Ten credits each," the Firekkan replied impassively. "You have choice. Pay duty, or—" He pulled a box from beneath the table, containing padding, a roll of tape, and a marker. "—or you send back to ship on shuttle."


  Well, there was no choice. Paying the duty would seriously cut into his funds. Grumbling, he packed up the bottles with careful, loving hands, sealed the box, and wrote name and ID on it. The Firekkan added it to a stack of similar boxes behind him, and even as Hunter watched, one of the loading crew came to take it back to the shuttle he had just left. He sighed, watching his lovely Scotch going back home… leaving him behind.


  "Have you an escort, Kep-tain?" the Firekkan asked as he watched.


  "I'm supposed to meet Captain K'Kai here," he muttered, wondering what he was supposed to drink now. Water? It would be a damn poor shore-leave…


  "Ah. Kep-tain K'Kai is waiting for pilot-Kep-tain. There." The Firekkan pointed with his beak, towards the right. "Look for sign of Red Flower."


  "Thanks," Hunter replied, trying very hard not to sound as sour as he felt. He started off in the indicated direction.


  "And Kep-tain?" called the Firekkan.


  He turned to look back over his shoulder. The bird had its beak gaped in what looked an awful lot like a grin.


  "Try drink called 'Firekka's Finest.' Miss your bottles, you will not."


  Species didn't seem to matter; wherever there were fliers, there seemed to be a bar. This bar was certainly different from any he'd seen before, though. For one thing, it didn't have much of a floor, or chairs. Firekkans were perched every few feet on branches woven into the tower, extending up into the shadows a hundred feet above him. Only the bartenders were on the ground level, flying up to carry drinks to the customers. They had made some concessions for the human guests, though… there were several dozen hammock-like seats slung at various intervals up the tower, where humans were drinking and chatting with the Firekkans.


  He craned his neck a little, wondering how he was going to recognize K'Kai; he'd never seen any more of her than rather blurry face-shots on the vid, and had heard her voice only via comlink. And at the moment, every Firekkan looked like every other Firekkan to him. With a sigh, he walked to the closest ladder—doubtless also installed for the convenience of the humans—and began climbing.


  Though they'd never actually been physically present in the same place, he'd "met" the Captain on patrol; she was flying a freighter. That had been something of a surprise. He'd been assigned as her fighter escort, and over the course of the trip, he'd found out quite a bit about her and her "flock." And though they'd never met face-to-face… or face-to-beak, in this situation, they'd talked for hours over the comlink.


  Firekkan social groups were fairly large as a rule, consisting of a matriarch and all her immediate relatives. But K'Kai was something of a maverick—which so far as Hunter was concerned, gave her a lot in common with him. She'd no sooner been introduced to the concept of spaceflight than she had broken away from her own family flock—much to their horror, he had no doubt—and presented herself at the spaceport, demanding to be trained.


  She'd proven to be quite a pilot; she'd made that old freighter move in ways he'd never suspected it could—and in ways that would have had a human pilot looking for the air-sick bag. Hunter suspected that being a flyer by birth probably helped her there, since she'd been born with a natural aptitude for it. Before very long, she'd been joined by other misfit, oddball Firekkans, all of them looking for a way off-planet and out into space. Pretty soon she had her "flock"—and she was a matriarch of a freighter crew. She trained them herself, and Hunter knew for a fact that the other birds were just as good as she was, if a little on the strange side.


  But that still wasn't going to help him pick her out of this crowd—


  A piercing whistle made him grab his ears, and then grab again for the safety of the ladder—and a whirlwind of feathers and clattering beaks descended on him as he dropped his haversack.


  Not that it mattered—one of the birds grabbed it before it hit the ground; the rest started pawing him—roughing him up—


  No, he realized, after a moment of panic. No, it's okay. I remember now—He tried to relax under their questing claw-tips, running through his hair, poking into crevices in his clothing—


  This was the Firekkan greeting of affection—like getting hugged by a bunch of friends, or so he'd been told. It was really ritualized grooming—a search for bugs and lice so that an honored friend would not be plagued by pests during a visit.


  Oh yeah? What about the feathered pests? He tried not to wince as those sharp claws poked his scalp, and came awfully close to his eyes—


  One of them was starting to groom his eyelashes when another sharp whistle, this one not nearly so loud, made them finally break it off. Another Firekkan pushed her way into the flock—she was clearly female, both by virtue of her drab coloring and her larger size. And he realized then that he could never have mistaken this bird for any other; by the grin-gape on her beak, and a certain rakish good humor in her eyes, this could only be K'Kai herself.


  "G'day, K'Kai," Hunter said, holding onto the ladder with one hand and reaching out to ruffle her feathers in what he hoped was a similar greeting to what he'd just endured.


  "Kep-tain Sain' Dzon! Hun-ter!" She leaned in very close to study his face from three inches away. Hunter fought the impulse to pull away, remembering that he was hanging off a ladder roughly twenty feet in the air, and fast movement was definitely not a good idea. I wouldn't wager that one of these bird-beasties could catch me if I took a nose-dive off this ladder…


  "Come come, sit with me!" K'Kai pulled one of the hanging hammock-seats closer to the ladder for him. Hunter grabbed it and hauled himself into it. K'Kai let go of the chair and it swung out over the open floor, nearly slamming into a Firekkan carrying several drinks. The Firekkan shrieked something shrilly in their own language and neatly ducked out of the way, continuing to fly toward the top of the tower. K'Kai shrieked something right back, and the Firekkans nearest them bent over backwards, beaks clattering. At first, Hunter thought they had been hit with some kind of fit… then he realized they were laughing.


  Hunter held onto the chair with both hands until it slowed to a stop, hanging out over the floor twenty feet below. He hoped that she couldn't see his whitened knuckles. Hell, she saw you take on four Jalthi single-handedly, he thought. Don't let her think that you're afraid of heights now!


  It's not the heights I'm afraid of, or even falling. It's just that sudden stop at the bottom….


  K'Kai opened her wings and soared to the closest perch, several other Firekkans following her a moment later, all taking perches slightly lower than hers. She canted her head, looking at him closely. "So, Hun-ter, you are very diff'rent than I expected. Not so tall."


  No great surprise, that… every Firekkan in the bar was at least a foot taller than himself. Seven-foot parakeets, not six-foot like Shotglass had said. "You're not quite what I expected, either. But it's good to be here, to meet you. I was wondering if I'd ever see you again, after we left Vega."


  "It is… it is…" K'Kai struggled for a word. "I do not know how to say it in your language. Something that was meant to happen?"


  "Fate," Hunter said, searching his jacket pocket for a cigar. "Destiny, maybe. You believe in destiny?"


  K'Kai ducked her head down between her shoulders in something that looked like embarrassment. "I should, but I am not very religious."


  Hunter nodded. "Yeah, me either. The only thing I really believe in is my own flying skills, and my ship, and the fact that the Kilrathi will always try to shoot it out from under me. Speaking of combat flying… have you ever thought about training to be a combat pilot?" It was something he'd been thinking about since they'd met back in the Vega Sector, after he'd seen her fly that damned freighter in a series of tighter turns than he'd ever thought was possible, boxing in the Jalthi to force it directly in front of Hunter's guns. With a wingman like this lady, I could take on the entire Kilrathi fleet, he thought. "You ever think of going for Confed pilot training?"


  K'Kai tilted her head, as if considering it for the first time. "I have never thought of it, no. But the idea is pleasing. Do you think I could be good at it, Hun-ter?"


  He laughed, a short, sharp bark. "You'd be amazing at it, lady. I'd take you as my wingman any day of the week." He fished in his pocket for his lighter, and lit the cigar.


  "What is that thing in your mouth?" K'Kai was staring at it with unfeigned curiosity. Some of the other Firekkans also leaned in close to look, as Hunter exhaled a large cloud of aromatic smoke.


  "A cigar," he explained. "Uh… dried tobacco leaves. You burn it and inhale the smoke. It's relaxing, like drinking alcoholic beverages. It isn't good for you, though… I'd say that smoking will kill me eventually, but I'm sure the Kilrathi will get me first."


  "Al-co-hol does not affect us," K'Kai said. "We drink kika'li. It is made from the kika seeds, mixed with al-co-hol to bring out the natural flavor of the seeds. Firekkans like to eat kika seeds, which are very tasty and draw away any stresses or pain from us. And the human diplomats like kika'li too, because of the al-co-hol in it. So now the Red Flower serves it to the humans. They call it Firekka's Finest. Would you like some?"


  "Sure," Hunter said. Anything would be better than drinking water… considering what fish do in it.


  K'Kai whistled again, sharp and loud. There was an answering whistle from below. She gave Hunter another curious look, and scratched herself on the back of her neck with an extended claw. "How long will you be on Firekka, Hun-ter?"


  "I have leave for the next three days," he said. "Then I'm back on patrol duty."


  "Good. So I can show you my home. This is the first time I have been home in several rotations. My crew and I…" She gestured at the hovering flock of wide-eyed Firekkans. "We have been too busy to travel home, too many important cargoes to deliver for the Confederation. But for the treaty-signing, I knew I had to be here. I saw the first Terran ship land on our planet many rotations ago, and now I will see our planet join the Confederation. It is a great moment for us, a good time to be alive."


  "Your family is important in local politics, aren't they?" Hunter asked. "I remember you mentioning something about that back in Vega, and later I saw a newsvid about Firekka on the Tiger's Claw. They talked about you and your crew, and that your family are major local honchos."


  K'Kai blinked. "Hon-chos?"


  "VIPs. Politicos. Ah…" He searched for the right word. "Flock-leaders?"


  K'Kai's beak opened wide, the same gesture that Hunter recognized from the customs officer. "Yes. My sister leads the largest flock on Firekka. She is the Teehyn Ree, the leader of flock-leaders. It is she, with the other flock-leaders, who agreed to the treaty with the Confederation diplomats. She will sign it tomorrow for all of Firekka."


  "Your sister, eh? Does this mean that you'll inherit the family flock someday?" Hunter asked.


  The Firekkan was silent for a moment before answering. "No, her daughter Rikik will claim the flock. I am too… too different for them to choose me as flock-leader. Better for me to pilot a freighter for the humans than try to lead a flock here."


  There's more to this than she's willing to talk about, Hunter guessed. I'd wager that K'Kai's leavetaking of her home planet was a little more spectacular than what she's said so far. She was one of the first of her people to leave her planet, she and Larrhi… the newsvid people always talk about them as great heroes, as brave adventurers, but no one ever asks the question, "Why ? "


  And something else occurred to him. How would a species whose entire culture was based on flock-behavior regard someone who left the flock? As a kind of trail-blazer—or a traitor?


  Another Firekkan with a brightly-colored head-crest flew close to them, slowing enough that K'Kai could take the tall tubes from his hands. She handed one to Hunter, who looked at it curiously. The tube was made of a plant of some kind, hollowed out to hold liquid. Whatever was inside the tube smelled spicy, a little like jalapeno peppers.


  K'Kai raised her "glass" in a silent toast to him, and drank.


  He took a careful swallow, and gasped for breath as the fiery liquid burned a path down his throat and into his gut. It was hotter than hell, like drinking the juice of a cayenne pepper. A moment later, the alcohol hit his system like a brick.


  "I can… I can see why humans like this stuff," Hunter said, trying to remember how to breathe. The stuff is at least a hundred proof And I think it just burned out my taste buds, he thought wryly. But good, damn good. He drained the last of the drink, feeling like he'd drunk several stiff shots of whiskey mixed with a gallon of Tabasco sauce.


  K'Kai had already finished her drink, and was now chewing on the empty tube. Her beak was open in what he now knew had to be a Firekkan grin.


  "Another round of drinks for K'Kai and her crew!" Hunter called down to the Firekkans below, following it with a shrill wolf whistle.


  K'Kai's eyes widened. "That whistle-sound… do you know what it means in Firekkan?"


  "Probably the same thing it means back on Earth. More drinks, mates! This round's on me!"


  Hunter vaguely remembered ordering more drinks after that, as the rest of the evening blurred into too many sights and sounds and rounds of Firekka's Finest. K'Kai's flock helped them down from their perches in the bar so they could continue the evening elsewhere, watching the midnight ceremonies in the Fire-Temple as Firekkans flew in intricate patterns around the roiling flames, graceful and delicate as any Earth ballet.


  Then back to the Red Flower for refills. "Another round of drinks for my mates, bartender!"


  Over more tubes of Firekka's Finest… Hunter had lost count of how many drinks at this point… K'Kai told him about the night races through the nearby canyons. They had to see it, of course. The intricate obstacle course was lit by spluttering torches, and the racers had to touch the wooden poles of the course with a dab of paint as they passed. Occasionally they'd miss the mark and paint would fly up onto the ledge where the spectators watched.


  Speckled with bright blue and red paint, K'Kai finally gave in to the urgings of her crew and flew down to the beginning of the course. Hunter cheered with the rest as K'Kai flew a perfect race, easily beating the rest of the competitors. She accepted a leather thong with some kind of winner's token with an embarrassed ducking of her head, her victory marred only by the fact that she was wobbling on her feet from too much Firekka's Finest.


  The only solution to that, Hunter said, was to drink more!


  The sun was rising over the Firekkan towers by the time he and K'Kai staggered out of the Red Flower again. Her crew had long since wandered off, flying unsteadily to their nests. Hunter blinked at the bright sunlight. "Is it always so bright here in the morning?" he grumbled.


  K'Kai leaned against the tower wall for support. "Time for sleep, Hun-ter. I will take you to the Visitor's Nest, where there is a hammock-bed waiting for you, and a solid perch for me."


  "Sounds great. Heavenly. Do we have to walk far to get there?"


  There was no answer from K'Kai. He turned to look for her, and realized that she'd vanished. No, not vanished… only slid down to a sitting position against the wall.


  "Come on, my feathered friend," he said, hauling her up to stand wobbily on her clawed feet. "Let's find a place to crash."


  Somehow they managed to walk to the Visitor's Nest, and Hunter fell through the large doorway with a sigh of relief. Some thoughtful individual had set out dozens of large pillows for the humans on the floor, with a few perches for Firekkans above. With another sigh, Hunter stretched out on a couple of pillows, and was asleep… or unconscious… a few seconds later.


  There was a pair of boots in front of him. With a woman's body above the boots, neatly garbed in a uniform. A hand shook his shoulder—gently—but the room tumbled around him as if he was going through a stress-test. "Captain St. John?"


  He blinked, trying to focus on the young woman's insignia. For some reason, his eyes weren't quite working right. The insignia came into focus after another moment of staring at it. Military Police, Shore Patrol. Oh, hell. Now what've I done?


  "Captain St. John?" the woman asked again.


  "Thas—that's me," he said. "Wha' is it?" He tried to get up on one elbow, felt his stomach heave, and gave it up as a bad idea.


  "Your leave has been revoked by Colonel Halcyon," she said, slapping a piece of paper into his hand. "You are to report to the planetary shuttle immediately and return to the Tiger's Claw for further instructions." She surveyed him, not bothering to hide her amusement. "Do you need assistance in walking to the shuttlecraft, sir?"


  "No, I can walk… I think." He managed to get up into a sitting position as the room decided to do a spin; he waited for it to steady, then looked around the nest for K'Kai, and spotted her perched on a branch a few feet away. The Firekkan was listing slightly to starboard on her perch, he saw, but otherwise she looked in better shape than he was. "K'Kai, it's—it's been great," he said. "Sorry about this, but duty calls. I'll try to come back downside, though."


  "We will meet again, Hun-ter," K'Kai said gravely, looking down at him from her unsteady perch. "I know we will."


  "The shuttle, sir," the MP said impatiently.


  "Later, K'Kai," he said, waving at her. His stomach lurched; he closed his eyes and concentrated on controlling it.


  Her Highness is just gonna have to wait. Can't rush these things...


  With his eyes still closed, he felt his way up the wall, pulling himself slowly to his feet. Every time he moved his stomach lurched again, but finally he stood erect and opened his eyes triumphantly.


  The MP caught him as he overbalanced and started to fall.


  He clutched his stomach as it heaved again, and felt the blood draining out of his face. The MP sighed, picked up his haversack, and slung his arm around her shoulder, half-carrying him in the direction of the shuttlecraft.


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  "Did you have a nice shore leave, Captain?" said an unfamiliar voice.


  Hunter, slumped on the ground in the line for the shuttle, looked up blearily. By now he was almost used to the way that his surroundings started to spin every time he moved his head. Now if only his stomach would get used to it...


  It was the young blond tech, of course, looking like he'd had plenty of sleep the night before. Hunter squinted at him through the waves of pain emanating from both temples and meeting just over his nose. He wanted to growl. No one should look that alert and—and—healthy. It just wasn't right.


  "You look a little under the weather, sir," the tech said, his eyes sparkling, but his expression sober. "Are you all right?"


  The kid's voice seemed awfully sharp. And it sounded like he was projecting, or something. "Don' talk so loud, kid," Hunter muttered, searching his jacket for a cigar. A good smoke, that's what he needed right now. His head felt like someone had stuffed it with cotton and then started playing bongo drums on it, and his stomach… he didn't want to think about his stomach at all. Definitely not.


  The kid grinned and took a breakfast sandwich out of his backpack. It was still steaming in its clear wrapper. Hunter watched in nauseous shock as the kid bit into the sandwich, and bacon grease dripped down the side of the sandwich. The spicy smell of jalapeno peppers and bacon hit Hunter's nose an instant later.


  Oh no oh no oh no…


  Hunter pressed his hand to his mouth as he realized he was losing the battle with his stomach. He managed to stagger to the edge of the landing field before losing it all over the bare rock. By the time his stomach stopped fighting, he was down to dry heaves; his head was splitting so badly he'd have welcomed an axe-murderer with open arms, and his legs were shaking so hard he wondered if they'd hold him.


  The kid was already aboard the shuttlecraft when Hunter could stand again, which was probably good for the kid's health, he reflected. I think I'll kill him if he eats any more of that sandwich in front of me. He tried to walk onto the shuttle with something like dignity, but settled for slumping into the closest seat.


  The same laconic shuttle pilot walked into the cabin, looking over his passengers. He took one look at Hunter and handed him a spacesick sack. "Try not to heave all over the cabin," he advised. "It took us three days to clean out the shuttle after the last guy who did that."


  Hunter nodded, not trusting his guts enough to open his mouth to speak.


  The shuttle engines roared into life a few minutes later, sounding and feeling so loud to Hunter's ears that he might have been strapped to them. The rumbling didn't help his head at all. He could hear the techie kid several rows back, talking and laughing. He sat back in the seat, closed his eyes, and wished he was anywhere but on a shuttle about to lift at several gees and then go weightless for their trip beyond the planet's gravity well to the Claw. The shuttle lifted with a sudden pull of acceleration, too loud and too fast, and Hunter was suddenly very glad that the pilot had given him a spacesick sack.


  And to think he'd assumed there wasn't anything more in his stomach.


  Unless, of course, he was tossing up his socks. He might well be, by now...


  By the time they were out of the atmosphere and floating free in zero gee, Hunter was beyond caring. He lay back in his seat and thought about dying. Anything but this! His head had been split open by an axe-murderer, every muscle ached, he shook with chills one moment, and sweated with fever the next. He had to keep his eyes closed, or he'd have seen the shuttle doing a little spin around him.


  Finally the shuttle slowed for its approach to the Tiger's Claw, and Hunter felt the craft lurch slightly as the Automated Carrier Landing System engaged. Then the ACLS brought them into the flight deck, as smooth as sliding a fried egg onto a plate… Hunter felt his stomach lurch again. No, don't think about food, just don't think about it!


  Another minute as the shuttle's engines powered down, and then the hatchway slid open. Two crewmen in the bright green of Medical peered through the hatch, then saw Hunter.


  Who was close to panicking. No, not them again!


  "Captain St. John?" the taller medico asked politely, as his partner unstrapped Hunter from his chair and pulled him to his feet. From the back of the bus, Hunter could hear the tech kid snickering. "You have an appointment in Medical, sir."


  "Can't we talk about this, mates?" Hunter pleaded as they hauled him in the direction of Sickbay. "Maybe you could pretend that I missed the shuttle, eh? Just let me go back to the barracks and sleep this off, I'll be fine in another few hours, I swear…"


  "You're scheduled for a briefing in fifteen minutes, sir," the first medico said, opening the door to Sickbay. "I'm afraid we don't have any choice." He spoke over Hunter's head to his partner. "You get the hypo set, I'll get the—"


  No, not the green goop! "Come on, boys, let's not be too hasty!" Hunter said, trying to stagger in the direction of the doorway. "Hey, I'm almost sober now! I can make the briefing! Can't we—" He tripped and landed on the floor in a sprawl, as the medicos dosed in on him from either side. "—talk 'bout this?"


  The first injection was just north of his left thigh, followed by a second even further north of that. Hunter yelped and tried to protect that delicate area of his anatomy with his hands. "Gents, please! I'll have to sit in a cockpit in another hour!" Hunter choked as they prepped the third injection. As a small gesture of kindness, they gave him the third shot in his trapezius muscle instead. Then it was time to drink the "green goop," which hit Hunter's stomach like an exploding firecracker, and reactivated the lurching that he thought he'd gotten under control. He barely managed to run to the Sickbay bathroom in time, and heard them turning on the shower behind him. He was beyond resistance as they stripped him down and shoved him into the icy cold spray.


  Five minutes later, he thought that maybe he would survive this after all. His stomach had settled; his headache was slowly receding. The only chills he had now were the ones caused by the frigid water needling him. He stood away from it, plastering himself against the wall. "Can I please have my clothes back, boys?" he pleaded from inside the shower.


  A hand reached in and cut off the water. They handed him a towel, and laid out a clean flight suit uniform for him on the counter.


  The taller medico chuckled as Hunter stepped from the shower, toweling himself gently. He still felt as if someone had scraped the first layer of his skin off, and one of the effects of the second shot was to make everything a little too sharp and clear. "How many times has this been, Hunter? Four? Five?"


  Hunter glared at him. "It's the last time, that's what it is," he said, drying off quickly and wrapping the towel around his midriff. "I'll never give you professional sadists an excuse to work me over again."


  "That's what you said last time," the other medico observed. Hunter saw the man's grin and considered punching him just to wipe that smile off his face, but decided that being taken to the brig by Security would be an even worse ending to what had started as a thoroughly wretched day.


  And now that they'd hit him with that third shot, there wasn't even a chance he'd be able to sleep what was left of the hangover off. He felt like his eyelids had been glued to his eyebrows, and he knew from past experience that he'd be buzzing like a hummingbird for the next twenty-four hours.


  "Well, so long and thanks for nothin', gents," he said as cheerfully as he could (not very), starting for the Sickbay door.


  "Ah, Hunter… your uniform?" the tall medico said, holding up the jumpsuit and grinning.


  "Son of a—" Hunter grabbed the uniform from his hand and stalked off to the bathroom to dress, still grumbling obscenities under his breath.


  "As you can see, the probable flight paths begin at Jump Point 1 and Jump Point 2…" Colonel Halcyon glanced at the door of the Briefing Room as Hunter took a seat at the back of the room. "Good morning, Hunter. Glad you could join us." Hunter winced at the sarcasm in the Colonel's voice.


  "As I was saying, we think the enemy cruiser… if there even is an enemy cruiser… is approaching from one of these jump points. Of course, there's a peculiarity in the Firekka System, which some of you may know of, that will make it a little more difficult to track down this Kilrathi convoy. The Firekka System is like the famous Enigma Sector, but on a much smaller scale. Where the Enigma Sector is affected by a singularity that allows you to cross the entire sector in a single jump, Firekka is crisscrossed with different Jump Points that allow you to mini-jump within the system. Depending on whether the Kilrathi know of that peculiarity, we could have a difficult hunt ahead of us. He frowned. "If there's even anything out there at all. Tactical thinks that what they detected was a ship jumping in-system, but they've been recalibrating their detection equipment, so God knows what could be out there.


  "Pilots, even if there isn't anything out there, we have to make certain. We can't afford for the cats to disrupt the treaty signing.


  "We'll send out patrols staggered at fifteen minute intervals, following the probable flight paths of that ship," he continued. "I'm pairing our experienced pilots with some of the newer flyers from the TCS Austin. Iceman, you're partnered with Doomsday. Hunter, you'll fly with Jazz. Spirit, take Puma under your wing. All of you, get down to the flight deck for immediate launch. On the next patrol, Paladin will fly with…"


  Hunter followed the other pilots of the first patrol out of the briefing room, feeling as though his heart was beating double-time. It's those damn drugs, they make me feel like I'm a live electric wire.


  If I can just live through the next couple hours, I'll be fine——


  In the lift down to the flight deck, Hunter leaned against the wall, trying to calm his racing heartbeat. Spirit, looking too alert and ready in her flight suit, watched him with a small smile. "You look as though you had a good shore leave, Hunter."


  He grimaced. "It was a great shore leave, until that MP dragged me out of bed. And for what? This sounds like a wild goose chase to me."


  "We need every pilot to cover the flight paths," Spirit said seriously. "The Colonel is right, the treaty between Firekka and the Confederation is too important to risk the Kilrathi disrupting it."


  "Yeah, but why me?"


  She gave him a smile that was as warm as a touch, as the lift doors opened to the flight deck, noisy and filled with technicians readying the starfighters for their pilots. "Fly well, my friend, and return safely," Spirit said quietly.


  "Thanks, lady," he said, and grabbed his helmet from the rack next to the lift doors.


  He started for his fighter, and realized that someone was following him. A young man in a flight suit, maybe twenty years old, with a shock of unruly brown hair and dark, serious eyes. His helmet was tucked under his arm, marked with the callsign 'Jazz" and several musical notes.


  Oh, right. My wingman.


  Colson, that was his name. One of the younger pilots from the Austin. Hunter vaguely remembered hearing him playing piano in the rec room a week before. The boy assumed an at-attention stance.


  "Oh, God, stand at ease, kid." Hunter rubbed his temples. His head still hurt, despite all the drugs. "You're Jazz, right? Jazz Colson?"


  "Lieutenant Zachary Jazz' Colson, ready for duty, sir!" Jazz saluted sharply.


  "Right, right. You're the piano player, aren't you? I heard you play last week. You're good. Damn good. Let's see if you can fly that well. How many combat missions have you flown, Jazz?"


  "Two. I iced a Salthi and a Dralthi." There was pride on the young man's face.


  "Not bad, mate. Okay, listen up. We're supposed to fly a simple patrol, but I've learned that nothing is ever simple, not in this war. You'll stick to me like glue, understand? We probably won't run into any cats, but if we do… no heroics, nothing fancy, just good flying. Follow my lead, stay dose on my wing, and you'll do fine." Hunter leaned against the closest fighter for support during this small speech, wishing more than anything that all he could do was go lie down for a while. His brain might've been on overdrive from the stimulants, but his legs still weren't working quite right.


  "Are you feeling all right, Captain?" Jazz asked solicitously. "You don't look so great, sir."


  "I'm fine, I'm fine. Go on, get started with your pre-flight checks. We're supposed to launch in another few minutes. Once you've launched, get out of the landing pattern area and wait for me, 'bout five thousand kilometres to starboard."


  Hunter continued across the flight deck to his fighter, which was still being serviced by the ground crew.


  Next to his Rapier fighter, Paladin was talking quietly with a strange-looking young man, his dark face marked with an intricate tattooed pattern. Spirit was having a similar talk with her wingman, Puma, AKA Lieutenant Youngblood. Sorry you got saddled with that boy, Mariko, Hunter thought, climbing up the ladder into his fighter cockpit. Nobody deserves that one.


  The blond boy from the shuttlecraft was crawling out from under the Rapier's left engine as Hunter walked up. Like everyone else this morning, he looked too alert and cheerful. "Ready for flight, sir!" he said, saluting.


  And I'm seeing too damn many salutes this morning, Hunter thought grumpily. "Thanks, Ensign, ah…" He squinted to see the name on the kid's jumpsuit. "Ensign Cafrelli. Thank you."


  "My pleasure. And you can call me Jimmy if you'd like, sir." The kid was obviously trying hard to keep a straight face. "By the way, sir, you look much better now than you did on the shuttle this morning. Sir."


  "Don't remind me," Hunter muttered, then called louder. "All personnel, dear for takeoff!" He clipped the comlink wires to his helmet, and pressed the button to close the cockpit.


  "Hey, Hunter, how's it hangin'?" The wry Southerner voice said into his ear, as the flight control officer's face appeared, green and fuzzy, on the vid.


  Hunter grinned. Of all of the flight control officers, "Mississippi Steve" was the most entertaining. 'Just fine, Steve. How soon can I launch?"


  "You're first in the pattern, Captain, with immediate clearance. Your flight plan is uploading to your Nav computer right now. Have a good flight and a safe return, sir."


  "Thanks, Steve." Hunter finished his pre-flight checklist and strapped himself in, then double-checked to make sure that all the ground personnel were clear of the engines. Then he flipped the switches and thumbed the engines into life.


  Even through the closed cockpit, the roar of the engines drowned out all the other noise of the flight deck. Hunter clicked up the volume on his comlink as the entire fighter vibrated, straining against the braking system. Carefully, he pushed the throttle up slightly, moving the huge fighter toward the brightly-marked launch strip.


  As he maneuvered into position for the launch, the Deck Officer held up one hand, his other hand cupping his headset to listen more closely. Hunter eased up on the throttle, feeling the fighter quivering around him. The Deck Officer brought his hand down sharply, and Hunter punched the engines to full throttle, accelerating forward through the launch tube. A moment later the fighter broke through the magnetic airshield with a bare instant of resistance, and then he was free of the ship and its artificial gravity.


  Hunter banked the ship sharply to starboard, easily clearing the landing pattern traffic and heading into open space. A few seconds later he was five thousand klicks out and killed his engines, after reversing the engines briefly to bring his speed down to zero. He drifted there, weightless, waiting for his wingman. It was peaceful, even with the noise of the open com channel chattering in his ear.


  This is worth it all, he thought, looking back at the Tiger's Claw, the sphere of the blue-green planet Firekka beyond it. Just to be out here in space flying a fighter, this is worth all of the military crap, everything I have to deal with in the Navy.


  He watched as another Rapier launched from the carrier, veering sharply toward him. There's the boy, Hunter thought. He's looking good, has a light hand on the controls. Not overcorrecting, or turning too tightly. I think this one's going to do just fine.


  The second Rapier slowed as it approached his position. The vid flickered to life, Jazz's helmeted face smiling at him. "Lieutenant Colson reporting for duty, sir."


  "Let's check out our Nav points in sequence,


  Jazz. Set the nav computer for Nav 1, and AutoNav on my mark. Three… two… one… mark!"


  Hunter punched in the buttons in sequence, and felt the fighter accelerate as the autopilot engaged. He sat back in his chair to enjoy the ride, glancing at the Nav map occasionally to check their position.


  Three thousand klicks out from the Nav Point, the AutoNav dropped out and Hunter took the joystick to resume manual control of the spacecraft.


  "No Kilrathi on the sensors, Captain," Jazz reported over the vidlink.


  "Looks like this point is clear," Hunter said. "Reset AutoNav for Nav 2…"


  Jazz's image broke up on the monitor, to be replaced by Colonel Halcyon on vid override. Hunter stopped in mid-word, knowing that the Colonel never contacted pilots during a patrol unless it was an absolute emergency.


  "Hunter, your orders have changed. Set course for your Nav 3 and then keep going another five thousand klicks. Spirit and Youngblood are in serious trouble. Two heavy cruisers with full fighter complement. Get moving, man!"


  "Affirmative, Colonel. On my way. I'm sending Jazz back to the carrier."


  Jazz's voice burst over the comlink, though the Colonel was still overriding the vid circuits. "Captain, you can't!"


  "Listen to me, mate. You've flown two missions… I've flown dozens. What do you think your odds are of surviving this? I'm saving your life, kid. Obey my orders and go back to the Claw."


  "Affirmative, Captain." Hunter glanced out the side cockpit view, to see Jazz's fighter peeling off in the correct direction. At least the kid obeys orders. He punched up the new navigation coordinates, and checked his afterburner fuel reserve. He had enough to get himself there on partial burn, with enough to use in reserve for the fight. Fortunately, the main engines on this fighter ran on nuclear cells, so he wasn't in danger of being stranded. He kicked in the 'burners and felt the engines vibrating as they soared up to full power. Let's go, let's go!


  He keyed through the comm channels until he heard Spirit's voice, faint and crackling with static. "Youngblood, where… you… form… my wing…NOW!"


  Spirit rolled her Raptor fighter hard right to stay close behind the Kilrathi, glancing desperately at the power readings on her ship's neutron guns, slowly building up to full power again. The small fighter's powerplant was straining to recharge the weapons… she waited until the last moment, when the Kilrathi fighter was veering sharply away, to pull the trigger and let loose the volley of deadly red fire. The aft engine of the enemy fighter peeled away and exploded, taking the rest of the fighter with it. Spirit veered again to avoid the debris, scanning her aft view for Youngblood.


  She couldn't see him, either aft or to either side. What she could see were the two Kilrathi heavy cruisers, and the enemy fighters launching from those cruisers, one by one. As soon as they had a full complement of fighters launched, they'd be after her.


  She and Youngblood had come out of the asteroid field and into this ambush without warning. Only one more enemy fighter was attacking them now, but in another few seconds a dozen more would join in the fight. "Youngblood, where are you? Form on my wing, right now!"


  There was still no sign of the Lieutenant, but his image formed on her vidscreen. "Spirit, I'm on one guy's tail! Can't break now!"


  "Youngblood, there are too many of them! Form on my wing, we have to get out of here!" She had a clear run now that the fighter attacking her was destroyed, an open path back to the asteroids. No fighters would be able to intercept her before she was in the dubious safety of the asteroid field. At least if she was in the rocks they wouldn't be able to use their superior numbers against her. In the asteroid field they'd have at least a small chance of surviving this ambush. "Youngblood, do it now!"


  "Spirit, I nearly have missile lock… I've almost got tone…"


  "Damn it, Youngblood!" Spirit yanked the joystick hard to bring her fighter around in a tight turn. She couldn't leave him behind, even though she knew she was probably committing suicide by trying to save him.


  She lined up for a missile lock on the fighter that he was pursuing, listening for the tone before firing. The shrill lock signal wailed in her ear, and she punched the missile a moment later, already turning to head back toward the asteroid field. "He's history, Youngblood! Now get on my wing!" she shouted over the com.


  "Damn it, that was my kill, Spirit!"


  "Get on my wing, Youngblood, or we're both dead! Can't you see that they're launching more fighters, you idiot!"


  Looking aft, Spirit saw the heat-seeking missile following the lone Kilrathi as he twisted and dove, trying to break the lock. A moment later, there was a bright flash as the enemy fighter exploded. Youngblood steered into position on her left wing as they ran for the asteroids.


  Too late, Spirit saw, looking back. There were at least a dozen enemy fighters moving toward them. They'd be overtaken before they were in the asteroid field. Spirit tried to breathe slowly and calmly, watching the enemy ships approaching in her aft view. The Kilrathi were only a few hundred meters behind the two Terran ships when they blossomed into an attack formation, banking in from all sides to target them.


  She felt the vibration of the engines straining at the base of her spine as she flew at top speed, willing her Raptor to leap across the remaining distance and into the rocks…


  The first two Kilrathi ships tilted down into position behind them, angling for cannon targeting. She saw the burst of cannon fire a moment later, and rolled her fighter to avoid it. "Roll left, Youngblood!" she shouted into the com, knowing that he probably wouldn't have time to react.


  The laserfire caught his fighter on the edge of one engine, which exploded in a hail of sparks. Youngblood's fighter spun helplessly out of control, back toward the Kilrathi fighters closely pursuing them. Two of the Kilrathi rolled sharply to avoid the damaged Terran fighter; the third crashed headlong into it. The explosion burned white-hot in her eyes, blinding her for a moment to everything else. The Shockwave hit her fighter a split-second later, and she punched the afterburners, fighting hard to keep control of her craft.


  Youngblood's image was still on the monitor, frozen in mid-word. His eyes were wide with surprise and horror as the image fizzled out a moment later.


  Damn them! Spirit kept her thumb on the afterburners, knowing that her only chance now was in speed. If I can get into the cover of the asteroids, there's still might be a chance to get out of this alive.…


  "Hey, sweetheart, what's up?" Hunter's voice came through the com a moment before his face appeared on the screen.


  "Hunter! Where are you?" She glanced at the radar, and saw the blue blip that was his ship on the edge of the screen. Too far away to help….


  "I'm in the asteroids, heading toward your last known position. If you can get into the rocks, lady, we can take on these bastards. I'm readin' five tailing you, with some more coming in from those cruisers."


  "Hunter, don't do this! Head back to the Claw, you can't help me now."


  "Hey, you're not giving up on me, lady! What, y'think you can have a cat-chasin' party without me? Just get into those rocks, I'll be there in another minute…"


  She hit the edge of the asteroid field at full burn, flying on pure instinct and luck. The rocks were going past her at a blur… she dodged and weaved a path through the rocks, yanked the 'stick down to duck under one asteroid. There was an alien scream over her headset and another explosion as one of the Kilrathi impacted against rock she had just avoided.


  Cannon fire scorched past her right wing; she swung left into the thickest of the asteroids, slowing her speed just enough so she could dodge the rocks.


  She glanced down at her 'scope, and saw Hunter's blip, moving toward her at top speed. Just a little further… a little further…


  The wail of a missile lock warning ripped through her ears. She looked back to see the missile closing in on her, homing in on her engines. No time to dodge, no time to do anything, even scream…


  She slammed on the brakes, reversing the engine to come to a hard stop and then killing the engine at the last second. The sudden stop shoved her forward, then back into the pilot's chair so hard that she thought she was going to black out, but the heat-seeking missile sailed past to explode harmlessly against an asteroid. Behind her, the Kilrathi banked to avoid a collision… they're learning, she thought grimly… then the three enemy fighters swerved to come in for an attack run.


  Spirit punched on the Raptor's engines… for an awful second, all she could hear was the splutter of her ship's engines as they failed to ignite. Then they roared back into life and she hit the afterburners. She was beyond the diving Kilrathi a moment later, using the asteroids to block their weapons' fire. But she knew she couldn't play this game forever… soon they'd maneuver to box her in, to force her in front of their guns, and it would be over.


  She banked up and over one asteroid, down and around another spinning rock. The Kilrathi tried to flank her, then one of them broke formation to close on her tail. She swerved left, but not before she heard the warning wail of a missile lock. In another split-second the Kilrathi pilot would fire.


  Another Terran fighter soared past her, barely five feet away from her cockpit, the Rapier firing all guns directly at the enemy craft on her tail. Through the cockpit, she caught a glimpse of Hunter's wide grin. Then her fighter shook with the explosion of the Kilrathi that had been tailing her. Glancing aft, she saw the fragments of the enemy fighter drifting in all directions.


  The other two Kilrathi panicked, realizing that what had been an obvious and easy kill was now even odds again. Spirit yanked the 'stick in a hard turn and let fly a friend-or-foe missile at one of the Kilrathi at point-blank range, braking, right to avoid the resulting explosion. The last Kilrathi shrieked something in his alien language on her vidscreen as he crashed into an asteroid in his attempts to avoid Hunter's deadly aim.


  "You all right, sweetheart?" Hunter's helmeted face appeared in her vid. "Are there any other cats after you?"


  She nodded. "Yes, but we have time to get out of here, if we move fast. The other pilots will have to find us in these asteroids."


  "Top speed back to the Claw, Mariko. What about Youngblood?"


  "He did not survive."


  "Damn." Hunter sighed. "Let's get moving, lady. We have a report to file at home base. Any idea why two cat cruisers decided to take a ride through this system in the middle of nowhere?"


  She knew what he was thinking. What in the hell are they doing here? She only wished she had an answer.


  "No idea. But I am sure we will find out soon, Hunter-san."


  The Briefing Room on the Tiger's Claw was filled to overflowing with pilots and other officers. Hunter and Spirit had to fight to get into the room and find a place to stand. And all I want to do right now is go get a cold brew, Hunter thought. Damn, but Spirit is still pale and shakey. That was too close.


  And Youngblood. The kid didn't have a chance, from what Mariko was saying. I'm glad I sent Jazz Colson back to base… with our luck, he would've tried to be a hero too and we'd have two dead kids on our hands instead of just one.


  Colonel Halcyon, looking more harried and grey-haired than usual, worked his way to the front of the room to stand behind the podium.


  "As most of you have heard, every single patrol ran into a serious Kilrathi presence in this system," he began with preamble. "Tactical has no idea why the Kilrathi are arriving in this system in these numbers.


  "Until we have some answers, we'll need to fly constant patrols to make certain that there are no surprises moving in on the Claw and the Austin. That means twenty-four hour on-call duty for all pilots, with no more shore leaves."


  A muted groan went through the assembled crowd. I hope I at least have a chance to talk to K'Kai again before we leave this place, Hunter thought. But why in the hell are the Kilrathi moving in on this system? What could they want with Firekka?


  To descend upon the family nest with her own flock in tow—or to go alone, proud and unashamed of her own individuality. That was the choice that faced K'Kai now. The invitation had been issued this afternoon, the first since her break with WhiteFlower flock to go to space. Now, she had to answer it.


  It was a choice she would have to make within the hour. The humans said that the Kilrathi were on the threshold; how soon until they pushed their way into the system? When that happened, her freighter would be in constant use, ferrying supplies for their human allies. She would have to make her peace with her family now, for the freighter would be a prime target for the Kilrathi. She might not get another chance.


  K'Kai did not want to think about the possibility that the Kilrathi might actually invade the nestworld. It was easier to do as her people had always done; deal with the current troubles, and leave the future to tend to itself. The doctrine of the Flame Winds taught that the universe was in a constant state of change, and any one of those changes could completely negate anything that had been planned. So there was no point in planning things in too great a detail; it was better to ride the winds as they came.


  The current trouble she faced now—reconciling with her family. That could not be left undone, in the face of what was coming.


  The flock was more important than any individual; that was what she had always believed. And yet, there was another, lesser-known tenet of Firekkan belief—not of the Flame Winds, but of the Living Spark.


  The acts of a leader shape the flocks. The acts of a leader shape the future. And the brilliant leader was more important than the wishes of the flocks, who might be mired in the past. The rebel might be the only one in the flock with vision, a vision that could bring the flocks to new feeding grounds—metaphorical, or actual.


  K'Kai's idol Larrhi, the first Firekkan to leave her planet, he who now flew fighters for the Confederation forces—had he been a brilliant leader, or an aberrant rebel? And she, who followed in his wake, followed his flight to the stars, what was she?


  She had gained a flock. Enough to fully crew a freighter.


  Was she a leader? Or was she simply a rallying-point for more unnatural rebels?


  She thought she was a leader—for that matter, she was certain that Larrhi was. But what did others think of her?


  That was what she needed to determine. And if she could, change their minds.


  She decided to go without her flock; as herself. After all, it was no secret that her flock existed—and if she went with them, it might be perceived as a power-play, bringing in her adherents to tip the balance of power in the family flock.


  So she contacted the WhiteFlower messenger and told him she would be coming for a short visit at mainmeal time, then ordered a complete shakedown of the freighter; it would need such a thing soon anyway, and if the conflicts within the system increased, there would be no time for one. That would keep her fledglings busy; busy enough that they would not miss her for a few hours.


  She waited in her command chair on the bridge, one specially adapted to an avian form, and as much supporting perch as chair, watching her energetic flock through the monitors as they stripped and polished, checked and replaced, repaired and repainted. When they seemed to be completely wrapped up in their work, she left the bridge as if she were going somewhere else within the ship—but instead, she left the ship altogether, still in her adopted uniform, and headed for the WhiteFlower family tower.


  She was met by her father, which was a good omen, and conducted to the family roost by not only her father, but by most of the younger members of the flock. And from the conversation over mainmeal, her "defection" from WhiteFlower might never have happened.


  So—they had chosen to ignore her strange behavior rather than deal with it. In a way, that was heartening. At least it meant that the flock had not chosen to consider her as being cast out.


  K'Kai was patient, as patient as anyone who had to deal with the humans must be. If it took time for them to come to terms with what she had done, so be it.


  But after mainmeal, she was fair game for the entire flock. The flock-dance that followed gave any of them ample opportunity to accost her when the patterns of the dance left her roosting until her turn came around again.


  There was always the same question: "Everything we need is here—why go out there? Where there are no winds to carry you, and you do not fly on your own two wings but inside a steel egg?"


  She tried to answer them; tried to convey her dream, which had begun when she learned that Lar-rhi, a Firekkan male, had left their planet for the stars. Tried to explain her own excitement with sailing the invisible winds between the stars, the power and delight in trusting herself to something larger and infinitely stronger than she was, and making it do her will. Tried to show them the thrill of seeing what no Firekkan had ever seen with her own eyes before. But she knew it was hopeless; even her own crew had trouble grasping some of what she felt. They were often as completely Firekkan in their outlook as the most orthodox of WhiteFlower flock. Sometimes she thought that the only difference between her flock and WhiteFlower was that her collection of misfits had responded to something she could not calculate—her charisma, or her enthusiasm, perhaps—and had chosen her as their leader instead of someone with less of a presence.


  Finally, she dropped out of the dance and took a perch a little out of the way of the rest. She watched her relatives swirling in the decorous patterns, lost in something that was older than anyone had been able to trace. Perhaps it even went back to their days of pre-sentience.


  Perhaps that was why she was unable to lose herself in those patterns. She was one who made patterns, not one who followed them.


  "Aunt?" came a small, soft chirp from below her. "May I come up, Aunt?"


  She looked down, her thoughts disrupted. It was her young niece, Rikik, still in her juvenile plumage. K'Kai whistled her approval, and Rikik flapped awkwardly to a perch beside her.


  "What can I do for you, brancher?" she asked, fondly, giving her niece the title of one about to leave the nest.


  Rikik roused her feathers with pleasure, and preened to cover it. "Tell me about flying the spaceship," she said, eagerly. "Tell me about the stars."


  Well, that was a new request, and one that K'Kai was quite willing to grant. She did her best to give her niece the answers to every question, describing the thrill of spaceflight and likening it to creating a new dance; recounting some of her experiences among the humans and others. Rikik drew closer, prompting her aunt to groom her affectionately as she continued her stories.


  Finally Rikik sighed and drooped on her perch. "I would like to fly off into space as you are," she said wistfully. "I would like to see these metal nests that the humans make—to look out and see the stars so bright in all that night-dark. I would like to be like Larrhi…" She sighed again. "It cannot happen, though."


  K'Kai nodded sympathetically. Already Rikik's mother had chosen this fledgling to succeed her as WhiteFlower leader, and presumably as leader of the massed flocks as well. K'Kai knew her sister only too well; if it had been Kree'Kai that had been the leader when K'Kai had made her bid for freedom and space, there would be no Firekkan-crewed freighter now. It was impossible to get Kree'Kai to change her mind once it was made up, and she was the most orthodox of any Firekkan in K'Kai's acquaintance. There was no spaceflight in Rikik's future—not unless politics required her to make a flight as a passenger. And even then, it would be as brief a journey as could be arranged.


  K'Kai saw the disappointment in her niece's eyes, and preened her carefully as a wordless expression of sympathy. But before she could say anything, Kree'Kai spotted her niece conversing with her renegade aunt, and called her back to the dance with an irritated squawk.


  And a look that could have left scorched feathers, if K'Kai were not impervious to her sister's looks already. But the encounter left her feeling very depressed, and before long she took her formal leave and returned to her ship.


  As she mounted the ramp to her ship, she realized that she felt more eagerness to return there than she had been to return to the WhiteFlower nest. The ship felt more like home than the nest did.


  And that only left her wondering, as she took her perch in the command chair with real relief, and saw that her flock was still hard at work at their tasks. Was this what Larrhi felt?


  And would she ever be truly accepted—or feel comfortable among her own people—again?


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  "We are ready for final jump into the Firekka System, my lord," the Pilot Officer reported. "Your orders?"


  Ralgha nar Hhallas spoke quietly. "Engage jump engines, Officer. As soon as we appear in the Firekka System, do not launch fighters for reconnaissance, but perform a full sensory scan of the immediate area."


  "My lord? You are certain that you do not wish us to launch fighters?" Kirha asked politely from his station.


  Ralgha wanted to laugh, but kept his face set in a serious expression. That was Kirha's way, of course, always the one to delicately point out his lord's mistakes, without ever inferring that they were actual mistakes. Ralgha felt a small glow of pride, as though Kirha was one of his own cubs. It was unfortunate what he must do; Kirha could have had an excellent future as a warrior in the Emperor's service.


  He cuffed Kirha across the ear, the only part of the cub he could reach from where he sat. "Do you question my orders, cubling?"


  Kirha's eyes dropped. Ralgha noticed the young Kilrathi's belly quivering; probably from the tension. "Of course not, my lord," he said submissively.


  "Good. Communications Officer, I require all control of external communications to be transferred to my cabin immediately, for a closed-channel discussion. Kirha, I require your assistance now."


  The Communications Officer bowed to him, and turned to his console to begin programming the change. Ralgha strode to the lift, Kirha a few steps behind him.


  In his cabin, Ralgha allowed himself a moment of relaxation, stretching out on the woven fibers of his suspended chair to chew some arakh leaves. He felt the vibration of the jump engines as he chewed the sour leaves, the juice running down his throat to calm his belly. A few eights of minutes later, he felt relaxed enough to begin the task before him.


  Kirha, of course, still stood at attention near the hatchway.


  For the first time in his life, Ralgha wished that he had bothered to learn one of the Terran languages. Now everything would depend on Kirha's loyalty. Ralgha could not risk transmitting his message in Kilrathi, both for fear that one of his own crew would detect and understand it and also for the risk that the humans would not. The only Kilrathi other than Kirha aboard the ship who spoke Terran, according to the ship's roster, was the new Pilot Officer, but he would be too busy with his duties to hear this message. Or so Ralgha hoped.


  He keyed in the monitor in his cabin to the outside communications channel, quickly running a scan of the channel to make certain that it was not being tapped, and that no other communication systems on the ship were in use.


  Ralgha nar Hhallas, Lord of the Empire, was furious to realize that he was nervous, angry at himself, and appalled at the situation that forced him to this pass. Small wonder his stomach was in a turmoil. What he did now was his first true betrayal of the Emperor. He had sworn an oath to the rebels on Ghorah Khar, that he would aid them in any way he could to overthrow the Empire, but had never actually taken part in any of their plans. What he did could not be called honorable by any, to surrender his ship without a fight to the alien enemy. But he was oathsworn to the rebel council. To foil them now was the worst dishonor of all. It was no choice at all, save among bad and worse. For a split moment wonderment at finding himself in such a dishonorable dilemma rose to the surface of his mind, but as ever there was no time to think about that.


  He took a deep breath, and began. "Kirha, you will translate and transmit this message."


  "Of course, my lord," the young officer said.


  "To the lord captain of the Terran carrier, Tiger's Claw," Ralgha dictated. "I am Ralgha nar Hhallas, lord of the Kilrathi Empire, and captain of the Fralthi cruiser Ras Nik'hra. In the names of the rebel lords of Ghorah Khar, I bid you welcome in all honor. At their request, I bring you messages suing for alliance with your Confederation against the Imperial Kilrathi, and my own Imperial ship as a gift. The Ras Nik'hra will continue toward the planet Firekka from this jump point, so that you may rendezvous with us at any time." Ralgha listed the ship's coordinates in the Kilrathi reckoning, which he hoped the humans could translate into their own system.


  He saw that Kirha was trembling as the young Kilrathi finished translating his speech. Kirha pressed the button to transmit the message and turned to Ralgha. "May I be excused, my lord?"


  Ralgha nodded, and Kirha quickly left the cabin, his tail curled low around his legs. This was, perhaps, the worst moment of Kirha's life. Well, and it was no great occasion for joy for Ralgha, either. I know, cubling. Now we have truly traveled into unknown space. To the humans, to surrender my ship to them. No Kilrathi has ever walked this path before.


  He thought about calling Kirha back, then decided against it. This was no time for a show of weakness. Kirha was only one small piece in this game of Empires. Soon the cubling would be a prisoner of war, and not a game piece at all. There was no way to know what would become of them. Ralgha leaned back in his chair, feeling the tension in his muscles and belly.


  Soon, he thought. Soon I will face the humans in a battle that I cannot win…


  "We are gathered here today to honor the memory of a young pilot who died in the line of duty. Lieutenant Peter Youngblood fought bravely…"


  Hunter stood stiffly at attention on the Outside Deck, the magnetic shoes of his spacesuit holding him tightly to the metal deck. As always, he felt very cold inside, standing out in open space. He knew it was only in his mind, that if his suit was ever breached enough to let in the cold, he'd be dead a half-second later. But still, he felt the chill.


  Maybe it's because the only time I ever go "outside" is for these damned funerals, he thought. Bloody depressing, all of this. I hate the thought of Colonel Halcyon standing out here and eulogizing me if I should get blown away on a mission… I'd rather they just chuck my body out an airlock and have a serious party. A good rousing wake, that's what I'd like. All of my friends getting drunk as my bod floats off into space——-


  "… against overwhelming odds, he reached for victory despite the dangers…"


  He tried for glory and caught ordnance, is what he did...


  Kien Chen stood on Hunter's right, the fighter pilot obviously intent on the Colonel's speech. Mariko Tanaka was standing on his other side, motionless. Beneath the pale glow of her helmet light, Hunter saw the tears trickling down her face, bright in her eyes.


  Hunter leaned closer to Mariko, so that his helmet touched hers. He spoke quietly, knowing that the vibrations would carry the sound into her helmet. "It's not your fault, lady. You did everything you could to save the kid."


  There was no answer, though he could hear Mariko's soft breathing through the helmet.


  "Mariko? C'mon, lady, talk to me! Listen, the kid did his best, and it just wasn't good enough. If he'd listened to you, obeyed you like he was supposed to, maybe he'd be alive right now. But it wasn't your fault. Hell, you barely got out of it alive yourself!"


  He waited in silence for an answer, then slowly straightened, moving his helmet away from hers. Over the suit radio, he heard the Colonel conclude the eulogy, and then the honor guard fired their laser rifles in a twenty-one gun salute, as the empty coffin was released from its magnetic clamps and slowly drifted away from the Tiger's Claw.


  Bloody depressing, all of this, Hunter thought, clicking his suit into "walk cycle" to follow everyone back to the airlock. The radio channel was silent, the only sound he heard was the faint clanking of his suit's magnetic boots switching on and off, clamping the deck and releasing as he walked. In the airlock, he waited with the others for the system to cycle, then quickly stripped out of the vac suit and back into his uniform.


  As he fastened his boots, he saw Mariko leaving the suit room, her face as calm and serene as the aftermath of an ice storm, no sign of tears on her elegant oriental features.


  "Mariko!" Hunter yanked his other boot on and ran to catch up with her. "Hey, Mariko!"


  She continued walking down the corridor, not looking at him. "Please, Ian. I wish to be alone now."


  "Come on, Mariko, talk to me!"


  She faced him, speaking fiercely. "You want to talk about it? Fine. We'll talk about it. Youngblood is dead. He refused my order to withdraw. Why? Because he had no faith in me as his wingleader. That's why this is my fault, because he didn't believe in me enough to obey my orders."


  Hunter stared at her. "Mariko, that's not true! I hate to speak badly about someone who's dead, but that kid was an idiot! He would've been cat food sooner or later, whoever his wingleader was! Look, compare him to Jazz Colson. When I ordered him to, Jazz turned around and headed back to the Claw, even though he didn't want to miss out on the fight!


  Jazz is going to do all right for himself, I'm not worried about him. But Youngblood, there was no way he was going to make it out there. Not a chance."


  "Perhaps you could have said something about this before the boy was killed, Ian!" Angrily, Mariko wiped the tears from her eyes, glaring at him. "It is a little late to tell me this now that he's dead!"


  Hunter suddenly realized that they were standing in a corridor outside the airlock and yelling at each other, with most of the other pilots of the fighter squadron for an audience. He lowered his voice. "Come on, Mariko, don't take it so hard. I'm going to keep telling you that it's not your fault until you believe it. Listen, that Colson kid is playing music over on the Austin tonight. We'll catch a shuttle to the ship, have a few brews, talk about it. How 'bout it, lady?"


  Mariko shook her head, tears still falling from her eyes.


  Jeannette Devereaux, another of the other Claw pilots, put her arm around Mariko's shoulders. "Mariko, I'll walk with you to the Barracks, all right?" she said in her lovely French accent. "You'll feel better tomorrow, cheri, I know you will."


  Jeannette is sure earning her callsign 'Angel' today, Hunter thought, watching them walk away. Those two are like sisters. Maybe that's better for Mariko, to talk it out with Angel.


  Knight, Maniac, and Bossman were watching him from across the corridor. Todd "Maniac" Marshall, the youngest of the Claw pilots, grinned at Hunter. "Let me tell you, Hunter, you're pushing your luck, trying to make time with a lady who just had her wingman blown away," Maniac said.


  "Go to hell, Todd," Hunter snarled, turning away.


  "Come on, Ian, let's get out of here," Bossman said, giving Maniac a sharp look. "You want to get a beer? Are you on the duty roster again today?"


  "No, I'm not," Hunter said. "Sure, let's go get a beer."


  "Here you go, Hunter," Shotglass said, sliding the mug of beer down the counter to him.


  "Thanks." Hunter started toward the table where Bossman and Knight were seated, then stopped in mid-stride, hearing the crackle of the ship's intercom system.


  "The following pilots are to report to the flight deck immediately… Major Chen, Captain Khumalo, Lieutenant Marshall, Captain Devereaux, Captain St. John, Lieutenant Montclair…"


  Hunter slid the mug back across to Shotglass. "Ah, bloody hell. Keep it cold for me, Sam," he said, then ran after the other two pilots toward the flight deck.


  "So much for gettin' the afternoon off, mates," Hunter grumbled as they hurried down the corridors to the Deck.


  "Anybody know what's up?" Joe Khumalo asked, slightly out of breath.


  "A strike force from the Austin went after those ships yesterday, the ones that Spirit and Youngblood encountered. They took them out, so there shouldn't be anything else in the area," Kien Chen said as they paused at the equipment rack to change into flight suits. He tossed Hunter's helmet to him; Hunter caught it with one hand. "Everyone was flying more patrols today, in case there were more Kilrathi fighters out there that were stranded when their Fralthis were toasted. But Tactical says that they think we took care of them all, there wasn't anything out there except debris from those two cruisers."


  "So why are we doing this?" Hunter muttered, strapping on his helmet and running with the other two pilots through the hatch and onto the flight deck.


  The flight deck was a beehive of activity, with more technicians than Hunter had ever seen at one time, readying all of the available fighters.


  Colonel Halcyon was on the Deck near the entrance, with half a dozen pilots gathered around him. "Good, that's everyone for this launch," the Colonel said as Hunter, Bossman, and Knight joined the assembled pilots. "Listen closely, because we don't have much time. We've received a transmission from a Kilrathi Fralthi cruiser, the Ras Nik'hra, whose captain is apparently part of a rebellion on one of the Kilrathi worlds… he wants to meet with the Confederation officials to discuss an alliance of some kind. We don't have his exact position, only his in-system jump point. Tactical has calculated out his possible course… your ships are programmed with flight plans for interception. Whoever sights the Fralthi is to report in immediately.


  "The biggest problem is that Tactical believes they've detected jump traces of other Kilrathi ships entering this system," the Colonel continued, as Hunter stared at him with mingled shock and disbelief. "If the Kilrathi realize that this captain is allying himself with the Confederation, they'll try to destroy his ship before we can help him."


  "What if it is a trap, mon Colonel?" Angel asked seriously.


  "Use your best judgment," the Colonel replied. "Don't risk yourselves. But if you can bring the Ras Nik'hra back intact, do it. We've never had a chance to capture a Fralthi before… it's very valuable to Confed High Command.


  "We have several troopships of Confed Marines in the system, part of the Honor Guard for the Diplomatic Corps. We're also sending them out, in case we need a boarding party to capture the ship. Do not, I repeat, do not try to land on the Ras Nik'hra. That's the Marines' job, not yours."


  I sure don't envy those Marine blokes, Hunter thought. It's bad enough trying to shoot those cat ships down, but boarding one?


  "Everyone will fly solo patrols so we can cover the Fralthi's entire projected flight path. If you complete your patrol without encountering the Fralthi, return to the Claw for new orders. Good luck, everyone," the Colonel concluded. "Dismissed."


  Hunter jogged toward his Rapier fighter, and saw a blond-haired face emerge from inside the cockpit. The kid… what was his name? Jimmy? ... swung down lightly from the cockpit, and saluted Hunter. "You're ready to launch, sir," the kid said.


  "Thanks, Jim," Hunter said, and climbed up the ladder into the cockpit.


  "Maybe I'll see you out there, sir," the kid said.


  "What?" Hunter looked down at him in surprise.


  Jimmy grinned proudly. "I'm a specialist in Kilrathi engineering systems as well as our own fighters, sir. I studied on Fralthi debris back at HQ.


  They're sending me with the Marines, in case we have to fly that Kilrathi ship ourselves."


  "Well, take care of yourself, kid," Hunter said gruffly. "Be real careful if you go on that ship, okay? God knows what they'll have in there. Booby traps, probably."


  "I will, sir!" Jimmy saluted him again, and Hunter picked up his clipboard, racing through the pre-flight checks. "Ready when you are," he said into his headset.


  "You're cleared for launch, Hunter," Mississippi Steve drawled. "Good luck findin' that ship."


  "I'll do m'best," Hunter replied, thumbing up the fighter's engines to taxi into launch position.


  "Pilot Officer, report our current position," Kirha said, glancing up from his station.


  "We are still on a direct course toward the inhabited Firekka planet," the Pilot Officer said tersely. "I am still not detecting any Terran presence… of course, without forward patrols, they could be waiting just outside our sensor range. I recommend that we launch fighters immediately for a long-range patrol before venturing closer to the planet, sir."


  Kirha glanced at the Thrak'hra lord, who was pacing the Bridge. Lord Ralgha stopped at the Pilot Officer's console, looking over the Pilot Officer's shoulder at the computer displays. "Continue present course," Lord Ralgha said. "And we will not launch fighters, not yet."


  My lord is nervous, Kirha thought, incredulously. I've never seen him like this before. Even when we fought the humans in the Vega Sector, and I was certain that we were going to die, I never saw him pace like this before. Can the rest of the crew see this as well?


  "But, sir, without advance fighter patrols we're blind!" the Pilot Officer protested.


  He's right, Kirha thought. I hope that my lord knows what he's doing. Something flickered on Kirha's computer console, and he punched up a quick diagnostic check to confirm the readout. "Lord Ralgha! I'm detecting old jump traces in our vicinity. Computer confirms them as the jump-system emissions of a Gettysburg class ship and another ship, the readings are difficult to distinguish."


  Lord Ralgha strode to Kirha's station, looking down at the console. "Those are the jump traces of a Terran carrier," he said. "Do you see that pattern there, Kirha? That is created by the multiple jump engines of a carrier." The Khantahr deftly ran through a series of checks… he knows every system on this ship, Kirha thought, a little enviously. That is why he is the finest captain in our fleet. Our best captain, and my liege lord. And a rebel, a traitor. If he is the best, and he chooses to hunt this path, how can I not follow?


  "There, do you see?" Lord Ralgha pointed at a numeric chart, an analysis of the faint jump engines' emissions. "A clear corollation… the TCS Tiger's Claw jumped into this system."


  There was a sudden silence on the Bridge. One of the younger officers, crouched over his computer console, shuddered convulsively.


  The Pilot Officer was frozen with shock, as were several others. His tail twitched once. "The Tiger's Claw!" the Pilot Officer said explosively. "Sir, we must launch fighters at once!"


  "These traces are at least several weeks old," the lord said thoughtfully. "In all likelihood, the Terrans are no longer in this system. We will not launch fighters."


  "But, sir!"


  The lord turned sharply, his claws extended. His eyes glittered dangerously. "Do you question my orders, Pilot Officer?"


  "Of course not, sir," the Pilot Officer said, his eyes wide with fright. "I would never question your orders." The officer slid from his chair to the floor, prostrating his belly before his commanding officer.


  "Oh, get up," Lord Ralgha said in an annoyed voice. "All of you," he continued, eyeing the rest of the Bridge crew, "resume your duties." He glanced at Kirha. "Kirha, you will walk with me now. We have other tasks to attend."


  Kirha keyed the computer to report any other detection of Terran jump traces, and then hurried to the lift after his liege lord.


  Lord Ralgha spoke quietly as they descended into the depths of the Ras Nik'hra. "We cannot risk the crew firing upon the Terrans when they arrive to rendezvous with us. We will be undefended, and a single fired shot could easily result in the Terrans destroying this ship. We must avoid that at all costs."


  "What will you do, my lord?" Kirha asked.


  Lord Ralgha bared his teeth. "I have thought much upon this, cubling. The easiest solution, of course, would be to kill the crew. But that weighs heavily upon me… they have been loyal, honorable warriors in my service, and for me to kill them like animals, without the chance to die in combat… no, they do not deserve such a dishonorable death." He paused at the hatchway to his cabin, and keyed open the lock with his claws.


  Inside the cabin, the lord removed two small laserpistols and two handheld communication units from a cabinet, handing one of each to Kirha and placing the others in his hauberk. "I have already changed the keycodes to the weapons armory, so that you and I will be the only ones aboard the ship with weapons. That should place the odds somewhat more in our favor. Kirha, your task will be to secure the Bridge. That is the only station aboard the ship that we cannot remove all the personnel from, not without endangering the entire ship. You must succeed at this. Our lives, and my honor, depend upon this."


  "I will not fail you, my lord," Kirha said, his tail stiffening and twitching with nerves.


  Lord Ralgha gave him a gentle shove in the direction of the lifts. "Go now. I will join you on the Bridge later."


  He bowed, then started back toward the Bridge. A moment later, he heard his lord's voice broadcasted throughout the ship, echoing in the corridors: "This is Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas. All crew except the Bridge officers, report to the primary Launch Bay immediately."


  Kirha felt the familiar trembling in his belly as the lift ascended toward the Bridge, and clenched the pistol more tightly. The Khantahr's message repeated, and yet a third time.


  What is this that I do now? he asked himself silently. I follow my lord into treason against the Emperor, to go against all that I have believed in, for all of my life?


  I had dreams, as a little cub on Hhallas. That someday I would do a true heroic act, I would prove myself to all of Kilrah, and that my lord Ralgha would reward me for it. That he might even grant me the right to begin my own hrai and start a clan of my own. But those were only foolish dreams of youth, dreams of impossible glory.


  And now what will happen to Lord Ralgha and If We will be traitors, outcasts from all we have known. There is no future and no glory in it.


  My lord Ralgha is a Thrak'hra, a noble of the empire. Surely he knows more than I, he has greater plans for our future. I must trust in him, for that is the only small shred of honor left to me.


  Finally the lift doors opened and he stepped out onto the Bridge.


  The few of the officers were gathered in small groups, talking among themselves as the lord's message was broadcast a fourth time throughout the ship. The Pilot Officer saw Kirha first. "Ah, the lord's little cub is back on the Bridge," Drakj, the Pilot, said sardonically. "So tell me, Kirha, is our lord insane? If the Terrans find us now, we are defenseless! What is he planning?"


  "You'll learn that soon enough," Kirha said, bringing up the pistol. "Step away from your station, Drakj'khai… all of you, stand away from your stations. I do not want to kill any of you."


  "What treason is this?" the Pilot Officer demanded to know.


  "No treason," Kirha said, trying to keep the pistol from shaking in his grip. "I am my lord's sworn officer, and am following his orders."


  "And what orders are those?" the Navigation Officer asked.


  Kirha, keeping the pistol steady upon the cluster of officers, moved to his own station and glanced down at the computer console. He lifted the comm unit to his mouth, keying it on. "My lord, the Bridge is secured, and I have detected a Terran troopship approaching. Shall I signal them?"


  "Tell them that they can dock at the aft airlock," the lord's voice said over the comm.


  Kirha keyed open the comm channel and spoke into it in Terran. "Terran ship, this is Kirha hrai Ralgha of the Ras Nik'hra, speaking with the voice of our Khantahr, Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas. Approach our aft airlock for docking."


  The Bridge officers were staring at him in shock. The Pilot Officer was the first to react. "Treason!" he shouted, and lunged toward Kirha, claws extended.


  Kirha fired a moment before the Pilot Officer's body slammed into him, and lost his grip on the pistol a moment later. The air reeked of burnt fur and flesh as he grappled with Drakj for the pistol, lying on the floor only barely beyond his grasp. Drakj's claws raked bloody furrows across Kirha's face, but still he held onto Drakj with a death-grip. With a burst of strength, Drakj hurled Kirha away from him, and Kirha's head slammed back against a console painfully. The room spun violently around him as he tried to get up, and fell back with a moan of pain. Forgive me, my lord Ralgha, he thought dizzily, I did not mean to fail you…


  Through a haze of pain, Kirha saw the Pilot Officer, the long burn visible down his side, searing through the leather of his hauberk and his flesh, reach for the communications console. The other Bridge officers seemed frozen with shock, staring at Kirha as Drakj punched up the controls of the comm console. "All Imperial ships, this is the Ras Nik'hra! Our captain has betrayed us to our enemies. Aid us now, or our ship will fall into the hands of the humans…" Drakj's words faded away as the Bridge blurred, dissolving into darkness…


  Ralgha's airsuit boots clanked loudly against the metal of Launch Bay deck as he walked out before the gathered ranks of warriors. He stood for a moment, surveying the ranks of his troops assembled before him.


  He saw the surprise, the shock, on the closest of his oathsworn soldiers' faces… no doubt they wonder why I am wearing a spacewalking suit, complete with a sealed helmet, aboard the ship, he thought. This is not the usual captain's garb. Well, they will find out soon enough. He hefted the weight of the small device in his hand, then spoke. "Soldiers of the Empire, you are sworn to me as my vassal warriors in the Emperor's service. To follow me into battle, to obey me as though I speak with the voice of the Emperor. And now I speak to you as your liege lord, to tell you that the Empire of Kilrah is corrupt and dying. How many of you have lost members of your hrai in this war, and for what? We have gained nothing in all these years of fighting, not territory or glory, and there is no end to this useless battle in sight.


  "After I realized this truth, I joined forces with the rebel lords of Ghorah Khar in their attempts to overthrow the Emperor. To aid in this cause, I have sworn to the rebel lords that I will deliver the Ras Nik'hra to the Terrans."


  He saw the ripple of shock move through them, then; the looks of horror and disbelief, the narrowed eyes of the crew in the first row, their claws extending and retracting. One very young Kilra'hra crewman in the front rank looked as though he might faint. No Kilrathi captain had ever surrendered his ship, not in the history of their race. It was inconceivable to them… and to me, Ralgha thought. Who would ever have dreamed that I would stand here now, trapped like a prey-animal in this conflict of Honor and duty? As ever, the thought glimmered away, sliding like a mental prey-fish into the depths of his mind.


  "All of you have served me loyally, so now I will give you a chance to live," he continued. "If you will swear to surrender to the humans, then I will grant you your lives. By Imperial law, I hold your lives in my grasp… you are my vassals, my sworn warriors.


  "But if you do not swear to surrender to the humans…" He raised the small device high enough so that all could see it. "… then I have no other choice but to trigger this device, which will vent this Launch Bay into open space. This is your choice… swear to obey me now, Kilra'hra, or breathe vacuum."


  His soldiers stood motionless with shock, except for one standing in the front rank whose tail twitched nervously.


  Ralgha unclipped the comm unit from his belt and spoke into it. "Kirha! Your status?"


  Kirha's voice replied through the comm. "My lord, the Bridge is secured, and I have detected a Terran troopship approaching. Shall I signal them?"


  "Tell them that they can dock at the aft airlock."


  Ralgha said. He replaced the comm on his belt, and glanced at the assembled throng before him. "So, Kilra'hra, what do you choose? To honor your sworn oaths to me, or to die a useless death?"


  He heard it then, the low murmuring that had begun during his short conversation with Kirha. A single word, whispered over and over again, now growing louder. "Treason… treason..."


  "This is treason to the Emperor!" one officer shouted from the front rank, torn between rage and disbelief. "Treason!"


  Ralgha overrode his shouting. "You are sworn to me, Engineering Officer! Disobey me, and you are forsworn, an oathbreaker, and deserve a coward's death!"


  His answer was a sea of snarling, frightened faces.


  "Kill him!"


  "Treachery!"


  With a roar, the ranks of Kilra'hra surged forward. Ralgha punched the button of the airlock venting device… Fools! They do not think I will kill them to save my honor? … and braced himself for the explosive decompression that would follow a moment later.


  With an ominous creaking noise, the fifty-foot double door of the Launch Bay began to open, then stopped. A thin whistle of escaping air could be heard over the roar of the riot on the deck, but it was not the explosive decompression that Ralgha had been told to expect. He had one brief moment to blink in surprise, and then the mob was upon him, teeth and claws reaching for him.


  Accursed lowborn engineers, Ralgha thought, irritated, as he kicked the first Kilra'hra out of his way and ran for the exit hatchway. What if we had needed this system as it was originally intended, for afire in the Launch Bays? Useless, completely useless. Another Kilra'hra grabbed his arm, and Ralgha backhanded him across the face, pulling free as yet another Kilra'hra tackled him from behind, bringing him down to his knees, tearing off his helmet in the process. That one received a boot in the face, falling back as Ralgha crawled toward the hatchway. If that engineer is not dead after this ridiculous incident, I will kill him myself! Incompetency… nothing is more infuriating than incompetency…


  Ralgha shoved three of his former officers away from him, clawing for the control mechanism of the sealed hatchway as most of the remnants of his suit was torn away. The hatchway opened suddenly, spilling him and several Kilra'hra out into the corridor. More of his troops piled through the opening as he gained his feet and began to run toward the aft airlock.


  He yanked the comm unit from his belt, shouting into it. "Kirha!" He glanced back at the Kilra'hra behind him, just as the first of them leaped at him. Ralgha's face slammed painfully into the deck, and blood from a cut on his forehead blinded him, filming everything in a haze of red. He kicked out wildly, trying to break free. He felt his claws rending Kilra'hra flesh, but could not see his opponents, or how to escape. Someone pinned his arms; he wrenched one arm free, and saw the wild-eyed face of one of his gunnery officers, not a handspan from his eyes. He kicked again, and somehow rolled free, falling over the Gunnery Officer and onto the deck. Ralgha scrambled to his feet and ran. The aft airlock was within sight now, an open hatchway at the end of the corridor.


  The entire ship vibrated suddenly, echoing with the clanging noise of another ship docking against the Ras Nik'hra. Ralgha slid to a stop inside the airlock, trying to remember the sequence for opening the outside door. He heard human voices then, on the other side, and the sound of someone pounding on the metal skin of his ship.


  He had punched in half the entry sequence when a pair of claws ripped down his back, setting his body on fire. He whirled and kicked the officer back into the arms of the others running toward him. He managed to punch in one more digit of the sequence before they brought him down like a prey animal, clawing and biting at him as he still fought to reach the airlock controls.


  He tried to break free without success, held down by the weight of the bodies piled on him. Ralgha brought his fist down hard on one Kilra'hra's skull, feeling the small bones breaking in his fist, and realized then that he was still clenching the comm unit. "Kirha!" he shouted into it, hoping that it hadn't been broken in the melee. "Kirha, open the airlock! OPEN THE AIRLOCK!"


  Lord Ralgha. Lord Ralgha is calling, and I must obey … Kirha opened his eyes painfully, hearing his lord calling his name again. Why am I on the floor of the Bridge? He blinked and tried to sit up; an awful pain ripped through his head, followed by a wave of dizziness. He heard the Thrak'hra lord's voice again, and saw the comm unit lying on the floor. "Kirha!"


  He sounds very strange, Kirha thought. Is something wrong? "Open the airlock!" Lord Ralgha's voice continued. "Open the airlock!"


  Kirha heard Drakj's voice, too, from somewhere above him. "Affirmative, Fralthi Kraj'nishk, that is our position. We need immediate assistance… there is rioting in the ship, and a human troopship is at the aft airlock, trying to board us."


  The human troopship at the aft airlock…


  Everything came back to Kirha in a rush… his lord's vow to deliver the ship to the humans, Kirha's orders to secure the Bridge, and his failure to do so. He levered himself up on one elbow, wincing at the pain in his head, then launched himself at Drakj, claws extended.


  Drakj turned, his eyes wide with surprise, as Kirha sank his teeth into his enemy's throat. Drakj's scream of pain was very loud in Kirha's ears, but he held on desperately, clawing at his enemy's throat and tasting Drakj's blood in his mouth. Then, his teeth still clenched tightly, he shoved himself away from his enemy.


  Kirha fell against a Bridge console, and spat out the mouthful of fur and flesh. Drakj staggered back, blood pouring from his slashed throat, then fell to the deck, the life gone from his eyes.


  Kirha stood unsteadily, glaring at the other Bridge officers. One of them glanced at the laser-pistol, abandoned on the floor. "Touch it, and I will kill you," Kirha rasped, blood trickling from his mouth. The Navigations Officer knelt and presented his throat, a gesture of submission. Kirha ignored him and half-fell against the console that held internal systems controls, searching for the aft airlock control. All the systems glowed affirmative at him, a ship was securely attached to the coupling system, all he needed to do was open the exterior door.


  He triggered the outside door to cycle open, overriding the system to keep the interior door open as well. Then he slid down to the floor, unable to stand any longer. He crawled the short distance to the laserpistol, retrieving it from the floor.


  The small weight of the pistol felt reassuring in his grasp. "Now we wait for Lord Ralgha," he said, gesturing with the pistol at the other officers.


  What an undignified way to die, Ralgha thought, struggling to claw his way free of the pile of Kilra'hra on top of him. He felt himself weakening from loss of blood, the pain of too many wounds slowing him even further. I always dreamed of dying in honorable combat. Not like a hunted animal, not like this.


  Another sound penetrated through the shrieks of the mob, the sound of metal sliding on metal. A moment later, Ralgha realized what it was, as the airlock door opened behind him. He fell through the half-open door, into the airlock of the humans' ship, now filled with humans. He recognized the insignia on their woven fabric clothing as Confederation Marines, just as one of them placed the barrel of an assault gun against his face.


  "Move, you dead," the human said in Kilrathi, speaking with an awful accent. "You what, tell now me?"


  "Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas," he said. It hurt to speak, especially with the human's weapon pressed against his cheek. He could feel the blood on his face, oozing from many small claw cuts. "I bid you welcome with all honor," he added a moment later. He twisted to look through the airlock door, where his troops had stopped momentarily, staring at the sight of an armed human squadron with all their weapons aimed at the Kilrathi.


  "Move and you're dead!" a small human with short golden head-fur, standing at the front of the human squadron, said in much more understandable Kilrathi. A Kilra'hra on the side of the airlock snarled and leaped at the small human, who whirled and fired without hesitation. The Kilra'hra fell dead at her feet, a smoking burn through his chest.


  "All of you, paws against the walls," the small human continued. "Do it or you'll… or you will die in dishonor, shot like a prey animal!" The human bared its teeth in a smile. "You macho cat guys would really hate that, wouldn't you?"


  What is this human word, macho? Ralgha wondered briefly, watching his crew to see what they would do.


  None of the Kilrathi moved to obey the human.


  When the first Kilra'hra moves, all of them will attack. The humans will kill them all. I cannot allow that... they are my warriors, loyal to me through many battles… I owe them more than that.


  "You cannot win this battle, Kilra'hra," Ralgha said slowly. "You are unarmed, against an enemy with energy weapons. I do not wish to see all of you die for so meaningless a cause. Surrender now, and I swear on my honor as your Captain that I will see that you are treated honorably by the humans."


  One of the Kilra'hra painfully rose to his feet, the Gunnery Officer who still had tufts of Ralgha's fur caught in his claws. He bowed once to the Captain, then turned to face the wall. Another followed his example, and a third. One by one, all of the Kilra'hra placed themselves against the walls, except for one young officer who was obviously too injured to stand, and the smoldering corpse on the deck.


  The small gold-furred human knelt next to Ralgha. "Are you Ralgha? I'm Major Kristi Marks, Fourth Division, Confederation Marines."


  "I am Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas, and I bid you welcome in all honor, H'hristi Mar'hkss," Ralgha said painfully. "I am Khantahr of this ship, the commanding officer."


  "We're going to secure your ship for you, Khantahr. Are there any friendlies out there? Troops that are on our side?"


  Ralgha nodded. "Kirha, on the Bridge. No others."


  "Thank you, sir." The human spoke tersely in Terran to the others, then turned back to Ralgha. "Our medical officer will be here shortly. You look like you need immediate medical attention. We'll take you to the Sickbay aboard our ship."


  "Lord Ralgha?" Kirha's voice, thin and strained, spoke through the airlock intercom. "Lord Ralgha, you must come to the Bridge at once! There is an Imperial Fralthi cruiser approaching our position… they are ordering us to surrender or they will destroy the ship!"


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  "It's a long, long way to Tipperary, it's a long way to go!"


  Can't remember the next verse to that… Lord, but I hate sob patrols, Hunter thought, unstrapping himself so he could prop his feet up on the port viewscreen. Nothing to do but fly around hoping something will happen, and wondering if you'll be able to handle it by yourself, if something does happen!


  He leaned over to check that the Autopilot was continuing to follow the correct course, then flicked the vidscreen controls to go to multi-channel, broadcasting and receiving from all the pilots. "Hey, anybody seein' anything out there, mates?"


  "Keep the channels clear, Hunter," the Colonel's voice said sternly, his image flickering on the vidscreen.


  "Okay, okay," Hunter grumbled, wishing yet again that they'd let him smoke cigars when he was on patrol. Too much of a fire risk, sure, but after two hours of this, he was dying for a smoke...


  "All pilots, listen closely!" the Colonel's voice crackled. "The TCS Holmen, one of our Marine troopships, has just reported in. They've found the Ras Nik'hra, and several squadrons of Marines have boarded and are taking command of the ship. And they're reporting another Fralthi is in the area, on an interception course with the ship. All pilots are to divert and assist the Ras Nik'hra! The coordinates are…"


  Hunter sat up immediately, both feet hitting the floor of the fighter with a thunk, resetting his Auto-Nav computer as the Colonel recited the sequence of numbers. "I'm only a few minutes away from that position, Tiger's Claw" he reported, strapping himself back into his chair and tightening the straps for good measure. He brought the fighter up to full speed, banking in the direction of the Fralthis.


  "Affirmative, Hunter," the Colonel replied. "Bossman and Spirit are also enroute. Good luck."


  "Thanks, Colonel." Hunter checked his radar… nothing in sight yet. He fired a test burst from his guns, resetting them from neutron guns to laser cannons so he'd have the best long-distance weapon readied, then reached over to switch to Mariko's vid channel.


  "How're you doing, sweetheart?" he asked.


  "We could use some help, Hunter!" she said. "The Fralthi is heavily armed."


  "Hey, I'm on my way, I'll save the day! Don't you get the feeling that we've done this before?" he asked with a grin. "If I show up to rescue you many more times, people are going to start talking about us, you know!"


  She smiled, and a moment later Hunter saw the battle in his forward viewscreen, two huge Fralthi firing broadsides at each other, Spirit and Hunter's tiny fighters darting between them.


  "They're launching fighters!" Bossman said tersely. "One Jalthi heavy fighter heading toward us. Spirit, form on my wing! We'll take him."


  "I'm with you, Major," Hunter said, switching to full guns. "I'll be on your wing in another few seconds. Watch those forward guns, those Jalthi have plenty of firepower."


  Spirit spoke quietly. "Major, if we can get some dumb-fire missiles into that launch bay, they won't be able to get any more fighters off the deck."


  "Affirmative on that, Spirit," Bossman said. "Be careful, Lieutenant, they'll start tracking guns on you the minute you do that… I want you to 'burner past this Jalthi, both of you. I'll do a hard turn and take him. You have to stop them from launching any more fighters!"


  "We're on it, Bossman," Hunter said. "Spirit, I'll play decoy, you take out the launch bay!"


  "Affirmative!"


  The Jalthi fighter, bristling with six forward guns, banked toward them as Hunter slid into the formation next to Bossman and Spirit's fighters. Bossman's voice was tense. "Ready to break… NOW!"


  Hunter punched in the afterburners, relaxing as acceleration slammed him back into his seat, dodging beneath the Jalthi just as it opened fire. Spirit was already ahead of him, accelerating toward the launch bay. The open space around them suddenly blossomed with heavy weapons fire as the Fralthi's guns began tracking them.


  "Evasive, Spirit!" Hunter shouted. Her fighter twisted and turned sharply, still continuing toward her target. Hunter followed closely, sending bursts of cannon fire toward the Fralthi's gun turrets. The missiles arced out from Spirit's fighter and into the Fralthi's landing bay, just as a turret scored a direct hit on her right wing. She tilted away from the ship, spinning uncontrollably.


  "Hunter, I'm hit in the main gyros… can't stabilize…"


  "Lady, get that Ras Nik'hra ship between you and this Fralthi and punch out!"


  Another burst of fire from a turret caught her fighter, tearing away one of the wings. Hunter yanked on the controls and brought his fighter around, blasting the enemy turret into incandescent debris. "Come on, you bastards, shoot at me, not her!" he shouted into his comlink. An alien voice answered him, a cat face shrieking Kilrathi over the vid.


  He glanced back to see Spirit recover control of her fighter, heading straight for the Ras Nik'hra. A moment later, Hunter realized that he was now the only target for the Fralthi, as dozens of explosions filled the space around him. He punched the "burners a split-second later, getting out of range of the turrets.


  Oh man, I feel like a bunny at a hawk convention!


  "Bossman, where are you?" he called, hoping he didn't sound as frantic as he felt.


  "Heading back to your position," the Major replied. "That guy took a little longer than I expected."


  "Okay, draw their turret fire!" he said. "I'm going in after that hulk."


  "You got it, Hunter!" the other pilot replied.


  Hunter hit the afterburners for a quick fly-by, feeling the fighter shake and rattle with the proximity of the Fralthi's guns. Suddenly the fighter bounced hard to the right, and he had to fight to keep it under control and avoid spinning out. Brushed the shields! Damn, but that thing is armed for bear! I could spend all day pounding on those shields and never get through…


  He accelerated beyond the cruiser and brought the fighter around again for another attack run, this time aiming at the rear of the huge ship. He could see the main thruster engine of the ship, glowing bright in the center of the five other engine nacelles. Hunter paused briefly to switch to Image-Recognition missiles, and eased back on the throttle, slowing down to only a hundred KPS. All he needed was one lucky shot...


  He approached slowly, feeling a trickle of sweat start down the side of his face as the Fralthi's guns swiveled to track him. That's right, boys, I'm a sitting duck, come and get me… The targeting computer wailed shrilly as the I-R missile locked onto the Fralthi's main engine. He slammed his thumb down to launch the missile, then immediately switched to dumb-fire missiles, continuing to accelerate directly at the main engine nacelle. At the last moment he fired both dumb-fire missiles into the nacelle, banking hard to the right. Another of the engine nacelles loomed directly before him, and he twisted the ship away, diving beneath it and into open space.


  Hunter looked back to see the main engine nacelle peeling away from the rest of the ship. He had a split second of horrified realization… My God, I'm too close to the ship!… before the Fralthi exploded into brilliant light and debris. The blast wave caught him up and hurled him forward, tumbling end over end helplessly. The Rapier's stabilizers kicked back in a few seconds later, and the fighter hung motionless in space, large pieces of debris drifting past him. Hunter just sat there for a long moment, trying to catch his breath. Then he brought the fighter around to see what was left.


  Of the Imperial Fralthi, the only part of the ship that was still intact was the forward oval that he knew contained the ship's Bridge. I hope those blokes died fast, he thought soberly, looking at the remains of the ship. Beyond the dead Fralthi, the Ras Nik'hra sailed regally onward, continuing in the direction of the Tiger's Claw.


  "Hunter, you all right?" Bossman called on the vid monitor.


  "Yeah, sure." He wiped the sweat from his forehead. "Kien, where's Mariko?"


  "I saw her heading toward the Ras Nik'hra's landing bay."


  "All right. I want to land and make sure that she's all right," he said, moving slowly toward the huge ship.


  "Affirmative, Hunter, I'll stay out here as escort," Bossman said, his image fizzling out.


  The ship grew larger and larger in front of him, a behemoth that dwarfed his fighter and was nearly the size of the Austin. He eased up on the controls as he approached the open gap of the landing bay. "Ras Nik'hra, do you read?" he said on the open channels. "This is Captain St. John, requesting landing permission."


  A blonde woman's face appeared on the vid screen. "Captain St. John, this is Major Marks," she said. "You are cleared to land." Her image disappeared a moment later.


  "Thanks," Hunter muttered under his breath. "How 'bout giving me a road map of this bloody ship?" He maneuvered for the final approach, feeling another trickle of sweat starting on his brow. It's just like landing on any other carrier, he told himself. Except that it's a Kilrathi ship, I've never seen the layout of their landing bay, I don't know how much space I have to brake, or anything else about it. But other than that, it's just like landing on any other carrier. Just keep thinking that, mate!


  He brought his speed all the way down to near zero, edging into the deck at the slowest possible speed. The bay was strange, painted in odd oranges and reds, with a high curving ceiling covered with pipes and conduits. He cleared the entrance and immediately touched down, feeling the slight difference in gravity as he parked the fighter. Mariko's fighter, with the long burn mark along one side, was parked fifty feet away. Hunter killed the main engines, and checked the atmospheric readout on his cockpit panel. Still vacuum out there, those clever cats haven't figured out how to do our magnetic shields yet, he thought. He checked to make sure that his flight suit was still fully pressurized, then popped the cockpit.


  Hunter climbed down, glancing around. The deck was deserted. He walked quickly toward the airlock, pausing for a moment to look appreciatively at the row of Dralthi fighters parked along one wall. Those good old flying pancakes, he thought, smiling as he studied the unusual saucer-shaped body of the Kilrathi fighters. I've never seen one from this close before. I wonder what it'd be like to fly one of those babies?


  He continued into the airlock. Hunter stared at the complex control panel, with all of its markings in the vertical line-syllables of the Kilrathi alphabet. "Press the button marked with the two long lines and the two dotted lines," a human voice said into his helmet radio. Hunter did so, and the outer door of the airlock slid shut. A few seconds later, as the air pressure equalized, the inner airlock door opened silently.


  Two Marines saluted stiffly, standing at attention. A short blonde woman with a Major's decorations on her fatigues, and two tall Kilrathi stood next to them. Hunter stepped back in spite of himself at the sight of the Kilrathi, wearing heavy leather hauberks, their ears pierced with multiple gold rings. Mariko, her hair tousled from her helmet, stood off to one side. There was a large bruise on her cheek, but otherwise she looked to be fine.


  "You're okay, Spirit?" he asked, walking up to her.


  "It is nothing, Ian," she said, touching her cheek self-consciously.


  "Glad to hear it," he said, and kissed her exuberantly. Mariko, startled, blushed bright pink.


  The taller of the two Kilrathi said something in their own growly language. The other Kilrathi bowed to Hunter and spoke in awkward, heavily-accented English. "I beg your pardon with all honor, noble sir, but my lord would know why you touch faces with the other warrior."


  "Because I'll take any excuse to kiss this lady!" Hunter grinned.


  "Ah, gentlemen," the Major said, clearing her throat. "We have other matters to discuss. I'm Major Marks, currently in charge of this operation. Lord Ralgha, this is Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter. Hunter, this is Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas, Khantahr of the Ras Nik'hra. He wanted to meet you."


  The smaller Kilrathi bowed to Hunter again. "My lord Ralgha bids you welcome in all honor, Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter," the feline alien said. Hunter watched the cat struggle with the human language, and realized with a start that this was a very young Kilrathi, compared to the grizzled Captain with his mane of white fur. "My lord Ralgha wishes to confirm that you were the human pilot who destroyed the Fralthi Kraj'nishk in valiant battle."


  "Uh, yeah, mate," Hunter said, glancing at the Major, who nodded at him to continue. "That was me, I toasted it."


  The younger Kilrathi spoke in his own language with the lord, then spoke again to Hunter. "Noble sir, my lord wishes to personally surrender his ship, the Ras Nik'hra, to you. He owes you a debt of honor, which he cannot repay. But as a small token, he wishes to give you his loyal retainer, who will serve you as his liege-lord… and…" The young Kilrathi's tail twitched suddenly. He turned back to Ralgha, speaking frantically in his own language. Even though Hunter couldn't understand a word of Kilrathi, he recognized desperation when he saw it. Lord Ralgha said something short and terse in Kilrathi. The younger Kilrathi swallowed visibly, then knelt before Hunter, raising his chin high. The two Kilrathi stared at Hunter, obviously expecting him to do something. But what?


  "You're supposed to accept his oath of fealty, Captain," the Major said in the awkward silence.


  "I'm supposed to do what?" Hunter said.


  "We'll deal with it later, for now just say that you'll accept him as your sworn warrior." She added in an undertone, "We don't need a diplomatic incident right now, Captain. Say you'll accept him!"


  "Uh, sure." Hunter said. "That is, yes. I accept you as my sworn warrior." He stared at the young Kilrathi prostrating himself at his feet, and asked, "What's your name, anyhow?"


  "Kirha, my lord Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter," the Kilrathi replied.


  "Kirha, right. Uh… stand up, Kirha. Tell your lord that I said thanks for the gift."


  "But Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter .. .you are my lord now!"


  "Why don't we continue this on the Bridge of the Ras Nik'hra?" the Major said. Hunter glanced at her, and saw that she was stifling a grin. Mariko, too, looked like she was enjoying all of this too much.


  "What did I do to deserve this?" Hunter muttered under his breath, walking with the Major, Mariko, and the Kilrathi Captain in the direction of the Bridge, as Kirha followed respectfully behind him.


  Kirha waited, in a kind of exhausted trance, for the human Hunter to do something. Anything! Either accept Kirha's oath, or tear out Kirha's throat with his claws—


  Well, maybe not that. But shoot him, or something. What, didn't much matter anymore. Kirha was too tired, too bewildered by the sudden change in loyalties, and too confused to care. Just so something happened, something that did not require him to make a decision.


  Finally, Ralgha, with Kirha translating, coached the human through the words and actions of formal oath-swearing when they reached the bridge. Hunter completed the ceremony and told him to seat himself out of the way, and Kirha permitted himself to collapse into a shock-chair on the bridge. He watched apathetically as Lord Ralgha directed the humans in the navigation and control of the ship, translating when he was called upon to do so. No longer a Kilrathi ship… strange. It ought to look different somehow; it ought to have turned unrecognizable and alien. Yet nothing had changed, except the figures at the consoles. Too thin, too hairless, no tails at all.


  It occurred to him, in a dim sort of fashion, that he was probably in shock. Too many changes, too quickly. The Kilrathi did not care much for change; yet Kirha's life had been one long string of changes, with only his oath and his loyalties to Ralgha as a constant. Now, even that was… changed…


  At some point in the haze, they must have reached the humans' command-ship, for more of the creatures came pouring aboard, and some of them approached him. They were armed, bearing both hand weapons and things that were as long as their arms, and from their postures, they were very wary of him. They stared down at him as he continued to sit; he stared up at them, wondering what they wanted. Finally, one of them said, in badly pronounced and nearly unintelligible Kilrathi, "You, come. For questions."


  Now what was that supposed to mean? Were they planning to interrogate him? Why?


  He spotted the human Hunter across the room, and called out to him. Hunter looked up, startled, as the humans surrounding Kirha jumped back a pace. Hunter left the human he was speaking to and hurried across the bridge. Kirha reflected that he moved well, for a human. He would have been more graceful with a tail, however. Kirha remained sitting, since that was what Hunter had told him to do.


  "What is it?" he asked. "What's the matter?"


  Kirha spoke slowly and carefully, so that there would be no misunderstandings.


  "These—fellow-beings of yours—seem to wish me to come with them for interrogation," he said, with as much dignity as his weariness would allow. "Is there need for this? I possess no secrets; I am permitted no secrets. I am sworn to you, is this not sufficient?"


  Hunter's face-skin twisted and wrinkled, and he rubbed the side of his head. "Furball, I can't explain this properly, but just go with them. Answer their questions. It'll be easier that way."


  "But my loyalty—" Kirha protested. "You have my oath!"


  "I'm not questioning that, but my—uh—clan-siblings don't understand the way the oath works yet. We'll both need to explain it to them. They—uh—we don't know a lot about your customs."


  "Then tell them," Kirha said, logically.


  The skin of Hunter's face wrinkled still more. "Just do it, all right? They have to talk with you themselves."


  Kirha flattened his ears, and got slowly to his feet, making no secret of his reluctance. The humans backed up another pace or two as he straightened to his full height, the stiffness of their posture showing their nervousness, their fece-skins perfectly smooth.


  One last time, he turned toward Hunter, but the human only motioned for him to go on. He flattened his ears with unhappiness, and obeyed.


  First, they doctored him, which was welcome; his wounds were not as extensive as Lord Ralgha's, but they pained him. He had assumed drugs; he had feared torture. The humans administered neither, although they were as thorough as any expert Kilrathi interrogator. He assumed, when they questioned him for a long time about religion and clan-customs, that they had instruments trained on him and were establishing a base-line for truth. It was a reasonable thing to expect; even prey-species knew that physiological changes accompanied untruths.


  Finally, he told them his assumption, in the vague hope that it would make them come to the point.


  There were three humans doing the questioning, besides the six guarding him; they sat behind a table or console whose face he could not see. One of them laughed, that peculiar barking sound the humans used to express pleasure; the face-skin of the other two assumed various degrees of wrinkling. He understood just enough of the human tongue to make out what the first one said.


  "I told you we wouldn't fool this cat for long," he said. "He's the equivalent of an ensign at the least, and fools don't last long in their Fleet."


  He turned to Kirha, and continued in Kilrathi that was almost acceptable. "Save us both a lot of time, if you would, warrior Kirha. Recite a tale that would be told to a cub, so that we can get a base-line, then we'll just ask you a few questions and you can go to your new quarters."


  His new prison, he suspected. Nevertheless, he told them one of his favorite stories from childhood, the tale of "How Clan Ishta Got Its Stripes."


  Oddly enough, telling the familiar story, even to these hairless ones, relaxed him. So when the first human said, "Our thanks, warrior, that was excellent, and fine tale-telling as well," he was able to respond with a gracious nod and wait for the real questions to begin with something like calm.


  They soon found out for themselves that he had no military secrets of any kind—or at least, nothing that could not be discovered from the ship itself. As he had told Hunter, junior officers were permitted to know nothing more than they absolutely needed for their functions. And they found that his loyalty was now bound completely to Hunter.


  They had a great deal of difficulty understanding that, and questioned him over and over, using different ways of asking the same thing, as if to trap him. Or—just perhaps—they were making sure that there was no loophole in the language that would permit his loyalty to slip. That was annoying, but to be expected. Even the interrogators of the Kilrathi sought such linguistic traps when they questioned warriors about their loyalty to their officers and Emperor.


  Finally they must have decided that his oath was unbreakable, and told him that he would be taken to "somewhere safe."


  Safe for whom? he wondered, but told them tiredly that he could do nothing without his liege lord's permission. He had thought they understood this by now, but evidently they did not. He had to repeat it to them several times, in the tones one reserved for cubs, that he could do nothing without Hunter's permission.


  Finally the first one made a sound of surprise, as if he suddenly understood something.


  "I've got it—" he said to the other two in the human tongue. "Look, he's not being stubborn, this is the part of the honor-code that protects him from being abused or exploited, and protects him from being used against his lord. You see what I mean?"


  The second shook his head from side to side, but the third bobbed his head up and down. "This way we can't order him to do anything against his lord without Hunter knowing about it. He won't act, even if the act seems harmless, because he can't know for certain that it is harmless."


  "Exactly," said the first. "And we also can't poison him or lock him away without Hunter knowing about it. Or at least, if we killed him or locked him away, his lord would presumably notice the fact that he didn't come looking for orders after a while."


  The second one made one of those skin-wrinkling expressions, and growled, "All right then, get that (unknown) (unknown) rocket-jockey in here so he can give the (unknown) cat his (unknown) orders!"


  Kirha presumed that the words he did not know were expletives, and filed the sounds away for later.


  There was some talk on the ship's intercom, and the second one took over from the first, growling into the microphone, "I don't care if he's (unknown) the Admiral! Get him down here before I have him court-martialed!"


  Presently, Hunter appeared, flushed and out-of-breath. He ignored the three interrogators, except for a sketchy salute. They seemed contented to be ignored, something that would not have been tolerated among Kirha's people.


  "Now what's the matter?" Hunter asked unhappily, his face-skin very wrinkled indeed. "Do you have any idea what you dragged me away from? I had the most incredible—" he shook his head. "Never mind. What do you want? You're making me crazy, I hope you realize that."


  Kirha ignored the last sentence as irrelevant. Hunter was already crazy; all humans were, it was a given. One did not have to be sane to be intelligent, or a worthy opponent. In feet, it often helped a warrior to be a little crazy. "You must tell me what you want me to do now, my lord," he said earnestly. "I have followed your orders, and now you must give me new ones."


  "It has to be me?" Hunter replied, sounding as weary as Kirha felt. "Why can't you just do what—"


  "Yes, my lord," Kirha told him firmly. "You must tell me personally exactly what you wish me to do."


  Hunter made a strange, strangled sound.


  "Do it, St. John," the first man said- "And make sure you cover everything he needs to do. Specifically and explicitly. Right down to when and what he can eat. And eliminate. And anything else he might need to do."


  Kirha let his fur fluff a little with relief. Here, at least, was one human who understood.


  Hunter sat down. Kirha raised his ears to show his attentiveness. "All right, Kirha," Hunter said, heaving out his breath. "Let's take this from the top. First, go with these people to the place where Ralgha is. Eat what they give you, if it's acceptable and if you're hungry, and if it isn't acceptable, then tell them what you want. Sleep when you're tired. After a few days, someone will come to take you to Confed High Command..."


  Ralgha hoped that Kirha would be all right. Was the youngster flexible enough to accept the addition to his loyalties? His first loyalty would always be to Ralgha of course; until Ralgha took back that oath, the boy would be his before he was Hunter's. But this seemed the best and surest way to keep Kirha safe. Provided it didn't tip him over the edge with too much change, too much stress, too soon.


  At least these humans had enough honor to respect a surrender and a safe-conduct. That was encouraging and promising as well. They had not subjected him to any indignities; he could probably assume they would not subject Kirha to any either.


  In fact, thus far they had given him more courtesy than his own people had; they had tended to his injuries, taken him to a quite comfortable room, with chairs actually adapted for the use of beings with tails, and had left him with water and a promise of drink and food later. He could use both; the strain was beginning to tell on him.


  Rest would be even more welcome, but for all three, he would have to wait until these humans had satisfied themselves concerning him.


  He had several moments to reflect—but he was too tired to think, much. The rush of fighting-hormones that had borne him up was spent, and now he felt every year of his age, every cut and bruise, every now-broken and once-broken bone, every old scar that pulled fur and skin a little too tight.


  He longed, suddenly, for home; for the rolling hills covered with grass, for the bitter scent of merrgha leaves and the munching of the herd-beasts. For the simple life of a Herdmaster, with no concerns of Empire, only the prosperity of his family.


  But before he could mire himself in regrets, the door slid open, and two humans stepped through it, followed by two armed guards. By Kilrathi standards, the uniforms the humans wore were pathetically plain, but there were enough of the paltry things that passed for decorations of honor on these two to denote some importance among the humans of this ship.


  Ralgha was somewhat surprised when they both addressed him in his own language, until he saw the tiny translator-units attached to their belts. Expensive technology, that—which denoted both their importance and his.


  "This is Captain Thorn, kalrahr of the Tiger's Claw, Lord Ralgha," said the younger of the two. "I am Colonel Halcyon, leader of the squadron you surrendered to."


  Ralgha nodded, but did not rise. These humans were important, but did not outrank him. Besides, he didn't want to make them nervous, and rising to his full height might do just that. He was tall, even for a Kilrathi, and still in his warrior-prime. But it was good to see the kalrahr of the squadron here; it indicated that the humans took honor seriously. This Colonel Halcyon, like a good liege-lord, was taking responsibility for what his oath-bound warriors did.


  The two humans did not seem perturbed, but took seats opposite Ralgha. The guards moved to stand silently beside the entrance. "I'm here to assure you that we take your safe-conduct seriously, sir," Colonel Halcyon said. "I stand personal surety for it, in feet. Your young liegeman will be joining you when we are finished speaking, and you may verify that we have caused him no harm for yourself."


  Ralgha blinked gravely, but with a sense of satisfaction. It was good; these humans did understand honor and decency, then.


  "But we all know that you must have come to us, bringing your ship, with your own agenda," Captain Thorn said. The man had a deep, tight voice; Ralgha could hear it even through the flat tones of the translator. "Let us be honest with each other, Lord Ralgha. This is the first time that any of your people has exchanged anything with ours—except an exchange of fire. There must be something that you want from us."


  This was a little more abrupt than Ralgha preferred, but such directness was not altogether unexpected. He tilted his head to one side.


  "I do want something from you, human," he replied. "I want something from your alliance; something only you can give."


  Carefully, slowly, with Halcyon and Thorn asking equally careful questions, he explained the situation on Ghorah Khar; the Emperor, seemingly so power-drunk that he no longer worried about the welfare of his people, and the advisors who continued to urge war upon him, when war gained them nothing, not even the good-will of the war-god. How, after all, could Sivar approve of a war that held no true victories? How could the god approve of a war in which, increasingly, the highest number of deaths were among the women and children—and in accident, not in combat. Such deaths meant nothing to Sivar—and they impoverished the Kilrathi, destroyed the hope held in the blood of the young.


  Then, only when he was certain that the humans understood as much as they could, did he speak of the rebels—and made certain that they knew that there were no few of the priestesses of Sivar among them. He had to digress long enough to make them aware of the important positions the all-but-invisible females held among his people—that just because the humans never saw them, they were by no means powerless and unimportant. In fact, the day-to-day administration of government and estate-management could never succeed without them. And they were prominent in the rebel cause, with ample opportunity for concealing insurrection.


  Finally, he flexed his shoulders and took a sip of water, then said, simply, "We have done all we can. We need help." There he stopped, every carefully-crafted word spent. He had said what he came to say. Now, it remained for the humans to make their move.


  He was not expecting an immediate offer of aid, so he was not disappointed when Halcyon and Thorn exchanged looks that he could not read, and Thorn made a coughing sound.


  "You have to understand that we cannot speak for Confederation High Command," Thorn said, so slowly that Ralgha suspected he was choosing each word with the greatest of care. "We can give recommendations, we can give you support—but we do not make the decisions that will affect the entire Confederation."


  "No more than would the Emperor accept such a promise if I had made it," Ralgha agreed. "We are all subject to the decisions of those who outrank us. But you can speed my cause, if you choose. You can even force the issue, I suspect. More than that, I would be willing to wager that your word will carry far more weight with your superiors than you will admit."


  He wished he could read their faces, their body-language; he could read herd-beasts more easily than these humans.


  Finally, Thorn hid his mouth behind his hand for a moment, and coughed again. "You could be correct," he said, "Although I would not care to test that." Halcyon nodded, and Thorn continued. "We will do what we can."


  "Meanwhile, we must assure ourselves of you," Halcyon said. "We will send you to Confederation High Command to plead your case in person on the next available ship. And in the meantime, the Captain and I would appreciate it if you would permit us to perform a chemical interrogation on you. You understand, you can object to this if you wish, but in that case it will be that much longer before you can come before High Command."


  "Of course," he replied blandly, thinking how clever they were. They would not force drugs upon him, yet if he would not agree, they would—must!


  —suspect him of being a Kilrathi agent.


  "I hope that your healers and interrogators are sufficiently familiar with Kilrathi metabolism to keep me from damage," he continued, keeping his voice perfectly calm. "I see no reason to refuse such an—invitation—so long as you are sure of that. I would like to be away from this system as soon as may be, at any rate. It is likely to become most uncomfortable here before long."


  There was no mistaking the look of startlement on both their faces; in every species Ralgha had ever encountered, widened eyes and rapid blinking meant surprise.


  "Ah—why do you say that?" Halcyon asked. Carefully.


  Could they not know?


  Perhaps not. Perhaps they were not aware of how important religion was to his people. Perhaps they had intercepted communications about the coming ceremony, but had no idea what it meant.


  Perhaps he had better enlighten them.


  "We are about to celebrate the most important religious ceremony of the year," he told them. "This is the Sivar-Eshrad ceremony. Every Kilrathi warship that can be released from duty will be coming here, intending to fight. And I must tell you, they will fight with a ferocity such as you have not seen before."


  He closed his eyes for a moment, as the silence lengthened, until all he heard was the sigh of the ventilators.


  "The site of the Holy Dedication must be taken by warfare," he continued, after much thought. "Conflict itself hallows the site; the more conflict, the holier the site, and the more pleasing in the eyes of Sivar. The results of such conflict are the appropriate sacrifices and servants for the ceremony—the sacrifices being those of the enemy killed in the fighting. Every warrior in our Empire hopes he may bring many sacrifices to Sivar's honor, and so every warrior that can will be here."


  Ralgha opened his eyes, and noted that the humans had turned several shades paler. He assumed this meant that they were more than alarmed, they were horrified. And well they might be. There was an armada on the way, full of warriors keying themselves up to a berserker frenzy.


  No matter what they had faced before this, it would be nothing compared to the fighting they would see now.


  "I am not certain how to respond," Thorn said at last. "Thank you for the warning."


  The humans exchanged more unreadable glances, then Thorn rose. "I must contact Confederation High Command," he said. "I trust you'll excuse me."


  With that he left, without waiting for a response. Not that Ralgha blamed him. This had apparently come as something of a shock, and not a pleasant one.


  "What of yourself, Lord Ralgha?" Halcyon asked. "Were you intending to participate in this massacre?"


  Ralgha's ears curled back. "Since the death of my hrai, I do not care about the gods."


  "Hmm." Halcyon was silent for a long moment. "I suppose that leaves it to me to escort you for questioning," Halcyon said at last. Ralgha simply rose, signifying agreement by the simple act. Halcyon rose immediately, and the guards that had been waiting silently beside the door, like so many immobile statues, suddenly came to life.


  Halcyon gestured smoothly, and as the door slid open, Ralgha preceded him through it.


  They walked together through the corridors of the ship, as Ralgha reflected that there were few differences between a base-ship of any species, so long as they were bipedal. His crew could probably walk in here—and if everything was labeled—have it cruising anywhere in the galaxy within a day. Three days, and they could probably fight with it.


  Perhaps it was that he was so tired; perhaps that he was lost in thought. Perhaps that, now that his task was fundamentally over, he had relaxed his guard. For whatever reason, he was unprepared for violence.


  Yet violence came to him.


  One moment, he walked beside Halcyon, hoping that when he reached the human healers, they would see a little more to his wounds as well as drugging him. One of their kind had done his best to patch up the wounds the Kilrathi had sustained in the takeover of their own ship, but Ralgha's injuries still pained him. That was all that he was thinking of, the moment he walked into the corridor.


  The next moment, he was on the deck, knocked there by Halcyon, and heat scorching past his ears told him that someone had just tried to kill him.


  In the next breath, the human guards had leapt upon the man, who shouted and waved his gun wildly as he went down beneath them.


  Ralgha climbed slowly to his feet, and watched dispassionately as the human guards put restraints upon their fellow. From some of the glances thrown his way, he guessed that no few of them wished that the restraints were going on someone else—and that if the crazed human had succeeded in killing him, they would have been much happier.


  Expected. But it made him feel even lonelier.


  Meanwhile, Halcyon was attempting to apologize for the crewman's attack, speaking so quickly that the translator stuttered and squawked attempting to keep up with him.


  "He just lost his family to the bas—to the attack on Goddard Colony," he concluded. "He hasn't been the same—"


  Ralgha waved the rest of the explanation wearily away. "And I lost my entire clan to an evacuation ahead of an attack by your people," he replied, wishing at that moment that this was all over. There had just been too much death on both sides, it made no sense to reckon up who owed blood-guilt to whom. "I understand, and this in no way invalidates your safe-conduct or my surrender. At least he was more competent than the last Kilrathi who attempted my life."


  And as Halcyon stared at him, mouth falling open just a little in what was probably surprise, he continued down the corridor towards the place where the healers were. The interrogation chemicals would without a doubt include some euphorics and painkillers.


  Right now, he would welcome both.


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  He was flying a Rapier fighter…no,it was a Kilrathi ship, very alien, with a curved cockpit roof and that weird alien writing everywhere. He scanned the controls, trying to figure out how to fly the strange craft, but nothing made much sense. And something was wrong, the alien fighter was moving strangely, rocking from side to side.


  No, someone was shaking him…


  "Go away," Hunter mumbled, his face buried in his pillow.


  "Come on, Hunter, get a move on! The briefing's in ten minutes!" Hunter opened his eyes slowly, to see Joe Khumalo looking down at him with a sardonic look in his dark eyes.


  "Go away, Knight. I flew a patrol at Oh-Four-hundred hours," Hunter said. "That can't even have been two hours ago! Give me a break, I can't be up for patrol."


  Joe pulled his blanket off, leaving him shivering in the blast from the ventilators. "You're on the roster, Hunter. Hell, we all are. As of last night, everyone's flying patrols on a four hours on, four hours off schedule. Colonel's orders."


  Hunter crawled out of his bunk, found one last clean flight suit hanging in his locker, and dressed quickly. No time to shower, or even shave...


  Joe brought over two cups of coffee from the wardroom next door to the Barracks while Hunter was dressing, and Hunter gratefully accepted one. "Thanks, mate," he said, grimacing at the bitterness of the coffee. This is why this guy's callsign fits him, Hunter thought, Because he acts like a knight and a gentleman, even in the face of a surly Aussie who hasn't had enough sleep!


  "I'll meet you at the briefing room," Knight said, starting for the door.


  "I'll be there in a few," Hunter said, finishing the coffee. It didn't quite clear the fuzziness out of his brain, but was a good start. Enough so he could at least start thinking about what Joe had said.


  In the week since they'd brought the renegade captain's Fralthi into a parked position next to the Claw, the enemy presence in the Firekka System had increased by a factor often. Hunter was beginning to wonder if the Kilrathi ships that were arriving in force were all because of the escaped Fralthi. He could understand them sending a couple ships after the Ras Nik'hra, to try and destroy it before the humans could take it out of the system, but the number of ships they'd been encountering…


  He was keeping a running tally of the ships they'd sighted, and a personal tally of the ships they'd destroyed, and their own losses. So far the Tiger's Claw and Austin pilots had done exceptionally well, no casualties and only a few ships damaged beyond repair, mostly because the cats didn't seem to expect any enemy presence this far out in this system. But that was bound to change eventually. Sooner or later, the Kilrathi ships were going to start comparing notes. Sooner or later, someone was going to send a message back to their equivalent of High Command.


  And sooner or later, the Confed pilots were going to start making mistakes. Especially if he and the other pilots were flying so many patrols that they were too exhausted to think straight.


  It had to break, eventually. Either the reinforcements would arrive, or they'd be recalled from this system. Hunter didn't want to think about that, knowing what was likely to happen to the Firekkans if their only defenders left.


  Those bird-folks don't have any planetary defenses, any space-based defenses or interception fleet... they'd be sitting ducks——-


  I hope the reinforcements get here soon, he thought grimly. We can't leave the Firekkans to face the cats alone, but we can't hold this system by ourselves for much longer, either. We're going to start running out of missiles very soon, and fighter replacement parts, not to mention what's going to happen once the Kilrathi really start fighting back and we begin losing pilots.


  He didn't want to think about that. But it's only a matter of time, if we continue to be so badly outnumbered. How many Kilrathi ships have we run into in the last week?


  He consulted his mental tally. Another Fralthi cruiser. Two Dorkir. A Snakier carrier. Several corvettes. And lots of enemy fighters.


  And the tally was still rising…


  It's not a strike fleet, it's a bloody invasion force! Those damned cats!


  Well, time to do my part to get rid of them. He pulled on his boots, and started for the Briefing Room.


  As usual, he was late. The Colonel was already at the podium, detailing the assignments. This time, though, the Colonel didn't pause in his litany of assignments and patrol routes to chastise Hunter as he always did. He'd lost count of the number of times he'd heard the Colonel's sardonic "So glad you decided to join us, Captain St. John" comments.


  He slid into an empty seat next to Knight, listening as the Colonel assigned the patrols.


  "Gamma Wing is Angel and Bossman, they'll patrol the jump point area. Delta Wing is Spirit and Iceman, flying the wide patrol beyond the jump points. Epsilon Wing is Hunter and Knight, you'll stay close to the Claw in the usual defensive patrol. With an unknown number of enemy ships in this area, we can't risk any Kilrathi fighters getting close to the carrier."


  "Babysitting duty again," Hunter whispered to Knight.


  "Remember, you'll be back on duty again in four hour shifts," the Colonel continued. "Get as much sleep as you can between flights. Dismissed." The assembled pilots rose to their feet as the Colonel left the podium, starting for the flight deck.


  "I think we got the defensive patrol because of you," Joe said as they walked to the flight deck, too tired to sprint the way they had a few short weeks ago.


  Hunter gave him a puzzled look. "Because of me? Why's that?"


  "Have you looked at yourself in the mirror yet?" Joe asked, a little grimly.


  He didn't want to think about how he looked. Really, it was no worse than anyone else. "I'll be fine with another cup of coffee," Hunter muttered.


  The flight deck was already busy; two Hornet fighters took off, one after the other, as Hunter mustered up a tired trot to his fighter. A tech was under the Rapier, invisible except for a pair of booted legs sticking out from beneath the wing. "Good morning, Jimmy," Hunter called, forcing himself to sound cheerful.


  The face that emerged from under the ship was definitely not Jimmy's, or male. She was a pixie-faced young woman with short red hair and smudges of grease on her face. 'Jimmy's not here, sir."


  "And who might you be?" One hell of a cute lady, that's who, Hunter thought, hiding his delighted smile. He was never too tired for an attractive lady, after all.


  "I'm Janet McCullough, a new technician on the Austin, sir. But, please, call me 'Sparks.' Everyone does." She was so cheerful she sparkled; a much-needed dose of good humor among all the exhaustion. "Jimmy's been working on the Ras Nik'hra for a few days. They're supposed to take the Fralthi to Confed High Command tomorrow, and they needed Jimmy to doublecheck some of the ship systems."


  Hunter didn't mind dallying, a little—this was information the rest of the crew would be interested to hear. "So they're finally taking that tugboat back to Sol Station?"


  She nodded. "That's what I've heard, sir."


  But that left some "loose ends" unaccounted for. Some very hairy loose ends, one of which seemed determined to attach himself to Hunter. "What about the Kilrathi that we took off the ship?"


  Her eyes narrowed in thought. "Most of them have already been taken out-system. I think the only ones that are left on the Claw are the two cooperative guys. They're still here, but under guard, of course."


  "Right." The grizzled old Captain and the young Kilrathi. What was his name? Kirha, that's right. The one that was given to me as a gift. Some gift. Now I know how the old Rajahs felt when they got those while elephants. 'Course, this time the elephant knew what was going to happen to him. Hunter repressed a grin, remembering the shocked look on the young Kilrathi's face. Well, he's not my problem anymore. Taking care of all of his friends out there who're trying to invade our system, that's my problem now.


  "How soon will this old bird be ready to fly?" he asked the technician, who had disappeared under the wing again.


  "Just… another few minutes… sir!" came her voice from underneath. "I need to tighten… the fuel intake to this engine…"


  "Take your time, sweetheart," Hunter said, leaning against the side of the fighter. After all, the longer she took, the shorter the amount of time he'd have to spend strapped in. Could be the Colonel didn't reckon on how much down-time these Rapiers need. "Say, you wouldn't happen to like listening to live jazz music, would you?"


  Her voice came out from under the fighter with a kind of muffled quality to it. "I've heard Lieutenant Colson play several times, if that's what you're asking, sir. He's quite good."


  A most excellent opening. And Hunter was going to take full advantage of it. "Yes, he is. Well, I was wondering..."


  "Hunter! What's taking so long? I'm waiting to launch!" Joe Khumalo's voice boomed out over the flight deck PA. Everyone on the Deck stopped working and looked up. A moment later, Khumalo's voice continued, "Oh, this is set to the loudspeaker frequency? Sorry about that, let me switch it to…"


  "Your ship's ready for launch, sir," Sparks said, scrambling to her feet and saluting him smartly. She was flushed, and Hunter thought that her color was due as much to embarrassment as to exertion.


  Well, there went his chances, right down the old tube.


  "Thanks, Sparks," Hunter said, and sighed. "Great timing, Joe," he muttered, climbing up into the cockpit.


  Five minutes later, he was floating free in space, gently working the controls to bring his fighter up on Knight's wing. The Tiger's Claw floated beside them, huge and imposing against the starfield and the silhouetted planet of Firekka. Just beyond the Tiger's Claw was the Ras Nik'hra, the captured Fralthi.


  "What was taking so long on the Deck?" Knight asked, his voice a little tinny over the comlink.


  "You're a married man, Joe," Hunter said, wondering if he could somehow track the girl down again, and then wondering if he'd have any time to spare for her even if he did. "You wouldn't understand. So, what's our patrol coordinates?"


  Knight kept his curiosity—if he had any—to himself. "Five thousand klicks out, a diamond configuration. It shouldn't take us more than an hour."


  "Good," Hunter said, yawning. "Then I'm going to set my Nav computer and put this on Autopilot. Wake me up if anything interesting happens, okay?"


  Joe sounded aghast. "Hunter!"


  Couldn't the guy tell a joke when he heard one? "All right, mate, just kidding." Did he really think I'd even consider flaking out like that? "Setting first Nav coordinate, AutoNav on your mark?"


  Knight was right back to business. "Affirmative. Two… one… mark!"


  The two fighters banked simultaneously, cruising in the direction of Nav 1.


  An hour later, Hunter was more bored than he'd ever been in his life. Aside from a few minutes of conversation and bad dirty jokes with the Deck Officer of the TCS Austin, as their patrol path brought them within sight of the smaller Gettysburg-class ship, the patrol was totally uneventful. Totally boring, Hunter thought. I probably could have taken a nap.


  As if Knight had heard the thought, he came on-line with a crackle of static. "You need to be more serious about your job, Hunter," Joe said, as they dropped out of AutoNav, within sight of the Tiger's Claw. "Life isn't all jokes and beer, you know."


  Be gentle on him; he's probably hoping for a promotion. "It's been that way for me so far, mate," Hunter grinned, as if he took Joe's reproachful attitude as yet another joke, then switching his vidscreen to the Tiger's Claw channel. "Tiger's Claw, we are requesting permission to land."


  "Affirmative, you are clear to land," the Deck Officer reported a moment later.


  "After you, Joe," Hunter said. He sat back and watched as Knight's fighter turned smoothly into the final approach, gliding down into the Deck.


  "Hunter, you are cleared to land," the Deck Officer repeated a moment later, obviously expecting Hunter to follow Knight down onto the Deck.


  Little did they know…"Negative on that, Tiger's Claw, your signal is breaking up. Communications malfunction, I can't quite hear you. What were those new orders?"


  "Hunter, bring that fighter down right now!" The Deck Officer sounded suspicious. Well, he should be. Especially if he knew Hunter by reputation.


  He tried to keep a straight face, knowing that the Deck Officer could see him very well, even if a supposed malfunction made it impossible for him to hear the D.O. "Affirmative, Tiger's Claw, now proceeding with new orders." He brought the throttle up and tilted the fighter on a new course, a direct route to the floating Ras Nik'hra.


  It's even bigger than I remember, he thought, maneuvering for final approach on the odd circular-shaped landing bay. He brought his speed all the way down, but miscalculated on his angle of approach, and bounced once off the deck as he brought the fighter to a complete stop within the Fralthi's bay.


  The vidscreen still had the D.O. squawking angry orders at him as Hunter climbed out of the fighter, looking around the deck. He recognized a thin space-suited figure standing on the wing of a Dralthi fighter, looking down at an open panel. He switched on his suit's radio. "Hey, Jimmy!"


  The young technician looked up, and saw Hunter. "Hunter?"


  Hunter walked up to the Dralthi. 'Just wanted to see how things were going for you. And get a last look at this Fralthi before they take it away. Say, that's one of the new Dralthi, isn't it?"


  Jimmy nodded, the helmet of his suit bobbing slightly. "Yes, it's what we're calling a Dralthi Mark Two. It has a new weapons system, better armor, and a few other improvements." His voice brightened as he began describing the differences; Jimmy was a techno-junkie, for certain, and like all techies, he loved talking about gadgets and widgetry. "It's a lot better than the first model of Dralthi, not quite so likely to have that power overload problem the first time the shields get pounded a little too hard. That's why the older version of these fighters was so easy to kill, three or four direct hits would overload the shield generator."


  "That's good to know," Hunter observed, looking at the parked fighter. Good to know, hell. It might save our lives. Why doesn't anyone ever see that the pilots get info like this? "I wonder how well these old girls fly?"


  "I've sat in the cockpit, but haven't turned on the engines," Jimmy said. "The visibility isn't so great, and the controls are a little weird, but I think it'd fly pretty well. The wing stabilizers are kinda neat, they're—"


  "Good," Hunter interrupted, climbing up onto the wing next to Jimmy. "How do you get into the cockpit?"


  "Actually, you climb in from below," Jimmy said, frowning slightly. "The top of the cockpit doesn't pop off the way ours do, in fact it doesn't seem to have an ejection system, either. That'd be awful, to be trapped in a dying fighter with no way to get out."


  "I guess the cats don't care much about that," Hunter said, jumping down from the wing and looking underneath the belly of the ship. "Well, Jimmy, I think I'm just going to have to take this Dralthi for a test drive. Better stand clear."


  Even through the helmet faceplate, Hunter could see Jimmy's eyes widen. "But, sir—" he protested.


  Hunter ignored him, popped the bottom hatch and crawled up into the fighter. This is a peculiar way to do things, he thought, climbing up into the cockpit and sliding over into the pilot's chair. He latched the hatch, listening as it automatically sealed to become airtight. His spacesuit readings said that the cockpit was slowly pressurizing with breathable air. Good. He wriggled in the seat, trying to make it feel more comfortable. The seat was made of plant fibers woven into a chair, with a large empty spot at the back of the chair . . . probably for the cat's tail, he decided. It was too large for him, but he strapped himself in anyhow. As his suit readouts switched to green, indicating that the cockpit was fully pressurized with breathable air, he popped open the faceplate of his helmet. The suit had twenty minutes of breathable air on the emergency tank, but there was no reason to use it now.


  "Hunter, are you authorized for this?" Jimmy's voice said anxiously through the speakers in Hunter's helmet.


  "Not a problem, mate!" Hunter replied, looking in perplexity at the control panel. All of the controls were labeled in the odd vertical letters of the Kilrathi language, which Hunter had never learned how to read. But that looks like a joystick, and that looks like an air pressure gauge, I don't know what that is but I'm sure I won't need it, and that looks like an engine power gauge… I wonder what that switch is, next to it?


  He pressed it, and the fighter vibrated suddenly as the engines rumbled to life. "Clear!" Hunter shouted, a little too late.


  "Don't worry, Hunter, I'm standing in the airlock where it's safe," Jimmy replied, his voice more than a little strained. Poor kid was probably wondering how he was going to explain this to his superior officers.


  "You don't have any faith in me, mate?" Hunter grinned, and pulled up on the joystick slightly. The Dralthi fighter lifted a few meters off the deck. Hunter eased it forward, aiming for the circular exit of the bay. I wonder what that switch does? he thought, looking at a toggle that was halfway down the console. He depressed it, and the engines suddenly roared into full power. Hunter's eyes widened as the Dralthi shot from the landing bay like a bullet from a gun. He brought the speed down a moment later, and drifted in space in his alien fighter. He slowly turned the Dralthi so he could look back at the Ras Nik'hra, floating majestically against the starfield.


  So, where to now? he asked himself. He picked a direction away from the Fralthi, and brought the speed up to a reasonable clip. The Dralthi's controls were very fine, the ship handled beautifully, if a little delicately, and it was definitely as much fun to fly as any of the Confederation fighters. Maybe even a little more fun, since it had better wing stabilizers.


  Maybe that's why they built it in this "flyingpancake"style, he thought, to spread out the stabilizers over a larger area, make it easier to stabilize at high speed. Lousy shields and armor on these babies, though… how many of these have I toasted so far? At least five or six. That defect that Jimmy was talking about, that's probably why they've been so easy to kill.


  He tried the different control switches on the front console, curious as to what they controlled. One switch plunged the ship into total darkness, which gave him a few panicked moments as he fumbled to switch the lights back on. As he pushed another button, the video monitor clicked on. Complete with a helmeted Kilrathi face, cat whiskers and all, on the screen.


  "Krajksh nai variksh h'hassrai?" the Kilrathi voice said. Hunter instantly looked around for a Transmit button, wanting to say something long and descriptive in English to the alien pilot, then stopped himself, realizing just what the appearance of the cat on a vid-screen meant. And it wasn't good.


  Ah hell. How did a cat patrol get within transmission range of the Tiger's Claw and the Austin? They must've slipped past our patrols somehow. That Kilrathi can't be too far away, his vid signal is very clear.


  Damn, damn, damn! There's no time to figure out how to make this thing transmit on the Terran Confederation frequencies, so I can't warn the carrier!


  Hunter looked around for the vid pickup, then reached up for the small camera. He yanked hard, pulling free a handful of tangled wires. Now at least they can't tell that there's a human in this Dralthi, at least not until they're close enough to see the whites of my eyes.


  I have to track this patrol down ASAP!


  How the hell do I get myself into these things?


  He scanned the controls of the Dralthi, trying to figure out how to enable the long-distance sensors. Momentarily, he thought about just turning around and heading back to the Claw at top speed, then abandoned the idea. For one, there probably wasn't enough time, and for another…


  Here he was in an enemy ship, the perfect disguise. There was no way for the enemy patrol to know that he was flying one of their ships. Maybe the situation wasn't so bad after all!


  I just can't resist an opportunity like this, he thought with a grin at his own foolishness. Who could?


  Ten minutes later, after finally figuring out how to enable the long-range sensor array, he tracked down and visually sighted the Kilrathi patrol. It was a wing of Gratha fighters in a tight V formation.


  And just in time, he thought, maneuvering into a high-six position behind the enemy squadron. We're not even five minutes away from the Austin! What's going on there, why didn't any of their patrols spot these blokes?


  The five Gratha suddenly accelerated, banking down in tight formation toward the waiting cruiser.


  Oh, hell! They're startin' their missile run! Hunter brought his Dralthi fighter up to full speed, sliding into position behind the Kilrathi fighters. As he angled for a good firing solution, he saw a single Rapier fighter launched from the Austin, too late to stop the attack run.


  Hunter steered the Dralthi with one hand, desperately searching for missile controls on the cockpit panel with his other hand. I know there's a missile switch here somewhere, Iknowit, whereinthehellisit?


  There!


  He enabled the missiles and fired a split-second later, yanking the stick to veer away at the last moment as the lead Gratha was engulfed in a fireball, taking two of the closest Gratha with it. The other two Gratha banked away to avoid the explosion, aborting their missile run.


  Hunter whooped and brought the Dralthi down on top of one of the Gratha, a perfect firing solution. He clicked down on the gun controls, and—


  —and nothing happened.


  "Jesus!" He dived away as the second Gratha came at him head-on, all guns blazing. Ah hell! Ah bloody hell! Why didn't the guns fire? There must be a safety switch somewhere, I have to find it or I'm dead! He shoved the stick hard to the left, twisting into a tight roll as he tried to find the gun controls. The Gratha followed as closely as it could with its wide turn radius, lumbering around to bring Hunter's fighter back into its targeting sights.


  Come on, come on… hell! He pulled up sharply as the Dralthi shuddered with the close explosion of a missile. Hunter glanced back to see half of one of the Dralthi's wings peel away from the blast. He fought to keep the Dralthi under control, wrestling with the stick to prevent an unrecoverable roll, I hate this fighter


  —lousy, cheap piece of junk—goddamned flying pancake


  —I should've stolen something decent, like one of those hot new Hkriss fighters—


  Another close hit, this time by the Gratha's multiple cannons. Several warning systems in the fighter began to wail simultaneously, and the Dralthi's shield readouts flickered once and died completely. Hunter worked the controls furiously, trying to use what was left of the Dralthi's superior speed and maneuvering to avoid another direct hit Ahead of him, he could see the Austin Rapier fighting with the second Gratha. The other Gratha banked close to the huge Gettysburg-class cruiser in an attempt to escape the Rapier. A little too close, as it turned out: the Gratha exploded spectacularly against the side of the Austin. The Rapier turned tightly and 'burned directly at Hunter's Dralthi.


  "Not me, mate!" Hunter yelled as the Rapier dived toward him. A moment later, the Rapier fired a missile. Hunter's eyes widened as the deadly missile accelerated right toward him.


  The missile passed overhead just above his cockpit, and he glanced back in time to see it slam into the Gratha on his tail. The Gratha spun out of control and exploded.


  He turned back to look at the Rapier, and realized in horror that it was still on a direct collision course with him. A split-second later, the Rapier rolled neatly, flying inverted a couple meters over Hunter's head, so close that Hunter could see the pilot's helmet with the musical notes surrounding the name JAZZ.


  "Good work, Colson!" Hunter shouted, even though he knew there was no way Jazz could hear him. Not bad for a kid, Hunter thought with a grin, as he pulled up on the stick to bring the Dralthi up in a tight turn to avoid the looming Austin ahead of him.


  It didn't.


  "What?" Hunter shoved hard at the stick. The Dralthi didn't change course, continuing on a straight line for the Austin. "Goddammit, this isn't fair!" he yelled. I'm going to make a lovely wet spot on the side of the ship, just like that Gratha… can't find an emergency brake on this damn ship, there's no ejection unit, nothing… Desperate, he punched all com channels open.


  "Mates, if you're listening on the Kilrathi channels… grab me with a pickup beam or I'm history!" And if they're not listening…


  He unstrapped himself from the pilot's chair, and sealed his helmet's faceplate, making sure that the suit was still airtight and hadn't been holed during the dogfight. He quickly slid down to the Dralthi's exit hatch. A very long two seconds later, he had the hatch unfastened and shoved it open. All the air in the cockpit rushed out past him, blasting him through the hatch and into open space. He spun uncontrollably in his suit, still carried by his momentum directly toward the silvery hull of the Austin. He shut his eyes, thinking: Oh God, this is going to hurt…


  Something wrenched him to a complete stop, and his face jammed against the faceplate of his helmet. He swore, feeling the blood running from where his nose had impacted the helmet, and blinked. The Austin was a hundred feet in front of him; as he watched, the Dralthi crashed into the side of the ship, disintegrating on impact. As for himself, he was continuing to drift along the side of the cruiser, slowly spinning as the tractor beam pulled him through space.


  Thank God I don't get spacesick, he thought, closing his eyes for a moment. The sudden silence and calm quieted his rapid heartbeat, and he felt himself relaxing, breathing slower and easier.


  Just drifting—this isn't too bad, just to be alone out here


  —I think I owe that Austin tractor operator a drink…or two, or three…


  A few seconds later, the tractor beam from the Austin, as gentle as a lover's touch, brought him to the immense Flight Deck entrance. The tractor beam cut off as he was only a few meters from the entrance… he continued to drift through the magnetic shield, which crackled momentarily around him, and into the waiting hands of the Flight Deck crew. They helped him regain his feet, and he unfastened his helmet and took it off. "Thanks, mates," he said, wiping the sweat and blood off his face.


  He was suddenly aware of the crowd gathered around him, and the sound of loud cheering and clapping. A moment later the crowd parted to admit two uniformed officers. Hunter recognized Commander James Reilly, the Executive Officer of the ship, and Major Petrenkov, commander of the Austin's fighter squadron. The last time Hunter had seen these two officers was when the Military Police had carried him off the ship for being drunk and disorderly in the Austin's rec room.


  "Captain St. John, we meet again," the Executive Officer of the Austin said, smiling. "You've had an exciting day, haven't you?"


  They always smiled when you turned a screw-up into a victory. It was only when it stayed a screw-up that you got into trouble.


  Hunter snapped off a sharp salute, then wiped more blood from his nose. "Yes, sir. It's been a very exciting day. And it's not even lunch-time yet."


  "I know," the Exec said dryly.


  There was a question that he had to ask, that had been plaguing him since all of this had started. "What happened to your patrols, Commander? This ship could've been blown away and you'd never have known what hit you!"


  "We're quite aware of that, Captain," the Exec said, exchanging a glance with Major Petrenkov. "But there are circumstances you're not aware of…"


  "Hunter's right, sir," the Major said in a tight voice. "My failures nearly got everyone on this ship killed. If it wasn't for Hunter, we'd be dead now. You should accept my resignation."


  "As I've already said, I won't let you resign, Nikolai. At least not until we've returned to Confed High Command," Commander Reilly said quietly.


  "Then I hope you'll accept it once we're back at Sol Station, sir," the Major said bleakly.


  "Clear the deck! Incoming fighter!" the loudspeakers blared. Hunter followed the rest of the crowd in a quick jog to the safety zone, away from the main deck approach. He managed to catch up to Commander Reilly near the airlock.


  After all, he had a reputation for audacity. So why not put his two cents in with the Commander? "Commander, since it looks like you're going to be needing a new squadron commander anyhow… we have a few good people on the Claw that you should consider. Such as—"


  "I've already thought about it, Captain," the Exec said. "If you'd like to talk about it in the Rec Room, I'd like to hear your suggestions."


  Hunter kept his grin to himself. Once again, audacity paid off. "It'd be my pleasure, sir. As I remember, your Rec Room serves a very good Aussie beer."


  The Rapier fighter glided in for a smooth landing. The pilot popped the canopy even before the fighter had completely stopped. Hunter saw Jazz Colson's grin even at this distance, as the crowd of Deck crew surrounded him, cheering wildly.


  "Damn, but that boy is good," Hunter said, cheerfully acknowledging excellence, even when it wasn't his own. He wiped at the trickle of blood from his nose again. "I think he'll go for."


  "I'm sure he will," the Exec said. "Well, then, let's go get that beer, shall we?"


  Four hours later, after lunch with Commander Reilly and the Captain of the Austin, and then hoisting several beers with Jazz Colson and some of his friends, Hunter caught a lift back to the Tiger's Claw aboard a shuttle with several technicians.


  Now I have to find Angel. This news can't wait another five minutes.


  Disembarking from the shuttle, Hunter scanned the Flight Deck for Jeannette Devereaux, but didn't see her near the parked fighters. And there weren't many parked fighters, either… looked like everything flyable was out on a mission right now, which was unusual.


  Well—unusual for Standard Operating Procedure. Not unusual considering the past few days. Funny, he wasn't tired anymore. All that adrenaline must've knocked him into his second wind.


  Meanwhile, he needed to find Angel. He waved to Cafrelli, who was working on a disassembled fighter engine on the far side of the Deck, and headed for the Barracks. Maybe she's asleep, if she just got in from the early morning patrol.


  The Barracks were completely deserted except for Maniac, who was sprawled out on his bunk, snoring. Hunter thought about whether or not he should let Marshall continue sleeping for about two seconds, then shook the boy awake.


  "Wh-wha?" Maniac muttered, rubbing his eyes.


  "Where's Angel, Todd?"


  Maniac gave him a look that he couldn't quite interpret. "I saw her walking with the Colonel to his office," he said, yawning, but with a funny side glance at Hunter. "What happened to your nose, Hunter? No, don't bother telling me…just go away, I want to get some sleep."


  Then the kid just rolled over, away from him. No small talk, no "where've you been—"


  "All right, mate," Hunter said, pulling his hand away and walking off, mulling over what Todd had just said. Strange. Very strange. It didn't make much sense. The only reason anyone went to the Colonel's office was if they were in some kind of trouble, about to get reamed out for one offense or another. Hunter knew that well enough; he'd been in the Colonel's office often enough that he'd memorized the interior decor. But Angel wasn't like him, she was a straightforward, skilled, "by the book" kind of pilot, with a perfect record for all her years in the Navy. That's why he had this terrific bit of news to tell her…


  He left the Barracks and walked down the corridors. On impulse, he headed for the Rec Room. He knew the place would be empty, since the bartender, Shotglass, didn't go on shift for another couple hours, and all you could get at this hour was the awful sugar-water drinks from the automatic dispenser. But just on the off-chance… Angel actually likes that horrible soda they have there, hell if I know why.


  And his luck was up. He smiled as he walked through the door and spotted her. Angel was seated alone at one of the tables, a glass of pink soda in front of her. He slid into the seat across from her, unable to keep the grin off his face. "Lady, have I got news for you…" he began, and stopped.


  She was crying. Not loudly, or obviously. But there were tears coursing silently down her face. He froze, his heart suddenly in his throat, and reached across to take one of her hands in his. "What's wrong, sweetheart?" he asked, as gently as he could. Whatever it was—it had to be the worst of news.


  "Bossman's dead, Hunter," she said.


  "Oh, damn," he breathed. "Not Kien." Kien, who was always as steady as rock, one of the best pilots in the squadron. Hunter remembered all the nights spent drinking beer in the Rec Room, the missions where they'd fought together against the cats, the times that they'd saved each others' lives. "How did it happen?" he asked.


  Her voice was very quiet, thick with tears, the accent that made her sound so charming now making her sound as if she were a tragic heroine in a play. But the tragedy was real, and this wasn't theater. "We were patrolling the jump point area, as per our orders." She sniffed, and her voice faltered. "There was no warning. Suddenly a Kilrathi strike force began appearing around us. A Fralthi cruiser, several corvettes, two Lumbari tankers. Bossman knew that the corvettes would overtake us if we ran, that there was no way to outrun them, so he…"


  She almost broke, then, and Hunter tightened his hold on her hand. She steadied herself. "He ordered me to return to the Claw, and he started on an attack run on the Fralthi. He kept them busy long enough for me to get out of range; he kept transmitting as much information to me as he could, telling me the number of fighters, their exact course, how many more ships were jumping in… then he said, 'Angel, tell my wife I love her.' There was a burst of static on the comm, and then, nothing."


  She looked up for a moment, but Hunter sensed that she didn't really see him. He wasn't sure he wanted to know what she was seeing. "I wanted to go back, but I knew that one of us had to survive, one of us had to warn the carrier…"


  "You did what you had to, sweetheart," Hunter said, knowing that wasn't enough, that it wouldn't have been enough for him, but knowing that he had to say it. Maybe if enough people told her that enough times, she might start to believe it.


  "But he was so alone, he died alone out there, I should have been there with him." She wiped the tears from her face, but more streamed from her eyes to replace them. "It was so awful, mon ami, knowing that Bossman was dying and there was nothing I could do to help him…" Her voice broke on a sob, and she buried her face in her free hand.


  He didn't know what else to say, so he sat there, silently holding her hand, giving her something to hold onto, and wishing he could offer more comfort than that. After a few minutes, she looked up at him and tried to smile. "So, you came running in here wanting to tell me something. What was the news you were so eager to tell, Hunter? And… what happened to your nose?"


  "Oh, it's nothing much," he said diffidently. Maybe—maybe this will help her, a little. Prove to her that the rest of us know she always does her top best. 'Just a little promotion for you. The Captain of the Austin would like you to take over command of their fighter squadron."


  "What?" Angel's eyes were wide, the tears still on her face, but a little more life coming into her expression. "You are joking, non?"


  He patted her hand. "It's not confirmed yet, but the Top Hat says that he doesn't see any reason why Confed HQ wouldn't sign the papers. I was there when he called Colonel Halcyon about it. Hale says that he's sorry to see you leave, but he's glad that you're getting the promotion." That must've been just before she came back from her patrol with the news that Bossman was dead.


  "But it should not be me!" She wiped at her eyes, the bleakness returning. "It should be someone who is better than I. Bossman should have been the one for this."


  He had to say something, anything. "Angel, it hurts, knowing that he's dead, but we've got to keep going without him. They need you on the Austin. You've got the talent for working with people." He searched for the reasons he'd given the Commander for recommending her, and gave them to her, earnestly. "You can be a leader, which Knight can't. You can make people do things because they want to, not because they've been ordered, which Ice can't. You've got things—qualities—that us rocket-jockeys just don't share, things that make you a leader, and us the guys in the fighters." He continued in a quieter voice. "And you care about the people around you, which matters more than anything."


  "Why didn't you ask for this position yourself?" she asked, bewildered, but whether she was surprised by his vehemence or the circumstances, he couldn't tell.


  He shook his head. "What, me in charge of a bunch of pilots? You've got to be crazy, sweetheart. Why, that'd be like putting Maniac in charge of a squadron! Someone would have to be a complete lunatic to do that!" He smiled gently at her. "No, you're perfect for this, and you know it."


  He sat up abruptly in his chair as the loudspeaker in the Rec Room began to blare noisily: "All pilots, report to the Briefing Room immediately."


  "How "bout you, lady?" he asked.


  She shook her head. "Non, Colonel Halcyon did not want me to fly any more missions today."


  Good for the Colonel. "Will you be all right, sweetheart?"


  She nodded, slowly. "I think so," she said quietly. "Thank you, Hunter. For—everything."


  He stood up, and then impulsively bent to kiss her. "I'll look for you later, okay?"


  I can guess why Halcyon didn't want her to fly any missions today, he thought, walking briskly toward the Briefing Room, and just as pleased that the adrenaline charge was still holding. He was going to pay for this later, but that was later, and this was now. Besides, maybe the medics could give him a shot or something to supercharge him. That ought to make up for the green goop. Old Hale knows that if he sent Angel out right now, she might deliberately try to get herself killed. Survivor guilt, that's what the psychs call it.


  He thought back about the wingmen he'd flown with, and how he'd felt when Littlehawk had crashed on the Flight Deck after they'd both been shot up badly during a Vega mission. He'd seen the fireball as he was on final approach to the carrier, and had aborted his landing run just in time to avoid becoming part of the disaster. He couldn't remember exactly how he'd felt when he had finally landed several hours later, after they'd cleared the debris off the Flight Deck, but he remembered that he'd done nothing but drink for the next few days after that.


  He grabbed a seat in the back of the room. Spirit was seated next to him; he leaned close to her and whispered, "What's going on here? I thought we were offduty after two back-to-back patrols! I was going to get some sleep!"


  "You didn't hear the news?" she whispered back. From the look on her face, he didn't think it was good news.


  "What news?" he asked, not wanting to know, but aware that he needed to know.


  "Five carriers, three light cruisers, four tankerships, and at least eight corvettes jumped into the system in the last hour." She looked as if she hardly believed it herself. "The Tiger's Claw and the Austin are retreating out-system while we wait to hear from Confed High Command as to what we're supposed to do next."


  He felt as if someone had just hit him with a bottle, and the adrenaline drained right out of him, leaving him numb with shock. "What in the hell is going on here? This is a backwater system, there isn't anything here the Kilrathi could want!"


  Spirit shook her head. "No one is saying what's going on, Hunter. But the brass knows. They've been closeted with that renegade Kilrathi captain, talking about all of this."


  Retreat—He'd just been thinking about that. And what it meant. "And we can't abandon the Firekkans! They're a peaceful species, they don't have a navy or any planetary or space-based defenses. They're going to be helpless against a Kilrathi invasion!"


  "Shh," she whispered, as Colonel Halcyon strode up to the podium.


  The Colonel looked as exhausted as any of them, or even more so. "As all of you have already heard, we lost Bossman this morning. He died heroically, giving Angel enough time to warn us that this system is being overrun by a huge number of Kilrathi ships, who are arriving here for a Kilrathi religious ceremony called the Sivar-Eshrad. There's no way we can fight that many ships, so we are in the middle of a strategic withdrawal, but we are not abandoning the Firekka System. The Firekkans are evacuating as many of their people as they can, and we'll assist that in any way possible. As soon as we have enough reinforcements, we'll start taking on these Kilrathi forces directly.


  "But until then, we're going to use a different tactic. Some of you may have heard about Hunter's joyride out to the Austin earlier this morning…"


  Hunter studied the ceiling intently as the other pilots turned to look at him.


  "… because of the success of his tactics, we're going to use the Dralthi fighters in our next missions, to confuse and evade the enemy," the Colonel said. "The technical crew aboard the Ras Nik'hra is readying the fighters for us now."


  "Like hell!" Hunter swore, loud enough that the Colonel paused to glare at him. "I'm never getting into one of those pieces of junk ever again—sir!" he added politely.


  The Colonel sighed, then continued, pretending that he had not heard Hunter's outburst. Which was just as well. It would be hard to get High Command to uphold a court-martial for insubordination on a pilot who had already flown back-to-back missions and narrowly escaped a crash to boot.


  Hunter knew that; so did the Colonel. So did everyone else. "These are the wing assignments. Knight and Iceman are Alpha Wing——"


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  The Dralthi fighter slowed as it banked through the clouds, tilting down toward the main Firekka continent. Hunter glanced at his sensors, doublechecking that there were no Kilrathi ships in the area. He'd passed a couple Kilrathi heavy troopships on his way in, parked in orbit above, but no other ships.


  They're off trying to find out where the Tiger's Claw is, he thought soberly. I'll have to be damn careful on my way out of here, that I don't lead them back to the Claw and the Austin.


  It was still night as he brought the Dralthi in for a landing on the shuttiecraft field, with just a hint of golden light touching the edge of the horizon. A heavy wind blew across the field, making the Dralthi wobble unsteadily as he set it down. The wind was hot and dust-laden, stinging his face as he crawled out through the bottom hatch.


  Several Firekkans were wheeling down to land around the Dralthi. For a moment he thought something was wrong with them, they were moving less gracefully than he'd seen them fly before. Then he realized why, as the heavy assault rifles slung over the Firekkans' chests were brought up to aim at him.


  "Hey, don't shoot me, mates!" he said, raising his hands above his head. "I'm here to see K'Kai. You know K'Kai? K'Kai?"


  They glared at him suspiciously, their beady eyes blinking as they stared at him over their assault rifles.


  It'd be real stupid to evade all of those Kilrathi patrols and get here just to be shot by some of K'Kai's people, wouldn't it? he thought. "Come on, mates, just let me see K'Kai, all right?"


  Finally one of them nodded, and gestured with the rifle for Hunter to start walking.


  Hunter stopped at the edge of the field, looking across the rope bridge at what was left of K'Kai's hometown, silhouetted in the early morning light. The tall, elegant towers that he had admired so much before were now scorched and blackened, marked by dozens of explosions. Half the towers were missing the top portion of their expanses, others had awful holes blown out of them.


  The sight made his heart ache, made him yearn for a Kilrathi ship in his sights with all missiles ready to fire. The Firekkan behind him prodded him in the back with a rifle barrel, and he started across the woven bridge, which had somehow survived the attack.


  The Firekkans brought him to one of the tall towers. He ducked inside the entrance, looking around.


  One Firekkan lay on the floor, his torso wrapped in bloody bandages. Another Firekkan knelt over a third, applying bandages to a wing that was torn nearly in half. Hunter swallowed, looking away.


  "Hun-ter?" a familiar voice said from above him.


  K'Kai dropped down to the floor in front of him.


  He was relieved to see that she seemed to be unharmed, except for a small bandage wrapped around her right thigh.


  "Hello, K'Kai," he said.


  She canted her head to look at him curiously. "Why are you here, Hun-ter? All the other Terrans have gone from Firekka."


  "I borrowed one of our captured Drakhis and flew through the Kilrathi fleet," he said. At her alarmed look, he added, "Don't worry, they're used to me doing that kind of thing by now. It was a long flight here from where the Tiger's Claw is hidden, but the Dralthi's little nuclear powerplant held up just fine." He shifted awkwardly. "I just… I had to see you again, K'Kai. We're evacuating from this system. The brass knows why the cats are trying to capture your planet now, it has something to do with a weird religious ceremony of the Kilrathi. There's nothing we can do, and the Confed won't send in any reinforcements. Oh, they've got some crazy plan of sending down some Marines to crash the Kilrathi party, disrupting the religious ceremony. But they won't give us enough troops to defend your planet."


  "I know, Hun-ter," she said quietly. "Your dip-lo-mats, they told us this before they left Firekka. The Kilrathi have already landed here," she continued. "Two days ago, here and on the northern continent. We fought them off, using the weapons given to us by your people, but they will be back. Eventually they will win… my people are good fighters, but not against the technology of the Kilrathi."


  "Come with me, K'Kai," Hunter urged. "I'll take you off-planet, get you out of this mess. You know what the Kilrathi are going to do to your planet and your people, once they start landing here in force."


  "And that is why I must stay," she said firmly, raising her head on her long neck. "I am coordinating the evacuation, sending as many of our people to safety as we can. Many of the flock leaders are dead. My people are often confused, frightened. This is my home, Hun-ter… I cannot leave here, not now. Not when they need me."


  "I understand," he said, slowly, knowing she was right—and was showing a lot more responsibility than he would have. "But I wish you'd reconsider. You know that there's only one way this fight can end."


  "I know." K'Kai bobbed her head, opening her beak in a silent Firekkan laugh. "But we will make it as costly for the Kilrathi as we can." She glanced through the open door at the brightening golden light. "You had better go, Hun-ter. The Kilrathi attack us at dawn, always. We will go to shelter soon."


  He clasped her clawed hand. "Take care of yourself, K'Kai."


  "Farewell, Hun-ter," she said. She walked with him out of the tower, standing at the tower entrance as he trudged toward the parked Dralthi.


  She was still standing on the barren rock when he lifted, the Dralthi wobbling in the heavy winds. He held the fighter in an unsteady hover for a long moment, looking down at her, the solemn profile of the alien woman, standing tall and proud, then kicked in the Dralthi's engines. The Dralthi leaped upward, gaining acceleration as it arced up through the atmosphere.


  He saw the wing of sixteen Jalthi approaching, the Kilrathi fighters' wings weighted down with their bomb-loads. They passed by him at top speed, banking down for their attack run on the planet below. For one quixotic moment, he thought about turning on them, but knew that he'd never manage to kill them all or even survive the attempt. K'Kai's duty was with her people; his was on the Claw, and to live to defend it. Hunter held the Dralthi on course, heading back into open space toward the distant Tiger's Claw. He glanced back at the planet of Firekka and rubbed at his eyes.


  They were still stinging, and a moment later, they were running.


  It was the dust that was making his eyes tear, he decided. Nothing more.


  He wasn't crying.


  He couldn't be crying.


  The rest of the flight back to the Tiger's Claw was uneventful. Hunter didn't sight any other Kilrathi ships, which was fortunate… he didn't think he'd be able to keep himself from opening fire on them, if there was even half a chance he could do it and survive.


  The time stretched out endlessly as the Dralthi fighter soared through open space. I'm going to catch hell for this when I get back on the ship, he thought. They're probably wondering what happened to me, why a two-hour patrol has taken me twenty hours. I'll have to do some fast talking when I get back.


  But that shouldn't be too much of a problem. The Colonel was used to it by now.


  He nodded, imagining the exact words the Colonel would use. It would probably be a rather choice speech. The Colonel had an excellent command of the English language, and knew exactly when to use it. And somehow Hunter seemed to bring out the—best?—of it.


  He was going to deserve a dressing-down, even he had to admit it. But hell, the Colonel seemed to secretly enjoy it all, though Hunter was sure he'd never say that. Colonel Halcyon would probably be bored to tears if he didn't have Hunter around to keep things interesting on the Claw!


  After hours of navigating across the system and past enemy patrols, he began his final approach to the Claw's hidden position in the asteroids.


  Except that the carrier wasn't there.


  Surprise.


  The punch-line from a comedian's joke sprang into his head. I was born in Chicago. My folks moved to New York right after I was born, and it took me months to track them down.


  Don't panic, he told himself, looking around wildly at the drifting asteroids. Check the Nav charts, maybe I made a mistake. I could've miscalculated my course, the ship is probably close, somewhere nearby in these rocks. Just don't panic…


  He ran a quick computer calculation on his course, triangulating his position.


  No. He was in the right location. The Claw wasn't.


  He fought the impulse to scream, or hyperventilate, or pound his head against the side of the cockpit. None of that would help him much in this situation. Oh God, they've jumped out-system and left me here. I'm stranded, no way to get back to Vega in this little fighter, I can't jump and follow them out-system, I've got nowhere to go.


  His heart pounded, and suddenly he wasn't tired at all. Just in a total state of panic. That was all. Calm down. Just stay calm, mate. Think this through, you've got to make some good decisions here. One, I can turn around and head back to Firekka. K'Kai's people can probably hide me somewhere, until… until… hell, it could be years before the Confederation comes back to Firekka! God knows how long it'll take for those fat-assed idiots at Confed High Command to decide what to do about our feathered friends.


  And in the meantime, the Kilrathi will be swarming all over that planet. Odds are that I'd get captured eventually and sent to some hellhole of a prison camp...


  His stomach turned over at the thought; it was always a fear that had hidden in the back of his mind, that he could be captured by the enemy. Anything but that. I'd rather die.


  Or…it's several hours to the jump point out of this system. Maybe the Claw hasn't jumped out yet. If I fly like the wind, maybe I can get there in time.


  His hands moved quickly, setting a new course for the jump point. His hands were shaking, but he ignored that, bringing the Dralthi up to full speed on a direct route to the out-system jump. He was too tense to sit back and let the fighter fly itself on AutoNav. Instead, he switched through the Confederation comm channels continuously, searching for any sign that there were other humans in the system. There was something else he'd noticed: the air gauge slowly drifting down into the red zone.


  If they aren't there, I won't have enough breathable air to get back to Firekka. The fighter's nuclear engine's good for another million klicks, but I'll be out of air in a few hours.


  I could turn around right now, head back to Firekka… no. I'll take that risk. Just don't leave me here alone, mates… please, don't leave me here——


  Two hours later, he was approaching the jump point. His stomach sank as he realized that there was no sign of the Claw ahead of him.


  I'm dead now. I'm still living and breathing, but I'm dead. I should just take off my helmet and pop the hatch, and get it over with.


  The comm screen suddenly crackled into life, a woman's face speaking sharply in English. "Kilrathi fighter, identify yourself immediately or be destroyed!"


  What ? Oh God—oh God! Thank you thank you thank you—"I'm Captain Ian St. John! Don't leave without me, mates!" He scanned the space around him desperately… there! Off to starboard, coming in from a different Nav course, was the Claw, shining silver and green with the carrier's bright red numbers visible on the metal deck in front of the landing bay. He'd never seen anything so beautiful in all his life.


  "Land immediately, Captain, we are on final countdown for out-system jump!"


  "Yes, ma'am!" Hunter brought the Dralthi up to full speed and then punched in the afterburners as well, aiming for the ship. He skimmed over the Claw's deck and the huge numbers, heading directly toward the landing bay like a bat out of hell. At the last instant, he slammed on the reverse-brakes.


  Never tried this particular trick before. I sure hope it works!


  The Dralthi screamed at the punishment as the fighter decelerated sharply in the space of a couple seconds. Hunter aimed the ship toward the open landing bay, hoping that there was no one parked in his path.


  The Dralthi's top scraped against the ceiling of the Flight Deck, then bounced hard against the deck floor. Hunter fought to keep the craft from rolling, and kept full pressure on the brakes. The fighter slowed, bounced again, then settled down onto the Deck. A split second later, he felt the gut-wrenching twist of a Jump.


  I cut that a little too close, I think.


  He sat for a moment in the Dralthi's cockpit, feeling relief wash over him like a wave, then hurried through the procedure of shutting down the engines and a final check before popping the fighter's exit hatch.


  Jimmy Cafrelli was waiting for him outside the hatch, relief and exhaustion warring on his face. "We thought you were dead, sir!"


  "Not yet, Jimmy. Maybe next week." Hunter swung down through the hatch and onto the firm metal of the Flight Deck. I'd kiss that Deck if I didn't know my mates would never let me forget it for the next ten years.


  "Not a bad landing," Iceman's sardonic voice observed. Hunter turned to see the veteran pilot striding toward him. "Did you realize that you broke off the starboard cannon when you hit the ceiling, Ian?"


  Hunter glanced at the wing involuntarily. It wasn't just the cannon that was broken… half the wing was scattered all over the Deck. "Oops," he said, and grinned, too full of relief himself to feel anything else. He patted the cold metal of the Draithi's hull. "Poor old girl, I put her through a lot today."


  "You're on jump arrival patrol in two minutes," Iceman continued, one eyebrow raised sardonically. "With me. The Colonel seemed convinced you were going to show up. Ready for another flight?"


  "I can handle it," Hunter said. Right now, he could handle anything. Nothing like thinking you were dead—then finding out that you were going to live, after all..."Are the fighters ready?"


  Iceman pointed across the Deck; he began to run toward the parked Rapiers, Hunter hard on his heels.


  "Maniac's back on the Flight Roster," Iceman called as they ran.


  "What?" Hunter asked, out of breath.


  "The Colonel said that we need all hands," Iceman explained. "Even one as insane as Maniac. I wanted to warn you, Hunter. He is as crazy as ever. You could get him as wingman at any point."


  "Terrific," Hunter muttered, looking at the row of Rapiers lined up for launch position on the deck. "That's all I need right now, a lunatic flying on my wing."


  "At least we're back in Confederation space now, Hunter," Iceman said. "Our own home ground again."


  "We were supposed to be in Confed space, back on Firekka, mate," Hunter said suddenly. "But I guess no one wants to remember that."


  Now that he was no longer worried about his own survival, he had a moment to think about someone else's. "And now we've left the Firekkans there to face the Kilrathi on their own." He didn't look to see if Iceman paid any attention, or even heard him; instead he glanced back through the open landing bay, wondering if one of those million points of lights was the Firekka system, K'Kai's homeworld, hidden among the other stars. "Good luck, K'Kai," he whispered, as he climbed into the cockpit of the Rapier fighter.


  "First group, move as close as you can to the landed ships while second group flies in from above…" K'Kai traced out a map with one curved claw on the dirt of the cave. The dust of the cave irritated her sensitive eyes, but it was something she had learned to ignore in these last days, as she had learned to live without the comforts of her home. At least her friends and family were with her, all having survived the torching of their tower homes by the alien Kilrathi. All armed with the assault rifles given to them by the humans, and bearing the marks and wounds of the long weeks of war against the Kilrathi.


  Her sister Kree'Kai was a fine flock-leader, wise and a good counselor to her people. But Kree'Kai was no war-leader, and it was K'Kai, with her knowledge of space combat, who had been chosen as Shenrikke, to lead the flyers of Firekka against the Kilrathi invasion.


  There is no one else. All the humans have gone, even Hun-ter, leaving us alone against the felines. Well, that was not strictly true. The humans had returned long enough to stage their attack against the Kilrathi religious ceremony, but then they departed, and for many days now, the Firekkans had been on their own. Maybe they will be back, maybe not. It does not matter. We will fight on, with or without them.


  K'Kai pointed at one particular Kilrathi ship in her diagram, a large warship bristling with gun turrets. "We think this is their command center for the landing group. Focus your attack on anyone from that ship. Flock-leaders must be very careful." She gave Kree'Kai and several other flock-leaders a very sharp glance. "Because the Kilrathi have captured enough of our people that they surely know who our leaders are."


  "You speak for yourself as well, K'Kai," Kree'Kai said seriously. "The Kilrathi must know that you are war-leader for all the flocks. Why else have they targeted our flock over the others in this area?"


  "I will be careful, too," K'Kai agreed. "We have inflicted great casualties upon our enemies, with our inferior weapons but good tactics and knowledge of our homeworld. We cannot risk any carelessness now. Any questions?"


  There was a long silence, and K'Kai spoke again, quietly. "Good. All of you, be ready to attack at sunset. Rest now, for a few minutes, then move to your positions."


  She crouched, staring at the map drawn in the dirt, as the others moved away to their tasks.


  "How long will you stare at the dirt, sister?" Kree'Kai said, grooming K'Kai's neck with her beak.


  "There is something wrong here," K'Kai said at last. "They have brought all their landing ships here, to this valley, from all over the continent. They must know that we will attack. But there are few troops in the valley below, and only a handful of watchmen. It does not make any sense."


  "K'Kai!"


  The shout echoed through the cave. K'Kai spread her wings and launched herself toward the mouth of the cave, fluttering to a stop just inside the entrance. "What is it?"


  "Look, in the valley!"


  K'Kai's sharp eyes focused on the flames of the Kilrathi ship engines, raising clouds of dust from the valley floor. "They're leaving!"


  Kilrathi footsoldiers were moving quickly onto the ships, which began to depart, one lifting every few seconds. A Kilrathi corvette glided in from the north, coming to a stop next to the largest of the ships. A moment later, Kilrathi soldiers emerged, guiding a group of Firekkans into the hold of the larger ship.


  "Rikik!" Kree'Kai shrieked suddenly, pointing at the Firekkan prisoners. "They have Rikik!"


  "Kree'Kai, wait!" K'Kai shouted, as her sister dived from the cliff's edge, heading straight down toward the valley. "Don't!"


  Kree'Kai ignored her; ignored everything except the furred enemy—and the tiny figure among the taller prisoners. Her daughter—


  She would not stop, not now.


  "After her! Quickly! They know we're here now!" K'Kai called, and dozens of Firekkan warriors launched from the nearby cliffs, screaming battle cries at their enemy.


  The gun turrets on the stationary Kilrathi ships swiveled, tracking the fast-moving flyers. Cannons boomed, sending energy bolts crackling into the cliff walls, rocks shattering and falling around them. K'Kai leaped from the cliff a moment before her perch disintegrated into falling rubble, and banked steeply down toward the Kilrathi squadron.


  Kree'Kai was nearly in range to fire… K'Kai could see her aiming her assault rifle at one of the Kilrathi guards…


  … another ship cannon fired, only a few meters from Kree'Kai as she swept past. For a horrible second, the Firekkan flock-leader was outlined in blue light, burning alive, and then she was gone.


  K'Kai didn't stop to think, or grieve. There was no time, not if they were to rescue the captives. The small huddle of terrified Firekkans, being herded into the hold of one of the Kilrathi ships, stared up at the wing of Firekkan warriors descending down toward them. K'Kai heard her niece screaming her mother's name, as a Kilrathi guard shoved her into the airlock of the ship. The other Firekkans were forced inside as well; K'Kai recognized a dozen other flock-leaders and leader-kindred, captured from towers around the continent. Hostages. They are taking hostages with them!


  She fired her assault rifle just as the airlock door slid shut; the energy bolt glanced uselessly off the thick metal, searing into the ground. A faint rumbling from beyond the metal skin of the ship warned her of what was about to happen.


  "Back! Get back!" she screamed, flying away with all her strength and speed as the engines of the ship roared into life, blasting the area around it. She glanced back to see another Firekkan warrior who had not moved quickly enough, his wings on fire as he fell helplessly toward the ground.


  A few seconds later, K'Kai landed on a high ledge, turning to look back at the valley. The last Kilrathi ships were lifting, ponderously moving upward through the sky. On other ledges, she saw Firekkans waving their rifles and shouting defiance at the departing Kilrathi ships.


  Another Firekkan, his wings scorched and feathers blackened, landed awkwardly on the ledge next to her. In silence, they watched as the last Kilrathi ship disappeared into the night sky above them.


  "The Kilrathi are gone, K'Kai. Is it over now?" the young fighter asked.


  "No," she said slowly. "It is not over. I do not know if it will ever be over, not now…"


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Ralgha watched his young liegeman pace, noting that Kirha's movements had become as predictable and repetitive as those of any caged beast. Thirteen steps to the wall, a reflexive twitch of his tail the moment before he turned, a lift of his chin as he turned. Then thirteen steps to the door, pulling up a little short, a pause to stare at the portal in case it opened (it never did), then an abrupt turn that left scratches on the floor from his claws, to pace back to the wall again. It was as well that this place had no fiber mats upon the floor, for the little cub would have torn that particular spot to shreds by now.


  Ralgha had learned in his earlier captivity that such mind-numbing occupations did nothing to make the time seem any shorter. Instead of useless pacing, he varied his waking hours, doing nothing at the same time from day to day, not even eating. There were the exercises he had learned to keep a body in shape using a limited space—very useful on shipboard, when a captain could not take the time to go to an exercise room. Ralgha usually persuaded the younger male to share those exercises with him, for even Kirha could see their value. They kept his body supple, if not his mind.


  There were other things to occupy Ralgha's attention. The chiefest was the computer terminal with limited access, so thoughtfully provided by their captors, through which he improved his command of the hairless ones' language and learned the ways in which they thought by reading their literature, philosophy and holy texts. The humans were fascinating; controlled more by their biology than they would admit, and yet less controlled than the Kilrathi, in many ways. And so many religions… many contradicting each other. Completely fascinating. It was as if the humans were, themselves, composed of many species.


  Or as if, as one of their figures of literature had said, they could believe in several impossible things before breakfast.


  He had other things from his own culture to occupy him, and make the place seem less alien. There were the meditations, for instance—things some of the priestesses had taught him, meant to focus thought and self-discipline as well as to relax.


  He even learned a number of the humans' games and played them against the computer.


  And if their games were any indication of their abilities as strategists, there was no wonder that they had fought his people to a deadlock. They were excellent strategists. He had always maintained that, but it was pleasant to have his opinion so confirmed.


  Their little room held nothing else of interest; two bunks, three chairs, the desk, a closet for cleansing and elimination, evidently designed for multi-species use and elementary, but adequate. The walls were gray and could not be marked, the floor bare metal. The air carried no scent but that of the humans, and even that was faint. Someone must have deduced that too strong a human-scent would make both of the Kilrathi edgy and nervous.


  He had expected to be sent to High Command as soon as Kirha joined him, but shortly after the youngster was escorted through the door, Captain Thorn sent a messenger with a kind of apology. It would not be possible to send the Kilrathi out of the Firekkan system at this time. He was sorry that he could not deliver the message in person, but Ralgha was a ship commander, and he must know that the ship and crew came before other considerations. It was phrased more diplomatically than that, of course, but that was the gist of the message.


  Reading between the lines, and knowing what he did, Ralgha had no difficulty in interpreting the ambiguous message. The Kilrathi had arrived in force, and sooner than Ralgha had expected. The Prince must have decided to act quickly once word of Ralgha's defection reached him. It would be impossible to say without information he would certainly not get whether the problem was that no pilot could be spared to shuttle the two Kilrathi out, or whether the Kilrathi fleet had so invaded that system that no ship could escape them. And in any case, it hardly mattered. He and Ralgha were now bound to the Tiger's Claw and would share the fate of its human cargo.


  He could guess some things; alarms that meant Kilrathi fighters had penetrated near enough to threaten the Claw itself, the dimming or flickering of lights that showed enormous power-drains on the ship's systems. Shudderings as the Claw maneuvered—or perhaps took a hit?


  But mostly he and Kirha were left alone, to their own devices, with their meal arriving once a day, promptly, an hour after waking. As he himself had specified. The Kilrathi still followed their carnivorous instincts; eating only once a day, but gorging, then lying torpid for an hour or so. Kirha usually ate when he did, out of deference for his lord, and Ralgha varied the time to give the cub's day that little change that kept him from becoming mad with boredom.


  Ralgha had been playing one of the games, something called Go, when the game itself suddenly froze on the screen, one piece holding in transition. Before Ralgha had a chance to react, the screen blanked, showing only the blinking cursor in the upper corner.


  Then, before he could snarl in frustration and beat the terminal in the side, the cursor began to move, and a message appeared in its wake.


  Commander Thorn would like to speak with you. Write "/send " and your reply.


  It was not in the characters of written Kilrathi, but rather, scribed in the humans' written words. So, they had figured out that he could read their texts, hmm? He had assumed they were monitoring what this terminal was accessing, limited as the range was. Somewhere, some bored technician had noticed he had been calling up human texts.


  And had made the appropriate deduction.


  The abrupt character of the message was certainly typical of a bored tech of whatever species. Sometimes Ralgha thought that computer technicians were a species apart from all others, that it mattered not at all what their exterior shape was, for their minds were all alike. Precise, quick to recognize patterns, but with no interest for anything beyond their arcane little universe of numbers and electrons.


  I shall speak to him, Ralgha typed, prefacing the message with the "/send" as instructed.


  "Settle down, young one," he advised Kirha. "One of the humans is coming to call upon us, and if you are standing or pacing, you may make him nervous."


  Kirha had barely settled into a chair when the door slid open, admitting Captain Thorn and the ubiquitous set of guards. They made the tiny room seem very crowded.


  "We've got a situation," the human said without preamble, "and I was hoping you would explain it."


  "Would?" Ralgha asked dryly, noting with no surprise that the Captain was not wearing his translator—and was speaking in his own language, rather than in Kilrathi. So the tech must have reported Ralgha's growing command of the human tongue to his superiors. "Would?" he repeated, in slow, deliberate human speech, "Or could?"


  Thorn started to grimace, and stopped himself, which gave the odd effect of looking as if his entire face spasmed. "Perhaps a little of both," he admitted.


  He did not sit down. Ralgha did not rise. Kirha had come to stand behind him, in the position normally taken by a personal guard.


  Ralgha watched the Captain a moment longer, establishing the dynamic between them—the Captain, as the petitioner, himself as the courted. "I will try," he said, then. "What is this 'situation' of yours?"


  There was a softening of the Captain's posture that made Ralgha think he had relaxed. "We sent Marines down to Firekka to try and disrupt the Sivar-Eshrad," he said shortly. "It seemed like a logical move, since your people place such store by the ceremony. We succeeded in that plan—and now—"


  "Now the leader—who is probably the so-ambitious young Prince Thrakhath—is withdrawing his troops," Ralgha interrupted, and suppressed a purr of amusement at the widening of the human's eyes.


  "How did you know that?" Thorn demanded, startled.


  "There is no other choice for him. He must," Ralgha replied. He looked up at his young liegeman. "Tell the human, Kirha, why the Prince must withdraw, since the ceremony has been corrupted."


  Kirha's forehead wrinkled, as he tried to find the human words to express Kilrathi concepts. "If the ceremony is corrupted, it is because Sivar is displeased and has rejected the ceremony and those who sponsored the ceremony," he said, haltingly. "The warriors that perished in the battle to take Firekka are no longer Sivar's favored servants; they are simply his fighters, standing between the Light of Sivar and the Great Dark which ever threatens the Light and seeks to devour souls. Because the ceremony was corrupted, those that survived cannot dedicate themselves to Sivar for the coming year, and they fear their souls will be lost in the Great Dark if they perish in combat."


  "Does this mean that—that they're retreating because they think that Sivar has forsaken them?" the human asked, haltingly.


  Ralgha nodded agreement, as the human shook his head; not in negation, Ralgha thought, but in unbelief.


  In a way, Ralgha was torn. He was angry that the ceremony had been disrupted, and burned for those who had been so betrayed—yet this would not have happened if the Prince and the Emperor were not already corrupt. The humans were not the cause, only the means.


  He must keep telling himself that. Sivar had simply used them to express his displeasure.


  "So, fearing that their souls will be lost, there is no inducement Thrakhath can offer to make them fight," Ralgha continued. "If he attempts to force them, they will revolt. They are now as fearful as cublings in the moon-dark, and every ill that befalls them will be attributed to the loss of Sivar's favor. They are as eager now to escape with a whole skin as they once were to die."


  He allowed the tips of his canines to show, for this part of the situation pleased him very much indeed. "This will not look well for the Prince, for he chose the site and he led the expedition. Sivar's displeasure falls the hardest upon him. The priestesses will be encouraging unhappiness with him."


  The priestesses would not forget that the Prince ordered some of their number taken for questioning. No. That might have been the biggest mistake of the Prince's life. While no Kilrathi could be happy with this situation, the priestesses of Sivar must be purring with a certain bitter satisfaction at this turn of events. Surely they had been whispering warnings that any who interferred with Sivar's chosen would suffer Sivar's displeasure.


  Now what had been whispered could be shouted.


  "They will be retreating as quickly as the warships can carry them," Kirha said at last, after a long silence in which the hiss of the ventilator was the only sound. "They will be turning back towards conquered space, where there are temples wherein they might try to make their amends to the god. Until they can be purified, they will go to the Great Dark, if they die." His neck-ruff stood on end, for that prospect was not one any Kilrathi would face happily.


  "Were I the commanding officer of this vessel," Ralgha said, "I would do the same as they; retreating, regrouping and bringing in reinforcements. I would not pursue them, for they are desperate, and only a fool presses on the desperate. Remember that even a herd-beast will fight when cornered. Remember that the desperate are eager only to escape and will pay any price to do so. Only when I had a substantial strength would I return. Then I would consolidate the victory."


  He yawned a little, then, and his eyes narrowed in satisfaction as Thorn slowly nodded.


  "Thank you," the Captain said, in Kilrathi. "Thank you, Lord Ralgha. I think it is possible that your meeting with High Command can take place soon."


  And with that, he was gone. The door slid shut behind his guards.


  Ralgha's polite cough at Kirha's astonished expression covered his very real satisfaction. He had preserved the lives of warriors who had done him no harm, and might be induced to swear fealty at some point to him. He had saved the humans more casualties—which they would sustain, if they pressed their advantage. It was a better outcome than he could have reasonably expected.


  But best of all, the Prince would doubtless survive, and would have a great deal to account for to the Emperor. The Emperor's displeasure was going to fall heavily on him—and on any who were his favorites. The repercussions of this disaster would echo down along the chain of command, affecting anyone who was partisan to the Prince's cause. They all, from the Prince downward, might well find themselves piloting fighters on the frontlines.


  The ancient texts said, "Revenge is best when cultured, gathered at the proper time, and lingered over."


  He would linger over this scrap of vengeance for a very long time. Perhaps it would wash away the bitterness of knowledge.


  The sure and certain knowledge of his own hand in this disaster for his people.


  Nothing had been heard from K'Kai since the Confederation forces had to abandon the planet. In the few moments that Hunter had free to think about something other than the next thirty seconds, he'd worried about her. The Kilrathi were unlikely to look kindly on a Firekkan space-ship captain; they did not permit their subject races to have command of much in the way of technology, as it made them easier to keep under their thumb. K'Kai and Larrhi represented the "aberrant" traits that the Kilrathi wanted removed from their subject races—Larrhi was out of their reach, but if K'Kai didn't have the sense to hide what she was, Hunter wouldn't give her any odds at all for surviving.


  He only hoped K'Kai had the sense to hide her ship, scatter her crew, and pretend to be whatever the Firekkan equivalent of a dirt former was.


  After a while, he no longer had time to hope anything, other than to hope that he would survive the next engagement himself.


  The moment he had lost flight controls of that Dralthi and ditched her, he had been absolutely positive that he wouldn't even do that. And the same when he thought he'd lost the Claw. Those experiences had shaken him in ways he still was coming to terms with. He'd never had to confront his own mortality quite so closely before. In better times, he'd have had a chance to retreat to sickbay and shake for a few days—but he couldn't be spared, and he was no sooner back on the Claw then someone was throwing him into a fighter again, and sending him out.


  He could have broken, as Maniac was threatening to do at any moment, as dozens of others had. Somehow, he didn't. He still didn't know why.


  Suddenly, it was over, and the Claw was in retreat—but oddly enough, not because they had lost, but because they had won. The Kilrathi were retreating in disorder, but the Confederation was not pursuing. Halcyon explained it to them, but frankly, Hunter was too tired and too overloaded to understand even a tenth of it. It was enough that the fighting was over for now, and that they had won. He wasn't so gung-ho that he wanted to chase after the cats. Let them run. Hunter went to his bunk, fell asleep, and slept dreamlessly for three days straight. He was not the only fighter pilot to do so.


  In the days and weeks that followed, he had far more leisure to think about K'Kai and her crew than he would have liked. He kept thinking about that final farewell—and hoping she had survived.


  A leave down on good old Earth would do very little to make him forget, when all was said and done. It would be a relief when the orders came, sending the Claw and her crews back to Firekka. At least he would know, one way or another, what had happened to her.


  "Read 'em and weep, guys," Blair said, spreading out his cards. Two kings, three queens; Hunter whistled softly in admiration. Amazing; Blair had been enjoying an incredible run of luck lately—well, in cards, anyway. His lovelife was pretty barren, or so Hunter had heard. Not that his had been much better, but Hunter wasn't going to complain. He was afraid he'd used up most of his lifetime quota of luck just surviving that Dralthi ejection. He hadn't played many card games or chased any lovely ladies since; he hadn't wanted to use up any luck he'd had left. Flying with Maniac as occasional wingman was taking up more than enough of that remaining luck.


  For the first time in his life, he was superstitious. Maybe it would wear off, in time. The psychs said it would. 'Just let things ride," they told him.


  Blair sat back in his chair, grinning, as the rest of the poker players threw down their cards with varying degrees of chagrin and disgust. No one had anything like that hand. Blair raked in his winnings, his grin broadening, and invited the other players to try their luck again.


  Jazz grimaced, and bowed out. Blair lifted an eyebrow in Hunter's direction, a clear invitation to take the chair Jazz was vacating. But before Hunter had to make any kind of disclaimer, one of the fighter-pilots newly assigned to the Claw stuck his head into the room and spotted him.


  "St. John, Halcyon wants you on Flight Deck A-5, ASAP." He vanished before Hunter could ask why, or what the Colonel wanted. He looked at Blair, shrugged wordlessly, and followed in the messenger's wake.


  The Flight Deck in question was empty, the squadron housed there currently out on patrol, looking for Kilrathi stragglers.


  Empty? No—not quite. Off on the side, out of the way of the fighters that would be returning shortly, was a battered, tired-looking freighter, a small one, but still Jump-capable. The model was an old one—outmoded, but somehow familiar.


  Familiar, then all at once, he knew. Knew it before he glimpsed plumes, beaks, or Firekkan writing, half-erased, on the freighter's nose.


  "K'Kai!" he shouted, breaking into a run. A dozen beaked heads swiveled in his direction; a chorus of excited squawks arose as the Firekkan crew spotted him. They began running, wings half-spread, converging on him.


  In moments, he was surrounded by excited Firekkans, most of them showing signs of distress as well as excitement, and all of them the worse for wear. Most were missing feathers; many had injuries both old and new. He was half afraid of what he would find when he finally reached K'Kai herself.


  But as he managed to work his way through the agitated flock, he caught a glimpse of her in excited conversation with Colonel Halcyon. The Colonel didn't seem to be catching more than one word in four, she was speaking so quickly, and he greeted Hunter's appearance with the pleasure of a drowning man on seeing a life-preserver.


  "St. John, get over here!" the Colonel shouted over the din, then reached out and grabbed Hunter by the uniform sleeve and dragged him through the mob of Firekkans. "Here, K'Kai, tell Hunter what you want—"


  And with that set of instructions, the Colonel beat a hasty retreat.


  "But—" Hunter said desperately after the Colonel's retreating back. "But I—"


  Too late.


  K'Kai and her entire crew surrounded him, gabbling at the tops of their lungs, until he finally lost patience with them all.


  "Shut UP!" he roared. A blessed silence descended, as the Firekkans rolled wide, startled eyes at him. He turned to K'Kai. "Right. What happened? What's wrong?"


  K'Kai shook her feathers, and stared at him out of wide, half-stunned eyes. A couple of the others made little meeping noises, but he ignored them. Finally she clacked her beak a couple of times, and began speaking. Slower, this time.


  Even so, it took Hunter several tries and a lot of cross-questioning to get the whole story out of her. When he did, he didn't blame her or her flock for being upset.


  The Kilrathi had taken hostages—not something they did, normally, but evidently the ambitious Prince Thrakhath had thought it would be advantageous to his plans to have hostages… or perhaps they were only prized slaves. In view of the disastrous Sivar Eshrad ceremony, the total subjugation of Firekka had been the Prince's only remaining means of saving face.


  One of those nests was K'Kai's family, and one of the hostages her young niece Rikik. Rikik's mother had been killed during the battle to rescue the hostages, and that he'd made Rikik, young as she was, the titular head of the flock. Her very youth made her a good hostage; she was so frightened and vulnerable that no adult Firekkan would resist the Kilrathi Prince's orders, knowing that she would suffer if they rebelled.


  One of the first orders had been to pinion every adult so that they could not fly. K'Kai had the bright notion to make the Kilrathi think that removing only the first two secondaries on each wing would make Firekkans ground-bound—and once she sped the idea through the nests, the rest went along with the ruse. They planted the misinformation in their own records, and feigned their loss of flight when the feathers were removed, taking to the air only within the nest, or where they were certain no Kilrathi could observe them.


  The Kilrathi Prince neither knew nor cared that pinioning every adult would cripple them, make it impossible for them to reach feeding-platforms and sleep-perches within the nest. His orders grew progressively cruder, but with their leaders in Kilrathi hands, there was nothing the avians could do but obey, and fight a covert battle to retake their world, letting the Kilrathi think that the fighters were from outside the city, as Hunter had seen for himself.


  "And they departed from Firekka," K'Kai concluded. She shook her head. "But the first ship off-world took with it not only the Prince, but his hostages. They took our flock leaders with them! They said that if Firekka could not be theirs to conquer, then they would see to it that it would not ally with you! That was what I came here to tell you—those leaders who are left will cancel the treaty! They will not risk the lives of our flock leaders!"


  With each sentence, she grew shriller and shriller, until at last she was shrieking again. As Hunter tried to calm her down, his mind was really on her alarming news.


  The Confederation needed Firekka. Not for any strategic reason… the planet was too isolated from the rest of Terran space to make any real difference in the war… but for political reasons. The Confed had sworn to protect Firekka against the Kilrathi, and hadn't. If the Firekkans broke the treaty, how many other Confed planets would follow?


  "Come on, K'Kai," he said. "You and me have a sudden date with Captain Thorn."


  He bullied and wheedled his way to the Captain, but once there, Thorn made it clear that this was not a matter for a lowly pilot, flock-friend or not. So he had to leave K'Kai there, without knowing what Thorn would do for her.


  But he had confidence in the Captain, and as much in K'Kai. She was in good hands. Thorn would get her to Confed High Command, and see that she spoke to the right people.


  Something would be done.


  Something would be done!


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  "Meal time, kitty," the human voice said, shoving a bowl and a mug through the slot in his cell door.


  The human's words and a terrible smell awakened Kirha from a sound sleep on the floor. The smell was coming from the mug, which smelled of rotting plants of some kind. He moved closer to the door and stared at the contents of the mug, a foul bubbling yellow liquid, then at the bowl. It was filled with a strange mixture of plants and roots, not real food. He could see some meat mixed in with it, but the meat was brown and looked terrible, nothing that he could eat.


  What had happened to those humans from the ship, the ones who had known what a Kilrathi warrior needed? From decent food and decent quarters, he had come to this—burned trash and treatment he would not have given to a slave.


  He heard the footsteps walking away, and held back his rage. A warrior of Kilrah did not lose his dignity by shrieking at empty walls. Kirha sat back on his haunches, steadfastly ignoring the hunger gnawing at his innards, and waited.


  It had been like this since the Kilrathi retreat, and their arrival at Sol, when they had separated him from Ralgha. He had not seen Ralgha, nor his lord the human called Hunter, since.


  Where is my liege lord? he wondered. How can he leave me here in this awful place ?


  Has he completely forgotten me?


  He leaped to his feet and stalked the length of his cell, padding angrily. The cell was tiny, and empty but for a white plastic source of water in the corner, another odd plastic fixture attached to the wall, and a strange elevated pile of compressed fabric in the corner, which he assumed was the necessary, since nothing else in the cell even vaguely looked usable for that purpose. The place he and Ralgha had shared had a necessary, one recognizable as such. This cell had nothing of the sort. The end result was a foul odor that Kirha could do nothing about, but which only added to the humiliation of his incarceration.


  Lord Ralgha would have been kinder to let me die, he thought sadly, curling up on the floor for another nap.


  Another sound awakened him, and he blinked at the bright light streaming in from the hallway. Someone was standing in the open cell doorway, a tall human. This human had longer head-fur than most of the humans, a tawny gold fur that was nearly the same color as the fur of Major H'hristy Mar'kss, but he also had fur on his face. His chin was bare, but there was a small line of golden fur beneath his nose that extended down the sides of his mouth. That mouth was frowning now, as he stepped into the cell.


  "I'faith, it reeks like the devil in here!" the human said, his words oddly accented and more difficult for Kirha to understand. "Dinna someone ever come in to clean this place, laddie?"


  Was this another interrogation? He thought they had ended with that, since no one had come to take him to the interrogation room for several eights of hours. He hated it every time they came to take him away. The drugs they gave him made him dizzy and sick, and they always asked the same questions, over and over again. Kirha knew none of the answers to them. Fleet movements, battle plans, any of it.


  This human, though, seemed different. Instead of the pair of human guards that always tied his arms behind him before taking him to the interrogation room, this human only closed the cell door, then turned to stare at Kirha.


  "So why aren't ye eating any food, laddie?" the human male asked. "The brig guards tell me that ye haven't eaten anything in two days now."


  Kirha was uncertain whether he should answer the human. After all, this was one of the enemy… or was he? Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter, was human, and Kirha would have gladly answered any of his questions without hesitation. Perhaps he ought to honor the human's request for an answer, if only not to risk bringing shame or disgrace upon his liege lord.


  "They have not given me anything to eat!" Kirha said, trying to keep the anger out of his voice. "I would like to eat, but they do not give me any food!"


  The human sat down on the bunk across from him. "Well, that's not what they're sayin'. Duke said that they gave you some beef stew yesterday, and again this morning, and you haven't touched it. See, there it is, sittin' on the floor. They even gave you a beer, I see, in the hopes that it'd help your appetite."


  It seemed the stranger was at least asking questions. "I do not know what this 'beef stew' is, but what they gave me was harakh, not food for a warrior! Am I a prey-species, to be fed roots and berries?"


  "Ah, I see," the human said, baring his teeth in a smile. "That was an easy mistake for the guards to make. You're the first Kilrathi prisoner we've had on Sol Station. Usually captured Kilrathi are held on the fleet ships and then transported directly to a prisoner camp, not here to Sol Station. You're a unique case, lad… and your Captain wasn't here long enough to eat a meal before they took him down planet-side. So, Kilrathi warrior, what would you rather eat?"


  Oh, this was better. Like the humans upon the ship, the Claw of the Tiger. Humans who would listen to him, not order him about. Humans like the one called Hunter. "Meat. Fresh meat, not burned in a fire. And no plants or roots mixed it with it. And I would like some arakh leaves," he added hopefully.


  "Arakh leaves? I remember hearing about those, it's like catnip for you Kilrathi. All right, I'll see what I can arrange." The human walked to the platform against the wall, and his nose wrinkled. "Lord!" He glanced at Kirha. "You're not sleeping in this, are you?"


  Kirha straightened in quiet dignity. "Of course not. I sleep on the floor, as no one has provided me with sleeping furs."


  The human had an odd expression on his face. "Why don't you use the John, boyo?"


  John? He searched through his memories of human vocabulary, but that word was not familiar to him, except in that it was one of his liege lord's honorifics. "I do not understand," Kirha said.


  The human crossed over to the white plastic pool of water, pressing the switch that Kirha had discovered would replenish the water supply. "Use this, laddie."


  Kirha's lip curled in disgust. "I would not foul my drinking water, human! Do you think I am completely uncivilized?"


  The human's mouth twitched. "I see where the problem is now. They must've given you visiting alien VIP quarters on the Claw; you've been stuck in a human brig, here. This," he said, pointing at the odd fixture on the wall, "Is the water supply. You press these knobs here, and that'll provide hot and cold running water. You use this," he continued, pointing at the other fixture, "For yer, er, biological needs. Ah—elimination. And that," he pointed at the pile of compressed fabric which Kirha had clawed apart, "Is what you sleep on. Understood?"


  The human glanced at a small mechanical device strapped to his wrist. "I have to be at a meeting shortly, or we could continue this fascinatin' discussion of human versus Kilrathi household technology. I'll send someone to bring ye a new mattress, and make sure that they start feeding ye something you can eat." He walked to the door and pressed his palm to the lock. Nothing happened. He pressed his palm to it again, then hit it once with his closed fist. "Let me out, boys, I have to meet with Commodore Steward in five minutes."


  "Of course, Major Taggart," a human voice said from the other side, and the cell door slid open a moment later.


  The strange gold-furred human paused in the doorway, looking back at Kirha. "Don't I even get a thank-you from you, laddie? For keeping you from starving yourself to death?"


  Kirha spoke stiffly. "I would rather be dead, but my former liege-lord refused my request. That is why I am a prisoner here now."


  The human raised one bit of eye-fur, while the other remained as it was. It gave his face a most peculiar look. "Hmmm. Well, if ye need anything, boyo, call for me. My name is James Taggart, but everyone calls me Paladin."


  Some small courtesy is required now, Kirha thought, even though I do not wish to extend any honors to these humans. "Thank you, James Taggart, whom everyone calls Paladin," he said gravely.


  The human's mouth quirked into what Kirha now knew was a small smile, then the door closed behind him and Kirha was alone again in his cell.


  This human was honorable, however. As he had said, edible food began arriving on a regular schedule. Some time later, two of the guards entered the cell to remove the fouled fabric and replace it with another. Kirha could not bring himself to sleep on the odd platform, but he did follow the human's instructions for his personal hygiene. The air in the cell stayed fresh, the fresh meat tasted good, and Kirha's spirits rose for the first time since the surrender of the Ras Nik'hra.


  The only factor that still depressed him was that there was still no sign of his liege lord. But at least I will be strong and fit when he requires my services again, Kirha thought, consoling himself. He had been keeping up the exercises that Ralgha had taught him. To fail one's lord out of physical weakness would be the greatest shame of all.


  The golden-furred human came back several eights of hours later, in the company of another human, one with a long mane of reddish head-fur. This human was younger, and dressed differently, in a garment that hung loosely around his legs. With a start, Kirha realized that it was female. Discerning between human males and human females was still difficult for him. He and Lord Ralgha had not known that the Major aboard the Ras Nik'hra was female until someone had corrected his speech for him.


  "This is our boy, Kirha," the man said. "He's all yours, Gwen. His English is excellent, so ye won't hae to worry about speaking in that throat-hurtin' Kilrathi language."


  "Thanks, boss," she said, studying Kirha intently. Kirha stared back at her, equally curious.


  "Are you being treated well?" she asked. "Is there anything we can do for you?"


  He hesitated before asking. It was a show of weakness, to request something from his enemies rather than demand it, as he had before. But who was his enemy now? The distinction had blurred in his mind past all recognition.


  And besides, his liege-lord had given him orders to ask for what he needed.


  "I would like to see my liege-lord," Kirha said, hoping the desperation was not showing in his voice.


  "Lord Ralgha?" Paladin asked. "I thought I told ye, lad. He's not here, lad, he's down on Earth."


  "Not Lord Ralgha," Kirha said. "Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter, is my liege-lord now. Lord Ralgha is only my overlord."


  "What?" The human laughed out loud. "Hunter? Ye must be joking!"


  "I am very serious, James Taggart, whom everyone calls Paladin," Kirha said stiffly. "Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter, is my liege-lord now."


  "How did you end up swearing loyalty to a human?" the female asked curiously. "This wasn't in any of the reports…"


  "Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas was my sworn liege-lord, and I served him aboard the Ras Nik'hra," Kirha explained. "When my Lord Ralgha surrendered the ship to Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter, he gave my fealty as an honor-gift as well. So Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter, became my liege-lord. Lord Ralgha is still my overlord, but he cannot command me to disobey Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter."


  "Unbelievable," Paladin said, shaking his head.


  "Stranger things have been known to happen, Paladin," the woman murmured.


  "I know. Well, laddie, this makes matters even more interesting. By the way, when you're talking about 'Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter,' you can just call him 'Hunter.'"


  "It would not be disrespectful toward my liege lord?" Kirha asked, concerned.


  "Not at all. In fact, I'm sure that Hunter would prefer it. Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter, is a bit of a mouthful. And since I've never formally introduced myself… I'm Major James Taggart, formerly of the Confederation Navy. But as I said before, you can call me Paladin."


  "I'm Gwen," the female said. "My full name is Gweneviere Larson, but no one ever calls me that."


  "I am Kirha hrai Ralgha nar Hhallas," Kirha said, then hesitated. "No, my name is now Kirha hrai Hunter… what is my lord Hunter's home planet?"


  "He's an Aussie," Paladin said.


  "Then my name is now Kirha hrai Hunter nar Aussie," Kirha said with some satisfaction. At last, an identity! It made him feel—a little more secure.


  "Is it all right if we just call ye Kirha?" Paladin asked. His face appeared very strange, as if he was struggling not to laugh. "Kirha hrai Hunter nar Aussie is just as bad as Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter."


  "If it would not dishonor my lord Hunter," Kirha said seriously.


  "I don't think it would; we humans tend to use the short versions of our names, 'cept on formal occasions. In fact," Paladin said, exchanging a glance with Gwen, "I'm friends with your lord Hunter, and I know that he would be very pleased that you're bein' friendly with us, talking to us now."


  "I am glad to act in a way that honors my lord Hunter," Kirha said. "But how can I know that this is what he wishes me to do, if he is not here to order me himself?"


  "Excuse us for a minute here, laddie," Paladin said, and he and the female moved away from Kirha, closer to the closed cell door.


  "What do ye think, lass?" Kirha heard Paladin whisper to the female, so quietly that Kirha, listening closely, could barely hear his words.


  "We know that the Kilrathi take their honor very seriously," she said. "This could be for real, the first time that a Kilrathi is totally loyal to a human. It's a marvelous opportunity for Intelligence."


  "Do you think he'd willingly help us?" the male said. Kirha controlled his indignation. How could they doubt his loyalty?


  "It's worth a try," the female whispered back. "Certainly the interrogators haven't managed to get any good information out of him."


  Paladin turned back to Kirha, speaking louder. "Tell me more about this oath of fealty to, ah, your lord Hunter. What does this mean, exactly?"


  Kirha could not keep a look of surprise off his face. Everyone knew what an oath of fealty meant, even the littlest cub in a hrai! He thought about it for a minute before speaking.


  Then again—these two were not Kilrathi. They were not taught of honor and fealty from cubhood. What they were taught, he did not know—but if he were fortunate, they might know something like it.


  Perhaps, if he explained himself, they would find Hunter and bring him here. "It means that I am sworn to him and his hrai for all of my life, and all my descendants' lives. That I am his to command, and will defend his honor and life with my own, and obey any order without question."


  "So… Ralgha… was your earlier lord? And when he told you to surrender to the humans, you did?" Paladin seemed—more curious than anything else.


  "Of course," Kirha said, surprised at the question.


  "And this didn't bother you?" he persisted. "Does it bother you now, to be talkin' with two humans?"


  Kirha bared his teeth. "I would rather rip out your throat than talk to you, human, but that would probably not please my lord Hunter."


  "I hope the tapes are catching all of this," Gwen murmured, so quietly that Kirha could barely hear her. "This boy may not be of much use militarily, but we've never captured anyone who would talk about their social system before."


  "Maybe you're right. But, then again… what do you know of Ghorah Khar, lad?" Paladin asked louder, his eyes suddenly intent.


  "It is a beautiful planet, one of the loveliest that the Empire has colonized," Kirha said, remembering.


  "What do you know of the rebellion on Ghorah Khar?" This from the female. Understandably; the priestesses were at the heart of the rebellion. She would want to know what other females were engaged in.


  "Only what Lord Ralgha nar Hhallas told me," Kirha said, hunching his shoulders. "Which is very little."


  "But you know Ghorah Khar?" Paladin persisted. "The layout of the towns, the location of the starport, all of that?"


  "Of course," Kirha said, beginning to be annoyed with all of these inane questions. "The Ras Nik'hra landed there many times."


  "So we can cross-correlate Ralgha's information with his," Gwen murmured quietly.


  "That we can, lass. That we can." The human male's eyes glinted. "We're going to have some questions for you, Kirha lad. Answer them and your lord Hunter will be very happy with you."


  His human lord… the change in loyalties was dizzying to Kirha. It had been so much easier before, when he was sworn to Lord Ralgha, and loyal to the Emperor. Now all he knew was that there was a single center to his universe… and that center was somewhere else, doubtless far away from him. Even Lord Ralgha, whose orders he was permitted to follow, providing they did not contradict Hunter's, was far from him. He had never felt quite so alone. "I want—I want to see my liege lord," Kirha said, stubbornly. "I want to hear from my lord Hunter that I am to help you with this."


  Paladin nodded. "I can arrange that for ye. Hunter's down on Earth, on leave and visiting his family in Sydney. I saw him a week ago when he stopped on the Station before heading downside, but he'll be back up in Sol Station shortly, before catching a lift back to wherever it is that the Tiger's Claw is currently stationed. I'll tell him to drop by and see you."


  Kirha resisted the impulse to prostrate himself before the human, he was that overwhelmed with relief and gratitude. "Thank you, James Taggart. Thank you."


  "Don't thank me, laddie," the human male said, then showed his teeth in a human grin. "Or if you want to thank me, we could get a head start on these questions…"


  "I will answer your questions when you bring my liege lord to me, and he gives me permission to do so," Kirha replied, stubbornly. "That is my right and my duty."


  "Deal," the human said, and extended his smooth-skinned hand to Kirha, who looked at it, not understanding. "Humans shake hands when they've sworn on oath," Paladin explained.


  Uncertainly, Kirha shook the other's hand, keeping his claws sheathed so as not to draw blood from the human's fragile skin. "Upon my honor, I swear it," he said.


  "Good," Paladin said. "Verra good. Now, maybe while we're waiting for your lord Hunter, maybe you can start thinking of everything you know about that spaceport on Ghorah Khar…"


  K'Kai stalked through the strange metal corridors of the Sol-Central space station without trying to hide her agitation. Humans and non-humans alike cleared out of her way. Just as well; she was ready to moult, she was so frustrated.


  At Hunter's advice, she had taken her case before Confederation High Command, demanding that they do something to free the hostages the Kilrathi had taken. Threatening them with the cancellation of the treaty. Warning them that even if the treaty was not canceled, they could never be sure of what her people might or might not do if their flock-leaders were threatened.


  The humans of High Command had made soothing noises; she refused to be soothed. They had made vague promises; with stubborn insistence, she had forced them to turn those vague promises into ones with a little more detail.


  But now—now it didn't look as if they had any intention of following through on those promises. Day followed day, with no indication that a rescue attempt was even in the planning stages. With each day that passed, she grew more and more upset, thinking of little Rikik in the claws of those meat-eaters. Today's meeting had been the same as all the others—she had been told that with all the Kilrathi encroachments into the human-controlled areas of Enigma Sector, there just weren't any troops to spare for a rescue attempt. If nothing happened soon, she would have to consider making her own—probably doomed—attempt. Right now—now, she could only prowl the corridors, working out her frustrations, walking until she was exhausted and could finally sleep.


  Only to dream of poor little Rikik…


  An odd noise in the corridor ahead of her caught her attention; the sounds of claws amid the boots. Claws?


  Curious, she lengthened her stride, and found herself following a very odd gathering; human guards escorting what could only be a young Kilrathi!


  She stopped dead in her tracks, frozen in place with astonishment, and the party vanished around a turn ahead of her. She continued to stand there, ignoring the stares of those who had to push by her, trying to think what such a thing could mean.


  Hadn't Hunter said something about Kilrathi prisoners?


  No, not prisoners; defectors. One of them had somehow gotten himself attached to Hunter, who had found the experience something less than amusing.


  She clacked her beak a little, thinking of Hunter's face and how he had looked when he had described that unwelcome responsibility. He had not been happy about his role as Kilrathi-lord.


  Well, that was too bad for him. But she wondered if she could do something with this young Kilrathi. Perhaps he could help her, or maybe he could tell her something that would either force the Confederation to act, or make her own rescue attempt a little less suicidal.


  There was only one way to find out; arrange an interview with this Kilrathi, if she could.


  She turned abruptly, frightening a human clerk who had not expected her to move so quickly. He made an odd yipping noise and jumped backwards. She ignored him, heading straight back to her quarters and the computer console there.


  Now to see if all that observation of humans had paid off; her sister always claimed she could manipulate her way into or out of any situation, so maybe it was time to see if her persuasiveness could work on humans...


  And if it worked on Kilrathi too.


  K'Kai took her place cautiously across the table from Kirha, the youngest of the two Kilrathi defectors, and Hunter's little problem. He seemed uneasy; the more so since there were no guards at this meeting. The Kilrathi had given his sworn oath that he would not harm K'Kai, and it seemed that the humans trusted him to keep that word.


  Interesting. Perhaps he even feared her, what she might do to him. Certainly, she thought cynically, the humans guarding him would not move in to stop her with any degree of haste.


  The Kilrathi's ears were flattened, and his whiskers twitching. That might be the sign of nerves—or it might be the sign that he was holding himself back from making a meal out of K'Kai. Either possibility was likely. K'Kai clicked her tongue a little with impatience.


  "I am not going to stab you with my beak, you know," she said abruptly in the humans' language.


  The feline's ears flattened a little more, then raised slowly. "What, you would try to fight me?" he said contemptuously in accented Terran. "I think not. You are a prey-species, and inherently inferior to the Kilrathi."


  "Well, that must be why your people on Firekka were so confident that they ordered all of my people to be made flightless," K'Kai retorted. "Or was it just that they were so lazy they didn't want dinner to be able to fly out of reach?"


  The Kilrathi stared at her for a moment, clearly nonplussed, then began to make a kind of gurgling sound she deduced was laughter. "You have a sharp wit, feathered one," he said. "You must take care that it does not cut you."


  "Ah, but those of us with claws and beaks, and teeth worth talking about, are better prepared for sharpness in anything, are we not?" K'Kai said archly. "Not like these pathetic humans. Their weapons and their wit have to be manufactured."


  The gurgling increased, and the feline's ears rose and unfolded. "Too true," he said. "My clan-lord finds their games and storytelling amusing, but I find them dull creatures."


  K'Kai made the appropriate responses of commiseration, and then added, "Part of the problem may be that they are not creatures of a flock or pack. They do not understand the balances that must be worked out among one's kin. They cannot understand how these balances both keep the pack alive against outsiders, and keep the pack from destroying itself from within."


  "Too true." The Kilrathi hung his head, and stared at the table-top. "I try to understand these creatures, and understanding eludes me. I have more in common with you, feathered one, than with them."


  "Really?" K'Kai replied ingenuously. Even if lam a prey-species, Kilrathi'? She took a quick inventory. "Hmm. You could be right. We both have claws. Beak—well, you have fangs, and this is a weapon if I choose to use it. Body-coverings, unlike the furless and unfeathered humans. A similar social structure. Perhaps you are speaking more truly than you know, Kilrathi…"


  "Cease the mindless chatter, Firekkan," the feline growled—and yet, there was no anger or malice in his voice. "You wished to see me. Surely it was for some purpose other than curiosity."


  K'Kai thought he looked as if he was thinking; wondering if he should say something further, or wait until she revealed herself. Her purpose at the moment was to keep him curious. When she didn't answer, he leaned back in his seat, tail swishing on the floor behind him.


  "You are not like the craven humans who keep me penned here," he said at last. "And you are not as I thought your people would be. I am not certain what to make of you—what category you fall into. And I find myself wondering if you understand what these humans cannot."


  "What is that?" she asked, accepting the challenge. "Wait, shall I guess? You want me to say or do things that will tell me whether or not I understand honor in the purest sense."


  She puffed up her chest-feathers, glad now that she had taken the extra training from the Confed language tapes allowed her to speak with authority outside the nests.


  "Do I understand honor?" she asked, as his eyes grew wider and wider. "Is that what you wanted to ask me? I cannot blame you; the humans have a very different sense of honor from you and I. They frequently make promises they hope they will not have to keep, they use language that will not bind them to anything if they can help it. They have a class of folk who do nothing but find ways to exploit or be rid of those promises. Whereas among both our peoples, a promise is binding, for all time." Then she cackled. "And so we have a class of peoples who devote themselves to keep us out of any such entangling promises! I would probably find the same class among the Kilrathi, eh?"


  The gurgle became a full-voiced howl of amusement. "You are the most entertaining creature to cross this threshold in many long days. I believe I like you. What do you call yourself?"


  "K'Kai," she replied carefully. "And you?"


  "Kirha," the Kilrathi replied. "I make you free of my name."


  That last had a sound of formula about it, and she replied the same way. "I make you free of mine." Then, slyly, "And of something else as well."


  She had checked with the medics on this one; they had been interrogating Kirha often enough to know what would and would not affect him—and what he might enjoy. Firekka's Finest was under the heading of "things he might enjoy." The alcohol content was something Kilrathi metabolized easily enough, and they liked their food raw, but spiced. So she had brought a few bottles of her favorite brew with her. Just in case.


  She placed the first green glass bottle carefully on the table between them, with a Firekkan drinking-vase of iridescent blue glass and a Kilrathi cup of red-glazed porcelain, more like a deep saucer than a cup, because the felines lapped up their drinks with their tongues. He eyed the bottle with mingled interest and suspicion.


  "Check the cup, or use one of your own," she suggested. "We will be sharing the bottle, in any case. We call it 'Firekka's Finest.' I checked with the medics and there is not anything in there to which you should react badly. It might even settle your stomach." When he continued to hesitate, she cocked her head sideways. "Hun-ter liked it well enough. Or is not the custom among the Kilrathi to share a drink as well as common interests?"


  She opened the bottle and poured herself a drink, sticking her beak down into the long neck of the vase for a quick sip. Kirha growled and poured himself a cupful, raising it to his mouth, his eyes daring her to laugh at him as he lapped up a cautious sample.


  His eyes widened, his pupils dilated. He raised his head and stared at her.


  "Not to your taste?" she asked, oddly disappointed.


  He coughed, and blinked. "Quite the—opposite," he replied. "I wondered why the Prince had chosen your world for the Sivar-Eshrad. Now I know. Once he had Firekka in his claws, he could bring in his house agents and proceed to accrue a private fortune from this—" he raised the cup a little "—and all without the Emperor ever knowing he was doing so!"


  "Well, your Prince had a few surprises awaiting him," K'Kai said proudly. "Firekkans may look peaceful, but we know how to defend ourselves."


  "If you can brew this, I must believe you! This is truly a drink worthy of warriors!" Kirha bent to his cup again, his tongue rapidly lapping up every drop in the basin. He came up for air, looking as if he would be very happy for another round.


  Clucking happily to herself, K'Kai obliged him, pouring another for herself. As she did so, Kirha's whiskers lifted and his eyes narrowed in what she had been told was the Kilrathi expression of pleasure. "By Sivar, K'Kai, this elixir of yours is settling my stomach! I'd begun to think that this venture of my lord's was going to be nothing but an endless hell of interrogation and stomach-aches!"


  "Do not stint yourself, there's plenty more where that bottle came from," K'Kai said helpfully. "And I can get more to you. I suspect a cup with a meal should help, after those ridiculous drugs upset you."


  Kirha growled—or maybe purred. Or a combination of both. "Right now, if you do not mind a seasoning of truth, I should like very much to become intoxicated."


  K'Kai cackled, startling him. "That was my idea precisely," she told him. "I am as frustrated in what I came here to do as you are—and since it is the humans who are causing that, I felt very disinclined to have my intoxication with any of them."


  "So you chose me as a drinking partner?" Kirha shook his head, his words just a little slurred. "I fear you are not stating even an eighth part of the truth."


  He had finished his third cup by then, and K'Kai her third vase, and the bottle was half empty. She poured them both another round.


  "The truth is, I thought we both had a lot more in common with each other than with the naked bipeds of Sol," she said. "We both understand honor; you are imprisoned, even though you have given your word to serve Hun-ter—I am treated like a prisoner, since I cannot leave until I get an answer from High Command and they won't give me an answer."


  His eyes glazed a little as he tried to follow that convoluted statement. "We are two aliens in a sea of deceitful hairless apes," he agreed. "To fellowship!"


  He raised his cup; she brought up her vase, and they drained the vessels. She poured again. Her ears were beginning to buzz, and she felt pleasantly relaxed and warm; like soaring effortlessly in a hot thermal.


  "So what is it that you want from the apes?" he asked at last.


  She narrowed her own eyes, and stared down at her vase. "When the Kilrathi Prince left my planet, he took some of my people with him as hostages," she said bitterly, and his eyes widened and ears flattened. "My niece was one of them. I want to get them back, sun scorch it! But High Command keeps saying that they cannot do anything!" She took a long pull of Finest. "Won't, is more like it."


  "I begin to see why my lord Ralgha brought us to this pass," he said, as he followed her example. "The Prince should not have done that. It is dishonorable; it violates the Warrior's Code to hide behind hostages! He will cause the fury of Sivar to follow him and his blood to the eighth generation!"


  "I wish the fury of Sivar would scorch the butts of the flightless mudbrains in the human High Command," K'Kai replied. She looked up at him, and noticed that there seemed to be two of him for a moment. No doubt about it, this was a particularly strong batch of the Finest. "What is the use of a treaty if it does not work both ways?"


  "For a female, you speak very strongly. But it is true… you have been treated with less than full honor," he agreed. His words ran together a bit, with a bit of hissing on the sibilants. His eyes began to cross, and K'Kai rather thought he was as drunk as she was. Maybe more. "I have been treated with less than full honor. We should become intoxicated." He hiccuped, and his eyes crossed a little more. "Correction. We are intoxicated. We should continue the state."


  K'Kai poured, carefully, into the cup he held out to her. "I will drink to that," she said. "Oh, I will drink to that!"


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  Hunter walked through the corridors of Sol Station, glancing at the color-strips on the metal walls to make sure that he was still headed in the direction of the transient officers' barracks. By this time tomorrow, he'd be on his way back to the Tiger's Claw, just in time for the beginning of their new assignment in the Enigma Sector. One of the Tactical Officers from the Claw, who'd joined him for a few drinks in the San Francisco Terminal as they waited for the shuttle departure, had said something about a possible mission behind enemy lines. The Tactical Officer had been drunk enough to talk, though sober enough to realize when he'd said too much. But that tidbit of information was enough for Hunter to start making guesses. It could be an attack against Ghorah Khar or one of the other Kilrathi colonies, or maybe even the Kilrathi sector command at K'Tithrak Mang.


  It's 'bout time we took the fight to the cat's doorstep! He smiled to himself. 'Cause it's a long, long way to Tipperary, but my heart's right there...


  "Hunter, lad!" someone called to him, a man's voice thick with a Scottish brogue.


  He recognized the voice instantly and turned. "Paladin! What are you doing here, mate? I thought they'd retired you!"


  Paladin ran his hand through his silvering blond hair. "Nae, they're not gettin' rid of me just yet. I've been reassigned to Sol Station for a few months, before I head out for my new assignment."


  "New assignment?" Hunter frowned. "But you're over the age limit for fighter pilots!"


  "Who said I'd be a fighter pilot, lad?" Paladin grinned.


  Hunter shook his head. "It's just like you to talk without sayin' anything, old man. All right, so what gives?"


  "We shouldn't talk here in the hallway," the older Scotsman said. He caught Hunter's elbow, steering him down another corridor. "Besides, there's someone else ye need to talk to. So, how was your downside leave, Ian?"


  Hunter shook his head. "Guess you hadn't heard, mate. I spent most of my leave in Brisbane with my family, at the memorial service for my kid brother. He was a Marine, went down with the assault on Firekka and didn't come back… I didn't even know that until afterwards. We weren't close, hadn't talked in years, but it was still a shock. Grandma didn't handle it too well." Hunter's mouth quirked in a wry smile. "She's an amazing lady, though, she'll get through it okay. She's getting up in years, but still rides all over the hills every day with the ranch hands. Then I stayed with Mum and Dad in Sydney. And I spent a couple days in San Francisco, visiting Bossman's wife and daughter. She moved there to be closer to her parents." He shook his head; it hadn't been an easy visit for any of them, especially after watching them lower his kid brother into the ground in Brisbane, but it had been one he'd needed to make. "She's a tough lady, she'll survive this okay. She and Angel have been corresponding these last few months. I think it's been good for both of them." He glanced around, suddenly realizing where Paladin was leading him. "Hey, James! This is the detention area. What are we doing here?"


  Paladin gave him a sideways glance. "Do ye remember those Kilrathi that defected to our side, back in the Firekka system?"


  "Of course." He nodded. "I met Lord Ralgha, and another cat, Kirha. What does this have to do with anything?"


  Another odd look. "Do ye remember that other cat swearin' fealty to ye?"


  Hunter shrugged. "He did something weird, some kind of Kilrathi ritual."


  Paladin pressed his palm against the door lock. "Hunter, I want you to meet Kirha hrai Hunter nar Aussie."


  The door slid open, and Hunter could see a broad-shouldered Kilrathi standing inside. The Kilrathi made an odd sound and immediately knelt at Hunter's feet, his whiskers nearly touching Hunter's boot. "My lord Hunter, you are here!" the cat said in heavily accented English, his tail quivering. And he sounded—pleased. No, not pleased—something more than merely "pleased."


  Hunter stared down in shock at the Kilrathi kneeling in front of him, and then at Paladin, who was apparently trying hard not to laugh but failing miserably. The Scotsman's laughter rang loud and clear through the halls of the Detention area.


  "This has to be a joke," Kirha's liege lord said, as Kirha knelt respectfully, awaiting his orders. "This is a joke, right, mate?"


  The other human was still laughing. Kirha thought this was very poor manners, to make so much noise at such a serious moment, when a sworn warrior was reunited with his liege lord, but obviously his lord was not bothered by it, so he held his peace.


  "His name is Kirha," the other human, James Taggart, whom everyone called Paladin, commented, still making outlandish noises. "Actually, his name is Kirha hrai Hunter nar Aussie. He's named himself after you, Hunter."


  "Uh, why is he on the floor?" Kirha's liege lord asked.


  "My lord, I will not rise until you have given me permission," Kirha said quietly.


  "You… you can get up," his lord said, and Kirha rose to his feet, standing at attention, his belly trembling with excitement.


  "As my lord wishes," he said, carefully enunciating the human words.


  "I'm not your—dammit, James, stop laughing!" his lord said, glaring at the other human.


  "As ye wish, m'lord," Paladin said in a serious tone, then dissolved into laughter again.


  "Ignore that Scottish idiot," his lord instructed Kirha. "Now let's talk about this, mate. Back on that Ras Nik'hra ship, after the fight with the other Fralthi—I didn't know exactly what was going on with that weird Kilrathi ceremony about oaths and fealty, but I went along with it because Major Marks said I had to. So quit staring at me with those lovesick Kilrathi eyes, because I am not your lord!"


  Kirha lowered his eyes respectfully as Paladin spoke. "Oh yes, ye are, Hunter," the human male said. "Kirha, tell him what ye told me about liege lords and sworn warriors, lad!"


  Kirha stared down at the plain plastic of the floor, not answering.


  "Kirha? Laddie, why won't ye talk to me?" Paladin persisted.


  "Come on, Kirha, talk to the man!" Hunter said.


  "But, my lord, you ordered me to ignore him," Kirha said, confused. He glanced up at his lord, then quickly lowered his eyes again, remembering his orders not to stare at his liege lord.


  "This doesn't make any sense," Hunter began. "All right, Kirha, you can talk to anyone you want to. And stop staring at the floor!"


  "As my lord wishes," Kirha said respectfully.


  "I can't deal with this," Kirha's lord said wearily. "I just can't. Kirha, it's been fun meeting with you, mate, but I'm—"


  "Actually, Ian, I need a favor of ye," Paladin said, rubbing one finger along the edge of the fur on his face. "I want to ask Kirha some questions about Ghorah Khar, and apparently I need your permission to do this. If ye'd be so kind…"


  Hunter sighed. "Sure. Kirha, if James or anyone else asks you any questions, please answer them truthfully. All right?"


  "Of course, my lord Hunter," Kirha replied, relieved to at last have gotten a simple order from his lord.


  "Good." He blew his breath out hugely. "Kirha, it's been fun, but I have to go get drunk before I get on a ship tomorrow."


  Leave? He was going to leave? "But you cannot leave without me, my lord!" Kirha protested, suddenly alarmed.


  Hunter stared at him, his eyes gone round. "What?"


  "You are my liege lord," Kirha explained as calmly as he could. To be abandoned here again, a shame and a dishonor! I belong with my liege lord! "My place is righting by your side, defending your life and honor from your enemies."


  His liege lord was fixing his gaze at Kirha, his mouth dropping open. Kirha dropped his gaze, not wanting to offend.


  "Actually, Hunter won't be leavin' without ye, Kirha, at least not for another few days," Paladin said, smiling again. Kirha's lord looked at him with widened eyes. "Since I need your help with Kirha, here, I've requested that they not ship ye off for another few days, Hunter. I already set up a bunk for you on-Station."


  Kirha's lord glanced from Kirha to the other human. "But you can't change my assignment, James. I'm an active duty pilot! They need me back on the Tiger's Claw! It would take an Admiral's orders to do that!"


  Paladin patted his jacket pocket. "I have those orders right here, Ian. Signed by Commodore Steward, at my request."


  Kirha's lord seemed not so much agitated as surprised. Kirha was relieved. He would have hated to kill this Paladin, who had acted honorably in all ways to Kirha—but if Paladin offended Hunter, he would have to. "What in the hell are you doing, James? What kind of assignment have they given you?"


  Paladin made a clucking sound. "Ever hear of something called the Special Operations division?"


  "But that's Intelligence! You're not an Intelligence agent—" His lord faltered in mid-sentence, staring at the other human. "What in the hell have you gotten yourself into, James?"


  "Well, it involves a very high-tech ship disguised as a freighter that they've assigned to me, which I've named the Bonnie Heather, and which will be ready for our first assignment in another couple days, and my fine assistant, who'll you'll meet in the next few days, and some little political problems in the Kilrathi Empire. I can't explain too much of it, but I'll tell you what I can. Kirha, we'll be back tomorrow, Hunter and I, to talk more about all of this."


  "As my lord wishes," Kirha said, bowing to his human lord.


  "I need a drink," his liege said, looking down at Kirha with an indescribable expression on his face. "No, strike that. I need a couple drinks—several drinks—"


  By the next evening, Hunter wished he'd never seen the Ras Nik'hra, never heard of Kirha or Lord Ralgha, and certainly wished that Paladin had retired off to Scotland instead of getting involved in… whatever this is, he thought, that James won't tell me about. Didn't matter how many drinks I bought for the man last night, all he'd say was that Commodore Steward recruited him for Special Operations, and that he has to learn as much as possible about Kilrathi internal affairs from Kirha, and then he's going to fly that freighter of his off on some special missions. It doesn't make much sense to me. The closest anyone ever gets to seeing Kilrathi internal affairs is when we make a raid across enemy lines…


  … back to some godawful prison camp…


  He banished that thought, that small fear that always lurked in the mind of a fighter pilot. Anyhow, none of this is very important to the progress of the war. Now Paladin's trying to get more information about this Ghorah Kliar planet. It's behind enemy lines, the Kilrathi hold it securely. So who cares ?


  He leaned back against the wall, and closed his eyes wearily as Paladin continued. "How many people live near the spaceport of Ghorah Khar, Kirha?"


  Kirha hunched his head down, which seemed to be the equivalent of a shrug. "Not many. I have not seen more than a few dozen in the city markets."


  Hunter straightened, opening his eyes. Kirha, he wasn't surprised to note, looked as exhausted and bored as he did. Poor little kitty, stuck in a cell and forced to answer questions for hour after hour. 'James, I think Kirha's referring to humans in the spaceport, not Kilrathi."


  Kirha bowed his head. "I beg my liege lord's forgiveness. When James Taggart said 'people,' I did think that he meant humans, not Kilrathi."


  "Don't get upset about it, kid. Just tell him the correct number." Hunter leaned back against the wall.


  It was so strange to him. Kirha was a Kilrathi, one of the enemy, but he didn't feel like an enemy anymore. Maybe it was the way Kirha kept looking to him for approval, like a little kid waiting his Grandma's encouragement. Certainly Kirha looked like a menace, all six feet of furred muscle with lots of claws and teeth, but he didn't act like one.


  Learn something new every day, Hunter thought wryly.


  Paladin made a note, and continued. "Tell me about the town around the spaceport. Are there many nobles that live there?"


  "Yes, James Taggart, there are several hrai—" Kirha paused, then shook his head. "I do not know how to translate hrai into your language. It is one's parents, siblings, and vassals, the focus of one's honor."


  "Sounds like a clan or sept to me," Hunter commented from the side of the room. "How many people—I mean, Kilrathi—are in these hrai?"


  Kirha seemed to think about it for a moment. "Usually, at least a hundred. But sometimes they are very small. Lord Ralgha's hrai is only himself and I. And I am sworn to lord Hunter; his will must always be first. This is very sad."


  The cell door slid open unexpectedly. Hunter blinked at the brighter light, and the silhouetted figure standing in the doorway. The woman, a gorgeous redhead wearing a non-regulation dress that showed most of her lovely legs, walked into the cell toward Paladin. 'James, the Commodore wants to ask you some more questions about Ghorah Khar. He wants to…" She paused, seeing Hunter there for the first time. "I'm sorry, I didn't realize there was anyone else here. I don't think we've ever met," she said, smiling at him. "I'm Lieutenant Gwen Larson, Major Taggart's assistant."


  "Captain Ian St. John," he said, clambering to his feet. "A pleasure to meet you, miss." A real pleasure. She's the loveliest lady I've seen in a long time. Maybe I should try to transfer into Paladin's Special Operations division?


  "Well, I'd better nae keep the Commodore waitin'," Paladin said, stretching for a moment. "I'll be back later, lads." The cell door closed behind him.


  "How are you doing, Kirha?" Lieutenant Larson asked, looking at the Kilrathi curled up on the floor.


  "I am very tired," Kirha said. "So many questions about Ghorah Khar. I do not understand why you humans are so interested in that planet, or the rebellion there."


  Rebellion? Hunter managed to keep a grin off his face. So that's what's going on here! He took a half-smoked cigar from his pocket, lighting it before asking, "So, what's this about a rebellion?"


  "The lords of Ghorah Khar are rebelling against the Empire," Kirha began, as Gwen interrupted, "It's not really any of your concern, Captain."


  "Why do you say that, miss?" Hunter asked, with just a hint of challenge in his voice.


  It worked. "I just—I thought a pilot like you, from one of the best fighter squadrons in the fleet, would be more interested in tactics and fleet maneuvers, not politics," she said awkwardly.


  He hid a grin. "Oh, I'm full of surprises. But how did you know that I'm from the Tiger's Claw!"


  "I have my own surprises, too," she said with a hint of a smile. "That's my job, after all."


  "You're too pretty to be a spy," he said, and instantly regretted it. "I meant, you're—"


  "They hired me for my brains, not my looks, Captain." She laughed. "Though sometimes the looks come in handy. Besides, I'm not a spy," she added. "I'm an officer in Special Operations—a technical specialist, actually."


  He tried to regain the ground he'd lost. "So you know all about me, but I don't know anything about you. I need to do something about that lack of information about you. Maybe over a few beers on the Observation Deck?"


  "This does not make any sense to me," Kirha said suddenly, from where he was curled on the floor. "You are talking but saying very little. Is there a purpose to this?"


  "Oh, mate, we've been talking about quite a bit, just not about anything you'd understand." Hunter grinned, and Gwen blushed a faint pink. "So, Gwen, how 'bout it?"


  She hesitated. "I have a meeting at five o'clock with the General Staff…"


  "So, seven o'clock?"


  She smiled. "Agreed. It's a weakness of mine, I can't say no to a handsome pilot."


  "I'll have to remember that," he said, and grinned as her blush deepened.


  "Can you please explain this to me, my lord Hunter?" Kirha asked." Is there a reason for this kind of conversation, where you talk about very little?"


  "I'd better get back to the office," Gwen said, moving to the door. "As much as I'd like to hear you explain flirting to a Kilrathi refugee, I have to get some work done today. See you at seven?"


  "You bet." He watched her walk away with an admiring gaze, until the cell door closed behind her. "That's one hell of a lady," he said, sitting down on the floor across from Kirha and relighting his cigar.


  "I still do not understand, my lord," Kirha said. "In fact, very little of that conversation made any sense to me."


  "It's human behavior," Hunter said, trying to think of a simple way to explain it. "I think Lieutenant Larson is very attractive, and she seems to like me a little. But you can't rush into these things. You need to talk a little, say something funny, make a good first impression, and then ask for a date."


  "A date?" Kirha was clearly confused. "What has a calendar to do with anything?"


  "That's… a different meaning for the word. This kind of 'date' is when you go out together, maybe have dinner or drinks, so you can get to know each other better, decide whether you're right for each other." He never thought he'd find himself explaining semantics to an overgrown tomcat!


  "Ah, now I understand. You wish her to be your…" Kirha paused, apparently searching for a word. "You wish to create offspring with her?"


  Hunter laughed. "We humans usually take some time before making that decision, Kirha. It's not something you want to rush into, really. You want to spend a good amount of time with a lady before you start thinkin' about anything permanent. Though that Gwen, she's definitely the kind of girl you can take home to meet the family."


  "It will take me eights of years to understand humans," Kirha said, his ears drooping a little. "Over the next few years, I am certain that I will always be asking you these questions. I hope my curiosity will not annoy you, my lord."


  Hunter sat upright. "Wait a second, furball! You're not going to be with me for years. More like another week, maybe! Then I'll head back to the Tiger's Claw, and they'll probably send you to a POW camp somewhere. You'll probably go home eventually, if we ever do a prisoner exchange."


  "But you cannot let them do that! My place is with you!" Kirha protested. His tail was lashing from side to side, a sign of agitation. "You are my liege lord!"


  "I'm just a human pilot, Kirha," Hunter said, shaking his head. "You don't need a liege lord, you can be your own man… well, Kilrathi. You don't need to follow anyone around." He sought desperately for an explanation. "Besides—I have orders of my own to follow. I have—I have liege lords myself, and they've given me orders. And those orders—well, they mean that you have to go into detention, and I—go to the Claw."


  Kirha was very agitated, his ears flat to his skull, his head hunched way down between his shoulders. "But, my lord! You cannot! If I am not with you, how can I defend your honor? If I am locked up in a camp, I cannot serve as your sworn warrior! It is the obligation of a liege lord to allow his warriors to serve him, to fight at his side, to die gloriously for his honor!"


  The cat was taking his imminent departure a little too hard. You'd think he'd be happy to be with his mates again, with other Kilrathi, instead of all of these humans. I swear I'll never understand these furballs. "Listen, Kirha, you need to understand…" he began, then stopped. There was some noise in the hall, muffled by the closed door. It sounded like someone was screaming at the top of their voice, and more shouting. "Excuse me for a minute, Kirha," he said, getting to his feet and moving to the door. He palmed the lock and stepped out into the corridor.


  The tall Firekkan and the human guard continued arguing loudly, the Firekkan reverting into the rasping and clicking sounds of her native language every few seconds. They both completely ignored Hunter, standing in the corridor not ten feet away from them, until Hunter shouted, loudly enough to ring the walls: "K'Kai! What in the hell are you doing here?"


  The Firekkan woman turned quickly, nearly hitting the guard with one of her folded wings. "Hun-ter!" A moment later, Hunter was caught up in a feathered embrace that nearly lifted him off his feet, K'Kai's beak riffling through his hair in that "grooming and looking for lice" maneuver he remembered so well from his stay on Firekka. After a moment, K'Kai stepped back, looking at him curiously.


  "Why are you here, Hun-ter? The Tiger's Claw is very far away, busy in the Enigma Sector."


  "Hey, I asked first!" He grinned. "I was on shore leave on Earth, then got corralled into some extra work here on the station. I'll be heading out in a few days. But you, you're here… does that mean… ?"


  K'Kai bobbed her head. "Yes. And I came here, as you said I must, to ask for help. This… kk'r'kki…" she said in her own language, giving the guard a foul look. "He would not let me speak with Ma-dzor Dzames Taggart. I must speak with him, and soon."


  Paladin ? Why did K'Kai need to meet with someone from Special Ops'? He felt a chill in the pit of his stomach. "What's going on, K'Kai?"


  "You do not know, Hun-ter?" Her claws opened and closed angrily. "I come for help, but the Confeds do nothing! We sign a treaty with them, and they do nothing!"


  "What?" What in the hell is going on there?


  "She's not authorized to be here, sir," the human guard said. "Last time she was here, she had an authorization, but this time she doesn't. I keep telling her that she has to leave immediately, but she'd heard that Major Taggart was interrogating a prisoner here, and refused to leave."


  "Damn straight, she shouldn't be here, at least not standing around in the hallway," Hunter said. "In case you didn't figure it out, mate, she's a diplomat from a Confederation planet. We'll just wait for Major Taggart in Kirha's cell, out of our way." He tugged at K'Kai's arm.


  "But, sir!"


  Hunter palmed open the lock, escorted K'Kai through the doorway, and then shut it in the face of the guard's protests. Kirha straightened from his position on the floor at the sight of the Firekkan and Hunter, then relaxed again. "Milady K'Kai," Kirha said respectfully, his tail twitching.


  "You know each other?" Hunter glanced from Kirha to K'Kai.


  "I asked for permission to meet Kirha," K'Kai said. "I wished to speak with a Kilrathi. All other Kilrathi I have met, it has only been in battle, not conversation."


  "Hmmm." He sat down on the bunk, gestured for K'Kai to sit next to him. "So, tell me what's going on with your family. All the details you didn't tell me when I took you to the Colonel."


  K'Kai folded her wings tightly around her. "When the Kilrathi left my planet, they killed many of my people, and took hostages. My sister, our flock-leader, and her mate were killed, and they took my niece Rikik with them, and many others of our leaders." Her large eyes blinked rapidly. "Your Confederation people, they do not understand. They say: We cannot help you now. You must choose other leaders. But we cannot. Firekkans are not like humans, we do not choose flock-leaders. Flock-leaders are born, bred for their tasks. They have the authority, the way… way of command. It is part of their bodies and minds. There are human words for this…" K'Kai was silent for a moment, apparently trying to remember. "Charisma? No, that speaks only of personality. It is more than that… part of their bearing, coloration, scents…"


  "Pheromones," Hunter supplied. "That must be part of it."


  "Yes." K'Kai clicked her beak together sharply. "And the Confederation, they do not understand. Without our leaders, we have no future. We will do anything to get our leaders back, even submit to the Kilrathi. I have told them, but they do not listen."


  "Why won't the Confed do anything? They could send a rescue mission, a strike force—"


  "Oh, many excuses, Hun-ter. This week it is because there is another covert operation that is about to begin, and they do not have the personnel. That is why I wished to speak with Taggart, since he is the one who is in charge of the covert operation. The week before, there were Kilrathi fleet maneuvers near this Ghorah Khar Station, so that they said it was too risky. Next week, they will have another good excuse, I am certain!"


  "Ghorah Khar?" Hunter asked. "Ghorah Khar, the place that's in the middle of a rebellion right now?"


  "Yes. Ghorah Khar. You are a good flock-friend, Hun-ter. Is there nothing you can do to help my people? Perhaps if you talked to this Commodore Stew-art?"


  "I can try, K'Kai. Don't know if it'll do much help, though."


  Kirha spoke up from where he was curled on the floor. "The taking of hostages is dishonorable, not the act of a true warrior. My people—no, Prince Thrakhath—must have done this for political reasons, for there is no honor in it."


  "I wish you could tell them, Kirha!" K'Kai said fervently.


  Kirha made that shrugging motion, but this time, helplessly. "As you know, milady K'Kai, I am little more than a hostage myself here. My lord Hunter says that I will not be freed for some time, many eights of days. Besides, I could not act without the orders of my lord Hunter, who has told me that I am to remain here until they take me to a war-captives camp."


  "Whither thou goest, I shall follow." Hunter thought about it for a moment. "Kirha, what you just said… does that mean that you haven't even thought about making an escape?"


  "I would not disobey my lord," Kirha said, looking slightly affronted at the idea.


  "I think I'm starting to figure out all of the 'liege lord' business, mate. So, if I ordered you to bang your head against the wall, you'd do it without question?"


  "I might question the wisdom of the order," Kirha said, showing teeth in a Kilrathi grin.


  "Because if I hurt myself, then I would no longer be able to defend your honor. But if you truly wished it, I would do it."


  "You would. You know, it's crazy. You're a Kilrathi, one of our enemies, but I believe you." Hunter felt a strange delight welling up in him, an anticipation. It was like standing on the edge of a mountain, the icy wind in his face, a moment before leaping off into space. "Kirha, if I ordered you to go to that Ghorah Khar space station and rescue K'Kai's people, would you do it?"


  "Of course, my lord," Kirha said, a little stiffly. "I would never disobey your orders!"


  "Right you are, mate." Hunter grinned. "So, there we have it. The solution to your problem, K'Kai."


  "And what is that?" she asked, obviously baffled.


  "You want the Confed to supply a covert op to rescue your people from the Ghorah Khar station. That kind of op would need a Kilrathi specialist, someone who could get us past the guards and defenses. And you'd need someone to fly you there, a top pilot. And you'd need a specialized covert ops ship for the mission…" He stood suddenly, scanning the walls of the small cell. 'Just a minute while I deal with something here…" He moved to the side of the washbasin, then carefully pried the mirror away from the wall. As he'd suspected, behind the reflective plastic was a small vid pickup. Hunter tugged at the wires running from the vidlink, pulling them free from the device. A small red glowing light on the top of the vid pickup faded to darkness. "There," he said, satisfied. "Now we can continue this conversation in private."


  Kirha was staring at him in surprise. "The humans were monitoring me?"


  "Standard ops procedure for detention cells," Hunter said. He grinned. "I should know, I've been in enough of them. I always disable 'em after I've been thrown in the brig… I hate havin' people watching me."


  K'Kai tilted her head to look at him, a puzzled tone in her voice. "So, Hun-ter, what were you saying before? Are you going to suggest to the Confederation how they should do this operation?" K'Kai asked.


  "I'll do better than that, lady," he said, with a broad grin. "I'll get your people out myself. Call me crazy, but I trust Kirha, here… after hearing him talk for the last few days, I really do believe that he'll obey my orders, not betray us to the cats. And he's one of them, he can get us behind enemy lines. So we'll break Kirha here out of detention. That shouldn't be too hard, I'll forge some orders that we're taking him off to be interrogated. There's no way a Kilrathi could escape off-station on his own, so that shouldn't be too difficult. Then we'll go to where Paladin's ship, the Bonnie Heather, is docked, and we'll give her a maiden voyage like no other ship has ever had. A mission behind enemy lines to rescue the leaders of Firekka. What do you say to that, K'Kai?"


  "I would say that you are one insane human, Hun-ter," the Firekkan said thoughtfully. "But as there seems to be no other way to save Rikik and the others, I think it is what we must do."


  "Kirha?"


  "You are my liege lord, my reason for being," the Kilrathi said, so seriously that Hunter couldn't laugh at the absurd words. "I would follow you to death and beyond, if that were in my power."


  "Let's hope it doesn't come to that. If all goes well, you'll just be following me to Ghorah Khar and back again. So, next stop, the Bonnie Heather. It should be abandoned, unless—well, James said that he and Gwen were getting the ship ready to depart in another few days. So they might be there, and maybe some workmen. I'd better pick up a pistol from Ordnance, just in case."


  "You would not shoot Taggart, would you, Hunter?" K'Kai asked, sounding alarmed.


  "Not a chance." He grinned. "But scaring the wits out of him by holding him at gunpoint will start to make up for all those times that he got me into trouble with the MPs when we were on shore leave… or maybe I was the one who got him into trouble… anyhow, doesn't matter. We've got a plan, let's get moving!"


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  "Y'know, mates, he really isn't going to like this," Hunter said, eyeing the open airlock of the Bonnie Heather. It was one thing to have a crazy plan, and another to actually do something about it. He was having second thoughts. The three of them huddled in a mostly vacant equipment bay, about a hundred meters from the Heather. Close quarters, and Hunter was afraid that in a few moments, either K'Kai's feathers or Kirha's fur was going to make him sneeze. Paladin tended to react quickly to unusual sounds, and given his new profession and probable training, Hunter wasn't too anxious to see how he reacted to an assumed threat. It would probably be something on the order of "shoot first, and apologize to the survivors."


  "So?" K'Kai hissed back. "Whether or not he likes this is a matter of complete indifference to me, so long as we take his ship."


  "Yeah, but you don't have to live with him, after. I will. Provided the court-martial leaves enough of me for him to take his piece out of." Hunter watched the lock with acquisitive gloom. He'd heard stories from the techs in the past few days about the Bonnie Heather, the stuff she supposedly carried. It was almost worth the dual risk of Paladin's wrath and a Confed court-martial to get a chance to fly her.


  Almost.


  "Is it time yet?" Kirha growled. Hunter checked his watch. There was a little something he'd learned from his days as a tech; how to check the power-drain an in-dock ship was placing on tech services. As long as a ship wasn't drydocked, she was plugged into the Claw by umbilical, giving her ship's water and power, saving the strain on her own resources. But that drain varied depending on what was being used. An empty ship, or one full of sleeping people, didn't have a quarter of the drain a ship with two techno-junkies like Paladin and Gwen awake in it had. He'd watched and waited in the tech bay until the drain from the Heather dropped to almost nothing, then got the other two, figuring on two hours for Paladin to settle into a really deep sleep.


  It was about that, now—and his nose really itched. Better move out before he sneezed.


  "Now remember," he cautioned them both. "We make like commandos only until we're past the lock. Then walk normally, don't try to sneak."


  "I still don't understand why," K'Kai complained in a whisper. "If we walk normally, won't Paladin hear us?"


  Kirha gave her a withering look—and Hunter realized that now he was able to read the Kilrathi's expressions! Well, that was some progress, anyway!


  "You are dealing with a trained warrior-hunter, oh brain-wiped one!" he hissed back. "If he hears you trying to be silent, his sleeping mind will assume that you are an enemy attempting to slip past him! If he hears beings walking normally, his mind will assume they are friends and all is well."


  K'Kai shook her head. "Mammals," she muttered.


  Hunter ignored both of them, concentrating on reaching his next goal, the tech bay directly in front of the airlock, timing his sprint for the moment the surveillance camera was sweeping away from him. He wasn't supposed to be here. More importantly, neither were K'Kai and Kirha. He could be brought up on charges just for bringing them in here.


  Especially Kirha ...


  He ran, the other two shutting up and following him like a pair of shadows, and all three reached the safe haven of the bay just as the camera began its sweep back toward them. They pressed into the back of the bay, hoping that the shadows cast by equipment were enough to conceal them. No point in having an I-R sweep in here; too much hot equipment to confuse it. Somewhere, a bored tech watched about twenty of these screens, keeping an eye peeled for movement, looking for people who didn't belong, a nicety of purpose no computer could replicate.


  Of course, if luck was really with him, one of the other fighter pilots was having a little rendezvous in his fighter, unaware that there even was a camera up there with a sentient watching what it showed. That was another thing he'd learned when he was a tech, before signing up for Flight School. Although… probably no one else was selling tickets to the other techs anymore, not after what they'd done to Hardesty.


  Sometimes Hunter wondered if Hardesty was ever going to get off that garbage scow.


  He shook off the irrelevant thoughts and tensed for his last dash up to the airlock. This one was going to take careful timing, since they were within pickup range of two cameras now. He watched them, timing them—


  Then he was off, dashing up the ramp, plastering himself against the side of the lock and making room for K'Kai and Kirha. Waiting for an alarm, heart pounding, adrenaline drying his mouth.


  Nothing.


  With a "thank you" to fickle Lady Luck, he moved into the Heather, gun at the ready, but making no attempt to muffle his footsteps. The ship was shadow-shrouded, all the lights dimmed down to almost nothing, with only the red and green pinpoints of equipment and controls shining at full strength. Past the control room, past something that looked like a techno-fiend's dream, a little room crammed with more equipment and tools than Hunter had ever seen in his life in one place—half of which he didn't even recognize. If he remembered the layout right, the bunkrooms should be at the end of this little corridor—


  Sure enough; from behind one of the two doors came the unmistakable sound of snoring. Hunter decided to take that one, and nodded to the others to take Gwen's. Paladin, if he was armed in the assumed safety of his own ship, might be less likely to take a pot-shot at a human outline.


  Three things occurred to him as he prepared to kick the door open. The first, that Paladin's reflexes might be too hard-wired by now to prevent him from taking a shot at anything breaking down the door. The second, that it would be just like Paladin to have set up a recording of a man snoring to decoy enemies into thinking he was asleep.


  And third, that the door just might be locked, and he was about to break his foot.


  By then, of course, it was too late; he was committed, and his foot hit the door with a solid thud. It slammed open a moment later, the second door slamming open as a kind of echo, and Hunter was in the room, down on one knee, gun trained on a very sleepy and startled Paladin.


  He rumbled for the light-switch beside the door and turned it on, flooding the room with light, and feeling incredibly pleased with himself. He, Hunter, had just taken old hot-shot super-spy Paladin down, all by himself.


  Paladin blinked, wincing away from the light. "Bloody hell, Hunter, what d'you think you're doing?" he slurred, his voice thick with interrupted sleep. "Dammit, you just broke up the best dream I've had in weeks! I had three gorgeous flight attendants in here and—"


  Hunter rose slowly to his feet, and Paladin broke off as the gun in his hand finally registered.


  "I'm hijacking your ship, mate," he said, cheerfully. "Surprise!"


  Hunter sat on the only chair in the tiny bunkroom. Gwen sat on the floor beside the bed, her face reflecting an interesting mix of annoyance and amusement. K'Kai stood on one leg beside Hunter, in what Hunter knew was her "resting" posture, and Kirha filled the entire doorway. Neither Gwen nor Paladin were going to get out past him.


  Right now, Paladin didn't act as if he wanted to. Somehow he had persuaded Hunter—mostly by sheer force of personality—to have Gwen brought in so "we can all talk about this." What there was to talk about, Hunter wasn't sure; the original plan was to tie them both up and leave them in a maintenance closet for someone to find, figuring that by then he and the others would be long gone. But Paladin was welcome to try to talk them out of this if he wanted. Let him come up against K'Kai's desperation and Kirha's precious honor. Hunter didn't give him the chance of a fighter against a carrier.


  After a few moments of useless persuasion, Paladin seemed to come to the same conclusion. He looked from one to the other of them, and nodded just a little. "You three really are set on doin' this, aren't you?"


  K'Kai jerked her beak up in her equivalent of a nod. Kirha set his hindclaws into the carpet. "Try and stop us," he growled. "This is a matter of Honor, hairless ape!"


  Paladin sighed, and leaned back against the bulkhead. "All right then, I won't be tryin' to stop ye," he replied. "In fact, I'd like to go with ye."


  "What?" Hunter's jaw dropped. "You have got to be kidding! You're out of your mind!"


  "You're out ofyour mind if you think you can run the Bonnie Heather without either me or Gwen, boyo—but I won't ask Gwen to be in on this."


  She looked up at him sardonically. "That's good, 'cause I'm not stupid, I'm not crazy, I'm not expendable, and I'm not going. Not even for you, boss."


  "There's too many things in here that you don't know—ye canna tell what they do," Paladin continued. "Push the wrong button or sequence of buttons, and you could find yourself broadcastin' wide-band to the Kilrathi, telling them—"


  Here he spit out a collection of snarls and hisses that had Kirha flattening his ears down to his skull, eyes narrowed and claws extended. "You leave my clan-mother out of this, you promiscuous ape!" the Kilrathi snarled. "Your father had to beg for leavings from the beast-tenders, and your birth-mother serviced sewage workers!"


  Paladin chuckled, and Kirha suddenly shook his head, as if he had only that moment remembered where he was. "I—er—" Kirha spluttered, ears coming up and flushing at the tips with what Hunter thought was probably embarrassment.


  "Dinna worry about it, Kirha," Paladin said good-naturedly. "I was just givin' Hunter a graphic example of what he could get into without me along."


  "Very—graphic," Kirha said stiffly. "There is no worse insult than that you just spat at me."


  "And keyed up as you were, were, you reacted without thinkin', as any trained and keyed-up warrior would," Paladin replied soothingly. Just as any fighter pilot would, if that came over his com unit."


  Hunter, who had watched Kirha's sudden anger with a certain amount of awe, took the point. "So what if we do take you with us?" he asked. "What's that gain us, besides your expertise? I don't think that's much of a gain, considering that we'll have to be watching you every damn second!"


  But Paladin only shook his head. "Nae, you won't. My pledge is as good as Kirha's on this, and you know it, Hunter, me boy. I've been wantin' to rattle around in that part of Kilrathi space ever since I got this crazed assignment, and this is better than waitin' for permission from High Command." He grinned crookedly. "You know what they say; it's easier to apologize than get permission."


  "Besides," Hunter replied dryly, "you can always blame us for forcing you if you get into hot water over this."


  Paladin's grin widened.


  "Oh hell," Gwen said suddenly. "You might as well count me in on this too."


  Hunter looked at her in surprise. So did Paladin, but she ignored him.


  "I don't want to stick around and face the music if all of you go haring off on this wild adventure. Besides, I didn't have anything else planned for the next couple of weeks," she said, shrugging. "If we can still stand each other when this is over—" She winked at him, and to his amazement, she had a definitely flirtatious gleam in her eye. "Besides, this way I have three chaperones in case you get frisky."


  "Me?" he said innocently. "Frisky? Why, I'm a perfect gentleman!"


  "Bloody hell! In your dreams, lad," Paladin muttered, and it seemed to Hunter that he just might be a little put out that Gwen was giving Hunter the eye.


  Hunter looked at his partners-in-crime. "What do you think?" he asked.


  K'Kai dropped her leg down to the floor, and fluffed her feathers. "I think that two more very sneaky fighters—whose ship, after all, this is—make a good addition."


  Kirha lifted his chin and his ears. "I think that Paladin's Honor is as true as that of any of my people," he replied. "Hunter, you as my liege-lord clearly admire him. I do not know this female, but she has treated me with honor, and if he and you speak for her, then that is enough. I think we should let them come with us."


  Hunter grinned ruefully; he still wasn't sure it was a good idea—but he wasn't sure any of this was a good idea. And he was clearly outvoted.


  "All right, Paladin," he said, holstering his hand-weapon with a sigh, "Just how do you start this bucket of bolts, anyway? Let's get this show on the road."


  Five days later...


  Gwen's hands flew over the console at her station, as Hunter watched in admiration. He wished he was that good; she didn't even seem to look at anything; she was just aware of it all.


  "Cat patrol in sensor range," she said crisply, long before the warning beacon and while the patrol-ships were nothing more than vague blips among the asteroids. In fact, Hunter wasn't quite sure how she knew they were patrol-fighters, but a moment later the onboard computer system had identified and red-tagged them.


  "Right," Hunter said, reaching for a sequence of keys on his console.


  "I could get us past them," Kirha offered, before he actually touched anything. "Past the first squadron, at least. I was personally oathsworn to Lord Ralgha; I doubt that any of them have anything close to my rank. They will not dare nay-say me, for fear of a challenge, if I say that I am a civilian inspector, coming to make a review of—of supply records at the base. Or something religious, an acolyte of the priestesses of Sivar, to cleanse them of the taint of the failed ceremony."


  For a moment longer, Paladin hesitated. Then he shook his head. "Nae," he said, keying in a sequence too fast for Hunter to follow what he'd done. "Nae, thank you, Kirha, but we canna take the chance that—that your rank would overawe them. I've got all the latest codes, and I have a computer program that will simulate a Kilrathi on the outgoin' video signal. Gettin' onto the station isn't going to be a problem."


  Hunter heard what he didn't say; that even with Kirha's oaths, Paladin still wasn't going to trust Kirha entirely.


  Kirha looked as if he would like to object to this, but by then the Kilrathi ship was hailing them and it was too late. Paladin hit another sequence of keys, and answered the hail.


  In—so far as Hunter could tell—near-flawless Kilrathi.


  He didn't understand more than one word in ten, but Kirha leaned over and translated for him, in a whisper too soft for the pickups to register. "He says that we are fighter pilots, that we captured and boarded this human ship, and we wish to bring it to the station. He is very good; what slips he makes could be counted to being a lower-class fighter from the deep country, or having been born and raised on a colony world, far from Kilrah."


  There was the inevitable pause, as the fighter squadron on Gwen's screens surrounded them and their leader checked back with the station. Hunter's gut clenched in an involuntary reaction to being surrounded like that. All it would take would be one order from the station...


  But the deception held.


  The leader came back, ears erect, eyes relaxed, and barked a short order that even Hunter understood. Paladin jerked his chin up in an affirmative, and barked back, before cutting off communication. Out of the corner of his eye, Hunter saw the fighters on Gwen's screen peel off and reform on their leader, then shoot off in the direction of the asteroid belt again.


  Paladin leaned back into his chair with a grin. "Permission to dock," he said cheerfully. "Aye. Piece of cake, lads."


  "Huh," Kirha replied sardonically, "Now it only remains to be seen—just what kind of 'cake' it is. The mission is not over yet, hairless one." Then he said something in Kilrathi that Hunter could not make out at all.


  Paladin only shrugged. "So they say." He turned back to his console.


  Hunter looked at Gwen with a lifted eyebrow. "What was that last bit?" he asked, as Kirha bent to the docking-task that Paladin had assigned him, monitoring the Kilrathi equivalent of civilian com frequencies.


  "The equivalent of our saying, 'The opera isn't over until the fat lady sings,' " Gwen told him. 'Just a lot grimmer. What he said was, 'The hunt is not complete until the quarry's heart has been ripped from his chest and eaten.'"


  "Lordy," Hunter replied, taken a bit aback. "That's a bit extreme."


  "So are they," Gwen reminded him, "So are they.


  Some day, maybe we'll understand why." Then she bent to her own task, prompting Hunter to do the same.


  Kirha went to the airlock when they had docked, to wave away the helpful low-class techs and maintenance crew who came to give him a hand. Hunter stood just out of sight, armed with a hand-weapon, in case Kirha couldn't handle them.


  Or in case he turned his coat—but after all this, Hunter didn't think it too likely. Not Kirha, anyway. Only God himself knew what was going on in Ralgha's mind. Presumably, the higher in rank a Kilrathi got, the easier it was to find excuses to justify a little bending of the Honor. Then a little more, and maybe a chip or two in the old Honor-armor… certainly power was a force for corruption, and Hunter doubted that it was any different for the cats than it was for any other sentient race.


  The techs were easily cowed by Kirha's growling assertion that the ship was too dangerous to come near yet, before he and his crew had disarmed all the traps the promiscuous, mating-out-of-season, tailless, hairless apes had put in place when they abandoned their ship. Kirha bounced down the interior ramp with a certain amount of jauntiness in his step, and pride in his carriage. "Very low-rank," he said to Hunter. "I convinced them to go away and stay away until we called, my lord. I think they were just as pleased, once I mentioned traps. The whole area will probably become mysteriously deserted as they find reasons to be elsewhere. Low-rankers like that have no sense of pride."


  Hunter didn't point out that they did appear to have a healthy sense of self-preservation. He was just grateful that Kirha had found a way to get rid of them without a fuss.


  They had entered the control room in time for Paladin to hear most of it, and the news brought a healthy grin to Paladin's handsome face. "Good work, Kirha," he said. "You're a bright lad, an' that's sure. Let's take that advantage while we've got it. We might just get in, get the hostages, and get out before they even notice we're gone."


  Gwen made a face, suggesting to Hunter that the young tech thought Paladin was overestimating his luck-quotient by far too much, but Hunter kept his mouth shut. For one thing, it had finally hit home while Kirha was talking to the maintenance cats that this was Kilrathi territory, a cat-station. They were in enemy hands. And if they were discovered…


  Mingled fear and excitement dried his mouth and made his hands tremble a little, and he took a deep breath to steady himself. Take it easy, old boy, he told himself. This isn't the first tight one you've ever been in, and it won't be the last. Paladin acted as if he was on hostile stations all the time, moving cautiously out the lock, and gesturing for the rest to follow, with no sign of emotion on his face. Maybe he was. Maybe none of this bothered him in the least.


  Maybe cows could cruise the asteroids.


  Hunter followed Gwen out of the lock, with K'Kai and Kirha bringing up the rear. He only hoped K'Kai could keep a tight hold on her nerves. Her people tended to be excitable, and this was not the time for K'Kai to go berserk on him.


  Paladin glanced around the docking area, looking for something; in a moment he found it, and the rest followed him as he hurried over to it. A computer console, Hunter saw, looking over his shoulder, with a strip across the top for station bulletins to scroll constantly. Presumably it was like the ones in their own docking bays, giving access to a great deal of information about the station. Things like—the maps of the detention areas, for instance.


  Kirha craned his neck to see over Paladin's shoulder, and let out a hiss of alarm.


  Paladin looked up from his search, as Kirha pointed to the string of Kilrathi characters scrolling across the screen much too fast for Hunter to even make out what they were. "Those are scramble-commands for ground troops!" Kirha growled, half in anger, half in dismay. "They are being ordered to this docking bay to attack the crew of the ship here!"


  "Evidently your codes weren't quite accurate, boss," Gwen said, as Paladin swore in Gaelic. "Now what? We haven't got more than a couple of minutes at most before the welcoming committee arrives."


  "They have not sounded the alarms," Kirha said flatly. "This means that they must wish not to alert us. They must want us alive, to question. Before they kill us, of course."


  "Of course," Hunter said weakly.


  "Fighting our way past them will be difficult," the young Kilrathi continued, unperturbed. "There must be at least four squadrons on the way here."


  "We'll split up," Paladin said, suddenly. "Aye, that's it. Hunter, you and Kirha make a run for the prisoners—Kirha, the computer says that they're here—"


  He pointed at the console screen, and Kirha nodded. "I can find that," the young Kilrathi said confidently.


  "Meanwhile, K'Kai, Gwen and I will be tryin' to divert 'em. We'll meet back here."


  "Oh thanks, boss," Gwen replied under her breath. Hunter didn't think Paladin heard.


  "All right, let's move!" Paladin said, turning to run toward the entrance to the docking bay. Before Hunter could say anything, Kirha had grabbed him by the arm.


  "Quickly, in here!" Kirha pulled Hunter back into a shadowy alcove of the docking bay, as the heavy footfalls of a Kilrathi squadron ran past, not fifteen feet away. Kirha started up the odd tilted plastic pole next to them, glancing down a moment later. "You do not wish to follow me, my lord? But this is the best way to the prisoner area!"


  "It's not that," Hunter said, swallowing nervously as he looked up at the pole, which followed the curving ceiling a hundred feet overhead. You'd have to be a monkey to climb that and not fall…or a cat.… "Never mind, I can do it," he said firmly. Just keep repeating that to yourself, Hunter, and maybe you'll make it. There's no going back now, anyhow. He grabbed the pole, trying not to show his surprise at the feel of the warm, rough plastic against his bare hands, then began to climb.


  It was slow going, especially when he was hanging upside-down in the shadows of the ceiling, looking down at the Kilrathi troops who were now thoroughly searching the Bonnie Heather for any other intruders, but hadn't figured out that all they had to do was look up at the ceiling to spot two of them. And ten seconds after that it'll be "Ready, Aim, and Fire…" Hunter banished the thought, concentrating on holding onto the pole and shimmying forward, a few inches at a time. Kirha, clinging to the pole a few feet ahead of him, seemed baffled by his liege lord's inability to scramble effortlessly up the pole. It's called evolutionary differences, kitty, having fingers instead of claws, Hunter thought as he struggled upward.


  An endless amount of time later, he was still wrapped around the pole, watching Kirha pry open an access hatch and pull himself through. "Hey, Kirha," Hunter whispered, barely loud enough to be heard, "You mind helping your liege lord through this?" There was no way Hunter could let go of the pole long enough to scramble through the hatch. Kirha reached back through, easily pulling Hunter from the pole and through the hatch. He's stronger than he looks, Hunter thought, startled. "Thanks, mate," he murmured, closing the hatch behind him. "Now, which way from here?"


  "Most of these stations have the detention areas on the fourth level," Kirha whispered back. "Some of them have it on the sixth level, though. We should check the fourth level first, which is directly above us."


  "Sounds good," Hunter whispered back. He followed Kirha down the corridor, then up a twisting hall that led up to the fourth level. There was a closed hatchway at the end of a corridor; Kirha and Hunter moved quickly toward it, then Kirha paused, very close to an odd-looking plastic plate on the closed hatch. "There is a code sequence for this, but I cannot remember what it is."


  "K'rakh drish'kai rai h'ra!" a loud Kilrathi voice said, and Hunter whirled.


  "Oh, hell," he said, looking down a Kilrathi assault rifle barrel. There were five of them, all aimed at him. The Kilrathi behind the guns were staring at him, and at Kirha. "Uh, Kirha," he said, nudging his comrade, who was staring back at the Kilrathi soldiers. "Can you say something to them?"


  "Ja'lra rash'nakh h'rai?" one of the Kilrathi said angrily, stepping forward and glaring at Kirha.


  That bloke must be the leader. Lord, he's nearly seven feet tall and almost as wide! "What was he saying, mate?" Hunter whispered to Kirha.


  "He is asking why I am consorting with a human, my lord," Kirha whispered back. He spoke louder in Kilrathi, a speech that went on and on as Hunter glanced nervously at the Kilrathi, who were intently listening to what Kirha had to say.


  "What did you say to him?" Hunter asked, as Kirha concluded his rather long speech.


  "I told him that you are my liege lord, that you are the finest, most honorable, most noble lord I have ever known, that even though you are human, your word is as the Kilrathi Emperor's to me, and that I and my descendants will be loyal to you for all eternity."


  Hunter saw the way the Kilrathi's claws were extending and retracting as Kirha finished his explanation. "Uh, Kirha, you don't need to lay it on quite that thick, mate…"


  The huge Kilrathi snarled something in his own language, and Kirha nodded, replying in the same unintelligible words. They spoke for another few seconds. Then the big Kilrathi handed his rifle to one of the others, and began stripping off his weapons belt, laying it and his belt knife to the ground.


  "This is good," Kirha said, nodding. "Very good."


  "What's so good about it, Kirha?" Hunter asked, totally baffled.


  "He doesn't believe that a human can be an honorable liege lord to a Kilrathi," Kirha explained. "To prove this, he has offered to fight you to the death in single combat. He commands the others, and says that they will not harm us if you fight him."


  "I'm supposed to fight him?" Hunter said, his voice squeaking a little on the last word, as he stared at the huge Kilrathi, now stripped down to his hauberk, who was grinning toothily at him. "Are you nuts, mate?"


  "You must fight him, my lord," Kirha said earnestly. "This is now a duel of honor. You must prove that you are worthy to be a liege lord."


  "What if I don't fight?"


  "Then you are only an inferior member of a prey-species, and I am a traitor, and they will kill us both right now. You, for being human, and me, for betraying the honor of the Kilrathi Empire," Kirha said, glancing at the surrounding Kilrathi warriors. "You had probably better fight him, my lord Hunter."


  "You and I are going to have a long talk about this 'liege lord' business, Kirha," Hunter said. "If I survive this," he added. The tall Kilrathi moved to stand in front of him, smiling to show his many pointed, white teeth and flexing his broad muscles, visible even beneath his thick coat of fur.


  "Yes, my lord," Kirha said obediently.


  "We can't hold them off!" Gwen said desperately, firing her pistol back down through the hatchway. The Kilrathi squadron ducked back around the corner, and Gwen punched the airlock controls to shut the hatch, then smashed the control panel with the butt of her pistol, sealing the door shut from the inside.


  "Keep running!" Paladin said urgently. He glanced back, to see K'Kai struggling to keep up with them. Running was not a usual activity for a Firekkan, but there was not enough room in these narrow halls for her to spread her wings and fly.


  "In here!" Paladin shoved open another hatchway, and brought up his pistol to fire with deadly accuracy through the doorway at the Kilrathi seated in the room. The air crackled with the snap of the energy weapon. Startled, the Kilrathi did not have time to return fire… one slumped over a computer panel, then the other fell to the deck. "Quickly!" Paladin shouted. K'Kai and Gwen dived through after him, and Paladin slammed the lock shut.


  "I've studied captured diagrams of these stations," Paladin said, looking around the small room. "This is a control room, maybe an Environmental Station. If we can figure out what works here, maybe we can turn these odds in our favor."


  Why are you bothering to be optimistic about this, James? he asked himself. This mission is insane, suicide, and you know it. We'll die here, this won't help anyone...


  I have to keep going, until it's obvious that we're going to be captured. His hand brushed against the holstered pistol on his belt. Then I'll have to make sure that the cats don't capture me alive. I know too much about our Intelligence operations.


  I shouldna let Hunter do this, I could've triggered the alarms on the Heather and stopped it all before it began. But I wanted so much to get a glimpse of Ghorah Khar, to see whether or not the real mission can succeed later.


  Now we're all going to pay for my stupidity.


  "K'Kai, cover the door. Check those guards, Gwen," Paladin instructed the woman, who complied. "I'll try to figure out how to work these controls…"


  "James, look out!"


  Paladin heard Gwen's warning a half-second before a blue energy bolt seared into the console next to him. He leaped toward the Kilrathi who was struggling on the floor with Gwen. The Kilrathi, bleeding badly from a burn across his chest, held a pistol in his hand. Paladin reached them just as the Kilrathi shoved Gwen away from him and fired the gun directly at her, a blinding burst of blue fire. A moment later, James was fighting to wrest the gun from the Kilrathi.


  A heavy backhand from the Kilrathi caught him across the face, and he stumbled backwards into a computer console. The Kilrathi raised his gun to fire…


  Point-blank range, he can't miss—there's nowhere to go, nothing to hide behind—


  K'Kai leaped into the air, spreading her wings to dive down onto the Kilrathi. Both landed hard on the deck, the Kilrathi's head slamming onto the edge of a console as he fell. Paladin could hear the crunch across the room. K'Kai rose to her feet a moment later, but the Kilrathi lay motionless on the deck, his neck twisted at an unnatural angle.


  "Thanks, K'Kai," he breathed, and moved quickly to where Gwen was lying on the floor, not moving. "Gwen, lass?" He knelt by her, turning her over gently. His breath caught.


  Gwen's face and chest were horribly burned, blackened down to the bone in several places. Her eyes were untouched and open, blankly staring.


  Paladin spoke very softly, checking her unburnt wrist for a pulse. "Come on, lass, don't do this to me. Gwen, look at me, look at me. Please, Gwen…"


  "She is dead, Taggart," K'Kai said above him. He glanced up to look at her inscrutable alien face, blurred through the tears in his eyes. "You cannot help her now."


  "She can't be dead. This wasn't supposed to happen, it should have been me… she's so young, only a child… Gwen, lass, you canna die on me, girl!" Paladin's arms tightened around her, burying his face against her scorched red hair. He felt numb, frozen, unable to think. This shouldn't hae happened, not to Gwen. A young lass, with everything in the world to live for. It should have been me, a useless old man, not her .. .mother…


  "Taggart, there are other lives at stake here," K'Kaibegan.


  "Shut up!" Paladin snarled at her, holding Gwen's body against him, tears brimming over his eyes, his stomach clenched with grief.


  The Firekkan leaned in close and bit his ear.


  Paladin yelped and swung his fist at her, but she ducked back out of range. He felt the blood trickling hotly down his face, the pain drying his tears and breaking him out of his grief, throwing him instead into anger. Hell, that bitch!


  "Gwen is dead, but we are still alive, and we have work to do!" K'Kai said angrily. "Get back on your feet and help me find my people, or I will do more than bite you!"


  Her cold, reasoned words shocked him back into thinking again. She's right. Gwen's dead, but we can't give up yet.


  "You're—you're right," Paladin said slowly, looking down at the woman in his arms. He set Gwen's body on the deck, gently closing her open, staring eyes. Then he straightened, crossing to one of the computer consoles. "We—we need something that'll slow down those Kilrathi troops, give us a chance to get the hostages and get back off the station. Do any of these controls make sense to you, K'Kai?"


  "No, Dzames."


  He stared at them, talking as much to himself as to her. "I recognize these symbols. That's the temperature controls. We could raise or lower the temperature, but that wouldn't really help us… wait! Over there, those switches. They look like they're emergency seal controls in case of an environmental accident." His eyes raced over the keys as he spoke, pointing out what he was talking about to K'Kai. "We can seal off this section of the station, prevent the Kilrathi from bringing more troops into this area. The only risk is that we'd cut off Hunter and Kirha as well." He studied the controls, desperately trying to remember the layout of the station that he had studied for endless hours. "No, if we hit them here, and here, Hunter will still be able to get through to the detention areas."


  "A good plan," K'Kai agreed, and together they set the controls for the worst possible environmental accident that could occur on a station, multiple breaches of the station's hull.


  "And that gauge over there. I bet that's the artificial gravity controls."


  "It could be," K'Kai said, studying the console.


  "Your people are flyers. They'd be able to move pretty damn fast in zero gravity, better than the Kilrathi."


  "That is true," K'Kai agreed, her eyes brightening. "Indeed we move well on my freighter."


  "I'm sure they'll have backup systems, but a few minutes of zero-gee might allow Hunter and Kirha a better chance of getting the hostages out, not to mention giving us a better chance to fight our way back onto the ship." He paused a moment, trying to think of any holes in the hastily-made plan. There were probably dozens, but at this point it hardly mattered. "It's worth a try, and I can't see anything else here that'll help. We can shut down the gravity and use that surprise to get out of here. Grab onto something, I'm going to switch the gravity off… now!"


  He held onto the edge of the console as he pulled the switch, and a split-second later felt the familiar stomach-twisting weightlessness of zero gravity. Gwen's body gently floated up from the floor, the Kilrathi corpses drifting through the air beyond her.


  "We must hurry, Major," K'Kai said from the hatchway.


  "I know," he replied, pulling himself across the console toward the floating body. "Goodbye, Gwen," he said, holding her unburnt hand in his for a long moment, and pressing it to his lips. He turned and pushed off in the direction of the hatchway. "On three, K'Kai," he said, grabbing onto the edge of the hatch. "One, two… three!" He punched the control to unlock the hatch and kicked it open. The three Kilrathi floating helplessly in the corridor tried to bring up their assault rifles, but too late… a few seconds later, Paladin and K'Kai were moving past the lifeless bodies, heading back toward the Bonnie Heather.


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  "Can't we talk about this some more?" Hunter asked, staring at the huge Kilrathi warrior.


  Kirha obligingly translated for him, and the big Kilrathi replied in the same language. "He says the time for talk is past, now you must prove yourself worthy to be a liege lord of Kilrah."


  "Oh, hell," Hunter said with a sigh, looking up at his opponent. "Somehow I was hoping that he'd settle for a friendly game of cards instead." Hunter glanced at Kirha, then suddenly snap-kicked the huge Kilrathi between the legs without warning. The Kilrathi stood there for a moment in shock, then collapsed. The other cats stood staring at their crumpled chief.


  "That was not very honorable, my lord," Kirha observed from the sidelines.


  "Anything's fair in… shit!" Hunter exclaimed as the fallen Kilrathi hooked his leg, claws ripping through the thick leather of his boot. Hunter kicked desperately as he fell, then the huge Kilrathi caught him up in a bear hug, slowly squeezing. Hunter gasped, then reached for the only obvious target he could see, the Kilrathi's broad nose. He drove the heel of his hand into it, then grabbed it and twisted it hard. The warrior yelled in pain and let him go. Hunter rolled away, scrambling to his feet in time to duck a sideswipe of claws from his opponent. The second time he wasn't as lucky. Hunter felt the warrior's claws rip through his jacket, tearing into his back. He jumped backward, standing with his back against the wall. He definitely felt the blood running down his back, sticky and hot. This isn't going too well…


  The Kilrathi touched his nose, which was bleeding profusely, and roared something in his own language. Then he charged.


  Hunter slammed against the wall and was pinned there by the full weight of the Kilrathi, the breath knocked right out of him. He fought to get free, but was pinned tight. "Kirha!" he gasped. "Help me!"


  "But, my lord, it is not honorable…" Kirha objected.


  To hell with honor! "Kirha, I order you to help me!" he yelled.


  A moment later, the Kilrathi's weight lifted right off of him, for no reason that Hunter could see. Then he realized why, as he began drifting away from the wall, floating in mid-air.


  The gravity! Something's happened to the gravity!


  Then Kirha, drifting close to the other Kilrathi, grabbed one of the assault rifles from a Kilrathi guard, aimed and fired. He tossed the rifle to Hunter a moment later, wading into the mass of Kilrathi with claws and teeth. Hunter froze for a half second in shock, then brought up the gun and started firing before the startled Kilrathi could react. A few seconds later, it was over.


  The face Kirha turned toward him was full of indignation. "My lord, I cannot believe that you asked for my assistance in a ritual combat! It goes against all the traditions of—"


  "I know, I know," Hunter said, and pushed himself off from the closest wall, drifting past the lifeless Kilrathi bodies to where Kirha clung to the wall. "We'll talk about it later. Can you get the door open?" he asked.


  "I think so, my lord," Kirha replied, staring at the door. He scratched against the plastic, a combination of long and short vertical lines. A moment later, the door slid open silently. Hunter pulled himself through the hatchway after Kirha, into a scene of total chaos.


  Dozens of tall, feathered Firekkans were gathered in the large room, all staring at him with large, unblinking eyes.


  Frightened, shock-filled eyes.


  "Come on, everyone, follow me! This is a jailbreak," he yelled, gesturing to them. "Come on, I'm getting you out of here!"


  No one moved.


  "Doesn't anyone speak English here?" he shouted into the milling mass of Firekkans. "Hell," he muttered. "I wasn't expecting this."


  Kirha spoke quietly. "My lord, I believe I have a solution for the problem."


  "Yeah, sure, go ahead."


  Kirha took a deep breath, and screamed a vicious snarl in his own language. A battle cry, Hunter realized a moment later. The Firekkans flapped their wings wildly, rushing into one corner of the room.


  "An inferior prey-species," Kirha commented, looking at the agitated Firekkans. He worked his way around the room, and the massed Firekkans backed away from him, until he was between them and most of the room. And they were now quite near the open door.


  "No, I think you were speaking in a universal language, mate," Hunter said with a grin. "This way, this way," he said, gesturing at the door. One of the Firekkans edged forward, then another, moving toward the door. A young-looking Firekkan said something shrill in her own language, and the rest of the Firekkans began moving toward the door as well.


  "Let's go, let's go!" Hunter shouted, chivvying the mass of Firekkans through the hatch.


  Hunter discovered a trait of the Firekkans that no one had warned him about; when stressed, they moulted.


  Stray plumes floated in the wake of the fleeing flock, leaving a trail anyone could follow, and making him sneeze. Kirha batted puffs of down away from his face as he moved beside Hunter, pushing off from the walls to gain momentum in the null gravity. Every few seconds, he screamed another battle-cry whenever it looked as if the Firekkans might be slowing down.


  At this point it was probably fair to assume that the escape wasn't exactly covert anymore. Hunter hoped that their very disorganization was going to work in their favor; what the Kilrathi couldn't predict, they couldn't deal with.


  But he didn't even know whether they were all in the right corridor. Hell of a note, if their headlong stampede ran them into a dead end, or a docking bay that contained, say, a ship full of Kilrathi ground-troops.


  "There!" Kirha shouted, pointing past the bobbing crests of the fleeing Firekkans. "Look! Is that not—"


  It was—the docks, the right docks too, and there were K'Kai and Paladin, K'Kai screeching something in Firekkan and Paladin faced away from them, presumably watching for more Kilrathi fighters. Now the Firekkans slowed, confused—


  All but one, who shot out of the flock like a bullet, heading straight for K'Kai.


  A little Firekkan, half the size of the others. As this one began a bob-and-weave dance around K'Kai, Hunter realized this must be the niece, Rikik.


  K'Kai spread her wings and Rikik huddled under them; K'Kai cuddled her close, like a mother hen with a chick. At this point there was too much noise from the rest of the Firekkans for Hunter to hear anything, as they figured out that they were not being herded into a slaughter, they were being rescued.


  And, characteristically, they had to stop and discuss it.


  Hunter swore. "K'Kai!" he shouted. "Front and center—"


  K'Kai looked up, and took in the situation in a glance. She uttered a shriek in Firekkan, and shoved her niece away, towards the flock, then ran back towards Hunter, still shrieking.


  The rest of the Firekkans jumped in startlement, but began moving again. K'Kai came in from the side, her faster niece from the rear, both of them shrieking alarm calls and shooing the other Firekkans towards the ramp, getting them up and through the airlock as fast as they could squeeze.


  Hunter took a deep breath of relief—just as the squadron of Kilrathi ground-troops came around the bend of the docking-corridor and hit the floor in firing position.


  * * *


  K'Kai had used up her entire vocabulary of curse words and was starting over. Most of these gently reared flock-leaders had probably never heard anything like it in their lives, but Rikik had already picked up a half-dozen of the choicest bits of invective and was swearing like a stevedore. K'Kai was proud of her, though Rikik's mother (her memory be forever cherished) was probably spinning on her funeral-tree like a navigational gyroscope.


  But she was paying far more attention to the disorderly flock than she was to anything behind her, so the first shots took her as much by surprise as the rest of them. Instinctively, she hit the floor, as two of the flock shrieked and fell.


  Rikik kept right on shooing the rest into the ship; Hunter beside her. K'Kai took a quick look around; Paladin was nowhere in sight, but the subsonic rumble of a ship's engines warming up told her he had squirmed in among the Firekkans and was at the helm.


  That left her and Kirha to play rear-guard.


  And for the first time in months, she was facing Kilrathi as an equal—equally armed, and ready to collect some blood-debts.


  "Eat fire, featherless scum!" she screamed, and opened up. Beside her, Kirha was firing too, but she noticed that he was trying to keep his shots aimed just above the Kilrathi ears.


  For a moment, she was outraged. How dared he spare the enemy!


  Then she realized what they were to him. His people, his species. Maybe even cats he knew.


  Her rage cooled just a little, and out of consideration for his feelings, she tried to follow his lead, in keeping her shots from actually hitting the targets. No, she couldn't blame him—and when one of the cats noticed what they were doing and tried to charge, Kirha's shot hit him in the chest a fraction of a second before hers did. But his heart plainly wasn't in this—


  She glanced back for a moment, as Kirha's volley gave her a free second. The last Firekkan plume cleared the airlock even as she turned, and Hunter was gesturing wildly at her for her to run.


  "Kirha," she shouted, "They are clear! Get in the ship, I will cover you!"


  He glanced back, saw that she was right, and turned to run; she gave him a volley of covering fire and half-rose for her own sprint—


  Pain!


  Her leg buckled and she fell to the floor; as if in slow-motion, she saw Hunter tense, tried to stand and felt her leg give again, and knew she wasn't going to make it to the airlock—


  Then, something grabbed her. She squawked in mingled surprise and pain as she was hoisted into the air; her breath exploded from her in a whuff as her chest hit a furry shoulder. She looked up, seeing the Kilrathi rising to their feet and running towards them—


  But Kirha put on a burst of speed that would have been impossible even for a Firekkan, ducked under the oncoming shots as if he knew where they were, and dashed up the ramp just as the airlock door closed behind them.


  He dropped her on the floor; growled "Brace yourself," as he dropped down beside her. That was all the time they had; she slid sideways into the rear corner as Paladin blew the docking hatch and accelerated out of the station at max. K'Kai grabbed onto whatever she could, as the ship pulled gees and made some evasive maneuvers that threw both of them all over the lock.


  That didn't matter; the pain of her leg didn't matter. Whether or not they survived this escape was out of their hands and in Paladin's. Only one thing did matter at the moment; a Kilrathi had stopped in making his own escape to save her.


  She caught Kirha's eye where he hung on grimly to handholds on the bulkhead. "Why?" she mouthed.


  He stared at her for a moment with round, unblinking eyes, then hunched his head, as if he wasn't sure either. Then he shouted, over the roar of the overstressed engines.


  "Perhaps because you are a friend of my liege lord. Perhaps because you are a comrade-in-arms, and an honorable warrior."


  Then he twitched his lips in what she had come to recognize as a gesture of feral amusement. "Or, just perhaps, because I wanted to save you for my lunch."


  Well, through the haze of pain that was coming between her and the rest of the world, that seemed perfectly logical.


  "Oh," she replied vaguely. "Of course."


  And she ungracefully passed out, still clinging to the handholds.


  Hunter slid into the co-pilot's seat next to Paladin, who was already working fast to bring the freighter up to launch speed. He glanced around curiously. "Where's Gwen? I didn't see her—" He stopped in mid-sentence at the look on Paladin's face. "Oh, no…"


  "I shouldn't hae let her come on this misadventure," Paladin said, quickly working the controls to lift the freighter off the deck. "I shouldna done it. I could hae stopped this before it began, but I didn't…"


  "Don't go into a funk on me now, mate," Hunter said. "We can still end up dead, despite our luck so far. What's on the sensors?"


  "Several fighters out there, no larger ships yet. We've got a chance of getting out. Maybe. But there'll be more ships along shortly," Paladin said. "We've had the luck of the angels with us so far, but I dinna know how long that'll continue. The Heather is a fine ship, but she's only a freighter, not very fast. And we have a long way to go to the jump point."


  "What kind of guns does this ship have?" Hunter asked, looking around the cockpit.


  "Not much," Paladin admitted. "But there are two Rapiers in the hold, fully fueled and armed."


  "K'Kai can fly this ship, no problem," Hunter said. 'James, I think we'd better get outside in those Rapiers."


  "Agreed. K'Kai!" Paladin called.


  The Firekkan woman limped into the cockpit, assisted—and that looked odd!—by Kirha. "Yes?"


  "You've got the helm, lady. Course is set for the jump point. Hunter and I are going out there to fly interception. Warn us when you're nearly ready to jump, we'll get back onboard. If we can't, jump without us."


  K'Kai's alien eyes were emotionless as she listened intently. "Understood."


  Hunter and Paladin ran through the huddled groups of Firekkans in the hallway, down to the cargo hold. Paladin tossed a flight suit and helmet to Hunter, who quickly donned the suit. A few seconds later, Hunter was in the cockpit of the Rapier.


  He fired the Rapier's engines as the atmospheric gauge showed the air levels decreasing in the Heather's hold. I've never launched from a cargo hold before, he thought, glancing across the deck to where Paladin's fighter was waiting, engines already ignited. But I've been doing a lot of things lately that I've never done before… like falling for a lovely lady who's dead before I even had a chance to tell her what I felt about her…


  Paladin signaled him with a thumbs-up, and the cargo bay door slid open silently a moment later. Hunter shoved the throttle and was out of the hold a moment later, pulling back to spin up and over the bulk of the freighter, turning back toward the station and the five Jalthi fighters that were pursuing them. Far beyond the station, he could see three Kilrathi Kamekh corvettes and a huge cruiser slowly starting in their direction. We'd better be out of here before they're in range, Hunter thought.


  "Five Jalthi coming in fast, Paladin," he called. "And in a tight formation."


  "We don't want to fight those Jalthi head-on," the Scotsman observed. "I'll take the… Hunter! What are you doing?"


  "Cover me, mate!" Hunter hit the afterburner, heading straight for the Jalthi fighters. He switched to dumb-fire missiles, flying toward the wing of Kilrathi on a collision course with full afterburners, too fast for their missiles or guns to track. The Kilrathi broke formation in a panic at the last moment just as Hunter fired the first of his two dumb-fires. He was past them a split-second later, his Rapier rattling from the proximity of the massive explosions. He punched the reverse brakes and brought the fighter around, and was pleased to see that there were only three Jalthis reconverging on the Heather. Debris was scattering from the remains of two of the fighters.


  "Now we only have three to fight," he said with a grin. "Keep them busy for a moment, all right, mate?"


  "You idiot!" Paladin shouted over the vid. "You could have been killed!"


  "I'm going to make sure they can't launch any other fighters," Hunter said, ignoring Paladin's outburst. "Hold them off me for a minute, okay?"


  He only had one dumb-fire missile left, but it was enough. Skimming the surface of the huge station, he fired it directly into the station's Flight Deck aperture, turning away a moment before the brilliant explosion.


  Hunter banked over the station and back into the dogfight, just in time to see a full gun burst from Paladin's fighter blast into one of the jalthis, sending it spinning out of control. The other two fighters were maneuvering to get onto Paladin for the kill. Paladin's fighter was rocking from the repeated bursts of cannon fire from the heavily armed Jalthis.


  "Get them off your tail, James!" Hunter called, punching the afterburners to close the distance between himself and the dogfight.


  "I'm trying, lad!" Paladin's voice was strained. "Get over here and help me!"


  "Bring 'em closer to me, mate!" Hunter said, switching to Friend-or-Foe missiles. The targeting computer began to beep in an increasing rhythm, searching for a missile lock. "Come on, come on," he whispered, as Paladin banked hard, the Jalthis struggling to stay on their target.


  The targeting computer suddenly wailed with a solid missile lock tone. "Got you, bastard!" Hunter shouted, and fired the missile. The lead Jalthi exploded on the missile's impact, and the second Kilrathi fighter veered sharply to avoid the debris. Hunter was on the Jalthi a moment later, firing all cannons at point-blank range. The Jalthi disintegrated, and Hunter pulled up hard. He brought his speed back down, circling around to spot Paladin.


  There was no sign of the other Rapier. Hunter scanned the area desperately, carefully flying to avoid the scattering debris.


  No! Not James, too…


  Then he saw the other Rapier a short distance away, lifeless and adrift, "James! Are you all right?"


  The vid was silent for a long moment, then Paladin's wavering image appeared. "I'm still here, lad, but this Rapier's in bad shape. I'm trying to get the engines restarted." Hunter watched as the Rapier lurched, then accelerated unevenly.


  "Get back to the Heather as fast as you can, James," Hunter said. "Those big ships are getting too damn close for comfort. I think it's time we hit the road from here." He glanced at his sensor screen to confirm that, and reacted instantly, punching full afterburners a split-second later. The burst of Jalthi cannon fire raked where his Rapier had just been, close enough to rock the fighter as Hunter desperately dodged the deadly attack.


  The last Jalthi, which he'd thought had been incapacitated, came after him at top speed, trying to stay on Hunter's tail for a killing shot. 'James! Get out of here, I'll handle this guy!" Hunter called.


  The other Rapier accelerated toward the distant freighter, and Hunter followed, the Jalthi close on him. And those other ships aren't far behind him, Hunter thought, glancing back. Hell, I always wanted to go out in a blaze of glory. This could be my big chance.


  At least I won't have to worry about being taken prisoner if that cruiser gets a cannon shot on this little Rapier, there won't be enough of me left for them to capture with a spoon!


  The Heather has to be close to the jump point by now, if I can just shake this one fighter and land, maybe I'll survive this.


  He watched as Paladin's Rapier slowed to dock in the Heather's cargo hold, and glanced back again at the Jalthi on his tail. All right, mate, now we'll see which of us is the better pilot…


  The Rapier was faster and more maneuverable than the Jalthi, but the Jalthi had heavier firepower and armor. If the Kilrathi caught Hunter in his target sights for full burst, that would probably ice Hunter's Rapier on the spot. So the tactic would be to out fly the Kilrathi pilot until he could get a clear missile lock.


  Hunter rolled the Rapier to the right, and the Jalthi awkwardly followed. Hunter followed the roll with an Immelmann followed by another diving roll. "Follow that, furball!" he yelled, smiling grimly.


  The Jalthi pilot tried hard to recover his original firing solution, maneuvering as tightly as he could to regain his position on Hunter's tail, but Hunter knew he had the upper hand now, all he had to do was force the Jalthi into his targeting sights.


  Another tight turn with full brakes, and then the Jalthi was directly ahead of him, overshadowed by the bulk of the Bonnie Heather.


  You're history, mate. Hunter grinned, and held onto his position on the Jalthi's tail for the kill. I should get missile tone any second now.…


  With a start, Hunter realized that the Jalthi wasn't trying any more evasives, but holding to a single course—directly for the Bonnie Heather.


  Hell! He's going for a collision course! If he hits the Heather, it'll go up like a tinderbox!


  "K'Kai, full evasive!" he shouted into the vid. "Do it now, he's trying to ram the ship!"


  Hunter forced every last iota of speed out of the Rapier's engines that he could, bringing the fighter up directly behind the plummeting Jalthi and firing all guns. At the last instant, he heard the tone of a missile lock, and fired the missile as well.


  Oh God, he's going to hit the freighter…


  The Heather suddenly twisted away in a tighter roll than any civilian freighter had ever done before, just as the Jalthi was about to impact. The Jalthi missed the ship by a handful of meters, and Hunter's missile arced into it a split-second later. The Jalthi disintegrated into a million pieces…


  … but there was no way he could avoid the cloud of deadly debris directly ahead of him.


  The Rapier plunged through the remnants of the Jalthi, and Hunter instinctively ducked back in his pilot's chair, even though he knew it wouldn't make any difference. Debris screamed and clanged against the hull of the Rapier as Hunter fought to keep control of the craft. Just as quickly as it had begun, the metal hailstorm was over, and he was in open space again, in a ship that had more holes in it than swiss cheese.


  Hold together, lady, just a little bit more. He felt the engines spluttering and dying as he brought the Rapier around, heading directly for the Heather's cargo hold. The cargo hold door was already sliding shut. They're getting ready to jump, I've got to get aboard now. Come on, lady, come on…


  The Rapier's engines died as he dived into the hold, sliding across the deck toward the opposite wall. Hunter braced for impact, even as he felt the familiar dizzying twinge of Jump.


  With an awful crunching noise, the Rapier slammed into the wall, coming to a complete stop in that moment. Hunter sat in the cockpit for a moment, shaking his head, then yanked off his helmet and clambered out, staggering slightly as his feet landed on the deck.


  He glanced back at the Rapier, and winced at the sight of the two silver wings crumpled like tinfoil, the nose of the fighter bent at a ninety-degree angle toward the deck. Poor old girl. They just don't make fighters tough enough to withstand what I can put them through, I guess.


  The airlock opened, and several Firekkans ran out to greet him, surrounding him and grooming his hair with their beaks. He laughed and tried to duck out from beneath their welcoming ritual.


  Amazing. We're alive and on our way out of Kilrathi territory. We survived it, we succeeded, against all the odds.


  All except for Given…


  "Good work, Hunter!" Paladin called, striding in through the airlock. "Though if you ever break from my wing like that again, I'll kill you before the Kilrathi can!"


  "You're just getting old, James." Hunter grinned. "Leave the fighting to young turks like myself, mate!"


  "Hah!" Paladin clapped him on the shoulder. "Not a chance, laddie!"


  K'Kai emerged from the airlock, her eyes bright as she limped toward Hunter and Paladin. Kirha walked beside her into the hold. "We are now in human space, and are progressing toward the next jump coordinates," K'Kai said. "The sensors say there are no Kilrathi in this system, so I have placed the ship on AutoNav."


  "You handled the ship beautifully, K'Kai," Hunter said. "That last maneuver to avoid the Jalthi, that was amazing! I told you that you'd be an awesome combat pilot!"


  K'Kai ducked her head in embarrassment. "Thank you, Hun-ter."


  "And you, Kirha…" Hunter searched for the right words to say. "You've served me well, sworn warrior. You've, ah, brought honor to me and my hrai."


  "I am pleased that I have served my lord well," the young Kilrathi said, straightening to stand tall and proud.


  "Hmmph," Paladin said, giving Hunter an odd look. He turned to K'Kai. "It was a good trick,


  K'Kai, but it's going to take weeks to repair the internal damage. Freighters aren't supposed to roll at high gees, ye know!"


  "Quit hassling her, mate!" Hunter protested. "She did a terrific job!"


  "I know, but—" Paladin paused, looking back toward the airlock. "What's that?"


  Hunter turned; there was a line of Firekkans, carrying improvised torches made of fabric and pipes. Even at this distance, he could smell the engine fuel that they'd used to saturate the cloth. The torches burned smokily, the light reflecting off the metal of the deck.


  "It is a fire ceremony," K'Kai explained. "To honor our dead, and Lieutenant Gwen Lar-son."


  The Firekkans carrying the torches took flight a moment later, circling near the ceiling of the cargo hold. Then, with graceful, studied movements, they began a series of flying maneuvers, using the torches to create a brilliant pattern of burning fire between them. Hunter watched in awe as the pattern became more and more complex, the Firekkans weaving and gliding into their ritual movements.


  K'Kai spoke in the Firekkan language, ceremonial words that matched the rhythm of the flight, then spoke in English. "And so we honor our dead, and remember their glorious last flight."


  Their glorious last flight… Hunter thought of Gwen, the laughter in her eyes, the way she'd blushed at his teasing. And his last sight of her, in the landing bay of an alien space station. Goodbye, sweetheart, he thought, as the Firekkans glided down to land on the deck.


  Standing next to him, Paladin wiped his eyes. "She was a good lass, Hunter," he said. "I'll miss her."


  "I know, James," Hunter said. I'll miss her, too.


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  It seemed to Hunter that he hadn't looked this—military—since he'd graduated. Certainly this was the stiffest he'd stood at attention since that time.


  Beside him, Paladin looked much more relaxed—although, if you knew the subtle signs, his grief for Gwen was plain for anyone to read.


  Hunter's own grief had been buried, with the rest of his losses. Later, he would mourn her properly—but the Commodore's office was no place for mourning, and he was damned if he was going to let anyone see his grieving. When this was all over—then, maybe.


  And he wasn't going to let anything show to the brass.


  Commodore Steward watched them both from behind the bulwark of his desk, his face as impassive as the metal of the wall behind him. Plain metal desk, plain, bare-walled room, nothing to indicate the man's personality. Hunter had no idea what to expect from him. He'd heard that Steward was a fair man, but a hard one. For Paladin there might have been some excuses—but Hunter had gone AWOL into enemy territory, and he was going to have to talk fast to get himself out of this one.


  For a moment, he wondered wearily if it was worth it—would it be so bad, to be sent out of the combat zone in disgrace? No more fighting… no more deaths on his conscience——


  Then he straightened his shoulders, giving himself a mental shake. What was he thinking of? He must have gotten a hit on the head he hadn't noticed, to be thinking like that!


  "I brought you two runaways here to see if you have any reasonable explanations for your actions," Commodore Steward said, after a long silence. "If you can satisfy me, you just might manage to avoid a court-martial." He looked them both over for another long moment. "Well?"


  "Permission t' explain, sir," Paladin spoke up, before Hunter could say anything. Steward nodded his approval.


  "Hunter here is good friends with both the Firekkan K'Kai and with Kirha, the Kilrathi lad," Paladin said smoothly. "Actually, he is considerably more than 'friends' with Kirha; he is able to personally command the lad's loyalty, and it is absolute. As a result of that rather odd friendship, the two aliens began talkin' to each other, while Kirha was in detention. As you know, sir, K'Kai has been here at Confed High Command for some time, pressurin' Confed to do something about the hostage situation with her people."


  "We lacked manpower to do anything about that," the Commodore reminded him.


  "We lacked conventional manpower," Paladin corrected. "Sir. And I'm aware ye had other plans for me, but technically, I wasna yet on assignment. Now, even unconventional means would hae been impossible to put into action, except for the one thing no one had forseen—the cooperation of Kirha. He felt very strongly that takin' those hostages was so dishonorable that it tarnished the entire race, and he was willing to go in there personally to release them in order to remove some of that dishonor. Well—with a Kilrathi cooperating, a covert operation suddenly became not only possible, but had a high degree of success. Or so I judged, sir."


  Hunter couldn't help but notice that Paladin had omitted being held at gunpoint, and then being kidnapped. He relaxed, just a trifle. Maybe Paladin was going to get them all out of this…


  "So you judged." The Commodore seemed a little less than amused. "And why didn't you mention this to High Command? You should have presented this possibility and waited for formal orders."


  "Because the situation was time-critical, sir," Paladin replied promptly. "Kirha was goin' to be sent to a detention camp at any moment. The hostage situation itself was precarious. The Kilrathi could hae decided to terminate them at any time. And my standing orders from Vice Admiral Tolwyn are to preserve the treaty between Firekka and Terra at any cost. In fact, if you don't mind my pointing this out, sir, the hostage rescue has not only done that, it has given us a distinct advantage in our dealings with Firekka."


  Hunter would have stared open-mouthed if he hadn't been trying to keep his military poker-face on. Where was Paladin getting this stuff? No wonder he was in covert operations—he could probably talk his way out of almost anything!


  "At the cost of one of our own."


  Paladin flinched, but continued to look the Commodore in the eyes. "Aye, sir. An' that was as much my fault as anythin'. I take full responsibility."


  "And what about you?" the Commodore said, turning to Hunter. "How do you explain your involvement in this?"


  "Well, Kirha wouldn't go without my being along," he lied, thinking quickly. "It's kind of complicated, sir, but Kirha kind of got sworn to me as a sort of personal knight, and I had to be there with him—it's a Kilrathi honor thing." He shrugged. "Paladin—ah, Major Taggart here also figured he might need a fighter covering his tail when we peeled on out of there, and I'm a fighter-pilot, so that kind of settled that."


  He couldn't tell if the Commodore believed him or not—but it didn't really matter. After a moment, the gray-haired man nodded, as if he had.


  "I'll accept that," he said, shortly. "Dismissed, both of you."


  With that, he turned back to the work on his desk—and both of them made their escape before he could change his mind.


  Once the door to the office was closed and they were safely out in the hallway where they wouldn't be overheard, Hunter grabbed Paladin's sleeve before he could get away. "How come you didn't mention those orders from the Vice Admiral before?" he asked suspiciously, wondering if Paladin hadn't somehow maneuvered him into this escapade.


  "Because I didna have them before," Paladin replied, grinning. "But I will by the time the Commodore checks the files for them—if you'll let go of my arm, that is, laddie! The Vice Admiral is a—flexible sort of man, where success is concerned."


  Hunter dropped his hand, quickly. Paladin turned to go—then turned back, as if something had suddenly occurred to him. "Hunter," he said, "I know this sounds odd—but did you really trust Kirha? Right from the beginnin' of this?"


  Hunter grimaced. "Well," he said reluctantly, "it may sound crazy, but yes. I did. It's—that honor thing. I don't think he'd turn on me even to save his own life. And this is even crazier—but I kind of like the guy. He has his moments. Why do you ask?"


  "Because I'd like to get Ralgha released from detention to work with me on contacting those rebels of his on Ghorah Khar; once he's cleared from interrogation, I'd like to see Confed throw in full support for that rebellion. I think it's the best way we've got of stoppin' this war." His eyes darkened with more pain than just Gwen's death. "That is what it's all about, isn't it? Stoppin' the war? Sometimes we forget that, lad. It's mortal easy t' do, when we've lost so many friends."


  Slowly, Hunter nodded. "Sometimes we do," he replied. "Sometimes it's—easier that way."


  Paladin nodded, then turned to half-run, heading for his little meeting with Vice Admiral Tolwyn.


  Hunter tracked down Paladin later that afternoon, in the mess hall near the flight deck. Over sandwiches and beer, Paladin explained that he had managed to get those orders… retroactively… from the Vice Admiral, and that a court-martial was looking less likely by the minute.


  "So now you're heading off to the Enigma Sector to rejoin the Tiger's Claw, Ian?" Paladin asked.


  Hunter shook his head. "Not just yet. There are a few things that I have to do first. Do you know where Kirha is?"


  "Detention, probably." Paladin sighed. "I thought maybe what we did would help that lad, but it looks like all we've done is cement his fate. The Vice Admiral's belief is that because Kirha didna come over to the Confederation of his own accord, he can't be trusted, even though he's oath-sworn to you, Ian. Their theory is that if anything happened to you, Kirha would revert back to his original loyalties. Ralgha's a different matter. But they'll probably ship Kirha off to a prisoner camp on the next available transport."


  "I'd better hurry, then." Hunter held out his hand to Paladin; the older man clasped it firmly. "It's been a hell of a lot of fun, James. Until next time?"


  "You bet, laddie!" The Scotsman grinned. "It was insane and nearly suicidal, but I wouldn't hae missed it for the world. We singlehandedly kept the Firekkans in the Confederation, do ye realize that? Without us, their leaders would still be locked up on Ghorah Khar, and they'd probably hae ended up a Kilrathi planet eventually." His face clouded. "All I wish is that Gwen could be here right now to share the victory with us."


  Hunter sighed. "I know, mate. Take care of yourself, old man."


  "I will. Good luck to ye, Hunter." Paladin made the conventional phrase sound as if he meant it.


  "You too, James." Hunter meant it, too.


  He walked quickly toward the Detention areas, hoping that he wasn't too late. Striding down the main corridor, he saw two guards escorting Kirha from his cell. The tall Kilrathi was shuffling awkwardly; Hunter saw why a moment later. Kirha wearing a pair of wrist and ankle binders, in addition to the bandages for his wounds… standard for prisoners about to be transported, Hunter remembered. "Wait!" he called.


  "Sir?" one of the guards asked.


  "I need to talk to Kirha," Hunter explained.


  The guards were not pleased—but he outranked them. "But this prisoner has to be on a transport in twenty minutes, sir!"


  "Just a few minutes," he said stubbornly. "That's all I'm asking."


  "Very well, sir." The guard palmed open Kirha's old cell. "You can talk in here."


  "Thanks, mate." Hunter followed Kirha into the cell. The Kilrathi stood silently near the open door. "So, uh, have they told you where you're going?" Hunter asked.


  The Kilrathi shrugged. "A prisoner camp. It does not matter where." He looked at Hunter, then lowered his eyes. "I thought I would never see you again, my lord Hunter."


  He flushed under the embarrassment of realizing how he had failed to live up to Kirha's expectations. "Kirha, I'm sorry. I know how much this liege lord business means to you. I wish there was something I could do…" An odd thought occurred to Hunter. "Maybe… maybe there is. Kirha, is it possible for a Kilrathi liege lord to release someone from their oath?"


  "It is possible," Kirha said. "But it is rarely done."


  "What would happen if I did that?"


  Kirha was silent for a long moment before speaking. "Then I would be sworn to no one. I would have no lord, no master."


  All things considered, that only seemed fair. "I think I'd like to do that. You've been through so much for me and the others, it doesn't seem fair not to do this. How do I do it?"


  "There is a ritual formula for releasing a sworn warrior from his oath, but it happens so rarely, I cannot remember the ceremony," he admitted, after a moment of thought.


  All right, this wasn't the first time he'd had to improvise. Seemed like his whole life had been one long improvisation, sometimes. "How 'bout this instead, mate? Kirha hrai Hunter nar Aussie, I, Captain Ian St. John, release you from your oath to me. You're a free man… I mean, Kilrathi… sworn to no one. You are your own master now. You're free."


  "Freedom." Kirha said the word slowly, as if savoring the word. "I am free?"


  "That you are, mate. Kirha, I was just wondering… what's your name now? It wouldn't be Kirha hrai Hunter nar Aussie anymore, would it?"


  "No," the young Kilrathi warrior said. "My name is only Kirha now. Just Kirha." He smiled, snowing his sharp teeth. "Thank you, my lord."


  "Don't call me that, Kirha. You're your own lord now. Hell, find yourself a Kilrathi lady an' start your own hrai, some day when this is all over." Hunter glanced through the open cell door. "I'd better let the guards take you to the transport. They're starting to look impatient."


  "One moment, please." Kirha stepped forward awkwardly in his bindings, dropping to one knee in front of Hunter. "You are no longer my liege lord, Captain Ian St. John, also known as Hunter. But in my heart, I will always be sworn to you, to fight for you and your honor. To know that you, a human, have given me the freedom to begin my own hrai… that is a debt I can never repay. My only fear is that someday I will face you in combat, as an Imperial Kilrathi against a Confederation human. I hope that day will never come."


  Hunter shook his head. "I doubt it will, Kirha. You're going to be locked up in a prisoner camp, remember?"


  Kirha smiled. "I would not wager on that, my lord." He held out his furry, clawed paw for a human handshake.


  Surprised, Hunter clasped it. "Goodbye, Kirha."


  "Farewell, my lord Hunter," the Kilrathi said.


  Hunter stood in the corridor, watching as the guards escorted Kirha away. I never thought I'd see the day that I'd feel sad to say goodbye to a Kilrathi. But I do. He may be one of them, the enemy, but he's been a good comrade, and a good friend. He stood there for a long moment, long after the guards and Kirha had gone.


  "Hun-ter?"


  He turned and saw K'Kai, hurrying down the corridor toward him. "K'Kai! What are you doing here?"


  "I wanted to talk to Kirha," the Firekkan said. "Is he gone?"


  "You just missed him," Hunter said.


  "That is sad," she said, looking as if she meant it. "I wanted to say goodbye to him. Even though he is Kilrathi, I now think of him as a comrade and a friend." She cocked her head to one side. "It is something I never dreamed, as a hatchling in my nest… that I would fly among the stars, and meet beings from other worlds. It has not been so difficult to befriend you, Hun-ter, a human…" she said, leaning close to Hunter to groom through his hair. "Except that there are never any tasty bugs in human hair!"


  "Sorry, I'm not going to put any there for you, lady!" Hunter said, ducking out of reach and laughing.


  "I wish I could have said goodbye to Kirha," she said. "And given him this gift as well. I suppose we will have to drink it instead."


  For the first time, Hunter noticed the large clay bottle in K'Kai's claws. "Firekka's Finest?" he asked.


  "Of course," she said, opening her beak in a silent Firekkan laugh. "What else would we drink to celebrate our success? Come come, we will go the Rec Room and drink to our victory!"


  And I'll drink a toast to departed friends, Hunter thought. To Given, who died to save the Firekkan hostages and her comrades. And to Kirha, who was brave and honorable enough to fight for his enemies against his own people.


  And to our success. Against all the odds, we did it. Amazing.


  "You're on, lady," Hunter said, linking his arm under K'Kai's wing. "We'll drink to the future, and whatever it may bring!"


  
    
      
    
  


  PART I


  MILK RUN by Christopher Stasheff


  "Viking at two o'clock!" As an afterthought, the duty officer hit the "battle stations" alarm. The klaxon quacked feebly throughout the ship—well, most of it, anyhow. At least, they heard it in the wardroom.


  "Oh, yes sir, right away, sir!" Flip leaped up jogging, knees punching high in parody as he headed for his gun turret.


  Jolie watched him go as she ground out her cigarette under a smoking lamp that no longer quite cleared the atmosphere. She heaved a sigh. "Flip he's called, and flip he is. Come on, Harry—get cannonized."


  "I'll leave that for the Kilrathi, if you don't mind." Harry rose from the seat across from her. "I just shoot 'em, I don't catch 'em." I hope, he added silently, the old familiar fear chilling his core. "Have fun in the tail gun." He took one last drag, then rolled the coal carefully off his cigarette, blew out the last of the smoke, and tucked it away for future reference. He leaped into a run, jogging toward his gun turret.


  On the bridge, Captain Harcourt asked, "What's it look like, Billy?"


  "Private enterprise, Captain," the lookout answered.


  Harcourt grunted. They had all had more than enough experience with the lightly armed, privately owned raiders who kept appearing out of uncharted jump points to raid the Confederation colonies along the edge of the war zone. At least, they thought their jump points were uncharted—but after two years on picket duty, the crew of the Venture-class Corvette Johnny Greene knew where all three of them were, so well that everyone on the crew could recite the coordinates in their sleep—and frequently did.


  They didn't get very excited about the Vikings any more.


  To an outsider, the crew might have appeared to be anything from informal to slapdash, but they worked together smoothly and efficiently, affecting a boredom that they almost always really felt—except when one of the privately-owned raiders showed up for a quick try at easy meat. Then the appearance of boredom masked the old, familiar fear of violent death. There was always the chance that one of the Vikings might be a match for the Johnny Greene, always the chance that a jump point might disgorge something bigger.


  "All battle stations green, Captain," Lieutenant Janice Grounder reported.


  Billy killed the klaxon, what there was of it.


  "Right, Number One. Set course for intercept."


  "Already on it, Captain. Skoal," answered Morlock Barnes, the astrogator.


  Harcourt settled back in his acceleration chair, satisfied, surveying the bridge—pools of light in a chamber of gloom, each pool with a person huddled over a console. The atmosphere was quiet, feeling something like a neighborhood library—if a library had the underlying tension of a life-or-death fight. It was a nice, cozy place for four people.


  Unfortunately, they had five in it.


  Harcourt looked for something out of order. He had a lot to choose from; the room was a monument of ingenuity, with every screen illuminated by a clip-light, the backlighting having burned out months before. In front of Grounder, who doubled as helm, were two gyroscopes with extended axes, very obviously cobbled out of bits and pieces of metal. Mounted at right angles in universal gimbals, they were substitutes for the attitude gauges, which had burned out even sooner than the screen lights. The helm itself still responded well, but only because Coriander, the damage control officer, had gone EVA and replaced the thrust tube that had been shot off by a Viking six months before. She had used the casing of a dud missile that, fortunately, they had been able to reclaim from the wreckage of the raider at which it had been aimed.


  It was ironic that because the missile hadn't fired, the ship had still been intact to be captured after Flip and Harry had shot off its thrust tubes. The Kilrathi had tried to escape in rescue pods, and were now comfortably interned on the surface of the planet they had tried to raid. Of course, they were doing hard labor, helping to strengthen the planet's defenses, but that was one of the fortunes of war. The flip side was that their ship had furnished a surprising number of spare parts that had helped keep the Johnny Greene moving. For example, other Venture-class Corvettes did not have tail guns.


  The dud missile had also furnished a computer lock-on, which Coriander had jury-rigged to aim Harry's laser cannon, his own aiming computer having melted down during a particularly heavy engagement. Flip aimed his laser cannon with the lock-on from the Kilrathi missile that their own dud had sheared in half on its way through the Viking's side.


  They no longer noticed the stink in the air, the aroma of bodies that were washed too seldom—the water purifier was still functioning, sometimes—and the air regeneration system had interesting green growths here and there, plus filters that were nearly clogged.


  The occasional Kilrathi raider did, at least, relieve the boredom. Never mind the fact that every single one of them could be killed—not very probably, because the Kilrathi were very much more lightly armed than the Johnny Greene. They were desperate fighters, though, and there was no way of telling when one of them might get it right.


  Never mind that, indeed—and Harcourt tried not to. They had all grown so used to the routine that the others were pretty good at ignoring the danger, too—or, at least, pretending.


  "Retract scoops," Harcourt ordered. "Full thrust."


  "Full thrust," the intercom confirmed. CPO Lorraine Hasker was in the midsection of the ship with her own console, monitoring the health of the engines that were her babies—even if two of them were cuckoos in her nest.


  The ship accelerated—surprisingly, much faster than it was supposed to be able to. Coriander had made a few modifications of her own. If they kept it up for any length of time, the engines would burn out—providing they didn't shake the ship apart first; the two original engines weren't quite in tune any more, and the Kilrathi add-ons weren't exactly balanced. But they wouldn't need to keep up that speed for long.


  The Kilrathi apparently hadn't been expecting either the Johnny Greene or its speed; they changed course, paralleling the Confederation ship's vector, and shot away, accelerating at maximum thrust.


  "He's running," Billy reported.


  "Don't they always." It wasn't quite boring, Harcourt considered—at least it was action. But they always followed the same pattern. "You'd think the blighters would tell each other what happened when they tried any given maneuver. They could at least spread the word that it doesn't work."


  "How?" said Grounder. "None of them ever make it back."


  "Well, that's true," Harcourt allowed. "But there must be thousands of them doing this all along the front. Some of them must get back."


  "Maybe the other ones don't try to run," Grounder suggested helpfully, "like that first one we fought. Remember? They charged us."


  "Yes, and their engines have been coming in handy ever since." Harcourt looked over at CPO Coriander. "Nice job, Chief. Don't know how you ever managed to tie them in with our control system."


  "I didn't," Coriander answered, "quite."


  "Good enough for me," Grounder said. "They roar when I push the stick."


  "Thanks, Lieutenant—but we'll need everything we've got," Coriander said. "The bastards keep chipping away at us. Every one we blow up, takes a little bit of us with it."


  "We're at maximum velocity," Grounder reported. "Estimate two minutes till we're in range."


  "You think they'd look up the specs on a Venture-class Corvette," Coriander sighed.


  "They did, Chief, but you weren't on the chart," Billy called over.


  That, Harcourt reflected, was nothing but the unvarnished truth. A corvette was a very uneasy compromise; it sacrificed the agility of a fighter-bomber for not as much firepower as a destroyer. But if you couldn't afford to put a destroyer out on guard duty, a corvette was better then nothing. And, he reflected, if you're losing the war and running short of ships and men, you have to keep that corvette on station for two years in a row, without leave or refitting.


  Better than nothing? Maybe—but not much. At least, not enough to give its crew any feeling of security.


  Under circumstances like that, you either went crazy and tore each other apart, or you became extremely close. The crew of the Johnny Greene hadn't torn each other apart—yet.


  It never occurred to Harcourt that he might have had something to do with that.


  "Viking is turning," Billy reported.


  Harcourt nodded, gazing at the illuminated grid of the battle display in front of him in frustration. light, it had—lines, it had. Blips, it had none. The hit they had taken eighteen months before had knocked out the relay circuit from the battle computer. Billy could see where the foe was, but nobody else could. They just had to trust him.


  They did.


  Still, the battle display did lighten the gloom of the bridge nicely.


  Harcourt felt the tension building. "Now we'll see if this Viking can think of anything new and different."


  "How many things can you do in a space dogfight?" Grounder countered.


  "Come now, Lieutenant!" Harcourt reproved. "You show a singular lack of imagination. Now, if I were him, I would…"


  "He's diving!" Billy cried.


  Suddenly, Harcourt ached to be able to see, but the display in front of him stayed stubbornly featureless. He glared at the direct-vision port, but it showed only careless stars.


  One of them was moving—but they were still too far away for the Kilrathi to show as a silhouette.


  "He knows we don't have any armament underneath," Harcourt said. "He's going to try to come up under us and shoot off our belly armor."


  "Well, at least it's something new," Grounder said—but there was a tremor of trepidation in her voice.


  Harcourt hit "all stations" on the intercom. "Everybody stand by! We're going to flip!"


  "I already did," the senior gunner answered.


  "Yes, Flip, and we've all decided to join you. Now, hold tight—you're going to be hanging upside down relative to where you are now."


  "So?" Jolie's voice replied succinctly. "We'll just think of it as, we're upside down now, and we're going to be right side up!"


  With artificial gravity holding them down to their seats, it didn't really matter—but they all knew the unpleasant sensation that a roll could produce, gravity or no gravity, because Coriolis force is Coriolis force and fluid is fluid, especially if it's in the inner ear, telling you that you're rolling, no matter what the seat of your pants says.


  Harcourt watched Grounder's two gyros in their universal mounts as the blue poles swung around and down to point at the console itself. Blue was up, red was down—and right now, down was up, so Harcourt knew they were upside down. At least, they were inverted in relation to how they had been a couple of minutes ago.


  "Viking above us," Billy sang out.


  "What's the range?"


  "Five hundred kilometers," he answered, "closing at a klick a second."


  "Taking his time, isn't he?"


  "Hey, he wasn't expecting to see our top."


  "Close enough," Harcourt decided. "Fire!"


  The ship bucked as the two cannon fired, a quarter-second out of phase—one of the other little things that had gone wrong, and really should have taken them into repair dock.


  Flip yodelled with glee, and, "He's hit," Harry decided.


  "We got his tail," Billy reported, gaze glued to his screen.


  "I never see any action," Jolie grumbled over the intercom.


  "You will now," Billy told her. "He's rolling over and coming up behind. He still wants to get at our underside."


  "I know how he feels," she griped.


  "See if you can't fry him a little on the way," Harcourt suggested.


  The skin of the ship delivered a muffled 'whumpf' to them—the sound of the mass driver discharge, conducted through the hull. Then Jolie's voice on the intercom, disgusted: "Damn! Missed!"


  "No, you didn't," Billy countered "You winged him on an attitude control tube… Wait! Missiles! He's firing!"


  "Return fire!" Harcourt snapped.


  "But he's not in range! We've only got two missiles left!"


  "If we're not in range, he's not! Number One! Evasive action!"


  "Aye, aye!" Grounder grinned, and the gyroscopes whined as they began to weave up, down, and cross-ways in some very interesting combinations.


  It didn't work.


  "His missile's locked on," Billy reported, "and we're flying into it!"


  Grounder said, "We should come up behind it before it gets to us."


  "Not even at top acceleration!" Coriander called out. "I keep telling you! Missiles are faster than ships!"


  "Even with two extra engines?"


  "Even with ten extra engines! Pull out of it, Grounder! Give Jolie her chance!"


  Grounder looked up pleadingly at the captain, but Harcourt shook his head. "No time to experiment, Lieutenant."


  "Oh, all right!" Grounder huffed, and the gyro slowly rotated.


  "Closing!" Billy yelped. "Three hundred kilometers! Two fifty! Two hundred!"


  "Fire, Jolie," Harcourt advised.


  The hull delivered the 'whumpf' again.


  The sudden glow from the screen illuminated Billy's face. "Got him!" he whooped. "Nice shooting, Jolie! Now he doesn't have any tail!"


  "Still bored?" Harcourt asked.


  "No, not for the moment," she admitted.


  "He's got to pull out now," Coriander said. "Got to steer with his nose thrusters, and run."


  "No, he doesn't," Harcourt said. "He's Kilrathi."


  "Still coming." Billy's voice was low and tense. "Wobbled a bit, but he's still coming."


  "He's crazy! Jolie could shoot him into shrapnel!"


  "Then he'll die trying," Harcourt said grimly, "or we will. Now give him our missile."


  "Now?" Billy squawked. "He's flying straight toward us, Captain!"


  "Then it will hit all the harder."


  "Our last two!" Coriander wailed.


  "That's what they're for, Chief. Launch Missile One."


  Grounder hit a pressure patch. "One away."


  "So is his," Billy called.


  "Evasive action!" Harcourt snapped.


  Grounder's gyros whined and described crazy loops with their poles as she swooped upward, then swung from side to side as the ship corkscrewed back toward the raider. The Kilrathi missile, not yet locked on, went blithely on its way…


  Straight toward the Greene's missile.


  "They're going to lock on each other!" Coriander wailed.


  "Line up on that ship and give them our last one," Harcourt ordered.


  "No, wait!" Billy shouted. "Theirs did lock on our ship! It's coming straight toward us!"


  "Well, good," Harcourt sighed. "Then ours might still lock onto them."


  "It did," Billy reported. "Now, how do we get rid of theirs?"


  "Flip! Harry!" Harcourt called. "A silver florin for the one who gets it first!"


  "Mine!" Flip caroled, and, "What's a florin?" Harry asked, as the ship shuddered with the out-of-phase double blast again.


  Once more, Billy's face glowed orange. "Got it!"


  "My florin," Flip said immediately.


  "What are you talking about?" Harry demanded. "That was my shot! Any dunce could see it!"


  "I'm not just any dunce…"


  "Okay, okay," Harcourt sighed, "a florin for each of you. What about our missile, Bil…"


  Then he saw the yellow glow on Billy's face and sighed with happiness. "Ah. Score!"


  "Hit," Billy confirmed. "The whole raider. Gone."


  For a moment, depression seized Harcourt. A dozen lives, maybe more, snuffed out in a moment… brave men, probably, or at least bold creatures…


  Then the whole ship shuddered, and the dull sound of an explosion echoed through the hull.


  "Sorry, Captain, I couldn't see it closing!" Billy cried. "The glare from the raider going up…"


  "They launched one more just before they died," Harcourt snapped. "Sound off by stations!"


  "Sentry here!" Billy called.


  "Astrogator here!"


  "Damage Control working!"


  "First Officer here."


  "Gun Turret One here!"


  "Gun Turret Two!"


  "Tail Gunner here!"


  "Engineer alive and feisty!"


  Harcourt exhaled with relief. "We're all okay, then. How's the ship, Chief?" And, with a hint of anticipation: "Is it something essential?"


  "Yeah, you could say that." Coriander was studying her board. "It's the oxygen fusion reactor."


  A cheer rattled the intercom and blasted off the bridge walls.


  "A hit, a palpable hit!" Grounder sang.


  "O2 generation is shot!" Flip whooped.


  "Can't stay on picket duty now!" Lorraine warbled.


  "Gotta go to repair base." Coriander nodded with full conviction. "Can't stay out in space now, Captain. We're stuck with the oxygen we've got in the system already. Sure, we can recycle it for two weeks, maybe a month—but after that, we're dead. Nope, gotta go to base."


  "What a pity," Harcourt sighed. "Only two years on station. And here I thought we'd set a new record. Oh, well, I suppose we'll have to console ourselves with R & R."


  His mind filled with visions of supple bodies, low lights, soft music, wine, real food…


  And fresh air!


  Stars shifted in the vision port, and Harcourt knew they had completed the last jump to Xanadu. He smiled in anticipation of a sandy beach under a clear sky. "Tell them we're coming, Number One."


  "Yes, sir." Grounder pressed a switch. "CS Johnny Greene to Xanadu Base. Come in, Xanadu."


  Harcourt pressed "All stations."


  "Gunners and engineer to the bridge." He knew he wouldn't be able to keep them away from the first sight of the paradise that awaited them, so he made it official. For himself, he stared at the port, trying vainly to pick out the star that was Xanadu. The jump point was one and a third AU's from the planet, which wasn't much larger than Terra, so of course it appeared as a star—but not yet a discernible disc.


  The planet had been named for its climate. It was mostly water, with a few archipelagos. The largest island, of course, held the Fleet repair base. The second largest held the main R & R station, and vacationing spacehands dispersed from there to their own secluded lazy places on the smaller islands—if they wanted to be alone. If they didn't, the main station had casinos, restaurants, holo palaces, golf links, tennis courts, a shoreline that was one long beach where the surf rolled in perfect tubular waves, and a temperature that always ranged between sixty and eighty degrees Fahrenheit—all the amenities for a few weeks of sybaritic luxury before the tired spacedogs had to return to the lines. It may not have been Paradise, but it was close enough for Government workers.


  The gunners crowded in through the hatch with Lorraine, the engineer, between them. Harcourt looked at his crew and saw the same glassy-eyed smile of anticipation on all their faces.


  "Xanadu Base to CS Johnny Greene."


  Grounder looked up, eyes glinting. "Johnny Greene here. Do you have a landing assignment for us?"


  "'Fraid not, Johnny Greene. We have a message, instead—orders. Do not land on Xanadu. Repeat, do not land."


  Grounder stared in shock.


  Then she recovered. "Fleet base, our oxygen generation plant is shot—literally and figuratively. We have enough O2 for a week's breathing, no more."


  "We know, Johnny Greene, but orders are orders, and a week is enough breathing space."


  "Let me double-check that supply with Damage Control, Xanadu." Grounder looked up at Coriander. "Chief?"


  "Yeah, it'll last that long," Coriander grated. "They better have a damn good reason!"


  "Damn good," Harcourt seconded. "Relay that up here, Number One."


  Grounder hit the switch with a look of relief.


  "Yeah, we have a week's oxygen left," Harcourt growled. "Captain Macmillan Harcourt here. We've been standing picket duty for two years, and my crew is going crazy for some R & R while their ship is being repaired. What's the problem, Xanadu?"


  "Only orders, Captain Harcourt—signed by Admiral Banbridge."


  Harcourt stiffened. That was coming from awfully high up. Why was Banbridge concerning himself with a lowly corvette?


  "Orders are to divert to Hilo Base," Xanadu said.


  "Hilo Base?" Harcourt turned to the astrogator. "Where's that, Barney?"


  Barney scanned the chart on his screen, shook his head. "Nothing I ever heard of, Captain. I'll scan." He punched the name into the computer.


  Harcourt decided to help him a little. "Coordinates for Hilo Base, please, Xanadu?"


  "It's not on any of our charts," Barney reported.


  "Thirty-two degrees right ascension, seventy-two degrees east," Xanadu replied. "Sixteen light-years outward."


  "Thirty-two, seventy-two, sixteen," Barney echoed, punching the numbers into his computer.


  Then tension on the bridge fairly thrummed. Everybody stared at the astrogator.


  "Yeah, it's there." Barney shook his head. "I wouldn't call that much of a world, Captain. Says it has a couple of big lakes, though, and an inland sea. Plus a couple of R & R domes."


  The crew let out one massive groan.


  "Well, there goes our month on the beaches," Grounder sighed.


  "They can't do this to us!" Flip erupted. "Two years on picket duty, two years!"


  Grounder killed the audio pickup in a hurry.


  "Two years!" Flip yelled. "We never griped, we never complained, we never said, The hell with this!' and headed for home! Two years! Fifty-three fights, our ship getting shot away piece by piece! We put up with the stink, we put up with the smoke, we patched and finagled and made things work somehow! We earned this leave, damn it!"


  Everybody stared straight ahead, shaken. It was only the second time in two years that they had heard Flip raise his voice in anger. The first time had been right after their premier encounter with a Kilrathi raider, when a near miss had burned off the brand-new paint job on Flip's beloved ship. The rest of the time, he had always been cheerful to the point of being nauseating, always joking, always laughing. To hear him flare up shook them worse than Banbridge's orders.


  "The domes will keep things warm," Harcourt sighed. He nodded to Grounder, and she opened the audio pickup again. "What're the rest of the R&R facilities, Xanadu?"


  "Danged if I know, Captain," Xanadu replied. "Never heard of the place."


  Flip had calmed down substantially; his voice had turned cold. "Mutiny, Captain. I move we desert."


  Grounder stabbed frantically at the audio switch.


  "Don't tempt me," Harcourt groaned. "I've got a wife and kids back on Terra."


  The bridge was silent; everybody knew that Flip had married just before they left for this last tour of duty. His new wife lived on the same planet as his parents, Flip's home, which was now entirely too close to the front lines.


  Flip sighed, like the air gushing out of a punctured tire. "Right, Captain. We go where we're told in this man's fleet."


  "That's what we swore." Harcourt felt like doing a little of the other kind of swearing right then, though. He nodded at Grounder, and she turned on the audio pickup again. "Orders understood, Xanadu," Harcourt sighed. "Johnny Greene en route to Hilo. Signing off."


  "Bon voyage." Xanadu said, the tone sympathetic. "Signing off."


  Hilo loomed in the vision port, filling its center—bland, tan, and arid with only a few dots of blue and a crescent of azure at its rim.


  The gunners and Lorraine jammed the hatchway. "I can almost feel that baking desert wind," Flip groaned.


  "No, you can't," Coriander countered. "The temperature never gets above fifty there."


  "And this is R&R?" Billy griped.


  "Belay that, folks," Harcourt sighed. "Wake 'em up, Number One."


  "CS Johnny Greene to Hilo Base," Grounder said. "Come in, Hilo Base."


  "Hilo Base to Johnny Greene" a husky contralto answered him.


  Every male head on the bridge whipped about to stare at the screen in front of Grounder. They saw a beautiful tanned face with a cascade of black hair, deep red lips, and long lashes over big dark eyes, giving them a collective wink. "Good to see you, Johnny Greene. We've been expecting you."


  Grounder bristled. "Oh. This was your idea?"


  "Lieutenant!" Harcourt reproved her.


  The contralto just laughed, low and warmly. "It wasn't my idea, Lieutenant, but we have some hunks here who will claim it was theirs, once they get a look at your face."


  Grounder stared, at a loss for words. She had never thought of herself as pretty—but she had been thinking about hunks. At least, until they hit Xanadu.


  Harry stepped up for a look over Grounder's shoulder, Jolie crowding right behind him, eyes snapping. "Cat!" she hissed.


  "You mean she's pretty?" Barney was stationed in front of Grounder; he couldn't see.


  Lorraine groaned. "Just what we need, on leave—competition!"


  Grounder finally managed to find her voice again. "What's the weather like down there, Hilo?"


  "Outside the dome," the contralto said, "it's forty degrees Fahrenheit with a thirty-knot breeze, kicking up a lot of loose sand."


  Coriander stifled a moan.


  "Inside the dome," the contralto said brightly, "it's seventy-two degrees, water at sixty-eight. The slot machines are loaded to make sure you can't lose too badly, the croupiers have curves you never learned in Calculus, and the dealers look like Don Juan should have, with very soft, sensuous hands."


  Jolie, Lorraine, and Grounder perked up, and began to look interested. So did Coriander, but she looked wary, too.


  "Of course," the contralto went on, "we've just finished our second dome, where it's twenty-eight degrees, three different grades of slopes, three chair lifts, and two feet of fresh snow every morning. Skis supplied, of course. The chalet has a loaded bar, a hot band, and dancing all night."


  "This… just might be… an interesting leave, after all," Billy mused.


  The dark-haired beauty on the screen smiled and gave them another wink. "We don't promise anything but dancing, mind you. You'll have to do the rest yourselves."


  Harry glanced at Coriander, thinking of all the passes he'd put off making for the last two years; emotional complications in a war zone were something none of them needed. Coriander glanced back at him, saw he was looking, and turned away quickly, blushing.


  "Oh, I think we can manage," Harcourt said easily. "Where do we land, Hilo?"


  Finally, after two years, they opened the Johnny Greene's main hatch. The airlock equalized pressure, but they still wore their suits—Hilo didn't have all that much mass, and none of them were used to breathing thin air. The crew filed out, looking brightly about them. The sun was shining, the sky was a very dark blue, and…


  The sand stretched for miles and miles and miles.


  But the airbus was waiting, and an officer in a pressure suit stepped up, holding out a gauntleted hand. "Captain Harcourt? Captain Tor Ripley. Welcome to Hilo."


  "Thank you, Captain." Harcourt took the hand, a bit surprised to see someone of his own rank for the welcoming committee—almost as surprised as he was by a handshake instead of a salute. "May I present my first officer, Lieutenant Grounder… my astrogator, Ensign Barnes…"


  He made the rounds, each of the crew members saluting, Ripley returning. Then, the formalities done, he said, "Welcome to Hilo! Welcome!" and ushered them onto the bus.


  The doors closed; air hissed in; the green patch lit.


  "Okay, we can crack our helmets." Ripley gave his headpiece a half-twist, then tilted it backward to bare his face. Harcourt did the same.


  "Now, Captain," Ripley said, "I'd like to talk to you about getting off picket duty for a while."


  As one, all the crew's heads swiveled, staring at Ripley.


  "It's… certainly something I'm willing to consider," Harcourt said slowly, somewhat dazed—but instinctively looking for the worm in the apple. "What's the nature of the assignment?"


  Ripley told them.


  Grins broke out on all faces. The crew nodded.


  "I volunteer, Captain."


  "So do I."


  "Me, too!"


  "And me!"


  "Guess I do, too," Harcourt said slowly. "We'll take the assignment, Captain Ripley."


  Well, it sounded like a good idea at the time.


  In fact, it sounded like a milk run. All they had to do was make an orbit or three around a small, insignificant planet the Kilrathi called "Vukar Tag." It was way out in the Kilrathi boondocks. Okay, so it was in enemy territory, but it was closer to the Fleet than to Kilrah, and they had the jump points very clearly mapped.


  "One of our destroyers was chasing a Kilrathi raider home," Ripley explained. "He was following the cat just a little too closely through the jump point, and something in the turbulence got the angle wrong. When the stars stopped shifting, there was no sign of the raider—but they did spot a Kilrathi corvette going into Vukar Tag."


  They were sitting at a poolside table, watching the rest of the crew with a few of their hosts and hostesses, disporting themselves like blowing whales and courting dolphins.


  "You know," Billy said, "I never realized Jolie had a figure…"


  "Under combat fatigues, who would know?" Harcourt agreed. "But all the figures we need right now are the ones in your notepad." For himself, though, he was finding it difficult to keep his eyes off Lieutenant Grounder. Her swimsuit was very demure, but he would never have called it "innocent…"


  He wrenched his mind back to the topic. "That's how they found out the name?"


  "Right—not that they could understand it, of course. Nobody aboard spoke much Cat. But the captain had the good sense to slap on the recorder, and when he got back to base, our experts deciphered it."


  Billy glanced at Harcourt.


  Harcourt nodded almost imperceptibly.


  Billy turned to Ripley. "If you don't mind, sir—professional interest. What did they find?"


  "'Professional interest' is right," Ripley answered. "It was just the usual greeting and landing instructions—but they did pick out of it that the planet's name is 'Vukar Tag.' " He shrugged. "What it means, nobody seems to know. What's even more of a puzzle, is why there's a cruiser in orbit around the dustball."


  "A cruiser." Harcourt had a nasty suspicion. "Any moons?"


  "One, and small—but big enough to hold at least a wing of fighters, if that's what you're thinking." Ripley nodded. "I thought the same thing."


  "'Well guarded' is right!" Harcourt scowled. "What are they hiding there?"


  "Well, I hope you're curious enough to want to find out, Mac," Ripley said. "I really hope you are."


  "Minerals?"


  Ripley shook his head. "It's mostly desert, and no sign of a mining operation, though they did see shuttles coming up to a transport ship. They may be exporting something, but according to spectroanalysis, the only thing it could be is high-grade silicon."


  "Silicon isn't exactly rare," Harcourt pointed out. "There has to be a good supply on every Kilrathi planet."


  "Has to," Billy agreed. "The sand from Vukar Tag must be very pure, or something."


  "Or something." Harcourt didn't want to say it, but it was hard to keep from thinking of religious associations. "So it's a desert, and it's a backwater, and all we have to do is fly around it once or twice and get pictures." He looked up at Ripley. "That right, Tor?"


  Ripley nodded. "That's the mission in a nutshell, Mac. Of course, since it's a reconnaissance flyby, you'll be carrying a specialist."


  There was the worm in the apple that Harcourt had been braced for all along—if he didn't count a cruiser and a wing of fighters. "He's in charge of the cameras?"


  "Yes, and you'll pretty much have to go by her direction, once you get near the planet."


  Harcourt frowned, picking up on the correction in gender. "She knows navigation?"


  Ripley shrugged uncomfortably. "She's had the same training as you and I, and she's had fifty hours combat flying time in a Sabre."


  "That's just great," Billy groaned.


  "Billy, you're out of line," Harcourt said severely. Inwardly, though, he was grateful to his sentry for saying what he had wanted to, but shouldn't. Just enough training and experience to make her think she knew what she was doing, but not enough to really know… "Just so she understands she's under my orders, Tor."


  "Oh, of course, Mac!" Ripley dismissed the issue. "Now, about your route in…"


  The route in, of course, should have been no problem at all. Intelligence had the jump points mapped, and there was no particular reason to think there should be any Kilrathi shipping near any of them—no raiders, since it was inside the borders of the Kilrathi Empire; no pickets, since the fleets were a dozen light-years farther out from Kilrah, waiting to skirmish with the Confederation. There might be the odd transport freighter, but that shouldn't pose much in the way of a problem.


  "I don't understand, Tor," Harcourt said. "If all it is, is a ball of sand—why is it worth a close look?"


  "Because," said Ripley, "for a worthless dust ball, it's amazingly well guarded."


  "Oh, really?" Outwardly, Harcourt still looked relaxed and casual; inside, he was turning into a coiled spring. "What is it? A refitting base? An auxiliary shipyard?"


  "Could be, but there really isn't enough traffic—just the occasional escort or transport." Ripley shook his head. "From what little we can see from a long way off, there's nothing there."


  "So why all the ships?" Harcourt asked.


  "That," said Ripley, "is what we want to know."


  Of course, Harcourt should have turned down the assignment right then—or at least talked it over with the crew, and let them turn it down. But two weeks of watching bikinis while soaking up sunlight and alcohol had left him with a warm, ruddy glow that made the worst a Kilrathi could do, seem inconsequential.


  Which was just what Ripley had intended, of course—sun, water, and no news, no other crews in from the war zone to trade notes with.


  No wonder they had been diverted—in more ways than one!


  Ramona Chekhova was only thirty-two. It was an inconvenient age—young enough to have rash, hot-blooded impulses, old enough that she should have known better.


  She carried her duffel bag up to the Johnny Greene, dropped it, and stood to attention, glaring at the crew who were drawn up in a semicircle to wait for her. They saluted. She returned the salute, then turned her glare on Captain Harcourt.


  "Lieutenant Commander Ramona Chekhova?" he asked.


  "The same," she confirmed. "I'm waiting, Captain."


  Harcourt stiffened, his face wooden. "I'm afraid you're forgetting a point or two of military etiquette, Commander. I am the commanding officer of the Johnny Greene—and I am waiting for your salute."


  Yes, a lieutenant commander outranked a captain—but not on board his own ship. There, the captain is the boss.


  And Ramona knew it, too. She finally flipped her hand in something vaguely resembling a salute, seething inwardly.


  Harcourt saluted crisply in response.


  The crew looked a little relieved, thinking Harcourt had won the first round.


  Harcourt knew better. "Lieutenant Commander Chekhova, my first officer, Lieutenant Janice Grounder… my astrogator, Ensign Morlock Barnes… my Damage Control Officer, Chief Petty Officer Darlene Coriander…"


  Chekhova nodded at each in turn as he completed the introductions. Then she turned back to Harcourt.


  "Permission to come aboard, Captain." She wasn't at attention, she wasn't at ease, she was just sort of slumping in place. Harcourt decided to ignore the insult and said, "Permission granted." He stepped over to the boarding ramp. Ramona hesitated for a moment, caught between military courtesy and old-fashioned courtesy—but she knew that a lady must insist on being treated as a lady, or she will sacrifice one of her strongest advantages, so she stepped up on the ramp.


  Harcourt was relieved to see her snap to attention to salute the colors—and the salute was crisp, in perfect form. At least there was something that she did respect.


  Harcourt was about to order the countdown for liftoff when movement at the corner of his eye caught his attention. He turned and looked.


  Ramona stood in the hatchway, watching the activity on the bridge with an expression of guarded interest.


  Harcourt had a brief struggle within himself. He knew it was possibly foolish, but the gentleman in him won out. "Would you like to come in to observe, Lieutenant Commander?"


  "No, thank you, Captain." But Ramona made no move to go away.


  Harcourt frowned. "Well, then, I must ask that you return to quarters."


  She gave him a cold stare. "Protocol, Captain?"


  Harcourt suppressed a surge of irritation. "Practicality, Commander. You would be welcome to join us for a few minutes, but then I'd have to ask you to leave anyway. We have a bridge crew of five, and five acceleration couches. After we're under way, you'll be welcome, if you deign… if you wish to join us. But while we're lifting off, I must ask you to stay in your quarters, strapped into your acceleration couch, in accordance with regulations."


  She glared at him, then spun on her heel and stalked away.


  Harcourt gazed after her, eyes narrowing. He should have insisted that she say, "Yes, sir," to acknowledge that aboard ship, the captain is always the senior officer. Even a lieutenant in command of a fighter-bomber can issue orders to an admiral aboard his craft, and be sure he was within his rights and would be obeyed. Of course, the admiral might bust him back down to private later on—but if the matter was really important at the time, the lieutenant could insist on it.


  Of course, the lieutenant would be a fool to try to push an admiral around, unless it were a matter of life and death.


  Harcourt decided to let it pass.


  He turned back to the bridge crew—just in time to see them whisking their eyes back to their screens. He smiled thinly and said, "Commence launch, Number One."


  "Yes, sir," Grounder said. "All stations, ready?"


  "Go," said Billy.


  "Go," said Coriander.


  "Go," Lorraine said over the intercom.


  "Go," Barney echoed.


  "Initiating countdown. Ten… nine… eight… seven…"


  Ramona stormed back into her cabin, threw herself down onto her acceleration couch, and strapped in. How dare that idiot Harcourt order her around like an infant! She steamed, her whole body tense, then realized it was a horrible condition for lift-off, and tried to force herself to relax.


  She had to establish her authority aboard this ship—had to! If she couldn't, she might as well kiss this whole mission good-bye. She knew how closely they had to skim the planet in order to get clear pictures, and she knew as well as Harcourt how heavily-guarded the planet was. She wasn't about to throw her whole career away because some middle-aged idiot wouldn't listen to her, a middle-aged idiot who hadn't even been able to win commander's rank, and was still captain of a mere corvette, a job normally relegated to a lieutenant.


  She would not be treated as a subordinate! She had fought for her rank, she had taken risks, she had endured hardship, she had brought back information under enemy fire—and she wasn't about to let anybody stop her from bringing this mission in successfully completed, either!


  Ramona decided she would have to exert her authority as soon as possible.


  Ramona waited until the graveyard watch, then came up on the bridge when most of the rest of the crew were asleep. She halted, staring at Grounder, wondering if the woman were on drugs, the way she was gazing about her with a happy smile.


  Everything worked now—at least, until their next battle. That was why Grounder had been gazing around her in euphoria—at all the shiny new equipment that actually functioned.


  But of course, Ramona didn't know about that.


  Then Grounder saw Ramona. She started and looked up, surprised. "Good evening, Commander."


  "Good evening." Ramona paced the bridge as though she had every right to be there, ignoring Grounder and Barney.


  "Uh… begging your pardon, Commander," Grounder said, "but I don't think the Captain has authorized your presence on the bridge."


  "Yes, he did." Ramona turned to confront her. "Just before we lifted off, remember? He said I'd be welcome on the bridge once we were under weigh." And she turned her back, inspecting the meters and the screens.


  Her eye lit on the velocity readout. This was a place where she could give orders with no worry about disrupting the ship. "Only cruising speed?"


  Grounder stared, puzzled. Then she said, "Well… yes, sir. That's standard operating procedure en route to a jump point."


  "We don't have time for that," Ramona snapped. "Full acceleration! Right away!"


  "Uh-h-h-h-h…" Grounder exchanged a quick glance with Barney. "I don't know if the power plant will take it, sir."


  "What do you mean, not take it?" Ramona was instantly angry. "I know the specs on a corvette as well as you do, Lieutenant! This tub can take full acceleration for ten hours without any trouble!"


  Grounder bristled at hearing the Johnny Greene called a "tub."


  "This ship can take full acceleration for about one hour, sir. Beyond that, maybe it will and maybe it won't—depending on how well they overhauled the engines."


  "Overhaul?" Ramona glowered. "What was the matter with them?"


  "A near miss from a Kilrathi missile. Jolie shot it down fifty meters from the ship, but some of the shrapnel chewed up the insides of the engines a little."


  "Is that why you have those obscene Kilrathi monsters welded on?"


  For the first time, Grounder really wondered about the woman. "I'd scarcely call them 'obscene,' sir. They're machines, and they work—and I think Chief Coriander worked magic, managing to tie them in with our system."


  "Well." Ramona's lips curved in a nasty smile. "With four engines instead of two, you certainly shouldn't have any trouble maintaining full acceleration from here to the jump point."


  "Nothing except the stress on the structure of the ship," Grounder countered. "The Johnny Greene was built for only two engines; four puts in more stress than the ship will take, if it goes on longer than an hour or so."


  "Don't try to tell me how a ship works, Lieutenant! How do you think I got to be a light commander? Just do as you're told! Retract your scoops and hit full acceleration!"


  "But the fuel supply…"


  "Do it!" A very ugly gleam came into Ramona's eye. "Are you refusing a command from a senior officer?"


  Grounder's face became a flint mask. "No, sir."


  "Then do as you're told!"


  "Full acceleration, aye!" Grounder sighed. The silly shrew would have to learn for herself.


  The little ship surged ahead.


  Ramona grabbed at the back of an acceleration couch and held on until the surge had passed. The little chit had done that deliberately, she knew, to try to throw her off her feet—but she had obeyed orders, so Ramona couldn't really make an issue of it. Instead, she turned away to pace the bridge, her lips curving just a little in a smile of satisfaction. She wasn't about to take the chance of leaving the bridge, though; if she did, that snip of a lieutenant would try to ease the acceleration down again. No, Ramona had issued an order, and she meant to see that it was obeyed.


  She kept watch for two hours, watching Grounder's face grow more and more pale, more and more strained, watched and glared until…


  Until the klaxon blared, tearing at her eardrums.


  Ramona slapped her hands over her ears, staring around, amazed. She adjusted to the loudness of the horn, took her hands away…


  The ship lurched, then began to jolt forward in jumps.


  Ramona stumbled, reaching out and catching herself against the top of a console. "Stop it, Lieutenant!"


  "As you say, sir." Grounder pulled the acceleration control down.


  "Not that! I said full acceleration, damn it!"


  But Grounder kept easing off. "Sir," she said through stiff lips, "that alarm you hear is for the power plant overheating, and the shuddering you're feeling is the strain on the ship's skeleton that comes from four engines, not quite balanced in thrust, driving a ship that's only designed for two. I can't…"


  Harcourt burst onto the bridge, his hair tousled, clothes in disarray, eyes still filmed with sleep, pajama cuffs still sticking out of the sleeves of his uniform blouse. "Status!" he snapped.


  "Reactor overheated, Captain. Beginning to cool, though."


  "Overheating! And the shuddering we've got going through the frame? What're you doing, Grounder? Running the ship flat out?"


  "Yes, sir," Grounder said through thin lips.


  Harcourt stared at her in disbelief. "Flat out? A two-engine ship with four engines?" Then he realized the order that had to be given. "Decelerate to cruising velocity!"


  "Aye, aye, sir."


  "All right. Cancel the klaxon."


  Grounder toggled the alarm off.


  Harcourt drew a deep breath, striving for calm. "What in the name of Heaven possessed you, Number One?"


  Ramona realized she'd better acknowledge her error before Grounder could blame it on her. "She was acting under my orders, Captain!"


  Harcourt grew very still.


  Then, slowly, he turned, his eyes chips of ice. "Orders? Who are you to give orders aboard my ship, Commander?"


  In spite of herself, Ramona felt a chill of fear at the sheer mayhem leashed in his eyes.


  She couldn't let him see that, of course. She thrust her jaw forward and snapped, "We have to get to Vukar Tag ASAP, Captain! We need to get to that jump point now, and…"


  "And in one piece, Commander!" Harcourt stepped closer, eyes iron, fists on his hips. "Everybody aboard this ship knows the modifications we made—had to make, just to keep this ship on station! For two years, Commander! And fifty-three Kilrathi raids! They know their ship, and you don't! I will comply with the orders that have been given me to the best of my ability, my crew's ability—and my ship's ability! Any interference from you will hamper our ability to execute this mission!"


  "Interference!" Ramona felt a surge of anger coming to her rescue. "Captain, I am in charge of this mission!"


  "And I am in command of this ship!" Harcourt turned to Grounder. "No one aboard this ship is to accept any orders from Commander Chekhova unless they have been cleared through me first! Is that understood?"


  "Yes, sir!"


  "Yes, sir!" Barney echoed.


  "See that the order is promulgated to the entire crew at breakfast, Number One."


  "You are not executing your orders to my satisfaction!" Ramona raged.


  "Then you may file charges against me, in accordance with established procedure." Harcourt was suddenly icily formal. "When this mission is completed!"


  "But at the rate you're going, this mission will never be completed!" Ramona knew it was untrue, of course, but all that mattered right now was winning the fight—and making this pigheaded captain realize who was boss.


  "Forget about the breakfast announcement, Number One." Harcourt stepped over to his console and pressed "all stations."


  "Attention all crew! Wake up and hear this! All stations attend! No one is to accept orders from Commander Chekhova without my express approval! Signify understanding!"


  Everybody was awake, of course. In fact, they had been halfway to battle stations when Grounder had canceled the alarm. Now they responded from their cabins.


  "Gunner A acknowledging, Captain."


  "Tailgunner acknowledging, Captain."


  "Gunner B acknowledging, sir."


  When the roster was completed, Harcourt turned his icy gaze on Ramona. She stood, fists clenched, face dark with fury at the public humiliation. "Captain Harcourt, this is insubordination of the worst sort!"


  "No, Commander. Your action took that honor."


  "I am in charge of this mission, and you will have to maneuver as I prescribe in order for me to obtain the visual survey that I have been commanded to conduct!"


  "And so I shall—within the margins of safety for this ship." He stepped closer, too close, crowding her. "But you will issue all your orders to me, and through me, Commander—or I will place you on report on the instant, and confine you to quarters until we have completed the jumps to the Vukar Tag System. Is that understood?"


  Ramona glared at him. It was a standoff, and she knew she should stand her ground…


  But she knew it was quicksand, and she was sinking fast.


  "Understood, Captain," she grated. "I'll wait till we get to Vukar Tag."


  The unspoken threat hovered in the air between them. They stood with gazes locked, every muscle tense.


  Finally, Harcourt gave a curt nod. "Thank you, Commander. That will be all. Please return to your quarters."


  He stepped aside. Ramona marched past him, head high, chin up…


  Until she reached her cabin.


  There, she secured the door behind her, toggled her audio pickup to "Off," then "Interrupt," so that it could not be activated from the bridge…


  And threw herself on her bunk, the sobs tearing at her throat.


  The moment of disorientation passed, and Ramona stood up from her acceleration couch, a gleam in her eye. It had been a month, a month of staying in her cabin when she could. When she couldn't, she had avoided the vindictive glances of the crew, enduring Harcourt's brittle courtesy at table, and swallowing her pride.


  Now, though, she would be in charge. She went to the door.


  The cabin speaker came to life. "Commander Chekhova to the bridge, please," Harcourt's voice said. "Commander Chekhova to the bridge."


  It was a nice try at face-saving, but Ramona wasn't about to let him get away with it. She marched out into the companionway and swept up toward the bridge.


  Retribution was coming.


  But retribution stalled at the bridge hatchway. As she stepped through, she saw it—the battle display, repaired and working all too well, alight with colored symbols that showed her the situation.


  At the center, a green circle represented the Johnny Greene. Halfway to the rim, a yellow circle that represented Vukar Tag lay at two o'clock—but at the rim itself was another, much larger, yellow circle—swollen, a fat yellow dot lying near it, with fireflies hovering about.


  "We seem to have arrived during war games," Harcourt said, watching the display. "Makes sense, with a bunch of gung-ho pilots this far out in the boondocks, with nothing to do but chew their claws and go crazy aching to be back at the front lines, where they can earn some glory… Well, any commander would need to do something to keep their fighting skills up, not to mention keeping them from clawing out each other's throats."


  "Yes." Ramona's mouth was dry. "He would." Then, "So they have fighters stationed on the gas giant's moon?"


  "Artificial moon." Harcourt nodded at Billy, who said, "The readings indicate an orbital station, Commander."


  Harcourt nodded. "At maximum velocity, they'd have no trouble at all cutting us off between Vukar Tag and the jump point, when we're trying for our exit." Finally, he turned and looked up at her. "Seems this planet is even better guarded than we knew."


  "Yes." Ramona saw the chance to push a confrontation, and forced her attention sternly away from it. The mission came first. "Kind of strange, for a ball of sand and rock."


  Harcourt turned back toward the display. "Has to be something going on in their furry little minds that we don't know about… Well, I guess we leave that to the folks in Psych."


  "Right," Ramona said. "Our job is to bring in pictures of that world, every square foot. How can we do it, Captain?"


  "Oh, we can get in there and take pictures, all right," Harcourt said breezily. "Four fly-bys, and you'll have the whole planet scanned—or do you need more?"


  "Four is enough," Ramona agreed. "One polar orbit will do in a pinch, if I'm high enough up—the computers back at HQ can compensate for distortion and magnify the details, as long as I have million-pixel resolution on the crystal, which I do. They can plot a polar projection there, or magnify any square foot they want."


  Harcourt nodded. "That's good, because we can get in there for an orbit, but the chances of our completing more than one without being shot down are minuscule. One, though, we might complete." He looked at her again. "What we can't do is get those pictures back to the jump point."


  Her eyes sparked anger. She locked glares with him. "Can't, Captain?"


  Harcourt shook his head with full conviction. "We can try, Commander. We can try like fury. But the Cat admiral who is commanding this little fleet only needs to be halfway intelligent to blow us up before we clear the orbit of Vukar Tag's moon—and even if we make it that far alive, he'll definitely cut us off before we get to the jump point."


  Slowly and conscious of every ounce of dignity, Ramona turned back to the battle display, feeling a cold weight sinking within her. He was right, she knew; even a dunce would be able to keep them from escaping.


  Of course, the odds that the cruiser wouldn't tear them to pieces with its fighters, before they even completed one orbit, were minuscule, too, no matter what Harcourt said. Personally, she wouldn't even want to bet on their getting close enough for that orbit, without being shot to shreds.


  But she heard herself saying, "I can't take any pictures from this far away. How long before they discover us, Captain?"


  Harcourt shrugged. "Could be two seconds from now, could be an hour. It all depends on when they have a planned sentry-scan of the jump point. But we're not waiting."


  "Oh?" Ramona didn't want to sound ignorant, but she had to know. "How are you going to stop them?"


  "Barney?" the Captain asked.


  Barney pointed at a faint, fuzzy line between Vukar Tag and the gas giant. "Asteroid belt. We can hide in there for a while, sir."


  It was an old trick, Ramona knew, but it was almost always effective. With all systems shut down except life support, there was no external radiation to give them away, so any scanner would perceive them as just another piece of floating space junk. She nodded reluctantly, to hide a feeling of massive relief. "Do it."


  "Cut all active sensors," Harcourt ordered.


  "Actives dead." Billy leaned back, folding his arms and watching his screens. Only the passive sensors, the ones that received incoming radiation but didn't send any out, were still operating. Since the enemy ships were all putting out radiation with their own sensors—radar and its descendants—they still showed on his screen.


  The asteroids didn't generate radiation, so they no longer showed—but their force field would protect them from even the largest piece of space junk they were apt to bump into. The force field was a closed system, so no radiation would leak from it to show their location.


  "Let me know if anything starts moving toward us." Harcourt didn't have to say that he meant anything with a mind inside it. He turned around to Ramona. "Now. Any ideas on how we get close to the planet?"


  Ramona started to say that was his responsibility, then bit the words off. If she was supposed to be in charge of the mission, it was exactly this sort of thing that she was supposed to be able to cover. She frowned, thinking.


  Harcourt's tone softened. "Why don't you sit down, Commander? This might take a while." He looked up at Ensign Barnes. "Barney, do you suppose you could rustle up a couple of cups of coffee?"


  "Sure thing, Captain." Barney headed out the hatch.


  Harcourt turned back to Ramona. "Let's start by figuring how we would do it if there were no enemy in the way. Do that first, then we can make a few modifications to allow for Kilrathi stumbling blocks."


  Ramona almost laughed at the idea of his "few modifications."


  "Left to our own devices, we'd make a slingshot around the planet—except when we got done with the horseshoe, we'd bend it a little farther and make it a complete circuit."


  "You sure that's all you need, Commander?"


  Ramona shrugged. "It wouldn't be, if there weren't any enemy—but there are, so let's leave it at one orbit. If we complete three hundred and sixty degrees, though, doesn't that send us off at the wrong angle for escape?"


  "No, because we'd modify the angle of approach so that the angle of exit would sling us right toward the jump point." Harcourt's brows drew down in concentration. "Of course, if there are enemy there, we'd want to end the pass going in the wrong direction, to mislead them. Then…" He turned and studied the battle display for a few minutes. "We'd exit going toward the gas giant, and use it as a slingshot to alter our trajectory back toward the jump point. Tractor beam the planet."


  In peacetime of course it would be highly illegal to use even a small asteroid that way, like a drunk grabbing a light pole and swinging around; the asteroid would take an entirely new—and potentially fatal—orbit, maybe even smashing into a planet. But this was war.


  "We could keep that," Ramona said slowly, "if it weren't for that wing of fighters stationed on its moon."


  "Right." Harcourt nodded. "I think I just found out why they chose to station them there. I've been wondering why, when they had a perfectly good moon right by Vukar Tag itself. Of course, they've got another wing there." He turned to Billy. "Any other planets?" But before Billy could answer, "No. It doesn't matter. Any rock sizable enough to hide us while we shift direction, they'll have an outpost stationed." He turned back to Ramona. "We'll have to expend fuel and realign our course once we're back in the asteroid belt."


  "So we'll be coming back here?" she said slowly. "That makes sense. Now how do we manage that, if they get a few fighters in our way?"


  "Shoot them down." But Harcourt's face showed that he wasn't quite as confident as he tried to sound.


  Ramona nodded. "Okay, we've made a plan and allowed for a few enemy craft. Now, how about worst case? Let's say the cruisers scramble all their fighters, gun for us themselves, and call in the troops from the moon and the gas giant."


  "Oh, we're not that important. Of course, whatever's on Vukar Tag, probably is." Harcourt turned to the bridge at large. "Anybody have any ideas?" He pressed "all stations."


  "Gunners and engineer to the bridge. Brainstorm needed. All and any ideas welcome, no matter how asinine, no matter how badly it won't work. Maybe it will give us a plan that will."


  Ramona stared, unnerved. She had never heard of a captain depending on his crew this way. He was supposed to be alone and aloof, the source of all the ingenious plans, all by himself.


  But she had learned the hard way about the closeness of this particular crew. She bit back a scathing comment.


  "Capture an enemy ship," Barney said slowly.


  "Oh, fine, if we're still alive when we're done!" Grounder said.


  Barney shrugged and said defensively, "The Captain said any idea."


  "I did, and it's a good one." Harcourt raised a finger. "But how do we split off the enemy ship alone so that we can grapple and board it?"


  Flip, Harry, Jolie, and Lorraine came filing in. "Board a Kilrathi?" Harry said. "What is this?"


  "The Dumb Idea Session," Billy told them, and they all nodded, understanding immediately.


  Ramona only wished she did.


  "So what do we do with it once we capture it?" Jolie asked.


  "Take it in on a close approach to the planet," Grounder explained.


  Billy snorted. "They'd still atomize us once they found out we wouldn't obey orders. For all they'd know, we could be a Cat psycho playing kamikaze."


  "One of their own men?" Barney asked.


  Jolie shrugged. "Every race has insanity. At least, we have to assume that."


  "I haven't seen a crazy Cat yet!"


  "Me neither—but I've never seen a Cat myself, eye to eye, anyway."


  Grounder nodded. "Could be their mental cases get killed off in basic training."


  Ramona was chilled to see that nobody batted an eye at the idea—but she had to admit it made sense, from what they knew about the Kilrathi.


  Harcourt turned to Ramona. "Any ideas about how they think?"


  "The Psych boys have come up with a lot," Ramona said slowly, "but no evidence of outright insanity yet. Of course, they wouldn't, if their maniacs never get off the ground, just get locked up in hospitals."


  "Oh. The Kilrathi do let them live?" Flip asked, plainly skeptical.


  "I didn't say that," Ramona admitted. "Neither did Psych. They suspect the ones who really can't function just get killed off in the natural course of things."


  "So even in a stolen ship, we still get shot down," Harcourt summarized. "Still, it gives us a better chance than we've got so far. As we are now, we wouldn't get within a planetary diameter of Vukar Tag."


  "A big planet," Lorraine said.


  "As we are?" Coriander looked up. "Maybe we could change that—weld on some sheet metal cutouts that give us their silhouette. Save us the trouble of trying to capture one of them."


  "It would take time…" Harcourt began.


  "Or… Wait!" Coriander snapped her fingers, both arms out, like a traffic cop. "If we're going to talk about add-ons, let's use asteroids! We've got plenty of 'em! One day, and I could weld on enough so that we'd look like just one big piece of space junk!"


  "Good, as far as it goes," Harcourt said judiciously. "We could get a lot closer—but they'd still shoot us down."


  "Not if we got close enough to the planet, they wouldn't! They'd be worried about meteorites falling and kicking up so much dust that they'd have a desert in the sky instead of on the ground—so much that it would mask the sun and cut off their heat source, not to mention light for whatever few plants they manage to grow!"


  "A good thought," Harcourt said. "That one has possibilities. Let's keep it in the file and see what we can add to it. Who's next?"


  Barney was, then Lorraine, then Coriander again, and finally, Ramona managed to come up with an option herself. "We could stuff a large asteroid with explosives and launch it out toward Vukar Tag with a time fuse," she suggested. "While they're busy checking it out, we could zip in and steal a few quick pix." But she knew it was dumb even as she said it. "No. They'd only send a few ships, wouldn't they? And there would be plenty more to jump us."


  "Still, the idea of a distraction is good," Harcourt said. "Anybody got any other diversions that would get all of them?"


  They did, but none of them were really very good. They all foundered on the rock of Kilrathi fanaticism—if something even looked as though it might come near the planet, the Kilrathi would be apt to blow it to smithereens first and try to figure out where it came from later.


  After an hour, Harcourt saw the first faint signs of frustration and mental fatigue. "End of session for now." He stretched. "My turn to get the coffee. Everyone take half an hour, then meet for dinner—and no talking over the situation until after dessert!"


  But by the time they were done with dessert, he still hadn't come up with a better idea. He wasn't looking forward to the next skull session, as he tailed onto the line past the disposer to shove his tray in.


  They filed past, then into the little lounge at the end of the wardroom. Harcourt sank into a recliner and looked around. "Anybody come up with anything new?"


  They all shook their heads.


  Anger burned within Ramona. She felt hopelessly inadequate, because she hadn't been able to come up with anything but one very weak idea, while her shipmates had come up with a dozen. "Well, we have to do something", she blurted.


  "Yes, we do," Harcourt sighed. "The longer we sit and wait, the better the chances that some random scan will find us. Since we haven't thought of anything better, we'll try Chief Coriander's idea, and go in dressed up as an asteroid. Six hours shut-eye, folks. Then we start catching rocks and welding them. Billy, you have first watch."


  Breakfast the next morning was pretty tense, but it showed as much in bad jokes and too much laughter, as in snarling. Right after, Grounder caught Harcourt and Ramona both trying to suit up, and read them the riot act about their responsibilities to the ship, crew, and mission. Instead, Coriander, Harry, and Flip suited up to go out with, surprisingly enough, a very large butterfly net made of steel cables; Coriander had whipped it up before breakfast. Out they went, to start catching rocks.


  They filed out through the small EVA hatch, onto the hull of the ship, fastening their safety lines to ringbolts, magnetic boots clamping firm. The four stood looking out at the surrounding night, admiring the view of shifting stars for a minute, before they got down to work.


  Then Coriander stiffened. "What the hell is that?"


  They were all silent, staring.


  "Well, what is it?" Harcourt's voice crackled on the headphones. "We can't see anything in here that doesn't give off a signal. What have you spotted?"


  "It gave off a signal once," Coriander said slowly, "lots of them. It's a Venture-class corvette."


  The intercom was very silent for a moment.


  Then Harcourt said, "You mean a Kilrathi Kamekh, don't you?"


  "No," Coriander said. "I know my silhouettes, Captain—and this is more than a silhouette. It's close enough so we can see a three-quarter profile. It's a Confederation corvette, and the name on the bow is in Roman letters."


  Inside, the bridge was frozen. Then Harcourt asked, "What's the name?"


  "The John Bunyan," Coriander answered.


  "Pilgrim's Progress" Ramona whispered.


  "This pilgrim did make some progress, all right," Harcourt said, "but not enough. What kind of shape is she in, Coriander?"


  "She's a wreck, Captain. Half of the tail is shot away, holes in it big enough to dock a Ferret… I can't see from here, but I think the vision port is gone; at least, it's not reflecting any light. She's dead, Captain. And she died hard. Probably fled this far, and hid in here to lick her wounds."


  Harcourt could envision it—a lone Confederation ship, its panicked crew holding onto composure and sanity by their fingernails, space suits closed against vacuum, hoping, waiting frantically for a rescue, while around the asteroid belt, dozens of Kilrathi fighters hovered, waiting for them to come back out.


  They never had.


  Harcourt pushed himself away from his console. "This time I am going out—with a rocket pack!"


  "Captain, you can't!" Grounder cried.


  "Don't worry, I'll wear a very, very long fishline."


  "Then why don't you let me do it?" Harry's voice asked over the intercom. "I'm all suited up already. Just give me the booster pack and the fishline, and I'll shoot over, attach it to the wreck. Then all you have to do is reel us in."


  Harcourt hesitated, remembering his responsibilities. He sighed. "You guys get all the fun. Okay, Harry, go catch me a fish." He turned to Grounder. "See if you can find anything in the data stores about a corvette named John Bunyan."


  Harry's boots thudded against the hull. He looked around. "There have to be eyebolts here, same as there are on our ship, Captain, for clipping onto when you go EVA."


  "Yeah, there have to be," Harcourt's voice said in his earphones. The signal was coming over the wire rope, to maintain radio silence. "But after you clip it onto the ship, Harry, make sure you hold onto that cable until you're inside the hatch! Got it?"


  "Oh, don't worry, Captain. I brought along an EVA cable of my own." Harry unwound it from around his waist. "And here's an eyebolt." He clipped his cable onto the eye, then made sure it was fast to his belt. He unclipped the "fishing line" and snapped it into the eyebolt, too. "It's in the eyebolt, Captain. I'm going in through the hatch now."


  "As long as it's the hatch…"


  Harry punched the entry patch and waited. When it had been too long, he frowned, and punched it again. Nothing happened.


  "There's no power on board that ship," Coriander told him, "no power at all. Deader'n a duck at a shotgun convention, Captain."


  "Yeah, I guess so." Harry frowned. "I could go in through one of the blast holes…"


  "Be real careful, okay, Harry?" Harcourt said. "The broken edges on that metal might be sharp as knives. I'd rather not have you drinking vacuum."


  Harry eyed one of the dark holes with a leery glance. "If it's all the same to you, Captain, I think I'd rather stay out here."


  "Good." Harcourt nodded vigorously. "We'll wait until the docking's over. Just make sure your cable stays fastened on both ends, okay?"


  "Will do, Captain."


  Back on the bridge, Harcourt turned to Grounder. "Can I get my suit on now, Mommy?"


  She gave him a look of exasperation. "Well, I suppose I can hold things together, if you're within shouting range."


  Ramona turned away, so they wouldn't see her roll up her eyes in despair.


  Coriander knew right where to find the external power input that the repair crews used in dry dock. After all, the John Bunyan was exactly like her own ship. The airlock opened; Harcourt and Ramona stepped in; the lock hatch closed.


  Inside, the emergency lights gave a feeble glow. The green patch lit; the lock had cycled in record time—of course. No problem matching pressures, when there was none on either side of the door. The inner hatch swung open and the two stepped in, their helmet lamps lending harsh accents to the eldritch gloom of the emergencies.


  Harcourt went first to the nearest blast hole, stuck an arm through, being careful not to touch any of the jagged edges, and felt the connector Harry pushed into his hand. "Thanks," he said, so Harry would know he could let go, then pulled, turning away. The computer cable came in behind him—a coil floating free between the two ships, connected at its far end to the brain of the Johnny Greene.


  They went through corridors that were eerily familiar, copies of the ones on their own ship, with the computer cable snaking behind them. They stepped into the bridge just as…


  The ship accumulated enough power, and lit all the instruments.


  The familiar, warm darkness was lightened by the battle display—but only a grid of curving lines, as theirs had been not very long ago. The individual screens glowed to life. The work lights spotlighted the consoles at each position—and the crewmen slumped over them.


  Harcourt was intensely grateful that the space suits, and especially the helmets, prevented him from seeing the mummies within.


  Ramona paced beside him, completely silent. Harcourt wasn't feeling all that talkative himself, but he said, by way of apology, "We have to know what happened," and stepped up to the captain's console.


  The captain sat slumped over the slanted surface, helmet on gauntlets. Harcourt was glad he didn't have to push the corpse aside; the cable receptacle was low on the console's side, and clear. He pushed it in, made sure the two connectors meshed, then said, "Okay, Chief. Drain the memory."


  "Yes, sir," Coriander's voice said in his earphones. "Just a straight file transfer, or do you want an audio analog while it's going?"


  "Just the straight file. Let me know when the dump is finished, so we can come home."


  "Yes, sir."


  There was no sound, of course—they hadn't called for audio analog—but Harcourt saw the green jewel come on.


  He turned away, looking out over the bridge, trying to avoid staring at the bodies. He noticed the gaping hole in the roof, the crewman lying prone on the floor with a long, brown-stained gash in his pressure suit, the two who sat side by side, arms about one another, slumped in death…


  "Dump finished, Captain," Coriander reported in his ears.


  "Gotcha, Chief." Harcourt turned back to Ramona. "Anything else we need to see?"


  Ramona glanced at him with haunted eyes. Then her gaze roved around the rest of the bridge. She shook her head. "Nothing, Captain." She turned and went out.


  Harcourt unplugged the cable and followed her, rolling it as he went.


  They cycled through the airlock, hauled themselves across the linking cable to their own ship, and cycled through again, blessing the hiss of air as it jetted into the lock. The patch glowed green; the hatch opened, and they stepped through. Ramona gave her helmet a half-twist and tilted it back with a grateful sigh. "Those poor bastards," she said. "Those poor, brave bastards."


  Harcourt nodded, thinking that "lambs" might have been a better term—sacrificial lambs.


  No. Not lambs. They had died fighting—or trying to. "We have to bury them," he said. "We owe them that much."


  "Why?" Ramona countered. "They've got the perfect coffin as it is."


  Her face was very bleak. Glancing at her, Harcourt felt a chill. What was going on in that mind of hers?


  "Captain to the bridge!"


  "Coming." Harcourt hurried away, unfastening his pressure suit. He came into the bridge with his helmet still under his arm. "What did you get, Chief?"


  "The whole ship's log," Coriander said, "at least for this mission, from the time they were asked to volunteer up until they died." Her face paled as she watched the screen.


  Harcourt was tempted to ask for an audio analog. Instead, he said, "Give me the digest."


  "The John Bunyan was ordered to run a reconnaissance mission past Vukar Tag," she said, "six months ago. They tried to get close to the planet, but fighters swarmed up to defend, and they had to run for the asteroid belt. They were Swiss cheese by the time they got here, but they had taken out seven Kilrathi ships on the way. The only atmosphere left was in the pressure bottles on their suits. They stayed in the asteroid belt, hoping the Kilrathi would give up and go away so they could make a run for the jump point—but the Cats stayed. They hung around for eight hours, twelve hours… The captain recorded the last entry just before he blacked out from lack of oxygen." She paused, then said, "The computer made one final automatic entry, noting that the fusion plant had been hit by a parting shot, a random Kilrathi missile. Then the reserve battery ran out, and the computer couldn't do anything more, either."


  Harcourt turned to Ramona. "Did you know there had been a ship assigned to this mission before us?"


  Ramona stared, frozen. Then she gave a quick, jerky nod. "Yes, Captain. They didn't tell you, huh?"


  "Not a word." Harcourt's lips thinned. He had a nasty, sneaking suspicion that Ramona had known the information had not been included in his briefing—but maybe he was being paranoid. After all, it had sounded like a good deal, at the time…


  As long as they weren't told the whole truth.


  "Captain," Billy called.


  "What is it?" Harcourt knew that tone in Billy's voice. His tension increased.


  Billy was pointing out the vision port. "Silhouette. Just coming out from behind that big rock."


  Harcourt stared. Then he said, "Can you get that on your screen?"


  "Electron telescope." Billy jabbed at his panel a few times, and another screen lit. "There it is, Captain. Full magnification?"


  Harcourt nodded.


  Billy twisted something, the image expanded…


  Into the silhouette of a Venture-class corvette. Badly damaged, missing a lot of pieces, but a Confederation corvette nonetheless.


  "So," Harcourt breathed, "we're Number Three." He turned to Ramona. "Or is it Number Four? Or Five? Or Six?"


  She shook her head, ghostly pale. "They didn't tell you this, Captain? They really didn't tell you any of it?"


  Harcourt forced his voice to be gentle. "No, Commander. None."


  "We're Number Three," she said, "and the Admiralty's really upset that the first two missions disappeared."


  "I'll just bet they are!"


  Ramona shrugged helplessly. "They're afraid all this spying will attract the Kilrathi's attention."


  Harcourt just stared at her.


  Then he said, in a very soft voice, "Oh, are they really, now?"


  He turned back to look at the hulk on the screen. "I'd say they attracted attention, Commander. Yes, I think you could say that."


  Ramona was silent.


  After a minute, Harcourt turned back to her. Her eyes had hardened, but they were still fixed on the wrecked silhouette on the screen. "You know," she said, "if you didn't captain a corvette yourself, you might never recognize that shape, it's been chewed up so badly."


  "Yes, you might not." Harcourt felt as though a gust of cold air had blown through him. What was she thinking?


  He found out soon enough.


  "We need to talk in private, Captain."


  He looked in her eyes and said, "Yes. Of course. The wardroom." He turned to the staring eyes all about them. "No one interrupt." Then he rose and went out the door.


  Ramona followed.


  In the wardroom, Ramona toggled off the intercom and locked it. Then she told him what she had in mind.


  "No! It's sure suicide! I won't hear of it!"


  "It's the only way." Ramona paced the wardroom. "We need a ruse, right? Well, this is it—better than going in disguised as an asteroid, even. A dead hulk, no emissions of any kind, so badly shot up that its silhouette isn't even recognizable any more! I get aboard that wreck, you tow me up to cruising velocity, then disengage and let me go. Vukar Tag grabs me into orbit, but I'm going so fast that the planet can't hold me. I swing around it once, get my pictures, shoot off toward the asteroid belt again—and voila! Mission accomplished!"


  "Impossible!" Harcourt snapped. "If we're off by one degree on the calculations, you'll get sucked into Vukar Tag's gravity well and crash!"


  Ramona shrugged. "That's the chance I take, that everyone in the Fleet takes whenever they go into battle. What's the matter? Don't trust your own computer? Or Ensign Barnes?"


  "Barney is a damn fine astrogator!" Harcourt barked.


  "Yes, I know—so crashing is the least of my worries." She came back, leaned over him. "Look, I volunteered for an extremely dangerous mission. I knew I might not come back alive."


  "Yeah, but at least you could accomplish something by your death! This way, you might still get shot down before you get close enough for a single frame! When the Kilrathi see a bogey coming in to Vukar Tag, they're apt to hit it with everything they've got, just to be on the safe side!"


  "No, they won't," Ramona said, "because they'll be too busy chasing after you."


  Harcourt didn't move, but he went rigid. "Oh, will they?"


  "Sure. A diversion, distraction, just as you were talking about with your crew during the brainstorm session."


  Harcourt leaned back, eyeing her very warily. "Just what kind of distraction did you have in mind?"


  "Act like a Viking," she said. "Private enterprise. A privateer, Free Trader—call it what you want. You attack one of their supply ships."


  Harcourt just stared at her in disbelief.


  Then the idea sank in, and he went loose. "Yes. That would distract their attention, wouldn't it?"


  "You bet it would! They'll come swarming up to stop you! As soon as you see they're on their way, you take off and head for the jump point."


  "And leave you behind? Not a chance!"


  "Simmer down, Captain—I'm not talking about suicide." Ramona held up a hand. "Remember how we talked about using the planet as a slingshot, tractoring a chunk of atmosphere, ending up with us heading right toward the jump point? Well, instead, you have me come out heading toward the asteroid belt. Then you loop around, attack one of their fighters, exchange a few shots, then cut off all exterior emissions. They'll think you're dead, and won't worry too much when you 'crash' into the asteroid belt and don't come back out. Once you're in there, you can maneuver on thrusters and pick me up."


  Harcourt sat glowering at her, trying to find a flaw in the plan.


  He found it.


  "Fine," he said, "but how do we get home?"


  "You won't really be damaged, won't be losing air the way the John Bunyan was." Ramona knew she was talking more from hope than from logic. "But you'll pretend to be, so they'll think you are—and they'll wait a few days, maybe a week, then go away. But your life-support systems will be intact, and you have rations enough for a couple of months. So when they decide you're dead, and go away back to their bases…"


  "If they decide we're dead and go away."


  Ramona shrugged. "They did with the John Bunyan. Why shouldn't they do it with you?"


  Harcourt glared at her, trying to think of an answer again—but this time, he couldn't. It was a lousy plan, one that was almost guaranteed to get her killed, without the information she'd come to get… "What if you are shot down in the middle of it? And the chances are very good that you will be. The pictures don't get back to us, the mission fails, you're dead—for nothing!"


  "Of course I get the pictures back to you," she said scornfully. "I beam them by microwave. There will be plenty of time, before you turn to fake that attack on the fighter. Even if I do crash or get shot down, you'll have all the pictures I shot up until then."


  A chill enveloped Harcourt's back.


  She saw it in his eyes and nodded. "Yes, Captain. Once you have that information, you have to forget about me, if that's the only way to escape and get the data back to the Admiralty."


  "No," Harcourt whispered. "I won't abandon one of my crew."


  "I'm not one of your crew," she countered. "I'm in charge of the mission—and I rank you. Especially when I'm no longer aboard your own ship."


  Harcourt said nothing. He couldn't. Not just because she had finally hit the point at which she could legitimately give him orders—but because she was right.


  There are times when you have to take the only course of action that's open to you, no matter how much you dislike it. This was one of them.


  Oh, Harcourt could have commanded them all to turn the ship around, leap through the jump point, go home, and report that the mission was impossible. He would also have been stripped of rank or, at the very least, given up hope of all promotion. But his crew would have been alive, and so would Ramona.


  She, however, seemed to have a death wish—and she was in charge of the mission. He couldn't go back without disobeying orders—technically, mutiny, even though it was his own ship.


  Harry and Flip volunteered for the grisly task of moving all the bodies back to the wardroom of the John Bunyan. If Ramona's scheme worked, if she came out alive, they would take her aboard the Johnny Greene and Harcourt would read the Service for the Dead over the derelict, then leave it as a floating coffin in the asteroid belt forever.


  If it didn't work, there wouldn't be anything left to bury.


  Ramona moved into the bridge of the John Bunyan. All her mysterious cases came open. She set up her arcane gear, replaced the dead nose camera with something that looked like the grandmother of all gadgets, then pressed Coriander into helping her install some very sophisticated cameras of her own. The Chief mounted the microwave dish for her and hooked up a little computer programmed to keep it always aimed at the jump point and therefore toward the Johnny Greene. Then they substituted a magnetic grapple for the towing hook…


  And sat. And waited. And waited.


  Finally, Billy called out, "Transport! Just in from the jump point!"


  "Battle stations!" Harcourt snapped, and Grounder hit the klaxon.


  The crew scrambled to stations, Lorraine fired up their two original engines, and they burst out of the asteroid belt as though they had the Wild Hunt right behind. They accelerated up to cruising velocity, aiming the John Bunyan exactly right, and let it go. The hulk sped away from them on a trajectory that should loop it around Vukar Tag in a hyperbolic orbit, spinning it out faster than it came in.


  Harcourt triggered one short transmission: "Good luck, Commander. We'll be waiting."


  He hoped.


  "That," said Billy, "is one gutsy lady."


  "I really feel badly now, about having been such a shrew to her," Grounder said.


  Harcourt shook his head. "You had orders to follow, Lieutenant."


  "Yes," said Barney, "but we could have tried to warm up to her."


  "I did," Coriander said. "She wasn't having any."


  Harcourt nodded heavily. "I think someone must have told her about 'the loneliness of command' at a very impressionable age—so she decided that if she was a commander, she should always be lonely." Then he shook himself. "Enough. We could have been warmer, we should have been, but she didn't exactly encourage it. She's got a job to do, we've got a job to do—and if we want her to have a hope in Hades of living through it, we'd better get busy with our end. Turn and aim for that transport. How long till we catch it, Number One?"


  "Two hours, Captain."


  "Close enough."


  "Fighters coming up off the moon like popcorn without a lid!" Billy reported.


  But a stern chase is a long chase, and the Johnny Greene was already up to cruising velocity. When it turned, leveling off toward the transport, Harcourt ordered, "All engines full."


  Now they did what Ramona had commanded at the wrong time—kicked in their two captured Kilrathi engines. On all four, they ran up to the maximum velocity for any Confederation corvette, and past it.


  Way past it.


  The supply ship swelled in their screen, bigger and bigger.


  "They're coming up off the gas giant's orbital station!" Billy snapped.


  On the battle display, the Johnny Green was a bright green circle at the center. Above it, near the top, was the yellow oblong of the supply ship. Below, there was an arc of red arrowheads—Kilrathi fighters.


  Now more little red arrowheads came swooping in from ten o'clock.


  "You wanted attention? We got it!" Harry howled. "When can I start shooting, Captain?"


  "You've got ranging computers again," Harcourt answered. "When they register enemy, you can start shooting."


  Jolie gave a whoop of joy.


  A minute, five minutes, ten…


  "Range!" Billy snapped.


  Jolie howled.


  Her gun was in tune now—there was no Whumpf! echoing through the hull—but dots of blue sprang up in the space between the red arrowheads and the green dot.


  Even Harcourt felt the satisfaction of being back in battle, the relief now that the shooting had started. Fear hollowed him, but a terrible excitement seethed up to fill that emptiness. He knew he very well might not live through this one—but he felt more intensely alive than he ever had.


  How was Ramona feeling, he wondered? His gaze strayed toward the rim of the screen at eight o'clock, where the fat yellow arc that was Vukar Tag loomed. There was no blue dot near it—she was flying a dead ship, after all. Harcourt ached to send out a scan, but knew they couldn't spare it; ached to know how she was doing, what she was seeing…


  Coriander had charged all the batteries on the John Bunyan, and Ramona had brought plenty of her own, so she could watch the screen to see what her cameras saw as they recorded the fly-by. Of course, she couldn't activate them until they were near the planet, but the ship's batteries were enough to show her what the passive sensors saw—not on the huge battle display, of course; it would have taken a major dry dock to repair that. Coriander had revived the lookout's screen, though, and Ramona watched, her heart in her throat, a pool of icy fear in her stomach sending out rivulets all through her body. She saw the little red arrowheads darting up from Vukar Tag, darting toward her; they had to be leveling their guns on her…


  Then they were swinging away, passing her by. She heaved a huge sigh of relief. She was only a piece of floating space junk to them, after all—an asteroid about to become a meteor, to be burned up as it flashed through the atmosphere, on its way toward becoming dust. Nothing to worry about; it certainly was nothing that was going so fast that they couldn't come back and finish it, if they had to.


  But the active blip, the "Free Trader" that was pouncing on their transport—that was something they had to eliminate. What impelled them to send what must be every ship in the system against one lone corsair, though? The logical conclusion sank within her like lead: they couldn't let any Confederation ship get away with news of Vukar Tag.


  What the hell was on there, anyway?


  Well, she would find out in a few minutes. The planet loomed beyond the vision port, hovering over her, ready to fall on her…


  She pressed the "record" patch, and her camera's viewfinder lit up.


  Then, suddenly, Vukar Tag was beneath her, and she was skimming over it.


  There was nothing to hear from her cameras, of course—everything was recorded in solid memory with automatic backups in a redundant system. None of the archaic frustrations of a transport system, of spinning wheels and fragile tape that could snap or stretch, nor any danger of a crash from a magnetic or laser head hovering over a spinning surface. The data went straight into memory, with an anti-erase lock.


  The lenses were electronic, able to show her a drinking mug on the surface in fine detail—but just in case they failed, there was one optical zoom lens, only a foot long, but capable of the same amazing magnification as the electron-telescope.


  What did she see?


  Sand.


  She was zoomed out as wide as she could be—she had to cover a whole hemisphere, since she could only be sure of the one orbit (and not even that, really). The boys back home could expand anything they saw that might be worth expanding. For herself, out of idle curiosity, she could isolate any one feature of the surface, hold it in a buffer memory, and expand it to full view.


  She intended to. If she was going to give her life for this look, she meant to have it.


  She tested the buffer on a faint line that she thought might be a mountain range. Sure enough, there they were, rounded humps swelling up toward her—old mountains, worn down by wind. Not water, though—there was too little of it on this planet…


  She canceled the view, hovering over her instruments, the enemy forgotten in the thrill of fulfilling her mission, of seeing the closely guarded secret, whatever it may have been.


  The miles unrolled beneath her. The pole shifted slowly, a tiny ice cap moving from the top of the screen to the center, then to the bottom, and the southern ice cap began to come into view…


  All of a sudden, she remembered the Kilrathi fighters. She stepped back over to the lookout's screen. There they were, red sawteeth chasing a green dot, thousands of kilometers away.


  But what was this? A larger triangle, a bomber at least, perhaps a small ship, spurring away from a cruiser, chasing after her!


  Her heart leaped into her throat again. She poised, ready to leap to her recording equipment, ready to hit the patch that would activate the burst transmission of all the data gathered so far…


  And saw a tiny oblong in the center of the Southern hemisphere, halfway down her screen. It was too regular to be a natural formation.


  Triumph flamed through her veins as she punched to isolate the oblong into the buffer, then swelled it to fill the screen…


  It was a fairy-tale castle.


  It was a bird's-eye view of a fairy-tale castle, all turrets and alabaster and sapphire, glowing in the sunset as though it were all made of jewels.


  All about it lay only desert, empty rock, empty sand…


  The words leaped unbidden into her head:


  "My name is Ozymandias, king of kings.

  Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!"

  Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

  Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

  The lone and level sands stretch far away.


  This was it. She didn't know how or why she knew it, didn't know what it was or why it was important—but this was it. This was why Vukar Tag was so heavily guarded, why it was crucial. Some ancient treasure of the Kilrathi, some source of racial pride, an emotional anchor, a ceremonial site—whatever it was, it was vital to them, drastically important.


  A beep came from the sentry screen. She turned, staring at it, saw the red triangle closing on the green dot in the center of the screen that was her own hulk.


  She leaped, and hit the "Transmit" button.


  Above her, atop the hulk, the microwave dish sent a half-second burst of encoded data spinning after the Johnny Greene at a hundred times its speed…


  Ramona felt the final, surging euphoria of victory. She stood next to her recording equipment, watching the empty sand unroll before her, feeling the singing victory, but with the horrible dread coming up beneath it, the certainty of doom.


  There was nothing she could do. The ship had no engines, no thrusters, no way to steer or run at all. She could only wait, only trust to blind luck, only hope that she would live to see the completion of her orbit, to once more see the Joh—


  * * *


  Aboard the Johnny Greene, Billy saw the flash and let out a high, keening wail.


  "They got her." Grounder sat rigid.


  "Annihilated!" Billy mourned. "Nothing left but atoms! Brave woman! Valiant warrior!"


  "Did she die for nothing?" Coriander barked.


  "No," Billy said. "I got her burst transmission five seconds before the flash. Stored on crystal, and I just backed it up. Heaven only knows what it was!" His voice sank low, tragic in tone. "Lord, I hope it was worth her life!"


  Grounder stared at him, amazed, realizing Ramona had made far more of an impact on Billy than any of them had known—including him. He had a thing for her. Shrew though she was, he had it bad.


  "I hope it's worth our lives!" Harcourt's voice snapped them out of it. "No point in going back for her now. You're sure she's dead, Billy? Not the slightest chance?"


  Billy shook his head, already deep in grief. "When a blue dot turns yellow and takes up that much space on the screen, Captain, there's nothing left but ions. I don't know what they hit her with, but it did a real thorough job."


  "Then the hell with Vukar Tag, and the hell with their asteroid belt," Harcourt snapped. "We can make her death worth something, by getting that data back to the Admiralty."


  The ship began to shudder, ever so slightly.


  "How much longer can we take the stress of full thrust, Chief?" Harcourt snapped.


  "Half an hour sure, forty-five minutes maybe." Coriander watched the battle display, transfixed.


  "How far to the jump point at this velocity, Barney?" Harcourt demanded.


  "Twenty-five minutes, if those fighters from the gas giant don't get us first," Barney answered.


  "Range!" Billy shouted, his face suddenly savage. "Tear 'em apart, gunners!"


  "Fire," Harcourt said quickly, so that Billy wouldn't have been giving an order beyond his rank.


  Harry's whoop echoed through the intercom, with Flip's warbling yell right behind it. The guns were in phase, so they felt nothing, they heard nothing—but the battle display showed dots of blue breaking out all along the line of red arrowheads. Blue met red; they turned yellow, expanding.


  But something big was coming up behind them—a destroyer.


  "Missiles!" Harcourt snapped. "Fire One! Two!"


  Larger blue dots shot away from the Johnny Greene, through the red arrowheads—but the arrowheads converged on them like bees on a bear. One blue circle turned yellow with the dozen arrowheads that had beset it—but the other broke through.


  Some of the red arrowheads were past the little blue dots.


  "Hit 'em, Harry!" Harcourt yelled,


  Harry answered with a cowboy's holler, and the blue dots peppered the red arrowheads. One went up in a yellow flash, another, another…


  The last spat a red dot of its own.


  The Johnny Greene rocked, the sound of the explosion echoing through its hull.


  "Harry!" Harcourt snapped.


  "Oh, I'm fine," Harry growled, disgusted. "There! And there!"


  The red arrowhead turned yellow, expanding.


  "Jump point ahead!" Grounder snapped.


  "Three Cats astern!" Billy cried.


  Jolie whooped over the intercom.


  On the battle display, another field of blue dots sprang out behind the Johnny Greene.


  "Got any use for a dead Cat?" Jolie shrilled. "I'll get you a few!"


  On the screen, one of the arrowheads turned into a yellow flash, expanding—but the other lanced through the arc of blue dots, closing on the green circle that was their ship, closing, closing…


  The ship bucked, as though it were a schooner that had just plowed over a submerged sandbank, then kept on. The stars in the viewscreen shifted drastically, to a totally different sky.


  Harcourt went limp. So did the bridge crew—except for Billy. "Jump completed!" he called out. "No bogeys in evidence, no hostiles at all!"


  "We're clear," Grounder whispered.


  "Only for the moment." Harcourt knew he had to keep them moving. They didn't dare let up—not for long. "Barney, plot the course for the next jump point. They could be right on our tails."


  "Course plotted and feeding!"


  "I might've known. Chief! Damage?"


  "None from the jump." Coriander scanned her board. "Just from that one shot that got through—a leak amidships."


  "Patched," Lorraine's voice said over the intercom. "But it won't last long."


  "It doesn't need to." Coriander picked up her tool kit. "I'm on my way."


  She had recovered amazingly quickly, Harcourt thought as he watched her slim figure dart out the hatch, a figure that was more remembered than seen. "Keep scanning, Billy. No real reason to expect them to have stationed an intercept out here, but you never know."


  "They will from now on, I betcha." Billy kept his eyes on the screen.


  "You don't really think they will, do you, Captain?" Grounder asked.


  Harcourt shrugged. "You always assume your enemy will do the worst—and the most unexpected, Lieutenant. You know that."


  More to the point, though, he needed to keep their minds off the gallant woman who had died doing her duty, to whom they really should have shown much more kindness…


  He felt the guilt sinking within him, fought it, knowing he had only done his duty. It was up to him, though, to make sure she had not died in vain. Whatever it was on Vukar Tag that the Cats guarded so closely, the Admiralty would find some way to use it against them.


  Kipling's lines echoed in his head:


  If there should follow a thousand swords

  To carry my bones away,

  Belike the price of a jackal's meal

  Were more than a thief could pay.


  Oh, the Kilrathi were thieves, all right—very vicious, but very competent, thieves—and the revenge for Ramona would follow.


  Oh, yes, the revenge would follow.
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  • CHAPTER I


  Cleared for landing, Lieutenant Commander Jason "Bear" Bondarevsky turned his Ferret in on final approach. The carrier off his port quarter was the newest addition to the fleet, emblazoned upon its armored bow the proud name CVE-8 Tarawa—and the sight of her did not impress him in the slightest.


  His idea of a carrier was more on the lines of the Concordia where, after the mutiny incident on the old Gettysburg, Admiral Tolwyn had taken him in for a tour of duty. With the casualties of the last two campaigns, promotion had been rapid, and he had never dreamed that at the ripe old age of twenty-five he would actually be in charge of an entire wing aboard a carrier… but what a carrier. He shook his head with disdain.


  Maniac had roared with sardonic delight when he had heard about the promotion and transfer to this new ship.


  "A carrier, you're kidding aren't you? Its a damned transport scow and a death trap," Maniac announced, and Jason could not help but agree.


  The CVE class had been a source of intense debate back in the Concordia's pilot ready room. This new class of ships was a rush job to try and plug the gaps after the heavy losses of the last campaign. Nine transport ships, already three quarters completed, were pulled out of the transport assembly stations and converted into escort carriers; and a single look at her convinced Jason of the folly of the whole damn thing.


  There was only a single landing and launch deck, no backup if they should ever take a hit. That was a tactic the Kilrathi were most fond of, and he remembered the surprise strike on the Concordia, which had shut down both launch bays and almost finished the ship off, except for some last minute help from Phoenix and his wingmate, scrambling up from a nearby base. New design doctrine was calling for three, even four launch bays, and now some idiot desk jockey back in headquarters had come out with this.


  As he cleared the forward bow he spared a quick look from his approach vector readout to look at the forward defense. A heavy quad-barreled neutron gun was mounted on the bow, obviously cobbled on to the transport's frame and held together with a little spit and glue. To either side of the approach deck were two mass driver cannons, medium caliber at least. As he came in on approach he had seen two more beam weapons and several launch racks for missiles along the bottom of the ship. He could only hope that at least the missiles had the new gatling launch system that could pop out a spread of ten of the new anti-torpedo rounds in under two seconds.


  Jason nudged reverse thrust and kicked in a little lateral move to starboard. The damn entry port was as narrow as a needle's eye and he felt embarrassed by the necessity of this last minute adjustment. Landing on fleet carriers had spoiled him; there wasn't the slightest room for error here.


  It wasn't the type of landing the new wing commander should put on in his first approach. He felt a flash of anger with himself, he had violated his own cardinal rule—a mission isn't over till it's over so don't think of anything else till the job's done.


  He cleared the energy field airlock and felt the slowing resistance of air on his wings. There was barely thirty meters of maneuver room inside the hangar and the deck was packed. To his port side was a squadron of F-54C Rapiers. On the starboard side was the squadron of strike fighter/bombers, F-57B Sabres, with the new upgrade of a copilot in a cramped backseat to handle the weapons launch while the pilot continued to fly. He still wasn't sure if he liked this hybrid design, created specifically for the CVE class, when it was realized that there simply wasn't enough hangar space for the battle-tested Broadswords. A pilot and flight officer crammed into a space originally designed for one was going to be a tight fit. He wondered if the design boys had thought this one out all the way. That was something that always bothered him—an instrument located in the wrong place might mean that a valuable bit of information was overlooked—or while wasting a second to take a look you don't see the shot coming straight into your face.


  It was far too tight a deck to take a last squirt off the reverse thrusters and Jason punched down hard on the deck, gritting his teeth at the screeching of the landing skids. From the corner of his eye he saw deck personnel step back to avoid the shower of sparks. He slid down the deck, the nose of his ship jerking to a stop just inches shy of the emergency barrier nets. Cursing, he leaned back in his seat and quickly ran through his checkout, ignoring the bump of the ladder and the shadow of a crew chief scrambling up to wait outside the cockpit.


  Shutting down the engine pumps, Jason double-checked that all weapons were on secured safety, and then leaned over to toggle the eject safety. After making sure everything was secure he finally toggled off the main engine and shielding circuits. More than one pilot had smeared himself on a hangar deck ceiling by not double-checking the eject safety before shutting down, since a full power failure and shield cut off would automatically initiate ejection unless overridden within five seconds. The design manual said that such an event was not supposed to happen if the ship was shut down in a pressurized environment, but more than one pilot had learned that sometimes the manual just didn't get it quite right. He hit the canopy switch and it flipped open.


  "Welcome aboard, sir!"


  "Well damn me if it isn't Sparks."


  The crew chief was looking down at him and grinning broadly.


  "So they got you on this bucket too," Jason said, glad to see the familiar and attractive face of the finest crew chief he had ever worked with.


  "You'll find quite a few of the old crowd here," Sparks said, "we're the only experienced hands on this ship. The admiral scrapped up a couple of dozen of us to help this ship along. The rest are all new, straight out of the training schools."


  He sighed and shook his head.


  "I wonder whose nest we took a dump on to get this assignment," he sighed.


  "Oh, she doesn't seem to be that bad a ship," Sparks replied, and Jason could detect the false sincerity in her voice.


  "I wish I could believe you, Sparks."


  "The Captain's waiting for you, sir, so I guess you should get moving."


  "How is he?"


  "I'll leave that for you to decide, sir," she replied, showing the age old diplomacy of a non-commissioned officer who didn't want to tell an upper rank just how she really felt.


  Jason unsnapped his harness and stood up to look around. He could sense that all eyes on the deck were focused on him. After all, he was the new commander of all the ships flying off the Tarawa. He ignored their stares, his attention for the moment focused solely on the gleaming row of fighter craft under his command. They all looked new at least; that was an advantage, and a curse, since there were always some bugs to be worked out in the first couple of hundred hours of flying. The squadron of Ferret scout and recon ships were crammed in behind the Sabres. That would have to be changed at once. Moving the heavier craft could waste several precious minutes if the crunch was on and they needed a quick recon launch.


  He was tempted to pass a comment on to Sparks but let it pass. He'd find out who the launch deck officer was later on and get it taken care of.


  Sparks scrambled down the ladder and he followed. As he hit the deck a shrill piping cut the air that sent a corkscrew shiver down his back. Damn, with the new promotion he now rated the ritual of a formal greeting for his first reporting aboard.


  He turned away from his Ferret and saw half a dozen deck crew lined up in shining dress blues, all at attention. Coming to attention himself, he saluted the Confederation flag which hung from the bulkhead wall and then saluted the young ensign commanding the detail.


  "Permission to come aboard," Jason snapped, trying not to sound too peeved by the pomp and circumstance.


  "Permission granted, sir," and her voice cracked, coming out like a high-pitched squeak.


  He stood for several seconds, not sure what to do next and then he saw a towering dark form lumbering through the main doorway onto the hangar deck.


  The fighter pilot approaching him came to attention and then with his usual, almost languid air, that seemed to drip with depression and futility, Doomsday saluted.


  "The captain's waiting to see you, sir."


  Jason grinned as he returned the salute and quickly fell in beside his old comrade. The two left the deck, heading down a narrow corridor.


  "So my request came through," Jason said, barely able to keep from smiling.


  "What request?"


  "When Admiral Tolwyn laid the promotion of lieutenant commander on me and then sent me off to this bucket he said I could pick my squadron commanders."


  "So you're the damn jerk who got me pulled from R&R and sent back out here?" Doomsday groaned, looking over at Jason.


  "I needed somebody I could count on, and I wanted you to handle the fighter bomber squadron."


  "Something in my bones told me I'd wind up dying soon, and you're making sure it comes true."


  "Hey, I got you the extra stripe, what more do you want?"


  Doomsday allowed the slightest flicker of a smile.


  "Thanks, at least it'll mean a bigger pension for my family after you're done killing me."


  "How's the captain?"


  "I'll let you decide," Doomsday said, and pointed towards the wardroom door. "He's waiting in there for you, Jason."


  Without offering to come along Doomsday turned and disappeared back down the corridor.


  Jason went up to the door and knocked.


  There was a long pause and he was tempted to knock again when he heard a soft, almost distant voice.


  "Come."


  He opened the door and stepped into the room.


  The captain of the ship was standing with his back to the door, his attention focused on a 3-D holo map of the sector. The captain stood, shoulders slightly hunched, as if deeply absorbed in thought, all his attention concentrated on the map, as if attempting to divinate out some hidden meaning.


  Jason felt uncomfortable with the pose, his discomfort magnified when he noticed that the leather of the captain's empty chair was gradually shifting outward, a sign that the commanding officer had been sitting, and then got up and turned to the map before calling for Jason to come in.


  The captain studied the map for a long moment as if Jason were not even in the room. Finally he turned around, moving slowly, first looking at Jason over his shoulder. The man's face was lined with deep set wrinkles as if the skin was gradually losing its hold on his skull. His eyes were dark, intense. He was balding on top, his hair combed over from one side as if to cover up the loss. His nose was bulbous, heavily veined and dark red. A drinker's nose, Jason realized.


  "Lieutenant Commander Jason Bondarevsky?"


  Jason saluted.


  The captain studied him for a long moment before finally saluting in return.


  "I watched your landing on the screen, seemed a bit shaky, yes indeed, a bit shaky it was."


  Jason said nothing. Not a great landing, he had to agree, but it had nothing to do with shakiness. However he was not going to blurt out a defensive response.


  The captain looked at him, his features set, and then finally the corners of the mouth creased upward.


  "How is my good friend Admiral Tolwyn?"


  "In fine health when I left him, sir."


  The captain nodded gravely, as if this was the most important news in the universe.


  "I've looked at your file, Bondarevsky. You were part of that Gettysburg mutiny affair a year or so back."


  "I was, sir." Jason replied quietly, not wanting; to sound defensive.


  "Dirty business that, a nasty dirty business."


  "How so?" Jason asked cautiously.


  The official court of inquiry had fully cleared him of the situation, acknowledging the criminal actions of his old captain, and agreeing with the crew's decision to remove him from command. Jason had come out of it not only with a full exoneration but a decoration and the confidence of Admiral Tolwyn.


  "Just that, Bonevsky, a dirty business."


  "It's Bondarevsky," Jason said.


  "Yes, of course."


  He walked back to the map and turned his back on Jason for a moment, posing as if caught up in some deep and profound decision. He finally turned, a smile creasing his features.


  "I'm Commodore Thaddeus O'Brian, welcome aboard."


  Jason took his hand, noticing that the grip was weak, the palms clammy. He found he was forming an instant dislike and he fought it down. He knew too many people who made snap decisions about what they thought of others, a trait that he didn't quite approve of. Also, this was his first real command, and it just wouldn't work to have yet another conflict with a superior officer.


  "Your first time aboard a CVE?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Well, what do you think of her?"


  The captain looked up at him almost as if seeking some approval.


  "I haven't had a chance to form an opinion yet, sir, I just came aboard."


  "Well, let's go have a look at my ship then."


  Going to the back of his office, Thaddeus opened another door and motioned for Jason to follow as they started down a short corridor.


  "Had a hand in the design of her, I did," O'Brian announced, his pride evident.


  "Oh really, sir?"


  "Yes indeed, I was with transport ship design and helped in the change over of this model to light escort carrier configuration. Since I knew transports inside and out, the Admiralty office decided to give this one to me."


  "Transport ship design?"


  "Not much excitement, oh no," O'Brian said, his voice suddenly cold. "Captained transports for twenty years before being sent into the office back at Earth. But without us, you fly-boy heroes wouldn't have been able to get past the airlock. We're the ones who kept you going with weapons, food, everything that a fleet needs and little thanks we got, precious little thanks."


  Jason noticed the tone of bitterness in O'Brian's voice. The rivalry between those who were at the cutting edge of the war and those in the rear was nothing new to him; he knew it was as old as war itself and he had experienced it often enough while on leave. At times it could get so intense that those at the front and those at the rear could hate each other even more than the common enemy.


  "Here's our bridge," O'Brian announced, leading Jason into the semi-darkened room.


  It was located near the topside of the ship, just forward of the jump drive room. A small crew of deck officers and non-coms manned the various banks of displays and instruments.


  "They're almost all new people, a bit slow, but someday they'll get the hang of it," O'Brian announced.


  Jason looked around and saw more than one of the crew members hunch over with the captain's sarcastic words.


  "When Admiralty finalized the design concept for the light escort carrier they saw four roles," O'Brian announced.


  "The mission design calls for it to serve as a transport for fighter, recon, and bomber spacecraft to keep the heavy carriers freshly stocked. We haul them out, and then they fly straight in to their new homes ready for action."


  "We were running short more than once," Jason replied, "it's a good idea, better than having to uncrate them from the transports and spend several hundred man-hours of work with reassembly and testing."


  "Why? Did you have a problem with how our transports delivered them to you?"


  Jason looked around the room and saw several of the watch officers look over at him curiously, as if wondering how he would respond.


  "No, sir, it was just a question of time, that's all."


  O'Brian smiled expansively.


  "Come on, let's see the rest of the ship."


  Leaving the bridge, they headed down to the lower level and moved to the stern. Jason stopped for a moment to check one of the particle cannon firing ports. The firing system and targeting unit were located inside the ship, rather than projected out on a hull nacelle. The positioning limited the ability of the gun to fire on a line flush with the hull. If a Kilrathi fighter should ever realize that, he could come in close and hug the ship, protected by the blind spot.


  He was disappointed as well not to see one of the new gatling missile mounts, finding instead the standard single tube launch array. He was tempted to comment, but from the way his captain bubbled on about the design he realized it was best to say nothing.


  "I think I was telling you about the potential missions for this class of ship, wasn't I?"


  Jason nodded, realizing that O'Brian had been jumping from one topic to the next and that it was getting increasingly difficult to get a fix on what the man was leading to from one moment to the next.


  "Did I mention the part about serving as a transport?"


  "You did, sir," Jason replied quietly.


  "Oh yes indeed, I suppose I did. So many things to remember, don't you know."


  Jason said nothing.


  "We're also to serve on convoy duty, which is the mission we're hooking up to now, covering nine marine transport ships as they move up to the Uruk Sector for a planet assault training exercise. We've been losing too many ships to the occasional Kilrathi raider, pirates and such. There's no sense in tying up one of our precious fleet carriers for such an operation, and the one or two exterior mounted fighters that we were strapping on to the transports took forever to launch and recover."


  Jason found that he had to agree with that point. There was a constant and annoying wastage of transports to such raids. They had tried the idea of simply strapping a fighter to the outside of a ship and launching when needed. It was a nightmare and a suicide job. A pilot had to suit up, go EVA along with his launch crew. If they were in the middle of a fight and the transport did any maneuver while they were outside, they were dumped off and lost.


  "Next we're to serve as ground support for secondary operations and landings, hence the names of the ships in this class, all for amphibious operations."


  "Any chance for that type of action?" Jason asked, feeling a quick tug of hope for himself, tempered by anxiety for his squadrons. He'd been in on several such operations, and the transition from space flight, to atmosphere combat, and then back to space was challenging stuff, and deadly on new pilots without the experience.


  "You fly boys are always eager for blood, aren't you?"


  "We're trained to do a job, if that's what you mean, sir," Jason replied coldly.


  "Well, I doubt it," O'Brian said, "we've just got orders to guard the convoy and nothing else. It'll be milk runs for this ship and nothing more. I got the inside word on that one, so trust me on it," and Jason detected a note of relief in O'Brian's voice.


  Reaching the stern of the ship O'Brian led the way into the engine core area. At the moment they were coasting along at a leisurely one hundred KPS and the drag scoops were raking in the stray atoms of hydrogen found out in deep space which would then serve as fuel. Jason quickly scanned the engine controls and nodded.


  "Well, I'll be damned, a Gilgamesh class engine system," he said.


  A ship's engineer turned to look at Jason and smiled.


  "Top grade design this engine is, sir," and she came to attention and saluted.


  "Ship's propulsion engineer, Mashumi."


  "You've got a good-looking system here, Mashumi."


  "We pulled the Mark 33 transport engines out and put one of these hot machines in," Mashumi announced. "We've been able to click her up to just over 247KPS, with scoops full open. Shut the scoops down, get her to streamlined configuration and we can crank up a ten gee acceleration and have you up to over ten thousand KPS in thirty minutes."


  "Well, I'll be damned, something is looking good here after all," Jason said, and instantly he cursed himself. It was a trait that had gotten him into hot water more than once—not thinking about who was listening before he spoke.


  O'Brian, who had not even bothered to look at Mashumi, turned to Jason.


  "The Mark 33 served well enough."


  "Sir, if we get into any tight spots, this engine can double what a transport ship's engine can kick up. The way I see it we can get in fast, and if need be get out fast. We can even give a Ralatha-class destroyer a run for its money."


  "Where we're going, and what we're doing, I doubt we'll ever see such a ship," O'Brian replied tartly. "Our main job is convoy patrol and I can't see any sense in putting in an engine that cost almost as much as all the rest of the ship. Financial responsibility son, you fighter boys don't think about that, but financial responsibility is important."


  "If we ever get in a jam, sir, you'll see what I mean and thank God we have this Gilgamesh power plant on board."


  "You're referring to the fourth mission concept for the CVE, is that it?" O'Brian said, his voice now betraying a clear anxiety.


  Jason looked over at O'Brian.


  "I did study up on the ship in the few hours I had between getting this assignment and leaving."


  Jason looked over at Mashumi and the others in the engine room. There was no sense in worrying them about it all and he didn't want O'Brian to bring the subject up in front of the crew. The concept was obvious. The CVE was cheap and quick to build. It was, above all else, designed to be expendable, unlike the precious heavy and medium carriers of the main fleet. It was therefore ideally suited for high-risk deep penetration raids into the Empire, or to serve as a decoy, or even as a sacrifice delaying force to cover the retreat of far more valuable ships. It was made to be thrown away if the need should ever arise.


  "They won't send us out on any suicide runs, Bonevisky. Not on my watch," O'Brian said, his eyes shifting back and forth uneasily, his words spilling out hurriedly as if trying to reassure himself. "I've got friends and contacts in the right offices back home. It'll never happen while I'm around."


  Jason looked over at Mashumi, suddenly embarrassed by the captain's shaky display.


  "I'd better go and meet my pilots, sir," Jason announced, his tone indicating that it was best to end the conversation.


  "Oh yes, indeed, but of course. How thoughtless of me," O'Brian said. "Perhaps dinner tonight? I managed to get one of my old cooks assigned here, he makes a wonderful cherry tart and his other pastries are magnificent. I think we can even dig up a little claret, some fine stock which I managed to pack along."


  Such suggestions were of course orders, though he would have preferred to have spent the time with Doomsday going over the fitness reports of his pilots, flight deck officers, and crew chiefs.


  "I'd be glad to, sir."


  "Fine then," and O'Brian turned and left the engine room.


  Jason looked over at Mashumi, who gave a curious smile of resignation before turning back to checking her engines.


  Jason strode into the pilot ready room and he could not help but allow himself a slight thrill of satisfaction as the pilots snapped to attention. He was now the commander of all flight operations aboard ship, answerable only to the Captain. He had served under some damned fine men and women, he had also served under more than one fool—but now he was the one in charge.


  He walked briskly to the front of the room, stopping in front of the holo briefing map.


  "At ease, be seated," he snapped and the men and women who were now his command settled down. He looked around the room. Doomsday and Janice "Starlight" Parker were the only two familiar faces. He had first met Janice when they were going through flight school together and then had gone their separate ways to hook back up again on Concordia. She was the ideal choice for running his recon squadron, a damned fine pilot, quick, aggressive, and a master with fighting a Ferret. He looked over at her and she flashed him a wink and sly grin. It was hard not to smile. He knew that she had always had a bit of "a thing," for him, but it had never gone beyond that, especially because of Svetlana, her roommate at school. He pushed that thought aside.


  All the rest looked far too young and had that open innocent look. After a tour of combat that would change. You could look into a pilot's eyes and know in an instant whether he had been there or not. Fighting for your life, where a split second decision would decide whether you were still here or splattered across several hundred cubic kilometers of space, tended to change you rather quickly. That, and watching friends die, then at night lying quietly in your sweat-soaked bed, waiting for the next mission—it slowly ate you up and these young pilots had yet to stare into the maw of the killing machine.


  "I only have a couple of things to say to you," he began, realizing that they were watching him nervously.


  They were most likely scared half to death. The instructors back at the flight academies had drilled the same line into him so many years ago—within a month after reaching the front you're either a veteran or dead, with the odds staked high for the less pleasant of alternatives.


  At least, he realized, they'd have a chance if the Tarawa stayed on the back roads of the bigger show; it'd give him time to teach them every trick he knew.


  "Some of you might think you are very hot stuff right now, after all you're wearing a brand new set of shiny wings. If that's the way you feel, believe me you're bound for a very short life. Those of you who are scared, that's half good. Stay scared. I'm scared every time I climb into the cockpit. That's what keeps me on my toes and kept me, and Doomsday, and Starlight alive when facing down some of the best the Kilrathi Empire can offer. But if you ever let your fear take complete control, it'll kill you, your wingman, and maybe your entire squadron."


  "Starting first watch tomorrow, we're going on a full schedule of training. I'm taking you back to square one with basic formation flying, touch down, turn around, combat landings, standard tactical maneuvers, and when I think you're ready we'll move up to advanced unit tactics. We're going to drill, drill, drill, and then drill some more. You're going to get more flying in over the next few weeks than you've had in the last six months. I want you ready for whatever comes and we're going to run this wing as if we're on the cutting edge of the front."


  "I understand you had an easy ride out here from Earth; well, the party's over."


  He looked around the room. Their expressions were fixed, betraying no feelings of either approval or disagreement. They were being cautious and he approved.


  "Doomsday will be squadron commander for the Sabre fighter bombers, Starlight will be in charge of the recon and patrol Ferrets. I'm taking personal charge of the Rapier squadron. Are there any questions?"


  The room was silent.


  "Sir, we've heard that this here CVE will never even get to the front."


  Jason looked around the room.


  "When someone has a comment, stand and deliver it."


  A tall lanky pilot stood up, his red hair pushing the edge of a regulation cut. He had a superior, almost disdainful air about him, as if this meeting was nothing more than a bore that was interrupting other pleasures.


  "Your name, lieutenant?"


  "Kevin Tolwyn," and he paused for a moment, "sir."


  Shocked, Jason took a second to recover. The resemblance seemed to be there, the sharp eyes, the aquiline nose.


  "Yes, sir, the admiral is my uncle," Kevin finally added.


  Jason could not help but shoot a quick glance at Doomsday. Little was known of the admiral's personal life, other than the fact that his wife and three sons had all died in a Kilrathi raid very early in the war.


  "The way you say that, you seem to expect something," Jason finally snapped.


  "Oh, I don't expect anything from you, or this ship, sir. Though I should add we're all very impressed by your record on the Gettysburg."


  There was a stunned silence in the room and all turned to look at Kevin and then back to Jason.


  "Listen hard, mister, real hard," Jason snapped. "What's the rear line today could be overrun tomorrow."


  The war hasn't been going well. I don't know what bull they've been handing to you and the civilians back home, but we're hanging on by our fingernails. We lost a third of our carriers in the last three months standard, half of our fleet in the last nine months. I know that's classified information, but you might as well know the truth now. That's three carriers in just the last two actions, with full compliment of five hundred spacecraft, six hundred pilots, and ten thousand crew. The Kilrathi got the edge and they're pushing it straight into our guts. So damn it, listen up. I don't care if you're the nephew of God himself, but aboard this ship, and in my command you're going to run your butt off or I'll kick it from here all the way back to your uncle's office and it'll be years before they put you back together again. Do you read me, mister?"


  Kevin's features flushed with rage. He opened his mouth as if to speak but a pilot sitting next to him reached up and pulled him back down to his seat.


  "All right then. Get some sleep. I want all of you in the hangar deck at 0400 tomorrow and expect all your craft to be preflighted and ready for launch by 0445. Dismissed."


  The pilots stood up and started to file out and from the corner of his eye Jason saw O'Brian standing in the open doorway, as if he had been eavesdropping on the talk.


  As the pilots left the room he saw O'Brian fall in by Kevin's side, the two exchanging quick salutes and then a friendly handshake.


  "So the captain knows where the bread is buttered."


  Jason turned around to see Janice by his side.


  "I've heard he's been sucking up to that Tolwyn brat ever since they left Earth orbit. Made him acting wing commander until Doomsday and I checked on board yesterday. Doomsday has some real scuttlebutt on that captain," Janice said.


  "I don't want to hear it, Janice," Jason said wearily.


  "All right then. But he's a political climber like we haven't seen in a long time. Never had a combat command. Right after he graduated from the Academy he dinged a destroyer in a docking maneuver and they pulled him off to transport command where he's been ever since. The bastard pulled this assignment thinking it's a quick tour of duty, he gets his ticket punched, a red combat tab in his file and then he runs back to fleet headquarters and continues the climb."


  "I said I don't want to hear it."


  "All right then Bear, all right," she said with a smile. "But if the fur starts to fly, it's gonna be real interesting to see how he acts."


  "If the fur starts to fly, we'll be far more worried about keeping our new pups alive without getting killed ourselves," Doomsday said, coming up to join the group, bringing along a mug of coffee, thick, black, and with four sugars the way Jason liked it.


  Doomsday took a look sip of his own drink, and sighing leaned against the bulkhead.


  "Average pilot here's got less than three hundred hours, some were sent up with only two hundred and fifty of combat training flight time."


  Jason nodded. Fleet training was forced to cut corners, the pressure was so heavy to get replacements up. But it was a trade-off: less training, they got here quicker, and died quicker, destroying their precious spacecraft at the same time.


  "How do their records look?"


  "Oh the usual," Janice said. "All the right check marks, but precious little real information to go on."


  "Well, we'll find out tomorrow morning then," Jason said quietly.


  


  


  • CHAPTER II


  "Clear flight deck for combat launching sequence. Repeat, clear flight deck…"


  Jason stood to one side taking in every detail. Lyford Beverage, the flight deck officer who looked like he showed real promise, ran down the length of the deck, shouting out orders. The young lieutenant was most likely exhausted. Jason had simply mentioned his wish to have the recon ships positioned in front of the fighter bombers and Lyford had stayed up through the night to get the job done right. There still seemed to be a lot of unnecessary movement going on, missing was the calm, almost dancelike choreography of launching, that he was used to aboard the Concordia.


  His pilots were already in their cockpits. At least for this first time out he gave them that advantage. For safety's sake he wanted to first see how they flew, before taking them up to a full emergency scramble, going from asleep in their bunks to launch in under four minutes.


  Janice was first to go. Beverage gained the flight deck control room, located on an elevated platform facing the airlock door, took a final scan of the deck, and then raised his hand in a thumbs-up gesture to the launch and recovery officer, thus signaling that all was ready. The launch and recovery officer was now in control of the deck and for that matter the entire ship, since the captain of the ship had to clear any course or speed changes with him first.


  Above the airlock door a green light snapped on. The exhaust deflector shielding snapped up behind Janice's ship, she powered up, and snapped off the thumbs-up that all systems were go. The launch chief petty officer down on the deck gave a thumbs-up, saluted, and crouched down low, pointing forward. The launch officer back in the control room hit the catapult button. Janice's ship snapped out of the bay and she broke hard right as soon as she was in space.


  The ground crew hurried the next recon ship into place and Jason looked down at his watch. Nearly a minute passed before the green light signaled again and the second ship launched, this one breaking left off the port side in a wobbly turn that was using far too much control and thrust.


  "Damn, its going to be a long day," he sighed, and Doomsday nodded in agreement.


  One after the other the ships went out, after the sixth recon the first three Rapier fighters, and then the second six recon Ferrets. Next went six more Rapier fighters to form the close-in combat air patrol, and by this time nearly a half hour had passed, exacerbated by the abort of two launches, one with an overheating engine, the other with a full power shutdown, made worse by several seconds of panic on the part of the pilot when he wasn't sure if he had toggled the eject system back on, or had secured it to full off.


  Both craft had to be towed off the launch line and Doomsday groaned with despair.


  "Concordia would have launched eighty craft by now. If the furballs jump us, we're cooked."


  "We're going to have to go with four recon ships out at all times," Jason said. "I want forward warning round the clock. A stealth could jump in, and before our ship tracking system found it, we'd be finished."


  "Should keep a Sabre on the hot line loaded with a dogfighting and anti-torpedo array ready to go in under a minute's warning," Doomsday added, and Jason nodded an agreement. It'd mean that Janice's people would be flying eight hours a day, while every bomber pilot, copilot, and gunner would be sitting in their cockpits for two and a half hours a day on the hot line. The training at least would be good for them but he could well imagine how the captain would howl when he heard how much engine time the Ferrets would be burning up.


  The launch cycle continued and dictating in some last minute notes on his wrist-mounted memo pad Jason turned away from Doomsday, went over to his Rapier, and climbed into the cockpit.


  "I've checked them all out myself," Sparks said, climbing up on the wing to help Jason in. "This one's the best of the lot so I made sure she was assigned to you, sir."


  "Thanks, Sparks."


  "The kids will learn, just give them some time, sir."


  "Let's hope we get that time."


  She climbed off the wing, and hand signaled for the ground crew to clear. The tiny tow tractor hooked on to the nose wheel and started to pull him up to the launch ramp. The ship in front of him, a Sabre, slashed out through the airlock, kicking on full afterburners as it cleared the side of the Tarawa. The pilot looked good, perhaps showing off by wanting to peel a little paint, but it revealed a certain cockiness that was healthy.


  He revved his engines up and ran through the final check on his instruments, everything running in the green. Jason felt the nudge of the catapult arm hooking into his nose wheel. He looked down at the launch chief and gave the thumbs-up. The launch chief returned the thumbs-up, saluted, then crouched down low, point forward. The catapult slammed him back into the seat. He felt the slight shudder of clearing the airlock force field and then he was in space, kicking on afterburners and pulling straight up. A full combat launch was a kick that he loved almost as much as the flying, far more exciting than the leisurely stand down launch which was nothing more than a ship gliding out under its own power at a couple of meters a second.


  It was a glorious morning. Three hundred million clicks off his port bow was the boiling red giant of the Oberan System, the sun filling a good ten degrees of the heavens. As he pulled through his looping turn he saw the Caldargar globular cluster hanging in space like a handful of diamonds and around him were his charges, circling the Tarawa fifty kilometers out, scattered across space in every direction.


  "All right people, Blue Leader to Blue, Red, and Green squadrons. Time for the chicks to come to the rooster. Set your nav system on me and form up in standard V by squadrons."


  The drill began. He knew it was bad form to yell at a pilot over the comm link for everyone to hear, but within the first hour he felt as if he would explode. If this was what the Academies and Officer flight training schools were calling combat-ready pilots, then the Confederation was in a hell of a fix.


  Several of the fighter pilots had a pretty good hang of keeping formation and could follow him through the basic stuff of Immelmanns, wing overs, afterburner skid turns, and diamond breaks against rear attacks. A young pilot named Chamberlain, with the call sign of Round Top, and another sporting the call sign Mongol seemed to have a natural flair. Tolwyn, who was using the call sign "Lone Wolf," appeared to have the knack as well. But the others left him shaking his head with despair. One of them broke to port and dropped while all the others broke to starboard and climbed, because she had been flying upside down relative to the rest of the squadron, and as a result almost killed herself and two others.


  Three hours into the practice, Jason took Mongol and Chamberlain with him, broke out on afterburners to ten thousand clicks and then came around to simulate an attack run. One attempt at this convinced him to hold off on such maneuvers for several days: all hell broke loose and three ships came within meters of colliding.


  As for Tolwyn, Jason couldn't get a read. He sensed there might be a hell of a pilot in the young man, but there was a defiance evident in following through on the basic maneuvers. He knew the type, the pilot who wanted to fly the way Maniac or some of the other lone gun hotshots fought.


  "All right people," Jason finally announced. "Starlight, detail off four of your pilots for continued patrol. We should be hooking up with the transport ships on the far side of this star within the next hour. Chamberlain, you have combat air patrol; close in on Tarawa, keep a circle two hundred clicks out. The rest of you in sequence start your combat landing approaches and make them sharp. I'll go in first."


  Lining up on the Tarawa he called in for landing permission and then alerted the flight deck officer to prepare for a full wing landing. He could imagine the mad scramble down there as they prepared to take in forty-two craft at thirty-second intervals. One screw-up, which he fully expected would happen, and it could delay return of all ships for hours.


  Ignoring the sight-seeing tour he had indulged in the last time, Jason lined up on the narrow flight approach and came in smartly, giving a last burst of reverse thruster just forward of the Tarawa's bow, drifting in sharply and skidding to a stop a dozen meters shy of the safety net.


  Sparks led the ground crew up at the run, hooking on the electric tow cart which pulled him off the flight ramp. Looking into his rear mirror he saw the next fighter come in hard, sliding down the deck and stopping with its nose just touching the net. Not too bad, he was forced to admit, still embarrassed about his own landing of yesterday.


  Canopy up, he climbed out of the fighter.


  "Prep her up for another run," Jason shouted, and he jumped off the ladder, trotting down the length of the deck to join the launch and recovery officer. He felt a cold shudder when he saw O'Brian standing in the control room. He had to remind himself that this was where a captain should be during launch and recovery though he would have preferred him back on the main bridge.


  The last of the fighters came in and then the Sabres lined up, Doomsday coming in first for a perfect touchdown.


  The third bomber was somewhat shaky, slamming into the safety net, causing the next bomber in line to drop out of its approach for a go-around. The deck crew struggled to free the Sabre, causing yet more delay and another wave off of the bomber, whose pilot called in that his starboard engine was overheating, forcing him to shut the engine down.


  "Green three," Jason said, patching in on the landing officer's comm line. "Do you wish to declare an emergency?"


  "Negative on that Blue Leader."


  "Who is this?"


  "Rodriquez, sir."


  "Landing that baby's hard enough on this small ship, bring her in slow and easy, non combat. We're canceling the combat landings till you're aboard."


  "Copy that Blue Leader, no problem."


  Green three circled in, and Jason watched him on the holo screen. The ship was dropping low, the red dot of the laser guide beam now a dozen meters above the ship. Jason kept his mouth shut. Only one person was supposed to talk at a time like this and that was the landing officer.


  "Bring her up son, bring her up. This is not a combat landing son, so don't push it."


  Jason watched, tensing. The kid was trying to show off, to prove himself in front of the old man.


  "Abort, abort," Jason snapped, breaking in on the landing officer.


  "I've got it, I've got it. I've…"


  The Sabre started to pull up hard, and then yo-yoed back down. Jason watched, horrified when he saw the ship start to yaw, Rodriquez slamming in power at the last second of panic when he finally decided to abort, forgetting that one engine was already shut down.


  The Sabre pivoted, the nose of the ship slamming against the side of the airlock port, sheering off just in front of the cockpit.


  The deck safety officer standing behind Jason slammed down on the crash alarm, the klaxon roaring to life, the fire retardant nozzles in the bay ceiling kicking on, spraying down on the deck. The ship spun down the flightline, the emergency safety nets detonating out from the deck floor like a spider web, ground crews diving towards the emergency safety bunkers.


  Jason held his breath. If the fuel storage pods should rupture, the deck would be swept by an inferno. The ship came to a rest and within seconds a crash cart was alongside, spraying out a curtain of foam. Jason watched the safety and rescue crews with open admiration. While everyone else was running, it was their job to rush into the thick of it. Ignoring procedures, he pulled open the door from the control room and started to run down the flight deck, nearly losing his footing on the slippery foam. The safety crew was up on the ship and in the confusion of spray and smoke he saw a bright flicker of flame from inside the cockpit and then he heard the screaming. Sickened, he stood riveted, knowing there was nothing he could do.


  The crew worked frantically, one of them finally taking a laser cutter to slash the cockpit open. The cockpit canopy blew back, flame exploding upward, the crew sticking a hose straight in, a crew member climbing in, ignoring the risk from the fire and a possible cook off of the ejector. He pulled a blackened, struggling form out, shrieks echoing across the flight deck. Another body was dragged out, and horrified Jason looked away; fortunately that one was already dead. A look at the rear turret, crushed beneath the collapsed landing gear, made it clear that there was no survivor in there either.


  He turned away and O'Brian was standing before him, hands on hips.


  "Satisfied, Commander?" O'Brian snarled "Just what the hell do you mean, sir?"


  "You pushed them too hard. You pushed them too hard the first day out and you killed a crew, smashed up a Sabre worth tens of millions and damn near blew out this entire ship. Now just how the hell do you think this is going to look on my report?"


  "Sir, perhaps you've forgotten we're at war," Jason replied coldly, "and people get killed. That boy screwed it, then disobeyed my orders, and he died. It's tragic, but damn it, sir, it happens. These kids have got to learn how to fly in combat, and some of them might die in the learning, but better now than when it's the real thing."


  "You coldhearted son of a bitch." O'Brian snapped, his voice almost breaking.


  Jason could not even reply, realizing that the exchange was being observed by everyone on the deck.


  "Is that all, sir?" Jason asked, the rage in his voice barely under control.


  "No mister, that's not all. Oh, I'm going to file a report on you. I never did care for you hotshot fly boy types and now I see why."


  "Then may I ask, sir, if you don't like pilots why are you in command of a carrier?"


  O'Brian's features flushed and he raised a threatening finger, pointing it in Jason's face.


  "I'll make sure you get taken care of," he finally cried, and then he stormed off.


  "The kid screwed up, not you."


  Jason turned to look at the landing and recovery officer.


  "I didn't ask for your input mister," Jason snapped and turned away.


  "All right people, I want you to take a long hard look."


  Jason stood before the wrecked Sabre, hands on his hips, glaring at the assembled pilots. There was a distinct smell heavy in the air, cutting through the stench of scorched wiring, burned metal, and fire retardant. One of the recon pilots suddenly ran to the corner of the flight deck and rather noisily threw up. Jason tried to ignore the sound of retching and the cloying scent of burned flesh.


  "Rodriquez is dead, gunnery sergeant Singh is dead and his copilot Emilia died an hour ago. I want all of you to take a damned hard look at their ship. If you don't make mistakes you just might outlive this war; if you do make mistakes you'll end up like they did. I ordered Rodriquez to abort the landing but he thought he knew better, and now he's dead. Now get this straight, people. When I or the landing control officer says break, then damn it, break and the hell with your pride.


  "In two hours we're going out again so get yourselves ready, but before you do I want each one of you to go up to what's left of Rodriquez's ship and take a damned hard look inside. Dismissed."


  He turned and walked off.


  "Coldhearted son of a bitch."


  The words were just barely audible but he recognized Tolwyn's voice. He kept on going and retreated into his office.


  Pulling up a chair, he settled down. After a long minute he finally opened his desk and pulled out a pad of notepaper and a pen. It was an old-fashioned gesture, but it was a long-standing tradition with the fleet. He took the pen up, feeling a bit clumsy, and started to print out the words.


  My Dear Mrs. Rodriquez … I had the honor of serving with your gallant son as his commanding officer …


  He paused. Did I kill her boy, he wondered? God help me, did I kill her boy? What could I have done better? He felt a flicker of doubt, a feeling that he knew could be fatal if allowed to take permanent hold. God, my first command and am I screwing it up?


  He looked down at the paper, a painful memory rushing back to the day when his mother had opened a similar letter that told her about her now dead husband. It was a week after that day when he had forged a birth certificate form that he stole from the town clerk's office, went down to the recruiter, and signed up at the age of sixteen. Four years later his mother received another letter, this time for his brother, killed in the defense of Khosan. He could imagine Rodriquez's mother standing in the doorway of her home, hands shaking, reading what he was now attempting to write, the gold star hanging in her window now replaced by a blue star. "God damn this war," Jason sighed.


  


  


  • CHAPTER III


  Doomsday came into Jason's office, carrying three cups of syrupy coffee and he placed one down on Jason's desk and then passed the other to Janice.


  "I think they're showing some improvement," Doomsday said. "Noragami scored twenty out of twenty-one today on the simulated missile strike, the best score yet."


  "Same here," Janice interjected, "I'm marking three of my people down as still unsatisfactory, but that's better than all fourteen of them on the list three weeks ago."


  Jason nodded, leaning back in his chair, aware that the back of his neck was still stiff from putting in nearly ten hours of flight time in the last twenty-four.


  There were three weeks into their run, another week to go till the nine marine transport ships they were escorting docked at Khartoum Station and then deployed for the ground assault exercises. Moving some of the best marine regiments of the fleet to a quiet sector for this training run just didn't seem right, and Jason couldn't shake the feeling that the so-called "exercises" were a cover for something else. It was stretching the number of assault regiments up on the front far too thin to suddenly turn around and pull a reinforced division off the line. The run itself was uneventful, except for the fact that their last two jumps seemed to be curving them fairly close up to where the action was. But their ultimate destination, whatever it was, didn't concern Jason at the moment. Whether it was cover for a combat operation or not, the training time this milk run had allowed him had become his sole focus, that and the running feud with O'Brian.


  "Still a long way to go before they're combat ready," Jason said, as he picked up the coffee mug and took another long sip, glad that the caffeine was kicking in.


  "Or for that matter this entire ship," Doomsday replied. "Morale is lower than a snake's ass in a mud hole."


  "I wish someone would space that damned jerk up on the bridge," Janice snapped.


  "All right people, enough," Jason snarled.


  It was hard to be in command; only weeks before he would have gladly joined in their gripe session about the captain. The man showed a maddening inconsistency, one minute almost too friendly with his subordinates, the next minute climbing up on a high horse to lecture and shout. It was obvious he knew nothing about the running of flight operations, and on one occasion even attempted to usurp the launch and recovery officer's job in the middle of a highspeed combat recovery simulating a full bomber return, refit, and relaunch. The launch officer demanded that the captain leave the launch control room, an action which was within his right, and now the man was up on court-martial charges. There was the other dark rumor as well, that on several occasions O'Brian appeared on the bridge smelling a little too strongly of his precious claret. Fleet policies about alcohol were strict and demanding. The only drinking allowed aboard ship was in the observation lounge.


  Personnel had to be off duty, the ship in a code green stand down situation. Liquor was allowed into private quarters only if it was prescribed by the medical officer as a "bracer" after a particularly rough go of things, or at the captain's table for a formal meal. It had yet to interfere with O'Brian's performance but Jason worried about it. Drinking had been one of the symptoms of trouble with his Gettysburg commander as well. Briefly he wondered what he had done in a past life to get saddled with two such in a row.


  He was also a nightmare for paperwork, demanding lengthily written reports to be fed into his command computer every twelve hours, returning the reports with sarcastic notations about grammatical errors. For Jason, English, the language of the fleet, was not his native tongue. Though his mother was Australian, his father was Russian and he had been raised in a Russian colony on Alpha Centauri. Jason found himself reduced to dictating his reports while out on maneuvers and it was slowly driving him mad, something he knew O'Brian took delight in. Worse, however, was O'Brian's open playing up to Kevin Tolwyn, inviting him to the wardroom for dinner, currying favor, and also pumping him for information.


  Janice finished her coffee, went to the side table, and poured herself another cup.


  "Oh, by the way, I heard the Marine First Commando battalion, the old Cat Killers, are in this little convoy," Janice announced casually, and as she spoke she looked over at Jason from the corner of her eye.


  "So what," Doomsday interjected, "those planet jumpers are all crazy; they live even shorter lives than pilots. At least we get clean sheets to sleep on and when we die a decent body bag if they can find our pieces; they're buried in a hundred thousand unmarked graves on a hundred planets whose names we barely even remember."


  "Cheerful advantage," Janice replied. "I never looked at it that way before."


  "So why the interest in First Commando?" Doomsday asked.


  "Oh, just an old friend is with them, that's all," Janice replied.


  Doomsday, seeing that Janice was looking at Jason, turned around and saw the look on Jason's face.


  "What's with this First Commando unit, Jason?"


  Jason felt as if he had been kicked in the gut and was tempted to haul off and chew Janice out, even as she stood before him with a smug expression.


  "I really needed to hear that Janice, thanks a lot."


  "Oh, no problem at all boss."


  She settled back into her chair and looked at him, just waiting, not saying a word.


  "I'm missing something here," Doomsday said.


  "Just an old friend from when Jason and I were in flight school."


  "I take it a female friend from that 'punched-between-the-eyes look,'" Doomsday said, looking back at Jason.


  Jason only nodded, still saying nothing.


  "Do you think she knows I'm with the convoy?" Jason finally asked.


  "How should I know?" Janice replied innocently.


  "Some woman you're trying to steer clear of?" Doomsday asked.


  Jason felt his face go red. It was over, it'd been over ever since she flunked a lousy ground school exam and run off in a fit of hurt pride to join the Marines. She had refused to pull an assignment on board Gettysburg with him, where they could have been together, perhaps even gotten married. Damn it, it was over, and even as he tried to argue that point with himself he could still feel the hurt.


  Doomsday chuckled softly.


  "Remember that girl I told you about that I met on my last R&R? Gloria, that was her name. Gloria with the glorious…"


  "Shut the hell up," Jason snapped, "it wasn't like that at all."


  "You know you could drop over for a friendly chat. You need an afternoon off," Janice said coyly. "Her unit's on the Bangor. Doomsday and I will stand watch. Take one of the Ferrets."


  "She'd most likely break my arm, or something else for that matter."


  "I doubt it," Janice said with a smile.


  "Bear, you are cleared for external dock."


  "Thank you Bangor, initiating clamp-down now." Hovering above the top side docking bay, Jason gave a nudge to his down thruster and felt his Ferret scrape up on the deck of the transport ship. There was a quick groaning snap as the Bangor's external docking locks clamped around the landing skids of his ship.


  Shutting down his ship, he bled off the cabin air until it was vacuum, and then popped the canopy hatch. Slowly standing up he looked out across the open vista of space. A glorious binary was off to port, a red giant with a tiny white dwarf above it, a trail of incandescent fire spiraling up from the red giant's surface into the glowing white dwarf. The Milky Way spanned the heavens with a hundred million jewels of light and he paused for a moment to admire the view. It was hard to imagine that there was really a war on. The silence of space was all encompassing, an eternity to be explored, and he again felt that wonder of it all, and the sense of irony about the fact that even out here, humankind could not escape the bitterness of war.


  He realized as well that he was stalling. Cautiously taking hold of the side of the canopy he pulled himself out of his cockpit, turning a somersault while still holding on to his ship. If he didn't lock to the deck of the Bangor, and should let go now, it'd be most embarrassing to call for a rescue party to come out and reel him back in. He always hated external dockings for that reason. Bangor, as did all marine landing transports, had a launch bay, but they were just large enough to hold the assault landing craft, without an inch to spare for anything else.


  His feet hit the hull of the Bangor and he felt the magnetic lock snap his shoes down. Moving slowly he walked across the deck and reached the airlock door, punching it open and then stepping inside. The door shut, and he felt the ship's gravity take hold, slapping him from weightlessness to one standard gravity as a flood of air washed around him. Seconds later the interior door opened, and a marine corporal in dress blues was before him, standing at rigid attention.


  "Permission to come aboard," Jason said.


  The guard saluted him, Jason returned the salute and then saluted the ship's colors painted on the far side of the corridor wall.


  He stepped into the corridor and instantly felt a difference between this ship and the one he had just left. Marine transport vessels were a compromise between minimal comfort and the ability to haul as many marines and their equipment as possible. The corridor was narrow, painted standard fleet green, and lined down its entire length with crates of supplies.


  "Looking for headquarters company, First Commando battalion," Jason said.


  The corporal gave directions and Jason set off, weaving his way down corridors, ducking low through emergency airlocks. There was a slightly gamey smell to the ship and it made him realize just how luxurious a pilot's life was with three cooked meals a day rather than ship standard rations, and the luxury of luxuries, a hot shower as often as you wanted one, rather than the one allowed per week aboard military transports.


  He lost his way more than once, stumbling into an exercise room, where a company of a hundred marines were working out in hand-to-hand combat drill. It struck him as an anachronism, the thought of killing an opponent by hand. It was rare that he even thought of his opponent in the other ship; rather it was a machine that was trying to kill him and he had to destroy it first.


  The marines were tough, far beyond what he was used to seeing. They seemed to possess a cat-like grace, their bodies lean, hardened, more than one scarred by laser rifle burns. He asked directions, most of the group stopping to look at him, until a sergeant barked out a few choice words and the drill continued. He realized that he must be a rare curiosity, still wearing his combat survival suit, his helmet tucked under his arm.


  He reached the ship's lower deck and above an airlock he saw the insignia of the First Commando, crossed knives above a Kilrathi skull, "Cat Killers," emblazoned in Gothic letters beneath it.


  He went through the open lock. The corridor was packed with gear, marines sitting about, talking, laughing, playing cards, arguing, cleaning and checking their weapons, one of them looking up with a cold grin while continuing to sharpen a durasteel knife.


  "I'm looking for Captain Svetlana Ivanova."


  "You'll find the Talker down the end of the corridor, third door to your right."


  He continued on, trying not to feel uncomfortable with the realization that all conversation in the corridor had come to a dead stop.


  He reached the door, and had the sudden desire to forget about it and get the hell off the ship as quickly as possible. He started to turn around and then realized that every marine in the hall was watching him.


  He knocked on the door.


  "Come."


  He pushed the open button and stepped in.


  "Be with you in a moment."


  Her back was turned and she was leaning over a holo screen, studying a map, tracing out what Jason realized were air strike runs on a ground target.


  Even from the back he instantly recognized her. Her hair was cropped short to marine regulation, still golden with a slight streaking of strawberry to it. The neck was thin, tanned, and the rest of her—though well conditioned, the female side of Svetlana was still very much in evidence.


  "What do you want?"


  "Hello, Svetlana."


  Her back stiffened and there was a long silence. She turned slowly and looked up at him.


  "Jason?"


  He smiled nervously and felt his heart skip over. Her blue eyes were wide with wonder. Her lips parted slightly in shock. She had aged; seven years of war did that. There were the beginnings of crinkled lines around the edge of her eyes, and a thin scar creasing back from her temple to behind her right ear. But she still looked much the same, and all he could see for a moment was the Svetlana of so many years ago—the Svetlana from back home, two years older than himself, who had gone off to join the fleet.


  For years he had suffered with an insane crush on her, believing her off limits since she was, after all, "an older woman." His older brother Joshua had tried for her, but her nickname of Ice Princess came from the hard experience of more than one starry-eyed boy whom she had shot down. And then by wonderful chance they had met again at the officer's candidate flight school, he had been eighteen, and she, twenty. It had simply gone from there; both were first drawn to each other as friends from home, but the relationship had quickly blossomed into far more.


  "It is you," she whispered.


  "It's me."


  She nodded, and for a moment he thought she was going to fill up, her eyes suddenly sparkling. She lowered her head then looked back up.


  "You damned son of a bitch, so what brings you back now?"


  "Svetlana."


  "Don't Svetlana me you rotten bum. I haven't seen you, heard from you in years, then you show up like a piece of bad luck and expect that damn smile of yours and little boy charm will get you right back in to my heart again, is that it?"


  As she spoke she stood up and came towards him like a tiger ready to pounce. She came up close, pointing a finger into his face.


  "Now wait a minute, damn it," Jason snapped. "I couldn't help it that you flunked that test. It sure as hell wasn't my fault. I'm not the one that gets my stupid butt transferred to the marines and then goes disappearing. So don't blame it all on me!"


  "Blame it on me then, is that it?" she shouted. "Why don't you get assigned to the fleet, maybe we'll get married someday once the war's over you said. Bull. This war will never be over. If I couldn't fly, I wanted to be where the action was, and not go following you around as your bat boy, your second fiddle, stuck on the ground while you grab all the glory."


  She turned away and he felt a brief instant of relief, half fearing that she was actually building up to hauling off and decking him. He half suspected that with the condition she was in, and the training of a commando, she could kill him with her bare hands and not even work up a sweat doing it.


  "Fleet policy would have allowed us to get married and assigned to the same ship," Jason said quietly.


  "But not as pilots," she said, her back still turned to him, her voice thick with emotion. "You just never got it. I wanted to fly more than anything. Your dad was a pilot, so was mine. There was no way I was going home after that, to sit in the kitchen and wait for a letter to come in from your commander telling me how bravely you died."


  Her voice started to crack and she looked away for a moment.


  "You were the one who ran amok with your pride," Jason shouted in reply. "You were the one who transferred to the marines and said 'stay in touch baby,' I'd be damned if I was going to wait around for you to finish your first five-year tour of duty."


  She looked back at him.


  "I wanted a piece of the action, too," she replied. "You're not the only one this damned war has screwed, at least your mother and brother didn't buy it the way half my family did."


  "Joshua died defending Khosan," Jason said quietly.


  "Oh God, Jason, I'm sorry," she whispered and the anger dropped away, and she stepped closer, putting a hand on his arm.


  "You didn't know," he sighed. "It's all right."


  "And your mom, how is she?"


  "All right I guess, I thought I'd see her on leave but I got pulled to take over as wing commander for the Tarawa"


  "You're on the Tarawa?"


  "That's how I got here. Janice is with me too, by the way, she's one of my squadron commanders."


  "You're a wing commander?"


  Jason nodded, almost afraid to admit it since she might interpret it as boasting. He remembered her in school, before she had run afoul of the dreaded advanced spaceflight and jump point physics course. Before that course everyone thought she'd be another hotshot ace once she got up to the front. He knew the desire to prove something came from what happened to her father. That was a tragedy Jason never had the courage to ask her about, for his own father had told him how Svetlana's dad had panicked in one of the early engagements of the war, killing himself and causing the loss of his carrier. He often wondered if Svetlana really knew the truth, which had been covered up for reasons of public morale.


  "How is Janice?" Svetlana asked, and there was a note of affection in her voice.


  "Same Janice as always. Thirty-two kills to her credit and a squadron commander."


  "She still have that crush on you?"


  "I don't think so."


  "Liar."


  "Well, nothing's ever come of it."


  "I bet," and he detected the jealously in her voice.


  She went back to her desk and sat down, motioning for Jason to sit on her bunk.


  He settled down, putting his helmet and gloves down and loosening his survival suit collar.


  "Something to drink?"


  "I'm flying again shortly. I've got to be back aboard ship before the next jump."


  She nodded, and then reached into her desk draw, pulled out a small silver flask. She poured out a cap full, downed it in a single gulp, and then put the flask away. The action shocked him a bit, the Svetlana he remembered would never touch a drink.


  "Why did you have to come back into my life now?"


  "Janice told me your unit was with this convoy. I couldn't stay away. Last I heard you were way the hell out past the Niven Section."


  "We got pulled from the front."


  "To go with this convoy to practice exercises in the rear?"


  "You're fishing for information, Jason," she said, and a smile brightened her features.


  He felt a quick tug, her smile could always melt him.


  "Well it does seem a bit strange, Svetlana. Nine regiments of marines and a commando battalion getting pulled for landing exercises. Hell, your division had five combat jumps in the last year alone. Last thing you marines need is a milk run practice landing."


  "So you've been following our record have you?" and she looked over at him curiously.


  "Who hasn't?" and he realized he had fumbled it yet again. "And besides," he quickly added, "I knew you were with the unit."


  "Yeah sure, and all filled with concern."


  He lowered his head.


  "Anyhow, it does seem a bit strange to be pulling vets off the line, especially with all that talk of another Kilrathi offensive in the works."


  She hesitated for a moment.


  "That's bull. It's just a security cover."


  She hesitated again.


  "There have been too many security leaks. I heard they had some major problems with that on the Concordia."


  "That traitor damned near killed everyone on board. It was before I got transferred there, but they're still talking about it."


  "By the way, I heard how you handled things on Gettysburg. It took a lot of guts to rebel like that."


  "I wasn't about to kill unarmed civilians asking for sanctuary, even if they are Kilrathi."


  "They sure as hell did it on Khosan and a hundred other worlds, Jason. I've seen the results."


  "Just because we're fighting in the gutter doesn't mean we have to get down and wallow in it the way the cats do."


  She smiled sadly and nodded as if he were a child who had yet to grow up.


  "I guess I can tell you," she finally said, her voice dropping to a near whisper. "Your captain's most likely getting briefed right now by the convoy commandant. Colonel Merritt, my CO, and I just got out of briefing an hour ago. Next jump has been changed. We're turning about, and doing a high-speed run back through the sector. In three days standard we're going to jump into Vukar Tag and take the planet."


  "Vukar Tag? Never heard of it."


  "Take a look." She turned back to her desk and punched up a holo map display of the sector.


  Jason watched as she first scrolled through a strategic map and then focused in on the planet, data about the planet's size and defenses flashing up on the screen.


  "I don't get it," Jason said softly, "no strategic materials, no juncture point for major jumps, it's a backwater rock floating in the middle of nowhere."


  "Yeah, I know. It's a worthless rock in a worthless corner of the Kilrathi Empire, but something's cooking. We're taking the planet with a full ground assault and with orders to smash everything on it. Our units received a special assignment to blow a palace complex, though why they need to send us in to do the job when we could smash it from the air is beyond me. The place isn't fortified and shielding is minimal."


  "Resistance?"


  "We've been briefed that they're at least two regiments of Kilrathi Imperial Guard from their 23rd Claw division garrisoned there."


  "Imperial Guard. What the hell for? The planet looks like a crap hole and not worth the cost of a single life."


  "Got me, Jason, but that's the scoop."


  Janice punched a key and the holo map image dissolved to be replaced by the strike map she had been working on. Jason leaned over and studied the map intently.


  "Yeah, I'm still doing air-to-ground strike coordination for the battalion."


  "It must hurt," he said quietly.


  "They figured that with my flight background I was the best one for the job and I've been the Talker, the air-to-ground coordinator for the commando battalion, ever since I joined. For this operation I'm working with the Commandant for the entire show, since he's going in with us."


  She hesitated.


  "I'd have made a good pilot. It kills me to watch you hotshots come in and make your runs, me talking you through."


  "I'm sorry."


  "Nothing to be sorry for. I do my job well. I save a hell of a lot of grunts from getting fried, and I get my strikes in where they're needed. I guess I'll be your liaison for ground support. You people will be flying combat cover for our sector in the landing. We're coming straight in on the Imperial Guard barracks area next to the palace."


  "So we're going with you?"


  "That's the plan."


  "Damn. I barely got my pups flying right in space. Now you're telling me they'll be flying atmosphere and doing ground strikes?"


  "We're hooking up with another CVE at jump through but as far as I know Tarawa's crew has the ground-pounding work."


  "I guess I'd better get back," Jason said, softly.


  "I guess you'd better."


  He stood up, not sure of what to do. She stood up as well, and the two looked at each other awkwardly.


  "If only you'd stayed with the fleet, or simply gotten out, I'd have married you," Jason said. "But there was no sense to it. It'd have been years before we saw each other again."


  "And it has been years," she sighed.


  He stepped forward, ready to take her up in his arms but she backed away.


  "It's over, Jason."


  "Someone else then?" he asked, his voice suddenly cold.


  "None of your damned business. And what about you, Jason? With that little boy smile I bet more than one ensign has melted for the chance to claim a fighter pilot."


  "None of your damned business, either."


  She looked at him coldly.


  "Get the hell out of my room and don't come back."


  


  


  • CHAPTER IV


  "That's the mission then, any questions?"


  Jason looked around the room, feeling a deep sense of uneasiness. His pilots were of course displaying the expected level of excitement, this was after all the virgin mission for everyone in this room except for Doomsday, Janice, and himself—and that was exactly why he was worried. He would have preferred another month or two of training first, several more quiet convoy runs to polish their skills, but that, quite simply, was not going to be the case. There never seemed enough time to get ready when a war was on.


  Svetlana was right on the mark. Less than an hour after he had returned to the Tarawa, O'Brian called a staff meeting to brief them on the reassignment. The captain could barely conceal his displeasure, and made more than one passing reference to half-baked, last-minute ideas, but Jason instantly picked up as well that O'Brian was miffed that he had been kept in the dark that the story of a training mission was nothing more than a security cover for this mission.


  They had pulled the three jumps into the edge of the Kilrathi sector without detection, and the next jump was slated for initiation in just under eight hours.


  Eight hours. He looked around the room. His pilots were projecting what they expected to be the proper model of someone about to go forth and meet the enemy—a casual indifference, or open expressions of eagerness, but he knew better. It was almost hard now to remember his own first combat flight, and the humiliation of throwing up in the head only minutes before reporting to the flight line.


  "All right then. Stand down, try to grab a quick nap if you can. Report to the flight line at 0415. The moment jump-through into the Vukar Tag system is completed we launch."


  "Jump initiation sequence is at full automatic and counting at ten, nine…"


  Jason leaned back in the cockpit of his Rapier and closed his eyes. No matter how many hundreds of times he jumped, it still left a bit of a twinge in his stomach.


  "Three, two, one…"


  Space on the other side of the airlock suddenly flashed. There was a momentary sparkle effect, and the faint sensation that he was falling and then another flash. It was as if a holo screen channel had been switched and a view of one sector instantly replaced with another.


  There was a momentary pause, an expectant hush as the Tarawa's auto nav system locked on to the target stars in the new system, checking to see that they had arrived at where they were supposed to arrive. It was never a 100 percent sure thing with a jump. A transit point could have shifted, maybe even shut down, or the nav officer in charge might have screwed up. There was also the slim chance that two ships would jump into the same place, at exactly the same instant, but if that ever happened, Jason realized, there would not even be a split second of understanding before the total destruction of the ships in an incandescent flash.


  "Tarawa nav confirms location," a computerized voice whispered in his headset. He looked down at his fighter's nav screen and a second later saw the navigational information being fed into his fighter's computer.


  Jason clicked on his comm link.


  "Wing launch is go."


  He looked up and saw Janice's ship slam out through the airlock, followed thirty seconds later by a second recon ship. The tractor hooked to the front of Jason's Rapier started forward, pulling him up to the launch ramp, while the third Ferret went out and then the fourth. He was rolled into place and locked into the catapult. Check out completed, he gave the thumbs-up, leaned back, and two seconds later was in space, afterburners screaming into life as he roared straight ahead.


  Twenty kilometers to starboard he saw CVE-4 Sevastopol and heard the chatter of her pilots on the other carrier's channel. The ship had jumped through five minutes ahead of them and most of their fighter squadron was out.


  "Tar Blue Leader, do you copy? This is Pol Wing Command."


  "Tar Blue Leader here," Jason replied.


  "We've got negative on Kilrathi combat patrol. Repeat, no bogeys yet."


  "Good news on that Pol. My people are forming for strike, keep me posted, Blue Leader out."


  There was a flicker of light to port and Jason looked over as the first of the Marine transports materialized into the sector. Ten seconds later a second ship appeared, and within another minute all nine were in, kicking up to full speed. From their forward bays the first assault landing craft emerged.


  Thirty million clicks ahead the dirty brown and red crescent of Vukar Tag was barely visible. He could imagine that all hell was breaking loose down there as the Kilrathi planet defense system picked up the unexpected visitors. It was going to be a three hour run down to the planet, escorting the landing craft in with Pol's fighters providing the forward sweep and then Combat Air Patrol for the fleet and backup. By the time Pol's fighters got there, they'd be ready.


  He settled back, circling the Tarawa at ten kilometers out, waiting for his pups to form.


  "Tar Blue Leader, this is Pol Wing Command, starting forward sweep, will keep advised."


  Jason settled back, listening to the Sevastopol's air command channel as the recon and fighter sweep went in to check out the planet's defenses. Space was rapidly getting crowded as each marine transport disgorged twenty landing craft, each ladened down with a company of a hundred grunts, followed by the heavy weapons support craft. Sevastopol's first squadron continued on in, its second forming a close-in combat patrol around the fleet, while Tarawa's attack force formed up to go in with the assault.


  "Tar Blue Leader this is White Knight, marine air-ground support control."


  He swallowed hard at the sound of Svetlana's voice.


  "Go ahead White Knight."


  "All landing craft are away, beginning assault."


  Jason looked down at his watch. Twenty-seven minutes; damn, they were good. He toggled back to the Tarawa and quietly groaned when he found out that six fighters and three bombers were still waiting to get up. They'd have to catch up, the assault couldn't wait.


  "Go ahead White Knight, we're with you."


  The assault landing craft, spread out across a thousand cubic kilometers of space started in, Jason keeping his formation forward of the landing force. The three-hour run in was almost too quiet, a lone Drakhi recon ship, quickly dispatched by Sevastopol's forward sweep the only encounter. The planet soon filled most of space before him and they crossed the orbit of Vukar Tag's only moon.


  The Kilrathi finally responded. From the barren and airless surface of the moon a full spread of missiles suddenly snapped loose, the high-pitched whine of their tracking systems ringing in Jason's headphones.


  "Tar Blue Leader, to Blue Squadron, here's our first job. Follow me."


  He broke hard right, kicking on afterburners into a skidding turn and rolling over to drop beneath the marine landing craft. Target acquisition sorted through the mad scramble of data and showed fifty outbound missiles, accelerating up and aimed into the heart of the assault.


  "Break and pick your targets."


  He heard a high pitched shout of glee from one of his pilots and tried to mark down who it was for a later chewing out. Pushing in hard, he aimed straight at the missile spread, locked on with laser cannons, and snapped off a volley, detonating his first target. Exploding missiles snapped in silent death. A missile guidance system, overriding its initial programming to go for the landing craft, swung about, cutting in behind Jason. He toggled off a chaff pod, cutting a tight roll. The missile, momentarily confused by the chaff, regained lock.


  It continued to close.


  "I'm on him, sir."


  It was Chamberlain and Jason looked up to his rear projection mirror to see a flash of light a dozen clicks astern as the missile detonated.


  "Thanks, Round Top."


  He continued in towards the planet, and his combat information computer, analyzing the trajectories of the missiles traced them back to their source. Jason fed the information over to Doomsday who detailed off a strike bomber to go down and nail the concealed enemy base. Less than a minute later he saw the flash of an explosion on the planet's surface, followed an instant later by a ripple of secondaries. The bomber, with load expended, pulled up and away and started back for rearming to Tarawa, which was following in behind the assault.


  "Three broke through to transports, Blue Leader."


  "We're on them, White Knight."


  Jason did a quick scan of his squadron. They were scattered out across several hundred cubic kilometers, locking on to their targets, nailing them, and then chasing the next. His people were too spread out.


  The landing craft laser guns and mass driver mini cannons kicked into point defense even as he turned back in towards the marine ships. Space was crisscrossed with flashes of lights and exploding warheads, and then there was nothing but darkness.


  "White Knight, what's the tally?"


  "One ship damaged, she'll still make landing though, a handful of casualties. Thanks for the cover, Blue Leader."


  "It's our job, White Knight."


  He found it hard to believe that Svetlana was on the other end of the conversation. She was now so coldly professional, her voice calm, almost disembodied.


  "Blue Leader, initiate Plan Bravo."


  "Initiating Plan Bravo," and he passed the command up to his Rapiers and to Doomsday's Sabres, while Starlight pulled her recon Ferrets back to act as point defense for the landing craft if anything went wrong.


  "Form up, you know your targets." He took a deep breath, and dived straight in at the planet, following the track of his auto nav system which was programmed with the target, a Kilrathi landing field and barracks area, believed to be the center of planetary defense, which the First and Fifth Marines, augmented by the commando battalion were planning to seize. It was going to be a tough run.


  The squadrons dove towards the planet's surface. Planetary defenses were up, an orbital station already engaged by Sevastopol's fighter bombers, ground defenses kicking on their jamming and attempting to gain lock on the incoming Confederation ships. He did a quick switch over to a Kilrathi channel and through the shifting hum of the encoding system Jason could still pick up the angry chatter and shouted commands. He barked off a quick curse, not sure of the exact Kilrathi pronunciation for a rather impossible anatomical act, and laughing, switched back to his main comm channel.


  "All right Tar squadrons, don't hit that atmosphere too hard, or you'll regret it."


  He hated atmosphere fighting, where anything much beyond a click a second was far too much. He bled off speed, watching the nav screen which was plotting out his trajectory, a thin blue line on the bottom of the screen showing the edge of the atmosphere. He felt the controls go mushy, the Rapier's computer automatically switching from thrusters to wing control surfaces. Fuel was now going to be a constant concern; flying inside the atmosphere, the hydrogen scoops would simply create too much drag. He closed the scoops and soared in.


  Behind him the rest of the Rapier and Sabre squadrons were following. Doomsday peeled off, taking two craft with him to hit a suspected communication and control sector several hundred clicks from the landing areas, other fighters and bombers turning off seconds later to hit their assigned targets.


  A light cloud cover was ahead, high in the atmosphere. He punched through and below him, clear in the shimmering desert heat, was his target, the base clearly visible in the middle of a high plateau. The planet was a scorched ball of desert with atmospheric density nearly a third higher than Earth standard, and gravity .2 above that of Earth's. The only habitable places were on high plateaus and mountain peaks, where the air was thinner, and the temperature a tolerable hundred degrees Fahrenheit.


  He saw a flicker of lights—point defense of lasers and the flash snap of ground-to-air missile batteries. He went into a dive, aiming for a canyon cut into the side of the plateau. Just as he entered the canyon a missile streaked by straight overhead and slammed into the far side of the crevice, the concussion rattling his ship. He wove down the canyon for half a dozen kilometers, mentally calculating the moment, and then popped back up and turned straight in at the base. He released a missile which streaked away and several seconds later was broken into half a hundred sub munitions, each of the small arm-length bolts locking on to individual radar and comm link targets and tracking them in. The Kilrathi ground defense array shut down, but it was already too late; missiles had their locks. Skimming in low, less than fifty feet off the ground, Jason watched as the volley of shots leaped ahead. Several seconds later the first round hit, the matter/antimatter explosive heads mushrooming out. The entire top of the plateau suddenly seemed to lift into the air as all fifty warheads found their marks and cut loose. He pulled up, rolled over, and then started into a dive, lacing what appeared to be a barracks area with a blast from his neutron cannons, the rounds striking with such force that the buildings were ripped apart by the massive release of energy.


  Listening in on the commlink, he heard the chatter of his pilots, their shouts of excitement and fear, the reports coming in of successful strikes. One of them called that he was hit and pulled out and away, and Jason keyed over to Starlight, telling her to send in three of the recon ships to finish the target up with their Ferrets' mass driver cannons.


  "Blue Leader this is White Knight, how goes it?"


  "Primary landing area is suppressed, will fly cover, bring the boys in."


  "Good work, Blue Leader."


  Pulling up to an altitude of twenty kilometers, he kept a steady eye on his main screen, waiting for the first flicker of an enemy radar. But their system appeared to be either totally destroyed, or shut down for self preservation. Far over the horizon, where Doomsday and two of his Sabres were working over a well dug-in defense which three marine regiments were supposed to take, there was still a flurry of activity, half a dozen missiles gaining space, only to be knocked out by the back up of Ferrets which were flying in with the landing craft.


  Jason switched to his main screen for an instant and followed the main assault wave. The screen was alive with blue blips breaking through the atmosphere. Off to his right he saw a brilliant flash, and looked up towards space. A flare as bright as the hot yellow sun above the world snapped up, casting a second line of shadows on the planetary surface below. On the main link he heard the triumphal report of the Pol's wing leader, announcing that the main reactor of the Kilrathi space defense platform had detonated, either from a hit or in a final suicide act by the defenders to avoid capture.


  The first marine landing craft shot past, an instant later over forty more came in, their laser cannons firing a spread of shots into the flaming wreckage of the Kilrathi base. A volley of area bombardment missiles snapped out from the undercarriage of each ship, winging down, and seconds later the entire plateau was turned into a cauldron of fire. Jason watched, mesmerized by the total destruction that a marine landing wrought when it unleashed a suppressive bombardment from its ships.


  He rolled over and dived in, following the landing down.


  Five red blips appeared on his screen.


  "Get 'em down White Knight, we've got company!" Jason shouted.


  He rolled his ship again, looking for a visual and saw them, four Sartha and a lone Krant, launching out from a concealed base on a mountain peak overlooking the plateau. The Kilrathi had kept low, waiting for the landing craft to come in.


  "Mongol and Round Top, vector down here on the double!"


  Jason kicked up his afterburners, feeling the controls in his hands start to shudder as he tore through the heavy atmosphere, realizing that his wingtips would most likely be glowing from the friction.


  He lined up on the lead Sartha, and nailed it with his guns, the ship detonating in a flaring ball of flame. The marine landing craft went into evasive, but they were like sitting ducks against the agile light fighters. The Kilrathi pressed straight in, ignoring Jason's onset, going instead to knock out part of the landing force. He pulled in hard and in an offhanded deflection shot dropped a second Sartha and then lined up the Krant, which pulled up and over and came in head-on.


  The two ships traded shots, the range closing at several kilometers a second. He wanted to close his eyes as the two played the game of chicken to see who would break first. A snap of electrical shorting burst through his cabin from a direct hit to his forward shielding, which glowed hot white in the atmosphere. He switched to an IFF missile, the only weapon he dare discharge with so many marine landing craft about and let it tear. The Kilrathi, not worried about such concerns, fired a spread of two missiles in return and Jason rolled ninety degrees at the last instant, presenting a vertical silhouette. The missiles streaked past and detonated, while his own tracked in and slammed into the enemy's port side. The ship spun over and then atmospheric drag took over. The enemy pilot might have been good in space, Jason realized, he certainly was gutsy enough, but when you're knocked for a spin in atmosphere you usually were on a one way ride. The pilot overcompensated on the controls, went into a high-speed stall and spiraled down to the planet's surface, the ship detonating in a dirty plume of oily smoke.


  Jason pulled around to chase the other two Sartha and he felt his heart sink. Two marine landing craft were going down, trailing fire, breaking apart, and for a brief instant he saw the bodies tumbling out of the ships just before impact. Two other craft, both badly damaged, were going down as well, struggling to at least make controlled landings.


  "Blue Leader, we're on them."


  He saw the two blips of Mongol and Round Top streaking in. They were flying heavy-handed, over controlling for atmosphere and Jason held his breath when it appeared as if Mongol would go straight into the side of a mountain while chasing his prey. The Sartha's pilot was damn good as well, and Jason realized that the Kilrathi had pulled the diving maneuver with the hope of leading his pursuer into the ground. Chamberlain, flying above Mongol, cut the Kilrathi off as he tried to pull straight up. His first volley missed, but the second one nailed the ship right in the cockpit. The ship rolled over and dived into the ground.


  The last Sartha was gone, diving down off the plateau and disappearing into the rabbit warren of canyons. Jason called up to a recon Ferret positioned above the landing at the edge of the atmosphere, acting as look down radar, called for a track and several seconds later he got the fix.


  "Mongol and Round Top, cover this sector, I'm going for the Sartha."


  Following the guidance from the Ferret, Jason kicked in his afterburners and skimmed across the plateau into the jumble of mountains and crevices.


  "Blue Leader, he's off your starboard bow, bearing to you forty three degrees, heading sixty eight degrees."


  "On him."


  "Now turning, bearing zero three degrees, heading three two eight degrees."


  Jason followed the directions, which changed every few seconds. He caught a flurry of dust and boulders kicking off a mountain side and realized it must have been triggered by the close passage of the Sartha. He set out, turning into the narrow valley, following it, hugging the sinewy passage, the G force of the accelerated turns pressing him into his seat, causing the world to go gray. The Sartha was far more maneuverable, and that was the payoff in this type of flying through a needle slit of mountains and crevices.


  "You're gaining on him, Blue Leader," the Ferret announced.


  He was tempted to pull up out of the canyon and skim overhead, but feared he might lose his quarry, whose passage was now evident by the eddies of dust and tumbling boulders kicked loose by the supersonic passage. He pulled tightly around a hairpin turn and for a brief instant saw the tail of the enemy ship.


  He pressed the throttle up, feeling his palms go sweaty as he raced down the canyon, banking through the turn so tightly that the compensator began to overload and he thought he'd black out. Again a glimpse, almost the same distance. The Kilrathi was good, and his craft better designed for this type of work. Jason toggled up his one remaining missile, a dumb fire bolt, and waited. He pulled through the next turn, a shudder joggling his ship as his shielding struggled to repel him away from the canyon wall. There he was. He fired the missile off and it leaped forward, racing down the canyon, passing straight over the top of the Sartha.


  The missile slammed into the next turn of the canyon wall just as the Sartha reached the turn point. A shower of rocks detonated outward and then there was nothing but fire and smoke. Jason pulled up out of the canyon, the shock wave of the blast buffeting his ship.


  "Red blip gone, Blue Leader," the Ferret watching from overhead announced.


  Jason throttled back as he approached the turn, banking over it from several hundred meters higher up. The side of the canyon was an ugly red smear of fire and wreckage. The missile had done its, work, sending back a spray of rocks and debris that smashed the Kilrathi ship down.


  "Confirmed kill," Jason announced as he turned back around and headed for the main action.


  "Good shooting, sir."


  "Good work recon, keep it up."


  "Thank you, sir," and as the pilot spoke Jason realized it was a pilot whom Starlight had put on the unsatisfactory list and decided to keep out of the main action. The woman had done a good job after all.


  He pulled up to a hundred meters above the plateau and swept over it. Mongol and Chamberlain were lower down, weaving S turns back and forth, waiting for targets to crop up. In the dust and confusion he saw the grunts clambering out of their ships, racing through the wreckage, ground fighting vehicles pouring out the forward hatches, hovering up, and then skimming away. The heavy weapons landers touched down, disgorging their massive "walkers" which could traverse any terrain and carried as much armaments as a light corvette. There was a flurry of laser rifle fire, more secondary explosions, one of the landing craft, now serving as a medevac, already taking off and heading back out to space.


  "White Knight, what's the situation?" He held his breath, still not sure if Svetlana's ship might have been one of the casualties in the assault.


  "Blue Leader?"


  "The same," and he quietly breathed a sigh of relief.


  "LZ is secured. You sure didn't leave much down here for us to mop up."


  "That's what we're paid for."


  "I know," and he could hear the touch of irony in her voice.


  "We'll keep air patrol over you till Tarawa catches up and we return for reload."


  "Roger on that Blue Leader. Commando battalion now deploying to strike primary ground target, will keep you advised if we need assistance."


  "Take care, Knight, and give us a whistle if you have any jobs left."


  He skimmed down lower, streaking across the ground at a quarter of a click a second, taking in the show, grunts looking up at him as he streaked past, raising triumphal clenched fists in the air. A pocket of resistance near a Kilrathi bunker complex required some work and Jason called in one of Doomsday's craft, which had been loitering out in space after completing its primary mission, to unleash a load which cratered several dozen acres of ground. The attack swept forward and Jason joined in, punching out a Kilrathi medium assault tank with his neutron guns.


  Svetlana's unit was called in for backup, and with Mongol flying wing, Jason weaved through the smoke darkened plateau, reaching the target area within a minute. The objective caught him by surprise. The building was beautiful, almost like a fairy-tale medieval fortress of polished limestone, complete to minareted towers. Its military significance seemed doubtful but from the chatter on the ground link it was obvious that the entire commando battalion was committed to taking it. He hovered above the palace for nearly an hour, slashing out neutron rounds, suppressing pockets of resistance, and taking half a dozen nasty hits from ground cannons that just about knocked out his bottom shielding. The strength of the commando battalion was overwhelming, however, and through the ground command channel he heard the announcement that the palace had been secured. Now that they had it Jason wondered just what was so important about the ancient building, which could have just as easily been flattened from the air with a matter/antimatter warhead.


  Svetlana's voice suddenly cut into his thoughts.


  "Blue Leader, clear the area, repeat, clear the area by at least three clicks."


  Jason pulled back, not quite sure of the logic of the command. From out of the front of the building he saw hundreds of commandos emerging, race to their ground assault vehicles. The vehicles revved to life, hovered up and skimmed away.


  The palace suddenly disappeared in the hot white flash of a matter/antimatter detonation, that sent a tower of smoke and rubble thousands of meters into the air, the explosion spreading out into an ugly mushroom-shaped cloud, streaked with lightning.


  The destruction left him with a curious feeling. There was, after all, the almost childlike joy of destruction, especially when one was destroying the property of an enemy that deserved to be hated, but on the other side he watched the explosion with a vague sense of loss. The building appeared to be ancient, a treasure that should have been preserved, its military significance a mystery.


  Seconds later he picked up an encoded Kilrathi burst signal. It was on for only a second, then shut down and his ship's targeting system picked up on it and secured a lock. He turned his Rapier around to go after the source of the transmission.


  "Blue Leader, this is White Knight."


  "Blue Leader here. Going after a transmission source coming from a mountain twenty clicks from here, back shortly."


  "Belay that attack Blue Leader, repeat, belay that attack, your people are not to hit that source till ordered to."


  "What gives White Knight? It's a threat, it could be calling in counter strike information. I'm going for it."


  "Blue Leader, that is a direct order from Big Duke One."


  "Acknowledge," Jason replied, now thoroughly confused. Big Duke One was the marine commandant in charge of the entire assault. So the commandant decided to go in with the commando battalion and lead from the ground. It was just like him, Jason realized. But was there a reason why he was at that now ruined palace, and just why the hell did they want a Kilrathi station broadcasting in the middle of a damned invasion?


  His fuel nearly expended, Jason finally pulled back up, calling Mongol and Round Top in as well to head back to Tarawa for a rearm and refuel.


  He switched through the comm link channels, checking on his other pups, calling for them to signal in their status reports, checking his screen to see what damage they had sustained. Most of his people were dangerously low on fuel, several of them with barely enough to return to space, and he ordered his squadrons back up, leaving Doomsday and Janice to hover above the landing areas for support, requesting that a section of Sevastopol's fighters act as backup for ground support, now that space based defenses had been suppressed.


  "I'm hit, I'm hit, losing power."


  It took him a second to lock on the signal. It was a Sabre, flying suppression above the one Kilrathi city on the planet. The port engine of the ship had taken a small heat seeker and it appeared as if all shielding was gone.


  "Head for space, Green four," Jason commanded, and then checked his nav screen for an escort.


  "Blue five acknowledge."


  "Lone Wolf here."


  "Kevin, escort Green four back to the Tarawa. He's lost all shielding and an engine; he'll need cover if anything shows up."


  "Acknowledge."


  Jason watched his screen as Tolwyn maneuvered in behind the damaged Sabre. The crippled ship cleared the atmosphere and he breathed a sigh of relief. Even if it lost all power now, they could still tractor beam the craft back to Tarawa for repairs.


  "This is Tarawa combat information, we've got bogeys coming up off the moon's surface."


  "Damn!"


  Jason looked at his fuel supply, it was barely enough to get back to Tarawa, and there might be a fight brewing out there.


  "We're tracking one lone Sartha, vectoring in on Green four and Blue five."


  "Kevin did you copy that?"


  "Got him on lock Blue Leader," Kevin cried, his voice edged with excitement, his signal scratchy and breaking up.


  "He'll try and take out the Sabre. Stay close to that cripple and provide cover."


  There was no reply, and Jason felt a quick stab of anxiety.


  "Blue Leader, Blue Leader, Lone Wolf is breaking off in pursuit of the Sartha, it's heading back towards the moon."


  "Lone Wolf acknowledge!" Jason snapped.


  There was no reply.


  Jason punched in afterburners, calling for Mongol and Round Top to follow as he raced towards the crippled Sabre, which then announced that it was shutting down its remaining engine.


  Mongol was finally forced to drop out, his afterburner fuel expended, reduced to coasting back towards Tarawa.


  The comm link to Tarawa kicked on again. "We've got three, repeat three inbound bogeys, moving on Green four."


  "Blue Leader, we're sitting ducks, we're going to get cooked!" The pilot sounded on the edge of panic.


  Jason could well imagine the fear building up, sitting damned near motionless, watching as the red blips closed in for the kill.


  The range was still ten thousand clicks off. He rammed his throttle to maximum, racing forward. Ahead his vision-enhanced screen showed the three Kilrathi ships closing in for the kill. A volley of shots raked the crippled Sabre.


  "Eject, get out, get out now!" Jason screamed.


  The Sabre detonated silently, a brief flair in the darkness of space. He closed the range, the first Kilrathi ship, an old style Salthi starting into its turn to make good his escape. Jason punched in one last shot of afterburner, lined up on the ship's bottom rear and fired off a quick succession of salvos. The enemy ship disintegrated, Round Top swinging about to make his second kill of the day, the third ship racing away to disappear around the far side of the moon.


  "Break off attack," Jason called, then signaling over to Sevastopol with an angry gibe about not having suppressed all space based activity.


  He swung back towards the still expanding wreckage of the Sabre, and detected two rescue transponders and called in the location.


  Seething with barely suppressed rage, Jason lined up on the Tarawa and came in to land.


  The flight deck was in near chaos as the ground crews raced to refuel and rearm the incoming ships for another sortie. Pulled off the launch ramp, Jason leaned back in his seat as Sparks ran the ladder up alongside the cockpit. She scrambled up and tossed him a towel to wipe the sweat from his face. Standing up he stretched and then climbed down from his craft and strode over to the ready room. As he came in the pilots looked over at him expectantly.


  He took a deep breath.


  "Not bad, not bad at all," he finally said, and there was a circle of grins.


  He walked over to the mission board and then looked back at the situation map which was projecting a tactical image of the action on the ground. He listened to the situation report as it came in over the commlink and then turned back to the pilots.


  "Third section of Blue squadron, scramble back out. Mongol, you're in charge of the section, report in to White Knight on the ground link channel, she'll give you your assignments."


  "Thank you, sir!" Mongol grinned and he raced out of the room, followed by three other pilots.


  Round Top came in to the room and Jason went up to him and shook his hand.


  "Damned fine work, Round Top, another couple of missions and you'll be an ace."


  "I was scared to death the whole time," Round Top said sheepishly.


  "Good, stay scared, and just keep shooting straight."


  Jason turned away, barely noticing the cup of coffee that one of the pilots put in his hand as he punched up the situation board on the holo screen to check on the status of each spacecraft. Three fighters, one recon, and one Sabre fighter/bomber were down for repairs and off the mission list.


  Doomsday came into the room and angrily threw his helmet on a chair.


  "They're picking up Griffin and his tail gunner right now. The kid sounded badly shaken."


  "Hell it took a week to stop the shakes after my first eject," Jason said.


  "His co, Jim Conklin, is dead."


  Jason nodded, he had assumed that one of the crew was gone.


  "That little spoiled jerk screwed it."


  Jason said nothing, looking back at the status board. Kevin was on final approach for landing.


  Jason walked out of the room and back out on to the flight deck. Tolwyn's fighter was pulled off the flight line and came to a stop. The canopy popped open and an exuberant pilot stood up and climbed out of his ship, joyfully slapping his ground crew chief on the back.


  "I got one, I got a Drakhri," Kevin announced, coming towards Jason.


  Jason said nothing, looking at Kevin coldly.


  "Didn't you hear me, sir? I got a Drakhri."


  "First off it was a Sartha, so get your plane recognition straight."


  "I'm sorry, sir. I guess I'm just excited."


  "That Sabre you were supposed to cover," Jason started, his voice cold.


  "That Sartha was coming straight in on us," Kevin interrupted, "I snapped a thousand clicks ahead to meet him and the furball turned and ran back towards the moon's surface. I figured if I didn't nail him right there he'd be back up for more trouble, maybe hit some of the medevac's coming back up. So I went down and got him."


  Jason said nothing in reply.


  "The Sabre got back all right?" Kevin asked, his voice suddenly nervous.


  "You fell for the oldest trick in the book. Lure away the escorts and then jump the bombers. Three Kilrathi sortied as soon as you were clear. They got the ship."


  Kevin looked at the deck.


  "The crew?"


  "Remember Jim Conklin?"


  "Yeah."


  "Well remember him, he's dead."


  "What about Griffin and Tarku?" he whispered, his head lowered.


  "Rescue is picking them up."


  Kevin stood silent.


  "You killed Jim Conklin because you were out after glory. You wanted a kill and you disobeyed my order to stay with the cripple."


  "But sir—"


  "Don't 'but sir' me," Jason said softly, his voice barely raised, ground crews not twenty feet away not even aware that a major chewing out was in progress.


  "I didn't get the order," Kevin said quietly.


  "Let me guess, your radio was on the blink."


  Kevin nodded.


  "I got scorched a bit down on the planet, it was drifting in and out."


  "That's bull. That line's been out there since pilots first flew and wanted to ignore an order. So don't hand that crap to me, mister."


  Kevin looked at him defiantly.


  "I thought I was doing the right thing."


  "You're grounded, mister. I'm giving your ship to Nova, her ship got shot up."


  "She can't fly worth a damn."


  "I don't give a damn if she couldn't fly through the middle of the Ring Nebula with her eyes open. I'd rather have her on my wing than you," Jason snarled, raising his voice for the first time. "You're confined to quarters."


  Kevin turned and stalked off, his face pale, and Jason returned to the ready room.


  Doomsday came over to Jason's side.


  "So what are you going to do with Tolwyn?"


  "I grounded him for the duration of this mission."


  "Grounded him? That damned spoiled brat should have his wings permanently clipped. We lost a Sabre because of him and a damned promising copilot."


  Jason nodded.


  He noticed Sparks standing to one side.


  "What the hell is it now, Sparks?"


  "Sir, Lone Wolf's crew chief just told me that the kid's entire bottom shielding is gone, his durasteel armor down to just twenty millimeters. He was scorching it close."


  "And his radio?"


  "Blown out, sir."


  "Thanks Sparks, and sorry I barked."


  "It's all right, sir," and again she flashed her radiant smile and went back to overseeing her crews.


  Jason sighed and looked back at Doomsday.


  "I think he made a judgement call, and figured that it was best to dump that Kilrathi before he got away. It's just that he guessed wrong. He disobeyed standard operating procedures in leaving a crippled plane. If nothing had happened I'd have chewed him out a little and then sent him on his way. As to the radio? Maybe it did blink out before the Sabre was lost, maybe it didn't, but you know we've all used that excuse when we were out after a kill we just didn't want to get away."


  Doomsday chuckled and nodded.


  "I think his killer instinct took over," Jason continued. "It's what makes us fighter pilots rather than jockeying some damned transport ship back in the rear, or teaching ground school to a bunch of pimply kids. He's got the killer instinct, and we need more like him. We've just got to break him first, rub that snobby upper crust crap out of his hide, teach him the ropes, and teach him to think with his head, rather than fly like another Maniac."


  "What about Conklin?"


  "War kills people," Jason said quietly. "It's another letter for me to write. But we got off light for a bunch of amateur kids. I was expecting five times as many casualties."


  "I still think that kid is a spoiled brat and a royal pain in the ass."


  "Oh, I fully agree," Jason replied, "but someday he just might make a damned fine fighter pilot."


  "My lord Thrakhath."


  He turned his chair to look at the messenger. Something was wrong; it was evident by the young warrior's face. This one could not conceal his emotions, not a good thing for a staff officer. Even in the worst of times he expected absolute calm.


  "Go on then."


  "We've just received this communication from Imperial Fleet Command."


  The messenger placed a sheet of folded paper on Thrakhath's desk, the top cover of the sheet bearing the red triangle denoting that the message was top secret.


  "Have you read the message?"


  "I was the one who transcribed it, sire, as it came through the coding system."


  "Now tell me this, Jamuka," Thrakhath said quietly, looking up at the messenger. "Did you walk or run from the communications center?"


  "I walked, sire."


  "You lie, you are breathing heavily."


  The messenger was unable to reply.


  "Consider what is now occurring aboard my ship. You are seen running, your expression one of agitation, something is therefore wrong. In your hand is a message bearing a top secret code stamp, and I am willing to venture that you carried it with the code marking face outward because you wanted others to see just how important you were, bearing a secret communication to my office. Am I not right?"


  The messenger hesitated.


  "Am I not right?" Thrakhath snarled.


  "You are right, my lord."


  "Fine. Do you now realize what is happening aboard this vessel? Already a rumor is flying that something has gone wrong, that I have received a top secret message and it bears bad news. Before this watch is finished that word will have spread to all two thousand of this crew. Rumors will become fact, speculation of what disaster has befallen our Empire will gain embellishment, morale will decline, fighting efficiency will drop."


  He paused for a moment, looking down at the message.


  "All because of your agitated, childlike stupidity."


  Ashamed, the messenger lowered his head.


  "What does the message say?"


  "Perhaps you should read it, sire."


  "You know its contents. I am willing to venture that the moment you leave my quarters you will be bombarded with requests concerning the contents. You will show your anxiety and, I am willing to venture, will whisper what is written on this scrap of paper to show off your importance, especially to impress some female that you wish to mate with."


  "I have never spoken a word of what I transcribe," the messenger said indignantly.


  "You don't need to speak; your face reveals it," Thrakhath replied, his voice cold. "Now tell me."


  "Sire. A burst transmission was picked up from the planet Vukar Tag. Nine Confederation troop ships attacked the planet, escorted by two light carriers of a new design."


  Thrakhath felt a cold chill but revealed nothing, his features set.


  "Go on."


  "The scum landed on the planet with a full strike force and destroyed the ancestral home of the Emperor's Dowager Mother. A holo image of the attack was transmitted with the message and is attached to the memo."


  Thrakhath was silent, looking at the messenger.


  "You have disgraced yourself by your agitated demeanor. You are to leave my presence, speak to no one, and retire to your cabin. I think you know the only alternative you now have in order to redeem your honor. Now leave me."


  The messenger's eyes grew wide with astonishment and fear at what he had just been commanded to do.


  "But sire—"


  "You know what you need to do," Thrakhath said coldly.


  "But sire, my family, I am the only son…" and his voice trailed away.


  "Then don't disgrace the ending of your line by groveling," Thrakhath snapped, turning away as if the messenger no longer existed.


  The young messenger attempted to compose his features and he bowed low. Walking slowly he left the room.


  Thrakhath took the message and opened it. A small hologram disk was attached to the paper and he inserted it into his computer. The image was blurred, a problem with burst transmission which compressed a large amount of data into one extremely short signal in the hope of thus avoiding detection when the message was sent.


  The camera operator, shooting from long distance, focused in on the ancestral home. Thrakhath felt a quick tug of pain, remembering a time so long ago, when he had gone there to visit his great-grandmother, who though already ancient in years was still spry and so full of life. She had taken him hunting in the canyons and there he had made his first kill of an Urgaka flying serpent. He smiled for an instant with the happy memory of her glowing pride in his accomplishment.


  At least she was safely back at the Imperial Palace. With the start of the war her son, the Emperor, had insisted that she be moved from what might become a front line area.


  He watched the image flickering on the screen. It was obvious what the damned humans were after. It was an assassination attempt, an attempt not on a warrior, but rather a cowardly attack on an old woman. They could have destroyed it all from the air and he studied the strike attack of the enemy fighters and bombers, none of which closed in on the palace. No, they wanted to do this one by hand, to desecrate and to truly make sure she was dead.


  The human assault troops went in. He froze the image and enhanced the view of one of the ground assault vehicles. The crossed daggers and skull were clearly emblazoned upon the side. They had sent their best, the First Marine commando. Good troops, even a match for Imperial Guard. So they had sent their best for this defilement and he felt his anger build as he contemplated their foul smelling presence trampling through Imperial property. He unfroze the image and then stopped it again seconds later. He placed a cross hair marker on one of the humans, telling his computer to enhance the image and then cross check it against the human personnel file. Seconds later a small picture snapped on the screen with an intelligence bio briefing underneath. So their best division commander of the human assault marines was there as well. They had definitely sent their elite in, the commander taking personal charge. He unfroze the image letting it play out, watching as the commander stood with hands on hips and then appeared to laugh as the first commandos came back out, carrying their loot. The commander then walked up to the smashed gates of the palace. Prince Thrakhath watched with unbelieving horror as the filthy human relieved himself against the side of the building, the other males laughing, cheering, joining in to do the same.


  "Lowborn bastards," the Prince snarled angrily.


  They fled the building, most of them carrying loot, sacred family relics, ancient works of art—the filthy bastard scum—piling into their vehicles, pulling back; and then there was the flash of light.


  Thrakhath lowered his head for a moment, his heart sick with rage. He struggled for control, wishing to strike out somehow. No, he had to keep control. This was done as an insult, a deliberate attempt at murder and vengeance, this was no longer war.


  He looked down again at the report. Nine transports and two carriers. The report did not specify. A modification of the Concordia design perhaps? No, there would have been more air support. Smaller carriers. He'd need more data, more information before formulating a plan, they'd have to contact the hidden surveillance base and get a close-up sweep of the enemy ships. But this had to be answered. Vukar Tag had to be retaken, the trick was not just to retake it, but also to gain a bloody and fitting revenge for this act of defilement.


  He breathed deeply, closing his eyes, reaching inward for calm rational thought to help guide his plan.


  There was a knock on the door.


  He closed the report and switched off the holo screen.


  "Enter."


  Another messenger stood in the doorway, features fixed with an appearance of cold detachment.


  "Sire."


  "What is it?"


  "Jamuka was just found in his quarters."


  "And?"


  "He's cut his own throat. He's dead sire."


  "I know."


  The messenger looked puzzled and then the detached look returned.


  "Bring our ship about, send an order to the entire home fleet to rendezvous at once at the Ujarka Sector."


  "I will have detailed orders for the rendezvous within the hour. Also, I want a secured channel opened to the Imperial Palace. I wish to speak at once to my grandfather."


  The messenger, never displaying a flicker of emotion, bowed and closed the door.


  


  


  • CHAPTER V


  "Jump initiation sequence is on full automatic and counting at ten, nine…"


  Jason looked over at the holo screen in his office as it showed a forward projection from the bow of the Tarawa. The jump hit and the screen took a second to refocus. He felt a sudden tug at his heart as they came into the Niven Sector. He didn't need a computer nav check to tell him he was back in a sector in which he had flown for hundreds of hours. A minute later the marine transport Bangor flashed into the sector several dozen clicks behind them and they both set course for the rendezvous point.


  A flight of four Rapiers standing sentry at the jump point pulled a perfect fly by, breaking into a diamond pattern and rolling as they shot past Tarawa.


  "Only one group of pilots can fly that well," Janice said, coming up to sit by Jason's side to watch the show.


  He nodded, saying nothing.


  "Any guess as to what's going on?"


  Jason looked over at her, tempted to imply that he was in the know, but couldn't.


  "Your guess is as good as mine."


  "Kind of strange. We get diverted to pull a surprise landing. The battle is still being fought and less than twelve hours after the assault they pull their top commando unit out, us along with 'em, and ship us out here, straight to our main battle task force."


  "Think O'Brian knows?" Janice asked.


  "Doubt it. He seemed in a real stew over it all at staff meeting, that guy is like a Centauri bear with a feather rammed up its snout when he's been kept in the dark for security reasons; acts like it's a personal affront to his dignity."


  "There she is," Doomsday said quietly, and nodded back to the holoscreen, having remained silent throughout his comrades' bout of speculation.


  Jason sighed as he looked at the screen. Smack in the middle was Wolfhound, sister ship of the long gone Tiger's Claw, and flagship of the Confederation's main task force under the command of Admiral Banbridge. But he paid it scant notice, for off the starboard beam of Wolfhound were two of his old homes—Gettysburg and Concordia. Concordia appeared to have picked up a few more wounds, the blast scorching dead amidships seemed like a recent addition. The ship was like an old slashed-up boxer, covered from one end to the other with scars. It'd been a long time since she had seen dry dock for repairs and a new paint job. In a lot of areas the bare durasteel was exposed to space.


  "Damn, the whole fleet's here," Janice announced, and she pointed out CVA Trafalgar, cruising astern of the flagship, the four carriers surrounded by a swarm of corvettes, destroyers, cruisers, supply ships, minesweeps, and light battle frigates.


  "A balloon is definitely going up," Doomsday said quietly. "There hasn't been a fleet gathering like this in half a dozen years. There's gonna be a whole hell of a lot of killing."


  "And somebody's called Tarawa in for the show."


  "Time to go folks," Jason said, and his two comrades looked at him enviously.


  "Give my regards to the old crew," Doomsday said, "tell 'em that contrary to all my predictions I'm still alive out here."


  Jason left his friends and headed out to the flight deck.


  Repairs were still under way for the craft damaged in the assault on Vukar Tag. He saw Chamberlain under his Rapier, covered in soot, helping out his crew chief. It was the type of spirit he liked in a pilot. A crew chief, more than anyone else alive, knew all the ins and outs of a fighter, and helping on the repairs could teach a pilot a hell of a lot. The rest of the pilots were standing down, some of them sleeping, the ones who thought they knew it all, the others were in the flight simulators, or studying the gun camera holos of their strikes to try and figure out how to do things better. They had a hell of a long way to go, but with only one gunner and one copilot lost and two injured while covering a major landing, he had to admit that their record was a damned sight better than average, though he would never tell them that.


  He walked down the flight line, scanning each ship as if trying to sense if everything was right. At last he reached the Sabre that would serve today as a shuttle. O'Brian was waiting.


  "You're three minutes late, mister."


  Jason, unable to contain his growing dislike, made a show of checking his watch and then nodded an apology.


  "We can't keep the admirals waiting, mister."


  "After you, sir."


  O'Brian climbed up the ladder into the cockpit of the fighter-bomber and settled into the front seat.


  "Ah sir, that's the pilot's seat," Jason said quietly.


  O'Brian looked up at him coldly, climbed back out and then moved to the backseat. Jason followed him in, sat down, and snapped his harness in place. He looked back at O'Brian, who was fumbling with the straps.


  "Need help, sir?"


  O'Brian looked at him, and Jason felt a flash of sympathy for the man. He was completely out of his league, not only in the cockpit of this plane, but on the bridge of an escort carrier as well. He looked at O'Brian with a friendly smile, as if willing to offer far more than just advice on how to strap into a cockpit. Damn, if only this man would get off his high horse for a moment, quietly admit his shortcomings and try to learn from the handful of combat veterans aboard ship. It was a lesson he had learned when still a second class flight deck mate on his first cruise and he never forgot it—listen to the old hands no matter what their rank.


  "I can do it myself, mister," O'Brian snapped in reply.


  "Sir, if you connect that part of the harness up that way, when you eject you'll get kicked out of the chair and have your legs ripped off on the way out."


  "Don't you think I know that?"


  "Sir, honestly," and he forced a friendly smile again, "I don't think you do know, but that's OK. There's nothing wrong with that."


  "When I need your advice I'll ask for it."


  "Have it your way, sir," Jason said quietly, his features flushing with embarrassment. He found that he was actually feeling sorry for the man.


  "One thing though, sir. If something goes wrong, and I shout eject three times, all you have to do is reach down between your legs, grab hold of the D ring, and yank."


  O'Brian looked at him wide eyed.


  "That's not going to happen?"


  "Of course not, sir, but standard procedure requires that I make sure you're aware of how that works."


  O'Brian was quiet, and he nervously reached down to touch the ring.


  "And just make sure your suit is fully pressurized, sir, before we launch."


  Without waiting for a reply Jason pulled his helmet visor down, ran through a final check and then looked over at the deck launch officer giving the thumbs-up.


  Since it was not a combat launch he simply nudged his throttle and the ship slowly drifted down the launch ramp and poked through the airlock barrier at a stately two meters a second. He provided a touch of vertical lift and rose up off of the Tarawa. When safely cleared he couldn't resist the temptation.


  "Hang on, sir."


  He slammed on full throttle and then kicked in the afterburners for good measure.


  "Damn it, Jason."


  "Sir, you said we were three minutes late. I'm making the time up."


  He knew it was cruel, but damn it all, he just couldn't help himself. Tapping his stick over he quickly snapped the Sabre through a 720-degree spin, pulled a sharp wing over, then banked up hard, snap rolling again to level out on Concordia, calling in for clearance. The flight was over in less than three minutes and as they taxied to a stop and he pulled his helmet visor back up he detected a rather unpleasant sourish smell in the cockpit. For the sake of a captain's dignity he felt it best not to look back.


  "We're on time now," Jason said quietly, as he stood up. He climbed out of the Sabre and looked around the flight deck. It was like coming home. After weeks aboard the Tarawa it was damned good to be on a real flight deck again, spacious, plenty of landing, hangar and work room, everyone moving about with an air of calm efficiency. Other fighters and shuttle craft were coming in, a steady stream of brass dismounting, moving purposefully across the flight deck.


  O'Brian, his knees wobbly, came down on to the deck and looked over at Jason.


  "Was that deliberate?"


  "Oh, no, sir. I had to check the engine and controls out on the run over; the ship's regular pilot said that the throttle and stick were mushy. It's standard procedure to do that, sir, I assure you."


  "Oh."


  "I think you need to freshen up a bit sir. The head is over against that far bulkhead; I'll meet you in the briefing room."


  Glad to be rid of the rather foul smelling O'Brian, Jason set off, knowing the way so that he could do it blindfolded. Everywhere there were familiar faces and he felt a warm tug of nostalgia at each greeting. He had never known much of a home life before the military, his older brother and he fending for themselves most of the time while their mother worked. Lying about one's age to join at sixteen, and then working up through the ranks, leaping from 2nd class flight deck hand to a wing commander in eight years was no mean feat. But almost all that time had been aboard either the Gettysburg or the Concordia and he felt like a kid coming back home who had finally made good.


  He hit the main deck and reached the briefing room. He hesitated for a moment; it was crawling with brass and he suddenly felt very junior indeed at the sight of so many captain's stars, and the gold insignias of commodores and rear admirals. He took a deep breath and plunged in.


  "Jason."


  "Admiral Tolwyn, sir."


  He came to attention and the Admiral, smiling, motioned for him to be at ease.


  "You're part of the brass at this little briefing, so relax, son."


  "Thank you, sir."


  "How do you like being in command?"


  "A challenge, sir."


  "I knew you were the right officer for the job. Tarawa's crew is young, mostly fresh scrubbed lads out for their first look at the madness. I thought it best that they have a young fellow like you running them and from what I've picked up, I was right. So what do you think of the Tarawa?"


  "It's a fine ship, sir."


  Tolwyn smiled.


  "Listen, son. First commands sometimes turn out to be like your first really true love. Not the infatuation with a beautiful young girl type of thing, I mean the first really true love of your life. In the beginning you can never understand what anyone might see in her, she's not flashy or anything, and then one day you get hit over the head, and for the rest of your life you'll never forget her. I think you'll feel that way about the Tarawa if things work out."


  He hesitated, as if he had suddenly said too much.


  "I'll be talking to you later, son. Admiral Banbridge is coming in now."


  "Banbridge?"


  The call for attention swept the room, and Jason stood rigid, a bit surprised at the sight of Admiral Tolwyn standing as stiffly as everyone else.


  The Admiral was old, balding, his remaining hair long since gone to white. But his carriage was trim, still spry and erect as he strode down the length of the room. As he gained the podium he smiled.


  "All right folks, stand at ease and be seated."


  His voice was pleasant, holding a touch of an American southern accent, but filled with a certain determination.


  He walked over to the holo screen and held up a small hand controller and pointed it. The screen snapped to life, and Jason looked at it with surprise. It was the Vukar Tag Sector.


  "Gentlemen, this is Vukar Tag," Banbridge began. "Three days ago, nine regiments of marines, supported by two of our new escort carriers, stormed the planet and seized it."


  "This, gentlemen, is the opening move in Operation Back Lash."


  So something bigger was afoot. Jason looked around the room and saw Big Duke One, the marine commandant, and by his side were Svetlana and Colonel Jim Merritt, commander of the First Marine Commando battalion. So Big Duke had come back with the Bangor. If he was leaving the mop-up operation on the planet, it meant that there was definitely some larger plan at work. He settled back and listened as Banbridge ran through a brief review of the assault, swelling a bit with pride when mention was made of the ground support provided by Tarawa. From the corner of his eye he saw Tolwyn look over at him and nod his head with approval.


  "I should now clarify something here. Our objective was not, and never was, to seize this planet. As a jump point into the Kilrathi Empire it is but a secondary approach, a single line of jump points with no branch-offs. To approach this way would be a slugging match and we simply don't have the resources. Our main objective was this."


  He turned back to the holo screen and the image shifted to the ancient palace which was destroyed in the assault.


  "Eight months ago intelligence ascertained that this building was the ancestral home of the Emperor's mother, the Dowager Empress Graknala. Our Kilrathi Psychological and Societal Profile Sector reported that such sites are considered to be sacred and out of bounds in time of war. The Kilrathi Empire has been wreaked by numerous civil wars down through its history, but never have such historic sites been violated. We have changed that approach."


  He clicked the screen again and the ancient home disappeared in a fireball flash.


  "We allowed a Kilrathi comm center to stay in operation throughout the assault and we are certain that this same image, of the Empress's home going up in flames, has already been viewed by the Emperor himself."


  "We knew that the Empress was back on her home world of Kilrah at the Imperial Palace, but the Kilrathi don't know that we are aware of this. They can only assume that we came to destroy that sacred place, and perhaps to seize or kill the Empress as well."


  He paused for a moment.


  "Needless to say, we can assume that the Emperor is now rather thoroughly pissed off."


  "We'll make his palace a low-rent district as well before we're done," a rear admiral growled from the back of the room, and there was a chorus of cheers at his comment.


  Banbridge smiled and nodded.


  "Our action has caused a tremendous loss of face for the Imperial family and has undoubtably struck at a raw nerve. It is a defilement undreamed of. Our Psych Profile people have assured my staff and me that the only response possible will be a sortie of the entire home fleet, a crushing display of force to retake the planet as quickly as possible and to slaughter any and all humans who dared to step foot on the planet. We've noticed a standard profile that when a deep insult has been offered, the only response possible is a crushing retaliation; to do otherwise is to show a lack of strength and resolve."


  "Deep space drone surveillance has already detected a threefold increase in sub space transmissions on their fleet channels. Gentlemen, the Kilrathi fleet will move and it will come straight here."


  He paused and pointed back at the holo screen, "straight in to Vukar Tag."


  He smiled softly.


  "And we shall be there to meet them with this entire task force."


  There was a nervous shifting of chairs, a low hum of whispers.


  "We have spent half a year planning this campaign, making sure ever piece was in place. Here at this rendezvous point we have assembled the largest task force in nearly a decade, four major carriers and over seventy other ships. We will position ourselves one jump point back from Vukar Tag. A number of drones and several corvettes are already being vectored over to the Enigma Sector to establish a heavy pattern of false transmissions, to lead the Kilrathi into believing that our fleet is weeks away from Vukar."


  "They'll strike with everything they have. The marine regiments will be down there, and well dug in. We will be sending in a number of supply ships with heavy ground armor, and a construction battalion to help with the fortifications and to create the impression that we plan to stay and convert the planet into a main base. We want the Kilrathi to think that we are there to stay and that a counterstrike must hit as quickly as possible. The mission for the marines now is simply to hold out against a concentrated and deadly assault from the finest ships and troops the Empire can throw at them."


  "Let the bastards come, Wayne," the marine commandant snapped. "Hell, even without your fleet we'll kick their butts. In fifteen days we'll be dug in so deep it'd take ten legions of Imperial Guards to even make a dent."


  "Believe me, they'll come, Duke," Banbridge said, "but this fight's going to be shared out to us blue suits. We want their fleet in the bag as well. Just as the Kilrathi start to launch their own ground assault, with what we expect to be a fair portion of their Imperial legions, this entire task force will jump into the sector, move at flank speed, and engage the enemy at close range in a battle of annihilation. It will be an attack dependent on total surprise. If all goes right we'll catch them with their fighters and bombers committed and configured for ground assault, their attention focused in on the planet.


  "Gentlemen, I expect to tear the guts out of the Kilrathi Home Fleet, smash their carriers, and shatter their ground assault legions in their transports or while trapped in their landing assault craft."


  He stopped and looked around the room.


  Jason settled back, stunned by the audacity of the plan. The Confederation was just barely holding on, losses had been horrific over the last year and now Banbridge was talking about wagering most of the remaining fleet in an all or nothing throw of the dice.


  "How many carriers will we be facing?" a rear admiral, the commander of the Trafalgar, asked.


  "Intelligence estimates eight, possibly as many as ten."


  "Damn," a voice whispered from the back of the room.


  Jason settled back, his stomach in a knot. The Tarawa in such a fight would be dead meat. He listened quietly, sensing that though the assembled officers were game for the mission, they had their doubts that any of them would survive. It was a desperate long shot, but the way the war was going, a desperate long shot was what they needed.


  At the end of the hour briefing, Banbridge called for any final questions. The room was silent.


  "All right then, gentlemen. We'll break for section briefings by ship's class. This assault must go like clockwork; one slipup and we're all cooked. This fleet will be positioned for action in exactly six days and eight hours standard time. We've got a lot of work ahead of us. Good luck, and good hunting."


  He strode down from the podium and everyone came to attention. Jason looked around, not quite sure of where to go next. Ship's captains were heading off to their separate briefing rooms but there were no other wing officers present. Suddenly he found himself wondering just why in hell he had been invited to attend in the first place.


  "Lieutenant Commander Bondarevsky?"


  Jason turned around to face an attractive young staff officer.


  "Yes."


  "I'm with Admiral Banbridge's staff. You are requested to follow me."


  "What's it all about, Ensign?"


  "Sir," and now her voice was all seriousness, "just follow me please."


  Jason did as he was told and followed the young ensign, trying not to notice the rather provocative sway to her walk. He suddenly felt as if he was being watched in turn, and looked back over his shoulder to see Svetlana following him.


  Damn, she must have known I was checking the ensign out and he felt his features flush with embarrassment.


  They weaved their way through the ship and entered a section guarded by a detachment of marines. The ensign stopped at a door blocked by a lean muscular marine, armed with a laser rifle and wearing full body armor. She showed her identification.


  "Your ID card, sir," the marine asked, his voice firm and direct. Jason handed him the card. The marine checked a printout list, then held the card up, looked at it closely, then looked at Jason, studying his features for several seconds.


  "Your mother's maiden name, sir."


  "Houston."


  The marine looked back at the list and then stepped away from the door.


  "Pass sir."


  Jason took his card back. The door slapped open and then slammed shut behind him with a metallic clang. He took a deep breath. Banbridge and Tolwyn were in the room, which was nothing more than a bare unpainted cubical. He noticed a voice distorter attached to a wall, which would pick up every word spoken in this room, and send out a vibration that exactly countered the sound. If anyone was attempting to listen in from an adjacent room with a laser vibration detector they would get an absolute flat line. This had to be major to go through such extreme precautions.


  The door slammed open again, and Svetlana entered. Next came two ship commanders, one of whom Jason smiled at, remembering him as a destroyer commander who had picked him up several years back after he was forced to eject. The commander, recognizing Jason, smiled in return.


  "Congratulations on your promotion, Bear."


  "Thanks, sir, I wouldn't have been here to get it if you hadn't risked your neck to reel me in."


  "Know this lad, Grierson?" Tolwyn asked.


  "Let's just say we shared a little fun with a tractor beam while a couple of Kilrathi destroyers were on our tail."


  The commando battalion commander and finally O'Brian entered the room, O'Brian looking around nervously.


  "Gentlemen," Banbridge said, his voice flat, "from the security procedure instituted here, I don't think it is necessary to tell you that this little meeting of ours has an A-level security assigned to it. Any violation of this security is deemed to be a capital offense in time of war. Do we understand each other?"


  Jason saw O'Brian's features, already pale, go even whiter.


  "You all heard the briefing and before we continue I want to know what you think of the plan."


  The room was silent. Jason looked around and though realizing that caution on the part of junior officers was a basic tenet of survival he decided to speak up anyhow.


  "A gutsy move, Admiral."


  Banbridge smiled.


  "Thank you, Commander."


  "But frankly, sir, I think you're going to get your butt kicked."


  Banbridge looked at Jason and there was a flicker of emotion. Tolwyn smiled and turned slightly so Banbridge couldn't see his reaction.


  "You're out of line, mister," O'Brian growled. "Admiral, I want to apologize—"


  "Go on," Banbridge said, cutting O'Brian off, "Bondarevsky, isn't it?"


  "Sir, you said eight, possibly ten, carriers will be in the Kilrathi home fleet that comes out to take Vukar. These won't be second-rate fliers, the home guard variety who are rusty and wear gold-plated armor. These will be their elite forces. Home fleet assignment in the Kilrathi Empire goes only to veterans and is considered an honor, since they are under the direct eye of the Emperor himself. It's also a Kilrathi tradition to keep the best in reserve to protect the Imperial throne, not only from external enemies but also internal. It's part and parcel of their political system. If you don't keep the best fliers in your vest pocket, one of your potential rivals might have them in his."


  "Are you saying that our pilots aren't a match for them?"


  "Admiral Tolwyn can answer that better than I can, sir. The Concordia's met Imperial Guard and kicked their butts, and I've done my share of kicking. But, sir, you are talking about odds of up to two and a half to one. If they cripple but one of our carriers, the odds instantly jump to over three to one. We could take down five of their ships and they'd still be ahead of us."


  He hesitated for a moment.


  "I don't know what production is like back home, but I never did trust the promises of all those new ships we kept hearing about. Sir, as far as I know we simply don't have any more reserves. We've lost half our fleet carriers in the last year. We lose four more in a single action and those furballs will be at Earth's front door."


  "The best defense is a good offense," Banbridge said quietly.


  "I agree, sir. That's why I said it was a gutsy move, but you wanted an opinion and I guess I just gave it to you."


  Banbridge looked at Jason closely and Jason found himself wondering if he had just sunk his career and would be working a security patrol base at the far end of the confederation until his teeth and hair finally fell out.


  O'Brian looked over at Jason with barely concealed rage.


  "Mr. Bondarevsky," Banbridge finally replied, "four weeks ago I took part in a series of full-scale computer-holo simulations of the battle we are planning at Vukar. That simulation confirmed exactly what you just said. If the Kilrathi arrive with ten carriers, we will most likely kill three, perhaps as many as five in the first strike. But that will leave five left over, and half our strike fighters and bombers already out of the fight due to damage or depletion."


  Jason felt his blood chill at the term depletion. What it meant was that more than one of his friends would be floating through space, torn into tiny chunks of frozen, flame-scorched meat.


  "After our first strike they will reorganize, pursue, and most likely destroy our carriers in turn, perhaps losing two or three more of their ships in the process if we should decide to strip our own defensive combat patrol and sortie them straight in for another offensive strike. We replayed that simulation from every angle possible and it came out the same."


  "Quite frankly, and quite coldly, it'd be worth the trade-off if we were outproducing them in capital ships and trained pilots, but we are not. We're just barely hanging on. You are right, if we lose four more fleet carriers, half of all we've got left, the war is lost."


  Banbridge sighed and leaned back in his chair. Jason wanted to ask him why he was then going to pursue the attack anyhow but knew he was going to get the answer, and had said too much already.


  "Out of that simulation came a plan. What we have to do is to divert three, better yet four of the enemy carriers. If we're facing six or seven rather than nine or ten, we just might clean their clocks. What we have to do is get them to split their fleet."


  Jason looked around the room.


  "And I guess that's where we come in," Captain Grierson said quietly.


  The Admiral nodded.


  "As of this moment Tarawa and the escort ships Intrepid and Kagimasha are hereby designated Strike Force Valkyrie. The First Marine Battalion is hereby reassigned for transport aboard the Tarawa with ten landing craft. Captain O'Brian, you are hereby promoted to acting commodore of this strike force."


  O'Brian puffed up visibly and smiled.


  "And your mission is this, gentlemen."


  Banbridge reached into a briefcase and pulled out a small portable computer and holo projector and opened it. A three-dimensional image of a sector of space suddenly appeared to float in the middle of the room over the desk.


  "Holy mother," Jason whispered and Banbridge smiled.


  "Your mission is to drive straight into the heart of the Kilrathi Empire and to launch a strike on their home system."


  O'Brian's features instantly deflated and a look of near panic filled his eyes. Jason looked over at him, expecting the man to instantly break down. O'Brian lowered his head.


  "If anything will split off the home fleet it will be this action. We've traced out a route into the Empire which will follow back trade lanes, using a recently discovered jump point that will take you across a dozen sectors in a single leap. From there, you'll be down into the bottom side of the Empire nearly five hundred parsecs from here and just four jumps from their home world of Kilrah. You'll then drive straight up, relying on speed and stealth. The key point, however, is that you will let the Kilrathi know you're coming."


  "Know we're coming?" O'Brian asked, his voice a barely controlled whisper.


  "Precisely, that's the heart of the plan. We expect that once you've completed that long jump, the Kilrathi home fleet will be over halfway out here to Vukar and then, suddenly, you push the backdoor alarm bell. They'll be between a rock and a hard place. They won't know about the trap waiting at Vukar, but they will know about you. We expect that interior defenses will be damn near stripped for their offensive. Ignore you, and the home planet gets a hell of a shaking up. Abandon the offensive and race back home and honor is lost for not immediately retaking Vukar."


  "So they'll split off several of their carriers to come back in and take care of us, while the rest of the fleet presses on to avenge the honor of the Dowager Empress," Svetlana said quietly.


  "Precisely," Banbridge said, his features grim, as if the battle was already joined. "They'll walk into the trap with part of their fleet missing and we'll smash it to pieces. If it works, it just might trigger a political crisis that could bring down the Emperor himself and at the very least we'll have bagged half a dozen of their finest capital ships."


  "It's a hell of a plan," Grierson said, "but frankly sir, what about us? I mean, I was sort of counting on being in on the victory parade and telling my grandkids how I helped win the great Kilrathi War."


  Banbridge nodded and looked over at Tolwyn as if expecting him to speak. Tolwyn remained silent and Jason sensed that all was not right between the two.


  "You're on your own," Banbridge said quietly. "I expect your task force to reach the home system of the Kilrathi. Do as much damage as you can, though I should add that for political reasons, the Emperor's residence is off-limits for right now. We have information that the outer moon orbiting Kilrah is a major military construction base and naval yard and I would suggest that as your primary target. We could bomb their capital for propaganda purposes but I want hard results that are going to help us out here on the front line."


  "Damn, I wanted to see the Emperor fry," Jason snapped out angrily. "If we're going to be that close, why not go for the head furball and waste him?"


  "We're trying to trigger a civil war here, not a holy war of revenge, so he is strictly off limits. If we hit him the entire Empire will bury its differences, unite under Prince Thrakhath, and go absolutely berserk," Banbridge said coldly.


  "The second moon of the home planet is nothing but one giant military base and carrier construction center; it's an ideal target worth hitting and the one I'd recommend, but our surveillance is sketchy so that is not a hard and fast order."


  "You are to stay in the area until the Kilrathi fleet jumps back in after you. Once that happens, we expect to already be engaged at Vukar. We've traced out several escape and evasion routes; get out, and make a run for it."


  There were a million things Jason wanted to say but knew that there was no sense to it now. He looked at the map, tracing out the lines of approach and suggested retreat. He knew as well that they'd never come back. The Tarawa was not a fleet carrier, it simply didn't have the punch to cut a way through.


  It was a ship designed to be expendable.


  Banbridge looked around the room, his eyes fixed as if he wanted to say more but couldn't.


  "A team of security people will report to your ships in exactly ninety minutes to load the flight plan into your ship's navigation computers, along with our latest intelligence regarding jump point positions and routes within the Kilrathi Empire. That is highly classified information and this will be the first time the Kilrathi find out just how much we know. A lot of good people died getting the intelligence data for Vukar Tag and on their internal defenses. We're blowing a lot of highly classified information on this raid, gentlemen, so I expect you to make it worth something. Your nav centers will be guarded until your departure which is slated for exactly seven and one half hours from now. Your crews are not to know the full extent of this mission until you are inside Kilrathi territory and have revealed your position.


  "Colonel Merritt, Lieutenant Commander Bondarevsky, and Captain Ivanova, a special team will brief you on potential landing sites and air-to-ground strike targets, based upon what little intelligence we have, and I want a strike plan profile from the three of you before you depart."


  Jason realized that if they were lost no information would ever come back as to what they accomplished. Banbridge wanted the strike plan before departure so that a rough assessment might be made later of what happened if they did get through to the target.


  "Colonel Merritt, you are to move your battalion on board the Tarawa. New landing craft, fully loaded with combat supplies will come over from the 12th Marine transport ship Weisbaden. Those craft will pick up your battalion, move them to Tarawa, and your people will travel aboard that ship."


  "Sir, our flight deck is already crammed to the gills," Jason said.


  "Then it'll be even more crowded," Banbridge replied.


  Jason looked over at O'Brian as if expecting some backup, but the captain was still in shock, sitting silently, hands folded.


  Banbridge looked around the room one last time.


  "Good luck, God's speed, and good hunting," he said, his voice suddenly husky. He stood up and strode out of the room, Tolwyn following.


  "Into the valley of death rode the six hundred," Merritt whispered.


  "Well, I'd better go check on my life insurance policy, see if I have time to double it," Grierson sighed, as he stood up and walked out of the room.


  Jason looked over at Svetlana who sat back calmly, forcing a weak smile. Her commander got up and she followed him out, along with the other two escort ship commanders.


  "We're all going to die," O'Brian whispered, looking up at Jason.


  "Sir, you've got to pull yourself together."


  "We're all going to die."


  "I know that, sir. We're in the hole, but for God's sake, sir, you've got to lead us."


  O'Brian sat silently.


  "However I can help, sir, let me do it."


  O'Brian looked up at him.


  "I knew it all along. You're out after my job, but I'll be damned if you ever get it."


  Startled, Jason stepped back as O'Brian stood up.


  "There's a plan within a plan, I tell you that. I know the right people. They'll send someone in to get us out; they just can't tell us for security reasons. They wouldn't leave me out there to die."


  He smiled.


  "Yes, that's it, and we'll all come back heroes. That's it."


  He walked out of the room.


  Not sure if he was more shaken by O'Brian or by the briefing, Jason slowly followed after him.


  "Bear."


  Jason looked up to see Tolwyn standing in a side corridor motioning for him to follow.


  Jason walked down the hallway and followed Tolwyn into a small wardroom, the Admiral closing the door behind them.


  "Have a seat, son."


  "I've got to get my captain back to the ship."


  "It'll wait."


  Tolwyn went over to a side cabinet, pulled out a small bottle, and poured himself a drink. He looked over at Jason.


  "Sorry, bad manners, you've got to fly."


  "It's all right, sir, I'll have a good stiff one once I'm back on Tarawa."


  "It's a hell of a mess I got you, Starlight, and Doomsday into," Tolwyn said quietly. "I had no idea about the Tarawa's mission when I was asked to pick out my best people for a new command. I thought I was doing you a favor."


  "It's all right, sir," Jason said quietly.


  "No, damn it, it's not all right," Tolwyn snapped. "The military lives and dies by its oaths and promises. You pledge to serve and obey. For some countries, in some wars, that's as far as the deal goes. If you, her warriors, get lost, or taken prisoner, and it's expedient for a bunch of lousy politicians to turn their backs on you and forget you, well that's all right. But a country that does that to its soldiers is nothing better than a whore and its leaders should be dragged out and shot."


  "I wouldn't say that in public if I were you, Admiral."


  Tolwyn smiled. "But I can still think it. A system worth fighting for makes the pledge go both ways. You fight for us, but by God we'll sacrifice everything we have to get you back. If you're willing to risk your life to protect us, then we're willing to risk all our treasures, our careers, everything to bring you back. No one gets left behind, ever. A country that abandons its soldiers and does nothing to save them isn't worth a pinch of owl dung."


  Jason was quiet, realizing yet again why he would not hesitate to lay down his life for this man.


  "I feel like hell over this deal, Jason. The Confederation is in desperate straits. A year ago it looked like we were finally getting the edge, but you know as well as I that the last year's been a disaster. If we don't turn things around, and damned fast, the Kilrathi will be dictating peace terms in the burned out wreckage of Confederation Headquarters back on Earth. That's why Banbridge decided to make you expendable. That's what the Tarawa and other ships like her were built for."


  "I understand that," Jason said quietly.


  "If you were all volunteers maybe I could deal with it. But you're not. I suggested that route but Fleet security said asking for nearly fifteen hundred volunteers would be a dead giveaway that something was up, and besides there simply isn't time."


  "So we got picked."


  "You got picked."


  Jason didn't know what more to say.


  "Son, I'm not going to leave you out there. I'll do whatever I can to get you out and that is a promise."


  Jason felt his eyes start to sting. He had never really known his father, but he found himself imagining that he was most likely cut from the same cloth as the man in front of him.


  Jason nodded his thanks.


  "Can I ask one favor?" Tolwyn said.


  "Anything."


  "Tell me about Kevin."


  Jason sighed and looked back at the Admiral. He couldn't give anything less than the truth and he told the admiral about the arrogance, the spoiled haughty displays, the loss of the Sabre, and how he had grounded Kevin until further notice.


  Tolwyn's features reddened.


  "O'Brian grabbed me in the corridor and told me about it, but his version was rather different," Tolwyn said quietly. "Claims you were riding him too hard."


  "I'm riding him hard because I think he's got the makings of a first-rate combat pilot. He'll get his wings back and he'll do well, once he gets that pampered defiant streak out of him."


  Tolwyn smiled.


  "My sister-in-law," he said, shaking his head. "All caught up with the family name and wealth. Wants the lad to be a nice clean career officer, an adjutant in some safe brownnosing job where he'll reach admiral through the political route. Gods, how we've fought over that boy."


  Tolwyn looked away for a moment.


  "Tell me about O'Brian."


  "Sir?"


  "I want the straight line, no butt covering for a superior."


  "I don't think he can cut it, sir. He's going to crack before we're done. That briefing scared the hell out of him."


  "Exactly what I thought. But he's the fair-haired boy of someone back at headquarters who made sure his efficiency reports look like they were written out in fourteen-karat gold. He's also got more than one enemy and I think that's why they put him on the Tarawa. Figured you're all dead anyhow once the show starts, so why waste a good officer."


  "Can you get him transferred out?"


  "Too late. I told Banbridge what I thought, but all he saw were those reports and he wants him to stay. Though I hate like hell to think about what I got you into, at the same time I'm glad you're on that ship to balance things out a bit. I hate to put you in this spot son, but if O'Brian should crack you know what you'll have to do and I'll back you all the way."


  Jason nodded.


  "Anything I can do for you, son?"


  Jason shook his head. He had no real life outside the fleet. The only woman he was really interested in was going out there with him. His mother? At least the insurance would go to her. Damn, she had given everything, a husband, one son, and now another. A lot of money from a grateful nation, three blue stars hanging in her window, and loneliness. He could imagine the letter that Tolwyn would send, to be folded away with the other two. No, there was nothing the admiral could do now.


  He realized Tolwyn was the same in a way. Wife and sons killed early on in the war. Nothing except the fleet, and one spoiled nephew. He hesitated and then decided to go ahead anyhow and make the offer.


  "Sir. I've grounded Kevin as you know. If you want I could transfer him off the Tarawa for an evaluation and discipline review. He'll get cleared—hell most pilots have pulled similar stunts at one time or another. We'll be gone and you can transfer him over to Wolfhound. Put him in with Hobbes' unit, that Kilrathi is a damned fine leader."


  Tolwyn's features grew dark and Jason instantly knew that he had made a mistake,


  "I'll be damned if I'm going to show favorites," the admiral growled. "The boy's assigned to the Tarawa and by God that's where he'll stay. A Tolwyn doesn't run from a fight. I'd rather lose him than have to live with the shame both for myself, and for him."


  Jason felt a warm glow of pride for his commander and he drew up stiffly.


  "It's always been an honor to serve under you, sir," he said softly.


  Tolwyn nodded, and then extended his hand.


  "Good luck son, and good hunting."


  


  


  • CHAPTER VI


  Jason paused for a moment and waited. He felt the shudder and didn't even bother to look at the shifting starfields on the other side of the launch bay airlock. Seconds later the ship's nav computer announced successful jump and started the countdown for the next jump which would hit in just over eleven hours.


  So they were on their way in.


  He turned back around.


  "No way, no damned way, I need a cleared launch area and taxiway for my ships. Now either that landing craft gets moved or I'll order it pushed over the side right now!"


  "Listen here, young sir," Merritt growled, stepping up closer to Jason. "These ships are my responsibility, and if I don't have them I don't land. And I'll tell you this, if you lay a hand on that landing craft I'll kick your butt from here to Earth and back."


  "You damned grunt," Jason growled. "If you don't have fighter cover, this carrier will get cooked before you're even out of the airlock."


  He could sense that the entire deck was going quiet. Hundreds of marines were bunked out under the wings of the Sabres and in any spare corner that could be found. Tension was already high and they would most likely enjoy a good demonstration of hand-to-hand combat just about now to break the boredom.


  The deck was crowded beyond anything he had ever imagined possible. Each of the landing craft was damned near the size of a Broadsword, capable of carrying up to a hundred men, two M-77 light ground assault vehicles, an array of medium caliber weapons, with a full battery of ground bombardment missiles slung to the undercarriage. That alone gave him the creeps. Ten landing craft, each loaded down with enough missiles to rip the Tarawa apart a dozen times over, were sitting fully exposed on deck. Except for the hot-loaded planes, all armament aboard Tarawa was stored in blast-proof lockers beneath the flight deck, only to be hoisted out and loaded on just before launch. But no one in the design of the carrier had envisioned the addition of ten marine landing craft. There simply was no place to store the armament other than on the racks of the ships, a fact which Jason felt was the equivalent of handing a lit bomb to Maniac and then telling him to go blow something up—sooner or later something would indeed blow.


  If the Sabre lost in the training flight crashed on the deck now, it would ram straight into several of the landing craft—and the Tarawa would simply disappear.


  "Ah, sirs?"


  Sparks, moving fast, pushed her way in between the two.


  "Just what the hell is it, Sparks?"


  "I've been thinking, sir. Take a look straight up."


  "Damn it, Sparks, not now."


  "Look up, sir. See them hooks on the ceiling? They never pulled them out when this ship was converted over from a transport. We could hang eight of the landing craft up there, and there'd be just enough room underneath for the taxiway. If we jiggle the other planes around, we'll be able to squeeze in the other two landing craft and still have room to spare."


  "What the hell are you talking about?" Merritt snapped. "Each of those craft weigh nearly a hundred tons unloaded."


  "I know that, sir. I was thinking, though, we could rig up a null gravity unit inside each landing craft. Move it up there and it'd hang weightlessly. How the hell do you think they do it on cargo ships?"


  "Well I'll be damned," Jason sighed.


  He looked over at Merritt who broke into a grin of approval.


  "Make it so, Sparks," Jason said, and he started to walk away, glad that his body was still intact.


  "Commander."


  Jason looked back and Merritt came up alongside and put a hand on his shoulder.


  "Care for a drink?"


  "Maybe later, Colonel," Jason said coldly.


  "Look, Commander, I'm sorry. I'm used to getting my way. It's part of being a marine I guess. I know you were trying to do things right, I just wanted to see how you'd do it."


  "Checking me out, is that it, sir?" Jason retorted.


  Merritt smiled.


  "Don't blame me. I know the odds on this mission. I guess you have to have a death wish to be a commando to start with. But the other missions I've been out on, I always figured there was a fair chance of coming back. I just want to know if I can count on you in the pinch."


  "And I pass the grade so far, right?"


  Merritt smiled.


  "Svetlana's told me a lot about you already. You're all right in my book," and he made a display of shaking Jason's hand so that everyone on the flight deck would see it.


  Jason realized he had been manipulated in a little morale-boosting game, but he couldn't help but like the blunt forthrightness of this squat plug of a man who didn't just cut his hair short but rather shaved it bald—an affectation that many of his troops followed. Jason was glad that at least Svetlana hadn't picked that marine habit up. Merritt broke into a grin that showed several chipped teeth and Jason found that the smile was simply far too winning, like an ugly dog that suddenly had broken into a fit of tail wagging.


  "I'll take that drink with you later, sir," Jason said, playing the game as well so that his own people would hear him.


  "By the way," Merritt asked, lowering his voice to a near whisper, "I heard that your captain used to run a transport."


  "That's right, sir."


  "Then why the hell wasn't he down here to supervise this loading? He's got the experience; he could have figured this problem out in a second."


  "He's most likely busy right now," Jason said, keeping his voice even, not willing to admit that the captain had stayed locked in his cabin since returning from the briefing.


  "Well, my reading is he's so damned scared it'll be a week before he can unplug."


  "I can't comment on that, sir," Jason replied.


  "See you for that drink later, Commander," and with a heavy pat on the shoulder Merritt stalked off, pausing for a moment to cut loose with an excellently chosen string of expletives aimed at a group of commandos sleeping under the wing of a Sabre.


  Jason looked around the flight deck and couldn't decide whether he should stick around or simply just give it over to the deck officer. He decided for the latter and walked off, checking out the marines as he passed. He knew they were putting on a show for the "blue suits," as they called fleet personnel and they were certainly going all out. Most had their personal and combat gear stacked up around them, and were lounging on their equipment, sharpening knives and cleaning weapons. Few of them carried the standard issue M-47 semiauto laser gun. A couple had neutron mini guns, which pumped out a thousand bursts a minute, with shoulder slings to help carry the thirty kilos of weight. Others were armed with mass driver scatter guns, which fired five hundred naillike flechettes in a single burst. Others carried a bizarre assortment of non-military sporting equipment including a couple of sniper scoped Stenson Drakon rifles, capable of dropping a twenty ton Vegan saber tooth from a mile away, and near all of them had at least one or two Kilrathi items, especially the famed claw knives which could disembowel an opponent with the mere flick of a wrist. Those not working on their weapons had pried open the lids of self-cooking meals and the deck was filled with the scent of standard ration packs.


  "Care for a souvenir, sir?"


  Jason looked over at four marines who were sitting in a small circle playing cards. They were all wearing the standard adjustable camo which, chameleonlike, would sense its surroundings and then shift the color of the uniform to match, so that all of them, for the moment at least, looked as if they were dressed in deck plate steel gray.


  "Not really," Jason said politely and started to move on.


  "Just a moment, sir," and a marine reached into his duffel bag and pulled out a small gem-encrusted gold statue. Jason looked at it. It was a beautiful work of art, with a free flowing style representing a Kilrathi female, but it was done in an abstract so it was hard to tell for sure. It conveyed a sense of felinelike grace and beauty that he found appealing. It was a side of the Kilrathi he tried never to think about, the fact that beyond the war, they also had private lives, had their own literature, music, and art traditions that were even older than that of humans. He had once heard a cycle of Kilrathi poetry, about the loss of a lover, being read by Hobbes, and found it strangely moving.


  He looked at the statue and could not help but admire it. Though he wanted it, he also felt that its presence in his room would be disturbing. In his war, the killing of Kilrathi was impersonal, except for an occasional taunt on the comm link. There were no bodies, no wounded, only the quick and the living, and those who were dead. The statue threatened to somehow put a face and feelings on the enemy, something he could never afford to let happen.


  "Got it out of that furball palace. A real nice bargain for three hundred."


  He was tempted anyhow but shook his head.


  "I'll pass."


  "Well maybe this will interest you," a female marine said, grinning sardonically, and her friends started to chuckle as she reached into her duffel.


  She pulled out a small loop of braided rope, half a dozen dark leathery circles hanging from the coil.


  He knew better than to ask but had to find out.


  "What is it?"


  "Cat ears," the marine said, "cut 'em off myself. Now one set still smells a bit, got it on Vukar, but the other two sets are nice and cured, fifty for the lot. It's a great gift to send home."


  He wanted to explode but knew he was being set up.


  "I'll skip it, Marine," and he kept on going, ignoring their low burst of laughter.


  Damn. It made him sick. What was this war doing to us, are we becoming like them?


  He left the deck area and headed for the ready room. Doomsday was sitting in the room alone, nursing his usual cup of overbrewed coffee.


  "How you doing?"


  Doomsday looked up.


  "One of the problems with being a manic-depressive is that you know that someday you'll be right and the crap really will hit the fan."


  "Oh, that's great to hear," Jason replied, pouring a cup of coffee for himself and settling in beside his friend.


  "We've got a coward for a captain for starters."


  Jason nodded. He seemed to have real luck that way. He'd already been in one mutiny against a total jerk, now he was stuck again, but this time in the hands of a coward rather than a ruthless tyrant.


  "And we're on a one-way trip."


  "You can say that around me buddy, but not around our pups."


  Doomsday nodded glumly.


  "They already got it figured out in spite of the security lid. Oh, they'll do the old stiff upper lip routine around you, try and look like a bunch of John Waynes."


  "Who the hell is that?"


  "Didn't they teach you any history in school?"


  Jason shook his head.


  "From the rather self-contradictory film records it's believed he was a great war hero. But anyhow, it's almost reassuring to have some depressed people around me for a change; it could actually cheer me up."


  "Just great," Jason replied.


  He suddenly didn't feel like hanging around. Doomsday was one of his closest friends and also had that rare ability to accept a friend, especially one far younger, in a command role. It's just that he wasn't the most cheerful of company at times and Jason felt as if he needed a real cheering up.


  "After the next jump there's nearly a twenty-hour transit time to the following point. Things should be squared away on the flight deck by then and I want our people out and practicing convoy defense and strike runs against capital ships. You and the other Sabres will be the aggressors; Janice and I will run the defense, so come up with a good simulation of a Kilrathi attack pattern."


  "I've seen enough; it'll be old hat stuff."


  Jason nodded and left the room. He was tempted to go back and join Merritt for that drink; there wouldn't be any flying for twelve hours. He thought for a moment of Svetlana, after all she was now on his ship, but pushed the thought aside; it was better to just let that pass. At the moment sleep seemed awfully tempting and he turned instead to go to his cabin. Before relaxing he settled into his chair and pulled up a flight line status report on his computer to check on the progress of repairs.


  There was a knock at the door.


  He groaned inwardly. The last thing he needed was someone else barging in wanting to talk.


  "Enter."


  "I could come back later."


  He looked over his shoulder and felt the old heart skip again.


  "Come on in, Svetlana."


  "I figured since we'd be taking this little cruise together, there was no sense in avoiding each other."


  She reached into a duffel bag and pulled out a bottle, two camouflaged field cups, and a corkscrew.


  "Delighted," Jason sighed, closing up his computer and pulling the one other chair in his office around for her to sit in.


  She uncorked the bottle and poured out two drinks. A warm cinnamon smell filled the room.


  "Got it in that Kilrathi palace. Can't read the label, even our translator was stumped; for all I know it might be furniture polish, but here goes anyhow."


  She tilted the glass back.


  Jason took a cautious sniff and then followed her lead. It hit like a sledgehammer and he felt his eyes water.


  "Damn, those furballs sure can make a potent brew."


  "Another?"


  Jason smiled and shook his head. "I think I'll just nurse the rest of this one," he gasped and she laughed softly.


  They sat in awkward silence for nearly a minute. He found that he wasn't really sure of what he should start talking about. Business? There'd be plenty of time later to go over the strike plans. The past? Far too dangerous. Damn, you couldn't even lead off with the weather.


  "I'm sorry about blowing on you the other day," she finally ventured, "It's just, well, Jason it took a long time to get over you, and then suddenly there you are, that damned boyish grin of yours. It tore me up."


  "It's OK."


  There was another long silence.


  "Do you like the marines?" he finally asked.


  "Sure. They're good. I wanted to be with the best. Since I couldn't fly, I figured I'd pound the ground. I'm proud of them."


  "They're a hell of a tough bunch."


  "What do you mean?"


  He hesitated.


  "Go on," and she smiled.


  "I just had one of your grunts, a woman no less, offer to sell me some Kilrathi ears."


  "So it turned you off. A little too brutal?"


  "I thought we were fighting for some basic standards in life, and it struck me as something straight out of the middle ages. Though the Kilrathi might do it, we still play by certain rules, treat prisoners fairly and with respect, and non-combatants are off-limits. Hell, I put my career on the line once over that issue when I refused a direct order to dump a Kilrathi freighter loaded with women and children who wanted to surrender. I believe we can fight this war without becoming barbaric."


  "And what the hell else is war, a tea party?"


  "You're not following me."


  "For you it's nice and clean—end of the mission you come back to white sheets, a hot meal, and a nice young, clean, and well-scrubbed ensign or lieutenant with stars in her eyes to warm your bed."


  She spit the words out angrily.


  "You know it's not like that at all."


  "I've been in sixteen landings," Svetlana said, her voice suddenly sounding hollow. "Every friend I had in my first company died on what was to be my third assault. I was down wounded and missed that little jump on what was supposed to be a cold target. They said the landing craft covered a couple of square kilometers when the dust finally settled from the impact."


  "Wounded?"


  She pointed at the thin scar across her temple and back to her ear. He realized it was a surgical cut and didn't want to know what they had to go in for and dig out of her brain.


  "In a typical landing we lose too much. And I've done it sixteen times. The last one you saw was a piece of cake. We lost ten percent and thought it was a joke. I've retaken four human worlds that the Kilrathi occupied. If you'd seen what I saw, you'd take ears too. You know what they did to the civilian population on Khosan? Jason, I was on the team that retook that place. You want a couple of details about what Kilrathi do to women and children?"


  He shook his head, unable to reply for a moment. The holo images of the torture and massacre, filmed by a Kilrathi propaganda team, had been captured after the fight. It was sickening. And there was the other part about Khosan that hurt as well.


  She looked at him and a pained look came over her features.


  "I'm sorry, I forgot your brother was part of the defense team that got caught."


  "It's all right," Jason said quietly, "the letter said it was quick and clean."


  "Of course," and her words were a bit too hurried, though sincere.


  There were certain things in life that you clung to, even when you suspected they were lies. The letter to his mother from Joshua's sergeant, which described a heroic death, cut down painlessly by a neutron blast, was one of them. He didn't want to think of the alternative, the fact that his brother might have been taken alive.


  "What has this war done to us?" Jason said sadly.


  "It's made us killers. As good as the Kilrathi. Maybe someday, those who come after us, maybe they'll live a soft life of peace, grow up, stay in school, love music and art, fall in love, and never know fear. Maybe they can live by the standards you talk about. And the funny thing is, someday they'll even forget about us, never knowing just how thin the line was between freedom and slavery."


  Her voice was filled with an infinite sadness.


  "But for us?" she smiled. "You and I know what it's done."


  "I wish it'd been different," Jason said. "I mean, that we could have stayed together."


  She shook her head.


  "I wanted to see action as much as you; the marines were a guarantee."


  She laughed softly.


  "A real guarantee."


  Svetlana looked down into her drink for a moment and then back at Jason.


  "Tell me honestly. If it was a choice now. If Tolwyn came along and said, 'All right, Jason, you can take the girl and go home, but you'll miss all the action,' what would you do?"


  "I'm not sure."


  "Liar." She smiled again. "Once you've been in it, you can't let go. I'm so scared about this next mission I can't sleep. Hell, that's why I'm drinking. But I wouldn't miss a crack at their home world for anything."


  He nodded his head. He knew that he was as good as dead already, but just for once, it would be good to be able to give it to the Kilrathi, to hit them right in their own backyard, rather than this endless war on the frontiers. It was worth everything, and he knew he'd go nuts if he ever passed it up.


  "So we're in agreement then," Svetlana said with a sigh, and she poured another drink, and then downed it.


  "Maybe when the war is over," Jason said quietly. "Maybe then we can make another try at it."


  "Old lover, when this war's over, you and I will be dust."


  Her voice was hard and cold.


  "You sound like a damned marine."


  "I am a damned marine and don't forget it," and there was a slight slurring to her voice. "You lousy blue suits look down on us like we're animals or something, but you don't know what it's really like. Honey, if you ever saw war the way I have, you'd puke your guts out."


  "All right, all right. You choose to be a macho grunt; you don't have to prove it to me."


  "Prove something to you? Flyboy, I don't need to prove anything to you. Go ahead and fly your lousy fighters, but it'll be the marines that take the planets and win this war."


  "Without top cover, you're nothing but target practice. I'm not the instructor who washed you out of flight school, so don't keep trying to prove something to me now."


  Her eyes went cold and hard and she stood up.


  "Go to hell," and she stormed out of the room.


  "Hey, you forgot your bottle…"


  The door slid shut and he sat back in his chair.


  "Nice going, Jason," he sighed and was tempted to pick the bottle up and pour another drink.


  The door slid back open and she stormed back into the room, came up to where he was sitting and pointed a finger in his face.


  "And another thing, you egotistical bastard—"


  Suddenly the whole thing seemed totally absurd and he started to laugh.


  She looked down at him, her eyes filled with rage. And then it all started to melt away.


  "You were about to say," Jason whispered, looking up and smiling.


  She hesitated and then her words came out as a whisper.


  "Can I spend the night with you?"


  "All right Blue Squadron, pair off with your wingmen; let's get a couple of thousand kilometers between each pair and practice some head-to-head dogfighting."


  "That's more like it, sir!"


  "Cut the chatter, Mongol," Jason said, a grin crossing his features, unable to blame Mongol for his enthusiasm.


  He was amazed at how they were doing. The simulation of the convoy defense had gone flawlessly, with four of Doomsday's Sabres marked off as "kills" before they had even closed within five thousand clicks of target, and not a single simulator torpedo getting through. Jason could tell that Doomsday was still seething about getting waxed by Lone Wolf, who had nailed him as he closed and was waiting for computer lock on the Tarawa. The accountants back at fleet headquarters would most likely go nuts if they ever found out that the new planes assigned to Tarawa had clocked over two hundred hours of flying time in the last thirty days. Planes aboard frontline carriers were expected to last a minimum of fourteen months before their thousand-hour strip-down and rebuilding check, a process which grounded the craft for a month and cost a cool million just in parts. But the thought of it made him want to laugh, as if any of these planes would even last that long.


  "Lone Wolf, you're with me."


  There was a moment's pause.


  "Aye, sir."


  "Stick to me like glue," Jason said and he winged over, kicking on afterburners. He looked back over his right shoulder and saw Kevin closing in to follow. Jason banked right, watching, and Kevin nudged in a touch of extra throttle, following Jason through the turn. Jason opened his throttle full out and Kevin stayed close, reacting as Jason nudged his throttle up and down, Kevin following suit almost simultaneously.


  "All right Lone Wolf, break left now!"


  The Rapier turned over on its side and banked away.


  "Switch on your combat simulation system, as you complete your circle; the game's on!"


  Jason broke hard right, toggling up his own combat simulator which would fire his lasers and neutron guns at a one percent setting, with shields now programmed to simulate all hits as if they were full impacts.


  As he turned he watched his screen, Kevin's ship now highlighted by a red blip. Kevin pulled out of his turn, snap rolling to throw off Jason as to his intended direction of banking. Jason pulled a high yo-yo, coming up over in a climbing bank, attempting to line up on a deflection shot. Kevin broke out of his climb, coming in straight at Jason, firing off a salvo. Jason, caught momentarily off guard by the gutsy move, pushed his stick forward, thus missing the incoming, and then pulled straight back up again, firing a volley which caught the underside of Kevin's ship.


  "Damn!" and Jason grinned at Kevin's discomfort as he pulled up hard, snap rolling again and then breaking hard left. Kevin followed, punching in afterburners. But Kevin was on afterburners as well and yanked his ship into a skidding turn. As he rotated through, he lined up on Jason and fired several rounds, two of the three hitting squarely, shields forward snapping off, the computer reading that a quarter of the ship's armor was gone.


  "Nice shot, Lone Wolf!" and he zoomed through his turn, catching Kevin with another deflection shot.


  "Ouch!" and Jason smiled, sensing that Kevin was actually enjoying the encounter and a chance to nail the old man.


  The swirling fight continued for nearly a quarter hour and Jason found himself grinning with delight at the challenge. But there was a predictable pattern to Kevin's actions, a problem with new pilots who found a couple of maneuvers that worked and then stuck to them. If a fight was over quickly, it didn't matter, but in a long drawn out duel, predictability could be deadly.


  Twice he was able to nail Kevin as he snap rolled and then broke out to port and the third time he went into the maneuver Jason positioned himself to nail the young pilot with a full deflection, but this time Kevin broke to starboard, skidding through his turn with afterburners blazing. Jason started to turn as well and then looking up in his rear projection mirror he saw Kevin roll out not a hundred meters behind him. Jason pulled up hard and Tolwyn stayed glued to his tail, a volley just skimming overhead. The second volley impacted full on the rear shields, and the computer simulated a full shield shutdown.


  Jason took a deep breath, then slammed his throttle off, cutting all power. Kevin raced up on him, skimming just a couple of meters over Jason's canopy, the shields of both ships snapping.


  He lifted his nose slightly and slammed a volley straight up Kevin's tailpipes and Lone Wolf's engines shut off.


  "I'm dead, sir," Kevin said quietly.


  "Good fighting, Kevin; let's head back to the hanger."


  Clearing the airlock of Tarawa behind Kevin, Jason nudged his ship in through the tight quarters and touched down. As he climbed out of his Rapier he saw Tolwyn standing to one side by himself, while the other pilots gathered in a circle, talking excitedly, waving their hands back and forth to show their maneuvers.


  Kevin walked up to Jason.


  "A good fight, sir," he said.


  "You don't like getting your tail waxed, do you?" Jason said quietly.


  "I'm not used to it, if that's what you mean."


  "Top scorer in flight school, even beat out one of your instructors if I remember your efficiency report correctly."


  "Yes, sir."


  "Look, Kevin, this wasn't some little demonstration to prove to you that I'm a hot pilot and you're not. I got past that kind of crap years ago. I want you to come out of your next fight alive. You might be facing Imperial Guard and you don't get to be an Imperial Guard pilot unless you've killed at least eight Confederation ships. I don't want some bastard over there painting your kill on the side of his plane."


  "It'd be hard to tell that one to my uncle, wouldn't it?"


  Jason put his hand on Kevin's shoulder and led him off to a quiet corner of the crowded deck.


  "I want you to cut that crap out, Kevin," Jason said, forcing himself to not blow up at the insult. "I've got a hell of a lot of respect for your uncle, but the fact that you're his blood doesn't cut it with me. Aboard this ship, and in my command, you're Kevin Tolwyn, a damned good pilot, who is also one arrogant pain in the butt, and nothing more. Get that clear, mister, once and for all. I don't care who else aboard this ship has been kissing your butt or kicking it because you've got an admiral for an uncle, but you're not going to find that with me."


  "I know you've got a tough road, people hear your name and their eyes go wide. I'll confess it confused the hell out of me the first time I saw you."


  "I know that, sir."


  "And you didn't make it any easier on me if you remember it. If I was rough on you, it was to kick the props out from under you, so that the other pilots in this wing knew you'd be treated just like them."


  Kevin was silent.


  "I know all of you are wondering where the hell we're going and why the tight security; the only thing I can tell you so far is what you already know, that the mission is damned important and you'll be facing the best the Kilrathi can throw at us. I can't tell you where, or why yet, but I can tell you it'll be one of the most important missions you're ever going to fly, and if you get out of it in one piece, it'll be something to tell your grandkids about. I want to make sure you fly at your best and get that chance to live. I owe you that not as Kevin Tolwyn, a nephew of a god almighty admiral, I owe you that as Kevin Tolwyn, a pilot in my wing. Do you read me clear on that, mister?"


  Kevin looked at him quizzically.


  "OK, sir," he said, his voice quiet.


  "I'm putting you back on the combat flight roster as of now," Jason said quietly. "You made a mistake that cost Jim Conklin his life, but I think it was an honest mistake."


  Kevin breathed a sigh of relief.


  "Thank you, sir, I didn't want to miss the next show."


  "Just remember one thing though."


  "What's that, sir?"


  "Remember every time you go out there, that it's not just you riding in that cockpit that you have to worry about. The life of your wingman, the crew of this ship, perhaps even an entire fleet might be in your hands. Think with your brains and with your heart, not with your guts. Do that and you'll be a hell of a pilot some day if we survive this next fight."


  Kevin nodded, unable to reply.


  "Now let's go get a cup of coffee."


  Jason patted him on the shoulder and they started for the hangar door.


  "One question, sir."


  "Go on?"


  "That maneuver of yours, slamming back the throttle when I was straight on your tail. In training school we were forbidden to do that because of the risk of collision."


  "Well this is the real universe now, Kevin; it's a favorite trick with some of the Kilrathi aces. You see, in their training school they don't care if a hell of a lot of people get killed. They've learned that maneuver by heart. If they die getting rammed, at least it takes an enemy down with them. If not, chances are they'll have you dead in their sights and you're history."


  "Yeah, I'll remember that now. But I could have rammed you."


  "I trusted you, Lone Wolf. I know you've got the makings of a damned good pilot and I trusted you wouldn't."


  Kevin broke into the first smile Jason had ever seen.


  "Thank you, sir, I appreciate the trust."


  Trying to suppress a yawn, Jason studied the holo map intently.


  "If you're bored, Boneski, we can find someone else to fly this mission," O'Brian snapped.


  Jason shook his head, making sure to avoid eye contact with Svetlana. It'd been five wonderful days since she had come back to his room. It was wonderful and yet filled with a sad poignancy, as both of them tried to forget all that had been lost, and also just how short a time they had left together.


  "It's nothing, sir," and he looked over at the Tarawa's intelligence officer who was giving the briefing.


  "Are you sure the base is on that planet?"


  "I can't promise, sir," the young lieutenant replied, "I'm just working off the computer data feed into our banks. The information came from Kilrathi who've defected. We haven't even got a remote surveillance drone in this far."


  Jason studied the map intently. They had been running flat out for nearly five days, the supply ship, loaded down with extra fuel having just unloaded and turned around. Jason punched a control key and slowly rotated the map, studying the red line that was tracing their route through the next system. So far, intelligence had been right. They were coming up a back alley that the Kilrathi didn't even suspect the Confederation knew about. The only traffic they had encountered was a lone transport, which Doomsday took out, hopefully before it could get a distress signal out. With the next jump, however, the mask was supposed to be pulled off and it would be his job to go up, knock on the door, and announce their presence.


  "All right then," Jason said quietly. "I'll take a Ferret out alone. I'll act as if I'm on standard sweep, and cross the flank of that station. The furballs will scramble and then I run and lead them straight back here."


  "I still don't like that," O'Brian said. "Suppose they launch a torpedo strike."


  "As I said before," Jason said quietly, "they'll be out in pursuit of a light recon fighter. They won't be loaded for a heavy ship hunt. Their standard procedure is to first find out what they're dealing with before coming in with the heavy armament. We want them to see us, and report it in. By the time they rearm and relaunch we'll be out of the sector."


  O'Brian pursed his lips, and looked around the room. Merritt, Grierson, and the other ship commander looked back with disinterest. O'Brian cleared his throat.


  "All right, but if they come at us with torpedoes I'll note in the log that you had promised otherwise."


  Jason found himself still laughing about O'Brian's threat as he punched through his nav point and turned in towards the Kilrathi base.


  He had maneuvered through an asteroid field on his approach in, using it as a shield to block their scanning. As he cleared the field he punched it up and continued his approach, pulsing out a radar scan ever minute, as if doing a general pattern search, knowing that the Kilrathi base would pick up the pulses, analyze them, and realize that a Confederation ship was in the area. It was the equivalent of hanging out a huge sign that said "kick me." And it didn't take long to get the response.


  He rolled his ship over and started to race back, half a dozen Kilrathi light fighters on his tail at ten thousand kilometers.


  "Tarawa combat control, I've got six Sartha behind me, coming in for a snoop."


  "We are launching now," came the reply.


  "That's not the plan; we want them to get a visual on Tarawa, hold on that launch."


  "I have been ordered to launch a defense team," combat control replied, her voice strained.


  "Is the captain there?"


  She hesitated.


  "Yes, sir."


  "Then put him on the line."


  There was a moment of silence.


  "Doomsday is leading out a strike," she finally said, "and the captain states that you are to follow his orders."


  "Damn it!" and he snapped the comm link off.


  O'Brian was blowing it; it was essential that the Sartha see the convoy and then escape to report. If they were engaged forward the information might never get back.


  "Doomsday, do you copy?"


  "Right here."


  "Switch to commlink 2331."


  "Copy."


  "All right old friend, you with me?"


  "Got ya."


  "You know the plan. The old man wants you to engage and destroy at fifty thousand clicks out. I want you to run, and keep pulling back. We need those Sartha to see the ship."


  Doomsday laughed.


  "Oh, will we be in for it, but I'll take care of it."


  The Sartha were starting to fall behind and Jason snapped his engine on and off, mimicking that he was starting to overheat. He scanned through Kilrathi frequencies and finally locked on to them. They were calling to each other excitedly, and it sounded as if some sort of argument was on.


  He clicked on his mike.


  "Your mother eats used cat litter," he shouted in what he hoped was good Kilrathi.


  There was an explosion of roars from the other side.


  "Bugs Bunny screws his mother," a Kilrathi taunted back in broken English and Jason roared with laughter. Apparently the Kilrathi had picked up some old Earth television transmissions that had been slowly traveling outward at light speed for hundreds of years. One fragment they had picked up had been analyzed by their psychological warfare department and they believed that this ancient animated character was a great folk hero of Earth. A number of taunts had been built around it and he remembered how crestfallen his friend Hobbes was when he was informed that such a taunt produced hysterical laughter from human pilots, since it had been one of Hobbes' favorites when he was still serving the Empire.


  Jason exchanged a few more taunts, the responses leaving him in stitches and he found himself hoping that the pilot he was facing would survive their upcoming encounter. He almost hoped that someday they could share a drink and he could tell him just how comical he really was.


  The Tarawa was less than fifty thousand clicks out, and he hoped that the Kilrathi were finally picking it up. There was a moment of hesitation from his pursuers when they detected eight ships coming up, another round of shouted arguments and then they pressed on in.


  "All right, Doomsday, break back in."


  Doomsday turned his ship around, several thousand clicks ahead of Jason, and started back for the Tarawa. The commlink channel from Tarawa flared to life and Jason switched the link off and smiled. He could imagine that O'Brian was going berserk when he saw that the fighters were running straight back home with only six Kilrathi Sarthas on their tail.


  Jason watched his screen, knowing that he had to put on some sort of convincing show, both for O'Brian and for the Kilrathi who might grow suspicious.


  "Ten thousand clicks we break back," Jason announced.


  As they crossed the line he switched back up to full power and yanked back hard on his stick while punching in the afterburners to produce a skidding turn.


  As he turned, the Sarthas broke into an open formation and the fight was on. He bore straight in on the lead ship, rolled ninety degrees, punched some more afterburner in, and turned again, coming up on the portside rear quarter. He squeezed off a sharp double burst, and fragments rained off the enemy.


  Another burst would kill him but he held off. The enemy turned to try to circle in and Jason kicked on his afterburners as if he had panicked and was now trying to escape. The Sartha turned in behind him. Doomsday streaked past, with his fighters behind him slashing into the other ships.


  Jason continued to run straight back towards Tarawa, the Sartha behind him, trying to close the range. He pivoted and rolled to avoid the incoming, struggling with his own instincts and training to fake a pull-up, then roll over and dive under, coming up beneath his opponent. No. He had to lead him in.


  Three small dots appeared straight ahead and within seconds started to take form. The Kilrathi, intent on what he thought would be a kill, continued to bore in, still firing. Good, his gun cameras would definitely be on, recording what was straight ahead. Jason dived straight for the fleet until a blind man could not help but see what was ahead. The Sartha slowed and Jason grinned, imagining a rather panicked cry of 'oh damn!' from his opponent.


  To his amazement the Tarawa's long range laser cannon opened fire and Jason ducked his ship out of the way.


  "Damn it, turn those guns off, this turkey has to report home!" Jason roared.


  The Sartha pulled up and away. Jason turned after him, pursued briefly and then jerked his throttle up and down to simulate engine trouble.


  "Doomsday, one heading straight back, let him get through. He's scared to death but he's got the information."


  "We've scratched four of them, feels strange to not finish 'em."


  "That's not the mission, form up and return to base."


  Jason turned back in to the Tarawa, lined up for approach and came in to a smooth landing. As he shut down his engine and Sparks helped him out of the cockpit, the deck loudspeaker clicked on.


  "Commander Bondarevsky, report to the bridge at once."


  "I guess you're in for it now, sir," Sparks said with a grin.


  "Tell me something, Sparks, just how the hell is it that you always seem to know what's going on all the time?"


  "I keep my eyes and ears open, that's all," she said quietly.


  "I see."


  She hesitated for a moment.


  "For what it's worth, sir, I think that marine captain's a mighty fine lady."


  Jason looked over at his crew chief and could only shake his head. They had tried to keep their relationship secret. Fleet policy, though it didn't officially ban such fraternization, certainly didn�t approve of it either. Couples were expected to be discreet and, outside the privacy of their rooms, to show military decorum at all times.


  Embarrassed, Jason forced a weak smile.


  "And she's awfully lucky as well."


  He looked at Sparks and sensed that there was a twinge of jealousy in her comment. She stood before him, a streak of grease on her cheek, her hands dirty, her uniform a baggy pair of maintenance coveralls. But for the first time he also realized that she was an extremely attractive young lady.


  "Ah, yeah, ah thanks, Sparks," and he quickly left the deck.


  As he walked down the corridor, still in flight gear, the ship's crew that he passed looked at him and then lowered their eyes. As he opened the airlock door onto the bridge he could hear O'Brian's high voice:


  "I'll have his stripes for this."


  "Reporting as ordered, sir," Jason said quietly.


  The entire bridge was as silent as the grave as O'Brian turned, his features flushed.


  "You disobeyed a direct order to engage those Kilrathi beyond the range of this ship."


  "Sir, can we discuss this in your wardroom?" Jason asked quietly.


  "No! We'll discuss it right here!"


  Jason walked past the captain and pulled open the wardroom door.


  "Sir, this might involve issues of security and you know what Admiral Banbridge said about that."


  Jason knew that it had nothing to do with security at all. Before entering the system the crew had been briefed at last on their mission. That alone had nearly driven Jason to distraction, since O'Brian's briefing was short on inspiration and long on the perils involved. But the last thing he wanted were witnesses to what he was about to say.


  Fuming, O'Brian stalked across the bridge, his shoulder brushing against Jason, forcing him to step back. Jason followed him into the wardroom and slammed the door shut.


  "I ordered you to engage those Sartha beyond range of the Tarawa."


  "Sir, under the mission guidelines established by Admiral Banbridge we were to engage the Kilrathi in this sector, in such a manner as to lead them back to the Tarawa so that our position would be revealed."


  "Banbridge is not out here now, mister, and I made a decision based upon the current threat."


  "Six lousy Sartha a threat to an escort carrier, a destroyer, and corvette?"


  "Don't you question my judgment, mister."


  "I am questioning it," Jason snapped angrily.


  O'Brian, his features flushed, waved a finger at Jason.


  "Oh, I know all about you and that Gettysburg affair. You're a mutineer. You got away with it last time, but by God you won't this time."


  Furious, Jason struggled for control to not say anything else.


  "I've decided to cross this sector without detection. If we spring into Kilrah unannounced we'll smash them, by God. Now they know we're coming and I have a good mind to call this mission off thanks to you."


  Jason turned away for a second. He felt his hands shaking with rage and then he turned back.


  "If you do that, sir, our main task force will be jumped by ten carriers. They'll be destroyed and we will lose this war!"


  He slammed the table with his fist, afraid for a second that he had actually broken his hand.


  O'Brian blanched and stepped backwards.


  "I'm grounding you; you are confined to quarters and we are pulling back now that the Kilrathi know of our whereabouts."


  Jason felt a rising temptation to simply kill O'Brian and be done with it.


  "At least the captain of the Gettysburg was not a coward, I'll give him credit for that."


  "You are under arrest," O'Brian snarled.


  "Listen, O'Brian. You were at the briefing. You know what's at stake."


  "Our lives are at stake."


  "Your miserable hide is all you're thinking of. If we don't do this next jump in towards the heart of the Empire, they won't divert part of their fleet. Over fifty thousand men and women are in our task force. They're all that stands between the Kilrathi and our homes. All of them will die if the Kilrathi don't turn back part of their fleet! You'll go back home to nothing."


  "We're pulling out."


  Furious, Jason turned away. God, was he going to have to initiate another mutiny? He had barely gotten through the last one. No one in the fleet would accept or believe that he was forced to do it twice in spite of Admiral Tolwyn's promise of support and O'Brian could change his story later, something he would most certainly do if they ever got back.


  There was a knock at the door.


  "Go away!" O'Brian roared.


  The door opened and Grierson stepped in.


  "Thought I'd come over here and congratulate young Jason on a job well done," Grierson said quietly.


  O'Brian looked at Grierson in confusion.


  "You lured those furballs straight in. It was masterful. I bet at this very minute the damned Kilrathi are going nuts. I had to come over and let you know how I felt."


  Grierson spoke quietly, not even looking at Jason, his attention focused on O'Brian.


  "Sir, I'd suggest we push this little fleet up to flank speed and head straight into the next jump inward as quickly as possible. Captain Teng just called me from Kagimasha as I was coming over and suggested we do that as well. It's how we'd react if this raid was supposed to be trying to sneak in and suddenly got discovered."


  He paused for a moment.


  "Don't you agree, sir?"


  O'Brian's features dropped, his face going as pale as rotten bone.


  He nodded his head, unable to speak.


  Grierson turned to look back out at the bridge, the door into the wardroom still open.


  "Hey, you there, communications, pass the word to the other two ships, bring her up to flank speed, head straight for the jump point. Helm, get a move on there and throttle her up!"


  The entire bridge crew was standing in a tight cluster, looking at Grierson in the doorway as if he were a ghost.


  "Well shake a leg and get moving! We're about to scare the living daylights out of the entire Kilrathi Empire. Hell, I'd sell my soul just to see their damned Emperor's face when he hears that we're coming for a visit!"


  "Aye, sir," and grinning, the crew returned to their seats.


  "Well I best be getting back to my ship, that little shuttle craft of mine can barely keep up."


  He reached over to Jason, shook his hand, and then patted him on the back.


  "Good work, son."


  Jason looked back at O'Brian.


  "May I return to my duties, sir?" he asked quietly.


  "Return to your duties, Mr. Barnosky. Dismissed."


  Jason followed Grierson off the bridge and back down the corridor to the flight deck.


  "Your quarters nearby, son?"


  Jason, still shaken, nodded towards the door and the two entered his room.


  Without unzipping his flight survival suit Jason collapsed down on his bunk with a sigh.


  "Rather fortunate you came along, sir," Jason whispered, almost afraid to speak too loudly.


  "I was tuned into your commlink and heard the exchange. O'Brian exploded when you turned your radio off."


  "Then you know what he wanted to do?"


  Grierson nodded.


  "I know your reputation, son; I also know the truth about the Gettysburg incident and I fully supported what you and your friends did. O'Brian was setting you up while at the same time trying to find a way to squeeze out of this little crack we got caught in."


  "Hell, if he pulled out, you and everyone else would live to see your next paycheck."


  "Don't insult me," Grierson said coldly. "I know what the hell the stakes are, same as you, and I'll be damned if some coward kills a hell of a lot of my friends back at Vukar and brings down the Confederation just to save his lousy hide. So I figured I'd better get over here, cover your butt, and lean on him a bit. As long as he knows that he has two other captains watching him, he'll be forced to play according to the plan."


  "Now I've got to get back to my ship. If you've got a problem again, here's a secured commlink channel which routes straight in to me," and as he spoke he jotted down the number on a slip of paper and handed it to Jason.


  "Thank you, sir."


  "Stay sharp, son, and for God's sake stay alive. You're the one counter we've got against him aboard this ship."


  "Just great," Jason sighed.


  Grierson smiled.


  "Find that young lady of yours and take the next watch off and try to relax a bit."


  "Just how the hell do you know about that?"


  "Hey, juicy gossip is the fastest traveling news of all," Grierson said with a laugh and with another friendly handshake he left the room.


  Jason switched off the lights, lay back on his bunk and closed his eyes, not even bothering to get out of his flight suit.


  He wouldn't have even noticed someone else in the room if it hadn't have first been for the faint scent of honeysuckle, a smell which took him back so many years to when he was in flight school.


  "Svetlana."


  "Captain Grierson dropped by my landing craft on his way out and said you wanted to see me."


  Jason smiled. Grierson was all right; if only he was the one running this mission, there'd be no worries, other than what he knew they were finally going to face when part of the home fleet closed in.


  "The perfume?"


  "Our good friend Janice loaned it to me."


  "Perfume on a marine? Come on."


  "Just shut up and follow my orders," she said as she started to unzip his flight suit.


  


  


  • CHAPTER VII


  "It is too neat, far too neat."


  Prince Thrakhath clicked the holo film back to the beginning.


  It was shaky, the Sartha pilot incompetent, and overcontrolling his ship as he attempted to line up on the Ferret. But there, clearly visible, were three ships. He froze the image and looked back at his intelligence officer.


  "Are you sure?"


  "Quite sure, sire. Magnification of the image confirms that it is Tarawa, one of their new class of light carriers," and the intelligence officer ran off the specs of the ship.


  Thrakhath settled back into his chair and looked around the room.


  "And the course?"


  "Confirmed. A remote sensing drone picked up traces of a jump in the Jurbara Sector. The timing would fit precisely into the passage of these three ships."


  Thrakhath looked at the strategic map display hovering in the middle of the room, and ordered the intelligence officer to trace the route in.


  "From the Gmarktu Sector where the film was taken, then into Jurbara. They're heading straight into the heart of the Empire," Thrakhath whispered.


  The intelligence officer nodded.


  "Get out."


  Saluting the staff officer left the room.


  Thrakhath looked at the map one more time, and then replayed the film again.


  It didn't smell right. If they were indeed going for a raid, why bother to send out patrols that just so happen to stumble on a base, thus triggering a sortie which leads straight back to their fleet? They could have slipped through, their passage perhaps never detected. Secondly, they knew they'd been found out, yet still they were pressing in. Suicide. Such an act was ofttimes expected and honorable for a Kilrathi, but for humans it was rare.


  He looked back at the map again.


  Vukar Tag.


  Was there a connection?


  He walked around the strategic map which hovered in the middle of the room, telling the computer to plot arrival times for the fleet to Vukar and back to the center of the Empire. Six days back at flank speed, five days and a half out to Vukar.


  Next he checked the Tarawa's course. Just under six days as well if they were indeed going for Kilrah.


  It was all too pat.


  He called up his order of battle on the opposite wall and studied it once again. Ten carriers, over twelve hundred fighter and bomber craft, one hundred and twenty major ships in escort.


  There was a knock at the door.


  "Enter."


  He looked up as Baron Jukaga entered the room, followed by Kalralahr of Fleets Rusmak and Kalralahr of the Imperial Legions Gar.


  "You've heard?" Thrakhath asked.


  "The audacity," Gar snarled. "First the home of the Dowager, and now they strike straight at our heart."


  "And why? How does it fit together?"


  "A defilement born out of desperation," Rusmak growled. "All our projections indicated that this war would be finished within another year, their precious Earth turned into an extinct and lifeless husk. They are doing this as revenge raids, to hurt our pride."


  The Baron looked over at Rusmak and chuckled softly.


  "Spoken as a true warrior, my good Kalralahr."


  "Do you see it differently?" Rusmak snapped.


  "It is not desperation; it is cunning," the Baron replied softly.


  Rusmak snorted with disdain.


  "I am eager to hear the wisdom of an intellectual such as yourself," Rusmak said sarcastically.


  "Strike first at the Dowager to force the home fleet into a sortie. When the backdoor is thus left unguarded, sneak in and ravage the Kilrah system and thus place us in this little quandary."


  "Are they even aware that the Imperial Fleet has sortied?" Gar retorted. "Have you proof that they are anticipating a counterstrike? We do know from our secret outpost on Vukar Tag that their own imperial guard is digging in, building plasta-concrete bunkers, fortifying. A ship landed yesterday loaded down with heavy armor and ground defense equipment. That indicates to me that they are following their standard procedure of fortifying what they have taken and then converting it into a base."


  "The second carrier that struck Vukar, it is this other one we have now sighted," Baron Jukaga said quietly.


  "How do you know that?" Thrakhath asked, taken by surprise and embarrassed as well that he had not considered that possibility and checked on it.


  "I studied the magnification of the images from the Sartha and also from the ground station on Vukar that recorded the beginning of the assault. They are one and the same."


  "Then that means they know of a jump line that we thought was secret," Thrakhath said. "By standard run it would take thirty or more days to circle down beneath the Empire and then slash up."


  "Precisely."


  The Prince let the thought digest for a moment. He turned to look at the back screen in the room, ordering the computer to bring up whatever intelligence data it had on the new carrier.


  "Its design is weak," Rusmak sneered. "Only one launch deck apparently built on the frame of a medium transport. It shows they are losing the war of production and are reduced to refitting transports. It is nothing but a sign of desperation."


  "For a desperate act perhaps," Thrakhath whispered.


  "We have two choices," the Baron said quietly.


  "And they are?"


  "We split off part of the fleet to head back into the heart of the Empire to hunt this raider down and destroy it."


  "Or?"


  "We totally abandon the liberation of Vukar for now, and deploy the entire home fleet in a defensive posture."


  "Impossible and ridiculous," Gar roared. "You are talking about the Imperial honor. Vukar must be avenged as quickly as possible. And secondly you heard the intelligence report. They are fortifying the planet. They know we will not use high-level weapons to bombard it, that we will land and take it back in a straight-out fight. Give them thirty days and they could very well have reinforcements brought in, and it will cost ten legions to dig them out. Those are my legions; I will not shed one drop of blood more than is necessary. If we wait, it will cost us our finest troops. That, I think, is their real plan, to make us bleed white in the retaking. Each day of delay will mean thousands more casualties for the Imperial Guard units."


  "Nevertheless I stand by my analysis," the Baron replied, "and quite frankly, General, I don't even see why we should bother to retake Vukar in the first place; it is a boring and dusty world," and as he spoke, he languidly examined his talons as if looking for some minor imperfection in their lacquered polish.


  "You are a fool," Gar replied. "There is no need to send the entire fleet back. We sortied together as a show of vengeance; a force of seven carriers will be as good as ten. All ground assault forces can continue on. With the remaining three carriers you can send one carrier straight back and two to flank and seal off any escape."


  "Split the fleet?" the Baron asked quietly.


  "Seven carriers are still an overwhelming force."


  "And suppose it is a trap?" the Prince asked quietly.


  The Baron smiled but said nothing.


  "Nonsense, sire," Rusmak interjected. "A trap with what?"


  "Vukar is bait," the Baron said. "I've suspected from the beginning that the humans have a plan within their plan. We know we are drawing the sack in around the humans for the kill. Their losses have been horrendous. If it was not for this little adventure of theirs, already we would be moving into our next operation, which is to seal off the entire Enigma Section from the rear and then to drive straight into the heart of their Confederation. They must know that as well. When you see defeat staring you in the face you take chances and I see this maneuver of theirs as that, a gamble to lure us into a killing match on their terms."


  Rusmak laughed.


  "You attribute too much to these humans."


  "Yes," the Baron said coldly, "I do attribute much to these humans. I have learned to respect their intellect, their cunning, their bravery and skill. Our history of conquest has been far too easy; the other races we have subjugated have been technologically inferior and morally weak. These humans, however, are neither. Never approach them with contempt, Rusmak."


  "You sound as if you love them," Rusmak laughed. "While you're at it, why not give your daughter in mating to one of them?"


  The others in the room went silent at the insult.


  "So she could beget a fool like you? I doubt that she would lower herself to have such a child."


  Rusmak snarled angrily and came to his feet, hand on dagger hilt.


  "Enough of this," the Prince said, extending his hand. "Both of you be silent. We are talking of a battle, not your philosophy Baron, nor your childish insults, Rusmak."


  Rusmak glared angrily at the Baron, who smiled and ignored him as if he were so insignificant as to not even be worthy of consideration.


  "Baron, I do agree with Rusmak that you attribute far too much cunning to those animals," Gar stated.


  The Baron laughed softly.


  "They know we will fight for Vukar, though it is worthless in a strategic sense. I daresay they attacked it because they have learned the high value we place on honor and vengeance; though in this war I consider such things to be superfluous."


  "You say honor is meaningless?" the Prince asked, unable to hide the surprise in his voice. "You saw the holo of the obscenity their commander performed."


  "A good bit of theater that. Come, come, Prince Thrakhath, don't you think he knew there was a surveillance camera filming that for your consumption? Their detection gear is as good as ours, in some ways even better. They most likely know the station sending out the burst signals is there but have decided to let it live."


  "So what do you think will happen?" the Prince asked, growing increasingly annoyed with the Baron's attitude.


  "We send our fleet in, expecting to launch a ground assault and their carriers appear, striking us while we're tied to a ground operation. If we turn to engage and abandon the ground attack all they need to do is get a handful of fighters in amongst the transports and landing craft and we lose our legions. If we attempt to defend the transports and ground assault, our counter-offensive capability against their carriers is crippled."


  "We have a track on all their fleet carriers," Rusmak replied. "Two raid at Oargth, one in Bukrag, one is down for repairs, and their four remaining heavy carriers are gathering in Enigma anticipating our thrust in that region by our third fleet."


  "And eight of them are destroyed," Gar announced proudly.


  "So they are desperate," the Baron said.


  "And this raid of theirs is a desperate action and nothing more," Gar retorted.


  Prince Thrakhath leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He plotted out the lines of movement as if searching for a mathematical answer. There had to be a connection between the two attacks. It was obvious he could not ignore this Tarawa, but how to respond? The thought of splitting his fleet left him uneasy. If part of it should ever be lost, the political consequences could be devastating. He opened his eyes for a moment and looked over at the Baron.


  You'd just love to see the home fleet disappear, wouldn't you? he thought. Your side of the family has always hated us, our bloodline not as royal as yours, and you'd just love the chance to grab the throne.


  Yet to turn around with everything and abandon the counterstrike? It would make him look foolish, ten fleet carriers to swat down this fly, even though the fly was threatening Kilrah, the first time such an audacity had ever been offered to the Empire in all its long millennia of conquest. Never had enemy eyes seen the home world, unless it was as dishonored prisoners brought home as slaves or for public executions.


  But if there was a trap at Vukar? What could they have waiting? He calculated yet again.


  He had to do both; there was no avoiding that fact, and it made him uncomfortable. The other fleets on the front were too far away to be diverted back to home defense so it would have to be the Imperial Units. Besides, it was never wise politically to have units which might be loyal to other clans located closer to the throne than the Imperial Fleet. As for the retaking of Vukar Tag it was out of the question for any units other than those of the Imperial Command to avenge that point of honor, for to do otherwise would be to show a weakness before the other families.


  He also thought of the secret memo on his desk from the Emperor, ordering that the raider must be dispatched but the Imperial honor was to also be avenged if Thrakhath believed that both could be done at once. Somehow a copy of the holo showing the humans taking Vukar was leaked to certain members of the court, the insult to the Dowager Empress causing howls of derision. She was never accepted across all these years, viewed as an upstart from the periphery of the Empire and this insult was whispered by some to be a fitting revenge for her audacity in mating her way into the Imperial line.


  Even though it was not a direct order from the Emperor to press the counterattack, just a strong suggestion, it made this debate moot, but he was curious to see how his underlings would act.


  "Three carriers detailed to return and hunt this interloper down," the Prince said, his voice sharp. "I'll decide within the hour which ships it will be."


  He opened his eyes and looked at the Baron.


  "You disagree?"


  "How can I disagree with a decision of the Imperial blood?"


  "But you do disagree?"


  "To split a fleet is never a wise tactical maneuver, especially when confronting a potential unknown. I still maintain that the assault on Vukar was intended to be more than just a mere insult to the Dowager."


  "An assassination attempt a mere insult?" Gar snarled.


  "Yes, precisely that," the Baron replied, laughing softly. "These humans are smart enough to know that killing the Dowager would cause a burial of all rivalries for revenge in spite of how some of the royal line feel about her means of gaining power. They undoubtably knew she was not even there and that the destruction of the palace would, as a result, simply be a humiliation rather than a call for full blood vengeance. And besides, the palace was old, decrepit, dusty. A mere frontier outpost. If I owned it I would have destroyed it as an embarrassment long ago and if the humans destroyed it I'd view it as a favor to improve the view."


  Thrakhath detected the political taunt in the Baron's words, the implication that the line of the Emperor was not royal enough, the Emperor's mother of petty nobility, her claim to the Emperor's father one of mere beauty and attractiveness, and nothing more. He wanted to spring across the table and drive a claw dagger into the Baron's royal blue-blooded throat for that insult.


  Not now, we can't afford this rivalry now. Let the war with the humans be finished, and then in the glorious aftermath the rivals can be purged. Damn this war, he thought. It had forced a burial of old rivalries in the face of a common foe and as a result the tension was festering, unable to be lanced and cleansed until the humans were destroyed.


  "Sire, I do not wish to miss the strike on Vukar," Gar announced.


  The Prince looked over at the commander of the Imperial Legions.


  "You will not, nor will you, Rusmak."


  He closed his eyes again. The retaking of the planet and the gaining of vengeance was just that, a mere retaking and exacting of vengeance. Little glory there. But to bag the interloper, to save the honor of the home system, that would be the game at the moment.


  "I will personally lead the three carriers covering the home world. Baron, you will be in charge of the assault on Vukar."


  Thrakhath smiled at the sudden discomfort of his rival who realized that he was trapped, forced now to redeem the honor of a woman and family he despised.


  "I am not a fleet officer," the Baron said quietly.


  "Rusmak will be in charge of all tactical decisions; you will represent the royal bloodline, nothing more."


  He looked over at the Baron and smiled. If there's glory it will be to the loyal Rusmak; if dishonor it will be yours, he thought, and he knew that the Baron was already aware of what he was thinking… that was why he hated and feared him.


  "Come on in, Tolwyn."


  Banbridge, smiling, came out from behind his desk and extended his hand.


  "What brings you over to Wolfhound?"


  "Just a short chat before the fight, that's all."


  Banbridge nodded his head.


  "How are things on Concordia?"


  "They're eager, ready. All available craft are loaded for a heavy strike; the pilots anxious for the show to start."


  "I just got a courier in from Big Duke One. They're dug in up to the eyeballs. They're finishing up some bunkers that can take direct hits from matter/antimatter, even old atomics, and they'll still be sitting there waiting. Those fur butts are going to get one hell of a reception when they start heading down to land."


  "Duke always did love a fight like this, the old leading of good men in a desperate battle against impossible odds. He was like that even back in the Academy, wanted combat up close and personal. Well, tomorrow they're going to get it."


  "You saw the latest drone reports."


  "Still no confirmed count of carriers," Tolwyn sighed, "to be expected that they'd find that scout drone while clearing the mine field. It's a trick we used once too often, hiding a surveillance drone in a mine field, and then expecting them to simply avoid the field."


  "Whoever is commanding them is smart, damned good."


  "Think it's Thrakhath?"


  "I'd love it," Banbridge said, slapping his open palm with a closed fist. "To really clean that bastard's clockworks…"


  "Suppose it's him that comes to clean our clocks?"


  Banbridge looked over at Tolwyn.


  "Not getting pessimistic are we?"


  "I just like to consider all alternatives."


  "No room for defeatism in my command, Admiral."


  Tolwyn, sensing he had been reprimanded, let it drop. Banbridge leaned against the front of his desk.


  "Sorry, Geof. Stress of waiting. I always hated the waiting before a battle. Once I get into it, it's just fine; God forgive me, I even love it, but the before part grates on the nerves."


  Tolwyn smiled.


  "It's always been that way. Ever read Henry V, the night before the battle of Agincourt? The fear, the waiting, the not being sure if all would go as you planned. It has always been that way on the eve of battle."


  "You Brits and your history," Banbridge said with a smile.


  "We British also have some other traditions."


  "Don't start on that again," Banbridge said, his voice suddenly going cold.


  "I'm just asking this, sir. If, excuse me, I mean when we kick their butts in front of Vukar, let me take my task force, jump down through the line the Tarawa took. The Empire will be off balance after losing most of their home fleet. Just let me go in and try and cut a hole for them to escape through.


  "No."


  "But, sir—"


  "You heard me, Tolwyn. No, damn it! We're risking any hope for victory on tomorrow's fight. Chances are that even if everything goes according to plan we're still going to lose at least one carrier. If it doesn't go to plan, then the point is moot anyhow. I'm not going to throw Concordia away after a victory, in the forlorn hope of pulling out a ship that's most likely already dead."


  "You're talking about fifteen hundred men and women as if they're pieces on a chessboard."


  "I'm talking about the survival of the Confederation, Geoffrey. I didn't like sending those kids out any more than you did. But, by God, Geof, we're on the ropes and fighting for survival. Our carriers are the thin line between tens of billions of people and the vengeance of the Kilrathi. We have a grand total of seven fleet carriers left to cover the entire front, Geof; we've lost nine in the last year and it'll be another year before they finish repairing Austerlitz and our new heavy carriers come on line. They have at least twenty and God knows how many more coming into the fleet."


  "You remember the budget fights long before this war ever started, when we were begging like paupers for the money to build the shipyards which would turn out capital ships? Now we're paying for it. It takes ten years just to build a yard and train the construction personnel, and five years after that to build a carrier in that yard. It kills me; those same political bastards who denied us the funds now blame us for the defeats."


  "The Kilrathi were ready for this war, we weren't, and we're still playing catch-up after thirty years of fighting. I don't like it, but given the alternatives, we have to sacrifice Tarawa if we're to have any chance of winning, to even up the odds and buy time for our next generation of ships to come on-line. Geof, you more than most know what will happen if we lose any more carriers and the Kilrathi get in amongst some of our civilian centers."


  Tolwyn nodded, and lowered his head for a moment, his features hard.


  "Sorry to bring it up, Geof; your wife was like a daughter to me. I'll never forgive those bastards for what they did to you, to her, to all of us."


  "You don't see it though, Wayne," Tolwyn finally said. "If that's what it takes to win, sending our lads out on suicide missions, then I think the Kilrathi have won anyhow. They've made us like them."


  "Damn it, no; that's a final order and if I go down tomorrow I expect it to be obeyed. I've already told Fleetcom the same thing if something happens to me. You'll take over my command, Geof, but Fleetcom will issue you a direct order not to go in after them. No rescue attempt."


  Tolwyn stood defiant.


  "That stinks to holy hell and you know it, Wayne. Just what the hell has happened to you?"


  "Would you feel the same about them if your only living heir to the family name was back here instead of out there?"


  . "Damn you to hell, Wayne," Tolwyn roared. "How dare you even suggest that?"


  "More than one has," Banbridge snapped in reply. "And if I hear another word I'll find some other admiral to run Concordia in tomorrow's battle."


  Tolwyn, enraged beyond the ability to speak, stood defiant, unwilling to back down.


  Banbridge's paging line started to beep and he picked up the headset next to his desk. He listened intently.


  "Very well, signal by laser link, all ships to maintain full radio silence but condition moved up to yellow."


  He put the headset back down.


  "Eight Kilrathi destroyers have just jumped into Vukar. Six have opened a bombardment of the planet, one is moving towards the jump point which we'll enter through to set up a picket, the other is holding station at the Kilrathi entry jump point."


  "It's started, their classic opening move," Tolwyn said. "Within six hours their main fleet will jump through."


  "You better get back to your ship, Geoffrey." He hesitated. "I'll forget what was said here."


  "I can't forget," Tolwyn said coldly.


  The two old comrades looked at each other for a moment.


  "Damn it, just get back to your ship. You know I didn't mean what I just said. I just wanted to let you know what some people who aren't all that friendly to you are saying about your desire to rescue Tarawa."


  Tolwyn nodded and started to turn away.


  "Geof?"


  Tolwyn looked back.


  "Damn it, Geof," Banbridge said softly. "We've been friends a long time. It's been twenty-five years since you showed up in my class at the Academy and first came to my quarters for that party where you met Elizabeth. I want our friendship to keep, no matter what."


  Tolwyn nodded and finally extended his hand.


  "Good luck Wayne, God knows we're going to need it."


  "Scared?"


  "No," and she sighed, snuggling in closer to his side. He realized yet again that the military didn't have to signal its rather puritanical values any more directly than in the way they made bunks. Two people in one was uncomfortable if not outright impossible. There was a standard joke about how once you made admiral you got an oversized bed in your suite to make room for all the people you slept with on the way up.


  "I'm just so sorry it's over."


  "We knew there wasn't much time to start with," Jason whispered.


  "There never was, lover. Not back in school, not out here."


  He felt his stomach knotting up again. Never had he faced the beginning of a mission with such a grim certainty that he would not be around at the end of the day. It was a strange feeling. To know that the universe would go on without him. That friends would still be here, would hear the words spoken, shake their heads and mumble a few lines about "poor Jason." There'd be a couple of sad but laugh-filled stories of remembrance, maybe one or two tears shed in private, and then they would go on with their living, their fighting, and their own dying.


  And he so desperately wanted Svetlana to live. That was the hardest part. She would go down as well this day. There wouldn't even be that to leave behind. At most, a short note in the home news bulletin, and another blue star for his mother, and hers, to hang in their windows.


  He felt cheated. So many others had their moment, to fall in love, marry, raise a family, leave something behind. Not him, and not Svetlana.


  He felt something damp on his chest, and knew that she was crying. She did it so quietly; there was no shaking, not even a muffled sob. Just silent tears.


  He held her closer, not saying anything, feeling the beat of her heart. The ship was all so quiet, the occasional voices in the corridor muffled, as if everyone aboard was holding a silent service for himself.


  "Svetlana?"


  The voice was soft, metallic.


  She sighed, reaching over the side of the bed to pick up her fatigue blouse which was on the floor. She held the collar up and pressed her insignia button.


  "Here, sir."


  "It's time, kid."


  "OK, sir."


  She dropped the blouse and snuggled back in against Jason's chest for a moment.


  "Merritt?"


  "Hum-uh. He told me to spend what time we had left with you; he'd call me when it was time to start suiting up."


  Jason put his arms around her and held her tightly.


  She returned the embrace and then ever so slowly pulled away. In the shadows he watched her dress and neither spoke. She sat back down on the bunk to lace her boots and then leaned over to kiss him one last time.


  "I'll see you at the end of the day," she whispered.


  "Yeah, the end of the day. Take care, love. Tell Merritt he's all right, and we'll be there to cover you."


  "Don't take any chances."


  Jason tried to laugh, but couldn't.


  "I love you," he whispered.


  "I've always loved you, I always will," and then she was gone, leaving Jason alone, to sit in silence, waiting for the signal that the final jump through into the heart of the Kilrathi Empire was about to begin.


  


  


  • CHAPTER VIII


  "All pilots, man your planes."


  Jason looked over at the communications screen in the ready room. The young flight control officer was obviously agitated and on edge. The feeling in the ship was like a hot electric current. There was an almost hysterical aura of excitement over the fact that they were attacking the home world system of the Kilrathi Empire, mixed in with a sense of dread of what was coming.


  "All right people, good luck, good hunting, now move it!"


  The pilots came out of their seats, and started for the door.


  "Battle stations, all hands to battle stations!"


  The alarm klaxon echoed through the ship, the red emergency battle lights coming on in the dimmed corridors as Tarawa 's combat control system started to suck every available bit of energy for the shielding and guns.


  Jason looked back at the screen.


  "Scout report?" he shouted.


  "Starlight's reporting twenty plus Kilrathi fighters and three corvette-class ships on intercept approach."


  "All right, going to my fighter now, I'll hook back in with you there."


  He joined the rush down the corridor. They'd been on full alert when the jump into the Kilrathi system was pulled, but to his incredulous surprise only half a dozen fighters and one light corvette were covering the approach. The battle was over before he had even launched. He had then ordered his people to stand down, to conserve their ships, and their own stamina, until they were within attack range.


  Now it looked like the Kilrathi were coming out to block the way in.


  He reached the flight deck. The marine assault troops were loaded into their landing craft and the deck suddenly seemed almost spacious. Merritt, dressed in full battle gear, with a standard issue laser gun slung over his shoulder, stood next to his landing craft, which was squeezed into the slot where one of the lost Sabres had been parked. Seeing Jason, he snapped off a formal salute and then a thumbs-up. Svetlana was by his side. He almost wished that in a melodramatic scene she would rush up to stand by his fighter as he took off, but discipline held.


  She raised her hand in a wave that seemed almost childlike and sad. He waved back and then forced himself to turn away.


  He hit the ladder and scrambled into his cockpit.


  "Kick some fur butt, sir!" Sparks shouted as she pulled the ladder away and signaled for the tractor to pull him up to the flight line.


  "Tarawa combat control, what's the situation?"


  "One of our recon craft already lost. Starlight reports many, repeat many bogeys on sortie from the second moon, three corvettes approaching as well. Captain O'Brian has ordered our escorts to move forward and engage."


  That was standard procedure at least, but it bothered him that Grierson was not behind the Tarawa to sort of nudge O'Brian along.


  "Deck flight officer!"


  "Here, sir," and her image appeared on his comm-link display.


  "Push Doomsday up ahead of me on launch; I want at least one ship with torpedoes out there as quickly as possible."


  "Aye, sir," and she turned away to shout the orders.


  Jason switched back to the combat information center on the bridge to keep an eye on developments. His tractor pulled him up towards the flight fine and then came to a stop as Doomsday's Sabre cut in ahead of him, the squeeze so tight that for a moment he thought that their wings would hit.


  The crew was improving. He'd never have pulled a change in launch sequencing only a week or two before. But now that the heat was on they seemed to be moving like clockwork. The hot launch fighters went out the airlock, Mongol, followed by Round Top and Lone Wolf, and then Doomsday was moved up to the catapult. The Sabre snapped out and then Jason was moved into position.


  He leaned back as the launch officer pointed forward and he was out, kicking on full afterburner, leaping straight ahead to catch up to Doomsday. Switching over to Janice, he called in for a report.


  "This is Starlight. Pulling back fast, we've got at least twenty-five of them coming in hard, Dralthi, Sartha, a couple of Grikath, and three Kamekh corvettes!"


  "Any carriers?"


  "That's the mystery. Several of these fighters have ground camo paint schemes and no bloody carrier in sight."


  "Hot damn!"


  "I know. Damn it, Bear, we got within a hundred thousand clicks of the second moon before they finally scrambled. Kilrah was straight ahead a million and a half clicks away. God what an awesome sight."


  "Defenses?"


  "Full planet defense screening was up on Kilrah. A dozen orbital bases, their commlink channels going wild. But no carriers. I got a good scan of everything before they came off the moon."


  "Beam the info back to Tarawa now. Send it straight into Combat Information, set up a side band to Svetlana, and get it to those marines as well."


  "Got it going now."


  "Good work. Head back in, rearm for combat support of landing operations."


  Less than a minute later Janice shot past at full throttle, with only one wingman. Two down, Jason realized. Straight ahead he was already getting preliminary lock on the incoming wave and it seemed as if the entire screen had turned red.


  "Intrepid?"


  "Grierson here."


  "Why don't you break back, wait for more fighter support?"


  Grierson laughed.


  "Going in harm's way, son. We've got to keep them away from Tarawa."


  "We'll support. We've got one torpedo load, will take on their lead corvette," Jason replied.


  "Hot work there; why not hold back for more fighter support?" Grierson replied.


  "No time, Intrepid."


  Seconds later he shot past the two escort ships, moving in line abreast formation.


  "Doomsday, I'm on your port side. Pick your target and I'll support."


  "See you in hell," Doomsday shouted, and even as he spoke the first Kilrathi Sartha, moving as a forward screen, opened up. The shots were close, even when fired from maximum range and Jason realized at once that these were not second line pilots.


  Doomsday rolled his ship, kicking on afterburners; Jason followed suit. He heard Round Top, Mongol, and Lone Wolf calling out their targets as they waded into the head of the attack, trying to suppress Kilrathi defenses while the lone Sabre went in.


  The space around Jason was crisscrossed with laser and neutron blasts, mass driver shots, and dozens of missiles. Pulling in directly behind Doomsday, so that he could almost see the color of his tail gunner's eyes, he watched his screen as three missiles tracked in and started to close.


  "Missiles coming in!" Jason shouted.


  "Setting up torpedo lock on their corvette, can't break!"


  Jason watched the shots close in. When the warheads were within seconds of impact he popped off a spread of chaff and flares, two of the missiles detonating. But one came straight through. He pulled on afterburner and shot straight up as the missile, sensing the greater heat display of Jason's engines, followed, ignoring Doomsday. Jason pulled into a skidding turn and then shut down his engines to present the cold silhouette of the forward half of his ship. The missile streaked past and he breathed a sigh of relief. And then it started to turn back as well.


  He watched in horror as the missile weaved for a second and then picked up on the heat discharge still dissipating off from his engine nozzle. The furballs must have noticed that trick of turning and shutting down and reprogrammed their missiles to pick up on it. He started to fire up but knew that he was a dead man as the missile streaked straight in at him.


  The missile detonated so close that he felt the jarring blow and it was several seconds before he realized that Lone Wolf, in a brilliant deflection shot, had destroyed the missile that was closing in for the kill.


  "Good shooting, Kevin."


  "What I'm paid for, sir."


  Jason smiled and waved as Lone Wolf shot past, breaking astern to hold off the next wave of fighters. His knees felt like jelly and he took a deep breath, struggling to get calm and kill the gut-wrenching fear.


  "We've got tone! It's away!" Doomsday shouted.


  Jason rolled his ship and looked over his shoulder as a spread of torpedoes streaked away from the Sabre and leaped in towards the lead Kilrathi corvette. The corvette sent out a spread of shot and then turned straight in to present as narrow a target as possible. The torpedoes detonated across the bow, splitting the ship open and it disappeared in a silently spreading ball of incandescent fire.


  "Scratch one, Doomsday. Good shooting; now get the hell out."


  Doomsday continued straight in and Jason followed, shouting a curse. He felt an almost surreal sense take hold, as if instinct were guiding him. No longer even thinking on a conscious level, he weaved his way through the swirling engagement. A Grikath weaved in front, attempting to gain a lock on Doomsday and Jason fingered off a dumb shot missile round straight into the Grikath's tail, blowing the ship apart, and he slammed through the spray of wreckage, his shields shorting out from the high-speed impact. He felt a whoosh of air as his canopy cracked from the blow. A spread of torpedoes, outbound from one of the Kilrathi corvettes, streaked past, inbound on Intrepid.


  "You've got torpedoes inbound!" Jason shouted.


  The point defense system of the Intrepid kicked into action, sending out a spray of mass driver bolts, blowing two of the torpedoes apart, one of them striking a glancing blow as Grierson turned straight into the attack.


  Jason looked over his shoulder to watch and then turning back, yanking his stick into his gut as one of the Kilrathi corvettes loomed up directly in front, diving down in an evasive roll. The ship suddenly disappeared, hit by a spread of torpedoes launched from Kagimasha, debris ricochetting out in every direction.


  Breathing hard, Jason arced downward, kicking on full afterburner to avoid the wreckage, catching a brief glimpse of a Kilrathi, still alive, tumbling through space, arms flailing, mouth open in a silent scream.


  He looked around and realized that nothing was around him. He had lost Doomsday in the confusion and was now heading straight in towards the second moon.


  Nothing else was coming up.


  Was this everything they had?


  He switched through the commlinks. The third Kilrathi corvette was under heavy bombardment, most of the enemy fighters engaging the Intrepid and Kagimasha, with only six breaking on through to Tarawa where four of his fighters were holding their own while the rest of the squadron continued to launch.


  He aimed straight in at the moon and accelerated for a quick look.


  He pushed on in past the ten-thousand-click mark and down to five thousand, turning on his gun cameras, switching the image to his battle information screen.


  Damn, it was a massive shipyard, and he started to count off the construction slips and docks spread out across several hundred square kilometers. And then he saw them, six carrier dockyards, each one occupied by a ship in various stages of construction, well protected inside durasteel bunkers with overhead phase shielding. A spread of missiles appeared on his screen, fired by ground defense, a light patter of long range laser guns joining in. He started to pull back up. As he turned across the surface of the moon the home planet of the Kilrathi Empire came into view. It looked similar to Earth, a beautiful blue green sphere, hanging in the blackness. He was tempted to push on in but knew it was useless, and besides, there was a far more important target right here.


  He turned and headed back out, the missiles continuing in pursuit but far to the rear.


  "Tarawa Combat Information."


  "Tarawa here."


  "How goes it?"


  "Incoming fighter attack destroyed, lost one fighter, one seriously damaged."


  He didn't want to ask who was going to be scratched off the list.


  "Uploading additional information on the second moon. Found one hell of a fat and juicy target. Here comes the information; be sure to pass it on to the marines."


  He hit the upload and within a second a burst signal forwarded the data.


  As he continued to climb back out he passed through where the swirling battle had been, only moments before. Several Kilrathi fighters were still making sweeps on Kagimasha, which had taken a hit to its main engine. As Jason closed in, a wing of four fighters from Tarawa closed and within seconds the fight was over.


  "Grierson, you get the transmit of camera footage?"


  "Saw you going down, so I thought I'd listen in."


  Jason smiled. Grierson was definitely on top of things, the type of commander who knew when and where to listen and when to move.


  "We could set the furballs back months, maybe two or three years, balance the odds up a bit. Not just the carriers but the work yards as well. It's the best damned target I've ever seen!"


  "I'll start to soften 'em up."


  Pushing the afterburners up, Jason headed back to the Tarawa.


  "Let's go for it," Merritt said, grinning with delight, slamming his fist on the hard copy photos spread out on the table.


  "How long will it take?" O'Brian asked quietly.


  "Those are hardened sites; capital ship bombardment won't do it. Oh, it'll loosen things up, but we want the machinery, the docks, the stuff that makes the ships, and yes, the trained construction personnel as well. Each one of them is far more important in this war than any Imperial Guard soldier and has to be treated that way."


  He looked over at Jason.


  "They're in this war as well, even if they aren't carrying guns."


  "I know that," Jason said quietly, hating to agree but realizing that Merritt was right.


  "That means going in, placing matter/antimatter mines, blowing it apart piece by piece from the inside. We're just looking at the surface stuff in these photos. I'm willing to bet there's a hell of a lot more buried underneath."


  "That moon's got a thin atmosphere, but not enough to support life for long. Smash the barracks and living facilities while we're at it and really mess them up."


  He scanned the computer-generated map which was covered with tactical symbols that to Jason were something of a mystery, but to ground assault troops defined every detail of what they were going in to hit.


  "Thirty hours standard should do it all. I've got ten landing ships, five hundred people. There's at least a hundred or more juicy targets down there."


  "I thought just six, the carriers," O'Brian replied.


  "Those ships go through a series of assembly and fitting-out points. We're going for the lot, including the cruiser construction and fighter assembly. Thirty hours."


  "Damn it. We made it here," O'Brian snapped. "I say we sweep past, bombard, and get the hell out. Swing by Kilrah and launch a missile spread, then we can claim to be the first to have ever hit their home planet. We'll be heroes. We could do that within an hour and be on our way. Their carriers could be popping through at any time and when they do I plan to have us out of here."


  "I'm in charge of ground operations," Merritt replied softly, "and I'm launching to nail the fleet base. Gods, there isn't a marine alive who wouldn't beg for this chance to kick those furballs right between the legs, and here it is. I was itching to get at their capital and smash it up a bit too, but this is more important, this is the stuff that will affect what happens out in the real war rather than some stupid headline-grabbing for propaganda. Think of it, man, a couple of marines with a mine killing a carrier, something it'd take an entire fleet to do in a stand-up fight if those ships ever get operational. We could even the war up and do a job that would—if we got lucky—cost tens of thousands of lives if those carriers ever get a chance to fly."


  "I'm ordering you not to."


  "Go to hell," Merritt said with a grin. "Either you bring this ship into launch and support range or by God I'll shoot you right here and do it myself."


  Jason swallowed hard, looking over to O'Brian to see how he'd react. O'Brian started to sputter, his mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water.


  "When we get back I'll see you shot for this," O'Brian finally hissed. "I will stay alive if only to bring you back in order to see that."


  "Getting back," Merritt laughed. "You've got to be kidding. Now pass that order and I'm not threatening you, Captain. I'm dead serious about this."


  Jason noticed that Merritt had casually unsnapped the flap of his pistol holster, the weapon fully exposed.


  O'Brian finally turned in his chair and punched the commlink channel to the bridge.


  "Move us up to a one-hundred-thousand-kilometer strike range against the moon," he barked, and then slammed the channel off.


  "Now clear the launch area or my people will do it for you."


  Jason looked over at Merritt and grinned.


  "See you down there, sir."


  "Jump transit in ten minutes, sire."


  Prince Thrakhath, trying to suppress a growing rage, nodded at his new astronavigator. The navigator was obviously nervous.


  "Just do it right," the Prince said coldly.


  He turned and stalked away.


  It happened, there was nothing he could do to change that. Every once in a while a transit jump point shifted unexpectedly or simply closed down. Now, of all times, why now? The last jump, which should have taken them into the home world, putting them there hours ahead of the Tarawa, had gone awry, and they had instead jumped to the next system beyond Kilrah, forcing them to turn around and try it again. The last navigator was dead in atonement for what might have been simple bad luck. But in war some individuals were lucky, others not, and he had no room on his staff for the latter.


  * * *


  Jason circled back out around the Tarawa, watching as the last of the marine landing craft lumbered out of the docking bay.


  The landing craft turned, kicking up its afterburners.


  "Going in now!"


  "We're with you, Cat Killers," Jason said in reply, trying to keep the lump out of his throat as he watched Svetlana's ship turn in towards the moon.


  Intrepid and Kagimasha had pounded the moon for the last hour, suppressing ground-to-space defenses enough to allow Tarawa to close within a hundred thousand clicks. A steady stream of Kilrathi fighters were coming up from the main planet, and down from a base orbiting a gas giant which was over a hundred million clicks away. But they were coming in disjointedly, in small waves of not more than eight or ten. He had lost four fighters and four recon so far in defense, but they were still holding their own. From the way the Kilrathi were flying, he suspected that they were now sending in trainee pilots scrambling up from flight school bases. It was a murderous waste of future talent, and he was glad to dispatch them now, rather than have to face them when they were fully honed for combat.


  He started to realize as well that his own pups were no longer pups; they were flying and fighting like veterans.


  "Now crossing into limit of ground defenses," Merritt announced.


  Jason, flying point cover for the ten landing craft, focused his attention forward. The moon was twenty thousand clicks away and closing. As they crossed fifteen thousand a scattering of heavy neutron bolts came up and Intrepid moved to bombard the defenses.


  "Green Leader, let's take 'em out."


  "With you," Doomsday replied.


  Eight Sabres and four Rapiers led by Jason kicked up their afterburners and started down, diving straight at the moon's surface. The moon seemed to race up, filling all of space until surface details were clearly visible, the huge spread of the base a series of lines cut into the dark gray surface.


  Jason dove past the position of Intrepid and continued straight in. He started to randomly jink his fighter to throw off enemy aim and to his horror he saw a Sabre move straight into a heavy neutron bolt. The ship disappeared and for a second he thought it was Doomsday.


  "Try and stay alive till you drop your munitions; each of these new missiles cost more than an entire ship, so let's not waste Confederation property," Doomsday's voice crackled on the comm.


  They pressed in through a thousand clicks and then down to a hundred, boring in through the thin atmosphere.


  "Break now!"


  The remaining Sabres turned, following their nav screens in towards the preprogrammed targets which the computerized mapping analysis had indicated were potential ground-to-air defense systems.


  Kilrathi jamming swept through the frequencies, attempting to mask their ground defense radars. Each of the seven Sabres dropped four air-to-ground anti-radar missiles, each one then breaking into fifty sub-munition rounds that locked onto individual radars, radio links, laser trackers, point defense guidance systems, and subspace transmitters. The missiles in turn fed back their target selections to Doomsday's ship, which was mounted with a command system for this major launch. This system automatically prevented overlapping of targets and reassigned missiles to priority hits if the first missile tracking in should be knocked out.


  Fourteen hundred matter/antimatter warheads streaked downward. A spread of Kilrathi point defense guns kicked on, sending up thousands of marble-sized mass-driven rounds. Hundreds of missiles were hit, detonated anywhere from ten clicks up, all the way back down to the surface. But hundreds more got through, some of the missiles weaving and breaking to higher priority targets to replace those that were lost. The surface of the planet erupted.


  The Sabres pulled up and away, streaking back towards Tarawa to reload.


  Jason pulled out, circling around, waiting. There was a moment of silence on his tracking system and then more Kilrathi systems, which had stayed off the air, but were now switching on after the strike, came on. He squeezed off his one anti-radar missile, watching as it leaped ahead, then broke apart, the fifty small missiles turning and diving off in every direction. There were more detonations, the surface five kilometers below blanketed with flashes of fire.


  "Bring 'em in!" Jason shouted.


  "Going in now and thanks, Blue Leader."


  "Godspeed, Svetlana, I love you and take care."


  He couldn't help himself and he knew that everyone was listening in but at that moment he didn't care.


  The ten landing craft streaked past, spreading out to hit their first targets. From under each ship the air-to-ground suppression missiles were streaking out, the barrages blasting into the surface, shattering point defense systems. Yet still there was some fight in the Kilrathi and Jason watched as a landing craft suddenly split open, nailed by a rain of mass-driven shot. He kicked on afterburner, diving down, trying not to look at the shattered, flaming craft as he streaked down past, lining up on the mass driver battery, dodging the hoselike river of rounds coming up. Another battery opened on his flank, but he ignored it, putting the first battery into his crosshairs and squeezing off a dumb fire missile which streaked straight in. A jarring blow rocked his ship, his starboard shielding clicking off, and he heard the howling shriek of shot tearing into his durasteel armor. He turned inward, the gunner following him. Jinking down, he pulled out just above the surface of the moon and streaked in ten meters off the ground, pouring in fire on the battery, blowing it apart. Behind the battery he saw a geysering mushroom of fire as the landing craft dived into the ground and exploded.


  Jason passed over the ship, throttling back. It was obvious there were no survivors.


  He clicked back onto the marine channel and drew a sigh of relief when he heard Merritt's voice on the air, directing the assault. Merritt's landing craft hit the surface next to the hardened silo for a carrier. Jason circled above them, watching as the front and rear doors of the ship sprung open, the top turret of the craft pouring out suppressive fire as marines, clad in light atmosphere pressurized suits, scrambled out the rear, armored assault vehicles pushing out the front. A firefight instantly flared up at the entryway to the hangar and Jason, coming to a near hover, pointed his nose down and fired off an extended volley until his charger went down to zero. He caught a glimpse of the ship inside and he felt a mad, insane glee. It was a Kilrathi carrier, near completion, and totally defenseless. Unable to contain his joy he raised his nose slightly and pumped a shot straight into the ship's bow, laughing with delight as durasteel armor peeled back in a vaporized flash.


  "Save your juice, Blue Leader." It was Svetlana.


  "First time I ever got this close without feeling like I was going to die of fright."


  He pulled back up as marines stormed into the hanger, fighting every step of the way with ground defense units. Circling back up, he held station ten clicks above the battle. Another flight of Dralthi sortied from the home planet, moving towards Tarawa and Jason listened in as Starlight, who was positioned as forward defense, handled the battle, losing one more of her Ferrets and a Rapier in the engagement, but stopping the assault a good fifty thousand clicks short of Tarawa.


  Jason kept a mental note of his losses. Five Ferrets, a Sabre, and five Rapiers down so far, twenty five percent losses. Even though they had dropped fifty Kilrathi fighters and bombers, along with four corvettes, he knew the battle was shifting against them.


  He circled above the battle for another hour, vectoring in on several ground targets and watching with a sense of envy as Doomsday, returning with a fresh load of munitions, led his Sabres in on a suppression of secondary targets, unmasked as the marines started to shut down some of the phase shield generating systems. The attack ripped apart barracks and construction areas, the heavy single-missile matter/antimatter warheads tossing up debris twenty kilometers above the moon's surface.


  "Blue Leader this is Tarawa Combat Information."


  "Blue Leader here."


  "We are under attack from Kilrathi Stealth Fighters. Repeat we are under direct attack."


  "On my way."


  The screen scrambled and distorted for several seconds and then the combat information officer came back on, her voice high and strained.


  "Blue Leader. We have detected one heavy carrier, repeat one heavy carrier and eight escort ships inbound at flank speed," and the screen distorted again.


  Jason spared a quick look back down at the moon's surface.


  "How long before carrier arrival Tarawa?" There was no answer for several seconds.


  The image finally came back on, and he could see that the combat information room was on fire.


  "We've taken a hit, Blue Leader. Repeat question."


  Jason kicked on afterburners and started straight back up. "How long on that inbound report?"


  The screen went dark again.


  "Jason?" It was Grierson on the Intrepid.


  "Grierson, you copy on that?"


  "I've got them on long range scan. I bet they came through a jump point screened by an asteroid belt and launched their stealth fighters. I'm reading their carrier as being here in three and one-half hours."


  "Copy on that."


  He switched back to Svetlana.


  "You copy that last report?"


  "What the hell's going on up there?"


  "Tell Merritt he's got three hours tops and then we're getting the hell out of here. One carrier confirmed, they're hitting us with Stealths now."


  "Damn, we won't get all the targets."


  "Tell Merritt get the damned carriers on the ground, and whatever else he can, but this bus is definitely gonna leave in three."


  "Copy that, Blue Leader."


  "Blue Leader?"


  It was the Combat Information officer again and he breathed a sigh of relief.


  "Blue Leader here. How we holding out?"


  "Under heavy attack." The woman looked away from the screen for a moment, nodded reluctantly and then stepped away to be replaced by O'Brian.


  "Blue Leader, where the hell are you?"


  "Coming back in. Will arrive in five minutes."


  "I am initiating emergency withdraw for our exit jump point immediately."


  Jason looked at the screen, stunned by what he had just heard.


  "The marines, sir. They'll never catch up."


  "They are expendable," O'Brian snapped, "Tell your people to come back in and catch up. When we hit jump point we will not stop for stragglers."


  "You bastard!" Jason roared. "You're leaving the marines behind. We've got time to recover them, just hang on!"


  "We are leaving, mister. You are relieved of command and are under arrest for insubordination."


  "You filthy coward, I'll kill you if I ever get aboard that ship," Jason snarled and he snapped the channel off.


  He slammed the afterburner throttle forward so hard that for a second he thought he had broken it clear off. A Kilrathi stealth started to materialize off to one flank and he ignored it, heading straight in.


  The Tarawa finally was visible, tail already turned to the moon, engines up to full throttle.


  "Bear, what the hell is he doing?"


  "Grierson, he's running out!" Jason shouted.


  "Damn him, I'm moving up to stop him."


  "Cover the marines; try to land and pick them up if I can't stop that damned coward."


  Grierson hesitated.


  "Copy that."


  Jason continued the chase, gradually catching up to Doomsday's squadron which were returning back from their second attack and were now spread out in a sweep to engage the Stealths.


  Jason weaved his way through the battle swirling astern of Tarawa, barely noticing the explosions, streaking missiles and laser burst. Moving up parallel to Tarawa, he clicked his radio back on.


  "Blue Leader coming in to land."


  "Acknowledge, Blue Leader."


  He swept up over the ship, seeing where several dozen heavy mass driver hits had scorched the ship's hull. He banked hard around, diving for the landing bay, Round Top coming in to drive a Stealth fighter off his tail. Jason slammed through the airlock, ramming into the safety net.


  He popped his canopy, stood up, and without even waiting for Sparks jumped down, hitting the deck hard and stood back up.


  The deck launch officer came running up to him.


  "Are we bugging out?"


  Jason nodded savagely and pushed past her.


  He hit the main corridor and started down it at the run.


  The ship's intercom was alive with shouts and commands and then, as if from far away, he heard a high-pitched voice on the channel.


  "He's closing in, he's closing. Top guns get him, get the bastard! Get…"


  The deck beneath Jason's feet seemed to drop away and then slam back up, knocking the wind out of him, driving him to his hands and knees. A high-pitched squawking echoed through the corridor, the hull breach/depressurization alarm. He felt a whoosh of air mixed with fire race down the corridor and he covered his head. The blast of heat raced overhead and then, as if playing out in reverse, slashed back up the corridor in a hurricane gale, dragging Jason along with it. He slammed his helmet visor back down and his pressure suit kicked on.


  He continued to slide down the corridor, drawn along by the reverse blast of decompression. Hitting the shattered airlock door, which led into the bridge, he grabbed hold of the side and looked in.


  The bridge was gone.


  He looked straight up and saw the blackness of empty space, a Sabre streaking past, pursuing and nailing a Stealth just as it started to wink out. He looked straight in at the wreckage and fought down the desire to vomit. The entire bridge crew was dead, what was left of them splattered against the durasteel bulkheads. The floor of the bridge was blown out, the next deck down, torn open as well and blasted with wreckage. Electrical cables sparked in the pure vacuum. Fragments of a shattered Kilrathi fighter were embedded in the deck below. A kamikaze hit, Jason realized. He stepped into the wreckage and looked around and then he saw him, or what little was left of O'Brian, the lower half of his body gone. If he had not had a helmet on, he realized that he would most likely have spit on the corpse.


  He turned, climbed back out of the wreckage, and started back up the corridor. A damage control team came racing down the corridor and he pressed up against the wall to let them pass. At the end of the corridor, back out into the hangar deck, an energy airlock field had been established and he stepped through and then unsnapped his helmet. A crowd of deck personnel was gathered around, looking back down the corridor.


  "Damn it, get back to your stations!"


  The group looked at Jason.


  "The captain and all the bridge officers are dead," Jason announced and they looked at him in shock.


  He hesitated.


  "Flight deck officer."


  "Here, sir."


  "We're going to establish a new bridge and combat information center in your command center. Hook into the ship's computer log and…"


  He found it almost impossible to say the words. He took a deep breath.


  "State that as of this moment I, Jason Bondarevsky, as senior officer of Tarawa hereby take command of this ship."


  The officer looked at him.


  "And my first order is that we are turning this ship around and getting the hell back into the fight!"


  "This is Admiral Tolwyn. Pilots, man your planes, pilots, man your planes."


  Admiral Tolwyn switched his main screen back to the forward relay broadcasting now from Big Duke One's headquarters down on Vukar Tag.


  The entire plateau was a mad confusion of explosions, swirling dust, and wreckage. The camera operator aimed straight back up again and jumped the image through one thousand magnifications with full computerized enhancement. As the image expanded out, Geoffrey Tolwyn held his breath.


  The entire Kilrathi home fleet hovered in space above the planet. Hundreds of tiny dots were detaching from the transports, winging down to the assault, escorted by hundreds of heavy Kilrathi fighter bombers.


  "I tell you all hell's breaking loose down here," Big Duke shouted, trying to be heard above the staccato roar of explosions and the slashing thunder of ground-to-air missiles lifting off.


  "Hang on, we've got more incoming!"


  The camera mounted on the surface above the bunker swung about, dropping its magnification back down and pointed close to the surface.


  A wall of ground suppression missiles came in, kicking on their ground penetration booster engines which could plow the warhead through twenty feet of plasta concrete before detonation. For an instant Tolwyn saw the swarm of landing craft behind the missile barrage and then the image winked out.


  "Jesus, that hit hard," and Big Duke was back on the air, this time only with audio signal.


  "Count six, a possible seven carriers now supporting the ground assault. Wait a minute, another volley coming straight in; they've got lock on our transmission signal. At least three hundred landing craft behind this one. Damn, this looks like…"


  The signal winked off.


  Tolwyn waited for several seconds.


  "Get me Banbridge."


  The comm officer snapped a laser communications line on to Wolfhound's antenna.


  "Big Duke's getting hit hard," Tolwyn said.


  "A couple of more minutes, just a couple of more to let them land their first wave and get their heads in the noose and then we jump through. Your pilots ready for launch?"


  "In their cockpits."


  Banbridge turned and looked back at his own comm screen and then turned back to Tolwyn.


  "We've just got a report Big Duke's headquarters took a direct hit. Not confirmed though."


  Tolwyn nodded and said nothing. He had been friends with Duke ever since their Academy days. The name Big Duke was hung on the marine because of his diminutive five-foot height, which was offset by a pugnacious attitude, always looking for a fight.


  "Geof, initiate your jump; we'll be right behind you."


  Tolwyn smiled grimly.


  "See you on the other side."


  He turned and looked over at his helm officer.


  "Start us into the jump point, sound battle stations, we're going in!"


  


  


  • CHAPTER IX


  "Damn it all, get that screen back up," Jason shouted, bracing himself against a bulkhead wall as Tarawa banked into a sharp turn. The hit to the bridge had damaged the inertial dampening system, which insured that the artificial gravity field inside the ship reacted simultaneously with the hull of the vessel as it maneuvered and turned. Though the delay was marginal, less than one thousandth of a second, it made all maneuvers noticeable, slamming the crew back and forth as the ship went through evasive action. It was inevitable for fighters, given their size, but a carrier wasn't built to take it.


  The screen before him snapped back to life, showing a wavery image of Grierson.


  "What kind of track are you getting?" Jason asked.


  "The enemy carrier is closing in at flank speed, with a spread of two cruisers and four destroyers forward and two corvettes to the flanks. Will arrive in twenty-seven minutes. We have a second wave of inbound fighters as well, fifty plus."


  Jason groaned and looked over at his ready board.


  He had seven Rapiers, six Sabres, and eight Ferrets left that were still flyable, not counting his own Rapier. Two thirds of them were dry on missiles and would have to be recalled and turned back around in time to meet the next attack.


  "How's damage control?" Grierson asked.


  "Still without any long-range scan so you'll be our eyes, Intrepid. We've established a ring of airlocks around the hull rupture. Shield generation is still down, engine room is still cut off, but we've managed to patch a radio link in to them, our inertial dampening is out of phase and we're not sure on the jump engine. The jump control officer is dead, the non com chief says it'll be hours before he can be sure we're up and running in that department. The entire bridge is out, along with the infirmary, and forward crew bays." He hesitated for a moment. "We've lost a fifth of our crew, over a hundred dead, forty wounded."


  "You're still lucky to be afloat, Captain. We picked up two marine crews on the surface before lifting back off. We lost one trying to lift off, and another is damaged on the ground, its crew shifting to another landing craft. Two marine landing craft will externally dock with us within the next ten minutes and we're dumping the landing craft; Merritt's ordering the surviving three landing craft up now."


  "Kagimasha?"


  "Here Commander," and the ship's captain was in the viewscreen, a bandage covering one eye.


  "How are you?"


  "We got a bit scorched, shielding's down to thirty-two percent, but engines are fully back on line."


  "We'll swing in for a rendezvous; you two cover us."


  Grierson grinned.


  "That's my job," and the screen blanked.


  Jason looked over at his new combat information officer, who was sitting in front of a portable holo screen, which was now tapped into the ship's main computer. The launch control office overlooking the flight deck was now standing double duty, with helm, combat information, communications, weapons control, and damage control wedged into the room, their portable gear plugged into the main system through a maze of fiberoptic wiring. All combat ships were outfitted with a reserve bridge in case of a hit like the one Tarawa had just taken, but as a converted transport, that fallback system had never been built in. Without the supply of portable holo screens, which usually were on board a ship for briefings, and entertainment, they would be totally blind now.


  Jason looked around the room, promising himself that if they ever got back he would certainly raise one hell of a stink concerning this oversight, and even as he though about it, he had to laugh at the irony of even worrying about such things at a time like this.


  "Signal Doomsday and Starlight to bring the birds in for rearming. They've got ten minutes, so make it smart."


  "Aye, sir."


  Jason walked over to the plastishield which provided a view of the launch deck.


  The first Sabre, Doomsday's, came in fast, touching down at the end of the launch ramp. The ground crew raced over to the ship, running alongside of it as the tractor pulled it off the ramp. Crews, pushing missiles on small null gravity trailers ran up to the ship, locking them into the external pylons, while hoses were snaked into the ship's fuel tank and cables latched in to top off the energy supply. Doomsday climbed out of the cockpit, waving for his co to stay, and ran up to the control center.


  He came through the door and looked at Jason appraisingly.


  "So you've got the helm now?"


  Jason nodded.


  "How's she holding up?"


  "Patching it together, though one more blow like that and she'll split apart."


  "We'll keep 'em off your back but for heaven's sake, man, we've got to turn and get the hell out now or they'll block the jump point."


  "Merritt wants five more minutes. They've got mines strapped into five carriers in their construction bays rigged to go, along with a cruiser assembly building. He's rigging the last carrier and construction bays right now."


  "Damn it Jason, we're going to go up with them if we hang around."


  "Five minutes."


  "We've replaced a coward with a gung-ho maniac, just great." Then he slowly started to grin.


  More ships came in, and Jason watched the landings, nodding an agreement when the deck officer marked two of the fighters off as unfit to fly and had them pulled to the far corner of the hangar where repair crews swarmed over them. A Ferret, with a wing completely sheered off came in, trailing a tangle of wires which hooked into the side of the airlock, spinning the craft around. Jason groaned as the ship broke apart, parts spraying down the deck.


  The deck officer leaped from the command room, racing across the deck, screaming for crew members to manhandle the wreckage out of the way and within a minute the next fighter came in, slipping within inches of the Ferret's shattered cockpit where an emergency rescue crew was hosing the ruins down with fire retardant, and pulling the unconscious pilot out.


  The last ship landed and Doomsday returned to his craft, ready for launch.


  Jason punched up the ship's intercom.


  "All hands," and he hesitated for a moment, "this is the captain speaking."


  "Intrepid reports inbound fighters, fifty plus, less than fifteen minutes away and closing. Nine capital ships are five minutes behind them, two Fralthra cruisers, four Ralatha destroyers, two corvettes, and one heavy carrier. We should run for it right now, but there are still four platoons of marines down on the moon, getting set to blow half a dozen damned carriers and lord knows what other equipment from here to hell where it belongs. We're giving those people five more minutes because this ship does not leave its people behind. Engine room, get ready to pour on the fire when I give the word. Keep up the good work, people, and the Empire will learn to cover its butt and crawl away when they hear the name Tarawa."


  He clicked off the intercom and suddenly felt foolish for having delivered what he felt was a hackneyed speech. From the corner of his eye he saw that his make due bridge staff were grinning and nodding their heads with approval. Embarrassed, he turned away to watch the forward monitor screen which was filled with the image of the moon.


  "Merritt, you with me?"


  "Copy that Tarawa. We are lifting off now."


  "Starlight, you on them for air support?"


  "Four ferrets and one fighter lined up above them."


  "A and B craft will be up first, C landing craft under Major Svetlana Ivanova will follow us out. We've had some unexpected resistance down here trying to get out."


  "Major?" Jason asked.


  "Hell, we're all getting battlefield promotions out here today," Merritt said. "I figured I'd toss a couple around as well. Company C's top hand is down, knocked out, and she's got the job now."


  Even as he spoke Jason could hear that Merritt was caught up in the middle of a firefight as he loaded the last of his grunts on board.


  Jason looked over at the short range radar scan and saw the first blue blip come off the surface, followed a half minute later by the second.


  "Come on, damn it, move it, move it!" Grierson snarled. "Those fighters are kicking in afterburners; they'll be here in less than five."


  "Get three Sabres out there and then clear the deck for landing craft recovery," Jason ordered, trying to keep his voice calm and businesslike.


  Doomsday slammed down the launch ramp, and the crews pushed the second craft into line, sending it out less than thirty seconds later.


  The rear sweeping short range scan, which had survived the kamikaze hit, started to turn red on the outer limit of search; the enemy wave was closing in.


  "Merritt, move it, damn it," Jason said softly, still trying to force an outward appearance of calm.


  "We're shoveling coal into the engines as fast as we can, Tarawa."


  "C Company lifting off now!" Svetlana called and Jason breathed a sigh of relief.


  The first landing craft, coming off the surface at full throttle, came within visual range, afterburner flame rippling behind it.


  An alarm started to ping on the combat information board and for a second Jason thought that the incoming fighters were already trying to achieve missile lock, even though they were still thousands of kilometers out. And then he saw the threat display, a red box snapping to life on the moon's surface below.


  "Svetlana, take evasive!"


  "Outbound heat seekers," Starlight shouted, launching suppressive fire.


  "Svetlana, shut engines down. Blow chaff!"


  Four missiles streaked up, converging in on the landing craft which was just within visual range. Jason shouted for the petty officer running the display to jack up magnification. He felt helpless; as captain of a carrier he was reduced to simply watching a life-and-death struggle being played out on the holo screen.


  The landing craft turned, a shower of chaff and heat flares blowing out the stern. The first missile closed and detonated half a click astern, the second and third disappearing into the fireball and detonating as well. Jason breathed a sigh of relief and then the fourth missile emerged from out of the explosion. The missile closed.


  "No!" Jason screamed, grabbing hold of the side of the console as if by sheer force of will he could somehow turn the missile aside. It detonated just astern of the landing craft.


  "Tarawa, Tarawa, we're hit and going in!" Her voice was strangely detached and calm as her image appeared on the screen.


  Sickened, Jason watched as the landing craft, trailing fire, started to spiral back down to the planet's surface.


  "First landing craft clearing airlock door," and he looked up to see Merritt's craft coming in, touching down hard, the sides of the ship fire-scorched from the intense battle down on the planet's surface.


  Before the craft had even skidded to a stop a side hatch was opened and Merritt jumped out, running up to the control room, pushing his way in, dropping his helmet on the floor.


  "Svetlana, try and gain orbit!" Jason shouted.


  "No joy on that, Tarawa, we're going down, only one engine still good." Behind her, he could see the pilot struggling with the controls, the copilot of the landing craft slumped over in his seat, the back of his head a bloody mass. The ground rushed up and then the image snapped off.


  "They've impacted next to one of the carrier hangers," the combat information officer shouted.


  "Landing craft C, landing craft C, do you copy?" Jason shouted.


  A crackling hiss filled the air and then a voice drifted through on the static, the visual image barely discernable.


  "Tarawa, we're still with you; we've touched down, many casualties on board."


  "Thank God," Jason sighed and he looked over at Merritt.


  "Tarawa, it's time to leave this neighborhood," Grierson announced, coming online. "Do you copy on that? The rear screen is red with incoming!"


  Jason felt as if his heart had suddenly gone to ice.


  He looked at the situation board, the holo displays and monitors. Tarawa was seriously wounded, but she still had four hundred and fifty aboard and, as the second landing craft came in, more than a hundred marines. On a side monitor the computer had zeroed in on the crashed landing craft, reading out injuries as reported by the individual marine's life-support systems. Thirty-five of them were still alive, including Svetlana.


  "The Confederation doesn't leave its people behind, not while I'm in command," a voice whispered in his memory. "I'll do what it takes to get you back," and he felt as if Tolwyn were standing beside him.


  Never leave someone behind, the pledge goes both ways.


  He looked over at Merritt who stood with a pained expression.


  "Jason, if you try and pick those people up, we all die." Jason tried to run a quick calculation to think it through. Intrepid could attempt to land, a tricky maneuver on the crater-pocked surface. She had pulled it off once to pick up two companies of marines, and had been scorched by ground fire in the process. It would mean bringing her speed down to zero, and then having to climb back out against gravity. She'd be caught coming off the planet, not only by the fighters but by the capital ships.


  Send the Sabres in; they could cram several people into the rear storage hatch. That'd save twenty maybe. Relaunch a landing craft and try to hold the fighters off.


  "Damn it to hell!" Jason snapped.


  "They knew the risk," Merritt said quietly, "they knew it when they signed on."


  "And the deal goes both ways," Jason shouted. "We're going in after them."


  "Tarawa, do you copy?"


  "We're here, Svetlana, just hang on. We're scrambling the Sabres in to pick up half your people, a landing craft is being turned around now for the rest."


  There was a pause on the other side.


  "Nice try, Tarawa, but I don't think so."


  "Just hang on, Svetlana."


  "Jason," and there was a pause for a moment. "Listen Jason, you're running the show now. A thousand people are counting on you to get them out. We're finished. Don't sacrifice yourselves to save us. I know what the score is and so do you. If you hang around now, you're all going to be lost. Get the hell out now!"


  "Shut up, Svetlana. We're coming in."


  "Colonel Merritt?"


  "Here, Svetlana."


  "What's the firing code?"


  Merritt closed his eyes and lowered his head.


  "Double Alpha, Fox, Tango, Three," he said, his voice low, barely audible.


  "Double Alpha, Fox, Tango, Three, copy that," Svetlana said quietly.


  Jason looked back at Merritt.


  "The matter/antimatter mines were rigged to fire on a one-hour delay so we were well clear," Merritt whispered. "They can also be fired manually."


  He looked straight into Jason's eyes.


  "I'm sorry son, but she's right. God help us all, but she's right."


  Jason turned back to the commlink which was again showing a wavery image.


  "Svetlana, don't. Wait, just wait."


  "Double Alpha, Fox, Tango, Three," she repeated. "Firing trigger is armed."


  "Svetlana!"


  She turned and looked back at the screen.


  "Jason, honey. Save your fleet. Maybe some other time, some other life, we'll see each other again. I've always loved you, Jason. I'll always be with you."


  "Svetlana! No!"


  The screen went blank.


  He looked up at the forward monitor as dozens of white snaps of light mushroomed across the screen.


  He stood in mute horror, watching as the explosions ripped the naval station apart, white hot walls of fire racing outward, mushrooming up into the sky.


  The control room was as quiet as a tomb, except for the steady chatter coming in from the other ships, and Doomsday's squadron, which was positioning to cover the Tarawa from the rear.


  Jason suddenly realized that all eyes were upon him.


  "Son."


  Jason looked over at Merritt who stood with tears in his eyes.


  "Son, you're the captain now."


  Jason nodded and walked over to the control display, trying to blink back the tears.


  "Holo tactical display," and the image came up and floated before him. The Kilrathi fighters were spreading out and the heavy capital ships were closing as well, two of them maneuvering to block the path to their intended retreat point.


  Though long-range scan was not yet back on-line he could surmise that an additional capital ship would be stationed directly at the jump point. With the condition Tarawa was already in, there was no hope of fighting through and at this point, even if they did make it to the jump point, there was no guarantee that the jump engine would work correctly. They were cut off. He had to do something else, and damned quickly.


  "Pull up a map of this system," Jason said quietly, and the image appeared alongside that of the tactical. He studied it intently for several seconds. He traced out a line with a laser pointer and then looked over at the computer nav system which automatically took his course plot and changed it into a heading while compensating for the gravitational effect of the moon, and all the other planets in the system.


  "Helm officer, bring us around to a heading of 331.3 by negative one degree to solar axis standard. Engine room, let's see what you've got. Signal our intended path to our escorts and the Sabres. Close down the ram scoops ninety-five percent for full acceleration. Let's get the hell out of here," and he felt his voice start to quaver.


  He looked over at his staff who looked at him in confusion over his command, which was heading them nowhere near a jump point and then they leaped to work.


  Jason looked around the room, feeling the ship start to shudder as she turned and powered up full afterburners.


  "Tarawa, what the hell is this heading?" Grierson shouted, coming back on the commlink. "You're taking us straight into the willywacks and no jump point is in sight!"


  "All points are undoubtedly covered by now," Jason said quietly. "We're going straight for the gas giant, where they have an orbital base. Most likely all their fighters have been expended."


  "So big deal, we smash a lousy base, then what?"


  "We need time for repairs," Jason announced, "our shield generator's still out, jump engine is doubtful and all our wiring is shot to hell. We need some time."


  Grierson suddenly smiled.


  "OK, Tarawa, we're with you."


  The rearmed fighters aboard Tarawa sortied back out, forming a protective screen to the rear of the ship as it climbed up and away from the Kilrah system.


  "We've got a long run," Jason said quietly and he went over to the deck officer's chair and settled down.


  By the end of the first hour a steady battle was being waged a thousand kilometers astern of the Tarawa as Starlight and Doomsday struggled to keep successive waves of faster enemy fighters and strike craft from closing in to engage their crippled carrier. Another Sabre went down, along with two more fighters and three Ferrets which were going head-to-head with Grikath and Jalkehi fighters, in exchange for a dozen enemy fighters and a single torpedo hit to a Kilrathi destroyer which forced it to drop out of the chase.


  By the third hour of the long stern chase Intrepid and Kagimasha were trading long range volleys and launching torpedo spreads against the enemy Ralatha destroyers, one of which seemed to carry an improved engine system that enabled it to afterburner up to a dozen clicks a second faster than Tarawa. With ram scoops almost fully retracted, speeds went up past six thousand clicks a second.


  Throughout the chase Jason sat in silence, occasionally issuing a terse command, but saying nothing more. Fighters, short of ammunition and fuel, would break off and sweep back in for refitting and sortie back out. Jason watched the pilots who did not even bother to climb out of their cockpits, and saw their pale, sweat-streaked faces, lined with fatigue.


  "Enemy base orbiting the gas giant is now within five hundred thousand kilometers and closing," his combat information officer announced and he finally stirred.


  "Any fighter activity?"


  "You guessed right, sir, they shot their whole wad trying to get us. She's defenseless except for her guns."


  "Signal Intrepid and Kagvmasha to take her out and then form back on Tarawa. Order all ships to extend ram scoops for additional braking maneuver and hang on!"


  Though the damage control crew had been working on the inertial dampening system, main priority was still on the jump engine and shields. The delay was down to a hundred thousandth of a second but when the energy field of the ram scoops was suddenly extended back out, the ship felt as if it were being torn apart as it went into a thirty gee deceleration.


  The Intrepid shot past, diving in towards the station which sent up a spray of neutron rounds. A volley of torpedoes dropped out of the destroyer and the enemy station disappeared.


  "Helm, take us straight through the blast and then snag us in tight to orbit around the planet."


  "Captain, just what the hell are we doing now?" Merritt, who had stood by his side throughout, finally asked.


  "You'll see."


  The expanding cloud of debris seemed to race up and Jason winced as fragments of the shattered base slammed against the durasteel hull, the Tarawa groaning from the impact. The nose of Tarawa rose up, skimming just above the outer atmosphere of the giant.


  "All fighters recover now!" Jason shouted.


  "Say, Jason, did I hear you right?" Doomsday replied.


  "You heard me, get in now damn it!"


  "Copy that, Tarawa but those furballs will be on us."


  Jason leaned over and switched back to Intrepid and Kagimasha.


  "You know the game, rendezvous at…" and he looked up at the clock on the wall, "… exactly thirty hours from now at 17:24 hours and be ready to haul ass."


  "Copy that Tarawa and good luck." Grierson said, grinning with delight.


  "Tarawa out."


  The first Ferret came in, followed at twenty-second intervals by the surviving recon and light fighter craft, and then the remaining Rapiers and Sabres followed suit while Janice circled outside, providing tight-in cover for the landing ships.


  "We've got a hell of a lot of incoming," the combat officer shouted.


  "Keep the fleas off our back," Jason said, toggling back over to his escort ships.


  Intrepid moved in directly behind, and Jason found that he was starting to drum the arm of his chair nervously.


  Half a dozen Grakhi bore straight in and slowed.


  "Torpedo attack imminent."


  A spread of torpedoes dropped out from each of the Kilrathi fighters.


  Jason turned and looked over at Merritt.


  "Still got any mines on board?"


  Merritt nodded. "A couple in each of the landing craft."


  "Set a landing craft on autopilot, and once we've recovered our last ship I want the mine activated and the landing ship out the airlock door on automatic pilot."


  "Got you," and Merritt dashed out of the room.


  On the downward looking screen Jason watched as the boiling upper atmosphere of the gas giant raced by, not ten kilometers below. The magnetic distortion created by the atmosphere made communication almost impossible with his escorts and he watched as they attempted to cover his stern.


  The six Kilrathi heavy fighters pulled up and away, their spread of torpedoes closing in. Jason heard the high-pitched ping of a solid guidance lock.


  The stern anti torpedo guns kicked on, attempting to gain a lock in turn, sending out a hail of mass driven shots and in turn the Kilrathi torpedoes popped out small bundles of chaff and signal distorters to throw the guns off. The anti torpedo missile mount on the bottom of the carrier launched a round, the missile streaking forward and then turning to race astern.


  Two of the torpedoes were detonated but four continued to bore in.


  "They've got definite lock," the combat information officer shouted. "Computer analysis estimates one will break through and hit in twenty seconds… fifteen."


  The collision alarm kicked on.


  The rear guns and firepower of the escorts crisscrossed space, knocking one, and then two more torpedoes down.


  "Impact in five, four…"


  "Oh Christ!" the officer screamed, and, stunned, he looked up at Jason.


  The torpedo disappeared in a flash, exploded by a Ferret which had dived straight into the weapon, detonating it just astern of Tarawa.


  Jason, unable to speak, looked up at the situation board and saw the status report for Janice's ship wink off.


  "She knew how to pick her death."


  Jason looked up at Doomsday who had just landed and had quietly watched the drama played out while standing in the corner of the room. "I'd have done the same, so would you."


  Jason felt as if he could not take it anymore. He closed his eyes.


  "Last fighter in."


  "Launch that landing craft and have it turn astern of us."


  "Landing craft on full autopilot and away."


  Merritt came back into the room and leaned over a comm channel and started to punch in a code. He stopped and looked over at Jason.


  "Escorts, you still copy."


  The two ships responded, voices and images distorted almost behind recognition due to the heavy magnetic field around the planet.


  "Initiate dive into the atmosphere on my count. Five, four, three, two, one."


  He looked over at Merritt and nodded and the marine colonel slammed down on the key. A heavy matter/antimatter mine detonated half a dozen clicks behind the fleet, directly between them and the Kilrathi's, blasting out an electro-magnetic pulse that overloaded all surveillance equipment.


  "Dive! Helm, point us straight in!"


  As the electro-magnetic pulse of the explosion mushroomed out behind them, the three ships pushed over and dived straight in on the gas giant, hitting the upper atmosphere. The Tarawa started to buffet and rock, and he could feel the ship twisting and straining beneath his feet.


  "Ten clicks into the atmosphere, twenty, fifty."


  He watched over the helmsman's shoulder as they continued to go deeper in, ordering a leveling out when they were a full five hundred clicks down into the storm of frozen ammonia and sulphur. The surviving external sensing systems were off-line, picking up nothing but clutter from the intense radiation, and magnetic storms sweeping the upper atmosphere of the planet.


  "Level us out, signal engine room, just enough power to maintain orbit."


  "Leveling out, sir; engine room reports throttling back to eighteen percent power."


  "Rig ship for silent running. No transmissions of any kind. Passive listening devices only."


  "Ship rigged for silent running."


  He looked over at the main screen of the combat information officer. It was awash with static. A ping line drifted across the screen and then another. The combat information officer looked back at him, her eyes wide.


  "They're sending out high energy microwave bursts, looking for us."


  "Well let 'em look," and Jason held his breath.


  The pinging moved on; they hadn't picked him up, and he slowly exhaled.


  "Ship's intercom."


  He picked up the microphone.


  "All hands. We've managed to elude the Kilrathi attack by diving into the upper atmosphere of a gas giant where their sensing devices can not find us due to atmospheric interference. As you can guess, any type of visual search is like looking for a feather in a blizzard. We will rendezvous with our escorts in a little less than thirty hours. In those thirty hours we are going to repair our ship and our damaged fighters and we are going to come back out kicking. Congratulations on a job well done."


  He lowered his head for a moment.


  "Merritt's marines smashed half a dozen carriers under construction and a hell of a lot of equipment. Our task force has downed over seventy enemy fighters, four corvettes, one orbital base, along with a number of probabilities and damaged. I'm proud of you, and the Confederation is proud of you. All damage control officers, weapons officers, and engineering officers report to the temporary bridge in one half hour. Thank you and keep it up, Tarawa. I'm damned proud to be part of this team."


  He clicked the intercom off, not even noticing the looks of pride in his staff.


  "I'm taking a half hour off," he said quietly. "Call me if anything comes up."


  He left the bridge and went into the tiny cubical that now served as his wardroom and closed the door. Jason lowered his head, covering his face with his hands, and wept.


  Prince Thrakhath turned away from the holo screen.


  "It won't be a pleasure reporting this to the Emperor," he said quietly, looking over at the Khantahr in direct command of his flagship.


  "Sire, might I remind you that you expected the enemy carrier to use the planet as a slingshot, that they would loop around and come straight back towards Kilrah, not to dive into its atmosphere."


  Prince Thrakhath looked at the Khantahr.


  "I admire courage, and I admire truth," he said. "You are right."


  The Khantahr visibly relaxed.


  "Is there a probability that they have gone around the far side of the planet, masked by the EMP of the antimatter explosion?"


  The Khantahr looked over to his executive officer in charge of navigation.


  "If so, they will emerge from under the south pole of the planet within the next ten minutes. If they should then choose to close ram scoops and go to full acceleration, they could leap ahead, perhaps even close on Kilrah before we can stand back to defend her."


  Prince Thrakhath looked over at the holo display as the navigator plotted out a possible course.


  "Masterful maneuver. I expected them to dive straight back to Kilrah, to seek death while doing maximum damage, now that we have covered their probable exit jump point. Now I am not sure if they are hiding beneath us or at this very moment are circling around."


  He studied the screen intently.


  "Pull the carrier back to a high polar orbit around Kilrah. Detail the destroyers to orbit this planet and to try to pick up a trace if they are indeed down there. The cruisers and corvettes are to form a picket line between here and Kilrah. If they are going straight back now, I want to be ahead of them. If they are hiding below us, we'll wait them out. They'll have to come up sooner or later and when they do we'll finish them."


  The Khantahr nodded his agreement and left the room followed by his staff.


  The commlink on Prince Thrakhath's desk blinked.


  He looked over at it, noticing the bright yellow flash that meant it was a scrambled message from the Imperial Palace. He took a deep breath and punched down on the button.


  The image of the Emperor appeared in the middle of the room.


  "Yes, Grandfather."


  "The enemy carrier?"


  "We've lost it for the moment, sire. It has either dived into the atmosphere of Igrathi to hide, or even at this moment is circling around for a return attack. I am pulling back to cover Kilrah. If he is hiding, he'll have to come back up at some point, and then we will close for the kill."


  "I have seen the damage reports. I am not pleased."


  Prince Thrakhath was silent.


  "Six carriers, six construction yards, a cruiser construction center, and four thousand of our best trained technicians are casualties. Do you know what this means?"


  His voice reached a cold pitch of anger.


  "Yes, Grandfather, I am fully aware of what it means."


  "A third of all our carrier construction facilities smashed by this noisome fly of a ship, and you let it elude you!"


  "Sire, if you had followed my recommendation and pulled the entire home fleet back this never would nave happened. And tell me, Grandfather, what is the latest from Vukar?"


  Prince Thrakhath waited.


  "The landing is still going according to plan, but there has been a problem detected."


  "And that is?"


  The Emperor hesitated.


  "What is it, Grandfather?"


  "An enemy fleet has been detected, closing in on the landing operations, the first report just came through."


  Prince Thrakhath felt a sudden chill of dread.


  "Order them to retreat at once!"


  The Emperor shook his head.


  "By the time the signal arrives the issue will already be decided."


  "I will find this carrier, Grandfather. It will not replace what we have lost, but at least it will pay for its crimes."


  


  


  • CHAPTER X


  "All right, let's have the status reports," Jason said wearily, struggling to keep awake after nearly two days without sleep. He gratefully accepted the cup of coffee from Doomsday, trying to hide the fact that his hands were shaking slightly, either from too much caffeine or just from simple exhaustion.


  He looked over at the damage control officer, who, by good fortune for the Tarawa, was an old petty officer with twenty-five years fleet experience; another transfer from the Concordia. His senior, a young cadet straight out of the academy, had died on the bridge, and as a result the most qualified person had risen to the job.


  "We've welded durasteel plating over the breach in the hull, your suggestion of cannibalizing it from that wrecked Ferret was a damned good one. It's definitely not air tight, so I'm keeping the airlock force fields up, and I've ordered everyone still working in that area to keep their pressure suits on, even though we've pumped air back in."


  "Shield generation is ready to go back on line, though the phase generator is still not synching quite right, so I don't suggest pushing her up to the max power setting."


  "How high then, Jim?"


  "Seventy-five percent and that's pushing it."


  "Keep working on it."


  "I've got people on it now."


  "We've reestablished a pressurized and secured corridor back to the engine room, and the last of the electrical fires was tracked down and contained in the aft crew quarters. Still some toxins in the air though, both from the fire and from the ammonia and sulphur atmosphere leaking in, so I think crew quarters should be off limits for at least another couple of days till our air filtration cleans it all out. Also, anyone in the aft deck areas should wear filter masks as well."


  Jason sighed and looked around the room.


  "I take it that's the good news, chief."


  Jim nodded and blew out noisily.


  "We've got structural cracks running down three of the six main keel beams—this ship is leaking air like a sieve from hundreds of microscopic structural cracks. We could very well start running short on air pressure by the time we get home. I've talked with our environmental chief and he's dropping internal pressure down to 4.5 pounds per square inch and jacking up the oxygen content but increased oxygen means increased chance of fire if anything flares up again. If we take any neutron hits and they get through the shielding, the resulting electrostatic discharge could cause a flare out."


  "Then we jack the pressure back up and lower the oxygen when we know we're going into combat."


  "And lose air. It'll be tricky as well because if we fluctuate air pressure and particularly nitrogen content we could cause the entire crew to get the bends. The environmental officer is trying to work something out."


  "I think they called it robbing Peter to pay Paul, chief."


  "That's how I see it, sir."


  "Bridge control status?"


  "We've run some more wiring into the launch control room but our long-range scanning array is wiped out. We'll have to rely on Intrepid and Kagimasha for that data. Helm control, combat information, navigation, and damage control stations are now fully operational."


  "A damned fine job," Jason said. "Chief, we couldn't have pulled it off without your skill."


  "Hell, Captain, I just want to get out of this scrap alive; three months and I'm up for retirement."


  "I'm just glad you didn't retire before this cruise."


  "I wish the hell I had," the chief replied, and Jason laughed in commiseration.


  "I think we all kind of wish that at the moment, chief."


  He turned and looked over at his old comrade.


  "Doomsday, how are our planes?"


  "Twenty-three pilots left, not counting you, sir. One of the marine shuttle pilots and his co were both checked out on Ferrets so we do have two backups though it'd be murder to send them out against Kilrathi fleet pilots. Five Sabres, eight Rapiers, and seven Ferrets left."


  Jason had been mulling that one over and now had to make a decision.


  "All right, Doomsday, you're promoted to wing commander."


  "Just what I always wanted, sir," he said dryly. "They live about as long as new pups."


  "You'll also continue to run the Sabre squadron. Round Top takes over the Ferrets," he paused for a moment, "and Tolwyn runs the Rapiers."


  "I don't like that, Jason."


  "I didn't expect you to, but the kid proved himself out there, he dumped four of them and saved Intrepid's butt from a torpedo strike."


  "I wish we had Mongol."


  "Well, we don't," and he thought of all the fresh young faces now gone: Mongol, Flame, Ice Wind, Nova, Eagle, Talon, Thor, and Odin, all the heroic young names, now dead.


  He looked up at the chronometer which was ticking off the time.


  "It's an hour to scramble and rendezvous. The galley's promised a hot meal for everyone, and the crew's to eat at their posts. People, we're going to get out of here, we're going to get home, just remember that, and tell your people that as well. It's time for the service, so let's get out on the deck and look sharp."


  He rose up from his chair and walked out of the makeshift bridge, his staff following. Out by the airlock the crew was waiting, both the living and the dead. The bodies were wrapped in nothing more than the standard fleet navy blue bodybags and covered with bed sheets. Some of the forms were at least recognizable as having once been human; those lost on the bridge were far smaller bundles. For those who had been vaporized or blown into space, the old fleet tradition of "burying" their uniform served as a substitute. How the damage control and infirmary team had ever dealt with the task of cleaning up from the blast was beyond Jason.


  Their bodies were now lined up by the airlock.


  Jason walked up to the line of corpses and turned to face those crew members who could be spared from damage repairs to attend.


  He was at a loss for what to say, though he had attended far too many of these services in the past.


  "We don't have time to say much," he said quietly, "and I don't think our comrades would want us to take that time right now. When all of this is over, perhaps then we can gather together again and do this properly."


  He turned away from the crew and faced the line of bodies. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a copy of the Bible and read the 23rd Psalm. Finishing the prayer he lowered his head.


  "You were our shipmates, and our friends. Though it might sound strange to say it, I want to thank you for us who still live, both here, and across the Confederation, for it is through you that humankind will live, will endure to final victory, and will finally achieve peace."


  "Sleep well, my friends, until that day when space shall give up her dead."


  He came to attention, saluted, and the haunting refrain of "Taps" echoed through the ship. Details of marines stepped forward and as gently as possible picked up the bodies and stepped up to the airlock field, pushing them through one after the other. With the ship running stern first, as the bodies hit the atmosphere outside they tumbled away into the green blue ammonia soup sky and disappeared. Colonel Merritt came forward after the last body disappeared, and stepped up to a helmet and jump boots which Jason knew were symbols of all the marines who had died in the assault. He saluted and then two sergeants picked up the tokens and pushed them through the airlock as well.


  Jason turned back to face the crew, standing ramrod straight.


  "We pull out of here in thirty-seven minutes. Now let's get the hell out of this system and kick some fur butt on the way!"


  Stunned, the Emperor lowered his head, motioning with a wave of his hand that the messenger was dismissed.


  How could this be, how could this ever be? Just what had gone wrong?


  Five carriers of the home fleet gone, sixteen support ships gone, nineteen troop transports and four legions of the guard annihilated down to the last warrior. Rusmak and Gar, two of his finest commanders and both of the royal line dead as well.


  How could this ever be?


  Who was to blame?


  And the family, the vast extended family of the imperial blood, what would they now say and do with the bulwark of their home fleet gone? He could well imagine the casualty lists. So many sons of the royal blood would have been lost and the family would look for blame.


  He thought for a moment of the various factions, each jockeying, pushing, positioning to destroy its rivals.


  A klaxon sounded in the distance and he stirred from his contemplation.


  A screen sparked to life, an action which would be permitted only in an emergency.


  "My lord, forgive the intrusion."


  The Emperor looked at the commander of the palace guard who stood at rigid attention, head lowered.


  "Go on, then."


  "Sire, the enemy carrier. It has lifted out of the atmosphere."


  The Emperor, furious, said nothing.


  "Sire, it is accelerating rapidly with ram scoops fully retracted and making a course which will intersect with Kilrah within the hour. Prince Thrakhath advises that this might be a suicide attempt to crash into Kilrah."


  The Emperor nodded. Outside of a close circle of the high command and the warriors directly involved in the fight, not a single individual living on Kilrah knew that a human strike force had penetrated into the heart of the Empire.


  "Thrakhath's fleet?"


  "Moving to intercept."


  "No alert is to be sounded," the Emperor said quietly.


  "Sire?" The commander hesitated.


  "Go on."


  "Not even for those residing within the Palace?"


  He paused. If a strike should indeed get through, the likely target would indeed be the palace compound. Tens of thousands who might survive in the shelters would die. But to even admit that danger was this close? And the home fleet smashed? He could face a coup before the day was out.


  "No one is to know. I want to speak to Thrakhath on a secured scramble line."


  "As you desire, my lord."


  He turned away from the screen which went blank for a moment. First a high-pitched hum and then a scramble code followed.


  "Sire."


  The Emperor turned slowly to face the Prince.


  "You have heard of Vukar?"


  Thrakhath did not reply.


  What is he thinking? the Emperor wondered. After all it was I who insisted that the assault continue and the fleet be split. His own position is threatened now. Could he in turn then be plotting against me?


  "We must do three things," the Emperor said finally.


  "And they are, sire?"


  "One, no strike must ever reach Kilrah. Not a single missile, nothing. You are to block this human scum no matter what."


  "Sire. A close in direct attack will finish them now."


  "You lost a third of your fighters yesterday. If you close assault, can you assure me that no ship will penetrate?"


  Thrakhath hesitated.


  "No, you cannot, that is obvious. Assume a defensive position ahead of them and block their attack. You nave two other carriers maneuvering in through different jump points to seal off escape. We will kill this human fleet in revenge, but it must not succeed in reaching this planet. Do I make myself clear?"


  "Yes, sire. And the other two items?"


  "We shall increase the size of this enemy fleet in our reports to match what we have suffered both in lost construction and in the home fleet."


  Thrakhath smiled and then shook his head.


  "But those of the family will know the real truth."


  "That does not matter. Finally, we must find one at fault for Vukar, let him take the blame, and divert attention."


  "The Baron."


  The Emperor nodded.


  "Fine."


  "Grandson, you must succeed. If not," he hesitated, "far too many will then start to look to you as the cause of their problems."


  He switched the screen off without waiting for a reply.


  "Captain, their carrier is maneuvering in from the flank."


  "Their course bearing?"


  "Positioning above their first moon, between us and Kilrah."


  Jason smiled.


  He looked over at the helm officer.


  "Our speed?"


  "Crossing through eight thousand clicks a second and climbing, sir."


  "Prepare to launch remaining landing craft and pilotless Ferret. Communications, signal our escorts to stand close. Alert tractor beam crew to get ready as well."


  Jason looked over at the strategic display map. They were surrounded by a circle of Kilrathi ships. Six in pursuit all the way back from the gas giant, two closing in to either flank. And the carrier positioned ahead and several million clicks out from Kilrah.


  He settled back into his bridge chair and watched the display. With the ram scoop energy fields completely closed down, the Tarawa continued to accelerate. He was going to burn damned near every ounce of fuel reserve aboard ship in the next twenty minutes; if the furballs didn't fall for the maneuver they'd get nailed at the jump point when they were forced to slow back down to insure a correct alignment for jump entry. But it was the only plan he could come up with and Grierson had chuckled with delight when first told.


  "What are they doing?" Prince Thrakhath whispered, not really addressing his question to anyone in particular.


  He watched the data screen. The three ships were accelerating with ram scoops closed down… and they were aiming straight in on Kilrah.


  "Project terminal velocity if they should ram the planet," Thrakhath said and he looked over at his combat control officer.


  The data appeared on Thrakhath's screen.


  Ten thousand and eighty kilometers per second. He sat back and allowed the information to sink in. The mass of the ship, striking at that velocity into the atmosphere would cleave straight down to the planet's surface, impacting with a force equal to several dozen matter/antimatter warheads. Three such strikes would kill tens of millions.


  Was that his plan?


  "Contact planetary defense, get shielding up to maximum and the hell with security. Prepare to position this ship on a collision intercept with their carrier. Scramble all fighters for point defense with same orders."


  He left his chair, the battle station alarm screeching through the ship.


  "Prepare to launch landing craft and Ferret," Jason announced and he looked down at the flight deck.


  "Launch!"


  The landing craft went out the airlock door, aimed on a ballistic trajectory straight in on Kilrah, followed by the lone Ferret, both ships on automatic pilot, both ships armed with old-style atomics which would be detected by the Kilrathi defense.


  Kilrah, which only minutes before was nothing but a blue-green dot, was now a sphere hanging in the darkness.


  "Coming up on maneuver change," Helm announced.


  Jason settled back into his chair and strapped himself in.


  "Hang on Tarawa, just hang on."


  "Rotating ship for maneuver firing now!"


  Jason felt the nudge of the thruster rockets which turned Tarawa to a line perpendicular to its flight path. Without the scoops, any form of aerodynamic maneuvering was impossible. It would all have to be done by the age-old method of space flight which was to burn fuel in order to turn.


  "All engines firing!"


  "They've launched atomic warheads!" Prince Thrakhath leaped out of his chair and came up to stand behind his combat control officer. The telltale yellow blip was superimposed over the purple which marked two ships that were launching from Tarawa.


  "Block them, shoot them, we must bring them down."


  "Tarawa is shifting course!"


  "Block the warheads!"


  Creaks and groans echoed through the ship as the main engines, sucking up the hydrogen fuel at a prodigious rate, feeding it into the fusion reactor cores, started to change the trajectory that would have taken them straight into Kilrah.


  The planet, displayed on the main monitor came racing up. Dozens of blips, marking the forward defenses of the Kilrathi, swarmed across the screen, positioning themselves to intercept what they thought would be the suicidal gesture of a planet ramming. But now, with every passing second, Tarawa was maneuvering dozens of clicks away from the anticipated path. Some of the fighters started to turn, while others continued to converge on the two drones, whose heavy mines clicking towards detonation were sending the Kilrathi into a frenzy.


  "Planet loop in ten seconds."


  "Navigation, you damn well better be right," Jason said, looking over at the nav officer who gulped nervously. "Are tractor beams ready?"


  "Tractor beam standing by for computer firing."


  "Velocity now at nine thousand, eight hundred and twenty eight kilometers per second."


  Navigation looked over at her console and punched in the latest data which was instantly fed into the main nav computer. Tens of thousandths of a second later, adjustments were sent into the ship's helm control which minutely altered the engine firing.


  "Landing craft rammed by a Sartha," combat announced.


  Jason ignored the information, watching as several Sartha, moving now without their own ram scoop fields, attempted to close with full afterburners, coming in on ballistic trajectories.


  "Projected impact on Kagimasha!"


  Jason turned to look at the tactical screen.


  It was over even before he could pick out the intersecting lines, a Sartha swinging straight into the path of the corvette, the two intersecting at nearly ten thousand kilometers per second. A white burst of light, far brighter than the sun, appeared on the starboard beam monitoring screen and then disappeared from view as Tarawa raced past.


  "They never knew what hit them," Jason whispered.


  The green-blue ball of Kilrah raced up and for a second Jason was convinced that navigation had screwed it, and they would impact.


  "Tractor beam on now!" the navigation officer shouted.


  Jason felt the shudder run through the ship. The tractor system was never designed for this, the idea being cooked up by Jim Bane, an old navigation petty officer. If the carrier used the beam on a fighter for recovery the mass differential between the fighter and carrier would be such that for ever meter the carrier might be moved towards the fighter, the fighter would be pulled in several kilometers. Now the beam was aimed straight at Kilrah, pulling the Tarawa straight in towards the planet; however, due to the ship's forward velocity it actually wouldn't go straight in, but rather loop in a slingshot around Kilrah, and, if all the calculations were correct, aiming them straight at their intended jump point. If it worked this would alter maneuvering tactics and close-in tactics forever!


  They skimmed over the northern pole of the planet, fifty kilometers above the outer atmosphere, the planet's gravitational field bending their trajectory even further into a slingshot.


  In less than ten seconds Kilrah was a hundred thousand kilometers astern.


  "Damn," Jason sighed, "what a ride."


  The bridge went silent as everyone turned to look at the navigation officer.


  She continued to lean over her plot board, watching as the computer fed in the data, tracing out the line as Tarawa and its lone escort curved down and away out of the equatorial line of the Kilrah solar system.


  She finally gave a sigh of relief and looked up with a grin.


  "It worked, sir," she said, her voice shaking. "We are on-line up to jump point F-One. Will arrive in seven hours and thirty-two minutes. Will have a fuel reserve of two point three percent after deceleration to achieve jump."


  Jason turned and looked over at combat information.


  "Not a single ship has even emerged from the other side of Kilrah. Estimate a five million plus kilometer lead on them."


  "People, we just might live till tomorrow," Jason said with a smile. "Stand down from battle stations, let's get some rest."


  A round of self-congratulations went through the bridge and as he looked out on the flight deck he saw crew members and marines slapping each other on the back.


  There was one problem though: jump point F-One took them out on a side track run and not closer to home, but it was the only one they could run to using Kilrah as a slingshot. The enemy carrier at Kilrah could elect to pursue or could take a jump into a parallel system, blocking their escape. And beyond that, there was still no word as to what else might be out there. He was in the dark and the entire Kilrathi Empire would be mobilizing to hunt them down. They had managed to run, but they were no closer to home, and there was no place to hide.


  "He's good, damned good," Prince Thrakhath thought, unable to prevent at least a brief moment of admiration for whomever it was that commanded the human fleet. The diversion, and he now realized that that had been the intent, of the two ships loaded with atomic mines, had momentarily scattered his defense, allowing them to run straight through while losing but one escort ship. They had never intended suicide at all and he realized that he had made the fatal mistake of not viewing the tactical situation from a human perspective. An opportunity to shatter part of Earth, even at the expense of one's own life, would win undying glory for those who sacrificed themselves. He found it almost inconceivable that they had not taken such a course and curiously found himself feeling almost insulted that the humans would not be willing to trade their lives for a chance to strike a blow at the home of the Kilrathi race.


  As he studied the plot boards he realized that though the maneuver to run was brilliantly executed it was also an exercise in futility. The jump point they were taking was a single track line, going into a system with only a single jump point beyond it; the next system had but a single jump point exit as well. It was not until the system after that, that there were several jump points, one of which would lead back towards Confederation space. They had simply run into a cul de sac. The carrier Karu could be positioned to cover one of the exits. By following the more direct path he could arrive to cover the same exiting system in only three jumps to the four that the humans would need. Either their navigators were not aware of this, or they were simply trying to run the game out and cling to an extra day of life. It would have been more honorable to die here and destroy part of Kilrah. For a moment he actually felt a twinge of regret that the humans had not taken such a course. For after all was not the Emperor responsible for the fiasco, and it would not have been just the Emperor who died but thousands of the court sycophants as well. It could have produced an interesting result. The death of court hangers-on and bureaucrats would have been a pleasure to witness.


  "Astronavigator, signal to the Karu that the humans have taken the Vuwarg jump. They are to block the jump line from Baragh to Rushta. Carrier Torg to move to block the jump point from Baragh to Xsar. We will close the line from Baragh to Lushkag. Signal the same to the Emperor. Have at least thirty reserve fighter craft from the palace guard on Kilrah to sortie and rendezvous with us to replenish our losses. We leave to jump from this system within two hours."


  He turned to look at his staff.


  "Let's finish this affair. The court historians can then practice their usual craft of lying and embellish it into a great victory rather than a miserable hunt."


  


  


  • CHAPTER XI


  Jason Bondarevsky realized that physically he was at the end of his rope. He looked into the mirror, trying to still the shaking of his hand as he finished shaving. The image that looked back at him was disturbing. His features were pale, eyes dark rimmed and bloodshot. Not since the beginning of the raid had he found a moment to hit the exercise room, a strict requirement for all pilots in order to stay in top physical shape. If he were in charge of anyone who looked like himself, he'd have sent him to sick bay, and ordered a stretch of R&R along with a couple of sessions with the psychological officer.


  The nightmares just would not go away—the image of the fireball rushing in to smash the marine landing craft, Svetlana, ghostlike, turning to look at him as the flames swept in. Beside her, Janice and all the others whom he had lost.


  He closed his eyes, nicking himself with the old-style razor.


  The cold flash of pain from the cut startled him, and cursing, he took his towel and dabbed the wound. He took the small cup of water, which was all that was allowed for shaving due to water rationing, and tried to clean the rest of the soap off.


  There was a knock at the door.


  "Sir, Captain Grierson has landed. Colonel Merritt's already in the briefing room."


  "Right there."


  He wiped the last bit of soap off his face, and put on the now thoroughly wrinkled and stained uniform. The laundry room was an empty burned-out shell and all the crew had long since given up trying to look clean.


  Jason looked back in the mirror one more time, forcing himself to achieve a certain look of confidence and he stepped out into the corridor. A work crew came to attention and he motioned for them to stand at ease as he squeezed past the welders.


  "How's it going, Chief?"


  "We're welding a durasteel brace in on that cracked keel spar, sir. It's a tough job getting at her though."


  Jason looked down into the hole torn into the deck flooring. Flood lamps illuminated the work crew who were squatting on either side of the cracked beam, maneuvering sections of durasteel into place using hand held null gravity units. The chief was hunched over a portable holo display, which was loaded with the ship's blueprints, and pointed out the damaged section highlighted in red.


  "Hell, sir, by the time we get home we'll be able to skip the dry dock and just keep right on going."


  "Keep it up, Chief," and Jason patted him on the shoulder and continued on.


  It felt strange to order men like the chief around, old-line fleet lifers who were in the service before he was even born. The man was pulling off nothing short of a minor miracle. Tarawa, after the hit, in any normal situation, should have been sent back into a rear area dry dock to either be scrapped or taken apart and rebuilt. Such work usually went from the outside in. The chief was doing it backwards, taking apart sections of the ship to get at the damage. Areas of the ship not essential for survival, such as crew quarters, were being stripped for parts, especially the precious durasteel, and then were sealed off and pumped down to conserve on air. The chief was also adding in some modifications of his own, and now with O'Brian dead, he didn't hesitate to point out criticisms in the ship's design, spiced with a choice selection of expletives aimed at fleet headquarters. Yet if anyone dared to agree and denounce the Tarawa, the chief and most of his crew would have to be restrained from pummelling the person who dared to so insult "the old girl."


  Two days ago, on their sweep through the second system after Kilrah, they had encountered a minor Kilrathi orbital base and taken it out in a sharp attack led by Grierson, several Sabres, and a company of marines. Like carrion flies the damage control team had scrambled aboard the base, climbed over the still warm bodies of the Kilrathi and in under an hour stripped it of anything useful, pulling up sections of durasteel, emergency air canisters, a light shuttle craft, and then going so far as to cut out half a dozen of the base's mass driver mini guns, which were now being welded to the ship just forward of the landing airlock for point defense. The volunteer gun crews would have to go EVA to get to the open turrets but their additional firepower might make the difference.


  Jason stepped out of the corridor and went across the hangar bay. Sparks was directing a double team of ground crews that were taking apart three Rapiers which had been condemned as unfit for further service, stripping out the good parts from each, and attempting to get one flyable craft out of what was left.


  Any armor left over was immediately sent to the repair crews which were now using it to reinforce the forward bulkheads just aft of the armored gun bow, a section which the chief had declared to be a weak point.


  Jason gained the bridge and went over to the combat information officer on watch.


  "Still the same, sir. Intrepid reports two cruisers and four destroyers six hours behind us. They're scanning and have a lock on us," she said quietly, without taking a second to look up from the screen.


  "Our next jump point?"


  "Still looks clean."


  He looked over at the nav officer on watch.


  "Two hours and twenty eight minutes to jump point."


  Jason nodded and went into the wardroom.


  The men in the room came to attention and Jason smiled.


  He realized that technically Grierson should now be in charge of this fleet; he was after all the senior officer. After the heat of action at Kilrah he had offered to turn it all over to him, but Grierson refused, claiming that Jason was doing well enough, that he was after all in charge of the largest ship in the fleet, and that as a destroyer officer he had no experience whatsoever with carriers. Jason had laughed at that, since until Kilrah the biggest craft he had ever run was a Broadsword. Grierson was a rarity; there were far too many officers who, qualified or not, would have shouldered him aside and taken control. Though technically in control of the two-ship fleet, Jason knew that in a pinch he would defer to whatever this older officer had to say.


  "Those buggers still behind us?" Merritt asked.


  Jason nodded.


  "Just shepherding us along," Grierson replied.


  "Making sure we go straight in to the next jump," Jason replied.


  He looked around the room.


  "Any suggestions?"


  "I still think we should come about, go back in, and have a show down with those scum," Merritt stated.


  Jason shook his head emphatically.


  "Those are heavy cruisers. Each of them carries a squadron of fighters on board. That'll be at least thirty to thirty-five against our twenty. Our torpedo supply is just about used up; we've got enough for one more action and then we're out. Both of our ships are hurt. They'll eat us alive."


  "At least we could take one cruiser down," Merritt said. "We're being run into the snare like rats trapped in an alleyway. I think it's kind of obvious that they must be racing ahead through a parallel jump line to position themselves in the next system."


  Jason nodded and looked around the room.


  "Look, our own nav information for this sector is sketchy at best," Grierson said. "Maybe this is the shortest route out. We do know that there's a jump point in the next system that will take us to the Jugara System. Once at Jugara we hook into that long jump which takes us damned near to Confederation lines. So let's not get to pessimistic here."


  "Oh come on, Grierson," Merritt said wearily. "Don't you think they know that? Hell, it's their damned system. It'll be blocked by at least one carrier, maybe more. Here we're worried about facing thirty-five fighters, and I tell you that if we push ahead we'll be facing a major capital ship with a hundred and fifty fighters and bombers on board."


  "The key question is," Jason interjected, "do the Kilrathi have a shorter route to the next jump point than the one we've taken?"


  "I think we can assume so," Grierson replied. "Otherwise that carrier we faced at Kilrah would be dogging our heels right now."


  "It's also possible that those two ships we launched at Kilrah caught the carrier in the blast," Grierson continued. "That's something we don't know since the planet masked our view."


  "That's a long-shot assumption," Jason replied. "Damn, it'd be nice to believe that, but in my old line of work we never were allowed to count a kill unless gun cameras got it, or we had a witness, and that's the way I'm going to play it now."


  "So what's the game plan, Jason?" Grierson asked, and Jason suppressed a smile of thanks.


  "We head for the jump point, go through, and make a run to the Jugara jump point. We can't go back towards Kilrah. Those cruisers would chew us apart. Even if we did defeat them, at best we'd come out crippled, with our ammunition supply depleted."


  "And if we find a carrier on the other side of this jump, we're all dead meat," Merritt said.


  Jason nodded.


  "But we're not a hundred percent sure that the carriers will be there."


  "And your gut feeling?" Grierson asked.


  There was no sense in lying.


  "They'll be waiting for us."


  Merritt threw up his hands in exasperation.


  "Just great."


  Jason nodded slowly.


  "Look, the moment we all heard about this mission we knew that we were dead meat, thrown away as a diversion. Damn it all, I'd give a couple of really important parts of my anatomy right now to know what really happened at Vukar. I guess we won't. We've done a hell of a lot of butt kicking though in our own right, with six carriers smashed on the ground thanks to the marines."


  Merritt nodded a thanks and Jason forced the nightmare thought away.


  "If we turn back we're a hundred percent sure we're cooked. If we run ahead, there's a chance, just a small one, but there is a chance the way might not yet be blocked. Every second is precious. I'm going to run for that chance."


  "And if you're wrong?"


  "We'll die game," Jason said quietly. "If we find a carrier there, we go to flank speed, launch our fighters. We'll try to evade and fight a way through to the next jump. If we can't and it becomes obvious that we're finished, I intend to bore straight in. They won't be expecting that. They might take us down, but by God if Doomsday and his Sabres or Intrepid can get a torpedo lock on that carrier we'll rip it apart. When we launch our last torpedoes I want a carrier in our sights and not just some second rate cruiser. If need be I'll send the crew to the escape pods and ram him. We're going to take at least one more down with us."


  "So that's it?" Merritt asked.


  "Hell, what more do you want?" Grierson said with a grin.


  "Jump transition in ten seconds…"


  Jason settled back and silently prayed. He looked around at his bridge staff, and beyond the plastiglass windows to the launch deck. His fighters were all manned, standard procedure for jumping into any unsecured sector, ground crews waiting expectantly.


  "They've fought so hard, so damned hard Lord, let 'em make it," Jason whispered.


  There was a snap of light and he closed his eyes, waiting.


  There were several seconds of silence and then the reports started to fly.


  "Nav computer confirms correct alignment and jump."


  "We have contact," combat information shouted. "Bogeys, repeat many bogeys bearing 021, positive three degrees, range one hundred and ten thousand clicks, closing at two eight zero clicks a second."


  "Get me Grierson on the laser link."


  The screen clicked on.


  "You see them?"


  "A hell of a lot of traffic out there."


  "How's your long-range scan?"


  "One carrier confirmed, parked on the edge of an asteroid belt. She's deployed out a belt of mines forward. One other carrier on the far side of the system, wait, we've got another just coming through on jump transit, on the far side of the system, but she's hours out from here."


  "I'm also picking up indications of another jump in progress on the jump point leading back to Jugara, but it's blocked by the asteroids and heavy jamming."


  Jason nodded.


  "So what are you going to do?" Grierson asked quietly.


  Jason swallowed hard.


  "Engage the carrier. If we can get past, we'll run for Jugara."


  Grierson smiled.


  "I'll see you on the other side, son," and the screen flickered off.


  "Launch all fighters," Jason said quietly.


  "Confederation ship has just come through and is accelerating, moving straight at us."


  Prince Thrakhath nodded.


  "He has warrior spirit. It will be the death of him. Launch all reserve fighters."


  Kevin Tolwyn, breathing hard, leaned back in his seat. The catapult slammed his Rapier down the length of the deck and he kicked on afterburners as soon as the airlock was cleared, aiming straight ahead.


  Pulling out at a hundred kilometers he circled back around, letting the first Sabre go straight past; the second Sabre followed and finally the third and fourth. He banked up high, checking his nav screen, watching as two other Rapiers sortied out to form the rest of the escort. The strike group formed up and then started forward.


  "Strike Group Alpha, follow my lead."


  "With you, Doomsday," Kevin replied.


  "Stay close to me, Lone Wolf, and don't break away."


  Kevin sensed the dislike and rebuke in Doomsday's voice but let it pass, though he was tempted to cut loose with a couple of choice words.


  Funny, it all seemed so strange now. This was never how he figured it would all end up—there had never been any challenge before. He felt his thoughts racing, aware that it was triggered in part by the adrenaline coursing through him. A swarm of memories floated through, the pampered world he had once known, the all-so-correct schools, the luxury vacations, the summer home in Scotland, Eton, and then Cambridge, all of it so correctly arranged by his mother and his dead father's family. The hardships of the war were outside his understanding, the shortages, even the rationing which his mother's family could so easily work around, what with so many of them properly placed in top positions in the government and in the military procurement industry.


  His uncle? A strange duck in the family waters. The severe, reticent uncle who would come home on rare trips back to Earth, looking around with disdain, a disdain intensified by the fawning of hangers-on who wanted to meet the famous admiral.


  As for the military, there was no real way to avoid it; after all the Tolwyns had all done their bit going back for fifty generations. It was part of the family tradition. It had killed his father in a training accident when he was an instructor at the Academy. His mother wanted to make sure there wouldn't be any such risks to himself.


  He thought of his mother and her horrified reaction when he had insisted upon flight school, turning on her sternness and then the tears, pointing out how the Vice Minister of Armaments wanted a military attache in his office, and with such a posting, there would be no reason to miss the theater season, or a chance to choose the right young lady from the proper family in London.


  How the path weaves and changes, Kevin thought. Because I wanted to fly, to be like my father, I'm now getting set to die in this godforsaken corner of the universe, in a battle no one will ever hear of. He checked his instrument array, watching the growing spread of red blips, the thoughts still racing.


  Mother and the family had made the most of his going to flight school, even arranging a holo station interview and magazine articles to show how even the best of families were doing their bit for the war effort, while quietly arranging that he would never get anywhere near to where there might be some real danger. That was still the mystery though. This mission had been in the planning for months, so why was he assigned to Tarawa? Was it vengeance on the part of a political rival to the family, an accident, or even done innocently, mother pulling some strings, believing that the ship would never see action, and after his tour of duty he could report back to headquarters, do his bit, and reach admiral without ever having to hear a shot fired?


  He'd never know—and he didn't give a damn. He banked slightly to look down at Doomsday's ship a hundred meters below and then straightened back out again.


  There was something about these people he had never experienced before in his entire life. They didn't give a good damn who he was; out here on the edge the name was meaningless. There were only the quick and the dead, the comrades you could trust to risk everything to pull you out, and those who weren't worth a damn. He could now see that for nearly all of his twenty-two years, he had not been worth a damn. He thought of Jason, only three years older than himself, a wing commander, his ascent based upon nothing more than ability and moral strength—and now he was an acting captain. He knew that even if Jason had hated and despised him, he still would have put his life on the line to save him.


  He had finally come to realize that the only thing that counted was whether you could be relied upon or not. He had suddenly found that he wanted the approval of the other pilots in the ready room, not the sucking-up approval when he had first arrived aboard Tarawa and treated all of them to free meals and endless free drinks at their last port of call. That was crap. He wanted instead the steady-eyed look of understanding, and especially from Jason.


  Jason had given him the chance to change it all, even after his mistake. The mistake… again he looked down at Doomsday's Sabre and then straight ahead. Jim Conklin had been an amiable sort from some back hill farming town in America, not the type he would have ever invited to the club if they had met only half a year ago. And now Jim was dead. Jason was right; he should have stayed close, and forgotten about the kill. He had even heard Jason's orders to turn back, just before the radio winked out, never knowing until afterwards that Jim and the tail gunner were about to die.


  Never again, never again, Kevin thought to himself.


  "Tarawa control." It was Doomsday.


  Kevin looked down at his commlink visual.


  "Tarawa control here."


  "We're going for the carrier," Doomsday said.


  Kevin felt his gut tighten up. A cruiser, two destroyers, and a host of fighters were between them and that target. (Never again, indeed. Never anything.)


  And yet if that were the case he would die with him and not regret it in the slightest.


  This was where he wanted to be.


  "Strike Force Alpha, good luck," and it was Jason on the line.


  "Always figured I'd wind up in a fix like this, Tarawa, now get the hell out of here."


  Doomsday chuckled softly.


  "All right Alpha, suck it up and stick to me like glue."


  Kevin nudged his throttle up a notch, edging forward of the strike force, arming his IFF missiles. Kilrathi fighters, spread out in a screen in front of their task force, started to turn on an intersect line with the attack, while more than fifty of them continued straight on in, passing twenty clicks to Kevin's port side, afterburners flashing, moving to attack Tarawa and Intrepid.


  The radio started to crackle as Round Top passed out orders to the screen of six Ferrets, two Rapiers, and two Sabres which were marshaling to form a defensive screen.


  "Strike Alpha switch to commlink 2282."


  Kevin turned the dial to the proper channel which eliminated the chatter from the defensive squadron.


  The first Drakhri dived in, executing a brilliant roll and loop, followed by a section of three more fighters. Kevin banked around hard, turning up for a side approach and then pulling over, following the last Drakhri in. The enemy fighter broke off from its attack, banking out and away. He ignored him, closing in on the third fighter in line which broke as well when a salvo of neutron bolts slammed into its stern. The first two fighters continued on in against the Sabres.


  "Sabres break left," Doomsday called, and the four ships banked hard, the Drakhri slashing down through empty space. Cleared of the Sabres, Kevin unleashed an IFF and pulled back up on his stick, breaking off the pursuit to cut back upwards for top cover on the fighter-bombers.


  "Good work, Lone Wolf," Doomsday clicked, and then he was off the screen again.


  "With you, Doomsday," Kevin replied.


  The Drakhri fighters, more than a score of them, set up a regular attack pattern, sections of four breaking in on the group, one striking from above, another from either flank or astern, while others maneuvered for position.


  "Line on the lead destroyer, activate torpedo lock then break it off at ten kilometers and roll in on a heading for the carrier!" Doomsday called.


  The group turned, following their leader, except for one Rapier that disintegrated in a burst of light.


  The enemy fighters continued to harry the flanks, pulling tight circles at the edge of the group, leaving the front open as the Destroyer's long-range lasers opened up, and with the range closing were joined by the ship's neutron and mass driver guns.


  A direct hit nailed the second Sabre in the formation, a curtain of debris flaring out. In the momentary confusion a Drakhri dived into the group, and Kevin followed him in, unloading an IFF at point-blank range, the missile slamming into the enemy ship's engine. He thundered through the debris, watching his shields wink down.


  He circled back out, meeting two more fighters head-on and within seconds scored his second kill of the day with a quickly toggled dumb fire bolt that impacted on the enemy fighter's cockpit.


  "Break, break!" Doomsday shouted, and the attack swerved off from the enemy destroyer and banked hard around, dropping to a direct line up on the enemy carrier a thousand kilometers away.


  "Forty seconds," Doomsday cried, "get early lock, and run 'em in, too many fighters to slow down for standard launch."


  The turn away from the destroyer momentarily threw off the Kilrathi defense, but even though the outer wave was now astern, the enemy still had fifteen fighters positioned directly in front of their carrier, which now sortied up to meet the threat.


  Seconds later another Sabre disintegrated, caught by a volley of missiles which intersected the formation from both sides, the doomed pilot banking away from one shot and thus turning straight in on the other.


  Two Sabres were now left and Kevin was shocked to hear Doomsday singing what he could only surmise was a mournful death chant.


  "Twenty seconds, initiate lock!"


  Kevin heard the high-pitched whine of the torpedo guidance systems kicking on even as he broke to starboard to throw an enemy fighter off his tail. A Drakhri was directly in front of him, racing away from the Sabres. He fought down the temptation to gain an easy kill, flipped over, and dived back towards the Sabres, winging a Sartha which broke off from a line up on Doomsday's tail and fled.


  "Ten seconds to torpedo launch; hold it steady."


  The two Sabres flew a straight line in, not deviating in the slightest from their course, the enemy carrier now clearly visible. The first proximity mine was passed, the weapon gaining a lock and moving to strike the attacking Sabres, Kevin bursting the weapon with a well-aimed particle cannon shot.


  A spread of missiles started to track in, launched by a light destroyer which was providing point coverage for the enemy ship.


  "Hold it steady, hold it steady!" Doomsday shouted.


  Doomsday's wingman disappeared in flames, an instant later his own ship was flipped over by a near burst, his torpedoes firing off on a wild trajectory.


  "Doomsday!"


  "Damn! Torpedoes auto fired, damn it!" Doomsday shouted, even as his ship continued to spiral down and away.


  Kevin winged over, following him, turning to threaten a Drakhri which sensed an easy kill, but backed off in an evasive turn as Kevin fired off his last remaining IFF.


  "Lost my copilot, we're in trouble here!"


  "Head back for Tarawa, I'm with you!" Kevin shouted, "just fly the damn thing, don't worry about anything else."


  "Damn it, go for the carrier!"


  "With what, my fists? Not till I get you back home; now fly damn it!"


  Kevin looked back over his shoulder, wanting to slide down lower in his seat as the incoming missile alarm blinked on his screen. He popped off his chaff while maneuvering at the same time to avoid a mine. The missile turned and streaked away. "Blue two, you with me?"


  There was no response and Doomsday was the only friendly blip on his screen. He saw Doomsday start to turn as if attempting to regain an attack position on the carrier.


  "Damn it, Doomsday. If you want to die, make it worth something. Your ship won't get within a hundred clicks of that carrier before they rip you apart. Now head back to Tarawa and trade your junker in on something that can still fly and fight!"


  Doomsday's image flashed on the commscreen, his cabin filled with smoke.


  "All right Wolf, help me get home."


  "With you all the way, Doomsday, with you all the way. Let's just hope we've got a ship to go home to."


  Jason stood transfixed, watching the screen, listening to the battle reports coming in. Damn, to be stuck here on the bridge when I should be out there.


  "Tarawa, this is Grierson."


  "Go ahead."


  "Alpha Strike's wiped out, two survivors breaking off. Head over the top of the asteroid field; there's a bit of a hole there in the Kilrathi defenses, you might have an open run. Get your pups back in; there won't be any carrier on your table for lunch today."


  Jason nodded dejectedly.


  "All right Intrepid, follow me up."


  "I'll be along shortly."


  "Grierson, what the hell are you doing?"


  "What the hell do you think? Covering my carrier; now get a move on, son."


  "Helm, bring us over to clear the asteroid belt."


  "We've got ten more Gratha fighter bombers coming up out of the asteroid field," combat information shouted.


  Jason turned to look at the tactical display as the blips emerged out of the clutter of the asteroid debris field.


  "Seven torpedoes are out and running, coming straight down our throats!"


  "Where's our combat cover?"


  "Still astern and engaged sir!"


  Jason turned to look out from the bridge. Beyond the forward airlock he could see the enemy fighter bombers breaking to turn away.


  Point defense keyed up, the forward laser guns setting out a rapid fire staccato of bursts. A torpedo detonated ten thousand meters forward. The mass driver guns cannibalized from the Kilrathi base kicked in, the recoil shuddering through the ship and the second torpedo exploded. Four more exploded in rapid succession.


  "Five seconds to impact. One torpedo's got a definite lock."


  Jason wanted to cover his ears, to drown out the high-pitched shriek of the torpedo guidance system coming in through the combat information audio link.


  "Three seconds."


  "Brace yourselves."


  The blow slammed him to the deck and then back up. The bridge went dark, and he felt himself floating as the artificial gravity generator shorted out. Jason waited, instinctively holding his breath, expecting the hull to split, spilling him into the vacuum of space.


  Emergency battle lamps snapped on and then he slammed back down on the deck as the gravity generator kicked back in. A deep hollow booming echoed through the ship, sounding as if the Tarawa were being pounded by a giant's hammer.


  "Damage control. This is forward turret," cried the voice edged with hysteria. "We've taken a direct hit to the forward bow. We're sheering off!"


  Jason staggered back up to his feet and looked out the forward airlock.


  "Merciful God," he gasped.


  The forward twenty meters of the armored bow was peeling back. A fiberoptic communication line to the bow was still intact and the screams of the crew trapped forward echoed on the bridge. The bow continued to tear back and a howling shriek echoed through the ship as the durasteel frame buckled and finally snapped. The bow tumbled off. For a brief instant Jason saw a body tumbling end over end, floating out of the bow into the vacuum of space. The bow disappeared astern. What was left of the forward part of the ship was flame-scorched and blackened. The minigun crews outside of the airlock were gone, the position torn apart by the spray of shrapnel.


  Jason scrambled back up to the bridge and looked over at damage control.


  "Chief, are we holding?"


  "We shouldn't be, but the third bulkhead back from the bow seems intact. One airlock is compromised; we're leaking a hell of a lot of air though. I've got crews heading there now to shore it up."


  "For heaven's sake how?" Jason asked.


  The chief looked back at him.


  "The armor bow was an add on for the forward turret; remember this was designed as a transport, and additional positions were simply welded on," he hesitated for a moment. "Plus we added those reinforcements in late yesterday. Lucky for us."


  "How many crew in that turret?"


  "Thirty-five, sir. At least it was quick."


  Another series of shudders ran through the ship as combat information called in the latest strike information, half a dozen fighters strafing, hoping to break down what was left of the phase shielding, which was down to eight percent. A bolt slammed against the forward airlock and for a fraction of a second the lock failed. A mass driver round slashed down the length of the deck, impacting on the far wall of the hangar, sending out an explosive shower of shrapnel, cycling down ground crews that were working feverishly to turn the last few fighters around. The fuel tank of a Ferret cooked off with an explosive roar, sweeping the deck in a fireball. Fire alarms wailed and the fire control system kicked on, spraying down the deck with a blizzard of white foam. The pilot, still inside the Ferret, was struggling to get out of the exploding ship when the ejector seat detonated, slamming him into the ceiling of the hangar.


  Jason stood on the bridge, barely aware that the plastiglass shield that separated him from the flight deck was hit by the shrapnel. Cracks raced across the shield. It disintegrated, cascading back into the bridge in a shower of broken fragments. The bridge crew struggled to sweep the broken fragments off their instruments, several cutting their hands in the process.


  Another mass driver bolt penetrated the forward airlock, the Kilrathi fighter appearing to hover directly in front of the Tarawa. The round impacted close to where the last had hit, and punched through the wall, slashing into the interior of the ship. The Kilrathi fighter opened up with a full salvo, a stream of rounds pouring in, the forward airlock shimmering, phasing in and out, air rushing out with a hurricane force as the airlock pulsed on and off, the rounds smashing through the aft wall of the hangar deck, shrapnel shrieking. The deck was a nightmare of explosions. A blast of flame blew through the bridge and Jason ducked down, covering his face with his hands, feeling the hair on his head and eyebrows curling and burning from the heat. The wave of fire pulsed down. Instrument panels exploded, electrical fires snapping out of control panels.


  The bridge went dark for a moment and then the emergency lighting came back up, the room filled with dark acrid smoke.


  Coughing, Jason turned to shout an order to the combat control officer to order a fighter in for protection. But the woman was gone, her headless corpse lying on the floor of the bridge. Everything was disintegrating into smoke, fire, and confusion.


  There was a stunning flareup of light from forward of the airlock and the Kilrathi fighter disappeared.


  Through the fireball Jason saw a Rapier arcing up and away, attempting to shake off two Drakhri on his tail.


  "Something's not right here, sir."


  Jason looked over to a marine sergeant who had stepped in to take the dead officer's place.


  "We're getting readings of a fourth carrier, closing in from the other side of the asteroid field. IFF shows it to be Kilrathi, but it's not in our computer register."


  Jason went over to look, the wavery image suddenly snapping off, the holo image disappearing. The marine sergeant looked up.


  "We're blind, sir, all surveillance systems shot."


  "What about that other carrier?"


  "Last I saw she was coming out of her mine field in pursuit."


  "Helm, how are we?"


  "Losing speed, sir."


  "Close in the scoops."


  "Sir, we won't have enough fuel."


  Jason looked over at the helmsman's screen. Fuel was at less than five percent. With scoops closed they'd run dry within minutes.


  Another shudder ran through the ship.


  "Engine room reports impact of two missiles on the stern, one exhaust nozzle blown off."


  The damage control board was lighting up, showing red from one end of the ship to the other. Even as he watched, the neutron turret on the bottom winked out, its power cables shorting off.


  "Sir, rear turret reports Grierson's turned around and is heading back in on the enemy fleet."


  Jason picked up the communications officer's headset.


  "Grierson, stay with us!"


  "Grierson!"


  "Damn it, somebody get me a laser beam comm lock on Grierson!" The image of Grierson winked in and out. His friend's image was wavery, his mouth moving, but no audio was coming through. And then he disappeared as another shudder ran through Tarawa, throwing the laser lock off.


  The enemy fighters which had been circling Tarawa like a host of angry hornets turned back towards Intrepid.


  "Helmsman, can you bring us around?"


  "Steering is marginal, sir."


  Frustrated, Jason stood on the bridge, powerless to intervene.


  "Grierson!"


  "Outside radio links are dead, sir," the comm officer said, his voice slurred with shock.


  The marine sergeant now in charge of combat information was under the control panel, swatting down an electrical fire. A grainy, two-dimensional image came back up on line. The Intrepid was moving in on the cruiser covering the enemy carrier. Jason watched the screen as the drama was played out. A spread of torpedoes leaped out from both ships nearly simultaneously and at point-blank range.


  The two ships disappeared, and Jason lowered his head.


  "Sir, they didn't get the carrier but they sure as hell smashed the cruiser," the marine whispered.


  Jason nodded.


  "Carrier still coming on."


  Through the airlock a Sabre came in, sparks raining out from its port wing which was nearly torn loose from the fighter bomber's hull. The Sabre skidded through the fire retardant foam, slamming into the safety nets. Seconds later, without waiting for clearance in all the confusion, a lone Rapier came in as well, skidding down the deck through the foam, jockeying to one side of the Sabre, narrowly avoiding a collision.


  Jason looked up and watched as Doomsday scrambled down from the cockpit and raced to the bridge, Tolwyn behind him.


  Another explosion rocked Tarawa, knocking Jason to his knees as a second wave of fire swept through the hangar deck. He wasn't even sure where it had come from.


  He stood back up and looked at the situation board. Combat information was blind again, the nav station a shambles, the officer curled up by the console holding a badly fractured arm; tactical display was gone, all outside links down. The room had a surreal look, smoke filled, illuminated by fire and the red battle lamps, acrid smoke swirling about him. He felt a trickle of blood running down his face, but no pain, not even sure if the blood was his or somebody else's.


  The damage control chief turned in his chair and looked at Jason.


  "She put up a hell of a fight sir, a hell of fight."


  The chief hesitated, unable to say the words. Jason nodded sadly.


  "Prepare to abandon ship," Jason said quietly. "All crew to the escape pods. Helmsman, before you leave, try and bring her around for a run straight back on that carrier, but I want everyone off this ship when I take her back in."


  "Jason!"


  He looked up as Doomsday scrambled up the ladder onto the bridge.


  "Well, buddy, if you want to play out your death wish just stick around with me, otherwise get into one of the escape pods."


  "Damn it, Jason, the other carrier's closing in."


  "I know."


  "No, you don't. Didn't you get the tail end of Grierson's message?"


  Jason looked at Doomsday, not understanding.


  "Grierson knew you were finished, communications and defense shot, another hit and you'd be lost. That's why that crazy bastard turned back, to pull the fighters off and buy some time."


  "Well, we're going to join him," Jason snapped, "so either shut up or get the hell off this bridge. You keep talking about getting yourself killed; well today's the day."


  "Damn it, sir!" Kevin shouted, shouldering in past Doomsday.


  "That other carrier, it's the Concordia!"


  "What the hell are you talking about?"


  "It's Concordia! They masked it with a Kilrathi IFF transponder. Her fighters will be here any minute. She was broadcasting a message in the clear for us to hang on. Just hang on, damn it!"


  Stunned, Jason could not even respond.


  "Helmsman, can you steer us towards that other carrier?"


  "We've lost all outside data."


  "Well, damn it, steer to where you think she is and for God's sake don't put us in the asteroid field!"


  "Aye, sir."


  Jason stepped off the bridge and out on to the flight deck. Fires continued to sweep the bay, fire retardant swirling in a blizzard of foam. Directly beneath the bridge an emergency aid station was set up and dozens of casualties were laid out, med teams struggling to save the wounded, the ship's chaplain with them, kneeling over a dying marine and praying with him. As Jason watched, the chaplain made the sign of the cross and then pulled a flight jacket up over the marine's face and then went to kneel by the next casualty.


  Jason walked past the aid station to stand directly in front of the airlock door.


  He finally saw them, tiny pinpoints of light that within seconds took form. A squadron of Broadswords flashed by, torpedoes glinting evilly under their wings, escorted by Sabres and Rapiers. Four Rapiers broke off, circling around to take up escort positions; and on their wings were the markings of their ship—Concordia.


  "That old bastard Tolwyn wouldn't leave us out here to die," Jason said quietly.


  "I guess not, sir," Kevin said, and Jason looked over at the pilot and grinned.


  "I knew we'd make it," Doomsday said, slapping Jason on the shoulder and hugging him with exuberance, and for the first time in all the years that he knew him, Jason heard Doomsday laugh.


  "Yeah, sure," Jason whispered. "Me, too. I knew it all along."


  


  


  • CHAPTER XII


  "So I am to take the blame for your failings and that of your decrepit grandfather."


  Prince Thrakhath looked up angrily, wishing more than ever that he had been allowed to simply kill the Baron. There was too much pressure from the family now against a blood feud, for though all were seeking blame for the fiasco, all of the royal blood also feared that the minor families might turn against them, especially now that the home fleet was crippled. Five carriers lost at Vukar, two so seriously damaged that it'd be a standard year or more before they would be active again, and then the loss of six more in the construction yard. Unthinkable, just unthinkable.


  "You at least are alive, not like Rusmak and Gar."


  "They were both fools and deserved to die. Vukar was a disaster. Gar was far too confident and eager to close. If he had held off and waited on the landing effort, as I advised him to do, he would have not been caught with his landing fleet out in the open when their fighters jumped us, unable to return in time to his transports. He died and deserved it, the tragedy is that forty thousand of our best died as well and we still have not retaken Vukar."


  "We don't need to now," Prince Thrakhath continued quietly. "We just received a surveillance report."


  "Confederation marines abandoned the planet this morning. They have left it a wrecked hulk, destroying everything before departure."


  "I told you from the beginning that it was a senseless campaign, launched to retrieve a ruined palace that a beggar would have turned his nose up at even before it was destroyed."


  "How dare you speak such of the Emperor's mother?"


  "I dare because someone must," the Baron snapped, and Thrakhath was shocked by his anger. For the first time in his life he had heard the normally effete Baron raise his voice in anger.


  "Your grandfather, my step-uncle, has led us into a disastrous war. You are too young to even remember that before this war started I warned that we should first seek an accommodation with these humans. Send our ambassadors in, establish our spies, lull their people with promises of our heartfelt desire for peace and disarmament, and then strike. One can always find fools who will listen to such drivel and do half your work for you—establishing friendship committees and lulling them with soft words. Easier to kill a fleet through lack of money because it must be spent on peaceful activities, than to have to destroy it in battle. You and your grandfather have never learned the inner truth that peace and war can be one and the same, the pursuing of a policy that in the end, no matter what the means, can lead to ultimate victory. All you ever see is the path of the sword."


  "That is now ancient history and the talk of cowards. The fact that you, a Kilrathi of the royal blood, could even think in such a way is beyond my comprehension."


  "Ah yes, our Kilrathi pride. We have never lost a war, we do not talk, we take what is ours, our rightful destiny to rule the stars. But now we have met a match to our pride. These humans are worthy of our study, and not our mindless disdain. It is only through knowing them that we will eventually defeat them."


  "Do you now whine for peace?"


  "Far from it. It is a war to the death, either them or us. But war must be waged with cunning and clear thought, which your grandfather lacks."


  "I will not listen to this treason."


  "Dare call it treason, cousin? Not if it prosper! I call it clear thinking. We believed them to be nothing but a warrior made of paper, one push and they would tear apart and float away on the winds of our storm. Well, they have endured over thirty years of war and within the last ten days have destroyed five of our fleet carriers and six which were nearing completion, a reserve which I remember you promising would be the strength that would bring this war to a conclusion before the year was out."


  The Baron walked over to a side table and poured himself a drink. He looked over quizzically at Thrakhath.


  "No, I will have none."


  The Baron hesitated.


  "It is not poison, my blood oath upon that."


  The Baron nodded and emptied the goblet.


  "Cousin, I know you not to be a fool. I know as well your ambition to be emperor. But I warn you, do not discount the cunning, the intellect, the warrior spirit of these humans. Too many empires in the past were destroyed by enemies whom they laughed at."


  "Is that all, Baron?"


  He nodded.


  "I do not go lightly into this exile. The truth of the real blame of Vukar and the fiasco at Kilrah will come out. This little exile buys me the time to indulge my readings of the ancient classics and the translations of human works which far too many of our people view with disdain. I'll have that, at least, along with my study of art and music. And I assure you, I will be back. I do not hate you, cousin, but I also think that you are no longer fit to be our Emperor if you allow that old shriveled up corpse to sit on the throne that either you must seize, or I will take. For if one or the other of us does not take it, someone outside the family will."


  "Get off my ship and I hope you rot in your exile."


  The Baron smiled.


  "The feeling is mutual, cousin. If you wish, though, I would be happy to lend you the scribe of my clan. He is most proficient in writing up rubbish that tells of stirring victories, his lies so convincing that no one ever discovers the truth. For that is how I see what we are doing. We live in a fantasy, and until that changes, until we study these humans and learn to think as they do, this war will drag on and on."


  With a mocking salute the Baron left the room.


  Prince Thrakhath stood up and went over to pour himself a drink as well, first activating the poison scanner built into his signet ring to check if his cousin might have slipped something into the decanter. It was clean.


  He nursed the drink, returning to his desk to review the casualty and damage reports. Any hope for an offensive to smash straight through to Earth and end this war was now lost, at least for the next year. It was again back to a bloody stalemate. Perhaps he could organize some form of a raid straight into the heart of the Confederation the same way they had done it. The Baron was right on that; they had to more closely study their enemy to learn how he thinks. That was evident in how he twice misjudged his opponent's intentions in battle.


  Yes, the Baron was right, as he almost always was on all things. That was why he was willing to listen, and that was why he feared him as well.


  "You damn fool, I should bust you straight out of the service."


  Admiral Tolwyn stood defiant in the middle of Banbridge's wardroom, a thin smile creasing his features.


  "Without my knowledge or approval you jump out, abandoning the mop-up after Vukar. You haul your butt straight into the guts of the Kilrathi system, placing a carrier at risk. Damn it, man, you are insane."


  "When we picked up that coded Kilrathi signal with the information that Tarawa had gone through jump point One-F, it was obvious that he had to come out at Jugara and I knew I could get there at about the same time—if I moved at once—and help pull them out. There wasn't any time to check with you Wayne. Your commlinks were all shot to hell from the battle."


  "Don't give me that bull," Banbridge snapped. He stood up and came around from behind his desk, coming up to Tolwyn and putting a finger into his face.


  "We won Vukar by the skin of our teeth. We lost the Trafalgar, and Gettysburg will be in dry dock for a year. That just leaves Wolfhound and Concordia for this entire sector and you take half of our assets and go gallivanting off. Damn it, man, you almost took our victory and turned it into a disaster."


  "But I didn't lose Concordia, and I did get Tarawa out," Tolwyn said quietly.


  Banbridge, his features beet-red, turned away.


  "You're a loose cannon, Geof."


  "But you can't argue with success, Wayne. We've dealt out a victory that reversed the tide of this war, at least for the moment. Vukar was brilliant; we took down six carriers—though I doubt that sixth kill claim—crippled another, destroyed at least four imperial legions, along with twenty other ships, a dozen or more transports and support vessels, for one carrier lost, one seriously damaged, and seven escorts." Then he paused. "And ninety-six good pilots. You did a hell of job out there."


  "Don't try and kiss my butt out of your troubles, mister."


  Geof laughed and shook his head.


  "We go back a long way together, Wayne. You know me better than that, so don't insult me."


  Banbridge turned to look back at Tolwyn.


  "What those kids on Tarawa did wasn't just the icing on the cake," Tolwyn said, "it was another whole damned cake. You just saw the holo playbacks. They killed six carriers under construction. Killing them in the hangers is a hell of a lot cheaper than killing them in space and losing a lot of good pilots in the process. They smashed up their construction facilities, took down one cruiser, two orbital bases, four corvettes, and at least ninety fighter craft. But it's not just that. The moral impact is incredible. People are going nuts all over the Confederation, first Vukar and then word of this. Morale hasn't been this high since we took back Enigma. And think about it from the Kilrathi side. I wouldn't be surprised if they aren't on the edge of a palace coup, or at least a damned good purge."


  "And I'll be damned if we were going to leave them out there, Wayne. They made Vukar possible; we owed them a chance to get out alive. I just wish the hell I had gotten in there twenty minutes earlier to save Grierson."


  "Grierson saved your butt, too. If he hadn't gone in and slowed them down, they would have ripped you apart as well."


  Banbridge stalked over to his desk and grabbed a comm sheet and waved it at Tolwyn.


  "Damn you, I agree with all that about saving them. It's this that has my blood boiling!"


  Tolwyn grinned slyly.


  "To send out a false communication, under my signature, stating that Concordia was detailed for the rescue effort under my orders is fraudulent and a court-martial offense."


  "It makes you the hero of it all," Tolwyn said quietly. "Risking all to save the brave crew of Tarawa"


  "You've got me in a corner and you know it, Geof. I've just been recommended for a medal of valor with diamonds for this whole thing. You're slated for one as well. How the hell am I supposed to turn around now and say the whole thing was a massive act of disobedience?"


  "You can't, Wayne, and you know it. It's turned out all right. Everyone's a hero and history will record it that way. Hell, it'll be a holo drama playing in every theater within the year. I wonder who they'll get to play you? I can just imagine the scene when you look up from your desk and say, 'Geof, we've got to save those kids no matter what; the Confederation owes it to them. Go in there and get them out.'"


  Banbridge exhaled noisily and sat down on the edge of his desk.


  "All right, damn you, you've got me over a barrel. You were doing it to me twenty-five years ago in the Academy when I was your instructor, and you're still doing it now."


  "And I'll continue to do it, Wayne; it keeps both of us on our toes."


  Banbridge nodded.


  "If you had failed though."


  "I'd be dead, but I still think it would have been worth it. Damn you, Wayne," and his voice went cold, "you've forgotten what this war is being fought with. It's not ships, it's men and women, most of them not much more than kids, hanging their hides out on the line and getting precious little thanks. I was not going to leave those lads out there to die alone. They deserved better than that. We've got a hell of a long war yet to be fought; we can still lose it. When those lads sign on the dotted line to join the fleet, they've got to know we'll stand behind them no matter what. I tell you this, I'm never going to allow our people to become throwaway cannon fodder. I'd rather lose and go down fighting than to allow that. A country, a civilization worth fighting for, will risk everything to bring its warriors back."


  "All right then. Is he still out there?"


  "Waiting to see you."


  "Show them in."


  Tolwyn went to the door and pulled it open.


  "Come on in, you two."


  Jason, with Merritt by his side, came into the room.


  They started to come to attention but Banbridge motioned for them to stand at ease and then to their surprise it was Banbridge who came to attention and saluted them before coming forward to shake their hands, a friendly grin lighting his features.


  "Damn it all, it's good to see you alive."


  "Thank you, sir," Jason said quietly, "it's good to be back alive."


  "Both of you are bloody heroes. I'm personally signing your medal of honor reports. The entire confederation's talking about you two. The holo news stations are killing each other to try to get the first interviews. Your faces are on every screen in the Confederation."


  Jason could not respond and stood silent.


  "Brigadier General Merritt, I just got word from your boss that you're being promoted to command First Marine Regiment."


  "What about Gonzales, sir? That was her job."


  "I'm sorry, you didn't know?"


  Merritt lowered his head.


  "She bought it on Vukar during the Kilrathi bombardment."


  "She was a damned good officer," Merritt said softly.


  "We lost a lot of good people, but at least we got you back."


  "How's Big Duke?" Merritt asked.


  "Lost an arm, but they'll regen him another, and he'll be back in the fight in no time."


  "Good news on that," Merritt replied with a smile. "They can't keep him down."


  Banbridge looked over at Jason.


  "And you, son. Interested in a new command? I was talking with commfleet and there's a new light carrier coming on line next month. Either that or I need some damned good people on my staff."


  "I'd rather stay with Tarawa, sir."


  "She's heading to the bone yard son. She's finished."


  "Like hell," Tolwyn snapped. "When word of that decision gets out, the public will go mad. Tarawa's going to be refitted and rejoin the fleet."


  "All right, all right," Banbridge replied. "That will cost more than rebuilding from scratch but you can keep your ship, Captain Bondarevsky."


  Jason nodded his thanks.


  "We've got a lot of debriefing to go through. My intelligence people are looking over your computer records and holo data right now. You're the first damned warship to get into Kilrah and back out alive. I'll see you again after some of those debriefings to go over details. By the way, commfleet intelligence just informed me that you were facing Prince Thrakhath out there."


  "So he wasn't at Vukar then?" Jason asked.


  "Don't rub it in," Banbridge said quietly.


  "If I'd have known that, I might have pressed the attack and killed that carrier. I'm surprised he held back and retreated when we came in. It's not like him," Tolwyn said.


  "Element of surprise, his own fighters were depleted, and I guess he wanted to cap his losses," Banbridge replied.


  "You pulled Thrakhath's beard son; be proud of that," Banbridge said and he went back to his desk, signaling that the interview was over.


  Jason and Merritt saluted. Jason hesitated, then couldn't resist.


  "Thanks for giving that order to pull us out, sir."


  Banbridge looked up at Jason, smiled coldly, and said nothing.


  Smiling, Jason walked out of the office, Tolwyn by his side.


  "You must be exhausted, Jason," Tolwyn said.


  Jason nodded woodenly. After Concordia had opened the line of retreat they had flown straight out, and throughout the flight back into Confederation space, it had been a struggle to keep the ship alive. Fires were still flaring up, hull ruptures leaking air to the point that by the last jump the crew was wearing pressure suits, a most unpleasant experience when you were in one for thirty-six hours straight. As they cleared into Confederation territory a team of damage control experts rendezvoused with the crippled ship, a supply tanker anchoring alongside, pumping in air, fuel, and supplies, and offloading the wounded. One of Banbridge's staff officers had loaned Jason a uniform for the interview, along with a quick shower which had helped a bit, but the shock of it all was still burned deep within him.


  He could not escape the mental images, the last call from Svetlana, Grierson turning to buy those few precious minutes, and the hangar full of the dead, wounded, and dying. There were only fourteen pilots left out of the forty-four that he had called pups only weeks before.


  "Would you care to come over to Concordia with me, get some sleep?" Tolwyn asked, putting his hand on Jason's shoulder. "My steward can cook up a hell of a steak along with a good stiff double whiskey, and there's even a small tub there to soak in."


  "No, sir. I'd better get back to my ship."


  It felt strange to call it that. My ship. He remembered his first Ferret, calling her that, "My ship," beaming with pride when his crew chief had painted "Bear" under the cockpit, complete to a small cartoon character beneath it. And now he was a carrier commander, and he would be ready to kill anyone who dared to say a word against the Tarawa, or any escort carrier for that matter. They were, after all, the best damned fighting ships in the fleet.


  They walked out onto the flight deck of Concordia. It looked so big now. It was clean, immaculate, not like the tight quarters which were home.


  Jason looked over at Merritt.


  "Take care, marine."


  "You too, pilot."


  They shook hands warmly.


  "She was one of the best. I'll never forget her," Merritt said quietly and Jason nodded, unable to reply.


  He looked over at Admiral Tolwyn.


  "And, sir, we've kind of got a hunch about the truth in all of this. Thank you."


  "It's the other way around," Tolwyn said quietly. "Thank you, and it was an honor to be out there with you."


  He hesitated for a moment.


  "And Jason, thanks for my nephew as well. I saw your preliminary report, and Doomsday filled me in as well. He can't say enough about him—it's the most I've ever heard that man talk. You took Kevin out a spoiled little rich boy and brought him back a man that I'm proud of."


  "I kind of felt, sir, that if given the chance Kevin would finally prove himself."


  The two shook hands and Jason went over to his Ferret and climbed in. It felt wonderful to be back at the controls of a fighter again. The inside of the cockpit smelled of scorched wiring, the tactical display screen still cracked from a hit. He had a flash memory of Janice at the controls of her Ferret, turning in towards the torpedo. He pushed the thought away.


  He taxied over to the launch line, took the clear signal and powered up, clearing the airlock and kicking on a touch of afterburner, pulling a quick roll for the pleasure of it. The flight was only a five-minute hop and as he slowed down and took the clearance for landing he first circled around his ship. The repair transport was still strapped alongside, a snakelike cluster of umbilical cords going from one to the other, pumping in air, energy, and fuel. A group of welders, in EVA garb, were swarming over the torn-off forward bow, spot welding durasteel plates on. The ship was a battered wreck from stem to stern, armor plating torn up, paint blistered off, the communications and surveillance instrument arrays tangled wreckage.


  And yet there was a touch that made him swell with pride. On the port side of the ship, near where the bridge used to be located, a work crew had repainted the name of the ship "CVE-8 TARAWA." Underneath was stenciled the traditional symbols representing her kills, and emblazoned in golden letters the proud statement FIRST TO KILRAH.


  He swung around and lined up on the airlock door, coming through easily and touching down to a stop.


  As he opened his canopy Sparks was there to greet him, her forehead still wrapped with a bandage.


  "How's the wound, Sparks?"


  "Still a bit sore, sir. Thanks for asking."


  "I was worried about you, getting knocked out like that."


  "You were worried about me?"


  "Sure I was."


  And she flashed him a radiant smile.


  "Sparks, how does it feel to be a lieutenant now and head of all ground crews?"


  "An officer, I never thought I'd see the day, sir. Thanks."


  "You deserved it for the work you did. We got through that fight thanks to your turning those fighters around."


  "I'm proud to be part of the team, sir, especially since you're leading it."


  She smiled again and then stepped off the ladder.


  He alighted onto the deck and saluted the far bulkhead wall, which had been riddled to shreds by the Kilrathi mass driver shots. A section of durasteel taken from a wrecked fighter had been pasted over the holes and a new flag painted on to it.


  "Captain coming aboard."


  Two sweat-soaked non-commissioned officers came up to Jason and saluted.


  "Permission to come aboard," Jason asked.


  "A pleasure to grant it, sir," and the two returned Jason's salute.


  The ceremony over, Jason turned to walk over to the makeshift bridge.


  Doomsday was standing by the ladder leading up to the bridge, watching as a new sheet of plastiglass was being lifted up to replace the one blown out in the final attack.


  "How'd it go with the old man?"


  "I think he's all right with Banbridge. Hell, they can't shoot a hero can they? Anyhow, while I was over there I got word on you."


  "Oh, now what?" Doomsday sighed.


  "Your promotion's been confirmed as wing commander for this ship, along with that medal of honor recommendation."


  "Yeah, thanks. Thirty new pups to train, all of them trying to get me killed."


  "Undoubtably."


  "Hope they don't try and kill me the way you did."


  Jason laughed and walked away.


  As he crossed the flight deck he saw the two pilots that he wanted.


  "Round Top, Lone Wolf."


  The two, hunched over inside the weapons bay of a Rapier, looked up, their faces streaked with grease, and came over to Jason, shaking his hand.


  "How'd it go over there, sir?" Round Top asked.


  "I'm staying with Tarawa and word is that those decommission stories are bunk. She'll go back for repairs, refitting, and back out for more action."


  "Great, sir, it's what we wanted to hear about this old lady."


  "Chamberlain, I want you to take over as squadron commander for the Ferrets."


  Chamberlain grinned.


  "Thanks, sir."


  "Kevin, let's talk for a minute."


  Kevin fell in alongside Jason and they walked across the deck.


  "I got an offer from one of Banbridge's staff people while I was waiting to see the old man. I wanted to pass it along."


  "What is it, sir?"


  "Banbridge wants you as an adjutant on his staff. It's a top position, Kevin. Serve with Banbridge, do your job right, and you'll move on to commfleet. You'll be hot property there—a red combat tab on your dossier, a confirmed ace with a silver star with gold wings which I'm recommending you for; headquarters staffers love that type of record for their people. You'll climb quickly, Kevin. Hell, you could be my boss in five years time."


  "Thank you, sir."


  Jason looked at him, noticing the frown.


  "Aren't you excited?"


  "Honestly, sir?"


  "Sure, go ahead."


  "Tell them to stuff it. I can't stomach those types of officers. I'd rather be out here flying with you and the rest of the crew."


  Jason grinned.


  "How about a job aboard an escort carrier as a squadron commander?"


  "Here, sir?"


  "Sure, right here. I'd like to make your assignment permanent and have you run the Rapiers."


  "Sir, I'd love it."


  Smiling, Jason slapped Kevin on the shoulder.


  "We'll talk more about it later."


  Grinning with delight, Kevin raced back to Chamberlain, the two laughing and slapping each other on the back.


  Jason turned and walked away.


  As he reached the doorway into the main corridor leading aft he stopped for a moment to look at the roll of honor.


  Two hundred and eighty-three names were on the list. So many of them he didn't even know, so many were just barely remembered faces and names, learned in the heat of combat. He could not even recall now the names of his young and so attractive combat information officer, the lowly cook who had dragged the wounded out of a shattered corridor, finally pushing a jammed airlock door shut, with himself on the vacuum side, or the deckhand who had waded into a wall of fire to shut down a ruptured hydrogen fuel line and died saving the ship. So many names, so many letters to write in the days to come.


  He walked down the corridor which was blackened from fire, squeezing past a work crew, realizing that he still had on a borrowed uniform which was now stained and filthy.


  He reached his cabin in the flight crew quarters and looked around. Fourteen people left. The other rooms now empty, quiet, personal effects stowed and waiting to be shipped home.


  He went into his room and closed the door.


  The bed seemed to float up and he collapsed upon it, not even bothering to undress. There was still a faint scent of perfume to the pillow case and the memory of it all brought the tears close to the surface.


  "Damn this war," he whispered.


  He only sighed her name once, and then, blessedly, Captain Jason "Bear" Bondarevsky drifted off into a dreamless sleep of peace, from which he would awaken the following day—ready to return to the war against the Kilrathi.
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    The Kilrathi Empire is caught in a bind. Because of the success of the Confederation of Earth's raids behind enemy lines, the Empire might very well be on the ropes before its new fleet can be ready. At a Kilrathi council of war, a simple solution is agreed upon — sue for peace, then launch a surprise offensive.
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      PROLOGUE

    


    "According to the final calculations projected on your holo screens, I think it is evident that over the next eighty days we run the risk of a serious reversal that could set our war effort back by years."


    A rumble of stunned and angry growls shook the room. Baron Jukaga settled back in his chair and waited for the storm to settle.


    "This is preposterous, an insult," Talmak of the Sutaghi clan snapped, looking around the room as if seeking to find someone to blame and thus sacrifice. "How did we ever get to this state? Our fleets are the finest, our warriors filled with the zeal of skabak, the will to die for the glory of Kilrah. By the blood of Sivar, we even outnumber the low born scum in nearly every class of ship. How did this happen!" and as he finished he slammed his fist down on his holo projector, shattering it, as if by so doing the grim figures would simply die.


    Baron Jukaga of the Ki'ra clan silently turned in his chair and looked to the end of the table where the Emperor, and his grandson and heir Prince Thrakhath, sat.


    "Perhaps our Emperor can enlighten us," Jukaga said silkily, lowering his head just enough to show obeisance, but doing it slowly, thus subtly revealing a disdain and defiance. The Emperor, of course, was not visible to those in the room. Sitting upon his high throne he was hidden from direct view by a silklike screen emblazoned with the three crossed red swords of the Imperial line. Sitting at the foot of the dias was Prince Thrakhath, who shifted slightly under Jukaga's gaze, a soft yet audible growl echoing from his throat as a signal of his readiness to accept challenge, and also in reaction to the insult of directly placing a question to the Emperor.


    Baron Jukaga struggled to conceal a flashing of teeth, a revealing of his true hatred for this Emperor whom he believed to be of lesser blood and who had attempted to place the blame for the disaster at Vukar Tag on his shoulders.


    He had endured over a year in exile because of that disaster. It was only due to the latest reversals that the other clans had finally pressed for his release and use of his known talents as one who better than most understood the strangeness of human behavior.


    The Emperor sensed the challenge and the trap. He stirred uneasily, framing his thoughts. If he answered the question directly, it would be a lowering of himself before the leaders of the eight clans of Kilrah; if he deferred the question to his grandson, the Prince, it would appear as if he were shifting responsibility — and ultimate blame.


    "You go too far, Baron," a voice rumbled from the corner of the room, breaking the impasse.


    Baron Jukaga looked over at the speaker, Buktag'ka, first born of the clan of Sihkag. The Sihkag were, of the eight ruling families, considered to be of the lowest blood and as such could usually be counted on to curry favor with the Emperor in a bid to elevate their status whenever possible.


    "Your insult to the Emperor is evident," Buktag'ka snarled, coming to his feet and leaning over the table to stare at Jukaga. "It is not the place of the Imperial blood to answer questions. We requested your release from exile for the skills you have in understanding humans and as master of spies, not for the surliness of your tongue, the haughtiness of all of your blood line, nor for the plots you are known for."


    Jukaga looked around the table, gauging the response which ranged from nodded lowering of heads in agreement, to rippling of manes in defiance. It was time to change approach.


    "I stand rebuked before the Imperial blood and intended no insult," he said, bowing low to the shaded throne. Prince Thrakhath, who sat at the foot of the throne, and was not hidden from view like his grandfather, nodded curtly in reply.


    "Let us not ask the hows of it," the Emperor's voice whispered from behind the screen, "there is blame enough for all. Rather let us talk of what now is, and what is to be done."


    Knowing he could not press the point, Baron Jukaga lowered his head in reply.


    You low born old bastard, Jukaga thought coldly. Everyone here knows that this reversal is your fault and that of your fool grandson. Yet if victory should come it will be you who will sweep the honors around your feet. And even as he thought a concept that was beyond the range of most Kilrathi, rage and intense hatred towards a sworn overlord, he still assumed the posture of obeisance and then slowly rose up to speak again.


    "Buktag'ka is right," Jukaga said, "and I accept the rebuke."


    He looked around the room, gauging the responses and felt it was best to simply push on with the facts and figures that needed to be presented.


    "We do outnumber the human confederation in total number of carriers, fighters of all classes, and heavy cruisers. However, as you can see by the charts projected, we will see no new replacement of carriers of standard design for the next three of eighty days. In the meantime it is projected by my intelligence staff that the humans will have four of their new fleet carriers coming into operations, thus enabling them to form an entire new task force and reach a rough parity with our own carrier forces for the first time in this war.


    "This is due to the loss of the construction bays and nearly completed ships in the raids on our construction sites over the last year. First they hit our primary bases on our moon during the Vukar Tag debacle," and he could not resist sparing a quick look at Thrakhath, "and then the two follow-up raids which destroyed three other construction yards."


    He paused for a moment, looking around the room, the other clan leaders stirring uneasily. The successful human raids deep within the Empire had been a source of extreme embarrassment for Thrakhath and for the clan leaders. Jukaga smiled inwardly. If anything the exile after Vukar had enabled him to wash his own talons of any responsibility. In a dispassionate sort of way, he found he could even admire the human who had conceived of the strategy of using light carriers for the strikes. Spy reports both from their plant high inside the ruling circle of the Administration, and from prisoner interrogation, indicated that it was Admiral Tolwyn who instituted the plan.


    "Our shortages," the Baron continued, "are made worse by the fact that within the next eighty days nearly one quarter of our carriers are due for overhauls, resupply, and refitting, with one needing an entire reactor replacement."


    "Can't such things wait?" Buktag'ka asked.


    "It has already been delayed too long," Thrakhath announced coldly. "The Ha'Tukaig's reactor is leaking so dangerously that engine room crews have to be suited up and after three duty shifts retired. We might see a total reactor failure if we push her any further. As for the other ships, a variety of minor things threaten to soon become major problems if not addressed. Remember the standard rule is that for every day of flight a carrier needs one day of docking for a variety of reasons. We are stretching that out to almost two to one, pushing our equipment too hard."


    He fell silent and Jukaga made a show of nodding his thanks.


    "I know the argument is that we cannot afford to move carriers out of action at this time," Jukaga said, "but I believe Prince Thrakhath will tell you we can not afford not to. Unfortunately the humans, at least for the moment, have found a weak point and are exploiting it, using their new escort carriers to raid deep into our Empire, seeking not to engage in ship to ship combat, but rather to shatter our ships in their construction bays before they are completed and launched. What is even worse is their use of these strike forces to hit our transports and supply ships. Our losses there have been disastrous."


    "At least they have paid in turn," Thrakhath replied sharply.


    "That is true, my lord, but let us look at those figures. In the last standard year we can be certain that we have destroyed seven of their escort carriers, two fleet carriers and seven eights of other ships. In turn they have smashed eight carriers under construction, destroyed valuable equipment and inflicted thousands of casualties on trained personnel. And perhaps most seriously of all, just under seven eight-of-eights of transport and supply vessels."


    He paused and looked around the room and could see the frustration of the clan leaders as they looked to Thrakhath, who was forced to show agreement with Jukaga.


    "What sort of animals are these humans?" Buktag'ka asked rhetorically. "What honor, what glory is there to be possibly gained by smashing a carrier when it cannot even fly? Their gods must vomit in disgust at such craven cowardice."


    "I don't think their god sees it quite the same way ours do," Jukaga said dryly, realizing the irony of what he was saying was completely lost on those present


    That was the weak point. In his studies of humans he at least had gained some small understanding of just how alien was their logic, their beliefs, and their concept of the nature of war. To try to translate that understanding to those gathered around him, no matter how intelligent they were, was nearly impossible; the gap was simply too broad to leap.


    It was, as well, the weak link in their military. All their previous enemies had been totally destroyed in wars that lasted, at the longest, a little more than four years, and that was simply due to the sheer size of the Hari empire which had to be occupied and destroyed. In such a case, where victory was usually assured from within hours of the first assaults, the need to truly understand ones enemy was moot. The human war was now four eights of years old and still most of those who led the Empire into battle did not truly understand the thinking of their foes.


    "With honor, or without, a carrier destroyed is still dead," Jukaga said quietly, "a fact which can not be debated."


    He looked over at Thrakhath, and to his surprise actually saw a nod of agreement


    "The real crisis, however, is in our logistical support, our transport ships supplying the fleet."


    There were several snorts of disdain from the clan leaders. Such ships and those who served in them were considered to be beneath contempt. Any of fighting age who accepted assignment to one was disgraced within his clan, deemed not worthy to sire heirs for himself, but rather only to sit at the edge of the feasting tables, heads lowered, when boasts of war were shared and arm veins opened to pour out libations on the altars of Sivar. The quality of personnel could be readily inferred from this.


    "It is a simple fact that, without fuel, food, replacement parts, weapons, and even such basics as air to breathe and water to drink a fleet is useless. The humans have hit upon the strategy of avoiding direct confrontation and striking instead to our rear, cutting our supplies, destroying our transports, forcing us to detail off precious frigates and destroyers to escort them. Their escort carriers attack and against them even destroyers are outclassed, so that now heavy cruisers must escort convoys. As a result there are not enough heavy cruisers to escort our carriers and our own construction of these new light carriers has yet to come fully on line."


    He paused for a moment and looked at the charts projected on the holo screens.


    "We have lost over seven eight-of-eights of transports in the last year, along with four yards for their construction. That is our weak point. We have reached the stage where, for the moment, our carriers must leave the front and return all the way to Kilrah to resupply since there are not enough transports to bring supplies to them. As a result, in actual numbers of ships at the front, our strength has been cut in half, and so, in most sectors, Confederation ships outnumber us."


    He paused again for effect and saw the cold looks of disbelief, that something as mundane, as undignified as this issue, could actually affect their fighting of the war.


    "What I hear is impossible," Yikta of the Caxki clan snarled. "Are you truly saying we have lost the war because of such a thing?"


    "The humans have a saying that for want of a nail a horse-shoe was lost, for want of a horseshoe a . . ."


    "What is a horse?" Yikta asked.


    "It is a beast of war which humans once rode upon, and then he explained the rest of the statement and saw that it had its effect


    "No, the war is by no means lost," Prince Thrakhath finally said, stirring at last. "The Baron tends, I think, to overplay his thinking and chartmaking to scare us."


    "But you will not deny that we are in trouble," the Baron retorted.


    "Temporarily," Prince Thrakhath said, "perhaps."


    "Prince Thrakhath," the Baron said smoothly, "more than six years ago it was you who detailed off all new transport construction to your own Project Hari. Just how many transports and other material has your own clan tied up in that project, while the main battle suffers for want of supplies?"


    He paused, seeing the stirring of interest in the room.


    "We are not here to talk of Hari," Thrakhath snapped, "we are here instead to hear your own report and ideas first."


    The clan leaders looked from Thrakhath to Jukaga and the Baron could sense that more than one finally wanted the truth of this secret project revealed. But first he would drive another point home.


    Baron Jukaga nodded to an aide standing in the far side of the room who controlled the holo screen.


    The image shifted to a three dimensional map of the Empire and a weaving of orange and red lines.


    "Intelligence has found out that the humans are aware of the opportunity that exists for them for at least the next two eight-of-eights days, and are contemplating an offensive to exploit our short term weakness. They will commit their carriers to an opening operation in what the humans call the Munro System. They know we must hold Munro for it is a direct doorway into a number of the shortest jump points into the heart of the Empire.


    "Meanwhile, on eight different fronts," and as he spoke orange arrows started to flash, "eight of their light escort carriers, along with raider transports will jump into the Empire, aiming to cripple us from behind and to smash our remaining transport, cruiser construction yards and light carrier conversion centers, while ravaging planetary bases and crippling our few supply convoys still in operation.


    "That, in short, is the plan."


    The room was silent as the clan leaders studied the screens.


    "It is a hideous plan," Thrakhath said coldly, "a stabbing in the back against defenseless positions. It lacks all honor, all meeting of steel blade against steel blade, ship against ship."


    "But it will cripple us even in its cowardice," Jukaga retorted and Thrakhath could only lower his head.


    The room was silent for a moment


    "And yet," Vak of the Ragitagha clan whispered, unable to speak louder due to the fact that the surgeons had experienced some difficulty in putting his mouth back together after a challenge duel, "if all goes as rumors state regarding this project in the Hari sector, within a year we will see such a growth in our strength as to overwhelm the humans and end this war."


    He looked straight at Thrakhath waiting for a response.


    "Even here, Project Hari should not be spoken of," Thrakhath said hurriedly.


    The clan leaders stirred. The project was nothing more than rumors, its development under the complete control of the Kiranka clan of the Emperor and the Prince.


    "These are our brothers," the Emperor announced from behind the screen. "Let it be spoken of."


    Thrakhath looked back at the screen behind him as if to protest.


    "Speak of it."


    Jukaga could see the hesitation. It was known that there were a number of security breaches coming out of the Imperial Palace and the less said about certain things the better. He could see as well that the Emperor was playing a maneuver of showing confidence in the other clan leaders, thus winning favor for acting as if those in his presence were trusted comrades. He could see the effect on Buktag'ka who puffed up visibly and leaned forward to hear.


    "Even before these human raids had started," Thrakhath said, "the Emperor in his wisdom had foreseen certain dangers along these lines and thus ordered a tremendous investment of wealth and material into the building of a secret construction yard. It is located in the conquered realm of the Hari on the far side of our Empire in relationship to the Terran Confederation."


    He took a holo cube out of his breast pocket and loaded it. Jukaga found this alone to be interesting, that Thrakhath had come to the this meeting fully prepared to reveal the extent of Project Hari. His own people had found out most of its well-kept secrets to be sure and it seemed that Thrakhath had expected Jukaga to force its full revelation at this meeting.


    On the main holo screen a map of the Empire appeared, the frontier with the Confederation at the top, Kilrah and the Empire in the middle, and far down at the bottom the conquered space of the now dead Hari, a collection of a thousand stars around which orbited more than a thousand blasted lifeless worlds.


    Thrakhath highlighted a single star on the screen deep within the former territory of the Hari.


    "Here, for the last five years, a new class of carriers has been tested and developed, overcoming the difficulties of translight jumping of ships above a certain size and mass. These new carriers, what we call the Hakaga class, are capable of carrying and servicing our newest Vatari-class fighters to be launched next year. With their increased size the carriers have shield generation systems capable of repulsing nearly any weapon the Confederation now has, including their Mark IV & V antimatter torpedoes."


    The image in the holo screen shifted and a carrier appeared. The clan leaders looked at it excitedly and then Thrakhath pushed a button on his monitor. Beside the carrier appeared a second image, that of a current fleet carrier. The room echoed with shouts of surprise.


    Even Jukaga could not conceal his curiosity. Though he had read the spy reports, the only images he had seen so far were grainy two dimensional shots clandestinely taken by a transport captain in his employ. The new carrier was at least twice the length of the old design, and bristled with six launch bays, three aft and three forward. As the image slowly turned inside the holo field he saw that the vulnerable engine nacelles were completely concealed and armored.


    "The first of the carriers is already operational," Thrakhath announced proudly, "and undergoing final testing in the far reaches of Hari space far beyond any prying eyes of the Confederation."


    He looked back at Jukaga as if saying that it was also beyond the prying eyes of anyone else.


    "What is its capability?" Vak asked.


    "When fully loaded it carries three eighties and six eights of strike craft and fighters, launching from six separately contained bays. Its ship defense capabilities include four eights of mass driver quad batteries, four eights of neutron and laser batteries, and six gatling launch tubes for anti-torpedo defense. It has three concentric layers of interior armor, and all six bays are self contained. Thus we can take hits on three, even four bays and keep on fighting shifting fighters from one part of the ship to the other by internal access corridors. As you can well guess, the material required to build this carrier equals over six times that of a normal fleet attack carrier. In addition we are building more than eighty escort ships of frigate, destroyer and cruiser design. That is why we suffer the transport shortage now. More than two hundred of them were committed to the hauling of all that was needed from the Empire to the far side of Hari."


    He looked around the room and saw the nods of understanding.


    I think, my comrades," he said smoothly, "that is why you can also understand why my clan alone took full responsibilities for the construction of these ships. We had to maintain the tightest of security. The knowledge of this leaking to our enemies would give them time to analyze our new ships and perhaps find a counter."


    He stared defiantly at Jukaga.


    "That is why my clan placed such security around the project and kept it hidden for so long."


    Jukaga wanted to reply with a challenge, that it also insured the power of the Imperial throne with such ships solely in its hands, but realized that now was not the time, even though the subtle insult to the other clans had not gone unnoticed.


    "Then commit it now and block this human offensive," Buktag'ka said, pounding the table excitedly.


    Jukaga looked at Buktag'ka and wanted to laugh at the boot licker's enthusiasm.


    "That is not the way to win war," Thrakhath replied, an edge of sarcasm in his voice revealing his sense that though Buktag'ka was a family leader, he was still of a lower cast. Buktag'ka quickly looked around the room, hoping for some sign of support and saw nothing but mocking stares and he swallowed his rage.


    "In eighty and forty days four more carriers of the Hakaga class will be ready for their operational tests, in three eighty and forty days, we will have a full fleet of eight and four Hakaga carriers fully operational.


    "That means we will have a need for over forty eighties of fighter and strike craft pilots. In spite of what the Baron might think, that is why I had fully intended to reveal this information to you today. The first ship's fighter crews were drawn from my clan, but as new ships come on line we will need to draw the best pilots from all clans out of the training academies and off existing fleet ships. All of your hrai, your clans, are to share in the glory of this new fleet."


    He looked over at the Baron and suppressed a scornful laugh. Though indeed the Baron had pressured him into revealing the project too soon, it was amusing to not let him think so.


    "Only then will I release them, when the entire fleet is ready, using them to cleave straight through the human defenses. Our war simulations have gone over the plan repeatedly and our projection is that at least half of these new ships will survive to reach Earth, while in the process smashing the Confederation Fleet in one final climatic battle. Within one hour after gaining orbit above their home planet either the Terran Confederation will surrender or more than one eight and a half hundred of our fighters will deliver antimatter bombs, leaving the planet a burned out cinder.


    "The tides of this war have shifted back and forth for more than half my reign, the Emperor interjected, his voice commanding total silence. "Before I return to my ancestors, I wish to see my grandson destroy these low born scum and the ball of offal that they call their world."


    "I am moved to joy by this plan of Thrakhath," Jukaga interrupted, "however, it is at least eighty days, more likely two of eighty days till five of the new ships are ready, and three eighty and a half days until the other seven he believes are required for victory are operational. Yet you can all see that even if it is not a fatal blow, the humans will succeed in penetrating our defenses and sowing a wave of destruction within the next five of eight days. In this penetration, they will cripple our logistical support, which will still be needed to keep Prince Thrakhath's new ships supplied in their drive towards victory. If that is crippled the final offensive to Earth is crippled."


    He paused for a moment to look at Thrakhath who was forced to nod in agreement.


    "We have heard Talmak suggest that the frontier be temporarily abandoned and all defenses pulled into the center," Jukaga said reviewing the earlier suggestions, "but we cannot allow such a stain on our honor, nor can the Caxki clan, which owns many of the frontier worlds, allow it. Our Prince has explained how a counter offensive into Enigma or through Munro towards Earth is difficult if not impossible due to the question of supply, and that the humans might ignore the threat anyhow and still ravage our worlds."


    He took a deep breath and looked around the room.


    Now it was to the true heart of the meeting. Thrakhath had revealed what his clan had been planning, but no real suggestions as to how to overcome the crisis of the moment.


    "You have brought me out of exile saying that with my understanding of humans I might suggest a third way and I have such away which will bring us victory."


    "And that is?" Buktag'ka asked, glad that it was obvious that soon this talk would be over and the mid-day feasting could begin.


    "Sue for an armistice and promise peace."


    A roar of disbelief thundered from all the clan leaders.


    Jukaga waited for several minutes for the anger to die down and thought for a moment that more than one clan leader would call for a blood duel to avenge what they saw as an obscene slight of honor.


    "You have been driven mad by your reading of human books of filth and weakness," Buktag'ka roared, coming up to Jukaga's side as if to strike him.


    There was a moment of silence as all waited for the ritual first blow to be struck across Jukaga's face and then all turned to look at the screen behind which the Emperor sat.


    The Emperor was laughing.


    "Tell us your plan Baron, I think I see its merit even though I know the gods will not be pleased."


    "But even the gods are not immune to bribery," Jukaga said, a smile of cunning lighting his features. "When my plan works, and is finished, Sivar will be more than pleased with the final offerings."


    And in the doing of it, I will be pleased as well, when Prince Thrakhath's victory becomes mine instead, the Baron thought with a smile.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ONE

    


    Captain Ian "Hunter" St. John crossed through the final nav check point and turned in on attack approach. The lone habitable planet of the Munro system was now straight ahead. A flurry of matter-antimatter bombs snapped across the world, winking brightly even from thirty thousand clicks out, the bombardment suppressing the Kilrathi ground defense systems. He clicked into the Marine channel and listened for a moment as the second and third divisions started their descent into their landing points. Ian switched back to his main channel.


    "Red squadron, arm all torpedoes, Blue and Green squadrons, keep close in for support. Let's get the carrier!"


    Off his port quarter he saw the Yellow, Orange, and Black squadrons comprising the rest of the attack group fanning out into the standard delta formation, while the red squadron Broadsword bombers lined up for a classic anvil attack, swinging out to hit the Kilrathi carrier on its X, Y, and Z axis.


    They were going to lose people in the next couple of minutes, but the light carrier straight ahead was going to be dead as well.


    He did a quick scan on to the main tactical commlink net to check in on how the rest of the fight was going, ready to divert part of his attack force, which was damn near overwhelming, if something was going wrong somewhere else.


    The Marines were going into their drop right on schedule, no serious opposition, the landing area already saturated by the heavy bombardment from four destroyers and a cruiser which had turned a thousand square kilometers of the primary landing point into scorched rubble. What was left of the Kilrathi bases on the planet continued to glow from the antimatter strikes.


    This was a raid on one Kilrathi base which was going like clockwork and that alone was troubling. Across the last thirty years Munro, ever since its seizure by the Kilrathi during the open stages of the war, had been a long standing goal for recapture. Beyond the simple fact that it was once human territory it also stood as the primary approach into the heart of the Empire. Conversely, from this base the Kilrathi stood astride a main jump point terminus into the middle regions of the Confederation and from there the main jump line straight back to Sirius and then on to Earth. It was the front door to both the Empire and the Confederation. A lot of good ships and a hell of a lot of personnel had died in six attempts to retake the planet. Now it was falling like a ripe apple into their laps.


    He wondered how the rest of the assault plan was going. This attack on Munro, though crucial, was actually not the primary goal of Operation Red Three. They were to act as a focal point for the Kilrathi to counter-strike on and thus be drawn away from the main thrust of the offensive. Across fifteen hundred light years of frontline that divided the Empire from the Confederation, eight Task Groups, each comprised of an escort carrier, a light cruiser, and four destroyers were poised to leap deep into the Heart of the Empire. Their mission was to strike far into the rear to destroy convoys, shatter bases, and smash construction yards. It was a tactical innovation evolving out of Vukar Tag which appeared to be bearing fruit, a constant harassing of the enemy that some claimed was actually beginning to wear the cats down. He could only hope that the politicians were not about to blow it as latest rumors indicated they would.


    "Hunter, we got traffic, vectoring in on 032 degrees your heading true, plus 060 degrees."


    Hunter looked at his short range tactical scan and saw the swarm of red blips snap on.


    "Blue squadron, you on them?"


    "Lone Wolf here, sir, vectoring in, you're covered."


    "Get that double ace strip, boy, good hunting."


    "Don't worry, you'll get your bottle of scotch off me when I do," Lone Wolf replied. "Wish it was a carrier in my sights instead."


    Hunter chuckled to himself. Admiral Tolwyn's nephew was eager for this fight and he could understand why.


    "The kid's been going nuts trying to get that strip."


    Hunter spared a quick glance to Griffin, his co-pilot, and nodded. Kevin Tolwyn's escort carrier, Tarawa, had joined up with the strike group after the mission had already set out. In the skirmishes leading into Munro young Tolwyn had drawn a blank hand in half a dozen fights and was eager for a kill to round up his number to ten. Such eagerness could get a pilot wasted but Hunter could understand it.


    Hunter looked back down at his computer information screen, which showed the other two Broadsword strike groups lining into position. All three groups hit their jump-off marks precisely and started in on the final attack.


    "Range one thousand clicks, speed down to 110 kps," and Griffin started the chant, marking off range and speed. The computer could do the job as well, but a machine could always glitch off at a key moment and besides, he preferred Griffin's soft feminine voice.


    Hunter watched straight ahead, the planet filling space before him. He could make out a sliver of reflected light, standing out against the blue-green ocean below. The light shifted into a thin pencil-like form.


    "Target is turning, following standard evasive maneuver alpha," Griffin announced, "coming about to a heading 002 positive 80 degrees."


    "Right on to a broadside target for us," Hunter chortled. That was the beauty of a well timed attack on the three axis points, no matter which way the enemy turned, someone would have a full broadside strike.


    A low piercing hum echoed in his headset, the initial locking tone for his torpedo.


    "Range fifteen kilometers, closing speed eight hundred fifty meters a second and holding."


    He was damn near hanging still in space, sparing a quick glance to his tactical display, filled now with a swarm of blue and red dots. A Kilrathi Gratha heavy fighter flashed by, followed by a Rapier. He heard Jonesy in the turret behind him, stammering out a curse as she snapped off a quick volley. His Broadsword shuddered, damage information blipping red for his rear starboard stabilizer. A spray of mass driver rounds arched up from the carrier as it twisted away, and he nudged up the throttle to follow the ship as it continued to turn.


    The tone in his headset started to slide up the scale, signaling that his torpedo guidance system was breaking through the Kilrathi carriers phased shielding distortion defense, the weapon gaining a secured lock.


    The Broadsword to his right disappeared in a flash. He tried not to think about the friends inside. A split second later Jonesy let out a whoop from the rear turret.


    "Got the furball bastard. Burn, damn you, burn."


    Damn, she was bloodthirsty. But then, who could blame a nineteen year old girl whose brothers were all dead in the war?


    The tone in his headset started to warble and then set off three high pitched beeps, the last beep going into a steady tone, indicating that the heavy Mark IV torpedo was locked and armed. He felt his ship shudder as the torpedo broke free from its pylon and streaked off towards the target. Nearly a score of silver blips appeared on his tactical screen, showing the inbound strike. The timing was damn near perfect.


    Now was the time to test out the new weapons system


    He slammed up throttle, yanked the stick into his gut and punched straight up, exposing the laser guidance system strapped on to the belly of his Broadsword.


    "Have laser lock on torpedo," Griffin announced quietly, hunching over her read-out screen. The new laser system was designed to provide in-bound guidance for the torpedo, the designator locking on to the torpedo's tail. If target lock should be lost, the weapons officer could now guide it in, while also providing evasive for any anti-torpedo missiles and shield jamming by the target's defensive systems. The only problem was that it meant that the Broadsword had to loiter in the target area, belly exposed, until impact.


    It might work, Ian thought, but I'd like to take the idiot who designed it and have him fly the wait out with me to see what it's like.


    The Kilrathi carrier's point defenses slammed on miniguns sending out sprays of marble size mass driver bolts. Several torpedoes detonated. Anti-torpedo missiles streaked out from launch bays mounted fore and aft on the ship.


    "Still tracking, still tracking," Griffin chanted, grimacing slightly and swinging a small joy stick over to put the torpedo into an evasive as two anti-missiles closed. The evasive threw them off and they continued on.


    Still tracking, impact in five, four . . ."


    And suddenly it didn't seem quite right. They were using their old single bolt anti-torpedo missiles. Hell, for nearly six months now Kilrathi carriers had been carrying their damn new sub-munitions anti-torpedo missiles which could break into half a dozen shots. The damn things had been a nasty surprise. Ships armed with them were almost invulnerable to torpedo strikes if they could get enough of them out there.


    Fleet ordnance had been working like mad to come up with a counter, but so far no one had been able to snag a round for evaluation since they were armed with a timed detonator if they failed to strike a target, thus blowing up anyhow and confounding the munitions experts.


    The drama played out in seconds. Four more torpedoes, all of them the older unguided models, went down to the counter-missile strike; it looked like several more were hit by miniguns and then the silver blips converged in on a single point two, one, got it!"


    Space erupted with a brilliant flash as bright as the sun and the carrier was gone, internal munitions stores and fuel detonating in a firecracker string of secondary explosions that ripped the ship apart.


    "Scratch one flattop," Ian shouted, comm channel discipline breaking down as nearly everyone came on yelling and cheering. He rolled his ship over, coming in on a banking turn, careful to avoid the edge of the expanding cloud of debris, making sure his gun cameras were running at high gain. A lot could be learned when the holo tapes were played back and inspected — did the torpedo guidance systems function correctly, exactly where were the impact points, were any structural weaknesses revealed as the enemy ship ruptured . . . even ship contents were important.


    Several years back one of his old buddies, Paladin, had jumped a light transport and wasted it while raiding inside enemy lines. An evaluation of the explosion had shown a brief single frame image of several space suits blowing out of the erupting hull. It was still a wonder how the holo evaluation crowd had enhanced, magnified and fiddled with the shot and finally figured that the suits were specifically designed for a high radiation high gravity planet. The Hot Pit, a forward base in the Zarnobian System fit the bill as the only military target in the sector that matched up with the suits. A Marine raider battalion was rushed in, set up an ambush, and nailed a landing raid bagging a regiment of elite Kilrathi Imperial shock troops.


    Hunter swept past the edge of the fireball, and then turned back towards Munro, ready to offer backup support for the Marine landing operation. The red blips of the few remaining Kilrathi fighters covering the carrier were winking off the screen as the Rapier squadrons finished them off.


    Hunter clicked back on to the main commlink channel, knowing that his exuberant cry, "scratch one flattop," the fleet's traditional announcement that a carrier had been killed, had already been received by the combat information control officer and sent up to the other ships in the fleet.


    He found the word flattop to be rather interesting, it came from old English when carriers were ships of the seas, but in no way could it ever describe a modem carrier with its bristling array of defenses and landing bays covered over with heavy durasteel armor.


    Tradition, how the Navy loves tradition, he thought with a smile.


    "All attack squadrons, job well done."


    He stiffened slightly. It was the old man himself, Rear Admiral Sir Geoffrey Tolwyn.


    "All strike craft return to base."


    Return to base? Hell, there was still a major brawl going on down with the Marines.


    "Repeat, please?" Hunter clicked in.


    "That means you, Hunter, just like everyone else. All attack squadrons return to base," Tolwyn snarled.


    "Yes, sir," he said. There was nothing to be gained by arguing with an admiral. But it was certainly strange that the old man would actually allow a voice transmission on his part. A Kilrathi listening post could pick it up, figure out who he was, and perhaps even trace a fleet movement as a result. Tolwyn knew better and it bothered him.


    "What the hell is up, Ian?"


    He looked over at Griffin and could only shrug his shoulders. This was definitely not standard operation procedure. They had dumped the only capital ship in the sector, now was the time to go after the few corvettes and really smash up any ground resistance and save some grunt lives.


    "Say, Hunter."


    It was Kevin Tolwyn, Geoffrey's nephew.


    "Yeah go ahead, Lone Wolf."


    "I just heard the word on Tarawa's commlink to our two squadrons covering the ground assault. They've been ordered to break off engagement and withdraw out of the atmosphere."


    "Yeah, that's the word. You got any inside stuff? What the hell is the old man up to?"


    "Damned if I know, sir."


    "Follow orders, then," Hunter replied and then checked through his channels to make sure that the other squadrons were following orders as well. In the heat of a successful battle like this, it was tough at times to break an action off. There could only be one of two reasons for this, either some major Kilrathi reinforcements had been detected and Tolwyn was pulling in his fighters to rearm, or the other possibility. He pushed that thought aside as absurd.


    "Griffin, get us on Concordia navlock."


    "Already on, sir."


    "Let's go back and find out what the hell is going on."


    "Attention!"


    The squadron commanders, and section officers called together for the staff meeting leaped out of their seats and came rigidly to attention.


    Rear Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn, strode into the briefing room. He reached the podium, lowered his head for a second and then raised it again to look out at the men and women in the room. He felt a tug at his heart at the sight of them.


    "Never, for God sake never, let your people get inside your heart, for your job is to use them, and if need be kill them," a voice whispered to him. It was his old mentor Banbridge's classic piece of advice.


    I guess that's what separates me from him, Geoff thought. With Clara and the boys gone this is my family. It was something he never let show, no matter what. He knew that behind his back he was "the old man," which was the gentlest of epithets; usually it was far worse and ofttimes even angry. They never really knew how he felt, especially when he looked into their eyes just before a strike went out, knowing that he was ordering some of them to their deaths. Well, at least that's finished for the moment.


    He clicked a comm button which opened the public address channel for the entire ship.


    "All hands, all hands, this is Admiral Tolwyn," his deep baritone voice, clipped with the refined touch of an Oxford education, echoing through the ship.


    "I have just received the following communication from C-in-C ConFleet, it reads, 'To Tolwyn, commanding, Task Force 45. Armistice agreement and cease fire has been reached with Kilrathi Empire, to be effective upon reception of this signal. All offensive operations to cease immediately and to withdraw to navigation point detailed below Repeat, all offensive operations to cease at once. Fire only if fired upon. Signed Noragami, commanding, Confederation Navy.'"


    He hesitated as if wanting to say something and then lowered his head


    "That is all," and clicked off the comm channel.


    He looked back up at his officers who stood incredulous. In the corridors outside the conference room distant cheering could be heard.


    "I'm only going to say this once," Tolwyn said quietly. "I'm proud of all of you for the job you've done. In the seven years I've been in command of Concordia we've taken out eight carriers, a score of capital ships, countless fighters and bombers, and fought in nine major fleet actions. Concordia is not just steel, guns and planes, in fact it is you, it is your flesh and blood and the spirits of all those who've served on her, living and dead."


    He hesitated for a moment.


    "When it comes time for her to fight again, I hope and pray that I'll be able to count on you all in our hour of need."


    "Dismissed."


    He started for the door, the room silent.


    "Damn, we're going home!" somebody shouted and the room erupted in cheers. Tolwyn stiffened his shoulders and walked out.


    He passed down the corridor, ignoring the cheers and the momentary lack of discipline, retreated to his office, closed the door, and for the first time in months poured a good stiff drink of single malt Scotch. Settling back in his chair he started to review the first holo tapes of the strike mission.


    The timing was masterful, the strike crews the finest professionals he had ever served with, nearly every Broadsword gaining lock and launching simultaneously. A successful strike like that was even more intricate than the most finely crafted ballet, and in his eyes even more beautiful.


    Damn it.


    A knock on the door disturbed him and he set his drink down on the table behind his desk.


    "Come."


    The door slid open and he could not help but allow a slight flicker of a smile to light his features at the sight of Captain Jason "Bear" Bondarevsky standing at attention in the corridor.


    "Come on in, Bear. What brings you over here anyhow."


    Jason came into the room and stood nervously in the middle of the room.


    "We'll wave regs and at least let you have a sip," and he poured out a thin splash of Scotch in a tumbler and passed it over.


    "Thank you, sir."


    "Have a seat."


    Jason went over to the proffered chair by the admiral's desk and settled in . He sniffed his glass and tasted the Scotch.


    "Not bad, sir."


    "The best, saved for special occasions."


    "Like this one?"


    "No, not really, I just felt a need for it."


    Jason looked down at the floor and Tolwyn could feel the tension.


    "Come on, son, out with it."


    "Sir, something's troubling me, I thought I better come over and discuss it with you privately."


    "You mean this little thing called an armistice."


    "In part," Jason said quietly.


    "Well, what is it then?"


    "Sir, that communication from ConFleet announcing the armistice came through close to fifty minutes before our strike hit the carrier."


    Tolwyn exhaled noisily and leaned back in his chair.


    "How the hell do you know that, Bondarevsky?" he asked quietly, a threatening chill in his voice. "That message was directed solely to me."


    "Sir, Tarawa was the back up carrier for this operation. If something should have happened to Concordia it would have been my job to assume control of the air strikes. In that situation, I took it upon myself to monitor all ConFleet channels and that included yours. Suppose you were hit, sir? It would have then been my job to know the entire picture. I didn't notice it immediately since it was simply decoded and stored in my personal data system. But after the action I was going through the signals to dump them off my system and I saw it."


    What Jason was confessing was somewhat outside the regulations but it showed careful planning and foresight on his part. If something had indeed happened to Concordia the young officer before him might very well have to take full responsibility for everything that transpired.


    There was an ancient cautionary tale told in the service academies, the incident dating back to a war once fought between England and America. In an encounter between an American and British ship the commanding officer of the American vessel was mortally wounded, and the junior officer took him down below deck to the surgeon. In the short interval that followed all the other officers were hit and, without his even being aware of it, the junior officer was now in command. By the time he returned to the deck his ship had already been battered into submission and forced to surrender after barely putting up a fight. The junior officer was held responsible, court-martialed, and found guilty of dereliction of duty, a duty he was not even aware had suddenly come to rest upon his shoulders. The lesson was part of the tradition and backbone of the fleet — there is no excuse for defeat


    Geoff looked at Jason and realized as well that he had made a crucial mistake in not assuming that Jason might very well be listening in.


    "And what do you think?" he finally said quietly.


    "I lost two crews in that attack, two pilots and a gunner. I'm wondering how their families would feel if they knew their kids got killed after a war was officially over."


    Tolwyn nodded and said nothing.


    "I don't give a good damn about the furballs," Jason continued, "but five hundred or more of them died when that carrier got cooked. I don't feel too good about that either, sir."


    "Neither do I."


    "Then why did you do it, sir?"


    "I'd rather not say, Jason, but let me ask you a question."


    "Sure."


    "If this was just another day in the war, how would you feel about taking out that carrier."


    "I hate losing people, but trading a Rapier, a Sabre and two of your Broadswords for a light carrier is a damn fine piece of work in my book. I wish it had always been that easy."


    Tolwyn nodded.


    "That's how I still feel about it, Jason."


    "But the war's over. We were hearing the rumors even before this attack started out. Something about a peace party coming into power in the Empire, Prince Thrakhath falling into disgrace, and Foreign Minister Jamison pushing for an armistice. Damn it, sir, they're saying it's finally over and we can go home."


    "And do you really believe it?"


    Jason hesitated.


    "Well, do you?"


    "I want to believe it, sir."


    "Damn it, man, that's exactly it. You want to believe it. Everyone wants to believe it. But there's a hell of a long stretch between wishing for something and actually seeing it come true. Anyone who believes something simply because it sounds good and he wishes it to be true is a damned fool and that's why I did what I did."


    "Sir?"


    "This war is not over by a long shot," Tolwyn growled, "and I'll kiss the hairy backside of the first Kilrathi I meet if they can ever prove it differently to me.


    "It's too pat, it's too damn straight forward and simple. I remember once hearing a great line about another war, 'this is such madness only an idealist could have started it.' Well, this peace offer is the same thing, only an idealist would be stupid enough to believe it. By God, son, we were finally getting an edge. We stumbled on the tactics of it all thanks to you, realizing just how under-protected and vulnerable their construction sites were. They haven't gotten a single new carrier on line in the last year. They still outnumber us, but they're hurting, hurting even worse with the loss of their transports. We just might be turning the edge in this war, and now the damn fool politicians go for this armistice offer."


    "So you disobey orders on your own and decide to keep the war going a little longer."


    "The target was there and I took it, a carrier that if we allowed it to get away might cost us fifty to a hundred pilots the next time around," Tolwyn said quietly. "And I think that even you, Jason, who once risked your career to try and save a ship load of Kilrathi civilians, even you down deep agree with me."


    Jason drained the rest of the Scotch from his glass and closed his eyes for a moment.


    "Yes, sir, I do."


    Tolwyn could see the struggle such an answer had created. From most other officers he would have dismissed it as brown nosing a superior but he knew that from Jason it came from the heart.


    "Why?"


    "Like you said," Jason replied. "It just doesn't smell right. I know that even after Vukar Tag, and the Third Enigma Campaign they still have the edge on us. For the Kilrathi, war is part of the core of their soul. This intel stuff about a shift in the power structure of the palace. If it's true, the new power behind the throne would have his throat ripped out if he tried for a serious peace after all the sacrifices they've endured. Now I don't know much about Kilrathi psychology other than what I got in the naval college while waiting for Tarawa to finish out her refitting, but I know enough that the seeking of peace other than after a total triumph is anathema to them.


    "Going for peace is impossible to their mindset. If they were losing there would be only one possible action, a suicidal fight to the end; if they were winning, a fight to ultimate triumph. There is no inbetween. Their society functions primarily through submission to strength, with the one in power gaining complete loyalty by refraining from killing the one who has submitted. But since we are not of the blood, we are therefore inferior, and as such it is impossible to submit to us. There might be exceptions, such as that warrior who serves Hunter, but that was through direct orders from his superior."


    "So if the emperor or whomever is behind the emperor orders it, then why not peace?"


    "Because the power at the top derives its strength through conflict. They know that if their aggressive instincts are not diverted outwards it will turn inwards and the families will eventually destroy each other. And besides, it's one thing for a lone warrior to submit, but for the highest of noble blood to do so, to submit to someone not of equal blood, is impossible."


    "Precisely," Geoff said quietly, inwardly pleased as if a favorite pupil or son had mastered an intricate question.


    He felt a flash of warmth for Jason, remembering the relief he felt when he had jumped into the heart of the Empire to pull Tarawa out and discovering that the ship was still alive. He felt the warmth as well because it was Jason who had taken his nephew out to war as a spoiled brat and brought him back as a man.


    "This whole thing is a set-up, I'm convinced of it; and I tell you this, Jason, if our government falls for it, all our butts will be in the wringer."


    "I best get back to my ship," Jason said quietly and he stood up, putting his glass down on the side table.


    "Jason?"


    "Sir?"


    "What do you plan to do about my violation of orders?"


    "If I'm asked about it, sir, I plan to tell the truth." He hesitated. "I have to tell the truth, that you launched an attack after knowing that the initial cease fire had been agreed to. To do anything else would be dishonorable."


    Tolwyn smiled.


    "You're a good officer, son. I've always been proud of you; I know I always will be."


    He extended his hand and Jason took it.


    "Let's hope I'm wrong about this armistice, but I know I'm not."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO

    


    Jason Bondarevsky winced from the glare of the lights. Damn, how he hated the press. He had endured "the treatment" before when he had brought Tarawa back to Earth for refitting after the raid to Kilrah. The press swarmed over the ship, poking cameras in his face, asking the same asinine questions over and over again, probing far too deeply into parts of the raid he simply wanted to forget. When one had finally hit him with a question about the death of Svetlana, asking how he felt while watching his girlfriend die, he had to be restrained from punching the reporter's lights out, a fleet PR officer, all smoothness and charm, separating the two.


    The press madness flared up again when Jason was presented with the Medal of Honor and yet again when the absolutely ridiculous holo movie about his raid, First to Kilrah, came out. The film was a humiliating embarrassment, especially since the plot had little to do with the actual raid, spending most of its time focused on his doomed affair with Svetlana, with half a dozen steamy scenes padded in. It still made him boil that the holo spent precious little time on the hundreds of others who had fought, sacrificed, and died with him. He wanted to take the damn money the producer had given him and jam it down the lying scum's throat after seeing the film, which he had been promised would be shot as a straight forward documentary honoring those who had served. The only satisfaction he got out of the whole fiasco was in donating every dollar he earned from the film to a scholarship fund set up for children of the Marines and naval personnel lost in the raid.


    And now he was stuck under the lights again, all because he had taken a wrong turn while looking for a bathroom. The same lousy reporter who was far too curious about Svetlana had seen him first and rushed over, the others moving like a herd of cattle when the word spread that "the guy they made the movie about," was present as a staff officer for the armistice conference.


    "So whatya think of the war ending? It's Bondevsky, isn't it?" one of them shouted, aiming his holo recorder at Jason's face.


    "That's Bondarevsky," Jason said quietly, remembering how his old captain O'Brian had always mispronounced the name.


    "Yeah, sorry. So tell us what you think?"


    "First of all, negotiations for an armistice do not mean that the war has ended. There's a big difference between an armistice and formal peace, he tried to explain patiently. "Other than that, no comment," and he tried to shoulder his way through the crush.


    "Still hate the Kilrathi, is that it? Seems like you fleet officers don't want peace," a sweating beefy faced reporter shouted.


    Jason looked back at the fat-faced reporter.


    "I'm a captain in the fleet. I'm a professional, I try to do my job and leave the hating to others."


    "Even though they killed your lover, that Marine, Susan wasn't it?"


    He hesitated, wanting to turn and belt the reporter in the face, or better yet strap him into a tail gunner's seat and take him out for a mission to see what it was really like. Though he hated to do so, he turned away and continued down the corridor, shouldering his way through the crush.


    "Military's gonna be out of work, that's what's got them pissed off," he heard a reporter sneering.


    He turned, knowing he shouldn't, but he simply couldn't take it any longer. He put a finger into the man's face.


    "What have you been doing the last couple of years?"


    The man looked at him defiantly.


    "Working for the holos."


    "Where?"


    "On Earth. United Broadcasting."


    "While you've been sitting on your fat butt and grinning at the camera I've watched hundreds of thousands die. I've seen entire continents on fire from a thousand warhead bombardment, I've watched carriers bursting silently in space, a thousand men and women spilling out, their blood boiling in the vacuum. I've heard the screams of my comrades as their fighters burned, and they were trapped, unable to eject. I've lost more friends than you'll ever have, you belly crawling excuse for a worm. So don't you ever dare say to me, or anyone else, that we want a war. We know what the hell the price is while all you know is how to stuff your face and bloat your pride."


    He turned and stalked off, hearing more than one reporter chuckle and give a word of support, but most of them looked at him with a superior disdain, as if he was an arrogant ignorant child who had just thrown a tantrum.


    A Fleet public relations officer slipped in beside Jason, grabbed him by the arm and hustled him along.


    "That wasn't very smart, sir," she whispered in his ear, while at the same time smiling to the press, and quickly moved him back down the corridor.


    "Go to hell. I'm here as an aide to Admiral Tolwyn, but I'm not going to be insulted."


    "Then stick to your job as an aide, things are bad enough as is with the damned press without you making it worse," she hissed in his ear.


    Jason forced back an angry retort while the other officer seemed to instantly shift gears, smiling, holding up her hand to the press, repeating that they'd have a story soon enough and finally hustled Jason through a door.


    "Next time you need to find a bathroom, sir," the officer said quietly, "for heavens sake, don't wander into the press area. Those bastards are like sharks looking for blood."


    "Well, where the hell is the bathroom?"


    The officer shook her head.


    "No time. The meetings about to start up again and it wouldn't look good for you, a mere captain, to come wandering in late."


    Jason sighed and the officer pointed him to an airlock door.


    He suddenly felt self conscious.


    "Do I look all right?"


    She smiled, reaching up to adjust the Medal of Honor which hung from a blue sash around his throat.


    "Fine, sir, and paused for an instant. "And by the way I'm behind you one hundred per cent with what you said back there, sir."


    He forced a smile and went through the airlock and back into the conference room.


    For a frontier orbital base the room was richly appointed, with dark wood paneled walls, soft indirect lighting, and even a real oak table taking up most of the center of the room. The chairs around the conference table were all high backed, heavily cushioned and covered in the dark navy blue of the fleet. In front of each desk was a small ensign denoting the rank of the military officers present, and most of them were three and four stars.


    The short recess was nearly over and Jason moved to his position sitting directly behind Admiral Tolwyn. He looked over at Hunter, who Tolwyn had picked as his second aide for this meeting, and Ian winked.


    "Make it?"


    "No and I'm ready to burst," Jason groaned and Hunter smiled.


    Why Tolwyn had picked the two of them to serve as his aides at this meeting was beyond Jason. He knew the admiral's regular staff officers were seething over being cut out of this armistice meeting and Jason could only surmise that in part it was an act of friendship, to let him in at an historic moment, but also as a sort of window dressing for Tolwyn to have two of his most decorated and famous officers sitting directly behind him.


    He looked around the circular table and saw that nearly everyone was back from the short recess, aides sitting erect behind their superiors who were talking softly to each other, some serious, others chuckling over a shared witticism. Most of the laughter came from the civilian side of the room. A door at the far side of the room opened and everyone rose, the military personnel coming to stiff attention as the President of the Confederation, Harold Rodham, stepped into the room. Jason had first met him at the Medal of Honor presentation and was surprised with how short he really was, something the holo films never seemed to pick up on.


    "Be seated, please," Rodham said quietly.


    Jason could feel the electric tension rippling through the room.


    "I'm prepared to hear any last minute presentations, but I want it done in a calm and logical fashion."


    Jason knew that it was futile. In any other setting, without a sea of admiral, commandant and generals' stars around the table he might even have been tempted to speak up but Admiral Tolwyn relieved him of that by coming to his feet.


    "Admiral Tolwyn," Rodham said nodding his head.


    Tolwyn looked around the room and then focused his attention on the civilians sitting around Rodham.


    "You are all well aware that I am the most junior officer sitting at this table; perhaps for that reason it might be best for me, as a front line officer, to review one more time our objections to this armistice which you seem so intent on formalizing."


    Jason could see Rodham bristle slightly.


    "What you are agreeing to is a freezing in place of all forces until such time as a peace commission can be established, agreeable to both sides, who will then negotiate a permanent cease fire between the Terran Confederation and the Kilrathi Empire. At the same time you are agreeing to a freezing of all construction of military ships, the refitting of vessels currently in dry dock, and the enlistment of new personnel."


    Rodham gave a curt nod of reply.


    "I find it difficult at best to accept this."


    "You're in the military and don't you forget that you are under civilian control, so you d better accept it," Rhonda Jamison, the foreign minister who had been the key negotiator for the armistice announced coldly. Rodham extended his hand towards Jamison as if to calm her.


    "Go on, Admiral."


    "I am not a politician, I am a warrior, following in the thousand year tradition of my family who served in the ancient navy, army, and air force of Britain and the space forces of the Confederation . My family has seen the best of those moments, proud of the memory of six Victoria Crosses in our past. Tolwyns served at Waterloo, on the Somme, in the Battle of Britain, at Minsk and the siege of London and shed their blood heavily in this latest war. We have seen the best and we have endured the worst, and sir, I fear that this decision might very well produce the most disastrous defeat in the history of the human race, and perhaps even spell its eventual annihilation."


    Jamison sniffed and then shook her head angrily.


    "Admiral, we are not discussing genealogy or ancient history, a passion I find many military men are fond of indulging in. We are discussing real politics, the here and now."


    "And so am I," Tolwyn replied. "Eighteen months ago I feared that at best the war would simply drag on forever and more likely would eventually lead to our defeat. And then, with new tactical innovations and the latest improvements in technology we appear to have not only reached a balance but in fact, for the first time in thirty years of fighting, appear to have at least gained an edge. We found two weak spots: their logistical support, and their construction. We found the ways to hit at them, to slip past their main battle fleet and we are hurting them. Our intelligence net has detected that some ships are forced to go into action with less than seventy percent of their standard armaments. We've noticed dozens of small signs. The crucial, the absolutely crucial element in this is to keep the pressure on them, not to let it up."


    Jason could see the clear division in the room, the military personnel, especially the front line fleet commanders, nodding in agreement, the civilian personnel sitting quietly.


    "Don't let the pressure off now, I'm begging you, reminding you that we've lost millions upon millions of our finest to get to this point. Now is when we should be tightening the screws, hitting them all out with everything we have. Until you stopped us ten days ago. Operation Red Three held the promise of inflicting serious losses on the Empire — it might have permanently put them off balance.


    "Might have," Jamison replied. "That is always part of your military jargon, might have. There was no guarantee. In earlier testimony today you heard Admiral Banbridge state that Kilrathi front line carriers still outnumbered ours by nearly two to one. Simulation studies of Red Three demonstrated that the probability for full success was less than twenty percent, and there was a twenty-five percent chance of a reversal and a loss of most of our escort carriers with little if anything gained. You might take such things lightly, Admiral, after all you would be secure in your heavy carrier, but I lost a son on one of those suicide missions you and your people so blithely send out."


    Tolwyn glared at Jamison.


    Her loss was well known and she made a point of attacking the fleet whenever possible as a result. He could feel some sympathy for her, but on the other side of the coin was the fact that there was hardly anyone in the room who had not lost loved ones in this war and to accuse him of not feeling that pain was enraging.


    He focused his thoughts and pushed on.


    "With support it would have worked. But you obviously don't want to give that support now."


    "The question is moot," Admiral Banbridge interjected, looking over at Tolwyn, extending his hand in a calming gesture. "Red Three was scrubbed ten days ago and is impossible now to restart. Kilrathi intelligence definitely has the plans by now."


    "You just don't get the whole picture, do you, Admiral?" Jamison snapped. "Do you know just how much it costs to build and launch one fleet carrier?


    "Seventy three billion and some change," Jamison continued, not giving Tolwyn a chance to interject. "A full compliment of fighters another ten billion. In the last three years we've lost over one and a half trillion dollars worth of carriers and fighters."


    "I rather think of it as some fine young men and women that we lost, such as your son," Tolwyn bristled.


    Jamison stared at Tolwyn with hate filled eyes.


    "You can think of it that way," Jamison replied, "but I and the rest of the government also have to look at the war from a financial light. It cost nearly eight trillion a year to run the war and we have a deficit of over forty trillion. It'll take generations just to pay that off. Shortages are wide spread, in a fair part of the Confederation rationing of everything from fuel to nylon to eggs is in place. You say we shouldn't give the Kilrathi a breather? I think rather it is we who are lucky to have a breather. The civilian population is war weary, Tolwyn and after thirty-two years of fighting I think we have had enough and for that matter the Kilrathi have had enough as well. I'm sick to death of the old military logic of having to waste more blood to somehow uphold the honor of those who are already dead. It's time to let the dead rest, Admiral. Let's finish it now and get on with the peace."


    "I find it difficult to accept that a full accounting of the Kilrathi armed forces has actually been reached," Tolwyn replied, falling back on the second position of his argument. "I find it difficult to accept that we are actually allowing Kilrathi personnel into Confederation space as observers and in general I find it difficult to accept that our leaders would be so foolish as to actually believe this entire affair."


    The civilians in the room bristled, but Rodham held up his hand and nodded for Tolwyn to continue.


    "In the two years prior to your agreement to this armistice we dealt a series of bitter reversals to the Kilrathi. It must have had an impact on their morale. As you know, the young captain behind me," and he paused to nod back towards Jason, "took part in the destruction of six carriers right on the doorstep of the Imperial home planet.


    "Now is not the time to call an armistice; now, if anything, is the time to jack the pressure up to the breaking point. I've heard some of you say that we don't really understand the Kilrathi, that down deep they are just like us. I don't think so. Maybe there'll come a day when we can live peacefully with them, but unfortunately it is not now. We must deal with them through strength. All our psy-ops studies have shown that if the Kilrathi have contempt for anything it is for one who displays hesitation or weakness. Even their word for such a person, tuka, is spoken with a sneering contempt, a word so insulting that a Kilrathi challenged with such a smear will fight to the death. And I tell you now that we are tuka in their eyes if we fall for this subterfuge."


    There was an angry ripple in the room and even Tolwyn's superiors stirred uncomfortably.


    "Only now are we really starting to learn of their political and social system. Take that information and use it, consider the suggestion formulated by the psy-ops division, plan K-7, which called for specific strikes against the holdings of only one or two families, making them share an unequal burden and perhaps cause a permanent rift triggering a civil war. Now is not the time to stop, it's the time to finish this war on our terms."


    Jason could sense the frustration and heartbreak in Tolwyn's voice and looking around the room he saw the division in feelings, some present nodding their heads in agreement, while others sat in silence, their faces like masks.


    We are making the agreement on our terms," Jamison retorted sharply, her voice hard with anger.


    "Our observation teams have been granted full access to Kilrathi ship yards as a gesture of good faith to see that no further military construction takes place. They're pulling back their frontier bases and limiting patrols to light corvette-size ships within the demilitarized zone. I've spent countless hours hashing out the details of this with Baron Jukaga and I know that he is just as fervent in his desire to see this war end as we are."


    "He is a liar."


    A bit startled, all in the room turned to the Firekka representative who throughout the two long days of meetings had remained silent.


    Rikik, the flock leader of her world, stood up and cocked her head, looking about the room. The Firekka were something of a strange sight, looking like eight foot parrots one only encountered in nightmares or hallucinations after a few too many drinks. Jason looked over at Hunter, who had helped to save Rikik's life after she was taken prisoner by the Kilrathi and his friend grinned.


    "Baron Jukaga is a liar," Rikik announced, looking about the room. "If you humans are so foolish as to believe his words then you are doomed. Remember my planet, the only world we lived upon, was attacked by them for their Sivar ritual. Millions of my flock died, our cities were smashed. It will be a generation or more before we recover. I cannot now believe that you will agree to this foolishness."


    "My good friend," Rodham said quietly, smiling as if Rikik were an old companion who might have spoken out of turn. "Remember we too have suffered in this war. It has lasted for over thirty years. More than a hundred colonial worlds, and half a dozen primary planets have been devastated. Billions have died, billions," he paused for a moment, his features pained and Jason knew it was not an act, for Rodham's youngest daughter had been killed during the First Enigma campaign.


    He cleared his throat and continued.


    "Thirty years of our blood, our wealth, and all our ingenuity has been poured into this conflict. Think of what we could have done with all that we have spent and lost if it had only been applied to our continued peaceful expansion into the universe.


    "Admiral Tolwyn claims that the tide was starting to turn. I don't think so. We have become like two wrestlers of equal strength, locked in a hold neither can use to bring his opponent down, and yet unable to break the hold of his opponent. How much longer must this go on? Another thirty years, another generation dead and still no end in sight, until finally, one day we'll have bombed and burned and stabbed each other back into the stone age?"


    "Baron Jukaga has offered a way out, to simply stop the killing. It is just that simple. We simply agree to stop. I know you in the military don't like this; you're thinking of all your comrades who have died and now you wonder for what? I'll tell you that they did die for something. It wasn't victory, since that is impossible, but they did prevent defeat. To call for the war to continue now with the argument that the sacrifice had to mean something is simply to ask for the pouring of yet more blood on the graves of those who do not want it."


    He hesitated for a moment.


    "I do not want my grandchildren to die the way my daughter has. I think she would want them to live, to grow up without fear and live in peace."


    "They'll die, only it'll be worse. At least your daughter died fighting, your grandchildren will die having their throats cut for the Sivar, the way my people died," Rikik cried, her voice shrill.


    "I think that's out of order and insensitive," an aide sitting behind Rodham snapped angrily.


    "One can't worry about being sensitive when the issue is the survival of a nation or of an entire race," Rikik said in reply. "I'm sick to death of the word sensitivity when it is a mask for those who wish to advance their own cause at the expense of others. If the Confederation is foolish enough to take this deal, then I will take the Firekka out of the Confederation.


    "And who will protect you then?" Jamison replied sarcastically.


    "You did a damn poor job of protecting us when the Kilrathi hit us last time, your fleet withdrawing 'out of strategic necessity,' I think you called it. It couldn't be any worse on our own, and I'll tell you this, there'll be more than one frontier colonial world that will go with us. You don't even see members of the Landreich worlds or the Grovsner colonies here, since they want no part of this peace."


    "That's treason," Jamison sputtered, "and if the colonial worlds violate the armistice they will be disciplined.


    "No, its survival and mark my words, there'll come a day when you will choke on the papers you plan to sign here this day. And as for disciplining the colonial worlds, just try it," Rikik said with a cold laugh.


    She looked around the room, more than one of the military personnel looking at her and nodding. Without another word she drew back from the table and stalked from the room, followed by her one aide.


    "Old K'Kai sure has taught her niece well," Hunter whispered, waving a slight greeting to his Firekka comrade as she followed her niece out of the room.


    There was a moment of uneasy silence.


    "I think that continued debate on this subject will only serve to cause more animosity and outbreaks," Rodham finally said. "I thank all of you for your input over the last two days regarding this issue.


    "Here it comes, Ian whispered.


    "I plan to sign the articles of the armistice within the hour and with it establish a bilateral peace commission to work towards a permanent treaty between the Terran Confederation and the Kilrathi Empire. You are invited to join me if you wish. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen."


    Rodham stood up and walked out of the room, followed by the civilians and staff.


    "Damn them to hell!"


    Jason looked over at Admiral Banbridge who flung his memo computer down on the table and stormed out of the room through the opposite door.


    Tolwyn turned and looked back at Ian.


    "Well, your Firekka friends sure played a damn fine scene," he said with a grin.


    "Think they'd really do it?" Jason asked, turning to Ian.


    Ian smiled.


    "Those birds might not look like much when you first meet them, but I'll tell you this, they make the finest liquor in this corner of the universe and straight or drunk when they make a promise they keep it."


    "What about that threat of the colonies not observing the armistice?" Jason asked.


    "Let's not talk of that now, Tolwyn said quietly. "Shall we go watch the show?"


    Though he hated to admit it, Jason found that he actually did want to see what was already being hailed as the most historic moment in a hundred years, as if all the victories and even the defeats of the war had already become secondary.


    Tolwyn stood up and started for the door that Rodham had gone through. Admiral Noragami, head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff came around from the other side of the table and approached Tolwyn.


    "Nice try, Geoff, but it was doomed from the start."


    Tolwyn nodded.


    "I heard that a little something regarding you has just come to light as well," Nuragami said quietly.


    Tolwyn merely smiled and Nuragami extended his hand.


    "Take care of yourself, Geoff," Nuragami said and turning he went out the opposite door taken by Banbridge. Knowing how Tolwyn felt about the whole affair, Jason was more than a little surprised that his admiral was not boycotting the signing as well.


    They passed down a long corridor lined with Marine security guards and stepped into an open cavernous hall which served as the hangar bay for this deep space base, the vacuum of space on the other side kept out by the magnetic lock field


    How many times have I looked out a bay like that, he thought, sitting inside my fighter, strapped in and waiting for the launch signal? The mere thought of it set his heart racing again. Even though he was glad the fighting had stopped, he knew he'd miss it, the adrenaline rush of launching, the pure joy of flying the most powerful fighter craft ever built. If this peace really did hold, all of that was finished. It was a strange feeling of relief and regret all at once.


    "Gonna miss it," Hunter said softly, standing by Jason's side.


    Hunter nodded that they should follow Tolwyn, who was slowly weaving his way through the crowd to stand with the small knot of military personnel who had decided to witness the event


    A polished durasteel table two meters wide was the only furniture in the middle of the hangar. On the table, in ornate gold embossed folders rested the armistice agreement with copies in Standard English and Kilrah. To one side more than a hundred representatives of the Confederation were present, easily outnumbered by the hundreds of members of the press. The other side of the table and hangar was empty.


    A door on the far side of the hangar opened and a lone Kilrathi emerged without fanfare, dressed in a simple uniform of scarlet and gold. The press turned their cameras on him, several breaking with protocol and shouting questions.


    Baron Jukaga turned, looked at them, and smiled, raising his paw in a friendly wave. The press went wild, moving in closer.


    "I have a little formality to attend to first," he announced, his standard English nearly perfect and free of the tendency of putting a hissing s on soft ending words and hard k's on most others, "then we'll have a chance to talk later," and his disarming informality caused several of the press to laugh.


    Behind him came yet more Kilrathi, these in the more formal garb of high officers and they filed silently past the cameras and lined up behind Jukaga. Jason noticed that there was only one Kilrathi photographer recording the scene as compared to the swarm of reporters from the Confederation side.


    "We have reached agreement then?" Jukaga asked standing by the other side of the table opposite Rodham.


    The president smiled, nodded, and pointed at the formal documents set in the middle of the table.


    Without hesitating Jukaga took up a pen, signed the documents, and then slid them back to Rodham, who signed it as well. The two shook and Jukaga turned and looked back at the press.


    "Friends, this armistice is but a start. Let us truly come to realize that the universe is big enough for both of us and that a permanent peace can be arrived at. These proceedings are now ended."


    A cheer erupted and Tolwyn, shaking his head, looked back at Jason.


    "He certainly knows his Earth history with that closing line. Let's hope it isn't prophetic as to who the ultimate winner is."


    Jason wanted to ask him to explain the reference but decided to let it pass.


    The crowd started to break apart into smaller groups many heading for the refreshments arrayed along a side wall. Jason followed in Tolwyn's wake and noticed a Kilrathi officer coming up to them.


    "You are Tolwyn? ' the Kilrathi asked.


    "Yes."


    "I am Tukarg. I was in command of the carrier Gi'karga in what you call the Third Enigma Campaign. I wished to tell you your counterstrike was masterful."


    Taken off guard Tolwyn said nothing.


    "I also understand you commanded the opening of the recent action at Munro."


    Tolwyn still remained silent. From behind Tukarg another Kilrathi appeared and Jason was surprised to see that it was the Baron.


    He was not as tall as most Kilrathi and could even be called slight by their standards, though that was still powerful when compared to a human. His coat was a smooth golden red, and from what little Jason knew of Kilrathi blood lines, the coloring was a mark of the most noble breeding. His eyes were dark, almost coal black, but as he approached a flash of reflected light made them appear to glow for an instant with the color of fire.


    "A nice quote of MacArthur," Tolwyn said as Jukaga approached. "Did it have some hidden meaning?"


    Jukaga laughed softly.


    "Maybe a bad choice on my part; I didn't want to imply that it was you surrendering to us."


    "I understand you've read a lot of our literature.


    Jukaga smiled.


    "A hobby I've found fascinating. Your Chaucer's tales are much the same as our own Backrka's 'Tomes of Sivar,' about a group of pilgrims traveling to a holy shrine.


    Tolwyn smiled.


    "A nice choice of English works to study," Tolwyn said.


    "Ah yes, you were born near Canterbury."


    "However, the pilgrimage to the tomb of Thomas Becket had slightly different rituals than the blood feast of Sivar," Tolwyn replied.


    "Different people, different customs, as they say, but nevertheless I do enjoy your literature."


    "You've spent time then studying me?" Tolwyn asked.


    "You were an adversary. I heard you led the first wave at Vukar Tag, of course I would want to know more of you."


    "So you read Chaucer, is that it?"


    Jukaga laughed


    "Amongst others."


    "And who are some of the others?" Tolwyn asked quietly.


    Jukaga smiled.


    "Political, intellectual writers."


    "Such as Machiavelli, Sun Tzu," Tolwyn ventured, "or perhaps some pages from the writings of Mao or General Giap and his writings on how to weaken an opponent through means other than war; or perhaps a little Clausewitz or the Alpha Centurian theorist Vitivius the Younger."


    "Why those in particular? Is this a recommended reading list?"


    "No," Tolwyn said quietly, "just speculation."


    "Ah, another mistrustful military man," Jukaga replied his voice pitched a little louder so that the press who had gathered at the edge of the group could hear better.


    "Your assumption, not mine," Tolwyn replied softly.


    "Yet another prophet of doom that peace will never work," and he paused for a second, noticing that several reporters and cameramen were jockeying into position to catch the encounter.


    "Admiral, aren't we late for our dinner appointment?" Jason said, coming up behind Tolwyn, lying like mad, but unable to think of a better excuse to extract his commander.


    "Don't forget, Geoffrey . . ." and Jukaga paused, "May I call you that? '


    "My friends do," Tolwyn replied coldly.


    "All right, then Admiral. Let me remind you that we Kilrathi have suffered just as much in this unfortunate war. We have lost millions as well. I've heard you people talk about atrocities, but we have suffered them too."


    He looked over at Jason and smiled again.


    "Though there were some of your warriors who did fight with honor and tried to protect our innocent women and children, even if they were furballs as you so ineloquently put it."


    Jason felt uncomfortable by his attention but looked back at him, saying nothing.


    Jukaga hesitated for a moment as if not wishing to say something.


    "Speaking of atrocities," Tukarg, standing behind Jukaga, interjected.


    "Let it drop, it's over," Jukaga replied


    Tukarg shook his head


    "I had clan blood on that ship," Tukarg said coldly and he turned to look at the press.


    We have intelligence information that your Admiral Tolwyn launched an attack against one of our ships after he had already received the report that a preliminary armistice agreement had been reached and that all offensive action was to cease. Such an act is a war crime."


    "An honest mistake," Jukaga said as if almost apologizing for Tukarg. "And besides," he said with a forced laugh, "now you've gone and revealed that we had cracked their latest fleet code.


    "I'm sorry this has come up," Jukaga continued, "but perhaps there should be an investigation to clear your name."


    "There's no need for an investigation," Tolwyn said quietly


    "Oh, then of course you are innocent."


    "No, quite the contrary," Tolwyn replied, "I did it because it was my duty. Now if you'll excuse me."


    He nodded curtly and turned away.


    The press swarmed after him shouting questions, shouldering Jason and Ian out of the way.


    "Nicely done," Jason said coldly, looking straight at Jukaga.


    For a brief instant he felt as if he could almost sense the contempt and then the smile returned.


    "I didn't want it to happen. I know how a warriors blood can get up. It was unfortunate but such incidents happen in war. It was best to leave it forgotten now that it is over."


    "But of course," Jason said coldly.


    "You were the one who raided our home world, weren't you?"


    "First to Kilrah," Jason said quietly, repeating what was now the slogan of his ship.


    Again there seemed to be that flash.


    "Masterful; I studied it intently afterwards."


    "I just bet you did," Ian replied.


    "Perhaps we'll talk again someday," Jukaga said stiffly and turning he walked off, the smile returning as he waved to the cameras.


    "Come on," Jason said angrily, looking over at Hunter, "let's get out of here, I need to find a bathroom."


    Jukaga turned back and watched Tolwyn disappear from view, surrounded by a horde of press shouting questions. Tolwyn's actions had caught him by surprise. It was a convenient way of removing one of the finest fleet admirals of the Confederation and to discredit the fleet as well. And yet it struck him as strange that Tolwyn would allow his passion to get the better of him. It did not fit the pattern at all of a man he had studied so intently. He found that he almost felt sorry for him. How easily he had been destroyed, not in battle, but by a ruse. The ever eager reporters of the Confederation, who would now destroy a man that the best fleet officers of the Empire found to be unbeatable.


    Yes, he could feel sorry for him even if he was the enemy, and that realization Jukaga found to be almost troubling.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE

    


    "All engines stop."


    "All engines stop, sir. Hard dock to station secured"


    Docking a ship the size of an escort carrier was always a bit of a tricky job, and with the maneuver finished Jason sat back in his chair and took a sip of coffee.


    He looked around at his bridge crew who stood silent. The speeches had already been made earlier when the rest of the crew, except for the few hands necessary for this final run out from Earth orbit, had transferred off.


    There was simply nothing more to be said.


    "Secure reactor to cold shut down," he said softly.


    He paused for a moment.


    "I guess that's it."


    The crew was unable to reply.


    "Dock yard officer coming aboard," a petty officer announced and Jason nodded.


    A minute later he heard the footsteps in the corridor and tried to force a smile. A lone officer came on to the bridge, faced Jason, and saluted.


    "Lieutenant Commander Westerlin, commander fleet yard five, requesting permission to come aboard, sir."


    He tried to be formal in reply but his voice still caught slightly.


    "Permission granted," and returned the salute.


    The officer pulled out a small piece of paper and unfolded it.


    "By order of C-in-C ConFleet, to Captain Jason Bondarevsky, CVE Tarawa," the officer began, and Jason could see he had been through the ritual so many times that he barely needed to read the orders.


    "As of the this date, CVE 8 Confederation Fleet Ship Tarawa is hereby officially stricken from active list and placed in inactive reserve. Unless otherwise noted in attached form below, all officers and crew are hereby discharged from active fleet service upon completion of all proper discharge procedures and placed on inactive reserves. Signed C-in-C ConFleet."


    The officer folded the paper and hesitated for a moment.


    "Sir, its a bit out of form but I also received a note from the Commander of Third Fleet, Admiral Banbridge, which he asked me to read."


    Jason nodded, and the officer unfolded the piece of paper.


    "Never in the annals of the fleet has so much been accomplished by a ship such as yours. I am proud to have served with all of you. The name Tarawa will not be forgotten, God bless you all."


    The officer handed the paper to Jason, who smiled.


    "Sir, for what's it's worth I hate this job," the officer said quietly. "A lot of the other ships I don t really care about, but your ship, sir," and he hesitated. "Sir, I'm sorry I have to take over this old girl. She's a proud ship."


    "So am I," Jason sighed "Just take good care of her."


    "We'll do our best."


    He turned and looked back at his crew.


    "Time you folks shipped off. I'll be along shortly."


    One by one they filed off the bridge, Jason standing by the door and shaking the hand of each until finally he was alone except for Westerlin.


    "I'll leave you alone if you want, sir," the officer said, as if he were a mortician withdrawing from the side of a grieving widower, and he silently stepped off the bridge.


    Jason walked around the bridge one last time. It had been his bridge for really only a very short time. After the raid on Kilrah the ship had been laid up for a year. It would in fact have been far cheaper to simply scrap her and build a new one from scratch, but public opinion was dead set against it. During that year he'd been stuck Earthside, assigned to the fleet war college for advanced training, finishing up with a brief stint at the Academy to run their latest holo combat simulator training program. But the ship had sailed at last, only to serve in one final brief action before the armistice. Yet, it was his ship, it was in fact, since Kilrah, the only thing he really loved.


    He could have stayed longer, but then farewells should never be drawn out. Leaving the bridge without a backward glance he went into his cabin and hoisted the duffel bag off his bed. The room looked sterile now, just another standard ship's room, painted the usual light green, with one closet, a bed, a desk, and a computer terminal and holo projection box. The few pictures on his desk, his brother and himself taken before Joshua had gone off to the Marines, and died on Khorsan, a faded two dimensional image of his mother and father taken on the day they were married, and a shot of Svetlana that one of her friends in the Marines had sent along after her death — they were in his duffel.


    He closed the door behind him and walked down the now dimmed corridors. He passed the flight ready room and had a flash memory of his first day aboard, chewing out his new pilots, and passed on into the hangar deck. The Rapiers, Ferrets, and Sabres lined the deck and it felt strange to hear the silence. No engines humming, no shouted commands blaring over the loudspeakers, the hissing roar of the catapult or the thunderclap of engines kicking in afterburners on a hot launch. It was a silence that was as complete and deeply disturbing as if he were walking through a tomb.


    He turned to face the bulkhead and the roll of honor listing all those who had died while serving aboard the ship. Coming to attention he saluted the honor roll and then noticed that the commissioning flag which should be to the right of the honor roll was missing. He felt a flicker of anger over that, wondering who had taken it down, and turning started for the airlock door which was secured to the shipyard docking station. Turning the corner, he saw a small line of men and women waiting for him: Doomsday, Sparks (his head of fighter maintenance), Kevin Tolwyn, and last of all Ian Hunter looking strange indeed dressed in civilian mufti, having been already retired from the fleet the day before. The group came to attention, saluted, and Kevin stepped forward to hand Jason a folded flag, the commissioning pennant of Tarawa.


    "Thought you'd want this, sir," Kevin said with a grin. "Someday you might want to hang it back up again."


    "Thanks, Kevin."


    To one side he saw a group of technicians, the mothballing crew, who would finish the shut down of the ship for cold storage. Though the government had agreed to the armistice and with it an immediate cut back of fifty percent of the active fleet, at least they were not taking the ships out and simply cutting them up as the Kilrathi had first suggested; the military had managed to stop that mad idea. It had become a major fly in the ointment in the four weeks since the armistice, with the Kilrathi threatening to pull out of the peace talks but so far the civilian government had not budged, though Jamison was screaming for even deeper cutbacks. The inactive fleet was therefore, at least for the moment, secured, the ships hooked to orbital bases for power and maintenance. Rodham, however, had agreed to the ship's crews being paid off and assigned to inactive reserves as a cost cutting measure, a fact which meant that hundreds of thousands of highly trained personnel were being pulled from their ships and demobilized as quickly as ships were pulled from the front and sent to the main bases either above Earth, Sirius, or out at Carnovean Station.


    He turned to face back down the corridor and bowed his head for a moment.


    "Good-bye, my friends," he whispered, remembering all those who in a way would be forever young, and forever bound to his ship. Fighting back the tears he turned without another word and went through the airlock, his friends following in silence.


    
      * * *

    


    "Rear Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn, approach the court."


    Walking stiffly, Geoff came up before the court martial officers and saluted.


    Admiral Banbridge, as the presiding officer, stood up, his hands shaking as he unfolded a single sheet of paper.


    "Rear Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn, it is the decision of this court that you have been found guilty of disobedience of fleet orders, in that you knowingly attacked a vessel of the Kilrathi Empire after being made fully aware of General Order number 2312A, ordering the suspension of all hostilities.


    "It is the decision of this court that you hereby be stripped of your rank and suffer a dishonorable discharge with the loss of all privileges and honors due your rank."


    Banbridge lowered his head and nodded. A Marine captain came forward and took Tolwyn's ceremonial sword, which had rested on the desk of the court martial officers since the opening of the trial. He placed the tip of the sword on the ground and held it at an angle. Raising his foot he slammed his heel down on the side of the blade, snapping it in half. The crack of the sword breaking echoed through the chamber and Geoff winced at the sound. The Marine tossed the hilt of the sword on the floor by Geoff's feet and then stepped up to Geoff.


    The Marine looked him straight in the eyes and Geoff could see that the man hated what he was about to do.


    Grabbing hold of the insignias of rank on Geoff's shoulders the Marine tore them off with a violent jerking motion so that Geoff swayed and struggled to keep at attention. The Marine again looked him in the eyes.


    "I'm sorry, sir," he whispered and Geoff nodded a reply.


    The Marine turned back to face the court and placed the torn bits of fabric and brass on the desk.


    Geoff looked squarely at Banbridge and snapped off a salute, trying not to notice the tears in his old mentor's eyes. Breaking with tradition he leaned over and picked up the broken hilt and blade of his sword, turned, and marched out of the room. After he left a side door opened and a lone figure came through it, bending low and then standing up to his full height.


    "Ambassador Vak'ga," Banbridge said coldly, "the fleet wishes to extend its apologies over this incident and as you were informed this morning, restitution will be paid to the families of those killed in the incident. Admiral Tolwyn has been dishonorably discharged from the service in punishment."


    "Does that mean that he will now commit Zu'kara?"


    "Zu'kara?"


    "How do you say it?" Vak'ga rumbled. "Yes, ritual suicide in atonement for an act of shame to ones hrai, I mean family."


    "That's not our way, Banbridge replied coldly. "And besides, the carrier he was attacking had also launched a strike after the armistice and Tolwyn could be justified in his action by acting in self-defense. Good God, Ambassador, we've logged more than a hundred such incidents during the first day, and hundreds more since. Shutting off thirty years of war is not easy."


    "So that is it?" Vak'ga snapped. "He is simply told to go away with no further punishment? With us, for such a crime, he would not even be allowed the glory of Zu'kara, his throat would be slit and his body hung by its heels like a prey animal."


    Banbridge bristled.


    "I'm sure that would be the case for you," he finally replied, the sarcasm in his voice evident. "As for Geoff Tolwyn, losing the fleet and his rank is the worst punishment imaginable. After all it was the only family he'd had for the last twenty years."


    He knew that the Ambassador was most likely aware that Tolwyn's wife and boys had been killed in a raid; most of the holo news reports had played on that theme as a motivation for his spectacular career and his final downfall.


    "I lost my family too," Vak'ga snarled, "or didn't you know that?"


    Banbridge nodded but said nothing.


    The Ambassador turned as if to leave.


    "Mr. Ambassador, one question before you go."


    "Yes?"


    "The issue of POW exchange. A full accounting within twenty four standard days was promised on the day the armistice was signed. We have fully complied and you have not."


    "For us it is no issue," the Ambassador replied. "Anyone who allowed himself to be captured has lost all honor, he is sa'guk, one who is already dead to his hrai. We do not care. I do not see why it is of such great concern to you."


    "Because it is, damn it," Banbridge snapped. "We've lived by the agreement on every point. You are already dragging your feet. I demand a full reporting of all POWs immediately."


    "Demand? We demanded the head of Tolwyn and you slap his wrist and send him away. We demanded the suppression of your raiders based on your frontier worlds and an apology from the Firekka for their belligerent statements. I will not listen to demands from you in turn on such trivial things."


    He turned and strode from the room.


    War was a hell of a lot easier," Banbridge said darkly.


    Jason looked up from his drink as Hunter came into the Vacuum Breathers Bar.


    The "Vacuum Breather" was one of the favorite watering holes just off the main military base on the moon. It had an old tradition that any patron who had breathed vacuum, that is experienced the hulling of his ship, and survived, received an honorary beer mug with his name on it. The far well of the bar was lined with hundreds of mugs. The first beer of the day was always free for such an honoree when he came in and his mug was pulled down from the rack.


    Gallagher, the owner of the bar, was legendary for his love of the service. He was an old fleet lifer with over thirty years service before retiring, thus his "boys and girls" as he called them, were almost like his own family and he was always ready to loan an extra twenty, or stand a free round.


    "Any luck?" Ian asked, pulling his mug down from the back of the room and coming back to settle in by Jason and Doomsday. The barkeep came up, took the mug, filled it and slid it back to Ian who nodded his thanks.


    Sighing, Jason shook his head. Jobs, at the moment, were scarcer then a good bottle of Firekka Firewater. There'd been a lead that an old Victory-class transport, a ship that was already out of date when it was mass produced in the first years of the war, needed a co-pilot and flight engineer. When he showed up at the office he already knew it was hopeless. At least a hundred others were there to apply, a few of them old comrades that he hadn't seen since his days on Gettysburg. It was a great reunion but no job, the slots filled by the former captain of a frigate and her first officer who were willing to take pay fifty percent below standard. If it wasn't for forty/one hundred benefits — one hundred a week for forty weeks — and free housing in former barracks and training centers, nearly everyone in the fleet would be starving to death.


    "How about you?"


    "Same story," Ian said with a sigh as he settled down to the bar beside him.


    "I always knew it'd come to this end," Doomsday said quietly, and Jason groaned


    "Damn it, man, for years all I've heard you prophesy is that the war was going to kill you. You've got eight campaign ribbons, a medal of honor, two silver stars, the Vegan victory Award with diamonds, half a dozen fighters shot out from under you and how many kills was it?"


    "I lost count after sixty."


    "And never a damn scratch," Jason said. "Besides that you cleaned us all out in that poker game last night. You're the luckiest damn pilot in the fleet and the most depressing."


    Doomsday sighed, mumbled softly in Maori, and motioned for another beer for himself and for Ian who nodded a thanks.


    "And I lose all my hard won earnings buying you guys drinks."


    "Well, at least we're here to drink," Jason replied, raising his voice.


    "Yeah, great, brother, beer money for us all from a grateful Confederation," someone announced from the other side of the bar.


    A chorus of sarcastic laughter echoed in the room and then fell silent as first one, and then the rest of the patrons of the Vacuum Breathers Club turned and looked at the door.


    A heavily built Kilrathi filled the entryway and though his frame was imposing he somehow looked a bit lost and nervous.


    "Sire!"


    "Oh god, it's Kirha," Ian sighed, coming to his feet and approaching the Kilrathi as he leaped down the steps. He started to drop to one knee and Ian grabbed him by the shoulders.


    "Not here," he hissed, "and besides, remember I released you from your oath of fealty."


    "But such an oath can never be truly broken, sire," Kirha said


    "Just what the hell are you doing here? It's been years since I've seen you, I thought you were exchanged or something. Why aren't you going back home?"


    "I was with the first batch of prisoners to be released last week. It was a sad sight, my lord. Many did not know where to go, what to do, not sure if their hrai will still recognize them. I heard I could find you here and thought you might know what to do."


    Ian slowly grinned.


    "You saved my butt once, my friend, and I must say it's a pleasure to see you again. Come on, let's have a drink.


    Kirha came up to the bar, looked at the chairs which had no place for his tail to stick through, and simply leaned against the railing, towering over all the others in the room.


    "Hey, we don't serve his kind in here," the bartender growled.


    "Listen, buddy, the war's over, or haven't you heard, Doomsday said quietly.


    "I don't care, we don't serve him."


    "Say, brother, how long you been working in this bar?"


    "A week."


    "If Gallagher, the owner of this dive, heard you talking like that in his joint he'd throw you out on your butt. This Kilrathi's a friend of ours and that buys him a drink anywhere we are."


    "I don t care, I'm not serving him."


    Kirha looked around nervously.


    "If this will cause trouble, sire, I can withdraw."


    "Hey, Hunter, who the hell's your buddy?" a pilot wearing the insignia of a fighter squadron leader on his lapel shouted from the other side of the bar.


    "You blokes heard how Paladin and me rescued that Firekka princess?" Ian replied.


    Most of the men and women in the dimly lit room nodded their heads, laughed, and groaned. Ian's ability at telling stories of his heroics was legendary in the Vacuum.


    "Well, this is the furball that saved my butt. I'd have been dead along with Paladin and that Firekka princess if it hadn't been for him."


    The crowd nodded their approval and several came up to shake Kirha's paw, a human ritual which he still obviously found to be disconcerting.


    Ian turned back to the bartender.


    "So serve him his damn drink."


    The man looked around nervously, and mumbled to himself.


    "What was that you said about my Cat friend?" a pilot at the edge of the group snarled.


    The bartender looked at Kirha


    "Whatya have?" he said quietly.


    "Scotch, single malt, make it a triple.


    A chorus of laughter echoed around the room, breaking the tension and even the bartender forced a weak grin as he filled the glass and pushed it over. Ian started to slide a bill across.


    "Sorry about the mistake, Captain. Keep it, it's on the house," the bartender replied and turned away.


    Kirha took the drink up, and bowed to Ian.


    "To peace between the hrai of the Kilrathi and of Humans."


    He downed the drink in a single gulp and a flash of sharp canines signaled his delight. The bartender shook his head


    "I guess you're all right."


    "I've waited a long time for this drink," Kirha sighed, and Ian ordered up another round.


    "So what do you think of all of this?" Ian asked.


    "You mean the peace agreements?" Kirha asked


    "Yeah."


    "It is, how do you humans say it, warmed leavings of a male cow."


    A ripple of laughter echoed around the room and even the bartender smiled


    "Why?"


    "I know of this Baron Jukaga of the hrai of the Ki'ra. They are the most ancient of the families, their blood even thicker than that of the Imperial line. Their hatred of the Imperial family is well known."


    "How's that?" the bartender asked, coming over, obviously curious.


    "Before we gained space, in the Seventh Dynastic War, the family of the Emperor gained dominance over Kilrah, defeating the Ki'ra who were forced to swear allegiance. It surely would have become an Eighth Dynastic war, except for the arrival of the foolish Utara."


    "The who?" the barkeep asked, leaning against the side of the bar and pouring Kirha another drink.


    Kirha laughed, nodded his thanks and downed the drink in a single gulp.


    "The Utara came to Kilrah offering friendship, trade, and peace. They showed us how to make spacecraft, and the secret of the jump points."


    Kirha shook his head.


    "As soon as we gained space we slaughtered them. They were a weak and foolish people."


    Kirha laughed and pounded the bar as if he had just told an hysterical joke. His audience looked at him in silence.


    "Some thanks," Ian mumbled.


    "It's considered quite funny by us," Kirha said, looking around the room, still chuckling though finally realizing that his audience wasn't all that amused.


    "I guess you don't see the humor."


    "Maybe something got lost in the translation, mate," Ian interjected.


    Kirha nodded, looking at the bar patrons.


    "I see here, yet again a difference between us," he finally said. "To us, such weakness was stupidity so pathetic that it becomes funny. I take it you don't see it that way."


    "Something like that," a voice from the back of the room said.


    "It is why I, and those still prisoners, roared with laughter when we heard you agreed to this thing you call an armistice. It was an act of weakness. It will cause a loss of face for you, a loss of respect that you have in some way earned by your valiant resistance against the might of the Empire. There is an old Kilrah saying 'steel against iron is not a testing.' Though we hated you, and wished to overthrow you, still we came to see that our own courage could be honorably tested by matching it against your own. That is the way of finding honor and glory.


    "Your leaders have thrown that away. When we come again, it will be with contempt and the slaughter will be brutal beyond your darkest nightmares."


    There was a stirring in the room.


    "And will you help them out, buddy?" the barkeep asked quietly.


    "I am without hrai, without country," Kirha said in reply. "I have sworn allegiance to Hunter; it is now impossible for me to ever go back."


    He looked almost mournful and there were even a couple of nods of sympathy from the others in the room.


    "You were telling us about this Jukaga," Jason asked.


    "Ah yes, Jukaga. With the freeing from our planet and the outward rush to wars with races we had never dreamed existed, our own civil wars became a thing of the past, for at last we had found others to test our steel against. But the clan of Ki'ra never reconciled itself to the fact that it was not upon the Imperial throne, seeing this as the fluke of but one battle lost ages ago. In Jukaga this disdain became more openly voiced with the reversals of our war against you. That is something I suspect your leaders have not given full weight to."


    "How so?" Jason pressed.


    "The fact that it was Jukaga who made the first overture of peace I find to be surprising. It was not someone of the Imperial line. It means that he has gained enough power to actually allow the Emperor to permit him to be the voice of the throne.


    "It is an interesting point of balance. The Emperor must have agreed to this peace because there was some pressure, either from your fleets, or from the other clans, perhaps both. Yet if he allows the peace to continue, without a clear cut victory, he and his grandson the Crown Prince will fall and Jukaga will rise to seize the throne their hrai has coveted for so long. Jukaga must know as well that if he seizes the throne, but the war is not then immediately started, he will fall as well, for the drive to killing is so strong in our blood that we will quickly turn upon each other."


    "Did anyone from Intelligence ever talk to you Cats about this?" Jason asked.


    "Oh many times. They were quite nice, some could even speak Kilrah, a wondrous and strange thing coming from the mouth of a human. We laughed and told them what we thought."


    "And the reports were ignored," Ian said coldly.


    "There is a game here," Kirha said, "and you humans are, how do you say it, paki, pawns, for the power play of Jukaga. I think his wish is to use the peace to somehow then blame the Emperor, eliminate him, and then successfully finish the war himself."


    "You sound like you don't like Jukaga."


    Kirha growled, his fur bristling.


    "He and his hrai think my coat not red enough, my blood not thick enough; my own hrai is descendent from the Ragitagha," and as he pronounced his clan name his teeth flashed, his mane standing out so that he appeared to nearly double in size and the crowd backed up a bit, looking at him wide eyed.


    "The Ki'ra," and he hissed, spitting on the floor, "if they think they can take the throne under the Baron, they must bring a great Victory. By the blood of my clan I promise you there will be war again and your leaders are fools not to see it."


    "Just like Tolwyn figured it," Jason said coldly, and he heard a lot of angry mutters of agreement.


    "Tolwyn, that traitor," a voice announced from the back corner of the room, "they should have shot the bastard"


    The room went silent, everyone turning to look at the speaker, who sat at a dimly lit table, surrounded by half a dozen men and women who looked around nervously. Jason could tell instantly that they were outsiders and that reaction he found to be curious. He'd been around military types for so long a group of obvious civilians in a military bar seemed strange.


    Nearly everyone who frequented the place now were either the few still serving with the fleet or ex-service, easily identified by the gold star of the army, fleet pin, or fouled anchor pin of a Marine on his collar. There was also an unexplainable something else that so easily set the veteran aside, a bit of a distant far away look, from having seen the far reaches of known space, from having fought, and far too often having seen friends die. The six in the corner were not of the club.


    The room went quiet for a moment and Jason finally broke the ice.


    "It's a free Confederation, go ahead and speak up if you want to," he announced.


    A short portly man stood up and came over to the bar, followed a bit nervously by the rest of his group.


    "Doctor Torg's the name, he said, "I didn't get yours."


    "I didn't give it, but it's Bondarevsky."


    "Oh yes," one of the women behind Torg gasped. "I saw the holo about you. Oh, the girl you loved was just so beautiful."


    "The actress didn't look anything like her," Jason said quietly.


    "But still it was so sad," and she came up to Jason's side and actually touched him on the shoulder and then looked back excitedly at her friends.


    Another woman in the group looked at the excited girl and shook her head.


    "Say, Lisa, just back off a bit, OK."


    "But he's famous, Elaine."


    "I don't think he really wants the attention," Elaine replied.


    Jason nodded her a thanks and then looked back at Torg.


    "You don t like the Admiral, is that it?" Doomsday growled.


    Torg looked over at Doomsday and then turned away, ignoring him.


    "Do you know how much this war's been costing us?" Torg asked.


    "I think so," Jason said quietly.


    "Just under eight trillion a year."


    "That wasn't the cost I was thinking of," Jason replied slowly, his voice barely a whisper.


    "The Baron is right. Didn't you see his interview on the holo yesterday?"


    "We kind of missed it, Doomsday interjected, so please enlighten us."


    "Why, he said that this war was nothing but a conspiracy on the part of the military to get power and make money. The longer the war dragged on, the more power your admirals, generals, and military suppliers got."


    "Oh, Baron Jukaga said this," a pilot from the other side of the bar said, "how interesting, and what about their fleet? I guess they're innocent."


    "Why, he admitted that their fleet and military had done the same thing too."


    "Was this holo shown in the Empire as well?" Kirha asked.


    Torg looked up at him nervously.


    "I don't know, I guess so. He said that a full report would soon be issued by the Kilrathi-Human Friendship Committee."


    "The what?" several patrons of the bar asked in unison.


    "Why, it's just a wonderful idea," the excited girl announced as she walked to the far wall to look at the rows of silver mugs. "Doctor Torg is a member of the committee, he's even met the Baron."


    "The Baron is organizing a friendship committee that will provide for peaceful exchanges between our peoples," Torg said. "I think he's really quite sensitive to our culture, to a tolerance for multicultural diversity in the universe, and the rights of indigenous peoples of all races to live in peace. I've even arranged for him to speak at my university on Earth about his understanding of our literature and how to strengthen our ties of peace."


    "Just wonderful. I can't wait to attend," Doomsday said, the sarcasm dripping in his voice.


    "I think you're being too narrow minded in all of this," Torg announced, looking at Doomsday and at the rest of the patrons who were shaking their heads.


    "Narrow minded. I hung my hide out on the line for over fifteen years with the fleet and you're saying I'm narrow minded?" Doomsday snapped.


    "That's the problem with military types like you," Torg replied with a superior disdain. "You forget to look at the broader issues. This war was a lot more complicated than kill or be killed. You military types just don't see the big picture, that's always been a problem throughout history. I have my doctorate in sociology, I've made a study of this war and the conspiracy of a number of people to keep it going."


    "Say, I like these mugs up here," the woman who had been talking to Jason announced, going up to the wall and taking one down. The bar went silent.


    "Especially the ones with the gold handle. How can I get one?"


    "You get killed in action, that's how. Gallagher gilds the handle of the mug when he hears that the owner bought a permanent piece of space," Jason said quietly, and the woman looked at him wide eyed and then turned pale.


    "I'm sorry," she whispered. "I didn't know."


    "That's all right," Jason replied softly.


    She came back to Torg's side.


    "Dave, maybe we should go."


    "Just a minute, Lisa."


    Come on, I think we've interfered enough here." Torg ignored her.


    "Listen, pilot, I think I know a bit more about the complexity of this than you do. As a professor it's been my job to study and interpret these types of issues," Torg said. "Just because you got a service pin doesn't mean you own the Confederation. Remember the war's over, friend, so get off the taxpayers back, get a real job, and get a life."


    Several chairs were kicked over and Jason held up his hand as if signaling his friends not to do anything.


    "Listen, buddy," Jason replied. "You heard what Kirha said. This whole thing is a sham. The Baron's talking us into laying our necks on the chopping block and he'll be back with the axe. In fact I think some people in this government are so stupid they're even helping him sharpen the blade and drawing the line on our necks for us, and you'll be there to help them.


    "Are you saying that President Rodham and I are traitors?"


    "No, just stupid."


    "If there's a traitor around it's you and people like you," Torg snapped. "It's time to shut the hell up and get behind the government. Those who disagree now with Rodham are traitors.


    "I was never behind our government," Jason replied. "I was out in front of it, laying my hide on the line. Maybe you people back here on Earth have forgotten what a real gut-busting war is all about. Yeah, you've paid your taxes for it, bought your war bonds, and lord knows sent enough of your sons and daughters off to die in it.


    "You're damn straight," Torg replied, "my wife's brother got killed in it, and more than one of my students, and for what?"


    "For what? Listen, buddy, out on the frontier, on the colonial worlds we damn well knew for what. We saw it up front and up close. We knew that if the Kilrathi ever got through the thin line of fighters and carriers our worlds could be scorched to a cinder. I saw enough worlds like that. You folks back here on Earth maybe have forgotten that."


    "Not all of us," Elaine interjected. "I want peace, and I'd like to believe the Baron, but I can understand what you're saying, Captain."


    "It's Jason."


    She smiled and Jason could sense Torg bristling that someone in his entourage was siding with the enemy.


    "Then if you want war so damn much, why are you drinking with this Kilrathi?"


    Jason started to laugh.


    "You just don't get it, do you?"


    "Listen, doc," a pilot said, coming up to join the argument. "If I had met this Kilrathi in a fight, him and me out there in the middle of it, I'd have killed him without a second thought and I bet he'd have done the same to me."


    Kirha grinned and nodded.


    "But that's my duty and it was his duty. I can hate his Empire, I can hate what it does, but I can tell you this, at least the Cats serving in the fleet, the pilots the crews of the ships usually fought honorably. Imperial legion assault troops, now they're a different breed, but not him, at least I hope not."


    "I was with the fleet," Kirha announced proudly.


    The pilot nodded.


    "And I respect him. At least he shared the same things I did, the fear, the months of waiting, the moments of sheer terror. I have more in common with him than I do with armchair philosophers like you who think you know about war. You professor types kill me. You think just because you get that Ph. D. you're God almighty and everyone is supposed to kneel and call you doctor. Some of the biggest fools I ever met when it came to war and politics I usually found back in the classrooms. You fill your students' minds with a bunch of crap about a world you don't even understand. You don't have a clue as to just how nasty the real universe is, and then you attack those who are protecting you from the darkness that would rip your guts out if it had the chance."


    "You're just another ignorant military brute," Torg sneered.


    The pilot snapped.


    "I spent four years at the Fleet Academy and six years in advanced training. I have the equal of a doctorate in aerospace engineering and nine years of combat tours," the pilot snapped. "As for this Kirha, I'll buy him a drink anytime. As for you, the damn thing is I'll die defending you when this war starts again, and that kind of makes me want to puke right now."


    Torg hesitated for a second, unable to reply.


    "Let's get out of here," Torg finally announced, looking back to his friends. "There's just no sense in arguing with people like this."


    "What do you mean people like this?" Ian interjected.


    "You know what I mean."


    "No, enlighten me."


    "War mongers, that's what you are. You get your kicks out of it, and then live high on the hog, taking your hundred a week pension out of the taxpayers like me. If I had my way, we'd have ended this war years ago and then spent the money for things that really count and not waste it on your high tech war toys that are good for nothing but killing."


    "I thought freedom was worth something," Doomsday interjected "Enough of my friends died for it. Enough of my friends died so you could come here and play tourist and speak your piece. That's the problem with people like you. You forget all too quickly just how expensive freedom really is and then curse at the very people who gave it to you. No wonder I'm always depressed," and he turned away.


    "Now I know where I've heard your name," Torg snapped, ignoring Doomsday and looking back at Jason. "It wasn't that holo movie, it's that you're one of Admiral Tolwyn's hangers-on. He's just the type I'm talking about and he got exactly what he deserved. In fact I agree with the Baron, he should have been executed."


    Even as he finished speaking he realized he had overstepped his bounds. Jason stood up and Ian put out his hand to restrain him. The bar went as silent as a tomb.


    Torg backed away a step.


    "Come on, let's get out of here," he snapped, trying to exit with a display of bravado and contempt and failing miserably.


    "He turned and headed for the door and then looked back nervously over his shoulder.


    "Elaine."


    "Go on, Torg, just get out of here. Haven't you done enough already?"


    Torg quickly went out the door and then started talking loudly again, denouncing Tolwyn and the military to his followers.


    Jason turned back to the bar as Elaine came up to his side.


    "I'm sorry, Jason."


    "Why don't you just go, he whispered, trying to control the anger in his voice.


    "Jason," and she touched him on the shoulder.


    He looked over at her, shrugging his shoulder so that she drew her hand away.


    "He's a jerk," she said


    "I'd call him something else," Kirha said, and she smiled.


    "Listen, Jason. There's always some people like him around."


    "Well, he sure seemed like one of your friends."


    She laughed softly.


    "Like hell. He's a professor on some stupid committee that's supposed to look at turning over some of the bases here on the moon to civilian use. I'm up here on assignment to cover it."


    "A reporter?"


    "Yeah, a writer of sorts, my magazine wants me to do a story on the project. That's how I wound up with him this afternoon."


    "Oh great, another member of the press," Doomsday mumbled.


    She laughed


    "We're not all idiots," she replied, "and what you heard from Torg isn't what most people think. Sure, we want peace, but most of us, myself included, are still suspicious of this whole thing. And I'll tell you this, you might have your idiots like Torg ranting and raving on some campus and boring the hell out of his students but he's a joke to anyone with real sense. Nine out of ten people are damn proud of you. My older brother put in two tours with the Marines till he got invalided out and I'm proud of him. Ordinary folks aren't big on talking about it, but they feel it inside," and as she spoke tears came to her eyes.


    "Well, the way the papers and holo stations report it, it doesn't seem that way," Jason said


    "You know and I know the full story never really gets told, and didn't your mother ever tell you don't believe everything you read?"


    He laughed softly.


    "As a matter of fact, she did."


    Elaine smiled.


    "Look, I've got to go," she said and then fumbled in the bag over her shoulder. She pulled out a card, scribbled a number on the back of it and handed it to him.


    "That's my phone number while I'm out on assignment, and the card's my business office. I'll be up here for a couple of more days, maybe we can get together for a drink."


    "I'd make a great story, is that it? Ex-hero, what is he doing now?"


    "Don't be so defensive," she said quietly. "It's not that at all."


    "A pick up then, is that it?"


    "You wish," she laughed. "No, just being a friend. That jerk really embarrassed me. Most all of us are damned grateful for what all of you did in the war. A lot of us lost people we know. If we're buying the peace thing its because we just want the damn thing to stop. The offer's just being a friend, nothing more."


    She looked at him and smiled.


    "Honestly."


    "You know we want it to end too," Jason replied, "but we want it to stop after we know it's really over, and that we or our kids after us don't have to go back out and fight it all over again. '


    She nodded in reply.


    "Just a friendly gesture on my part, no strings attached. OK?" She extended her hand.


    "OK," and he smiled softly.


    She shook his hand and turned to leave and then hesitated, looking up at Kirha.


    "So you really think its a trap?"


    Kirha nodded.


    She sighed and left the bar.


    Shaking his head Jason watched as she headed out into the main corridor and disappeared around the corner. He had to admit she certainly was attractive, he always did have a thing for very slender brunettes. But then the flash memory of Svetlana hit him and all the old pain came back again. He folded her card up and pushed it under the coaster for his beer. The whole thing with Svetlana was still too close for him to want to even make a try at getting involved again.


    "Think what that professor guy said is for real?" the bartender asked


    "If so you'd better learn how to serve Vak'qu, because many of my former comrades will be drinking in this place once the next war is over," Kirha growled.


    "What the hell is that?"


    "It makes what you call single malt scotch look like bak."


    "Bak?"


    Kirha and Ian laughed


    "It has something to do with old diapers, Ian cut in. "Let's just say Vak'qu will burn a hole right through durasteel."


    "Hey, look what just dragged in," Doomsday announced and to the shock of everyone he leaped from his seat and went up to greet a short, almost baby-faced pilot coming through the door.


    "Lone Wolf Tolwyn," Jason shouted and went up to join Doomsday in a round of backslapping.


    At the name Tolwyn the other pilots and ex-service crowd in the bar got up and gathered around him.


    "How's the old man taking it?" and the question was shouted a dozen or more times as Kevin made his way up to the bar and allowed Doomsday to buy his "old life saving buddy," a drink.


    "It's been tough on him," Kevin announced quietly. "He's retired to the family estate out on the Shetland Islands. At least out there the press can't get at him."


    Kevin chatted with the crowd for several minutes and then caught Jason's eye and motioned for him to break away from the group.


    As they moved away Kevin nodded for Doomsday and Ian to join them in a corner of the bar. Settling down around a table which was covered from one end to the other with carved initials and squadron insignia Kevin looked around at his old comrades and smiled.


    "My uncle sent me up here on a little, how shall I say, recruiting expedition."


    "For what?" Jason asked.


    "I can't tell you, because I don't even really know myself, but he's been calling in a lot of his old comrades and personnel to stop by his estate for a visit. He sent me out to round up some of you hanging around out here at the old base. Would you three be willing to drop down to Earth for a day or two?"


    "Anything the old man wants," Ian said.


    Kevin smiled.


    "There's a shuttle leaving in three hours and I took the liberty of booking some seats on it for you and a couple other people I'm looking for. Transfer over to the London shuttle once you get to Earth orbit. Touch down and head to gate 443, there'll be a ground hop waiting for you there. I don't think I need to tell you that this little trip is very private, so lets keep a secure lid on it."


    Ian suddenly frowned and looked back to the bar where Kirha was looking over expectantly at him.


    "Got a problem," Ian said quietly and motioned to where his Kilrathi friend was sitting.


    "What about him?"


    Kevin looked over at Kirha and smiled sadly.


    "My uncle said that poor Cat might try and look you up. I'm sorry, Ian, security is just too tight on this."


    Ian nodded sadly.


    "Look, let's do it this way," Jason interjected. "Your family still has that farm back in Australia. Send him there until we finish up whatever it is the Admiral wants."


    Ian smiled and then reached into his wallet and pulled it out.


    Doomsday, Kevin, and Jason, seeing the dilapidated condition of Ian's wallet and overall financial condition pulled out what money they had.


    "That ought to be enough to buy him a ticket. Thanks, lads."


    "Look, he can take one of my seats down to London, and then you can fly him to Australia from there. I'll get in contact with my uncle and make sure someone meets us at the shuttle port to take him out."


    Ian nodded his thanks.


    Kevin smiled and shook hands around the table.


    "I'll see you at Windward."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR

    


    As the London shuttle turned on final Jason found that he had to nearly fight with Kirha for a look out the window. Though he had spent a year Earthside while Tarawa was going through refit, he had never had a chance to get to London. He was seeing precious little of it now as Kirha kept leaning over him to look out the window.


    "Ah boys, it'll be good to hear real kings English spoken as it should be," Ian said.


    "Hell, you're from Australia," Doomsday replied.


    "Once part of the same glorious Empire. Look, there's Westminster, beyond that the Tower of London."


    "I read they used to cut heads off at the Tower," Kirha said with a note of admiration in his voice.


    "We kind of gave up the sport," Ian replied.


    "Too bad, I'd have liked to have seen the ceremony. You know it still amazes me how you humans could beat the Empire to a standstill."


    "How's that?" Jason asked, finally relinquishing the window to Kirha and settling back in his chair.


    "I always thought that you were rather soft, not a warrior's breed, no claws, no fangs, no thrill at the sight and smell of blood."


    "We still get by when we have to," Doomsday said.


    "Yes, I know, most curious."


    The shuttle banked over on to final approach and Jason closed his eyes, the turning and decelerating of the shuttle giving him a nostalgic longing to be in a cockpit again. The shuttle touched down smoothly and taxied to its gate.


    When the hatch was popped the warm damp air of London filtered into the cab and Kirha wrinkled his nose.


    "How do you breathe this? It's like inhaling water."


    "You should try it when a spring fog rolls in," Ian replied. The four travelers pulled their duffle bags down from the overhead compartments and went through the access tunnel into the main terminal. Kirha was, of course, immediately noticed. The basic reaction, which was typical of most people from a metropolitan area, was to act as if he wasn't there, except for lingering sidelong stares. Several people displayed open hostility, and Jason was embarrassed when an elderly man came up and spit in front of Kirha, cursing all Kilrathi for killing his family.


    Kirha, displaying a remarkable degree of tact, bowed to the man, offered an apology and then continued on. As they walked down the main corridor of the shuttleport they passed a booth displaying a banner announcing that it was seeking donations for the Human-Kilrathi Friendship Society. At the sight of Kirha several members came out from behind the counter and approached him.


    "Ah, friend, so good to see you," one of them gushed.


    Kirha looked at them suspiciously.


    "How can we be friends? We have not been introduced, our blood lines unknown to each other."


    The man hesitated for a moment and then smiled.


    "Yes, your ritual of meeting, how clumsy of me." He bowed low. "I am Harrison of the hrai Harrison."


    Kirha simply looked at him, shook his head, and continued on. Jason looked over at the booth as he passed and saw the other members staring at him.


    "You'd think they'd take those service pins off and get back to a real life," an attractive young girl whispered, making sure her voice was loud enough so that Jason could hear. He was tempted to say something but realized it was futile and continued on.


    A tall, slender woman with long blonde hair approached the group.


    "Captain Hunter."


    "Why, yes, that's me," Ian said with a grin. "Do we know each other?"


    "No," she said with a mischievous grin lighting her features. "I'm here to meet your friend and escort him to your home in Australia. Everything's been arranged, we have him registered and security cleared."


    "How about if we switch things around," Ian replied smoothly. "Kirha can go take care of my business and you can escort me home."


    "Not likely, sir," she said with a laugh. "Better luck next time."


    Ian shook his head and sighed, looking over at Kirha who was evidently distressed that his friend was leaving him.


    "I know I cannot ask you where you are going and why," Kirha said softly, "but I suspect it is dangerous. May Sivar watch over you and guide you through the flowing of blood till we meet again.


    Kirha went to his knees and Ian looked around embarrassed as he pulled him back up to his feet and then shyly hugged him


    "Take care, buddy. I'll see you soon. While you're there, try to learn some horseback riding, you'd like it."


    "As you command, my lord," Kirha said huskily.


    The blonde took Kirha by the arm, looking a bit nervous, and she led him down a side corridor. Ian watched them leave looking somewhat wistful.


    "Come on," Doomsday said, "you're not getting sentimental over a Cat, are you?"


    "Well actually it's the blonde," Ian replied, but Jason could tell that Ian was actually fond of Kirha and hated to see him go.


    "Damn, the sight of a Cat riding a horse," Doomsday said. "I'd pay good money to see it."


    Walking to the far end of the terminal, where private craft were docked, they turned down a side corridor and reached their gate. A light Zephyr trans-atmospheric transport was parked outside.


    "Hey, it's Round Top!" Doomsday cried, and he raced up to the pilot and grabbed hold of his hand.


    "Did you run emotional therapy for that guy?" Ian asked, watching a second display of joyful greeting on Doomsdays part in as many days.


    "I guess he got kind of attached to our pups."


    "Like hell I'm a pup, sir," Round Top announced, coming up to shake Jason's hand


    "Excuse me, gentlemen."


    Jason turned and saw a slender gray-haired man, wearing a simple pair of flight coveralls, approaching them. He looked vaguely familiar and then he realized that it was Tolwyn's old steward from the Concordia.


    "Johnston, isn't it?" Jason asked, and the man nodded.


    "I think you're the last for this load," Johnston announced. "Why don't we get aboard?"


    Jason picked his bag back up.


    "And might I add, gentlemen, that it'd be best, for now, to drop your old noms de guerre."


    The group followed Johnston out the door and scrambled aboard the Zephyr. Johnston secured the rear hatch and went up to the forward controls. Putting on a headset he called in to the tower for clearance, powered up the engines, and turned the ship to head for the runway. The Zephyr gained the launch track, did a short fifty-yard roll and then nosed up, soaring up on a sixty-degree climb.


    Ian looked around the cabin and checked over the half dozen other passengers crammed into the small plane and realized that several of them looked familiar.


    "Vanderman from Tiger's Claw, isn't it?" Ian asked, and the old pilot sitting across from him on the other side of the aisle nodded and shook his hand.


    "Hell, I thought you bought it when the Claw got it, Vanderman asked.


    "I got transferred off on a two week furlough the day before she got hit," Ian replied, a flicker of sadness crossing his features at the mention of his old ship.


    "Luck of the draw I guess," Ian mused, "if it hadn't been for the furlough I'd have died with the rest of my friends.


    "But what about you," he asked, forcing a smile, "I saw you go down over Draga just before we pulled out."


    "I ejected and made it down to the surface, mostly in one piece. Stranded for a couple of years," Vanderman said, "kind of wild and woolly down there, with the carnivores and such."


    "I've heard of them," Ian interjected. "It was a famous hunting reserve of the Cats and used for the old rites of coming of age."


    "Well, it sure as hell aged me," Vanderman replied, "dodging the local denizens and Kilrathi patrols until a raiding unit dropped in for a visit and I got picked up. I tell you it was an experience."


    With that he unbuttoned his shirt collar and pulled out a chain. Dangling from the end of it was a gleaming serrated tooth several inches long.


    "I heard the Cats take the tooth of a nalga as a trophy. I got one with a bow that I made and hung on to it, figured if I finally got captured it might make me look a bit better in their eyes. Actually I'm kind of attached to it now."


    "It doesn't look like much of a tooth," Ian retorted. "Why it ain't much bigger than my little finger. Now on Farnsworth's World there, you'll get big teeth. I remember . . ."


    "The owner of this little gem's got claws bigger than your arm," Vanderman interrupted, "and you got your choice out of which of four heads to pull the tooth from.


    Ian, knowing he'd get outclassed in a tale swap, fell silent.


    The Zephyr quickly boosted up on a high trajectory jump, so that the breadth of England, from the Irish to the North Sea was clearly in view.


    The shuttle reached apogee over Scotland and then started its long curving descent over the North Sea, dropping down through a high bank of dark clouds. Buffeted by the wind the shuttle bounced in the turbulence as it crossed over the cliffs, circled to kill speed, and then touched down hard, kicking on reverse thrusters and jerking to a stop.


    "Welcome to Windward, gentlemen," Johnston announced as he walked through the cabin and unlatched the rear hatch. "Move quickly now, lads, it's a bit of a blow out there, and besides, the Admiral's waiting."


    As Jason stepped through the doorway the stinging rain lashed into him, the wind driving it in almost horizontally. Cursing he grabbed hold of his duffel and ran towards the dark building barely visible in the driving storm. A portal of light showed where a door was suddenly opened and he ran for it.


    Sliding on the wet paving stones he nearly fell on his backside as he gained the door and rushed in, almost knocking over the man holding it open.


    "Damn, what a blow," Jason said, wiping the rain off his face and then he realized who was holding the door open and snapped to attention.


    "At ease, Jason, remember we're no longer in the fleet," and Geoffrey Tolwyn extended his hand.


    The rest of the group came racing in behind Jason and all came to attention at the sight of Tolwyn who smiled and shook their hands.


    "Gentlemen, our little meeting was waiting for your arrival. Would you follow me?"


    He led them into a semi-darkened library room and Jason was surprised to see real books made of paper lining the walls, something that had not been produced in hundreds of years.


    "It's the treasure of my family," Tolwyn said, "some of the volumes go back to an age when England ruled most of the world before the time of flying. This house is nearly as old, and was built in the style of manor homes from an even earlier time."


    At the far end of the library a fireplace glowed, and again it caught Jason by surprise. Wood was far too precious on his home world to be used in such a manner, but even as he looked at it he understood the strange almost primal appeal of a fireplace, the smell of burning wood, and the comfortable feeling it provided.


    Going through a wide double doorway, they stepped into a broad open room, at the far end of which was yet another fireplace, this one big enough to walk into. Dozens of chairs were drawn in a circle around the fireplace, each of them already occupied and Jason saw yet more familiar faces.


    "Hey, it's Sparks," Doomsday announced and the chief fighter maintenance officer from the Tarawa got out of her chair and came up to Doomsday, shaking his hand and then Jason's in turn.


    "It's like old home week here," she whispered, "pilots, a couple of maintenance officers like myself, ship's computer officers, there's even a commodore of a destroyer group over there in the corner."


    "I'd like to get started," Tolwyn announced and he motioned for the new arrivals to grab some chairs.


    Tolwyn turned away for a moment and extended his hands to the fire, rubbing them, silhouetted by the flames and Jason felt a flash memory of the hangar deck of Tarawa on fire. He closed his eyes and pushed the thought aside, knowing that it'd be back again tonight, one of the worst of the recurring nightmares.


    "To start with the old familiar line. I guess you're wondering why I invited you all here tonight."


    The group laughed politely.


    "We heard about your stockpile of Scotch," Ian quipped.


    "Afterwards, Hunter, but business first."


    The group settled down.


    "It has been four weeks since the formal armistice agreement between the Terran Confederation and the Kilrathi Empire. Starting tomorrow, the peace commission starts its meetings to extend the armistice into a permanent settlement.


    "All of us, especially we who fought so hard, and for so long, prayed daily for peace; for only one who fights can truly know how precious peace really is."


    He lowered his head for a moment.


    "And all of us know what the price might be if this peace proves to be an illusion, which I have feared from the beginning that it really is.


    "What I'm about to share with you is level double-A classified information. Though we are no longer in the military I will invoke a military regulation regarding this information which is that the revealing of double-A-level classified information in time of war is a capital offense.


    "We are not —" he paused" — officially at war, but I think that the level of classification conveys just how sensitive this material is. If this is something you feel might be over your head, Johnston will be happy to lift you back to London and you'll be back in town in time to catch the evening shows. If you stay, however, I expect a commitment from you to follow through on what I'm going to ask you to do. I called you here because I trust all of you. I'm asking in turn that you trust me and agree to this beforehand."


    He waited for a minute and no one stirred.


    "Fine, then we understand each other."


    He picked up a small hand controller off the fireplace mantlepiece and clicked it. On a side wall a holo projection box hummed to life.


    "The figures you see up there were only known at the highest level in the military and in the civilian government on the day the armistice was reached and, according to counter intelligence, were also revealed to the Kilrathi through an as yet unidentified mole."


    He waited for that bit of information to sink in and then continued.


    "As you can see, it shows actual fleet strength. The numbers in black are ships that were actively on line, the blue numbers were ships in for repair or maintenance and the green numbers new ships projected to join the fleet within the year.


    He waited for a moment and then clicked the button again.


    "The figures on the right side of the screen show the Kilrathi fleet size according to the highest level of intelligence and believe me it cost a hell of a lot of lives to get this information."


    Jason scanned the figures. He knew the situation was bad, but he had no idea that the margin between Kilrathi and Confederation carriers was as large as indicated. He looked over at Tolwyn and realized yet again just how much the man risked when he took the Concordia a deep into Kilrathi territory to pull him out. The figures, however, for light craft, especially frigate class and transports were far better, with the Confederation having a significant lead in heavy transport capability.


    A low murmur of voices filled the room as the group commented on the figures.


    "Now I should add here, that in terms of quality, our technology in fighter craft was showing some significant edges, though they still had it over us in terms of sheer numbers and in firepower, which we offset with maneuverability and the ability to take more punishment, especially with our new upgrades which were just coming on line with the Broadswords and Sabre D class.


    "But these are the key figures that I want you to take a hard look at."


    He snapped the controller again, and columns of figures in red appeared alongside the Kilrathi column.


    "Damn, look at that," Ian whispered, and Jason could only nod in reply.


    "As you can see," Tolwyn announced, "from the day of the armistice and for roughly twelve months afterwards not one new fleet carrier was going to come on line for the Empire. Beyond that, it appears as if a significant portion of their carrier fleet needed to be pulled off line for major overhauls and refitting."


    He paused for a moment


    "This crippling of their carrier construction is thanks in part to a rather neat job by one of those present here tonight," and Jason nodded a thanks, but wanted to say that it wasn't him, but rather the nearly four hundred Marine raiders who gave their lives destroying the construction yards on Kilrah's moon that made the difference.


    "Six carriers nearing completion were destroyed in the Tarawa raid and even more importantly their key personnel and construction equipment went up as well. Intelligence later ascertained that a high level design and engineering team was visiting the moon on the day the raid hit, wiping out some of their top brains. Tarawa also showed us a viable tactic for getting at the Kilrathi. You might recall that CVEs Enigma and Khorsan were reported lost, but no details were ever revealed for security reasons. The truth is that both light carriers were sent on deep penetration raids on carrier construction sites located in the Za'kathag region, killing three heavy carriers that were still being fitted out. Seven more construction sites were destroyed by other means that I'm not at liberty to discuss and in fact I'm not even supposed to know."


    He turned away for a moment and reaching over to a wood bin he tossed another log on the fire and then looked back at the group.


    "In other words, we had a window of opportunity which was starting to kick in and would have lasted for roughly six months to a year. For a brief period we would have, for the first time in the war, reached front line parity in terms of carrier strength and then the numbers would turn against us yet again. We might have been able to push them to the wall, though, during that time."


    He sighed with frustration and lowered his head for a moment.


    "Sir? '


    He looked back up.


    "Go ahead, Ian."


    "Just how reliable are these figures?"


    "I can t really tell you how we got them, but they're hard core. But now for the tough part, the classified information that only a handful really know about.


    We suspect that the Kilrathi went for this armistice for two reasons, the first the operational concerns created by their crisis in transport capability, the destruction of heavy ship yards and the stand down of at least half their carriers for refit. If that alone was their reason behind the armistice, it would be bad enough. There is, however, the second issue."


    He paused a moment for effect and the room was deadly still, except for the crackling of the fire.


    "We have reason to believe that approximately five years ago the Kilrathi started the secret assembly of a major construction yard outside of their Empire's territory and at this site they are building an entire new class of ships. If this is true, we can expect that when the fleet is completed, it might be used to launch a preemptive and smashing blow to end the war in their favor. The key question concerning this is if indeed this fleet is real. If it is real and nearing completion, do the Kilrathi intend to use it to launch a preemptive strike while we stand down due to the armistice?"


    "What kind of ships and where?" a commodore asked from the back of the room.


    "It's called the Hari," a voice announced from the corner of the room.


    "Paladin, damn me, I thought you got killed," Ian shouted, coming to his feet and running up to embrace his old friend.


    "As usual, laddie, the reports of my death are a bit premature."


    The group roared with delight as the old pilot came up to stand by Tolwyn.


    "How the hell did you get out of that last scrape?" Ian asked. "They said you were reported long overdue and presumed dead. Hell, man, you owe me a drink because I bought a round at the Vacuum Breathers in your honor. Old Gallagher even gilded your mug."


    "It's a wee bit tied up in all of this here talk the Admiral's giving."


    "So what's this Hari?" Doomsday grumbled.


    "The Hari Empire," Tolwyn said, "once existed in what was the realm of space on the other side of the Kilrathi Empire in relation to us. More than two hundred of our years before we first made contact with the Kilrathi, they fought a war with the Hari and annihilated them. So bitter was the struggle that the Hari, in their pride refused surrender and committed suicide."


    "All of them?" Sparks asked.


    "That's what we've been told by prisoners," Tolwyn said. "It is a vast empty reach of space, a good thirty jump points out from Kilrah. The Hari never knew of the jump points, and traveled at speeds slower than light. They made great ships that could journey between worlds in trips that took lifetimes. When they found a world with resources they multiplied quickly, in a hive-like manner. They quite literally wrecked the planet's biosphere with overpopulation and exploitation of every resource they could find. When the planet was used up, selected members were loaded back aboard their ark ships and moved on, leaving the rest to die. Thus there was little on their worlds worth the taking, the planets they occupied nothing but mined over and scarred barren wastelands when they were finished.


    "It's believed that the Kilrathi moved some of their ship construction deep into Hari territory and for at least the last four years have been working on a secret project. This information comes from bits and pieces of a puzzle, made up of thousands of little details we've found over the years — a captured shipping report, a stray transmission coming from where it wasn't supposed to. In part this might explain the anomaly of their transport shortage which appeared to be even more acute than our figures suggested, since part of their transport fleet appears to be committed to hauling material out into Hari territory for the building of this secret fleet."


    "Look, sir, if this is the case, then what the hell is our government doing?" Round Top snarled. "What you're telling us is that the Kilrathi called an armistice to get over a potential gap in numbers, and once they've closed it and gotten ahead and get this new fleet ready, they'll come out kicking."


    "Prove It," Paladin said quietly, "that's the problem. All I can tell you is, getting into Hari territory reminds me of this lass I once knew who was so . . ." He looked at the females in the audience and stopped.


    "As I was saying, it's impossible and believe me, I know. You have to cross all of Kilrathi space, hit into transit jumps that we don't even have charts for, and then go a good thousand light years beyond. I think its fair to assume that this here system is wired with security from one end to the other. We might be able to put a concealed Kilrathi transport or trader inside their own territory when there's a war on and a lot of traffic to blend in with, but out there, it's military security all the way in and out."


    He hesitated for a moment.


    "Believe me, I know," he said softly as if recalling a nightmare that still troubled him.


    "So how do we know about this then?" Ian asked. "We might just be chasing shadows, our own fears and nothing more."


    "That I cannot say either," Paladin replied. "Not even the Admiral here is cleared to know some of it, and remember, I worked for him before, same as you, laddie. All I can say is, the information is good, and a lot of our friends, who are listed as missing, in fact died to find out."


    "Well, doesn't the civilian government know this?"


    Tolwyn blew out noisily and nodded.


    "A week before the armistice was agreed to, there was a meeting with Rodham, Foreign Minister Jamison and the Chiefs of Staff. The information was presented and Jamison said that it was unconfirmed, that the intelligence community and military were conspiring to keep the war going and as much as called the Chiefs of Staff a bunch of liars. Rodham finally sided with Jamison, saying that at best it was rumor, and there were always such rumors that could keep a war going, countering with the statement that Jukaga had claimed the same thing was being done by us."


    "So they accuse us of it, and that balances it out, is that it?" Vanderman asked.


    "That's about it," Tolwyn replied. "I'd have to add that Jamison does have the weight of history on her side. In the past, in the old Earth wars, there were always such charges of secret bases and construction sites or hidden redoubts. They usually proved to be false," he paused, "but then on occasion they proved to be true."


    Tolwyn paused, realizing he could say no more in front of this group, for in fact the Confederation did have several secret projects in the works. Jukaga's accusation had caused a flurry of concern on the part of the Chiefs of Staff and intelligence, but in the end it was surmised that the Baron was merely smoke screening and had not stumbled on any hard information.


    A nervous rustle seemed to sweep through the room.


    "Damn it, isn't anyone catching on?" someone grumbled from the back of the room.


    "Some people are, Commodore," Tolwyn replied. "Call it war weariness, I don't know. I think after thirty years people wanted peace so badly that they were willing to grasp at straws and this Baron knew how to play into it. There was an old American military leader named Marshall who once said 'no democracy can endure a seven years war, and we've had thirty.'"


    "Admiral, let's get to the point," the commodore replied. You dragged us here for a reason, and not just so we could cry on each other's shoulders."


    Tolwyn smiled.


    "You always did get straight to the point, Weiss," and Tolwyn clicked the hand unit once more and the figures in the holo field dissolved to be replaced by a sector map.


    "You're looking at the Landreich System."


    "What a hell hole," someone growled.


    "Its a hell hole all right, in fact one of their favorite planets is named just that," Tolwyn replied. "As you can see from the map, the forward edge of it borders on the Empire, and it's about the furthest you can get from Confederation territory. Most of the worlds haven't even reached G status for colonial outpost ranking."


    He hit a couple of buttons on his controller and a number of flashing red and yellow dots appeared.


    "Each red dot represents a reported violation of the demilitarized zone by Kilrathi vessels, each yellow dot by Terran or others. Incidents are happening at better than two a day. Back here on Terra they might be claiming peace, and the same on Kilrah, but the frontier regions are just about as hot as ever. There's a lot of freebooting going on, organized raiding cartels are forming and even some free corp units of ex-military on both sides, who have no place else to go, are setting themselves up as petty governments or as raiding groups.


    "Now according to the peace agreement, the central government is supposed to patrol these areas," and the group chuckled, "but hell, we could barely do that when we had a full fleet and the war was on. Thirty years of fighting has caused a lot of breaking down out on the edges."


    He paused for a moment to throw another log in the fire.


    "They might call it rebellious down here on Earth, but from the viewpoint of the frontier governments it's being independent. They know what it's like to live on the edge of total annihilation if the Empire ever broke through, and they are none too pleased with the armistice, since if anything it means that there's no Confederation fleet at all to back them up."


    A thin smile creased his features.


    "So they're quietly building their own for what they're calling 'reasons of internal security,' and that, my friends, is why you're here."


    Jason felt a cool shiver run down his back.


    "It might not be much but it's something. I'll not call it an ace in the hole. When you look at the figures I just showed you it's more like a deuce; but at least it's a start, a backup if things turn ugly.


    "Shall we say, for convenience sake, that in my current disgraced position I have been forced into a commercial venture in order to make ends meet. I have been approached by a private contractor who wishes to purchase a number of decommissioned ships that could be reconfigured for," and he grinned, "civilian transport. It just so happens that I've located five of these ships in a mothball yard orbiting the moon."


    He paused for a moment


    They're CVEs, light escort carriers, and I need some crews to run them."


    Jason broke into a grin.


    Prince Thrakhath stood up, extending his arms and groaning.


    "So what you are telling me is that you cannot speed up the completion of the fleet."


    "No, my lord," and the admiral before him lowered his head to the ground.


    "Stand up and stop this groveling, I'm not going to tear your throat out. I need leaders, not dead bodies just because you bring bad news."


    The admiral came to his feet.


    "It's the problem with the transports," the admiral said. "We simply don't have enough to keep moving the material out to the Hari at the rate you wish for."


    "But what about those older ships we decommissioned?" and he almost laughed at the thought of that. The vessels had been ready to fall apart and yet they were checked off by the Confederation observers as first line battle worthy. And even as he thought of it he realized that was precisely why they were useless. The three eights number of jumps required to get to the Hari base exceeded their need for overhauls after every two eights jumps which older ships still required.


    "Couldn't we establish an overhaul base at the half way point?"


    "It might draw notice. It could be within detection range if they ever slipped deep enough into our territory.


    "Do it anyhow, and find a way to heighten security.


    "There is another problem as well."


    "And that is?"


    "Fleet procedures have always been able to provide complete situation updates by burst signal from fleet commanders on a daily basis. Some concern has been expressed that the Confederation, with the rumor that they suspect something in the Hari sector, might turn their attention there and detect these signals. If they can decode enough of the signal it might reveal the existence of the new fleet."


    "The range of their detection equipment isn't that good," Thrakhath replied, and then paused, "or is it?"


    "We've received a couple of reports over the last year of a new project of theirs to improve their equipment. But nothing is confirmed."


    Thrakhath nodded.


    "Use courier ships, then."


    "It is too far away to be efficient and too dangerous. The tactical, strategic, and operational updates comprise tens of trillions of bits of information right down to the need for a replacement screw. The signals back from Kilrah also send out the key information obtained by our intelligence operatives regarding all new information regarding Earth defenses. If we had to suddenly launch a preemptive strike without warning, the fleet must know on a daily basis the latest information regarding events across the Empire, the demilitarized zones, and inside Confederation space. The fleet in hiding needs this information instantly, and we need to know instantly what its needs are, a time delay of eight and four or more days is dangerous."


    "So what do you suggest?"


    "Keep the communications open."


    The Prince hesitated for a moment.


    "How secure is the encoding?"


    "Our intelligence indicates that the Confederation was breaking our latest fleet code just as the armistice was reached. However, every five eights of standard days, we changed the code anyhow. We could place our latest one in, and reduce signal traffic to essentials only, keeping the burst signals to under a second each way."


    Thrakhath nodded. He could see the admiral's point. If the Confederation picked up signal traffic going in and out of Hari territory, it might draw notice, but then in order to do so, even if they could upgrade their equipment, it would require a penetration into the Empire.


    "Do so and inform our counter intelligence to keep careful watch inside the Confederation as to any actions which might indicate that they know something or are planning some action."


    "So far we have detected absolutely none."


    "There is never an absolute in war, the friction of war always causes a breakdown. You have your orders, now leave me."


    The admiral backed out of the room,


    Prince Thrakhath settled back down at his desk and then turned to look out the small oval window. In the darkness of space beyond he could see a long sliver of reflected light. Craxha, the third of the new carriers to have just completed its first transjump engine testing, was coming back in to dock. Tomorrow the first squadron of fighters, transferred from one of the now drydocked carriers would start to come aboard.


    The ship turned slowly, lining up on the drydock pylon which jutted out from the massive orbital base. He sat quietly, watching the maneuver intently.


    Docking a ship of such massive size was a difficult maneuver and the commander on board performed it flawlessly.


    Good, he had chosen that one well.


    He turned away and looked back at his commscreen, intently studying the latest intelligence report provided by the hrai spies of the Imperial family.


    It wasn't good.


    He closed his eyes, silently cursing the Baron. There was no denying that the initial plan of the Baron, to have a temporary armistice, was indeed a good one, no matter how humiliating it might be. Later, once things were finished, the blame for the humiliation could be shifted back to the Baron and away from the shoulders of the Imperial line.


    It was the inner intent of the Baron which was disturbing. Already he was trying to marshal support from the other clans against the Imperial blood, while quietly working to extend the armistice far out beyond the original intent. It was obvious now that the true intent was to let the armistice continue, place the ultimate blame on the Emperor, and then somehow seize power himself. When that was accomplished this new fleet would fall into his hands, he would overawe the humans with it and thus secure victory and his own control of the throne.


    The alternative, the Prince realized, was to preemptively strike on the humans right now. But the problem was that the fleet was not yet ready for that. It would be at least another six eights of days before the fourth carrier came on line. All battle simulations had shown that the full strength of twelve carriers was needed for an overwhelming victory. Beyond that, the twelve carriers would need more than forty eighties of fighters and. more importantly, trained pilots, for them to be useful. So far he had drawn pilots only from those hrai truly loyal to the throne. That was the difficult part of the equation. Far too many of the Imperial Guard pilots had been lost at Vukar, and it would be at least another year before their losses were made good.


    If he delayed, his military strength would grow, and the humans would weaken, lulled by the false peace. That they would be so stupid had caused him to lose whatever respect he had once held for them as foes worthy of the testing of steel.


    There was the chance as well that some in the Confederation military might try to get the hard evidence regarding the new fleet and its intended target. That they even had suspicion of its existence had been a blow, the information revealed by their all so foolish traitor.


    Turning her had been so easy, he thought with a cold smile. Her only son had been captured during the Third Enigma campaign. That was a prize to be sure. Her discontent with the war, and her political ambitions to replace the president were known. The discreet passing of a holo of her son alive, and in confinement had broken her will. To have a Foreign Minister of the enemy working for you was indeed a great thing. She had been promised much and if, when the Confederation was destroyed and she was still useful, they would keep her as a puppet. The only problem with her was that it appeared that she was under suspicion and thus blocked from certain key information, especially regarding the reports of a Confederation secret project to build a new class of weapons. That was a concern as well, for if their side delayed, they might reach their goal and shift the balance of the war. It was another argument against delay, even though every passing day made the Confederation weaker and the Empire stronger.


    Yet if he delayed, the discontent in the Empire at the humiliation of peace would grow as well, and be focused upon the Emperor by the maneuvering of the Baron.


    It was a balancing act which had to be played out delicately, and he sat in the silence of his war room, lights dimmed, and quietly formed his plans.


    Prince Thrakhath returned to his desk and settled back down, punching up the latest reports on his screen. From the ambassador all was still going well. The Confederation government was starting to protest more loudly about the endless minor violations of the truce.


    "Look, it's all perfectly legal, you've got the papers, the titles are transferred, now get off this bridge," Jason snapped.


    The lieutenant looked down again at the sheaf of paper in his hand and back up at Jason.


    "Ah, Mr. Bondarevsky, I've been ordered to have you wait until the peace commission has fully reviewed this matter. You and your people are to leave this ship at once."


    Jason turned away and punched into a ship comm line.


    "Gloria, how's reactor?"


    "Up and cooking, sir."


    "Masumi, we on line yet with pulse engines?"


    "Can give you maneuvering thrust."


    Jason looked back at the lieutenant.


    "Mister, if you don't want to go for this ride, you'd better clear the bridge."


    The lieutenant looked at him and a thin smile crossed his features.


    "Good luck, sir," he whispered, snapped off a salute, and left the bridge.


    Jason went over to his old command chair, and sat down, a light puff of dust swirling up around him. He looked around at his skeleton crew which were manning the bridge. Normal ship's complement was just under five hundred personnel — he had only thirty-five. Nearly three quarters of a full crew were either support for the three squadrons the ship would normally be carrying, or for the weapons systems, but even without them, running the ship was going to be a chancy operation. And with only three Ferrets, and a Sabre on board that had yet to be transferred off, he felt very naked.


    "The Lieutenant has cleared the landing bay," Sparks announced on the comm, "and is back aboard the docking station."


    "Close off the docking collar, Sparks, and disconnect external power."


    "Already done, sir, docking collar disconnected, external power cut and withdrawn."


    Jason looked over at his helm crew.


    "Take us out of here."


    A barely perceptible vibration ran through the ship as Masumi tapped into the reactors, lighting up the nuclear pulse maneuvering engines. He felt a cold shiver run down his back.


    "Velocity at 225 meters per second," helm announced, "heading 31 degrees, negative 8."


    "By God, we're on our way," Jason laughed, coming to his feet


    A cheer went up on the bridge, the crew laughing, slapping each other on the back.


    "Ship 2291, respond please."


    It took a moment for Jason to realize that the incoming message was for him, the caller using his ship's decommissioned identification number.


    The communications officer looked over at him and Jason raised his hand, signaling for her not to open a line.


    "Ship 2291, you are in violation of peace commission procedures for title transfer. You are ordered to turn your vessel about and return to the decommissioning yard at once.


    "Ship 2291, you are . . ."


    "Turn that damn thing off, Jason snapped and the communications officer switched the speaker off.


    "Helm, set course for jump transit point 17A and let's get the hell out of here."


    "Come on, you two," Jason said, looking over at Ian and Doomsday and they followed him off the bridge.


    Picking up a small package he left the bridge and started down the corridor out to the hangar bay. Reaching the bay he paused and looked around. It actually looked big for a change. It was, of course, almost empty of fighters, and it seemed strange to see it like this. He opened the package up and unfolded the commissioning flag of Tarawa. He hung it back up in its old spot, next to the roll of honor. A light film of dust was on the honor roll and using his shirt sleeve he wiped it off, stepped back and without any feeling of self-consciousness, he came to attention and saluted


    He heard a light clicking of heels and looked over his shoulder to see Sparks at attention, saluting as well. She came to at ease and smiled.


    "It's good to be back with our friends, Jason."


    He smiled, realizing that for the first time since he had known her she had called him by his name. It took him a moment to even recall hers.


    "It certainly is, Janet."


    Her features flushed a bit


    Ian coughed in a very self-conscious manner and nudged Doomsday.


    "Come on, buddy, let's go clean up the pilot ready room," and the two left.


    "Funny, folks back home called me by my name of course, but you know, I can't remember the last time somebody didn't call me Sparks."


    She had changed so much since becoming an officer, the hard edges polished into a smooth professionalism, the dirty coveralls and oil-smudged face long since gone. She was wearing a standard B class jump suit and he realized yet again that it made her look awfully damn attractive. But he had to push that away. Even though they were not part of the Confederation Fleet anymore, he still wanted his ship run by Fleet rules, and one of them was that no personal relationships were allowed between commanding officers and those serving under them.


    He lowered his gaze for a second and then looked back and her smile faded a bit


    "Sorry, Jason, I guess we're back to the old routine, aren't we? Funny, I couldn't wait to get back, but I knew if I did, I'd have to give up something to do it, a chance for you.


    He nodded. He knew she was interested but maybe it was simply that the sharp edge of pain in losing Svetlana still cut a bit too deeply. The few encounters since her death had left him feeling cold and empty.


    Before he could say anything she drew closer, leaned up, and kissed him lightly on the lips, the kiss lingering. Startled, he looked at her and saw the sparkling in her eyes. He suddenly felt so tempted to put his arms around her — but she drew back.


    "I'd better get to work, sir," she said, sniffling slightly. "This flight deck is filthy and I'll be damned if I'll allow a launch from it before it's been cleaned up,"


    "I'm glad Tolwyn let me take you as my maintenance officer, Janet," he hesitated, "and I'm just glad to have you with me as well."


    She looked at him, shrugging a bit awkwardly, and went across the deck, leaving him alone.


    He exhaled hard and shook his head.


    "Captain?"


    "On the flight deck."


    "We've got a laser hookup from CVE 6 Normandy."


    "Patch it through to flight operations bridge."


    He double-timed over to the flight bridge and climbed up into the empty room. The control positions were all empty and it seemed eerie with not a single soul around. He switched on a comm channel and a holo image formed.


    "How're you doing, laddie?"


    "Little complaining from the decommissioning crowd but we're away and clear."


    Paladin smiled.


    "Even though those papers are nice and legal like, we are bending a couple of the rules a wee bit," he said with a laugh. "I'm coming up now off your starboard beam, Iwo and Wake and Crete are clear as well. How's Tarawa look?"


    "Everything nominal. We got a bonus of four fighters on board her as well. The mothball maintenance seemed pretty damn good, all things considered, but I feel awfully naked without at least one squadron aboard."


    "One thing at a time, laddie. I've got to get off the line now, I'm getting a bit swamped here with calls from those peace commission buggers, and even one now from ConFleet. I tell you it'll be right good fun telling an admiral to go to hell. They've got a couple of frigates out at the jump point who might try to stop us, but we've got a dozen lawyers out at headquarters arguing away right now that the sale is legal. Hopefully nobody'll shoot. Hell, by the time they get it resolved we'll be on the other side of the universe. And then what are they going to do, sue us?"


    Laughing, he shut down the laser link and the holo screen went dead.


    Stepping down from the flight bridge Jason saw the pinpoint of light of Paladin's ship moving against the eternal night of space.


    "Captain, this is helm."


    "Go ahead."


    "Cleared of near Earth orbit, ready to power up to full pulse drive on course heading for jump point 17A."


    "Get us out of here, then."


    He felt the surge of power rumble through the ship as nearly all reactor power was fed straight into the engines. The ship turned to line up on the jump point and as he walked up to the hangar bay's magnetic airlock, Earth drifted into view, a crescent blue-green ball hanging in the eternal darkness. It gave him a curious sort of feeling. It was, after all, the home world of his entire race, the Russia of his ancestors clearly visible even from half a million clicks out, and yet now, he felt strangely detached from it. He was a product of space, born on a world five hundred light years away. If he had a home, it was this ship, a family, the people aboard her. He knew that this insane adventure he was setting out on was motivated in part by his allegiance to the Confederation and for the protection of the world in front of him, even for the protection of those people who were so ready to reject him and the military that he served. He knew that perhaps that was always the lot of a warrior, to be turned to when trouble loomed, and to be rejected and hidden away when it was believed that peace had returned.


    He was fighting for them but he realized as well that if he were fighting for anything it was for his ship, his comrades, and the fleet which they had so loyally served and now faced the most serious crisis in its history, a crisis created not so much by their enemies, but rather by their friends.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE

    


    In a swirling cloud of dust, Hunter switched off power on his engines, shut down the emergency ejector system, and cracked the canopy open.


    A choking swirl of hot dry air rushed into the cockpit, taking his breath away as he unsnapped his helmet.


    "Damn, even worse than the outback," he mumbled, standing up to stretch.


    A ground crew team strolled over, lazily pushing a ladder as he waited. There was no sense in getting upset by their lackadaisical attitude, this wasn't ConFleet — the base belonged to the Landreich Colonial Air Guard and a crew working in one hundred twenty plus heat had his sympathy.


    The crew hooked the ladder against the side of his Sabre and he scrambled down out of the cockpit


    "Where's fleet headquarters?" he asked


    "Over there," one of the crew announced, trying to be heard above the cacophony of ships landing and taking off, and the sudden sonic boom of a Ferret snapping by overhead, the shockwave causing him to wince and instinctively look for cover.


    He looked up and saw the Ferret climbing straight up, standing on its tail. The Ferret punched a hole through the high thin overcast and then he was gone, the ship's vapor trail climbing and then winking out as the Ferret crossed into the far reaches of the upper atmosphere. The crew barely noticed the show and obviously weren't running to combat positions.


    "Is there a scramble on?"


    "Nay, Charlie Boys just having a little fun."


    "Who's Charlie Boy?"


    "Why, he's the head of the squadron here."


    Ian wanted to comment that at any fleet base punching sonic without a scramble on would have cost Charlie Boy a month's pay and a possible grounding. He had a feeling it was, if anything, a thumbing of the nose at all the outsiders gathering on the base and he started to smile. Hell, he might even like this place after all.


    The ground crew looked at him and Ian was suddenly aware his old ConFleet flight suit made him stick out like a sore thumb.


    "A lot of you Fleet boys showing up here today," one of the crew drawled.


    "The usual gab session," Ian replied. "You know how it is, ConFleet or Colonial, the big wigs always like to have their meetings."


    "And I suppose we oughta salute you, is that it, captain?"


    Ian laughed and replied with a universal rude gesture.


    One of the crew members smiled, reached into a tool box and pulled out a can which was dripping with moisture.


    "Have a cold one on us, cap'n."


    Ian grinned with delight as he popped the lid. Landreich beer was rated almost as good as the Outback Lager and Fosters of home. He took a long deep pull on the can and then another, draining it off. With a contented sigh he tossed the empty back to his benefactor.


    "Ah, thanks, mate, now take care of my ship and by the way, if you don't tell those customs people, you'll find a pint of Vega's best stashed in the carry bag strapped behind my seat and I don't want to find it there when I get back." The crew grinned.


    There was nothing like a little gift giving with the locals to make sure that things were taken care of right.


    Turning, he started across the landing field, eager to get to the shade. The twin suns of the planet were murder when both were at noon, the red giant and white dwarf combining to cast a strange pattern of colored shadows. He looked around, realizing that this military outpost of the Landreich colonial worlds was definitely at the butt end of the universe. There were a few modern buildings on the base, made of the standard poured plasta-concrete. But most of it, and the small garrison and mining town beyond the base, was made of either adobe or rough sandstone. If it wasn't for the rich titanium deposits underneath the surrounding mountains this world would have been bypassed except for the usual crop of hermits, crazy cults, and freebooters looking for a place to hide. Buford's World they called this place, after the first prospector to land here, but it was more commonly referred to as the Hell Hole. Its inclination of axis was exactly at zero degrees and there was no season except red hot summer with 90 degrees passing as a cool day.


    It had but two jump points in the system, one heading away from the demilitarized zone towards the capital world of Landreich, the other leading off on a long lopping pattern through half a dozen uninhabited systems into the flank of the Kilrathi Empire. Both in a strategic and tactical sense it was nothing more than an outpost at the very edge of the war and totally ignored by the main fleets of both sides. Thus space in this region was controlled, if at all, by colonial guards of both sides, and more often by freebooters which, in the eyes of the Confederation, was what the Landreich system was anyhow.


    He passed a plasta-concrete bunker, the lid partially open to reveal a cluster of surface-to-space point defense missile-anti-missiles, the latest Sprint 8s, no less. He paused to look in at the crew which was running a service check.


    "Got a lot of those, mates?"


    "Who the hell wants to know?" and a tech sergeant wearing the tan coveralls of a colonial guard non-com looked up at him, shading his eyes.


    "Hey, just curious, that's all."


    "Curiosity like that will get you in the brig right quick," the sergeant growled.


    The sergeant turned back to his work and Ian realized that maybe it was best to simply move on.


    Tucked into the hangars lining the field was a bizarre assortment of ships. The heaviest was a medium corvette and it took Ian a moment to recognize it as an old Granicus-class, a line discontinued more than twenty years ago. The ship, however, was refitted with a couple of E-8 engines attached to anchor points on the side of the hull, with half a dozen mass driver turrets patched on as well. It was a hell of a smuggler's craft with the firepower of a light frigate thrown in. A number of fighters were on the field as well and it was easy to see which ones had ferried in the staff attending today's meeting, their Confed insignia simply painted over with standard fleet gray.


    It was the other ships, however, that caught his eye. It looked like the Landreich was planning to set up a museum, with some of the fighters actual prewar ships of more than thirty years vintage. All of them, however, were no longer spec in any way whatsoever. An early Ferret A had a new engine housing with of all things a Mark 10 engine off an old Falcon light corvette. It looked absolutely absurd, like nothing but an engine with a cockpit up front, with a gatling mass driver gun strapped on underneath. It'd be a hell of a ride, he realized.


    Most of the ships were painted Stealth black without identification numbers or even the blue circle and red Saint Andrew's cross of the Landreich. He slowly walked past the hangars, noticing the less than friendly stares of most of the crews. He wanted to take the time to go up and chat, to ask about the specs on the strange array of ships, maybe even try a climb into the cockpits but thought better of it. Ever since the armistice the uneasy cooperation of the Confederation with the colonials was now strained even further. He couldn't blame them, for when the stuff finally hit the fan, it would be the outpost worlds that would get covered by it first.


    "Iannn!"


    The high pitched voice was unmistakable and startled he looked around, and then noticed a shadow cross over him. He looked up and saw a Firekka hovering overhead.


    "K'Kai, how the hell are you!"


    K'Kai, folding her wings, landed beside him and moved up close, pecked him lightly on the head and around the back of his neck in what he now knew was a grooming which served as the Firekka equivalent of a handshake. Overjoyed at seeing an old friend he threw his arms around her.


    "Last time I saw you was when your niece told the Confederation to go to hell."


    K'Kai clicked her beak and he knew that it was the Firekka equivalent of an expression of pride.


    "That speech was hers alone, a fine accomplishment for not much more than a hatchling."


    "How goes it on Firekka?"


    "A lot of harassing raids, skirmishes, ships disappearing, not really outright war, but definitely not peace." She cocked her head and looked at him closely, an act which he always found a bit disturbing when an eyeball the size of an orange aimed in straight at him.


    "So you're part of this Landreich colonial fleet?" she asked.


    "That's what I'm here for, and you?"


    "Sent as a representative."


    "Well, I think we're late," and he motioned for her to follow along.


    They finally gained the shade of a broad veranda and he drew a breath of relief. Two guards stood at the door and again it struck him how different the colonials were. The men looked sharp enough, with standard M-48 laser rifles on their shoulders. But the uniforms looked like they'd seen better days, the tan coveralls faded from sun and washing, top collars unbuttoned in the dry desert heat. They lacked the spit and polish of fleet Marine guards and he found it appealing.


    Both looked with open curiosity at K'Kai.


    "Firekka, they make the best drink in the universe, ," Ian announced, and the guards grinned weakly.


    "I take it this is headquarters?"


    "This is the place."


    "Well, I'm here to see Kruger."


    A sergeant stepped out from inside the doorway, took their papers and IDs, then handed them back.


    "Down the hall, you can't miss it."


    Ian opened the door for K'Kai and followed her in. At least the place had cooling, but it seemed to be barely working. He strode down the open corridor which angled down below the surface, K'Kai at his side. They turned through a double set of blast doors and into the situation room which was packed nearly to overflowing. They were stopped by what he assumed was a security officer, though it was hard to tell by the uniform. He checked their IDs once again and then marked off his and K'Kai's name on a list.


    Ian immediately recognized more than one of those present: Jason and Doomsday, who had flown down the day before from Tarawa, were in the back corner engaged in what was obviously a heated conversation with several colonial pilots. Sparks, waving a hand computer unit, was shouting at whom he guessed was a supply officer, who in turn was shouting back with equal vigor, and hunched over a table up in the front was a tall gaunt man with sun scorched features and dark eyes. He glanced up at Ian and his gaze seemed to pierce right through him and then, as if he didn't even exist, the man looked back down at a shelf of printouts.


    "Say, that's Kruger himself," Ian whispered


    K'Kai bobbed her head.


    Technically Kruger was a wanted felon within Confederation territory, having once hijacked his fleet destroyer, which he was in command of, during the early days of the war, when through "strategic necessity," the old C-in-C ConFleet had decided to abandon the Landreich system in the face of a Kilrathi offensive. Using the ship and an assortment of scrounged up freighters and smuggler craft he fought the battle of the Hell Hole, stopping a Kilrathi attack into this sector and according to legend chased them back through twelve jumps.


    His own ship was blown out from under him on the last jump through by a Kilrathi ambush and Kruger, with the remaining members of his crew, survived for three years on a planet inside the Kilrathi system, driving the locals nearly insane with his commando style raiding until being picked up by a freebooter who took them back to the Landreich. In the interim, ConFleet had tried him in absentia and found him guilty of mutiny and hijacking of a Confederation warship, a capital offense in time of war. He was hailed, however, as a returning hero by the colonials and elected president of the Landreich system within the year. The election made matters somewhat complicated, presenting the Confederation with the unique problem of having a felon serving as an elected member of the planetary senate and thus being immune from arrest and trial.


    Max Kruger had a hell of a reputation and was viewed either as a genius improviser of small unit irregular tactics or a barbarian. In Ian's opinion, he was both. The colonials definitely fought their wars with the Kilrathi, and at times with each other, using cast-off equipment, shoestring budgets, and a hell of a lot of guts. They also fought it with a cold ferocity that rarely asked for or expected quarter. For Kruger there was only one rule of war, ultimate victory.


    "Everything back aboard Tarawa OK? '


    Ian turned and smiled as Jason came up to join him.


    "Another hundred crew members signed in last night off a transport that ran out from Sirius. We've got eight more pilots and four Ferrets that were strapped to the transports hull."


    "Is that all, we were promised twenty."


    "They had some problems getting the four, the peace commission kicked up a royal stink. We're lucky we got what we did."


    "It figures," Jason sighed. "That commission really screwed us up."


    "What do you mean?"


    That report that we'd have ten squadrons of Rapiers and Sabres, well forget it."


    "What the hell happened?"


    "The shipment was blocked by the commission. Seems that the Kilrathi ambassador caught wind of the deal, screamed holy hell, and the Baron even got into it, threatening to end all peace negotiations if the ships were allowed to leave Earth system. Rodham, of course, caved in. The three transports, loaded down with fighters and spare parts were blocked from leaving moon orbit. So now we've got to scrounge up whatever we can find around here."


    "We ve got five escort carriers, and a grand total of twenty-nine fighters and that's it, not counting the stuff the locals have."


    More people crowded into the room behind Ian so that he, Jason, and K'Kai were gradually shoved to the back of the room.


    "Andrews, everybody here yet?" the gaunt man asked, looking over at the guard at the door.


    "Near about."


    Well, damn it, we can't wait, let's get started then."


    The gaunt man moved up to a small podium.


    "For those of you Confed people who don't know it, I'm General Kruger."


    Ian looked around the room and saw the outright admiration on the faces of the men and women wearing the hodgepodge of jumpsuits, assault trousers and vests, and coveralls that passed for colonial guards uniforms.


    "First off, I welcome all you white and blue suits into the service of the Landreich," Kruger began. "As already agreed upon, all ships that the Landreich has purchased," and with that there was a ripple of laughter from the colonial personnel, have been incorporated into our fleet. You will, however, still have your own chain of command, answering to Admiral Tolwyn."


    For the first time Ian realized that Tolwyn was in the room, his nephew by his side. Tolwyn stepped out from a back corner of the meeting hall and raised his hand in acknowledgment. It seemed strange to Ian to see the Admiral not in standard fleet uniform, but in the khaki of a Landreich officer.


    Just how the hell did he get out here so fast? Ian wondered, what with Jason's ship arriving only last night into orbit above Landreich.


    "Those of you in colonial forces that are assigned aboard former Confed ships will take orders from the duly appointed commander of that ship."


    A low groan went up from the colonial personnel in the room.


    We've got to coordinate this effort," Kruger snapped, "so no complaints."


    "Any questions?"


    The colonial officers looked at each other, mumbled a bit and said nothing.


    Kruger nodded towards Tolwyn, who came up to the front of the room.


    "Well, I'm glad to see that most of you at least made it out here.


    "First off . . ." and Tolwyn was interrupted by the sharp spine tingling wail of a klaxon.


    The room went quiet as Kruger raced to a monitor, leaned over it, and then turned back.


    "Any pilots with strike craft please man them immediately."


    Ian pushed his way out of the room, a stream of colonial pilots pushing around him, Jason, Kevin, and Doomsday falling in at his side.


    They ran up the corridor and out into the blazing heat, scattering towards hangars, the high wail of sirens echoing against the surrounding hills. The ground crew, which had so lazily come out to meet Ian when he landed, were moving with a cool precision, unchocking the wheels, the crew chief inside the cockpit, the engine already up and whining, four crew members lifting two missiles up onto the Sabre's wing pylons. Ian ran to the ladder, one of the ground crew tossing him his helmet which he snapped on, the chief coming down the ladder and clearing it just as Ian leaped on to the third rung and scrambled up, the chief now behind him. Ian saw Jason and Doomsday running past, heading for the Ferrets they had flown down from Tarawa.


    "Engine green, nav system loaded by combat control, all weapons green with two radar trackers loaded, emergency eject armed and ready, good luck, sir!" the chief shouted, even as he reached over and helped buckle Ian's safety harness on, cinching the shoulder straps tight.


    This is Hunter in Sabre 239A ready," Ian announced to the control tower.


    "Will advise, Hunter, ground chief will signal your clearance," the ground control officer snapped and then switched off.


    Ian gave a thumbs-up as the chief slid down the ladder and the canopy snapped shut, the green light of airtight lock flashing on. The chief was now out in front of Ian's fighter, hands held high over his head with fists crossed, signaling that the taxi ramp was not yet cleared. The Ferret with the light corvette engine he admired earlier bolted straight out of its hangar to his right, not even bothering to go for the runway and not needing one anyhow as it pitched its nose back, and within fifty yards stood on its tail, flame slamming off the concrete taxiway as it screamed straight up into the sky, riding a column of fire.


    To his left he saw the armored bunker which contained the surface to space missiles peel open, the silver tips of half a dozen Sprints pointing straight up.


    "Hunter cleared for takeoff, once lifted depart angle nine zero," the control officer's voice crackled in his headset and he grinned with the order to go for a full burn vertical ascent into space.


    The crew chief uncrossed his arms and leaped to the side of the Sabre, crouched, and pointed forward. Ian released his brakes, slammed in full afterburners and all aft maneuvering thrusters. The Sabre leaped forward and within seconds he was up past a hundred and ninety clicks an hour. He yanked back on his stick, pulling it into his gut, the nose lifted up and he was off.


    Ian toggled up his landing gear as his Sabre pointed straight up into the red sky, the altimeter spinning. Inertial dampening didn't work all that well inside the gravity well of a planet and he started to breathe in short convulsive grunts as the Gs built up. He knew his sonic boom was blasting out across the landscape but it was almost silent inside the cockpit except for the teeth-rattling rumble of the twin Tangent-class engines burning white hot behind him. He punched through the thin clouds and the color of the sky shifted, turning from a deeper red into violet, the first stars starting to appear. He looked to his left to see the curvature of the world and what looked like another Ferret rising up to close on his port wing.


    "Combat information, this is Hunter, what's the trade today?"


    "Forward scouts report detecting an ionized trail emerging from Jump Point Beta 233. There have been weak radar detects and one laser scan lock indicating a fighter of Kilrathi Stealth design is approaching. Patrol grid is already fed into your auto-nav. If you encounter unknown you are cleared to shoot to kill without warning."


    "Just what I wanted to hear," Ian replied as he locked in on the auto nav system and released his controls, the autopilot taking over. Cleared into space, and with fuel scoops closed he continued to accelerate so that within minutes the full sphere of the Hell Hole hung in space behind him.


    The attempt to ship fighters to the Landreich was known by the Kilrathi thanks to the peace commission and a scouting attempt had to be expected. At least the colonials didn't fool around with diplomatic niceties, Ian thought. If someone violated their space in a suspicious manner they were taken out, no questions asked


    He scanned the comm channels, listening in as pilots tersely called out their check points and the search spread outward. The frustrating part of it was that unless they had some really good luck, they could very well pass right over a Stealth and not even know it. The mere fact that the Empire was sneaking a very precious and rare fighter into this sector meant that they had a good idea of what was going on.


    He heard a call of a brief contact by Doomsday and then two more by colonial pilots, in each case the Stealth was lost. Punching into his nav computer he checked the three sightings and then overlaid the points into a map of the system.


    "Combat control, request break of my standard sweep, wish to investigate region around coordinates 233 by ADF."


    "Will advise," and the link clicked off.


    A moment later it crackled back to life.


    "This is Kruger, good thinking, Hunter; proceed at your discretion.


    Grinning, he broke off the auto nav, opened his fuel and maneuvering scoops, and turned. The coded coordinate was the location, at the moment, of the Hell Hole system's largest planet, a gas giant named Thor. The three brief sightings roughly matched a standard Kilrathi evasive maneuver called the reverse claw, and it pointed towards Thor, which would be an excellent place to hide out until the patrols simmered down.


    Punching in the new nav coordinates, Ian closed his fuel scoops and within minutes was up over three thousand clicks a second and climbing. Thor was nearly twenty million clicks away and he settled back, nearly dozing off as the Sabre closed, half listening to the commlink chatter as the scrambled forces continued to prowl for the needle in a very big haystack.


    Approaching within a million clicks of Thor he finally started into reverse thrust, extending his fuel scoops to create drag. The stray hydrogen atoms found in space impacted on the energy field surrounding his ship and were then swept into the fuel tank. Each strike slowed him down by an ever so minute fraction, which built up with each passing second.


    He started a close scan of his instruments, knowing that any sweep radar was next to useless.


    "Now where would I go," he whispered, as if he could almost he heard by his opponent and he felt that prickly uneasy feeling, knowing that some how the Kilrathi was near. He had learned never to discount "the gut feeling." Any fighter pilot who did not believe in the instinctive feel usually didn't live very long.


    Too close into Thor, he reasoned, and the passage of the ship would be noticeable as a disturbance in the intense magnetic fields. If he went into the atmosphere he'd kick up the soup and really give himself away. The one advantage of chasing a Stealth, Ian knew, was that he was just as blind, running on scan shut down, otherwise he'd be given away. He spared a quick look at the map of the system. Two moons, one nearly the size of Earth's, the other half the size.


    Get into the lee of the orbit of the moon is what I'd do, Ian thought, blocking direct approach from one entire side, hide out and then wait for the patrols to give up before a final run in on the recon sweep.


    But which one? If he had had a coin on him he would have flipped it. Ian shrugged his shoulders and started for the smaller of the two, shutting down all scanning systems. He maneuvered so as to approach the moon from the forward side relative to its orbital direction. He throttled back and then came in a mere hundred clicks above the surface, crossing up over the pole and moving down the other side.


    Ian punched up a full high intensity burst scan, diverting nearly all ship's power into radar. If there was anyone within a million clicks the radar burst would damn near rattle the fillings out of his head, Ian thought, suddenly wondering if the Kilrathi even had fillings. He waited, watching his screen. The trick was that, even if it didn't detect a Stealth, it just might panic the pilot into thinking that he had actually been found.


    There! Just under two thousand clicks away. Damn, he had found the needle!


    A faint echo blipped on his screen, the computer working to gain a lock, narrowing the radar beam down and firing off another pulse, this one concentrating nearly all the energy of the previous pulse into a narrow cone. It was enough energy to fry out every circuit on an unshielded vessel a hundred thousand clicks away.


    The second burst hit, painting the enemy ship clearly on his screen at a range of eight hundred clicks. The target acquisition computer, upgraded to handle Stealths, threw a laser lock on the ship. The lock hung on and held as the pilot fired up to full throttle and went into evasive.


    "Combat control, this is Hunter. Got him! One Kilrathi Stealth, on his tail and closing."


    A high pitched whine suddenly cut in on his headset. The Kilrathi had dumped three missiles which Ian's computer told him were IFFs. Ian countered by punching in an IFF scramble. In a full running fleet engagement such an act could be suicide because the moment his transponder switched there was still no guarantee that the enemy missile which had already gained lock would veer away. On the other hand, everything else flying around, either human or computer guided, would assume that he was not on the same side and act accordingly — but out here it was a safe maneuver.


    The computer raced through thousands of possible transponder codes, searching for the right one to throw the missiles off, but they kept closing. Ian toggled off a guided bolt in return, which used the laser beam as a guide in to its target.


    He continued the chase, running blind. There was nothing to see, only a blip on the screen.


    The Kilrathi ship suddenly dropped out of Stealth mode, flashing full visible, and at the same instant Ian picked up a high energy burst signal. The pilot was good, he realized, never forgetting his mission, even while flying to evade death. Whatever he was sent here to find out, he was making sure word got out.


    "Combat control, bogey has sent burst signal, repeat, bogey has sent burst signal."


    The first incoming missile closed in. Ian nosed over hard and then banked back up, the missile jinxing down to follow and then shooting past. The second and third missiles, momentarily thrown off by his attempts at jamming, regained lock but missed as well due to the same maneuver. Ian felt the sweat streaking down the small of his back. His own bolt was leaping forward, guiding straight in.


    There was a brilliant flash of light as bright as the sun and then darkness. It took Ian a second to realize that his own missile was still a dozen clicks away. The Kilrathi had self-destructed with a small matter/antimatter warhead, vaporizing himself and his ship. Now there would never he any evidence at all of the violation of the armistice since a missile hit tended to leave a lot of wreckage behind which could be evaluated later.


    Watching the ship, he momentarily forgot what was now behind him, and suddenly a high undulating warble sounded in his headphones. One of the IFFs had turned around, regained lock and was closing straight in.


    He punched hard over, aiming straight back towards the moon, popping out chaff and a noise maker. He turned his transponder off completely, slamming off all energy sources.


    The damn thing kept closing, following his every turn and then a high energy ping sounded.


    What the hell was this?


    "Combat control, combat control!"


    "Control here."


    "Kilrathi seem to have new prototype weapon. It's ignoring chaff and noise maker. It registered first as an IFF missile but the damn thing must have a smart weapon program that continues to recognize its target once locked," Ian shouted, realizing that even if he bought it, it was essential that his friends knew exactly why and learned from it. It was part of the training and it was loyalty as well.


    He had no tail gunner to pop the missile at the last second, or wingman to peel it off his back, or the mad confusion of a hundred fighters and ships filling space with metal and energy. He was naked and alone, the IFF following remorselessly, like a cold deadly shark that could kill without thinking or feeling.


    He skimmed down over the moon's airless surface, weaving a low sharp turn into a narrow canyon and the missile impacted against the side of cliff behind him. He breathed a deep sigh of relief and then a second warble kicked in, showing that another of the missiles had regained lock as well.


    Damn!


    The missile was above him, streaking down. He blew his remaining chaff and the missile streaked straight through and closed. He was boxed in.


    The warble climbed in tone and then plateaued on a high spine-tingling pitch, the warning of an unavoidable impact.


    He yanked his stick back hard, popping up off the moon's surface, then reached between his legs, grabbing hold of the ejector D ring and pulled, even as the explosion engulfed him.


    "I think we know why we are here," Baron Jukaga said, his voice quiet, low pitched, his mane lying nearly flat so as to show neither dominance nor submission.


    "It is the fault of the hrai of Vak," Qar'ka Baron of the Qarg clan hissed, springing to his feet and pointing accusingly across the table.


    "Low born scum," Vak snarled in reply, reaching for the claw dagger at his belt.


    "Silence!" Jukaga roared. "Damn all of you, I want silence! and his golden red mane bristled up.


    The two stopped and turned, fixing the Baron with hate-filled eyes.


    "Jukaga, either one of us could cut your guts out and spill them on the floor for the rats to eat," Vak said coldly. "You of the Ki'ra hrai are weaklings compared to either the Qarg the Ragitagha, or any of the other families."


    "And if you did," Jukaga replied smoothly, "then you truly would have civil war and the humans would finish up with what was left."


    "Sit down," Baron Ka'ta of the Kurutak clan hissed, "Baron Jukaga is right. Let us listen to him first."


    Jukaga nodded his thanks to Ka'ta. At least he knew that the Ka'ta out of all the eight families of the Empire was solidly behind him. It was almost amusing. The Kurutak, along with the Sihkag, had always been viewed as the lowest of the eight, their blood never considered as thick. It was almost a guarantee that when approached by his own clan, the ancient family of Ki'ra, that the Kurutak would grovel over the honor of being treated as equals. It was a mistake the Kiranka, the clan or hrai of the Emperor, never realized in their treatment of those residing in the royal palace. In public, of course, the positions of dominance and submission were closely observed during audiences and open ritual, but in private, it was something else, especially when all the other families viewed the Emperor's line as no better than their own.


    "This petty feud between the clan of Vak and that of the Qarg is to stop here and now," Jukaga announced. "It is a disgrace that royal blood has been spilled like this in feuds within the confines of the Imperial Palace. Five of the Qarg have died in duels and five of the Ragitagha. It is enough and it is finished."


    Vak started to open his mouth and Jukaga extended his paw, talons retracted in a sign of peace.


    "It is enough," he said quietly.


    "You are not the Emperor," Vak replied, "you have not the power to order me or Qar'ka to stop," and he looked across the table at Qar'ka, whom only a moment ago he would have gladly knifed, for support.


    Qar'ka nodded his head in agreement.


    The Baron inwardly sighed. The fools, could they not see the weakness revealed in that simple statement? It was something he had learned in his years of study and it had come to him with a crystal clarity. The wars against other races, the ritual of Sivar, were designed above all else as a civilizing factor to the race of the Kilrathi, to quite simply keep them from killing each other. Aggressive combat, the instinct to hunt and to kill was far too close to the surface. Within the hrai, the clan and families were controlled by the rigid system of caste. But the clan instinct only extended as far as the clan. Though all might espouse the concept that they were Kilrathi it was only in the face of a prey outside of themselves. War and Sivar were essential for the survival of the race, to keep it from killing itself off and nothing more. It was something he did not discuss, for to even question the divinity of Sivar as nothing more than a social tool would be his ruin.


    All the wars had so well served that purpose, the humans, the Hari, the Gorth, Sorn, Ka, and Utara. Thank Sivar for the Utara who in their foolishness had come to Kilrah in peace, gave them space travel as a friendly gesture, and died as a result. If it had not been so, we would have destroyed ourselves when the secret of atomics came into our hands, the Baron thought, even as he surveyed the other clan leaders in the room. Aggressive races rarely survived the move into technology and made it to the point where space offered them an outlet.


    He looked around the table. Qar'ka was a fool, Vak not much better; they would not see such things. All they knew was that there was no war for the moment and the pressure within their own hrai was building, petty quarreling, long forgotten feuds building to the flashing of claw daggers. And yet, when Vak had turned to Qar'ka and offered him Jukaga as an opponent that they could unite against, Qar'ka was ready to agree.


    "The feuding in the palace must stop," Jukaga said coldly. his mane still flushed outward.


    "And I say you are not the Emperor to so order me," Vak snapped in reply.


    Jukaga smiled.


    "Is he really our Emperor?"


    There was a moment of stunned silence.


    "Are you mad?" Qar'ka asked


    "He and that fool grandson have led us into one too many disasters," Jukaga replied coldly.


    "How many of us have lost our sons, the best of our hrai, to the Terrans? How many of us have listened to our first chosen ones and concubines crying at night, their faces buried in their pillows to muffle the sobs, crying for those lost in this war?"


    The other hrai leaders lowered their heads and even Vak, who only moments before wanted to knife him, nodded in agreement.


    "Vak, you lost your first born of your first litter at Vukar Tag, I know, I saw his gallantry, his heroic death when he tried to ram the enemy carrier. He died kabaka, his soul winging to Sivar for his courage."


    Vak looked up at Jukaga, his eyes cold with anger at the wasted death of his eldest son. Jukaga almost felt guilty for so easily manipulating him thus.


    "He would be alive today, sitting by your side, sharing your feasting cup but for the Emperor. It was the Emperor that ordered the splitting of the fleet and Thrakhath agreed. If all our carriers were there for that fight we would have smashed the Confederation and pressed the war to victory. I was blamed and you now know the lie of that. I languished in exile, expecting at any moment that the Emperor's poisoner would come."


    He looked around the room and stood up.


    "We must stay united, we must control our hrai and stop this petty feuding which threatens to turn the palace into a slaughter pit. Don't you think the Emperor is quietly encouraging us thus to fight against each other, to thus keep us from standing united against him?"


    He could see more than one nod of agreement to his statement and smiled


    "Then start the war now!" Qar'ka snarled. "End this ridiculous farce. We have lulled the humans to sleep, now let us rip their throats out and be done with it."


    Qar'ka hesitated for a moment as if not willing to speak.


    "We must finish it before the Mantu return," he said quietly, "and take us in the back while we still fight the Confederation."


    The others looked over nervously at Qar'ka and then back to Jukaga


    Jukaga nodded and said nothing. Just after the defeat at Vukar, a report had come in from a deep space remote probe, far beyond the edge of Hari space, a probe so far removed that it had taken a year even to bring it in. There was an indication that the Mantu, who had once before invaded Kilrathi space, had completed their war against an unknown neighbor and might very well return. Seventy years past there had been a brief encounter with them, and though the fight had been a draw, it was suspected that the Mantu might in fact be far superior in their weapons technology. They had disappeared, drawing back to fight other foes, but it was always suspected that there would come a day when the Mantu might turn their full attention on the Empire, a concern that deeply troubled Jukaga as he watched their resources being spilled against the humans.


    Jukaga turned away and pointed at a long list of figures displayed by a holo projector.


    "This war against the Confederation has lasted over thirty years, the borders barely shifting after our first gains. War is not just fighting, it is economics, and resources, and production and morale and perhaps most importantly the learning of the way our enemy thinks. I know some of you might scoff at such concerns but that last factor has been my chief concern and responsibility."


    "You and the nobles of your hrai have remained safe at home, playing with numbers and reading while we spill our blood," Vak laughed coldly.


    "Without the weapons my hrai designed and the intelligence my spies and remote devices have gained, you would have been frozen meat floating in space," Jukaga replied.


    "He speaks the truth," Talmak of the Sutaghi interjected before Vak could reply. "Now let him finish. If Thrakhath had listened to Jukaga's concerns before Vukar the battle would have turned out far differently."


    "The war had become a balanced match without end in sight until now," Jukaga continued. "We almost had the edge until Vukar and their raid to our base on our moon. If it had not been for Thrakhath and the Emperor, as I already said, we might very well have taken Earth.


    "Earth, that has always been the key, and Thrakhath forgot that. A human warrior once wrote that in war one must find the focal point that will cause the collapse of his enemy and then throw all resources against it


    "This time I want no mistakes. Give this armistice just a little more time until the enemy is asleep and our secret fleet is completed. Let the fools get used to peace. Let them believe in this friendship. Let our secret fleet continue to be built even as we make a show of decommissioning our current ships. Then we will strike and crush them."


    "But the Sivar," Vak replied. "Where is the Sivar to be this year? Our people demand that."


    "You have the prisoners that we have kept hidden, do it to them," Jukaga replied coldly.


    "Prisoners, there is no honor in that. I still say that in eight eight of days, when Sivar comes, then we should launch our strike and turn the rivers of Earth red with the blood of the slaughter."


    "And I tell you that it must be yet five eighty of days. Look at the charts, can't you see the truth in them?" and he pointed to the wall."


    "War is not simple numbers, it is blood," Vak snorted.


    "Four more carriers at Vukar is a simple number, Vak and that number is the difference between your first born still floating in space, his body unclaimed, versus his living and breathing this day."


    Vak snarled and Jukaga was not sure for a moment if the anger was aimed at him, or at the humiliation over the useless death of a son.


    "Listen to me, my takhars," and he deliberately chose the word which meant brothers of equal rank. He looked around the room and saw that even Vak was at last willing to listen, unable to argue with the cold facts of numbers.


    "Let the plan unfold. When the time is ripe, over a dozen carriers will leap forward, slashing through their near defenseless border region. Before they can even hope to mobilize, we will jump straight to Earth, and there I promise you a slaughter like no other. In our plan we already have our agents at work, weakening their will to fight, ready as well to kill their leaders of war when the time is right. When we cut the heart out of the Terran Confederation, then in the years to come we can go at our leisure from planet to planet, saving some for Sivar, others destroying if they are a threat. Thus we will win, and thus we will be ready as well if our old enemy the Mantu should again return."


    He settled back in his chair and waited. Vak looked around the room, saw the nods of agreement and finally lowered his head.


    "The feud stops, you have my support," he said quietly.


    Jukaga did not allow himself to show his teeth in a gesture of triumph.


    "Then I have the promise of all of you to control your hrai in the palace."


    "It will be difficult, but it will be done," Qar'ka finally said. "But what of your other words about the Emperor?"


    Jukaga nodded.


    "In the days to come just consider this. He is old, he will not live forever. When he goes to his fathers, Thrakhath will take the golden throne. Given the leadership both have shown, do we truly want them to lead us to our final victory, or even more importantly against the threat of the Mantu if they should return?"


    "Are you suggesting the breaking of our oath-sworn word?" Vak asked.


    Jukaga slowly shook his head.


    "Just that I want you to consider my question, nothing more, Jukaga replied. "Other than that I suggest nothing."


    Vak smiled, and for an instant Jukaga was not sure if it was a sign of aggression at himself or towards the Emperor and without another word he got up and strode from the room, the other clan leaders following.


    Jukaga sighed with relief as the door closed behind them. How the feuds had truly started was all too evident. The Emperor had manipulated the hrai of Vak into feeling slighted at the court rituals by the other clans. He had not intervened when blood started to spill as a result.


    It was masterful on the Emperor's part, keeping the clans from uniting and turning their aggressive energy against him. Jukaga closed his eyes to clear his thoughts.


    The Emperor by now must see the threat forming. The Emperor must somehow sense that he was actually contemplating the unthinkable, the actual elimination of the Imperial line. If the war was on, such an act would be absolutely intolerable, in peace it might just be successful. The Emperor therefore needed peace to finish the building of the fleet, but at the same time needed war to secure his throne.


    Jukaga reached over to a side table and poured himself a cup of wine and quietly lapped it up. And yet there was far more. If he had learned anything from his study of the humans, it was that there was more than one way to win a war. Direct and brutal combat was the only thing the Kilrathi knew and understood. Yet there were so many other ways. It was already evident that the humans were weakening themselves in a foolish bid for peace. A year from now, if all could be kept quiet they would cripple themselves beyond all hope of recall.


    If he could eliminate the Emperor and the Prince, and then personally lead the new fleet into Terran space they would most likely capitulate in despair. Thus the fleet would be preserved. For if the Mantu were coming, the fleet, and far more beyond it, would be needed to stop them; a subjugated race of humans, and the vast resources they controlled, would help in that survival. The Emperor was too much a Kilrathi to see that. Brutal all-out war was the only path the Kilrathi had ever understood. It had, for so long, been the fundamental key to their success. Now, it might very well be the path to their destruction, fighting themselves to exhaustion only to then be conquered by others. He even half suspected that this was part of the Mantu plan, for surely they must know what was going on.


    The Emperor would have to go, it was that simple, and he found that he could indeed contemplate something that the humans so often practiced in their political struggles but which was unknown to the Kilrathi, political assassination of a superior without direct confrontation and challenge.


    As he contemplated he smiled remembering his favorite readings of the human English author and his play MacBeth. It was that reading which had first planted the thought


    Tolwyn. The English race of humans and their cousins the Americans were an interesting study. So violent but also so imbued with a strange idealism. Tolwyn fascinated him, a cultured man, and yet a complete warrior.


    He knew that there was something hidden behind the downfall of Tolwyn's career, and his reported move to the Landreich reinforced that. Tolwyn was too honorable to break the old English code of warfare with its bizarre notion of fair play and rules. He was following orders from someone above him, to be removed so he could go to the Landreich. But for what?


    Jukaga called up a holo map of the Landreich sector and its jump point pathways into the Empire.


    The realization finally came. Tolwyn was being sent out as a spy, to try to find the fleet, and if discovered, his link to the government could be denied


    "Masterful," Jukaga said softly. The information matched into the report he had obtained from one of his operatives inside Thrakhath's military intelligence. Thrakhath must have surmised this concern as well, and thus sent out a precious Stealth to investigate.


    Tolwyn had to be blocked. If the humans found out the truth, the peace would indeed be shattered, the timing of his own plans destroyed. Though he hated to do it, he would have to send a message to Thrakhath outlining his concerns for security and to recommend that it be doubled.


    Tolwyn was a fascinating challenge, a worthy foe. Though he would not openly admit it even to himself, he was finding in his heart that the humans were a race he had almost come to like, and more importantly, a race he was even willing to spare in his own quest for power.


    "Well look what the birds dragged in," Jason laughed, trying to conceal the fact that he had been sweating out the last twenty hours, increasingly convinced that his old friend had bought a permanent piece of space.


    K'Kai, ignoring Jason's teasing remark, led Ian up to the bar. Ian looked around the room with a grin, though Jason could see that the rescued pilot had most definitely had the wits scared out of him.


    "Yeah, I know, the drinks are an on me, "Ian announced, and a cheer went up from the pilots who swarmed up to the bar. Ian looked around a bit glumly, realizing that the old fleet tradition could be rather expensive.


    "I'll have this thing Ian talks so much about, a single malt scotch," K'Kai announced


    The bartender looked at Ian.


    "For that kind of sippin' liquor it's ten dollars for a shot."


    "Give it to her," Ian sighed, "the bird was the one that rescued me.


    The bartender seemed to relax a bit, especially when Jason reached into his pocket and fished out a wad of bills, hard Confederation currency, and tossed them on the counter.


    "I don't think you've got much change on you at the moment, Jason said looking over at Ian. "You can pay me back later."


    Ian nodded his thanks and called for a Scotch as well, downing it in one gulp. He looked over at Jason and smiled weakly.


    "I was scared out of my wits," Ian said quietly. "Maybe I might have been able to dodge that second missile, but it just kept boring in on me. When I popped out of there my ship was already blowing."


    Jason could easily see that by the scorching on Ian's flightsuit.


    "By popping up at the last second I had enough forward velocity to go into a low orbit around the moon. I looped over a mountain range not clearing it by a thousand meters. Every time I circled the moon my orbit kept degrading until finally the mountain range was straight ahead and I knew I was going to slam in. If K'Kai had gotten there thirty seconds later I'd have been splattered. Her tractor beam caught me just in time."


    He raised his glass and Jason could see the trembling which Ian struggled to control. Everyone who flew experienced it sooner or later, especially with the life expectancy of pilots being what it was. There was a point though when one too many close brushes simply drained the well dry. If they were back with the Confed Fleet, Ian would have been in to the psych officer and most likely stood down for a couple of weeks of R&R before being sent back in. But there wasn't any time, and in this stripped down fleet a psych officer was a luxury that Kruger would have considered pure idiocy.


    "Captain Bondarevsky, Captain St. John?"


    The two looked over their shoulders at a colonial officer.


    "You got us."


    "You're wanted by Kruger."


    "On our way," Hunter said, forcing a smile.


    Jason looked around at the bar, fished into his pocket and pulled out what he had left and tossed it to the bartender.


    "Keep it flowing on me till the money runs out"


    The colonial pilots cheered a thanks, as Jason left. Hunter looked back at K'Kai, and silently nodded a thanks as he went out the door.


    The bar was conveniently across the street from the entry into the command post. Following their guide they passed the security guards and went back down into the basement command post.


    Kruger and Tolwyn looked up as Ian and Jason came into the room.


    "Glad you're alive," Geoff said.


    "So am I."


    "But you lost a Sabre," Kruger interjected, "a first line ship in return for one Kilrathi Stealth, not a good trade in my book at all."


    "Return with your shield or upon it, is that it?" Ian said dryly.


    "Something like that," Kruger retorted. "You Confed boys might think it's all right to blow a ship apart or prang one up on a bad landing, get out, and then have another one handed to you, but out here it's different. We're at the butt end of any supplies. With your asinine Confed signing that article 23 of the armistice forbidding the resale of fighter aircraft, a Sabre is precious."


    "Sorry," Ian replied, "next time I'll make sure to blow up with my ship."


    "At least we know about their new missile," Tolwyn interjected, while pouring himself a cup of tea and motioning for Ian to come over and join him.


    "You go too easy on your boys," Kruger said, looking over at Tolwyn. Jason found it hard to suppress a low chuckle.


    "Something I say amusing to you, mister?" Kruger asked, looking back at Jason.


    "As a matter of fact, yes, sir," Jason replied.


    Kruger looked at him coldly and again Jason found himself wondering if his honesty would get him into hot water. Whether Kruger could really discipline him or not was problematic, he was after all a "volunteer" in the Landreich's Free Corp, not even officially sworn in, but he did suspect the gaunt one-eyed leader could make life difficult.


    "We've got a little surprise for you two," Tolwyn said handing a cup of tea to Ian and moving to get between Jason and Kruger. Glad for the excuse to break eye contact Jason focused his attention on Tolwyn.


    "What is it, sir?"


    "The special equipment we were hoping to get made it out of the Confederation and will arrive here tomorrow. It's the real reason I wanted to get these carriers out here," and he looked over at a frowning Kruger and smiled "besides helping out our allies in the Landreich.


    "Therefore Tarawa and Normandy aren't going out on forward patrol with the other three carriers."


    "Why, sir?" and the disappointment in Jason's voice was evident.


    "I couldn't let you in on it till now, but your ship has been selected for the real mission. Let's head up there now, Paladin's moved over from Normandy and he's already on board waiting for us."


    "What is it, sir?" Jason asked, feeling like a child who was being held back from looking under the Christmas tree.


    "Let's just say we've decided to add to Tarawa a little something special that just came in."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX

    


    Hard docking completed, Jason followed Geoff Tolwyn to what usually served as the entry bay for his fighters and was now blocked by the side of the heavy transport which was almost as big as Tarawa.


    The crew worked around him, extending the docking collar through the magnetic field which separated the pressurized flight deck from the vacuum of space. The collar snapped onto the side of the transport and the deck officer turned to Jason nodding that an airtight seal had been secured. The side of the transport popped open and a thin, nearly bald man, who Jason judged to be in his early sixties, came through.


    "So the Cats have been snooping around?" the man asked, coming up to shake Tolwyn's hands.


    "They know we're here."


    "And they'll be back for a closer look. I think I managed to get here without their knowing and I can tell you what's inside my hold is secure."


    Tolwyn looked back at his companions.


    "Admiral Vance Richards, I'd like to introduce you to Captain Bondarevsky."


    Jason came to attention and the Admiral motioned for him to stand at ease.


    "Everyone here's retired at the moment, Captain, so let's cut all the saluting crap."


    Jason took Richards' hand, surprised at the firmness of the grip. Tolwyn went down the line introducing him in turn to Hunter, Doomsday, Kevin, and finally Paladin.


    "Ah, Vance, tis good to see ya again," Paladin said with a laugh, the two slapping each other on the shoulders. "Did you bring me my new toy?"


    "That I did," Richards said, "it's tucked into the forward cargo bay."


    Paladin grinned with delight


    Jason watched the familiar greeting with surprise. Admiral Richards, until his retirement only days before the armistice, had been head of military intelligence for the entire Confederation. He was, to the members of the fleet, a shadowy figure, a name without a picture, an individual never seen — though it was often rumored that he traveled into more than one action, hidden away as a staff officer under an assumed name.


    "Let's start unloading and get to work" Richards said with an almost boylike enthusiasm, and he motioned for the group to follow him off the deserted hangar bay.


    The group started down the corridor back to the bridge and Jason looked back to see a team of black cover-alled personnel emerging from the transport ship, each of them saluting the lone Marine guard by the hatch and requesting permission to come aboard.


    "Who are those people?" Jason asked, motioning back towards the stream of personnel filing off the transport.


    "That's part of our surprise," Tolwyn said with a grin.


    The new arrivals started to maneuver long black canisters from out of the transport, moving them with small hand-held null gravity units. They had a certain look to them, tech personnel he could almost guess out of hand, but beyond that a cold professional look as well.


    "Since I am captain of this ship, sir," Jason said, looking over at Tolwyn, "can you finally let me in on what's going on? You've been looking like a cat that just swallowed the canary."


    "We're installing a D 3S 5 on board your ship, Jason," Richards said, motioning for Jason to turn into the wardroom off the bridge and indicating that Ian, Doomsday, Paladin, Geoff, and Kevin were invited to join as well.


    "Just what the hell is a D 3S 5?" Ian asked.


    "Deep Space Surveillance System Five," Richards said quietly, closing the door behind them.


    "Something then with signal intelligence, is that it?"


    Richards smiled and sat down on the small table that filled most of the room, motioning for the rest of group to sit down. It suddenly caught Jason that Richards was awfully familiar with light escort design, having made it straight from the hangar to the bridge wardroom without a single false turn.


    "The sig intel department's been working on this new design for years, in fact they were just getting set to deploy it when the armistice hit. This system was a black project. The only ones who knew about it were the chiefs of staff and several hundred design and research techs working on a base buried inside one of Neptune's moons, and that was it. Security was so tight that the techs were only allowed to bring their spouses and children with them and then were listed as killed in a transport accident."


    Jason noticed that Richards had neglected to say if anyone inside the civilian government knew of the project. Chances were not even the president fully understood it, nor perhaps did he want to.


    "I should add it is strictly a military project," Richards said, as if reading Jason's thoughts. I think it's fair to tell you that we've suspected a mole in the inner circle of government for some time now. The money for this project has therefore been buried, and no one else knows about it.


    "So what's so important about all of this?" Ian asked.


    "Since this war started, signal and photo intelligence has been crucial. From the little bits of information that we've been able to occasionally get, victory or defeat in some of the major battles of the war has often been decided. Vukar started because of a recon survey and in a lot of those missions good people died as a result.


    "We ve even got picket ships specially designed for the work, and they've been hiding on the edge of the frontier for years, quietly parked in asteroid fields. Hell, some of them are camouflaged to look like asteroids. Gods, it must be boring work, but to the sig intel crowd it's like a giant game, figuring out one puzzle after another.


    "The problem is that we're trying to listen in on everything from old sub light ship-to-ship radio communication, through newscasts, right up to fleet command high density translight burst signals. It comes down to hundreds of billions of signals floating around, made even more complicated by old radio waves, signals maybe five hundred years old, drifting by. The Kilrathi of course, assume we're listening in, so throw in language and coding and you see how complex it gets.


    "D 3S 5 might be a partial answer. It's not only the detecting equipment, it's also the analysis software which can sort through these millions of signals, crack codes, figure out which ones have certain things we're looking for and then give them as hard copy to intelligence. When they started the design work twenty years ago, the antenna nets were twenty miles across, it took five hundred personnel to run it, and it needed a ship bigger than a carrier. The early models were, as result of these limitations, well inside Confed space for security reasons, trying to squeak out information from as much as five hundred or more light years and ten or more jump points from the front. Now we've finally got it down to something we can deploy inside the flight deck of a light escort carrier, with a fifty meter antenna array mounted outside."


    "So that's why the other ships got the fighters, leaving us just four, and you wanted them moved to a corner of the hangar?" Jason asked, looking over at Tolwyn.


    The Admiral smile.


    "Tarawa's got a different job, in fact the real reason behind our moving out here to the Landreich. The Landreich needed the carriers, to be sure, and some of us wanted to keep a light strike force ready and available on the edge of the frontier. But it also served as a smoke screen for the real mission, the mission you and your carrier have been chosen for. We re going to take our new ears inside the Empire, and get the evidence we need to pull the mask off what they're doing. When we have the proof of what they're doing, believe me, things will hit the fan."


    "Just one question then, sir," Ian asked.


    "Sure, what is it?"


    "How the hell did we get this equipment? It must be worth hundreds of millions."


    "Just roughly over eighty billion and some odd change." Richards replied. "What's inside those boxes piling up on the flight deck cost more than the entire Concordia."


    "So how then?"


    "Don't ever ask," Tolwyn replied quietly. "People have died for knowing a hell of a lot less and I suspect there's more than one person who'd be glad to kill all of us if they knew what we were up to."


    "And my ship?" Paladin asked.


    "Once we off load the equipment to Tarawa, we'll leave the Hell Hole and head off to a quiet corner a couple of jump points up, and then off-load your new toy."


    "Off-load what?" Doomsday asked, unable to hide behind his usual mask of disinterest and depression.


    "A light smuggler craft with Stealth technology," Paladin said with a grin.


    "How the hell did we get that?" Kevin asked excitedly.


    "Oh, let's just say a Kilrathi Stealth fighter they thought was killed somehow wound up in our hands," Richards replied. We've yet to really figure out how it works, but we did manage to take it apart and install it in one of our ships and the damn thing actually works!"


    "Paladin's going in as our point man on this operation, so we thought we'd give him a little something extra this time around," Tolwyn interjected.


    "And its about time, considering what you folks pay me, Paladin replied with a grin.


    "Enter."


    Bowing low, Vak, baron of the hrai of the Ragitagha slipped into the darkened room, went down on both knees, head bowed to the floor and waited.


    "You may arise, the voice whispered hoarsely and Vak came to his feet.


    The bent figure motioned for him to approach and sit by his side, an act of great honor, and Vak moved quickly to obey.


    "You at least I still know are loyal."


    "As always, my Emperor," Vak said softly, not daring to raise his voice much above a whisper. Though the room was supposedly secured and swept, and the walls were mounted with vibration dampeners, it was still possible that something might have been overlooked.


    The Emperor touched a control panel by his side and Vak felt the electrostatic tingle of a force field clicking in. Nothing now could hear them, unless a bug had been planted in the very chair in which the Emperor sat.


    "We can talk freely now," the Emperor said.


    Vak tried to relax.


    "I have read the report you sent to me regarding this meeting. They are fools if they continue to follow Jukaga."


    Vak nodded.


    "I think you should know that you are not the only one to report to me thus."


    Vak felt a cold uneasiness. Was this a lie or not? If not, then it meant that at least one other of the eight families had had second thoughts about Jukaga. Could it be that all the others might very well be playing both sides in this? Or was the Emperor truly alone and simply making him nervous, to insure that he told the truth? He tried to analyze this bit of information. He had no love for the Emperor, and that he had led them to the brink of disaster was obvious. But he feared civil war as well, knowing that if it came it would be his worlds that might very well be swallowed up if the humans should attack in the wake of the chaos.


    We need the Emperor to hold us together, yet in the needing of him we are destroying ourselves as well, that is the paradox of it all, as Jukaga would say.


    "You're wondering who?" the Emperor said with a cold laugh.


    "Of course I would wonder such a thing."


    "And of course I will not tell you. In fact, you've already thought I might be lying; I'll leave that for you to meditate on."


    "Don't you trust me?" Vak asked, his voice and demeanor showing a genuine concern.


    "Don't be a fool, of course I don't trust you. Remember that, Vak, anyone who wears the Imperial crown must learn that lesson first. I did not trust even my own son and in the end I ordered his death. There are times I am not even sure of my grandson, the heir."


    He paused for a moment as if the memory did in fact still pain him in spite of his apparent lack of remorse in the years since the execution.


    He lowered his head again, growling softly.


    "You know that when I go," the Emperor finally said, "if my grandson is not supported, civil war will be the result. My hrai has ruled the Empire for centuries, that must continue, for no family will support the rise of another to rule over them."


    Vak said nothing.


    "But tell me," the Emperor chuckled, "why have you betrayed Jukaga's intentions to me?"


    "Because I am loyal sire."


    The Emperor leaned back and barked out a laugh.


    "Do not play the fool, the real reason. I know you hate my grandson and me, blaming us for the death of your first born."


    Vak was taken aback. His first answer had actually been the truth. If loyalty to a sworn oath was viewed as nothing more than a political toy, to be abandoned without thought, then they were indeed truly lost.


    The Emperor looked at him closely and finally nodded.


    "I believe you actually are loyal."


    Vak, feeling insulted that such an issue had even been questioned, remained silent.


    The Emperor looked away from Vak. Jukaga, as head of intelligence, had placed his spies not only beyond the borders but within even the palace itself. There was nothing he did not know. Poisoning him would be the easiest answer, but that might very well make the loyalty of Vak and the other family heads waver. The tacit agreement between hrai leaders and Emperors had stood for generations: both sides will support the other, neither will attempt to kill the other.


    He thought of Thrakhath. He was tempted to recall him from his assignment with the new fleet but then thought better of it. The new fleet was not only the tool for the final offensive against the Confederation, but also a replacement for the home fleet lost in the last two years of campaigns. Three carriers were ready, at the very least six more had to be completed if the next campaign was to be a guaranteed success. He could not afford one more lost opportunity, for it would shake whatever power they had left to the very core and perhaps trigger open rebellion. Yet if they waited, Jukaga in his slyness might very well gain even more power.


    It was an amusing question to ponder and he knew if he pondered long enough he would find the answer.


    "You know just how munificent my reward might be if you provide me with information valuable enough, including perhaps even the marriage to one of my great nieces. It could very well mean that your family might even thus be in line for the Imperial succession," the Emperor said softly. And Vak smiled.


    "Jump transition on automatic sequencing and counting at ten, nine, eight . . ."


    Jason settled back into his chair and waited. A cold rush of excitement tingled down his spine. No matter how many times he had jumped he always felt the same, especially when going into hostile space. One of the key tactical points with jumping was the simple fact that you never knew what was on the other side. Inside secured shipping lanes behind the lines there were beacons placed at both points, monitoring traffic, sent up to avoid the possibility of a ship materializing in the same point of space occupied by someone else, an event that always had spectacular results. But beyond that was the question of just who was waiting. Paladin, piloting his new ship which he had named Bannockburn, with Ian aboard as his co-pilot, had already gone ahead to scout. The fifteen minutes' wait had passed and now it was time to follow through and the potential for an unpleasant surprise was always there.


    He felt Tarawa drop away, and there was a momentary queasiness then the flash of rematerialization. He looked over at his navigation officer who was peering intently at her holo display.


    "Correct jump alignment confirmed," she announced. "Bannockburn reporting in on laser lock."


    Paladin's image appeared on the screen.


    "This Stealth works like a charm. We found a remote sensor and took it out, it never even put out a signal. Optical scan shows the entire system's clear right up to the next jump point."


    Jason looked over at Tolwyn and grinned.


    "It looks like we got through. We've crossed from the frontier into the heart of the Empire."


    He looked up at his aft visual and less than a minute later his escort CVE-6 Normandy came through.


    "All ships through," communications announced, "all systems running nominal, Bannockburn reports successful take-out of remote drone without detect signal being activated."


    Geoff Tolwyn, standing behind Jason, nodded, letting out an audible sigh of relief. Jason found that alone to be surprising; he was used to his old chief being absolutely unflappable.


    They were now four jumps into the Kilrathi Empire, tracking down one of the hundreds of transition points leading from neutral territory into the Empire in the one direction and Confederation space on the other. Surveillance drones of course monitored these points, but "accidents" like the one Paladin had just arranged for the drone covering this jump point were easy enough to set up. It could be days or even weeks before a picket ship came out to replace the drone with a new one.


    "Let's hit the flight deck and see what Richards is up to," Tolwyn said, motioning for Jason to follow.


    Excited, Jason came out of his seat. He had been waiting for days to get a look at what Richards was doing.


    Leaving the bridge they went down the main corridor to the forward part of the ship. At the airlock door two guards came to attention at Tolwyn's approach but did not step aside.


    Internal ship security was nothing new to Jason but this was different. The two men were not dressed in the usual Marine class B uniform, for after all this was not a Confederation ship any longer. There was something disquieting about the black khaki uniform the two guards were wearing without a single insignia or marking on them. The easy way they held their laser rifles told him that these two were highly trained professionals.


    Only seven members of the Tarawa's operating crew were allowed on to the hangar deck, Tolwyn and himself, along with Kevin, Doomsday and two Landreich pilots cleared to fly one of the four craft still left in the very forward part of the hangar, and finally Sparks as the one overworked maintenance officer permitted to work on the fighters. Everyone else aboard ship had already been told that the guards had standing orders to shoot first and then ask questions. Jason could tell this was simply not rhetoric, these two would do it without batting an eye.


    Clearing the doorway, they stepped out into the hangar deck. Equipment was spread out across almost all the floor space which once was occupied by forty-four fighters. He realized that he was, in fact, looking at perhaps the single largest concentration of computing power anywhere in the Confederation except, perhaps, for the administrative centers of Earth and the moon, and even then he wondered. Banks of storage systems were arrayed along one wall, dozens of holo display fields were already up and running, and he approached one of them, a field nearly half a dozen meters cubed. A technician was standing inside the display field, which showed a three dimensional model of what he recognized as the near space environment around Kilrah. Bright hovering points of light represented the stars, their planets, and transition jump points, with blocks of data appearing above them, the information readable from any angle one looked at it. The technician standing inside the holo display looked almost godlike as she walked about inside it. He was totally mystified by what she was doing as she pulled out what looked like a laser pointer, aimed it at the orange size planet floating in the middle of the field and squeezed.


    Another holo field popped into action next to the first, this one a close up of the planet the first technician had pointed at. The entire field was occupied by what looked like a solid ball, its continents covered with hundreds of flashing lights


    "That's Kilrah," Jason whispered.


    "Using this, they can lock in on any one of millions of sources even while continuing to scan all other traffic and look for new sources at the same time," Tolwyn replied softly,


    Several white overall clad techs gathered around the globe, pointing, talking softly, arguing, and then aiming pointers at particular flashing lights. Behind them, two dimensional flat screens flared into light, streams of data flashing across some, others showing pictures, one of which caught Jason's eye, of Kilrathi wearing heavy leather armor slashing at each other with swords.


    Vance came up to the two and nodded a greeting.


    "Say, what the hell is that on the monitor?" Jason asked, pointing to the screen.


    "A Kilrathi drama from the Gakarg Period."


    "What?"


    "Their ancient history. They love holos about the ancient wars when the various clans were feuding with each other before the unification. We monitor every such station from Kilrah, their media links are translight signalled throughout the Empire. It cost them a bundle but it helps keep them unified. Watching their stations might give us clues as to internal politics. We have a lot of software tied up with analysis of their popular shows, since there might be some subtle clues as to what's going on based upon the type of entertainment the government is broadcasting. In the last three days we've noticed an increase of Gakarg Period dramas dealing with Emperor Y'taa'gu.


    "Who?"


    Vance chuckled.


    "I never heard of him either. Seems to be an evil emperor who was insane and finally killed by a virtuous warrior in order to save his people. It's worth watching. It's interesting that since the armistice we never see a single drama about the war with us, or any of their previous ones, only ancient history. Their news programs are the same, really tight on war news and only one brief announcement of the armistice and then nothing. These furballs are mighty security conscious on such things, but we still gleam occasional facts; that's why it's worth monitoring."


    Lance led them around the holo display of Kilrah raised a pointer and aimed it at a flashing blue light


    "Blue means commercial communication line," and he nodded back to a screen which was filled with what looked like shipping orders, instantly translated into standard English.


    "This D-5 is monitoring everything that's reaching the antenna arrays mounted outside this ship. If it's non-coded it immediately translates it. We have the computers programmed to look for certain things on the commercial channels. For instance, a shipping order for IFF missiles gets tagged into a higher priority slot. We can even look for orders related to just one component of an IFF missile. If certain patterns of shipping develop or if something outside of the ordinary happens, the computer will alert a human operator who then analyzes it and decides if there's something important enough that it has to be kicked upstairs. That's the key job, looking for the little nugget of gold inside the tons of gravel and mud.


    "One of the first things that started to tip us off to the fact that the Kilrathi might be building something was that certain commercial links for the ordering of military parts suddenly went into a new code system, which was changed every eight days. Significant orders for supplies, parts, and shipping became highly classified.


    "That started some real questions being asked. The problem was that they shifted this classified work to the part of the Empire out beyond Kilrah, as far from our listening posts as possible The question of why really put the pressure on us to get this D-5 on line and also caused the loss of a lot of good intel people behind the lines. The jump we just completed is the deepest in we've ever been able to take equipment like this. You can see already the streams of data pouring in.


    Richards led them over to his command booth and offered a couple of cups of coffee to his guests. Jason noticed that these people seemed to live on caffeine, and a fair number of them were addicted to Ian's habit of tobacco, a practice he found totally mystifying and somewhat disgusting.


    "The D-5 can monitor any signal within its six hundred light year range and pinpoint its origin. The hard part is programming it to figure out what is worth looking at out of the billions of messages it picks up every day and then passing it to a human analyst for evaluation.


    "The analyst's job is the toughest. It takes someone with a sixth sense to decipher what appear to be unrelated facts but actually are part of a pattern.


    "We do the same thing for the media channels, the public communication lines, and of course the military and government lines," and he pointed to the flashing red and yellow lights back on the holo display of Kilrah.


    "Those are the tough buggers, a lot of it is burst signalled and highly encoded."


    "Damn, there's hundreds of them," Jason said. "Something must be up."


    Vance laughed softly.


    "Over ninety percent are dummy channels, broadcasting complete gibberish, total nonsense words that actually tie up most of our decoding equipment since we're not sure if its garbage or the real thing. Sometimes you might have a burst signal with a million words in it, all encoded, and the real message is twenty words in the middle, each word separated from the next by say six thousand four hundred words.


    "Why that number?"


    "Remember they have eight fingers and we have ten, so their numerical system is base eight. We tend to look a bit more intensely at base eight numerical lines as a result. What gets frustrating is that they are using at least a dozen different codes at any given time, with the highest level material going on what we call Fleet Code A, which tends to change every twenty-four to forty days. The real messages are hidden in a lot of garbage and we have to wade through each message and might spend weeks tracking down promising stuff only to discover its a decoy."


    "Some of their people even have a sense of humor about it. One message, when finally translated, was a simple 'Hey, stupid, we fooled you,' and another was a long excerpt from what I guess was a Kilrathi dirty book. Decoding and translating each of those things took up time and equipment. We can't ignore a single message because we never know if we might hit paydirt or not. So we wade through all of this, figure out the real signals from the fake, then spend a hell of a lot of time cracking the code, and just when we think we've got it, they go and change the code and we're back to square one. Then to top it off they might have a station that's quiet for weeks or months, and it pops off a lone burst signal then shuts down. Trying to even figure out where it came from out of a billion cubic light years of space was nuts until the D4 model, which could do a Doppler analysis and at least do a probable trace."


    "I'd go mad," Tolwyn said.


    "Some of us do," Vance replied. "It takes a special kind of person to do this. You fighter jockeys, your battle is one of skill and wits, but it gets played out in seconds. Some of our battles last years.


    Vance smiled.


    "I've been in this game for twenty-nine years. I've dreamed all those years of having something like this D-5. With the new antenna array we can pick up bursts from up to six hundred light years out; only a couple of generations back in the system we were lucky to get consistent reads from ten light years away. We used to spend billions on recon drones which would go in, store up data for a week, then send out a burst signal. Once it signalled the Kilrathi would be onto it and take it out. Now this one system can cover an area that would have required thousands of drones.


    "The big problem now is that counter intel believes they knew of the D-4 and maybe suspected our D-5. We've noticed a decrease in signal traffic and suspect they're shifting more to courier. So far we've yet to figure out how to read a dispatch pouch six hundred light years behind the lines."


    As they continued to talk, Vance led them around the flight deck. Small cubicles had been set up in the center of the room, and hunched over in each was an operator, going through data that the computer felt was of sufficient importance to bring to the attention of a human operator.


    "I've got a hundred and three analysts with me on this mission, each of them a specialist and the best in his field with eight or more years of training behind him. There are another forty programmers who feed in the requests and another twenty just to troubleshoot any glitches in the machine."


    Jason looked around the room, wondering just who indeed was paying for all of this. He had his suspicions but knew it was best not to ask. What was equally troubling was the matter-antimatter mine that was almost casually brought aboard with the rest of the equipment. It was placed in the center of the room and would be activated if it appeared as if Tarawa might be captured. In this case there was definitely no surrender although, technically, they were not even at war.


    A technician came up to Vance's side, looked over at Jason and Tolwyn and said nothing. Vance smiled and nodded.


    "I think Jenkins here has something to tell me that he'd rather not say in front of the two of you," Vance said quietly.


    Tolwyn, smiling, nodded and turned and walked away.


    "Hey, we're on the same team," Jason finally said as they went back down the corridor to the bridge.


    "Just remember, Jason, if there's no need to really know, then you definitely better not know. Believe me, son, there's a hell of a lot I wish I didn't know at this moment."


    Tolwyn looked over at him and smiled.


    "Come on, I think it's safe for us to have a short drink, help us unwind. It's going to be a boring float out here until something comes up."


    Jason was awakened by a gentle, but insistent shaking.


    Damn, what was it now, and then he was instantly awake. The room was dark, there was no klaxon, no attack. He suffered a moment of disorientation, the old dream had come back, the explosions silently bursting across the surface of the moon orbiting Kilrah. Svetlana . . .


    "Jason, it's Tolwyn, something's up."


    He stood up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes and snapped on the light.


    "What's wrong?"


    "Nothing, but I want you in on this."


    Jason reached into his closet, pulled on a fresh jumpsuit, slipped into a pair of shoes and followed Tolwyn out the door.


    It was the midnight to four watch, one officer and four enlisted personnel manning the controls. Actually, the time was an artificial creation, complete to the dimming of all lights aboard ship except in work areas. He looked over at the chronometer, 0308 Confederation standard time and it certainly felt like it. He realized it had to be important if Tolwyn was pulling him out of the sack now. Well, at least it was some excitement for a change. They'd been on station eight jump points inside the Empire for twenty days, the three ships of their fleet rigged down for complete silent running, tucked into an asteroid field in a small system that didn't even rate a name on the charts, only a numbered designation.


    Jason followed Tolwyn on to the flight deck and saw a small crowd gathered around a monitor. They quietly approached. Vance looked up and nodded a greeting.


    "We've just had a break on cracking their latest A code and we've caught a burst signal from Kilrah but again it was garbled, emanating from the far side of the planet aimed towards Hari. They're only sending this particular burst when this one station is facing towards the Hari system and thus turned directly away from us. We get bounce reflections off of their moon, but the signal is degraded to near gibberish as a result. It's a pattern which seems to be adding up to something. We've also had a couple of partial locks on a burst coming out of the Hari system but it's still beyond our range to get a clear read and fix on it."


    "So?" Jason asked, wondering why he had been pulled out of bed to hear what was not any of his business to know anyhow.


    "I want to take us closer in," Vance replied casually, as if asking to do a little jaunt from Earth to the moon and back as a Sunday afternoon pleasure ride.


    Vance motioned for the two to go into an empty cubicle. He punched up a holo display and then a two dimensional screen on one wall.


    "This is why I wanted to get in closer," Vance said quietly, pointing at the holo map which floated in the corner of the cubicle and then to the flat screen where a long string of what appeared to be gibberish, marked by occasional intelligible words scrolled by.


    "It's definitely fleet code, their highest grade. We had a twenty-three percent decipher on the last one, then this new code came on line but is being used only by this one station aimed at Hari. It has all the markings of a highest priority fleet code. We got really lucky when one of my people saw a similarity to a code they used nearly eight years ago and pulled it for comparison. We immediately broke a string of words and can do a six percent translation and it's less than twelve hours old. In five or six days I can bring that up to thirty percent and from there comparisons of word groupings, even knowing the writing styles of certain operators and officials, can help us break the rest.


    "So why go deeper in now?"


    "Because in five or six days I might have enough of the code broken so that we can get some hard core information. When we do, I want to be in position to scoop those signals from Hari and also the signals going out from Kilrah."


    "That means getting some place between Kilrah and Hari," Jason said quietly.


    Vance smiled again and nodded


    "Do you know what you're asking? Only one ship's ever gone to Kilrah and back and that's this baby. I don't know how many Confed spy or recon ships have gotten into the area and back, but I bet it's precious few."


    "Enough to prove it's possible," Tolwyn interjected. "But you are not going in to Kilrah, you're going to circle the edge of the Empire out to the far side and head into Hari territory."


    "You didn't say we, you said you," Jason replied, looking over at Tolwyn.


    "I'm taking the jump-capable Sabre on this ship back to Landreich in an hour," Tolwyn said


    "Hell, that's at least a seven day run, it'll be a nightmare in a ship that small. It doesn't even have ahead on board."


    "Well, if you don't mind, I'm taking Kevin along to keep me company. It'll be a chance for us to catch up on family matters. We'll just have to make do and rough it a bit. One of us can sleep in the tail gunner's slot while the other flies."


    Jason smiled, glad at least for once that Tolwyn was dropping the stiff upper lip routine and allowing himself to show some open attachment to his nephew.


    "I'm putting you in command of this fleet Paladin is being sent out in Bannockburn within the hour, doing forward recon and moving ahead of you. His orders are to go straight into Hari territory, to track down their burst signal, monitor it, and if possible close in for a visual check on its location.


    "I'm ordering you to go cautiously, feel your way out around the edge of the Empire but don't go beyond extreme burst signal range to a relay drone that I'll make sure is deployed here," and he pointed to a map, which he quickly pulled up on a screen, showing a position four jump points inside of the Empire. "If something should come up, either with you or back home, we don't want you out of touch. I need to go back, some things have come up I've got to attend to and Vance has a little assignment for me."


    Vance nodded and pointed back to the screen.


    "There's several standard code words imbedded in these signals that we've seen before. They're just like Kilrathi general fleet communications during the war, daily updates on the various fronts that fleet commanders had to be made aware of. I suspect this word 'Nak'tara' that keeps coming up refers to a possible target of interest to those furballs. We're going to try an old trick to see if we can smoke them out. Geoff here has to take the message back personally. It's something I would never trust to a burst signal because it could tip off this whole operation. I don't even want it in writing. It goes out in his head, and he can see to it along with his other business."


    Jason looked over at the screen. This system was literally receiving and analyzing hundreds of millions of words, millions of conversations in Kilrathi, all its various dialects, and coded talk, hundreds of hours of video, and thousands of holo images every day. It was analyzing it, and boiling it down for info, and now because of a six percent translation of a half heard signal, he was being asked to jump Tarawa to the far side of the Empire. He had wandered into a shadow world of a quasi war which was beyond his ability to really understand. Either they were on to something, or they were all definitely nuts and he tended to think it was the latter.


    Baron Jukaga smiled as he read the report. It seemed that both the Emperor and his son were to take the Imperial cruiser out to Largkza, the second moon of Kilrah to attend the yearly ritual of Pukcal, the day of atonement at the famed temple to Sivar located on that planet.


    That the two would travel together was interesting in the extreme, a rare breach of security in allowing both the Emperor and the heir to travel aboard the same ship.


    It was an opportunity he had to take though the thought chilled him. It was, after all, the greatest sin possible, one even beyond the imagining of nearly all of his race, to strike down a liege lord in secret without direct and open challenge. It was impossible, for to do so was seen as being beneath the contempt of the gods, and beyond that, would usually solve nothing for without challenge, one could not take the place of the rival destroyed.


    And yet I would succeed to the throne in the end, he realized. And as for the sin of it, he thought, I do not believe in the gods, so it does not matter. Even as he thought that heresy, however, he still felt chilled by it. He found it interesting that some humans could believe thus, and therefore deny any ultimate reason for existence, but for one who knew the hierarchy of the hrai, the clan, and the Empire with the godlike Emperor above all, it was impossible to contemplate. For was it not evident that in the hierarchy of the living there was also a hierarchy in the universe with the gods above the Emperor so that even in death one would sit with his hrai in paradise?


    He knew that here again his study of humans had triggered this line of thinking which had taught him just how easy it was to gain power if one was willing to seize it; for after all did not a prince of ability have to reach for power for the benefit of his state?


    He would do it, he had to. He looked again at the report. He would have to find a means of placing a small device on the cruiser, no easy task. He realized now that he was committed, and the thought brought him some comfort as he spun out his plan.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN

    


    "You know, laddie, I think I'm getting a bit too old for this sort of thing."


    Ian shook his head and said nothing, waiting for the jump transit to hit. Space forward blurred and then snapped back into focus, his stomach dropping, flipping over, and nearly coming up his throat. Ian scanned the nav screen, waiting for the locks to set in on the various stars to confirm that they had jumped into the system they wanted. Anomalies in jumps were not uncommon even in the heavily traveled lanes in the heart of the Confederation. In the barely charted jump points beyond the outer border of the Kilrathi Empire it vas almost a guess at times where the next jump would lead


    Paladin leaned over Ian's shoulder to watch, the seconds ticking by, finally a confirm light flashed on the screen and both breathed a sigh of relief.


    "At least according to what our charts tell us, we're in the right place," Paladin said. "It's a bit hard to tell though. Hell, laddie, we're going down one narrow little road here, we might have passed hundreds of other jump points in between and not even known it. The last time I did this I had to feel my way blind through it all.


    "I can tell you this, though, I think we've definitely gone a good bit into Hari territory, and Kilrah is somewhere off there," and he waved his hand vaguely off towards the port side of his ship, "roughly three hundred odd light years away. Where we're heading towards, that signal is sort of this way," and he vaguely waved his hand straight ahead, a gesture which Ian found to be strange and somewhat amusing.


    "In the olden days they used to draw places on the map and say, here be'eth dragons," and Paladin chuckled.


    "It's a long way back home," Ian said quietly.


    "Aye," Paladin said quietly turning in his swivel chair to scan his surveillance instruments.


    "Oh, we've got a little company way out here," he announced and pointed to the screen. "Ionization wake coming through here, heading straight for what I think's the next jump point."


    "How old?"


    "Not very, hard to tell, sir, maybe ten hours."


    "Could he have spotted us on the other side and jumped out?"


    Paladin sat quietly for a minute thinking that question over yet again. One of the problems with this cat Stealth machinery was the simple fact they were not even sure if it was really working right anymore. At least when Tarawa was alongside they could get a very quick and easy read. They hadn't seen Tarawa in ten days; it was now a good eight jump points behind them, holding itself at extreme burst signal range back to the edge of the frontier in case it had to get an emergency signal out.


    He had figured out by now that the Stealth gear was to be used for only short periods of time, and the drain it made on ship's energy was tremendous. So they had finally agreed to use it only at the moment of jump, and then when the coast was clear to come out of it and recharge their power by running with full scoops open. There was the other simple question as well. The Stealth might work against Confederation ships, but no one had yet to figure out if the Cats had a simple way of detecting it themselves.


    "Hard to tell, he could even be hiding somewhere in this blasted system and we don't have time to check it all."


    Ian looked over at the chart which showed a dozen planets in orbit around the red giant star of this sector. Information beyond that was nonexistent, nothing on any of the planets, resources, whether they were even inhabited or not Paladin pursed his lips for a moment and then sighed.


    "Well, laddie, let's power her up, get our tanks full, then close scoops and run to the next jump somewhat straight ahead. It'll take some time, we'll have to sniff it down."


    Ian nodded, taking the helm, turning Bannockburn and headed towards where they hoped the next jump point was located. It was tedious work, jumping through, snooping on passive listening, and then hunting up the next jump point and moving forward again.


    The engines of Bannockburn powered up and hours later it was far across the system, zeroing in on the next jump point. Long after their passage, what appeared to be nothing more than a small boulder, floating through the darkness a million kilometers from the jump point, shed its exterior. The Kilrathi light picket ship turned and accelerated away towards another jump point.


    "I think he is planning to assassinate me," the Emperor said


    Prince Thrakhath was surprised by just how casual his grandfather was, as if discussing plans for yet another boring court ritual.


    His choice of the word assassinate was interesting as well. In the language of Kilrah there was no such term, the word having filtered into the language from the Hari during the war of three eight-of-eights years past. For the Hari such disgusting practices appeared to have been their means of selecting who would rule, a chaotic and degrading system that left them ripe for conquest


    "What purpose would it serve?" Thrakhath asked. "After all, I would then rise to power," and even as he spoke the words he felt foolish, realizing that if Jukaga were planning to kill his grandfather, he would be killed as well.


    He fell silent for a moment, lowering his head to lap up a gulp of wine.


    "We can't simply denounce him," the Emperor said. "The evidence is far too flimsy, a mere hint, an inquiry as to who would be on the security detail guarding our cruiser the night before we leave for the Pukcal, but it fits him and what he has become."


    Prince Thrakhath nodded in agreement. There was no denying that Jukaga was far too right in many of his criticisms of how the war had been run. He alone, out of nearly all the Kilrathi, had taken the time and effort to truly study the humans. It was, after all, his assignment as head of spying to learn the secrets of the enemy and how they thought.


    That fact in and of itself had been troubling. In the past victory had come so quickly and with such assurance that there was little or no need to study the enemy; they were merely prey to be hunted down and exterminated. The Mantu did not count; their onslaught had come suddenly and with near overwhelming power, and then they had simply disappeared back into the void, apparently threatened by another unknown race. The human war, however, had dragged on for years. The exposure to them had been constant, even to the point of having a city's worth of human slaves right here in Kilrah, some of them even laboring in the subterranean caverns below the palace. Such contact had to, in the end, bring about changes. Jukaga had embraced them in order to understand and thus defeat them. It had thus introduced to him other ways of thinking as well.


    But to assassinate? The mere thought of the alien word was repulsive, it was killing without any honor, without challenge. It was done in the dark, without any hope of then picking up the fallen sword of the slain in order to take his mantle of power and honor.


    "If we both were killed," Thrakhath said, "there is no direct heir. In the chaos that followed, as head of his hrai, he would be in position to take the throne himself by playing off one faction against the other, something which he is a master at."


    He said the words softly. The shame of even thinking it was hard to bear. There was no denying the horrifying fact that the seed of his family was weakening. His grandfather had sired many litters, most of them born dead, with but two sons surviving. His father had actually been executed by direct order of the Emperor, his uncle killed in the first days of the war.


    He was now the only heir, and not one son had been born to him, a sickly daughter his only surviving offspring from a single litter, and that from a lowly concubine of the second order. It was a humiliation almost beyond bearing. He should have sired dozens of offspring by now. He felt a deep and lasting shame. War was the only outlet left to him to vent his rage over his failure on the mating couch.


    There were a number of cousins descending from his grandfather's sister, so many that the chance of blood feud and civil war was the most likely result. Is that what Jukaga wanted, a civil war? He thought of his cousins. It would be easy enough to trigger a dynastic struggle with them, and Jukaga could weave his way through the alliances, weakening the family until finally it would be his own hrai that would be the strongest and could then finish them off. It would be a civil war unlike any fought since they had first ventured off their home world over eight eight-of-eights ago.


    It was a dreadful thought. He had always assumed that in the passage of years he would either sire a son to succeed him, or, when he was old, he would choose a cousin to sit upon the golden throne. His choice would then ritually kill him and thus take the sword and throne by right of blood.


    "We cannot kill him," the Emperor said, "not now. There is first of all the simple fact that his plan for the war has so far indeed worked, degrading as it is. The humans have been placed off guard, our shortage of transports is being rectified, and the new fleet is moving towards completion. If we ordered his death it would upset that plan, and beyond that, appear to be an act of jealousy. The other hrai leaders forced his return and the killing of him out of hand would bring their wrath down upon us. There is no denying the fact that, like it or not, his plan pulled us out of a difficult impasse."


    Thrakhath nodded in agreement.


    "And the onus of such an act we can place upon his shoulders," Thrakhath replied with a smile.


    "There is the other fact as well," the Emperor continued. "He heads the operation of our spies. He knows perhaps even more than I do. His operatives are everywhere. Any attempt to take him would be known long before we were ready to strike."


    The Emperor stood up and went over to stare at a tapestry hanging behind the throne, which showed an ancient hunt scene, all the time making sure to stay within the stasis field that blocked all detection devices.


    Thrakhath looked back at the Emperor, who looked at him sharply.


    "Could your fleet take the humans now?" he asked.


    "It is not certain. Four carriers are now ready, the fifth in two eights of days."


    "Could you win?"


    All the variables, all the calculations said that a swift attack with five new carriers would succeed, though there was a slim chance that the losses would be heavy.


    "Remember, the humans have weakened themselves," the Emperor said, "and our traitor in their ranks keeps us informed."


    Thrakhath nodded. He did not want to take any risks and then he wondered if this peace had made him weak as well. War was risk, that was the thrill of it.


    "We can take them with five carriers, my lord. However, we would have to strike with full and overwhelming surprise. Any warning before we cross the frontier could give them time to prepare a defense."


    "Then be sure that this unconfirmed report of their having a spy ship in our space is acted upon at once. They are not to get through or see anything, that is still crucial."


    Thrakhath nodded in agreement.


    "If he makes this attempt and we survive, politically it would still make us look weak, having first agreed to this disgusting peace and then suffering the indignity of having someone attempt to strike us."


    "Then kill him now and be done with it," Thrakhath snarled.


    "No. We would never have the evidence we need, he is too cunning for that. Let him make his strike, but then let us shift the blame on to the humans. It will serve a two fold purpose of discrediting his peace effort and help to enrage our own against both him and the humans. I think it is time as well to have a talk with our ambassador in their camp. He has waited too long for his revenge, let him have it.


    The radar burst pinged across the screen and Jason sat silent, watching, looking over at his counter electronics officer. She was hunched over her own screen staring at it as if mesmerized. The young woman, she could not have been more than twenty, punched an order into a flat touch screen, absently reaching up occasionally to push an unruly wisp of red hair from her freckled forehead. He felt as if she was not much beyond being a very young child, and the thought struck him as almost funny. He was, after all, only twenty-seven, the youngest carrier commander in the fleet. In any other type of life the woman would have been very dateable. Out here, in this situation, the difference seven additional years of war added was a chasm almost too deep to comprehend. Another ping washed over the screen.


    "They're close, they're very close," Vance whispered.


    Jason felt that if he went to a topside view port he could almost see the Kilrathi scout ship. A hundred thousand clicks was damn near next door in space.


    "Still an unfocused radar sweep," the electronics officer announced.


    Another ping hit


    "Doppler shifting away, he's moving past us, sir."


    Jason let out a sigh of relief.


    "Keep secure for silent running," Jason announced and he left the bridge, followed by Vance.


    "I thought you were crazy to land like this," Vance said and Jason looked over at him and smiled weakly.


    "Maybe I am."


    The move was unorthodox in the extreme. Less than twelve hours ago Vance's team had picked up a series of orders shifting more than a hundred scout and recon ships into the sector they were now occupying and to cover all the surrounding jump points. Apparently something had tipped the Kilrathi off to their presence. His first thought was to run and hide inside the atmosphere of a gas giant but there were none to be found within the system. There was, however, a green housed world cloaked in heavy clouds, its surface boiling hot and scored by deep canyons. Placing two light carriers down on the surface under the lip of an overhanging cliff had been tricky. If discovered they would be near defenseless. A light fighter armed with just a couple of antimatter warheads would make short work of them if they were caught and unable to lift off in time.


    So far the subterfuge had worked, and with the planet's extremely slow rotational period, Vance had been able to keep a watch on but signals from the direction of Kilrah, now three hundred and eighty light years away. However, the Hari system was blocked by the bulk of the planet.


    The only problem was that the scout ships simply refused to leave and had thus kept them pinned for three days, out of touch with Paladin, wherever he might now be.


    "Here we go, laddie, jump in ten seconds."


    Paladin cinched up his safety harness and waited. He spared a quick glance over at Ian who sat placidly next to him.


    This next jump was totally blind, leaping into a jump point without any idea where they were going. The last three jumps had taken them further than any human had ever ventured before, far beyond the outer run of the Kilrathi Empire and into the completely uncharted realm of the long dead Hari. The burst signal they were tracking down had fired off again only six hours ago and was very close, in a star system less than eight light years away. They had slipped through the sector using the Stealth, though it appeared as if one of the dozen picket ships they had passed had at least gotten a temporary lock on them. In a couple of seconds he would know if this jump would take them to their goal.


    The jump transit hit, blurring vision. The stars ahead disappeared. Paladin swallowed hard and waited. Maybe I'm getting too old for these sorts of games, he thought. Twenty years of fighting is pressing the edge of the envelope just a little too much. He pushed the thought aside, no sense dwelling on it. Besides, what the hell would I do with myself to kill the boredom?


    A new starfield snapped into focus and at the same instant the radar detection alarm started to shriek its warning.


    He leaned over in his chair, punching the alarm off and turned to look at the readout screen.


    "Well, lad, we're being tracked," he announced, trying to keep the fear from his voice. It always amazed him how all the others looked to him as someone with ice water in his veins. If only they really knew just how gut-wrenching the fear could really be.


    He watched his screen as optical mounts turned, tracking down the incoming paths of the radar, passively searching out the darkness for the enemy.


    "Got one sighted, make that two, now three, the closest standing at thirty eight thousand clicks, a light corvette."


    Another high energy radar burst snapped on them, this one a narrow focus beam. It could only mean that the Cats were on to him.


    He spared a quick look up at the unknown system they had just entered. The jump point was fairly close into the systems sun, a standard class M. He continued the optical sweep. He'd have a good five minutes before the corvette would start to close. Now that they'd been found out, they could at least do a quick scan before jumping back out and shaking off the pursuit in the system which they had just jumped from.


    "Getting an awful lot of sublight radio traffic in this sector," Ian announced. trying to get an optical lock on the signals."


    Ian, working the long range optical scanners, stayed hunched over his screen. A full radar sweep would have been better, but they would be long gone before the first returns even started to bounce back. The use of the narrow band translight pulse was out of the question. They'd have to drop completely out of Stealth and it'd reveal their true mission to the picket ships.


    "Paladin, switch to my screen," Ian whispered, his voice suddenly high and tense.


    Paladin switched into the long range optical scan, his eyes straining as Ian spun the optics up to their highest magnification, which could pick up an object the size of a one pound coin from two hundred thousand clicks out.


    "My lord," Paladin gasped, "hit the holo recorder switch."


    "Already running," Ian replied.


    Paladin stared at the screen in disbelief when Ian punched in a computer enhancement with scale gradients superimposed over the image. They were looking at a ship that was at least fifteen hundred meters in length. Several seconds later the computer, now armed with more information, cleared the first image from the screen and replaced it with a higher resolution enhancement, with the beginning of an analysis of what they were looking at.


    "Fifteen hundred and eighty meters, estimated half a million ton bulk weight," Paladin whispered. "Range 102 million clicks, orbiting the only planet in the system.


    "Dozens of ships orbiting that planet," Ian announced, "coming up now on second screen."


    Paladin spared a quick glance over to the secondary images forming, three more ships like the first one, half a dozen more apparently still under construction, a dozen cruiser type vessels that were bigger than the old Concordia — battleships he could only guess would be the word for them, drawing the term out of ancient nautical history. Part of the screen was tallying off a count of transports, more than a hundred of them either docked into what appeared to be an orbital construction yard that filled half a dozen cubic kilometers of space, or hovering around it


    The alarm went off again, warbling with a high insistent tone and Paladin turned to look back at his tactical.


    We've got company, laddies. Looks like two Stealths just jumped in behind us. Prepare for evasive!"


    "We'll lose the visual lock, Ian shouted. "I don't have a full read on it yet."


    Paladin weighed the variables and in less than half a dozen seconds from the sounding of the second alarm he came to his decision. Turning back to his main screen he cleared it of the optical and punched in the order for a translight beam sweep, dropping his ship out of Stealth mode. The pulse went out, even as he swung his ship hard over into an evasive. The first Stealth already had a lock on him and dropped a missile which he assumed was one of the new and more deadly IFFs. Before the missile was even clearly away Paladin popped a scrambler, a decoy pulsing with a standard Confed IFF code and capable of reflecting back a radar image of a fleet light corvette, a counter he had rigged up based upon Ian's unpleasant experience.


    Ian looked over at him in surprise and grinned, as the transponder snapped to life. It was a clear give away as to who they really were along with the translight pulse sweep. Seconds later the data came sweeping back in with a high resolution read of the enemy fleet. The first missile at the same time streaked into the decoy and detonated. Two more missiles swept out from the Stealths which were turning to follow Bannockburn in its evasive and Paladin punched out another decoy while at the same time launching half a dozen dumb fire flechette bolts from his rear tubes that would fill space behind him with thousands of nail-sized shot that could rip a fighter to shreds if it got caught in the spread.


    Even as he piloted the ship he watched the other screen. A green flash indicated that the pulse had been successfully read and stored by the ship's computer.


    "Check it!" Paladin shouted.


    "We've got good data," Ian replied.


    "Load it along with the optical read and our coordinates into a burst signal, aim it back towards Tarawa."


    "Loaded!"


    Paladin toggled a switch into the burst signal line.


    "Green one, green one, this is green two, am under attack, cover blown, repeat cover blown, get the hell out and back to the barn."


    He hit the burst signal button and the light; in the cabin momentarily dimmed as nearly all the ship's energy was diverted to powering out the signal across the hundreds of light years of space back to Tarawa.


    At least they'd have the information even if they bought it. He realized that in the scheme of things his job was done, he had uncovered the suspected fleet. Within minutes Tarawa would have the information and it'd blow the lid right off the armistice when it came out that the Kilrathi were building the ships in clear violation of the terms. The political ramifications would be explosive, he realized. At the very least Rodham's government would fall. It'd also mean that the war would be back on. He thought again of what he'd just uncovered and the images still locked on the secondary screen chilled him. The carriers were more than twice as big as anything now in the fleet. Even if every ship was still active and on line the new Kilrathi ships had the power to do anything in space.


    The Cats undoubtedly knew that their cover had just been blown. The only hope was to fully remobilize before the ships already completed could be moved up into action and meet them on the frontier. If they gained confederation space with our defenses down it was over.


    The two missiles hit the second decoy and detonated. The Stealths dropped out of masking and came to full visual, transferring their energy to neutron guns and laser. A shot lanced into the portside stabilizer of Bannockburn and Paladin pulled hard to starboard, lining up a deflection shot on one of his tormentors. He flared off half a dozen more flechette rounds, followed by two dumb fired bolts. The flechette rounds broke open, each deploying a spread of sixty thousand nail-sized shot across a hundred meter wide piece of space. The wave slammed into the Stealth, shredding it to ribbons and the ship silently detonated.


    The picket ships were already racing in to join the fray, their speed well up past a thousand clicks a second with maneuvering scoops fully closed.


    "Turning in on jump point. Get ready for uncalibrated jump in fifteen seconds!" Paladin shouted.


    Another laser burst hit Bannockburn dead astern, overloading the shields, cutting into the Y-axis maneuvering thrusters, and Paladin cursed as he purged the thrusters fuel lines before they detonated.


    He spared a quick thought for the message he sent out, hoping that Tarawa was at least still alive to get it, otherwise this whole damn thing was for naught. "How the hell did I ever get into this business?" he shouted even as the jump transit hit.


    "We've got it"


    Jason looked up at Vance who had not even bothered to knock before bursting into his cabin. The normally unflappable director of intelligence seemed almost giddy with excitement.


    "Got what?"


    "The signal damn it, the signal. Come on, I'll show you."


    Jason followed Vance back down the corridor into the fighter bay. He had a flash memory of the same corridor, running towards the bridge when it was hit by the Kilrathi suicide pilot, killing O'Brian, the first captain of the Tarawa, the corridor decompressing when the hull was shattered


    They reached the end of the corridor, the two security guards still requiring that even Vance show ID and undergo a corona laser scan. It struck him as a bit absurd, here they were hiding on a planet's surface, no one could possibly sneak aboard to impersonate Vance, and the man had come down the corridor only a minute before. But he knew that security above all else required no relaxation.


    He showed his ID as well and leaned into the corona scanner.


    The guards opened the doorway into the bay and saluted, the door slamming shut behind them.


    The D-5 team was gathered in a knot around what was Vance's cubicle, and to Jason's surprise he saw bottles of champagne being passed around. He was about to raise an objection to such an open violation of fleet regulations but then realized that fleet regs no longer applied, since officially they were not part of the fleet, and in fact officially did not even exist. Intel people had always struck him as a little strange and he realized that perhaps they needed to blow off steam like this otherwise they would have cracked under the pressure long ago. They were no different than pilots in that respect.


    The crowd parted for Vance, patting him on the back.


    "Good job, people, now let's finish our party and get back to work, there's a hell of a lot to be done before this mission is finished"


    The crowd seemed to immediately sober up and drifted away back to their stations.


    "Here's what all the excitement is about. I thought you should know in case anything happened."


    "Anything happened?"


    "We could take a hit to this bay and our entire team gets wiped out. I want someone off this deck to know what we've just found out I want you to remember the message but you are to immediately, and forever, forget how we found out"


    Jason nodded in agreement


    Vance pointed to a two dimensional screen. On the right side was what Jason assumed was phonetically translated Kilrathi, on the left long series of white blocks, and occasional words in English which were partial translations of the message.


    "When Geoff left he went back amongst other reasons, to have ConFleet send out a false message which stated that our primary matter-antimatter assembly plant on the moon had been destroyed due to an accidental detonation. As a result no new weapons would be delivered for several months. The message of course was a complete fabrication.


    An hour ago we picked up this message from Kilrah to their Hari base and cracked part of it."


    Jason leaned over to look at the screen.


    Most of the message was untranslated but one line highlighted in red leaped out at him . . . "Remove target 2778A on moon of nak'tara from primary strike list Accident has destroyed target, . . ." there were several lines untranslated . . . "shortage in antimatter weapons produced from 2778A expected, will update."


    Jason looked back up at Vance.


    "They took the bait. We broadcast the false message on a code we knew they had already cracked. Their listening post, most likely right in their embassy office picked it up and passed it back to Kilrah. Nak'tara means Earth. It means that whatever it is they're preparing out there in Hari is being aimed for an attack straight at Earth. Damn it, the bastards are getting ready to strike."


    Jason leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes for a moment. He could understand the elation of Vance's crew. Their job was to get information and they had just pulled out a gold nugget of information unlike anything found in years. They had reason to celebrate. But it meant as well that the armistice was nothing more than a sham. Though he had assumed it to be so from the beginning, there had always been a small part of him that had hoped against hope that maybe the peace was real after all. This was a dark proof that shattered the dream.


    Damn all of them, the Kilrathi, the political leaders back home that had led them into this fix, damn all of them.


    "Think we should lift off and get the hell out of here?" Jason asked. "We could punch our way through the picket screen.


    Vance shook his head.


    "And bring back what? One partially decoded message as proof. The peace party crowd would say it was cooked up to restart the war. A lone burst signal does not an ironclad case make."


    "They could be moving at any time now. We should be alerting ConFleet, they'll believe us."


    "Son, ConFleet will believe us, but they're the only ones. You've got to remember this as well. We don't exist as far as the government is concerned. There aren't more than half a dozen people off this ship who even know we're out here. How do you think it'd be presented if we go rushing back home and stand up to announce that we parked this ship clear on the other side of the Empire in clear violation of the armistice? The real truth of what we found would be lost in the screaming and protests not only from the Kilrathi but from some of our own people as well. It'd also blow the cover on this D-5 system. That's one of the problems with intelligence. If we make public what we've found, the Kilrathi will figure out just how capable our surveillance is and change their procedures and it might be years before we can break it back down again."


    Jason nodded. They'd need something hard, clearly recorded visuals, and even then some people would claim it was a fake out. Hell, the Kilrathi would most likely have to start kicking down the front door before anyone would act.


    "So we just sit here and wait."


    "Too bad this planet screens us from your friend Paladin. Maybe he might have something by now," Vance replied. "Hell, we're stuck here, unable to move and one ship out to scout. I doubt if he's even got within a hundred light years of their base."


    
      * * *

    


    Standing up to stretch, Prince Thrakhath growled softly as he continued to look at the screen which showed the latest intelligence report.


    The intelligence report from Jukaga matched that of what his own military chain of command had stated. Jukaga most likely knew that Thrakhath had his own lines of communications, and since the incident took place within a military command district he would find out about it almost immediately.


    Someone, almost undoubtedly from the Confederation, had penetrated right into the very system where the new fleet was being constructed. The translight radar sweep could only have been done by a very well outfitted spy ship, as no smuggler could afford to carry such equipment. Beyond that, the ship had been using Stealth masking. The fact that the humans had either learned the secret of Stealthing or captured such equipment was stunning. They were on to something. The question now was whether the information had gotten back to the Confederation and their fleet command. No burst signal could possibly cross such a distance. The spy ship had sent out three burst signals so far, all of them aimed towards the Paghk System, where a suspected ship was still being hunted. But no burst signal had come from that system to relay the message on.


    No, Confleet did not yet know.


    He turned to a holo projection, ordering up a map of the Paghk system, and then ordered a projection of jump lines and systems back to where the spy ship had been sighted. Next he ordered in a display of where the spy was now located, the position of ships in pursuit and where nearby ships might be located to move in to aid the chase. Finally he ordered a projection of jump lines from the Paghk system back towards the Confederation ship.


    The holo field was a maze of blue lines, blinking lights representing ships, and steady yellow lights representing the array of stars which were terminus points for the jump lines.


    He studied it intently, shifting, moving in the focus, calling up more data, formulating plans, then shifting the field yet again to examine another part, a side screen scrolling out data on the various ships available.


    Yet this was no simple intercept operation. There was a political consideration as well, involving Jukaga, and just what he might be doing in regards to this new situation. As he studied the holo projection Thrakhath developed his plan.


    He was interrupted by a paging call. It was the Emperor on an open line.


    "It is time that we leave for the ceremony," the Emperor said and then clicked off.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT

    


    "We've picked up a threefold increase in signal traffic within the last six hours, chief."


    Vance nodded wearily, looking through the report handed to him by one of his assistants. He was exhausted. Against all rules of proper procedure, he had put his people on eight hour on, four hour off duty shifts. He knew exhaustion was cutting into their performance, that it'd be best to give everybody a day off to unwind, but it was getting too hot. Earlier in the day they had made a quantum jump in cracking Fleet Code A, bringing the translations up to nearly sixty percent. It was increasingly revealing the full extent of the conspiracy, ranging from continual updates of military actives and deployments around Earth, but also a thousand other details down to spare part requests, and shipping orders for the transport fleet that was slipping deep out into Hari space, hauling the millions of tons of supplies needed to build a new fleet from scratch. A signal earlier in the day reported the transfer of more than a thousand pilots, their plane maintenance crews and the fighter craft off of carriers in drydock, and thus supposedly deactivated to the reserves, to the new fleet.


    Something was definitely up. The Kilrathi were acting, but on what, and for what reason? And now the signal increase.


    "We're also getting ship to ship communication increase within this system. Two light cruisers have moved in along with one heavy cruiser just detected."


    That made Vance sit up and take notice. He looked at the report that the analyst pointed out on the screen, a real time translation of the messages, broadcast on a low priority code racing across the screen.


    "They're setting up for an intercept from the looks of things," Vance said "Send a messenger down to Captain Bondarevsky, tell him to come here at once."


    There were times when security got on his nerves. All communication lines between the fighter bay and the rest of the ship had been sealed off based upon the near infinitesimal chance that a member of the ship's crew, and one of his own people might collaborate in trying to get information off the ship.


    The analyst turned and started for the door while Vance punched over to his head of Alpha team security, informing the captain to let the analyst pass into the ship and return with Jason.


    A side channel suddenly leaped into activity on the display screen, originating from inside the system they were now occupying. It was one of the standard Confleet bands. But from where?


    The D-5 had already locked on to it, a reflected signal skipping over the horizon of the planet, the message breaking up. "Just what the hell is this?" Vance whispered, turning more of the computer's power loose from other activities to focus in on the signal and enhance it.


    It was an audio signal, and he turned on a speaker.


    "Green one, Green one, this is Green two over."


    "That's Paladin!"


    Vance turned to see Jason coming up behind him.


    "Green one, where the hell are you, am under attack, over.


    "Where's it coming from?" Jason asked.


    "Looks like from directly on the other side of the planet. Getting some skip through the atmosphere, wait a second."


    He typed in a quick order and the D-5 turned one of its antenna array to aim at the small moon of the planet which was nothing more than an oversized rock orbiting half a million clicks overhead.


    "Getting a reflection signal from the moon as well, give me a second here . . ." and he punched in another command.


    "There, got it. Triangulate the signal as coming from near directly behind us, thirty five million clicks back."


    "Straight back towards the jump point towards Hari," Jason said, turning to look at a holo map of the system which one of Vance's assistants activated, a blinking yellow dot showing where Paladin must be.


    "We're getting in the clear attack signals from the Kilrathi cruisers, one of them is launching fighters," the assistant announced.


    "They're moving in to cut Paladin off," Jason said quietly, looking at the map which was now showing the enemy ships in the sector. Several corvettes were already moving to set up a picket across the jump point leading out towards Confederation space while the cruisers positioned themselves for an easy kill.


    "Either they found him out before he got the information, or after he picked it up; it's one of the two," Vance said quietly.


    "Why are you telling me this?" Jason asked, suddenly aware that Vance was staring at him in a coldly detached way.


    "If he doesn't have the data, and we go up to try and save him, our cover is blown and we'll have to get the hell out. For that matter I wonder if we can get out now considering the hardware they've brought in here."


    "Are you suggesting that I do nothing and let them blow Paladin and Ian apart?"


    "The mission comes first, Captain."


    "And suppose he does have the data we need?"


    "I haven't heard it yet, and frankly, son, his chances of finding them were slim to none to start with when we sent him on alone."


    Jason looked back at the screen.


    "Green one, Green one, am under attack, where the hell are you?"


    Jason closed his eyes and tried to focus his thoughts, while. Paladin's insistent call for help echoed across the deck.


    "Green one, Green one, this is Green two over."


    Paladin, exasperated and filled with a frustrated rage, punched the channel off and slammed his fist down on the console.


    To have come so far back and now to be cut off. The next jump point out of this system was blocked, and already half a dozen ships which had been pursuing him for days were coming through behind, a fact made worse by the more than fifty patrol craft and three cruisers currently in the sector. The heavy cruiser was already launching its squadron of fighters which would close with him within the hour.


    The game was up and Bannockburn was about to get fried. As soon as he had jumped, the pickets waiting on the far side plastered him with high energy radar bursts and then threw on laserlocks he simply couldn't shake.


    Just before they hit him he'd try one more burst signal, feeding every erg of power he had into it, but the chance of it reaching Confed space at this range was remote and made even more implausible by the fact that it was dicey at best if someone had a listening array focused on this region. If only he knew where Tarawa was he could transfer the info off and the they'd have the power to punch a signal through, plus they would also know where to aim it for an intercept.


    "Damn it all to hell, if I get out of this I quit," Paladin snarled. "I'm heading back to Scotland and I'll be damned if I ever let my two feet get off the ground again.


    "Ian, you'd better launch now. I'm glad that the Admiral managed to get a jump capable Ferret tucked into this ship's cargo bay. I thought he was a wee bit crazy trying that out. I'm ordering you to break off and try and make it through the jump point. I'm loading the information into your fighter's computers now. You've got to get that information back to Confed territory. Tarawa's either gone or bought it."


    Ian looked over at Paladin. He knew Paladin was right. The swarm of enemy fighters was closing.


    He wanted to say something but couldn't find the words.


    Paladin looked up and forced a smile.


    "Lift one for me at the Vacuum Breathers Club, laddie. Now get the hell out of here."


    Ian turned and headed for the door.


    "Good luck, Paladin."


    Paladin shook his head and laughed.


    Ambassador Vak'ga paused for a moment and looked back at the holo image on his desk. Again he felt the tug of pain and silently cursed himself for still feeling it. After all, the mourning should have ended on the first Sivar after the death of his sons. That was, after all, six years back. But no, the pain had never stopped. His seed was gone and when he died, his hrai would die with him.


    He thought yet again of the agreement he had made with Prince Thrakhath on the eve before leaving for Earth. When Thrakhath had first suggested it to him his blood had burned with the thought of at last gaining vengeance. But now, it was so cold, there was no rage, no pain, just a detachment, a coldness, as if the goddess had already reached into his heart to still its beating.


    The coded message to commit the act had arrived this morning, and soon the pain would stop. At least I will see my sons again, my sons taken from me by the humans. At least we will again embrace and go forth on the hunt with our ancestors.


    He thought of the detonator and antimatter explosive buried in his chest cavity. Strange, there will be nothing more of me, nothing to be found to be buried. Fitting perhaps, since there will be no one to mourn me.


    The Ambassador walked out of his office, not even bothering to close the door.


    
      * * *

    


    "How are you doing, Geoff? It's damn good to see you again."


    Admiral Banbridge came around from behind his desk, hand extended. Former Rear Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn grasped it, and to his surprise Banbridge grabbed hold of him in a friendly bear hug. Turning he looked at Kevin, who stood at attention, and smiled.


    "I heard you're one of the fleet's best," Banbridge said approvingly.


    Geoff smiled broadly at the compliment to his nephew. The long transit back to Landreich, and from there hidden aboard a high speed smuggler craft to Earth, had given him the opportunity, for the first time, to really find out just who his nephew truly was. In the back of his mind, in spite of Kevin's actions aboard Tarawa, he still perceived him as a child. That was now dispensed with, their relationship changing to the close bond that can form between an uncle or father, and his son who is now a man.


    "Kevin, I hate to ask this, but would you mind waiting for us? My steward will show you a damn nice shower and cook up some food for you."


    Kevin saluted and followed the steward into the rear of the small apartment Banbridge had down in the basement of Fleet headquarters.


    "He reminds me of you at that age, Geoff," Banbridge said with a smile, as he led his old student into his office and closed the door.


    "Glad you're back safe. Have a seat and fill me in."


    Geoff settled down into the proffered chair, his old boss sitting down across from him.


    "First of all, what the hell was this signal you had me send?"


    As Geoff explained Banbridge's features lit up.


    "Same trick we Americans once used against the Japanese at Midway with the fake report of a water distillery breaking down. The Japanese picked it up and reported to their fleet that retarget X was short of water, and by that little trick we knew their next target was Midway. Vance always did know his history."


    "Have we had any word yet from out there? Since I left Landreich I've been out of touch."


    Admiral Banbridge shook his head and Geoff silently cursed.


    "What's been happening back here on Earth?"


    Banbridge blew out noisily and reached around to his desk, pulling out two glasses and a small decanter of port wine, pouring out a drink for himself and Tolwyn.


    "The damn fools are eating up the crap that Vak'ga and Jukaga keep feeding them. Hell, Rodham has even agreed to a cultural exchange, with a bunch of Kilrathi singer's and dancers coming to Earth next month. The damn brie and wine crowd at the capital are eating it up, begging for tickets to the performance. The Chief of Staff raised holy hell about it, pointing out that we'd have over a hundred Kilrathi running around the capital and damn near everyone of them an intelligence operative. He was hooted down by Jamison and told to, 'relax, the war is over.'"


    "It's nuts, I tell you. Anyone who talks about preparedness, about keeping the fleet appropriations up, is denounced as a war monger."


    "And just how is the fleet?" Tolwyn asked.


    "Four fleet carriers are still on line.


    "Just four?"


    "It's worse. Two of them are drydocked at the moment but it's claimed they can be brought back up to operational status within thirty days.


    "What about the others?"


    "In drydock, reactors pulled, crews on extended leave."


    "What the hell for?"


    Banbridge sighed.


    "Jamison convinced the President, and he convinced the Senate, that if the Kilrathi were going to make a move we'd have plenty of warning and she pointed out that all but six of the Kilrathi carriers had been put into inactive reserve as well. So as a cost cutting measure the carriers were pulled in for major refitting and overhaul. Getting them on line could take up to three months."


    "God help us," Tolwyn whispered, draining his glass and then accepting a refill.


    "Forty-eight percent of the rest of the ships of the fleet are still on line, the rest are skeleton crewed in reserve. Operationally we're losing our edge. Flight training time for the fighters has been cut by nearly half, even our main battle fleet ships still in active service, our heavy cruisers, are tied off with crews on leave. It'd take weeks, maybe a month to two months to even get one full Task Force Group organized and back on line.


    "What's worse is the freeze on construction. We should have had a new fleet carrier and four more cruisers operational by now and a number of other ships started. We tried to get through a government decree requiring all shipyard works to stay on their jobs; that caused a hell of an uproar and some of our best technicians are quitting to look for work else where. Key war industries, which during hostilities were forbidden to strike, are now having walkouts with people wanting higher wages, made worse by what looks like an economic depression due to a freeze on new defense contracts.


    "Morale is down in the gutter. The career people are sore as hell. They wanted this thing seen through to the finish. Most of our old line people know that this war won't really be over till we storm through the rubble of the imperial palace and raise the Confederation flag. Anything else is a prelude to defeat. The reservists and draftees on the other hand are all clamoring to get discharged. Hell, senators are getting flooded with letters from parents, wives, and even our own troops demanding demobilization, the old 'bring the boys and girls back home.'"


    "I guess it's kind of hard to blame them when you think of it. To them it really does look like it's over."


    Banbridge nodded.


    "I tell you, Geoff, I think a democratic republic is the only way to run the show; you English are the ones who really invented it and then we Americans picked it up. But there's always been one flaw in it and that is the sustaining of a long-term war. It's hard at times for civilians to truly understand the military; we have a thousand year tradition of always being at odds with the civilians we're sworn to defend. The military at times gets turned into the Greek messenger who gets blamed for simply telling people the truth of how the universe works. People get too caught up in the wish for peace and forget that the law of the jungle is still the law in most parts of this universe, and they don't like it when we try to tell them differently.


    "Got any suggestions on how to change it?"


    Banbridge smiled and shook his head.


    "It's what I've spent forty-three years in the service fighting to defend. No, it's got its problems but I'd keep it.


    "That's if it survives one year longer. Don't people realize what the Cats are up to?"


    "Oh, a hell of a lot of ordinary people do, especially in the outer planets and the frontier. They've lived on the real edge of the war, sometimes in the middle of it. They know what even a momentary slip of vigilance can do. But the inner system of planets, and especially Earth, have been bearing the financial burden of a war that's been fought several hundred light years and a dozen or more jump points away, I think they're willing to grab at anything if it'll mean peace. We've got an entire generation that's been born and come to adulthood knowing nothing but war played out nightly on the holo screen, and the ruinous taxes to support it; to them peace is a dream as powerful as any narcotic."


    "And it just might kill them."


    Banbridge sighed


    "The damn media is part of the problem. The Kilrathi have done a masterful job of feeding them selected footage of furball planets bombarded in the war, tearful interviews with widows who ask for peace, the usual propaganda crap. But try and send our own crews in to film freely and the curtain gets slammed down. It seems to be really popular of late, especially on the college campuses, to buy Jukaga's line that the war was a conspiracy of their military and ours to make themselves powerful and big industry rich. The majority of people see through it, but there's enough out there buying what ever they see on the holo to make things a bit hot.


    "But enough on that, fill me in on what's happened with you over the last two months."


    As Geoff described his arrangement of ship transfers to the Landreich and the mission into Kilrathi space with the D-5 team Banbridge remained silent, sipping on his port and refilling Geoff's glass when it went dry.


    "When I got back to Landreich, that's when things started to get dicey with Kruger."


    "How so?"


    "He's absolutely furious with the Confed and the blockage of the fighter shipment. At least they were getting a trickle during the war, but the peace commission has shut off any further shipments of war-related supplies.


    "I tell you, Wayne, those colonials are absolute masters at cobbling a fleet together and keeping it flying. What they're having an impossible time getting through legitimate channels are the latest high tech fighters, electronics, and ship to ship missiles."


    "Legitimate channels?"


    Geoff laughed.


    "They're still getting some interesting equipment, but don't ask me how."


    Banbridge nodded and smiled.


    "Spare parts they get from cannibalizing, patching, and making do. They've even produced their own heavy fighters, by taking obsolete three-man patrol ships and jacking on the most god awful bizarre engines you've ever seen. Anyone who flies them deserves a medal of honor just for turning the engines on.


    "Now for frontier raiding, dealing with Kilrathi colonial guard forces or even light raiding fleets they could teach us a thing or two . But if the main battle fleet ever hits through there, every planet in the Landreich will be glowing and Kruger knows it. By heavens, Wayne, the way he swore at you, the Chief of Staff and Rodham were a thing to behold."


    "Will he stick with us though when the time comes?"


    "Only as far as Landreich interests are concerned. Frankly, I think he'd be happy if the Confederation and the Empire blew each other the hell apart and the colonials were the only ones left."


    "I just bet that old bastard does," Banbridge said with a smile. "He's the most amazing pain in the butt I've ever known, and also one of the best."


    "When do you want me to go back out?" Tolwyn asked. "I think it's crucial that if things go bad that I'm out there with him. I know he sees through this little court martial game I went through. He knows I'm operating covertly for the Chief of Staff and intelligence, and I guess he sort of likes me as a result."


    "That's part of the reason you got picked for the assignment, I had a gut feeling he'd see you as a bit of a renegade, and your fighting record was sure to impress him."


    Geoff nodded and was silent. There was nothing really to be said. He had been asked to volunteer for the assignment, to deliberately provoke a court martial offense, to seek a dishonorable discharge in order to go into covert operations. It had destroyed his reputation, making him a pariah in his own service, except for the half dozen or so people who were in on the secret. If his old mentor and friend had asked him to kill himself for the good of the service he would not hesitate.


    "I do have one question that's troubling me though," Geoff finally said and he hesitated for a moment.


    "What about Project Omega?"


    Banbridge looked over at Tolwyn in surprise.


    "Son, you were never cleared to know that. Damn, if I had known you were on the in on Project Omega I'd never have let you go running off with Tarawa the way you did. You aren't supposed to know anything about it."


    Tolwyn smiled.


    "But I do, and don't ask me how."


    Banbridge nodded.


    "Still being supported through black funds. This project Rodham does know about, but no one else in the cabinet has been cleared. He agreed to keep it going, I guess in part as a lever to force the Chief into signing the armistice. Rodham thinks Omega is our ace in the hole."


    "And how close is it to completion?"


    Banbridge shook his head.


    "A hell of a lot of snags, six months before we could even fire up the engines on the first ship, a year more likely, though the conservatives are saying eighteen months is a safe bet."


    Tolwyn shook his head at the news. There was something ironic about the war that he felt an outside observer would find amusing. The Kilrathi had gone through incredible expense and effort to start the secret building of a new class of carriers, if indeed what flimsy information intel had been able to dig up so far was true. The Confederation was doing the same thing. It was not so much a super carrier along the lines of suspected Kilrathi design, but more a Stealth, heavily armored battlewagon with upgraded shielding that was proof against medium-yield antimatter warheads. There were rumors as well of a super weapon to be carried on the new ship, but that was an even darker secret. They were still a dream, however, and would have no impact on this war, hidden like the Kilrathi construction yard, as far as possible from the battle front.


    "Any word yet from Tarawa?"


    Banbridge shook his head.


    "Silent, though forward listening posts have picked up orders pulling several cruisers off from patrol on the frontier to head back in towards the sector Tarawa and Normandy are operating in. It might be a coincidence."


    "I don't believe in coincidence, the Cats must be on to something."


    "That's what I thought as well."


    "Wish I was back out there with them," Tolwyn whispered.


    "Bondarevsky's a good man. If he's in a scrape he'll figure away out."


    Geoff nodded in agreement. Jason had become like the son he had lost. If Reggie had not been killed twenty years ago he'd even be Jason's age.


    "When do you want me to go back out to Landreich?"


    "The Chief of Staff wants to hear a full briefing from you tomorrow morning," Banbridge paused to look over at his computer screen.


    "Speaking of the old man, there's a staff meeting in ten minutes. Why don't you stay here, I'll have my aide get a meal into you, and for heavens sake, Geoff, let's see if we can get you some better clothes."


    Tolwyn nodded in agreement. He felt absolutely ridiculous wearing the coveralls of a civilian maintenance worker, and the beard he had grown on the way back from Tarawa was itchy as all hell. It was a convenient enough cover for him to slip through the underground parking lot of fleet headquarters. Once he was inside, a Marine security team had ushered him down a private corridor the rest of the way to Banbridge's private quarters. He rubbed his chin.


    "Wish I could shave this off."


    "You do look kind of ridiculous, Geoff."


    Banbridge stood up and grabbed his attached case.


    "What's the meeting about?"


    "Always curious, aren't you?"


    Tolwyn smiled. "Working with Vance kind of rubs off on you."


    "That damn Kilrathi ambassador asked for a meeting with the Chiefs of Staff and some of our fleet admirals. He's screaming over a list of grievances about border violations by military patrols, and incidents from the Landreich are top on the list. So just lay low here, there's bound to be some press trying to sneak around, and if they ever saw you, there'd be hell to pay."


    Geoff shook hands with his old academy instructor and smiled as Banbridge headed out the door.


    Banbridge paused and looked back at Geoff.


    "You've done damn good, son; I'm proud of you," and then he was gone.


    The aide came in a minute later and offered to lay out some fresh clothes while Geoff took a shower, an offer he eagerly agreed to after weeks in space, surviving the usual water rationing of one minute showers. As he walked past the small bedroom he saw Kevin stretched out on top of the sheets, fast asleep.


    "Didn't even bother to eat, sir," the steward whispered. "He stretched out and was asleep like a baby inside of a minute."


    "It's been a tough time. Geoff said quietly.


    Closing the door of the bathroom he peeled off the grungy coveralls and stepped into the hot stream of water.


    He didn't so much hear it as feel it, a vibration slamming through the building. He turned the shower off and from a far-off distance heard a klaxon. Not bothering to towel off he pulled his coveralls on and opened the door. Banbridge's aide was standing alert by the entry into the admiral's quarters and to Geoff's surprise had a laser pistol up and at the ready. Kevin came out of the bedroom, already up and alert and Geoff could see that the klaxon had triggered him into thinking that there was a scramble alert.


    "Stay where you are, sirs," the steward snapped, holding his free hand back for them to remain still. "Something's going on."


    Geoff felt defenseless, dressed in nothing more than oil stained coveralls. He knew the aide, besides being Banbridge's personal steward, was also a highly trained Marine commando. He'd have to leave things up to him. The aide quietly spoke into a small lapel mike, receiving orders and information back through a tiny earphone.


    What seemed to be an eternity passed and then he saw the man visibly pale, right hand clenching tight around the pistol grip.


    The aide looked back at Geoff.


    "Sir. Admiral Banbridge, the Chief of Staff, and we don't know how many other officers are dead. The entire top floor of the building has been blown apart."


    "Merciful God," Geoff whispered, bowing his head.


    "I'm going to keep you secure right here, sir. We have had an incident and we don't know what the hell is going on yet."


    An incident, Geoff thought. Most of the fleet's top command were most likely dead and it's called an incident.


    "Hunter, break off, break off!"


    Ian switched off his visual and audio back to Bannockburn. The order to abandon Paladin was simply too hard to stomach. The wave of Kilrathi fighters was now less than five thousand clicks off and closing in fast, their maneuvering scoops popped wide open to break after the high speed run in from the cruiser that had launched them. There was a slim chance that he might be able to pop off the two fighters on the forward left edge of their sweep, thereby punching a hole through for Paladin to follow.


    He could imagine that Paladin was swearing a blue streak at the moment, but to hell with him if he didn't want to be saved.


    Ian turned in towards the approaching fighters, toggled up his IFF missiles and dumped them off in a long range spread to stir things up. The missiles leaped forward and several of the approaching Kilrathi fighters pulled into sharp turns. As soon as the tail of the nearest one was exposed Hunter fired off an infrared tracker which instantly locked on to the fighter's engines which were glowing white hot from the high speed approach. The missile slammed up the exhaust nozzle of the fighter and detonated.


    First kill of the new war, he thought grimly.


    Within seconds the fight was on. several Dralthi fighters peeling off to swing in on Hunter, while the forward edge of the strike, six Grikath fighters, pushed straight on towards Bannockburn. Paladin let loose with his remaining salvo of flechettes and then toggled off a battery of IFFs from his gatling mount missile launcher. Space was a mad confusion of explosions and Ian pulled a tight turn to try and shake off an incoming infra tracker, firing off a flare, which the missile went for, detonating silently a kilometer behind him.


    A Grikath shot directly across his starboard bow and with a perfectly timed deflection Ian nailed him solidly amidships and turned inside of the Cat, firing three more rapid mass driver rounds into the Grikath which blew apart.


    He spared a quick glance at his tactical display and saw that the Kilrathi cruisers were spread out into an open sweep, coming up behind the wave of fighters in case there was anything still to be finished off. Behind them more than a dozen patrol craft and a light frigate were coming in as a second wave, while from the other direction half a dozen patrol corvettes were closing, pushing Bannockburn into the trap. A wave of fast moving fighters was moving ahead, above, and below to close the trap.


    With a sickening finality he realized the futility of the gesture he had just offered. The game was up. He switched back on to Paladin's channel.


    "Not looking good, buddy."


    "Hunter, break free, make the run, I'll provide support."


    "Like hell, they're on me, now run for it and get that damn information out, otherwise this whole thing is useless."


    "Hunter, damn it, get the hell . . ."


    "I think its the other way around, buddy, I'll cover you, now run for it. When you get to the Vacuum Breathers buddy, lift the first round for me."


    "Hunter!"


    He punched ahead of Bannockburn, moving to break up the forward screen so Paladin could slip through


    A spread of half a dozen missiles leaped forward from the next Kilrathi attack group, the new IFF and radar trackers. Ian swallowed hard and keyed up his own transponder to draw the missiles in.


    The warbling tone in Ian's head set clicked to a steady hum, increasing in pitch. The incoming were all locked on to his ship. He pulled up hard, leading the missiles away from Bannockburn.


    "Pop out, Ian!" Paladin shouted, and then there was another voice on the radio.


    "Green two, Green two, this is Green one, strike on the way."


    Ian started to reach down to pull the ejector D ring when he saw a fighter lining up to hit Bannockburn from above.


    He dropped the ring, lined up on the target and toggled off the one missile strapped beneath his fighter. Even as it streaked away he knew the game had finally caught up with him at last. He bit down hard on his cigar and closed his eyes.


    Six Kilrathi IFF's impacted across the stern of Ian Hunter St. John's Ferret.


    Jason leaned over the tactical display on the screen, watching as Normandy launched her fighters. Already one of the cruisers was turning back around as he cleared the north pole of the planet at an altitude of three hundred clicks, just barely skimming above the edge of the atmosphere, accelerating fast.


    If only I had a full bay of fighters, he cursed silently, we'd swamp them under. Normandy had already launched her full load of fighters, twenty, and Doomsday along with two other pilots had taken out the remaining three fighters in his own bay. He could already sense that this was going to he a ship-to-ship action and he didn't relish the idea of facing a cruiser head on with a light escort carrier.


    "Knew you wouldn't leave me in the lurch, laddie."


    Paladin's wavery image appeared on the screen.


    "You certainly brought along enough company, Paladin."


    "Aye, that I did. Get ready for a coded burst, unscramble it and you'll see why."


    Seconds later the signal came through and Jason turned to watch his communications officer decode it. He started to see the holo read out and turned to one of his watch officers.


    "Get down that corridor fast and tell those gorillas guarding the door to send Vance up here on the double!"


    "Fighters are breaking off from attack on Paladin, returning to cover cruiser," the combat information officer announced, looking back at Jason.


    They must have detected the burst signal and realized we're carrying the football now, Jason thought.


    "I already got it on our system," Vance said, coming on to the bridge and Jason realized that with the gear down in the fighter bay Vance would already know.


    "Look at the size of those damn ships," Jason whispered, and he looked back at Vance who was intently studying the screen.


    "Should we send the signal?" Vance asked.


    Jason looked back at the holo. Their cover was fully blown now. He knew that was the end result the moment he made the decision to come up and save Paladin. He knew as well that if Paladin had come back empty-handed he would be in very hot water for having blown the mission cover just to save a friend. But then again it was extremely difficult to argue with success, and his decision would now be viewed as the right move and the personal reasons for Paladin and Ian forgotten.


    The Kilrathi already had a visual lock on his ship. Within seconds they'd known the type and model and would quickly figure out it was Tarawa with Normandy right alongside. The antenna array atop his carrier would definitely tip them off as well as to the mission of his ship. If not for the information they had, it would be a diplomatic explosion. There was no sense in giving the Kilrathi the first jump on that front. If the information was released after the Kilrathi started screaming about the border violation the information might be dismissed as an attempt to cover up.


    "Send it out now," Jason said.


    "Good decision, son," Vance said with a grin and he turned back towards the flight deck. A minute later Jason noticed the momentary flicker in the ship's— battle lighting as the translight burst signal went out, repeated a minute later by a second burst for good measure.


    All three cruisers had now come about and were closing in, the ranging indicator marking down the rapid drop in range. The forward spread of Normandy's fighters closed with the Kilrathi fighters launched from the cruiser and the fight was on. The edge on skill was clearly on the side of the colonial and ex-fleet pilots, deployed out to take on the heavy cruiser and its lighter escort.


    One of the cruisers, however, pushed on through and Jason felt the cold sweat start to streak down his back as he sat on the bridge, waiting for the Kilrathi cruiser batteries to open up. He had never fought a carrier in a head to head engagement and he longed for a joystick and throttle, rather than the cumbersome relaying of orders.


    The first volley of missiles spread out from the lead cruiser, even while the second one in line exploded from the direct hit of a torpedo spread from a Broadsword.


    We've got four incoming warheads," the combat information center officer announced, "blowing chaff, flares, and radar noise makers."


    "All weapons fire," Jason announced, struggling to keep his voice calm.


    Mass driver cannon mounted forward went into action, a volley of torpedoes leaping out from the forward launch tubes. The range was below a hundred kilometers and closing.


    "Helm ten degrees to port, fifty degrees down." He started a curving turn downwards and then countered the order, bringing his carrier straight back up towards the underside of the rear cruiser.


    "Torpedo attack diverting," combat information announced, "regaining lock on Normandy."


    Several Kilrathi fighters raced across his bow, dropping missiles, the weapons impacting on the forward shield.


    "Normandy's in trouble!"


    Jason turned to look back at his communications officer and then toggled over to a damage display of his sister ship.


    A torpedo from the first spread impacted on his sister ship's bow. Forward shielding was gone. Two colonial fighters on close in escort maneuvered and rammed two of the next spread of torpedoes coming out from the Kilrathi cruiser while Normandy fired a spread in return.


    The torpedoes crossed each other's paths and seconds later Normandy and the enemy cruiser fireballed, the two ships so close that the explosion merged into one vast expanding cloud of white hot flame.


    A colonial fighter came through the wreckage, spinning wildly. The pilot, however, was still able to maintain some control and he aimed his craft straight in at the cruiser in front of Jason. Punching on afterburners the modified Ferret slammed straight into the Kilrathi bridge.


    "Damn," Jason whispered. Within seconds he had seen three colonial pilots go kamikaze.


    The enemy cruiser started to rupture along its bow, internal explosions detonating off from the blow. Half a dozen fighters swung in front of the cruiser, matching speed so as to hover, and ignoring the defensive fire they poured mass driver rounds into the ruptured hull. The cruiser started to disintegrate, mass driver rounds punching clean through the hull and the ship detonated, taking another colonial fighter with it.


    The explosion from Normandy was still spreading out and Jason realized he had just under twenty strike craft out there, some of them still engaged in eliminating the rest of the fighters, others moving forward to provide cover for Bannockburn, or pursuing the light corvettes and patrol craft.


    Jason left the bridge and headed down the corridor to the fighter bay, stopping before the ever present guards and waiting impatiently until they brought Vance out.


    "I want your gear torn up and moved out of the way for fighter recovery," Jason said.


    "What?"


    "You heard me, Admiral. I've got twenty fighters out there, some of them undoubtably hurt and I plan to recover them."


    "Jason, it'll take days to disassemble the D-5. Most of it is hard wired into the floor."


    "I'm sorry, sir, I don't have days, for some of those ships I might only have minutes. D-5 has to be moved."


    Vance started to bristle.


    "Son, there's billions of dollars' worth of equipment in there. Enough money to buy a couple of hundred fighters. Tell your pilots to eject and we'll pick them up."


    "I'm sorry, sir, that's not the way it's going to be. Those are colonial fighters and I'm not going to go back and tell Kruger that we ditched them to save a surveillance computer which has already done its job. Beyond that, if we don't have those fighters for the run back home, I don't think we'll make it. We've put a real burr in the ear of the Cats and they'll want our hides as vengeance. This is going to be a running fight all the way home."


    "Listen, son, I hate to pull rank, but I think you should know I'm a full admiral in the fleet."


    "I know that, sir, but I am captain of this ship."


    Vance looked at him appraisingly and after a brief span of seconds, which to Jason seemed like an eternity, a thin smile creased Admiral Vance Richards' face.


    "Aye aye, sir. I'll have a landing area cleared."


    Jason inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.


    "Thank you, sir," and he headed back to the bridge.


    "Message for you, sir."


    Jason nodded and went over to the communications officer and saw that Paladin had established a laser link.


    "Thanks, laddie."


    Jason sensed that something wasn't right.


    "Are you all right?"


    Paladin nodded and then lowered his head for a second.


    "Jason. Ian's gone."


    Jason felt as if he had been punched in the stomach. He stood silent


    "I told the lad to run for it, he stayed to get me out instead. They burned him with a missile spread meant for me."


    "Damn it all to hell," Jason whispered.


    "Aye, lad, damn all of it," Paladin sighed.


    There was a moment of silence and then Paladin finally stirred.


    "By the way, did you get the message out?"


    "On its way."


    "I think the old proverbial manure is about to hit the fan when that arrives."


    "It's only just started," Jason replied coldly, remembering the holo display of the new Kilrathi carriers. He realized that chances were they might already be heading to Earth. The armistice was a fraud as he always knew it was, and by falling for it, the Confederation might very well have lost the war. But for the moment it was hard to think of that. He had just lost one of his closest friends and that was all that he could grasp.


    "Sire, there has been an accident."


    Jukaga looked up from his desk at the aide who was bowed low, trembling.


    "Go on."


    "Sire, we've just received a burst signal that the Emperor's personal cruiser suffered a reactor detonation, and that all aboard are lost."


    "Oh, really, how tragic."


    The aide looked up at him, confused by his tone.


    "You are dismissed," and he turned away, barely able to hide a flashing of teeth in satisfaction. So it had worked as planned. Getting a reactor fuel tube aboard, with the tiniest of pinholes drilled into it, had been a chore. The fuel rod had been a trick thought up years ago, the idea being to have smuggler craft carry it into the frontier region and sell them off, with the hope that the rods would eventually wind up on Confederation ships. The rod would then rupture in the white hot heat of the pulse engine reactor and cause a chain reaction detonation. The idea never worked, but he always remembered where they were stockpiled while everyone else forgot. It had taken a little maneuvering of computer shipping files to get it into the right place, knowing that the Emperor's ship never left Kilrah without an entirely new load of rods on board.


    He smiled. Yes, that had been masterful, and it helped when one of your own deep agents worked on ship maintenance. Fortunately, the poor fool never even really knew what he was doing, which made the plan leak-proof.


    A moment later there was a flurry of angry roars in the corridor outside. As he stood up the door slammed open.


    Prince Thrakhath strode into the room.


    Baron Jukaga knew that in spite of all his effort at self-control his mane was bristling with fear. He struggled to bring it under control.


    "Surprised to see me?" Thrakhath growled.


    Jukaga stood, speechless and then finally recovered.


    "I just heard of the tragedy, the Emperor?"


    Better than you had hoped for," Thrakhath snarled.


    "Whatever do you mean, my Prince?" Jukaga replied, angry with himself that there was the slightest of tremors in his voice.


    "That is for you to figure out," Thrakhath stated coldly.


    "I don t understand what you are moving towards.


    Thrakhath stood silent, eyeing him coldly. He could see the Baron regain his self control. What was enraging was the simple fact that the Emperor, through intuition or information had suspected that his ship would be destroyed, but as to how it would be done they had never figured out, and still did not know and most likely never would. His only real hope had been to so startle the Baron as to make him say something foolish and incriminating and that, Thrakhath could already see, had failed. It was obvious now that the Baron will claim that he was being blamed unjustly. If directly accused, the other clans might very well rally to his side as they had once before after Vukar.


    Thrakhath snarled angrily, seeing that his bluff had failed.


    Thrakhath, still glaring at Jukaga, waited for him to speak.


    "What are these two reports I just received," Jukaga finally said, motioning to his comm screen. "regarding a bombing on Earth and that the spy ship was located too late before it sent a burst signal out?"


    "It means that we have to move for war now."


    "That is madness," Jukaga snapped, regaining his full composure. "The plan called for another four and a half eight-of-eights of days."


    "Impossible now," Thrakhath replied. "Many of the humans are already blaming us for the bombing, and with the information regarding our fleet it means a renewal of war."


    Thrakhath smiled.


    "And an end to your weak scheming."


    "What is the truth about this bombing?" Jukaga asked coldly.


    "Oh, undoubtedly one of their own did it and then will blame it on us. Perhaps the attempt on the Emperor can be linked to it."


    Jukaga hesitated.


    "They would never do that, kill their own military leaders like that. There's more to it than that."


    "Are you accusing me?" Thrakhath snapped.


    Jukaga looked at him coldly but knew it was best to back off.


    "And how did this signal get out? We suspected the carrier was in that system and we knew that their scout ship was running back towards it. How could this have happened? There should have been a carrier and a full cruiser squadron there."


    "And are you accusing me of a fault in that as well?" Thrakhath asked quietly.


    "You don't understand at all, do you?" Jukaga finally replied. "If we had but waited the year, they would have fallen into our hands, weak and divided. Now, they will feel nothing but rage at a betrayal of their trust, they will fight with a fanaticism you have never seen.


    "Remember I warned your father and uncle of this back when the war started and they so foolishly decided to open with a surprise attack."


    "Then it is your job to disarm them of this fanaticism, and if you fail and they do not submit . . ."


    "Then what?" Jukaga snarled


    "I will annihilate their worlds and no one will be left alive, no one, and you will be responsible."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINE

    


    "Show that transmission from Tarawa on the main holo."


    "Big Duke" Grecko, the Marine general of the Joint Chiefs and the only survivor of the explosion, settled back painfully in his chair. Geoff Tolwyn looked over at him anxiously. The bleeding from the lacerations to his back and neck had soaked through the bandages and his shirt, staining the khaki a dark red. Geoff wanted to say something but knew it was useless. Grecko was a Marine, and would bite the head off of anyone who tried to show sympathy.


    The wonder of it was that Grecko had survived at all. He had walked out of the meeting with the ambassador in disgust, threatening to resign his commission, and was down the far end of the corridor when the bomb went off. The explosion had ripped Grecko's left arm off. Fortunately it was an artificial arm which had replaced the one lost at Vukar and the plasti limb absorbed the blow from a shattered support pillar which would have killed anyone else.


    Grecko started to move his shoulder, as if the lost limb was still in place, swore vehemently and then clumsily used his right hand to scratch his neck.


    "I'd leave that alone, sir, there's still some shrapnel in you," an attentive medic standing behind Grecko said.


    "I didn't ask for your advice, son, and besides I don't think your security clearance allows you to be in here, so get the hell out."


    "I've got my orders to stay with you, sir, until you report to the hospital."


    Grecko looked to the Marine guard standing at the door.


    "Sergeant, either escort this pest out of here or shoot him, I don't care which."


    Geoff smiled sympathetically at the medic, who looked flustered as he left the room, mumbling that all Marines were nuts.


    "Nothing a good shot of whiskey and a couple of minutes with the tweezers can't cure," Grecko snapped, still scratching his neck.


    The holo screen in the middle of the room activated and Grecko studied it intently for a long silent minute.


    He picked up a secured phone and punched in a number.


    "Mr. President, this is Grecko, are you still in the building, sir? Good, I think you need to come to my office at once," and hung up.


    He looked back at Geoff.


    "We re really in the barrel this time, Geoff. Are you sure that this stuff Vance just sent is the real goods?"


    "I wasn't there when he got the data," Tolwyn replied, "but you know Vance even better than I do, sir. He wouldn't have sent it if it wasn't genuine." Grecko nodded grimly.


    "We've got five admirals and seven generals dead in the morgue downstairs, a hundred and thirty one other key personnel gone as well, a military half dismantled and now this," and he viciously pointed at the holo as if it were something he could vent his rage on.


    Grecko shook his head wearily and Tolwyn could see that the man was struggling to control the pain, both physical and emotional. Geoff felt it as well. He had just lost his old mentor and one of his closest friends and many other comrades whom he had served with through the years.


    "How does this all fit together?" Grecko asked.


    "The armistice, I think we had that figured from the beginning," Tolwyn replied. "Now we know it was to buy time so they could reorganize and concentrate on finishing their super carriers. They know that we now know and I guess that's where this bomb plot figured in, to decapitate our high command, sow confusion and then strike hard straight at Earth."


    "How long before that fleet could get here?"


    "If they were fully ready to move, flank speed could put them across the Empire in twelve, fourteen days. From the frontier to Earth, another ten days. Even if we had full resistance up, I think those carriers could cut through inside of two and a half weeks from the time they cross the demilitarized zone. Remember, just before the armistice we wargamed that one out, the assumption of a surprise attack with our own defenses down. With these new carriers, it doesn't look good at all, sir."


    Grecko exhaled noisily.


    "According to what Banbridge briefed me on just this morning, it'd be at least four months to bring the fleet back up to full pre-armistice strength.


    "Damn all to hell," he snapped.


    The door to the small conference room opened and President Rodham stepped in, followed by Foreign Secretary Jamison.


    Grecko stood up as did Tolwyn. Geoff still found the nickname "Big Duke" amusing since Grecko barely stood over five two. His pugnaciousness, however, more than made up for his shortness and more than one Marine or fleeter had found himself on his back after making a comment.


    "How are you doing, Duke?" Rodham asked, looking at the Marine general's torn and empty sleeve in surprise.


    "Nothing like getting shot in a plastic arm. Didn't hurt a bit."


    Rodham nodded and then shifted his gaze to Tolwyn.


    "What in hell are you doing here?" and his features went cold.


    "He was here today as a personal guest of Admiral Banbridge when the explosion happened," Duke replied.


    "You have no security clearance," Jamison shouted. "Grecko, get this man the hell out of here right now! I wouldn't be surprised if it turned out that he had something to do with this bombing."


    "No, sir, he isn't moving."


    Jamison turned on Grecko in surprise.


    "Rear Admiral Tolwyn," and Geoff was surprised to hear Grecko use his official and former title, "was acting under the direct orders of the Chief of Staff when he violated the cease fire order, with the intent of thus having a cover to subsequently engage in a covert operation."


    "If that bastard were alive right now, I'd see that he was stripped of his rank," Jamison snarled.


    Grecko stiffened.


    "That bastard, as you call him, ma am, was my closest friend. I'd like to suggest, ma'am, that you go down to the morgue and tell what's left of him that he's a bastard."


    "General, would you explain Tolwyn's presence here?" Rodham asked, stepping between the two as Jamison leaned forward, ready to explode.


    "The Chief of Staff suspected the armistice from the beginning, sir and asked Geoff to volunteer for a covert mission. If the mission were undertaken by someone already dishonorably discharged it would give us," and he looked coldly at the President, "plausible deniability if something went wrong. Geoff organized the transfer of some of our demobilized assets to the Landreich where the equipment could be kept on line and then went out on a deep reconnaissance mission inside the Kilrathi Empire. He returned from that mission and arrived here only minutes before the bomb went off.


    "We've just received an official protest over that escapade," Jamison snapped "The Kilrathi are screaming their heads off claiming that five of their cruisers were hit in an unprovoked attack and destroyed."


    "What about Tarawa and Normandy?" Tolwyn asked anxiously.


    "They claim they got one."


    "Not a bad exchange," Grecko said dryly. The Kilrathi must be damned embarrassed, but Tarawa only reported three confirmed kills for the loss of Normandy and I'll take their word over the furballs'."


    "They're claiming the right, as provided in the armistice, to hunt the other one down and have requested information regarding the ship's location."


    Jamison looked over at Rodham who nodded sadly.


    "The Kilrathi have demanded information regarding the ship's location and destination. If we refuse to provide that immediately, a condition of war might be declared."


    "Tell them to go burn in hell," Grecko said.


    "And besides," Tolwyn said quietly, a smile creasing his features, "those ships are not of Confederation registry."


    "Look, General, the armistice is hanging by a thread," Rodham replied, ignoring Tolwyn. "First the violation of their territory and then this terrorist bomb plot to kill the ambassador and make it look like the Cats did it by killing some of our people as well."


    "Are you trying to tell us that some of our own people did this bombing?" Tolwyn asked, incredulous that such a suggestion could even be made.


    "Well, its one serious possibility," Rodham replied, "and we have to look at all angles."


    Tolwyn was about to come back with a rather angry and very obscene retort, but Grecko held his hand up for him to be silent


    "Sir, I would appreciate it if you took a look at this holo display and the data printouts. We just received it as a burst signal relayed in from Tarawa less than a half hour ago. Their mission was to follow up our suspicions regarding Kilrathi construction inside the Hari sector," and Grecko pointed to the three dimensional projection, in the middle of which floated the images of the Kilrathi super carriers.


    Rodham went over and looked intently at the carriers, requesting that the computer rotate the images and then provide data on mass, length, armaments, and projected fighter carrying capacity.


    Tolwyn watched the President closely and could detect a paling of his features and more surprisingly a nervous tic at the corner of his eye. It was obviously a hell of a shock for the President, but he had little sympathy for him at this moment, still remembering how not so long ago the head of the Chiefs of Staff, with tears of frustration in his eyes, begged for the armistice not to be signed, warning of what would be the end result. Noragami was now dead as a result.


    "Is this genuine?" Rodham asked quietly, now examining the map which showed where the fleet was and projected times of arrival into Confederation territory if an offensive were launched.


    "The data was burst signaled from Tarawa, located here," and Grecko pointed at the map showing the last reported position of the carrier. "The data was obtained from a deep reconnaissance probe which ventured into Hari space."


    "On whose orders?" Jamison asked. I was never informed of this escapade. Remember, I am the Foreign Minister and if you were contemplating a violation of the armistice I should have been informed."


    On the orders of the Chief of Staff," Grecko said coldly, not even bothering to turn.


    "Is there a chance this is falsified information?" Rodham asked, and Tolwyn could detect the slight note of hopefulness in his voice, as if wishing that the entire problem would, simply be shown to be a hoax.


    "It was sent in personally by Admiral Vance Richards, sir, and that's good enough for me.


    "Richards is out there — I thought he retired?"


    Grecko merely smiled.


    "What you've committed here is outright mutiny," Jamison snarled. "If the rest of the Joint Chiefs were not already dead I'd demand their resignations as I am now demanding yours."


    Grecko turned slowly and stared at Jamison.


    "If you were not a lady," he said coldly, "I'd loosen your teeth for what you've done to us. If you want my resignation you can have it, but only after we have a full investigation of myself, the Joint Chiefs and more importantly of you. Would you care to see the file military intelligence has on you and your suspected cooperation with the Kilrathi in return for your son?"


    Jamison turned towards the President.


    "I want him fired as of this minute and Tolwyn here put in jail pending an investigation."


    Rodham looked over at Jamison in confusion and then slowly sat down, turning to look back at the holo.


    "Your report on the false signal and the Kilrathi message regarding the antimatter warhead plant, does that fit into this?


    "It fits right in, sir," Grecko replied.


    "Sir, you are looking at the beginning of a full scale offensive with an upgraded fleet," Tolwyn said. "In less than a month the Kilrathi will be above Earth demanding our surrender if we're lucky, though if past practices are any indication they'll flatten us with a full antimatter warhead bombardment and then come down to gloat over the wreckage and tear out the throats of the survivors with their claws when their next Sivar ceremony comes around."


    Rodham nodded slowly and closed his eyes for a moment. Jamison started to speak and the president held up his hand for silence. He finally turned and looked over at Tolwyn.


    "You were the best fighting admiral in the fleet, Geoff. Banbridge told me more than once that he wanted you to replace him as commander of Third Fleet when he retired."


    Geoff lowered his head, saying nothing.


    "Admiral Tolwyn, I am officially pardoning you for the incident at Munro. As of this moment I am reinstating you as a full admiral in command of Third Fleet, with the mission of organizing defenses against the anticipated Kilrathi invasion. General Grecko, I am appointing you the new head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in command of all Confederation forces."


    "Just what the hell is this?" Jamison roared.


    "Secretary Jamison, I expect your resignation as Foreign Secretary effective immediately and also advise you that you will face an investigation. I have refused to believe the allegations made against you for too long. I think this matter has to be looked into." Jamison's features flushed.


    "Harry, you can't do this," she said quietly, her voice full of menace.


    "I am the President of the Confederation, and I can damn well appoint and fire my cabinet as I see fit."


    "And have me as the whipping boy for this situation? Like hell. Your charges against me are nothing but a smokescreen to shift blame. It was your decision to sign the armistice."


    "Based upon the information you provided to me regarding Kilrathi political intentions."


    "You're the president, Harry," she snapped coldly. "The buck stops here, remember."


    Rodham lowered his head, nodding sadly.


    "Yes, it does. I fully realize that," he whispered. "And that is one of the reasons I demand your resignation. Admiral Richards presented me with a report more than six months ago, indicating that you might present a security risk since the capture of your son and that the Kilrathi might be in contact with you for a possible deal."


    "Are you calling me a traitor?" Jamison roared.


    "Not yet," Rodham said quietly.


    "You want my resignation, well you can go to hell. Make it a public firing in front of the press, and believe me, my side of the story will be told as well."


    She looked around the room angrily.


    "I'll see all of you in hell," and she stormed out of the conference room.


    Rodham watched her go and wearily he turned back to face Tolwyn and Grecko.


    "I'm sorry, Duke, you and the other officers were right."


    "Even if we turn them back, Mr. President, a lot of good youngsters are going to die in the doing of it. We had them, sir, we had them on the ropes and we could have crippled them. Now it's the other way around."


    "You don't need to remind me, Duke."


    "I do need to remind you, sir, Grecko snapped back. "It's always been this way. The civilians start to forget just how dangerous the world, or the universe really is. They start to believe their fantasies, and then in the end it's the kids on the front line who pay for it. Well, sir, on this little folly the human race might very well become extinct before it's done."


    Rodham started to speak and then stopped and looked away.


    "After I take care of Jamison, I'm resigning as President," he said quietly. "Vice President Dave Quinson never did support this idea; he was as much as public about it. I think he could help rally our people better than me."


    "I think that's a good idea, sir," Duke replied, his voice cold and even.


    Rodham stood up and looked back at the holo display.


    "You know, Jamison will make this an ugly fight. It might slow down our mobilization. I'm therefore issuing as my final executive order a full mobilization of the fleet, along with wartime governmental control of the economy. Jamison is most likely running to the press right now so I'd better act first. When I resign my cabinet will have to resign as well. Maybe it'll clear the deck for Quinson."


    "A smart move, sir."


    Rodham nodded again and extended his hand.


    "I'm sorry, Duke. Sorry for everything."


    Wayne hesitated for a moment and then shook hands.


    Harold Rodham, shoulders slumped in defeat, turned and walked out of the room, not even noticing the salute of the two officers behind him.


    "I guess his heart was in the right place," Geoff said quietly.


    You know what they pave the road to hell with," Duke replied, "and frankly, Geoff, I think we're all on a greasy slope aimed straight into the fiery pit."


    The Emperor, in an unusual gesture, ordered the screen removed so that he was fully visible to those who sat before him. As the two Imperial Guards drew the screen back the clan leaders went down on their knees, foreheads touching the cool turquoise inlaid floor of the audience chamber.


    "Raise up your heads, return to your feet," he said, and they did as commanded.


    "I wanted you to gaze upon me, to dispel any lingering doubts as to my continued existence."


    They stood silently, furtively looking from one to the other, but most of them finally turned their gaze upon Jukaga, who stood in the middle of the group, staring straight at the Emperor.


    "You have heard the rumors, and they are true," the Emperor said. "Someone indeed attempted the most heinous of all crimes, a crime so loathsome that there is not even a word in our own tongue to describe it, so that we must borrow this word from corrupt and downcast races."


    He fell silent as if waiting, and the silence dragged into long uncomfortable minutes, as if he were waiting for one of them to throw himself upon the foot of the throne in supplication.


    No one moved.


    "He shall be found out," the Emperor finally said coldly. "Now let us discuss the war."


    The group visibly relaxed.


    "The fleet made jump fourteen days ago from their base, within hours after being discovered, and is moving at flank speed to the front. It will arrive here at Kilrah later today."


    "Then it has begun," Vak breathed, trembling with excitement and a low murmuring of growls filled the audience chamber.


    The Emperor nodded.


    "We have placed blame, both for the bomb in their headquarters, and for this other loathsome act, upon the humans."


    "Could it not be, Jukaga replied, his voice soft and even, "that both bombs were indeed acts of humans?"


    "I heard a report that you yourself said that the bombing of their headquarters could not have been done by them," the Emperor retorted.


    "It is a mere conjecture," Jukaga replied, "for I have not heard any admission that we planted the bomb in their headquarters and thus wrecked the peace."


    The Emperor smiled. Both he and the Baron knew the real truth, yet neither could admit it.


    "I expect, Baron, that you will continue to keep them divided as long as possible. Even now they still argue, though, before they shut our embassy down and arrested the staff, we had information that they were mobilizing."


    "What of our spy?"


    "We have lost touch with the embassy and thus no longer have direct contact. It is assumed that she is gone."


    "And what of the human embassy here on Kilrah?" Vak asked.


    "I ordered their throats torn out this morning," the Emperor said coldly. "In public we are blaming them for the bombing of my cruiser. It is a convenient excuse now to treat them all as they deserve: total annihilation, total destruction of every world they inhabit."


    Jukaga looked up at him in shock.


    "That was in violation of the rules of war and of the agreement," Jukaga snapped.


    "What rules of war?" Vak retorted. "There are no rules with such beasts who have lost whatever shred of respect we once held for them. They are lower than prey and should be exterminated without thought or mercy."


    The Emperor laughed coldly.


    "I am sick to death of this human scum and the potential for corruption that they present to us. I am therefore issuing the following order: all human prisoners that we still hold as well as slaves are to be slaughtered. Secondly, the new fleet is to be armed with thermonuclear weapons that are clad in strontium. These heavy weapons, when detonated in the atmosphere of a planet, will make uninhabitable. They shall be annihilated."


    As he finished speaking he looked straight at Jukaga while the others in the room roared with delight.


    Jukaga looked around at the clan leaders and for the first time truly felt as if a distance had opened up. If his plot had succeeded, even now they would be turning to him for guidance. Now instead they were eager to close in on him for the kill. But there was more. He felt a cool distaste for what the Emperor now proposed. Though he wanted to see the humans humbled and defeated, he found that of late he was feeling something far more, what could almost be called, if not a fondness, at least the beginning of a respect. He knew he was falling into a trap, that if one studied his enemy long enough, and came to know him, in the end one would find things, beliefs, and individuals one could identify with. What the Emperor was now proposing was monstrous.


    "Such an action will arouse them to a frenzy," Jukaga said. "They will fight as they have never fought before."


    "They are animals to be hunted," the Emperor replied.


    "No, my lord."


    A stunned silence filled the chamber at his direct contradiction to the Imperial word. He did not care. How could he even begin to explain what he knew, the countless examples of humans, motivated to fight without thought of self, fully willing to die fighting rather than submit.


    "Terror will not breed submission as it did with others," Jukaga said quickly. "It will instead create a wish, as the humans put it 'to take one of the bastards with me.'"


    The utterance of an obscenity, which to the Kilrathi was the most foul of insults shocked the other clan leaders.


    "Do what is assigned to you, Baron," the Emperor replied sharply. "Convince them to submit. Now leave me!"


    Baron Jukaga backed out of the room, barely inclining his head.


    Jason "Bear" Bondarevsky opened his eyes as the distortion field from the transit jump settled down and looked over at his navigation officer.


    "Alignment correct, star lock confirmed, jump was on the mark."


    "Tactical," and he turned in his chair to look at the officer hovered over the holo display of the sector.


    "Bannockburn in position eighty nine thousand clicks dead ahead. Too early to tell yet, sir, on passive optical sweep. At jump transit our pursuers, three corvettes and one frigate, were forty-two thousand nine hundred clicks dead astern and gaining at eight point two clicks a second."


    Jason nodded. There was time to scout around before worrying about the back door.


    "Flight deck."


    "Doomsday here, sir."


    "How are the birds?"


    "All fighters ready and armed, just give us the prey."


    "What about munitions?"


    Doomsday gave his usual glum look.


    "Enough for one more strike, sir. Eight torpedoes are all we have left for ship busters. The fighters will have to sortie with half standard missile and mass driver round bolts."


    "Standby."


    "Paladin on laser lock, sir."


    Jason looked over at the communications officer and nodded for her to put it on the main holo.


    "How goes it, laddie?"


    Jason smiled. Even though he was technically the commander of this two ship fleet, he knew Paladin would never follow protocol of address and the fact was refreshing.


    "Fighters are up and armed. Damage control's repaired the hull breech in the port engine room."


    "And Vance?"


    "Madder than hell. Seems Sparks broke one of his computers moving it out, said something about the machine costing just under half a billion. Sparks frowned, then said he could dock her pay if he was upset, but she had fighters to service."


    "Good for Sparks. She's a rare lass," Paladin laughed and then his features went glum.


    "We've got some trade up ahead, lad. Another cruiser just came through from the jump point leading back to Kilrah with two destroyers leading. Looks like standard tactical for more coming behind. I tapped into their comm channel and they're madder than hell and lookin for blood."


    "Can we run past them to our jump point?"


    "Just barely."


    Jason punched into the engine room.


    "Shovel on the coal back there. I want full thrust, fuel scoops closed."


    "Close the scoops and we'll run her bone dry by the next jump.


    "Just do it."


    He switched back to Paladin.


    "Let's get the hell out of here, and hope they don't have more waiting at the next jump."


    "Laddie, from the looks of It I think the whole Empire is gonna be stirring to fry us."


    "Let's just hope Kruger figures a way to get us out of here.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TEN

    


    Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn stood up and walked to the front of the room. He looked down the length of the conference table and felt a cold twinge of pain. So many familiar faces were gone, killed in the bomb attack. It felt strange now to be standing before this group; after all it was Banbridge's job to run Third Fleet. He suddenly felt old and very lonely. He pushed the thought aside.


    "Good morning."


    He paused, reached into his breast pocket, pulled out an envelope and opened the letter. A paper letter such as the one he was holding was a wonderful gesture out of the past, part of the old traditions that the military still hung on to.


    "By order of the JCS, Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn is appointed commander Third Fleet as of this date, with the primary mission of meeting, engaging, and destroying any hostile invasion into Confederation space which is directed towards the inner system of worlds. You are authorized to employ any means necessary as outlined in Emergency Decree 394 issued this date by the President of the Confederation. Your command will include 3rd Destroyer Group, Commodore Polowski commanding . . ."


    He paused and looked back up at the group.


    "Anyhow, all of you are listed here," he said quietly, "and if you aren't listed, I'm taking you anyhow," and the room echoed with nervous laughter.


    Geoff activated the main holo screen which displayed the new Kilrathi heavy carriers, while a side screen displayed the surmised position of the fleet and its possible route into Confederation space.


    A low murmur of voices filled the room as the dozen group and squadron commanders, representing the ships and Marine assault regiments under his command examined the data.


    "Our task is to meet and stop this force before it gains the inner worlds of the Confederation."


    "Just how many fighters will these ships carry?" Lyford Beverage, commander of the First Cruiser Squadron asked.


    "We're working off of only one intelligence sweep, a long range optical examination followed by a translight radar burst, so our data is sketchy. Our evaluation team believes they carry four launch bays, and perhaps six. It's hard to tell, since all the ships were aligned identically at the time we swept them so we don't have a full examination from all angles. Given the mass of the ships, our best guess is two hundred and forty fighters, scout and bomber craft, perhaps three hundred. Close analysis of the scan detected five of the ships emitting infrared signatures for functional reactors. The other seven were cold."


    "Good lord, Geoff, if five of those things are coming at us that means we'll be facing upwards of fifteen hundred attack ships," Rear Admiral Allen Zitek growled from the back of the room, his speech computer making him sound almost robotic. Zitek had been badly burned years before leading a squadron against a Kilrathi carrier. It still amazed Geoff what the surgeons could do if a man could be brought in while still alive.


    "Don't forget that the Kilrathi had a minimum of nineteen other standard carriers and at least twenty heavy cruisers that carried thirty fighters each. That comes to over three thousand seven hundred additional strike craft."


    There was a chilled moment of silence.


    "What about logistical support, supplies, and training from the Kilrathi view point?" Duke Grecko asked from the back of the room.


    "That's the one hope," Geoff replied. "We now understand the mystery of their transport shortage and their occasional shortages of missiles. They were straining their system beyond the max to keep the war going and at the same time building this new fleet in secret. I've handed this data over to intelligence analysis, and I'm stilling waiting for the full report. My gut feeling on it is that they couldn't fully do both. I think they stripped some of their best squadrons off their front line carriers during the armistice and shipped the personnel out to the new ships, replacing them with new recruits. The burst signal from Tarawa already indicated a thousand fighters transferred off ships that had been put into their inactive reserve. I'm certain we'll see their best shot from the new carriers, which will be fully loaded for combat. The rest of the fleet will be held in a secondary support role or open action on other fronts as diversions."


    "That still would leave a minimum of fifteen hundred strike craft on five carriers coming straight at Earth, not to mention what looks like close to a hundred escort ships," Zitek replied. "And just how many fighters will we have to meet this?"


    "We can have five carriers fully on line within two weeks, with forty one escorts, carrying a total of six hundred and eighty-nine strike craft."


    "Just five?"


    "Actually, only two are on line and fully operational at the moment, Geoff said shaking his head.


    "With crews working around the clock and cutting a lot of corners, I expect to see three more carriers ready to join the fleet by the time the Kilrathi penetrate into Confederation space. It'll be forty-five days, more like sixty, before our remaining carriers will be on line again."


    "Jamison was brilliant pushing that deactivation through," Grecko snapped and Geoff could only nod his head in agreement.


    The political arena with Jamison standing in the center was now one of absolute chaos. Less than twenty-four hours ago Rodham had announced the existence of the Kilrathi super carriers and the assumption that Earth had been directly targeted for attack. He then called for the Confederation Senate to renounce the armistice and to mobilize for a renewal of the war, closing with his resignation as president. Minutes later the vice president was sworn in and delivered a sharp rousing speech, demanding that the Kilrathi open their border for full inspection of the new fleet or face offensive action. It was all a bluff on Quinson's part, but it at least sounded good. The Confederation had been thrown into a state of panic by the announcement, with every holo reporter scrambling to put their spin on the issue, which ranged from "we've been stabbed in the back by the Cats," to "the evil military was pushing for a war." The situation was further stirred up by the Kilrathi reply that the bombing of headquarters and the attempt on the Emperor's life were part of a military coup by pro-war officers and that they were totally innocent of any wrong-doing.


    At first Geoff had naively assumed that this had closed the deal, that the Senate would vote for war and that the new president's declaration of a full military emergency would be observed.


    Jamison had triggered near chaos instead. First she refused to resign, even though Quinson had appointed a new Foreign Minister. Next she accused the military of conspiring to renew the war, a position that the Kilrathi were pumping out through their propaganda agencies.


    The result was that the Senate had still not declared war, wavering, some even adopting the Kilrathi line, and demanding that the military unilaterally disarm.


    Quinson had stood firm, however, evoking executive right to order the military to mobilize for emergency action. The one restraint, however, was that such an emergency did not give the fleet the right to take offensive action. Tolwyn had actually fallen into a shouting match with the senate military committee over that point, wanting to free his two light escorts that were operational for a spoiling and recon raid into Kilrathi space, but he had been held back.


    Sometimes it really bites to be in the military," Polowski snapped from the back of the room. "I'd just love to get Jamison onboard my ship as a forward turret gunner's mate when we charge those carriers and let her see what her peace loving friends have done while we slept," and there was a chorus of approval.


    Geoff held up his hand for silence.


    "Remember, we are the military. Civilian politics is outside of our control and like it or not that's a tradition we must observe. It's our job to defend the Confederation from the attack we all know is coming, and I'm counting on you to give it everything you have. Some really big damn fools got us into this fix. The hell with them, push them out of your minds. I want you to focus on the billions of innocent people who will be under the Kilrathi antimatter bombs and the survivors who will face their knives if we fail. The existence of the human race now hangs in the balance


    He paused for a moment. The words had come out of him, not planned at all. In any other setting he felt they would have sounded worn. But it was the simple truth: the actual existence of his entire species rested in their hands. One wrong move on his part and it might all be over with. All of it gone forever, two thousand years of England gone, a cold silence of death, of extinction.


    I can't dwell on this, he realized. It'll drive me insane if I do, so stay focused on the job and nothing else.


    He switched the holo screen to a map of the inner core of planets and the jump lines leading out to the frontier.


    "The Kilrathi have three main lines of approach, all of which finally come in here," and he pointed to a blue white star from which radiated a number of jump lines. "Here at Sirius and the jump point behind Sirius the shortest routes of jump lines come together and then from there straight back to Earth. By the shortest route, jump line alpha, it's ten jump points from Sirius to the frontier, four back to Earth. The next route, beta is twelve jumps to the frontier and delta is thirteen. All the other routes meander back and forth. For the Kilrathi I think they'll be so confident of their strength, and also concerned about not giving us time to rearm, that they'll come straight on in.


    "I propose to meet them in front of Sirius."


    "Geoff, that abandons several hundred inhabited colonies further out," Polowski said quietly, "my own home of Planet Warsaw being one of them."


    Tolwyn nodded.


    "There are eighteen major jump points leading across the frontier and several dozen other jump points running parallel or zigzagging back and forth. Before the armistice neither we nor the Kilrathi had the strength to simply go charging in, saying the hell with our rear and leaping towards the jugular. They now do. We lack the strength of a major counter strike and even if we did have it, it'd be weeks before we could even begin to move it. By then it'll be too late. In addition they can hold a number of their standard fleet carriers in reserve as a reaction force to counter even light escort raiders the way we had been using them in the past. We have to fall back and concentrate what assets we have. If we try a forward defense they might swing around us."


    "Why not an offensive, Geoff? Split them off the way we did at Vukar Tag," Grecko asked from the back of the room.


    "It won't work this time, sir. Even if we took what we had right now and shot it straight in, their older carriers acting as a reserve would stop us cold, while the new fleet would just continue on into Earth. Second, they'd see it for what it was, an effort to split their offensive. They'd ignore it and still bore straight in. What we have to do is seek a meeting engagement with their main fleet and stop it, that's the only viable option left open to us."


    "So what about my home planet?" Polowski asked


    Geoff paused for a moment. The cold hard word for it was "abandon" but he could not bring himself to say that, or even really admit it to himself.


    "Mike, the Kilrathi have two ways to run this offensive. The first is to break through our forward defenses, then spread out and start ripping the colonial worlds to shreds. Every day that they do that is one more day for us to rearm and they know it. The second way is to come charging straight in, figuring they can mop up the colonies at their leisure after the core planets have been destroyed along with the fleet."


    "I'm betting on the second method. It's sound militarily and it's what we would do: kill the home world and inner planets and end the war. The only advantage we can hope for is to stand and defend as close to our main base as possible, thus stretching their line of communication while we can continue to pour into action whatever ships come on line at the last minute. It is the one classic advantage of the defensive the ability to fall back upon your base of supplies, and it's our only hope."


    "Easy for you to say," Mike replied. "My entire family's out there on Warsaw, two jumps from the frontier."


    "Can you propose any other alternative given what we have?" Geoff asked, his voice filled with a genuine concern. He knew he couldn't simply order men to abandon their homes and families. They'd have to be willing to do it with the hope of final victory and then rescue, no matter how slim the chance.


    Mike looked down at his memo pad and then finally shook his head


    "You're right, Admiral, its the only way," and there was a soft chorus of agreement.


    "I wish we could inform the governors and presidents of the various colonial worlds of our strategic plan, though for security reasons it is obvious we cannot. For that matter, gentlemen, no one outside this room is to have any knowledge of what our strategy is.


    "That'll give precious little warning to whichever worlds are in the way of the fleet," Zitek said. "Even if they're coming straight on, they'll still dispatch some cruisers on the way in to scorch the planets directly in their path. They'll have to, they can t afford to leave potential bases in their rear. Nearly every one of those outer worlds has at least one base on them, the major systems garrisoned with troops and orbital bases. They could stand against raiders, but not against what they'll be throwing in."


    Geoff nodded grimly. It meant that millions in the outer worlds might die. He could only hope that those who could get out of the way would, heading to remote areas of their world to wait out the attack. At least most of the worlds were sparsely populated, with a lot of room to hide. In the early days of the war the outer regions, except for the Landreich on the flank of the Confederation, had been devastated, and billions had died. The region had yet to recover. It wasn't until Sirius was reached inside the area never touched by the war, that the major inhabited regions were located.


    He could only hope they had dug their shelters deep enough to survive bombardment.


    "So the colonies are a write off?" Duke asked quietly, obviously wanting to make the fact absolutely clear.


    "Local guard units will be given the discretion to stay, but I want everything here for the major showdown," and he pointed at Sirius, hanging in the middle of the holo. "Sirius is where the decision will be made."


    "What about the Landreich and Kruger?" Polowski asked.


    "I'll ask them for help and for the release of the escorts we signed over to them, but I doubt old Kruger will be amused that once again we're pulling a withdrawal due to strategic necessity."


    He could well imagine the explosion that would be created when the burst signal reached Kruger on that one.


    "Gentlemen, I want the fleet fully loaded and ready to move within four days."


    The men looked at him incredulously.


    "Geoff, it'll be eight, more like ten days before we get all our personnel back in aboard ship," Zitek replied. "Even our active carriers had half their crews on leave. Some of them are at the far end of the Confederation."


    "You'll find a clause in Emergency decree 394A that allows for the drafting of emergency replacements off civilian ships, and retired personnel if need be for the duration of the emergency. Use it, shanghai your crews if necessary, but I want full ship's complements inside of ninety-six hours. Now let's get to work." The admirals and Marine officers filed out of the room. Geoff looked back down at his memo pad, ready to feed in a long series of orders. Looking up he saw that Duke had stayed behind.


    "Something's wrong, isn't it?" Geoff said, sensing that there was bad news coming.


    Duke nodded.


    "I just got a signal in the clear from Kruger."


    "Go on."


    "He told us and I quote 'you created this mess, you solve it. Go to hell.'"


    Geoff chuckled sadly.


    "Doesn't the damn fool realize," Grecko snapped, "that if the Confederation goes down, the Cats will turn on him next?"


    "If he comes to help us, he'll get hit from the rear. It's the old classic problem of frontier militia being called up to serve with the regulars — do you leave your homes open to attack by marching off somewhere else?"


    Geoff paused, realizing that there was something else to the message.


    "You're holding something back, Duke, what is it?"


    "He also reported, in the clear, that Tarawa has failed to return and is assumed lost."


    Geoff remained standing, staring straight at Duke.


    "Damn this war to hell."


    Eyes wide with excitement and with the thrill of the hunt, the Emperor turned to face his grandson.


    "Magnificent, simply magnificent," he growled, turning back to look out the forward view port of the cruiser that now served as the Imperial ship. Less than a kilometer away, the Kilrathi Fifth Fleet of the Claw passed by in review. The light frigates, corvettes and three destroyer groups had already passed. The last of the heavy cruisers was just passing to port and now the first of the new carriers, Hagku'ka, came into view.


    Every fighter had been launched and moved in formation ahead of the carrier, three and a half eighties of fighters arrayed in eight V formations. The bow of the carrier came into view, the heavy durasteel forward edge studded with quad mounted mass driver guns and anti-torpedo launch tubes. Three launch decks, one on either side and one topside opened into the vast interior of the ship, which was mostly comprised of the huge hangar bays, workshops, and armament storage areas needed for the fighters.


    Internal bulkheads had been double layered, compartmentalizing the ship so that even if the forward end was shattered all the way back amidships, the aft half could continue to fight. Three belts of armor sealed off the outside of the ship from the interior so that if a torpedo did penetrate the phase shielding and outer layer of armor, its detonation would not burst into the vulnerable inner decks and fuel storage areas. Sealed internal access shafts even allowed for the transfer of fighters from one bay to another for launching if a bay opening were shut down. Just aft of amidship three more launch bays were mounted pointing aft, in the same configuration as the forward half of the ship. The six Yatug class engines were actually buried inside the ship, wrapped in heavy armor, their exhaust vents tunneling through thirty meters of ship before reaching open space. If a spread of missiles were closing from astern, the engines could be throttled off and the exhaust vents slammed shut, the missiles impacting impotently against heavy durasteel. The shields could then be retracted, or if need be blown clear and the engines unharmed, fired back up.


    The first carrier passed, followed by four more and the Emperor watched, speechless. So this was the culmination of years of secret planning and the stripping of the best resources of the Empire. All for this, a fleet of ships unlike anything ever before seen in this sector of the universe. When the war with the humans was done, such ships could even stand against the Mantu, if they should dare to return.


    "Grandson, with this fleet victory is ours."


    "Remember, my Emperor, the fleet is but half the size we planned," Thrakhath said cautiously. "Victory should not be counted until the blood of the prey is in one's mouth."


    The Emperor nodded, realizing that his enthusiasm had taken hold too deeply. He was still shaken by the murder attempt. It had been his dream to see at least one ceremony of Sivar in the burned ruins of Earth, for he knew that it would not be much longer before his ancestors finally called.


    "Bring me victory," the Emperor finally said, "that is all I ask. You should take Earth in time for Sivar, we'll celebrate it there. Be sure that it is ready for my arrival."


    "Yes, my Emperor."


    "And as for Jukaga, have you found anything more?"


    "Three have died under the question, none have spoken. His path seems to be secured. If we put him directly to the question, the other clan leaders would again object. That path is closed as well."


    "Then take him with you on this expedition," the Emperor said quietly.


    "Grandfather?"


    "You heard me. I've summoned him to this ship, he is in the next chamber. He is to go with you.


    "He is head of spies, it is not his role to be a fleet warrior."


    "He is a clan leader, a post of honor with the fleet he can not refuse. I think you will know what to do with him once battle is joined."


    "It might be dangerous having him with us," the Prince replied.


    "You will find a way," and the Emperor turned, motioning for a guard to open the door into a side chamber.


    
      * * *

    


    Baron Jukaga entered, looking around cautiously. When summoned to the cruiser he had not known what to expect, and now the moment had come


    "Arise, my Baron. Was not the sight of our fleet wondrous?"


    Jukaga stood up again.


    "Wondrous."


    "And what of the Confederation government?"


    "Their senate still debates. It was reported however that two carriers sortied from their main base above their moon with a third to soon follow, and that the shipyards are working full time to prepare those in drydock for launching as well. Even though their government debates, their new president is acting quickly, with declaration of war or without. There have been forays by the Landreich into our territory, but no deep penetrations."


    "I cannot even begin to comprehend how they function, the Emperor replied.


    Jukaga nodded as if in agreement.


    And that is why you never won, you old fool, he thought coldly.


    "I have a new assignment for you, Baron."


    He waited, tense and expectant.


    "You go with the fleet to speak to their leaders one more time before we strike."


    The Baron nodded. Would they simply arrange "an accident?" That now seemed to be the path.


    "I am master of spies, my Emperor. Would not one of your warrior leaders be more appropriate?"


    "You know this species of prey the best. It is your voice that they know, let them hear it one more time before we strike. You seemed disturbed by our ultimate plans, let us see if you can convince them to submit and thus save this species you seem to like so much."


    He looked around the room, which was filled with the leaders of the new fleet. He was trapped and could not refuse.


    "As you command it, my Emperor."


    The Emperor turned away back to his grandson.


    "Your plan is set, then?"


    "Yes, my Emperor. The fleet will head towards the frontier at flank speed. Refueling tankers will accompany them so that we may move swiftly without need of deploying fuel scoops. The Second Fleet of the Claw, with four of our older carriers, will join us before we reach the frontier and make the first penetration, thus shielding our main fleet as long as possible. The Fourth Fleet of the Claw, with three carriers, will sortie towards the Landreich to pin down any forces they might have there, preventing them from shifting against our flank. The First Fleet of the Claw, with three carriers, will make up the reserve. The other carriers have been stripped of their crews and pilots for the Fifth Fleet and will be held in reserve."


    "That is ten carriers," the Emperor said quietly.


    "You know the shortage of trained pilots has become serious. Either our best pilots went with our new carriers or else the new fleet would be manned by pilots with no combat experience. It will be a year before we have enough fully trained pilots and fighters to bring the older reserve carriers back to operational strength.


    The Emperor nodded grimly.


    "So let it be," he said, turning away. "Now bring me victory."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ELEVEN

    


    Weary with exhaustion, Captain Jason Bondarevsky strode across the landing field towards the command post with Admiral Richards behind him. Stepping onto the veranda he coldly eyed the two Landreich guards at the door.


    "I'm here to see Kruger."


    "We have no orders to let you pass, sir."


    "To hell with your orders, I want to see that son of a bitch now," and he moved to shoulder his way past the guards.


    Caught by surprise they backed up slightly and then physically moved to block the doorway, one of them grabbing him by the shoulder.


    "Listen, sir, don't make me get rough about this," the guard snapped.


    "Get the hell out of my way right now, mister."


    "Hold it, Jason," and he looked back at Richards. "They're just following orders."


    The guards looked to Richards with some relief. They obviously knew that Kruger would skin them alive if anyone got past. They knew as well who it was they were trying to stop, and even if he was Confederation, he was also a first class hero.


    "Sir, if you stay put, I'd go in and get my captain," a sergeant growled, coming out of the doorway to the aid of the two guards.


    "Well, damn it, go get him," Jason snapped, and the sergeant turned and went into the building.


    Jason paced up and down the length of the veranda angry at everything, his mood made worse by the searing heat of the Hell Hole. He could feel the moisture draining out of his body, barely cooling his skin before evaporating.


    He looked back at one of the guards.


    "You know something, corporal, this planet of yours truly sucks."


    The corporal showed the faintest of smiles.


    "I fully agree," he whispered.


    No longer able to get mad at the man, Jason turned away.


    "Admiral Richards, Captain Bondarevsky?"


    Jason turned back to see a very young captain, wearing commando fatigues and barely out of his teens, in the doorway. Though the man was shorter than him by a good half a foot, and skinny as a rail, Jason could tell from his eyes that he was deadly.


    "President Kruger is expecting you, sir, come on in."


    Jason nodded, grateful to be stepping out of the blazing heat of the twin suns and into the dark cool corridor. He followed the captain down into the below ground bunker, the captain leading him through the blast doors into Kruger's small and austere office. The captain withdrew, closing the door behind him.


    Kruger looked up from his desk


    "Care for a cold one?" and he motioned to a refrigerator.


    "Don't mind if I do," Richards said, and he went over to the refrige and pulled out a beer.


    Jason looked at the Admiral angrily and then back at Kruger who sat behind his desk, smiling.


    "Well, young captain, out with it."


    "We monitored that signal reporting the confirmed loss of Tarawa, Bannockburn, and Normandy," he continued. "Just who the hell do you think you are to do that?"


    "Last time I checked I was president of the Landreich son. Just who the hell are you?"


    "An officer in the . . ." he paused. He was, in fact, not an officer in Confederation at all but rather on leave, serving the Landreich forces.


    "You are under my orders, young captain, and need you or not, I'll put your ass in the clink till this planet turns into an ice ball if you ever talk like that to me again."


    Jason stood silently, still seething with anger.


    "How about that beer, Jason?" and Richards came back to his side, holding an open container.


    Jason stared at Richards, expecting support, but Richards merely smiled.


    "But the emergency decree. Three-ninety-fourA is mobilizing all fleet personnel, and that includes me and my ship," Jason finally replied.


    "Jason, we are officially listed as missing in action, presumed dead," Richards replied, "and I think our host intends to keep it that way."


    Jason looked back at Kruger.


    "I have your carrier and the others," Kruger replied. "We can make this happen one of two ways, young sir. Either you continue to command your ship under Landreich colors or one of my people will. I'd rather have you do it. You know the ship better than anyone else, and besides that, you're damn good. You managed to bring her out in one piece.


    "No thanks to you."


    Kruger smiled.


    "You're here, aren't you? Therefore, any effort expended on my part to pull you out would have been a waste."


    Jason felt ready to explode again. He had made a fifteen day run out, pursued all the way to the frontier Bannockburn, the only Stealth light recon ship in the fleet was finally turned around and sent back on auto pilot with Paladin cramming into a light shuttle sent over from Tarawa. The momentary delay created by the supposed counter attack had gotten them through the final jump with a very angry Paladin cursing the entire universe over the loss of his ship,


    He had not been able to snatch more than two hours' sleep at a stretch throughout the entire retreat and all he really wanted now was for someone at whom to vent his rage for being left out in the cold after doing his mission. A barroom brawl might even serve the bill, and then a good drink followed by a long sleep. And beyond that, there was still the pain of losing Hunter.


    Richards, without waiting for the offer from Kruger, settled down on a sagging and thread bare sofa, which obviously doubled as Kruger's bed, and took a long pull on his beer.


    "You know something, Kruger," Richards said, "I got holy hell over the fact that you hijacked that destroyer from my squadron and went gallivanting off."


    "Vance, that was thirty years ago."


    "Well, I got a reprimand in my file thanks to you, and wound up a desk jockey in intelligence.


    "Consider that beer as payment then. You most likely would have had your butt blown off by now if I hadn't worked your transfer for you like that. There are very few old destroyer skippers floating around. Besides, last I heard you loved intelligence work."


    Richards chuckled and held up the container in salute and then looked back at Jason.


    "Settle down, son, the old man did the right thing. He didn't have the assets to pull us out, it was that simple. You did a damn masterful job getting out on your own. So damn good I think Kruger here owes you a decoration."


    "I hereby award you the Order of Nova with diamonds and promote you to commodore," Kruger said sarcastically. "My adjutant will send you the award and paperwork when he gets the time. It's a nice looking piece of tin, you'll like it. Does that settle it?"


    Jason could see that he wasn't going to win but still didn't know what to do.


    "I want to rejoin the Confederation fleet with my ship."


    "Impossible," Kruger snapped. "I need you here, and here you're staying."


    "Look, son," Richards said, suddenly serious. "It's a ten day transit back to Earth at full speed. You'll arrive back to the inner worlds with just twenty fighters on board."


    "None," Kruger growled. "Most of them are mine anyhow, and I'm requisitioning the rest."


    "All right then, none, and no munitions, because even if Kruger did let you go I doubt he'd spare one IFF missile out of his stores to refit you."


    Kruger nodded and said nothing.


    "The battle shaping up back there, wherever it is they're going to fight it, might already be over. Meanwhile, we can expect a major sortie by the Cats straight in here to pin us down. You could very well run from one action to the other and miss both. It's that simple."


    Jason had already heard the argument once before from Richards just before loading him into the Sabre for the trip from orbit down to the Hell Hole. He'd been too damn angry over the abandonment and then from the signal reporting him dead to think. He realized now he could no longer argue the point.


    "Damn you," he said quietly, looking back at Kruger. "All right, you won. You've got me."


    "I'm so honored that you would volunteer to join me," Kruger replied with false sincerity.


    He took an old style printout report and held it up.


    "This is our latest intelligence report. Three Kilrathi carriers are moving to the frontier and are expected to cross it momentarily, with an estimated eighteen escort ships. They're moving straight at Landreich and will make planetfall here in this system within eighteen hours."


    And your response."


    "Meet them and beat them, it's that simple."


    "Four escort carriers going head to head against three Kilrathi fleet carriers?" Jason asked. "At best we've got a hundred fighters on board our ships."


    "Eighty seven."


    "They'll have over three hundred. We'll be frozen meat an hour after the action starts."


    "Do you have any better ideas?"


    Jason looked at the President. Though he was still simmering with rage he could not help but wish that it had been Kruger who had been running the Confederation instead of Rodham. They wouldn't be in this mess now if it were.


    "No, sir."


    "Then get back to your ship . We leave here in six hours."


    "What about the Confederation, sir, what's happening there?"


    "The usual screw-up. The only positive sign is that Geoff is heading Third Fleet. They moved out five days ago, and have kept radio silence since."


    "Admiral Tolwyn commanding the Third? What about Banbridge?"


    Kruger told him of the bomb plot, the pardon, and the political confusion that still gripped the Confederation, along with the growing panic.


    Jason took it all in, wishing more than ever he could be back under his old commander for the showdown.


    "If Geoff stops the invasion, it'll be a miracle," Kruger said.


    "And if he doesn't, what about you then?"


    Kruger smiled, the first time Jason had ever seen him do it.


    "We'll survive. It's what we've been doing for thirty years, with precious little help from your Confederation, I might add."


    "It's official, gentlemen, a state of war now exists between the Kilrathi Empire and the Confederation. Four old style carriers crossed the frontier four hours ago, and the Senate passed the declaration."


    He looked around at his bridge crew on Concordia flagship of Third Fleet.


    "All signal traffic from Station Hanover and the Hanovian System was lost forty-five minutes ago, the last report stating they were under heavy attack."


    "Good God, there's two million people on that world," a staff ensign whispered.


    "There were two million people there," Geoff said.


    Geoff saw a young communications technician lean over his desk, covering his face, and he inwardly cursed, realizing that Hanover was most likely the boys home. He wanted to say something, to apologize for his lack of tact, but knew he couldn't. The cold reality of what they were facing had to be driven home.


    The bridge was silent, more than one turning to look at the boy as he muffled a sob and then sat back up, his features pale.


    "We're going to lose a lot of worlds in the days to come," Tolwyn said, "a lot of worlds."


    "Communications, put laser locks on the other ships in the fleet, pass the information, and order all ships to continue silent running."


    He turned and retreated back to his wardroom. Sighing, he settled down into his chair and looked at the holo map. They were now positioned three jump points ahead of Sirius in towards the frontier. The Kilrathi had yet to show their main fleet. The carriers could be a diversion, or the vanguard of the main assault


    Damn, to be able to use full size carriers as a vanguard, while he had to husband the five ships that would be under his command, that is if Saratoga and Leyte Gulf could get up in time to join his other two ships. He ran a quick question into his nav system and the answer coldly blinked back at him. If the Kilrathi came on at flank speed, they'd get to Sirius a day and a half before the other two carriers could join up.


    He looked at the three dimensional map, pausing for a moment as a new signal burst in, updating the situation. Three more red blips appeared, the three tentatively identified as cruiser squadrons, crossing the frontier. Far off to one side, over by Landreich, a thin red line was already traced deep into Kruger's territory, two definite and one probable carrier moving fast towards the core worlds of Landreich.


    Which was the main assault? The carriers at Hanover could be a feint to draw him in, the main fleet following behind one of the three cruiser squadrons. If he had the strength, that would be his approach, hoping to draw the enemy forward, then flanking by a side jump line, cutting him off from the rear.


    He sat back, hands clasped, pondering, wishing he could somehow penetrate the fog of war. The Kilrathi had shut down nearly all military channels and kept silence ever since the burst signal from Tarawa got through, except for the nonstop bombardment of propaganda. The mere fact that signal traffic was nonexistent showed just how well planned the operation was. In the ordinary sphere of war, it was impossible to maintain operations for long without a steady flow of information.


    Masterful.


    I've got to buy a little time till they show their hand, but at the same time I need to wiggle a little bait, bringing the main assault on myself.


    It was almost a foregone conclusion that Thrakhath was in charge of the main fleet. He was always bullheaded, and when he believed himself to have the upper edge, arrogant. Thrakhath never really gave a damn about taking territory; he wanted battle, to close with his enemy and destroy him.


    He'll come straight in and dare me to stop him. He was behind the carriers.


    I need to show confidence, aggression, he thought, not let them think we're already whipped.


    Geoff punched in to his bridge officer.


    "Pass the word to the fleet. We jump forward to the Warsaw system and will move at full speed to meet the carriers head on. Get Admirals Ching and Bjornsson on laser."


    He turned the channel off and within seconds felt the vibration run through the ship as the helm officer called for full engine thrust.


    Ching's image materialized on a flat screen, the bridge of his carrier, Moskva, in the background, followed seconds later by Bjornsson, commander of Verdun.


    "We're going up to bloody nose them a bit and get their attention," Geoff said. "It'll be three on four, and with luck we'll buy enough time for our other two ships to get into position."


    "Tough move, Geoff," Ching said. "They could be flanking in behind the cruisers."


    "They're diversions. Thrakhath will come straight on in, looking for a fight."


    "I hope you're right, Tolwyn. If not, they won't be too happy back on Earth if those super carriers get there and we're out chasing shadows.


    Tolwyn laughed grimly.


    "If they do, we won't hear the complaining for long."


    "It's a risky move, Geoff," Bjornsson said, her features grim. "If we lose a carrier that'll leave just four to face off against the big ones."


    "If we don't slow them, there'll only be four anyhow in front of Sirius when they arrive. It's a risk I'm willing to take though.


    "Glad you're running this one, Geoff. This isn't just a battle, its the whole shooting match."


    "Yeah, thanks. If there's ever another time, remind me to retire first."


    The two admirals laughed softly and signed off.


    Again the thought crept in. The old rhetoric of the battlefield, how the fate of civilization depended on what happened next. It had been used by his ancestors when they had stood at Agincourt, Waterloo, the Somme and against Hitler and Zhing. In most cases it was just rhetoric; this time it was for real. He realized that if he allowed himself to dwell on the outcomes it'd cripple him, and he pushed the fear aside. There would be time enough for that later.


    Another update flashed on the holo, a blinking purple light, showing that action had started in the Landreich. It had taken hours for the signal to travel, even at burst speed. Three carriers of the Kilrathi fleet now confirmed against what a colonial militia could put up. Their chances were next to nothing, he thought, just about the same as ours.


    
      * * *

    


    "Ten seconds to jump and counting at nine, eight . . ."


    Jason punched in to the deck flight officer.


    "All fighters prepare for launch!"


    "Two, one, jump initiated."


    The phase shift of the jump field kicked in, space in the forward and aft screens disappearing in a wavy haze. Jason swallowed hard, the momentary nausea of jump taking hold, as Tarawa and everything inside of it winked out of existence at jump point 324C and then rematerialized seconds later half a dozen light years away, back into position in the Hell Hole system.


    The screen shifted, star fields returning to view.


    "All ahead full, move it!" Jason shouted and Tarawa surged forward. Not five seconds later Gallipoli appeared behind him in nearly the exact same space he had just been occupying, followed seconds later by two more escort carriers.


    The maneuver was insane. Standard fleet procedure was to have at least one minute intervals between jumps. The actual point of rematerialization was problematic, never occurring at precisely the same spot, and if a ship in transit should come out of jump in the same space occupied by another vessel no one in the two ships involved would ever even realize that their existence had suddenly winked out in a white hot explosion.


    "Launch all fighters, launch all fighters!"


    A hazy shimmer appeared in the forward screen.


    "Helm hard to port, up ninety degrees!"


    Tarawa shifted, turning, as a destroyer of the Landreich fleet materialized out of jump less than four hundred meters ahead.


    Jason was nearly knocked from his command chair and at the same instant a bank of red lights started to flash at the damage control desk.


    "Ship hulled starboard side, sections twenty-two through twenty-four Decompression hull breach!"


    Internal bulkheads had already been sealed for action stations. Jason looked over at the damage display board. Three sectors of the outer hull were gone, crew quarters. He could only hope no one was still in there. He waited, watching to see if the breach would rip down the length of the hull or burst into the heart of the ship. It held.


    "What ship was that?"


    "Destroyer Blitzkreig, Kruger's flagship, sir."


    "Damage?"


    "Part of her port rear stabilizer gone. Hull integrity holding."


    "Then the hell with her, get the rest of those fighters out!"


    He turned back to tactical display and drew in his breath.


    Kruger was either a genius or a madman, the next five minutes would tell — so far the plan had worked.


    Directly ahead, at less than a thousand kilometers, were the three Kilrathi carriers, moving in line abreast formation. Kruger had met them ten hours earlier as they jumped into the Hell Hole system, fought a brief skirmish, trading a corvette and two fighters for two destroyers and nearly twenty fighters of the Cats and then fled, the enemy in hot pursuit.


    They had jumped out of the Hell Hole System, come to a dead stop, and then turned, jumping straight back into the system they had just fled.


    The Kilrathi, assuming they were chasing a beaten and far weaker foe, had recovered nearly all their fighters in preparation for jump in pursuit. Forward of the carriers by three hundred clicks was the outer screen of frigates, which would, according to standard doctrine, jump through first to secure the next point in preparation for the carriers to follow.


    Range to the forward ships would close in under a minute.


    Doomsday gave the thumbs up to the deck launch officer. She saluted, crouched down low, pointing forward, and the senior deck officer in the launch control room hit the catapult button.


    In under two seconds Doomsday was clear of Tarawa, full afterburners roaring, even as Tarawa turned to avoid colliding with Kruger's flag ship. Doomsday banked hard over, skimming past the destroyer with less than a dozen meters to spare, and took a deep breath as he shot clear.


    His heavily modified Sabre, with side-by-side pilot and co-pilot seats crammed in, and a single heavy Mark IV torpedo slung underneath shook with the 110% power surge. Grinning, he looked over at Paladin who was flying the right hand seat as weapons officer.


    "Here we go again, laddie," Paladin said calmly, though Doomsday could tell that the old pilot was miffed that there weren't enough fighters in the fleet for him to get one of his own.


    "Weapons check?"


    "Torpedo armed and ready, now give me a target."


    Doomsday spared a quick look down at his tactical screen. The forward string of frigates were less than a minute away, the first of them already slowing, turning to move in across the carriers. Less than thirty seconds behind them the three carriers were starting to come about


    "All hells about to break loose," Paladin chuckled. "These two fleets are about to go straight through each other.


    "There's the rest of the strike," Doomsday announced, pointing nearly straight up, and he edged his stick back, climbing a thousand meters to tuck himself in under a Broadsword's belly, giving himself a little more protection from the heavy strike craft's gunners.


    "We're going for the middle carrier," Doomsday said quietly.


    "We'll go for his port launch deck, you take the starboard one, lad," the Landreich pilot of the Broadsword above them replied and Doomsday clicked his mike twice as an affirmative.


    "Hang on, crossing through the frigates!"


    A crisscrossing of neutron bursts, laserflashes, and mass driver rounds snaked out from the Kilrathi picket line. Doomsday held steady on his course, working for an early fix and lock on the center carrier, which was now full broadside and starting to come around astern.


    "Launch bay hits are out," Paladin announced. "Go for main engines."


    A Landreich fighter, moving ahead of the two, winked into a fireball and disappeared. They shot through the wreckage, Doomsday wincing when a bloody smear of what had once been the pilot smashed into his forward canopy and spun away into the darkness. The blood seemed to be a dark omen and he started to breathe hard, fighting down the sense of premonition and Paladin looked over at him.


    "He was already dead, laddie, already dead."


    Doomsday gulped hard and shook his head. He pulled open his helmet visor. wiped the sweat from his face. He reached into a breast pocket and pulled out a short cigar and clamped down hard on it, chewing the end.


    Ian had given the cigar to him long ago. He had never smoked it, but somehow, for this mission he felt it was a talisman and he brought it along.


    They shot under the belly of a frigate, the two attack craft shuddering as they skimmed through the high energy field of the ship's fuel and maneuvering scoops.


    "I have target lock," Paladin announced calmly, "and counting at thirty seconds, twenty nine."


    Doomsday hated torpedo launches more than anything else. It required the fighter to stay on a straight and steady course for thirty seconds until the torpedoes' guidance and arming systems cut through the high energy shielding of the target, decoded the shield phasing, and then countered the phasing so that it could penetrate for the kill.


    The carriers were now clearly visible in space, three silvery masses less than fifty clicks ahead, the ships completing their turns, engines winking white hot. Three Landreich fighters darted past Doomsday, their afterburners flaring, diving straight in, loosing a string of infrared guided missiles. The shots would not penetrate but their explosions on the carriers aft shields would momentarily blind the point defense systems.


    "First fighters coming out," Doomsday announced, able to clearly see the pinpoints of light leaping out from the Kilrathi carriers.


    "The furballs are a bit late today. Caught them with their pants down this time, that is if the buggers are wearing pants."


    The pin points of light disappeared, and Doomsday knew that meant they had turned and were coming straight back towards him.


    He caught the first hum of an IFF locking on. and then three more. Taking over defensive systems control from Paladin, he launched one of the new noise makers, hoping it would distract the missiles. The Kilrathi carrier seemed to fill all of space in front of him and he felt that if he closed any further, he'd run straight into it. The sweat was soaking his back and he found himself silently praying.


    A modified Ferret, stitched onto what looked like old twin Sabre A engines, slammed past, diving straight into the emerging fighters. Several flashes of light appeared, fighters being killed, though Doomsday could not tell who had bought it


    "Ten seconds, nine. eight. Signal lock on, phase counter lock on, warhead armed, three, two, one . . . it's away!"


    Doomsday felt his ship lurch as the ten meter long torpedo dropped from the underbelly pylon, its engine flaring to life. He looked up and saw a Landreich craft above him dropping his spread of three Mark III Torpedoes as well. Breaking his ship hard to starboard Doomsday nosed straight down and then spun over, keeping his belly turned towards the carrier so that the new laser torpedo guide could maintain lock. Paladin stayed hunched over the weapons screen, ready to take over manual guidance of the torpedo if Kilrathi jamming should throw it off course.


    Doomsday spared a quick glance at his tactical as half a dozen red blips closed in.


    "She's closing, closing," Paladin chanted softly, punching in a guidance command as the torpedo lost lock for a second, his guidance laser firmly tracking on the torpedoes tail. The fact that Kruger had half a dozen of the new ship-to-torpedo laser guiding systems in his munitions inventory had surprised Doomsday, who figured it was best simply not to ask how they got into Landreich hands.


    "Closing, closing . . . impact, laddie, we got them!"


    Doomsday punched in an aft visual and saw an expanding fireball of light erupting from the carrier's main engine bank. A second ball of light snapped as one of Doomsday's torpedoes slammed into the explosion. Four of the Landreich's old obsolete scimitars darted in towards the carrier's tail, disappearing into the inferno, two of them reemerging from the fireball seconds later and as they pulled out, a solid ripple of explosions shuddered across the carrier's stern from the missile spread they had launched, now that the aft shielding was overloaded and down. The entire aft end of the carrier suddenly disappeared in a white hot light.


    Doomsday watched the Scimitars, amazed yet again at the suicidal tactics of the Landreich pilots, flying fighters that should have been on the scrap heap years ago.


    "Fuel igniting, she's going!"


    The explosion burst out, the blast wave washing over Doomsday's Sabre, shuddering it as if from a direct hit. He lost sight of the two surviving Scimitars, who were simply consumed in the ball of light, the enemy fighters pursuing them disappearing as well.


    "Look out ahead!" Paladin shouted, and Doomsday looked up to see a frigate turning directly in front, her gun mounts shifting, tracking straight down on him, preparing to fire a full broadside at near point blank range.


    "All weapons fire independently and at will," Jason announced calmly, standing now and pacing behind his row of bridge personnel, who remained hunched over their tactical, communications, damage control, and fire system holo displays.


    He looked up at the main holo battle screen, watching the converging line of blue and red dots. A blue dot, representing a light frigate winked out, followed an instant later by two red dots to either side, one of them a cruiser, the other a destroyer.


    "Landreich frigate just detonated her reactor pile, crew has ejected," the tactical officer announced calmly.


    "These people are insane," Jason whispered, realizing that even if the crew had ejected, a bridge team would have had to stay on board to time the detonation.


    The explosion cut an opening straight through the middle of the Kilrathi defense line deploying aft of the three carriers. All of the strike fighters from the four escorts had already launched and were inside the picket line, engaging the carriers. A dozen fighters disappeared within seconds caught by the crossfire between the picket line and carriers, hundreds of blinking yellow dots marking the crisscrossing paths of missiles. Bright green snaps of light flared inside the holo display, detaching from half a dozen fighters.


    "Torpedoes are launched and running," tactical reported.


    "All ships close and advance on carriers, follow me."


    Kruger's image appeared on the command screen only long enough to pass the order then disappeared. Helm, lock on Kruger's ship, follow her maneuver.


    Kruger turned in, racing through the opening created by the Landreich frigate's sacrifice, and within seconds every battery on Tarawa was engaged, trading shots with Kilrathi frigates, and destroyers to either side.


    Jason suddenly imagined that he could almost hear a bugler blowing charge, the way the Marines still did when their landing craft went in on an assault. as they raced straight towards the three carriers. It was madness; they were about to close and trade broadsides with capital ships at point blank range. The center carrier in the holo flared, exploding outward.


    "Scratch one flattop!" tactical shouted, and Jason looked up at the visual, watching the explosion, then back down at the holo as two fighters, his own, emerged out of the fireball. A Kilrathi frigate turning towards Tarawa moved in front of the fighters, its guns turning to fire.


    "All weapons, train on frigate, port side!" Jason shouted.


    Turrets swung about, fire rippling out from Tarawa, the frigate swinging her guns back on Tarawa, ignoring the two fighters as they raced between the two ships.


    A shuddering explosion ran through Tarawa, battle lights winking out for a second, a gust of acrid smoke filling the bridge, red lights coming back on again in the now shadowy gloom


    "Main generator off line, emergency back up, shielding down to seventy one percent"


    "Tarawa, close it up, hit the carrier to starboard."


    Kruger's image appeared for only a second and was gone again


    The fleet flagship was out forward of the charge, a Kilrathi cruiser angling in, opening with a spread of missiles. Flare, chaff, and noise makers streamed out of the destroyer and the two ships traded fire. Behind the flagship the four escorts, moving in two lines of two, stormed through the maelstrom, while frigates, corvettes, destroyers, and fighters swirled about them.


    Another shudder ran through Tarawa, damage control shouting out a report, red lights blinking on his screen. Jason could barely hear the officer as the explosions echoed through his ship, the concussion nearly bringing him to his knees. The Kilrathi cruiser shot past, unable to turn in tight enough to run parallel.


    On the port side the still expanding wreckage of the blown carrier continued to swirl out and then was astern. Kruger arced his destroyer directly across the stern of the carrier they were pursuing, lashing out with a volley of torpedoes and missiles at near point blank range. Landreich corvettes raced past the escort carriers, closing in on the prey, two of them fireballing from the strikes of Kilrathi fighters, the survivors launching torpedoes, most of which were shaken off by the carrier but three impacting nevertheless. Four more of the corvettes disappeared.


    "Her shieldings down!" tactical shouted.


    Jason felt as if he were about to explode with excitement. The battle had lost all semblance of tactical maneuvering, the old standard of fleets launching fighters at long range, and capital ships rarely if ever coming within ten thousand clicks of each other, was gone in the mad confusion. He thought of Nelson at Trafalgar, charging into a broadside exchange with the French and Spanish, and felt that if Tolwyn were here the old man would be proud.


    The Kilrathi carrier was less than fifteen hundred meters ahead.


    "Fire on her, fire!


    Simultaneously the four escort carriers opened fire, hundreds of mass driver rounds and neutron bolts, from the anti-aircraft batteries, now slamming into the stern of the enemy carrier. Explosions rippled, jagged fragments of metal hurtling off into space. Tarawa raced down the length of the carrier, stitching the side of the ship with everything she had, while Gallipoli turned to cross the T of the Kilrathi carrier astern. The Kilrathi, however, were firing with everything in return, and explosions rocked Tarawa. Jason felt as if the frenzy of battle had torn into the heart of his soul. He stood rigid, wanting to roar with both rage and delight. More than one of the bridge crew had broken discipline, pounding the sides of their monitors, screaming curses, oaths, encouragement, and whooping with joy at the destruction.


    "Gallipoli's going!"


    Jason looked up at the aft visual and saw his sister ship splitting open as if she had run straight into a buzz saw that was tearing the ship apart from stem to stern. The fuel cells astern ignited and the ship fireballed, her flame washing over the topside stern of the stricken enemy carrier.


    They darted past the ship, turning to starboard while the Kilrathi carrier edged over to port and started to dive.


    "Tactical report!"


    "Enemy carrier suffered multiple hits, computer counting two hundred plus hullings, secondary explosions igniting, three of five engine pods destroyed.


    "Damage control?"


    "Sections one, three through five portside hulled, midships port mass driver gun mounts destroyed, main generator still off line, shielding down to forty-two percent, holding steady."


    Jason looked back at the tactical.


    The enemy carrier was turning hard over to port, now moving away at a right angle, debris trailing out behind her as she struggled to accelerate. The other carrier was coming around to flank the stricken ship. The enemy picket line was now racing full back, coming abreast of their two surviving carriers and moving to pursuit.


    "Helm, prepare to come about for a second strike," Jason announced, and his crew looked up at him, startled.


    He knew it was madness, but they had not finished the carrier off and he'd be damned if it was going to get away.


    "All ships follow me,"


    Jason looked up at Kruger's image and then back at tactical.


    Kruger was moving straight away from the engagement, heading back towards the Hell Hole.


    "Get me Kruger," Jason snapped.


    The old man's image reappeared, looking annoyed.


    "Let's finish em, sir, he's crippled."


    "We killed one, we crippled another and lost one escort," Kruger snapped. "Go back and we'll lose the rest of our escorts just to finish a kill. We want him crippled. They'll have to protect him. Bondarevsky, I'm breaking the engagement. We got what we wanted, they'll run for home now. Hell Hole is still under bombardment and that's our main priority now. '


    "Aye, sir."


    The image winked off.


    Jason took a deep breath, realizing that the excitement of the charge and the lust of battle had clouded his judgment


    "Belay helm over, lock on Blitzkreig and follow."


    He could see that some of his crew were disappointed while others took a sigh of relief


    "Damn good, I'm proud of all of you," he announced and then settled back into his command chair.


    He looked up at the chronometer.


    It was less than six minutes since they had jumped through, undoubtedly one of the shortest fleet actions in history. Kruger had lived up to form, shattering an invasion, killing a carrier, and crippling another. He had certainly taken them in harm's way.


    The question now was, what would Kruger do next?


    "Signal all fighters, return to your ships for recovery."


    Admiral Tolwyn stood silently, watching the display screen.


    It had been a standoff for more than a day. They had met the four enemy carriers just inside the Warsaw system, his fleet and theirs arriving at opposite jump points almost simultaneously.


    He had raced to cover Warsaw but the Kilrathi carriers had held back, staying close to the jump point.


    The question had been whether to close and engage, or wait. It could be that they were holding at the edge of the jump point, waiting to lure him in and then the main Kilrathi fleet would jump through. A listening post inside the next system had managed to get out a brief burst signal, reporting the transit of more than thirty escort ships and then had gone off line. It could only mean that the main fleet was coming up fast. Yet if he did advance and close for action there was a chance to meet the enemy three on four, with the possible edge that the pilots aboard the enemy ships were not their first line Guard fighters.


    He had opted for action, but with the stipulation that his carriers would not close within ten million clicks and engage at long range only with fighters.


    The action had been inconclusive throughout the day, with the loss of thirty-eight fighters in exchange for two hits on a carrier with moderate damage, and three enemy frigates destroyed in return for one hit on Moskva and a destroyer lost.


    But now there was no longer a question as to Prince Thrakhath's strategy. He was indeed coming straight on.


    For the last hour, the jump point covered by the carriers had disgorged destroyers, frigates, fuel tankers, and supply ships. And now at last the first of the new carriers had emerged.


    His intelligence officer passed up a continual stream of reports, the hazy images from Paladin's recon scan, replaced now by clear optical and radar images passed up by light Ferret recon fighters moving back from the edge of the fleet.


    Tolwyn continued to pull back, his fighters coming in to land, a screen of escort ships guarding the sterns of the carriers from enemy fighters, while dropping out a spray of porcupine mines to slow the relentless advance of the enemy fleet.


    A fourth carrier appeared and then a fifth, each of them identical, each of them terrifying.


    "Sir, we are receiving a hailing from the Kilrathi fleet.


    "What?"


    The communications officer looked back at his console for a moment and then turned again to Tolwyn.


    "Confirmed, sir. It's an in the clear translight signal from their fleet."


    "I'll take it in my office."


    He left the bridge and stepped into his wardroom. He spared a quick glance at a mirror. The circles under his eyes would tell of his exhaustion but there was no helping it.


    He settled into his chair and punched the holo screen to life.


    "Go ahead, comm, patch it in."


    The image of Baron Jukaga appeared.


    "Ah, Admiral Tolwyn, our intelligence reports said that you were in command of Third Fleet. My congratulations on your promotion. We have always admired you as perhaps the best of the fighting admirals of the Confederation."


    "What do you want, Baron?" Geoff replied coldly.


    "Your surrender."


    "I'm a military man, not a diplomat, Baron. Direct your inquiry to President Quinson. I'm sure he will tell you to go perform a certain impossible anatomical act."


    The Baron chuckled.


    "You humans and your sexual obsession. So strange, we must discuss the differences some time. But I am asking a military question, Admiral. I'm not demanding the surrender of your Confederation, merely your fleet."


    Geoff replied with what he assumed the President would have said.


    "Such crudity, Admiral it's not becoming of one of your breeding and education. You and I are alike in our study of human warfare. It creates a bond between the two of us, a bond I should add that I feel is even stronger towards you than to many of my own species. It would be distressing to see you defeated and dead."


    "You assume too much, Baron. Do not worry about my death until it is accomplished, but instead worry about your own.


    "Touched. But come, can't we reason this disagreement out?"


    Geoff laughed coldly.


    "My government was stupid enough to believe you once. It'll be a very cold day in hell before we believe you again. This time the fight's to the death, no quarter asked or expected."


    "A shame you put it that way."


    "No, I want it that way, Geoff snarled, angry with himself that he was losing his temper. "You murdered my closest friends in your bomb plot. I heard as well about your attempt on the Emperor. I'm surprised they didn't rip your guts out for that, you utak."


    He deliberately chose the Kilrathi word used to describe the lowest caste member of Kilrah society, the cleaners of privy pits for fertilizer, one considered so untouchable that it was a defilement if his shadow even touched the shadow of anyone of a higher class.


    He could see that the word caused Jukaga to bristle.


    "I'm surprised the Emperor even allowed one such as you to live. I've heard that assassination is all but unknown in your society. It seems you learned it from us. You know nothing of us. You learned but the worst and learned none of the best. You are beneath the contempt of both my race and yours.


    He noticed a change in Jukaga's demeanor and his image disappeared.


    "Communications, what's going on?"


    "Signal shifted, sir, coming back in, on a fleet scramble line."


    Jukaga's image reappeared on the screen


    "I feel more comfortable now, Admiral, talking without anyone able to listen in on my side for the next several minutes. May I have your agreement that this conversation will be kept strictly between us?"


    "I can't promise that," Geoff replied.


    "Then at least do not let it be shared with my own people. I've managed to have the signal scrambled from here but soon it might be compromised."


    "I agree then, it will not get back to your side."


    "We don't have much time to talk, Admiral. I want to give you a warning. I was supposed to do this anyhow but I want you to understand that my concern in this is genuine."


    "Go on then."


    "If you do not surrender your fleet, Prince Thrakhath has declared that this shall be a war of gatagak'vu. How do you say, a war of total eradication."


    Geoff felt a cold chill.


    "Has it not always been thus?" he finally ventured.


    "No. This is different. He will not only slaughter everyone — man, woman and child, but he will also slaughter the very worlds you live on through the use of high radiation doses. Nothing will be left, nothing. Your home, your Earth, with all its long history, will be dead, uninhabitable, lifeless."


    His words trailed off and Geoff was startled to realize that Jukaga's voice was filled with remorse.


    "You wanted us destroyed, enslaved, why your concern now?" Geoff asked.


    Jukaga smiled and shook his head.


    "That is not your concern, Admiral Tolwyn, only my own. I therefore implore you. Surrender. If you do, I will ensure that you and your warriors are treated with honor, that your Earth will continue to live."


    "Better to die as free men then live as slaves," Geoff replied coldly.


    Jukaga nodded, a smile lighting his features.


    "As any true warrior would reply, he said quietly, "as I knew you would reply."


    "Then there's nothing more to be said."


    "I have been told to advise you that you have twenty four of your standard minutes to reply. If not, the planet you call Warsaw will cease to live.


    "Go ahead and do it now," Geoff replied coldly, "but by God, Baron, tell Thrakhath that if he does, there'll come a day when we'll come back. If it takes a hundred years, we'll come back and we'll watch Kilrah as it's burned to ashes."


    "Good-bye, Admiral," Jukaga said quietly and he started to reach over to switch off his screen. He paused and looked back up.


    "I'm sorry," and then his image disappeared.


    Shaken, Geoff sat back in his chair. He had just condemned more than twenty million to death


    "God help me," he whispered and he lowered his head for a moment, offering a silent prayer for forgiveness and strength.


    He stood back up finally and went back out on the bridge.


    "Warsaw, now five million clicks astern sir," the helm officer announced.


    "Make course back towards Sirius, order destroyer squadron three." He paused. "No, make that squadron two, to form rear guard using maneuver delta for delaying action."


    He settled into his command chair, watching the tactical. The enemy carriers, masked by more than a hundred escorts, continued their relentless move forward, while one of the older carriers, escorted by a cruiser squadron, broke away, turning towards Warsaw.


    "Get me Mike Polowski on laser link," Geoff said quietly.


    Seconds later the commander of squadron three appeared on the holo screen. Geoff felt as if the commodore were in the room with him. His features were pale, jaw quivering.


    "I've got bad news for you, Mike."


    "I can see it, Geoff."


    "I'm sorry. They demanded the surrender of the fleet. If we didn't they said they'd hit your home world."


    Mike lowered his head


    "You did what you had to do, Geoff. God help me, I would have done the same. Anything else, sir?"


    "It's going to be bad, Mike. They're going to radiation-bombard it as well, killing the planet and everything on it.


    Mike's jaw started to tremble and he turned away from the screen for a moment and then finally looked back, his eyes filled with anguish.


    "Why? It's not even a military target."


    "To make an example of what's to come."


    Mike stood silently, unable to speak.


    "I'm sorry, Mike."


    Polowski nodded silently and then his image winked off.


    "Give me full optical power on Warsaw, patch in to their planetary defense."


    The orbital base commander appeared on the side screen, while optical locked on the planet. It still looked peaceful, an illusion since with visual scan it now took more than two minutes for the image to reach him.


    "White Wolf, this is Warsaw defense. We are under attack. As per your orders, primary station has been abandoned. Civilian population are in shelters. All ground to space missiles have been expended.


    "White Wolf, this is Warsaw defense. We have high speed incoming! We have . . ."


    The image snapped off.


    Geoff watched the optical scan in silence, and then the first blossom of light snapped across the northern continent's surface. Seconds later hundreds of snaps of light erupted, blanketing the continent. the snake-like chain of islands in the southern hemisphere erupting as well.


    "We are picking up thermonuclear air bursts in the five hundred megaton range. The nukes are emitting strontium ninety," the tactical officer announced, her voice hard-edged with rage.


    "The bastards," Geoff whispered, "the damn bastards."


    It had gone even beyond genocide. The planet was seeded with enough strontium 90 to wipe out the entire biosphere. The Kilrathi were destroying an entire planet simply as a demonstration of what was to come.


    "I know why you're here, Captain, excuse me, I think I made you a Commodore. Anyhow, Commodore, you're wasting your time."


    Without even waiting for an invitation Jason went over to the refridge in Kruger's wardroom, pulled out a container of beer and popped it open.


    "Help yourself," Kruger said quietly and then paused, "you deserve it."


    "You did well out there," Jason replied.


    "Not good enough," and Kruger motioned to a flat screen projecting an image from a drone probe that was circling above the main airfield and town on the Hell Hole, at least what was left of it.


    "Four antimatter warheads and one thermonuclear airburst loaded with strontium ninety. The world's a write-off."


    "The bastards," Jason hissed, looking at the radiation read-outs. There had been an unwritten and unspoken agreement between the two sides since the start of the war, that no matter how grim the conflict was, the deliberate destruction of life-bearing capability of a planet was beyond the limits. It had been in part a self-serving rule for both sides, for both sides hoped for ultimate victory and with it the worlds inhabited by their foes.


    "We just got this burst signal from the Confeds," and he switched the screen.


    It was an official government news service report on the opening action in the Warsaw system and Jason watched, seething with rage as an optical scan showed the annihilation of Warsaw. The report finished with a demand from Baron Jukaga, delivered in the most sincere of voices, as if he were on the human side of the conflict, calling for an end to hostilities through the surrender of the Third Fleet. The closing comment came from President Quinson, a wonderfully crude response, delivered before a packed Senate meeting, and as he said the words the Senate came to its feet, roaring their support.


    "I actually rather like Quinson," Kruger said, turning the screen off. "Too bad he's going to get his ass kicked."


    "At least he'll go down fighting."


    "A gallant gesture but useless in the end," Kruger said quietly.


    Jason spared a look over at the holo tactical display.


    "The Cats have pulled back?"


    "Into the next system already. I've got a squadron of destroyers in pursuit. They're circled around the crippled carrier like a wolf pack defending its pups. Just what I wanted, they're shaken and are afraid of losing a second carrier.


    "Now what?"


    "Ah, what you came to hear."


    Jason nodded.


    "Stay here. The bastards will be back. We know where seven of their old carriers are now, rather six, thanks to the kill your pilots helped put in. That still leaves at least ten unaccounted for. They might hit us from another direction at any moment."


    Kruger paused and looked up at Jason.


    "Go on, I'm expecting to hear it. Even old Richards on that frigate I gave him is mumbling about it."


    "Head for Sirius or Earth. Look, I'll admit when I first got here I didn't think much of your Landreich fleet and pilots. But by God I'll admit it now, they're the best I've ever seen. Brave to the point of suicidal."


    "Sometimes I even have to ask that," Kruger replied quietly. "A trade-off of a couple of lives for many."


    "They might help tip the scale."


    "First of all, action will be joined there by then."


    Jason nodded.


    "But it still might be going on and we could help."


    "And while I go running off what about my own people out here? You're proposing that I leave the planets and orbital colonies of my system defenseless and go riding off to help the Confederation? Your Confederation was willing to write us off thirty years back, and they did it again this time. Why the hell should I care?"


    "Because the Confederation needs you, needs your leadership and your pilots."


    Kruger snorted with disdain.


    "Oh, solidarity of race against the Cats, is that your next pitch?"


    "I knew that wouldn't work," Jason replied. "But you know damn well that when Earth and the inner worlds fall it's finished. What happened to Warsaw will happen to them. The Kilrathi are on a killing frenzy and they won't stop. They've levered the war up another notch. When they're done in there, they'll come out here and follow you and your people no matter where you flee."


    Kruger said nothing, as if having heard the argument too many times before.


    "So you won't go?"


    "You guessed it."


    "Will you release me and my people, give us at least Tarawa to head back?"


    "No."


    Jason had already calculated the chance of doing a Kruger on Kruger, of hijacking his carrier out of the fleet and knew it was impossible and useless. Nearly all the pilots and over half his crew were Landreich. Kruger had shrewdly made sure that none of the carriers had a majority of Confederation crews on board.


    "You just can t forgive, can you?" Jason asked coldly. "Thirty years ago the Confederation made a mistake and I'd admit you made the right move in response. You know enough about me to know I did the same thing. I led a mutiny against an officer who ordered us to murder Kilrathi civilians and it would have destroyed my career if it hadn't been for Admiral Tolwyn.


    "I went through hell because of that, but I never blamed the Confederation. I blamed the bastard who forced me to mutiny. For thirty years you ve been carrying a grudge and because of your damned stupid blind pride you'll condemn humanity to death.


    "I'm not going to mutiny against you, Kruger, but when the Kilrathi finish with you, if I'm still alive, I'll spit on whatever is left of you."


    Without waiting for a reply Jason Bondarevsky stormed out of President Kruger's office.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWELVE

    


    The two inhabited worlds of Sirius glimmered in the aft screen, showing themselves as two pale green points of light in the middle of the holo display of the system. Geoff jacked up the magnification level of the holo and the further of the two planets disappeared. On the far side of the holo display a nearly solid swarm of red blips were arrayed in five large clusters. Hundreds of smaller red lights, Kilrathi strike fighters and interceptors, were moving ahead, coming straight in at his own thin blue line, behind which were positioned four large blue dots. In the middle region of space between the two groups, two V wedges of small blue dots were aiming straight in at the heart of the enemy fleet.


    "Strike forces crossing into Kilrathi controlled space," a voice whispered.


    The Combat Information Center, buried in the heart of Concordia was almost like a tomb, encased in a double layering of durasteel, illuminated by soft diffused light and the shimmer of holo displays and flat screens. Outside a battle was raging, in here, where the decisions were being made, the cool professionalism of his staff made it seem almost like an exercise. Yet, as he spared a glance from the holo and looked around the room he could see the grim determination. After retreating through three star systems, and impotently witnessing the annihilation of the worlds he had been forced to abandon, Geoff Tolwyn had finally turned his fleet about. The Battle of Sirius had begun.


    "Blue Squadron, this is Lone Wolf. Close it up. Remember, we want the big ones, nothing else, so cover your Broadswords."


    "Lone Wolf, this is Round Top, read me?"


    Kevin Tolwyn smiled; it was his old comrade from the Tarawa days.


    "Where are you, Chamberlain?"


    "Right above you in Broadsword Two off Moskva, so be sure to cover my butt, son, while I win the glory.


    "With you all the way, Round Top."


    Kevin tightened the grip on his joystick, his Rapier G jiggling slightly from his nervous hold on the stick. It was certainly the biggest strike group he had ever flown with, more than two hundred and fifty fighters and attack bombers launched from four carriers. The extra fifty heavy strike craft from Saratoga were missed, the carrier still half a system away with a main engine fuel pump acting up. Two hundred and eighty fighters were being held in reserve as protection for the fleet carriers and as a second strike wave.


    Kevin looked down at his tactical display. Straight ahead the individual blips of enemy fighters, corvettes, frigates and destroyers had merged into a solid wall of red.


    He clicked into a side band to the main fleet communications line. A real time image of Gilead, the second inhabited planet, was being transferred out to the fleet even while the battle was about to be joined.


    He was past the point of rage. The planet flickered on his screen, bursts of five hundred megaton thermonuclear warheads, clad with strontium, detonating high up in the atmosphere, destroying yet another world. The image winked off, replaced by his uncle.


    "This is Tolwyn. Good luck to all of you and good hunting."


    The image winked off and Kevin smile. Typical Brit understatement.


    The forward edge of Rapiers, Raptors, Ferrets and Hornets, running ahead of the attack wave, slammed into the opposing wall of opposition defending the Kilrathi heavy carriers


    From out of the red wall dozens of blinking orange dots appeared, aiming straight in at the attack force.


    "All right, Blue team, we've got incoming antimatter area strike, the strike leader announced. "Let's bring'em up."


    The strike force diverted from its straight in approach, turning up at a ninety degree angle relative to the orbital plane of the Sirius system. The area bombardment missiles started to turn to follow, the range closing. The first one winked into a white hot ball, dozens more detonating, catching half a dozen fighters at the back of the strike.


    The squadrons nosed back over, following the strike commander, slicing in through the explosions, and as they came out the opposite side, the Kilrathi fighters were upon them.


    Kevin fought down a moment of panic. The largest action he had ever been in was at Munro, a cakewalk attack on one carrier. Even the Academy holo simulators had never been programmed to handle the number of enemy fighters now coming in on him.


    It was impossible to sort out which target to lock on. Hundreds of IFFs streaked across space and within seconds dozens of ships on both sides were exploding. The Broadsword and Sabre gunners sent out sprays of shot in every direction as wing group size attack waves by the Kilrathi came in. The four light corvettes escorting the attack dropped out sprays of chaff, jammers, and flares. The first wave passed and Kevin, ashamed, realized he had not fired even a shot.


    He looked up at the Broadswords he was escorting. One was gone, another turning out of formation, spinning, its port engine blown apart, its starboard engine apparently jammed at full throttle. Its crew ejected and the ship spun away, exploding seconds later.


    From out of the confusion a wave of Dralthi, Krants, and Gratha, flying nearly wing tip to wing tip, came sweeping in, forward cannons firing.


    "Blue three, there's our Cats. Let's break them up."


    He edged his throttle forward, leaping ahead of the Broadswords, lining up on the lead Dralthi and putting a dumb fire bolt straight into the furballs' canopy, blowing the top of the enemy fighter apart. The enemy attack broke apart, three Dralthi dead, and Kevin came around, seeing that his number three man was gone. There wasn't even time to ask.


    "Keep moving in, close in maneuvering scoops," the strike commander called. "We want the carriers!"


    Kevin swallowed hard, passing the order on to his squadron, and he closed scoops in.


    It was no longer possible to pull the tight-in maneuvers. It was going to be a straight in high speed run.


    Blasts snapped around him, missiles detonating, his number five pilot ejecting from her fighter as it crumpled up in a ball of flame.


    He pulled in close under the bellies of the Broadswords he was escorting.


    The outer row of enemy picket ships was straight ahead and their barrage opened up, two of the escorting corvettes taking multiple hits and disappearing. As they shot through the line of Kilrathi frigates and destroyers, more than a hundred missiles were dropped by the furballs, slashing into the squadrons, the two remaining corvettes blowing out more sprays of chaff, jammers, and flares. The curtain of distractors diverted most of the missiles, but enough found their mark and more than two dozen Confederation fighters and bombers were gone.


    Kevin pulled open his visor and wiped the stinging sweat from his eyes. His back was soaked with sweat, the suit coolant unable to evaporate it off fast enough. His mouth felt dry, as if he had swallowed a ball of cotton and he suddenly understood why Ian had developed the revolting habit of chewing on an old cigar while in a tight spot.


    Straight ahead on his tactical were five large clusters of red. He no longer needed to use the screen. Even from extreme range he could already pick out a thin sliver of reflected light.


    "Bombardment groups one and two, take center carrier," the strike commander announced, and Kevin could see on the comm screen that the leader's ship had been hit, smoke in the cockpit making him barely visible, "three and four carrier to port, five and six to starboard. Range nine hundred clicks, open maneuvering scoops, full reverse thrust for deceleration in ten seconds."


    "Got that, Lone Wolf?"


    "Straight in we go, Round Top. Make it a good one, buddy," Kevin replied.


    "Nothing less will do."


    "Three, two, one, decelerate!"


    Kevin pulled his maneuvering scoops wide open and slammed in reverse thrust, instantly slowing his fighter, which shuddered to a near stand still less than fifty clicks out from their target.


    A swarm of Kilrathi fighters closed in on them.


    There was a flash of light forward off the carrier's bow and Kevin realized that someone, driven by rage, had simply tried to ram the enemy ship. Such a maneuver at full closing speed was nearly impossible to do and the fighter had deflected off the side of the carrier's heavy shields.


    "I've got initial torpedo lock," Round Top announced, "and counting at thirty, twenty nine . . ." The other strike craft that Kevin was protecting joined in with their own announcements of initial lock.


    They slowly drifted in towards their target and Kevin felt as if his heart were wrapped in ice. The ship was massive, more than twice the size of any carrier he had ever seen before. He could barely spare it a glance, however, as hundreds of enemy fighters swarmed in upon them.


    Within seconds he had lost the rest of his squadron in the mad melee as he twisted and turned his fighter, struggling to stay alive while at the same time desperately attempting to cover the Broadswords as they hung near motionless, waiting for their torpedoes to gain full lock.


    Broadsword after Broadsword disappeared in white-hot explosions. Three Krants lined in on Round Top, his countdown still echoing in Kevin's headphones as he weaved into them, crippling one with a dumb-fired flechette spray, and destroying a second with a stream of neutron bolts cutting into the fighter's engine mounts.


    The third stitched a flurry of rounds across the portside gun turret of Round Top's ship, and Kevin caught a glimpse of the gunner's body shredding to pieces, his canopy bursting into shards from the strike.


    "Keep them off me," Round Top shouted. "Ten seconds and counting."


    The strike squadron had drifted to within eight clicks of the carrier and what appeared to be a solid wall of mass driver rounds snaked out from the ship's bow, blowing three more Broadswords apart. Kevin struggled with his stick as a shudder ran through his fighter, starboard shielding overloading and a laser hit sheered of the last meter of his wingtip.


    He turned inside the laser beam, blowing out reflective chaff which temporarily blinded the laser's target lock, the beam skewing across his bow, cutting a gouge into the forward durasteel armor.


    "Three, two, one, it's away!"


    The fifteen surviving Broadswords out of the thirty in the strike group launched their torpedo loads. Round Top, along with half the remaining ships, were armed with the laser lock guidance and they turned upwards making sure that the laser emitters were pointed at the torpedoes.


    The space between the attacking fighters and the carriers turned into an insane explosion of anti-torpedo missiles, dogfighting ships, and point defense blasts from the Kilrathi carrier.


    "We've got lock, we've got holding lock," Round Top shouted.


    Kevin turned his fighter to circle around Round Top and saw yet another swarm of Kilrathi fighters cutting in, dropping a wall of missiles on the surviving Broadswords.


    "Round Top, evasive, evasive!"


    "Can't! We still have lock, three seconds, two, one . . ."


    Kevin screamed with rage as five missiles detonated across the top of his friend's Broadsword. The ship simply disappeared.


    From off his portside wing he saw four torpedoes impacting on the carrier's bow. In the silence of space it seemed some how surreal, as if a holo movie was being played out. For a brief instant the carrier disappeared behind the exploding curtain of antimatter warheads. He waited for the secondary explosions to begin.


    "Scratch one flattop," someone screamed on the commlink. "We've got the bastard!"


    And as he waited, the carrier emerged from out of the fire. Its forward bow, and for nearly a hundred meters back, was a twisted wreckage, but the ship continued to purposefully move forward.


    Making sure his gun cameras were still on, Kevin turned in towards the carrier.


    Wreckage was trailing off from the bow of the ship as he raced in and he could see fires flaring inside the ruins of the forward portside launch bay. He crossed up and over the top of the carrier and then suddenly the anti-aircraft defenses of the carrier kicked back on.


    She still had internal power — it was impossible after four torpedo strikes!


    Jinxing to throw off the gunners, he raced down the length of the ship, passing one of the aft launch bays. He locked his camera into a laser designator and swung the designator in on the bay. On his small comm screen he caught a quick glimpse inside the ship. Another fighter was coming down the launch ramp, afterburners flaming. Internal lighting was still on and launch crews were purposefully working, some of them still picking themselves up, shaking off the after effects of the torpedo hammer blows. The image disappeared as he flashed across the stem of the ship.


    He looked up and saw that more than a dozen Kilrathi fighters were streaking in to pick him off and he went into a violent spin, cutting down over the stern of the ship, his fighter bucking and shuddering as he got caught in the exhaust plume of the carrier.


    He punched through into the fleet comm channel.


    "White Wolf, this is Blue One. No joy, repeat, no joy, carrier still running after four torpedo hits. Catch my video transmit."


    He sent the signal through and then looked at his tactical.


    Space was dotted solid with red, with only an occasional blue dot. The strike force had shot its bolt and been destroyed, and the Kilrathi Fleet continued on in.


    Sick at heart, Admiral Tolwyn silently watched as the action reports came in. He coughed again, wiping the tears from his eyes. The Combat Information Center was still filled with smoke, the air filtration plant still off line from the torpedo hit to Concordia.


    "Message from Moskva, sir."


    "Put it on man."


    A young woman, blood trickling down from her forehead, appeared in the flat wavery image.


    "Where's Ching?"


    "Dead, sir. Last hit took out the bridge."


    He nodded silently. Damn.


    Sir, we have to abandon ship, all engines are dead. We're moving on inertia and one bank of maneuvering thrusters only. Secondary generators are going off line, hull integrity lost in sixty-three percent, remaining bulkhead are leaking and will rupture with one more hit."


    "Get your people into the escape boats. I'll have Polowski stand by to pick up survivors."


    "I'm sorry, sir."


    "You fought her well, lieutenant, you fought her well."


    He looked back at the action reports that streamed in across the monitors.


    Two of the new carriers and one of the old ones had been hit in his strike. The old style carrier was gone, but the two new ones still appeared to be relentlessly moving forward. In return, all four of his carriers had been hit. Verdun was lost with all hands. and now Moskva was finished Leyte Gulf, which had only joined him this morning, had one bay down from a direct hit. Of the more than four hundred and eighty strike craft and bombers he had launched three hours ago, less than two hundred and twenty were still able to fly. Worst of all was the loss of Broadswords; less than a quarter had returned. Estimates of Kilrathi fighter loss stood at just over seven hundred. He knew the figure would be cut once the debriefing teams had a chance to look at all the camera footage. In short, he had lost.


    He looked at the status plot boards. Only twenty-nine Broadswords and twenty modified Sabres were armed and ready for a second strike. Already the Kilrathi were sending up their next strike wave which was even stronger than their first as they shifted craft over from defensive to offensive operations. He turned back to his strategic communications officer, who was burst signal linked back to Earth.


    "Latest reported position of Saratoga?"


    "Still six hours twenty-one minutes short of jump point 3A."


    Geoff looked back at his main nav screen. Jump Point 3A, the connecting link back from Sirius towards Earth was an hour behind him.


    Saratoga would never come up in time to help repel the next attack, let alone be able to aid in a second strike.


    "Signal all ships by laser link. We are withdrawing from Sirius."


    His bridge crew looked around at him startled.


    "We'll be swarmed under in the second strike. If I thought we had a chance of hitting them back hard enough, I'd do it. There's no sense in dying for no reason."


    "What about Sirius, sir?" a helm ensign asked angrily. "Damn it, sir, that's my home."


    "Son, it's finished whether we stay here and die, or leave. We need time to repair damaged planes, get Leyte's port launch bay back on line and prepare a second strike. Saratoga will nearly double our heavy strike fighter strength if we fall back on her."


    The ensign looked around, realizing he had spoken way out of turn to a full admiral. He started to open his mouth again and was restrained by his section lieutenant who took him by the shoulder and turned him away.


    Gilead, the smaller of the two worlds, was already flaming ruins. Sirius Prime, thirty nine million clicks to port, was now wide open and already a section of Kilrathi cruisers was turning towards it. He didn't even want to think about how many people were down there.


    "Helm, turn us about. Let's get the hell out of here," he snarled.


    "Recall those cruisers now!"


    Prince Thrakhath turned to gaze coldly at Baron Jukaga.


    "Growing soft, my good Baron?"


    "Your senseless barbarism will only arouse them further. You've made your point, now spare the second planet. Show mercy and it still might weaken their will."


    "Terror breeds terror, Baron."


    "Terror can also breed fanaticism and hatred. Your demonstration at Warsaw did not intimidate the humans, instead it caused them to stop their internal bickering and unite. You know nothing of humans. Senseless bombardments of their civilian populations have always tended to unite them. The deliberate destruction of entire worlds with radiation will cause them to fight us tooth and nail to the death rather than surrender."


    "And that s what you wanted, wasn't it, surrender?"


    The Baron attempted to control his loathing and rage.


    "You are a barbarian," he snapped. "We could have undermined them, let their natural weaknesses play into our hands. You have gone on a rampage and destroyed eleven of their worlds so far, and their fleet is still intact.


    "We just crippled it, or weren't you watching?"


    "They still have fight left in them. Remember, Prince Thrakhath, the new fleet is to serve two purposes: one to win this war, and second to prepare us for the Mantu if they should ever return. You are now gambling that fleet in your drive for vengeance on the humans."


    "Not vengeance, extinction."


    Sickened, the Baron turned away. He knew now that the accusations were right. Study one's enemy for too long and in the end you might come to admire them. He did not admire the humans, the very essence of his nature prevented that, but he could acknowledge them as something more than mere prey to be slaughtered. His plan, if it had been allowed to be played out, might very well have resulted in a near bloodless victory, a Confederation completely divided, lulled by peace, and then psychologically overwhelmed when the dozen new carriers appeared. It all suddenly became very clear.


    "You allowed that recon ship of the humans to slip into Hari space and then allowed it to escape. You wanted the peace ended, didn't you?"


    "In spite of your claims of intellect, Baron, you are often rather slow at figuring things out."


    "You wanted this war to end in a blood bath. You were the one who triggered the bomb in the human headquarters.


    Prince Thrakhath smiled.


    "You were never a prisoner of the humans. I was. You have not lost comrades to them, I have. I shall rise to the Imperial Throne, hailed as the conqueror of the humans and winner of this war, while as for you . . ." and he leaned over, touching a button on his console.


    The doors to his wardroom were flung open and four Imperial Marine guards stepped in.


    "Escort the Baron to his quarters and make sure he is very comfortable."


    "Are you arresting me?"


    Prince Thrakhath shook his head.


    "Let us say that there are certain questions to be asked of you later, once the battles are completed and I am secure in my victory."


    Baron Jukaga smiled coldly.


    "Don't underestimate Tolwyn and his people. They are not finished yet."


    "They soon will be, Baron," and he laughed coldly as Jukaga was lead from the room.


    "How are you, Geoff?"


    Geoff looked up in surprise as "Big" Duke Grecko walked into his private quarters.


    Geoff started to get up from his cot and Duke motioned for him to relax while he pulled a chair around and sat down across from Tolwyn.


    "What the hell are you doing out here, Duke?"


    "Can't keep the Marines in port when the action starts. I'm not interfering out here, Geoff, but I thought I should come out and have a look."


    "You got the after action report then?"


    Duke nodded glumly.


    "It was relayed up to my frigate a couple of hours ago."


    "I screwed up, Duke. I should have fallen back from Sirius and then held here with Saratoga joined in for the strike."


    "You couldn't abandon Sirius without a fight. Civilian morale would have gone off the deep end."


    "So we lose two carriers and still lose Sirius."


    "At least you bloodied them."


    "One old carrier destroyed, one damaged and one of their new carriers reported heavily damaged, but no kills on the new fleet. Which is what I wanted.


    "We're reporting that big carrier as dead for now," Duke said quietly.


    "I never liked doing that."


    "Sometimes we have to, and for all practical purposes it is dead at the moment."


    "So what do you want, Duke?" Geoff asked, cutting straight to the point.


    "I'm ordering you to fall back on Earth."


    "What? Hell, Duke, if they break our line there they'll fry Earth in a matter of minutes.


    "I know, but we've been busy. By the time you pull back, Lexington and Ark Royal will be on line."


    "How? The jump engines on Lex and Ark Royal were fully out for realignment, and core reactors had been dumped."


    "If we're fighting inside the home system we won't need jump engines and both ships have one reactor back up and running."


    "They'll be sitting ducks."


    "They'd be sitting ducks in the dockyard anyhow. At least they can still launch fighters."


    Though neither one said it, they both knew as well that the two additional carriers would serve as targets, forcing the Kilrathi to spread out their attack.


    "Mars is the closest planet in towards the jump line," Duke continued. "We've packed every landing field there full of every damn fighter, trainer, and even civilian light craft."


    "You've got to be kidding. I stripped out every good plane and pilot before I left. Put what's left into space and they'll die like flies."


    Duke nodded.


    "And the Kilrathi will burn up ammunition while some of our people still get in for another strike."


    He knew it was better than a desperate stand out here with no hope of winning. If he stood now, it'd only delay the inevitable by maybe a day or two at most.


    "Our psych analysis people tell me that even if you abandon this key jump point, Thrakhath will not spread out into the inner worlds until he completes his kill of you and Earth. The bastard hates your guts, according to psych, for too many humiliations. He wants your hide almost as much as he wants Earth. He'll follow you straight in."


    "You know, Duke," Geoff said quietly, "even with the additional material and manpower, they still have us. You saw what happened to my last strike, and those boys were the finest pilots in the fleet."


    "I know, Geoff, I know. But there's one more idea I sort of cooked up on my own, that might help things out."


    "What?"


    And as Duke told him, Admiral Tolwyn came to his feet.


    "You're mad, Duke, that's senseless murder. You're bloody mad to even think of it."


    "And that's why it might work," Duke said with a cold smile.


    "My lord Thrakhath."


    He turned to look at a holo display of his bridge captain.


    "The latest report, sire."


    "Go on."


    "The human fleet is turning about, retreating back towards Earth."


    "Are you certain?"


    "Yes, my lord."


    That caught him slightly off guard. He had thought that Tolwyn would make his final stand here. One system past Sirius, eight jump lines diverged outward into the inner worlds of the Confederation and also back outwards towards the frontier. Control of the next system would be a major victory in and of itself. Yet he was abandoning it now without a fight. Damn him.


    "Latest intelligence report?"


    "Three carriers still confirmed with their Third Fleet. Intelligence is still working on their latest code but we have picked up a civilian channel reporting that a carrier left its Earth base six hours ago, and that a second carrier is moving up to join the fleet. The signal was from one of their news stations and its coding simple to break."


    "The stupid fools."


    "Our latest damage report?"


    "Tarvakh is still contending with internal fires, all three forward launch bays are closed. Yu'ba'tuk's main shield generator is still off line and one launch bay closed."


    "Secondary shielding?"


    "At ninety-one percent, expected to upgrade to ninety— three within the hour."


    "Fighter losses?"


    "Heavy, sire. Seven eight-of-eights and two eights today. Eight eight-of-eights and five eights total."


    Not good at all . The Empire could invest all it wanted on new carriers that were next to indestructible, but at the core, it still came down to having fighters that were equal to or better than the latest Confederation designs, and pilots who were trained to fly them. It had always been the weak edge. Except for the handful of Stealth fighters possessed by the Empire, fighter design and pilot training had never fully kept up with that of the humans. The emergencies of the last two years had forced them to repeatedly reach into the academies and throw half-trained cadets into action — where most of them died within a matter of days. The survivors were tough, but there were always too few.


    He looked at what he had left and made his decisions.


    "Order Tarvakh to transfer her remaining fighters to my flagship. That will make good on our losses. Detail off," and he paused to look at the status of the three surviving older carriers. "Detail off Notakgak and Darthuka and their support ships to escort Tarvakh back to the Empire. Both the retreating carriers to transfer their heavy strike squadrons to this ship as well. Order the flanking cruiser squadrons to join us in the next sector forward. Their fighters will equal those we lose from Notakgak and Darthuka. Order the fleet to move up to flank speed in pursuit. When we reach the next jump point send the first wave of light corvettes and minesweeps through first, followed by cruisers in case they are waiting in ambush."


    The officer bowed in reply.


    "The cruiser squadron detailed to the main planet of this system has suppressed the planetary defenses, my lord. They are awaiting orders."


    Prince Thrakhath smiled.


    "Annihilate the planet, and then we go for Tolwyn and Earth."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN

    


    Transjump completed, Prince Thrakhath stood up, expectant. A tremor of excitement coursed through him. Involuntarily his talons extended and he felt saliva filling his mouth. He waited, heart racing as the jump point confirmation flashed across the main screen of the battle bridge. Optical scanners swept space and then finally locked on to what the Prince was seeking. Magnification and computer enhancements kicked in and the image zoomed in, expanding.


    Earth floated in the middle of the screen. A growl of triumphal shouts echoed on the battle bridge, a total breakdown of discipline that he was willing, at least this once, to ignore and forgive, as his own howl of triumph mingled in with that of his crew.


    "Signal the fleet on an open channel, Thrakhath roared and his communications officer opened the line.


    "Today we shall watch Earth burn. Long live the Emperor and the Empire. Standard battle formation, advance full speed ahead!"


    "They're starting to advance," Duke Grecko said quietly.


    Geoff Tolwyn said nothing, intently studying the long range tactical display, as the information was relayed in by a line of picket ships pulling back ahead of the Imperial Fleet.


    The advance came straight on with a defiant certainty. There was no elaborate maneuvering, no attempts at tactical ploys. The Kilrathi main battle fleet came on in a solid mass, arrogant in its overwhelming power.


    "I'd better get to my ship," Duke said.


    "Your tactical plan is suicidal, Duke. Ship-to-ship fighting isn't a Marine job. Leave it to the fleet. And by God, Duke, boarding is something straight out of Nelson and Trafalgar."


    "I'll be damned if we're sitting this fight out, so don't argue with me about it."


    Geoff looked over at him, smiled, and took his old friend's hand.


    "All right, it just might work. But you know, Duke, the proper place for the Head of Joint Chiefs is back at headquarters on Earth."


    Duke sniffed angrily.


    "Look, Geoff. Up until they decided to make me a hero after Vukar I was a line officer. Being in command of the whole show was never my plan. I'll be damned if I hide in a bunker while my grunts are fighting for survival. Anyhow, I've always wanted to lead a battle like this."


    "Leading men in a desperate battle, against impossible odds?" Tolwyn said with a smile. "What are you, the reincarnation of Patton?"


    "Don't let anyone in on the secret, Geoff"


    "Take care, Duke."


    "God speed and good hunting, Geoff. I'll see you at sundown."


    Geoff laughed softly and walked his commander off the bridge and down the corridor to the starboard launch bay. Fighters were lined up down the length of the deck, crews going over last minute checks, armament teams finishing up loading, and repair crews off to one side, struggling to salvage and bring back into the fight craft damaged in the Battle of Sirius.


    A Marine landing craft was on the launch line, pilots standing by the open door, talking with the launch officer. At the sight of Grecko approaching they stiffened, came to attention and saluted.


    "At ease, boys. Fire the engine up and let's get to work."


    Geoff saluted Duke, who looked back at him and smiled.


    "Give them hell, Geoff," and then he was gone, the entry hatch closing behind him and snicking shut.


    Geoff stood back from the launch line as the deck launch officer stepped up forward and beside the Marine landing craft. She held her hand to her ear protectors, waiting to hear from the senior launch officer that Marine 1 was cleared. She saluted the pilot when word of clearance was passed, crouched down and pointed forward. The landing craft started forward, clearing the airlock, then kicked on full afterburners and, turning to starboard, disappeared.


    Thirty million clicks beyond the airlock Mars hovered in the darkness, a bright point of red light. Thin lines of reflected silver light moved past the airlock, hundreds of light civilian ships heading outward, with several hundred Marine landing craft moving in the middle of the formation.


    Geoff felt sick at heart watching them and turned heading back up the corridor. He was already late for the final briefing and he moved purposefully down the main corridor into the pilot quarters and ready room.


    "Attention!"


    Geoff came into the ready room, his features set, and reached the lectern. He looked out at his pilots.


    Nearly half the faces were new, many of them cadets pulled straight out of the Academy to replace the losses from Sirius.


    God, we're sending children out now.


    "At ease. Be seated."


    "I'll keep this short, we don't have much time. You'll be pleased to know that Lexington has just cleared dry dock, carrying fifty-seven fighters. That'll give us five fleet carriers for this action."


    Actually he knew it was almost meaningless. Lexington was coming up with just a little more than half her complement and running on secondary reactor power only. It was nothing more than bait, moving ahead of Concordia, Saratoga, Ark Royal and Leyte Gulf. With three hundred additional fighters sortied up from Mars and Earth orbital bases, there'd be just over six hundred fighters, half of them with green crews who'd never seen action beyond a flight simulator.


    "You know your missions. Blue Three, you're flying Combat Air Patrol over the carriers. Blue Two, you're escorting in the Broadswords."


    He could see Blue Three was less than amused, getting stuck in a purely defensive role. Blue Two knew what was going to happen to her but didn't display a flicker of emotion. The Kilrathi would turn their full fury on the Broadswords and Sabres, and with less than eighty making up the strike and eighty escorts, the chances of any of them coming back was nil.


    He hesitated for a second.


    "Blue One, you have the second strike escort slot. It's going to be grim. You have to remember what the final objective is, and remember that they're all volunteers out there."


    His nephew looked up at him and forced a smile. Geoff paused and looked over at the tactical display flickering in the briefing room's holo.


    The Kilrathi Fleet was still staying together, coming straight in at a range of twenty million clicks and closing. Thanks to simple orbital mechanics, Mars was the closest planet to the jump point, with Earth seventy million clicks behind it


    The huge colonies on the moons of Saturn and Jupiter were on the far side of the system. The only settlement areas now being over run were in the asteroid belt and had already been abandoned.


    "Pilots, man your planes," Geoff said quietly and he saluted first as they came back to their feet.


    The pilots and crews stormed out of the room. The usual banter and bravado was gone today. They were silent, some obviously frightened, all of them filled with a grim determination. He felt he could have made a bit more of an emotional appeal, but knew that was nothing but crap. Everyone of them knew that this was no ordinary battle. If this one was lost the Kilrathi would be above Earth within hours.


    Kevin came past him, helmet tucked under his arm. His nephew slowed, looking at him out of the comer of his eye.


    The hell with protocol, Geoff thought as he stepped forward and put his hands on Kevin's shoulders.


    "I've never been prouder of you, Kev. Now take care of yourself."


    Kevin looked at him, his eyes bright.


    "It's an honor to be with you today, sir," he said, trying to control the tremor in his voice. Geoff let go of him and the boy followed the stream of pilots out the door.


    "Launch all fighters. Let us finish this hunt."


    Prince Thrakhath turned away from the screen, a tingle of excitement coursing through him as the fighter launch klaxon sounded through the ship.


    Before him stood the Baron.


    "You do not look thrilled about our impending victory, Baron."


    Baron Jukaga merely snarled, looking at the Prince defiantly.


    "I have one final little assignment for you, Baron."


    "Go on then, what is it?"


    And as Thrakhath told him the Baron's eyes went wide with shock and rage.


    "It is useless, senseless. The Emperor ordered you to preserve the planet for the next Sivar."


    "There are a hundred other worlds to choose from once this is done. A squad of Imperial Marines will now escort you to your ship, Baron."


    Baron Jukaga looked coldly at the Prince and then spat on the floor.


    Prince Thrakhath merely laughed in reply as Baron Jukaga was escorted from the room.


    "My lord, there are significantly more ships than intelligence indicated."


    Thrakhath looked back at the main screen and ordered the forward picket ships to send back enhanced optical scan. He waited for the visuals to be returned, watching the display of the two fleets being deployed. More and more blips of enemy ships were appearing, moving out from behind other ships which had been masking them. He had his suspicions as to what the new ships were and did not feel overly worried. One of the advantages of having had an embassy team on Earth was the ability to conduct reconnaissance. It was made even better by the fact that their own Foreign Minister had become a traitor. Too bad she was under arrest.


    "They're civilian ships, my lord. Numerous light craft, personal ships, light business ships of corvette size, shuttle craft, and civilian interplanet transports."


    Thrakhath nodded.


    "They're throwing everything in as a screen to waste our weapons on. Order the outer wave of fighters to ignore them and to concentrate on the incoming Broadswords and Sabres. Once their offensive capability has been smashed we can turn our attention to this chaff they throw out and destroy them."


    "We're also detecting Marine assault and landing ships, my lord."


    Thrakhath stirred, ordering that this new sighting be highlighted on the main display. Several hundred of the blips started to blink bright yellow.


    What were they up to?


    "A diversionary effort, my lord?"


    He looked over at his chief tactical officer.


    He still had over seventeen hundred fighters at his disposal, almost all of them already launched and moving towards position. The first offensive strike wave was already committed, four hundred strike craft moving out past the outer line of picket ships with four eights of corvettes and light frigates in escort. Long range Confederation patrols were already moving to intercept, a pitiful six eights of fighters.


    He was holding back over a thousand craft, assuming a more defensive posture than in the last battle. One of his carriers was gone, another slightly damaged. He would absorb and totally destroy the offensive strike, eliminating the final threat. Then he would smash through with a totally annihilating second strike, smashing whatever was left of the enemy fleet. They could no longer retreat and regroup, they would have to stand and die.


    But the Marines? What were they for? To draw fire, obviously, while the last of the Broadswords went in.


    "Still concentrate on the Broadswords," he said. "Then we slaughter the rest."


    Kevin tried to purge the anguish, to block it out. His friends, his comrades were dying. Flickers of light filled space straight ahead and to starboard a hundred and fifty clicks away. The Broadsword strike was going in. His tactical screen traced the attack. The first wave of Broadswords, what few were left, was slowing, hovering. Going through the agonizing thirty second countdown to launch. And one after another their transponders winked off, the blue blips replaced by brief flashes of light and then disappearing.


    He switched to strike two's main comm channel.


    "Ten seconds, nine, keep them off, keep them off. . ."


    "I can't eject, I can't get out, oh God I'm burning . . ."


    "Six on your tail, Maria, break, break . . ."


    "Yellow three, torpedo lock failed, am . . ."


    The signals became fewer, space ahead flashing with hundreds of points of light.


    The second wave, going towards the carriers, was straight ahead, slashing into the storm of defense. A hundred Kilrathi fighters were now hitting into his own attack column and ships were dying, but the main blow had not hit yet.


    "Blue One, we've got company coming."


    Kevin tore his attention away from the dying attack and saw a wave of fifty fighters coming in from above and slashing into the column behind him. He held course, looking over his shoulder.


    Nearly a thousand craft were spread out around him. Off his port quarter he saw a civilian transplanet liner trying an evasive and disappear in an explosion after a single burst of neutron bolts from a light fighter.


    It was suicide and he had to harden his heart to the realization that was precisely what the pilots flying the civilian craft had signed on for. They were nothing more than sitting ducks, unshielded, totally defenseless. Having been given pressure suits and rescue transponders, the pilots were told to bail out if things got too hot. But they were serving their purpose. The first waves of Kilrathi fighters, wading into the hundreds of targets, had become drunk with the thrill of killing. He watched as a flight of Krants shot right through a line of Marine transports, not even bothering to fire, racing ahead to smash a cruiser size liner, a dozen fighters tearing into the defenseless ship until it split apart. And each fighter that took thirty seconds to line up and fire on a useless ship was one less fighter engaged in the real fight, while the hidden weapon drew even closer.


    "My lord, we might have a tactical analysis on what they are doing."


    Thrakhath looked over at his tactical officer.


    Even as the officer started to offer his analysis the truth of what he was saying sunk in.


    All fighters strike them now! Strike them now. Order all carriers into full evasive!"


    "Here we go! All ships pick your targets. If you can't get to a carrier, nail a cruiser. Charge!"


    General Duke Grecko leaned forward, looking over the shoulder of his assault craft pilot. A recorded charge blared on the assault craft's loud speaker and Grecko grinned with delight.


    Behind him, in the aft personnel bay, a hundred assault troops cheered, thumping the butts of their laser rifles on the floor of the ship.


    Space around him was pure chaos. Hundreds of Kilrathi fighters were swarming in, escort ships moving to intersect the attack. Dozens of ships and assault craft were vaporizing every second in the slaughter, so that he thought for an instant that his plan was exactly what Geoff, and for that matter everyone else from the President on down, had declared it to be: pure suicide.


    The only advantage he could now see in being head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was that he didn't have to convince anyone — he simply had to give the order, and then go.


    A civilian liner twisted in front of him, blocking the rush of three incoming Dralthi, diverting their shots. His own pilot dived under the liner as it exploded and then lined back up on their target.


    "The carrier, go for the carrier!"


    "We'll never make it. Let's nail the destroyer to port!"


    "Damn it, son, I'm the general here. Anything less than a carrier is an insult, now move it!"


    Kevin weaved his way through the melee, moving up to protect an assault wave of twenty Marine landing craft, a full brigade of troops packed inside. They were breaking through.


    A Kilrathi destroyer was moving in towards the group and he saw three of the landing craft turn towards the destroyer. The destroyers defensive batteries nailed two. The third closed in, letting loose with its ground bombardment armaments which leaped across space, exploding across the bow of the enemy ship. The rounds were designed for area suppression, not shield and hull penetration, but they nevertheless blinded the ship. The landing craft swung across the top side of the destroyer, matching speed and then slammed down on its main cargo hatch. Explosive shape charges mounted to the bottom of the landing craft detonated, blowing the destroyer's main access hatch open.


    The landing craft edged forward, gaining magnetic lock on the destroyer's hull. No matter what the ship now did as evasive, the Marine assault craft was glued to its side like a lamprey eel on the side of a fish — and it was just as deadly.


    The back hatch of the landing craft blew open and assault troops streamed out, wearing magnetic-soled shoes and swarmed in through the ruptured cargo door, firing RPGs, miniguns, and assault recoilless flechette launchers.


    Kevin shot past the destroyer.


    The damn plan just might work!


    The seventeen assault ships ahead pressed in, Kevin now riding herd above them. He tried to ignore everything else: the hundreds of ships fighting and dying around him, the total chaos, as all tactical formations were lost. Kilrathi fighters, now fully committed to this new threat, swarmed in, space so thick with them that he witnessed half a dozen collisions between turning fighters, their own ships, and Confederation craft.


    Five of the Marine ships disappeared a full battalion of five hundred men winking out of existence. In any other situation their loss would have been viewed as a disaster. Here, with the final desperate defense of Earth, it was the mere incident of a second's time. Three Jalthi turned in on the group, ignoring Kevin. He slashed two out of existence, while the third took out three landing craft and then broke hard down and to the left, disappearing.


    The Marine craft pressed on in, dodging past a lumbering cruiser, with the lead landing craft pushing up and over.


    "Come on, take it, just take it before you're all killed," Kevin thought, wanting to scream at the assault unit's commander. The cruiser fell astern, taking out three more craft as they shot past, with a mass driver burst shutting down his own aft shields and slicing deep into his armor. Six craft were left and then he saw the target straight ahead as he looked up after dispatching yet another fighter — a Kilrathi heavy carrier turning in evasive.


    The carrier, with a mix of twenty civilian and assault ships behind it, was going through a slow, ponderous turn, its aft, top, and bottom batteries all engaged, slaughtering their pursuers. Within seconds the twenty ships were gone.


    They were racing straight in on the carrier. The six craft he was escorting opened fire, sixty area suppression bombardment missiles blanketing the ship's bow.


    "Fighter following me, we're going for their topside forward bay, match speed and give us suppressive!"


    Startled, Kevin looked at his comm screen. It was Duke Grecko on a laser link line.


    The order was insane and yet he followed it. He leaped ahead of the six landing craft, even as two more of them exploded, then slammed in reverse thrusters, coming to a dead stop fifty meters in front of the launch bay.


    Kevin toggled through every weapon he still had, dumping out IFFs, dumb fire and then mass drivers. The spread exploded across the airlock bay, which shimmered and glowed red, part of the concentrated blast kicking through the shielding, blowing apart a mass driver turret above the bay. Two landing craft came streaking past and headed in. An explosion rocked his ship, spinning it over in a cartwheeling pivot away from the carrier. A quick scan of his instruments told him the worst and he reached down between his legs, grabbed hold of the ejector ring, and pulled.


    "Switch IFF transponders now!" Grecko roared.


    The pilot flipped the switch to the preprogrammed Kilrathi IFF, which intelligence claimed would get them through the airlock if they activated it at the last second before the deck officer could toggle the channel to a different frequency.


    He closed his eyes as they hit the field. If intelligence was off, the landing craft would not be able to handle the head-on collision and would vaporize on the shield.


    An explosion rocked the ship and he was slammed forward by a jarring blow. He opened his eyes. They were skidding down the length of the flight deck, the Kilrathi launch crew scattering in every direction.


    "Blow rear hatch!"


    The rear hatch swung open even as the landing craft continued to skid down the deck in a shower of sparks.


    Duke, unbuckled from his jump seat, stood up clenching a laser gun and started for the rear.


    "Let's kick ass!" he roared


    The Marines closest to the hatch were already up, leaping out the door, rolling on the deck coming up and firing. Grecko hit the back edge and jumped, deliberately rolling on to his new artificial arm which could take the blow better. Gaining his feet he nailed a furball pilot coming at him with a drawn pistol, cutting him in half, then dropped a ground crew coming out from under a Krant.


    The landing craft skidded to a stop and Duke raced towards it. He looked back at his other landing craft. It was on its side, burning, survivors struggling out from the wreckage.


    "Get that mine out now! First platoon with me on the advance. Second platoon knock out their launch bridge and secure a perimeter, then help any survivors from the other landing craft. Third platoon escort the demolitions team."


    Duke looked around, trying to figure out where to go next. Intelligence had never said anything about the internal layout of the ship. But then again, what the hell did intelligence know about these damn ships anyhow, other than that they were big? The only plan they had was to board and then get as deep into the ship as possible.


    He saw an oversized door. Hell, they were all oversized given the size of the Cats. Flight deck personnel were fleeing through it and it looked as good as any.


    "First platoon, let's go!"


    He raced for the door, firing as he advanced, dropping Cats, their bodies piled up at the entryway. He hit the corridor, started to step in, and then ducked back from a flurry of laser shots. Two of his Marines leaned in, firing a suppressive spray while a third held up a minigun. The explosive roar of the gun drowned out all other sound, filling the corridor with fire, smoke, and a hundred rounds a second. Another Marine threw a concussion grenade in; it detonated and they waded through. Each door that they passed was kicked open and a grenade dropped in.


    They reached the end of the corridor which broke into an intersection of four hallways radiating outward.


    "We have to get down, damn it, into the guts of the ship!"


    He sent sections running up each of the corridors and thirty seconds later a runner came back.


    "Access hatch to lower levels, sir, this way."


    "First section, first squad, secure this point. Get the demo team up here and move them in after us."


    He looked back at the rest of his team.


    "I'm getting too old for this crap," he grinned. "Come on, let's go!"


    "My lord, they've boarded the ship through the topside launch bay!"


    Stunned, Prince Thrakhath looked over at the ship security officer.


    It was madness, absolute madness. And brilliant. Why could he have not seen that in desperation this would be a final tactic?


    "How many Imperial Marine guards are on board?"


    "A security detachment of fifty, my lord, not counting your own security squad."


    "Where are they heading?"


    The security chief toggled through a schematic of the ship and traced out a line.


    "They're moving down into the second level already. Reports are sketchy."


    "They're going to set mines and blow them," Thrakhath said coldly and he looked over at his damage control officer.


    "What can they do?"


    The damage control officer looked at him wide-eyed.


    "All our calculations of damage containment were based upon external torpedo and missile strikes. Our armor is layered, through several sectors of the ship, strongest outside, with two internal belts. Into the core there's no armor at all, my lord."


    He paused.


    "If they blow a demolition charge in the middle of the ship, the armor will actually act to contain it, making the damage far worse." He swallowed hard. "It'll destroy the ship, my lord."


    Prince Thrakhath roared with anger, slamming his fist down on a console.


    "Get everyone who can carry a weapon forward. Block them off!"


    The security chief ran from the bridge.


    "Boarding parties now reported on two other carriers, my lord, as well as twenty-nine other ships."


    "And the enemy fleet?"


    "Still holding position, my lord. Two of their carriers have been destroyed, all the others damaged."


    "Press the attack press it in!"


    Prince Thrakhath looked back up at the main tactical display. Hundreds of his fighters were now circling around his carriers, nearly all of the enemy strike waves destroyed. There was nothing for them to go after, their armaments expended in the mad shooting match.


    "Order all on defensive to prepare for second strike on enemy carriers."


    The combat commander looked up.


    "Their armaments have nearly all been expended, my lord."


    Prince Thrakhath growled angrily. If he landed them and any of the carriers were destroyed by the boarders he'd lose his pilots.


    "Order the fighters to hold until boarders are disposed off, then land and rearm."


    He looked up at the internal security display and saw a white line tracing the enemy attack into the second level of the ship.


    "I'm going to the forward launch bay," he announced coldly. "The attack to finish their fleet I'm personally leading


    He started off the bridge and then paused.


    "Order the cruisers to break through and finish Earth now!"


    In anguish Geoff Tolwyn watched the flickering two dimensional image on the tactical display. All holo displays were now off line as was primary shielding jump engines, and port launch deck. Concordia had survived two more torpedo hits and was crippled, barely able to make twenty percent speed.


    The offensive strike waves had simply disappeared into the heart of the enemy fleet. He knew some successes were made, with more than a dozen frigates, destroyers and cruisers gone. But the carriers were still intact. Whether any of the boarding parties had even gotten into the heart of the fleet was merely a guess at this point. The computers handling the hundreds of comm channels was down, as was burst signal link to Earth.


    They had fought the enemy offensive strike to a stand-still. Not fifty of the enemy fighters out of the four hundred that had come in had survived. Two more of his carriers were gone, the surviving three damaged, with Lexington threatening to blow from internal fires — and there were still close to a thousand enemy fighters left along with a hundred escort ships.


    But what was worse, far worse, was the cruiser squadron that at the opening of the action had flanked far out to port by more than five million clicks and was now plunging straight in towards Earth, scoops closed and up to flank speed. Not even his fastest ships could close with them now. The light picket line of a cruiser section, Earth orbital defenses and moon ground based defenses and a handful of obsolete frigates would have to stop them. It had been assumed that at least one section of enemy ships or more would go for a straight breakthrough under the screen of the fleet-to-fleet action. Earth was on its own now.


    He thought for a moment of a distant ancestor of long ago, who, when contemplating the invasion and destruction of England, announced that even if England fell, the Empire, and with it the fleet, would still continue the fight.


    England. No, he didn't want to think of that now.


    "Get me Polowski on laser link."


    The image flickered on the screen.


    "Mike, they're going to come in to finish us off. We still need to keep our carriers alive. I want you to close and see what you can do to knock them off balance."


    "What I've been waiting to hear," Mike replied, his voice sounding distant and strained.


    "Take care, and God's speed to you, Mike."


    Mike did not even reply. Seconds later Destroyer Squadron Three leaped forward into the attack.


    Duke Grecko, his good arm shattered by a blast from a grenade, sat against a bulkhead wall. A lone runner came back from the point squad.


    "The bastards are insane up there. At least a hundred of them charged when we hit the next deck. It was hand to hand."


    The runner was panting hard.


    "Your platoon?"


    "Finished, sir," and she paused "I got out because Lieutenant Flory sent me back just before they overran us."


    "It's all right, Marine. How long before they get here?"


    "I lasered the door shut, sir. Not more than a minute or two."


    Duke brought his laser up with his artificial arm at the sound of running. From around a corner a Marine appeared, gun down low, ready to fire, and relaxed at the sight of Grecko. He looked back and waved on his unit and came up to Grecko.


    "Demo team reporting, sir. How's it up ahead?"


    "As far as we're getting son."


    "Only three levels down, sir. Can't we get one more?"


    Duke looked at the young woman who had been on point.


    She shook her head


    "Then it's right here, son," and as he spoke the survivors of the demo team and the platoon escorting them came up, pushing a steel crate, maneuvering it with null gravity handles.


    "Open her up," Duke said quietly, and the team lowered it down, popping the lid open.


    Duke looked at the detonator for the thermonuclear warhead.


    "All right, now get the hell out of here. I'm giving you five minutes," and he reached over, first arming the device and then turning the timer on.


    The demo team looked at him and grinned


    "Let's go, sir."


    "I'll be along in a minute," Duke said quietly.


    The surviving corporal of the team hesitated.


    "That's my job, sir."


    "I'm not going to play hero, son. Now get the lead out of your butt and that's an order. I'll be along shortly."


    The Marine looked at him, hesitating. A thin smile creased his features. He saluted and then turned, heading back down the corridor, leading his team with him.


    Duke settled back against the wall and sighed. He simply couldn't admit that he was played out and exhausted. Perhaps the president was right, he had never really recovered from his wounds taken at Vukar. He should have stayed at his desk rather than running off to play commando. Since someone did have to stay behind, just in case the Cats got through and knew how to disarm the weapon, it might as well be him.


    "You all right, sir?"


    He looked up. It was the young woman who had been on point.


    "Marine, get the hell out of here."


    "Like hell, sir," she said quietly. "I'll hold point." He smiled sadly.


    "I thought you might want some company," and her voice was almost childlike.


    "What's your name, Marine?"


    "Jenny McCrae, sir."


    "That's my girl's name too," he said, a fatherly tone evident in his voice. "She's with the Fourth Marine."


    He didn't want to think about that now. She was somewhere in the assault.


    "I know, sir, we went through boot together. She was awfully proud of you."


    "Really? I wondered. I haven't seen her in years. Her mother and I . . ."


    "I know, sir. It's all right though."


    They heard the door down the corridor burst open a thundering roar filling the corridor. He looked down at the chronometer ticking off on the bomb. A minute forty-five to go. The squad just might have made it back by now and gotten off.


    I'll give them a few more seconds.


    The first Cat turned the corridor and Jenny dropped him. And then a swarm of them came on. He started to slam his fist down on the firing button when a solid blow knocked him off his feet, slamming him against the bulkhead. He tried to get back up, barely seeing the Kilrathi Imperial Guard trooper closing in on him from behind.


    The Cat fired again, stitching a burst across his chest and the world started to go warm and hazy.


    He looked up and saw Jenny standing over him. She looked like his daughter, or was it his wife, or mother — filled with gentleness.


    She looked at him, a smile lighting her innocent face, and then her fist slammed down on the ignitor.


    Kevin Tolwyn flung his hand over his visor as a sun ignited before him.


    They got it!


    He knew he was getting dosed but he didn't care. Not now. The entire top forward half of the carrier was engulfed in the fireball, the lower and aft parts of the ship tumbling down from the shock of the explosion. The rest of the ship appeared to hold together for a brief instant and then fractured open, the engine cells igniting, the fireball racing outward. Another flash detonated to his right followed by half a dozen more. He guessed that two of them were cruisers, the others, he wasn't sure of.


    But two more of them were heavy carriers! The glare of the explosions filled space across hundreds of cubic kilometers. His dose meter clicked off, beeping an alarm. He didn't care. He just didn't care anymore. They had finished the bastards.


    He closed his eyes, feeling at peace.


    Stunned, Prince Thrakhath turned his fighter around, looking back at his flagship as it blew apart, a dozen clicks behind him.


    He knew that those on the deck had thought him a coward for leaving the ship, seeing through his excuse that he was going to personally lead the next wave into battle.


    Well, they were dead now and he was still alive.


    His heart filled with mad rage as more detonations let go, two more of his prized ships disappearing, and he howled with insane fury.


    The explosions died away. He scanned through his tactical.


    He still had one old carrier and Craxtha intact.


    He punched into Craxtha's main channel and called in the commander of the ship obviously startled.


    "We feared you were dead, my lord."


    "I was off ship, preparing to lead the next strike."


    "Sivar be praised. She guided you thus, my lord."


    "The status of your ship?"


    "She is fully operational, my lord. We repelled all boarders — my fighters stopped them long before they closed."


    He could detect the pride in the commander, as if he were saying that the other ships were lost through negligence.


    "Yes, of course, praise to Sivar. Order all heavy strike fighters from all ships to land on your carrier and rearm immediately for a killing strike on the enemy fleet. We will still win this action."


    The commander hesitated.


    "We have reports of an incoming strike of enemy destroyers, my lord. And besides, you are talking about turning around over five hundred strike craft on this one ship


    "Your ship is designed to handle that. Now pass the order. Let the remaining fighters and our escorts block the destroyers."


    "As you command, my lord."


    Thrakhath turned his fighter in towards Craxtha, which within minutes was surrounded by swarms of fighters who were lining up for recovery on the six launch bays.


    Thrakhath cut into the front of the landing pattern and came in, touching down in the forward portside landing bay.


    Inside the hangar deck was mass confusion, the bay crammed from one end to the other with fighters. Fuel lines were snaked across the deck, armaments lockers were open and torpedoes were being hoisted out. Crews struggled with long energy cables, hooking them into ships, recharging neutron guns, batteries, and shielding systems.


    There was no semblance of order: pilots and ship crews from the other three heavy carriers milled about, most of them in obvious shock at the sudden reversal.


    Thrakhath stepped out of his fighter and instantly the deck went silent.


    "Keep working," he snarled. "We will still finish the scum before this day is done."


    He felt the ship start to heel over, the starfield outside the entry lock shifting. He could imagine the confusion this sudden maneuver was causing with the hundred or more fighters and strike craft still lined up for recovery. Angrily, he strode across the deck into the launch officer's operations office.


    "Put the bridge on," he thundered.


    "What are you doing up there?" he shouted. "We need to get these fighters in as soon as possible and turned around."


    "Five destroyers have broken through the inner screen and are coming straight in on us."


    "Enemy carrier turning away, sir.


    "Keep on closing," Mike said calmly.


    He looked over at his helm officer and smiled.


    "Just like the Battle of Leyte Gulf," Mike said.


    "I was thinking that," the helm replied "One of my illustrious ancestors commanded a cruiser there. We should have won that day."


    Mike nodded.


    "Torpedo room."


    "Torpedo room, sir."


    "Have lock yet?"


    "Twenty-two seconds and counting, sir."


    Mike looked back up at his tactical. Of the twelve destroyers in his squadron only four were left. There was a flash of light on his main visual and he realized he was down to three.


    "Hell of a day to be a destroyer skipper," and then he focused back on the enemy carrier, a dozen clicks ahead as it turned hard over, now presenting a full amidships shot and then started to present its stern.


    A swarm of Kilrathi fighters shot in, stitching his destroyer with everything they still had. Four of them elected to simply come straight in, one of them kamikaziing through the shield as it struggled to recover from the repeated hammer blows. The kamikaze hit just aft of the bridge, blowing into the center of the ship, knocking Mike to the deck. Decompression alarms sounded off, the damage control board sparkling with red lights.


    "Torpedo room."


    "Twelve and counting, sir. What the hell happened back there?"


    "Never mind, just get those birds launched."


    Another string of fighters swooped in, concentrating on the bow of the ship.


    "We've lost lock, sir. Torpedo guidance control off line."


    "Damn it!"


    To his right, Roger Young launched its torpedoes just before blowing. The spread of a dozen rounds leaped forward


    "Helm, follow those torpedoes in," Mike shouted, and then he reached over, punching the abandon ship alarm.


    "This is the captain speaking. If you wanna see your families again, you've got thirty seconds to get to the escape pods and the hell off this ship!"


    He looked over at his helm and fire control officers.


    "I hate to ask this of you two."


    "It's all right, sir," the helm officer said. "This time the family wants to be on the winning side."


    Mike looked at the rest of his team.


    "You heard me, get the hell off this ship."


    They hesitated.


    "Damn it, you fools. You've got something to live for, now move it," and he grabbed hold of his damage control officer and pushed her towards the door.


    She looked at him, wide-eyed, torn.


    "For God's sake, Elaine, you've got kids back home. Now move it!"


    She struggled to hold back the tears and then, turning, ran down the corridor to the nearest escape pod, the rest following.


    "Helm, follow those torpedoes in."


    Aye, sir.


    Mike stood, watching the screen, ignoring the fighters that swarmed around his ship. A staccato series of hammer blows blew the main generator off line, dim emergency battle lamps coming back on. All but two of the torpedoes launched by Young were gone as well.


    "Torpedo room, still with me?"


    "Still here, sir. Figured we should hang around for the fun.


    "Get ready for blind fire. Set fuses at point one seconds!"


    "Point one seconds, sir?"


    "Shut up and do it!"


    "Point one seconds, sir, and we'll see you in hell."


    "Helm, do your job right. Bring us in on the landing bay an instant after Young's birds hit."


    The helm officer grinned as he delicately worked the controls, weaving the destroyer in, as it came up directly astern of the enemy carrier.


    The carrier's point defenses tore into his ship and he felt her dying, letting go.


    "Helm, full speed ahead now!"


    He felt the final surge of his ship thundering under his feet.


    "Torpedo room, ready, ready, fire!"


    The one surviving torpedo from Roger Young hit the carrier's aft starboard launch bay and blew, distorting the phase shielding. An instant later a dozen more torpedoes fired at point blank range detonated.


    The last thing Mike Polowski saw were his own torpedoes blowing less than fifty meters ahead of his own ship. He thought of the warm hills of his now dead world and smiled as the blast wave blew his ship apart. The forward momentum of what had been the aft end of his destroyer, however, continued on, even as it died, adding its thousand tons of mass into the detonating firestorm of the torpedoes impacting against the carrier's overloaded shields. Most of the mass was repelled away, but the aft end of the ship, engines still pulsing, even as the ship ahead of it vaporized, continued onward, driving through the shattered hull, pushing before it fragments of bulkheads, decking, and those few still on board. The engine mounts, made of solid durasteel, were all that was left a hundredth of a second later as they impacted through the landing bay's airlock. Several dozen tons of molten durasteel blew into the vast hangar bay, vaporizing flesh, cutting into fuel lines, igniting ammunition, and ripping open the hundred and three fighters being readied for launch.


    The entire bay exploded in a white-hot fireball of destruction.


    Prince Thrakhath staggered through the wreckage and onto Craxtha's main bridge. The room was choked with smoke, half the bridge crew dead or wounded, open fires still licking out of shattered equipment. The ship's commander was dead, slumped in his chair, the top of his head gone.


    "Who's in command here?"


    The crew looked at him, stunned.


    "I think I am now, sir," and Thrakhath saw the green tabs of damage control on the officer's collar.


    "Can you save her?"


    "We've lost two aft bays, my lord," the officer reported. "The explosion started in starboard aft bay, then leaped through an open access elevator to topside bay."


    "Why was it open?"


    "The commander ordered it. They were out of torpedoes in the lower bay. We were shifting them down from above."


    Thrakhath looked back at the commander and silently cursed. If he were still alive, he would have him executed on the spot for such stupidity.


    "Two of our main engines are gone as well, sir. We're lucky the main fuel cells didn't go up. I'm purging out the three cells closest to the fire right now. I've also ordered all armaments in the aft topside bay dumped overboard"


    "Do that and we have to run with scoops full open!" Thrakhath roared. "We'll lose whatever offensive capability we have left. With half our remaining armaments gone, we're finished!"


    "Sire, if you don't like what I'm doing then execute me and do it yourself," the officer snapped. "We're lucky to be alive as is. If we don't purge those cells now they'll blow. It's an inferno back there."


    Thrakhath stood silently, looking over at the flickering display on the damage board and finally lowered his head.


    "Tell me what we can still do."


    "We still have more than five hundred of our best fighters out there, my lord. They have no offensive strike capability left; they're mostly light fighters. I think it's time we landed them, my lord, to get our pilots back. We won't have enough room for them, so the craft will have to be dumped overboard as fast as we recover them."


    Thrakhath looked up at him, unable to speak.


    "It's time to go home, my lord. We've done all we can do today. One more hit and we ll lose this ship as well. We've got to save our pilots now, my lord. There'll be over a thousand of them on board here. They'll still give us victory once we've repaired this ship, and the rest of the new carriers come on line."


    Thrakhath looked around the bridge. He knew the young officer was right. He had to save his pilots; he had lost too many already.


    The only satisfaction left now was the fact that within a matter of minutes the cruiser squadron would close on Earth. At least with Earth destroyed, this would still be a victory.


    "Launch fighters now!"


    Jason Bondarevsky leaned forward in his chair, wishing now more than ever to be back in a fighter.


    The first fighter, piloted by Doomsday, cleared the bay.


    The blue-green home of his race filled the forward screen.


    The run in from jump point 12Y, the line leading back towards the Landreich, had been with scoops fully closed. Kruger had even committed the ultimate madness of doing the final jump at full speed. A third of the fleet had missed the Jump point completely, forcing them to decelerate, turn around and come back in. They were now several hours behind. They were the lucky ones. Two frigates had only achieved partial jump, hitting the point as fast as they did. Part of the two frigates had come through, the other part had simply continued on back in the last system. The crews never knew what hit them, their molecules spread between Alpha Centuri and Earth.


    The maneuver, however, had gained them precious time, and moving at a good fraction of the speed of light they had closed from the jump point to Earth in under three hours.


    They were too late for the main battle, but the threat closing in on Earth was all too obvious and Kruger had ordered them in to head it off.


    He could only hope that they would be there in time.


    Baron Jukaga watched as the three escort carriers came up over the northern pole of the planet, a spread of fighters leaping ahead of them.


    He had but one cruiser left with him, seven falling to the inner defense line. The other two cruisers had turned to bombard the naval yards of the Earth's satellite, the bright flashes of explosions tearing through the military bases and construction yards spread out on its barren airless surface and in orbit above it, smashing dozens of ships of the fleet including the carriers still caught in drydock. Both were destroyed by point defenses but they had successfully smashed a military target — an action which, at least for the moment, had filled him with pride.


    That, at least, he approved of. It was a target worthy of being hit, a fitting vengeance for the raid on the moon of Kilrah.


    He stood silently behind the cruiser's captain, ignoring the Imperial Marines standing to either side as his guards.


    "We'll only have time for one pass," the commander said quietly, looking up at the tactical display in rage. They had detected the small fleet of escort carriers and destroyers only minutes before, the enemy ships coming from the direction of another jump point at full speed with scoops closed.


    "We have first target solutions and locks," the captain announced. "After our first hit and destruction of their defensive centers, we drop the thermonuclears."


    "First wave, antimatter warheads ready for firing."


    The commander grinned, looking over at his weapons control officer.


    "For the glory of Kilrah, the Emperor, and the Empire. Fire!"


    Baron Jukaga watched as the first weapons leaped forward, tracking downward, racing in towards the North American continent and Northern Europe.


    "Incoming fighters!"


    "No!"


    Doomsday screamed with impotent rage as he saw the heavy antimatter rockets streak away.


    A light screen of enemy fighters, launched from the cruisers, moved to intercept, and with a wild frenzy Doomsday slashed into them, killing them with a mad insane glee, while behind him, four modified Sabres lined up for the first torpedo launch.


    The torpedoes leaped out, tracking in on the first cruiser, and seconds later detonated. Kruger's fighters swarmed in, slamming the cruiser, which appeared for a second to collapse in on itself before bursting asunder. The comm link was filled with mad screams of hatred and rage as the strike team turned towards the other cruiser.


    Down in the Earth's atmosphere Doomsday could see pinpoint winks of light as point defense systems fought to knock down the incoming wave of more than a hundred missiles. And then there was a flash of light over the center of the North American continent. It looked like Chicago going up, followed seconds later by a dozen more: Pittsburgh, Boston, Miami, Quebec, then across in Northern Europe: Amsterdam, Berlin, Stockholm, Constantinople and Paris. Other flashes detonated over the primary control center; for Earth's American and European space defenses at Omaha, Rio, Tripoli, and Kiev.


    He started to close towards the next cruiser, knowing in his heart that it would be too late.


    "We have incoming, still closing."


    The commander looked up at his tactical screen and could see that within less than a minute he would be under attack.


    "First strike report?"


    "Primary strategic defense centers over target areas destroyed, ground to space anti-missile defensive system seriously damaged except for point defenses."


    "Second weapons load," the commander announced with a cold glee. "Prepare thermonuclear strontium clad weapons for air bursts."


    He looked back at the Baron.


    "We might not have the pleasure of first pounding their cities to rubble, but we'll poison them all anyhow. In a month their world will be a charnel house."


    "And you call this victory," the Baron hissed. "May Sivar spit on you."


    "No, I call it revenge," the commander said coldly and he turned away.


    Behind him he heard the cold laughter of his guards who stepped forward to look at the screen.


    "Weapons ready for launch."


    The commander held up his hand, talons extended.


    Baron Jukaga lunged forward, grabbing at the commander's holster and pulled out his pistol. The commander turned, wide-eyed, even as Jukaga brought the gun up, jamming it up under the commander's jaw and squeezed the trigger. The laser burst streaked through his head, the top of his skull erupting a boiling mass pouring out.


    The Marine guard to his left started to turn, startled, and Jukaga dropped him in turn. He then swung about, killing the weapons officer, the blast knocking him backwards and away from the firing switch.


    A stunning blow knocked Jukaga to the deck, and he realized with an almost detached emotion that he could no longer feel his legs. The shot must have severed my spinal cord, he thought, even as he brought his gun up, toppling the other guard over.


    Jukaga lay back, wide-eyed, looking at the rest of the bridge crew. One of them tried to lunge for the firing panel and he dropped him and then two more. The two surviving bridge crew members stood still.


    "You filthy traitor, Sivar will roast you in hell forever," one of them hissed.


    Jukaga laughed softly. It was all such a wonderful joke, he realized. Just what was a traitor to a traitor, and who exactly had he betrayed? It was an interesting logic question to be certain.


    He looked up at the main visual screen.


    Earth actually did look beautiful; in a sense far more beautiful than Kilrah.


    And then the explosion of the impacting torpedoes washed over him.


    Stunned, Prince Thrakhath sat alone in the wardroom of the Craxtha's now dead commander.


    The long range opticals showed the end of the drama. Their moon bases were totally shattered, but that was not the ultimate prize. Less than three eights antimatter warheads had hit Earth. The final wave of thermonuclears had never been launched.


    He looked at the status reports of his losses. But one more carrier here and we could still press through to victory. But one more carrier.


    All the if's started to play out in his mind. If only he had waited but five eights more days, he would have had his sixth ship, but Jukaga had to be contended with.


    He looked back at the visual, glad at least that Jukaga was dead.


    Another explosion shuddered through the ship and he held his breath, waiting. The explosion rumbled away.


    A piping call sounded and he connected into the bridge. It was his chief navigation officer.


    "Go on."


    "Sir, your orders. With the engine speed we now have, we'll only be able to make it to the next jump point with less than four eights of minutes to spare ahead of those new ships coming up from Earth orbit."


    Thrakhath nodded silently. They had at least crippled the human fleet: three of their five carriers gone, the third exploding only minutes ago, at least three more smashed at the moon base along with the construction yards and several eights of other ships. Nearly two eights of their major cities were now smoldering ruins. He could still pull back, his one remaining older carrier covering him, repair the damage sustained on his two surviving heavy carriers. His precious pilots would be brought back as well to fly once more off the new carriers still coming on line. If he stayed now, chances were good that they would finish this carrier off, and everything would be lost, including himself.


    He looked back at the screen.


    "Order the fleet to retreat," he hesitated. "The battle is over.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN

    


    Geoff Tolwyn, in spite of his exhaustion, forced a smile as the shuttle craft door swung open. He walked forward, extending his hand as President Kruger, followed by Jason, Paladin, Doomsday and Richards, stepped down.


    Kruger hesitated ever so briefly and then took Geoff's hand.


    "Damn it all, Kruger, thank you."


    "I'm rather surprised myself that I did it," Kruger said. "It was your young commodore there who just kept badgering me until finally, to shut him up, I said all right."


    Geoff looked at the group and though he was afraid to ask he had to.


    "Ian?"


    Jason shook his head.


    Geoff sighed and then came up to shake Jason's hand.


    "How are you doing, sir?" Jason asked.


    "A terrible day, Jason."


    Jason hesitated and then finally asked.


    "Kevin?"


    "Missing in action," Geoff said quietly.


    "He might still turn up, sir."


    Geoff nodded, unable to reply.


    Jason looked around at the smoke-filled flight deck.


    "Looks like it was kind of rough here."


    Geoff couldn't even reply. He had lost three carriers, Lexington finally succumbing to internal explosions, and over seventy percent of his pilots. First reports indicated that the Marines had suffered over ninety percent casualties. Duke Grecko was confirmed as dead, his landing craft crew telling what happened. As for the civilian pilots, their casualties were almost at one hundred percent. The primary bases on the moon were all gone, as were the drydock yards and three carriers hangared there. The casualties on Earth, he didn't even want to think about that. The only bright spot was that for some reason the Cats had not launched a wave of strontium clad thermonukes. England had been spared as well, though it seemed at the moment to be an almost selfish thing to think about.


    Geoff led his guests down to his wardroom and without even asking, pulled out a bottle of single malt Scotch, six tumblers and poured out six very stiff drinks, draining the bottle dry.


    "To our comrades," he said quietly, and they silently drank the toast.


    Geoff settled back in his chair and looked around.


    "If this is victory," Geoff finally said, "I sure as hell would hate to see defeat."


    "You stopped the bloody Cats at least, sir," Jason replied. "Hell, three of their super carriers blown apart, more than half their best pilots gone, forty other ships crippled. I heard the report coming in that they're dumping fighters off their carrier as they retreat, not even enough room to haul them all out."


    Geoff nodded, fighting an exhaustion that had all but robbed him of any ability to do anything beyond sitting in silence and staring.


    "I heard about Polowski, sir," Doomsday said.


    Geoff looked over at him. When he had ordered Mike in, he knew in his heart that Polowski would get his revenge and die doing it. If the Cats had miscalculated anything, it was that. They had pushed the intimidation a notch too far, and rather than terrorize it had aroused every pilot, spacer, and Marine in the fleet to a willingness to die rather than submit. He suspected that Jukaga had realized that but it was obvious that Thrakhath never would.


    The war had changed, changed far from anything that either side had ever anticipated. The manipulation of the human desire for peace had backfired, their collective rage turning the enemy back, though at best it was a Pyrrhic victory.


    The Cats still had seven more heavy carriers close to completion. If they came on again, he dreaded to think what would happen. They had shot their bolt in turning back the attack. Perhaps the new dreadnought-class battleship under construction on the far side of the Confederation might reverse that, but in his heart he doubted if it would be ready in time to repulse the next attack.


    All he could be certain of now was the fact that those who had survived this attack would stand united to the end. He could even see that in the eyes of Kruger, who, upon seeing him, lifted his glass in a salute.


    "To the Confederation Fleet," Kruger said.


    "And to comrades gone," Paladin replied softly.


    "Admiral Tolwyn."


    Geoff looked over at the comm screen, dreading that it was yet another battle report stating that the Kilrathi had turned about and were coming back.


    "The Kilrathi?" he blurted out.


    "Their carriers have already jumped through in retreat, sir, still trailing abandoned fighters. Cruisers are now jumping out as well. Picket squadrons are reporting no further action."


    He let out an audible sigh of relief. The battle was really over.


    "Admiral, sir, you're wanted on the port flight deck."


    "Why?"


    "Don't know, sir. Launch officer requested your presence, that's all."


    "On my way."


    Geoff stood up, his knees suddenly weak and Jason rose from his chair coming up to his side.


    "I'll go down with you, sir."


    Geoff smiled a thanks and looked back at his guests.


    "There's another bottle in the cabinet. Finish it off," he said quietly.


    "Best advice I've had in weeks, "Doomsday replied even as he reached into his pocket and pulled out the chewed on remains of the cigar Ian had given him.


    "Geoff, for heaven's sake," Kruger interjected, "would you order him to get rid of that god-awful cigar? It's enough to turn my stomach."


    "Hell, he's still officially Landreich," Geoff replied. "He's your responsibility, not mine."


    Doomsday pulled out a lighter and puffed the cigar to life, Kruger, Richards and Paladin cursing him while they poured out another drink.


    Geoff left the wardroom and headed back to the launch deck, pressing up against the wall as a med team came past, bearing a stretcher, a bloody towel draped over the body's face.


    Geoff watched it silently as they passed.


    Jason reached out, and put his hand on Geoff's shoulder.


    "No matter what you might think, you did good, sir. Earth is still alive, the Confederation still lives."


    "And how many did I lose, Jason?"


    "I once asked the same thing after Vukar Tag, sir. It's the nature of war, you told me. Even when you win, it still breaks your heart and will crush your soul if you let it."


    "And you call this winning?"


    "It's a damn sight better than what the Cats wanted. You turned them back and you brought us time."


    Geoff nodded and then continued on, reaching the flight deck. The launch officer was by the door.


    "I thought you should come down here, sir. We just brought some casualties in."


    Geoff looked at him, confused, as the officer pointed him over to a flame scorched landing craft. Its back hatch was open, pilots and Marines, most of them wounded and still in their pressurized flight and combat suits, being helped out.


    Geoff looked back at the launch officer who smiled and nodded.


    Geoff ran to the back of the landing craft, Jason at his side, and climbed in.


    On the flight deck was a bundled up form, two medics working over him, one holding an IV, another injecting an anti-radiation dose straight in through his suit.


    Geoff knelt down by their side.


    A blood-stained medic looked up and she smiled softly.


    "Picked him up an hour ago. He caught a hell of a dose, sir, over four hundred rem. He's gonna be a sick fighter jockey for awhile but we got him anti-radiation dosed in time. He'll be all right."


    Geoff nodded and looked over at Jason.


    Kevin Tolwyn opened his eyes and saw Jason first.


    "Hi ya, Jason. What the hell you doing here?"


    "Came to save your ass, boy, that's all."


    Kevin smiled weakly and then saw his uncle kneeling by his side.


    "Did we win?" he whispered.


    Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn nodded, no longer able to fight back the tears.


    "Yes, son, we won."
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    Terran forces are pushed to the wall by the ever-encroaching Kilrathi hordes. The end seems very near — it is time for desperation measures. Against overwhelming odds, the humans try to launch a last desperate offensive against the Kilrathi homeworld. Once again, humanity's last best hope is embodied in her flyers.
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      PROLOGUE

    


    Prince Thrakhath stood before the throne with head lowered.


    "You failed me, grandson."


    The Prince remained silent.


    "When your new fleet left for Terra you promised that the war was at an end, that the humans would be finished. Now you return, half your fleet destroyed, a fleet that strained our resources to the utmost to build. Our coffers are empty, grandson . . . ." The Emperor paused.


    "Empty!" His voice thundered in the audience hall.


    Thrakhath looked back up.


    "What now?" the Emperor roared. "Wait another half of eight years to build more carriers? And how will they be crewed? Too many firstborn sons of the nobles rode to their deaths aboard your fleet."


    "They died gloriously for the Empire," Thrakhath replied calmly. "Their names shall be enshrined in the temples of their ancestors."


    "Do you really expect them to believe that any more?" the Emperor gasped. "I am talking about our survival. After your defeat before Terra two assassination plots against me were barely thwarted. The other clans are poised on the edge of open rebellion."


    Thrakhath looked at his grandfather in open amazement.


    The Emperor nodded slowly.


    "And if they had succeeded I daresay you would already be dead now as well."


    The old warrior sighed and fell back into his chair.


    "I want the new weapon unleashed," the Emperor finally said.


    Thrakhath growled angrily. "That has never been our way. It is without the joy of the kill."


    "I know, I know. But this war has changed beyond all our understanding, thanks to these humans. Let me make this plain to you. We can not sustain this war another yeer. It is not the humans. No, I believe the reports that they are crippled as well. We are two fighters who have battered each other into exhaustion. It will take but one more blow to finish them. The real threat now is what we fear lurks beyond our distant borders on the other side of the Empire."


    "They are stirring?"


    The Emperor nodded. "New reports came in while you were gone. They are still years, perhaps eights of years away, but they are coming in our direction again. When they arrive we must be ready, our other borders secured. All our resources must now be marshaled for that threat. For that reason alone I order that this war with the humans be finished, whether you like the methods or not. Secondly, and more immediate, is the clans. One more defeat like the last one and I fear the grasp of our family upon the imperial throne will be finished."


    Thrakhath stood in silent rage at the mere suggestion that those beneath him could even dare to dream of overthrowing his clan's rightful claim to rule. The last baron who dreamed of it was now dead, and he had thought the infection of this alien thinking was gone with him.


    "I demand that this new weapon be tested as soon as possible," the Emperor announced. "The humans are to be exterminated like the vermin that they are. Honor and the taste of blood are things of the past. Test this weapon, and if it works you are to kill them all, kill them all without warning.


    The Emperor hesitated and then grinned, his teeth bared. "And once that is done, if any of the clans dare to resist me, we shall turn this new weapon on them as well.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER I

    


    
      Shuttle Horatio Nelson.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    "ETA for TCS Victory now ten minutes . . . mark." The soft computer-generated voice in his ear made Colonel Christopher Blair shift uneasily in his seat. He didn't like being a passenger aboard any small craft, even a workhorse orbital shuttle like this one. For eighteen years now Blair had been a fighter pilot in the Terran Confederation Navy, and he had flown everything in the Navy's arsenal short of a frigate. It was still difficult to sit back and leave the controls to someone else especially when his monitor screens functioned intermittently at best. Having a computer read canned approach announcements just made matters worse. If he had been in the cockpit with the control stick in his hand, he would have read times and distances, thrusts and vectors, with the instincts of a combat pilot, honed in years of almost continuous warfare — and the ride might even have been infinitesimally smoother.


    Warfare . . . the war between the Kilrathi Empire and the Terran Confederation started before Christopher Blair was born. For nearly forty years now, the two sides had hammered away at each other, and the Kilrathi showed no signs of letting up. Sometimes Blair wondered if he would live to see the war end. And sometimes he was afraid he would.


    With his monitor still not working, he switched his attention to the tiny newscreen clipped to one arm of his flight couch. Hesitantly, Blair tapped the green key at the bottom of the device. The logo of the Terran News Channel filled the screen for a moment before being replaced by a head-and-shoulder shot of the TNC's best-known anchorwoman, Barbara Miles. Her attractive features were almost too perfect, and Blair smiled fleetingly at the memory of a shipboard bull session a few years back where some of his shipmates claimed that the woman was actually a computer-generated simulation.


    The recording was paused, of course, waiting for Blair to tap in his choice of news items from a menu in one corner of the screen. He selected war news, then listened as the anchorwoman summarized recent events in the struggle against the Kilrathi . . . the ones that had been declassified.


    He had heard most of it already from previous TNC newsbriefs or official channels at the Confed HQ complex on Torgo III. News traveled slowly across interstellar distances, and the average lifetime of any particular report was apt to be long, especially from worlds along the more distant frontiers.


    His attention snapped back to the screen as the report passed from news stories to a more general commentary.


    "Despite recent losses in several densely populated sectors, Confederation spokes-people insist that humanity maintains the upper hand in its galactic struggle with the Kilrathi. However, our sources document a consistent under-reporting of Kilrathi incursions, especially against civilian and industrial bases."


    The woman paused, looking directly into the camera, while conveying thoughtful, serious concern for her viewers. "There are even reports of Confed plans for a doomsday evacuation' of Earth to replant the seeds of humanity in a distant part of the galaxy. The question is . . . who would go? Who would be left behind? And, most importantly, who is making these decisions?"


    Blair cut the newscreen off with a snort of disgust. Leave it to TNC to come up with that ancient evacuation rumor! That thing had been making the rounds of ships' wardrooms when Blair was a junior lieutenant. The sheer logistical nightmare of a wholesale evacuation from human space made the whole idea laughable. Anyway it was a plain fact that any place mankind could reach the Kilrathi could follow. There was no place for humanity to run.


    Still, it was certainly true that the heavily-censored news released by the Confederation was slanted to hide the truth about this war. After forty years of warfare, that was not new. But Blair was afraid that some of the top brass were actually starting to believe their own propaganda mills, and that was a very bad sign indeed.


    Admiral Tolwyn, for instance . . . there was a man who badly needed a reality check.


    It was Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn who had given Blair his new assignment. A vigorous man in his sixties who spoke in a clipped British accent and radiated the very essence of spit-and-polish military precision in everything he said and did, Tolwyn had earned quite a reputation over the years as the mastermind behind a pair of great Confederation victories, the raid on Kilrah and the Battle of Terra. But Blair had served under the man before, and he knew that a lot of the legend was little more than luck and PR hype.


    Still, Tolwyn had been brimming with confidence and determination when Blair reported to his office. "Things are looking up, Colonel," he had said with a smile. "The Confederation has been making some very positive strides. The Kilrathi are on the run at Gardel and Morpheus . . ."


    True enough, except that the Terrans had lost three systems to new Kilrathi offensives at the same time, and in much more strategically vital sectors. And, of course, there was the loss of the Concordia.


    Blair fought back a shudder. He'd been wing commander aboard the Concordia for three years, until the Battle of Earth. If he hadn't taken that Kilrathi missile which left him grounded for six long months, Blair would have been on board when Concordia fought the rearguard action over Vespus: fought and died. Blair had been part of the survey crew that had discovered the carrier's broken hull lying half-submerged in the waters off the Mistral Coast.


    Concordia was gone, and so were the men and women who had served with Blair for so long, through so many battles. More casualties of the war. Statistics tallied up in news reports or concealed in the falsehoods of a Confed press release. But those people were more than mere statistics to Christopher Blair They had been more than comrades, more than friends . . . a family, united by the strongest possible bonds of shared dangers and difficult service far from home and loved ones.


    Blair closed his eyes, summoning up familiar faces. Iceman . . . Spirit . . Knight . . . Bossman . . . the list kept growing, year after year. Shipmates went to the firing line and died, and a fresh crop of kids from the Academy came in to replace them . . . to die in their turn. Sometimes it seemed as if the war had lost all point or purpose. Now it was nothing more than good people giving their lives fighting for some chunk of rock that wouldn't have deserved a second look before the war.


    Christopher Blair was tired: of fighting, of death, and of this endless war


    Fate had spared him while so many others died. Now Blair, certified to be ready to return to full active duty, had received his new assignment from Admiral Tolwyn's own hands. Wing commander once again . . . but wing commander aboard the Victory.


    As if reacting to his bitter thoughts, the monitor finally lit up with an external view from the shuttle's nose camera. Victory rode in free fall less than half a chick ahead. She was everything Blair expected (which wasn't much).


    She was a light carrier left over from a bygone era, designed nearly half a century before the beginning of the Kilrathi War. With most of the newest carriers in the Confederation fleet either lost in action or held in the Terran Defense Fleet, ships like the old Victory were becoming more common on the front lines. Perhaps, Blair reflected, that was why the Kilrathi seemed to have the edge these days.


    Even over this distance, it was plain she had seen better days. There were burn marks down one side of her hull, and deeper scars in her superstructure where battle damage had been crudely patched.


    One thing was certain . . . she was no Concordia.


    The monitor flickered off again. This shuttle was part of Victory's complement of small craft, and it was clear that non-essential systems were getting short shrift when maintenance schedules were being drawn up. The interior of the vessel was distinctly shabby, with faded paint, fraying flight couches, and missing access plates which revealed jury-rigged repair work. It suggested the low standards in play aboard Victory, but Blair planned to see things change once he took charge of the flight wing. Perhaps the crew of the battered old carrier did not care enough to do more than go through the motions, but if Blair had his way, that attitude would soon change.


    "Preparing for final docking approach," the computer voice announced quietly.


    An outdated ship and a crew that apparently didn't give a damn any more. If Concordia hadn't been able to stand against the Kilrathi, how could Victory be expected to even put up a fight?


    Blair had to ask himself, as the shuttle slowly maneuvered in toward the carriers flight deck, what this assignment really meant. Did Tolwyn expect him to knock the ship and crew into some kind of battle-ready shape? Or did the High Command consider that Blair and Victory deserved each other, two old warhorses who had outlived their usefulness put out to pasture?


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    The boarding ramp made a grinding noise as it swung down to touch the deck. Blair winced at the sound. His first view of the interior of his new home made him wince again. It was even shabbier than he had imagined. There was a distinct smell in the air; an odor of sweat, lubricants, burned insulation, and other unidentified unpleasant scents. Apparently, the air circulation systems were not capable of keeping the atmosphere fresh and clean.


    He slung his flight bag over his shoulder and started slowly down the ramp. Crewmen were drawn up in ranks in the huge open hangar area, most of them dressed in utility fatigues which had seen better days, Blair glanced at the end of the hangar where open space was visible beyond the faint glow of the force fields which kept the deck pressurized. He found himself hoping that they, at least, were maintained better than the rest of the ship. He pushed the thought away, trying to keep his feelings hidden from the crew.


    A knot of senior officers awaited him at the foot of the ramp, dominated by a broad-shouldered black man with graying hair and the four stripes of a Line Captain prominently displayed on his sleeve. He didn't give Blair time to study his surroundings further, but stepped forward to meet him.


    "Colonel Blair?" he said, smiling. "I'm William Eisen. Welcome aboard the Victory."


    Blair snapped off a quick salute which Eisen returned gravely. Theoretically, they were of equal rank — a Colonel in the Confederation Space Force and a Captain of the Line — but aboard any ship in space, the commanding officer, regardless of rank, was always the senior officer (even if he was a mere lieutenant entertaining a visitor of higher rank).


    The captain ended the salute by extending his hand. He had a firm grip that matched his proud bearing and an aura of quiet authority. "Allow me to present some of my senior officers, Colonel. This is Commander Ralgha nar Hhallas —"


    "Hobbes!" Blair exclaimed, as Eisen moved aside to give Blair a clear view of the officers. Ralgha nar Hhallas would have stood out in any human crowd, for he was a Kilrathi nobleman. Tall and bulky, he was humanoid in form but distinctly alien in feature, with a head too large and flat for a man. His body and face were covered with thick fur, and his eyes, ears, and fangs gave him a distinctly cat-like appearance. The Kilrathi were not cats, of course, but they had sprung from carnivore hunter stock with many feline traits, and their ways of thinking were even more alien to humankind than those of Earthly cats.


    Blair could hardly believe that more than ten years had passed since Lord Ralgha, a ship captain of the Imperial Kilrathi fleet, defected to the Terran Confederation. TCS Tiger's Claw was in the squadron which helped him carry out his defection, and Blair (a junior lieutenant) had worn polish still fresh on his flight wings. Ralgha moved from supplying information to Terran Intelligence to serving in the Space Force, and he had remained in Blair's squadron for a time before new assignments took them down separate paths.


    Many officers were reluctant to fly with a Kilrathi wingman, but Blair always found Ralgha cheerful, competent, and capable: a fine pilot and an excellent comrade. He was the one to bestow the nickname "Hobbes" on the renegade Kilrathi after encountering the name in an ancient piece of Terran folk art in a fellow pilots collection.


    "You know the Commander, then?" Eisen asked, raising an eyebrow.


    "Not with that rank," Blair said "Hobbes here is one of the best pilots who ever flew with the Flight Corps. What are you doing wearing that Line outfit? Getting too old to squeeze into a cockpit?"


    Ralgha bowed slightly. "It warms my heart to see you again Colonel," he said, his voice low and throaty with the odd intonation and slight accent Blair remembered well. "But I fear now is not the time to swap life stories."


    Blair grinned. "Still the stickler, eh, Hobbes? Well, we'll talk later."


    The Kilrathi bowed again.


    Eisen introduced the department heads and senior staff officers. They were no more than a blur of unfamiliar names and faces to Blair . . . but still he felt heartened to know that at least one old friend would be with him on this cruise.


    The captain concluded by introducing a fresh-faced young man wearing a lieutenant's insignia. "And this is Lieutenant Ted Rollins, Communications Officer."


    "And general dogsbody," Rollins grinned. "Sir."


    "I've assigned Mr. Rollins to extra duty, as your aide," Eisen continued, ignoring the lieutenants interjection. "At least until you get settled in and make staff arrangements of your own. I hope that will be agreeable with you, Colonel."


    Blair nodded. "That will be fine, sir. Thank you."


    "The lieutenant will show you to your quarters and help you get the lay of the land. I would appreciate you joining me in my Ready Room at . . . shall we say sixteen hundred hours, ships time? That will give you a few hours to get acclimated."


    "Sixteen hundred hours," Blair repeated. He glanced around the hangar again. Would any length of time be enough to get acclimated to this old rustbucket of a ship? "I'll be there, sir."


    "Very good. Dismissed." As Blair turned away, Eisen spoke again. "We're glad to have you aboard, Colonel."


    Blair wished he could have returned the sentiment, but he knew it would come out sounding bitter and ironic.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Command Ready Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    "Come in, Colonel. Come in. Have a seat."


    Blair glanced around the room, moving from the door to the chair Eisen gestured toward in front of the captain's desk. He noted that the tasteful if spartan decor and the well-kept atmosphere produced a startling contrast to most of what he had observed aboard the Victory.


    "So, Colonel, I trust Mr. Rollins has been seeing to your needs." The Captain stood, crossing to a counter at one end of the room. "Will you have something to drink? We picked up a load of New Samarkand vodka a few months back that has a kick like a Gratha's blasters."


    "Thank you, sir." Actually, Blair didn't particularly want a drink, but it was never wise to turn down a commanding officer's hospitality, especially not on the first day aboard.


    Eisen returned with two glasses and handed one to Blair. "A toast, then, Colonel. To Victory!"


    They touched their glasses and Blair took a cautious sip. "Is that the ship or the concept, sir?" he asked.


    "Both," Eisen said, sitting down. Thoughtfully Eisen added, "We're going to win this war, Colonel, and I think this old ship will play a large part in it before the shooting's over."


    Blair tried to keep his expression neutral. "I hope so, sir."


    The captain regarded him with a penetrating look. "I'll admit, Blair, she's no Concordia . . ."


    "Neither is the Concordia . . . any more." This time Blair didn't bother to hide his feelings.


    "It was a terrible loss," Eisen said. "It's never easy to lose so much. You have my sympathies." He paused, looking into his glass. "Nevertheless, you're here now, and I expect nothing less than complete dedication and loyalty from every officer and rating on board this ship."


    "You'll have mine, sir," Blair said quietly. "But if I may speak freely . . . ?"


    "Always, Colonel."


    "From what I've seen so far, you need a little less dedication and a lot more maintenance work from this crew."


    Eisen leaned forward. "I'll admit she doesn't look like much, Blair," he said solemnly. "We're shorthanded in every department, and age and too damn many battles have taken their toll . The old girl was slated for retirement over a decade ago, but they put her back on the line instead. Maybe she doesn't look as good as the big ships you've served on in the past, but that doesn't mean she's not able to do her job. And it's the crew, the men and women who work overtime day after day just to keep her up and running, who are responsible for keeping us on the firing line. That dedication makes all the difference, Colonel, and even if it doesn't extend to slapping on a fresh coat of paint or making sure the food dispensers in the Rec Room have a full stock of chicken soup every day, it still means something to me."


    Blair didn't answer right away. "I . . . take your point, sir," he said at last. "I'm sorry if I seem to be running down your command . . ."


    Eisen smiled easily. "I'm used to it by now, Colonel, believe me. She doesn't look like much, I'll grant you that. But I was communications officer on Victory's maiden voyage, my first assignment out of the Academy. I've been with her many times throughout my career, and I guess I'm just a little bit protective about the old girl after all."


    "I can understand that, sir. You can get . . . attached to a ship, over time." He was thinking of the old Tiger's Claw . . . and Concordia. "I'll admit I wasn't looking forward to this assignment when Admiral Tolwyn told me about it. But I'm feeling much better about it now."


    "My pep talk was that good?" Eisen asked with a grin.


    "That . . . and finding out you have Ralgha nar Hhallas aboard. He's one of the best."


    "Commander nar Hhallas? Yes, he's a good officer. He'll be my Exec this trip . . ."


    "Sir . . . with all due respect, that's a real waste of talent. Hobbes is a natural-born fighter pilot. Putting him in a Line slot . . . I think it's a mistake."


    "It was his own request, Colonel. I know his record, but . . ." Eisen trailed off, then shrugged. "Fact is, no one aboard will fly with a Kilrathi on his wing."


    "Fifteen years of loyal service and a string of combat kills as long as my arm doesn't count for anything?"


    The captain looked away. "Not with these people, Blair. Not after everything they've been through in this damned war. Anyway, he made the request for the good of the flight wing."


    "Well, I'm in command of the wing now," Blair said. "And I want him restored to flight status immediately, for the good of the wing." He paused. "Not that I would try to tell you how to run your ship, of course . . ."


    "Why not? Isn't that the accepted role of every wing commander in the fleet? You guys always felt the Line was nothing but a bunch of glorified taxi drivers." Eisen's smile faded quickly. "Look, Colonel, your loyalty is admirable, and I'll willingly transfer him back to flight, but the problem still remains — who would have a Kilrathi as a wingman?"


    "I'll fly with him," Blair said coldly. "Even if none of the others will. He's the best damned wingman I ever flew with, and I have a feeling we're going to need him if we're heading into a combat zone."


    "If you say so, Colonel," Eisen said, shrugging again. "But I think you're asking for trouble. Not that I'd tell you how to run your wing, of course . . ."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER II

    


    
      Wing Commander's Office, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    Blair's office was small, tucked between the Flight Control Center and one of the wing's four ready rooms. Aside from a desk with built-in computer links and a set of monitors, it was sparsely furnished. The only really noteworthy touch was the wall behind the desk: a single sheet of transplast revealing a view into the main hangar deck.


    As Blair entered, Rollins looked up from one of the desktop monitors. "Just setting your schedule, Colonel," he said, rising to give Blair the chair. "So, I take it you got the full pep talk from the Old Man, eh?"


    "Something like that," Blair said shortly. Rollins was young and eager to please, but there was an edge about him that made Blair uncomfortable. Rollins had a cynical air and a sharp tongue, and apparently felt free to say whatever he thought. Blair was a skeptic himself and often outspoken, but it seemed out of place coming from a kid fresh out of training.


    "Well, take heart, Colonel. we've still got an ample supply of hot water to shower away all the bull-shit."


    Blair fixed him with a long, penetrating stare. "Captain Eisen seems to genuinely believe in his ship . . . and in his crew. That's a good attitude for morale."


    "You haven't been monitoring the command traffic the way I have, sir," Rollins said. "If the Old Man told the crew half of what he knows, they'd jump sector in half a nanosec and never come back!"


    "Look, Lieutenant, I don't care what kind of paranoid fantasies you indulge in during your down-time," Blair told him harshly. "But I'd better not hear you sharing them with the rest of the crew. You read me, Mister?"


    "Yes, sir," Rollins replied stiffly. "But I wouldn't just ignore what's going on out there, Colonel. Maybe it's not just paranoia, you know? If you change your mind and decide you want the straight dope, you just come to old Radio Rollins." He paused. "Might save your life someday."


    "Yeah . . . and the Kilrathi might all become pacifist vegetarians overnight, too." Blair looked down at his desk. "I won't need you any more today, Rollins, so you can get back to your other duties. But on your way out, would you pass the word that I want to see Ralgha nar Hhallas? And whoever's my Exec, too, in that order. It's time I got this outfit properly frightened for the safety and comfort of their butts."


    "Aye, aye, sir," Rollins said.


    Blair's eyes followed the younger man as he left the office. It seemed ironic for Blair to be championing the establishment, given his own bitter feelings about the High Command and the state of the war in general, but he didn't have much choice. Private doubts were one thing, but doubts spread throughout the ship by someone in a position to leak classified information . . . that was an open invitation to disaster. One sour apple like Rollins could ruin the best of crews.


    He put aside his concerns and turned to work; punching up the computer files on Flight Wing Thirty-Six. They had been assigned to Victory for over a year now with operations mostly in secondary theaters and rear echelons. There were four combat squadrons in the wing plus a support squadron which operated Victory's contingent of shuttles, small boats, and other utility craft.


    Four squadrons . . . forty fighters, interceptors, and fighter-bombers. Red Squadron flew Arrow-class point-defense fighters designed to fly close escort for the carrier and other capital ships. Though limited in range and endurance, they were well-armed for their size. In a close combat situation, they'd be worth their weight in platinum.


    Blue Squadron flew space superiority fighters, Arrow-class interceptors. These had range, speed, and endurance for long patrol operations or sustained dogfights, but they were rather light when it came to arms and armor. Blair had flown Arrows before but never cared much for them. He liked a heavier ship, one with teeth, but still maneuverable enough to outfly as well as outfight an enemy.


    Heavy fighter-bombers constituted the complement of the Green Squadron. Using the F/A-76 Longbow-class attack craft, the squadron gave Victory real striking power for offensive operations. The Longbow had a reputation for being underpowered and clumsy, but it had a good combat record nonetheless. Blair never considered himself a bomber pilot and had only flown an F/A-76 in simulations.


    The Gold Squadron remained, based on the HF-66 Thunderbolt heavy fighter. Heavy fighters were used during offense and defense alike, with enough ordinance capacity to be pressed into service as bombers if the need arose. They still maintained the firepower and speed to be superb dogfighters. He was glad to see the Thunderbolts listed in the inventory. When the wing went into combat, Blair planned to be flying with Gold Squadron in the cockpit of one of those steady and reliable old fighters. He would have to reorganize the flight roster accordingly to accommodate Hobbes and himself . . . .


    As if on cue, there was a knock at the door. "Enter," Blair said, and the computer picked up the order, opening the door. It was Hobbes.


    Blair stood and met him halfway with one hand extended to grasp a large, stubby-fingered paw in a hearty handshake.


    "It is good to see you, old friend," Hobbes said. "You are looking fine and fit. Does this war, then, agree with you so much?"


    Blair chuckled. "Yeah, right, about as much as a pair of busted wing flaps on an atmospheric run." He stepped back, clasping the big Kilrathi renegade by the shoulders and looking him up and down. "Damn, it's good to see you, buddy. Nobody told me I'd find you aboard."


    "Nor did we ever expect to see the likes of Maverick Blair on the Victory, my friend," Ralgha responded. "You must admit, it is quite a change from Concordia and her kind."


    "Yeah . . . it is that." Blair said, looking away. "Come on, sit down. We've got some things to talk about."


    "Old times?" the Kilrathi asked, lowering himself carefully into a seat that had never been built with a Kilrathi's bulk in mind.


    "Nope. New ones. I've got good news for you, buddy. You're back on the flight roster, starting immediately, on the Gold Squadron — pushing a Thunderbolt."


    Ralgha hesitated. "But I requested —"


    "Yeah, Eisen told me. But just because you ran into a couple of bigots is no reason to sit on the sidelines now. We need you on the firing line, Hobbes. I need you. You'll be flying as my wingman, at least until I knock a few heads together and show these people the error of their ways."


    "Colonel . . ." Ralgha trailed off. "There are many brave and noble pilots on this ship, my friend."


    "When my ass is on the line, I want a wingman I can trust. And you're one of the damned few pilots I do trust, Hobbes. Like I said, I need you out there."


    "Then I shall try not to disappoint you, old friend."


    "I haven't had a chance to review the rosters yet," Blair said. "You rate as a Lieutenant Colonel in the Space Force. Do you know where that puts you in the chain of command?"


    "Now that you are with us, I will be number two," Ralgha answered solemnly.


    "My Exec?"


    The Kilrathi nodded gravely, the human gesture seeming out of place. "I believe that was the principal reason for the opposition to my presence," he said "Colonel Dulbrunin was the previous wing commander. He was killed in a battle just before I was transferred aboard, and I believe some of the other pilots were reluctant to serve with a Kilrathi as their commanding officer. Perhaps there will be fewer objections with you in command."


    "I'll guarantee that much. Anyone with objections will keep them to themselves or I'll move them to another wing."


    "Do not judge them too harshly. This has been a bitter conflict. It is difficult to avoid hatred between two such different species as yours and mine, and there are few who can learn to distinguish between allegiance and race when the differences are so plain to see."


    "You're too damned noble, Hobbes. That's the only thing about you I still can't deal with. I keep expecting you to act like a human being and have a hidden dark side, but if you've got one it never shows."


    "Humans, too, have hidden depths, for good or ill." Ralgha paused. "But there are better things to discuss than philosophy, such as old friends and comrades in arms. How is your mate, that fine pilot and comrade, Angel?"


    Blair looked away again, his smile fading. He had been trying not to think about Angel. "I don't know, Hobbes," he said reluctantly. "I haven't heard from her in months. She's been assigned to some damn covert op, and even Paladin's keeping quiet about it."


    "I . . . am sorry if I have stirred up bad feelings," Ralgha said. "But you know as well as I do that Angel can take care of herself. She will return to you in time, if the War God so wills it."


    "Yeah." Blair nodded, but the sinking feeling in his stomach would not go away. Jeannette Devereaux (callsign Angel) began with Blair aboard the old Tiger's Claw, first as a fellow pilot, then a friend, and then . . . more, much more. But when Blair was offered the wing commander's slot aboard the Concordia, Angel transferred to Brigadier General James Taggart's Covert Operations Division. Blair never understood or accepted the decision, prompted so she said, by her regard for Taggart (who had flown with them on the Tiger's Claw under the running name of Paladin). Covert Ops seemed such a complete departure for Angel, who was usually so cool and rational, so completely dedicated to the science rather than the emotions of warfare.


    But she joined Taggart's outfit, and though Blair continued to see her (when possible), they had drifted apart. Finally, just after the Battle of Earth and Blair's long confinement in the military hospital, she simply vanished. Paladin admitted she was on a mission when Blair confronted him, but nothing more. Covert Ops drew the most difficult and dangerous assignments in the Confed fleet. By now, she might well be dead . . . .


    Blair forced himself to put aside that bitter thought. "Look, Hobbes," he said slowly, "I don't want to cut this short. I'd like nothing better than to grab a couple of jugs of booze in the Rec Room and toast the old days with you, but I've got a pile of stuff to wade through before I can declare it quitting time."


    "I understand, my friend," Ralgha said, rising slowly. He gave Blair a slight bow, the Kilrathi gesture of respect. "When the Captain makes my transfer official, perhaps I can take up some of the burden as your Exec."


    "Tomorrow will do fine, Hobbes. And . . . thanks."


    The Kilrathi pilot had not even reached the door when there was another knock. Ralgha ushered in the newcomer as he left, leaving Blair face-to-face with a familiar figure, another reminder of missions past.


    The man had changed little over the years. He was a little heavier than Blair remembered him, and there was a touch of gray in his dark hair. But he still had the same air of brooding intensity and fire in his eyes.


    "Maniac Marshall," Blair said slowly. "So you managed to stay alive somehow. Who'd have guessed it?"


    "Colonel Blair." Major Todd Marshall looked anything but glad to see him, and the feeling was entirely mutual. Marshall was another of the old Tigers Claw hands. In fact, he and Blair had a history together. As classmates in the Academy, they had been rivals in everything from the flight competitions in their final year as midshipmen to gaining the attentions of a particular young lady.


    Marshall earned his running name in the Academy from his slapdash, hell-for-leather flying style. Always volatile and eager for glory, Maniac never fit in quite as well as Blair. He barely squeaked through graduation whereas Blair earned honors. While aboard Tiger's Claw, Marshall proved an unpopular wingman who was considered unreliable, even dangerous, by the rest of his squadron. He blamed Blair from the start for always managing to come out ahead in kills, awards, and promotions. Blair had been delighted when the two were posted in different ships after their tour aboard Tiger's Claw.


    Now Marshall was a major, and Blair was a colonel and the high command or some vengeful god of fate had thrown them together again.


    "It's been a long time, Major." Blair didn't bother to stand, but gestured toward the chair Hobbes had vacated. "Sit down and tell me what I can do for you."


    "Radio Rollins said you wanted to see your Exec," Marshall said as he took the chair. He smiled, but the expression held no warmth at all. "I guess that's me."


    "That was you," Blair said bluntly. "But I've just asked the Captain to restore Hobbes to flight status, and he outranks you, I'm afraid. He'll be Exec and double as CO of Gold Squadron."


    Marshall's face fell. "That damned kitty . . ." He stopped as he caught the look on Blair's face. "All right, all right. Can't go around maligning a fellow officer, and all that, right? But I never could understand what you saw in that cat, and that's the plain and simple truth."


    "That's simple enough. He's a wingman I can trust."


    Maniac gave a derisive snort. "Trust someone who'll kill his own kind? There's a great piece of command wisdom for you."


    "At least I've never known Hobbes to break formation on me the way you did at Gimle. I need to know that I can count on a wingman to back me up, and not go hunting for glory, then yell for help when he gets in too deep . . ." Blair shrugged. He had gone over this same speech with Maniac time and again, but it had never done any good. He didn't imagine the man was going to change now. "When it comes right down to it, Major, I can choose whoever I want as my wingman. That's one of the privileges of rank, you know."


    "Yeah," Marshall said, his tone hollow, bitter. "Yeah, those gold tracers on your collar look real sharp, Colonel Blair, sir. Bet you have to stay up pretty late at night to keep them polished so pretty.


    "No, I don't," Blair said coldly. "I assign majors to do it for me."


    "The difference in our rank, sir, is just a formality," Marshall said, standing up. "We both know who's the better man in the cockpit."


    "That's right. We both do. And that's what has been eating at you ever since the Academy, isn't it, Major?"


    Maniac's look was one of pure hatred. "Will there be anything else . . . sir? Or may I be dismissed?"


    "That's all, ' Blair said, turning away to look through the window into the hangar. He waited until the door slid shut behind Marshall, then he wearily sat down.


    Blair leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, trying to calm himself after the angry confrontation. He had wanted to sit down with the wing XO to get an idea of the unit's strengths and weaknesses in equipment personnel, and experience. But seeing Marshall after so many years had driven it all out of his mind, and he had let his personal feelings overcome his judgment. Maniac always had a talent for bringing out the worst in him.


    Blair turned back to his desktop computer and called up the wing's personnel files on his screen. He picked Marshall's records first. Studying them, he began to understand the man's belligerence a little better.


    He'd been the Exec under Colonel Dulbrunin with enough seniority to hope for a promotion to lieutenant colonel and to become Victory's wing commander. No doubt the arrival of Hobbes had been a blow. Blair was sure now that Marshall was behind the ill feelings toward the Kilrathi renegade, since Hobbes had snatched his chance at commanding the wing.


    Then Hobbes bowed out, and Blair arrived aboard to dash Marshall's hopes again. No wonder the man was feeling bitter . . . .


    Another detail caught his eye. Marshall was also the CO of Gold Squadron. Blair had decided to have Hobbes take over that command, too. It was one more blow to Maniac's fragile ego.


    He could reconsider the decision, of course, and let Marshall keep his squadron. But if Hobbes was going to be Blair's wingman, the two of them would have to fly with the same squadron, and Blair still felt more comfortable sticking with the heavy fighters in Gold Squadron. Should he reshuffle the roster to put Marshall in command of another squadron? Maniac certainly had the seniority, even if Blair doubted he had the temperament for squadron command.


    But which squadron could Maniac handle best? He was not suited to command bombers, and point defense work required a leader who could subordinate himself totally to the needs of the fleet. Marshall would probably be happiest in command of the interceptors of Blue Squadron, but Blair shuddered at the thought of putting Victory's crucial long-range strike fighters in Maniac's hands. Patrol duties would take Blue Squadron out of reach of higher authority, and it needed a man with a good head on his shoulders who knew when to fight when to break away, and when to get word of a distant contact with the enemy back to the carrier. No, Major Marshall wasn't really suitable for any other squadrons. Colonel Dulbrunin probably made the same decision when making his original assignments. The kind of utility combat work which heavy fighters drew was the sort of operation Maniac was least likely to knock off course if he lost his head in a fight.


    Well, that meant he would have to stay where he was, at least until Blair could see if age and experience had mellowed Maniac, at least in the cockpit if not in his dealings with others. The man would just have to accept flying under Blair and Hobbes.


    But Blair knew it would make a tough job much more difficult for all of them.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Officer's Quarters, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    Blair was studying his predecessor's logs on the monitor above his bunk when he heard a knock. "Enter," he said sitting up as the door opened to reveal Lieutenant Rollins.


    "Sorry to bother you so late, Colonel," Rollins said, "but we're boosting to the jump point, and the Comm Shack's been buzzing with last-minute incoming traffic all evening. I just got off shift."


    "We've got orders, then?"


    Rollins nodded. "Orsini System. It's been pretty quiet up until now, but the scuttlebutt has it the cats have been moving in lately. Guess we're supposed to make them feel safe or something."


    "Mmph." Blair stood up. "Okay, so we're jumping and you've been busy. Is there something you needed from me, Lieutenant?"


    "I . . . wanted to make sure you got this. It came in with some of the other message traffic. Rerouted from Confed HQ, for you." He handed Blair a holo cassette. "Er . . . here it is, sir."


    "You don't have to act so apologetic, man," Blair said realizing the cause of his embarrassed manner. "Comm officers see a lot of personal messages. I'm not going to bite off your head for reading my mail, Lieutenant."


    "Er . . . yes, sir. Thanks." Rollins left, still looking flustered.


    Blair set the cassette on the small table beside the bunk and touched the message stud. Letters formed in the air above the device, spelling out a message. The block of code numbers dated it to more than six months earlier, before the Battle of Earth. That was typical enough for messages that had to chase their intended recipients through space from one planet or one ship to another.


    
      PRIVATE CODED COMM RELAY TO:


      Colonel Christopher Blair


      Terran Confed Armed Forces


      TCS Concordia


      — REROUTED BY CONFED HQ TO


      — TCS Victory

    


    The words dissolved after a moment, and an image formed. It was Angel, still heart-stoppingly beautiful, looking out at him with the expression he remembered so well.


    "Hello, mon ami," she began, flashing her brightest smile. "I hope the fight goes well for you and all the others aboard Concordia. I have been given new orders to head up a mission, so I'm afraid we must be apart a little longer. Always remember je t'aime, je t'aime . . . I love you . . ."


    Blair stabbed at the switch, cutting the hologram off while tears stung his eyes. "Je t'aime, Angel," he said softly. "I love you, wherever you are . . . ."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER III

    


    
      Flight Control, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Orsini System

    


    "Now hear this, now hear this," the shipboard tannoy blared. "Prepare for Flight Operations. Flight Deck personnel to launch stations."


    Blair's stride was brisk and purposeful as he entered the Flight Control Center, his helmet under one arm. It was good to be back in his G suit again, even if the mission at hand was no more than a routine patrol. In his two weeks aboard the Victory, he had been unable to strap on a fighter once, but today he would finally get a chance to be free of a wing commander's console work and move among the stars where he truly belonged.


    Chief Technician Rachel Coriolis looked up from a computer display with a grin. He had met her only once, in a general meeting of the flight wing's support personnel, without time to exchange more than a few words. That was Blair's problem ever since he took command of the wing: plenty of work, reports, plans, forms, and requisitions to be filled out, but precious little chance to know the rest of the crew.


    Chief Coriolis was Gold Squadron's senior crew chief, and as such led the team of technical experts who maintained Thunderbolt 300, the fighter set aside for Blair's use. She was young — not yet thirty — and attractive, though her customary baggy coveralls and the inevitable layer of dirt and grime streaking her clothes and face tended to obscure her beauty. According to her personnel file, she was a competent technician with an excellent service record. Blair hoped she would live up to those reports.


    "Colonel," she said, straightening as he approached. "They say you're taking this patrol yourself. Your bird's just about ready."


    "Good," Blair responded.


    "Kinda strange seeing the big brass flying a routine patrol, though," she continued, apparently not affected by rank or seniority. "I don't think I ever saw Colonel Dulbrunin fly anything short of a full all-fighters magnum launch."


    "I'm not Dulbrunin," Blair told her. "I like to get a few hours of flight time as often as possible, so don't be surprised if you discover that my bird needs more servicing than you planned."


    She gave a nod in satisfaction. "Glad to hear it, skipper. Your predecessor knew how to fly a console well enough, a top-notch administrator. But I like pilots who fly the real thing. Know what I mean?" She cocked her head to one side. "Are you really taking on Hobbes as your wingman?"


    "You got a problem with that, Chief?" Blair growled.


    "No, sir," the technician said, shaking her head. "I say it's about jolly well time. That cat's one hell of a good pilot, and I'm glad to see him back on the roster."


    Blair studied her for a long moment, then gave an approving nod. "Glad to hear it, Chief," he said, warming to her. At least there was someone on the flight deck who appreciated Ralgha nar Hhallas. Her praise sounded sincere. Rachel Coriolis struck him as the kind of tech who judged a pilot on how he handled his fighter, not on superficial things like species or background. "So . . . give me a status report on my bird."


    Using a remote, she switched on a set of viewscreens filled with data readouts on the fighter. "Here she is one Thunderbolt; prepped, primed, locked, and loaded . . . and ready to kick some serious ass out there."


    Blair studied the data display for a few moments then gave an approving nod. "Looks good, Chief," he finally said. "What about the ordinance?"


    "All taken care of, skipper. The Captain downloaded the mission specs while you boys were finishing your briefing. I doped out the weapons requirements and loaded her. You're all set for this one.


    Blair frowned. "Better let me review the load, Chief," he said slowly.


    "Typical," she said, calling up the ordinance display on one of the monitors. "You flyboys just don't think anybody else knows what you're going to need out there."


    He checked the weapons mix, then reluctantly nodded. "Looks good enough," he admitted.


    "Maybe next time you'll trust your Auntie Rachel with the loadout, huh, skipper?" She gave him a quick smile. "I promise you, Colonel, I'll never disappoint you."


    "I'll bet you won't," he said. Blair took a last look at the fighter stats then turned toward the door. It was time to launch.


    "Good luck, skipper," the technician said, "and Godspeed."


    He left Flight Control and took the elevator to the next level down, emerging on the main hangar deck in the midst of a confusion of people and machines engaged in the familiar purposeful chaos of pre-launch operations. Hobbes was already there, with his helmet on but his faceplate open. "Fighters up, Colonel," he said seriously. "Ready to fly."


    "Then let's get out there," Blair responded, lifting his own helmet and settling it over his head carefully. His flight suit and gauntlets made the motion awkward, but Hobbes helped him get seated and dogged down. A pair of technicians bustled around guiding them toward the fighters resting side by side in their launch cradles.


    Blair climbed into the cockpit, his stomach churning the way it always did in anticipation of a launch, as techs supervised the final preparations, checked the seals on the cockpit canopy, removed external power and fuel feeds, studied readouts, and compared them with the incoming data from Flight Control. Blair ran through his own checklist.


    When all the lights on his panel glowed green, he nodded his head and lowered his faceplate into place. He switched his radio to the command channel. "Thunderbolt three-double-zero," he said. "Ready for launch."


    "Flight Control," Rachel's voice sounded in his ear. "Confirming, Thunderbolt three zero zero ready for launch."


    Blair's faceplate came alive with a Heads Up Display of the fighter's major systems. Seconds ticked away on a countdown clock in the lower left-hand corner of the HUD readout. The time seemed to drag into an eternity, but at last the readout flashed through the final few seconds. Blair took a firm grip on the steering yoke with one hand while the other rested on the engine throttles. Three . . . two . . . one . . .


    Blair rammed the throttles forward and felt the engines engage. "Thunderbolt three-double-zero, under power," he reported. Then he was free of the carrier, climbing outward into the star-studded depths of open space.


    A moment later Hobbes came on the line, his voice slightly distorted by the computer reconstruction of his encoded transmission. "Thunderbolt three-zero-one, under power."


    "Roger that, three hundred, three-o-one," the voice of Lieutenant Rollins rang loudly in his headphones. "Your mission designation is Snoop Flight, repeating Snoop Flight."


    "Confirming," Blair replied. "Snoop Leader, establishing flight coordinates now." As Hobbes added his own response, Blair tapped a key to check the autopilot's flight plan on the navcomp. A flight from Blue Squadron had detected signs of possible enemy activity on long-range sensors around three different coordinate points, but pursuant to standing orders had not investigated closely. Instead, they brought their information back to the Victory. Now Eisen wanted those potential trouble spots checked more thoroughly, with Gold Squadron's heavier Thunderbolts doing the scouting in case they ran into opposition.


    A routine patrol . . . except that Blair had long since learned that no mission was ever entirely routine.


    The two fighters flew in close formation, side by side, with a minimum of conversation passing back and forth between them or the carrier. The first of the three target areas were free of enemy ships, although some random space debris did show up on sensors to suggest what the first flight had detected. They remained in the area long enough to double-check all their sensor readings, then set course for the second navigation point on the flight plan.


    "Range to navpoint, eight thousand kilometers," Hobbes reported finally. "Switching to full-spectrum sensor sweep . . . now."


    "Confirmed," Blair replied tersely, activating his own sensor array. What seemed like extremely long seconds passed as the computer began to process the information pouring through the system. The tracking screen in the center of his control console lit up with a trio of red lights.


    "Fighters, fighters, fighters," Hobbes chanted over the tactical channel. "I read three fighters, bearing three-four-six by zero-one-one, range two thousand, closing."


    Blair checked his own target readouts. "Confirmed. Three bad guys, two of us. But I'll bet you they're only a little bit nervous at the odds!" He paused for a moment, studying the sensor data. "I read them as Dralthi-class, probably type fours."


    "Then they should offer only a mild challenge," Hobbes said. The Dralthi IV was a good craft, but classed as a medium fighter with less weaponry and lighter armor than the Terran Thunderbolt. "May I have the honor of the first engagement, Colonel?"


    Blair frowned. His instincts were at odds with what he could see on the screen. Something wasn't quite right . . . "Wait, Hobbes," he said. "I want to finish the scan."


    The sensors covered the whole volume around the Terran fighters to their extreme limits, but the computer was still crunching numbers and trying to extrapolate detailed information from their readings. There was a single, massive asteroid near the same bearing as the enemy fighters, yet closer and several degrees to port. An asteroid that size could hold a Kilrathi depot or advanced base, perhaps armed . . . .


    "Steer clear of that rock, Hobbes," he said, still frowning. "I don't like the looks of it. Let's keep in supporting distance until we see which way those boys are going to break."


    "Acknowledged," Ralgha responded. Blair thought he could detect a note of disappointment in the alien's voice.


    "Going to afterburners," Blair said, pushing the throttles into the red zone and feeling the press of acceleration on his chest. Hobbes stayed close, matching his course and speed.


    "They see us, Colonel," Ralgha reported a moment later.


    On Blair's targeting screen, he could see the three fighters breaking formation. It looked as if they were getting ready for a typical Kilrathi attack pattern, with individual ships hurling themselves into action in succession rather than attempting a coordinated assault. That was the legacy of their carnivore forebears: the instinct to fight as individual hunters and warriors rather than group together in a mass effort. Blair knew Hobbes was feeling the pull of that same age-old instinct, but he also knew his friend's rigid sense of duty and self-control, which would hold him in formation until he was released.


    The first Dralthi accelerated toward them, driving at maximum thrust. Over the open radio channel the enemy pilot screamed a challenge. "Die, hairless apes!" translated the communications computer. "Die as you live, without honor or value!"


    "I am no ape," Hobbes replied. "I am Ralgha nar Hhallas, and my honor is not to be questioned by a Kilra'hra like you!" Blair's wingman rolled left, opening fire on the Dralthi with blasters and a pair of anti-ship missiles.


    The lead Kilrathi fighter dodged and juked, eluding one of the missiles and increasing thrust as it turned onto a new heading angling away from Hobbes. The other missile scored a hit on shields already weakened by blaster fire, raising a cloud of debris amidships as the blast ripped into armor plating.


    Blair started to follow his comrade's course, ready to maintain a close formation and keep enemies off Ralgha's back. But he spotted motion on his sensor grid, and swore softly. "Damn it, the other two aren't sticking around to fight," he said.


    "Pursue them if you wish, my friend," Hobbes replied grimly. "I wish to finish this one."


    He hesitated a moment. Blair was a firm believer in the value of formation fighting and mutual support between wingmen, but the mission profile called for the Terran fighters to eliminate as many opponents as possible once an engagement began. The idea was to sweep each of the suspect areas clean and not to allow escaping Kilrathi to regroup or summon reinforcements to redeem an initial defeat. If those two broke off, there was no telling how many of their friends they would contact.


    Blair changed his vector to follow the two ships as they veered toward the shelter of the asteroid he had noted earlier. On their present heading, they would not pass close enough to pose any particular danger to either pursued or pursuer. If they could put the irregular lump of rock and ore between their ships and Blair's Thunderbolt, they might be able to confuse his sensors long enough to make their escape.


    On their present course they were opening the range separating them from the first Dralthi, which was running in the opposite direction with Hobbes close on the enemy fighter's tail. That was one less thing to worry about. Apparently the Kilrathi had no great interest in rescuing their comrade.


    Blair kept one eye on his fuel gauge and the other on the enemy ships. High-thrust operations burned fuel at a terrible rate, and the last thing he needed now was to use so much of his reserve that he wouldn't be able to make it home. Judging from the heat outputs of the two Dralthi, they were not using their full thrusters. They were probably already low on fuel, nearing the end of an extended patrol. That meant he could still close the gap and engage them . . . .


    Then the enemy exhaust plumes started burning hotter. The two craft suddenly began to swing around, their symbols changing quickly on his sensor readouts. They were turning, but not to run. This time they planned to attack.


    In the same moment, three more targets appeared on Blair's screens, closing from starboard.


    These, too, were Dralthi. Blair cursed. The new arrivals had been lurking in the lee of that asteroid, dangerously close to the huge rock. Evidently the Kilrathi picked up the first patrol flight and realized there would be a follow-up mission, so they organized an ambush. With Hobbes distracted by his one-on-one fight with the original attacker, the enemy squadron could concentrate on knocking Blair out of action while he was still unsupported.


    "Hobbes," he said urgently. "Talk to me, buddy. I've got five bandits surrounding me with damn little running room. Break off whatever you're doing and give me an assist."


    Blair was already reversing course as one of the Dralthi broke and plunged toward him. His fingers danced over the autopilot keyboard as he programmed the computer to begin random bursts of thrust at odd vectors to keep his opponent from getting a firm lock on the Thunderbolt. Then there was nothing more he could do except wait, jaw clenched, as he watched the Dralthi slowly close in. Soon the enemy pilot would be able to match his vector, and when that happened . . .


    He fired his maneuvering jets to execute a tumbling turn just as the Dralthi settled on the Terran fighter's tail. Suddenly, the Kilrathi ship filled his forward viewport, and Blair opened fire with his blasters in a quick succession of shots that burned power too quickly for the weapons generators to respond. His last shot was with a Dart unguided missile, the type pilots referred to as "dumb-fires." But even without a homing system, the missile wasn't likely to miss at this range.


    The missile barely left his ship before Blair's fighter was twisting again. He didn't see the missile punch through the weakened shields and detonate over the weakest armor, around the Dralthi's cockpit. But his sensors registered the blast, and Blair felt a momentary thrill as he realized he had scored a kill.


    But that still left four-to-one odds.


    He did not waste time. The other Kilrathi fighters were still out of range even though they were closing in fast. Blair reignited his afterburners and tried to put some distance between his fighter and the pursuers, but this time it was Blair who was concerned about his fuel supply. The four Dralthi were running flat out, apparently unconcerned about their reserves.


    "Talk to me, Hobbes," he said again. "Where the hell are you . . . ?"


    His answer was a blood-curdling, triumphant snarl that the computer translator utterly failed to interpret, and for an instant, Blair thought it was Ralgha's opponent proclaiming a triumph. Then he realized it was Hobbes, giving way to his instincts and emotions in the heat of battle and forgetting, for the moment, the thin veneer of Confederation culture that lay over his Kilrathi heritage.


    Then his rigid control seemed to clamp down again. "I have dispatched my opponent," he said stiffly, as if the earlier Kilrathi war-call had come from someone else entirely. "I am coming to your support now, my friend."


    "Make it soon, tall, dark, and furry," Blair said. "These guys want to put me in a trophy room."


    Another Dralthi was approaching, and once again Blair knew he must steer a fine line if he was going to fight. Every time he let himself be drawn into a dogfight, the other Kilrathi ships tightened the range a little bit more. At that rate, he would never be able to win. And sooner or later the odds would tell against him.


    This time he didn't wait for the other ship to get so close. Instead, he threw the Thunderbolt into a tight, high-G turn and opened fire as soon as his weapons came to bear. The Dralthi returned fire with a full spread of blaster bolts and missiles, and for all of Blair's attempts at dodging, they racked up three solid hits, scoring away more than half the armor on his port wing.


    Blair rolled away from the oncoming fighter, trying to keep his starboard side facing the Dralthi, but the Kilrathi pilot was a veteran who knew how to efficiently maneuver his craft. More blaster shots struck his weakened side in rapid succession, sapping his shields.


    But the attack carried the Dralthi past Blair's Thunderbolt, and for a few seconds the advantage went to the Terran. He slapped his weapon selector switch and called up a Javelin heat-seeker. Blair's fingers tightened around his steering yoke as he tried to line up the targeting reticule over the Kilrathi fighter on his HUD display. It was close . . . very close.


    The target indicator glowed red, and Blair fired blasters before releasing the missile. The Javelin locked onto the heat emissions from the Dralthi's engines and leapt outward. Seeing his danger, the Kilrathi pilot made a fast turn, attempting to get under the missile's sensor cone to confuse its on-board tracking system. Blair cursed as his board showed the missile losing its lock.


    His energy readout showed his guns hadn't finished recycling yet, but Blair took a calculated risk and switched power from the shields to the weaponry systems. Then, determined to keep his fighter in line with the rear of the Dralthi despite its twisting, turning maneuvers, the Terran opened fire again. The blasters tore through the weakened shields, the armor, and the entire rear section of the Dralthi, which erupted in gouts of flame and spinning metal. "Scratch two!" Blair called.


    Then Hobbes was beside Blair, firing a warning shot at long range to let the other three Kilrathi craft know the odds had changed. Almost immediately they veered away, charting new vectors, as if deciding against pressing the battle.


    "They are withdrawing," Hobbes said. "Do we pursue?"


    "I'm showing some pretty bad damage on the starboard side, and I'm down to one missile," Blair replied grimly. "What about you?"


    "The first foe put up a valiant struggle," the Kilrathi replied. "I fear my own missiles are exhausted, and I have forward and port-side armor damage."


    "Those guys are fresh," Blair said. "I don't know why they're giving up so easily, but I figure we'd better just count our blessings and head for home before they spring any more little surprises on us."


    "The Captain will not be pleased, I fear. It seems we have not carried out our mission."


    Blair didn't answer his wingman's comment directly. "Let's get these crates moving, buddy. Set course for home base, standard thrust."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER IV

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Orsini System

    


    Of all the evolutions carried out by a fighter on deep space service, a carrier landing was the most difficult and dangerous maneuver. Bringing a fighter in with battle damage was that much worse, especially when shipboard diagnostics could not pinpoint the full extent of the harm done by the enemy hits. Blair studied his readouts as he drifted in his assigned holding pattern, waiting for Hobbes to land. Half a dozen amber lights were vying for his attention in port-side systems, including thrusters, weapons mountings, and landing gear. Any one of them could fail if put under too much strain, and the results would be catastrophic not only for the fighter, but possibly for the carrier as well.


    Therefore, Hobbes was going in first. Once Rollins established the fact that Blair was uninjured and in no immediate danger, the communications officer waved him off. If Blair crashed and burned coming in, it wouldn't leave Hobbes stranded with a damaged flight deck and empty fuel tanks.


    So Blair waited-gloomy and brooding. His first trip off the carrier deck ended in defeat. He should have considered the possibility of more Kilrathi ships hiding near that asteroid, kept a tighter rein on Hobbes . . .


    Right now he was mostly surprised by their survival. The cats had surprised him twice today; once by springing the ambush, then by backing off when he and Hobbes were ripe for the picking. That seemed to be the only reason Blair and Hobbes were still alive, and that grim thought worried him. Was he finally losing his edge?


    He had witnessed this during years of war. A veteran pilot with an exemplary record would find his skills slipping away and his judgment calls evolving into errors. Such flyers would get sloppy and careless, and they did not live very long.


    Ever since the Battle of Earth, and especially after Concordia's loss, Blair found himself growing increasingly uncertain about the war and his role in it. Were his doubts starting to sap his cockpit performance? If that was true, maybe it was time to rethink his whole position. He could retreat into the purely administrative side of his job, as his predecessor had apparently done . . . or he could request a new assignment, even resign his commission and leave the war for a younger generation who still knew what they were fighting for and had the sharpened skills needed to carry on that fight.


    It was a tempting thought. But how could Blair drop out now? Wouldn't that be a betrayal of all his comrades who hadn't been so lucky? He wished he could talk to Angel. She always knew how to put everything into perspective.


    "Snoop Leader, you are clear for approach," Rollins said over his bitter reflections.


    "Roger," he acknowledged. Blair brought his full attention back to the problems of landing. Fighter and carrier had matched vectors and velocities precisely, and they were drifting less than a kilometer apart. Using minimum thruster power, Blair steered closer, lining up the flight deck with a practiced eye while watching the damage readouts for any sign of a sudden failure in a critical subsystem. A pilot like Maniac Marshall would have made a more dramatic approach, coming in under power and killing all his velocity in one last, well-timed braking thrust, but Blair wasn't taking any chances this time.


    The most critical moment of any carrier landing came at the end. Blair had to steer the Thunderbolt directly into the narrow tractor beam that would snag the fighter and guide it down to the flight deck and into the hangar area. A tiny error in judgment could cause him to miss the beam and plow into the ship's superstructure. Or he could hit the beam with the fighter in the wrong attitude and damage both Thunderbolt and flight deck.


    As the range in meters dropped steadily on the readout in the corner of his faceplate HUD, Blair held his breath and activated the landing gear control. A few seconds went by, and the amber damage light flickered, blinked. . . then went out. A green light nearby declared the wheels down and locked, but Blair raised a video view from the carrier deck and zoomed in for a close-up of the fighter's undercarriage, just to be sure. The blast burns and pockmarked hull plating made him wince, but the gear had deployed and the fighter looked as ready for a landing as it ever would be.


    He killed almost all of his momentum then, and the range countdown slowed. Then, abruptly, the fighter shuddered as the tractor beams took hold. Blair kept his hands poised over the throttles and the steering yoke, ready to apply thrust quickly in case the tractors failed and he had to abort. Slowly, carefully, painfully the fighter closed in, and the carrier's superstructure loomed large in the cockpit viewport.


    The wheels touched down evenly, and the fighter rolled freely along the deck, still pulled along by the tractor beams that held the Thunderbolt despite the absence of gravity. The force field at the end of the hangar deck cut off and the fighter glided smoothly into the depressurized compartment. A moment later Blair's craft rolled to a complete stop, and Blair gratefully relaxed and started the powering-down process.


    It took several minutes to repressurize the hangar deck. Blair was still running through his shutdown checklist when the overhead lights flashed red, signaling that the atmosphere was safe to breathe and that artificial gravity was about to be restored. Outside he saw technicians bracing themselves. Then the welcome sensation of weight gripped him again, gradually rising until the gravity was set at Earth-normal. Techs, some fully suited and others in shirtsleeves, swarmed on the deck around the fighter.


    The cockpit swung open. Blair unstrapped himself and stood slowly, stiff yet glad for the chance to move around again. After a moment, he clambered down the ladder built into the side of the Thunderbolt. "It's all yours, boys and girls," he told the technicians.


    Rachel Coriolis was there, her face creased in a frown. "Looks like you were nearly cat food, skipper," she commented. "You'd take a lot better care of them if you were the one that had to fix them up!"


    He shrugged, not really feeling up to a snappy comeback. "And maybe mechanics wouldn't grumble so much if they had to be on the firing line."


    "What, and give up all this glamour?" Her grin faded. "Captain wants you and Hobbes in his ready room for debriefing. And I don't think he's handing out any medals today. Know what I mean?"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Captain's Ready Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Orsini System

    


    "If this mission was any indication of your abilities, Colonel, then I must say that I wonder how you earned such a good reputation."


    Blair and Ralgha stood at rigid attention in front of the captain's desk, listening to Eisen's angry appraisal of their patrol mission. Victory's captain was plainly agitated, unable to sit still. He prowled the confines of the ready room like a caged beast, pausing from time to time to drive a point home to the two pilots. Neither of them had ventured a response to Eisen, and Blair for one agreed with most of what he had to say. The mission had been mishandled from start to finish, and as senior officer Blair bore the full blame for everything that had gone wrong.


    Eisen leaned heavily on his desk. "I expected better of both of you," he said, more quietly this time. "Especially you, Colonel. But maybe I'm just expecting too damned much. Maybe the Confed has just pulled off too many miracles in the past, and the miracles are starting to run out now." He looked up. "Well? Do either of you have anything to say?"


    "I screwed up, sir," Blair said softly. "Underestimated the Kilrathi and let the situation get out of hand instead of keeping a grip on . . . things." He looked at Hobbes. "I allowed myself to get separated from my wingman, and soaked up unacceptable damage in the process. That made it impossible to press the fight when we were able to hook up again, even though the enemy seemed unwilling to stand and fight."


    "And you, Ralgha?" Eisen asked. "Anything to add?"


    The Kilrathi renegade shook his head. "No, Captain, save that the Colonel fought with skill and honor."


    "Honor doesn't matter to me nearly as much as winning," Eisen commented, straightening up slowly, "but at least you both got back in one piece." He mustered a faint smile. "The Confederation needs every pilot it can muster, even a couple of senile old screw-ups like you."


    "Next time out, sir, I guarantee things will be different, Blair told him. "You can count on it."


    "I'll hold you to it," the captain said. "All right, lets move on. I want a heavier patrol dispatched as soon as possible. Draw up a flight plan for my approval. I suggest a minimum of four fighters this time, and maybe a backstop of four more in case the first team runs into trouble. We'll smoke the bastards out one way or another.


    "I'll get on it, sir," Blair said. "Hobbes and I will lead em . . .


    Eisen shook his head. "You know the regs. Except on magnum ops, you stick to the flight rotation schedule. You're the wing commander, Colonel, and you can't start trying to jump on board every op. That will burn you out, and that's the last thing we need right now."


    Reluctantly, Blair nodded in acceptance. "As you wish, Captain," he said slowly


    "All right, then. You're both dismissed."


    Outside the ready room, Ralgha reached out and halted Blair with one massive paw. "I am very sorry, my friend," he said gravely. "I let you down out there today. And yet you were willing to accept the blame from Captain Eisen that should have been directed at me."


    Blair shook his head. "Sure as hell wasn't all your fault," he told the Kilrathi. "I should have been ready for the bastards."


    "Nevertheless, I failed you. That insolent peasant and his challenge . . . I should never have allowed myself to be drawn into fighting him, leaving you to face the others alone." Ralgha paused. "Did it seem to you, my friend, that the enemy behavior was out of character?"


    "How so?" Blair asked. He, too, had wondered about the way the trap unfolded, but he was especially interested in whatever observations Hobbes might share. After all, Ralgha nar Hhallas was the closest thing to a genuine expert on Kilrathi psychology aboard the Victory.


    "In the beginning, it seemed to me they were intending to fly a traditional attack plan. There was no good reason to launch that first attack if their aim was to draw us into an ambush. It was only after I was engaged that the others broke off and attempted to draw you into their trap. Could it be that the Empire has a particular interest in you?"


    "In me? How —"


    "You can be assured that the Empire has sources of information within the Confederation, agents who could have identified your new assignment to this ship. Spies are remarkably easy to plant, particularly when the Empire has many human slaves to recruit."


    "You really think a human would spy for the Kilrathi?" Blair asked. "And that the Empire would rely on a human slave to work in the Imperial interest out of reach of the nerve lash?"


    "There are always a few who betray willingly, my friend. Their honor is less strong than their ambition or greed. And Imperial Intelligence does have techniques for guaranteeing cooperation from even the unwilling: personality overlays, deep conditioning . . . many things. There are surely spies reporting to Kilrah. And with your record and reputation, it is possible that the Emperor or his grandson has singled you out as a human leader to be terminated. War is far more personal with my people than with yours, and it would be a great triumph to eliminate a wing commander of your stature in battle."


    "So you think the ambush was planned? That would mean there is an agent aboard this ship . . ."


    "Not necessarily," Ralgha said slowly. "We know the Empire can monitor some of our ship-to-ship transmissions. I used your rank several times during radio messages, and if that information was joined with knowledge of your assignment to the Victory and of Confed troop movements . . . . I merely feel you should consider the possibility. The trap may well have been prepared in hopes of your arrival, but it was not set in motion until the battle had already begun."


    Blair shrugged. "Maybe you're right. But on the other hand, if I had been in command of that Kilrathi flight, I would have done my best to divide and conquer, just the way they did; no matter who blundered into the trap." He paused. "Fact is, it looked more to me like they were damned interested in you."


    "In me? It was only that first kilra'hra who dared challenge me."


    "That's my point," Blair said. "He charged in looking for hairless apes, and it was only when you identified yourself that all hell started breaking loose. And when you finished the first guy off and hooked back up with me, the other guys got pretty shy all of a sudden."


    "Are you coming to doubt me, my friend?" Ralgha asked.


    "You know better than that. I'm just curious, that's all." Blair studied his friend's alien features. "Maybe it's you they are afraid of. Your reputation has to be at least as big as mine, after all these years. Maybe bigger where the Empire's concerned. A renegade noble turned Confed fighter pilot . . . I could see a few Kilrathi getting nervous if they ran into you during a fight."


    The Kilrathi gave a rumbling chuckle. "That, my friend, sounds unlikely. I am a disgrace among my people. I am nothing. It is only to a good friend like you that my poor life means anything at all." Ralgha looked away for a moment, a surprisingly human mannerism. "Although I must say, it certainly felt good to be out there again. My gratitude for your trust and support of me is endless."


    "Forget it, buddy," Blair told him. "You're back where you belong now."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Orsini System

    


    The victory party was in full swing when the lift deposited Blair outside the recreation hall set aside for use by the flight wing. He paused in the corridor, reluctant to go inside. After all, they were celebrating a successful op that had made good the mistakes he and Hobbes made the first time out, and Blair didn't much care to be reminded of that fact tonight. But as wing commander, he had a duty to his outfit, and part of that duty was to show his support for them in success and failure alike, even when it left a bitter taste in his mouth.


    He squared his shoulders and opened the rec room door.


    The noise was almost overpowering at first, with the blare of music competing for dominance with the babble of conversation, laughs, and cheers coming from a cluster of men and women around the flight simulator in one corner of the compartment. Blair stopped just inside scanning the room. Gradually some of the noise died away as pilots became aware of his presence.


    "See, the conquering hero comes!" Maniac Marshall proclaimed loudly. The half-empty glass in his hand and the slur in his voice made it clear he was well under way with his own celebration of the successful afternoon's battle. The major had a female crew member with comm department shoulder tabs backed into a corner, but as he turned toward Blair, she quickly slipped away to join the spectators by the flight simulators, looking relieved.


    "So," Marshall went on. "Come to join the victory party, is it, Colonel? Guess you have to find them wherever you can, huh? When you can't manage to earn one, that is."


    That provoked a few nervous laughs. Luckily, one of the pilots approached Maniac with a pitcher of beer, offering him a refill. Marshall held out his glass unsteadily and let her fill it for him. In the comparative quiet that followed, Blair took a step forward and cleared his throat. "I just wanted to drop by and congratulate Gold Squadron for a job well done today," he said loudly. "I'm sure there's nobody as proud of you people tonight as I am."


    "Damn straight," Maniac interrupted. "Not just ten Kilrathi fighters — two of them killed by yours truly — but also a cap ship. And a supply depot hidden inside that asteroid. All cleared out courtesy of Maniac Marshall and the Gold Squadron . . . with an able assist by those two brilliant scouts, Wrong-Way Blair and the King of the Kitty Litter! What would we do without them, huh?"


    Blair fought down a flash of anger. Marshall was drunk and offensive, but he was entitled to a little boasting. The major had led three other fighters to probe the same region where Blair and Hobbes had run into trouble, and flushed out a nest of Kilrathi fighters and a light cruiser that had moved in after the first battle. According to all reports, Marshall had done a decent job of keeping his command together while awaiting the back-up flight's arrival. They accounted for ten Dralthi and managed to knock out the capital ship as well. Although some of the Thunderbolts were heavily damaged, none had been destroyed. All in all it had been an excellent job.


    "Captain Eisen asked me to let you know that the drinks tonight are being charged to the shipboard recreation fund," Blair went on as if Marshall hadn't spoken. Usually, drinks were paid for by the individual officers and crewmen, with their cost charged against shipboard pay accounts. But this was a special occasion — the first triumph of Victory's new tour of duty. "So enjoy yourselves while you can. You'll be back on the flight line soon enough!"


    That brought cheers from everyone. Most of the flight wing's personnel were in the rec room for the party, except for pilots and technicians who had duty tonight or first thing in the morning. There were also a fair number of people from other carrier departments. Blair saw Lieutenant Rollins at the bar, deep in conversation with a pretty redhead from Blue Squadron.


    He looked around the room again and noticed a woman sitting alone at one of the tables, her eyes resting on him with a coldly intense expression. He recognized her from the Wing's personnel files: Lieutenant Laurel Buckley (callsign Cobra), a member of Gold Squadron. That was all he knew about her since her family and background records were sketchy. She consistently received high marks in Colonel Dulbrunin's quarterly evaluations in her file, but beyond that she was a mystery.


    The door opened behind Blair. He glanced over his shoulder and smiled at Ralgha, receiving a slight bow in response before the Kilrathi moved on toward the bar.


    "Hey, Hobbes," a new voice cut over the chatter that filled the room. "How about going a round with me, huh? Bet you a week's pay on one hand."


    The Kilrathi shook his head gravely. "Thank you, no," he said, turning to the bartender to order a drink.


    Blair studied the man who had hailed his friend. He was seated nearby, a Chinese flight lieutenant who looked about thirty standard years old until you saw the age in his eyes. The man caught Blair's look and flashed him a lazy grin, holding up a deck of cards in one hand.


    "What about you, Colonel?" he asked, riffling the cards expertly. "Want to play a hand? Since you're the new boy in town, I'll let you call the game."


    "I think I'll keep my money if it's all the same to you," Blair said, sitting down. The man was another pilot from Gold Squadron, and from all appearances didn't have any problem serving with Hobbes. That recommended him to Blair right away. "I learned a long, long time ago never to play cards with the shipboard shark."


    "Well, it's a free Confed." The lieutenant put down the cards and stuck out a hand. "I'm Vagabond. A belated welcome aboard's in order, I guess. Or would condolences for your little scrap this morning be more appropriate?"


    "Not much for protocol, are you?" Blair said, taking the proffered hand in his. "Do you always go by your callsign or do you just have something against the name Winston Chang?"


    He shrugged. "Formalities tend to be forgotten when you spend most of your time just trying to survive, wouldn't you say?" He smiled, lifted his drink, and took a sip. "What little spare time we have should not be wasted on practicing salutes and mastering the intricacies of military make-work."


    Blair looked him over, liking the man despite Chang's irreverent manner, or maybe because of it. "With that attitude, I'm surprised you've been able to adapt to the military life at all."


    Vagabond shrugged again. "I've always felt that the military should learn how to adapt to me, Colonel," he said with another grin. "After all, I'm a genuine high-flying hero type, with pilot's wings and everything!"


    Blair was about to make a sarcastic reply when his attention was drawn to Hobbes. The Kilrathi had finished his drink in silence and turned from the bar, heading for the door again, probably uncomfortable in the crowd of humans. Ralgha, a Kilrathi noble before his defection, never relinquished his aversion to large groups and noisy surroundings, especially when they involved non-Kilrathi gatherings. It was one of the reasons people found him so aloof and seemingly unfriendly, but it was nearly as much a matter of carnivore instinct as of aristocratic breeding.


    As he approached the exit he brushed against the woman Blair had seen watching him earlier, Lieutenant Buckley. She reached the door just before Hobbes and stopped to listen to someone. Hobbes barely touched her, but she spun quickly to confront him with an angry expression which marred her attractive features. "Don't touch me!" she grated. "Don't ever touch me, you goddamned furball!"


    Ralgha recoiled from her as if stricken, started to speak, then seemed to think better of it. Instead he gave one of his bows and circled cautiously around her. She glared at him until the door closed behind him.


    "Excuse me, Lieutenant," Blair said, suppressing the anger welling inside him. "I have . . . a matter that needs to be attended."


    Chang looked from Blair to Buckley and back again, his smile gone. "I understand," he said with a nod. "But I hope you'll keep something in mind, Colonel. We've got a lot of good people on this ship. Even the ones who may not fit in with your idea of . . . decorum."


    Blair stood up and crossed to the door. Buckley was still standing nearby, flushed and angry. He took her elbow and pointed toward the door. "Time we had a little talk, Lieutenant," he said quietly. "Outside."


    She let him lead her into the corridor. When the door closed and the party sounds were no longer heard, they faced each other for a long moment in silence.


    "Want to tell me what that little outburst was all about, Lieutenant?" Blair asked.


    Buckley fixed him with an angry stare. "Ain't much to say, Colonel," she said, managing to make the rank sound more like a swear word. "You insisted on flying with it, and even after it let you down you'll probably still take its part. Doesn't leave much scope for conversation, does it?"


    "Lieutenant Colonel Ralgha nar Hhallas is a superior officer, Lieutenant," Blair said sharply. "You will refer to him with respect. I will not have one of my officers treating another member of the wing with such blatant bigotry and hatred. Some day you might have to fly on his wing, and when that happens . . ."


    "That won't happen, Colonel," she said stiffly. "I can't fly with . . . him, and if you order it, I will resign my commission on the spot. That's all there is to it."


    "I should take you up on that resignation right now, Lieutenant," Blair said. "But you're a good pilot, and we need all the good pilots we can get. I'd rather work this thing out. If you'd just give Hobbes a chance —"


    "You don't want me flying with him, sir," she said. "Because I won't defend him in a fight. Better we go our separate ways . . . one way or another."


    "Why? What's he ever done to you?"


    "He's Kilrathi," she said harshly. "That's enough. And there's nothing you can do to change the way I feel."


    "I . . . see." Blair studied her face. It was a bad idea to let something like this simmer inside the wing, but he wasn't willing to force a confrontation. Not yet, at least. "I'll try to keep the two of you apart for the moment, Lieutenant, but I expect you to behave like a Confed officer and not a spoiled brat. Do you understand me?"


    "I wasn't asking for special favors, sir," she said, shrugging. "Just thought you should know how things stand."


    "Just so you know where you stand, Lieutenant," he said softly. "If I have to pick between the two of you, I'll pick Hobbes every time. I'd trust him with my life."


    She gave him a chilly smile. "That, Colonel, is your mistake to make."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER V

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Orsini System

    


    The rec room was much quieter tonight than the night of the party and considerably less crowded. Blair finished another long shift of poring over reports and requisitions. He decided that a quick drink and a few moments of simply sitting alone, perhaps watching the stars through the compartment's viewport, would help him get over the feeling of confinement and constriction which plagued him more and more lately. As he walked briskly through the door, he was hoping for some solitude. He wanted to forget, just for a few minutes, that he had anything to do with Victory, or the flight wing . . . or the war.


    But the impulse for solitude left him when he spotted Rachel Coriolis at a table near the bar, viewing a holocassette that seemed to be displaying schematics of a fighter Blair didn't immediately recognize. The Chief tech was one of the few people on board he felt comfortable around, and he was certain she would know more than what information appeared in his official files: real stories of some of his pilots and their backgrounds. After the incident with Cobra Buckley the week before, Blair was still in the dark about the woman's attitudes, and so far he hadn't been able to find any answers.


    He stopped at the bar and ordered a glass of Tamayoan fire wine, then walked over to Rachel's table. She looked up as he approached, giving him a welcoming smile. "Hello, Colonel, slumming with the troops today? Pull up a chair, if you don't mind being seen with one of us lowly techie types."


    "Thanks, Chief," he said. He sat down across the table from her and studied the holographic schematics for a moment. "Don't think I recognize that design."


    "One of the new Excaliburs," she said, her voice tinged with excitement. "Isn't she a beauty? Heavy fighter with more guns and armor than a Thunderbolt, but increased maneuverability to go with it. And I've heard a rumor they're going to be mounted with a sensor cloak, so the little darlings can sneak right past a Kilrathi defensive perimeter and nail the hairballs at close range!"


    "Don't they classify that stuff any more?" Blair asked with a smile.


    She gave an unladylike snort. "Get real, skipper. Maybe you flyboys don't hear anything until it gets declassified, but the techs have a network that reaches damn near everywhere. We know what's coming off the line before the brass does . . . and usually have all the design flaws spotted up front, too."


    Blair chuckled. "Well, I hope your techs don't decide to turn on the rest of us. I doubt we'd last long if you did. You like your job, don't you, Chief?"


    She switched off the hologram. "Yeah. I always liked working with machines and computers. An engine part either works or it doesn't. No gray areas. No double talk"


    "Machines don't lie," Blair said, nodding.


    "Not the way people do. And even when something's wrong with a machine, you always know just where the problem is."


    Blair didn't say anything for a few minutes. Finally he looked her in the eye. "I've got a people problem right now, Chief. I was wondering if you could help me with it."


    "It ain't what I'm paid for," she told him, "and my free advice is worth everything you spend for it. But I'll take a shot if you want."


    "Lieutenant Buckley. What can you tell me about her? The straight dope, not the official file."


    She looked down at the table. "I heard about her little blowup with Hobbes last week. Can't say anybody was surprised, though. She's never made any big secret out of the way she feels about the Kilrathi."


    "What I want to know is why? I've been in the Navy for better than fifteen years, Chief I've been in all kinds of crews, seen all kinds of shipmates and their hangups. But I never met anybody so single-minded about the Kilrathi before. I mean, Maniac's got good reason to resent Hobbes personally . . . but with Cobra, we're talking blind hatred. She won't even give him a chance."


    "Yeah. Look, I don't know the whole story, so don't take this as gospel." The tech leaned closer over the table and lowered her voice. "Right after she came on board a buddy of mine from the old Hermes pointed her out to me. She served there a year before she transferred here . . . her first assignment."


    "I was curious about that in her file," Blair commented. "She seems older than that. I'd have put her at thirty or so . . ."


    "That's about right," Rachel told him. "She got a late start. My friend told me that the story on Cobra was that she'd been a Kilrathi slave for ten years before the Marines rescued her from a labor camp. She spent some more time in reeducation, then joined up. She won top honors piloting, and just cut through everything with this single-minded determination. I think sometimes that the only thing holding Cobra's life together is the hate she has for the Kilrathi. And I can't really say I blame her.


    Blair nodded slowly. "Maybe I can't, either," he said slowly. "I can't even begin to imagine what it would be like to grow up a Kilrathi slave. She must have been taken as a kid, raised to think of her own race as animals . . ."


    "So it's no wonder she can't stomach Hobbes," the tech said bluntly. "You and I know he's okay, but to her he just represents everything she grew up hating and fearing." Rachel took a sip from her drink. "So cut her some slack, Colonel. If you really want to fix the problem, that is."


    "I do," he said quietly. "But there are limits, you know. I sympathize with her, but sometimes you just can't bend things far enough in the Service to make all the square pegs fit."


    "That's why I'd rather work with machines," she told him. "Sooner or later, people just screw up the works."


    "Maybe you're being too hard on people," he said. "Some of us are okay when you get to know us."


    She looked him up and down with a slow smile. "They need to pass inspection, same as anything else." She stood up, collected the holocassette, then tucked it into a pocket of her baggy coveralls. "I got certain hours for that kind of quality control work, of course."


    Blair returned her smile, warming to her. "You keep that schedule posted somewhere, Chief?"


    "Only for a select few, Colonel," she told him. "The ones with the best schematics."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Ready Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Tamayo System

    


    "I hope you're not expecting anything too exciting, Blair. This is probably just another milk run, from the looks of it. At least that's what we're hoping for."


    Blair studied Eisen's face, trying to locate a hint of sarcasm in his expression. Since Gold Squadron's triumph over the Kilrathi cruiser and its escort, enemy activity in the Orsini system had virtually disappeared, and Victory had jumped to the Tamayo system, where they had been carrying out a seemingly endless string of routine patrols. Blair and Hobbes took their turn on the duty schedule along with the rest of the wing, but so far there was no further combat. The only excitement since the first big clash came when a pair of interceptors from Blue Squadron tangled with four light Kilrathi fighters, sending them running in short order.


    Eisen was right about the missions to date being milk runs, but was there something more behind his comment? Meaning that was all Blair could handle, perhaps? His impassive face gave away nothing as he called up a holographic mission plan for Blair and Ralgha to study.


    "The cats —" Eisen broke off, shooting a look at Hobbes. "The Kilrathi have been steering clear of the Victory, but they sent a couple of squadrons of raiders to work the edges of the system, near the jump point to Locanda. In the past week, they've picked off three transports outbound for the Locanda colony while we've come up empty."


    Blair frowned. "I was posted in that system once, a few years back. There's not a hell of a lot there. I'm surprised we sent three transports that way in one week."


    The captain didn't reply right away. Finally he gave a I shrug. "Some of our intelligence sources in the Empire received word that the enemy is planning a move against the Locanda System. Confed's been pumping resources that way to try to catch them unprepared. Apparently the main reason they are hanging around is to harass our supply lines." He looked from Blair to Hobbes, then back to Blair again. "Needless to say, that information stays in this room.


    "Yes, sir," Blair said. Ralgha nodded assent.


    "Right, then. Another transport is set to make a run today, but this time we're sending an escort. We want to see if we can break this little blockade of their's once and for all, then open the pipeline into Locanda again. Your job is to provide the escort and be ready for trouble. Like I said, with luck, they will miss this one. But if the bad guys return, we want that transport covered. Understood?"


    "Aye, aye, sir," Blair replied formally.


    "Good. Let's cover the details . . ."


    It took a good ten minutes to go over the specifics of the mission, establishing rendezvous coordinates and other details. When it was all over, Blair and Hobbes stood. "We're ready, Captain," Blair said. "Come on, Hobbes, let's get saddled up."


    "A moment more, Colonel, if you please," Eisen said, holding up a hand. He shot Ralgha a look. "In private."


    "I will see you on the flight deck, Colonel," Hobbes said. The Kilrathi seemed calm and imperturbable as ever, but Blair thought he could detect a note of concern in his friend's tone.


    Blair sat back down as the Kilrathi left the room. "What can I do for you, sir?"


    "Colonel, I'd like to discuss your attitude," Eisen said as soon as the door had closed behind Hobbes. He sounded angry. "Seems to me you're under the impression that you're too good to mix with the rest of the pilots."


    "I'm not sure I understand, Captain," Blair said slowly. "I've been getting to know them . . ."


    "But in three weeks aboard this tub, the only wingman you've flown with is Hobbes." Eisen cut his attempted protest off. "I know he's your friend, and I know there's still some bad feelings among some of the others about working with him, but it isn't helping morale by you refusing to pair with anybody else. I know Chang would fly with him, and probably one or two of the others as well, so you could at least trade off now and then."


    "Sir, with all due respect, that isn't your decision to make," Blair told him quietly. "You are CO of this ship, but the flight wing is my bailiwick. Mine alone. I run the wing my way. A pilot has to be able to trust his wingman, feeling complete total confidence in him, which is exactly the way I feel about Hobbes. I choose to fly with him."


    "Even though he let you down your first time out?"


    "Sir?" Blair had been careful to keep the details of the first patrol ambiguous in his official report.


    "Come on, Colonel, you know the networks. Even the CO hears some things, no matter how much everybody works to cover them. Hobbes hared off after an enemy fighter and left you in the lurch when they jumped you.


    "I don't blame him, sir. The whole situation just sort of . . . developed."


    "Well, it's pretty difficult to see how you can continue to have confidence in Hobbes after that mess, no matter how much you close your eyes to it. And there's another point here, Blair. By saying how much you trust Hobbes, you're implying that you don't have any faith in the, others. I don't like that. It's bad for morale — not just in your precious flight wing, but involving the entire ship. I won't stand for anything that hampers the performance of Victory or her crew." Eisen studied him for a few seconds. "Do you have a problem with the rest of the wing?"


    "Sir, I just don't know them well enough yet," Blair said. "The only one I do know is Marshall, and quite frankly I wouldn't fly with him if he was the only pilot on this ship. He's a menace who should have had his wings taken away a long time ago."


    Eisen looked thoughtful, but didn't speak.


    "As for the others," Blair went on. "Lieutenant Buckley has a good record, but I'm not sure her head's screwed on straight. Chang seems like a nice guy, but undisciplined and unpredictable. The others . . . I'm still finding out about them. They are accustomed to each other, and they're already paired into some pretty good teams. I don't think it is wise to rock the boat until I've got a better handle on how they perform."


    "How will you find anything out about them if you don't fly with them?"


    "Every time they go out the launch tubes, I follow the mission from Flight Control, Captain. Believe me, I'm starting to get a pretty good idea of how they fly . . . and how they think. I'll start rotating the roster when I'm ready . . . and not before then."


    "Well, I strongly suggest you speed up the process a bit, Colonel," Eisen said. "Get to know them and start flying with them. If you don't, I think you're going to have a serious morale problem. Is that clear?"


    "As a bell, sir."


    "Then you're dismissed." Eisen hesitated a moment. "And . . . good luck out there today, Colonel."


    "Thank you, sir." Blair stood and gave Eisen a quick salute, then left the ready room. As he rode down the elevator to the Flight Deck, he reviewed in his mind everything the captain said. By the time the doors slid open, he was seething inside.


    Someone plainly ran to Eisen behind his back, carrying tales, and hinting that Blair was unfit. Blair was sure he knew just who it was.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Wing Commander's Office, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Tamayo System

    


    A knock on the door made Blair look up from his computer terminal. "Enter," he said.


    "You wanted to see me, Colonel?" It was Maniac Marshall, wearing a flight suit and carrying his colorfully painted helmet under one arm. "I'm up for a patrol in fifteen minutes, so this'd better be quick."


    "It will be, Marshall," Blair said coldly.


    The major started to sit, but Blair fixed him with an angry stare. "I didn't give you permission to make yourself at home, Mister," he told the pilot. "You're at attention."


    Marshall hesitated a moment, then straightened up. "Yes, sir, Colonel, sir," he responded.


    "I have a little job for you, Major," Blair said, his voice low and dangerous. "This morning, before my escort run with Hobbes, Captain Eisen chatted with me about this unit's morale. He seemed to feel that I was not inspiring confidence and good feeling among my people here.


    Marshall didn't respond. There was a long silence before Blair continued. "From some of the things he said, I suspect that someone in the wing has been going behind my back to him, carrying all sorts of complaints about the way I choose to run things. Needless to say, Major, I regard this as a very serious breach of protocol. Members of a flight wing do not go outside the chain of command with their petty jealousies and personal problems, and I intend to have no repetitions of this little incident. Therefore, Major, I'm putting you in charge of reporting any further violations of military procedure in the wing to me. If it comes to my attention that there have been additional incidents of wing personnel going outside the chain of command this way, I'll hold you responsible. Do I make myself clear, Major?"


    "Crystal clear," Marshall said, enunciating each syllable precisely. After a long pause he added, "Sir."


    "Very good, Major," Blair said. "I won't keep you from your patrol any longer. You're dismissed."


    He leaned back in his chair as Marshall left the office, feeling some of the anger and tension draining from him. Blair was convinced from the very beginning that Marshall was the one who had been complaining to Eisen, but of course he had no proof. This put Maniac on notice without requiring any actual accusations.


    The confrontation alleviated some of the frustrations of the morning operation. He and Hobbes had escorted the transport to the jump point without any sign of an enemy fighter. The return trip proved equally peaceful. That was good, in one sense, but it was beginning to seem as if he would never get a chance to compensate for their first unsuccessful mission. It was even more unnerving to discover that raiders had hit another ship leaving the Locanda System at the same jump point just an hour after Blair and Hobbes returned to the Victory.


    The whole situation gave him pause for thought. He could not help mulling over the conversation with Hobbes after their first battle and the Kilrathi's speculations about the possibility of an intelligence breach. Could someone be feeding details of Confed ship movements to the enemy? And, if so, was there some specific reason why he and Hobbes might be singled out for special attention? Blair was still struck by the fact that the Kilrathi had seemed to want to avoid engaging Hobbes . . . .


    He remembered old Cultural Intelligence briefings about Kilrathi social customs. Perhaps there was a high-ranking Imperial noble assigned to the Orsini System who had declared a formal state of feud with Ralgha nar Hhallas. That might make other pilots wary of getting involved, leading them to avoid action against Hobbes.


    It sounded like a good working theory . . . but it still suggested that the Kilrathi knew much more about Confed operations than they should. Were they simply keeping close track of Terran communications or might there be spies in the fleet, even here aboard the Victory?


    Did Cobra, the ex-slave, have any place in all this? Or was it all just an unfortunate but suspicious coincidence?


    Blair hoped that was the case. He did not want to face the reality that someone in his flight wing was actually a Kilrathi spy.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Control, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Tamayo System

    


    "Sir?"


    Blair turned his chair to face the door to the Flight Control Center. It was nearly midnight, ship's time, but he had decided to spend some extra hours tonight going over flight plans for the Wing's projected operations for the next day. He hoped to extend patrols to cover the Locanda jump point more effectively so that future losses in that volume of space might be avoided. If he couldn't find a better way to keep the Kilrathi raiders under control, he would talk Eisen into actually moving the carrier closer to the jump point for a more constant watch.


    He was glad of the interruption. It was difficult and tedious work at best. After working for hours, any break in the routine was welcome.


    Blair studied the slender, slightly-built young woman standing in the open doorway. She was another of Gold Squadron's pilots, Lieutenant Robin Peters, but so far he had not spoken with her. Nonetheless, Blair was impressed by both her combat record and her patrol performance since he had joined the ship. She was most frequently teamed with Chang as wingman. The two made a competent team. "They call you Flint, right?" he asked.


    She nodded. "Glad to see you've at least looked over the flight roster, sir," she said with a faint smile.


    "I've given it a glance," Blair responded.


    "Then maybe you've noticed, sir, that there are other pilots on board, aside from Colonel Ralgha."


    "People on this ship sure as hell do take a lot of interest in my choice of partners," Blair said. "Wingman assignments were still my prerogative, last time I checked."


    "Sir," the lieutenant began, sounding tentative. "I come from a long line of fighter pilots. My brother, my father, his father before him . . . I guess you could say flying's in my blood."


    "Your point being . . . ?"


    "I know your record, and I would expect you to at least look over ours. We have racked up our share of kills. We're not scrubs out here, sir."


    "Nobody said you were," Blair told her.


    "No, sir, nobody ever said anything. But you've made it pretty clear you don't think the rest of us are worth flying with." She looked away. "If you don't give us a try, how are you ever going to decide if we're up to your standards?"


    "Oh, I've made a few decisions already, Lieutenant," Blair said. "Believe it or not, I do know something about how a flight wing works. I've only been serving in the damned things for my entire adult life." He paused for a moment. "So you feel I should be flying with other wingmen, not just Hobbes. You have any specific recommendations?"


    She looked back at him with a hint of a smile. "Oh, I would never presume to do your job for you, sir. After all, choice of wingmen is your prerogative, isn't that right? I just work here . . ."


    "Well, consider your message delivered, Lieutenant." He smiled, coming to a decision about the woman. "And tomorrow afternoon, when you take that fourth shift patrol you're scheduled for . . ."


    "Yes, sir?"


    "I hope you'll be willing to break in a new wingman. He's an old-timer, but not a scrub . . . at least I hope not."


    "I'll be looking forward to it, sir."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER VI

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Tamayo System

    


    "Well, looks like we came up dry again," Blair said over the comm channel, not bothering to hide his disgust. "Shall we head for home, Lieutenant?"


    "Sounds good to me, sir," Flint responded.


    The patrol was routine, like so many others the Victory's pilots encountered these past few weeks. It seemed that changing wingmen had not brought any corresponding change in Blair's luck.


    "Watchdog Leader, this is Kennel. Do you copy, over?" The voice belonged to Lieutenant Rollins. Victory's Communications Officer sounded keyed up.


    "This is Watchdog Leader," Blair said. "What've you got, Kennel?"


    "Long-range sensors are picking up a large flight of incoming bogies, Colonel," Rollins said. "And they ain't friendly, by the looks of things. They're coming from quadrant Delta . . . looks like a full-scale attack force, not just a patrol. Captain requests you RTB immediately."


    "Roger that, Kennel," Blair said. "We will Return To Base immediately." He was visualizing the tactical situation in his mind's eye. Relative to the carrier's position, ships coming out of Delta Quadrant would be almost exactly opposite the point he and Flint were covering on their patrol, and if the enemy appeared on the long-range sensors, they would be located within the same range of the ship as the two Thunderbolts. Blair could expect to get back to Victory at approximately the same time as the enemy, presuming they were planning to press home the attack.


    Suddenly he wished that he had not complained about the lack of action quite so much . . . .


    "Kennel, this is Watchdog Leader," Blair went on after a moment's pause. "Order Red and Gold Squadrons on a full magnum launch, all fighters up. Colonel Ralgha to take operational command until I arrive. And call in all Blue Squadron patrols as well. I want them to rendezvous with me at coordinates Beta-Ten-Niner."


    "Rendezvous . . . Beta-Ten-Zero-Nine," the lieutenant repeated. "Understood."


    "Have Chief Coriolis put up a refueling shuttle to meet us at those coordinates. Launch ASAP . . . before the furballs get close enough to interfere."


    "A fuel shuttle, Colonel?" Rollins sounded uncertain.


    "You heard me, Lieutenant," Blair said. "All of the patrol flights are near the end of their cycles out here. I was about to head for home, but I don't plan on any of us hitting an all-out donnybrook with dry tanks, so we'll do some in-flight refueling before we join the party. Any problems with that on your end?"


    "Ah . . . wait one, Watchdog," Rollins said. Blair could picture the man, in the silence that followed, passing on the gist of his orders to Eisen for confirmation.


    While he waited for a confirmation from Victory, Blair called up his navigation display and entered the rendezvous coordinates into the autopilot. "Flint, you copy all that?"


    "Yeah, Colonel," she responded, sounding excited. "Looks like we get a little party after all."


    "Watchdog, this is Kennel," Rollins said before he had a chance to respond to Peters. "Your instructions are being carried out. Captain says not to stop for any sightseeing along the way."


    "Tell him the cavalry's on the way," Blair said, smiling. "Okay, Flint, you heard the man. Punch it!"


    The computer took over the controls, steering the fighter toward the rendezvous point while Blair concentrated on monitoring the comm channels to keep track of the unfolding operation. It appeared things were going smoothly on the ship. Fighters were routinely kept on standby, prepped for a magnum launch on fifteen minute's notice or less. If Blair was right about Chief Coriolis, it would definitely be "or less" today. He had faith in her department . . . as well as in her.


    What worried him more was the wing itself. Hobbes would have to take charge until Blair was close enough to do more than hurl advice, and with the previous bad feelings about the Kilrathi renegade, there could be trouble on the firing line. If a hot-head like Maniac or Cobra decided not to accept Ralgha's orders, the whole situation could degenerate into a disaster in minutes. Hobbes knew all the right moves, but did he have a sufficiently forceful personality to make a collection of Confed pilots, a notoriously independent breed at the best of times, carry out those moves the way they were supposed to?


    "Rendezvous coordinates coming up, sir," Flint reported, jerking Blair out of his reverie. "The shuttle's on my scope now."


    He checked his own monitor. "Confirmed. Looks like we're first." That made sense. The long-range interceptors on patrol in Alpha and Gamma Quadrants were further from the ship when he issued the recall order, probing ahead of the Victory. He and Flint took the rear patrol, covering both Beta and Delta in the carrier's wake. "All right, Flint, belly up to the bar and get your fighter a drink."


    "Roger," was her laconic reply.


    After a few minutes, she reported her tanks full and cast off from the shuttle, making room for Blair's fighter. He lined up the boxy little craft with practiced ease, letting the shuttle's tractor beams snag the Thunderbolt and pull it in slowly. When they were bare meters apart, a refueling hose extended from the belly of the shuttle to plug into the tank mounted amidships. "Contact," he announced as the green light showed on his status board. Fuel began to flow from shuttle to fighter.


    When it was finally over, Blair released the hose and watched it reel into the shuttle before applying reverse thrusters to edge the Thunderbolt away. "Watchdog Leader to Shuttle Hardy. Thanks for a wonderful time. But I'm not always this easy on a first date, y'know?"


    The shuttle's pilot chuckled. You mean you're not going to stick around and cuddle? You flyboys are all alike." There was a pause. "Nail a couple of kitty-cats for us, Colonel, since we can't be in the shooting."


    "They also serve who only stand and pump fuel, Hardy," Blair misquoted. "You just keep our people flying."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Hunt Leader.

    


    
      Tamayo System

    


    Flight Commander Arrak could feel the battle lust surging through his veins. For better than eight days, his squadron operated in this human-held system, yet with orders not to press a full-scale battle with the enemy. Ambushes of enemy transport ships and clashes with Terran fighter patrols were reported by other squadrons off the carrier Sar'hrai, but all strictly limited to the point where pilots were beginning to complain of the stain on their honor.


    Now that was changed. Operation Unseen Death was beginning, and Sar'hrai now was ordered to damage or destroy the Terran carrier stationed in this system, to further isolate the main target of the Kilrathi strike, the nearby system the humans called Locanda. Warriors of the Empire need not hold back any longer . . . .


    "Hunt Flight, Hunt Flight, this is Sar'hrai Command." The voice belonged to Khantahr Baron Vurrig nar Tsahl, the carrier's commanding officer. "Remember standing orders. Engage all enemy craft encountered . . . but if you identify the fighter belonging to the renegade Ralgha, he is not to be attacked. Repeat, on positive identification of the Terran pilot called Ralgha, or Hobbes, break off action and do not press the attack."


    The order made Arrak want to snarl in defiance. Didn't the High Command realize what a problem it was distinguishing Terran fighters in combat? The orders had been issued since the arrival of the Terran ship. They had already deprived Arrak of the chance to score a kill against the renegade the day before, his one chance of real action to date. Kilrathi ships monitored Terran communications closely to track the movements of the renegade, and a pilot in the Talon Squadron was executed by the Khantahr for protesting those orders in the name of a feud between his clan and the renegade.


    Clearly the orders came from very high up indeed, if they overrode a clan feud. Arrak heard a rumor that the order originated within the Imperial Palace, which meant Crown Prince Thrakhath must have taken a personal interest in the matter. But it would not be easy, in the heat of a major battle, to carry out those instructions.


    The renegade was better dead anyway. Years ago he had defected, carrying an entire capital ship and enough vital secrets to set back the Imperial war effort by a decade. Since that time, the scum (once a Lord of the Empire but now nothing more than an outcast) actually dared fly human fighters against his own kind.


    Well, the confusion of battle made it difficult to know when orders were violated accidentally . . . or deliberately. And given any chance at all, Arrak knew he would not turn from destroying the traitor Ralgha if the chance presented itself.


    "Hunt Flight," he said, exulting at the approach of battle. "Prepare to engage!"


    
      * * *
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    "Here they come!"


    "Maintain formation. Meet the enemy with overwhelming force, and he will be ours."


    "Look sharp, people . . ."


    The voices on the radio were growing more and more excited, except for the rigidly controlled growl from Hobbes. Blair could feel his own adrenaline pumping as if he was already on the firing line beside the other pilots. He fought to keep from adding encouraging comments of his own to the radio traffic that was already out there.


    He checked his autopilot display again. ETA four minutes . . .


    Blair was torn between waiting for the outlying patrol ships to assemble and refuel so the entire force could strike at once, and plunging straight into the fray as quickly as he and Flint could to reach the vicinity of the Victory. Eisen had urged them not to lose any time, but a larger relief force would certainly have been worth a few extra minutes.


    In the end, though, Blair had decided that he and Flint needed to join the others as quickly as possible. The question of how well Hobbes could control the wing loomed over him in addition to the potential ill effects on morale if Blair missed the second large-scale fight mounted by his flight wing. So he left instructions for the two interceptor patrols to form a single relief flight, but he and Flint were already on their way into battle.


    He was glad of the decision now. It would be four minutes before the two Thunderbolts could join their comrades, and in combat, four minutes could be an eternity.


    "They're breaking formation," a voice announced. Blair thought it was Lieutenant Chang. "Starting their attack runs . . . now!"


    "I've got the first hairball," Maniac Marshall announced. "Watch my tail, Sandman."


    "Do not lose contact with your wingmen," Ralgha's voice urged. "And do not let them draw you away from the carrier."


    From the chatter, Blair could picture the unfolding battle even before Rollins fed him tactical information on his monitors. They counted at least thirty incoming Kilrathi ships, a mix of Dralthi and lighter Darket, ranged against eighteen Confed fighters and the larger but less responsive hull-mounted defensive batteries aboard Victory. From the sound of things, Hobbes was trying to keep the Terran craft in a rough defensive line, with paired wingmen watching over one another. But hotheads like Marshall were likely to let themselves be distracted by individual opponents and drawn into dogfights, forgetting the big picture.


    The Kilrathi had ships to spare. They would still be able to hurl a powerful force against the Terran carrier after all the screening fighters were accounted for.


    "I've got the next one." That voice, cold and deadly, belonged to Lieutenant Buckley. Another pilot easily drawn by the enemy, if she took her attitude into the cockpit with her. "See how you like this, kitty!"


    "I always heard about target-rich environments!" Blair recognized the voice as belonging to Captain Max "Mad Max" Lewis, another Gold Squadron pilot. "C'mon, Vaquero, let's show them a thing or two!"


    "Scratch one! Scratch one! We have achieved kitty litter!" Marshall's cry was triumphant.


    "Make that two," Cobra chimed in a moment later. Despite the depth of her hatred, she sounded as tightly controlled as Hobbes, as if the wild passion were translated into a cold, deadly intensity.


    Blair checked his autopilot. Two minutes . . .


    "Flint, go to afterburners," he ordered. "Full power. Let's get up there!" He shoved his throttles fully into the red zone, feeling the extra G-force press him against his seat.


    "Maniac! Maniac! I've got two on my tail! Give me a hand, Maniac!" That was Marshall's wingman, Lieutenant Alex Sanders, running name Sandman. After a pause, he went on, voice rising with excitement . . . or panic. "For God's sake, Maniac, give me a hand!"


    "Break left on my signal, Sandman," Ralgha's voice cut him off. "Steady . . . steady . . . break!"


    The tactical sensors were picking up details of the battle now, and Blair watched as the symbols representing Hobbes and Vagabond moved together to support the beleaguered Sanders. Maniac Marshall was far away now, almost at the limit of the scans, hotly engaged with a Dralthi and paying little attention to the other Confed pilots.


    One of the Kilrathi ships pursuing Sandrnan disappeared under the onslaught of Ralgha's sudden attack, while Chang dove in toward the second and forced it to break off.


    "Thanks, Hobbes," Sanders said, a little breathless now. "I . . . thanks."


    "I'm hit! Front armors gone . . . my shields . . ." Mad Max Lewis was almost incoherent. "He's coming in for another pass . . . Noooooo!!"


    The symbol representing the Terran Thunderbolt faded from Blair's tactical screen. The rest of the fighters were jumbled together, a mad, chaotic dance played on the screen while Blair clenched his hands around his steering yoke in frustration. Gold Squadron was fully engaged now, while the lighter craft of Red Squadron operated on the fringes of the battle, surrounding any Kilrathi ships that penetrated the defensive line. But the sheer weight of numbers began to play a major role as more and more Kilrathi pilots jumped into the fray. Even though they flew as individuals, they were still a team determinedly pressing their Terran opponents.


    "Enemy coming into range, Colonel!" Flint warned. "What's your pleasure?"


    "Stick close, Flint," he said, powering up his weapons and locking his targeting array on the nearest Dralthi. "And watch my back. Things are going to get pretty damned rough out here in a second or two!"


    His target chased a Thunderbolt, the two fighters circling each other, attempting to find some type of advantage. Now, as Blair and Flint appeared, the Dralthi broke off and rolled left, dodging and juking as it tried to gain some distance.


    "Not this time, fuzzball," Blair said, lining up the crosshairs and opening fire with his blasters. The energy bolts raked along the top of the enemy fighter, hitting directly behind the cockpit, between two large, forward-sweeping bat-wings. The Kilrathi fighter seemed to stagger and wrenched away to port as the pilot tried to evade. Blair used his thrusters to spin his ship in flight and lined up on the Dralthi again before the Kilrathi could finish his turn.


    His fingers tightened over the firing stud, and the blasters tore through the weakened shields and armor. The fighter disappeared in a ball of flame and spinning debris. "Got him!" Blair said. He checked his sensor rnonitor for a fresh target.


    "Thanks for the assist, Colonel," said the pilot of the fighter he had rescued. It was Lieutenant Mitchell Lopez, Vaquero, who had been Mad Max's wingman.


    "Welcome to the battle, my friend," Ralgha said. "Will you take over the command?"


    "I relieve you, Hobbes," Blair told him. "Gold Squadron, from Blair. Reform on me! You're getting too damned spread out. Repeat, reform skirmish line around me. Hobbes, what's the story?"


    "One Thunderbolt and two Hellcats destroyed, Colonel," Ralgha said formally. "And Lieutenant Jaeger's Thunderbolt is severely damaged."


    "Right. Jaeger, disengage. If you think you can make a safe landing, get back to the carrier. Otherwise pull back and we'll help you in later. Who's your wingman?"


    "Cobra, sir," Helmut "Beast" Jaeger responded.


    "Okay. Vaquero, Cobra, you're teamed now. Cover Beast's withdrawal and then get back in formation. Got me?"


    "Understood," Vaquero replied.


    There was a pause before Cobra spoke up. The tactical display showed she was still engaged with a Darket, but her opponent suddenly vanished from the screen. "I'm on it, Colonel," Lieutenant Buckley said at last. "Let's do it, Vaquero, so we can get back in there and kill us some cats!"


    The three Thunderbolts peeled off, while the rest of the Terran craft began to take their positions around Blair and Flint . . . all except one.


    "Marshall!" Blair rasped. "Maniac, if you don't get your tail back here I'll open fire on you myself!"


    "Coming, Mother," Maniac responded, unabashed.


    The fighting was still going on, and Blair restrained himself from flinging himself into the action as he issued orders and studied the tactical situation. By now the battle had moved close enough to the Victory for the carrier's big guns to join in the defense, and that was forcing the Kilrathi force to be cautious. Their casualties were heavier than the Terrans', but they still outnumbered Blair's command slightly, and more of their ships were comparatively fresh and undamaged. The odds still didn't look too good.


    Blair's mind raced, grappling with the tactical picture on his screen. Somehow the Terrans had to take the initiative force the Kilrathi to battle under conditions favoring the defenders. Victory's guns would go a long way toward redressing the balance. So would the four interceptors, but they were still at least six minutes away, and after the initial surprise of their arrival they could not sustain a long-term advantage under these circumstances. What they needed was a way to maximize all of the Terran assets in one thrust, something the Kilrathi would not see coming.


    He found himself smiling grimly under his helmet. There was one maneuver that just might work . . .


    "Kennel, Kennel, this is Watchdog Leader," he said urgently. "Come in, Kennel."


    "Reading you, Colonel," Rollins replied.


    "Go to tight-beam and scramble," he ordered, switching the circuits on his comm system. A moment later a green light shimmered under the comm screen, indicating that Rollins had set up a tight laser-link between the carrier and his fighter. The system was excellent for secure communications between large ships or between the carrier and an individual fighter, but it was inefficient for ship-to-ship transmissions between fighters due to their smaller size, higher speeds, and unpredictable maneuvering.


    But what Blair wanted to do now must be kept secret until his trap was sprung.


    "I want you to pass the word to each fighter, Lieutenant," Blair said without preamble. "New orders for all ships. On my mark . . .


    
      * * *
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    Flight Commander Arrak gave a snarl of triumph as he listened to the computer translation of the Terran command frequency radio broadcasts.


    We can't take any more of this!" the human commander was saying. "All ships, break off and withdraw! Break off while you still can!"


    That was what Arrak had been waiting to hear. The Terrans put up a good fight, but they were outnumbered and outgunned, and he knew they would be stretched too thin sooner or later. This was his chance.


    "They are beginning to withdraw," he said, the battle madness singing inside him. Concentrate fire on the carrier. We will deal with the apes once the capital ship is destroyed!"


    On his tactical screen, the Terran fighters were breaking off to flee past the covering bulk of the carrier. Arrak showed his fangs and pushed his throttles forward. He sensed a moment's regret that he was unable to corner the ship he had identified as the renegade's, but his duty now was clear.


    The renegade would still be out there, and helpless, once the carrier was destroyed.


    "Talons of the Emperor!" he called, the old battle cry making him tremble with anticipation of glory. "Attack! Attack! Attack!"
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    "They're heading in," Blair said. "Look sharp, people." On his screen, he saw the blips representing the Kilrathi attack force gathering speed as they advanced toward the Victory. With the Terran fighters withdrawing from the battle, the Kilrathi could begin high-speed attack runs on the carrier, using maneuverability and velocity to evade the beams from the capital ship's defensive batteries. It was exactly the kind of situation every pilot hoped for: a big, clumsy carrier stripped of its defensive fighters and lying almost helpless against a massed bombing run.


    Only this time, the carrier wouldn't be quite as helpless as she appeared . . .


    "Captain says any time you're ready, Colonel," Rollins said, a note of worry creeping into his voice.


    He didn't let the lieutenant's fears push him into acting too soon. Blair checked his sensors again, saw the four interceptors beginning their swing to bring them squarely behind the attackers. His own fighters had started this maneuver feigning panic and disorder, but now they were beginning to reform into four distinct groups.


    The time was almost right . . .


    "Execute!" He almost shouted the order as he wrenched the steering yoke fiercely and advanced the throttles into the afterburner red zone again. By the time this counterthrust was over he would be nearly dry again, but hopefully none of the Confed fighters would need any fuel reserves after this. "Execute turn and attack at will!"


    Inevitably, someone — it sounded like Maniac — gave a whoop and shouted "Who's Will?" Blair ignored it and concentrated on the enemy ships clustered ahead.


    The carrier opened fire with a barrage from her main batteries. One of the attackers flew straight into the beams. It came apart, looking like a spectacular fireball that seemed to herald the beginning of the new phase of this savage fight.


    Blair hoped it would be the final phase.


    
      * * *
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    "It is a trap! The apes have set a trap!"


    Arrak somehow refrained from cursing or snarling, but despite his control he still thought longingly of sinking his fangs into the neck of the pilot, whoever he was who filled the comm channel with his inspired revelations of the obvious. Yes, the apes had set a trap, drawn his fighters in closer to the Terran carrier where they would be caught between the capital ship's big guns and four . . . no, make it five converging groups of fighters. There were more Confederation craft out there now, a whole new group that had not been in the fight until now. It was a masterful trap, worthy of a Kilrathi hunter.


    "Break off!" he snarled. "Break off the action against the carrier and regroup. It seems we have to give the hairless apes another lesson before we can finish this."


    Then he had no more time for talk. A pair of heavy Terran fighters suddenly appeared out of nowhere and were trying to lock onto him from the rear. Arrak needed all his skill and concentration to keep the enemy from winning that decisive advantage. He pulled a tight, high-G turn to starboard, using his attitude thruster to make the Dralthi swing around even faster, and opened fire with all guns at once. The Terran fighters shields absorbed most of the damage, but his sensors registered a hit against the underlying armor as well.


    "You fly well," the Terran pilot commented, using the standard Imperial tactical band. "Are you worth fighting? Declare yourself if you wish the honor of battle with Ralgha nar Hhallas."


    Arrak showed his fangs under his flight helmet. The renegade! He couldn't reply, lest he reveal to his superiors his disobedience of standing orders, but he could defend himself against the enemy attack . . .


    The Kilrathi passed mere meters from the Terran fighter, close enough to see the bulky spacesuited shape of his adversary through the viewport.


    It would be a battle to remember.


    
      * * *
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    "A hit! A hit! That'll show the kitty who's the boss!"


    "Rein it in, Maniac, and do your job," Blair snapped. He lined up a shot and launched a heat-seeker at the nearest Darket, his eyes already searching the sensor screen for a fresh target. He hardly needed to look to know when the lighter Kilrathi ship blew up. He had encountered these fighters often enough over the years to know just about what level of punishment they could take, and he was rarely wrong.


    Close by, Flint was heavily engaged with a Dralthi, the two fighters weaving a complex pattern as they circled and dodged, looking for a moment's advantage to administer a lethal strike.


    "You need an assist, Flint?" Blair asked, steering toward the dogfighters.


    The Thunderbolt delivered a sustained burst of energy beams at the Dralthi and dived in hard and fast. "Find your own party, Colonel," Flint said. "This furball is all mine!"


    A pair of missiles streaked from the underside of her wings and struck home just above the Dralthis engine mountings. An expanding ball of superheated gas and whirling debris consumed the Kilrathi ship, and Peters drove her Thunderbolt straight through the fireball with a triumphant shout, "Yes! That's another one for you, Davie!"


    Blair wondered who she was talking about or to, but only for a moment. His attention returned to the monitor showing the Terran trap closing perfectly. By having Rollins pass his orders by tight-beam communications links, he was able to prime the entire Terran force to fall back on his broadcast command. It looked and sounded like a panic-stricken withdrawal, but in fact everyone knew their precise jobs and prepared for a counterattack as soon as he gave the signal. Now the carrier was laying down a withering barrage, and the four refueled interceptors from Blue Squadron appeared to join the Hellcats and Thunderbolts in closing off the enemy escape route.


    Now the Terran fighters were spread in a rough hemispherical formation, trying to keep the Kilrathi from escaping the trap. Even if they did, the Kilrathi took heavy losses in the counterthrust. They knew they were in a fight, that much was certain.


    "Hobbes, can you help me out?" That was Vagabond, his breathing sharp and rapid. "I got two of these guys all over my tail! I need help here . . ."


    "I cannot assist," Ralgha replied. "My opponent is pressing me very hard."


    Blair checked his screen, noted the two fighters. They weren't far away. "Flint, you back up Chang," he ordered. "I'll backstop Hobbes. Got it?"


    "Got it," Flint confirmed. "Vagabond, you just keep the little bastards busy. I'm on the way!


    Ralgha and his opponent were well-matched, though the heavier Thunderbolt should have given Hobbes an edge. That was probably offset by the fact that the Dralthi was more maneuverable, at least in the hands of a good pilot, and from the looks of things this one was little short of brilliant. Before Blair could get into effective range, the enemy ship executed a perfect fishhook maneuver, angling away from the Thunderbolt until just the right moment, then suddenly turning back on itself and driving in fast with guns blazing. Somehow Ralgha managed to evade the worst of the fire and loop around to settle on the other pilot's tail as he shot past, but a moment later the Dralthi applied full braking thrusters and Hobbes shot past him. Now their roles were reversed, with the enemy pilot tailing Ralgha.


    The targeting reticule on Blair's HUD flashed red, the signal for a target lock. Blair opened fire, concentrating on a weakened spot in the Kilrathi's shields. The enemy ship took a hit, then rolled out of the line of fire and accelerated off at an unexpected angle.


    "Damn," Blair muttered. "This guy's good."


    "Agreed," Ralgha said gravely. "But not, I think, good enough to fight us both, my friend. He withdraws now."


    His sensor screen confirmed Ralgha's comment. The enemy pilot was still accelerating away from the two Terrans, evidently content to leave them alone for the time being.


    
      * * *
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    Flight Commander Arrak felt his blood lust begin to fade. For a few moments he nearly lost himself to the battle madness, until the second Terran fighter appeared and launched its devastating attack. Although he managed to evade the worst of it the enemy fire shorted out his weapons systems and left Arrak without armaments, unable to carry on the dogfight.


    Some Kilrathi pilots might have continued in the battle anyway, seeking one good chance to ram an opponent and die with his claws figuratively at the enemy's throat. That was the stuff of battle songs and the Warrior's Path. But Arrak was a flight commander, and he owed duty to his warriors as well as to his Clan and his honor. Right now it was Arrak's duty to extricate as many of his pilots from this debacle as possible. There was no way that throwing himself into a collision with the renegade or another Terran ship would help to accomplish what needed to be done.


    He studied his tactical display with a sinking feeling that was only partial regret for failing to finish the fight. Only one fighter in four of his original force of four eights was still flying, and most of those were damaged. Still they broke clear of the Terran defensive line while the Confederation fighters engaged their less fortunate comrades. Now it was the Imperial force that was outnumbered and outgunned, and there was little hope of achieving any sort of dramatic success now. They might take out a few of the Terrans, but at an even heavier price than they had paid already.


    "All ships return to Sar'hrai," Arrak ordered reluctantly. "Withdraw and return to Sar'hrai immediately."


    "Flight Commander, not all of our comrades have disengaged," a pilot argued, snarling anger. "If we withdraw they will fall to the fangs and claws of the apes . . ."


    "Then stay and die with them!" Arrak snapped. "And your Clan will know the dishonor of owning a warrior who disobeys a direct order in the face of battle!"


    He didn't wait for a reply. At full acceleration, the Dralthi turned away from the disastrous battle and drove through the empty dark, seeking the security of home.


    
      * * *
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    Blair's fighter was last to return after the battle, and it took several minutes for the backed-up traffic handlers on the flight deck to get to him. By the time his Thunderbolt rolled to a stop in its repair bay, the deck was fully pressurized and the gravity was restored to Earth-normal. All three shifts of technicians were assembled to handle the returning fighters, and there was a lot of activity on the deck when Blair finally climbed out of his cockpit and started toward the entrance to Flight Control.


    A welcoming committee met him, not just technicians and some of his pilots but crewmen from every department of the ship, surging into the expanse of the flight deck, cheering loudly. Eisen was at the head of the pack, with Lieutenant Rollins close behind him. Rachel Coriolis stood to one side with a grin on her face, flashing him a thumbs-up sign.


    "Good job, Colonel, Eisen said. "A credit to the ship. You did the old girl proud today."


    "Outstanding!" Rollins added. "You really outfoxed those kitties today!"


    Blair returned their smiles, but inside he was feeling anything but triumphant. They had barely beaten off the Kilrathi attack; a few more enemy fighters would have turned the tide against the Terrans. Then there was the inevitable butcher's bill: Mad Max Lewis was dead, along with five pilots from Red Squadron and one from Blue. Seven dead out of twenty-four pilots engaged . . . steep losses indeed. And some of the ones who made it back suffered serious damage in the fighting. They could easily have lost twice as many ships if the Kilrathi had only been a little luckier or a little better armed.


    Everyone else saw it as a great victory, but for Blair it was just one more battle. One more chance for good men to die staving off defeat for a little while longer without accomplishing anything significant in the process. That had been the story of the war for as long as he could remember now: meaningless victories, defeats that drove the Confederation further and further down, and always death. Death was the only constant through it all.


    He left the cheering throng behind and pushed through to the steps that led up to Flight Control. Maybe the others could celebrate, but all Blair felt like doing now was mourning the dead.


    
      * * *
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    There was another victory party scheduled for the evening, and it promised to be even bigger and more boisterous than the earlier one. Blair knew he would have to put in an appearance, but he decided to drop by the rec room early to get a drink or two under his belt before things got too far out of hand.


    When he arrived, he thought for a moment that he was already too late. He opened the door to a blast of raucous music just as he had at the previous celebration. But this time there were only a handful of people clustered around the bar.


    An officer was sitting at the terminal controlling the sound system, one hand making tiny adjustments to the board while the other tapped to the rhythm of the music. The man slumped in his chair, his eyes closed, completely mesmerized by the sound. Blair recognized his aquiline profile. He was Lieutenant Mitchell Lopez, callsign Vaquero, the man he had assigned as wingman for Cobra in the middle of the battle.


    He stood behind the man and waited for a long while, wincing a little at the loud music. When it was clear that Lopez wasn't planning to come up for air any time soon, he finally tapped the pilot on the shoulder.


    "Hey, man, can't you have the decency to wait for the piece to end?" Vaquero said without opening his eyes.


    "Lieutenant . . ." Blair said the word blandly, but Lopez recognized his voice at once. He was out of his chair and standing at attention in one quick movement. Blair had to fight to keep from smiling at the man's reaction.


    "Uh, sorry, sir," Lopez said, stammering a little. "Didn't expect you here until the party, sir."


    "At ease, Lieutenant," Blair said, smiling.


    Vaquero relaxed. He caught the look Blair gave in the direction of the speakers and hastened to turn down the volume. "Just getting the system set for tonight, sir," he explained.


    "Aren't there technical people who're supposed to do that?" Blair asked. He gestured to the seat Vaquero had vacated, and when the lieutenant was sitting, Blair took another chair nearby.


    "The last guy who did this job had a tin ear and ten thumbs," Lopez said with a grin. "And his musical taste left a lot to be desired, too. So I just kind of took over."


    "Musical taste," Blair repeated.


    "Yes, sir. You know, music really does set the mood. Playing something with nothing but minor chords makes you want to run a suicide mission. But this is different." He waved a hand toward the board. "Rockero from the Celeste System. It's bright, it heats your blood, it makes you want to live a long life."


    Blair gave him a sour look. "It makes me want to put on a flight helmet to filter out some of the noise," he said, smiling briefly to take the sting out of the comment. "I like something a little more soothing . . . like a bagpipe duet or a couple of cats in heat."


    The Argentine pilot laughed. "I guess my musical taste isn't for everyone. But I've had no complaints so far . . . until you, that is."


    "I'm not complaining, Lieutenant. Just pleading for a little moderation." Blair signaled a waiter. "Can I buy you something to drink?"


    "Tequila," Vaquero said. The waiter nodded, taking Blair's order for a scotch as he left. "That was quite a fight today, wasn't it, Colonel?"


    Blair nodded. "I'll say. We were damned lucky."


    "Yes, sir. Uh . . . thanks again for the way you bailed me out. Thought I'd played my last tune for sure."


    "Are you a pilot or a musician, Lopez?"


    "Oh, I'm a pilot, sir. Pretty good one, too. Check my kills; you'll see." He looked down at the table. "But my family, they made guitars for many generations. I've got one that's almost two hundred years old. The sound just gets richer as it gets older, you know?"


    Blair nodded, but didn't speak. There was something in the man s eyes that made him unwilling to break his mood.


    "I'm the first one from my family to go into space," Lopez went on a moment later. He sounded wistful. "The first to be a fighter instead of a craftsman or a musician. But some day I'm going to open a cantina and bring in the best to play that guitar. We need a place for old fighter jockeys like you and me, Colonel, where we can get together and swap lies about our battles and tell each other how much different things are without the war . . ."


    Blair looked away. It was a pleasant dream, but he wondered if Lopez would ever really get his wish. The war had existed longer than either of them had been alive, and it didn't look like humanity was likely to end it soon. He was afraid that the only way the war would end in his lifetime was in a Kilrathi victory. More likely it would claim them all, and drag on to claim another generation's hopes and dreams. "Hope there's enough of us to keep you in business, Vaquero," he said quietly.


    "Don't you worry, sir. We'll make it through. And you and I can sit at a quiet table, watch the beautiful women and listen to the music of that guitar . . ."


    "You still don't sound much like a pilot, Vaquero," Blair told him.


    "Don't get me wrong, sir. I do my job, whatever it takes. But some of the others, they actually like the killing. Me, I do it because I have to, but I take no pleasure from it. And when it's over, I will walk away with no regrets."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Command Hall, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "My Prince, the shuttle from the Sar'hrai has arrived. With Baron Vurrig and the prisoner."


    Thrakhath, Crown Prince of the Empire of Kilrah, showed his teeth. "Bring them, Melek," he said, not bothering to hide the contempt in his voice. His talons twitched reflexively in their sheaths.


    A pair of Imperial Guardsmen ushered two newcomers before the lonely throne at the end of the Command Audience Hall. Here, by long tradition, the noble commander of a ship in space dispensed justice to the warriors under his command. Today Thrakhath upheld that tradition yet again.


    "My Lord Prince." Khantahr Baron Vurrig nar Tsahl dropped to one knee. The other officer, hands in manacles, sank awkwardly to both knees beside the noble. "Sar'hrai is at your command, as ever."


    "Indeed?" Thrakhath fixed the Baron with an icy stare. "I wanted the jump point from Orsini cut, and the Terran carrier damaged beyond capability to interfere with Operation Unseen Death. But the blockade was only partially effective and the attack on the carrier was repulsed without touching the ape ship. Is that a fair assessment of your performance?"


    "Lord Prince . . ." Vurrig quailed under his stare. "Lord Prince, there were many . . . complications, especially due to the renegade. We could not press home attacks against ships he escorted without risking a breach of your orders . . ."


    "This one did, or so your report claimed."


    "Yes, Lord Prince. This is Flight Commander Arrak. He engaged the traitor in battle despite my specific orders to the contrary."


    "But Ralgha was not harmed?"


    "No, Lord Prince."


    "So, Arrak, you are inept as well as insubordinate, is that it?"


    Arrak met Thrakhath's stare with unexpected spirit. "In battle, Lord Prince, it is not always so easy to set conditions," he said defiantly.


    Thrakhath felt a stir of admiration. The flight commander knew he was doomed for his disobedience, so he met his fate with a warrior's pride. Baron Vurrig on the other hand, danced and dodged like prey on the run from the hunter.


    "Let Arrak have a warrior's death. He may fight any champion or champions who wish the honor of dispatching him." Thrakhath noted Arrak's nod. He was proud to the bitter end. "As for you, Baron . . . because of you we must push back the timetable for Operation Unseen Death. We must await additional ships so that we may ensure the Terrans not intervening when we launch our strike. You will be relieved as commander of Sar'hrai . . . and suffer the penalty for your incompetence. Death . . . by isolation. The coward's end, alone, ignored, cut off until you die from thirst, starvation, or madness. See to it, Melek."


    "Lord Prince —" Vurrig began. He was grabbed by the guardsmen and dragged away, his appeals for mercy echoing hollowly in the chamber.


    "I regret the failure, Lord Prince," Melek said quietly, "but at least the renegade came to no harm."


    "We must hope that the War God continues to smile on us, Melek," Thrakhath said coldly. "The time is not yet ripe to deal with Lord Ralgha . . . but it is coming. As is the day of our final victory."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER VIII

    


    
      Captain's Ready Room. TCS Victory.

    


    
      Tamayo System

    


    "According to Chief Coriolis, the last of the battle damage should be repaired by this afternoon," Blair concluded. "So the wing will be up and running . . . except for the ships we lost."


    "Good job, Colonel," Eisen said. "I'd say three days is a pretty good turn-around time, considering the way your fighters looked when they touched down. Give my compliments to the Chief for a job well done by her techs."


    "Yes, sir. They did a fine job." Blair paused, then cleared his throat. "About the losses . . ."


    "We've already taken care of the situation," Eisen told him. "Mr. Rollins?"


    The Communications Officer consulted his portable computer terminal. "No problem at all on the Hellcats, sir," he said. "The CO at Tamayo Base called for volunteers from the point defense squadron stationed there. They'll be aboard first thing tomorrow."


    "Fast work, Lieutenant," Blair commented.


    "The commander was pleased with the support he's been getting from the Navy. He was eager to help." Rollins frowned. "I'm not so sure about Mad Max's replacement."


    "What's the problem, Lieutenant?" Eisen asked.


    "There's a home defense squadron on Tamayo that flies Thunderbolts, sir," Rollins said slowly. "Strictly reservists, mostly rich kids who figured it was a good dodge to avoid active military service and still get to wear a pretty uniform and boast about being hot fighter pilots. The squadron was activated into Confed service when the cats moved into the system."


    "Well, we've had green pilots before," Eisen said. "I dare say the Colonel can break in one of these kids fast enough. Or are they being sticky about transferring someone?"


    "Oh, they're willing to give us a pilot and his fighter, sir, Rollins said. "A little too willing, the way I see it. I think they're planning on handing us one of their discipline problems."


    Eisen shrugged. "Hardly unusual. We'll just have to ride him until he snaps to attention. Right, Colonel?"


    "Or ground him and find another qualified pilot," Blair said, nodding. "What makes you think he's going to be a problem, Lieutenant?"


    "Hey, I told you, Colonel," he responded with a grin. "Radio Rollins always has his ear to the ground. One of my . . . sources at Tamayo Base was warned by the Home Defense boys that they were looking for a place to dump this guy. I just gotta wonder though, what kind of a screwup gets thrown out of an HD squadron? Know what I mean?"


    "As long as he can fly and he's got a Thunderbolt, I can use him in Gold Squadron," Blair said. "He can't be any more difficult to handle than Maniac Marshall."


    "I hope you and Major Marshall can work out your little . . . problem, Colonel," Eisen said quietly. "I don't like to have this kind of conflict between two senior officers. Marshall's record is impressive, even if it's not quite as outstanding as yours. I'm not sure I understand why the two of you have such difficulties with each other."


    "Part of it's purely personal, Captain," Blair said. "We've been competing against each other since the day we met. At least he's been competing with me." He smiled. "I, of course, am blameless in the whole thing."


    "Of course," Eisen said blandly. Rollins chuckled.


    "But I do my best to keep the personal problems and the cockpit apart, Captain," Blair went on seriously. "I mean, you don't have to like a guy to serve with him. But Marshall's flying style . . . it scares me, sir, and just about everybody else who flies with him. You saw the tactical tapes on the battle?"


    Eisen nodded. "Yeah. Marshall got heavily involved out there a couple of times."


    "He chased anything he could see," Blair told him.


    "Hobbes saved Sandman because Marshall was too busy playing the personal glory game to support his own wingman. He gets kills, sir, but he does it by ignoring the team. You of all people should know that the team must always come first."


    "Sounds like you don't want him on your team at all," Eisen said. "I'd rather not try to transfer him . . ."


    "I'm not asking you to, sir," Blair told him. "Look Maniac is not my idea of the ideal wingman, but he's better than when we were on the old Tiger's Claw together. And despite his lack of discipline, he's a good pilot who knows how to score kills. Right now we need everyone like that we can find." He paused. "I know you're concerned about having us clash, but I guarantee that when the Kilrathi come into range we're on the same side. If there's one thing we agree on, it's our duty."


    "Glad to hear it, Colonel," the captain said. "I think things are about to get a lot rougher for us, so I want to he sure we're all up to it."


    "Rougher, sir?" Blair asked.


    Eisen nodded. "That's the reason for the big scramble to get the wing up to full strength again. We've been given new orders, Colonel. Seems the situation in the Locanda System is getting tense. There has been a sharp uptick in Kilrathi activity there, even a couple of sightings that could be the Hvar'kann, Crown Prince Thrakhath's new flagship. And we know for a fact the carrier that launched the attack on us, the Sar'hrai, withdrew through the Locanda jump point shortly after the battle. It seems that a major installation of troops will arrive on Locanda, so the High Command wants us to reinforce them.


    "Seems a damned strange place for a push," Blair commented. He remembered the Locanda System: a struggling colony world with a few scattered outposts, all of which had seen better days. "Twenty years back, maybe, it would have made sense, but they've tapped out most of the really valuable mineral resources. When I was stationed there, they were in the middle of an economic depression because a couple of their biggest industries decided to relocate out-system. I don't see the attraction for the Empire's attention . . . certainly not the Prince himself."


    "Yeah," Eisen grunted. "Intelligence hasn't been able to come up with anything yet. But ours is not to reason why."


    Rollins looked like he was about to say something, but he didn't. After a moment's silence, Blair spoke up. "When do we jump?"


    "Two days. Time enough to get our rookies settled and take on fresh stores. Then we're out of here."


    "And smack in the middle of trouble," Rollins muttered. Blair doubted that Eisen heard the comment.


    "The flight wing'll be ready, sir," he said formally.


    "Good. If it's true the cats are building around Locanda, we'll have to be ready for anything." Eisen looked from Blair to Rollins. "That's all for now. Dismissed."


    Outside the ready room door, Blair touched the comm officer's sleeve. "A moment, Lieutenant," he said.


    "Sir?"


    "I had the feeling you knew something more about this Locanda op. Am I imagining things, or have you been listening to more of your . . . sources?"


    Rollins met his eyes with a steady gaze. "You sure you want another dose of paranoia, Colonel?"


    "Cut the crap, Lieutenant. If you know something about this operation . . ."


    "It's nothing definite, Colonel," Rollins said reluctantly. "Not even from the official channels. Captain doesn't know anything about it."


    "Tell?"


    "I know a guy on General Taggart's staff in Covert Ops. He said Thrakhath was reportedly working on some new terror weapon which was just about ready for testing. I don't know if this has anything to do with that, but if Thrakhath's really in Locanda then this could be the test. It makes sense, when you think about it."


    "How so?"


    "Well, like you said, Locanda's past its prime. It's of no real strategic value, depleted of all valuable resources. The Kilrathi could raid it for slaves, but they can get slaves anywhere. If they really do have some new weapon something big enough that it will cause mass destruction, Locanda Four would be a pretty good place to try it. Whether it works or not, the cats don t take out anything they want . . . but if it did work, it would be a pretty damn good demonstration.


    "Any idea what this wonder weapon is?"


    "My guy didn't say. But I've got my suspicions that Intelligence knows more than they're telling us about the whole mess." Rollins lowered his voice. "You know those transports we've been trying to pump through the jump point to Locanda? They've all been medical ships like the High Command was getting ready for a lot of casualties."


    "Bioweapons," Blair said, feeling sick.


    "That's my take," the Communications Officer agreed. "Think about it. Thrakhath would love to get his hands on the Confed infrastructure. Except for a small stock of slaves, the Kilrathi don't want humans around to compete with them. Seeding choice colony worlds with some new kind of plague would be the perfect way to kill us with a minimum of damage to technology or resources. If the weapon tests well, you can bet the Kilrathi will be hitting someplace important the next time around: Earth."


    "Yeah . . . maybe. We certainly showed them the way, back when the Tarawa made the raid on Kilrah a couple of years ago. If they've got an effective biological agent and a reliable delivery system, a handful of raiders could wipe us out. Blair fixed Rollins with a stern look. "Still this is all just speculation, Lieutenant, based on your leak over at covert Ops and a lot of guesswork.


    "Theory fits the facts, sir . . ."


    "Maybe so. But it's still just a theory until you get genuine proof. Don't spread this around, Rollins. There's no point in getting everybody in an uproar over a possibility. You read me?"


    The lieutenant nodded slowly. "Yes, sir. I'll keep it to myself. But you mark my words, Colonel, this is going to be one hell of a nasty fight this time."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Control, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Tamayo System

    


    Flight Control was fully crewed with a dozen techs and specialists monitoring the activity going on around the carrier and on the flight deck. This morning, Blair decided to preside over operations himself. He took his place on the raised platform which dominated the center of the compartment at a horseshoe-shaped console that could tap into all aspects of wing activities.


    "Last of the new Hellcats is down and safe, Colonel," a tech reported from a nearby work station. "Deck will be clear for the Thunderbolt in two minutes."


    "Two minutes, Blair repeated. "Well, Major, what do you think? Will they do?"


    Major Daniel Whittaker, Red Squadron's CO, watched over Blair's shoulder while the new arrivals were coming in. He was old for his rank and position, with iron-gray hair and an air of cautious deliberation. His callsign was Warlock, and Blair had to admit he could have passed for a high-tech sorcerer.


    "They fly well enough," Whittaker said quietly. "I've seen better carrier landings, but these boys and girls have been rotting away in a planetside base where you don't get much chance to practice carrier ops. We'll whip them into shape quick enough, I'd say."


    "We'll have to, Major. If the bad guys are out in force around Locanda, point defense will get a real workout."


    "Thunderbolt HD Seven-zero-two, you are cleared for approach," a speaker announced. "Feeding approach vectors to your navcomp . . . now."


    Blair turned his attention back to the external camera view. The computer enhanced the image so he could see the Thunderbolt clearly against the backdrop of brilliant stars. As he watched, he could see the flare of the fighter's engines as the pilot maneuvered his ship onto its approach path.


    "What the hell is that idiot doing?" someone demanded. "He's ignoring the approach vectors we're feeding him!"


    "HD Seven-zero-two, you are deviating from flight plan," the comm tech said. "Recheck approach vectors and assume designated course.


    The image on Blair's screen swelled as the fighter stooped in toward the carrier, still gathering speed. Blair punched up a computer course projection and was relieved to see that the projected flight path would cause the ship to steer clear of the carrier, but it would be a near miss. If the idiot deviated from his path now, he could easily dive right into the deck. "Belay that transmission," he snapped, "and have the flight deck emergency crews on standby."


    An alarm, low but insistent, rang across the flight deck, and Blair could see technicians scrambling to their emergency stations.


    The Thunderbolt streaked over the flight deck with bare meters to spare, executing a roll-over as it passed. Then it looped away, killing its speed with a sharp braking thrust and dropping effortlessly into the original approach path. Blair let out a sigh of relief.


    "He's on target," someone announced laconically.


    "He does that again and he'll be a target," someone else said. Blair shared the sentiment. Rollins had warned Blair that the new pilot was likely to be a problem, but he'd never imagined the man would pull a stupid stunt even before he reported aboard. Fancy victory rolls looked good in holomovies and stunt flying by elite fighter show teams, but they were strictly prohibited in normal carrier operations.


    The new pilot had a lot to learn.


    The Thunderbolt performed perfectly, hitting the tractor beams precisely and touching the deck in a landing maneuver that could have been used in an Academy training film. Moments later, the fighter rolled to a stop inside the hangar deck. Gravity and pressure were quickly restored as the technicians secured from their emergency preparations.


    Blair, seething, was on his way to the deck before the gravity hit one-half G.


    The pilot climbed down the ladder from his cockpit and paused to remove his helmet, an ornately decorated rig which carried the word FLASH in bright letters, presumably his running name. He was a young man, under thirty from his appearance, but his flight suit carried a major's insignia. He glanced around the hangar with an easy grin, stopped to wipe away a speck on the underside of the Thunderbolt's wing, then sauntered casually toward the exit. He seemed completely oblivious to Blair.


    "Hold it right there, Mister," Blair snapped.


    The man gave him a quick look that turned into a double-take as he caught sight of the bird insignia on Blair's collar tabs. He drew himself erect in something that approximated attention and rendered a casual salute. "Didn't expect a high-ranking welcoming committee, sir," he said. His tones were lazy, relaxed. "Major Jace Dillon, Tamayo Home Defense Airspace Command. I'm your replacement pilot."


    "That remains to be seen," Blair said. "What's the idea of pulling that damned stunt on your approach, Dillon?"


    "Stunt, sir? Oh, the flyby. Hell, Colonel, it was just a little bit of showmanship. They don't call me Flash for nothing, you know." Dillon paused, seeming to realize the depth of Blair's anger for the first time. "Look, I'm sorry if I did something wrong. I just thought I had to show you Regular boys that Home Defense isn't a bunch of no-talent weekend warriors, like everybody thinks. Figured if you saw I knew how to handle my bird then you'd know I could pull my weight, that's all."


    Blair didn't answer right away. He could almost understand the man's thinking. Home Defense units had a poor reputation with the regular Navy, often entirely undeserved. There had been a time, back when Blair was this kid's age, that he might have pulled the same kind of stunt to make a point with a new command.


    "All right, Dillon, you can fly. You proved that much. Next time I see you in that bird of yours you better show me you know how to obey regs, too. You hear me?"


    "Yes, sir," Dillon replied.


    "Your Home Defense unit. . . does it use standard Confed ranks?"


    "Yes, Colonel."


    "And you're a major . . ."


    Dillon flushed. "Yes, sir, I am."


    "I find that a little difficult to believe, Dillon. A major is usually more seasoned."


    "The rank's legitimate, sir," Dillon said, sounding defensive. "Rank earned in Home Defense units is automatically granted in the Confed Regulars upon activation of the unit."


    "Of course." Blair studied him for a moment. "So you hold a major's commission in the Home Defense. Let me guess . . . your father's either the unit commander or a prominent local backer who helped fund the unit, and you were bumped through the ranks to Major in consequence, right?"


    "Sir, I'm fully qualified as a pilot . . ."


    "We established that, Major. I'm interested in your rank qualifications. Is my assessment correct?"


    Dillon nodded reluctantly. "My father donated some funds when the unit was put together," he admitted.


    "But the rank is legitimate, sir. I was a test pilot with Camelot Industries before I signed on with the HDS and I've been with my squadron for two years now."


    "Two years," Blair repeated. "Any combat action?"


    "Er. . . no, sir."


    He sighed. "Well, Dillon, you're a major in the Confed Navy Flight Branch now, heaven help you . . . and the rest of us. Try to conduct yourself as a responsible officer of this ship and this flight wing. Do I make myself clear?"


    "Yes, Colonel."


    "Then . . . welcome aboard, Major Dillon. Report to Lieutenant Colonel Ralgha for indoctrination and assignments. You're dismissed."


    He watched the young man leave the hangar not quite as cocky or relaxed any longer. It seemed that the Home Defense squadron had truly dumped a hard-shelled case on the Navy. Dillon was an inexperienced kid who carried a major's rank and the powerful protection of a wealthy family to boot. Dillon would soon learn that neither benefit would mean much when the wing went into action. It was ironic, in a way His father had probably put him into the HDS to get him out of the dangerous job of test pilot


    Blair found himself hoping the kid would not have to learn his lesson the hard way. Not that he particularly cared what happened to this young showoff. . . but if he turned out to be the weak link in the wing, he could take better men and women down with him before it was all over.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Wing Commander's Office, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    The ship completed the jump to the Locanda System and began normal operations immediately. Blair spent a long day in Flight Control, supervising the first patrols dispatched to scout the region of space around the jump point and trying to get a feel for the new pilots in his command. As Whittaker had predicted, the new additions to Red Squadron seemed to be settling in well, but Flash was another matter. It still bothered Blair to have an inexperienced combat pilot with such a high rank, and the problem had caused him a sleepless night before he finally decided how to handle it.


    He needed to team Dillon with a wingman who outranked him, that much was evident. Let Flash be the ranking officer on some patrol mission which ran into trouble and the result would be disaster. Blair knew he would have to match Dillon with either himself Hobbes, or Maniac Marshall — the only three pilots in Gold Squadron with the rank to keep Dillon under tight control.


    Blair was sorely tempted to assign Flash as Maniac's wingman. The two deserved each other, and it might have been a valuable lesson for Marshall to see what it was like to fly with someone unreliable on his wing. But that would have been a risky choice at best. If Maniac didn't rise to the challenge, Blair would end up with two dead pilots. Even unreliable fighter jocks were assets not to be squandered so carelessly.


    So the choice remained between himself and Hobbes. He hesitated over it for a long time before finally putting Flash on Ralgha's wing. Blair was concerned that he was letting his personal distaste for the younger man cloud his judgment. but in the end, he decided that the Kilrathi renegade's calm, tightly-controlled manner was the right counterbalance to Dillon's inexperience and enthusiasm.


    Flash accepted the match-up with equanimity. Apparently he harbored no special feelings against the Kilrathi, and seemed content to fly with Hobbes. The two left on patrol soon after the jump and the patrol was successful, without incident.


    But Blair found himself resenting the necessity which forced him to assign Hobbes and Flash together. He missed flying with Ralgha on his wing. Flint had done a competent job, and he had flown a couple of patrols with Vaquero that went well, but it wasn't the same. He still didn't know the others in the squadron the way he knew Hobbes, and he couldn't count on them to know his mind the way the Kilrathi always did.


    Blair wearily straightened in his desk chair. Sometimes it seemed as if he would never get a handle on the assignment to Victory. He had always found it easy to meld into a new ship's company, but this time was different. He came on board determined to remain distant from the others. Blair needed to avoid getting too close, as he had done with his comrades on the Concordia. Blair doubted he could handle losing another shipload of friends . . . but he was finding it difficult to deal with day-to-day life among people who were still essentially strangers. Perhaps he had made the wrong decision from the start.


    He slowly rose. The day's work was done and his bunk was waiting for him.


    All that really seemed to matter anymore was getting through one more day, performing his duties, and somehow staying sane in the face of a war that seemed more insane every day. It was a far cry from the dreams of glory that had once beckoned Christopher Blair into the life of a fighter pilot, but duty — simple and straightforward — was all that remained for him.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER IX

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    At first glance, there were no customers in the Rec Room when Blair entered, only the grizzled old petty officer who ran the bar. He was a member of the crew from the old Leningrad years ago; one of the handful of survivors who managed to escape the Kilrathi attack that destroyed her. The wounds he suffered in the escape were enough to have him invalided out of active duty, but Dmitri Rostov loved the Service too much to really retire. So he tended bar and swapped stories about the old days, never complaining about the arm and the eye sacrificed in the service of the Confederation.


    Ironically, Leningrad was destroyed by the Imperial cruiser Ras Nik'hra, under the command of Ralgha nar Hhallas before his decision to defect. Blair had been pleasantly surprised to learn that Rostov didn't seem to hold a grudge against the Kilrathi, indeed he rather seemed to enjoy talking to the renegade when Hobbes came in to drink.


    It was a pity some of the people who served with the Kilrathi pilot could not bury the hatchet the same way.


    "Hey, Rosty, how's it going?" Blair gave him a friendly wave. "Don't tell me none of my drunks are hanging out here tonight."


    Rostov shrugged and grunted as Blair approached the bar, gesturing toward the observation window on the far side of the compartment. One lonely figure stood framed against the star field, staring out at the void. It was Flint.


    "A slow night tonight, Comrade Colonel," Rostov agreed. He ventured a heavy smile. "Perhaps you work them too hard, tire them out too much. Even when I get a customer, it is to look, not to drink."


    "I'll take a scotch," Blair said. He waited while the one-armed bartender programmed the order then handed him the glass, using his thumbprint to charge the drink to his account. "Thanks, Bear."


    He crossed to the window where Flint stood, but didn't speak. Part of him wanted to respect her privacy, but another part wanted to draw her out, discover something about the woman behind the barriers she put around herself. She was his wingman, and Blair needed to know more about her, even if she was reluctant to be open with others.


    The lieutenant seemed totally absorbed in her own thoughts, and Blair doubted she even noticed him. But after a moment she glanced at him. "Sir," she said quietly. That one word carried a range of emotion, sadness, and loneliness mixed with a hint of stubborn pride, exposing a glimpse into Flint's soul.


    "I didn't mean to disturb you, Lieutenant," Blair said. "I was just wondering what it was about the view that had you so . . . involved."


    "Just . . . thinking, '' she said reluctantly.


    "I flew here once," Blair went on. "A lot of places to hide in this system, with the moons and the asteroids. Your first time?"


    Flint shook her head ruefully. "This is my home system sir," she told him. "My father commanded a Home Defense squadron after we settled here from Earth. Taught me everything he knew about flying."


    "A family tradition, then," Blair commented.


    She looked away. "He planned to pass it on to my brother David, but . . . the Kilrathi had their own plans."


    "I'm sorry," Blair said, knowing the inadequacy of words. He should never have questioned her, dredging up the past this way.


    "Everyone's lost someone, I guess," Flint said with a little shrug. "They don't give you medals for it. But coming back like this . . . it brings back a lot of memories, is all. A lot of stuff I haven't thought about since I went away to the Academy."


    "You haven't been back since then?"


    She shook her head. "Not much point. My mother took Davie's death hard. She just . . . gave up. He died when I was fifteen. My Dad was killed in the cockpit fighting the cats when they raided here the year after I left. He scored twenty-one kills over the years after Davie was killed. He said each one of them was dedicated to Davie's memory, so he'd have a proper escort of cats to join him in the afterlife. They said . . . they said he died trying to nail number twenty-two, which would have matched Davie's age, but Dad didn't make it." Her voice was flat, level, but Blair could see a hint of tears in her eyes. "I've made eighteen kills since I left the Academy. Four more for Davie, and then I start racking them up for Dad. Maybe I won't score fifty-seven for him, but I'm damned well going to try."


    Blair didn't say anything for a long time. He wasn't sure what bothered him most, the woman s preoccupation with vengeance or the cold, matter-of-fact way she talked about it. It was almost as if she was so wrapped up in her quest that she had lost touch with the emotions that set her on the path in the first place.


    Finally he changed the subject, gesturing toward the viewport. "Which one was home?"


    She pointed to a distant gleam of blue-green, barely showing a disk. "Locanda Four. The main colony world." She paused. "It's a pretty world . . . or it was. Dark purple nights, with bright moons that chased each other across the sky. The insects would sing . . . different serenades, depending on the closeness of the moons. Davie and I would sit up late together, just listening . . ."


    "I could try to get you some planet leave, while we're here," Blair offered. "You must have some family left? Or friends, at least?"


    "Just my uncle's family," she said. "I haven't been in touch with any of them for years." Flint hesitated, still staring at the distant point of light that had been her home. "No, thanks, Colonel. I appreciate the offer, I really do, but I've got too much I need to do here with the rest of the wing. I can't be on the sidelines if the cats are really planning a fight. Not here of all places. I need to be a part of whatever comes down."


    Blair studied her with a penetratingly probing gaze. "Look, Flint," he said at last, "I know something about the way you feel. Lord knows I've lost many people who were important to me over the years. But when we climb into our cockpits and get out there in space, I'm not sure I can afford to be with both you and your brother on my wing. I need you fighting for yourself, for the Wing, for the ship . . . not for a memory, not for vengeance. It cost your father his life. I don't want you to have to pay the same price."


    She looked at him, the tears in her eyes catching the light. "I just can't give up now, Colonel," she told him. "It's too much a part of who I am and what I've become. You've seen me fly; seen me fight. You know I can get the job done. Don't take it away from me. Please . . ."


    Blair took a long time to answer, sipping his drink to give himself more time to think. "All right," he said at last. "I guess you're not carrying around any more baggage than the rest of us. Maniac's still trying to prove he's the best, Hobbes is trying to live down being from the wrong damned species, and Cobra just . . . hates cats. You're in pretty good company, all things considered."


    "What about you, Colonel? What baggage is Maverick Blair carrying around after a whole lifetime spent fighting in the war?" Flint's eyes held a glint of interest that made her whole face seem more alive.


    He thought about Concordia . . . and about Angel, still out there somewhere on her secret mission. "Classified information, Lieutenant," he said, trying to muster a smile. "One of the privileges of being a colonel is never having to let the troops know you're human."


    "And are you?" she asked.


    He let out a sigh. "All too human, Lieutenant. Believe me, I am all too human."


    They stood side by side and watched the stars for a long time in silence.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Briefing Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "Okay, people, let's get down to business," Blair said. "I'd like to conclude this briefing sometime before peace is signed, if you don't mind."


    A few scattered chuckles greeted his sally, and the ready room quieted. Blair glanced at the faces grouped around the table: the squadron commanders, deputies from each of the four squadrons, and representatives from the Wing's technical and maintenance staff and from Victory's Intelligence Office. Rollins was there as well, still functioning as Blair's aide and liaison between the flight wing and the bridge crew


    "Okay," Blair went on. "Here's the drill. For those of you who don't pay attention to the daily shipboard news, we've jumped into the Locanda System. It's been on or near the front lines for years now, and subjected to repeated raids by the Kilrathi Empire." He pushed a stray thought of Flint and her family from his mind and continued. "Until sometime early last month, there was an Imperial base deep in the asteroid belt on a fairly large rock designated Felix on our charts."


    He activated a holographic projector to display the star system. "But three weeks ago, a patrol out of Locanda Four discovered that the Empire was no longer maintaining perimeter patrols around Felix, so a well-equipped force was sent to check it out a destroyer, a heavy fighter escort, and a transport carrying a company of Marines. They met no resistance, and they discovered that the Kilrathi base was completely abandoned. Everything had been cleaned out. That base supported at least three squadrons of fighters and a depot large enough for a carrier to do a field refit. But they gave it up — lock, stock, and fighter bay."


    "But I heard there was supposed to be all this activity here." That was Denise Mbuto, callsign Amazon, the major commanding the interceptors of Blue Squadron. "Everybody said there was going to be some kind of big push. '


    Blair nodded. "Yeah. Felix was abandoned while reports were received concerning increased Kilrathi ship activities in these parts, such as several capital ships, including three carriers. One was the Sar'hrai, which launched that strike on us at Tamayo. There was also a report placing Crown Prince Thrakhath's brand-new flagship here. Certainly there have been a lot of little dustups involving Kilrathi fighter patrols and a few light cap ships, destroyers and such.


    "It would make little sense to abandon a well-defended base while building up the fleet presence," Ralgha said slowly. "Thrakhath is many things — arrogant, ambitious, ruthless — but I have never considered him to be a fool. There is something here which we cannot see as yet."


    "Maybe the local boys are just seeing things," Marshall said. "One carrier passes through on the way to hit us at Tamayo, and it turns into a whole damned fleet with the head kitty-cat in person commanding."


    Blair shook his head. "No. Most of the reports are too well supported by evidence. We have tracking and sensor data that bears out the notion of three carriers and maybe eight smaller capital ships. That's a pretty fair sized force to be hanging around a backwater like Locanda. And Hobbes is right. The asteroid base would have been a useful adjunct to operations . . . too useful to be abandoned casually."


    "Perhaps the fleet was sent to cover the withdrawal of the base contingent," Warlock Whittaker suggested. "It would take a lot of transports to dismantle a base that size, and if they thought we had enough ships to interfere with them, they would have a powerful escort in place."


    "They might even be moving the base," Major Luigi Berterelli, commander of Green Squadron, added. "If they were looking to expand their facilities, or if they just thought our patrols had learned too much about the post on Felix, they might have decided to set up something bigger and better elsewhere. That would require an escort, too, while the new base was still getting up and operating . . . and if they had a new base, it could be supporting whatever else the cats have planned for that flotilla of theirs." Berterelli had an anticipatory gleam in his eyes, as if he could already see this new base lined up in his bombsights. Green Squadron had not seen much active service lately, but a Kilrathi base would give the bombers a chance to show what they could do.


    "Those are possibilities," Blair agreed, "but by no means the only ones." He nodded toward Commander Thomas Fairfax, Victory's senior intelligence officer. "Commander?"


    "Headquarters has been monitoring Kilrathi radio transmissions regarding Locanda for several weeks now, trying to discover just what their intentions are with regard to the system. A courier in from Torgo this morning brought a summary of the most recent findings." Fairfax paused, consulting a portable computer terminal. "First of all, it is believed that their original timetable for whatever is happening at Locanda has been rendered inoperative, possibly due to problems which have arisen in related missions elsewhere."


    "Tamayo, maybe?" Mbuto suggested with a savage smile.


    "Uncertain," Fairfax said seriously. "At any rate, we believe them to be behind schedule already, which means the action could get heavy any time now.


    "The real question is, what action?" Major Ellen Pierce, Whittaker's Exec, put in.


    "Linguistics are relating trouble with certain intercepted Kilrathi broadcasts." The Intelligence Officer plunged ahead as if she hadn't spoken. "One message in particular definitely refers to Kilrathi intentions for the Locanda System . . . it uses a word we've never seen before. Trav'hra'nigath."


    "Bless you," Maniac said with a grin.


    Blair glared at him. "Hobbes . . . does that mean anything to you?"


    Ralgha was giving the Kilrathi equivalent of a frown. "The nearest English translation, my friend, would be literally to grant the prize without struggle." He paused. "Surrender? That is not a concept my people embrace. Struggle is the one constant in life."


    "They are planning to surrender the system?" Blair asked. "That doesn't explain the buildup, though it would at least account for abandoning the base."


    "The implications of the messages we've intercepted suggest that the Empire intends some gesture at Locanda," Fairfax said. "A demonstration of power . . . or of intentions. Again, we're not entirely sure about the exact meaning of all that we've intercepted."


    Whittaker was nodding. "I could see that. Even if they're starting to think in terms of giving up real estate, the cats aren't likely to just quietly turn tail and run That wouldn't fit into their system of honor, would it, Colonel?" He was looking at Hobbes.


    "Ceasing to struggle for a prize one deems worthwhile is not honorable at all," Hobbes said slowly. "A tactical retreat, yes, especially if there is duty to one's followers involved, but the ultimate object is never abandoned."


    "Well, I say they feel the need for a parting shot," Whittaker insisted. "Something to salve their pride when they withdraw. Three carriers could deliver a real punch and flatten the colony facilities before anybody knew what hit them. Then they sail away toward their real target."


    "Perhaps," Fairfax said He looked down at his terminal again. "The only other possibility Intelligence can release to us right now is what appears to be a code name for the Kilrathi operation here. Krahnakh Ghayeer . . ."


    "Unseen Death," Ralgha said.


    Blair exchanged a quick glance with Rollins. Nobody spoke for a many moments.


    "Unseen Death," Maniac repeated at last. He sounded unusually thoughtful. "I don t like the sound of that. It reminds me of something I heard back at Torgo . . ." He trailed off, frowning. "Yeah, that was it. I remember a guy telling me about some backwater system the Kilrathi raided a few months back. Only instead of just dropping in for a quick loot'n'scoot, they cleaned the place with some kind of new bioweapon. Pandemic, he called it."


    "I heard about that, too," Pierce said with a nod. "Rumor has it that Confed HQ slapped a blackout on the whole thing and quarantined the system."


    Rollins was about to speak until he caught the look in Blair's eye. "The war's bad enough without listening to all the rumors flying around," Blair said sharply. "If the cats have a bioweapon, we'll locate it soon enough, you can count on that. In the meantime, we have to concentrate on what we do know — and on learning what we don't know. Isn't that right, Commander Fairfax?"


    The intelligence officer nodded, looking unhappy.


    "Right, then," Blair went on. "For the moment the name of the game is recon. We know there's a Kilrathi squadron in these parts, and we think they're planning something nasty. If Major Berterelli is right, we need to look for signs of a new base. At the very least, we need to pinpoint areas of enemy activity and try to estimate both their intentions and their exact strength."


    "So it's back to patrols, then," Amazon Mbuto said.


    "Unless one of you has a crystal ball that can show us where they're hiding," Blair said. "We're drawing up a full schedule of recon ops. I'm doubling the shifts by putting more fighters out at any given time, so I'm afraid we'll all be contracting extra duty for a while. Major Berterelli, I would like an assessment from you on whether we can adapt Green Squadron to take over point defense work. That would give us the Hellcats for other patrol ops."


    "Range would be pretty short on Hellcats," Whittaker said. "They were never meant for long-duration patrol work."


    "After our little scrap back at Tamayo, I started thinking about in-flight refueling," Blair told him. "A refueling shuttle with an escort of Thunderbolts could allow your whole squadron to operate over a normal patrol route. He shrugged. "We'd better see if the bombers can replace them before we talk about it further. At any rate, people, we've got to find out everything we can about the Empire's plans before they spring them. So make sure your pilots are sharp and ready for anything. When this thing goes down, whatever it is, we'll need to be ready. Dismissed."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Command Hall, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    Thrakhath lounged in his chair, his thoughts far away. The war was entering its final stage now, and soon the Terrans would be brought down like prey caught in an open field. That would be his doing, Thrakhath, Crown Prince, victor over the Terran prey, hero of Kilrah . . .


    And some day soon his grandfather would be dead and Thrakhath's claws would grasp the Empire with a grip that would draw blood.


    "Lord Prince . . ." It was Melek, his closest retainer bowing as he approached the throne.


    "Your report, Melek," he said mildly.


    "Lord Prince, the Terran carrier has been identified as the Victory. As you predicted . . . the ship that carries the renegade."


    "The ship Sar'hrai failed to neutralize," Thrakhath added, showing his fangs. "It is of small consequence. The forces we are mustering now will guarantee the success of Unseen Death, no matter what attempts the apes make to intervene. But be sure to emphasize that all pilots must avoid contact with the renegade. I want no repetitions of the incident with Arrak."


    "Understood, my liege," Melek said with a bow. "Lord Prince . . . we know that the new weapon will work. The field tests revealed that. Why do we not simply mount a raid on Earth now? It need not be a full-scale attack. All that is necessary is a single ship, a single missile, and the Terran homeworld is infected and wiped clean. That would shatter the apes, making them helpless prey under our talons."


    "Not quite, Melek," Thrakhath said quietly. "Do not forget, we have attacked their homeworld before, to devastating effect, and yet done them only minor harm in the greater scheme of things. Our agents claim they have powerful new weapons in preparation now, weapons capable of destroying entire planets . . . even golden Kilrah itself. These weapons are not deployed around Terra, so a strike on their homeworld will only trigger massive retaliation. We cannot allow that to happen. I will not trade one homeworld for another, Melek. That would be disaster."


    "But the loss of Terra . . ."


    "Would mean less to the apes than the loss of Kilrah would to us," Thrakhath said, leaning forward. "You have not studied the humans as I have. You do not grasp their nature. If Kilrah was lost to us, we would suffer great harm. The Emperor, the heads of the great Clans, the ancient landholds and monuments of our people . . . these are what tie our race together, separate us from the animals. Take those things away and the Empire withers. But the apes are savages. Terrans would mourn the loss of their home, but it would not destroy them. They would continue to swarm in their multitudes, disorganized but still determined."


    "Then can we truly win this war?" Melek asked. "If we are so much more vulnerable than they, do we have any choice but a glorious death?"


    Thrakhath smiled. "We know only a little of their doomsday weapon, this . . . Behemoth, as they call it. Our agents say it is untested, but they have not been able to penetrate its secrets as of yet. We must draw out the apes; force them to commit their new weapon before it is fully ready, in a way we can control and manipulate. Unseen Death will be the first stage. By demonstrating our bioweapon and proving our willingness to use it, we will leave the Terrans no choice but to deploy the Behemoth."


    "Against . . . against Kilrah?" Melek's look was one of horror and fear, but Thrakhath didn't reprimand him for his shameful display.


    "Not at once," the Prince told him. "They will test it first. We will learn where the weapon is to be tested and we will discover its weaknesses. For this purpose we keep the Heart of the Tiger in readiness. And when we have destroyed their one hope of retaliation, leaving their Navy demoralized and confused . . ."


    "Then Terra dies," Melek said softly.


    "Then Terra dies," Thrakhath agreed. "The first of many human worlds . . . until their race is gone forever."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER X

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    It felt strange to be in the cockpit of a fighter and yet drifting free, without acceleration or preprogrammed destination. Blair had never thought of flying a Thunderbolt as a claustrophobic experience, not with all of space in full glory around him . . . but he was ready to admit that it could be cramped, constricted, and more than a little bit boring.


    They had been in the Locanda System now for three days, operating frequent recon flights in search of some sign of the Kilrathi fleet. Today was the first time they had put up the Hellcats in a recon role, and Blair had elected to fly escort on the refueling shuttle with Flint rather than assign the job to one of the other Gold Squadron teams. The entire force, four Hellcats, the two Thunderbolts, and the shuttle, had flown together to this prearranged rendezvous point at the edge of the point defense fighters' maximum range. They topped off their tanks and set out in two patrols to sweep a wide arc before they returned. Then they would refuel and make the return trip to the Victory together.


    Everything went like clockwork Blair hoped their luck would continue to hold.


    The worst part of being alone in deep space for long amounts of time was the scope it provided for brooding. The lack of specific information on Kilrathi intentions and dispositions made for a game of hide and seek extending over an entire solar system, and it was a game where the Kilrathi had all the advantages. The idea that they might be planning a biological attack on Locanda bothered Blair more than he cared to admit. It suggested that the Empire was upping the ante by introducing the prospect of mass slaughter, possibly escalating to an all-out genocide. Blair had felt that, before, both sides had agreed on what "winning" meant. And now the Kilrathi might be trying to change that definition. If the Kilrathi turned to weapons of mass destruction on any major scale . . . the Confederation would have no choice but to answer them in kind.


    But something else troubled Blair; something he hadn't shared with anyone, not even Hobbes. Given that the Kilrathi had this new weapon, and given the rumors that it had already been tested elsewhere, why Locanda? The system was practically worthless in any strategic or material sense, although its long-time position on the front lines gave it a certain sentimental and media prominence the place hardly merited. It was as if the Kilrathi had picked a place to wield their terror weapon which was most likely to attract Confed attention. It would be much more difficult for the High Command to seal off the system and black out the news, because Locanda was so well known to the Confederation at large.


    A bioweapon attack here would be like a gauntlet thrown at the feet of the High Command; a challenge. . . but why hadn't the Empire chosen some system where they would win more than just a propaganda stroke? Tamayo, with its high population and important shipyard facilities, or the Sector HQ at Torgo, or any of a dozen other systems nearby would have made far more logical choices than Locanda. There had to be something more behind the Kilrathi campaign, but Blair couldn't fathom it.


    He wasn't even sure that he was working from anything more than rumor, speculation, and fear.


    "Hey, Colonel, tell me again how we're contributing to the success of the mission," Flint's voice crackled on the radio channel. She sounded bored.


    "They can't all be free-for-alls, Flint," he told her, glad of the interruption. He didn't like the depressing turn his thoughts were following.


    "You really think this latest sighting's going to pan out? I'll lay you ten to one that freighter captain was drunk when he logged that sensor echo."


    The current reconnaissance effort had started after a report from a tramp space freighter of multiple sensor readings at the edge of his scan range two days back. It wasn't much to go on, but it was the only solid lead they had just now.


    "No bet, Flint," Blair said, checking his sensor screen as he spoke. "I know better than to believe in elves, goblins, or reliable tramp skippers."


    "You want to know what I think, sir?" Flint said. "I think some Kilrathi cap ships might've shown themselves to that freighter just to get us away from the colony. Know what I mean?"


    "Any special reason, or are you just getting good at reading Kilrathi minds? I can get you a cushy job with Intelligence if you can tell what the cats are thinking." Blair caught a flash on his sensor screen. "Hold on . . . "I'm reading contacts at two o'clock, low, outer ring. Check me."


    There was a pause before Flint responded. "Yeah, I got them. Three . . . no, four bogies, inbound. And I don't think they're our buddies from Red Squadron."


    "Shuttle, power up and get the hell out of here," Blair ordered, "we'll cover your withdrawal. But keep in mind our guys will need a drink when they get back here, so don t go too far unless the bad guys break through us."


    "Roger that," the shuttle pilot replied. Blair saw the twin flares as the boxy little craft accelerated away, gathering speed. "We'll relay word to Victory, too."


    "Okay, Flint, let's welcome our guests," Blair said, bringing the fighter around and firing up the engines. "Keep close formation as long as possible, but remember the top priority is to screen the shuttle. You see somebody breaking past and heading his way, you nail the bastard, and don't stop to ask for permission."


    "Don't worry, Colonel," she replied. "I hardly ever ask permission anyway."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Bloodhawk Leader.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "I read three targets, two fighters, the other . . . a utility vessel of some kind. It is moving off. The other two are turning our way."


    Flight Lieutenant Kavark nodded inside his bulky helmet. The report matched what his own sensors detected. His patrol, four Darket off the Imperial carrier Ras Nakhar, was near the end of its scheduled pattern when the targets suddenly appeared at the edge of their sensor range. He promptly ordered a course change to investigate.


    "This confirms my readings," he said. "Target computer says the combatants are Thunderbolt class: heavy fighters. We have the advantage of numbers even though they are better armored than us."


    "Then the greater glory accrues to us for fighting them!" Flight Lieutenant Droghar responded eagerly. Kavark felt a surge of pride. The pilots in his section were warriors, one and all, and it only enhanced his honor to command them today . . . even if it was a hopeless fight. "What of the other vessel?"


    "It is an unarmed shuttle, of no importance. We may safely deal with it after the escort is defeated . . . if anyone feels the need for target practice."


    There were harsh laughs from the other three pilots. Kavark showed his fangs under his flight helmet, wondering briefly if any of them ever doubted their place in this war. "Ghairahn, you may have the honor of the first challenge, if you wish."


    "Yes, Leader," Ghairahn replied. He was a young pilot, newly assigned to the section, but a distant member of Kavark's Clan. This would be his chance to earn his first blood in combat. "Thank you, Leader."


    "Remember the instructions. If the renegade is detected, we break off the action. There will be no arguments, no loss of honor." Kavark paused. He knew they faced almost certain destruction by engaging, but honor demanded they fight. He would go through the motions, do all that was expected of him . . . embrace death with talons unsheathed, if that was what Sivar, the War God, demanded. "Now . . . for the glory of the Empire and the honor of Kilrah . . . attack!"


    He forced himself to bare his fangs again in a savage smile as Ghairahn's Darket fighter broke formation and accelerated toward the enemy.


    
      * * *
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    "Here they come!"


    The first Darket was at maximum thrust, bare seconds away from the Thunderbolt's weapon range. A second fighter supported close behind, but the other two, true to Kilrathi practice, had not yet broken their formation to join the battle. This gave the Terran pilots a brief advantage, since a Darket was no match for a Thunderbolt in a stand-up, one-on-one fight.


    They made use of this advantage quickly. To cripple or destroy the first two fighters before the other Kilrathi ships joined the fray was the plan. If the enemy started swarming around either Terran ship with superior numbers, the odds could quickly turn against Blair and Flint.


    Energy weapons blazing, the lead Darket dived directly toward Blair, not even trying to use evasive tactics. The pilot was either very confident or very inexperienced, Blair thought. He held off returning fire. Instead, he kept a target lock on the Darket while allowing it to approach so he could achieve the maximum effect from his weaponry.


    "For the honor of my noble race," a computer-generated voice translated the Kilrathi pilot's radio call. "My claws shall grasp your throat today, human."


    Blair didn't respond. He watched the Darket streak in, keeping one eye on the shield readouts. His forward screen took the full brunt of the Kilrathi attack, and the power level was dropping fast . . . maybe too fast. He rolled sideways, killing his forward speed with a hard reverse thrust that wrenched his gut. As the fighter slowed, he used his maneuvering thrusters to put the fighter into a fast spin just as the Darket, surprised by the maneuver, darted past with weapons now probing uselessly into space.


    For a few brief moments, the Kilrathi's vulnerable stern was visible in Blair's sights. Smiling grimly, he powered up his engines again and opened fire with full blasters, adding a heat-seeking missile for good measure. "Curl your claws around this, furball," he said.


    The volley cracked the Imperial fighter's rear shields and the missile flew right up the tailpipe. It exploded, and the fighter came apart in a spectacular ball of raw energy.


    "You really nailed him, Colonel," Flint said. "Now it's my turn . . ."


    She drove her Thunderbolt right into the guns of the second Darket, ignoring the withering fire her opponent was laying down. A moment later she spoke again. "Bye bye, kitty," she said. Missiles and beams leapt from her fighter's underbelly, and the Darket went up in a second brilliant fireball that momentarily dimmed the stars. "Never mess with a gal on her home turf! That makes nineteen, Davie . . . and more to follow!"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Bloodhawk Leader.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    Kavark watched he destruction of Ghairahn's fighter with a curious lack of emotion, showing neither anger nor blood lust, nor even pride in the warrior's sacrifice. The second Darket's loss was the same; just another statistic in the long fight against the ape-spawn humans.


    Sometimes it seemed that the conflict would go on forever. Once it seemed a great thing, a glorious thing, to venture forth in battle for the glory of Empire and Emperor and Clan. But the fighting continued endlessly, and though the Kilrathi had the advantage of numbers and sheer combat firepower, somehow the apes always managed to move from the brink of defeat to rally and overcome the Emperor's forces. The Terran spirit embodied a refusal to give in despite overwhelming odds. And their warriors, though outnumbered and outgunned, were superb fighters.


    "We must attack, Leader," urged his surviving pilot, Kurthag. He never doubted. He saw everything in black and white, honor against dishonor, victory against death.


    "No, Kurthag," Kavark said. "One of us must report to the Fleet. They must know where the Terrans are operating."


    "I will fight, Leader, while you withdraw . . ."


    "Sharvath!" Kavark snarled. "Would you have me abandon honor? I command here. Mine is the honor of battle!"


    There was a long pause. "Yes . . . Leader," Kurthag said at last. "I obey . . . despite the dishonor."


    "The warrior who obeys can never be dishonored," Kavark told him, quoting from the famous words of the Emperor Joor'ath. "Now, go. And . . . tell my mate my last battle song will be of her."


    He cut the channel and changed course to place his fighter between the Terrans and Kurthag's craft.


    Sometimes the only way to deal with doubts was to face them . . . no matter what the price.


    
      * * *
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    "They're splitting up," Blair said, studying his sensor screen. "One of them is making a run for it. Why is this other idiot sticking around? Doesn't he know he's no match for two heavy fighters?"


    "Who knows what a cats thinking?" Flint said sounding distracted. "Let's get him before he changes his mind! ''


    "On my wing, Lieutenant. We'll take down this baby by the book . . ." Blair continued to study the screen as he spoke. If that Kilrathi fighter was heading for home, maybe he'd be able to lead the Terrans to the missing Imperial fleet. Assuming they could track him somehow . . .


    "I can get the one who's running, Colonel," Flint announced suddenly. "Going to afterburners. I'll be back before you finish toasting the dumb one."


    She suited actions to words before he could respond, her fighter streaking away at maximum thrust. Blair wanted to call her back, but at that moment the remaining Darket opened fire and accelerated toward him. There was no time to remonstrate with his headstrong wingman now.


    He looped into a reciprocal course, trying to keep his sights framed on the Kilrathi, but this pilot was no hotheaded amateur. His maneuvers were unpredictable, and he knew just how to get the most out of his fighter..


    The combination was dangerous, even in an uneven matchup like this one. Before Blair could line up a shot, the Darket pulled a tight turn and passed directly under his port wing, blasters firing. None of the hits pierced the shield, but they weakened it. Then the Darket turned away to avoid the arc of the Thunderbolt's rear turret.


    Blair turned again at maximum thrust, the G-force pressing him firmly into his seat. The enemy ship appeared on his HUD again, and he tried to center the targeting reticule on the fighter despite the Kilrathi pilot's evasive action. But the other pilot seemed to anticipate his every move, weaving in under him a second time, unloading a full volley of beams and missiles against the same weakened spot.


    A red light flashed on his console. "Burn-through, port shield. Armor damage. Structural fatigue at ten percent." The computer's flat, unemotional report was incongruous, and Blair didn't know if he wanted to scream or laugh.


    The Kilrathi fighter spun in a tight turn and started another run. "Not this time, my friend," Blair muttered under his breath.


    The weakness on the port side of the Thunderbolt would be a real danger now; another good hit in the same area could seriously damage the fighter. Ironically, it gave Blair an opportunity. There was little doubt as to what the Kilrathi pilot would do this time. He would be drawn to repeat that same attack a third time . . .


    Blair initiated a turn before the attack developed, letting his nose swing down and left. The enemy pilot opened fire, but the shots caught the forward shields, not the port side. Simultaneously, Blair triggered his own weapons, and the Kilrathi ship flew right into the firing arc. A pair of missile launches exhausted Blair's stocks, but they were sufficient.


    The pilot had time for one last transmission before the end. "There must be . . . something more . . . than Death without end . . ."


    And then the fighter was gone.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    Blair scrambled from the cockpit as soon as the environmental systems in the hangar were restored, brushing past the technicians and ignoring Rachel's grinning "Looks like you took a real pounding out there" comment. Seething, he crossed to Flint's fighter and waited for the woman to come down.


    By the time he'd dealt with the Darket, Flint had already engaged the fleeing ship. She had dealt with it quickly and competently, taking none of the damage Blair had suffered in his engagement. Her target had turned into expanding gases in a matter of seconds.


    Before Blair could read her the riot act, though, the shuttle had returned, and the sensors registered the approach of the four Hellcats on the return leg of their patrol. He refused to dress down another pilot over an open channel. But all the way back. his anger had been building. Flint had blown their best chance to track the enemy.


    She let go of the ladder halfway down and dropped to the deck beside him, pulling off her flight helmet to reveal a grin. "Score's twenty now, Colonel," she said. "Davie'll have his escort soon enough."


    "Only if you're flying, Lieutenant," he said, his voice low but harsh. "And I'm not sure how long that's going to be, after what I saw out there today."


    "But —"


    "You talk when I say you can talk, Lieutenant," he cut her off. "First you listen. I gave you a direct order to stay on my wing when I engaged that second Darket. Instead, you went charging after the other one. I expect that kind of attitude from Maniac or even a rookie like Flash but not from the pilot I pick as my wingman."


    "But, Colonel, you didn't need me to deal with a Darket," she protested, looking stricken, "and I was able to make it a clean sweep."


    "A clean sweep," he repeated. "That's what it was, all right. Of course, if there had been one survivor running for cover we might have been able to lie back at extreme sensor range and track him back to his mother ship. Maybe we'd find the whole damned Kilrathi fleet. But a clean sweep . . . that's certainly worth passing up a result like that for, isn't it?"


    She took a step back. "Oh, God . . . Colonel, I never thought . . ."


    "No, you didn't," he said. "You never thought. Well, Lieutenant, think about this. Intelligence thinks the cats are planning an all-out attack on Locanda Four, not just a raid but something big and nasty. And if we don t find their fleet and pinpoint it pretty damned soon they will have a clear shot. So when your pretty purple skies are filled with Kilrathi missiles, you think about whether we could have nailed them today if you had just obeyed orders instead of playing your little revenge game."


    She looked down. "I . . . I don't know what to say, sir," she said slowly. "I'm sorry. Were you serious . . . about yanking my flight status, I mean?"


    He didn't answer right away. "I don't want to," Blair finally told her. "You're a damned good pilot, Flint, and you know how to make that Thunderbolt dance. But I told you before that I need a wingman I can trust." He paused. "Consider this a final warning. You screw up again, Flint, and I'll have your wings. You get me?"


    "Yes, sir." She met his angry eyes. "And. . . thanks, Colonel, for giving me a second chance."


    As she turned and walked slowly away, Blair hoped he wouldn't regret the decision later.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XI

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    Blair paused at the entrance to the rec room and glanced around. This evening the lounge was fairly busy, the Gold Squadron particularly well represented. Vagabond, Maniac, Beast Jaeger, and Blue Squadron's Amazon Mbuto were playing cards. Judging from the stack of chips in front of Lieutenant Chang, he was ahead. Vaquero was alone at another table with headphones over his ears, his eyes closed, and his hands tapping out a beat as he blissed out on his rockero music. Hobbes and Flash were talking earnestly at a table by the viewport, and Sandman was sharing drinks with a blonde from the carrier's weaponry division.


    Lieutenant Buckley, alone at the bar with a drink in her hand and a half-empty bottle on the counter in front of her, looked up at Blair. She stood with exaggerated care and walked over to him.


    "I hear you're down on Flint," she said, the words slurring a little. "What's the matter, Colonel, you only like pilots who've got fur?"


    He looked at her coldly. "You've had too much to drink Lieutenant," he said. "I think you'd better head back to your quarters and get some rest."


    "Or what? You'll ground me? Like you threatened Flint?" She jabbed a finger at him. "You save your high-and-mighty Colonel act for the flight deck or the firing line. I'm on down-time now . . ."


    He grabbed her shoulder as she staggered, steering her back to the bar. "I don't know what set you off, Lieutenant, but. . ."


    "What set me off? I'll tell you what set me off, Colonel, sir. Flint's one of the best damned pilots on this tub, and you treat her like dirt. Just like you treat all the pilots, except your furball buddy over there. After she came off the flight deck this afternoon, she was ready to find an airlock and cycle herself into space. I spent the whole damned afternoon trying to straighten out the damage you created, chewing her out that way."


    "She screwed up," Blair said softly. "And we can't afford any mistakes."


    "Can t you let her be human once in a while? Do you have any idea what kind of strain Flint's under? This is her home system, you know . . . and everybody's talkin' about the cats planning to use bioweapons here."


    "There have been stories about bioweapons," he said guardedly. Inwardly he wondered who had been talking. Probably not Rollins; he'd sounded sincere when he promised not to spread the story. But everyone at the squadron commanders' briefing knew about the rumors now, and some of them — Maniac, for example — wouldn't think twice before sharing the stories with the rest of the crew. "Right now they're just that: stories. Whoever's been circulating them probably wouldn't know a bioweapon from a biosphere."


    "Oh, come off it, Colonel," Cobra said. "The cats've been working on these kinds of weapons for years. They use human test subjects from their slave camps. They've tried their bugs out on other human planets already. It's only a matter of time before they start using them routinely. If the grapevine says it'll be here, I wouldn't argue with it.


    "You know a hell of a lot about what the Kilrathi are doing, Lieutenant," Blair said "Maybe you should spend more of your time talking to Intell, and a little less on telling me how to run my Wing."


    "Intell! I've had enough of Intell people and their questions!" She shook her head. "Anyway, you're just trying to change the subject. The simple fact is, Colonel, that there are some damn fine people on this ship who deserve better than what you're givin' them. Flint's jus' the worst case. But if I was you, I'd start treating people right, or you just might find out what friendly fire's all about sometime —" She broke off and started to stagger to another seat but ended up sitting down heavily where she was and putting her head down on the bar next to her bottle.


    "Should I call Security to give her an escort to her quarters, sir?" Rostov asked from behind the bar. Blair wasn't sure how long he'd been there.


    He shook his head. "Let's keep this in the family," he said, looking around. He caught Flash's eye and summoned him with a wave. "Major, I need a favor. Could you help lieutenant Buckley back to her quarters please? She's had a little too much to drink . . ."


    "Sure, Colonel," Flash said with a grin. "I was starting to wonder how much booze she was going to be able to put away before she pulled a crash-and-burn." He helped Cobra to her feet, wrapped one of her arms around his shoulders. "Come on, Cobra, let's get you home."


    Blair watched them leave, then let out a sigh. "Give me a drink, Rosty," he said, feeling suddenly weary. "A double anything. It's been that kind of a day."


    He took the glass from the one-armed bartender, but didn't drink it right away. Instead he stared into the amber liquid, his mind a whirl of conflicting emotions. From the very start he was an outsider here, unable to pass the barriers his pilots held against him. Sometimes it felt as if he was flailing the air. Most of these pilots had been through a lot together and felt the same type of comradeship he had shared with the men and women of the Concordia. They resented him, resisted him, and everything Blair did only seemed to make things worse.


    At least there were a few people he could still trust. Blair picked up the glass and took a sip, then walked to the table where Ralgha was still sitting, alone now. "Mind if I join you, Hobbes?" he asked.


    "Please, my friend," the Kilrathi said, gesturing courteously toward the chair Flash had relinquished. "It would be good to spend some time with someone who . . . truly understands what this war is about."


    "I take it you and Flash don't see eye to eye?" Blair sat down across from his old comrade.


    "That cub!" Ralgha was uncharacteristically vehement. "He sees everything through the eyes of youth. No judgment. No experience. No concept of the truth of war."


    "When he gets to be our age, he'll know better," Blair said. "If he lives that long. But I know what you mean. Things sure have changed since the old days."


    Ralgha gave him a very human smile. "Maybe not so much," he said. "I can recall times when I thought I was immortal . . . and when you would get drunk and tell off a superior officer."


    Blair shot him a look. "You heard all that?"


    "My race has better hearing than yours," Hobbes reminded him. "And the lieutenant was not exactly concerned with keeping her voice low. Alcohol may cause some people to speak and act in very strange ways, my friend. I do not think there was any serious intent behind her words."


    "In vino veritas," Blair said.


    "I am not familiar with those words," the Kilrathi said, looking puzzled.


    "It's Latin. A dead Terran language. It means 'there is truth in wine.'"


    "I do not think Cobra would actually fire on you," Ralgha said. "Perhaps me, given the intensity of her dislike. But despite her anger tonight, I believe she respects you as a pilot. . . and even as a leader. Unfortunately, she also has a high regard for Lieutenant Peters, who saved her life in the last battle before the ship refitted at Torgo. And you should understand what it means to defend a friend from what you see as unjustified persecution."


    "Yeah, I understand. I just wish there was a way to get through to her . . . to all of them."


    "Perhaps you should consider unbending somewhat," Hobbes said slowly. "You have seemed . . . aloof . . . on this mission. That contributes to the trouble."


    "I know that, too," Blair admitted. "But. . . I don't know, Hobbes. I just keep thinking about all the other times aboard the Tigers Claw and the Concordia. It seems like every time I make friends and start to share something with good people, they end up dead. When I first arrived, I thought I would be better off keeping my distance. I thought maybe it wouldn't hurt as much, if it happened again. But that isn't the answer, either, because even if I can't call them my friends, I still feel responsible for these people. I respect them. And I'll still mourn them if they buy it out there."


    "I doubt it could be any other way, my friend," Hobbes said gravely. "Not as long as you are . . . yourself."


    "Maybe so." Blair drained his glass. "Well, who knows? Maybe we're into the last game, after all, like all the Confed press releases claim. Maybe the Kilrathi Empire is about to give up the whole thing as a bad idea, and we'll have peace and harmony and all that sweetness and light."


    Ralgha shook his head slowly. "It is a time for strange ideas," he said. "My people have invented a word for surrender, a concept I can still barely grasp after years among your kind." He gestured toward the viewport. "I used to raid these worlds with my brethren. Now I defend them . . . and my people talk of giving themselves up without further struggle."


    The Kilrathi paused, and for a moment Blair thought he looked lost. "I cannot guess at what my one-time comrades might do next. But I do not believe that the Imperial family can change so totally. If there is peace, it will be because the Emperor and Thrakhath are overthrown, and their supporters broken. That will not happen without a major change in the way this war progresses"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Officer's Quarters, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    Angel was with him, looking just as she had the day she left Concordia with her kit bag slung over one arm and the open ramp to the shuttle yawning behind her like a black, toothless maw.


    "Farewell, mon ami," she said. "Look after the others for me, all our comrades. I will come back when Paladin does not need me . . ."


    "Don't go, Angel," Blair heard himself saying the words as if from some great distance. "Stay here. If you go everything will fall apart . . . everything . . ."


    The words were wrong. He knew it, even as a shrill screech rang in his ear and brought him out of the dream. The words were all wrong . . .


    He had let her go that day without a protest. He told Angel that he understood, told her that he would wait for her. But she hadn't come back to the Concordia. And he wasn't sure she'd ever come back to him. Angel . . .


    The noise didn't go away even after he had sat up, his eyes wide open, staring at the bare walls of his quarters. It took Blair quite a while to realize the noise was the shrilling sound of the General Quarters alarm. He started to rise when a computer voice joined the cacophony. "Now, General Quarters, General Quarters. All hands to Combat Stations. This is not a drill. General Quarters, General Quarters . . ."


    A moment later the computer voice was replaced by Rollins, sounding excited. "Colonel Blair, to the Captain's Ready Room, please. Colonel Blair to Captain's Ready Room!"


    As he finished tugging on his uniform, Blair glanced at the watch implanted in his wrist. It read 0135 hours, ship time. With a muttered curse, he grabbed his boots and started wrestling them onto his feet.


    He wasn't sure which was worse the dream of his loss or the reality of the war


    Dressed and almost awake, Blair forced himself to move through the corridors at a brisk yet measured pace. Never let your people see you run, laddie, Paladin had told him once back in the days they served on Tiger's Claw together. Even when the whole bloody universe is falling around your ears, walk like you haven't a care in the world, and the other lads'll take heart and fight the better for it.


    It took all his willpower to remember the old warrior's lesson this time. The incessant alarm and the crewmen hastening to their combat stations set every nerve on edge. He knew long before he reached the ready room that this mission was the one which they had been awaiting — and dreading — for so long.


    "Blair!" Eisen's voice boomed out as he entered the compartment. "Thought I was going to have to send somebody to roust you out of bed, man! We've spotted the bad guys, and we haven't got a second to lose."


    He joined the captain, Rollins, and Hobbes at the big table, watched as Eisen manipulated a terminal, activating a holographic chart in the air above the smooth surface.


    "Leyland and Svensson spotted two carriers and five destroyers here eighteen minutes ago," Eisen said, indicating a set of coordinates approximately ten million kilometers ahead of the carrier's present position. "They made a positive ID on both of the carriers. One is the Sar'hrai our friend from Tamayo. The other is definitely the Hvar'kann."


    "So Thrakhath is here, just like the reports indicated. Blair fought himself to suppress a betraying tremor in his voice. "I wonder how much of the rest of it's true?"


    "Most of it, Colonel," Eisen said levelly, meeting his eyes with a bland stare. "Intell sent us an update last night. The Kilrathi are carrying missiles armed with biological warheads, and they are going to attempt to use them against Locanda IV. The missiles are a new type, designated Skipper. They're too big to carry aboard fighters, so they'll be launched from capital ships."


    "They had to wait until now to confirm it?" Blair asked bitterly. "They couldn't give us time to get ready?"


    "The confirmation only came in from outsystem yesterday. One of General Taggart's resources finally gave us the full specs on the weapon . . . for what it's worth."


    "You haven't heard the really bad news, either," Rollins put in. "These Skipper missiles carry cloaking devices, so they'll be damned hard to track. And as for the warheads . . . well, we might as well not have the specs at all. There's no counter for those bugs. Nothing."


    Eisen gave Rollins a quick, angry look. "Once the pandemic is introduced into a Terrestroid ecosystem it'll spread very quickly," he said. "And Mr. Rollins is correct. Even the Kilrathi don't have a cure for it."


    Blair's nod was sober. "So we can't let them get any missiles through to the planet," he said. He looked from Eisen to Rollins. "But how do we stop cloaked missiles? Hell, I didn't think the targeting system on a missile could handle cloaked flight. Everything I ever saw said you need a pilot to handle a bird when it's under cloak."


    "According to the specs, the Skipper doesn't stay under cloak all the time," Eisen said. "It drops out of cloak every few seconds to update its flight profile. So they can be tracked . . . but only intermittently."


    "Lovely. Any more good news?"


    "Leyland was able to get an accurate scan of the Kilrathi. From the looks of things, both carriers had an absolute minimum of fighters deployed." Eisen's eyes studied him through the hologram. "They have the escorts doing most of their recon and CAP work. You know what that means as well as I do."


    "Yeah." Blair nodded again. "They're prepping the fighters for a magnum launch. Right, Hobbes?"


    The Kilrathi renegade sounded grave. "I fear that is the only likely explanation, my friend," he agreed.


    "They're still pretty far out for a strike," Blair said. "Range is extreme for a run against Four."


    "I agree," Eisen said. "But if I was about to make an all-out strike on a well-defended target, I'd prep early and keep my people ready. That way I could launch the moment I knew the enemy had discovered my ships. They may not be planning the strike right away, but they'll be good to go at any time."


    "Where does that leave us?" Blair asked. "No criticism intended for the Victory and her crew, sir, but I'm not wild about the idea of us tackling the whole Kilrathi force alone. We might get in some hits, but some of the bastards will escape . . . and then where would we be?"


    "Agreed," Eisen said. He looked at Blair. "Even I'm not so proud of the old girl that I think she'd survive a stand-up fight with seven cap ships. And our battle group isn't strong enough to even up the odds, either."


    That prompted nods around the table. Three destroyers, Coventry, Sheffield, and Ajax, had joined the carrier at Tamayo as escorts, but two of them were as old and outdated as Victory herself. Only Coventry carried her own half-wing of fighters. All in all, they weren't much when set against the Kilrathi force.


    "Do you have any recommendations, Colonel?" Eisen went on.


    Blair studied the chart. "Yeah," he said slowly. He allowed himself a wolfish grin. "Hit them now. . . and hit them hard."


    Eisen looked doubtful. "It'll be a mismatch," he said. "Can you do anything against those odds?"


    "Yes, sir, I can," Blair said, although a part of him didn't share the confidence he tried to project. "We won't be going in to take on the whole Kilrathi fleet. My notion is to threaten them with an attack and make them launch their missiles early. That's what I'd do, if I wasn't sure what was hitting me. So we stir them up, make them commit. And then we go after those missiles with everything we've got. Victory won't be in any danger, because I don't see how they could mount a counterstrike in the middle of their attack op. The risk falls entirely to the Wing."


    "I was hoping you'd come up with something better Colonel," Eisen said, sounding weary, "because that was the only plan I was able to rough out, too. And I'm afraid your pilots are going to be in for one hell of a fight."


    "Yeah," Blair said. "I know. But I don't see anything else we can do without throwing away the one advantage we have right now."


    "Advantage? We have an advantage?" Rollins looked and sounded incredulous.


    "Surprise, Mr. Rollins," Blair told him with a slow smile. "Fact is, nobody would be crazy enough to do what we're talking about doing."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XII

    


    
      Flight Control, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "Battle Alert! Battle Alert!" the computer announced. "Now, scramble! Scramble! Scramble! All Flight Wing personnel to magnum launch stations. Scramble!"


    A monitor showed the view as the ready rooms erupted in a sudden outburst of activity. For a few seconds it was a scene of utter chaos, with pilots running for the Hangar Deck. Some were still zipping up flight suits or dogging down helmets as they moved, but there was an underlying sense of order beneath all the confusion. These people were professionals who knew their jobs.


    Blair glanced around Flight Control Center, nodding in satisfaction. The room was fully crewed, with captain Ted "Marker" Markham, Victory's Flight Boss, presiding over the technicians with his usual autocratic flair. Ignoring the others, Blair focused his attention on Maniac Marshall, who was with Rachel Coriolis near the door. The major seemed to be debating his fighter's combat loadout with the technician, waving his hands in the air and talking with an excited intensity.


    He waited until the discussion was over before crossing to Maniac. "We don't have any room for grandstanding today, Major," he said quietly. "This mission has to be flown perfectly. Otherwise . . . scratch a whole colony world and everyone on it. You read me, mister?"


    Marshall met his eyes defiantly. "I know my duty, damn it. And I've never let my end down."


    "Just remember what's at stake. You don't have to like me, major, any more than I have to like you. But today you'll follow my orders, or I'll have your head."


    "I'll do my job," Maniac told him. "You just do yours."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    Blair and Flint launched last, joining the other fighters already on station around the carrier. All four squadrons were up, thirty-three fighters in all. Leyland and Svensson had two of Blue Squadron's interceptors in position closer to the enemy flight, and the techs had down-checked five fighters — two Arrows, two Hellcats, and a Longbow — as unable to fly the mission.


    He was glad Gold Squadron hadn't suffered any down-checks. At least all ten Thunderbolts would be going in today.


    "All squadrons, this is Wing Commander,'' he announced as he settled his fighter into formation between Flint and Hobbes. "We've gone over the drill often enough, so I expect you all know your jobs by now. Warlock, I wish you were with us on this one, but in-flight refueling would complicate things too much. Keep your guard up, and make sure the old rust-bucket's still here for us when we get home."


    "Godspeed, Colonel," Whittaker replied.


    "The rest of us have a fleet to catch," Blair continued. "Amazon, take the lead. Green Squadron to follow, Gold in the rear. Let's punch it, boys and girls!" He rammed his throttles forward as if to punctuate the order, felt the engines surging to full power and the G-force pressing him down. "Engage autopilots," he said. "Anybody who thinks he can sleep, this is your last chance for a catnap before things start getting hot!"


    He doubted if anyone actually slept, though with the autopilots set it would have been possible — assuming adrenaline and anticipation left any room for any of them to relax. It was a forty-five minute flight at maximum thrust, and Blair spent the time reviewing his plans and trying to spot ways to improve their chances of success. He saw precious little hope of shortening the daunting odds against them. Everything depended on luck, now.


    Blair was surprised when the computer alarm sounded the warning. They were close to their navigation checkpoint now, and the autopilots were disengaging automatically. He checked his scanners, saw the blips representing the two watchdog interceptors trailing the Kilrathi fleet ahead. The enemy showed up on long-range sensors, which showed the presence of large vessels, but so far his monitor showed nothing in range of the more accurate but less powerful short-range scan.


    That was exactly as it should be. So far, so good . . .


    "Shepherd to flock," he said, breaking radio silence. "Commence your run . . . NOW!"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flag Bridge, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "Lord Prince!"


    Thrakhath looked up from his computer display. The Tactical Officer sounded frightened, but whether it was due to something on his scanners or the danger of bothering Thrakhath was difficult to tell. "Lord Prince, I have multiple targets on close-range sensors. Small . . . a cluster of fighter-class targets. At least four eights of them!"


    "Position?" Thrakhath rasped.


    "Bearing to port and low, range five thousand octomak and closing." The officer paused. "They are Terran by their signatures, Lord Prince . . ."


    "Of course they are Terran, fool!" Thrakhath raged. "Who else would send fighters against us? But how . . . ?"


    "The Terran carrier," Melek said. "Victory."


    "Victory," Thrakhath repeated, his claws twitching in and out of their sheaths with the violence of his emotion. "The Terrans must not be allowed to stop Unseen Death. Order all Vrag'chath missiles fired immediately, and launch fighters. Do it now!


    "We could deploy the Red Fang squadron to engage them, Lord Prince —"


    "No! Red Fang has its own role to play. They will adhere to the battle plan!"


    "As you wish, Lord Prince. But I am afraid that the Terrans might have more surprises planned for us." Melek's words were grim as he turned to carry out Thrakhath's orders.


    The Prince summoned up a holographic tactical chart in the air in front of his command seat. He glared into it as if the very anger in his eyes was a weapon to destroy the Terran with. "It is they who will be surprised, I think," he said quietly.


    Melek glanced up from his console. The renegade will be among these pilots, Lord Prince," he pointed out. "Do the orders regarding him stand?"


    Thrakhath didn't answer right away. If only Sar'hrai had carried out the job of crippling the Terran carrier at Tamayo, none of these complications would he around to plague him now. Carrier and renegade would be safely ensconced in some Confederation shipyard, waiting for the moment when they would join in the intricate dance of Thrakhath's grand design. He hoped Sar'hrai's late captain was suffering on the unending barren plains of the Kilrathi netherworld for his failure. "If detected, the renegade must be avoided," the Prince said at last. "It is not yet time for Ralgha to realize his destiny . . ."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "The big boys are launching missiles, skipper." The voice in Blair's headphones had been scrambled, decoded, and computer-reconstructed, but he recognized Vagabond's smooth, laid-back tones. "Big suckers . . . must be those Skippers you warned us about."


    "Time to give them something else to think about, Blair said. "Green Squadron, execute Plan Hammer. Amazon, give them cover . . ."


    "Acknowledged," Major Berterelli said, his tone bland and professional.


    "On it, Colonel," Mbuto chimed in a moment later. "Come on, Blue Squadron, let's give the cats something they can really chew on!"


    The Longbows and Arrows peeled away, headed toward Thrakhath's command carrier. Blair had been forced to improvise an attack plan quickly once the Kilrathi fleet had been spotted, and Plan Hammer was a modification of a standing tactical operation he hoped would do the job.


    The main vulnerability of the Kilrathi was their reliance on a highly organized leader cult at all levels of their society. From the Emperor down to the most ordinary noncom, leaders were looked to for virtually all decisions, even minor tactical choices a human would automatically make on his own initiative. The chain of command in the Empire allowed for a certain amount of flexibility, but an Imperial force without a leader grew rapidly unstable.


    And Kilrathi leaders were well aware of this. They fought honorably in battle, like any of their race, but they were also all too conscious of the need for protection.


    A threat to Thrakhath's flagship, then, might just get the full attention of the Kilrathi prince, at least for a time. He would almost certainly concentrate his capital ships to meet the danger, and that might just give Blair and Gold Squadron the time they needed to do something about the Kilrathi missiles that were already accelerating away from the enemy fleet. If the Kilrathi concentrated on defending themselves, their missiles might just be vulnerable.


    "Gold Squadron, stay with me," he went on. "Let's give the heavy stuff a wide berth if we can."


    "I'm for that!" Vaquero said. "The wider, the better."


    Still at full thrust, the Thunderbolts raced in pursuit of the Kilrathi fighters, but despite Blair's preference their course led them directly past one of the enemy destroyers. For a moment he debated steering clear of the ship, but that would give the Kilrathi strike force too much lead time. Blair decided their only choice was to risk the capitol ship's defensive fire. . . .


    "Check your shields, people," he ordered. "And hold your fire. Our targets are the fighters."


    "Goddamn," Maniac said, almost too soft to hear. "We could nail this bastard if we wanted to. . . ."


    "Stick to the program, Maniac," Blair warned.


    "I know, I know," Marshall said. "But you can't blame a guy for dreaming can you?"


    The destroyer opened fire, massive energy discharges crackling from each of her turret batteries. One shot grazed Blair's starboard shields, and his status board lit up red as the computer assessed the power loss. It wouldn't take too many such hits to overwhelm the shielding and start sloughing off armor.


    The biggest problem, though, was just gripping the steering yoke and trying to stay on course. Every nerve and muscle within him wanted to take action, any kind of action, but Blair forced himself to maintain his course and press on. He hoped the others would follow his lead.


    "I'm hit! I'm hit!" That was Beast Jaeger. "Direct hit on bow shielding. The generator's overloaded —"


    "Hold on, partner," Cobra said. She was flying as his wingman again today. "Ease off a bit. I'll slide in ahead of you." Blair glanced at his tactical display and saw that the lieutenant was suiting actions to words, bringing her Thunderbolt in directly ahead of Jaeger's. She could soak up at least some of the energy that came his way now . . . but it was a dangerous move, keeping such a tight formation.


    "What's your status, Beast?" he asked.


    "Bow shield generator's off-line, Colonel," Jaeger reported, calmer now. "But I'm re-routing the system now. It'll be makeshift, but I'll get the shields back up."


    "You could abort . . ."


    "No way, Colonel. I'm in it for the long haul."


    "Bastard's still firing," Maniac commented. "Damn near singed my wings. I still wish I could take him down."


    "Maniac, if we take out those missiles, I personally guarantee you we'll come back and toast this cat's whiskers," Blair told him. "Any other damage?"


    There was none. They had cleared the destroyer's primary kill zone now, though a few stray shots might still find them even here. But the worst was over. . . .


    Except, of course, for stopping those missiles.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flag Bridge, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "The stalker is loose among the meat-herd, Lord Prince. Their bombers have damaged the forward shields and knocked out our primary missile launcher."


    "The Terrans are prey, not predators," Thrakhath snarled. He didn't like the way Melek was beginning to regard the enemy. Respect or admiration was an accolade to be accorded only to predators, and the Terrans certainly didn't qualify for that status no matter how hard they fought to stay clear of the Imperial claws and fangs.


    "Perhaps not," Melek said, almost mildly. "But at the moment that prey is dangerous. The threat to the flagship cannot be ignored, Lord Prince. And it is not the only problem —"


    "The Terran success will not last," Thrakhath told him. "They are too badly outnumbered to deal with all our ships. Particularly once the fighters are fully deployed. ''


    "The attacks on the flagship may be no more than a diversion, Lord Prince. The Terrans feint and threaten, but do not press home their thrusts. Nor are they eager to engage our fighters. We have destroyed two medium interceptors and a bomber, and others are damaged. But one of their squadrons is pursuing the missile flight. If they can intercept the missiles, the whole plan will be lost. We should consider diverting additional fighters to cover the missile strike."


    "No, Melek," he said at last. "No, the Red Fangs will be sufficient for that task. The other fighters will remain here, to support the fleet. And to threaten the Terran carrier, once they break off their attacks here."


    "As you command, Lord Prince," Melek acknowledged. But Thrakhath thought he could detect an undercurrent of dispute in his retainer's tone. That would have to be dealt with, at some point, lest it grow into open rebellion.


    A pity, really, if Thrakhath ultimately was forced to do away with him. Melek was too useful a subordinate to dispose of casually.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "Stay on them," Blair said through tight-clenched teeth. "Stay on them . . ."


    A cluster of Kilrathi missiles glowed bright on his short-range scanner, almost within weapons range now as the Terrans continued their pursuit. Then they were gone again, cloaked, equally invisible to electronic scanning and the naked eye. It made the chase a frustrating one, never knowing just when the targets might be visible or where their essentially random course changes might put them next. But patience and a little bit of luck would still be enough to stop the Kilrathi warheads . . . provided the Terrans kept on top of the Skippers. If any of them got past the Confederation fighters, picking up their trail again later would be well-nigh impossible.


    "Hobbes, you and Flash get to play tag with these boys," Blair announced on the tactical channel. "Stick with it until you clean them up. and try to let us know if any of them get past you. Save your missiles if you can . . . there might be some tougher opponents for you to go after later on." He paused. "The rest of you stay with me. We'll track down that next batch while Hobbes has his fun here. Fire at any target of opportunity, beams only . . . and don't deviate from your flight paths. Let's do it!"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Red Fang Leader.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    Flight Captain Graldak nar Sutaghi accelerated his Strakha fighter to full power and studied the tell-tales flickering on his sensor screen. The Terrans were among the missiles now, beginning to fire as the Vrag'chath popped in and out of view to allow their computers to make course corrections in flight. It was time for Graldak's warriors to make their presence known.


    He outnumbered the Terrans, with two eights of fighters in his command against eight-and-two of the Terran Thunderbolts. But it wasn't much of a margin of superiority. If only Prince Thrakhath had provided additional fighter support for the missiles! But instead he had chosen to hold back the bulk of the Imperial fighters to defend his flagship, even though a half-blind churnah could see that the Terran attack had been a mere feint to hold Imperial assets in place around the fleet while they tried to stop the missiles.


    It would be fitting if Thrakhath's flagship was blown away, Graldak thought. The Prince and his half-senile grandfather had done nothing right since the war with the Terrans had first begun. There was a stirring throughout the Empire these days, the first scent of change on the wind. If only the Imperial familys iron talons could be pried loose for a time, the Clans would rise and sweep them aside. Then the Empire could end this fruitless war with the humans, come to terms with them as predators rather than continuing to view them, as Thrakhath did, as prey.


    But meantime the War went on, and Graldak had duty and honor to maintain.


    "Red Fang Leader to Gleaming Talon Squadron," Graldak said aloud. "Drop out of cloak and engage the Terrans. The honor of battle is yours."


    Gleaming Talon's fighters were a good match for the Terran Thunderbolts, especially with the element of surprise on their side. They would tie the Terrans up for a few critical minutes, at least, and that would give the other flights of missiles time to get further away. Once they were more than a few thousand octomaks from the Terran fighters, they would be even harder to detect.


    And, meanwhile, Red Fang squadron would remain clear of the fighting, until Graldak could decide how best to intervene. After all, it wasn't just missiles that could hide behind a cloak.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XIII

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "We got us some company, Colonel. I count eight on an intercept course, bearing zero-one-six by three-five-eight."


    The target reticule flashed on his HUD, and Blair glanced down at the targeting data display to his right even as Flint's words were registering. Targets . . . ? Where had they come from?


    The answer made a cold lump in his stomach as the computer displayed a diagram of the nearest target, asymmetrical, with projecting horns that gave it a menacing, alien shape. Even before he saw the name Blair recognized the design and cursed under his breath. He should have realized what he was up against immediately.


    Strakha fighters.


    They were comparatively rare in the Kilrathi arsenal as yet, an advanced-technology space fighter on the cutting edge of Kilrathi science. Intelligence had nicknamed them "Stealth Cats" before they'd ever actually been encountered in combat, and they lived up to the name. They were designed for sneaking, pure and simple, with sensor-distorting materials incorporated into the hull and a shape that tended to confuse most scanning systems. Worst of all, though, they mounted a cloaking device that could actually obscure the craft from any detection whatsoever, at least for short periods of time. But unlike the Skipper missiles, they could stay hidden, without having to drop the cloak to make navigation checks.


    The new Excaliburs Rachel Coriolis had been drooling over a few weeks back had been designed to incorporate a Terran knock-off of a captured Kilrathi cloak, but the Excaliburs weren't in production yet Strakha were. And they were here, in the Locanda system, right now.


    "I see them, Flint," Blair acknowledged his wingman's call. "Escorts, to take our minds off the missiles."


    "Hard to ignore them," Flint said. When they want to meet us so bad and all . . ."


    He didn't answer her. "Maniac, Cobra, engage the escort fighters. Wingmen, stay with your leaders. The rest of you, stay on course and only engage if you have to.


    "Ready to rock'n roll!" Marshall responded. "C'mon Sandy, let's teach these kitties a few new flying tricks!"


    "We're on it," Cobra added a moment later.


    Four Thunderbolts broke formation, Maniac and Sandman rolling left, Cobra and Beast to the right as they spread out to meet the oncoming Kilrathi craft. He hoped his people could deal with two-to-one odds.


    That left four Terran fighters to pursue the Imperial missiles. And if even one of them got through . . .


    Blair forced the thought from his mind. He couldn't afford doubts now.


    "Here, kitty, kitty," Maniac was taunting. "Get ready to become cat chow!"


    The Thunderbolts maintained formation as they drove through the enemy squadron. Blair's target computer selected the closest fighter and locked on, and as the crosshairs glowed on his HUD Blair triggered his blasters. Energy beams raked the Kilrathi ship, not quite enough to penetrate the shields. But a moment later Flint was firing. The target ship tried to dodge out of range, but too late. Flint's blaster tore through shields, armor, and hull, and the Strakha blew.


    "Twenty-one!" Flint called. She sounded excited, eager. "Thanks for laying him open for me, Colonel!"


    "Any time, Lieutenant," Blair told her. "Just remember to keep your wits about you. Keep it frosty."


    Another explosion flared to port, where Vagabond had scored a hit. Hobbes and Flash, meantime, had broken formation to pursue the flight of missiles. The four remaining Thunderbolts in Blair's dwindling force raced on, past another Skipper that Vaquero and Blair each managed to tag. It didn't blow, but Blair's targeting computer reported extensive damage to the guidance systems and steering jets. That made it virtually certain to miss its target.


    They didn't have to destroy their targets, just disable them. Another advantage, however slight . . .


    They still needed every advantage they could muster.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 308.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "Look out, Beast, you've got one on your tail!" Lieutenant Laurel Buckley bit off a curse as she brought her fighter around to support Jaeger. Almost from the moment they'd come into weapons range the Kilrathi had been pressing their attack hard, their fighters swarming like angry hornets around the outnumbered Terrans. Strakha were dangerous foes when the odds were even. When they had numbers on their side as well they were deadly.


    But the four Thunderbolts could keep them busy for a while, and that might give Blair the time he needed. Cobra found herself wondering, briefly, if the colonel's decision to order her and Maniac to deal with the escorts was Blair's way of getting rid of the pilots he trusted least. Everyone in the Wing knew how he felt about Marshall . and she suspected he had the same opinion of her, after their clashes over Ralgha and Flint.


    And Jaeger had the only fighter damaged by the destroyer's fire. Was he being left as a diversion because he, too, was considered expendable?


    On the other hand, he'd kept Dillon paired with his precious Kilrathi friend, and nobody figured Flash as anything but deadwood.


    No, Blair didn't strike her as the kind to let personal feelings dictate his tactical choices. He probably figured that she and Maniac would be better at this kind of free-for-all dogfighting than they were likely to be pursuing and attacking the strike craft. Four Thunderbolts against eight Strakha — no, six, now, after Flint and Maniac had each managed to take one out — called for aggressive flying, and that was one thing Cobra Buckley was good at.


    "Hold her steady, Beast," she said, lining up on the fighter behind Jaeger. "Steady . . . turn port! Port!" She squeezed the trigger on her blasters as she shouted.


    Jaeger cut sharply to the left, then broke right again as he applied braking thrust. The Strakha, pounded by Cobra's beams, shot past Beast's Thunderbolt, and Jaeger opened fire on the exposed tail where the shields were still shimmering from the fury of Buckley's attack.


    For a moment nothing happened. Then the shields collapsed and Jaeger's blasters tore through armor. A shot penetrated to the power plant, and the Strakha exploded.


    "Nice shooting, partner!" Cobra called, grinning.


    You set it up," Jaeger said. "Only five more to go!"


    "Four!" Maniac cut in. "I've already nailed two of the bastards. Come on, you two, join the party! Plenty of little kitty asses for everybody!"


    "Two more coming in, Cobra," Jaeger reported. "Up ahead . . . shit! My shield generator's fritzing on me again!"


    "Back off, Beast, let me handle — The two Strakha dived straight in, concentrating their fire on Jaeger's Thunderbolt. Shot after shot raked the fighter. He was trying to turn away, but Buckley could see he was too late. The bow shield was failing . . .


    Then it was over. The fireball consumed Jaeger's fighter so bright her computer cut in the polarizers for an instant to protect her eyes. When she could see again, nothing remained of Helmut Jaeger's craft but a rapidly-expanding cloud of twisted, scorched metal fragments.


    She could hardly believe it had happened so suddenly. One instant Jaeger had been out there . . . now, nothing. It took her back to the horrors of the Kilrathi labor camp to guards who would strike down a slave without warning and to people she knew who vanished in the night. The cats were always the same, always killing without warning and without mercy, taking joy from death and fear and pain . . .


    "Bastards!" she screamed, hitting her afterburners to dive toward the nearest Strakha as she opened fire with all her energy weapons at once. "Damn cat bastards! I'll see you all in hell!"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Strike Leader.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    Graldak nar Sutaghi bared his fangs as four Terran fighters accelerated away from the developing battle. So, the Terran strike leader knows how to hunt, he thought grimly. Prince Thrakhath had bestowed a name upon their Flight Wing commander: The Heart of the Tiger. Today the human was living up to the honor of that name, clinging to his mission despite all the barriers the Empire raised in his path.


    Did Thrakhath realize what kind of warrior this ape was? The Prince wasn't known for esteeming his Terran foes, even those who received a Kilrathi vendetta-name.


    No matter, now. The only thing that counted at the moment was victory, and that was very nearly under Graldak's claws. The Terrans had managed to destroy two of the four flights of missiles, and they had almost reached the third. But they would get no further.


    "Red Fang squadron," he said aloud, feeling the battle-lust surging through his veins. "Decloak and engage at will!"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "Keep them off me! Keep them off me!" Vaquero's voice was urgent in Blair's headphones. "Where the hell are you, Vagabond?"


    "Just hang in there a little longer," the Chinese pilot responded. "The cavalry's coming."


    Blair wrenched his attention back to his HUD as a Strakha dived toward him, guns blazing. This last batch of enemy fighters had come at them out of nowhere eight against his four, and the Terrans were fighting for their lives. Even as he flipped the Thunderbolt into a tight, high-G evasive turn a part of his mind was on another part of the battle entirely . . . and on the clock. Each second ticking away took the final flight of Kilrathi missiles further from the Terran fighters, letting them spread out. Soon it would be all but impossible to detect them even when they weren't cloaked.


    He tracked the Strakha in, holding his fire and waiting for an opening. Then Flint swept past, her blasters searing, battering at the other ship's shields. Blair joined the barrage, and the Strakha came apart.


    "Twenty-two, Lieutenant" he remarked dryly.


    "No, sir, that one was yours. I just softened him up." Flint sounded as tired as he felt.


    "We'll debate it when we get back to Old Vic," he said, trying to sound encouraging. Flint had done yeoman duty on his wing today, keeping formation, supporting him constantly, never forgetting herself or yielding to temptation. Since that first hit she hadn't scored a clean kill, but she didn't seem to be concerned at missing her chance to rack up more points in her quest for revenge. After this, he wouldn't doubt her again, he told himself as he turned his attention back to his sensor readouts. "Scanning for new targets."


    There were four more Strakha ahead.


    "Everybody up to another dogfight?" he asked. "Targets at eleven o'clock, low. Let's nail them!"


    The four Thunderbolts closed up into tight formation and drove for the newest targets. The Strakha broke formation promptly, not waiting for the usual round of individual sorties that usually marked a fight with the Kilrathi. Their CO must he one hell of a leader, Blair thought.


    "Vaquero, Vagabond, you guys dance with these four, Blair called. "I want to try for the rest of the missiles. You with me, Flint?"


    "On your wing, Colonel," she told him.


    He broke to port and increased thrust, with Flint's fighter sticking close by. The other two Thunderbolts drove straight toward the Strakha, but these Kilrathi pilots didn't rise to the bait of close combat. Blair saw the images on his scanner flicker and go out as the Strakha engaged their cloaks again. He muttered a curse under his breath.


    "Keep a sharp eye out, people," he said over the comm channel. "They'll be back. Bet on it."


    And suddenly they were back, two of them, at least. The pair of Kilrathi fighters materialized right on his tail, releasing missiles and then fading out of sight once again. Blair dumped a decoy missile and banked sharply, feeling the familiar rush of adrenaline in his blood. One of the enemy missiles picked up the decoy and homed in on it, but the second wasn't fooled by the electronic signature and continued to hurtle after the Thunderbolt. Blair altered course sharply again, veering back toward the decoy's flight path. The timing would have to be damned tight. . . .


    His fighter flashed past the two missiles just seconds before the Kilrathi warhead detonated. The blast that erupted behind him was like a false dawn. His shield indicators registered a noticeable power loss, but nothing close to what he would have suffered if the full force of the blast had been absorbed by the shields themselves. After a moment he checked his screens, and let out a sigh. The explosion had caught the second enemy missile.


    Then another Strakha was in sight, firing on him with beams and missiles from dead ahead. Blair returned fire, and seconds later Flint joined the fray with all her guns blazing. Just as Blair's forward shield was registering zero, the Strakha went up in a magnificent fireball. Blair heard Flint cheering. A moment later Vaquero and Vagabond were joining in, proclaiming another kill.


    "The other two boys are running!" Vaquero shouted all trace of the peaceful musician submerged now. "Looks like we've taught em a real lesson this time!"


    "Permission to pursue, sir?" Flint added a moment later.


    "Negative," he snapped. "Negative! We've still got missiles to track down! Get on your scanners, people. Now!"


    But it was too late. His sensors turned up nothing but debris and open space, out to their maximum limit The remaining Skipper missiles, five at least, were gone


    Blair stared at the empty screens, unable to accept what they were telling him. They'd come so damned close.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flag Bridge, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "A report, Lord Prince."


    "What have you got, Melek?" Thrakhath leaned forward in his chair to study the bulky figure of the retainer.


    "The Strakha have eluded the Terran Thunderbolts Lord Prince." Melek paused. "The surviving missiles are well on their way, and interception by the Terrans now is most unlikely. The colony will not survive."


    Thrakhath bared his fangs. "Good. Then we have done what we came here to do. This will surely spur the Terrans into a rash attempt at retaliation." He could barely contain the pleasure that burned inside him. This was the first step to ending the long war. "The fleet will disengage and set course to the jump point to the Ariel system. Let us leave the Terrans to their . . . possession. Let them decide if they are pleased at the price they have paid to drive us away from their colony."


    "Lord Prince . . . many of the fighters are damaged and low on fuel. The Strakha are at the very limit of their range. Should we not move to pick them up first?" Melek's look was almost challenging.


    "The Terran reaction will be unpredictable, Melek. They could decide to launch a retaliatory strike, once they realize that all they have left is vengeance. We must not delay too long. Any fighters that can rendezvous with us may do so, but we will not wait for stragglers." Thrakhath paused. "You may order tankers to refuel them if you wish. Carry out my orders . . . now."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "Good God, Colonel, what do we do now?" Flint's voice was ragged, with fatigue or shock or disappointment. Blair wasn't sure which. "They're . . . gone."


    "We do whatever we still can," he said, hard-pressed to keep the despair out of his own voice. "And we pray the in-system defenses spot those bastards before they do any damage to the colony . . ."


    "I counted five of them all told, Colonel," Vaquero said. "Can t we blanket the approaches and pick them up before they reach the planet?"


    "We can try," Blair said.


    "So . . we head for home, skipper?" Vaquero asked.


    "But . . . the colony," Flint said. "We can t just turn back now. We have to try to stop those missiles!"


    "We'll do what we can, Lieutenant," Blair told her. "Spread out and keep hunting, and call for refueling from Victory. The Home Guard and whatever other ships are closer in to Four can search, too. But we can't track what we can't see. And I don't hold out much hope at this point."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XIV

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "The last word we received put the Kilrathi concentrating around the jump point to Ariel. Looks like they re pulling out. Not even bothering to gather in all their fighters, either. Could be we can round up a few more of the bastards before the whole thing's over."


    Blair wasn't particularly interested in the Kilrathi, not any more. He had other concerns. "Any word on the situation on Four, Lieutenant?"


    "It doesn't look good, sir," Rollins said heavily. "The reports from the colony indicate at least five missiles got through. They were set for high airbursts, so the ground defenses never had a chance to fire at them. We won't know for a while if the pandemic is as bad as everybody claims, but . . . well, like I said, it doesn't look good."


    "Acknowledged, Victory. Leader clear." Blair nodded slowly. The report was about what he expected, but that didn't make it any easier to swallow. Five Kilrathi biowarheads exploding high above the surface of the colony world . . . that would ensure a fast spread of the tailored disease they carried. It would not be long before the effects of the attack became visible.


    Locanda IV was as good as dead already, and Maverick Blair, the great pilot and war hero, was the man to blame for it all. The man who failed. . . .


    He forced the thought aside and concentrated on his fighter's controls. Blair's Thunderbolt came through the long fight with only light damage, but he had trouble with the port-side maneuvering thrusters, and the computer was unable to reroute the circuits through a more dependable network.


    They were near the original coordinates of the Kilrathi fleet, which thankfully was moving away at full speed toward a nearby jump point. Blue and Green Squadrons, after maintaining a prolonged diversionary action against Thrakhath's flagship, had returned to Victory. Gold Squadron remained out, however, searching for a lost sheep.


    Incredibly, only Beast Jaeger's fighter was confirmed as destroyed in battle, though several of the others were in terrible shape. How Hobbes still flew at all was a mystery, and Vaquero's weapons systems finally overloaded in the last fight against the Strakha. But one of the Thunderbolts remained missing, and Blair ordered Gold Squadron to spread out and search for the missing man . . . or some sign of his fate.


    Lieutenant Alexander Sanders. callsign Sandman . . . Blair never really knew him. He had served as Maniac's wingman throughout the current deployment and spent most of his off-duty hours hanging with Marshall. Although he always struck Blair as a complete opposite to Maniac — steady, dependable, loyal, reliable — Sanders and Marshall were good friends as well as wingmates. Neither Blair nor the lieutenant were very comfortable with each other as a result of the on going feud dividing the colonel from the major.


    Now it looked as if Blair would never get a chance to know the man. Maniac had allowed himself to be separated from his wingman in the battle with the Kilrathi escort squadron while Cobra covered herself after Jaeger's death, so no one saw Sandman fighting. He might have been destroyed, or simply damaged and left adrift . . . or he might have ejected from his fighter. Until they were sure, they had to look.


    A refueling shuttle arrived from Victory to rendezvous with the squadron and top off their tanks, and now the eight remaining fighters were to form a broad search pattern, hunting for some signs of the lost pilot. They were barely within sensor range of each other, and the comm channels were mostly quiet. Everyone knew the mission had failed. Everyone was exhausted by hours of continuous stress and tension punctuated by more fighting than any of them had seen in a long, long time.


    "Bad news, Colonel," Cobra broke into his reverie. "I've got a debris field here. Material analysis reads consistent with a Thunderbolt's hull armor . . . It's gotta be Sandy's."


    "You're sure it isn't part of Jaeger's ship?"


    "No way, sir. Too far from where Beast caught it."


    "Start a close scan, Cobra. If there's an escape pod around there, find it.


    "I'll try, sir, but you know the cats. If they spot a pilot after he ejects, they'll either blast him where they find him or tractor him in for interrogation and a sporting death entertaining a ship's nobles."


    "Check it out, anyway, Lieutenant. If there's any chance Sandman's still alive, I want to find him." Blair paused. "All fighters, from Leader. Converge on Cobra's beacon and concentrate your search there."


    Bringing the fighter around, he increased his thrust. Cobra was right, of course. The odds against finding Sanders alive were too high a bet for anyone but a blind optimist, but he had to try.


    It was a pitiful gesture set against his failure defending the colony, but it was all he could do right now.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Bridge, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "Approaching Gold Squadron's search grid now, sir."


    "Very good, Mr. DuBois," Eisen acknowledged the helmsman's report. "Go to station-keeping. Sensors to full sweep. Let's help the Colonel look for his man. Any word, Lieutenant Rollins?"


    "Nothing from Gold Squadron, sir." Rollins turned in his chair to face the captain. "Coventry's broadcasting updates on the Kilrathi fleet. Several of their ships have jumped, but it looks like Sar'hrai is delaying. Probably to pick up stragglers from the cat fighter strike. If we teamed up with the cruiser, sir, we might get a few licks in . . ."


    "This is a carrier, not a dreadnought, Lieutenant," Eisen told him. "A carrier with a fighter wing that isn't likely to be able to pull a strike mission for quite a while. And that close to a jump point you always run the risk of something popping in when you least expect it."


    "Yes, sir," Rollins said. He sounded disappointed.


    "Look, I know how everybody feels. The cats broke through, and the colony's probably . . . in trouble. You want to hit back. So do I, believe me. But there's no sense in compounding one tragedy with another. ConFleet can't afford to throw away ships on meaningless gestures, and that's what it would be if we tried to take Sar'hrai."


    They were the right words, Eisen told himself. But he didn't like them at all.


    "Captain?" That was Tanaka, the Sensor Officer. "Sir, I'm only reading seven fighters in the search grid. There ought to be eight . . ."


    "What the devil?" Eisen demanded. "Find that other fighter. And Rollins . . . get on the line and tell Blair it's time he took roll call!"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "Sensors confirm it, Colonel. Lieutenant Peters didn't respond to your orders to tighten the search grid. Instead she's vectored off toward the Ariel jump point."


    "Goddamn. . ." Blair didn't finish the curse. "She must've been listening on the comm channel when you filled me in on enemy movements. Decided to even some scores with the Kilrathi fighters you said were likely to get left behind."


    He should have watched Flint more closely, he told himself, angry and bitter. She had been a model wingman throughout the battle, but it must have been dreadful for her to see those last few fighters escape to launch their deadly missiles at the colony.


    At her homeworld . . .


    All she needed was one more kill to fill the score to avenge her brother, with nearly sixty more for her father. But how many more Kilrathi would Flint have to kill to avenge the population of an entire world?


    "Colonel," Eisen broke onto the channel. "There s still a Kilrathi carrier near the jump point. Possibly some undamaged fighters as well. Your Lieutenant Peters is heading right into a slaughterhouse, and she's not acknowledging our return-to-ship orders. Can you do anything to stop her?" The captain paused for several seconds. "It's your call, Blair."


    He stared at Eisen's image on his comm screen, his mind racing. Flint had a huge head start, and by the time he mounted any sort of rescue mission she might be dead. Gold Squadron was battered, exhausted, with missile stocks low and battle damage plaguing every one of the Thunderbolts. Common sense dictated that they cut their losses now and let Flint have her final, suicidal gesture. No matter how upset she might be, Robin Peters was no fool. She just wanted to go down fighting.


    But there was another part of Blair that couldn't just give up on her. The same part that prolonged the search for Sandman. Good pilots don't give up on their own, especially not on their wingmen.


    "I'll go after her, sir," he said at last. "See if there's anything I can do."


    Eisen didn't respond right away. "Understood, Colonel," he said at last. "And . . . Godspeed."


    "This is Leader," Blair said, more crisp than before. "If Sanders had managed to eject, we would have found him by now. Pack it in, people. Hobbes, get them down to the deck I'm going after Flint."


    "My friend, you cannot go alone —" Hobbes protested.


    "I'm with you, Colonel," Cobra overrode Ralgha's soft voice. "Lets move!"


    "I'm alone on this one," Blair said firmly. "That's a direct order. All fighters return to Victory. One rogue pilot in a day is enough."


    "But —" Cobra sounded ready to start another war.


    "A direct order, I said." Blair paused. "But . . . Cobra, you and Vagabond have the least damage, after me. Get down on the deck, let the techs patch anything essential that's damaged, and then rearm and refuel. Prep another fuel shuttle and escort it toward the Ariel jump point. Flint and I will be needing fuel before we get back."


    "If you get back" Ralgha said. "I do not understand why you are doing this, my friend. You are putting yourself in danger for no good purpose . . ."


    "She's my wingman, Hobbes. I have to go. Now carry out your orders." He cut the channel with a savage stab at the comm button, then switched on the navigation computer to plot a course after Flint.


    Blair's only hope was that he wasn't making the same empty gesture as she was.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 305.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    Flint glanced mechanically from her sensor board to the weapon status display, hardly aware of what she was doing any more. Somehow the shock of what had happened was dull and distant, as though she was watching someone else react in her place. The emotion that nearly overpowered her as she had realized her planet was under a slow, savage death sentence faded away now, replaced by grim determination.


    It felt the same way when Davie died . . . and when the news came in to the Academy about her father. The grief and pain were there, but they were suppressed by the overwhelming need to act, to do something.


    She must do something, even though she knew it was hopeless. If she didn't die on the firing line, her career would probably be over anyway by the time Blair got through with her. She had disobeyed orders and let her vengeance get in the way of the mission once again, even after the Colonel gave her a second chance. This was the last time she would be in the cockpit, facing the Kilrathi, one way or another.


    Robin Peters intended to make this last time count.


    Her navigational computer signaled that she was fast approaching the Ariel jump point. Her autopilot cut out instantaneously, and Flint forced herself to relax and let her combat training take over.


    The sensor board came alive with targets.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "Blair to Peters. Blair to Peters. Respond, please." Blair closed his eyes for a moment, caught somewhere between anger and concern and fear. "For God's sake, Flint, answer me. Break off and head for home before it's too late."


    But his autopilot told him it probably was too late already. With her head start, she would have reached the jump point zone eight minutes ago, and eight minutes could be an eternity in a dogfight. By his best estimate Blair's Thunderbolt was still two minutes from contact.


    He ran a quick inventory of his weaponry. There was still one fire-and-forget missile slung under his wing and both his gun turrets were fully charged. If there was any real opposition waiting ahead, it would be all too inadequate, but he didn't plan to remain for a long dogfight. Blair wanted to find Flint in one piece, then persuade her to withdraw in a hurry. Hopefully, the Kilrathi would be too concerned with getting their fighters back to Sar'hrai so she could jump to worry about chasing two foolhardy Terrans . . .


    If not . . . well, it wasn't likely to be a long battle in any event.


    The computer beeped a warning and cut the autopilot, and Blair focused on the sensor board as it began to register targets. The view before him wasn't encouraging.


    The Kilrathi carrier dominated the scene, huge and menacing, hovering near the jump point. There was a great deal of activity around the big ship, and for a moment, Blair feared that Flint had driven straight in to attack the capital ship, a brave but utterly futile gesture indeed. But the blips he was registering were all Kilrathi, and after a moment, he realized that the bulk of the targets were keeping close to the carrier to protect incoming fighters attempting to land on Sar'hrai's flight deck.


    Then he picked up Flint. She had not pursued the carrier after all, but she was heavily involved with a trio of Vaktoth fighters which locked her in a classic wheel attack circling her fighter and pounding at her shields without mercy. Flint handled her Thunderbolt impressively, managing somehow to dodge and turn out of the line of fire again and again, but inevitably some of those enemy beams penetrated her defenses. It was only a matter of time before her shields finally failed, leaving her fighter exposed to the full fury of the Kilrathi attack.


    Blair took in the scene in an instant and cut in his afterburners. The Thunderbolt surged forward as if eager for battle, and in mere seconds his targeting computer locked on to one of the heavy fighters ahead. He would have to make this fast before any of the other Imperial fighters decided to intervene.


    His blasters caught the Vaktoth at its weakest point, in the rear section just above the engines. There was a flaw in the shield pattern there, making the fighter vulnerable to a concentrated attack, but even the weak spot on a Vaktoth was formidable by anyone's standards. Blasters could punch through the shields, perhaps even damage armor underneath, but they didn't cycle fast enough to allow the Thunderbolt to exploit a successful hit. The usual tactic was to add a missile to the mix, preferably a heat-seeker that could fly light up the enemys main thruster outlet while the shields were off-line . . . or, lacking missiles, to rely on a wingman to finish the attack.


    Blair couldn't count on his wingman, not until she snapped out of her crazy urge for vengeance. He must use his last missile.


    It was over in an instant. The Vaktoth came apart in a blinding fireball. The other two Kilrathi pilots broke the wheel and turned away, but Blair knew they weren't ready to run yet. They just wanted to regroup, assess the new threat.


    And perhaps call in reinforcements.


    "Flint!" he called. "This is the only chance we're going to get. Break off now!"


    "Break off. . . Colonel? What are you doing? You're supposed to be back at the ship . . ."


    "So are you," he snapped. "I decided you needed a personal invitation." On his screen he saw the two Vaktoth making slow, wide, outer loops to launch a converging attack from two directions. There was no sign that others planned to join them, but it would only be a matter of time. Sooner or later more fighters would reinforce these two, unless the two Terrans abandoned the battle.


    "Leave me here, Colonel. I'll cover your retreat."


    "Forget it, Lieutenant," he told her. "I don't abandon my wingmen . . . not even when they abandon me. Either we both go back to the ship or neither one of us does."


    "I . . . yes, sir." Her voice was like lead.


    "Those two are coming in fast," he said, still studying the sensor board. "We'll have to fight our way out. Follow my lead, Flint. I'm counting on you."


    He banked left, accelerating, driving toward one of the two widely-separated Vaktoth. Flint stuck close to his wing, trailing a little but evidently obeying him.


    Blair locked on his targeting computer, but held his fire. The Vaktoth grew in his crosshairs, looming closer. It opened fire, and blaster shots slammed into the Thunderbolt's shields where the earlier fighting had already weakened his defenses. There was precious little armor left under those intangible barriers of energy, and if they failed now it would be the end.


    He pulled his steering yoke up hard at the last possible second, sliding over the top of the Kilrathi ship with only meters to spare. Blair spun the Thunderbolt around using maneuvering jets, praying the damaged one wouldn't let him down this time. Then, applying full thrust, he tried to kill his velocity while opening fire with his blasters at point-blank range. Shot after shot pounded the rear shields of the Vaktoth until the blasters exhausted their energy banks.


    Blair spun the fighter around again and accelerated before the Kilrathi pilot reacted. Moments later Flint was there, unleashing her own beams in a furious attack on the weakened Vaktoth. The enemy ship began bringing its weapons to bear, but too late. Flint's blaster fire penetrated the hull and set off a chain reaction of explosions in the fighter's fuel and ammo stores.


    For the first time since he'd flown with her, Blair didn't hear Flint counting her score.


    "Let's get going, Lieutenant. Before the rest of the welcoming committee catches us."


    The last Vaktoth came into weapon range, firing a few random shots just to measure the distance. On his screen, Blair could see four more ships detaching themselves from the force watching over the carrier.


    If they got too involved with this one, they'd soon be facing those reinforcements, and Blair doubted he could manage another stand-up fight.


    "Your hull looks pretty bad, Colonel," Flint said, echoing his thoughts. "I'll drop back and hold them."


    "You'll follow my lead, like I said before." More shots probed after them, and Blair could feel the sweat starting to run down his forehead under the flight helmet despite the carefully-maintained environment of the cockpit. He wasn't sure he could pull another rabbit out of his hat this time.


    "Colonel! Targets! Targets ahead!" Flint's voice was more alive as she called the warning.


    Four blips appeared ahead, blocking their escape route back to Victory. With pursuers behind and this new force ahead, they couldn't evade another battle for long. Blair knew they couldn't last once engaged.


    Suddenly the four new blips changed from amber, the color-code for an unidentified bogie, to green. Friendlies . . . Confed fighters. Blair could hardly keep himself from whooping in sheer joy at the sight.


    "This is Flight Captain Piet DeWitt of the destroyer Coventry," a cheerful Terran voice announced. "Captain Bondarevsky tells me you carrier hot-shots need a little assist. We're here to escort you home, Colonel. Fall in ahead of our formation, and leave the bad guys to us."


    "We're in your hands, Captain," Blair said, breathing out a long, soft sigh. Already the nearest Vaktoth broke off at the sight of the four Arrow interceptors, and the rest of the Kilrathi pursuit was slowing noticeably as they studied the newcomers and tried to assess what the Terrans would do next. "We thank you all."


    "Compliments of Captain Bondarevsky, Colonel. He told me to tell you this makes up for that time off New Sydney."


    Blair felt the relief flowing through him, and with it another sensation . . . fatigue. Now that the pressure was gone, it took the full force of his will to program the autopilot to take the Thunderbolt home.


    Then, at last, he slumped in his acceleration couch exhausted. He didn't win any victories today, but he survived, and Flint with him. And maybe that was enough.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XV

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    Blair stepped to the makeshift podium reluctantly, and bowed his head for a moment before speaking. There were many aspects of a wing commanders duties he didn't like, but this morning s duty was the worst of them all.


    He raised his head and studied the ranks of officers and crewmen gathered on the flight deck, assembled in orderly rows, and wearing their dress uniforms to mark the solemn occasion. Pilots from the four combat squadrons were prominent in the front of the formation. Even Maniac Marshall looked solemn today as he mourned the loss of his best friend on board.


    Commander Thomas White, Victory's chaplain, gave Blair an almost imperceptible nod.


    "We're here to say good-bye to the men and women of the flight wing who gave their lives in battle yesterday," Blair began slowly. "Nine pilots were killed fighting the Kilrathi, dedicated warriors whose places will be as difficult to fill in our hearts as they will be to replace on our roster. I haven't served on this ship very long, and I didn't know any of them all that well, but I know they died heroes."


    He paused for a long time before continuing, fighting back a wave of emotion. These nine officers would hardly be noticed in comparison to the population of the colony on Locanda IV, but their deaths were much more immediate and vivid to Blair. They died trying to carry out his orders in a failed mission, and as wing commander he carried the full burden of responsibility for their deaths — and for the colonists they were unable to protect — squarely on his own inadequate shoulders.


    "I wish I knew the right words to say about each and every one of these lost comrades," he went on at last. "But the only accolade I can give them now is this: each of them died serving in the best traditions of the Service, and they will be sorely missed."


    He stepped back from the podium and gave a signal. Behind him, the first of nine sealed coffins rolled forward. Only one of them actually held a body, since Captain Marina Ulyanova was the only pilot who managed to eject before her ship was destroyed during the fighting around the Kilrathi flagship. She died from her wounds a few hours later. The other coffins were empty except for plaques identifying the pilots they commemorated.


    "Present . . . ARMS!" the Confed Marine commanding the seven-man honor guard barked. The first coffin stopped moving for a moment, ready for launch.


    From his place in line, Hobbes looked up and spoke in slow, measured tones. "Lieutenant Helmut Jaeger," he said.


    Up in Flight Control a technician activated the launch sequence. The coffin hurtled into space on fiery boosters, and the second one rolled in to replace it.


    "Lieutenant Alexander Sanders," Hobbes went on. Beside him Maniac bowed his head, his lips moving silently. In prayer? Or just saying good-bye? Blair didn't know.


    When the third coffin was in place Amazon Mbuto took over the roll call. "Captain Marina Ulyanova," she said. Then, "Lieutenant Gustav Svensson.


    The grim muster went on until all nine coffins were ejected. When the task was completed, the honor guard raised their weapons and fired three low-power laser pulses through the force field at the end of the hangar deck, then stepped back, standing at attention. Chaplain White stepped forward. "We commit these men and women to the empty depths of interstellar space," he said slowly. "Watch over them, Lord, that they may find peace who died in the fires of war. In the name of Jesus . . . Amen."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Wing Commander's Office, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Locanda System

    


    "You wanted to see me, Colonel?"


    Blair was hard-pressed to speak. Instead he nodded and gestured toward the chair near his desk. This was one interview he didn't want to conduct.


    Lieutenant Robin Peters sat down. "I guess I know what this is about," she said, almost too softly to be heard. "You might have died out there, chasing after me."


    He found his voice. "I might have."


    "The captain ordered you . . ."


    "No." Blair shook his head. "It was my call to make."


    "Well . . . I suppose you had your reasons. In your shoes, I would have stayed put. Let the stupid bitch get what she deserved." She looked away. "Sorry, Colonel. I've never been very good at saying thanks."


    "You're welcome," he told her dryly.


    "I want you to understand, sir —"


    "Understand? There's nothing to understand, Flint. You lost it out there. Maybe you had good reason. Lord knows what it's like to have your homeworld . . . infected, like that. All at once, and despite everything we could do." Blair paused. He didn't want to go on, but he knew he must. Even though he understood Flint's feelings, he couldn't simply ignore her actions. "We don't just decide to fly off on a suicide mission because we're hurting. You have to fly with your head, Flint, not with your heart."


    "You've never done that, sir? Flown with your heart?"


    He fixed her with a steady stare. "The day you see me do that, Lieutenant, you can shoot me out of space yourself." A part of him, though, was well aware that he might have done the same thing himself. No pilot was an automaton, able to ignore his feelings at will. "We already talked once about this, Flint. And I told you what would happen if you let your heart get in the way of your duty. You haven't left me a hell of a lot of choices."


    "I know, sir," she said, dropping her gaze. "I guess I was kind of hoping you'd let me off easy, let me keep flying. But you can't."


    "No, I can't," Blair said, voice level and cold. "We can't afford to let every pilot pursue some private little war. That's a sure way to let the Kilrathi win. Until further notice, Lieutenant, your flight status is suspended. You're grounded."


    Now it was Blair who couldn't meet her eyes . Something left them both, and only the expression of hopelessness and death remained.


    "Dismissed," he added, and turned back to his computer terminal. He waited until she left the office before sagging into his chair, feeling as though he had just taken on an entire Kilrathi squadron on his own.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Captain's Ready Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "Sit down, Colonel. I'll only be a minute."


    "Take your time, sir," Blair said, settling wearily into a chair while Eisen turned his attention back to a computer terminal.


    Victory's captain looked even more tired than Blair felt, with the haggard expression of a man who had gone too many nights without enough sleep. Everyone had been working overtime in the five days since the battle off Locanda IV. Yesterday they had jumped from Locanda to the Blackmane System, leaving behind a world already in the grip of spreading panic and plague.


    Eisen finished whatever he was working on and turned his chair to face Blair. "Well, Colonel. How's the work going with the flight wing?


    "About what you'd expect, sir. The techs have most of the fighters up and running again. There was some battle damage we couldn't fully repair, but we're getting back on track. I hope we can get some replacement birds from Blackmane Base . . . and some pilots to fill the roster out, while we're at it."


    Eisen frowned. "That won't be so easy, but I'll see what I can do."


    "Sir?"


    "Word just came in. With Locanda Four gone and the whole system quarantined, HQ's decided to consolidate our resources in this sector. That means Blackmane Base is being shut down. Everything's shifting to Vespus and Torgo. Anybody who can herd a boat will be needed to fly ships for the evacuation. I might be able to snag some fighters. They'll probably be glad to unload a few from their reserve stocks and save space for other outgoing cargo."


    Blair felt a sinking sensation in his gut. "Evacuate the base? Isn't that a pretty extreme move? What about the colonists in this system?"


    The captain shook his head, frowning. "Doesn't look good. Confed's just getting stretched too damn thin. If the Kilrathi are going to start using these bioweapons routinely, we can't mount an effective defense in every system. So the orders are to concentrate on defending the ones that are really vital. For the rest . . . I guess they get to rely on the good old-fashioned cross-your-fingers defense initiative."


    "If the Confederation can't protect its own civilian population anymore, we're in worse shape than I thought," Blair said quietly. "Things can't go on like this."


    Eisen nodded agreement. "According to our resident rumor mill, Rollins, they won't. There's supposed to be some kind of big plan circulating back at Torgo to end the war once and for all. Tolwyn and Taggart are both supposed to be involved somehow, and if you believe Rollins and his sources it will be something pretty damned spectacular."


    "Great," Blair said without enthusiasm. "We're stretched to the limit, and HQ is going to unveil another one of their master plans."


    "All we can do is hope it works," Eisen said. He studied Blair from dark narrowed eyes. "Have you had a medical evaluation lately, Colonel?"


    "No, sir. Blair frowned, uncertain at the sudden change in the direction of the conversation. "Why?"


    "You look like hell, for one thing."


    "Right back at you, Captain. I don't think there's a man on this boat who looks too good now . . . except maybe Flash. I've never seen him looking anything but perfect."


    "I'm serious, Blair. We've all been working hard, but I've had reports on you. You're pulling double shifts every day. You're not eating enough, and you're certainly not getting enough sleep. You haven't been, since before the fight at Locanda." Eisen hesitated. "And, frankly, I have to wonder if it hasn't been screwing up your judgment."


    "My combat judgment, you mean," Blair amplified the thought for him.


    The captain met his look. "You came on board with a hot reputation, Colonel. And I'd stack your wing up against any in the Fleet. But it wasn't enough to turn the cats back at Locanda Four. There are some people who claim you had just . . . come back from your medical leave a little too early, that your judgment was impaired and the mission suffered as a consequence."


    "Captain, I never claimed the reputation everyone insists hanging on me, '' Blair said slowly. He was angry not just at Eisen's words, but at the fact that deep down he had been trying not to think the same things himself. "Fact is, we were just plain outmatched. There were too damn many of them, and yet we still came within a few minutes of nailing the bastards. If it hadn't been for those damned Strakha . . ." He took a breath. "My people did everything humanly possible, and I think I did as well. But if you want me to apply for a transfer, let someone better qualified take over —"


    Eisen held up a hand "I wasn't suggesting any such thing, Colonel. All I'm saying is that you're human, too, just like the rest of us. And if you drive yourself too hard, something's going to give eventually. Find some balance, man . . . before you really do screw up a mission."


    "It's easier said than done, sir," Blair said. "You should know it, if anyone does. You have to hold this old rustbucket together, come what may."


    "Oh, I understand what you're going through, all right," the captain told him. "More than you might imagine. There've been a few ops I've been on where I didn't live up to the reputation I'd racked up, and then I'd work twice as hard trying to recapture what I thought I'd lost. Usually I only got half as much done in the process. Take my advice, Blair. Don't dwell on the past too much. Even if you've made mistakes, don't let them become more important than the here and now. And don't take out your frustrations on other people. Like Lieutenant Peters, for instance."


    Blair looked at him. "Are you overriding me on Flint, sir? Putting her back on flight status?"


    The captain shook his head. "I don't get involved in flight wing assignments unless I have to. You grounded her. You'll have to be the one to decide to reinstate her." He paused. "But I should tell you. She applied this morning for a transfer to Blackmane Base. She needs to fly again, one way or another. I turned her down. With the base shutting down, nobody needs the complications a transfer would involve. But something'll have to be done on that front sooner or later, Colonel. She's a pilot, and a damn good one . . . when her head is screwed on straight. Weren't you the one griping about wasting good pilots, back when you found Hobbes off the roster?"


    "Hobbes never pulled a stunt like Flint's, sir," Blair shot back. "And he's from a race that raised the vendetta to an art form."


    Eisen nodded reluctantly. "As long as you're aware, Colonel. I agree she needs to get her act together. But too much time on the sidelines could ruin her."


    "I know, Captain. I know."


    Blair left the ready room more uncertain than ever.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Wing Commander's Quarters, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    Vespus . . . he was back on Vespus again, and Angel was with him. They walked hand in hand along the top of a bluff overlooking the glittering sea, with a light breeze blowing off the water to stir her auburn hair.


    Blair knew it was a dream, but the knowledge didn't change the intensity of the illusion. He was really with her, on Vespus, the week they'd taken leave together. It was a time when neither of them had imagined ever being apart again.


    The view from the clifftop was beautiful: the setting sun, one of the three great moons hanging low above the horizon, sea and sky red with the gathering twilight. But Blair turned away from the spectacular vista to look into Angel's eyes, to drink in her beauty. They kissed, and in the dream that kiss seemed to last for an eternity.


    Now they were sitting side by side, lost in each other, oblivious to their surroundings. Another kiss, and a long, lingering embrace. Their hands explored each other's bodies eagerly as passion stirred.


    "Is this forever, mon ami?" Angel asked, looking deep into his eyes, almost into his soul.


    "Forever's not long enough," he told her. They came together . . .


    The dream changed. Vespus again, where sea and shore came together, but stark, bleak, with storm clouds gathering on the horizon. Blair stood with General Taggart, this time, looking down at the broken spine of the hulk that been Concordia. He stirred, but he couldn't awaken, couldn't recapture the other dream . . .


    Now he stood on the flight deck, near the podium, as a line of coffins rolled past. The general was with him again, reading out the names of the dead in deep, sonorous tones. "Colonel Jeannette Devereaux . . ."


    Blair snapped awake, stifling a cry. His hands groped on his bedside table until they wrapped around the holocube she had sent him. For a moment he fumbled with it, and then her image appeared, lips moving soundlessly with the volume turned down.


    He stared at the ghostly figure and tried to control his breathing. Blair was never a superstitious man, but the nightmare was like an omen, a vision. Angel was gone, and he was afraid that he would never get her back.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    Another evening, another day of seemingly endless work. Blair was looking forward to a tall glass and a chance to unwind, and although he wasn't eager for company, the rec room was preferable to his quarters. He spent too many nights lately staring at those four walls, awakened from sleep by the recurring nightmare. At least Angel couldn't haunt him here.


    There was a cluster of officers at the bar, Lieutenant Rollins right in the middle. They were grouped around a newspad, watching the latest Terran News Channel update just beamed in from Blackmane. Barbara Miles, perfect as ever, looked out of the screen with an expression of mingled concern and reassurance as she spoke.


    "Despite denials from official Confederation channels, TNC now has independent confirmation that the Locanda star system has been placed under absolute quarantine in the wake of an outbreak of a virulent plague said to be the result of a Kilrathi biological weapons attack. There are unconfirmed rumors that this is not the first time such weapons have been used against human colonies. It is now generally believed that the colony on Locanda Four has already suffered heavy losses, and may be all but wiped out as the disease runs its course."


    She paused significantly. "In other news from the front, TNC has learned that a strategic withdrawal of Confed forces is underway in several outlying sectors. While government and military spokesmen officially deny any such actions, unofficially several sources have suggested that these withdrawals have been ordered as a means of consolidating the front lines by surrendering unimportant territory in the hope that the Kilrathi will spread themselves too thin and thus be exposed to a significant counterstroke. But independent military analysts retained by TNC have labeled this suggestion as spurious, and believe the 'consolidation' is merely an improvised response to the advances of the enemy.


    "This is Barbara Miles reporting, with another TNC Infoburst . . ."


    "Shut it off, Radio," a lieutenant Blair recognized as one of the carrier's shuttle pilots growled. "Always the same old line from those cat symps."


    Rollins blanked the screen. "Hey, Trent, where've you been? We were at Locanda . . . and they're breaking down Blackmane Base right now. I hear tell there's been talk of sending a peace envoy to Kilrah . . . that we're as good as ready to surrender. So how can you keep buying the fantasy that we're actually winning this war?"


    "What I want to know, Rollins," Blair said, placing a hand on the lieutenant's shoulder, "is why you're so all-fired eager to tell us how bad everything's going?"


    "Ah, c'mon, Colonel," Rollins said. "You'd have to be blind to miss the facts. Things are bad . . . and they're getting worse. Fact: we haven't had a real shore leave in months. Fact: they keep shuttling this old bucket around from one trouble spot to another, as if one battered carrier and one fighter wing was all they could spare to cover half the sector. Fact: we've been on one defensive op after another, and we always seem to end up pulling back when it's over. Seems pretty damned clear to me, Colonel. This war's winding down, all right. But we're not on the winning side."


    Blair looked from Rollins to the others grouped around him. Most of them were nodding their heads in agreement, though a few, like Lieutenant Trent, were frowning at his words. "You want facts, Lieutenant?" I'll give you a few to chew on. Fact: the grunts on the front lines, even the ones with lots of well-placed sources. never see the whole picture in a war. Fact the fastest way to lose a war is to allow morale to be sapped by half-assed young officers with big ears, bigger mouths, and no common sense at all. And fact: I know a communications officer with too much time on his hands who is letting his love for gossip jeopardize the morale of this ship."


    "With all due respect, sir, I'm entitled to my opinion," Rollins said stubbornly.


    "Indeed you are. But if I hear any more of this defeatist talk, you'll be reassigned to Waste Recycling, where your crap belongs. Get my drift?"


    "Telling him to shut up won't make the truth go away, sir," one of the others spoke up.


    "If it is the truth, wailing about it isn't going to change a damned thing," Blair said. "We'll just have to play the cards we're dealt. But like I said, the grunts at the front hardly ever know what's really happening. Hell, maybe it's worse than old Gloom and Doom here thinks. But maybe it's a lot better. Point is, if we decide everything's lost anyway, and give up, we might end up letting down some folks who need us to turn things around." He paused. "I'm not telling anyone what to think. Or even saying you can't shoot the bull over a few drinks. But spreading the worst possible rumors — that's crossing the line. I've heard my share of rumors that were a lot less nasty, and I'm sure Rollins here has heard them too. . . but those don't get much play, because they're not spicy enough."


    Rollins gave him a long look, then shrugged. "Maybe you're right, sir," he said. "Maybe I do like to shoot my mouth off.


    "Well, as of now, consider the safety on." Blair forced a smile. "Anyway, aren't there better things to talk about than this damned war? The girl you left behind . . . or the shore leave you'll never live down?" He turned to the bartender. "Rosty . . . a round on my account. But only to the ones who have something pleasant to talk about, okay?"


    That boosted some spirits, and the others were laughing and chattering happily as Blair moved to an empty table by the viewport. He sat there staring into the darkness.


    He could have been quoting from a manual on keeping up morale when he'd spoken to them. The trouble was he didn't believe a word of it himself.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XVI

    


    
      Captain's Ready Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    Blair paused at the entrance to the captain's ready room, reluctant to touch the buzzer. Victory was astir with fresh rumors today, speculations rising from the arrival of a courier ship from Sector HQ at Torgo. No one knew what word the ship brought to Eisen, but everyone was sure it heralded a change of orders, perhaps fresh action. Blair wasn't looking forward to learning what was in store for them now. He didn't feel ready to go back into action again so soon, not with the failure at Locanda still hanging over him. It wasn't something he could admit to anyone, either, not without requesting a transfer to some rear-echelon outfit, off the firing line.


    As tempting as that idea might be, Christopher Blair refused to give in to it. There was no way he could let others fight the war while he sought safety. He owed it to all his comrades who had stayed and fought.


    With an effort of will, he forced himself to compose his features and hit the buzzer.


    "Enter," Eisen's voice came, and the door slid open.


    "Reporting as ordered, sir," Blair said.


    "Ah, Colonel, good." Eisen stood up, and the officer in crisp whites opposite him did likewise. "This is Major Kevin Tolwyn, from sector HQ."


    "Hey, Lone Wolf," Blair said, genuinely pleased to see the younger man. He advanced to clasp Tolwyn's hand, smiling broadly. "Its been a long time, kid."


    "Another old acquaintance, Colonel?" Eisen asked.


    "Yes, sir," Blair responded. "We served together on the Tarawa a few years back." He looked Tolwyn over. Short, baby-faced, the nephew of Admiral Geoff Tolwyn didn't look old enough to shave, much less to be a Confed officer. "Major, now, is it? That's a pretty good bump. You were only Lieutenant Tolwyn last time I heard . . ."


    Tolwyn blushed. "Brevet rank, Colonel. I made Flight Captain after the Battle of Terra, the brevet came through after I got wounded during the mop-up after Vespus." He hesitated. "I guess one fighter too many cooked off underneath me and my uncle pulled me into a staff job for awhile, he said I'd already cashed all my lucky chips in and he wasn't going to take a chance on next time."


    "Staff slot, huh. I'm sorry to hear it. You should be on the flight line, kid, where you belong."


    "Don't I know it," Tolwyn said. "But . . . I didn't have any say in the matter. The admiral wouldn't take no for an answer, and here I am."


    Blair nodded in understanding. He'd heard stories of Admiral Tolwyn's open displays of emotion, first when he had feared Kevin missing or dead, then later when the younger man was recovered and returned to the fleet. Maybe the staff job was a real effort to keep Kevin Tolwyn out of harm's way. He was, after all, the admiral's closest surviving kin and had done more than his share of fighting while serving on the Tarawa. The Medal of Honor on his chest was more than enough proof of that.


    "If I can interrupt the reunion, Colonel, I think we'd better get down to business." Eisen gestured to the chairs by his desk. As they sat down, he continued. "Major Tolwyn brings us fresh orders from HQ. It looks like the war's heating up, at least as far as we're concerned. Major?"


    "The attack on Locanda Four was a real wake-up call," Tolwyn said. "We knew the cats were working on a number of strategic weapons projects, but we didn't expect them to bring them into play as long as their fleet was still able to hold its own. It s against everything in the Kilrathi philosophy to resort to this kind of blatant genocide. They're supposed to like their fights up close and personal, and this is a complete departure from everything we thought we knew about them."


    "Do we have any evidence they're going to use bioweapons elsewhere?" Blair asked. "Or was this some kind of . . . special case?


    "We don't know," Tolwyn said. "And that has the High Command doing some serious nail-biting, let me tell you. All we know is that the cats have escalated the war, and if we don't match the ante we might as well just fold now."


    "Match the ante . . . how?" Blair asked.


    "The Confederation's been working on its share of doomsday weapons, too," Tolwyn told them. "The Battle of Terra scared the hell out of all of us. The big Kilrathi offensive caught everyone off guard. I don't think I need to tell you that we're on the ropes. One more attack like that and the game's over. Remember, they managed to drop over twenty standard warheads on Earth in the last attack. If only one of them had been a bio the homeworld would be a lifeless desert today. There's no way around it, this one's to the death and we have a couple of counter punches almost ready to go."


    Blair said nothing. The idea of matching the Kilrathi atrocity at Locanda with a Terran retaliation against civilians appalled him, but he tried to keep his reaction from showing in his voice or expression.


    Tolwyn fixed Blair with his gaze. "One of the projects is being pushed by General Taggart and the folks at Covert Ops, and the other's my uncle's pet project. That's why he got pulled from Concordia just before it went down."


    Eisen cleared his throat. "If you don't mind, Major, I'd appreciate it if you'd stick to the briefing."


    "Sorry, sir," Tolwyn said. "Both projects actually stem from the same basic research. It seems some of our survey work off Kilrah during Tarawa's little end run raid there a few years back has yielded some unexpected results. Kilrah is much less stable, in planetological terms, than Terra. Subject to seismic problems, quakes, volcanoes, the whole bit. Apparently there are some severe tidal stresses at work on Kilrah that render the planet extremely vulnerable to widescale seismic activity." He paused. "Given a big enough shaking, Kilrah would literally come apart.


    "And HQ has a weapon that could do it?"


    "More than one, Colonel. I've not been briefed on the Covert Ops project, except for generalities. But Project Behemoth, my uncle's preference, uses high-intensity energy beams on a massive scale to trigger seismic shocks. Aimed and fired properly, the Behemoth weapon could trigger the destruction of Kilrah."


    "And the loss of the homeworld would cut the foundation from under the whole Empire," Eisen said slowly, with a slight smile. "It certainly is ambitious, I'll say that."


    "It's genocide," Blair said quietly. "How many civilians would we be killing?"


    "How many died on Locanda Four?" Tolwyn demanded. "How many more will die if they unleash their pandemic again? Look Blair, our intel people are telling us the Empire is tottering on the edge of civil war. The various clans are fed up, especially after the failure of the attack on Earth. That's why they didn't immediately launch a second attack when we had nothing left to stop them. The Emperor had to regroup — build back his fleet and keep enough forces close at home to counteract any threatened coups. It's given us the breathing room to get our new weapons on-line. If we wait any longer, though the Kilrathi might be the ones to strike first and then its us that are finished."


    Blair shook his head "The end justifies the means? That wasn't what they taught back at the Academy. I thought the Confederation stood for something better than that."


    Tolwyn looked away. "Yeah .. . yeah, you're right. It does." He paused. "Well, anyway, we're hoping we don't have to actually attack Kilrah. That was the deciding factor when it came down to choosing Behemoth over the Covert Ops concept. Apparently whatever they've hatched is a one-shot deal. But Behemoth is a weapon that can be used several times and the idea is to try a few very public tests on Kilrathi military bases. Let the cats draw their own conclusions about what we could do to Kilrah with the same weaponry. That's the operational plan, at least. Our hope is a good demonstration might actually push the clans into a palace coup. The Emperor and his grandson are overthrown and the other clans sue for peace."


    "I guess that's better than blasting Kilrah out of existence," Blair said. "I mean, the Empire's the enemy and we have to do whatever it takes to win. But there are a lot of innocent Kilrathi out there who have nothing to do with the Emperor or Thrakhath or the whole damned war effort. Some of them are dissidents, like Hobbes was before he defected. I wouldn't want to be party to killing them all."


    "Well, we'll hope it doesn't come to that," Eisen said. "I agree, it would be a nasty choice to have to make. But if we can convince them we mean business . . ."


    "So what's our part in all of this?" Blair asked.


    "Right now, we're still putting the finishing touches on the weapon, Tolwyn said. It won't be ready to deploy for a few more weeks. But in the meantime, we're starting to prospect the sector for a likely-looking first target. We need to conduct some extensive recon work, checking defenses, and surveying possible target planets to make sure the Behemoth will be effective against them. It wouldn't do to cruise in, open fire, and then find out the place was so tectonically dead we couldn't even cause a good earthquake."


    "Recon work," Blair repeated. "That'll be quite a change, after what we've been doing."


    "It'll be difficult and dangerous," Tolwyn said. We can't afford to send large forces in anywhere, for fear of putting the cats on guard. We've got a handful of carriers going out individually into the selected target systems. Victory's drawn Ariel, where we're fairly certain we've got a very suitable Kilrathi base to test."


    "Ariel's a pretty tough nut," Blair commented. "I hope you're not expecting us to take them on single-handed."


    "The system is inside the Caliban Nebula," Eisen said. "Dust and gas and energy discharges will play hell with shipboard sensors . . . on both sides. We can sneak in, gather as much information as possible, and sneak out again and probably never tip the cats off that we were there. Maybe even pull off a few ambushes along the way."


    Tolwyn nodded. "You'll actually have it better than some of the other carriers on this duty," he said. "And when you get back, the admiral's already decided that Victory will get the real plum job. Flagship for the Behemoth Squadron . . . so you'll be in on the kill, as it were."


    "Flagship? Us?" Blair raised his eyebrows. "Your uncle must have developed a sudden taste for slumming, if he's not going to go out in one of the big boys."


    "Victory has its . . . compensations, Colonel," Tolwyn told him. "Like a genuine expert on Kilrathi psychology, your buddy Hobbes. You also have a one-time Intelligence source with specialized knowledge of cat behavior, too. I think the name is Lieutenant Buckley. In fact, the admiral had this in mind when he assigned you here as wing commander."


    "That was before Locanda," Blair said, "before things escalated. You mean Tolwyn planned to use this Behemoth thing even before the cats started with the bioweaponry?"


    "Some of the data we later decoded from that deep intel probe Tarawa had on board, leading into the discovery of the Kilrathi super-carriers, contained information about the bio program. That's why we've been running the race to get the new weapons on line and why Behemoth sails now, ready or not. Locanda was a horrible tragedy, but thank God it wasn't one of the innerworlds or Earth — and believe me, that will be their next target."


    Blair held up his hand. "Never mind, Kevin," he said. "Don't try to explain. I know your uncle well enough to know what he had in mind. And why."


    "Just what are you getting at, Blair?" Eisen asked.


    He shrugged. "It's just that the admiral has always been . . . zealous, sir. I've served with him a few times, and he's always been the same. He wants to win the war . . . Admiral Geoff Tolwyn, himself. He'd love it if he could lead the ConFleet to victory, sign the papers that ended the war in orbit over Kilrah . . . whatever. And if Behemoth can make it possible, he'll use it . . . and the devil take moral questions and anything else that stands in the way."


    Eisen's frown deepened. "I don't think it's a good idea to pursue this, Colonel," he said slowly. "Its coming dangerously close to libeling a superior officer."


    "Maybe so, Captain," Blair said, shrugging again. "But it isn't libel when you're telling the truth." He shot the younger Tolwyn a look. "Sorry, Kevin. I know he's family but . . . well, you know how I've always felt."


    "You haven't said anything I haven't thought a dozen times over, Colonel," Tolwyn said. "But, like the Captain says, we'd better stick to the briefing."


    "Agreed. What else do we need to know about?"


    "Captain Eisen's been bruising a lot of ears back at HQ about the flight wing's shortages. I've brought out authorization for you to requisition fighters, munitions parts, and stores from Blackmane Base before the last load goes out next week. They've got all types of fighters in mothballs there already, so that won't be a problem."


    "The real shortage is in pilots," Blair said. "We have nine empty slots to fill."


    "You won't get all of them, I'll tell you that much up front," Tolwyn said. "I've already spoken to the base commandant. You'll get four or five, no more. Sorry I couldn't do better." Tolwyn looked wistful. "I'd volunteer for a slot myself, but the admiral would never approve it."


    "I wish you could," Blair told him. "Well, four or five is better than none at all. Major Mbuto lost five ships at Locanda Four, so she'll get first call on any pilots we do get. I just hope to God it's enough."


    "It has to be, Colonel," Eisen said. "Now that we finally have a ray of hope that we might see the end of this damned war, it has to be enough."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "Okay, skipper, this one checks out too. Looks like those no-talent bums at Blackmane Base actually sent us some real fighters, and not just junk off the scrap line."


    Blair checked off the last of the new fighters on his portable computer pad and nodded. "I'll breathe a little easier now, Chief," he told Rachel Coriolis. "I was starting to think we'd never get the replacement fighters aboard."


    Four days had passed since Kevin Tolwyn was whisked aboard his courier ship to report to his uncle, and in that time, Blair's life became nothing but a string of petty frustrations. The worst problem was expediting the requisitions Tolwyn issued to Blackmane Base in the midst of the chaos and confusion which reigned during the last days of the base's closing process. But after many shouting matches over the comm channel, Blair finally got results. Now he possessed a full contingent of fighters in Victory's hangar deck, store rooms bulging with spare parts and stores of all kinds, and three new pilots to assign to Mbuto's interceptor squadron. It was progress, of a sort. But it had been slow going for a time, and Blair was worn out with the constant strain of it all.


    A tractor towed the fighter, a Longbow looking as if it had never been flown, toward a storage bay. The flight deck was bustling with activity, but for the moment Blair and Rachel were out of problems. It was a rare yet pleasant feeling.


    "Uh . . . skipper?" Rachel spoke with none of her accustomed brashness. "Can we chat? Off the record . . ."


    "Isn't that the way we usually do it?" Blair asked her.


    "Yeah," the chief admitted. "That's one of the things I like about you." She hesitated "And the fact that I do like you is why I want to say this . . ."


    "Spit it out, Chief," he said as she paused again.


    "You've got this . . . look in your eyes that I've seen before," she said slowly. "I had this guy, see? A pilot. One day he saw his wingman get fried, and he came in blaming himself for it. Didn't matter what I said, what anybody said, he was convinced he let old Shooter down."


    "And?" Blair prompted.


    A few days later . . . he took an Arrow out and just kept on going. Hit a jump point just as the Kilrathi were coming through. There were a lot of fireworks . . ." She trailed off, her eyes focused on someplace far away. "They never found him . . . not even a debris field. He might still be out there, for all I know."


    "I'm . . . sorry," Blair said quietly. "But. . . why tell me about it?"


    "That look in your eye, it's like the one he had before he cracked, skipper." She paused again. "You want to talk? I may be a lowly techie. but I've got a sympathetic ear."


    Blair didn't answer for a long time. "I had . . . have . . . someone, too. I don't know which it is, any more. She got caught up in some hush-hush mission, and nobody's heard from her for months. Maybe she's managed to sidestep the whole war-ditched in neutral territory somewhere. But I keep having these nightmares about her . . He looked away. "I keep thinking, one way or the other I would hear . . . only I haven't heard, and I'm afraid . . . you know."


    Rachel nodded. "I know. Maybe your gal and my guy found each other out there."


    He forced a smile. "Yeah . . . maybe so. At least they'd both be alive, then . . ."


    "Yeah, but on the other hand if I found out he'd been making time with some hot-shot lady pilot, I'd have to kill him myself when he finally got back." She managed a laugh.


    After a moment, Blair joined in. It felt good to laugh.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "Scotch," Blair said, perching on a stool at the bar. "Preferably something that's at least been in the same sector as Scotland, this time."


    Rostov grinned at him. "There's a war on, Colonel. You gotta take whatever they hand you, da?"


    Maniac Marshall was sitting further down the bar, studying a holomagazine and sipping at a tall glass of beer. He looked up as if only just noticing Blair's arrival. "Well, well, honoring the peasants with another visit, eh, Colonel? Shall I kiss your ring, or will a reverential bow be enough?" He mimicked the slight bow Hobbes often made.


    "Can't we have a truce, at least for tonight, Maniac?" Blair said wearily. "I'm not in the mood for sniping."


    "Hah! You looked like you were in a pretty good mood down there in the hangar deck today," Marshall said. "What's the matter, loverboy? You put the moves on everybody's favorite grease monkey and get yourself shot down?"


    Blair frowned. "I didn't 'put the moves' on her . . .


    "Hey, man, it's all right, really it is," Maniac told him with a grin. "I mean, even a high flyer like you has to have an off day now and then. Of course, I doubt it'd take a whole hell of a lot of high-risk maneuvering to get into her pants, but maybe you're just out of practice . . ."


    "So what's your excuse, then, Maniac?" Blair asked. "You must have tried out your usual wit and charm on the lady. Did you crash and burn?"


    "Yeah, right," Marshall said, looking away. "As if I'd waste my time on some punked-out little techie. Of course, you never did have any taste. First that snotty French bitch . . . now. . . . Wise up, Blaze-Away. There's a lot better to choose from on this tub than that cheap slut . . .


    Blair was out of his seat and beside Marshall in a single quick move. He grabbed the front of Maniac's uniform and hauled him to his feet. "Get this, Marshall, and get it good," he hissed. "You can talk about me any way you want to. But I won't tolerate you running down anyone in this wing, man, woman . . . or cat. And if you want to keep using that nose to breathe through, you won't ever insult Angel again . . . or Rachel Coriolis either, for that matter. You getting any of this, mister?"


    Maniac pulled back, freeing himself from Blair's grip and holding up both hands. "Whoa! Back off, man. He studied Blair for a moment. "Looks like you've got a real case, after all. Question is, which one's the lucky girl?"


    Blair took another step forward. "I told you to lay off, Major," he said slowly.


    "Okay, okay, I'm sorry. It was supposed to be a joke, man. I'm sorry." Maniac turned to leave, then faced Blair one more time. "But listen to me, Colonel, sir. If you don't start loosening up pretty damn quick. you're cruising for a psych hearing. You're tighter than a vacuum seal and I wouldn't like to be around when everything blows out."


    "Mind your own business, Maniac, and let me worry about mine," Blair told him. "And in the meantime, just stay out of my way."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XVII

    


    
      TCS Victory.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    In due course, Victory entered the Ariel System, traveling by way of a jump point in the Delius Belt. Deep in the heart of the Caliban Nebula, the system had only one planet of any notable size, though there were many other smaller worldlets, asteroids, and similar junk in the system as well. Ariel I was never judged worthwhile as a potential colony, but Confederation Intelligence sources had long identified it as a major headquarters for Kilrathi raiders. Previous Terran attempts to deal with the base met with little success, thanks to the strength of the ground-based defenses on the planet and the difficulties of mounting operations within the nebula. Long-range sensors were virtually useless, and even shortrange scans required more time, more power, and more computer interpolation than usual, which made for many extra problems.


    But the conditions also helped hide Victory from detection, as Eisen had explained during the original briefing. The Kilrathi maintained a network of detection buoys around the planet and near most of the jump points, but away from those the Terran carrier was able to avoid contact from everything except an extremely close pass by enemy ships. It was almost as good, Eisen maintained, as mounting a cloaking device aboard the ship.


    On the other hand, the sensor limitations cut both ways. Blair was forced to double patrols again just to sweep nearby space for Kilrathi shipping. It required some skillful flying to penetrate the web of detection buoys to put fighters close enough to Ariel I to conduct the surveys Headquarters needed. Over the course of nearly two weeks, the flight wing operated at peak capacity, almost without let-up, and the strain inevitably took its toll on people and equipment alike.


    Blair could only hope that ship and crew were up to the job.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Control, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    Blair came out of the elevator next to Flight Control and nearly ran into Rachel Coriolis. She was clutching a personal data pad in one hand and a half-disassembled control module in the other, walking briskly with an air of distracted urgency. As she caught sight of Blair she made a face.


    "Can't talk now, skipper," she said, hardly slowing her pace at all. "All you fighter jocks were so damned eager to draw recon work. Well, now you got it, and that means us common techies have to bust our asses to keep you flying."


    "Okay, okay, Chief," he said, holding up one hand. "On behalf of the entire wing, I apologize. Next time HQ gives us an assignment, I'll tell them to clear it with you first."


    She grinned as she dodged past him and into the lift. "Maybe if us techs had a say in things you hot-shots wouldn't always be getting in so much trouble."


    The doors snapped shut, and Blair turned back to the entrance to Flight Control.


    There were only routine patrols out now no survey missions, so the chamber was manned at minimal levels. The relative calm in the room was a stark contrast to the scene visible through the windows overlooking the hangar deck, where technicians and fighter crews were hard at work on maintenance, repairs, and mission prep for the next batch of launches, scheduled to begin shortly. The bustle of activity would have been a scene of utter confusion to the uninitiated, but Blair recognized the order and purpose underlying the chaos. It was the dance of the deck, the almost rhythmic cycle that made any pilot's heart beat just a little bit faster.


    He became aware of another figure standing by the windows, intently watching. It was Cobra, wearing her flight suit and carrying a helmet under one arm. Blair was surprised to note her smile. It transformed her entirely, changing her customary bitter moodiness into a genuine look of enthusiasm and anticipation.


    "About time," he heard her say softly, as if to herself. "About time we showed them."


    "Lieutenant," he said quietly.


    She looked at him. "Sir?"


    "I don't recall ever seeing that before," he said. When she looked confused he continued with a grin. "That smile on your face. It looks good. Suits you."


    The wolfish smile reappeared. "It's good to be in their back yard for a change. I can almost smell them, Colonel. And with any kind of luck, I'll get a couple of them in my sights sometime soon . . ."


    He raised an eyebrow. "Well, being on the offensive seems to have helped bring you out of your shell, I'd say."


    "Scuttlebutt says we're here to scout the cats out for a real attack. That HQ has a weapon that'll blast them to hell, where they belong. I want to be here for the kill. I didn't become a pilot just to baby-sit bases and such."


    Blair frowned He supposed the spread of rumors about the Behemoth project was almost inevitable. Nothing stayed secret on a ship in space for very long it seemed, despite the best efforts of Confed security. He wondered if Rollins had been leaking information, or if this story started somewhere else.


    At any rate, at least this rumor was having a more positive effect on morale than some of the earlier ones.


    "Look, Cobra, I'm glad to see that smile, I really am, Blair told her. "But you've got to be pumped on every mission, not just the ones you like."


    "Point taken, Colonel," she said slowly. The smile had faded now. "Well, I guess I'd better get down to the launch bay. I'm up in fifteen . . ."


    After she left, Blair frowned at his own reflection in the window. For some reason he could never find the right things to say when talking to Lieutenant Buckley. Why couldn't he have allowed her to enjoy her newfound enthusiasm for Victory's current operation? Instead, he'd managed to deflate her just when it seemed she was ready to start letting down the barriers which kept her apart from the rest of the wing.


    Sometimes he wondered if he would ever really get a handle on his job.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "Pull up a chair, Colonel, and join me. I'll stand you to the first round."


    Acknowledging Vagabond's greeting with a nod and a smile, Blair took the chair opposite him. Lieutenant Chang played with the inevitable deck of cards in front of him, and if the continual cycle of missions was getting to him it didn't show in his grinning face. The pilot might have been fresh from leave instead of unwinding after flying a survey sweep with Hobbes only a few hours earlier.


    "You must be getting pretty lonely if you want to buy your CO a drink," Blair commented. "What's the matter? You already clean everybody else out?"


    "Unfortunately, it doesn't take too long to get a reputation, if you know what I mean. And even the new chums from Blackmane caught on to me after a few days. Gets pretty tough to get up a game when everyone's afraid to take you on. Know what I mean?" Chang held up the deck. "C'mon, Colonel. Why don't you try your luck?" Without waiting for an answer, he started dealing.


    "Whoa, there, sharpie," Blair said, holding up a hand. "Don't I at least get to cut the deck?"


    Vagabond laughed and gathered in the cards again. "You'd be surprised how many rookies just ante up and look surprised when they lose the first pot."


    "Well, they deserve what they get, then." He took the cards from Vagabond and shuffled the deck with practiced ease, getting a reluctant nod of admiration from the Chinese pilot. "Me, I've been around. And early on I discovered the two things you never leave to somebody else: shuffling the cards and checking your ordinance."


    Chang accepted the deck from Blair and started to deal again. Though he was still smiling, there was a troubled look in his eyes. "This mission . . . you know there are stories going around about some superweapon. That's why we're supposed to be running recon.


    "You know, Lieutenant, that if the info wasn't officially released then I can't comment on it one way or the other," Blair said quietly. "Rumors are just that-rumors. Even if I knew anything, I couldn't talk about it."


    "Yeah, I know." Vagabond looked at his hand for a moment, then laid it on the table. "Look, Colonel, I know you can't spill any secrets, but the stuff I've been hearing . . . it really bugs me."


    "How so?" Blair asked. He laid his own cards aside and met Chang's level gaze.


    "Word is this weapon, whatever it is, will scorch a whole damned planet. A strategic weapon, I guess the brass would call it. And I'm not sure I want to be part of something like that."


    "Conscience bothering you, Lieutenant?"


    "Yeah, it is, Colonel. I didn't sign on to be part of something that kills civilians, whether they're people or cats or something slimy living under the rocks on Alphacent." Vagabond looked down at the table. "Some folks take the war real personal, like Cobra and Flint. But that's not me. When I wax somebody out on the firing line. I like to think it's a fair fight. That he's got an equal chance to nail me. Pretty stupid, I guess, but that's the way it is."


    Blair nodded, understanding. He shared Vagabond's doubts. "Fact is, I understand you a lot better than I'll ever understand Cobra or Flint. The last thing you need in the cockpit with you is hate. And I think you really have to hate before you could go along with something as horrible as wasting an entire planet, civilians and all." He hesitated. "Look, secrets aside . . . if you've heard the rumors right, we're scouting for this new weapon, right?"


    Vagabond nodded.


    "All right, then, we're surveying a planet we know has nothing but a military installation on it. No colony. No civilians, or at least none who aren't involved in base operations somehow. Seems to me if there is a superweapon, HQ must figure on aiming at a military target."


    "Maybe so," Chang said, nodding but still looking uncharacteristically serious. "Maybe so." He paused "Still it bothers me a little. I mean, maybe they'd start with a base like this. But where does it end? HQ's got a real bad habit of labeling every target a military installation, even when they're not. So, what if we cross the line later?"


    Blair looked away, uncomfortable. He was thinking of Kevin Tolwyn's comments about Kilrah, and about the Covert Ops plan that apparently could only be used against the enemy homeworld. If the Kilrathi didn't comply with the threat posed by the Behemoth, where would HQ draw the line?


    And, more importantly, where would he stand if the next target did include large numbers of civilians? Just how badly did he want this war to end?


    He looked back at Vagabond. "Hey, we're the good guys, remember?" he said, forcing a smile. "We don't kill the innocents. That's supposed to be the difference between us and them, you know? Inwardly he felt like a hypocrite, but he couldn't admit his own doubts to Chang without confirming the stories about the mission.


    The Chinese pilot touched the deck with one slender finger. "Well, Colonel, the way I figure it, it's a lot like cards. A lot of people never think to cut the deck before they see what they're getting dealt."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Wing Commander's Quarters, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "Colonel Blair to Flight Control! Colonel Blair to Flight Control! Urgent!"


    Blair flung down the PDP he was studying and swung his feet out of the bunk This was not a General Quarters alarm, but the voice on the intercom — Flint's voice — sounded worried. A sinking feeling gripped his stomach. Vaquero and Flash were on survey duty tonight.


    With the Wing already short-handed and Flint still grounded, Blair had been forced to rotate wingman assignments frequently since the Ariel operation began. That meant he couldn't always keep Flash under the watchful eyes of Hobbes or himself any more. And Vaquero, experienced as he might have been, was what pilots referred to as an "RV," a Recon Virgin, someone who had never conducted behind-the-lines reconnaissance missions. The combination was potentially explosive, but Blair had simply run out of options.


    He forgot his usual rule about not running and raced down the corridor to the lift, hoping he was wrong. If Flash and Vaquero had run into trouble out there, it would be his fault for letting the two of them team up. . . .


    Flight Control was fully manned, and the tense atmosphere that met Blair as the doors slid open for him did nothing to calm his fears. Flint had the duty as Officer of the Watch, her suspended flight status leaving her plenty of time to serve in such shipboard wing duties.


    "What have you got?" he asked crisply, joining her at the Duty Officer's command console.


    "Trouble, sir," Flint said "Flash and Vaquero were on their way back in when they read a bogie on their short-range scanners, and Major Dillon decided they should check it out. He ordered Vaquero to back him up before we could countermand the orders from here, and since they were already right on top of the Kilrathi . . ."


    "Any idea what they're up against?"


    "At least six Dralthi, Colonel," Flint told him. "But Vaquero reported he was getting some other readings that might have been something bigger, a whole lot bigger."


    "Christ," Blair muttered. "Probably a transport . . . but it might be a cap ship under fighter escort. How're they doing so far?"


    "Holding their own, but they haven't been able to obey recall and break away. The Dralthi keep swarming them." Flint looked apologetic. "We didn't want to commit the ready alert birds without your say-so, Colonel. The standing orders are to avoid a fight. ''


    "Yeah, I know. I helped draft them, remember?" Blair realized his tone had been sharper than he'd intended. "You did well, Lieutenant. Okay, who's on ready alert?"


    "Maniac and Vagabond," Flint said. "They're in their fighters and ready to launch."


    "Good. Launch immediately, then. But tell the flight crew to get two more Thunderbolts ready for launch."


    "Who's on deck, Colonel?" There was a faint light of hope in her eyes.


    "I'll take one. Call Hobbes to fly wingman with me." He saw her face fall, disappointed. "I know you want back on the roster, Flint, but I don't have time to discuss it tonight. Call out Hobbes. I'll be in the ready room suiting up. Put through a call to the captain and route it to me there. He'll have to know what we're getting into."


    "Aye, aye, sir," she said, voice flat.


    He had his flight suit on and was wrestling with his boots when a vid screen came to life on one wall of the Gold Squadron ready room. Eisen looked like he'd been asleep. "They tell me you have a situation, Colonel," he said.


    "We certainly do, sir," Blair told him. "Two of my pilots ran into a Kilrathi flight and have become heavily engaged. I've got two more on the way to back them up, and Hobbes and I are joining the party as soon as our fighters are prepped." Hobbes came into the ready room as he spoke and crossed to his locker.


    "That's a pretty strong response, Colonel," Eisen said quietly. "Just how many Kilrathi did your people run into out there, anyway?"


    "That's not clear yet, sir," Blair said. "That's why I'm flying the extra cover. There could be a cap ship involved, too. We're not sure yet."


    "Damned sensor clutter," Eisen said, nodding. "Well I guess all good things must come to an end. After all this, the furballs won't be letting us sneak around any more. We'll have to hope we've got all the data HQ wants, because I'm ordering a withdrawal to the jump point ASAP."


    "Agreed, sir" Blair said, "though I'd appreciate it if you'd hold off until we're back. I wouldn't want to misplace the Victory in the middle of this mess."


    Eisen chuckled. "Oh, I think we can wait for you Colonel. Just don't keep us waiting too long, okay?" He cut the intercom without waiting or an answer.


    "Another flight together, my friend," Hobbes commented. "I am glad It has been too long since you were on my wing."


    "Yeah, I'll say." Blair picked up his helmet and looked at the renegade Kilrathi pilot for a long moment. "Do you ever find yourself wishing for the old days, Hobbes? Back when we were junior pilots, flying for the sheer hell of it all? Sometimes I'd give everything I've got to be back on the old Tiger's Claw with you, and Angel, and Paladin, and the rest of the old gang. No decisions to make, nothing to worry about but flying . . ."


    Hobbes shook his head. "I do not think about that time often, I fear," he said. "It was a period of great stress for me, as you may remember. Trying to prove myself to you all." Ralgha's expression became bleak. "But sometimes, in my dreams, I find myself yearning for the days before I left the Empire. Once, long ago, I did not have doubts about my own kind. I knew my place in the universe, and I was proud of it. Those are the days I find myself remembering." He picked up his helmet and fell in beside Blair. "But the past is gone, my friend. All we have now is the present."


    "And the future?" Blair asked.


    Hobbes shook his head. "For many years I have known that I have no real future. In peace or in war, my own kind reject me and your kind, with only a few exceptions, shun me. What future do I have, save to fight and die in the cockpit of my fighter? Sometimes I feel that I am somehow bound up in the whole outcome of this war, that I might play a key part in victory or defeat before I die. But that is not a future. That is my fate, hovering over me . . ." He looked at Blair. "It is not a concept easily grasped by non-Kilrathi. But it is all I understand."


    "Come on, Hobbes," Blair said, troubled by the glimpse Ralgha had given into his alien soul. "Let's get down to the flight line. That's all the future either of us can afford to worry about for now."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Command Hall, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "Lord Prince, we have a report of enemy activity in the system. A convoy is under attack by Terran fighters."


    Thrakhath leaned forward in his chair to study Melek in the dull red light of the audience chamber. "They dare attack us here, in our space? Perhaps they did not learn their lesson at Locanda."


    Melek bowed acknowledgement. "You did say you expected them to respond, Lord Prince," he pointed out. "Intercepted radio traffic indicates that the Terran ships may be from the Victory."


    "So . . ." Thrakhath turned the report over in his mind. "This . . . complicates our response. I had not looked for them to be ready for further operations for some time to come. We must drive them out . . . and we must discourage them from looking toward this system any further. It would be an embarrassment if they were to plan to demonstrate their new weapon here before the fleet was fully assembled."


    "Yes, Lord Prince," Melek said, "though it would be a worthy irony if they brought their weapon here and fell into your trap."


    Thrakhath gestured negation. "No. No, I do not want to stage a major battle here. Not when the nebula effects make detection so difficult. When the Terrans reveal their doomsday weapon, and we learn its secrets, I want no chance of mistakes when it comes time to destroy it. We must . . . urge them to take an interest in some other system, not this one." He paused. "So we must threaten their ship, but ultimately allow it to escape with sufficient evidence that they should leave us alone here. Order the fleet to cover the jump points to Locanda, Delius, and Caliban. And have all squadrons prepare to initiate the Masking Effect."


    Melek bowed again. "As you direct, Lord Prince."


    Thrakhath watched him leave. When he was alone, he allowed his fangs to show for an instant. It was unfortunate that the Terrans must be allowed to win free in the end. He would have relished the destruction of that carrier . . . but it carried the key to ultimate victory for the Empire, and nothing could be allowed to interfere with that now.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XVIII

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "Victory, Victory, this is Backstop Leader," Blair said, hoping he didn't sound as tired and discouraged as he felt. "Requesting landing clearance. Over."


    "Roger that, Leader," Rollins replied. "Clearance is granted. Good job out there, Colonel You really showed those cats a thing or two."


    Blair went through the approach checklist by rote, his mind ranging back to the mission they just completed in support of Flash and Vaquero. By the time he and Hobbes launched, Marshall and Chang had already joined up with the two beleaguered pilots and extricated them from the fight with the Dralthi. But Major Dillon not only insisted that he didn't really need support, he had actually been eager to seek out the larger contact at the edge of their scanning range to try to score a real kill, a cap ship kill. Blair barely arrived in time to keep Maniac from agreeing with the idea. Thereafter, they were dogged by Kilrathi fighters but not pressed particularly hard. The most difficult mission problems were the ones associated with reining in the two majors.


    Vaquero's fighter incurred damage during the fighting and the pilot himself sounded shaky. He was waved off Victory's flight deck three times before finally catching the tractors and making a successful touchdown. This worried Blair even more than Dillon or Marshall. Lieutenant Lopez always struck him as steady and reliable, but plainly he took more than just a physical pounding on the line this time.


    Blair shook off his doubts and worries, forcing himself to concentrate on the final approach. He was the last man inside, and by the time he clambered down the ladder from the cockpit, the others, except for Hobbes, were heading for the ready room to give their after-action reports.


    The Kilrathi pilot looked at him with a very human expression of concern on his alien visage. "Are you well, my friend? You seemed . . . distracted, near the end. By more than just the need to control our more spirited comrades."


    "Just tired, Hobbes," Blair told him. "Tired of bucking overeager jocks who still think this is all some kind of big game. And tired of . . . everything."


    He wasn't sure Ralgha could understand his mood. They had accounted, among the six of them, for four more Dralthi out there, but in the long run it was just another number to be totaled for the kill board. It wouldn't matter a bit the next time they went into battle. There were always more Kilrathi to replace the ones who died, and Blair was getting sick of having to kill and kill with never a sign that some day the killing might stop.


    "It was good, though, to fly a combat mission again," Ralgha said, clearly misunderstanding the attitude behind Blair's bitter words and tone. "To take the battle to the enemy once more. I have missed the chance to test my skills, since we started this mission."


    "Yeah," Blair said. Though he didn't share in the sentiment, he understood how the Kilrathi felt. Ralgha might fly with the Terrans, but his emotions and reactions were still those of his predator species. "Yeah, I suppose all this skulking and hiding's been pretty rough on you. Maybe a little dogfighting is good for your soul, at that."


    Hobbes caught something of his real feelings that time, and cocked his head to one side as he regarded Blair. "It is strange," he said. "We are very different, you and I, though I would say you are closest to me of all the humans I know. Your kind does not relish conflict, though you have proven very able warriors. But the Kilrathi spirit . . . despite the skill and courage demanded in flying is never entirely satisfied by combat in space."


    "You like it up close and personal," Blair said, mustering a faint smile.


    The Kilrathi renegade raised a paw, allowed his sheathed claws to extend for a moment. "We are taught to use these even before we can speak or walk. To your species this seems . . . what is the word? Savage? Primitive? But it is fundamental to who and what we are."


    Blair's eyes narrowed. "Then how can Thrakhath order the death of millions with bioweapons? That's about as impersonal a weapon as you can use."


    "Thrakhath.... That one defines honor in his own way, I fear," Ralgha said slowly. "When he looks at humans, he sees only animals, fit for labor or food or prey in a hunt. It is not an attitude that is held by all my kind, but it is a convenient way to excuse acts that would otherwise defile Kilrathi honor. Does not your kind hide behind any number of similar . . . conveniences? To justify acts you would otherwise condemn?"


    Blair shrugged, then nodded reluctantly. "I guess we do. But . . . killing is killing. Hot-blooded or cold. You do it when you have to because you have to . . . to defend yourself, your people, your civilization. Whether it's hand-to-hand fighting, or dogfighting, or bombing a whole damned planet out of existence; it's still killing, though. And I guess we each have to decide whether what we're protecting is worth the death we're being asked to deal out."


    "This is not normally a question a Kilrathi needs to ask himself, my friend," Hobbes said slowly. He fixed Blair with a long, penetrating look. "And in all honesty, there are times I wish your kind had not taught me to ask them. There is no comfort in doubting the wisdom of generations."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Captain's Ready Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    Blair and Hobbes were both summoned to the captain's ready room before even exchanging their flight suits for more comfortable clothing. Eisen looked worried as he sat opposite them. He energized the holographic chart display on his desk top.


    "I know you just got back from a tough one, but I doubt you'll have much chance to rest up," the captain told them without preamble. "We're on course for the jump point to the Caliban System. It has the closest Confed military facility, although it's a small one, just an outpost. The main advantage as I see it is that it's like this system, inside the nebula, which means we can hope to elude a Kilrathi pursuit quickly even if they should chase us through the jump point. That could be important, if they have any kind of fleet following us at all."


    "You anticipate opposition, then," Hobbes said slowly.


    "As soon as your pilots engaged out there you can bet the word went out that there were Terrans in the neighborhood," Eisen said grimly. "If I was the cat CO in these parts, I'd do my best to block as many jump points as possible. We'll have to fight our way out." He looked from Hobbes to Blair. "That's another reason to go for Caliban, though. They might not be expecting a withdrawal to such a minor system. Maybe that jump point will have fewer defenders . . . maybe none at all, if their fleet isn't very strong in these parts."


    "Don't count on it, sir," Blair said. "I've been going over the incoming survey reports. While we haven't seen much in open space, there were indications of tremendous shuttle traffic over the base on One, and a fair number of ships in orbital docks and so on. You don't think they would leave all that unprotected, do you?"


    Eisen pursed his lips. "No, I guess they wouldn't. A big fleet here. . . that sounds bad. For the Admiral's project." He glanced at Ralgha and changed the subject. "All the more reason, though, to hope we can get the hell out of here without running into too much opposition. And if we do . . . we try to shake them as best we can and still make jump."


    "Risky," Blair commented. "But, as you say, it's all we can try. Do you have any special orders for us, sir?"


    "I'll want you to deploy a reconnaissance in force ahead of us when we approach the jump point, Colonel," Eisen said. "With scanning so limited, I want an idea of what's waiting for us before we blunder into the middle of it. The timing will be tricky. You'll have to stay out long enough to give us our sneak peek at the situation, and maybe to discourage the bad guys from interfering with our approach. But then you'll have to get your fighters aboard fast, before we jump . . . and possibly under fire. Anybody who misses the boat is stuck." His eyes narrowed. "We can't afford another incident like Locanda, for instance. I don't think we'll be in any position to loiter around waiting for stragglers. Can your people do this?"


    Blair nodded slowly, but inside his mind was racing to consider all the problems against them. "It'll be tricky, Captain, but I'll see what we can put together to eliminate the problems as much as possible."


    "Good. Navigation tells me it'll be eighteen hours before we hit the jump point. So your people will have a little sack time, at least, before they have to launch." Eisen gave him a look. "Try to get some yourself, too, Colonel. We need you out there fresh and at your best."


    "Yes, sir," Blair said, but he knew the planning and preparation time would make things tight. Sleep was a luxury he had to postpone until he knew the wing was ready. He stood up slowly, and Ralgha did the same. "I'll keep you posted on our plans, Captain. Come on, Hobbes. Looks like we burn the midnight electrons again."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "All right, people, you know the drill," Blair said over the general comm channel. "Do this thing by the numbers, and we'll be past the cats before they know we're even in the neighborhood. But don't get distracted. You stop to look at the scenery and you'll be stuck seeing it for the rest of your life . . . which won't be long if Thrakhath's little playmates have their way. so . . . let's do it!"


    It was another magnum launch, with a full contingent of fighters deployed in space around the Victory as she cruised slowly through the colorful, swirling gases of the nebula toward the jump point to Caliban. As before the point defense squadron would be held back to defend the ship against Kilrathi fighters while the rest of the wing mounted Eisen's recon in force ahead of the carrier.


    Blair hoped he'd covered all the likely contingencies in formulating his plans for the mission. If he'd left something out, it was too late now to deal with it. They were committed, for good or ill.


    "Major Mbuto, you're up," he said. "Good luck. . . but I hope you won't be mad if I don't wish you good hunting!"


    Amazon Mbuto chuckled. "This is one time when we'd all be glad for an empty scanner screen, Colonel," she said.


    Mbuto's interceptors were on point, as usual, scouting ahead of the others in hopes of locating any enemy ships around the jump point before they realized the Terrans were on their way. She had six Arrows in all, with orders to locate the Kilrathi but, if possible, to avoid engaging. Victory would keep a secure laser channel open with her fighter throughout the op so that Rollins could pick up her sensor feed and analyze the tactical situation ahead of time, despite the sensor interference from the nebula.


    If she did spot enemy ships blocking Victory's chosen escape route, the other squadrons would be called: Berterelli's Longbows to launch bombing strikes on capital ships and Gold Squadron to provide cover for them or to engage Kilrathi fighters. Meanwhile, once the initial scouting was finished, Mbuto would withdraw and land on Victory, followed by the bombers as soon as they dumped their loads and, hopefully, disrupted any enemy capital ships in the neighborhood. The Thunderbolts would be the last to return to the carrier, thus reducing the amount of traffic Flight Control would deal with in the critical minutes before the ship attempted to jump.


    That was the plan, at least. But Blair couldn't help remembering an ancient military maxim . . . No battle plan survives contact with the enemy. Any number of things could go wrong, and there was precious little room for error.


    At least a mistake today wouldn't end in the devastation of an entire colony world. But that was cold comfort as far as Blair was concerned. Victory's fate was on the line, and despite his early reaction to the battered little escort carrier, Blair had learned to think of the ship as home and her crew as comrades, even friends. Losing her wouldn't be like losing the Concordia, but . . .


    He shook himself out of his reverie. If Victory didn't make it, neither would Colonel Christopher Blair. This time he wasn't likely to outlive his carrier by more than a matter of minutes, hours at most.


    The time passed slowly as they waited for a report from the scouts. Comm line chatter was subdued and sporadic, and Blair had plenty of time for second and even third thoughts. Periodically he cursed the prolonged inactivity, knowing it would be demoralizing the others as much as himself, but there was nothing to be done. Until the interceptors reported, the other pilots could do nothing more than keep formation, watch their screens, and wait.


    Victory to Recon Leader," Rollins said at last. "We're getting sensor imagery from Amazon. Captain was right, Colonel. There's a welcoming committee out there. Stand by for coordinate feed."


    In seconds, his scanner began displaying targets around the Caliban jump point, and Blair studied them intently. There were half a dozen large targets there, probably destroyers escorting a cruiser or a small Kilrathi carrier. A handful of smaller contacts were fighters, probably Darket on escort duty. The enemy force wasn't overwhelming, but it would present a significant challenge nonetheless.


    "Okay," he said at length, using a low-power general broadcast channel that would keep his transmission localized and, hopefully, secret from any Kilrathi who might be trying to monitor Terran comm frequencies. As he spoke, his computer relayed additional data as he entered it, projecting courses, targets, and other information. "We ve got them spotted now. Major Berterelli, you're going to circle the jump point outside their likely sensor range and attack the targets designated Four and Five on the sensor feed. Gold Squadron will cover for you. When you withdraw, go to ecliptic heading one-eight-one by zero-six-four."


    "That's away from Victory," Berterelli pointed out.


    "Got it in one, Major," Blair told him. "I want to hit the cats fast, rile them up, and then draw them away from the jump point. If they think Victory's coming from the far side of the point, they'll deploy in that direction and throw out a wide cordon to try and spot her."


    "Leaving the route in wide open," Maniac said. "You know, Maverick, sometimes you're almost as smart as everybody says you think you are!"


    "Thanks for the vote of confidence," Blair said. "Once you break contact with the bad guys, Green Squadron should circle around to rendezvous with the carrier. Gold Squadron will continue to withdraw on the original heading until I give the word. Then I want you to separate into wing teams and head for home. Don't leave your wingman unless absolutely necessary, and remember the timetable. Victory will be at the jump point in . . . seventy minutes from now. If you're not back on board by then, you've lost your ride out of here. Any questions?"


    There were none. "Good," Blair continued. "Now . . . Hobbes, you and Vagabond are on point. Then the Longbows. The rest of us bring up the rear. You have your orders. Make sure you all come back in one piece. You know how I hate filling out casualty reports."


    Hobbes and Vagabond were already accelerating, steering the course Blair indicated. As he waited for the Green Squadron bombers to move out, Blair switched to the tactical channel for his wingman. "This is it, Cobra. Hope there's enough cats out here for you."


    "It'll do," she said. "But I'm still kind of wondering how I ended up on your wing, Colonel."


    "Not a whole lot of options, Lieutenant," he told her. "With Flint off the roster and Vaquero banged up from that fight yesterday, I'm juggling. Sorry if the arrangements don't suit you."


    "I guess I figured you'd team with Hobbes, is all."


    "Not this time," Blair told her. "I figured it was about time I let you show me some of those moves of yours."


    Actually, it had been a difficult decision to make, pairing up the pilots in Gold Squadron for this mission. He had wanted Hobbes on point, no question; the Kilrathi's instincts and discipline made him the ideal choice to lead them in. But much as he would have relished flying with Ralgha, Blair's place wasn't on the very front line. As wing commander he had to stay out of the action until he was sure of the tactical situation.


    But there were sharp limits in how he could deploy the rest of the squadron. He still couldn't trust Buckley to cooperate with Ralgha, and neither Flash nor Maniac was his idea of a good point man to team with the Kilrathi. So Vagabond was with Hobbes. With great reluctance Blair teamed the two majors together, even though he knew he was asking for trouble. Neither one was very reliable anyway, so it seemed better to have them let each other down instead of breaking up two different teams if and when they let themselves run wild.


    So he'd crossed his fingers and put them together and ordered Cobra to fly on his wing. He hoped neither choice would turn out to be disastrous. But Vaquero, though physically fit after the battle with the Dralthi, was a bundle of nerves and not really ready for duty so soon. And as for Flint . . .


    He almost put her back on the roster, but with so much at stake, he wasn't willing to risk a repeat performance. She was on duty in Flight Control again.


    Cobra stuck close by him as they trailed the rest of the Terran flight, keeping strict radio silence now. They wouldn't use their comm channels until they engaged the enemy. Blair hoped Amazon Mbuto had followed her orders and headed back for the carrier. He wouldn't know for sure until the operation was nearly over. . . .


    On his sensor screen, images began to appear, seemingly out of nowhere, as he came into range of the enemy force. The blips that represented the Confed fighters and bombers seemed pitifully inadequate to take on the Kilrathi ships, but they were already starting their runs. Hobbes and Vagabond opened the fight by engaging a trio of Darket close to the nearest of the two targeted capital ships. Berterelli's bombers ignored them and plunged past, hurtling at top speed toward the Kilrathi destroyer. There were more fighters registering beyond that large ship, and they could pose trouble for the Longbows.


    "Maniac! Flash!" Blair said sharply. "You see that formation on the other side of the destroyer? Get in there and have some fun with them."


    "Yes, sir, Colonel, sir," Maniac said. "Come on, rookie last one firing is kitty litter!"


    "What about us, sir?" Cobra asked.


    "We stick with Berterelli, Lieutenant," Blair told her, "in case something crops up he can't handle."


    For several minutes they maintained their position behind the bombers, spectators as Berterelli's pilots unleashed a heavy attack against the first destroyer and then broke off to climb away from the deadly warship dodging defensive fire all the way. One of the Longbows didn't make it out, but the other five did. The attack didn't destroy the Kilrathi ship, but Blair's sensors registered serious damage to shields, armor, and propulsion systems. The cats knew they'd been hit, that much was sure.


    The second destroyer was a tougher nut to crack. Forewarned, it laid down a devastating pattern of fire against the incoming Longbows. A series of shots raked across Major Berterelli's bomber, and the Longbow came apart under the force of the barrage . . . but not before the Italian pilot released a full spread of ship-killer missiles. And the other bombers dropped their remaining loads simultaneously. As if avenging the squadron leader, they received the satisfaction of seeing those shots hit home. Explosions rippled down the spine of the destroyer. A few seconds later, a massive fireball consumed it. Some of the chunks were bigger than the Terran Thunderbolts, adding to the confusion that reigned on the Kilrathi perimeter.


    "Retreat! Retreat! All fighters retreat!" Blair called. The Terran ships began to disengage, even Maniac and Flash. They turned away now, on their false escape heading, but Blair and Cobra hung back to cover the retreat.


    So far, neither had fired a shot.


    A pair of Darket gave chase, but Cobra took out one with a well-placed barrage from her tail gun, and Blair used a hard braking maneuver to change vector and let the second one shoot past him. Then he took it out with sustained blaster fire, saving his missiles in case a real threat developed. No other fighters approached them as they continued their retreat.


    Just before losing sensor contact with the Kilrathi ships Blair saw that the destroyers were in motion. He allowed himself a grim smile. As he hoped, they were spreading out to throw up a detection net . . . but they were on the wrong side of the jump point to block Victory now.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Bridge, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "Last of the Hellcats is aboard now, sir," Rollins reported from his post at Communications. "And the first Longbows just checked in, looking for clearance. Looks like it's going down smooth."


    "Let's hope it stays that way," Eisen growled. "Helm? What's our status?"


    "ETA is fifteen minutes. sir, the helmsman reported.


    "Blair's cutting it fine," Rollins muttered. "Hope he knows what he's doing out there."


    "A little less chatter, Lieutenant, if you please," the captain said. "Navigation, begin plotting for jump. Mr. Rollins, make it 'Jump Stations,' if you —"


    "Sir!" The Sensor Officer broke in. "Captain, the jump point . . . it's not there!"


    "What?" Rollins spoke before he could stop himself. "It ain't there? What do you mean, it ain't there?"


    "Lieutenant!" Eisen snapped. "Explanations, people. I need explanations . . ."


    "It's like the cats just managed to . . . to dose off the jump point, sir," the Sensor Officer said. "I don't know how. But it isn't out there any more."


    "And without it, we're stuck," someone else said aloud.


    Rollins looked at Eisen. The man's face was darkly impassive, but he could see the expression in the captain's eyes. However the Kilrathi had done it, there was one thing certain. Victory was trapped.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XIX

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "We haven't been able to determine exactly what's going on, Colonel, but it appears that the Kilrathi have somehow managed to close off the jump point to Caliban."


    "How the hell can they do that? It ain't poss —"


    "Clear the channel, Maniac!" Blair snapped. He understood how Marshall felt, but they couldn't afford to waste precious time in useless hysterics. "Sorry, Captain. Continue the message."


    "We're going to have to try for another jump point instead," Eisen went on as if there hadn't been an interruption. "The Delius jump point isn't far . . . if it's still out there. We're downloading the coordinates to you now. Reform your squadron and keep their light stuff off our backs until we get there, And keep your fingers crossed that this door isn't closed, too."


    "Understood, Captain," Blair said. He paused. "And if there's a picket at the other jump point, sir? I doubt we can out fox them a second time around . . ."


    "Just pray we get lucky, Colonel," Eisen said grimly. "Because luck's about the only thing that'll bail us out at this point."


    "Roger that," Blair responded. "Okay, Gold Squadron, you heard the man. Form on me and keep a sharp eye on your sensors. By this time they've probably got more than Darket out there, so be ready."


    "If they can close down one jump point, they can close them all," Maniac said, still sounding ragged. "How the hell are we supposed to fight them if they can do that?"


    "Stay frosty, Maniac," Blair told him. "Same for the rest of you. Whatever the cats are doing, we can't let it put us off our stride now. The ship's counting on us."


    He adjusted his course to match the vectors Victory's computers fed to the fighters and adjusted the sensitivity on his scanners. If the Kilrathi really could shut down a jump point at will, the war was as good as over . . . but Blair refused to allow himself to dwell on the bitter thought. For now, all that mattered was survival.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Command Hall, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "They are moving again, Lord Prince." Melek gave a deep, formal bow as he approached the throne on its raised dais. "The destroyer Irrkham has them at the very edge of his sensor range. Their vector indicates they are probably trying for the Delius jump point. It is the closest to their present location."


    Thrakhath studied Melek without speaking, and the retainer grew uncomfortable under his lingering stare. Finally the Prince spoke. "The Mask has performed its function, then?" he asked.


    "Yes, Lord Prince," Melek replied. "The Galiban jump point does not register on any sensors. The Terrans must have believed we simply cut it down, like helpless prey."


    "The apes should have remained in the trees of their homeworld, and never challenged warriors of the stars," Thrakhath said, showing his fangs. "They are fools."


    "Yes, Lord Prince," Melek agreed quietly. Inwardly he wasn't so sure. It was true that the Terrans still lagged behind the Empire in cloaking technology, but they were catching up fast. They would realize, soon enough, that the Kilrathi couldn't actually close down a jump point, but only obscure it with a particularly powerful cloaking field — and even then only where the dust and gas of a nebula made it possible for the cloak to operate effectively over the large distances needed to cover the jump point.


    But Thrakhath remained utterly contemptuous of the Terrans. It was an attitude that worried Melek more and more as the climax of the campaign approached. So far events had unfolded much as the Prince planned, excluding the continued interference of the Victory after several attempts to cripple the carrier had failed. No doubt the unexpected Kilrathi ability to make jump points seem to vanish would, as Thrakhath intended, cause the humans to choose a different target system when they deployed their new weapon, regardless of the knowledge concerning their adversaries. But, sooner or later, Thrakhath's disdain for the Terrans might well lead him to underestimate them at a critical moment, and that could have disastrous consequences.


    Melek began to wish he had never accepted the post as Thrakhath's chee'dyachee. As senior vassal and retainer to the Crown Prince, he wielded great power and commanded much influence . . . and was perfectly placed to watch the Imperial family in the interests of his own Clan. But it was a precarious perch at best, given the Prince's temper, and sometimes it was difficult to restrain himself from voicing the doubts he could not put aside.


    He became aware that the Crown Prince was still eyeing him with an almost predatory look.


    "You seem . . . distracted, Melek," Thrakhath said. "Is there some problem?"


    "No, Lord Prince," he replied. "No problem. I was merely . . . awaiting your instructions now that the Terrans have set their new course.


    "The plan remains as I outlined it earlier. Now that they have been frightened by our power over the jump points, we will allow them to escape through the Delius point. Order the ships there to drop the Mask and proceed toward the Caliban jump point, as if to reinforce our squadron there after the Terran attack. If they can punish the carrier along the way, they may do so, but remember that the vessel must escape, both to carry word of our new weapon to their leaders and to preserve . . . our other asset. Understood?"


    "Yes, Lord Prince." Melek bowed again and withdrew, thankful the audience was over.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "We've got company, Colonel. Looks like a destroyer, with at least two fighters on escort. Feeding you the coordinates now . . ."


    The information scrolled across Blair's monitor before Rollins finished speaking. The Kilrathi ship was ahead and to port of Victory, and from its heading was returning from the Delius jump point. The cats were either reinforcing their first squadron or throwing out a net to intercept the Terrans.


    In either case, the destroyer could be trouble. There were two fighters flying close by, Vaktoth by the look of their sensor signatures. They could complicate any attempt to deal with the bigger ship.


    Blair wished he still had some of the Longbows available, but Gold Squadron was the only fighter force that had not landed on the flight deck and started securing for jump. It was up to the six Thunderbolts to do what they could to protect the carrier.


    "Gold Squadron, this is Leader," Blair said. "Tally-ho!" It was the age-old pilot's cry that the enemy was in sight, dating back to the days before spaceflight. "Follow me in, people!"


    He kicked in his afterburners and steered the fighter toward the Kilrathi targets, the rest of the squadron trailing him. Blair checked his weapons status and armed blasters and heat-seeking missiles. He and Cobra had engaged in the least amount of fighting at the first jump point, their ships with the least damage and the most reloads available. That made them the best candidates for taking on the destroyer. But it was essential that they get some reliable protection from the enemy fighters.


    "Hobbes, Vagabond, you two keep those Vaktoth off our backs," he ordered. "The rest of us are hunting the big cat this time. Understood?"


    "We are complying," Hobbes said calmly.


    "Just let me at them," Maniac said. He sounded a little less nervous now, as if the prospect of a stand-up fight helped steady him after the shock of having the jump point vanish. Blair hoped he would keep his head.


    "Lead the way, Colonel," Cobra added a moment later. She sounded professional, but a little grim.


    He reduced his speed and allowed Hobbes and Vagabond to accelerate past the rest of the squadron, diving in toward the enemy formation. Hobbes screamed a Kilrathi challenge as the two fighters closed with their opposite numbers, and that seemed to unnerve the Vaktoth pilots. Both enemy fighters circled away, evading rather than offering battle — unusual for the Kilrathi. Perhaps these were inexperienced flyers, Blair told himself. But was it significant that they were running from Hobbes again . . . ?


    He forced the thought from his mind and concentrated instead on the destroyer. It loomed ahead, all menacing points and angles, an asymmetrical, four-pronged dagger aimed at Victory.


    "Let's rock!" Maniac called, accelerating suddenly to full speed and diving toward the destroyer, all guns firing wildly. Flash was right behind him. The destroyer's main batteries opened up, driving bolt after bolt of raw energy at the fast-moving Terran ships. Somehow neither Terran fighter was hit, but their blasters battered the destroyer's shields. There was a ripple of explosions as Flash dumped three missiles in quick succession. None penetrated the shields, but Blair's scanners showed the enemy defenses weakening.


    Blair killed his momentum, bringing the fighter practically to a dead stop. It was a risky move so close to a capital ship, but with Maniac and Flash doing such a good job of drawing the enemy's attention it was too good a chance to miss. Now the destroyer was lumbering toward him, a nice, steady target. If he could just get in enough good shots at the weakened section of the shielding . . .


    He opened fire with his blasters, squeezing off shot after shot until his power reserves were exhausted and the guns shut down until their generators could recycle and bring them back up to full power. The Kilrathi shields still held. It was only then that he realized that Cobra had emulated his move. Her ship was a bare thirty meters off his wing, and now her blasters focused on the same narrow target area as Blair.


    The enemy ship's shields failed, and Blair gave a wolfish grin. His blasters came back on-line, and he started firing again. This time the shots were taking off armor, chipping away ever closer to the vulnerable hull of the destroyer. The enemy captain must have recognized his danger by this time, but Maniac and Flash were still closer, still weaving in and out and raking the big ship with sustained if less concentrated fire. Automatic shipboard defense systems would naturally try to track and destroy the nearer threats first, and crewed guns took time to realign on new targets . . .


    Blair's blasters ran down a second time, and he switched to a salvo of missiles. Cobra launched at almost the same moment. "Let's get moving, Lieutenant," Blair said, starting up his engines again. He was just beginning to accelerate to full speed when a blast from one of the destroyers main guns caught his port-side shield, knocking it down and ripping into the wing armor in one blow. Then he was clear of the danger and turned quickly to place some distance between his Thunderbolt and the Kilrathi ship.


    The missiles began to detonate, tearing through the last of the armor and deep into the bowels of the capital ship. It almost seemed to shudder before it finally tore itself apart.


    "Ye-es!" That was Maniac, exultant. "Scratch one great big kitty!"


    "Good shooting, Colonel," Cobra added.


    "Good shooting, all," Blair corrected. "That one was a team effort. Now let's see if Hobbes and Vagabond need any help cleaning up their little mess.


    One of the Vaktoth was running, the other was heavily engaged with Vagabond's Thunderbolt. By the time the rest of Gold Squadron was in range, Hobbes had already come to the aid of his wingman and sent the heavy fighter off to join the shattered destroyer.


    "What's your status, people?" Blair asked, calling up his own combat data. He couldn't afford to take another hit on his port side, and he was down to only a single missile. Another serious fight would probably be too much for his battered Thunderbolt to handle.


    "Damage is minimal, Colonel," Cobra reported. "But I'm out of missiles, and my fuel reserves aren't looking good."


    "I, too, am out of missiles," Hobbes said. "And my forward armor is badly damaged."


    The others made similar reports, with damage ranging from Cobra's very minor hits up to Flash, who had suffered serious damage in the fight with the destroyer and was now running with damaged engines and an intermittent fault in his sensors. Blair frowned as he considered the situation. The squadron couldn't do a whole lot more at this point. But they had no idea what else the Kilrathi might throw at them.


    "Jump point is on our screens," Rollins reported suddenly. "Looks like we got lucky this time!"


    "What about enemy activity?" Blair asked, still frowning. "Anything on your sensors?"


    "Looks like another cat destroyer out there, Colonel but at extreme sensor range, Rollins reported after a moments pause. "From his current vector, it doesn't look like he'll be in any position to interfere with us. Captain says to bring your birds back to the nest, sir You're clear to land . . . and . . . you guys sure did a good job holding off those sons-of-bitches."


    "Thank God for small favors," Blair muttered. "All right Gold Squadron. Let's pack it in. And pray we don't get any new surprises before we hit the jump point."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    Blair climbed slowly from his cockpit, tired and stiff after the long strain of flying. He hadn't realized his personal toll from the operation until now. With the mission over, all he wanted to do was take a long shower, then catch a few hundred hours of sack time.


    Unfortunately, that wasn't how it worked. Before seeing his bunk again, Blair knew there was a load of work to finish first.


    ALL HANDS, ALL HANDS, JUMP STATIONS. REPEAT, JUMP STATIONS. INTERSTELLAR TRANSIT IN THREE MINUTES. The computer announcement blared over the ship's tannoy, and all around Blair techs hastened to get ready for the jump, like so many ants stirred up by a threat to their hill.


    "You sure did bang the old girl up this time, skipper," Rachel Coriolis said from behind him. He turned to see her pointing at the twisted armor and scorched hull plating where the destroyer's gun had pierced his shields. "Better get clear, sir, before the jump."


    He nodded, then turned toward the far end of the hangar. Safety precautions called for the hangar deck to be cleared prior to any jump, and already the huge chamber was nearly empty of crewmen. Blair strode rapidly across the deck with Rachel, a few stragglers close behind


    The doors snapped open to reveal a tense scene in the corridor beside the elevator. A number of pilots and technicians were present, but the main focus was on Cobra and Hobbes, standing face to face in the middle of the passageway. Lieutenant Buckley had an angry expression on her face, and her hands were flexing as if she, like the Kilrathi, had claws that could tear at her enemies' throats. In contrast, Ralgha nar Hhallas was calm, impassive, a stoic figure facing Cobra's venom.


    "Why didn't you warn us that your kind could close jump points?" she demanded, her voice low and menacing.


    "I was not aware that they could," Ralgha told her. "This is obviously a recently developed advancement to Kilrathi technology. And a very serious threat. The ability to close down a jump point will give the Empire a great advantage, I fear."


    "Come off it, you fur-faced son-of-a-bitch," Cobra snarled. "You mean to tell us you didn't know anything about this? I don't believe you!"


    "I have been in Confederation service for over a decade, Lieutenant," the Kilrathi told her, drawing himself up with an air of quiet dignity. "Much has changed during that time, on both sides of the border. Perhaps this represents a breakthrough in jump theory."


    "More likely in cloaking technology," Rachel said, stepping between them. "I don't think the Kilrathi can actually shut down a jump point at all."


    "Hey, I wasn't hallucinating out there," Cobra said, turning her angry glare on the technician. "We all saw the first jump point drop right off our screens."


    "Look, I've been studying cloaks," Rachel said. "The new Excaliburs are supposed to mount them. In theory a big enough generator could project a cloak that could mask out something as large as a jump point. But it would only work in a nebula, and it would be damned hard to maintain even then. That's what we were facing. I'd bet hard credits on it.


    "Well, whether they can kill it or just hide it, the cats can mess up our jump points," Cobra said, a little less wild but still clearly angry. She stepped past Rachel and jabbed a finger at Hobbes. "And you claim you had no clue they could pull that?"


    "No more than you, Lieutenant," Ralgha told her.


    "You're a liar."


    Blair stepped forward, thrusting himself between the two pilots. "That will be enough, Lieutenant," he said harshly. "Colonel Ralgha's loyalty is not to be questioned in this way again. Is that understood?"


    "But. . ."


    "I will not have a junior officer making wild accusations about one of her seniors. If you gather concrete evidence to back up your claims, then you see me, in private, through proper channels. Otherwise, you keep your mouth shut!"


    "Yes, sir, she said at last.


    "JUMP SEQUENCE ENGAGED. ONE MINUTE TO JUMP," the loudspeaker announced.


    The elevator doors opened, and Cobra pushed through the semi-circle of onlookers into the car. Neither Blair nor Hobbes chose to follow her.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Bridge, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "And ten seconds . . . nine . . . eight . . ."


    Eisen was determined not to betray his mounting tension as the computer ticked off the final seconds of the countdown to jump. What if the Kilrathi really could shut down a jump point? If they cut this one now, Victory would be trapped and totally vulnerable to the destroyers that were beginning to close in.


    Or . . . what would happen to a ship initiating a jump sequence if the jump point failed? Would it remain in place . . . or end up trapped in hyperspace, unable to complete the transition to its destination?


    "Three . . . two . . . and one . . . initiating transit. . . now."


    He felt the familiar gut-twisting sensation of transit, and despite the nausea, muscle spasms, and the wrenching disorientation of the jump, Eisen was relieved. At least Victory had escaped the cats, whatever happened next . . .


    The jump was over in an instant. Eisen had to blink and shake his head a time or two to clear the fog in his brain, but it didn't take long to regain control over his body, though every nerve was still protesting over the unnatural act of being flung across an unimaginable distance through a realm no human was ever supposed to enter.


    "Report," he croaked.


    Lieutenant Commander Lisa Morgan, Victory's Navigator, managed to sound alert. "Aye, aye, sir," she said, her fingers moving over her controls to call up a computer program that would analyze their surroundings and confirm that they had emerged on target. After a moment she went on. "Stellar type and data match within 99. 4 percent. No planets registering. Asteroid belts . . . it checks, Captain. Delius System . . . or its twin."


    Eisen nodded slowly. "Very good. Commander Morgan, set course to Delius Station. Mr. Rollins, raise the local defense forces and let them know we're here. Secure from Jump Stations and resume in-system operations." He paused. "I want the ship combat-ready as soon as possible. After that, I want a full after-action analysis by all combat departments. We have to determine what the hell went on back there, before the cats pull it on us again."


    His officers responded promptly, and Eisen felt a glow of pride. They'd been close to the breaking point, but somehow they'd kept on going.


    In the end, that was the only thing that counted.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XX

    


    
      Command Hall, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Ariel System

    


    "The Terrans have withdrawn, then, Melek?" Thrakhath was lounging on his throne, feeling satisfied. A pair of destroyers had been lost along with a few fighters, and he intended to see to it that whoever was responsible for the losses paid the supreme penalty. But overall, everything went exactly as planned. The apes had been given a warning they would not soon forget. It would make them cautious for a time, and even if they realized that the Empire's ability to mask jump points was limited to nebulas they would surely shun this system, so the base where the Imperial Fleet would gather for Thrakhath's grand stroke would remain secure.


    Now it was time to think of the next stage in the plan.


    "Yes, Lord Prince," Melek said. "They have withdrawn into the Delius System. Of course, there is no way of telling how long they will remain . . ."


    "Then we must act quickly, before they move on," Thrakhath told him, pounding the arm of his throne to emphasize the point. "Is it certain that the one called Blair is still assigned to the carrier?"


    "Yes, Lord Prince," Melek acknowledged. "We monitored his voice on the comm channels during the fight, a perfect match to our files. He is the wing commander. According to recent intelligence, the renegade serves as his deputy."


    "Excellent," Thrakhath said, showing his fangs for an instant. "Perhaps it is best that the human escaped our earlier attacks. We have the perfect weapon to use against him, and the results will leave these apes demoralized just when our blow is about to fall."


    "You think, then, that the challenge will work, on a human? Their sense of honor is not the same as ours Lord Prince." Melek bowed low, to show that he did not mean to doubt his Lord's judgment.


    "Oh, this challenge will work, I think," Thrakhath said quietly. "They do not have honor, Melek, but they do have pride . . . and anger. We will goad this ape into a foolish gesture, and at the same time . . ."


    "The Trigger," Melek said.


    "The Trigger. And we will have our claws at their throats once and for all." Thrakhath straightened. Pass the orders, Melek. Assemble the designated task force and be ready to jump within a cycle."


    "Yes, Lord Prince." Melek withdrew, bowing again.


    Crown Prince Thrakhath contemplated the stars that blazed through the dome above his dais. The stars that would soon belong entirely to the Empire.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Wing Commander's Office, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Delius System

    


    "Reporting as ordered, sir."


    "Come in, Lieutenant," Blair said, gesturing to the chair in front of his desk. "Sit down."


    Flint settled into the seat, her eyes holding a look somewhere between hope and wariness. "Thank you, sir," she said. "Ah . . . those were some good moves you guys put on yesterday, Colonel. Although I couldn't really tell everything that was going on . . . from Flight Control."


    He smiled. "You don't need to drop hints, Lieutenant. I know it's been difficult for you, sitting on the sidelines."


    "It's just . . . Look, sir, it just isn't the same, flying a console aboard ship. I belong in the cockpit. That's all there is to it. If you can't put me there, then transfer me to a unit where I can get a fresh start."


    "You're pretty blunt, Lieutenant," he said. "Let me be the same. If I don't put you back on the flight roster here, it'll be because I have a problem with you flying. So you can be damned sure my report in your file would reflect my doubts. Don't think a transfer is going to get you back in the cockpit just because I'm not your CO any longer."


    Her look was bleak, bitter. "I lost it, back at Locanda. I admit it. But I don t think that mistake should hang over me forever, Colonel. Watching those bastards slip past us, knowing they were going to spread their plague on my home that was more than I could handle. But it isn't likely to come up again." She managed a crooked smile.


    "The stakes are less . . . personal, now. Is that it?" He kept his own tone serious.


    "I guess so, sir," she said. "I hate to admit it. I mean, when I took my oath it was to the Confederation, not to any one planet. But Locanda was so much more real to me, when it went down. I could see it, in my mind: the places, the people. It made a difference."


    "If it didn't, you wouldn't be human," he said. Blair studied her for a moment. She seemed too small, too fragile to be a combat pilot. "The problem is, you made me a promise once before, and you didn't keep it. Do you want to get back in that cockpit bad enough to follow through this time?"


    "I can't prove that unless you give me the chance, Colonel," she said. "When I'm out there with that bird strapped around me and a cat in my sights . . . that's the only time I really feel alive."


    Blair nodded sadly. He remembered Angel saying something like that once, back on the Tiger's Claw. I knew . . . I know someone who felt the same way. She lived to fight 'the good fight,' as she called it."


    "For me, it's the flying," Flint told him. "I love the purity . . . nothing holding me back. Knowing I'm in complete control, for better or worse."


    "Yeah," Blair said, nodding again. "Yeah, only a pilot knows that feeling."


    "Well, Colonel, if you understand how I feel, then you have to know what I'm going through now. I wasn't designed for cheerleading from the sidelines, or playing traffic director in Flight Control. I'm requesting reassignment to flight status." She paused. "Please. . ."


    "I don't usually give third chances, Lieutenant," he said slowly "But we could have used you out there yesterday. Next time we'll need you even more. You're back on the roster, effective immediately, Flint."


    "Thank you, sir. . ."


    He held up a hand. "But if you screw up again . . . heaven help you. Because I won t."


    "Understood, Colonel." She stood up. "This time you won't regret it."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Delius System

    


    A jagged, irregular chunk of rock eighteen kilometers across dominated the view from the rec room. A few moving lights marked the passage of shuttles and service pods back and forth between carrier and asteroid. In the three hours since Victory matched orbits with Delius Station, a thorough inspection of the ship's hull and external fittings had already been completed, and the captain had authorized liberty for the off-duty watch. There weren't as many takers as might be expected — Delius Station was reputed to be one of the most boring stopovers in the sector — but there was a definite easing of tensions on board at the realization that they really were back in friendly territory at last.


    Blair sat alone at a table, sipping his scotch and gazing at the planetoid and the star field beyond. In one corner of the room, Vaquero was softly strumming his old guitar, a quiet, mournful sound. Lieutenant Lopez had been certified fit for flight duty by the ship's Medical Officer the day before, and Blair restored him to the roster. But he still wondered if Lopez was fully recovered from the battering he had taken in the first clash in the nebula.


    He heard Maniac Marshall call a greeting as he entered the rec room, and half-turned in his chair to watch the major at the bar. Marshall was his usual self, boisterous self-assured, wearing a broad smile as he took his drink from Rostov and waved an airy greeting to Flint and Cobra, who were sitting together at a nearby table.


    To Blair's surprise, Maniac ambled to his table. "Colonel," he said, giving him a nod.


    "Major," Blair replied. He waited a moment before going on. "Something I can do for you."


    Maniac grew visibly uncomfortable, all his cockiness disappearing as he stammered a response. "Er . . . fact is, I wanted to tell you . . . I wanted to say . . . Maverick, that was a damned impressive show back at Ariel. The way you faked that first bunch out of position . . . and the way you kept your cool after the cats pulled their little magic trick." He looked embarrassed. "I know we don't always operate on the same frequency. . . but I thought I should give credit where it's due."


    Blair raised an eyebrow. "Well. . ." He wasn't sure how to respond. Maniac Marshall had never before made such an overture. "Thanks for the vote of confidence. It was touch and go there for a while, though."


    "Yeah," Marshall agreed. "Tell me about it. When they made that jump point disappear . . . God, I almost lost it. I never thought I'd feel that way, Maverick. Never.


    "You kept your head pretty well, all things considered," Blair told him. "We couldn't have nailed that destroyer without you and Flash."


    "We could have taken her out by ourselves, if you and Cobra had let us," Maniac said with a trace of his old spirit. "But . . . yeah, it was a good score all the way around." He looked out the viewport and continued with a sour note in his voice. "You think Chief Coriolis was right about the Kilrathi using a cloak on the jump points, Maverick?"


    "That's the official verdict," Blair said. "The analysis the captain ordered turned up sensor traces consistent with the use of cloaking generators. That's the report he ordered dispatched to Sector HQ."


    "So we only have to worry about them pulling something like that in a nebula, huh?" Marshall looked solemn. "I guess that's good news, at least."


    "It also means we won't be stuck, next time out," Blair said. "It might take longer, but we could use a cloaked jump point providing we already had it thoroughly plotted on our charts."


    "Does that mean we're going back? To finish the mission? Or with this weapon everybody's talking about?"


    "That'll be up to the brass," Blair told him. "But I doubt it. If we're going to use an experimental weapon under difficult conditions, why borrow even more trouble? Of course, I'm not an admiral. Maybe they could find a good reason, but it seems like a silly risk to me."


    "Hope you're right," Maniac said. He studied the view outside in silence for a long moment. "Nebulas and asteroid belts . . . I'll be glad to see the last of them. Give me a stand-up fight, not all this dodging and ducking and worrying about what your sensors aren't showing you."


    "Look at the bright side, Maniac," Blair told him.


    "There's a bright side?"


    "Sure. The bad guys don't like flying through all this space junk any more than we do."


    "Maybe not," Maniac said. "But they can take more risks out there than we can. After all, they've got nine lives."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Control, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Delius System

    


    "NOW, GENERAL QUARTERS, GENERAL QUARTERS ALL HANDS TO BATTLE STATIONS! REPEAT, ALL HANDS TO BATTLE STATIONS!"


    Blair turned in his chair to face a monitor and punched up an intercom link to the bridge. "This is Blair. What's going down?"


    The screen showed Rollins in the foreground, with the running figures of bridge crewmen hurrying to their posts visible behind him. From somewhere out of the picture the sensor officer was talking. "I'm reading multiple contacts, Captain. Eight . . . no, ten capital ships. Four of them are carriers. Configuration. . . they're Kilrathi, sir. No doubt about it."


    Rollins turned to look into the camera. "We've got a mountain of trouble out there, Colonel," he said "A whole damned cat task force just popped onto our scopes."


    The image in the monitor broke up, replaced by Eisen's heavy, scowling features. "I'll take it, Lieutenant," he said crisply. "Colonel Blair, we have four carriers plus escorts incoming. No fighters yet, but you can bet they'll launch a flock of them when they've closed the range."


    "That's pretty long odds," Blair said slowly. "Delius Station doesn't have much firepower."


    "Not enough to make a difference," Eisen agreed. "We're breaking orbit and heading for the nearest jump point. There's no sense in buying it here."


    "And our orders? The flight wing?"


    "Get ready for a magnum launch, Colonel. Get your birds ready. We may need them to buy the ship enough time to reach the jump point." Eisen's look was grim. "Another bug-out, Colonel. I'm sorry, but it looks like you'll be covering our tails one more time."


    "Understood, sir," Blair said.


    Eisen had already turned away from the intercom, issuing orders to his bridge crew. "Navigation! Plot course to the nearest jump point. Helm, break orbit. Proceed at full thrust. Gunnery. . . be ready to clear a path if the debris field gets too thick . . ." The intercom went dead.


    Blair slapped the red switch that issued the magnum launch alert. A new alarm shrilled, followed by the computer's public address announcement. "LAUNCH STATIONS! LAUNCH STATIONS! ALL FLIGHT WING PERSONNEL TO LAUNCH STATIONS MAGNUM LAUNCH!"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Delius System

    


    Blair checked his instruments for what seemed like the hundredth time, knowing that nothing had changed yet feeling compelled to do something. Every one of Victory's fighters was crewed and ready, even a pair that the technical staff had down checked as unreliable. Now they were waiting, and that was an agony worse than any combat situation.


    The carrier had opened up a fair lead over the Kilrathi ships, bulling her way through the asteroid field with weapons blazing to clear away any chunk of rock big enough to pose a threat to the ship. The Imperial vessels were more cautious, keeping to a tight formation and lumbering slowly after Victory as if reluctant to commit themselves to an attack. Perhaps they had learned to respect the Terrans in earlier clashes . . . or perhaps they simply regarded it as triumph enough to drive the ship away from Delius Station, leaving the Terrans there — including a small contingent of the carrier's crew still on liberty — completely at the mercy of the Kilrathi task force.


    Blair was starting to hope they might not have to beat off any genuine attack, but the threat remained. They wouldn't be able to relax their guard until they made the jump to Tamayo, if then.


    "Colonel, sensors are reporting a launch in progress from the lead Kilrathi carrier." Rollins gave him a welcome distraction, however grim his news might be. "It's the flagship . . . Hvar'kann. Looks like you'll be having a party after all. ''


    "Acknowledged," Blair said. "Flight wing, from Blair. Begin launch sequence on my mark."


    At that moment his comm panel went crazy. The visual display broke up in a kaleidoscope of patterns and colors, and the speakers in his helmet squealed and whined. It took several seconds for the noise to fade and the screen to come back on-line. Blair stared at the monitor, as if it might give him some clue to what had just happened.


    A glowering Kilrathi face filled the screen, a face Blair had seen many times before.


    Thrakhath.


    The image jumped and jittered again, then returned. Blair studied it thoughtfully, wondering what was causing the distortion. Ship to ship video transmissions used computers to encode and decode messages, and to provide automatic translations of foreign languages. For the computer to have this much trouble reconstructing whatever message Thrakhath was broadcasting meant the signal content must be massive. Evidently, the Kilrathi were trying to overload Victory's whole comm system and Jam every frequency the Terrans might be using.


    Thrakhath's image began to speak as the computers processed their translation of the Kilrathi language. I have heard of your Terran Bible with its predictions that there will be a weeping and gnashing of teeth. These the Imperial Race will soon fulfill. We will tear out your tongues, we will scoop out your brains. You will learn to beg for the release of death."


    Blair tried to switch to a different comm channel, but Thrakhath's hissing, taunting image remained on the screen. "You will be prime examples to the other races in the galaxy, you clownish baboons. Your race will suffer a thousand torments and more. And do not think that the presence of the Heart of the Tiger among you can make a difference. Colonel Blair will be reduced to a pile of entrails, his bones will be gnawed by our young."


    Hearing himself referred to directly made Blair stiffen. It wasn't often that the Kilrathi chose to grant a name to one of their human adversaries . . . and it inevitably meant that the individual they chose to "honor" had become the prime target of a Kilrathi challenge.


    "Heart of the Tiger, you shall pay for the blood of every Kilrathi noble you have dispatched in baffle. They shall make songs of your death, of the failure and disgrace you shall know even before your death. Already you have failed, Heart of the Tiger, failed at Locanda Four, failed at Ariel . . . failed your lair-mate, the one known as Devereaux, the Angel."


    Blair gasped as the image of Thrakhath on his monitor blacked out, only to be replaced by a new scene. . . .


    A scene from hell.


    It was a large room, red-lit, dark, with ornate fittings and decorations more suggested than seen among the shadows. A throng of Kilrathi in garb Blair recognized as that of the high nobility were gathered in the middle of the open chamber, bowing low as Thrakhath and an aged Kilrathi, the Emperor himself, entered. As the Emperor sat on the imposing throne, Blair became aware of movement in the shadows on either side of the two figures. It was difficult to judge exactly what was happening, but when he finally realized what he was witnessing, he wished he had not.


    There were Terrans along the wall behind the throne men and women hanging in chains, their Confed-issue flight suits in rags. Bulky Kilrathi guards carrying nerve-prods moved among them, striking out almost at random, eliciting cries and moans from their victims.


    "Once again an enemy threat to our very homeworld has been thwarted," the Emperor intoned solemnly. "This puny contingent of their soldiers was captured aboard a hijacked Imperial transport in orbit around Kilrah itself."


    There was a scattering of calls from the assembled nobles — shock, anger, hatred plain in their voices and bearing. The Emperor silenced them with a curt gesture and gave Thrakhath a sign to speak.


    "This incursion was an act of desperation," the prince said, showing his fangs. His arms made encompassing gestures toward the victims behind the throne. "Look at these pathetic hairless apes. They have failed their race utterly."


    A growling cheer rose from the crowd.


    "Do what you will with them," the Emperor said.


    Red light glimmered off Thrakhath's fangs. "There will be no interrogation for these pitiful apes . . . and no warrior's death. They are offal, fit only for death." The Prince waved a dismissive hand. "Only one among them is worthy of being treated as a warrior. Their leader . . . the one they call . . . Angel."


    Blair wanted to look away as a pair of burly Kilrathi warriors half-pushed, half-dragged a familiar petite figure into the middle of the throne room directly in front of Thrakhath. Like the other Terrans, she had been tortured, her flight suit reduced to tattered ruin, the face that haunted Blair's dreams bruised. There was dried blood on her forehead, a livid welt on one cheek, but she wore her defiance like a shield. Whatever the Kilrathi had done to her, Jeannette Devereaux's spirit remained as fiery and determined as ever.


    At the sight of the woman, the Kilrathi nobles grew more agitated. Blair recognized the bloodlust in their eyes, in the way they bared claws and fangs as they jeered the captive. Only the sheer force of Thrakhath's personality held them at bay as he stepped down from the dais to inspect Angel more closely.


    "Still defiant, Colonel Devereaux?" the prince asked. "You should know by now it is a pathetic and useless gesture. The hunt has nearly run its course, and your race is prey beneath our claws."


    "You bore me, monsieur, she told him, mustering a faint smile. "I would prefer to join my comrades, rather than listen to more of your boasting."


    "You will not join them, Colonel," Thrakhath said. "Your fate shall be different."


    Angel replied by spitting in his face. There were hisses and jeers from the crowd, a harsh growl from Thrakhath's throat. He turned to address his nobles.


    "The human cannot appreciate the honor I bestow upon her. She is not only a great warrior, but her lair-mate is the one known as the Heart of the Tiger." He turned back to her; his eyes narrowed in a deadly stare. The cries of the Kilrathi reached a bloodthirsty crescendo. "You have slain many fine warriors during your career You have earned this honor."


    The prince unsheathed his claws. With a single thrust he jabbed them deep into her stomach and lifted her off the ground, high into the air. Blood flowed freely from the wound. The view on the screen caught her face in close-up as the life drained from her eyes. Blair thought he saw a final look of appeal there, as if she was crying out to him for rescue . . . or for vengeance.


    Then the prince released her, and her lifeless body crumpled to the ground.


    Thrakhath's image filled the screen again. "Come, Heart of the Tiger," he said. "I am leading; my warriors into battle today. If you would live up to the honor your lair-mate earned, come and fight. Or be shown for the pathetic coward you are."


    Christopher Blair stared at the screen, his mind a whirl of anger and pain and hate. At that moment, all he wanted to do was kill . . .

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XXI

    


    
      Bridge, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Delius System

    


    "Can't you shut the damned thing off, Lieutenant?" Eisen demanded. On his communications screen, Thrakhath's feral features continued to glare hatred and challenge. The message was starting all over again.


    "I'm trying, sir," Rollins answered. "But it's not an ordinary transmission. Damn thing's got the whole comm system tied in knots. Hold on a minute . . . I think I can kick in a backup system . . . everybody cross your fingers!"


    The communications officer entered a code sequence on his board, and a moment later the Kilrathi message broke up into static. A few seconds later Eisen's screen was back to normal, the green light shining above it indicating the system was ready to use.


    "Thank you, Mr. Rollins," Eisen said. "Ensign Dumont, get me an updated sensor reading. What are those bastards doing out there? Oh . . . and Rollins, put me through to Colonel Blair."


    "On the line, sir."


    Blair's head appeared on the monitor. Even though his flight helmet faceplate hid Blairs features, Eisen thought he looked pale and stricken. There was no mistaking the barely-suppressed snarl in his voice. "Ready to launch, Captain," he said.


    "Not so fast, Colonel," Eisen told him. "We're still trying to get a picture of what the cats are doing. The ship s less than fifteen minutes from the jump point, and we might make it yet without having to launch."


    "If they've got fighters out, sir, you'll have to put us out there to hold them off," Blair replied. "At least for a little while."


    "Look, Colonel . . ." Eisen trailed off. He didn't know what to say to the man, after Thrakhath's message. "Maybe you ought to sit this one out, Blair. Let Hobbes take over."


    "No, sir," Blair said curtly.


    "Is that the Wing Commander talking . . . or a man who's looking for revenge?"


    "Both, sir," Blair answered. He was silent for a moment before going on. "Look, Captain, I won't pretend. . . that bastard got me where I live, using Angel like that. He's trying to goad me into doing something stupid. And I'd be lying if I said I didn't want to oblige him . . . bad. Real bad. But in this case, playing along with his little game is our best option. As long as Thrakhath figures I'm going to take him up on his challenge, the rest of his fighters will hold back. Nobody's going to get into the middle of the Crown Prince's blood feud."


    "I don't like it," Eisen said. "I've never thought this Thrakhath was very well-equipped in the honor department, however much the cats make of it. What do you say, Colonel Ralgha? You know more about the Prince than any of us."


    Hobbes was slow to answer, and when he did his voice sounded blurred, distant. "I could not . . . say for sure. The message was intended to . . . provoke a response. But the challenge could well be legitimate. If Colonel Blair has been honored with his own warrior's name then the Prince must consider him to be important somehow."


    Blair's voice betrayed a sudden concern. "You all right, buddy? What's wrong?"


    "A . . . headache," Hobbes said slowly. "Some of the higher-pitched harmonics in the message were . . . grating. "He paused. "And, of course, I mourn for Colonel Devereaux. She was a brave warrior. And a friend."


    "That she was," Blair said. "Captain, what about it? Do we get out there and buy you some time?"


    "I don't like it, Blair. But I don't have a whole lot of options." Eisen paused as the Sensor Officer displayed new data on the main bridge monitor. "We definitely have a launch in progress from the Kilrathi flagship. So far they're still forming up. No way to tell if they plan to press something, or if they're just threatening. Looks like . . . at least a squadron already. More likely two, if they're still launching."


    "Then we'd better get out there," Blair said. He cut the connection without awaiting a reply.


    Eisen leaned forward in his chair. "God go with you, Colonel," he said softly.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Delius System

    


    "Lord Prince, surely you do not need to take personal command today. The cockpit of a fighter is no place for the Imperial Heir when the battle is so insignificant."


    Thrakhath paused halfway up the ladder to the cockpit of his Bloodfang and turned to glare his contempt down on Melek. "I have issued the challenge. Would you have me hold back now, in front of our warriors?"


    "No, Lord Prince. . ." Melek trailed off, looking uncomfortable. "But if something was to happen to you now, with triumph so close under our talons, we would lose everything we have worked to achieve. The personal challenge was a risk you did not need to take. Others would have willingly taken on the Heart of the Tiger for you."


    "No! We want to cut this ape out of his troop, and for that he must be goaded beyond all reason. I killed his lair-mate. He will not turn back from the chance to kill me in return. And then . . . we have him."


    "He is a skilled pilot, Lord Prince," Melek warned.


    "I know it well." Thrakhath showed his fangs. "I am not a fool, Melek. Honor requires me to be present for the challenge, but it doesn't require me to sacrifice myself. My escorts will intervene if the need arises. But the important thing is to eliminate this Colonel Blair now so that he does not stand in the way of our plans for the Behemoth Go now. You command in my absence. Let the hunt begin!"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Delius System

    


    Blair's fighter leapt from the end of the launch tube into the void, building thrust as he steered toward the rest of Gold Squadron assembling beyond the stern of the Victory. It required all of his will to stay focused on his instruments, the sensor screen, and the battle ahead. He couldn't afford to let himself dwell on Angel.


    "Thunderbolt three-zero-zero, under power," he reported. "Gold Squadron deployed and ready."


    "You sure we shouldn't; let Whittaker's boys and girls give you a hand out there, Colonel?" The duty Flight Control Officer, Lieutenant Rashad, sounded worried.


    "Keep them on stand-by, Lieutenant," Blair said. "I'll let you know if we need them."


    It was the same problem encountered at Ariel. With the carrier heading for the jump point, too many fighters in space would only complicate their escape. Blair overruled the original call for a magnum launch, preferring to put out the eight fighters of Gold Squadron and hold the others in reserve in case they were needed. But he didn't intend to need them, not today. All the Terrans needed to do at the moment was keep the Kilrathi distracted until the carrier was ready to jump.


    So far, the cats were cooperating quite nicely. Their fighters were maintaining a tight formation well out of range of the carrier's guns. None showed any desire to venture close enough to threaten the Terran vessel.


    "Eight minutes," Rollins' voice informed them.


    "What are they waiting for?" Flash complained.


    "Maybe they're scared of you, kid," Maniac responded.


    "Cut the chatter, people," Blair growled. He was feeling as impatient as Dillon. If only Thrakhath would put his fighter in Blair's crosshairs . . .


    "Does the Heart of the Tiger hide among the other apes?" Thrakhath's mocking voice filled his helmet speakers. "And under the guns of his ship? The challenge was to meet in personal combat."


    On his screens, he saw a Vaktoth accelerate away from the other Kilrathi ships, but it stayed well clear of Victory. For a moment Blair toyed with the idea of ordering the squadron to attack, but he knew the Kilrathi would he on their guard against such a move. The name of the game, for now at least, was to keep from letting a full-scale battle develop for as long as possible.


    Thrakhath must have realized the same thing, for a few seconds later a pair of Vaktoth broke formation followed by two more. These streaked toward the carrier. Gold Squadron lay directly in their path.


    "Here they come!" Cobra called. "Permission to engage?"


    "Let them come to us," Blair ordered Wingmen, stick close to your partners."


    The first two Vaktoth drove into the center of the Terran formation then rolled outward, opening fire with guns and missiles. Cobra and her wingman, Vaquero, went after the first one, while Maniac and Vagabond engaged the second. Blair watched the second pair of fighters and felt his pulse race. "Hobbes, you and Flash take the one on the left," he said. "Flint and I'll take the other guy."


    "Understood," was Ralgha's reply. He still sounded distracted. Flash gave a whoop and kicked in his afterburners, racing to meet the oncoming fighter.


    Blair couldn't spend any more time worrying about the others. The fourth Vaktoth was almost on them, concentrating fire against Flint's Thunderbolt. Blair turned sharply and accelerated, opening fire with his blasters, while Flint banked sharply left to try to keep her weakened port-side shields from taking any more damage.


    The Vaktoth pilot was good. He maintained his fire on Flint, randomly altering vectors to dodge most of Blair's fire while he kept up the pressure on his original target. Blair gave a curse and locked a heat-seeker on the Vaktoth's tail, then followed the missile with his blasters, pouring out all the power his weapons system could muster. The shield collapsed, and blaster fire tore into the armor until the power cut out, recharging.


    His opponent seemed to realize then that Blair represented too great a threat to ignore any longer. He started turning away from Flint to bring his weapons to bear and to cover his exposed rear, but as he turned, Flint took the opening without hesitation. Her blasters continued where Blair's ended, and a moment later the Vaktoth exploded in a thousand whirling fragments.


    "Nice shooting, Lieutenant," Blair called. "Good to have you back on my wing."


    "Its where I belong Colonel," she replied.


    "Somebody get this bastard off me! Hobbes! Colonel!" Flash's voice was hoarse with panic. "I can't shake him!"


    On his scanner, Blair saw Flash trying to break away from the Vaktoth he challenged, but the enemy pilot was right on his tail. Hobbes was closing in, but slowly, cautiously, as if the Kilrathi renegade was afraid of getting too close to the dogfighting pair. Blair banked the Thunderbolt, increasing his speed, but he knew he wouldn't be able to reach Flash in time to do any good.


    Hobbes took up a position behind the enemy fighter and opened fire, but his first shots went wild. The Vaktoth unleashed another attack. This time a deadly hail of energy bolts and missiles rained on Flash's ship as the young pilot tried to turn out of the Vaktoth's line of fire.


    He was too late. Blair heard him scream as a fireball consumed his craft.


    Once again Hobbes fired, but this time his opponent rolled sideways and accelerated back toward the rest of the Kilrathi formation. More Vaktoth were on their way.


    "Five minutes to Jump Sequence start," Rollins announced. "Captain wants to know if we should launch additional fighters?"


    "Negative," Blair grated. His sensors showed that the other two Vaktoth from the first flight had both been destroyed. The Terran fighters were regrouping again, ready to meet the next threat. "Hobbes, without a wingman you'll be a sitting duck. Retreat to the carrier and land."


    "I should remain, my friend."


    For a moment Blair considered having the Kilrathi switch positions with one of the other pilots, someone less steady, less reliable. Flint, or Vaquero, or perhaps Maniac. But the way Hobbes had been handling himself today, he was no more reliable than any of them. Even Marshall seemed to have himself under control, but Ralgha was plainly off his game. And Flash had paid the price. "No, Hobbes. Pack it in. That's an order."


    "As you command." Ralgha's Thunderbolt broke away and headed toward the carrier. Now there were only six Terran fighters to face the next wave of Kilrathi.


    This time four Imperial craft came at once, holding a tight formation all the way. Blair waited until they were just outside of weapons range before ordering Gold Squadron to turn from the oncoming Vaktoth and go to afterburners. The Kilrathi gave chase.


    "Maintain course," Blair said quietly. It was almost a mantra. "Maintain course . . . Break! Break and attack! Victory, pour it on!"


    The Terran fighters split up, each pair of wingmen peeling off in a different direction and looping back toward the pursuing Kilrathi. At the same time, Victory's defensive batteries opened fire, filling the void with searing bursts of raw energy. A pair of hits took out one of the enemy ships in the blink of an eye, and another suffered heavy damage as it tried to dodge the carrier's beams and pursue Cobra. Vaquero, on her wing, finished the attacker off with a well-placed missile.


    Maniac dove straight towards his target, all guns blazing, passing bare meters away from his opponent before the Kilrathi pilot could even react. Slowly, carefully, Vagabond trailed him, and his blasters exploited the weakened shields to burn through the fighter's cockpit and kill the pilot. The Vaktoth plunged on, uncontrolled, until Victory destroyed it a few seconds later.


    Meanwhile, Flint and Blair split and circled the last Imperial fighter from opposite sides, hammering the hull with blasters as they sped past. As a parting shot, Blair dropped a fire-and-forget missile. It hit the Vaktoth's starboard wing moments later. The explosion didn't destroy the enemy craft, but it was visibly damaged as it turned and ran, trailing debris and leaking atmosphere. Maniac caught the fighter as it tried to flee and finished it with a few well-placed blaster shots.


    "Three minutes," Rollins said.


    Blair studied his scanners. The Kilrathi fighters were still out there, but the countdown was getting close enough that he had to start thinking about getting the rest of the squadron on board. Anyway, the Imperial ships wouldn't be inclined to cut things too fine by staging an attack now. The energy discharge of a carrier going into jump could do terrible damage to fighters close enough to be caught by the creation of the Transition Field.


    "Take them in, people," he ordered "Maniac, Vagabond, you two first. Don't miss the first approach. You might not get another one. Cobra and Vaquero, you go as soon as they're clear. Flint, you're with me."


    No one argued, though he thought he heard Maniac muttering a protest. The first two Thunderbolts peeled off and headed back for the carrier; the second two followed, but more slowly, to give Marshall and Chang time to set down and clear the flight deck. Time passed with agonizing slowness, with no further moves from the Kilrathi. But Blair was tense. He was sure Thrakhath wouldn't let them leave without some kind of final shot.


    "Two minutes," Rollins announced at length. "Maniac and Vagabond are aboard. Vaquero's in the beam now."


    "You're up, Flint," he said. "Take her inside."


    "Don't be slow following me, Colonel," she responded. "I'm getting too used to flying on your wing."


    She left him, and Blair started a quick checklist for his own approach and landing. It was starting to look like Thrakhath wasn't planning a last push after all . . .


    "Jump Sequence start in ninety seconds," Rollins said. "Better bring her in now, Colonel."


    As he started to turn, Thrakhath's voice boomed loud in his speakers. "So, I was right, ape. In the end you do run. You did not meet my challenge. . . Even your lair-mate showed more courage, facing death."


    "Seventy-five seconds, Colonel."


    Blair tried to shut Thrakhath's words out of his mind, but the Kilrathi's mocking voice went on. "We misnamed you, perhaps, in calling you the Heart of the Tiger. You are weak. . . a coward. . . a failure. Not worthy of your lair-mate at all." The Kilrathi's voice took on a harsher edge now. "I enjoyed the feel of her blood running over my hands, Terran. As I enjoyed the taste of her flesh, in the victory feast."


    The words hammered at him on a level below conscious thought, and blind rage threatened to claim him. The carrier was looming large ahead of his fighter, but Blair hardly saw it through the red haze that clouded his eyes. He wanted to turn around, accept the Kilrathi's challenge, batter through Thrakhath's defenses and silence his taunts once and for all. That thing, that animal, had killed Angel and served her up at one of the barbaric Kilrathi ritual feasts.


    "Almost in the beams, Colonel." Rollins said. "Keep her steady . . . steady . . . Reduce your speed! If you don't cut your speed you'll overshoot!"


    "For Gods sake, skipper, don't let him get to you!" That was Flint's voice. "If you take his challenge, you're stuck out there! Thrakhath'll wait . . . you'll get another chance at him!"


    The words penetrated his fog, and Blair killed his forward momentum with a hard braking thrust, like a kick from a horse. Almost sobbing, he stabbed at the landing gear controls as the beams took hold. Slowly gently, the fighter dropped toward the deck and touched down.


    He hardly noticed as the fighter was drawn into the hangar area. A pair of spacesuited figures released his cockpit, urging him to get out even before gravity or pressure were restored, and Blair neither helped nor resisted them. They guided him across the open space in long, low-G bounds. Pressure was restored as they reached the door, and one of them-Blair vaguely realized it was Flint, still clad in flight suit and combat helmet — helped him remove his own helmet as they guided him into the corridor. His other helper fumbled with helmet releases and finally freed the bulky headgear. It was Rachel Coriolis.


    "JUMP SEQUENCE ENGAGED, the computer announced blandly. ONE MINUTE TO JUMP."


    "You gave us a scare, skipper," Rachel said. "Thought you were gonna pull a bolter and miss the landing."


    "I should have," Blair said. "I should have stayed out there and nailed that damned furball."


    "That's exactly what he wanted," Flint told him. "If you had let him draw you into a fight, you'd never have made it back before we jumped. I thought you were the one who never let it get to you? Isn't that what you said when you were chewing me out?"


    He looked at her and slowly shook his head. "Maybe so. And maybe I was wrong when I said it." Blair looked away. "I guess I'll never know, now.


    Blair brushed away their offered help as the elevator doors opened and he stepped into the cab. They followed, but he ignored them both, staring rigidly ahead at the keypad controls, unwilling to talk. Inside he felt drained, empty of everything except the knowledge that he had failed.


    The knowledge that Angel remained unavenged.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Delius System

    


    An honor guard greeted Thrakhath as he disembarked from his fighter, but he ignored them all in his anger. He glared as Melek approached, bowing.


    "Lord Prince, the Terran carrier has jumped. The captain of the Toor'vaas reports that the asteroid base has been breached, and Assault Marines are penetrating the station. There is no sign of further resistance anywhere."


    Thrakhath gave him a dismissive gesture. "I expected none," he said, not bothering to hide the angry growl in his voice. "See to it there are no apes left alive once their base has been secured."


    "But, Lord Prince, there will be many suitable slaves there." Melek looked shocked. "Surely you would not deny the Clans their right to take back captives —"


    "No survivors, I said!" Thrakhath snapped.


    Melek stepped back as if physically stricken. "As you wish, Lord Prince," he said, bowing again.


    "We have been at war with these apes for more than a generation, Melek. But I still cannot understand them. How could any sentient creature, however lacking in honor, fail to respond to a chance for vengeance?" Thrakhath studied his retainer for a long moment. "You are sure that this Blair was truly lair-mate to the one we killed?"


    "Intelligence reports claimed so, Lord Prince. Based on many interrogations of captured human pilots. The knowledge was evidently widely known in their warrior community."


    Thrakhath took a moment to chain his anger and speak calmly, as befitted a Prince. "Clearly the animal humans are even less civilized than we thought. They do not even respect their lair-mates enough to fight for them." He paused. "But even if the Heart of the Tiger survives, the rest of the plan shall move forward. He cannot deflect the fate that pursues the Terrans now.


    "Yes, Lord Prince."


    "Order a carrier to follow the Terran ship, but wait until it has had time to get well clear of the jump point before sending it Sar'hrai would be a good choice. Give his new captain a chance to prove his worth. They are to mount a close surveillance on the enemy carrier, using stealth craft. When our agent makes his move, we must be ready." Thrakhath showed his fangs for a moment. "Our claws are at their throats, Melek. They will not escape the hunt."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XXII

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Tamayo System

    


    Once again the flight deck was crowded with officers and crewmen gathered to bid farewell to one of their own. The neat ranks of pilots, technicians, and ship's crew . . . the honor guard with weapons held in a stiff rifle salute . . . the chaplain's service, and the empty coffin waiting by the launch tube — only the names changed, but never the trappings or the emotion.


    Christopher Blair slowly stepped forward to the temporary podium. He never relished this duty, but today he hated everything about it.


    "Major Jace Dillon was a reluctant warrior in the Confederation's battle against the Empire," Blair said slowly. He raised his eyes to study the front ranks, especially the pilots of Gold Squadron. For a fleeting moment he wondered what Ralgha was thinking. Did the Kilrathi renegade regret letting the young Terran pilot down in that last battle? Hobbes had certainly been withdrawn ever since. It was a feeling Blair understood entirely. "Nevertheless, Flash never turned back when the going got tough. He more than made up for his youth and inexperience by flying with vigor and courage, and he died carrying the fight to the enemy."


    As he stepped back to allow the chaplain to advance and carry on with the funeral ceremony, Blair's eyes rested on the lone coffin. He wished he could have said a few words about Angel, but it would have been out of place here. Still, it wasn't Flash he was thinking about as the coffin accelerated out of the hangar deck, or as the honor guard fired their low-powered volleys. And when he bowed his head to offer up a prayer, it was Angel Devereaux who was foremost in his mind.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Tamayo System

    


    Blair sat alone at a table by the viewport, staring down into his empty glass as if it was a crystal ball that might give him a glimpse of another time and place. He was hardly aware of his surroundings, the other pilots and crewmen who talked, laughed and carried on with their lives, with only an occasional glance at the solitary, withdrawn figure of their wing commander.


    A shadow fell across the table, and he looked into the knowing eyes of Rachel Coriolis. She put a bottle down on the table beside him. "You look like you could use a little more anesthetic," she said softly.


    He poured a shot and drank, wincing a little at the bite of the cheap liquor in his mouth and throat. Rachel studied him for a moment, as if waiting for him to speak. Instead he refilled the glass and held it, watching the reflections dance in the amber liquid.


    "Thrakhath really got to you, didn't he?" Rachel asked. "He knew all the right buttons to push."


    Still Blair didn't answer. He took a longer, slower sip, then looked up at Rachel.


    "I know how you feel, Colonel," she said, even softer this time. "I know what it's like, losing someone to this damned war." She hesitated a moment. "Do you want company? Or is the bottle enough?"


    Those words got through his defenses at last. He looked from Rachel to the bottle, then back at her again. "Company? Yeah." He pushed the bottle away. "Yeah, I guess talking is better than drinking, but it isn't easy."


    She settled into the chair across from him. "No, it isn't. But you can't run away from people, and you can't take refuge in getting drunk. Those things just postpone the inevitable."


    "I knew, deep down, that she might not be coming back," he said slowly. "I was afraid she was dead. I had nightmares about it. But seeing it like that . . . and having that bastard gloating about it . . ."


    "Well, kick in a bulkhead or something. Get it out somehow, okay? Don't wait until you're back in the cockpit again. If you try to take it out on the cats — look, I've been through that already, with somebody I cared about very much. I wouldn't want to go through it again."


    He met her eyes. "Somebody you cared about, . . I hope you're not thinking. . . ."


    Rachel looked away. "I know better than to put the moves on somebody who's just had a kick like the one you've had," she said. "Let's just say . . . Let's just say you're a man I could care about . . . if there was nothing else holding you. And I wouldn't want to see you throw your life away, no matter what."


    "I'm a dangerous man to be around, Rachel," he told her. "My friends, my shipmates . . . Angel . . . they keep leaving on the last flight without me. If you're smart, you'll give me a wide berth."


    "Nobody's ever accused me of being smart," she said with a ghost of a smile. "And I think it's better to take your chances than to steer clear of . . . a friend."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Wing Commander's Office, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    "All right, last item on the list," Blair said, ticking off another point on his personal data display. "Captain says we re due for a visit from some VIPs tomorrow. Thirteen hundred hours. We need to police the flight deck and hangar areas and try to get them somewhere approaching shipshape. Maniac, I'm putting you in charge of that detail."


    Marshall looked up. "Me? When did I become the maid around here?"


    Whittaker, Mbuto, and Captain Betz, the acting CO of Green Squadron, all chuckled. Ralgha. sitting in the corner of the office away from the others around the desk, studied his claws with an expression resembling boredom.


    "Just do it, Maniac. We want to make a good impression. Now that we're back at Sector HQ, we have to pretend we're in the Navy instead of playing at being the pirate scum of the galaxy." Blair looked around the office. "Anybody have anything else to talk about?"


    No one spoke, and Blair nodded sharply. "That'll be all, then." He stood up when the others did and watched them file through the door. Hobbes was the last to leave and Blair intercepted him. "Anything on your mind buddy? You've been pretty quiet, the last few days."


    Ralgha shook his head ponderously. "Nothing of importance," he rumbled.


    "Look, if you're upset at getting sent in after Flash bought it . . ."


    "I am not," the Kilrathi said. He fixed Blair with a look the human couldn't easily fathom. "We have been friends for many years, you and I. Faced many things together. But just as you have trouble sharing your pain over Angel, I have . . . feelings I find hard to share now."


    "Losing her hit you pretty hard, too, didn't it?"


    The Kilrathi didn t speak for a long moment. "I fear that humans . . . have rarely been my friends. She was one of the few. I . . . regret her passing. And what it may lead to." He was watching Blair closely.


    "If you're worried about me, don't," Blair said. "I had a long talk with myself the other day, after Flash's funeral. Somebody reminded me that I've got responsibilities I can't afford to let go of just because I'm hurting over her. So I won't do anything stupid."


    The Kilrathi gave a very human shrug. "Your species is resilient," he said. "But. . . Colonel Devereaux's death may not be the worst thing we will see, before the end."


    "I know what you mean, buddy," Blair told him. "Look you get some rest. I think this whole mess has been about as rough on you as it's been on me." He clapped Hobbes on the shoulder. "If it helps any, I want you to know that I think she d be proud, knowing you thought of her as a friend."


    Before Ralgha could answer, the door buzzed, and Blair opened it. Rollins stood outside, with Cobra behind him. She gave Hobbes a disdainful look as he passed them, then followed Rollins into the office.


    "What can I do for you two?" Blair asked, gesturing to the chairs by the desk and resuming his own seat.


    "Colonel, we've been talking," Cobra said. "About Thrakhath's broadcast, before the battle at Delius."


    Blair frowned. "What about it?"


    "We're puzzled, Colonel," Rollins said. "The whole thing was pretty strange, by my way of thinking. All that effort to issue a challenge to you, and then . . . well, not much of a follow-up. I mean, he did his best to sucker you into a dogfight, but think of how poorly they handled the whole op. They gave us plenty of warning they were coming, and let us get all the way to the jump point before they put on much of an attack. Then that signal, and some bluster and threats. It doesn't add up."


    "Hmmm . . ." Blair nodded slowly. "You're right. It's almost as if they wanted me, but they didn't care about the ship. If they'd come in with everything blazing while we were still at Delius station they could've had Victory for breakfast . . . and me with it. You think they wanted the ship to get away? Bad enough to let me go despite Thrakhath s challenge?"


    "It could be, Colonel," Rollins said.


    "The question is, why?"


    Cobra leaned forward in her seat. "Colonel, there's something else that could be important here. I don't know what it was for sure, but there was something . . . familiar about that transmission."


    "What's that supposed to mean?"


    She shrugged. "I can't put it into words, sir. It wasn't anything I heard. . . or saw. I just had a sense of. . . something. Something familiar. It . . . it gave me a headache, when I was watching it."


    "Hobbes said something similar," Blair mused. "Rollins, can you shed any light on it?"


    "Beats the hell out of me, Colonel," the communications officer said. "I want to run some checks on the recordings we made. That wasn't just an ordinary audio/video signal, you know. It was a broad-spectrum transmission that had damn near every channel blocked. At first I thought they were just trying to jam us so our comm system would crash. But it was like the whole attack. In the end, they just weren't trying very much. Otherwise they would've kept the jamming up during the battle. But I have to say this . . . if all they were trying to do was get you upset with their challenge and. . . all the rest. . . well, it was overkill. Pure and simple."


    Cobra bit her lip. "Sir, I know we've had our differences, and I know what you told me about accusations. About wanting proof. . . and I don't have any. But I have to say this anyway, even if you're going to throw me in the brig over it. I think there could have been some kind of hidden signal in all that junk. To a Kilrathi agent."


    "You're talking about Hobbes, of course," Blair said, frowning. "Lieutenant . . ."


    "I didn't say it was Hobbes, sir," Cobra said. "But we know the cats have agents in the Confederation."


    Rollins cleared his throat. "Colonel, I think you should hear her out on this. It would explain a lot, if the cats had an agent aboard."


    "Like how they keep throwing us softballs in tight corners," Buckley amplified. "Letting us get away at Delius. Ariel, too, if you think about it. They could make jump points disappear, but the second one stayed open for us. And it wasn't defended, either."


    Blair looked from one to the other. "It still isn't proof of anything except the fact that both of you have active imaginations," he said at last. "You know where I stand. I don't like having accusations leveled at Hobbes, and all you've really got here is a conspiracy theory." He looked down at his desk. "It's a very serious charge to make . . ."


    "Hell, Colonel, I'm not saying it is Hobbes," Cobra told him. "I mean, he's a Kilrathi, and you know how I feel about him, but I know this doesn't prove anything." She Laughed, a short, bitter, humorless sound. "For all I know, Colonel, you're the Kilrathi spy. You love the cats . . . a cat, at least, and you were in command when things went sour at Locanda Four. All I'm saying is that it would explain some pretty strange shit. I think we have to consider it."


    "All right, Lieutenant. I'll consider it." Blair leaned back in his chair. "Suppose you two keep looking into the matter, and let me know if you find anything concrete we can use. And keep your suspicions to yourselves. Have you talked with anyone else?"


    "No, sir. ' Rollins said. "I was going to take it to the captain, but Cobra wanted to come to you first."


    "I didn't want you to think I was going behind your back with this thing, sir," she amplified.


    "Good. For now, let's keep the matter between us. That way nobody gets embarrassed by a lot of gossip. Nobody. You read me on this?"


    "Yes, sir," Rollins said.


    Cobra met his look with a level stare. "Aye, aye, Colonel," she said.


    "All right. Dismissed, then."


    They both started for the door, but Blair held up a hand. "Mister Rollins. I have some reports for the captain. Stay a moment while I round them up, if you please."


    "Yes, sir," he responded.


    Blair waited until the door closed behind Cobra. He gave Rollins a long, hard look. "Forgive me, Lieutenant, but I have to ask this. How much stock do you put in all this?"


    "Sir? I think there's a lot to consider here."


    "How much of this is your idea?"


    Rollins frowned. "Well, Lieutenant Buckley came to me asking what I thought about the battle . . . about how the Kilrathi fought it, I mean. She made some good points . . ." He trailed off, frowning. "But I had some suspicions about the signal content already, sir. She had nothing to do with any of that." He hesitated. "Just what are you trying to get at with all this, Colonel?"


    Blair sat down heavily. "Cobra makes a good case, give her that. And if I didn't have complete faith in Ralgha nar Hhallas I might be ready to go along with it. But she doesn't know how much we've been through together, Hobbes and I. And all her hate isn't going to make me change my mind about him now."


    "She admitted she wasn't pointing any fingers, sir."


    "True enough. But ever since I've been on board she's been running Ralgha down. She accused him of everything but mopery and dopery on the spaceways." Blair paused, reluctant to go on, but Rollins was the only one he could talk to, under these circumstances. "There's another possibility I can't help but think about, Lieutenant."


    "Sir?"


    "Rumor is that Cobra was a Kilrathi slave for ten years. You hear any of that from your sources?"


    "Er . . . no, sir. Not really. Some scuttlebutt in the rec room, maybe, but nothing solid."


    "I heard it from somebody I trust," Blair told him. Rollins didn't need to know about Rachel Coriolis and her friend from the Hermes. "The point is this: if I was in Kilrathi Intelligence, and wanted to plant spies in the Confederation, I don't think I'd use Kilrathi as agents. They'd have a tough time winning acceptance. I'd use humans, slaves who had grown up in a Kilrathi labor camp. The things they can do with personality overlays are pretty wild from what I've heard, and I'll bet you could make sure they got through debriefing so they were 'rescued' and brought back to Terran space."


    "You think Cobra's our spy?" Rollins looked incredulous. "Hell, Colonel, she's the one who suggested we look for a spy!"


    "As you said, you already had some questions about those Kilrathi signals." Blair frowned. "You thought there might be other signals buried in there somewhere? Maybe there were — orders, for instance. But a clever spy might want to figure out how much we suspected, and steer our suspicions in an acceptable direction."


    "Like Hobbes." Rollins was frowning. "It's. . . how did you put it, Colonel? A conspiracy theory? But I don't see any more proof that it's Cobra than I do for Hobbes. And Cobra . . . she'd have to be one hell of an actress, making believe she hated the cats so much."


    "It's pretty thin, isn't it?" Blair gave him a sour smile. "I don't want to believe it, Lieutenant She's a good pilot, and a good wingman. But Hobbes is one of the best friends I ever had."


    "Why are you telling me this, sir?"


    "I just want you to . . . keep your eyes open. And your mind, too. You two are going to be looking for proof about a spy on board. I just want to make sure none of that proof winds up somewhere it doesn't belong. Like Ralgha's cabin, for example."


    "So you want me to spy on Cobra? Is that it, Colonel?"


    "I just want you to put that famous Rollins paranoia to work for our side for a change. If there's a spy on this ship, we have to know about it. Whether it's Hobbes, or Cobra, or somebody else entirely. Just don't make the mistake of letting Cobra steer you the wrong way. "He held up his hand. "And I don't just mean because she might be a Kilrathi agent. She could believe everything she's saying, sincerely and totally. But her hate . . . it warps things. I'm counting on you to get past her bias and look at this whole mess objectively."


    "I'll. .. do what I can, Colonel," Rollins said. He sounded reluctant. "But I'm not sure I'll like it."


    "You think I do? Damn it, I like Cobra, despite the attitude. Despite the bigotry and the hate. Down deep, she's always struck me as somebody to admire for being tough enough to overcome everything she's been through, and for being one hell of a good flyer." He shook his head. "No, Lieutenant, I don't like this any better than you do. But it's something that has to be done."


    "Aye, aye, sir, Rollins said quietly.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    "Ship's company, atten-SHUN!"


    Blair straightened at the crisp order from Eisen, feeling a little uncomfortable in his starched dress uniform with the archaic sword hanging at his side. The assembled crewmen were all dressed in their best, though in some cases it was a little difficult to tell. And despite Maniac's best efforts, there was no disguising the run-down appearance of Victory herself. He remembered his own first impression of the carrier's shabby, overused fittings, and wondered what the admiral would make of it all.


    He found himself wondering when had he come to accept the carriers faults, to think of the ship as his home?


    The crewmen lined up in ranks on either side of a red carpet that was unrolled to the shuttle's door. It looked out of place on the flight deck, gleaming, new, a gaudy bauble cast into a peasant's hovel.


    The door opened slowly, and Admiral Tolwyn stepped into view, pausing to survey the deck before descending the ramp. A trio of aides followed him, Kevin Tolwyn conspicuous among them, and a pair of Marine sentries brought up the rear. Geoff Tolwyn was dressed in the plain tunic of a deck officer, the only sign of his rank the cluster of stars pinned to his lapel.


    Eisen stepped forward to meet him. "An honor and a privilege to have you aboard, Admiral," he said, snapping off a salute.


    Tolwyn returned it. "Pleasure to be here, Captain," he said. His roving eye caught sight of Blair. "Colonel Blair, good to see you."


    Blair saluted, saying nothing.


    He turned back to Eisen. "This is the beginning of a momentous campaign, Captain. The end of the war is in sight at last." He gestured toward a second shuttle that was just opening up to disgorge the rest of his staff and entourage. "Let's get to work, gentlemen," Tolwyn announced and he headed for the bridge. Blair fell in behind the Admiral. Geoff Tolwyn had a reputation as a man who got things done . . . he hoped the man would live up to that reputation now.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XXIII

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    "Scotch," Blair told Rostov. "Make it a double."


    "Sounds like you're having a bad day, Colonel. That was Flint, coming toward the bar behind him. "Not looking forward to dinner with the Admiral?"


    As he took his glass from Rostov and turned to meet her, Blair's look was sour. "Let's just say there are things I like better . . . like being out on the firing line with my missiles gone and my shield generators down."


    She smiled. "Must feel like old home week, though. I mean, Maniac, and Hobbes, and now Admiral Tolwyn. And Thrakhath, for that matter. Who's next?"


    For a moment he saw Angel in his mind's eye, and it must have shown in his expression. Flint's smile vanished. "Sorry . . ." she said. "That was stupid of me. I should have realized . . ."


    "Never mind, Blair said, shaking his head. "It was just force of habit, I guess. I get to thinking about the people I've flown with, and she's right at the top of the list."


    "I know," Flint said quietly. "It was that way with Davie too. One minute, you're fine. The next . . . Bamm! The memories just won't let go."


    "Yeah." He took a sip. "Look, Flint, I never took the time to thank you for what you did back there at Delius. I was just about ready to circle back and go after Thrakhath. You're the one who got through to me. I won't forget it."


    "You did it for me," she said. "And took a lot more risks. I was just looking out for my wingman." Flint hesitated. "Angel — Colonel Devereaux — tell me about her. She was in Covert Ops, wasn't she?"


    Blair studied her through narrowed eyes. "I didn't think that was common knowledge," he said slowly. "Are you a mind-reader, or have you been cultivating some of Rollins' sources?"


    She laughed. "Neither one. Just . . . a student of history. I try to make it a point to study things and people. For instance, the way I hear it, you and Admiral Tolwyn have crossed paths a time or two before."


    "Bumped heads is more like it," Blair told her. "He's a good man, in his own way. I just have a little trouble dealing with his ambition. It puts lives on the line. And he's always been big on rules and regulations."


    "I know the type," Flint said. "He knows the rulebook backwards and forwards . . . he just doesn't know anything about the human heart."


    "Can't argue with you there, Flint," he said. His mind went back to that time aboard the Tiger's Claw, when the admiral made the carrier the flagship of a ramshackle squadron. He took her into action against overwhelming odds to hold off a Kilrathi fleet until Terran relief forces could arrive. At the height of the action he relieved old Captain Thorn, the ship's commanding officer, and filed charges against him for cowardice in the face of the enemy. Thorn had later been reinstated, but no one serving with the old man ever quite forgot the day.


    There was a short, awkward silence before Flint spoke again. "I . . . I was serious about wanting to hear about Angel. If it would help to talk about her at all . . . well, I'm a good listener."


    Blair hesitated. "I appreciate it, Flint, I really do. But. . ." He shrugged. "Maybe another time. I'm . . . supposed to meet someone."


    At that moment the door opened and Rachel Coriolis came in, greeting him with a cheerful wave. Flint looked from Rachel to Blair.


    "I see. I'm sorry . . . I didn't know you moved quite that fast. Colonel." She turned and walked away before he could respond.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Admiral's Quarters, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    Admiral Tolwyn took over a set of interconnected compartments one deck below the bridge; one of these was converted into a dining room with a table able to seat twelve. Blair was the first to arrive, and Tolwyn greeted him with a hearty smile and a handshake.


    "Ah, Colonel," he said expansively. "Let's hope that this is our last cruise together."


    Blair felt a flicker of apprehension. The comment could be interpreted several different ways and he wondered if subconsciously Tolwyn was revealing an anxiety about his plan to end the war.


    Tolwyn glanced around the room. Though clean and reasonably neat, there was no disguising the fading paintwork, the frayed carpets, or the general air of age and neglect that permeated the entire ship. "I never dreamed that we'd be reduced to pulling ships like this back into the front line. The Battle of Terra put us on the ropes, no matter what the government is now saying about it being a glorious victory. One more victory like that and the human race will be a forgotten footnote in the history of the universe!"


    Tolwyn looked away for a moment. "When will this end," he whispered. Blair watched him closely, surprised at the clear evidence of strain.


    "She's a good ship, Admiral," Blair said quietly. "And Eisen's a good captain. We haven't had much time for spit and polish lately. The Kilrathi have been keeping us busy.


    "Indeed." Tolwyn looked back up, barely regaining his composure. "I've been following your operations with some interest, Colonel. You ran into our old friend Thrakhath, I hear."


    "Yes, sir," Blair admitted, trying to keep his voice level. He looked away, thinking about Angel again.


    "I was sorry to hear about Colonel Devereaux," Tolwyn went on, almost as if he was reading Blair's mind. "A pity, really. General Taggart made a mistake, committing her to his little project before a final decision was made.


    "When did you know she was dead?" Blair demanded.


    "The information couldn't be released," Tolwyn said quietly. "I'm sorry Blair, we had to keep our sources safe. It was strictly 'need-to-know' material. You understand."


    "What I understand, sir, is that you and General Taggart have been competing over your damned secret projects and Angel got caught in the middle." Blair gave Tolwyn an angry look. "And now it's our turn. Victory's . . . and mine. I don't much care what happens to me any more, Admiral, but I hope you don't make these other people pay the same kind of price Angel already shelled out just to prove that your damned gun works the way you said it would."


    "Still the same old Chris Blair," Tolwyn said evenly. "Always tilting at windmills. Look, Colonel, I know you don't like my methods, but the fact is that I get things done. I first got involved with the early planning; of Project Behemoth nearly ten years ago. I got pulled from my job as head of Terran Defense to bring it on-line and I'm going to see it through to the end. And God help anyone who stands in my way, even a living legend like yourself. Son, I know you don t like some of the implications behind this project, but it is kill or be killed. It's that simple."


    "I'm all for ending the war, Admiral," Blair told him. "And if it means giving you the credit — and a shot at being the next Confederation President, no doubt — that's fine by me. But I won't stand by and watch you trample good people in the dirt. Captain Eisen, for instance. What are your plans for him? Are you planning on usurping command of this ship the same way you did on Tiger's Claw?"


    "I'd be careful regarding my choice of words if I were you, Colonel," Tolwyn said. "Admirals, by definition, do not usurp command. Captain Eisen retains his post . . . but I am in overall command of this mission. Period." He turned away from Blair. "I had hoped that we would finally achieve a measure of respect for one another after all this time, Colonel. I am the first to admit that I once misjudged you, back at the start of your career, with the Tiger's Claw incident. Perhaps now you are misjudging me. Still, you'll obey your orders, like a good soldier, won't you, Blair? No matter where they end up taking you."


    Blair studied the slender, elegant back for a long moment in dawning understanding. "All that guff Kevin handed us about warning shots . . . We're headed to Kilrah with that thing, aren't we? No matter what . . ."


    The Admiral turned back to him. "What would you aim for if you had the biggest gun in the universe? When are you going to realize, Colonel, that we're playing for keeps here? I would have thought you, if anyone, would approve . . . after what happened to Angel."


    He had trouble framing a reply. There was a part of Blair that agreed with Tolwyn. After what happened to Angel, he wanted nothing more than revenge, and if that meant taking apart all of Kilrah . . .


    But despite the rage inside him, Blair couldn't see himself taking part in the destruction of an entire race.


    The door buzzed before he could come up with an answer. As Tolwyn admitted Captain Eisen and Commander Gessler, Victory's First Officer, Blair found himself wondering if the admiral might be right after all. Perhaps all that really mattered, in the end, was winning.


    He was very quiet over dinner that evening.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Captain's Ready Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    The atmosphere in the ready room was tense as Blair entered. It was strange for Eisen to be relegated to a chair at the foot of the table, while Tolwyn presided in the captain's accustomed place. The sight sent a little shiver down Blair's back, making him think of Tiger's Claw and Captain Thorn, all those years ago.


    Commander Gessler and Colonel Ralgha were also present, as was Kevin Tolwyn and another of the admiral's aides, Commander Fairfax, representing the carrier's intelligence department. They watched the admiral expectantly as he settled into his seat and switched on the map table's holographic projector.


    "Gentlemen," he said, smiling with the pride of a father displaying photos of his firstborn. "I give you the Confederation's finest achievement . . . the Behemoth."


    The image was ugly, an ungainly, bulky, barrel-shaped monstrosity that dwarfed the Confed dreadnought shown alongside it for scale. A few dozen ships the size of Victory could have fit in the enormous maw at one end of the barrel. Behemoth might well have been the largest spacecraft ever constructed, certainly the largest ship to sail under Confederation colors.


    "This device is the product of a decade of research and development by some of the finest scientific minds in the Confederation," Tolwyn continued. "It is the weapon that will bring an end to this war once and for all."


    The view changed from an external shot to a computer schematic as Tolwyn continued. Taking up a laser pointer, he used its narrow light beam to highlight features as he spoke. "Behemoth is a series of linked superconducting energy amplification conduits, focusing an output of five hundred million gigawatts into one lancing point. A target at the end of that point is destroyed . . . utterly. And the energy released by the impact is enormous: devastating. Even the scientists can't say for sure whether the energy beam itself would destroy an entire planet, but they do agree that the resultant seismic stresses should be enough to tear it apart, particularly a world like Kilrah which is already highly unstable. The upshot, gentlemen, is this. Behemoth can destroy worlds, and properly employed it can knock the Kilrathi Empire out of the war in a few short strokes."


    Some of the others made suitably impressed noises, but Blair remained silent. He was still thinking over his own distinctly mixed reaction to the weapon's capabilities.


    "We would have liked another year or two for testing and development," Tolwyn said. "Unfortunately circumstances have forced me to order the weapon to be deployed now." He gave Blair a long, hard stare. "We are in danger of suffering attacks similar to the biological devastation on Locanda Four, perhaps against more vital targets."


    "Seems a pretty large escalation, Admiral," Blair said.


    "The truth is, Colonel, that even without the biological attack, the Confederation is in trouble." Tolwyn looked around the room, speaking more softly now. "This is not for public consumption, of course. It remains classified. But the Kilrathi are winning on just about every front, and if the worst-case scenario were to come true they would be in a position to land troops on Terra herself within another six months. We have to use Behemoth, gentlemen. And we have to use it now."


    Once that information sank in, he used the pointer again. "Because of the accelerated deployment, the ship's defensive systems are . . . somewhat incomplete. There are a few, shall we say . . . soft spots . . . located here . . . and here . . . where the shields are thin and there's been no time to complete keel mounts or add extra shield generators or defensive laser turrets.


    "Those soft spots could spell real trouble, Admiral," Blair commented. "Looks like a couple of well-placed shots could take that monster out."


    Tolwyn gave him a stern look. "That is why your flight wing is being assigned the job of protecting Behemoth, Colonel," he said. "I expect you to be especially aware of the vulnerable points. Make sure your people know what must be protected, under any circumstances. Make no mistake, Colonel, gentlemen. This weapon is our last hope. Nothing must be permitted to get through to threaten it."


    "Protecting the weapon will be a large task, Admiral," Hobbes said slowly. "It makes a . . . very big target."


    "Hmmph." Tolwyn looked at Ralgha for a moment, as if trying to decide if he was being sarcastic. "Colonel full data on the defense of Behemoth will be made available to your people for analysis. Major Tolwyn will also assist you in programming a series of simulations so that they can practice before we begin the actual deployment."


    "Sir, the wings pretty short-handed. What's the chance of getting some new blood to bring us up to strength?"


    "We're damned short-handed as it is, Blair," the admiral told him "Two carriers just passed through last week and pretty well cleaned out Torgo's replacement pilot pool. However, I did arrange to rotate your bomber squadron off the ship and replace them with a second point-defense squadron. Victory won't be called upon to perform offensive operations this time out, and the additional Hellcats will be used to cover the Behemoth."


    Blair frowned. Something told him that behind Tolwyn's smooth explanation there were other problems he wasn't willing to discuss. The admiral had more than his share of political enemies within the High Command, and it was likely that he'd found it necessary to tread on a lot of toes to get his Behemoth project approved. Not everyone would share his belief that this overgrown cannon could bring the war to an end, and Blair could see stubborn rivals of Tolwyn's digging in their heels and refusing to give him all of the ships and men he wanted. Very likely he snagged Victory because she was widely perceived as the fleet's poor relation.


    That raised other questions about the whole affair. Tolwyn was convinced he was on the winning track with Behemoth, but what was the High Command really planning, at this juncture? If they didn't agree with Tolwyn's threat assessments, they might be looking for the admiral to fall on his face.


    "Now. . . as to operational planning. Behemoth is undergoing final power-up tests this afternoon. By eighteen hundred hours standard tomorrow evening, we will leave the Torgo Proving Area and proceed in company with the weapons platform to the Blackmane jump point." He looked at Eisen. "It's plain from your reports that Ariel is a totally unsuitable test site for the weapon. Luckily, Captain Moran and the Hermes turned up a much more likely target: Loki Six. There is a jump point to the system from Blackmane, so we will pass directly between jump points in the Blackmane System and then transit to Loki."


    Fairfax cleared his throat. "I've reviewed the data downloaded from HQ on the Hermes survey mission. Loki Six is a fairly minor Kilrathi outpost. Not likely to be heavily defended. In fact, it's only apparent purpose is to serve as a sort of advanced base for raiders passing through the Ariel System." He looked doubtful. "I'm not sure what kind of a message we'll send the Kilrathi by destroying the outpost. A larger facility would have been better. The Empire may not take the hint if all they lose is a second-rate base."


    Tolwyn gave him a stern look. "If Loki doesn't give them the right message, we'll give them something bigger to think about." He shot Blair a glance. "We have to take this one step at a time, gentlemen. But one way or another, Behemoth is going to end this war."


    On the map table, the schematics of the weapons platform were replaced by a chart of the Loki System. "We will proceed from the jump point to here . . . Loki Eight, a gas giant. Behemoth will require fuel, which we can skim from the gas giant's atmosphere. Then we will move to this position, near Loki Six, and begin the firing sequence. Throughout the operation, gentlemen, we will be accompanied by a small escort squadron, three destroyers. They will be used for advanced scouting, and as general support vessels. But Victory and her fighters will have the primary responsibility of providing close support to Behemoth. I want you to be clear on this. The mission stands or falls on this ship's ability to protect that weapon." Tolwyn's look was challenging. "Any questions?"


    There were none, and Tolwyn turned his intense gaze on Hobbes. "Colonel Ralgha, I would like you to work with Commander Fairfax and my staff over the next several days. You're the closest thing we have to a genuine expert on the Kilrathi mind. I'd like you to help us develop some likely models of how the Empire will react. To the destruction of Loki Six, and to other measures we may be forced to take if that doesn't bring them to the peace table."


    Hobbes inclined his head. "As you wish, Admiral," he rumbled. "I warn you, though, that I cannot predict the reactions of my . . . former comrades . . . with any degree of certainty. Anything I suggest will necessarily be . . . imperfect at best."


    "It will do, Colonel. It will do." Tolwyn glanced around the room again, then nodded crisply. "Very well. That's an overview of the situation. You'll each be receiving detailed orders as needed. In the meantime, you're dismissed.


    Blair took a last look at Tolwyn before he left The admiral was studying the map of the Loki system intently, the expression on his face one of anticipation and undisguised eagerness. He wasn't sure he cared for the look in the man s eyes. It promised victory or death with no middle ground, and no room to adapt to circumstances.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Control, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    "Okay," Blair said into the microphone. "That's it. End simulation."


    Kevin Tolwyn looked at him from the adjacent console. "Not bad. Not bad at all. Your boys and girls are pretty damned good, Colonel."


    "It could've been better," Blair grumbled. He switched on the mike again. "Cobra, Vagabond, if that had been the real thing there would have been a fifty-fifty chance of that Vaktoth slipping past you and getting off a shot at the Behemoth. You were lucky the computer called it the way it did, but you're going to have to tighten up next time, okay? The defensive specs are in the tactical database. Study them. We can't afford to leave those weak spots uncovered."


    "You want us to run through it again?" Vagabond asked.


    "Not now," Blair told him. "We'll run another set tomorrow morning, after the new point-defense squadron is on board. For now, get some rest. And study that database. Now. . . dismissed."


    You're starting to sound like my uncle," Tolwyn said with a grin. "Don't tell me you've become a convert."


    "Hardly. Matter of fact, I have a feeling you've been holding out on me, Kevin. The admiral as much as admitted he's planning to take that monstrosity to Kilrah, one way or another. I don't think he'd stop if the Emperor himself offered to sign peace terms . . . with Thrakhath's blood for the ink!"


    Tolwyn shrugged. "I told you everything I know, Maverick. But you know the admiral. He wouldn't tell his left hand what his right hand was doing if he thought it would get him a tactical advantage."


    "Yeah . . ." Blair trailed off. He looked hard into Tolwyn's eyes. "What do you think, Kevin? Really? Should we blow Kilrah while we have the chance?"


    "I don't know, Maverick, and that's a fact." Tolwyn looked down. "After what you said the last time, I started doubting the whole project. At the Academy they taught us we were serving a higher purpose, and a weapon this devastating . . . But what if the Intell reports are right? What if we're on the verge of losing everything? If it's us or them . . ." He met Blair's eyes again. "Don't tell me you've changed your mind."


    Blair shook his head. "Not . . . changed. But nothing's as clear as it was before. Angel died out there, and Thrakhath's the one who killed her. In front of a damned screaming audience of . . . barbarians. Part of me would like to wipe them all out, Kevin. But another part of me says it's wrong." He paused. "I'm glad it's the admiral who has to pull the trigger on that thing. I'm not sure I could do that. And if I did, I would never know if I did it to save the Confederation, or to even the score over Angel."


    Tolwyn nodded slowly. "Yeah. And could you live with yourself afterward, whichever course you took?"

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XXIV

    


    
      Communication Center, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    The intruder entered the compartment silently, moving with complete confidence among the consoles and computer banks in the darkened room. Seen through a bully night vision device, the room glowed with an eerie greenish light. Normally, no one stood a watch in the Communications center except when the ship was at General Quarters, and the intruder was confident that no one would notice this stealthy foray.


    Gauntleted hands fumbled for a moment with the controls on one of the consoles. The panel came to life. On a monitor screen, bright letters glowed as the computer responded to the intruder's commands.


    ENTER IDENTIFICATION AND SECURITY CODES.


    The intruder tapped the keypad awkwardly. Voice command would have been easier under the circumstances, but it was more difficult to cover one's tracks afterward with a voice record . . .


    IDENTITY AND SECURITY CODE ACCEPTED. PLEASE INDICATE DESIRED FUNCTION.


    It took a moment to identify the proper selection and key it in. Another console came to life across the room.


    TIGHT-BEAM LASER LINK ON-LINE. INPUT LINK COORDINATES.


    Consulting a personal data pad for the required information, the intruder entered a short alphanumeric string through the keyboard. A green light glowed beside the monitor as the computer's reply appeared.


    COORDINATES ACCEPTED. READY TO TRANSMIT.


    The intruder slid a tiny cartridge into the chip receptacle below the monitor, then keyed in another command. The computer responded.


    DATA ON-LINE. TRANSMITTING AT 100:1.


    The monitor showed a dizzying succession of images, external views and schematics of the Behemoth platform. Seconds later, a new message flashed on the screen.


    TRANSMISSION COMPLETED. FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS?


    The intruder paused a moment, then entered another command. Once again the computer was quick to flash an answering message on the monitor.


    WIPING . . . TRANSMISSION RECORDS PURGED.


    The screen went blank, and the intruder powered down the console and collected the PDP and the data cartridge, tucking them into a pocket. One last quick sweep using the light intensification headset, and the job was done.


    Within moments there was nothing in the compartment to suggest that the intruder had ever been present.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Bridge, KIS Sar'hrai.

    


    
      Torgo System

    


    "Message coming in, my Lord. From the Watcher."


    Khantahr Tarros nar Poghath turned in his chair to face the communications officer. "On my screen," he ordered.


    His monitor lit up with a series of images, transmitted at high speed from the stealth fighter that had penetrated the Terran defenses around Torgo. Tarros watched the fast-changing views thoughtfully. It seemed that Prince Thrakhath's plan was unfolding perfectly. The Kilrathi spy in the Terran fleet had completed the mission and was transmitting the information the Prince required to the waiting fighter, and now the data was being relayed to Sar'hrai. Soon the carrier would be on its way to rejoin Thrakhath, and the next phase of the operation could begin.


    The transmission ended with charts detailing a star system and the operational plans for a Confederation incursion. Tarros leaned forward in his seat. "Navigator, plot a course to the jump point. Communications Officer, when the Watcher communicates with us again instruct the Watcher to rendezvous with us there. Pilot Officer, best speed." He allowed himself to relax again.


    They had done their duty. Prince Thrakhath would reward them well, once the Terrans had fallen into his trap.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    The view from the rec room was impressive, Blair had to admit that much. As he walked in, his eyes were drawn to the massive shape of the Behemoth keeping pace with the carrier as they cruised slowly through the Blackmane System. Since leaving orbit around Torgo their pace had been slow — apparently the weapons platform didn't carry its full allotment of engines, either — but they had made the transit to Blackmane and were on their way to the next jump point, and Loki VI.


    He found himself wishing they could make better time. Limping along at this snail's pace only gave them all time to think, too much time. There was a restlessness in the air, a feeling of mingled excitement and tension. It wasn't long before the rumor mill started churning out details about the new Confederation weapon, and for many on board the Victory the war was already as good as over.


    Vaquero looked up from a table by the door as Blair stood there and watched the monster shape outside the viewport. "Want to buy a ticket, sir?"


    "To what?" Blair looked down at the man's smiling face. He, at least, seemed pleased.


    "Opening night party at my cantina," Lopez told him, grinning more broadly. "Once we pull the trigger on that Behemoth thing, it'll be hasta la vista a los gatos. And I figure on filing for retirement pay about two minutes after that. I've got enough to make the down payment on a nice little place . . ."


    "Don't start calculating your profit margins just yet, Lieutenant," Blair said quietly. "Even that monster might not be enough to shut the Kilrathi down overnight."


    He turned away, leaving Vaquero to frown over the words. Blair spotted Rollins and Cobra sitting together in a remote corner, well away from the rest of the crowd. He crossed the floor to join them.


    "So . . . how's the espionage business today?" he asked flippantly. "Run any Kilrathi agents to ground yet?"


    Cobra gave him an unpleasant look. "I know you don't take us seriously, Colonel."


    "No, Lieutenant, you're wrong. I take you both very seriously. But you've been on this for . . . how longs it been? Over a week, now, isn't it? I'm just not sure there's anything there for you to find."


    Rollins looked up at him. "Don't be so sure, Colonel," he said. "Two nights back, after we broke orbit, there was a two-minute dead space on one of my computer commo logs. And I can t account for it. I think it was sabotage."


    "It could also have been a computer glitch," Blair pointed out. "You might have noticed that the systems on this ship are not exactly up to snuff." He paused. "Or, if it wasn't the computer, it might have been something to do with the admiral. He might've ordered a message sent, then had the record wiped."


    "Nobody said anything about a transmission . . ."


    "Nor would they, Lieutenant, if Admiral Tolwyn told them to keep quiet. You've said it yourself, Lieutenant. The brass don't tell us everything. And the admiral's always been particularly good at playing his hand close to his chest." Blair shrugged. "A little paranoia can be a good thing, but make sure you've discounted the other possibilities before you see sabotage every time the computer hiccups or the admiral decides to keep his laundry list classified."


    "Yeah, maybe so," Rollins said. "But I've also been analyzing that original transmission. Some of the harmonics in the message are pretty wild, Colonel." He produced a personal data pad and called up a file on the screen. "Look at this . . . and this."


    "I'm no expert in signals analysis, Lieutenant," Blair said. "To me, you've got a bunch of spikes on a graph. You want to tell me what they mean?"


    "I'm not sure yet," Rollins admitted. "But I've seen these kinds of signals somewhere before . . . something outside of normal communications use. If I could just figure out where . . ." He trailed off, looking apologetic. "Sorry, Colonel I guess I still have a ways to go before I can deliver. But it isn't for want of trying, or for a lack of things to look into, either."


    Blair looked again at the Behemoth, framed in the viewport. "I have to admit, if there was a spy around, he'd surely be interested in that thing. But I'd figure the admiral's staff would be the place to plant an agent."


    "Hobbes is working with the staff," Cobra said quietly. "Or hadn't you noticed?"


    Rollins stood up, looking uncomfortable. "I've got to be on watch in a little while. I'll catch you both later." He moved away quickly. Blair sat in the chair he'd vacated.


    "It never stops with you, does it, Lieutenant?" he asked. "An endless program loop."


    "You'd never understand, Colonel," she said, looking weary. "You just don't have a clue."


    "'Maybe that's because you've never tried to explain it," he said bluntly. "Blind hatred isn't very pretty, or persuasive, either."


    "It's the way I'm wired," she said. There was a long silence before she spoke again. "I'm sure you've heard the rumors. Some guys from the Hermes spread a lot of stories around. I used to have these . . . nightmares. People talked, you know how it is."


    "Rumors don't always tell the whole story," Blair said.


    "The stuff I heard was . . pretty accurate, I guess. Look, they took me when I was ten . . ."


    "The Kilrathi?"


    She nodded "I ended up in a slave labor camp. Escaped during a Confed attack ten years later. Most of the camp was destroyed in the fighting. Might have been the Navy's fault, might have been the cats, I don't know. But there were only a few of us who lived through it.


    "It must have been —"


    "You'll never have any idea of what it must have been' like, Colonel. I saw things . . ." She trailed off, shuddering. Her eyes were empty.


    "So the Navy pulled you out of there . . . and you signed up?"


    "The Psych guys spent a couple of years wringing me out," she said. "First it was debriefing . . . you know, regression therapy, trying to find out everything I'd seen and heard in case there was something worthwhile for Intelligence. Then they started on the therapy." She paused. "But they couldn't wipe it all out not without giving me a personality overlay. And I wouldn't let them do that. I'm Laurel Buckley, by God, and if the cats couldn't take that away I'm damned if my own kind will!"


    "You must have been damned tough, Lieutenant, after something like that . . . to go on to join the fight . . ."


    "It was all I ever wanted, Colonel. A chance to kill cats. And that's what I'm still doing today."


    He gestured toward the Behemoth. "And if that thing puts an end to the war? What then?"


    She shrugged. "I don't know. Hating cats is the only way I know to keep myself human." She gave a short, grotesque laugh, an unnerving sound that reminded Blair of jeering Kilrathi. The fact is, Colonel, there's a little bit of the Kilrathi prowling around inside my skull and I can't get it out. Every day, I can feel it getting a little bit stronger . . . and one day, there won't be any human left inside me any more."


    He didn't answer right away. "I think you aren't giving yourself enough credit, Lieutenant. You survived a horror most people could never handle. You'll outlive this, too. I'm sure of it."


    Her look was bleak. "I hope you're right, Colonel. I really do. But . . . well, maybe you don't understand it, but I can't let go of the hate."


    He thought of Angel, of the raw emotion that had surged through him when Thrakhath's taunts were ringing in his ears. "Maybe I do understand, Cobra. Maybe, in your place, I would have cracked up long ago."


    She raised an eyebrow. "Cracked? You? I can't imagine you giving anybody the satisfaction of seeing you crack."


    Blair didn't tell her that she was wrong.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "COUNTDOWN TO JUMP, ONE HOUR, FIFTEEN MINUTES."


    Blair glanced up at the digital readout below the Flight Control Room window to confirm the time remaining. Activity was reaching a fever pitch aboard the carrier as they approached the jump point taking them to the Loki System. No one really expected the Kilrathi to have much in the way of defenses at their Loki outpost, but the preparations in hand assumed they would be jumping into a combat zone. With so much riding on the Behemoth, nobody wanted to make any mistakes.


    Technicians prepped the fighters for launch working quickly but with a care born of long experience and a respect for the dangers of the flight deck. Red-shirted ordinance handlers busily fit missiles and checked fire-control circuits while engineering techs dressed in blue supervised the topping of fuel tanks. Thrusters were put through their final checks. The huge hangar area was one large scene of frantic action, and Blair felt like an outsider as he watched the crews go about their jobs.


    Rachel Coriolis appeared from behind the tail section of a Hellcat. Her coverall was considerably cleaner than usual . . . and so were her hands and arms. She looked, in fact, almost regulation, a far cry from her usual go-to-blazes sloppiness. Blair smiled at the sight, earning himself an angry glare.


    "Don't say a thing," she growled. "Unless you want a number-three sonic probe up your nose."


    "Heard you got chewed out by the admiral himself," Blair said. "But I never thought it would actually take."


    "Sloppy dress means sloppy work," she said, mimicking Tolwyn's crisp British accent flawlessly. "Well, excuse me, but I don't have time to change my uniform every time I swap out a part, you know?"


    Blair shrugged. "He's got a real thing for the regs. But you should wear the reprimand as a badge of honor. I figure it's a wasted week if I don't get at least one chewing-out and a couple of black scowls from him, myself."


    "After the war, I'm going to make it my personal mission in life to loosen the screws on all the moving parts on guys like him." She was smiling, but Blair heard the edge in her tone.


    "Save a screwdriver for me, okay?" Blair said. "Meanwhile, what's the word on the launch?"


    "Pretty good, this time out," she said. "Only three down-checks." Rachel hesitated. "I'm afraid one of them's Hobbes, skipper."


    "What's the problem?"


    "Power surge fried half his electronics when we went to check his computer. It's about a fifteen hour repair job."


    Blair frowned. "Damn, bad timing. But I guess his bird was about due. What about the others?"


    "Reese and Calder. One interceptor, one Hellcat. There's an outside chance we can get the Arrow up and running by H-hour, but I wouldn't count on it."


    "Do what you can," Blair told her.


    "Don't I always?" she said with a grin. As he started to turn away, she caught his sleeve. "Look . . . after the mission . . . what say we get together?"


    He looked into her eyes, read the emotion behind them. Everyone who served on the flight deck knew that each mission might be the last one. "I'd. . . like that, Rachel," he said slowly, feeling awkward. "Ever since . . . ever since I found out about Angel, I've felt like you were there for me. It's . . . made a big difference.


    Someone called for her, and Rachel turned back to her work without another word. Blair watched her hurrying away. She wasn't anything like Angel Devereaux, but there was a feeling between them that was just as strong, in its own way, as the one he'd shared with Angel. Less passionate, less intense, yet it was a more comfortable and familiar feeling, exactly what he needed to balance the turmoil around and within him.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Bridge, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "Coventry has jumped, sir. Sheffield is next up."


    Eisen acknowledged the Sensor Officer's report with a curt nod and studied the tactical display with a critical eye. This was the period of greatest danger in any squadron operation, when ships performed their transits in succession and everyone involved hoped and prayed they wouldn't be emerging in the middle of an enemy fleet.


    They weren't taking any chances this time. Coventry would go through first, ready to engage anything waiting near the other end of the jump point. The destroyer that followed her would jump at the first sign of trouble, to warn off the rest of the Terran force.


    That would be tough on Coventry. Eisen wondered how Jason Bondarevsky felt about flying point on this mission. He was supposed to be one of Admiral Tolwyn's shining young proteges, but apparently the admiral's patronage didn't extend to protecting a favorite from a dangerous mission.


    Eisen glanced uneasily at the admiral. He was dressed to perfection, uniform starched and crisp, every hair in place. But Tolwyn did look nervous, pacing restlessly back and forth behind the Sensor Officer's station. For all the man's air of confidence, it was clear that he had his share of worries.


    "Sheffield has powered up her jump coils," the Sensor Officer reported. "Jump field forming . . . there she goes!"


    Tolwyn glanced at the watch implanted in his wrist. "Start the final countdown, Captain," he ordered.


    For an instant, Eisen wanted to bristle. Ever since the admiral came on board he'd interfered in routine ship's operations: barking orders, taking over briefings, dressing down crew members who didn't live up to his image of the ideal Terran warrior. Tolwyn seemed to need to control everything and everyone around him, as if his personal intervention was the only thing that could guarantee the success of the mission.


    But perhaps Tolwyn had good reason to be concerned. Eisen leaned forward in his chair and repeated the Admiral's order. Commander Gessler slapped the switch that started the automated jump sequence.


    "NOW, JUMP STATIONS, JUMP STATIONS," the computer announced. "FIVE MINUTES TO JUMP SEQUENCE START."


    The seconds ticked away, with no sign of Sheffield turning back to warn them away from the jump. Eisen began to relax a little. Maybe this operation would go by the numbers after all. . . .


    "Remember, Captain, Behemoth will be five minutes behind us all the way," Tolwyn said. "I expect response times to be tight. We can't afford a screw-up. Not now."


    "Yes, Admiral," Eisen said. They'd been over it all a dozen times before. He decided Tolwyn was talking just to distract himself from thinking about the ticking clock. In a few more minutes, they'd be committed.


    And nothing would ever be the same again.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Loki System

    


    "And five . . . and four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . ."


    Jumpshock!


    Blair's guts twisted and churned as the carrier went through transition. No matter how often he experienced it, he could never get used to the sensation. The physical nausea passed quickly enough, but there was always the disorientation, the essential feeling of wrongness that left him confused, numb.


    He blinked and shook his head, trying to get his bearings. Everyone in the wing had gone through this transit strapped into their cockpits, a standard precaution when jumping into hostile space. They had the flight deck to themselves. Force fields and gravity generators sometimes faltered during jump, and technicians stayed clear of the flight deck for fear of a catastrophic failure. So the pilots were alone, lined up at their launch tubes, as ready for action as anyone could be in the aftermath of jumpshock.


    Blair's eyes came back into focus, and he checked his readouts and control settings automatically.


    A voice crackled in his headphones. "Jump complete," Eisen said. "Welcome to Loki System."


    There was a pause before Rollins took over. "According to sensors, the area is clear," the communications officer announced, still sounding a little groggy. "And Coventry says the same. Sorry to disappoint you, ladies and gents, but it looks like an all clear."


    Blair let out a long sigh, not sure if he was disappointed or relieved. They had cleared the first hurdle, but they weren't finished yet, not by a long shot.


    The admiral's voice came over the channel, clipped and precise. "Colonel Blair, you will relieve yourself from launch stations immediately. All flight wing personnel remain on alert status until further notice."


    He still disagreed with the admiral's decision to suspend all flight ops from the carrier until they had to deploy to protect the Behemoth. Coventry's four fighters and the destroyers flying escort would give adequate cover, but Blair didn't like keeping all of his people on standby alert for hours on end without relief. Better to let them fly patrols, get some down-time, and take the risk that the wing might be a few hands short when things hit the fan. But Tolwyn had overruled him.


    He started to unstrap himself from the Thunderbolt's cockpit. If all went well, Blair thought hopefully, this interlude would soon end. And then . . . ?


    It was difficult to picture what peace would be like, after a lifetime dedicated to the war.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XXV

    


    
      Bridge. TCS Victory.

    


    
      Loki System

    


    "God, that sucker sure is thirsty," Rollins commented. "Good thing you don't have to pay for a fill-up when you're skimming hydrogen."


    "Eyes on your board, Lieutenant," Eisen growled. "And put the mouth in neutral."


    "Yes, sir," Rollins replied quickly. The edge in Eisen's voice made it clear that the captain was dead serious.


    The Terran squadron had proceeded from the jump point to their first destination, the gas giant Loki VIII, without encountering any sign of Imperial resistance. Victory remained close by while the Behemoth moved into a tight, hyperbolic orbit around the huge ball of gas. The cruiser and her consorts stood further off to give warning of any enemy interference, but there was nothing. The weapons platform dipped into the atmosphere long enough to top off the depleted tanks of liquid hydrogen needed as reaction mass to move her ponderous bulk toward the target world.


    "Sensors are still reading clear, sir," the Sensor Officer reported. "Looks like we're home free."


    A red light flashed on the Communications board and Rollins called up a computer analysis of the stray signal locking onto his computer. "Captain . . ." he began, hesitating a moment. "Sir, I've got some kind of lowband transmission here. Seems to be coming from one of the gas giant's moons."


    "What do you make of it, Mister Rollins?" Admiral Tolwyn cut in before Eisen could respond.


    "I'm not sure, sir . . . uh, Admiral. I don't think its a ship. More like an automated feed . . . from an unmanned relay station or sensor buoy. But powerful. A very strong signal . . ."


    "Any idea what it's saying?" Tolwyn asked.


    "No, Admiral. It's scrambled. Could be almost anything." Rollins looked up at him, apologetic, but Tolwyn had already turned away.


    "Colonel Ralgha? What do you think?"


    Hobbes had been scratched from the fighter roster with a down-gripe on his Thunderbolt, so Tolwyn decided he should join other members of the admiral's staff at supernumerary positions on the bridge. The Kilrathi renegade shook his head, a curiously human gesture.


    "I am sorry, Admiral. I do not know."


    "Well, I do," Tolwyn said. "It means we've been noticed. And the cats will be organizing a welcoming committee for us."


    "Any orders, Admiral?" Eisen asked. Rollins had never heard him sound quite so stiff and formal.


    "The squadron will continue as before," Tolwyn ordered. "Have Behemoth secured from fueling stations and fall into formation. Coventry to take station ahead." He paused, almost seeming to strike a heroic pose. "Maintain your vigilance, gentlemen. And be ready for anything."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Audience Hall, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Loki System

    


    "Lord Prince," Melek said, approaching the dais and bowing deeply. "We have a report from one of the sentinel stations near the eighth planet. Terran ships have been detected. Their movements conform to a wilderness refueling operation, and one of the vessels appears to be their Behemoth weapon."


    Thrakhath leaned forward on his throne, his eyes gleaming in the harsh red light. "Ah . . . so it begins." He showed his fangs. "You see, Melek, how well our agent has performed? Not only the design specifications of the weapons platform, but also the intended Terran movements. Refuel at planet eight, then a crossing to six. Exactly as specified in the report from Sar'hrai."


    "Yes, Lord Prince," Melek agreed. Behind his mask, he allowed himself a moment's impatience. As the plan unfolded, the Prince was becoming increasingly filled with a sense of his own self-importance. The arrogance of the Imperial Family was one of the major sources of disaffection among the great nobles of the realm, and Melek was finding it difficult to maintain his pose of sycophancy as Thrakhath's posturing grew more blatant. "It seems we will indeed have a battle here, and soon."


    Thrakhath's gesture called for silence. "The strength of the Terran force?" he asked.


    "Five capital ships, Lord Prince," Melek replied. "Plus the weapons platform itself. Only one carrier . . . Victory. The others-a cruiser, and three destroyers. Nothing to challenge our force significantly."


    "Excellent. They assumed the outpost here was not worth a larger squadron." Thrakhath paused. "How are our preparations proceeding?"


    "Nearly completed, Lord Prince. The Terrans will find their planned firing position difficult to reach. Our own forces will be deployed by the time they realize the threat." Melek paused. "There is still time, Lord Prince, to order more capital ships into the battle zone, to ensure the Terrans are destroyed."


    The Prince gestured denial. "No, Melek. Fighters will have the best chance to penetrate the defenses of the weapons platform. We do not want to scare the enemy away with too great a . . . detectable show of strength. Even if some of their ships escape, we will have the Behemoth. And with it . . . the war."


    "As you wish, Lord Prince." Melek bowed and retreated, but a part of him wished he could see Thrakhath lose some of that arrogant assurance. Perhaps then the prince would finally come to understand the true nature of the dangerous game he played with the future of the Empire.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Gold Squadron Ready Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Loki System

    


    It took hours to cross interplanetary distances, and the flight wing settled into a grim routine of waiting, with two squadrons on watch in their ready rooms and the other two snatching downtime while they could. There were only six of them in the Gold Squadron ready room, with Hobbes on the admiral's personal staff, but it seemed unpleasantly cramped after nearly four hours of boredom waiting for an alarm that never came. No one wanted to take up Vagabond's challenge at cards any more, and talk lagged. Most of them sat quietly, enveloped in their own thoughts.


    Blair wasn't sure how much longer his staff could wait.


    "Man, I'd almost rather the cats would try to stop us," Maniac Marshall said suddenly. "Anything would beat sitting here on our asses with nothing to do."


    "Hey, get used to it, Vaquero told him. "If that Behemoth thing works, and we get peace, then we're history. No more magnum launches, no more long patrols . . ."


    "I'll believe it when I see it," Cobra said. "I figure we'll still have to keep the fleet ready, peace treaty or no. You can't trust the cats to keep to any treaty. Just look at what they did the last time we signed an armistice with them!"


    At that moment an alarm siren cut off all talk. "LAUNCH STATIONS, LAUNCH STATIONS, the computer announced. ALL FIGHTERS UP. MAGNUM LAUNCH."


    The Gold Squadron pilots scrambled to their feet, snatching up helmets and gauntlets and heading for the door.


    "Thanks a lot, Maniac," Blair said as the two nearly collided at the door. "Looks like you're getting your wish."


    Marshall grinned, a wolfish, uncanny smile similar to Paladin's. "What's the matter, Colonel, sir? You'd rather sit here and collect dust than get out on the firing line again?"


    He ignored the comment and followed the others down the corridor to the entrance to the hangar area. Just inside he stopped at an intercom station and punched for the bridge. "This is Blair," he said as Rollins appeared on the screen. "What's the scoop, Radio?"


    Rollins looked flustered. "Wait one minute, Colonel," he said.


    A moment later Admiral Tolwyn's face filled the monitor. "Coventry's hit a mine," the admiral said. "She's falling behind, with heavy damage to her shield generators. Looks like a Kilrathi mine field right across our planned course, and I don't like it one little bit. So I'm putting your boys and girls out there until we see what else the cats might have waiting for us."


    "So we don't have anything definite yet . . . except the mines?" Blair wasn't sure if he was relieved or concerned. If this was just a false alarm, it would sap the wing's morale even more. But the Hermes survey hadn't reported any mine fields on the approaches to Loki VI. Blair didn't like any coincidence this suspicious. Not here, not now.


    "Finding a bunch of mines this close to the planned firing point . . . I don't like it, not one bit." Tolwyn's words echoed Blair's uneasiness. "Your job is simple, Colonel. Cover the Behemoth until it's ready to open fire."


    "Sounds simple enough, Admiral," Blair replied. "But sometimes the simple jobs are the real killers."


    Tolwyn broke the circuit. Blair retrieved his flight gear and turned back to the bustle in the hangar deck. Four of the Thunderbolts were already rolling into place in front of their launch tubes, while four Arrows from Denise Mbuto's squadron were in place on the opposite side. By the time the two ready squadrons launched, preparations were well in hand for the other two: the point-defense fighters. By then their pilots, roused from much-needed rest, would be ready to fly.


    Rachel Coriolis hurried to him. "Better get saddled up, Colonel, or you'll miss the party," she said.


    He smiled. "They can't do that. Didn't you hear? I'm the Heart of the Tiger. Can't have a party without the Heart of the Tiger, you know."


    Her look was serious. "Take care of yourself out there," she said quietly. "I wouldn't like it if . . . someone else I cared about didn't come back."


    "I'll be back. Now that I know I have something worth coming back to, they won't get to me again." He turned away and hurried toward his fighter, drawing on his helmet and gauntlets as he strode briskly across the broad metal deck.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Stalker Leader.

    


    
      Loki System

    


    Flight captain Graldak nar Sutaghi studied his sensor screens and wished his pressure gauntlets had room for him to unsheathe his claws in anticipation. The Terrans had discovered the mine field and were beginning to deploy their fighters. It was unfolding just as Prince Thrakhath outlined. with the mines across their intended course occupying all their attention for a critical few minutes, there was a perfect opening for stealth fighters lying in wait to launch a devastating attack.


    The huge blip on his screen had to be the weapons platform, the primary target. It had come to a dead stop while the carrier edged closer to the mine field and began to launch its fighters. For the moment, at least, the Behemoth was actually closer to the waiting Kilrathi ships than the enemy carrier.


    Now was the time to strike.


    "Stalker Flight, this is Leader," he said aloud. "Stand by to disengage cloaks and attack on my mark. Three . . . two . . . one. . . mark! Attack! Attack! Attack!" As he spoke, he cut the power to the Strakha's stealth device and brought his shield and weapons power on-line. He rammed his throttles full forward and felt the fighter surge, a predator eager to seek out the prey.


    "All fighters, concentrate attack on the weapons platform," Graldak ordered. "Remember the briefings . . . attack the weak points."


    "And the enemy fighters?" someone asked.


    "Do not let them interfere with you," Graldak said. "But do not be drawn into a dogfight until the primary mission is achieved." Inside his bulky flight helmet, he was showing his fangs. Graldak was eager to get the first phase finalized so his squadron could engage the Terran fighters. In the fighting at Locanda, it had been galling to avoid combat and run under cloaks. This time they would show the apes how warriors fought.


    And today there were no limits on engagement, no fighters declared off-limits to attack Any enemy pilot who wanted to fight, even the Heart of the Tiger or the Kilrathi renegade, was fair prey to the hunters today.


    The Kilrathi attack group, four squadrons strong drove straight toward the daunting bulk of the enemy planet killer. Graldak's blood sang within his veins.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Loki System

    


    "Targets! Targets! Targets!"


    Blair's eyes shifted instinctively to his sensor screen as Rollins chanted the warning. Suddenly the monitor was crawling with the red-orange dots representing enemy fighters, four distinct swarms of Kilrathi craft arranged in a rough half-globe. But they were close, too close . . . well inside the range of Terran sensors. And on the far side of the Behemoth from Victory.


    Cloaked Strakha, then. They had lain in wait while the Terran squadron passed by, striking only now when the mine field cut off their advance and the Behemoth was momentarily uncovered and vulnerable.


    The Kilrathi must have known the significance of the weapon and the Terran plan of attack. It was blatantly clear that all the talk about a possible spy giving away secrets to the Empire was more than just speculation.


    Blair pushed the thought aside. Time enough to worry about that later. Right now, the Kilrathi were closing fast with the Behemoth.


    "Red and White Squadrons!" he snapped. "Double back and engage the enemy as quickly as possible." That would send the point defense ships into action directly, but it wouldn't provide much cover to the weapons platform itself "Blue Squadron, Gold Squadron, follow me!"


    He banked sharply, lining up on the Behemoth's looming mass and opening up his throttles to full power. With afterburners blazing, Blair dove straight toward the huge weapon. The others trailed him, only thirteen fighters in all. A part of Blair's mind dwelt idly on the question of whether or not the number of ships was significant. An ill omen, perhaps?


    "Skipper. . ." Denise Mbuto roused him from his reverie. "Don t you think . . . ?"


    "Comm silence!" he snapped. "Follow my lead, damn it!"


    And still they dove, until the weapons platform filled the entire forward cockpit view and he could make out individual structures and projections on the hull of the gigantic device. As they swept down toward the metal surface, Blair suddenly pulled up, skimming within fifty meters of the Behemoth. He had a maniacal grin on his face as he pictured the reactions in the other fighters behind him.


    "Whooeee! What a ride!" Marshall shouted, and Blair didn't reprimand him for breaking communications silence. The man's reaction was something he could understand perfectly. He wanted to shout out loud himself.


    Instead he forced himself to think about the battle as a whole. "Watchdog, Watchdog, this is Guardian Leader," he said on the command channel. "Come in, Watchdog."


    Again it was Tolwyn, and not Rollins, who answered his call. "Damn it, Blair, get in there! '' he snapped. "You have to protect the Behemoth!"


    "We're on it, Admiral," Blair replied. "But some support from the destroyers would be a good idea. Coventry, too, if she's able."


    "Negative on that," Tolwyn replied. "We've just spotted a flotilla of Kilrathi cap ships closing on us. They're at extreme range but coming in fast. Sheffield is moving to delay them. And Ajax is trying to clear a route through the minefield."


    "She'll never make it," Blair said. "You know the odds against spotting every mine when you're in something as big as a destroyer."


    "Coventry's launching her fighters, but she's in bad shape. And Bondarevsky's been wounded. . ." The Admiral was struggling to maintain control. He stopped, visibly gathering his composure before he spoke again. "Just do your job, Blair. Tolwyn clear."


    The channel went dead, and Blair cursed under his breath. Tolwyn was so concerned with finding a way around or through those mines that he was throwing away valuable assets just when they needed them most.


    Blair dismissed the thought. Tolwyn would fight this battle his own way. What mattered now was the flight wings part in it all.


    Still skimming low over the curved body of the Behemoth, the Terran fighters flashed past the pressurized section of the hull where the control center and crew's quarters were housed. Beyond lay the battle zone, where the two squadrons of Hellcats were already making their presence known against the Strakha. Blair pulled up sharply as his sensors registered the fighting, climbing steeply away from the weapons platform. His maneuver had placed the two squadrons, Arrows and Thunderbolts, between the Kilrathi and their target Now all they had to do was make the move count for something . . .


    
      * * *

    


    
      Stalker Leader.

    


    
      Loki System

    


    Graldak let out a Kilrathi oath as he spotted the Terran fighters forming near the hull of the weapons platform. He hadn't expected the apes to fly so recklessly close to the surface of the huge weapons platform. It was a daring move. A warrior's move. He recognized the hand of the one Thrakhath had dubbed the Heart of the Tiger, the same one who had so nearly defeated the attack force off Locanda IV. That was one ape who knew how to fight. . . .


    "So, Heart of the Tiger," he said over the comm channel. "You would stand in my way? You will not stand long, I assure you."


    The Behemoth was the primary target, but that did not preclude swatting aside any resistance that sought to stop his attack run. With all weapons armed, Graldak switched on his targeting computer and drove the Strakha straight toward the Terran fighters.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Thunderbolt 300.

    


    
      Loki System

    


    "Here they come!"


    Blair saw the leading Strakha accelerating toward them just as Flint gave her warning cry. The Kilrathi fighters were no longer spread out, but formed a wedge behind their leader. They were keeping tighter formation than usual, probably hoping to bore through the Terran defenses and reach Behemoth through sheer numbers and concentrated firepower. A quick glance at the sensor screen revealed the other Kilrathi ships now thoroughly engaged. The two Hellcat squadrons tied up most of the enemy, while the rest were being pursued by the half-squadron off of Coventry. The cruiser itself limped in closer. Apparently Tolwyn was wrong about the situation aboard the capital ship. . . .


    "Close up," Blair ordered. These were the only Kilrathi ships in a position to hit Behemoth for the moment, but unless the Terrans shifted to meet the unexpected Imperial formation their advantage would be lost. "Form on me."


    But the cats were driving in too fast. An Arrow flashed past Blair, blasters firing wildly, but three of the Strakha hit the interceptor with massed fire. Blair tried to catch up to support the Arrow, but he was too late. The Terran fighter's shields went down, and in seconds the Kilrathi blasters chewed through armor and hull, boring into the reactor. The Arrow went up in a blaze of raw energy.


    It was only then that Blair realized it was Denise Mbuto's fighter.


    Now the leader was almost on top of him, and the rest of the wedge close behind. Blair set his crosshairs on the lead Strakha and opened fire. Several Kilrathi ships began to return his volley, but Cobra and Vaquero appeared from nowhere to engage on their flank, and in their haste to meet the new threat, the Kilrathi did little more than graze Blair's shields.


    He maintained fire on the leader, looping to follow as the wedge shot past him. Fingers dancing over the fire controls, Blair called up a pair of dumb-fire missiles. They were simple unguided rockets, without any of the sophisticated homing systems common in other weapons in the Terran arsenal, but in this situation they were exactly what Blair needed. If he fired any of the other types, they were apt to be confused by the sheer number of available targets. And Blair wanted the leader.


    He kicked in his afterburners once more, driving right into the enemy wedge. His targeting reticule centered over the lead Strakha and flashed, and Blair's fingers stabbed at the fire controls. The two missiles leapt from their launch rails almost as one, speeding straight toward the Kilrathi ship. His opponent, realizing what was happening at the last possible moment, started to swerve, but it was too late. The missiles detonated, and the Kilrathi shields began to fluctuate wildly.


    Blair locked on his blasters and opened fire.


    The Kilrathi pilot continued his maneuver even as the armor was being ripped off his stern section. The Strakha was changing course, but no longer in an evasive turn. He was lining up on a vector only slightly different from his previous heading . . . straight toward the Behemoth.


    With a shock, Blair realized that the pilot's new course had his fighter aimed directly at one of the exposed shield generator housings that Tolwyn had indicated as a weak point in the weapons platform's defenses. The Kilrathi pilot had decided to make his death count. . . .


    The Strakha came apart, but hurtling chunks of debris stayed on course, raining on the surface of the Behemoth. A ripple of explosions erupted from the huge vessel's hull. A moment later, two nearby Kilrathi ships let loose missile barrages to take advantage of collapsing shields on the weapons' platform. Flint and Maniac accounted for the two cats, but the damage was already done.


    Blair could see lifepods and shuttles detaching from the Behemoth as the explosions spread and swelled. He pulled up sharply, steering back through a gauntlet of Kilrathi Strakha, knowing he had to put some distance between his fragile fighter and the doomed planetkiller.


    The final explosion, when it came, overwhelmed his sensors and external cameras. For a moment he was flying blind, buffeted by spinning bits of metal and stray shots from enemy fighters. Kilrathi jeers and taunts were loud on the comm channel, a demonic cacophony of hate and glee.


    Behemoth was gone. . . .


    Elsewhere, the Kilrathi fighters were turning away. The Terran resistance had been stiff, and with the destruction of the weapons platform their mission was accomplished. As the Kilrathi began to withdraw in the direction of their capital ships, Blair ordered the flight wing to regroup near Victory. No one offered to pursue the retiring foe.


    Tolwyn's face appeared on Blair's comm screen. "I'm ordering the fleet to withdraw, he said, shock and pain etched plainly on his face. "Ajax will stall the enemy fleet as long as possible. Land your fighters, Colonel." The admiral's shoulders seemed to sag. "It seems we've lost our last chance . . ."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XXVI

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    The retreat from Loki had cost the flight wing five more pilots, and the destroyer Ajax was destroyed while attempting to hold off the enemy so the rest of the squadron could withdraw through the jump point. Still, it might have been considered a victory of sorts, extracting the Terran squadron from the trap at Loki VI . . . if it hadn't been for the loss of Behemoth.


    The last hope for mankind. . . that was how the Behemoth was described. Now it was gone. And it was Christopher Blair who had failed in his duty to protect the weapon from the Kilrathi attack.


    The bitter thought gnawed at Blair as he stood on the flight deck, surrounded by other senior ship's officers. The failure had been his . . . but right now, it was Admiral Geoff Tolwyn who was suffering the consequences of that failure. The orders came in two days after the squadron retreated to the Blackmane System. They were conveyed by a fast courier ship that had carried Tolwyn's report to sector HQ and then returned. Tolwyn was relieved of command over the erstwhile Behemoth Project. He was to strike his flag aboard Victory and return to Torgo immediately to face an inquiry into his handling of the entire operation.


    Victory, meanwhile, was to maintain position and complete field repairs pending the arrival of a new squadron commander. No one aboard was sure what that portended


    Tolwyn dressed as precisely as ever, but defeat was plain in his carriage as he stepped onto the flight deck, his staff trailing behind him. The admiral did not seem surprised to note that the turnout to see his departure was smaller and less impressive than upon his arrival. His star fell, and he with it. Tolwyn was well aware of the fact. He stopped to return Eisen's crisp salute.


    "I relieve you, sir," the captain said quietly.


    "I stand relieved," Tolwyn replied. "Permission to leave the ship?"


    "Granted, Admiral." Eisen saluted a second time.


    "A word of warning," Tolwyn said, again returning the salute. "The cats knew exactly where we were going, and when. They even knew exactly where to strike." He paused, running a sour eye over the assembled officers behind Eisen. His gaze seemed to come to rest on Blair. "I believe you may have a leaky ship, Captain."


    "With all due respect, sir," Eisen responded stiffly. "I resent any such suggestion regarding my people. They've served this ship and the Confederation with honor, one and all. There are never any guarantees when it comes to battle, Admiral. And no such thing as certain victory, no matter how awesome your weapon may be."


    Tolwyn's expression was bleak. "Victory is certain enough now, Captain, for the Kilrathi. I hope the honor of your crew is enough, in the fighting that lies ahead. It will only get worse from here."


    He turned away and stalked toward the shuttle without another word. Climbing the ramp, he turned back to look at the flight deck one last time, and again Blair felt that the admiral's gaze singled him from the rest. Then Tolwyn boarded the craft, and the door swung shut behind him. The assembled officers and men withdrew as the shuttle powered up.


    The hangar area was empty by the time the shuttle rolled onto the open deck beyond the force field curtain, rising slowly away from the carrier and into the black void.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Bridge, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "Captain, we've got a ship coming through the Torgo jump point. Looks like a big one . . ."


    "On the main monitor," Eisen ordered, leaning forward in his chair. The viewscreen showed a computer-enhanced view of open space, with no outward sign of the jump point or the disturbance the sensors picked up indicating a ship in transit.


    Four days had passed since Tolwyn's departure, and aboard Victory and the other ships in the ill-fated Behemoth Squadron, the passage of time was starting to weigh heavily on crew morale. Being driven back with the loss of the weapons platform — not to mention Ajax — was bad enough. But to wait here, useless, without a word of the war from other quarters . . . that was even worse.


    A ship took form on the viewscreen, slightly larger than Victory but similar in configuration. It was one of the latest models of escort carrier, but its sleek, modern lines were marred by battle damage.


    "Jesus," someone muttered. "Looks like half the flight deck got cooked."


    "Transponder code's on line, Captain," Rollins said a moment later. "She's the Eagle. Captain Chalfonte."


    "Confirming," the sensor officer added a moment later.


    "Message coming in, Rollins reported. "They're sending across a shuttle. No details, sir. Just . . . sending a shuttle. We're to stand by and await further communication."


    Eisen nodded. "Very well. Alert Flight Control we have an incoming shuttle. Mr. Gessler, you have the bridge. I'll be in my ready room if there's anything further."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Control, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "Victory, Victory, this is shuttle Armstrong. Request landing clearance and approach vector.


    "Shuttle Armstrong, cleared to land," Blair replied. He was standing a turn as OOD in Flight Control, one more way to keep himself busy so that he wouldn't brood over recent events. He signaled to one of the technicians to activate the carriers approach beacon.


    The shuttle skimmed low over the flight deck and allowed the tractor beams to lock on and pull it in. Blair monitored the landing, and when the stubby little craft was down, he gave curt orders to activate the force fields and revive pressure and gravity inside the hangar area. Behind him, two of the techs were swapping speculations about the shuttle and its reason for paying the ship a visit from Eagle, but Blair silenced them with a quick look.


    The shuttle doors opened up, and a single stocky figure appeared at the top of the ramp. Blair stared, wide-eyed as the man glanced around the hangar deck and gave an approving nod of his graying head. Rachel Coriolis appeared at the bottom of the ramp, holding out a PDP so that the shuttle's pilot could log in, but she nearly dropped it as she took in the rank insignia on the man's well-worn flight suit.


    It wasn't often that a full general visited the flight deck of a carrier.


    Blair wasted no time in getting to the flight deck to join Rachel. By the time he reached the shuttle, General James Taggart had descended to the deck, taking the data pad from the chief technician's hands. He was smiling as he signed it and thrust it back at her.


    "There, now, lassie, satis all legal and proper," the general said, his thick Scots accent a welcome reminder of better days. He caught sight of Blair and his grin broadened. "Och, lad, dinna hurry! I'm nae sae old that ye maun rush tae see me before I keel over!"


    "Paladin!" Blair said, saluting the man who had been his first squadron leader on the old Tiger's Claw. "Er . . . General . . .


    "Paladin I'll always be tae my auld mates, laddie," Taggart told him, returning the salute carelessly and then seizing Blair's hand in a warm handshake." 'Tis aye good tae see ye again."


    "Why didn t someone tell us you were on the shuttle?" Blair demanded. "We would have laid on a proper welcome." He was thinking of the contrast between Taggart's arrival and Tolwyn's just two weeks earlier.


    "Och, lad, I cannae be bothered with all the pomp and circumstance. Ye should ken that well enough by now. The business I'm on doesna allow time for all that folderol."


    "Business?"


    "Aye, lad." Paladin stroked his salt-and-pepper beard and fixed Blair with a steely stare. "The business of putting right the mess Auld Geoff made of things, at Loki. I just hope satis nae too late tae salvage this mess." The general gave him another smile. "So, if ye dinna mind, lad, I need tae see Captain Eisen as soon as may be. But I'll be wanting tae talk to ye, as well, soon enough."


    General Taggart strode briskly toward the door, leaving Blair behind. Rachel exchanged glances with him.


    "That was General Taggart?" she asked as Paladin's broad back disappeared through the doorway.


    Blair nodded. "In the flesh."


    "Good God," the woman said softly. "I feel sorry for the Kilrathi who gets in his way . . ."


    "The last one who tried ended up with a Paladin-sized hole in him," Blair agree. "I just wonder what the hell he's doing here. . . ?"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Wing Commander's Quarters, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    The door buzzer made an irritating noise, and Blair swung his feet from his bunk and said "Enter" just to shut it off. He wasn't surprised to see Paladin when the door slid open. "Come in, General," he said formally.


    Taggart cocked an eyebrow at him. "General, is it, again? Have ye decided tae go all formal on me, lad?"


    Blair shrugged wearily. "It's hard to think of you as Paladin any more, you know. It's been a long time."


    "Those were the good days, though, laddie," Paladin told him, crossing the cramped cabin to perch on the only chair. "I wish I was still out on the firing line with you young lads and lasses, instead of flying a bloody desk.


    "I wish you were out here, too," Blair told him. "A few more pilots like we had in the old gang and we might've saved Behemoth last week."


    "That bucket of bolts," Paladin said, making a face. "Auld Geoff really thought that monster of his would work. He always believed that bigger was better."


    "You had a better solution, I take it? Kevin said you had some scheme cooked up, over in Covert Ops." Blair couldn't help letting some of his anger show in the comment.


    Taggart studied him. "I hear you . . . heard about Angel," he said, answering Blair's tone rather than his question. "In a tangle with Thrakhath, no less."


    "Yes, I did, you son of a bitch."


    "I'm sorry that ye had tae find out that way."


    "How long have you known?" Blair demanded.


    Paladin didn't answer right away. "Since. . . since before Concordia was lost," he admitted.


    Blair felt the anger surging within, his fists clenching with the sudden desire to strike out at the man. "You bastard," he said. "When I asked, you stood there and lied to me."


    "Laddie, I had to do it. I was under orders myself. . . ."


    "All the missions we flew together — they didn't mean a damn thing, did they?" Blair demanded. "You out there on my wing, protecting me . . ."


    "Don't you see that's what I was doing by not telling you?" Paladin said. "Look, ladie . . . look what ye almost did out there, when ye learned of it all. I was protecting you again . . . from yourself."


    Blair looked away, at the holo projector sitting beside his bed. He hadn't played the message again since learning she was dead, but he heard it in his dreams all too often. "You know what she meant to me."


    "Aye, lad, I do indeed." Taggart paused. "But we're fighting a war, son. We've all lost someone close to us. It doesna make you special."


    "Yeah, right," Blair said. "I've heard the whole routine before. It doesn't get better with repetition."


    Paladin shrugged. "I suppose not. But the fact is, lad, that we couldna tell anyone about Angel. Not until now. Not without ruining the work she did before she died."


    He didn't answer, but he met Taggart's eyes.


    "Her last mission was a part of my project, laddie. Not sae grand, perhaps, as Auld Geoff and his Behemoth, But a way tae end this war, once and for all. And satis up tae you, Chris Blair, tae finish what Angel started."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Captain's Ready Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    Like his arrival, the briefing Paladin gave the next morning was a low-key affair. Instead of an audience of aides and ship's officers, the general limited the briefing to Blair and Eisen. He wasted no time on useless preliminaries or self-congratulation.


    "We've got a lot to cover, and damned little time to do it in." Blair always noticed that Paladin's accent faded as he focused on important matters, and today was no exception. "Covert Ops lost out to Admiral Tolwyn when it came time for HQ to decide on a response to the Kilrathi biological threat, but like him we've had an operation in train for several years. Its a long shot, I'll grant you, but it can work. It has to."


    Blair noticed a look of distaste on Eisen's face. After Behemoth, another long shot was the last thing any of them wanted.


    "You hae already been briefed on the seismic instability of Kilrah," Paladin went on. "It was central to the whole Behemoth project, the notion that even if the weapon wasn't able to bust a planet cold, it could at least shake the place apart when applied against the right target. Our project tackled the same concept from anither angle, one more in keeping with the philosophy of Covert Ops."


    He punched a code into the keypad in front of him and the map table came to life, projecting an image of a torpedo-shaped device into the air between the three men. "This is the Temblor Bomb," he said quietly. "It was developed by Doctor Philip Severin, one of the top research men in the Confederation. It's been undergoing tests for some time now . . . nearly a decade, in fact."


    The view changed to schematics. It brought back unpleasant thoughts of Tolwyn's Behemoth lecture, and Blair shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Eisen's face was a study in bland neutrality as he regarded the holographic image


    "The bomb operates on the principle of seismic resonance," Taggart continued. "Detonated in the right place, at the proper juncture of tectonic fault lines, it will set up a series of quakes which will increase in intensity until Kilrah is quite literally shaken apart." Paladin spread his hands. "Unfortunately, the weapon doesna lend itself to pretty demonstrations on backwater worlds. There's only a handful of planets we know of where the Temblor Bomb could do its work, and Kilrah is at the top of the list. The High Command wanted something they could escalate up to gradually, so they threw their weight behind Admiral Tolwyn and the Behemoth."


    Blair frowned. "I've said all along that I'm against —"


    "Laddie," Taggart said sternly. "I'd like nothing better than to find a solution that didn't involve civilian casualties, but the simple fact is we do not have one at hand." He paused. "Right now we have to stop the Empire cold. Not just a defeat, but a final defeat. The Imperial hierarchy is so centralized, so built around the idea of Kilrah as the core of their entire culture, that the destruction of the planet will bring the rest of the Empire to a halt. Even if there are a few warlords who want to fight, the other Kilrathi worlds will come apart as clans and factions and splinter groups start fighting for a new equilibrium. And that's our only hope of bringing the war to a quick end."


    Eisen looked at him. "The brass must have thought a negotiated settlement was possible," he commented. "They wanted Tolwyn to demonstrate Behemoth and make the Kilrathi come to the peace table."


    "Aye, that was the hope," Paladin admitted slowly. "Though you must know that the admiral had no plans tae stop with Loki. He knew, just as I do, that Thrakhath and his Emperor willna stop fighting as long as they see a hope of winning. And a balance of power, their bioweapons against our Behemoth, would have meant the advantage of numbers and strategic position was still with the Empire."


    "It sounds to me like there was never any choice at all," Blair said quietly.


    "Laddie, there wasn't." Paladin looked grim. "Fact is, even if Auld Geoff had decided tae hold off, I was ready to launch a Temblor Bomb attack on Kilrah on my ain authority."


    "What?" Eisen looked shocked. "You'd have been court-martialed six ways from Sunday!"


    "Aye, true enough," Paladin said. "But my career doesna mean much set against the end of this damned war. Our hope was that the cats would hear about Behemoth's attack on Loki and assemble the bulk of their reserve fleet tae intercept it. I persuaded Captain Chalfonte tae take Eagle into Imperial territory tae launch the Temblor Bomb strike on Kilrah while the cats were chasing Behemoth. But they were a step ahead of us, it seems. Thrakhath had a strike force ready at Loki, and never touched the reserves. Eagle ran into trouble before we got anywhere near Kilrah. We had tae break off and retreat with heavy damage."


    "So it's over, then," Blair said bitterly.


    "Not yet, it isn't," Taggart said. "That's why I'm here. Now that Behemoth has failed, Sector HQ has authorized the Temblor strike. This time, when we go in, we'll be supported by a fleet. If we can penetrate the defenses that turned Eagle back, and get a few fighters through, we can still drop the bomb and destroy the planet."


    "That doesn't sound like a long shot," Blair said. "It sounds like no shot at all. A fleet couldn't penetrate all the way to Kilrah, and anything less than a fleet would be carved up before you could say here, kitty, kitty!


    "Dinna be sae sure, laddie," Paladin said with a wolfish grin. "Covert Ops didna gae into this thing blind. Fact is, a squadron of fighters can do what a fleet cannot hope to . . . thanks to Jeannette Devereaux."


    "Angel? Where does she come into all this?" Blair was still frowning.


    "Her last mission was to Kilrah, laddie, aboard a captured Kilrathi freighter we rigged up with a nice little cargo of goodies." Despite his almost bantering tone, his eyes were dead serious. "You see, we kenned just fine that we couldna bull our way through to Kilrah. So instead we've arranged for a . . . more stealthy approach." He manipulated his keyboard, and a new schematic appeared. Blair recognized it. He had seen Rachel pouring over these same plans once.


    "An Excalibur?" he said, raising his eyebrows.


    "Aye. Eagle carries a squadron of them, the first operational squadron. They have a limited jump capability, and a cloaking device — which means they can penetrate the Kilrah System in secret, carry out the mission, and hopefully get clear again when it's over." Taggart raised his hand to ward off the protests that sprang to Blair lips. "Hear me out, laddie. You'll be wanting to say yon fighter doesna have the range tae make a jump and proceed all the way in to Kilrah. That's true enough. But Angels mission was to survey a jump point that we didna previously know about, and tae make some stops along the way in to Kilrah." A map appeared over the table, showing the Kilrah System. "Here . . . here . . . and again, here. Asteroids . . . the last of them Kilrah's outer moon, which barely merits the label. And on each one, a hidden supply cache hollowed out by Angel and her crew. Big enough to take in a squadron of ships, but well camouflaged. Each equipped with fuel, missile reloads, the works. And this one —" He indicated Kilrah's tiny second moon. "In this cache, a pair of Temblor Bombs, all set and ready to load."


    "You mean they're already out there?" Blair demanded. "But Angel's people were caught. Interrogated. The Kilrathi could have found them all by now. . . ."


    Taggart shook his head. "Nae, laddie. These were Covert Ops people, dinna forget. Conditioned not tae remember anything of the mission, once they were caught. Not even Thrakhath's torturers could hae pried anything out of them."


    "So the caches are still there," Blair said slowly. "Just . . . waiting."


    "Aye. Waiting," Paladin said. "Angel did her job well. Those bombs are aye big, laddie, so big ye couldna carry any other missiles once you mounted one. Planting them here was the best solution. You go into the system fully armed, so you can deal with any patrols you run into along the way. But when you make the bomb run, it'll be from close range. There's less chance of disaster this way. Even if you lose ships going in, the ones that are left can still pick up the bombs and carry out the mission."


    "If they're hidden, how do we locate them?" Blair asked. "Transponders?"


    Paladin nodded. "Aye. They'll respond on a very high band, and only when you fire a query at them. Believe me, laddie, we've done everything we can tae make this work."


    "You're sure Colonel Devereaux got all the way and set up all three depots?" Eisen asked.


    "She did," Paladin said quietly. "She managed tae send out a coded signal, before the cats took her ship. A scout ship posted in the Oort Cloud monitored it and brought word tae us." He paused. "It was frae them we learned of the capture. . . and the execution, as well. Then the cats put it out on their propaganda broadcasts. . . ."


    "And you really think this plan can work?" Blair said quietly, changing the subject. He didn t want to think about Angel's death, not now. "Aye, laddie, it will work. Because it has to."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Officer's Quarters, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "Because it has to." The image on the screen was too small to pick up details, but the voices had been clear enough. It had been a good idea, placing cameras where they might pick up important meetings.


    The spy shut off the monitor as the briefing dispersed. It seemed that the threat to Kilrah was not over yet, even with the destruction of Behemoth. Thrakhath's instructions didn't cover this eventuality, and there would be no ships lurking nearby to pick up another broadcast.


    If the spy was to alert the Prince of this new danger it would require careful preparation indeed. But it had to be done. . . .


    For the glory of Kilrah!

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XXVII

    


    
      Flight Control, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "That's the last of them, Colonel. Eight Excaliburs, all ready for action."


    Blair stared at the flight deck through the transparent wall of Flight Control, studying the lines of the last of the new fighters as it rolled slowly to a halt inside the hangar area. On Paladin's orders, the Excaliburs came from Eagle in exchange for Gold Squadron's Thunderbolts. They certainly looked impressive enough. Blair hoped a few days of patrols would give the pilots a chance to get used to them before they went into action in Paladin's crazy scheme to attack Kilrah. "I hope they're all they're cracked up to be," he said quietly.


    "Believe me, skipper, they're the hottest birds that ever hauled jets off a carrier deck," Rachel Coriolis said. She wore an expression of sheer joy as she contemplated the new craft. "These beauties are a mechanic's dream. At long last, I get to really show what I can do."


    "Oh, I don't know, Chief," Blair said, glancing at her enraptured face and giving her a smile. "I've been pretty impressed right from the start."


    "Yeah, but you haven't seen everything, not by a long shot," she said, flashing an answering grin. She moved a little closer to him and lowered her voice. "It might not be proper protocol to make the first move with an officer and all . . . but how about we get together later on and I'll show you the rest? Sooner or later, you and me, we've got to let go of the ghosts. Figure out if the parts'll fit somewhere else . . . if you know what I mean?"


    Blair hesitated, looking into her dark eyes. He couldn't now deny being attracted to Rachel, her quiet strength and her irreverent humor. Always before it seemed too much like a betrayal of Angel. . . .


    But Angel was gone, and she would have been the first one to want him to pick up the pieces of his life and move on. Rachel had already helped him over the first, most difficult adjustment. It seemed right, somehow, that they travel further down the road she helped him find that led out of the darkness.


    "You think our parts might mesh, Chief?" he asked her, his smile broadening.


    "You never know until you take a test run," she said. "Tonight, maybe?"


    "Tonight," he agreed quietly.


    He was almost surprised at the intensity of the emotion behind that one simple word.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "Got a minute, Colonel? Before I have to go on watch?"


    Blair looked up at Lieutenant Rollins and gave him a curt nod. "Sure. Pull up a chair." He hesitated, studying the young communications officer's worried expression. "What's on your mind, Lieutenant?"


    Rollins sat down, looking uncomfortable. "I think I've finally turned up something solid, Colonel. In that . . . matter Cobra and I've been looking into."


    "And that is?"


    "I figured out where I'd seen that harmonic pattern before," Rollins told him. "It's been used a time or two in psychiatric work. Personality overlays . . ." Rollins hesitated. "Sometimes, with a subject, you want to be able to switch from a substitute personality to the original, or back again. They use it in therapy, overlaying a well-adjusted behavior pattern over a personality that's got problems, but the doctors want to be able to retrieve the original identity, locate the root of the problem."


    "Yeah, I've heard about it. You think it applies here?"


    "If I'm right, the Kilrathi might have used that message from Thrakhath as a carrier for a personality trigger. When it was played, it brought up a different personality in a Kilrathi agent on board." Rollins hesitated. "If Cobra's right, it would have brought back an original personality in Hobbes, something overlaid by the one we've known all along. Or . . ."


    "Or what?" Blair demanded.


    "I . . . was thinking about what you said. About Cobra. She admitted there was something familiar about the signal, but she didn't say what. But it set me to thinking. What if the signal was supposed to bring up an implanted personality in her . . . something programmed by the Kilrathi to make her work as a spy. Hell, she might not even be aware of it any more, if the work was sophisticated enough."


    Blair looked down at his drink. "Once again, there's no real proof," he said slowly. "We can hatch theories until the sun goes nova, but without real evidence . . .


    "I know, sir," Rollins said, biting his lower lip and looking worried. "But . . . hell, I don't know what to think any more or who to trust. I think I've identified another part of Thrakhath's transmission that carries a low-frequency side message, but it seems like it's a pretty old code. It was discontinued a while back, and is no longer in our current files. I'm still trying to reconstruct it. Maybe we'll know more then. But meantime, what do I do? Tell Cobra? If she's the spy . . .


    "Keep it to yourself, Lieutenant," Blair said. His wrist implant chimed a reminder. "Damn. I've got a meeting with Paladin and the Captain." He stood up. "You keep working on that signal, Lieutenant. Crack it fast because we have to find out if there really is a leak — before we start General Taggart's new mission.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Deck, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    Lieutenant Laurel Buckley studied the sleek lines of the Excalibur and gave a low whistle of appreciation. "Man, oh man, that is a thing of beauty," she said softly. Cobra was looking forward to trying the new craft out, even if it was only a routine patrol.


    "I'll say," Chief Coriolis said, looking up from where she was kneeling, checking the locking mechanism on the forward landing gear "This is one nice piece of machinery."


    "Where's Ski, Chief?" Cobra asked. Technician First Class Glazowski was her usual plane captain, but he was nowhere in sight.


    "Had to put all the Gold Squadron plane captains through a crash course on how to care and feed these beauties," Rachel told her. "I'm the only one who's up on the specs at the moment. Don't worry, he'll be done by the time your patrol gets back." She looked around. "Who's going out with you?"


    "Vaquero," Cobra said. "Except he's late, as usual." She moved over to the cockpit ladder. "I swear he'll be late to his own cantina opening."


    "I'll have Flight Control put out a call for him," Rachel said. "You need any help strapping on this baby?"


    "Nah. Looks like you're overworked as it is."


    "I'll say. I'm supposed to have five techs on every bird. Today I've only got three to get both you guys up and flying." The tech looked disgusted. "My watch roster looks thinner every day, seems like."


    "Well, I can run through my checklist just fine by myself. Just don't forget to send somebody out here to give me my clearance when it's time to launch!"


    Rachel chuckled and turned away. Buckley paused at the bottom of the ladder and cocked her head to one side. Something . . . someone was moving around on the other side of the Excalibur.


    She set her helmet and gauntlets down on the wing and ducked under the fuselage to investigate. From what Rachel just said there shouldn't have been any technicians working in that corner of the bay. . . .


    Something struck her in the stomach as she straightened, knocking her backward against the hull of the fighter with such force that she banged her head. As she shook it, trying to clear her blurring vision and the ringing in her ears, she became aware of the pain in her abdomen. Her fingers, clutching at the spot, came away sticky with blood


    And then her vision did clear, for a moment, as she slumped to the deck. The bulky figure standing over her might have stepped out of her worst nightmare.


    "Hobbes . . ." she gasped. Then blackness took her.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Control, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    Rachel Coriolis entered the Flight Control Center and dropped into the nearest vacant seat. "God, I'll be glad to get some sack time," she said. She suppressed a grin as she remembered the plans she'd made with Blair. She doubted either one of them would get much sack time tonight. "They're all yours, Captain. And good riddance."


    Lieutenant Ion Radescu, the duty Flight Controller, gave her a grin. "Come on, Rachel, you know you love it. What would your life be without fighters to work over, huh? '


    "A hell of a lot cleaner," she said, returning his smile. Since Admiral Tolwyn's departure, she'd gone right back to her old habits of dress.


    Radescu chuckled and turned to his console. "Okay, boys and girls, let's get this show started." He thumbed a mike switch. "Prowler Flight, this is Control. Radio check."


    "Prowler Two," Vaquero said. "Read you five by five."


    There was a moment of silence before Cobra's voice came on the speakers. "Clear signal."


    The FCO frowned. "Prowler One, I'm not getting anything on video from you. You got a fault showing?"


    Again there was a pause. "Negative."


    "Damned thing ought to be working, Rachel said, joining Radescu at the console. Those birds are so new you can still smell the fresh paint."


    "Want to have a look?" Radescu asked.


    "It ain't enough to get a down-gripe," Rachel told him. "Long as audio's working, I don't see a problem." She paused. "I'll take a look when they get back in."


    "Okay, Chief," the FCO nodded. "Prowler Flight cleared to launch."


    Out on the flight deck below them, the fighters rolled into position in their launch tubes. Green lights flashed on Radescu's board. "Launch when ready," he ordered.


    And the two Excaliburs hurtled into space.


    Rachel turned away. "I'm gonna grab me a cup of something hot and then check on my students in Ready Room Three," she said over her shoulder. "Yell if you need me — The intercom shrilled. "Flight Control, Bay Twelve," a hoarse voice was loud over the speaker. "I just found Cobra down here. She's hurt . . . real bad!"


    "Cobra?" Rachel and Radescu spoke at the same moment.


    "What the hell . . . ?" the FCO added. "Rachel, get down there and find out what's going on." He was already punching in a combination on the intercom "Bridge, this is Flight Control. We have a problem . . ."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Captain's Ready Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "Our job, then, is tae remain clear of the fighting unless absolutely necessary. Let the rest of the fleet thoroughly engage the bloody moggies and then slip around to the back door, the jump point to Kilrah. Then, laddie, your squadron will launch."


    Blair nodded as Paladin finished. "With luck, the Excaliburs will cloak before the cats see us out there, and we can reach the jump point without ever being noticed. Very pretty planning, General."


    Taggart grinned. "Another fine product of the Covert Ops planning staff," he said. "Just remember, laddie, that the cloak's nae good at close range. It hides ye from sensors, but it doesna make you invisible."


    "I'm still not very happy about sending the fighters through blind." Eisen spoke up for the first time since the briefing had started. "They'll have no support . . . and if they run into trouble before they refuel they won't be able to recharge their jump generators and make it back here safely. If this really is a back door into Kilrah, wouldn't it be better going in with them?"


    "We dinna ken how well defended the jump point might be," Paladin said. "The fighters will have to decloak to jump, of course, and they'll be detected as they enter the system. But if they cloak right away, they can evade any reception committees in the neighborhood. Send a carrier in, and we stir up a hornet's nest."


    "I appreciate the concern, Captain," Blair added, meeting Eisen's eyes. "Fact is, our chances of getting back aren't that good one way or another. I'm treating this as a one-way mission . . . volunteers only. If we can get back, great. But none of us will be under any illusions."


    "Laddie —" Paladin began. He was cut off by the ululation of an alarm siren.


    "Flight deck. Emergency." The voice on the tannoy belonged to Rollins, but it was almost unrecognizable, choked with emotion. "We have a problem on the flight deck!"


    "Blair, get down there," Eisen rasped, pushing back his chair and getting to his feet. "I'll be on the bridge . . ."


    "On my way," Blair said. He was already halfway to the door, but Paladin, despite his age and bulk, was right behind him. They raced to the elevator, all pretense of officer s dignity forgotten.


    Rachel met them at the door to the hangar deck. "Bay Twelve," she said, grim-faced. The two men didn't wait for an explanation. They hurried down the row of fighter bays to the empty space that had housed the Excalibur assigned to Lieutenant Buckley.


    Cobra was lying near the back of the bay, half hidden by a rack of testing equipment. There was blood on the deck where she'd been dragged to the niche, and a larger pool of blood around her. Someone had tried to staunch her wounds with a makeshift bandage, but it wasn't controlling the flow of blood. Blair knelt beside her and lifted it to examine her injuries. Four deep slashes cut across her stomach, and the sight of those wounds made Blair, hardened veteran that he was, turn his head away.


    He had seen that kind of disemboweling cut before after the ground fighting on Muspelheim a decade ago. The cuts could only have been made by a Kilrathi's claws.


    Blair tried to ignore the nausea welling up inside him. Cobra's eyes fluttered open. "Colonel . . ." she gasped.


    "Hobbes?" he asked, knowing the answer.


    "He . . . hit me. Don't know why . . ."


    "I do," Paladin said grimly. He held up a holo-cassette. "He must have dropped this when he dragged her over here."


    Taggart pressed a button, and a small holographic image formed in the air above Cobra. It took Blair a moment to recognize the scene. It was a view of Eisen's ready room, shot from a high angle. The three figures there belonged to Eisen, Paladin, and Blair.


    "This is the Temblor Bomb," Paladin's image said. "It was developed by Doctor Philip Severin, one of the top research men in the Confederation. It's been undergoing tests for some time now . . . nearly a decade, in fact."


    Taggart switched it off. "The briefing . . ."


    "All this time," Blair said slowly, shaking his head. "All this time, he's had us bugged. . . .


    Rachel returned, with a team of medics running after her. Paladin moved away to give them room to work, while Blair cradled her head and shoulders in his arms. "We'll get you to sick bay," he told her.


    "Too late . . . for me," she gasped out. "Get Hobbes. You still have time . . ."


    He could almost feel the life ebbing out of her as the awareness faded from her eyes. One of the medics shook his head. "It's no good, sir," he said. "She's gone."


    Blair lowered her head to the deck gently and stood up. "What about Hobbes?" he asked Rachel, voice flat and harsh. "Any idea where he is?"


    "He took Cobra's fighter," she said. "Launched with Vaquero a few minutes ago. He must have had a tape of her voice to answer the radio check."


    Flint appeared at the mouth of the bay, running. She pulled up short at the sight of Cobra, then fixed her eyes on Blair. "Prowler One just broke off the patrol route," she said, breathing hard. "Fired on Vaquero when he tried to intercept." She paused. "The fighter's heading for the Freya jump point, maximum speed Vaquero's pursuing.


    Blair looked at Paladin. "Even without that holo, Hobbes can tell them about the plan. About the caches . . ."


    Taggart nodded. "If he makes it through the jump point, it's all over, lad," he said.


    "Not yet, it isn't," Blair said. He looked at Rachel. Which of the Excaliburs is prepped for Alert Five?"


    "Three-oh-four," she said "Maniac's bird."


    "Get it on the line now. And get me a flight suit." He turned to Flint. "You get to Flight Control. Order Vaquero to keep up the chase. Stop that bastard at all costs, or at least slow him down until I get there."


    He looked back down at Cobra, and had to blink back tears of grief and rage. "You were right," he said through clenched teeth. "It was Hobbes . . ."


    Blair turned away and started toward Maniac's fighter, grim and determined. Hobbes had betrayed them . . . and now the renegade had to be stopped before he destroyed everything.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Excalibur 304.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    "Victory, Victory, I need help out here! He s flying rings around me!"


    Blair muttered a curse under his breath. Even with the Excalibur's superior acceleration, it would take three more minutes to overtake Vaquero and Hobbes. The Latino pilot had managed to engage Ralgha and keep him busy, but it was an uneven match. Hobbes had always been a good pilot, but Blair had never expected to see him matched against one of his own comrades.


    On his sensor screen, he saw Hobbes making a long slow loop, circling back toward Lopez. Vaquero had already taken damage to his engines, and was having trouble matching the Kilrathi's maneuvers.


    "He's coming in again . . ." Lopez said. "Firing . . ."


    A smaller blip showed up on the sensors. Vaquero launched a missile. It must have been a fire-and-forget model, judging from the way it bobbed and weaved in pursuit of Ralgha's fighter. Hobbes tried to dodge it, but it caught him across the port-side shield. Lopez let out a whoop and dove. Blair could almost see his blasters pouring on the fire.


    "All right!" Lopez shouted. "That one's for Cobra! Get ready to say good-bye, Hobbes."


    "Not today, I'm afraid," Ralgha replied evenly. The Kilrathi's fighter released a barrage of missiles. They struck in quick succession.


    "Cristos . . . I'm breaking up!" Vaquero called. "Adios, amigos . . .


    And then he was gone.


    "God damn you," Blair growled. "God damn you to hell."


    "Is that you. . . old friend?" Hobbes asked. For a moment, he sounded like Blair's old wingman, worried, ready to help. "It would be wisest if you turned back, Colonel. Before I am forced to deal with you as well."


    "Deal with this . . . old friend!" Blair shouted. Ralgha's Excalibur was just coming into extreme range, and Blair let loose a volley of blaster fire. But Hobbes anticipated it, and the shots only grazed his shields.


    Ralgha turned away, as if to run. Blair's hands clenched on the steering yoke. If Hobbes decided to use his cloak, he might still get away . . .


    But a cloak used a lot of power, and that would slow him down. Too much of a delay would give Victory time enough to get more fighters into the area and since Hobbes could only be heading for the Freya jump point to warn the Kilrathi fleet, it wouldn't be that difficult to find him.


    Ralgha suddenly rolled up and back, a classic Immelman maneuver that almost took Blair by surprise. He cursed again as he dodged the Kilrathi's fire. He of all people should have anticipated Ralgha's moves. But he wasn't flying quite the way he usually did. There was something different in his style, more reckless, more aggressive. More like the Kilrathi Blair usually met in battle.


    As Hobbes sped past, Blair checked his sensor readouts on the other Excalibur. Vaquero had penetrated the armor, all right. If the port shield went down, Ralgha would be vulnerable, and he was sure to be sensitive to that weakness. Hobbes had used all of his missiles to knock out Lopez, giving Blair a significant advantage.


    The Kilrathi started to swing around as Blair turned to follow him. He let Hobbes finish his turn, then suddenly opened up his afterburners for a charge right at the other fighter, a move he was sure Hobbes would never expect from him. Blaster fire raked across his forward shields, but he ignored it, even when the shield generator alarm went off. His shields were going down . . .


    Ralgha stopped firing, his weapons on recharge. The Kilrathi swerved sharply away, trying to keep his port side out of Blair's line of fire. The two fighters were close together now, and Blair had to kill his momentum quickly to keep from shooting right past Hobbes.


    The Terran allowed himself a grim smile and locked on a pair of heat-seekers. As Ralgha finished his turn and exposed his tail, Blair let the missiles go and opened up with every beam weapon he possessed.


    "Impressive, my friend," Hobbes said as the barrage struck home. "Impressive . . . I fear that you have bested me . . . Now I shall never see Kilrah again."


    The missiles detonated almost simultaneously as the Excalibur's rear shields went down. The fighter came apart.


    Blair thought he heard Hobbes call out his name before the fireball consumed his craft.


    "Excalibur three-o-four," he said, his voice sounding dead in his own ears. He couldn't feel anything, either sadness or satisfaction, at the knowledge that Ralgha was gone. "Hobbes . . . is gone. I'm coming in."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XXVIII

    


    
      Flight Wing Quarters, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Blackmane System

    


    Blair punched in a security code to unlock the door and stepped quickly inside. He was glad there had been no one in the corridor to see him, to ask questions, or to offer comments. He didn't think he could face anyone just now, especially not here, in the quarters that had belonged to Ralgha nar Hhallas. The door slid shut behind him and the lights came on automatically. They were set to the dim reddish hue Hobbes favored, a reminder of Kilrah's K6 star.


    A reminder of Ralgha's home . . .


    Ralgha . . . Hobbes . . . It surprised Blair to realize how deep this wound went, deeper even than Angel's death. He had known Ralgha nar Hhallas, flown with him, loved him like a brother over the better part of fifteen long years. When others had raised doubts, he had been firm in his faith in Hobbes, the one being Blair would have trusted to the bitter end. . . and beyond. Yet Hobbes betrayed him, betrayed them all. And the knowledge of that betrayal hurt as nothing Blair had ever felt.


    He turned to check the cabin control keypad beside the door, punching for Terra-normal lights and lower heat and humidity than Ralgha had preferred. The changes helped him push away the bitter thoughts of Hobbes, but not far enough for any real peace of mind.


    No doubt Paladin would want Ralgha's effects searched with a fine-tooth comb in hopes of finding clues about the Kilrathi's treachery. Blair didn't plan to disturb anything that might interest Covert Ops. But it was one of his duties, as wing commander, to deal with the personal property of any pilot who died while under his command, and much as he wanted to delegate it, this was one duty Blair felt he had to see to himself. He could at least take a quick inventory of Ralgha's property, though he had no idea where it would go when Paladin was through with it. Usually personal effects were returned to the family, but what family did Hobbes leave?


    He defected in the company of a retainer named Kirha. Had the retainer been another agent? Or legitimate? Blair wasn't even sure if the other Kilrathi was still alive. The last he'd heard, Kirha had vowed allegiance to a Terran pilot, Ian "Hunter" St. John, but that was years ago. Blair hadn't heard anything of Hunter for a long time.


    Well, if nothing else, he could always have Ralgha's property returned to the Empire when the war was over, if it ever was over. Perhaps Hobbes still had family somewhere. He claimed they had all died before his defection, but that could have been yet another lie.


    Blair shook his head sadly. He didn't know what the truth was any more, about Hobbes . . . or about anything else.


    A slender box lying on the bunk drew his eye, and Blair crossed the room to pick it up. It was a holographic projector, much like the one Angel had sent him. Curious, Blair sat on the edge of the bed and thumbed the switch.


    A life-sized image of Hobbes appeared in front of him.


    "Colonel Blair," the holographic figure said in Ralgha's familiar tones. "I am returning to my Homeworld, but my admiration for you compels me to provide an explanation for my actions."


    "You must understand that the being you knew as Hobbes was a construct, the result of an identity-overlay experiment initiated long ago by Imperial Security at the behest of Prince Thrakhath. You have never met the real Ralgha nar Hhallas, nor would you have become his friend, for he was and is dedicated to the service of the Empire Only the construct-personality could become your comrade and friend. I myself was entirely unaware of my true self until the message broadcast by Prince Thrakhath that day at Delius, the message where you were given your Kilrathi title, the Heart of the Tiger. Embedded in combination with a signal embedded in that transmission, the phrase 'Heart of the Tiger' was the trigger that awakened my true personality, hidden for so many years. There were buried messages within it that gave me my Prince's instructions, which I have carried out since that day. Once Ralgha nar Hhallas was restored within me, I had no choice but to act as I did. Thus, my friend, you possess the Heart of the Tiger, but I am the Heart of the Tiger."


    The Kilrathi paused for a long time. His expression was one Blair had never seen on his stern, solemn features before, the look of someone torn in two by conflicting emotions. "Kilrathi do not surrender, my old friend, and neither do they betray a trust once given. And yet, in being true to my race and obedient to my duty, I have been forced to betray you. For though I am no longer the same being you once named Hobbes and befriended when I was alone among strangers, I retain a full memory of everything that Ralgha thought and did. I remember you, Colonel, for what you were and are, and know that you are an honorable warrior. If I could have performed my duty without betraying you, I would have done so, but that was not possible. And if we meet again . . . we will have no choice but to perform our duties . . . with honor."


    "I hope, Colonel Christopher Blair, that we need never meet in battle. But if we do, I will salute you as a warrior . . . and I will mourn you, as a friend lost to me forever."


    The holograph flickered and faded out, leaving Blair alone again in the tiny cabin with bitter thoughts as his only companions. He remained there a long time, unmoving, until someone buzzed at the cabin door.


    He put the projector down. "Enter," he said harshly.


    It was Maniac. "Thought I might find you here. Captain called down to Flight Control asking after the final operations plan for this mission of the General's." Marshall looked around the cabin, plainly curious. "Cleaning out the cat's stuff, huh?"


    Blair shook his head. "Not yet," he said. "Just . . . an inventory. Before the captain gets started with the investigation . . ."


    "Yeah," Maniac nodded. "Guess they'll have to look into . . everything, huh? What'd I tell you about trusting a cat, all those years back?"


    Blair just stared at him, wordless. There was nothing to say any more.


    "Too bad Cobra had to die to get her point across, Marshall said.


    Blair surged out of the bunk and caught him by the collar, raising a hand to strike the man. All his anger had came rushing out, and all he wanted to do was knock the mocking smirk off Maniac's face.


    "Temper, temper," Marshall said. "You shouldn't start something you can't finish, Colonel, sir. And you know you can't afford to lose any more wingmen. Not now.


    Blair dropped his hand and let go of Marshall's collar. The major took a step back, smoothing his wrinkled uniform.


    "For once, you're right," Blair said slowly.


    "I am?"


    "Yeah. Yeah, there's precious few of us left, Major. Two Excaliburs destroyed yesterday, and another one damaged. Only four of us left in Gold Squadron." Blair backed away a few paces, his eyes fixed on Marshall's face. "I'd deck you right now, Maniac, and to hell with the consequences. But I figure I'd rather have you on my wing when we hit Kilrah."


    Maniac snorted. "Yeah, right. You never thought I was any good before. So why would you want me this time?"


    "Simple," Blair told him. "Odds are none of us are coming back from this one, but I figure you're too arrogant and too stupid to bow down. So maybe I will have the pleasure of seeing you fry before the damned mission's over and done with."


    Marshall looked at him doubtfully, as if uncertain how serious Blair was. "You're crazy, man," he said.


    Blair didn't answer him. He pulled a PDP out of his pocket and started the inventory, ignoring Marshall until the other man snorted again and left the cabin.


    After Maniac left, he took time out to use the intercom to pass a message to Eisen, identifying the computer file that held the work the flight wing staff had put into refining Paladin's attack plan. Then he finished up in Ralgha's cabin and left, locking the door behind him with a security seal to keep out unauthorized visitors.


    He still had other unpleasant duties to take care of however. The next one took him down the corridor from the single rooms assigned to senior wing officers to the block of double cabins assigned to Gold Squadron. He halted in front of the door labeled LT. WINSTON CHANG — LT. MITCHELL LOPEZ and set down the empty cargo module he picked up on his way.


    Blair touched the buzzer beside the door and stepped back. It took a few moments before it slid open. Inside, the lights were out, but a figure was sitting on one of the two narrow beds.


    "Come in," Vagabond said. There was little of his usual bantering manner about him today. He squinted into the light. "Oh, Colonel. What can I do for you?"


    Blair kicked the cargo module through the door and stepped inside, letting the door slide shut behind him. "Sorry to bother you, Lieutenant, he said, feeling awkward. He wished he could have faced this part of the job alone, as he had in Ralgha's quarters. "I just . . . I came to round up Vaquero's stuff. Shuttle's heading back to the Eagle later today, and I figured they could take the personal effects back to Torgo when they jump . . ."


    "In case we don't make it," Chang finished the thought for him. He raised his voice slightly. "Lights."


    The computer brought the light level up. Under the illumination, the lieutenant's expression was bleak.


    "Don't borrow trouble, Vagabond," Blair said quietly. "I know how you feel . . . this mess is getting to all of us. But we've all got to get a grip. Bounce back."


    "The cliche of the week," Chang said. He pointed to one of the lockers on the far wall. "That one's Vaquero's. Was Vaquero's." The Chinese pilot paused. "He was a good roommate. And a good wingman, for a kid."


    Blair nodded and crossed to the locker, opening it with a security magnakey that overrode Vaquero's lock. It was crowded and untidy. Evidently Mitchell Lopez had managed to accumulate a fair number of possessions in the short time he'd been aboard Victory.


    "Tell me this much, Colonel," Vagabond said from behind him. "Rumor mill says we've got a shot at the cats after all, even after Behemoth. Is it true?"


    Blair looked at him, nodded. "Yeah. A shot . . . a pretty damned long one, but a shot."


    "Good." Chang gave a curt nod. "Good. Because I want a piece of the bastards."


    "Are you sure? You were the one who had doubts about Behemoth, as I recall. And the new mission's also designed to knock out Kilrah. No ifs, ands, buts, or maybes . . ."


    Vagabond shrugged. "I'm past caring about it now, Colonel. Damn it, the kid didn't have to die like that. He was going to retire, open his cantina. He had it all planned out, and that bastard Hobbes snuffed him out. And Cobra, too. It's one thing to lose your buddies on the firing line, but this . . . it's just wrong."


    Blair fixed him with a level stare. "I hear you, Vagabond. I've been there myself, and not just this cruise, either. But you can't let it eat away at you." He pointed to the locker. "Do you know how much I hate this ritual? As his CO, I'm the one who has to send the comm to Vaquero s family . . . you know, the one that's supposed to make them feel proud of their son and the way he died. What am I supposed to tell them? That my best friend turned traitor and killed him in a sneak attack? That I might have stopped it if I hadn't been so convinced that Hobbes was one of the good guys?" He shook his head.


    Vagabond shrugged and sighed. "I used to think I could keep myself apart from it, you know? Be the cool professional on duty, and the squadron clown in the rec room. But for the first time, here on Victory, I actually felt like I was starting to put down roots. I made friends, real friends . . . Cobra, Vaquero, Beast Jaeger. Now they're gone, and all I want is to see the end of it all . . . one way or another."


    Blair didn't reply right away. Vagabond's words struck a familiar chord. "The attack on Kilrah's likely to be a one-way trip, Chang," he said at last. "It's supposed to be an all-volunteer run. I was going to encourage you to opt out of it, since you were pretty well set against bombing civilian targets. Now . . . hell, I don't have enough pilots in Gold Squadron as it is. If you really want in, I'll be glad to have you there. But if you're not sure, speak up now. So I can try to get someone else checked out on the Excalibur from one of the other outfits."


    Vagabond shook his head. "Don't bother. I'm in."


    "It's nice to know you can count on . . . people." Blair turned back to the locker, saw Vaquero's prized old guitar. He picked it up, ran his fingers over each string. "His family will want this, I suppose . . ." he said softly. Then, with another flash of anger, he went on. "It just isn't fair, Chang. That kid should never have been a pilot."


    "But he was," Vagabond told him. "A good one, too. We're all going to miss him, before this thing is over."


    Together, they emptied out the locker and packed Vaquero's gear in the cargo module. When it was done, Blair tagged it and left it outside the door for a work detail to pick up later. He fetched a second module from a storeroom nearby and headed for his last stop. He knew this one would be the most difficult of all.


    Cobra had shared her quarters with Flint, and the lieutenant opened the door at Blair's signal. She saw the cargo module and nodded. "Cobra's stuff, huh?"


    "Yeah." He followed her in. "Er . . . you knew her pretty well, didn't you?"


    "As well as anyone, I guess," she said. "Laurel didn't make a lot of friends."


    "I guess not." Blair looked away. "Fact is, I'm supposed to send her effects to her family, write a note, the usual routine. But I don't even know if she has a family. Her file was pretty thin."


    "We were the only family she had," Flint said softly.


    "I didn't treat her very well, for family," Blair said, looking away. "I trusted Hobbes, not her . . ."


    "You had your reasons," she replied. "Blaming yourself won't change what happened . . . won't bring Cobra back, or Vaquero, either."


    "Maybe you're right. I don't know any more. It seems like every choice I've made, every turn I've taken since I came on board this ship has been wrong. I'm starting to second-guess myself on everything."


    Flint hesitated a moment before responding, her look intent, searching for something in his face. "Everything? Does that mean your romance with your little grease monkey has fallen through?"


    "What's that supposed to mean?" he demanded. He was still feeling bad about breaking his date with Rachel the night before, but under the circumstances he hadn't felt like seeing anyone.


    She looked away. "I just thought . . . you could do a lot better, you know?"


    "No, I don't know," Blair told her. "Rachel's been a good friend to me . . . more than a friend." He studied her. "I know you thought there might be something between you and me. I'm sorry if I gave you the wrong idea about how I felt."


    "Just how do you feel?" she demanded.


    "You've been a good friend, too, Flint. Hell, I probably owe you my life, after Delius. And under other circumstances, things might have gone further between us."


    "Other circumstances . . . ?"


    "Don't you get it, Flint? Rachel's not a pilot. You are. And after Angel — I just don't think I could handle getting involved with another pilot. Especially one who might end up flying on my wing. "He paused. "Truth is, it isn't fair to either one of you, now. When we hit Kilrah, odds are none of us are coming back. So any romance I get into now is strictly short-term."


    "Maybe that's all there is for any of us, now," Flint said quietly. "If this next fight goes against us, there won't be time left for anyone."


    Blair nodded. "That's true enough. Look . . . I'm sorry. I didn't want to hurt you."


    "I'm grown up," she told him. "I can handle rejection. But I don't take kindly to losing out to some mechanic who smells like synlubes and uses grease for make-up."


    He looked away, feeling helpless. "If it helps any, I doubt she and I are going anywhere, now."


    Flints look was cold. "Do what you like, flyboy, '' she said. "Doesn't matter to me. And like you said, this next op's probably going to be the last, right? For all of us."


    "It's a volunteer mission, Flint. You don't have to fly it. Maybe you'd be better off staying with the ship."


    She shook her head. "You've been telling me not to put my feelings ahead of my duty, and that's just what I'm going to do now. I will be in on the kill, all right. Just try and stop me." Flint paused. "But I'll give you a word of warning, Colonel. I may try to keep my personal feelings on a leash, but I don't make any guarantees. And it might not be such a good idea for you to pick a wingman you've just kicked in the teeth. If you take my meaning. . . sir."


    Blair had no answer for that. He left Flint to pack up Cobra's gear, and headed back to his office to think.


    Sometimes it was easier to face the enemy than it was to deal with the people he cared about most.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Flight Wing Rec Room, TCS Victory.

    


    
      Freya System

    


    The carrier made the jump from Blackmane to the Freya System, where the High Command ordered the strike force to assemble for the attack that was supposed to cover the raid on Kilrah. Through the viewport in the rec room, Blair could see a few of the ships of the Terran fleet, some close enough to recognize shapes and configurations, others so far away that they glimmered as moving lights against the starfield.


    It was a powerful force, but nowhere near the size of the fleet that had held the Kilrathi at Terra. Yet this was supposed to be Earth's decisive strike, the knockout punch that would end the war.


    Blair watched the other ships. and doubted.


    "You look like you could use some company, Rachel Coriolis said from behind him.


    Blair turned in his chair. "Rachel . . . I thought you had the duty until seventeen hundred hours."


    "This is just a break," she said. We've still got a lot to get done before the jump to Hyperion tomorrow, so I'm grabbing a bite to eat now and then pulling a double shift." She mustered a weary smile. "So, are you going to invite a girl to sit down, or what?"


    "Sure, sure," he said hurriedly. "Please. Sorry . . ."


    Rachel laughed. "So, the rough, tough pilot goes to pieces under pressure." She took the seat across from him, her eyes searching his face under a worried frown. "What's the matter? Is it . . . Hobbes?"


    He shook his head. "Not that . . . not really. Fact is . . . it's, well, it's us."


    "Us? As in you plus me equals us?"


    "Yeah. Look, Rachel, I started thinking some things over today, and I realized something. Yesterday I was all set for a nice little seduction scene. Dinner. Music. A quiet talk that could lead to . . . whatever." He looked away. "After what happened . . ."


    "Hey, I understood then. I understand now. We'll still have our time together."


    "Maybe it was best that we couldn't make it happen," he went on doggedly. "It might be the best thing if we don't try to push it now . . ."


    "Are you backing out on me?" Her expression hovered between concern and anger. "I thought . . ."


    "Look, Rachel, by this time tomorrow, God only knows where I'll be. Even if we carry out the mission, the deck's stacked against any of us coming back from Kilrah. It isn't fair to start something with you that I might not be able to finish. I wouldn't want you to have to go through what I did . . . with Angel."


    "Pilots . . ." She shook her head. "They'd rather crash and burn than make a commitment. Look, Chris, I've been there, remember? I know what it's like. And I also know that if we keep putting our own lives aside because of what might happen tomorrow, eventually we'll run out of tomorrows. We'll never have anything to look back at, anything to remember except the war, just fighting and killing. I want something else to remember . . . whether it's one night, or an eternity. Don't you?"


    "Do you really mean that? You want to go ahead, even knowing it might not be more than one night? ''


    She met his eyes and nodded. "I'd rather we had just one night together. Especially if the alternative is . . . never having any time at all."


    "Your shift . . ."


    "Ends at midnight. I'll skip the dinner and the music if you'll be there for me when I come . . ."


    "Midnight, then." She stood when he did, and they came together in a long, lingering kiss. "Midnight . . ."

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XXIX

    


    
      Excalibur 300.

    


    
      Hyperion System

    


    Acceleration pressed Blair into his seat as the Excalibur burst into open space. He cut in his engines and steered hard to port, toward the unseen jump point that would carry him to the enemy homeworld.


    To the real Heart of the Tiger, he thought idly.


    "Excalibur three-zero-zero, clear and under power," Blair said aloud. "Lancelot Flight, form on me and proceed as planned."


    The other three pilots acknowledged, closing around him. Four Excalibur fighters, to attack the Imperial homeworld. It still seemed like sheer madness. But this time it was truly mankind's last chance for victory.


    "Lancelot Flight, Lancelot Flight, this is Round Table," Eisen's voice crackled over the comm channel. "Good luck to you all . . . and Godspeed."


    Blair didn't reply. Instead he checked his power levels, then spoke to the other pilots. "Go to cloaks . . . now!" he ordered, switching on his own cloaking system. There was no apparent effect, other than the sudden increase in the fighter's power drain. Weapons and shields were useless while the shroud concealed the craft, but detection would be nearly impossible. Already the other Excaliburs had vanished. He was all alone in an endless night.


    He checked the range to the jump point, and asked the computer for an ETA. Ten minutes. . . .


    The timing of this phase of the operation was critical. The Confed's battle fleet had jumped into the Hyperion System from nearby Freya, challenging the local Kilrathi garrison forces with a series of strike attacks by fighters and capital ships. Victory had remained in reserve throughout nearly a week of combat ops, keeping to the fringes of the action. The Kilrathi were given every opportunity to commit their forces to the system, and they'd pumped in enough ships to put the Terran fleet at a serious disadvantage. It was all a part of the plan, to encourage the cats to thin out their home defenses and divert attention away from Kilrah. But it had been a costly fight already, and it was likely to get worse.


    Today the admiral commanding the fleet had passed the word to General Taggart aboard Victory. There was no guarantee that the fleet could maintain the fight for more than a few more hours. Then they would have to break off, or go down fighting. Paladin had given the orders. The attack was on at last.


    The carrier edged toward the jump point, seemingly to reinforce the Terran battle group built around the Hermes and the Invincible which had been heavily engaged in the area for several hours. According to intelligence reports, the Kilrathi were unaware of the Terran survey work done around Hyperion, and thus thought the Confederation knew nothing of the Kilrah jump point. But they had to be careful to keep from tipping their hands too soon.


    As it was, they nearly ran into trouble when a Kilrathi destroyer escort left the enemy fleet on course for the jump point, but Eisen turned the situation to their advantage by pretending to pursue the enemy ship. That ship had passed through the jump point less than half an hour ago, and that transjump became the main reason for Blair's present preoccupation with the ticking countdown clock.


    If the escort withdrew to Kilrah to summon additional reinforcements, the Terrans had to hope nothing else was waiting close to the jump point on the other side. Otherwise they might be blundering into trouble before the mission was even fairly under way.


    He checked the ETA again. Three minutes . . .


    
      * * *

    


    
      Audience Hall, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Kilrah System

    


    "Message from the escort Ghordax, Lord Prince. From the fleet at Hyperion."


    Thrakhath allowed his throne to swivel past the viewscreen he was contemplating so he could look down on Melek. "What is their report?"


    "'The battle proceeds well, Lord Prince, '' Melek said bowing. "The Terrans cannot last long."


    "So there is no further need for reinforcements, then?"


    "No, Lord Prince. None."


    "Good," Thrakhath said. "I do not wish to further disrupt our buildup. Is there any word from the Logistics Masters on the timetable for launching the Grand Fleet?"


    "Six eights of hours, Lord Prince. The bombardment missiles will be fully loaded by then, and the fleet can break orbit any time after that."


    "Excellent. Then we will soon be on our way to the Terran homeworld. This time they shall not turn us back." Thrakhath turned his throne again, gesturing to the screen. It showed a view of Kilrah's orbital yards, with capital ships grouped around orbital depots and swarms of smaller craft moving among them, preparing the Grand Fleet for the last great campaign. "Victory, Melek," the prince continued. "It smells sweet, does it not?"


    "Yes, Lord Prince," Melek replied dutifully.


    "Still, there is one thing missing," Thrakhath went on, almost to himself. "I can only hope for one last chance to meet the Heart of the Tiger in battle. It will make our triumph all the more complete . . ."


    Thrakhath continued to study the viewscreen, the light of victory in his eyes.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Excalibur 300.

    


    
      Kilrah System

    


    Jumpshock made Blair sluggish, but he forcing his body to obey his will, he switched power from the transjump drive to the cloaking device. Powering up his engines, he steered the fighter out of the jump point, setting course inward, toward the Kilrathi homeworld.


    On his sensor screen, another blip flickered into existence astern, then faded a few moments later. That was Vagabond, acting as wingman on the mission. Maniac and Flint followed in succession, apparently without being noticed. There were no Kilrathi ships in the immediate area, though the escort they had trailed in the Hyperion System was at the very edge of detection range, also on course toward Kilrah. Hopefully, if they spotted anything suspicious at all they wouldn't be able to react until the cloaked Terran ships were well clear of the area.


    Blair's comm monitor came alive with an image of Paladin. The old warrior had warned him that the computers aboard all four fighters would trigger periodic briefings as they headed in toward their goal. This tape, for Blair, had been personalized. Taggart smiled out at him. "Laddie, we've covered this ground backwards and forwards waiting for the mission to launch, but I'll give you the straight dope one more time now. Since you're seeing this, you've made the jump successfully, and you're in the Kilrathi System now." The screen changed to show a chart of the Kilrah star system, with navpoints glowing brightly. "Your first job, now that you're through, is tae bring your fighters in tae the first asteroid depot. There you'll find a stock of fuel, spares, and missiles, everything you'll need tae carry you all the way in tae the outer moon of Kilrah." The first depot faded, and another more distant asteroid was indicated. "Should ye find the first position compromised, laddie, there is a second choice. But remember, if ye canna keep one depot in reserve, there'll nae be enough fuel in your birds tae get you through the jump point after the mission's done. The second depot is supposed to be for the trip back but I ken well you'll do what ye have tae if the mission depends upon it."


    Paladin's face appeared on the screen again. "Good luck, laddie. You'll need it.


    The screen went blank.


    Blair set his course for the nearer depot, knowing that the others would be doing the same. They were maintaining absolute comm silence, hoping to avoid any detection by the Kilrathi. Surprise was their only hope . . . surprise sheer flying skill and pure, unadulterated good luck.


    He hoped it would be enough.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Excalibur 302.

    


    
      Kilrah System

    


    A warning alarm beeped for attention, and Lieutenant Winston Chang checked his sensor board. There was something ahead, a powered target that glowed amber on his screen as the computer tried to identify it as friend or foe. A moment later, it changed to a reddish orange. An enemy, then . . . no, two enemies, a pair of Darket fighters, evidently making a routine patrol sweep.


    Vagabond muttered an old Chinese curse under his breath and cut power to his engines. The two Darket were dead ahead and only a few hundred kilometers beyond lay the large asteroid where the first depot was established. In order to reach their destination, transmitters aboard the Excaliburs were programmed to send out short-burst signals to activate the locator transponders in the depot. As long as those two Darket were in the neighborhood, the Terrans were stuck. The depot might as well be around Sirius.


    Meanwhile, there was another danger. If the Kilrathi got too close, they would spot the Terran ships, cloaked or not.


    The two light fighters were making a slow, graceful turn. Vagabond warily watched them, alert for any signs of their detecting the location of one of the Terran fighters. He wondered about the others. Their original tight formation had become tenuous en route to the asteroid, and he was no longer sure where any of his comrades might be.


    The Darket were going to pass close to him . . . too close. Vagabond engaged his engines again and started to bank away, but it was too late. Suddenly the two Kilrathi ships were picking up speed, swinging around, pointed directly at him. Cloaked, he had no shields. A few shots would be enough to knock him out.


    He cut the cloak, shunting power to the weapons and shield generators and cutting back on his own course with a sharp pull on the steering yoke. Maybe if he disposed of these two fast enough there would be no time for them to summon help.


    One of the Darket opened fire just as the green light on his shield status display appeared. Blasters pounded at the shields, but to little effect. He returned fire with blasters and a pair of heat-seekers, closing the range fast. The Darket's shields crumbled beneath the heavy pounding, and a moment later his beams bored through armor and set off the missiles slung under the Kilrathi crafts wings. He was close enough now to actually be caught in the fireball, and the energy release and spinning debris overloaded his own shielding.


    In that moment, the second Darket engaged. He didn't have to look at the damage control panel to know that he was losing armor around his reactor. Desperately, Vagabond tried to dodge, but the controls were sluggish.


    He broke comm silence. "I can't shake him! I'm going up." And just before the Darket fired again, he managed to add a final plea. "Don't give up, Colonel. You've got to take them down . . . for all of us who didn't make it!"


    He slammed the switch to trigger his ejection system, praying he wasn't already too late.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Excalibur 300.

    


    
      Kilrah System

    


    Blair saw Vagabond's Excalibur go up in flames of fury. He let out a cry of rage and grief. The Chinese pilot's last words echoed in his mind, and he made a grim, silent vow that Chang's last effort wouldn't be in vain.


    Then Maniac's fighter appeared on his sensors swooping in from beyond the expanding fireball. Blair spotted the Excalibur a moment later as Maniac opened fire, battering through the Darket's shields. The fighter exploded.


    His satisfaction was short-lived, though. Flint broke comm silence a moment later. "We've got trouble, boys," she said. "Heading our way."


    Two more Darket appeared from beyond the bulk of the asteroid, moving slowly but gathering speed as they came. Blair's comm monitor picked up a transmission from one of them. They were summoning help.


    "Lancelot Flight, break off action," he ordered sharply. "Recloak and head for the backup rendezvous."


    It galled him to run, but they didn't have much choice. Though the Excaliburs could deal with these two fighters easily enough, they couldn't count on being able to refuel and rearm at this depot before a swarm of additional Kilrathi ships turned up. A thorough search of the asteroid would turn up the depot, and if they were caught inside the result would be disastrous.


    He hit his afterburners and punched in the new course. Paladin's warning ran through his mind. With this depot compromised and the secondary one depleted, the Terrans were on a one-way trip to Kilrah.


    If they made it that far.


    * *


    Audience Hall, KIS Hvar'kann.


    Kilrah System


    The Audience Hall was empty except for the Crown Prince, brooding on his throne. Melek hastened to the foot of the dais, bowing low. Thrakhath raised his head at the retainer's approach.


    "I left orders that I was not to be disturbed," the Prince rumbled.


    "An urgent message, Lord Prince," Melek told him. "One of our patrols reported engaging Terran fighters. Here in our own system . . . and they escaped using cloak technology."


    "Ape ships . . . here?" Thrakhath straightened, eyes flashing with anger. "Cloaked . . . spies, seeking word of our fleet, then."


    "We cannot say, Lord Prince," Melek said. "But . . . we intercepted one exchange of messages between them. And our computers have identified the voice of the apparent leader." He paused. "It was . . . the one named Blair. The Heart of the Tiger."


    "Him . . ." Thrakhath stood slowly, drawing himself to his full height. "That one would not come on a mere spy mission. Could it be . . . could the Terrans be planning a strike? Perhaps they plan to attack our fleet while it is still taking on armaments . . . to break up our attack before we can leave orbit."


    "It is possible, Lord Prince. But we cannot be sure." Melek hesitated. "The cruiser Kheerakh discovered a hidden supply cache in an asteroid near where the encounter took place . . . but I fear the fools destroyed it by bombardment rather than investigating."


    "I trust Kheerakh has a new captain now?"


    "Yes, Lord Prince. One who is . . . less impulsive


    "We must look to our defenses, Melek. I do not believe the Terrans can mount a serious threat, but even a few shipkiller missiles released into the fleet while it is bunched up would be an . . . annoying setback. Order fighter patrols around the orbital yards doubled." Thrakhath paused. And have my personal ship and squadron readied to launch on short notice. If the Heart of the Tiger has come, I mean to take him myself."


    Melek bowed again. "As you order, Lord Prince. He backed away, leaving Thrakhath alone in the empty hall.


    It seemed the apes were far more resilient than the Emperor's grandson had ever realized. Melek wondered what other surprises the Terrans might have in store.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Covert Ops Depot #3.

    


    
      Kilrah System

    


    They had come farther than Blair ever dared to hope they would. The three Excaliburs located the backup depot and set down long enough to refuel and replace the missiles Maniac used to destroy the Darket that took out Vagabond. From there, they pushed into the Kilrah System, all the way to the outer moon of the Kilrathi homeworld itself, and the last Terran depot.


    Like the first station, this depot was a crude chamber carved out of solid rock with mining lasers. A force field curtain allowed the interior to be pressurized, so Blair and his two pilots worked unencumbered by bulky pressure gear. But the facilities were primitive, and the work was difficult enough even so. The near-weightless conditions didn t help matters much, either. Though the equipment had virtually no weight, it retained its full mass, and none of the three were accustomed to working under such conditions. Care and caution were required at a time when every instinct cried out for them to hurry, to finish the job and get back into space as quickly as possible. It made for frayed nerves.


    Nonetheless, they did the work, exchanging the missiles slung under Blair's Excalibur for one of the two massive Temblor Bombs stowed in the depot. He decided against loading the second one onto a different fighter. Originally, he hoped to have two fighters fitted with bombs, each with a fully-armed escort, but Vagabond's death changed his plans. A fighter without missiles wasn't worth much in a dogfight, and one escort couldn't hope to cover two bombers at once. If this run failed — and anyone survived to return to the depot — they could try again later, perhaps. But for now Blair figured two fighters flying cover gave him that much more of a chance to make the bombing run successful.


    With the bomb loaded, they topped off their fuel tanks and ran a final test of their on-board systems.


    "Do you really think this is going to work?" Flint asked as they were finishing. "Or are we just going through the motions?"


    "It'll work," Blair said. "We have to make it work." He was still thinking about Vagabond's last transmission. So many people died to get them here, starting with Angel. Blair was determined to make their sacrifices count.


    "I'd be a damned sight happier if Vagabond was still with us," Marshall said. "He wasn't very flashy in the cockpit, but he was steady. And we'll be missing him soon enough, I bet."


    "I already miss him," Blair growled. "And not just because he was a good wingman." He caught sight of the sheepish look on Maniac's face. "Look . . . we'll all miss him, the way we miss every single one of the others who bought it. I read somewhere that the darkest times are supposed to bring out the best in people." Blair looked away. "I don't know about that. All I do know is this: we've got to finish the job. Because if we don't, there's nobody else to pick up and carry on after us. So . . . give me everything you've got. That's all I can ask."


    He turned away and shoved a chip cartridge into the portable computer they used for their tests. The oversized monitor screen came on, and Paladin looked down at the three with a serious expression.


    "This is the final briefing, laddie," Taggart's recorded image told them. "By now you've finished loading the T-Bomb, and you're ready for the final phase of the mission. I pray to God you can carry it out. If you canna do it, I dinna ken who can."


    Paladin was replaced by a satellite photo showing part of the surface of Kilrah, a long, jagged canyon in the middle of rocky desert land. "You are looking at your target, a deep natural canyon that goes down nearly a mile. It was formed by one of the most active fault lines on the planet." A computer-generated map replaced the photo image. "If our calculations are correct, this point, here, near the northern end of the canyon, is critical. Three faults come together at this one point, and if the Temblor Bomb is detonated there it should set up a chain reaction of quakes that will devastate Kilrah."


    Taggart appeared again. "Lay it in there sweet and easy laddie. The exact coordinates are already preprogrammed in your flight computers. To make the run, though, you'll have to descend into the atmosphere, into the canyon itself, and drop the bomb on the target. Because you'll need your shields to handle a high-speed atmospheric insertion, you'll have tae go in the last stretch without your cloaks. It'll be dangerous . . . but if you move fast and hit hard, you'll have a chance."


    The general paused, and Blair had the feeling his old eyes were looking right out of the screen at him. "It's almost over, laddie. You and your people are the best for the job, and I know you'll do Terra proud. You'll be in my prayers, all of you. Good luck."


    The screen went blank, and Blair turned back to the others. "All right, time to saddle up. We've got a message to deliver to the Emperor, and the clock is ticking."


    
      * * *

    


    
      Excalibur 300.

    


    
      Kilrah System

    


    Kilrah was a dirty orange-brown sphere that filled his field of vision, swelling visibly as the Terran fighters pressed forward at full thrust. Blair ran his eyes over his instrument board, checking over all systems one more time and praying nothing would go wrong now that the final attack was so near.


    His hull temperature gauges were just beginning to register the friction of the tenuous upper atmosphere. Soon he would have to switch to shields or drastically cut his rate of descent. Blair waited until the cockpit was noticeably hot, until the outer hull was beginning to glow faintly, before he finally cut the cloak and activated the shield generators.


    Screaming through the thickening atmosphere under the dull light of Kilrah's red-orange sun, three Terran fighters plummeted downward toward a final rendezvous with death.

  


  
    
      CHAPTER XXX

    


    
      Audience Hall, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Kilrah System

    


    "Lord Prince, the ground-based defenses have picked up three intruders. Terran fighters matching the description of those engaged yesterday."


    Thrakhath rose from his throne and stepped down from the dais. "The ground defenses?" he demanded. "Is every one of my ship captains blind, then?"


    "No, Lord Prince," Melek said, voice quavering a little. "But the Terrans . . . are entering the atmosphere. They came out of cloak almost directly below our present orbit, descending at high speed."


    "Scramble all available interceptors, Melek," Thrakhath commanded, starting toward the door. "Including my own squadron. We will show them they cannot defile the Homeworld with impunity!"


    
      * * *

    


    
      Excalibur 300.

    


    
      Kilrah

    


    "Eighty kilometers up . . . two hundred ten kilometers to target," Blair said over the comm channel. There was no need for comm silence now. The Kilrathi had surely detected the Terran fighters. "Maniac, you take point. Open me a path. And you watch my tail, Flint. They're going to throw everything they can our way."


    "Affirmative," Flint replied.


    "You got it," Marshall chimed in a moment later. His fighter swept past Blair's to take the lead.


    He was hardly in position before the first targets appeared ahead. "We got bogies," Blair said. "They look like atmospheric craft — ground-based interceptors.


    "Piece of cake," Maniac told him. The Excalibur's afterburners cut in, and Marshall surged ahead, his blasters beginning to fire as he closed in on the enemy aircraft.


    Conventional atmospheric fighters weren't as well-equipped as space fighters, but they were fast and maneuverable in their own element. Marshall's guns cut a swath through the leading fighters, but the others rolled out and then swung inward from either flank, unleashing a massive bombardment. Caught in a crossfire from four aircraft at once, Maniac rolled left to concentrate on one threat. Blair banked sharply right and opened fire on the remaining pair. His blasters raked across the nearer target, which came apart under the savage force of the beams.


    The second fighter looped up, turning away from the battle and accelerating fast. Evidently the pilot had decided against a glorious death today . . .


    "There's more of the bastards up ahead, Colonel," Marshall reported as he finished off his last opponent and swung back into formation. "Looks like we're not welcome around here."


    "As long as they're just conventional aircraft, they shouldn't be much trouble," Blair said. "Stay focused, though. You can bet they'll bring in the big guns soon enough . . ."


    "Targets! Targets! Targets!" Flint chanted. "I've got six . . . eight targets on my board. Coming in from orbit!"


    They weren't showing on Blair's sensors yet, so they were still at extreme range. "Watch em, Flint," he ordered. A whole squadron of space-based fighters would be a lot harder to handle than the aircraft ahead, but they'd be hard-pressed to close the range as long as the Terrans could keep moving.


    The second wave of interceptors closed in from below, eight high-performance jet aircraft in a tight formation. They broke just as Maniac opened fire, scattering, curving in on the Terrans and engaging with missiles and beam weapons. Once again Maniac and Blair had to engage them, and by the time the attackers had been destroyed or forced to flee Blair realized what the enemy strategy was. Each time the Terrans got caught in a dogfight, however short, the orbital fighters closed the range a little more . . .


    
      * * *

    


    
      Excalibur 303.

    


    
      Kilrah

    


    A near miss by a missile buffeted her fighter, and Lieutenant Robin Peters had to fight her steering yoke to maintain control. It had been years since she'd last had to fight a battle in a planetary atmosphere, where all the rules were different from those she was used to in deep space fighting. Shock waves carried. . . and shields were weakened by the energy they absorbed from friction in high-speed maneuvers.


    "They're firing," Flint reported. "One Vaktoth . . . and a Bloodfang, both of them in combat range. More Vaktoth coming up fast behind them."


    "Bloodfang . . . Thrakhath s personal fighter." Blair's voice was grim. "Damn it all!"


    She nodded Intelligence reports on the Prince's personal fighter, code-named Bloodfang by the Confederation, suggested it would be one hell of a tough opponent. "Don't know if I can take the bastard, skipper," she said. "You have any bright ideas?"


    "Go to afterburners," Blair ordered. "Let's see if we can outrun them."


    She kicked in the extra power, but the Vaktoth matched her. . . continued closing the range. Another missile detonated, even closer this time. "No joy, skipper," she said. "Looks like there's going to be a fight . . ."


    Kilrathi blaster fire probed at her rear shields, sapping the power levels with each hit. Cursing, she pulled up in a sharp loop and opened fire on one of her two pursuers with blasters and a spread of four missiles. The two fighters were having as much trouble fighting in atmosphere as she was, and the weakened forward shields of her target went down under the fury of her attack. The Vaktoth exploded in a shower of debris, and Flint let out a whoop of triumph.


    It died on her lips as the Bloodfang opened fire. She tried to roll out, but blasters pounded at her shields. They were going down . . . and a pair of heat seekers were already on the way.


    "He's got me, skipper!" she called. Can t . . evade. Don't forget . . . I could have loved —"


    She didn't live to finish the sentence.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Excalibur 300.

    


    
      Kilrah

    


    "Flint!" Blair shouted, but it was too late. The rearmost Excalibur went up in a dazzling fireball, and Robin Peters was gone.


    A new voice crackled in his headphones. "So it shall be with you as well, Heart of the Tiger." He recognized the harsh, sibilant voice. Thrakhath . . . "You are foolhardy, to venture with so few against my Homeworld. Once before you lacked the courage to fight me. This time, you shall not escape. Welcome, Heart of the Tiger, to Kilrah . . . and to your death!"


    "The canyon's in sight ahead, Colonel," Marshall reported. "I'll drop back and have the next dance. You get in there and do your stuff!"


    Blair hesitated. Thrakhath had challenged him once again . . . and he couldn't stand and fight. It took every bit of his self-control to grit his teeth and acknowledge Marshall's call.


    Maniac executed a tight Immelman loop, swinging up and around to head back toward the on-coming Kilrathi fighters. Thrakhath's Bloodfang was still well in the lead, but there were two others closing fast.


    Blair saw the canyon ahead, a long, jagged scar on the surface of Kilrah. His target was there, at the far end of the deep trench . . .


    "Watch your tail, Colonel!" Maniac called suddenly. "Don't know if I can cover you!"


    His sensor board told the story. Thrakhath had ignored Maniac's Excalibur entirely, refusing to be drawn into a dogfight. Instead he had plunged past Marshall, and the two trailing Vaktoth were all over the Terran pilot now. Blair cursed aloud Maniac couldn't last long against two heavy fighters . . .


    And his underarmed Excalibur was no match for Thrakhath's Bloodfang.


    He swung sharply left, away from the canyon, as the Kilrathi prince opened fire. The blaster shots went wide but the Bloodfang followed his turn, still clinging stubbornly to his tail. All the advantages lay with Thrakhath now.


    Blair was only dimly aware of the explosion higher up and off to his right. His monitor told him it was one of the Vaktoth facing Maniac. Somehow Marshall had managed to savage one of his foes, but the other was still pressing hard. For the moment Blair couldn't afford to think about him, though. He cut in full afterburners and tried to climb up and out of range of Thrakhath's fighter. A Kilrathi missile exploded against his rear shields, sending the power levels fluctuating wildly. And still Thrakhath held on behind him.


    "Heads up, Colonel! Incoming!" Maniac's call was loud and almost exultant. Marshall had swung away from his second opponent and was diving down on Thrakhath, heedless of the Vaktoth behind him slashing at his shields with bolt after bolt of raw energy.


    Marshall released two missiles, then two more, holding steady on his target and refusing to be drawn off by the dire threat behind him.


    "Shields are failing," he said as he released the missiles, his voice almost matter of fact now. "Looks like you're on your own now, Colonel. For what it's worth. I'm proud I flew with you . . ."


    And then his fighter was gone, too, an expanding cloud of flame and smoke and whirling debris. Blair thought he caught a glimpse of the Excalibur's escape pod boosting clear of the explosion, straining to reach orbital velocity but he wasn't sure. And even if Maniac had somehow managed to survive that blast, he wouldn't be playing any further part in this battle.


    Blair was alone.


    He threw the Excalibur into a tight turn to port and opened fire with his blasters just as Marshall's first two missiles detonated against Thrakhath's shields. The Bloodfang passed close beside Blair's craft, and he maintained his tight turn to stay lined up on the Kilrathi fighter. The other missiles struck the Prince's rear shields, and Blair squeezed the trigger again. Beams tore through the weakened shields, chopping through armor.


    "Curse you, ape!" Thrakhath snarled. "You have won today, Heart of the Tiger: But it will not bring back your mate . . . and it will not save your kind from the vengeance of the Empire. This I swear!"


    Explosions tore through the Bloodfang, and it seemed to stagger in mid-air before plunging downward. Blair watched as Thrakhath fought to maintain control, saw the nose just start to come up as the Prince managed one last masterful maneuver. But it was too late. The Bloodfang ploughed into the red-lit desert floor, erupting in fire and thunder.


    There were still several fighters above Blair, but they seemed stunned by the loss of their leader. He turned his fighter back toward the canyon and opened up his throttles. Perhaps there was just time to start his run before the Kilrathi recovered . . .


    He dropped down into the steep-sided, twisting gorge It took all his skill to weave through that narrow gash in the desert. His HUD reeled off the range to the preprogrammed drop coordinates, and Blair's thumb grew tense hovering over the switch that would release the Temblor Bomb from the belly of his fighter.


    A part of him recoiled from what he had to do. The destruction of an entire planet, warriors and civilians alike. Once he would never even have considered making this desperate gambler's last throw. What had led to this moment, then? Was it just a thirst for vengeance? Thrakhath's death had left him feeling curiously empty of feeling, as if all his hate after Angel's death had been for nothing. It had been the same with Hobbes. In the end, revenge was a sterile thing. He could slaughter every Kilrathi, here and in the farthest reaches of the Empire, and the killing would never change the facts. Angel and Cobra and Vaquero and all the others would still be dead, and his life would still be empty.


    He felt as if they were all there in his mind Vagabond . . . Flint . . . even Maniac, who in the end had risen above their long rivalry and given his life so that Blair could finish the mission. But in the long run, he knew it was wrong to use that bomb in the name of those who had died.


    His range indicator continued to count down . . .


    Blair thought of the ones who hadn't died. Paladin and Eisen, Admiral Tolwyn and his nephew. Rachel Coriolis, who had accepted the fact that he might never come back and still dared to love him. They were the ones who counted. And if the War went on, they would ultimately pay the same price as all the ones who had gone before. He pictured Victory broken and shattered as he had last seen Concordia, imagined plagues spreading across Terra as they had spread on Locanda Four. It was war to the knife with the Kilrathi.


    Kill or be killed. Not for revenge. Not for hate. But for simple survival of the human species.


    He gritted his teeth and watched the range tick down. The target was coming up fast. It was now or never . . .


    His thumb stabbed down on the release, and as the bomb dropped away he jerked hard back on the steering yoke and cut in his afterburners. The Excalibur climbed fast, the atmosphere screaming past as the fighter accelerated. A Vaktoth had followed him into the canyon and opened fire as Blair pulled up. The Kilrathi pilot followed, but at that moment the Temblor Bomb went off, and the shock wave threw the Imperial craft against the side of the narrow trench. The fireball was lost in the greater blast of the bomb.


    He had to wrestle with his own controls as the blast battered at his Excalibur. The rear shields failed, and Blair thought he could feel the impact of bits of debris against the tail section of the fighter. He had no way of telling how much damage he took, but the controls were feeling heavy and sluggish under his hands as he continued his steep climb, clawing for the safety of open space.


    Behind and below him, the force of the Temblor Bomb triggered a quake in one of the major fault lines. The effects spread, and spread again, until the entire canyon was trembling with the force of a seismic event of unparalleled ferocity.


    
      * * *

    


    Blair didn't see the effects of the bomb. It took time for the first quakes to trigger subsidiary effects, radiating outward through all the interconnected fault lines. The Excalibur had already reached orbit by the time the quakes became planet-wide, collapsing Kilrathi-made buildings and structures within the major quake zones. The Imperial Palace was one of the first to suffer, as the entire massive edifice caved in on itself, crushing the Emperor and his court before they had a chance to react to the violence consuming their world.


    The ground was heaving even in regions far from the fault lines now, as the pent-up energy of the entire world's tectonic stresses was all released at once. Dust clouds rose into the atmosphere, huge rents opened up in the crust of the planet. As Blair finally cut his engines and looked down at the planet, it was to see Kilrah disfigured by angry orange gashes spreading across the face of the globe The Kilrathi homeworld was coming apart before his eyes . . .


    And then it happened. Overcome by the awful forces set free by the Temblor Bomb, the planet's core exploded, hurtling huge chunks of the mantle and crust outward. Vast planetoids tore through the orbital yards, smashing the assembled might of the Kilrathi Grand Fleet. Only a few ships, those under power and able to maneuver escaped the death of the Homeworld.


    Blair managed to steer clear of the largest of the debris, but his Excalibur was battered by smaller fragments. As Kilrah came apart, spreading out into a cloud of drifting asteroids, the fighter's engines finally failed. He was drifting free now . . . trapped in the doomed system.


    Christopher Blair sagged back in his acceleration couch, closing his eyes. He was exhausted, drained of anger and fear and hope alike. He knew he would die here, along with the planet and the empire his bomb had brought down.


    Barely conscious, Blair didn't see the Kilrathi carrier that edged through the whirling debris toward his drifting fighter. Tractor beams lanced out to seize the Excalibur and pull it down toward the flight deck. He realized, too late, that his death would not be as quick and easy as he had hoped. He would, after all, face the enemy one more time.


    
      * * *

    


    
      Audience Hall, KIS Hvar'kann.

    


    
      Kilrah System

    


    Kilrathi guards in the elaborate harness of the Imperial Guard hauled Blair from the cockpit of his battered Excalibur and used gunbutts and nerve prods to herd him through a maze of dim-lit corridors. Still barely recovered from the beating his ship had taken, staggering with exhaustion, Blair still tried to force himself to remain stiffly upright. He remembered the last images of Angel, the pride she'd conveyed even after torture and imprisonment. The least he could do was to emulate her now.


    They brought him into the open expanse of the audience chamber, shoving him forward until he stood before the raised dais that dominated one end. A stocky, massive Kilrathi figure stood beside the throne, regarding him with dark, hooded eyes that gave away nothing.


    He was vaguely aware of other Kilrathi warriors in the hall, hidden in the shadows, hissing their hatred, but his full attention was focused on this one dominating figure


    "The Heart of the Tiger," the Kilrathi said in heavily-accented English, sounding like a judge about to deliver a verdict. "I am Melek. Prince Thrakhath was my master."


    Blair remained silent, staring into those dark pools that were Melek's eyes.


    "In my bones, I wish to kill you . . ." Melek let the words hang in the chamber. From the shadows, there was muttered agreement, sibilant curses.


    "Do it, then," Blair said. "Get it over with. It won't bring back your world."


    "And what is the Race without the Homeworld?" Melek asked. "Nothing . . . dust in the wind." He paused. "You have defeated us, Heart of the Tiger. Brought down the Empire with one blow. Thrakhath was a fool to discount what you Terrans could achieve, but he and his accursed grandfather have both paid the price for that folly."


    Blair squinted up at him, a faint hope stirring within. He hardly dared fan it for fear it would be false.


    "But you Terrans have committed your own folly, this day," Melek went on. "For now the Empire will fall . . . and the enemies who harassed our outer marches will now have nothing to stand between them and your Confederation. They have a power that even Thrakhath was wary of: Do you Terrans, who barely held against us, have the strength to face them when they come?"


    Blair found his voice again. "If we're attacked, we'll fight back," he said. "As we did with you."


    Melek stepped down from the dais, his face only inches from Blair's. "With the Homeworld gone and the Emperor dead, the rest of the Empire will fall apart. There will be civil war, factions fighting for power, subject races throwing off our rule. Chaos. And enemies waiting to exploit our weakness . . ." He lowered his voice, until Blair had to strain to hear the words. "Perhaps the only hope for either of our races is to face the future together. The Kilrathi Race has become too corrupt, slaves to blood lust and the evils brought by too much power. We have paid a heavy price . . ."


    He stepped back and raised his voice again. "Killing the Heart of the Tiger, the one warrior great enough to humble the Empire, will bring me no honor." Melek looked at Blair for a long moment, as if struggling for the will to go on. "Your claws are at our throats. Would your people accept our . . . surrender? The Race cannot be allowed to die, even it means placing our fate in the hands of our enemies."


    Blair nodded slowly. "Peace is what we both need now. If you can end this war, I think you'll find we won't demand more than you're willing to give." He paused. "And maybe one day, when the War is over and the hate is past, you and I will be able to meet . . . as friends."


    "Friends . . ." Melek seemed to ponder the idea. "Perhaps it is possible. Will you carry our offer to your superiors? To help us put an end to the fighting?"


    Blair nodded, the effort almost more than he could manage. As the fear and the adrenaline both ebbed away, he could feel the fatigue sapping his strength. "I'll do it," he said. "We'll do it . . ."


    Then blackness took him. He never felt himself hit the smooth, unyielding deck below him.

  


  
    
      EPILOGUE

    


    
      Shuttle Ciudad de Buenos Aires.

    


    
      Terra System

    


    "Our top story is the historic news from the Torgo System, where delegates from the Kilrathi Empire signed a peace treaty to put an end to the war . . ."


    On the newspad monitor screen, the view showed the interior of the huge auditorium at Sector HQ. There was a large audience, mostly uniformed members of the Confed Armed Forces, gathered around a raised stage beneath the transparent dome. The ceremony took place at night, and a thousand stars blazed brightly above the delegates.


    Blair noted Paladin prominently seated among the Terran representatives, and near him was Admiral Tolwyn. The court of inquiry found the admiral blameless in the loss of the Behemoth, and he had returned to active service just in time to be a part of the protracted negotiations. Blair thought it was fitting, somehow, that Tolwyn played a role in the final triumph. Though he never agreed with the man's style or motivations, Admiral Geoff Tolwyn was a central figure in the Confederation resistance throughout the war, and it was only right that he should see it through to the very end. His nephew, Kevin, was also among the host of aides and assistants, and Eisen's dark craggy features were visible at the table as well. Among the Kilrathi, the only one Blair recognized was Melek, but the ornamentation of the other Imperial delegates made it plain that they represented a cross-section of important surviving nobles and military leaders.


    Barbara Miles continued her voice-over report. "Following the incredible raid which led to the destruction of the Imperial homeworld, Kilrah, the Kilrathi decision to sue for peace was greeted with excited celebrations throughout human space. After months of peace talks deliberating a final settlement, the initial cease-fire was finally converted to a lasting peace through the Kilrathi acceptance of the Treaty Of Torgo."


    The view switched back to a head-and-shoulder shot of Barbara Miles. "TNC attempted to contact the pilot who carried out the Kilrah raid for his reaction to the peace treaty, but Colonel Christopher Blair was unavailable for comment. We will have further details on the signing of the peace treaty later in this Infoburst . . ."


    Blair switched off the newspad and glanced out the port beside him. The shuttle began its descent now, crossing the terminator just as the dawning sun lit below the curved blue and white arc of the planet.


    Earth . . .


    He had dedicated his entire adult life to defending her, and now the long battle was over. And despite Melek's fears of another alien empire beyond the Kilrathi sphere threatening future wars, Blair knew his own days as a warrior were over. After a well-deserved period of leave, he was slated to go on the inactive list so that he could begin a new career, serving with the diplomatic staff that would soon begin work turning the abstract peace treaty with the Empire into solid, working reality. Henceforth Christopher Blair would be a warrior in the cause of peace, fighting a new kind of battle to ensure that all of his fallen comrades — Angel and Flint, Vaquero, and Hunter and Iceman, Cobra and Flash and all the rest, even Hobbes — had not died in vain.


    It was a daunting challenge, but Blair would not be facing it alone.


    She hurried down the aisle as the seatbelt warnings flashed on the forward bulkhead. Blair met her eyes, and they shared a smile.


    "What would you like to do first, after we're down?" he asked, strapping her in.


    Rachel Coriolis took his hand in hers. "I'd like to take a long walk along the seashore," she said, "with wet sand between my toes . . . and no bulkheads or metal decks or spare parts in sight."


    "Sounds good to me, Blair told her, settling into his seat and closing his eyes. The others were all still there, in his mind, but no longer demanding or clamoring. They — and he — had finally discovered peace.


    


    1995

  


  
    
      
    
  


  The Price of Freedom by Ben Ohlander and William R. Forstchen.


  


  • PROLOGUE


  Major Tom Vale toggled his navigation plot to the Nephele system and smiled as the system diagram appeared on his heads-up display. The convoy, made up of three small freighters and his escort of four lightweight Arrows, would arrive at the jump point late, but well within acceptable parameters. Unless, of course, one of the old transports blew another engine. That kind of delay would kick his entire schedule into a cocked hat.


  He traced his finger along the patrol route. His Arrows had to escort the convoy to the jump point, but the patrol legs through the system could be trimmed if he needed to make up time. He leaned back in his seat, glad he'd solved the toughest problem he was likely to face all day.


  The circuit was a typical Nephele milk run—long and boring. He had survived twelve years of fighter combat against the Kilrathi, and two more of rough-and-tumble peace on the frontiers. The command of a patrol squadron on a third-rate system was the perfect assignment for him to coast out his career and retire.


  He grinned happily. He was entitled to be bored, he even enjoyed it. He made it a point to complain regularly to the personnel office, however. The rear echelon bastards at Central Casting would have collective apoplexy if they thought an officer was happy in an assignment.


  The section's leading element, made up of Tiger and her wingman, Sparrow, pushed ahead of the convoy's main body. One fighter remained above each flank of the leading transport, ready to intercept targets closing on the convoy from the front. He glanced back at his own wingman. Scarman kept loose station on his port side, behind and below the civilian ships.


  He opened the squadron's common channel and cleared his throat. "Fuel check," he said.


  "Eighty-three percent," replied Tiger.


  "Seventy-two," from Sparrow.


  "Eighty-six," answered Scar.


  Vale nodded, satisfied. Wingmen usually used more fuel than their primaries, and Tiger had been keeping Sparrow busy. He remained cynically amused that his ability to bring fuel home found such high praise in his Officers Efficiency Reports. His superiors, all combat veterans whom he felt should have known better, wrote more on his OERs about his ability to husband scarce resources than they did on how well he trained his squadron or led it in combat. Ah, the peacetime fleet, back to polishing brass, kissing butts, and fighting against nothing more dangerous than boredom.


  The Kilrathi War was less than two years over, and it seemed to him that the navy was already busy forgetting everything it had learned in three decades of conflict.


  He knew he really shouldn't have been surprised at how quickly the emphasis had changed after the war. Fleet construction provided jobs, and could be justified to a Senate intent upon rebuilding the Confederation's shattered economy. Military supply, combat readiness budgets, and training funds didn't contribute as visibly to local employment and could be easily, and often, pared. The result was that an officer who could save money was more competitive for promotion than one who could save lives. It was a truism that hadn't changed in centuries. Unfortunately.


  Tiger's voice crackled across his radio as she instructed their resident rookie on the finer points of leg patrols, the "burn-and-turns" that were the daily bread for a system defense squadron. Marlena had done wonders in bringing the squadron's newest member up to speed in such a short time. He was glad he'd gone out on the limb for her. Her mouth had hopelessly damaged her prospects for promotion, even during the war.


  He listened to her issue brief instructions to Sparrow, then make gentle corrections as the rookie attempted to execute them. Her usual sarcasm vanished as she worked with the younger pilot. He grinned. He hadn't expected her to be such a strong trainer. He made a mental note to add a line of praise to the "Comments" section of Tigers OER. A kind word from him in the "plays well with others" section might be enough to convince a board that she was ready to put on captain's pips. Otherwise, she would be dismissed at year's end for "excessive time in grade."


  Sparrow, the rookie, had a fine hand, good instincts, and a reasonably good eye for deflection shooting. He would be a fine asset to the squadron once his training was complete. His attitude needed work, however. The kid had visions of daring missions from strike carriers dancing in his head. The reality of duty on a backwater like Nephele was hard for him to bear, especially as a lone "newbie" in an outfit full of jaded veterans.


  Vale knew the kid chafed at not having been born early enough to "do his bit" in the war against the Kilrathi. He reminded Vale of all the young hotshots whose dreams of glory are too often ended in an empty casket shot into space. Their "glory" usually turned out to be a name engraved on a beer glass in a pilots' bar, and a medal mailed home in lieu of a casket.


  His tactical plot chirped, drawing him away from his mental meanderings. The Ashiri Maru was drifting. Again. He selected the Maru's channel from the comm menu.


  "Aces leader to Ashiri Maru," he said, hoping his voice didn't betray his irritation.


  His comm-screen flickered, the channel menu replaced by the Maru's master, a hatchet-faced woman he knew only as Frost. "Now what d'ya want?" she asked in a sullen, exasperated voice. Her expression made it quite plain that he'd interrupted her in the middle of a critical ship's operation. He guessed from the filth he saw on the bulkhead behind her that cleaning wasn't a high priority on her ship.


  "Adjust course to conform to the convoys movements," he said. He thought he sounded a bit imperious, even to his own ears. He tried to soften his tone. "You're drifting again. I told you before that we can't protect you if you wander too far."


  "An' as I've told you, General," she replied, scratching her armpit, "what you going to protect us from? There ain't nothing here in Neph', 'ceptin' you an' us. I dunno why you war-boys keep harassin' honest folks. The fighting's over, right?"


  Vale sighed. The A. Maru's master stared defiantly back at him. It was times like this that he actually missed the war. Then he could have invoked the Emergency Decrees for failing to comply with military authorities and blown the smirking bitch into next week if she so much as looked at him cross-eyed. Martial law, he mused, had its good points.


  He was still trying to frame a civil answer to her when Sparrow cut into the channel. "Sparrow to Knave." Vale smiled indulgently at the kid's excited voice. "I got something on my scanner. One red pipper… Wait, it's gone now."


  Vale frowned at his tactical display. A free comet or garbage sack shouldn't have vanished like that. Vale guessed the boy was jumping at shadows.


  "Roger, Sparrow," he replied, "maintain surveillance. Call me if you get a repeat." He tapped his control yoke in thought. Sparrow was, ahead of the transports and on the port side, with Tiger to starboard. It was barely possible that Sparrow might read a scanner signal that was just out of Tiger's range.


  He switched channels to Marlena's frequency, "Knave to Tiger."


  Tiger's face appeared in his screen, her head moving back and forth as she scanned the area around her. "I know what you're going to ask, boss," she said. "No, I didn't see it." She paused a moment. "Do you want him to intercept? It'd be good practice."


  Vale considered it. "No, we'd best not. Fuel allocation's been cut once this quarter already. We need the gas more than he needs the practice."


  Tigers face clouded. "Parsimonious bastards. The ink wasn't even dry on the treaty before they cut the budget."


  Vale said nothing. He agreed with her, but wasn't about to let himself get caught criticizing his bosses on an open channel. There were far too many unemployed majors flying bar stools for him to have any illusions about his indispensability. "Keep an eye on it," he said. "It was probably a sensor artifact or a spurious contact, but you never know."


  "Roger," Tiger replied.


  He tried to ignore the sense that something was wrong. Sparrow's contact troubled him. The kid's scanners were new, in good shape, and decently maintained. Anomalies weren't unusual, of course, and there was a lot of junk floating around to give a momentary reflection, but something just didn't seem right. Nephele was as predictable and as boring as mess-hall eggs. Odd events just didn't happen there.


  Vale shook his head. The kid had gotten worked up over nothing, and was now making the whole flight jittery. It was probably nothing.


  The pilot waited patiently while the convoy appeared on his long-range scanner. He counted seven craft, just as he had been told to expect. They were late, a fact that disturbed his sense of order, but which had no relevance on the outcome.


  He checked his Kilrathi-style cloaking device. It was working, rendering him invisible to both their scanners and the naked eye.


  He waited for the ships to wander into visual range. Four early-model Arrows hovered in a sloppy formation about their three charges. He frowned slightly. He had expected better escorting tactics from Confederation pilots. The Fleet had let things slide since the peace.


  He smoothed his facial features, mastering his expression and his feelings. Emotion impaired judgement and efficiency. He struggled to purge himself of all feeling—the better to do what was needed. When he cued his wingman's frequency, his voice was as cold and still as a winter morning.


  "Seether to Drakes," he said. "The old man was right. Targets sighted. Lets do it." He checked the raiders' coded transponders to ensure all four ships were in their correct positions. Two hung off of each bow of the convoy, for now matching their course and speed with the freighters like sharks after a school of fish. He sent his wingman the preset code to attack, then goosed his throttle and aimed for the convoy. "Remember," he said, "no survivors."


  He checked his ship's status, then switched his ready ordnance to an IFF missile. It was a "fire-and-forget" weapon, one that required no further attention from the pilot once it was launched. The missile would lock on a target's electronic signature, then would follow it until it ran out of fuel or was hit.


  Drake Two dropped out of cloak to his right, firing a dumb-fire missile as he bored in on the first transport. The dumb-fire was a powerful, unguided rocket that probably wouldn't get a kill on the freighter, but would certainly shake it up.


  He followed Two's lead, dropping his own cloak as an Arrow grew in his sights. The Confederation fighters exploded into action, scattering like startled quail as the lead element of Drake flight appeared literally out of nowhere and ripped through the center of the formation. Drake Two broke hard to the right and opened up on the leading pair with his tachyon cannon, rifling shots around the Confed fighters. The Arrow on the convoys starboard bow heeled sharply over, accelerating away in a complicated corkscrew maneuver.


  Seether smiled grimly to himself, his mask of indifference slipping. The Arrow pilots were better than their formation flying had suggested. He licked his dry, thin lips. Good, he thought, his people could use some live-target practice.


  * * *


  Vale was just about to order Sparrow back to the convoy when he caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye.


  He was just turning his head towards it when a single red dot appeared on his tactical display, flickering into existence on the convoys starboard bow. A second red pipper appeared, this one to port. It took him a moment to realize the significance of the red dots as… enemy. "Tallyho!" he yelled, cuing the squadron's general circuit. "Bandits! Vector one-zero-one degrees and three-three-zero, Z plus forty. Tiger section, break and attack!"


  "I copy, Knave," Tiger replied, "we'll take the bandit on the left." Vale saw her accelerate towards her target. Sparrow followed a second later, angling back towards his wing slot from his advanced position in front of the convoy.


  He caught quick acknowledgments from Scarman and Tiger, then a beat later from Sparrow as each reported weapons readiness. He knew that doctrine called for aggressive intercept as far from the vulnerable transports as possible. He just wished he'd had more time to intercept.


  Vale hauled his own control yoke to the right, nearly standing the nimble fighter on its tail as he hit his afterburners and turned to attack. Scarman turned smoothly with him, the plume of his afterburner glowing white as he matched his burn to Vale's.


  "Tallyho, boss. I designate Target One," Tiger said, her voice calm. "Range, six thousand kilometers to target. Accelerating to eight hundred KPS." The raider, at first glance a heavy fighter, opened up with twin columns of fire. Tiger spiked her craft into evasive maneuvers that took her past the raider and out of its gunline. She pirouetted neatly and arced in on the raiders flank, her guns blazing.


  Vale turned his own attention towards the bandit who'd angled towards the rear of the convoy. The enemy's red pipper glowed and swelled as he turned towards it. He goosed his afterburner, inhaling as the increased thrust pressed him back into his chair. He was glad his inertial dampers appeared to be functioning well—he'd have been thrown around the inside of the cockpit without them. His lasers and ion cannon weren't nearly as heavy as the raiders'; he could only hope that he had a speed and maneuver advantage that would balance the scales.


  He had a quick glimpse of Tiger trading fire with the first bandit, while Sparrow now maneuvered to the flank.


  The missile alarm chimed in his ear, its Dopplered pitch warning him of a lock-on. A yellow dot appeared on his scanner and quickly accelerated towards him. "Damn," he said, then cued his radio. "Scar, evasive. Then break and attack."


  He rammed the throttle forward as Scarman broke away, leaving behind him a string of missile decoys. Vale kicked in his afterburner and hauled his control yoke down and left as he fought to open as much room between himself and his wingman as he could. The missile ignored the chaff and Scar to lock onto him. He cursed under his breath.


  The two trailing transports loomed in front of him, their drive plumes brightening as they accelerated to the best of their ability. He flashed between them, hoping their mass would throw off the missile. He craned his head around and saw it closing rapidly, its lock-on intact. He banked and cut back, using the lefthand transport as the pivot for his tight parabolic turn. He snapped out of the turn, his course reversed. He dropped chaff pod after chaff pod, hoping the signal simulators would lure the missile away from him. The warhead yawed after the first and detonated.


  Vale looked frantically around. The leading freighter bloomed fire along one flank, the result, he thought, of a missile or rocket attack. A torpedo would have reduced the little ship to free atoms. He checked his tactical display and saw one intruder arcing in towards the hindmost transport. Scar whipped and saw-bucked in the distance, apparently locked in his own dance with a missile. This guy is good, Vale thought, he's taken us both out of play long enough to get in close to the freighters.


  Tiger and Sparrow were tied up with the second bandit and were in no position to help, leaving him with no option except to go one-on-one. He hoped to stay out of the raiders front arc and its big guns. He angled his Arrow towards the raider and hit his throttle. His fighter jumped forward, the acceleration pressing him back in his seat in spite of the inertial dampers.


  The intruder turned slightly as Vale closed, affording him his first good, long look. The thing was sleek and completely black, except for a pair of glowing, top-mounted Bussard intakes, suggesting a jump capability. It looked ultra-state-of-the-art to him, utterly lethal and unlike any design he had seen. It sure as hell didn't look Kilrathi.


  He pushed his throttle back, cutting out his afterburner and slowing his headlong charge to better target his weapons. He fired his ion cannon at range, more for his own morale than from any real hope of inflicting damage.


  The enemy ignored his pinpricks to fire quad energy weapons at the transport. The bolts punched through its flimsy screens and hulled it deeply. The freighters single defensive turret opened up, a pathetic single stream of laser beams to answer its mortal wound. He sent the transport a quick interrogative.


  The ship's master answered at once, his face appearing on a jumping, static-filled screen. Vale saw drifting smoke behind him. "We're here," the Elgin Dailey's master said, "Y'all just keep it that way. Drives are intact. We'll hold station." His face faded as Vale saw a secondary explosion mushroom out of the transports side. He suspected the Dailey was in more trouble than it let on.


  The raider turned on him, snake-quick, and fired. Four beams of lambent energy crossed close in front of his prow, brightening the inside of the cockpit with reflected energy. A single bolt plowed into his forward phase shield, wiping it out and chewing up his frontal armor. His damage board showed a stabilizer hit. He punched his throttle to the stops and hauled back on his stick as he scrambled to get away from the enemy fighter. He poured on the coal, trying to escape as bolt after bolt passed close by. His rear shields weakened but held as the near misses ripped past.


  He brought his Arrow around, trying to cut across the heavier fighters vector and accelerate away before the black ship could follow. The raider tumbled in space, its nose turning to track Vale's Arrow. He saw a bright red flare and closed his eyes. He opened them to see Sparrow arcing in from his upper right, his lasers and ion cannon slashing at the raider.


  The black ship continued to rotate in space, turning now to follow Sparrow. Vale kicked his own ship into an autoslide and pivoted back to fire on the raider. He kept the deflection shots going, turning his own Arrow to keep the black ship under fire. The deflection angles were changing too quickly for either his AI to predict or him to track. He missed with most of his shots.


  Sparrows shots slowed, the quad fire having drained his capacitors. "I'm outta here," the kid shouted into his mike. Vale picked up the gist of the message through the feedback as Sparrow poured fuel into his afterburners. The black ship rolled, then fired into Sparrows rear quarter, slewing the little ship around.


  "Damage?" he asked as Sparrow cleared the raider's guns.


  "Transmitting," the kid replied, sounding very subdued. The schematic of Sparrows fighter solidified on his screen. He saw that the kid's afterburner, rear armor, and stabilization systems had been hit. One more solid hit and Sparrow would be history.


  Vale looked across the convoy in time to see a raider pinion Tiger's fighter, catching her in its bright beams like a pushpin through a butterfly. Vale watched her ship stagger under twinned hammer blows as the cannon stripped the Arrow of its phase shields, armor, and skin. Pieces began to spall and burn.


  Vale heard her scream, a long, drawn-out wail of fear and agony that abruptly ceased as the black ship fired again, this time with all its weaponry.


  The black ship did a victory roll as it flashed past the expanding debris cloud that marked the remains of Tiger's ship, then began to close in on the convoy. Vale glanced around, realizing too late that he'd lost track of the second raider.


  "Keep your eyes open," he said to Sparrow, "the other one's still out there."


  Scar cut his drives, autoslid, then boosted after the black ship that had killed Tiger. The Confederation pilot pulled his Arrow into a tight inside loop, trying to flip up and descend on the larger ships vulnerable back. The raider was ready. It shifted, linking the two ships with multiple columns of firepower. Scar's Arrow, immolated on the beams, detonated.


  Vale realized as he looked in vain for a life pod from Scar's ship that resistance was futile. The convoy was lost. It was time to salvage what he could, in this case a young pilot who didn't deserve to die. "Sparrow," he said harshly, "disengage. Get home and make a full report. Intelligence'll need to know what we saw here."


  The other Arrow slowly turned away. Vale felt ice in his guts as he saw the two black ships slashing in towards the transports. He rammed his throttles to the stops, punching the little ship towards the convoy. A tiny voice inside his head screamed at him to disengage, to run for home, to live. He gritted his teeth and bored in to attack.


  His target fired its missiles, volleying them all off in a single salvo against the Elgin Dailey. The weapons bloomed in explosion after explosion as they punched into the Dailey's guts. Vale watched the stricken ship slew out of formation and angle away. A massive explosion rocked the transport, blowing off the front section containing the bridge and the life bubble. It tumbled alongside the remainder of the ship, still spewing gas and debris.


  Vale checked his scanner and saw Sparrow running flat out for home. Vales chest tightened as he saw one of the black ships flicker into existence behind the rookie. The raider accelerated and fired a missile. Sparrow dodged and weaved, trying to avoid the warhead. His maneuvering cost him enough forward speed for the fighter behind him to close. The black ship fired.


  "Hail, Mary, full of grace…" Vale heard Sparrow whisper as the bloom engulfed the back half of the light ship. The multiple impacts spun Sparrow to his right, killing his drives and snapping him end over end. The Confederation pilots prayer turned into a long scream that ended only when the ship exploded… The rookie never had a chance to eject.


  He turned his attention back to the two raiders closing in on the transports. He fired on the closest, switching to lasers and plinking at the heavier ship from long range. The raider ignored the fire while it poured shots into the third transport, the Red's Gamble. The raider walked hits up the freighters defenseless spine.


  The Gamble burned brightly, its cargo outgassing and oxidizing through the holes punched in its hull by the raiders' cannon. Vale saw flames licking out into open space, an indicator of the intensity of the inferno within.


  The second raider bored in on the Gamble and fired, hitting the stricken transport with both tachyon beams and a heavier weapon that ate whole sections of the freighter. The transport detonated a moment later, one moment coasting in open space with bright jewels of flame winking along its sides and the next vanishing in an actinic flare. The detached, clinical part of Vale's mind noted that the ship's reactor core must have detonated.


  A fourth black ship dropped out of cloak on his right flank, firing as it closed the range. His Arrow rocked under the black fighters hits. Vale slashed his control yoke back and forth, frantically trying to dodge the converging weapons' streams. He felt his drives fail.


  He glanced down at his display. System after system glowed red. The eject warning flashed. He reached down between his legs, groping for the yellow-painted eject bar.


  The ship heeled to one side, hit by another salvo. He glanced up. The raider loomed close, its weapons pointed at his cockpit. It fired from point-blank range, twin bolts of violent energy that blanked out the ship behind. Vale didn't even have time to register pain…


  Seether felt the adrenaline drain away as he squeezed his trigger and saw the last Arrow disintegrate into atoms. The pilot, with squadron leaders markings on his fighters tail assembly, had been passably good. He would have felt a more enduring respect for his opponent, except the Confed pilot was dead. He had no respect for the dead. Death was the ultimate failure, and he could not abide failure.


  Drake Threes face appeared on his comm-screen. "Target area sterile," she said, "no signals and no pods. The last transport is attempting Mayday." She glanced downward a moment. "Jamming successful."


  Seether nodded and cut her off. "Drake One to Drake flight—stand by for test procedure." He brought his ship around in a tight arc and began his attack run on the sole remaining transport. The pigboat wallowed from side to side, trying to evade his ship. He narrowed his eyes as he closed on the ship. "I'm lighting the 'flash-pak.'" He flipped the safety cover off a special firing button and poised his thumb over it.


  The transport filled his forward view, growing larger and larger until he could see the rusted surface details. The transport's single gun sputtered at him ineffectually.


  He held his attack run to the last possible instant, then mashed the firing key. He immediately felt the difference in the ship as the thin, convex disc was ejected from his bay. Small thrusters located along its edge gave it ballistic stabilization as it spun and latched onto the transport's hull.


  Seether pulled the control yoke back, kicking in his maneuvering thrusters as he swept in a tight turn around the waist of the transport. He emerged above the disc just as it began to vibrate and shimmer. The whole transport visibly shook as surface components ruptured and detached under the strain imposed by the disc. He held his position as the Ashiri Mara shook and rumbled. A violent flash of oxygen and explosive fuels burst out of the hole in the ship's hull and exploded. A second fireball, then a third emerged as the ship's interior spaces detonated in sequence. The final blast loomed over the stricken ships side like a malevolent flower. When it faded, only the Ashiri Maru's outer hull remained, a charred and scorched husk.


  Seether recorded the ship's death on his gun camera. He chuckled, the sound like dice rolling in a cup as he cued Drake Two's channel. "I'd call that a successful 'test,' wouldn't you?" He didn't wait for a response. He reoriented his ship towards the hulk and launched a conventional grappling mine. He watched the weapon tumbling towards the wreck a moment, then hit his "All Call" as he ghosted in after the falling mine.


  "Seether to Drakes. Come about to course three-one-zero, Z minus twenty and stand by."


  The mine hit the hulk and detonated. Seether whipped his ship around in time to catch the blast on his rear shields, just as he hit his afterburners. He let the blast propel him forward, accelerating him towards his waiting wingmates. The adrenaline faded, leaving him cold. He used the mine-drop and afterburner trick to test himself, probing himself for fear the way he might test a loose tooth with his tongue. He prodded himself, satisfied with the results. No fear.


  "Cloak on my command," he ordered. "Now."


  The four unmarked, black fighters vanished, leaving behind only the hulks and the dead.


  


  


  • CHAPTER ONE


  James Taggart, Assembly Master of the Confederation Senate, retired brigadier, and ex-spy, looked up at the vaulted ceiling of the Hall of the Great Assembly. The Great Hall's acoustics had been designed to allow a speaker to address the highest galleries without electronic amplification. The acoustics also concentrated all the sound in the room down on the dais.


  The Senate was in full cry. Eminent men and women from across the Confederation shouted and gestured at each other, each trying to be heard above the din. News services from a half dozen affiliated worlds aimed pin-mikes at their representatives. Lobbyists and flesh pressers of a dozen stripes worked the aisles, hobnobbing with the legislators who allocated power and, more importantly, money. Taggart found the whole show cynically amusing, very pathetic, and utterly fascinating.


  It occurred to him that he had come a long way since the war. Then, as "Paladin," he had plugged along in silent obscurity, spying and doing one classified operation after another for king and country. He would have vanished into obscurity had it not been for Admiral Tolwyn and his spectacular failure with Operation Behemoth.


  Taggart had put his own scheme together. Colonel Blair had gotten lucky over Kilrah, dropping the Temblor bomb and knocking Kilrah out of the war and Taggart into the limelight. Taggart had come away as "the man who saved humanity," especially as Blair had fled the publics adoration.


  He laughed as he recalled how little time it had taken before the deal makers and the image shapers came snooping after him. They'd helped him ride the rising tide of his fame to the Senate, then to the Master's Chair. It was an almost unprecedented honor for a freshman Senator, especially as he'd refused to open his black bag of tricks to engineer his promotion. His election had been done openly and honestly, and it was one of his proudest moments.


  Taggart glanced at his watch. The time for unstructured debate had finally ended. He took the heavy wooden gavel and began to tap the handle against the clapper. The sound, electronically enhanced, thumped out across the floor, warning the Senators that it was time to bring their remarks to a close. He kept politely tapping for several minutes, then reversed the hammer in his hand. The second sweep crossed the hour. Now he could get serious. He raised the gavel to shoulder level and brought it down hard.


  Boom! Boom! Boom! The heavy wood struck the clapper, resonating throughout the chamber. The nearest Senators actually winced as the thrumming washed over them. Taggart continued to pound the gavel until the sound diminished enough for him to be heard.


  "Order," he demanded, "order."


  The Senate quieted, the last diehards sitting only as Taggart threatened to whack the gavel again.


  "You will all have the opportunity to voice your opinions on the occurrence on our Border Worlds frontier," he said soothingly. Damn, Paladin, he thought to himself, you really are becoming a politician. When did dead pilots and ambushed ships become an "occurrence"? He gritted his teeth, projecting a false smile before he continued. "But we will first hear from the Commander of the Strategic Readiness Agency. Admiral Tolwyn has graciously agreed to appear before us and provide us with his preliminary assessment of the raids." He half-turned towards his guest. "Admiral Tolwyn."


  Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn stepped up to the podium, resplendent in his dress uniform. Taggart noted that the admiral had worn all of his decorations, gilding his chest in gold, silver, and bronze. It was an impressive show, at least to the rubes in the cheap seats.


  Taggart suspected that Tolwyn's star had fallen enough after his pet project had failed for the admiral to feel he had to resort to such theatrics to make his point. In Taggart's assessment, he believed that Tolwyn had rebounded nicely, and was again ascendant, but apparently the admiral was taking no chances.


  Taggart watched the admiral step up to the podium and look out onto the ranks of assembled notables. Tolwyn's gaze seemed coolly appraising, as though taking the Senators' measure. His expression grew grave as he pulled a thin sheaf of papers out of his tunic and spread them out on the lectern.


  It occurred to Taggart, as he watched Tolwyn, that the admiral was the best politician of all of them. How else could the man—who'd nearly been cashiered after the Behemoth debacle—bounce back to run the Strategic Readiness Agency as his personal fiefdom? The man was a survivor, with more lives than a cat.


  Admiral Tolwyn cleared his throat and began. "Ladies and gentlemen of the Assembly: as the Commander of the SRA, I am charged with many duties. Foremost among these is the protection of the frontiers of our galaxy."


  He looked down briefly. Taggart noticed that while Tolwyn had notes, he hardly referred to them. It was also clear that Tolwyn had mastered political speech-making, using the slightly stiff, overblown rhetoric that was all the rage with the log-rolling set. The Tolwyn of old would neither have been so polite to those he considered mealy-mouthed civilians, nor would he have stooped to talk to them in their own language.


  "Unfortunately," the admiral continued, "I don't have any answers. The attacks have left no survivors and precious little evidence. Confed Intel has given it their best shot, and to date has come up empty."


  Taggart knew the last to be a subtle dig at himself. His own service was Intel, and semi-independent of the Fleet. Paladin had kept it that way, in spite of Tolwyn's attempts to absorb the uniformed element of the intelligence community.


  "We have," Tolwyn continued, spreading his palms humbly, "absolutely no proof of who is doing this."


  The Senate erupted in chaos. Many senators had constituents who were affected, owned ship lines, or wanted to put in a plug for "law and order" on general principles. Some blamed pirates while others accused the Border Worlds militia of treachery. Other, darker theories, of conspiracies and secret Kilrathi attacks, were bandied about. Taggart banged his gavel.


  Tolwyn raised his hand—and the room quieted, much to Taggart's concealed irritation. He wished he commanded as much respect from the legislators. He recalled, to his sour amusement, that he had until he became one of them.


  Tolwyn gave Taggart a wintery sidelong look. "Well, I'm sure we all have our theories…" He rolled his eyes slightly, allowing Taggart to see that his contempt for civilians was intact. "But let me tell you," he said, raising one index finger for emphasis, "that while it is a mystery now, it will not be one for long." Taggart wondered if Tolwyn was going to give some inkling of his plan.


  The admiral instead humbly lowered his eyes, a gesture Taggart knew to be pure artifice. "As most of you know, I've spent a lot of time on the frontier, both fighting the Kilrathi, and in building the peace. The Border Worlds are a wild lot—full of rogues, privateers, and the Border Wonders' themselves." His voice took on disapproving tones. "Their loose society encourages irresponsibility and indiscriminate growth rather than cooperative and controlled development of resources for the benefit of all humans."


  Taggart looked at Tolwyn, contemplating the admiral with hooded eyes. Tolwyn had just disclaimed knowing who the culprits were, and now was steering the senators towards the Border Worlds. He wondered what agenda the admiral had tucked up his gold-braided sleeve.


  One senator leapt to his feet, interrupting both Tolwyn's speech and Taggart's line of thought. Taggart glanced at the man, whom he really thought should be old enough to know better. "Scoundrels!" the senator thundered, pounding his hand on his desk for effect. "That's what they are! They should be punished for what they've done!"


  Another backbencher, unwilling to be outdone, also stood. "They're hoodlums! Rebels who're preying on innocent ships!" Taggart saw they were playing to the cameras and dismissed them.


  Tolwyn didn't. He shook his head sadly. "Let me remind you, senators, that during the long war with the Kilrathi, the Border Worlds were a strong ally."


  Another senator jumped up to interrupt. "And now they're attacking us!"


  Taggart sighed. It must be the full moon, he thought. They seemed, after just the tiniest bit of nudging from Tolwyn, to be ready to blame the Border Wonders' on general principles, much less on hard evidence. He looked up into the galleries, relieved to see that while many faces were hard with anger, many others looked contemplative and skeptical.


  Tolwyn, again the voice of reason, continued. "Do not allow lust for revenge to cloud your thinking…" He gave Taggart another sidelong glance and a tiny, wintery smile. "We mustn't forget who our friends are."


  Many of the senators present nodded assent, agreeing with the admiral's sentiments and missing the byplay on the dais.


  Taggart had no doubt whatsoever that the admiral had just put a shot across his bows. Counterintelligence had actually been Admiral Richard's bailiwick and not his, but the hard truth remained the same. Counter Intel had failed to catch the Kilrathi renegade, Hobbes, before he'd betrayed his human allies and returned to his own kind. That lapse had cost Tolwyn his precious Behemoth and his shot at ending the war. Tolwyn had made no secret of the fact he thought Paladin might have sabotaged his pet project.


  "However," Tolwyn said, his voice hardening as he delivered what Taggart thought would be his real pitch, "we must also keep in mind that during the war, certain social and political changes were taking place along the frontiers." He paused. "We don't know what is going on inside the Border Worlds themselves. We don't know if these raids may reflect a change within the Border Worlds governments, the rise of criminal elements on the frontier itself, or if these are just random terrorism events or even common piracy." He paused. "Until we get hard evidence, however, we must assume that the Border Worlds are as they have always been…" He paused, showing the slightest hint of skepticism, "our friends."


  Terrorism, Taggart thought, is many things, but it is never "random." And it was common knowledge that the Border Worlds had refused to release the carriers acquired from Earth until long after the Kilrathi had begun their assault. The frowns he saw in the gallery suggested that he wasn't the only senator to make that connection. He smiled slightly, amused at Tolwyn's ability to play both sides of the aisle.


  Tolwyn grasped the podium with both hands, taking physical control of it as he thrust his head aggressively forward. "I don't know who is doing this," he said, slowly and distinctly, letting the moment build, "but I shall find out. And then… I will see to it that it stops."


  The senators clapped and cheered. Taggart banged his gavel repeatedly, trying to restore order. He waited until the clamor had been reduced to a buzz, then looked down at Tolwyn. Tolwyn had played the body masterfully, gathering the senators in and building his case. Any legislator challenging Tolwyn's position would be seen as coddling the Border Worlds or condoning the attacks. No one wanted to be put in that position with so many cameras about.


  Taggart saw he had two choices: he could tack with Tolwyn's gale, or be blown by it. The decision wasn't especially difficult. He put on what he called his "political face," the bland, friendly expression everyone in the Hall wore most of the time.


  "Admiral," he began, trying to match Tolwyn's sense of presence. His own style was more folksy, and didn't lend itself well to this type of occasion. "… our relations with the Border Wonders' have been damaged by these, um, incidents. They've claimed to suffer from attacks similar to ours, and share similar concerns. Tensions between our government and the Border Worlds are high and we want this situation defused as quickly as possible. Time is of the essence."


  Tolwyn nodded gravely. "I shall assume personal control of the investigation." He raised his voice. "And I shall use all of the forces at my disposal to find the perpetrators… and defuse them." He grinned then, a sharks smile.


  Taggart swallowed at the thought of Tolwyn's fleet carriers deploying to the frontier, and how the Border Worlds were likely to respond to that. He tried to think of a way to put some back-pressure on what was happening, to slow the tides of the moment. He opened his mouth to suggest a more low-key response, then glanced up, uncomfortably aware that all of the vid-cams in the Hall were pointed at him. "The Assembly looks forward to the results of your investigation," he said lamely. He tried to change the spin of Tolwyn's victory, to make his commission investigative, rather than active. "We shall decide a course of action within, ah… a fortnight of your completed report."


  Tolwyn made a show of gracious acceptance. Taggart knew Tolwyn had gotten what he wanted, and now could afford to be gracious. Tolwyn turned slightly. Taggart was certain he did it to be better seen by the cameras. He raised his voice slightly, enunciating clearly for the journalists. "Thank you, Paladin. When you served under my command I knew I could always count on you," the admiral said. "I accept your vote of confidence on behalf of the Strategic Readiness Agency, and we shall endeavor to match your timetable for action."


  "Two weeks," Taggart said, convinced Tolwyn was playing him, annoyed at Tolwyn's pointed reference to his once having been subservient to him. He searched for some sign of smugness or victory in the admiral's eyes, and saw nothing. Tolwyn's expression remained cool and still.


  The admiral gave him another small smile. "Two weeks." Taggart shook his head fractionally as Tolwyn turned back to the lectern. He had just been backed into agreeing to a fortnight's unspecified operations with unspecified forces along a potentially explosive frontier. He just hoped that Tolwyn knew what the hell he was doing. For all their sakes.


  Christopher Blair picked up his wrench and counted to ten. His knuckles still throbbed from where he'd bashed them while trying to open the aerator pump's access cover. Sweat rolled down his face, soaking his shirt and dripping into the pumps guts. He rubbed the back of his hand across his forehead, then pinched his fingers together on the bridge of his nose to try and wipe away the stinging stuff.


  He looked up at the thin blue sky and Nephele Prime. Prime was an insignificant main sequence yellow G-type star on the edge of nowhere. Nephele Two was tucked just on the inside of the "green band," the range of distances that a planet could occupy that would support human life. Two barely fit the criteria, resulting in a biosphere only marginally adaptable for human beings. The planet's principle exports were sand and rare earths, with just enough agriculture to provide the locals with some vegetables.


  Blair had picked the place for its isolation, as had most of the other emigrants. His nearest neighbors were a monastic group of Zen Buddhists, whose hobbies appeared to be meditating and leaving him alone.


  The long lines of sight had been the hardest thing for him to get used to on Two. The ability to see all the way to the horizon was something that just wasn't possible on a carrier deck. It had taken him a long time to decide he liked having room to stretch his elbows.


  Nephele also offered air that hadn't been through a 'fresher, water that didn't have a chemical aftertaste, and unrecycled food. It was paradise, compared to the Fleet. Or so he told himself. Daily.


  He looked down at his salt-crusted watch. It was only nine a.m., local time, but the temperature was already up over 42 degrees centigrade. He suspected that it would top 45 before noon. That conclusion took very little deductive reasoning. Two topped 45 degrees every day.


  The blazing heat drew his attention back to the task at hand. The broken pump was supposed to draw water from the aquifer deep below the farmstead and up into porous pipes below ground. The water would then be forced into the soil around the plants, giving them the precious liquid they needed to survive in Two's desert regions. Losing either the pump or suction in the well shaft would require repriming the system, a costly and difficult prospect. Meanwhile, his plants would broil in the brutal sun.


  He applied the spanner to a broken solenoid, removing it in only twice the time the manual said it should take. He replaced it, dropping the new part in the sand and bashing his hand. He finally got the access panel closed. The pump hummed and clicked to itself as it ran its internal diagnostics program, then flashed system ready on a tiny screen.


  Blair crossed his fingers and hit the starter button. The machine began to shake and rattle as the old solar-powered engine tried to turn over. "Come on, you old piece of…" he said, then stopped as the pump rumbled to life. He exhaled in relief, then dropped his head in frustration as it died.


  He checked the diagnostics. The display read system FAULT.


  "No kidding," he grumbled. He took the wrench and attacked the solenoid again, tightening and loosening it in its socket to try and get a better contact. He hit the starter again. The machine flared to life, sputtered, and died.


  Blair sighed in frustration and looked across the hectare or so of crops that surrounded him. The plants would be wilted by nightfall if he couldn't get water to them, and surface irrigation was out of the question. Water pumped onto the plants during the day would either evaporate at once or would act as a lens, concentrating the sunlight and searing the vegetation even more. He needed to get the pump operational, and soon, or his crop was finished.


  He thought he'd done well to eke as much life out of the desert as he had, and with virtually no experience. It had seemed like such a good idea at the time… to spend his days creating life rather than destroying it. The process, though, had proven to be full of heartache and physical pain. He couldn't decide if he was proud of his meager accomplishment or sorry he'd ever begun it.


  He knelt beside the aerator again and began to work the wrench into the solenoid's socket. He thought that perhaps the new part was bad. He hadn't thought to bench test it before he tried to install it. He cursed. It wouldn't have been the first time the Farm Bureau had sent him a new part that arrived broken.


  He gave the engine a third try. It sputtered and died. This time a sound like a gulp came from the inside of the machine as it failed. Blair swore sulphurously as the display flashed system integrity lost—pipe pressure failure. He had no choice now but to have the pump reprimed. He'd lose a significant portion of his crops before that happened.


  He threw the wrench down with an oath and stalked off towards the run-down-looking house, noticing for the dozenth time that the place needed a new coat of paint. He wasn't especially disposed to do much more than recognize that the need existed. His domestic urges didn't include painting, especially in Neph's blistering heat. The notion of contracting a job like that locally was laughable. Not that he could afford it, even if he could cozen someone into doing it.


  He stepped around the clutter on the steps and went inside to make the repair call. The house's main room was cluttered rather than dirty, with memorabilia covering every horizontal surface. The walls had no decoration other than old two-dees of comrades (many long dead), his framed citations and promotions, and curios picked up during twenty years of war. The room looked, he mused tiredly, like a display from a military museum. Which, in away, it was.


  He stepped over to the fridge plugged in next to his easy chair, reached in, and grabbed a beer can. He pressed the icy-cold plastic against his sweaty forehead, sighing in relief at the feel of the container against his heated skin. He glanced around, looking for his holo-comm controller. It was, for the moment, lost. He decided he wasn't particularly in the mood to look for it. The Farm Bureau could wait. God knows, he thought, they're going to make me wait, once I call.


  He plopped into his chair, surrounded by a litter of magazines, books, and a trash bin half full of dead beer cans and food cartons.


  The remote control for the holo-box was still sitting on the chairs arm. He picked it up and idly turned on the box. The news channel appeared to be carrying a feed from Earth. He checked the caption on the bottom of the screen. It was a delayed telecast from the Assembly Hall on Earth, and only two days old. He raised his eyebrows in surprise. The short delay suggested that the news must be really hot. Nephele was so far from Earth that what tapes they got were usually ten days old at the earliest. He settled back in his chair and opened his beer, interested in what the government had to say.


  He cued the sound. The announcers voice came from multiple speakers that were supposed to have been set into the walls but were instead scattered around the floor. "… and we've been told," her earnest, young voice said from off-camera, "that Admiral Tolwyn himself will be addressing this session of the Assembly on behalf of the Strategic Readiness Agency. Assembly Master Taggart's office has informed us that the nature of Admiral Tolwyn's remarks is not yet ready for release. We've heard from 'highly-placed sources' that the admiral's address will deal with the raids on Confederation shipping, likely by Border Worlds forces. Back to you, Miguel."


  Blair took a slug of beer and belched as the pundits took over, trying to predict what Tolwyn would say. The camera zoomed back in on Taggart, who looked faintly bored. Paladin's done well for himself, Blair thought. Taggart's moustache and hair were still more blond than gray and the smile lines around his eyes had grown a little deeper. Blair decided that life as a politician agreed with him.


  Taggart glanced at his watch and started banging his gavel, trying to bring the floor to order. Blair noticed that he wasn't having much luck at first. The room finally quieted, and Blair listened as Taggart introduced Tolwyn. Blair laughed again. Paladin appeared to have lost his accent. He'd always suspected Taggart's thick, Scottish brogue had been a put-on. A spy with a burr just didn't fit Blair's image of a secret agent.


  Blair's laughter died as the admiral stepped up to the podium, his dress uniform aglitter with awards and decorations. The sight of Tolwyn stirred mixed emotions in Blair. The admiral had at one time thought Blair to be a turncoat, or, worse yet—incompetent, as a result of the loss of the Tigers Claw. Blair had since proven otherwise, mostly by accomplishing more than his fair share of Tolwyn's suicidal missions.


  Blair considered Tolwyn's reputation for risk taking with other people's lives to understate the facts. The admiral's willingness to sacrifice anyone or anything to achieve his objectives had long been lauded in the popular press. He was "the man who got things done."


  Blair had often been placed in the position of being one of those sacrificed, a singular honor he had rarely appreciated. He'd always managed to come back. Many of his friends, also flying on Tolwyn's orders, hadn't been so lucky. Tolwyn had won more than he'd lost, the butcher's bills notwithstanding. Tolwyn, so far as Blair knew, had never expressed remorse for those who'd died pursuing his schemes.


  He listened, unimpressed, as Tolwyn laid out his case for mounting a major expedition to the frontier. There hadn't been much going on since the Kilrathi War, and Tolwyn was doubtless looking for some action. He laughed. The old war-horse was trying to find an excuse to get out and ride his carriers.


  The news reports had indicated that the raids hadn't been more than a pinprick. Tolwyn's reaction seemed to him to be more akin to smashing grasshoppers with a sledgehammer than a military operation, unless the press was downplaying the real situation. He shrugged. He laughed out loud as Tolwyn maneuvered the Senate into anointing him with a strike force. If Tolwyn wanted to chase pirates with a battle fleet, then that was fine with Blair.


  The only part of the situation that disturbed him was Paladin's surrender. Taggart appeared to be Tolwyn's loudest cheerleader, helping to write the admiral a blank check for his private little war. Blair wondered how that boded for the future. The military, through the admiralty courts and martial law, had usurped much civilian authority in the name of protecting humanity from the Kilrathi. Blair had watched the government use one pretext after another to slow the transition back to complete civilian rule. Blair had been skeptical that Paladin, as a former military man, would do his part to restore the civilian government's prerogatives. This abdication seemed to confirm his assessment.


  A chiming sounded from the depths of the room's clutter, drawing him from his ruminations. He stood, drained off his brew, and began sorting through the piles in the main room, in search of the comm-unit's remote control. He regretted the passing effort he'd made at tidying up the clutter. He'd only managed to move the piles around enough to lose track of everything.


  He rooted through end-table drawers and among the seat cushions, through piles of dirty clothes, stacks of books and magazines, and piles of printouts. The comm-unit buzzed again, giving him a vector to zero in on. He found the holo-comm box hidden under an article discussing more efficient planting strategies, and a thick pile of newsfaxes.


  He checked the unit, his eyebrows climbing in surprise at the flashing light. He read the display. "Incoming—planet." He turned the unit over, trying to refamiliarize himself with the device. He couldn't remember if this was the second or third message he'd received since he'd bought the place, but he hadn't had enough mail for him to bother learning how the unit worked. He pressed one button on the side of the box. The room darkened while a section of wall slid back to reveal a holo-tank.


  Rachel Corialis' face appeared, blurred and scratchy from a hundred playbacks. "Chris," her sad voice said, "I can't do this anymore. I can't spend my life on a backwater, and I can't stand the way you've crawled into that bottle." She took a deep breath, on the edge of tears. "You won't let me help you, and I can't live this way." She looked down. The playback fuzzed her voice into a scratchy whisper. "Chris… I love you but… goodbye…" Her image faded as the old chip lost resolution.


  "Damn," Blair said, under his breath, "I thought I erased that." He squinted at the controller again, then hit another button.


  The signal jumped and flickered, then settled down to reveal Todd Marshall grinning at him from the tank. Blair groaned.


  "Same to you, old buddy," Marshall said sarcastically, glancing around the part of the room he could see through Blair's pickup. "Nice place you got there. I like the style—early bachelor." He looked at Blair again. "I hope you put the goats outside before you go to bed."


  Blair kept his expression still. "Hello, Maniac." He glanced at Marshall's shoulder pips, pleased that he was still a major. "Sorry about your promotion." He didn't try very hard to hide the insincerity in his voice.


  The fleet had apparently decided that it was a bad idea to give a colonelcy to a pilot whose callsign described his state of mind. Blair, for once, agreed wholeheartedly with the armchair warriors. Maniac had abandoned far too many wingmen for Blair to want to entrust a squadron to him.


  Marshall's face twisted in a sardonic expression that Blair had come to loathe. "Yeah, well, now that the amateurs have taken over, it's getting harder for us professionals to get ahead. I was supposed to get a squadron."


  Blair kept his face still, unwilling to give Marshall an opening. He checked the source code of the call, confirming it as on-planet. "What brings you this far out?"


  "I was just passing through," Maniac said, his voice thick with sarcasm, "and I smelled pigs. So I said to myself, 'I wonder what the Scourge of Kilrah is doing these days?' So I dropped by." His smile turned unfriendly. "You know, chief, most washed-up fighter jocks take on honorable occupations, like drinking or whoring." He paused. "But, farming, that's disgraceful." He chuckled.


  Blair, unamused, placed his thumb over the disconnect button and held it up where Marshall could see it. "If this is a social call, Maniac," he said, "then I'm through being sociable."


  Maniac raised one hand, his expression turning serious. "Listen, hotshot, you gotta meet me at the starport. I'll be in the canteen. We have to talk."


  "We're talking now," Blair answered.


  Maniac shook his head. "Not good enough. The channel could be monitored. This is important, too important to leak." He paused. "Look, a lot of lives are on the line here. It's vital I see you." He grinned. "So, see if you can fit me into your busy schedule, okay?"


  Blair thought a moment, then nodded. "All, right. I'll hear you out." He paused. "This had better not be a game."


  The holo faded in a burst of static, leaving Blair in the darkened, slightly musty room. He sat long into the morning, thinking. He eventually stood and walked out onto the porch where he looked out onto his crops a long moment. He turned his back on them and went inside to pack.


  Blair stepped down the shuttles ramp, pleased that he had been able to book a last-minute hop on the intercontinental. A gust of brutally hot air seeped around the mating collar that connected the walkway to the atmospheric shuttles side. He walked down the walkway and into an icy blast of air conditioning. He shivered in the sudden heat change, gratified that while Two's starport lacked for virtually every amenity, it did have a landing dock and collar for smaller ships. He was certain that otherwise he would have melted crossing the starport's concrete ramp. He decided that he was going to have to get a cold drink inside him before he suffered heatstroke.


  The starport was located on Two's equator, where ships could take advantage of the planets rotational velocity to boost into space. Blair's home was in the much more reasonable southern latitudes, where asphalt didn't slag and run. He made it a point of going to the port as little as possible, to avoid the heat.


  He rapidly concluded that the starport hadn't improved much since the last time he had been there. He walked up the grime-covered access ramp from the shuttle and passed a small, dust-caked window that faced the small field. He paused a moment to look out the thick plexiglass.


  Small freighters lined one side of the field, their structures wavering in the rising thermals. Three landing circles, their concrete basins lashed and battered by the drive streams of dozens of ships, marked the area where the outbound ships staged for departure. A pair of closed lift-trucks loaded cargo onto a dirty and smoke-streaked short-haul atmospheric transport that squatted near the port's sole runway. The hulks of a half-dozen abandoned spacecraft lay cluttered on the far side of the field.


  The shuttle lifted up to ground level behind him, raised by the small elevator that served the passenger area. It rolled slowly towards the departure area. He gave some thought as to how he planned to get back home, once he'd heard Maniac's pitch, then realized he didn't really care. He was here, and that was enough. He turned away from the window, threw his flight bag over his shoulder, and walked towards the concourse.


  The inside of Two's starport had been built around a commercial area, with several offices for local freight lines, a broker, a few tired-looking shops, and several restaurants and bars. The whole place was done in lively pastels that both lightened the gloomy surroundings and showed every speck of dirt. The floor was carpeted in some kind of tough, age-spotted commercial fiber that had worn through in spots.


  He angled for the canteen, certain it hadn't been moved. Pilots hung out in spacer bars, usually located within spitting distance of the starport's front gate, if not on the premises. Two made it easier by packing most of its facilities in close together, to reduce the amount of air they would have to chill.


  The canteen was a dive located along the far wall of a tiny plaza built off the main drag. It appeared to share space with a pawnshop and what he guessed was either a brothel or a hotel, if not both. He slung his bag more tightly over his shoulder, crossed to the canteen, and entered.


  He entered the outer alcove and was immediately struck by the din of the noisy crowd within. He glanced up and saw a clock displaying the local time. Eleven-thirty, and the place was already packed. He checked his bag in a rented locker and pocketed the key before he entered the main bar. His rough plan was to do a quick recon and find a good table before Maniac entered. A sign saying no weapons allowed flashed on and off over the door.


  He stepped though the inner batwing doors and glanced around. The place had been a pilots' hangout during the war, catering to the long-haul patrols and transit jockeys ferrying fighters out to the frontier. The walls were decorated with two-dee renderings of warcraft throughout the ages, from primitive prop-driven aircraft to state-of-the-art fighters and bombers. Bric-a-brac and pilot memorabilia were scattered about on shelves. Models hung from the low ceiling, scattered between the ceiling fans, dancing lights and holos of yet more machines.


  The place had always seemed contrived to Blair. Two had never had enough of a military presence to support a pilots' bar on its own, so it had to depend on transients.


  Blair glanced around the main bar, looking for Maniac. The bar was filled to overflowing with the flotsam of a half-dozen races and a hundred planets. Pimps and whores of every possible color and gender plied their trades next to homeless vets begging for a handout or a drink. Several spacers in the shiny boots and creased flight suits of one of the inter-system liners swapped lies and swilled drinks with a pair of Confed pilots in rumpled flight suits. The next table had a woman with a tattooed face and green hair who fed cherries from the bar to a spider monkey perched on her shoulder. Blair watched the animal a moment, uncertain if its bright blue hair was a mutation or a dye job.


  Men and women, many in remnants of Confederation uniforms—mostly identifiable as Kilrathi War veterans by their decorations and badges—littered the small round tables that surrounded the central area. Many drank or were drunk, while others played cards or dominoes. They shared the bored, listless expressions that Blair had come to associate with people who had no place to be and nothing much to do. Drug dealers worked the corners of the bar, plying the drunk or stoned with their wares, and occasionally discreetly rolling the comatose. Money changers and card-sharps sized up the rubes and each other.


  Terrans stood cheek by jowl with aliens, Border Wonders', and mixed races, all talking at once—jabbering, negotiating, arguing, fighting, and drinking. The noise, the activity, and the odors—sweat, and oil, and vomit—clogged Blair's senses.


  He recovered some of his poise and worked his way a little deeper into the closely-packed mass, enough that he could pick up snippets of the conversations around him. Everyone was looking to score, whether it was money, stolen property, sex, power, or off-planet. They all had some need they wanted met, and were willing, often frantic, to trade.


  He moved into the center of the room, shifting his ID plate and credit chips into his front pockets. He looked around the room, searching for Maniac.


  He shook his head, tiring of the game. Too much had changed since he'd retired to his farm for him to be comfortable with the situation. He made for the bar, seeking a safe haven while he pondered his next move. The bartender, seeing him place his elbows on the cheap, wood-grained plastic bar top, placed a glass in front of him and poured him a stiff drink.


  Blair looked up, puzzled. "I didn't ask for this."


  The bartender shrugged. "I only serve one kind here. I figured that's what you came in for."


  Blair looked at the amber-colored liquid. He took a careful sniff, then wrinkled his nose at the smell of raw alcohol. He lifted the glass and took a sip, his first whiskey since Rachel had left. He coughed slightly as it burned a track down his throat. The stuff may have been rotgut, but it was better than the hooch produced by many ships' stills and far superior to the stuff he'd brought with him.


  He cleared his throat. "How much?" he asked, indicating the glass.


  "One point two," the bartender replied. "Standard credits only. None of that Border Worlds trash." He looked at Blair examining the glass. "It's cheap at the price."


  "It'd be cheap at any price," Blair replied sourly. He handed his credit chip to the bartender. The bartender ran the charge, then looked up at Blair hopefully. "A tip?"


  Blair thought a moment. "Don't go outside without a coat."


  The bartender returned his credit chip and walked away, a sour expression on his face.


  Blair was just turning around to scan the bar again, when someone bumped into him, spilling part of his drink on his hand. He quickly held the glass away from his clothing while he turned his head to curse at his jostler. The profanity died on his lips. A grizzled veteran, wearing the scraps of what had once been Confederation crew coveralls, looked up at him with rheumy eyes. He reeked of cheap whiskey and other, less savory odors.


  The veteran wiped the back of one dirty hand across his mouth and tried to focus on Blair. "Hey, lad," the man said, "can you spare a vet a drink?"


  Blair glanced over the old man's coveralls. The man's patches had been removed at some point, leaving dark shapes where they had protected the material beneath from fading. Blair thought he recognized some of the shapes. "Were you a flyer?"


  The veteran drew himself up in pride and met Blair's eye. "Yep," he said, "started out as a turret gunner on a Broadsword. Got m'self a field commission as a pilot and flew em'."


  "What happened?" Blair asked.


  The man sighed, exhaling a stench into Blair's face, "I din't have no college, so I lost m' commission in the 'reduction in forces' when the war ended." He shrugged, his face a mix of pain and humiliation. "I flew off the ole Liberty for nineteen years. I was a plank-owner, been on her since her commissionin'. That shoulda' counted for sometin', ya know?" He glanced away and his shoulders slumped. "Poor girl—the Liberty, I mean. She fought hard an' did her part, ya' know, then got broken up for scrap. It was like she was nothing."


  Blair nodded sympathetically. "Yeah, it's hell." The vet gave Blair a hard look. "I was on the Concordia," Blair supplied, "so I know all about losing a ship."


  The vet dipped his head in agreement, accepting Blair as a member of the club. "Say, you don't know of any spacers takin' on crew, do ya?"


  Blair shook his head. "Sorry. Why don't you go down to the hiring hall?"


  The vet shrugged. "There's nothing there. The Cats got awful good at going after our transport in the tail end of the war, and with the loss of the shipyards on Earth and the scale-down after, there ain't been a whole lot of constructing. What slots there are got captains and majors scrambling for third mate's jobs." He looked morose. "It's bad, especially for a RIF'ed lieutenant like me."


  "Yeah," Blair agreed.


  "Ya know," the vet continued, "we fought awful hard and awful long to win the war, an' for what? There's still Cats out there, making trouble, an' pirates, an' whatnot. Nothing's going like it should. It's like we lost the war, too." He looked down meaningfully at Blair's drink. "You can't get a decent glass of whiskey." He pointed at the amber liquid. "Just bilge waste."


  Blair opened his mouth to speak, only to have the vet run over him. "Prices of everything been going up. It's like everthing's fallin' apart."


  That's because it is, Blair thought. The war had gone on so long it had achieved a life of its own. He hadn't realized until after he had retired and had to live on the civilian economy just how much of it had become geared to support the war effort. That, coupled with the devastation of the Kilrathi attack on the home worlds, the sheer expense of the war, and the loss of the cream of human generations, had drained off what few resources were available to maintain the economic infrastructure.


  The vet was looking at Blair intently. "Look, buddy, if I'm bothering you…"


  "No," Blair replied, "sorry. I was thinking of… old friends. Comrades, you know?" It was the safest answer that came to mind.


  The vet nodded, drawing his sleeve across his mouth again. "I didn't mean to ramble on," he said, "it's just—you spend your whole life workin' for something, working for victory, you know. Then we got it—an' then what? They throw us all out, tell us we gotta find jobs—like there was any to be found. An' they tells that now we gotta contribute, ya know." His face turned bitter. "Like we haven't been."


  "Well," Blair replied, shrugging his shoulders, "I don't think anyone ever planned on what would happen if we won. I think we were so focused on just surviving that we never stopped to think about what would happen the day after peace broke out." He ground his teeth. Maybe we should have realized, he thought, we got a little taste of this during the truce before the Kilrathi surprise attack on Earth. But then we had Earth's industry and the Inner Colonies to carry some of the weight… and they were now ashes.


  The vet cleared his throat. "Um," he said, "about that drink…?"


  "Sure," Blair said. He reached into his pocket for some folding money and saw Maniac through the crowd. The major looked as he always did, intense, and never more so than when he was putting the moves on a woman.


  Blair thought a moment, then peeled off a five-credit note. It was little enough, but would get the vet a decent meal and a shower, if not a room. He pressed the money into the startled man's hands.


  The veteran tried to refuse it. "No," Blair said, "take it. As one survivor to another."


  The veteran frowned and reluctantly accepted the largesse. "Thanks, buddy," he said. He looked at Blair a long moment. "Sorry, I din't catch your name."


  Blair smiled grimly. "Smith," he said, lying. His own name carried too much fame for him to use it casually. He stepped quickly away from the bar, looking for where Maniac had disappeared through the crowd with the girl. It took only a few steps to see where Maniac had drawn her. He could tell from her expression that she didn't seem overly impressed with his line of approach. He laughed to himself. If I get there in time, he thought as he walked towards the pilot, I may be able to do my civic duty and keep him from crashing and burning.


  Blair was just about to tap Marshall on the shoulder when the pilot leaned forward towards the woman. "So, baby, whaddya say? I got us a room."


  The woman pursed her lips as though she'd bitten a lemon. Blair whistled in sympathetic pain as she slapped him hard across the face and stormed away. Blair stood there, a knowing smile on his face, as Maniac turned towards him. Todd Marshall rubbed his cheek ruefully.


  "It's amazing how unpatriotic women get as soon as a war stops," Manic said cheerfully. "All I did was offer to let her keep my morale up for me."


  "As I recall," Blair replied dryly, "that line didn't work any better during the war."


  Maniac gave Blair his trademark smug grin. "You never know till you try." He shrugged and tipped his chin towards the bar. "Who was the bum?"


  Blair made a sour face. "Bomber pilot. Got caught in the RIF. No real prospects, so he hangs out here, cadging drinks."


  Maniac nodded. "The RIF took out more good folks than the Cats did." He shrugged. "Things're tough, especially for the bastards who put it all on the line and now have nothing."


  Blair looked back at the bar, his mood introspective. "You know, Maniac, when I was a kid, space was the place to be. It meant opportunity. The colonies were growing exponentially, the economy was good, and even the war was an exciting thing—fighting aliens for humanity. Now, it's like we've lost something. Space is like everyplace else, just another junkyard."


  Maniac stared at him, as startled as if Blair had begun spouting Kilrathi mating poetry. "Colonel," he said, placing enough stress on Blair's rank to be borderline insubordinate, "are you sure you ain't been on that farm too long?"


  Blair wasn't in the mood to banter. "The farm's a peaceful life, Major. Quiet. Serene. Stable. Zen Buddhists next door. You wouldn't like it."


  Maniac laughed, harsh and mean. "I've always said you'd go soft. I just didn't expect your head to go first."


  A loud crash spared Blair the need to answer. He turned in his seat to see the source of the commotion. He saw a man in a dark flight suit with sandy hair standing, his chair knocked over behind him. He grabbed the veteran Blair had spoken with by the collar. Blair didn't hear the exchange between the two men, but he did see the dark man give the vet a deliberate backhand across the face. The vet tumbled backward, spilling across the table. The younger man stepped up to the groaning vet and kicked him first in the hip with the point of his boot, then again in the gut as he collapsed.


  Blair looked quickly around for a bouncer. No one seemed particularly interested in helping the older man. He had stood up and was rushing over to help before he considered the implications of what he was doing. The dark man cocked his foot back and kicked the man in the kidney as Blair approached. Blair grabbed the man by the shoulder and whirled him around.


  "Enough," Blair started to say. He froze as the man whipped his flight jacket open. He caught a quick glimpse of the man's name tag as he whipped a short black handle from its pouch on his belt. The man flicked a switch. A red, disembodied point appeared about four inches above the tip of the weapon.


  "Laser knife!" someone yelled to Blair's right.


  Blair felt his guts tense. He had little experience with blades of any sort, much less any as nasty as this. All he knew was that laser knives were plunging weapons that could also inflict severe surface burns depending on whether the attack was a pierce or a slash. He glanced up, meeting the dark man's cold blue eyes.


  His opponent held the knife low, with the point towards Blair's gut. He played the blade back and forth, whirling the tip in precise figure eights. Blair had no doubt the man knew exactly how to use the weapon.


  He tried to remember his own hand-to-hand training. The only piece that came to mind was to watch his opponent's waist, the center of gravity. The man chuckled,


  causing Blair to look up again. The sandy-haired man smiled, a wintery splitting of his lips.


  "Bad move, friend," he said, "I don't like being touched." He whipped the laser knife up, stabbing for Blair's midsection. Blair went to block, crossing his wrists, palms down, in front of his stomach. He realized too late that the dark man's slash was merely a feint. He had just begun to dodge back when the man hit him with a roundhouse punch to the temple. Blair staggered back, his vision exploding into a mass of stars. He staggered to the right, trying to dodge a second punch.


  His attacker feinted again, this time snap-kicking him in the head. Blair managed to interpose his arm in time to keep the kick from connecting, but the shock numbed his arm. The blow staggered him, knocking him off balance and slamming him face first into a plastic laminated concrete wall. He saw, through crossed eyes, a smear of blood.


  The man stepped up behind him and kicked him in the back of the knees. Blair folded up like an accordion and started to slide to the floor, turning as he fell. The man caught him by the throat and slammed him back up against the wall. Blair winced at the impact and tried to grab his arm. The noises in the bar faded as the man started to squeeze Blair's throat, choking off his air.


  Blair felt his face swelling as blood, trapped by the man's grip, pooled under his skin. He scrabbled his hands ineffectually as his air supply was cut off. Blair, his eyes feeling as though they were going to burst, looked frantically around the bar. The patrons, distracted from their own concerns by the action, watched silently. Their expressions ran the gamut from boredom to active interest in the blood. The bartender stopped polishing a glass, but made no effort to help.


  The sandy-haired man leaned in close. "I don't like to be touched," he repeated in a low, soft voice. He loosened his grip enough for Blair to take a single, sobbing breath. "And I don't like people meddling in my private affairs."


  He raised the laser knife, letting Blair see the red dot as he drew it closer to his throat. "It's going to cost you."


  He smiled, his thin lips skinning back from white teeth. The grin looked feral to Blair. He began to tighten his grip once again on Blair's throat. Blair fought desperately to free himself. He felt his tongue bulge out of his mouth and a line of spittle run down his cheek. His face grew hot and his heels drummed against the wall.


  The dark man had just placed the laser knife under Blair's chin when his head suddenly jerked to the left. Maniac came into Blair's blurred line of sight, a high-output laser pistol stuck in the man's ear. Maniac ground the weapon in cruelly, smiling as he leaned close. Blair saw the dark man's associates rise from their own seats and close on Maniac.


  "Tut, tut," Maniac said, screwing the pistol more deeply into the man's ear canal. He pulled the man's jacket back, revealing his name tag. "I haven't killed anybody in a week, Mr., uh, Seether, and I'm due." He gave the sidekicks a glance, then said. "If you lowlifes don't back off we're gonna find out if your boss's scalded brains'll match the decor." Blair noticed that the dark man seemed utterly unfazed by the situation. The wintery blue eyes flicked back and forth a moment, as though considering his options.


  "Alright, friend," the man said to Blair, "call off your dog."


  "Nope," Maniac interjected, "this is my play. You talk to me." He punctuated his sentence by forcing the pistol harder against the man's head, tilting it to the side until the muscles in the mans neck stood out in sharp relief. Blair saw the first reaction from the pilot, a gritting of the teeth as the hard metal and front sight blade dug into his ear. A thin rill of blood ran down his ear and into his collar.


  The knife disappeared from Blair's sight. The dark man slowly released Blair and raised his hands to shoulder height. Blair stumbled out of the way behind Maniac and fell to his knees, choking and retching as he sucked air through his tortured windpipe. He tried to get his trembling hands under control, and failed.


  Maniac stepped back, opening a kicks distance from the dark man. Blair, still rubbing his abused throat, saw the man tense and shift his weight slightly as he had before snap-kicking Blair. He was about to warn Maniac when the major whipped his gun up, extending it at arm's length and pointing it between the man's eyes. "Give me an excuse," Maniac said, "please."


  The man appeared to ponder the situation a moment, then backed slowly away. He gathered his associates with tiny gestures as he retreated. "We'll meet again," he said, looking past Maniac to Blair, "that I can promise you." He backed to the door, then left, followed by his associates.


  "Well," Maniac said, his voice a mix of amusement and disgust "if that don't beat all. Here I am with my gun stuck in his ear, and I can't even get the time of day from him." He looked at Blair. "Is he a friend of yours?" His eyes widened. "Colonel," he said, "you're pale as a ghost. If I didn't know better, I'd say you're scared." He paused. "Hell, you are scared."


  Blair tried to control his racing heart. He swallowed several times. "I don't know," he said weakly. "He was fast, faster then me. He had me cold, Todd, and there wasn't anything I could do about it. That's never happened to me before." He dabbed his hand to his lip. It came away bloody. He realized he must have cut it when the sandy-haired man had slammed him into the wall.


  Blair interpreted Marshall's expression as a mix of concern and contempt. That, if anything, made him feel worse. Maniac opened his mouth to say something, then gestured for Blair to precede him. He looked worried.


  "Um, Colonel," he said diffidently, "maybe we should call this off. Maybe you should just go back to your farm and feed your pigs."


  "Call what off?" Blair asked.


  Maniac shrugged. "Look, I was looking for Colonel Blair, the war hero who blew away Kilrah—Mister Heart of the Tiger. I'll just tell 'em I couldn't find him."


  Blair felt himself getting angry. "Maniac, you called me up here. What the hell do you want?"


  Maniac shrugged. "I guess it really ain't my problem if you're not up to speed." His face gave lie to his words as he indicated a place for Blair to sit.


  Blair took his chair and leaned back, trying to relax his tense body. His hands still trembled slightly in what he told himself was an adrenaline reaction. He hunched his shoulders, trying to ease the throbbing in his neck and throat. "So," he said, trying to lighten Maniac's glum mood, "what's this important matter you wanted to discuss?"


  Marshall frowned. He glanced back at the area where the brawl had happened. He shrugged again, as though making an internal decision.


  "Colonel Christopher Blair," he said. He tried to sound official, but his heart wasn't in it. "In the name of the Confederation Space Force Reserves and by the authority of Emergency Decree 394A, it is my duty to inform you that you have been recalled to active service in grade of full colonel, with all the pay and benefits accruing and blah, blah, blah." He punctuated his announcement with a malicious grin and a flash of his usual humor. "Have a nice day."


  Blair sat stunned, his jaw open. "Haven't you heard, Maniac? The war's over. We won. I'm out of it. Retired."


  Maniac shrugged. "Not anymore."


  Blair rolled his drink between his hands. "Why me?"


  Maniac raised his palms upward. "I dunno. All I know is that somebody thinks they need you."


  Blair leaned in towards him. "Who is 'they?'"


  Maniac looked offended. "You'll find out." He rolled his own glass between his hands a moment, his brow furrowed in thought. When he spoke, he wouldn't look Blair in the eyes. "Look," he said, "lemme do you a favor. Go home."


  "Let me get this straight," Blair snapped, "first you drag me into this… then you want me out?" His eyes followed Maniac's back to the scene of the fight. "I see," he said, understanding Marshall's reluctance, "you don't think I can handle it."


  Maniac shrugged. "I've seen you hurt, I've seen you angry, I've seen you every way possible, or so I'd thought. I never saw you scared before. I kept waitin' for you to kick his ass, but you didn't. You froze." He sighed, his expression that of a man facing a difficult truth. "I think you lost whatever you had, Colonel, and involving you is a mistake."


  Blair sat in silence, thinking through his options. He'd wanted nothing more than to get out of fighters, to free himself of the military and the memories when the war ended. Two years on the farm, however, had softened the hard edges and put a gloss of time over the hurt. His hands, of their own accord, began to clench, as though gripping a control yoke. He realized how much he ached to get back into a cockpit—how much he'd wanted this since he'd walked away from the farm.


  He looked up at Maniac. "When do we leave?"


  Maniac scratched his nose. "Well," he said, "I'm not sure we do."


  Blair let his expression grow cold. "That decision, Major, is not yours to make."


  Maniac studied him a moment, his expression unreadable. "Uh, well," he said at last, "I've made arrangements to have a pair of fighters staged. They're up at the port, fueled and ready."


  Blair set his drink down and stood. "Let's go."


  Maniac made a rude noise. "Don't we have to go to your house or something?"


  "Just give me a minute," Blair answered. He fetched his phone out of his flight bag, punched in a number and waited. Maniac listened, shaking his head as Blair hurriedly said something in an unintelligible language and then clicked off.


  "What was that all about?"


  "I just told my Buddhist neighbors the farm's theirs. A donation to the church." Blair forced a smile. "Lets get the hell out of this hole."


  


  


  • CHAPTER TWO


  Blair stood in the anteroom leading to the Orion's observation deck, cooling his heels and savoring a cup of real coffee with real cream. He could not recall the last time he had sipped the genuine article, certainly not since his emigration to Neph Two. The beans didn't grow there naturally, and the imported stuff was far too expensive for a colonel on retirement half-pay.


  He inhaled the rich aroma as he wondered why Tolwyn had recalled him. It certainly wasn't because he was one of the admiral's favorites. His relationship with Tolwyn had generally been polite, though cool. He smiled. Tolwyn rarely did anything without reason, though his having reasons and his communicating them were two different things entirely.


  He teased his swollen lip with his tongue as he pondered why Tolwyn had selected the Orion for their meeting. The admiral would have to travel out from Earth to L5, an unusual expense of both time and money for him to commit to a mere colonel. He wondered what made such effort necessary, unless the admiral had other reasons for being on the station.


  The presence of the battle station at the Lagrange point surprised him. He knew that the Orion had been in low earth orbit as part of Terra's last line of defense and that the Kilrathi had severely damaged it in their attack. He tapped the cup against his teeth as he tried without success to recall a newsfax or tape-delay broadcast reporting the move. He doubted that it had been reported, a lapse he found curious given the station's size and the tremendous expense of boosting it up Earth's gravity well.


  Why the sudden interest in L5? he wondered. A body placed there would remain indefinitely, courtesy of the offsetting tugs of gravity of Earth, Luna and the sun. He knew that in Earths ancient history there had been an attempt to use L5 and the other Lagrange points as construction sites for huge metal colonies, but the discovery of the jump-drive and the plethora of main sequence stars with Earthlike planets had nixed that. Now, it seemed someone was taking a step back in history.


  An aide de camp entered through the thin door that separated the anteroom from the upper observation deck. "The admiral will see you now."


  Blair regretfully surrendered his coffee cup to her. She opened the door and stepped back, gesturing for him to enter.


  Tolwyn stood on the opposite side of the room, hands clasped behind his ramrod straight back as he looked out the large observation windows. Blair saw two huge silvery, lattice-covered shapes in the middle distance. He suspected that his shuttle's circuitous inbound route had been designed to avoid giving him a view of them.


  Blair crossed the room to him, letting the sounds of his heels on the metal floor announce his presence. He stepped to within six feet of the admiral's back and brought his heels together with a soft click as he came to attention. "Colonel Christopher Blair of the Space Forces Reserves, reporting as ordered, sir."


  Tolwyn didn't turn. "That was a bit formal for you, wasn't it, Colonel?"


  "I'm not used to being drafted, sir," Blair replied dryly, "I'm a little vague on the protocols."


  Tolwyn tipped his head slightly. "I had my reasons." He paused. "At ease, Colonel. Will you join me by the window?"


  Blair broke from his brace and moved to stand at Tolwyn's right, where he could see both the ships and Tolwyn's face. He stood silently a moment, taking in the panoramic view.


  Blair glanced at the admiral. Tolwyn's uniform (shipboard, officers' greens, flame retardant) was creased and impeccably tailored, as always. His own uniform had been in a box in the quartermaster's stores until twelve hours before. It fit, but not well. He'd always been casual about his uniforms, preferring to let his reputation do his talking for him. This time, however, he felt rumpled and shabby.


  Tolwyn turned towards him, his blue eyes unreadable in his seamed face. Tolwyn looked as he always did, neither old nor young, his close-cropped white hair notwithstanding. Blair chose to remain at ease, rather than coming to attention as regulations and custom dictated. The two men shared a long look.


  Tolwyn was the first to look away. "I see you've put on weight," he said, patting his own flat stomach. "Civilian life must agree with you."


  "I get along," Blair replied noncommittally.


  Tolwyn nodded agreeably, the first thaw in his cool demeanor. "You took up sheepherding, didn't you?"


  "Farming," Blair corrected dryly.


  Tolwyn shrugged, his casual dismissal suggesting the two were one and the same. "I envy you."


  "How's that?" Blair asked warily.


  "On the farm, issues are simple," the admiral replied, "out here, things get tougher."


  "How's that?" Blair repeated, his attention fully on the admiral.


  Tolwyn pointed down towards the blackened frames that jutted from the Orion's side. "That," he said, "is all that remains of launch bay number three. A single Darket flew into it and exploded. The bay was full of fighters, fully fueled and armed, and all spotted for launch. The explosions destroyed the bay and spread fires through the ventilation system before the computer closed them down. Havoc spread throughout the station. A quarter of the crew died." He looked at Blair. "All from a single Darket."


  "I don't understand," Blair replied.


  "Sometimes, Colonel," Tolwyn said, "a tiny flame can start a great big fire." He pursed his lips. "My job is to put the flames out, before they become fires." The admiral shifted his gaze. "They're beauties, aren't they?"


  It took Blair a moment to realize that Tolwyn had changed the subject and was referring to the twin super carriers hanging in space. "Yes, sir," he replied, choosing a safe answer.


  Tolwyn smiled. "These are the future of power projection—our newest fleet carriers, the Vesuvius and the Mount St. Helens. They'll be CVs 70 and 71 when they're commissioned." He smiled. "They're the best, most modem expression of tactical design and thought."


  Blair turned his attention to the huge ships. He had seen news-vid reports of their construction, but the holo-tapes hadn't given him any idea of their sheer size.


  The carriers looked to be about twice the length of the Concordia, which had been one of the largest CVs in the Fleet before it had been destroyed over Earth.


  The nearer ship appeared to be largely complete. It had two cigar-shaped external bays that ran parallel to its center mass and were connected by short, squarish pylons. The bays were well-proportioned, their lines flowing into the main hull and giving the massive ship a sleek, lethal look. Blair, accustomed to the boxy, utilitarian appearance of Terran construction, whistled in surprised appreciation.


  The second ship, floating somewhat further away, was still under primary construction. Blair could see the shiny exposed ribs of the unfinished launch bays and the exposed skeleton around the nose. Hundreds of lights glittered like fireflies along the ship's flanks. It took him a moment to realize the winking stars were welders.


  "They look Kilrathi," he said.


  "We have incorporated the latest Kilrathi technology," Tolwyn admitted grudgingly, "which might account for the superficially Cat appearance. We borrowed some ideas from the super carriers they launched against Earth."


  Blair said nothing, seeing a flicker of emotion on Tolwyn's face. It had, indeed, been Tolwyn's finest hour, Blair realized. A bomb carried by a Kilrathi agent had wiped out the Joint Chiefs and Tolwyn was named commander of all Earth defenses in the crisis. It had been Tolwyn who had warned against the Kilrathi truce, which had granted the Cats time to bring their new carriers on-line. It was Tolwyn who led the masterful fighting withdrawal all the way from the frontier to Earth orbit… it was Tolwyn who had saved humanity when all seemed lost. Blair felt a moment of sympathy for the admiral. If, at that moment of victory, Tolwyn had been lost he would have been remembered forever as the greatest hero of the war.


  Blair remembered how, in spite of all their differences, he had looked upon him with awe during that campaign; calm, unflappable, inspiring those around him to give their all, for they knew the man at the top was the best combat commander in the fleet. If only he had retired then, or been kicked upstairs to head of Joint Chiefs, the humiliations that came afterwards would have been avoided. Blair guessed that it was there that this change in the admiral had really started. Joint Chiefs should have been his next command, but political insiders, many of whom had fallen for the Kilrathi truce, were quickly back in the saddle and pronounced that the admiral was "too valuable a field commander" to be pulled from action by the promotion. Tolwyn was the goose who had laid the golden egg of a victory undreamed of, but when called upon to do it again, he had failed. That failure must now be eating at his soul.


  "The design of these new ships, in spite of the borrowing, are entirely human, Colonel. I was head of the advisory board that laid out the specifications."


  Blair sensed that Tolwyn had somehow picked up on his thoughts; he looked away from the penetrating gaze.


  "Each will mass a quarter million gross tons, carry a crew of seventy-eight hundred, and will maintain a complement of over four-hundred fighters and utility craft."


  Blair whistled again. A fleet carrier generally carried a, single wing with about a hundred fighters and bombers. "I thought they were propaganda," he said.


  "Oh?" Tolwyn's eyebrows arched in surprise. "How so?"


  Blair shrugged. "I didn't think we had the ability to build something this big." He glanced at Tolwyn. The admiral nodded his head fractionally, signaling him to continue.


  Blair took a deep breath. "The Kilrathi bombs wiped out most of Earth's northern industrial cities. They also pasted the lunar shipyards." He tipped his head towards the ships. "It just doesn't seem possible to build these without a shipyard or local industry, especially with a depressed economy. We've even heard rumors of starvation and food riots."


  Tolwyn frowned. "You ought to pay closer attention to the real news. We've made considerable progress in rebuilding infrastructure." He tapped his chin with one forefinger. "Still, you may have a point." He nodded his head decisively. "We'll get some media up here, let them see the construction firsthand. That'll answer the propaganda question. It might boost morale as well."


  Blair wanted to comment that he suspected the sight of such extravagance might, in fact, have the opposite effect with a lot of civilians.


  "Admiral," Blair asked, gesturing towards the Vesuvius, "how are you doing this?"


  Tolwyn pointed toward a small cluster of ships hovering near the carriers. "Those are foundry ships," he said, "mobile factories designed to travel from system to system, building the tools that planets needed to fix and upgrade their industries. I saw that they could also serve as a stopgap until we were able to restore our shipbuilding capability. So, I borrowed them." He smiled proudly. "Their output is a fraction of what Earth's was, but beggars can't be choosers."


  "What about the Inner Worlds?" Blair asked. "Don't they need them?"


  Tolwyn shrugged. "They're enterprising people. They'll figure something out." He looked slyly at Blair. "They might even build more for themselves."


  Blair let his sarcasm show. "Wouldn't you just take those, too?"


  "Probably," Tolwyn replied, taking him at face value. "I could use a few more." He tipped his chin towards the foundry ships. "They really are marvels. With them, we can produce everything we need right here on site, right down to smelting our own ore. We get some raw ore sent up from Luna, mostly specialty stuff for alloys. They boost it up using railguns. Most of the iron ore we get, though, comes from the asteroid belt out beyond Mars."


  "All our mining ships have to do," Tolwyn elaborated, "is apply enough energy to knock the asteroids out of their orbits and aim them at L5. I'm told the vector mechanics are tricky and it takes the ore a couple of years to get here, but we get most of the iron we need for durasteel for a few centi-credits per ton."


  He laughed. "That's why we're building here." He patted the observation port. "Occasionally, the catchers miss a piece and we have to dust it, but this old girl still has enough juice in her to do that."


  Tolwyn tipped his head towards the grapefruit-sized moon. "We've also begun a reclamation project for the ships we lost at Luna. We do import a lot from out-system, but it's less than you might think." He smiled as he looked out on the ships. "I've seen to it that these two have a pretty high priority. Getting transport hulls to haul what we need isn't a problem."


  Isn't a problem? Blair repeated silently. He thought of his troubles getting spare parts on Nephele. The colony worlds problems seemed emblematic of the Confederation as a whole; a deteriorating economy, a worn-down infrastructure, and an exhausted population compounded the lack of trade, jobs, and confidence in the government. Taken together, they added up to a serious crisis.


  It appalled him that the factory ships and the transports were being used to build warships and haul military freight rather than being used to rebuild the economy.


  Blair frowned, surprised at his own internal shift. He had no adult experience in the civilian world before his retirement, and hadn't really understood what the populace was going through to support the war. Two years grubbing in the dirt in Nephele to bring in a crop and fighting with the Farm Bureau had broadened his horizons in ways he'd never expected.


  Tolwyn didn't miss the shift in his expression. "I take it you don't approve of my little project?"


  Blair shook his head. "Admiral, we just finished a war—a war we were losing. We got lucky with one sucker punch, but otherwise we were on our way out." He glanced over at Tolwyn. "For what's being committed here," he paused, trying to organize his thoughts, "in terms of resources, wouldn't it have been better to build two or three new fleet carriers, or better yet—a couple of dozen jeep carriers, which you thought up in the first place?"


  He saw the flicker of a smile at the intended compliment and his own response was one of feeling angry with himself for sucking up in such a manner. The problem was the jeep carrier concept had a hell of a lot of merit; they were cheap to build, and could put assets into a dozen systems for the price of one standard carrier. An old buddy of his, Bonderavsky, had risen to rear admiral at the close of the war commanding a jeep carrier task force.


  "We need transports as well, sir. They could serve a dual purpose of replacing the fleet transports lost in the war while helping rebuild the economy, and a bunch of these factory ships… you know, to help rebuild the economy…" He faltered under Tolwyn's bemused glance.


  "When did you become a bleeding heart, Colonel?" Tolwyn asked, his voice light. "Please remember that even with these two on-line we'll still have only two-thirds of the fighter strength we had before the attack on Earth."


  "I thought the war was over," Blair said dryly.


  "Don't fool yourself," Tolwyn said quietly. "We're still at war." He paused. "We're at war to save ourselves." Blair kept his expression neutral as Tolwyn continued. "We're mired in a depression, Colonel. The unity that held us together through three decades is fraying now that the Kilrathi have faded. Law and order are concepts that are crumbling throughout the Confederation. We're drifting, losing our sense of purpose."


  He looked away from Blair and out the observation port. Blair saw his face reflected in the glass, framed by the two carriers. "These ships are symbols that we are, in spite of our current troubles, undiminished. They'll unite us now that we have no enemy to face."


  "Are they symbols?" Blair asked, alarmed by the direction and tone of Tolwyn's words. "Or threats?"


  "Colonel," Tolwyn said coldly, "you're on the edge of being insubordinate. The second you put that uniform on, you were subject to Fleet discipline."


  His voice softened. "In the Kilrathi, we had a common enemy, something we could face together. Now that's gone, and we're losing touch with our common heritage." He looked at Blair. "We have to work together to restore our common faith, our unity."


  Blair took the olive branch. "So, what does that have to do with me?"


  "I'm sure you've heard of the crises in the Border Worlds," Tolwyn said.


  "Bits and pieces," Blair answered. Then unable to resist the gibe at the continuing censorship, added, "The news services aren't as informative as they once were, however."


  Tolwyn nodded, again taking Blair's comment at face value. "In the last several months, Colonel, we've suffered a series of escalating attacks. It started with pirate raids, terrorism, sabotage—all conducted by persons unknown and on a fairly small scale. It's since grown to include attacks on convoys, guerrilla raids on Confed bases, and direct attacks on isolated Confed military units. It's gotten serious enough to merit a Fleet reaction."


  He looked at Blair and began ticking points off on his fingers. "Our mission is twofold. The first and most immediate mission is to protect Confederation lives and property by putting a stop to these activities. Our second task is to determine if these are random acts perpetrated by opportunists or if this is part of a larger campaign to undermine Con fed authority."


  Blair looked at him, his voice tinged with incredulity. "You called me back for this? A police mission? Don't you have any other pilots?"


  Tolwyn clasped his hands behind his back again. "I'm sending the Lexington to patrol the sector adjacent to the Border Worlds and investigate the situation. I need your fame, your presence, to take some of the starch out of the raiders until we get organized. Hopefully, you'll help keep the situation under control until we can get it resolved."


  "What if I decline?" Blair asked.


  "I believe, Colonel," Tolwyn said without emotion, "that the Border Worlds are, at the least, turning a blind eye towards the raiders. They may actually be providing them aid and comfort, if not actively participating. I think your reputation, and by extension the implicit threat of what you did to Kilrah, will help scare them back into sanity."


  He shrugged. "I won't stop you if you turn us down. You can go back to your farm and grub your rutabagas while we do the grand things. Or," he said simply, "you can join us—and maybe avert a war."


  He abruptly pivoted and walked towards the door. Blair turned towards him. Tolwyn stopped at the door and looked back. "I've booked you in the Arrow simulator at 1900 hours—to get your certification up to date." He smiled thinly. "The raiders are using our equipment, so you'd better factor for that, too."


  Blair turned back to the portal as Tolwyn left, studying the twin super carriers. They made him uncomfortable, though he couldn't say precisely why. He turned away from the twin ships. Tolwyn was his only route back into a cockpit, and the only life he'd ever really known. He hadn't realized how badly he'd missed it until Tolwyn had offered it to him. The decision, in the end, was easy.


  He turned his back on the twin ships and started for the combat simulators. He could, if he hurried, book extra time. A tiny voice inside told him he was going to need it.


  Blair felt the familiar thump as the Lexington's utility shuttle's gear hit the landing bay floor. He'd had to restrain himself from criticizing every aspect of the kids flying ability. Face it, Chris, he said to himself, you're a lousy passenger. You'd rather fly the crates than be hauled around like freight.


  The shuttle cleared the landing markers, more commonly known as the "bull's-eyes," and powered towards the embarkation area. Blair leaned forward in his spartan sling seat and watched the tell-tales over the side hatch. They flickered from red to green, indicating that the Lexington had restored artificial gravity and atmosphere to the landing bay.


  The shuttle's internal PA, plugged into the Lexington's operations frequency, scratched out "All hands, secure from recovery operations. Flight deck pressure positive. Gravity positive. Landing bay secure for normal operations." Blair listened for the real instruction that everything was fine. He smiled as it came. "The smoking lamp is lit." He was back.


  The shuttle hissed to a halt just inside the embark point. He stood and swept the technical manual for the Hellcat V into his flight bag, then went forward to collect his dunnage. He turned to the side portal, spun the manual lock and keyed the opening sequence. It lifted up, leaving him flabbergasted.


  A dozen Marines in dress grays formed a double row leading from the base of the shuttles ramp. The ships captain, a black man of average height with a receding gray hairline, stood at the end of the human corridor. A small formation of officers came to attention behind the captain while a Marine corporal, carrying the ship's commissioning pennant, grounded the oak staff with enough force for the ferrule to strike sparks on the deck. An untidy knot of thirty or forty other crew members in work uniforms stood behind the official delegation, rubbernecking.


  Blair walked down the shuttle's angled ramp, stepping carefully to avoid taking an embarrassing spill. The instant his feet touched the deck a bosun raised her hand to her lips and piped him aboard. He sighed, seeing no choice but to play out the charade. He dropped his bags, came to attention, and waited for the twittering to end. He then marched smartly between the double file of Marines and halted in front of the captain. "Permission to come aboard, sir?" he asked formally.


  "Granted," Captain William Eisen replied loudly, his eyes dancing with amusement. He stepped forward, his hand extended. Blair took it, exchanging a warm handshake.


  Blair recalled that it had been Eisen who had met him upon his arrival on board the TCS Victory. "This seems like deja vu," he said, "except this ship is much nicer."


  "Home, sweet home," Eisen replied. "Welcome aboard, Chris." He grinned again, a fierce warrior's grimace that showed Blair what Eisen's Zulu ancestors must have looked like while they were slaughtering Englishmen. "We sure as hell need you."


  Blair gave him a concerned look. "Is it as bad as all that? Tolwyn gave me the impression we'd just be showing the flag."


  Eisen made a noncommittal gesture. "We'll talk."


  Blair glanced at the cluster of waiting officers and crew. Their stares were making him uncomfortable. "Why are you doing this to me?" he asked, sotto voce.


  "It's more for them than you," Eisen said softly, clapping Blair on the shoulder with his free hand. "Most have never seen a real war hero before. Knowing that you're aboard'll be good for morale." He smiled. "So play along, Colonel. That's an order."


  Blair surrendered. "Okay, sir. Now what?"


  "Allow me to introduce you to my senior officers," Eisen said, speaking again in a normal tone. "I'm having you meet the wing officers later." Blair shot him a look. Eisen's face was unreadable.


  Eisen steered him through the formation, meeting the ship's officers, the Marine detachment commander, and a select group of the Lexington's complement. He knew several officers and crew from shared tours of duty during the Kilrathi war. He was, as always, better with faces than names, but their grace in helping him remember the associations made the situation easier for everyone.


  He endured the reception better than he'd expected, accepting the crew's good wishes with some aplomb, and murmuring platitudes about doing one's duty and leaving the rest up to fate and the news-vids. Eventually, they made it through the last of the handshakes and introductions. Eisen wasted no time in dismissing the crew, leaving him alone with a relieved Blair.


  Eisen looked at him, his eyes glinting with mischief. "Do you remember our little bet, Colonel?"


  "Which bet would that be?" Blair answered.


  "The one I made you at your retirement dinner," Eisen said, grinning, "when I said you hadn't flown your last mission."


  Blair rolled his eyes. "Oh, yeah, that bet. I was hoping you'd forgotten." He looked around the flight deck, noting the fresh paint and the new equipment. "The Lexington sure puts the old Victory to shame."


  "Yeah," Eisen said, "you should have seen her after the Battle of Earth. The defenders kicked her out of lunar dry dock as a decoy. The Kilrathi savaged her, internal explosions gutted her, and the crew got wiped out. Normally, the hulk would have been left to drift or given an honorable end with scuttling charges, but the Fleet decided that a dead hull was better than no hull at all." He grinned. "It turned out that it would have been cheaper just to scrap what was left and start over."


  He looked up at the overhead fondly, "She's the Lady Lex, the Grey Ghost, resurrected from the dead, the eleventh ship to bear the honorable name. Treat her right and she'll always bring you home."


  "Speaking of treating you right," Blair said, "it looks like the Confed's been taking good care of you."


  Eisen's expression went flat. "Yeah," he said, after a pause, "they've been taking good care of me." Eisen's non-answer piqued his curiosity.


  Eisen smiled thinly. "Allow me to give you the Cook's tour of the ship. My orderly'll see your bags get to your quarters."


  "All right, sir," Blair answered, still a little unsettled by Eisen's quick mood changes.


  Eisen led Blair out of the embark area and towards the maintenance area. "How're your certifications?"


  "I got about six hours in an Arrow simulator yesterday, enough for a provisional rating," Blair answered. "Everything else has lapsed."


  Eisen chewed his lip a moment. "Well, our simulators here are on the fritz. Bad software. We'll get you checked out on our inventory tomorrow." He paused. "I want all your check-rides done as soon as possible."


  He showed Blair through an open blast door and into the fighters' recovery area. There, they watched flight crews scrambling to attach and detach blue-painted dummy ordnance to Hellcats' weapons bays and underwing stores. Each crew vied with the others to finish a practice loadout while being observed by their crew chiefs. A master chief, his back to Eisen and Blair, timed the competitors and made notes on a clipboard.


  Blair looked around the bay, again surprised at how clean and new it looked. "You keep a tidy ship."


  Eisen glanced around, as though noticing the state of the bay for the first time. "We had a partial refit just after the armistice," he said. "We had our drives tuned and our air exchanged. The refit crews spruced the living quarters up a bit, too." He grinned, the pride in his ship shining through. "The rest is homegrown, a lot of hard work done by good people."


  Eisen raised his voice. "How's the drill going, Master Chief?"


  "Good," the chief said simply, "but it could be better." He turned, his seamed face breaking into a broad smile as he saw Blair. "Well, I'll be damned."


  Eisen gestured towards Chris. "You two know each other?"


  Blair laughed. "You might say that. Thad and I go way back."


  Blair smiled at Eisen's puzzled expression. "Chief Gunderson was my crew chief during my stint with the system defense forces after the Tiger's Claw incident. I'd been exonerated by the court-martial but my career seemed to be pretty much over. Thad held my hand and kept me from blowing my brains out until I could get back in the game."


  The old master's mate took Blair's offered hand. "That would be Master Chief Thad to you, sir."


  "Congrats," Blair said, pleased at his friends success. "What's your billet?"


  "I'm the wing's chief of maintenance," Thad replied. His expression turned slightly disapproving. "On this side of the ship, anyway. It'll be good to have someone of your caliber on board."


  Blair stared at him a moment, uncertain how to respond. Eisen stepped into the growing silence. "Excuse us please, Chief," he said while steering Blair away.


  "What was that all about?" Blair said. "What did he mean by 'on this side of the ship'?"


  "This ship, like every other, has its divisions," Eisen said cryptically. "But we'll get into that in a bit."


  He led Blair to the small service lift that lowered them down a level to the main fighter deck. Blair felt his spirits lift as he saw the ranks of Arrows, Hellcats, Thunderbolts, and in the distance, Longbow bombers. Flight crews swarmed over the warbirds as they performed the thousands of routine maintenance tasks necessary to keep the craft operational.


  "What's the wing complement?" Blair asked.


  "Four squadrons," Eisen answered. "One each of light, medium, and heavy fighters, and attack bombers. We're rigged out for scout, escort, point defense, and attack."


  The numbers surprised Blair. "Four squadrons? That's it? The usual complement's nine or ten."


  "That, my friend, was during the war," Eisen said, smiling. "And before one of Tolwyn's sleights of hand. The Assembly went on a budget-cutting spree. They mandated the Space Force cut a third of its squadrons."


  Blair winced. "Ouch."


  Eisen gave him a conspiratorial wink. "Not really. The wartime strength of most squadrons was ten birds. Tolwyn reverted to the old pre-war Table of Organization, which called for sixteen fighters per squadron. He cut one third of the squadrons, all right, by transferring their birds to other squadrons. He met the Assembly's goal without sacrificing end-strength." He laughed softly. "You have to hand it to the old bastard."


  "I wonder what Taggart had to say about that?" Blair asked.


  "Paladin?" Eisen said, "I don't know. I do know the Assembly's Readiness Committee wasn't amused that Tolwyn stole a march on them. They told him he could keep his wings, if he cut Fleet strength. He agreed. We sent the 40 series CVs to mothballs and another eleven thousand highly trained people to the breadlines."


  He scratched his cheek. "What a Pyrrhic victory. I think the Assembly wanted to make him eat crow for making them look like fools. I don't think they expected him to give in." He paused and shook his head. "I sure as hell didn't."


  Blair counted on his fingers. "Four squadrons times sixteen equals sixty-four birds. You're still thirty-odd short."


  "We have sixty active, actually," Eisen said, "plus spares. Our Longbow squadron is one flight short and we've detached our second Hellcat and Arrow squadrons."


  Blair glanced at Eisen. "Why?"


  The captain looked troubled. "We're operating all of our regular operations out of the portside bay. The starboard has been taken over by researchers, doing god-knows-what" He smiled at Blair's concerned look. "Actually, they're supposed to be evaluating pieces of Kilrathi technology for adaptation. They have fifteen or so Kilrathi fighters in various states of disassembly and a squadron or so of Thunderbolts and Hellcats that they use as test beds. It's all 'black budget' stuff. No one, not even me, is allowed over there."


  Blair thought Eisen's misgivings about the situation were written all over his face. Eisen cut him off with a tiny shake of his head before he could ask any more questions. Blair shrugged, silently agreeing to let the subject drop.


  He allowed Eisen to distract him by taking him over to the nearest Arrow. He liked the rakish, aggressive look of the little birds. They were nimble and responsive, fighters a pilot strapped on, rather than climbed into.


  The fighter's crew chief stood and watched possessively as Blair ran his hands over the angular prow, feeling the armor's spongy surface. The ablative, conductive armor looked smooth and unpatched, an indicator the ship had never been in combat, at least not since its last refit. He inspected the twin ion cannon mounted in the Arrow's chin. Discoloration covered only the tips of the cannons' barrel shrouds, indicating that the weapons had been barely fired.


  "Is the whole wing this new?"


  "Yeah," Eisen replied, "pretty much. Most of our wartime birds were in pretty bad shape, so BuWeaps authorized batch replacements for all four squadrons."


  "How's the wing organized?" Blair asked.


  "Let's hold off a bit before we get into that," Eisen said.


  Blair's internal warning sounded. He turned to face Eisen. "That's the second routine question you've brushed aside, Captain. There's something you're not telling me."


  Eisen acknowledged the hit. "Let's go up to my day cabin. We need to talk."


  Blair followed him towards the lift. He caught a glimpse of an odd-looking piece of equipment bolted to a portable test rack. He walked over to inspect it more closely. "Unless I miss my guess, this is a wing root from a Dralthi. What's it doing here?"


  Eisen's eyes grew guarded again. He reached his hand out to pat the assembly mounted on a metal cradle. "This little jewel mounts a device that seems to channel energy directly from the main drives to the weapons. The people in the other bay have been using our diagnostic equipment on it, trying to nail down why it works."


  Blair looked skeptical. Guns were generally too temperamental to handle spiking power flows that came from trying to draw directly from the engines. Capacitors acted as intermediaries on most fighters, smoothing out and delivering precisely controlled energy flows. They kept the weapons from eating a power surge that disabled them. Their major drawback was that they almost always ran out of power before the pilot ran out of targets. Blair knew the quest for a capacitor-smooth, direct-engine feed had long been a BuWeap priority.


  "Do the eggheads think this gizmo is the Holy Grail, then?" he asked sarcastically.


  "Well," Eisen replied uncertainly, "Tolwyn's trained monkeys seem to think so."


  "Tolwyn's…?" Blair asked, "The researchers aren't from BuWeaps or BuShips?"


  "No," Eisen answered, "neither bureau is on board. This is one of Tolwyn's pet projects, it reports directly to him." Eisen's expression grew still. "But that's really not important."


  They lapsed into silence as Eisen led him to his day cabin. He took a seat in one of Eisen's comfortable chairs, content to let Eisen guide the conversation. The captain, for his part, puttered around the wet bar.


  "Do you take your whiskey neat or on the rocks?" Eisen said. He laughed at Blair's pained expression. "It's the real stuff," he said. "We pulled a shore leave at Gonwyn's Glory about three months back. The Glory is one of the largest distilleries in the Colonies. They had mountains of prime liquor stacked up and no way to move it off planet." He laughed. "The stuff was dirt cheap. I had ratings sneaking it on board in case lots." He poured a generous measure into two stone-cut glasses, then dropped a couple of ice cubes into each. "It got so bad," he continued, "that my division officers stopped doing locker inspections. They couldn't open a cupboard without finding a bottle in it."


  "What did you do about the booze?" Blair asked.


  Eisen shrugged. "I ignored it. Fleet regs stipulate that all ships remain dry, except during designated celebrations, or, at the captain's discretion, the lounges. I put the word out that I'd let the stashes slide as long as the crew kept the liquor discreet and all readiness reports came back double A. One failed report and I swore I'd tear the ship down from top to bottom and space every bottle on board. It's worked out pretty well."


  Blair took the glass Eisen offered him, uncertain as to how to refuse. He was thoroughly sick of the petroleum waste that most people tried to pass off as scotch. Eisen raised his glass. "To the fossils who keep the Fleet running." Blair lifted his own glass, returning the toast. "And to the fossils who keep running the Fleet." Eisen laughed as he sipped his drink..


  Blair sniffed the amber liquid. He received no immediate indicator the stuff was lethal. He risked a cautious sip. The whiskey flowed across his tongue like warm, liquid velvet, then washed down his throat to warm his gut. "That's good!"


  "Yeah," Eisen said. He seemed to be having trouble framing his words. Blair leaned forward and took another sip while Eisen organized his thoughts.


  When he spoke, it was without preamble or warning. "Chris, I want you to take over the wing."


  "What!?" Blair blurted. The whiskey went down the wrong pipe, sending him into a coughing spasm. He used the respite to cover his surprise and confusion. "Tolwyn didn't say anything about that," he said finally, once he'd gotten himself under control.


  "What did he say?" Eisen said, his expression unreadable.


  "Precious little," Blair replied between coughs. "I was under the impression I'd be a supernumerary of sorts. I thought he wanted me for my looks. You know, fly a mission, show off my medals, scare the locals into behaving, and stay out of trouble. That sort of thing." He looked up at Eisen. The captain appeared unimpressed. "You want me to command your wing?" he said at last.


  "Is that a problem?" Eisen asked coolly.


  Blair took another sip of his whiskey. "No, not at all." He paused, uncertain as to how to proceed. "But don't you have a wing commander?"


  Eisen topped off his own drink, then held the square bottle out to Blair, who consented to another generous measure. "Do you know Jesse Dunlevy?"


  Blair leaned back in his seat. "Short woman. Red hair?" He waited for Eisen's nod before he continued. "We did Hellcat transition training together. She graduated first in the class."


  Eisen nodded. "Well, she had a 'good' war. She ended up in cruisers—commanding a half-squadron on the Bainbridge as a major. Eighteen confirmed Kilrathi kills and several commendations. She made lieutenant colonel just before the Great Hate ended." He took a deep slug from his glass. "Chris, she got her second pass-over for colonel."


  Blair closed his eyes, sensing what was coming next and hating it. "So, she's out?"


  "Yeah," Eisen replied, "they're sending her out to traffic control on Luna on the same shuttle that brought you in." He paused and looked into his glass. "She's one of the best, Chris. I'm going to be sorry to lose her."


  "So," Blair asked, "how do I fit in?"


  Eisen rolled his glass in his hands. "Tolywn's reorganization resulted in the wing commanders slot being re-rated for a full colonel." He laughed sourly at Blair's look of disbelief. "Seriously. It was easy to consolidate the junior officers. We just cut up the affected squadrons and transferred the pilots. No one on this ship even had to trade bunks. It wasn't so easy for the command grades. I went to bed with thirty-four major and light colonel billets and woke up with sixteen. It was the worst casualty rate I'd seen since the Regnard disaster."


  He shrugged as he took another drink. "Chris, a lot of majors and colonels ended up without chairs when the music stopped." He picked up a folder that had been out of Blair's sight and handed it to him. "See for yourself. I've got lieutenant colonels commanding squadrons and majors commanding flights. When I found out you were joining us, I held the wing slot open."


  Blair took the folder and set it on the table, unopened. "How did Jesse react to the news I'd be her replacement?"


  "About like you'd expect," Eisen said. "She took it like a pro. In a way, it was better that it was you who replaced her rather than someone else."


  "How's that?" Blair asked.


  "She got bumped by the 'Heart of the Tiger' himself," Eisen said bluntly. "Nobody in the Confederation can compare resumes with you. She won't lose face by being relieved by the preeminent hero of the Confederation. No one else could be expected to do better. Understand?"


  Blair looked away, uncomfortable with Eisen's conclusions. He tried hard not to think about the woman whose career he might have accidentally ended by turning up. Eisen unknowingly twisted the knife.


  "She killed the rumors about the transition before they could start," he said. "She passed the word to the pilots at a formal briefing. She made the whole thing sound like it was her idea." He tipped his glass in silent salute. Blair joined him, still uneasy about the situation. "You should have a smooth road," Eisen said, "thanks to her. The wing is trained, they have excellent morale, and they're combat ready."


  He suddenly seemed to notice Blair's discomfiture.


  "Chris," he said bluntly, "she was passed over twice. She was history—Standard Operating Procedure. Two strikes and you're out." Blair looked up, startled by the harshness in Eisen's voice.


  He felt the alcohol seeping into his system. "Okay. When do I meet the wing?"


  The captain looked at his watch. "In about ten minutes. You'd better drink up."


  Blair felt overwhelmed. The whiskey in his system didn't help. "You don't screw around, do you, Captain?"


  "No," Eisen replied. His voice grew a touch warmer, "And when we're here, just us fossils, you can call me Bill."


  "All right," Blair answered, then after a heavy pause, "Bill."


  "You'd better run along to the pilots' lounge, Chris."


  Blair stood and handed his glass back to Eisen. "Aren't you going to join me… us?"


  "No," Eisen said, "this is a wing show. I'm Fleet. I'd be out of place. This is your first chance to meet your people, and you don't need me underfoot."


  "Yessir, umm, Bill," Blair replied. It occurred to him as he navigated to the door that the whiskey had gone down far too smoothly. Not an auspicious way of starting your tour, Chris, he said to himself.


  The door opened on command, sparing him the embarrassment of fumbling for the manual control.


  "Colonel," Eisen said from over his shoulder, "don't stay out too late. We're jumping out for the Hellespont system as soon as the task force is assembled. The operations briefing'll be at 0600 hours. I'll expect you to be there with your recommendations and any changes you want made to the flight roster."


  Blair turned in the open doorway. "Will there be anything else?"


  "Yes, you'll need to recalibrate your watch for our eighteen-hour ship's day." Eisen dropped the glasses into the bartop's automatic 'fresher. "I'll expect all my department heads to remain on the Alpha shift until further notice."


  Blair dipped his head in acknowledgement.


  Eisen met his eye. "You'd better hit the gym, Chris, the first chance you get." His expression warmed. "We like our heroes trim on the Lexington."


  "Yes, sir," Blair said. He kept his voice light, the better to hide his embarrassment. Drunk and fat, he thought, what a stellar beginning.


  The Lexington was the same class as the TCS Concordia, allowing him to find his way to the pilots' lounge without difficulty. He entered and was gratified to see that only a handful of the wing's sixty-odd fliers were present, rather than the whole wing at once. He glanced quickly around the room. Everyone present was junior, either a captain or lieutenant, except for Maniac Marshall. The major stood, a glass in one hand, holding forth to a small group of young pilots.


  Marshall's voice rose above the crowd. "I'm not sure I agree with that, Lieutenant. The Holy Writ says that it's Border Worlds radicals who're causin' all this trouble. You ain't gonna challenge the Holy Writ, now are ya?"


  Blair stood back against the door, watching the tableau. A fresh-faced young officer, glass in hand, shook his head. "No, sir," he replied, "my older sis served with the Border Worlds during the war, over in the Landreich sector. She used to tell me stories about how scratch-built their fighters were. The stuff we've been hitting is brand new—top of the line. It doesn't sound like the same troops."


  Maniac shrugged. "Has it occurred to you, Lieutenant, that maybe they've upgraded their inventory? It sure ain't pirates carrying around that kind of firepower."


  "Sir," the pilot pressed, "if it is the Border Worlds, then why take on the Confederation? We'll wipe the floor with 'em."


  "I flew with them," Maniac said. "They're gutsy—sometimes suicidal."


  "But why?" the lieutenant asked.


  "Maybe they just want to go their own way," a third officer offered.


  Blair watched the conversation with growing alarm. Talk amongst seniors and veterans was one thing, but Maniac was doing the rookies no favors in letting them wag their tongues.


  Marshall seemed to realize the same thing. "That'll be enough of that," he said. "Just obey your orders and you'll be fine. Leave policy to the politicos." He looked up, as though seeing Blair in the room for the first time. "Speaking of the devil…" he said.


  The younger pilots turned and came to attention.


  "At ease," Blair said.


  He was about to walk over to the small group when he saw another familiar face in the crowd. A young lieutenant rose as he approached, a huge smile plastered over his oriental features. "Vagabond!" Blair said. "Damn, it's good to see you."


  Winston Chang came around the table to shake hands with him. "Look what the solar winds blew in," Vagabond said, smiling broadly. "It'll be good to serve with you again, sir."


  Blair saw the inevitable deck of cards on the table. "Still trying to clean out the universe, Lieutenant?"


  Chang grinned sheepishly. "I'm working on it, sir." He paused to pick up his deck of cards. "Wanna cut cards? Loser buys the winner a drink."


  Blair looked up from the cards and noted that most of the pilots who'd surrounded Maniac had gravitated towards the table. Maniac, for his part, looked irritated. Blair watched him angle towards a drink caddy and slam pieces of ice into his glass. He made a mental note to have what Tolwyn called a "come to Jesus" meeting with the major.


  He put aside his concerns with Todd Marshall as Vagabond did host's duty, introducing Blair to the wing. Chang reveled in the notoriety of having flown with one of the few Confed pilots to earn a Kilrathi Hero Name. He played it up, much to Blair's amusement. Kid-vids of the war had portrayed Blair as young and lantern-jawed, diving onto Kilrah with a steely look and an urbane witticism. Chang played to that image. The younger pilots ate it up.


  Blair saw a mixture of awe and reverence on their faces that made him distinctly uncomfortable. He made pleasant conversation with each in turn as Chang introduced them, exchanging bits about his past and learning their faces. The names would come later. He felt himself slipping back into comfortable old roles, evaluating strengths and weaknesses and making estimations of pilots' capabilities based on personality traits he observed. The pilots trickled in and out of the reception, some in duty uniforms, others in flight suits and utility coveralls. It was a casual mix, the sort Blair usually preferred.


  He eventually broke free from the main group and angled for the bar. The barkeep, one of the pilots on relief duty, poured him a generous libation. He glanced around, feeling very much out of place. He was a fighter jock and over forty, an old man playing a young man's game. It didn't help his mood that most of the pilots were half his age, many among the first post-war classes to finish the academy and flight school.


  He was pleased to see, however, that the pilots were a tight-knit group. Colonel Dunlevy had taken them well in hand, helping them cement the crucial bonds that welded them into a team. He knew he was lucky that she'd left him with so few problems. He also knew, however, that it was her team, one he would only command. He would never be a part of it. He felt a jolt of sadness, a quick recollection of the easy camaraderie and the feeling of truly belonging to the wing.


  He realized that the situation would have been different if he'd been able to build his own wing, trained it his way. Then he'd have felt less alien, less a spectator, and more a participant.


  Angel Devereaux's face floated in his memory. "You can never go back," she whispered in his mind. He winced.


  She'd said that to him as he'd grown maudlin over the vagaries of the Fleet that had first brought them together, then separated them. Angel had been his lover, his friend, and his salvation on the old Concordia, back when Tolwyn had wanted his head on a stake. The memories of her—her smile, the warmth in her eyes, the way she looked in certain lights—hit him hard.


  He recalled his last sight of her—writhing in agony in a growing pool of her own blood on the floor after being disemboweled in a public Kilrathi execution. His eyes clouded. Her death reminded him of the deaths of dozens of others—all his comrades and peers who had been killed.


  Eventually, the reception ended. The senior officers waited until their juniors were done before they made their presence known. The juniors in turn knew when to make themselves scarce. The wings leaders, the lieutenant colonels and majors who'd make or break his command, filtered in, tanked up at the bar, and joined the informal circle.


  Blair learned from the command group that Colonel Dunlevy had arranged the pilots' work schedules so that they'd arrive in a trickle to the reception, rather than en masse. She'd also made it plain that she didn't want the troops' seniors around, thereby stealing Blair's thunder. It didn't surprise him the least little bit that Marshall had disregarded that instruction.


  The wing's officers struck Blair as cool and competent. Most seemed young for their ranks, until he recalled his own time in grade. He made small talk with them, letting them feel him out. He made it quite plain that while he had definite ideas about how the wing should be run, he had no plans to make arbitrary changes just to show he was in charge.


  That assertion stood him in good stead, with only a few of the squadron officers looking skeptical. Most took him at his word and began to thaw a bit, once they were confident that he wasn't going to make extra work for them.


  The talks, chats, and cross-chatter began to unnerve him after a while. The command group had been together since the Lexington had begun her current cruise. They'd suffered through the post-war reduction in forces, then the wings reorganization. They were a tightly-knit group, and very fond of Colonel Dunlevy. They accepted the rules of the game, the same rules that forced her out and brought him off the bench to command them, but they didn't have to like it.


  Blair realized he would have to work hard to earn their trust, harder than he would with the younger pilots. The senior officers had been in the war themselves, and so weren't overawed by his awards. They'd also been in the peace and had been carrying a lot of water for the Confederation while he'd been farming and drinking.


  He found himself recharging his glass quite often as he listened to their war stories, their loose laughter. Most of the tales dealt with events that had happened after the war. Blair noted with alarm that the jargon had changed, even in the short time since he'd retired. Pilots, like all military people, evolved their own cryptic lingo—a mishmash of flight terms, service acronyms, and communications chatter. Blair was able to follow most of the new terms, but it was another reminder that he was out of touch.


  He eventually made good his escape, claiming the need to prepare the next morning's brief. He snagged a bottle of Gonwyns Glory on his way out, then navigated the half-familiar halls to his cabin.


  The wing commander's quarters were enough like Jeannette Devereaux's on the Concordia to make him halt in the doorway in confusion. Of course, he chided himself, the Concordia and the Lexington were the same class, built from the same plans.


  Nonetheless, the similarities haunted him. He collapsed in a chair very much like one Angel had in her quarters, broke the seal on the bottle, and took a deep pull. Alone, in the semi-dark, in her room, the ghosts came swarming back. Old faces drifted across his sight as he recalled things they'd said. Most of the faces belonged to the dead, many of the rest had been RIF'ed. He drank directly from the bottle, letting the whiskey wash over him like a tide.


  Later, quite drunk, he raised his calloused hand and stared at it. It appeared to be steady. He wondered if he still had what it took to survive in combat. Or had the years away from the flight line conspired with his age and the hooch to rob him of the edge he'd always had? Was he a ghost with a sendee record, surviving on past glories?


  He'd always counted on his reflexes being a touch faster, his instincts a little better than his opponents. He'd never met anyone faster… until the icy-eyed man had jacked him up against the wall. He had been too slow, for the first time in his life.


  The man would have killed him if Maniac hadn't intervened. He'd never doubted his abilities before, and the realization he could be beaten hit him hard. He sat, worrying that he would fail and wind up dead. Or, worse yet, that he'd get other pilots killed because he couldn't handle the situation.


  He sat long into the night, brooding. He knew his worries were a cancer that sapped his confidence and made him vulnerable. Was he becoming afraid?


  His sleep, when he finally collapsed into his bed, gave him no rest.


  


  


  • CHAPTER THREE


  Blair walked onto the flight deck, trying to juggle his helmet, callsign list, tactical book, and flight recorder. His head still ached from his binge, in spite of the antihangover pills a sympathetic hospital corpsman had given him. Now you know why you shouldn't drink whiskey, he said to himself.


  He had been fortunate that his squadron commanders were all prepared to brief him on their squadrons' readiness, saving him the need to do more than nod sagely from time to time. He just hoped his hangover cleared up before launch. Trying to fly with one was a stone bitch.


  He didn't see the pilot waiting by the access door to the maintenance bay until he stepped into Blair's path.


  "Sir?" the man said, startling him. Blair jumped, almost dropping his helmet. He looked the young man over, desperately trying to remember his name. The kid was one of the dozens of pilots he'd met with shiny new wings. He had trouble keeping them sorted out.


  "Yes, umm, Lieutenant…" Blair faltered.


  "Carter, sir," the lieutenant supplied helpfully, "Troy Carter. Callsign Catscratch."


  "Yes, Lieutenant," Blair said as he tried to recover his composure, "what can I do for you?"


  "Well, sir," Carter said enthusiastically, "I just wanted you to know how much of an honor it is for me that you picked me as your wingman." Blair didn't have the heart to tell the kid that he'd simply been at the top of the flight rotation, and that Blair hadn't given it a moment's consideration. The rookie cut him off before he could answer. "I just wanted to let you know, sir, that I won't let you down."


  Blair looked at him a moment before he realized the kid expected some kind of response. "I'm sure you won't." He started to walk towards the maintenance area where crews were completing the final preflights on the ready group. Carter fell in step beside him. Blair ignored him as he tried to get the pile in his arms under control. He finally managed to dump the entire mess into his helmet. He stepped into the main bay and angled for his own bird.


  Blair nodded in satisfaction. His orders to have one flight each of Arrows, Hellcats, Thunderbolts, and Longbows prepared for immediate launch had been carried out, in spite of numerous raised eyebrows from the senior squadron officers. The flight crews had worked quickly and professionally to get the fighters ready on short notice. Blair couldn't recall seeing a wartime carrier operate any more efficiently. He reminded himself that the peacetime fleet literally had the cream of the war's veterans to choose from. The Lexington had no excuse for inefficiency.


  "Sir," Catscratch asked, interrupting his thoughts, "if you have a couple of minutes, I'd like to discuss the mission."


  "Its a simple jump recon, Lieutenant," Blair replied. "What else do you want to know?"


  "Well," Carter answered, "I know having a strike force in the chute is doctrine when a carrier comes out of jump. They taught us that at the Academy. Most wings just put one squadron on alert. Why'd you decide on a mixed force?"


  Blair looked at him a moment, trying to decide through his thumping head whether or not to be sarcastic. He chose a straight answer. Sarcasm took too much work. "Task forces are terribly vulnerable during jump," he replied. "They can only go through the gate one at a time, and peacetime rules stipulate a five-minute interval. Most wings use a defensive philosophy, preparing their point-defense squadron to cover the task force while it gets organized." He stepped towards his own Arrow. Carter, his face intent, followed. "That'll surrender the area of space around the carrier to an enemy. You invite a strike."


  He twisted his head around, trying to decide if he felt better. "The other option is to prep for a magnum launch, getting everything ready. That puts one hell of a strain on the ground crews and will eat into your sortie rate."


  He shrugged. "I prefer the middle ground, enough ships for defense and a modest strike." He stopped and looked at Catscratch. "We'll launch a reconnaissance as soon as we're out of jump. In the event we find a target, then we'll launch the Hellcats and Longbows. That way we're not passive. We're lashing out, even if there's a strike inbound. In the event we do get hit, the Thunderbolts and Arrows will pull point-defense duty. Understand?"


  Carter dipped his head twice, nodding quickly. "Thank you, sir," he said. Blair saw the kid's expression was one of almost reverence, as though he'd been given the secrets of the universe. Blair wanted no part of that hero worship. "These're based on wartime procedures that Captain Eisen worked out a long time ago. Its his plan, not mine."


  He turned away to inspect his Arrow. Catscratch, his sense of importance touched, went towards his own fighter. Blair watched the kid through sidelong glances as Catscratch checked intakes, tugged and pulled at the slung ordnance, and inspected the safety tags that locked the weapons out while they were in the maintenance bays. The kid, Blair decided, was conscientious and diligent. Yeah, he grumped to himself, and probably also cheerful, thrifty, brave, and clean.


  He climbed up the short ladder and into his cockpit, taking extra care not to bang his head on the raised canopy. That would have been an embarrassment he wasn't prepared to endure, and he wasn't entirely certain his head wouldn't fall off.


  The crew chief helped him strap in, then handed him his helmet. He put it on, then plugged the interior cables into the intercom box. The helmet came alive, crackling and scratching as the headset purged the static electricity from the system. He raised one thumb, indicating he had communications. The crew chief pulled the ladder away, then moved to finish the preflight.


  Blair watched her plug into the fighter's starboard diagnostics panel as he pulled out his own checklist.


  "I show engines, weapons, and shields green," Blair said, checking each system in turn.


  "I confirm," the crew chief replied. "I'm still getting an intermittent flutter in your portside control array, but nothing outside normal specifications."


  Blair thought he detected a touch of hesitancy in the chiefs voice. "Trouble?"


  "No," the chief said, "it isn't enough to rate a down-check. I'll make a note in the maintenance log to run a full diagnostic as soon as the mission is over."


  They ran the rest of the checklist without incident, verifying the fighter was combat ready.


  "All systems green, Colonel," she intoned.


  "Okay," he said, "setting guns to preheat and arming missiles." She quickly ducked under the right wing and pulled the arming clips from the missiles. Blair watched his diagnostics as the seekerheads on the infrared and IFF missiles uncaged and ran their warmup cycles. The chief stepped out from under the left wing and into his line of sight. She held her hands up, her fingers splayed for him to count the ribbons dangling from the arming pins looped around her fingers.


  "I count six," she said, "two IFF, two infrared, decoy dispenser, and ejection system." He switched to his internal graphic and checked his stores load. "Correct," he replied, "all systems green."


  "Okay, sir," she said, "the bird is yours." She smiled. "Try not to make too much work for me."


  He allowed the ghost of a smile to cross his face. "I'll try," he answered.


  She stepped back as he sealed his canopy and radioed the flight control officer. "Arrow Seven-Three-Seven, callsign Alpha Six, reports ready." Lieutenant Naismith gave him a terse acknowledgement. Blair shook his head, remembering that the Arrow's telemetry information would give the communications officer a precise readout on his status at any time he was within range. He sighed. He hoped Naismith chalked the faux pas to his being rusty, rather than nagging. Then again, he'd heard the comm officer had a reputation for going by the book. He might like the redundant checks.


  He glanced around the maintenance bay. Cockpit canopies closed and engines began cycling as the strike group members warmed up their drives.


  He looked at his chronometer, checking the time to jump. The task group would proceed through the jump point singly, with each ship running up to flank speed and entering the nexus at a slightly different angle. Fleet doctrine called for evasive maneuvers upon completing transition. The carriers inertial dampers would mask almost all of the stresses. Blair knew he'd still feel sick and nauseated before the jump was halfway over.


  He tried to distract himself by monitoring the flight wing's command and control circuits. Naismith chose that moment to run systems checks with each of Blair's strike elements.


  "Lexington to Group Six," the comm officer said in his dry, businesslike voice. "Status?"


  "Scout Six, standing by," Blair said.


  He listened as Strike Six, Escort Six, and Raid Six all reported readiness. He looked around one final time, pleased by what he saw. His own four Arrow fighters were spotted first on the launch deck, ready to begin their recon of the Hellespont system as soon as the Lexington completed the jump. Behind them were the four Longbows of Strike Six, together with their escorting Hellcats. The four Thunderbolts of Raid Six, two armed with ship-killing torpedoes, stood off to one side. They were the ready group's reserve, capable either of launching their own smaller raid or of reinforcing the strike group.


  Four other Thunderbolts, designated "Thor," stood by as the fleets point-defense element. That element would remain under the control of the Lex's flight officer.


  Blair glanced at his watch again and saw they were less than two minutes from the jump. He took a deep breath. "Alpha Six to Six elements," he said, "stand by for transition." He watched the maintenance crews flee the bay for their quarters. Jump transition was something no one wanted to do standing up.


  The jump klaxon sounded, warning the ship's crew that the carrier had begun its final run. Blair closed his eyes and gritted his teeth as the Lexington entered the jump point.


  He felt as though he were being stretched, his molecules spread over a dozen cubic parsecs. The feeling lasted only a second, but seemed to go on forever. It was a frightening, disorienting feeling. His world snapped back in place an instant later as the Lexington exited the nexus, presumably in the Hellespont system. Blair's already delicate stomach fluttered as the Lex began her preprogrammed evasive maneuvers.


  "Flight control to Group Six leader," Naismith said, his voice cool and detached, even after jump. "We're getting a distress call. Stand by to launch and intercept."


  "Roger," Blair replied, trying not to sound as frayed as he felt. He heard the quick click as the flight boss assumed control of the frequency.


  "Arrow Seven-Three-Seven. You are first in queue. Stand by for scramble."


  Blair felt the launch cradle begin to inch forward as it moved to the on-deck position beneath the launch rails. He heard the rumble and roar as the launch bay's atmosphere was evacuated. He felt the familiar anxiety begin to grip his guts as the cradle bumped again and began to rise. The launch elevator quickly lifted the cradle to the staging area behind the launch bays and deposited it on the rails. The cradle passed through the primary force curtain and into the zero-gee, zero-atmosphere launch bay. The deck crews, wearing pressure suits and magnetic boots, loaded him into the tube with wartime alacrity.


  "Launch Deck to Flight Control," Blair heard the duty officer report, "Seven-Three-Seven spotted on 'Cat Two. Ready for launch."


  Blair braced his shoulders against the seat back and gripped the control yoke firmly. He looked up at the launch control officer in her lighted socket. She waited for his raised thumb, indicating that he was ready. She gave him a salute, then glanced down at her board. He turned his head back to the front, trying to ignore his pounding heart and dry throat. Carrier launchings were the second most dangerous non-combat operations a pilot could perform, after carrier landings. He'd almost rather face a pack of Darket light fighters than the launch bay.


  "Flight control to Scout Six. Scramble."


  The moment of launch took him by surprise, as always. The roar of his engines on full afterburner merged with the roar of the catapult as the Arrow leapt forward. His weight doubled and doubled again as the G forces built. He tried to inhale against the crushing weight on his chest, desperately sucking in air through tightly clenched teeth. He felt the bladders in his flight suit's legs inflate to force pooled blood back into his body. He saw stars appear ahead, at first dimly through the bay's forward force curtain, then sharply and brilliantly as Arrow 737 burst out of the bay.


  The fighter's inertial dampers, freed of the Lexington's floor field, snapped on. The sensation of acceleration and the extra mass vanished as the dampers compensated for the acceleration. He breathed a quick sigh of relief. He'd survived another launch.


  He pulled the Arrow into a steep left-hand turn, in order to clear the Lexington's bulk if his main drive failed. He recalled one hotshot on the Tiger's Claw who'd ignored the clearing turn, then lost his engines. The sixty-thousand-ton strike carrier hadn't left enough of the fighter to bury, much less the pilot.


  The Arrow, freed of the Lexington s bulk, picked up the distress call. "… day. Mayday," a scratchy voice said, "this is the packet Velden Jones. We are a convoy under attack. Our escort has been disabled. We are under attack. May…" Heavy static built as jamming cut off the rest of the message. Blair switched to his own navigation plot as Naismith updated his map. The convoys location appeared, as did an asteroid field several thousand klicks beyond.


  Catscratch rocketed out of the starboard launch tube a moment later. Blair kept his lazy left-hand turn as Carter punched his afterburners to take up his station to Blair's wing. Blair kept his turn long enough for the last two fighters of Scout Six to complete launch and form up.


  "We're here," one of the other Arrow pilots announced.


  "Radio silence!" Blair snapped. "Form on me." He turned his fighter toward the distant fight and hit his afterburner. The loose diamond behind him followed smoothly, boosting towards the beleaguered convoy.


  The formation took only a few minutes to cross open space to the stricken ships. Blair watched with a sickening feeling as convoy ship after ship faded from his tactical screen. He knew, even as he boosted his fighter to its maximum velocity, that they would be too late to save the transports. The last of them vanished from his tactical plot just as he came into extreme visual range. There was no sign of the attackers.


  He led his small force into the middle of what had been the convoy. One ship detonated as they passed through, vanishing from the pilots' sight in a flare of blue-white. Blair saw several hulks, the remains of the Confed transports, drifting in macabre formation. Their blackened remains and hollowed appearances made them look like giant insect husks. One snip tumbled end over end, its drives still glowing with residual heat. Blair detected no signs of life or active energy signals from any of the ships.


  The senselessness of the attack mystified and angered him. He could understand destruction as an act of war, or even comprehend raiding for booty, but this annihilation without apparent cause infuriated him. He cut his drives,


  easing up between a pair of blackened and destroyed ships. He then activated his gun cameras to record the remains. He wanted people to see the carnage that had been wrought.


  "All right," Blair said, trying to master his emotions as he completed his recording, "the bastards can't have gone far. We'll run some fish-hook search patterns and see if we can't pick them up. If you find them, stay off the radio. One of you stays put and trails the target while the other hightails it back to the Lady Lex for the strike force. Questions?" He waited a moment, then called the flight's second element leader. "Varmint, assume course 040. Use your own discretion on your outbound legs, but don't wander out of the Lex's range. Remember, radio silence."


  He tapped his thumb on his control yoke, then aimed the Arrow away from the destroyed convoy. Catscratch followed smoothly, staying perched just off his left wing as Blair brought them onto their own search course. They boosted together, accelerating to maximum standard velocity. Blair kept one eye on his readouts, balancing his thrust and fuel consumption as the readout hovered around 520 kilometers per second. He ran out along his base course, checking his tactical scanner for any signs of the raiders.


  He held course and speed for several minutes, alternately checking his scanner readouts and looking out of the cockpit for visual clues. They saw nothing on the outbound leg. He had just reached the decision to bend the search pattern back to the left and pick up another pie-wedged slice of space when he caught a momentary blip on his scanner. It flickered blue and red, as though the Arrow's computer was uncertain of the blip's identity as friend or foe. It flickered again, turned red, and vanished. Under other circumstances Blair would have ignored it as a sensor artifact. The contact had been too fleeting and uncertain for a good lock-on.


  He switched to a low-powered tight-beam laser link and called Catscratch. "Did you see that?" he asked.


  "See what?" Catscratch replied.


  Blair would have been a lot happier if his wingman had also seen the trace. He considered a moment, then made his decision.


  "I think I saw something, maybe a radio signal," he said. "It's worth checking out." He checked his nav plot, letting his voice harden. "Assume course 330 Z plus five. Kill your IFF and data telemetry systems."


  "Our side won't know it's us without the IFF!" Catscratch protested.


  "It'll reduce our own electronic signatures," Blair said. "Do it. And stay off the radio."


  "Aye, aye, sir," Catscratch said, a touch petulantly. So much for the hero worship, Blair thought sourly.


  He touched his throttle, kicking in his afterburners and boosting his speed to try and close on the ghost contact before it moved too far out of range. He also tried to keep his approach somewhat oblique, the better to stalk his quarry.


  They quickly closed on the location where Blair had caught the signal. He ran several crisscrosses, hoping to pick up another trace. Nothing. The longer he ran search patterns, the more he felt he a been chasing gremlins.


  He was just beginning to feel a little silly about the whole thing when ne caught another momentary blip on his scanner, again at extreme range. This time it remained steady, though on the very edge of his detection range. He brought his fighter around to center it in his scanners inner ring.


  It remained reassuringly solid, enough for him to switch to his target tracker. The red cross glowed brighter, indicating that his AI had achieved lock-on. He smiled. So much for gremlins. The target began to post a diminishing range in small numbers below the graphic. He waited for the AI to give him a target identity on the tactical scanner, then frowned as the screen remained blank. Either the fighter had no match in its inventory of ship types, or more likely, it couldn't secure enough targeting data to run a match. He was torn between trying to close the distance to get a solid identification and risking detection.


  The desire for stealth won out. He switched his throttles back, to maintain their relative distances. The range to target stopped dropping. The enemy craft was still well out of visual range, but close enough to provide the targeting system with a passive signal. He smiled. He wondered what Lieutenant Carter was thinking now that his hunch had paid off.


  Blair was careful to keep his distance from his target. The Arrow was a narrow, wedge-shaped ship with a small cross section and few vertical surfaces. It had the smallest scanner signature in the fleet. Blair hoped to use that to his advantage. If he was lucky he could keep his opponent just within scanner range, while depending on his smaller signature to remain invisible. That way he could remain undetected long enough for the target to lead them back to its base.


  He knew he was working with a good theory, but it was one talked about more than practiced. He wondered who he was outsmarting, his enemy or himself.


  He checked his speed. Four hundred kilometers per second. He frowned at the odd velocity, then checked his range. It held steady at a little over 12,000 meters. He opened his tactical book and flipped through the technical data. Neither the Longbow bomber nor its Kilrathi equivalent, the Paktahn, could sustain 400 KPS without hitting afterburners. He checked the Thunderbolts configuration as well. The T-bolt could carry a torpedo, but couldn't maintain the speed without burners.


  He tried to put himself in the enemy pilot's seat. He'd just finished his mission. It'd be time to relax and go home. If he didn't need to use afterburners to make base, then why bother? And if he did, then why use so little? The enemy (a fighter?) was moving only a few KPS faster than it should have been. The contradiction puzzled him.


  He flipped through his book again. A Hellcat modified to carry a torpedo? Or perhaps a Draltha? Either would explain the speed, but the configuration would test the frames limits. He recalled how his experimental Excalibur had handled when he'd carried the Temblor Bomb. The weapon had reduced the nimble fighter to a space-going pig. He rubbed the Hellcat's page between two fingers. A torpedo-carrying Hellcat was possible, but it just didn't feel right.


  He almost crowed with glee when he saw the profile of a larger ship appear on his scanner, lurking on the edge of the asteroid field. The capital ship's size suggested that it was either a fast transport or a small warship, possibly a frigate or light Kilrathi destroyer. The enemy craft bored in towards the ship, then vanished as it landed. That confirmed the ship as the enemy's base.


  Bingo, he thought exultantly. He backed off his speed, enough to let the enemy mothership open up some distance. He cued his laser link. "Scratch," he said, "hit your burners and scoot back to the Lex. Bring the strike force here."


  "How'll I find you again?" Catscratch asked.


  Blair thought a moment. "I don't think we're going to wander too far. I'll keep an eye out for you." He paused. "Don't forget to turn your IFF back on, unless you want to tangle with a T-bolt."


  "Roger," the rookie replied.


  Blair watched Catscratch's fighter heel sharply over, then vanish as he blasted away under full afterburners. He smiled at the youngster's enthusiasm, then looked back at the target. It would be a while before Catscratch brought the strike force back. He could best use the time to do a quick recon and prepare targeting data for Dagger, Strike Six's leader.


  His first step was to obtain a computer identification. He switched to targeting mode and selected the ship. He then began a long, slow loop, designed to bring him around behind it. He, like most pilots, believed that a capital ships scanners were less efficient directly astern. Once behind it, he crept up on the target until he saw its drive plume, winking and flaring like a star in the distance. It accelerated, turning away from the asteroid field, its mission apparently complete.


  Blair yawed wide to the right, far enough to get a decent profile view of the ship. The targeting computer flashed a graphic over the ship, then listed a likely class identification in the targeting box. Blair sucked air in through his teeth as it selected Caernaven frigate. The Caernavens were an older, but still serviceable class.


  He flipped to the tactical book again, this time to the Caernavens page. He wasn't surprised to learn that the Confederation had stricken the ships from active service. Many were held in reserve status or had been mothballed. Others had been sold to the Border Worlds, or, stripped of their guns and weapon systems, to private concerns. The Kilrathi had even captured a few as trophy ships. Blair ground his teeth in frustration. The Caernavens were, without a doubt, as common as dirt.


  He boosted his speed a bit, to confirm the computer's ident with his own visual inspection. It looked to him like a Caernaven, except for a lozenge-shaped blister along its belly. Blair guessed the blister marked the profile of a landing bay, perhaps one large enough to handle a half-dozen strike craft. The shape of the bay nagged at him, but he couldn't dredge up the recollection.


  The frigate killed the notion that the attack had been a botched raid for booty. No warship that small had enough cargo space to make a pirate raid profitable. Blair was willing to bet that whatever hold space the frigate did have was tied up in servicing the fighters. No, the objective had definitely been to kill ships.


  He dropped back to extreme visual range of the frigate. He thought he caught a glimmer of motion at the front end of the frigate's launch bay. His target tracker flickered a moment, showing enemy ships for an instant. They vanished. He looked down, puzzled. Was it a sensor artifact? Some special weapon launched by the frigate?


  He was drawn from the question by distant signals he guessed were from the incoming attack force. He prepared a tight-beam burst transmission reporting his findings, then squirted it in the strike force's direction.


  "Tallyho," he heard in his headset, "one bogey bearing 330."


  He quickly moved to turn his IFF on. "Disregard," the voice said, "it's friendly." Blair smiled at the man's disappointed tones.


  He shook his head in wonder as the strike force fell into position around him. Catscratch had brought the entire group, with enough firepower for a fleet action, much less a single lousy escort ship. He paused, then realized the fault was his. He hadn't actually told the younger pilot not to bring the entire ready group. It was a less-than-auspicious beginning for his tenure as wing commander.


  The rookie, oblivious to Blair's ruminations, resumed his customary wing slot.


  He heard a crackling in his headphones. "Dagger to Alpha Six, that's it? One frigate?' Blair heard the disbelief in her voice. 'This is going to be like hunting bunny rabbits with a fusion cannon." Her voice turned serious. "The target's a Confed class ship. Is it a confirmed?"


  "Yes," Blair answered, thinking of the landing the enemy fighter had made.


  "All right," Dagger said, "we're still under peacetime rules of engagement. I'll have to get firing authority from the Lex."


  "Roger," Blair replied, "I'll give them a chance to surrender while you get clearance." He boosted ahead of the formation before he switched to a high gain radio circuit. He selected a common commercial channel to transmit.


  "Unidentified frigate," he said, "this is TCS Lexington Strike Group Six leader, callsign Heart of the Tiger, ordering you to heave to and prepare to be boarded." He disliked using his Kilrathi hero-name but reasoned that if the raiders were Cats, it might carry more weight. No such luck. The frigates drive plumes brightened. The ship accelerated to flank speed. Well, Blair thought sourly, so much for impressing 'em.


  He cued his radio again. "Frigate, this is your final warning. I am authorized by the admiralty courts to destroy you if you do not comply with my instruction to heave to." The last was, to Blair's knowledge, a lie, but the frigate was unlikely to know that.


  The ships only response was to engage with its defensive batteries. Blair cut his speed to open up more range as three streams of red-orange lasers began to flash past.


  "Well," Dagger said, "that tears it." Blair nodded in agreement, then looked down at his comm board. It registered an incoming tight-beam burst signal. Dagger was a step ahead of him in decrypting it. "Alpha Six," she said, "I have authority."


  "Roger," Blair replied. "The strike is yours."


  Her voice cooled as she assumed control. "Dagger to Tazman. Set up for an anvil attack on her port bow. I'll take the starboard. If she turns to evade one of us, she'll give the other a clear shot." She paused. "Let your wingmate take the first shot. As long as we've got overkill, we might as well get some practice in."


  "Strike Six to Raid Six," she said, switching to the Thunderbolt leader.


  "This is Troubador," the T-Bolt leader replied. "What can we do for you?"


  "Skin him," Dagger said.


  "No problem," Troubador replied.


  Blair watched the four heavy fighters blaze ahead, their afterburners almost blinding him as they leapt to attack. The frigate immediately engaged them, firing its defensive batteries as the T-Bolts closed like a pack of lions after a gazelle. The Longbows split into two sections, each covered by a pair of Hellcats, and began to work their way around to the frigates bows. Blair kept Catscratch close to him and flew high cover. Life was bad enough without having his strike force get jumped by another force.


  Blair watched Raid Six engage the frigate. He saw the multicolored beams arc from the noses of two Thunderbolts as they chewed into the frigate's defensive shields. The first pair peeled off, their capacitors exhausted from the high energy demands of firing all six forward weapons at once. The second pair engaged. Blair watched the shields flare as the combined fire of plasma and photon guns ripped the frigate. Blair watched the first Thunderbolts swinging around to reengage the frigate's defensive batteries. Each of the frigates three laser turrets fell silent, battered into submission by the heavy fire.


  The Thunderbolts continued to harass the ship, even after its weapons were destroyed. They swept in close, making faked passes at her and firing across its bows. The Longbows settled, two on each bow of the frigate, and came to a dead stop.


  "Begin target acquisition cycle," Dagger said.


  "Roger," her wingman replied.


  Blair knew the process would take a half minute or so as the torpedo's tracking system defeated the frigate's electronic defenses, jamming, and phase shields.


  He used the time to make a final appeal. "Heart of the Tiger to unidentified frigate. Your weapons are gone, you are defenseless. Heave to and surrender now, or you will be destroyed."


  He waited. "I have signal lock-on, phase counter lock-on, warhead armed, bearings set and matched," the Longbow pilot called, forgetting his callsign in the rush of the moment.


  "Engage," Dagger said.


  The Longbow accelerated towards the frigate, shortening the range before firing the deadly torpedo.


  "This is your last warning," Blair said.


  He heard a single voice, weak and scratchy, from his earphones. "Go to hell," it said.


  The Longbow suddenly swerved away from the frigate. "Torpedo away," the pilot yelled, his voice high-pitched and excited, "running hot and true. Range twenty-six hundred."


  The warshot struck home a moment later, detonating its multimegaton fusion warhead in a blue-white flash. The weapon ate into the frigate, causing an even brighter secondary explosion. When the flare cleared, Blair saw nothing of the frigate.


  He tried to feel something positive, jubilation at accomplishing the mission, satisfaction at avenging the convoy, anything. Instead, he felt empty. Senseless waste compounding senseless waste. He waited a moment to let the younger pilots chatter, to allow them their moment of exultation.


  "Time to go home," he said tiredly.


  Blair looked over his notes as Dagger finished her portion of the after-action report. He hadn't met Major Wu Fan before he'd joined the mission, but he'd already discovered her to be a formidable woman. Her grandmotherly features and tiny frame belied the whip-sprung steel within. She was known to the squadron she served in as executive officer as "Mother." Blair thought it likely the nickname had been bestowed with as much fear as affection.


  Major Fan concluded her remarks crisply, smacking the pointer in her palm for emphasis. "Longbow one-zero-one-four, commanded by Lieutenant Grigsby, fired a single Mark IV antiship torpedo. It struck the target vessel just aft of the bow strakes, destroying it. There were no survivors." She paused, concluding her remarks. "What are your questions?" She glanced at Captain Eisen, the Lexington's division officers, and the wing's senior pilots. "None?" She turned towards Colonel Blair. "Sir?"


  Blair stood and took the pointer. "What follows," he said to the assembled officers, "is my assessment of the attack on the convoy. I do not assert that this is what happened, only that this is what might have happened." He turned towards the wall projector behind him. "Lieutenant Carter, if you please."


  Catscratch grinned from his control console. The room darkened to reveal a single dead transport floating in space. "You will note," Blair said, pointing the light at the enhanced still image of the hulk, "that whatever hit this ship blew portions of it from the inside out. You can see in this enhancement where portholes have been blown out, and have slagged back against the hull. That suggests some very high temperatures, rather than a garden variety explosion."


  He switched to a second still. "The astro-navigation section did a wonderful job editing the gun camera footage, and Lieutenant Commander Garcia's intel people did the technical work." He used the pointer to indicate several holes with outward puckered metal and ejecta. "Their conclusions," Blair said, "are that the transports were hit by some kind of missile that pierced the hulls. The weapon, through some process we don't yet understand, superheated the ships' atmospheres until they ignited. The ships literally burned from the inside out, giving these transports' hulls this distinctive gutted look."


  He took a deep breath, aware he was about to leap from fact to supposition. "The actual damage requirement, as compared to a Mark IV ship-killer, is very low. They only need to cook the atmosphere, not disrupt structural integrity. That may allow the weapon itself to be fairly small, certainly smaller than a ten-meter-long Mark IV torpedo."


  Carter switched the still to a graphic of the action while Blair took a sip of water. "The ship I followed back from the freighters to the frigate was moving too fast to be a bomber or a torpedo-armed heavy fighter. The weapon that killed these transports might be small enough to fit on a standard missile hardpoint. That would permit medium, perhaps even light fighters, to have a ship-killing capability. That fits with the speed characteristics I witnessed."


  He waited for the murmurs of disbelief to subside before he continued. "There were rumors that the Kilrathi were working on such a project for their Strakha-class stealth fighters before the war ended. This might be an outgrowth of that effort."


  Eisen spoke up. "Colonel, do you believe the Kilrathi are responsible for this outrage?"


  Blair shrugged his shoulders. "I don't know, sir, but it doesn't seem quite their style." He turned back to the still of the freighter, hanging dead in space. "The Cats generally ignored transports as being beneath their notice, beneath contempt. When they did hit our convoys, they usually went after the escorts. Once they'd killed those, they would usually at least make an attempt to capture or board ships. Hobbes told me it was an expression of their predatory past, the glory of taking prey back to the lair."


  Blair felt a jolt of pain at the mention of his friend and ally. It still hurt to mink that Hobbes had been a mere persona, a false personality overlaid on a Kilrathi agent to infiltrate the human ranks.


  Eisen smiled thinly, drawing Blair back from his memories. Blair realized the Lexington's captain was softballing him questions, making the briefing easier on him.


  "How about pirates, then?" Eisen asked.


  Blair looked at his notes. "Again, sir, the lack of any apparent attempt to board and loot seems to argue against freebooters or privateers. They plunder for resources. Destroying ships gains them nothing." He paused. "The wantonness of the destruction suggests an act of terror, or war, rather than piracy." Blair stepped away from the podium, leaving his last words hanging in the air.


  Eisen stood up. "Thank you, Colonel," he said. "We'll be beginning the briefings for tomorrow's move to the Tyr system in about twenty minutes. Why doesn't everyone get a cup of coffee while we get the podium ready?"


  He gestured for Blair to join him. They walked together to the coffee urn staged in the corner of the room. "You don't do things by halves, do you?" Eisen asked, chuckling. He didn't wait for Blair to answer. "The Tyr system is right on the edge of the Border Worlds. Tolwyn's made no secret that he thinks they're the culprits." He gave Blair a long look. "So let's just hope your war supposition is wrong. Otherwise, we'll be right in the thick of it, and in a nice, provocative fleet carrier."


  


  


  • CHAPTER FOUR


  Blair sat in the heavily padded briefing room chair, trying not to doze while the Lexington's pilots assembled. He was gaining some insight into just how report-driven the peacetime Fleet had become. Training, schedules, flight rotation rosters, fuel consumption reports, officer evaluations, maintenance schedules, and duty officer assignments all vied for his immediate attention. He felt that his head had barely touched his pillow before an orderly had awakened him to attend yet another briefing.


  Maniac plopped down into the seat beside him, his flight suit open to the waist and a sardonic grin on his face. "Hey, Colonel, sir, I hear you had good hunting. There aren't many commanders who'd use half a wing to bag a frigate."


  "One of these days, Major," Blair retorted, "that mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble."


  Maniac started to answer, but was cut off by a loud "Attention on deck!" They stood as Captain Eisen entered the briefing room, flanked by a small coterie of the carrier's senior staff members. The captain walked purposefully to the lectern.


  Blair guessed from his grim-faced expression that they had entered the Tyr system to do more than "show the flag."


  "At ease," Eisen said. He wasted no time in waiting for the pilots to get settled before he began. "This briefing is classified Top Secret, with violations for disclosure subject to penalty under Section 12 of the Security Act." He looked up at the pilots. "Now that we're past that, I can tell you that we have been reassigned to the Tyr sector for the purpose of handling a very ticklish mission." He turned towards the wall screen as the first graphics began to flow across it.


  "The TCS Louis B. Puller, an assault transport of the Pelileu class, has been assigned to extract a hostage currently being held by Border Worlds forces on Tyr Seven. The hostage carries diplomatic credentials and has been seized in violation of interstellar law. Our mission is to provide top cover, ground suppression, and tactical air support to the Marine contingent assigned to pull her out."


  "Her?" Maniac said softly, sniffing the air.


  "Hush," Blair whispered.


  Eisen ignored the byplay. "The locals have accused her of spying and intend to move her out-system to stand trial for planning acts of espionage and sabotage. Confed Psychological Operations believes they'll try to milk the situation for propaganda purposes." He looked around the room. "Questions?"


  A young captain sitting in front of Blair raised her hand. "Sir, does this mean we'll be operating directly against Border Worlds forces?"


  Eisen took a deep breath. Blair heard the scratching of pens on knee boards cease. The room grew deadly silent as every pilot waited for an answer. Eisen placed his hands on the lectern. "The locals are not going to appreciate us launching a raid into their territory. They may move to interdict us in their space, or they may try to stop us from taking the hostage out." He paused. "It could get hot."


  Blair frowned, unhappy with Eisen's answer. "What, then, are the rules of engagement?"


  Eisen looked grim. "In the event Border Worlds forces react to your presence, then you may assume they will mount an aggressive defense. Under those circumstances, the commander, Third Fleet, authorizes you to initiate fire." He looked around at the sober-faced pilots. "No hazard passes and no shots across the bow. You will fire first, and you will shoot to kill. That goes for fighters as well as ground defenses. That, people, comes directly from Admiral Petranova."


  Blair saw several of the veterans exchange glum looks. Many had flown with Colonial pilots during the war, shared beers and beds with a quite a few, and had often made fast friendships. The thought of exchanging laser bolts with former comrades gave them no joy.


  Blair shared their reluctance. The "shoot to kill" order troubled him more than a restrictive "defensive fire only" would have. The presence of nervous, jumpy, or glory-hungry pilots on both sides, flying in close proximity during a crisis situation, was an explosive combination by itself. The free-fire instruction could be just the spark needed to touch off a pitched battle, or just possibly, a war.


  He shook his head. Great, Chris, he thought sourly, there's nothing like being an optimist.


  "Well," Eisen said, unbending a little, "with that bit of cheery news, lets get down to business." He turned towards the display screen, while the pilots adjusted knee boards and notepads. The wall behind him lit up with a navigation map and a graphic of Tyr Seven. "The Puller," he said, using his pointer, "will use a company of Marines for the drop. They will be making a direct assault on this three-building complex, which has been code-named Orange in your briefing books. Our intelligence sources assure us that this is where the hostage is being held."


  Maniac snorted and rolled his eyes in disbelief. Blair, who'd suffered through many similar assurances that turned out to be dead wrong, made no comment.


  Eisen gestured towards the seated pilots. "The Lexington will be covering the Pullers assault lander." He used his pointer to trace the path on the map. "Colonel Blair will lead a section of eight Hellcats that'll pound the ground defenses. Major Marshall will command the top cover with four Hellcats and four Arrows. The mission'll be supported by two flights of Arrows on launch stand-by. A flight of Thunderbolts'll act as the Lexington's ready group."


  Eisen tapped the pointer against the screen. "Our job is to buy time for the grunts, both on the bounce and after the extraction." He smiled wryly. "It figures that the Marines aren't certain which of these three buildings the hostage is in, so you'll have to give them time to work."


  Blair's sense of unease grew as he considered the implications of a live suppression mission.


  Eisen glanced down at him. "You look troubled, Colonel. Do you have a question?"


  "Yes, sir," Blair said, feeling compelled for his pilots' sake, to ask for clarification. "All this," he asked, pitching his voice to carry, "for one diplomat? Why the rush? I mean, we could end up in a pitched battle if we, and they, aren't careful." He paused to gather his thoughts. "I mean, have the implications of this been thought through?" Blair felt the eyes of the other officers on him.


  Eisen looked down at his notes. "I'd like to try and make this a clean operation, Colonel. I'm more interested in getting our diplomat out than I am in kills." He looked up at Blair. "However," he said uncomfortably, "Third Fleet seems to want this to be as much a 'chastisement' for the Colonials as a snatch-and-grab operation. They want to show they won't tolerate confining or maltreating our diplomats."


  Blair traded skeptical glances with Maniac. The Confederation had hundreds of diplomatic personnel on dozens of planets in the Border Worlds sector, most of which were well out of carrier range from the frontier. He wondered if the raid would trigger reprisals against diplomatic personnel on other planets. He considered pushing the matter further, then realized that Eisen wasn't happy with the situation either.


  He surrendered the point by turning his attention back to his briefing book. It included maps and diagrams of known defensive sites, the locations and types of assigned Colonial fighter craft, recommended weapon load-out configurations, building floor plans. The wealth of information available on the target far exceeded what pilots usually received, indicating an extraordinary intelligence preparation. This was no ordinary mission. He paid very close attention during the rest of the briefing, troubled by the possibility that this time he was not flying on the side of the angels.


  The launch sequence, form-up, and the approach to the target planet went without incident, in spite of his worries. His ruminations about the mission came to a head when they entered Tyr Seven's territorial space. Four obsolete Border Worlds fighters, likely performing leg patrols, scrambled to intercept the approaching task force.


  "Lynx flight to inbound craft," said the Colonial leader, "you are crowding our reserved navigation area. Back off." Blair considered himself lucky he didn't recognize the voice.


  "Tallyho," Maniac replied cheerfully, "four Ferrets in two-by-two diamond formation. Alpha flight—break and attack. Beta flight—stay behind the transport with me. Alpha, execute attack plan White."


  The four Arrows peeled off, blasting their afterburners to close on the four startled Ferrets. One Ferret died at once, cut apart by an Arrow's twinned ion cannon and lasers. The rest of the obsolete light fighters tried to scatter, but were out-performed by the newer, more heavily armed Arrows.


  The last Ferret exploded less than a minute later. "Scratch four bogies," Maniac reported, his voice flat and professional. "Standing by to assume top cover. It's all yours, Green Leader."


  Blair paused, looking at the spinning debris that marked the dead fighters. "Green Leader to Greens," he said, trying to ignore the feeling that what they were doing was wrong, "initiate target suppression."


  He felt curiously detached as he watched the two flights of his section heel over on their left wings, each diving in sequence into Tyr Seven's upper atmosphere. The fighters' phase shields flared as they reacted to the thin upper reaches of the ionosphere.


  He glanced to his right and saw the Marine landing craft's maneuvering thrusters glow briefly. The assault craft slowed below orbital velocity, tipped forward onto its nose, and plunged downward. Blair smiled grimly. He'd heard that riding a drop ship into combat was one of the roughest rides in the galaxy. The grunts were in for a rough trip.


  He boosted his own thrust and corkscrewed his fighter into Tyr Seven's outer atmosphere. Telltales on his console began to wink as the fighter's skin heated. The Hellcat plunged downward, screaming through the thin ionosphere towards the security of the lower atmosphere. The sky above him shifted from black to blue-red and the horizon lost its rounded look. Vapor trails appeared behind the other seven ships as they bored in on the defensive sites indicated in their briefing packets.


  The leading Hellcats began reeling off targeting data as they closed on their objectives. Their calm voices grew excited as they began to track inbound surface-to-air/ surface-to-space Sprint missiles. Flares, chaff, and missile decoys blossomed around the diving ships. The first Sprint salvo missed cleanly, bursting amongst the trailing decoys. Blair hoped to be under the SSM's umbrella before the crews reloaded the launch rails.


  He touched his throttles again, accelerating towards the ground. A blue-gray flare appeared from the woody terrain below, warning him of another missile launch. His cockpit warning chimed, alerting him to the warheads lock-on. He wrenched the Hellcat over on its side and hit his maneuvering thrusters, accelerating his side-slip while he popped a pair of missile decoys into the space where he had been. He tumbled away from the Sprint, then increased his dive angle to recover control. The missile flashed by, looking like a white, metal-vaned pole as it passed.


  He steepened his dive, watching his relative distance counter spin off numbers as it served as an altimeter. The flare cloud of the missile's launching site resolved itself into a full-fledged SSM battery, with a number of missile tractor-erector-launchers ringing a central fire control station. Blair thought the configuration looked suspiciously like a bull's-eye. He aimed his Hellcat at the center of the cluster, then switched his targeting reticule to lasers. The SSM site fired thermal and electronic missile decoys as he bored in. The self-propelled missile caisson stationed behind each TEL spat laser fire at him from their cab-mounted automated turrets. Work crews scrambled to load fresh missiles onto the TELs' rails. Blair found the airspace around him growing hotter as the lasers' fire grew increasingly accurate.


  His reticule centered on the rightmost TEL. He placed his thumb on the firing button, then withdrew it as he remembered one of Maniac's old tricks that might allow him to disable the site without killing anyone. He grinned maliciously and punched his afterburners, accelerating into a powerdive onto the Sprint site. He pulled out at the last second, blasting over the TELs at treetop level at something better than Mach Two.


  The rolling Shockwave from his sonic booms and roaring engines scattered the Sprint crews like ninepins, shattering windows and knocking equipment askew. Several crewpeople lay still, while others rolled and writhed, their hands covering their ears. One launch rail rotated and elevated in his direction, then fired a single missile, too far off azimuth for a lock-on.


  The Hellcat raced into a narrow valley that served as an escape route from the Sprint site. Blair glanced back and saw small trees flying as the overpressure from the sonic booms tore them out of the ground and scattered them through the air. The valley slashed left and right, narrowing quickly as he blazed down its length.


  He quickly hit his braking thrusters, slowing to tactical speeds as he pulled up slightly from the valley floor. A second Sprint wobbled into the sky behind him, indicating the site was still active.


  He shook his head. So much for non-lethal. He pulled his stick back, pulling the Hellcat up out of the valley and into a half loop. A quick rightward flick on the yoke pointed the fighter back towards the site. The Sprint crews fled their equipment as he aligned his sights on the nearest TEL.


  Blair centered the first launcher in his sights and fired. His lasers chopped up dirt and terrain around the exposed hog, then plowed into the TEL and caisson. The Sprint on the rail detonated in a blue flash as its fuel cells exploded. The blast carried away the top of the TEL's armored cab. A massive secondary explosion engulfed the vehicle a second later, shredding it. He saw the circular compression haze from the explosion's overpressure topple the unprotected caisson and rip through the adjacent TELs.


  Blair used another quick Immelman to reverse course and duck back into the valley shelter. Burning rockets tumbled out of the caisson, detonating in turn and spewing burning fuel onto a second launcher. It burst into flames a moment later, its own missiles chain-detonating and expanding the inferno. High explosives added their punch, momentarily snuffing the flames and casting fuel and explosives over a broader area to reignite. The trees surrounding the site caught fire, ignited either by sprayed fuel or from the intense heat as plastics and flammable metals caught fire.


  Blair took a long look at the site as he brought his Hellcat up out of valley and slowly orbited. Bodies lay strewn across the woods. The wounded, some on fire, lay writhing in the open. Many of the other crewpeople, seemingly unhurt, wandered aimlessly around the periphery of the flames or fled the inferno.


  He looked at the dead, troubled by the sight of human bodies. He'd spent too long considering humans as allies for him to be easy seeing them dead by his hand, regardless of the reason.


  His radio came alive with the chatter of pilots engaging targets. He listened a moment, following the course of the action. His suppression section appeared to be doing a good job of eradicating the Border Worlds defenses. Two other Sprint sites' graves were marked by plumes of ugly black smoke. Road networks, the local runway, and even the nearby town's power grid were all under attack. The assault transport paced back and forth, covered by two of Maniac's fighters, waiting for Blair's all clear to begin their attack run.


  He pulled his Hellcat out of its orbit and aimed it back towards the main complex.


  "Gamble to all Colors," Naismith said, his voice scratching in Blair's ears as the atmosphere weakened the Lexington's signal. "Telemetry indicates all primary targets destroyed. Proceed to Phase Two."


  Blair waited for the Marines and Maniac, Red and White respectively, to respond. "Green Leader," he said, "proceeding with Phase Two."


  Blair switched channels to the Marines' main tactical frequency. "Green Leader to Blue Transport Five-Three-Five," he said, "defenses suppressed. Beginning landing zone prep on Objective Blue."


  The transports pilot clicked her mike twice, indicating she'd heard the transmission. The assault ship veered towards the compound. Maniac's two Hellcats hit their afterburners and blasted skyward, rising vertically on columns of thrust.


  Blair's communications scanner locked on Maniac's tactical channel. "Colonel," Marshall said, "I got trouble. I got lots of Border reinforcements inbound. It looks like older stuff, Ferrets and some Rapiers. We can hold 'em, but don't waste any time. Okay?"


  Blair watched as one flight of Hellcats continued their low orbits over the complex, patrolling the air against low level aggressors or ground targets. He picked up his own flight over the assault transport and led them in towards the landing zone.


  The designated LZ proved to be a landing pad set between the three buildings made of reinforced thermo-crete. The complex didn't look overtly military to him, but it had the universal gray, dismal look of government construction done on the cheap.


  Hellcats dropped out of formation to attack the ground targets, blasting anything of even marginal military value with lasers and missiles. Blair hit two unoccupied ground-based lasers in quick succession, destroying both, then killed an unarmed atmospheric shuttle parked unobtrusively by one building. His laser bursts smacked into the shuttle and the building beyond, collapsing one corner of the structure. A giant explosion bloomed to his left front and a quick whoop of victory followed from Green Three. Flames from the burning woodline joined the dozen-odd fires and greasy-black columns that smudged the sky.


  The assault transport swept through the rising smoke, banking hard towards the landing zone in the plaza between the complex's buildings. Laser fire licked out from its upper and lower turrets at likely looking hulks, clumps of vegetation, or whatever seemed the slightest bit threatening to the gunners.


  Long plumes of sparks sprayed out from underneath the landing skids as the transport's pilot made a fast-in combat landing. The transports rear ramp dropped while side doors dilated open. Door gunners sprang into operation, joining the turret gunners in hosing the walls of the surrounding buildings with heavy fire.


  Blair smiled as he heard the Marines' recorded bugle call sounding the charge. He watched the first squads sprint down the ramps and take up circular positions around the ship. The grunts quickly opened fire, their laser rifles and heavy weapons joining the lander's turrets in raking the buildings' walls. Teams carrying rocket-propelled grenades deployed from the transport and fired their ordnance against the weakened structures. The heavy fire tapered off as the RPGs blew gaping holes in each of the three buildings.


  Heavily-armed assault parties then streamed down the ramp and entered the damaged structures, firing their miniguns and flechette launchers as they went. Blair's scanner locked on the Marines' frequency. He was appalled at the heavy volume of fire he heard crackling in the background as the non-coms directed their forces. The noise gave every indication that the grunts were racking up a serious body count. He hoped they didn't kill the diplomat, or the mission would fail.


  "Objective Blue secured," a female voice said after what seemed like an eternity, "We're bringin' her out. She's in good shape."


  Blair grinned. All they had to do was to get the hostage back on the assault transport and go home. Then it would be over.


  A second Marine's voice crackled in his headset. "Objective Red secured and sterilized." Blair felt his heart flip-flop. Objective Red? What the hell's Objective Red? He flipped through his briefing book and saw no reference to an Objective Red. "Objective Gold secured," snapped a third trooper a second later, "preparing charges."


  Blair tried to suppress his anger. The mission specified a single objective—freeing the diplomat. Obviously, the Marines had more in mind than a simple rescue. Eisen, he thought furiously, is going to hear about this.


  He monitored the ground force's tactical channel as the Marines began to retreat towards the transport. Blair saw one cluster of grunts in haze-gray camouflage surrounding a woman in bright blue. They quickly led her on board the transport while the balance of the force pulled back to a tight perimeter.


  "This is Landing Craft Five-Three-Five to Blue Leader. We got the package. Get us out of here, Colonel." Blair looked down at the landing zone as the rear guard ran up the ramp. The shuttles hatches closed. It's idling drives spooled up, throwing clouds of concrete dust and debris across the landing area.


  "Five-Three-Five to Puller. All present and accounted for. Casualties light. No friendly KIAs."


  "Roger, Three-Five," Blair heard the Puller respond, "initiate mission closure." The pilot responded with two clicks on her radio. She lifted the shuttle vertically, turning it as it rose to orient onto its new course. One building slowly folded in on itself, its outer walls falling inward like a collapsed house of cards. He realized after a moment that the collapse had been caused by a demolition charge, rather than battle damage.


  The assault transport flared upward, using small expendable rockets to help it achieve escape velocity. Blair assembled his four fighters tightly around it as protection from any Sprint sites that might have escaped detection.


  The second flight of Hellcats formed behind them, making a dense double diamond around the transport. He switched channels to Maniac's frequency and nearly cursed as the welter of excited voices filled his ears. Marshall's forces were mired in a pitched battle just outside the planets atmosphere. A second group of signals indicated that the Lexington's ready group had already been committed to the fray and that Eisen was preparing to commit more reinforcements.


  Blair's arrival with the transport redoubled the battle's intensity. The Border Worlds' fighters fought bitterly, hurling themselves with reckless abandon against the Confed strike force as they attempted to pierce the defensive wall to attack the shuttle. Blair felt heartsick as his pilots burned down the obsolete fighters.


  Eventually, even ferocity had to give way to firepower. The arrival of the Thunderbolts and their heavy forward armament finished the Border Worlders' attack. Most of the Colonial fighters could outrun the heavy T-bolts, but with the shuttle as their target, they had to run a crushing gauntlet. Six fighters tried and six died. The Border Worlds forces sullenly withdrew from the T-bolts' range. They continued to harass the trailing Confed ships until the Lexington fired a few warning shots from her defensive batteries.


  Blair toted up his losses while he waited to enter the landing cycle. The wing appeared to have lost only five ships: a Thunderbolt, a Hellcat, and three Arrows. He guessed the Colonial losses at about two dozen, not counting those who would limp home but never fly again.


  The Lexington's search-and-rescue shuttle had launched at once to begin pilot recovery operations. Blair was gratified to see the SAR ship tractoring in both Confed and Border pilots.


  The Marine transport raced towards the Puller, closely shadowed by Maniac's half-squadron. It landed on the Puller's oversize recovery deck, then was quickly tractored inside. The Agamemnon, a Confed heavy cruiser detailed to guard the transport, closed up quickly. The two ships, in close formation, immediately boosted away from the task force and towards the out-system jump point.


  "Hellcat One-One-Three-Seven," Blair said, "request landing instructions."


  "Copy, Three-Seven," flight control responded. "We show all systems green. You are first in the chute."


  Blair exited his holding pattern and lined up with the rear of the portside fighter bay. He saw the distant blinking lights that marked both the runway and the edge of the bay itself.


  "Three-Seven on final," Blair announced as he touched the landing configuration toggle. He checked the telltale to ensure the gear was down and locked. "Gear green."


  He twitched his control yoke to the right, nudging the fighter onto the correct glide path and lining up with the landing bay. He felt the sweat bead on his forehead as he over-controlled and drifted towards the ship's drive exhaust. He nudged the throttle back to the left, slowing his velocity and pulling back onto the correct glidepath. He held his breath as the landing patch centered itself directly ahead.


  "Call the beam," the flight officer said.


  Blair nodded in satisfaction as the crossing network of tractor beams caught the Hellcat, causing it to buck and rock. "Roger beam," he replied. He relaxed his grip on the control yoke and cut his main drive. "Thrust zero, controls zero." He kept his hand poised over his throttle control. Tractor beams were temperamental creatures. A pilot caught short when one failed would end up embarrassed, if not dead.


  "Three-Seven," the flight officer intoned, "I copy zero-zero. Your vector is good, velocity 125 KPS relative. Happy landings."


  "Three-Seven to Control," Blair answered, completing the ritual, "thank you."


  The computer-controlled landing system held the fighter within the beam until it was correctly positioned relative to the flight deck, then released it. Newton's Second Law took over, gliding the fighter onto the deck. The front of Blair's ship flared briefly as the static discharge from his phase shield reacted with the landing bay's force curtain.


  He touched his reverse thrust as his rear landing gear made contact, slamming the front wheel onto the deck. The bay's magnetic repulsion fields snapped up, slamming him into his restraints as the Hellcat's inertial dampers were overwhelmed by the Lexington's magnetic field. The interlocking internal network of tractors caught him a second later, jerking the fighter to a stop. Blair tasted blood inside his mouth, then realized he'd bitten his lip.


  All in all, he was satisfied. It was his first serious combat mission and live carrier trap in two years, and both he and the ship had survived the experience intact. He licked the blood off of his lip and waited for the magnetics to disarm. They snapped off, freeing the ship to taxi to the recovery elevators.


  He felt the ship's gravity a moment later, and heard the whoosh-hiss sound as air flooded the bay. He boosted his throttles slightly, just enough to give him steerage way to the elevator. He was surprised at how loud his engines sounded in the confined space.


  Lieutenant Naismith's voice rang through the bay. "Secure from recovery operations. Crash crews to stand down. Captain passes to all hands a Bravo Zulu—good job, folks."


  Blair waited until the fighter was safely in the recovery elevator and descending to the maintenance bay before he popped his canopy and shut off his engines. He took a deep breath of the Lexington's air, tasting its dominant scents of oil, smoke, and lubricating fluids. The air, redolent of ships odors, was somehow reassuring to him.


  Maniac waited for him as the lift opened onto the maintenance bay. He stood casually, hip-shot, with his helmet and pressure vest slung over his shoulder. "A little out of practice, aren't we?" He touched his finger to his lip, then mimed pulling away blood.


  Blair held himself in check, unwilling to rise to Maniac's bait. He dabbed at his lip, wincing a little at the pain. "A little," he admitted, "but I'm sure that'll pass." Major Marshall, Blair noted wryly, might be a few chips shy of a logic board, but there was nothing wrong with his ability to land either a fighter or a cheap shot.


  "Colonel," Maniac said, abruptly changing the subject, "I need to show you something." He laid his finger alongside his nose, indicating the need for secrecy, and beckoned Blair to follow him.


  Blair, torn between annoyance and curiosity, removed his flight helmet and climbed out of the cockpit. He tossed his helmet to his crew chief, whose name he still hadn't learned, and walked after Maniac.


  Marshall led him to his own Hellcat, then climbed the roll-away platform and into his cockpit. Blair leaned over the canopy and watched him place his helmet between his knees. Blair looked questioningly at Maniac, who responded by reaching under his console and popping the small black flight recorder out of its slot. He fished a short wire bridge out of his pocket and used the alligator clips to secure the bridge to the recorder. He plugged the assembly into his helmet speaker.


  "Listen to this," Maniac said, "I picked this up while you were comin' up the gravity well. It's low band stuff, on a civilian radio. I could only hear one side of it."


  Blair leaned close to listen as the tiny helmet speakers crackled and popped. "… no," the soft voice said, "it was definitely Confed forces… Hellcats. They took out all of our SSMs, SAMs and fighters… death toll is about sixty, so far, but we haven't started recovering casualties." Blair squeezed his eyes shut, jolted by the sudden pain. The Border Worlds had been their allies, once, and many Colonials had been his friends.


  "It gets better," Maniac said. Blair leaned closer as the recording grew scratchier. "They went for the infirmary, the data core, and the holding area…" Static blotted out what followed "… they killed the medical staff, lined 'em up and shot 'em. They also got their agent out… No, they blew up the records area. I don't think we're going to recover either the data files or any of the bio-weapon samples we captured. At least we got her before she could spread the stuff."


  "Bio-weapons?" Blair asked. "Did he say, 'bio-weaps'?"


  Marshall shrugged noncommittally and pulled a tiny spanner out of his pocket. He removed the alligator clips, then laid the spanner across the recorder's poles. Blair heard a soft "crack," and caught a whiff of ozone.


  "Damn cheap black boxes," Maniac said, "they're always shorting out." He grinned slightly as he reached back under his console to replace the recorder.


  "Why'd you show me this?" Blair asked.


  "Just thought you ought to know," Maniac replied. Blair stood back as he made to exit the cockpit. Maniac's crew chief approached, her expression curious as she looked from one senior officer to the other. "Check the cockpit," Marshall said, his voice as smooth as glass. "I caught a whiff of burning circuits as I landed." She dipped her head as Maniac led Blair towards the pilots' debriefing area.


  Blair looked at Maniac. The man was a cipher to him. They had spent nearly their entire careers together, soundly disliked each other, and yet somehow managed to work together when the need arose. Maniac had survived in combat through his sheer unpredictability, a characteristic he carried with him into the wardroom, as well as the cockpit. Blair stared at him, trying to divine the man's motivations.


  Maniac stopped him just outside the debrief area. "Rumor says we're jumping into the Masa system to join the Third Fleet."


  Blair felt his eyebrows arch up. "The whole Third Fleet? That's a lot of ships."


  "Don't forget that's Tolwyn's old force." Maniac scratched his nose. "An' Petranova's a Tolwyn wanna-be. She'd kill her own mother to get a third star."


  Blair looked at him a long moment, then made the decision to gamble. "This whole operation has an odd feeling about it," he said, watching Maniac for a response.


  Marshall looked around, seemingly unconcerned. "Oh, how so?"


  Blair pressed on. "The captain's been acting strange. I don't recall seeing him this nervous before, and his behavior at the briefing was definitely odd. I can't help but wonder what he's keeping bottled up."


  "I wouldn't worry about it," Marshall said, dismissing Blair's concerns. Blair started to say more, but held his tongue when Maniac opened the door to the debriefing area.


  "Shall we, Colonel?" Marshall said, effectively ending the conversation.


  Blair rubbed his still damp hair as he slid in next to Maniac and the squadron commanders on the Lexington's embarkation area. He glanced around, noting that all of the carrier's division and squadron officers were present. "What's up with the dog-and-pony show?" he whispered. "I was in the shower when I got the all-call."


  "We got us a visitor," Maniac whispered, "a VIP shuttle inbound from the flagship." He paused. "I'm betting it's some kind of official greeting now that we've joined the Fleet. Eisen's not saying a word, but he did call for a formation." Blair swiveled his head to see the captain step from the lift and walk towards the formation. Blair thought he looked worn and drawn. I wonder when he last slept? Blair thought.


  Eisen took his position in front of the ship's officers and faced towards the empty landing bay. He dipped his head fractionally towards Lieutenant Naismith, who stood to one side. The flight officer spoke softly into his headset. Blair watched as a single shuttle angled in towards the flight deck and made a glass-smooth landing on the furthest magnetic trap plate. He shifted his weight slightly to take the pressure off his ankles. He was loath to admit he'd fallen out of the habit of standing in formation.


  The shuttle taxied towards the embarkation area.


  "Atten—," Eisen said, turning his head to issue the command over his shoulder.


  "Atten—," Blair echoed, along with the division officers.


  "—Tion," Eisen completed. The officers and crew representatives came to attention in a rather scattershot fashion. Eisen, Blair knew, wasn't one for spit and polish when there was work to be done. He just hoped the VIP coming on board understood that, too. The Lex's crew may have been one of the best in space, but their formations looked like hell.


  The shuttle completed its taxi roll and stopped. The side portal opened and a solitary officer stepped out. The bosun, standing closest to the shuttle, began to pipe him aboard. Blair, his shoulders and ankles stiffening under his brace, looked sidelong at the man. The visitor was tall and athletic-looking, with Fleet captain's pips on his glove-tight dress blues. He looked to Blair to be in his mid-forties, with a stern, no-nonsense expression on his handsome face. Blair thought he looked like a holo-vid director's version of the dashing carrier skipper.


  A dozen hard-eyed men and women wearing Marine powder-gray battle fatigues filed off the shuttle behind him and fanned out in a loose circle. Blair noticed that all carried wicked looking machine pistols with sound-and flash-suppressing barrel shrouds. They were the sort of weapons intended for close shipboard work—old fashioned low-velocity, heavy-caliber, bullet-firing guns.


  The officer stepped up to Eisen, came to ramrod stiff attention, and snapped off a crisp salute. "Captain Hugh Paulson requesting permission to come aboard, sir," ne said, his voice crisp and melodic.


  "Granted, sir," Eisen replied, his own casual salute looking sloppy by comparison, "and welcome aboard." He paused. "To what do we owe this honor?"


  "I'm carrying orders from Regional Command and Commander, Third Fleet," Paulson said self-importantly.


  Blair could just see the corner of Eisen's mouth twitch upward in a smile. "Those must be important orders for you to have personally carried them so far."


  Captain Paulson reached into his tunic and pulled out an official-looking envelope. "All orders are important, Captain," he replied.


  Eisen assumed a neutral expression. "Ahh… of course."


  Paulson used one hand to deftly break the envelope's seal and remove the documents. He snapped the pages open and began to read in a loud, carrying voice.


  "Captain William Eisen," he said, "by authority of the Commander, Third Fleet, you are hereby relieved of command of the TCS Lexington. By the authority of Rear Admiral Elsa Harnett of the Admiralty Court, you will consider yourself confined to quarters pending transfer to Jupiter Station. There you will undergo investigation pertaining alleged violations of the Security Acts and Section 212 of the Admiralty Court Directives."


  Paulson folded the papers and extended them towards Eisen, who slowly raised his hand and took the documents. "Sir," Paulson said formally, "I relieve you."


  Eisen unfolded the papers and looked down, reading the orders for himself. He raised his head, his expression unreadable. "Sir," he said softly, "I stand relieved."


  Blair stood, appalled, as Paulson took a sidestep, allowing Eisen to step forward. The Lexington's former captain vacated his place of command, exchanging places with Paulson. The ritual was over in a moment, yet Blair felt his whole world turn upside down. He could tell, from the quiet susurrus of whispers and the shifting behind him, that the news took the officers by unpleasant surprise as well.


  Paulson turned, his cool gaze surveying the assembled officers. "I wish the circumstances of my command were different. However, I have every confidence that Captain Eisen will be cleared of the allegations and that he will return to duty soon." Paulson smiled warmly, a politician's smile. Blair noticed that his eyes remained cool and detached. "The Lexington is a proud ship, with a proud reputation, and I have every confidence that together we will continue to enhance that reputation."


  Blair's knees were beginning to ache. He flexed them slightly, trying to restore the circulation. Eisen, he thought grimly, would have put the ship's company at ease before beginning a speech. Paulson might have missed that small piece of diplomacy, but he was mercifully brief.


  "I will be hosting a reception for the division chiefs and senior officers this evening in my quarters. I trust you will all attend." He nodded for the bosun to release the formation, then walked toward the lift. The Marines formed up around him, their eyes flicking over the angry crewpeople as they passed.


  Officers broke ranks and clustered around Eisen as soon as the lift doors closed. The captain seemed at once gratified and embarrassed by the support. Blair joined the queue, pressing close to extend his regrets.


  Eisen looked at him. "See me later, Chris," he said, "we have to talk."


  "Aye, sir," he said, and turned away from the crowd. He almost blundered into his crew chief. He tried for the dozenth time to remember her name, and failed.


  "Sir," the woman said, "I finished locking down that problem on your Arrow's portside stabilizer. I'm having the bird brought up here to the landing bay so you can do a systems run before you sign off on the repairs."


  Blair nodded. "Thank you…" he waited, hoping the woman would fill in her name for him. She didn't take the bait. "You're welcome, sir," she replied, and walked away. Blair turned away and saw Maniac looking at him.


  Marshall glanced after the departing tech. "What is it with you and female crew chiefs, Colonel?" He laughed unpleasantly. "As I recall, you were hot-bunking with that grease monkey on the Victory, as well as that lieutenant. You seem to take the notion of women serving under you literally."


  Blair made no effort to contain his anger. "That, Major," he snapped, "will be quite enough of that."


  "I suppose," Maniac said, "but it would be nice if you'd stop playing with women who're young enough to be your daughters."


  Blair felt his temper slip a notch. "You're one to talk."


  Maniac gave him a lazy grin. "Well, Colonel," he said, "I never made a pretense of virtue." He laughed again. He glanced towards the still-open shuttle. "Paulson looks like a real stickler for the rules." He looked at Blair. "Eisen may have made allowances for your fraternizing with the troops, but I don't think Paulson will." He tapped his skull. "So, try to do your thinking up here."


  He turned and walked away before Blair could mount a counterattack. Blair gritted his teeth, angry at himself for letting Maniac get under his skin. He wished spacing was still a legal punishment. Maniac, he thought acidly, was long past due for a whiff of hard vacuum.


  He turned back towards the cluster around Eisen. The Lexington's captain was not acting like a man who had just been relieved in disgrace. The captain laughed and joked with the assembled officers, seemingly unaffected by his ouster. Blair watched as he worked his way through the cluster of well-wishers and walked towards the personnel lift, his head held high and with a surprising spring in his step.


  Blair waited a few moments for the captain to get a good head start, then followed him back to his day cabin. He paused a moment outside the door, then thumbed the door chime. Eisen, in his shirt sleeves and with a glass in his hand, opened the door to Blair's second ring.


  "Come in, Chris," he said, his voice warm and casual.


  Blair followed him into the main room. He hemmed and hawed, uncertain which of the dozen-odd questions he wanted to ask first. He tried a joke. "I heard you were under arrest. I umm… thought you'd have a guard outside."


  Eisen smiled. "Actually, I did. The Marine detachment's commander rather reluctantly sent one up, a very unhappy corporal. I sent him down to the chow hall to get something to eat." He laughed. "The boy kept trying to apologize to me."


  Blair made a polite noise, then abandoned his forced good humor. "Hell, Bill," he said angrily, "this is nonsense. You're one of the best captains in the fleet—you even wrote the Academy text on carrier ops. Now, out of the blue—you get relieved. What the hells going on?"


  Eisen shrugged, his face impassive. "Between us fossils," he said, "this wasn't a complete surprise." He turned away from Blair to examine the half-dozen holo-stills of the Lexington hanging on the wall. "In its own way, it's actually rather a relief."


  He4ooked at Blair and laughed. "Sit down and close your mouth, Chris, you look like a fish." He paused to swirl the dark amber liquid in the glass. "The Confederation's changing… and so's the Fleet. It's not like during the war, when all you had to do was run your ship and win battles that were real battles and not headquarters maneuvering games." He drained his glass, ice cubes clinking together. "It's different now, more ambiguous." He grinned at Blair. "I like things straightforward."


  Blair nodded. "I know the crew is behind you, sir. They aren't happy about the situation."


  Eisen smiled. "I appreciate their concern, Chris. Tell them that the old man's going to be fine."


  Blair rubbed his hands together. "So, what happens next?"


  Eisen looked at his empty glass, then fished a cube of ice out of it. He crunched it, chewing it into water as he spoke. "I'll be shipping out soon. I'd like to make sure it's kept quiet. No send-offs, no teary good-byes."


  Blair nodded in understanding. "Understood, sir. Will there be anything else?"


  "Yes," Eisen said. He looked uncomfortable. "Captain Paulson was saved from being terribly embarrassed today," he said, "because of the tendency of combat officers not to wear their decorations." He waved at Blair's chest. "We've both got enough junk to cover our undershirts, as well as our tunics."


  Blair nodded. He had a sinking feeling that he knew where Eisen was headed. He closed his eyes as Eisen continued. "Captain Paulson doesn't have that problem."


  Blair shook his head in disbelief. "Are you telling me he has no line experience?"


  "None," Eisen replied. "Nada. Zip. Zero." He rolled his glass in his hands. "Paulson's made a career out of polishing desk chairs. He was a program manager down at BuWeaps. Apparently he shepherded the Mark V torpedo and the third generation mass drivers through their development, for which he's received promotions and commendations aplenty." He smiled. "An old friend in BuPers heard some rumors Paulson was coming to relieve me. He's sending me Paulson's service record. Apparently, the guy last saw action on the Potemkin as a junior lieutenant."


  Blair blew out his breath in surprised exasperation. "How'd he pull off staying out of the war?"


  "Paulson's well connected," Eisen answered. "His family was part of the Reming-Krug weapons consortium. He kept his cushy job through looks, connections, and his willingness to play slightly dirtier politics than those around him." Eisen laughed. "He may look the part of the dashing, honorable Fleet captain, but don't let that fool you. The man is a snake."


  Eisen picked up his glass. "Most of the R-Krug facilities got wiped out when the Kilrathi pasted Earth. Paulson landed on his feet. He's been doing R&D liaison work since the war."


  "An armchair pilot's been given this ship? In this touchy situation?"


  Eisen took a sip of his own drink. "Well, Chris, that armchair pilot is now your skipper." He shrugged. "And it isn't as though we're at war right now. Paulson's got to get his ticket punched to get promoted. He needs a combat command, preferably one with an enemy body count. This little fracas isn't much," Eisen concluded, sounding a little sad, "but it's the only war we've got right now."


  Blair snarled an oath.


  Eisen looked up at him, his expression unreadable. "I take it you don't approve."


  Blair gave him a long look, then elected for complete candor. "No, sir, I don't like it. Not one damn bit. This whole mission stinks."


  Eisen stepped over to the wet bar and poured Blair a generous drink. He poised the bottle over his own empty glass paused, then refilled it halfway. "Go on."


  Blair set his glass on the end table by his chair and rubbed his hands together. "Everything I've seen since I got involved in this is supposed to point towards the Border Worlds." He took a deep breath, uncertain as to how to make his case. "It doesn't wash. I mean, the Colonies were our allies during the war. They were loyal. Many of the best people in the Fleet were Border Worlders. Remember it was Kruger and the Landreich Sector Fleet that pulled the flanking action which helped save Earth. Gutsy fliers. Hell, I'd fly with them any day."


  Blair noticed Eisen's eyebrow arc up. "Past performance is no guarantee of future performance. You should know that."


  "Speaking of past performance," Blair continued, "none of the Border Worlds ever signed the Articles of Confederation. Technically, they're sovereign nations—free to do as they please."


  Eisen smiled. "Well, the fact that they accepted regular commissions in our Fleet and permitted themselves to be fully integrated into our supply network argues otherwise. They acted as though they were members of the Confederation, and that was enough. The fact that they never signed the Articles of Confederation becomes a moot point." He paused to take a sip of whiskey. "Consider it to be the diplomatic equivalent of the common-law marriage."


  He looked at Blair. "When viewed from that standpoint, the Articles become a minor technicality, one of those little details that got overlooked during the war."


  Blair shook his head. "Since when did the constitutional issues become a 'detail'? As I understand it, they didn't sign the Articles, so they aren't bound by them."


  "The Confederation can play it either way," Eisen answered, "it can count the Border Worlds as renegade provinces, and move to put down the rebellion, or it can agree that the Colonies are free and independent, and therefore responsible for the raids. They can then claim Colonial aggression and go to war. Either way, the Border Worlds get screwed."


  "All I know," Blair said stubbornly, "is that this whole thing seems fundamentally wrong. The frigate we hit at Hellespont could have been Border Worlds, or maybe not. Caernavens're as common as dirt. The Tyr raid was…" He paused, uncertain about what to say about Maniac's recording. He couldn't prove the conversation had happened, and had no desire to discuss what he'd heard about biological weapons without hard evidence. "… full of hidden agendas. The operation those Marines ran was not in my briefing book." He stopped, surprised at how angry he sounded. He took another sip as he tried to calm himself.


  Eisen looked at him thoughtfully, then smiled. "Everybody has an agenda, Chris. We all have to decide which ones we can live with." He stretched his shoulders. "Pretty soon we'll all have to choose."


  Blair, troubled and upset, looked at Eisen.


  "You'd better go," Eisen said, "you don't want to be late to Paulson's little party."


  Blair laughed. "Ha!" he replied dryly, "I'm underwhelmed, I'm going to inspect some repairs to my Arrow."


  Eisen escorted him to the door. "I don't know how long I'll be on board, Chris," he said, "but as long as I am, my door is open." They shook hands warmly. "Colonel, it's been a privilege to command you."


  Blair released his hand. "I'll drop by later, sir." This good man was a prisoner on the ship he had commanded less than an hour ago. That thought continued to nag at Chris as he departed Eisen's day cabin for the landing bay.


  Seether angled the long-range shuttle towards the Lexington. The copilot, who was actually the shuttle's regular pilot, watched him work the controls with the attentiveness of a jealous lover. Seether couldn't fault him for his attitude. He, like most pilots, hated to sit and watch someone else fly. That was doubly true when the observer was the one who'd actually signed for the bird.


  He made a few lazy loops while waiting for permission from the flight officer to enter the landing cycle. The brief delay gave him the opportunity to mull over just how they'd gotten themselves into their current mess with Captain Eisen.


  The Lexington's former commander should have been easy to recruit. His personality was a perfect match with PsyOps' profile. He was a decorated combat veteran with a reputation for doing what was needed, no matter how grim. The process of coaxing him into the project should have been, in Seether's opinion, a straightforward affair—just show him the imperative and leave him alone to draw his own conclusions.


  Seether wasn't the only one who had thought Eisen would be a sure thing. The old man had been so certain he would join "The Project" that he'd arranged for Eisen to take command of the Lexington before securing his allegiance. In hindsight, that had been a grave mistake, one of the very few the old man had made.


  Seether didn't know what had gone wrong, but suspected that the recruitment had been botched from the outset. He guessed that the so-called experts had tried some kind of complicated mind game when all that was called for was some soldierly common sense. Their initial approaches had either been rebuffed or ignored and Eisen's closely monitored communications had quickly shown that he would not, could not, support their cause.


  Eisen's rejection had come as a nasty surprise, and had left them scrambling to cover for his sudden liability. The Lexington was simply too critical to The Projects success to be commanded by a non-believer. Her captain had to be one of them, body and soul. Eisen wasn't, and therefore had to be replaced as quickly as possible.


  Paulson's only advantages were that he had the nominal command rank needed for the Lexington, that he had been a member of The Project from the time the Kilrathi had reduced the majority of his family's factories to smoking, irradiated glass, and that he was available. Paulson had lobbied incessantly for a command that would secure his promotion to rear admiral. Seether shook his head. The pimple had simply been at the right place at the right time when Eisen's head had gone on the chopping block.


  He was less than amused that the higher-ups had chosen to overlook the fact that Paulson wasn't fit to command the ship. He had neither the temperament nor the experience. Seether's loud complaints against his assignment had produced one unexpected and unpleasant outcome. He'd been assigned to baby-sit the bastard—never mind that his own tasks had to be put on hold and his schedule disrupted. Still, orders were orders.


  Seether wondered if the higher-ups realized that the decision to cashier a commander as famous and popular as Eisen was bound to be problematic. Harriett's Admiralty Court could be counted upon to provide a convincing trial and an appropriate verdict. Unfortunately, convicting Eisen couldn't be done quietly unless he was willing to permit it. Seether doubted they'd be lucky enough for Eisen to agree to throw himself on his sword for the greater good.


  Eisen had friends in high places who wouldn't be pleased to see him cashiered. They were bound to make trouble,


  and would certainly mount a vigorous defense on his behalf. They would doubtless bring attention to the circumstances of his relief and perhaps provide him with a venue to tell his side of the story. The Project couldn't risk that kind of exposure.


  Seether rubbed his hand across his chin. The best way to ensure Eisen kept his mouth shut was to close it permanently, a prospect as unsavory as it was necessary. It would be unfortunate for a man of Eisen's tremendous talents to die, but it would tie up several loose ends at once. The trick would be to make the man's death look like an accident.


  He glanced at his watch. Paulson would have to approve Eisen's use of a Lexington shuttle to take him to the Euralius for transport back to Jupiter and Judge Harnett. Seether would need to know which shuttle Paulson was going to approve in order to arrange the "accident." The timing would likely be dicey, but at least he didn't need approval from on high. His orders would bend that far.


  The thought of having to depend on Paulson for even the smallest thing galled him. The captain had doubtless received his summons to report to the landing bay, but there was no way he would know he was being assigned a keeper. Seether grinned tightly. Paulson, who apparently thought he was actually going to command the vessel, was about to have what the old man called a "come to Jesus" meeting with Seether. Paulson, he thought maliciously, wasn't going to like it.


  He received the "landing approved" signal from Naismith, lined the ship up with the flight deck, and brought the shuttle smoothly into the Lexington's bay. He wasted no motions, using precise finger pressures on the control yoke to flare the ugly little ship into a crisp three-point landing. The magnetic floor plates grabbed the shuttle, bringing it into contact with the center of the bull's-eye with a sharp clang.


  He smiled, permitting himself a small indulgence. The Lexington was one of his favorite warships. She was the last of a long line of proud vessels to bear the hallowed name, a veteran who'd given her life and her crew to defend Earth. He had been pleased to be at her recommissioning and watch her rising, phoenixlike, from her ashes to resume her rightful place at the forefront of Earth's thinned defenses.


  He looked up at the awards painted on the shuttle bays crash bulkhead and smiled. The battle honors went all the way back to when she was sailing the blue seas of Earth rather than the blackness of space. The Lex, truly a lady, bore her honorable scars well. He silently asked forgiveness for inflicting Paulson on her.


  The landing tell-tales winked green, advising him that the flight deck officer had released his ship from the powerful magnetics. He steered for the embarkation ramp to await Paulson's arrival.


  He saw one of the Third Fleets posh VIP craft standing ready on the far side of the recovery maintenance bay. He shook his head fractionally, the only evidence of his disapproval. He suspected that the Fleet would have had an easier time maintaining its fighting edge if the brass hats were forced to fly in standard shuttles, with their uncomfortable sling seats and exposed conduits, rather than the winged sofas they preferred. It would figure that Paulson would have one of those.


  A contingent of Marines entered the landing bay and spread out, each clearing a section of the landing deck and herding the last of the crew out the doors. He laughed, deep in his throat. Paulson had obeyed his instructions to the letter. Perhaps he can be taught, he thought sarcastically.


  He slipped out of the pilot's seat and into the spartan passenger compartment. The six newest members of the Lexington's detachment waited, sitting erect and unmoving in the shuttle's uncomfortable sling seats. Six sets of cool brown eyes turned to regard him. "Stand by," Seether said as he crossed to the shuttle's side hatch. The pilots, their expressions neutral and dispassionate, nodded as one.


  He unsealed the hatch and stepped into the open door, yawning to equalize the pressure in his ears with the ship's atmosphere. Paulson stood waiting on the deck with two guards at his back. Seether was willing to bet they were armed.


  "T-t-to what do we owe this pleasure?" Paulson said, trying and failing to act casual. Seether smiled to himself. The captain's being nervous was a very good thing. It kept him honest.


  He crooked a finger at Paulson, summoning him into the shuttle. The Lexington's putative commander followed, blinking in the sudden gloom as he entered the shuttle. Seether turned towards him and reached into his tunic. Paulson tensed until he saw the data holo-cube in Seether's hand. Seether, pleased at his ability to instill fear into the man, handed him the cube. "You'll find this contains mission details and instructions from the old man." He paused, making certain he had Paulson's undivided attention. "I have been assigned to command the Lexington's detachment, for the time being. You will obey my orders from now on, completely and without question. Do you understand?"


  His blunt words startled Paulson out of his nervousness. "Now, wait a second," the captain protested, "I command the Lexington!"


  Seether found himself tiring of the situation. Paulson was nothing more than a parasite who had used his access to "black funds" to buy influence. The vague accounting within the super-secret funding process let him funnel huge amounts of resources, personnel, and money to The Project, sidestepping Fleet comptrollers and government auditors. His ability to be devious had served The Project well. However, he was no longer in a position to tap that river of money. That made him expendable.


  The rumor mill said that the old man himself had gone to Paulson, hat in hand, when he needed discreet funding. Paulson had doubtless called in those markers, setting a rear admiralcy as his payoff. It galled him to watch Paulson using the Lexington to punch a ticket. The Lex deserved better.


  He looked up at the captain. Any tiny inclination towards tact vanished. "You may command this ship," he said coldly, "but I command you. As though I were the old man himself. Do you understand?"


  Paulson nodded silently, then looked away. He seemed to notice the six men in their black flight suits for the first time. "Who're they?" he asked.


  Seether tipped his head to one side. "They" he said quietly, "are none of your business. You will list them on your crew roster as part of the technology assessment team." He let his voice grow condescending, trying to coax Paulson into a reaction. "All you need to know is that they will work for me, and me alone. You will not put them on your duty roster. You will forget you saw them."


  Paulson looked as though he was going to make an issue of being lectured. He looked defiant a moment, then seemed to collapse in on himself. He licked his lips and dipped his head. "All right," he said simply.


  Seether felt his contempt for Paulson increase a notch. The man hadn't even the juice to stand up for himself. "You may leave now," he said, making no effort to hide his disgust. Paulson set his jaw, then turned away. "Remember," Seether said as he stepped out of the shuttle, "you take your orders from me."


  Seether glanced at the six. They might have been made of stone for all the reaction they showed. "Let's go, people," he said, "we have work to do."


  Blair closed the Arrow's canopy and checked the repair printout. The crew had replaced the entire starboard attitude modulation sensor and control unit. He clicked his tongue against his teeth. Replacing a modulation assembly was a second echelon maintenance task and usually done in a repair facility. He wished he knew more about his crew chief. Then he wouldn't have to second-guess her abilities.


  His instincts told him to deadline the bird until he could get a second opinion on the repairs. He knew the crew chief would correctly interpret that as a lack of confidence in her abilities, thereby killing any chance of establishing the kind of rapport they would need to have to work together.


  He'd originally planned to run a quick diagnostic before signing off on the repairs. Now, his best interests were to run the full inspection program and hope that gave him enough information to decide on whether to down-check the bird.


  He looked at his watch. A full diagnostic would take almost half an hour, long enough to make him late for the reception. Paulson appeared to be a stickler for trivia. He would doubtless be unimpressed with a wing commander who showed up late to his party. He sighed. Why couldn't anything be simple?


  He flipped a mental coin. Paulson lost. He brought the fighters command system up, borrowing power from the auxiliary power unit. The cockpit readouts flickered and stabilized as the APU came on-line. He cued the system into its diagnostic mode, ordered a full internal inspection, and settled back to wait while the ship's computer poked and prodded every on-board circuit, system, and connection.


  He closed his eyes to rest while the Arrow clicked and hummed to itself. He'd been short on sleep, and was finding himself falling back into the pilots' habit of catnapping whenever the opportunity presented itself.


  The flight deck's alarm klaxon sounded, the tones pitched to cut through massed fighter engines and the clamor of the recovery deck. He sat bolt-upright, his heart pounding in his chest. The evacuation strobes began to flash and the deck's "Zero-atmosphere" warning lights winked amber. "Warning!" a computer voice announced, "Zero-gee operations to commence in two minutes. All non-essential personnel evacuate the recovery deck. Warning! Two minutes to zero-gee."


  Blair watched the work crews streaming for the exits. He knew that zero-air, zero-gee operations were the norm when recovering fighters, but to the best of his recollection all of the Lexington's birds were on board. He looked down at his console. Regulations called for him to evacuate the bay during zero-air. That would require him to abort the test cycle and start over. He had no desire to do that.


  He glanced around and saw the last of the recovery deck crews passing through the access hatches. No one remained in sight. He checked his canopy, making certain it was airtight, then hunkered down to hide from the safety team. Their job would be to sweep the recovery deck and ensure no one lingered without a pressure suit.


  The personnel lift door opened. Blair expected to see crash crews in pressure suits emerge. Instead, Paulson stepped out from the personnel lift with two armed Marines at his back. Blair's mouth went dry as he realized the grunts were from the dozen that Paulson had brought on board, rather than from the Lexington's own contingent.


  Paulson's pet Marines swept the bay. He caught a quick glimpse of one of the team members as she skirted the edge of the ordnance-stripping area. The woman wore Marine gray instead of the safety crews' bright orange. She shifted to one side, peering down into the wells that housed the missile defusers. Blair saw she wore a sidearm, a nasty looking M-42 machine pistol. Whatever the hell was going on in the landing bay didn't involve recovering fighters.


  The guard commander signaled the all clear. The grunts jogged towards the personnel hatches and rammed gauging spikes into the handwheels, blocking them. Blair blinked, surprised at the flagrant violation of standing orders. Sealing fire doors was a court-martial offense and a damned stupid thing to do.


  The automatic strobes marking the center of the approach lanes began to flash. A shuttle, one of the new jump-capable, long-range jobs, passed through the curtain and landed crisply in the center of the middle bull's-eye.


  Blair whistled silently. Landing a pigboat that smoothly required a lot of skill. The pilot was good.


  Paulson walked towards the shuttle. The ships side hatch opened and a compact man in a black flight suit leaned out. Blair felt the hairs prickle on the back of his neck as he recognized the pilot who had almost killed him in the bar. He racked his brains a moment before he could match a name to the face. He focused on the remembered image of the man's name tag. Seether.


  "What the hell?" Blair whispered. His sense of alarm grew stronger as he watched Seether crook his finger at the visibly nervous Paulson. The Lexington's captain meekly obeyed, following the black-suited pilot back into the shuttle. They emerged a few minutes later, followed by a group of a half-dozen pilots wearing black flight suits and carrying flight bags. Blair noticed that all of the pilots were about Seether's height, and nearly identical in appearance and build.


  The pilots trooped into the personnel lift. The jump shuttle pivoted on the landing circle and took off, passing through the force curtain as it launched off the recovery decks rearward facing ramp. Paulson's Marines waited for the shuttle to clear the bay before they removed their gauging spikes from the hatches, permitting the dogging wheels to spin freely. They withdrew, surrendering the deck to the perplexed and angry-looking deck crews that began to wander in the open doors.


  Blair waited a few more minutes for the grunts to clear out, and the flight deck to return to something like normal before he popped the Arrow's canopy and climbed out.


  He stepped down onto the ground, using the Arrow's retractable ladder. A single guard in powder gray stepped out from behind the Arrow next to Blair's. Blair wasn't certain which of them looked more surprised. He met her eye as his feet hit the metal decking, exchanged a quick nod, and brushed past her towards the exit.


  He cleared the flight deck, expecting at any moment to hear the guard shout or an alarm sound. He took the lift to the senior officers quarters with the intention of making a beeline for Eisen's quarters. He paused, reconsidering. Eisen was a prisoner. His wings were clipped and he was being monitored. There was little he could do.


  Maniac, he thought glumly, was the only officer on board with sufficient rank to be useful and whom he knew well enough to take into his confidence. He walked to Marshall's quarters and entered without knocking. It wasn't until a second after he stepped through the door that he recalled that Maniac slept with an armed hand laser under his pillow.


  Marshall looked up from his computer terminal. Over his uniform trousers, he wore a loud Hawaiian-style shirt that looked like the precise color of a hangover.


  "To what do I owe the pleasure, Colonel?" he asked in a voice that sounded like a mix of amusement and annoyance.


  Blair saw no choice but to plunge ahead. He described his experiences on the flight deck. Marshall swore loudly when Blair told him that Seether was on board the Lexington.


  "You're absolutely certain it's the same man?" Maniac asked.


  "Yes," Blair answered. "Why?"


  Marshall smiled contentedly. "What a coincidence. Do you remember Corinne?"


  Blair thought a moment. "Cute redhead," he asked, "used to work in the comptrollers office?"


  "The same," Marshall replied with a tomcat's grin. "She's in charge of the Euralius' personnel section." He leaned back in his chair. "I was chatting her up earlier and mentioned your little fracas back on Nephele. She remembered Seether's name from somewhere. She said she'd use her access to look into it."


  "And?" Blair asked impatiently.


  "She passed me some tidbits about Mr. Seether," Maniac said.


  "Such as?"


  "Nothing much," Maniac replied with shrug, "just some training records and pilot certification updates for Seether and eight others. Their check-rides were all done while they belonged to a unit titled only '212.' Corinne remembered that '212' was some kind of classified special operations team formed at the end of the war for reasons unknown. She said that the program has retained its funding, even though the war's over. She said she'd try and find out what it was supposed to do."


  "And?" Blair asked.


  "I'm supposed to call her back." He raised one eyebrow. "You want to listen in while I find out what she's learned?"


  Blair settled into a chair and made a "go ahead" motion with his hand.


  Maniac activated his holo-tank, then keyed in the access number. The screen fuzzed and cleared to reveal a hatchet-faced woman in a security uniform and a buzz cut.


  "Umm," Maniac asked, "where is Lieutenant Commander Hartely?"


  The woman looked hard at him, as though memorizing every feature. "Major Marshall, is it?" she asked harshly, "Hartely's been relieved of duty, pending investigation. Can I help you?"


  "No," Maniac said, "I was just calling on an old friend…"


  The screen went blank. Maniac spun in his chair. "She cut me off! What's going on here?"


  "I wish I knew," Blair replied.


  "Well," Maniac said, still angry, "at the rate things are going, I'd say that pretty soon we're all going to have to figure out whether we're going to stand for this kind of nonsense."


  Blair opened his mouth to answer when the ship's alarm klaxon sounded. Lieutenant Naismith's voice boomed over the loudhailer. "All hands to general quarters! Ready group to launch tubes! This is not a drill!"


  "What the hell?" Blair demanded.


  Maniac looked at him. "Would you care to join me, Colonel?" he asked, "I've got the ready group this week and I know you need the flight hours." He grinned, his earlier troubled expression slipping away. "Besides, I know how rusty you are."


  "Thanks," Blair answered drily, "I'd be delighted."


  


  


  • CHAPTER FIVE


  Blair settled in the Hellcat's cockpit and snapped his helmet on. Maniac kissed the side of his fighter before climbing the short ladder and leaping inside. Blair rolled his eyes. Marshall's rituals were known throughout the Fleet.


  He laughed to himself as he plugged his helmet into the console and cued his comm-panel to Lieutenant Naismith's flight control center. "What's the mission?" he heard Maniac ask, his voice all business. Blair had to remind himself that he was merely an observer and that the ready group was Marshall's to command. He had often used the observer loophole on board the Victory to fly in the wing slot so he could rate his subordinates' combat abilities. It served here to preserve Maniac as the commander of record for promotion purposes.


  He was surprised when Paulson cut into Naismith's frequency. "Major," Paulson said, "we've got a critical situation on our hands. Captain Eisen has stolen a shuttle and fled the Lexington."


  "What?" Marshall snapped, forgetting all discipline. "Would you repeat that?" Maniac said, after a moment.


  "Eisen has jumped ship," Paulson repeated. "You are to bring him back."


  "What if he won't come back?" Maniac asked.


  "Then you are to destroy the shuttle," Paulson said simply, "by any means necessary."


  Blair looked at Maniac. Marshall's expression of disbelief matched his. "You can't be serious," Maniac snapped.


  "I'm very serious, Major," Paulson replied, his voice growing angry. "You have your orders. You are to terminate him with extreme prejudice if he doesn't return at once."


  Blair shook his head. Terminate with extreme prejudice? That was the kind of language normally reserved for the holo-vids, not for real life. What the hell was Paulson playing at?


  "Execute your orders, Major," Paulson said. "Now."


  "Aye, aye, sir," Maniac said skeptically. "Ready Group Four prep for launch."


  Naismith came on the net, his voice carefully neutral. "Roger, Cobra Leader. Stand by for ready group scramble on base course two-twelve Z plus ten. Your target is Lexington shuttle Oh-One-Four. Commence launch operations in three-zero seconds."


  "I copy target as Zero-One-Four," Maniac repeated. "Ready for launch." Blair heard him mutter under his breath. "I wouldn't want to blow up the wrong shuttle."


  Blair was fifth in the chute of eight ships, giving him plenty of time to brood. He knew Eisen faced charges in the Admiralty Court, but hadn't taken them seriously. Judge Harnett's court job during the war was keeping civilian shipping in line. Blair considered it a joke—a home for wayward admirals who were kept busy by issuing fines and stern lectures to ship owners. Its authority had rarely been extended to serving officers.


  The captain had been the darling of the press after the attack on Kilrah. Blair was certain Harnett would never actually put him through a trial for fear of the political repercussions.


  Besides, Blair told himself, Judge Harnett and Eisen were both Fleet. The Fleet looked after its own. Nothing would happen, even if Eisen was guilty. The Fleet hated the embarrassment of showing its dirty laundry, and as a consequence often covered for the stupid and the incompetent. Eisen had to know the political factors swung too strongly in his direction for him to be seriously worried.


  So why jump ship? That thought nagged at Blair as his launch cradle hurtled him down the tube and out into space. He formed on Maniac's wing as the squadron commander's voice crackled in his headset. "Cobra Leader to Cobra Four, form on me. Assume course two-one-two, speed 700 KPS on afterburners."


  The fighters locked into formation and boosted towards the fleeing shuttle. Blair chewed his lip, wondering what Maniac would do once they got to the scene. He could, in theory, override any order Marshall gave. Such an action would leave him subject to professional protest. He was, after all, supposed to be an observer.


  He saw a blue dot appear at extreme range. Blair switched to his targeting system and locked onto the shuttle. He watched the range steadily diminish as they overtook the slower ship.


  "Cobra Leader to Eisen, please respond."


  "I'm here, Maniac," Eisen answered at once. He sounded jaunty to Blair, as though he hadn't a care in the universe. "Maniac, remember that old drink you introduced me to? What was it called? Blue Two, wasn't it?"


  Blair frowned. Eisen was telling them to switch to an old scrambler channel they had used on the Victory. Eisen's request to use a non-standard frequency would land Maniac and himself in hot water once they got back on the Lexington if Paulson figured out what they were doing. Maniac paused, apparently also torn over whether to comply.


  "Great drink," Blair said, taking the bull by the horns. "Wish we had one now." He had to manually key in the frequency, then lock in a non-standard scrambler pattern. Maniac followed a second later, his voice sounding hollow as it ran through the scrambler.


  "What th' hell are you doin', Cap'n?" Maniac demanded.


  "Well," Eisen replied, "it's pretty obvious that I'm not out here for my health. Not with you yahoos gunning for me."


  Blair scratched his forehead in disbelief. Eisen sounded far too relaxed considering the seriousness of the situation. "Then, why are you out here, sir?" Blair asked.


  "I'd have thought that was pretty obvious, Colonel," Eisen answered, "I'm defecting." He paused. "Chris, Todd, it's something you should give serious thought to as well."


  "This is insane," Blair answered, "why are you doing this?"


  "I don't have any choice," Eisen answered, "but I have my reasons—good ones, I assure you."


  "What reasons?" Blair pressed.


  "Sorry, Chris," Eisen answered, "I can't go into that now. I can't be certain how secure this channel is."


  "What do you care?" Maniac injected. "You've already gone over the wall."


  "What I know is too damned explosive to transmit where anyone with a recorder and a decrypter can hear it."


  Blair tried to suppress his confusion and outrage. "Cap," he said, "you can't expect us to take all this on faith."


  "Actually, Chris," Eisen replied, "that's exactly what I'm expecting. We've known each other a long time. Do you really believe I'd ask you to turn your coat without having good reason?"


  Blair felt ill. "I've served the Confederation for twenty years," he said, "regardless of what it's cost me." He thought of Jeannette Devereaux and felt the old grief well up. He shook his head, trying to force down the welter of emotions within him. "Captain… Bill," he cajoled, "come on back. Let's get this sorted out."


  "Sorry, Chris," Eisen said, "no can do. Given what I know, and what I've found out, I'd never make it to trial. I bet Paulson ordered you to bring me in 'dead or alive,' didn't he?"


  Blair winced, embarrassed to reply.


  "What I figured. I jumped because I had to if I want the truth known. I stand as much chance of making it to trial as a Cat jailer showing up at a convention of former POWs. This is the only way."


  Blair looked at his diminishing weapons ranges. Eisen's shuttle was within extreme laser shot. His duty, his orders, were to kill his friend. He knew, even as he checked his weapons configuration, that he couldn't do it.


  "Colonel," Maniac said, "I've got bogies inbound from the jump point up ahead. I'd say from their speed that they're light jobs, maybe Arrows or Ferrets. What do we do?"


  Blair heard his scanner click to the fighters' frequency. "Cobra Four to Cobra leader, I picked up Lex's traffic control authorizing launches from the starboard bay, where the spookies are." His voice sounded worried to Blair. "I got two, four, six… ten Hellcats… all heading towards us."


  Another voice, cold as an arctic wind, broke into the channel. "Banshee Leader to Cobra Leader. I am assuming control of your flight. Complete your orders. Engage the shuttle."


  "Well," Maniac said, using the channel he shared with Eisen and Blair, "that tears it. What do I do, Colonel?"


  "You obey orders," Blair replied, "my orders." He switched back to the main tactical frequency. "Tiger to Cobra Leader. Form your element on my wing and wait for instructions. Disregard Banshee Leader." He glanced around him at the other three Hellcats as they shuffled positions.


  "Ah, Colonel Blair," the cold voice said in his earpiece, "what a pleasant surprise. Execute your orders."


  "I command this wing," Blair snapped, "and I don't appreciate having my people co-opted. Who the hell are you?"


  "Your command is… suspended," the cold voice replied, "by order of the Lexington's commanding officer."


  The casual arrogance in the voice annoyed Blair as much as the words. "Wrong," he replied tightly, "I don't accept your authority." He paused. "And get the hell off my channel."


  "You will regret this, Colonel," the cold voice said.


  Blair looked at his tactical plot. The shuttle was in plain view, centered and locked in his sights. He hastily switched to his navigation plot. The intercepting fighters and Banshee Hellcats converged on the shuttle, with Maniac's small ready group directly between them.


  Blair saw the drive plumes of the first rebel light fighter in the distance. His scanner clicked as Eisen keyed his microphone. "Todd, Chris," he said, "this is the moment of truth. Believe me, I did not enter into this lightly. There are terrible things happening, things I couldn't be a part of—things I know you would not want to be a part of. Join me… help me put a stop to it."


  "Help you put a stop to what?" Blair demanded. "Tell me!"


  "I can't," Eisen said, "not here, not without compromising too much."


  "I can't do this," Blair said, deeply torn. He couldn't accept that Eisen, who had been his friend, mentor, and superior, would commit treason—not even when the evidence stared him in the face. Had Eisen discovered a secret so vile that his conscience compelled him to defect? His own doubts about the mission and the conversation Maniac had played for him nagged at him. Could Eisen be right?


  Duty won over doubt, but not by much. "I can't just walk out," he said, his voice firming as he made his decision, "not like this, not without something tangible. I gave my oath."


  "I understand, Chris," Eisen said in a disappointed voice. "You have your duty… and I have mine."


  Blair closed the channel and checked the nav plot. He would not, could not destroy the shuttle. His friendship with Eisen was too strong for him to even consider that as a possibility. There was therefore no reason to engage his fighters against the interceptors and risk his wingmates. It was time to get them out from between the converging fighters and the impending battle.


  He switched back to the ready groups main tactical frequency. "Tiger to Cobra elements. Stand by to come about. We're going home. Assume course zero-three-two for the Lexington, Z plus thirty until we get past the Banshees."


  Blair brought his Hellcat around, closely followed by the section. He didn't realize at first that Maniac and his wingmate maintained their old course, boring in on the shuttle. "NO, Maniac!" Blair yelled as Maniac set up his attack run. "Colonel," Maniac said, his voice calm and cool, "you made your decision. Now I'll make mine."


  The Hellcat accelerated towards the shuttle, picking up speed as it bored in on the defenseless ship. Blair looked on in horror as Maniac's Hellcat swept in, lining up for a belly shot that would gut the little ship and erase its pilot. "Damn you, Maniac," Blair swore into his throat mike, "abort your attack!"


  Blair nearly turned his own ship to pursue Maniac, but held off as the interceptors closed on the Hellcat. Blair saw they were still too far from Eisen to be any help to him. He felt sick as he watched Maniac close on Eisen, who made no effort to evade.


  Maniac veered away at the last second to take up station on Eisen's port side. Blair stared in shock as the realization sank in that Maniac had intended defection, rather than attack. He watched as the two Hellcats flew close escort over the shuttle. The approaching fighters swarmed protectively around them. Blair's disquiet at Maniac's unexpected defection was balanced by his quiet relief that Marshall would be there to defend Eisen from the Banshees.


  "Sorry, Colonel," Maniac said, "but after Tyr, I'm betting the Cap'n's right."


  "Damn you, Blair," Banshee Leader said as Maniac signed off, "you had your orders. You were to stop that shuttle. You'll pay for this."


  Blair felt his temper heat at the Banshee leader's arrogant tone. He managed to restrain himself from making an obscene remark on the open channel. "I told you once to get off my channel," he growled, "whoever the hell you are."


  Blair and his wingmate angled towards the rest of the ready group. The Banshee ships flashed past, hitting full afterburners as they blazed after the shuttle and its protectors. Blair hoped the shuttle, and escort, had enough of a head start to get away, if only to spite Banshee Leader.


  The leading Hellcats closed enough to take the trailing edges of the fleeing group under fire. Blair watched from far astern as the Hellcat leader singled out one Ferret for attention, then methodically picked it apart. He was relieved to see a yellow blip appear on his tactical screen as the Ferret's pilot ejected. "Now we'll have some answers," he mumbled.


  The rebel fighters began to vanish through a jump point ahead. Blair felt his eyebrows hike up into his head. How the hell did they accomplish that? The only fighter he knew of that had been jump capable had been the Excalibur he'd used to bomb Kilrah. Regular deck fighters shouldn't be able to manage the trick. He watched, stunned, as fighter after fighter vanished in a blue-white flash through the jump point.


  "Damn! Damn! DAMN!" Banshee Leader swore. Blair could sense underlying tones of frustration and fury in the man's voice. Good, he thought to himself, you can be touched.


  The black Hellcats swirled around the jump point, checking to make sure their quarry had truly escaped.


  "Banshee Leader to Banshees, stand by to return home," Blair thought he'd recovered very quickly from his fit of pique. "Form on my wing." The black Hellcats quickly assembled and turned about. The leader dodged out of formation long enough to lock onto the pilot's escape pod with a tractor beam.


  Blair led the glum and diminished Cobra flight back towards the Lexington, all the while keeping a careful eye on the Banshees, who had assumed a parallel course. Blair found his attention drawn to the thin blue streamer that reeled the captured pilot in towards the Banshee's wing. Blair watched as the Banshee pilot made the delicate corrections necessary to attach the lifepod to an unused underwing hardpoint.


  Blair relaxed slightly as the pilot made the trap. The ability to perform an SAR function had been a design afterthought. Only a few of the latest model Hellcats had the equipment, and the system had never worked well in the field. Blair considered the trap a success more as a result of the pilots skill rather than through any particular virtue of the hardware.


  He grinned as he glanced at the pod nesting beneath the wing. It was the first live prisoner they'd captured. Blair hoped the pilot would be able to shed some light on what the hell was going on.


  He frowned, thinking over this encounter with the Border Worlds forces and his comrades' defections. The whole situation seemed to be spinning out of control. Human killing human had been a daily event for thousands of years, and not worth comment. Somehow, the cooperation needed by humans to survive the Kilrathi had changed that. The idea of human fratricide seemed obscene to him. He thought of the chaos the Kilrathi civilization had fallen into. Their Clans were locked into a five-way civil war and torn by interfactional warfare. Was that the direction in which humanity was heading?


  The thought of Maniac reminded him of one other loose end he had to tie up. He reached under the instrument console and removed the flight recorder. He used the metal clip on his pen to short out the poles and wipe the volatile memory core, zapping any record of his conversations with Eisen. He was safe, thanks to Maniac, unless they'd bugged his cockpit. He stiffened, alarmed at the possibility until he remembered that his decision to join the patrol had been a spur of the moment thing. He shook his head, annoyed with himself. He wondered, as he replaced the flight recorder, if he was getting paranoid.


  He remembered an old adage, "even paranoids have enemies," which was enough to keep him on pins and needles until the carrier hove into sight. He normally felt the relief of being home, but the realization that he was not among friends made his stomach tense.


  He entered the landing cycle, and was somewhat surprised to see the Banshee Leaders Hellcat enter the same pattern, rather than landing on the starboard side with the others.


  He watched as the Banshee pilot delicately maneuvered his ship alongside the Lexington's drive plume, all the while being careful not to expose the captured pilot to the exhaust. The black ships pilot carefully rotated the ship in space and gently nosed his ship into the crossing fields of the Lex s tractors. The operator controlling the tractor turrets had an especially soft touch. He brought the fighter through the force curtain and into the landing bay with little more than a bump.


  Blair followed the black Hellcat into the port landing bay. The gravity and air had been restored, roughening what otherwise would have been a smooth touchdown. He popped his canopy even before the fuel regulators and drive turbines cycled down, placed the helmet on the control yoke, and removed his restraining harness. The recovery crew looked up, startled, as he slid his legs over the side of the cockpit and dropped to the ground.


  He unhooked the throat catch to his flight suit as he stormed towards the black ship. The Banshee pilot, still wearing his helmet, crossed to where two Marines held the slumping prisoner between them. Medtechs clustered around, pointing diagnostics equipment at the unfortunate young man who stirred briefly in the Marines' tight grip.


  Banshee Leader stepped up to the captured pilot and removed his helmet. Somehow, Blair was not surprised to see Seether had been Banshee Leader, and that he had led the reaction from the starboard bay. The black Hellcats were very well armed for a research team, he noticed.


  Seether tossed his helmet to the Marine on the prisoner's left. "What ship are you from?"


  The young pilot, shaking with fear, answered in a quavering voice. "P-provisional L-1-lieutenant K-Kyle Lee, sir," the man stammered, "o-of the B-border Worlds Union. S-serial number 284H5237." He tried to straighten and come to attention. "According t-to the Geneva C-convention, that's all I h-have to tell you." He stared at the floor, shivering and silent.


  Blair crossed behind a small tractor that was backing up to the nose wheel of one of the wings Hellcats, and wormed his way through the crewpeople who clustered around the edge of the scene. Several growled protests until they saw the colonels pips embossed on his flight suit.


  He ignored them. The pilots name and face looked familiar. He dimly recalled that Kyle had been one of the rookies on board the Victory during the last days of the war. He stepped forward, thinking he might be able to use that half-remembered contact to glean some information.


  Seether continued his own interrogation, a half smile on his face. "The Geneva Convention only applies to real soldiers," he said calmly, "and real countries. Not pirates." He tipped his head to one side, studying the pilot. "And I don't recall this Border Worlds Union of yours as being a country." His smile faded. "You are a traitor—a rebel taken in arms against your government. You have no rights except those I choose to give you. Tell me what I want to know and I'll make it easy for you."


  The pilot trembled visibly. "L-l-lee, K-kyle. Buh-border W-worlds. 284H5237."


  "Not good enough," Seether replied. The pilot looked up and met Blair's eye. His eyes widened in recognition. Hope shined on his face, along with a silent plea for Blair to intervene.


  Seether followed his gaze and saw Blair standing in the front of the crowd. Blair's sense of time slowed as Seether glanced first at him, then at the prisoner. The Border Worlds' pilot grinned and opened his mouth to speak.


  All sound faded as Blair took a step forward. Seether glanced again at him, then at the pilot. He drew a laser pistol from his survival vest, pressed it against the side of the pilots head, and pulled the trigger. Blair halted in shock as hot blood and bits of brain matter spattered him. The pilot collapsed in a heap, limbs thrashing.


  Blair froze, stunned by the sudden malice of the killing. He looked down at the body, then back up at Seether. The black-clad pilot met his eye, his expression one of utter contempt. Blair felt the crowd give way, stunned by the unexpected violence. The right-hand Marine dropped Seether's helmet and wiped the side of his head. He stared at his bloodied hand.


  Time snapped back. The sounds of the bay flooded Blair's ears as a pool of blood poured out of the dead man's head.


  "You son of a bitch!" Blair growled, his shock turning to rage as the pilot's heels drummed against the deck. He heard boot heels pounding the deck as someone on the far side of the crowd broke and ran for the maintenance bay doors. "You didn't have to kill him!"


  Seether snorted and shrugged, unconcerned. "Traitors get what they deserve."


  Seether's bland face and contemptuous smile infuriated him. "That man was a prisoner!" Blair yelled. He saw out of the corner of his eye that he had drawn the attention of everyone on the deck. Good. The more witnesses the better. "He had rights!"


  The pilot smiled again. "He was scum, Colonel. Rebel scum." He looked at the corpse a moment, then deliberately spat on it.


  Blair felt his world go red. Rage swept over him. He ground out an obscenity between clenched teeth and lunged for Seether with his fists. He knew he couldn't beat the smirking pilot, but was bound to try and smash the smile off the bastard's face. Seether raised his steaming laser to his shoulder, cocking his arm at the elbow and readying it for use.


  Blair's Hellcat crew chief and the bloody Marine threw themselves between the two officers, grabbing and holding Blair back. The crowd faded back, alarmed both by the possibility of gunplay and by the sight of senior officers attacking each other on the flight deck.


  "Come on, you gutless wonder," Seether snapped, "you want me. Here I am. All you got to do is get to me." He seemed more amused by Blair's struggles than concerned.


  Blair, his arms pinned, fought to get free.


  "Come on, coward," taunted Seether, "can't handle a little dying? How'd you kill all those Cats, then?" Blair realized through his haze of rage that Seether was actually enjoying the confrontation.


  Seether's voice turned nasty. "Maybe I was interrogating the wrong traitor. You let Eisen go—didn't even fire a shot. Then you let that psycho follow him. What kind of wing are you running—Colonel?" He made Blair's rank sound like an insult.


  Chris struggled against the men restraining him. "I don't kill prisoners," he said savagely.


  "I do," Seether said. He raised the pistol and pointed it at Blair's head.


  "You better shoot straight, you son of a bitch," Blair snarled. "You won't get a second chance."


  Seether smiled. "Don't worry about that, Colonel Heart of the Tiger." He sighted in. Blair heard a flurry of movement and running footfalls on the flight deck.


  The men holding Blair's arms scattered as Seether began to squeeze the trigger. Blair, still straining against them, stumbled forward. He brought his arms up in a futile attempt to ward off the laser when Gunderson stepped between him and Seether. Blair saw only the back of the man's gray head and a growing bald spot.


  "You want him," the master chief growled, "you gotta shoot me first."


  "No problem," Seether replied, "just one more traitor."


  "… An' if you kill me, I can assure you my crews'll drag you down," Gunderson said, his voice as calm as Seether's.


  The pilot glanced around, seeing a dozen puffing maintenance techs, each carrying a heavy wrench or other blunt instrument. Seether appeared to be calculating the odds when Gunderson turned to face Blair.


  "What the hell were you thinking of?" he said, jabbing his finger into Blair's chest and pushing him backward into the safety of the crowd. "Going up against a man wit' a gun like that?" Blair, still off balance, reeled backward. Thad stalked him, still bawling him out and putting more distance between Blair and Seether. Blair managed a quick glance over Thad's shoulder and saw a line of maintenance techs separating them.


  Blair clenched his fist. Gunderson leaned close, his voice softening as he hissed in Blair's ear. "Don't do it. He wants you to go for him. Then he can say it was self-defense." He shook his head. "Dammit, Blair, don't give him what he wants!"


  Blair paused, then took a deep breath as he tried to get control over his emotions. Seether's smile slipped slightly as he saw Blair relax his fighting stance.


  "Coward," he called.


  Captain Paulson appeared, surrounded by a detachment of his Marines. He took in the whole scene: the dead pilot, Seether with the drawn pistol, the armed and grim-faced maintenance crews, and Blair, whose tempered fury was rising again. Paulson, his expression unreadable, pointed to Seether. "You," he said, "report to your quarters." His voice had more iron in it than Blair would have expected.


  The black-clad pilot stood a few moments, his eyebrows raised in sardonic surprise. He holstered his pistol without comment and walked away.


  Paulson rounded on Blair and Gunderson. "Master Chief," he said, "disperse this crowd and get medical up here." He turned his attention to Blair. "Colonel, come to my day cabin. We need to talk."


  Blair sat, his back rigid as he fought to keep his composure. Paulson puttered around the wet bar. "Captain Eisen left an impressive collection of liquors," he said, a trifle disapprovingly. "I don't drink, of course." He gestured towards the racked bottles. "Would you care for something?"


  Blair shook his head. "No." He didn't tell Paulson that, accepting Eisen's liquor from his hand felt vaguely obscene.


  Paulson sat across from him, his handsome face unreadable. "I heard about the, umm… event in the landing bay," he said; his textured voice was full of tones of concern. "It was a terrible, unnecessary tragedy."


  Blair raised his hand to his head, trying to ward off an impending headache. "A tragedy?" he said in a disbelieving voice. "The bastard shot him down—murdered him in cold blood."


  Paulson looked uncomfortable. "Well," he said, "what Seether did was wrong, perhaps…"


  "Perhaps?" Blair challenged. "That kid was scared to death. He was no threat to anyone."


  Paulson pursed his lips a moment, thinking. "Sure," he said, "what Seether did was wrong." His voice grew warmer, more persuasive. "But that pilot wasn't technically an enemy. He wasn't entitled to the protections of a prisoner of war."


  "He had rights" Blair said, his voice rising as his carefully maintained control slipped a notch. "… if not as a prisoner of war, then as an accused criminal. He deserved due process, the right to trial, that sort of thing."


  Paulson raised one eyebrow. "Colonel," he said, as though he were a father admonishing a cherished, yet erring, son, "I will not be yelled at. Not on my own ship." He smiled. "Please, let's try to be civilized." He sighed, as though attempting a difficult task. "That pilot was, as the law-tapes say, 'taken in arms,' serving a terrorist rebel organization." He shrugged. "He was a traitor. He deserved to be summarily executed."


  "Since when?" Blair retorted. "Article Nine of the Confederation Charter prohibits punishment without due process. Every kid learns that in school—it's part of the primary curriculum. Damn it, sir, we showed more compassion to Kilrathi POWs taken in battle than that bastard did to that poor kid. The Kilrathi weren't covered by any article but their pilots were warriors worthy of respect."


  Paulson smiled. "The Admiralty Court has ruled that the rebels have rejected the Confederations authority. Therefore, they are not entitled to the privileges of citizenship."


  Blair was certain he looked as appalled as he felt. "Since when does a court have the power to suspend the Articles of Confederation?"


  "Emergency Decree 242, the so-called Martial Law declaration, grants military authorities 'extraordinary powers.'" Paulson said in a lecturing tone. "The Assembly never rescinded it after the war."


  "I didn't know that."


  "Well," Paulson said, "a lot of civilian authority broke down towards the end, especially on the frontier. The military had to step in, you know, to keep the peace." He smiled thinly. "The problem is that the warlords and pirates who sprang up in the interim now have to be suppressed." He shook his head, his expression sad. "So we're caught in an undeclared war against our brethren—and all because of a few criminals and opportunists." He leaned forward, towards Blair, his palms open and spread in a gesture of supplication. "You must understand that the credibility, and ultimately the survival of the Confederation, depends on suppressing this rebellion and restoring responsible government."


  Blair understood that he was beginning to get tired of Paulson's "why we fight" lecture. So far the man had done everything except wave the flag and play bugles. He had expected Paulson to play on his sense of duty, but the rehearsed delivery of the pitch caught him off balance. He was beginning to understand how Paulson had survived as a non-combatant in a war-economy Fleet, and how he'd cozened himself command of the Lexington.


  "I'm rather confused on one point," Blair said. He smiled to himself, realizing just how true the statement was. "I didn't think that the Outer Worlds had signed the Articles of Confederation. So don't they have a right to be free?"


  "That's the argument the terrorists use," Paulson replied, "but it's simplistic in the extreme." He smiled. "If I build a new house within an existing community, do I have to formally join?" He shook his head. "Of course not. My simple presence within the community is enough to give me membership. In our house analogy, it would be the same thing as if I decided I was immune to taxes because I never was formally enrolled as a member of the community." He shrugged his shoulders. "This, of course, would be after I'd used the constabulary, the medics, and the other city services."


  He looked at Blair. "The Border Worlds never needed to sign the Articles of Confederation because they already were members. They were offshoots of existing Confederated worlds, and so carried their citizenship with them."


  Paulson's expression became one of determination, perfectly matched to his shifting tone of voice. Blair wondered if the captain had ever been an actor. "The Confederation must stay united if it is to survive. We must end this chaos on the frontier and we must restore order." He spread his palms. "And unfortunately that may call for harsher measures than we would all prefer. These are, after all, harsh times."


  Paulson took a deep breath. "So, you see," he said, concluding his speech, "what Mr. Seether did was all very legal, though his methods left something to be desired—"


  "Mister," Blair said interrupting, "he's a warrant officer? Warrant officers are titled 'Mister.'"


  "Umm… no, he's not," Paulson answered, after the slightest hesitation.


  "Then what rank is he?" Blair pressed.


  Paulson steepled his fingers in his lap. "That's, umm, classified. Need to know only."


  Blair shook his head in disbelief. He could not, in the course of his entire career, recall hearing an odder statement. "His rank is classified?"


  "Yes," Paulson replied, "his duties require his rank be kept secret."


  Blair leaned back in his chair. Who the hell is Seether? he thought to himself. Even the man's name made him nervous, like a snake. He thought back to the event in the bar, when Seether had slammed him into the wall. Blair knew his own reflexes and thinking speed were fast, fast enough to survive two decades of often hellish combat. The farm work had kept his upper body strong, though he had grown a paunch. He should have been able to hold his own against the pilot, yet the man had tossed him around as though he was a kitten.


  Blair decided there was something odd about Seether's look. His features were plain, almost too plain, like an unfinished canvas. His agility was almost superhuman—it had to be to beat Blair's reflexes. That, combined with his great strength and intelligence, made him seem an almost superior being.


  That made him pause. Was he looking at the future of humanity? That would explain the almost primal fear the pilot struck in him. Blair couldn't help wondering if he was feeling what the Cro-Magnons felt when faced with Homo sapiens.


  His thoughts drifted to the pilots who'd come on board with Seether. He recalled their cold, emotionless faces and similar features. How many Seethers were there? And what were they?


  Blair looked at Paulson, who appeared content to let him sit and think. "Who are the pilots who came on board with Seether?" he asked. "Scuttlebutt says they're part of a research project. Yet I don't know any of them." He smiled. "They looked pretty grim to be researchers."


  Paulson stared at him, looking as though he'd swallowed a live toad. Blair realized he'd made a serious tactical error. The guard who'd seen him on the flight deck apparently hadn't reported the contact. It was obvious that the only way Blair could have seen the pilots was for him to have been on the flight deck. That would have required him to have both disobeyed orders and concealed himself from the security teams. He watched the changes in Paulson's expression as the captain worked through the implications of Blair's remark.


  Paulson looked him, his face stony. All warmth vanished from his voice. "The presence of those officers on board this ship is none of your business. You will forget you saw them. End of story."


  He walked over to the desk Eisen had never used, and sat. Blair followed him, grimly aware of the change in tenor. He noted that Paulson did not offer him the facing chair. So that's how it's going to be, he thought. He assumed the position of parade rest in anticipation of an ass-chewing.


  "Colonel," Paulson said grimly, "you must understand that I hold you in the highest regard. Your record and your reputation describe you as proficient and professional." He glanced downward a moment, then up. "So far, I haven't seen much evidence of either."


  Blair kept his expression neutral.


  "In my brief time on board," Paulson said, "you have disobeyed orders twice, once in combat when you allowed your affection for your friend to overcome your sense of duty. You have also been lax in not monitoring your pilots for signs of disaffection. That lapse cost this ship a valuable squadron commander and a top-of-the-line Hellcat V." He looked up at Blair. "Do you have anything to say?"


  Blair focused on a spot on the wall over Paulson's head. He'd learned early in his career to keep his mouth shut when being called on the carpet. Still, Paulson seemed to expect some response. "No, sir," he said.


  Paulson looked at him a long moment, then rubbed his lip with his index finger. Blair noticed the nail appeared to have been manicured. He waved Blair towards the chair. "Please sit."


  Blair understood the offer was not a request. He obeyed, then used the opportunity to study Paulson.


  The captain tented his hands in front of his face, giving him a studious, professorial air. "We have just fought a tragic thirty-year war," Paulson said, his hard edges softening as he tried to make peace. "Yet some good came out of it." He raised one finger for emphasis, before Blair could comment. "The war did serve to focus our energy as a species, to direct all of our efforts against a single objective. The Kilrathi were a catalyst. They gave us something to focus on—an enemy we could test ourselves against."


  He opened his hands, in a gesture Blair thought calculated to draw him in. "Now that the war is over, Colonel, we're beginning to drift." He shrugged. "This is a dangerous time, both socially and politically. We need… to maintain our focus, and that requires something to focus on." He tipped his head to one side. "Another catalyst. Do you understand?"


  "No," Blair said, "I'm not sure I do."


  Paulson took a deep breath. "The Border Wonders' are barbarians, Colonel, they're criminals and iconoclasts. They even trade with the Kilrathi, for God's sake. They've no discipline, no drive—they're a blight on humanity. Most of them aren't even from good stock, good families."


  "Good stock," Blair said, amused. "It sounds like you're talking about cattle, not people."


  Paulson made a wry face. "Sorry. It was a poor choice of words. It's just that we've gone soft since the war. We need something to keep our edge."


  Blair sat, thunderstruck. He realized with cold clarity that Paulson was talking about engineering an enemy, of creating a threat that the Confederation would need to defend against.


  The Border Worlds were the perfect bogeymen. The Colonials were notoriously touchy and half paranoid about the Confederation anyway. Their navy was strong enough to be a threat, but lacked the force projection necessary to prosecute a war on the Confederation's scale. It wouldn't take much provocation to nudge the prickly Border Worlders' into open warfare. Then the Confederation would have its war and could still claim to be the injured party.


  The whole scenario felt totally, deeply wrong, yet he wasn't certain how to refute Paulson's arguments. Paulson, Blair decided, might not know how to shoot straight, but he had definitely seen lots of political action. Blair mulled through who would benefit from a simmering little war. His quick list of winners was as short as it was significant.


  The Admiralty Court was once a joke, but now, with its ever broadening mandate and growing power—it could stay in business forever if the emergency decrees were never lifted.


  Chris supposed elements within the civilian government benefited as well. The emergency decrees had suspended civil liberties, suppressed political opposition, delayed elections, and restricted public oversight—all deemed necessary to keep the Confederation in the war after the Kilrathi pasted Earth. Some senators doubtless enjoyed their freedom from public scrutiny and Earth's rambunctious press establishment. They might not be overly enthusiastic about unmuzzling an often raucous press.


  Many of those same legislators sat on the appropriations committees that allocated funds to the Fleet. Peace meant fewer credits for ships and troops and less largesse to distribute to member planets.


  It was no secret that the sharp reductions in defense spending had created havoc in an economy that had become geared for war. He'd seen that for himself hundreds of times, the latest in Nepheles bar. Canceled orders for military hardware closed factories and caused suppliers to slash work forces. The sharp spike in unemployment, coupled with the influx of hundreds of thousands of released troops, had spiraled a dozen planets, including Earth, into depression. Even Blair could see that some politicians would go for a quick fix by reinflating the economy through defense purchases.


  He doubted that a conspiracy would involve all of the circles that would benefit from war, but a few key officers backed by the right powers and deep enough coffers might be enough to start the process. Then, like a rolling stone that triggers an avalanche, events could be expected to cascade out of control. They would have their war, their full employment, their fleets of shiny new ships, even their fresh cadres of newly minted combat veterans.


  At what cost? he asked himself. The images of the dozens of friends killed and maimed in battle against the Kilrathi flashed through his mind. They were the bill paid for a similar focus against the Cats. The war against the Border Worlds would kill more. The image of Seether and the captured pilot loomed in his mind. The sight of the kid's twitching corpse would be repeated thousands of times if the war progressed.


  "So," Paulson said, after leaving Blair to think, "has our little chat helped clear things up?"


  Blair nodded, "Yes, sir," he replied with complete honesty.


  "Well," Paulson said, rising to his feet, "I knew we could count on you." He looked at the wall clock Eisen had left behind. "We begin the next phase of our operations tomorrow, Colonel, so why don't you go get some shut-eye."


  Blair stood and took Paulson's proffered hand. Blair noticed that while the captain's expression was friendly and open, his eyes were cool and calculating. Keep it cool, Chris, he said to himself.


  Paulson nodded fractionally, apparently satisfied he'd found what he was looking for. "I'm sure things'll seem clearer to you in the morning. We're supposed to step up operations against the carrier that launched those fighters. It must be nearby. Fleet HQ has signaled us that we are to eliminate the rebels' presence from the Masa system and to secure the jump point. I'm counting on you to lead your wing against the rebels." He clapped Blair's shoulder.


  Blair, his mind and spirit in turmoil, said nothing.


  


  


  • CHAPTER SIX


  Blair lay in bed that evening, dreaming. He and Jeannette were dressed for a party. She stood a few meters away, beautiful in her teal dress. The body-hugging sheath had been slashed where Prince Thrakhath had disemboweled her, but her skin underneath was intact.


  They were celebrating. She laughed at his joke, the silver wires she'd woven into her hair glinting as she tipped her head back. He'd always loved her laugh. It was uninhibited, a mature woman's enjoyment of life, not a giggle.


  She raised her glass. Their eyes met, hers full of love and laughter. "To old friends, comrades," his Angel said, smiling, "and friends future and unmet."


  He raised his glass to return the Fleet toast. "And to comrades gone," he replied, smiling at her. In that moment, all was well with the universe.


  She looked at him, puzzled. "Chris, mon ami, why are you pointing that gun at me?"


  He looked down at his hand. His glass had become a laser. "You were born in the Colonies," he said, his voice sounding muffled in his ears, "that makes you the enemy. I'm sorry, my love." He raised his pistol, sighted carefully, and…


  … awoke, trembling and soaked with sweat. He untangled the twisted and rumpled bedclothes, wrinkling his nose at the acrid smell of perspiration. He looked at his clock. Two-thirty. He'd been asleep a little more than an hour. He took a deep breath, trying to slow his beating heart. The dream had been that vivid, in full color and with such detail he thought he could smell her perfume. He turned the lights up. These quarters, so like hers, only added to the eerie feeling. He killed the lights and lay back down.


  He tried to compose himself to go back to sleep. His mind, whirling from the dream and Paulson's lecture, refused to cooperate. His thoughts were drawn like iron to a magnet by Paulson's claim that Earth needed a focus, an enemy, to keep itself going.


  He thought back across his two decades of service, remembering all of the tests and tribulations of holding a commission in the Fleet during the war. He remembered botched missions, incompetent officers (mercifully few—extended battle imposes its own brand of Darwinism), and stupid lies told to salvage pointless mistakes and paper over the needlessly dead.


  Blair knew that in spite of everything he'd seen, his loyalty had never been tested. He thought back to the dark times, after he'd been relegated to flying Ferrets on leg patrols. In those days he'd been suspected of being either a turncoat, a coward or, worse yet, incompetent. Yet he'd remained loyal, and eventually had been given the opportunity to rehabilitate himself on the Concordia.


  In his experience, the Fleet took care of its own, both good and bad. The service had done what it could to salvage the worst of the mistakes and warriors were too precious to squander to salvage egos. The Fleet tried to do right by its people, even if it stumbled and was occasionally heavy-handed.


  The warrior caste within the military did its part by accepting into its ranks anyone who shared its goal of taking the war to the Kilrathi. The only credential needed for acceptance into the club was the desire to make the furballs pay in blood for their desire to conquer humanity. The tests of war did the rest to mold them into a unified force.


  The peacetime Fleet lacked that warm camaraderie. Majors competed for precious few colonel postings. Officers of every grade were forced to look at their peers as competition. Failure meant discharge, leaving men and women who had commanded ships and squadrons on the beach and without prospects.


  He'd sensed the first wisps of change at the end of the war. He recalled that what many officers considered reality, that the Kilrathi were winning, was labeled as defeatism by Fleet Headquarters. Captains were admonished to keep an eye on their wardrooms and report "defeatist" officers. Few skippers had bothered, but the regulation had remained in force to remind the pilots they were being watched and to watch their mouths.


  The pilots, for their part, had strapped into cockpits day after day, fighting numbers that never seemed to shrink even as their own forces dwindled and the prospect of winning faded. He, like most pilots, had been so focused on taking as many of the furry bastards with them as possible that they'd long since abandoned wondering what fruits victory might bring. Looking back, he realized they'd had a taste of that surprisingly bitter harvest during the disruptions that followed the Kilrathi's false truce.


  Paulson's view of the war, that it had been a unifying force that brought humanity together, overlooked history and reality. Paulson, Blair thought scornfully, had never been closer to a real battle than a newsfax, the assault on Earth not withstanding. How could he know that in the end, the war had become a series of desperate hopes, each more forlorn than the last? Operation Behemoth and the Temblor Bomb had both depended far too much on luck. He couldn't help recalling that, in spite of his own participation in both operations, he'd been skeptical of success.


  No, Paulson had it wrong. And he was part of the group that wanted to take Blair and all humanity back into that hell.


  Paulson's war wouldn't be about defending humanity. Instead, it would cement into permanence structures created in the desperate times after the Earth was bombed and the civilian government fell into chaos. Martial law had been declared only to keep things running until freedom and democracy could be restored.


  He had always thought the roots of their democracy ran deep and would weather any storm short of Kilrathi victory. Now he wasn't so sure. What was freedom? What did he know about democracy? He had been a child when the war began, and fought almost all of his adult life in a most undemocratic Fleet.


  Younger officers had even less experience with representative government than he did. Many of them had grown up after the war began and civilian freedoms had already been suspended. Many considered the Senate self-righteous and out of touch, and blamed the politicos for accepting the Kilrathi olive branch and the horrible consequences that stemmed from that foolishness. How many Fleet officers, if offered a choice between the chance to pursue their careers in Paulson's ordered society, and an amorphous, chaotic democracy, might choose order?


  Blair winced at the possibility that elements within the Fleet might be undermining the freedoms they had fought so hard to secure, and in doing so, were turning their backs on the dead who had died for those freedoms. It hurt him to think that the Fleet, once the bulwark of the Confederation, now seemingly led the charge to disable what so many had died to protect.


  He wondered what sort of government the conspirators had in mind. The emergency decrees, martial law, the trend towards centralizing power, the suspension of civil liberties, the forming of secret cabals within the military with even more secret agendas: all had some of the trappings of the Kilrathi Imperial system. He wondered if the old adage about war was true—that in the end one becomes like one's enemy. Was that to be the price of victory, that they become like their enemies?


  That thought worried him as few others had. He rolled away, physically rejecting the idea. He didn't know what was right, but he sure as hell knew what was wrong. And Paulson's plan was dead wrong. But what to do about it?


  He considered Eisen's offer to leave the Confederation and join the rebels, then discarded it. He couldn't abandon his comrades by turning his coat any more than he could abandon the sense of duty that had sustained him in the horrible times after he'd realized he'd destroyed an entire planet with the Temblor Bomb. It had been his shield then. He couldn't abandon it now.


  He tossed and turned, trying to decide what to do. He considered and discarded the possibility of resigning his commission. He'd seen officers resign in protest before. He had thought them quitters and had no desire to be tarred with the same brush. They also became obscure martyrs, fading quickly once they had left. He had gotten a chip in the big game and had no desire to cash it in yet and go back to the farm.


  He had no real alternative than to blow the whistle on Paulson and company while performing his duties. He pursed his lips, trying to decide whom to contact first. Tolwyn seemed the best bet. The admiral had placed him on the Lexington, and while he and Blair had little affection for each other, Blair could get access to him. Tolwyn also detested rear echelon officers and would be less than thrilled that someone had put an armchair commando like Paulson in charge of one of his precious fleet carriers. Blair smiled. The admiral could be counted on to fix that travesty, at least.


  His troubles seemed more manageable once he'd found a course of action that didn't require treason. He relaxed. Fatigue washed over him like a tide.


  Sleep had just claimed him when the ship's klaxon sounded, summoning all crew members to action stations. His eyes snapped open as he heard shouts and running footsteps in the corridor. He sprang out of bed, his heart racing with excitement, and flipped on a light. The comm-station's screen came to life.


  "What's going on?" he demanded as he climbed into his flight suit and hit its closure tab.


  "A leg patrol from the cruiser Dominion blundered into a rebel squadron," the lieutenant replied. "They've called for reinforcements. The commander, Third Fleet, has ordered us to react."


  "What're Paulson's orders?" Blair snapped as Vie reached for his boots.


  "Magnum launch," Naismith replied. "A full deck strike." He paused. "I'm getting the ready group in the tubes now. It's shaping up as a meeting engagement. Long range telemetry suggests the rebels are vectoring in reinforcements."


  "Damn," Blair said, "log me as the officer-in-charge of the ready group."


  "Sir," Naismith protested, "Lieutenant Colonel Fan's listed on the flight roster as the OIC."


  "Negative," Blair retorted. "I'll need her to muster the main deck strike." Naismith looked as though he might protest again. "Do it!" He closed the contact, cutting Naismith off before he could retort. Blair pulled on his boots and sprinted for the hanger bay.


  He arrived at a dead run and scanned the bay for his Hellcat. He saw a welter of scrambling ground crews, the controlled chaos of sequencing the launch cradles into the chute, and the last minute adjustments as pilots called for orders, but no Hellcat with wing commander's markings. He grew worried. His fighter was not in its usual maintenance slot and a quick check at the wall-sized ready board showed it was not already spotted.


  He turned, ready to grab the first tech he saw, when Gunderson grabbed his sleeve. "This way, sir."


  "What the hell's going on?" Blair demanded. He heard the distant roar and felt the vibration as the first fighters catapulted down the launch bays and into space. Operating an entire wing from a single bay would slow reaction time, requiring the fighters to orbit while the squadrons formed up. That would necessitate deploying in waves, a tactic Blair thought was fine—as long as he was in the first wave.


  The master chief pointed towards one dark corner of the bay. Blair saw his Hellcat, its guts torn out and crash carts arranged around it. The ship looked to be rigged to a half-dozen diagnostic machines. He whirled Gunderson, his temper dangerously close to exploding. "What the hell?"


  "Paulson's ordered a Class Three diagnostic," Gunderson said. "Apparently, you had a spontaneous power flux that cooked your flight recorder. That's the second unexplained surge in two days, so Paulson ordered it torn apart." He pointed towards the lift. "I've got you spotted in a Thunderbolt. Its in the cycle for twelfth spot. You'd better hurry."


  Blair, confused by the quick turn of events, nodded. They arrived on the launch deck just as the last of the ready groups eight Hellcats launched. A Thunderbolt stood waiting to one side of the ready lift, its cockpit open, and its launch cradle oriented on the magnetic tracks that led to the launch tube. He sprinted for the heavy fighter, scrambled up the retractable ladder and jumped in. Gunderson helped snap him into his harness and plug him into his com m-panel.


  Blair glanced around at the cockpit and saw that everything had already been pre-flighted for him. He looked up at the master chief, uncertain how to express his thanks. Gunderson cut him off. "It's okay, sir, just be careful out there." He looked quickly around. "Watch your back, sir. There wasn't time to scrounge up a tail gunner, so'll you'll have to make due with automatics."


  He reached into the cockpit and keyed the canopy lever before Blair could speak. The thick canopy closed around the cockpit just as the hrr-thrrruuum of the first Thunderbolt launching drowned out all sound in the bay. Blair's fighter bumped forward into the launch tube as two more Thunderbolts rocketed into space.


  Then it was his turn. The push-slam of the engines and catapult pressed him into his seat as the heavy fighter hurtled forward and out the tube. The launch proved rough and his clearing turn slow, the results of having been away from the big ships for two years.


  He tested the Thunderbolt's control yoke, easing it back and forth as he got the feel of the craft. He found himself over-controlling as he tried to handle it the way he would his Arrow or Hellcat. He had to remember that the process went "stick over, pause, then sluggish turn."


  He worked a pair of slalom turns, slewing the Thunderbolt up and out, then pulling it back onto its base course. He lost his heading on his first couple of attempts, then managed to keep it on course, through tighter and tighter sequences as old reflexes and conditioning quickly reasserted themselves.


  "Naismith to Ready Group Three," the comm officer said, his voice sounding tinny in Blair's headset. "Engage enemy fighters on course three-three-zero, Z minus zero. Colonel Blair, callsign Tiger, will assume control. Strike group Gamma, under Colonel Fan, will begin launch cycle as loadout is complete."


  Blair switched to the tactical frequency and passed his flight instructions to the sixteen ships that formed the ready group. He placed the four Thunderbolts in the middle of the diamond formation, with one section of Hellcats above and below. The four Arrows darted ahead, scouting to give him a more accurate picture of the battle that was shaping up on his scanners.


  It appeared at first that the Dominion's half-squadron was heavily engaged against a slightly larger force of Border Worlds craft. The cruiser's fighters seemed to be holding their own, however, in spite of the enemy's edge in numbers. They remained locked in a swirling defensive formation while the rebel fighters swarmed around outside. There didn't seem to be whole lot of shooting going on. Blair guessed the rebels were more interested in keeping the Confed pilots tied up than they were in pressing the attack.


  "Strike King to Tiger," the lead Arrow transmitted. "Tallyho, I got visual contact."


  "What do you see?" Blair asked while starting the voice recorder attached to his knee board. He would need the Arrow's initial sighting for his after-action report.


  "Approximately twelve bogies," Strike King said. "It looks like a motley mix of Ferrets and Rapiers, with a couple of Sabers. There's a second group inbound. Probably about the same numbers. Stand by telemetry."


  The scout fighter transmitted his tactical scan. Blair's mission called for him to extract the Dominion's fighters, likely killing pilots who were not his enemies. "I have good copy, Strike King," he said. "Loiter and wait for the ready group. We'll take 'em with one punch." He hoped, in spite of his tough words, that keeping the Arrows out of the fight would keep the lid on the fight long enough for him to get the balance of his strike on the scene for a show of force that might make the rebels withdraw.


  The last few minutes were the most difficult. Colonel Fan delegated the second strike to the next lower-ranking squadron commander in order to get some ships behind him. Up ahead, red and white streaks marked the distant battle. They redoubled as the Dominion's ships, emboldened by the relief force, broke out of their hedgehog to attack. Blair felt his guts knot with worry that the Arrows had disobeyed orders. "Strike King," he said, switching channels, "what's going on?"


  The Arrow pilot's face appeared in his comm-panel. "Somebody jumped 'em," Strike King said, his young features excited. "Four Hellcats came out of nowhere and just pitched in! They're tearing the hell out of the rebels!"


  He saw twin red and yellow blooms, explosions marking the end of two Border Worlds fighters. The balance of the rebel flotilla started to fall back, ending their harassment of the Dominion's patrol.


  Blair kicked his throttles to maximum. The roar of the powerful engines was an impressive thunder next to his beloved Arrow's higher pitched murmur. The T-bolt, for all its noise, lacked the speed of the lighter ships. It made up for its lack of maneuverability with its up-front ordnance: twin plasma and photon guns. A T-bolt's Sunday punch could kill even small capital ships.


  The Lexington's relief force closed the gap quickly enough for Blair to identify the individual ships engaged. The rebels, caught between the mystery force and Blair's ships, scattered and ran for home. A Hellcat with a matte-black paint scheme appeared on his right side, performed a snap-roll and took out another rebel ship with a high deflection shot. Blair whistled in admiration.


  Strike King's face appeared on his comm-panel. "Shall we pursue, sir?"


  "Negative," Blair replied. "We'll trail 'em and make certain they stay out of trouble."


  A badly damaged rebel Rapier, trailing debris and unable to keep station, appeared in his sights. He fired across its bows, signaling it to surrender. It cold-dumped its missiles and slowed, indicating its willingness to give in.


  A pair of black Hellcats flashed into Blair's view from his lower right. The lead ship, afterburners glowing, lined up on the crippled rebel ship and fired. The Rapier vanished, engulfed in an expanding ball of exploding gas.


  A white box appeared around the Hellcat as Blair's AI registered a radio transmission. Seether's face appeared in the comm-box. "Disregard that last order. All forces break and attack." Seether paused, then smiled. "By order of Admiral Petranova herself."


  Blair, already furious over the death of the surrendered fighter, stabbed his control yoke's comm-button. "Do that again, you son of a bitch," he growled, "and I'll kill you."


  Seether's ship turned in space and slashed after the retreating forces. His three Hellcats and the Dominion's fighters followed. "Sir," asked a flight leader, "aren't we going to engage?"


  Blair closed his eyes, pained. There it was. He'd thought he'd get off easy, by calling Tolwyn and letting the old man take care of it. Now he saw he'd have to take a stand himself. Petranova had given the order to engage. He was just about to cue his comm-button when he caught the tail end of a transmission. "… and Colonel Fan, if Blair refuses, then take command and carry out his orders."


  That tears it, Blair said. He keyed his all-call. "Tiger to Ready Group. Break and attack in echelon. Maintain section integrity." The need to keep the fighters in groups of four would slow the attack down enough to give the Border Wonders' a chance to escape.


  He punched his own fighter forward, keeping pace with the Hellcats that blazed on ahead. His wingmates followed suit, loosening up the section's tight diamond and dropping into a shallow, trailing "V."


  The Border Worlds forces began to turn and reengage. They hit the Dominion's fighters using massed fire to flare two. The black Hellcats tore into the rebels a moment later, avenging one of the cruiser's destroyed ships. Blair watched, heartsick, as his own Arrows attacked, killing a Ferret and firing missiles at a Rapier. The Rapier fired back, hitting one Arrow amidships before the first of several missiles struck it. The rebel ship turned into a fireball and an expanding cloud of junk.


  Blair's Hellcats tore in, followed by his own Thunderbolts. The fast approach of three rebel Rapiers and a Saber pushed his worries aside. He slammed his throttles forward, bracing for the usual punch as the afterburners kicked in. He heard the roar as the Thunderbolt's engines spooled up, but the response was sluggish compared to a Hellcat's. The first Rapier homed in and fired while the other two broke and turned, one heading for each of his flanks. Blair kicked out a pair of signal decoys in anticipation of a missile strike, then put the T-bolt into a lazy right-hand turn. The lead Rapier's hits registered on the heavy fighters screens, flaring the phase shields but accomplishing little else. The Saber bored in after it. He checked his tail-gunner, and was pleased to see that Gunderson's computer control was engaging the trailing Rapiers as they came around astern. The tailstinger wouldn't accomplish much, but it would keep the rebels honest.


  The Saber cut to its right, then left, trying to avoid Blair's front arc. He waited until the rebel committed itself, keyed an infrared missile, and fired. The missile launched after its target. The Saber jinked hard, kicking out a string of decoys. The evasion attempt slowed its own maneuver enough for Blair to bring it into his gun line. He fired two short bursts with his plasma guns, then poured on the coal with all weapons as he saw its phase shields flare. The salvo of doubled plasma and photon guns plowed into its spine, ripping it in two. There was no secondary explosion, giving the pilot a good chance of escaping.


  The lead Rapier came into his line of sight almost at once, firing its afterburners in its attempt to cut him off while the two other ships swung around and angled for his flanks. Blair, having seen this maneuver a dozen times in the Kilrathi War, turned head-on to the lead Rapier, and cued an IFF missile.


  The rebel ship grew in his sights, then foreshortened as it tried to maneuver out of his front arc. The Rapier was smaller, had weaker shields and lighter weapons, and could take less damage. There was no shame in running, not under those circumstances.


  The IFF's crosshairs crossed his targeting reticule, the red box flashing as the missile's seekerhead locked on target. He fired the warhead, pulling sharply away as the second Rapier opened fire. His shields absorbed several hits before he evaded. They'd been knocked down about three-quarters, but the armor belt remained intact.


  Blair looked straight up through his cockpit canopy as he came over the top of his loop and saw the lead Rapier directly overhead. The IFF missile hit the Rapier. Its intake bloomed fire. The ship survived the hit and swerved away, trailing debris from a small secondary explosion.


  Blair tightened his loop, coming in over the top of the Rapier as the pilot struggled to control the ship. He toggled his weapon selector switch to his plasma cannon, then kicked a line of bolts along the damaged fighter's foresection. The ship staggered under the abuse, then flew apart—disintegrating from front to back as the cannon shots lost coherency and dissipated their energy charges into the Rapier's frame.


  Blair's heart thumped in his chest as he watched the fighter die. The fighter's frame broke up before the pilot could eject. He felt dirty and sickened by what he had done, even though he'd had no choice. Blair had rarely fired on Confed-built ships, and the memories of each time he had done so plagued his dreams.


  A barrage of laser bolts from his back right drew his eye upward. The last Rapier flashed overhead, scoring a line of hits that weakened Blair's phase shields but still didn't penetrate.


  He pulled hard right, allowing his badly depleted capacitors to recharge while he maneuvered against the last Rapier. A Lexington Hellcat appeared in the Rapiers hind quarter, fired a volley from its ion cannon and released a missile. The Rapier, caught between Blair's turret and the Hellcat, tried to turn away. The missile took it amidships, destroying it. A gout of flame shot through the cockpit, finishing the pilot.


  He kicked the Thunderbolt ahead, passing through the last of the defending fighters. The sky ahead was clear, except for the drive plumes and navigation lights of a pair of small frigates. He plotted an attack course for the small warships, then dove. Defensive fire from their turrets began to flash past his canopy.


  He checked his scanner, unamused to see the Border Worlds ships falling back to protect the frigates. The much faster Ferrets and Arrows were already past him, vectoring towards the frigates before turning. The Lex's Arrows raged after them in hot pursuit. One Arrow caught a frigates defensive bolt in its teeth and vanished. The rest, undaunted, fired as they passed him, their pilots clogging the radio channels as they tried to coordinate their attack. He caught a quick signal burst as Colonel Fans wave plowed into the far side of the battle, catching those Border Worlds ships that couldn't disengage in a pincer.


  The Border Worlds forces, overmatched by both Confed numbers and technology, gave way. Blair, his blood up, slipped between the retreating ships and went for the frigates. The cap ships jinked and dodged, trying to avoid him as he pressed home his attack.


  A Lexington Hellcat closed on his port side.


  "Colonel Blair," Maniac called, matching his course to Blair's, "abort your attack!"


  "I don't listen to traitors," he snarled as he fired on the frigate. The little ships phase shields flared, absorbing the punch. The trick would be to whittle its defenses down, then hit it with his Sunday punch. A second point-blank barrage cut through the forward screen, knocking it down. He aimed in again, intent on slagging the small ship.


  "Colonel!" Maniac said, desperation coloring his voice, "please listen. The frigates're carrying refugees from a Confed raid. They're just tryin' to get out of harm's way! I swear it!"


  Blair looked from his comm-panel to the frigate. The ship's guns and missiles might have been sufficient reinforcement to salvage the situation for the Border Worlds forces, if they had committed to the battle. The fact they hadn't suggested Maniac was telling the truth. "On your oath?" he demanded. "For whatever it's worth."


  "Colonel, I swear it's true," Maniac said. "Both ships are loaded with non-combatants. They even removed their torpedoes to make more room for refugees."


  "Tell 'em to run full IDs and shut off their turrets, and I'll call off the dogs," Blair said tiredly. "If you've lied to me, I'll hunt you down."


  "I haven't lied," Maniac said dryly, "though I appreciate the vote of confidence."


  Blair considered smoking him, just on general principles. He confined himself to cuing his tactical circuit. "Tiger to Wing. The primary target running ID's are non-belligerents. You will consider them non-valid targets."


  He knew with grim certainty that the black ships would disobey, and wasn't the least bit surprised when one turned towards the damaged frigate. The Hellcat didn't have the ordnance to take down a shielded frigate by itself, but it had plenty of juice to deal with an unshielded one. The black ship made a tight snap turn and fired, its ion cannon picking holes in the frigate's hull. Maniac saw-bucked his fighter, kicking it around and firing first one missile, then another at the black ship. The fighter looped in a complicated roll and corkscrew maneuver, dodging the missiles as smoothly as a matador evading a bull.


  Maniac swept up after it, firing as it came out of its tight spiral. The black ship nimbly dodged Maniac's beams, then slashed across his course. Maniac tried to follow it into another complicated roll-and-tuck corkscrew. The Hellcat pulled away from him as easily as a veteran leading a novice, then flipped over on its back. Maniac tried to evade without success.


  Ion and laser cannon fire bloomed from its wings. The point-blank beams raked Maniac's belly, punching through the phase shields and armor to score the hull beneath. Maniac jerked his fighter to the side, trying to avoid the killing beams, but to no avail. Blair saw white hot pieces fly from Maniac's ship.


  Blair watched the fighter close on Maniac, whose crippled bird spewed fuel and hydraulic fluid. The fighter slowed, lining up a killing shot on Maniac's cockpit. Maniac, his controls nearly shot away, still attempted to evade. The black fighter toyed with him, firing close along one side, then hulling the ship again.


  That final piece of cruelty was the last straw for Blair. His fury rose like a red haze. He bucked the nose of his Thunderbolt around and aimed it at the black ship. The black Hellcat began to turn, readying the final shot for Maniac.


  Blair switched to his full bank of frontal weapons and hit his trigger. Beams lanced out from his ship, crossing space to strike the aft portion of the Hellcat. The Hellcat pulled hard to the right, banking and slewing as it tried to evade. The maneuver presented Blair with a shallow deflection shot against the black Hellcat as he crossed its "T."


  He goosed his stick back and left, crossing the smaller ship's steeper bank, then hit his firing trigger as he straightened out his course. The beams cut directly in front of the Hellcat, which tried to snap-roll away. A single beam licked through its armor. Blair saw a flare, then a small explosion.


  The damaged ship pulled ahead, using a burst of afterburners to escape the heavy fighter. Blair made a minute course adjustment, then hit his own burners. The Hellcat, slowed by battle damage, walked into the curtain of fire.


  Blair held his trigger down, watching his capacitors dip deep into the yellow as he poured shot after shot into the Hellcat, chewing through the shields, armor, and finally the ship itself. Pieces spalled away under the abuse and one engine flared and caught fire. Blair keyed his weapons again. Nothing happened. He looked down and swore as he saw he'd run his capacitors deep into the red.


  The fighter, badly damaged, turned back towards the battle and into the shelter of two more black Hellcats. The comm-panel cleared. Blair found himself looking at an infuriated Seether. "Well, Colonel," he snarled, "I guess honors are even. Enjoy your victory. You aren't going to be around to enjoy it long."


  Blair glanced quickly at his tactical. Marshall's damaged Hellcat had taken up station with the frigates, escorting them on the final leg towards the jump point. Blair watched the first refugee ship enter the jump point, a flare of brilliant blue energy exploding from the point as the ship activated its jump engines and passed through. The second frigate followed a second later, trailed by a trickle of Border Worlds fighters.


  Maniac's damaged fighter hovered near the gate. "Colonel," Maniac said, his face jumping and fuzzing in the jump point's electronic interference, "you'd better come with us. You can't go back."


  Blair saw that was true. No one would believe his story of protecting helpless civilians, especially after the frigates had fired on his ships. It was also undeniable that he had fired on another Confed ship. He guessed that even if he were to escape punishment for letting the frigates go, he'd exposed himself as an enemy of the conspiracy.


  He had no choice, not if he wanted to live. "Where are we going?"


  Marshall's face frizzed out as his camera failed. "Home," he said, "such as it is."


  Blair reluctantly turned and followed Maniac through the jump point.


  


  


  • CHAPTER SEVEN


  Blair brought his Thunderbolt through the jump point, closing his eyes and gritting his teeth against the inevitable jump shock. Somehow, the shock seemed worse in a small fighter than it did in a cap ship. He breathed shallowly while the nausea passed. Only then did he examine his surroundings.


  A huge red giant star hung in space like a baleful bloodshot eye. Prominences boiled off its surface, throwing planet-sized tendrils far out into space, only to fall back into the stars mass. His earpieces picked up the electronic interference as static intense enough to break the transmitters squelch. The nav plot jumped and skipped as the sensitive pickups adjusted themselves to accommodate the white noise.


  A small flotilla emerged over the star's horizon. The fleeing frigates matched courses, sliding smoothly into orbit behind and below the main body. They joined an ancient light cruiser, a fistful of corvettes and a half-dozen old revenue cutters. A pair of fast transports with flared ore-shuttle decks hovered protectively over a single carrier.


  The CV looked to have begun life as one of the old destroyers the Confederation had discarded and sold off. The Border Worlds had slung a single launch bay beneath its belly, reconfiguring it as a light carrier.


  "What ship is that?" he asked, indicating the carrier.


  "That's the Intrepid," Marshall replied, "the flagship of the Outer Worlds Fleet." He laughed. "It used to be the TCS Delphi, one of the old Durango-class heavy destroyers."


  "The Durangos were obsolete ten years ago!" Blair interjected.


  Maniac laughed at the disbelief in his voice. "Welcome to the Border Worlds, where everything's seen better days."


  An obsolete corvette with a large parabolic antenna that looked to have been salvaged from an obsolete orbiting microwave power station separated itself from the main body. The huge dish oriented towards the jump point, looking like a massive sail on top of the small ship.


  Two Border Worlds fighters, a damaged Rapier and an early model Arrow, emerged from the jump point and oriented towards the carrier. Feedback discharged from point to point across the dish, matching the jump point's characteristic blue flare.


  He had heard rumors that secret experiments had been under way towards the end of the war that would allow cap ships to open small rifts in the jump points, rifts just large enough for fighters to pass through as a means of cross-system raiding. He was gratified that, for a change, the rumors had turned out to be true. The generators were one of the few improvements the last couple of years had seen. Most everything else seemed to have gone downhill.


  Four Rapiers, the Intrepid's Combat Area Patrol, broke from the vicinity of the carrier and angled towards them. The CAP would be very sensitive about strange fighters without proper IFF ID's operating in the vicinity of their mothership. The Rapiers' drive plumes brightened as the four ships touched their afterburners and angled towards them. "Unidentified Thunderbolt," the flight leader said, "drop your screens!"


  "I'd do it if I were you," Marshall warned him. "You're still running Fleet IFF transponder codes. The locals don't know you're friendly." Blair hurried to obey as Marshall contacted the carrier below.


  "Maniac to Intrepid control. I'm bringing in a recruit. Don't fire."


  "Roger," Blair heard a woman's voice respond in a throaty contralto that made him think of warm nights and inviting arms. She probably weighs a hundred-twenty kilos, he thought, but she's got a voice that could launch a thousand ships.


  "Fleet Thunderbolt Two-Seven-One," she said. "Identify yourself."


  Blair keyed his comm-panel. "Blair, Christopher, Colonel Space Forces Reserve." He paused, unable to resist adding a touch of sarcastic humor. "Or, at least I was, until about two minutes ago."


  There was a long pause on the other end.


  "Callsign?"


  He normally disliked his Kilrathi hero-name. It was too pretentious for his taste. There were times, though, when its fame came in handy. "Callsign Heart of the Tiger," he said.


  He took a certain malicious pleasure in hearing her sharp intake of breath. "Can anyone vouch for you?" she said.


  "Yeah," Maniac said, "me. He saved the frigates from his buddies. The frigate masters'll vouch for him, too."


  "Roger, umm… Colonel Tiger," she said, sounding a bit flustered. Her voice steadied as she reverted to duty. "Assume a standard reverse-course let-down approach," she said, "Our instrument-tractor system is down, so you'll have to do it on manual. Intrepid out."


  Blair smiled, wondering what she looked like. She must be pretty young, he thought, to get so tossed by his presence. He switched back to his main tactical channel, then cut to his short-range laser transmitter. "Who was that?"


  "That," Maniac said archly, "was Lieutenant Sosa, also known as Admiral Richards' girl Friday. She's filling in as the comm officer." He laughed. "She's a looker."


  "Oh, yeah?" Blair replied, playing the role of the randy pilot. "I think I'm going to like being a traitor."


  "Let's go back to the barn, Casanova," Maniac said dryly. He peeled his limping fighter away, leaving behind bits of burned armor and debris.


  Blair tucked in behind him. The four escorting Rapiers held station, close enough to react if Blair tried an attack,


  but not so close as to spook him. Maniac led the little group into the Intrepid's holding pattern, using broad turns that gave them a wide berth from the other fighters orbiting the carrier.


  Blair used the delay to study the flotilla. Most of the ships had a slightly moth-eaten look about them, together with the patchwork appearance of battle damage hastily repaired in space.


  Two fighters, a Rapier and a Saber, angled in and joined the queue over the carrier. Blair looked around at the firefly glows of the little ships as they swirled around, waiting their turns to land. Another cluster of fighters, this time Ferrets and what looked like a single Arrow, filtered through the jump point and aimed for the two fast transports.


  "What the hell are those?" he said.


  "What the hell are what?" Maniac replied.


  "The transports," Blair said. "It looks like they're taking on fighters."


  "They are," Maniac answered. "We're staging smaller ships, Ferrets mostly, and a few Rapiers, off them."


  "Those're too small to have launch tubes!"


  "They don't," Maniac confirmed, "they just kind of push their birds out the back and let them fend for themselves. They lose one occasionally." He clucked his tongue. "They do shuttle runs, picking up fresh birds and pilots when we get low, and transfer 'em over here to fill in our losses. They'll eventually empty out. Then they'll go back to the boneyards and pick up more rehabbed ships and the latest graduates of what they call flight school." He frowned. "Most of the rookies don't last long, or so I'm told."


  Blair stared at the transports, appalled at the waste. "Half-baked pilots in obsolete craft—that's crazy."


  "Welcome to the lunatic fringe," Maniac replied dryly. "The Border Worlds don't have the numbers the Fleet does, so they have to get more creative more quickly to keep going. A lot of what they're doing gets pilots killed, but it does allow a magnum launch of more than six birds."


  Blair winced at the acid in Maniac's voice.


  The Intrepid loomed close. The ship had been badly damaged. The entire top level of its superstructure, containing the bridge, control systems, and crew berths, looked to nave been totally demolished. Several sections of the hull had been opened and peeled away, revealing blackened frames that jutted like clawing fingers into space.


  One of the three drive cones was dark, its only emission a white plume that trailed from below one side. Several weapons emplacements on the stern quarter had been damaged, as had the main communications array. A cluster of pressure-suited figures with cutting torches worked at cutting away piece of fallen machinery that had collapsed across one point-defense turret.


  "What the hell happened?" Blair asked.


  "I'm told," Maniac said, "that the Intrepid had a run-in with a pod of Confed fighters backed by a pair of cruisers, the TCS Achilles and the Dornier. They fought a running battle through three systems. The Achilles is no more."


  The Achilles, sister ship of the Agamemnon, was one of the Fleet's most powerful heavy cruisers. Three hundred and fifty good people dead on the Fleet side alone, and God only knew how many more Border Wonders'. The Border Worlds must have paid a heavy price for killing the cruiser.


  The communications officer hailed them, her honeyed voice clear in spite of the interference. "Intrepid to Thunderbolt Two-Seven-One. You are authorized to begin visual landing sequence. Be advised, the beam tracking system and tractor traps are down. Good luck."


  Blair cleared his throat. He hadn't done a real eyes-only landing in a decade, and that had been in a fighter a lot more maneuverable than the Thunderbolt. He wasn't terribly fond of the T-Bolt, derisively known as the "lead sled," in the first place.


  His fuel gauge read less than half-full and returning to the Lexington wasn't an option. He took a deep breath, held it a moment, then blew it out in a long whistle.


  The situation felt like one of the old training simulator scenarios involving bizarre, unrealistic situations like the complete failure of failsafe systems like carrier deck landing systems or communications arrays.


  Blair held to what he thought was the proper approach angle, a little steeper than he would have used in an Arrow or Hellcat, but also much slower. He kept his rate of descent steady, and repeatedly checked his range to target. It reeled off numbers with impressive speed. He slowed the ship again and dropped his landing gear. The tell-tale indicated that it had locked down. Well, Chris, he said to himself, here goes nothing. The deck grew rapidly, rushing up to meet him.


  He chopped his throttles all the way back, cutting his drives and depending on momentum to carry him through the force curtain that kept the ships atmosphere inside. The deck came up quickly, too quickly. He flared his approach out at the last second, easing his control yoke back to raise the nose. He swore softly as the back wheels hit and bounced. The fighters characteristics had changed the moment he'd hit the atmosphere and the ships artificial gravity. He'd forgotten to compensate for the lift his wings provided when in atmosphere.


  He hit his navigation thrusters, trying to bleed off speed before he plowed into an obstacle. Open space beckoned at the far end of the open bay, the stars twinkling in the force curtain's haze. If worse came to worst, he could boost his speed and touch-and-go, passing completely through the bay and launching out the other side to try the landing again. He'd catch hell for it, perhaps even get shot at, but it was a better option than slapping twenty plus metric tons into the flight deck or bay walls.


  He reached for the throttle control, ready to ram it to the stops. The first of the trap cables, designed to protect fighters in the front part of the launch deck, caught the Thunderbolts nose gear.


  The fighter slid sideways along the angled cable, showering sparks on the deck, before it shuddered to a halt and finally tipped over onto one wing. Blair winced at the crunch noise the stabilizer and outer weapon's hardpoint made as the fighters weight settled.


  He popped his canopy, whipped his helmet off, and swore sulphurously as he shut down the engines and internal power. The fuel-feed turbines whined down, exchanging their high-pitched whir for a lower pitched whuffing sound. He dropped his helmet on the yoke and looked around, checking for signs of fire.


  Old, cool smoke hazed the inside of the bay. About half the illumination strips were out, either dead or shattered, and the launch deck showed definite signs of battle damage. A cacophony of loudhailers, shouts, and noises of the crowded deck washed over him. A motley-looking ground crew sprinted for the fallen Thunderbolt.


  "Clear that piece of junk!" the loudhailer boomed. "We got more fighters inbound!"


  Small lift cranes and tractors scuttled from sockets along the bays walls to the stranded Thunderbolt. One ground crew frantically wrapped a cable around the crumpled wing while another released the arrestor line and recoiled it for later use. The crane operator lowered her hook to the wing crew, snagged the cable, and hauled the fighter upright. Blair heard the squeak and creak as the T-bolt came upright then tipped back onto its gear. It rocked back and forth, squeaking as the hydraulic cylinders in the gear took the changing loads.


  He saw fuel spilling from the ruptured wing tank and pointed. One crew member, a little quicker than the others, grabbed a bag of absorbent material from the back of the lift and liberally spread it over the spill. The tractor hooked up to the Thunderbolt's bent front gear and tugged it out of the landing area. The area was barely clear before a Rapier with an engine fire came in on a steep approach.


  The pilot held the damaged fighter together long enough to execute a wobbly three-point landing, then slewed sideways in a shower of sparks.


  Blair heard something burst under the sidewards strain.


  The canopy popped open as the pilot cut her one working drive to keep from playing the exhaust stream over the ground crews huddled behind crash barriers on either side of the deck. She taxied off the landing targets and into the recovery area, leaving behind a trail of synthetic rubber. Flames burst out over the Rapiers upper hull. Fire crews swarmed over the ship, plying the engine with slurried foam while the pilot slid to the ground.


  Blair had the impression of a young woman with one side of her face covered in blood. She walked away from the burning Rapier, her head down, ignoring the corpsman who tried to staunch the blood flowing down her face and neck.


  Blair coughed a little as Maniac walked up to him, his helmet hanging from his flight suit. "What the hell's wrong with the air in here?" he said, waving his hands in front of his face. "If it were any thicker, you could serve it on toast."


  "The soot and smoke from the fires overwhelmed the scrubbers and air filtration units," Maniac answered. They're trying to rig some electrostatics to clean it, but they're shorthanded and it ain't a priority. The damage control chief told me they're too busy trying to keep the carbon monoxide and toxins down to manageable levels to have to worry about how they're gonna clean a hundred thousand cubic meters of air." He looked meaningfully around. "I'm told it would be simpler just to do a whole air exchange, but that would require a refit. Which would require taking us off-line, which they can't afford to do." Maniac laughed without humor and gestured around him at the smoky air. "Don't worry. This stuffs going to thin out on its own. We're leaking atmosphere like a sieve."


  Blair, aware of the fatigue that gnawed at him, glanced around the darkened bay. "Where do I bunk in?"


  Marshall led him over to a table where a rating poured ooffee and issued blankets. Maniac picked up two cups and gestured for Blair to get a blanket. He pointed with his chin towards a curtained-off area in one particularly dark corner of the bay. "There you go," he said, "pilots quarters."


  "That's it?" Blair asked, dumbfounded.


  "Yeah," Maniac answered. "The Achilles' fighters took out the living quarters topside, along with everything else above Deck Three." He shrugged. "At least we've got plenty of room."


  "How's that?" Blair asked.


  "A third of the crew was in quarters when they got hit."


  Blair closed his eyes.


  "Most of the crew just drop in place when they need sleep," Maniac said. Blair followed his gesture and saw several filthy crew members asleep on a tractor. Their ability to sleep in the middle of the bay's din spoke volumes about their fatigue. "This old girl's being held together with baling wire and prayer," Marshall continued. "Most of the crew are pulling eighteen-hour-plus days to keep her from coming apart."


  They walked over to the pilots' "quarters." Blair dropped his blanket on an unused patch of deck. He saw several unoccupied cots, but declined to take one. They looked to have been soaked in something he guessed was dried blood.


  "Now what?" he asked Maniac.


  "We go up to Operations," Maniac said. "They'll be thrilled to know you're aboard."


  Blair looked at Maniac, uncertain if he was being sarcastic. He said nothing as the major led him towards the stairs.


  "The lifts are down," Maniac supplied. "Most other luxuries, too. Only one APU is working, so the lights fade a lot. The rest of the reactors went offline when the portside engine room got hit." He smiled. "You've also had your last shower for a while."


  Maniac led Blair to a metal access tube and started climbing the steep stairway. "I'm impressed," Blair said to Maniac's back, "that you've managed to find your way around so quickly. You only defected yesterday."


  "It's a small ship," Marshall replied, his voice muffled by his body, "smaller now that a thirds been blown to hell. I managed to find all the important places: the chowhall, the bar, the head." He laughed. "Still haven't found the tail, though."


  Maniac led Blair up two more levels, each time passing through open dogging hatches. The hatches were held open with electromagnets and were designed to seal if atmospheric pressure dropped or changed radically. The obsolete system had never had the bugs fully ironed out. The hatches, each weighing half a metric ton, closed at odd moments, very occasionally crushing personnel underneath. He looked at each warily as they climbed.


  Maniac stopped at the third deck and opened the access door for Blair to step through. The air on this deck made the air below seem sweet by comparison. It reeked of burned conduit, plastics, bedding, and other, less wholesome smells. He felt its bite on the back of his throat as he inhaled. He coughed lightly as he tried to rid himself of the irritation.


  "You'll get used to it," Marshall said, his voice flat.


  They ducked back against the bulkhead as two sweaty and sooty crews scurried past. Some carried portable fire extinguishers, breathing apparatus, and tools. One grim-faced team carried stretchers, each with a single, savagely burned body. Blair turned away, gagging on the reek of scorched, decomposing flesh.


  He swallowed hard, grateful that he hadn't eaten breakfast.


  "They're just now getting some of the bodies out," Maniac said, "but there're still fires burning for'ard." Marshall glanced down at one shrouded form, without expression. "Dust in the air handlers ignited when the top decks got hit A fireball flashed downward, into the workshops and crew spaces, igniting everything that would burn. They've been fighting fires for the last couple of days."


  Blair furrowed his brow, trying to recall his damage control procedures. "Why don't they just suck the air out, or vent the areas into space?"


  "Can't," said a voice from behind him. He turned and saw a short woman wearing a shiny lieutenant colonel's insignia and bronzed pilots wings. She looked to be in her late twenties, and seemed very attractive, even though she was layered with soot and grease. She tipped her head back, meeting Blair's stare. One lock of black hair strayed from her tightly bound hair and into her eyes. She pulled it back with an impatient gesture.


  "The flash fire may have warped the sectional control valves," she said, her voice tough and frank. "We can't be certain we wouldn't lose what atmosphere we've got left." She gave him a thin-lipped, wintery grin. "Although that would take care of the fires."


  She extended her hand to him. "Tamara Farnsworth," she said, "Colonel Tamara Farnsworth." He shook her hand, surprised both by her grip and her forthrightness. He guessed she could hold her own with anyone, male or female, and look good doing it.


  "My callsign's Panther. I'm the acting Damage Control officer." The way she said "acting" made it plain to him that she was not doing the job out of love.


  A second officer joined them. He looked to be even younger than Farnsworth, closer to his mid-twenties. Blair stuck out his hand. "Chris Blair," he said, introducing himself. "Reserve Colonel… or at least I was until this morning." The officer's face tickled Blair's memory. They had met before.


  "Blair?" the second officer asked. "Colonel Blair—the Heart of the Tiger? That Blair?"


  Blair nodded carefully.


  "I monitored your radio traffic," the man said. He smiled, realizing he was being remiss. "I'm Colonel Jacob Manley." Blair saw the smile didn't extend beyond his thin, fleshless lips. "I'm filling in as logistics officer."


  Blair looked at him. The memory locked into place. "I've heard of you. You were stationed in the Astoria System, weren't you?"


  "We both were," Farnsworth said, interrupting.


  Blair opened his mouth to ask another question. Manley cut him off with a single raised hand. "Look, Blair," he said, "we'd really like to chat, but we've got work to do. Let's do this some other time, okay?" He turned away, drawing Farnsworth after him. "Now, Tamara, about that foam…" They walked off, leaving Blair and Maniac standing awkwardly.


  "He's friendly," Blair said dryly.


  "Manley's got a rep for having brass balls," Maniac said, "and for not caring too much about how he wins, as long as he does." He glanced around. "He got cashiered from the Fleet for reckless endangerment of lives and property."


  "What'd he do?" Blair asked.


  Marshall shrugged. "After the war, he landed a billet as an advanced flight instructor at the Academy, while waiting for a squadron command to become available. He hid a squadron of trainees in an asteroid field during an exercise. One of his students got hit by a 'roid and killed. He justified it to the review board on the grounds that the ruse allowed them to get to and 'kill' their target, and increased training realism."


  "The review board let him take an early retirement rather than recommend a court-martial. The Border Worlds was hiring pilots and was more concerned with combat experience than politeness. It was a natural fit." He laughed. "Manley's as Terran as they come, but his loyalty's to his paymaster. He wraps himself in his payslip now, rather than the flag."


  Blair looked at him, startled by the acid in Maniac's voice. "I thought he'd be someone you'd like, you know, a kindred soul."


  Maniac smiled, then looked sidelong at Blair. "Sorry," he said, "but I learned long ago to never fly with anyone crazier than myself." Blair, who had similar reservations about Maniac, maintained a discreet silence. Marshall tipped his chin towards Manley's retreating back. "Hawk isn't happy that the hero rosters filling up."


  "How's that?" Blair asked.


  Maniac made a rude face. "He usually starts a conversation with the fact that he's got ninety-six confirmed kills. I think he resents you for ending the war before he got his century award. That's the kind of thing he'd take seriously. Maniac rubbed the triangular badge inked over his left breast pocket. He liked being this ship's designated hero. He ain't happy sharing that with me, much less you."


  Farnsworth's voice echoed down the hall, "Dammit, Carlson, we need more retarding foam forward of frame eleven. Get a move on it! Do you want to burn to death?"


  Blair and Maniac looked at each other. Marshall made a gesture to Blair with his hand. "This way to the bridge," Maniac said. Blair furrowed his brows at Marshall's odd tone of voice.


  They moved down the central corridor, stepping around a corpsman and several prostrate crew members. One crewman sucked from an oxygen bottle while the corpsman placed wet cloths on the others' foreheads.


  Maniac turned a corner, leading Blair to a heavily armored door embossed with the words auxiliary control room. A sign taped below that said operations/combat information center. A second, even more hastily lettered sign read chaos central.


  Maniac opened the heavy durasteel hatch. The makeshift bridge's most noticeable characteristics were the relative brightness of the room and the cleanliness of the air.


  The smoke-free bridge indicated the room had its own self-contained atmosphere. The air smelled faintly of lubricating oil and the slight staleness from being in the tank too long, but it was pure ambrosia compared to what the crew breathed.


  The carrier's CIC looked to be a scrimped together copy of a Fleet CVs combat center. He took in the cramped bridge stations, smaller twins of the ones destroyed topside, and the central holographic tank. Flat screens had been bolted in place between exposed pipes to accommodate several additional fighter control stations. Even with better lighting and air, the CIC was small and cramped, and inadequate for either the mission or the staff it had to support.


  An officer broke away from the small knot clustered around the holo-tank. It took Blair a moment for his watering eyes to adjust to the bright lights. "Captain?" he asked, his voice rising in pleased surprise.


  Eisen grinned, taking Blair's proffered hand and pumping it enthusiastically. "Damn, Chris," he said, "you have no idea how glad I am to see you." Blair frowned. Eisen looked careworn and thin, as though he had aged a decade since his defection.


  Blair glanced around the cramped control room. "Well," he said, "this sure ain't the Lex."


  Eisen made a face. "Yeah," he agreed, "it's a fixer-upper all right."


  "How bad is it?" Blair asked him.


  Eisen nodded, his voice grim. "They tell me Captain Dominguez was on the bridge when the Achilles attacked them with two torpedoes. He died, along with most of the bridge crew, and anyone who was in the crew spaces. They lost a third of the crew." He looked around. "We're still picking up the pieces."


  "I'm sorry," Blair said. "Did you know Captain Dominguez?"


  "Yeah," Eisen replied, "he was two classes ahead of me at the Academy. We served together during the Venice Offensive. That was three decades ago." Eisen smiled. "Admiral Richards knew we'd worked together. So he asked Raul to handle my, um, change of heart." Eisen's smile faded. "Now he's dead… along with a lot of others, and for what?" He lowered his head to sip from his cup. "What a waste."


  The officers by the 'tank quietly filed into a small briefing room attached to the bridge. Manley stood at the door, looking impatient.


  "Well," Eisen said, "its showtime."


  "What's up?" Blair asked.


  "C'mon," Maniac said, "you might as well see for yourself."


  Blair looked at Eisen, who made a "go ahead" gesture. The three shipmates crossed to the briefing room and entered, squeezing past a rack of data cores to stand in the back.


  Colonel Manley moved past them to the front of the room. "Now that we're all here," he said glancing without warmth at Blair, "lets get started. It was agreed that I'd preside here as I'm the senior-most officer with a Colonial commission. I thought we'd start with a review of our situation, move onto our damage control status, and then discuss what we're going to do about a commanding officer."


  Blair looked a question at Maniac, who pressed a finger to his lips.


  Manley cued a hastily installed projection map. Blair saw the Intrepid's small task group had moved back away from the jump point and appeared to be retreating across the system to the far point. The Lexington's task force and a second smaller group, labeled CLOSE ACTION GROUP-III FLEET? were shown as being somewhere within an ellipse based on elapsed time and movement probabilities.


  "We're down to thirty-one front line strike craft, with seventeen obsolete models—Sabers, Scimitars, and Ferrets—still in storage belowdecks. The flight deck is operational and we've got nine fighters, mostly obsolete, that we can fix, more or less. They're mostly older jobs," he looked at Blair, "with some notable exceptions."


  "The Lexington is holding steady on the other side of the jump point, though with our array down, the telemetry we're getting is spotty. Lieutenant Sosa," he said, tipping his head to the raven-haired woman, "maintains, based on traffic patterns and intercepted communications, that the Lex's command group is in disarray. She doesn't expect them to move for some time."


  "On other subjects, we've pulled far enough back from the jump point to give us some breathing room if she's wrong. We're still running at reduced speed. With the fuel residue we're leaking from the number one engine, we'll leave a trail wherever we go." He gave Farnsworth a wintery smile. "But now I'm stepping on Panther's thunder."


  He gestured towards her. "Tamara, would you care to report?"


  "Well," she said, "the fires have been contained up to frame nine, but are still pretty much out of control forward from there. We'll get it out eventually, but I can't tell you when."


  "What's the problem?" Manley asked.


  "Residual heat," she answered. "The fires are heating the metal bulkheads. Also, once we clear a room, we have to fog it to cool it enough for the fire crews to move through, and that takes time. We've also had problems with flashback, fires crawling along insulation or conductibles, and heat exhaustion among the fire crews."


  "I see," Manley said. "And what about the reactors?"


  "Well," Tamara replied, "I'd best pass that off to Captain Eisen. He's been gracious enough to look into it for us."


  "Captain?" Manley said, shifting his attention to Eisen.


  Blair could tell from the slight stress that Manley placed on Eisen's rank that he considered it honorary.


  "All right," Eisen said, pausing as if to gather his thoughts. He glanced at Tamara, who nodded. "Since I've been ruling in down in engineering, I'll start there." He paused. "The number one reactor breached before it could be scrammed and dumped into space. The whole number one drive is contaminated and is leaking fuel. We won't be able to relight it without some serious drydock time." He looked around at the grim-faced officers. "I don't think any of the engineering staff is going to make it. Most took lethal doses when the core breached, the rest exceeded their lifetime curie limits almost immediately afterwards. We don't have enough radiation abatement medication in the dispensary to handle the number of cases we have. We're going to lose at least some of the patients.


  "Also," he said, his expression sober, "we're down from three to one auxiliary power unit. The single APU is trying to do the job of all three: maintaining internal power, the fire suppression apparatus, the shields, and the floor field. It's pulling too much of a load as it is… that's why the lights keep browning out." He took a deep breath. "The unit's down to ninety percent as a result of overheating. If it drops too much more we might lose the gravity field."


  Blair winced. A momentary flux in either the floor field or the inertial dampers would subject the crew to the full effects of the ships acceleration. The ship's company would wind up as strawberry-colored smears on the rearward bulkheads. The expressions he saw on the other officers' faces told him they'd worked through to the same conclusions.


  "What are our options?" Manley asked.


  Eisen shrugged. "You have to take the strain off the unit. That's going to mean cutting all non-essentials. Jettison the frozen food, reset the thermostats to forty degrees Celsius, and drop your phase shields. That should lower your output requirements enough to let the APU cool. We probably won't recover any efficiency, but at least we won't lose anymore."


  "Tamara?" Manley asked, inviting her to comment.


  "He's the line officer," she answered, "not me. I don't have any engineering time."


  "Well," Manley said, "now that we have that out of the way, shall we move onto the next order of business?" He paused to glance at the assembly. "Our long range array is still out. Electronic interference from the gas giant is blocking our trans-light capability." He paused, taking a deep breath. "We need to figure out who's going to captain this rustbucket. We can't wait for a formal appointment from Richards."


  No one spoke. Manley scratched his cheek. "I'd like to propose Lieutenant Garibaldi for the job. He's the senior line officer on board, and technically the next in the chain of command on the Fleet side." He pointed to a young man with flaming red hair, who looked totally overwhelmed at the prospect.


  Sosa leaned forward in her chair, giving Blair his first good look at her. Her black hair tumbled around her face, framing her porcelain face. Blair was struck both by her beauty and the ready intelligence in her face. "Isn't Captain Eisen senior?" she asked.


  Blair looked at Maniac, who mimed an hourglass with his hands and mouthed "Sosa." He raised his fingertips to his lips and kissed them. Eisen looked at them and glared, silently ordering them to behave.


  Manley frowned. "Captain Eisen's ranks Confederation, not Colonial. He's not part of our fleet."


  "That's nonsense," Sosa snapped. "Captain Dominguez arranged Captain Eisen's defection. He was promised a full conversion. Full rank, seniority, and pay."


  "His arrangement was with Dominguez," Manley replied, "not us. We're not bound to honor that."


  "Don't you think we ought to ask him?" Sosa asked.


  "All right," Manley said. He looked at Eisen. "Do you have anything you want to say?"


  Eisen looked pained, as though recalling a difficult memory. "It's only fair that you know why I'm here, and given that I owe certain friends an explanation," he said with a side look at Blair, "I can kill two birds with one stone."


  He took a deep breath. "I was given the Lex when she came out of drydock," he said. "I received her commissioning pennant from Tolwyn himself." He frowned at the Intrepid officers' reaction to the SRA chief's name.


  "I began to have some concerns when a special ops man and his lot came on board. Their orders said they were supposed to be doing assessments of pieces of captured Kilrathi hardware. This guy, Seether, had authorization from Tolwyn himself to take whatever he needed for his 'project.' No questions asked." Blair saw Eisen's face cloud at the remembered outrage. "They evicted my crew from my launch bay and set up shop. I wasn't even allowed in, and it was my damn ship. It was the most highhanded thing I'd ever seen."


  Eisen took another sip from his coffee cup. He made a face at the taste. "Seether's people then set up their own communications array and began transmitting and receiving trans-light messages. There was also evidence that they were tapping into the Lexington's array, monitoring the ships traffic."


  "And?" Manley said, prompting Eisen to continue.


  "I make it a point to review and initial the communications logs every day," Eisen said. "I noticed a lot of message traffic originating from Earth and going directly to Seether and his crew. I used my command override to check the message numbers. Within twelve hours I received a personal message from Tolwyn himself telling me to mind my own business."


  "Wait a second," Sosa said, "I thought it was the commander's prerogative to inspect the logs."


  "So I understand," Eisen replied acidly. "Three days later I got a conference call from Admirals Harnett and Petranova. They gave me the 'we're all in this together for humanity' speech. It took me a while to realize they were trying to recruit me for something. I passed on what they were selling, and within two hours my command override had been suspended."


  "That was fast work," Blair injected.


  Eisen shrugged. "You could probably tell I was having grave doubts about the missions we were flying. We were being fed information that didn't fit what I was seeing. I'd been a little skeptical of the Holy Writ that said you Border Wonders' were behind the crisis on the frontier."


  "Thanks," Manley said dryly, "we appreciate the vote of confidence."


  Blair noticed Farnsworth kick him in the ankle. Eisen appeared to ignore the by-play.


  He set his coffee cup on the lectern behind him. "I took advantage of a lull to send Admiral Richards a private message."


  Blair nodded, recalling Richards' wartime reputation as the Confederation's preeminent code breaker and signals intelligence specialist. The man had first detected the Kilrathi super carriers via SIGINT and had tipped off the authorities in time to mount some kind of defense. Blair hadn't heard that Richards had returned to the Border Worlds. In a way, he was glad. No computer was safe and no network was secure with Richards and his band of electronic pirates on the loose.


  "Anyway," Eisen said, "Richards sent me a set of files and some rudimentary code-breaking programs. They weren't terribly sophisticated, just enough to crack the Lexington's protections and read the externals and address groups. We ran three hundred sequenced messages from Earth, Fleet Headquarters, and four coded systems. Seether's people were using code systems years ahead of the Fleet's. Mind you, this was supposed to be a research group, and they were receiving tactical signals."


  "I ended up playing detective for Richards; copying coded transmissions, collecting mission data, and comparing those to Fleet movements. We found an early correlation when traffic would increase before a 'crisis' happened. I really began to worry when I saw that."


  Eisen rubbed his hand across his brow. "I was just getting ready to package up the whole thing for Richards when I got relieved." He shook his head, his expression rueful. "Paulson's first act was to shut off my access codes, leaving me with no way to transmit my data. I had to carry it here by hand—and that meant defecting."


  "Richards arranged it with Dominguez, who knew me by sight." He tipped his head towards Sosa. "He also sent the lieutenant here to meet me here with a porta-comp stuffed with cryptography programs." He glanced upwards. "I guess it was her bad luck that this ship got hit and lost its entire comm-section. She's been working on getting the ship back on-line."


  Sosa raised her hand. "I have had some time to look at it," she said. She sounded slightly defensive to Blair. "It's all heavily coded, with lots of polyheuristics, but it is breakable. I think I can crack it—if given time. In the meantime we know very little about what's going on."


  "What's to know?" a pilot interjected from the seats.


  "All we need to know is that we're under attack while being blamed for raids we haven't done."


  "The details are in the radio traffic," Eisen insisted. "All we have to do is find it. If we can prove what's going on, we might be able to stop a war."


  "Or start one," someone mumbled.


  Blair saw that Eisen looked less than confident. "We're still missing a lot of the evidence. But I do know the Border Worlds and the Confed are being manipulated, pushed into a war we'd both lose." He pointed to Sosa. "Those tapes hopefully will identify who they are." He looked at Manley. "Are you satisfied I'm on the level, Colonel?"


  Manley looked around, polling the room for support, and not getting much back. "You're doubtless the most qualified, Captain," he said, smoothly changing sides, "I hope you'll fill in until Admiral Richards posts a replacement."


  Eisen gave him a long look. "Thank you, Colonel." He. took a deep breath. "I think the first order of business is going to be to pull the Intrepid back long enough for a refit."


  "We're running away?" a voice asked from the crowd.


  Blair felt Maniac bristle next to him. Marshall might be an iconoclast, but he apparently didn't appreciate seeing insubordination in others.


  "No," Eisen replied, choosing to take the questions head-on, rather than withdrawing behind his rank. Blair realized that the rough-and-tumble nature of the Border Worlds fleet allowed for tougher questioning than the Confed permitted. Eisen seemed to understand the same thing. He chose to answer questions he'd have shrugged off if he had still been on the Lex. "We won't remain combat operational for long on one-third power. We need to relight at least one more APO and flush the residual radiation out the number one drive bay. That'll keep us marginal until we get to a drydock. Any other questions?"


  He waited a moment, while the officers glanced back and forth. "Also," he said, "we're getting short on torpedoes and missiles—not to mention first-line fighters and pilots. We're in no shape to go toe-to-toe with the Lexington as we are." He flipped through the maps on the flat screen behind him until he found a sector chart. He tapped the jump point on the far side of the system with his fingertip, then traced a parabolic arc around the gas giant. "We'll slingshot around to the jump point, picking up some speed due to orbital mechanics. That'll let us cut our drives. Once we get to the jump point, we'll go through the Silenos Nebula to cover our tracks, then withdraw to the Orestes system. We'll do a combat resupply there as well as a hasty refit."


  Blair watched the Intrepid's surviving officers glance back and forth. No one ventured a comment.


  "Now," Eisen said, "it's time for the dreaded personnel shuffle. I'm going to appoint Major Marshall to fill in provisionally for Colonel Shima. Her squadron'll need a senior officer, at least until we can get a permanent replacement." He tapped his finger on the lectern. "Lieutenant Garibaldi'll serve as my exec." He looked at the sober-faced, red-headed officer. "Your first order is to cut yourself an order for promoting yourself to lieutenant-commander. I don't like my executive officers to be too junior."


  "Sir!" Garibaldi piped. "Can you do that?"


  "I don't know," Eisen answered, "but I know it's easier to beg forgiveness than ask permission."


  A Colonial officer sitting in front of Blair turned to her fellow. "I think he's gonna work out," she whispered.


  "Let's see," Eisen continued, "that leaves a hole at Ops. Colonel Blair will fill in as the operations officer." He looked up. "Chris—what was your degree in?"


  "Electronic engineering," Blair answered, "but that was thirty years ago!"


  Eisen smiled. "You'll also take over communications from Lieutenant Sosa. That'll free her to work on her code breaking." He shifted his gaze to Sosa. "Lieutenant, you'll drop back to deputy CommO and OpsO. That'll keep Blair on the flight roster. Get him up to speed and get to work on that cryptography.


  "Other than that, there're no changes. Colonel Farnsworth'll stay on as Damage Control, and Colonel Manley—you'll retain the wing, as well as your logistics and squadron commanders hats."


  He took in the whole group. "Are there any questions?" Blair noticed he waited about two seconds before wrapping up the briefing. "All right then, people, get to work. We're burning daylight."


  Blair noticed it was a tribute to his skills that the officers jumped up and responded as though Eisen had been in command for months, rather than minutes. Even Manley.


  Maniac turned to Blair, then grinned. "Well, hero," he said, "I'd better shove off." Blair followed his gaze and saw Sosa working her way across the briefing room towards them. "Lucky bastard," Blair heard him mumble as he left.


  Blair watched her approach. He guessed she was in her middle-to-late twenties. He noticed her shoulder-length black hair and china-blue eyes, then chided himself for noticing. Don't get interested, Chris, he told himself, or it'll be like Rachel all over again.


  He wasn't listening.


  "Colonel Blair?" she said as she stepped up to him. She smiled, a little nervously. "I'm. First Lieutenant Velina Sosa—I run the 'switchboard' here. I guess you're taking over?"


  "Not really," he answered. She had an engaging personality and an open, friendly smile. "I'll just be running blocker for you, Lieutenant, so you can finish breaking those files."


  She smiled again and extended her hand. "Fair enough, I guess. Shall I show you what passes for a comm center here?"


  They shook hands. The warmth of her skin surprised him. Of course her skin's hot, the voice inside him said, the whole damn ship's hot. "Uhh… lead on, Lieutenant," he said, feeling a little silly.


  She led him out of the briefing room, giving him a view of her trim figure. He sighed, suddenly feeling his age.


  She took him from station to station, explaining the purpose of each and answering his questions. Blair was heartily grateful for her in-depth knowledge of the system. He'd served as the officer of the deck on innumerable occasions in his career, and worked as an operations and flight deck officer repeatedly, but the hodge-podge equipment was new to his experience.


  "How often does this stuff break down?" he asked her.


  "Daily," she replied.


  "What do you do then?"


  She smiled. The male in him noticed she was just tall enough to see over his shoulder, the perfect height for a dancing partner. He swallowed, telling himself to behave.


  "We fix it," she said. She laughed at his pained expression. "You do have an engineering degree, don't you?"


  "Barely," he replied. "What I wanted to do was fly. I learned just enough to get my basic degree and get into flight school." He looked at her. "What'd you do your degree work in?"


  "Dual Masters in theoretical mathematics and linguistics from Oxford. I was doing my doctoral work on theoretical numbers and phase-shift inducers when Admiral Richards recruited me."


  Blair nodded politely, aware he was out of his depth. "Anyway," she laughed, "I've been on the admiral's staff—one of the 'Black Gang'—for about the last two years."


  They shared another smile. Sosa seemed suddenly nervous. She looked away. "Let's go over to the light table. I'd better bring you up to speed on the system diagrams. The fires have been melting the fiber optics systems, so I'd better show you where the bridges are."


  Blair followed her to the damage control station and watched as she cued the ship's schematics. The ship was much more badly damaged than it first appeared. Almost a third of the internal sections glowed either amber or red, indicating partial or full damage. The core fighting systems appeared to be intact, and, except for the power shortage, appeared battle-ready. Either the Achilles had been especially good at hitting non-essential systems or the damage control parties were exceptionally good.


  She took him through the major communications and electronic countermeasures sub-systems, pointing out where her crews had cobbled things together. He caught a whiff of her perfume as she idly tucked one bang back behind her ear. He found himself wondering how she managed to smell clean, with just a hint of spiciness, on a ship with no showers.


  A chirping noise from her pocket interrupted her briefing. She pulled it out and opened it. "Sosa," she said.


  Blair heard a tinny voice coming from the unit's tiny speaker. "Velina, it's Pliers. Is Colonel Blair with you?"


  "Yes," she replied, "do you need him?"


  "Have him come down to the flight deck. We got his bird fixed, and I need him to sign off on the repairs."


  "Okay," she said. "Sosa out." She closed the comm-unit.


  Blair looked at his watch. "That was fast." He laughed. "You really have a maintenance tech named Pliers?"


  She smiled, showing dimples. "He was a master chief for the Confed Fleet who retired out this way after the war." She shrugged. "He treats me like I'm his daughter."


  "I see," Blair said, grinning, "I guess I ought to head down there."


  She dipped her head. "If there's anything else I can help you with, Colonel, please don't hesitate to call."


  He nodded and returned to the flight deck. He found his thoughts turning to her as he walked. She'd seemed just a little friendlier and more open than her duties required. Was she interested in him, or was his imagination working overtime? He laughed at himself. You old goat, he thought. What would she want with your old carcass?


  He descended the ladder, coughing a little in the noxious air. Rachel Corialis' face sprang, unbidden, into his mind. He felt the pain of her departure as sharply as if she had just left him. He wasn't ready to go through that again,


  he told himself firmly. His thoughts, betraying him again, turned to Sosa's clean, spicy scent.


  He stepped onto the flight deck, swearing at himself for his folly.


  An older man, his coveralls spotted with grease and other, less identifiable fluids, walked up to him. "You Blair?" he asked in a gravelly voice. Blair took a long look at the leather-faced old coot with his fringe of snow white hair.


  "I'm Colonel Blair," Chris corrected, putting the slightest stress on his rank.


  The maintenance tech looked at Blair skeptically, tipping his head to one side. "So," he said sourly, "if it ain't the new kid, here to save us from the Feds."


  Blair felt his eyebrows rise. He could not recall the last time he'd been called "kid," certainly not since he had turned forty. "I don't know about that," he said, feeling the tension between them.


  The tech looked at him, the corners of his eyes crinkling into crow's-feet as he looked at Blair. He grinned and burst out laughing. "Pleased ta know you, kid." He tapped his chest. "Chief Tech Bob Sykes. Most folks call me Pliers."


  "Most folks don't call me 'kid,'" Blair said dryly.


  "Most folks ain't as old as I am," Pliers retorted, "so everybody's a kid to me." He crooked a finger at Blair. "You'd better come see what I did with the crate you brought in."


  He led Blair towards the flight deck. Chris saw lines of the Intrepid's fighters lined up, facing forward.


  "This is your ready group?" he asked.


  "Yup," Pliers answered, "ready group, strike group, and magnum launch, all rolled into one!" He stopped and pointed at the painted marks. "We don't have a catapult, so we got to run them here on the deck—get them going under full afterburners, push them out, and pray. We can only use a third of the deck for spotting, so that cuts down on how many we can launch at a time." Pliers walked away, heading around the last rank of spotted fighters. "I'm told being in the back's better, 'cause it gives you a little extra distance for getting up to speed." Blair frowned at the tech's malicious grin.


  He followed Pliers around the last fighter, to where his Thunderbolt stood, ready for launch. He wasn't certain what surprised him more, that it had been repaired, or that it had a Mark IV torpedo slung from its belly.


  "Is that a torpedo?" Blair asked.


  Pliers looked at him, long and hard. "You're observant, kid," he said sarcastically. "We ain't got but six ships that'll carry torps, and yours is one of them." He pointed to the back rank of fighters. He saw, in addition to his own Thunderbolt, a pair of tired-looking Broadswords and three old Saber conversions.


  Pliers smiled. Blair saw a gleam in his eyes as he looked at the T-bolt. "Ain't worked on one of those birds in a while. Not since the war."


  "How'd you fix her so fast?" Blair asked. "I thought the bent wing would have to be pulled and replaced."


  "Naw," Pliers said, "the T-bolt uses the same strut and bow assembly as the Rapier, and we've got four of those we're using for parts. All we had to do was match panels and cut them to fit." He shrugged. "Your wing tanks a write-off, so your fuel'll be low, but I did get the thrusters fixed and aligned."


  "I'm impressed," Blair replied.


  Pliers took a packet out of his pocket and removed a black-looking clump that he stuffed into his mouth.


  Blair winced. "Is that tobacco?" he said, trying to keep the disgust out of his voice.


  "Yeah," Pliers replied, holding the pouch out to Blair. "You want some?"


  Blair kept his expression still as Pliers bit down and chewed at the lump in his cheek. "Thanks, no."


  "Suit yourself," the old man said as he rolled the pouch up and put it back into his pocket. He leaned over and spat a long, brown stream onto the deck. Blair winced again.


  "Yup," Pliers said, "when you kids bend 'em, I fix 'em."


  "That's a later model than I've seen before, though." He looked at the fighter again, his expression wistful. "Yep, I could do a few things with that baby—touch up the engines, tweak the specs a little." He looked at Blair. "Give me a couple of days, and I could give you one hot ship."


  Blair thought about all of the times he'd been outrun or outmaneuvered in a Thunderbolt. The idea of matching the heavy fighter's firepower with a lighter ship's speed or maneuverability appealed to him. Especially with Seether lurking out there somewhere. "This I'd like to see."


  Pliers spat another jet onto the deck and smiled. "You just wait and you will see."


  Blair opened his mouth to respond when red lights began to flash around the perimeter of the bay. An old fashioned loudspeaker began to bray the ship's alarm code.


  "It's a scramble!" Pliers yelled. Blair sprinted for his ship, grateful he still wore his dirty flight suit.


  "Attention!" a voice said. Blair recognized Sosa's voice through the loudhailer's crackle and distortion. "All hands to action stations. Fighters inbound. All pilots to launch deck. Attention! This is not a drill."


  Blair dashed across the last few meters of the flight deck, dodging crew members who emerged from nowhere, springing up from crash carts or tiny niches from which they could steal some shut-eye.


  Deck hands rolled a ladder up to the Thunderbolt. Blair scrambled up as the canopy whirred open. He slid into the acceleration chair, grabbed the helmet from its place on the control yoke, and popped it on. Willing hands grabbed the straps, snapping him into place, and plugging in his intercom wires. All around him he saw other ships readying, their crews prepping the pilots. Engines fired, filling the cavernous bay with sound and smoke. Loose scraps of paper and blanket material swirled in the dark, cluttered bay.


  Pliers heaved himself up the ladder. Blair had to lean towards him to hear what he was saying. "… and you don't have enough rolling room to clear the deck!" the old man yelled.


  "What!?" Blair yelled back, convinced he was hearing about one word in three.


  "We rigged you with a pair of JATO bottles," Pliers yelled.


  "What's a JATO?" Blair yelled back.


  "Jet Assisted Take-Off," Pliers said, his lips against Blair's helmet. "Booster rockets. We think it'll be enough."


  "You think?"


  "Well," Pliers said, "the computer says it'll work… but it's an old computer."


  Blair stared at him, dumbfounded. Pliers clapped him on the shoulder and retreated, pulling the ladder away with him. Blair, shaking his head in disbelief, matched his bearing and started his fuel-feed system. The turbines span up smoothly, ready to feed steady fuel to the thirsty main engines. His fuel reading flicked down a notch, then steadied out at seventy-five percent. He looked down at the ground crewman stationed on each wing. They each raised one thumb, indicating the area behind the ship was clear. He raised his own thumb, making eye contact with each in turn, then hit his main drives.


  The ship shuddered as the twin engines spun up and ignited. He felt the fighter jerk forward.


  "Flight control to wing," Sosa said, her warm voice taut with excitement. "The TCS Lexington followed us through the jump point. We've got thirty-plus fighters inbound."


  "Roger," Hawk said, answering for the wing. "Panther, you and I'll have to keep them from getting to the carrier. Blair… Tiger, you take the bomber group and Maniac. Try to take out the carrier. Your callsign'll be Thor." He paused, the static crackling in Blair's ears as the local stars added their voices to the frequency. "If we blow this, it'll be a long float home."


  "Stand by for launch," Sosa said. Blair felt his stomach grow queasy at the thought of firing on the Lex. They were his friends, his comrades.


  "Launch!" she ordered. The first Rapier hurled itself forward, its afterburners on full thrust. It cut through the force curtain and into space. The fighters fired off the deck in five-second intervals. The Scimitar in front of Blair's Thunderbolt vanished in a cloud of smoke and a circular blue compression ring. Blair saw only the groundcrews scrambling for the safety of the dock edges.


  He looked down at Pliers and raised his right hand. He used his left to spool up his afterburners. He felt the Thunderbolt shake and shudder as it strained to move forward. He waited for the engine thrust to edge into the red, then cut his arm down. The crewmen pulled the blocks.


  The Thunderbolt blazed forward, pushing him back in his seat. The JATO bottles ignited a moment later, their thrust slamming him hard against his chair. He breathed deeply, trying to keep his breastbone from kissing his spine.


  He raced through the force curtain and into space. The weight fell away from his chest as the fighter's inertial dampers took over from the ships artificial gravity. He hauled his stick to the left, entering the recovery orbit and finishing his clearing turn. The JATO bottles failed, the last of their thrust bleeding away as they expended their fuel.


  He jettisoned them. Telemetry began to roll in from Sosa's communications operators. Blair saw the Lexington, advancing alone on the battered Intrepid behind a wall of fighters. Where the hell were the escorts? A fleet carrier was simply too valuable to be allowed to go anywhere by itself, especially on an attack.


  He scanned his tactical plot, then checked his map. The wall of Lexington fighters prevented him from approaching the flattop directly. Perhaps he could slip around one flank…


  He cued his radio. "Thor Leader to Thor elements. Form on me, base course two-seven-zero, Z minus twenty-five." He angled down and away from the small task group, taking himself out of the ship's plane to make it easier for his scattered ships to assemble. The remainder of the Intrepid's Forces swirled and dove, seeking to form up into their respective squadrons. The delay in organizing allowed the Confed fighters to close on the rebels. This was the time, Blair thought, that the Border Wonders' would feel the hurt of their primitive systems.


  The leading edge of the Lexington's forces were visibly nearer the rebel carrier as the first of Hawk's patrols engaged them. Blair switched to his targeting computer and saw the cluster of blue and red dots begin to swirl around each other as both sides fed forces into the fray.


  Blair glanced outside the cockpit to check on his rump squadron. Both Broadswords were present, as were two of the three Sabers. His eye was drawn to the distant battle. Red, blue, and white beams arced across the night sky, appearing from Blair's perspective to connect star to star. It was weirdly beautiful, even the bright flashes that marked the end of one ship or another.


  The carrier behind Blair opened up, the heavier weapons of her anti-boat batteries lancing out to engage the fighters that wandered into range. A trickle of light ships, Ferrets and an odd Arrow, still emerged from the Intrepid's bay as ground crews brought them up from below and spotted them for launch. The latecomers were fed into the blazing fight in singles and pairs, adding their guns and missiles to the Intrepid's weight. The frigates and smaller escorts began to creep closer to the dogfight, interposing themselves between the fighters and the battered, vulnerable ship behind.


  Blair listened to the babble on the primary channels, the curses and shouts of victors, the screams and pleas of the dying, Hawk's and Panther's commands as they tried to hold the wolves away from the carrier, and Sosa's calm voice as she coordinated the disparate elements of the defense. Blair glanced at the fight, at his assembled charges, and then checked his nav map.


  "Well, boss," Maniac said, "we don't stand a chance in that. What do we do?"


  Maniac closed up on his right flank, flying a Rapier with markings from an old cruiser, the TCS Caledonia. Behind him straggled three other early model Rapiers, the balance of Marshall's "squadron." The fire behind Blair intensified as several Confed fighters broke from the main group to begin their attack run. The light escorts opened up in earnest, attempting to swat them down before they could begin their torpedo runs.


  He looked at the map again, then out his cockpit at the huge, red gas giant that dominated one quarter of the view. He stared at it a moment, while the edges of a plan took shape. "Thor Leader to Thors, assume course one-nine-one, Z minus fifteen. Maximum burn."


  Maniac appeared a moment later, as Blair knew he would. "We're running away?"


  "No," Blair replied, "remember what you told me about Hawk?"


  Maniac paused. "You mean the asteroids?"


  "Yeah," Blair answered, "we're gonna do the same thing. We'll dogleg around the fight, swing down behind the gas giant, then come around and hit Lex as she passes."


  "I like it," Maniac replied.


  Blair used his short-range laser link to file his attack plan with the Intrepid's CIC, then led his force out and away from the fight. Once free of the immediate vicinity of the battle, he cut his Thunderbolt sharply over and dove hard for the large gas giant that was the system's third planet. He pulled his fighter into a tight orbit, settling himself inside the planets uppermost layer of atmosphere. A close approach would mask his ships within the planet's clutter, making him functionally invisible. His phase shields began to register damage as the upper atmosphere lashed at his ship.


  The close presence of the planet masked almost all of Blair's communications, though snippets of chatter did get through. It was obvious even from a few brief sentences that the Intrepid and her fighters were in trouble. The carrier had been hit once again, though she still seemed to be in the fight. Her fighters had broken and were falling back while the Lexington's howled after them in hot pursuit.


  His tactical plot skipped and jumped as the Lexington's drive plume came into sight. "All right," he said, "ease forward until you can start your lock-on sequence. Sabers, you stay under cover. If we botch this, then you'll take over as a second wave." He goosed his throttles, powering his Thunderbolt forward and out of its tight orbit. He switched his ordnance control to his torpedo, then began his countdown cycle.


  The two Broadswords eased out from behind the planet's bulk and began their own targeting sequences. Maniac and company held to their flanks, ready to guard them during the vulnerable time it took for their AIs to defeat the Lexington's phase shielding and transmit a firing solution to the torpedoes.


  He watched the Lex power closer, sliding from a port quarter to three-quarter view as the torpedo's reticule crawled towards the center of his HUD. The Lexington reoriented and launched another small cluster of fighters. Blair saw both bays were in operation, a fact that both chilled and reassured him that his decision to defect had been the correct one.


  The torpedo locked on—breaking his musing and forcing the moment of truth. The Broadswords tipped up, presenting their bellies to the carrier as they armed their active locks and readied to fire. He pushed his throttles forward, sliding out of the planets shelter and pushing forward towards the ship. "Thor Leader to Thors," he said, "stand fast. I'll take the first shot. If I miss, or get blown away, then launch. Go for a fire-power kill, rather than a ship kill. It'll be enough if we knock her out of the battle."


  He watched his range counter dropping. He waited for the carrier's defensive batteries to fire, the ship to begin evasive maneuvering, or interceptors to launch against him. Nothing. The Lex continued straight on, intent on its distant prey and seemingly oblivious to the threat that was literally under its nose. Blair's ships had achieved the rare situation of having complete surprise.


  The carriers vulnerability screamed of incompetence. She'd advanced without escort after a desperate opponent, apparently without even arming her defensive batteries.


  Blair used Paulson's sloppiness to his advantage, angling to his left for a solid, bows-on shot. His range counter continued to drop, until it showed he was within twenty-five hundred kilometers of the target. He fired the Mark IV, noting the red-blue flare of its drive plume as it launched away. "Fox One," he reported, "bearings set and matched. Running hot and true." He held his course, tracking the weapon's approach. It bored in on the ship, ready to wreak havoc.


  His gut twinged at the deaths that would be on his hands. Catscratch, Vagabond, and the others he'd met had done nothing to deserve what he was about to deliver. He suspected many in the Lexington's crew would rebel if they knew what they were serving. He realized he didn't have it in him to destroy the carrier. He raised his eyebrows. Perhaps he didn't have to kill the carrier to make it go away.


  He opened the torpedo's "auto-destruct" cover switch and depressed the arming button. The torpedo closed on the carrier, moving into terminal guidance mode as it entered the ship's electromagnetic field. Blair mashed the button again, detonating the warhead about a hundred meters from its target.


  The fusion detonation enveloped the front of the ship, coruscating the phase shields in a shower of red, blue, and green. Plumes of static discharge spread around the bows and trailed back, like ripples in water. The shockwave hit the Lexington a second later, shaking the front of the ship like a terrier with a bone. Blair sighed with relief when he saw the ship's intact bows emerging from the near side of the blast. He hadn't hit it after all.


  The fireball conformed itself to the chin under the bows that formed the ends of the launch tubes. The fading energy swept along and through the weaker force curtains that protected the tubes' mouths. Blair saw secondary explosions ripple along the leading edges of the launch bays.


  A single Arrow launched into the middle of the maelstrom. It hit the swirling energy and tumbled out of control, swinging upward and slamming into the carrier's belly. The wreckage swept back into the starboard bay's mouth like a fly disappearing into a fish. Fires raged along the fronts of both bays, halting launch operations. The Lexington could recover fighters, but little else. She was effectively out of the battle.


  Maniac's close-in communications laser painted Blair's array. "Funny how the torpedo blew up like that, all nice and premature," Maniac said, laughing. "I'll bet nobody got hurt, and it looks like you got those bays knocked out good and proper. This must be your lucky day."


  "What do you mean?" Blair asked.


  "My instruments say their hull integrity is intact. They got off lightly, other than being toasty-warm up front." He laughed again. "I have to give you credit for that. I didn't think you'd do it."


  "And?" Blair said, expecting the worst.


  "Don't worry," Maniac said. "I think you made the right decision."


  "Thanks," Blair said.


  "Besides," Maniac said, "you drove her off. The Lady's turning away. Her fighters are withdrawing. Good job, hero." Blair thought that, for once, Maniac didn't sound sarcastic.


  "Fine," he replied, a little shortly. "Lets go home. We've got to get out of this system."


  Maniac chuckled again as he came alongside. "Right, boss," he said. "Anything you say."


  Seether sat in Paulson's plush, jump-capable shuttle, reading the captains report on the Lexington's damage. The portside bay had lost the final alignment stage of the bays' firing coils. The pilots, their morale already battered by the defection of two of their senior officers and the loss of five comrades' ejection pods to the rebels or to space, had refused to essay the bay without the final stage being repaired. Paulson had caved in to their deputation, effectively ending offensive flight operations from the port bay until it was fixed. It would figure that an alignment coil required depot echelon maintenance. For want of a nail…


  He had to admit to himself that he would have done the same thing if he had been in the pilots' boots. They needed the alignment coil to ensure the launch cradles' accurate retraction and the final positioning of the fighters as they emerged from the tubes. Without it, each launch was unpredictable, as was cradle retraction. The combination could be fatal.


  The starboard bay had suffered even more physical damage. An Arrow had detonated and had lodged in the bay's throat. Its ordnance had exploded, sending burning fuel and pieces of payload into the launch area proper. Six Project personnel had died.


  The carrier would be out of action for a month, perhaps six weeks. Admiral Petranova was throwing a ring-tailed fit over the damage to her sole fleet carrier. More importantly, The Project was losing its main portable platform. Their remote base would have to pick up the slack, lengthening mission times and increasing the risks of detection until they could get another asset like the Lexington under their control.


  Those assets, like competent and loyal carrier skippers, weren't exactly growing on trees. There would also be a time delay in closing up shop on the Lex, sterilizing the work area, and moving the test platforms elsewhere. Seether was amazed at how much damage could be wrought during one three-hour nap.


  He looked slowly up at Paulson, the architect of this mess. He found himself surprisingly in control of his temper. His emotion control drills were paying off.


  Paulson paced between the starboard portholes and the airlock, his actors face outwardly calm. Only the tic above his right eye gave some indicator of the man's state of mind. "My God," he said quietly, over and over, "what a disaster."


  He looked up from his pacing and saw Seether watching him. "You have to support me," he blurted. "You've got to back me with Petranova!"


  "Stop your whining," Seether replied. He felt his temper heat a notch as Paulson tried to wriggle off the hook he'd sunk into himself. "You were given the Lexington with the understanding that you'd obey my orders." He ticked off the points on his fingers. "You chose to take off after the rebels on your own initiative, you left the escorts behind, you didn't sweep for ambushes, you committed your pilots to battle piecemeal, and at the first sight of trouble you abandoned the fight and any pilots who'd ejected. The choice to commit was yours… and so are the consequences."


  "B-but you were in charge," Paulson said. His voice hardened. "I'll take you down, too, you son of a bitch, if you don't back my play. I'll expose the whole lot of you."


  Seether felt his temper heat. How dare this man try and threaten him, threaten all they'd worked for, to save himself? Paulson was nothing more than a professional bureaucrat, a bottom feeding glad-hander whose principle skills were blaming others and shedding his mistakes the way a duck shed water.


  "I think everyone will agree that even I have to sleep sometime," Seether replied. He had made just enough of a mistake in leaving Paulson unsupervised for the captain to cloud the issue. The man might yet wriggle out of this.


  Not this time, Seether thought grimly. He stepped up to Paulson, who looked at him with mixed desperation and aggression. Paulson stopped pacing, unknowingly placing his back to the airlock. "You'd better back me up," he repeated, "or else."


  "You're right," Seether said, dissembling, "I am somewhat responsible." He smiled. "But I think forgiveness is possible. You didn't know any better."


  Paulson smiled nervously, not liking Seether's tone but grasping at the proffered straw. "You think so? What'll happen to me?"


  "Oh," Seether replied, "I think you'll be reassigned. Probably a deep space command. A very deep space command."


  He handed the sheaf of papers to Paulson with his left hand, who instinctively looked down and raised his hands to take them. Seether flicked his right wrist, flipping the laser knife from its concealed pouch up his sleeve. He snapped it open and hit the power button with one deft movement. Paulson had taken the papers when Seether slashed him across the throat.


  Arterial blood sprayed inside the shuttle, spattering Seether, the richly appointed chairs, the bulkheads, floor, and overhead. Paulson, a stunned expression on his face, dropped the papers and raised his hand to his throat. A stream of bubbles blew from his opened airway as he tried to scream. Seether heard only a gassy noise as Paulson went to his knees. Seether stepped forward and hit the inner airlock door. Paulson's chest heaved as he tried to draw air into his lungs and inhaled only blood.


  The shuttle's alarm chimed as Seether hit the override. The inner door slid open. Seether grabbed Paulson by the hair and flung him into the lock. He quickly closed it and hit the "Emergency Purge" control. The outer door blew, launching Paulson into space with the unrecovered atmosphere.


  "See," Seether said, "I've forgiven you already." Paulson, his face frozen in a rictus of agonized horror, drifted alongside a moment, then began to fall back as the shuttle's autopilot made a small course correction.


  Seether turned and looked at the inside of the shuttle. The place looked like an abattoir. He looked down at the blood on his hands, on the knife, and on his clothes. He considered advising Petranova that he'd dealt with Paulson, then changed his mind. Ludmilla Petranova, Third Fleet Commander, wasn't on his list of favorite people, not after the reaming she'd given him over Paulson's debacle. She'd learn about Paulson's fate through channels. It would remind her of her status within The Project.


  He shrugged, returned the knife to its pouch, and went forward to program the shuttle for jump.


  


  


  • CHAPTER EIGHT


  Senator James Taggart leaned over the wet bar. His cloak of office lay casually thrown over a chair back, alongside the gavel that marked his position as the year's Master of the Assembly. The gavel conferred no special powers outside the Great Hall, but its presence in the small committee rooms lent him a certain weight and respect not usually accorded a freshman senator.


  The day's Ways and Means Committee meeting had been reasonably successful, or at least no more rancorous and chaotic than usual. The committee decided what programs lived and died, which military bases closed, which planets received largesse, how much taxes increased, and who paid them. It was a key committee and a plum assignment. It was also a royal headache.


  He sighed. He supposed it was inevitable that he and his colleagues would be called the "God Squad," but they simply didn't have the money to meet basic expenses, much less to fund all the projects that the senators begged them to consider. His esteemed colleagues often fought like dogs over scraps, with entrenched interests locked in mortal combat over sparse resources.


  Unfortunately, many of the contenders were deserving. So many planets desperately needed help, and with tax receipts down, they had little to give. Their task was to reach above the squabbling and find projects whose impact would be out of proportion to their funding, rather than the other way around.


  The funding issues and Ways and Means problems didn't cut much ice with politicians who had built their careers on larding up their home planets, or faced reelection and were desperate to take their restless, unemployed constituents at home some tangible proof of their efforts. Threats and bribes flowed freely as elections closed in on those whose heads were on the block.


  Och, Paladin, me boy, don't take on like that, he chided himself, th' others're just tryin' tae do the best they can for th' folks back home.


  He was lucky that, unlike the bottom feeders infesting the Assembly, he didn't have to whore himself to take care of the home folks. His own planet, Altair, was a soldiers' colony. Altairians appreciated soldier's talk, the blunter the better. He had promised his people only to try his best. He felt proud to serve them, proud they placed their trust in him.


  He rubbed his finger along his jawline. "Now where hae' I put that wee bottle o' single malt?"


  The door chimed, announcing a visitor.


  "Come in."


  Geoffrey Tolwyn entered, wearing an everyday uniform. Taggart took that in, along with his sober expression and stiff back. Tolwyn rarely came to the Senate in anything less than full dress, and then only to address full committees. The fact that he would deign to visit a single senator in his office suggested something was up.


  Tolwyn looked around the small room. He nodded in approval. "You're doing well, Paladin, to rate an office this close to the Assembly Hall."


  "I'm gettin' by, Admiral," he said, smiling. "To what do I owe this pleasant surprise?"


  Had Tolwyn come to gloat? He had gotten his defense budget, or nearly all of it, in a tough fight against Taggart's faction, who had fought to expand the merchant marine and subsidize shipbuilding. His esoteric arguments for more commercial hulls to haul freight had failed against Tolwyn's visceral appeals that cutting the budget equaled emasculating the military.


  Tolwyn looked uneasy. "I'm supposed to present my biennial report to the defense committee tomorrow," he said. "I figured I'd best give it to you first."


  Taggart waved him towards a chair. "Och, is it about your wee super-carriers?"


  "No," Tolwyn replied, "we've pushed up the production schedule. The Vesuvius'll be ready for shakedowns in a week or so. The crews looking forward to you christening the ship, Senator, it'll be an inspiration to them."


  Taggart nodded, ignoring Tolwyn's glad-handing. "And the St. Helens?"


  Tolwyn scratched his cheek. "Her engine and run-up tests are complete. She's taking on fuel and weapons. We're shifting to an accelerated construction schedule to finish the bays."


  "Why the rush?" Taggart asked, mentally toting up the cost of speeding up the already ruinously expensive program.


  "Bad news from the frontier, Paladin," Tolwyn answered. "We need those carriers in service as soon as possible."


  "What kind of trouble?"


  Tolwyn's face grew even longer. "Treason."


  Taggart refused to let himself be drawn. "Will you join me for a glass, then? Bad news should ne'er pass a dry throat."


  "No," Tolwyn replied. He took a deep breath. "Eisen, Blair, and Maniac Marshall all defected to the rebels. They went over three days back. According to our telemetry, either Blair or Marshall torpedoed the Lexington. She's out of action, and heading in for repairs."


  Taggart nearly dropped the bottle he'd snagged from the bar. He looked down at it, trying to cover his confusion. At that moment, Tolwyn could have knocked him over with a feather. "My God," he choked out. "The lad was always strong-willed… but this is shocking. What happened?"


  "We don't really know, Paladin. But they hurt the Lex."


  Taggart felt he'd been pummelled. "How many dead?"


  "Casualty figures have yet to come in," Tolwyn said, his voice flat and unreadable. "But we lost three-hundred thirty on the Achilles last week. We don't know if Eisen or Blair helped the rebels before they went over. Eisen had the Lex's command codes. He could have fed them telemetry on the Achilles."


  "Why?" he asked, his accent failing him. "They're some of the best men we've got, all old and trusted comrades. What would make them go…" He paused, unable to bring himself to say the word "betray."


  "… over like that?"


  "I don't know," Tolwyn answered. "I'm just as confused by this as you are." He spread his palms. "What intelligence we've managed to collect is… unreliable. Our networks are collapsing; the data we get from them is erratic. All we know is that the frontier is on the verge of war."


  Taggart looked at him carefully, trying to see behind his eyes. "You still don't have any idea of who's behind all this?"


  Tolwyn replied, "None, at least not specifically. One thing is clear, however. The Border Worlds' forces are increasingly aggressive. Blair was flying off a Border Worlds' carrier when he hit the Lexington. We think this ship destroyed the Achilles."


  Taggart leaned against the bar. "Is that confirmed, Admiral? An active service Border Worlds' ship?" He closed his eyes at Tolwyn's single confirming nod. "Then it'll be war," he said softly. "The Senate won't stand for that. Not a bit."


  "No," Tolwyn said, shaking his head, "my aides tell me a resolution declaring war on the Border Worlds will be brought up for debate before the full Assembly within a week." He stopped himself. "Let's hope war isn't our only option…"


  Taggart had to struggle to keep his face still. Tolwyn wasn't giving his report until the following morning. So how could he possibly know what the Assembly might do in response?


  "I still don't understand how this could happen," he said, hoping to draw him out.


  Tolwyn looked away. "Who knows why anything happens anymore? The whole damned structure of society is collapsing around us. Debts are mounting, trade and trust are falling, and even Earth, the center of our culture, is blighted. The center is failing and the periphery is falling into chaos. Is it any wonder that insane things are happening?"


  "I'm not sure I'm following you," Taggart replied, a little alarmed by Tolwyn's response. The admiral looked at him, his eyes alive with uncharacteristic intensity.


  "Surely you can see it for yourself, Paladin, even from up there in your council rooms. Our Confederation is disintegrating. We're losing our frontier stars while the central government haggles over words and nuances of laws that will just be ignored. We're falling into anarchy, atrophying as our economies falter, our Fleet withers away, and our so-called leaders squabble. We're fraying, flying apart as we lose our common ground, our center." He fixed Taggart with a fierce stare. "People are starving and as they starve, they forget their civilization. Face it, our golden age is passing and all that awaits is ruination and conquest by whatever force decides it wants us."


  Taggart studied Tolwyn's face as the admiral ranted. The Tolwyn he knew subscribed to bitter logic, never flinching from the hard choices or cold, calculated decisions that often cost lives. The Tolwyn of old never would have permitted himself this rambling discourse.


  Had the strain on the admiral proven too much? Taggart knew he wasn't ready to essay that kind of judgement. Thinking of Tolwyn's gloomy take on the human condition, however, only added to his own worries. "I'm not sure that it's all that bad," he replied, trying to put the best face on the situation. "We've had worse problems before, and we've found ways out of them. I'm sure we will again."


  "Then you're blind." Tolwyn turned away and opened the door. "If I hear anything new about Eisen or Blair, I'll keep you posted." He swept out of the room, less a man and more a force of nature. The door, sensing his departure, closed behind him.


  Taggart looked down at the bottle, seeing the label for the first time. "There you are," he said, as he poured himself a generous drink from the bottle of single malt.


  He could not accept that Eisen and Blair could be disloyal. Something must have driven them to it, something serious. "What are ye into, Geoff me boy," he said to the closed door, "that'd make good men go bad like that?"


  Perhaps it was time to dust off his cloak and dagger and do some discreet checking into Tolwyn's activities. But not just yet. It was senseless to pour good scotch and then not drink it.


  He took a deep sip, letting the amber liquid roll around his tongue. "Och, that's good."


  Blair lay on the deck, his stiff back separated from the hard durasteel floor plates by a single thin blanket. At least the air was clean and clear. The two-day refit at Orestes had accomplished other miracles as well. The fires were finally out, the air had been exchanged, the excess heat had been bled away, and the number two APU had been restarted. They had power and water for showers, if not quarters, and the freezers had been restocked. He hadn't realized how good a steak and vegetables would taste after a week of breathing smoke and eating condensed emergency rations.


  The Intrepid was by no means operating at one hundred percent. The number one drive assembly was still out, but at least it wasn't pumping gamma radiation into Engineering or fuel into space. Several damaged fiber optic cables had been replaced, allowing the CIC to function without worrying about losing contact with the outside world at odd moments. The bridge, the top deck, and the fire-gutted bow had been abandoned. The ship should have been withdrawn from service, but that wasn't an option with the Confederation breathing down their necks.


  At least, he thought, the ship wouldn't be quite as vulnerable. They had enough power now to maintain both phase shields and guns.


  They had also managed to transfer the prisoners captured in the dogfight to a hotel for transfer back to Earth. The pilots had been relieved to see him and Maniac, and didn't seem to bear too many grudges against them for changing sides. Maniac had speculated that several might be ripe for conversion, his euphemism for what Blair still considered treason. Blair had demurred. He didn't mind putting his own head in the noose, but he wasn't going to encourage others to do it. Instead, the prisoners would go home to Earth with stories of honorable treatment and greetings from friends and loved ones.


  He cupped his hands behind his head and listened to the heavy snores from the pilots and crew sprawled around him.


  Velina Sosa's image popped unbidden into his head, as it had been wont to do lately. They'd worked side by side the entire two days at Orestes and had been possibly the only two people other than Eisen who hadn't taken an eight-hour shore leave. He'd found her warm and engaging, and his reading of her body language suggested she found him at least the same.


  He rolled onto his side, disgusted with himself. He was old enough to be her father, and besides, hadn't he gone down that road once with Rachel? Still, her attentions were flattering, and she had helped him feel younger than he had since he'd retired. The heat, exercise, and bad food he'd eaten onboard the Intrepid had helped him shed most of his extra weight, enough that he didn't feel like a paunchy old man standing next to her. Now, he thought dryly, he was a trim one.


  He sat up. Sleep didn't seem to be an option. He might as well take advantage of the opportunity to get some work done. He fumbled for his flight suit in the semi-dark and wormed his way into it.


  The lights and power came up. Sosa's voice sounded over the loudhailer. "Scramble! All pilots and crews to flight deck! Stand by for launching instructions." Blair closed the suit's front tab and stepped into his boots.


  Pliers waited by the T-bolts side as Blair navigated the crews and pilots scrambling to ready their fighters. He followed Blair up the ladder and bent to check his rig. Blair wrinkled his nose at the old man's tobacco reek.


  "Remember the mods I gave you," he said- "You can autoslide now, though you're going to move like a pregnant pig. Remember—"


  "Yeah," Blair said, interrupting, "it's not that the pig sings well that's important, it's that it sings at all."


  They laughed together before Pliers continued. "I've tweaked your max speed up to 420 KPS, so you can run with a Hellcat, at least for short distances. Watch your engine overheat lights and your fuel consumption. Your max afterburner hasn't changed, but I did install wider nozzles on your maneuvering thrusters, which should add to your turning speed."


  "What am I giving up?" Blair asked, firmly aware that every design modification required trade-offs.


  "You're losing some fine control, and a lot of range. All these mods're going to cost fuel, so try to conserve where you can."


  "Got it," he looked down at the wing pods and the JATO bottles that replaced his outboard missile stations. "Any way we can get rid of those?"


  "Not without a longer deck or a catapult."


  Blair nodded, then finished his preflights. Telemetry began to roll onto his nav plot as the CIC finished its mission prep. Their flight plan would take them across the "border" and into what had been Kilrathi space. He whistled at that, then heard the babble on his circuit as other pilots read the same data.


  Sosa's voice crackled across the circuit. "Hawk's and Panther's squadrons will assume tight orbit around the carrier as a CAP against attack. Colonel Blair, you will take Maniac and his squadron and assist a ship in distress. Assume course three-six-zero, zee plus fourteen, and cross the border. You will render customary aid and comfort as required by the Geneva Conventions."


  Hawk cut into the circuit. "Are the ships Kilrathi?"


  Sosa paused. "We're obligated, under interstellar law, to render aid to any ship in distress. These ships are under attack and are asking for help. We have to give it to them."


  "So they're Kilrathi," Hawk said. "Why should we care?"


  Eisen broke into the channel, his voice cold as ice. "You have your orders, pilot. Execute them."


  Hawk snapped, "Why should we go out of our way for Cats?" Panther cut him off before he could protest again. "Dammit, you agreed he'd be captain," she said angrily, "so let him captain. File your complaint through channels."


  "Why's Blair going?" Hawk pressed. "I'm the wing commander!"


  Eisen's cold voice indicated he was losing patience. "Colonel Blair has a certain notoriety where the Cats are concerned. You don't. He goes. You stay. Enough said."


  Hawk, grumbling, launched, leading the strike off the Intrepid's deck. Blair, needing more room to get his T-bolt up to speed, launched last. He quickly found Maniac's formed squadron and led them towards the border. Maniac had acquired three additional Rapiers at Orleans, courtesy of Kruger's Landreich, as well as his repaired Hellcat. He had, of course, readopted the 'Cat. The squadron was still under strength, but eight craft at least made two full-strength flights.


  He listened in on the pilots' chatter. They were very unhappy at being asked to rescue Kilrathi. He was a little surprised that ne really didn't care much one way or another. They and the Kilrathi had been bitterest enemies, and he would have expected his reactions to be more like his pilots'. He hated those who'd killed Angel, but that was personal. Why didn't he extend that to the race as a whole?


  His AI chimed when it picked up the signal from the border markers, then chimed again as they crossed into Kilrathi space. A number of red pips appeared on his target tracker at extreme range. He switched to the interstellar distress channel, wondering whether or not to use his hero-name. It was better that the Cats knew who they were dealing with. "Heart of the Tiger to distressed ships… what is your status?"


  His comm-panel fuzzed and blurred. Blair couldn't make out the Kilrathi's face, but it seemed vaguely familiar.


  "Shintahr Melek to Blair," the alien replied. "Have you come to gloat over our passing? Have you forgotten my personal surrender to you already?"


  Blair felt his guts roil. Melek had been Prince Thrakhath's retainer and a formidable enemy in his own right, a senior commander whose ability to forgive and forget the destruction of his home world was likely to be zero. That made them even. Melek's master had killed his Angel.


  "Negative," he replied tightly. "Under the Geneva Accords, we're obligated to help all ships in need. What can we do?"


  Melek's face steadied in the tiny screen. He deflated before Blair's eyes. "We were thirteen ships out of what you call 89 Hydrae B, bound for the Pasqual system." He paused. "We are under attack by four to six attack craft. Our escorts have been driven off or destroyed. They seem to be able to cloak at will. Can you help us? Or, rather, will you help us?"


  "Yes," Blair answered, then switched to his tactical channel. "Maniac, did you copy that?"


  "Yeah, boss," he replied, "I got it, we're about two minutes out. I'm getting a range to target on the freighters and… Tallyho! I got one—two—four bogies inbound."


  "Roger." His blood went cold. Enemy fighters flickered in and out of sight. They had cloaking devices.


  Maniac keyed his mike, sending out a burst of static. "Maniac to Wolfpack. Break and attack."


  The fighters peeled off the squadron's Vee formation, climbing and diving in groups of two as they sought advantage against the raiders. Blair was surprised to see Maniac sidle into his wing slot. "I figured you'd go haring in by yourself."


  "Can't," Maniac replied, "I got me a squadron now. I can't act that way and expect them to listen when I tell them not to."


  Blair, surprised to the core by Maniac's spurt of maturity, didn't answer. The raiding ships decloaked and closed on the fighters, using full afterburners to get inside missile range.


  "Bandits!" Maniac yelled. "Here they come!" He broke away, accelerating away at an angle from Blair.


  "So much for obeying orders," Blair mumbled.


  He pulled the stick back into his lap and hit his afterburner, pulling hard into his Z-axis and changing plane and direction from Maniac. Marshall saw-bucked his Hellcat, rocking in short random changes that altered his course and speed without costing him inertia. One raider tried to stick in behind him, its heavy ordnance searching for Maniac's ship. Marshall flat-kicked his 'Cat around, cutting his drives and tumbling his fighter, then hitting his thrusters in a line perpendicular to his former direction. He side-slipped his Hellcat out of the raider's line of fire, and then cross-cut the others path to fire a high deflection burst that scattered shots along and across the raider's spine. The Hellcat's ion cannon flared the ship's phase shields but did no appreciable damage.


  The pirate spun past Maniac, frantically trying to rotate to follow its target. Maniac rotated his ship back into his direction of travel and reengaged his drives. It was, Blair had to admit, a smooth piece of flying. Maniac had been practicing since Seether had taken him down.


  Blair turned his Thunderbolt towards the raider, its ponderous maneuverability helped considerably by Pliers' mods. The raider, beset by two enemies, easily evaded him. It flashed past, close enough for him to get a good, long look. The fighter was like nothing he had ever seen. He noted its chisel-pointed bow and chin-mounted weapons pods and a pair of large glowing Bussard intakes nested between two tail strakes. The damned thing looked big, at least as long as his T-bolt, and far too big to be as fast or as nimble as it seemed. He pulled his stick around, getting off a single barrage with his plasma guns before it passed. He missed badly.


  He tried to follow it around for a second shot. His turn ratio, even with Pliers' mods, remained far too slow to give it much of a fight. Maniac, with his lighter and more nimble ship, was having difficulties keeping it away from his tail. The raider bored in close, fired a missile up his tail, then deftly rotated towards Blair and fired again. Blair, amazed by the feat, didn't react until his missile warning chimed.


  He sawed his control yoke back and forth, steepening the angle of his cross-cuts to try and throw off the missile's tracking. Down-the-throat shots presented the missiles with the smallest target profiles and were the hardest to hit. He hoped that if he could throw its tracking off long enough, he'd slip past it, an effect much like a child's game of crack-the-whip.


  He jinked and swerved. It flashed past. Blair looked frantically back out of his cockpit as he dodged and swerved, checking the missile's progress. It looped into the distinctive IFF-style search pattern, locked on, then roared after him. He dumped several decoys, hoping it would take off after one of them. It didn't.


  "Damn," he said. "Maniac, I got an IFF. Can you help?"


  "Negative," Maniac said tightly, "I got one, too. Who was that son of a bitch?"


  Blair ignored him to concentrate on the missile. It bored in after him, corkscrewing as its seekerhead fought to keep the wildly gyrating T-bolt in its field of view. Blair flat-kicked his own ship around, watching his field of view sluggishly change by ninety degrees, pushed the flight stick all the way forward and right, and kicked in his afterburners. The T-bolt launched forward in a twisting outside loop, changing his vector and position in all three axis. He gave the ship a moment to reorient on its new course, then hauled the stick back and right, spinning the fighter into a sequence of tight corkscrews.


  He felt the blood immediately rush into his head. His inertial dampers soaked up enough of his acceleration that he didn't black out or give himself an aneurism, but the tight spirals still put his head far enough from the ship's centerline for him to run the risk of blacking out. He clenched his neck muscles and gritted his teeth, trying to slow the blood flow, while breathing through his mouth.


  The missile bored in, unimpressed with his gyrations. A black ship flickered out of cloak on his port side. He held his course as it closed on him, then reversed his corkscrew. The raiders front quarter glowed redly as it discharged its heavy weapons. The ordnance missed completely. Blair let out a single explosive laugh. The pirate would need to be a fancy deflection shooter to hit him under those circumstances.


  He dumped the spiral, hauling the stick first back and to the right, then left, then pushing forward into a broad split "S" designed to bleed off forward motion without dumping inertia. The raider flashed past, so close overhead that Blair ducked.


  The missile hooked in from the right. The T-bolt's missile alarm sounded, its Doppler tones warning him of its proximity. He armed and fired a chaff pod, then another, before he hauled the yoke back into his lap, breaking his Thunderbolt out of the pods plane. The missile detonated against the second pod, close enough for Blair's shields to flare briefly.


  He brought the fighters nose down, seeking the black ship. The enemy banked hard away, trying to turn the tables. Blair had learned his lesson. Rather than trying to turn with the more nimble enemy, he held his acceleration and course steady. The raider cut upward and into a steep right-hand turn, seeking a deflection shot as Blair passed him.


  Blair altered his course to cut across the raiders arc. He selected his full ordnance and locked his tracker on the raider. He would continue to track it, regardless of what other targets wandered into range. His AI projected a targeting pipper, showing him where to lead the raider in order to hit it.


  The pilot, seeing that Blair had outfoxed him, activated his cloaker. The black ship flickered out of his sight, killing his lock-on. He fired anyway, hosing blank space with his full battery.


  Four energy beams lanced from the front of his Thunderbolt, flaring the raiders shields with pulse after pulse of energy. He poured on the coal, crossing the arc and firing into the cloaked ship, using its flashing shields and impacting beams as target references. His capacitors dipped deeply into the red. His fire volume slowed. A secondary explosion bloomed along the raiders wing. He missed with his next shot, giving the black fighter enough respite to turn and escape. He fired a few more random shots, then turned back to the main convoy.


  Maniac's squadron appeared to have driven the rest of the raiding ships back. He did a quick count of friendly forces and came up with eight. Everyone was accounted for.


  A single black ship flickered into view ahead of him, oriented towards a freighter. Blair checked his capacitors and swore as he saw they were back to little more than half-strength. He hit his afterburners, trying to close the distance.


  The black ship grew quickly in his forward view. Blair toggled his ordnance to plasma guns and fired as soon as the reticule settled on the raider. The enemy ship jumped forward as though scalded. Blair's shots missed completely, falling behind the raider as it dove for the Kilrathi freighter.


  He hauled his stick around to the left, trying to drag the sluggish T-bolt around by main force. He slopped into a pursuit angle and hit his afterburners. The raider rolled over and released a silvery colored object that impacted against the freighter's side. Blair saw no detonation as the black ship dove under the freighter's belly. Blair followed in hot pursuit. The black ship veered suddenly upward, slinging back around the topside of the transport. Blair, holding his stick against his belly, tried to hold to the raiders tight parabolic arc.


  His maneuvers were clumsy in comparison to the raiders.


  He got out of the turn and blazed after the raider as it crossed the freighters plane. He fired his plasma guns, more for his benefit than for any hope of hitting the enemy ship.


  A giant explosion flashed upward from the Kilrathi vessel as the delay blast mine detonated. The expanding shockwave and fireball engulfed the Thunderbolt. The raider, its rear phase shields flickering, rode the leading edge of the explosion outward, hitting its afterburners and boosting to an incredible speed. Blair sat, dumbstruck, as it vanished into the distance. The other raiders dropped out of cloak to boost after the pilot, abandoning the fight with Maniac's squadron and the Kilrathi ships.


  His cockpit alarms sounded, warning him of the Thunderbolt's dire straits. The mine explosion had collapsed both the front and rear phase shields, chewed through his armor, and wreaked havoc on his internal systems, including his comm-panel, target tracker, and internal damage monitor. All of his starboard side thrusters appeared to be out, as was his afterburner and fuel reserve. He doubtless had other damage, but with that sub-system on the fritz, he couldn't trust his monitor to report it.


  "Did… see that?" Maniac said, as he made a close pass by Blair. "You're… chewed up. Can… make… Intrepid?"


  Blair looked at his system display, tapping it to see if he could coax some cooperation from it. "I don't know," he replied, trying to sound laconic in the face of his growing worry. His display cleared a moment, showing most systems glowing either red or yellow. "Maybe. I'm transmitting telemetry." He crossed his fingers and hoped his system display made it to Marshall's board.


  Maniac was gone long enough for Blair to think his communications had gone out completely. When Marshall returned, his face had an odd expression. "Um… Melek offers you hospitality, for you to assess damage. He also wants to talk."


  Blair made Maniac repeat himself twice to make certain he understood the message correctly. He considered switching back to the distress channel to talk to the Shintahr himself, but wasn't sure he'd be able to lock onto it, or even to return to his own tactical frequency. It was better to let Maniac relay.


  He shook his head. What the hell did Melek want? His ship was hurt badly enough for the Kilrathi lord to blow him away, if he was willing to risk the consequences from Maniac's squadron.


  He checked his readouts. The damage from the raider's mine explosion really left him no choice but to accept. His return to the Intrepid was iffy and the Kilrathi vessel was directly under his lee. He couldn't afford to pass up the opportunity to check his damage before he committed himself to trying to get back.


  "Tell him it's a deal. Get landing instructions and tell him we'll give him a CAP until he gets clear of the system."


  Maniac relayed the message. Blair's communications fuzzed again as Maniac tried to relay landing instructions. It took Blair three tries before he understood that Maniac was to lead him to Melek's ship. Then a Kilrathi tractor beam would pull him inside. He hadn't the slightest idea of what would happen next.


  The docking procedure went smoothly, with the Kilrathi beam operator catching him with only the slightest bump and depositing him inside a large, open cargo hold. He guessed from the shape of the clamshell doors that this ship served in a capacity similar to the packets that had been with the Intrepid. Almost all of the Kilrathi fleet had been destroyed over Kilrah in the aftereffects of the Temblor Bomb. Makeshifts like this one would have to serve until Kilrathi shipbuilding came back on-line.


  Blair waited for the clamshell doors to close and the bay to repressurize before he removed his helmet and popped his canopy. There was a slight hiss as the pressures equalized. He sniffed the air. It smelled a little musty but seemed okay. He keyed the retractable handholds in the T-bolt's side and climbed down.


  A delegation of Kilrathi led by a tall male wrapped in a cloak of rank entered the hold through a pressure door and walked towards Blair, who reflexively checked his sidearm. He always forgot how damned big the Kilrathi were. The leader and his guard of knife-wielding warriors were well past two meters tall and massed a hundred twenty-five kilos on the hoof. Any one of them could have taken him apart without batting an eye.


  Blair waited for Melek to approach. The Kilrathi Shintahr had more gray in his fur than Blair remembered.


  Melek stopped a few meters short of Blair, and to his great surprise, bowed deeply from the waist. "I place your claws to my throat," Melek said, his voice a deep bass rumble.


  Blair fumbled to find the correct Kilrathi response. "I retract my claws and offer you…" He fumbled with his equipment, looking for something suitable to give his host. A flashlight seemed inadequate and emergency rations insulting. His hand touched his holster. He carefully removed his sidearm, so as not to alarm the guards, and offered it to Melek. The Kilrathi leader took it, making it disappear into the folds of his cloak. He produced a little packet of what looked like crackers. "I offer you bread and salt."


  Blair tried not to smile. "Thank you," he said. The custom wasn't his, but he accepted the gift in the spirit intended. He tucked the pouch into his flight suit.


  "I name you guest of my hairy," Melek said formally, then indicated Blair was to walk with him. He tried to remember his Kilrathi customs. Hobbes had told him much, but much of that had turned out to be useless misinformation planted by a deep-cover spy. He did know that warriors did not keep other warriors waiting. "Why did you invite me here?" he asked, getting to the point. "It certainly wasn't to trade food and guns."


  "Yes," Melek answered, "we need to exchange information, and the radio was no way to do it. Only eye to eye will do." He turned towards the bay door and gestured for Blair to pass through. They stepped into a corridor carpeted in deep greens and russets. The walls and bulkheads were painted with murals of Kilrathi stalking, fighting, eating, and if Blair understood his Cat anatomy, making love. Melek gave him a moment to study the paintings, then ushered him forward.


  "Ships of my hairy and those of the other clans are being attacked from your side of the border," he said. "Some of the attackers have markings of your Border Worlds. We have tapes."


  "I don't care what you've got," Blair replied with some heat, "we didn't do it."


  "I agree," Melek replied, "it is too obvious a ploy. If you really wanted to attack us, you would not be so stupid. You would cast your clues elsewhere to lead us off in different directions, not back to your own lairs."


  "You invited me here to tell me that?" Blair said.


  "Yes," Melek said. "Many on your side of the border would not believe a message from us, regardless of the reason. By bringing you here and giving to you the tape we have made, you can see for yourself that what we say is true."


  Blair looked up at Melek. "It must be hard for you to work with me. I appreciate that you are being so forthcoming." I don't understand it, he thought to himself, but I'm glad this isn't just an excuse to rip my guts out personally.


  "You have high status within my hrai," Melek said. "It is not often we get to meet a savior."


  He stopped, stock-still, and stared at the Kilrathi. "A what?"


  "A savior," Melek repeated. "Our savior."


  Blair searched his face for something he could recognize as humor, or insanity, or anything that would provide him with a rational explanation for Melek's words. "I don't understand. I would have thought your people would want to disembowel me for what I did." The image of Jeannette, dying in agony from Thrakhath's slash, sprang into his mind.


  "I would have," Melek replied, "until I understood your purpose." His face assumed a sober air. "Our war with you corrupted us," he began. "As the war went on and as we continued to spend lives, we learned from you. Both good things like tactics, and bad things like treachery and asssa… ashashi…" He sighed, giving up on the tough word.


  "Assassination?" Blair supplied.


  Melek nodded. "Yes. We learned that from you, and we learned it well. When we offered you the false treaty, there were many, like me, who thought we were perverting ourselves, becoming lowly like humans."


  Blair kept his face still.


  "The attack on your planets should have been a sacrifice to Sivar, our victory dance on your graves. Yet Sivar denied us victory. Some of us realized that we had spoiled the sacrifice, by using duplicity. It was like using a tainted knife to draw blood, an abomination to Sivar."


  He guided Blair up a set of broad stairs and forward. They passed several Kilrathi females, some clothed, others naked. They turned their faces from the males. They were the first enemy females he had seen that weren't on an autopsy table.


  He looked up at Melek, uncertain how to phrase the questions that threatened to pour out of him in a torrent. Melek looked at him.


  "Those of us who had doubts did nothing. I confess I felt little except rage against humans. Your taint had sunk deep within our leadership. An attempt was made to assas… to murder by stealth our Emperor. The plot failed, but the seed was planted." He shook his head sadly.


  "So how do I fit into this?" Blair asked.


  "Sivar raised you up, gave you many victories. You became the equal of any Kilrathi, enough that you were honored by our people as much as by yours. Your hero-name reflected that honor." They entered a small, dark room. Melek bent to remove his loose shoes. He gestured for Blair to do the same.


  "The Heart of the People of Sivar became corrupt. You became the blade that purified the People, that excised the corruption. You were our ritual of atonement, our Pukcal."


  Blair reeled from the implications of what Melek said. "Let me get this straight. You think that operation over Kilrah was the fulfillment of a purpose set in motion by your own god?" He shook his head. "You think I was part of some massive bloodletting ritual?"


  "Yes," Melek said. He looked again at Blair. "I have to believe the death of so many of my hrai, so many of my race, was for some purpose. This way they are redeemed by sacrifice and can rejoin us for the future hunts and fights we shall wage in the name of Sivar."


  He opened the inner door and gestured. Blair entered, and stopped, at first startled by the lack of light. He smelled a thick, cloying scent that he thought at first was incense. It took him a moment to realize it was burned blood. He peered around, slowly taking in the details of the chapel. The paintings on the walls depicted sacrifices, hunts, battles, and victory. Towards the front of the room, above a smoking brazier were a number of figures holding their hands up to make offerings to the Kilrathi god. He looked at Melek.


  "The prophets of Sivar," Melek replied. He gestured for Blair to move forward. He did, and gasped in involuntary shock. There, among the prophets offering sacrifices to the god, were his own face and hands offering up what looked suspiciously like a torpedo. He turned to Melek, unable to speak.


  "You have helped my hrai find the true way, the honorable way. The taint at our core had to be cleansed in blood. Kilrah had to die for Kilrathi to live. Sivar smiles on us again."


  Blair licked his lips. His throat felt dry and tight. "What will you do?" he asked. He stared at the mural.


  "We will fight with the other hrai, the other Clans, until one is on top," Melek replied. "Then there will be a new Emperor, a new Empire."


  Blair didn't like the sound of that. The very little he had heard about the Kilrathi since his retirement said they were locked in a five-way civil war. It would be a long time, if ever, before one clan would rise from that mess to rule. If it had been anyone except the Kilrathi he would have laid odds that it wouldn't happen. But he knew the Kilrathi would someday be back, tempered by their suffering and stronger than ever.


  Melek led him from the altar room. "Will you guest with us while we fix your ship so that you may return home?"


  Blair looked at him a long moment, then glanced back towards the chapel. "I'd like that. Thank you."


  Blair sniffled while Sosa played back his after-action report. He was allergic to something on Melek's ship, probably Cat fur. Hobbes had never given him any trouble, but Prince Ralgha had been one Cat among humans, and not the other way around. The concubine Melek had given him for honor's sake was probably to blame. She'd fancied him no more than he had her, but she'd insisted they respect proprieties and had very specific ideas about where she should sleep. Blair, not wanting to anger a female with three-centimeter-long claws who outmassed him by twenty kilos, had gone along. The morning after brought sniffles and itchy eyes, not to mention his host's amused glances.


  Sosa snapped off the recorder in exasperation. "That's it? He warned you about the attacks, gave you the tapes, and invited you for dinner? Nothing else?"


  Blair had decided on the flight back to the Intrepid that he would say nothing about the chapel or the mural. It struck him too deeply for him to want to share it. He'd had nightmares after using the Temblor Bomb and killing Kilrah. To have his enemy not only absolve him of the act, but to actually embrace it, tossed him into a tailspin. Melek seemed to think that his hero-name was literal—that he could in fact represent the heart of the Kilrathi nation. The idea frightened and confused him. The one thing he knew was that his time with Melek was terribly personal and he had no desire to share it with anyone.


  "Ye-up," he replied, "that's pretty much it."


  She looked up at him from the other side of the table, her expression unreadable. Her professional interrogator's demeanor dropped away. "I was worried about you," she said softly, so softly he might not have heard her.


  He felt his pulse skip a beat. The statement might have been nothing more than a simple statement of concern for his safe return, or it might mean a lot more. He still wasn't certain what he wanted from her, or what he himself was prepared to give. "You needn't have been," he replied. He kept his tones friendly, not inviting closer intimacy, but not rejecting it either.


  Velina shook her head softly and stood. "I've completed my debriefing," she said, while stuffing her equipment into her bag. She paused, then idly picked at a loose spot on the table with the edge of her painted nail. "Unless there's something you'd like to add." She looked up. The offer could have meant everything or nothing. He looked at her face. Her eyes appeared to be shining a bit. Or was it just a trick of the light?


  "Yes," he said, unbending a bit. "Thank you for being worried. Not too many people are."


  She smiled. His eyes met hers. The room grew warm. She turned away with an embarrassed cough, ending the moment.


  "The captain's holding his last briefing in a few minutes."


  "Last briefing?"


  "Captain Eisen's been transferred," she said, "haven't you heard?" She swept out of the debriefing room, exercising her woman's prerogative to have the last word. Blair followed her, taking the last seat in the briefing room.


  Eisen entered, waving them all to their seats when they stood at attention. He opened the conference without preamble. "As you should all know by now, I'm being transferred off this rust bucket." He nodded towards Hawk. "Some of you may be more distressed to hear that than others." Manley, unrepentant, stared back.


  Eisen took a deep breath. "Lieutenant Sosa has cracked most of the files I brought from the Lex. Her analysis suggests a pattern of systematic Confederation involvement in the attacks. We have orders, date-time groups, and mission instructions linking a number of unusual movements of Confed resources to some of the raids. It isn't a smoking gun, but it's close."


  "We can show that Confederation forces are doing this. We've got my files, Melek's tapes, and the depositions taken from Blair and Hawk. Together, it makes a pretty strong case. Unfortunately, we still don't know who's giving the orders or what the ultimate objective is."


  He smiled. "My job will be to infiltrate back to Earth. I've got friends in low places there. I'll try to get our evidence to them. We're missing a few key pieces, but hopefully we've got enough to make our case." He looked at Chris. "That, basically, is that. Colonel Blair, are you ready to brief us on your Kilrathi encounter?"


  He almost answered no. "Yes, sir." He gave an overview of his actions, sharply editing his story about what had transpired on board Melek's ship. The gun camera footage and Melek's tapes served to illustrate the battle. He finished his running commentary on the action and froze the tape with the scene of the fighter accelerating away, riding the mine's blast while his own Thunderbolt was engulfed.


  "Anyway," he concluded, "the pirates got seven of the thirteen ships, including two with that weird new weapon. It went right through the ships' phase shields and ignited the air within. The crews and passengers, about five hundred on each ship, were dead within seconds."


  Hawk leaned forward in his chair, his expression intense. "Could you run back that least sequence?" he asked. "The one leading up to the mine explosion."


  Blair did as he was asked, running the scene three more times at Hawk's direction. "No," Hawk said, "it isn't possible."


  "What isn't?" Blair asked.


  "I went to flight school with a guy who was working on that," Hawk said excitedly. "He had all the theoretical work done, and was practicing it in the simulator. He finally perfected it, just before we graduated." He furrowed his brow. "He got pulled right after that. The word was that he'd been booted out for performing dangerous and unauthorized maneuvers. I remember I didn't buy that. There was no way we'd give up on a hot pilot like that because he broke some rules."


  Blair looked at Maniac, who had the good grace to look sheepish.


  Hawk rubbed his hand across his jaw, still trying to recall details. "There was also a story that he'd gone to a secret unit… some kind of special ops thing."


  "What was his name?" Blair pressed.


  Hawk shook his head. "I dunno. Sanders, Seeker, Slither… something like that."


  Blair looked at Eisen, whose eyebrows had climbed halfway to his scalp. "Seether?" they both asked at once.


  Hawk considered, then nodded. "Yeah, I think so." He looked at Eisen and Blair. "Umm, why are you two staring at me?"


  "Because, Colonel," Eisen replied, "you have given us the first direct link, our first solid name, in the conspiracy." He looked at Blair. "Now we have someplace to start."


  Hawk looked confused. "We do?"


  "Seether came aboard the Lexington armed with orders," Eisen said, "orders someone wrote. Someone in the conspiracy."


  "We have Paulson, too," Blair added, "I saw them together on the Lex's flight deck."


  "Right," Eisen said, "someone cut Paulson's orders relieving me. Either they are involved, or the person above them is. Either way, we have a starting point." He looked at Hawk. "Lieutenant Colonel Manley, I'm relieving you of duty as of this moment." He raised his hand to forestall Hawk's protest. "You are our only living witness linking Seether to the conspiracy and the files. You are far too valuable to us to risk you in space."


  Eisen looked at Maniac. "Lieutenant Colonel Marshall, I'm promoting you to wing commander in Hawk's place."


  "Hey," Manley piped up angrily. "What about Farnsworth? Panther's got first crack at it!"


  "Colonel Farnsworth is being transferred as well." Eisen turned to Panther. "You'll be running a specialized planning staff, in addition to your squadron. Admiral Wilford's taking over for Admiral Richards. He requested you by name as his staff operations officer."


  Panther smiled and dipped her head in acknowledgement. "The admiral and I served together on the Tarawa, before it went to the Landreich. It'll be a pleasure to work for him again."


  Maniac raised his hand. "You said 'Lieutenant Colonel Marshall,' didn't you? Did I hear that right?"


  "Yeah," Eisen said, "Congrats. You've been promoted."


  "Well, hot damn!" Maniac declared. His expression soured. "It'd figure I'd have to commit treason to move up."


  Blair ignored him. "Who's taking over for you, Captain?"


  Eisen raised an eyebrow. "You are."


  Blair nearly choked. "Me!? I'm Space Forces, not Fleet. I don't know the first thing about commanding a carrier."


  "No," Eisen said, "but we need someone of your rank to command the ship. You're the only one we have available." He laughed at Blair. "You don't have to look so stricken, Chris. Garibaldi'll be there. He'll stand at your right elbow and whisper sweet nothings in your ear."


  "Why not him, then?" Blair asked, "Then we wouldn't need the charade."


  "Sorry," Eisen said, "he's too junior. It's you, Chris."


  Blair thought, from the twinkle in his eye, that Eisen wasn't sorry in the least.


  He was still worried twelve hours later while he waited with Eisen and a few well-wishers and watched a jump-capable transfer shuttle make a glass-smooth landing on the Intrepid's flight deck.


  Eisen turned to him and extended his hand. "Take good care of her, Chris. Hopefully, I'll get to Earth and back with a political solution before you have to do much fighting." He let out a long breath. "This is the kind of change of command I like. Short and sweet with no formations or bands." He turned to shake hands with the officers and ratings who came to see him off. Sosa was there, with Pliers and Panther. Blair met her eye as she waited her turn to say good-bye to Eisen. She smiled warmly at him, warmly enough for Maniac to elbow him in the ribs.


  "Been doing docking maneuvers, eh?" he asked, leering.


  "Mind your own business, Colonel," Blair snapped. Maniac grinned in response.


  A single man descended from the shuttle the moment the side hatch opened. He was wearing mottled black-and-gray shipboard camouflage and carrying a pack and a map case. He was also carrying a short-barreled laser rifle slung barrel down.


  Eisen looked at him in surprise as the man came to attention, his boot heels clicking together as he assumed a parade ground brace. "You the captain?" he asked, his voice as casual as his body was stiff.


  Eisen hiked a thumb towards Blair. The Marine looked nonplussed. "Oh," he said, "sorry." He stepped over to Blair. He looked momentarily confused as he saw Blair's Space Forces tab. "Are you the boss?" he asked in a surprisingly bass voice.


  Blair had received similar treatment from Marines before. He'd long since chalked it up to bad breeding. "Something like that," he replied.


  The grunt offered his hand. "Sir, I'm Lieutenant Colonel Dekker. Some call me Gash. Wilford's assigned me aboard as your ground contingent commander."


  Blair sized him up. Gash Dekker was short, his head barely clearing Blair's chin. He looked to be in his middle thirties, except for his eyes. Blair hoped he'd never look like that.


  "Gash Dekker," he said, trying to recall where he'd heard the name. "Weren't you in a prisoner-of-war camp?"


  Dekker didn't look amused. "Briefly," he replied. "Got captured after you lot bugged out and left us on Repleetah. They took a few years of my life." He grinned ferally. "Of course I took quite a few of theirs, too."


  Blair nodded. Repleetah had been a space-borne assault on a Kilrathi world that had gone down twisted. The Space Forces commander had ordered a withdrawal, abandoning the better part of a Marine combat brigade on the planet's surface. Tolwyn had decorated the Space Forces commander for cool thinking, much to the Marines' fury.


  He tried to put the best face on an awkward situation. "Welcome to the Intrepid. I'm Colonel Blair, the commander."


  It was Dekker's turn to size him up. "The Cat-killer?"


  Blair smiled thinly. "Once, maybe, but not anymore."


  Dekker nodded. "Fair enough."


  "How many troops will you be bringing aboard?" he asked, thinking about where to put them on the damaged ship.


  Dekker's mobile features turned sober. "We're listed as a company, but we've been in pretty deep. I'm down to three squads, organized as a platoon. They'll be aboard in about an hour." He grinned. "They won't look like much, but each is an expert in hand-to-hand combat, weapons, explosives, you name it."


  Blair's face remained still. "Colonel, I think we'll put your troops in the forward cargo bay. It'll be big enough for all your people and'll give you some room for training."


  The Marine came to attention. "Yes, sir, and thank you, sir."


  Blair laughed. "Don't thank me until you've seen it."


  It was Dekker's turn to laugh. "I'm sure it'll be better than the last accommodations I had, courtesy of Space Forces."


  Eisen interrupted, saving Blair the need to reply. "Well, gentlemen, it's time for me to go." He shook hands all around, then walked out to the shuttle Dekker had arrived in. The little ship wasted no time in departing.


  Blair waited for the ship to depart before he made a beeline for the bridge, hoping to find Garibaldi before the man went off duty. He found him in the CIC, relaxing with a cup of coffee and surveying the cramped bridge stations. He looked up, saw Blair, and grinned. "Captain on the bridge!" he announced.


  Blair said softly, "So you know already?"


  "Yes, sir," Garibaldi answered. He lowered his voice. "Don't worry, Colonel," he said, "I'll walk you through it." He tipped his head to one side. "You have orders waiting for you in your cabin, sir. I took the liberty of using Captain Eisen's command codes to read them." He paused. "Admiral Wilford's ordered us to the Peleus system. I've got the course laid in, sir. All you have to do is give the word."


  Blair looked at him. "Do it."


  Garibaldi laughed. "Actually, sir, the correct command is to have the helm read back the plotted course, then you say Initiate course blah-blah' and 'Execute.' Then they 'do it.'"


  Blair tried to glower and failed. Garibaldi was too affable for him to get angry. "I see, Lieutenant Commander, that as long as I have you, my humility will remain intact." He paused as something the exec had said sunk in. "I have quarters?"


  Garibaldi laughed. "They used to be the Purser's Office, before things got taken down a notch or two. Two doors down, on the right. Everything you'll need is in there."


  "Thanks," Blair said. "Anything else I should know?"


  "I'll let you know, sir," Garibaldi said. "It's your first day on the job, sir. I don't want to give you too much at once."


  "Thanks," Blair replied dryly.


  He walked down to his cabin and entered. The small cabin was barely large enough for a narrow bed, a desk with a computer terminal, and a private shower. The place looked like a palace compared to the flight deck. He ached to try both the hot water and the bed, but duty called. He saw a message chip in the reader and the terminals green light winking.


  He cued the reader and was surprised to see Wilford's seamed face in the desktop holo-tank. The sixtyish admiral wore a shabby sweater with his rank pinned to his breast rather than a uniform.


  "Colonel," Wilford's taped voice said. "We've been getting some strange, troubling reports out of the Peleus system. We've received a report of some kind of jamming weapon being used against our forces there. Peleus is absolutely vital to our efforts—it sits astride three major space lanes and is a major source of fuel. It is crucial that we hold it. I've enclosed a holo-recording we received from a pilot who managed to get a tight-beam burst transmission out."


  Wilford's face vanished to be replaced by a grainy two-dee of a pilot. "Mayday…" the pilot said. Blair could hear the edge of panic in his voice. "… day, elec… ics are out… all systems… scrambled. My… and three others affected… out, as are trackers… and weapons. We're… attack. Mayday. May—" The recording ended and Wilford's face reappeared.


  "We have had two similar incidents in the last forty hours," he said. He smiled thinly. "Now that you've finished your vacation, your job is to jump into Peleus, find out what is going on, and stop it. I've encoded separate instructions for your helm. Good luck and good hunting. That is all." His face faded, leaving behind a moment's static.


  Blair sat back in the chair, wondering why his world had become so complicated.


  


  


  • CHAPTER NINE


  Colonel Blair sat at the desk in what he still considered Eisen's quarters and fretted. The flight board displayed on the holo-terminal showed Maniac's squadron strength patrol as "Deployed," with no additional information. Maniac was damned close to exceeding the Hellcat's eight-hour endurance.


  The holo-terminal buzzed. He willed himself to be calm and activated the screen. Velina's face appeared. "Has there been any word from Maniac?" he asked her.


  "Negative, sir," she replied, her expression frustrated. "Nothing since he launched. I wish I knew what, or who, was causing this interference. My specialty is code breaking, not electronic warfare. I've got very little time in Electronic-Counter-Counter Measures. My people are doing their best, but ECCM's a pretty exotic field."


  Blair rubbed his forehead. "With our comm systems and scanners still out we're effectively blind, deaf, and mute."


  "We've fired a pair of proximity beacons along his outbound vector," Sosa replied. "Those might help them get home."


  "Thank you, Velina," he said absently.


  "You're welcome, sir," she answered, smiling. "I didn't know you knew my first name. That's the first time you've used it."


  "My apologies, Lieutenant."


  "Please don't apologize, sir," she answered, "I like it." Her face sobered. "We'll call you if we hear anything."


  "Thank you." He closed the contact, then stood and paced the tiny room. He had never been good at waiting safely behind the lines while others took the risks. He worried for his pilots; knowing that there was nothing he could do to help them only made the minutes drag longer. If he were in the cockpit, he'd be doing something important, rather than brooding and pacing.


  A flight tech, one of Sosa's trainees, cleared his throat and spoke into the all-call. "All hands to general quarters," he said excitedly. "Prepare to recover fighters."


  Blair nearly leapt to the holo-box. The "Deployed" boxes began to ripple and shift, changing to "Inbound" and "Pending." He cued his comm-circuit, contacting the flight officer. "Launch the ready group," he ordered, "but keep it in close-in CAP. We don't know what might have followed us home."


  "Aye, sir," the woman answered.


  Sosa called him a moment later. "We're getting short-ranged comms with Maniac. It looks like he managed a kill, even though he lost his trackers and communications. He's bringing a pilot home. I'll do the interrogation in the debriefing closet," she said, again smiling and showing her dimples.


  "May I watch?" Blair said, "I've seen debriefs done before, but rarely prisoner interrogations. It might help if I get picked up again."


  She hesitated. "Okay," she said after such a long delay that Blair wondered if she'd heard him, "but give me time to get started. These things usually take a while, and I'll want to wear them down a bit before I get spectators."


  "Okay," he said, signing off.


  He walked down to the pilot's ready room, arriving just as the first returnees trooped happily in from the flight deck. They were grinning from ear to ear and chattering with the pent up energy that a long, dangerous mission left behind. Many would collapse into sleep the moment the nervous energy ebbed. He met Maniac trailing the group, his knee board and helmet in one hand.


  "How'd it go?" he asked.


  Marshall looked him in the eye. "We had no radios, no scanners, no trackers, and no solid weapons lock-ons. We shot dumbfires. How do you think it went?"


  "Well," Blair said, trying to put the best face on it, "you brought everybody home."


  "We were lucky. They jumped us, six of those damned black painted Hellcats. Their systems seemed to work fine." He sighed. "I got one on the first pass, a high-deflection shot that caught his fuel tanks. I think the rest thought we weren't affected by the jamming. They ran."


  "What took so long?" Blair asked.


  Maniac smiled, his expression turning feral. "We got lost. Couldn't find our way back." He turned towards Blair. "Colonel, sending us out there like that was a mistake. We got out alive because we were lucky. We should have been toast."


  "All right," Blair said, "finish your debrief and come up to my quarters. Bring Hawk and Panther… we have to talk."


  Maniac nodded. "Are you puttin' them back on flight status?"


  "Yeah," Blair answered. "Those two are rattling around like pebbles in a can. Panther's in charge of a planning section that's got nothing to plan and Hawk's convinced this was all a plot to put you in charge of his wing. I won't buck Wilford by giving it back to him, but I'll put him back in rotation. I hope he doesn't go and get himself killed before he testifies."


  Blair turned away and walked towards the debriefing room and the captured pilot. He chewed the inside of his lip, worried that he was becoming to the Intrepid what Paulson was to the Lexington. He, like Paulson, really didn't have the background needed to command the ship, and couldn't stand the notion of being merely a figurehead. Paulson's folly had almost cost him the Lexington. Had his almost cost Maniac's patrol?


  He entered the interrogation room. The pilot sat, his back turned to Blair. The man seemed old to be a flier. He had short-cropped, grizzled gray hair. Sosa, her makeup scrubbed from her face, and dressed in a shapeless gray coverall, leaned across the brightly lit table. The room had no adornment, except for a small recorder and a pickup pointed at her subject. "I'm asking you again," she said harshly, "what ship did you launch from? How are you jamming us?"


  Blair was startled at the change in her. She looked tough and intimidating as she stood over the shackled prisoner.


  The pilot looked up at her, nonplussed. "Spare me the routine. I've got daughters your age, so I'm not impressed. I'm obligated to give you my name and rank. That's all."


  Blair thought the voice sounded familiar. He stepped around to the side to look at the man Maniac had captured.


  The pilot looked familiar. "I know you!" Sosa looked up it him, her lips pursed with annoyance. He ignored her.


  "You're the vet I helped in the bar!"


  The pilot slowly turned his head. He stared at Blair a long moment, then cracked what might have been a smile under other circumstances. "Nearly got you killed, too, helping me out."


  "What'd you do to set him off?" Blair asked, thinking if his first encounter with Seether.


  The vet shrugged. "Some folks're just sensitive about giving a handout." His eyes hooded, hiding his thoughts.


  Blair shook his head. "What the hell are you doing here?"


  "Well, Colonel, I reckon' I owe you." He rattled his shackles. "A favor for a favor?"


  "I can't make any promises," Blair replied. He glanced over at Sosa, who nodded her head with approval. He saw her casually reangle the pickup to catch the vet's voice.


  "I'll take what I can get," the pilot said, his face grim. "It ain't like I really got much choice." He shrugged, placing himself at Blair's mercy. "They came right after the fight, Confed recruiters looking for volunteers. You had to have ten years experience, minimum, and be able to relocate with no questions asked. They said it was to fight rebels an' pirates. I signed up." He shrugged as well as his shackles would allow. "Hell, I didn't have anything better to do."


  "And?" Blair prompted.


  "It wasn't like the old days," the vet continued. "The show's being run by a bunch of dark looking characters. We used to stick together, back in the war, everybody looking out for everybody else. It ain't like that now."


  "How's that?" Blair asked.


  "Well," the vet said, "they don't have no honor. We been using these unmarked ships, Hellcats mostly, but uprated, to hit Kilrathi, Border Wonders', sometimes even what they said was renegade Confeds. It's all hit and run, you know? I seen them burn down escape pods, blast transports, and surrendering don't mean anything to them. They don't look out for each other, much less us. Somebody gets fragged, that's his own tough luck. It's watch your own ass, or tough shit." He looked at Sosa. "Begging your pardon, ma'am."


  "No problem," she replied. She pursed her lips, looking at Blair. "Who are these 'dark' folks you mentioned?" she asked.


  "Well," he said, "they ain't really 'dark.' Most of them in charge are blonds." He licked his lips. "I guess it's because of the black flight suits they wear, more than anything else." He paused. "Most of them are young looking, too young to have been in the war too long. They're damned hot pilots, though. They fly like naturals."


  Blair thought back to the Lexington, and the black suited pilots he'd seen there. Alarms began to go off in his head. "Do you remember a fellow named Seether?"


  "Yeah," the pilot replied. "I'll never forget him, not after the bar at Nephele. He showed up a couple of days back, with some more of his goons. They've been running the show since."


  "Do you know how the jamming works?" Sosa asked.


  "Yeah," he replied. "You're lookin' for an old cap ship. They reoutfitted it, you'd hardly know it was ever one of ours." He paused, gathering his thoughts. "It moves around a lot. I hear it's all reactors and jammers, and not much else. Supposed to be able to blank comms in an entire system. Frankly, I hope you take the bastard out. I want to fight straight-up for a change. This sneaking around is starting to wear thin."


  "Why weren't you affected by the jamming?" Blair asked.


  The pilot shrugged. "It's got a frequency agile system that leaves clear spaces for us to transmit. It changes a couple hundred times a second. The systems on our 'Cats're synchronized to it, so we can transmit and track in the holes. Our gear's also got special tempesting. I was told that it was something that special ops was workin' on when the war ended. Scuttlebutt said they were getting ready to use it for something else, but I don't know what."


  "What's tempest?" he asked, looking at Sosa.


  "It's an insulating procedure," she replied. "It blocks out spurious signals. It would have to be substantial to block this kind of interference, though."


  Blair looked at the pilot. "Will you give us the coordinates for this jammer?"


  "No," he replied, rattling his chains suggestively. "But I'll take you there."


  "How's that?" Blair asked.


  "I got nothing for them," the vet replied, "and I've seen more of the folks like I served with here than there. This seems more like home to me. I want to lash up."


  Blair looked at Sosa, who shrugged, giving him no help at all. He scowled at her, then looked at the pilot. "All right," he said. "Report to Maj—Lieutenant Colonel Marshall for your flight assignment."


  Sosa, her expression unreadable, stepped over and released the shackles. The pilot stood, his face split by a broad grin. "Thank you, Colonel!" he said, rubbing his wrists.


  "What's your name, anyway?" Blair asked.


  "Bean, Colonel, Evan Bean."


  "Well, Bean," Blair said, extending his hand, "welcome aboard."


  Four hours later Blair sat in his command chair, worrying a thumbnail and wondering if he had made a grave mistake in trusting Bean. Maniac had launched, backed by a full magnum launch. Only a few light fighters, mostly obsolete Ferrets were left to guard the ship. Maniac and the strike force had vanished into space, following Bean to god only knew where. Had they been duped by the old man?


  Sosa stepped onto the CIC, her face still and sober. Blair looked at her, his eyes searching her face. She dipped her head fractionally, indicating she had received no word.


  He had nearly given up when the ship's systems suddenly came up, lights winking on control boards as startled techs were jogged from their dozing. He watched as the holo-tank and external displays lit up and the tactical plot began to fill in details of the Peleus system. Sosa sprang to the communications station, nearly running over a startled tech carrying a clipboard. Garibaldi, a napkin around his neck and mustard on the corner of his mouth, came through the connecting door to the briefing room.


  "What's up?" he asked.


  "Maniac's taken out the jammer," Blair replied.


  Maniac's voice sounded over the CIC's speakers. "Strike Alpha to Mother."


  "Go ahead, Alpha," Sosa replied in her warm and honeyed voice.


  "We got target designated Green," Maniac said. "We are 'feet wet' on inbound track two."


  Blair nodded. "Feet wet" meant they were away from the target zone.


  "The target was defended," Marshall continued, "by four Hellcat type fighters, painted black. No markings." Blair could hear the acid humor in Maniac's voice. "They weren't ready for a full deck strike."


  "Roger, Alpha," Sosa said. "Losses?"


  "Three," Maniac replied, "the new pilot, Bean, and two from Hawk's squadron… Gremlin and Scarab. One ejected. Gremlin—I think. One of the bastards nailed him before we could tractor him home." Maniac's voice was flat and expressionless, as though discussing crop reports.


  Blair closed his eyes, thinking of the pilot who'd been killed in a lifepod. Fighting an enemy was one thing, but going after helpless lifepods was something else entirely.


  "Give me an active scan," he said grimly, opening his eyes and setting his jaw. A scan might give him a retaliatory target for Maniac to hit on the way home. He wouldn't stoop to lashing out at the defenseless, but any valid military targets were soon going to be junk.


  Sosa looked at him, worried. Garibaldi was more direct. "Sir, an active scan will show them where we are!"


  "Good. Maybe that'll bring them to us." Blair looked at him, his temper on edge. "No, don't worry. If they were going to come after us, they would have followed Marshall's strike."


  Garibaldi looked at the sensor officer and twitched one finger. She ran her hands over her controls. Details began to fill into the screen as the ship's powerful radar and trans-light targeting and scanning beams played over the system. A single triangular graphic appeared, the words confed research station flashing beneath.


  A smaller pip appeared alongside and began to move away. The tech tweaked her controls. The pip grew into a computer enhanced view of a standard high-priority, jump-capable shuttle moving out of the system.


  "Damn it all," Blair cursed. "Can Maniac intercept?"


  "Negative," Sosa replied, "he's too far, and his ships' fuel reserves are too low for sustained afterburner."


  Blair drummed his fingers on his arm of his command chair. "Garibaldi," he snapped, "take the con."


  The lieutenant commander, quietly removing the napkin from around his neck, looked at Blair. "What?" He looked startled as Blair sprang up out of the seat and started for the CIC's blast door. "Where are you going, sir?"


  Blair looked back at the shuttles image in the holo-tank. "After that ship," he snapped, "before it gets away."


  The junior officer met his eye and after a long pause, said "Yes, sir, what shall we do?"


  "Follow me," Blair said. "I want that ship." He turned and stomped off the bridge.


  Pliers was waiting for him on the launch deck, having apparently been warned by Garibaldi or Sosa. "What's in the 'chute? I want something with a tractor beam."


  "Well," Pliers said, scratching his head, "your T-bolt ain't ready yet."


  Blair held onto his temper. "I didn't ask you for the Thunderbolt. I asked you what you had."


  Pliers looked at him, then turned towards the deck. "The only thing I've got is an old Broadsword. We've stripped it down, and made it into a light patrol bomber. It's only got one torpedo, two guns, no side turrets, and half armor."


  "That'll do."


  He strapped into the ship, clapped his helmet on his head, and launched, setting his course for the shuttle and adjusting as he received updated telemetry from the Intrepid. He stabbed the throttles forward, kicking in the afterburners.


  "Heave to," Blair snapped, "or be hulled."


  The shuttle ignored him and began evasive maneuvers. Blair dogged it with contemptuous ease, finally ducking out to one side to turn towards the shuttle and fire across its bows. The second shot nearly snipped off the shuttle's bows. It did a quick endover, almost reversing course as it attempted escape. Blair snagged it as it came out of its loop, then cued his tractor. The beam caught the shuttle. It thrashed like a fish caught on a hook, then shut down as its engines overheated. Blair dragged it back to the Intrepid, which had followed at the best speed it could manage on two engines.


  He pulled it behind him onto the carrier's flight deck. Dekker appeared from behind a Ferret, leading a heavily armed half squad while he scrambled out of his fighter and sprinted for the shuttles side hatch. Grunts hit on either side of the hatch, their weapons pointed toward the portal.


  Blair drew his sidearm. "Stay back," he snarled at the Marines. He cued the access, wondering if his folly was about to get him killed.


  No one shot him when the hatch opened, revealing a darkened interior. The smells of old blood, detergent and something eke wafted out of the open airlock. The Marine on his left, a blonde corporal with pair of wound stripes, twitched her nostrils. "Did something die in there?"


  The lock cycled, allowing Blair to step inside. She put her hand on his arm as he started to step inside. "Here," she said, handing him a handlight. "You've got ten minutes. Then we come in." By the way she hefted her evil-looking machine pistol, he knew she was serious.


  He stepped inside, letting the airlock cycle behind him. The inner door opened, revealing a darkened interior, lit only by the cockpit's telltales glowing through the open door forward. Blair raised his pistol to his shoulder. "You might as well come out. I've got a light, and a gun."


  A single reading lamp came on, revealing a white-haired figure sitting in one of the rearward facing seats. He puffed a cigar, the red embers lighting his brows in a red glow.


  "Admiral Tolwyn," Blair said. Somehow, he had expected this.


  "Hello, Chris," Tolwyn replied, his expression cool. He tapped the cigar against a dish. "How's the treason business?"


  "I'm not in the mood for small talk," Blair replied harshly, "What are you doing here?"


  Tolwyn smiled, his lips twitching upward. "The same thing you are. I'm trying to figure out what the hell's going on."


  "I don't follow," Blair said, playing for time while he determined his best approach.


  Tolwyn gestured outward. "The whole situation out here's fluid, chaotic. The reports we're getting back on Earth are as disturbing as they are incomplete. I came out personally to investigate." He laughed without humor. "I just didn't expect to get caught in that damned jammer, it took my comms, navigation, everything. I was lucky to find that research station." He frowned. "It's been abandoned, incidentally."


  "Why did you decide to do this personally?" Blair asked.


  Tolwyn tapped his cigar. "The Confederation is about to launch a full-scale war. From our side, it looks like your people are harassing our legitimate space operations, killing innocent people and destroying defenseless ships."


  Blair replied, "I've been in this long enough to see it's not the Outer Worlds that's driving this."


  "Yes," Tolwyn said, looking sad, "you have been in it, haven't you. You torpedoed the Lexington, Chris. Eighty people, all of them your shipmates, were killed or injured. There is also the little matter of the Achilles. Three hundred people died on that ship. We will have to retaliate, you know."


  Blair collapsed in the chair across from Tolwyn. His voice sounded bleak in his own ears. "Can we head this off?"


  "I hope so," Tolwyn replied.


  Blair looked at him, a little surprised. "Somebody's trying to trigger an all-out war."


  Tolwyn dusted the cigar against the dish. "Yes, I believe you're right." He smiled. "Don't look so stunned, Chris. I think your perception of things is, for the most part, on target."


  Tolwyn puffed again, sending up another noxious cloud. "Paladin agreed that I should come out here and take a look, to try and get to the bottom of this. Someone is hellbent on war. I'm here to find out who, and if it's Confed, to shut them down."


  "Thank you, Admiral," Blair said, "for giving it a shot."


  Tolwyn looked at him. "Chris, I have to know. Why did you betray us?"


  Blair shook his head. "It wasn't a planned thing. Captain Paulson ordered a mission, where some of the ships got out of hand. They were attacking defenseless refugees. I shot the leader down. After that I couldn't go back."


  "Because of Paulson?" Tolwyn asked.


  "Yeah," Blair said simply. "And his goons."


  Tolwyn shook his head. "Day-to-day personnel movement is not my domain. I've asked for a full report on Paulson's assignment. I plan to know how a professional bureaucrat like that got a hold of one of my carriers."


  He looked at Blair speculatively. "Technically, Chris, you are the enemy now… or you will be if the Senate has its way. That makes me your prisoner. What do you plan to do with me?"


  Blair raised his hands, palms outward, the pistol lying in his open hand. "I haven't a clue."


  "It would be best for you to let me go on my way," Tolwyn said. "Things are grim enough without word getting out that you've kidnapped Earth's senior commander. That'd spark a war for sure."


  He leaned forward towards Blair, his elbows resting on his knees. "You know, of course, that we're still on the same side. We both want an end to this, a resolution that avoids war," Tolwyn said, his voice coaxing. "I understand now why you went over the wall." He smiled. "I can't say I'd have done it any differently if I were you." He drew his brows together, thinking hard. "Come back with me, Chris, come back into the fold. You'll have to go before a review board, maybe a court-martial. I'm certain they'll exonerate you. Show them you want to heal wounds." He met Blair's eyes. "Bring the carrier with you. That could be the thing, the first tug that pulls us back from the brink we all face."


  "How's that?" Blair asked.


  "Look," Tolwyn said persuasively, "this gesture would show both sides that humanity's bonds are stronger than our political differences. It could keep the Senate from declaring war, and it would help restore confidence. Circumstances forced you to turn traitor—I'm sure the same is true for the other good people who are with you. Take the first step, Chris, bring your people in."


  Blair looked at him, recalling the turbulent years he'd known Tolwyn. The man could be a cold, calculating bastard. Blair had hated him once, before he'd learned how difficult a mistress duty could be. Tolwyn had the toughest burden of all, and while Blair couldn't say he liked the man, he did respect him. There was the other side of him as well that still seemed to shine somewhere below the surface… the hero who had saved Earth in the darkest moment of the war, the man who had risked his career to bring Tarawa out after the raid on Kilrah, motivated by loyalty to the brave men and women of that famous ship. Blair had even heard how Tolwyn had broken down ana wept when his nephew Kevin, who had been reported missing during the Battle of Earth, was recovered and brought safely in.


  There was that part of Tolwyn that confused him now, a man who in so many ways represented the highest ideals of the Fleet, and yet now was something else.


  "What would happen to the Intrepid?" he asked.


  "We'd put her on the front lines, right where you are now. We'd hunt down the real perpetrators. Together."


  Blair sat back, sorely tempted by Tolwyn's offer. Could he really deliver on his promise? "The others, Maniac and Eisen, will they be granted amnesty, too?"


  "Well," Tolwyn temporized, "I'm certain their years of honorable service would be factored in…"


  Blair nodded. If Tolwyn had said anything else he would have known the Admiral lied.


  He thought back to Paulson… and Seether.


  "Sorry, Admiral, I can't," he said. "It's like Ben Franklin said, back when the Americans revolted. It was something like: 'Well, now we all need to hang together, for if we don't, we shall surely hang separately'" He shook his head regretfully. "I've seen too many things that suggest that there are elements in the Confederation that are driving this. If I—we—came back, we wouldn't know who our allies were. I at least know what side I'm on out here."


  Tolwyn's expression grew pained. "I'm sorry, son. I'm not sure I'll be able to help you after this, not if you keep to this course. The Senate intends war, and soon. I'd hoped to take something back with me that would forestall them, but so far I haven't found it."


  Blair shook his head. "I'll make you a deal, Admiral. I'll keep working on the problem from this end, while you tackle it from yours. Maybe we can meet somewhere in the middle?"


  Tolwyn stood. "I'd like that, Chris. Am I free to go?"


  "Yes, sir," Blair said, also standing. He holstered his pistol. "I've only got one name so far, one name that keeps cropping up. His name is Seether. I've got witnesses that place him with the raiders, and I saw him on the Lexington. He took over a project Paulson claimed was working directly for you."


  Tolwyn's face might have been carved in stone for all the response he showed. "Seether?"


  Blair looked at him. "Yes, do you know him?"


  "Well," Tolwyn answered, "he was part of some secret experiments that were going on near the war's end. Special Ops had gotten pretty much out of control by that point, they kept cooking up wonder weapon after wonder weapon and soaking up more and more money. This thing Seether was involved with was more of the same, another whiz-bang that was supposed to save us from certain doom. We were desperate and grasping at straws." He face grew sour. "Sort of like the Behemoth. And to think I bought into that."


  Blair nodded in sympathy, recalling its disastrous loss and the damage it had done to Tolwyn's reputation.


  Tolwyn looked sharply at him. "But don't forget the Excaliburs and Paladin's little bomb also came out of that same special operations budget. So it wasn't all bad."


  Blair nodded. "What kind of program was Seether in?"


  Tolwyn glanced at him. "Those programs were tightly compartmented, very strictly need to know. I didn't get he full brief until after the war, when I took over SRA." He rubbed his jaw. "As I recall, it was a little number called GE, short for genetic enhancement. It was some kind of selective breeding program, or eugenics. I'm not certain on the details."


  Blair told him about his encounters with Seether's pilots and Bean's descriptions. "Was there cloning?"


  "No," Tolwyn answered, "at least not so far as I know. I'm told they never mastered the technology." He furrowed his brow, trying to recall the dusty memory. "I think they'd worked out what they called 'optimal templates.'" He looked troubled. "There shouldn't be that many GEs running around. I was told that the program had been pulled up by its roots."


  Blair looked at him, perplexed. "You were told? How many more of these Special Ops projects are lurking out there that you haven't been told about?"


  Tolwyn looked a little sheepish. "A lot of these things are buried deep. The problem is, how do you shut down programs hardly anyone even knows about? If you can tell me, I'd do it." Blair studied his face. Tolwyn looked sincere. Blair saw he had no other choice but to take Tolwyn at face value. He sure as hell wasn't going to take him prisoner. He held out his hand. "I'm sorry I shanghaied you, Admiral."


  "Hell, son, I'm not," Tolwyn replied. "Now at least I've got some kind of handle on what's going on. That's more than I had before." He took Blair's hand, giving it a warm squeeze. "You take care of yourself, son, and try not to let your people do anything that makes things worse."


  "I can't promise that, Admiral," Blair replied. "It looks to me like the folks driving this are on your side."


  "If that's true," Tolwyn said grimly, as he guided Blair back to the airlock, "then there'll be hell to pay."


  Blair stopped. "What is that smell?"


  "Smell?" Tolwyn replied.


  "Yeah, it smells like blood back here."


  Tolwyn sniffed. "I don't smell anything. Perhaps it's something in the filters." He indicated the airlock.


  Blair passed through, then stood on the deck as Tolwyn turned the shuttle and departed out the back of the flight deck.


  "What the hell did you do that for?" Dekker said, as he stepped up beside Blair. He took a long look at Blair's thoughtful expression and added a belated "sir."


  "It seemed the thing to do at the time," Blair answered. "It certainly was a better option than holding the chief of the SRA. Things're bad enough with Earth without adding that provocation."


  Dekker shook his head. "Well, I think you'll live to regret this decision."


  Blair turned towards him. "Probably."


  He stood on the flight deck, thinking about Tolwyn's offer, until all of Marshall's strike ships landed. He greeted each pilot in turn, thanking them for a job well done. He stayed until the last fighter had either been stowed below for maintenance or was spotted forward for relaunch.


  His comm-link buzzed. He unclipped it and spoke into it absently, "Yes?"


  "Lieutenant Sosa's compliments, sir," the comm tech said, "but we've got new orders. She forwarded them to your quarters, sir."


  "Thank you," he answered and signed off.


  He made the long, slow climb back up to the CIC, then turned towards his quarters. He was a little surprised to see his door open. He peered in and saw Sosa leaning over his desk, loading a chip into the message reader. She had changed out of uniform and was wearing a loose white frock and rust-colored skirt. He could see a hint of cleavage from his vantage point. She absently tucked her loose, shoulder-length black hair behind her ear as she worked, seemingly unaware he watched her from the door.


  She finally glanced up, did a double take, and slid off the desk. "Sorry, sir. I thought I'd load this for you while you were gone. I didn't expect you to be back."


  "So I see," he said, entering his quarters. He left the door behind him open. She stood, looking young and lovely under the room's indirect lighting. Be careful, Chris, he told himself. There's danger that way.


  She caught his eye. The silence stretched as he thought of how Jeannette had looked under similar lighting, and Rachel. He knew it wasn't fair to compare Sosa to either of them, yet he couldn't help himself. He wished he was just five years younger and she five older, then it would be all right. As it was they had too many years and too much rank separating them. Still…


  Her hand went to her throat. "Is something wrong?" She looked down at herself. "Oh, I was just going off duty… down to the chowhall for dinner. I got tired of wearing my uniform. Captain Eisen permitted civvies for dining." She stopped herself. "I'm babbling. I'd better go." She started to slide past him.


  "Please, wait," he said, then found himself casting about for a reason to ask her to stay. He glanced at his worktable and saw the stewards had left a salver on a heating pad, with a thermos of coffee. "I usually dine in my quarters," he said, "but that gets lonely. Would you like to eat with me?" He felt clumsy and oafish as he looked at her, aware that as opening lines went, he was asking to get shot down. "I'm sure there'll be enough for two," he added lamely.


  Sosa smiled, showing dimples. "I'd love to, sir."


  He stepped to the serving tray and opened it. Aromatic steam poured out. His mouth watered as he saw the slabs of roast beef, surrounded by carrots and potatoes. "Oh, look," he said, trying to be witty, "roast tire."


  She laughed politely as she stepped beside him and took one of the small stack of plates that had collected. "And haunch of vacuum pump," she answered, joining the game. He took a deep breath, inhaling the wonderful scent of her perfume. It felt good for her to be there. He suddenly regretted leaving the door open. There would be no scandal if they were seen together, but it would keep him from really relaxing.


  They collected their food. Blair sat behind his desk, after making room for her plate. There was only one chair. Velina perched on one corner of the desk, taking dainty bites of beef.


  The silence stretched. He was at a loss for words. "Umm," he said, gesturing towards the chip reader with his fork, "have you seen the orders?"


  She grinned. "That's a taboo question, Colonel, sir. I'm the comm officer. I see everything that we send and receive. But it's not polite for me to tell the Colonel I know what his orders are before he does."


  "Well," Blair replied, "I'm still curious, so if you don't mind…"


  "Not at all," she said.


  Blair turned the tank around to where she could see it, then hit the play button. The screen darkened to reveal Admiral Wilford's face. Blair noticed his cardigan had changed.


  "Colonel Blair, I'd like to offer you my condolences on the loss of your pilots. I read your after-action report." Blair looked up at Sosa, who mouthed the word "Garibaldi." He pursed his lips. The Intrepid's exec was just a little too efficient. He understood now why Eisen insisted on initialing all outgoing reports. It might be a good practice for him to emulate.


  He turned his attention back to Wilford. "We're sending you to Speradon system on a high-priority mission. The Confederation has established a forward base inside our territory. Admiral Richards believes this base includes a shipyard and is intended to be part of their mobilization against us. Our data suggests the base is vulnerable, if we act fast." He looked down at his notes. "Your mission will be in the Speradon system as part of a smash-and-grab operation on the shipyard. Our goals'll be two-fold. First, we'll go for proof that the Confed is operating inside Border Worlds' space. And second—we'll carry off as much equipment as we can. We need the hardware."


  "I'm sending a separate package to Colonel Farnsworth so she can begin detailed planning for the operation. In the meantime, you'll link up with us here in the Lennox system. There'll be transports there, so you'll have a partial resupply, and tankers, so you can top off." He paused. "I'll be shifting my flag to your ship, so make sure Panther and her staff are ready with at least a preliminary plan by the time I get there. Godspeed, Blair. I'm looking forward to meeting you."


  He cued the 'tank off, before it broke to static. He looked at Sosa. "Did Panther get her stuff?"


  "Yes, sir," she replied. "About an hour ago, in fact."


  He rolled his eyes. "Am I the last to know everything on this ship?"


  Sosa smiled, but maintained a discreet silence. Blair decided he liked her smile. It transformed her face, making her look radiant. He found himself making excuses to extend their evening by asking questions about the ship, the crew, and her time on Admiral Richards' staff. And because turnabout was fair play, he answered a few of hers. It wasn't until much later in the evening, as he was pouring his heart out to her about his losing Rachel, that he realized how dangerous it was to start a personal conversation with an interrogator.


  


  


  • CHAPTER TEN


  Blair, along with Admiral Wilford's staff and the task force's command officers, sat waiting for the admiral to arrive. It was Wilford's prerogative to be late and the briefing couldn't start till he showed. In the meantime, they sat, cooling their heels. That was how the military food chain worked.


  The arrival of the admiral and his staff had started another round of musical chairs. The extra officers stressed the Intrepid's limited amenities past the breaking point. Wilford had started the game by displacing him from the quarters he'd inherited from Eisen. He had, in turn, bumped Garibaldi from his even smaller cubicle. The exec had bunked in with the senior engineer, pushing her deputy out.


  He had no doubt that at least one officer would be sleeping with the pilots or the ratings on the flight deck, or, worse yet, with the grunts in the forward hold. Dekker's troops were an earthy bunch, whose senses of humor were likely to be a bit rough-hewn. He could only imagine the torments they'd inflict on a Fleetie assigned to bunk in with them. He hoped the unknown unfortunate had a thick hide.


  The room came to attention. Wilford swept in and took his seat. Panther, taking her cue from the admiral, stood and began. Tamara, he had learned, liked things done right, on time, and with no nonsense, and she was doubtless displeased she'd been kept waiting, even by a senior. Wilford was a special case, though. He had a reputation for adopting and nurturing promising young officers, and Tamara Farnsworth wanted to go far. This briefing was her big chance.


  "Vice Admiral Wilford," she said without preamble, nodding to the man seated in the chair, "will command the fleet against the covert Confederation shipyard located here, in the Speradon system." The graphic behind her changed, showing a large, egg-shaped gas and dust cloud. Several protostars illuminated it from the inside, giving it a reddish-yellow glow. "The base," she continued, "is concealed within the nebulas electronic interference zone. The interference is due to the passage of the stars' charged particles through the nebular dust."


  She paused while the screen behind her split into three images. "There are actually three distinct targets within the shipyard. These are the shipyard itself, a shake-down area for new fighters, and a weapons factory. Our intention is to raid all three targets, plunder what we can, and destroy what's left. We'll do this as close to simultaneously as we can manage."


  She smiled, waiting for the explosion that had to come. "All three!" Maniac's bray rose above the others'. "At once?"


  "At once," she repeated: "We looked at hitting the targets in sequence, but it just wasn't practicable. We'll lose the element of surprise once we hit the first objective. By the time we hit the second they'll have withdrawn the juicy parts, and stacked the defenses." She turned towards the screen. "Frankly, these targets are so lucrative that it's worth the risk."


  "The timing won't have to be that fine, not if we can hit all three within an hour or so. Also, none of the missions are time dependent on the others. When you're done, you go home."


  She smiled. "Here's where it gets complicated." She tapped the lectern, which appeared to Blair to be the signal to change the graphic. "The first target will be flown by Colonel Marshall's squadron. It's a staging area for fighters awaiting shakedown. They mass here, then begin their test runs. This is an ideal time to grab their newest birds, fresh off the line."


  "Maniac, you'll also be escorting the BWS Tango. She's a fast transport with four tractor beams rigged behind her main cargo bay. Once you've cleaned out the defenses, you'll go after the fighters. Your ships will be equipped with a new weapon, what the eggheads are calling a leech gun.' Basically, it drains their power, scrambles their systems, and leaves them dead for a time. You'll use the guns to sweep the area and zap any fighters you can. The Tango'll then make a passthrough and rake in everything she can carry. Once she's loaded, or things get too hot, you'll smoke whatever's left and bug out."


  The wall screen behind her changed, showing what appeared to an orbital factory. "Hawk, your mission is the simplest. Your squadron'll escort the Longbow and Broadsword bombers from Admiral Wilford's two escort carriers and destroy the factory. No subtlety. Just kill it. You can expect there to be substantial local defenses. We're told that most of the system's reserve forces are stationed there."


  She tapped the third objective. "And this, Colonel Blair, is your target, the TCS Princeton The wall screen shifted again, showing a new Concordia-class fleet carrier surrounded by a spidery-looking space dock. It's the centerpiece of the raid."


  "Me?" Blair said.


  Admiral Wilford turned in his seat to look at him. "You, Colonel Blair. I'm sure Commander Garibaldi and I can somehow manage to keep this old girl in space while you're gone. We need our best where they can do their best."


  "I'm to kill her?" Blair asked, making notes on his pad.


  "No," Farnsworth replied, "you're to capture her."


  The silence in the room was deafening. "You must be joking," Blair said after a long moment.


  "No," Panther replied, "her reactors are on line. She's poorly guarded, most of her crew's on shore leave. All of her stores are intact, and as far as we know, she's carrying a full load of ordnance and fighters. She's ripe for picking. We expect you to have light resistance."


  Blair glanced at Maniac, who rolled his eyes. They had both heard that promise far too many times for either to believe it.


  Farnsworth quickly shifted graphics again, before Blair could protest. "You'll hit her with light weapons, just enough to skin her turrets. Once you've done that, Colonel Dekker's Marines will do an assault landing and secure a landing bay. Sosa's been working on descrambling the phase shield codes. Dekker, you should be able to punch the code and waltz right in."


  "Yeah," Gash replied, "I'll bet." He peered at her. "Three squads against a whole carrier?"


  She smiled. Blair noticed it wasn't friendly. "Well, Colonel, you're always telling us how tough your Marines are, compared to us Fleeties. Now's your chance to prove it."


  She turned back to her map. He and Gash shared a look.


  "Once our fearless Marines have the ship under control," she continued, "the Johns Hopkins will close and transfer her teams, who'll get the Princeton under way and out of the system. Colonel Blair will remain on board as the ranking officer until relieved."


  She switched graphics again, this time to a larger overview of the space dock complex. "After you've pulled the carrier free, or, in the event you fail, Admiral Wilford will attack the installations with the fleet. Once the base has been destroyed, we'll retrograde the hell out." She slapped her right fist into her left palm. "That's basically it."


  She gestured to a thick stack of color-coded envelopes stacked on a table in front of her. "These are your briefing packets. Manic's forces are red, Hawk's green, and Blair's gold. Study them. If you have any questions, see me. Otherwise, we go in twelve hours." She gestured towards the two ratings assigned to the audio-visual console who began to distribute the packets.


  Blair retired to his cramped little room to study the packet. It contained a packet of crisp recon photos of the target, the deck plans of a Concordia-class carrier, written directions to a Concordia's critical areas, a detailed timeline of the operation, and a memory chip loaded with computer simulations of the target area. He studied materials in turn, memorizing everything except the deck plans. He'd spent enough time on the Concordia and the Lexington to know his way around.


  He checked the segment Farnsworth had included on Dekker's instructions. He whistled, dismayed at the tight schedule Panther expected the grunts to keep. She planned for the Marines to seize one landing bay within a few minutes, then to fan out and suppress local defenses. She hoped to have the first Hopkins team on board and on its way to the bridge within twenty minutes of the Marines' touchdown. The grunts, already stretched thin, were also expected to maintain ready teams to provide security for the Hopkins' people and to defend against an auto-destruct sequence or a counterattack from the main shipyard.


  Dekker would read his orders, keep his mouth shut regardless of his reservations, and give the mission his formidable best. But if anyone could pull off Farnsworth's audacious timetable, it would be him.


  Blair had his own worries. Panther's squadron had twelve birds, a third of which might charitably be considered front line. The rest were either obsolete or old, and certainly couldn't be considered adequate for the mission. None of the forces involved, for that matter, had the resources needed to guarantee success. Farnsworth's plan counted on luck and surprise to carry them through, both of which were notoriously fickle.


  He shifted to his single chair, memorizing callsigns and frequencies, timelines, operations details, call words, recall signals, and the other minutiae of a complex operation. He started his sixth repetition when Pliers rapped on his open door. "Come!" he yelled.


  The crew chief entered, grinning. "Well, sir, I've got good news and bad. Which do you want first?"


  Blair didn't hesitate. "Good."


  "I got your T-bolt back on line," he said, "and then some. I opened the thrusters a little more, giving you better manuvering, and recored the main drives. You should get 40-50 KPS more on both standard and afterburner." He grinned. "Hell, that's enough to get you off the deck without JATO's. I figured you could use an ace-in-the-hole."


  "Great!" Blair said, smiling. "Now, what's the bad news?"


  "I got her patched up, Colonel, but she ain't gonna hold together long. This will probably be her last flight."


  "Why?" Blair asked, sobering from his earlier elation.


  "Well," Pliers replied, "I scanned the insides. That mine explosion did a lot of structural damage. You got fatigue cracks all along the main supports and two struts have failed completely. I patched them, but they won't stand up to the kind of abuse you dish out. Also, my mods'll cost you combat radius and engine life." He scratched his head. "You won't have any catastrophic failures, but you're not going to want to fly this bird again, not after this mission."


  "Well," Blair replied, "let's just get through this one, shall we?"


  "You got it!" He grinned again. "What time do you want me to send someone to wake you, son?"


  Blair took this as a subtle hint for him to get some sleep. "What time is pilot's brief?"


  Pliers didn't even look at his watch. "About four hours. I'll send someone for you." He snapped out the overhead light.


  "Thanks," Blair said. He expected to have trouble sleeping, and was pleasantly surprised to have an orderly shaking him after what seemed only moments. It took him only a minute to pull his boots on and to make his way down to the flight deck.


  He stepped out of the passageway darkened for ship's night and into the brightly lit bay. Ground crews were hard at work, prepping and fueling the strike wing for launch. Most of the first wave had already been spotted on the painted marks and were ready for takeoff. Blair conducted his preflight inspection on his T-bolt, then walked around a couple of other fighters picked at random. All appeared to be in order, but his Thunderbolt wasn't the only refugee from the boneyard.


  He assembled his squadron and conducted his flight briefing from the wing of his battered fighter. Maniac did the same thing across the deck, while Panther filled in for Hawk. Colonel Manley had already departed for the escort carriers to brief their flight crews on their roles.


  The launch went well. He watched as the ground crews crossed their fingers while several tattered-looking fighters roared off the deck. Then his turn came. The launch officer pointed to Blair, then out into space. He saluted the deck officer, hit his afterburners, and prayed. Armed with extra missiles and modified engines, he made the launch, but not by much. He suspected he left paint and sponge armor on the front lip of the Intrepid's launch deck.


  He switched his comm-panel to the forces combined local traffic frequency. Pantner had assigned Sosa to traffic control. The strike wings kept her busy sorting them out. Her warm voice sounded unusually brisk as she assigned orbiting slots to the fighters, aligned the frigates for their raids, and generally coordinated the communications.


  A corvette and the Tango did picket duty, giving Hawk and Maniac objects for their squadrons to orbit while they assembled. Blair joined Panther's squadron and the Marines' three assault shuttles in orbiting the Johns Hopkins. Assembling a single raid was enough of a stone bitch—coordinating three at once through the Intrepid's damaged array multiplied the chaos. His elapsed time counter showed they were already late and getting later. That didn't bode well for the operation.


  He repeatedly checked his squadron, making certain his fighters remained on station and in their correct order while Sosa and Farnsworth scrambled to sort out the mess. Panther had insisted he not brief his pilots until the last minute as a security precaution and ordered strict radio silence. Blair understood her reasoning, but the result was chaos. Pilots, uncertain of their rally points, wandered from ship to ship, looking for their squadrons. Several of the Rapiers were already reporting fuel loads in the low seventy-percent range when they finally formed.


  Eventually, Sosa managed to get the strike wings sorted out. "Group Alpha, go!" she said, sounding jubilant. Maniac's ships peeled off, each winging over and blazing into the nebular dust in a long, loose column. The Tango, her drive stream glowing blue, followed. She would lose ground behind the faster fighters, but would still be relatively close when they hit the staging point.


  "Group Beta, go!" Hawk's forces, the fighters arranged in neat vees over and under the bombers, hit their afterburners as a group and vanished. They had the furthest distance to go, and anticipated the most resistance.


  "Group Gamma, go!" Blair waggled his wings, signaling his squadron to form on him. He checked the course programmed into his autopilot, then selected it from his menu of pre-set nav points. He glanced back, saw that his squadron remained correctly aligned, and turned onto his approach course. The squadron followed smoothly.


  Blair kept a sharp watch as they passed through the nebula. The gas and dust were pretty thin stuff, at least when viewed from the inside. Its real asset was its EM activity which both hid the base from prying outsiders and concealed the strike force. Of course, Confed fighters might also be hiding in the nebula. He scanned the space around him, glancing from quadrant to quadrant in search of enemy telltales. He glanced back to check his rear and was dismayed to see the fighters' phase shields and drive trails glowing as they reacted with the charged dust particles. The trails were a glittering, silvery sign pointing to his fighters. He gritted his teeth. It couldn't be helped.


  By some trick of the nebula, his radio scanner locked onto faint signals from Maniac's forces as they attacked. The battle had begun. There would be no turning back now. He checked his nav plot and saw they were minutes from their objective.


  "Mother Goose to goslings," he said, "assume attack formation. Sections one and three will hit the carriers turrets, sections two and four will provide top cover."


  He listened as each section leader acknowledged the order. The squadron drifted apart as the sub-leaders took control of their elements. Blair's two wingmen tucked in tight behind him, one Rapier hugging each wing. "Remember," he said, "light weapons only. We don't want to hull the ship."


  The last shreds of the nebula cleared. The recon photos and simulations hadn't done justice to the sheer size of the damned complex. Huge factories orbited a spider web-shaped space dock. The carrier, a full-sized fleet CV, occupied one quadrant of the dock. A pair of sleek new destroyers nested within a second quadrant with room to spare.


  He swore. The destroyers were new, and hadn't appeared on yesterdays recon tapes. They could be counted upon to mount a spirited anti-fighter defense once they got organized. The factories appeared to be dotted with flak towers, which would also mean a hot time for anyone foolish enough to stray into their effective range. A flight of Confed Arrows crossed towards the carrier, further complicating the picture.


  He shook his head. Their odds had just gotten a lot longer. He heard his pilots' murmurs as they saw the size of their objective. He knew it wasn't possible to abort the attack, not with Maniac having already engaged. They had to go.


  He keyed his microphone. "Mother Goose to goslings, break and attack assigned targets. Good luck."


  He punched his afterburner, feeling an unexpected pressure against his back as the T-bolt launched forward. The fighter felt rough and sloppy to him, but Pliers' promised mods were working. He angled for the carrier with his wingmen in tow.


  His supporting flights jumped the Confed fighters, surprising them and smoking two out in the first seconds with a volley of missiles. The surviving Arrows, rather than breaking and running as Blair expected, turned towards the raiders and attacked. One Ferret, then another, exploded and died as the Confed ships pitched into the Intrepid's strike.


  Blair heard his AIs proximity alarm chime. He looked up and saw the space dock fast approaching. He sloped into the gap between the latticework and the carrier, then angled to begin his attack run. His wingmen broke away to engage their own sectors.


  The carrier's bows flashed past. His targeting reticule centered on the first turret. He stabbed his firing key. Twin plasma beams lanced out, piercing the turret and killing it. A second turret flashed into view. The AI projected his correct "windage." He fired, exploding the laser turret.


  He hugged the carriers smooth outer hull, raking its defensive turrets as they appeared, and taking out hardpoint after hardpoint. The Princeton reacted first, firing along the hull at him. He laughed as he saw their panicky first shots plowing into the space dock's superstructure, sowing damage in the work pods that clustered over the ship. He blazed over the rear of the ship, then down to begin his outbound leg. The CVs drive plumes brightened, nearly cooking him as he desperately fought to maintain control of his ship in the drives' buffeting.


  He maintained control of his Thunderbolt, firing his outboard thrusters to compensate for the stream's side pressure. He cleared the drives, sweeping underneath the carrier. The carrier's laser nets grew more intense as more undamaged turrets came on-line. Beams criss-crossed in front of the T-bolt, the misses tearing gaping holes in the superstructure overhead.


  Not all the laser bolts missed. Hits from surviving turrets scored against his phase shields, chipping away at his defenses while he raked the carrier's underbelly. He powered through an especially nasty cross fire, shifting his course from left to right as he destroyed first one, then another of his tormenters.


  A bright ball of fire glowed beneath the carrier, then slammed into it, briefly spreading a pool of flame across its surface before vacuum snuffed it. Pieces of a shattered Rapier drifted alongside the ship. A second Rapier, also burning, flashed across his front. It was on fire, but still hammered the carrier's point defenses. Then, it too slammed into the cap ships hull, taking out one final hardpoint as it died.


  He held his course steady, aware that evasive maneuvers only made his task of hitting the surviving hardpoints more difficult. His capacitors dipped into yellow, and then into red as he scattered shots across the hull. The defenders' fire seemed to slacken as he recrossed the ship's bows and fled for open space.


  Open space proved no safer than the tight confines of the space dock. His Ferrets were either dead or fled, leaving the Arrows to struggle with an equal number of newer Confed models. Three of his Rapiers were dead as well. He frowned. His squadron wouldn't last long under punishment that intense.


  The flak towers on the orbital factories opened up, crisscrossing the sky with clusters of lasers. They fired with more enthusiasm than accuracy, though that might change once their operators calmed down. The attackers' only break had been that so far neither destroyer had shown much reaction.


  A Hellcat dropped onto his stern. His automatic rear guns fired even as his missile alarm chimed. He banked hard right, using Plier's boosted roll rate to slip the heatseeker that tried to crawl up his back. He brought his big ship around, turning the tables on the Hellcat. The Confed ship fired a second missile off into deep space, then tried to turn away. Blair, watching his capacitors creep back up out of the red, switched his ordnance to missiles and toggled off one of his own heatseekers. He felt the bump as the explosive bolts cold-fired the warhead, then watched it arc ahead. The infrared warhead caught the 'Cat as it slung around, trying to bring its guns to bear.


  The missile impacted at a high deflection angle, piercing its phase shields and shattering one drive. The Hellcat did a quarter-turn under the blow, then steadied out. The pilot regained control, then again tried to bring the ship around to attack.


  Blair, surprised by the Hellcat pilot's suicidal nerve, held his course a moment too long. The Hellcat raked him with its sole surviving ion cannon. His phase shields flared and he felt the impacts as dull thuds against the base of his spine. The missile targeting reticule centered on the Hellcat. He switched ordnance and pounded the 'Cat with his plasma cannon. The Hellcat vanished, its structure engulfed in a fireball as the shots ripped it open. He silently cursed the suicidal bravery of the pilot, hoping that it wasn't someone he had once called comrade.


  He sheered away from the expanding explosion and turned back towards the carrier. A burning ship, either a Rapier or a Hellcat, tumbled across his line of sight and exploded. The pilot never had a chance to escape.


  He scanned the babble on the tactical channels to ensure that all three of the missions elements were engaged. They were. Panther's plan had succeeded in bringing them to grips with three enemy forces at the same time. His quick sense of the other two attacks was that they had encountered much stiffer resistance than they had anticipated. He smiled bitterly. Underestimating the enemy was one of the few constants of war.


  The Princeton emerged from the dock and into space like a butterfly from a chrysalis. Fires from burning hardpoints and turret sockets glowed and winked along its length. A single fighter launched from the carrier's portside bay. It arced upward and exploded as a missile struck it amidships, splitting it in half.


  Blair checked his capacitors, pleased to see they had recovered their full charge. He turned the Thunderbolt back towards the carrier. He swept down on the carrier, lining up his sighting reticule on a dual laser turret that sprayed the area around him with deadly red beams. He fired his plasma guns. The turret slewed around, then froze as the plasma beams opened it to the hard vacuum of space.


  He scanned the top of the carrier, looking for more turrets to hit. Whole sections of the CVs upper and lower hulls were dark, except for winking fires. A few scattered turrets maintained their fire, but were quickly silenced by the two surviving Rapiers. He assigned them to fly CAP over the carrier, scouring the carriers hull for targets of opportunity.


  He glanced up at the fight in open space. The last of the Confed Arrows broke and ran for the flak towers. The support group howled after them.


  Much to his surprise, they had accomplished the first part of the mission. The carrier's defenses had been cut down and the space around it had been cleared of fighters. The CV had fully emerged from the dock and turned towards open space, a move that made it more vulnerable, not less.


  He switched channels. "Blair to Dekker, shall we dance?"


  "Roger," the Marine replied. "I'll lead."


  Blair saw the drive plumes of Dekker's three shuttles against the nebular backdrop. They swept in towards the carrier, using boost packs to close on the vulnerable ship. Dekker kept the Princeton's bulk between them and the flak towers on the nearest orbital factory.


  Blair stayed close by, matching their course and speed to better protect them from unexpected threats. A single turret on the Princeton's upper hull tracked the lead shuttle. He targeted it and fired. Twin plasma beams reduced it :o junk.


  "Thanks, Tiger," Dekker replied. "Stand by for Code-Key." The shuttles, their speeds now reduced to match the carrier's, angled in towards the landing deck. The seconds stretched as Dekker tried to disable the phase shields in order to board. He tried sequence after sequence. "Got it!"


  Dekker's shuttle, trailed by its fellows, dove for the anding deck and pierced the force curtain that held in the atmosphere. Blair saw the three ships through the curtain, sliding to a halt in the midst of showers of sparks. Ramps fell and the Marines ripped into the defenders. Refraction from the energy weapons against the force curtain blocked any further sight.


  "Dancer to Blair," Dekker shouted. Blair could barely hear him over the recorded sound of blaring bugles and hammering weapons. "We're in!"


  He monitored the Marine's helmet radios, listening in as they bounded into a firestorm. Several Marines went down at once, ambushed by a surprisingly spirited defense. He heard Dekker and his subordinate leaders calling up fire, concentrating ordnance against strongpoints in the bay, and finally, desperately, opening up with the shuttles' defensive turrets. The roar of the firefight grew even more intense, as the Marines' crew served weapons and heavier ordnance joined the laser rifles.


  The fire eventually slackened, then trailed off. "Dekker to Blair," he said, sounding exhausted. "We've got the deck mostly secured." Blair wanted to ask what "mostly" meant to a combat Marine, but Dekker didn't give him a chance. "You can come in."


  Blair lined his ship up on the final approach to the deck, hit the threshold, then fired his maneuvering thrusters to stop the Thunderbolt. The larger thrusters accomplished the job more quickly than he had expected, but the rattling of their gimbals told him they were on their last legs. He'd make it home, as Pliers had predicted, but not much further.


  He popped the canopy as soon as the T-bolt came to a halt, then immediately ducked beneath the sill. Laser rifle fire spattered off the T-bolt's frontal armor and glanced off the heavy canopy. A flechette gun roared from underneath one shuttle, pouring fire into and around a flaming pile of canisters where several defenders hid. The heavy penetrators shredded the plastic and metal containers like cardboard, spreading their volatile cargoes and providing fresh fuel for the fire. Greasy black smoke roiled though the bay. Two black-clad crewmen armed with laser rifles were driven into the open by the heat and smoke. The Marines' flechette gun caught them and literally tore them apart.


  Blair looked around, frantically seeking cover. He saw Dekker, a laser rifle in one hand, waving to him. He sprinted towards the Marine commander. A line of laser hits pitted the floor around his legs. He flopped to the ground behind Dekker as the Marine hosed off a dozen quick shots.


  "I thought you said the bay was secured!" Blair yelled as he fumbled for his sidearm.


  Dekker hooked a foot around a laser rifle clutched in a dead Marines hands. He tugged it towards Blair, who looked in horror at the blood that soaked the weapon. "I said mostly" he replied with a grin. "Watch out for the ones in black suits."


  A ricocheting round ripped his cheek, drawing a long jagged cut in the flesh. Dekker absently dabbed the blood with his fingers, then fired off another salvo at the entrenched enemy. "I got my demo teams in. They're working on cutting off the blacksuits before they can blow the ship. Some of the Princeton's crew're helping them."


  "What?" Blair said, uncertain whether to ask first about the self-destruct or the crew's help.


  Dekker pointed with his chin. Blair looked over to where most of the bay's crew lay face down and with their hands over their heads. Their nominal guard, his back to his charges, crouched behind a partially slagged barrel and cranked off shots at the concealed enemy. Two of the Princeton's crew, armed with lasers taken from fallen Marines, knelt shoulder to shoulder with him and fired on the blacksuits.


  Another barrage from the shuttle's turret fragged the last of the blacksuits' shelter. They burst into the open, firing wildly as they scrambled for cover. Two were cut down in midstride by Marines' fire. One, his arm blown off, lay on his side, still firing at Dekker's troops. He caught one of the Princeton men as he leaned over his barricade to fire. Blair flinched away as blood and brains exploded out of the back of the man's scalp. The wounded defender was hit again, his body nearly shredded by the flechette machine gun. The rest of the blacksuits made it to cover, firing into the bay from the shelter of the connecting passage.


  Blair raised his rifle. Dekker placed his hand over Blair's weapon, pushing it down. Blair looked at him. Dekker pointed.


  Three Marines, armed with machine pistols and knives, crept along the dead ground on either side of the open hatch. The defenders pumped burst after burst into the bay, growing bolder as the Marines' fire slacked off. The assault party crouched behind the hatch. Blair saw a flurry of movement.


  A flash-bang grenade went off in the middle of the defenders. The Marines, machine pistols chattering, exploded around the door and into the confined space. Miraculously, most of the black-suited crewmen were still on their feet, in spite of the powerful stunning charge.


  One Marine rammed his pistol into a blacksuit's gut and fired, spraying rounds and a sheet of blood onto the bulkhead. A second defender, blood pouring from his nose and ears, grabbed a Marine, turned him, and snapped his neck. The blacksuit fell a moment later as the third snap-kicked him in the head, pivoted, and rammed her trench knife into his gut. Dying, he still reached out for her. She casually rammed the heel of her hand into his neck.


  The Marine stepped among the fallen blacksuits. Her knife flicked out twice. Blair looked at Dekker, horrified. "Stop her! She's killing the wounded!"


  Dekker nodded. "The bastards don't give up. We lost a corpsman to one. She was trying to stabilize one of those blacksuits who'd lost a leg. He armed a grenade and took them both out. Now, I can't take any chances with our people."


  Dekker moved to secure the bay, sending one squad to assist the demolition team while the other took up defensive positions around the exits. Dekker limped to the back of one shuttle, followed by Blair. The Marine leaned against the ramp and opened a medkit. Blair saw that he had been wounded at least two other times, in addition to the gash on his cheek. Blood soaked the right shoulder of his fatigues and he held his arm stiffly.


  "Damn," Dekker said as he flexed his fingers. "I never thought they'd put up that fanatical a defense. We gave them every chance to surrender. They wouldn't take it—just kept fighting." He shook his head. "They fought like freakin' Marines, for crissakes. These were supposed to be support crews!" He glanced down at the nearest of the fallen blacksuits, an expression akin to respect on his face. "I sure as hell don't want to meet any of their grunts." He looked up at Blair. "Who the hell were those guys, anyway?"


  "I don't know," Blair replied, then saw the first of the Princeton's crew emerge from cover looking dazed and shocked. "But I know who does." Dekker turned to follow his gaze, and nodded. "Good idea," he said.


  The carrier's crewpeople filtered towards the parked shuttles. A female warrant officer looked vaguely familiar to him. She smiled in relief as he approached. "Damn, Colonel Blair, are you a sight for sore eyes."


  "Who the hell are those guys?" he asked, pointing with his thumb to the small pile of dead blacksuits the Marines were collecting. He had to look away as he saw one sergeant moving among them, rifling their pockets and collecting identification and personal effects. He knew body triage was an important part of intelligence gathering, but seeing it made him queasy. Its effect on the crewwoman wasn't much different.


  She looked green as she met his eye. "They're a bunch of hot-shot pilots and ground crew that came aboard while we were doing shakedowns. Ran a bunch of missions off the starboard deck while we were officially still on training cycles." She looked at the dead again. "I can't say I'm sorry to see them gone."


  "How's that?" Blair asked.


  "They mostly pushed us aside when they came aboard—greenies, twenty-year vets, we didn't matter to them. It got worse after they took over. They treated us like we were scum."


  Blair heard a flurry of shots from deep within the ship, followed by a series of muffled explosions. He looked worriedly at Dekker, who grinned and raised one thumb.


  The warrant officer met his eye. "A lot of us think we might stand a better chance with you. That's why Thomsen and Hing took your Marines down the shortcut to the magazine. The blacksuits had self-destruct charges rigged. It was part of the threat they used to keep us in line." She looked bitter. "It's too bad you couldn't have been here yesterday."


  "Why?" he asked.


  "Their commander was here, inspecting the ship. They don't seem to have ranks, but I knew this guy was the boss from the way the others acted. They treated him with respect."


  "Do you remember anything about him?" Blair asked.


  "Only his eyes," she replied. "They were the coldest, most inhuman eyes I've ever seen."


  "Seether." Blair said.


  She nodded. "Yeah, that's what they called him."


  "Thanks," Blair said. "If you or the crew wants to lash up with us, we can use you. It's voluntary. Otherwise, we'll figure out a way to get you all back to Earth when this is over."


  She smiled. "I can only speak for myself, sir, but if it's all the same to you, I'd like to join."


  Blair returned her smile. "We got a tough row to hoe, Ms.—?"


  "Ellison," she replied, "Caroline Ellison. I knew Rachel Corialis from tech school. She used to talk about you."


  Blair expected to feel the familiar jolt of hurt. He was surprised when it didn't happen. "Okay, get everyone together who wants to enlist, then consider them enlisted. There's going to be a power-up team coming aboard to bring this baby out. Your people can turn to and help them."


  He saw the first of the Hopkins' shuttles swarming in even as he turned away from the warrant officer. Crews loaded down with sidearms and equipment fanned out from the shuttle and sprinted for their duty stations.


  A full commander, with a Technical Services tab on his flight suit, stepped up and saluted Blair. "You did it, sir. Looks like we've got us another carrier."


  A Marine ran up to him. "Colonel, come quick! You gotta see this!"


  He followed the Marine forward and down into the maintenance bay. The automatic lights came up to reveal rows of black ships, all nested in their launch cradles. They were the same style he fought against over Melek's convoy, and the same as the ones in the Kilrathi tapes. The fighters were sleek and otherworldly, with spare lines and a honed, finished appearance. They made even the Hellcats look chunky and rough-hewn by comparison.


  The first of the Intrepid's boarding contingent wandered in, each stopping to stare.


  He turned and saw Pliers, a tool kit slung over his shoulder, standing in the door. "They're beautiful," the old man whispered, "absolutely beautiful." He made as if to spit tobacco juice on the deck, then stopped himself. He glanced around and picked up a discarded plastic can. He spat into that, then walked over to the nearest bird and ran his fingers over the spongy armor. "Hello, beauty," he murmured.


  Blair watched in amusement as the crew chief dropped his shoulder bag, dug out a spanner, and went to work on an access plate. "Let's see what secrets you're hiding, little lady," he crooned. Blair turned away as the Intrepid's techs, looking like kids at Christmas, swarmed over their new toys. He left them alone to poke and prod the fighters. The black fighter impressed him as much as it did them, but he'd never managed to get excited over cunningly designed wire harnesses.


  He emerged from the launch bay in time to see Sosa crossing the recovery area for the personnel lift. She pulled a handcart behind her that had been piled high with decrypting equipment.


  He felt the deck heel slightly, then realized he felt an increased vibration in the floor.


  The loudspeaker crackled. "Colonel Blair to Auxiliary Control." He walked quickly back to the landing deck and saw a few remaining Marines lounging by their shuttles. Dekker sat against a landing strut, armed with a shaving mirror and a can of wound sealer. He was busy spraying the pinkish artificial skin over the cut in his face, while a corpsman stood by with an amused expression. Dekker looked tired and very, very happy.


  He looked up as Blair approached.


  "How'd we do?" Blair asked.


  Dekker raised a thumb. "The Tango snagged about a dozen ships and pilots. The other group took some heavy hits. They got the weapons factory, though."


  Blair nodded soberly, pleased at the success while being saddened by the losses. "And Wilford's raid?"


  Dekker tapped his ear. "Reports are sketchy. The Intrepid took some hits. A couple of the frigates bought it, too, when those destroyers finally got their act together." He paused. "The word in the trenches, though, is that the mission was a complete success. It looks like we got away clean."


  Blair smiled tiredly. "Good," he answered. He turned to go to Auxiliary Control, crossing the deck and taking the personnel lift up one deck. The lift was a luxury after having to climb everywhere on the Intrepid.


  Commander Toliver, the recovery teams leader, met him outside the control room as he stepped off the lift.


  "Yes," Blair said, "what can I do for you?"


  Toliver smiled. "Well, sir, you are the nominal captain of this ship, or at least the ranking officer. I thought it best that I give you my report."


  Blair nodded. "Go ahead."


  Toliver looked forward, then back along the corridor.


  "We've got the engines and navigation systems on-line and we're moving at about half speed. We don't dare do more, considering how thin we are. We are getting a lot of help from the Princeton's crew. About forty crossed over." He paused. "There are rumors that some of those special troops are holed up somewhere aft. Dekker says he'll put search teams out." He looked at Blair. "Frankly, it's a damned big ship for his people to search. So stay forward and don't lose your sidearm."


  "Got it," Blair said. "Is there anything I can do?"


  "Yes, sir," Toliver replied. "Only a few of us have service time on a Concordia. Studying a map doesn't help much when you're stuck in a wiring trunk."


  Blair laughed. "Okay, I'll direct traffic." Unlike on the Intrepid, there was plenty here for him to do. The Princeton, designed to be operated by several hundred, seemed infested by gremlins when staffed by only ninety. Blair quickly found himself dispatching increasingly harried work crews to crisis spot after crisis spot. He hadn't realized how much time had passed until a young woman in civilian coveralls tapped him on the shoulder. "Sir," she said, "I'm your relief."


  He was at first surprised at how much time had passed. The ache in his neck from peering over schematics told him that while he might not have noticed, his body had. "Thank you, miss."


  He stood, waved a cheery goodnight to the crew in Auxiliary Control and went to his quarters. He was fatigued enough to simply let his feet carry him where they would. It wasn't until he keyed the doors to the wing commander's quarters that he remembered he was on the Princeton, not the Lexington. Still, he was there and the quarters had a bed. He entered.


  He saw the connecting door to the washroom was open and heard the sound of the shower running. He remembered Toliver's warning about possible surviving blacksuits. He drew his sidearm, crept to the door, and burst in.


  Sosa, wearing only a towel, was bent forward, rubbing another towel through her luxuriant black hair. She squeaked as he crashed through the door and she went for her own sidearm. She pointed it at him, then realized who he was and grabbed for her forgotten towel. They stood a few meters apart, laughing nervously as the tension ebbed away.


  "What are you doing in here?" he asked.


  "I was searching the senior officers' quarters," she replied, "looking for a databank, a notebook, something I could use as a starting point for the decryption process. I came in here and saw the shower. I couldn't resist." She smiled at him. He noticed, not for the first time, how it transformed her features. "You have no idea what a luxury it is to take a private, hot shower. Well, sort of private."


  He looked away, embarrassed.


  "Umm, could you excuse me, please?" she asked. Blair gave the air near her a slight bow, then backed out of the room.


  He turned his attention to the quarters. They were stark, even compared to his on the Lexington. They contained only a rack, neatly made with precise hospital corners and a folded blanket, a single lamp, a desk with a monitor, a bureau, and a couch. There were no individual mementos, no awards, no pictures on the wall. There was absolutely nothing to distinguish the occupant.


  He crossed to the closet and opened it. Inside were a dozen black flight suits, each precisely hung. He pulled one out. The name "DuMont" had been stenciled in red on each. He saw no rank, no badges, and no awards.


  "It's like the Spartans," Sosa said from behind him.


  He turned. She had scrambled back into her uniform. "Oh?"


  "Sparta was the city-state that finally defeated Athens in the Peloponnesian Wars," she said. "Their culture was based on the warrior, and their whole society was dedicated to the enhancement of discipline and military virtue."


  "I'm not sure I'm following you."


  She rubbed her still-damp hair vigorously. "The core of Spartan society was the mess, as in mess hall, or a group of young men who lived communally. Each Spartan was expected to contribute heavily to his mess. Individuality was suppressed in favor of the group. Spartans might marry, might even have children, but the mess—his comrades, and his duty to the state—came first."


  "Is that what you see happening here?" Blair said.


  It was her turn to nod. "Yes. The irony is that while the Spartans won the war with the Athenians, they couldn't win the peace. Their power was shattered within a generation by a new coalition that rose up against them."


  She laughed.


  "What's funny?" he asked.


  "Me," she replied, her eyes dancing with mirth. "I had every schoolgirl's fantasy, to be alone, almost naked, with the most famous man in the Confederation, and here I am, talking about dead cultures."


  The shift in topic threw Blair for a loop. "Oh?" he said, the expression a time filler while he tried to think of something more intelligent to say.


  She gazed at him directly. "I first heard of you after the raid on Kilrah when you and your pilots took out the shipyards there. I followed the press and propaganda stories—I never missed an episode of Heros of the Confederation. I knew it was all fluff, of course, but I had a terrible crush on you."


  He thought over his own interest in her, the age differences, and his past with Rachel, who hadn't been much older than she was, even if he had been younger then.


  She smiled. "Then, there you were, on the Intrepid. I couldn't believe it. I'd always wanted to meet you, then I did. And it was wonderful." She looked up at him, her blue eyes framed by her slightly disheveled hair. He thought she looked compellingly lovely. "I still have that crush on you, you know."


  He felt his own desire for her as a physical ache. He wanted to take her in his arms, to pull her close. Her shining eyes were an open invitation to him. Her lips were slightly parted, as though waiting to be kissed.


  He saw, in that moment, two courses open to him—to them. It would be so easy for him to take the first step towards her. They were alone together, the door was even closed. The crew was too busy and the ship too big for anyone to remark on their absence together. There would be no scandal. No one would know.


  The second road was harsher. He saw himself, an aging pilot, using her youth and beauty to try and reclaim some of his own spent years. It would be a classic midlife crisis. He'd tried a May-December romance with Rachel, and while he knew he'd driven her away with his drinking and bitterness, the hurt was still there when it failed. He didn't want to go through that again.


  He realized that he couldn't trust his own motives where Velina Sosa was concerned, and because of that, he didn't move, didn't take the first step. "Velina," he said. "I…" He broke off, uncertain how to continue.


  Her eyes searched his face. He watched her drawing her conclusion from his stance and his tone of voice. Her expression shifted as she tried not to look hurt. "I'm sorry," she said, looking down, "I've embarrassed myself terribly. I should go." She seemed to draw in on herself as she turned to collect the things she'd left in the bathroom.


  "It's not what you think," he said, trying to salvage the situation.


  "Oh?" she said, her face closed and still.


  "Look," he said, aware he was foundering, "I'm forty, you're twenty-five. I'm almost old enough to be your father."


  She shook her head. "Well," she replied, "you'd have had to start young." She set her jaw and looked up. Her eyes searched his as he fought to keep his face expressionless. "I see," she said after nearly a full minute, "so that's how it is."


  "I'm looking out for you as much as I am me," he said. He realized too late how badly that came out, making him sound both self-righteous and condescending.


  Her expression hardened. "In case you haven't noticed, Colonel, I'm all grown up. I'm a big girl. I can take my own risks. I don't need you to do me any favors." She grabbed her small bag and stormed out, leaving him staring after her.


  Then she was gone, the door closing automatically behind her. He sat on the edge of the bunk and held his head in his hands.


  


  


  • CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Blair rubbed his gritty eyes as he stepped into the Princeton's Auxiliary Control room. He had revisited his last conversation with Velina over and over as he'd tried to sleep. He'd eventually given up tossing and turning, to walk the darkened halls of the Princeton. The carrier, so like the Concordia, had roused the ghosts of his memory. Sleep wasn't an option after that.


  He sipped from the coffee mug he'd liberated from the Marines. Dekker brewed his coffee black and heavy. The caffeine jolt brought him to some semblance of alertness.


  Toliver looked up from the Princeton's command chair. "Good morning, Colonel. I got a priority message from Admiral Wilford. He wants you back on the Evil I."


  Blair nodded, as aware of anyone in the fleet, over the bad luck ships named Intrepid seemed to share. "How soon?"


  "Yesterday," Toliver replied. He held the flimsy out to Blair. "There's trouble."


  Blair took the scrap and began reading it. "What's up?"


  "I don't know," Toliver said, "but it must be bad—real bad."


  Blair considered stopping to shave, then decided that if Wilford wanted him that badly he could put up with a little five o'clock shadow. "Tell the admiral that I'm on my way."


  He made his way down to the launch deck without seeing Velina, which both troubled and relieved him. He was still chewing on the implications of that when the lift arrived at the flight deck. Pliers met him as he stepped out.


  "Toliver gave me the word, kid," he said. "We've got you all spotted on 'Cat One. Your pre-flights are finished and she's ready to go."


  Blair followed him, already anticipating the flight back to the Intrepid, and hopefully a long nap soon after that. They stepped into the launch bay. Blair looked around for his Thunderbolt. "Where's my bird?"


  Pliers pointed him towards the black fighter mounted on the launch cradle. "Black Lance Five-Four, at your service. Son." He grinned smugly at Blair's stunned look.


  "Black Lance?"


  "We cracked open a box of technical tapes," Pliers said, "that's what they call 'em. Black Lances. Callsign's usually Dragon." He spat a long dark stream into a can. He was apparently still unwilling to defile the Princeton's deck with tobacco juice. "They're easy to maintain, almost do it themselves, in fact." He grinned. "You should see the wiring harnesses on this baby. Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant."


  Pliers grinned happily "These're show pieces, works of art. Every detail's perfect. Hell, they don't even have to fly. Just put 'em in galleries, where people can admire 'em."


  Blair smiled. "I don't think we want these to be museum pieces just yet."


  "Ha," Pliers laughed. "Just like a pilot. Ain't happy unless he's jockin' around at 800 per. Still, there ain't nothin' in space like these babies. And they all have a real, live, functioning cloaking devices. Definitely Kilrathi derivative, and definitely functional." He pointed up at the large intakes mounted behind the pilot and along the leading edges of the wings. "See those Bussard intakes? They scoop in everything, hydrogen, dust, anything their magnetic fields catch. The matter feeds a whole new power plant—matter/ antimatter. Do you know what that means?"


  Blair nodded his head. He'd first encountered the antimatter engines on the experimental Excalibur fighters he'd used for the attack on Kilrah that ended the war. Those engines, the first successful attempt at miniaturizing the cap ships' drives, allowed virtually unlimited range.


  He peered at the fighter, scrutinizing its lines. Shave here, add there, change the camber of the wing and reposition the intakes. He could see the family resemblance once he knew what to look for. The Excaliburs had been prototypes for the Black Lances.


  "Yeah," he said at last, "a jump capability and no need to stop and refuel. You can run on afterburner forever, as long as you can find hydrogen."


  Pliers nodded enthusiastically. "Your guns and shields'll be some drain on the system, but there isn't anything in space that'll touch you."


  Blair thought of Seether. "Except another Black Lance."


  Pliers bobbed his head, unwilling to take his eyes off the ship. "Yeah, but imagine the speed!" He spat a lump of something black and disgusting into the can, then fished his pouch from his pocket and reloaded his cheek.


  "Son, you got one hot rocket prepped and ready on Number One. Are you gonna sit here all day, or are you gonna cruise?"


  Blair turned towards him. "Don't you think this'll make our people a touch nervous?"


  Pliers laughed. "Who cares? You can outrun 'em, outturn 'em, and if that doesn't work, you can just cloak." He jerked his thumb at the fighter. "Besides, I loaded the IFF codes for the Intrepid. You'll be fine."


  Blair looked up. His palms itched to try the ship out. "Where's my helmet?"


  Pliers slapped his back. "That's the spirit. It's sitting on your control yoke."


  Blair climbed into the cockpit. Pliers helped him strap in, then went over the various flight controls with him. He could really see the Excalibur family resemblance in the cockpit layout. He ran his hands over the controls, refamiliarizing himself, while Pliers checked his equipment. The only odd item was a line of covered switches. Several were crudely marked by Pliers, and were for arming and firing mines. The rest were unlabeled. He knew better than to toy with them.


  The launch proved an anticlimax. The Lance had power enough to get it off the deck without assistance, and Pliers' knowledge of the launch board made the shot uneventful.


  The Black Lance flew more smoothly than Blair believed possible. Every ship, including Excaliburs, had some roughness, some point on the power scale where the engines vibrated or the controls were sluggish. The Lance had none of that. He brought it up to maximum standard cruise, then put it through its paces. The maneuverability and precision were better than the Hellcats and nearly on a par with the Arrow's. The Black Lance was a pilot's dream. It had the ordnance and staying power of a heavy fighter, and the nimble speed and quickness of a light ship.


  The Intrepid's CAP, made up of pilots from Maniac's badly depleted squadron, reacted poorly. It took him a fair amount of fast talk and IFF interrogations before they left him alone while he swooped and dove, jinked and weaved, and put the frame through as much stress as he could. He heard none of the creaks and squeaks that indicated lurking trouble, and the Lance performed like a champ. He decided, as he entered the Intrepid's landing cycle, that he was in love.


  He was still suffused in the warm afterglow when he stepped onto the Intrepid's cramped little CIC. The odor of burned circuitry permeated the air, making him sneeze. He noted that a quarter of the CIC's displays were out and heavy portable conduits connected the data cores to a pair of rollaways that had been set up to take the place of the navigation station. The main viewscreen and holo-tank were down as well. The Intrepid, he realized, had taken yet another pounding.


  Wilford turned in the command chair to face Blair. "It took you long enough," he said without preamble.


  "I got delayed," Blair replied.


  "I saw your little joyride," Wilford said. He waved his hand around his face. "Had time to go for a flight, but not enough to shave, huh?"


  Blair shrugged. He looked at Wilford, noting the bags under the admirals eyes and his glum face. Wilford should have been ecstatic. "What's up?" he asked, trying to change the subject.


  Wilford gestured to a small holo-tank set above a damaged console. "We received an SOS message last night," he said. "It's pretty grim." He stood and gestured for Blair to precede him to the terminal. "This came in from the Telamon system." He tipped his head towards the communications tech, who placed a chip into the reader and cued the screen.


  The image in the reader was female. Snow almost blotted the picture out, and the audio faded into static. "It gets better later, sir," the tech said. "A lot of it's getting washed out by the nebula. Telamon's also got a lot of sunspot activity."


  "… under attack from some kind of virus," the woman said, "… canisters were found… bio-weapon of some sort. We are issuing… general plea for help. We need medicines, trained medical personnel, anyone you can send. We have thousands lying in the streets, dying. We need your help." The image cleared and the static faded. The picture jumped and fuzzed, then froze as the tape came to an end.


  The Telamon woman, wearing a doctor's lab coat, stood in front of what was obviously a hospital ward. Hundreds of people were crowded into an area meant for a few dozen. Beds were occupied two and three deep. Other victims lined every inch of floor and lay in pools of their own vomit, blood, and excrement. The victims all had terrible, bleeding lesions on their exposed skin, and their bodies appeared to sag as the flesh drooped. The image embodied the worst human nightmares of the plague, like a scene from a Bosch painting.


  Blair turned away, sickened. "Oh, my god. This was an attack?"


  Wilford looked at the frozen image. "It looks that way." He leaned towards the viewer and snapped the horrific image off. "I dispatched a bio-hazard team to Telamon as soon as we got the message." He glanced at his watch. "They should be reporting anytime. I'm putting out a call for volunteers, medical personnel. We don't know what the possibility of infection is, so this will be a one-way trip for those who go." He rubbed his face, aging several decade before Blair's eyes. "I've had a dozen takers, so far. Bless their hearts."


  He turned away. The comm tech, his voice carefully controlled, spoke into the silence. "Sirs, I've got a message coming in from Telamon. It's on the bio-team's trans-light freq."


  Wilford set his jaw. "Run it." The screen snowed, then settled as the transmitters matched. A man in his early thirties appeared. His wild eyes gave Blair some indication of the nightmares he'd seen firsthand.


  "Admiral, this is Dr. Clivers. We made landfall about five hours ago. This is a preliminary report, based mostly on data the Telamon inhabitants gave us." He took a deep breath.


  "Its bad down here, worse than I've ever seen, and worse than the distress beacon indicated. This stuff is virulent, it's everywhere, and, until we can get a handle on its toxicity, we're considering it unstoppable by conventional medical means."


  "Admiral, you have no choice except to impose an ironclad quarantine of the planet." He looked away from the viewer a moment and murmured to a person off-camera. "You better make the quarantine shoot to kill. This can't get out."


  "What is it?" Wilford asked. "How bad is it?"


  Clivers chose to take the second question first. "Do you remember those old death camp two-dees, from Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen? The Nazi stuff? This is worse. A thousand times worse. We've got bodies lying in the streets, or a lack of anyone to collect them. Most of the population's lying, so there's fewer people every day to keep things running. Thank God, temperatures have been cool. That's slowed the decomposition somewhat, but the whole planet reeks like a charnel house. The rotting bodies will add another round of epidemics to the crisis, cholera and secondary transmissions could carry off those who make it through this."


  He ran one hand through his hair. "And as for what it is… there is no hell hot enough or deep enough for the bastard that cooked this up."


  "So it is a weapon?" Wilford asked.


  "Oh, it's a weapon all right," the doctor responded. "There are small canisters all over the place. The locals say they were dropped by some kind of black fighter plane. The details were sketchy, but the birds didn't sound like anything in our inventory." He took a deep breath.


  "The cans were covered with a residue of these sonsabitches." The image faded to be replaced by a photo of what looked at first like a tiny, hard-edged spider. The image changed again, showing other views and scenes of the same organism. It looked to Blair like a virus, with tiny prongs and probes. Something that looked like a set of pincers extended from one end. The usual contours had a precise, machined look.


  The doctor's voice continued as a voiceover as the images shifted. "You're looking at a bio-engineered microcomputer."


  "A what?" Blair asked.


  The last of the graphics faded to be replaced by Clivers' face. "Think of them as microscopic computers. It looks like an airborne vector. They seem to get into the body best as an airborne viral infection, but there's no reason they can't also be transmitted by water, food or even sex." He laughed harshly. "Especially sex. They really seem to like the gametes."


  "They get into the body, get picked up by the blood, then begin to reproduce by heisting the cell's DNA and using it to replicate themselves."


  "Just like a virus?" Wilford asked.


  "Worse," Clivers replied. "They do a genome comparison of your DNA helix. If they don't like what they find, they start attacking your RNA, converting it into malignant cancers, pathological hemocytes, and a dozen forms of what looks superficially like organ rejection. Your cells stop replicating and begin killing each other. Your connective tissue fails, giving the distinctive slack-faced look reminiscent of stroke.


  "That's the last stage. By then, your organs are all but destroyed. Then you die. It takes from sixty to ninety hours to run its course. The locals are calling it DRT."


  "DRT?" Blair and Wilford asked together.


  Clivers smiled without humor. "Dead Right There—it's first cousin to being DOA—Dead On Arrival." He gestured at the room behind him. "You contract this, you're DRT." Blair saw body bags stacked from floor to ceiling. "We've cut open a dozen, so far," Clivers continued, "and we're seeing the same thing over and over again."


  "Why aren't you dead then?" Blair blurted.


  "I will be, in a couple of days. About half my team seems to be okay. The little bastards seem to like their DNA."


  "How's that?" Blair asked, trying to come to grips with the fact he was talking to a dead man.


  "This isn't random," Clivers said. "The microcomputers seem to leave about one in ten alone."


  "Why them?" Wilford asked. "Is it immunity?"


  Clivers shrugged. "We don't know what it is. The stuff seems to invade their genetic material as well, and it does take over enough cells to replicate, but it doesn't attack the host. Our very preliminary guess is that it's making tiny alterations in the victim's genetic code, but we don't know. We've been more interested in the dying than we are in doing much research on those who seem to be immune. That'll change, of course, but right now we're just trying to assess and contain the damage."


  Clivers mopped his brow. Blair could see runnels of sweat running down his face, even as his breath smoked in the slightly chilly air. "As I said," the doctor continued, "we don't know what the causal factors are. It could be any single genetic characteristic or a combination. Hair color, body fat percentages, skin color, we just don't know. The sample of the dead is so broad and their DNA is so disrupted that we often can't even place what the genome looked like originally."


  He looked bitter. "You can program anything. Don't like fat people? Zap." He cocked one finger like a gun as he spoke. "Myopia? Pow. Sickle cell trait? Zowie. Just tweak the program and kill off the defectives of your choice."


  Blair looked at Wilford. The Nazi analogy seemed closer than ever. "Do you think the Kilrathi are involved? They used some pretty noxious bio-weaps on us the last years of the war."


  Clivers, overhearing Blair's question, shook his head. "I don't think so. Those Cat plagues were all designed to depopulate. No subtlety at all. This seems slightly different. More advanced technology. More malevolent, if that's possible."


  Blair looked at Wilford. "What do we do?"


  Wilford looked tired and much older as he wrestled with the implications of the attack. "We'll jump into Telamon, and do what we can for the victims. Well also try to find out who did this." His shoulders sagged. "This takes precedence over everything, including the war. If one shuttle should escape, carrying this… thing, it could spread throughout the human worlds, including the Confederation. We have to stop it. Now."


  Clivers' head in the viewscreen nodded emphatically. "The local defense forces have been enforcing a blockade up till now. They've shot down about thirty ships, all infected. Most of the pilots are subject to the disease as well, and there aren't enough ground crew to service the fighters they have left. They're fading fast."


  "Got it," Wilford replied. He looked at his aide de camp, whose face was pale as a sheet. "Order all personnel back to their ships, and make ready to move the fleet to Telamon." He paused. "Transfer as many of those new Hellcats over from the Princeton as we can fit. Then move whatever Rapiers and Ferrets we can to the escort carriers. Their groups suffered pretty heavily in yesterday's attack."


  Wilford looked at the doctor. "We're sending teams of volunteers to help."


  Clivers laughed harshly. "Don't bother, Admiral, unless you want them to die too. Just keep this from going anywhere else."


  Wilford nodded heavily, the weight of the universe literally on his shoulders. "Then, son," he said, "there really isn't much I can do for you. Have you any family, anyone you want us to contact?"


  Clivers smiled sadly, "Once. Remember, I'm from Sirius."


  Blair looked at the image of the volunteer doctor and understood now why he had volunteered for all but certain death. The Sirius colonies had been annihilated during the Kilrathi offensive against Earth. When everything is gone… Blair understood the death wish; Death had flirted with him all too often.


  "No, Admiral, there's no one now," Clivers said, "but thank you." He closed the contact, ending the message.


  They stood a long time in a gloomy circle. The aide was the first to break the silence. "Admiral, what about the Princeton?"


  Blair thought it took Wilford an unusually long time to answer. "Send her and two escorts to Orestes system," he said. "I'll contact Richards and get a top priority for her repair. We'll also try to fit out a crew there. She won't be much good to us for a while, but she'll get in the fight eventually."


  Blair saw the old admiral was mouthing the words, but that his heart wasn't in it. Wilford turned away, his shoulders sagging, and walked out of the CIC. Blair assumed his place in the command chair. It wasn't until the shuttles bringing the Intrepid's crew were in the landing cycle that it occurred to Blair that he had no handler. He was, for the first time, truly in command of the Intrepid. He wondered how long it would take for one to show up.


  Blair looked down on the blue and green cloud-covered world of Telamon. It looks so beautiful and so peaceful from up here, he mused, it's hard to believe the world's dying.


  The huge losses to DRT had, as predicted, triggered secondary epidemics. Virulent influenza proliferated as water treatment facilities failed and insects swarmed on the millions of uncovered, uncollected dead. The secondary epidemics, bred in the mutated cells of the dying, spread like wildfire among the weakened population.


  The Intrepid's CAP had been focused inward, shooting down any craft that sought to escape from Telamon. It was heartbreaking work, both for the pilots who did the killing and for the commanders who knew what the inhabitants faced. Rescue shuttles and relief ships entered the planet's atmosphere to land supplies and relief workers. The fighters destroyed the ships as soon as they unloaded, preventing them from being used to attempt an escape that might spread the infection to other systems. Intrepid's pilots and crew grew quickly demoralized.


  Maniac had risen to the crisis, proving himself to be a better wing commander than Blair believed possible. He had worked hard to keep the flight rotation fair, making certain all the senior officers had their turn in the box. Blair himself had flown several missions, each time gritting his teeth and hating what he was doing. Maniac's flight status reports were beginning to show sick-call referrals to the ship's mental health professionals. Fights between crew mates broke out and the booze consumption tripled.


  Maniac, in an attempt to bolster morale, had ordered the dozen black Dragons to be repainted in Border Worlds colors and distributed among the remaining three squadrons. Blair and Maniac agreed that it would have been better to keep the fighters in a single compact group, but Maniac appreciated the more compelling need to distribute them fairly to boost morale.


  The new birds had immediately triggered a good-natured competition amongst the pilots about who would get to fly them. That had lasted until they killed four shuttles of begging pleading refugees. Then morale sagged again.


  Blair found he missed Velina badly. She had chosen to remain on the Princeton, ostensibly to continue her decryption of the carrier's comm files. The one time he'd spoken to her she'd been cool and correct to him. He'd tried to be philosophical about it, telling himself that it was for the best. He hadn't realized how much he enjoyed her company until she was gone. The hurt, combined with their nasty mission, made him more miserable than he had been at any time since Rachel had left. Well, Chris, he told himself, it is your fault.


  In the days that followed the Intrepid's move to Telamon, she had been busy earning her keep. She'd finally cracked the Fleet's newest code, with the help of files she'd downloaded from the Princeton and a notebook she'd found in the captain's desk. Blair had been dismayed to learn that a code was considered "broken" when it was fifteen to twenty percent readable. That had confirmed in his mind why so many intelligence estimates were either dead wrong or partially wrong.


  He had monitored the heavy volume of messages labeled "most secret" that had passed between Sosa and Wilford, hoping she might have one for him. Whatever she had found out had necessitated volumes of message traffic that took up most of the Intrepid's meager resources.


  He was reviewing the comm logs when his chair intercom buzzed. "Blair," he said.


  "Colonel," Wilford asked, his voice tired and dry, "would you come to my cabin? I've something to discuss with you."


  Blair found the request odd. "Of course, sir." He flicked a thumb at Garibaldi, then stood. The Intrepid's exec smoothly shifted seats, assuming the con as Blair left the CIC.


  Blair knocked on the door that had so recently been his, and before that, Eisen's. The thought of his former captain drew him up short. What had become of Eisen? The man had vanished in order to attempt to infiltrate the Confederation. Nothing more had been heard from him.


  Blair doubted he'd been captured. The Confederation's propaganda people would have trumpeted the capture of so famous a traitor from one end of human controlled space to the other.


  "Come in," Wilford said, his voice barely audible through the heavy metal door. Blair opened it to see Wilford, dressed in his trademark cardigan sweater, sitting at the desk that Velina had perched on such a short time ago.


  "Yes, sir?" he said, making the routine response into a question. He heard Sosa's voice coming from the holo-screen. Wilford gestured Blair to the facing chair, then turned the screen around so they could both see it. Blair noted the small "playback" graphic in the corner.


  "… so you see, Admiral," she was saying, "I can't prove to you that the location we've identified as BaseX is in the Axius system, but it does make sense."


  "We first came across repeated references to stopping at X, and while we don't have as much of the code as we'd like, we do see the same polynumeric grouping in the same places. We believe they are navigation coordinates, based on where they are located in relation to the groups we have broken."


  She brushed her hand along her ear, pulling back one stray lock. "We've run triangulations of the various known Confed activities, and compared those to date-time groups we recovered from Eisen's files. Axius is well within range of all of the target locations, based upon commonly accepted intersystem travel times and fuel consumption rates. We can also show a loose correlation between certain messages sent by Confed ships and attacks that took place."


  "Do you have anything else?" Blair heard Wilford's voice ask. She looked nervous, as though she'd presented a case that seemed airtight, then failed to make her point.


  "Yes," she replied, "maybe. I did some research on Axius. I'm sending you everything we have. The primary is a main sequence red giant, very hot right now but cooling rapidly. The planets there are deserts, barren and lifeless, cooked by the star's heat. It's unpopulated and virtually uninhabitable—-just the perfect place to build an out-of-the-way base."


  She brushed the tips of her fingers together. "Also, two of the Princeton's scanner entries make open mention of capitol ships entering the system. Why? There shouldn't be anything there. Axius is a logical guess, Admiral. It's close, it fits, and it feels right, at least to me." She dipped her head. "I'll be the first to admit this isn't definitive—I can't prove it, at least not yet. But it feels right to me."


  "Thank you, Lieutenant," Wilford's disembodied voice said on the tape, "you've made a compelling argument. Let me talk to some people at this end. Keep up the good work. Wilford out." The tape ended with a Border Worlds logo and the words "Most Secret" flashing in red.


  Wilford looked at Blair. "What do you think?"


  Blair paused, gathering his thoughts before speaking. "I'd be inclined to trust her hunches, Admiral. It seems to me that it might be worth launching a long range reconnaissance probe to take a look-see." He leaned over Wilford's desk and keyed the star map. "I'd use a frigate, sir, and I'd launch it from Cailimachus. That system's barren, too, so the odds of detection are low. It's close to Axius, close enough for a tight-beam laser link, yet far enough to have a good head start if the probe sets off a hornet's nest."


  "All right," Wilford said, "do it." He sounded even more depressed than before.


  "What's wrong, Admiral?" Blair asked.


  "I know what you're going to find," Wilford replied, his voice thin and tired. "Axius was one of our—the Confeds, rather—centers for 'black budget research' during the war. Sosa's right. The system is barren, no biosphere whatsoever. It's the ideal place to test weapons, especially bio-weapons."


  "How do you know about it?" Blair asked.


  "I was briefed on it when I took over the sector command just before the war ended." He took a deep breath. "It was supposed to be shut down after the Kilrathi War. Apparently it wasn't. If the bio-weapons came from there, then it's possible they were developed there. Either that, or there will be some record, some hard evidence, of their transfer."


  "If we could get that," Blair replied, trying to lift Wilford's spirits, "we could blow the lid off this whole thing. That'd be the smoking gun! That kind of proof would be enough to bring down the conspiracy, maybe even the whole government."


  Wilford laughed dryly. "Those 'black projects bases're as close as you can get to invulnerable. We certainly don't have the firepower for that sort of thing."


  He seemed to age before Blair's eyes. "Besides," he said, "these hit and run raids are getting us nowhere. We hit the Speradon system with the same goal in mind, to expose the conspiracy and gather hard evidence. We accomplished our mission. We captured examples of the raiding ships. We found the proof that the Confed's been raiding us. We even captured a fleet carrier and enough resources to prosecute the war. And what did we achieve? Nothing."


  "How's that?" Blair asked. "It was a great success!"


  "Pyrrhus won battles, too," Wilford countered, "and look what it got him. We killed thousands of defense workers when we took out that orbital factory—civilians, not military personnel. I've been following the news feeds out of the Confederation. That fact has completely obscured everything else and alienated the moderates in the Confederation. Even the people who support us, or at least oppose the Confed's aggressive policy, won't dare speak out against those who want war." He shook his head sadly. "We've played right into our enemies' hands, made ourselves pariahs." He laughed bitterly. "And to think the plan was my idea."


  Blair frowned, considering the implications. "So, what do we do?"


  Wilford looked grim. "We've given the Confederation the provocation they need for a full-scale war. They'll mobilize as soon as they get their declaration of war. The Border Worlds will get crushed when that happens."


  "We have to keep that from happening, sir," Blair replied. "We have to derail this war before it can start." He shook his head. "Hell, that's why I came over in the first place—to keep this thing from getting out of hand."


  "How can we stop this?" Wilford said. "That base is impregnable. And even if we were to succeed, it would only add more fuel to the fire."


  Blair looked at the deck, then back at Wilford. "Sir, we'll launch the probe and get a readout on the defenses. Then, someone will have to use the Black Lance we captured to fly the defenses, infiltrate the base, get the evidence, and get out."


  Wilford gave him a long look. "Who're we going to find who knows those planes well enough to fake it?"


  Blair stood up. "I trained on the Excalibur—the prototype for the Black Lances. If you'll order the probe launched, sir, I'll start getting ready."


  Wilford studied his face. "You know what wartime protocol is when it comes to captured spies."


  Blair nodded. "Yes, sir."


  Wilford furrowed his brow. He studied Blair a long time.


  "Admiral, you know there's nothing for me to do here. I belong in a fighter plane. I'm not a ship's commander type. And even if I was, they wouldn't trust me on my own, without a Border Worlder keeper. This kind of mission is what I'm made for. If civilians like Dr. Clivers can make their sacrifices, let me do what I can."


  "All right, Blair. Do what you have to."


  Blair came to attention, then walked to the door.


  "And Blair?" He turned to look back at Wilford. "Good luck, son."


  "Thank you, Admiral."


  


  


  • CHAPTER TWELVE


  Pliers stood to one side of the ordnance handling crew, carefully supervising the weapons loadout on Blair's Black Lance. He worked the tobacco packed into his right cheek, milking the nicotine-laden juice and spitting it out on the Intrepid's deck.


  A loadout crew member let the side of the largish silvery metallic plate slip on the cart. It hit the side with a loud thump. The crew froze. "Damn it," Pliers cursed, "what do you think that is—a crate of bananas? That's a fusion weapon, for crissakes. Be careful with it."


  "Be careful with what?" Blair asked, stepping up next to the crew chief. Pliers turned. Whatever comment he had in mind died when he saw Blair. "What the hell kind of getup is that?"


  Blair looked down at the black flight suit he wore with "DuMont" stenciled on his right breast pocket.


  Blair cracked a thin smile. "Hell, Pliers, you don't expect me to sneak in wearing a 'Hi, I'm a spy name tag, do you?"


  Pliers looked dubious. "You know what'll happen if you're captured in that—costume?"


  Blair dipped his head. He hadn't told anyone he had spent the night before tidying up his affairs and writing a short letter to Velina. "Yeah," he said bleakly, "summary execution." He changed the subject, before Pliers could reply. "You're putting everything back like it was?"


  The crew carefully loaded a second silvery, convex-shaped disk into the central bay. "That's right," Pliers replied. "Everything we took out, we're putting back in, minus two IFFs. That's part of your alibi."


  The crew worked a second silvery dish underneath the centerline bay.


  "What the hell is it?" Blair asked.


  Pliers smiled. "Well, kid, the tech manual calls it a flash-pak." He stepped forward and rubbed his hand along its side. "Apparently, it was a Kilrathi idea—the 'Cats were trying to build a weapon light enough for their Strakha stealth fighters that would let then take out cap ships. They came up with the basic idea and someone on the Confed side refined it."


  "How does it work?" Blair asked.


  Pliers shrugged. "The tech manual don't say. It looks like a variation of the old strip-fusion bomb. Those ignited water by stripping the hydrogen, then recombining them explosively. All these books say, though, is that the detonators are stored separately within the fighters, due to the hazard. Waldos screw them in just before launch."


  Blair looked at the dish, recalling Melek's recording of the attack on his convey, and the ships whose atmospheres had burned, destroying them from the inside out.


  His blood ran cold. This was the conspiracy's secret weapon—the Black Lance mated to the flash-paks and bio-weapons. The Lance, with its matter/antimatter engine and cloaking device, had unlimited range and complete stealth, enough to penetrate planetary and system defense grids in order to launch canisters. The flash-paks gave the fighter an unparalleled destructive capability—one shot, one kill, something that even the Longbow couldn't match.


  Pliers looked at his watch. "Son, Maniac's patrol is leaving in ten minutes. If you want their launch to cover yours, you'd best get ready."


  Blair bobbed his head in acknowledgement. "Yes, Dad," he replied, trying to see if he could get under the crew chief's skin. Pliers grinned broadly. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a pouch, and loaded more of the black, noxious smelling stuff into his cheek. "That's more like it, son," he mumbled, spitting a long stream onto the deck.


  Blair grunted, then began his inspection walk around the fighter. He pulled and tugged at the recessed ordnance, making certain the pins were tight and the safety tags had been pulled. Once he was satisfied the Lance had been correctly prepared he ascended the ladder to the cockpit and slipped inside. Pliers plugged him into his console and handed him a clipboard which he signed, certifying that the load-out teams had done their jobs.


  Pliers hunkered down beside him as Blair did his internal pre-flights. "You got the IFF codes Lieutenant Sosa uploaded?"


  "Check."


  "Flight recorder with updated telemetry?"


  "Check."


  "Got your cover story memorized?"


  "Go to hell, Pliers."


  "No bullet holes or laser burns in the flight suit?"


  "Not anymore."


  "Okay, son, you're ready."


  Pliers started to back down the ladder. He reached out and gave Blair a squeeze on the shoulder. "Good luck, Colonel."


  "Thanks, Pliers," he said. "What're the bets running?"


  "Twenty-one to one against," the grizzled crew chief replied, grinning.


  "Great," he answered. "Put me in for twenty, would you?"


  "Just come back to collect it." Pliers gave him a final smile, then backed down the ladder. Blair ran the rest of his pre-flights as Maniac's Rapier and Hellcat patrol spun up their fuel compressors and fired their engines. Drives ignited all around him, rumbling through the bay. The star field ahead whirled as the Intrepid turned away from the Border Worlds fleet' to launch fighters. Blair was grateful to Wilford for that small gesture. He might have been the hottest fighter on this side of the war, but he still had no desire to pass through a destroyer's drive plume.


  "Stand by for launch," the flight officer said, his voice young and nervous. Blair winced. He'd gotten used to Velina's honeyed tones.


  "Launch!" Maniac's afterburners glowed. The brand-new, up-rated fighter nearly stood on its tail as it rocketed off the deck. The squadron roared after him in close intervals, shaking the inside of the bay with their thunder and vibration. Blair waited until Maniac's last patrol fighter cleared the flight deck before he goosed his throttle controls.


  The Lance responded, boosting down the deck and off into space with a smoothness that was almost disconcerting. The fighter damned near flew itself. He hit his cloaking device the moment he cleared the Intrepid and executed his clearing turn. He cued the worm program that began to creep through his computer core, destroying his Border Worlds' IFF codes. He set his course for the system's jump point and the first of two diversionary jumps from Telamon before he proceeded to Axius.


  He took one final look at Telamon and the glittering blue-white diamonds that marked Maniac's distant fighters. The patrol squadron moved towards its assigned positions and its grim task of enforcing the quarantine over the stricken world.


  He set his ship to autopilot, opened his Bussard intakes, and accelerated towards the first jump point.


  The Black Lance performed flawlessly in navigating the second sphere of mines surrounding Axius. The safe path had been pieced together from Sosa's analysis and data recovered from the flight recorder. He reasoned that if the path through the meandering field was big enough for a cap ship to pass, his little fighter had nothing to fear. The mines' real intent was to channel and delay an enemy while the locals arranged a welcoming committee.


  His AI chirped, indicating he'd passed the second field. He checked his knee board for his estimated safe distances. The inner mine belt had to extend far enough away from the planet for the base to orbit safely. He glanced out of the cockpit and saw no sign of the base. He cursed to himself. It would be just his luck that he'd come through the passage while the base was on the far side of the planet. "Dragon Five-Four to Axius Control, request landing instructions." He swallowed, feeling the tension build in his gut. Sosa had sent him a chip via messenger drone that would hopefully overlay DuMont's voice print over Blair's radioed voice, making him sound like the dead pilot. He knew the ruse wouldn't fool a sophisticated VP analysis, but it should work for routine communications. He hoped that Axius didn't voiceprint every communication, or he was a dead man.


  Time stretched while Axius control kept him on ice. Nervous sweat soaked his armpits.


  "Verr-ry good, umm, Five-Four, is it?" a man's voice said.


  Blair closed his eyes. "Yes, Dragon Five-Four out of Speradon. Lucas DuMont."


  "Where have you been… DuMont?"


  Blair could hear the skepticism in his voice.


  "We got hit, bad," Blair said, running out the cover story they'd worked out. DuMont had been killed on the Princeton's flight deck, in the opening moments of the Marine assault. Later inspection of his flight recorder determined his patrol route and Blair's alibi.


  He just hoped the base didn't have the Speradon flight roster, or he was screwed. "I was on a leg patrol and didn't get back until it was too late. I shadowed the renegade carrier to Orestes," he said.


  Time lagged again. "Five-Four, stand by for authentication." Blair was ready. He slid the recorder out of his pocket. "Authenticate."


  Blair hit the button on the;recorder. "DuMont, Lucas DuMont. I count one… two… three…" He waited nervously while they puzzled through what to do.


  "Thank you, DuMont, assume course one-two-three standard approach for inbound. You are first in the chute. Welcome home."


  "Thanks," Blair replied.


  He slid his fighter onto the proper course, then goosed his throttles. The fighter smoothly entered orbit and closed on the black, weapon-encrusted fortress hovering above the planets horizon. The orbital base looked evil to him, a repository of malice capable of spawning Telamon's misery all by itself.


  He heard a soft hiss in his comm-panel. A computer voice, its tones distantly female, scratched in his ears. He wondered why they would deliberately select such an overtly mechanical response when a natural voice was just as easy to program in.


  "Key identification for landing instructions," it said. "Supply identification for clearance."


  Blair hit his IFF sequencer and prayed Sosa knew her job.


  The machine chewed on the IFF signal. "Landing clearance granted. Conduct single orbit letdown to main bay. Align with strobes and stand by for tractor beam insertion."


  Blair sighed with relief, then began to loop around the base to the flashing strobes that marked the landing bay. A second cigar-shaped body appeared on the horizon. It, like the base, had been hidden from his view by the planet's bulk. He thought at first it might be a tanker, but the size was completely out of scale to the surroundings. He swiveled his head to follow its passage. "The Vesuvius?" he whispered, shocked. "What's that doing here?" He thought that ship would be under construction for some time to come.


  His stomach roiled with worry. The huge ship's presence at Axius suggested the conspiracy within the Confederation was much more powerful than they had suspected. Eisen believed the number of conspirators to be relatively small and that they were key people who pulled strings and manipulated events like a band of modern-day real-life Illuminati. If the conspirators had the power to crew the ship and send it to Axius, then the cabal might be far larger and more powerful than anyone had dreamed.


  He controlled his racing thoughts to close on the hulking base and enter the landing cycle. The tractor beams caught him in the first try, pulling him across the bay's threshold and through the outer force curtain. The net of electromagnetic "grab" plates caught him and pulled him gently through the inner force curtain, gently depositing him on the pressurized, positive gravity fighter bay.


  The bay hummed with activity. Ground crews scurried back and forth, servicing a line of shuttles and Marine transports distinguished by a logo of an exploding volcano superimposed on a large "V." Neat pyramids of duffels stood beside the first row of shuttles. Black Hellcats lined the walls and stood three deep in a red-painted arming area. Further away, under guard, stood a small cluster of Black Lances.


  A harried-looking ground crewman in black coveralls stepped in front of Blair's fighter. He raised his light batons directly over his head, guiding the fighter towards the corner of the cavernous bay that held the Lances. He pulled into the indicated space and shut down his engines.


  The Lances parked on either side were plugged into standard issue crash carts. The flickering monitors indicated the status of their routine post-mission data dump. Blair cued his AI, keyed it to "purge," and crossed his fingers. The "worm" program, another gift from Vehna, would root out and destroy the DuMont voice pattern program and any other stray bits of Border Worlds programming or data that might have accidentally been left behind by earlier erasures. The worm would then destroy itself, hopefully leaving the Black Lance clean of incriminating data.


  A ground crewman slammed a ladder against the Lance's side and climbed up beside the cockpit. Blair unsealed the cockpit. The crewman, his breath smelling of garlic, leaned in to help him remove his helmet and straps.


  After a moments hesitation, he gave him the helmet. The team planning his raid had reluctantly discarded the idea of wearing the helmet inside the ship. He knew his face had been famous, but he was older now, and his looks seemed similar enough to many of the others on board that he might pass for one of them, at least for a time. Wearing the helmet would cover his face, but might attract more attention than he might otherwise. Instead, they bandaged half his head.


  "Do you need to see the docs? You'd better hurry," the crewman said conversationally.


  "How's that?" Blair asked.


  The crewman gave him an odd look. "The old man himself's come in to check things out. He's supposed to give a briefing for you Dragons."


  Blair scrambled to cover himself. "That's today?" The crewman furrowed his brow. "I just came in from following the ships that hit Speradon," Blair said, launching into his cover story. "I was out of the net long enough to lose track of time."


  The crewman nodded. "That's rough." He offered his arm to Blair, who used it to lever himself up and out of the cockpit. "I need a fast turnaround," Blair said, "I'm supposed to re-launch as soon as this is over."


  "No problem," the tech replied.


  Blair scrambled down the ladder, leaving the tech to close out the ship's flight log and higher order systems. A cluster of pilots, all in black, swept past him. "What are you waiting on?" one called out. "You're gonna be late for the show."


  Blair fell in behind them, mumbling his thanks. The group walked past a caged area festooned with bio-hazard symbols. Blair saw, behind the heavy wire, a cluster of Black Lances, and beside those, a pallet of canisters identical to those Clivers had reported seeing on Telamon.


  He struggled to maintain control of his facial features. Here was the proof they needed, the positive link between Seether, Paulson, the black ships, and the plague on Telamon. Now all you have to is live long enough to tell someone, he thought grimly.


  The pilots, oblivious to his turmoil, laughed and joked amongst themselves. They walked past the cage. He heard one pilot start a joke, "How many Telamonders does it take to…" Fortunately, the rest was drowned out by the pilots' cross-talk.


  The group walked through an access way. Blair hoped the base followed the standard practice of locating the briefing rooms near the flight deck. Otherwise, he stood a better-than-even chance of getting lost trying to find his way back to the bay.


  They made a right turn, then a left. Blair worried until they passed through an open door and into an auditorium-sized briefing room. He slipped away from the laughing pilots to slide among the black-clad personnel lining the back wall.


  He found a good vantage just as an electronic voice boomed, "Attention!" The seated rows stood, blocking his view. He had caught a glimpse of a white-haired, black-clad man who marched purposefully across the stage and stood behind the lectern.


  "At ease." The Dragons sat, revealing Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn, dressed in a pilot's black uniform. Although Blair wasn't aware of it until he saw Tolwyn, a tiny piece of him wasn't surprised to see the admiral. The conspiracy needed someone in the highest echelons of the military. He was, he finally admitted to himself, more saddened than surprised.


  He shook his head fractionally. Why, Admiral? he wanted to shout. After all that you did for preserving the Confederation, why this? A guard, walking along the aisle to Blair's right, stopped and stared. Blair glanced over, realizing that no matter what shock and anger he was feeling, it mustn't show. Their eyes met a moment. Blair broke the exchange, shifting his attention back to the podium, and adjusting his bandage casually.


  Tolwyn rocked on his heels, smiling down on the crowd. "You, the select few," he said, beaming, "are on the brink of successfully completing the first phase of The Plan. Our goal, the salvation of humanity—from itself, and from outside enemies—comes tangibly closer as a consequence of your efforts and your sacrifice." Tolwyn stepped closer.


  Apparently his remarks would be more of a pep talk than a military briefing: He saw Tolwyn as he never had, a true believer, preaching to the faithful. That image, so unlike the cool and distant Tolwyn he knew, disturbed him. He cursed silently, furious with himself that he hadn't thought to record the briefing. To have Tolwyn's words recorded would be the incontrovertible proof they needed to expose the conspiracy.


  Tolwyn clasped his hands behind his back and stepped away from the lectern. "Twenty years ago," he said conversationally, "we ran an exhaustive computer analysis of the Kilrathi War. We used the best data we had to cover every possibility, no matter how remote. We programmed hundreds of variables and thousands of scenarios. Hundreds of millions of credits were spent to simply build the hardware we'd need to do the study."


  He faced the crowd, his hands open, as though trying to embrace it. "The machine's results confirmed what we had secretly come to believe: that the war, as we fought it, wasn't winnable without a miracle. The Kilrathi, with their superior genetic structure and focused society, would bring to bear greater and greater resources and withstand the tribulations of protracted war better than our spoiled race. The fittest species would survive, and it wouldn't be us."


  He assumed a professorial air as he turned and paced the stage. "The Black Projects division, the search for a miracle that would save us, was begun. Hand in glove with the short term goal of surviving the war came the realization that we needed to restructure society and even the race itself, if we were to have long-term viability. And so was born The Plan. "It so shocked the higher-ups that they buried it—buried you. We were able to divert a small amount of money here. Those funds kept the research going, and provided the genetic templates for the future.


  "We achieved our short-term goal." He tossed his head and raised his voice. "We won the war by a fluke! A lucky rabbit punch against a superior opponent delivered by an exceptional man."


  His voice dropped again. "That short-term success did nothing to resolve the long-term issue. Fortune is notoriously fickle, and it is dangerous to expect every crisis to be resolved through benevolent interdiction, or luck."


  Polite laughter rippled through the room.


  "Humanity," he continued, "can't depend on miracles. Our long-term need remains imperative. We need a plan for survival, one that programs our development for a thousand years and a thousand years beyond that." He frowned. "As our current economic situation demonstrates, our race has proven incapable of planning from year to _year, much less for the generations and centuries ahead. We must begin planning for the next war, for the next conflict that tests our race, even though we may not see it for a millennium."


  He pointed his finger at them. "The Kilrathi will be back, eventually. While we wallow in misery at a little economic upheaval, they are testing their genetics in fratricidal wars. They fight, warrior against warrior, for the glory of their houses and themselves. They grow stronger, year by year, as the best prevail. In a generation or two, they will be back—rearmed, reorganized, and even stronger."


  Blair felt the movement in the crowd. The pilots on either side of him were grinning and nodding, relishing the idea of renewed conflict.


  Tolwyn gave them a moment to savor the possibility. "The Kilrathi aren't the only threat, however. Records we've decoded show that beyond them, closer to the galactic core, are races the Cats believe to be even more fearsome, ruthless, and technologically advanced than they are." He grinned ferally. "If the Kilrathi are afraid of them, then they must be truly awesome."


  More laughter. Tolwyn stood still, waiting until he had their full attention again. "The Kilrathi were desperately preparing themselves for war with their core-ward enemies. We were a sideshow, never rating their full strength." He paused, letting the moment build. "We'll be doomed if we, in our current sad condition, ever face those races."


  He stopped and turned towards the audience. "There is only one way for us to be ready for the day they come. We must create a united, focused species joined in lockstep behind you, our vanguard. We have to be united towards the speeding of our evolution and producing a higher order of intellect and physique capable of waging and winning wars against the galaxy's best. If we don't, we'll be as extinct as the Neanderthal."


  "Survival is our goal. We must accomplish it—without dissipating ourselves in divisive strife or internal conflict."


  He walked to the front of the stage. "The answer, The Plan, shows us the way. Bio-convergence, the idea that we might program physiological changes in the species, allows us to begin the process of sifting and discarding the chaff of humanity while keeping you, the seeds of our future. You are the embodiment of The Plan, and Black Projects' finest miracle."


  He smiled at the crowd. "You, my friends, the ground crews, and the infantry battalion, are the Second Generation. You are the first to gestate, and the first to come of age. Each of you is faster, better, and stronger than the best 'common' man has to offer. Your children born in The Plan's third generation, and augmented by bio-convergence, will outstrip your formidable talents. And so forth. In fifteen generations, your descendents will be like gods to us—and we, the foresighted, will be their ancestors."


  The crowd burst into cheers, clapping and hailing Tolwyn.


  The admiral raised his hands, urging them to silence. His voice grew, impassioned. "It is unfortunate that, for our program to succeed, we must take certain unpleasant steps." He frowned slightly. "I have heard that some of you have had qualms about delivering the bio-convergence canisters or have expressed concerns about the Telamon operation."


  Blair nodded his head fractionally, finally understanding why the admiral was preaching to the choir. There had been grumbling in the ranks, and he would need to stamp that out before it blossomed into disaffection.


  "Please understand," Tolwyn continued, "I did not order that from any desire to inflict suffering on the people of Telamon. It was, and is, necessary to neutralize the genetic pools that do not directly contribute to the species' survivability. We shall need the precious resources they consume for the coming struggles. It is sad that we must excise the surplus population, but we must if humanity is to survive."


  "The Plan is harsh and it is cruel, but it IS necessary." He steepled his fingers under his nose a moment, as though thinking. "You may cry for the ones who must be neutralized, just as I do, but you must deliver the canisters. Otherwise, The Plan will fail and humanity will die."


  He returned to his lectern. "To that end, I have engineered a war between the Border Worlds and the Confederation. The virus will be borne on the winds of war throughout the human hegemony, sowing change into worlds on both sides of the conflict. Each planet they touch will be rebuilt in our image, the image of the race that will defend humanity's place in the galaxy and, eventually, some day long in the future, will accomplish the conquest of that galaxy."


  He grinned again. "Besides, we also need to practice. The conflict provides us with the live-fire training we need to hone our edge. The Border Worlds, ingenious and blessed with a mongrel frontier spirit, have been an excellent laboratory for us. They've given us an ideal situation to test weapons, refine tactics, and build our readiness." He sighed. "We owe them a debt of gratitude. You must not forget that they are serving our species by dying, just as surely as you serve it by living."


  He opened his arms wide again, calling them to him. "My fellow warriors… your duty to your species, your fellows, and to me, lies before you. I know you won't disappoint me."


  Tolwyn turned and left the podium as the warriors began clapping rhythmically. Blair joined them, trying to blend in. He was appalled, horrified to his core that what Tolwyn so casually discussed, if Telamon was any indication, involved the murdering of ninety percent of the human population, all in favor of his personal Lebensborn. He felt physically ill as he thought back to Dekker's warning that he would live to regret letting the admiral go free.


  A motion on the stage drew Blair's eye. Seether stood and joined Tolwyn. The admiral took his hand warmly. They spoke. Blair gritted his teeth.


  Seether stepped to the microphone. "You've heard the admiral's words. Now it's time for your orders. Phoenix wing will embark on the Vesuvius at zero-three hundred hours. Eagle's Claw wing will embark at zero-seven, together with the Marine Battalion. We'll transfer other wings as they become available. You will have two notices before our departure to finalize any last-minute details. That is all."


  Seether touched his finger to his ear, as though receiving a message from an earpiece. He frowned slightly and scanned the room. Blair looked to his right and saw the guard staring intently at him. Well, Chris, he thought, it's time to get the hell out.


  He turned and began to work his way through the crowd that had begun to filter towards the exits. He wormed his way quickly through the pilots and walked quickly back to the flight bay. He fought the urge to break and run.


  He arrived at the flight bay and sauntered casually towards his Lance, passing the security cage with the bio-hazard signs. He made it halfway to the fighter when an alarm sounded. "Intruder alert. Intruder alert. Main docking bay. Detain subject DuMont for questioning."


  Although every nerve screamed for him to run, Blair continued his nonchalant walk and made it to his bird.


  Blair scrambled up the ladder, and jumped inside. The. contact light glowed green, indicating the canopy had sealed correctly.


  He glanced up. The deck was thick with black forms, most armed. He ripped off the fake bandages, slammed his helmet on his head and fired up his engines. He waited a scant second for the drives to stabilize, then rolled his fighter towards the force curtain. He touched his afterburners, and heard the screams of the seared men and women behind him as he blasted down the ramp, through the portal, and out into space.


  The fortress' smaller guns were already registering as he oriented his fighter towards the lane through the minefield. A single laser bolt hit his aft phase shield. He cloaked, jinked, and ran like hell for the Intrepid.


  Tolwyn stood, looking out the porthole and watching the last of the search teams straggle in. He turned as the door opened. Seether entered, his expression tightly controlled, except for a single nerve jumping in his temple. Tolwyn turned to look back out into space.


  "No luck?"


  "None," Seether replied. "He was in a stolen Black Lance. He cloaked as soon as he was clear of the station."


  Tolwyn counted to ten, slowly and silently, to ensure that when he spoke, he would be calm. "Is the guard certain it was Blair? His DNA was one of the templates we used. Twenty years back, those on the project were already watching him. Could it have been one of ours, gone renegade?"


  "No," Seether replied, "it was Blair. The guard had served on the old Concordia and often spoke to him."


  Tolwyn tugged at his tunic, straightening it. "I have to return to Earth to make certain the declaration of war goes as it should. Once we're at war, seed the first five Confed worlds on the target list with canisters. War hysteria will make it easy to blame the Border Worlds."


  He looked back out the porthole. "You are to assume command of the Vesuvius. Hunt down the Intrepid and my 'prodigal son' and kill them. Then proceed to Point Luck and begin preparations for the drop. I'll notify you when we have a war." He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, still trying to control his temper. "I'm sorry I can only give you two wings. The Princeton was ferrying Serpent, and Griffin was destroyed at the Speradon factory complex."


  "We'll make do, Admiral," Seether replied. "We always do."


  


  


  • CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Admiral Wilford glanced at Maniac and the Intrepid's senior officers. "Do any of you have any questions for Colonel Blair?"


  No one moved.


  "Do you have anything to add, Colonel?"


  "That's basically it, Admiral," Blair said. "Then I ran back to my ship and got the hell out of there."


  Wilford, his skin gray and ashen, sighed heavily. "Tolwyn—of all people." He looked up Blair. "Has he gone insane?"


  Blair shrugged. "I don't know, sir."


  "What do we do, Admiral?" Hawk asked.


  Wilford pondered the question. "What can we do? Tolwyn's gone to Earth, to get his declaration of war. He'll only drag all of humanity… Border Worlder and Confed, into the abyss with him." He frowned, making his decision. "We have to stop him. We have to take what information we have and go to Earth. Eisen should already be there. We can perhaps join forces with him."


  Garibaldi raised his hand to speak. "Sir, the Evil I only has two working drives. She was never that fast to begin with. Our flank speed's going to be pretty pathetic."


  Wilford exhaled heavily. Blair thought he looked more frail each day. It pained him to see the old admiral's body failing. His eyes were bright and alert, however, as was his mind.


  "We'll make for Orestes," Wilford announced. "There we'll either transfer to the Princeton, continue on as we are, or use one of the fast frigates. If we get to Earth, we have a chance to stop the war. Anything else just prolongs the agony."


  Blair was about to reply when the briefing room door opened. "Sir!" the scanner tech cried. "We have something. A big mother, coming out of the jump point. I've never seen anything this big!"


  Blair felt ice run down his spine. "The Vesuvius."


  "Hellfire!" Wilford swore, then pivoted towards the Intrepid's second-in-command. "Garibaldi, get us out of here! Flank speed for the far jump point!" Years seemed to fall away as he rapped out orders. He looked at the pilots. "I'll need you three to slow them down and buy us some time. Use everything that'll fly." Maniac, Hawk, and Panther ran from the room, leaving Blair and Wilford alone.


  "I'm going too," Blair said.


  "No, Colonel, you're not. You're too important."


  "Right now you need every pilot you've got," Blair argued. "I'm the only one rated on the Lance, and you're the one who said that we need all the firepower you can get." He thought a moment. "If we don't get out of this system, then my evidence doesn't mean a thing."


  Wilford looked at him. "All right, Colonel. But be careful and if it looks like we're going down, then your orders are to abandon us, jump out of the system, and warn Orestes." He stared at Blair. "Those are direct orders. Do you understand?"


  "Yes, sir," Blair replied.


  "Sorry, Colonel, that wasn't the answer I was looking for."


  "Aye, aye, sir."


  "Thank you, Colonel, and good hunting."


  He hit the flight deck and sprinted for his Black Lance. Fighters had been crowded past the flight deck's midpoint, and well past the safe run-up distance for even the smallest birds. He wasn't certain how Maniac planned to get that many fighters off the deck and into battle.


  The loudhailer crackled and boomed, "Two minutes to shutdown!" He could feel the vibration in the deck as the Intrepid accelerated to flank speed.


  He scrambled into his fighter. Pliers had already prepped the ship. The safety tags had been removed and the displays had been put on-line. He took his helmet from the crewchief and plugged in. Maniac's face appeared in his comm-panel. "Colonel, what are you doing here?"


  "I think that's obvious," he snapped. "What's the plan?"


  Maniac smirked. "I never thought I'd see this day. Here I am, giving you orders." He paused. "We're going to ambush them. We're going to cold launch—just roll off the back of the deck like they do on those packets. That'll lower our emissions enough that they might not detect us. Then we lie in wait. Hopefully, when that bastard gets in range we can jump any CAP he has out, bomb-run him with our 'Swords and 'Bows, and run."


  "Colonel, you're to bat cleanup. Hit them any way you can, confuse them as much as possible. But be careful, though, because you still look exactly like them. No one else can cloak, so you won't have a wingmate."


  "Got it," Blair replied. "Any other good news?"


  "Nope, that's it."


  The loudhailer boomed again. "One minute to shutdown!" The last of the fighters' canopies closed. The ground crews sprinted for the exits. The last door had barely closed before Blair heard Maniac counting. "Three-two-one-SHUTDOWN!"


  Blair gritted his teeth as his stomach felt the ship's artificial gravity deactivate. Several of the fighters began to float as the ship's vibrations rattled them off the deck. Blair glanced back and saw the rear force curtain shimmer and vanish.


  Explosive decompression surrounded the ships in a howl of debris, tools, blankets, and lightweight gear. Several of the lighter birds, caught in the howling wind, drifted towards the exit or into one another. The fighters nearest the rear deck fired their maneuvering thrusters, giving them enough rearward movement to drift them off the deck and into space. Blair hit his own thrusters when he saw the deck behind him had cleared.


  He kept a close eye around him as the ships drifted into open space. Fighters and bombers fired their maneuvering jets to orient themselves towards the Vesuvius. Blair realized the Intrepid must have changed its course, crossing the huge ship's bows long enough to string the fighters out like a fence.


  "We can still read you," Wilford said from the Intrepid. "Reduce your electronic emissions. Shut down IFF and trackers."


  The ambush group shut its active emitters. The blue pips on his tracker turned red as the Lance detected their presence, but not their IFF codes. Blair cloaked to await developments.


  A bright star burned in the distance, likely the Vesuvius, boring in towards the task force at flank speed. His tracker picked up a wave of about fifty fighters advancing ahead of the mother ship.


  "Steady… steady," Wilford's voice said in his ears, urging coolness, "hold your positions. Don't jump the gun." The Confed ships continued to close. Blair saw the drive plumes of the leading edge of the Confed wedge. His target tracker settled on a Hellcat. The range counter spool ticked rapidly downward as the Confed fighter boosted into range.


  "Steady," Wilford said, drawing the word out. "NOW!"


  Thirty-eight ships, Maniac's entire wing, exploded from their masked positions and accelerated towards the startled Confed fighters. Blair heard a quick "Tallyho!" Volleys of missiles fired by the Border Worlds' ships lanced outward, each seeking its own target. He keyed an IFF missile on the Hellcat he'd targeted and fired. The Hellcat dodged another missile. Blair's IFF warhead impacted just aft of the cockpit. The damaged 'Cat reeled out of the battle and into deep space, its dead pilot trapped in the ruined cockpit, its drives still firing.


  Several black ships flared as the warheads burst against their shields. He saw a few detonations as Confed fighters died, but not nearly enough to turn the tide of battle.


  The Confed pilots reacted quickly, spinning their ships, trying to get in close to their ambushers—close enough to abate the missile hazard. Both sides traded shots and missiles at point-blank range. Explosions marked the passage of both Border Worlds and Confederation craft.


  He brought the Lance around in a tight arc and recloaked to secretly close on a black Hellcat pursuing a Border Worlds' Rapier. The Rapier pilot wrung everything he could out of his old bird as he tried to escape. The black 'Cat stayed right behind him. Blair got the Confed ship in his sights, dropped his cloak, and fired. His tachyon cannon flared the Confed ship's shields a brief moment before they penetrated, destroying the fighter in a red and yellow fireball. The Rapier pilot reacted to his salvation by pulling hard up into a half-loop and reversing course in a classic Immelman turn, scattering fire at Blair as it passed.


  "Hey, it's Blair—Tiger," he yelled. "I'm on your side!"


  "Sorry, Colonel." The Rapier waggled its wings in apology and returned to the fight.


  Blair, feeling both relieved and silly, leaned over to check his IFF switch. It was active, showing him a blue pipper to his own side. He realized how little use it was likely to be. His coal black ship, indistinguishable from those the Confed flew, invited attack. He grinned, wondering how best to put that to his advantage.


  The first of the Border Worlds' few Longbows blazed past him, hitting its throttles and blasting towards the distant carrier. Blair pulled up behind it, using it as bait for the Confed point-defense squadron that was bound to be about.


  He had a short wait. Two Confed Hellcats vectored in, targeting the bomber and swinging around to attack from the rear hemisphere. The Longbow's rear turret engaged them, its particle gun bravely plinking away at them as they closed.


  Blair waited for the first 'Cat to begin its attack run, then decloaked. He hit it hard, angling in on a high deflection shot and rippling shots down its spine as it flew through his stream of fire. It shuddered as its shields failed, then broke up as the tachyon beams punched deep holes into its structure.


  The second Hellcat veered away. Blair toggled off an IFF missile that looped after the 'Cat, striking it amidships. It limped away, trailing debris.


  Bluish white energy balls flashed past his cockpit. His phase shields flared as they recorded hits. He looked to his right and saw the Longbows tail gunner firing at him.


  He opened his mouth to yell at the bomber when the Vesuvius hove into view, surrounded by a literal curtain of laser fire as its defensive batteries engaged the attacking bombers. The Longbow ignored the heavy batteries as it blazed in towards the Vesuvius' bow. Blair saw it one second, pressing home its attack. The next instant it was gone, marked only by an expanding ball of gas.


  He recloaked and swung the Lance back around and towards the main battle. The Vesuvius' fighters had been stalled by the ambush, preventing a torpedo strike on the Border Worlds' ship.


  The huge carrier cut through the wolfpacks of small ships that probed and tore at each other. Two torpedoes bloomed along the Vesuvius' flanks. Blair scanned the huge ship, looking in vain for damage.


  He couldn't help but compare the chunky, awkward Intrepid with the smooth, sleek Vesuvius. The Evil I looked like what it was, a destroyer whose appearance had been hopelessly marred by the landing bay that had been cobbled onto it. The Vesuvius, by contrast, had two huge, cigar-shaped bays perfectly proportioned to the ship's central core.


  The Confed fighters, apparently reacting to the torpedo strikes, broke to defend the ship. Blair saw a Broadsword, burning from multiple fighter hits and dogged by a pair of Hellcats, tip over and angle in towards the Vesuvius. It impacted against the carrier's side, a kamikaze. Its armed torpedoes detonated a moment later, raising a brilliant red and white explosion centered on the carrier's main hull. The expanding fireball illuminated the scores of small caliber barbettes dotting its hull and the dozen or so massive double turrets that housed its main armament. The explosion faded to leave a single winking secondary fire on the Vesuvius' hull.


  The Confed fighters, distracted by the bombers and the kamikaze strike, fell back. Blair heard Maniac order his fighters to withdraw to the Intrepid, then counted a bare two-dozen fighters moving in retrograde. They had lost a third of their active strength on the first skirmish.


  He trailed the retreating Border Worlds' ships, attacking the few Confed ships who preyed on the damaged and lagging ships. He bagged one Hellcat and then a second that moved in to finish a damaged Ferret.


  Pieces of the fighter spalled away from its hull as it tried to hold station. The frame couldn't take the abuse and broke up. The pilot ejected a moment later. With the rebels withdrawing from the system, he knew the pilot would have to be very lucky for anyone to pick him up.


  The Vesuvius continued to pursue the Intrepid, using its superior maneuverability and acceleration to overtake the smaller and clumsier ship. Blair gauged the distance the Evil I needed to make the jump point safely against the speed and range of the Vesuvius' main battery. The Intrepid would come under ranging fire several minutes before she made the jump.


  Wilford apparently drew the same conclusion. Intrepid's four surviving escort frigates turned and boosted towards the huge ship. They closed the range quickly, looking to Blair like brave terriers attacking a bull elephant. He heard the captains sounding off as they began the countdown for their torpedo runs. The Vesuvius, presented with a target for its primary batteries, commenced firing.


  One frigate detonated as a single beam pierced its phase shields, hull armor, and the hull itself. The other three light ships scattered, counting on their speed to get them through the Vesuvius' fire. The Vesuvius turned, exposing its long side to the frigates as it brought its stern-mounted weaponry to bear. The carrier began to engage with its full primary battery, savaging the frigates as they completed their countdown times.


  The Intrepid, given a reprieve, changed course slightly to better align itself for the jump. The carriers recall warbled in his headsets. He knew that any non-jump capable fighter that didn't hit the flight deck before the Intrepid went through the point would be lost.


  A second frigate staggered under a direct hit. It's drives failed and it drifted out of formation. A second weapon, a mass driver round, hit the stricken ship a moment later, destroying it in a spectacular explosion.


  The remaining two frigates started their attack runs, hurtling towards their target. The defensive fire intensified as they came into the secondary batteries' range. Stream after stream of turret lasers and other heavy weapons probed space for the nimble little ships.


  They held their courses long enough to fire their torpedo spreads and turn away to begin their run home. The Vesuvius' defensive batteries maintained continuous fire as the huge carrier attempted to evade the homing torpedoes. The frigates, job done, fled for the jump point.


  Blair watched as a single Black Lance popped out of cloak above the trailing frigate. It fired something that attached itself to the frigates hull. The frigate slewed to one side. The rear torpedo storage blew, ripping off most of the drive bays. The frigate, quickly dying, began to tumble. The Lance settled on the second, fired and recloaked.


  The second frigate also slowed. Portholes and hatches on both ships blew outward as their atmospheres detonated. Blair hunted in vain a few moments more for the hidden enemy, then turned for home. He fired his afterburners, boosting himself up to maximum speed and away from the battle zone. Blue flares marked the Intrepid's and the surviving escorts' passage through the jump point in a single panicky mass.


  Blair angled his own fighter through the jump point, then gritted his teeth against the inevitable feeling of jump shock. Passage through the jump point made every cell in his body feel as though it had been shredded.


  He swerved as he emerged from the jump, dodging the wrecked remains of a pair of corvettes. The Intrepid, her complement of escorts sadly depleted by the emergency passage through the jump point, had already set her course for the next point.


  Blair dropped his cloak and sent his IFF signal. The officer standing in for Sosa replied in tones that conveyed both panic and relief. He received quick authority to land and blazed into the crowded, confused deck.


  New ships brought up from below were being spotted for conventional launch. Pilots ran from their damaged or expended fighters to assist the ground crews while their grim-feced replacements climbed into their cockpits and readied for launch.


  He saw Maniac run from his Hellcat to a Rapier and climb in. Obsolete Sabers and Scimitars, early model Rapiers, and even scratch-built bastards were being sent to face the Confederations very best machines and pilots. They were scraping the bottom of the barrel.


  Blair shook his head. The main complement of fighters needed time to refuel and rearm. That reality was inescapable. He knew, without a doubt, that most of the pilots launching from the Intrepid's deck would die. That reality was also inescapable, and bitterly necessary.


  He turned away, his heart heavy. An orderly sprinted up to him. "Sir!" he said. "The admiral wants you on the bridge!" He took off without waiting for Blair's acknowledgement. Pliers appeared from behind the Lance. "You'd better go, son," he said. "She'll be ready when you are."


  Blair nodded, then began the long scramble to the bridge. When he arrived, Wilford waved him to a chair. "Colonel, the Vesuvius has just emerged from the warp point. We are seven minutes ahead of her, traveling at flank speed. We saw a hit by torpedoes, maybe more than one. Will that slow her?"


  "No, sir," Blair answered, "the damage wasn't significant."


  "And our frigates?"


  "All gone." Blair shifted in his seat. "Sir, shouldn't I be getting ready to launch?"


  "No, Colonel Blair. You have the uncanny ability to place yourself in harm's way, and the Border Worlds can't afford your famous luck to desert you. I made a mistake in letting you go the first time, and I won't make it again."


  Blair looked up at the partially restored main screen. The graphic showed the Intrepid's fighters launching. lines of red dots began to emerge from the front end of the Vesuvius.


  "Launches are coming from the starboard bay," the sensor officer reported. "It's a fresh wing. The last batch came from the port bay."


  "Thank you," Wilford replied. "Come right to course two-seven-zero. We'll take an outward leg towards the Aleph Six jump point, then try for the Aleph Three in four minutes."


  "Sir," the sensor officer cried, "that'll take us through the Ella system's asteroid field!"


  "That's correct. That big so-and-so's going to have one fun time running that field at its max speed. It'll have to slow, or risk impact damage. We might make some time. Certainly we'll get a chance to test her captain's mettle." He paused, thinking. "Release the escort. They won't take much abuse in that asteroid field and there's no sense subjecting them to that. Loop one back around to the last system and see if you can recover the pilots who ejected or didn't make jump." He leaned back, trying to straighten stiffened muscles. "Also, send one ahead of us, around the belt and into the next system. Let's give them as much warning as we can."


  Blair chafed in his seat as the drama played itself out. The fighters launched by the Intrepid approached the Vesuvius' craft. The monitor showed a swarm of red enemy dots engulfing their weak CAP. Blue dot after blue dot winked out, each representing a life and a fighter. In less than a minute the survivors broke and ran for the carrier. Blair counted a half dozen remaining of the eighteen that had launched.


  The Vesuvius' wing slowed to reorganize. Blair didn't see any perceptible difference in their numbers. It did, however, take them longer then he would have thought to reform. He realized, in a flash of insight, that while the blacksuits were all natural pilots and superbly trained, few had any real combat experience. It was easy to forget the enemy was, in many ways, green. He hoped he'd be able to figure out a way to use that to their advantage.


  "Admiral, we're at the navigation point," Garibaldi said from his plotting board. Blair, unable to sit still, got up and joined him, plugging into the tactical officer's station.


  "Very good," Wilford replied. "Come left to course one-nine-five, zee minus ten."


  "One-nine-five minus ten, aye, Admiral," Garibaldi echoed. "Asteroid belt in two minutes. Aleph Three in six minutes."


  "Thank you, steady as she goes. Activate phase shields and charge guns. Are the fighters aboard yet?"


  "They're coming in now," the comm officer replied. "What there is of them anyway."


  Wilford nodded. "As soon as they've recovered, start spotting the rearmed fighters. We'll need to have some kind of a defense if they catch us."


  Blair checked the carrier's tactical board. Hawk's squadron was listed as ready for launch, while Panther's and Maniac's were rearming. The Intrepid had three of its six defensive turrets on-line, as well as the forward torpedo room. The carrier, much to his surprise, maintained her old destroyer's centerline armament. The Vesuvius' relentless pursuit had closed much of the gap when the Intrepid abruptly heeled over and entered the asteroid field. The ship's phase shields started to take damage at once, flaring under the asteroids' impacts. The ship's defensive turrets engaged what rocks they could, the debris arriving as a hail rather than a single, deadly mass. The shields dropped to seventy percent at once, and continued to bleed away as impacts weakened them.


  The Vesuvius hit the field's edge. Blair saw the big ship's phase shields glow as it bulled its way through the stone sleet. Its defensive turrets opened up, outlining the ship in red laser beams as they tried to protect the ship, with imperfect success.


  The old admiral had given the Vesuvius a Hobson's choice that used the Confed ship's speed against it. The Vesuvius would pay for each meter it gained on the Intrepid in additional damage. The other option, slowing, allowed the Intrepid to either maintain or extend its lead.


  The Vesuvius thundered after them, its bow and forward sections flickering red as its phase shields were depleted by asteroid hits. Blair checked it's velocity and saw no change in its acceleration. How much punishment could the big ship take?


  The bridge crew cheered when its shields flared and died. The carrier slowed when the asteroids began to impact against its bow and portside bay.


  He glanced down at his own tactical board in time to see their own shields fail. He heard the first thump a moment later as they rammed an asteroid. He winced as a second hit followed hard upon the first. "The one good thing," Wilford said to no one in particular, "about the bow and topside being already destroyed is that it gives us another layer of cushion." Wilford looked at him and shrugged as a third impact shuddered the ship. "Also, we have a smaller cross-section," he said casually, as though discussing the weather. "Less to hit."


  They emerged from the belt with the Vesuvius lagging behind. She had visible damage. Several of her side turrets appeared to be out of action and a fire glowed where the port bay mated with the ship's main hull. A similar amount of damage on the Intrepid would have finished her.


  "Steady on for Aleph Three," Wilford ordered, his voice calm and steady. "All ahead flank."


  "Where will this jump take us, Admiral?" Blair asked.


  "Orestes," Wilford replied. 'The Princeton is there, with a nearly full complement of first-line fighters. I made Toliver the Princeton's captain. He's had orders to fill out the carrier's crew and wing, even if he had to resort to press gangs." Blair swallowed, uncertain if Wilford was joking. The admiral's grim face suggested he was in deadly earnest.


  Garibaldi cleared his throat and leaned towards the microphone. "Standby for jump in three-two-one…" Blair gritted his teeth. The carrier hit the transition point at full speed. The wrenching nausea struck him like a wall, wringing his guts with jump shock. He hyperventilated, trying to get the surging pains under control. Around him, crewmembers and techs cried out, their bodies rebelling against the repeated jump shock.


  Orestes floated in the sky ahead, a pristine world that was about to be in the center of a pitched battle.


  "Advise Princeton of our situation," Wilford ordered, "and let Orestes' sector command know what's coming. They're going to be thrilled we brought Vesuvius with us, but that's something we can hash out later."


  "Incoming signal from the Princeton, sir," the comm officer said. "Putting it on screen now."


  "Toliver to Wilford: What can we do for you?"


  "Have you been informed of our situation?"


  "Yes, Admiral, your scout gave us the word. Our reactors are on-line and we've got about sixty-three birds ready for launch. I only have thirty pilots standing by, however."


  "Okay, Commander," Wilford said, "I'm sending you enough pilots to fill out your wing. We'll shuttle them over to you."


  Blair nodded. The Princeton had more fighters than pilots, while the Intrepid carried combat veterans flying craft older than they were. Wilford planned to use what little time he had in getting the vets into front-line craft. They would still be outnumbered, but not as badly outgunned.


  Wilford looked at the navigation plot a moment, absentmindedly chewing his lip. "Here's the plan. I'll continue at flank speed into Orestes orbit and launch my shuttles. We'll then slingshot back out towards the Vesuvius. This ship was a destroyer, and she's still got her torps. Launch your strike as we come about. We'll hit her with your birds, ours, and maybe torpedoes as well. Got it?"


  "Got it, Admiral," Toliver replied. "Who'll lead the combined strike?"


  "Maniac," Wilford said, causing Blair to stand in protest.


  "Admiral," Toliver said, "Blair's the best we've got. His luck's famous. Our pilots might not be so quick to go into harm's way if they see you're holding back our best."


  Wilford looked from Blair to the screen. "You flyboys are ganging up on me," he snapped angrily. He looked up at Blair, his eyes beetling under his heavy brows. "Get out of my sight."


  Blair got. He sprinted down to the flight deck, sliding down the ladders without regard for his own safety. He heard the frames strain and groan as the ship went into its slingshot maneuver. He ran onto the depleted deck and towards his ship. Pliers met him, slapping a helmet into his hands and holding the ladder steady as he climbed.


  "The Vesuvius appeared a couple of minutes ago," Pliers yelled. "All the pilots except you an' the 'Cats have gone over!"


  Blair raised one thumb, indicating he'd heard. He checked his stores and saw that they'd only had time to reload one of his expended missiles, and that with a heatseeker.


  He barely had time to hook the last of his straps before the amber light flashed over the launch end of the flight deck. "Stand by for magnum launch," Maniac ordered. "Remember people, this is going to be a two-wing strike. We'll be takin' orders from Heart o' the Tiger himself as the combined force commander once we get linked up. Do what he says and you'll make it back."


  Blair knew Maniac's speech was intended as a morale booster only, and wasn't meant to be taken at face value. Nonetheless, it was a far cry from his attitude towards Blair on Nephele.


  He brought his engines on-line and checked his fuel levels. The ground crews had refueled the fighter's tanks,


  saving him the bother and risk of leaving the intakes open to scoop free hydrogen during the battle.


  He felt the deck heel again slightly. Orestes prime vanished from the view outside the launch bay. The star field twisted to the right as the carrier reoriented itself. "Magnum launch!" the comm officer screamed, losing control of himself in his excitement. "Go! Go! GO!"


  Maniac led the Hellcats off the deck. Blair followed. He made his clearing turn. His tactical plot indicated the Confed forces would be on them before they could form up. He had no choice but to commit his forces piecemeal, in waves, and hope for the best. "Tiger to all units. Break and attack by squadrons. Attack at will."


  The Vesuvius spat out her own fighters, launching them from both port and starboard bays. Neat lines of Confed ships aligned themselves into squadron Vees, only to have a section of Hellcats they'd captured from the Princeton slash through the formation. The ships ripple-fired their missiles, causing destruction out of proportion to their numbers. Five or so Confed fighters gang-fired in a string of yellow-red explosions. A flight of Black Lances in Border Worlds mufti flashed past him, headed for the enemy wings.


  Squadrons on both sides angled in, wheeled over and hit afterburners, heading for the melee. Fighters engaged in the center ground between the carriers, with missiles and ordnance flashing and flaring as the dogfight grew more intense. Blair, followed by Maniac and the Intrepid contingent, tipped over one by one and dove into the battle.


  He glanced up to see a blue flare from the jump point behind the Vesuvius. A second huge carrier emerged behind the first. His spirits flagged. The Confed had not one, but two of the massive ships. There was no way Wilford's forces could defeat that kind of power. They could only sell themselves as dearly as they could.


  His scanner locked on the ship-to-ship channel. The comm-panel showed a dark, static-filled face that rapidly cleared. "Eisen to Wilford," the admiral said. "Can we be of assistance?"


  "Eisen?" Wilford yelled. "What are you doing here?"


  "I didn't make it to Earth, Admiral," Eisen replied. "I got 'detained' at Sirius. It seems the conspiracy's made quite a few enemies, enough to crew this ship at least. Some friends in low places gave us enough advance warning to mount a raid on the ship as she came out of an engine test run. They also sent enough technicians to keep us going." He paused. "The ship I'm in is the twin to the Vesuvius. Even these things have a few soft spots. I'm going to dump a whole lot of data on your comm officer—blueprints, IFF codes, the works."


  "What's your combat status?" Wilford snapped.


  "I don't have any torpedoes," Eisen replied. "The bays are still unfinished, and the shields and half the main guns have buggy software."


  "Admiral!" Blair heard in the background. "Telemetry indicates the Vesuvius is turning."


  "Well, Bill," Wilford said, "it looks like you're going to get first blood."


  "Great," Eisen replied, "lucky me." He recited the hoary line used by every crew who'd ever faced a broadside. "For what we are about to receive, may we be truly grateful. Eisen out."


  His face vanished from the comm-panel just as the St. Helens' main guns opened up, followed a second later by the Vesuvius'. The two huge ships lashed and tore at each other at diminishing ranges. Eisen turned his ship first, capping the "T" and bringing his full weight to bear on the Vesuvius. The Confed ship turned a moment later, staying on a converging course, slowly closing the range. The Vesuvius' secondary batteries fired in unison, then continued to hammer the other ship. Both carriers' phase shields glowed a solid red as each attempted to fend off the energy cast at it. Portions of the main guns' energies penetrated to strike the armor and probe the soft portions of the ships. The St. Helens took greater punishment from shots hitting its unfinished sections and punching deep inside. Blair guessed the Vesuvius had not had time to fully recover its shields after its run-in with the asteroid belt. Gout after gout of energy snapped between the two ships as they hammered each other.


  The clash of the titans completely overshadowed the fighter duels in front of it. The small craft slashed and attacked, mirroring the vast combat in the background. Torpedo bombers from the Intrepid began their runs against the huge carrier, drawing the defenders back towards their own ship. Border Worlds Hellcats followed, doing their best to fend off the Confed birds.


  Blair stayed under cloak, hunting Confed Black Lances that pounced on Border Worlds fighters. Confed Lances returned the favor, giving the emphasis to hit-and-run, flicker-in-shoot-fade-out tactics. Blair found cloaked combat bizarre, even as he smoked his second Lance.


  He glanced down to check his ordnance and saw the flash-pak and mines glowing green in his centerline bay. He looked up at the Vesuvius, still trading hammerblows with the St. Helens. He grinned, seeing the damaged areas of the Vesuvius where the St. Helens had taken out her secondary turrets. He armed a flash-pak and turned to begin his attack run.


  "Tiger to Base," he said. "I'm going to try and ring their bells with one of their secret weapons."


  "Be careful," Wilford replied. "Our analysis suggests that you probably won't be able to penetrate the hull. These two ships carry improved shielding to protect against what you're trying to do." Wilford paused. "You're going to have to get inside for the thing to work."


  "Damn," Blair replied. "All right, I'm breaking off."


  He swept back around in time to see a Black Lance drop out of cloak, rip a Hellcat, and turn away. A second Hellcat slashed in and fired, flaring the Lance's shields.


  Maniac's face appeared in Blair's comm-screen. "Yee-Haw, take that, you son of a bitch!" He fired again, hitting the Lance as it turned to engage. Blair took advantage of the moment to drop his own cloak, and fire his fusion guns. The Confed Lance, caught in a pincer, tried to cloak.


  Maniac let it, painting it with his lasers to give Blair a solid target. He pounded it with his guns, until it decloaked and slowed. Maniac fired again, his shots piercing its upper hull. The fighter detonated a moment after Blair saw its pod eject.


  His comm-screen crackled and steadied. He glanced down, expecting it to be Maniac. His heart leapt into his throat as he saw the cold, cold eyes and expressionless face behind the helmet. "Hello, Colonel," Seether said, "I know you're out here. Close by, in fact. I've come for you, Colonel. You personally. Are you ready to die?"


  Blair felt his heart hammer in his chest. He thought back to the moment in the bar, when Seether had held him helpless and begun to squeeze his throat. He realized he was afraid of the black-suited pilot. He swallowed. He would never be rid of that fear unless he confronted it. A piece of him wanted the confrontation, to resolve the issue… one way or the other.


  "All right," he snapped. "Where are you?" Seether smiled coldly. "Just off the Vesuvius' stern. Come and get me."


  Maniac cut into his screen. "Who was that?"


  "Seether," Blair replied tightly. "You put a gun in his ear back on Nephele."


  "Him?!" Maniac replied, "That's Seether?"


  "Yeah," Blair grunted. He rotated his Lance and dove on Seether's ship, hovering astern of the Confed carrier. Seether dodged to the right, inviting Blair to take the first shot.


  Blair was more than willing to accommodate him. He punched his Lance forward, slashing his stick to the right and standing the fighter on its tail as he slewed it around and fired. Seether broke hard left. Blair's first salvo glanced off of his phase shield. He pulled his yoke back, autoslid, fired again, and missed again as Seether snap-rolled his ship out of trouble.


  "Not bad, Colonel," Seether said, "but not good enough." Blair gritted his teeth. He pulled his stick back, bringing the Lance's nose up sharply into an inside loop. Midway through the loop, he eased the fighter into a half-roll, executing a classic Immelman turn that placed him level with Seether, who promptly broke away into his own corkscrewing dive. Blair dove after him, trying to align his fighter for a missile shot.


  Seether easily outmaneuvered him, widening his spiral into an outside loop that cut across Blair's course. Blair, surprised by the sudden move, jerked his stick to the right, and blundered into Seether's fire. Rattled, he pulled back to the left. His phase shields flared again as Seether fired. Seether stayed one step ahead of him, breaking down his shields and taunting him.


  Blair returned fire repeatedly, and hit nothing.


  Seether laughed chillingly. "No, Colonel, like this." His Lance slashed in, its tachyon beams hitting Blair's shields, making them flare and coruscate under the abuse. Blair saw-bucked his ship to escape the probing beams, then cut right and plunged into a steep left-hand spiral. Seether stayed hard on his tail, peppering him with shots. Blair's rear shield flared again and again, weakening under the pounding. Seether pressed his attack.


  Blair saw his chance. He feinted left, then point-turned his Lance, cutting his drives and pivoting it backwards along its axis. He switched his weapons toggle to tachyon and fusion guns and fired, catching Seether's Lance on the chin as the pilot swept in for another burst at Blair's vulnerable stern.


  The big fighter lurched upward, then angled sharply away.


  "You're almost out of time, Colonel," Seether taunted. "Any last thoughts?"


  Blair saw a bright flash to his right. Maniac came up from below Seether's Lance, firing his twinned ion cannon and particle guns from a classic no-deflection, rear-hemisphere position. The salvos punched through Seether's weakened shield and chewed into his armor, but appeared to do no internal damage. Seether rolled tightly away, hitting Blair's damaged fighter again in the tail section as he passed. Blair heard the warning as his right engine failed, effectively crippling him.


  Seether rolled hard around, firing at an impossible deflection angle towards Maniac. Hits rippled along Maniac's front shield. Maniac cut away and fled for the shelter of the Vesuvius' nearby bulk. Seether tore after him in hot pursuit. Blair punched his afterburner, hoping to coax enough speed out of his remaining engine to stay in the fight.


  Maniac gave Seether a run for his money, using the destroyed hulk of a Confed fighter as an obstacle. Maniac then cut down along the Vesuvius' hull, where Eisen's ship had skinned away the defensive turrets. Seether, close behind, poured a long volley into Maniac's stern. Blair switched to tachyon cannon and plinked from long range to distract Seether from Maniac. Seether ignored him and fired at the Hellcat, punching through the ship's rear shield and causing a small explosion.


  Maniac slowed and turned. Blair continued firing, using single shots and short bursts to preserve his rapidly diminishing capacitors. Seether fired at Maniac, this time with fusion guns. Maniac's crippled fighter couldn't take much more.


  "And here comes the other one," Seether said casually. "Come to watch your friend die?"


  Blair fired. Seether rolled up and over, using his superior speed to clear Blair's front arc. Blair, swearing sulphurously, kicked out a missile that arced helplessly into space. Before Blair could turn and evade, Seether had cut through his rear shield. His remaining afterburner failed, as did his capacitor and inertial dampers.


  He drifted close to the Vesuvius, again grateful that Eisen had obliterated the carrier's side turrets. He fired his maneuvering thrusters to keep him from bouncing against the carrier's side. Seether made one playful pass, then another. With his capacitor damaged, Blair knew the only weapons energy he had was what little remained in his banks.


  "Colonel, you get to watch while I kill your friend, then I'm going to kill you." Seether's voice grew colder. "And you, Major, have you anything to say before you die?"


  "Yeah," Maniac replied, "kiss my…" Static fuzzed out the rest of his epithet as his comm system foiled. Blair watched Seether lining up on Maniac's fighter. He looked at his graphic and saw he still had four missiles, the flash-pak and the twelve mines. Mines. He looked at them, then back up at Seether. It just might work.


  He toggled his ordnance to mines, then used his maneuvering jets to orient himself away from the massive carriers hull. Seether made a slow pass past Maniac's fighter, now dead and tumbling in space. He accelerated towards Blair, then pivoted to begin his attack run on Maniac. "You're next, Colonel." Blair saw his drives flare.


  Blair rotated his fighter so that the stern pointed at the nearby Vesuvius, then launched a mine at the carrier. A red graphic appeared on the lower corner of his heads-up display, counting down from five. He quickly toggled his missiles to volley fire. The mine counted down to zero, then detonated. Blair heard himself yelling as the explosion picked his fighter up and hurled it forward, towards Seether's Black Lance. He fired what weapons he had left as he closed, then toggled off his remaining missiles at once. Seether's Black Lance never deviated course. It flew straight towards Maniac until it was hit once, twice, three times. The last pierced the rear shield, clearing the stern for Blair's last shot, a dumb-fire missile. The heavy rocket pierced the hull, then detonated, shredding the stern. An expanding globe of fuel detonated, immolating the front half. Blair executed a victory roll as the shattered fighter hit the Vesuvius' side and rolled along it, breaking up.


  "Got him!" Maniac shouted.


  Blair looked up as the stern of the Vesuvius passed into view. The St. Helens had sheared away, badly damaged by its exchange with the Vesuvius. Fires raged along the entire length of the rebel ship. The Vesuvius had been damaged as well, but not as badly. Eisen's ship was clearly out of action, while the Confed still had fight in her. He pulled his own limping fighter around, intent on hauling back to the Intrepid for another ship. A nagging memory tugged at him. He looked down at his stores board and saw the flash-pak still winking green. He looked up, saw the Vesuvius' landing bays ahead, and smiled.


  He armed the weapon, giving the waldos time to screw in the detonating mechanism and arm the device. He then angled towards the Vesuvius using his IFF to signal that he was in distress with a shot-out radio. The landing bay flicked its lights twice, indicating it understood. He let it vector him in, using the tractor beams to guide him across the threshold. He fired the flash-pak before the electromagnets could grab his landing gear, then hit his full reverse. Flames shot out of his damaged engine as super-hot fuel mixed with the air and an electrical short. He barely got the damaged ship back into space, tumbling almost sideways through the rear force curtain. The Vesuvius' tractor beams tried to catch him again and missed.


  He watched the carrier slowly ease away from him, then saw a gigantic blue-white ball of fire spread through the launch bay.


  


  


  • CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Eisen looked at Blair. "Are you ready?"


  Blair adjusted his dress uniform collar. "I don't know."


  Taggart, resplendent in his senatorial robes, put one hand on his shoulder. "It'll be okay, son. The worst is over."


  "Is it?" Blair asked. "Can we really stop this?"


  "Well," Taggart replied, "we are'na gonna' know till we try, nae are we?" He stepped forward and hit the doors to the Assembly Hall with the heel of one hand. They swung silently open, revealing Admiral Tolwyn standing behind the lectern.


  "… and as my fact-finding mission has shown," he said, concluding his remarks, "the Border Worlds are to blame. My forces have recovered evidence of a concerted plan to raid Confederation shipping. It is a matter of public record that they have attacked and destroyed Confederation fighter craft, a Fleet cruiser, and even a factory base. They have killed Confederation military personnel by the hundreds and civilians by the thousand. This is public record and…" He paused dramatically. "… more than sufficient provocation for war." He raised his voice. "I have gained painful evidence that they seek to offset their weak military forces by using biological weapons to weaken our population. We have evidence that one such bio-agent got loose on one of their planets and killed ninety percent of the population." He lowered his head in humility. "Please, ladies and gentlemen of the Assembly, give me the tools I need to stop this perversion. Give me a declaration of war."


  He looked up as a ripple of noise ran through the packed chamber. Paladin, Blair and Eisen stepped forward, entering the gallery. The hiss of noise as they were recognized worked its way around the chamber.


  "I am Master of the Assembly," Taggart said, his voice electronically enhanced, "and am so empowered by this body to conduct fact-finding missions on my own authority. The facts I have learned are at odds with the admirals."


  "They're traitors!" a senator shouted. Others picked up the theme, until Taggart's raised fist silenced them. "Yes, they are," he snapped, "and that makes their tale doubly interesting." He gestured for Blair and Eisen to move towards the dais. The noise in the room grew louder and more chaotic as Senators stood and yelled for or against Taggart. Taggart might have been strolling in a park for all the reaction he showed to the hisses and catcalls. Tolwyn stood at the lectern, his hands gripping the wood possessively.


  "Admiral, if you please?"


  Tolwyn looked defiant a moment, then gave way. Taggart took his place on the dais and signaled Blair to the podium.


  Blair looked up at the galleries, gone silent in anticipation of the spectacle. He wondered if this was how a gladiator felt just before going to face his death. He tried to speak, cursing his nervous and halting voice.


  "It's true," he said, "that I fought on the side of the Border Worlds, and against my former comrades. I had to do this as a result of provocations and illegal activities I witnessed being committed by then Fleet Captain Paulson of the TCS Lexington and his right-hand man, a pilot named Seether."


  "Captain William Eisen and Major Todd Marshall also found it necessary to take the same route I did, and for different reasons. All three of us were men regarded as highly loyal to the Confederation. For us to turn our coats, doesn't it follow that we'd have to have good reason?"


  A few Senators hissed and catcalled. One stood and shouted "Money'll do it!" Many in the galleries seemed willing to listen, judging by their focused, intent expressions.


  Tolwyn looked up at the Assembly. "Who is to say why corruption festers in their hearts?" he said, using the acoustics of the hall to project his voice unaided. "Did they try to work within the system? Did they bring their concerns to higher authorities? No, they turned traitor without so much as a by-your-leave. Now that treason and murder have been done, now they want you to listen when they tell you they served a higher cause?"


  Blair ignored the taunt and tried to recapture the Senate's attention. "The Border Worlds have fallen victim to a plot which—if allowed to proceed—will victimize all of humanity. Captain Eisen has recovered files which show that Confederation forces, operating from the Lexington, as well as the base on Axius, engaged in acts of terrorism against both Confederation and Border Worlds forces. I myself infiltrated the secret base on Axius. There, I saw both the bio-weapon canisters and heard Admiral Tolwyn give a speech to the raiders." He paused to fish a memory chip out of his pocket. "Captain Eisen's data is ready for your inspection. I will submit to a psych-scan to prove that what I'm saying is true and that I'm not suffering from a personality overlay."


  "This is outrageous!" Tolwyn snapped. "That these… traitors come here, wearing Confederation uniforms and mouthing this filth!"


  "Our first desire," Blair said, trying to appeal to reason and logic, "was to take this up with lawful Confed authorities. I even spoke to Admiral Tolwyn on that point" He sighed. "The problem is that with the Emergency Decrees and the Admiralty Court still in place, there was no authority outside the military that could be trusted. And if we were right, they would never let our information get to you."


  "This is preposterous," Tolwyn snapped. "Those mechanisms keep order in the human sectors. Without the Decrees and the Courts, central authority would fail."


  Blair looked over at him. "What about the concepts of law and justice? Aren't they important, too?"


  "What about them?" Tolwyn snapped. "What does an arbitrary standard of justice have to do with an orderly society? Given a choice between justice and food, Colonel, what do most people choose? The Decrees have ensured the populace survives."


  "The entire populace, Admiral, or just the worthy few?"


  "I don't know what you're talking about," Tolwyn snapped.


  "Don't you, Admiral?" Blair pressed, feeling more tired than angry. He could recall the man Tolwyn had been, the man who grieved for their losses after the Battle of Earth yet spent his crews like water to preserve the Mother Planet, and who had cried for the thousands of frail civilian craft that sacrificed themselves to give Duke's Marines some cover for their assault.


  He looked closely at Tolwyn, and saw only the fire of duty and the drive. He saw none of the humanity that had been there, often hidden, but usually present. The change nearly broke Blair's heart. "What happened, Admiral?" he asked. "Why did you do this?"


  "I don't know what you mean," Tolwyn replied.


  Taggart glanced down at Blair. "You'd better get on with it, Tiger, you're losing 'em."


  "What about the Black Lances, Admiral?"


  Tolwyn smiled. "If I may remind the Assembly, as Commander of the Strategic Readiness Agency, I am empowered to marshal whatever forces necessary to protect our galactic interests. The Lances are a new type of fighter craft. Unfortunately, Colonel Blair and his cohorts raided their base and stole several prototypes."


  Blair nodded. "I have thirty-one depositions from Telamon survivors saying that the plague came from your Black Lances."


  "They might have come from a Black Lance," Tolwyn said coolly. "I just admitted that several were stolen. The toxin you mentioned might even have been manufactured there, before it escaped. Any one of a dozen possibilities, none of which require the Confederation."


  Blair shook his head. "What could the Border Worlds possibly gain from attacking the Confederation, Admiral?"


  "How am I to know what goes on in a criminal's mind?" Tolwyn replied. "Perhaps they thought they could slice off some of our systems while we were weak. Perhaps they thought their bio-convergence weapon would turn the tide."


  Blair pounced. "Bio-convergence, Admiral? How did you know the plague bombs dropped on Telamon were bio-convergence?"


  Tolwyn's eyes narrowed. "Don't badger me, Colonel. I'm not on trial, here. I've read the reports, of course."


  "What reports, Admiral?" Taggart interjected. "If you have data relevant to this attack, it is your duty to turn it over to the oversight committee. This is something that affects the whole Confederation."


  "Et tu, Paladin," Tolwyn whispered. He straightened his collar, then stood defiant. "Whatever data I have gleaned is so superficial that I didn't deem disclosure necessary."


  "I see," Blair replied. "What about the Black Lance pilots? Did you deem disclosure about them unnecessary, too? Or did the fact that they were products of your genetic enhancement program seem unnecessary to report?"


  Tolwyn shrugged. "The GE program was stopped long ago."


  "Was it?" Blair challenged. "What about that loose cannon, Seether?"


  Tolwyn met his eye, his own expression tight with anger and something more. He whispered. "He is more of a warrior than you will ever be, Colonel. He is excellence personified—"


  Blair smiled. "He's dead excellence, then, Admiral. I killed him."


  Tolwyn blanched and rocked back on his heels.


  Blair turned back to the Assembly. "At his speech to his troops—his Black Lance troops—Admiral Tolwyn stated his belief that our victory was a fluke, a lucky break. He is worried the Kilrathi, or worse, will be back—and that we won't be ready. He proposes to fix that by 'fixing' us, by tinkering with our genes."


  Blair leaned forward, half-turning towards Tolwyn. "The bio-convergence plagues start the process by clearing out the dead-weight DNA, leaving behind the acceptable samples. It doesn't matter to him how many billions die along the way—well, they weren't worthy anyway. He wants us to be more like the Kilrathi, bred to conflict and war."


  "And why not?" Tolwyn snapped. "One on one, a Kilrathi can break a human. We're pathetic and weak, hardly the stuff to rule even our pathetic corner of the galaxy. There are things beyond the Kilrathi, things that make them look like school yard bullies!" His face mottled with rage and he slammed one fist on the podium. "And after our fluke win, we sit back on our heels, getting fat and lazy, while the next enemy marches toward us!"


  He sneered up at the gallery. "Look at us. We're falling apart, crumbling now that we have nothing to measure ourselves against. We were at our best when fighting the Kilrathi. Then we had goals, we had focus. Now, we've grown whiny and complacent and confused."


  He looked up at the ranks, stabbing his finger at individual Senators, slipping into the familiar lines of his speeches to his troops. "Who'll protect your planet from the next race that wishes to dominate us? Who can tell where this threat will come from? Or when? We must be ready. We must continue to upgrade our capabilities, our weapons, even ourselves."


  Blair frowned, hating himself even as he opened his mouth to speak. "Does that include tinkering with our DNA?"


  "Yes! A few must always be sacrificed to make way for the future…" He stopped and stared at Blair, his angry face becoming horrified as he realized Blair had goaded him into a lapse.


  Tolwyn looked up into the silent, stunned galleries. "Understand," he said, "it was necessary. Sacrifices had to be made. We must be ready…"


  Blair, heartsick, looked at his feet. "I think we've heard enough."


  Taggart gestured to a pair of guards who stepped up behind Tolwyn. The admiral, his head high, looked first at Taggart, then at Blair. Blair met his eye, and saw only sorrow. "I had to," Tolwyn said quietly. "We were so close to losing the last one. And the next will be worse. I grieved for every one of them, but it had to be done."


  His features seemed to be on the point of dissolving as he scanned his audience who sat silent, enraptured by the fall.


  "You don't know what I had to do," he sighed. "How many of you looked into the eyes of green kids, twenty and straight out of fleet school, and sent them to their death and knew that tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow after that you'll send more of them out to die, while bastards like you," and he pointed up at the gallery, "grow fat and rich on the dead. I watched them die so you could live. I was there at the beginning of the war and remember the warnings, and you didn't listen, and billions died. I begged you not to sign the truce agreement, and billions died."


  He lowered his head. "And billions died," he whispered.


  Eyes shining he looked back up.


  "Next time we will all be dead." He looked back at the guards, who stood ready with their hands on their sidearms. He made a tiny half-bow and walked out between them, his head held high.


  Taggart looked up into the silent, packed ranks of the gallery. "Now," he said, clearing his throat, "we will take a single binding vote. The Assembly Master moves that we resolve to end this undeclared war against the Border Worlds, that we stand down Confed forces in the Border Worlds' area and remove them to Confed bases, and to establish a Joint Commission with the Border Worlders to resolve disputes. I also move that we close down any remaining Black Projects and launch an investigation." He rapped his gavel on his podium.


  "Senators, you have ten minutes to lock in your decision. The vote board will record your votes. I will cast the deciding vote if it is a tie."


  Blair turned away, feeling only sadness.


  He looked up, realizing that Paladin was talking to him. "Colonel Blair," he said, softly. "You must clear the rostrum during the vote."


  Blair nodded and walked towards the cloakroom door, where the guards had escorted Tolwyn.


  He stood in the back of the room, awaiting the decision. The tally, when it finally came, was one-hundred thirty for and twenty-two against.


  He looked at Eisen. The captain took his hand. "We did it, Colonel." His smile faded as they both looked to where Tolwyn had been led away.


  "But at what cost?" Blair asked. "But at what cost?"


  


  


  • CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Blair sat, ignoring the courtroom buzz, as Tolwyn entered through the prisoners door. Flanked by armed Marines and resplendent in his full-dress uniform, he marched forward to stand in the dock and hear his fate. Five stern-faced judges looked down from their high seats. Admiral Harriett's seat was filled by a newcomer to the court. Harnett had suicided rather than face arrest.


  The presiding judge cleared his voice. Blair felt a heavy sense of expectation permeate the room. The trial had been long and sensational, and had generated much embarrassment for the Fleet. Taggart had insisted the military clean its laundry in public, paving the way for full freedom of the press. The room stilled as the presiding judge unfolded a printout.


  "Fleet Admiral Geoffrey Tolywn, this court regrets to inform you that it finds you guilty on the principle charges of conspiracy to commit genocide against Telamon, the ordering of same, and fifteen lesser felonies."


  "As punishment for your heinous acts you shall be taken from this place and stripped of your rank, and thence to a cell where you shall spend the rest of your natural life without hope or opportunity for parole. Have you anything to say?"


  Tolwyn shook his head once, a firm "no" that matched his grim expression. A guard took him by the arm and led him towards the small door.


  Blair looked up at him as he passed. Tolwyn stopped and faced him. Blair stood. Their gazes met. Blair searched Tolwyn's eyes.


  "The end has to justify the means," Tolwyn said. "I gave you the means to an end, to survival, and you rejected it. You have condemned all humanity."


  Blair felt his throat close when he tried to speak. Tolwyn nodded to his guards and led them away, proud and unbowed.


  Marshall put his hand on Blair's shoulder. "Ready, Colonel? Admiral Eisen and Paladin want to see us."


  Blair, still saddened by Tolwyn's fall, dipped his head once. They turned away and left the courtroom.


  The admiral waited for them with drinks on the sideboard. "I thought you could use these," he said as Blair and Maniac entered. Maniac gratefully accepted a drink. Blair demurred, then went to stare out the window. Titan's terraforming had progressed well. They now had a real atmosphere and real flowering plants. He picked at one of the blooms, inhaling its deep, rich scent.


  "How do you feel?" Eisen asked.


  "Whatever he might have fallen to," Blair said, "He was a great man. He saw so much, understood so much, that I can't understand how he could be led astray."


  "I don't think he was, Chris," Eisen replied. "In a sense, it was vintage Tolwyn—to look beyond the moment and seize the main chance. He forgot that those were people."


  They turned back towards the main group.


  Eisen made a noise in his throat, commanding the officers' attention. He removed an envelope from his tunic. "Colonel, this is for you."


  Blair took the envelope and opened it. "To all who see these…" He looked up at Taggart, eyebrows raised, and continued reading. "Know ye that reposing special Trust and Confidence in Christopher Blair, we do appoint him to the grade of Brigadier General…" He shook his head. "You must be kidding."


  "Hell no, son," Paladin replied, "we hae already gi'en ye all th' medals we hae. There isna' else we caen do for ye, except tae promote ye."


  "Oh, this is just great!" Maniac stormed.


  "Major," Taggart replied, "there's an envelope for yae too." He held it out to Marshall, who ripped it open and scanned the pages. "Colonel," he said wonderingly, "full colonel?"


  "They confirmed your treasonous rank," Taggart said, grinning, "yae auld sod, though heavens knows yae don't deserve it. Read on, there's more."


  Maniac scanned the sheets. "Command school… The Kiev . . ." He looked up. "I'm getting a carrier?"


  "A light carrier, actually," Taggart replied. "You'll have the task of policing the border."


  Blair grinned knowingly at Maniac's beatific smile. Marshall had finally gotten his coveted independent command.


  "Ye'll best read on yaerself, General Blair," Taggart said.


  Blair flipped the page and read. "I'm supposed to take over the Confed fleet in the Border Worlds?"


  "Yes," Paladin replied. "Your commission's to work with the locals in tracking down the real privateers in the region, as well as any of Tolwyn's blackguards that might have slipped off. It's a way of mending some fences with our neighbors."


  Blair felt his good mood drain away at the mention of Tolwyn. Paladin caught the change in his expression. "Yes, it's a shame what Geoff fell to. Regardless of the provocation, nothing justifies what he was about."


  Blair shook his head. "Genetic engineering to breed super soldiers. Destroying the population of a whole world. I still can't believe that happened and that Tolwyn was a part of it."


  "Yes," Paladin agreed, "the worst of it is that path's been trod before. Forced genetics, death camps, all that Geoff was willin' to accept. And for what? That which makes us human, he'd have sacrificed first."


  Blair closed his eyes as Marshall chimed in. The newly minted colonel sounded almost diffident. "There are darker things out there than the Kilrathi. Admi… Tolwyn showed us that. There will be war again, and maybe we won't win this one. Does that mean that we'll go the way so many other races did, crushed after taking their first steps into space?"


  He looked at Blair and Eisen. "What if 'Crazy Geoff' was right? What if we do need something like what he wanted to survive? Can we, as humanity, survive and still be human?"


  Blair thought a long moment. "Yes," he said, pausing to choose his words carefully. "It is in our very humanity, our ability to adapt and overcome… and our 'killer angel' instincts, in the way we can hold a sword in one hand while reaching out with the other, that our true strength lies. Tolwyn would have made us individually more powerful, while weakening our compassion. I believe that his way offered more harm than good."


  Eisen looked at his watch. "General Blair, I think you had best get going. You'll be taking the Intrepid out to the frontier area, courtesy of Captain Garibaldi." He laughed. "We've agreed to fix his plumbing and enough of the quarters to give you your own VIP berth. You'd best get going though, there isn't much time to waste." Blair set his drink down and shook both their hands. "Until next time," he said, and departed.


  Geoffrey Tolwyn stood on the chair in his cell, contemplating his failure. He had pushed The Plan too quickly, he saw that now. He should have waited, bided his time. He hadn't realized until it was too late that the entire race need not be brought up to genetic standard. Steel spears had wooden shafts and were they not still lethal? The populace as a whole could remain the dregs so long as the fighting elite came from GE stock. It wasn't an ideal solution, of course, but it was workable.


  He shook his head fractionally. Some GE elements remained at large, hidden away where no one could interfere. Nonetheless, through his haste, he had brought the project down. He could abide defeat, he could even abide failure when he had done his best, but he could not abide knowing his own mistakes had led to his removal before The Plan was self-sustaining.


  He could abide anything, except knowing that he'd killed his race. He deserved the same punishment his miscalculation would visit on them. He stepped off the edge of the chair. The knotted and braided bed sheet closed about his throat, snapping his neck. As death released his grip, the Senatorial Medal of Honor which he had won for the defense of Earth, and the pips he had once worn as a newly commissioned ensign, fell from his hand.


  Blair stepped into his newly refurbished cabin. The smells of fresh sealant and paint permeated the room. He cued the lightbar and saw a neat bed, a desk with a workstation, and a sofa and chair group.


  He swung around as the inner door opened. Velina Sosa, her hair down and her uniform collar unbuttoned, stepped into the main room of the cabin. She carried a bottle and a pair of glasses. He noticed distractedly that she had captains bars on her shoulders.


  "Admiral Richards says that you'll need a Border Worlds liaison officer," she said, as she set the glasses down on the table. "He thought I might stand in."


  Blair took a long look at her, and saw her smile. He felt himself smiling in return. "I'd like that," he replied. "I'd like that a lot." She smiled, her dimples showing.


  He had a feeling this tour was starting out well, very well indeed.
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  • FOREWORD


  In the eight years since the ending of the Kilrathi War much has been written about the conflict, but there is one topic that few have felt comfortable about approaching. To even attempt to discuss him in a balanced manner is now all but impossible, for of all the men, women and alien allies who served in the fleet, none was more controversial than Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn, VC, MOH, DSC, KCB.


  No one, not even his most partisan of foes, can deny that Tolwyn's brilliant defense of Earth against Lord Thrakhath's great offensive will stand for centuries as a classic example of military prowess in the face of overwhelming odds. If he had died in that battle, his name would be forever enshrined in history. Unfortunately, his subsequent political actions will forever place his name in the ranks of the dishonored. One must go far back in history, to Alcibiades during the Peloponnesian Wars, Benedict Arnold in the War of American Independence, or Sun Wan Lu in the Faraday Rebellion, to find a military leader so gifted, and yet so controversial and doomed by his own brilliance to a final, irrevocable downfall.


  This author briefly served on Admiral Tolwyn's staff during the Earth Defense Campaign, and I can attest to the fanatical devotion of nearly everyone who served under him. Neither can I deny that, at the same time, I was troubled by a sense that, after more than thirty years of conflict, Admiral Tolwyn had become an entity that lived solely for war.


  For those reasons, and others, I felt it to be essential to set the record straight regarding one little-studied aspect of Tolwyn's life, his first military operation at the start of the war, now more than forty years past. Perhaps in studying the beginning of his story we might better understand the tragic ending.


  Recently declassified documents from the Kilrathi Imperial Archives and the kind assistance of Baron Vakka nar Jukaga, the son of the highly controversial Baron Jukaga, have been instrumental in helping us to see, perhaps for the first time, some of the motivations for the Kilrathi decision to seek war. Vakka nar Jukaga's monumental work, Kilrah Tugaga Jak-Ta Haganaska duka McAuliffe, has provided us on the other side with a remarkable case study of the intrigues within the Imperial Court, the planning for their opening campaign and the first five years of the struggle. This book is worthy of serious consideration in spite of its detractors in the realm of academia and postwar Kilrathi apologists.


  Granted, mysteries about the Kilrathi side of the conflict still abound, especially regarding their infamous "lost war orders," an incident which Tolwyn played a part in. I hope that in the near future the truth about the lost orders will finally be revealed, for it is a mystery that has fascinated historians on both sides of the conflict.


  I'd like to think that Vakka nar Jukagas study, and this humble work, will at least be a start towards finding out the truth regarding the origins of a war that claimed more than thirty billion lives on both sides. It will be at least a generation or more before all records from the Kilrathi and Confederation archives are fully declassified, so I am willing to admit that there are many aspects of this study of the early days of the war which are open to debate.


  This novel is a companion piece to my yet to be completed study of the beginning of the war. I have decided to take this format for a variety of reasons, the main one being the flexibility that it offers. I hope that the readers will forgive me this straying from standard historical form, but it is perhaps the only way we might be able to gain insight into the stresses, assumptions, and misassumptions on both sides that led our two societies into the greatest conflict in our histories.


  I would like to thank Admiral Vance Richards, MOH, DSC, FC (ret.) for invaluable access to declassified records from his thirty-nine years with the fleet, along with his own, as yet unpublished memoirs, Point and Counterpoint—Intelligence and Counterintelligence in the War Against the Kilrathi; Commodore Kevin Tolwyn for his frank conversations regarding his uncle; Rear Admiral Jason "Bear" Bonderevsky for memories Admiral Tolwyn had shared with him regarding his early days with the fleet; Pilot of the Imperial Claw Haga Kaligara for his personal diary and flight logs of the opening strike of the war; Barbara Banbridge, daughter of the famous admiral, for her personal recollections of her father; and Margaret Kruger, former wife of President Hans Kruger of the Landreich for her frank, though at times troubling discussions regarding that famous renegade leader. Without their help this study would not have been possible.


  I believe that I can finally admit here, for the first time, that, during the court martial of Admiral Tolwyn, I was granted access to him in my capacity as Historian of the Fleet and was able to interview him on three separate occasions prior to his suicide. For one who had seen him at his moment of greatest triumph, it was a trying experience. On the night of his suicide I arrived at the military prison only minutes after the discovery of his death and was admitted to his cell after his body had been removed. Neatly arranged on his bunk there were three items—a photograph of his wife and children, lost in the war, and beside the photograph were the wings and ensign's bars issued to him on the day he graduated from the Academy… troubled soul, may you rest in peace.


  Col. Wilhelm Schwarzmont

  Department of Military History Confederation Fleet Academy


  


  • CHAPTER ONE


  CONFEDERATION STANDARD DATE 2634.89


  TO: CICCONFEDFLT

  FROM: CONFEDFLTINT

  SUBJECT: INTEL UPDATE KILRATHI MILITARY\POLITICAL INTENTIONS


  COPY NUMBER ONE OF ONE.

  FOR EYES OF CICCONFEDFLT ONLY


  Admiral, as per your orders 2634-98,1 have provided a full update on the current internal political and military situation within the Kilrathi Empire. The report, as requested, is attached along with full evaluations of all known Kilrathi military assets, ships, bases, and industrial capability. You will notice that the report, to say the least, is slim. As I have already reported to you in our last conversation, we are looking at a mystery wrapped inside an enigma. No official of the Confederation has ever been allowed access into the Empire, and those border worlds where individuals living outside the law might come into contact with Kilrathi personnel are beyond our ability to adequately infiltrate. What resources ConFedFlt does have are, as you know, barely adequate to patrol the rapidly expanding frontiers, of which our sector bordering on the Kilrathi Empire is but one small part. Though this is outside my realm, I only wish the powers that be to whom we answer would devote more resources to this one sector which, I believe, poses the most serious threat to the Confederation since its creation. What little data my division has been able to obtain has been through remote sensing, extensive interviews with border world merchants who trade outside the realm of legal intercourse, and one covert op team, which filed a report of less than a thousand words and half a dozen holo images, of what we believe were Kilrathi capital ships, before disappearing.


  In the five years since we've first had contact with the Kilrathi Empire, our base of knowledge is, in reality, no greater than what we had already heard from the Varni refugees who fled into our space after their disastrous war with the Empire. The numerous skirmishes on the frontier have yet to result in our acquiring any real, hard information as to their political intentions or their true military assets. In short, sir, I must frankly confess that we are in the dark. Those few vessels we've been able to get data on, I suspect are antiquated models that were already in service during their war with the Varni and are now assigned to patrol their side of the border so that we will not know their current capability. Sir, my attached report will go into greater detail regarding all these aspects, but there is something the report can not present as hard fact. Just call it the gut feeling of an old Intel officer who's been watching the "Cats" ever since we first bumped into them… There will be War. They are a predatory society; their definition of existence, both individually and societally, is predicated upon conquest, upon the clear establishment of superior and inferior. The stasis of peace, without the clear resolution of who is superior, is anathema to them. Those who believe otherwise live in a dream world, but this report is not the place to discuss that point.


  I believe, as well, that there is a fear that drives them. We have seen the one intel report from Remote Deep Probe Twelve, which was launched in towards the galactic core over thirty years ago. The one report back before its mysterious disappearance five years ago indicates that there is a warlike empire of almost unimagined strength ten thousand light-years inward and heading in our direction. If this report is indeed true, the Kilrathi must make a choice; to confront that greater enemy and leave their flank towards us open, or create a buffer zone in our direction before facing this other enemy. We must realize a fundamental point here, sir. We must learn to stop thinking as humans, and learn to think as "Cats." Our instinct would be to form an alliance, but the question is, do they think that way? I believe not. Sir, I hope that the enclosed report is of some help. On a very personal level, sir, I must state here as well that current thinking in both political and military circles, that the Kilrathi are technologically inferior to us and lack the societal flexibility for a sustained fight, is madness. A "merchant," who deals in the gray area of commerce beyond the Landreich, recently told me about an ancient Kilrathi word, that dates to the time when they were predatory hunters. Jak-tu, which roughly means to spring from concealment upon a larger but unsuspecting prey, killing them with one blow. If they come after us, as I am certain they will, it will be a Jak-tu. Respectfully submitted, Rear Admiral Joshua Speedwell Confederation Fleet Intelligence


  REPORT ENCLOSED—HARD COPY IS TO BE FILED ACCORDING TO CONFEDFLT SECURITY REGULATION 34448A OR DESTROYED IMMEDIATELY AFTER READING.


  IMPERIAL PALACE—KILRAH


  "I have spoken and thus I have decided!"


  A rumbling growl of approval erupted from most of the eight clan leaders of the Empire and from behind his translucent curtain the Emperor carefully studied the reaction of each of the eight, and those who sat arrayed behind them.


  "Vakka, you do not approve." The Emperor made the comment as a question, carefully using the soft tonal inflection for speaking to a blood member of one's own clan, rather than as a direct statement of fact, which would have been an issue of blood challenge between an inferior and superior.


  Vakka looked around the room, saw the subtle blinks of approval from at least two other clan leaders who were leery of the Emperor's proposal for war, and the cool unfocused stares of the others, who disagreed and now waited to see how far he would push the issue. He knew more than one of them would relish the chance for a blood challenge, for when the Baron of a clan did so and died, there were always rewards, titles, and worlds stripped away from the fallen for those who stood by the throne.


  Vakka came to his feet and with a ceremonial flourish unsheathed his dagger, made from the tooth of a nagga. Bowing low, he laid it on the floor, hilt pointed towards the dais and screen behind which the Emperor sat, a clear indication of submission even as he dared to speak against the Imperial will.


  "My Emperor, I follow thy call for the hunt. Point out the prey to us and we shall spring upon it, but I beg of thee the right to point to other herds which thou might not have gazed upon."


  Vakka delivered his opening in the ceremonial dialect of the court, speaking the words with a sharp, clear enunciation, which was an indicator of his good breeding. Some might have taken his tone as a subtle insult against the Emperor himself, whose lineage was not as ancient.


  The Emperor remained silent and Vakka waited, still bowed low.


  "Go on then, but the hour is already late," the reply came at last.


  "My Emperor, my brothers of the other clans, I urge you to consider one point yet again. Now is not the time to wage war upon the Confederation."


  "Vakka, we have gone through this for three days," came the bored reply of the Crown Prince, who sat to the right of the dais. "Make an end to this protest."


  Vakka coolly surveyed Gilkarg, the only son of the Emperor. As the Crown Prince it would be he who led the fleet into action, and all knew that he was the force, more than the Emperor, who urged war. The Emperor had won his glory in the campaign against the Varni, now the son wanted an even greater glory.


  "Could there be the scent of fear in this room?"


  The startling challenge came from behind Gilkarg, and there was an indrawing of breath from many in the assembly as Prince Ratha, the eldest son of the Crown Prince stood up, talons extended.


  The Crown Prince extended his hand in a gesture of restraint, but Vakka could see that there was approval for his hot-tempered son's words.


  "The dagger is upon the floor, Ratha, challenge can not be made."


  Ratha, a flicker of a smile creasing his features so that his fangs were revealed, nodded and sat back down. An amused chortle and the whispered comment, "You would have killed him," came from Prince Thrakhath, the younger cub sibling of Ratha.


  Vakka bristled slightly when the Crown Prince, in a display of crass disregard for decorum, did not discipline the cub. He looked around the room, in anticipation of other challenges, but none were offered.


  "The Confederation must be dealt with," Vakka began, as if offering agreement, "but is this the proper time? Since gaining spaceflight we have expanded, taking all in our path, for this is proper. Yet remember, as we expand, it is like a balloon stretching outward. The surface grows larger and yet larger, our borders forever becoming wider. Now we find this Confederation on our flank, but there are other borders as well."


  "Va ka garga ka naru ha garga." The Crown Prince intoned, matching Gilkarg's mastery of the ceremonial dialect of court, "Those not of the blood must have their blood spilt."


  Vakka nodded. "Yes, such it has always been, if they are not of the blood they are prey to be hunted. Yet do you not see what I am saying here? As we hunt down and destroy a prey, two more spring up behind them."


  "So there is more to hunt," the Crown Prince replied with a growling laugh. "More honor, more glory, more blood for our talons."


  Vakka shook his head sadly.


  "And what of the other direction? The darkness we know is coming up out of the galactic core? It is a force that even we must admit might very well overwhelm us. You have seen the reports from our deep remote probes, which have spanned the vast reaches in towards the heart of the galaxy. There is a power there that is overwhelming all in its path. A power that is coming this way."


  "Precisely why we must fight the Confederation now—or are you afraid of them?" Ratha snarled, coming back to his feet.


  "I fear nothing," Vakka replied coolly, gaze fixed upon Ratha.


  There was a moment of tense silence, finally broken when the Crown Prince clicked his talons together, a signal for his son to back away. Reluctantly Ratha stepped back, gaze still fixed on Vakka.


  "Precisely why we must fight the Confederation now," the Crown Prince said, staring at Vakka and speaking as if explaining the simplest of things to a cub. "Each war sharpens our talons. Each war requires us to improve our weapons and take as well the secrets of our enemies. Remember, it was the foolish Shata who came to us peacefully, and revealed to us the secret of the jump points and how to use them. And once we took that secret, we slaughtered the fools who bore it to us as we would slaughter any prey."


  A rumble of laughter echoed in the audience chamber. The Shata were rugalga, the equivalent of the herds of semi-intelligent beasts which had once wandered the home world, unable to defend themselves, the hunting of which was considered an exercise merely to fill the stomach, since there was no glory or challenge. How any beings could be so stupid as to come to Kilrah making loud pleas of peace, offering their secrets of interstellar travel and then be totally unable to defend themselves was a source of wonderment and amusement even now, several hundred years later.


  "My father, in his war against the Varni, went into the fight knowing their technology was superior. That is exactly why we fought them then, to take their secrets. His father before him against the Wu, his father's father against the Eyoka, and now we shall take this Confederation as is our right and destiny."


  "What I caution is our lack of knowledge," Vakka replied. "It is as if we hear something on the far side of the hill, and the hunting pride charges towards it with roars of blood lust, but know not what is upon the far side of that hill."


  "We know enough," the Crown Prince sneered. "This colony your clan captured. It was they who first made us aware of this Confederation. You yourself said they were powerful and the issue of their existence should be addressed."


  Vakka sighed. That point was indeed true and he cursed the luck of it all. Five years back all the clans had been expanding outward, encountering systems devoid of any foe, and then he had stumbled upon a world that aliens, humans of this Confederation, had arrived at only weeks before. Taken by surprise, they had been captured, their ship torn apart and looted of information, thus revealing much about who this new neighbor was. Within half a year after that, contacts started all along the sectors bordering towards this Confederation, and something of an unofficial war was even now under way.


  There seemed to be a tacit agreement, established through one official communique from the Emperor, barring all humans from crossing into sectors claimed by the Empire and ships of neither side entered these realms, at least not officially.


  But it was the world they had taken with the colonists that troubled Vakka. Normally he would have killed them out of hand, but there was something different about these aliens, and curiosity compelled him to keep them alive. From them he had learned much, not in the manner of the Emperor's official "questioners," who had tortured human captives for information, but rather by simply talking. He found that in many ways he liked these aliens, but even more, he feared them; a fact he could never admit before this gathering.


  "We have learned this, at least," Vakka finally replied. "If they have an advantage it is in their depth, their web of alliances with half a dozen races, the sheer number of worlds they have colonized. Such a depth of organization could be of infinite help if the challenge from within the core is to one day be met. We lack that depth. We annihilate or enslave everyone on the worlds we take."


  "So?" the Crown Prince replied, his tone obviously conveying total confusion over the intent of Vakka's statement.


  "Yes, we have a fleet, the best in the galaxy, but we don't have the infrastructure, the web of commerce. We conquer, destroy, populate a new world like a fiefdom, placing a few tens of thousands of our own blood where billions once existed. Those whom we suffer to live, labor in our factories as slaves, not allies. Then we expand yet again. We are like a hollow shell, the Confederation is a solid mass."


  "That is why we must attack now," the Crown Prince snarled. "We are the superior. One fierce blow will smash that solid mass, a blow from which they will never recover. Even if, as in your worst projections as presented earlier, they somehow survive the first blow, they will be so weakened that we shall hold what we have taken, then finally push the blade into their heart."


  "Better to take it and use it in our own way," the Crown Prince cried, turning to face the other clan leaders. "We can see this truth. If our places were reversed, we would laugh at such an alliance, and simply use the Confederation as a buffer to absorb the first blow of the enemy, as they would do to us. And besides, the point is meaningless. It will be at least eight times eight years before the darkness even begins to approach our outer borders."


  Vakka looked about the room for support and saw only blank stares. He knew those clan leaders whose realms bordered in towards the galactic core might see his side, but the promise of war, immediate war, rather than long boring years of preparation for a threat that might never actually come, superseded all other concerns.


  "The war will train a new generation such as my son," the Crown Prince pressed. "For all our sons this fight will be their blooding and their chance to rise in honor and gain glory for their clan names. And this war, I predict that it will be finished before it has even started. After the first hammer blows, we will pluck the flesh off the bones of the Confederation at our leisure."


  "As for the rumor that they are preparing to declare war upon us—" and he chuckled softly, "—let them. We shall use the classic maneuver of the Haggin."


  Laughter erupted at the reference to an old hunting trick, of sending a lone warrior out and letting him feign injury to draw the prey in. The prey would then be so focused on the Haggin that they would not notice that they in turn were being encircled.


  "We will show weakness and confusion in the opening days, even pull back. Then will come the killing blow."


  Vakka turned and looked back at his own son, Jukaga, the same age as the ignorant whelp, Ratha. Jukaga was eager for the fight, that was obvious by the pained, embarrassed expression in his eyes at his father's display. Would Jukaga survive this war? He scanned the rest of the assembly. All visible support was gone. Some were already looking towards the door into the feasting hall, the immediate needs of their stomachs far more important than this last hope for turning the decision back.


  As he gazed upon them he did see one clear truth. They needed war, perpetual war, for if they did not have it the Empire would turn upon itself in bloody civil conflict, to satiate the need for combat, for glory, for blood. If for no other reason than that, the Emperor, in his cunning, would demand an attack upon the Confederation in order to insure his own place upon the throne.


  So it would be the Jak-tu, the war of surprise. It was, of course, the way, for only a fool would warn his prey of intent. Picking up his dagger, he walked to the ceremonial circle in the center of the room. Raising the blade high he closed his eyes, hesitating, a dark warning of fear rippling in his heart. But there was now no other way, short of provoking a civil war, a breaking of the clans… he flung the blade so that it stood quivering beside the knives of the other clan leaders and the golden blade of the Emperor. A roar of approval erupted and Vakka looked back towards the dais. There was a rustling behind the curtains, the Emperor was standing… a howling roar erupted from behind the screen, the first cry of the hunt, joined an instant later by those assembled in the room, a mad ululation of abandon and joy, for the scent of blood was in the air. Vakka could feel it overcoming him as well, the primal instinct of the pride, the vast steppes filled with game, the hot sun overhead, the air thick with the smell of blood… and now it was the vastness of space, the cold silence, the swooping dive and the shudder of guns… it was still the same, the hunt. The spirit finally seized his soul even in its torment and, tilting his head back, the scream erupted from him, mingling with those who were of the blood of Empire.


  CONFEDERATION SERVICE ACADEMY—HOUSTON


  "Admiral, hell of a good speech, the kids ate it up."


  Admiral "Skip" Banbridge turned to see his old comrade, Commander Winston Turner, coming towards him, hand extended and holding a drink. Banbridge smiled sarcastically as he accepted the heavy crystal glass and took a long, grateful sip of well-aged single malt Scotch.


  "Bullshit, Turner, same damn speech as last year, same damn speech as the year before…"


  "And the same damn speech old Horatio gave us when we graduated thirty years ago," Turner interjected with a smile.


  Banbridge looked around the reception room, filled to overflowing with Academy personnel, the hundreds of freshly-minted ensigns and their gushing parents, along with a sprinkling of politicians, hangers-on, lobbyists, and the ever-present news services, which were still salivating over the cheating scandal of the previous semester and the fact that this might very well be the last graduating class if the Senate Appropriations Committee voted next week to close the school down.


  Mingled in with the background chatter he could hear Senator Jamison More, head of that committee, being interviewed by one of the vultures of the press.


  "Yes, very impressive ceremony, always is, a nice tradition. But there are other traditions far more important and I must ask, is the money we spend on this place really worth it? We have several hundred million homeless after the nova on Yorin, millions more addicted to Happy Death who need treatment, the need for expanding our Confederation cabinet level position on cultural sensitivity and of course the terraforming of a dozen planets which I'm deeply concerned about. This navy is a mighty expensive toy for some of the boys around here and I have to ask, what are we getting back in return?"


  He chuckled softly and shook his head. "After all, there hasn't been a war in over a century. Isn't it time we realized those days are over?"


  Banbridge started to turn, ready to wade in. The fact that he had shown up for the ceremony was a boorish display that had soured Banbridge's mood. At least he could have given the kids this one day to enjoy the honor of graduation without standing like the undertaker in the wings, ready to drive the final stake into a tradition that dated back hundreds of years.


  Through the crowd he caught a momentary glimpse of More, holding forth, surrounded by reporters… and the bastard was looking straight at him and smiling.


  "Not now, Skip," and he felt a restraining hand on his shoulder. He looked back over at Turner.


  "Bastard, think he'd at least let the kids have their day without all this crap about another cutback."


  "He's baiting you, Skip, and you know he can outtalk you in front of the vids."


  Damn it all, Skip thought coldly. Never did have that polish and never will. I'm a born gutter fighter from a godforsaken gutter world outpost who came up the hard way. Still an enlisted man at heart, and still speak that way. Funny, how did I ever get to be what I now am?


  He looked over at his old roommate from the days when they were fleggies in this same Academy. Turner was the proper first son of an American East Coast family that felt it necessary for their lads to do a bit of service to the Confed. While he had been six years Turner's senior, an enlisted man of whom the fleet believed that spending money on an education would pay off as a sound investment… a friendship formed that first day that had held through thirty long years of service.


  "So why the hell don't you go over there and say something, Turner?" Skip snapped. "You're the damn professor around here, you got the culture, let's go take the bastard."


  "Not now, Skip. Anyhow, someone else already is in there."


  Banbridge looked back and saw a newly-minted ensign stepping in front of the vids. He was a good looking lad, tall, slender, calm, gray-eyed, already wearing the wings of a basic fighter trainee over the left breast pocket. The lad had a respectful look. He was, after all, going up against a senator, but Banbridge could sense that the kid was a scrapper if need be.


  "Senator, may I respectfully point something out, sir?" the boy interrupted.


  Senator More paused and looked over at the ensign, and Banbridge was reminded of an ancient video actor, hundreds of years dead, and his line, "Go away, kid, yer botherin' me."


  But one of the vid cam operators turned on the young ensign and the others turned as well. More smiled benevolently, but Skip could see the dart of his eyes to the boys name tag. The kid had just committed career suicide.


  "Sir, with all due respect, I believe you are one of the representatives from Primus Three?"


  The senator nodded as if indulging a child who had asked the most foolish of questions, that any idiot would know the answer to.


  "You are exactly two jump points from the border with the Kilrathi."


  "The Cats?" More replied with a laugh. "Third rate power. If we have to fight them, it will be a minor affair, a minor affair which the fleet can handle with ease."


  "But if they should attack," the ensign pressed, "an attack could be at your world in under four days standard, sir. That is how thin the margin is and, given current appropriation levels, the defense is very thin indeed. One mistake, sir, and you would lose all of your voters in a single explosive flash."


  "Son, don't lecture me about my voters," More snapped. "They're tired of the taxes imposed by the Confederation and the overpriced toys you fly around in, and it will come to a stop. The Wildcat fighter costs fifty million a piece, son, fifty million. I guess, though, a boy like you doesn't realize just how much that is?"


  The young ensign stood silent, as if ready to withdraw, but the cameras turned back on him. Banbridge leaned forward to listen.


  "I am fully aware of what that money can buy, sir. It's the price of freedom."


  More snorted derisively.


  "It buys a machine to justify you and your admirals."


  "Sir, I am in training so I can one day fly a Wildcat. The good Lord willing, I'll make the grade. And when I get my wings, sir, I want to point out one thing."


  He paused as if willing to let More interject, but then forged ahead.


  "There is a one in three chance, sir, that within five years I'll be dead. The reason, sir, is that the fleet board begged your committee for the additional ten million for a Wildcat upgrade. The engines are outdated, stress flaws are becoming increasingly common. In short they're already five years past their design limits. The Wildcat is thirty years old and its replacement, thanks to cutbacks, won't be fully on-line for at least five more years. Therefore we are in a bind, sir. Since neither the upgrade facility for the Wildcat nor the main factory for its replacement went to your district, you turned on the plan and have locked it in committee for three and a half years, sir."


  "Respectfully, sir, on behalf of my comrades who graduated today and will fly with me, we do hope that you get your political deal, sir, and that you force the Senate to build the facilities on your world, where I understand that several of your family members own the land the proposed facilities were to be built on. Your district will profit, and, sir, I will be able to look forward to living past the age of twenty-six."


  Before the astonished senator could muster a reply the young ensign came to attention, nodded politely and walked off. The vid operators turned their cameras back on More, but his back was already turned, half a dozen aides closing in around the senator and hustling him off. In the past there had been several incidents where More had blown in front of the cameras, especially after having several drinks, and his staff knew when to get him out. The senator's press flak stepped in front of the cameras with a smile and started to make some banal comment.


  Banbridge had to turn away to hide his smile. Of course he'd have to chew the boy's ass off, but he couldn't help but admire his spunk. He saw one of More's aides trailing the lad, moving to intercept. Red-faced, the aide started to shout something, but the boy refused to rise to the bait, stepped around the aide and kept on going.


  "Think we better run to windward." Turner chuckled. "More's heading this way and he wants a fight in front of the cameras."


  Skip stole a sidelong glance and saw the red-faced senator pushing his way through the crowd, loaded for a head-on brawl, in spite of his aides trying to block his approach. Every fighter instinct told Skip to take the bastard on, but Turner was right. The senator would tear him to shreds in front of the vids. And besides, damn it all, this was suppose to be a day for the ensigns, and here this damned politico wanted to turn it into a brawl over appropriations, and most likely about service discipline as well.


  Banbridge turned and followed Turner's lead out of the room and down a side corridor to his office. As they ducked around the corner he saw that they had thrown the stern chase off. Closing the door behind them, Turner opened a desk drawer, pulled out a half-empty bottle and slid it over to the admiral.


  Skip looked around the room. Even though everything was arranged according to regulation—one desk, one holo display and comm unit, one office chair, arms padded, two chairs, no arms—there was a feel to the room that was decidedly not military and more like that of a professor's at some small, private college. Turner actually had bookcases, with old-fashioned traditional books, and one wall was covered with two-dimensional prints, one of them a wet water navy sea battle, next to it a photograph of a group of Confed assault marines in camouflage and full battle gear.


  Skip walked up to the faded picture and smiled.


  "We had some good ones in that team back then."


  Winston nodded and then lowered his eyes. "No one remembers them now except you and me."


  Skip said nothing, watching Winston as he poured himself a refill. Of the thirty men and women in Marine Commando Six, only half a dozen had returned from the mission Winston had once led against a terrorist stronghold. The wound which had almost killed Skip still ached at times, but as he studied the faded image he knew he would never trade the moment for anything, in spite of what had happened.


  The mission was classified, the deaths listed as training accidents, and after it was all over Winston asked for reassignment. Both he and Winston had secretly been awarded the Fleet Cross. The reports had been glowing, but the loss of the team still haunted Winston. He had not led a combat unit since, asking instead for transfer out and an assignment to teach at the Academy.


  Skip studied the photo.


  "Hell, were we ever that young?"


  Turner chuckled. "Don't think so."


  "Just talked with Sergeant Ulandi few months back, when I was out at McAuliffe," Skip said, pointing at a rock-solid marine who towered over Winston in the photograph. "He asked me to pass along his regards."


  "Old gunney. I'd have been dead if he hadn't pulled me out."


  "We both would've been dead. Ulandi the Madman, remember?" And Skip laughed softly, raising his glass in a toast to the sergeant.


  "How is he?"


  "Retires in six months. Riding herd on Admiral Nagomo till then, making sure the admiral doesn't screw things up."


  "Damn it all." Winston sighed. "How the hell do we have people like Nagomo running the most important base in the Confed?"


  "Peacetime fleet, you know what it's like."


  "Well, at least you're in the front seat."


  Skip sighed. "I might be in the front seat, but the damn machine is programmed by others. Always thought when I got in the chair I could finally do something about the things you and I used to complain about back then," and he nodded towards the photo.


  Skip's gaze shifted to the other print, of a naval battle, back when fleets still sailed on water.


  "You had an ancestor in that one, didn't you?"


  "Squadron Leader, Torpedo Eight," Turner said proudly, even though he was speaking of someone dead nearly three quarters of a millennium.


  "And they all got shot down, but not one of them wavered from the attack on the Japanese carriers. Their heroic sacrifice pulled the fighters down to sea level, allowing the dive-bombers to slip through. Damn, what guts they had then," Skip said, looking back at Turner who arched an eyebrow in surprise that his friend remembered the story from the Battle of Midway.


  "Remember when this used to be Schneid's office?" Skip said with a smile. "Lord knows how many times he had me in here, dressing me up and down, letting me know in no uncertain terms that if I didn't pass Naval History 101, my ass would be back on some lower deck of some damn orbital base out beyond the Landreich until the day I died."


  Skip chuckled at the memory, looking across the desk at his old friend, who'd most likely made the same threats to the latest generation of officers and gentlemen in training.


  "Schneid always liked you though," he continued.


  "But you got the A in his class, remember? I got an A minus."


  "'Cause you were too busy tutoring me and not studying enough for yourself. I never would have gotten through this joint without you, Turner."


  Winston smiled at the comment.


  "Yeah, right. You the admiral, and me the commander, which we both know is what I'll retire as."


  "Look, Winston, we both know that if there's one system that's unfair, its Confed Fleet. How a bullhead like me got to be admiral is beyond me. You were always the brains and that's what I need now."


  Turner chuckled and shook his head.


  "For what?"


  "Let's just say, a little exploratory work."


  Again the arched eyebrow.


  "I just got a little report from Speedwell I'd like you take a look at."


  Turner sat up in his chair. "That's Intel stuff, Skip. I don't even know if I've got clearance for that kind of thing anymore."


  "You did as of 0001 standard this morning. Grade three A."


  For once he felt as if he had caught his friend off guard. Turner's remarkable ability to appear outwardly calm, even when surrounded by a dozen doped-out terrorists screaming that they were going to kill him, wavered for a second, his features paling.


  "What the hell is going on here?" Turner finally asked. "Hell, you're talking inner circle stuff here. That's the type of space you might travel in, but I'm just an academic type, sitting out his last years at the Academy writing papers nobody reads."


  "You were once the rising star in Special Ops," Skip said quietly, "and you will recall, my friend, you were damn good at it."


  He nodded back towards the picture. Winston said nothing, it had all been gone over a hundred times before. He still blamed himself for the lose of Marine Six, even though an admiralty board had vindicated him and, beyond that, decorated him for saving an entire planet, which the terrorists were set to douse with Anthrax derivative C.


  "So you became the academic type instead," Skip pressed. "But you've kept your ear to the wire, you know what's up and you have the mind to analyze it. I've read your papers, and there're a few others over at Fleet who pay attention to them as well. By the way, you might not know this yet but I slapped a classified on that last little tirade of yours. Your comparisons of current conditions to those from before our scrap with the Yan back in the twenty-fourth century and the Americans in the Pacific back in the twentieth were a little too close for comfort."


  "So what the hell is going on?"


  "We're moving towards a declaration of war with the Kilrathi."


  His friend nodded. "Knew that, everyone does."


  "That's the point. The government will declare war to silence the complaining from the border worlds, but we're stuck with Plan Orange Five."


  Startled, Turner looked over at his friend.


  "That's insane. It calls for limited action only, push them back slowly through the Facin Sector and hold elsewhere. Punitive response only to force them to cease their border harassment. Damn it all, Skip, the plan is predicated on the Kilrathi behaving like humans and not the predators that they are. Measured limited response simply won't work with them."


  "Well, that's what we're ordered to do. It's Orange Five."


  "Shit," Turner sighed. "Either all out or nothing with the Cats, this halfway war measure is nuts."


  "Remember, old friend, it's election year. No one wants to go into it with the responsibility for having launched a full-scale war. It'll be limited strikes only."


  "As if the damn kitties will then roll over and beg us to stop."


  "That's what they think will happen. CIS claims their evaluations indicate the Kilrathi are being pressured from other directions. We slap them back and they stop. Punch too hard and they fight all-out."


  "Confederation Intelligence Services have had their heads up the wrong place for years."


  "Well, it's the branch the government's listening to."


  "Because it's what More and his crowd want to hear," Turner snapped. "What about Fleet Intel?"


  "That's why I'm pulling you in. Even Fleet Intel is rusty. I want a new perspective on it and that means you. I want you to look over Speedwell's report. He'll tell you right up front we're in the dark and, damn it all, we are."


  "Any idiot can see that," Winston replied. "There's a wall there and they ain't letting us look over it, under it, or around it."


  "But we sure as hell are letting them look over ours," Skip snarled.


  "That's what's got me really steamed at More. Between us, Winston, I just got out of a hearing before coming over here that More and a few like him were sitting in on. We're not getting the new appropriation request for those three carriers and six battleships I wanted. We're told to make do. If there's a signal to the Cats that we're walking around with a 'kick me' sign strapped to our naked butts, that's it right there. More was actually so damn stupid as to say that building those ships would be a 'provocative signal.' "


  "You know, and I know, that will be on the news links by this evening and across the Confed within a month. They've got listening posts. Why is it we broadcast in the clear, but from their side of the fence we don't hear a damn peep? Nothing but static. Hell, that must tell us something right there. I want you to look that report over and get back to me by tomorrow."


  Skip watched Turner's reaction as he tossed a memory cube onto his friend's desk and motioned for him to upload it into his system. As the several hundred pages of the report started to race across the holo field, Turner remained silent, pausing for a moment to scan a few lines, then scrolling forward.


  He finally looked back at Skip.


  "I take it my summer research leave is canceled," Winston finally said, and Skip smiled.


  "Let's just say you're gonna do a little field work for me."


  "Such as?"


  "You'll walk out of the door here wearing the blue suit for starters. There are a couple of bases and such where I want you to do a personal look-see to get a feel for things. But from there? My first suggestion would be to go out and buy some civvies. Hate to tell you this but, while you're out there, we're officially going to put you on the inactive list."


  Startled, Turner again was unable to conceal his surprise.


  "Come on, Winston, we both know they're gonna gut this Academy. It's going to be downgraded over the next year to strictly a one-year program. More was here today to gloat. They've decided they'll simply recruit kids out of college, send them here for one year, then pack them off to the fleet."


  "Damn it all, Skip, they're killing hundreds of years of tradition! Five years here conveys the traditions, the esprit of the fleet. Sure, the kids we get from other colleges are good, but it's the Academy that creates the spirit of the fleet."


  "Well, More wanted that terraforming project for one of the moons around his planet, and he got it by taking our blood. It was the old guns or butter argument, and the butter is getting lathered onto his district."


  "Damn it all, Skip, I wish a hundred years ago we'd built our main base on his world rather than over at McAuliffe. He'd be kissing our butts now if it was."


  Winston sighed and looked around his office. Even though he might complain about being sidetracked in his career so that the pennant of admiral, or even a command of capital ship as captain was forever out of his reach, still, in his heart this was what he really wanted. After what he felt was the fiasco of losing Marine Six, the thought of putting yet more men and women in harm's way was unbearable. If he was ever to accept a captain's rank, or worse yet a flag pennant, that responsibility would again be on his shoulders. He realized that now more than ever.


  "Anyhow, we'll work up a cover for you, a little archaeological work perhaps, maybe a little trading in rare artifacts."


  "Like black market trading in out-of-the-way places?" Turner asked and Winston smiled.


  "On occasion."


  "Look, Skip, I think you're overrating me a bit here. I'm not the field intel type."


  Skip looked at him with a jaundiced eye. "I thought you were the best. Remember, old friend, your prolific pen wrote more than one of the training manuals."


  "Let's not talk about that yet again," Winston replied coldly. "Hell, I can't even remember the last time I held a modern gun and did my qualification shooting."


  "You still fire antique powder weapons every weekend."


  "That's a hobby."


  "The skill's the same."


  "You're thinking about sending me through the lines, aren't you?"


  "Look, Winston. We're ramming our heads against a blank wall here and getting absolutely nowhere. They got tabs on most of our Fleet Intel personnel. It's so bad Speedwell's convinced we've got a leak, and a bad one. So I'm going outside the loop. I want someone with some brains out there, and when I think of brains I think of you."


  "Bull. And besides, you're talking hero stuff. That may might be my stock and trade, pitching it to wide eyed fleggies, but actually wandering around out there?"


  Again Skip smiled and looked over at the print of Torpedo Eight going in to the attack at Midway.


  "I think you've got some good blood in your veins."


  Turner looked down into his empty glass and, reaching for the bottle, he refilled it. He gazed at the picture of his old comrades and then at the print of Torpedo Eight. So now the cards get called in, he realized. I've been pitching the line about duty, honor, sacrifice for so long and then this old SOB calls me on it. He almost wanted to laugh at the irony of it.


  Refusal was not even an alternative.


  "If I get killed, this will be your damn fault."


  Skip smiled. "And Janet will make my life hell for the rest of my days."


  Winston lowered his gaze. That was something that, after thirty years, he still did not like to talk about with his oldest friend. After all, both of them knew Janet wanted him first, but then settled on Skip when he had refused. Skip worshiped her, but in his heart he must have known that if the game had played out the way she had wanted, Janet would be married to a professor at the Academy rather than the Admiral of the Fleet.


  Poor Janet, the loss of their two sons in the Miaquez incident five years ago was something she never had recovered from. He looked back up at Skip and realized that his old friend's pain was barely concealed as well. A case of mistaken identity, the Kilrathi claimed, and the apology was accepted, and Janet stayed locked away in mourning.


  "I'll assign a couple of youngsters to you," Skip finally said, breaking the painful silence.


  "Who?"


  "I was thinking, Vance Richards."


  "Good lad there," Turner said, nodding in agreement. "Top of his class when he graduated from here. Even taught basic flight here a couple of summers back. Hell of a pilot, just like his old man," and the two smiled at the memory of Quentin Richards, another comrade, lost somewhere out in the darkness. Fleet tradition was to take care of its own, and having young Richards along would be a pleasure.


  "For your second, I was thinking of Robert Singh, to be your admin assistant."


  Turner scanned back through his memory. Singh graduated about the same time as Richards, the brain type, well organized. But there had been something troubling him even before the conversation over this new assignment started, and now he saw an answer.


  "Can I pass on Singh?"


  "Why?"


  "Well, I was just thinking. I know this newly-minted ensign who just destroyed his career today. You know, and I know, that no matter how much we admire what that kid did, More won't rest till he's fixed him, and will nail you for encouraging insubordination if you don't."


  Skip smiled. "Okay. He's yours. Who is he?"


  "Strange kid. Very upper-crust English family. Couple generations back one of them was a rear admiral. Old tradition type, serve in the Fleet for six years, then go on into the family business. Sharp, driven edge to him that might worry me a bit, but gutsy as hell and dedicated to the Fleet with a loyalty that borders on fanaticism. Top of his class, would have graduated number one if he hadn't opened his yap a couple of times to tell off someone who was being a fool, but was wearing one stripe more than him."


  "Sounds familiar," Skip said with a grin, looking at his friend, whose outspokenness and brain that worked a little too quickly and sharply had most certainly cost him a captain's stripe. "All right. Pull his record, get it over to me tomorrow. I'll have to do some sort of public reaming on this boy. Its a shame, because he spoke for every man and woman in the fleet today. I only wish I had said it."


  "Then it'd be you getting canned rather than him," Turner replied.


  "Yeah, I know. Damn it all, I figured once I got to the top, I could open my big yap on occasion and say what I really feel. Instead I'm chasing votes, kissing butts, and praying that when the time comes we're ready. Anyhow, the kid's yours, take care of him."


  "You'll like him, Skip. Might even get as far as you someday. His name is Geoffrey Tolwyn."


  


  


  • CHAPTER TWO


  CONFEDERATION BASE MCAULIFFE DATE: 2634.120


  "Lieutenant Richards?"


  Ensign Geoffrey Tolwyn snapped off a sharp salute as the lieutenant climbed out of the pilot's seat of his Hurricane space-to-surface fighter escort, the ground crew scrambling past Geoff to chock the wheels and hook in the fuel vent lines.


  Richards pulled his helmet off, his cool dark eyes scanning the young ensign's features.


  Geoff had a recollection of meeting Richards once before, back in his second year, when Richards served as a summer flight instructor for basic subsonic atmospheric flight, though he had never gone through the reported torture of spending an afternoon with Richards in the right seat. Richards had a reputation for being a washout maker, an instructor eager to give the dreaded red check mark, in any of a hundred different areas, that would forever ground the dreams of another fleggie pilot. He seemed to have aged. Wrinkles already creased back from his eyes and his hair was going gray, even though he was only twenty-six. Geoff wondered if this was part of the price of flying and sensed that it was, especially when the planes were usually far older than the pilots, and prone to catastrophic failure.


  Richards stared at Geoff for several seconds before returning the salute.


  "I was ordered to report to you here, sir," Geoff announced.


  Vance nodded, turning away for a second to look back at the ground crew.


  "Make sure you're careful screwing on that fuel exhaust vent line, the threads on it are damn near stripped," he said, and turned to look back at Geoff. "Should have junked the whole damn thing years ago."


  Geoff knew enough, at least in this case, to remain silent. He had a couple of dozen hours in the twin seat variant, and the registration plate on that craft had showed the old bucket was nearly twice his age. And yet, even being close to what still was considered to be a primary strike escort craft set his pulse beating. On the rung of fighter pilots, flying a Hurrie was considered more than a few steps down from a Wildcat pure space interceptor, or even a heavy Falcon fighter-bomber. The Hurrie was a hybrid design, and like most hybrids trying to combine two functions into one, it did neither of them very well. Its original intent was to serve as a space-to-surface escort for the old Gladiator bombers and Sheridan marine landing craft. If jumped by a Wildcat equivalent, it was dead meat, and, down in atmosphere, if it ran up against something like a Hawk it was dead as well. But as such things often developed in the realm of pilots, Hurrie jocks might be disdainful of the craft, but inwardly they took a fierce pride in the knowledge that they had to be the best if they were going to survive. No one wanted assignment to a Hurricane squadron, but once chosen, few of them asked for a transfer after mastering the craft and learning to squeeze the last bit of performance out of one.


  Richards went up to the nose of the Hurricane and, opening up a cargo hatch, pulled out a duffel bag and slung it over his shoulder. Turning to the crew chief he handed over his helmet, signed off on the craft, then after hesitating for a second he gave the plane an affectionate pat before turning back to Geoff and motioning for him to follow. "So you're the one who told Senator More off." Geoff looked over at Vance and nodded. "You're insane, kid, just screwed your career forever." Geoff had nothing to say. It had not even been planned. He was simply walking past the senator, heading to the refreshment table to get a drink for his parents when he overhead part of the interview. Before he had even realized it, he was talking. That had always been one of his strong suits. It seemed that when the pressure was on, he could talk his way out of damn near anything, but there were times when he talked himself straight into the hole as well, and this was one of them. And yet, if he had it all to do over again, he'd still strike the same blow. There were a lot of ways to serve the Fleet, and if need be get your ass blown off for doing it. It might not be how he had planned it, but his confrontation had hit all the major vid services and in the ensuing flap more than one of More's compatriots from the opposition party had used Geoff's accusations. Unfortunately none of those senators were around when he had been summoned to the august presence of CICCONFEDFLT himself, Admiral Spencer "Skip" Banbridge for one royal chewing out and banishment.


  Chew outs from Banbridge were legendary, made even more frightening by his physical appearance. He was short, squat, built like a fireplug, with a mashed in nose picked up when he had once been the Fleet's middleweight boxing champion. His command of vocabulary from the lower decks was legendary as well, and Geoff was given the full ten minute treatment. The mere memory of being on the carpet was enough to make him wince. He could well imagine that the shouting could be heard in the next corridor, and the smirk on the face of one of More's aides, who was there to witness the reaming, was enraging.


  "Anyhow, Tolwyn, do you know what the hell is going on?"


  "Sir?"


  Richards motioned for him to follow as the two headed across the tarmac. Overhead, the scorching red giant sun of McAuliffe seemed to fill half the sky. The light appeared to give everything a blood-drenched hue which Geoff found somehow disturbing. The second sun, a small yellow dwarf which orbited half a billion miles further out than the planet, was just beginning to rise in the east. Due to the orbital mechanics of it all, it'd be another forty years before anyone would actually see night again. Those assigned to the sprawling planet side bases of McAuliffe claimed that after six months on the planet you'd kill for the sight of a star.


  "Why are we here, Tolwyn, do you have a clue?"


  "I just touched down here on Johnson Island a couple of hours before you did, sir, on the transport out from Earth. I then received orders to report to you when you landed. That's all I know, other than that I'm to expect transport from here to wherever my final assignment is."


  Richards shrugged. "Well, they said orders are waiting at the flight desk, so let's go."


  Geoff fell in beside Richards as they took the long hike along the apron bordering the three-kilometer main landing strip. Hangars and work bays lined the strip, and parked out in front, in neat orderly lines, were hundreds of craft—Johnson Island being the main Confed Fleet surface and orbital base for the entire frontier sector bordering the inward galactic border with the Kilrathi Empire. It was, in fact, the Confederation's largest base other than Earth.


  Geoff could not help but look in wide-eyed awe at the vast array of strike power lined up before him, entire squadrons of Hurricanes, Gladiators, Trident heavy bombers, and Hummer light recon and strike planes, arrayed wingtip to wingtip. And yet, on closer examination, even his unpracticed eye could see that more than one of the planes was missing an engine, or access hatches were pulled open to reveal that the guts of the plane were gone, and in some cases the plane was up on jacks and its wheels were missing.


  Further back in the rows of planes he could see craft that should exist only in museums, even a few old Minotaurs which must be well over a hundred years old.


  "Yeah, it's a junkyard," Richards said, as if reading his thoughts. "They look real nice and neat out here, all lined up. Hell, the base commander, Admiral Nagomo, can doctor any report to claim that every one of them can make space and fight, though he might neglect to add that maybe only a quarter of them could do it at any one time, since all the others would be providing the spare parts. Yet in readiness reports waved around by your friend More and others, each and every one of these craft is listed as A-l status for frontline service."


  "How is it upstairs?" Geoff asked.


  "Seventh Fleet is spending nearly half its time now downside, to conserve on fuel, parts, the usual wear and tear. In fact, right now, all six of the fleet carriers are docked upstairs," and as he spoke Richards pointed up towards space. "If the Cats did the big one on us right now, we'd be out of the war in the first twenty minutes. There ain't another carrier cruising between here and Earth at the moment."


  "I thought there'd be more going on here with the war rumors."


  Richards laughed. "War? Hell, son, we're talking police action. That means just nudge them a bit, don't get too provocative. After all, the Cats are just misunderstood, need a little counseling. Didn't you hear that news vid commentator claim that it was all but our fault, that we didn't understand the cultural differences and once we did everything would be settled?"


  The bitterness in Richards' voice was sharp edged and weary. The carriers were not even being committed to the Facin Sector. Task Force Twenty-three had sortied with a mixed match of two old battleships and their escorts and one old Ranger class carrier.


  Geoff paused to look to the southeast and then up. The skyhook tower linking the planet's surface to the orbital base twenty thousand miles up was one of the engineering wonders of the Confederation. He felt a bit like a tourist as he slowed down for a moment to gape, looking up, the line of the tower soaring straight into the sky until it finally disappeared from view. North of the surface base were six fusion reactors, providing over a thousand gigawatts of power. Nearly all this energy went to the massive shielding systems which protected the ground base, or was wired up to the orbital base via the skyhook. It was the largest energy complex in the Confed and supposedly made Alexandria and the ground base of McAuliffe impervious to attack. No known weapon, traveling at a speed much faster than a walk, could penetrate the shields when they were activated.


  That had always been the underlying paradigm of balance between ship weight and offensive and defensive power. A heavier ship with larger reactors meant more energy for shielding and plasma weapons, the only limit being the total mass that could be contained within the jump containment fields. Physically wiring the massive reactors into the base at the top of the skyhook supposedly made the base impervious to attack… as long as the reactors held. From that fact had come the massive array of weaponry, defensive perimeters and antiterrorist security ringing the base. As Geoff took it all in he could not help but wonder if the designers of McAuliffe had become so obsessed with defense that the concept of mobility had been forgotten. He remembered old Winnie, back at the Academy, calling McAuliffe the Maginot Line of space, though as he looked at it all now he could not help but feel that this was, indeed, a fortress base that would never fall.


  Richards fell silent as they turned to head into the flight operations office, acknowledging the salute of the two marine guards posted by the entryway. Richards went up to the main desk, turned in his flight report, and took an envelope bearing the seal of the Confederation Fleet Personnel Office. A marine topkick stood in the corner of the room, silently observing them with hawklike eyes. There was something vaguely disturbing about the way the topkick casually examined him, and Geoff found it difficult to hold his gaze. The sergeant finally stiffened slightly as if forcing himself to acknowledge that this young Academy graduate was indeed a superior officer. There was the flicker of a smile, a slight shaking of his head and the topkick walked out of the room. Richards tore open the envelope, scanned it and sighed.


  Geoff watched him closely. Wherever Richards was going, he was going as well, and the look of confusion on the lieutenant's face did not seem to be a very good portent of things to come. He wondered what Richards' sins were that the albatross of the most talked about ensign in the halls of Congress would be tied to him.


  "Let's go get a drink," Richards snapped, motioning for Geoff to fall in with him.


  Geoff wanted to ask, but knew that Richards would tell him in his own good time. Leaving his duffel bag at headquarters, they headed for the base officer's club. Richards took a table in a far corner of the room, ordering Geoff to get a couple of beers from the bar. Geoff brought the drinks over and sat down across from him, waiting for some sort of comment while Richards sat, wrapped in silence, sipping his beer and scanning the empty room.


  "So do you want to know?" Vance finally asked.


  "I figured you'd get around to it eventually."


  Vance let the flicker of a smile crease his features. "It's here."


  "Sir?"


  "Look, it's Vance, okay? At least when we're drinking together."


  Geoff smiled. The gulf between cadets and officers spanned light-years. He knew that, once into the club, the barriers were relaxed a bit between ranks, at least off duty. Since graduation, though, this was the first time he had been allowed the privilege of addressing an officer by first name.


  "You said it's here. What do you mean?"


  "Just that," and Vance tossed the letter across the table.


  Geoff took a look. After the usual cryptic acronyms, whereases, and therefores of fleet speak, the letter simply said to report to the base officer's club where they would be approached with further orders.


  "Damned strange," Vance mumbled. "Damned strange. A week ago I'm a squadron leader, rumor kicking around that I'm about to move up to Lieutenant Commander and have a shot at a training wing, not a single red chit on any report, then boom, I'm told to report planetside as soon as my carrier docks. No explanation, no nothing. Typical fleet. You, when I heard I was to pick you up, I figured that since you royally pissed somebody off, I guess I did, too. But who?"


  "Say, isn't that old Winston Turner over there?" Geoff said, looking past Vance to the entry door.


  Vance looked over his shoulder. "Sure as hell is. Damn, he scared the crap out of me my plebe year. Found out later he was all right, but he sure was tough."


  Turner scanned the room, picked up a drink from the bar and made straight for their table. The two stood up as he approached.


  "Relax, gentlemen, sit down."


  Geoff saw Turner glancing at Vance's orders, which were lying on the table.


  "Sir, I suspect you're tied in with these orders," Geoff ventured.


  "Why's that, Mr. Tolwyn?"


  "Well, sir. They're rather cryptic and out of the ordinary. We come here, as ordered, and less than five minutes later you wander in."


  "And the connection is?"


  "Well, sir. Last I saw you was Earthside on graduation day. While I was dealing with my—" he hesitated for an instant, "—problem, I hear this report that you'd taken an early retirement along with a lot of the other professors. That struck me as strange."


  "Why so?"


  "Well, sir. I know you're good friends with Admiral Banbridge. I know you love the Fleet. I figured you to be one to stay on no matter what. Now you suddenly come walking in here, fifteen jump points away from Earth. So I guess our orders have something to do with you, sir."


  Turner smiled. "Mr. Tolwyn, you always were an observant student, and yes, my being here has to do with your orders."


  "How so, sir?" Vance asked.


  "The two of you have been assigned to me."


  Turner watched their reactions. He could almost sense relief from Geoff, who had undoubtedly been stewing in his own juices during the long transit out from Earth, wondering what godforsaken outpost he'd finally wind up in. As for Richards, the reaction was different. The announcement of a transfer meant that he was most likely grounded and the young lieutenant was obviously not very happy about the prospect.


  Vance stirred uncomfortably. "Sir, in last week's issue of Fleet Proceedings I saw the notice about the shutting down of the Academy and your name was on the list of early retirements. How can we be assigned to you if you're officially on the way out?"


  "I'm not quite out of the picture yet." Winston chuckled. "You'll notice my early retirement notice didn't specify a date. There's still one last assignment to be done and you two gentlemen have been nominated to give me a hand."


  Geoff didn't know whether this was a compliment or not. After all, on the day before his encounter with Senator More he had already received his official orders posting him to Lunar orbital base five to start orientation training for the Wildcat fighter. He truly admired Turner, and would be the first to admit that the commander had done much to shape his own thinking about the fleet, its mission, and the inner sense that a crisis unlike any ever faced by the Confederation was about to unfold. Though he would never admit it to anyone, he sensed as well that there was a destiny to his life that meant that, when the time came, he would have a major part to play.


  That belief, however, had been sorely tested by what happened after he had crossed the bow of Senator More's political machine and fired his pathetic shot. So now I'm attached to someone on the way out. He knew that he should feel uncomfortable with that thought. After all, Turner was one of the most respected intellectuals in all of the Fleet… but he was not a fighting commander and, by heavens, fighting was what he had trained for.


  "You seem troubled, Mr. Tolwyn," Turner said softly, interrupting GeofFs musings.


  "Well, sir, just curious, that's all," Geoff quickly replied and he motioned towards the orders which were still sitting on the table. "I mean, this is rather unusual."


  "All in due time, Geoff, but first a couple of questions if you don't mind."


  Turner looked over at Vance.


  "How were things in your squadron, Mr. Richards?"


  "Sir?"


  "Just that. Not the type of crap you boys have to pump into your efficiency and readiness reports. I mean underneath it all. Your gut sense, what are you seeing, how do you feel about it all?"


  Vance chuckled softly. "You got a couple of weeks, sir?"


  "We might have more than that to get into the details, but give me the short form right now."


  "Well, sir, regarding the men and women who fly the crates, they're top notch. The Academy, and even the outer world flight schools, are turning out some damn good pilots. They're dedicated as all hell, you'd have to be dedicated just to put up with all the crap. I'd stack them against anything out there."


  "And the nonflight personnel?"


  "The same." You know the old saying, "You have to be half mad to join the Fleet, and fully mad to stay with it'? Well, it's true. You've got to be mad about the Fleet to stick with it. If there's a problem, it's the fact that we lose too many good people to the merchant fleets and commercial lines. They get through their six-year enlistment, some of them have families, they have damn good training, and you can't blame them for jumping. Sure, we have a lot of the old guzzler types, who could never find a job outside of the fleet, but even they know their jobs. So on that score I think we're in good shape."


  "What about readiness, though?"


  Vance sighed, exhaling noisily.


  "If things should ever blow, we're going to be in the barrel."


  "What do you mean blow?" Turner asked quietly.


  "Come on, sir. The Cats, we all know what you're talking about. The damn Cats are just waiting for the chance to jump."


  "What makes you think that?"


  "The Varni should have taught us that," Geoff interjected. "The Cats come up to their border, there's a period of peace as the Cats figure them out, then a jump that ended the war in the first thirty days."


  "That was forty years ago," Turner replied. "You'd think they might have done something before this. Hell, we didn't even have any kind of direct contact until just five years ago, and not a peep since."


  "Just because they haven't doesn't mean they won't," Geoff continued. "Remember that rumor a couple of years back about their taking some settlement beyond the frontier before the demilitarized zone was established? Hell, if that's true, they can deduce a lot even from the standard equipment a group of colonists might have."


  Richards shook his head. "Hell there's at least a thousand or more uncharted systems between our border and the Cats, thousands more out in the other directions. There's rumors of incidents like that all the time."


  "Well, true or not, I think the Cats are gearing up for us," Geoff replied.


  "Your friend Senator More might say you're paranoid," Turner said, a thin smile creasing his wrinkled features.


  "Just because he's paranoid doesn't mean they're not out to get us," Vance interjected, changing tack and coming about to Geoff's support. "And if they do, we're going to get our butts kicked."


  "Why?"


  "Sir, I saw some of your articles in Proceedings, why are you asking us?" Vance asked.


  "Indulge me. I've been locked away in the Academy for years. I send you young men and women out, but I rarely hear what's going on afterwards, other than what I see in reports."


  "Sir, it's the same old story. There's only six carriers for this entire sector, nine in the entire fleet. The appropriation of five years back under the old administration, right after we first ran into the Cats, called for a building program of eight more carriers. We only got two, one of them the new Concordia. The others were shut down and abandoned in Lunar orbit."


  "The carriers we do have, other than Concordia, were launched before I was even born. They're antiques, held together with spit and duct tape. Even though Soryu is listed as being on-line, the truth is she's nothing more than a floating stockpile for spare parts, which get stripped out to keep the other five like her going. The fleet spends nearly sixty percent of its time docked right upstairs to save on engine time," and as he spoke he pointed up to where the fleet was now docked at Alexandria.


  "That's only the carriers," Turner said. "We've still got the battlewagons and heavy cruisers."


  Vance snorted with disdain. "And that's another thing, sir. When are they going to realize the next war will be a carrier war? Those brass-hatted jerks at the top just don't seem to get it."


  As if realizing he had warmed perhaps a bit too much to his subject, Vance fell silent.


  "Well, at least one brass hat I know might object to being called a jerk, but go on," Winston said with a wry smile.


  "It's those battleship admirals, sir. They keep thumping their chests and saying that in a fleet to fleet action it's the big boys who will decide it."


  "No carrier-launched craft has ever downed a battlewagon," Turner interjected, "you have to admit that. And remember, even Banbridge flew his flag on a battlewagon, not a carrier."


  "What about those reports we got from the Varni?" Richards interjected.


  "Which reports, Mr. Richards?"


  Richards stumbled for a second and anxiously looked away. The official evaluation reports of the brief war between the Cats and the Varni were still classified. Some of the stuff was still triple A. Vance now found himself in a bind. How could he admit that he had cracked a couple of the fleet access codes and actually managed to get into some single A secured files?


  "Don't worry, Mr. Richards," Turner finally said. "You might not have realized it, but more than one eager fighter jock has fooled around with security codes to try to find out information they shouldn't have. I remember you as always having an interest in that area. In fact, when you graduated, Speedwell over in Confed Intel was interested in getting you. He even talked to me about it."


  Richards seemed to shudder at the mere mention of the idea.


  "I'm a pilot, sir, not cypher. Sure it's a hobby of mine, and I still fool around with it, but flyings my game."


  "What best serves the fleet, Mr. Richards?"


  "The best thing I can do for the fleet is fly Hurricanes. Are you telling me this new job with you is intel?"


  Turner smiled. "Later, son. Don't worry, you'll still get some flying in, but the details can wait. You were complaining about fleet doctrine and the Varni reports."


  "It's just that—" and he hesitated. "It's just that there's a rumor that the Varni claim to have darn near destroyed a Kilrathi heavy cruiser with an all-out fighter attack. They said they should have nailed it, but the strike commander was killed and the coordinated attack to break down the phase shielding fell apart."


  Turner nodded while reaching into his pocket and pulling out his pipe. Filling it up, he set it alight.


  "The bigger the ship the more energy generating systems it contains," Turner said, as if delivering a well-worn lecture in class, "and from the energy systems they get more power for phase shielding. The only thing that limits the size of the ship is the area that the jump engine generators can encompass. That argues against this whole notion that fighter-size craft will ever be able to take out a battlewagon. They just don't carry enough punch, while a fifty-thousand-ton battlewagon can generate enough energy to power its shields and have enough left over so that its guns could annihilate a thousand fighters without getting a scratch. Sure, a couple of hundred of them hitting one single point might do that, but the heavy antispacecraft guns of a capital ship would rip them to shreds."


  "Sir, you were part of the Panama system war games twelve years back, weren't you?" Geoff interjected.


  "So?"


  "Well, sir. That's where they did a simulation of a new type of weapon, small enough to be carried on a carrier-launched bomber, that can break through phase shielding. The three carriers wiped out all ten battlewagons on the Red team."


  "I was there merely as an observer from the Academy," Turner replied while looking at the ceiling and blowing a smoke ring, "and I'm surprised, Mr. Tolwyn, to hear that you, like your companion, Mr. Richards, have also indulged in a little code breaking since that report is classified. And yes, the carriers did nail the battlewagons, at least until the umpires declared the strike null and void. According to official records, Red Fleet won that war game since the Blue admiral threw away his scouting capacity by wasting his carriers."


  "And according to you?"


  "I was just there as a fleet historian, I just recorded the results."


  "But you were converted, weren't you, sir?" Geoff pressed.


  "Let's just say I sat up and took notice. But that was speculation on a weapon that as far as we know doesn't exist. I think it's safe to say that our tech people have been fooling around with the idea of a weapon that can punch through phased shielding to nail a capital ship. I think it's safe to say they might have even developed some primitive models, but the counter is to simply increase the frequency of polarity shift to trick the warhead into thinking it's penetrated the shield, so that it blows before it's all the way through. That type of info isn't even really classified. The only way to break a shield is to hammer it so damn hard that it soaks off all the energy from the generators. And hammering means big ships with damn big guns which means battlewagons, not popgun fighters."


  "And do you believe that?" Vance asked.


  "Let's just say it's still doctrine at the Academy." He lowered his head and sighed. "Well, what was the Academy. Now, if some evidence came up to the contrary, we might see things differently."


  "I just wonder if it's doctrine in the Kilrathi training schools," Richards said with a sigh.


  "Well, Mr. Richards, maybe that's what you signed on for."


  "Sir?"


  "Let's just say I think you're going to find the next couple of months to be rather interesting."


  "In what way sir?"


  "Can you pilot a Wasp?"


  Richards chuckled. "I bet even young Mr. Tolwyn, here, can do that."


  Geoff bristled. "I was first in my class in subsonic, sonic, and transatmosphere training," he snapped. "I think I can handle an antique jump-capable craft like a Wasp."


  "Well, the two of you can argue about who sits in the pilot's seat, because that's what we're using for starters."


  "Sir, you've given us precious little," Richards said. "A Wasp is nothing but an old beat-up personnel transport. It's got one gun in case you run into some pirates, but that's just to give you something to hang on to while they rip you up. Just where are we going?"


  "Oh, I did forget one technical point for you two," Turner announced.


  "And that is, sir?" Vance replied warily.


  "This little job is strictly voluntary. Voluntary and very, very classified."


  "And our alternatives?" Richards asked.


  "Well, son, the two of you have mouths too damn big for your own good. Mr. Tolwyn's affliction in this area is obvious and now rather infamous. Mr. Richards, you seem to have made one complaint too many to your ship's exec regarding lack of spare parts. That last one about him suffering from—what was it now?—cranial-fundamental insertion syndrome was just priceless, but also unwise. So if you turn this slot down, I think you've got a desk to ride here on McAuliffe, while Mr. Tolwyn, your assignment is so far out into the frontier at some one-man outpost that they haven't even named the damn place yet."


  "Some choice," Richards replied. "Count me in."


  Geoff nodded and said nothing.


  "One minor detail that I'm required to explain to you. The classification level to this little job is rather high. Don't worry, you've both been cleared already by a rather, how shall I say, powerful friend up at the top. But you both better learn to keep your mouths shut."


  Turner's easygoing professorial manner suddenly disappeared as he spoke, to be replaced with an ice-cold edge that Geoff found so out of character as to almost be frightening.


  "That means forever, gentlemen. You keep your ideas and thoughts inside this little circle of ours and that is it. If you ever get back, no one will ever know, not for the rest of your careers. Do I make myself clear on that, gentlemen?"


  "Yes, sir," both of them chorused.


  "Because if you screw up while on this mission, if there's one loose word from either of you—" he paused, almost embarrassed at the melodramatic words he was about to use but which he knew were absolutely necessary, "—you will be terminated."


  The two were silent.


  "Do we understand each other and what I've just said?"


  "Yes, sir."


  Turner smiled and, motioning for the two to follow, he tossed a tip on the table and headed for the door.


  


  


  • CHAPTER THREE


  HALLIN SYSTEM INSIDE THE KILRATHI EMPIRE

  CONFEDERATION DATE 2634.121


  "A second ship's just come through the jump point!"


  Hans Kruger, copilot of the smuggler ship Phantom, felt the hair on the back of his neck prickle. Looking nervously over at the plot board, to where the pilot and owner of the ship, Kevin Milady, was pointing, he saw the second red blip wink to life. Seconds later a third blip appeared.


  "Get me a readout on it!" Milady snapped.


  Hans punched in a data inquiry and on a side screen the silhouette of a Kilrathi Targu class frigate appeared.


  "All right, people, there's some big boys waiting up ahead," Milady cried.


  "Got 'em on my board," came the reply from overhead.


  Hans looked up at their topside gunner and navigator, Igor. Igor, grinning, took a small cup and spit a stream of tobacco juice into it; several of the drops splattered down to land in Hans' lap.


  Again he felt the rage boiling over at the humiliations Igor had been heaping on him ever since he had signed on board ship back on Gainers World. He knew it was part of the hazing a new scrub had to endure until he had proven himself. The problem was that, on a ship like the Phantom, the hazing had a deadly edge to it. In a one on one against Igor, chances were he'd lose and the result would not just be a sound thrashing. Igor wouldn't be satisfied unless the thrashing included a clipped ear, a jagged scar across the face, a missing eye, or perhaps even a cut throat. Hans knew that playing around with a smuggler crew from the Landreich had its tougher side, but then again, there were no other alternatives.


  Back in Confed territory he was wanted for murder. Granted, it was self-defense, but no court would ever bother to see that side of it, if he was even fortunate enough to make it to court. A lot had happened to him in his twenty-one years, none of it all that good. To escape a drunken father and life in a dreary icebound mining settlement on a godforsaken world, he had dreamed of the Academy as a way out. But at seventeen the acceptance had not come. Rather than endure another day he signed on to the next merchant ship leaving port, and for four years worked his way up through the ranks of the Sarn shipping firm, earning his copilot's license at twenty.


  Things had been looking bright. Old man Haffa Sarn had even started to consider him to be one of his extended family, that is, until he killed one of Haffa's sons in a fight over a girl. Some might have said Hans had a streak of the chivalrous in him for protecting a bar girl from a lout like Venela Sarn, but old man Sarn would never see it that way. The finer distinction of Venela pulling a blaster first to blow the girl away for her impertinent refusal would most certainly be forgotten by Haffa, who, for form's sake, had promised that Hans would be "sleeping with the asteroids."


  So, for reasons of health, he had hopped the first ship pulling out of Gainer's World and Phantom was in need of a copilot. They hadn't told him where they were going, and it took some time to get used to the smell. The cleanup job for the remains of the last copilot had failed to locate the random bits of tissue, brains and blood scattered around the interior of the ship, splattered there after the unfortunate soul took a direct hit from a mass driver round which penetrated the shields and forward viewport.


  "Say, Marilyn, what's going on with those bastards behind us?" Kevin shouted, breaking Hans out of his contemplation of just how wretched he felt at the moment.


  Hans looked back over his shoulder and down the access passage to where Marilyn Langer, the ship's chief engineer and tail gunner squatted, hunched over her twin mass drivers. He could not help but admire the view, though if Marilyn knew he was checking her out, his fate might very well be the same as that of the last copilot.


  "Four of the bastards and still closing up. Damn, they must have upgraded the engines on those Cat fighters."


  Hans continued to stare at the forward plot board.


  "The two frigates are accelerating," Hans announced. "Time to closing one minute and thirty-seven seconds."


  He looked over at Kevin, who turned to gaze at him with his one good eye. Kevin grinned sardonically.


  "Think we're dead?"


  "It doesn't look good," Hans choked out.


  "When you run the frontier of the Cats, ya gotta pay," Milady announced with a smile. "Now hang on!"


  Before Hans could even reply Milady slammed his stick forward while cutting off the hydrogen scoop fields which served the dual role of pulling in the stray hydrogen atoms to be found in deep space for fuel and at the same time providing the drag which enabled a ship to turn and maneuver as if it was inside a planet's atmosphere. With the scoops shut down the ship didn't go into a dive but simply tumbled over on its x-axis so that in an instant it was facing "backwards" to its trajectory towards the jump point. Milady slapped in full throttle, popped the scoops back open and Hans wanted to scream a protest, they were bleeding off their speed and rapidly slowing down so that they'd be a sitting duck for the fighters closing in from one direction and the frigates sealing off their escape in the other.


  The inertia-dampening system was barely adequate on the battered ship and Hans grunted, gasping for breath as he was slammed into his seat, the ship creaking and groaning in protest from the ten g stress load. Igor opened up with the topside guns, his photon blasts lighting up space. Hans had no idea what Igor was firing at, no target was visible as stitches of fire slashed back and forth in the darkness, dazzling his vision. Four points of light now erupted in front of him, bolts of light snapping back.


  Hans wanted to duck as one of the streaks of light appeared to slash past the cockpit and laced into the starboard wing, a shower of sparks erupting as Phantom's shielding dissipated the energy.


  "Lock on with the lasers!" Kevin shouted, and Hans nervously leaned forward to peer at the heads up display. Four blips danced across the glass in front of him. Igor was pouring fire in on the one stitching their starboard wing, but Hans still couldn't see anything, just the flashing red lights and a target circle that weaved back and forth, waiting for his command to lock and fire.


  Suddenly, as if materializing out of nothingness, the four fighters popped into view. One second they were nothing but a blinking light on the heads up, and an instant later they seemed to fill space in front of him and then peeled off, two turning to starboard, the other two screaming by so close that the shielding of one of them brushed against the ship, so that it bucked and rocked. He could hear Marilyn's high-pitched yell erupt from the tail gunner's position as she opened up, her cries drowned out by Kevin's wild curses.


  "Kruger, you damn idiot! You could've dropped one, damn it! Now shoot!"


  But nothing was in front of them. Looking down at the plot board he saw that the frigates were still closing and were now less than two thousand clicks astern. Kevin kept his hands on the throttles, pressing them up to the firewall, their momentum towards the jump point all but gone as Phantom shuddered to a stop relative to the point and then slowly started to crawl away.


  "They'll be on us in ten seconds!" Hans shouted, wondering just what the hell the pilot was doing.


  "Got one!"


  Hans looked up to see Igor roaring with delight, tobacco juice dribbling down his chin to splash Hans with a fine, pungent spray. Hans saw a flash off the port side and, leaning over, he witnessed an erupting cloud of debris.


  "Hang on!" Kevin roared and a split second later he once more flipped the ship over on its x-axis so that it was again lined up on the jump point. He dodged the ship straight down and away from their original trajectory. The two frigates swept past to either side, both ships spraying the area with lasers, mass driver rounds, and plasma energy bolts, almost all the shots intersecting where Phantom would have been if they had continued on their previous course.


  Several of the shots still found their mark, however, and Hans felt the ship heave under the hammer blows. In an instant shielding dropped down almost to zero from the heavy impacts. Several mass driver bolts slammed clean through the starboard wing in a shower of sparks. Hans realized that if they had been a couple of more meters inboard, the rounds would have driven right through the top of the ship, puncturing the cabin and thus triggering a rapid decompression. It most likely would not have mattered to him though, he thought, since the rounds would have nailed right through his seat, thus providing him with the same death as the last copilot. He looked to his right, to where his helmet and gloves were resting. Reaching over, he grabbed the helmet and put it on, ignoring Kevins disdainful snort.


  "Damn, kid, we get punctured, better to go quick, rather than float around and wait for the Cats to play games with you," Kevin snarled.


  Hans had heard enough tales about what the Cats did to smugglers who dared to cross the line that he was tempted to take the helmet back off.


  "One coming up front!" Marilyn shouted, her warning followed by a staccato burst from her guns. "Winged him, get the bastard!" A Kilrathi Vak fighter shot past them, tumbling end over end. Hans leaned forward to line up on the heads up display, his helmet banging against the forward viewport so that he lost acquisition for a second. He saw the lock on and hit the forward lasers. Intersecting blasts of light arced out, slashing into the crippled fighter, which detonated.


  Hans let out a triumphal whoop—it was so damned easy!


  Another shudder snapped through the ship, a shower of sparks erupting from the control panel to his right. A fighter swept past them, Igor cursing wildly as he tried to track the target.


  "Those frigates are coming about!" Marilyn shouted.


  Hans looked back at the plot board. Damn, how did they do that? Turning a ship that big using your scoop field usually took a couple of minutes, but they were already halfway through the turn and boring in. He looked over at Kevin, and for the first time saw that the boss was decidedly nervous, if not outright scared.


  "They must have pulled some new upgrade," Kevin mumbled. "Don't worry, we'll hit jump before they close, then we'll lose the bastards."


  Hans looked back at the board.


  "At current rate of closing they'll be alongside us in forty seconds."


  "Just shut up," Kevin snarled and then looked back over his shoulder.


  "All right, Marilyn, dump the surprise!"


  "They're away!" came the almost simultaneous reply.


  Hans looked back over at Kevin, wondering what the hell they were doing.


  "We just dropped a nuke mine," Kevin said quietly. "Damn, that thing cost almost as much as our entire haul."


  "A mine! Damn it, a civilian ship carrying one is a capital offense. Why the hell didn't you tell me?" Hans cried.


  "Why, you wanna quit? If so, then just get the hell off now!"


  Hans, wide-eyed, shook his head.


  "It'll save your ass, boy. Now shut up and get a lock on that light frigate."


  The jump point was closing in, its telltale distortion waves rippling across the plot board, but smack in the middle was the Kilrathi light frigate which must have just come through. The two fighters swept in again from either side, a stitch of mass driver rounds slashing across the top of their ship, another one puncturing the starboard wing. A flash suddenly erupted on the plot screen, and at the same instant a hellish white-blue light bathed the cockpit.


  "Got one!" Marilyn screamed. "He's shearing off. The other one's turning aside, the idiot fell for the dummy mine!"


  Hans watched the plot screen and punched in a visual magnification. The eruption of the mine was dissipating, and the Kilrathi frigate which had been their target was tumbling out of control, its entire forward section a twisted, molten wreck. Unless the Cats had good internal bulkhead design and shielding, the bastards in the stern half were most likely cooked as well. The second ship had veered wildly off course, falling for the trick of the second mine, which was nothing more than an empty casing with a trace of radioactive material inside.


  Three flashing red blips emerged from the second frigate and started to bore in.


  "They've launched seekers," Hans announced, trying to contain the terror in his voice as a low-pitched tone started to squeal in his headset, the combat information board flashing with a profile of the weapon.


  "Must've really pissed them off if they're blowing two hundred and fifty thousand credits a pop to kill us," Milady replied, almost as if pleased that the Cats were expending one of the most expensive launch weapons in a ship's arsenal.


  "Marilyn, three seekers, can you nail them?"


  "On it!"


  "Damn, they really want us," Kevin said, his voice suddenly filled with weariness. "Those damn things cost a bundle. Kruger, blow chaff, two-second intervals!"


  Hans looked at the weapons board, fumbling till he found the chaff launch button, and punched it five times. All the time Kevin kept weaving the ship toward the jump point. Hans watched as Kevin activated the jump engine, which drained their power still further. Once inside the nexus, the engine would interlock with the displacement of the jump point and they'd be catapulted across a dozen light-years, hopefully to emerge on the other side of the frontier, though if the angle of acquisition wasn't quite right, or the engine wasn't fully engaged, there was no telling where they might wind up.


  "It's either shields or engines," Hans announced. "We won't make it running both."


  Without comment, Kevin reached over and slapped the toggle shutting the shields down. Now there was only bare metal between them and whatever the Kilrathi could throw in their direction.


  "First two seekers plowing straight through the chaff!" Marilyn announced, her voice drowned out by the reverberation of the tail guns as they kicked in, sending out a spray of mass driver rounds in the desperate hope that one of the bolts might impact on a seeker and detonate it.


  Topside, Igor was still at work, trading shots with the fighters as they swept back in, while up ahead the light frigate, still holding position by the jump point, began to fire as well. Space seemed to be an insane intersection of flashing lights, all of them crisscrossing around Phantom.


  I'm a dead man, Hans realized, and to his utter amazement, rather than renew the fear, he suddenly felt a strange, distant detachment from all that was happening. The sensation was remarkable, as if time was distorting, each second dragging out to an eternity. For an instant he wondered if he was already dead, so calming was the sensation.


  He looked over at Kevin and saw the pilot, staring wide-eyed as they approached the light frigate, which was barely visible beyond the explosion of light emanating from its forward batteries. The man's scared to death, Hans realized, and the recognition of the fact was fascinating. He had been in tight binds before, while working for the Sarn consortium, and funny, again when he killed Sara's eldest son, and that same feeling had been there. Draw your weapon, step to one side to dodge the first blast, then calmly nail him between the eyes, turning everything from the neck up into a spray of pulp.


  There was an intense awareness of all that was going on around him: Kevin, white-knuckled, driving relentlessly for the jump point; Igor cursing wildly, swinging his turret back and forth in a desperate bid to fend off the fighters; Marilyn cursing as well as she fired wildly at the incoming seekers. He looked down at the plot board, all the data now standing out so remarkably clearly. The seekers were still accelerating and would close a good ten seconds before they hit the jump. The light frigate was sending out a curtain of fire, but somehow he could sense that whoever was in charge of gunnery on board was doing one hell of a rotten job. The concentrated fire was causing the two fighters to hold back when all it would take was one more close sweep, and the first mass driver bolt to hit the pressurized cabin would cause a clean breech.


  A shot from the frigate sheared through the portside wing, tearing off a couple of meters. Kevin dodged the next volley and then lined back up on the jump point. Without even asking for permission Hans leaned over and slammed the hydrogen scoops off. Though it immediately cut drag, it would be impossible to maneuver now.


  "What the hell?" Kevin roared.


  "Their shooting sucks and it'll give us a few more clicks of speed," Hans replied calmly.


  He looked back down at the plot board. The first seeker was leaping forward, and then simply disappeared as Marilyn's shooting detonated the missile.


  That bought us a few seconds, Hans thought, but the second and third rounds were still boring in. The second round skidded to maneuver around the expanding cloud of debris from the first seeker. To his amazement the third seeker appeared to go straight into the shower of debris, and it detonated as well. Interesting, he thought, the cats should have programmed their missile to avoid such a stupid mistake.


  "Ten seconds to jump point," Hans announced, eyes still focused on the board.


  The detachment and distortion of time that he was experiencing seemed to stretch out even further. He found it curious that, in a perverse sort of way, he was actually enjoying himself, a complete reversal from the terror that had all but overwhelmed him when the action first started. It was something worth remembering, he thought. Once into it, there's almost a cold joy to it all. Strange that dancing at death's door appeared to be the only thing that could elicit such a feeling.


  He spared a quick glance up. The Kilrathi light frigate was turning to fire broadside, but he knew it was far too late. They shot past the frigate. They were inside the edge of the jump field, the jump engine telemetry showing that it was engaging with the distortion of the field.


  Yet, even with his sense of total awareness, what now unfolded seemed to be nothing but a blur. The seeker seemed to leap forward and he realized that there must be some form of afterburner on the missile's engine to boost it through any point defense systems. The missile bored in and he heard Marilyn's cry of alarm.


  He could see Kevin's features shifting to a brief instant of elation with the thought that they'd hit jump. That was washed out by a flash of light astern.


  There was a final cry from Marilyn, "Got the bas…" and then the blast enveloped her. Though she had nailed the seeker, a remarkable display of shooting given its final acceleration, it had detonated far too close to them, the explosion washing into the back of the ship. If full shields had been up, they might have gotten away with it, but now there was nothing but a thin layer of durasteel, and the fragments of the missile, driven forward by the detonation of its warhead, slammed into the stern of the ship, tearing it open as if it was made of nothing but paper. He started to turn to look… and then wished he hadn't as what was left of Marilyn sprayed up into the cockpit. The air inside the ship whooshed out through the ruptured stern, the back draft sucking the fragments of the woman through the jagged opening.


  He looked back at Kevin but there wasn't that much to look at there. A jagged hunk of durasteel, still imbedded in the back of his seat, had decapitated him. Igor, up in the top turret, was struggling to kick himself free of the debris, the bottom half of his flight suit was frayed by the wash of fragments, shards of white bone sticking out through the orange jumpsuit, pulses of blood spraying out and freezing in the vacuum.


  Hans realized that his hands felt cold and, looking down, he saw that he had not put his gloves on. They were still in the rack to his right and, reaching over, he fumbled to put the first glove on. It felt strange. The pressurized cuffs around his wrists had sealed his suit shut. His hands were now in pure vacuum, sensation in them rapidly fading away as the moisture on his skin boiled off. It was becoming difficult to move them and he knew if he didn't act quickly they'd freeze solid.


  Before he had even clipped the first glove on he struggled with the second, forcing it over his hand. He slapped his hands down on his thighs, snapping the locks closed, and sighed with relief as the pressurized cuffs released, flooding warm air around his fingers.


  Something bumped into him. He looked over his shoulder and saw Igor, without a helmet, his flight pants from the knees down a tangled fringe of fabric, blood and bone. At the same instant the jump engines kicked in and there was the gut-wrenching sense of falling through jump. He had always hated this part, but for once jump came as a blessed relief. Everything seemed to freeze for an instant, Igor hovering above him, floating up for a brief moment as the jump engines overrode the artificial gravity. Behind him he could see open space where Marilyns position used to be, the star fields coalescing into a shimmering, deep red glow as the ship instantly leaped through the folded space of the jump field. An instant later they were through to the other side, star fields returning.


  Igor slammed back down on the deck and then, as if he was the walking dead, came back up, his mouth open in a soundless scream, hands clawing at Hans' helmet, as if trying to pull it off. Hans did not even bother to ward off the blows, there was an almost perverse satisfaction in not even bothering to resist his old tormentor.


  Igor's eyes changed color as the moisture in them boiled off, the eyeballs then freezing. Igor continued to claw, mouth open, the thin wisp of a cloud of moisture, changing instantly to floating crystals of ice, cascading out of him. The tobacco he had been chewing fell out of his mouth, a frozen mass of dirty brown. His blows weakened, his arms slowly falling to his side, hands curling up into tight balls.


  The blood in his lungs must be boiling, Hans realized, the bubbles filling his heart chambers. He knew that the stories about people exploding in vacuum were nothing but old wives' tales. Death was far more subtle, with surface moisture, the eyes, and the lining of the lungs giving up their moisture and then freezing. In a way, the victim simply suffocated, long before all the liquid inside their body was sucked out by the vacuum, leaving the corpse a shriveled mummy. Igor clutched at his throat, even as he slowly crumpled to his knees. Hans still watched him, not sure if, in a final malevolent act, he might not draw his blaster to insure company on the other side.


  And then he did something that startled Hans. Igor seemed to smile and gave Hans a thumbs up gesture. He wavered for several seconds, then fell to the deck. Hans looked at him in amazement. It was almost as if, at the very end, his foe had indicated that Hans was accepted, that he was part of the club.


  Hans looked back at the plot board. There was no pursuit and space around where he had emerged was empty. He keyed up the nav screen and sighed with relief to see that they had successfully made their jump back into the demilitarized zone dividing the Kilrathi Empire and the outer reaches of the frontier. He popped the hydrogen scoops open. Fuel was at absolute zero. It'd be a couple of days at the speed Phantom was running at to pull in enough stray hydrogen atoms to fire the engines up. It was the frustrating equation of space flight. There was fuel aplenty in deep space. Have a big enough scoop field and you could not only maneuver but could always pull in more and yet more fuel. The faster you were going the more you got. But when you needed it the most, when you were down to bone dry, you might drift for days, weeks, even months before you had pulled in enough to pulse the engines up to a speed where you could gather in energy quickly. He knew that if the Cats pulled a hot pursuit it'd be over in another minute… but they never came through.


  He chuckled softly. They must have seen the seeker blow, the blast engulfing the ship, and assumed that it had been a direct hit. Since you only got so many hops out of a jump engine before a very expensive overhaul, the frigate captain must have assumed it was a writeoff and not worth the effort of going through to check. Heaven help that Cat, Hans realized, when someone finally checked the high-speed film and saw that Phantom had hit the jump point still intact. Well, more or less intact. He could only hope that they didn't get around to that for awhile.


  Hans stood up and realized that his knees felt slightly weak. The moment of hyperawareness was drifting away and he wanted to reach out, to embrace it and wrap it into his soul. Never had he felt so alive, so clear in his thoughts, as he had in those final seconds. He knew now that, like a lotus addict, he'd willingly seek the moment out, again and again, no matter what the risk. He knew as well that something inside of himself had changed forever. He had glimpsed it when he killed the Sarn, a calm detachment, but that moment had been so brief, and the fear of what the Sarn family would do to him so strong, that he had never really taken the time to fully embrace and analyze what had happened. A line of challenge had been crossed, and the crossing had been remarkably easy. Hans realized that Kevin, whom he had secretly admired even as he feared him, never had that sense of control. He could see that in the pilots eyes in those last seconds. He looked back over at the corpse. The blood that had been pulsing out of his severed jugular had stopped, the sticky liquid evaporating in the vacuum.


  He looked around the ship and weaved his way through the flame-scorched rubble to the stern access hatch. An inflatable collar might be able to seal that off, he thought. He'd have to go outside, look for punctures and fill them with plasti-seal. Fortunately the blow had taken them directly astern. There was no way Phantom could go into an atmosphere, but at least the forward cockpit, with its precious control systems, had escaped damage.


  He looked back around the cabin. Burial would be easy enough, just drag them to the ruptured stern and out they go. They wouldn't be the first consigned to the eternity of darkness. And besides, he was no longer considering a one fiftieth share of the profit from the illegal shipment of Kilrathi durasteel down in the hull. This was, after all, a salvage job he reasoned, and by the rules of admiralty courts half the salvage was his, the other half divided between the government and the original owners. He chuckled. Hell no, this wasn't a salvage job. The captain and owner was dead—long live the new owner of the Phantom.


  


  


  • CHAPTER FOUR


  IN ORBIT ABOVE KILRAH

  CONFEDERATION DATE 2634.155


  "We are now at X day minus eighty," the Crown Prince announced, grinning with delight as he looked around the room at the eight clan leaders, and behind them the commanders of the Second, Fifth, and Sixth Claw Fleets.


  There was a stir in the room as the Crown Prince gestured towards the holo display field and stepped away from it as the simulation started.


  "This is the main Confederation base at McAuliffe, the primary strike target of the Second Fleet of the Claw, which I shall personally lead."


  A scorched orange ball of a planet floated in the middle of the field, first appearing as a small dot and then quickly magnifying in size so it appeared to fill half the room.


  "Their main orbital docking facility has the capacity to handle nearly half of their Seventh Fleet in hard dock around the skyhook tower that connects down to the planets surface."


  The image focused in on the vast orbital yards of enclosed docks, each capable of holding a heavy battlewagon inside a pressurized container so that repair crews could work in an atmosphere, storage facilities for the supplies, open dock stations and a terminal hub for handling half a hundred smaller transport ships. There was a vast interlacing of pressurized access tunnels spreading out from the central hub of the skyhook tower. It gave the base the appearance of an elaborate spiderweb hanging in space, with each of the ships docked into the system looking like a silver-and-black cocoon.


  "Remarkable that you have this," Admiral Nargth, who was in direct command of Second Fleet under the Crown Prince, stated.


  The heir shook his head. "Intercepted from one of their news links, broadcast on an open carrier," he said, and the assembly laughed along with him over the stupidity of their foe.


  "And the latest defensive reports?" Nargth asked. "After all, these images might be a trick, a fabrication meant to deceive us."


  "No, it's not a trick. These humans who dominate the Confederation are prey who believe that there are no hunters and thus gather in the open. We've seen these images countless times in the months we've been preparing. They are supported as well by a download from a computer on that world we seized. As for what we believe their current defense to be, it is fairly substantial."


  As he spoke the vid image changed to standard battle schematics, positions of threat highlighted in orange.


  "There're more than forty batteries arrayed in a defensive perimeter around the orbital base. Standard weapons—mass drivers, laser and plasma. At least a dozen batteries are hard-linked to the ground through the skyhook tower and thus are connected to secured heavy fusion reactors so they have limitless energy to draw on. There're at least fifteen missile launch batteries as well, half of them multiple mounts that can launch at least sixty missiles in as many heartbeats. Add to that the weapons on board the ships and it's a formidable system to puncture. On the ground, at what they call Johnson Island, there are six fusion reactors supplying energy for the batteries in space and, more importantly, the shielding which completely encompasses the base, both in orbit and on the ground. The ground facilities, as well, are covered by an interlocking field of heavy batteries."


  Holding a laser pointer, the Crown Prince outlined the six reactors while photo images of each appeared in the field.


  "It still sounds impossible," Nargth replied.


  The Crown Prince chuckled, looking around at the clan leaders, and especially at Vakka, who sat in silence.


  "But easy enough now to break," Gilkarg continued.


  "Sire, would you please explain?" Nargth interjected nervously. "We jump through and, by the time we close from the jump point to the base, they'll be fully aroused, shields up, and ships preparing to undock and engage. If they stay within range of those defenses we'll be slaughtered."


  "Our new weapon will solve that simply enough," Gilkarg announced.


  "Sire, it hasn't even completed its tests," Vakka replied, "let alone gone into production."


  "We have eighty days to complete that," the Crown Prince said dismissively. "Have you made it clear to those who are involved in the testing and making of this weapon that it is their heads and those of their families at stake?"


  Vakka nodded. Such methods might be approved of by the Emperor and the other clan leaders, but he could not help but find it somewhat distasteful. Granted, most of those engaged in doing the research and building of the latest weapons were not of the blood of Kilrah, but rather were slaves of other races whom they had had subjugated in their great leap outward across the universe. For those of the blood, there was but one calling, and that was to fight and win honor to their name. And yet, it was upon the toil of those not of the blood upon which the Empire rested. If such individuals, even if they were soulless, were not offered some hope, some semblance of life without fear, he knew that they would not work well.


  He had often argued with himself that it was for just such a pragmatic reason that he wanted to end the constant series of death threats, punishments, and brutally arbitrary executions. And yet there was another side that of late he was forced to admit too… there was something inside of him that pitied the conquered. Some of the races had fought honorably and well, some were obviously more intelligent but had lacked the military prowess to stand against Kilrah. Now they were slaves, and in his heart he wondered if this course was necessarily the right one for long-term survival across the eons.


  He had spent over a year on the place called Fawcetts World. The captured colony of humans had been his assignment to evaluate in preparation for this war. Though the Confederation was weak politically, wracked by incessant internal debate, it nevertheless had a certain vibrancy to it, and he sensed a depth as well. If they did not completely shatter these humans and the other races which had allied with them, they might very well show a tenacity of spirit far beyond anything encountered before.


  "Let us say they do not complete this weapon in eighty days. Do we then execute the only ones capable of someday producing it?" Vakka asked, the sarcasm in his voice evident.


  "Just that it must be done. Is the test ready?" asked the Crown Prince.


  Vakka nodded and pointed towards the holo field.


  "Whenever you command, sire."


  "Then let us see."


  Vakka held up a remote, whispered a command and then pointed back to the holo field. The display of McAuliffe disappeared, to be replaced by the hulk of an aging Butha class cruiser. A flicker appeared to shimmer around the ship, indication that at least the ship's shielding was still operational.


  The view in the holo field split between the ship and the cockpit interior of an Asjaka class three-seater bomber. The view was over the shoulder of the bomber's pilot and then shifted to focus in on the screen of the weapons officer. There was a quiet background of chatter between the crew, and Vakka could well imagine their nervousness at the realization that they were under the scrutiny of the high command of the Empire.


  Through the forward port of the bomber the cruiser was in view, first as nothing more than a pinpoint of light, which started to elongate into a cylinder.


  "Starting acquisition and locking procedure," the weapons officer announced.


  The weapons display screen showed the cruiser and the pulse of its shielding.


  "Have acquired shield phasing," the weapons officer continued. "The weapon is locking in."


  The pilot reached over to slam back on the throttles so that the bomber slowed until it was almost at a dead stop relative to the target.


  "Counting down to launch," the weapons officer announced and he began to count backwards, reading off the display. Vakka shook his head, knowing that the weapons officer was doing the countdown for dramatic effect.


  "Torpedo launched!" the weapons officer roared.


  The pilot slammed in full throttle and pulled a sharp, banking turn away from the ship. The view in the holo field shifted back to a close-up of the cruiser, while the voice of the weapon's officer counted down the seconds to penetration and impact.


  The weapon closed in and Vakka held his breath. It had been tested repeatedly against shield generators, but never against a full-size ship. Even though the vessel was not maneuvering or fighting back, so much could still go wrong and he knew he would be blamed.


  The torpedo hit the edge of the shielding… and then sliced clean through without detonating. It impacted against the side of the ship and then exploded in an incandescent flash.


  A growl of approval erupted in the room at the sight of the cruiser splitting open, its entire bow section shearing off from the blow. Vakka looked around the room and saw the nods of approval from most of those assembled, but Nargth was shaking his head.


  "Impressive, yes, but having to stop to launch? They will be blasted apart."


  "Yes, some will be lost," the Crown Prince replied. "It will be the duty of the escorts to aggressively attack the target, thereby diverting the gunners from the bombers which are lingering further off, while other escorts will keep the enemy fighters at bay. Some will be lost, but enough will get through to shatter their fleet."


  "And these weapons will be ready for me to fight with?" Nargth asked.


  Vakka could only nod his head. He would have preferred to see more time spent on development and testing. He did not feel that now was the time to add that at least one out of three weapons malfunctioned in one way or another.


  "It is this method of delivery that I find so troublesome," Nargth continued. "Now if we were launching them from our heavy ships, which could withstand the pounding that the enemy is sure to put up, then I could see it. But to launch this attack from carriers? That still strikes me as nothing short of madness."


  The Crown Prince stepped back towards the center of the room and pointed towards the holo field, where the image of the shattered and burning cruiser disappeared to be replaced by what at first glance appeared to be nothing more than a star field.


  "There are two reasons," the Crown Prince announced in reply. "First, the heavy shielding required aboard our own ships interferes with the acquisition and lock on an enemy target. The only alternative is to power down a larger ship's field, thus leaving it vulnerable. I do not think you would be willing to do that in a full-scale engagement."


  Nargth growled and shook his head.


  "Second, it is two jumps to McAuliffe from our frontier; one jump through the demilitarized zone, and then the next jump into their base. If we proceed in normal fashion the Confederation will have at least six hours warning of attack. I have devised a plan to destroy the monitors they have placed inside the demilitarized zone. The crucial moment will come when we jump into their system. Our attack must strike in well under two hours, not six, in order to catch their capital ships before they can warm their engines up and make way. That is why we must use the carriers."


  As the Crown Prince launched into his talk the holo displayed the tactical plan.


  "The attack will be preceded by two light smuggler-type craft. The Confederation keeps a frigate on picket duty in front of the jump point into McAuliffe. We will simulate a hot pursuit of the smuggler craft as they jump into the demilitarized zone and then break off the chase. The smugglers will then approach the frigate and allow themselves to be overhauled and boarded for inspection."


  The Crown Prince paused for effect.


  "The crews will then detonate a warhead aboard their ship. They will commit tagugar and destroy the frigate."


  There was a growl of approval from the assembly. To commit tagugar in order to destroy an enemy and, by so doing, enhance the strength of the clans was the highest honor a warrior could seek. Having thus volunteered they were treated as beings who were semidivine until they left upon their mission. Any female that sired a cub from them was held in honor and the offspring granted the honorific Ka-tagu.


  "The six carriers assigned to the Second Claw Fleet will lead the attack, approaching the jump point into the demilitarized zone at the highest speed possible, the timing of their transit to coincide with the destruction of the enemy frigate. They will race across the demilitarized zone and jump into McAuliffe. If all goes to plan, they will arrive in the McAuliffe system without any warning."


  "As soon as they emerge, all carriers will launch their full complement of fighters and bombers."


  On the holo field display the view now focused in on the jump point inside McAuliffe, the simulation showing the six carriers, with a swarm of tiny dots emerging from them and then racing down towards the planet.


  "Here is where the carrier strike is the key to success," the Crown Prince continued. "Their defenses are based on the assumption that it will be the heavy battleships which lead the attack. Such ships can only achieve, at best, three quarters the speed of our new carriers."


  "Their hitting power makes up for that," Nargth replied defensively.


  "You are talking about going against the strongest base in the Confederation, outside of their inner-world systems."


  "If our battleships go in first, they will have sufficient warning time to sortie the docked ships. And remember, Nargth, their combined strength in ships, especially heavy vessels; is half again as great as ours. If we are to win this war, we must destroy their main fleet in the first strike or we are doomed."


  The Crown Prince looked around the room.


  "And how will the carriers manage to achieve victory?" Qazkar, one of the clan leaders, asked. "This is a complete reversal of all fighting doctrine. Sire, we are wagering all on an untested theory."


  "Not completely untested," the Crown Prince replied. "The Confederation did the testing for us. You have seen the report on their war game of some years back, extracted from a prisoner on Fawcett's World. Their carrier commander succeeded because he jumped through into the system at top speed. The fighters and bombers then launched and accelerated as well. The key point here is that the initial velocity of the carriers was already imparted to the fighters and bombers. With their faster acceleration they were able to boost to yet higher speed, thus penetrating through to the target before it could scramble a defense.


  "Our strike will hit the enemy base less than an hour after jump through, and their defenses will be down. The first wave will penetrate to the surface of the planet. Using our new torpedoes, they will launch a strike against the power reactors. The Confederation bases its entire defense of McAuliffe around those reactors. The reactors will be destroyed, which will knock down their shields. Once the shields are gone we can wade into our foes and slaughter them."


  "Our strike craft will be going so fast, how will they slow down sufficiently to achieve an accurate approach on the target?" Qazkar pressed and there were curious nods of agreement.


  "All strike craft will have booster engines strapped on. As they begin deceleration these engines will fire, slowing the craft, and then be jettisoned. It will cut down on the weight of munitions, but the sacrifice in strike power is worth it. It is surprise, surprise, the jak-tu that is everything!"


  "In that hour, much can be achieved to get their defenses up," Nargth replied.


  The Crown Prince smiled and looked over at Vakka.


  "You are such an expert on these humans and their allies, explain the other reason why I moved the date up."


  Vakka sat in silence for a moment and then the realization dawned on him. He could not help but admire the cunning of the Crown Prince. Yet, on the other side, the significance of it to the humans was troubling.


  "The humans call the day Confederation Day," Vakka said, "the annual celebration commemorating the establishment of their government. It is observed throughout their systems and also signals a time when many government officials take what they call a vacation for several days."


  "The evening before this day is one of drinking and celebration," the Crown Prince announced. "Our strike will bore in early the following morning. Most of the ships' crews will be asleep or drunk. It will be chaos."


  "Might not the timing of this strike arouse them to an even greater fury?" Vakka interjected. "If they struck us on Tuhaga our rage would know no bounds."


  "The war will be over before it starts," the Crown Prince replied. "With the destruction of their task force and the base at McAuliffe, the entire outer frontier is open to us. Later that day the Fifth and Sixth Fleets will penetrate on the flanks of the Confederation, the zones they call Etruria and this other one, the Landreich."


  "Their reserve fleet near Earth will be forced to sortie. We shall then combine our fleets, forge straight into the heart of their space, meet what is left of their reserves and annihilate it. At that point the war will be over."


  The Crown Prince surveyed the room. He could see that even old Nargth was beginning to believe in what could be done.


  "The entire fleet will go on a series of continuous maneuvers, simulating their attack plans until it is time to depart for the jump-off points. Full detail battle plans for your individual missions will be loaded into your ships' computers, with an analysis of targets. Once our fleets depart from here, strict communications silence is to be maintained. If there are no further questions, I suggest you return to your ships."


  The Crown Prince gave a curt nod of dismissal and, turning, he left the room, followed by his son and their entourage of staff officers, aides, and hangers-on.


  An excited buzz of talk filled the room as those left stood up and started to gather into small groups to discuss what had just been revealed. Vakka looked over at his son, Jukaga.


  "It will be glorious," Jukaga said excitedly. "I've been asked to fly in the lead strike."


  Vakka nodded. "We shall see."


  He could overhear some of the talk and most of it sounded favorable to the plan. Those Barons whose clan holdings bordered on the Confederation were, of course, the most excited, since it would be their realms which expanded outward to encompass the conquered territory. Even those Barons on the side of the Empire facing inward towards the galactic core seemed pleased. Certain worlds would be granted to them, titles and honors heaped upon them once victory was achieved… and was that not what war was for… the winning of glory as their sires and sire's sires had done before them?


  "Do you think it will work?"


  Vakka stirred from his musings to see old Admiral Nargth standing beside him. Vakka stood up and gave a ceremonial raising of the head to bare his throat as acknowledgment of respect. Though Nargth was not of the royal blood, he was nevertheless one upon whom many honors had been heaped. He had distinguished himself in the war against the Varni, when still not much more than cub, and in his long career had risen through the ranks, a phenomenon rare for those not of the line.


  Vakka led the admiral over to a corner of the room and gazed out the viewport. The Second Claw Fleet was arrayed before them, eight heavy battleships, a dozen heavy and medium cruisers, a host of escort vessels and the six carriers, which seemed minuscule when compared to the heavy hitting power of the capital ships.


  "The plan is unorthodox," Vakka began.


  Even though he trusted Nargth, his own contempt for the Crown Prince and the Imperial line could never be revealed. And that was the frustrating part of all this. He felt slighted. For after all, it was he who had first called attention to the Confederation war game. It was he who had first taken Fawcett's World, studying the captive colony, and thus he who was the expert. And no one cared to hear his advice.


  His thoughts drifted for a moment. Before Fawcett's World there had been no indication of the existence of this force on their flank. All their attention after the Varni had been focusing in towards the galactic core. It was felt that there was nothing worth exploiting out towards the galactic rim, where the density of worlds declined, and finding uncharted jump points became more difficult.


  And then by random chance his own ship found a jump point, went through it, and ran straight into the humans of the Confederation. Well, it was inevitable, he tried to reason, and as such it meant this war was inevitable.


  At first he thought the humans almost as stupid as the Shata. They had, after all, allowed their ship to be taken intact. Within its computers were all the navigation charts for several hundred million cubic parsecs of space, a coup of unprecedented proportions. There also was data on ships, cities, bases, orbital stations, and so much more… files on art, literature, music, history, politics; in short, all that they were.


  It was startling to realize that such information was not unique, but in fact common on most of their larger vessels… how could they have been so insane as to allow it to fall into enemy hands?


  He had left his oldest friend, Harga, in charge. It was the type of task to Harga's liking. A strange one, war had lost its appeal for him. Perhaps he had seen too much at the Battle of Karing, with the death of all his own cubs; it was after Karing that the questioning had begun. And it was through Harga that the warnings had come. Bizarre how the old warrior now claimed friendship with one of the captives, but Vakka had to admit he could not help but admire the human as well.


  So it is from this that we now go to war. Strange how the universe works, he thought. I who found them, I who profit the most of all the clans by fighting them, now wish it the least. He felt he had a better sense of the humans than nearly anyone in the Empire. Some of his musings regarding them, their strengths and vulnerabilities, were now clearly reflected in the Prince's battle plan.


  He looked back over at Nargth.


  "The change in battle doctrine to the use of carriers as the first strike force has been discussed for years."


  Vakka continued after a short pause. "Ever since the war with the Varni we've considered it. Development of a shield-penetrating torpedo now makes it logical."


  "It will still be the heavy ships, though, that will carry the day," Nargth replied defensively. "I've given my life to the fleet. Only ships with staying power will finally decide it. As to the overall plan, there is a flaw to it."


  "And that is?"


  "It lacks aggressive punch to finish the war. Why split us into three fleets? We should concentrate. Yes, strike McAuliffe, but have the other two fleets drive straight to Earth and their inner worlds."


  "In the nearly three times eight days such a journey would take, they will concentrate. Besides, there are heavy defenses around the inner worlds."


  Nargth shook his head. "The Imperial family looks too much towards the taking of worlds and their wealth to define victory. We must meet and destroy all the enemy, not just take worlds. For that matter, the First Fleet of the Claw should be committed as well."


  Vakka looked at Nargth in surprise.


  "That is the Emperor's own fleet, permanently stationed here at Kilrah. It is the Imperial guard."


  "Gold-plated toys," Nargth snapped. "There, with the First Fleet, is the additional strength to aid in a drive on Earth."


  Vakka could see the logic, at least in a military sense, to what Nargth wanted. Holding back the First Fleet in that sense was unwise. If the blow was to be ajak-tu, it had to be swift, remorseless, unstoppable. The First Fleet could provide the additional power. But in a political sense it was impossible. The Emperor would never dare to unmask the home world. Ever since the leap outward into space, the other clans, and their royal lines, had been dispersed to occupy the new worlds, thus leaving Kilrah solely to the Emperor. If he committed his personal fleet, there was always the chance of an attempt at overthrow, even though such a move was completely contrary to the blood oaths of the race. Vakka smiled at the thought. There was even something inside of him that found the thought distasteful, but he knew, if given the chance, he would try for it. There was, as well, the argument that if this unorthodox attack failed, the First Fleet would be needed as a reserve to fend off the Confederation counterstrike.


  "If the torpedoes do work and we catch them by surprise, Admiral, is this war winnable?"


  "There are many ifs," Nargth replied, his gaze distant as if he was staring off into some unknown and uncharted realm.


  "We must rip out their throats the first day. The Confederation is larger than us, its manufacturing more developed. We must rip out their throats before they are even aware. Given that, I believe we shall win."


  Vakka watched the admiral closely. He could sense the hesitation, but also the resolve to succeed, now that the orders had been issued. Not being of the royal blood, it was inconceivable that Nargth should ever openly question or attempt to circumvent a direct order. He was ordered to prepare for war and now he would lend all his strength and will to that task.


  "May I ask a favor, Admiral?"


  "Anything, Baron."


  "My son. For his, how shall I say it, education, I am sending him on a courier ship to Fawcett's World. I want him exposed to these humans."


  Nargth wrinkled his nose with disdain.


  "I've seen some of them in the Emperors questioning rooms in the basement of the palace. Disgusting creatures. Why do you want your son to see them?"


  The questioning rooms… the fact that several eights of eights of the humans he had taken at Faweetts World were shipped to Kilrah for direct questioning had been troubling. Every ounce of knowledge of military worth had been extracted from them till they were nothing but dried husks, fit only for the final death blow. What might still be alive in the Emperors chambers were nothing but terrified animals.


  "I want him to understand what he will face."


  "Why?"


  "He will one day rule my clan. I want him educated in all things."


  Nargth shook his head over the eccentricities of a royal baron who thought such things important, but said nothing.


  "He believes that he will be in the strike force, he has the wings of a pilot and the Crown Prince offered the assignment."


  The offer had, in fact, been a direct suggestion of the Crown Prince and the inner plan was obvious. Jukaga was his only direct heir and, if he should die, it could cause a splintering within the clan as various cousins vied for the honor, thus making the Crown Prince a factor in internal clan politics.


  "You want him on my staff?" Nargth asked, and Vakka could sense the slight ripple of distaste from the straight-laced admiral. Cubs, even those of royalty, were expected to do their duty, to draw blood and win their own honors. Granted, once blooded they could easily step aside and let others take the more dangerous risks, but this rite of passage was expected.


  "He will return as a valuable resource, Admiral. He has been studying their language. If war was not coming so quickly I'd leave him on Fawcett's World for a year. Even with his limited contact he would be of use to you in this battle as something of an expert on our foes. Afterwards, there will be time enough for him to wet his claws, but for this first action I think he would best serve the Empire by your side."


  And out of harm's way, Vakka silently thought.


  "All right," Nargth finally replied, the reluctance and slight measure of disdain in his voice all too evident.


  A servant approached them, a captive Vami, its eardrums punctured so that it could not hear any conversations. At its approach Vakka felt slightly uncomfortable. He knew that xenophobia was a deeply bred instinct in the Kilrathi. Any creature not of their own blood was either ukta, prey-food, or bak, another predator that was a threat. The Varni, with their reptilian features, immediately aroused a sense that here was another predator, even though the Varni had once been a highly developed civilization that only saw combat as a distasteful action of last resort. The Varni slave held up a tray, offering goblets of steaming hot xark, the fresh blood drawn from what had once been the main species they hunted, eons ago. The mere scent of the blood caused Vakka's mane to bristle. Many a warrior would carry a piece of cloth soaked in xark so as to heighten his killing instincts as he went into battle.


  Now, xark helped Vakka to bury all the misgivings he held regarding the forthcoming campaign. Many in the room started to burst into their clans' battle chants, pounding clenched fists against tables, chair backs, and the walls so that a deep resonating rhythm thundered, setting Vakkas heart pounding. There would be time enough later on to worry about them, he told himself, but for now the taste of the blood was on his lips, the hunt was about to begin, and he allowed himself the pleasure of plunging into the lust for the kill.


  


  


  • CHAPTER FIVE


  THE HELL HOLE—CAPITAL OF THE LANDREICH

  CONFEDERATION DATE 2436.170


  Hans Kruger cautiously entered the room, surveying the patrons carefully. It had taken over a week to limp back to Landreich space and dock at the orbital base above the Hell Hole. The appropriate bribes had immediately been placed, registration numbers and titles altered and Phantom, rechristened Lazarus, was now officially his… officially, that is, as far as the local government went. It was an entirely different issue with some of Kevins old friends. Buying the first couple of them off seemed easy enough, but with each buy off, someone else showed up. There was now another death on his hands, again self-defense, and though he had never considered himself to be a killer, he felt deeply troubled by the last encounter, for there had been that strange sense of detachment as well. He was coming to realize that he was able to face death and walk away not only successful but unshaken.


  If there was a fear still lingering in him it was not of going back against the Kilrathi, but rather of the Sara clan, who would track him down sooner or later.


  He examined the clientele of the bar. The appointment seemed legitimate enough; some dam fool wanting to charter a smuggling run into Kilrathi space, but it could always be a setup. Funny, he realized that he wasn't even all that sure about what he should be looking for.


  After all, just what did a hired assassin look like? All he really had to go on was the vids. An assassin could always be told by the way he narrowed his eyes, wore a hat pulled down too low over the brow, and of course, by the sinister music and slightly burnt smell.


  Unfortunately there were no sound and smell tracks to help him out and, beneath his outward calm, he still knew just how green he really was. There was actually some genuine regret that Kevin had not lived. Granted, he wouldn't be rich now, the owner of a ship, but Kevin at least had experience and could have shown him the ins and outs of the business.


  He finally saw what he figured were his contacts, sitting in the corner of the bar and looking quite out of place. He slowly walked over and stopped by their table.


  "Mr. Jackson?"


  Winston Turner looked up, startled by just how young the owner of the ship looked. He could sense that the boy was nervous. He had seen that type of nervousness often enough when a young fleggie was facing the dreaded senior oral exams. That was clearly evident, and yet there was another quality as well that Turner found interesting—the boy seemed to almost be functioning on two levels at once. He was engaged in business with them, and yet there also seemed to be a strange detachment from it all. Some of the best fighter jocks he had ever met had that quality, the ability to stay detached in a crisis, to analyze the flood of information dispassionately, and then almost inevitably make the right decision. He knew Vance Richards had the quality, Tolwyn would most likely acquire it as well… and this boy seemed to have earned it the hard way.


  Winston motioned for Hans to sit down and noticed that Kruger turned his chair so that he was facing the rest of the bar rather than the wall.


  "Wanted by somebody," Turner ventured. "Let's see, your name was Meyer?"


  Hans smiled. "I think we're all lying here about names, but let's just say I'm being cautious."


  "We understand your ship has had quite an upgrade."


  "The best money can buy," Hans replied proudly. "Engines are Reverberator Three Thousand C series, I've had an extra half inch of durasteel laminated onto the pressurized hull, a quad auto-tracking laser in a retractable belly turret added on and a complete overhaul of the jump engine."


  "You've lost a lot of cargo-carrying ability with all that additional weight," Vance interjected, "even with the upgraded engines. And besides, the Reverberator is in the E series now."


  "Listen, buddy, it's getting in and getting back that counts. Better ten runs without a scratch and just a couple tons of cargo, versus twenty tons down in your hull and a Cat frigate on your tail."


  "Which is what happened to you last time," Turner said smoothly.


  Hans looked around the room and again there was the flicker of a scared youth.


  "Yeah, that's what happened."


  "I already know the story. I looked over your ship earlier today," Turner replied, "saw a vid one of the repair crew shot of it when you brought it in. Lucky to still be breathing air. Too bad about your friends."


  Hans took in what Turner had just said. If someone had shot a vid of the ship, there might be evidence floating around and perhaps getting into the wrong hands.


  "I think, Mr. Kruger, that we can strike a deal here. For your own health I think you should get out of the Hell Hole for awhile. You've got a rep now, a lot of folks respect you for being crazy enough to do a run into Kilrathi space and bring your ship back alone. But that information might get into wrong hands, such as certain shipping firms that have been inquiring about you."


  Hans again felt the sense of calm. These three weren't a threat, or they'd have already tried to waste him.


  "And you three," Hans replied smoothly. "You sure don't belong in the Landreich. Good God, your haircuts alone have Confed Fleet written all over them. So, what's the game? A little trip into Cat space for a look-see?"


  Turner's features hardened.


  "Son, you've got reasons not to answer questions, so do I. Let's just keep it that way. We got a shipment of Gotherian glasswork that the cats are wild about. We want to get to one of the trade points inside their territory, the deeper in the better. Standard consignment contract is that the ship owner gets half the profits."


  "Seventy-five percent," Hans replied calmly. "Since that report about their losing a frigate, it's gotten rather hot over there."


  Turner smiled. "And of course you had nothing to do with that frigate."


  Now it was Hans' turn to smile. Granted, he had nothing to do with the destruction of the Cat frigate, but he was, after all, the only survivor and the glory had to go someplace. Though it was doubtful that the Cats would fall for a second run-in with a nuke mine, the fifty thousand he had spent to acquire one was, to his thinking, a very wise investment. After all, he was already a dead man in some peoples books. Confed wanted him, with all the fuss the Cats had kicked up about the loss of a ship, so what was another capital charge more or less?


  "All right, seventy-five percent," Turner replied.


  Hans nodded and leaning over the table he extended his hand.


  "No contracts out here in the Landreich," Hans said confidently. "Your word's good or you're dead. It's that simple."


  Turner smiled and took the young man's hand.


  "I'll be ready to ship in twelve hours. Get your cargo on board, I'm still at dock station thirty-three."


  Hans stood up, surveyed the room one more time and stalked out.


  Turner watched him go, carefully watching the other patrons at the bar and in the dark, recessed niches that lined the walls of the establishment.


  "Well, Mr. Tolwyn, your impression?"


  "Cocky character, but, sir, he strikes me as awful green."


  Richards snorted derisively. "You are obviously a judge of such qualities."


  Tolwyn bristled.


  "He's got an interesting story," Turner said, not wanting to endure another go around between the two. In their respective roles as pilot and administrative assistant he was well pleased with his choices. But the two boys were like oil and water. Both wanted to be top dog and the whole display was striking Winston as rather boring.


  "You know he should have been accepted at the Academy," Turner continued. "In fact, Geoff, he would have graduated with your class."


  "So why didn't he go?"


  Turner shook his head. "Had the brains and then some. Good aptitude, problem was he wasn't officially a citizen of the Confederation."


  "So what? We've taken candidates from outside the Confederation."


  Turner chuckled. "Son, you sure are naive when it comes to politics. Every senator is entitled to two slots for patronage. There's a certain number reserved for sons and daughters of those who died while in service, the usual number who get in just through sheer ability. That leaves precious few slots for those outside the Confed. We take a handful for window dressing, and so we can thump our chests and say how democratic we are. But Mr. Kruger there fell through the cracks. Too bad. I have some memory of his application from when I was on the selection committee. He would have made a good officer. But you're right, Mr. Tolwyn, he is rather green as you put it."


  "So why hire him?" Richards asked.


  "The upgrades on his ship are rather impressive for this far out into the frontier. Plus, I'd rather a green one like him than some of the old hands around here."


  "Why?"


  "Because, gentlemen, there isn't that much love for the Confed in these quarters. Remember, the fleet's responsible for controlling smuggling and I'm willing to bet that at least one of the fellas in this room has lost a cargo to our patrol ships. Beyond that, they think we're nuts for not going after the Cats first. So, all things considered, we might hire ourselves a ship, get halfway out there, and then get spaced."


  Tolwyn looked around the room again.


  "Come on, let's get our cargo transferred," Turner said, standing up and heading for the door.


  Geoff fell in behind him, noticing that he was walking slower than usual. Just as they reached the door, Winston turned with a quick, almost catlike movement, drawing a small blaster from his pocket. The report from the gun was muffled, the round impacting the chest of one of the patrons. The man sagged up against the bar and then slowly collapsed, a blaster dropping from his hand. Tolwyn looked at Turner and back to the dead man with wide-eyed surprise. It wasn't just the killing, it was the smooth, graceful ease Turner had displayed, as if he had been training for years for just such a moment.


  Turner, his gaze fixed on the other patrons stood silent, weapon pointed straight up at the ceiling.


  "Anyone else from the Sarns?"


  Everyone was silent.


  "Keeper, do you see the weapon in the man's hand?"


  The owner of the bar slowly leaned over the counter-top to look at the body and then back at Turner. "I see it."


  "And you saw him drawing it?"


  The barkeeper nodded.


  "Two other witnesses?"


  "We seen it," a couple who had been standing next to the dead man announced.


  "Then according to the laws of the Landreich the issue is settled," Turner replied. The other patrons nodded in agreement.


  With his free hand Turner reached into his pocket, pulled out his wallet and tossed it to Geoff.


  "Take out two hundred, that should cover damages and burial, and put it on the bar."


  Tolwyn did as ordered. He looked down nervously at the dead man. There was a hole big enough to put his fist into dead center over the man's heart. He caught a sharp, almost metallic, smell and realized it was blood and felt a slight giddiness. It was, in fact, the first violent death he had ever witnessed. He had seen fellow cadets killed in training accidents, but in those situations it was simply a machine disintegrating, or bursting into flames, or slamming into the ground. It had always been distant, remote, followed a couple of days later by a polished coffin in the chapel. There was no smell of charred flesh and blood, or that shocked, wide-eyed look of a corpse gazing up at him.


  He could sense the fear in the bar. Someone whom they had most likely assumed was nothing but a walking target had proved to have fangs. He stepped back from the bar and was surprised as Turner just turned his back and walked out into the main corridor. It hadn't been like the vids at all, where after the shoot-out the winner slowly backed out the door.


  Turner did not even bother to look back.


  Tolwyn came up by Vance's side.


  "Damn, did you see that?" he whispered.


  Richards simply nodded.


  "That was old Winnie Turner in there," Geoff said. "Hell, I thought he was about as dangerous as a first year fleggie."


  "You idiot," Richards whispered. "You never heard the rumors?"


  "You mean about some sort of commando stuff? Come on, not Winnie," but even as he spoke he realized just how dead wrong they had all been. "I thought he was nothing but an old prof." Tolwyn looked at the hunched back of Turner as he continued down the corridor.


  "Amazing."


  Turner was glad that his back was turned to the two young cadets so they couldn't see his bemused smile. Spotting the Sarn hit man was easy enough; he was surprised Kruger hadn't picked up on him as well. The boy certainly was green. The only reason the hit man had not dropped Kruger right in the bar was that he probably wanted to keep it private and was simply waiting for them to leave. It had been a foolish act on the hit man's part to decide to take out Kruger's business associates. Something had triggered him and the damn fool had gone for his gun. Most likely it was that brief instant of eye contact when the Sarn hit man realized that Turner had recognized him.


  Turner cursed inwardly; now the damn Sarn clan would be on his case as well.


  FAWCETT'S WORLD


  Walking through the open-air compound, Jukaga nar Vakka looked around warily. It was, first off, the scent which was so damned disturbing. Since it was a new smell, and one not yet placed as that of prey or rival, his reaction was mixed. The humans, standing listlessly beyond the double strand of electrified wire stood silent, watched him pass. He could hear their whispers, high pitched, disconcerting. He had studied the holo tapes his father had forced him to watch and he tried to distinguish what they were saying.


  One word caught his attention, illegitimate offspring. He stopped and whirled about.


  None of the humans on the far side of the wire were looking at him.


  A soft chuckled rumbled next to him.


  "Ah, so you do know a few words of their standard speech."


  Jukaga looked over at Harga, his father's oldest friend and most loyal retainer, who was responsible for running this outpost world, granted to the Vakka clan.


  "Aren't we going to do something?" Jukaga hissed.


  "What?" Harga replied. "Find who said it and kill him? Young Jukaga, if we did that, there wouldn't be a single human left on this world."


  "I don't see why my father suffers a single one of them to live."


  "Call it an indulgence," Harga said, motioning for Jukaga to step under the shade of a wide spreading ulanna tree, imported all the way from the home world in a small attempt to provide something familiar in this alien landscape.


  Jukaga sat down on the silken blanket spread beneath the tree and accepted the ceremonial cup of greeting from Harga. Though Harga was not of the royal blood Jukaga knew enough to defer to him, first since he was a renowned warrior for the Vakka clan, and also because he was his father's closest friend.


  Jukaga looked back at the human compound. Most had drifted away from the wire, returning to the fields to till the crops. As Jukaga took in the scene there was a certain pleasantness to it all; soaring blue-gray mountains on the horizon, a cooling breeze coming down from the hills, the only disconcerting note the alien scents.


  "I rather like this place," Harga announced. "Never thought I'd one day be master of a world. Much preferred standing by your fathers side. How is he?"


  Jukaga relayed the latest gossip from court and the final preparations for the forthcoming campaign, Harga slowly shaking his head as he refilled the young lord's cup.


  "Strange to be here rather than going out on campaign again, but your father is right, I serve better here."


  Jukaga looked back at the humans. How could anyone declare that standing home, watching slaves work, was better than going forth on campaign? Harga, as if sensing Jukaga's thoughts, chuckled.


  "Do you know why your father sent you here?"


  "He said he wanted me to see you. After all, this world is now part of our family holdings."


  Harga smiled indulgently. "This world is far more. You know, this was the first place of contact between us and the humans of the Confederation?"


  "Yes."


  "Rather interesting. Apparently the Confederation is not even aware of it. The vastness of space, the multiplicity of worlds, the strange connections of jump points that can, at times, spring you past eight times eight systems before ending. The Confederation does not even fully know just where all its people are. The people that settled here, a mistake actually. Their ship was most likely reported as missing when, in fact, it had accidentally jumped to the edge of our forward outposts and shortly afterwards a ship of your fathers clan arrived here and conquered them. They would have been slaughtered out of hand if your father had not intervened to save them."


  Jukaga looked over at Harga. There was something about his fathers friend that had always been strange. He was renowned as a fierce fighter, but he also liked books. Jukaga had to admit to a certain fondness for old Harga, the warrior had even served for a while as his tutor.


  "Your father knew war was inevitable but he sensed something about this prey," and Harga motioned towards the fields.


  "They work like slaves," Jukaga said.


  "They work to feed themselves."


  "Nevertheless, that is slave work."


  Jukaga sensed something approaching from behind them and whirled about. A human stood behind him, and Jukaga's mane bristled. The human had approached silently, upwind and he instinctively coiled, ready to pounce if the human made the slightest indication of attack. The human looked straight at him, then shifted his gaze away, lowering his eyes.


  "My lord Harga. You sent for me?" the human said, surprising Jukaga because he spoke the tongue of Kilrah, the words sounding strange, lisping and high-pitched.


  "Abram, I wanted you to join us for jirak."


  "I am honored," the human replied, and walking over to the simmering pot boiling on a charcoal brazier, the human poured himself a drink and, acting as if he was an equal, sat down on the edge of the silken blanket.


  Jukaga bristled, ready to snarl out an angry comment at a slave who would be so impudent as to drink of the ceremonial herbal brew and beyond that sit in the presence of a royal member of the clan.


  Harga chuckled at Jukagas surprise.


  "How dare he?" Jukaga snarled.


  "Because I was invited," Abram replied calmly, looking straight at Jukaga.


  Harga roared with delight, slapping his hands on his knees.


  "The Baron Jukaga thinks I have taken leave of my senses," Harga announced, looking over at the human.


  "Well, from what I know of you, I dare say relative to others of Kilrah you have," Abram replied calmly.


  "What do you know of us?" Jukaga snapped, forgetting himself for a moment and speaking directly to one who was not even of the blood.


  "Oh, much, very much. I've read your Ikgara Kutgaga, I know the lineage of the clans and the Story of the Eight, I can even tell you that I suspect that there's a war coming."


  Jukaga looked at the human in wide eyed surprise. The Ikgara was the sacred history of the clans, tracing the lineage to the mists of creation.


  "A bit like our own Bhagavad Gita, and sections of Genesis," Abram said. "Comparative cultures can be rather interesting."


  "Abram here is what the humans call a doctor, a teacher actually. He was one of the leaders of the colony ship which wound up here."


  Abram nodded and sighed.


  "A bit off course it seems. If you hadn't caught us by surprise I would have made sure everything was destroyed. For that matter, I would have most likely autodestructed our ship and everybody with it."


  His tone suddenly took on a cold, hard edge and Jukaga sensed a dark, lingering anger.


  "Lucky for you it was Vakka and me rather than someone from any of the other clans, or even other retainers from the clan of Vakka who found you first," Harga replied calmly.


  "Lucky for me?" Abram replied shaking his head. "You found out far too much about us from our ship's library. You took as prisoner anyone with our group who had served with the Fleet. Tell me, where are they now?"


  Harga looked at Abram, saying nothing.


  "Dead most likely, after your Emperor extracted all that could be learned from them," Abram replied.


  "Why do you allow this?" Jukaga asked, looking over at Harga and shifting to the dialect of the Imperial Court.


  "He even knows some of that," Harga replied and there was a moment of hesitation. "I guess you could say because I consider him to be something of a friend."


  "A friend?" Jukaga replied, stunned by the admission.


  "Yes, you could call us that," Abram interjected. "Though I dare say my days are numbered. Once the war begins, our usefulness will be at an end. Your little lab here for studying the rats you've captured will be finished."


  "I already told you the Baron Vakka has placed you under my protection," Harga replied.


  Abram laughed. "You know, Harga, I actually do like you. You remind me of the stories of our old Earth, the samurai of the Tokagawa Shogunate. Trained killers, but killers educated in the arts, music, poetry. I only wish all you Cats were that way. Hell, we might even have found a way to get along."


  "Cats?" Jukaga asked.


  "Slang term they have for us," Harga interjected. "Seems they have a breed of pets that are a bit like us."


  "Pets?" Jukaga bristled and his response drew a laugh from both the human and Harga.


  "I do not see the purpose of this," Jukaga announced coldly.


  "Simply this," Harga replied and his tone was now serious, as if he was once again the elder tutor speaking to a young noble. Though the student might be superior in blood, there was still no question of who was superior in wisdom and would administer a sound thrashing if he was provoked.


  "In a short time we and the Confederation will be at war." As he spoke Jukaga was stunned by the fact that Harga openly discussed this point in front of an enemy. The human said nothing, casually watching Jukaga while sipping his tea.


  "The Crown Prince is a fool if he thinks this will end in eight or eight eights of days. A few weeks here with these humans would teach him that, as your father learned. This war will go on for generations and you, young Jukaga, will one day rule our clan. Your father wants you to know what you are fighting."


  He motioned towards Abram, who put his cup of tea down.


  "Given who you are, patriotic duty suggests that I should try to kill you," Abram announced calmly.


  "Go ahead and try," Jukaga retorted.


  Abram laughed softly.


  "For my race I am old and you could snap my neck with ease. I doubt if one human in a hundred could hope to stand up to one of you in a physical fight. So my gesture would be futile."


  "Human, if you are so aware, then why do you continue to cling to life?"


  "Ah, suicide? Actually against my personal religious principles, but also I do rather like living, even if I am a captive."


  "Why?" The thought of a captive wanting to stay alive without honor was beyond comprehension.


  "Let's just say I want to see how things turn out. Harga and I have reached an understanding of sorts. You already got most of our secrets when you took my ship. Amazing how much stuff gets loaded into a ship's computers through the years and you forget to clean it out of the core memory. Once you got that you had eighty, maybe ninety percent of the picture of who we were, what we could do, our strengths and weaknesses. So, after that, we just agreed to chat. A quid pro quo as we say in one of our ancient tongues, I believe in yours it's huma ta humas."


  Again there was a moment of surprise for Jukaga, the human had intoned an ancient saying in the royal tongue.


  "Just how much have you shared with him?" Jukaga asked, looking at Harga.


  Harga laughed. "Well, when you're alone out here, when you live in a society where learning is viewed with suspicion, of not being warriorlike, conversations with a learned alien can be rather stimulating. It helps to pass the years."


  Abram smiled and nodded in agreement.


  "We avoid things military," Abram said, "though given what's coming I dare say all things are military. I know Harga, here, is trying to figure us out, but for my friend I think it's just more of an intellectual exercise to pass the years. As for me, well, maybe, just maybe, I'll somehow survive and can report what I have figured out."


  "And that is?"


  "You'll lose."


  "How?" Jukaga asked, incredulous at the audacity of the statement and also the matter of fact way in which it was delivered.


  "You really don't know us," Abram replied. "Oh, you have the data, the numbers, the coordinates of jump points, the schematics of ships, the analysis of weapons. In that respect you have us, we're an open society, you a closed one. In a strictly military sense you should win."


  Again there was the smile. "But you don't know what's in here," and he pointed towards his heart.


  The gesture struck Jukaga as curious. The human was pointing to the place where the Kilrathi believed the soul resided and he wondered if it was a human gesture or simply one mimicked by a slave.


  "You are most likely planning ajak-tu, the springing from surprise. Wise move for any hunter tackling a prey, make it clean and quick, no chance of getting hurt. But the wrong move with us."


  How the human even knew that was troubling. He looked over at Harga and saw the bemused look. No, this human had reasoned it out on his own.


  "Go on."


  Abram hesitated for a second.


  "Funny, I start to relax and chat with you Cats and can almost forget that we're blood enemies, that we're destined for a fight and that whatever I say might hurt my race. But what the hell, you're all so fixed in your ways—" he smiled and looked over at Harga and nodded, "—present company excepted, that it really doesn't matter."


  "Continue."


  "We've got a strange sort of code. Two people meet, have a fight, maybe one gets killed, but there's a code, you shot him in the front, not in the back. Now I know throughout our own history that's usually not been the case, but nevertheless it gets us upset. You see the jak-tu as proper, we see it as cowardly, a springing from the dark."


  Jukaga began to stand up. To tolerate the accusation of cowardice from an alien was beyond all acceptance.


  "Remain seated," Harga snarled. "Let him speak."


  Abram looked straight at Jukaga, as if half wanting him to strike, to end it. Struggling for control, Jukaga settled back down.


  "Maybe it's racial memory for both of us," Abram continued. "You were carnivorous hunters, while we most likely evolved from creatures who, before we discovered tools, were the hunted."


  Jukaga looked at the human in surprise. To so casually admit being descended from prey beasts was beyond comprehension. There was no shame in the human's voice, no humiliation. Surprised, he looked over at Harga, who again smiled.


  "I told you there was something to learn here," Harga said.


  "Did I say something interesting?" Abram asked and Jukaga realized the human actually had no comprehension of the humiliation he had just admitted to. Curious, an alien thought process. If this point was alien, beyond comprehension, than what else was beyond understanding?


  Something stirred within Jukaga, a dim glimmering of realization, as if a weighty thought, barely perceived, was starting to open up. He leaned forward, looking straight at Abram.


  "Continue."


  "Well, as I was saying. You'll trigger a primal reaction in us. For you, the hunter, the mere sight of us, the fact that we exist, triggers the desire to hunt us to death."


  He fell silent staring straight at Jukaga, who wondered if the human was even now coming to new realizations.


  "As for us, the springing from the dark will trigger certain reactions as well. There will be terror, yes, I'll admit to that. Damn, I struggle with that even now, sitting across from you, your talons half bared."


  Jukaga looked down at his hands and realize that the razor-sharp talons were indeed exposed, and to his own surprise he retracted them.


  "You see, there are fears worse than death for us humans. Fear that loved ones, especially our children, might be harmed."


  "We share that," Jukaga interrupted, a bit annoyed that what he thought was an interesting insight had become banal. Any creature of intelligence, even the dumbest of prey, protect their young.


  "No, there's something more though. We fear almost beyond all other things being devoured," Abram said quietly. "To not just be killed but to be eaten alive, to have talons, fangs, tearing into us. Ask a human to sit quietly and contemplate such a death and they are filled with dread. Now let me ask you, do you devour those whom you defeat?"


  Jukaga did not answer.


  Abram forced a smile.


  "Even if you didn't do all that your form implies, your thinking, your manners, your rituals, the way you fight speaks of the carnivore, the devourer of flesh. Now, why do you practice Jak-tu?"


  "What?"


  "In the hunt, why do you practice Jak-tu?"


  "To overpower a prey with a single blow."


  Abram shook his head.


  "No. It is more. For if you do not overpower your prey with the first strike, if you don't break its neck or back to render it defenseless, it will thrash about. Even as it dies it will flay at you out of sheer terror. It then becomes dangerous, perhaps even killing you."


  "There is the core of what I'm speaking of," Abram said softly. "You think us weak. Yes, we as individuals are weak when compared to you. Perhaps even militarily we're weak, but we will fight with the terror of despair. I don't think the Varni had that in them. From what I've heard they had maybe ten or twenty million more years of evolution behind them and it was gone. You see, it wasn't that long ago when all we held in our hands was a club or rock against cats that were a damn sight bigger than you. You haven't run into prey like us before and I tell you, when it's done your Empire will be dead."


  The casual way in which the human spoke sent a chill down Jukaga's spine.


  "Your father learned this," Harga interjected. "He wanted you to learn it too before you go to fight."


  "Your father, his blood flows well?" Abram asked.


  "His blood is thick," Jukaga automatically replied and then was startled that the human knew the standard ceremonial question regarding the health of a friend.


  Abram chuckled. "I rather liked him. Hell, I guess we'd all be dead here if it wasn't for him. Unusual character for your race, thinks with this—" and he pointed towards his head, and then back to his heart, "—rather than with this."


  Abram finished off his drink and, taking the pot off the brazier, he motioned towards Jukaga's cup and Harga's, refilling both of them and then his own.


  "So it will be war then," Abram asked quietly.


  "Yes."


  "I heard something about the Confederation moving to declare war as well."


  Jukaga looked at him in surprise.


  "No reason not to talk," Harga replied. "Your father's kept me appraised of the intelligence reports coming in from our listening stations."


  Jukaga stirred uncomfortably and looked back over at the human.


  "There were bound to be incidents," Abram said. "Your Emperor's decision to not establish any formal connection with the Confederation after the first accidental contacts might be logical to you but would be confusing to our side. It was an indicator of belligerence."


  "Beyond that, our nonmilitary communications are wide open and you're listening to them all the time. You cracked our language code by taking my ship and all its computer files, listening in is no problem for you now."


  "There are reports of their launching a limited attack," Jukaga said.


  Abram laughed. "Just like us. Again, a major difference between us. They figure if we bloody your nose a bit, let you know we aren't to be pushed around too much, that will settle it. Damn stupid bastards." Abram never raised his head as he delivered his conclusion.


  Jukaga was surprised by the casual utterance of the foulest of oaths in regards to the leaders of the Confederation. Such blasphemy towards the Imperial line was cause for immediate execution.


  "They think that what they call a limited action will dissuade you and that peace can then be made if too much damage has been avoided. Bizarre."


  Jukaga nodded.


  Harga sighed and there was a moment of eye contact between him and Abram. The human stood up. "I'd like you and Jukaga to talk some more. He only has a few days here before returning."


  "As you wish," Abram replied.


  "You might find him interesting. I think he'd enjoy reading your Sun Tzu, or Machiavelli."


  "Ah, two masters. Though discussing them with someone who might one day be a leader in your war effort may be a compromise I'd prefer not to make."


  Harga smiled. "We've been over that before, my friend. It was all in your ship's computers anyhow, though I dare say no one in the Imperial family gives a good damn about it. But Jukaga, here, might make a difference someday."


  "A difference in defeating us?" Abram asked. "Know your friends, but know your enemies better."


  "Maybe knowing your enemy might one day result in saving him and you."


  "I'll think about that," Abram replied, and without any ceremonial bow the human turned and walked away.


  "He troubles me," Jukaga said.


  "He should. Your father is rather fond of him. No, that's the wrong word. Rather, he admires him."


  "A slave?"


  "No," Harga said forcefully. "A foe worthy of respect, an intellect as good as our own. That's always been the problem for us. We don't admire intellect, only brute strength and courage. We let our slaves do the thinking when it comes to the making and running of our machines. Abram told me there's been more than one clan in the history of humans who were like that. Do you know what happened to them?"


  "They were destroyed?" Jukaga asked nervously.


  Harga nodded and, reaching over to the young heir's cup, he poured another drink then settled back, fixing Jukaga with his gaze.


  "Your father and I are friends of blood. He saved my life at the Battle of Turing in the Varni War. I remember the day you were born, the joy and triumph he felt. I once taught you and saw in you an intelligence even beyond your father's. I never had young of my own, so, young Jukaga, in some ways I pin my dreams on you."


  Jukaga lowered his gaze, unable to reply.


  "Thus I ask that you listen to me. I pray that the Gods will that I am wrong, and that the day after our own attack begins you will simply remember my words as the ramblings of a foolish old one."


  "You do not believe we will win?" Jukaga asked.


  "I believe this war will be a disaster. I know your father told the Emperor and the Crown Prince this but they will not listen."


  "The Varni were but ten worlds and the fight they put up was a dangerous and surprising one, even though we had total surprise. This Confederation is hundreds, thousands of systems. The simple mathematics make it evident that we can not strike all places at once."


  "The plan of the Crown Prince is brilliant," Jukaga replied.


  Harga chuckled. "Come now, remember the fourth maxim of Xag?"


  "No attack plan ever survives first contact with the enemy," Jukaga replied, reciting from rote the fourth of the eight maxims of the legendary warrior who had established the First Empire.


  "There is one most important element the Crown Prince has ignored and I beg you, Jukaga, to remember this."


  The use of the word beg was startling to the young warrior since it implied a desperate plea from an inferior to a superior.


  "The humans have kaga, the warrior spirit. Their history and tradition is replete with it."


  "Someday, Jukaga, it might fall upon you to shape the events of this war. I beg you, study these humans well. Learn their literature, hear their music, examine their history. It might shape how you feel. Do so at first with the intent of thus deciphering who they are in order to gain victory. Perhaps then you shall learn something more. Perhaps you might even grow to like them, frightening though that concept must now seem to one like you who is eager for blood."


  Harga looked back towards the fields where the humans labored. Abram had rejoined them, several of the humans gathering around him looking curiously back towards the pavilion under the tree.


  "You know I have orders from the Imperial Court to kill all of them," Harga said quietly.


  Jukaga felt a sudden mix of emotions. An hour ago it would not have troubled him in the slightest, but now? He had spoken with one of them, shared drink, been challenged to think.


  "This is our fiefdom," Jukaga replied. "The Imperial edicts do not directly apply here."


  "This world is to be converted into a military base once the war begins. The jump points here might be of strategic value, therefore the Emperor has laid claim to this planet in exchange for another world in another sector."


  "And will you?"


  Harga smiled sadly.


  "The Emperor speaks…" and his voice trailed off.


  "A curious human. A good friend. We shall see. I guess he suspects it as well. After all, he tells me he has been on borrowed time since the day we discovered them here. As he puts it, he lives now mainly out of intellectual curiosity to see what happens. Many a night we've sat up till dawn, telling each other our histories, sharing thoughts. Funny, how similar we are, but how different. He's why your father sent you here. Spend what time you have with him. He might be the only human you'll ever really know, especially after the war begins; for when it does we will slaughter each other on sight."


  Harga closed his eyes and Jukaga realized just how old his father's friend really was. His mane had gone nearly to white, the ripples of muscle on his limbs were melting away into nothingness.


  Harga opened his eyes and looked back at Jukaga and his voice suddenly sounded distant and old, as if already whispering from the beyond.


  "I fear that all that the Crown Prince shall succeed in doing is awakening the sleeping giant."


  


  


  • CHAPTER SIX


  EARTH—HEADQUARTERS CICCONFEDFLT

  CONFEDERATION DATE 2634.181


  "Senator More, a pleasure to see you."


  Skip Banbridge forced a smile as the senator, with an imperial air, strolled into the admirals office as if it was More's personal domain.


  Skip sat down and took a sip from his mug of coffee, making it a point not to offer More a cup.


  "Your comment to the press yesterday about my political motivations for blocking the upgrade facilities for the Wildcat fighters was way out of line," More began, without even the pretense of exchanging a few pleasantries before launching straight into the attack.


  "All I said was that it is time to put political considerations aside. We are heading for a crisis and we need the upgrades now."


  "My district or nothing, Admiral. Do you read me?"


  "Senator. Your district is two jump points from what could be the front line."


  "Front line with what?"


  "The Kilrathi, sir," Skip replied coldly. "We are moving towards a declaration of war, sir."


  "A move which you, rather surprisingly, are against," More snapped back.


  "Sir. We are taking a swing into the dark. All we know is that they are out there and that they're xenophobic as all hell. Beyond that we know nothing."


  "Are you afraid, is that it?" More asked tauntingly. "I thought you fleet boys would love a chance for a little shoot-up."


  Skip struggled to control his anger.


  "Sir, the good Lord willing, this limited war will get the message across, but we are dealing with an unknown here. We know nothing concrete about them. We don't even know where the hell the jump points are once we're into their territory. It'll take survey teams months, years to track them down. All I'm saying is I don't like the gamble."


  "So you want to run off? Just what the hell are we spending trillions on? Toys for you to fly around in and nothing else?"


  Slap leaned forward, coming half out of his chair.


  "Good kids will die even in this limited operation. A hell of a lot more might die if the message is read the wrong way, either as a sign of weakness or of belligerence."


  "So we do nothing about their raids?"


  Skip wearily shook his head and collapsed back into his chair. The same man who was doing so much to hamstring the fleet was now pushing it out into aggressive actions it had no real business making. He knew it was an irrational prejudice but he had never really liked a political leader who had not put some time into the service, or at the very least had spent some time studying the history of it. The worst kind were the ones who cried about funding, wrung their hands over inane causes, and then were more than willing to send kids out to die for their pet cause of the moment.


  The Kilrathi had to be addressed. Everything in his gut was telling him that a war, not just a limited declaration but an all-out, total war unlike anything the Confederation had ever faced was looming on the horizon. And if it came he knew More would maneuver himself into the appropriate political stance.


  "The appropriations, Admiral," More said quietly, focusing the topic back on the reason for his visit. "I want the facility in my district or nothing."


  "We need depth to protect our manufacturing. That means the inner worlds, not out on the edge. For heavens sake, man, can't you see that? We are talking survival here!"


  More stood up and leaned over the desk, hands slamming down on Banbridge's desk.


  "Always the inner worlds. You are in their pockets and I'll be damned if I buckle to that. And another thing, Admiral. Your ass is on the line and I want it. I've had it with your sniping. I'll tag so many damn investigations on you that you won't be able to breathe. You are finished unless you start playing ball with me right now."


  Banbridge bristled and stood up, ready to explode.


  "Damn it, just for once, just for once, Senator, can you stop thinking like a damnable ward politician and start thinking like a representative of all the Confederation? Tomorrow the Senate will declare war and I'm locked into Orange Five. If we're going to fight them, then, damn it, fight them and stop these half-assed measures."


  "That's exactly what you people want," More snapped back. "Full-scale war. Well, times have changed, Banbridge. Our actions will be surgical and balanced, appropriate to the level of threat. We don't need a sledgehammer, we need a surgeon's scalpel to solve this problem with the Cats. Take some of their ships, push them back and that will be the end of it. You military types only see as far as the end of a gun. You should listen more to the people over at the State Department, they have a handle on this. Once the Cats see we'll fight, we've won their respect and they'll back off. Do it your way and it will lead us into a full-scale conflict that means disaster."


  "The Cats are ready and we are not, and when it hits they'll roll right over us, thanks to all that you've done."


  "You are insubordinate, Mr. Banbridge, and I'll have your stars for this!"


  Skip struggled with his rage, wishing that Winston was by his side. The old prof always had a way of smoothing a situation out. He knew he should play kiss ass with More, but it was beyond that now.


  "Senator. When they start shipping home the body bags, I pray to God you're forced to look into the eyes of every mother whose son or daughter you've killed, because the good Lord knows I'll most certainly have to face some of them."


  "You're finished, Banbridge. I expect support for the building of the facilities on my world. It's all or nothing now."


  More stepped back from the desk as Skip bristled with rage. For the first time in years the admiral found himself filled with a desire to physically choke the life out of someone. He knew that if the crisis did come, More would be a survivor. Ones like him always were.


  They'd dance and shift the blame and come out clean. And what was even more enraging was the clear knowledge that the bastard would not even think twice about the thousands of youngsters who would die because of his arrogance. In fact, any concept of personal guilt for the tragedies he created was beyond him. All that mattered was power.


  "Get out of my office," Skip snarled. "Get the hell out of my office right now, damn you."


  More smiled malevolently. "I was hoping you'd respond like this. I don't need your brown-nosing me to survive. In fact, I want your hide pinned to my wall."


  Without another word More stalked out of the office. On the other side of the door Banbridge saw the ever-hovering staff of lackeys waiting, circling in around him like drones circling a queen bee. The door slid shut and, cursing a stream of his best lower-deck invections, Skip stalked around his office. The coffee cup wound up smashed against the wall and he felt a moment of embarrassment as one of his staffers popped the door open and peeked in to make sure he was all right.


  "Just get the hell out," Skip yelled and then felt guilty at the wide-eyed look he got from the young lieutenant.


  "Sir, want me to clean that up?" he asked, and nodded towards the coffee slowly dribbling down the wall.


  Skip took a deep breath. "No, son, just leave me alone."


  Going into his private washroom Skip took a couple of towels, got down on his knees and started to wipe the mess up. He had always loathed officers who would leave a mess and then disdainfully walk away with the knowledge that some enlisted man or woman would be there to straighten things out. Picking up the fragments of the cup he tossed them in the trash and dumped the towels in the bathroom hamper.


  His temper under control he settled back behind his desk. More was going to make his life hell and he could only pray that things would drag out long enough so that, if the crisis did come, he'd still be in the command seat. Kolensky was obviously the choice More wanted for the next CIC, a good enough officer but in the opposition's pocket. He lacked imagination and definitely did not have the feel of the fleet. Hell, it was Kolensky who had drawn up Orange Five and even believed in it.


  He pushed the thought aside as he tapped into his system to scan the latest intel reports from Speedwell. There were a hell of a lot of signs coming together, but it was all information that actually was a lack of information. The Kilrathi had sealed things up tighter than a drum. The border which, for the gray world of the frontier, had been somewhat porous, was now shut. Rumors were floating about an incident with a nuke mine which had put a twist into the Cats' tails. But beyond that, nothing. Silence, an empty zone dividing two systems that were apparently heading straight into a collision. Couldn't people like More see that when overtures were made to the Cats to establish diplomatic contacts, overtures which were firmly rebuffed, that there was signal enough right there? Instead, State Department cranked out some crap about understanding peoples from different cultures and then let it drop.


  Well, the few surviving Varni who had wandered in had info enough… the Cats were killers, period.


  It was this total lack of information that he found troubling. Just what the hell were they up to? Equally disturbing was the disappearance of Winston without a trace. He knew that was part of the procedure they had agreed upon. But with the recent flap, he feared that he might have unnecessarily put his old friend into an impossible situation.


  BLACK HOLE SYSTEM 299—INSIDE THE KILRATHI EMPIRE


  The nausea which had seized Geoff Tolwyn finally eased off.


  "We've cleared it. Now keep your eyes sharp!"


  Using the hydraulic foot pedals Geoff slowly spun the turret around, carefully watching the target acquisition board. Close in there was nothing, a scattering of reflections off some debris which target analysis informed him was wreckage from a shattered light transport. More wreckage began to pop up as the translight radar sweep picked up data from millions of clicks out and relayed it back.


  "Must be half a hundred wrecks floating out here," Geoff announced.


  "So I heard," Hans replied.


  Geoff looked down between his legs to where Hans sat in the left side pilot seat, Richards occupying the copilot's seat to the right. He felt a flicker of envy for Richards. Lazarus was certainly one hot ship; Hans had not been idly boasting about its capability. Still, the inertia-dampening system was still not fully in synch so that, when the engines were slapped on, they'd pull upwards of ten g's before it flattened back out.


  He continued to scan the darkness around them. The jump point Hans had taken them through was supposedly a trade secret of smugglers coming out of the Landreich system. The point opened just on the outer edge of the event horizon of a black hole two jumps inside the Empire. There were no planets in the system and it was a favorite rendezvous spot for a wide variety of merchants, smugglers, and those simply in need of a serious change of location. As he spun the turret around yet again he looked inward towards the hole. It was, of course, invisible. Anything crossing the event horizon simply disappeared, but just short of the horizon there was a shimmering band of light as stray particles accelerating up to light speed glowed with a fiery, incandescent brilliance. He felt slightly nervous about being within a black hole system. The gravitational fields were highly unpredictable. Orbiting one, even at five billion clicks from the event horizon, was a dangerous proposition. In fact, Fleet regulations strictly forbade any of their craft to jump into such a system unless in hot pursuit of an enemy. The exits of the jump points had the unpleasant characteristic of shifting randomly, and supposedly on occasion would shift over the event horizon line… in which case you came through the jump, and in a millionth of second you were sucked in and disappeared forever.


  "Now's the fun part," Hans announced. Geoff leaned over in the turret to watch what was up next as Hans punched up a coded recognition signal which he claimed had cost him a thousand credits to obtain back on the Hell Hole.


  He sent out the burst signal, then settled back to wait.


  "Either we get a positive return or we turn and get the hell out of here, so everyone stay on station."


  Several anxious minutes passed until a bright blue blip appeared on Hans' control screen.


  "Tolwyn, get a lock on that and nav us in."


  Geoff looked back at his own screen and saw that the signal had come nearly a sixth of the way around the outer hub of the black hole and dangerously close in towards the event horizon. He punched in the lock and waited for the nav solution to come back. The computer took far longer than he had expected, making him realize just how difficult it must be to factor in all the variables of flying so close to the hole. The solution finally came up on the screen, and as he had been taught at the Academy he took the time to do it a second time, while running a quick manual diagnostic on the solution, just to make sure there wasn't some glitch which might result in all of them having a very bad day.


  "Solution locked in," he finally announced and then, setting the threat-detection system on automatic, he unbuckled his harness and slipped down from the turret. Turner was already back up from the tail gun position and smiled.


  "Good nav plot, Geoff." Tolwyn smiled at the compliment, realizing that actually it should have been Turner up there doing a job that important. Hans unbuckled as well and stood up.


  "We'll be there in four hours. I'm going to get some sleep. Turner, you and Tolwyn can stand watch. Richards, you can sleep or not, that's your business."


  Popping open the hatch down into the lower galley and bunk area, he disappeared from view. Geoff looked over at Turner, surprised that the old prof so willingly took orders from someone like Kruger.


  Turner smiled. "It's his ship, he gives the orders."


  "He's an arrogant pup," Vance replied.


  "But a damn good pilot, I dare say as good as you, Richards."


  Vance bristled but said nothing.


  "I think he's right though, Vance. Grab some sleep. Once we get in there, we'll be doing watch on watch, two of us awake at all times. This could be a wild and woolly place we're heading into and I want you on your toes, so take a biorhythm alter pill, get below and sleep."


  "Okay, sir." After unstrapping, Richards followed Hans down into the lower bay.


  "Sir?"


  "Geoff, once we get in there, let's just drop the sir line."


  Geoff felt rather uncomfortable with the suggestion but could clearly see the logic to it.


  "All right, Winston. It's just that all the way out here, I've been wondering. What the hell is it we're suppose to be looking for? I know we're going in there to do a little trading, but I'm still not quite on the mark."


  Winston chuckled. "Ever put a puzzle together without the picture on the box to go by?"


  Geoff shook his head. It was a strange pastime which he had never indulged in.


  "That's what we're doing out here. We don't even know what shape the puzzle might be. It's getting information, stray bits of data that in and of themselves don't add up to much, but when you start trying to match them up, suddenly you get two pieces together, then a third, then a tenth, then a hundredth. I'm cutting you loose down there, son. It'll be dangerous. What you saw in the bar back at the Hell Hole was child's play. At least there you'll find the code."


  "The code?"


  "Strange, but its a rather ethical set of rules that binds folk in the Landreich together. No one asks questions, no one noses into anyone else's business, but on the other side one's word is his bond. You don't take someone else's ship, and you don't help an outsider against one who belongs."


  "So that's why you turned your back when you walked out?"


  Turner smiled. "The fight was fair. No one was going to interfere if I got shot in the back since I was an obvious outsider, but if that assassin had tried to shoot Hans in the back, he'd have been blown apart. Funny, they'll rip each other apart in a stand-up fight, but heaven help anyone, Confed or Cat, who tries to come in and tell them how to live or what taxes to pay. But where we're going, it's every man, Cat, or whatever for themselves. Now we're looking for information on anything of interest and I tell you, if you want the inside line on what's really going on, the hell with the signal intel, Confed Security, and especially those wool heads with the State Department. You go to the underworld, the folks living outside the edge who have to know everything if they're going to stay ahead and survive. So just blend in, buy some drinks, keep your mouth shut, your ears open, and the safety off on your blaster."


  Geoff rubbed the stubble of whiskers on his face, feeling decidedly uncomfortable with the new growth which had sprouted in the four weeks it had taken them to skirt far out beyond even the loosely-knit union of the Landreich, and then circle back in on the flank of the Empire. He looked down at his dirty tunic and coveralls, noticing above all else the bulk of the blaster tucked into its harness under his left armpit and the smaller weapon fitting snugly into the top of his right boot.


  "Don't worry, you're starting to look the part already. That's part of the reason I took you and Richards. I could have had standard Fleet Intel operatives, but the damn thing of it is, they're so good at it that they stand out, they look the part, they're simply too smooth. You and Richards will be ignored. They'll figure you're fresh fish not worth the effort of killing and let it go at that. Granted, you'll have some who might try and rough you up, even kill you for sport, but suspect that you're doing intel work? Never."


  "Thanks for the confidence, sir… excuse me, I mean Winston," Geoff replied, not sure how to take what he supposed was intended as a compliment.


  Turner's gaze hardened.


  "Schools over, Tolwyn. We've got a mission. We either come out with what we need, or we simply don't come out. I'm convinced there's a massive Kilrathi attack coming and we've got to get the evidence. You do your job right, son, a lot's riding on it. You'll either come out of this a man worthy of respect, or dead, there's no in-between. Do you read me?"


  Geoff looked at Turner with wide-eyed surprise. Yet again the genial professor was being stripped away to reveal something hard as steel underneath. He knew Turner liked him and in many ways had always shown an almost fatherly concern for him during his years in the Academy. But that was gone now. He knew that, if need be, Turner would see him as disposable if the mission was ever threatened by a mistake. The realization startled him, yet at the same time gave him an inner sense of confidence he had never really known before. Down deep he had always known that, while at the Academy, its reality wasn't quite real. Granted, quite a few died in the training, but it was still training… and this was different, this was the real game at last.


  * * *


  CONFEDERATION NEWS NETWORK DATELINE: OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT OF THE CONFEDERATION DATE: 2634.186


  This evening at 6:00 p.m., GMT Earth, the President announced that a state of war now exists between the Confederation and the Kilrathi Empire. Elements of Task Force Twenty-three have crossed into Kilrathi territory in the Facin Sector on a punitive expedition against supposed centers from which Kilrathi raids had been launched into Confederation territory. When asked about the scope of the war the President declared that the war is limited in scope and that it is not the intention of the Confederation to seek what he called "a battle of annihilation which can only serve to destroy both sides." When asked to clarify this point, the President stated that it is believed that the attacks along our border were not necessarily actions directed by the Emperor but rather might very well be the activities of rival clan or family leaders seeking to provoke a general war. Our actions, therefore, will be directed solely against those sectors from which verified attacks have previously been launched. Due to the limited nature of this conflict the President made it clear that he does not wish to bring about a general war and has conveyed such sentiments to the Emperor in an open message on a frequency known to be monitored by the Kilrathi. He closed by declaring that the war can be ended at any time when the Kilrathi make a clear effort to bring these provocative factions under control.


  In other news, Aju Akbar won the Confederation heavyweight championship in three rounds…


  GAR'S EMPORIUM


  "So this is it?" Geoff asked. "Hell, it looks like a floating junkyard."


  "Just keep your weapons ready," Hans snapped back. Geoff wanted to shoot a reply but knew now was not the time. He carefully scanned the dozens of ships that were gathered around what looked like an abandoned bulk ore cylinder. Some of the ships looked familiar. According to the limited fleet intelligence Turner had shared with him, a couple of the ships were Kilrathi Tugar class light transports, but the engines were modified beyond anything he had seen in the holo profiles. There was even an ancient Confed Valiant class destroyer, its entire aft end sheared off to be replaced by an engine that looked as though it belonged on a heavy cruiser or battleship. As for the other ships, he couldn't even figure out their origins. Some individual pieces might have been recognizable, but when assembled as a whole, it looked as though nearly every design of the last hundred years had been packed together in one place, torn apart, and then reassembled by a group of demented, blind welders.


  He could see two quad mount particle guns on the cylinder aimed straight at them. He watched the guns intently. The moment there was the first flicker of light, he'd open up. Down below he could hear Hans trading off coded signals and hoped that whomever sold the signals had provided them with the straight line.


  Hans maneuvered Lazarus in to less than a hundred meters off the side of the cylinder, adroitly weaving his way past one of the Kilrathi transports and an old Wu ship painted over with a cracked and peeling emblem of the Imperial Claw.


  "Used to be part of the Kilrathi fleet," Turner announced through Geoff's headset. "You can still see the registration numbers. They must have sold it off. Interesting…"


  Geoff realized it was what Turner had said, a piece of a ten-thousand-piece puzzle. Geoff picked up a holo vid camera and shot some footage, doing a close-up on what he assumed were the numbers Winston had referred to.


  "There's our port," Hans announced, and Geoff looked off to the starboard side and saw a circular port, adjacent to where a jet-black ship of unknown design was docked. Hans gave a short burst of reverse, then lateral thrusters, and Lazarus drifted up against the side of the cylinder. There was barely a shudder as the ship docked.


  "Everybody armed?" Hans asked as Geoff slipped down out of the turret. "Just remember, any high-velocity weapons with jacketed rounds will result in your getting torn apart. Hull punctures are frowned on by the management."


  Geoff again felt for the weapon under his armpit. The blaster put out a nasty, slow moving shot that traveled at only eight hundred f.p.s., the round splintering when it hit something solid. It was identical to the one Winston had used on the Sam assassin, and he shuddered inwardly at the memory of just how big the hole in the man's chest had been.


  Hans popped the access hatch open and, with heavy caliber scattergun secured with a shoulder strap and at the ready, he led the way out. The first breath of air from within the cylinder made Geoff gag. The recycling system was obviously barely functional, and if they had any filters they had long since overloaded. The air was heavy and fetid, reeking of human sweat, vomit, other things even less pleasant, and added in was a melange of other scents including a heavy clinging musklike odor which he assumed was the distinctive smell of Cats. Even as the thought formed he saw one, up close, for the first time in his life. The Cat towered above him by nearly two feet, its broad shoulders almost filling the narrow access corridor. It was wearing durasteel-plated body armor, its face concealed behind a bright red helmet, the only feature visible its orange glowing eyes.


  "I represent Gar," the Cat growled, in barely understandable common English, "owner of this barge. Your cargo?"


  Hans carefully eyed him up and down, lingering intently for a second on the scattergun pointed straight at his chest.


  "Crystal and glasswork."


  "Tax is ten percent of cargo on arrival. In return you have full trading access inside the barge, protection will be provided for your ship and cargo while it is in your hull. If you don't agree, undock now."


  Hans slowly nodded.


  The Cat looked over his shoulder, and several humans and a Varni, all of them wearing silver slave collars, slipped past, carrying null gravity units.


  "Geoff, show them to the cargo hold. I've already set aside the first two containers for tax."


  Geoff wanted to protest at how he was being ordered, but knew now was not the time to disagree. He stepped back into the ship, cautiously watching the slaves. He popped open the access hatch and pointed for them to go down first. The realization that he was looking at slaves, especially human slaves, was deeply disturbing. Humans along the frontier were disappearing all the time, and it was even rumored that the Mancusian pirates had found a lucrative trade in taking prisoners and selling them across the border.


  A human and the Varni came back up, hauling the first container and Geoff stepped back to let them pass. Neither raised their eyes to look at him. A minute later the next two came up.


  "Just a minute," Geoff whispered.


  The human in the lead stopped and looked up.


  "Where are you from?"


  The man looked at him, wide-eyed.


  "Your name, where are you from?"


  The man shook his head and started to edge away.


  "Come on, don't be afraid. Maybe I can get word back to your family. Where you from?"


  The man sighed, shook his head and then opened his mouth wide. Revolted by the sight, Geoff looked away—the man's tongue had been cut out. He followed the two out, a cold, simmering rage building up inside. The Cat guarding the access checked the readout on the null gravity hand held units.


  "We'll check the weight on the rest later. It better be right, Gar doesn't appreciate being cheated."


  "We're on the mark," Hans replied coolly. "Now, where can we get a drink?"


  "Rules of the establishment," the Cat growled, motioning for Hans to stand still.


  Hans nodded wearily as if he had heard it all before.


  "We are not responsible for injury or death, or loss of property inside the barge. Any hull punctures results in death for you and all your crew. If an Empire patrol comes through, we will sound the alarm but you are on your own."


  The Cat, finished with his short speech, stepped aside.


  Hans nodded and, slowly reaching into his tunic breast pocket, he pulled out a heavy platinum five-hundred-credit coin. He tossed it to the Cat, who caught it in midair. Geoff watched the transfer, seeing the glint of the coin, a bit startled that he was watching nearly two months pay for a newly-minted Academy graduate flicker through the air.


  Money had never been a personal concern of his. After all, the Tolwyn family, with its connections into Earth government and industry, along with the family estates in England and up in the Shetlands, had never wanted for money. But four years of discipline in the Academy, cut off from the comforts of his ten-thousand-a-year allowance, had taught him much about the value of cash. He could see the flicker in Vance's eyes as the Cat pocketed the bribe.


  "I assume my ship will be protected now," Hans said quietly. "If so, there'll be another one when I leave."


  A throaty growl of assertion rumbled from the Cat, who stepped aside as Hans moved into the main corridor, followed by his crew. Geoff took a sidelong glance up at the Cat. The malevolent orange eyes gazed back at him. Bribe or no bribe, he sensed the contempt and hatred that lingered just below the surface and instinctively he felt the same back. It was a startling revelation to him. He had met Firekka, Varni, Hagarin, Wu, and others at the Academy. Granted, the Varni did make him feel slightly nervous. The old instinctive fear of reptiles, especially ones with poisonous fangs, was a hard one to overcome, in spite of their peaceful ways. The Cat, however, seemed to strike something just as primal but far more intense. As he turned his back he could feel the hair at the nape of his neck bristle, as if in anticipation of the powerful jaws clamping down in a crushing blow, the talons ready to spring out to rip his stomach open even before he was dead. He wondered if that same instinct for the kill lingered in the Cat as well, and something in his heart told him that it did—the Cats were still hunters and we are the prey.


  As he entered the main corridor the stench of the place again overpowered him.


  Winston looked around with the touch of a sardonic grin on his face.


  "Rather interesting, isn't it, Geoff," Turner whispered.


  "What do you mean?"


  "Interesting arrangement. Drag an old bulk ore container out here, pressurize it, and open for business. Good location, way the hell off the beaten track, flirting with a black hole. If the Imperial Cats show up, get the hell out and boost the damn thing over the event horizon so there's no evidence. Nice arrangement."


  Geoff looked around, appalled by the squalor. Booths were set up down the interior length of the ship, housing the permanent establishments. Lotus dens, brothels for every species he had ever imagined, and some that he never knew existed, bars with passed-out patrons lying in the swill that covered the floors, illegal weapons dealers and some booths that simply left him mystified as to what they were selling—it was simply incomprehensible.


  "Its disgusting," Geoff whispered.


  Turner laughed. "We've known about the existence of the Cats for a little over five years and had no official contact. But out here, beyond the edge, it seems like there's been a hell of a lot of contact. Sometimes I think we should let those out beyond the frontiers do the foreign policy, and have the inner world bureaucrats just stay the hell out of the way."


  "How come we haven't infiltrated this earlier?" Geoff asked, stepping to one side as a towering Wu, obviously very drunk and in danger of regurgitating several dozen kilos worth of lunch, lurched past them, bellowing out a raucous song.


  Turner chuckled. "Not proper and, hell, it most likely didn't even exist six months ago. Besides, beyond this point, no one's gone and come back. These Cats are outlaws in the old sense of the word, outside of their clan laws, dishonored, most likely facing death if they ever tried to return, for some offense or other. Same for a lot of our human compatriots, like our friend Hans. Most likely the Empire tolerates this place as a conduit for their own information gathering as well, but beyond here, its steel door is slammed shut."


  "This is the gray region between Empires, Geoff, enjoy it."


  He slowed for a moment by a weapons booth as Hans paused to look in. "So that's where he got the nuke mine," Hans muttered and then pressed on.


  "I want you to stick with me for a while," Winston said, "till you get your feet wet."


  Geoff felt a sense of relief. Unless he was directly ordered to, he planned to stick to Winston's side like glue. The old prof had shown a very different side back at the Hell Hole, and in this place he knew those talents were definitely worth staying close to.


  "But after that, Geoff, I'm cutting you loose. Fill your pocket with some change, buy some drinks, hell, you can even go in one of those houses if you want. No telling what some of the girls in there might have heard."


  Geoff shuddered at the thought. What would he ever say to Rebecca if she found out about that? She was, after all, from a very proper British family, with all the right pedigrees. In a certain sense it was an arranged situation between their families, but he could not help but admit that there was a growing attachment there as well. And besides, there was no telling what strange things one might pick up out here, and the Black Rot was definitely an unpleasant way to go.


  A wild howling of cheers erupted further down the corridor. The crowd they were wading through started to surge towards the noise and Geoff was dragged along with them. A small amphitheater opened up before him, filled to overflowing with a hysterical, cheering mob. Down in the center of the theater was a fighting pit. Two humans and a Kilrathi were warily circling each other, with a dead Kilrathi lying in the corner in a pool of blood.


  Confused, Geoff watched the fight, a Varni beside him booming a thunderous roar of delight as the Kilrathi flung his blade, catching one of the men in the throat. Before the surviving human could close in, the Kilrathi ducked past his blow, scooped up the fallen man's blade and turned to parry.


  "You cheering for the Cat?" Geoff asked, looking over in surprise at the Varni.


  "Fifty credits on him."


  "What the hell is this?"


  "Grudge pit! Cats claimed the humans had robbed them. So Gar arranged a public fight rather than them settling in private. Gar cleans up on bets, winner gets losers ship. Everybody's happy."


  Geoff could only shake his head in disbelief that a Varni would cheer for a Cat. He looked back over at Turner, surprised to see the professor buying a bet ticket. Winston caught his eye.


  "When in Rome…" he said, and shrugged his shoulders.


  Geoff caught Vance's eye and could see the confusion in the lieutenants gaze. He moved up to Vance's side.


  "This place is bedlam," Geoff shouted, trying to be heard above the hysterical roar of the crowd as the human darted in and sliced open the Cat's arm just below his right elbow. The Cat quickly shifted his blade to his other hand, snarling with pain and anger.


  "Did you ever think that this whole mission is nuts?" Geoff asked.


  "From the very beginning, Geoff, from the very damn beginning."


  Geoff looked back around at the howling crowd. Of all the places in the universe, this was the last place he figured to find a clue about the intentions of the Empire.


  


  


  • CHAPTER SEVEN


  KILRAH

  CONFEDERATION DATE 2634.195


  "My father, all is in readiness."


  The Crown Prince waited with bent knee as the Emperor slowly came into the room. Even though they were alone, certain ceremonies had to be observed. The Emperor, noisily exhaling from the effort his battered body made, settled down on the dais in the middle of the room and motioned for Gilkarg to come forward and sit by his side.


  "I saw the reports of the latest maneuvers," the Emperor stated, pressing right to the point. "It is not adequate according to your plan."


  He held up an old style printed report, and tossed the pages at Gilkarg's feet.


  "The torpedoes are failing at an alarming rate. Both the simulations and the maneuvers indicate that you will lose close to half of your best pilots in the first strike. Such losses can not be quickly replaced."


  Gilkarg wanted to counter that it was by the Emperors own design that the training of Kilrathi pilots as carrier pilots was far too exacting. Less than a hundred new pilots qualified each year, out of entry classes of five hundred or more. Half died in training, and of the survivors, most were disqualified, often for the most mundane of reasons. The Emperor argued that this created a spirit and also an elite force that the Confederation could never match. Though he could see his father's point, he still believed that to have more pilots in reserve would have been the wiser course. Now the potential losses were being presented as an argument against the strike.


  "You've been talking with Nargth, haven't you, my father?"


  "He still believes the capital ships should jump first. You can have your bomber strike, the carriers can jump right after the battleships. It will mean a delay of only twenty minutes."


  "Each minute is crucial. It must go according to plan."


  The Emperor stared straight at him and Gilkarg could sense that an order, which could not be disobeyed, was about to be issued.


  "Half then." He sighed. "Two carriers, then three battleships, followed by the remaining carriers. Is that acceptable?"


  The Emperor contemplated the offer for a moment, then nodded.


  "The torpedoes. What about them?"


  "We should have enough, even with the malfunctions."


  "Should not an autodestruct mechanism be put on them, so that if they fail to detonate they will be destroyed anyhow? Suppose the enemy manages to capture one?"


  "No for two reasons, my father. First, the modification would delay construction. We depart in three days; to change plans now might mean we would not have enough. Also, such a modification has not been tested. The other concern is that the enemy might be able to trigger the self-destruct mechanism. If they could figure that out in the opening moves of the battle, the result would be a disaster. I assure you, by the time we are done with McAuliffe, not a single Confed ship will be left, therefore there is no reason to worry."


  "Let us hope so. And our target, will it be there when you arrive?"


  "My father, that is precisely why we are offering almost no resistance to their declaration of war. We've lost half a dozen bases and four systems, but they've only seen our most antiquated systems. Their main fleet at McAuliffe has not sortied. The fools are now overconfident. This declaration of war by them has, if anything, played straight into our hands by lulling them into a belief that we are weak."


  "Are you still confident of victory, my son?"


  "As certain as you were when you led the attack against the Varni."


  The Emperor snorted with disdain. Leaning over, he slowly rubbed his right knee. Most of the leg was artificial, the leg having been shattered by a suicidal Varni attack on the flagship of the fleet.


  "We underestimated them," he said softly. "Oh, we knew we could win, but they fought better than expected, almost worthy of being considered chakta." Chakta were those rare warriors of equal rank who deserved honorable execution upon capture rather than slavery.


  The Emperor hesitated. "I think your plan to drive straight in to Earth after taking McAuliffe is dangerous."


  "We must close and win."


  "Better to sweep up the outer worlds first, to push the border back. The resources are rich, there are billions of slaves to take. Garner those things in and Earth will die on the vine. If you should press the attack though, and if the combined fleet is lost, we lose everything. Granted, the First Fleet will protect us, but they will push us back."


  Gilkarg dared to utter a growl of disagreement.


  "Plunge the dagger into their heart," he snapped. "The taking of all the outer worlds is meaningless. Cut out the heart, then we can turn back and take the rest at leisure."


  "There is still time to decide this," the Emperor replied. "After you destroy McAuliffe we can consider the next step."


  "My father. I have worked on this plan ever since our discovery of the Confederation. Every consideration has been evaluated. They are bigger than us, perhaps stronger. We must stun them to their knees by the Jak-tu, then move to cut their throats before they can recover."


  "Taking the outer worlds of their system will do the same thing."


  "But the inner worlds will survive and will fight on."


  "You want all of it at once, and thereby risk all."


  The Crown Prince looked at his father in surprise. He was getting too old, too cautious. Granted, the age brought cunning, but it also brought slowness, the unwillingness to risk all with a single strike.


  "But as I said," the Emperor continued, "that can be considered after McAuliffe."


  Knowing that it was useless to press the issue now, Gilkarg lowered his head in agreement.


  "There is a final concern."


  "And that is?"


  "It's possible they might discover our intentions."


  "How?" The Crown Prince stirred nervously. Everything was based upon surprise, everything.


  "Some of the spies that we've placed beyond our frontier have reported a rumor that their Confederation has successfully infiltrated into one of our systems."


  "Absurd. They've tried repeatedly and failed."


  "The report says that this one might be different. He once commanded a secret combat team that reported strictly to the military commander and no other. He is supposedly the closest friend of their military commander, a trusted confidant. This man, along with a young pilot who had insulted the senator disappeared out of the Landreich, and are believed to be inside our space. This was stated directly by one of the senator's aides to a paid informant we have managed to slip into their space with the Varni refugees. It is reported that this man is the closest friend of the Admiral of their Fleet. That information leads me to believe the report might be accurate."


  Gilkarg stood silent. Interesting. The Varni spy was reliable. He knew: one false report and his entire family, held captive in the lower reaches of the Imperial Palace, was dead.


  He had seen the reports on the human who could be considered his counterpart. The man was without a single drop of what humans would define as noble blood. And still they had made him their commander… such a move was yet another sign of their decadence. Yet he was reported to have remarkable intelligence, which was well hidden beneath his ill-bred exterior.


  Could he have sent his friend into the border region to look for information? Granted, there would be nothing direct. The fleets were being held well back of the line, though the Sixth Fleet of the Claw was departing even now, since it had the furthest to go, in order to line up on the flank of the region the humans called the Landreich. Was there a chance this human could stumble on that? And even if he didn't, rumors were beginning to sweep the Empire. Every member of the fleet had been placed on active status, reserves who were retired out of active service in their fortieth year were being recalled. Commercial shipping was nearly at a standstill as every available craft was pressed into service to provide support and supplies for the attack. That, in and of itself, was the one weak point of his plan. Though he had pressed for the construction of a thousand transports whose sole purpose was military support, none had ever been constructed. Already there was signs of economic disruption as certain crucial goods were no longer being moved between worlds. The cover regarding the war being fought in the Facin Sector would only hold up for so long before it was realized just how little was actually being committed to it.


  He knew, as well, that rumors would circulate. Only this morning he had ordered the execution of the commander of a frigate. The fool had bedded a courtesan the night before and boasted to her of the blood he would draw when the attack on McAuliffe started. The courtesan worked for his own security team and had been placed into service to uncover loose tongues. Notice of the dishonor and execution had been posted to the fleet as a warning about such stupidity. This commander was now the fourth to die for such foolishness, and he wondered how many boasted and were never caught.


  He felt a cool ripple of warning.


  "We will track these humans down and tear the flesh from their bones. After the first battle I shall make sure their skulls are sent back to their commander," Gilkarg hissed. Like all Kilrathi, he had a deep loathing for spies and those who lurked and fought from the shadows. Even those who worked for his side were beings barely worthy of his notice and were treated accordingly.


  The Emperor sighed and slowly stood up.


  "I will not see you again, my son. Bring us victory. This shall be the greatest war yet fought by us. If victorious, your name will shine brighter then mine. But if you fail…"


  The Crown Prince stood and bowed low as his father started for the door.


  "I know your son, Prince Ratha, needs blooding. But do not place him at too great a risk. For after all, if something should happen to you, he will be needed and your youngest cub, Thrakhath, has yet to reach his majority…"


  Without another word the Emperor disappeared through the door, leaving Gilkarg to wonder just what was meant by his fathers closing words.


  EARTH—CON FED FLEET HQ

  CONFEDERATION DATE 2634.203


  "Glad to see you, Joshua. Grab some coffee and take a seat."


  Admiral Banbridge stepped around from behind his desk and refilled his own mug of coffee before settling down in a comfortable leather chair across from Joshua Speedwell, head of Fleet Intel.


  "Anything new to report today?"


  "Gamma Three in Facin fell this morning."


  "And?"


  "Not much of a fight. One frigate moderately damaged, six fighters and bombers lost. About one hundred marines killed or wounded. We got a destroyer and two transports. As usual, no prisoners, and the base was destroyed by autodestruct. That's where we lost most of our marines, the whole place was mined."


  "When are they going to turn and fight?" Banbridge asked.


  Speedwell shook his head. "Goes entirely against the grain of what little we know. Maybe it's because they don't define Facin as home territory. Maybe some of the stuff about internal rivalries within the Empire are true and they're leaving the clan that owns Facin to hold the bag."


  "And your gut feeling?"


  "We're getting sucked in."


  Banbridge took another sip of his coffee. The meeting with the president and the Senate Committee on the Conduct of the War had been frustrating. They only heard what they wanted, and to them it was all good news. Nearly bloodless victories, the Kilrathi proving to be a paper dragon, and no need to mobilize the fleet and the reserves before the holidays and, more importantly, just before an election.


  "Nothing to sink our teeth into," Joshua replied. "You saw my report on what happened to the Beta team?"


  Skip nodded and sighed. Of course their deaths would be listed as a training accident, bodies unrecoverable. They'd been nailed trying to slip into Kilrathi space near the Ingraya system in order to set up a listening post.


  "That's the third team in as many months," Joshua said bitterly, looking into his mug of coffee. "One of them is Akiko Kurosawas daughter, captain of Gibraltar. We've lost thirty good men and women for nothing."


  "Why? Why are we getting hammered on covert intel?"


  "Like I said in my report several months ago, the Cats have sealed the border up as tight as a drum. They used to turn a bit of a blind eye to illegal trade. Hell, it profited both sides, and it gave them a chance to slip their intel people across as well. What I shudder to think about is just how many listening posts they've most likely got stashed inside our territory. We just nailed another one yesterday, near the Nanking Sector."


  "Any prisoners?"


  Joshua shook his head. "No, the usual. One of my counter intel teams acquired its burst signal, traced it in, and as they closed the Cats self-destructed."


  "We've been fighting an unknown war for weeks now," Skip said quietly, while getting out of his chair to get something a little stronger to put in his coffee. He looked over at Joshua, who shook his head at the offer of some Scotch.


  "Are you going to break this to the Armed Services and Intelligence Committees?"


  Skip shook his head. "I've told the president as required by law and that's it."


  "And his response?"


  Skip snorted disdainfully. "He's a politician facing re-election. The Peace and Prosperity Coalition is closing in on winning a majority. If they do, he's out and More takes over. If he goes public with what you and I suspect, the other side will accuse us of saber rattling to panic the voters because we're afraid of more appropriations cuts. More's got us over a barrel. And damn it, there's no good clear evidence. Just what the hell are we supposed to do, stand up and announce we've lost close to a hundred marines and special ops personnel in operations that we were running before war was officially declared? Damn, I'm surprised the Cats haven't gone public with our attempts, that'd really put you and me in the wringer."


  "That's something right there," Joshua replied, "the fact that they haven't gone public. It means they want to keep this whole shadow war a secret as well. Look at it the other way. If we were innocent and kept nailing infiltration teams, don't you think we'd be screaming our heads off? So what do we do, Skip?"


  "You keep on it. I want three more teams sent out immediately and a step-up in searching for their recon units."


  "I can tell you right now it'll mean more good kids getting killed. Trying to slip over is nothing short of a suicide order."


  Skip nodded sadly. "It's what they signed on for," he finally said, as if trying to convince himself. "We're just going to have to play our cards very closely for right now. I can't give an increased readiness alert, that'd set the damn press off into a real howl. But I have passed the word privately to some key people to start juggling the books a bit, horde some of the training ammunition, speed up overhauls, cut back on leaves. What about more listening posts?"


  "Got six more going on-line, but remember we're talking a cool hundred million apiece for all that listening gear."


  "Spend it. Damn it all, we've got to get a better read on their signal traffic. I just wish we could sneak some units half a dozen jump points in, try and pick up stuff from closer to their home world."


  Speedwell shook his head.


  "And lose them like the others? The damn arrays are simply too big."


  Skip sighed. That had been one of his pet projects, to get the R and D money needed so that listening posts, capable of grabbing translight burst signals, could be reduced in size. Right now the antenna arrays were the size of a battlewagon and the best units available could probe only a few dozen light-years in.


  "What about this damn forward deployment of the fleet at McAuliffe?" Speedwell asked. "It gives us absolutely no reaction time."


  Skip mumbled a bitter curse. "That order still stands. It's part of Plan Orange Five, forward deployment to protect the outer worlds while punitive operations go on in Facin. If we pull the fleet out of McAuliffe and drop them back to the inner worlds, More would have another arrow in his quiver. Even if I tried to give the order the president would immediately block it, because it'd throw the election for sure. More would take that ball and run with it right into control of the government."


  "So when do you think they'll hit, Skip?"


  "If I was the Cats, I'd wait to right after the election. If the Peace Party wins, they could really lean on us, get us slashed even further to the bone, then simply close in and mop up. Wait a couple of years with those jerks in control and, hell, it wouldn't even be a fight."


  "Remember what I've said before, Skip. We've got to learn to think like Cats. The whole concept of an election is totally alien to them. The simple fact that we run the show that way is seen by them as weakness."


  Skip looked back at the calendar on his desk.


  "Right after the election, I'd make it."


  Joshua sat in silence for a moment.


  "Why not Confederation Day?" Joshua said slowly. "It'd be the logical time to really nail us. Half the crews will have the weekend off."


  "Maybe, but I wonder if the Cats would be that crazy. Do that and it'd really get our blood up. It'd be an act sure to arouse our rage. That's the biggest holiday of the year outside of Christmas."


  "Washington did it at the Battle of Trenton and turned the tide of the American Revolution. Sure, the British and Hessians screamed foul, but it brought victory. The Arab states did nearly the same thing in the Yom Kippur War of 1973, and the Mongols did it in their Chinese New Year strike of 2082."


  Skip let the thought settle in. Suppose Joshua was right? But were the Cats that subtle?


  "Could we cancel Confederation Day leaves, Skip?"


  "I can tell you right now the president will balk. You're talking seven days before elections. Again, More would scream war scare to panic voters."


  "For heaven's sake, at least try to keep readiness up on that day. All right?"


  Skip sighed. Ever since he had seen the report on the loss of the latest infiltration team he found himself wondering if he had sent his closest friend out on a suicide mission. A gut feeling was starting to take hold that he would most likely never see him again.


  "Joshua, I fear we might have to take the first blow on the chin."


  "If so, let's just hope we still have a head left the day after."


  KILRAH


  As his son strode into the room he sensed a subtle but significant change in the young cub. Perhaps it was simply that he was indeed maturing, but there also seemed to be a wariness on his part.


  "My blood warms at the sight of thee and I thank the Gods for your safe return," Vakka said as Jukaga came to stand before him.


  Jukaga remained silent.


  "Out with it then," Vakka said.


  "With what?"


  "If you are to learn to survive my son, learn to hide your feelings before both friend and foe. You are troubled by something, yet you hesitate to voice it."


  "Harga said something about you."


  "How is he?"


  "Troubled by the prospect of war. It is clear he does not believe in it."


  "And you think that it is traitorous not to fully submit to the will of the Emperor."


  Jukaga lowered his head. "He spoke against the war and then finished by saying 'go and ask your father. You will find his response to be interesting.' I heard your arguments before the Pledging of Knives in support of the war. You threw your dagger into the circle as well. But are you now against what is to come?"


  "Sit down, Jukaga."


  Jukaga seemed reluctant but finally settled down on the floor next to his father.


  "What did you learn on your journey to Fawcett's World?"


  "These humans and their allies, it is hard to judge."


  Jukaga began. "When I stand close to them, I do not like them. They are weak. Their bare flesh looks repulsive, their scent is foul."


  Vakka chuckled. "But what else?"


  "Abram is, I'm not sure how to say it…" and his voice trailed off.


  "A friend?"


  Surprised, Jukaga shook his head. "I couldn't call him that. He is, after all, alien. But there was something there."


  "Intelligence, wisdom, honor," Vakka said quietly, and Jukaga nodded.


  "Then the time spent sending you there was well spent," Vakka announced. "You've learned something no one else seems to accept about our foes. The knowledge of it will come as a shock that will shake the Empire."


  "Before I departed, Harga gave me translations of some of their books to read on my return journey."


  "Did you read the human, Sun-Tzu?"


  "Yes. Strange, many of his maxims of war are nearly the same as the writings of Xag. Yet there is much of their writings I find odd. The poets of their first global war are filled with disdain for war and seem like the ravings of old widows But so much of their effort has in one way or another been war, either real or symbolic." He paused for a moment. "And yet they seem so weak, barely worth our notice except as prey."


  Vakka chuckled. "'Judge not thy enemy by the strength of his arm, but rather by the cunning of his brain'" so Xag once said. I think my old friend has opened a door for you and what you have seen on the other side troubles you deeply."


  "You mean Harga?"


  "No, Abram. I found, at times, when we sat in the darkness and he was downwind so that I could not detect his scent, that I felt as if I was talking with a clan elder."


  Vakka looked away, "… and so I saw him first, and killed him in his place."


  "What was that?"


  "Oh, one of the ravings of old human widows, as you called it."


  "Harga said they are to be killed."


  "And you are concerned? I thought you hated them, that they were prey."


  "Still, he might be useful," Jukaga said, as if searching for an excuse.


  "Things might be arranged."


  "Do you think we will win?"


  Vakka laughed bitterly. "I glory in war, my son, all of the blood do. Remember the honors heaped upon me when we fought the Varni. I expect the same of you. It is in our blood to fight. For if we do not fight others, in the end we will turn back to fighting ourselves. If we should do that, when the darkness comes from the heart of galaxy we will have drained our own blood off and that darkness will drink what is left."


  "But this war? No, I do not want it. It is the wrong war, in the wrong place, at the wrong time. I wanted you to visit the human world we held so you might get your first taste of what this Confederation is because I believe that, when you are my age, you will still be fighting them. That is, if you survive… if our race survives."


  Jukaga started to open his mouth to say something, but then looked away.


  "I know you are ashamed of me. But remember this as well. This war is a clever plot of the Emperor's as well. Notice how the First Fleet will not engage, and that nearly all the personnel in this fight are from the other clans, except for the landing assault troops. It will be Imperial blood which shall place our banners upon other worlds, but only after the fleets have shed their blood. It will be our blood that is drained while the Emperor's clan takes the final glory."


  "But the Crown Prince and his own son lead the attack."


  "Do you think the Emperor truly cares if they live or die? There are other grandsons of other concubines. If there is victory he will embrace them, if they die he will immortalize them, if they lose he will denounce them and blame those who fought under them as well. This war will burn off our strength and yet leave his clan even stronger."


  "I cannot believe this," Jukaga gasped. "You speak of the Emperor."


  "It is time to grow up!" Vakka snarled. "It is time to put away your childish dreams of how the universe should be, and accept the truth behind it all. Everything is power, that is the goal. Glory is but a tool to trick others to give power to those who rule."


  "Once there was the glory of the hunt and those who returned with red talons were acknowledged and glorified for feeding the clans. But now? If you should fight in this attack and destroy a Confederation ship, what does it bring you?"


  Jukaga looked at him, unable to reply.


  "What is glory then? You destroy a ship, but it will be the Emperors power which grows, not yours. Oh, you will be praised, you will wear new baubles, concubines will come to you willingly. But as for power? We, the heads of the clans, will receive new worlds as our bribes and new wealth as payment. But when one owns entire worlds already, what is one more? Only the Emperor will grow stronger and chances are you will die for nothing in this fight."


  Vakka sighed and settled back on his pillow.


  "Judge later, my son. Not now, go to your fight, and if it should actually come to pass that there is a great victory, then see who has actually won."


  Vakka waved his hand in dismissal.


  Jukaga stood up and bowed. Vakka finally stirred.


  "May your talons be wet and, if fated not to return, may praise be sung of thy name."


  The ritual farewell having been said, Jukaga straightened up.


  "I am angered, father, that you had me removed from the fighter force. What good am I—" and he hesitated for a moment, "—what glory is there to stand behind Admiral Nargth and to run his errands?"


  "Continue to read the writings of these humans," Vakka replied. "A word of advice at the right moment has often turned the tide of battle. Do that, and you accomplish far more than simply charging to your death."


  "As you will it, father," Jukaga said bitterly and, turning on his heels, he stalked angrily out of the room.


  Vakka smiled as the door slammed shut. At least the cub would most likely survive now. He didn't give a damn about the shame to his own name for asking to have his son removed. It was evident that the Emperor wanted a good killing off of those who were the best of the young heirs to the control of the clans. Well, this one he would not get.


  He let his thoughts drift to the other thing he had been contemplating. It was a plan within a plan that both drew him and yet caused him to rebel against his most basic instincts. And yet, if it worked, perhaps this insanity could still be avoided. War might be inevitable with the Confederation but, if so, the enemy must be better known, his weakness in politics exploited, his will softened yet further. The Crown Prince only saw the humans as an opponent to charge when, with patience, they could be weakened from within. It was one thing the race had never truly learned, that war could be fought on many different levels.


  His plan took form and all that it implied both frightened and drew him closer to unleashing it.


  "Sire, we think we have located another Confederation spy team."


  Gilkarg looked at his aide with annoyance.


  "So why bother to worry me with this? If they've been found, take them out."


  "My lord, there're some interesting details to this. One of our agents just reported into the station at Jigada with the information."


  The Crown Prince stood up and was now most definitely interested. The Jigada system was the forward resupply point for the Sixth Fleet just before it went in to attack.


  "Apparently there is an unstable jump point into the next system over that we were not aware of. It was declared off limits since it leads into a black hole system."


  "Let me see the system on the holo, then we will decide how to handle it."


  There were considerations within considerations here. This one would have to be handled carefully.
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  "We've been in this damn place for over a month," Vance growled. "Just how much longer is this crap gonna take?"


  Geoff stared blearily into his mug. He wasn't even sure what he was consuming any more. What was really troubling to him was that there was something about The Pit, as the locals called it, that was starting to grow on him. Maybe, after all the years of harsh discipline, there was something inside stirring to life in a place where he didn't have to take any orders. Turner had cut them loose after the first couple of days, and Geoff now found it amusing that Vance had actually clung to his side, though perhaps Vance might have seen it the other way around.


  "It's almost like the learning curve on a fighter," Vance had explained, as if he was a seasoned veteran of places like Gar's. "Get through your first three missions and your chances of survival skyrocket. The trick is, just getting through those first three."


  Their second day out on their own, the first bar fight had occurred, a Cat and a Jarma lizard deciding that Vance's wallet was worth lifting. The Cat was now minus a hand, thanks to Geoff's shooting. As for the lizard, well, there were rumors that Haggans found the Jarma to be a particular delicacy and neither Vance nor Geoff objected when a Haggan slithered up and offered them fifty credits for the body.


  Blowing the hand off the Cat just before it nailed Vance had secured a grudging friendship, though Vance kept claiming that once a reciprocal save had been pulled off things would get back to normal.


  Geoff continued to act as though he was staring into his drink as a Cat settled down on the stool next to him. He watched cautiously from the corner of his eye for, after all, Stumpie, as they now called him, might have friends willing to do a vengeance job. This one looked new, however. There was a slight bristling to the Cat's mane; the thing was nervous and hyperalert.


  The thing that was strange was that he and the Cat were, in the legal sense, enemies. Word of the declaration of war had reached The Pit and, for the first few hours, it had seemed as if fighting would break out. But then the master of The Pit had made a rare public announcement, pointing out that there was no sense in tearing each other apart when profit could be made. Now the war was viewed almost as a joke.


  Geoff eyed the Cat cautiously, then decided to venture an opening.


  "First time here?" Geoff asked casually, hoping the Cat understood the pidgin dialect of space, a mix of English standard and Imperial standard which was the language of trade on the frontier.


  The Cat snarled, a standard response when a human first spoke to them. Geoff already knew to give a toothy grin in response to show he was not afraid, but not to open his jaw, which was a signal for a fight.


  "Many times here," the Cat responded.


  Geoff could tell he was lying. The thing kept looking back and forth as if soaking it all in the for the first time.


  Geoff motioned for the barkeep to set up a drink for his new neighbor and the Cat looked over at him in surprise.


  "To the spilled blood of our enemies," Geoff announced, raising his mug in salute.


  "We might be speaking of your blood," the Cat replied as he took a tentative sip of the drink, grimaced, and then forced the rest of it down. Geoff motioned for a second.


  He didn't even want to think about how much money he had spent buying drinks. In fact, word seemed to have gotten around The Pit so that, whenever he walked in, there was always at least one pathetic drunk whining at him for 'a taste of juice.'


  Turner's level of action was something he didn't even want to try. The old prof was often in the Lotus Holes and had even wandered into some of the brothels. He claimed to be playing it straight, but what he was doing in the name of the service was something Vance speculated on in loving detail.


  The question was, had they accomplished anything useful while spending thousands of what he assumed was Confed Intel money? There were individual pieces enough of something that didn't seem right. The number of ships slipping through from Cat territory had slowed to a trickle, creating a hell of a lot of tension in The Pit. With few Cats coming in, the price of their goods had skyrocketed, while there was now a glut on goods coming from within Confederation and frontier worlds. Turner pointed out that this information alone might have some significance, but the news that all commerce between the worlds of the Empire was almost at a standstill for lack of shipping was something that set off alarms for Turner. The problem, though, was that in and of itself there was still no direct documented evidence that they could take back to Banbridge.


  He continued to watch the Cat he was buying for. The bristling of the mane was down slightly.


  "Anything interesting to trade?" Geoff asked.


  "Don't know, just crew," the Cat replied.


  "We have some Gotherian crystal."


  The Cat looked over at him.


  "Access port seventy-one if you'd like to see. Tell my friend Hans I sent you and he'll give you a break."


  "You with Phantom?"


  Geoff did not let his gaze flicker. How did the Cat know the original name of the ship?


  "No, the Lazarus."


  The Cat growled with amusement.


  "I saw your ship as we docked. Seen it before. Changing wing design and armor, it is still the same."


  "Sorry friend, I think you've got the wrong ship."


  Geoff quietly nudged Vance with his knee to alert him that there might be trouble.


  "Phantom ship that destroy frigate."


  "I heard about that," Vance interrupted, moving his chair away from the bar and dragging it to Geoff's side while motioning for the keeper to set up yet another drink. "Some fight, I heard. Anyhow, the one guy that got away wound up getting ventilated back at the Hell Hole. Some folks didn't like him back there."


  The Cat looked at him with a mocking gaze.


  "You say you have Gotherian glass and crystals?"


  "The best," Vance interjected.


  "Lets see."


  The Cat quickly downed his third drink and stepped away from the bar. Geoff set out to lead the way, letting Vance fall in behind the Cat to cover his back. They stepped out into the swirling confusion of the main corridor, swerving around a body sprawled on the grating. After weeks in this place, Geoff found that he was getting used to it all. As he walked down the corridor, right hand in his pocket, lightly wrapped around the grip of his blaster, he carefully surveyed those walking past. Hans had tipped them off that he was convinced that a Sarn clan headhunter had recently come in on a huge three-engine smuggler out of the Jab system. At least, that was the tip-off offered by another trader from the Landreich who was docked near them.


  Weaving his way around the stinking, heaving crowd, he at last reached the side corridor leading into their docking bay. Hans was leaning against the door, Turner by his side, a sample of their ornate glasswork spread out on a small table.


  The Cat walked up and quickly scanned the table, picking up one of the heavy ornaments, which for some strange reason the Cats found fascinating, and casually held it up so it could catch and reflect the dim light.


  Geoff could see he was not really looking at the glass, but instead was gazing intently at Turner. Turner calmly returned the look.


  "Price?"


  "Fifty credits for what you're holding," Turner replied.


  The Cat nodded and, putting down the glass, he fished in his left pocket for a twenty-five-credit piece, pulled it out and slapped it on the table. Hans was about to raise an objection but then the Cat reached into his right trouser pocket and produced another twenty-five-credit coin, but this time he handed it straight to Turner.


  Curious, Turner accepted the coin. The Cat picked up the glass and continued to stare at Turner.


  "You will find the payment fair, Commander," the Cat said softly. He quickly turned and, shouldering his way through the crowd, disappeared.


  "Geoff, Vance follow him!" Turner hissed.


  The two started off after the Cat but their quarry was moving fast, dodging down a lateral corridor that crossed through the middle of the barge. The two squeezed into the passageway, struggling to get around a Wu whose half-ton bulk all but blocked their way. In that same instant the sharp crackle of an automatic blaster erupted further down the corridor. Vance pulled Geoff down to the floor. The Wu suddenly let out a deafening, trumpeting shriek and staggered backwards so that the two had to scramble out of its way as it crumpled down, blood cascading out of half a dozen wounds stitching across its chest.


  Lying behind the body, Geoff pulled his weapon out and peeked up over the still-heaving chest of the screaming Wu. He caught a glimpse of the Cat they had been trailing, identifiable now only by the blood-covered piece of Gotherian glasswork clutched in his left hand.


  "He's dead," Geoff cried. "Let's get the hell out of here."


  More shots erupted from the far end of the corridor, now obscured by a smoke grenade that someone had popped off beside the dead Cat. The spray of rounds was nearly continuous as the two crawled away. Geoff could hear the repeated smack of bullets impacting the Wu, realizing that if it had not been for the giant, lumbering creature, they'd be dead.


  Gaining the main corridor, which was now as empty as the one church mission inside The Pit, the two sprinted for safety. Turner stood alone in the middle of the corridor, weapon raised, Hans at his back covering the other way. Geoff could see the look of relief in Turner's eyes.


  "Thought you boys were dead," Turner shouted as they scrambled past him and turned into their access corridor.


  "Whoever it was got him," Geoff cried as they ducked into the side corridor. Turner backed in behind them and started to shout a curse at the Cat who worked for Gar, who was pressed into a niche in the wall on the other side of the corridor.


  "What the hell is going on here?" Turner roared.


  "Gar not responsible, that's in agreement!"


  Before Turner could say another word a booming siren echoed through the barge, its wavering tone setting Geoff's hair on edge.


  "Imperials!" their Cat guard screamed.


  The corridor, which only seconds before had been completely empty, erupted into a seething, shrieking mob.


  Hans grabbed hold of Turner.


  "We better get the hell out of here right now!"


  Turner nodded, motioning for Vance and Geoff to head into the ship. The four backed up the access corridor. Their Cat guard shoved his way through the panic stricken mob.


  "My five hundred!" he roared.


  Turner stopped, reached into his pocket, pulled out a heavy platinum coin and tossed it while still keeping his weapon aimed straight at the Cat with his other hand.


  The Cat caught the coin and grinned. "Hope you live human, your smell does not turn stomach," he shouted and, turning, he ducked into the swirling mob.


  Turner backed through the hatch. Just as it slammed shut a spatter of high-velocity rounds slammed against the durasteel coating, made evident by dimpling and flecks of paint spraying off.


  "Punch us out of here!" Turner shouted.


  Hans was already in the pilot's seat, powering the engines up.


  More rounds splashed against the door. There was a moment of silence, and then a deep, thumping boom.


  "Damn, they're trying to blast their way through," Turner shouted. "Heat those engines and let's get moving!"


  Geoff, standing behind Hans, watched as the main screen showed engine warm-up and purge. He realized that Kruger had, in fact, screwed up. The engines had sat cold for more than a day, when they should have been switched over at least every eight hours for a quick pop off.


  The ship in the next docking bay had already disconnected, the wash of its engines rocking Lazarus. The pilot slammed his throttles up to full, flame cascading over the forward view ports, setting Hans to cursing wildly.


  "My new paint job, you bastard!"


  Hans slapped on lateral thrusters and at the same instant a second explosion rocked the door. Hans pivoted the ship around and Geoff saw three Cats struggling in the now-open port to get back through the inner airlock door, but it had already slammed shut.


  Ships were disconnecting from all sides of the barge, like hundreds of lampreys dropping off a dying fish. An explosion detonated directly above them. Startled, Geoff watched as two ships careened off each other, the side of one ripped open, its fuel tanks rupturing in a blue-white flash. On the far side of the barge, three more ships collided and were ripped apart.


  "Get topside, Tolwyn. Turner, take the stern. Shoot any bastard that gets too close!"


  Flashes of light started to wink back and forth as evidence that other ships' captains had already adopted the same strategy.


  Geoff climbed up into his turret and powered up his target-acquisition computer. The screen was a mad jumble of blips as ships started to dart off in every direction.


  "Where's the Imperials?" Hans shouted.


  Geoff started to switch through frequencies on the screen and finally locked in on The Pit's translight search pulse, while sliding back the scale so that the confusion of ships in the immediate vicinity congealed into a single ball of light at the center of the screen. Eight blips appeared at the far edge of the screen and he then switched it to a holo projection so that all three directions were shown.


  "They came right through the jump point we used," Geoff announced.


  "Watch that bastard on the right!" Hans shouted.


  Geoff pivoted his guns and fired, suppressing the instinct to duck as a light transport with two heavy external engines strapped on came boring in on a collision course. The ship was so close he could see the Wu pilot inside, its mouth open in what he knew was a wild curse. Geoff aimed his guns straight at the Wu, deciding to give him another second to react. The Wu pulled back on the stick, the ship rearing straight up. Geoff looked up and saw another ship crossing above them, even as Hans nosed forward, spinning Lazarus ninety degrees so that their wings would not slam into the bow of the Wu vessel, which plowed into the underbelly of the ship above them.


  "How many Imperials?" Turner shouted on the intercom.


  Geoff looked back at the screen.


  "I'm counting eight reflected off The Pit's scanner. They're already picking up speed. Wait… looks like one's a cruiser with four fighters attached."


  Turner grunted.


  "Front door's closed, Hans. Where to?"


  "Let's just get clear of here first," Hans snapped. "Watch your tail, looks like a Cat smuggler is swinging in behind us."


  Geoff swung his guns to the stern and saw a sleek smuggler craft. Behind it the last of the ships were detaching from The Pit, one of them a medium-sized transport bristling with engines. The Pit's translight scanner suddenly shut down as the cylinders single stern-mounted engine pulsed to life, driving it towards the edge of the black hole's event horizon. With the thousands who had been on board, Geoff wondered how many were still trapped and would soon discover what happened once the event horizon was crossed.


  A flash of light detached from the belly of the craft in pursuit, a low, pulsing tone erupting in Geoff's headset. An instant later Hans slammed off his engines, pivoted Lazarus so that it was facing in the direction it had just come from, then fired the engines back up.


  "What the hell are you doing?" Geoff cried.


  The missile came roaring in. Lazarus' shields popped on and an instant later the missile struck the shield and then ricocheted off, breaking apart into half a dozen pieces, the engine still firing.


  "Understand now, Tolwyn?" Vance asked, the slightest edge of mocking disdain in his voice.


  Geoff was too embarrassed to reply. Their opponent had fired a seeker too close in, so that the warhead did not arm.


  Geoff, who was still facing astern, spun his turret around and found himself staring straight at their pursuer, who had opened up with all its forward guns. The shielding around Geoff shimmered and glowed. He squeezed off a long, sustained burst, amazed by the sparkling display as his rounds slammed into the forward shield of his opponents ship, directly in front of the cockpit.


  He realized that this was no longer a simulation back at the Academy. This was the real thing and, even if he did everything right, his own death might be the final result. Their pursuer was bigger, and apparently more heavily armed. He wondered how their own shields were holding up as a maelstrom of shot and laser bolts slammed into them.


  "Geoff, hold on his cockpit. Break to port in five, four, Vance, jam the signal he's putting out, two…"


  Geoff held the trigger down, manually adjusting the twin guns as his stream of shots snapped across the narrowing distance. He had a sudden cold feeling that this opponent was not about to turn aside, and if need be was willing to ram. "One, break!"


  Geoff started to pivot his gun even as Hans initiated a full burning turn without use of the maneuvering scoops. Geoff was startled to catch the flash of a dumb fire missile snaking out from under Lazarus, boring straight in on the Cat ship. An instant later the missile impacted right into the cockpit, where Geoff had weakened the forward shield. He was surprised to actually catch a glimpse of the cockpit interior exploding, flames leaping down into the bowels of the ship.


  They shot past in a skidding turn that seemed to take them halfway back towards The Pit, which was ponderously accelerating in towards the black hole.


  "Look for others," Hans announced, his voice dead calm.


  Geoff turned his turret, but the other ships were now racing off in every direction. A few had been coming in their general direction, but the sight of the battle caused them to steer off. As they continued through their turn Geoff caught a glimpse of a spreading shower of debris.


  "Geoff, pull down a nav solution for alternate jump points and do it quick."


  Geoff did one more rotation of the gun turret to double check if any ships were turning in towards them and then looked down at his screen. There were more than a dozen jump points surrounding the black hole. The one they had come through was obviously out, as were the two that flanked it. He started to scan the others, pulling up nav charts to see where they led. Four came up as unknowns, meaning they most likely headed into Cat territory.


  The fleeing ships were all starting to line up for their jumps, picking their points of escape and running for them.


  "Geoff?"


  He looked down between his legs and saw Turner looking up at him, motioning for him to come onto the main deck. Geoff slipped out from behind his guns and plot screen and dropped down to the deck.


  "What's the solution, Tolwyn?" Hans asked.


  "Three closest are out. Five lead out beyond both our frontiers, four back into Cat territory, but we don't know where."


  "Head for Cat territory," Turner said quietly. "I'm willing to bet they flanked this system, and there's a reception committee waiting at most of the ways out."


  Hans turned in his chair and looked at Turner.


  "Lot of effort to break up a smugglers nest."


  "That's not what they're after."


  Hans smiled softly. "They want your ass, don't they?"


  Turner nodded.


  "Like I said before. You had Confed Intel written all over you."


  "Fleet Intel. Confed's civilian intel is thought to be compromised."


  "You know, we didn't even turn a profit from our trip out here. I'm at least six thousand down."


  Turner chuckled. "Just do what I tell you and it's fifty thousand when we get back."


  Hans said nothing for a moment.


  "What are you out here for?"


  "We think there's a war coming."


  Hans snorted disdainfully. "Hell, there is a war on."


  "A war?" Turner replied disdainfully. "I'm talking about the real damn thing, not some dumb ass phony show of force. The Cats are gearing up and we've got to find out where, and damn soon. We were sent out here to get the hard facts."


  "Well, damn it, Turner, I could have told you that back at the Hell Hole. The rumors have been flying for months now. Everybody in the Landreich knows it."


  "It's one thing for you to know it, it's another thing for the president and the Senate to know it. That's what I was sent out here to try and pin down."


  Hans snorted disdainfully. "Put their fat asses up on the border. Make their hides the trip wire and you'd see how fast they'd be putting the fleet on alert. Hell, it was the same thing when Xerxes invaded and the governments of Athens and Sparta could only argue with each other. It's the same today, the politicians who aren't doing the dying are always the last to get it."


  Geoff looked at Hans in surprise, never expecting an allusion to the Second Persian War of ancient Earth history to be cited by the smuggler pilot.


  Hans looked at him and grinned. "Just because I ain't highbred Academy doesn't mean I haven't read."


  Turner laughed out loud and then leaned over and pointed at Hans' plot board.


  "Look, that ship we just took apart was an Imperial counter intel team."


  "How do you know that?"


  Turner reached into his pocket and withdrew a twenty-five-credit coin. He held it up. Taped to one side was a small memory wafer.


  "They have a leak somewhere. They were tracking him, waiting for the handoff so they could nab us all. If the confusion hadn't broken out, with their regular fleet jumping in so quickly, they most likely would have had us. Or maybe they were just looking for us and this courier, whoever he was, stumbled in at the wrong time. Either way, we're what they're looking for now."


  Turner looked over at Vance.


  "Do you think you jammed their burst transmission in time?"


  "Part of it got out, sir, before I could nail it. Two seconds later they were all dead."


  "So, what do you think?"


  "They transmitted an identification of us, we have to assume that."


  Hans looked back at the plot board, pulling down Geofl's calculations. The screen was lit up with streams of ships breaking towards their escape points. Suddenly, one of the streams started to break apart and turn. An open radio frequency crackled to life.


  "All ships. All ships. Imperials blocking jump point Delta. All ships… all ships—" The signal disappeared as a jamming wave washed over it.


  Hans looked back at Turner. "You really put my butt in the wringer on this one."


  "You already had that figured when you signed on."


  "Guess I owed you one for dumping that Sarn goon. Not that I wouldn't have nailed him. I already had the bastard cased out."


  Turner simply smiled and then, without asking, he leaned over Hans' shoulder and turned back the scale on the plot board so that the entire system was shown, the known jump points highlighted in blue. He studied it intently for a minute and then, tapping the screen's joystick, he placed a crosshair over the jump point resting right on the edge of the event horizon and clicked once. Nav lines appeared, tracing their best trajectory in.


  "We'll skim the event horizon, use the gravity to slingshot us around and in through the point."


  "That'll be a hairy run," Vance said. "Hell sir, off by even the slightest and we go over the edge. Remember, there're fluctuations in the gravity waves that close in. We can't be sure on this."


  "And it takes us into unknown Cat territory. I was told the Imperials might not even know about that point," Hans interjected quietly.


  "That's what they're not expecting. I can't see them coordinating a block on a dozen jump points simultaneously. They'll most likely cover the obvious ones and that's it."


  "Too bad we couldn't have gotten ten or fifteen of our ships together," Hans said wistfully.


  "Why?" Geoff asked.


  "Cause if we could've, I'd lead them back and kick the asses of those Imperials closing in."


  "One of them's a cruiser," Vance replied.


  "So? They fight by the book. We don't. We'd kick their asses right into vacuum."


  Vance shook his head and laughed, but Geoff could see that Turner was looking intently at Hans.


  "You handled yourself well against that ship back there."


  Hans ignored the compliment.


  "All right, we take that point out. We're gonna skim close to the horizon so you better strap yourselves in. Old Lazarus' inertial dampening ain't the best and it's going to get rocky."


  Geoff started to climb back to his position and noticed Turner looking at him.


  "You did some good shooting back there. Perfect deflection as we turned."


  "Who do you think the courier was?"


  "Damned if I know. Too bad they ventilated him before we could find out. Could be anything, maybe even one of our intel teams that we wrote off but is still out there. Could even be a false lead. Once we get out of here, I'll run a check on the wafer, see what it says."


  Geoff climbed back up into his turret and pulled his harness straps tight. Looking straight ahead he could see the whispers of light streaking in towards the black hole before they disappeared into the unfathomable void. He knew that slingshoting into the precise location of a jump point was going to be a tricky bit of navigation, and it suddenly dawned on him that the responsibihty for that was actually his. None of the other three had commented on it, and the acceptance that implied gave him a newfound sense of confidence. Leaning over his board he started to check and recheck their run, which would take them yet deeper into Cat territory.


  


  


  • CHAPTER NINE


  KILRAH

  CONFEDERATION DATE 2634.220


  The alarm for jump transit sounded. Jukaga sat and strapped himself into his chair. The excitement on the bridge was electric as the admiral's staff and helm officers secured themselves and then started to break into their battle chants.


  Jukaga looked up at the view screen. To port he could just barely make out the pinpoint of reddish light that was Kilrah. It disappeared from view as a heavy battleship, the Kitagki, swung in behind them. A swarm of nearly a hundred ships was gathered at the jump point; light frigates, destroyers, transports, courier vessels, intelligence surveillance ships, supply vessels, fuel tankers, mine layers, and heavy landing assault craft. It would take the better part of a day for the ships to complete transit through the jump point. It was one of the advantages, though, of being on the admiral's flagship that there was no waiting for access to a jump point. As soon as his vessel arrived, a way was cleared for him and the other battleships traveling in line astern.


  The only ones who had gone ahead were the forward picket ships and the Crown Prince's six carriers.


  Jukaga still felt a ripple of resentment over what his father had done. He should be on the carrier Ukshika rather than a hanger-on to Nargth's staff. The glory was to be found in a fighter, and in his feverish dreams he had imagined himself leading the first strike in to destroy an enemy carrier. Instead, he had to endure the quiet stares of contempt from the admiral's staff, for they undoubtedly knew that he had been given the position because of influence and some undoubtedly suspected that he was a coward who did not want to fight.


  There was a small part of him now that wondered if indeed there might not be some validity to the accusation. Yes, he did want to fight, but he could not help but wonder against whom he should fight.


  The jump alert rose to a high quavering tone and snapped off. An instant later the image in the view screens wavered, distorted, and then snapped off. Jukaga felt his stomach heave as artificial gravity was lost. There was a sickening sense that somehow he was being ripped apart as their ship slipped through a fold in space. What was strange was the feeling that it was impossible to judge the actual time. Ships' chronometers registered that the jump was instantaneous, yet one's own senses argued differently, that there was a frightful sensation that the jump, if it had gone slightly awry, might have stretched into an eternity of endless falling. On rare occasions something would indeed go wrong. Usually a spray of debris would eject out the other side, or the ship would simply disappear forever. It was often a source of macabre speculation just prior to a jump.


  The sensation of falling dropped away with a sickening lurch. For a brief moment it was impossible to focus as Jukaga looked up at the screen. He could see the jump nav specialist already leaning forward in his chair, checking the coordinates. The view screens winked back to life, showing new star fields… and directly ahead the carriers hovered in space.


  "Jump successful," the nav officer announced and, with a sigh, Jukaga unbuckled his harness as a cheer erupted from the deck. They had left Kilrah and were on their way to victory.


  The Crown Prince carefully examined the dispatch which had just arrived by burst transmission.


  "Flagship jump successful."


  He looked up at the view screen and saw the heavy battleship burst out of the jump point and turn aside to clear the way for the next vessel. He cursed inwardly. Part of him had hoped that the ship would miss its approach and cross jump to another system, and thus disappear from the campaign.


  "I want the heart of the commander of this botched operation. Order that his second take immediate control. They are to hunt this ship down and destroy it," Gilkarg snarled, flinging the hard copy of the dispatch back at an adjutant. The aide, eyes averted in fear, backed away.


  Gilkarg looked around angrily at the staff assembled on the deck and motioned for them to clear the room. Their elation at the start of the campaign evaporated as they fled his presence.


  Jukaga paced back and forth, ignoring the view screen displaying the arrival of the line of battleships.


  He turned and saw that his son, Ratha, had remained.


  "Somewhere there's a leak," Gilkarg snapped.


  "Who?"


  "We don't know. The report came back from our ambassador that a special operative had been dispatched to cross into the Empire. I detached a squadron of the Sixth Fleet to seal off the approaches to where they were located and to send an assassin team in to take them prisoner if possible, or kill them if there was no alternative. They arrived moments after a message was apparently transferred."


  "From whom?"


  "The messenger was killed by accident," Gilkarg roared. "We know nothing about him, his contact, or what was transferred."


  "And the human spies?"


  "Incredible. Darg, commander of the squadron, sprung the trap too soon. Our team was to flush out the human spies, take them prisoner if possible, then destroy the smuggler camp before the fleet jumped through."


  Gilkarg continued to pace angrily and then slammed his fist against a bulkhead.


  "They jumped too early! Triggered a panic. The humans escaped, killing our team. And the jump point they're heading to—" he shook his head in disbelief, "—they're jumping straight in to where Sixth Fleet is marshaling for the strike on the Landreich!"


  JUMP POINT TO BLACK HOLE SYSTEM


  "I think you better get us the hell out of here," Turner said, trying to keep his voice calm.


  When they realized they had been spotted by a picket ship, seconds after their jump through, he had ordered a high-intensity translight burst scan of the system. Having been sighted by the picket running silent was no longer required so they might as well see what was lurking further in. As the echoes of the burst came back, the plot screen began to sparkle with dozens of red blips clustered above the one habitable planet in the system. Some of the ships were already under way, heading up on an obvious intercept.


  "Give me another burst," Turner announced. "Focus the beam down on that cluster of blips. I want a good data read on them."


  Geoff punched the data into the computer and hit the transmit button. Power in the ship dimmed from the massive energy required to transmit a translight radar sweep.


  "We better react, and quick," Hans announced. "That picket ship is gaining."


  "Hold her steady and shields off for another minute," Turner replied, "I want a clean read on this signal."


  Geoff kept an eye on the board, sparing an occasional glance over to the other screen, which showed that the picket ship was almost within range. A blip detached from their pursuers, followed an instant later by the insistent tone that warned of a seeker locking on.


  "Damn, seeker on the way in," Vance announced.


  "Hold her steady, hold her steady," Turner chanted, all the time looking up at Geoff.


  "Seeker closing down fast, she's running true on."


  The tone in Geoff's headphones started to slide up. He pushed them back off his head, and kept his eyes focused on the main radar screen. A strong blip erupted across the monitor the bottom, of the screen lighting up with a flood of data.


  "Got a good lock!" Geoff cried.


  "I'm in control now," Hans announced, "hang on."


  Before Turner could even get back to his position Hans slammed Lazarus hard over, blowing chaff and infrared distracters. The seeker started to turn with them, then swerved as an infrared decoy mimicked the shifting silhouette of a ship turning about. The missile turned and dove for the distraction, detonating as it slammed into the white-hot flare.


  Geoff braced himself for the head-on run back at the picket ship.


  "Where we going?" Turner asked, patching into the intercom as he settled into the rear gunners position.


  "Right the hell back from where we came."


  Geoff was startled to hear that they were heading straight back into the system they had just jumped out of and even more surprised when Turner started to laugh.


  "Hell, they'll never expect it. Besides, we sure as hell can't run this place with an entire fleet in the way."


  Without waiting to be told, Geoff started to fire short bursts at the picket ship which was moving obliquely to intercept. Their coming about and running straight back towards the system they had just emerged from had obviously thrown the enemy commander off.


  As the two ships closed in, Geoff was the only one who could bring his weapon directly to bear and he slammed out a continual stream of fire. The picket ship's twin turrets fired back, so that Lazarus' shield glowed hot red, a few of the mass driver rounds breaking through, tearing furrows in the durasteel shielding, the strikes setting up a reverberating shriek of metal tearing into metal, echoing through the interior of the ship.


  Lazarus shifted slightly in its course as Vance, working the copilot's controls, adjusted for the angle of acquisition into the jump point. A final strike of mass driver rounds tore into the armor sheath around the stern, the incandescent explosions momentarily blinding Geoff.


  They went into the jump, and Geoff braced himself. Though it only seemed like an instant, he still had time for a reflexive surge of panic as the ship lurched and buffeted violently. They came out of the jump point, tumbling end over end, flame trailing off the starboard wing.


  The star field spun violently as they continued to tumble. Geoff caught a quick glimpse of a cruiser streaking past them. Startled, he realized it was the first time he had actually seen a Cat heavy ship up close. Rolling on all three axes, he caught sight of it again for a brief instant, then lost it to view.


  A topside thruster, just forward of his gun position, winked on and held for several seconds. The tumble started to straighten out on at least one axis. In spite of the inertial dampening Geoff continued to get slammed back and forth in the turret and, to his embarrassment and disgust, he suddenly vomited.


  The tumble straightened out on a second axis so that Geoff tried to train his guns on it, but his disorientation was now complete, and attempting to focus on the target reticule only made him want to vomit again.


  The spin flattened. Rotating his turret aft he saw half a dozen Kilrathi ships moving in line, one of them disappearing with the telltale flash of a vessel going into jump.


  The Kilrathi ships were already out of visual range. He punched out a standard sublight radar sweep which showed that they were barely moving, and that three of them were starting to come about. Two had launched missiles, but Lazarus was far outstripping the pursuit, at least for the moment.


  "Damn it, Geoff, you puked in my lap," Vance cried.


  Geoff looked down at Richards, who was angrily trying to wipe the splattered liquid off his legs. Hans chuckled softly and looked up.


  "You remind me of somebody," he said with a distant smile, then motioned for Geoff to come down.


  "What the hell was that?" Geoff asked.


  "We hit something going the other way," Turner announced. "Thought we'd bought it. As it was we damn near ripped apart. We must have been pulling twenty g's or more in that spin."


  Turner looked over at Hans and nodded. "Good piloting, son."


  Hans did not even bother to acknowledge the compliment.


  "It'll be a half hour or more before those boys start to close," Hans announced. "We ain't out of this yet."


  "I suggest we skim the event horizon again, and get the hell into the next system."


  "What I was thinking. The trick is, which jump point?"


  "Whichever one they haven't sealed. We've got to get back home now."


  Turner looked back over at Geoff.


  "Pull that sweep up on the system down here. I want backup copies made of it as well, in case our main computer gets fried." As Turner spoke he stepped into the head, came back out, and tossed Geoff a towel.


  Embarrassed, Geoff wiped himself off, ignoring the disgusted look on Vance's face.


  "Must have been the dinner we had back on The Pit," he said defensively.


  The other three said nothing and Geoff felt a flash of anger, wondering if they thought he had vomited out of fear rather than simple motion sickness.


  Throwing the towel down a disposal hatch he leaned over a plot data screen and quickly plugged the sweep into a memory cube. Pulling out the cube he handed it to Turner, then pulled the data up on the screen. Turner sat down and slowly started to scan through it. The images were fuzzy, details blurring into wavery smudges of light and shadow.


  "Wish I had an A-23 system for this," Turner mumbled.


  After several minutes of examining the screen he looked back at Geoff.


  "Two battleships, I think Yar class, older design but still good. A full squadron of cruisers, a hell of a lot of lighter ships, and at least ten heavy assault landing ships."


  He paused for a moment.


  "It's an invasion fleet. I'm willing to bet the Landreich and the bordering frontier is the target. They don't have any of their main fleet carriers here though, looks like just one cruiser conversion."


  Geoff stood silent, looking down at the screen.


  "I think we got what we came for," Turner announced. "The trick now is to live long enough to tell somebody. Hans, how close can you squeeze us to the event horizon?"


  "How close do you want to go?"


  "Close enough that they think we went in. Start mimicking control failure, keep us spinning. As we loop around, we'll be lost to view. There's most likely a hell of a lot of debris floating around, they were shooting up a lot of ships as we were getting out. Let's see if we can throw them off and dodge for the nearest jump out of here."


  Even before he finished talking Hans had already hit the thrusters, which set Lazarus to spinning. Geoff looked around and swallowed hard.


  Turner smiled. "You picked a good time to graduate, Tolwyn."


  "Hows that, sir?" he asked, trying to stay focused.


  "'To a long war or a bloody plague,' used to be the old drinking toast in your ancestors' army. It means quick promotion. Hell, son, you might be captain in six months when this show blows up."


  Unfortunately for ensign Geoffrey Tolwyn, promotion was the last thing on his mind at the moment.


  CONFEDERATION FLEET HEADQUARTERS


  FOR YOUR EYES ONLY COPY ONE OF ONE

  TO: COM7FLT MCAULIFFE—BASE

  ALEXANDRIA

  FROM: CICCONFEDFLT


  This communication is strictly off the record and should be destroyed after reading. I shall retain a copy in my personal files in case, at some future date, questions are raised as to your actions.


  Consider this letter to be an official warning of attack directed, and I repeat, directed only from my office. I discussed my concerns this morning with the president, and for reasons of state he refused to make an official statement from the Confederation Government to this effect. I am therefore taking it upon myself to do so personally. Unfortunately, this memo cannot be sent by burst transmission due to security concerns, therefore it must take the slow route of arriving by official courier. Upon receipt of this memo I am directing you to disperse Seventh Fleet from McAuliffe into the next system inward without delay. Ships will rotate back to McAuliffe and orbital base Alexandria only for essential repairs. This is to be done under the guise of maneuvers and this procedure shall be maintained until you receive orders to the contrary.


  All leaves are to be canceled, all ships are to depart from port with full load of armaments and to maintain a class two level of readiness. If any ship of the fleet is approached by an unidentified vessel, they are to shoot first and ask questions later. That order is to apply especially to our picket ships guarding the approach from the old demilitarized zone.


  I am not operating on any hard evidence. Call it instinct, that I smell a storm on the horizon. More than anything else, I wish we could send a forward picket line deeper into Kilrathi territory, but to even suggest such a provocative action against the Kilrathi, other than in the Facin sector would mean my dismissal from the service along with the cashiering of any officer who complied with such an order.


  I also request that if Commander Winston Turner should appear within your area of control, any messages he might have for me should be given the highest priority. This message should arrive the day before Confederation Day leaves begin. I am sorry to ruin the holiday for you and your personnel, but for the good of the Confederation I deem it to be essential.


  Banbridge—CICCONFEDFLT


  Skip examined a hardcopy of the letter one more time and cursed under his breath while taking a sip of Scotch.


  Hell of a way to run the fleet, he thought coldly as he folded the letter and sealed it inside a secured, scanproof envelope. The envelope, in turn, went into a red—Class A Priority—Fleet Dispatch Pouch. A ship was departing from Houston within the hour to rendezvous with a priority shipment of spare parts heading straight to McAuliffe. McAuliffes translight burst signal station was again on the blink, probably due to the damned solar storms rippling between its two suns. Even if the line was open, he still preferred to send a message of this nature by hardcopy. There was no telling if the Cats had broken their latest coding.


  Word had only come in the night before that yet another infiltration team had disappeared attempting to cross into Kilrathi space. Unfortunately, this one had been made public. The poor bastards had not blown their ship in time, and the Cats had a vid of one of the prisoners confessing.


  The flood of reporters eager to greet him as he appeared at the president's office had turned his stomach. Didn't any of the slime realize that they were playing straight into the hands of the Cats?


  He sipped again at his drink, looking at the second letter on his desk. He knew it was a melodramatic gesture, but perhaps nis resignation in protest over current policy was just the gesture that was needed. That was the rub of it now. Resign, and More and the opposition will turn it around as the president attempting to shift blame from himself for the current flap. Stay, and it's the president protecting a CIC who never should have authorized the mission, which threatened to expand the war far beyond its current scope. More had adroitly ducked a stand on the issue with the statement that the "President should know how to handle his military, especially in this time of delicate negotiations to reduce tension."


  Skip poured another drink, realizing that he was on his third of the afternoon and it was best to nurse this one for a while. Damn, I was meant to fight a ship, not this vicious web of backstabbing and deceit called politics. And the timing of the flap could not have been worse. Speedwell had turned in yet another report, which he had been planning to share with the president this morning. Remote intel, which was monitoring Kilrathi private and commercial signals, was picking up a ripple in their economy. Shipping to half a dozen worlds along the border had fallen over ninety percent in the last forty-five days. There was report of famine on one world due to a major flare of the star in that system, which had caused a radical climate shift.


  Normally, even the Cats would have been sending emergency relief since it was one of their colonial outposts, but only one ship had come in to evacuate some key personnel, leaving over a million to starve to death. A message had been intercepted openly stating that no shipping was available. A counterresponse was sent back, demanding that the military provide some form of relief. The following day the transmitter was suddenly knocked off the air, the strange part of it being that a destroyer was reported to have gone into orbit above the planet.


  Could it be that the Cats had fired on and destroyed one of their own transmitters because it was saying too much and could not be controlled? That was Speedwell's read on it, that their shipping was completely tied up in preparation for a military move of unprecedented magnitude, and that every civilian ship had been pressed into service. There was also the report of a Cat smuggler in a trade rendezvous in the demilitarized zone claiming that half a dozen of their own smuggler ships accompanying him on a run had been destroyed without warning by an Imperial Fleet frigate. The captain of the frigate had thus thrown away tens of thousands of credits in prize money. The system of prize money was the way the Imperials convinced their own personnel to aggressively pursue smugglers. So why wouldn't they board and capture unless the orders were to move quickly, eradicate and then move on rather than waste time with long chases and prize crews.


  In and of themselves, each piece of evidence, if taken in isolation, could mean nothing, but put together the picture was starting to come into focus. But it was still not enough, especially in light of the media hysteria that More, and the crowd in the news offices who thought like him, were now saying.


  "We have to wait to the day after the election," the president had told him. "If the signs are still as strong, I'll give you authorization then to come to Defense Level two and start mobilizing the active reserves, and release the Ninth Fleet from its position at Sirius, but not until then, or we lose the election and you'll be taking orders from More."


  Skip looked back again at his letter of resignation, and with the foulest of oaths he crumpled it up and threw it into the shredder.


  Twelve days to Confederation Day, he thought. Dear God, at least let that day be a peaceful one.


  Traffic out to the airstrip outside of Houston was lighter than usual for this time of day and Lieutenant Anderson looked at his watch. The Old Man had promised him the afternoon off and Nancy was waiting. He had never expected the Old Man to turn around and keep him waiting for three hours, just to run a courier pouch out to the airstrip. Nancy was so ticked she had turned off her personnel pager after his third call begging for her to wait.


  Nancys place was only a block off the main run, and on a last minute impulse he pulled over, ran up to her flat and knocked on the door. There was no answer. Cursing the Fleet, and the Old Man in particular, Lieutenant Anderson pulled back out and headed for the main run, only to find that the entry ramp was jammed due to an accident. Weaving his way through back streets he lost seventeen valuable minutes before getting back on the main road and flooring it… he missed the departure of the courier ship by one minute and twenty seconds.


  Looking at the pouch resting on the passenger seat he felt a cold knot in his stomach. To go back and face the Old Man was impossible… and besides, Nancy had blown him off for the evening. Still cursing, he settled down and decided to wait for next ship, which wouldn't leave for another six hours. He did not know until long afterwards that the second ship missed its connection with the McAuliffe courier ship by fifteen minutes, and thus the pouch would be delayed by a precious twenty-four hours. And as the pouch sat in its priority shipment container, waiting to be loaded, the fleets of the Kilrathi Empire continued their journey towards the frontier.


  


  


  • CHAPTER TEN


  THE HELL HOLE—CAPITAL OF THE LANDREICH

  CONFEDERATION DATE 2634.226


  Shaking with exhaustion, Geoff nervously looked down at his stained coveralls, wondering if they were the ones he had thrown up on, or if it was the other pair he had packed along for their trip. It was hard to tell now, after weeks of standing watch. He rubbed his chin, surprised at how the stubble had turned into a full beard. Most amazing of all, though, was the simple fact that they were still alive.


  He looked up at the blazing sun of the Hell Hole and did a slow walk around Lazarus. When Hans had said that they were going for an atmosphere landing he was half tempted to simply kill the damned pilot, fearing that after all that they had been through the icy bravado of Kruger would still wind up killing them. Part of their starboard wing was gone, there was no telling what other structural damage they had endured going through the stresses of skirting the very edge of a black hole, let alone the half dozen skirmishes fought on the way back to the Landreich. He had expected Turner to object, but the only comment was that it'd save precious time by going straight down to the surface.


  He slowly walked around the ship while waiting for Turner to climb down out of the hatch. Lazarus was fire scorched from one end to the other. In places the durasteel had been shot away right down to the inner titanium hull. Going to the starboard wing, he examined where part of it had been sheared off in their near collision going through the jump point. The damage was fascinating to examine. It looked as though a surgeon had neatly cut the end off with a high-intensity laser.


  "You know, you look like hell, Geoff."


  Tolwyn turned around to see Vance Richards coming up to join him.


  "Look, I just wanted to say you did a hell of a job back there," Vance said, a bit self-consciously. "Smashing up that light frigate guarding the last jump point was masterful."


  He smiled slightly, as if surprised at what he had just said. "Almost as good as what I could have done with those guns."


  Geoff laughed and slapped Vance on the shoulder.


  "You boys ready?"


  Turner, with Hans by his side approached. Hans paused to look up at the damaged wing.


  "Even getting paid fifty thousand ain't gonna cover this damage," he said grimly.


  "If we still have a Confederation in a month, send me the bill. I'll see it gets paid. Come on, we can't keep Blucher waiting."


  Geoff fell in two paces behind Turner, again trying to assume the role of a Confed officer working as an adjutant. He found it surprising that the president of the Landreich, Johann Blucher was willing to meet with them, based on nothing more than a call from Turner that had taken only thirty seconds. Even though Blucher was head of a state that the Confederation did not even recognize as a legitimate government, and some claimed was an outright haven for rogues, thieves, and murderers, Geoff was nervous about his appearance, and furtively tried to pick the dirt and grime out from under his fingernails as they strode across the scorching-hot tarmac.


  A couple of ancient Gotha surface-to-space interceptors lifted off from the runway behind them, engines roaring at full afterburner as they nosed up to vertical and punched into supersonic speeds, the double boom slamming into Geoff so that he winced. Vance watched them disappear and grinned.


  "Hell, if I tried that stunt on Johnson Island I'd be grounded for a month."


  "Asinine rules, that's the Confed," Hans said casually as he lead the way into small concrete bunker. A lone guard, with a lightweight gatling assault gun stopped them at the entry, took a quick look at their IDs and tossed them back.


  "All the way down first office on the right, he's expecting you."


  Geoff bristled slightly at the guard's tone, but knew better than to say anything as he followed Turner down a winding staircase that took them through a dozen meters of reinforced concrete. A durasteel door blocked the bottom, where another guard waved them through, slamming the door shut behind them.


  "Turner, you old son of a bitch."


  A towering, cadaverous-looking man stood in the semidarkened corridor as if waiting for them. Winston took the man's hand and the two, laughing, slapped each other on the shoulders, both of them swearing affectionately at each other.


  "Haven't seen you since you went back to hide behind a desk at your damned Academy."


  "Well, I got tired of putting my ass on the line for idiots like you," Turner replied and the two laughed, slapping each other yet again and launching into another round of crude invective that left Geoff startled. He had never imagined that old Winnie had such a command of Anglo-Saxon derived words.


  Turner finally looked back at the other three and introduced them. Geoff didn't know what the protocol was for saluting an unrecognized head of state of what was officially considered to be a renegade government, and decided in the end to err on the side of safety.


  Blucher merely nodded at the salute and then looked over at Hans.


  "So you're the new owner of Phantom."


  "Lazarus, you mean."


  Blucher laughed. "It was the Bouncing Belch before that and before that it was Snafu. Kelly wasn't all that bad, sorry he bought it."


  "Bad luck."


  "By the way, there's a ten-thousand-credit price on your head."


  "Sara?"


  "Yeah. Dumb bastards offered me five more if I'd turn my back. Can you believe the bastards? Anyhow, thought you should know. Look out for the boys on that Ugati docked upstairs."


  "Thanks."


  The two continued to talk for a couple of minutes about the Sarn clan, before Blucher finally pointed to his office door and ushered them in. Geoff looked around in surprise. He'd seen flats owned by newly minted second lieutenants that were more lavishly furnished. A battered sofa and three worn leather chairs were the only places to sit. Blucher opened the door of a gasping, rattling fridge and looked at his guests.


  "Cold ones?"


  "Thank God, yes," Turner gasped, and without asking the others Blucher pulled out five bottles of beer and passed them around. Popping the cap onto the floor, he sat down on top of his desk.


  "Johann, take a look at this," Winston said, and reaching into the breast pocket of his coveralls, he pulled out a memory cube and tossed it over. Blucher got behind his desk, loaded the cube, and for several minutes he silently examined the data.


  "Where did you run into these bastards?"


  "Actually not sure. It was designated as jump point Epsilon out of The Pit. A Cat squadron came out of jump point Alpha, the one we used to go in. We took off and headed into Epsilon, saw these bastards and got the hell out."


  "Know the place, traded there myself. Did they get old Gar? Damn, he was one crafty devil. He'd sell the teeth out of his dead grandmother's skull if he thought he could turn a credit. Funny though, he actually ran a pretty honest business in that old cylinder of his."


  "Well, the cylinders inside the hole," Hans replied. "They must have smashed up at least twenty ships trying to get away, don't know if your friend made it."


  "He'll survive, always has. By the way, you went into sector 42-33 Beta if you want to look on the nav charts we got of that region."


  Hans looked at Blucher.


  "I didn't know anyone had charts of out there."


  "You never asked," Blucher replied. "Trade secret, boy, be glad to sell you one for a hundred thousand if you should ever go back out that way. But that's for private venture stuff only, not Confed business. If they want a chart it'll be a flat million or nothing."


  Turner chuckled. "Hell, I didn't even know you had one."


  "Well, you dumb bastard, you should have come and seen me first rather than go sneaking through here the way you did, hooking up with a green kid and then disappearing. Heard all about it after you left and was downright insulted."


  "I was on something of an unofficial trip. Sorry. Too many people around you I don't know."


  "Your problem, not mine. Anyhow, those Cats are at a good system. Eleven known jump points, half connecting back into the Empire, one angling into the demilitarized zone between here and the Confed, the others heading out beyond our systems and theirs. Logical place to marshal a fleet for an attack."


  Turner briefly related the main points of their trip while Blucher continued to study the scan, punching in some enhancements to clarify the image. Geoff came around to the side of the desk and watched as the computer scrubbed the image. Though Blucher's office seemed like something straight out of a bad vid about frontier life, the hardware on his desk was of the latest design. From their long distance scan the computer created images of startling quality, providing analysis of external weapons systems, engines, estimated gross weight and last reported locations of many of the ships.


  "Mostly their older stuff, some of it from the war against the Varni. So where the hell is the new equipment?"


  "Poised somewhere else," Turner replied.


  "It's those damn heavy assault ships that have me worried," Blucher said. "Look closely there—" and he pointed at the screen, "—those are armored space-to-surface landing craft. Each of those ships can handle a brigade of Imperial marines. This isn't a maneuver. The marines stay close to Kilrah, they're part of the Imperial line. If they're deploying their Imperial assault legions, this is an attack to take possession."


  He pointed at another ship. "Look at this one, it's got one hell of a radiation signature. I bet the damn thing's packed to the gills with thermo nukes. Blast down the ground defenses, then send in the assault troops to mop up."


  Geoff could not contain himself any longer.


  "Sir, if you know all this, how come Fleet Intelligence doesn't?"


  Both Blucher and Turner looked at Geoff in surprise. Blucher shook his head and laughed.


  "Where did you pick up this babe in the woods?"


  Geoff bristled slightly at the insult, but a sharp look from Turner stilled him from making a retort.


  "Look, son," Blucher said, as if lecturing a child, "we don't exist out here as far as Confed goes. We're outside the law, settling where we want and the hell with Confed surveys, permission, taxes, and what have you. We knew about the Cats a full year before any of your official histories will ever acknowledge it. Over on their side there's some Cats like us, outside their laws as well. Fallen warriors, dishonored and clanless, living on the edge. We trade with them, they trade back, on occasion we kill each other for profit, or just because we have to and the hell with what our supposed legitimate governments say. Now, does that answer your question?"


  Geoff wanted to press the point. Humanity was looking at the potential for one hell of a war. The intel that the Landreich and other frontier smuggling posts had was invaluable, but again there was the look from Turner and he stepped back.


  Blucher continued to study the ships intently for several more minutes and then finally looked back at Turner.


  "Anything else?"


  Turner hesitated for a moment and finally reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, lead case. Opening it up he produced a thin wafer.


  "Cat, memory wafer," Blucher said.


  "I know. You got a system that can handle it?"


  "Let me see."


  Turner held the wafer as if not willing to give it up.


  "Don't worry, we've played with these before."


  Turner handed it over. Blucher touched the pager on his unit and a moment later the door into the room opened.


  "Fetch me a Cat model five unit and be quick about it."


  The young officer returned less than a minute later with a small handheld unit of obvious Kilrathi make, placed it on Blucher's desk and departed without a word. Blucher popped the unit open, a small holo field appearing. He then slipped the wafer in, punched several keys, and waited. A single document appeared on the screen an instant later. Blucher cursed softly, punched several more keys while watching the holo display.


  "Only one thing on that wafer and this is it," and he motioned for Turner to come around to the other side of his desk. Geoff craned forward to look. The document looked ancient, as if written by hand on aging parchment. A red claw was emblazoned at the top of the document, the symbol appearing again at the bottom next to what he assumed was a signature.


  "It's an Imperial communique from the Emperor," Turner whispered in awe. "I've seen a couple, the usual diplomatic bull. But this looks like something for internal use."


  Frustrated, he looked back at Blucher.


  "Got anyone here who can read Cat?"


  "Give me a minute."


  Blucher produced a camera from a desk drawer, snapped a photo of the image in the holo field, pulled out a memory cube from the camera and slipped it into his own unit. Seconds later a copy of the document appeared on his screen, this time in translation.


  Blucher started to read it, Turner leaning over his shoulder and following. Frustrated, Geoff could only watch their expressions. Both of them seemed to react at almost the same instant, a look of shock that quickly changed to a bitter expression of rage.


  Turner finally looked over at Geoff.


  "It's the Imperial authorization for full-scale offensive operations against the Confederation and any other territories occupied by humans or their allies."


  "So now we've got it," Geoff replied.


  "Damn it all," Turner snapped, "but it doesn't say when or where. This is nothing but some formalized piece of ritual crap."


  "What else do you want?" Blucher replied. "Their timetable, attack plans, and schedule for when their commander goes to the head?"


  "It would have been nice, damn it. Why even go through the bother of getting this to us?"


  "Who was it that sent it?" Blucher asked.


  Turner looked straight at him, then shook his head.


  "All right, I understand."


  "No," Turner replied. "It's not that. I don't know who the hell passed it off to us, or why. That's what has me confused."


  "Don't you see? It's a little game within a game for some Cat on the other side. This document must have gone out to all the head honchos, clan leaders, maybe even their admirals and key military administrators. It's a ritual for them. Someone wanted to tip us off, but not necessarily betray their side either, so there's no plans. Maybe they want to derail the attack for their own purposes, or even feel that now is not the time. Maybe they're hoping to drag a stink onto one of their rivals. Sooner or later someone will leak that we've got this thing, and they'll point their claw at a foe and have him eliminated. It's untraceable, that's for certain. It doesn't give us a damn thing other than clear knowledge they're coming, and any damn idiot could figure that out."


  "Not the Confed government," Hans interjected.


  "They don't even qualify for the status of idiot," Blucher said casually.


  Geoff felt that he should take insult at the exchange but in his heart, at this moment, he could not help but agree.


  "We need to get this back to Confed Fleet Headquarters now," Turner said.


  Blucher sighed and pushed himself back from his desk.


  "You'll have to fly it."


  "What the hell are you talking about? You've got a burst signal facility here."


  "Its down."


  "What the hell do you mean, it's down?"


  "Just that, Winston. Down, kaput. Remember, there's an embargo on us terrible sinners out here. We lost it three weeks ago. We can receive, but we can't send. We're trying to smuggle the replacement parts in right now, but it might be a month or more before we get them."


  "Welcome to the Landreich," Hans said with a smile.


  "So it's McAuliffe then," Vance interjected. "That's the nearest burst signal station that can relay back to Earth on a secured line."


  Blucher laughed. "Theirs is down too."


  "What the hell is going on?" Turner snapped. "We're talking about McAuliffe, damn it."


  Blucher shrugged his shoulders. "It went off-line, that's all I know. Most likely solar storm activity in their system."


  "That's a week by transport," Turner said angrily.


  "Take Krugers ship. I think we can spare that. Hell, it's shot to ribbons again, not much use in the fight coming up."


  "I think I should be consulted on this one," Hans announced.


  Blucher smiled. "You son, have officially been drafted into the Landreich militia."


  "The hell you say."


  "The hell I do say," Blucher announced. "Considering your service, would the rank of first lieutenant suit you?"


  "Hell no," Hans snapped. "I'm independent, the last damn thing I need is to get tangled up in this."


  Blucher leaned forward, his features set.


  "Listen Kruger. You go back to McAuliffe with Turner and the Sarn boys will be all over your hide. Out here, you're safe, well let's just say safer. And besides, you didn't quite hear me straight. I'm declaring an official state of emergency and, by the rules of the Charter of the Landreich, any personnel and their ships residing in this territory when an emergency is declared must place themselves at the disposal of the Militia. We don't have any standing military out here, we take care of it ourselves. In short, son, you've been drafted. Now, do you understand me?"


  Kruger glared coldly at Blucher.


  "Will lieutenant commander suit you then?"


  Vance gaped in surprise.


  "I'll be damned if I ever salute you."


  Hans looked over at Vance and then back at Blucher.


  "I want my own ship. You've taken mine, I want something I can fight in. Hell, I'm pissed off now, and if I can't take it out on the Cats, I'm going to take it out on you unless I have something hot under me and a damn sight better than my old ship."


  "All right, agreed."


  Hans looked over glumly at Turner.


  "The keys are in the ignition," he said bitterly.


  "We'll take good care of it and try and get it back to you. If not, I'll make sure you get a check from the government."


  "Yeah, right," Hans replied, his voice sounding hollow with defeat.


  "We better get going," Turner said.


  Taking the wafer and memory cube back he started for the door, Blucher following him. Geoff looked over at Hans and extended his hand.


  "Sorry."


  "Win some, you lose some, I guess. You're a good shooter, Geoff. Take care of yourself."


  The two shook hands. Vance bid his farewell after Geoff and the two sprinted to catch up with Turner.


  "He's a damn good kid," Geoff heard Turner say, as they fell in behind him on the stairs leading up. "Nerves of ice, instinctive pilot. I think he'd make a damn good leader. Even though he was green I had no trouble with him in the left-hand seat."


  "Did you really trust him when you hired his ship?" Blucher asked.


  "Hell, no. I was looking for a green kid. For what I wanted, if I'd hired an experienced crew they would have been more trouble then they were worth, might have had to kill them before I was done. If the kid hadn't worked out, I'd have dumped him someplace or tied him up and taken over. But I didn't need to."


  Geoff was shocked to hear Turner discussing the coldblooded elimination of a crew.


  "Give him a good ship, some people who will listen to him, and cut him loose out on the flank some place, and he'll raise holy hell with the Cats."


  "All right, I'll take care of it."


  As they stepped out onto the blazing hot tarmac the two fell to reminiscing about "the old days," talking about some raid on a pirate base.


  Geoff, however, let the conversation drift out of focus. "Nerves of ice… a damn good leader," Turner had said of Hans. It was an interesting point to consider. He had respected Hans but had let his own prejudice about Hans not being Academy trained get the better of his judgment. Turner had seen the quality and he had not. What was even more troubling was that he now wondered about what Turner would say if and when a fitness report was ever filed on Ensign Geoffrey Tolwyn. Hans showed the nerves of ice, but did I?


  He looked over at Vance, who was walking along with a nonchalant air, listening in as the two old warriors continued to trade stories. Vance was a good pilot, had a razor-sharp mind, but did not necessarily work too well with others. More the loner type, the typical pilot, or intel spook. But what is it that I now want? Geoff wondered.


  Prior to this mission all his focus had been on getting wings and flying a Wildcat. But what will that ultimately accomplish? Hans would have his own ship and independent command. The mere thought of that held a certain thrill. The time across the frontier had whetted his appetite for something far different from life on a hangar deck. It was to run the show, to be independent and to make one's own decisions. He knew, as well, that the path to it meant nerves of ice, and above all else, to be ready to take charge when a crisis came, in the same way that Hans did when they jumped out of The Pit and then turned to go straight back in again. Kruger now had command as a result, and Geoff knew that when the time came, he would reach for it as well.


  They finally reached Lazarus and Geoff was surprised to see more than a score of ground personnel swarming over the ship. An epoxy spray had been layered onto the damaged starboard wing, holes were patched, and two men were hauling a crate of fresh food up the ladder.


  A hunched over man chewing on an unlit cigar, his features like aged leather, came up to Blucher.


  "She took a hell of a beating. This is Kelly's old ship isn't it?"


  "That's it."


  "Good ship. Like the add-ons. Anyhow, I've topped off their hydrogen tanks, and run a check on internals. They've got a cracked main spar on that starboard wing, but it should hold together as long as they don't pull too many g's in atmosphere. She's ready to fly."


  Turner and Blucher traded a final round of obscenities, the ground crew laughing and throwing in a few comments of their own. Turner scrambled up the ladder, followed by Geoff and Vance.


  "Vance, left seat, Geoff you take right. Two-g max till we're clear of the atmosphere."


  "Got it," Vance said with a grin.


  Geoff settled into his new position and quickly scanned the controls. They were a pretty standard layout. He plugged his headset in, and since there wasn't any checklist he simply applied the routine he'd learned for a typical atmosphere-to-space transit.


  The crew chief stepped out in front of them and raised his right hand, swinging his fist in a tight circle to indicate they had the all clear to power up. Vance fired the engine to life, did a quick throttle up with the brakes on, then eased back. The crew chief was now waving his right arm, then pointing straight towards the taxiway.


  Geoff saluted the chief as they started to turn and the old man grinned, giving a universal gesture back while laughing. Geoff could only shake his head and grin.


  Ground control clicked on, giving them priority clearance, and as soon as they reached the end of the strip Vance slammed the throttle to the wall. Geoff kept a light hold on the stick and could feel the vibration caused by the uneven lift due to the damaged wing. He called off the speed and when they hit two hundred Vance pulled the nose up while Geoff pulled up the landing gear. They started to climb, adding on speed but holding off going sonic until nearly clear of the atmosphere.


  As the sky overhead shifted into an indigo hue, Turner unstrapped and came forward to stand between them.


  "Set fastest possible course to McAuliffe. Do you think we can squeeze it down to seven days?"


  "Think so, sir," Geoff replied. "We'll really have to shoot our transits into the jump points right on the wire though. There'll be no slowing down."


  "I think you can manage that," Turner replied. "I just want to get us back there before Confederation Day."


  "Why, sir?" Geoff asked.


  "Just a gut feeling. I want the message back before everyone goes running off for the holiday."


  "I'll work up the calculations once we're out of orbit sir."


  "Fine, Geoff."


  "Sir, why don't you get some sleep?" Geoff said calmly. "We'll take first watch."


  Turner nodded his thanks and disappeared aft.


  "Why Confed Day?" Vance asked.


  "Why not?" Geoff replied quietly, and then the realization hit… the Cats are going to hit us on Confed Day, the one holiday observed throughout the entire Confederation. He felt a flash of annoyance with himself for not having caught on to that before Turner did. It was yet another lesson learned; analyze everything, pull the pieces together, expect the unexpected and plan for it.


  CONFEDERATION FLEET HEADQUARTERS

  CONFEDERATION DATE 2634.228


  "Skip, glad I caught you!"


  Banbridge motioned for Speedwell to come in and have a seat, but his chief of intel went straight to Skip's computer, pulled a memory cube out of his pocket and slipped it in,


  "We just got this in from Listening Post Epsilon twenty minutes ago," Speedwell announced excitedly. "Damn it, they're coming."


  Banbridge leaned forward in his chair as the holo field lit up with the usual classified-info screen. Skip waited for the laser scanner to sweep him, matching cornea patter and various chemical traces to confirm who he was before unlocking the report.


  "It's from Lieutenant Ches Penney," Speedwell announced, "one of our better cryptologists out on the frontier. Here's the original burst signal."


  First there was a sharp, high-pitched squeal, lasting barely a second, then it was replayed after decompression, a quavering tone nearly a dozen seconds in length.


  "Long signal," Skip announced.


  "Penney had damn little to go on. The Cats have been shifting codes at increasingly shorter intervals. Something in the initial part of the tone caught his attention. That's the signature message, which tells the receiver which coding system to use. Seems that they recycled an older code that we had partially cracked, and Penney remembered it. Anyhow, here it is in Kilrathi."


  Speedwell pointed to the screen as page after page of text scrolled past in the strange, blocked pictographs of what Skip knew was Kilrathi.


  "Even here, most of the message is filler, so he started to run random pattern searches and finally hit on it."


  The translation in English now appeared. Skip read the text once and hit the stop button. Turning in his chair he refreshed his mug of coffee, then turned back to the screen, features pale, reading slowly.


  "Target Vikyah?" he whispered, already sensing what the answer was.


  "McAuliffe," Speedwell replied.


  "How do we know that?"


  "Because it reports our translight burst transmitter is down due to intense solar flares as reported from the Carlin system. There's only one Confed base offline at the moment, and that's McAuliffe, where we've been having problems with flares of late. This message reporting the signal problems was sent by one of their listening posts inward to Kilrah yesterday. Twelve hours later it was repeated back outwards, Skip, back outwards to an Admiral Nargth."


  "McAuliffe," Skip whispered. "Damn it all, they're going for McAuliffe."


  "Looks that way. There's a lot of holes in the message, Skip. Penney pulled this one out right from the very edge. It looks like we caught, at best, maybe a quarter of the message, but we know the code name for this Admiral Nargth's command, and their target is McAuliffe."


  "How big would you say their fleet is?"


  Speedwell exhaled noisily. "Damn, Skip, that's a tough one. We know their big one, the first, is the Home Fleet. They've got at least four others, but the names shift, even the numbers."


  "And Nargth?"


  Skip punched in a couple of keys to pull up the profile.


  "Precious little on him, like most of their commanders. Only what we've been able to decipher from signal traffic. Doesn't bear the honorific title of the Imperial line, or of a Baron of a clan."


  Speedwell smiled. "Hell, guess he's a mustang like you, Skip. Came up through the ranks, very rare for the Cats."


  "So, what do you think?"


  Speedwell stood silent for a moment. "Like I told you months ago, they're a mystery hidden inside an enigma. We've seen precious little in Facin, though we do know their commander there is of the Imperial bloodline. There's no Imperial commander with this fleet, as far as we know."


  "Could there be and we didn't get all the message? Maybe they even have two fleets traveling together, and all we intercepted was the message to one of them."


  Speedwell nodded. "Or this could be a diversionary action to pin our assets at McAuliffe while the main body, led by a member of the Imperial family, is doing a straight drive in and will blow through the Firekka sector. Remember, we war-gamed that one out and figured it might be a possibility."


  Damn it all, Skip thought angrily. When the hell would the translight system go back on-line at McAuliffe? If we had that, we could scramble a forward screen. It could be up today, then again it could be weeks. But we do know something is coming.


  "Typical Kilrathi Fleet sizes at last report?"


  "Two battlewagons, half a dozen heavy cruisers, a carrier, usual escorts."


  Skip remained silent for a moment, calling up the latest readiness reports.


  "I'll order Rear Admiral Dayan with Task Force Twenty-one to deploy from Tangier. She's got two battlewagons, the carrier Ark Royal, and some damned good cruiser and frigate commanders. That'll push our assets out there. Hell, if it's a typical Cat fleet, we'll have more than double their strength in battlewagons. If they come in, we'll put a real twist in their tails. At least we still have direct contact with Dayan. If it turns out they're moving towards the Firekka sector instead, we can still turn her back around."


  Speedwell said nothing.


  "You approve?"


  "Best move available, given the data we have. What troubles me is that we only got part of the transmission. Suppose there was more? They might be throwing everything they have into McAuliffe, and if so, we're going to lose big-time."


  "Once Dayan links up with Seventh Fleet, that's one hell of a force. If it's too big to handle, they can pull a fighting withdrawal, if not, close for the kill."


  "But, McAuliffe," Speedwell said softly. "Hell, they could throw a dozen battlewagons in and still not have enough to batter down the base shielding on McAuliffe and orbital station Alexandria. It doesn't quite add up."


  "Try a landing outside of the shielding and storm in by ground attack?" Skip ventured. "It's the only scenario we know of to take the place."


  "Hell of a lot casualties. Third Marine Division is on the ground, and they'd still have to gain superiority in space and in the atmosphere first. The Cats would lose half their assault troops on landing and then have to storm the base. They'd need ten of their legions to do it."


  Skip took the information in. It'd be one hell of a vicious ground fight. Or did they have some way of busting the shielding? Too many variables here, too damn many variables.


  "What's the transit time from Tangier to McAuliffe?" Speedwell asked.


  "Six days, including time for our signal to get out there and for her to get moving."


  "Confederation Day," Speedwell said quietly.


  Skip nodded. "I'll tell Dayan to make transit at top speed. I'm calling the president right now. I want you to go with me on this one, and let's pray to God our good Lieutenant Penney got all the message right."


  


  


  • CHAPTER ELEVEN


  MCAULIFFE—CONFEDERATION DAY EVE

  CONFEDERATION DATE 2634.234


  "Have a good holiday Janice."


  Stepping out of the space-to-surface transport, Admiral Frederick Long, commander of the Seventh Fleet docked at Alexandria Station above McAuliffe, nodded thanks to his pilot. As he walked across the tarmac he took a deep breath of hot, dry air. It was hard to imagine Confederation Day in such a setting, he thought sadly. Back on Earth he used to spend it up in Maine, catching the last of summer, sailing on the coast. He was heading to the coolest spot on the planet, Highcroft, which at fifteen thousand feet and a hundred miles from McAuliffe was about the only bearable place on the surface. Most of his staff would be up there as well.


  Highcroft was officer's country, the resort area an attempt at mimicking a mountain resort back on Earth. They had even imported trees from home, though the darn things took almost constant attention from an entire company of ground personnel, and a fair part of the base's precious water ration. At least there'd be a log on the fireplace as a result, though they'd have to turn on the air-conditioning while the fire burned.


  He looked up at the blazing primary sun, shading his eyes against the glare. Thirty-nine more years to a real sunset, he thought.


  A lieutenant, one of Nagomo's staff, stood waiting patiently, and then approached the admiral and saluted.


  "What is it, lieutenant?"


  "Sir, Admiral Nagomo wanted me to inform you he'll be along in an hour or so and suggested that you go ahead."


  "Fine, lieutenant."


  "He also wanted me to inform you that communications with Point X-ray have been cut off."


  Long hesitated for a second. Point X-ray was the listening post positioned just inside the demilitarized zone, near the jump point into McAuliffe and orbital base Alexandria. The lieutenant handed him a sealed envelope, which Long opened.


  The post reported that a smuggler craft had emerged from the Kilrathi side at high speed. A Kilrathi destroyer had popped through in pursuit, then turned and went back through into its own system. Shortly after this report, the post failed to check in with its twice-daily all clear signal. Damn it all, with the translight burst system still down, the picket ship was reduced to hovering near the jump point and sending a transponder back through the jump point to indicate everything was all right.


  Long stood silent for a moment. Damn equipment. Chances were the transponder had failed, but still.


  "How long before we're back on the air again?"


  "The techs say the storm's abating up there. Maybe six hours, sir, and we'll be back up, on-line," and the lieutenant pointed up towards the fiery red ball that filled half the sky, a streamer of glowing fire arcing from the red giant to the smaller yellow dwarf.


  Long nodded. Concordia had translight burst capability, he really should run it out of the system to get a clear signal. It had been almost two weeks now since they'd heard anything from outside the system. For that matter, maybe a frigate should run out to Point X-ray to check on the listening post. Too much was going wrong with communications, maybe it would be best to hold off on leaving right now.


  "Fred, you know you're late."


  Sighing he saw his wife, Linda, step out of their helo lift, gesturing towards him as though he was a child who was late for school.


  "Sorry, dear. Last minute paperwork."


  A transport which had settled down next to the admiral's lift craft popped its access hatch, and a storm of laughing, shouting enlisted men piled out. At the sight of their commander, they nervously fell silent, snapping off salutes as they passed.


  "Enjoy your leave, boys, and stay out of trouble," Long said in a fatherly way while acknowledging their salutes.


  Linda came up to her husband's side and looked disdainfully at the disembarking crews, who as soon as they thought they were out of earshot started to again discuss where they were heading.


  "Frederick, is that wretched place, Four Dollar Suzie's still open? I distinctly heard one of those boys say that's where he was heading. I thought I told you I wanted that filthy den shut down."


  "Yes, dear," the admiral said wearily, "I'll have one of my people look into it immediately. But do remember, groundside is not under my control, dear, that's Nagomo's territory."


  She shot an angry glance at Nagomo's lieutenant, as if the den of iniquity was his fault.


  Long sighed and nodded to the lieutenant. "Tell the admiral the transponder most likely malfunctioned. If they don't report in on the next check, I'll run a frigate out to look around."


  "Fred, our guests are waiting," Linda announced impatiently.


  "That's all, lieutenant."


  The lieutenant saluted and headed back towards headquarters. Long folded the envelope up and put it in his pocket as Linda took him by the arm and steered him toward the waiting helo.


  "And another thing. I saw your guest list for tonight. I thought I told you that I will not tolerate Captain Hunter stepping into our house. After what he did with that other woman, it'd be an insult to Nancy if we have him in. I sent a note to her yesterday about that, and I'd die if she found out we had him over. Frederick, I want him transferred off your staff at once."


  "Yes, dear," the admiral replied, looking back to see his shuttle powering up and starting to taxi back out to the runway. There was a slight gnawing sense, a gut instinct that was troubling. Communications back to CONFEDFLT had been down way too long. There were no indications of outright trouble. Hell, the offensive against the Cats was hundreds of light-years away, entirely outside his operational sector, but still, a lot could have happened. Now this glitch with the picket station. Maybe he should go back up, keep station on board tonight, at least until they found out what was going on at X-ray.


  Thirty years of service, a good record, never a mistake, that was worth guarding. But then again, how many hundreds of false alarms, how many sleepless nights that turned out to be for nothing?


  "Frederick, I'm waiting."


  He watched as the shuttle was cleared and pulled out onto the runway.


  "Frederick!"


  "Yes, dear," the admiral mumbled as he ducked into his helo, which lifted off and turned northward, headed for Highcroft.


  Minutes later the twice-monthly transport from Earth arrived. Over a hundred replacements stepped out and looked around forlornly at their new home, while eighty men and women, their tours completed, piled on board. A pallet of replacement parts was offloaded and quickly sorted, the equipment destined for the fleet above was set to one side and covered with a tarp. The pilot of the ship finally stepped off, carrying a silver pouch, and went up to the ground crew chief.


  "When's the next ship going upstairs?"


  "Too bad, sir, just missed it. Headed up not five minutes ago."


  "Got priority dispatches here for Admiral Long. Lot of stuff here, you guys have been off-line for over two weeks now."


  The crew chief looked at the silver pouch.


  "He just took off too, sir. Headed up to the officer's retreat for the holidays."


  "Damn."


  "Try Admiral Nagomos office. He's heading out to join Admiral Long, maybe they can relay the stuff along."


  The pilot stalked off, heading for the base HQ, falling in behind the replacements. Breathing a sigh of relief as he stepped into the blessed air-conditioning of the building, he looked around for the signs which finally led him to the office of the base commander.


  "Priority dispatches here for Admiral Long," he announced to the bleary-eyed clerk behind the desk, who had obviously started his holiday celebration early.


  "Can't be reached now, sir. He's headed up to the retreat. We could transmit them up."


  "I can't, they're Priority Triple A from Banbridge. I'm not allowed to have them transmitted. I heard Admiral Nagomo is still here, maybe he can forward this along," the pilot replied, feeling annoyed that, with ten years in the fleet, he was still running around like an errand boy.


  The clerk stood up and, coming around from behind his desk, looked at the silver envelope. Without saying a word he went back to his desk and picked up his phone. A minute later a middle-aged lieutenant came up to the pilot.


  "Can I help you, sir?"


  The pilot repeated yet again the need to get the dispatches to the admiral, and mentioned the requirement that he sign the pouch off before being permitted to leave.


  "Admiral Nagomo, my boss, is heading up there in a couple of minutes. How about if I pass them on to him, and he can deliver them to Long?"


  It wasn't quite according to regulations, the pilot thought. He was required to hand them off to Long or to one of his staff. But then again, he reasoned, one could say that Nagomo was part of the staff since he was in direct command of all ground facilities at McAuliffe, which answered to Long as commander of this fleet, which included McAuliffe and the orbital base Alexandria.


  "All right."


  The lieutenant signed the receipt. The pilot, glad to be rid of his burden, wished the lieutenant a happy holiday and left the building. The lieutenant watched the pilot enviously. The damn kids getting out of this lousy place, while I've got six more years to wait out till retirement.


  The lieutenant started down the corridor to Nagomo's office, but stopped when one of the women in personnel gave him a cheerful greeting, and then, without much discretion, held up a bottle. The lieutenant hesitated, then stepped into the office which was already starting to cut loose with its celebration. Tucking the pouch into his belt, the lieutenant waded through the crowd… and never saw Nagomo heading down the corridor on his way to Highcroft.


  KILRATHI SECOND FLEET OF THE CLAW


  "Remember, all pilots are in their attack craft and will start immediate launch once the jump point is cleared. No matter what is encountered on the other side, the launch will proceed without delay."


  The Crown Prince carefully examined the expressions on the faces of his six carrier commanders. They were all personally picked, all were eager.


  "Return to your ships."


  The commanders saluted and hurried down to the launch bay for the return flights to their vessels. Gilkarg looked over at his son.


  "I expect you to return with blood on your claws, but do not take any unnecessary risks like a fresh cub looking for notice from his elders."


  "I will do my duty, father."


  Gilkarg drew closer. "Your duty is to stay alive."


  Ratha looked at him, unable to reply. Was he being asked to shirk?


  "I will not be like Jukaga, if that is what you mean."


  Gilkarg snarled with disdain. "He is an embarrassment to his family. The shame will follow him for lingering behind when there is glory to be won. But as for you, I expect survival. You are the heir after me, remember that."


  Ratha smiled. That, of course was a fact he would never forget.


  Gilkarg watched his expression carefully, then waved a dismissal. Three of the best pilots in the fleet had been assigned to his unit with orders to keep him alive, something Ratha would never know. He would win his glory, but he also must learn when to let others do the killing.


  The Crown Prince turned to look back at the navigation plot boards. They were continuing to accelerate towards the jump point into McAuliffe. They would hit it in less than six hours, attempting a jump at a velocity never before tried by carrier- and battleship-size vessels. The tests with old cargo hulks indicated that the risk factor of a misalignment had increased, but not enough to be of concern.


  He settled into his command chair and motioned for the latest reports to be handed over. Most of the news was troubling. The Confederation picket ship did get off a partial burst signal before being destroyed. Could McAuliffe's station be back on-line, and had they been warned? There would be no way of knowing until the first carrier cleared the jump. Sixth Fleet had just completed its final burst transmission before jumping towards the Landreich, but resistance had already been encountered short of the jump point, when a picket ship opened fire first, then fled. Obviously, the Landreich was waiting for the attack.


  Finally, there was the report on the transfer of information to the spies on the smuggler ship. All leads had turned up cold. The courier was completely untraceable. He wore no identification or clan markings. His record of teeth imprints and laser scan of his eyes revealed no records, as well. It was as if he had never existed. Gilkarg smiled and shook his head as he contemplated just how masterful the betrayal truly was.


  MCAULIFFE


  Commander Winston Turner stormed out of the McAuliffe communications center and headed for the base headquarters.


  "The stations still down. They said another couple of hours at least!" he cried bitterly. "Now, let's go find this damn admiral."


  Geoff, still self-conscious about his filthy clothes and lack of uniform, raced to keep up.


  "Some damn Confed Day Eve we got here," Turner snapped as half a dozen enlisted personnel, several of them more than a little tipsy, came out of headquarters, laughing and talking loudly. They looked at Geoff, Vance and Winston in surprise. An officer, following the boisterous crowd, stopped at the door and stared at them coldly.


  "Now, just where do you three think you're heading?"


  "I'm Commander Turner, on special duty for Banbridge. I need to see Admiral Long or Admiral Nagomo now."


  The officer grinned, as if he was a majordomo confronted by a peasant begging for audience with the king.


  "You are not in uniform, Commander," the lieutenant started. "Second, you have no authorization here to see either admiral. The weekend holidays started. Come back on Monday and follow the proper channels."


  Winston sprang on the officer, slamming him up against the open door. With his free hand he whipped out his identification card, which was trimmed with red and gold, a color coding indicating that he worked for the office of the Chief of Staff.


  "Son, I'm giving you just thirty seconds to get into your damn office and find me one of the admirals, or find me someone who can, or I'll rip your damned head off, then jam it down your gaping throat."


  "You could be court-martialed for this," the officer stuttered. His gaze shifted from Turner to Geoff and Vance, as if hoping they would restrain the lunatic, but the two simply closed, in on either side of him.


  "Better listen to him, lieutenant," Geoff said calmly, "I've seen him do it."


  The lieutenant sagged against the door and nodded weakly. Turner loosened his grip and shoved him through the door so that the lieutenant almost fell on the waxed linoleum surface. He looked back at Turner, as if ready to try an escape, but Winston was standing straight over him.


  "Move it, lieutenant."


  They followed the frightened officer down the corridor. As they passed the main desk he looked over at the young woman behind the counter. "Get security, now," the lieutenant hissed.


  Turner ignored him and pushed the lieutenant forward.


  "Where are the admirals?" Turner asked.


  "At Highcroft, the officers retreat. Everyone's standing down for the holiday."


  "What about their execs?"


  "The same."


  "Their heads of security?"


  "The same."


  "Damn it all to hell, is anybody here?"


  "I am, sir, I'm on Nagomos staff."


  "You the highest ranking officer in here right now?"


  "I guess so, sir."


  The lieutenant stopped by a small cubicle.


  "That's my office."


  "Well, let's get in there," Turner snarled. "Get on the horn to your boss, right now."


  "I can't do that, sir. Standing orders are that the Admiral is only to be disturbed this weekend if there is a serious emergency."


  "Would you call a damn war an emergency? Because, son, there's one coming straight at us. Now get on that comm unit, and I want to see Nagomos face on that screen in one minute, or it'll be your face that's jammed right through it."


  "Is there a problem here, sir?"


  Geoff turned to see two military police standing in the doorway.


  "This man attacked me, he's a lunatic, sergeant, arrest him!"


  The marine sergeant started to step into the room with a bit of a bemused look on his face. He had already dealt with half a dozen fights so far this evening, fueled by the rivers of cheap booze flowing in town. The sergeant stopped cold when he found himself staring down the bore of a blaster held by Geoff.


  "Vance, take their weapons. Good move, Tolwyn, don't hesitate to shoot either of them if they make a move."


  Geoff stared calmly at the sergeant. Though he doubted if he could actually blow the man's head off in cold blood, he knew that he had to convey the impression that he would if forced to do so. Vance pulled their pistols and nightsticks, then tossed them towards the far corner of the room.


  "Come inside, gentlemen," Turner said calmly, motioning for them to sit down.


  "Look, fella," the marine sergeant said. "I don't know who you guys are, but you're quickly moving from thirty days in the brig to a lifetime of bustin' rocks out on Devil's Planet. So, why don't we be friendly about this and I'll forget about the gun?"


  "Tolwyn," the other marine said, looking over at Geoff. "Hey, you're the guy who told that senator to kiss your ass."


  "The same," Geoff said calmly.


  "Lieutenant, these guys are officers."


  "Like hell they are," the lieutenant cried, trying to reassert some control now that there were witnesses from the base in the room who would undoubtedly discuss how he behaved.


  Turner looked at the marine sergeant.


  "Is Nagomos topkick still in the building?"


  "Master Sergeant Ulandi? Yeah, he's down the corridor, he never leaves this place."


  "Geoff, take the sergeant, get the topkick, and bring him back."


  Geoff motioned for the sergeant to step out in the corridor and pocketed his own pistol, but kept it trained on the marine.


  The marine led him down the corridor and stopped at a door just one down from an ornate plaque that announced the domain of the base commander.


  Without bothering to knock the marine opened the door.


  "Sergeant, we have a little problem here."


  The sergeant major looked up from his comm unit.


  "What the hell is this?" he barked.


  "Sergeant, Commander Turner needs to see you," Geoff interrupted, while still keeping his eye on the M.P.


  "Turner? Here?" The sergeant major stood up. Geoff could not help but admire the precise neatness of the old sergeant's uniform, which seemed ready to crack when he moved, so thick was the starch. As he stepped out into the corridor he casually looked over at Geoff and noticed the bulge of the blaster in the ensign's pocket.


  "I hope your finger isn't on the trigger of that, Mr. Tolwyn."


  Geoff was surprised to be recognized yet again.


  "I'm sorry, sergeant, but it is. Commander Turner is having a problem with one of the admiral's lieutenants. If you would be so kind as to help straighten it out, I'll be glad to take my finger off the trigger and turn the weapon over to you."


  Geoff sensed that this was not the type of man to push with threats. The tradition of an old top hand commanding, in many ways, far more respect than most officers was an ancient one, and Geoff knew that to cross it would most likely provoke the sergeant into going after him, and probably beating the hell out of him as well.


  "All right, damn it. Let's see what the hell is going on."


  The sergeant strode down the corridor with a precise, measured thirty-inch stride, as if he was walking on the parade ground behind his admiral. Reaching the door into the lieutenant's office, he stopped and Geoff could see the slightest flicker of surprise in his eyes.


  "Commander Turner, sir. Now just what the hell are you doing?"


  Geoff stepped up behind the topkick and saw a look of genuine pleasure in Turner's eyes.


  "Gunny, been a long time."


  "Yeah, Tabul, and I still owe you a drink for that one, sir."


  "Forget the drink," Turner replied, and he quickly launched into a brief explanation of what was going on. Before he was halfway through, the sergeant cut him off and fixed his gaze on the lieutenant.


  "Lieutenant, sir. I strongly urge you to let me get hold of the admiral right now."


  "Sergeant, my orders are…"


  "Pardon me, sir, but damn your orders, sir," the sergeant snapped, and, barging his way into the office, he got behind the lieutenant's desk and punched in a secured access code which connected him straight to Nagomo. Turner sighed with relief and seemed to sag against the wall.


  "I flashed Iron Butt an Alpha priority," the sergeant announced. "That ought to get him stirred."


  A minute later the screen flickered to life.


  "Sergeant Ulandi, this better be damn important."


  Geoff could hear the sound of a party going on in the background, Still keeping his eye on the two marine guards, who now seemed relaxed as if they were enjoying a show, he nevertheless edged his way to the other corner of the room so he could see the screen. Nagomo did not look pleased at all.


  "Sir. We have a major crisis here. I think you better get Admiral Long with you."


  Nagomo hesitated, then looked over his shoulder.


  "Sergeant, if you make me look foolish you can kiss that topkick retirement money good-bye."


  "Sir, I just hope I live to see it. Please, sir, could you get the admiral, sir."


  The screen flickered off for a moment. The sergeant leaned back in his chair, fished out a cigar and lit it. "Against regs to smoke it inside, but what the hell," he said with a smile.


  The screen flickered back on. The two admirals were standing side by side and Geoff could hear the shrill, angry protests of a woman in the background. Admiral Long looked over his shoulder, made a hushing noise, then looked back. The sergeant motioned for Turner to step in front of the screen and drew aside.


  "Sirs, I am Commander Winston Turner," and as he spoke he held his ID card up to the screen.


  "I remember you, Turner," Nagomo said. "Good articles, but what the hell are you doing? You look like crap."


  "This better be good, Turner," Long interjected angrily.


  "Sirs, just bear with me for five minutes," and yet again he launched into a recap of his mission, starting with Banbridge's orders.


  The two admirals grew increasingly somber as he talked.


  "You'll have a hard copy of the scan and the document in a moment, sirs," he continued, motioning for the sergeant to do an upload. The sergeant ran out of the office carrying a memory cube. Seconds later Nagomo stepped away from the screen, and then came back holding a sheaf of papers which he started to quickly scan through, then handing them over to Long.


  "We'll get back to you in a couple of minutes, Turner," Nagomo said, and the screen went dark.


  Frustrated, Turner stalked over to the lieutenant's coffee pot, poured a cup, and then downed it.


  The lieutenant, wide-eyed, looked around the room nervously.


  "Sergeant, I saw over three hundred planes out there on the tarmac, lined up wingtip to wingtip. Where are the pilots?"


  "Most of them are undoubtedly down at Four Dollar Suzie's puking their guts out by now."


  "How many hardened positions we got here?"


  "Enough for a hundred."


  "Can you call an alert?"


  The sergeant sighed and shook his head. "Sorry, sir, I can't do that, especially tonight."


  The screen flickered back to life. Another officer was now visible, while in the background the angry denouncements of a woman were clearly audible.


  "The admirals are coming back to the base right now, sir. They should be there within an hour and a half."


  Turner's features reddened.


  "Captain, have they authorized a full alert?"


  "No, sir."


  "Damn it all, why not?"


  "There is no clear indication from your information to necessitate that."


  Turner looked over at the topkick, who came around to stand in front of the screen.


  "Sir, things are getting a little out of hand downtown," Ulandi said. "Can I at least authorize the military police to start rounding the crews up?"


  The captain hesitated for a second, then nodded. "Go ahead, sergeant."


  "Thank you, sir."


  The screen flickered off.


  Ulandi quickly switched screens.


  "Andre, the stuffs going into the fan, the Cats might be heading this way. I want every one of your men out on the streets in five minutes. They're to shut down every joint in town. Try and find as many ship's officers as possible to help you round the crews up, and start getting them back here now!"


  The sergeant flicked the screen off and stood up.


  "I better get to work, sir."


  Turner extended his hand and the sergeant warmly took it. The sergeant kicked the two marines out of their chairs and stormed out into the corridor. In less than a minute it seemed like the place was coming to life as orders were shouted, and personnel began to run.


  "You got the officer's manifests for any of the ships docked at Alexandria, and who's standing watch tonight?" Turner asked the lieutenant.


  He stood silent for a moment, and then disdainfully punched up the lists. Turner started to scan them and stopped on one of the carriers.


  "I at least know her," he said, and, without bothering to ask, Turner reclaimed the comm unit and punched in the access code listed next to the officer's name.


  A young red-headed woman, who had obviously been awakened, looked blearily at the screen.


  "Lieutenant Commander Valeri Olson, watch officer Concordia, here."


  "Valeri, it's Commander Turner here."


  She looked at him in confusion for an instant, then a smile formed. "Winston, long time, sir. Heard about the Academy, too damn bad."


  "Listen, Val, I don't have time to explain. Something bad is about to come down, maybe right here. Do you catch my meaning?"


  She seemed to instantly come awake.


  "I think so."


  "Could you pull a battle alert drill on your ship right now?"


  "Turner, two thirds of our crew are down on the planet."


  "Can you get a drill going? You'll have to trust me on this. At least start getting those engines warmed up."


  "Yeah, sure, I'll get them cooking."


  "Okay, Val, thanks. I'll touch back later with more."


  Turner shut the screen down, then looked over at the clock, which showed local time and Confed standard.


  "Well, it's going to be one hell of a holiday today," he said quietly.


  Geoff looked up to see that it was one minute after midnight.


  Ulandi came back into the room.


  "Sir, just got a message from communications, burst signal station thinks they're able to transmit, but nothing coming in yet. They asked me about your signal. There's several hundred dispatches piled up waiting to go out."


  "Tell 'em to send it first and get it the hell out now!"


  CONFEDERATION FLEET HEADQUARTERS


  "Sir, we've just had a priority flash come in from McAuliffe directed to you."


  Skip looked up at his adjutant.


  "All right, Anderson, hook it in to me."


  In spite of the years of training, Skip felt his pulse rate surge. Was this it? Chances were it was just a confirmation of his orders to Long and Nagomo. They should have arrived there yesterday.


  He looked up at his clock. It was eight in the morning, local time, and in spite of the increased alert, but on the orders from the president, business was to be carried on as usual. There had been one logical point to his argument, to blow out a full alert across the entire Confed might very well tip the Cats off that a code had been broken. So, except for Dayan running at high speed for McAuliffe in hopes of ambushing their attack, the rest of the Confederation knew nothing.


  His screen flashed red, encoding signals scrolling across the scarlet background, followed an instant later by the message header.


  COMMANDER WINSTON TURNER TO CICCONFEDFLT

  MESSAGE PRIORITY THREE A ENCODED

  ATTACHED FILES ENCODED

  MCAULIFFE, 0011 STANDARD TIME 2634.235


  A wavery image appeared on the screen, typical of a burst signal on its first read, before the encrypting computers had made a second run-through to clean the picture up.


  "Skip, this is Turner. I'm at McAuliffe, having just arrived at twenty-one ten hours standard. My mission was successful. Skip, I'm going to say this in the clear. The Kilrathi Empire might very well be launching its counteroffensive at this very moment. The phony war is over. I've attached a scan we picked up of one of their fleets, which I believe is moving to flank the Landreich. I also have something else, Skip, but it has to be sent by courier. Concerning that second item, Skip, it is clear and conclusive proof of their intentions to launch a preemptive strike. Blucher is already mobilizing the Landreich, and it is safe to assume that hostilities have already started on that front. A deduction here, Skip. What they're throwing at the Landreich is mostly their older stuff. Just a gut feeling, but I think they're going to coordinate it with one hell of a major strike, concentrating everything at one point. My first thought on it—the damn blow is coming right here, at McAuliffe, with everything they have."


  "Skip, this entire base is sitting with its bare ass hanging out, waiting to get kicked. For heaven's sake, issue a full mobilization alert now, damn it!"


  "If you should not hear from me again, I want to commend Tolwyn and Richards for an excellent job. Take good care of them if they get out of this. I've already written up the details of our entire mission, along with the attached scan. Take care, Skip, and may God protect the Confederation."


  The grainy image snapped off, followed by a signal indicating attached files. He quickly scanned the report and the profiles on their attack fleet. One light carrier, a couple of old battlewagons, potent enough, the same profile he'd figured they'd throw at McAuliffe.


  Damn, if the Cats were throwing a diversionary against the Landreich, they certainly wouldn't split their forces even more for a second diversion. That could only mean one thing. Turner was right and the damn Cats were going to hit McAuliffe with everything they had left. If that was the case, we won't outnumber them, it's going to be the other way around!


  "Anderson, get in here now!" Skip roared, as he waited for the computer to load the files and unscramble them.


  The adjutant stuck his head through the door.


  "My message to McAuliffe. The one two weeks ago. Did that get out?"


  The color drained from Anderson's features.


  "Ah, yes, sir, it most certainly did, sir."


  "As I ordered it to? Apparently McAuliffe's yet to get word."


  "Ah, sir, I'll track that down right now. It should have gotten there on time."


  "Well, damn it, find out. Now, call down to the security at all exits to this building and out in the garage. This building is to be sealed right now. I want everyone we can lay our hands on back in their offices. I'm calling the president now and asking for authorization for a full alert. Now, move it."


  For the next twenty-eight minutes the Admiral of the Fleet sat in an ever-increasing rage, waiting as he was shunted from one office to another while scurrying staff tracked down the head of the Confederation.


  The argument went for another twelve minutes as Skip waited for the copy of Turner's report to be relayed over to the party that the president was attending.


  He finally fell silent as the president sat down and started to thumb through the papers.


  "You know that More and half of the senate is out in the next room at this very moment?" the president said.


  "Screw More," Skip snarled. "Sir, if they come through right now, I tell you we will have no fleet by this time tomorrow. It looks like McAuliffe as we suspected, but, sir, there's indications they might be throwing a hell of a lot more into the attack than we thought."


  "Do you know the flap this will cause if I call an alert on Confederation Day and it turns out to be false? We can kiss the election good-bye."


  "Sir, if this is the real thing and we don't alert, there won't be any damn election."


  Skip hesitated for a second, trying to think of an argument a politician would respond to, then pressed on. "Sir, I'll take the heat on this. You can have my resignation if I'm wrong. It'll make you look vigilant and you can say I overreacted."


  "And besides, sir, we are talking about the lives of nearly two hundred thousand young men and women out on McAuliffe alone. I'd rather see them pissed off that their holiday was ruined than dead. For God's sake, sir, authorize me to mobilize."


  "What about this thing that Turner referred to but wouldn't send?"


  "Sir, Turner has a damn good head on his shoulders. Whatever it is he has, it must be so damn important he can't trust it even to encoded burst. It must be a document, a report, an intercepted transmit, something from the other side that we can't let the Cats know we have. That alone tells me this information is solid."


  The president finally nodded reluctantly.


  "Authorize Defense Level Two."


  "Sir, can I go to One? I want forward recon all along the frontier and shoot-to-kill orders on all fronts."


  "It's Two, Admiral," and the screen went dark.


  Admiral Banbridge switched stations on his screen and activated the emergency burst signal transmit and quickly dictated the order. Dayan's last report indicated she was approaching final jump into McAuliffe. At least she could be alerted that she was most likely jumping into a hot situation, but would McAuliffe's station be able to receive? He routed the signal through to the orbital transmit station, and prayed that there was still time.


  JUMP POINT X-RAY


  "Prepare for jump transit!"


  Jukaga cinched in his harness and waited for the shift. He felt a flutter of apprehension. They were hitting the point faster than any battleship had ever attempted to do so before.


  He looked over at Nargth, who sat unperturbed, as if this was simply another exercise.


  "For the glory of the Emperor!" someone shouted, and the cry was picked up on the deck and then throughout the ship.


  "For the glory of the Emperor!"… and the battleship hit transit into Confederation space.


  


  


  • CHAPTER TWELVE


  MCAULIFFE—CONFEDERATION DAY 2634.235


  "All right, Turner, you have most certainly kicked up one hell of a storm," Admiral Long snapped as he stormed into his office, Admiral Nagomo in tow. "I don't recall authorizing that this whole damn base gets turned upside down."


  Geoff spared a quick glance out the window behind Long. The view out the window as one of utter chaos—the tarmac in front of headquarters swarmed with hundreds of service personnel, many of them drunk and wandering around. Ground crews were cursing and yelling as they started to move some of the planes off of the apron towards hardened underground revetments, dozens of ship-to-shore landing craft were surrounded by shouting crowds, angry because the pilots could not be found. Sergeant Major Ulandi had apparently gone beyond his authorization, and Geoff was amazed at just how powerful an admirals topkick could be. Though he might have to salute first and call new shavetails sir, there was many a captain, and perhaps even an rear admiral or two, who might think twice before disagreeing with him. Geoff was amazed, as well, that a marine corporal had shown up, only minutes before the arrival of the admirals, with fresh uniforms for all three of them, along with razors and shaving soap. Though he still wished passionately for a shower, he knew he was somewhat respectable looking, as long as no one got too close.


  "Sir, would you be willing to go to a full alert and scramble the fleet?" Turner asked.


  "Look, Winston, there isn't a ship up there with much more than thirty percent of their crews. We scramble now, we'll have to turn right back around and pick up our personnel hours later. That's a lot of engine time loitering around, only to come back and dock again."


  "Don't worry, we've got plenty of time, even if your report is true, and besides, I've only had your word so far. I've heard nothing from the CIC. So, let's just take it easy here."


  "At least start powering up the engines, sir."


  "Mr. Turner, I will not be told by you what to do and what not to do. Even if the Kilrathi popped through the jump point right now, it'd be hours before they reached here, and then what? Our shields are the strongest in the universe."


  Sergeant Ulandi appeared in the doorway, the lieutenant who had first encountered Turner beside him. The lieutenant appeared to hesitate, but a look from the sergeant seemed to propel him into the room.


  "Ah sir, this dispatch arrived after you left."


  The lieutenant approached the desk and handed a silver pouch to the admiral. At the same instant the admiral's pager chimed. Long punched his coded access into the lock on the pouch, which popped open. The pager chimed again and, as he pulled the envelope out of the pouch, he switched his screen on.


  Ulandi, who had stepped up to Turner's side nodded towards the lieutenant.


  "Damn priority dispatch arrived more than eight hours ago," he whispered. "The lieutenant forget to get it to Nagomo. I just saw it sticking out of a desk drawer."


  "Long here," the Admiral said while unfolding the letter.


  "Sir, this is Sergeant Williams, over at Signals. Sir, you better see this!"


  Before Long could even reply the sergeant switched the screen. A very young and obviously frightened lieutenant appeared.


  "This is picket ship Java. Repeat, picket ship Java. A Kilrathi battleship has just come through jump point Alpha. Christ! It's opening up on us. It's…"


  The image died, to be replaced by Sergeant Williams, who was obviously scared.


  "We got that just under five minutes ago, sir. I just had a high-density burst scan shot out, and getting it back now. Image is rough due to solar activity, but there is definitely a Kilrathi Zulu class battleship at jump point Alpha. Wait a minute, sir, a second ship is coming through now, looks like a carrier, sir."


  "Keep me posted!" Long cried.


  The admiral stood up and Geoff felt a cold ripple of fear. There was a look of near panic in Long's eyes. He gazed back down at the dispatch from Banbridge, then back over at the lieutenant.


  "Damn you, Carter. You've killed us all, you son of a bitch. This was an order to cancel all leaves and prepare to move the fleet. Why the hell didn't you get it to me?"


  Carter gaped at him like a fish gasping for water as it flopped around on dry land.


  Long started into a bitter stream of invective against the terrified lieutenant.


  "Admiral!"


  Long, his features flushed, looked over at Turner who had stepped in front of him. Turner was holding Banbridge's orders.


  "Sir! Order a full scramble now! Get the fleet out of here, now!"


  "It's only a single battleship so far," Nagomo interjected. "It'll be a minimum of four hours before it gets in range. Plenty of time to get a fair part of our crews up. Besides, Orange Five says the fleet stays within the shielding around the base upstairs."


  "Its orders, sir," Turner shouted.


  "Sir, we've a burst signal coming in from the CIC," the sergeant at the communications center announced, coming back on-line.


  "Play it, damn it!" Long shouted.


  "To all units, this is a Level Two alert issued by CIC. McAuliffe base, expect a full-scale attack, repeat full-scale attack…"


  Geoff stood, horrified, as chaos engulfed the office. He had always imagined that in a moment of crisis a true officer would radiate calm control. Instead, with the voice of Banbridge in the background, Nagomo and Long were shouting at each other. He could see Turner edging forward to jump into the fray in an attempt to bring some order to it. The only one who seemed removed from it all was the sergeant major, who stood calmly by the door, his cigar glowing, arms folded across his chest. The sergeant major saw him looking, nodded slightly, then nodded towards Turner.


  Geoff took a deep breath, held it for several seconds, then exhaled. Somebody has to stay calm in all of this. If the sergeant major can, Geoff reasoned, so can I, damn it!


  He walked up to Turner and touched him on the shoulder. Turner whirled about, as if ready to attack.


  "Sir, that sergeant over at the comm center said a carrier had come through," Geoff said, forcing his voice to sound even and under control. "That's against standard doctrine, but it was a scenario you presented to us in class. They're most likely launching fighters and bombers now. They could be here in less than an hour and a half. This could be the Panama war game scenario, sir."


  In the background the admirals continued to argue whether the fleet should abandon McAuliffe, Nagomo raging that Long would lose the war if he followed Banbridge's orders, which were issued without knowledge of the tactical situation.


  "Sirs," Turner snapped, loud enough to cut through the yelling. "They may be launching fighters and bombers first. If so, you don't have four hours, you've got less than two."


  "That's absurd, Turner," Nagomo said dismissively. "We'll tear them to shreds."


  The executive officers and several additional staff were now in the room, some of them turning on each other. Geoff found himself wrestling with the fantasy of retrieving the blaster he had left in Ulandi's office coming back in, and shooting the whole lot of them. What had to be done was so simple and obvious… scramble all ships, withdraw from McAuliffe, let the base take the blow if need be, but above all else… save the fleet so it could fight again. On the comm screen the latest sweep showed four ships having emerged, and what looked like a spread of small dots streaming out ahead of them.


  Geoff grabbed hold of Turner's arm again and pointed at the screen. "It's the Panama scenario. There's nothing more you can do here, sir. Now, let's go!"


  Turner looked at Geoff in surprise, as if, after all their months together, he had really noticed him now for the first time. With an angry curse, Turner headed for the door, motioning for Richards to fall in with him. As soon as they were out of the office, Turner stopped and looked over at Ulandi.


  "Come with us, sergeant," Turner snapped, "I need your help."


  "Sorry, sir. I'm with the admiral, sir. He'll need me before this is done—" his tone was distant and sad, "—and besides, sir, it's what I signed on for."


  "You might have saved something anyhow, Ulandi," Turner said sadly and extended his hand. "God watch over you, sergeant. Next time the drink's on me."


  Ulandi took Turner's hand and smiled. "Stay alive, Winston."


  Turner broke away and started into a run down the hall. Geoff caught the eye of the sergeant, who snapped to attention and saluted.


  "Now Senator More can kiss your ass, son," the sergeant said with a grin, and then nodded towards the door. "You did good in there, woke old Winnie up. Take care of him, son. Stay alive, you might make a good officer someday."


  The sergeant saluted, a gesture that startled Geoff. He snapped off a salute in reply and then broke into a run. As he sprinted down the corridor he looked back and saw the old topkick leaning against the doorjamb, his features obscured in a cloud of cigar smoke.


  Bursting out of the main entry, Geoff caught up to Turner.


  "We're going up. Maybe Concordia can get under way in time."


  Geoff broke into a flat out run, heading for Lazarus, dodging and weaving his way through the swirling confusion of fleet personnel, ground crews, pilots looking for ships, and even some civilians who had tagged along as the military police emptied the town's emporiums. Apparently word that an attack was coming had already hit the crowd, which was quickly degenerating into a mob. As he ducked around a line of Thor bombers, most of them propped up on jacks, their wheel bays empty, he saw half a dozen men gathered around Lazarus, one of them hammering on the access key to the hatch.


  "Get away from my ship, damn it!" Geoff roared.


  The men turned. One of them, a lieutenant commander who was more than a little drunk, stepped forward.


  "If you're going up, boy, I'm ordering you to take me to my ship."


  Geoff ignored him as he punched in the code which unlocked the door. He scrambled up the ladder, and looking over his shoulder he saw that a crowd was starting to form, the drunken commander leading them up the ladder. Without hesitating Geoff leaped into the crew compartment, opened a storage hatch and pulled out a light assault gun. He turned and faced the commander.


  "Sir, I am ordering you off this ship, right now."


  "Like hell you are, ensign."


  Geoff chambered a round and snapped the safety off.


  "If you don't get the hell off this ship right now, sir, they'll be digging your brains off the wall behind you."


  The commander looked at him, wide-eyed, then started to back out of the hatch, cursing at the men behind him to make way. With the hatch cleared, Geoff waved Vance and Winston through the gathering crowd, which was hurling imprecations at him. The two scrambled in and he stepped aside, but kept his weapon trained on the crowd.


  Geoff looked at the mob. Some were drunk beyond any hope of recall, some were angry, shouting that they should rush the ship, others were obviously just plain frightened out of their wits. He knew that if he tried to sort them out as to who was best to take along, it would get very ugly, very quickly. He heard the ignitors kicking over on Lazarus' engine.


  He pointed first at the lieutenant commander, then at the ten men and women closest to the ladder, making sure he pointed out two that had flight wings on their uniforms.


  "You people, in now!"


  They eagerly scrambled up the ladder, and as the tenth one cleared the hatch Geoff struggled to block the entry. A burly, overweight petty officer tried to shove his way in.


  "Get back, damn it!"


  "I'm coming too, damn you," and the crowd behind the petty officer started to roar and surge forward. The ignitor caught and Lazarus' engine flared to life. Several of the mob who were too close to the stern of the ship were knocked over and rolled end over end by the blast.


  "You son of a bitch, I'm coming too!"


  The petty officer reached out to grab Geoff's weapon. Geoff shifted it slightly and squeezed the trigger, catching the petty officer in the shoulder and knocking him down the ladder. Sickened by what he had just done, he looked at the man squirming on the tarmac below. There was a stunned moment of silence from the mob and, taking advantage of the hesitation on their part, he yanked the ladder in before someone else could grab hold, then slammed the door shut.


  The ten whom he had chosen were sprawled out along the narrow access corridor leading from the forward cockpit back down to the stern gun position. Several of them had seen the shooting and looked at Geoff in shock.


  The lieutenant commander stepped towards Tolwyn, as if to block his way forward.


  "I'm off the Antilles and I'm ordering you to head there first."


  "Listen, commander," Geoff said coolly, "Commander Turner is in charge of this vessel and we go where he orders. Do you understand that?"


  "I need to get back to my ship right now," the commander started and then fell silent as he found himself staring down the bore of Geoffs gun. The argument settled, Geoff stepped past the lieutenant commander and went forward. Vance was in the left seat, and Turner in the right. As Geoff approached Turner scrambled out of the seat and took the gun.


  "I can't fly worth a damn," Turner said. "You take over."


  Again there was the faintest of smiles.


  "You had to shoot him, there was no other way around it," Turner added, making sure his comment carried to the crowd in the access corridor. He then turned and looked back at them, as if noticing their presence for the first time.


  "We're heading to the Concordia. If any of you have a problem with that, get the hell off now."


  No one spoke up.


  "This is going to be a rough one, people, so lie down and hang on."


  Turner settled into the jump seat behind Geoff and strapped in. Vance tapped into the ground control channel, listened to the chaos for several seconds, then switched it off and looked over at Geoff.


  "The hell with clearance, Geoff, keep your eyes peeled. I'm going to lift it straight off the taxiway."


  Geoff grinned as Vance gunned the ship out of the parking area, weaving adroitly past half a dozen surface-to-space transports that were lumbering towards the strip. Reaching the taxiway, he clicked on the radio, announced his intentions, then pivoted and started to throttle up. Geoff saw a transport, which had just touched down on the main strip, hurriedly turning to clear the strip as a second transport touched down just behind it.


  "We'll clear him," Vance announced as he slammed the throttles to the wall. Lazarus kicked to life. Geoff checked their speed, ignoring all the other instruments. If they had a malfunction, that was it. The transport continued on an intersect line.


  "Speed?"


  "Fifty, sixty, seventy…"


  "Wish you'd left those bastards back there behind," Vance snapped. "Too much weight."


  Geoff didn't reply. They were fleet personnel and he would be damned if he left somebody behind who could be saved, and could fight.


  Vance pulled back early, the nose lifting. Lazarus rose several feet, lumbered in a stall, mushed back down, then lifted again.


  "Gears up!"


  Geoff slapped the landing gear lever back and spared a quick glance at the gauges. They were hovering at stall speed. If they mushed back down now, it was over and they'd plow straight into the transport that was crossing the taxiway a hundred yards ahead. He didn't look away, and continued to stare at the transport. He felt Vance nudge the stick back further for an instant. They gained a dozen feet, then he pushed the stick forward, dropping the nose as Lazarus shuddered on the edge of a stall. They just cleared the transport… for an instant Geoff could see the wide-eyed copilot looking up at them, his mouth opened as if shouting an obscenity. Lazarus dropped down so that Geoff felt for certain that they'd pancake, but they didn't fall the final few feet to disaster.


  "We got ground effect," Vance said casually, "we're okay."


  Airspeed started to build and, seconds later, Vance eased the nose back up and they started to climb.


  "Boys, that was the hairiest damn takeoff I've ever seen," Turner sighed. Vance looked back over his shoulder.


  "Piece of cake, sir."


  Vance put them into a forty-five-degree climb, afterburners roaring, devouring the liquid hydrogen in the ship's tanks.


  "Remember that crew chief on the Hell Hole said to keep the g's down," Geoff said casually.


  "I know, thanks. But I think we're in a bit of a rush here." Seconds later Geoff could see the stars overhead.


  "Sir, we've lost a carrier," Jukaga announced, coming up to stand by Admiral Nargth's side.


  Nargth, surprised, looked at Vakkas son.


  "I just received the report from our radar operator. The fifth carrier, Kathuga, was scheduled to come through several minutes ago. A spray of debris streamed out of the jump point instead. Part of it was identified as the bow of Kathuga. It must have misaligned on jump, or the jump engine failed to encompass the entire ship in its field due to the high velocity."


  "My brothers second son was on that ship," Nargth said quietly. Without another comment he turned away from Jukaga.


  Prince Ratha, roaring with a wild, passionate glee, was slammed back in his seat as the ship's catapult slammed him through the magnetic airlock field and out into space. Giving a touch of thruster he surged ahead of the carrier and, once well clear, slammed on full engines, including the extra strap-on units. The unleashed power set his pulse to pounding as he streaked forward, ignoring the calls of his wing support and the other three pilots of his section. The target area was still nothing but a blip on the center of his screen. He didn't even really need to watch that, all he had to do was follow the dozens of winking lights of those who had been launched before him. It still enraged him that his father had ordered him to go with the second squadron, rather than have the honor of being the first fighter to be launched from the first carrier. Yet still, it would be sung that he was part of the first attack on the Confederation, the attack that in one blow shattered their power.


  "Concordia, we are coming aboard!"


  "Sir, you are not cleared for landing yet."


  Winston grabbed a comm mike and snapped it on. "Is Lieutenant Commander Valeri Olson there?"


  "I am not authorized, sir, to discuss that."


  There was a moment's pause and a different voice came on the air.


  "Winston, this is Valeri, you are cleared to land. Now get your ass in here, and I'll meet you on the deck."


  Turner looked over at Vance. "Can you squeeze this thing in through the airlock?"


  "Tight, sir, but I think we can manage her."


  For Geoff it was his first look at Concordia as they came up several kilometers off the starboard beam and lined up to swing in for a head-on approach into the landing bay. He felt his pulse quicken. The ship was beautiful, far more beautiful than he could have ever imagined. Her lines were sleek, white paint fresh and glimmering in the harsh sunlight. As they turned into final approach, he felt a tightening in his throat at the sight of the insignia of the Fleet, painted across the ship's bow. He had always felt an affinity for the emblem as far back as he could remember. But now it was different. They were at war, the first attack was boring in and this beautiful ship was the point of the javelin that must be hurled back to stop them.


  "Hands off the stick, Geoff," Vance said quietly. Geoff released his hand from the stick and sat back to watch as Vance jockeyed Lazarus into alignment with the launch bay airlock. He gave a tap of vertical thrust to ease Lazarus down another meter and slipped through the airlock with less than half a meter clearance for the tail. Geoff could sense the tension on Vance's part. If he should screw up the approach and crack it up, they might very well block the launch port, which would most assuredly be a death sentence for the carrier.


  Vance pivoted Lazarus forty-five degrees, clearing the launch bay, and nudged Lazarus in between two personnel transports. It was Geoff's first view inside a fleet carrier. His only previous experience had been aboard the old training ship Schweinfurt, where he did his qualification landings for surface-to-space flight. The launch and deck area looked absolutely cavernous and swarmed with what appeared to be a madhouse of confusion. Flight crews were scrambling around a line of Wildcat fighters, loading them with fuel and armaments. He sensed that, though it might look like insanity, the crews were actually performing a well-choreographed drill.


  Turner was already out of his seat, climbing over their passengers. Going aft he popped open the access hatch, while Geoff and Vance shut Lazarus down. Stepping down onto the deck of Concordia, Geoff saw Turner talking with the launch officer, clearly identifiable by his bright red baseball hat.


  A young enlisted woman was summoned over and with her leading the way Turner took off again at a run.


  Geoff looked over at Vance. "We'd better stick with him, we still might be useful."


  The two took off after Turner, abandoning the thoroughly confused passengers who stood in a silent knot. Going through a double row of damage control doors, which a marine locked shut behind them, they sprinted to catch up to Turner as he raced up several flights of stairs, was cleared through another set of double doors by a marine guard, and finally reached the Combat Information Center in the center of the ship.


  "Valeri, what's the latest?" Turner asked, coming up to the side of the lieutenant commander who was staring intently at a holo display field which filled the center of the room.


  Lieutenant Commander Valeri Olson stepped up close to the field, held up a hand control unit, and clicked it. Several hundred flashing red dots appeared on the screen with solid lines projecting from them, all the lines tracing in to a single intersect point.


  "We have, at this moment over three hundred inbound strike craft, Commander, a mix of Kola class fighters and Gomora class heavy strike bombers. The first wave will hit our outer defense perimeter in twenty-seven minutes."


  "They're moving damn fast," Vance interjected.


  "Four of them slowed down in less than a minute to nail a light corvette that was halfway up to the jump point on a routine patrol. Just before we lost the ship they reported that all the strike craft had strap-on boosters."


  "And the capital ships?" Turner asked.


  She hit the hand control unit again and the holo field displayed an overhead projection of the system, showing McAuliffe and jump point Alpha. A tight red bundle of blips appeared near the jump point, with half a dozen blips strung out in line and moving down into the system.


  "Five carriers, two battleships forward. They've got a stream of craft still coming through. Four more battleships, eight cruisers so far, and two heavy-assault transports."


  "That's not the fleet we spotted," Turner said, looking back at Geoff and Vance. "This is the main strike right here. The other fleet must be hitting the Landreich like we figured."


  Turner walked around the holo field and then turned to face Valeri.


  "Are you the senior officer on board?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Where's Captain Mifune?"


  "Still down on McAuliffe, sir. Last report was that he commandeered a Hurricane, but traffic on Johnson Island is shot to hell. There was a bad crash on the primary runway. It'll be at least forty-five minutes before he gets up."


  "Are the engines on-line?"


  "We'll be up and running—" she hesitated and looked over at the engineering display,"—in thirty-two minutes sir."


  "Your orders from Captain Mifune?"


  "Wait for his arrival. Admiral Long has ordered all ships to undock, but to stay inside the area of the orbital base shielding."


  "Any other signal traffic?"


  "We intercepted the translight burst from the CIC, sir. Also an encrypt from Rear Admiral Dayan's task force. They are approaching jump point Delta but are still nearly ten hours out."


  "Dayan's coming? Thank God, what does she have?"


  "Two wagons, and carrier Ark Royal, plus escorts."


  "Damn," Turner whispered, "not enough by a long sight." He drew a deep breath. "Valeri, you were a damn good student of mine twelve years ago. You remember the Panama war game?"


  She smiled and looked over at the holo field. "We've got it right here. They've got a shield-busting weapon, there's no mistake. Otherwise they wouldn't be attacking like this."


  "I'll take the heat for this," Turner said quietly and then he drew himself up so that he was standing at attention. "Lieutenant Commander Valeri Olson, by the power of Fleet Regulation Seventeen I am hereby taking command of this ship as the senior officer on board in a time of crisis."


  A flicker of a smile creased Olson's features. She looked over at a chief petty officer who was standing by the main console.


  "Chief, you have heard Commander Turner's orders. I acknowledge Commander Turner's authority and hereby relinquish command of Concordia. Note the time, Chief."


  Geoff watched the formalized ritual as it was played out amidst the confusion of the bridge. There was but a momentary pause as the several dozen enlisted and commissioned personnel observed what was happening, then went back to their desperate effort to bring Concordia on-line.


  Olson saluted, then handed over the holo field controller. Turner acknowledged the salute.


  "How many personnel are not on board?"


  "We have just over forty percent on board at this moment, sir."


  "Pilots?"


  "Twenty-nine out of eighty-three, sir."


  Turner went over to the main board and looked around for a mike. The chief petty officer, as if sensing what the new captain wanted, unclipped one from the console and handed it to him.


  "Switch me onto the main ship system," Turner asked, and the petty officer hit a button.


  "This is Commander Turner speaking. I was on McAuliffe on special assignment from Admiral Banbridge. Those of you from the Academy might remember me." He hesitated, knowing the image he had for many as the woolly professor. To hell with classified information, and besides, it was twenty years ago. "I should add that, prior to that, I was commander of Marine Commando Six, so I do have combat experience."


  He waited for several seconds, then pressed on. "As senior officer aboard I have formally taken command of this ship until such time as the executive officer or captain return on board. As you know, the Kilrathi have launched a sneak attack. In less than thirty minutes their fighters and bombers will hit the outer shield area. We have reason to believe they might have weapons capable of penetrating our shields."


  He waited for what he had said to sink in.


  "If we stay here, Concordia will be destroyed. We are therefore going to power this ship up, get out into open space, and fight this ship the way it was meant to be fought. I will be honest with you. We might not live through this day, but if we are fated to die, Concordia will go down fighting and we will take some of the bastards with us!"


  Geoff could hear a defiant, angry cheer erupt in the ship, to be picked up by the personnel in the combat center.


  "All pilots, man your planes, prepare for launch the moment we clear base shielding."


  Turner clicked the mike off. There was a moment of silence and then the crew set back to their work.


  "Richards, Tolwyn."


  Turner motioned for them to come over. "Vance, head down to the flight deck. Grab a free plane."


  Richards grinned, saluted and left the room.


  Turner looked at Geoff as if weighing a decision.


  "Have you ever handled a Wildcat?"


  "Only in the simulator, sir."


  Turner nodded. "I could use you here, son, but what do you want?"


  Geoff took the information in. He knew that, even in the full simulator, his time was limited. The Fleet usually expected a minimum of five hundred hours of flight time on a Wildcat before they'd assign a new pilot to a combat wing. And yet, if he did stay here, a decision that no one would really question, he knew that he would question it for the rest of his life.


  "I'd like to take a crack at the bastards, sir."


  What looked like infinite sadness clouded Turner's features, and Geoff realized that the commander felt as if he was allowing yet another young man to go to certain death.


  "A hell of a lot of good people are going to die today, sir," Geoff said. "I'll be in good company."


  Turner could not reply. Rather than salute he extended his hand.


  Geoff shook it, stepped back, saluted, then sprinted from the bridge.


  


  


  • CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  MCAULIFFE


  "My Lord, the leading edge of the strike should be closing now!"


  The Crown Prince said nothing in reply. Speculative talk was a waste of breath at this moment. He realized that in the next hour he would either emerge as the greatest hunter in the history of the Empire, or would be dead by his own hand. He had felt such supreme confidence in his plan, and especially in this particular aspect, the strike to destroy the main base of the Confederation and the carrier fleet stationed there. Yet so much could go wrong, in fact had gone wrong. The loss of the carrier in the jump had deprived him of nearly a fifth of all his strike craft. Targets were being reassigned even as the attack went in, which was adding to the confusion. It was a crucial reserve that might affect plans after the attack.


  Nargth was dragging his heels as well. The battleships were lagging behind, the admiral claiming that he wanted proper tactical formation. None of the strike wave craft were equipped with burst signal capability.


  The two craft that were to go in without weapons to serve in that capacity were out, one lost on the destroyed carrier, the second one losing both engines right after launch. The time lag using sublight radio was now stretched out to nearly eight minutes and would not decrease until the battle was engaged and the carriers finally caught up. The delay could be crucial for redirecting attacks.


  And yet… he watched as the latest translight scan appeared on the screen. All the ships were either docked or still inside the heavy shielding. Half a dozen were showing heat signatures from their engines but most of the rest were still cold. Intercepts of radio signals were coming in without any scrambling, revealing widespread panic.


  The Crown Prince returned to his command chair and sat down to wait out the first and most crucial part of the attack.


  Prince Ratha felt as if he was going to black out and closed his eyes, grunting for breath. His fighter shuddered and groaned with the strain as all engines fired in order to brake his high speed for the run down to the target. He opened his eyes again to scan his instruments and then up. His back was to the target area as the braking maneuver continued and he saw a flare of light as a fighter disintegrated from overstress, debris spraying out in a widening plume.


  The first wave started to penetrate the planet's atmosphere and met no resistance. The next few seconds would decide…


  Sergeant Major Manuel Ulandi stepped out of the headquarters building and, lighting another cigar, he looked up to the hills north of the city. Thirty years of discipline would not allow him to feel disgusted with an admiral who was his boss, but the feeling was pretty damn close to the surface. Command had totally broken down, with orders being shouted only to be countermanded a minute later, and then changed yet again. He heard the thunder of a flight of Hurricanes taking off and, looking over his shoulder, he saw them lifting up, banking and then streaking off westward, afterburners glowing. Sirens echoed from the town while, out on the flightline, a hysterical mob of personnel, cut off from their ships, swarmed around the transports. Thousands of others streamed towards the base of the skyhook tower and he shook his head.


  "Poor bastards." He sighed. "They'll get caught when the Cats blow it."


  A file of marines barged out of the headquarters, surrounding a Hurricane that had been pulled up to the door of the building. Ulandi watched as Admiral Long emerged, squeezing himself into the back seat of the Hurricane trainer. The pilot, already in his seat, pulled the canopy down and locked it. The Hurricane fired up and headed for the taxiway, weaving its way around the wreckage of several ships which had slammed into each other in the confusion. Without even waiting to gain the runway, the Hurricane went to afterburners, rumbling across a concrete apron then onto what passed for grass on this world and finally lifted off, going into a vertical climb.


  A rolling peal of sonic booms rumbled across the sky and, shading his eyes, Ulandi saw a score of contrails tracing in from the west. The Hurricanes were now just glowing dots of light which disappeared from view as they punched through the shimmering waver of the shields. He could feel a crackling in the air as the shielding went up to maximum, the view on the other side distorting so that what lay beyond the base looked like a shimmering mirage. Any ship that hit the shield at high speed would be ripped to shreds. If it slowed subsonic speeds to make the transit, the defensive batteries would tear the target apart… at least, that's what the book said.


  Through the shimmer he could see the mushroomlike spread of heavy shields activating over the reactors, which were buried deep in the mountains, one of them under Highcroft.


  I bet the officers still stuck out there are crapping themselves, Ulandi thought with a grin.


  Flashes of light ignited off to the west, one of them detonating with a brilliant white-hot intensity that caused Ulandi to turn away.


  Nuke airburst he realized. Reaching up to his helmet, he snapped down his protective goggles and then turned back. Everything was dark for a moment except for the glowing point of light, which spread out and dissipated. The goggles gradually shifted so that, after several seconds, background light started to come back in, and then snapped back down as half a dozen more nukes lit up the sky.


  Ulandi stepped back under the protective shelter of the doorway. Ground defense was kicking up and he could feel the rumbling in the soles of his feet as the batteries on the other side of the shield fired off a barrage.


  "Sergeant?"


  A corporal, one of the headquarters MPs, was beside him, crouched down low.


  "Just watching the show."


  "Everyone's heading down into the shelters, sergeant."


  Ulandi smiled and took another puff on his cigar.


  "Better get down there yourself—" he looked at her name tag,"—Corporal Danner. I'll be along in a minute."


  Another flare of light spread across the sky.


  "Damn, what the hell was that?"


  "Guess the Cats are using nukes to make sure they knock down our fighters and ground defenses."


  "Sergeant, we'll get cooked out here!"


  "Shields will block most of the pulse, but you better go on inside, corporal."


  The young woman looked at him nervously and then shrugged.


  "Guess we're dead then anyhow," she whispered and didn't move.


  The girl unclipped a handheld comm unit, clicked it on, and punched in a channel. Static hissed and crackled on the unit…


  "Got ten, got ten bombers bearing two nine six, angels seventy-three, eight clicks outside shield… he's on my tail, get him off me…"


  Ulandi half listened as the girl, trying to control the shaking of her hands, held the radio up. Another nuke popped off. Standing inside the shadow of the doorway, Ulandi saw the harsh white glare illuminate the city, which was outside the base shielding. A shockwave from one of the blasts swept across the town, shattering windows, collapsing some of the flimsier buildings. He wondered sadly if Four Dollar Suzie's was still up. Most likely old Suzie was pouring free drinks at the moment.


  "The bombers are slowing down… get them, get them!"


  One of the Javelin batteries on the far side of town kicked in, lancelike bolts tearing straight up into the sky, the rockets trailing fiery plumes of smoke as they sprinted towards the heavens. Other lines of fire erupted from nearly straight overhead, streaking down. Ulandi turned his back and pushed the girl up against the wall. There was another flash of light, this one far brighter.


  "Javelin's down, nuke pulse…" the radio crackled, the words drowned out, then came clear again.


  "What the hell… bombers have dropped ordnance, moving Mach 10…" There was a momentary pause. "The damn missiles, they're penetrating the shielding to the reactors! What the hell is going on, missiles have penetra…"


  Ulandi felt the ground beneath his feet buckle and roll as half a dozen torpedoes, tipped with ground-penetrating nuclear warheads slammed into the reactors north of the base. The crackle in the air snapped off. Crouching down, he covered the girl's head and pulled her in tight. She started to sob and he felt as if, at that moment, he was holding his own little girl again, comforting her when the summer thunder rumbled in the night sky.


  The ground shock died away, the glare dimmed, and he finally looked back up. Six pillars of fire and smoke filled the northern sky.


  "More bombers coming down… count thirty plus, bearings three one nine, angels one five eight…" An explosion ignited on the west side of the base and the radio snapped off.


  "They'll go for the skyhook now," Ulandi said and, stepping away from the building, with the young corporal clinging to his side, he watched as a Kilrathi bomber came thundering in, so close to the ground that swirls of dust eddied up behind it. The bomber shrieked down the length of the runway and pressed on eastwards, banking slightly to the south. Twin flashes of light ignited under its belly and two missiles streaked away.


  "These might be small nukes," Ulandi said.


  "Why not on top of us?" the corporal asked, struggling to control her voice.


  "They want the base, but they'll knock out the tower and maybe drag down the ships still hooked to it."


  The bomber banked up sharply, followed suddenly by half a dozen Javelins. Flares streaked out behind the ship, one of the Javelins swerving and detonating, but the other missiles closed in and Ulandi felt a grim satisfaction as the bomber disintegrated, the girl beside him letting out an emotion-releasing scream of triumph. But the attacker had already accomplished his mission. One of the missiles was dropped by the point defense around the base of the tower, but the second round slammed into the durasteel frame of the skyhook and detonated with a force of sixty kilotons. The heat of the fission bomb tore out half of the tower's armor. If that alone had been the effect of the weapon, it might have survived, but the shock wave now set up a fatal oscillation, the way a wave of movement travels down a taut string which has been plucked. The tower began to waver, the shock wave from the blast rushing down to the ground, hitting, then reverberating back up. Thrusters mounted along the length of the tower, which were designed to dampen any motion created by earthquakes, were now firing at full power to try to counter the blow. The reflected shockwave now hit and the thrusters were firing in the wrong direction, adding their power to the blow. The tower sheared off several kilometers above where the warhead had detonated.


  The skyhook tower of McAuliffe, connecting to base Alexandria over twenty thousand miles above, started to collapse. Due to its size, it'd be several minutes before those at the top of the tower would even feel anything, but when they did and the tower started to fall, it would drag down with it any ship that was in hard dock.


  Ulandi could not help but feel a sense of admiration for the Cats and the masterful skill and coordination demonstrated in their attack. They had struck with surgical precision, knocking out the reactors which provided the thousands of gigawatts of energy for the shields, which for a hundred years had been proclaimed to be the ultimate defense. With the shields gone, all of the defensive doctrine and infrastructure built up around them was nothing more than broken toys waiting to be kicked apart.


  From out of the south he saw several dozen flashes of reflected light. They quickly took form, a sweep of Kilrathi fighters coming in to strafe the base and nail anything that might still offer resistance.


  Thirty years, he thought, thirty years getting ready for this moment, and now…


  He took a long drag on his cigar and exhaled slowly. Funny, he thought, don't have to worry about inhaling the stuff now and he took another deep drag so that the cigar tip glowed bright red.


  "I'm scared."


  He looked down and saw her terrified eyes. Sergeant Major Manual Ulandi made a hushing sound, as if stilling the fears of a frightened child, and drew her in close, burying her face into his chest.


  Best for her to get it here rather than trapped down in the basement, he thought. Holding the soldier, who was really still a child, he watched as the fighters closed in, guns flashing.


  * * *


  "Jak-ta Gal Jak-ta Ga! Jak-ta Gal"


  The triumphal cry, announcing the destruction of the reactors and the lowering of the main base shields, erupted from the speakers on the bridge, greeted an instant later by wild shrieks and roars of unspeakable joy as those around the Crown Prince broke into a mad demonstration. Fists were raised to the heavens, talons extended, some of the warriors turning the talons on themselves, slicing open their own veins so that they might smell blood and then drink it.


  Even the Crown Prince allowed the moment to seize him, and he ritualistically cut his arm open, holding it up so that all might see the blood flow. His staff clamored around him, offering their blood to him so that they could someday tell their cubs how they had shared blood with the Emperor at the moment of his greatest triumph.


  Gilkarg finally stepped free of the turmoil and approached the flat, two dimensional screen as a wavery vid image appeared, shot by a tail gunner on a bomber and beamed back. Fighters were crisscrossing the ground base, hundreds of fires igniting beneath their hammer blows. As the bomber turned it showed the skyhook tower. The structure was so massive that it appeared to be moving in slow motion as sections of the tower, dozens of kilometers long, snapped off, the tower disintegrating from the bottom up.


  "We've won!"


  He whirled about to look at the fool who now taunted the gods to steal back their victory. The communications officer, realizing the supreme folly of proclaiming victory before it was accomplished, lowered his head.


  "Its only started," Gilkarg roared.


  * * *


  "Helm, give me full throttle, now!"


  "We're barely out of cold start," came a nervous reply. "We need another five minutes, or we might rupture the pumps."


  "In five minutes we're dead. Full power now!" Turner clicked over to the shield control center.


  "Defensive shielding?"


  "Defensive shields here, sir."


  "As soon as the engines power up, take shields up to fifty percent. I'll give you word when you can draw more."


  "Aye, sir."


  Commander Turner snapped the line shut and looked back up at the starboard view screen. The full weight of the Kilrathi attack was sweeping in across the far side of the base. He had expected their attack to go straight for the ground reactors, but the speed with which they had been knocked out was startling. The additional ten to fifteen minutes he was praying for simply wasn't there any more.


  "Sir?"


  One of the combat analysis team looked back from her station and motioned for him to come over.


  He stepped up to her side and she pushed her earphones back.


  "Sir. I just heard a report relayed from one of the batteries near shield generating station number three. They claim they clearly saw a missile penetrate the shield at very high speed. They caught it on vid and are uploading."


  "Good work, yeoman. Let's see it."


  A flickering image appeared on her screen, with a scale line appearing beneath the missile, showing it to be nearly fifteen meters in length and two meters thick.


  It was, by far, the largest weapon he had ever seen launched from a carrier plane. He watched the grainy image as the missile cut right through the shielding and, seconds later, disappear as it impacted in a thermonuclear flash.


  "It was making Mach 10 when it penetrated." She hesitated for an instant and then a grin broke out.


  "Sir, it's Ark Royal! On translight burst. The signal's close by."


  "Where?"


  "I'll switch them in now."


  Turner looked up at the screen.


  "McAuliffe, McAuliffe, this is Ark Royal."


  The image of the Ark Royal's captain appeared on the screen and Turner could not help but smile.


  "Admiral Dayan, thank God," he cried. "This is Turner, acting commander Concordia. Where the hell are you?"


  "Winston? How did you get here?"


  "No time now, Naomi. All hell is breaking loose. We're losing the base."


  He looked up at the plot screen and saw a blue blip appear, coming in from jump point Delta. Dayan's task force was starting to come into the system but was still hours away.


  "You're the one on the scene, what the hell do you want us to do?"


  Naomi had served as a visiting professor at the Academy for a year, teaching carrier tactics, and was definitely one of the young Turks of the fleet. He was grateful, as well, that she wasn't pulling rank and was deferring to his on-the-scene view.


  "Let me work up a plot, hang on."


  Stepping back he scanned the view screens.


  "Navigation, work best possible solution for rendezvous with Ark Royal. Communications, upload all data we have so far on this strike to Ark Royal's exec."


  "Coral Sea's gone!" he heard someone cry. The screen focused in on the fleet's heaviest carrier. They had managed to break clear of the tower on maneuvering thrusters but the Cats were already on her, several dozen bombers and fighters weaving around the ship, which was bursting apart amidships, explosions racing through the interior, bursting out of the old carriers single launch ramp.


  He turned away and looked back to the forward view, which showed the skyhook tower. It was finally beginning to move, a flickering waver as the blow from twenty thousand miles down finally arrived. Dozens of ships were still hard docked to the spiderweb array of ports. Many of them went into emergency disconnect, blowing the explosive bolts that held them to the dying tower. Smaller vessels, which had been able to start their engines up quicker, were darting away, but the heavy ships, which had been drawing power from the tower were helpless, whoever was in command on board frantically trying to maneuver and pull away using only low-energy docking thrusters.


  The battleship Belarus, though disconnected, hovered motionless. The tower started to lean over and appeared to slowly brush against the side of the ship. Due to the sheer size of the vessel and tower, it appeared like nothing more than an inconsequential bump, but Turner knew it was a fatal blow with thousands of tons of mass behind it. The battleship started to move under the impact, as if it would simply be brushed aside… then the outer hull ruptured. Seconds later the ship detonated as stored munitions let go. The explosion blossomed out, taking a frigate that was moored higher up on the tower, the frigate detonating in turn. Explosions laced across the skyhook, momentarily blocking out the view of the incoming waves of Kilrathi fighters approaching from the other side.


  Turner felt a slight swaying movement and for a second thought that it was a shock wave from the explosions, until he realized that Concordia was under way and starting to accelerate. He held his breath. If they were going to lose a pump from not warming it up properly, it'd be now. The seconds passed and they continued to accelerate.


  "Have the solution, sir," the navigation officer cried.


  "Upload it to Ark Royal."


  "Naomi."


  "Here, Winston."


  "You're the rally point. Put out a signal to all ships making way."


  "What's left down there?"


  "Scratch four carriers and most of the fleet, Naomi."


  "Got it, Winston."


  "Hail to captain of Concordia from Admiral Long," the comm officer interrupted.


  "We didn't get that signal," he said calmly.


  "Sir?"


  "You heard me. We didn't receive that hail."


  The radio operator grinned and flicked the channel off.


  "If they find out later, you're cooked."


  Turner saw Valeri coming up to join him on the bridge.


  "Good work on the engines, Val."


  "What about Long?"


  "You know damn well what he wants, and that's for us to wait until he can come aboard. Val, if we wait, we're dead."


  She laughed softly.


  "Naomi, I'm having problems receiving Admiral Longs signal," he said, staring back at her screen. "How about you?"


  She smiled. "The same problem here, Winston. I'll call you as soon as we get our birds out."


  "Just hurry." And then he shut the signal down.


  "Val, send a signal in the clear. 'Concordia is under way. All ships to rendezvous on us and proceed to Ark Royal at best possible speed.' After that, get the data from weapons analysis and transfer the info on these new missiles to all ships. Maybe we can point defense against them after they're launched. I then want a burst signal out to Banbridge. Update on the battle, all ships' video records, transmissions sent and received. The hell with encoding, send it in the clear."


  "In the clear?"


  "If the news vids pick it up, that's fine with me," Turner said grimly. "No one's going to cover this shit up any longer. I want the truth out there for a change."


  His new exec grinned and went over to the communications desk.


  Turner looked back up at the chaos around the skyhook tower. The explosions were rippling away and around the edges of the fireballs he could see that another battleship, Malta, was gone as well.


  Two of the battleships, however, were indeed under way, fire erupting from every gun position.


  "We've got thirty, at least thirty bogies are veering in on us for an intercept!"


  Winston held up the display controller and shifted the holo field in the middle of the room to ship's tactical display. In the center of the field was the image of Concordia. At the far edge of the field was a mass of blue and red lights, showing the spreading battle around the shattered skyhook base. A stream of blinking red lights was veering around the fight and setting up for a head-on attack.


  Turner nodded and clicked the mike which he had attached to his collar.


  "This is Turner. Launch all fighters, repeat launch all fighters. We have thirty plus incoming."


  Prince Ratha let out a triumphal cry as the fleeing carrier came into view on the far side of the explosions tearing through the orbital base. For a moment he had feared that everything would be destroyed, leaving nothing for him to sink his talons into.


  "This is Ratha!" he announced, ignoring code names. If the enemy should find out who would soon destroy them, so much the better so they could curse his name when they went to their underworld.


  "I will lead the attack, form on me!"


  Geoff watched, wide-eyed, as a fighter roared down the launch ramp and kicked through the airlock. Peacetime procedures were gone, and afterburners ignited as soon as it was on the far side of the shield.


  He was startled by the jerk of the tractor hooked to his nosewheel, which pulled him out onto the ramp, putting him second in line, directly behind Vance. The tractor disconnected and darted to one side. The deck launch officer in front of Vance's fighter jumped aside, going down on one knee with left arm pointed towards the airlock.


  The backwash from Vance's fighter rattled Geofl's ship as it raced down the ramp and slammed through the airlock.


  "Tolwyn, you're next," a voice whispered in his headset.


  "Tolwyn ready."


  The confidence he had tried to instill in himself while waiting to launch was on the point of evaporating. It was truly his first time in a Wildcat. The simulator might provide a trainee with almost all the sensations, but no matter how realistic, there was always that realization that when the holo field blazed white, then snapped off, all one had to do was hit the reset button… but in real life there was no reset button.


  He remembered to do a quick scan of his instruments, though at this point nothing short of a full engine shutdown would stop the launch. If there was a critical malfunction in any other system he was expected to launch anyhow, then get the hell out of the way and wait to die.


  "Tolwyn… five, four…"


  The launch officer in front of his plane darted to the left, dropped down on one knee and pointed forward.


  "Launch!"


  Geoff pushed the throttle up to fifty percent and, with inertial dampening cut off because he was still inside Concordias field, he felt the surge slamming him back into his seat. The star fields outside the airlock began to shift rapidly, and he had a moment of disorientation until he realized that the carrier was making a rapid turn. He felt a slight resistance as the fighter went through the airlock.


  "Tolwyn clear!"


  He instantly slammed the throttles forward, hit the afterburner switch, and popped out the maneuvering scoops, while at the same time pulling the stick back and to the right. The inertial dampening kicked in, the pressure on his spine easing off. He heard a beep in his headset, signaling that he had a clean connection back to Concordia's Combat Information Center, and that the center was downloading the updated data regarding the fight. His terminal screen lit up, working off the CIC data so that he did not have to light himself up by using his own radar.


  "Tolwyn, form on my right!" It was Vance.


  Anxiously he looked around. Where the hell was he? He felt as if all his senses were overloading. McAuliffe was in the background, and he could distinctly see the glow of explosions and smoke down on the planet's surface. A broken, jagged line extended up from the planet's surface—the skyhook tower, which was continuing to collapse, the force of gravity inexorably ripping it apart. Where the orbital base had been was now an apocalyptic nightmare of explosions.


  "Tolwyn, form on my right!" It was Vance, but where the hell was he?


  "Tolwyn set IFF transponder to 1144 now!"


  Geoff punched in the numbers and a flashing blue light appeared on his screen—bearing 275, negative 60. He banked over and looked to the left, catching sight of a Wildcat down below.


  "Form, Tolwyn, form, we're going in!"


  Geoff tried to jockey the fighter in on Vance's right wing, and just when he thought he had it, Vance pulled his nose up.


  "Stick to me like glue, damn it, if you want to live!"


  Geoff yanked back on his stick, overcompensated and nearly went into a loop. He slammed the stick forward, overcompensated yet again, then finally leveled back out.


  "Green squadron," Vance announced, "Going for the bombers… full throttle, three, two, one, go!"


  Vance's fighter leaped forward and Geoff remembered that he had to cover Vance. It required that he keep one on the leader, while at the same time doing a constant scan, both visually and from the instruments, for anyone trying to intercept.


  "I will block their fighters. Bombers, prepare to attack!" Ratha cried.


  His screen showed a thin screen of fighters moving forward to intercept. The hunting would be good. He picked the lead group and headed straight for them.


  "Head-on attack coming in, go through them!" Vance said. The tone of his voice had changed, Geoff noted. There had been an excited and angry edge to it a moment before, but now it took on a dead, flat calm. No matter how frightful the situation, Geoff realized, Vance's training had completely taken over, and he was functioning now as an efficient, emotionless, killing machine.


  Geoff saw a formation of four Kilrathi fighters spread out into a line-abreast formation. Something in the back of his mind told him that this was, most likely, the first combat encounter ever between Confederation and Kilrathi carrier planes. Neither side quite knew the doctrine, the training, of the other. Everything was up for grabs now.


  The lead fighter opened fire with lasers, the range a bit too far. They closed at what Geoff felt was a frightening speed that all but insured a head-on collision. Vance opened up with his lasers, and Geoff pressed the firing button on his stick… but the fighters were already past them! At what he felt was the same instant, something rocked his ship, forward and starboard shields flashing red. He hadn't even seen the shots that hit him. Looking over his shoulder, he saw the four Kilrathi fighters break into a climbing turn, one of them trailing a streak of fire.


  "Keep on the bombers," Vance announced. Geoff looked over again and saw that the number two slot in their section of four was empty. What was his name? Andrews, Anders? He had simply disappeared. Looking back again, he thought he saw an expanding fireball. A shadow swept over Geoff's cockpit and, startled, he looked back to see that Vance's starboard wing was directly over his cockpit. He pushed his nose down and banked to the right, yo-yoing out of position before finally slipping back into his slot. In the brief instant he was out of formation, the bombers loomed up before him. Vance opened up, but before Geoff could even fire a shot they were past and then banking into a hard turn to the right.


  A stream of bolts slammed into Geoff's stern and, as they banked around, he saw that two of the tail gunners were zeroed in on him. He jinked slightly, trying to throw them off as his stern shield indicator began to glow from yellow to red. A mass driver round popped through, durasteel peeling back. He jinked again, the stream of shots going wide.


  "Three of the fighters are bearing in 090, positive 40," Vance announced. "Keep on the bombers."


  They came out of their turn, lined up, and charged in on the bombers, which were now lined up in a row. Vance opened up, aiming for the middle of the group. Geoff tried to line up the bomber in his sights, his opening shots going wide. He could see flashes of fire coming back but he ignored them, focusing on the target. Vance's shots continued to hammer across the top of the bomber, shards of armor flashing off as the rounds punched through the shield. Geoff tried to focus his own rounds in on the same spot, but went wide of the mark. The bomber loomed up, filling his screen, and he sensed more than saw Vance pull out in a tight, spinning turn. Geoff tried to hang onto Vance's wing. There was a flash of another bomber appearing. He fired, shots finally hitting something at last, then the target disappeared.


  Everything was happening far faster than he could fully comprehend. He knew he should check shield levels, energy levels for weapons, damage control, position on Vance's wing, position of the bombers, position of the closing fighters, position of the carrier. He tried to stay focused simply on Vance, knowing that if he was to survive it would be by following the lead of someone far more experienced than himself.


  They swept up into what was once called an Immelmann back on Earth, and again lined up on the bombers. A stream of light erupted from behind and Geoff caught a flashing red light on his screen, showing that an enemy fighter was hanging on his six o'clock position.


  The bombers were straight ahead. Again Vance lined up on the one they had hammered before. At the same instant another section of fighters from Concordia swept in for a head-on attack and their target disappeared in a shower of debris. Geoff focused on the next one in line and squeezed the trigger, his fire intersecting the stream of rounds from Vance.


  The starboard wing of the bomber sheared off and the target spun out of control. At the same instant a hammer blow struck Geoff from behind.


  * * *


  Prince Ratha lined up on his target, furious that the three fighters had managed to turn inside of him and position themselves for a second attack. His target kept bobbing and weaving erratically and he wondered, was it remarkable skill, or was it, rather, the flying of someone who did not know yet how to fly?


  He closed to near point-blank range and finally opened up, his very first shot slamming into his opponents shield. He held the trigger down, switching to mass driver rounds, fearing that if he used lasers their instantaneous speed might hit the bombers straight ahead, while the slower rounds would miss the bombers completely by the time they arrived where the planes had been.


  He could see the flashes of his enemy's shields, surprised that the tiny fighter could take so much punishment; an equal number of hits on his own ship would have destroyed it.


  The middle bomber in the group disappeared as a second enemy section raced through the line, while his own target raised his sights and started to tear into the next bomber in line.


  Ratha continued to fire, swearing vehemently, expecting the target to disintegrate, yet still the shields held.


  Finally bright flashes erupted, showing that the shields had folded and he was now tearing into armor. Directly ahead he saw another bomber die. Momentarily diverted by the sight of the explosion, he did not see his target jerk abruptly into a vertical climb.


  Pulling back on his stick, Geoff broke out of formation. "On my tail, Vance, breaking up!"


  "Try and reform, I'm staying on the bombers." Geoff looked back over his shoulder, surprised to see that his tormentor was not behind him. The warning chime of shield overload beeped in his headset and he suddenly realized it had, in fact, been sounding for several seconds.


  Still climbing away from the fight he continued to scan for the Cat fighter on his tail. His six position cleared, he pushed the stick forward and caught a flash of Vance finishing his run and banking over to his left, two fighters on his tail. Vance's number three was trailing a stream of fire as one of the fighters closed in to point-blank range.


  Geoff continued to nose over, realizing that his inertial dampening had blinked off, power diverting to restore shields. Pulling four negative g's, he felt as though his stomach was about to explode out his mouth. He could hear the blood pounding in his ears. He lined up on the two enemy fighters just as number three exploded. Both of the Cats flew through the debris and started to line up on Vance, who was continuing to turn for another sweep on the bombers.


  Geoff lined his sights up on the fighter to his left, and opened fire. The first shots were just astern and he pulled up slightly, then bore straight in. The stream of fire from his guns intersected just aft of the cockpit. Shields sparkled, flashed and, to his amazement, the ship disintegrated. He suddenly realized that he was going straight in and tried to turn. There was another jolting blow as his fighter slammed through the debris, forward shields shorting out.


  "One still on your tail, Vance!" Geoff cried as he hurtled down and out of the fight.


  "Thanks, Tolwyn. Now, form up."


  Geoff, feeling a flicker of resentment, yanked back hard on his stick, the sensation of his stomach coming out of his mouth replaced in an instant by the feeling that it was now buried in the soles of his feet.


  "All fighters, all fighters, this is Concordia CIC. Enemy bombers are slowing. Believe this is in preparation for launch of torpedoes which can penetrate shields. Acquire torpedoes after launch and destroy them."


  As Geoff continued into his climb he saw the bellies of four bombers straight ahead, and for the first time noticed the massive missiles that ran their entire length. An instinct told him to switch his gun cameras and surveillance gear on to continuous run. He spared a quick glance away, searched for the switches and slapped them on.


  He clicked his radio.


  "Tolwyn to Concordia, link on my vid and data sensor feed. Have missiles sighted."


  "Copy, Tolwyn."


  The missile under the bomber to his right flared to life, followed seconds later by the other three. Geoff focused on the first one while nosing over, trying to imagine an intersect point. For the first time since he had engaged the bombers he was aware that Concordia was nearby, the carrier filling his forward view. Guns on the carrier were concentrating fire forward, directly engaging the bombers. Geoff forced himself to concentrate on the missile. He opened fire, but the target was so damned small he found it impossible to lock on. The missile accelerated with incredible speed so that it snapped past his imagined intersect point seconds before he had closed. He nosed over, trying to follow, firing, his missed shots spraying against Concordia's shields. Fire from the Concordia blazed around him and another shudder ran through his fighter. Smoke billowed up into the cockpit.


  He wasn't sure just where his target was now. He saw a glowing point of light, aimed at it, and held on. The missile detonated in a blue-white fireball of light and, for a gut-wrenching instant, Geoff feared that it had broken through Concordia's shields. He saw the blast wave flatten out on the outside of the carrier's shields, which glowed red hot.


  He banked up hard, a violent shudder rattling his stick so that it felt as though his hands would be ripped off. Turning, he saw a second torpedo boring in. A fighter flashed past Geoff. Not truly believing what he saw, the fighter dove straight into the torpedo, and disappeared in the ensuing explosion.


  The third torpedo continued on in, hitting the shield. Cursing madly, he tried to edge over to intercept… but the torpedo penetrated the shields and exploded amidships on the port side.


  Concordia rolled up and over from the hammer blow, flame washing down the length of the carrier. He could see armor peeling back, and caught a momentary flash of an open deck area, exposed to the vacuum of space.


  The port shield overloaded and winked off. The fourth torpedo closed in and, cursing helplessly, he waited for it to deliver the death blow. The torpedo slammed into the side of the ship, punching straight through the open wound left by the previous missile… and nothing happened.


  Geoff held his breath, waiting for the explosion which never came. With the port midships shields gone, Kilrathi fighters closed in, firing off dumb fire missiles, blasting off sections of armor and gun mounts. Concordia could still die, he realized, and, struggling for control, he tried to press back in to the attack.


  * * *


  Prince Ratha watched, unbelieving, as the fourth torpedo failed to detonate.


  "All fighters, close and destroy her!" he cried.


  His lust for blood was all-consuming. He had already damaged one enemy, killed a second, and almost destroyed the third, but the enemy's plane refused to die and the wily pilot had dived straight at his carrier, pulling off at the last second, leaving Ratha exposed to the defensive batteries.


  He turned to do another run on the carrier, racing down its length, firing his guns until all his energy bled off and they shut down. Furious, he pulled back, contemplating the performance of the ultimate act, a dive straight into the ship.


  "My lord, we are being recalled."


  A fighter darted directly in front of Ratha and then throttled back, forcing him to turn away from his suicidal intent. Ratha was tempted to fire on his wingman, but, mastering control over himself, he turned aside.


  "My lord, we are being recalled."


  "Damn you, clear the way! The carrier is defenseless. One more blow and it's destroyed!"


  "Its shields are coming back up my lord."


  Ratha looked back at Concordia and saw that his wingman was right, the unmistakable shimmer of shielding was coming back on-line.


  "We can strike at it. We can bring it back down!"


  "My lord, we must escort the remaining bombers back. There'll be another strike, but now we must protect our bombers."


  "Damnation to the bombers, they failed!"


  "Half our fighters are destroyed or damaged. We are ordered back by your father, my lord."


  Breathing deeply, he realized that the recall tone had been sounding in his headset, most likely for the last several minutes.


  Silently cursing his father, he turned away from the damaged carrier and locked on to the signal beam back to his ship.


  It seemed that in an instant the enemy fighters were gone. Where they had gone, he wasn't sure. He scanned back and forth. It looked like a fight was still going on astern of Concordia. Checking his screen, he saw a dozen red blips, followed by three blue flashes. The smoke in his cockpit thickened, and he realized it was time to turn back as the warning alarm sounded. His damage control screen showed critical damage in half a dozen areas. The eject warning alarm sounded. Concordia was only a click off his port side, but accelerating fast. He realized that, if he ejected, chances were there would never be a pick up.


  "Tolwyn to Concordia, request immediate clearance for emergency landing."


  "Concordia to Tolwyn. Your display shows critical."


  "Eject and get left behind Concordia? I don't think so. Request clearance."


  Even as he talked, he struggled to line up on the landing bay. There was no reply and he knew the landing officer was consulting the Combat Information Center. If his landing was viewed as a threat to the carrier, he'd be ordered to eject. He held his breath, waiting for the verdict.


  "Tolwyn, cleared to land, make it quick, son."


  "Copy, Concordia."


  He punched his landing gear down and sighed with relief when he saw three green lights.


  "Tolwyn, this is landing control. No need to acknowledge. You're doing fine, a little high, bring it down, down… fine, now back off your speed, a little too fast… hold steady, hold steady… cut engines!"


  Geoff felt the faint shudder of passing the airlock. A second later he touched down, hitting his brakes, which immediately failed. A small crash truck was waiting and, even as he skidded past it, a spray of white foam erupted, hosing down his fighter. He skidded down the deck, slamming into the safety nets, and then everything was still.


  Stunned, he looked around as the foam sprayed over his canopy, obscuring the view. The canopy popped back, released from the outside. A crash and rescue team member was above him, concealed under a white fire-resistant hood, holding an extinguisher. He hosed down the cockpit, threw the extinguisher aside and grabbed hold of Geoff under the armpits, hoisting him up.


  "I'm okay, I'm okay," Geoff gasped as he was bodily pulled from the plane and then dropped down to two ground crew personnel, dressed in fire resistant gear as well. One of them threw a fire blanket over Geoff and, half carrying him, they ran across the bay, getting down behind a plastisteel shield. A medic was waiting for them as they unclipped Geoff's helmet.


  "Damn it, I'm okay."


  "I don't think so, sir," the medic said, pointing down to his legs. The lower half of Geoff's pressure suit was lacerated, flame scorched, and for the first time he realized that he was hurt, the pain from the burns slicing into his brain.


  He looked back at his ship and was stunned. Most of the upper aft section was gone, scorched wires hanging out, durasteel armor peeled back like crumpled tinfoil. Smoke was cascading out of the plane. A tractor with an extended boom arm latched onto the back of the fighter and pulled it clear of the safety net. A warning light flashed on the far bulkhead. The crash crew, still spraying the fighter with fire retardant, scrambled back as an airlock field formed around the bulkhead, which then slid back to reveal open space on the other side. The tractor pushed the fighter through the airlock, gave it a sharp blow and disconnected from the fighter, which tumbled out into space and disappeared from view.


  "Well, Tolwyn, you just blew off an even fifty million," one of the rescue personnel announced calmly as he stood back up and prepared to greet the next fighter coming in.


  "How's the pain, ensign?" the medic asked.


  "I can handle it. I want another fighter, so don't give me anything now."


  "Guess someone upstairs likes you, ensign. I heard the communications. Didn't you know you couldn't eject?" and he pointed again to the torn space suit.


  Geoff numbly shook his head.


  "The data board showed your fighter was set to cook off. If it had let go once you landed it could have wiped this whole deck. I'll tell you sir, everyone here was crapping when you came through the airlock. Anyhow, the word came down from the top to bring you in."


  "I want to get back into the fight," Geoff announced, trying to block out the surge of pain.


  "Thanks for nailing that torpedo. There's an inferno down on decks ten through thirteen, port side. If we'd taken another hit, that would have been it."


  Geoff was surprised that word of his lucky shot was already known by the crew.


  Geoff looked away from the burns blistering his legs while the medic gingerly peeled the burned and tattered fragments of his flight suit off. The landing bay area had obviously taken damage. The paint on the inner bulkhead wall had peeled off, the metal underneath discolored from a fire that he sensed was still raging on the other side as wisps of smoke curled off the wall. The air was thick with acrid smoke. Half a dozen forms were stretched out on the deck, covered in blankets, blood oozing from several of them. A chaplain was kneeling by a bloodied crew chief, holding her hands and, with a shock of horror, Geoff realized that the crew chiefs legs were missing. Even as he watched, the chaplain leaned over and gently closed the chiefs eyes, then stood up and went to the next wounded man.


  Another fighter came in. As it touched down the nose gear collapsed, a shower of sparks spraying out. The fighter lurched to a stop as the crash crew closed in. The canopy popped open and Geoff smiled at the sight of Vance climbing out. Geoff was momentarily diverted by a stab of pain as the medic, using a pair of tweezers, plucked a piece of durasteel out of his calf. Vance tossed his helmet to the crew chief and came up to Tolwyn, kneeling down by his side, sparing a quick glance at his legs and grimacing.


  "Thought you'd bought it, Geoff. Are you all right?"


  "Think so."


  "Listen, ensign, next time, stay on my wing."


  Geoff looked straight into Vance's eyes and then saw the faintest of smiles.


  "Thanks for saving my ass. You did good for a rookie," Vance finally said, patting Geoff's shoulder. "Damn, the good Lord most certainly protects fools. Andrews and Foch each had nearly a thousand hours and bought it, yet here you are."


  The medic stood back up and motioned for one of the ship's doctors to come over. The doctor stopped for a moment, listened while the medic whispered something, nodded, then walked away.


  Geoff looked up anxiously as the medic knelt back down by his side, reached into his kit, pulled out a high pressure injector and dialed in a mixture.


  "Say, what the hell are you doing?" Geoff asked. "I'm okay."


  "No you're not, ensign. You're not just burned. Hell, you've got some durasteel frags in you. You're heading up to surgery."


  Before Geoff could say another word the medic slapped the injector against Geoffs thigh and hit the button. Within seconds the world around Tolwyn started to go soft and fuzzy.


  "You son of a bitch," Geoff moaned, "I can still fly."


  "Not today, Geoff," Vance said reassuringly.


  Geoff looked up and saw a deck officer standing to one side and motioning to Vance.


  "Sir, we're forming up a covering unit. You're needed."


  Vance nodded.


  "Take care, kid. I'll come up and see you later."


  Geoff laid his head back on the hard durasteel deck. Strange, he could hear the vibrations, the distant thump of an internal explosion rumbling through the ship, and then it seemed to dissolve into a soft memory of England and home.


  


  


  • CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  CONFEDERATION FLEET HEADQUARTERS


  Mumbling a stream of obscenities that even his staff was amazed to hear, Skip Banbridge watched the vid display.


  "This is no longer the time for partisan politics," Senator More announced. "Some might say that we see now the harvest sown by the current administration for its years of neglect of the fleet. Our fleet was caught by surprise and those responsible will be held accountable, but now is not the time for that. But I can assure you that the appropriations bill which I have labored so long, and so hard for, will be placed upon the floor of the Senate this very afternoon."


  The senator struck a pained expression. He pushed back his mop of wavy gray hair from his eyes and looked straight at the camera, as if struggling for control.


  "I pray for all our brave men and women who are sacrificing themselves at this very moment. In spirit, I stand there with them. In spirit, I will make any sacrifice necessary to turn back this dastardly aggression. Though it is obvious our fleet was caught totally by surprise, I can assure you that new blood and new muscle will be infused and we shall go on, together, for victory."


  He dramatically lowered his head.


  "Let us pray together…"


  Disgusted, Skip switched the vid off.


  "He'll be coming after you tomorrow," one of the staff said.


  "Let the bastard try. I want one of you to find the vid from last summer, the one where that Tolwyn boy laid into him. Get it over to the president. Find a vid newscaster we know still believes in the truth."


  He shook his head. "That'll be a challenge but find one, have it shown."


  "New burst signal updates coming in, sir, from comm central."


  Banbridge activated the large holo field in the middle of the planning room.


  A three dimensional map of the Confederation appeared, showing the frontier and demilitarized zone. Three large red arrows showed where identified attack groups had penetrated, the primary axis of the attack striking at McAuliffe. A task force, with a battleship and a cruiser squadron, was striking into the Yarin system, opposite where the old Varni Republic used to be. A third arrow was directed out on the flank, indicating an attack into the Landreich. A dozen other arrows showed where smaller raiding forces were, or where unconfirmed reports indicated incursions. One of the arrows was already two jump points in, with a data indicator that three frigates and a cruiser had devastated a forward base world with nuclear weapons and then pushed on. The one area that was quiet was the Facin Sector. The phony war had been just that.


  The Kilrathi didn't even care about where the war had started, and were not even bothering to counterattack. Orders had already been issued for the task force to pull back out to cover the Yarin sector.


  It looked as though the entire frontier was collapsing. More than thirty billion citizens of the Confederation were, at this moment, facing annihilation or captivity… and there was nothing he could do about it.


  Along the entire jump line from McAuliffe back to Earth, there was only one squadron of destroyers besides Dayan's task force. If the fleet at McAuliffe was totally destroyed, nothing could stop the Kilrathi from storming straight on, into the inner worlds. If there was anything left out there, he could only pray that whoever was in charge knew how to save the ships and get out.


  It had been nearly twenty-four hours since the action had opened. Burst signal back to McAuliffe was down again, and all he could do was wait and pray.


  MCAULIFFE SYSTEM


  Coughing and spitting, Valeri Olson crossed through the damage control doors and stepped back into the Combat Information Center. A damage control ensign handed her a bottle of oxygen and she gratefully took a couple of breaths. Wiping the soot from her face, she looked around the deck. The ventilation system filters had already overloaded, so the room had a surreal sense to it; smoke-filled, red lights from battle displays illuminating the center in a Dantesque light. Turner was standing in the middle of the room, waiting for her.


  "How is it?" he asked, not even bothering to look at her, his gaze fixed on the holo field.


  "There's at least a hundred dead or missing. Fire is still raging on deck twelve, sectors B through K. It's a hell of a mess back there, but we can still fight."


  "The warhead?"


  She smiled. "The armorer said she's a dud. He said it was the damnedest thing, a key link in the firing mechanism was installed backwards. A test scan would show it in place, but an actual firing, and nothing."


  Surprised, Turner looked at her.


  "All I can think is that we heard reports about how the Kilrathi use slave labor. Maybe somebody decided to do a little sabotage."


  The irony of it all caught Turner's attention. Whoever installed the card backwards had saved his carrier, yet he would never know who it was, nor would the saboteur know just how much they had accomplished.


  "And here?"


  Turner nodded towards the holo display. He had been on his feet for over twenty-four hours as they made the long retreat out of the system, maneuvering around the primary star to finally rendezvous with Dayan, coming down from jump point Delta.


  "Their carriers are starting to move away from McAuliffe, heading towards us. Two battleships are bombarding the surface, wiping out any pockets of resistance. It looks like ten assault transports are moving in to disembark a landing force."


  He held up a pointer and started to trace out particular points of the battle.


  "Did anyone else get out?"


  Turner shook his head. "Three frigates, a couple of destroyers, one light cruiser, all the rest are gone."


  "My God," she whispered, "that's it?"


  "That's it. We've lost over eighty ships, the base—" he paused, "—and at least two hundred thousand personnel."


  "Where's Dayan now?"


  He pointed back to the holo field and a blue flash appeared.


  "She is coming in to rendezvous with us now."


  "And you're still going to do this?"


  Turner nodded.


  "Val, we've got to do something. The Third Marine Division down on McAuliffe is putting up a hell of a fight. We can't write them off. Tactically, the Cats should have taken off in hot pursuit of us before we could link up with Dayan. But, for God knows what reason, they stayed in orbit around McAuliffe, providing space-to-ground support. The Marines and surface-to-space interdiction systems tore things up, and they lost a lot of birds."


  He fell silent, remembering the pullback with Commando Six, two of his men left behind. I should have died with them, I should have stayed. I'll be damned if I let them down now. Ulandi's down there.


  He looked over at Val.


  "If you think I'm out of line, Val, tell me. We're talking about going back in."


  She shook her head. "That's a good division down there, Turner, thirty thousand men and women. We're not going to abandon them."


  "More like ten or fifteen by now," Turner replied sadly. "The damn Cats just nuked the hell out of the place. The only thing relatively intact is the airstrips. But Val, if we go back it might very well mean this ship."


  "If the situation was reversed, what would they do?" she said with a smile.


  "Come back and try to get our asses out, or die doing it," he replied softly. "But we've got to think of this carrier and Dayan's task force. We're the only assets left between here and the inner worlds. Even if we do fight our way in, there's no way in hell we'll be able to stay. All we can hope to do is cut them up enough so that the old Third has a fighting chance, then get the hell out."


  "Sir, if we turn about and run, everyone will know we've abandoned our comrades. We're going to have to come about anyhow, and face off against the bastards, and we might as well do it here. Maybe, if we twist their tails enough, it'll stop them from pushing on, even if we do go down in the process."


  Turner nodded wearily. It was the same argument he had used for himself. It had to be more than sentiment, more than guilt for a dead team lost twenty years ago. Yes, it was those things, but he could not allow himself the luxury of letting the personal side interfere with a decision that could very well affect the outcome of the war. Dayan was in favor of the suggestion as well. There was part of him that wished the comm link with Banbridge was back up, so he could push the decision to Skip, but he knew that was dodging the shot. And besides, he knew what Skip would do.


  "Hell of a day," Valeri said, looking over at Turner.


  "Thanks again for not putting up an argument when I came on board."


  "Hell, sir, if I had you might have flunked me if I ever came back to the Academy for some graduate work."


  The Academy… a long way from that now. He thought of his office, the photo of Marine Six, the other of Midway and the suicidal gesture of the Torpedo Squadrons.


  "Well, Val," he said quietly, "maybe they won't cut the budget after all."


  "Commander Turner?"


  The comm screen lit up to show Rear Admiral Naomi Dayan, her pale blue eyes blazing with an intense emotion. "I've reviewed your suggested tactical plan and am in agreement."


  Turner nodded grimly.


  "I'm ordering the fleet to come about now and close at top speed."


  Gilkarg paced back and forth angrily, looking at the plot board. Everything was confusion. The first assault wave, which was supposed to drop six hours after the initial attack and secure the landing sites, had failed abysmally. An entire legion had been annihilated before they had even touched down, slaughtered by hidden surface-to-air batteries which had held their fire until the transports were in the atmosphere. Nargth had ordered the direct attack, rather than transferring the troops over to landing craft, claiming that all resistance had been neutralized and that it would be a waste of time to go through the transfer.


  As a result the other transports had been pulled back out of orbit and the Imperial shock troops were just now completing the transfer to assault landing craft, while his bombers and fighters continued to pound the planet's surface.


  This was not what he wanted his carriers to engage in. The old doctrines were gone, it was the surviving enemy carrier and the new one that had come into the system which should be his targets. Damn Nargth for sending the dispatch to the Emperor about the opening stage of the attack. The orders had come for his own group to stay near McAuliffe until the base had been seized, and only then for the fleet to push on in pursuit.


  "My Lord."


  Gilkarg looked over at his tactical command officer.


  "My Lord, the enemy carriers and their accompanying ships are reported to be moving at high speed."


  Gilkarg walked over to the tactical display and examined the red blips.


  "They're not fleeing, they're coming back," Gilkarg whispered.


  "Yes, my Lord."


  Interesting. Suicidal, two carriers against his five, two battleships against eight, and even greater odds with the smaller ships. Suicidal. Excellent, there would be no lengthy stern chase across half a dozen systems. They could not stand by and watch their base fall. And yet, disturbing in a vague way. It was a gesture he himself would make, rather than retreat and admit defeat. The humans and their allies were degenerate, why would they come back when fleeing was the only logical choice? It violated, as well, the Ninth Maxim, "always reinforce triumph, learn to back away from defeat."


  "Our strike forces?"


  "My lord, nearly two thirds are currently engaged down on the planet, or refitting for another strike."


  "Closing time for their fleet?"


  "They'll have to clear the force of destroyers shadowing them. Four hours, my lord, if they close with scoops closed."


  Gilkarg looked at the plot board. Damn it all, should I send the next strike in to insure that the landing sites are neutralized, or start to refit?


  "Hail from Admiral Nargth."


  Gilkarg looked up at the screen.


  "My Prince. I assume you've seen that they're coming back."


  "Yes, Admiral. Nothing to worry about. We'll meet them far forward."


  "I need my landing forces protected. The arrival of their additional forces is disturbing."


  "We outnumber them in total firepower by better than six to one now."


  "So why are they coming back?"


  "Madness."


  "I ask that you continue the bombardment with your next strike wave. There'll be time enough to refit and meet them."


  Gilkarg hesitated. It would be better to start moving his carriers now, rather than delay the additional two hours or more it would take to send the next strike down and recover it.


  "You said we outnumber them six to one in fire power. My attack must go in now, and the Emperor will not be pleased if yet another legion is lost to their ground fire."


  Though that mistake was Nargth's, Gilkarg nodded in agreement.


  "We'll launch the next attack, then move to destroy the rest of their fleet. We should be able to recover all strike craft in two hours, and have time to move out against them."


  The pilots for the next strike were filing in and, spotting Tolwyn, Turner went up to the ensign.


  "You don't have to do this, Geoff. You're listed as down."


  "If you were in my boots, sir, what would you do? Hell, it was only a couple of frags."


  "Second-degree burns, a dozen durasteel fragments and part of a rudder pedal dug out of your legs, Tolwyn. Now, get the hell back to sick bay."


  "I've been out of the fight for over a day, sir. There's a hell of a lot of people out on damage control or at their battle stations in worse shape than I am, sir. I'm going."


  Turner looked at him closely, trying to judge whether he should ground the boy. He'd done his part. Sheer dumb luck he was still alive. Again sentiment. My heart telling me to order the boy off-line, save his life, but we need every pilot we can get for this counterstrike.


  "How's the pain?"


  "Hurt's like hell, but I tossed the pills they brought me so I'm clear. Don't worry." He forced a smile. "I can handle it."


  "All right, then," Turner said wearily and patted him on the shoulder.


  Vance Richards, eyes rimmed with exhaustion, came in last and Turner broke away from Geoff, motioning for him to sit down.


  "How is it out there?"


  "Well, sir, their destroyers didn't expect us to come blowing straight through with scoops closed. We lost two more fighters, but the road's wide open to McAuliffe."


  "How many missions have you flown since yesterday?"


  "Six, sir."


  "You should be off the board on this one, Richards."


  Vance smiled and shook his bead. "This is the big one, sir. I hate to tell you this to your face, but I'll simply disobey. We've got more fighters than pilots, and you'll need every one you've got for this crazy stunt."


  Turner nodded sadly.


  "Just do me a favor," he said, lowering his voice. "Keep an eye on Geoff. The kid barely survived it yesterday. I should ground him, but I can't."


  "I'll try, sir."


  Turner walked up to the front of the room and scanned the assembled pilots. Twenty-three were left, half a dozen of them obviously wounded.


  "This will be short and sweet. You start launch in seven minutes. For once we have more planes than pilots so, those of you with damaged craft, your crew chiefs will take you to your new ones. This is an all-fighter strike from Concordia, bomber pilots, you'll be in Wildcats. Ark Royal's bombers will provide the strike power. Their mission will be to strike against the closest carrier. Combat Information is currently showing all their carriers are moving away from McAuliffe to intercept."


  "Now, here's the tough part. Just before hitting the carrier you will break off, head for McAuliffe, loop the planet and nail the transports and landing craft. Once the bombers strike their carrier, Ark Royal's fighters will form the second wave and loop in after you. Remember, that is the real main target in this attack. The only hope Third Marine has of holding the planet is our dumping their assault landing craft before they hit the surface. You'll only have time for one sweep. You can't slow down, you'll need all the velocity you have to loop back out and make it to the rendezvous point, so it's a straight in and then out strike. Toggle all your missiles into your computer and let it do the acquisition and firing. You just handle your guns.


  "Continue your loop and get back for the hookup with this ship. It's going to be tight, but you can do it. Your nav computers will be loaded with the trajectory down. Let your autopilots handle the final approach on the planet and then the run back out."


  "Sir, that's one hell of a mission," one of the pilots said, and there was an obvious question in his voice about the orders coming from a commander they had never fought under.


  "I know it's a tall one, lieutenant. Here's why. The Lord willing, we'll take down one, maybe two carriers. But we want to strike a psychological blow as well. The assault troops are the pampered elite of the royal family. Remember that as you go in and start frying their hairy asses. You will be killing Cats who the damn Emperor considers to be kin. Bluntly speaking, this strike is to give him the middle finger. It will make him think twice and it will show him we plan to fight as hard and as dirty as he does. That strike will kick him even harder than dumping a carrier."


  Turner lowered his head.


  "Prudence dictates that we just get the hell outta here and save the carriers. But that means leaving a lot of damn good marines to die. If we can smash the transports and landing craft, it just might make them stop dead in their tracks. We've got a few surprises in store on this one, but the main thing I need to count on, lieutenant, is you pilots. There's no sense in handing you a bunch of crap. Some of you, maybe most of you, won't make it back. Hell, there might not even be a carrier to come back to. But it will send one hell of a clear message to the other side that we are not going to take their shit, then turn tail and run. What we do here might very well stop them cold and give everyone back home the time needed to marshal our forces and prepare for the struggle to come."


  There was a harsh bitterness to his voice. The lieutenant stood silent for a moment, many of the other pilots looking at him, as if expecting a decision. He finally nodded.


  "Fine, let's go kill the bastards."


  "Sir, what the hell good will fighters be against what's out there?" a pilot asked from the back of the crowd.


  "We've got to hit back. We've got to show that there's still some fight in us, to make them think twice before pushing further in." He hesitated. "The bridge crews on the frigates Masada and Hermes have volunteered to ram their targets."


  Geoff stood silent, letting the thought sink in. He had made a similar decision in the desperate seconds when it looked as though the torpedo attack would destroy Concordia. But that was a moment of rage, this was different. Undoubtedly Dayan had asked them to do it, and that alone was a command he wondered if he could ever give. He realized that, if he wished to command, he might very well someday have to order men and women to certain death in order to save the Confederation. He made a silent prayer that it would never have to be the way Dayan just had.


  What of the bridge crews, though? It was not a snap decision and then it was over. There were the long final minutes, the realization of all that would be forever lost.


  "Oh, God," Valeri whispered, interrupting Geoff's thoughts, "Dayan's son is the exec on Masada."


  The group gathered around Turner looked over at Valeri, stunned by the news.


  "Escort the frigates and bombers in, but break for McAuliffe the moment the signal is given. The timing on this has to be precise," Turner continued, his voice hard. "The battleships Yorkshire and North Carolina and the cruiser squadrons will be providing support as well. The three other frigates from Dayan's group will follow Ark Royal's fighters in on the loop around as well, but it will be you people who hit first. Make sure those Cats never forget the name Concordia".


  Turner surveyed the pilots one last time.


  "Good luck, and may God protect all of you. Pilots, man your planes."


  "All fighters to be armed with ship-to-ship missiles, as many as they can carry," Gilkarg announced. "If we had had a half dozen more out there, Concordia would have been destroyed."


  He looked back at the data board. The last of the fighters were down and he felt a vague uneasiness. With the sixth carrier gone, and the casualties taken in the strikes on the ground, he had no reserves as originally planned. There should be a forward screen out even now. With the sixth carrier, he could have had a second wave held back in reserve to blunt their attack, then leap forward to finish Concordia and Ark Royal. He paced the deck, waiting as his fighters launched and moved forward to intercept the incoming attack.


  "My Lord! I think you should look at this."


  He looked up at the screen.


  "Here come the Ark Royals!"


  Geoff saw the spread of blue blips deployed off to his left, clustered around the frigates. North Carolina and Yorkshire were a hundred clicks above the formation. In spite of the pain in his legs, he felt a momentary surge of elation. Kicking in afterburners he moved up on Vance's right. This time they'd have to fight as a two-plane formation, and in the first couple of minutes Vance slowly weaved back and forth, Geoff sensing that his friend was trying to at least give him a couple of minutes' worth of practice.


  "All units, all units," It was Ark Royal's CIC, which was coordinating the attack. "The Kilrathi carriers are launching fighters now."


  A real-time scan, transmitted from Ark Royal, appeared on Geoff's screen. The five carriers were moving forward, away from McAuliffe. The shattered base was now lost to view on the far side of the planet.


  The seconds dragged out, and finally, on his own screen, he picked up the forward edge of the Kilrathi defenses, scrambling into position.


  "We must vector our bombers onto the frigates and battleships now!"


  The Crown Prince was about to shout a defiant no back at his launch officer, but held his temper in check. Recovery of all the strike craft from McAuliffe had taken longer than expected. It was one thing to do it in practice drills, something far different when damaged craft were coming in, wounded pilots missing approach, and, worst yet, fighters crashing and blocking launch ramps on two carriers. His sortie to meet the suicidal attack was only now moving, an hour later than he had desired.


  He struggled with the decision.


  "They have eighty or more fighters accompanying two frigates in the first wave, my lord. Three frigates and the battleships are maneuvering behind them. Our own simulators and planning suggested that they might have torpedoes, but too big to carry on bombers. This could be their counterstrike. Repulse it, my lord, and we still might be able to recover and counterstrike yet again before they escape."


  He closed his eyes, weighing the possibilities and then finally reached a decision.


  "Is the launch deck on Tukgah cleared yet?"


  "Just in the last five minutes, my lord. They're still recovering craft."


  "Order the bombers and fighters on carrier Tukgah to hold. That should give their crews time to arm fully, our pilots a few moments of rest. Once the enemy attack is cleared we will immediately launch a counterattack from Tukgah and catch them while they are recovering their planes. All planes on the other four carriers are to launch."


  "My lord, it takes time to load and calibrate the torpedoes. If we launch all bombers, some might go without proper loads."


  "Get them out anyhow. They can at least draw fire to protect those which are ready to attack."


  The launch officer seemed ready to raise another point. Then, bowing low, he withdrew.


  The comm screen to Nargth winked to life, the admiral looking at him anxiously.


  "What is happening out there?" Nargth asked, in his anxiety forgetting to address Gilkarg by the proper honorific.


  "We are moving later than expected. If you had not insisted on one final strike I would have been in far better position."


  "My assault landing craft are just starting to disembark. Should I wait till your action is completed?"


  Gilkarg shook his head. The final pounding of the planet had battered down what was left of their ground-to-space resistance. If Nargth delayed it might allow them to bring some new surprises back on-line.


  "Go in now!"


  "I would prefer stronger fighter escort."


  "You have fighters from your cruisers. That should be sufficient for what's left."


  "That is your decision, then," Nargth replied coldly.


  "I have four battleships here," the Crown Prince retorted coldly. "I would prefer your releasing the rest in your command."


  "Against their two?" Nargth asked. "I thought you said your carriers could handle them. I need my battleships for close-in bombardment support. Our supply of space-to-surface missiles is nearly exhausted, I need their particle and laser batteries."


  Gilkarg angrily snapped the channel off without bothering to reply.


  Yet again the first sweep caught Geoff by surprise, so that he did not even fire a shot. It was a blow to his pride and confidence, making him realize that, even though he had by some miracle survived the last mission, he was still a very long way from being considered a veteran pilot.


  The sweep of a dozen Kilrathi fighters striking line abreast shot past, with two Confederation and three Cat pilots dying instantly.


  "Hold escort," Vance said calmly. "We stay with the frigates."


  Geoff looked back over at the Ark Royal information display. A vast number of red dots seemed to be converging and he swallowed hard. Making a desperate defense was one thing, but to go into the jaws of the lion was something far different.


  He was startled as a brilliant flash of light erupted overhead. The heavy forward batteries of North Carolina and Yorkshire were opening up. He had once seen a live fire demonstration by a battleship when he had spent the summer of his junior year as a midshipman with the Earth defense fleet, but this was far more intense and frightful because, a split second later, streaks of light slammed back in from a Kilrathi battle wagon.


  The slugging match continued as three more Kilrathi battleships added their power to the exchange, so that it appeared as if all of space would be consumed by fire.


  Jukaga braced himself as another blow rocked the ship. Nargth stood unperturbed, arms folded, watching the battle screen. Something about this battle did not seem right. The two carriers and two battleships of the Confederation could have made good their escape, yet now they had turned about to come back. This was not in character with how they thought. Taking a deep breath, he stepped up to Nargth.


  "Something is not right about this attack, my admiral."


  Nargth looked over at Jukaga as if his presence was an annoyance. The cub had served absolutely no useful purpose in this campaign, his presence an embarrassment.


  "They will die, it is that simple."


  "My admiral, I think they are going for the carriers. They have some stratagem, a surprise."


  "With what?" Nargth sniffed. "Their commander does what I would do. Better to die than return announcing such a defeat. We will bag their battleships and end this battle."


  "My admiral, may I dare to suggest that you divert fire to the attack below us. Knock out their frigates and fighters, then take on their battleships."


  "Our target is there," Nargth said disdainfully, pointing at the flashing targets which were now visible on the high-resolution view screen. "It is battleship against battleship, damnation to their carriers, and ours for that matter."


  "I pray you are correct," Jukaga replied, "but I fear you are not."


  Nargth fixed him with an icy stare and Jukaga withdrew.


  "Launch!"


  Ratha grunted as he was slammed back into his seat. Clearing his carrier, he banked over sharply and darted towards the spread of targets laid out before him. This fight would not afford him the same opportunity for glory that the attack on Concordia had offered. His pride still ached from not having destroyed the ship, but at least here was the chance to add more kills to his record.


  Geoff looked straight overhead again. The four Kilrathi battleships were awash in fire and light as their batteries poured out a continual salvo. Only a few of the secondary, bottom mounted batteries were firing down on the attack wave of fighters. Streaks of light flashed past and Geoff saw one of the Ark Royals disintegrate, and then they were past. A massive dogfight was building up just behind him as yet more Cat fighters swept through their ranks, then turned to engage. A blow shook his fighter. He saw a Cat drop into his six position, and then bank off as another fighter came in behind his attacker. He looked to his right and saw the two frigates' shields glowing.


  The forward edge of the carrier escorts now engaged, four frigates sweeping in on intersecting runs, dozens of lights crisscrossing back and forth, a spread of half a hundred missiles dropping. Geoff's headphones sounded with a high-pitched warble. He looked at his screen and saw a seeker blinking, closing. Firing off flares, he continued to watch it. The seeker turned away, went to reacquire, then locked on the heat of a frigates engines instead.


  "There's some bombers," Vance announced, "let's break them up."


  Geoff edged his throttle forward, keeping pace with Vance and the other Concordia fighters as they surged forward. Two of the sections broke left into a sweeping turn while the other sections bore straight in. The bombers had slowed to a stop and were reversing thrust in order to keep themselves in front of the frigates. For several precious seconds they were sitting targets. Geoff lined up on the nose of one and held his firing button down, shields taking the strike, shimmering hot. He was tempted to drop a dumb fire missile on it, but orders were to hold them for the second part of the mission. Suddenly the bomber disintegrated from the blows, its bow shearing off. He banked slightly to stay on with Vance, who was providing the same treatment for a second bomber, which detonated just as Geoff added his fire to the strike.


  "Not giving you a partial on that one, Geoff," Vance announced.


  Geoff grinned as they pushed on through the formation.


  "Concordia, we break in ten seconds."


  Geoff felt a flash of disappointment. He wanted to stay in this fight, but the other target was still waiting.


  "We lost Hermes!" a voice crackled on the radio.


  Geoff looked over his shoulder and saw the frigate breaking up, and then completely disappearing as three torpedoes slammed into the expanding wreckage. He could see that Masada had taken a hit as well, one of its engines was down, and flame was pouring back from the nose.


  "Concordia strike, break in three, two, one… now!"


  Geoff nosed over, lining up straight on the north pole of McAuliffe. The preprogrammed nav point for the diving attack flashed on and he let his autopilot lock it in.


  "Close maneuvering scoops now, go to full afterburner acceleration, now!"


  He slammed his scoops shut, cutting down on all drag and then punched in afterburners. It was going to be one hell of a fast ride in, he thought. The one big question, though, was whether they would be coming back.


  "Masada to Ark Royal, we are going in!" The cry echoed in his headset. He looked up and over his shoulder but could no longer see what was happening. Another voice now came on the link. He recognized the words as Hebrew and he felt his throat tighten, knowing what the young executive officer was saying… "This is Masada ... the Lord is God, the Lord is One."


  The Crown Prince watched the attack come in. What were they doing? Neither frigate had fired. One was dead, the other dying. The few bombers with the strike had suddenly diverted and were now diving towards McAuliffe, while the battleships had just executed a cowardly turn and were breaking the action off. The single frigate, surrounded by fighters, continued to press forward, trailing fire, and then the realization hit.


  "Signal Tukgah!" he roared. "Full evasive, full evasive now!"


  Jukaga stood mesmerized, understanding exactly what they were doing. Two of the fighters ahead of the frigate continued straight in, not wavering a fraction. They impacted the shield of Tukgah amidships, the shield flaring to life, but easily handling the blow. A second later the frigate struck at the same spot. The forward edge of the frigate flared into molten titanium and durasteel, overloading the shield and driving a hole through it. The aft end of the ship, disintegrating as well, slammed forward through the hole plowing into the side of the carrier.


  The carrier's thin durasteel armor resisted the blow for several milliseconds, until it, too, melted down. The remaining mass of the frigate now blew into the interior of the ship, sweeping the flight bay where sixty bombers and fighters, fully loaded, waited for launch. If the bay had been empty the carrier might have been crippled, but still could have survived. The spray of molten metal hit the bay like a hurricane, touching off the fuel inside the nearest bomber. An instant later the bomber's ordnance, including a torpedo that was indeed functional, detonated, setting off the next bomber in line. The chain reaction swept down the deck, faster than an eye could detect, while the remains of the frigate plowed crosswise into the heart of the ship, dragging along the exploding wreckage of half a dozen bombers and fighters.


  Tukgah ruptured wide open in an expanding fireball of light, the explosion taking a dozen or more Kilrathi and Confederation fighters that were nearby along with it.


  Admiral Nargth's arms dropped to his side as he watched the explosion wash across the screen. Jukaga stood behind him, not daring to speak. A moment later he finally turned and looked back at Jukaga.


  "You were right," he whispered.


  Jukaga knew it was best not to respond, and said nothing.


  Nargth turned to face his staff.


  "I fear we have underestimated our foes," he said, his voice shaking. "These humans have Zaga, the warrior spirit, as well."


  "Scratch one flattop! Masada did it!"


  Geoff squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, blinking back the tears.


  "Concordia strike." It was Hawkins, their wing leader. "We'll only have one pass, so make it count. I've just been relayed a signal from Third Marine. The enemy landing force is going in."


  The planet was racing up so that it looked as though they were going to slam into the atmosphere and burn up. Geoff hoped that the preprogramming was on the mark. He braced himself as the top of the planet filled half his forward view.


  The autopilot flipped his fighter over and started to fire retros. Hanging upside down relative to the planet, the top of the world swept by underneath him. The scorched orange-red ball filled his view and he counted off the seconds, waiting, knowing that the force of gravity was looping them down and around towards the equator and McAuliffe.


  A light flared beneath him, and he realized it was a fighter that must have skimmed into the atmosphere, been pulled down and disintegrated. On his forward screen he saw some Kilrathi fighters coming over the top of the world in pursuit.


  "We've got a hot target," Hawkins cried. "The landing craft are out!"


  After several minutes of transit, the autopilot flipped Geoff's fighter back over and his target acquisition light started to blink.


  "We've hit the jackpot!" Hawkins cried. "Pick your targets and go for it! Look out for the damn escorts!"


  Exuberant cries filled the comm link. Geoff spared a quick glance at his battle screen as his computer switched on its own radar and swept the area ahead. The entire forward edge of the screen glowed red with targets. Geoff toggled in to Hawkins' computer, which would take the data analysis from each of the strike fighters and then allocate targets so that no two attackers would go for the same target. Less than a second later, yellow circles appeared around half a dozen of the landing craft, indicating which targets his computer had been assigned.


  Several hundred landing craft were strung out beneath the transports. Above them, however, were three battleships and at least a dozen cruisers, which had been providing fire support down on the surface of the planet. Far below, down on the surface, Geoff could see the smoke and flashes of fire from what had once been the Confederation's most important base beyond Earth. Apparently some resistance was still being offered, as a side channel picked up a signal from two Hurricane fighters. There was even a flash of fire from a ground-based laser battery.


  A firestorm of light erupted around Geoff as the heavy ships laid down a curtain of fire against the intruders, and within seconds Geoff saw three fighters wink off his screen.


  "Geoff, I'm skimming the atmosphere," Vance announced. "There's four fat landing craft going down, they must be loaded!"


  Geoff, his palms feeling clammy pushed his nose over to follow Vance in. He knew that going into the edge of the atmosphere would cause a tremendous bleed off in speed, but the prospect of nailing a fully laden landing craft, with a battalion of assault troops on board, was too much to resist.


  Confused calls reverberated on the comm link and then were drowned out as the Cats laid down a jamming curtain. His screen showed the four blips of the landing craft, which were nose down, going into a powered dive, seeking the protection to be found in the heavier air below.


  Vance, now several clicks ahead, opened up on the lead ship, pouring in a hail of mass driver rounds. Within seconds the landing craft was in flames and tumbling. He banked, dropped off a dumb fire missile and began to pull out. The missile struck a second landing craft, which lurched, but stayed together. Geoff lined up on the damaged vessel and opened fire with his mass driver guns, the rounds going incandescent as they tore through the thin atmosphere. The landing craft burst and he caught a frightening glimpse of Kilrathi warriors, dressed in battle camouflage, tumbling out into space to begin their long fifty-mile fall down to the surface. It was the first glimpse he'd had of who he was fighting against. He banked, lined up on the third craft, fired off his one dumb fire missile and pulled up.


  Geoff rolled his fighter over and looked back. His missile had hit. Smoke trailed out of the landing craft, and then it was lost to view as he continued to accelerate up and away from the planet. The Cat jamming lifted for a moment. Again the radio was filled with a wild confusion of shouts of fierce joy, terror, and screams of rage as the fighters tore through the massed landing craft. Flashes on Geoff's screen indicated that three of his six remotely-fired missiles had scored hits.


  New signals washed in. The second wave, the Ark Royals, were clearing the pole, more missiles streaking out. Then the jamming came back on again. Flashes of light crisscrossed the heavens, explosions marking where landing craft had been hit, or fighters of the Confederation were dying.


  A warning beep sounded, a fighter on his six o'clock coming in. A second later a reverberating shudder slammed into him. Intersecting beams of fire laced around him as the heavy ships several hundred clicks above poured out a fusillade to knock down the attack.


  Prince Ratha cursed soundly as the fire from the battleships threw off his aim. He had already pumped a half dozen rounds into his opponents shields, the pilot not even reacting as he closed for the kill. Something made him sense that this must be the same pilot who had eluded him earlier, and he would not be denied the kill.


  A cry erupted on his headset, announcing that one of the assault transports was heavily damaged and going down, the news moving him to a wild, insane rage. The transport carried the Third and Seventh Brigades of the Imperial Claw. They were kin of lesser blood, but of his blood nevertheless.


  Banking around the shots from his own ships, he tried to reacquire his target, but it was already darting ahead, continuing to loop around the planet, accelerating with maneuvering scoops closed. The gravitational pull of the planet held the fighter on a curving trajectory which he attempted to follow. The fighter popped scoops open for a second, turned, then closed scoops yet again, now racing straight out and away. Ratha hung on grimly. The Confederation fighters apparently had a very slight edge on speed, he realized, but at some point it would have to slow for a landing, and there would still be time to kill it.


  "This is Yorkshire, this is Yorkshire, we've lost our number three engine!"


  Winston stood silent, watching the wavery image on the screen which was barely getting through the combination of shielding and Kilrathi jamming.


  "It's been a good fight, chaps. We've crippled one of their battleships. We've also picked up a report from one of your fighters, now looping under McAuliffe, that they've dumped an assault transport and nailed a whole parcel of landing craft laden with troops. Marine Three just relayed up that the sky is on fire with landing craft burning up!"


  A ripple of cheers swept through the CIC. Turner looked around the room and they fell silent.


  "Concordia to Yorkshire, any report how many planes coming back?"


  "We've got ten fighters of yours on the scanners now, Concordia."


  Winston let the information sink in. He had started the fight with forty, lost sixteen in the first encounter, and now another fourteen were gone. Half of Ark Royal's bombers assigned to the attack were gone as well, even before their fighters had broken off to join in the second wave of the counterattack on McAuliffe.


  The young exec in command of Yorkshire looked haggard, blood pouring from a slice across her forehead, the rest of her features concealed under a respirator, but she was still game and Winston could not help but feel a surge of pride in her defiance.


  "We're going to slow down a bit here. I think it'll draw the flies in. Give you folks some breathing room to get the hell out."


  "We copy that, Yorkshire," Naomi Dayan replied, her image showing now on a side screen. Winston could see the hardness of her features. She had been on the open line as the attack on the Kilrathi carrier went in, and he could see her disintegrate as her son shouted his defiant cry. He had known Naomi for nearly twenty years and never had he seen her break before. She had been offscreen for ten minutes, and she looked now as if she had aged ten years in that span of time.


  "Take as many of the bastards with you as you can, Yorkshire," she said, her voice harsh and cold.


  "Most certainly will," Yorkshire replied. "Must get back to work here. This is Yorkshire. Long live the Confederation."


  The image snapped off. Strange, "Long live the Confederation." Two days ago such a line would have seemed like a bad line from a vid, now the words nearly moved him to tears. Winston looked over at Naomi's image.


  "How are repairs?"


  In the confusion of the attack, three Cat bombers cut their way through and plowed two torpedoes into Ark Royal. Again, one had failed to detonate, but the second one almost took the ship out, shutting down its launch and recovery capability.


  "It's bad, Winston. We've lost all launch capacity. We might lose control of the fires, and I've got fifty percent casualties on board."


  "Your engines."


  "Still at one hundred percent."


  "Get the hell out, Naomi. I'll bring up the rear with North Carolina, we'll recover your remaining planes."


  "All right, Concordia. Rendezvous on other side of jump point."


  Her image snapped off. Winston went to his command chair and collapsed. An ensign came over, bearing a steaming cup of coffee and he gratefully accepted it.


  He turned his chair to look at the holo field. The round ball hovering in the field, McAuliffe, was drifting to one side of the display as they accelerated up and away after the strike. It had never been his hope to actually cut a way in and stay, but simply to relieve the pressure long enough to give the marines down on the surface a fighting chance of holding on.


  They had come back around and were now racing at full throttle back towards jump point Beta. It was not the direct way back in towards the inner worlds but, rather, curved back in at an oblique. Naomi had suggested it for two reasons, the first that it was the closest jump point available, less than three hours out at full throttle, but it would also present the Cats with a tactical dilemma. If they drove straight in towards the inner worlds, a viable striking force would be on their flank with the potential of cutting back in. If the Cats did decide to pursue, it would take them away from the main target and maybe buy a little more time for Banbridge to organize a defense.


  He watched the screen as the minutes dragged by. Yorkshire was continuing to fall further behind, while the strike on McAuliffe continued to accelerate towards the pickup point, less than ten minutes short of the jump. It would be a tight squeeze.


  "Yorkshire's in serious trouble, sir," a comm officer announced. Winston pivoted his chair back and saw the display pop up. Three Kilrathi battleships had slowed to engage and were running parallel at a range of less than fifty clicks. The projected damage control board and continual translight radar bursts showed a fusillade of fire and missiles tracing back and forth. Yorkshire's first and third main turrets were gone, and multiple hull breaches flashed red on the diagram of the ship. He put his cup of coffee down, feeling that it was somehow indecent to be drinking it while good men and women were dying. He came to his feet, jaw clenched tight as a red band of light swept into the middle of the ship's diagram. The display winked off.


  "We've lost all data from Yorkshire" the comm officer whispered. She waited several seconds. "Translight radar shows debris plume expanding… she's gone, sir."


  Winston lowered his head. "She was a good ship." He sighed.


  "Sir, one of the Kilrathi battleships is in trouble, sir."


  He looked back up at the screen, which now only displayed the translight radar.


  The radar officer stood up excitedly, pointing at the image. "There, sir, there. Look at that debris, something's wrong. Massive heat signature… the bastard's breaking up! Yorkshire got her!"


  Winston watched, unable to feel anything as a second plume of debris erupted on the screen.


  He watched the screen as the slower visual image finally arrived, showing the breakup of Yorkshire, followed seconds later by a series of internal explosions tearing through the Kilrathi battleship. Yorkshire had not hit it that hard, something must have gone wrong with their internal damage control.


  "Sir, second Kilrathi battleship is slowing, turning. Massive heat signature behind it, sir. They've been breached, fuel is blowing out and igniting!"


  Turner watched the display, praying that the damned ship would blow, but the red plume started to abate. Still the Cat ship was crippled and out of the fight.


  "What's our threat analysis, Valeri?" Winston asked, still watching the screen.


  She went over to the tracking board, consulted the officer and two enlisted personnel tracking the enemy and then went over to the holo field display. Intersecting red and blue lines started to trace back and forth.


  "If Ark Royal can keep up speed, she'll make jump just ahead of them. Our pick up of remaining fighters, both ours and Ark Royal's, will start in thirty-seven minutes. Sir, the incoming Cat fighters and bombers in pursuit will be on us in one hour and twenty-eight minutes at present closing speeds. We're going to have a very tough fifteen minutes from there to jump."


  "Fine, Val, fine."


  He settled back in to his chair to wait.


  "I told you to ignore the battleship!" Gilkarg cried. "We could have taken care of it later."


  "My lord, the battleships are the primary target of this strike, not the carriers. We saw the kill and went for it," Nargth replied.


  The scene behind Nargth on the vid display was one of chaos. The control room was filled with smoke, flames licking up from shattered control boards. The image flickered for a second, Nargth swaying, grabbing hold of a bulkhead as an internal explosion rocked the ship.


  "Will you hold together?" Gilkarg asked.


  "Ruptured fuel tanks for engines three and four, they're venting now. We'll hold, but this ship is out of the fight."


  "And you lost a battleship. How was that?"


  "It is a mystery, my lord. But remember, I warned the Emperor years ago that the Gamorgin class battleships needed more armor instead of greater speed. I think that is the reason."


  Gilkarg bristled at the implication of laying blame for the failure on his father.


  "If you had not dropped your speed, you could have closed on their carriers and finished them."


  "Your own fighters and bombers, which you place so much trust in, will be there before the second one jumps out, and you appear to have delivered a crippling blow to the other," Nargth replied calmly.


  Snarling with rage, Gilkarg shut the comm link down.


  "My lord. You have shattered their base and taken it," an aide said. "You have destroyed over eighty of their ships in return for the loss of but two carriers, a battleship, a cruiser, a transport and several small vessels. It is still the greatest victory in the history of the empire."


  "Yet they made a counterblow while crippled, and that is when they inflicted most of our casualties," Gilkarg replied. "Do you not think that will affect what comes next? If we could still guarantee the death of Concordia, it will be seen as an even trade-off. Concordia must be killed before it can escape."


  He did not even comment on the savaging of the landing transports. Reports were that close to fifty percent of the assault force had been lost. Though of minor blood they were still mostly of the Imperial line. This would not sit well with his father at all. The balance had to be regained, a price of vengeance exacted for the defiant blow. He knew what Nargth would counsel, and who he would blame. Blood had to be shown now in return.


  "The one carrier will escape," the aide announced, studying the board. "He is abandoning his fighters and running for the jump point with scoops closed."


  "That means the scum who launched the attack must land on the other carrier. There is the point of our vengeance now."


  "We have thirty fighters and five bombers closing in, my lord."


  Gilkarg nodded but did not reply. He watched the plot board as the minutes dragged out. Though he did not know who the commander of the other side was, he would have his vengeance.


  Geoff checked and rechecked his screen as they closed in on the rendezvous. It was going to be tight. Already a pattern was building up around Concordia. A crippled fighter had crashed at the entry bay, shutting down recovery operations for seven crucial minutes. The screen of red blips behind him was coming ever closer. He looked at his chronometer. In fourteen minutes Concordia would hit jump. Ark Royal had already successfully made transit several minutes earlier.


  As he closed in he finally could see a speck of light, the Concordia, trailed by North Carolina and a frigate, which were engaging several Cat destroyers in a long-range exchange of fire.


  "This is recovery operations, all recovery on hold. Repeat, all recovery on hold, we've had another crash."


  Geoff cursed silently. His palms felt clammy and the pain in his legs was intensifying after the long hours cramped inside the fighter, so that it was hard to concentrate. To have survived all this, he thought, only to miss a pickup in the last seconds.


  "Green and blue sections, do you copy?"


  It was Hawkins.


  Five pilots answered in. Geoff clicked his mike. "Here, leader."


  "All right, boys and girls. Guess you know what we've got to do. On my count, follow. We've got to break up that incoming strike and let the others land."


  Geoff sighed and nervously clicked his mike again. He suddenly realized that, though he had been tested before, here indeed might be the final and ultimate test. Part of him wanted to scream out that he deserved a rest, that he had played the hero, had done his bit, and now it was time for someone else, that it had to be time for someone else.


  "Hey, leader, why us?" someone called sarcastically.


  Hawkins chuckled sadly. "Because we're here, lads, because we're here."


  The cynical exchange somehow braced Geoff. For that, after all, was indeed the logic and reason behind it all, because he was here it would always be his turn, and would continue to be his turn as long as he decided to place himself in harm's way.


  "All right, lads, ready to break, three, two, one… break!"


  Geoff saw Hawkins' fighter pull upwards and he followed suit, banking slightly to tuck himself in behind Vance. Within seconds after doing an Immelmann, the Kilrathi fighters swept past them, Hawkins leading the flight up into a banking turn to sweep across the bombers. A head-on flight of Cat fighters broke straight into their attack, dropping Hawkins' wingman.


  Geoff barely managed to get off a high-angle deflection on a Cat fighter. He saw the shields glow, and then it flashed from view. The fight turned into a swirling melee which drifted relentlessly towards Concordia. Landing operations resumed and they were down to four. Two of the fighters broke out of the pattern and turned back to help, one of them dying seconds later as three fighters jumped it. Two of the bombers turned away from Concordia, angling up instead for a belly shot on North Carolina. Geoff was tempted to follow until Hawkins cut in.


  "Cover our ship, cover our ship!"


  Geoff winged back over, following Hawkins as they dove on the three remaining bombers. Geoff lined up on his target, ignoring the incoming fire from the top turret gunner that slammed into his forward screen. He heard the shriek of durasteel peeling back, the impacts blinding him. He continued to bore in, draining off the last of his lasers and, almost by instinct, broke right, narrowly missing the bombers wing.


  "Concordia to blue and green. Data indicates remaining bomber about to launch weapons."


  Geoff continued through his turn, a fighter dropping in on his six and opening up. He looked back up and saw only two bombers left, not sure if one was the one he had been attacking or another.


  "Torpedo released and inbound!" The cry was from combat control.


  Over his shoulder, Geoff saw the weapon boring in on Concordia. He held his breath as the torpedo struck amidships and detonated. The carrier shook like a rat in the mouth of a terrier, sections of hull peeling back, explosions detonating inside the ship… but it held together.


  "Second one about to launch!"


  "I'm on the bomber, rest of you chaps head for the barn." It was Hawkins, and Geoff saw his fighter streaking in, trailing a stream of fire… and a second later slamming straight into the remaining bomber, slicing it in half.


  "All sections, final recall, final recall. Jump in two minutes, fifteen seconds!"


  Geoff dodged and weaved, trying to throw the fighter off, but it hung doggedly to his tail, lining up a few shots before Geoff dodged, reacquiring him and putting a few more in. Inexorably, his shield power continued to drain.


  "Jump in two minutes and counting."


  Geoff looked back over his shoulder, and the fighter was still there. Overhead he caught a flash of light and looked up to see a hammer blow slamming into the belly of North Carolina. Another shudder ran through his fighter, and at that instant he felt a cold sense that it was over, that he would continue to circle with the Cat on his tail.


  The Cat closed in and he leveled out, holding steady… and then slammed his throttles off. The Cat skimmed over his canopy, the fighter inverted so that he caught a quick flash of the pilot wearing a purple helmet.


  The Cat dropped into his sights even as it started to pivot, spinning on its axis to point backwards so it could fire straight into his destroyed forward shield. He fired a volley, several shots slammed out… and the guns shut down, energy drained.


  As if watching in slow motion he saw the Cat turning, throwing on reverse thrust, lining up for the killing shot. Another fighter swept past Geoff, firing a concentrated salvo straight into the enemy fighter, shearing off a wing. The Kilrathi fighter broke up, the pilot ejecting.


  "All right, Tolwyn, enough heroics. You first, we've got ninety seconds!"


  Vance circled in around Geoff as he pointed his fighter towards Concordia's landing bay.


  "You two are the last," the launch and recovery officer announced. "Now get the hell in, we've got seventy seconds!"


  Geoff nudged in his power, suddenly remembering that this was only the second time he had ever attempted a landing in a Wildcat. As he angled in towards the carrier he saw his opponent, still strapped to his chair, tumbling slowly end over end. A darker instinct told him to divert just for a second and try to fire a shot in… it would be one less Cat pilot to worry about later.


  Just not British though, Geoff thought, shaking his head. After all, he was a damned good opponent.


  As he passed the Cat he raised his hand in a salute, slightly disappointed the Cat had not saluted in return.


  "Sixty seconds, hurry it up!"


  He lined up, remembering that Vance was behind him. If he screwed up his landing, Vance would be stuck as well.


  "Tolwyn, this is recovery, no need to reply. You're coming in hot, reverse thrust, bring her down, bring your speed down, too high, too high… get your gear down."


  Geoff struggled to keep up with the orders, popping his gear down, pushing stick forward, pulling thrust back.


  "Too low now… bring her up… still too fast… bring her up… bring her…"


  His landing gear clipped the edge of the ramp as he slammed through the airlock, his fighter slapped down onto the deck in a shower of sparks. He could feel the back of the fighter snapping, the controls in his hands going slack.


  The safety net seemed to be racing up. He slammed into it, his vision blurring. A second later the canopy was yet again covered in foam, followed by someone pulling the outside release hatch. A hooded crash and rescue man towered above him, spraying the cockpit down with foam and then yanking him out. As they dragged him back from the plane he saw a ripple of flame venting around the wings as a ruptured hydrogen tank let go. A blizzard of foam engulfed the plane.


  "Fifteen seconds," a voice boomed over the deck PA. "Prepare for jump."


  "Vance!"


  Geoff struggled to stand up, breaking free from the rescue personnel. A fighter came through the airlock, touching down gently, and turned to skid past the wreckage of Geoff's plane.


  "Those not secured, lie down now! Five, four, three…"


  Geoff sprawled himself out on the deck. The star field outside the airlock shifted in color. He caught a momentary glimpse of North Carolina, fire wreathing its belly and starboard forward section. The star field shifted into red, the stars turning into receding streaks of light.


  Cursing, Prince Ratha watched as the Concordia seemed to stretch out into a long streak of light, then disappeared in a sparkle of light. He could not understand these humans. He was dead, he should be dead, and yet the fool had waved to him and left him. It was a humiliation beyond bearing, that a foe had bested him thus and then did not deliver the coup, and instead had mockingly waved.


  A hatred for the humans he had never believed possible before filled his soul. Having killed three of their fighters, he should have been able to return as a hero, his talons painted red when he was presented to his grandfather, wearing the clasp of the red claw with honor… yet in his heart there would be no honor. He had been defeated and then left to live.


  There was but one thing left to do. Grabbing hold of his helmet latch, he tore it open, the air venting out of his suit. Strange, how silent death was in space, he thought.


  The deck seemed to fall away underneath him, there was the momentary disorientation and wave of nausea. It felt as thought the deck then slammed back up, knocking the breath out of him. The star field outside the airlock came back into focus, but was different.


  "Jump successful," the PA announced.


  Geoff staggered back to his feet and stood, numb with shock and pain. He could feel explosions rippling through the ship. For a brief instant artificial grav winked off, came back on, and then seemed to hover at a reduced level so that Geoff felt as if he would float off the deck. Another explosion slammed through the carrier, lights winking off, emergency battle lamps turning on in the gloom.


  The crash crew continued to hose down his fighter as he witnessed yet another plane he had flown being dragged to the side airlock and ejected out into space.


  "Well, sir, that's another fifty million," one of his rescuers announced. Slapping him on the back, the three men who had dragged him out went over to help with the cleanup.


  "Sir, you are to report to sick bay at once."


  He looked over at the medic.


  "You've had it, sir. Now get to sick bay."


  "In a moment," Geoff whispered.


  Vance slipped out of his plane and came up to Geoff, shaking his head.


  "You know, they usually ground a guy who dings a fighter like that."


  Geoff looked at him, unable to reply. It felt like the action was playing out in his mind again, strangely, at two different speeds. There were flash memories going by at high speed, and then frozen moments—the Kilrathi assault troops tumbling into vacuum, Hawkins going kamikaze, the exec of Masada and his defiant cry, McAuliffe burning.


  He tried to speak, but couldn't. Vance was staring at him.


  "I know, Geoff, I know," Vance whispered, resting his hand on Geoff's shoulder.


  Behind Vance, Geoff saw a sparkle of light. It was the North Carolina coming through, still on fire, but intact. He knew it was probably dumping mines like mad, standard retreat doctrine. It'd be hours before the Cats could clear the entry point, and even then they'd have to send light ships through first to clear the mines on the opposite side.


  "Thanks, Vance," Geoff whispered.


  "Same here, buddy. Welcome to the club."


  "Yeah, thanks."


  Together they turned and started for debriefing.


  * * *


  Commander Winston Turner slumped wearily in his chair and closed his eyes. Another explosion rocked the ship and he hung on, watching the damage control board as yet another section flashed yellow, indicating a hull breach. The damage control officer looked back at Turner.


  "Sir, we'll hold her for the moment, but primary engines are going to be lost. I think we'll lose jump engine control as well, sir. She's dying."


  Turner nodded wearily.


  "How much time do we have?"


  "Six, maybe eight hours tops."


  "If they come through in pursuit, can we still fight?"


  The bridge crew looked over at Turner, defiance in their eyes as if he had insulted them by even implying the ship couldn't fight.


  "We'll go down fighting, sir."


  "Fine, get ready for another launch, then."


  He looked back at the rear display screen as North Carolina, with one escort, came through the jump. A ripple of a cheer swept the CIC. Remarkable, he thought.


  He looked over at Valeri.


  "We lost, yet they cheer," he said softly.


  "We lost, sir, but we sure as hell kicked them on the way out. They'll think twice about pursuit."


  Pursuit. Pursuit, retreat, and when would it end? The worst defeat in the history of the fleet. And yet, he felt something else, a defiance. He could hear that in those around him. If they had simply run, what would the feeling be now? The fact that we had turned, even in defeat, and struck back, maybe that was something. Maybe it would be something for Dayan, for the families of all the others, that we still fought back.


  Third Marine. Maybe we've brought them enough time to marshal a return strike. He doubted that. Dayan had sent a ship up to jump point Delta to go through, then reemerge later in the day, deploying signal simulators to try and bluff the Cats into thinking another attack was coming through. It was a hackneyed old trick, but he doubted if it would change anything now.


  He looked up at the chronometer. It'd been fifteen minutes since North Carolina had jumped. No hot pursuit. If they were going to come on, they'd have to do it slowly, worry about mines. No, they'd hold back for the moment.


  "Val, make sure the log notes time we broke off engagement."


  "It's done, sir."


  "We'll deploy out here, wait to see if they come in hot pursuit. If they don't come on, we'll send a frigate back through the jump point for a look around. Damage control, see if you can contain things. If not, give us enough warning so we can abandon ship."


  Sighing, he settled back in his chair. "Val, could you give me a couple of minutes?"


  "Sure, sir, relax."


  Commander Winston Turner settled back in the chair and closed his eyes. In less than a minute he was fast asleep.


  Bitter with rage, Crown Prince Gilkarg stalked out of the briefing room, retired to his private chambers, and slammed the door.


  A burst signal had just arrived from Kilrah. Furious, he wished he had followed through on his earlier wish to simply disconnect the communications system on his ship and then say it was battle damage. But it was too late now, the signal had been received and acknowledged. If only it had taken another hour, he would already be committed, crossing into the next system in pursuit of a beaten foe with three battleships and three carriers while the rest of the fleet mopped up resistance on MeAuliffe.


  The signal from their jump point leading towards the inner worlds was an obvious fake, a mere bluff to indicate that a phantom fleet was preparing to jump through on the flank while he attempted a direct pursuit.


  But all that was finished. Nargth, the base-born scum, had sent a dispatch to the Emperor with casualty reports and details of the enemy counterstrike against the landing force, and now the reply had come.


  His father had ordered a retreat, declaring that the fleet must be preserved and that the base at McAuliffe was no longer worth the expenditure of Imperial blood.


  Damn it all, the senile old fool! Damn it all. He had just taken victory and thrown it away out of fear. Nargth's declaration that the warriors of the Confederation attacked with zaga, the warrior spirit, had been the wrong choice of words. Yes, indeed it might be true, but it had swayed his father. Six legions destroyed. To lose the other four now might very well place the balance of Imperial power in jeopardy. His proud plan that the Imperial clan lead the attack to take McAuliffe had never been calculated with an honest realization of just how many casualties they might take.


  Though it was hard to admit, even Gilkarg found that he had to concede that the humans and their allies had fought with fanatical bravery. The few units which had actually made it to the planet's surface were taking horrific casualties from the Confederation Marines, and even now were being evacuated.


  But to pull out of the system they had all but won? Though the Emperor promised that the fleet would return once repairs had been made and new troops brought in from the other clans, Gilkarg knew that the opportunity to bring the war to a swift and final conclusion had just been thrown away. The Confederation would have the time to take a breath, to rearm itself, to fortify its inner worlds. We will seize the outer edge, but the chance to delve straight in and deliver the final, crushing blow has been lost.


  Vids from his fighters showed that a torpedo had slammed into Concordia, and another one into the other carrier which escaped, the torpedoes failing to detonate. The humans were undoubtedly tearing them apart right now, learning how they worked to disrupt shields. The surprise would be lost.


  There was the report, as well, of the betrayal of information. A report had already been intercepted that the Confederation was in possession of the ceremonial decree announcing war. It was undoubtedly the information transferred by the unknown agent to the intel team that had infiltrated in.


  Unknown… he smiled. The blame would be laid at the proper doorstep soon enough.


  We have won the most glorious victory in the history of the Empire, his father had said even as he threw the fruits of that victory away… and yet, in his heart, he feared that they had created a war that might last for a generation.


  "My lord?"


  He looked up at the screen, ready to roar out an angry command for his aide to leave him alone.


  "My lord, I beg leave to interrupt and to offer my own blood in this moment of sorrow."


  The ritual words caused Gilkarg to fall silent.


  "Go on."


  "Your son, my lord. He is dead. We've recovered his body."


  Gilkarg nodded slowly, unable to speak.


  "My lord, he died a warrior. He committed self death, my lord, after his fighter was destroyed and the enemy ship escaped. His honor is great, my lord, as is yours."


  Gilkarg turned away from the screen.


  Self death. Damn it all. There was no need for the foolish cub to kill himself. Glory enough in the fight. But there was no other way, there was only the way of the clan, of the hunt, and he had failed. Failed because of Nargth, because of his own grandfather.


  There was still Thrakhath though. In the years to come, he will be the heir. But Ratha, Ratha was dead.


  Drawing his dagger, Gilkarg drew the blade across his forehead so that the blood flowed in mourning, mourning for all that had been lost rather than won.


  


  


  • CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  FAWCETT'S WORLD


  Captain Hans Kruger of the Landreich militia climbed back out of the wreckage of what the Landreich called a frigate, but in actuality was nothing more than an aging transport with guns welded on. Hoisting a survival pack and two assault rifles, he slid down the side of the smoking wreckage.


  The Cats had smashed all the outer worlds of the Landreich into rubble, but they had been held in front of the Hell Hole, with one of their battleships disabled and three cruisers destroyed. The price, that was something he didn't even want to think about now. It was hard to admit that he had actually grown fond of Blucher during the short time he had served under his command.


  He shifted his gaze up as a flight of birds, crying shrilly, took wing. The triple canopy of jungle overhead had been torn wide open by his crash landing. That, and the plume of smoke, were most likely visible for miles. It was time to get a move on, because the Cats would most certainly be closing in to check it out.


  "Well, Kruger, you sure as hell ruined this ship."


  His exec, a girl who had claimed to be a former ship's engineer with, of all companies, the Sam consortium, appeared out of the jungle.


  He laughed at the thought. If ever there was a place where those bastards would never get to him, it was here. He was two jump points inside the Empire, nailed raiding a Cat base at some place called Fawcett's World that was supposedly garrisoned by an entire division of Imperial marines. If the Sarns still wanted him, they'd have to get through the Cat marines first.


  "You know, Kruger, that was pretty dumb, coming into the atmosphere of this place to try and shoot it up."


  "Elaine, we trashed it, didn't we?"


  "Yeah, and they got us too."


  "Goes with the territory."


  "Anyone else alive in there?" she asked.


  "We're it."


  "Could be interesting," she said with the slightest of smiles.


  "Let's go raise some hell with the Cats first. The odds are only ten thousand to one."


  MCAULIFFE


  Popping open the back hatch of Lazarus, First Lieutenant Geoffrey Tolwyn nodded to Rear Admiral Winston Turner, who unstrapped from his seat.


  "Good landing, Tolwyn."


  Geoff said nothing. It had been his first run flying the left seat, and he had sweated every detail of the approach into the landing strip, touching down right on the numbers.


  "Door's open, sir."


  "Well, son, let's go take a look around."


  Geoff followed Turner down the back hatch ramp, and there was a momentary memory of the struggle to get on board this same ship, the shooting of the panic-stricken petty officer, and the heart-stopping takeoff.


  The air was hot, dry and ladened with a sickly sweet smell. Stepping clear of his ship Geoff stopped short, stunned by the wreckage. The stump of the skyhook tower off to the south pointed like a jagged finger into the bloodred sky. Hundreds of wrecked planes littered the taxiway and parking area, coils of smoke rising up from some of the craft which were still smoldering. What had once been the town was now nothing but flame-scorched ruins, dark columns of smoke blanketing the sky.


  A marine colonel was waiting for Turner and snapped off a salute, then extended a hand which Turner took warmly. The colonel stepped back and, behind him, Geoff saw Sergeant Major Ulandi, wearing full battle gear of camouflaged antiradiation battle armor, dented helmet, and a heavy assault gun slung over his shoulder.


  Ulandi saluted, his hand dropping away as Turner stepped forward and flung his arms around the sergeant, the two men laughing, cursing softly, and hugging. Ulandi caught Geoff's eyes and nodded.


  Turner finally broke away, and Geoff could see that he was struggling to hold his composure. In the distance came a rattle of small arms fire.


  "Still mopping up some pockets," Ulandi said. "Got to admit, those bastards are tough. No surrender."


  Turner nodded.


  "So, what the hell is going on?" the colonel asked. "Hell, figured it was over for us. Then, yesterday morning they starting lifting out. Are they coming back in?"


  Geoff was surprised that the marine didn't know.


  Turner shook his head.


  "Damnedest thing. They just beat feet out of here," Turner replied. "We waited beyond the jump point, expecting them to come on through, hoping to ambush at least a few of their ships before falling back. We finally sent a scout frigate back in and it reported their entire fleet was withdrawing. Colonel, they've bugged out. It's over."


  "How are things with Concordia?"


  Turner shook his head.


  "We abandoned ship. She blew just before I jumped through to come back here."


  "Sorry, sir."


  Turner tried to force a smile.


  "The trade-off was worth it, Colonel. It was worth it."


  "So this is a victory then," Ulandi said.


  Geoff looked closely at the sergeant and was surprised to see just how burned-out Ulandi really was. The look in the man's eyes told Geoff volumes about the reality of ground combat. It made him realize that his own few moments of terror were undoubtably trivial by comparison.


  "Yeah, I guess the historians will call it a victory."


  Ulandi spat on the ground and said nothing for a moment.


  "Sir, we better get you down below," Ulandi finally said. "It's still a bit hot up here."


  Turner motioned for Ulandi to fall in by his side while the colonel led the way, Geoff coming up on the other side of the towering sergeant.


  "Long, Nagomo?" Turner asked.


  "Heard Long tried to get up, then nothing. Nagomo, well he died at his post, I'll give him that."


  "How was it here, sergeant?"


  Ulandi motioned towards the wreckage, the burning city, and then at the hundreds of bodies laid out in long rows on the tarmac. A group of marines was wearily loading the dead into trucks.


  Geoff saw Ulandi slow for a moment and then stop to look over at a young corporal, a woman, who seemed almost to be asleep. Two marines stepped up to her and lifted her body into the truck. The sergeant seemed on the edge of breaking. He sighed and then looked back over at Turner.


  "The colonel will fill you in, sir. We lost nearly seventy percent of the division. Ground personnel for the base even worse. It was a slaughter."


  "Fifth Marine is being deployed. They'll be here in two weeks," Turner replied.


  Ulandi nodded, saying nothing.


  "I'm staying on here, sergeant. Ordered to take command of the base, get it ready, dig in if they come back. Looks like our retirements have been postponed. Want you as my topkick."


  Ulandi smiled.


  "Sure, Winnie. Glad to have you with me."


  Ulandi fished in his battle tunic and pulled out a cigar. Breaking it in two, he gave half to Winston and lit it for him.


  Reaching the shattered remains of the base command center, Winston stopped.


  "You might as well head back up, Tolwyn. With all the planes and crew from Concordia on Ark Royal, there'll be a slot there for you now."


  "Sir?"


  "Well, I'm ordered to stay on here at the base for now. You're a flyer. I don't think you or Vance would want to be stuck down on the ground here with me."


  "Sir, I'd be glad to serve with you."


  Turner laughed.


  "Maybe someplace else, another time."


  Geoff looked back out at the ruins of McAuliffe.


  "It never should have happened," Geoff said, an edge of bitterness in his voice.


  "What do you mean?"


  Geoff looked at him. How could he voice the rage in his heart? Again he thought of More. A bulletin had arrived just before they came down to the planet's surface that More's world was now behind enemy lines, but it was decided that all senators from the occupied territories would continue to hold office. More was now the most rabid war hawk of them all, calling for a war of total annihilation, no prisoners, no quarter expected or asked.


  It was the government, Geoff thought, that had been the problem. If ever there came the chance, he would see that a similar mistake would never be made again.


  He looked back at Winston.


  "Just, it shouldn't have happened, sir."


  "Tolwyn."


  "Sir?"


  "Let it go. In every war, mistakes are made. In every war that a democracy has fought, a hell of a lot of good kids die due to the asinine mistakes, stupidity and greed of their elders. They're not all bad, in fact most of them are pretty damn good, and try their best. And yet the system survives in spite of its mistakes, and goes on, and sometimes those kids who survive one day are the elders and make the same mistakes. I sense an incredible ability in you, son. I've noted that in my report. You've been recommended for the Medal of Honor."


  Stunned, Geoff could not reply.


  "I think we're in for a long haul. If you stay alive, Geoffrey Tolwyn, I suspect one day you might command a ship, maybe a new Concordia." He sighed. "She was a hell of a ship."


  Winston smiled, and for a brief instant he again looked like the kindly professor.


  "Just do me a favor and then the lecture's ended. Remember everything you've learned, everything, but never forget that you are fighting to save the Confederation and all that it stands for. Never forget that your sworn duty is not to the Fleet, it is to the Confederation which the fleet serves."


  "Aye, sir."


  "Fine. Now we've got two choices here. Richards has been booted up to wing commander for Ark Royal. While you're on station here until reinforcements arrive, you'll have a section of fighters under him, but you're going to have to get a hell of a lot of training in despite your accomplishments—" he then paused for a moment, "—or you can have an independent command."


  "Sir?"


  "Once we get some more assets in here, Ark Royal is heading back to Earth for refitting. She's a hell of a mess. I sent a message up to a friend of mine about your service. There'll be a lot of light frigates getting commissioned now. The fleet needs gutsy first lieutenants to run them. They'll most likely be sent out to do scouting, behind the lines type action. I think it's the next step in your career, son."


  Stunned, Geoff said nothing.


  "Go for it, kid," Ulandi interrupted. "You can always get back to the carriers later."


  A smile creased his features. "I'll take it, sir, thank you."


  "Gentlemen, I hate to interrupt," the marine colonel said, "but we're in a hot zone here. The rad level's still pretty high."


  Turner extended his hand. "You're the best student I've ever had, Tolwyn. Continue to make me proud of you."


  "Thank you, sir. I will."


  Tolwyn drew himself up to attention and saluted.


  Turning, he headed back to Lazarus. Turner, his features serious, watching as the boy disappeared up the ramp, closed it, and then fired up the engines.


  "Tough kid," Ulandi said. "Got the stuff of a damn good commander."


  Turner nodded. "As long as he just remembers what the hell it is he's fighting for."


  TO: INTELCONFEDFLT

  FROM: CICCONFEDFLT


  Received your report of yesterday and will forward appropriate sections to commanders, Task Forces Three, Nineteen and Forty-Two. Jim, I agree fully with your analysis. We are lucky. The disaster at McAuliffe was indeed the worst known in the long history of the Fleet. One can look back to the China Sea, Pearl Harbor, Tsushima, Salamis, and not find a defeat so lopsided. Yet rarely in history has a combatant thrown away such a stunning victory and walked away from the spoils. I don't think we'll ever really know why they abandoned McAuliffe and let us hang onto it. My gut instinct is that Turner's insane counterattack scared the crap out of them. The casualties he inflicted on their landing force most likely struck a nerve with their Emperor that triggered the withdrawal. In spite of the disaster at McAuliffe, it has stirred us and united us in a way that the Kilrathi little dreamed of. To them the Jak-tu, the blow upon a superior and unsuspecting prey, is both attack and climax in the same instant, the blow that kills and then the feast thereafter. For us it was an outrage that demands revenge.


  It has been thirty days since the beginning of the war. Yes, we have lost a hundred and fifty-three systems, thirty percent of our industrial capacity, nearly forty percent of key strategic resources and the shocking number of twenty-eight billion citizens who are now behind enemy lines and condemned to slavery or death. And yet we have not given in.


  The prognosis for the short term is terrifying. Seventy percent of the fleet is gone. The loss of Concordia in the closing minutes of the fight was a painful blow. She was a proud ship and I hope someday we'll pass her name on to a new ship. We are now down to three carriers in active service, with Ark Royal arriving back at Earth later today for what is expected to be a six-month overhaul. I must now urge you, Jim, to press forward. Our enemy is still an enigma to us, as we are to him. We must, therefore, learn who he is, and in the process learn his weaknesses and how to exploit them. We already have learned much in the technical sense. Within three months we shall be turning out copies of their torpedoes, and the crash program to bring the new Corsair fighter on-line is rapidly moving ahead. Above all else though, we must learn where they will strike next. There can never be another McAuliffe. For that matter, any form of defeat in the next campaign will spell our doom. In the next fight we must win an overwhelming victory or die. I am counting on you, Jim, to find out where the next blow will come so that we might be ready. A significant enough victory and we can yet turn the tide of war.


  Banbridge CICCONFEDFLT


  Banbridge hit the transmit button and sat back.


  The tide of war, he thought. To everything a season… the tide will one day shift. And yet, in his heart, he feared that he would not live to see it, that the war to come would be a bitter twilight struggle that would reach across generations.


  Admiral Skip Banbridge wearily rubbed his eyes and, with a sigh, he turned his comm unit off. Leaving his office, he went down the darkened corridors and stepped out under the midnight sky. Somewhere above, he knew that at this very moment the Cats were poising for their next strike. And even if we throw them back, he thought sadly, when will it ever end?


  "Admiral?"


  Wearily he turned about. It was his new aide.


  "Sir, another dispatch from Task Force Forty-Two came in. You're also being paged by the president."


  "Fine, son. Put the coffee back on. I guess we've got another long night ahead of us."


  Shaking his head, Admiral Spencer "Skip" Banbridge went back to work.


  
    
      
    
  


  



  
    
      NOW IT'S YOUR TURN

    


    


    
      on Juneau, Commander Douglas Scott Graham stared at the image on his monitor screen in horror and disbelief, hardly able to watch but equally unable to tear his eyes away.


      He was watching a ship die, a sight all too common for a Terran Confederation Navy officer in this thirty-fifth year of continuous warfare with the Kilrathi Empire, but that didn't make it any easier to watch Dover coming apart under the incredible bombardment generated by the Kilrathi carrier the two Terran ships faced.


      Kruger wanted revenge, he thought bitterly. I hope it's worth the price we're paying.


      When the Kilrathi carrier battle group had launched a raid on planet Landreich, every ship in the region had been summoned to intercept them before they could return to Imperial space. The running pursuit had knocked out three of the five . but the carrier and her escort were still formidable foes when the two Terran cruisers had moved in to engage.


      The proof of that was on his monitor. The Cat carrier was pumping everything she could fire into the unfortunate Dover.


      "Christ, look at her," someone said behind Graham. "She's a goner for sure. . ."


      "Back to your post, spacer," Graham snapped.


      The monitor flashed as explosions ran along the spine of the crippled Dover. For an instant the flare of light was blinding before the computer cut in the compensators. One moment the ship was whole. The next she was shards of wreckage whirling away in all directions, ship and crew alike consumed by the fearsome energies unleashed by the concentrated Kilrathi attack.


      Graham swallowed. Now it was Juneau's turn . .
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    "Better Death with claws extended than Life without honor."

  


  
    


    
      from the Fourth Codex


      18:35:3

    


    


    


    
      


      
        Flag Bridge, KIS Karga


        Near Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1335 hours (CST), 2669.315

      


      


      
        Admiral Largka Cakg dai Nokhtak gripped the arms of his command chair as the ship shuddered under the impact of multiple torpedo hits and the red lights flickered in protest. "Damage report," he ordered tautly, studying the Kilrathi Hyilghar in front of him with a stern eye. Young, proud, with a stiffly erect bearing and green eyes gleaming against his tawny fur, the staff officer was the very picture of a young Kilrathi warrior. He wore his beard and mane short in the most recent court fashion, and his fangs gleamed in the dim orange light of the flag bridge.


        "Lord Admiral, neither the command bridge nor the secondary control center respond." The young officer's voice quavered a little, but he kept himself under rigid control. Largka allowed himself a moment's pride. It was his sister's son's first deepspace assignment, his first brush with the God of the Running Death, and Hyilghar Murragh Cakg dai Nokhtak was bearing up with courage and honor. "The launch bays have ceased operation to repair damage to the flight control computer, and the port side hangar deck is blocked by debris. With the previous damage to the starboard hangar deck, we cannot retrieve the fighters we have already deployed. Structural integrity in the stern section between bulkheads fifty and seventy-two is down by better than seventy percent. We have lost long-range sensors, interstellar drive, and the main tactical computer. Backup systems are functional but overloaded. Defensive weaponry is operable, but without the tactical computer must be directed manually. Offensive weapons are still functional, but with intermittent power failures . ."


        Largka waved his nephew to silence. "That is sufficient," he said quietly. "Neither the Captain nor the Exec is available?"


        Murragh extended a clawed hand palm-up, the empty hand of negation. "Neither bridge is in contact with the rest of the ship," he said. "I fear both took direct hits. Nhagrah ko Lannis is the senior officer, but he is Chief Engineer, not fit for a combat command . ."


        The Admiral made the grasping gesture of understanding. "What of the apes?" The ship shuddered again as if to emphasize his question.


        "Both cruisers are concentrating on us now that the Frawqirg is out of the action, Lord Admiral," Murragh said. "At last report one of them was showing definite power drops and was trailing atmosphere at a rate that indicated imminent structural failure. That was before the sensors went off-line. The other cruiser is also damaged, but to a lesser extent."


        "And your assessment of our options, young Hyilghar? he asked quietly, maintaining a rigid calm to counter the grim situation. "An exercise for a young officer."


        Murragh didn't answer right away. Finally he spoke "We cannot run. Our chances of defeating both ape ships are small, given the extent of the damage. The fighters we have deployed already are running low or fuel and ammunition, and they cannot resupply while the hangar bays are down." His eyes met his uncle's "What other option is there save to die with honor?"


        Largka showed his teeth. "What option, indeed?' Inwardly his heart was filled with pride, knowing Murragh could meet the final race with the Running Death with the true Kilrathi spirit. But pride was balanced by rage. They had come so close to victory but it had eluded their grasping hands by less than claw's-length. "Return to your post, Hyilghar," he mix quietly. "And reflect on this . . you have done well young Murragh. Your entire clan would be proud today . . as I am."


        He turned back to the bank of readouts and monitors most of them blank, that were supposed to allow him to direct a multi-ship deep-space battle. Irony tasted bitter in Largka's mouth. He had argued for month: that he should be given a battle command instead of being confined to a staff job on Kilrah, and always hi: cousin Thrakhath had said there was no available command large enough to sustain the honor of the Imperial Family. Largka had appealed directly to Thrakhath's grandfather, the Emperor himself, protesting that he would take any squadron, however small or unimportant.


        And the Emperor had granted his request. A tiny raiding squadron operating on the fringes of the war zone between humans and Kilrathi, one of the new supercarriers and a scratch supporting battle group oft only four escorts. And those had fallen one by one during: the disastrous raid on the world the humans called "Landreich." First the two cruisers, then the destroyer Takh'lath, and finally the escort Frawqirg, caught by the two Terran cruisers and badly damaged before Karga could secure from jump and assist him. The crippled escort had last been seen shaping an orbit for the inner moon of the oversized gas giant Vaku, a marginally habitable world where they might manage a landing and await a rescue . . . if the Kilrathi won the engagement in space.


        But it was clear that wasn't the likely outcome of today's battle. Without escorts, even a supercarrier was vulnerable to a sustained attack by conventional warships. Carriers weren't supposed to fight in the thick of the fray. Karga had been forced to do just that, though, and it would take a miracle for him to pull through.


        But before he died, the carrier would give a good account of himself against the apes. Largka vowed to make the Terrans remember Vaku, one way or another.


        "Concentrate fire on the lead Terran cruiser," he ordered. It was strange to be making tactical decisions again, fighting a ship instead of directing a whole squadron. But with both the carrier's control rooms out of operation, his flag bridge was the closest thing to a tactical control center left on Karga. "Ignore the other one . . but kill that ape cruiser!"


        "As you order, Lord Admiral," one of his aides acknowledged.


        Largka studied his monitor screen with the chill calm of a warrior determined to fight to the bitter end.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Engineering Control Center, TCS Juneau


        Near Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1342 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Commander Douglas Scott Graham stared at the image on his monitor screen in horror and disbelief, hardly able to watch but equally unable to tear his eyes away.


        He was watching a ship die, a sight all too common for a Terran Confederation Navy officer in this thirty-fifth year of continuous warfare with the Kilrathi Empire. Plenty of ships had been lost over that decades-long span, but that didn't make it any easier to watch TCS Juneau's consort, Dover, coming apart under the incredible bombardment generated by the Kilrathi carrier the two Terran ships faced today.


        Kruger wanted revenge, he thought bitterly. I hope it's worth the price we're paying.

      


      
        The two cruisers were part of a Terran Confederation task force operating among the frontier worlds in loose cooperation with colonial military units and semiautonomous planetary governments. The most prominent of these was Landreich, neither wholly independent nor fully cooperative under the leadership of its maverick president, Max Kruger. Kruger had reluctantly played the role of cavalry-to-the-rescue during the Kilrathi assault against the Sol system three years back, and now when Kruger sneezed there was a scramble among Confederation leaders to see who could hand him a handkerchief the fastest. So when the small but deadly Kilrathi carrier battle group had launched a raid on Landreich itself, every ship in the region had been summoned to intercept them before they could return to Imperial space.


        The running pursuit had knocked out three of the five Kilrathi ships . . . but the carrier and her escort were still formidable foes when the two Terran cruisers had spotted them jumping into the Vaku system and moved to engage.


        The proof of that was on his monitor. Ignoring Juneau entirely, the Cat carrier was pumping everything she could fire into the unfortunate Dover. Under that intensive bombardment, the cruiser wouldn't last long. Graham could see the rippling of shields burned through by energy beams, and the Confederation cruiser seemed to stagger under wave after wave of missiles from the carrier and the swarm of Kilrathi fighters that clustered around her.


        "Christ, look at her," someone said behind Graham. "She's a goner for sure. . ."


        "Back to your post, spacer," Graham snapped. "Chief, get these slackers back to work now, or they'll have a lot worse than the Cats to answer to."


        "Aye aye, sir." Chief Ellen Quinlan responded smartly. "All right, you sons-of-Cats, you heard the man! Eyes on your consoles and heads in the game! And if any of you aren't afraid of what an officer might do to you, just keep in mind what I'll do! Do I make myself clear?"


        Graham hid a chuckle as the engineering control center grew suddenly quiet and thoroughly businesslike under the Chief's stern glare. A stern, hatchet-faced CPO of the old school, Quinlan could generate more sheer terror than a whole squadron of incoming Cat fighters. She was also one hell of a good engineer.


        The monitor flashed as explosions ran along the spine of the crippled Dover, bringing Graham's attention back to the fight. For an instant the flare of light was blinding before the computer cut in the compensators. Even then, it was difficult to distinguish details. One moment Dover was whole. The next she was shards of wreckage whirling away in all directions, ship and crew alike consumed by the fearsome energies unleashed by the concentrated Kilrathi attack.


        That left Juneau and the Cat carrier alone under the mottled light of Vaku. Cruiser against carrier . and that carrier had just done in a Terran cruiser in on furious assault.


        Graham swallowed. Now it was Juneau's turn.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flag Bridge, KIS Karga


        Near Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1348 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Admiral Cakg dai Nokhtak bared his teeth in defiance as the Terran cruiser broke apart. Victory is still possible! he told himself. If Karga could just put some time any distance between himself and the surviving Terran, the could effect repairs to the jump engines and escape back into Imperial territory, where songs of this day action would be sung for eight-eights of years to come


        "Target the cruiser's engineering section," he ordered keeping his voice level and firm despite the urge to let the emotions inside him run free. "Helm Officer, talc us in closer to Vaku."

      


      
        "Lord Admiral . ." The staff officer who had suddenly found himself acting as helmsman for the crippled supercarrier was almost visibly shivering a he questioned his superior's order. "Lord Admiral, the shields are already weak, and the radiation from the star . ."


        "Will kill us in minutes if they fail," Largka finishes the sentence for him. "Nonetheless, you will carry out my order. I want a tight hyperbolic orbit that will take us through the plane of Vaku's ring system. If we can cripple the Terran ship's engines, the ring debris and that same radiation you are afraid of will serve to mask a course change as we move out of their range. This will give us our chance to break off this fight."


        "You would run away from battle, Lord Admiral?" That was Baron Grathal nar Khirgh, whose official title of Fleet Intelligence Officer masked his real position as the Imperial Family's spy and political officer aboard the carrier. "The Prince would not like to hear that one of his noble cousins chose to run rather than fight."


        The admiral half-rose from his chair, unsheathing the claws of his powerful right hand before he forced himself to ignore the insult. "Thrakhath would be more concerned still to hear that I lost a supercarrier in battle with the apes," he said through tight lips. "Once we have broken off the action and made repairs to engines and flight bays, we can come back and deal with that cruiser. Right now the important thing is to preserve the Karga."


        He sank back in his seat, but his eyes remained locked on Khirgh's until the Intelligence Officer gave a reluctant grasped-claw gesture and turned away.


        "Course laid in, Lord Admiral," the Helm Officer said, sounding nervous. Largka couldn't blame him. No one wanted to get involved in court politics at the best of times, and certainly not when a battle was raging around them.


        Damn Thrakhath and his idiot followers! The Emperor's grandson had consistently mismanaged the war against the Terrans, and no small part of that mismanagement was the way he'd treated the nobility that should have been the mainstay of Imperial support. Thrakhath's policy of using court favorites as watchdogs over nobles he didn't trust only magnified the rifts in the Kilrathi war machine. Even if he managed to win the final victory he was always touting, Thrakhath might very well fall to the sharp claws of the factions he had created.


        And perhaps a member of the Imperial Family who had distinguished himself in battle might hope to take advantage should the Emperor's favorite grandson stumble. .


        "Execute course change," he ordered, pushing his bitter thoughts from his mind and focusing once again on the battle unfolding beyond the supercarrier's bulkheads.


        "I have targeting solutions on the Terran cruiser," the Acting Weapons Officer announced. "Locking energy batteries on the engineering section. . . ."

      


      
        "Fire all batteries!" the admiral ordered.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Bridge, TCS Juneau


        Near Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1351 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Unimaginable energies battered at the cruiser as the Kilrathi supercarrier loosed its barrage. Captain Ekaterina Tereshkova tightened her grip and closed her eyes for a moment as she felt her beloved cruiser shuddering under blast after blast from the Kilrathi ship's main guns. She had seen what had happened to Captain Fowler's Dover when the Cats had turned their full power against that ship. She wasn't going to let them do the same thing to Juneau.


        "All batteries, fire!" she grated. "Give me everything you've got, Guns!"


        "Aye aye, skipper," her Fire Control Officer responded. On the monitor screen in front of her, lasers stabbed back at the Kilrathi carrier, probing the kilometer-long ship's weakened defenses.

      


      
        How much more punishment can the Cats take, anyway? Tereshkova wouldn't have believed it possible for the Kilrathi ship to hold out this long. Even a Kilrathi carrier wasn't supposed to be able to handle a standup fight with Terran cruisers. Their primary weapons were the fighter squadrons they carried, and with a few exceptions they hadn't been able to launch fighters with their hangar decks crippled in the first exchange of fire. But whoever was skippering that carrier was as brilliant as he was stubborn.


        The cruiser lurched again, the red bridge lights flickering and then going out as power was interrupted. After a long moment a backup power source kicked in, but there were plenty of dead consoles around the bridge . and the ones that were still registering were lit up with warning lights.


        "Heavy damage to the rear shields," her XO reported, gripping a stanchion with one hand and holding his earpiece communications link in place with the other. Commander Lindstrom's voice was matter-of-fact, as if he wasn't really a part of the chaos that had erupted on the bridge after that hit. Tereshkova's eyes flicked from one station to another, taking in the body of the FCO slumped across his board and the young commo officer kneeling beside his chair trying to give first aid.


        "Armor's gone from sections sixty-four through seventy-one," Lindstrom went on. "Maneuvering drives are off-line. Fusion generator's still functioning, but we've got multiple ruptures in the power grid. Damage control crews are re-routing now, but we don't have weapons power until we get the grid hooked up again. Estimated repair time is ten minutes. Shields are still holding except around the bum-through point. Graham's deploying portable shield units to protect engineering from radiation effects." "Repair estimate on the drive?" Tereshkova snapped. Lindstrom looked grim. "An hour . maybe more."


        "We don't have an hour, Commander," she said quietly. "Tell Mr. Graham----"


        "We nailed him! We nailed the bastard!" The shout from someone on the far side of the bridge brought a wave of cheers from the stunned crew, and Tereshkova turned in her chair to study her monitor screen again.


        The computer-enhanced image showing there was subtly different, but it took a few seconds for her fatigue-numbed brain to interpret what she was seeing. She raised her eyes to meet Lindstrom's again, and this time she had a savage smile on her lips.


        "Her shields are down," she said. "She's helpless out there..."


        "And us with no weapons power," Lindstrom replied with a frown.


        "But without shields, Mr. Lindstrom, those Cats are going to fry in a matter of minutes," she said. "They're even closer to Vaku's weird star than we are, and that means they're getting a full broadside of radiation sleeting right through their hull as we speak. Unless they get their generators back on-line pretty damned soon, they're all dead meat over there . . . unless surrender and let us try to extend our own shields around them."


        "Let 'em fry," Lindstrom said harshly. After thirty-five years of warfare people didn't talk much about compassion for the enemy. Not after the losses inflicted on Earth herself, or the plague on Locanda, or any of the other atrocities the Kilrathi had carried out over the

      


      
        But Tereshkova shook her head. "We'll give them chance to surrender, Commander," she said. "Just think about the propaganda value of leading that big sucker in to port back at Landreich . with her surviving crew as prisoners. It'll be the biggest thing since Raigha nar Hhallas defected. Might give some people the idea it's worthwhile keeping up the fight a little while longer. God knows we've had few enough victories, large or small, to boost morale back home." She turned again. "Lieutenant, let someone else look after Mr. Martinez. Get back to your post and put a message out to those Cats. Surrender, and we will impose our shields against the star's radiation until they can get their damage control sorted out."


        "Aye aye, Captain," the communications officer said. Tereshkova slumped back in her chair. It was almost over. . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flag Bridge, KIS Karga


        Near Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1356 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Surrender! Would the apes see us dishonored? Would you, Lord Admiral?"


        Largka Cakg bared his teeth at the Fleet Intelligence Officer but did not reply. His eyes found Murragh, and he gestured his sister's son forward. "Status?"


        "Shields are down and cannot be restored short of a full-scale overhaul, Lord Admiral," Murragh said. "Lethal radiation dosages will be reached within the next ten cycles; it is already too late for many in Engineering or who have already received significant doses of radiation previous to this. We still have maneuvering drive and limited weapons availability, but we cannot run from the radiation fast enough to save the crew, and we cannot fight the cruiser with the weapons we have left." "And the apes?"


        "Damage assessment suggests they have lost their maneuvering capability. There would appear to be gaps in their power distribution grid. Their shields are intact except in their Engineering section. We have no way of estimating the extent of their damage, Lord Admiral, save by observation, and they may be holding


        Largka cut him off with a claw-grasp. "Without other capital ships we cannot even abandon ship and hope to survive. Lifepods would shield us from the radiation for a few hours at best, but that would be insufficient without other ships to perform search and rescue. Nor do we have adequate powered craft to evacuate the entire crew with the launch bays out of action. A few lifeboats are all that can escape; the rest of Karga's crew will die without shields."


        "Would you actually consider surrender to the apes?" Khirgh demanded, snarling.


        "No, Lord Khirgh, I would not. Murragh, pass orders for the Cadre to evacuate in available lifeboats. Senior officers to remain at their posts, but get the designated Cadre out. The inner moon of Vaku is marginally habitable, and we saw Frawqirg heading there when they broke off the action." The Cadre-fifty specialist officers and petty officers out of the five thousand aboard the supercarrier----would survive to carry their individual skills back to the Fleet. "You will act as my deputy, Murragh," Largka added. "Take charge of the Cadre until you meet a senior line officer to pass the command to."


        "But my place is here-"


        "You are the last of our branch of the Clan," Largka told him. "You must survive to carry on the Clan's name and honor. There is no shame in obeying orders." There is no shame," Murragh repeated formally. "I obey."


        As Murragh hastened from the flag bridge Largka slumped back in his chair, trying to control the reflexive movement of his fingers and claws. He did not want any of his crew to see him betray weakness at this of all moments.


        By the God of War, they had come so close. And now the whole crew was condemned to a slow and agonizing death, because of a lucky shot by the ape cruiser. There was nothing left now but to let Karga end his service in glory.


        "Helm, plot an intercept course with the Terran ship. Get us everything you can from the engines. We will ram the apes if that is the only way to ensure they don't see home again. Engineering, coordinate with the helm. I want self-destruct systems rigged to explode the ship as we reach the cruiser. Full destruct-reactors, ordnance, auxiliary generators, munitions and fuel stores . . . everything rigged to the computer destruct program."


        "Yes, my Lord." The engineering officer looked shaken, but raised no word of protest.


        "Communications, I will record a message." "Ready, Lord Admiral."


        Largka paused for moment in contemplation before speaking into the microphone at his side. "This is Admiral Largka Cakg dai Nokhtak. Karga is the last ship of the squadron, and we have lost shields while passing close to an anomalous brown dwarf in the Vaku system. As a result, lethal dosages of radiation will soon render the ship's crew dead, something the apes who have attacked us could not do themselves."


        He paused, seeing the orange jungles of Kilrah again in his mind's eye. One last hunt would have been pleasant, but the God of Was demanded otherwise. "Even in death we have a last chance to grasp the enemy in our claws. Our last surviving opponent appears incapable of maneuver, and I have ordered an intercept course. We will destroy the ship once it is close alongside the Terran cruiser, so we will not go to the afterlife without a proper escort of our dead and defeated foes. Weapons stations should continue to fire as they are able, until the end. We die for the glory of the Empire, and to honor the hero whose name our vessel bears. Remember the words of the Tenth Codex: Even in Death the can be Victory!"


        He signaled to the communications officer that he was finished. "Have that announcement broadcast on all internal comm channels," he ordered. "And send it by hypercast with the appropriate codes inserted, so that Governor Ragark knows Karga has carried out his final duty to the Empire."


        "Yes, my Lord."


        Largka contemplated his tactical monitor, content in the knowledge that his death, and the deaths of these valiant warriors, would not be in vain.
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        "God damn it, that bastard's changing course and powering up his maneuver drives!"

      


      
        Tereshkova called up the tactical plot and quickly confirmed Lindstrom's report The Kilrathi supercarrier was changing vector, all right . . . and the projected course would bring them straight in to an intercept with the Juneau. "You don't suppose the Cats are coming alongside so we can extend our shields around them, do you?" someone said behind her. "Maybe their comm system's down and they can't accept the surrender offer."


        As if in response energy pulsed from the carrier's forward turret. "If that's a surrender, I'm a Cat pacifist," Lindstrom said. The cruiser's screens handled the incoming fire, but Tereshkova could see that the shield reserves were getting weaker by the minute.


        "What about the maneuver drives?" she asked. "Any progress getting them back?"


        "Negative, skipper," Lindstrom told her. "Graham says half the section's fused together back there. We're not stepping out of the way on this one."


        "Estimated time to course intersect?"


        "Five minutes, Captain," the helmsman reported crisply. He might have been commenting on the weather back home.


        "We can't blow them up . . . we can't get the hell out of the way." Tereshkova met Lindstrom's eyes. "Ever see any statistics on the survival prospects of a cruiser getting rammed by a supercarrier?"


        He shrugged. "Not that I remember," he said with a sour, gallows humor smile. "And I doubt it would matter much if we could survive a collision. If that Cat over there realizes that his people are going to cop it from this weird brown dwarf's radiation anyway, he's liable to order the destruct systems armed. That way he gets us even if we don't collide. Probably takes out any last-minute lifepods we dump, too."


        "Options?" Tereshkova knew what they were, but she had to hear Lindstrom confirm them. When the safety of her crew was at stake, she wouldn't overlook any possibilities.


        "We sit here and fry," he said. "Or we pray for a miracle with the weapons or the drives . . . and fry if we don't happen to get it." He paused. "Or we sound Abandon Ship. Lifepods can handle the radiation for a little while, and if we deploy our shuttles now they should be able to round up most of the crew and get them to a safe distance before the dosages become critical. There'll be casualties. A lot of them. And long-term survival's another thing entirely."


        "There's a habitable moon in this system. That's something."


        "And a flock of Kilrathi, too. The fighters that were cut off from their hangar deck, and that escort that withdrew. They could still be a threat."


        "They're a possible problem." She jabbed a finger at the tactical display. "That's a threat." She sighed.


        "Sound Abandon Ship, Mr. Lindstrom. And download the navigation data on that moon to all the shuttle computers. Better make it fast—that Cat's not going to juggle his schedule just to let us finish the job."


        "Aye aye, skipper," Lindstrom said. "Permission to take the bridge during the evacuation?"


        "Denied," she said harshly. "You get to your lifepod. The captain's supposed to go down with the ship. I'll ride herd on the old girl while the crew gets clear."


        She turned away from Lindstrom and studied the monitor again, unwilling to let him see the emotion in her eyes.


        Slowly, ponderously, the two blips on the screen that represented the Terran cruiser and the Kilrathi carrier began to move toward one another, and there was nothing Captain Tereshkova could do to stop it
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        "Lifepods. The apes are escaping in lifepods."


        Largka heard the anger in Khirgh's voice and wondered at the intelligence officer's blind hatred. Why did so many Kilrathi -- Thrakhath's followers in particular -- nurse such enmity for the Terrans? They were brave fighters, tenacious in battle even when the odds were against them. Hadn't the hero Karga himself won glory for honoring a brave but outmatched warrior who had challenged him in battle? Perhaps if the Empire had accorded a status higher than that of prey to the humans the war would not have stretched on so long.


        "Let them," Largka said calmly. "They can burn slowly in the radiation of the brown dwarf, or quickly in the explosion of the Karga. Even if they escape, they will be marooned on the habitable moon, and some of our warriors are still there. We have achieved our purpose, regardless."


        "At a high cost, Admiral," Khirgh commented.


        "You would have preferred to evacuate with the Cadre?" That was a sneer. There were no political repercussions left for Largka now, no more need to pretend to support the Emperor, or Thrakhath, or their toadies.


        "I know my duty," Khirgh snarled. "But you cannot deny the cost of this exercise."


        "If your precious Prince had planned something more worthwhile than a mere raid to be avenged for what the humans on Landreich did at the Battle of Earth, if he had given us sound objectives and the forces we needed to achieve them, rather than sending us out with blunted fangs, this 'exercise' might have had a better outcome. But instead Thrakhath has thrown away this squadron as he has thrown away so many other warriors and ships, for nothing but his own vanity. One day it may be that he will throw away the Empire itself. And perhaps my sister's son will still be alive to claim the throne as the last surviving member of the branch of the Imperial hrai worthy of holding it."


        "Treason!" Khirgh surged toward Largka, claws extending. "The Prince was right about your treacherous ambitions!"


        Largka rose from his command chair, drawing his ceremonial dagger. His thrust met Khirgh's rush, and blood pumped from the intelligence officer's slit throat. Khirgh's claws grasped ineffectually at Largka's chest before Thrakhath's agent sagged to the deck. The admiral studied the body for a long moment, but there was no savor to the kill.


        "Lord Admiral," one of the bridge crew said, voice a little unsteady after witnessing the short but savage clash between the two officers. "Lord Admiral, the cruiser's shields are failing!"


        He jerked his attention to the monitor. Minimum sensors had been restored, and they could read the wild fluctuations in the energy levels powering the cruiser's defensive grid. A rapid string of energy pulses from Karga's forward batteries played across the Terran ship's bow, and suddenly the sensor readings showed the shields entirely down.


        The next barrage tore through the Confederation ship like claws through soft flesh. On the main viewscreen he could see the rippling series of explosions as every system overloaded at once and the cruiser came apart.


        So . . . there would be no collision, no need to count on the self-destruct system to ensure the Terran ship's destruction. Karga's foe was already dead.


        But the countdown to destruction would go on. His ship and crew were already dead as well, thanks to the shield failure and the radiation sleeting through the hull. Best to deny Karga to those who might find him drifting out here, derelict, a prize to be claimed and dishonored.


        With one foot he rolled the body of Khirgh away from his command chair and sat down once again. "Time to self-destruct?" he demanded.


        "Two minutes, Lord Admiral." The voice was calm and resigned. There was one officer, at least, ready to meet a warrior's death.


        The time passed slowly for Largka as he meditated over the familiar words of the Fifth Codex. Honor shall flow to the warrior who does his duty, for his Clan shall earn glory by his deeds. Honor shall flow to the warrior who meets death in battle, for his name shall be remembered. Honor shall flow to the warrior who strikes down his foe, for he shall win victory for his people . . .


        "Eight seconds . . ." someone said. Largka heard another crewman quoting the Codices, and felt a swelling pride within. They had all done their duty . . .


        A long moment later he realized the count had passed zero, but nothing was changed. "Report," he snapped.


        "The computer has gone off-line, Lord Admiral," the engineering officer said. "Self-destruct sequence cannot be completed. I do not believe we could even trigger it manually. There is too much damage to internal systems."


        "Vraxar!" he swore. Was he to be denied the chance to take Karga out in one last moment of glory? Would he preside over a crew of the dead and dying, like the Wandering Conquistador of Kilrathi legend?


        No . . . that was too much to ask.


        "Communications Officer! Can you at least put me on internal channels? Or must I shout a message to the crew?"


        "Internal channels, Lord Admiral."


        Largka licked lips gone dry and summoned up the will to speak. "This is Admiral dai Nokhtak. Our self-destruct system has failed. The ship has won a glorious victory over the Terrans, but all estimates indicate that we have already received lethal dosages of radiation. Repairs are impossible without the support of a base or a fleet tender; by the time we could accomplish anything on our own we would all be dead anyway."


        He paused. "Any crew member who wishes to take his chances in lifepods is welcome to do so. Some of our comrades may still be alive outside the ship and able to render aid. For myself, I choose the only honorable option, Zu'kara. Any who wish to do the same will do honor to their hrai, seeking a clean death in the moment of victory. Follow the dictates of your own consciences. That is all."


        Largka sensed the emotion in the flag bridge. Zu'kara -- ritual suicide -- was the ultimate expression of the warrior's creed. The Kilrathi warrior took his own life if he or his clan stood to be dishonored, or to enhance honor when the odds were hopeless and there was no prospect of either survival or a warrior's death in battle. It was not a decision to be made lightly.


        The admiral ignored the currents of uncertainty that ran through the bridge around him. He took up the knife he had used to kill Khirgh, knelt beside the command chair, and placed the point of the blade directly above his heart.


        Honor shall flow to the warrior who is true, to his hrai, to his comrades, to his people, and to himself, for only the true warrior shall know the gods hereafter.


        His last thought was of the warriors under his command. He wished them all a chance at glory in death.


        Then he drove the point of the dagger home, and felt the blood running free.
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        Vaku System


        1747 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The overloaded shuttle bucked and shuddered as it descended through the roiling atmosphere toward the planet's surface. Donald Graham held on to the stick and fought to keep the craft on course as it bled off speed, all too conscious of his precious cargo. Sadness vied with relief within him as he contemplated the planet below. Three of the cruiser's shuttles had escaped the Juneau's destruction, and they had collected enough lifepods en route to pack each of the craft with survivors. But many more had died, including Commander Lindstrom and the entire contingent aboard Shuttle Alpha, caught by the last explosions that had consumed Juneau while trying to rescue a cluster of lifepods that hadn't won clear of the ship.


        Three shuttles packed to the gills . . maybe a hundred men and women, all told, out of the cruiser's complement of three hundred sixty. It was hard to even think of the loss of two-thirds of his shipmates.


        But for the moment Graham couldn't afford to let emotion tear at him. He was the senior surviving officer left out of the Juneau's wardroom, and he had a responsibility to the survivors. The main job at the moment was to find a safe place to land and pray the conditions on the surface of this miserable planet wouldn't be too harsh. It was listed as "marginally habitable" in the navigation files, but his sensor readings didn't look promising.


        A few degrees off his heading, the sensors were registering a concentration of metal and a few sporadic energy readings. That would be the Kilrathi survivors who had made it down earlier, from the damaged escort ship and whatever fighters and escape vessels had managed to get clear of the carrier. His first impulse was to put plenty of distance between his survivors and the Cats.


        Then Graham considered again, and moved the stick to bank left and line up on the sensor readings.


        He had no way of knowing what had happened to the Cats. They might be strong enough to be a real threat to the human survivors, in which case a quick over flight before they realized there were humans in the area might be the one chance Graham would have for estimating the danger. And if they were in worse shape than the Juneau's survivors, there was always the chance the humans could overpower them and make use of whatever equipment and supplies they had on hand. After all, the shuttles carried plenty of people, but little else. They needed food, water, shelter . . . just about everything, in fact.


        The shuttle broke through a cloud layer and Graham saw the wreck of the Cat escort ship spread out below. They'd come down hard, no doubt about that. Close by were a handful of shuttles and a line of fighters drawn up on a reasonably smooth stretch of ground. Figures were racing back and forth across the open plain, some stopping to point or raise clawed hands to the sky in defiance.


        Graham swallowed, his eyes on those fighters. If they took off . . .


        He reached for the control that would activate the shuttle's weapons pod. Kilrathi had never been prone to surrender, even in the face of overwhelming odds. But that ragtag group on the ground looked confused and unready to fight. Could he force them to surrender?


        Or persuade them that they had to work together with the human survivors if either group was going to see their homes again before the brown dwarfs strange radiation filtered through the clouds and killed them slowly.
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    "Fortunate is the Warrior who meets Death in Battle; no true Warrior should die in bed with his claws sheathed."

  


  
    


    
      from the Second Codex
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        Shuttle Port Three, Moonbase Tycho


        Luna, Terra System


        1228 hours (CST), 2670.275


        

      


      


      
        Commodore (Ret.) Jason Bondarevsky leaned against the railing overlooking the reception area for Shuttle Port Three and shook his head in dismay. It was hard to believe so much could change in a matter of months, but the evidence was there before his eyes. It was the end of an era . . . or perhaps it was the start of a new one. Jason Bondarevsky wasn't sure he liked either option much.


        "Credit for your thoughts, skipper," a soft contralto voice spoke up from behind him.


        "Don't waste your money, Sparks," he said, turning to meet the newcomer. Lieutenant (Ret.) Janet "Sparks" McCullough was dressed in civilian clothes, though like Bondarevsky she was entitled to wear the Terran Confederation Navy uniform if she so desired. Her taste, though, ran to plain coveralls, the garb she'd been comfortable with ever since she'd started out in the service as an enlisted technician. Since then she'd risen through the ranks, and later earned a commission, but Sparks still had a taste for the nuts and bolts of technical work, and dressed to suit that taste.


        Still, even her baggy coveralls couldn't hide the fact that she was an attractive woman, though she often seemed determined to ignore that fact completely.


        "Seems strange to have this mausoleum so empty," she said. "You think they're going to sell the whole place off for scrap, or what?"


        "Wouldn't put it past them," he said.


        The last time he'd been here the decades-long war with the Kilrathi Empire had still been raging on, and Moonbase Tycho had been a busy hub of the Terran war effort. That had been only ten months ago, when the fortunes of war had been anything but smiling upon humanity. Bondarevsky had been rotated back to Tycho suffering from multiple wounds suffered during the desperate battle when the Terran Confederation's monster weapons platform, Behemoth, had been destroyed by the Kilrathi after a traitor had betrayed details of its weaknesses to the Empire. The Coventry, flagship of his beloved destroyer squadron, had been heavily engaged in the fighting and nearly torn apart before the whole thing was through.


        Back then, Bondarevsky had been sure the end was near for all Mankind. After a war that had gone on for so long that most of the combatants had grown up never knowing peace, the Kilrathi had been poised for a last strike that would have knocked Earth's defenses out and left the Empire unchallenged in this part of space The air of desperation at Tycho Moonbase had been palpable.


        And then, abruptly, everything had changed.


        Bondarevsky's gaze sought out the oversized video rig that dominated one wall of the reception area. He remembered watching the ISN news update while he and Sparks awaited the arrival of Admiral Geoff Tolwyn's shuttle . . . the reports, carefully slanted by a worried Confederation government but all too clearly conveying word of a string of fresh defeats on the frontiers . . . the woman sitting beside him who cursed the Kilrathi and the Administration with equal vehemence as she listened to the newscaster . . .


        And then came the bulletin. A daring raid with an experimental planet-busting bomb had penetrated deep into Kilrathi space, to the Imperial homeworld itself, and when the bomb went off it literally shook Kilrah apart. The Emperor and his power-hungry grandson had perished along with swarms of their subjects, and the shocked survivors of the Imperium had sued for peace, a concept alien to their warrior natures until that stunning moment of utter defeat.


        That moment had changed everything. The peace talks had dragged on before a treaty was finally signed at Torgo, but from the moment of Kilrah's destruction everyone had known the war was over at last. Bondarevsky remembered how the same woman who'd been cursing had started cheering, hugging and kissing everyone in sight. She'd embraced him so tightly that his shattered arm had hurt like hell, but in the general euphoria it hadn't seemed very important. Mankind had won a splendid victory, and with the end of the fighting the citizen-soldiers of the Confederation could lay down their weapons and return to the plow, to the ways of peace.

      


      
        Looking at the shuttle port now, Bondarevsky wondered if they hadn't been far too hasty in their rush to renounce a lifetime of fighting.


        The Confederation had started demobilizing even before the final details of the treaty were hammered out at Torgo. Ships were decommissioned; soldiers, spacemen, and marines were mustered out in droves. The Confederation's military machine was transformed in an incredibly short time.


        He'd stood through plenty of ceremonies, heard more


        high-minded speeches than he'd ever thought he could endure. Thank you . . . credit to the Service . . . conspicuous valor in action against the Kilrathi . . . heroic dedication to duty . . . But in the end it had been clear that the Confed Navy wasn't looking for heroes any more. They wanted peacekeepers, timeservers, administrators and bureaucrats, men and women who knew how to carry out policy and show the flag, not fighters who would push the envelope in the name of winning at any cost. Bondarevsky hadn't bothered to wait for the Navy to let him know his services wouldn't be needed any longer. He'd put in for retirement, with a courtesy promotion to commodore, a half-pay pension, and the prospect of a long and frustrating recovery from his wounds.


        He looked down at his right hand and flexed it, frowning. The doctors hadn't been able to save the arm, and the bionic replacement still didn't feel like it was really a part of him yet. But he'd been pronounced fit two weeks earlier. If the war had still been on, he'd have been bombarding the brass with daily requests for a chance to return to active duty, and devil take the physical therapist's recommendations. But Bondarevsky wasn't in the Navy any more. He didn't belong any more.


        Too many changes . . . In Tycho Moonbase, working on a complement less than a quarter of the wartime establishment. In the Confederation Navy, beating swords into plowshares with dizzying speed.


        And in Jason Bondarevsky, who'd looked forward to the day the war ended for most of his life, but found he wasn't equipped for the peacetime existence he'd always hoped for.


        Sparks followed his glance to the plastilimb arm and gave him a quirky half-smile. "Afraid the warranty is running out?" she asked. "Don't worry about it, skipper. You've nearly got it now. All you need is some more practice."


        "If I do, it's because of your help, Sparks," he said. She'd been aboard Coventry during the last battle as Damage Control Officer, and she had led the party that had saved his life after the Kilrathi missile had struck the flag bridge, killing the other six people in the cramped compartment. Bondarevsky would have perished with the others, from blood loss or decompression or lack of oxygen, if it hadn't been for her quick thinking that day. And when he'd taken retirement after the treaty was signed she'd left the service as well, looking after him during his convalescence and overseeing his physical therapy. "I don't know how I've made it without you."


        She shrugged and grinned, her very best "Aw, shucks" routine. "The way they were downsizing the fleet, skipper, I wouldn't have lasted long anyway. During wartime a maverick can come up to officer's country through the cargo hatch the way I did, but nobody wants you around in peacetime unless you're an officer and a gentleman . . . or lady, as the case may be. I figured you needed the help."


        He studied her for a long moment. Sparks had served with him for a long time now, ever since the days of the Tarawa's deep penetration raid on Kilrah back before the Battle of Earth. The relationship between a fighter pilot and his crew chief was almost always incredibly close, because the pilot put his life in the crew chief's hands every time he took his craft out of the hangar. The two had hovered on the edge of a romance for a time following the death of Bondarevsky's first love in Tarawa's raid, but he'd pulled back from anything serious. Not only was it a bad idea for a ship's captain to have a dalliance with one of his officers while on active service, but Bondarevsky hadn't been willing to risk losing another Svetlana. Since that one brief kiss a few years back, he and Sparks had been friends unwilling to risk anything more.


        But one way or another Bondarevsky had always placed absolute trust in Sparks, a trust that had carried over after she'd earner her commission and moved on to other duties. Somehow, though, he'd never really considered what drove her. Fact was, Sparks could have stayed in the service without any trouble at all. After the devastating battles of the decades-long Kilrathi war, technical officers with her talents were much in demand even with the Fleet's downsizing program. But she had elected to follow him into retirement in the seaside home he'd purchased in Odessa . . . and now into what amounted to a self-imposed exile.


        An announcement over the PA system cut short his reverie before he could say anything further. "Attention, attention, Landreich Shuttlecraft Themistocles Alpha now docking at Shuttle Port Three."


        "That's us," he said quietly. "Got your gear?"


        Sparks nodded as Bondarevsky hitched his kitbag over his shoulder and turned toward the lift that would take him into the reception area below. She followed him along the empty catwalk, and somehow the fact that she was there made it easier for Bondarevsky to make the short but monumental trek


        He'd put one era behind him. Today it was time to start a new one.


        The security doors leading into the shuttle bay still hadn't been opened when the two officers reached them. Bondarevsky couldn't tell if that was because the work crews were short-handed, or because of some perverse desire on the part of those in authority to make the new arrivals wait before they could gain admission. Landreich was still regarded as a haven for outlaws and criminals, even though the frontiersmen there had made the difference between victory and defeat when the Kilrathi attacked Earth itself and a Landreich squadron had turned the tide when everything seemed to be coming apart.


        The news was full of continuing problems between the Confederation and Landreich these days. The colonials refused to accept Terran authority; the Confederation accused Landreich of deliberately provoking trouble with their neighbors on the frontier, including the newly peace-loving Kilrathi. Knowing President Kruger as Bondarevsky did, it was a sure bet that Landreich would never back down, right or wrong.


        Maybe that was why he'd accepted Landreich's offer of employment. They could be an exasperating bunch, but one and all they were the kind of people he could relate to, fighters who never backed down from a challenge, and threw out the rule book and winged it when they were in a furball.


        A marine sergeant behind the desk at the security door cocked his head and raised one white-gloved hand to his earpiece receiver. Then he touched a stud on the console in front of him and stood up, drawing himself to attention. With his crisp dress uniform and his precise motions, he might have been an android responding to a carefully-composed protocol program


        The officer who stepped through the opening doors was a contrast to the wooden-featured sergeant in every possible way. He was young—probably not yet twenty standard years—and he was anything but stiff and solemn as he stared around the shuttle port with wide eyes and a broad, easygoing grin on his open but weather-beaten features. His shock of ginger hair was longer than Confederation regulations would have permitted, and there was a cheerful spark in his eyes. As for his uniform . . . well, the less said about that the better, Bondarevsky decided. Landreich had never had the money, time, or inclination to organize their military forces into anything as rigid as the Confederation's, and they generally relied on what they could steal, scavenge, salvage, or buy on the cheap when it came to uniforms and equipment. Bondarevsky recognized elements of the young officer's uniform as coming from Confed supplies, probably salvaged from Bannockburn or one of the other Terran ships that had operated in Landreich space back in the old days. But the man's jacket was decidedly non-regulation, looking like something out of a holo-vid Western—leather, with plenty of pockets and old-fashioned buttons running down the front. The youngster wore a pistol on one hip, and the holster and the protruding butt of the weapon itself had the look of frequent use. Had they been like that when they'd come to this young man? Bondarevsky had a feeling that was something he shouldn't take for granted. Young he might be, but growing up in the Landreich with the constant threat of Kilrathi attack only one of many dangers a colonial faced had a way of making a kid grow up fast . . . and dangerous.


        The Marine saluted him stiffly, and the newcomer returned it with a casual, offhand flourish. "At ease, man, at ease," he said, the lilt in his voice fitting his appearance. They tell me there's a pile of forms I'm to be seeing to, so the sooner you turn me loose on 'em the sooner me and my mates can start putting in some shore leave."


        "Excuse me, er . . ." Bondarevsky knew from his shoulder patch that the youngster was an officer, but he couldn't spot anything that looked like rank insignia.


        "Harper," the young man replied, turning his easy smile on Bondarevsky. "Aengus Harper, Lieutenant in the Navy of the Free Republic of Landreich, at your service, sir."


        "Jason Bondarevsky, Lieutenant. I'm—"


        "The Bear himself?" Harper exclaimed. "Should have recognized you from your pictures! After Old Max, you're one of the biggest names back home, you know. Pleased to make your acquaintance, sir, right pleased!"


        Bondarevsky was a little taken aback. He wasn't used to the younger man's tone, which hovered somewhere between mocking respect and outright hero worship. "I was supposed to meet one of your passengers, Lieutenant," he said slowly. "Admiral . . ."


        "Richards, of course. Never you fear, sir, he'll be along in a minute or two. Is it true what they're telling me about you joining up with us, sir?"


        That earned Bondarevsky a look from the sergeant. Evidently that was what it took to break through their famous iron reserve—the word that one of Terra's naval heroes was thinking of joining the renegades of Landreich.

      


      
        "Nothing's been signed yet, Mr. Harper," Bondarevsky told him. "But Admiral Richards seemed to think it was something I should look into . . . and I have to admit the offer is tempting." He gestured toward Sparks. "This is Lieutenant McCullough. She's also interested in a new career."


        "Is that young Bondarevsky?" The voice was as strong and well-modulated as Bondarevsky remembered it, and he turned to see the thin form of Admiral Vance Richards striding towards him from the open security door. Unlike Harper, he wore a full-dress uniform that was everything a senior officer of an interstellar power deserved, dazzling silver trim against midnight black with a rack of decorations, from both Terra and the Landreich covering his breast. But the man inside the uniform hadn't changed much in the last four years, since he'd served as Bondarevsky's CO in the campaign that culminated at the Battle of Earth. If the last wisps of hair on his nearly bald head were a little bit thinner, and his gait was a little slower, he still had the fire in his eyes that had always marked him out from those around him. "It's good to see you again. From the reply you sent last month, I wasn't sure you'd be here."


        "Back then I wasn't sure myself, Admiral," Bondarevsky told him. "But I've had time to think about your offer, sir. And it's a hell of a lot better than signing on a merchant ship or piloting shuttles for PanSystem Passenger Service."


        Vance extended a long, slender hand. For a moment Bondarevsky hesitated to take it. He was embarrassed by his bionic arm, which didn't quite look or feel as natural as advertised, and he still had to concentrate hard to use it for fine manipulation. But after a moment he took the Admiral's hand in his plastilimb fingers and carefully shook it. The sensors in his palm and fingertips told him that Vance had lost none of his unexpected strong grip since the last time they'd seen one another.


        The Admiral met his eyes with a serious look. "I heard about what happened on Coventry. It must have been hell when they told you about the arm."


        "Yes, sir," he said, dropping into a formal military tone to hide the emotion those words triggered inside him. "Yes, sir, it was."


        Richards looked away. "I know, Jason. Believe me, I know. Everyone lost somebody to that damned war."


        In the awkward pause that followed Bondarevsky found himself wondering what the Admiral was thinking about from his own mysterious past. Vance Richards had been the chief of Naval Intelligence for the entire Confederation before taking "retirement" to head up the secret mission that had put Confed ships, including Bondarevsky's old carrier, under the command of the Landreich during the months leading up to the Battle of Earth. His life had been shrouded in secrecy for years, and he never talked about himself. But the bleak tone of his voice hinted at losses of his own.


        "If I might be reminding' you, Admiral," Aengus Harper broke the mood with a light tone, "it's late for your appointment you are. And you'll have to be seeing that flock of VIPs afterward."


        "Thank you, Lieutenant," Richards said with a faint smile. "And to think I invested all that money in a portable computer secretary."


        "I'll not delay you, Admiral," Bondarevsky said. "I assume we'll get a chance to see you on the ship later?"


        Richards shook his head. "I'd like it if you'd join me, Jason," he said. "I think you'll be interested in my . . . appointment. Someone you haven't seen for a while, I'd imagine."


        "As you wish, Admiral," Bondarevsky responded.


        "You'll have to get out of practice with all the formalities, lad, if you're going to join the Landreich. Don't forget, our President's a wanted mutineer and our fleet would likely lose an engagement with a squadron of target drones. Isn't that what you told me, back when we first got a look at Kruger's little corner of the frontier?"


        "Things change, Admiral," Bondarevsky said with a grin.


        "Your luggage, sir?" Harper asked before he could turn away. "So I can see to getting it stowed while you hobnob with the great?"


        Bondarevsky indicated the kitbag he'd set down beside the desk while waiting for the security doors to open. "It's all yours, Lieutenant," he said. "Sparks, if you could go with Mr. Harper, I'm sure you can get us settled in by the time I get back."


        "Aye aye, skipper," Sparks responded. "I'll take care of things for you.


        "Just this, sir?" Harper asked, raising a sardonic eyebrow as he took the kitbag. "You cut your ties with the Earth an' all, heading out for a new life on the frontier, and all you care to take is a single kitbag? They say the Spirit urges us to travel light, sir, but I'm thinking this is a mite extreme."


        Bondarevsky shrugged. "Coventry took a direct hit in Officer's Country during the battle, and there wasn't much left of my personal effects. Since then . . . who has the urge to gather a lot of junk, when you've lived your whole life out of a flight deck locker?"


        'Well, sir," Harper said, studying him with an appraising eye, " 'tis plain you'll be fitting in with the rest of us poor but honest colonials. Some of the lads were afraid you'd turn out to be a pompous twit, all rules and regulations and such-like debs."


        That made Richards smile more broadly, despite the mild profanity. "Debs"—from debris—was one of those swear words that had entered the lexicon as a result of the war. Most Confederation officers maintained an official air of disapproval when it came to swearing among their juniors . . . but Richards had been out on the frontier for years now, and evidently had cultivated a more relaxed attitude in the interim. "Well, Lieutenant, I'm glad our new recruit has your full approval. I'll leave you to your duties."


        "Aye aye, sir," Harper told him, but the gleam in his eye was mocking.


        As they walked together down the concourse Bondarevsky heard the older man chuckling. "Pity young Mr. Harper didn't know you when you had Tarawa," he said. "Maybe he would have had a . . . less charitable view of you back then."


        "Implying I was a pompous twit, Admiral?"


        "Not precisely. But I can recall that you weren't exactly impressed with the way old Kruger ran things. And you didn't hesitate to let him hear about it. He still talks about you, you know."


        "I said what I had to say, sir," Bondarevsky told the admiral, bristling.


        "That, my dear Jason, is exactly why he still talks about you," Richards said. "And why you're still just about the only Confed officer I've ever heard him speak of with anything remotely like approval." He paused. "I've seen the young lady before, I'm sure, but I can't place her."


        "One of my officers on Coventry, sir," Bondarevsky said. "Before that she was a petty officer crew chief on Tarawa. You probably remember her from back then."


        "And she wants to join the FRLN too?" The admiral raised an eyebrow. Bondarevsky remembered that he had a reputation for frowning on loose morals in the people under his command, a legacy of long service in Intelligence where concern over security gave rise to a strong desire to avoid scandal of any sort among sensitive personnel. Was Richards afraid there was some improper relationship between him and Sparks?


        The thought made him want to smile. "She's a topnotch techie, Admiral," he said quietly. "And I owe her more than I could ever pay back. I figured Kruger's crew could find a place for her holding together some of those old tubs of theirs."


        Richards shrugged. "Oh, I'm sure of that. Just so long as there aren't any . . . entanglements. Things are going to be tricky enough without introducing any extra distractions."


        "I can assure you, Admiral, that entanglements are about the last thing I'd want right now, myself. You can count on my full attention, sir. But if you have any doubts, I'll tell her I didn't have any authority to suggest she sign on with the Republic."


        "That won't be necessary, Jason," Richards said. "Even if you were involved with her . . sometimes my newfound casual Landreich face slips and I revert to type. You'll have to put up with it sometimes, I'm afraid, if you're going to be working with me again."


        The admiral changed the subject to ask for details about the Behemoth fighting and Coventry's brush with the Kilrathi. From long experience of Richards and his secretive ways Bondarevsky didn't ask where they were going or who they were supposed to meet. Instead he answered the older man's questions, and the talk shifted to postwar politics and the question of defense policy as they continued to walk through the long, empty corridors. It was no surprise that Richards took a dim view of the situation that had developed in the three months since the signing of the peace treaty.


        "I'm telling you, Jason, the Confed government won the war and then turned right around and lost the peace," Richards said angrily. "Instead of making sure the Cats finally got the idea of what it really means to surrender, those dumb bastards pulled back at the last minute and left so damned many loopholes I wouldn't be surprised to find they were right back where they started in another ten or twenty years."


        "Admiral?" Bondarevsky fixed him with a surprised look. "Everything I heard about the treaty sounded


        pretty damned good." He hesitated. "And if we'd made the terms any harsher we might have ended up with another Versailles."


        "Twentieth Century, right? You were always the history buff."


        "Yes, sir," he answered. "World War One. The Allies toppled the Germans and then imposed an impossible


        peace settlement on them. Twenty years later they were


        at war again, and one of the big factors was the German anger over the way they'd been treated. When the


        Second World War ended, treaty terms to Germany and Japan were a lot less restrictive, and both powers evolved into stable allies for the Western powers."


        "Yeah," Richards said. "I've studied the period too, lately. Max Kruger likes history as well, you know. Well, there's a big difference. After World War Two the Allies moved in on the Axis powers. Occupation. Foreign aid. Enforced development of Western-style democracies.


        But the Confederation didn't do that with the Kilrathi, Jason. We wiped out their leadership and damn near destroyed their entire culture when we took out Kilrah with the Temblor Bomb. But we didn't offer anything constructive to replace what they lost. Since the end of the war the Kilrathi clans have been allowed to do pretty much whatever they please, and what a hell of a lot of them please involves trying to put together petty clan-run states that don't care about the treaty at all. There've been raids all along the frontier, and the Confederation doesn't do a damn thing about them. That's my real reason for being here, you know. Max Kruger wants me to deliver another protest to the Confed government over the latest string of Kilrathi raids across the Landreich border. Not that it'll do a damn bit of good."


        "You're sure the government won't act?"


        "We've got our sources, Jason. Fact is, the level of collective guilt inside the government is so damned high right now that I doubt they'd stop a Kilrathi fleet if it raided Terra right now."


        "Guilt, sir?"


        Richards nodded. "Over using the Temblor Bomb. Think about it, Jason. It wasn't quite genocide-blowing up one planet isn't going to wipe out a star-faring race as widespread as the Kilrathi, after all—but any way you look at it we took out a hell of a lot of innocent civilians just to get rid of Thrakhath and his doddering grandfather. And the effect on the Kilrathi culture . . . I've seen copies of some of the studies made when the strategy of going after Kilrah was first hatched, and most of them predicted the Kilrathi race wouldn't be able to weather losing their cultural center nearly as well as they've managed. Even so, the effects are serious. We took out their Emperor, their homeworld, their religious and cultural shrines, most of their major clan leaders and everything they recognized as holding their civilization together. What we've got left out there are a bunch of angry warriors who are likely to become barbarians of a sort . . . but barbarians who still have plenty of spaceships and high-tech weapons to use when they decide it's time for revenge." Richards stopped and looked at Jason with bleak eyes. "But what the Confed leaders are seeing doesn't go that far. They're just looking at the short-term effects. And they're bending over backwards to not seem to be kicking the Kilrathi while they're down. Did you notice how quickly the media started calling the peace accord the 'Treaty of Ko-bar Yagar'? It was originally announced as the Treaty of Torgo. That's their name for the system, even though they only captured it from us near the end of the war. Originally they were supposed to be out of there in six months, but rumor has it they've been given an indefinite extension on pulling out. And meantime we use their nomenclature 'to preserve the dignity of the Kilrathi people.— He gave an undignified snort.


        "You're starting to sound a lot like President Kruger, Admiral," Bondarevsky commented. "You haven't turned against the Confederation entirely, have you?" Inwardly he couldn't help but feel disturbed by the old spymaster's words. They dovetailed with his own reservations about the direction the Confederation had taken since the war . . . and he respected Vance Richards too much to simply dismiss the man's opinion.


        "There's plenty who'd say that's exactly what I've done, Jason," the old man said softly. Every day of his sixty-five-plus years was evident in his tired voice. "But the fact is, I'm still doing the same job I was doing when we took the Free Corps out to the Landreich. The best hope for old Terra is a strong defense on the frontiers, especially now when the Confederation seems determined to drop the ball. Out there in the Landreich Max Kruger's trying to hold the line, and I figure if I can help him, I'm still doing my part for Earth as well." He fixed Bondarevsky with a steely eye, and all at once seemed to gather his old energy again. "What about you? You had your doubts about joining us, but you showed up here anyway. What kind of a life do you want to lead, now that the war is over?"


        "Admiral, I respect you too much to lie to you," Bondarevsky said slowly. "For a while all I wanted was to see the war over, but once it was done with I found out I don't really know what to do with my life. Maybe if Svetlana had made it . . ." He pushed aside that memory, too. "So I decided to take you up on your offer of a job in the Landreich because it looked like the closest thing to the old life I was likely to find. Now . . . I don't know what to think any more. To hear you talk, the war might as well not be over at all. But I can't say if my motive is selfish, or if I can share the vision you're laying out, or what. If you're looking for sincere converts, maybe I'm not your man after all."


        Richards smiled. "I'm too cynical to want converts, my boy. I'd rather put my faith in enlightened self-interest. It pays better dividends in the long run. I don't care about your motives, as long as you're willing to get back out there where you belong and make sure the Kilrathi don't cross the frontier again."


        They had reached the door of one of the base VIP lounges, and Richards gestured for Bondarevsky to precede him into the large, opulent room. Like so much else in Moonbase Tycho it was almost empty, and the figure seated at the table near the center of the room caught his eye immediately. A stocky man with a shock of graying hair and the aquiline features of a born aristocrat, the figure wore the dress uniform of a Confederation rear-admiral and had decorations every bit as impressive as the ones Richards wore. He stepped forward with a welcoming smile on his face, extending his hand, his words coming in the clipped British accent Bondarevsky remembered so well.


        "Vance! Good to see you again, after all this time. You still like the rustic life on the frontier?" Then he turned to Bondarevsky with an equally hearty greeting. "And you, my boy. I'm glad to see you, too."


        Again he had to force himself to take the other man's hand in his bionic grip. "It's . . . good to see you again, Admiral," he said, trying to hide his surprise.


        He hadn't thought to see Rear Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn again, certainly not at a Confederation military base. Not Tolwyn, the man who had come so close to losing the war . . . the man whose Behemoth project had shattered a Terran squadron and cost Bondarevsky his command and his arm.


        The man whose court-martial had been a sensation across the Confederation, and whose acquittal had aroused indignation on nearly every world in the human sphere.
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        Jason Bondarevsky studied Admiral Tolwyn as they all took seats around the table and punched in their drink orders on the small keypads in front of them. Over the years Bondarevsky had come to regard Tolwyn as one of his most powerful navy patrons, a man willing to recommend him for promotions and important assignments and generally helping along his career. Ever since his attack on Kilrah and the mission Tolwyn had staged against orders to pull him out Jason felt as if his very life was owed to the Admiral and it was debt he would never forget. He'd always looked up to the man, even when one or another of the admiral's schemes was putting him squarely in the line of fire somewhere out on the Kilrathi frontier. But, like most of the rest of the Confederation, he'd been stunned to find Tolwyn masterminding the Behemoth project. And when it was all over, the collapse of the plan and the high cost Bondarevsky had personally paid had certainly colored his opinion of the man who'd been so important to him for so many years.


        "So, Vance," Tolwyn was saying, "how was the trip in?"


        "The usual," Richards told him with a grimace. "When I retired from Intelligence I was used to quarters you could stand up in. Ever since I got out to that benighted frontier all I ever get to travel on is destroyers or cruisers, and they've got just about enough room to think about swinging a pet cat . . . but only if you want to risk banging your head when you think it."


        Bondarevsky joined in the laugh, but he could still remember how good it felt to have a ship, any ship, around him. He'd loved the little Coventry, fast, responsive, and maneuverable despite the minor inconveniences of her small size.


        "I watched your approach on the monitors," Tolwyn said. "Cruiser?"


        Richards nodded. "LCA. She's the ex-TCS Andromache. Now the Themistocles, if you please. Old Max has discovered the fine art of historical pretensions. Cruisers get named after famous military men who ended up in exile." He smiled. "The Republic picked the ship up for a song and refitted her from bow to stern. Crash job . . . Kruger's got a team of specialists ready to turn around anything we can buy, salvage, or cobble together in a few weeks, and he's pushing everybody hard to build up the fleet ASAP."


        "So he still figures it'll come to a fight, then." Tolwyn made it a statement rather than a question. There was a brief lull in the conversation as a waitress brought their drinks. Richards didn't answer Tolwyn until she had gone back to the bar.


        "No question about it, Geoff. Things are even worse than when I talked to you last time. The whole damned mess looks like it's coming to a head out there in the next few months, and we need you more than ever."


        Tolwyn gave a grim nod. "I figured as much. I may be out of the mainstream these days, but I still have my sources. And the facts are there, no matter how hard the government is working to ignore them."


        "So you're ready to come aboard, then? No more excuses?" Richards gave Tolwyn a sour look. "You know we could have used you three months ago."


        "Back then I still thought I had a career, Vance. I thought the court-martial would clear me completely and let me get back to work."


        "You were cleared, Admiral," Bondarevsky said quietly.


        Tolwyn gave him a bleak look. "Oh, the verdict was `Not Guilty,' son, but that isn't the same as being cleared. Not by a long shot. You should know that if anyone does."


        He thought back to the aftermath of the Gettysburg mutiny and gave a reluctant nod. Back then it had been Bondarevsky on trial, and even after the court pronounced he'd done the right thing his career might have fallen apart then and there. But Tolwyn had come to his rescue then.


        Perhaps he owed the same kind of support to the admiral now, no matter how bad things had looked day Behemoth went to debris.


        Tolwyn was still talking. "Hell, I'm surprised they acquitted me, now that I look back on it. I had the weapon that could have won the war, and I just plain blew it. If it hadn't been for Paladin and his Temblor Bomb—and our old friend Blair—the Cats would be squashing the last resistance down on Earth right about now. And I'm too damned old to go down fighting in a guerrilla resistance. We were lucky we stopped the furry bastards when and where we did . . . and I'm sorry to say I didn't have much to do with carrying it off. I'd . . . kind of wanted to be in on the kill." The admiral looked toward the big window that overlooked the floor of Tycho, an unfathomable expression in his eyes.


        "There were some other things we were developing," he said softly, "other things that at times I'm not really sure of, but they would never have been ready in time."


        "Such as?" Richard's asked casually.


        Tolwyn looked up, smiled and shook his head. "On hold now, so of no consequence unless they might be needed later on."


        That made Bondarevsky frown again. It seemed so out of character for Geoff Tolwyn, one of the most decent men he'd ever met, to be involved in a project that would have led to mass genocide. Behemoth, a massive weapons platform designed to destroy an entire planet, would have killed countless noncombatants on Kilrah if it had been unleashed. The Temblor Bomb had done the same thing in the end, but that had been the brainchild of General James "Paladin" Taggart of Special Operations, an outfit that fought under the unofficial motto "Any Path to Victory." Tolwyn had ways seemed more like a gentlemanly officer of the school, willing to do what had to be done to win, t always trying to stay on the right side of the line that marked the difference between civilized warfare and mere slaughter.


        "Well, Geoff, you're past all that now," Richards said softly. "You've got a new start to look forward to out in the Landreich."


        "I thought I saw in the news, sir, that you didn't take retirement," Bondarevsky ventured, feeling unsure of himself. It was awkward trying to make small talk with Admiral Tolwyn. The man had been his mentor and patron for years . . . but he'd also committed some terrible blunders lately, and it was hard to know which of his two sides he was talking to now. "Did you change your mind?"


        Tolwyn shook his head. "Not exactly. I'm officially still on the Admiral's List, but it's been made very clear that I'm not likely to see so much as a Supply Depot command for the foreseeable future. I'm on an extended leave, as it were . . . very extended. And free to take up other positions, so long as I'm available if our lords and masters should suddenly decide I'd be useful. I feel like a fighting Admiral after Napoleon was defeated, beached on half-pay."


        "Don't you figure that's just what they'll do, if they hear you're heading out to Landreich?" Richards demanded. "You've made a lot of enemies over the years, Geoff, and you could be handing them the perfect opportunity to land you in some real trouble."


        Tolwyn shook his head. "Not bloody likely," he said. "First off, I've accumulated enough leave that I can take my time coming back even if I do get orders to report. But the fact is, even the ones who're out for my blood will be just as happy to see the back of me." He gave a quiet sigh. "I'm just not that important any more, Vance. I spent all my clout on Behemoth, and then I blew it."


        "Then you should make the break final and resign, Geoff," Richards told him. "Come out to the Landreich and get a brand new start in life."


        "You know me, Vance," Tolwyn said. His broad, weathered face had the stubborn expression Bondarevsky had seen a dozen times in the middle of a battle, the look of a man determined to see it through his way or not at all. "I like to keep my options open. Right now there's nothing to tie me to the Confederation. I'm as effectively retired as I would be if I'd sent my papers in. But some day things could be different . . ." and his voice trailed off.


        "So you're telling me you're still not really committing to the FRLN, is that it?" Richards' voice held a note of irritation. "Kruger isn't going to be happy, Geoff. He doesn't like people with divided loyalties."


        "Well, he doesn't have to like me," Tolwyn said. "But that's the only way I come aboard, Vance. If you guys really want me, those are the terms. I won't run out on you when you need me . . . but I have to be able to keep my options open. I'm still loyal to the Confederation. Someday there might be something I can do to make up for what happened with Behemoth, and I aim to be able to be there for it."


        Richards shrugged. "If that's the way you want it, Geoff," he said. "I just wish I understood what it is you think is going to change around here."


        Tolwyn gave him a tight-lipped smile. "You're the intelligence man, Vance. You find out, and I'll tell you if you've got it right."


        Bondarevsky looked from Richards to Tolwyn, sensing the strong undercurrent of unspoken thoughts and emotions. He agreed with Richards . . . he wished he knew what it was that Tolwyn was holding back. After the Behemoth disaster, he was worried about Tolwyn's possible performance. His management of that last campaign had been a poor job compared to the operations Bondarevsky had seen him involved in previously. If he'd lost his edge, would he be able to get it back? And how did his secret plans for the future enter into it all?


        As if aware of the younger man's scrutiny, Tolwyn turned to meet his gaze with ice-blue eyes. "You're quiet, Mr. Bondarevsky," he remarked. "How much do you know about the situation out in the Landreich?"


        "Not much, sir," he said. "I've learned to take the news reports with enough salt to fill up a hangar deck, but aside from a few dark hints from Admiral Richards I can't say I really know what's going on out there . . or how we're supposed to be a part of it all."


        "You're smart to ignore TNC, at least," Richards commented. "Did you catch that report by Barbara Miles last night?"


        "The pirate raid story?" Tolwyn asked.


        "Yeah." When Bondarevsky shook his head Richards leaned forward in his chair with an intense frown creasing his forehead. "According to the news channels, there was an attack on Ilios last week. Heavy casualties in the district of Dardania, property destroyed, several industrial centers put out of operation for weeks, maybe months. All very deplorable." His frown deepened. "And it's true, too . . . except that what they described as a 'pirate raid' was actually an attack by Kilrathi operating out of the Hralgkrak Province. We have proof, damn it, and we've shown it to the Confederation ambassador and sent details to the Joint Chiefs and the Office of Confederation Security and the goddamned Confederation Peace Commission. But they've passed the word to TNC news to play up this 'pirate' angle, and the Kilrathi don't get into the reports at all."


        "You told me once that you've had some real pirate problems, too," Tolwyn said. He shifted in his chair. "I suppose there's just enough truth in their stories so that they can justify their position. And they'll tell you it's no good rocking the boat with the Kilrathi, or some such. Right? They've staked everything on the Treaty. If anyone outside the government got the idea that the whole Treaty was virtually a dead letter, the President wouldn't stand a chance. I doubt he'd get the luxury of impeachment proceedings."


        "Maybe so," said Richards. "But Ilios was the most recent colony to join the Landreich. And it's one of our leading industrial worlds. Damn it, Geoff, things are getting serious out there. Except for a couple of raids back and forth, the Cats never saw any reason to press the attack against us. Our stretch of the frontier was too far away to be important to the main course of the war. But now that the Confederation's knocked out Kilrah, independent clans all through Cat space are striking out on their own—and their side of the frontier is as fresh and untouched as ours. Which means they have the strength to be a real threat, and they see the Landreich as easy pickings without the Confederation to back our play."


        "So some Cat clan chief is playing at empire-building," Bondarevsky said. "And he's chosen the Landreich to be his first big conquest."


        "Exactly," Richards said. "We're pretty sure the Haka Clan is behind the troubles we've been having. Ukar dai Ragark, the Governor of Hralgkrak, was no friend to Thrakhath and the Emperor when they were alive. He owed his particular position at the edge of nowhere to the fact that he was openly critical of the way Thrakhath conducted the Battle of Earth. Now that they're dead he's been turning up the propaganda to claim that the Empire only lost in the end because of incompetence and cowardice in the Imperial Palace."


        " 'We were stabbed in the back,' " Bondarevsky said.


        "What's that?" Tolwyn asked.


        "Just a line out of the history books," he answered. He glanced over at Richards. "After World War I . . . the argument Hitler used to rally Germany behind his call for a new government that would restore the country's greatness."


        "That's just about the line Ragark is taking," Richards said. "And pretty damn successfully, too, according to the reports we've been seeing. Ragark has a fair-sized battle fleet, plenty of ships that didn't see much combat action during the war. Fortunately they're mostly about the same as what we have in the Landreich, older ships that weren't good enough for Thrakhath's command. But they're enough to give Ragark some muscle, and he's set himself up as the warlord who can give the Kilrathi something to replace what they lost with Kilrah, a new spirit of victory. It's even taking on religious overtones . . . Kilrah perished because the Emperor lost touch with the old ways, the Word of the Codices, all that. It's powerful stuff . . . and with neither an Emperor nor a homeworld, a lot of Kilrathi are eating it up."


        Bondarevsky looked down at the tabletop for a long moment. "Something doesn't make sense, though," he said. "Why should the government shift the blame to human pirates? I mean, all our dealings have been with Melek, haven't they? He formed the caretaker government after Kilrah was destroyed and negotiated the treaty afterwards. Why can't the Confederation take action against this Ragark as a renegade Kilrathi?"


        "Who knows what goes through the minds of those bastards?" Richards said with a shrug. "Could be they're afraid the great unwashed masses can't tell a good Cat from a bad Cat. Lord knows the propaganda effort for the past few decades has certainly been devoted to peddling the message that the only good Cat is a dead one. Hell, our one genuine Cat hero turned out to be a traitor in the end."


        Bondarevsky saw a spasm of emotion pass over Tolwyn's face. Ralgha nar Hhalles, the Kilrathi pilot who had joined the Confederation years ago, had been the spy who betrayed the secrets of the Behemoth to the enemy. And Tolwyn had trusted the renegade completely . . .


        "I think it goes deeper than that," Tolwyn said quietly. "I think there are elements in the Confederation who would be quite pleased to see a Kilrathi warlord absorb the Landreich."


        Richards gave him a look. "Now, Geoff, you know I'm no fan of the government. But, come on! You don't really think they're setting us up deliberately?"


        "Well . . . maybe not," Tolwyn said, but he had that stubborn look again. "But you have to admit that the way things are going there's not much chance of Confederation intervention out in your stretch of space. And I've seen the same intelligence estimates you have, Vance. Ragark's forces can gobble up the Landreich for breakfast once he gets moving. The only thing that's likely to save your hides right now is the Cats' lack of cohesion without the Imperial system directing things. So whether it's deliberate or not, I'd say you've got plenty to worry about."


        "We've got plenty to worry about," Richards corrected him. "We're in this thing together . . . unless you're backing out after all."


        "I'm with you, Vance," Tolwyn snapped. "I've got just as many good reasons for wanting to help the Landreich as you do. Maybe one or two more."


        There was an awkward moment of silence as the two strong-willed admirals regarded one another thoughtfully. Bondarevsky took the opportunity to change the subject.


        "Couldn't you take your evidence straight to the people, Admiral?" he asked Richards. "Let them know about the Kilrathi involvement? Surely the Confederation government doesn't control every news channel."


        "Maybe not all of them, but all the ones that matter, son," Richards told him gruffly. "And at any rate, the propaganda effort's being stepped up against us, lately, too. We're agitators, troublemakers, a threat to the success of the Treaty. When we complain about Kilrathi violations, we're simply trying to stir up trouble on the border. If we take any kind of aggressive action ourselves we're deliberately provoking an interstellar incident. So any evidence we presented would be discredited as a fabrication before the report was off the air."


        "Then what's Kruger planning?" Tolwyn asked.


        "What you'd expect from Old Max," Richards told him with a grin.. "He's going to take the bull by the horns. Fight the Cats with everything he's got, carry the war across the frontier into Ragark's territory if he has to . . . anything he needs to do to keep them off-balance until the Landreich can deal with them. And Confederation protests be damned."


        "But if this Ragark's naval force is so much better than what the Landreich has, how can Kruger hope to fight and win?" Bondarevsky fixed a questioning stare on Richards. "Even Kruger's not crazy enough to buck the odds if the outcome's certain defeat."


        "Well, he's building up the Navy as fast as he can. We've been buying up every warship we can get our hands on as fast as the Confed decommissions them. We've got an experienced team of salvage experts working on each ship as it comes in. And we're recruiting officers who can make a difference . . . in case you hadn't noticed."


        "It isn't much, sir," Bondarevsky said, frowning.


        "Old Max has some other schemes in hand, son," Richards told him. "Believe me, we're going to hand out some surprises. You'll find out more once we get to Landreich. Max'd skin me alive if I let out any of his little secrets, especially here. You know what he thinks of the Confederation."


        "Kruger always plays things close to his chest," Tolwyn said. "But whatever he has in mind, it isn't likely to be easy . . . or safe. You know, don't you, Jason, that this campaign's going to be dicey. Maybe more dangerous than anything you've been in before . . . and you were in a couple of the worst fights the Confederation faced. I hope, when everything's said and done, that you won't hold anything against me."


        "Against you, sir?" For a moment, Bondarevsky thought Tolwyn was referring to the Behemoth battle and the wounds he'd suffered aboard Coventry, but Richards quickly set him right.


        "Didn't you know, son?" he asked with a raised eyebrow "It was Geoff here who first brought your name up as a possible recruit. Max and I both liked the idea, of course, but we wouldn't have even known you were available if he hadn't suggested you be brought aboard." He raised his glass. "So . . . here's to comrades in arms."


        "May we all gather together again when the fighting's done," Tolwyn added, touching his own glass to Richards'.


        As Jason Bondarevsky silently joined in the toast he wondered just how much chance there might be of Tolwyn's wish coming true. Facing a powerful new enemy on Mankind's most distant frontier, outnumbered and without Confederation backing, this time it didn't look like there was much hope of coming out alive.


        But at least he could go out fighting, doing something positive instead of wasting away, one more retired hero in a society that didn't want his kind reminding them of the dangers they'd so recently faced.


        Bondarevsky found himself looking forward to a chance—any chance—to see action once more.
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        Baka Kar, Baka Kar System
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        "The last one is here, Lord Haka."


        Ukar dai Ragark lak Haka turned from his contemplation of the scene outside the window to return his young aide's arm-to-chest salute. "Very good, Nerrag. I will be there shortly. See to the refreshments."


        "Yes, my Lord." Nerrag jaq Rhang saluted again and hastened to the door. As the young officer left him alone, Ragark permitted himself a brief baring of his fangs. How they all feared him!


        He turned back to look out the window again, savoring the thought of eight-eights of the fleet's senior officers kept waiting for his arrival in the chamber below. In the days of Thrakhath and his idiot grandfather the Haka hrai had been in disfavor, and Ragark had been forced to lead by compromise, conciliation, and petty chaffering with other leaders whose status might be lower but whose favor in the eyes of the Imperial Court made them too powerful to ignore or overawe. Now the Emperor and his heir were dead, and Ukar dai Ragark ruled his province of the Empire with unbreakable talons.


        Power at last. After too many eights of years the Haka Clan had the power it deserved . . . Ragark had the power he deserved. With the Imperial Family gone, the clans would start the age-old scramble for control all over again, and this time the Haka would be poised to win the Imperial Throne itself.


        To think that there were religious-minded fools who believed the loss of Kilrah meant the end of the Kilrathi as a people! The Kilrathi had traveled the stars when the dirty apes of Terra had lived in wattle-and-daub houses and fought with blunt-edged weapons. They were the rightful inheritors, not of a single world but of the entire Empire, and if orange Kilrah was gone, they could make any world the new hub of a glorious imperial state. This one, now . . . he had viewed Baka Kar as a place of exile when Thrakhath had "awarded" him the governorship of Hralgkrak, but it would make a suitable capitol for the Haka Dynasty.


        The view through the window showed him a world not unlike Kilrah. The vegetation was a deep purple, rather than the red-brown of Home, but the jungles that surrounded Brajakh Kar—the Fortress of the Dark—were just as lush and full of game. The planet was an old colony, with everything needed to be self-sufficient . . . and it was the center of a province of eight-eights of other worlds all replete with the resources to fuel his lunge to destiny.


        Thrakhath had treated him lightly, once. Now Thrakhath was beyond his vengeance. But when Ukar dai Ragark took his rightful place at the head of the reborn Empire, he would make sure that Thrakhath and all of Thrakhath's clan were erased from the annals of the Kilrathi people. Only Ragark and his heirs would remain.


        He turned at last from the window and walked slowly toward the door, careful to hide the limp he'd suffered since childhood. Not that anyone was likely to remark on it, not like they had when it had prevented him from becoming a warrior. No one dared call attention to his shortcomings now. But Ragark was too proud to betray weakness. He had schooled himself to hide the physical handicap, as he had learned the arts of government and of war to carve himself a place despite the scorn of his peers.


        The lift took him down a level, from the meditation chamber to the Hall of Warriors where his fleet captains waited nervously. When he entered the room they stood in unison, saluting and raising the battle-call of the Haka. That made the blood surge through Ragark's veins. By the War God, he could lead these warriors to victory!


        A table stood at the front of the Hall, under a large monitor screen. Ragark settled his small but stocky frame into the lone chair and watched as the others sat. These were the officers who controlled his warfleet. Some had slighted him in the past; they would pay when he no longer needed them. Some had been his willing allies or servants from the very start. They would enjoy the fruits of victory with him. Many others were nonentities, like so many of the military and political officers consigned to this backwater province during Thrakhath's day. Their fate would depend upon their performance in the days and months ahead. Ragark didn't intend to let any officer long survive the kind of mistakes that had cost Thrakhath victory time and time again during the war with the Terrans.


        But one and all were needed now, and with their aid the name of Haka would be feared once more.


        "Today we will begin to put in motion our new campaign against the apes," Ragark began with a show of teeth. "The probing actions we have already conducted along the frontier with this 'Landreich' have given us the intelligence we need to consider a campaign in strength against them. It will not be as Thrakhath would have had it, quick and ill-conceived. We will carry out our conquest step by step, taking care that our position remains secure throughout. But in the end, we will have the ape worlds for our own."


        "And their Confederation?" That was Akhjer nar Val, the captain of the province's flagship Dubay. . "We know they can make new Temblor Bombs. Do we not run the risk of losing more worlds to them?"


        He favored nar Val with a long and penetrating look. Dubav's captain had an impressive battle record; he'd commanded a carrier at the Battle of Earth, and had received an Award of Valor for a single-ship action with a human escort carrier the next year. Ragark needed him, at least for the moment, to add some seasoning to a battle fleet roster that had few enough genuine combat veterans. But while nar Val was deemed apolitical, he had a conservative streak in his character that made him one of the cautious ones, one of the officers who looked on lost Kilrah with fear and despair. That could be a problem some day.


        "The Terran Confederation is satisfied with the peace the traitor Melek has signed with them." That brought a few angry mutters from the assembled officers. Melek had been no more than Thrakhath's chief lackey, yet after Kilrah's destruction he had arrogantly assumed the power to negotiate with the enemy, as if a low-born servant of the Imperial House could presume to the Throne itself. Melek called himself "Chancellor" these days, and pretended to have control of the Empire, but Ragark wasn't the only clan leader or senior officer to ignore the upstart's claims. "They want nothing more than to disband their military forces and go back to the decadence they enjoyed before they encountered us. This Landreich that stands in our way is an offshoot, a breakaway association of colonies with so little loyalty that they refused the guidance of their own mother planet and formed their own government in defiance of the Confederation . . . and the cowards of Terra let that defiance stand. There is no reason for the Confederation to take an interest in what we do out here. At least, not until it is too late."

      


      
        Ragark paused before going on. "In any event, we will soon be acquiring a powerful new accession of strength which will once and for all put us in a position to dominate the apes. I have recently had the final confirmation. Jhorrad is coming here to offer his claws and fangs to our service."


        A muttering sprang up around the room as Ragark's words sank in. Dawx Jhorrad had become something of a legend in the Empire in a few eights-of-days. Already a hero of the Battle of Earth, with two capital ship kills to his credit in that one engagement, it was the story of his odyssey after the destruction of Kilrah that sparked the imaginations of the Kilrathi people. Jhorrad had refused to bow down to Melek when the Chancellor claimed caretaker authority and began negotiations. Instead he'd taken his ship out of orbit and set out into self-imposed exile, fighting off attacks by Melek and various jealous warlords at every turn. It had taken some judicious bargaining for Ragark to convince him to come here to Baka Kar, but it would certainly be worth it.

      


      
        Dawx Jhorrad . . . and his ship. What a ship he was! Ragark allowed himself a moment's baring of fangs. With Jhorrad's mighty Vorghath, there would be nothing to stop Ukar dai Ragark from subduing the Terran apes and the fragmenting empire alike.


        He stood up and leaned on the table, his eyes wandering across the assembly. "Victory against the apes of this Landreich will prove that the Terrans are not some kind of gods or demons, despite what they did to the Homeworid. The other clans will see that we can lead them to victory, and they will join our cause. Melek will fall by the wayside, and the Empire, reborn, will again bestride the stars!"


        "Haka and Victory!" someone shouted. Others took up the chant, until Ragark raised his arms to call for silence.


        "Victory it will be, my lords. But first we must plan our campaign. The apes must feel our fangs poised at their throats. Only then will the Kilrathi retake our appointed place."


        He sat down again and activated the monitor to show them the plans for their first move, but Ragark had trouble concealing the joy that burned inside.


        The long days of frustration and exile were over. The day of the Haka was at hand.
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    "Of all the weapons of the Warrior, it is the mind that elevates mere fighting to glorious Victory."
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        Deep Space, Terra System
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        There was something about being aboard a ship underway that made Jason Bondarevsky feel alive again.


        Three days had passed since Admiral Richards had arrived at Moonbase Tycho. Now his mission to Terra was done, and the Landreich cruiser was shaping a course for home. For Bondarevsky's new home, out on the frontier.

      


      
        Like all vessels throughout human space, the ship operated on the same Terran Standard Time (CST), derived from Greenwich time on Earth, that was in use at Tycho, but Bondarevsky had been used to a different schedule from his stay in Odessa these past few months, and the shift in time zones had left his body clock out of step. So despite the hour—right in the middle of the Second Dog Watch, what some of Bondarevsky's flight school comrades had referred to in days gone by as "zero-dark-thirty" -- he was wide awake and restless. The lighting had been reduced to simulate night, and there was little activity on board except in the bridge and engineering sections, where the duty watches kept an eye on the vessel's progress toward the jump point where Themistocles would make the interstellar transit to Barnard's Star, the first leg of the long journey ahead. Bondarevsky had finally given up trying to sleep and had come to the officer's wardroom for a cup of coffee.


        Although he was alone in the middle of the ship's night, he could feel the throb of power through the deck plates, the tiny fluctuations of the ship's inertial dampers as the helmsman corrected the acceleration curve. Even traveling as a passenger aboard someone else's ship beat spending his time planet bound. That much, at least, he could enjoy. He only wished he could switch off his brain for a while instead of worrying about the future.


        Admiral Richards had returned from his meeting with Confederation representatives in a grim mood. They had been as unhelpful as ever, demanding that the Landreich rein in the "hotheads" they accused of stirring up trouble on the frontier. That had been roughly what Richards and Tolwyn had expected, of course, but that didn't make it any easier to accept. The Landreich was effectively on its own. War was only a matter of time, given the Kilrathi ambitions in that part of space and the dogged character of President Max Kruger.


        And Jason Bondarevsky was heading right into that war.


        He still had no idea what Kruger and Richards had planned for him, though it was plainly a combat role rather than some staff job. Richards was as closemouthed as always, and Tolwyn was no better. Not that Bondarevsky spent much time in Tolwyn's company. There was a chasm between them that started with the Behemoth debacle but went wider and deeper than that. Geoff Tolwyn had changed since the old days, and not for the better. He was even more secretive than Richards, and there was a determination in his manner that worried Bondarevsky. He was like a gambler who had lost everything but lingered at the table hoping that one last role of the dice would change his luck, plotting and planning ways to stay in the game without regard for the potential pitfalls or consequences.


        So Bondarevsky didn't have an outlet to vent his hopes and fears. He might have used Sparks as a sounding board, but long habit made it impossible for him to discuss the affairs of admirals with a lieutenant who had risen from the ranks. You didn't voice your doubts about flag officers with juniors.


        Instead he'd turned inward. He spent most of his time immersed in research, trying to catch up on developments along the frontier since his last posting there. Things had changed quite a bit since he'd been part of the Free Corps that had been secretly loaned by Terra to Max Kruger's Navy to help secure the Landreich in the days preceding the Battle of Earth. Whatever his upcoming combat post might prove to be, he would have to know the situation in detail.


        He studied the porta-comp on the table in front of him, ignoring the panoramic view of deep space spread out in the window that dominated one end of the wardroom. The holographic map displayed above the computer showed the sector of space known as the Landreich . the next battlefield, it seemed, in the ongoing struggle between two interstellar powers.


        Landreich had started as a single colony world located at the extreme limit of human-settled space, nearly twelve hundred light-years from Terra. The frontier out there was far from the direct line between Terra and Kilrah, and fighting in the region had always been in the nature of a sideshow by comparison with the major fleet actions of the war. Raids back and forth across the ill-defined borders had been the norm through much of the war, and neither side put their best men or ships into that part of space. It was regarded as a backwater region, of no great strategic importance.


        During the opening moves of the war, the Kilrathi had launched a campaign in the sector, but the Confederation high command had recognized it for a diversionary effort and refused to reinforce the tiny squadron stationed at Landreich. Max Kruger, a reject from the Academy and smuggler who had flown a recon team into Kilrathi territory and discovered the impending move towards war, had helped to organize the defense of the system. He had crash-landed on a Kilrathi base planet and had driven them to distraction with his commando raids on their base. Finally stealing a Kilrathi frigate, he had made it back home and was hailed as a hero. His next action was typical of the Landreich, an action which catapulted him to the presidency of the system while at the same time earning him a court-martial and condemnation as a mutineer.


        The Confederation had sent out a heavy cruiser with orders to act as the flagship for a Home Guard fleet of ships pressed into service from the Landreich's small local militia. The Confed commander, not used to the freewheeling ways of the frontier, had rubbed Kruger and others the wrong way with his spit-and-polish ideas of discipline. Their response had been simple, straightforward, and entirely predictable: they had seized the cruiser, kicked the officers and anyone who didn't want to go along with them off, and then set off on a raid deep into Kilrathi territory with their new found firepower. It had taken three years, but finally Kruger had destroyed the Cat base that had coordinated Imperial activity in the sector.


        When the Terran government ordered his arrest and removal from Landreich, it had sparked a bloodless coup that had resulted in the expulsion of the Confederation's governor and his staff, a declaration of independence, and the election of the hero of the hour to the post of President and Commander-in-Chief of the Free Republic of Landreich.


        Other frontier worlds had followed suit as it became clear that Terra had no interest in protecting the remote frontier region. By the time Bondarevsky had served there, the Free Republic extended across a volume of ten parsecs, holding eight major colony worlds and a number of outposts and settlements. It was known as "the Landreich" to distinguish it from the planet where everything had started, but Max Kruger was still the President. That had been an awkward situation indeed, to have the chief executive of a sovereign republic listed as a wanted fugitive from the Confederation. For the most part Terra ignored the break-away republic, and Kruger in turn followed a policy of looking out for the Landreich and otherwise staying clear of the war.


        But when the Kilrathi had proposed a truce with the Confederation, Admirals Richards and Tolwyn had detected indications that the Empire was plotting something. The Kilrathi had set up a chain of bases through the "unimportant" Landreich sector, intending them as staging points for their all-out assault on Terra. Acting in secret at the orders of the Confederation President and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the two admirals had transferred a battle group from the Confederation Navy to the Landreich, the "Free Corps" of "volunteers" pledged to support the human colonists threatened by the Kilrathi incursions. Jason Bondarevsky had commanded the escort carrier Tarawa in that campaign. During their operations around the Landreich the Terrans had discovered the true nature of the Kilrathi plan, and Bondarevsky had pressured Kruger into dropping his stance of ignoring the Confederation and leading his fleet to intervene at Terra at the height of the fighting there.


        That had made Kruger a hero, for a time, and there was no more talk of his past misdeeds. But after the Battle of Earth things had lapsed back into their old patterns. The Free Corps had been withdrawn from the Landreich's service, and Kruger had gone back to more or less ignoring anything that didn't threaten his own borders. A handful of Confederation ships were posted to the sector again and a Confederation diplomatic presence was established, but Kruger was too canny and far too stubborn to allow himself to be swallowed up by Terra once more.


        Since those days the Landreich had expanded some more, according to Bondarevsky's map. There were fourteen colony worlds owing allegiance to Kruger, and the frontier was nearly twenty parsecs across now. The Landreich had become a genuine power in the region, albeit a minor one. The problem was, the old Imperial province that bordered it, Ukar dai Ragark's sectors, had better than twice the planets, population, and ships. Even the Landreich's accelerated naval expansion program would be hard-pressed to field an effective defense if the Kilrathi came across the frontier in force.


        "Ah, burnin' the midnight oil, I see." The bantering voice of Aengus Harper disturbed his contemplation of the computer map, and Bondarevsky looked up to meet the young officer's mocking eyes. "'Tis late hours you're keeping, sir . . . or early ones."


        "It seemed a good time to get some study time in," Bondarevsky said. "What's your excuse, Mr. Harper?"


        The lieutenant spread his hands and grinned. "I always try to rise a mite before my watch, to get an hour or two in on the flight simulator before the wardroom gets busy." He indicated the simulator compartment at the far end of the wardroom. Half game, half training tool, flight simulators were popular diversions aboard ships in deep space, where boredom hung heavy on long voyages between the stars.


        "Every morning?" Bondarevsky asked. "That's a hell of a lot of sim time, isn't it?"


        "True enough," Harper said. His expression turned wistful. "The truth of it is, sir, I want to keep in top form, in case an opportunity should arise for a transfer to a fighter wing."


        "You've had flight wing training?" Bondarevsky studied the younger man closely. He gestured to a chair, and Harper sat down across the table from him. "How did you end up a shuttle jockey? If you don't mind my asking."


        "A sad tale, that," Harper replied. "I fear my scores in flight school were only just borderline. Not the technical side of it. I could fly rings around my classmates. Word of honor on it. But . . . 'tis sad but true that the Devil puts temptation in the way of mortal man, and some of us just lack the rectitude to resist as we should. They say I set a record for the number of demerits earned by one officer in any class, and as a result my standing was knocked down. This was before we had many openings for pilots, before we started acquiring escort carriers from the Confed boys. So I missed out when the first round of flight wing berths was being filled, and drew shuttle duty instead. And bad luck has been keeping me away from the action ever since. I put in for transfers, but by the time this old tub gets to port all the new vacancies have gone to new pilots, and I stay where I am."


        "That's a damned shame, Lieutenant," Bondarevsky said. His sympathy was genuine. There was nothing a born pilot hated more than to hold back on the sidelines and watch others do the job he knew he could do better. Bondarevsky had gone through the same thing a few times. "I'd offer to help, but I don't have the faintest idea of what kind of assignment I'll be drawing myself, so my promise might not be any good to you."


        Harper gave him a grin. 'Well, sir, I can't hold you to anything . . . but it's eager I'd be if you could find a chance to get me a fighter of my own."


        "Just so you don't go running up demerits in an outfit I'm in charge of," he told the lieutenant sternly. "I know that fun and games are supposed to be the natural perks of any fighter jock, but not when it might put a unit of mine in danger. You follow me?"


        "Ah, sir, that was when I was still a lad," Harper said with an even broader grin. "I've learned to be more . . . selective in seeking out my entertainment, since I've reached my maturity and all."


        "Yeah, right," Bondarevsky said. "You're a wise old man now, eh, Harper?" He paused. "Look, Lieutenant, if it doesn't throw you too far off your sim schedule, let me buy you a cup of coffee. I'm trying to get a handle on conditions in the Landreich, and I'd like some input from someone who knows it. Could you do that for me?"


        "With pleasure, sir," Harper said. "But I should warn you that I haven't seen or heard all that much. A shuttle pilot doesn't exactly move in the rarefied atmosphere of admirals and commodores, you know. And all I really know is Tara, and maybe a little about some of the stations I've been on since I signed up."


        "Even that much would be a hell of a lot more than I've got now," Bondarevsky told him. "I haven't been in the Landreich since the Free Corps campaign, and a lot can change in four years. And even when I was there, I didn't have much of a chance to get a feel for the Free Republic."


        The younger officer helped himself to a cup of the hot, bitter coffee from the vending machine near the table, then returned to his chair. He regarded Bondarevsky with an uncharacteristic solemn expression. "What can I be telling you, then, sir?"


        "Tell me a little bit about yourself, first, Mr. Harper," Bondarevsky said. "Give me a junior officer's view of the situation in the Landreich."


        Harper shrugged. "Not much to say, sir, really. I told you already that I was born on Tara. We were one of the first colonies to join Landreich in the succession movement, back when the confees decided we weren't worth the effort to guard. I joined up after my father was killed, when a Cat raider blew his freighter out of space. Lied about my age, too, I'm afraid. At sixteen you can't see yourself waiting two years for anything, and I wanted the chance to give those Cats back a little of what they'd give us."


        "How far back was that?"


        "Ten years it's been, sir. I had just graduated from flight school when Himself took the fleet to Terra in '66."


        "Himself?"


        "The President, you know. Old Max. I wanted to be a part of that run so bad I could taste it, but I was flying shuttles between Landreich and Hellhole."


        "You should be glad you missed it. A lot of good people died out there."


        "Ah, but many a deserving young officer came home with a promotion, too, I'm thinking," Harper returned. "At any rate, it's mostly been quiet since, except for that raid the Cats mounted late last year. A carrier battle group actually got as far as Landreich itself, but the fleet chased them off again."


        "That must have been right near the end of the war," Bondarevsky commented.


        "I suppose it was, sir." Harper shrugged again. "Fact is, we don't really figure the war is over. If anything, things are worse now than when Kilrah was still around and old Thrakhath was calling the shots. He thought the same way the confees did about our stretch of space, I guess. The Imperial province facing us was a dumping ground for rejects and castoffs, ships and Cats alike. The leaders were usually nobles who were out of favor with the Imperial Government but too important to deny a posting. The ships were mostly third-line, and the crews were either still getting their spacelegs, or recovering from a hard stint in the main Theater of Operations, or sometimes they were oldsters past their prime but still serving in the Navy."


        "That's probably the only thing that kept your people alive," Bondarevsky said. "No insult intended, Harper, but if this had ever become a primary target area, I doubt if the Free Republic's Navy could have stood against some of the stuff the Cats were throwing at us."


        "True enough, sir, true enough," Harper said. "When they launched that raid last year, they built their squadron around one of their supercarriers. Damned big, she was, I tell you true."


        "But you beat her off?" Bondarevsky couldn't keep a note of incredulity out of his voice.


        "It took everything we had, but we did it," Harper said. "The Cats lost a couple of ships, and when they found us waiting over Landreich they contented themselves with a long-range orbital bombardment and then headed for the jump point. Our Intel boffins said they were supposed to teach us a lesson in return for our helping the confees at Earth, but I don't think their hearts were really in it. 'Twas a damn-fool idea anyway, supercarrier or not. Even if they'd done what they set out to do, what would it have accomplished anyway? They might have chopped up Landreich pretty bad, just like they did Terra before the relief fleet arrived, but the rest of the Republic would still have been there . . . and it wouldn't have made much difference to the course of the war elsewhere."


        "Is the carrier still there?" Bondarevsky asked. "If the Cats still have a supercarrier in these parts and they decide to make a serious attempt against the Republic, that one supercarrier would be a more serious threat than most of the rest of their fleet, especially if they've been relying on junk Thrakhath didn't want for the primary theater."


        "As to that, who knows?" Harper's shrug was eloquent. "We had a message that a couple of confees caught up with the big bastard somewhere out in the Disputed Zone, but they never came back. On the other hand, word is the raiding squadron never went home either, if the intelligence reports that've leaked from on high are anything to be trusted. I guess both sides ended up as debs, more's the pity for your confee boys."


        "Well, at least the Cats aren't waving a supercarrier in our faces," Bondarevsky said. "That's something."


        "Aye, it is, but I'm thinking it might not be enough this time, sir. Not by a long shot. We're used to standing on our own two feet out here, but I'll confess to you, sir, that I wish Admiral Richards was bringing back word that Terra was willing to back us." He mustered a grin, but Bondarevsky could see that Harper was forcing the cheerful expression. "Fact is, we've never been completely on our own, even when the confees put us at the bottom of the list of strategic targets. We always figured we'd get help if we truly needed it—your Free Corps, or something like it—and that made facing the Cats a mite less frightening. Now, though . . . we really are on our own this time out, and I'm wondering if it's any of us at all who'll be seeing home again after it's done with."


        Unbidden, an image of the wrecked bridge of the Coventry flashed through Bondarevsky's mind, with the dead sprawled across their consoles and vacuum tearing away the air with an audible shriek. But he thrust it away. "Some won't make it, Harper," he said quietly. "But if we can stop the Cats, even the ones who don't come back will have counted for something."
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        The Presidential Palace was said to be the largest residence on Landreich, and Bondarevsky was prepared to believe it. On his last tour along the frontier he'd never actually been here. In those days Kruger had led his people from the front, setting up a presidential command post at the Landreich base on Hellhole when he wasn't playing squadron commander from the bridge of a warship. It was a lot easier picturing the hard-bitten Kruger going into action than it was to envision him in the palatial surroundings that greeted Richards, Tolwyn, and Bondarevsky on their arrival. Themistocles had barely made orbit when word came for the three to see Kruger in person. Lieutenant Harper's shuttle had carried them straight into the Palace Compound, and from there they'd been conducted inside, passed from one staffer to another until they had finally been led to the reception chamber outside Kruger's office.


        "A moment, please, gentlemen. The President is in a meeting, but he'll be able to see you shortly."


        Bondarevsky nodded courteously to the slender, elderly man who had been introduced as Kruger's Chief of Protocol, a soft-spoken and gentlemanly sort who seemed completely out of place anywhere within twenty light-years of Max Kruger. Admiral Tolwyn didn't respond to the man at all, seemingly wrapped up in his own thoughts. Richards gave the aide a cheerful smile. "Don't worry about it, Karl," he said. "Knowing how Max feels about meetings, I'd be willing to bet we won't have long to wait."


        As if to confirm the admiral's statement, there came the clear sound of raised voices through the massive double doors that led from the reception area to Kruger's private office. After a moment, the doors were flung open. Max Kruger himself stood to the left side, gesticulating wildly as he spoke in a loud and thoroughly un-presidential tone of voice.


        "Freebooters and pirates, my ass! How many more Cat attacks will we have to put up with before you bastards back in Confed get it through your thick heads that these raids don't have a damned thing to do with pirates! I've had it, Williams! If you confees don't know how to deal with Cats, I sure as hell do, and be damned to the Treaty and everything else! We won't stand still for any more raiding!"


        A second man, portly and dressed in the formal suit that was virtually a uniform of the Confederation Foreign Service, walked ponderously out of the office, turning to face Kruger from the middle of the reception area.


        "You can rant and rave all you want to, Mr. President," he said calmly, his voice surprisingly thin and high-pitched for such a big man. "But the facts are as I have presented them. The Confederation cannot allow human worlds, even your so-called Independent Republic, to act against the provisions of Ko-Bar Yagar. To the Kilrathi, a human violating the treaty is a human violating the treaty. They will blame Terra for your indiscretions out here on the frontier. If you continue to lash out at the Empire because of your inability to deal with homegrown troublemakers, you risk destroying everything we fought thirty-five years to achieve. Before we allow that to happen, we will take action ourselves. If you don't want to find yourselves facing a Confederation battle group with a marine expeditionary force prepared for combat, I would suggest you moderate both your tone and your actions. Your declaration of independence was accepted twenty years ago because we had too many other commitments to waste time and resources dragging your Colonial rabble back into the fold, but things are different now, and if that's what it takes to protect the peace with the Empire that is exactly what we will do. Good day, Mr. President . . . and please think over what I've said. For your own good. And the good of your people."


        Kruger's assistant looked from the President to the diplomat with an expression of uncertainty, but when Kruger didn't respond he stepped forward. "If you'll follow me, Mr. Williams, I will show you to the door."


        As they left, Kruger couldn't resist a parting shot. "Lard-assed file-shuffling confee bastards think they can push around Max Kruger, do they? I was fighting the Cats out here on the frontier back when the whole gang of console commandos was still going to some la-di-dah university learning how to claim a spending increase was actually a cut so the voters would give them the chance to play god." The President's words were muttered, but just loud enough for Williams to catch them. Bondarevsky saw him falter, his chubby face flushing red, but the man kept control of himself and followed his guide through the outer doors.


        When Williams was gone, Kruger looked around as if seeing his new visitors for the first time.


        "Still the master of tact and diplomacy, eh, Max?" Richards said with a lazy smile. He turned to Tolwyn and Bondarevsky. "Clark Williams is the local liaison to the Confederation Peace Commission. Ever since he came out here he's pretty much run roughshod over Ambassador Phelps, who's getting near enough to retirement age to prefer not to mess around with the airlock controls. Unfortunately, I'm afraid Max here just can't find common ground when he gets together with Mr. Williams."


        "Make light of it if you want, Vance," Kruger growled. "But that fat bastard isn't going to keep me from defending the Landreich. We'll fight the Cats and the confees too, if we have to." He paused. "But this isn't the way to greet old friends, is it? Come on in to the office."


        He led the way through the inner doors. Inside, Bondarevsky had to hide a grin as he got a look at the way the office was furnished. The computer and communications gear was functional and efficient, but the desk was piled high with a clutter of papers, and the chairs and couches had a comfortable but thoroughly battered look. Plainly Kruger favored surroundings that fit his rough-and-tumble image.


        "So . . . the famous Admiral Tolwyn. It's been, what? Almost five years now, right?" Kruger shook hands with the admiral. "Since we last met."


        "Right after the Battle of Earth, Mr. President," Tolwyn answered gravely.


        "And Mr. Bondarevsky." Kruger took his hand, frowning for a moment as he realized it was artificial. "The voice of my conscience made flesh, or so it seemed back in those days. A lot's . . . changed since then, eh, boy?"


        "You could say that, sir," Bondarevsky replied stiffly. "But some things are still the same. You've still got Cat problems, and it looks like we're still here to help you with them."


        Kruger cracked a smile. "Same old Bear," he commented. "Grab seats, people. Anybody want a beer?"


        That almost made Bondarevsky smile. The President of the Landreich was a true man of the people, with common tastes and a tough, practical outlook on life. Bondarevsky could still remember storming in to his office on Hellhole one day after a tough mission, furious at the sacrifices his people had been forced to make in the name of protecting the Free Republic. Richards had urged Kruger to decorate Bondarevsky, and the President had casually given him the highest award the Landreich could bestow, plus a promotion, then tossed him a beer. It had been plain enough that Kruger had regarded the beer as the more tangible reward.


        Richards accepted a can from the President's small, battered office refrigerator, but Tolwyn and Bondarevsky declined. All four men settled into seats before Kruger resumed the conversation.


        "I read over the report you sent by hypercast, Vance," he said. "Anything you couldn't say there?"


        "Not a damn thing, Max," Richards said. "The crap you've been getting from Williams comes straight from the top. The Confederation's just plain ignoring our complaints, and it looks like we're being thrown to the Cats. If we fight back, they might decide to come and stomp on us themselves, just like the man said."


        "No, there's not really much chance of that," Kruger said. "Here's the way I've got it figured. Melek's trying to hold the Empire together while they figure out who should be the next Emperor. If he protested our fighting with Ragark, it might goad the confees into keeping us from fighting. But Melek and Ragark hate each others' guts. I'd say Melek would rather we stopped Ragark for him here so he didn't have to face off with him later for control of the Imperial heartland. No, the confees will let Ragark have us . . . and as far as everybody's concerned, the odds are all in his favor right now. Check?"


        "Check," Richards said. "That's the way it would probably play out . . . unless we come up with something big. What about it, Max? Have we come up with something big?"


        "The biggest . . . I hope. We've got a damned good lead, Vance. All that we have to do is see if it's feasible."


        Tolwyn stirred beside Bondarevsky. "Would someone mind putting the visiting team in the picture here?" he demanded. "Or are you two going to talk in riddles all day?"


        Richards grinned. "Sorry, Geoff. We've hardly dared say anything straight out about this even in private. Have either of you heard of the Karga?"


        "It was one of the ships that raided Landreich late last year, wasn't it?" Bondarevsky responded, remembering his talk with Harper. "A Kilrathi supercarrier. I understood it was driven off by the FRLN, and presumed destroyed in battle with a pair of pursuing Confederation cruisers." He couldn't help but put a slight emphasis on the word Confederation, just to remind Kruger that he owed Terra something despite all his present problems with the Confederation government.


        "Still a man for doing homework, I see," Kruger said. "That's right, Mr. Bondarevsky. Karga was probably the best ship in the Cat fleet operating along this front . . . certainly the biggest and the most modern. Not one of those monsters Thrakhath deployed against Earth, but almost as big and probably as mean. The admiral assigned as battle group commander was a cousin of Thrakhath's.


        But they threw her at us with precious little support and a battle plan a kid could have predicted. Nobody was entirely sure what happened to the carrier and her last surviving escort. We were afraid for a while that she'd managed to destroy the two confee pursuit ships and escape back to Baka Kar, but Vance's intelligence net couldn't discover anything about her, and one of our informers claimed to have picked up a fragment of a message that said she was getting ready to self-destruct." "She must've been hurting pretty bad," Tolwyn said. "Not even the most fanatic Kilrathi captain orders a self-destruct unless he's well and truly in the bag."


        "Right," Richards said. "Well, the way we figured it, that was the last we'd seen of the Karga, and good riddance. The battle fleet the Cats have mustered out there has carriers and escort carriers enough to knock us out of action by themselves. If they had a supercarrier on top of everything else I'd just go ahead and start learning to speak Cat, because we wouldn't have a snowball's chance on Hellhole to fight Karga and all those other ships together."


        "That's what we thought," Kruger said, "until last month."


        "We got the news from a frontier scout looking for salvage out on the border," Richards said. "We've been scrounging for anything we can find, and paying top dollar. This gal—her name's Springweather or some such—was checking out the Vaku system when she registered one goddamned big source of magnetic readings . . . and an automated beacon."


        "Karga?" Tolwyn asked.


        "We're pretty sure of it," Kruger responded. "The beacon was on a Kilrathi distress channel, but the coding was garbled by radiation. It was coming from orbit over a brown dwarf, so you can figure the kind of havoc that was screwing up the comm channels. The scout didn't get close enough to eyeball it in case the Cats were active, but she got all the readings she could through that junk and brought 'em straight back here. And our people have been going over them in detail ever since."


        "You've had a report?" Richards asked.


        Kruger nodded. "Mass about right for the Karga. Power signature low, but some of the harmonics match readings we got in the fights we had with her before she disappeared. Orbit is highly elliptical, and likely to decay before too long. No life signs, but we can't be sure if that's accurate with all the rads. And you have to figure that if the ship's intact at least some of her crew could have survived. Somebody had to light off that distress call."


        "Unless her screens went down after a power failure," Bondarevsky mused. "Radiation would've killed everybody aboard in a few days or weeks if the screens were down—hell, they'd've run up lethal dosages in a few minutes, but it wouldn't have been a fast death."


        "That's what we've been thinking, too," Richards said. "Think about it! That supercarrier's just floating out there in space. If she can be put back into commission . . ."


        "A damned tall order, Vance," Tolwyn said. "You don't know how badly damaged she is . . . and working with alien engineering's bound to give us no end of problems."


        "But if it was possible," Bondarevsky said softly, "we could sure as hell use a supercarrier when the bad guys come calling."


        "If we can put her back in service . . . and before Ragark rolls over us or the Confederation changes policies again and decides we're a threat to the peace," Richards said. "Geoff's right, it is a tall order. But it's something we have to try. And you gentlemen are going to be involved . . . under the leadership of your humble servant, of course."


        "What do you have in mind?" Tolwyn asked.


        'We've been getting pretty good at salvage ops, Geoff. Have a whole team that can work miracles. We're going to take a battle group out to the Vaku system and take a look at that wreck. If there are any Cats still out there, we'll take them down. Then we'll put the salvage team aboard and see what we can do. Assuming we can reactivate her, I'll command Karga's battle group as senior admiral. You'll be skippering her, Geoff. It's a step down from leading a fleet, but we need talented ship-captains a hell of a lot more than we need senior flag officers. Interested?"


        Tolwyn leaned forward and gave a nod, more animated than Bondarevsky had seen him in a long time. "Just point me to the bridge," he said. "If that thing'll fly, I'll take her anywhere you want to go!"


        Richards chuckled. "Easy does it, Geoff. If this doesn't pan out, you're likely to end up commanding some outpost . . . Hellhole, maybe. And we still don't know if we've really got any hope of making it work."


        "And me, Admiral?" Bondarevsky asked.


        "You'll have to take a cut in grade too, Jason," Richards told him. "But I think it's a job you'll be able to sink your teeth into. Wing Commander, with an acting rank of captain and all the pilots we can scrape together to fly off that oversized tub."


        "Odds are she won't be carrying much that'll fly, sir," he pointed out. "If she went down fighting, her squadrons would have been deployed."


        "We'll shuttle in fighters if we have to," Kruger said. "We're sending you out in our one large carrier, the Independence. Once you've decided what you need, the carrier will bring in additional birds to fill out your complement just as fast as we can get them mobilized."


        Bondarevsky nodded slowly, his mind already racing ahead to grapple with the problems he knew would face them on the salvage mission. But while he was by no means confident of success on the venture, given everything that might go wrong, he realized that this was just the kind of challenge he'd been looking for. Win or lose, he'd put his best into it.


        "That's the plan in a nutshell, gentlemen," Richards concluded. "Karga's just waiting for us out there. She's named for a Cat folk hero. His story reads something like David and Goliath, except Goliath's the good guy and David gets beat to a bloody pulp. But in honor of it, we've designated this as Project Goliath. May it be successful!"


        "Hear, hear," Kruger said, clinking his beer can against the admiral's. "The battle group's almost assembled, so you'll be leaving in a day or two. Start thinking of anything you think we'll need . . . or anyone, for that matter. Goliath has top priority. And God help us all if you fail out there."
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    "Brave comrades are the Warrior's most cherished gift."
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        "We're ready to begin final approach now, sir. Would you like to be tryin' your hand at the trap?"


        Bondarevsky turned to look at Aengus Harper across the narrow confines of the shuttle cockpit. "It's been a while since I flew a shuttle, Lieutenant," he said. "And onto an unfamiliar carrier deck . . ." Despite his words he was sorely tempted. Taking the stick on a spacecraft, even a slow-moving, antiquated shuttle, would be a taste of everything Bondarevsky had lost in the last few months and years. But he was out of practice, and it wouldn't do at all for the newly appointed Wing Commander of the Goliath Project to crack up the first time he tried to make a landing . . . and on someone else's ship at that!

      


      
        "Maybe not so unfamiliar at that, sir," Harper told him. "If you'll be lookin' at your monitor . . ." Bondarevsky glanced down at the display in the center of his console. The shuttle was taking them up to the Independence, the pride of the Landreich fleet. Admirals Richards and Tolwyn, together with a small Cadre of staffers, were riding in back, but Harper had extended the invitation to Bondarevsky to join him in the cockpit for the flight. It was the young lieutenant's way of thanking him for wangling him a spot on his personal staff, with the promise of an assignment to the Goliath Project Flight Wing if and when such an organization materialized. With the priority status President Kruger had granted the operation, it had been easy to arrange Harper's transfer from Themistocles.


        For an instant he didn't see anything special on his monitor, but then Bondarevsky did a double-take. He knew the ship that was framed in that screen, knew every line and curve the way a man might know his lover. Even the regular pulse of the ID beacon was familiar. Every one had its own special character, and Jason Bondarevsky had learned this one by heart in years gone by.


        "Tarawa," he said softly. It wasn't just an escort carrier of the same class . . . it was Tarawa herself.


        "Aye, sir, that it is," Harper said with a grin. "We picked the old girl up for a song when the confees started scrapping the fleet. She wasn't in very good shape, I'm afraid . . . but Old Max turned his salvage crew loose on her, and now she's ready for action."


        Bondarevsky didn't respond. He was studying the magnified image on his monitor, thinking about all this old ship had come to mean to him.


        He'd served as Wing Commander on her maiden voyage, and back then he'd been critical of the old girl. Terra's desperate need for carriers at a crucial stage of the war had prompted some unknown naval procurement officer to make the decision to take nine transports under construction and convert them in midstream into escort carriers, and the compromise design had been less than efficient in a lot of ways. But he'd come to love the makeshift carrier. On that first tour he'd loved and lost Svetlana . . . carried out the deep-penetration raid on Kilrah . . . seen the captain and bridge crew killed when a Kilrathi missile took out her bridge, leaving Bondarevsky to take command and lead the battered carrier out of enemy territory.


        Tarawa had still been his for the Landreich expedition and at the Battle of Earth, too. It had been hard to give her up afterwards, when he took command of DesRon-67 and hoisted his broad pendant aboard the Coventry, harder still when he'd learned Tarawa had been crippled in a clash with the Kilrathi just a few weeks later. Bondarevsky had assumed she'd been scrapped . . . but here she was, after all these years, with a new name and new colors, but the same old Tarawa despite it all.


        "She's a tricky approach," he said, trying to keep the excitement out of his voice. "The entrance to the flight deck is narrow . . ."


        "The shuttle is yours, sir," Harper said, a twinkle in his eye. "Seeing as you're the old hand at this, and all." He released the joystick, and Bondarevsky tightened his grip around his own stick automatically.


        "The shuttle is mine," he acknowledged. A thrill surged through him. It had been a long time since he'd had his own craft to handle and the flight deck of the old Tarawa inviting him to come home.


        "Independence Alpha to Independence Landing Control." Bondarevsky spoke crisply into his flight suit radio mike, and the years fell away. "Ready for final approach now. Vectors are matched and I have you on my nayscreen."


        "Roger, Alpha," the voice of the landing signals officer crackled in his ears. "You are go for final approach. Change vector and start your run when you're ready. Watch for traffic. Two Rapiers, outbound, one supply shuttle in holding orbit. Confirm please."


        Bondarevsky checked his radar scope. "Roger that, Independence. I have all three on my scope. Commencing final approach maneuver . . . now."


        Bondarevsky nudged the throttle and kicked in the steering jets to settle the shuttle into the groove that would bring her over the approach deck at the escort carrier's bow. He allowed himself a momentary frown as he was forced to overcorrect; a shuttle was a lot less responsive than a fighter, and he was out of practice in making a trap on a carrier deck with any bird at all.


        The carrier was visible through the viewscreen now without computer enhancement, swelling as the shuttle swept towards her on a precisely calculated course. Bondarevsky could pick out her forward armament bristling around the approach deck, a quad-barreled neutron gun flanked by mass drivers and anti-torpedo batteries. But he didn't linger on the sight. There was too much to do to bring a small craft in on the deck of a carrier in space, and it took all of a pilot's attention to do it.


        In the old days of atmospheric flight, aircraft carrier landings had been considered the most difficult operations a pilot could attempt, but now that carriers were used in deep space those old atmospheric fliers were commonly held to have had it easy. Despite advances in computers and electronics, it still took the inborn skill of a talented pilot to get exactly the right feel for handling a bird. And a zero-g approach under power was a hell of a lot harder to manage than an old-style aircraft carrier trap, with tiny differences in inertia or thrust adding up to giant-sized headaches for the pilot and the flight control crew alike.


        "One degree starboard," the LSO told him calmly. "Reduce your angle of attack . . . good. Very nice, Alpha. Reverse thrusters . . . steady . . . Call the ball."


        Bondarevsky studied the looming approach deck until he made out the shape of the Ehrenberger Optical Approach Signal above the entry port. It helped a pilot establish his final vector by giving him a set of lights to line up on. With a practiced eye he gauged his course. "Alpha, shuttle, ball, forty-three point seven percent," he said, identifying his craft's designation and type, the fact that he had the optical signal in sight, and the shuttle's power reserves, all by the book.


        "Roger ball," came the imperturbable reply.


        The shuttle was moving very slowly now as it closed toward the carrier. This was the trickiest part of a carrier landing. If the pilot didn't have a perfect line on the port, he'd plow straight into a bulkhead and destroy his bird . . . and a fair chunk of the carrier, too. Too much thrust was bad even if the alignment was perfect, because once through the opening you ran out of maneuvering room quickly inside. But too little speed had its own difficulties.


        That, as Bondarevsky had often remarked to non-pilots in countless late-night drinking sessions, was why the flyboys got the big bucks and most of the glory.


        He steered through the narrow opening of the carrier's entry port, remembering how he'd once regularly cursed the naval architect who had designed it. Passing through the energy airlock, the shuttle was abruptly in atmosphere, but Bondarevsky had anticipated the change in the boat's handling characteristics and caught her deftly. The transition through the barrier had killed most of his remaining forward momentum, and Bondarevsky eased her forward to make a smooth touchdown right in the center of the landing deck.


        "Shuttle Alpha, on the deck," he announced. "Powering down main engines."


        "Nice job, Alpha," the LSO said. "You're getting a `Pass' on this one."


        Beside him, Harper chuckled. Squadron pilots aboard a carrier were graded on each approach they made by the LSO, and the results posted in the ready rooms. It was a form of competition designed to keep everybody sharp. "Passed" was the highest rating given out. Plainly the LSO didn't know that he had just graded a visiting Wing Commander.


        "Thanks, Control," Bondarevsky responded. He saw the same humor in the situation that Harper did, but he couldn't help but feel a little smug at making the grade. After all, it really had been a lot of time since he'd handled a shuttle docking . . . and a long time since he'd negotiated the tricky approach down to Tarawa's deck. "Independence Alpha securing from flight stations. VIP party preparing to disembark."


        He shut down the cockpit controls and glanced over at Harper. "Well, Lieutenant? I hope my performance was satisfactory . . . for an old man."


        "Aye, sir, more than satisfactory," Harper said with a grin. "I'll fly alongside you any day, and that's a fact."


        They unstrapped and left through the rear hatch that led into the passenger compartment, where the two admirals were just standing up while they continued a technical conversation about the design philosophy of Kilrathi warships. Other officers, staff members and a few techies—Sparks among them—held back, waiting for Richards and Tolwyn to exit the shuttle. The age-old rule of the high seas still held: senior officers were last to board a small craft, and first out.


        Harper cracked the hatch. "They're ready for you, sirs," he said.


        Richards led the way through the shuttle's hatch, followed closely by Tolwyn and Bondarevsky. The flight deck looked just the same as it had the last time Bondarevsky had been aboard, with bustling technicians hard at work on a number of planes close by, and a fresh team swarming toward the new arrival with an assortment of hardware to get the shuttle moved out of the way and into the maintenance cycle as quickly as possible.


        They paused at the top of the door ramp. Right in front of them the organized chaos of flight operations swirled around a side party of Landreich marines in full dress uniforms. A bosun's whistle shrilled in greeting, and Richards started down the ramp.


        The officer who advanced to meet him was dressed in a uniform several grades fancier than any Bondarevsky had seen in Landreich's navy, better than the one Richards had worn for his meetings with Confed VIPs at Tycho. There were gleaming captain's bars on his collar and plenty of gold braid just about everywhere else, and a patch on each shoulder carried the name Independence.


        "Welcome aboard, gentlemen," he said. His accent tended toward the faint drawl of the Landreich aristocracy, and he seemed rather young for the responsibility of commanding a carrier. On the other hand, Bondarevsky himself had still been in his twenties when he took over command of Tarawa. It was just strange seeing another young officer taking the job. "My name's Galbraith. Captain John Calhoun Galbraith, at your service. Welcome aboard the Independence."


        The name rang a bell. He'd heard of Galbraith when he'd served in the Landreich before. The man's father was one of the wealthiest industrialists on Landreich, a robber baron who owned just about everything that was worth owning. His influence had ensured a smooth rise through the navy for his son, who'd commanded a destroyer when Bondarevsky had last heard of him. Galbraith was said to be competent enough as an administrator, and he'd never marred his combat record with a lost fight, but he was generally regarded as too soft and lazy to make a good combat skipper.


        And now he was in command of the old Tarawa. What a comedown for a grand old lady . . . handed over to the man because Kruger needed the Galbraith family's continued goodwill to keep the Landreich on its feet.


        "My senior officers," Galbraith went on with a casual wave at the cluster of faces behind him. "My XO, Commander Roth. My Chief Engineer, Commander Watanabe." He paused, looking at Admiral Tolwyn. "And you, at least, Admiral, should know my Wing Commander."


        Bondarevsky suppressed a surprised exclamation as the last-indicated figure stepped forward.


        "Kevin, my boy, it's good to see you," Admiral Tolwyn greeted his nephew in a tone that was pleased, but by no means surprised. So he had expected to meet Kevin Tolwyn out here in the Landreich. He might, Bondarevsky reflected ruefully, have mentioned something about it.


        "Likewise, sir," the younger man replied. He looked much as Bondarevsky remembered him, short and stocky like his uncle, but with a baby face that belied his years of service as an officer in the Confederation Navy. He'd been one of the heroes of the Battle of Earth, but after he'd been declared Missing in Action in the final clash with Thrakhath's fleet and only recovered by the sheerest of chances the admiral had persuaded him to give up his flight status and become part of his Behemoth project staff.


        Now he was here in the Landreich, wearing the insignia of a full commander and serving as the head of the flight wing assigned to the Independence, FW-105, the Liberators. Yet another old friend, Bondarevsky reflected, mustered for this new clash with the Kilrathi out here on mankind's most distant frontier.


        Kevin Tolwyn caught Bondarevsky's eye and gave his familiar grin. "Glad to see you, too, Bear," he said. "And on the old Tarawa, too. Old home week, no less."


        "Yeah, I'll say. I brought Sparks along, too."


        "Hey, really? Doomsday's one of my squadron commanders. And there's a couple of others from the old days on board."


        Bondarevsky didn't let his reaction show on his face. It seemed Richards and Tolwyn had been doing quite a bit of recruiting over the past few months. The situation was starting to remind him of that first Landreich campaign. Just what were they letting themselves in for this time around?


        He didn't have a chance to reply, though. Galbraith, looking impatient, spoke up before Kevin Tolwyn had even finished speaking. 'We're almost ready to break orbit," he said. "And the Presidential shuttle is due any minute, so that he can see us off properly. I hope you gentlemen won't mind if we cut the greetings back a little so that we can get the flight deck ready for the President's arrival. We have a great deal to finish."


        "Of course, Captain," Richards responded casually. "If you'll just detail someone to show us to our quarters, we'll get out of the way until it's time to listen to Old Max and his words of wisdom."


        "With your permission, Captain, I'd be glad to see our guests to their quarters," Kevin offered.


        Galbraith frowned. "Job's a bit below your station, isn't it, Commander?" He assayed a brief smile. "Well, I suppose it won't hurt morale any." The captain waved a negligent hand. "You gentlemen let me know if I can be of any assistance."


        Before any of them could reply, he had turned away to address his Exec, leaving the three new arrivals to Kevin Tolwyn.


        "One of my men will see to the rest of the passengers," Kevin said. "I'll show you to the quarters we've set aside for you. I'm afraid they're not exactly up to standard flag rank issue."


        "Give me a bunk and a computer terminal and I'll be happy as a Cat in a sandbox," Richards said. The elder Tolwyn grunted agreement.


        The quarters were part of a refurbished section of the carrier. In Bondarevsky's day they had housed storerooms for munitions spares, but those stores were evidently in a new section two decks below the flight deck, allowing this expansion of available berths. "Old Max ordered the changes himself," the younger Tolwyn explained as he showed the first cabin to his uncle and the others. 'Word is he expected to use the boat as his own personal flagship, and wanted the bunk space for his staff. But that all fell through, leaving us with extra VIP quarters no one expected to use until we got this new assignment."


        Once the two admirals had been shown their berths, Kevin led Bondarevsky to another cabin close by. "All yours, Bear," he said with a smile, entering the keycode to open the door. "I know it's not the captain's suite, where you belong, but hopefully it'll do for the time being."


        "It's fine, Kevin," Bondarevsky said. He tossed his bag on the bunk and did a double-take as something moved against the space-black blanket. 'Well, hello, who's this?"


        Tolwyn reached down and picked up a bundle of black fur. "The official Independence reception committee. Jason, meet Thrakhath. He's one of our ship's cats."


        The black cat opened a pair of startling green eyes and studied Bondarevsky suspiciously. After a moment the cat started to purr loudly, obviously glad of the attention Tolwyn was giving his neck and ears.


        Bondarevsky chuckled. "Thrakhath, huh? Does he know he's royalty?"


        "Absolutely," Tolwyn replied, returning the cat to the bed. "He finds his way into just about every corner of the ship, usually through the ventilation system . . .


        though some of us think he can walk through walls when he wants to. But he's staked out this deck as his personal territory. If you don't want him slipping in here and bothering you, we'll install a screen he can't get through."


        "Nonsense," Bondarevsky replied. "I can use the company." He paused, then looked Tolwyn in the eye. "It was a bit of a surprise finding you out here, you know. Your uncle didn't mention anything about it."


        "He didn't?" Kevin frowned, then shrugged. 'Well, you know how he's been lately. Won't let his right hand know what the left one's doing for fear it'll break under interrogation. Fact is, I've been here since just after the end of the war—stayed just long enough to see the court-martial verdict, then shipped out to sign on with Old Max and his gang of cutthroats."


        "At the admiral's suggestion?"


        "Yeah." Tolwyn frowned again. "I don't know what it is that's had him so worried, but he seemed to think it was a good idea for me to get out of Earthspace for a while. And Wing Commander on a Landreich carrier sure as hell beats being a major on the staff back home."


        "How much do you know about the mission?"


        "We're supposed to salvage a Kilrathi derelict that could be protected by hostiles," Tolwyn responded.


        "Should be an easy enough job." He paused, his innocent, open features reddening. "Look, Bear, you rank me six ways from Sunday even in the Landreich's Navy. I could step down as Wing Commander if you wanted to do something more than twiddle your thumbs on the flight out . . ."


        "Forget it, Lone Wolf. You've earned the spot."


        "It's just a damned shame they couldn't give you Tarawa. Independence. Whatever. Or at least her fighter wing. It's just . . . wrong for you to be a passenger aboard the old girl."


        "Don't you worry about it," Bondarevsky told him. "Just seeing her again is enough for me. And if we end up trying to put that Kilrathi monstrosity back in business, I'll be glad enough of the vacation time." He hesitated. "But . . . look, Kevin, thanks for making the offer. It means a lot."


        "I owe you big-time, Bear," Tolwyn told him. "When I signed on with you before the Kilrah raid I was a spoiled brat who didn't have any idea what to do with his life. You made me into a proper officer, and a pilot, and a man I don't mind seeing in the mirror every morning when I shave, and I won't forget that."


        "Presidential Shuttle on final approach." The blare of the public address system kept Bondarevsky from having to respond to the younger officer's words. "Welcoming party, lay down to the flight deck."


        "I suppose that includes VIPs," Bondarevsky commented.


        "Well, it certainly includes Wing Commanders," Kevin said. "Question is, will our beloved Captain Gall-Bladder claim you and our two admirals as 'his' VIPs? He's very acquisitive, is our CO. A veritable interstellar pack-rat."


        "You don't sound too happy with him," Bondarevsky commented as they started down the corridor together.


        "Still a marvel of deduction, eh, Bear?" Tolwyn cracked a smile. "Let's just say that I'd like it if the skipper of this boat measured up to the standards of an earlier captain I might name. And I'm damned tired of being `his' Wing Commander. In theory we're supposed to be equals under the Battle Group CO, but he makes me feel like I'm one of his daddy's lackeys."


        "Since he's here and not in the Flag Officer's suite, I take it Admiral Richards isn't commanding the Battle Group."


        "No. Old Max decided to make the derelict the hub for a separate squadron if and when she goes operational, and Admiral Richards'll be in charge of that. Admiral Campanelli's in charge of the Independence battle group, but he doesn't show himself much. The man's the senior flag officer on the fleet list, over seventy but still refusing retirement. And because he's the biggest war hero next to Old Max that the Landreich's got, nobody even thinks about easing him aside to let a younger man take over. He's a pretty good man even yet, but he's been sick off and on ever since I signed aboard, and lets Galbraith do most of the work running the battle group." Tolwyn grinned. "Might almost be better if Old Max did take to space again."


        "Don't bet on it," Bondarevsky told him. "Your admiral might be old and sick, but Kruger's just plain crazy. I still remember the stunt he pulled to get us into the Battle of Earth on time. Hit the last jump point at full speed. Half the fleet overshot the target jump point, and a couple of ships ended up with their bows twenty light-years from their sterns."


        "It got you to Earth on time," Tolwyn pointed out.


        "Yeah . . . but the man's still crazy. Doesn't care about the odds, or the possibilities. Just charges in with guns blazing, and be damned to anybody who gets in his way."


        "Sounds to me like you approve of him, underneath it all," Tolwyn told him as they reached the lift that would take them up to the flight deck.


        Emerging back onto the open area, they joined the two admirals at the fringe of the captain's welcoming party and watched the Presidential shuttle slipping gently through the force field to settle on the deck close by. Bondarevsky noted that the shuttle bore the name San Jacinto, after Kruger's old ship that he'd used to launch his mutiny and his subsequent career. He wondered what Richards thought of it. Vance Richards had been the young commander of Kruger's squadron when Old Max had committed his act of defiance. He sometimes claimed it was Kruger's act that had blotted his service record and earned him a transfer to Intelligence.


        The shuttle door opened, and once again the bosun's whistle greeted the arrival of the VIP visitor. This time it was accompanied by a recorded band playing something stately and elegant, presumably some Baroque fanfare that was part of the normal greeting for Landreich's President.


        Knowing how Kruger felt about ceremony of all kinds, Bondarevsky couldn't help but wonder what the Presidential reaction would be. Galbraith certainly knew that Old Max wasn't the kind to waste a lot of time on all the formal aspects of his office. Did he put on this display because he was helplessly wedded to the rigmarole? Or was he trying to remind Kruger that there were elements in the Landreich who regarded the presidency as something more than just a job?


        Kruger stepped out of the shuttle hatch, looking around with a pugnacious but somehow wistful gleam in his eye. Young Tolwyn's comments about his intention of using the escort carrier as his own personal flagship struck a chord with other pieces of scuttlebutt Bondarevsky had heard over the last few days. Old Max wanted to lead this mission himself in the worst possible way, and he was bitter at having been thwarted in his plans.


        Back in the crisis preceding the Battle of Earth Kruger had taken direct command of the Landreich fleet from the bridge of the destroyer Blitzkrieg. He'd also maintained a command post on Hellhole before the Kilrathi had bombed the settlement there. His flamboyant leadership style was best suited to leading from the front—preferably the forward element of the most advanced scout units of the fleet vanguard—and Kruger had played his role to the hilt.


        But since that time, from what Bondarevsky had heard, Old Max was finding it harder to carry out his duties from the deck of a fighting ship. The worlds of the Landreich were a cantankerous bunch, peopled by stubborn, independent-minded folk who took a lot of governing. Having an absentee president tended to unsettle things in the capitol. That hadn't made much difference back when Kilrathi forces were running roughshod through Landreich space, but now that things were more settled Kruger's political advisors had turned up the pressure to keep him chained to his desk at the palace.


        And this mission, as important as it was likely to be, was also sure to be a long and largely boring one. Surveying and salvaging a derelict ship was not the kind of life-or-death mission Kruger could point to as needing his personal touch, not when there were political problems to deal with at home.


        Even so, it had taken Richards reminding Kruger that he was the only one who could keep Clark Williams and the rest of the Confederation embassy under control while the crisis continued to unfold to convince Old Max of the need to stay at his post like a good soldier instead of running around in deep space where he longed to be. So that wistful look was genuine. Bondarevsky felt sorry for the man, whatever his personal eccentricities.


        Kruger was very much a man of action, finding it hard to come to grips with the idea that not all leadership involved the direct approach he favored. But facts were facts. As Bondarevsky had commented to Richards after one of Kruger's angry tirades on the subject, "He says the president of a frontier republic doesn't have to worry about protocol or formalities or little things like running the country. But if that's the case you'd be reading history books about Thomas Jefferson taking personal command of the Intrepid the day Decatur went into Tripoli harbor to burn the Philadelphia. The man still has the mind of a destroyer skipper trapped in the body of a head of state."


        Kruger was still at the top of the ramp. He touched something at the side of his neck, the control, Bondarevsky realized, for a headset microphone and amplifier system. The President's words boomed out in the hollow space of the flight deck.


        "Citizen-spacers of the Free Republic Navy! I've come up from planetside to see you off in person because Independence and the squadron traveling with her have a task of potentially vital importance to carry out. On you, the brave men and women of the Landreich armed forces, on you, I say, rests the future of our small league of planets out here on the frontier. For years we've been under the threat of attack by the Cats, but our situation today, when a peace treaty supposedly protects mankind, is even more grim than it was in the bad old days before Secession. You may think that a salvage mission cannot be as important as a combat operation, but if you recover the vessel you are setting out to salvage and put it back into operation, it could very well turn the tide in our favor now and for years to come."


        Kruger paused, then went on in a lower tone. "I know a lot of you think I exaggerate a mite from time to time, but this time out I'm telling it to you straight. The actions you take during this mission could determine the very future of the Landreich, maybe of all human worlds. And I know of no better body of people to entrust that responsibility to than the spacers and marines of the Free Republic Navy.


        "Good luck to you all, and Godspeed."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Terran Confederation Embassy Compound, Newburg


        Landreich, Landreich System


        1934 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "I wish to God I knew what that maniac Kruger was up to," Clark Williams said, taking a sip from his coffee cup and pausing for a moment to savor the Jamaica Blue Mountain blend he imported every month from far-off Terra. "You can bet it's something big, I'll tell you that much. With Geoff Tolwyn involved . . ."


        "That isn't really such a surprise, now, is it, Commissioner?" Lorenzo Mancini leaned forward in his seat, looking intense. "After all, he's had contacts out here since he and Richards pulled that stunt back before the Battle of Earth, and it wasn't as if he had much of a future back home. Not after that Behemoth fiasco."


        "No, this is something more than just Max Kruger lending a helping hand to some poor slob he thinks deserves a break," Williams said. He put the cup down with exaggerated care, every movement precise. "Kruger doesn't figure he owes anything to anybody. Just the opposite. He'd still like to have the Confederation government jump through hoops to thank him for 'rescuing' us at Terra."


        His chair creaked a little as Williams leaned back, and he frowned. Commissioner Clark Williams was a man who loved order, efficiency, and smooth sailing. His office, the best in the Terran Embassy Compound, was furnished with the finest things he'd been able to bring in from Earth, and everything was neat and orderly. Nothing like Kruger's den in the Presidential Palace, he thought.


        Mancini shrugged. "The man has a point, Commissioner," he said. "The Cats had broken through our last defensive line when Bondarevsky and the rest of Kruger's people showed up and forced them to break off."


        "He's a criminal, an outlaw, and the most dangerous man in the sector."


        "Precisely why the Landreich makes such a perfect staging ground for our little project," Mancini countered. He was a small man, easily overlooked, but he held the rank of Colonel in the Confederation Security Bureau, Terra's elite espionage and intelligence service."


        He had other connections, too, that rendered him even more powerful, and Williams was inclined to avoid arguing with him.


        "I suppose you're right," he admitted. "But with Tolwyn and Bondarevsky involved with Kruger again, I'm afraid our operation could run into trouble. Don't count Tolwyn out just because of what went on last year. The man's a tactical genius, and he very definitely does not agree with our position. The combination could spell trouble."


        "You're certain Kruger has something special in mind?" Mancini was frowning. He was new to the Landreich station, and hadn't had much of a chance to get his information network working yet. Williams had heard that he was almost obsessive about not relying on any sources he didn't know personally.


        "He flew up to the new escort carrier this afternoon to see the crew off in person," Williams told him. "Richards, Tolwyn, and Bondarevsky are all on board as VIP passengers. Rumor has it that the battle group normally assigned to the carrier has been augmented by a number of additional ships and several thousand personnel . . . a sizable commitment, you'll agree, for a struggling little republic like the Landreich. I say it's some mission Kruger has taken a personal interest in, and if that's the case, it could be something big."


        "But you don't know what." That was a statement, flat and brusque, not a question.


        "Our best guess is that Kruger wants to stir up trouble inside of Hralgkrak Province," Williams said. "On Nahaddar, for instance. The Nahad have been growing restive the last few years, and Kruger could see possibilities in stirring up a rebellion there. Richards with his intelligence background, Bondarevsky to organize an aerospace defense, Tolwyn as the resident strategic brain . . . if it's true what I've heard, that they're taking a troop transport and a factory ship with them, it would all add up. Start a rebellion on Ragark's flank, train, equip, and support local fighting forces, and throw Landreich forces in at a crucial moment in a typical Max Kruger banzai charge, and you've got the ingredients for a disaster out here. The last thing Terra needs is to see Kruger become an interstellar hero all over again. That's not what the plan envisioned."


        "Then we need to take corrective steps," Mancini said calmly. "But first we need to find out if your guess is anywhere close to the truth. Don't we have any sources who could give us an inside look at what Kruger's up to?"


        "Nothing inside his administration," Williams responded. "You know how loyal the rank and file are to their beloved hero. He's losing ground with the politicians on the Council, but as far as I can tell that only makes him less likely to share his plans with them. Hmmm . ." He paused, trying to remember something he'd heard about the mission Kruger had dispatched. "One thing. There's a civilian ship involved somehow with the battle group. A tramp frontier scout out of New Plains or some such place. The crew would have had a few days worth of shore leave, and you can bet they wouldn't obey any orders to keep their plans a secret. Somebody will have talked . . ."


        "Hard to trace," Mancini said. "You'll be sorting through idle gossip and useless rumors for months looking for anything significant."


        "Not necessarily," Williams replied. "These frontier scouts operate on the fringe of the law at the best of times. Most of them have connections with our good friend Mr. Banfeld and his Guild. I think if there's anything worth knowing, Banfeld's already found it out. All we have to do is make sure we offer the proper . . . inducements to win his cooperation."


        "Then I suggest you get started, Commissioner," Mancini said. "If we're going to stop Tolwyn and his friends from complicating things out here, we have to discover what he's up to, and where, so that we can take steps to correct the matter quickly."


        Williams smiled coldly. "I'll get on it. But I still think you should consider my other suggestion."


        "Assassinating Kruger?" Mancini shook his head. "Too risky. The Cats don't operate that way, so you can't throw suspicion on them. And you risk setting him up as a martyr, both here and back home. Do that and you'll set us back even more than a Landreich victory against Ragark would. No, we keep our hands off Kruger for the time being. We harass him diplomatically, and stir up as much political trouble as we can, and take action to keep his underlings from putting one over on Ragark. But we leave Max Kruger alone. Let the Cats deal with him, when they bomb that pretty little palace of his into debris."
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    "There is no dishonor in caution, so long as the careful Warrior avoids the pitfalls of cowardice."
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        When Jason Bondarevsky had commanded the Tarawa many of the most important decisions controlling the ship and its missions had been made in the Operations Planning Center, a large chamber abaft the CIC complex, buried deep in the heart of the ship's superstructure. Where the Combat Information Center was all computer consoles and monitor screens, crewed by technical experts who monitored the flow of information from inside and outside the carrier constantly, the OPC was an island of calm. A large triangular conference table ringed with chairs filled most of the room, but aside from small computer keypads in front of each seat there were no banks of instruments, no readouts or tactical monitors or viewscreens. The bulkheads were decorated with artwork: a holographic portrait of the Independence in orbit over a blue-green planet; an old-fashioned painting of the San Jacinto fighting a Kilrathi ship at the Battle of Landreich; a holo-still of Max Kruger looking stern and wise, as if surveying the chamber with pride and benevolent interest in the proceedings. The flag of the Landreich dominated one entire wall, a white cross of Saint Andrew on a black starfield impaled by an upright sword, with the motto "Freedom Through Strength" below.


        The three-D holo-projector in the center of the conference table showed the image of the Landreich squadron clustered near the jump point to Vaku, eight ships about to leap through hyperspace into the unknown. The assembled leadership of the expedition gathered around the table seemed strangely unaware of the importance of the moment, but Bondarevsky found it hard to think of anything else. In another day, Project Goliath would be fully under way, and there would be no pulling back once they were committed.


        Bondarevsky had been in more than his fair share of pivotal battles, usually against overwhelming odds, but today he couldn't help but feel that this salvage mission was going to be no less important than all those combat actions. It was as much a gambler's throw as any engagement in space . . . and Bondarevsky felt oppressed knowing that there wasn't a great deal he personally could do to contribute to the outcome of the mission until others had made the preliminary judgments as to whether the operation was even feasible.


        Admiral Vincent Camparelli, ramrod straight in his chair despite his age and the hacking cough that frequently interrupted his speech, raised a blue-veined hand and called for attention.


        "I want to make sure everyone knows what's expected of them when we go through," he said, glancing over at Admiral Richards. "The overall conduct of the salvage mission may come under the authority of the Project Goliath staff, but until they actually go aboard the derelict—if it is a derelict—to conduct their initial survey, the operation is a matter for Battle Group Independence. Coordination of our efforts will be extremely important throughout, as I hope you'll all understand and agree." His dry, reedy voice might have belonged to an aging professor lecturing on military tactics at the Confederation Space Academy, for all the emotion the old man betrayed. But despite his frail appearance he seemed to have all the facts at his fingertips, and Bondarevsky thought he could still make out the firm and decisive mind that had led a Landreich fleet to victory over the Kilrathi nearly thirty years ago, back in the first days of the Secession crisis.


        Glancing around the table, Bondarevsky found himself wondering about the others assembled there. In previous campaigns he'd known the men serving with him. They'd been squadron-mates or members of the same flight wing who lived and worked and played cheek-by-jowl every day; later they'd been fellow ship-captains from the same battle group, men and women of proven competence whose actions and thoughts became thoroughly known over weeks or months of duty on a distant combat station. But this group was largely composed of unknowns, at least as far as Bondarevsky and the other Goliath officers were concerned. It made him edgy to know he'd be depending on total strangers not just for the success or failure of the operation, but possibly for his very survival.


        They tended to split into two groups, the Goliath team and the senior officers of the battle group. Though Admiral Camparelli presided, it was clear that it was Captain Galbraith most of them looked to for direction, and that young CO was wrapped in an air of almost palpable superiority. From hints the man had let fall in conversation already it was plain that he considered this mission a milk run, a minor chore far beneath the dignity of the flagship of the Landreich fleet. Perhaps he was also conscious of the fact that Tarawa—no, damn it, Independence, Bondarevsky reminded himself bitterly—stood to lose that flagship status if the salvage mission was successful, and with Tolwyn destined for her command seat he might be feeling a little disappointed that his father's political machinations had secured him the escort carrier when this new vessel was waiting in the wings.


        The other three skippers of the battle group's fighting ships sat between Galbraith and Camparelli. So far they were little more than names and faces to Bondarevsky. Forbes of the light cruiser Xenophon was a blonde giant with a faint accent that reminded Bondarevsky of one of his old comrades, Paladin. Miruts Bikina of the destroyer Durendal was his complete opposite, a wiry black soldier of fortune from the colonial world of Azania who had joined Kruger's navy only a few years back, but quickly established an impressive combat record that had earned him rapid advancement. His reputation for competency boded well, but Bondarevsky wondered if a mercenary could ever be trusted as much as someone actually defending his home and hearth.


        On the other hand, that was essentially what he and Tolwyn were, mercenaries for hire. Perhaps he'd have to adjust his way of thinking now that he wore the uniform of a captain of the FRLN.


        The third captain commanded the destroyer Caliburn, a stunning red-headed woman named Pamela Collins. Bondarevsky had noticed that most of the male officers of the battle group were so busy noticing her good looks that they didn't realize she had a string of single-ship kills on her service record that would have put most Confederation skippers to shame. He didn't have any worries as to how Caliburn would perform, at least.


        Two more around the table weren't ship captains, but they were an integral part of the power projection abilities of the battle group. Colonel Bhaktadil Rai was commander of the Independence's contingent of Republic Marines, a slight but sturdy man with light skin, fierce black eyebrows, and a prominent nose between dark Asiatic eyes. He was a descendent of the proud Gurkha warriors of old Terra, and took his heritage seriously. Even on duty he wore a turban instead of more usual military headgear—what he did when he had to wear full space armor was something Bondarevsky hoped to discover some day—and he carried a wicked-looking curved combat knife, a kukri, at his side. Beside him, Kevin Tolwyn looked uncomfortable wearing khakis instead of his flight suit, but like the marine he stayed quiet and let the others do most of the talking. The young commander had come a long way since Bondarevsky had first taken him under his wing right here aboard the old Tarawa.


        There were also four non-combatant ships in the squadron, assigned specifically to assist in the Goliath Project. The transport City of Cashel was commanded by a dour reservist named Steiger. She had been designed to carry a full division of troops between worlds, but today was carrying nearly six thousand men and women who would serve aboard the supercarrier, together with the two hundred specialists from Kruger's prized salvage team who were represented by Armando Diaz, who had a brevet rank of major in the Landreich's army for the duration of the crisis. Diaz was dark, thin, and radiated enough nervous energy to run a medium-sized combat ship for a year or two, but he plainly knew his business. Whether or not he could surmount the extra obstacles of putting a Kilrathi ship into service again remained to be seen.


        Diaz would be working closely with the captains of the tender Sindri and the huge factory ship Andrew Carnegie, a Mutt-and-Jeff pair whose names were Dickerson and Lake -- Bondarevsky still wasn't entirely sure which one was which. Their commands, though non-combatants, would have the pivota1 part in the Goliath Project, the tender serving as a deep-space repair platform for the supercarrier while the mammoth Andrew Carnegie, designed for semi-automated minerals extraction and fabrication work on unsettled frontier worlds, had been pressed into service to manufacture whatever the Kilrathi derelict might be lacking right on the spot.


        The last member of the assembly was an olive-skinned, attractive woman, Wenona Springweather, from the planet of New Plains poised on the boundary between the Landreich and the Confederation. Settled mostly by a mixture of Native American tribes, the planet had tried to stay out of the political rivalry between Kruger's government and Terra, and Captain Springweather was typical of the frontier scouts who operated out of the free port at New Plains. Her scout ship, Vision Quest, was the only civilian vessel in the fleet. She was along to help the Goliath team locate and investigate the hulk she'd stumbled across . . . and, to hear her talk, to make sure that she wasn't swindled out of her finder's fee by the sharpies working for Max Kruger.


        Springweather and the salvage specialists gravitated into orbit with Admiral Richards and Geoff Tolwyn, seemingly at odds with the voices of authority represented by the purely military members of the operation. As for Bondarevsky himself, he was torn in his loyalties. He sympathized thoroughly with the battle group officers who had to plan for God alone knew what contingencies out there in the Vaku system, but at the same time he considered the supercilious Galbraith and his immediate juniors a poor substitute for the combat veterans he'd served with in the war. The worst of it, he thought, was the fact that they reflected their maverick Commander-in-Chief, Max Kruger. Bondarevsky was used to the common bond between the officers in the Confederation, products of a uniform academy training system and a rigid code of conduct. Out here in the Landreich individual eccentricities seemed to be the norm rather than the exception, whether it was Galbraith's ultrafashionable uniforms, Bilina's unsavory mercenary past, or Bhaktadil's old-fashioned adherence to the ways of his Gurkha ancestors. It emphasized the almost amateur nature of war out here on the frontier, and Bondarevsky had never regarded warfare as a fit subject for amateurs.


        But these were the men and women he'd have to learn to work with, not just on the Goliath Project but afterwards as well, whether the mission succeeded or failed. The combat ships of the battle group, minus Independence, were slated to become the supercarrier's fighting force if the derelict could be re-commissioned.


        Bondarevsky hoped they'd all grow to understand one another well before the time came when they had to rely on each other in a combat situation.


        He forced himself to focus back on the conversation around the table. Camparelli had finished his opening comments and slumped back into his chair, letting Galbraith take over the operational briefing with the assistance of the carrier's XO, Mary Roth, and Camparelli's Flag Lieutenant, Commander O'Leary, who manipulated the controls of the holo-projector while Galbraith spoke.


        "The deployment for the first stage of the operation is relatively simple," the carrier's skipper said languidly. According to Miss Springweather's reports—"


        "That's Captain Springweather," the woman corrected loudly. "Just because I don't have one of Max Kruger's instant commissions doesn't mean I'm not captain of my own damned ship."


        That earned her a look from Bikina as well as Galbraith, but the only response came from the senior officer, who cleared his throat. "Yes, of course," he said with an ingratiating smile. "Captain Springweather's survey of the system spotted the jump point closest to the derelict, roughly thirty thousand klicks away. It hooks up with the jump point here in the Oecumene system. My intention is to deploy Xenophon and Durandel first, to get an initial tactical scan of the area in case there should be any hostile activity around Vaku." His tone made it clear that he didn't expect any such thing. He was going through the motions, Bondarevsky thought, hoping to impress the brass with his thoroughness even though he really didn't see the point of going in expecting trouble. That probably wouldn't matter at Vaku, unless the Cats were preparing some sort of elaborate trap for the Landreich. But it could spell trouble later on if Galbraith carried that same attitude into a real combat situation.


        Hopefully Bondarevsky would be far away if and when that came to pass. But poor old Tarawa—and any of his friends unfortunate enough to be aboard under Galbraith's command—might be in for trouble.


        "Once the initial scan is completed, Durandel will relay an all-clear signal by drone through the jump point, and we will send in the rest of the battle group. Independence will go through first and immediately launch her fighters to cover our approach and conduct a close-in examination of the target. Commander Tolwyn, I will expect the fighter squadrons to do a thorough job of sweeping the region in as short a time as possible. I do not want to keep the battle group waiting around on full alert for any prolonged period. If there is a danger to be dealt with, I want to be able to move as quickly as possible to deal with it. And if there's nothing to block our closer investigation of the Kilrathi carrier, I want to be able to close in and start the detailed survey job ASAP. Is that clear?"


        "You won't have any problem with my people, Captain," the younger Tolwyn said, the slight emphasis his own sign of irritation at the captain's usurpation of authority over the flight wing.


        "I trust not," Galbraith said, unruffled. "The order for the rest of the battle group will be Sindri, then City of Cashel, then the factory ship. Vision Quest and Caliburn will bring up the rear."


        "Do we really need a rear-guard in an operation like this?" Pamela Collins asked. "It isn't as if we have any enemy activity to worry about in these parts."


        "We'll do this by the book, Captain," Galbraith said. "If something should happen to one of the non-combat ships I want a destroyer on hand to deal with it. And I particularly require a civilian ship to be escorted at all times while under our protection." He darted another look at Springweather. "In any event, those are the deployment orders. I expect them to be carried out exactly as posted."


        "Aye aye, sir," Collins said. "As you order."


        "Once the battle group has assembled and the fighter sweep is completed the initial survey can begin. Colonel Bhaktadil will have command over this phase of the operation." He looked across at Richards, Tolwyn, and Bondarevsky. "In all deference to your ranks and reputations, until we're sure there's no threat on board that supercarrier I require the operation to be conducted strictly within the chain of command."


        Richards gave him an easy smile. "Don't worry, Captain," he said. "I for one am happy to stay as supercargo for the time being. Just be glad Old Max didn't come along for the ride, though. I doubt you'd have much luck keeping him from taking charge. Or from stealing a lifeboat and crossing over to the derelict all by himself if he thought you weren't moving fast enough to suit him."


        "Er, yes. Well . . as long as the position is understood," Galbraith said. Bondarevsky hid a smile. Evidently Galbraith wasn't as free and easy as a lot of the Landreich colonials when it came to free expression about the Commander-in-Chief. "Colonel?"


        The Gurkha Marine officer gave a curt nod. "Ten shuttles will board simultaneously at various key points on the supercarrier," he said crisply. "Each will carry two squads in full space armor and standard infantry weapons loads. I will be using both my own men and the marines assigned to Karga, off of the City of Cashel. These will be used to immediately secure the two bridges and the flag bridge, engineering, weapons control, and the flight deck. Investigation of other sections of the ship can be conducted later, but the key areas must be secured early on to avoid problems later if there should be any Kilrathi aboard."


        "The odds are entirely against that," Diaz spoke up for the first time. "Judging from the power readings obtained by Vision Quest, there's no way they're sustaining any shielding. The crew would have fried."


        "It's a precautionary measure, Mr. Diaz," Admiral Tolwyn said. "In case the supercarrier's bait for a trap, for example. If the Kilrathi just wanted to draw us into an ambush, the derelict might have troops deployed aboard as soon as they saw us coming."


        "And we don't necessarily know how accurate Vision Quest's readings were," Galbraith put in. "No offense, Captain Springweather," he added hastily. "But you did conduct your investigation at long range, and there's no knowing if you might have missed something. Improvised shielding within the hulk, for instance, to maintain survivors . . . or an ambush force. Or other ships operating close alongside the supercarrier, using its bulk to shield their emissions."


        Diaz looked uncertain. "I . . . see. Are you gentlemen seriously expecting Kilrathi in the Vaku system?"


        It was Bondarevsky who answered. "Mr. Diaz, a good space officer always expects the worst. That way he's prepared if there's trouble."


        Galbraith smiled reassuringly. "But in all probability, Mr. Diaz, this will just be a particularly large and elaborate exercise for the battle group," he said. "Don't worry about the Cats. The object of all this is to keep them from interfering . . . assuming they're anywhere within ten parsecs of here."


        Richards spoke up. "Look, Captain, I do have one problem with everything you've put together here. I've been reading through your mission orders, and I see that you don't plan to let Goliath personnel go aboard until after you've secured the entire ship. That could take a day or two, given the ground you've got to cover."


        "That's about right," Galbraith nodded.


        "It seems to me that we could send elements of the specialty teams aboard right away. The initial points the marines are assigned to grab—control, engineering, weaponry, and flight—these are also the places where we have to conduct our initial observation of conditions aboard the ship. If we can't fix these, there's no point in going on. And no point risking our boys in securing the rest of the ship if we're not going to put her back in service."


        "A squad of marines will have its hands full setting up a perimeter and looking for Cats," Galbraith said. "They shouldn't have to babysit a survey team at the same time."


        "I'm sure the survey teams will have enough sense to sit tight inside the shuttle until somebody gives an `all clear' and it's safe to go to work," Richards replied. "I'm not talking about carrying out a full-scale survey in the middle of a firefight, for God's sake. But if we can get started looking at conditions aboard right away, we can make a judgment about the next stage of the project a lot more quickly, and maybe save a lot of wasted time, effort, maybe even lives."


        Galbraith rubbed his eyebrow with one elegantly-manicured hand. After a moment he nodded reluctantly. "Very well, Admiral. What exactly did you have in mind?"


        "As long as you're bringing marines across anyway, have the pick of Mr. Diaz's men transfer to Independence before we jump," Richards said. "A small team will go on each shuttle. I'll go in with the group that secures the flag bridge, Admiral Tolwyn can take the main bridge or CIC, as he desires. Captain Bondarevsky will go in on one of the shuttles that takes the flight deck. I imagine Mr. Diaz would be best suited to handling engineering. We each get a crack at seeing what we'll be up against to get this big bugger back on-line. Agreed?"


        No one argued, though Diaz, perhaps still worried about a Kilrathi presence on board, failed to look particularly excited by the prospect of going in with the marines.


        Bondarevsky spoke up. "I'll want Sparks as part of my team, Admiral. She knows more about flight deck ops than full technical crews I've seen on some carriers."


        "Pick your team as you wish, Jason," Richards said. "But be guided by Mr. Diaz as far as the salvage team personnel he thinks are best suited to your part of the operation." He looked around. "Anything else?"


        When there was no response Galbraith took over once more. "Very good. Colonel, make whatever changes you need to in your assault plan to include the survey teams. I emphasize again that battle group personnel have full authority at all times. Our people have the final say in how things are done. Commander Tolwyn, you'll have to see to any changes the extra personnel will cause in the shuttle load specs, of course."


        "Yes, sir," the younger Tolwyn responded, a don't-tell-me-my-job gleam briefly flashing in his eyes. "It'll be taken care of."


        Bhaktadil spoke again. "Keep in mind that if the shielding is out aboard the derelict we will have a radiation problem to deal with. Space armor can protect personnel for a short time, and the portable shield generators we're loading aboard the shuttles will handle the problem for a while longer—but only over limited areas. Make sure the people you choose for your survey teams are used to suit work. Zero-g experience would be useful, too, if the gray systems have gone off-line . . ."


        "I dare say we've more experience of this kind of work than you have, Colonel," Diaz told him. "Though I admit we've never operated outside of a dry dock facility before."


        "That's where we come in," Dickerson—or was it Lake?—put in. "The quicker your gang gets things secured and calls us in, the sooner you'll have all the comforts of home, courtesy of the good ship Sindri."


        The briefing session moved on to more detailed discussions of individual phases of the operation, and Bondarevsky leaned back in his chair and let the comments flow past him while he considered the mission. It seemed strange not to be in Kevin Tolwyn's position, planning for the flight wing's operation as the mission profile unfolded. Bondarevsky was eager to be something more than a VIP to be shielded by marines and kept out of the chain of command.


        He was ready for action again.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flight Wing Officer's Lounge, FRLS Independence


        Deep Space, Oecumene System


        1924 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The Officers' Lounge set aside for use by the Flight Wing had always been one of Bondarevsky's favorite places aboard the old Tarawa. Even after he'd gone on to become the captain of the ship he'd still managed to wangle frequent invitations to join the off-duty pilots in the large recreation area, even though there were those who claimed it was bad for a CO to socialize too freely with his crew. Bondarevsky had always maintained that it was good for morale for him to relax with his men instead of retreating into the isolation of the captain's cabin, and there was certainly an element of truth in the statement. It had done his morale no end of good, whatever impact it might have had on the rest of the ship. By nature a sociable man, Bondarevsky had never fully come to grips with the isolation imposed on a commanding officer.


        Tonight Kevin Tolwyn had extended the invitation, part of a long-time ritual of theirs—toasting an upcoming mission with a few drinks the night before it was scheduled to start. The lounge was much as Bondarevsky remembered it. Evidently Armando Diaz and his men hadn't seen any need for extensive renovations in this part of the ship when they'd brought it back into commission. There was a shabby, run-down atmosphere about the room now, mildly depressing to Bondarevsky. He had the feeling that he could walk over to the dart board on the bulkhead beside the door and turn it over to reveal the same dog-eared picture of Max Kruger that had been a favorite point of aim for dartsmen back in the Free Corps cruise.


        But even so there was something right about being here with Tolwyn and Sparks, sharing a quiet drink, swapping old war stories or just pausing to stare out the wide windows that dominated one wall with a panoramic view of space.


        Bondarevsky was watching a shuttle moving a few hundred meters from the monstrous factory ship Andrew Carnegie. Nearly totally automated, the factory ship had a tiny crew to oversee operations, but frequent personal inspections inside and out were the order of the day to ensure that no trouble developed that wasn't caught and acted on early. Carnegie -- Bondarevsky had heard that her nickname, "Old Carnage," referred to a notorious accident on board ten years back that had resulted in the deaths of most of her crew after a catastrophic computer breakdown—was going to play merry hell with the rest of the battle group's operation. Ponderous and difficult to maneuver, she'd slow them down tremendously in both normal space and jumps through hyperspace, but she was too damned valuable to abandon if they were caught in a firelight. In addition, they'd have to find a ready source of raw materials to keep her fulfilling her intended function, and the brown dwarf's ring system had already been ruled out as being mostly ice chunks lacking almost all the minerals needed to turn out finished replacement components. Wrangling over exactly how to ensure the big factory ship's safety had taken up a large portion of the briefing earlier in the day, and Bondarevsky still wasn't entirely happy with the outcome. But Old Max had decreed that the carrier was to be refurbished where they found it or not at all, even though Sindri's captain had claimed he could tow the derelict home to Landreich and save a lot of headaches by getting her into a proper space dock for her refit.


        But it wasn't just concerns over how difficult it might be to get the supercarrier back to civilization that had dictated Kruger's decision to refit her in the field. The longer they kept the project under wraps, the bigger the surprise the Landreich would hand the Kilrathi if and when they threw her into action . . . and the less likely the Confederation would be to get wind of the scheme and try to stop it. That was almost as important, at this stage, with Commissioner Williams still making threatening noises about Terran intervention in the event of escalating hostilities out here on the frontier.


        "You're looking particularly out of it tonight, skipper," Sparks commented after the silence had gone on for a while. "You feeling okay?"


        "He's just beat down by all the haggling, that's all," Tolwyn told her. "By God, I swear these Landreichers have everything backwards! Their president wants to lead fleets in action, and he's damned good at it, too . . . while the fleet officers sit and argue more than any bunch of worthless politicians who ever disgraced a parliament! Do you suppose Landreich's ruling council would make good fighters, Jason?"


        He smiled without much humor. "Just look at Captain Galbraith. His family damn near controls the council back on Landreich. And he's sure waving the flag properly."


        Tolwyn snorted. "Yeah, right." He looked at Sparks. "You think there's a spot for me in your techie crew on the new ship if I finally get fed up and go after the guy?"


        She turned a sunny grin on him. "Why, surely, sir. Just as long as you remember to be careful of my planes."


        "Oh, great," he groaned. "Somebody else who wants to take over our birds! Just what we didn't need."


        "Hey, let's face it, Commander, those birds have always belonged to the techies. We just loan them out to you flyboys . . . and we don't let the spit-and-polish navy even get near them!"


        "Don't tell our illustrious Captain Galbraith," Tolwyn said. "He thinks he owns the whole shooting match."


        "When you figure it was probably his father's money backing Kruger when he started buying decommissioned ships from the Confederation, you can see where he might get the idea," Bondarevsky pointed out. "I always knew Max Kruger was playing things entirely too fast and loose back in the old days, but it's gotten a lot worse since then. He's let Galbraith and the other big money boys get a stranglehold on his government, and all because he couldn't be bothered with the petty details of playing president the way he was supposed to."


        "You think it'll be a problem down the line, Jason?" Tolwyn asked. "I mean, some of us have burned our bridges back home, and if it falls apart out here too . . ."


        "Keep your priorities in order, Kevin," Bondarevsky advised. "First we've got the Kilrathi threat to deal with. Then we've got to deal with the Confederation and whatever their silly little game is. It's only if we weather both those meteor swarms that we'll have to worry about the long-term health of Max Kruger's government. I figure the odds of it ever being a problem we'll have to cope with are long enough that we don't need to bother worrying."


        "Cheery these days, isn't he, Sparks?" Tolwyn said. "You don't know the half of it, sir," she told him.


        "I call them like I see them," he said. "Tell me something, Kevin. Do you have any idea what's got your uncle acting so paranoid? He was always big on secret schemes, but since I met him on the Moon I've had the feeling he's got something really big going on, something he won't tell either me or Vance Richards."


        Tolwyn nodded. "I know something's up, but I couldn't tell you what. All I know for sure is that getting me to sign up out here with Kruger's gang wasn't intended to further my career. It went against everything he's ever tried to do for me before. I invested half a lifetime in a Confederation Navy career and threw it out in five minutes because Uncle Geoff suddenly thought it was important I take this deal instead."


        "Why?"


        Tolwyn shrugged. "Beats the hell out of me. But I had the definite feeling he was worried about my safety . . . about my physical well-being. A couple of times he let slip things that suggested he thought Terra was not a very healthy place to be a Tolwyn for the next few years."


        "Bad feeling from the court-martial, maybe?" Sparks suggested.


        "Maybe," Tolwyn said. "But that was a nine-day wonder at best. Nobody'll ever forget it, and he made a few more enemies before it was all done with, but I just don't see it being a raging topic of controversy that would leave him worrying about our security."


        "True enough," Bondarevsky said. "Well, look, Kevin, I'm not going to ask you to spy on your uncle or anything like that. But if you pick up anything you think I should know about, please pass it on. I respect the old man's judgment in most things, but ever since Behemoth . . ."


        "Yeah. Ever since Behemoth." Tolwyn shook his head. "That was a goddamned shame. Screwed up from start to finish. To think that Hobbes was the one who betrayed him, too. One of the only two Cats I ever met that I would have trusted with my life."


        "Whatever happened to the other one?" Sparks asked. "Kirha . the one I met in Britain when we were getting ready for the Free Corps mission."


        Bondarevsky looked down at his empty glass. "You know he was bound by oath to Hunter . . . took the strongest possible Kilrathi vow to be the loyal servant of 'Ian St. John Who Is Also Known As Hunter.' Well, Ian bought it when we were out here. You remember, Sparks?"


        She nodded sadly, and so did Tolwyn. Captain Ian St. John had been one of the old band of brothers . . . and the best friend a man could have on his wing in a furball.


        "Kirha was shipped off to Ian's ranch Down Under for the duration. The brass was worried that he might get wind of what we were doing with the Free Corps operation, shipping ships and men out to serve with Kruger's boys while the Confederation was in the middle of those phony peace negotiations. I flew down there after the Battle of Earth to let Ian's folks know what had happened first-hand. I couldn't put that kind of thing in an internet bulletin, you know." He paused, staring down at the drink again, wrapped up in unpleasant memories.


        "And?" Sparks urged. "Did you see Kirha?"


        He shook his head. "No, I was too late. The news had got there ahead of me. And Kirha did the only thing he could do under the circumstances, given the vow he'd sworn. The big orange bastard took a knife and stabbed himself through the heart. Zu'kara . . . ritual suicide. Without his adopted clan leader, he was alone in a strange culture, and I don't think Kirha wanted to live without Hunter to lead him."


        "Cats," Tolwyn said. "I can't figure them. Barbaric, stupid buggers if you ask me."


        "You're wrong there, Kevin," Bondarevsky said sternly. "The Kilrathi have been civilized a lot longer than we have, and they're anything but stupid. Or else the war would have been over with a long time back, and without all the blood and pain we've had to invest just to fight them to a standstill. No, they just have a different outlook on things. If more of our political leaders would stop treating them as if they were humans in furry suits and start recognizing just how different their culture is, we might be able to deal with them better. Find common ground, even. It's only when you insist on holding somebody to your own narrow standards that you shut off all hope of ever reaching them. Hearts and minds and all that."


        "I still prefer the old approach," Tolwyn said. "When you've got 'em by the balls, their hearts and minds will follow."

      


    

  


  


  


  


  



  CHAPTER 6


  
    

  


  


  


  


  



  
    "The brave Warrior is not without fear. He is a friend of his fear, embracing it, intimate with it, but never allowing it to overcome him."
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        Flight Deck, FRLS Independence


        Jump Point Three, Vaku System


        0717 hours (CST), 2670.313

      


      


      


      


      
        Jumpshock!


        There was something fundamentally incompatible between living organisms and the realm of hyperspace, not powerful enough to kill but strong and unpleasant nonetheless. Nausea, dizziness, momentary disorientation, these were the symptoms of jumpshock, and Bondarevsky experienced them all in good measure as the Independence made the transition from the fringes of the Oecumene system to the jump point nearest Vaku's brown dwarf companion and the derelict's last plotted position. He blinked, trying to focus his eyes and get his bearings while fighting a feeling that reminded him of the worst hangover he'd ever awakened with. It didn't help that his vacuum suit, designed for salvage and construction work in space, was bulky, stiff, and unwieldy compared to the issue flight suit he was used to wearing. He had a momentary flash of fear that he was about to vomit, one of the worst experiences known to man when it happened inside a suit and at times fatal if one was out in vacuum and couldn't clear his breather. The wave of nausea passed and he breathed a sigh of relief.


        Beside him Aengus Harper recovered more quickly, as younger men were apt to do. "My sainted mother always said that man wasn't meant to travel through space, and Lord forgive me but I said she was wrong," he said, his voice husky. "Remind me, sir, to let her know she was right."


        Across from the two men, Sparks was already playing her fingers across the keys of the small holo-projector set up between their seats. Bondarevsky had never seen her suffering from the effects of jumpshock. There were some people who claimed to be immune, and at times like this Bondarevsky would cheerfully have killed any one of them.


        "Looks like everything's going according to plan," she commented cheerfully.


        Bondarevsky blinked again and peered at the computer-generated holographic image floating in the air. He could discern the blips that represented Independence, Xenophon, and Durendal, grouped around the jump point but already beginning to shape their course inwards, toward the oversized gas giant the derelict orbited. There was nothing registering in the projection that might have been their target, only the brown dwarf and its attendant moons.


        'Where's our Kilrathi hulk?" That question came from Colonel Bhaktadil, seated beside Sparks. He didn't have his turban on today. Like the rest of them, he had his helmet ready at hand in the storage rack behind and above his seat, and his dark, curly hair looked all wrong somehow without its customary covering. "Don't tell me we've come all this way for nothing!"


        The marine CO had elected to go in with the squads assigned to the flight deck of the supercarrier, since that was the largest single space they'd have to secure and investigate and hence required the most marines to take it. The marines and Bondarevsky's survey team were already strapped into the shuttle, ready to launch as soon as the all-clear was given by Kevin Tolwyn's pilots. Other shuttles ready on the flight deck were similarly manned and set for launch. Although they had plenty of time left before they were close enough to launch, Richards and Tolwyn had ordered them to be ready to go at short notice. Even if something dangerous was waiting for them in the Vaku system, the fighting ships of the battle group might be able to lead it away while the shuttles went in to size up the situation, so preparedness was the order of the day.


        "Probably obscured by the brown dwarf," Sparks said. "You know the database better than I do, skipper. What do you think?"


        Bondarevsky tapped a command into the projector controls and nodded as a trace appeared on the far side of the supergiant. "Yeah. That's the computer estimate of where it should be, given Vision Quest's data on orbital characteristics." He switched it off again, leaving the original real-time plot. The four of them studied the projection in silence as long minutes passed. At least there was no sign of a hostile reception committee, he told himself. So far, so good . . .


        Aft of the carrier the tender Sindri popped into existence out of hyperspace, followed closely by the City of Cashel. Up ahead the leading escorts were spreading out to form a broader front, leading the way. It would take some time before the rest of the battle group came through. The huge factory ship's jump engines were slow to charge up, and once she made it into the Vaku system her sheer bulk would limit her acceleration to a crawl. But they wouldn't be needing the Andrew Carnegie soon. If the derelict couldn't be salvaged, they wouldn't need her at all.


        "Fighters launch! Fighters launch!" That came from the comm channel, set to monitor squadron operations. Bondarevsky had a momentary vision of what Kevin Tolwyn must be seeing right now as his Raptor led the way off the carrier's flight deck into deep space. He wished he was out there, with a bird to fly and a solid mission to carry out, instead of being cooped up in a shuttle waiting for the chance to go aboard an enemy derelict and survey it for damage. Bondarevsky wasn't entirely sure he'd be much use at that anyway. For most of his life he'd been learning how to inflict damage on Kilrathi warships, not analyze it.


        But his job wasn't out there anymore. Best he came to terms with that fact, no matter how distasteful it might be.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Raptor 300, VF-88 "Crazy Eights"


        Deep Space, Vaku System


        0735 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Commander Kevin Tolwyn felt a surge of pure adrenaline in his veins as his fighter cleared the flight deck and steadied on course toward their destination. "Raptor 300, good shot, good shot," he reported over the comm system, letting the flight controllers know that he'd launched without difficulty.


        "Roger that, three-double-zero," came the reply. "Captain says 'good hunting,' Commander. And be careful."


        "Be sure to tell him I'll be careful not to scratch the paint," Tolwyn said. It was the kind of remark he could never have gotten away with in the Confederation Navy, admiral's nephew or not. The casual side of life on the frontier did have a few advantages.


        He waited as other heavy fighters joined him in formation off the carrier's bow, taking the time to get the feel of the Raptor. The bird had been state-of-the-art fifteen years back, during the famous Vega campaign. Now it was fit for second-rate fleets like the Landreich's, though Tolwyn had found it to be a sturdy, reliable craft in practice flights. He hoped it would do as well in actual combat, if and when it came to that.


        "Lone Wolf Lone Wolf, this is Doomsday. You copy?" The radio call jerked him out of his introspective mood. The last of the Raptors had left the flight deck and joined him. It was time to get the mission under way.


        "Five by five, Doomsday," he said. "You boys think you can keep up with me okay? Or should I hold back?"


        "Don't go asking for trouble, there, kid. You may be the Wing Commander now, but I remember when you were a wet-behind-the-ears newbie who didn't know a high-g turn from a hole in the ground."


        Tolwyn chuckled. Etienne "Doomsday" Montclair was one of his oldest and best friends from back on the end run to Kilrah all those years ago. He'd been senior to Tolwyn then, a cocky veteran who tended to slam the new kid whenever the opportunity arose, but he'd been a damned good friend and a fine wingman. Unfortunately, Doomsday had been part of the Free Corps mission to the Landreich during the period leading up to the Battle of Earth, serving under Jason Bondarevsky on the Tarawa while Tolwyn was in the thick of the action with the Confederation fleet that faced the Kilrathi at Sirius and in the Solar System. As a result, and because of his high-placed connections, Tolwyn had shot onto the fast track and advanced more quickly in rank than Doomsday. So now he was senior to Montclair in this new navy, probably once again because of his uncle's influence, but Doomsday being Doomsday there was little chance of the Wing Commander getting a swelled head.


        "Everybody stick to the game plan," Tolwyn ordered. "Babe, are you ready to make your run?"


        "That's affirmative, skipper" The soft contralto voice of Darlene "Babe" Babcock answered him. 'Waiting for your orders."


        For a moment Tolwyn wished he'd strapped on a Hornet for today's mission, instead of picking the Raptor. Babcock's squadron, VF-12 -- more usually known as the "Flying Eyes"—was equipped with the Hornet light fighter, a fast, high-performance craft that was ideal for reconnaissance missions but limited in the fighting it could handle. Today they carried even lighter combat loads than usual to make room for a Mark VI APSP, a sensor pod containing a battery of cameras, imaging systems, and other survey gear that was normally used to conduct long-range scans ahead of a fleet or target identification runs in a planetary atmosphere. So Babcock would be taking her planes in low over the Kilrathi hulk to get a good look at the supercarrier ahead of the rest of them, while the heavier Raptors of Doomsday's VF-88, the Crazy Eights, waited to provide cover if they ran into trouble.


        Tolwyn's instincts were still those of a combat pilot, and the recon mission had tempted him mightily. But though he still used his old handle, "Lone Wolf," he knew that his responsibilities as a wing commander ran deeper than satisfying his personal desires. Some wing commanders would have directed operations from the carrier's flight control center, but that would have been too much of a leap for Kevin Tolwyn. Instead he'd fly the support part of the mission, where he could sit back and oversee the whole operation but still get into the action personally if a furball developed.


        It was the kind of decision he figured Jason Bondarevsky would have made . . . or at least he hoped so. It was hard to live up to the standards set by a man like Bondarevsky, but Tolwyn was determined to do his best.


        On his tactical plot the white dots representing the Flying Eyes were beginning to sweep past the green symbols of VF-88, gathering speed as they accelerated at maximum military thrust. Tolwyn kept his eye on the screen, letting the Raptor maintain course and speed on autopilot while he devoted his full attention to the unfolding recon flight.


        As the minutes crept past a new indicator came alive on the plotting board, a fuzzy red symbol that indicated a large and potentially hostile target.


        "There she is," Babcock announced calmly. "Tally ho!"


        "Maintain your watch," Tolwyn reminded her. "Don't get so wrapped up in the target that you miss any loiterers who might be planning to crash the party."


        "Roger that. Snake, Lefty, you two are on high guard. The rest of you peel off according to the recon plan. Stick to your wingmen and make sure your cameras are hot. Go!"


        "Good luck to you all," Tolwyn muttered under his breath.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flight Deck, FRLS Independence


        Deep Space, Vaku System


        0805 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Look at that thing," Bondarevsky said softly, almost reverently. "My God, just look at it. I've never really been able to just sit back and watch when one of these was on my screens. I was too busy dodging Double-A-S to do anything more than fly and fight."


        Sparks had shifted from the tactical plot to a real-time computer-enhanced relay from the sensor pod mounted on the bow of Babe Babcock's Hornet. The four officers grouped around the three-dimensional display had almost lost track of time as they waited and watched, but now, at last, the fighters were getting a good view of the derelict spacecraft.


        "Seems kinda funny not to be locking on," one of the pilots said over the commlink, echoing Bondarevsky's sentiments.


        "Keep your eyes on your displays and your mind on the job, Drifter," Babcock growled. "They're not paying us to sightsee out here . . . that's why God invented sensor pods."


        "Aw, Babe, you got no romance in your soul," Drifter replied in a mock-sad voice. Then, a moment later, he switched to a completely business-like voice and manner. "You see the spike on the emissions readout?"


        "Yeah. I copy it. Her shields may be down, but she's got power running through her grid. Not much, but power:"


        "Stay focused, people," Kevin Tolwyn broke in. According to the latest position check, his Raptor squadron was still five minutes from the hulk, and Bondarevsky could hear a trace of nervousness in his voice. He knew the feeling, the fear that something could go down that would cost good pilots' lives while the support squadron was still killing off velocity to match vectors and join an engagement.


        Sparks leaned closer to the display. "I'd say something blew up pretty damn close to her, skipper," she said. "See the pattern of damage along her forward hull?"


        "Yeah." Bondarevsky frowned. "I don't think that's what did her in, though, Sparks. Doesn't look like the blast damage did all that much to any critical areas of the ship. Just breached the hull in about thirty or forty places, that's all. Her shields were already down when that happened, or nothing much would have got through."


        "That's battle damage there, Captain," Bhaktadil said, pointing to the shattered blister on the forward part of the carrier's massive superstructure. That was the main bridge, Bondarevsky thought. "All the signs of a burnthrough on the shields and a fairly heavy missile strike following it up."


        "Looks like our Cat friends had some unfriendly company, all right," Bondarevsky said. "Those two cruisers must have caught up with her and given her more than she could handle. Pretty unusual for a shipto-ship battle to develop around a carrier, though. Her fighter screens should have kept cruisers at arm's length."


        "Let me check something, skipper," Sparks said. Her fingers played across the controls, calling up the images from a different Hornet. "This is Hornet One-oh-nine," she said. "He's assigned to skim past the port side flight deck."


        "Sweet Mother of God," Aengus Harper said out loud. "Will you look at that bit of a tangle."


        The image being relayed now hardly looked like a flight deck entrance at all. The tangle of wreckage around the entry port was twisted and blackened, and beyond, only partially glimpsed as the Hornet flashed past, it looked as if the interior of the flight deck had suffered equally serious damage. Bondarevsky frowned. If they had to put all that to rights, it was going to take time and effort on a Herculean scale.


        "Looks like this flight deck was knocked out," Bondarevsky said. "Might have been a lucky hit, or even a landing accident by one of the Cat pilots. Hard to tell."


        Harper had a pocket computer terminal out. "The way I'm rememberin' the database, sir, it was the port side flight deck that was reported hit during the battle over Landreich," he said. "Aye, here it is, indeed. Blitzkreig scored on the old girl late in the battle by making an unexpected run in to point blank range and firing a barrage of torpedoes. Barely escaped the scrapyard herself, but Himself has a charmed life when he gets out there in the thick of it all."


        That sounded like typical Kruger tactics, all right. Brilliant, unconventional, daring, and suicidal. "This is the starboard side," Bondarevsky said. "No wonder they got in a ship-to-ship duel. It looks like they went into battle with only one flight deck operating, and lost that early on. Probably to a pilot who blew a trap. If she only had a few birds out for scouting when she blundered into the two cruisers, it would have turned into an old-fashioned slugfest. And big as she is, that supercarrier doesn't carry all that much offensive weaponry."


        "Enough to take out the two cruisers, though," Bhaktadil commented. "But not in time to save herself"


        "We might find a bunch of her fighters intact in the hanger decks, skipper," Sparks pointed out. "Assuming they were snugged down there when the blast swept through the flight deck, and not already up and ready for an Alpha Strike."


        "Maybe so," Bondarevsky said. "But it's too early to say. We'll have to eyeball it in person to know what's possible over there. Looks like it really is a derelict, not bait in some Cat tactician's trap, so I guess we'll be going across. But I don't like the looks of her. That battle damage is pretty damned extensive. It's not going to be easy to put her back in fighting trim again."


        "Tell me, Sparks, me darling, is that computer gettin' any trace of the signal Captain Springweather picked up on her visit?" Harper gave a casual grin and a self-deprecating shrug, as if to apologize for bringing the matter up.


        "Nothing," she said. "Not even a carrier wave."


        "So . . . if there were survivors, they're either dead, rescued, or their transmitter's out," Bhaktadil said. "Radiation in an unshielded ship would play merry hell with her electronics. Probably fried most of the systems within a few minutes of the shields going down. Like taking an E MP from a nuke—even with internal armor as redundant protection against radiation surges, you've got about as much chance of keeping electronic components in service in that as a Cat has of keeping his claws sheathed on a hunt."


        "Good point," Bondarevsky said. "So if someone did set up a transmitter at some point, or get one of the shipboard comm systems operating, it wouldn't have had much of a life expectancy."


        "That's the way I figure it," the colonel agreed. "Frankly, I think it's confirmation that there aren't any survivors over there. If they did have a few compartments rigged with makeshift shield generators to block out the radiation, there's no reason why they couldn't have kept repairing their transmitter. The fact that it's silent now means there's nobody there to repair it. For whatever reason."


        'Well, that's good news, at least." Bondarevsky studied the images in silence for a few moments. "I hope all our problems turn out to be this easy to deal with."


        "Now hear this! Now hear this!" The voice of the carrier's Flight Control Officer rang through the shuttle. "All shuttles prepare for launch. Repeating, all shuttles on the flight line and prepare to launch!"


        "Looks like the admirals have been reaching the same conclusions we have," Bhaktadil commented, showing startlingly white teeth as he grinned. "Now is when we start earning our pay, I suspect."


        "If I know Richards and Tolwyn, and believe me I do, they'd have proceeded to this phase of the op even if every Cat in this part of the sector was swarming out there with guns blazing," Bondarevsky told the Gurkha. "They didn't bring us all this way to turn around and go home without seeing what's over there."


        Inwardly he could only hope that their enthusiasm for winning a supercarrier for the Landreich wouldn't warp their judgment and blind them to what needed to be done.


        The shuttle quivered a little as it rose from the flight deck on thrusters, but that was the only sign they were under power. It wasn't anything like a fighter launch, the sudden high-g thrust that leaked through the onboard inertial compensators and slammed you back into your seat as you leapt outward into the void. Slow and stately, the shuttle left Independence, fourth in line and followed by the rest of the survey contingent, shaping a course for the enigmatic hulk that circled Vaku's gas giant and drew the humans in like the lure of a Siren's song.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Starboard Flight Deck, ex-KIS Karga


        Orbiting Vaku VII, Vaku System


        0849 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Bondarevsky was glad that he was a passenger on this shuttle run, and not up in the cockpit trying to bring her in. They watched the approach in the holo-projected display, and he found himself holding his breath as they made the final cautious course corrections to clear the wreckage that partially obscured the entry port on the starboard side flight deck of the Karga. In some ways it would have been easier than a standard carrier trap, since there was no force field across the port to complicate the final seconds of maneuvering and no internal gravity fields to deal with once they were within the confines of the ship. But without guidance from the carrier, without a working optical signals system, and most of all without an unobstructed flight deck it was a tricky bit of flying to bring the shuttle aboard.


        When they finally touched down and the shuttle pilot cut in the magnetic clamps and announced "Down and safe," Bondarevsky let out an audible sigh of relief.


        He wasn't the only one. He'd forgotten they were all wearing full pressure suits and helmets now, and their radios picked up every breath. Even the hard-bitten Bhaktadil seemed happy that the flight was over and they'd made it in one piece.


        "Marines!" the colonel said crisply. "By the numbers! Prepare to deploy!"


        "Sir!" That was Gunnery Sergeant Martin, Bhaktadil's senior NCO. "All right, people, look lively there! Positions for boarding! Standard dispersal pattern! Move it! Move it!"


        As the twenty-eight armored marines scrambled to take their positions by each of the shuttle's three exits, Bhaktadil spoke in calm, even tones. "Remember, the gravity's off-line out there. You're operating in zero-g and no atmosphere, so make sure you take it into account. Keep your eyes open -- and don't just look for trouble on the deck. Check all the angles, and then check them again. Understood?"


        "Yes, sir!" came the reply, all the men speaking as one. Bondarevsky was impressed. Kruger's marines, at least, knew how to function as an elite unit should. They waited for the air to bleed off from the passenger compartment. In situations like this, a potentially hostile action in vacuum, no one wanted to waste time going through conventional airlocks, so in effect the entire rear compartment became one for the duration of the op.


        "All right, you sons-of-Cats," Martin said at last, after the tone had sounded in their headsets to tell them they were in vacuum and the shuttle pilot was ready to open up the hatches. "Are you ready to earn your paychecks today?"


        "Hoo-YAH!" the marines responded, loud enough to make Bondarevsky's helmet radio crackle.


        "Ready to deploy, sir!" Martin told Bhaktadil.


        "Mr. Ortega." Bhaktadil's words were directed at the shuttle's pilot. "Drop the hatches . . . now!"


        All three hatches—rear, port, and starboard—swung open at the same time. Two of the six fire teams went out through each exit, the men diving through into zero-g and twisting right and left in turn, weapons ready. The lack of gravity extended those dives considerably, but they were expert at this kind of drill and used the handholds outside the shuttle to check their progress so smoothly that it looked easy, though Bondarevsky knew for a fact that it was one of the trickiest moves a man in zero-g had to make.


        They kept their weapons at the ready until the deployment was complete and the shuttle was ringed by armed men, scanning their surroundings in all directions. Martin ran them through a roll call, and each man sounded off with an "All clear!" as he responded. Finally Martin reported to the colonel.


        "Initial deployment complete, sir!" he said. "All clear."


        "Very good, Sergeant," Bhaktadil said. "Two-Six, this is Marine-Six. Do you copy?"


        Two-Six was the call sign of the lieutenant commanding the other squad of Second Platoon assigned to the starboard flight deck reconnaissance. The shuttle carrying his men had approached from the opposite end of the flight deck, over Karga's stern.


        "Copy you five-by-five," Lieutenant Kate Loomis responded. "Both squads deployed. All clear."


        "Very good, Two-Six. Proceed with phase two. Make sure your people don't mistake one of us for a Cat." "Phase two. Roger."


        "Sergeant Martin, move them out. Expand perimeter to meet with the other squad. Stay sharp, people."


        Bondarevsky and the rest of the noncombatant team remained inside the shuttle, following the progress of the marines by their radio calls and images relayed from their suit cameras, displayed now as flat pictures on their helmets' HUD screens. Switching from one marine's viewpoint to another as their careful, leapfrogging advance unfolded at an efficient but unhurried rate, Bondarevsky was able to get an initial idea of the situation on the flight deck long before the area was secured.


        There was no doubt the flight deck had suffered terrible damage. Much of the interior around the entry port was filled with twisted wreckage, jagged chunks of the bulkheads torn loose in a pattern that could only have been caused by a fair-sized explosion right at the mouth of the portal. He could also make out what looked like a part of the fuselage of a Kilrathi Darket-class light fighter that had smashed up against one bulkhead, probably not the cause of the disaster but a victim sitting on the flight deck as the explosion ripped down the vast chamber. Details, though, were hard to pick up on the video images. They'd have to go in for a closer look to see the full extent of the damage.


        Finally Bhaktadil called for phase three of the op. This was the signal that his men had secured the flight deck well enough for the survey team to risk deploying and getting to work. Of course, two squads weren't much to hold a compartment that stretched nearly the full 920-meter length of the carrier, much less probe all the possible places where the enemy might be hiding, but the first sweep had turned up no sign of the Kilrathi . . none that were alive, at least.


        The dead were another story.


        Bondarevsky only gradually became aware of the bodies that littered the flight deck. There were dozens of them, some floating free, others trapped under wreckage. In many cases it was hard to be sure he was even looking at something that had once been alive. Many of the flight deck crew had been caught unsuited when the airlock field collapsed. Explosive decompression was no prettier an end to a Kilrathi than it was to a human being.


        He fought back nausea as the impact of the dead grew. For most of his life Jason Bondarevsky had been trained to kill Kilrathi, and he'd been good at his job. But seeing this . . .


        More than ever, all he wanted was an end to it.


        "Survey Leader to Team Four," the voice of Admiral Richards gave him something other than bodies to concentrate on, and Bondarevsky was relieved at the distraction. "Progress report."


        "We've only just started our sweep, Admiral," Bondarevsky told him. "The techies are busy getting the portable shield generators in place so we don't have to worry about the rads. So far . . . general impressions only."


        "You're taking your time down there, Jason," Richards said with a hint of irritation plain in his voice.


        "It's a big flight deck, sir," he replied. "The jarheads only gave us the phase three go-ahead a few minutes ago."


        "Right. Sorry. We've been at it for about half an hour up here."


        "How does it look, sir?" he asked.


        "Flag bridge is mostly intact," Richards told him. "A little peripheral damage, but it was never hit in the fight."


        "Casualties?"


        "God, yes." The admiral's voice sounded suddenly old. "Looks like they had a full crew manning the stations here. Twenty or so, including Admiral Cakg himself. They're dead."


        "How?"


        "Well, it looks !ike one of them was killed in a brawl. An old adversary of mine in the Intel game, Baron Grathal nar Khirgh. One of Thrakhath's favorite toadies. We wondered what the hell had happened when he dropped out of sight last year. From the looks of things he lived up to a long and well-deserved reputation for letting his mouth get the better of his brain, and somebody stuck something sharp through his throat."


        "And the rest, sir?"


        "Suicide, son," Richards said heavily. "From the admiral right down to the most junior console jockey, they all suicided. The full-blown Zu'kara ritual." "God . . ."


        "Yeah, that was my reaction, too. The best I can figure they knew they weren't going to get clear of the radiation


        before they took lethal dosages, so they all decided to give it all for the glory of the Emperor." Richards gave a humorless, rasping chuckle. "What a waste. The Emperor probably didn't last more'n a week or two longer than they did."


        "Down here it's battle casualties so far," Bondarevsky said. "The flight deck took a real pounding. I'm not too sure we can get it put back together, sir. It'll be a hell of a lot of work."


        "Don't jump to conclusions yet. Do your survey. We'll compare notes later."


        "Aye aye, sir."


        Bondarevsky had just switched off the comm channel to the admiral when Harper attracted his attention. "Sir, I'm thinkin' we've got something strange goin' on here."


        He made a graceful zero-g leap and crossed to where the lieutenant was working, a relatively undamaged area where a line of lockers overlooked one of the main elevators that lifted planes up from the hangar deck below. The doors were labeled in the familiar wedge-shaped Kilrathi script. Bondarevsky centered his suit video camera on one of the signs and cut in the computer imaging and translation program that operated in conjunction with the mainframe back aboard the shuttle. A moment later the computer overlaid the image on his helmet HUD with an English translation: Survival Stores.


        "What've you got, Mr. Harper?"


        "The locker's empty, sir. So are three more I've checked so far." He paused, but when Bondarevsky "I don't like this at all," Bondarevsky said. "It's not so much a threat as a mystery . . . but I've never liked mysteries involving Cats. Too often they lead to one of their little schemes, like the fake armistice before the Battle of Earth or that elaborate espionage role they put together for Hobbes. Okay, good spotting, you two. Get back to work, and keep your eyes open. I'm going to have a chat with the colonel about the possibility of Kilrathi hanging around here."


        He didn't have a chance to follow through on his intention, though. Before he could even spot Bhaktadil and Martin, his helmet commlink sounded an emergency tone.


        "All teams, all teams!" Richards sounded tense. "This is Team Leader. Return to shuttles and secure! Abort survey! Repeat, abort survey and secure aboard shuttles!"


        "All right, people," Bondarevsky called. "You heard the man. Get aboard!"


        Harper, Sparks, and the ten-man team from Diaz's salvage group were already in motion, and Bondarevsky heard Bhaktadil issuing terse instructions to his marines on their tactical channel. He watched as his people started back for the shuttle in haste, and switched off all his comm frequencies except the command link to Richards.


        "What's going on, Admiral?" he asked.


        'The Hornets picked up an incoming bogie," Richards said. "Moving slow, but on a course to intercept us in another fifteen minutes. They're not answering calls, and there's no IFF signal."


        "Any idea what it is?"


        "Not a clue yet, but I'm not taking any chances. I've got Babcock and her wingman closing in for a visual ID, but I want everybody ready to clear out in case


        made no response he went on. "I've never heard of anyone not keepin' his survival kits stocked and ready on the flight deck, sir. One locker might've run out if they were passin' them out to pilots about to launch on a mission, but three in a row?"


        Bondarevsky nodded inside his helmet. "I see what you mean. Might be we have survivors after all, plundering the supplies to stay alive."


        "It's more than supplies, skipper," Sparks joined them, swarming along a line of handholds looking for all the world like a high-tech monkey climbing a tree. "Look over there." She pointed. "There should be fuel pumps and a rack of external environmental feeds over there to service a plane waiting for launch. You can see where it used to be, but it's gone. And not from battle damage, either. The blast effects didn't do much this far in. Somebody dismounted a couple of tons of servicing equipment and hauled it out of here."


        "Survival gear I can see," Bondarevsky mused. "But what would a survivor want with that stuff? Unless he was trying to get a bird up . . ."


        "Maybe somebody did," Harper said. "Packed up and left after the rest of the ship went belly-up."


        "Doesn't make sense," Sparks said. "If they had a working plane, they didn't need to pack up the gear and take it with them. And where else on the ship would they have a plane to service that would make them come here and strip out this stuff?"


        "The other flight deck?" Harper suggested.


        "No, I already checked with the team there," Sparks told him. "Not only is it in even worse shape than this one, so that a launch or a landing is pretty near impossible for anyone but a particularly depressed lemming, but they're missing all signs of their support gear too. It's been stripped out, same as this."


        "I don't like this at all," Bondarevsky said. "It's not so much a threat as a mystery . . . but I've never liked mysteries involving Cats. Too often they lead to one of their little schemes, like the fake armistice before the Battle of Earth or that elaborate espionage role they put together for Hobbes. Okay, good spotting, you two. Get back to work, and keep your eyes open. I'm going to have a chat with the colonel about the possibility of Kilrathi hanging around here."


        He didn't have a chance to follow through on his intention, though. Before he could even spot Bhaktadil and Martin, his helmet commlink sounded an emergency tone.


        "All teams, all teams!" Richards sounded tense. "This is Team Leader. Return to shuttles and secure! Abort survey! Repeat, abort survey and secure aboard shuttles!"


        "All right, people," Bondarevsky called. "You heard the man. Get aboard!"


        Harper, Sparks, and the ten-man team from Diaz's salvage group were already in motion, and Bondarevsky heard Bhaktadil issuing terse instructions to his marines on their tactical channel. He watched as his people started back for the shuttle in haste, and switched off all his comm frequencies except the command link to Richards.


        "What's going on, Admiral?" he asked.


        'The Hornets picked up an incoming bogie," Richards said. "Moving slow, but on a course to intercept us in another fifteen minutes. They're not answering calls, and there's no IFF signal."


        "Any idea what it is?"


        "Not a clue yet, but I'm not taking any chances. I've got Babcock and her wingman closing in for a visual ID, but I want everybody ready to clear out in case that blip turns out to be a missile or an attack bird coming in to give us an old-fashioned Cat-style welcome." "Good idea, sir," Bondarevsky said. "But I doubt it's a missile . .


        "Maybe not. But I keep remembering that the bomb that took out Kilrah was small enough to be carried in the munitions load of a heavy fighter. And big as this old rustbucket is, she ain't exactly planet-sized."
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    "Honor is a thing to be cherished, but no true Warrior will place his honor above his duty."
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        Hornet 101, VF-12 "Flying Eyes"


        Near Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1031 hours (CST), 2670.313


        

      


      


      
        Commander Darlene Babcock studied her tactical display and tried not to be irritated with the voice in her headset. She'd never been a big fan of backseat flyers, but she wasn't in a position to say so when it was one of the Landreich's senior admirals giving the unwanted and unnecessary advice. So she watched her screens, listened to the voice, and pictured Admiral Richards sitting at the controls of a Kilrathi Darket as her targeting reticule flashed red to announce a successful lock-on. . . .


        Whatever that bogie is, Commander, leave it alone," Richards was saying. "Commander Tolwyn is on his way with the Raptors. Your job is to identify the thing if you can, and avoid combat unless it fires on yo."


        "Copy," she said tersely. "My computer's still trying to process the sensor data, but so far it hasn't matched the configuration to any Kilrathi design in the warbook"


        "Commander, this is Bondarevsky," a new voice broke in.


        Great, she thought. Another expert trying to fly the mission for me. "Keep it short, Captain," she said. "I'm closing to weapons range in a hurry, and I won't have much time for talking."


        "Check your warbook again, but don't limit the search parameters to Kilrathi designs," Bondarevsky said. "That could be a civilian ship like Vision Quest. Or a Kilrathi using a captured ship to fool us. Lots of possibilities that wouldn't be listed as Kilrathi ship types."


        She cursed under her breath. She'd been flying against Kilrathi so long she'd automatically screened out other ship types when she called up the warbook database. What a damn-fool stunt to pull . . and with no end of important brass looking over her figurative shoulder, tool Maybe backseat flyers had a place after all, she thought. "Roger that. Running warbook." She couldn't keep her embarrassment out of her voice.


        `Don't be too hard on yourself, Commander," her CO said. "The Bear caught me doing the same thing once when he was my Wing Commander and I was supposed to be the hottest new squadron CO in the Confederation Navy, so I figure you're in pretty good company."


        Babcock didn't respond to that. She was too busy frowning at the readout from her warbook screen. "Computer's ID'd the target," she reported. "It's . . . a Confederation shuttle, Type R."


        "Not one of ours," the Wing Commander said. "Landreich never picked up any of the new R-types from the Confed fleet."


        "Stay on your toes, Commander," Richards advised.


        "The Kilrathi have captured their share over the years. That could still be some kind of a Trojan Horse."


        Bondarevsky's voice was thoughtful. "Didn't they start refitting cruisers of the Tallahassee class with R-type shuttles last year?" he asked. "For search and rescue work, wasn't it?"


        "That's right," Admiral Tolwyn replied. This was getting to be a regular chat line.


        "Inside weapons range. Still no sign they even know we're here." She paused. "Visual in thirty seconds. Drifter, you hang back and keep an eye on them. If they get me . . . well, you know the drill by now."


        She tuned out the conversation between the senior officers that was still going on over the commlink and focused all her attention on the approaching ship. It showed up as a bright light against the void, just another star, but swelled visibly as the range closed. For the past several minutes she'd been allowing the computer autopilot to gradually adjust her vector so that she would be able to quickly match course and speed with the target if that seemed wise. As they came closer, the differences in their vectors were going down fast, and the approach seemed to drag out.


        Finally the other ship was clearly visible. It was a human design, all right, a little sleeker than the Landreich's older shuttle designs but clearly nothing like the multi-hulled knife-blade shapes the Kilrathi favored. As her Hornet flashed by she got a look at the hull, where blast damage had blackened parts of the fuselage.


        "Did you see that?" Bondarevsky demanded. "The sensor pod images . . . Sparks, play it back for me. Yeah . . . there. Those are Juneau's numbers on the bow."


        "Survivors?" Richards sounded incredulous. "We didn't pick up any trace of Juneau or her consort."


        Well, they could be human survivors," Bondarevsky said. "Or the Cats managed to pick up a trophy before the fight was over:"


        "Any sign of hostile activity, Commander Babcock?" Richards asked.


        "That's negative, Admiral," she replied, swinging the fighter around on a course parallel to the shuttle. "I'm


        closing the range now IFF's still not responding, and I'm getting nothing but static from my automatic hails. I'm not even sure he's spotted me."


        "Electronics could've been fried," Bondarevsky said. "If he's been operating out here around the brown dwarf very long, a shuttle's shields might not have protected all the electronics too well."


        "Yeah. Maybe."


        Babcock trained one of the sensor pod's video cameras on the shuttle's cockpit and started boosting the magnification. There were figures visible inside, the images becoming clearer as she continued to adjust the zoom and cut in a computer-enhancement program. "I see a man at the helm," she said. "Two men . . . no, second one's a woman. Humans. Looks like we found survivors!" As she spoke, one of the figures aboard the shuttle looked her way and plainly spotted her Hornet for the first time. After a moment a spotlight lit up over the cockpit, pointing toward Babcock's plane and flicking on and off in the standard semaphore code of the Terran Confederation. Her computer read the signal and provided a running translation.


        TCS - JUNEAU - SHUTTLE - SURVIVORS - OF ENGAGEMENT - NINE - MONTHS - AGO - WHO - ARE - YOU - INTERROGATIVE


        She responded with the same primitive signaling method, identifying her ship and the Landreich navy. THANK - GOD - NEED - ASSISTANCE - CAN - YOU - LEAD - ME - TO - YOUR - SHIP INTERROGATIVE


        Babcock didn't answer right away. Instead she bucked the question up to Admiral Richards. If he wanted to kibitz while she was flying, she thought with a grim smile, the least he could do was take care of the tough decisions for her.


        "N ot Independence," came the admiral's reply. "He's already on course for Karga. Tell him we'll meet him there."


        "Paranoia?" Bondarevsky asked.


        "Most paranoids have real enemies, son," Richards said. "This guy could be legit . . . or he could be a human captive with a Kilrathi laser pistol pointed at the back of his head. And if that shuttle turns out to be carrying something dangerous, like enough explosive to do some real damage . . . well, this old girl's already seen enough trouble that a little more won't make much difference."


        She passed on the instructions to the pilot of the shuttle, who made a brief acknowledgment but sent no further messages. Shuttle and fighter continued on course, with Drifter's Hornet following at a discreet distance.


        Darlene Babcock heaved a sigh of relief as Karga came in sight. It looked like she wasn't going to have to face the Cats today after all.
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        Orbiting Vaku VII, Vaku System"


        1040 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The Confederation shuttle came in through the stern end of the flight deck, where there was less damage, but the craft still maneuvered carefully. Watching the boat settling to the deck using magnetic clamps to hold her down in zero-gravity, Bondarevsky felt a sense of relief. Despite the admiral's continued fears of a possible Cat trick, it looked as if they'd been lucky indeed. It was rare for anyone to survive the loss of a capital ship in combat, but apparently some had managed it here at Vaku.


        Still, they didn't take any chances. Bhaktadil had his marines deployed watching the shuttle, and most of the survey team was still strapped in and ready to fly at the first sign of trouble. Bondarevsky, accompanied by Harper, had persuaded the colonel to let him help greet the new arrivals. As the most recent ex-Confederation senior officer available, he might be able to elicit more information from them than the colonials could.


        They waited for the shuttle to open up, and Bondarevsky passed the time studying the battered craft's hull. It had clearly taken quite a beating at some point. The plating along the port side was pitted and scarred, and several external weapons and sensor mountings were missing. There was no sign of a commlink antenna, either, which probably accounted for their inability to communicate. That bird was lucky to still be flying


        Then the port side hatch began to open, and the tension among the watching marines became thick enough for Bondarevsky to feel. A pair of humans were standing at the top of the ramp, clad in Confederation-issue suits. Behind them, a bulkier figure moved, then another one.


        "Cats!" one of the marines shouted, raising his rifle to the ready.


        "Don't shoot!" someone called. "Don't shoot . . . they're friends!"


        One of the humans, the man, climbed down the ramp.


        He was wearing magnetic boots, and moved awkwardly, but it was plain he was trying to hurry before the situation got any worse. "I'm Commander Graham," he said. "Chief Engineer of TCS Juneau. The former TCS Juneau."


        "Do all your friends have fur, Commander?" Bhaktadil asked.


        "They're castaways just like us," Graham responded. "From two Imperial ships we engaged nine months back. One of them this carrier here. This is Jhavvid Dahl, Assistant Communications Officer of the Karga. And Mirrach lan Vrenes, Supply Officer from the escort Frawqirg. And my Engineering CPO, Ellen Quinlan."


        "Don't get me wrong, Commander, we're glad to see you," Bondarevsky said. "But you have to admit the company you're keeping doesn't recommend itself to just anyone."


        Graham shrugged. "When both groups made it down, we had a choice between fighting to the death or cooperating and staying alive. We decided we could always kill each other later, and we've been working together down there ever since. We struck an agreement that whichever side got here first, the others would surrender to with the understanding they'd be repatriated." He paused. "Believe me, friend, neither group would be here today if we hadn't teamed up. It's been rugged."


        "Well, it's over now. I'm Jason Bondarevsky." He stepped forward, extending his hand.


        "First to Kilrah!" Graham said, gripping it firmly through their suit gloves.


        "It wasn't much of a movie," Bondarevsky said dourly. He still regretted letting himself be talked in to cooperating with the picture. Even now, it continued to haunt him. "This is Colonel Bhaktadil, Free Republic Marine Corps. And my aide, Lieutenant Harper."


        "The fighter that escorted us in identified itself as Landreich Navy," Graham said, frowning. "But what are you doing out here, sir? A ConFleet officer . ?"


        "A long story, Commander," Bondarevsky said. "For the moment, I hope you won't object to a little paranoia on our part. When you see Terrans and Kilrathi together on the same shuttle where neither group has any good reason for being alive in the first place, you get a little nervous. Colonel Bhaktadil would like to have some of his men look over your shuttle . . just a precautionary measure."


        "Hell, sir, for all I care you can strip it down to scrap and sell it to the Firekkans as trade trinkets. There're about two hundred people, Terran and Kilrathi, down on that moon who are going to see home after nine months in purgatory. That's the only thing that matters right now."
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        "So there we were, three shuttles packed full of survivors, coming in over the crash site. The Cat destroyer must've been worse damaged than they figured. Something failed on final approach, and that sucker set down hard."


        Bondarevsky passed another cup of tea across the wardroom table to Commander Graham, who took it eagerly. Gaunt and drawn, the young engineering officer had spent most of the time since reaching what passed for civilization eating, drinking, and talking.


        They had decided to send the City of Cashel to pick up the survivors on the moon, which Graham called Nargrast. Apparently that was the name for one of the hells of Kilrathi mythology, and the description his Cat opposite number had provided of the place it was an apt name indeed. Nargrast, the planet, was a frozen waste, habitable only by a generous application of the word's definition. It was a massive world, about twice the mass of Terra, with a gravitational pull of nearly two gs and a dense oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere. A greenhouse effect allowed the planet to retain enough of the brown dwarf's energy output to keep it from being completely unlivable, and screened out the worst of the secondary radiation as well, but it also gave rise to fierce storms. Most of the survivors were sick from the overpressures and the cold, and they probably couldn't have lasted too much longer.


        Now the transport was en route, and Richards had ordered Bondarevsky to accompany Graham and his party to arrange the rescue of the colonists, turning over the survey work to Sparks and Harper. City of Cashel, designed as a combat troop transport, was the logical choice for the job. She had plenty of space for extra passengers despite carrying the crew destined for the Karga, and her fleet of shuttles and assault craft could make a quick job of the evacuation of the planet's surface.


        Bondarevsky was glad to get away from the Kilrathi carrier and its crew of ghosts and corpses. He doubted the Goliath project would have much chance of success anyway, and was glad the expedition could do some good, at least, by rescuing the castaways of the Battle of Vaku.


        "Two of the shuttles mounted weapons pods, so we had a little bit of firepower available," Graham went on. "But the Cats weren't much of a threat. There were some survivors from the destroyer, but they were in a bad way. Some fighters had also put down there, Darkets and a pair of Strakhas. Those scared us, I've got to admit, but by the time they'd touched down they were out of fuel and weapons, so none of them even tried to come after us. And there were a couple of big lifeboats off the carrier, but they weren't armed either. I don't really know to this day when it dawned on me, but I decided to hold off opening fire until I had a parley with them.


        I know it was stupid, but I couldn't see slaughtering a bunch of refugees who were in the same boat we were, enemies or not."


        Bondarevsky shook his head. "Not stupid," he said. "You may have just proved that we can get along with the Cats . . . if we find a common cause that's good enough."


        "Yeah, maybe so. They're not near as bad as they're portrayed in the propaganda back home, either. Sure, they're tough, and they don't think like we do, but there're a few of them I'd gladly trust my life to. Have, in fact, several times over the last few months." Graham took another long swig from his cup. "Anyway, their leader turned out to be this youngster, Murragh. He came out to meet me on the open field away from the crash site, and even though he tried to bluster he sounded like a scared kid even through the computer translation. I think it had all been just too much for him to take in, the fight, the mess planetside, his first command . . . he seemed relieved to find out he didn't have to fight to the death like a hero out of one of the Kilrathi Codices. We struck a deal. Both sides would share the resources we had available—our manpower and their wreckage, basically—and we agreed that we'd pledge to let the other side return home if our side was the one that found us first. There've been a few clashes, of course, but I've seen as much fighting between members of the same species, human against human or Cat against Cat, as I've seen between the two groups. Mostly we don't have time for that crap. We're too busy hying to keep everybody alive."


        Bondarevsky frowned. "You could have some problems with your deal, Graham," he said quietly. "The Landreichers might not think they have to honor an agreement struck between Cats and Terrans. Neither group's too high on their list of favorites right about now."


        "You don't think there'll be trouble, do you?" Graham put down his cup and stared at Bondarevsky as if he'd grown another head. "I've given my word, sir. And that means everything to these people."


        "I'll do what I can. I've had . . . a certain amount of experience making Max Kruger do the right thing. But it might take some time. Help me explain it to the Cats when we're organizing the evacuation."


        "But what's the trouble? The war's over, isn't it?" "You're pretty well up on current events for a castaway, aren't you?" Bondarevsky asked, eyeing him with interest.


        "We managed to put together a hypercast receiver out of comm systems from the destroyer and our shuttles. Not a very good one, and we never had hopes of getting enough power to rig a transmitter planetside, but we could pick up traffic from both sides of the border when the atmospherics were just right and all our fingers were crossed. We heard about Kilrah."


        "Any trouble?"


        "Some mutterings. Fortunately the bulk of the able-bodied Kilrathi were Cadre from the carrier, handpicked specialists loyal to the hrai of Nokhtak. They didn't care a whole hell of a lot for Thrakhath or the Emperor, and the general consensus seemed to be that whatever those two had brought down on Kilrah was their own damned fault. Some of the survivors from the fighter crews and the destroyer were a little less philosophical. Several killed themselves, messy show and I thought that might get the others going but Murragh calmed 'em down. He's got a great future in politics, that kid. Knew just how to push their buttons."


        "Well, the war is over, at least as far as the Confederation's concerned. But there's a Kilrathi warlord named Ragark stirring up trouble on the border, and the Landreich's getting ready to fight back. So around here things haven't changed much, peace treaty or not, and your Cats will be treated as hostiles no matter how cooperative they've been with you." Bondarevsky sipped his own tea. "Like I said, I'll do what I can. Your bunch sounds reasonable. I doubt they'll want to throw in with Ragark. But if we can get back to business, tell me this. What were you people doing making runs out to that derelict with your shuttle missing half its systems?"


        Graham shrugged. "Scavenging run. We used to make them regularly, gathering up supplies and gear we thought we could use planetside. One by one, though, our shuttles have been giving out on us. Even with the junk we've brought back from the flight decks of the Karga we can't keep a proper maintenance schedule on them, and spending so much time exposed to the brown dwarf's weird radiation, even with shields, has taken its toll on our electronics. The bird we were on this morning was the last one running, and it took over a month to get it back in service after we tore apart all the others for spare parts. We don't have decent sensors, a working commlink, or any of the original weapons mounts. We had to do our course calculations on a jury-rigged Kilrathi wrist computer and then feed the data into the navigation system manually, and at that we had to hope our figures for the Karga's orbit were close enough to put us in the ballpark."


        "You thought there was something on board valuable enough to take that kind of risk? I'd've thought you would have stripped all of the important stuff a long time back."


        "He's a big ship," Graham answered, using the Kilrathi masculine pronoun for the carrier without even seeming to notice. "And the most important thing was to try to get our transmitter back on-line."


        Bondarevsky remembered the report of a garbled signal picked up from the hulk when Vision Quest first investigated the system. "So you did get a hypercast system up and running."


        "Well, not very successfully, I'm afraid," Graham said. "Had to cobble the whole thing together to run off of one of the emergency power circuits, and we could never get enough juice into it to do much. The background radiation pretty much jammed the signal most of the time, and the transmitter went down a few days after we got it running anyway. But by that time we weren't flying anything, so there wasn't much we could do about it."


        "Couldn't you get the mains back on-line to get the power you needed?" Bondarevsky asked. If a Confederation engineer working with Kilrathi Cadre couldn't even bring one of the primary generators back on-line to supply power for a comparatively minor subsystem, it looked more doubtful than ever that the Karga could be salvaged as a spaceworthy fighting ship.


        "Never tried," Graham said. "Nobody wanted to take the risk."


        "Risk?"


        "Yeah. Look, the Cats rigged that carrier to blow. Computer self-destruct system. As far as Druvakhthat's the Cadre Computer Officer—could tell, the computer went off-line a few seconds before detonation. There's a good chance that the destruct command will kick in if the computer net reboots, so we've been staying as far away from the power and computer systems as possible. Even then, it's scary, let me tell you. You don't know what might make some back-up system kick in and start the countdown up right at the point where the computers crashed. Hell, didn't you guys have that figured out yet? You were on board him."


        "You mean that thing is ready to blow?" Bondarevsky surged to his feet, hastening across the wardroom to the intercom terminal near the door. He stabbed at the keyboard, entering the code combination with savage haste. A face appeared on the screen.


        "Comm Duty Officer," the man said, sounding bored. "This is Bondarevsky," he said. "Get me a channel to Admiral Richards on the derelict, pronto."


        "Sir, all communications off ship have to be approved by Captain Steiger."


        "Damn it, man, I need that channel now! The salvage team . . ."


        "Wait one, sir, while I see if the Captain can talk to you." The screen went blank, leaving Bondarevsky to curse furiously. Of course a transport ship that carried thousands of people at a time would require special regulations to handle access to the commlinks. Otherwise the outgoing traffic would be swamped with messages every time the ship passed a planet where some of the passengers had family or friends. They'd need to be especially strict given the casual attitude of the Landreichers to most matters of discipline. But this wasn't the time for a bureaucratic screw-up!


        Karga was a ticking time bomb, and if the survey crew tried to bring the mains on-line or bring the computer network back up as part of the damage assessment, the whole carrier could go up in one massive chain reaction.


        He might already be too late. . . .
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        Geoff Tolwyn was annoyed.


        He had strapped himself into the one seat that had somehow remained intact in the Karga's Combat Information Center, the combat bridge where the Kilrathi captain would have been stationed when he took the supercarrier into battle. It had taken heavy damage in that last fight, evidently from a hit to the adjacent section by a Confederation missile that had blasted through the bulkhead where the main sensor displays were mounted and sent a deadly hail of fragments across the compartment. There were bodies everywhere, including the Kilrathi captain's, and it was clear that none of them had lived long enough to suffer explosive decompression when the oxygen had rushed through the ruptured hull.


        That hit had been devastating. Probably the loss of the fighting bridge had played a large part in the death of the Karga, he thought, feeling bitter at the Confederation's success. CIC was an almost total write-off, and from all accounts so were the navigation bridge and several other crucial sections of the carrier. The prospects of getting her back into commission again weren't looking good. Richards had already started talking as if the failure of the Goliath Project was a foregone conclusion


        Now Tolwyn watched his experts working at one of the few reasonably undamaged panels with a black scowl on his face. Damn it all! He raged inwardly. They had to make Goliath work. The alternative was unthinkable.


        A spacesuited figure drifted through the rip in the bulkhead. Tolwyn recognized the markings on his suit. It was Diaz, who had left his team in Engineering to join the admiral in CIC.


        "What do you think?" Tolwyn asked him urgently. "Can we tap their computer? It looks like we're going to need to get the net back on-line if we're going to have any chance of doing a full damage assessment."


        "I think we can get access, at least to the ship's records," Diaz said, sounding abstracted. "That will give us schematics and maybe a picture of their damage control orders during the battle. I doubt we can get anything else yet, though. Certainly none of the automated repair systems, not until we get Engineering into some sort of shape. Even then . . . I don't know. It's not looking good."


        "How long?" Tolwyn insisted.


        "We'll try to reboot now, and see where it gets us. Even if it doesn't work the first time, we might get a better idea of what's needed just by watching how the system behaves."


        "Then let's get moving," Tolwyn said. "We've got to get something on this bloody boat working!"


        Diaz looked at him for a long moment. "Admiral, I hope you're not expecting miracles. My team's damned good, but they can't produce results to order if the ship is just too far gone to fix. And I believe that's what you'll find here. This carrier may not be salvageable. Period. No amount of wishing otherwise is going to make it so."


        "Just try it," Tolwyn growled. "Do what you can, and spare me the bloody lectures!"


        He tried to get a grip on his temper as the smaller man pushed off from the bulkhead and drifted over to the controls where the other technicians were hard at work. Tolwyn remembered how his temper had flared during the last stages of the Behemoth project, how he had pushed himself and everyone around him right up to the breaking point in his determination to finish the weapons platform and get it into service. Perhaps that had contributed to the disaster that had ended the operation before it had fairly begun. He had to regain something of his old equilibrium if he was going to avoid a repeat of those mistakes he'd made then. Was it almost a year now since Behemoth's short and inglorious career? It seemed like only a few days had gone by, sometimes . . . and like an eternity other times.


        "All right, people," Diaz was saying. Tolwyn knew he was speaking not only to his technicians, but for the benefit of a recording being made back on Independence of every step they took in the salvage process which would be reviewed later to look for mistakes or missed possibilities. "First computer reboot test. Report readiness by the numbers, please."


        "Ready on panel one," someone said.


        "Ready, panel two."


        "Ready on the power grid," another voice added.


        "All ready, Mr. Diaz," the team leader told his superior.


        "Good. Then let's get started. Power to the—"


        "Karga, Karga, this is Bondarevsky on the City of Cashel." Bondarevsky's voice was as close to panic as Tolwyn had ever heard it, and he had seen the man fighting horrific odds time and again during the war. "Karga, cease all salvage operations immediately! Repeat, cease all operations and respond to this call immediately!"


        "Hold test!" Diaz snapped. "What's going on here, Admiral?"


        "Let's find out," Tolwyn said. He switched comm frequencies to transmit by way of the relays aboard the shuffles that kept the survey team in contact with the rest of the battle group, the same channel they'd used earlier to monitor Babcock's encounter with the survivors. "Jason, this is Tolwyn. What the hell are you playing at?"


        "Admiral, I strongly recommend you get everyone off the Karga ASAP," Bondarevsky responded, sounding relieved. "I've just learned that the computer self-destruct system was activated aboard the carrier, and never shut down. A computer failure kept her from going up as planned, but there could still be the potential for activating the system again if you try to activate power or computer systems."


        "Self-destruct? Are you sure, Jason?" Tolwyn was torn between incredulity and relief. "If the computer went down, wouldn't that have purged the command from the system?"


        "Not according to Commander Graham, sir," Bondarevsky replied. "He worked closely with a Kilrathi engineer scavenging the carrier for parts and supplies. The Cats evidently back up their destruct system very thoroughly. Once the command is entered, it is embedded in the very deepest layers of the net. Without a deactivation code, there's no way to be sure of taking it out again. So if the computers come back on-line, even for a few seconds, you could find yourself at the end of a self-destruct countdown."


        Tolwyn looked across the compartment at Diaz. "Does this sound right to you, Major?" he asked


        "Possible, certainly," Diaz responded. "But I couldn't tell you if it's true or not. We haven't worked on a Kilrathi ship before, Admiral. This is all new territory."


        "Wonderful," Tolwyn said caustically. "All right, Jason, we'll pull back until we can some up with a way to deal with this mess. Thanks for the call. You caught us in the nick of time."


        "I'm glad, Admiral," Bondarevsky said.


        "You copied that, Vance?" Tolwyn went on.


        "Yeah." Even over the commlink from the flag bridge Richards sounded like a death row inmate after a reprieve. "I'm not going to ask how close you were to that computer test you guys were talking about a little while back. Okay, general orders to all survey personnel. Shut it down, reboard shuttles, and head for home. We've got some serious thinking to do before we go any farther" He paused. "If we go any farther"


        Tolwyn let out a ragged breath. Another obstacle!


        But, by God, he'd figure a way around it. Because they needed this ship, and he was determined they would have it, come what may. He looked around the bridge and finally smiled. If the plan within the plan ever needed to be used, learning mastery of how a Kilrathi carrier operated just might come in handy some day.
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    "The true Warrior perseveres against any and all obstacles, and gains the greater glory for his efforts

  


  
    


    
      from the Fourth Codex


      02:17:06

    


    
      


      
        


        Survivor's Camp


        Nargrast (Vaku VIIa), Vaku System


        0822 hours (CST), 2670.314


        

      


      


      
        The arrival of the first of City of Cashel's shuttles brought scores of figures, human and Kilrathi, surging out onto the frozen plain. Watching a video monitor, Bondarevsky felt his heart race a little faster at the sight of them all. The humans were thin, clad in ragged uniforms that didn't look able to cope with the cold weather. Even the Kilrathi looked less than healthy. All of Graham's descriptions had not prepared him for the realities of the situation.


        They had adapted to the climate as best they could, using the shattered wreck of the Frawqirg as the basis for makeshift shelters. But they had used dome-shaped survival modules scavenged from the ship to supplement the protection offered by the downed escort, so that they now had what amounted to a tiny village clustered around the twisted remains of the once-proud warship.


        "God, what a mess." The comment came from Commander Alexandra Travis. She had been assigned to the Karga's flight wing as a squadron commander, though as yet she didn't have any planes to command. She was an attractive woman, not very tall but with a face that reminded him of Svetlana's, framed by a helmet of short, lustrous dark hair, but behind her beauty was the heart and mind of a fighter. She had commanded a squadron of ground-based fighters prior to joining Goliath, and according to her files her squadron had consistently scored top honors in every exercise they'd taken part in. She had even turned down a job as an instructor at the Landreich's Fighter Training Center in order to stay on active duty.


        Today Travis and other members of the nascent Karga flight wing who had been available aboard the transport were Bondarevsky's chosen deputies for the difficult task of helping to organize the castaways and get them off of Nargrast. It should have been a job for the marines, but all the marines working with Bhaktadil's force aboard Karga, and Richards and Tolwyn had been adamant about not redeploying them now that they were already committed. So flight wing pilots, who were already under Bondarevsky's direct command anyway, made the best sense as his landing party for this mission.


        "You try scratching out a living in a garden spot like Nargrast, and see how good you look in nine months, Commander," Graham spoke up. He was struggling into a Landreich-issue parka.


        "No offense, sir," Travis said. "I meant it as a tribute . . . I don't see how anybody could survive in all that."


        "It was not easy," Mirrach lan Vrenes rumbled. His Confederation English was slightly accented, but easily understandable. His fellow Kilrathi, Dahl, knew little English and remained silent . . . an odd situation for a Communications Officer. Evidently, if Bondarevsky understood what he'd been told, Dahl was of lower birth than most Kilrathi officers, and had missed much of the basic education Cat nobles usually commanded—including a working knowledge of the chief language of their enemies. "I must admit that I was not in favor of working with humans at first . . . but I am sure we would not have survived without their help."


        Graham opened the shuttle's rear troop door. It was an assault craft, designed for moving marines in and out of danger in the quickest possible time, and the whole back end of the shuttle dropped to form a ramp capable of holding an armored personnel carrier. Outside a crowd of humans and Cats surged forward, noisy and excited. Stepping to the top of the ramp, Graham held up his hands and the mob fell silent.


        "We found a rescue ship," he said loudly. "They've come to take us home!"


        "Whose home, ape?" a large Kilrathi demanded, pushing to the front of the crowd. Even from inside the shuttle, Bondarevsky could see he was powerfully built, though the fur of his chest had been burned away and his skin was a criss-cross network of scar tissue. That he was still alive and kicking at all spoke volumes for the Cat's toughness, and Bondarevsky had to fight the urge to reach for his laser pistol. "Whose home, I say!"


        There was a muttered reaction from many of the Kilrathi in the crowd. But it died away as one of their number stepped out from among them and mounted the ramp to join Graham.


        "Kuraq," he said, facing the scarred Cat. He spoke in English, as the other had. Graham had said that they mostly used English in the castaway's camp these days, since more Kilrathi knew that language than Terrans knew their snarling tongue. There were several Cats translating what was said, though, for the benefit of those who didn't understand. "Listen to me, Kuraq. When we first agreed to cooperate with Graham, we pledged then that whichever side found us, we would all go willingly."


        The Cat paused. He was slimmer than most of his kindred, with an aura of authority Bondarevsky found startling in such a young officer. The human couldn't quite tell what his rank insignia meant, but thought they were the tabs of some kind of lieutenant. Yet he handled this crowd with an ease few admirals could have projected.


        Turning to look at Graham, the young officer went on. "We also agreed, Graham, that the side whose people came first would do everything possible for the rest of us."


        Graham nodded. "I haven't lost my grasp of it, Murragh," he said firmly. "We haven't had a chance to discuss it yet, but I'm sure Captain Bondarevsky and his people will treat the Kilrathi survivors with respect. I'll do everything in my power to make sure of that. Meantime, we've got a chance to get off this rock! I don't know about you Kilrathi, but I'd gladly live in a zoo if it was anywhere but Nargrast!"


        There was some cheering, then, mostly from humans but with a number of Cats adding the peculiar monotone chant that was their version of approbation.


        Graham led the young Kilrathi to Bondarevsky. "Captain, this is Murragh Cakg dai Nokhtak. He is the ranking nobleman from the Kilrathi half of our little community. Murragh, Captain Jason Bondarevsky, in the service of the Free Republic of Landreich Navy, formerly a Commodore in the Confederation fleet."


        Murragh extended a hand, a very human gesture. "I have heard of you, Captain," he said formally as Bondarevsky took it. "Your raid on Kilrah was most daring."


        "Er... thank you." Of all the things Bondarevsky had prepared for over the course of his life, meeting an urbane Kilrathi nobleman wasn't one of them. "Cakg dai Nokhtak. That was the name of the admiral commanding the Karga battle group, wasn't it?"


        "My uncle," the young noble said proudly.


        "I'm . . . sorry."


        Murragh frowned for a moment, then suddenly nodded. "Of course. Your human concept of the sadness of death. My uncle fought a long struggle with the God of the Running Death, Captain, and he killed himself to the greater glory of our hrai. There is no sadness in that."


        Beside them, Graham cleared his throat. "Could we save the philosophy lesson for later, 0 Great Prince," he asked with a sarcastic edge to his voice. "The natives are getting restless again out there, and these people have a lot of organizing to do."


        The evacuation of the refugees promised to be an organizational nightmare, and it took hours for Bondarevsky to get things running smoothly. City of Cashel had plenty of shuttles of all sizes and descriptions available to carry out the program, but lifting capacity was never one of the Landreich team's concerns.


        By far the most difficult thing was overcoming the transport captain's loudly voiced objections to taking on ninety-seven Kilrathi on top of the five-thousand plus crew destined for the Karga. It wasn't numbers that bothered him, it was the idea of carrying Cats at all. Captain Steiger didn't like Cats, and didn't see why they should bother taking them off Nargrast, since if they got what they deserved they would all end up getting spaced for war crimes against the Landreich anyway. Bondarevsky finally had to invoke the full authority of the Goliath Project, while hoping that Steiger wouldn't realize that the discovery of the self-destruct system aboard the supercarrier made it more unlikely than ever that Goliath would actually be anything more than a passing notion.


        Even after Steiger's cooperation was secured there were plenty of details to attend to. There were the sick and injured, for example. Nearly half the survivors were ill to some extent from the atmospheric overpressure and the bitter cold, and there were a number of Kilrathi still recovering from injuries received in the crash of the escort. Several members of both races were suffering from the lingering effects of radiation poisoning, as well. Juneau's Medical Officer, Bruno Abramowicz, and Karga's Cadre Surgeon Ghellen lan Dory, had done the best they could, but their medical supplies were running low and conditions had been declining steadily. So Bondarevsky had to arrange for the worst of the Sick Bay cases to be evacuated first. Up on the transport he drafted Karga's intended medical staff to work with City of Cashel's chief surgeon and the two castaway doctors. It created additional friction with Steiger, but in the end Bondarevsky made his decision stick.


        A further complication arose in the form of instructions from Admiral Tolwyn, who ordered him to conduct a thorough survey of the crashed escort while he was there. Accompanied by Travis, Harper, and Graham, Bondarevsky explored the interior of the shattered vessel, recording everything possible with portable computer-imaging rigs. He supposed that Tolwyn wanted to salvage parts and spares from the downed ship, though Bondarevsky wondered what good it would do with the Karga barred to them courtesy of the quiescent but still potentially lethal destruct order ticking away inside its computer banks.


        Still, he carried out his orders. There wasn't much to see inside the escort. Graham and his colleagues had pulled out most of the onboard systems and stripped them down for parts themselves, leaving the empty compartments to be used as quarters or storerooms. Where they'd left systems in place, like the auxiliary power generators, they'd made any number of repairs using anything and everything at hand. Bondarevsky had to credit the survivors with plenty of imagination, but he didn't want to even think about the number of ways Graham had put the whole colony of survivors at risk by his improvised solutions to technical problems.


        Eventually, everything started to sort itself out. The shuttles began arriving to evacuate the survivors, and the technical survey was wrapped up. Bondarevsky ordered some of the personnel intended for Karga's crew to come down to the planet's surface and continue the work he'd started. They would cannibalize as much as they could from the various Kilrathi systems, including the intact fighter craft and the useless shuttles.


        For himself, though, he was pleased when he could finally take a shuttle back up to the City of Cashel. He had stayed on the planet less than nine hours all told, and he found it hard to believe that anyone could have lasted nine months there and stayed sane.


        Whatever was fated for the Goliath Project, he would be glad to get back to Tarawa . . . Independence

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Council Hall, Government House,


        Newburg Landreich, Landreich System


        1830 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "The motion to adjourn has been moved and seconded!" Max Kruger bellowed. "All those in favor, say `aye'!" There was a chorus of assent. "Opposed, 'nay'!"


        There were probably nearly as many delegates in the Council Hall who wanted to continue the debate, but Kruger pounded the gavel. "In the opinion of the chair, the ayes have it! This session is adjourned." He pounded his gavel, wishing it could be on a few heads belonging to members of the so-called Loyal Opposition. Muttering, grumbling, arguing, the members of the Council of Delegates began to drift toward the door. Kruger sat down in one of the chairs beside the speaker's podium, feeling exhausted. He would much rather have faced a Kilrathi warship armed to the teeth and swooping in for an attack than put up with another of these interminable meetings of the Council.


        Today it had been particularly bad. First there had been the move to cut funds for the refitting of the Landreich's newest carrier purchased from the Confederation Navy, formerly Saipan, now renamed Arbroath in honor of one of the earliest declarations of independence in human history. The charge to block the refit program had been led by Councilman Galbraith's party, who seemed determined to keep the military expansion program from getting any further. Kruger had nightmares of what might happen if they learned about the Goliath Project, especially if it turned out the Kilrathi ship couldn't be refitted. With the amount of money and personnel he'd channeled into the effort, a failure would be enough to bring the whole government down—if Galbraith and his faction discovered what Goliath was all about. So far it was simply one line on the supplemental military appropriations bill, classified top secret.


        Enough delegates still supported the government - Kruger - to go along with his assertion that the project wasn't something to be discussed in open Council. But it would only take a few shifts in party alliances to open up Galbraith's demands for a hearing. . . .


        He could only hope that Galbraith's son would remember his military oath and put the Navy ahead of his family's political ambitions. One of the key reasons for keeping the whole refit project compartmentalized in the Vaku system with only minimal contact to and from the capitol was the need for secrecy—not so much from the Kilrathi, though that was important too, but from Kruger's own political opponents at home. Sometimes they were a worse enemy than all the Cats from here to the Galactic Rim.


        He'd overcome the budget fights by sheer force of personality. In the early days of the Republic he'd presided over the writing of Landreich's constitution, and Kruger had managed to give the Presidency considerable power. He or a chosen Speaker had to preside over all meetings of the Council, which gave the Executive Branch quite a bit of control over the direction of debates. But it was exactly that facet of the constitution that was forcing him to stay at the capitol now, when he really wanted to be elsewhere. Enough of Kruger's political supporters were dead or defected to make it difficult to find anyone he could really trust to run the meetings of the Council, but Kruger himself was still a voice many heeded.


        But it made it hard to do his job as he perceived it. Max Kruger was a fighting man, first and foremost, and if he couldn't be leading a fleet into battle he at least felt the need to be supervising the defense of the Republic. His advisers had probably been right in urging him not to accompany the Goliath mission. Richards, Tolwyn, and the others would be out there for months if they had to refit the derelict, and there wasn't that much Kruger could do to justify being away from the capitol for so long. But he should at least have been able to take a battle group out for a tour of the frontier. Ilios, now . . . ever since the Kilrathi raid the planet had been growing increasingly strident in its demands for more support from the government, and the delegates of Ilios had been among his strongest supporters until now. If he could have paid a personal visit, shown the flag and put the defenses in order, he might have done some real good. But he was shackled by politics to this planet, this city, this god-awful Council Hall.


        Max Kruger was getting heartily sick of politics. Landreich's political system was a lot like other aspects of its frontier society—loud, frantic, and lacking in dignity. Though Kruger was no respecter of dignity himself, he sometimes wondered how the Republic had stood this long when it was run by a group of determined individualists like the members of his Council of Delegates.


        He straightened up from his chair and looked out at the tiered benches that dominated the floor of the Hall. Most of the Delegates were on their way out, still carrying on noisy and often violent speech as they elbowed their way out into the antechamber. It had only been a few months since one such passionate post-session debate had led to the senior delegate from Ilios pulling a knife on one of the delegates from Tara. Today passions were running nearly as high as they had that day, but so far there was no sign that anyone was considering turning a political debate into anything more fractious.


        A stocky, richly dressed delegate met his eye from near the front of the Hall. Kruger suppressed a fleeting moment of distaste and stepped down from the platform to approach the man. He didn't like Daniel Webster Galbraith, but he couldn't let that stop him from being civil to the man. After all, he commanded more wealth and power than most of the rest of the delegates put together. And before his faction had parted ranks with Kruger's administration after Ko-bar Yagar, Galbraith had bailed the Landreich out of one fiscal crisis after another.


        He owed the man plenty . . . and Galbraith wasn't the kind to let him forget it.


        "Well, Max," the industrialist-turned-politician said with a genial smile. "Glad to see you can still shout down a delegate when you have to. Ismat Bayulkin isn't exactly noted for his restraint, after all."


        "He had a point," Kruger said. "Damn it, Ilios really is hanging right out on the edge of the Cat frontier.


        But that's no reason to start trying to conduct naval operations from the floor of the Hall. I know they feel exposed. I just can't let people like Bayulkin think they can take charge of the armed forces by virtue of their political ranks."


        Galbraith smiled. "Saving that sort of thing for yourself, eh, Max?"


        Kruger felt a flare of temper building inside himself. "I could do a lot more good out there than I'm doing sitting here at home listening to all this endless talk," he growled.


        "So? I'm not the one who asked you to stay put. That was your own party. Frankly, I'd be happier if you'd let us get on with governing."


        "What is it with you, Dan?" Kruger demanded. "A couple of years ago you were ready to do whatever it took to make things work. Now you're the leader of the Loyal Opposition . . . except half the time you aren't even particularly loyal any more. What happened?"


        "Peace happened, Max. Or weren't you watching the holo-cast that night?"


        "Peace. Right. You think Ragark's going to give us any peace?"


        "You've been holding up Ragark as the boogieman for so long that nobody even believes he's real any more." Galbraith was looking exasperated. "Yeah, they've violated our territory a few times. We've violated theirs, too."


        "And Ilios? Was that a 'violation of territory'?"


        "The confees call it piracy."


        "So now you're listening to the confees?" Kruger glared at the man. "We have plenty of evidence it was Kilrathi on Ilios, Dan. Why won't you admit it?"


        "Evidence can be faked. Or suppressed. There were plenty of indications of piracy in that attack on the outpost at Balthazar. But you were so convinced the Cats were involved you closed your eyes to the whole thing." Galbraith looked away. "I'm sorry, Max. Genuinely sorry. In your day you were just what the Landreich needed. A military man who could stand up to the Cats and the confees both . . . and a real live war hero we could all look up to. But times are changing, Max. We need a leader who doesn't drop everything to charge off after glory every time things get boring in the capitol. We need somebody who isn't fixated on fighting the Cats or insulting the confees. Statesmanship is what we need now, not gunboat diplomacy."


        "So you think it's time to put me out to pasture,


        eh?" Kruger shook his head. "You're wrong, Dan. It's still a dangerous universe out there. Now that the Confederation's out of the game we've got to look out for ourselves. All this nonsense your bunch has been spouting about defense cuts is worse than just bad. It's treason!"


        "Treason? I'll tell you about treason!" Galbraith, normally so suave and urbane, was agitated now. "Treason is frittering away the Republic's cash reserves on all your new toys. What is it now? Four new cruisers and three escort carriers? Or are there more I haven't heard about yet? Independence, Magna Carta, Arbroath ... do you have to buy up every carrier the confees don't want any more? And then there's this mysterious Project Goliath. You've had us voting funds for a damned pig in a poke! Don't you realize that we just don't have the money to spend on building up the fleet to the size you want? I made some godawful big loans to keep you afloat. If I called them in now, with the Treasury in the shape it's in, the Republic would fold."


        "Is that a threat?"


        Galbraith shook his head. "No . . . just a warning. I'm not the only one your government's in hock to, after all. But you know I wouldn't pull the plug like that." He sighed. "I'm a patriot after my own fashion, you know, Max. I gave you that money because back then I believed in what you were doing. And I wouldn't jeopardize the Republic just because I've parted company with you over policy."


        "So you'll just keep on doing your best to run me into the ground, so you can pick up the pieces later, is that it?"


        "I want what's best for the Landreich. I just don't happen to think you fill that role any more."


        "I'm sorry to hear that, Dan," Kruger said slowly. "Because the fact is that I intend to keep right on doing what I think is necessary. And I'll run right over you and all your cronies if you get in my way."


        "Maybe," Galbraith said quietly. "But don't underestimate the strength of a democratic government, Max. You might find yourself facing a vote of no confidence some day, just as soon as you slip up badly enough. And I think if the circumstances were right that you'd find a lot of people backing my position . . . enough to vote you right out of office."
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        Admiral Geoff Tolwyn leaned back in his chair and rubbed eyes grown weary with fatigue. There was just so much to do, and so little time to do it in. And from the line Richards had been taking the last two days, the deadline for action was coming up fast.


        Richards actually planned to drop the entire Goliath Project!


        It was the discovery of the self-destruct system that had triggered the crisis, of course. Richards had cut off the survey work cold as soon as Bondarevsky had passed the word from the castaways as to the Karga's potentially lethal surprise. Tolwyn had gone along with it at the time . . . but only with the idea of pulling back long enough to find a solution to the problem.


        Instead it looked like Richards would pull the plug entirely. Karga would be bombarded until she blew up, to keep the Cats from ever recovering her, and the battle group would tamely return to Landreich


        All that Richards was waiting on was a chance to sit down with Bondarevsky and have him put in his own advice. Knowing Bondarevsky, Tolwyn assumed he'd be with Richards. He'd never been very confident in Goliath in the first place, and with the risk to the lives of everyone involved in the Project aboard a ship with an armed self-destruct system, Bondarevsky was almost certainly to vote in favor of packing up and heading for home.


        It couldn't be allowed to happen that way. There were too many reasons why they had to put the supercarrier back in service. Reasons Richards and Bondarevsky didn't know about yet, and which Tolwyn was reluctant to share with them. If either of them turned out to be an agent of Belisarius . . .


        Bondarevsky, now. Suppose he'd passed that "information" about the destruct program to them as a way to deliberately sabotage the project? The Belisarius Group would want the Karga kept out of the picture, and it was just possible they'd gotten to him . .


        Tolwyn shook his head angrily. He'd been living with this paranoia for too long now. It was making him mistrust everyone. Bondarevsky wouldn't sign on with a bunch of conspirators like the Belisarius Group. Surely Tolwyn knew him well enough to have that much faith, at least.


        The problem was, he'd lost the ability to trust. Even old friends like Richards and Bondarevsky raised distrust in Tolwyn these days. It made it that much harder for him to gain the support of the people he needed to rally against Belisarius, because he couldn't be sure enough of anyone to really open up to them when he had to. His months of tightrope-walking had already cost so damned much . . .


        But the Goliath Project represented a chance to change all that, and by God he was going to see it carried out, whatever the cost. Karga was a resource they simply couldn't throw away.


        He returned his gaze to the computer monitor in front of him, a summary report from the teams that had investigated the hangar and flight decks of the supercarrier before the bomb scare had caused Richards to pull out. The preliminary findings indicated that both hangar decks were well-stocked with Kilrathi planes, exact numbers still not determined. Until they got a close look at them there was no telling how many would actually be able to fly, but if even half of them were put into service they'd be a valuable asset all by themselves. The Karga had been one of the newest and most modern carriers in Kilrathi service, and the planes she carried were all first-line models that could outperform the antiquated Confederation cast-offs the Landreich was forced to rely on.


        Tolwyn scanned the report. Light fighters, Darketclass, less than a squadron in the hangar decks but several more reported on the surface of the brown dwarf moon at the castaway camp. The Darket was small and agile, even better for scouting duties than the Confederation Hornet. Individually weak in shielding, armor, and weapons, they were often employed in fighting pairs by Kilrathi pilots to excellent effect.


        Medium fighters, Dralthi Four-class, probably two full squadrons, most craft in good condition. The batwing shape of the Dralthi Four was fearsome to behold in combat. Tolwyn could still remember watching in frustration as squadron after squadron of the evil-looking birds had swooped low over the Behemoth during the battle that had destroyed the huge weapons platform. They were slightly weaker than their modern Confederation equivalents, but compared to the Scimitars and Raptors of the Landreich's arsenal they were a deadly match.


        Heavy fighters, Vaktoth-class, many missing from hangars. Perhaps an eight-ship Kilrathi squadron left, though this remains to be confirmed by closer examination of individual planes. Vaktoths were superior in every respect to the Landreich's Raptors. Even if they could only get eight of them in service, they'd be a powerful strike force for the carrier.


        Heavy fighters, Strakha-class, approximately one squadron in very good condition. That was really something to take notice of. The Landreich so far couldn't field anything using modern stealth technology, but the Strakhas were capable of cloaked flight that enabled them to evade detection before they struck. Even in the Confederation stealth fighters, the new Excaliburs like the one that had dropped the T-Bomb on Kilrah, had been slow to reach the front lines and scarce as hen's teeth right to the end of the war.


        Bombers, Paktahn-class, numbers hard to determine because of heavy damage to many individual units.


        Dedicated bombing craft were comparatively new to human flight wings, where the recent Longbow bomber was still a novelty. The Paktahn wasn't nearly as good as the Longbow, but like the stealth fighter the bomber was something the Landreich hadn't used at all . . . until now. If they could even get a few of these fit for combat action, they could greatly extend the Landreich's ability at power projection.


        Electronic Warfare Craft, Zartoth-class, more than a full squadron apparently intact. Built on the same frame as a Vaktoth heavy fighter, the Zartoth was only lightly armed, but was crammed with electronics gear and electronic countermeasures. They were most useful when it was necessary to pinpoint and destroy enemy targets by detecting energy outputs, or when it was deemed advisable to knock out defending sensors or communications channels. The Confederation used larger EW vessels, corvettes, but Tolwyn had always thought the Kilrathi practice of deploying multiple Zartoths for the same role was a better way of doing the job.


        Reconnaissance craft, Hrakthi-class, approximately one squadron in good condition. Unarmed and constructed from a modification of an older light fighter, the Salthi, the Hrakthi was intended purely as a scout craft. They possessed the ability to cloak, and were packed with sensors, but their combat worth was small. Still, the ability to study an enemy formation from close up without being detected appealed to Tolwyn.


        Shuttles, various types, roughly four squadrons. The Kilrathi design philosophy emphasized dispersal and duplication of valuable assets to allow a force to suffer losses and still win a battle. They had adapted one basic shuttlecraft design for a number of different purposes. The Naktarg was the original version, an assault shuttle large enough to hold troops and small vehicles and armed with gatling lasers and anti-armor ground-support missiles. A Search and Rescue variant, the Rogharth, was not unlike the Type-R ConFleet shuttle that had carried the castaway party back to Karga, devoting space to a medical bay and extra sensors. Another intriguing type, as far as Tolwyn was concerned, was the Gratha, which was fitted for command and control duties. It carried a crew of six as well as room for a strike commander and his staff, and duplicated the tracking, communications, and tactical computer functions housed within a carrier's Primary Flight Control center. They effectively increased the carrier's ability to control flight operations over long distances.


        Finally, there was the Kofar shuttle variant, a flying munitions and fuel dump that could dock with a Kilrathi fighter in space and transfer fuel and missiles. Tolwyn had long argued that the Confederation fleet could have used a similar platform. Carriers, after all, were at their most vulnerable when they were in the process of rearming and refueling fighters in the middle of combat operations. Terran carriers could launch small tankers, but there was no provision for restocking a fighter's missiles without having it return to the flight deck. The Kofar extended Kilrathi planes' flight times dramatically.


        Tolwyn shook his head. All those planes, enough to fit out something close to a full flight wing that was considerably more modern than anything the Landreich could fly, and Richards was actually thinking of throwing it all away! And that wasn't even considering the carrier herself, a marvel of advanced naval design far better than escort carriers like Independence and her sister-ships. Even if they couldn't make good all of the damage—and Tolwyn had to admit there was all too much to do before the battered vessel was ready for combat again—the Goliath team couldn't afford to ignore the ship's potential.


        He shut off his computer monitor and stood up to pace back and forth across the cabin. Tolwyn knew with absolute certainty that Goliath had to go forward, but he wasn't sure he could convince Richards or Bondarevsky. They might not believe what he knew about the Belisarius conspiracy. And if they didn't, they could do more than just pull the plug on the carrier refit. They could keep Tolwyn from carrying on his personal war against the people who were planning the unthinkable back on Earth. He couldn't afford to lose an argument . . . he had to take some other kind of action.


        And he knew what that action had to be.
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    "There is no treachery greater than the betrayal of comrade against comrade."
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        Commander Donald Scott Graham was conscious of hostile eyes turned toward his table, but he forced himself to ignore them and concentrate on his food and his conversation. The relief of being rescued was starting to turn into concern for what might come next, but he was determined to enjoy the benefits of civilization without letting anyone spoil his first day off of Nargrast. But it took plenty of effort to ignore the stares and the muttered comments. Plainly there were fellow passengers aboard the transport ship who didn't approve of his choice of breakfast companions.


        Murragh Cakg dai Nokhtak evidently noticed the hostility as well. "It would seem that my people are no more popular with humans than yours are among Kilrathi," he said quietly. "Perhaps I dealt less well than I thought, that day, when I agreed to entrust my people to your good will."


        From across the table Jason Bondarevsky spoke up. "It's rude, but you can't really blame them. The Landreich still considers itself at war, and when the fighting's gone on as long as this you stop recognizing the enemy as individuals and start regarding every one you see as a threat. Having close to a hundred Kilrathi in for breakfast makes people a little nervous, that's all."


        Murragh favored him with a close-lipped smile. "Believe me, Captain, I understand. Early on when we started working with Graham I had to persuade my people that the stories were not true that said that you apes liked nothing better than to kill and eat Kilrathi prisoners for dinner."


        Graham and Bondarevsky both laughed.


        "I'm beginning to believe that there are a lot more similarities between our two races than anyone would have thought possible," Bondarevsky said.


        The transport ship was on the return leg of her mission of mercy, with the survivors from Nargrast safely embarked with their equipment and supplies. They'd left a detachment of spacers from the transport on the planet to study the crash site of the Kilrathi destroyer and the neighboring camp where the mixed bag of survivors had lived for nine Terran months. The Kilrathi fighters on the ground were particularly worthy of a closer look, and might be retrieved when the battle group was ready to pull out. The transport was scheduled to rendezvous with the rest of the Landreicher squadron in orbit near Karga within a few short hours, and Graham was glad of a chance to relax in one of the passenger mess areas. It had been a difficult two days.


        The survivors had been glad to be rescued, no doubt about that, and had cooperated enthusiastically with the Landreich rescue effort. After the first confrontation with Kuraq, the Kilrathi had caused no difficulties . . . at least not until the issue of when they could go home arose. The news that the Landreich considered itself still at war with the remnants of the Empire and hence weren't likely to send a shipload of Cats back to the nearest Imperial colony had come close to causing a full-scale riot among the Kilrathi contingent. Once again young Murragh had proved his talents as a leader, calming them down with a few more well-chosen words. As Graham had told Bondarevsky earlier, the young Cat had a flair for leadership. He was only a Hyilghar—the word translated very approximately as a lieutenant, but with a modifier that implied staff rather than combat duties and some sort of special aristocratic social status Graham didn't entirely understand—but despite his youth and modest rank he handled Kilrathi combat veterans three times his age with a natural aplomb that Graham still found himself envying after all these months.


        So the trouble had never quite materialized, but it had left a bad taste in Graham's mouth. The agreement he had made with Murragh should be honored, he felt, but he was afraid the Landreichers weren't going to see things that way. The hostile stares and angry asides the Cats drew in the mess hall didn't make him feel any better about things.


        "I understand you've been monitoring developments outside the system," Bondarevsky said around a mouthful of bacon from his plate. "What do you make of the situation across the border?"


        Murragh showed his fangs briefly. "Ukar dai Ragark is an ambitious governor who never felt properly appreciated under Thrakhath's rule. I think he would like nothing better than to see his hrai take the Throne. Not that they would keep it for long. He might win some short-term popularity by redeeming our pride with a victory or two, but that one won't know when to stop. Sooner or later he will overreach himself the same way our beloved Prince did, and that will be the end of him."


        Graham chuckled. "You see, Bondarevsky, the Kilrathi even understand the finer uses of sarcasm," he said with a smile. "If you were looking for a fanatical follower of either Ragark or Thrakhath, I'm afraid you're going to be disappointed."


        "Well, forgive me if I'm too obvious," Bondarevsky said, grinning. "But it's always nice to know where you stand."


        "A sentiment from the Codices," Murragh replied. "You are forgiven your curiosity . . . though I would warn you to remember that the ape's questing hands are a sure route to trouble."


        "And curiosity killed the cat," Graham added. Murragh laughed, a strangely human sound from a massive, fur-covered, cat-like creature with a flattened muzzle and sharp fangs. It always startled him to hear the Kilrathi laughing. They were so often depicted in Terran propaganda as dour creatures who took pleasure only in blood and death.


        "So who do you support, in the new Empire?" Graham asked. "Chancellor Melek?"


        "An honest kil, although he was a creature of Thrakhath's," Murragh responded. "His caretaker government at least does not assert a claim to the Throne itself. I imagine he will turn control over to the rightful Emperor when the time comes."


        "The trouble is deciding who has the right" Bondarevsky countered. "Every governor and petty warlord in the Empire is claiming to be the one leader who should take over as Emperor, in the absence of a legitimate heir."


        Murragh didn't answer, but he was showing his teeth again. The fighting smile wasn't an expression of satisfaction or humor in a Kilrathi warrior. It meant the anticipation of battle.


        "Ah, Bondarevsky, maybe you missed the significance of Murragh's full name," Graham said, stepping into the awkward silence. "The dai Nokhtak hrai is a distaff branch of the Imperial Family. Murragh here is a distant cousin of the Prince Thrakhath's . . . maybe the last one alive. His grandmother was sister to the late Emperor. That makes him a legitimate heir to the Kilrathi throne."


        'What?" Bondarevsky almost stood up, taken aback by Graham's quiet announcement. "I didn't make the connection . . . I guess somebody mentioned Admiral Cakg was a cousin of Thrakhath's, and you . . ."


        "I am his nephew," Murragh said quietly. "And possibly the only living kil with a claim to the Empire. As such, since you ask me whose side I am on, I can only say that I am wholeheartedly in favor of my own side."


        Bondarevsky shook his head slowly, his expression a mix of wonder and embarrassment that made it hard for Graham to keep a straight face. "My God, I've just had breakfast with the rightful Emperor of the Kilrathi. My memoirs are going to be a bestseller, I just know it." He grinned. "I guess you never know who you're going to meet out here on the frontier."


        Graham laughed. "Surprised the hell out of me, too, when I found out," he said. "And I thought all Cats were pretty much alike . . . until I started hanging out with royalty!"
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        Jason Bondarevsky cradled his head in his hands and stared at the overhead above his bunk. It was good to be back aboard the escort carrier, the rescue mission completed, but now that he was back he couldn't help but worry about what the future might hold.


        The leaders of the Goliath Project had spent a stormy hour that morning discussing the situation on the Karga. For the most part, the consensus was that it was hopeless to try to salvage the ship. That self-destruct system made the whole prospect entirely too dangerous, and the extent of the damage was such that it seemed unlikely they could get the ship back into fighting trim even if they could circumvent the computer's deadly last program.


        Of them all, only Admiral Tolwyn had been in favor of going forward with the project, but he'd made up in vehemence what he lacked in support.


        As for Bondarevsky, his worries centered more on what would come next. Kruger had recruited him with this Goliath scheme in mind, and now that it looked to be a dead letter he had to wonder if there'd be a place for him in the Landreich after all. There weren't that many decent military commands available, and somehow he couldn't see himself ending up as some supernumerary staff officer pushing computer keys for the greater glory of Max Kruger and the Landreich.


        The door buzzer sounded, interrupting his reverie, and Bondarevsky raised his voice to order the computer to open it. Sitting up in the bed, he was startled to see Admiral Richards framed in the opening. The admiral held up a hand as he started to scramble to his feet.


        "Don't get up, Jason," he said, looking weary. "May I come in for a few minutes?"


        "Of course, Admiral. Please. Can I get you something?"


        Richards pursed his lips. "How about a sane assistant?" he muttered darkly. "Or a laser pistol so I can shoot the insane one I've already got."


        "Sir?"


        "That idiot Tolwyn went over my head!" Richards exploded. "Got on a hypercast channel with Kruger and talked him into authorizing a go-ahead on Goliath. And all this before the meeting this morning!"


        "What?" Bondarevsky couldn't believe the admiral's words. Even Admiral Tolwyn couldn't be so set on this operation as to ignore the danger of trying to work on the supercarrier. "That's impossible! That ship is a bomb waiting to go off. We can't hope to work on her. I assumed we'd launch a spread of torpedoes, cut our losses, and head for home base."


        "That's what I planned on doing," Richards said heavily. "But Kruger's adamant. We're to use all means available to try to save the carrier, whatever the risks may be. That's a direct presidential order, no less."


        "But Admiral Tolwyn's behind it?"


        "That he is," Richards said. "I went stomping across to his cabin as soon as I had Kruger's message, and the bastard actually boasted about getting Old Max to come on board. Said it was too important to back off now, and then clammed up on me. I'm telling you, Jason, I just don't know what to do! Part of me wants to out-Kruger Old Max, invoke my superior rank over Galbraith and take us out of here no matter what our orders are. But . . ." He shook his head. "Damn it all, we've invested a hell of a lot in Goliath. It really was the best chance we had of evening the odds. I know how Tolwyn feels. I'd like to take a crack at it too. But not when repairing a single circuit could bring the self-destruct countdown back up and kill the whole salvage team. This is asking too damned much!"


        "I agree, sir," Bondarevsky said softly.


        "I didn't think Geoff Tolwyn had it in him, to be this callous about men's lives." Richards locked eyes with Bondarevsky. "You know, I heard a lot of nonsense about how he'd turned into a cold-blooded killer when he started work on Behemoth, but I wouldn't buy into it. Now I'm not so sure. Maybe when you've seriously contemplated genocide as an option a few more lives one way or another aren't going to matter any more."


        Bondarevsky looked away, remembering some of his own thoughts about Tolwyn's involvement with Behemoth. But some perverse part of him rallied to the admiral's defense. "Sir, I don't like the sound of this any better than you do," he said slowly. "But I've known Admiral Tolwyn for a lot of years now, and I've never known him to do anything without a pretty damned good reason behind it. Maybe we should try to find out what the reasons are for this, too."


        "You do what you like," Richards said. "I don't know if I can trust myself not to punch the bastard out the next time I see him."


        Bondarevsky understood exactly how Richards felt.
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        Bondarevsky touched the stud by the door to Admiral Tolwyn's suite and waited with mounting concern. The admiral had not stirred from his quarters all afternoon, and now, when Bondarevsky had finally decided to seek him out, it seemed as if he wasn't planning on seeing visitors. There wasn't even a query from the intercom. Finally, though, the door slid open.


        The room was dark, with all the lights out except a single worklight by the computer terminal, and the glow of the monitor screen. But Tolwyn wasn't at the desk. It took a moment for Bondarevsky's eyes to adjust to the darkness and pick out the shadowy figure of the admiral slumped back in an easy chair facing the door.


        "Sir?" Bondarevsky ventured, uncertain of himself.


        "Come in, Jason," Tolwyn said softly. "I suppose Vance Richards sent you."


        "He . . . talked with me earlier, sir, but it was my idea to come, Admiral," Bondarevsky said.


        Tolwyn chuckled, but there was precious little humor behind it. "You missed your calling, Jason. You should have been a diplomat. What Vance did was rant and rave, scream bloody murder, and call me everything but a Cat-lover, right?"


        Bondarevsky didn't answer that. "I came because I think it's a mistake to go ahead with Goliath, sir. A big mistake. You're putting hundreds, maybe thousands of lives at risk on a project that had damned little chance of success from the very start. And going outside the chain of command to Kruger instead of working on a report with Admiral Richards . . ." He paused. "I've known you for most of my adult life, Admiral, and I've always thought of you as a second father. But you've not been acting like the man I remember . . . not since Behemoth. And that scares me, sir."


        "Sit down, Jason," Tolwyn said slowly. He waited until Bondarevsky had settled into a chair across from him before he went on. In the darkened cabin, his quiet, firm voice seemed almost unreal, like a ghost's. "I know all the reasons why Goliath should be dropped. Believe me, under any other circumstances I'd be the loudest voice calling for cancellation, no matter how much Max Kruger wanted his new toy. But I know a few damned good reasons for going on, too, and in my opinion they outweigh the ones in favor of dropping the project."


        "What could justify risking so many people?" Bondarevsky demanded. "Come on, Admiral, you've been hiding things since before we left Terra. How can you expect any of the rest of us to go along with you if you won't let us in on the same information you're using to base your decisions on?"


        Tolwyn didn't say anything for a long moment. "You can't just accept that I know what I'm doing? Once upon a time, Jason Bondarevsky would have followed me into Hell and back out of sheer loyalty."


        "When I was still a newbie on my first deep-space assignment, maybe," Bondarevsky said. "Back then everything was simple. You pointed at the holo-map and laid out the mission, and I flew. Simple. But a lot's happened since then, sir. I'm not the same man I was fifteen, twenty years ago. And neither are you. Behemoth proved that."


        "Behemoth." Tolwyn packed a world of contempt into that single word. "That's where everything started to go wrong, Jason. And like a fool I didn't see any of it coming until it was too goddamned late."


        There was another long pause before he started speaking again. "All right, Jason, since you won't accept my word I guess I'll have to spell it all out. But you're not going to like it. Not one bit of it." He stood up and started to pace back and forth across the narrow confines of the cabin, a dark shape only half-seen in the dim light. "Remember the mess we were in after the Battle of Earth? All the Joint Chiefs were killed, most of them in that bombing the Kilrathi pulled during the peace talks, and Duke Grecko in the fighting. And the government was in chaos, too, when the President resigned because of his part in letting the Cats nail us."


        Bondarevsky nodded, though he didn't know if Tolwyn could see him.


        "The new government amounted to a coalition between all the major parties, and it showed. After we beat the Cats back from Terra we should have followed up with a strike that would have knocked them into the stone age, but instead we frittered away our strength against a string of useless targets until Thrakhath and his granddaddy had a chance to rebuild everything they'd lost and then some. When Concordia went down, that was the last straw. We'd fallen behind in ship building, and were starting to deploy miserable old carriers fit for the scrapyard in front-line sectors because our resources were stretched so thin. That was largely thanks to the Department of Industrial Affairs. The bureaucrats there were dragging their feet every time someone suggested a move that would cut a few corners and speed up production, and Secretary Haviland either wouldn't or couldn't put his foot down. But we were getting the same kind of trouble from half a dozen other cabinet people, too. It was a mess from start to finish."


        Tolwyn paused. "I'd just been assigned to the Weapons Development Office when Concordia went down. I inherited Behemoth from Ubarov, who had the post before me. Frankly, my first reaction was to scrap the damned thing then and there. The design was all wrong, for one thing. It should have been mounted aboard a ship that could defend itself effectively . . . and one that had some legs, too, so it could maneuver in a combat situation. Behemoth didn't have either capability. And I didn't like the whole concept of blasting planets indiscriminately, either. It always seemed to me that the only thing that marked a difference between us and Thrakhath was that we had at least a modicum of morality on our side, and this was putting us on the very same level as him.


        "But before I'd finished the review and made a final decision I had a visit from an old friend of mine that changed everything." Tolwyn fell silent, still pacing restlessly.


        "Sir?"


        "David Whittaker." Tolwyn paused again, as if the name alone conveyed everything he wanted to say. Finally he continued. "Dave Whittaker was a classmate of mine in the Academy more years ago than I care to remember. We were shipmates on our cadet cruise aboard the old Albemarle. The captain sent us down in a shuttle with a survey team . . . you know the drill, give the middies some responsibility on some jerkwater little planet where nothing can go wrong. Well, this time something did go wrong. My helm console exploded—they never did figure out why—during the landing approach. The shuttle crashed. I woke up blind and pinned in the wreckage, without my helmet and with sulfur dioxide fumes leaking in from the planetary atmosphere. Dave didn't have a helmet either, it had been crushed under a piece of the computer when we hit. But he stayed with me, got me out and helped me get to an emergency pressure bubble, breathing that god-awful stuff. I never would have made it if it hadn't been for him. We both pulled six months in the hospital, and Dave got a commendation and the Distinguished Service Award. We kept in touch, off and on, but I kind of lost track of him over the last few years, until he came to see me one night at my house off-base.


        "It could have been old home week, but he didn't waste any time making small talk. Instead he launched right into it. He wanted to sound me out on behalf of some friends of his, military officers with long and distinguished service records who were sick and tired of the way the Confederation civil government was making a hash out of the war effort. He named a couple of names . . . important officers, men like DuVall and Murasald. And they were just recent recruits, not part of the main organization. It took a few minutes for me to get it through my thick skull that Dave was talking about a military coup, about throwing over all of our service oaths and rising against the Confederation government!"


        "What did you say to him, Admiral?" Bondarevsky asked.


        "Well, what I should have done was say I'd sign on and find out more, but I didn't. I told him exactly what I thought of the idea of the military shaking loose of civilian control. I don't care how screwed up things are in a democracy, there's never an excuse for the military to run free of government control. Never! So Dave left, handing me a story about it was all just a vague idea and he was sorry he'd even broached it. But I knew he'd been serious. I guess my reputation for playing things my own way persuaded them that I'd be sympathetic."


        "You could have been in a lot of danger," Bondarevsky said. "A halfway decent conspiracy would have had you killed if they thought you were a danger to them."


        "I know. I think Dave was the only thing that held them back . . . that and the fact that I didn't do anything that could worry them."


        "You mean . . . you didn't alert ConFleet Security?"


        Tolwyn stopped his pacing and stood looking down at Bondarevsky. "I did not," he said flatly. "And for a good reason. One of the things Dave let slip when we were talking was the fact that Security is lousy with their people. They have a whole secret wing of the security forces, an agency I later found out is designated Y-12 on the TO&E. But they have agents scattered all through the structure. So who could I report things to? Anyone I contacted could have been part of it, even my best friends and oldest contacts. If Dave Whittaker was one of them . . ."


        "You had Presidential access," Bondarevsky pointed out.


        "And you know it takes time and several layers of bureaucracy to get a meeting, even to place a holocall—not that I'd've trusted something like that to a holo-call, no matter how secure the line was supposed to be. The way I figured it, if I had made a move to see anybody I could be reasonably sure wasn't part of the plot I'd have been dead before I knew what hit me. So I pretended I believed Dave's disclaimers and did the only thing I could think of doing."


        "What was that?"


        "I threw everything I had into getting Behemoth operational, Jason. Everything. I pushed every man in my command past the breaking point, myself included, trying to get that goddamned weapon built and tested as fast as possible."


        Understanding dawned. "To get the war over as quickly as you could," Bondarevsky said slowly.


        "Exactly," Tolwyn said. "I figured the only way to head off a coup was to remove the only excuse the conspirators had. End the war by whatever means possible, and the civilian government wouldn't have be in a position to screw things up so much any longer. So I figured Behemoth was our best possible chance. If I'd've known about Paladin's Temblor Bomb project I would have thrown all my department's resources into backing him. But his operation was strictly black, top secret all the way.


        "So you pushed Behemoth as the best way to finish the fighting before the conspirators struck. I can see why you were under so much pressure . . ."


        "Can you, Jason? Can you really?" Tolwyn's voice was suddenly ragged with emotion. "I don't know if anyone can understand what I was going through. Try to put yourself in my place. I was being forced to put my faith in a weapon I didn't really believe in, and the stakes weren't just victory or defeat any more. If we didn't stop the Kilrathi cold, one of two things would have happened. Either the Cats would have hit us so hard that we'd be joining the dinosaurs, or the conspiracy would strike and militarize the Confederation in the name of saving mankind. Either way, everything I believed in would have been gone. And on top of it all was the fact that it was Dave Whittaker who'd brought it to me. Damn it all, he saved my life when we were middies together, Jason, and yet he turned out to be part of this group that would actually consider an armed coup against our own government! I think that hurt me worse than when I lost my family."


        Bondarevsky found himself picturing how he might react if someone close to him, Sparks or Kevin Tolwyn for instance, had approached him with such a concept. "Yeah . . . that must've been . . ." He trailed off. There weren't words for such a betrayal.


        When Tolwyn spoke again, his voice had dropped until it was barely more than a whisper. "The real hell of it wasn't even Dave's involvement," he said. "God forgive me, Jason, but there was a part of me that was tempted to go along with Dave. The civilian government really was making a hash out of the war effort. In the right hands, a military government could have stabilized things long enough to deal with the Cats. It wouldn't need to be a tyranny, if the right people were involved. And Dave Whittaker should have been one of the right people."


        "Then what stopped you from joining?"


        Tolwyn's answer was oblique. "Back in the days of the Roman Republic, before the Caesars, the word `dictator' didn't have any unfortunate connotations," he said. "A dictator was just a leader appointed for the duration of an emergency with broad military and civil powers. Did you ever read Livy, Jason? Cincinnatus was a simple country squire, but when Rome was in danger he left the plow to become the dictator until the crisis was over. Then he laid down the rods of office and went back to his simple rustic life. George Washington was the same kind of man, in the early days of the American republic." Tolwyn sighed. "But there aren't many men like Washington or Cincinnatus, Jason. Rome had Caesar and Pompey; America had Harold Jarvis back in the early twenty-first century. I was tempted to play Cincinnatus and defend the Confederation, but I'm damned if I'm going to help some ambitious bastard play Caesar!"


        "I see your point, sir."


        "Well, anyway, you know what happened. By the time we got Behemoth operational I was so tied up in knots over everything that I tried to carry off the whole operation on sheer brute determination. Most of my people were on the thin edge of a nervous breakdown, and I wasn't far behind them. Otherwise we would have tightened security, and that damned Cat Hobbes would never have been able to get the details of the Behemoth to Thrakhath. Hell, there were officers aboard my flagship who were conducting a search for a spy long before I ever knew anything about it. Maybe if I'd been more conscious of anything beyond the need to get the job done I might have been able to help them find him before he screwed us all. But . . I didn't. Thrakhath jumped the fleet and knocked out Behemoth, and that was all she wrote. Fortunately Paladin was there to pick up the pieces, and Chris Blair flew the mission that ended the war before the conspirators had a chance to move. I ended up with a messy court-martial and a career in ruins even after they acquitted me. But it was what happened after the court-martial that made me realize that I'd underestimated the bastards in the conspiracy after all."


        "After the court-martial?"


        "Just after. When I got home from the court appearance that last day, I found a message on my comm terminal. No video, just a voice using a distorter so it couldn't be recognized. All he said was 'We could just as easily have crushed you. Remember that we look after our friends . . as long as they are friends.' "


        "You think the officers on the court were in on the conspiracy?" Bondarevsky asked.


        "I'm certain of it," Tolwyn responded. "Just as certain as I am that it was that same bunch who had Dave Whittaker killed four months ago."


        "But why?"


        "I did some digging, as quietly as I could, and found out that some of the conspirators were in it for a lot more than just the idea of saving us from the Cats. They call themselves the Belisarius Group. Some of the ringleaders have enjoyed the increased power they've acquired as a result of the war. Even under civilian authority, the military's been riding high lots of ways. They must have figured they would lose out on their perks once the peace was signed. I suspect the civil government might not have been as stupid as everyone thought, too. The indecent haste with which they started scaling back the armed forces tells me they were worried about a coup even after the war . . . and it turns out they had good reason to worry."


        "But without the War there's no excuse . ."


        "Exactly." Tolwyn sat down again, leaning forward and talking now with an intensity that reminded Bondarevsky of the admiral's customary aura before a major engagement. "The conspiracy has penetrated beyond the military now, Jason. They've got people on the Peace Commission, in the Foreign Office, plenty of key places. And they are deliberately engineering a revival of the Kilrathi War so that there will be a sufficient threat out there to justify them seizing power and holding on to it."


        "That's . . that's a pretty powerful accusation, sir."


        "It's true. I've been collecting information ever since the court-martial, trying to gather enough evidence of what's going on to stop them, but they've covered their tracks awfully well. I know a lot of what they're trying to do, but I can't prove very much of it." He paused. "As far as I can tell, their plan is to stir up trouble out here on the frontier. They're doing everything in their power to embroil Kruger in a fight with Ragark, knowing full well that Kruger doesn't have a snowball's chance in Hell of stopping a full-scale invasion. But at the same time they're not letting the truth get out back home. When the Landreich falls, it will be another 'sneak attack' by the Kilrathi. Ten major colonies and all the people on them will be martyrs to the cause of resisting the Kilrathi hordes once again. They know that a show of support early on will probably make Ragark back off. He's no fool. So there is a concerted effort to keep Kruger and his people from getting so much as a hearing back home . . . and at the same time, they're already setting things up so that the blame for the Landreich's fall will be laid at the government's doorstep. Who disarmed the fleet? Who failed to respond to Kruger's warnings? So they'll have another war, and it will look as if the inept civil government is to blame. The perfect conditions to carry off the coup."


        "It sounds plausible, I suppose," Bondarevsky said, dubious. "But you're ascribing an awful lot of power to these people. What do they need a coup for, if they've already got such a long reach?"


        "They're powerful, but so far they have to operate very carefully, and from the shadows. And they didn't keep all of their original membership when they started this new phase. I'm convinced Dave Whittaker died because he couldn't go along with this new plan." Tolwyn slumped back in the chair again. "At least I hope that's why. I'd like to think that, in the end, he really was the same man I remembered."


        "But they still want to use you?"


        "I think so. I'm pretty sure they see me as a figurehead to give their regime an air of respectability. And look how they've set me up for it! They can blame the court-martial and my subsequent disgrace on the short-sighted civilian government. When they sweep into power I'll be the military man who was the victim of the civilian leader's meddling, rescued and reinstated by the saviors of the Confederation."


        "MacArthur," Bondarevsky said. "A lot of people would have supported him after he clashed with Truman in the Korean War."


        "Exactly," Tolwyn said. "I suspect I'd only last long enough to give them time to get a grip on things. Then some 'enemy of the people' would assassinate me, paving the way for tighter control and more repression."


        "They're still playing a dangerous game. You don't have much left to lose by airing what you know,"


        "Ah, but right now I'm so thoroughly discredited that nobody would believe me without some damned convincing proof. And these people play dirty, Jason. Why do you think I sent Kevin out here ahead of me? I figured he'd be the first one they'd target if they thought I was getting dangerous to them. Out here they can't touch him. I think."


        "Okay, I see all of what you're saying. But I'm still not sure where Karga fits in to all this, or why we should risk our people in what looks like a lost cause."


        "Come on, man, think." Tolwyn sounded exasperated. 'Terra's one hope is if the situation here in the Landreich doesn't develop the way the conspirators have planned it. If we can just hold Ragark back, stop his invasion scheme, we not only save the Landreich, we also buy time to fight the conspiracy. They can't mobilize without Ragark's fleet orbiting Landreich after a bloody campaign that violates the Treaty in a big way. And that supercarrier is our last chance to hold the Cats back. Without it, Kruger doesn't stand a chance. We have to get her back in service, Jason. Without her, we're not just looking at the end of the Landreich. We're looking at the fall of the Confederation to a pack of tyrants a hell of a lot worse than Thrakhath ever would have been. He would have exterminated the human race . . . but this lot will do worse. They'll extinguish everything we believe in, turn the Confederation into a tyranny, maybe ignite a civil war. Better to die fighting the Cats than to live to see a military junta deciding the fate of mankind."


        Bondarevsky didn't respond right away. His eyes were on Tolwyn's shadowy figure, but he was focused on something infinitely farther away . . . Terra.


        All the arguments against proceeding with Goliath were still there. It would be dangerous even to complete the survey, much less to attempt to disarm the self-destruct system so they could start repairs on the Karga. And the job was going to be even bigger than they had supposed, given what they had seen so far. Just understanding enough of the Kilrathi design philosophy to know how to attempt those repairs was going to be murder . . .


        An idea stirred.


        "Maybe there's a way we can balance out the odds against us," he said slowly. "Maybe . . ."


        "What do you have in mind?" Tolwyn asked, his interest clearly piqued.


        "I just realized, sir, that we have access to a collection of genuine experts on Kilrathi ship design. They might be able to help us disarm that destruct system . . . and they could certainly help us with the repair job."


        "The Kilrathi you picked up from the planet? Why should they work for our side?"


        He thought back to his conversation with Graham and Murragh, and smiled. "Maybe this time, Admiral, it's us who'll be joining their side for a change."


        "Go to it, then," Tolwyn said with a smile.


        Saluting, Jason withdrew and Geoff turned his chair, the darkness enveloping him. There was so much more he could have told Jason; the fact that he had engaged in half-truths with a fighting officer he respected more than any other who had ever served under him was troubling. There was part of him that wanted to pull Jason all the way in, to reveal all about the Genetic Enhancements program that was the conspiracy within a conspiracy but he knew that Jason was too much of a straight arrow for that.


        Tragic, so damn tragic, that in order to save what we love we so often have to destroy it. It was warriors like Jason who had ensured that the Confederation survived when so many others had given up hope, or worst yet would knowingly destroy it for their ambitions yet what I contemplate will most likely be resisted by ones like Jason.


        Is this my own ambition, my own vanity, Geoff wondered. It was a troubling thought. There was the constant gnawing strain that the G.E. project, the virus hidden within the bacteria of Belisarius, was perhaps the greatest moral outrage of all. Yet there was no longer an alternative. That was the hidden truth Whittaker had revealed in their meeting, a truth which he had kept from Jason. Belisarius was simply the Trojan Horse that would be destroyed, and then the real plan would be hatched.


        And the Landreich, all the Border World systems. That was the conflict to come against either the Confed or the Cats, which would be the platform for the G.E. project to be unleashed. That was why this carrier had to be saved, to provide the nucleus of an effective resistance so that the wheels within wheels would later turn.


        Geoff sighed and, reaching under his chair, he took the bottle which he had hidden when Jason had come in. Taking a long drink he stared off, wondering. I know Jason would say no if he knew all the truth. Does that tell me something? An inner voice whispered the warning that indeed, if Jason did reject it, his rejection meant it was wrong. And if it is wrong for him then is it for me? God, why am I doing this? He thought of the new ones who even now were secretly in training, pilots like Seether. Seether, what would Jason think of him, this new generation, this new breed of Overman which I am helping to create.


        Overman—strange, Whittaker had told me to read Nietzsche to find the hidden truth of the program. I did and I believed in spite of my moral outrage. That was the trouble, you could be outraged yet there was a terrifying logic to Nietzsche that could not be denied. The only answer to the logic of Nietzsche was the logic of a higher order of good that transcended his frightful world view. Thirty-five years of war in this universe had all but burned out the last idealistic dream of a higher order of good. There was, he feared, only one answer left—that if we are to survive in this universe we must be the Overman.


        For beyond the Cats there were other enemies, far more terrifying, far more powerful and implacable. And if the Cats could come within a hairsbreadth of destroying us, what did that bode for humanity a hundred years from now? For surely they were coming and most assuredly we would be destroyed.


        There was only one answer left, he feared, the answer of Nietzsche, of Whittaker, of G.E., of Seether. And I know I should have moral outrage, but that is gone, he thought sadly. That must be buried if we are to survive. He closed his eyes and drained the rest of the bottle.

      


    

  


  


  


  


  



  CHAPTER 10


  
    

  


  


  


  


  



  
    "Glory is the outward measure of the Warrior's worth, but the knowledge of a duty fulfilled is the one true inward measure."
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        "I want to be perfectly clear on this, Lord Murragh. Are you saying you can't help us, or you won't?"


        Bondarevsky could see the strain in Admiral Richards' face as he asked the question. After a hard evening's discussions between Tolwyn and Richards the senior admiral had finally agreed, albeit reluctantly, to go ahead with the salvage operation. It had taken every bit of Bondarevsky's patience and tact to get the two strong-willed warriors to unbend and talk it over, and in the end Tolwyn had been forced to give the same detailed account of the conspiracy back in the Confederation to convince Richards that Karga's recovery was absolutely essential to more than just the Landreich.


        But after all that, it seemed Bondarevsky's solution to the problem of disarming the self-destruct system wasn't going to work.


        The OPC seemed larger with only a handful of people present for this meeting. Instead of the full battle group and Project Goliath staff who were present the last time Bondarevsky had been here, today there were only five. Tolwyn and Richards were on one side of the triangular table, while Jason sat alone on a second side. Donald Graham and Murragh occupied the third. At the moment Graham was looking troubled, while the young Kilrathi prince's expression was enigmatic, unreadable.


        "I am not sure that I mean either of those, Admiral," the kil said slowly. "I am certainly not unwilling to help. If you can put Karga back into operational status, make him a part of your fleet and use him to prevent Ragark from making a bid for the Imperial throne, I am glad to be of assistance. It is not as if I or any other kil have plans to salvage the carrier, or the means to make the attempt." Murragh leaned forward, fixing Richards with sharp, penetrating eyes. "As to my ability to help, that is less certain. I am not sure that there is anything I can do . . . but there may be. Much depends on circumstances."


        "Commander Graham's report indicates that many of your survivors are members of the carrier's Cadre," Richards said. "It seems to me the questions are simple enough. Do any of them have the ability to shut down the self-destruct system? And, if so, will they do it if you order them to do so? I can't see where circumstances will change the answers to either of those."


        Murragh made a hand gesture Bondarevsky wasn't familiar with. "You have misunderstood the basic nature of the problem, I fear, Admiral," the young officer said softly. "I seriously doubt if any member of the Cadre could release the self-destruct system. It is deliberately designed to be proof against the attempts of enemy borders to disarm it and carry the ship off as a prize. So the Cadre does not enter into the question at all."


        "Suppose you tell us what does enter into it, then," Tolwyn said. Unlike Richards, who managed a degree of smooth urbanity in his dealings with the Prince, Tolwyn was gruff and plainly uncomfortable. He'd been fighting the Kilrathi for a long time, and Bondarevsky knew he found it difficult to accept that a Cat might be an ally—particularly after the treachery of Ralgha nar Hhalles and the cunning lies that had lulled the Confederation before the Battle of Earth. Yet Tolwyn knew that this young kil prince held the key to the successful completion of the Goliath project in his stub-fingered hands. The man must have been torn between conflicting emotions of doubt and hope.


        "The computer system aboard Karga was subject to specific command codes known to the senior officers of the carrier and the battle group," Murragh told him. "The self-destruct system can be shut down using those codes."


        "Surely you weren't senior enough to know them?" Graham demanded, glancing sidelong at the Kilrathi.


        "No, the information was limited to senior officers. But I know my uncle kept a full record of those command codes on file . . . and as his aide I did have access to those files. It may be that I can recover the information and use it to disarm the destruct sequence. But there is a risk."


        "How so?" Bondarevsky asked.


        Murragh looked at him, his face expressionless but his eyes conveying irony. "The files are in the ship's computer. In order to reach them, we must bring a portion of the computer net back on-line. And in so doing . ."


        "Risk setting off the self-destruct system," Bondarevsky finished. "Wonderful. The perfect Catch 22."


        "The . . . what?" Murragh asked.


        "A Terran figure of speech," Graham supplied. "You need to do something before you can do something else that will allow you to do the first thing." He looked at Tolwyn and Richards. "It's possible, as I'm sure your salvage experts will tell you. But there's no way to predict what might set that flying bomb off. That's why we never seriously considered having Murragh try to find the codes while we were recovering supplies and equipment from the carrier. It just wasn't worth the risk."


        Richards glanced at Tolwyn. "It seems that it is, now," he said with a sour look on his weathered features. "Can you coach one of our specialists to do the job, Lord Murragh?"


        The young kil shook his head, a human gesture he'd picked up from Graham. "No, that will not be possible. The files are open to me as an authorized member of the staff of the Battle Group Commander. There are retinal patterns and other identification markers on file in the computer. Few Kilrathi could gain access, and certainly no humans. I will have to do the job myself."


        Graham frowned. "You're a valuable asset these days, Murragh," he said. "Sending the rightful Emperor of Kilrah aboard an orbiting bomb isn't exactly the shrewdest move any of us could make. Isn't there any way around it?"


        Murragh barked a laugh. "If you have cloning technology and twenty-one standard Kilrah-years to grow a duplicate I suppose we could work an alternative out. But barring that, I think the only reasonable course within our grasp is for me to make the attempt. As to the political implications of it all . . . well, until a few days ago I was not a factor in galactic politics, and few will note my absence if I am lost to the Empire now."


        "You can be flip," Graham said, shaking his head. "But the fact remains that you could die over there. Damn it all, Murragh, I didn't look out for that flea-bitten carcass of yours all these months just to see you throw your life away on a crazy stunt like this. You know the situation aboard Karga. Even with the destruct mechanism shut down, repairing that hulk is going to take a hell of a lot of work—and in the long run I wouldn't be too sure it's even possible. Do you want to risk your life on something that might not be worth the effort in the first place?" Neither Graham nor Murragh had been filled in on Tolwyn's conspiracy information, so Bondarevsky understood how reluctant Graham would be to let his young Kilrathi friend make the attempt. As an engineer Graham knew better than most people just how much was needed to put things right aboard the Karga.


        Murragh didn't answer right away, but kept his eyes on Tolwyn for a long moment. "The reputation of Admiral Geoff Tolwyn is well known within the Empire," he said at length. "He is known to us as a warrior in the deepest sense of the word, an honorable adversary. If you, Admiral, say that it is essential that you make this effort, I will accept that and do what I can. Your goals, at present, are mine. The Kilrathi people do not need a renewal of the war. We should have ended it a long time ago. But Ukar dai Ragark and his kind will see victory in battle as the only way to rally our race to their standards, and that will mean more fighting we can ill afford when our first need is to rebuild what we lost when Kilrah was destroyed. The Codices teach us that the first duty is to the Race, and even my claim to the throne is less important in this pass than giving you the means to stop Ragark before he rekindles the fighting. I will do what I can, and hope that it is enough."


        Bondarevsky looked from the Prince to Tolwyn and back again. It seemed there was someone willing to take Tolwyn at his word.
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        Orbiting Vaku VII, Vaku System


        0721 hours (CST), 2670.318


        

      


      


      
        "That's as ready as it's ever likely to get. If you ask me, though, we should all just turn around and head back to the carrier."


        Bondarevsky shook his head inside his helmet before he realized that Graham couldn't see the movement. "I don't like this any better than you do, Commander," he said aloud. "But now that we've come this far I think we'd better go ahead and give it a shot. As long as Murragh agrees."


        "I do," the Kilrathi prince said.


        They had led a small team of volunteers aboard Karga to attempt to retrieve the computer codes from the admiral's day cabin adjacent to the flag bridge of the battered supercarrier. This time there was no marine security detachment. Murragh had to be there, of course, and despite his continued protests Graham had volunteered to come as well, either out of pure friendship for the prince or because he felt the need to continue sharing the danger with his erstwhile fellow castaway. Bondarevsky had decided that someone from the Goliath Project leadership needed to be part of the operation; they couldn't ask strangers to take risks they weren't willing to face themselves. A pair of computer specialists from Diaz's salvage team rounded out the boarding party. Kevin Tolwyn and Aengus Harper had volunteered to fly the shuttle that had brought them across, but Bondarevsky had ordered them away once the salvage team had suited up and crossed over to the derelict. He wasn't about to put those two at risk.


        If things went sour, there was no sense in risking anyone who didn't have to be there. At that, he wished Graham had stayed behind, especially since the man continued to voice all the doubtful sentiments Bondarevsky was trying to keep from thinking of himself. But he'd proven himself invaluable since coming aboard, his engineering expertise doubly valuable because he'd acquired a working knowledge of Kilrathi technology and how to make it work with human gear.


        "Well," the engineer said, "I guess it's true what they say. Insanity really is contagious. Let's get it over with."


        "Are you ready, Mr. Mayhew?" Bondarevsky asked the senior of the two salvage crew computer specialists.


        "Yeah. I'm pretty sure we've got this terminal isolated from the rest of the net." The technician didn't sound very sure of himself, but Bondarevsky sympathized with his plight. The Kilrathi design philosophy emphasized multiply redundant systems, and it was difficult to be sure they had disconnected the flag officer's personal computer from the rest of the network of computers that made up Karga's system. "I just hope we've got the power connections right. If we've screwed something up on the conversion, it'll fry the whole unit and we'll be right back where we started."


        "It's right," Graham said. "Believe me, I've jury-rigged enough combinations of ConFleet and Imperial hardware to know what I'm doing. Right, Murragh?"


        The kil's response had a mocking note. "At least you've improved since the first few times, my friend," he said


        Since they were reluctant to tap into the ship's power grid to activate the terminal, they had decided to use a portable power pack instead. But the power specifications for Kilrathi and Terran systems were different, and Graham had been forced to improvise an adapter—he called it a "Nargrast Special"—to make the link-up possible.


        "Ready on the monitor," Kristine Voorhies said from the far side of the compartment. She had hooked a computer analyzer into another terminal, one still connected to the system, and was ready to track the behavior of Karga's network as they started to work. Hopefully she would be able to warn them if anything they did had an effect beyond the single terminal, but Bondarevsky privately doubted it.


        "Power . . . now," Murragh said quietly, inserting a data chip in the receptacle beside the monitor.


        "Power is on," Mayhew announced.


        A yellow light came on beside the terminal, and after a long moment the screen glowed. Alien letters flowed across the screen.


        Bondarevsky realized he was holding his breath, and forced himself to relax. He almost succeeded.


        "The terminal is functioning," Murragh said quietly. His voice was calm and level, and Bondarevsky envied his control. For a young officer on his first deep-space assignment, he was one cool customer. If he ever did make it to the Imperial throne, he was likely to prove an excellent ruler.


        "Now for the hard part," Graham muttered. "Cross your fingers, folks."


        The Kilrathi computer network functioned differently from the systems used on Terran ships. Confederation computers tended to be highly centralized, fast, efficient, but vulnerable. Computer rooms were heavily armored and shielded, and a complete back-up system was installed in case the primary computer went down at a critical moment. On Kilrathi ships, though, numerous separate computers were linked together, like cells in a living brain spread out through the entire ship. Response time was slightly slower, but large chunks of the net could be knocked out without significantly impairing the computer functions of the vessel, and the network was capable of rerouting connections to bypass damaged or destroyed areas.


        With Admiral dai Nokhtak's personal terminal isolated from the rest of the ship, they had no access to the network. That was exactly the way they wanted it, given the danger from the self-destruct mechanism. What they hoped they would be able to get at, though, was the terminal's own memory. Personal data and secret files were most likely to be stored locally rather than spread through the network, which meant that the command codes they needed to take control of the ship were likely to be in this computer.


        At least that was what everyone in the Goliath Project hoped. Murragh was no computer specialist, and so far Richards and Tolwyn had chosen not to reveal what they were doing to the Kilrathi computer officer in the prince's Cadre, just in case that officer was less sympathetic to their aims than Murragh had so far proven to be. So there was no guarantee that they were right in their approach. All they could do was hope they would be successful.


        Murragh punched a keycode combination into the terminal, his fingers a little clumsy and awkward because of the gloves of his suit. More characters scrawled across the screen, and the kil gave a satisfied grunt. "I'm in," he said curtly. "Time for security scans."


        He made a hardwire connection between his suit and the computer terminal, then hung motionless for long moments while the humans waited tensely. His suit's built-in medical monitors could provide the information the computer needed to identify Murragh as an authorized member of the admiral's staff with a legitimate reason for accessing the files.


        In response to some query, Murragh recited a few words in the snarling Kilrathi tongue. Then, to the others, he went on in English. "The computer is processing the security data now. Stand by."


        "Everything looks good here," Voorhies reported.


        "Security clearance granted!" Murragh said. His fingers danced over the keyboard as fast as the gloves would allow them. "I'm starting the download."


        They had agreed that the most effective way to obtain the information they wanted was to download everything they could from the admiral's secured files into the data chip, rather than searching for the specific material they wanted and quite possibly tempting fate a little too long. But the downside to this approach was the volume of material contained in the terminal's local memory, which took a long time to transfer . . . and, of course, the risk that the command codes might not be in the data they obtained, forcing another attempt later.


        It seemed to take hours before Murragh finally announced that the chip was full, though Bondarevsky knew it was only a matter of minutes. The kil disconnected his hardwire lead, then carefully removed the data chip before gesturing to Mayhew to cut the power. The computer screen faded back to blackness.


        "Bondarevsky to Shuttle. Ready for pick-up." It was pure relief to utter those simple words.
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        "Ladies and gentlemen, the Karga is operational."


        Bondarevsky held his breath as Admiral Richards uttered the words and then tapped a combination into the control board in front of him. There was a long pause in which the silence hung heavy. Then, suddenly, orange-tinged emergency lights flickered on in the compartment, and a bank of consoles lit up. The men and women of the Goliath team gathered on the flag bridge gave a ragged cheer.


        Karga was alive again, if only barely.


        Murragh had extracted the command codes from the data chip on the shuttle trip back to Independence, using a Kilrathi wrist computer that had been part of his gear on Nargrast. Overnight the salvage crew had returned to the ship in force to go to work on the computer system, bringing it back on-line long enough to purge the self-destruct order, then starting to work on basic systems repairs. The ship had emergency power now, a precious few instruments, lights, and the possibility of at least partial artificial gravity with a few more hours' work in Engineering. But before they got back to the job, Richards had ordered the Goliath personnel to suspend everything for a few minutes. All over the ship space-suited personnel, most of them from Diaz's salvage team but with the addition of a picked handful of the crew who had traveled aboard the City of Cashel, stopped what they were working on to listen to the general address comm channel.


        With one leg hooked under a seat to hold him in place in weightlessness, Admiral Geoff Tolwyn cleared his throat.


        "Attention to orders!" Aengus Harper announced unnecessarily. There was no need. Everyone was silent as Tolwyn began to speak.


        "To Geoff Tolwyn, Rear-Admiral, Free Republic of Landreich Navy," he began. "Sir. By direction of the President and the Admiralty of the Free Republic of


        Landreich, you are hereby requested and required to take up the charge and command of Landreich hull number 106, formerly designated KIS Karga, and to proceed to render all possible repairs to said vessel in order to render it spaceworthy . ."


        As the admiral's voice droned on, reading the formal phrases from a projected image on the HUD display of his suit helmet, Bondarevsky's attention wavered. The stilted ceremonial had an archaic feel to it, and he suspected that Max Kruger, a self-taught man who relished the odd bit of obscure antiquarian knowledge, had probably adapted it from some old Terran source. At first glance it might have seemed foolish to go through this ceremonial now, with so much to be done, but Bondarevsky recognized the reasoning behind it. Even though Karga wouldn't be capable of functioning as an independent unit of the fleet for a long time to come, she would soon be receiving most of her designated crew from the City of Cashel, men and women who would be facing the enormous job of refitting her from stem to stern. And in order for that crew to function, they must officially become part of a Landreich naval command. By "reading himself in" Tolwyn was establishing his legal authority as master of the Karga, the officer whose word would be absolute law as long as she was in space.


        ". . . nor you, nor any of you, will fail, at your peril," Tolwyn finished with a flourish. "Signed Maximillian Kruger, President and Commander-in-Chief, Armed Forces of the Free Republic."


        The admiral paused before going on in a more conversational tone of voice. "We've overcome the first hurdle, but I won't try to hide the fact that we've got plenty of other problems to deal with if we're going to get this old girl into some kind of shape. With your talents and God's help I think we can manage it . . . we have to manage it, for the good of the Landreich and for the future of all Mankind." He fell silent again for a moment, then turned toward Admiral Richards. "Sir?"


        Richards, in his turn, began to speak, reading from a prepared text similar to Tolwyn's. The phrases were different in places—" . . . charge and command of Admiral commanding Provisional Battle Group Karga operational command of ships and vessels previously assigned to Battle Group Independence . . . lend all support to the repair and refitting of the ex-KIS Karga . . ."—but the intent was the same. By his words Richards was "hoisting his flag" as the CO of the battle group which would be built around Karga, always assuming the salvage effort was successful. Independence would remain technically under Camparelli and Galbraith, standing by to furnish protection for as long as she was needed. But the rest of the ships that had accompanied the escort carrier to the Vaku system would henceforth take their orders from Richards.


        His orders read out, Richards declined to make any sort of speech. He merely paused, then inclined his helmeted head back toward Tolwyn. "Proceed with the project, Captain," he said quietly. They had agreed beforehand that Bondarevsky's reading-in ceremony would take place later, among his own people on the flight deck.


        Tolwyn responded with crisp authority. "Let's get this show on the road, people," he said. "Survey details to commence operations immediately according to the prepared schedule. Notify City of Cashel we will be ready to receive shuttles whenever they wish to begin off-loading our people. And contact Sindri; tell Dickerson that we're ready."


        The crew on the flag bridge was already in motion by the time the orders were given. Grasping a handhold near the rear of the compartment, Bondarevsky watched them turn to with a feeling of pride. Whatever happened in the weeks and months ahead, this was a good team, and if anyone could restore life to the shattered remains of the supercarrier, they could.
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        "Thrusters at twenty percent," Captain Charles Dickerson ordered. "Bring us in nice and slow."


        Sindri was floating above and behind Karga in orbit around the brown dwarf, edging closer as the helmsman deftly manipulated the tender's thrusters to approach the derelict. After hundreds of years in space, the most difficult maneuver to carry out continued to be docking one ship to another, but Sindri's pilot was skilled at close-in handling and Dickerson had every confidence in his ability.


        Still, it was a time for crossed fingers and held breaths. Dickerson knew tender captains who relied on rabbits' feet for luck, though he scorned them. He preferred the sprig of Taran pseudo-clover he carried in his pocket.


        "One hundred meters, closing," the sensor technician reported from his post behind the captain's chair.


        "Approach profile nominal," Lieutenant Kaine, the first officer, added.


        As if oblivious to it all, the helmsman manipulated his controls like a concert pianist giving the recital of a lifetime. The rate of approach slowed steadily as the tender moved closer, dragging out the maneuver until Dickerson was ready to shout in frustrated impatience.


        Then the ships touched, so gently that the contact was hardly noticeable.


        "Deploying magnetic grapples," Kaine announced. 'We have positive contact!"


        "Secure from maneuvering stations, gentlemen," Dickerson ordered, breathing out. "Set the special duty watch and begin tender operations. Engineer, shields to maximum power. And make a note in the log that we have docked with Karga."


        "Damn it all, skipper," the helm officer said, "don't we even get a chance to smoke a cigarette?"


        "Very funny, Clancy," Dickerson said, forcing down a smile at the helmsman's ancient joke. "Since you're not going to be doing anything on the bridge for a few weeks, what say you go over to the carrier and lend a hand with the salvage crew? I'm sure they'll benefit from your experience with helm systems. And your sense of humor, so-called."


        Clancy gave him a grin. "Aye aye, skipper," he said cheerfully. Dickerson watched him leave the bridge wistfully. The challenge of taking part in a project as big as rebuilding a Kilrathi carrier appealed to him, but unlike the helmsman he had plenty to do right here aboard Sindri.


        The tender was riding piggyback on the supercarrier's massive superstructure, clamped in place by magnetic grapnels. Her maneuvering drives were powered down now, but the massive banks of fusion generators that made up most of the tender's mass were still on-line. For the next several weeks, as the repair process swung into full operation aboard Karga, little Sindri's power plants would play an enormous part in the job.


        Already Sindri's shields had extended around the supercarrier. They weren't up to combat standard by any stretch of the imagination, but they would protect work crews from the brown dwarf's strange radiation and put an end to the continual bombardment of tiny particles of matter against the derelict's hull. When their orbit took them through the gas giant's ring system once, which happened on the order of once every three days, the shields would also block all but the very largest chunks of ice from further damaging the ship. Already the unshielded Kilrathi hulk had taken a great deal of additional damage from multiple passes through the rings, minor hits by small pieces of junk, perhaps, but at orbital speeds the damage was magnified by kinetic energy unleashed by each of those hits.


        Once the basic shielding was up, the engineers would set up a second set of shields specifically attuned to retain gases. Then the process of reintroducing an atmosphere on to the ship could begin. It would still be necessary for work crews to wear suits until the hull of the carrier had been fully patched, because of the constant danger of a shield failure that could open the ship to hard vacuum, but many of the most basic tasks of repair would be considerably easier with an atmosphere to work in.


        Meanwhile, one hole in the carrier's superstructure would not be targeted for repair for a while, a small, jagged opening Dickerson had deliberately aimed for during the docking approach. This was now positioned directly below one of several airlocks leading out of engineering. Soon engineers from the tender would be running leads through this opening to hook into the Karga's power grid and computer network. Although the supercarrier was still generating some energy, the repair job would eventually require her power plant to be taken off-line so the equipment could be examined and overhauled. While this was going on Sindri would provide the power for Karga to operate light, environmental controls, and artificial gravity, and to run through instruments as they were tested. At the same time they would be busy downloading the carrier's computer network. The Kilrathi computer files already had intelligence experts in the battle group salivating in anticipation of the potential data they might hold. Once the files were duplicated, the Kilrathi network would be fully purged and then brought back on-line with the programming and data files needed for the ship to operate as a part of the Free Republic Navy.


        It would be a monster job, Dickerson thought. Sindri had been involved in similar work before, including the refitting of the Tarawa—now the Independence—a few months earlier. That had been a bear of a project, but this one would be worse. The damage to the Kilrathi carrier had been far more extensive to start with, and Dickerson didn't even want to think about all the problems of mating human and Kilrathi systems aboard Karga.


        Still, he envied the techies who'd have hands-on work to do in the weeks ahead. The captain of the Sindri would have plenty of headaches and more demands on his time than there were hours in the standard day to deal with them, but he knew from experience that his work would be far less interesting or absorbing than the refit his ship was going to make possible.


        "Captain," the first officer interrupted his train of thought. "Chief Engineer's compliments and could you please get together with Admiral Tolwyn and Mr. Diaz to settle the priorities on power demands? He says they're both demanding more power than we can deliver and neither one of them is willing to budge."


        Dickerson sighed. They'd only been docked a few minutes and the headaches were already starting. "Very well, Mr. Kaine. Have Communications put the gentlemen through to my ready room." He rose from his seat. "You have the bridge, Lieutenant."
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        "I'm telling you, Admiral, my crew is not going to like this. Frankly, I don't like it either. I didn't sign up in the Landreich Naval Reserve to be some kind of ferryman for a load of dead Cats, and neither did my people."


        The atmosphere in the escort carrier's OPC was charged with tension today, and Jason Bondarevsky had to force himself to keep from jumping into the argument with an angry comment. Everyone connected with the Goliath Project was exhausted after days of nearly constant work, and in consequence tempers were frayed. The daily conferences aboard the Independence to coordinate work schedules and iron out conflicts were apt to produce more confrontations than solutions, and today's was a good case in point.


        Vance Richards looked older than ever, tired and drawn. He worked as hard as any man on Karga, perhaps harder. His wide experience as Chief of Intelligence for ConFleet during the war had given him wide contact with Kilrathi technology, and he was the indispensable man in directing the repairs. But the work was taking its toll, and Bondarevsky was beginning to worry that he'd burn himself out long before he had to take up his duties as battle group commander if and when the supercarrier really was put back in commission.


        "Listen to me, Captain Steiger," the admiral said slowly. "I know all the arguments, but I'm not buying any of them. You have your orders."


        Steiger looked stubborn, but didn't answer right away.


        The Kilrathi dead were the issue today, specifically the disposal of the bodies of the carrier's crew. The grisly reminder of Karga's last cruise had to be dealt with, and soon. Now that they had atmosphere and heat decay would rapidly become a major factor, and until those bodies were removed they would impede the repair work. The first major task Richards had ordered the crewmen brought across from the City of Cashel to undertake was the collection of Kilrathi bodies.


        It would have been easiest to simply consign them to space. Human dead were normally given a burial in space, with a brief ceremony, a launched casket, and an honor guard salute. The thinking among most of the Landreichers seemed to be that anything that elaborate would be a waste of valuable time, and that the expedient thing to do would be to simply jettison those thousands of bodies and get on with the business at hand.


        But that wasn't the way Vance Richards operated.


        As he'd explained at the outset of the meeting, Kilrathi burial customs went back many hundreds of years, to a time long before the race had developed space travel. Descended from carnivore stock, the Kilrathi race as a whole was extremely territorial, and the religious Codices established the need for each kil to return to the land so that his spirit would have a range in which to hunt and explore throughout the afterlife. Of course space travel had forced some alteration to the ancient beliefs, but the Kilrathi still preferred to return their dead to solid ground, be it planet, moon, or asteroid, rather than allowing them to be consigned to the endless void.


        So Richards had decreed that the nearly five thousand dead aboard the carrier should be given the kind of burial their religion called for—on Nargrast.


        It was going to require a major effort to carry out those orders, though. The dead, now stored in the carrier's port side flight deck in vacuum and zero-g, would have to be moved aboard shuttles from the City of Cashel and carried to Nargrast, where the shuttles would ground, unload their grisly cargoes, and deposit the bodies in a series of mass graves to be excavated by ore extraction vehicles from the factory ship. Richards also intended to have a burial service read, to honor the Kilrathi casualties who had given their lives for their Empire.


        The orders had drawn a few frowns around the table, but it was Steiger who resisted the most. His ship and crew would bear the lion's share of the burden, and like most Landreichers he didn't see any need to honor Mankind's most inveterate enemy. The transport captain glared across the table, first at Richards, then at Murragh and Donald Graham, who had been invited to the meeting so that Richards could discuss plans for the burials with them. "I wonder if you'd be so considerate of all these Cat stiffs if you weren't trying to impress your new buddies," Steiger said bluntly. "Some of you may think it'll make a difference, but I tell you the Cats won't care one lousy bit if you bury them, shove them out the airlock, or shove 'em in the fusion plants. They'll still be back shooting first chance they get."


        Richards half rose, than sank into his chair again. When he spoke he sounded more tired than angry, but Bondarevsky could read the fury behind his icy eyes. "I'll only say this once, Captain," he said flatly. "I don't care in the least what the Kilrathi think of me. I would have ordered a proper burial for those people if there wasn't a single Cat within a hundred light-years to see me do it. We've been at war for more than a generation, but in my book war is no excuse to abandon our principles, and I say anyone, man or kil or whatever, deserves to leave this life with dignity and according to his or her beliefs." His tone grew harsh. "Or would you prefer that we stuffed you or your men into the fusion reactors if you're killed while we're out here, Captain?"


        Steiger flushed. "Damn it, Admiral, it isn't the same!"


        "Yes, it is," Bondarevsky put in. "I agree with the Admiral. How can we pretend to be better than Thrakhath was if we show the same contempt for our enemies that he did?"


        Richards nodded. "Exactly. At any rate, Captain Steiger, whatever the morals and ethics of the situation, I've made it an order, and unless you would like to be relieved and shipped back to Landreich in a ship's brig, you will carry out that order. Is that understood?"


        There was a long pause before Steiger responded. "The crew won't like it," he repeated. "But . . . aye aye, sir."


        Richards let out a sigh and slumped back in his chair. "Very well. I think we should take a break before we get on with the rest of the meeting. Shall we say half an hour?"


        The Goliath staff adjourned, most of them making their way to the adjacent compartment where the carrier's mess crew had set up a buffet table with coffee and an assortment of pastries. Bondarevsky remained seated, and so did Richards, who started checking over his notes on his computer terminal with the air of a man on the very edge of physical collapse.


        Murragh and Graham stood and walked slowly towards the admiral. "Admiral Richards," Murragh said quietly.


        Richards looked up. "Oh, yes, gentlemen. I think we've covered everything you need to be here for. I suppose you'll both want to go to Nargrast for the service?"


        "Yes, Admiral, I know that I would, and all of my people," the Kilrathi prince said gravely. "But before we leave, may I thank you sincerely for your observance of our ways. It is . . . not something I expected. I fear that were the roles reversed few Kilrathi officers would have been so generous toward human dead."


        Richards waved a hand vaguely. "What I said was true, my Lord," he said. "I didn't order it for your benefit."


        Murragh gave a human nod. "I grasp that, Admiral. That is what is so impressive." He paused. "Admiral, I have been thinking, and talking with my friend Graham. I was of service to you in the matter of the computer, was I not?"


        "Yes, of course," Richards said. "we couldn't have pulled it off without you. I'm not quite sure how I can repay you for it, but I assure you I'll move heaven and earth, and maybe even Max Kruger, to try."


        "The desire for compensation does not motivate the Kilrathi," Murragh said calmly. "Any more than your decision in the matter of the dead was motivated by a desire for personal gain. We believe in doing our duty, living with honor, and facing our enemies with courage. But since I was of service to you, I believe I could be so again . . . if you will allow it."


        "What do you mean?"


        "Admiral, I do not know the details of your intentions for Karga, but it is clear you are attempting a major


        repair effort, presumably to put the ship back into service


        again." Murragh said it casually, but Bondarevsky was impressed. The Kilrathi had been kept as far out of


        the picture as possible for security reasons, but the prince obviously had the imagination it took to see where Goliath was heading.


        "And if we are?" Richards was suddenly very much the ConFleet intelligence officer, wary and poker-faced.


        "There are many dissimilarities in technologies to be overcome, whatever you are trying to do," Murragh said. "If you had the assistance of Kilrathi officers who knew his systems, your work would be speeded considerably."


        Richards frowned. "I'm not sure . . ."


        "If you accept, you will have each kil's word of honor to support your work honestly and fully," Murragh said. "My people will not attempt to sabotage your efforts. I have already told Bondarevsky and Graham that I view your people as my allies against Ragark, who would set himself up as an usurper on the throne that belongs to my hrai. Cannot an ally assist an ally in a venture to their mutual advantage?"


        Graham spoke up. "He's serious, Admiral. Hell, I wouldn't mind joining your little party myself, as a volunteer, since I'm not likely to be getting a ride back to Terra anytime soon to report in. And me and my guys and gals have a lot of experience in splicing Cat and Ape gear together without having it blow up in our faces. We're willing to help any way we can. And I think it would be to your advantage to have us on board."


        Richards didn't answer right away, and Bondarevsky could see that he was wavering between the paranoia that went with his training and the hope that he might obtain precious help.


        "I think you should consider it seriously, Admiral," Bondarevsky said quietly. "Let's face it, these folks could make all the difference in actually making this harebrained scheme work. Let's sign them up."


        After a moment, Richards nodded. "I think you're right, Jason. Very well, Lord Murragh. Commander Graham. Welcome to the Goliath Project."
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        They had plenty of volunteers from amongst the Nargrast survivors, both human and Kilrathi. All of Murragh's Cadre officers were eager to follow their prince's lead. That, Bondarevsky decided, was only to be expected. They were loyal to the hrai of his uncle, the late Admiral dal Nokhtak, and Murragh was now the last living representative of that clan in addition to being heir presumptive to the throne. Their branch of the hrai had long been rivals of Thrakhath's, so they had no great feelings of loss regarding their erstwhile war leader. As for Ragark, he was considered something of an upstart, and evidently wasn't thought of as a proper Kilrathi warrior at all. So the collection of Kilrathi experts were willing to mobilize at Murragh's word to aid the humans in restoring the ship. Their comrades, crewmen from the crashed escort and a number of surviving fighter pilots off the carrier, were more suspicious. A few, taking their cue from the embittered Kuraq and others like him, refused to have anything to do with the hated "apes." They remained in open confinement aboard the City of Cashel while their comrades got down to work.


        The Goliath Project staff needed all the help they could muster, and inside of a few days the assistance of Murragh's people was already proving invaluable.


        Time after time it seemed as if they would not be able to get the job done, but time after time the men, women, and kili working on the Karga rose to the challenge and somehow made things work. Bondarevsky was continually amazed at the adaptability humans and Kilrathi could bring to bear when they tried. Slowly, painfully, it began to look as if the Karga would one day sail the void once again.


        With the tender docked and the bodies rounded up and cleared, the first job was to repair Karga's shattered hull. The ship had suffered major penetration damage in a score of places, and minor holes in countless other compartments. The tender's force fields allowed the carrier to retain an atmosphere, but the hull needed to be patched as soon as possible so that the energy expended on keeping the atmosphere from leaking away could be used for more productive purposes.


        So the first order of business was brute-force space construction on a massive scale. It started with survey crews swarming over the hull, measuring, recording, locating the major breaks in the hull and transmitting detailed images of each to computer records aboard the dozens of shuttles detailed to support their work. The computers analyzed these records and produced detailed specifications for the sections of hull plating needed to fill the gaps. A pair of naval architects attached to Diaz's team pored over each of the computer models as they were completed, double-checking the work. Humans were far slower than computers, but it still sometimes took an organic mind to make sense of engineering designed for organic life, and despite the bottleneck created by these reviews Admiral Richards overruled Tolwyn and ordered the process to go on.


        The factory ship Andrew Carnegie had settled into orbit close by the Karga. Swarms of smaller carried craft had been dispatched to Nargrast loaded with automated vehicles and small supervisory crews. They set up camp near the site where Graham and Murragh had settled with their castaways, the vehicles ranging outwards in search of needed raw materials according to a list provided by the computer analysis of the needed components and modified by Diaz's team where the computer parameters couldn't be easily met. Unfortunately Nargrast was poor in many of the elements that would have been best suited for the job, but there was plenty of iron ore, and that was still the basis of the most basic parts of the hull that needed repair.


        The vehicles excavated and extracted ores where they were discovered, carried them back to base, and loaded them aboard the ships waiting there. A constant string of vessels operated back and forth between Nargrast and the Andrew Carnegie, endlessly feeding the insatiable demands of the factory vessel for the raw materials necessary for fabricating Karga's hull plating and other requisite components. A landing party from Tolwyn's crew also worked over the remains of the escort Frawqirg, following up on the initial survey work Bondarevsky had done while rescuing the survivors Though badly damaged in the crash and far too small to provide all the needs of the damaged carrier, the escort was a useful source of parts and materials that otherwise wouldn't have been available.


        Aboard the factory ship, the iron ore was smelted and processed, refined and re-refined to produce the durasteel alloy needed for hull plating. The computer designs obtained from the first surveys controlled the pouring, shaping, and cutting of the individual patches or replacement hull sections, and as quickly as they came off the line they were released into space, picked up by the one-man work pods carried aboard Sindri, and maneuvered into the proper places. The pods—essentially egg-shaped capsules with thrusters and manipulating arms, barely larger than a man - were supported by work gangs of spacesuited crewmen who wrestled the hull plating into position and then brought their plasma welders to bear to seal the new segments of the hull in place.


        Space construction work was difficult and dangerous, especially on the scale required for Project Goliath. With so many crew members operating in spacesuits, there were bound to be accidents. A few inevitably forgot that weightless hull patches retained all of their mass and inertia in zero-g, and as a result there were casualties. Commander Katherine Manning, Karga's Medical Officer, was kept busy handling fractures and decompression sickness in the carrier's sick bay complex buried deep on the fifth deck of the superstructure. Fortunately little damage had occurred there, and the sick bay area was even air-tight, so she had less work to do to get her part of the ship up and running and could concentrate on taking care of the injured. But with power still limited and the unfamiliar Kilrathi medical equipment mostly off-line, Manning complained bitterly of having to perform surgery under primitive conditions, using a field surgery package normally used by marines planetside to fill in for the usual amenities that weren't yet available aboard Karga.


        There were, of course, fatalities. The first major replacement to the buckled hull plating around the entrance to the starboard side flight deck proved particularly awkward, and when Crewman Chan misapplied thrust to his work pod at a crucial moment the result was three men dead, crushed between the new plating and the hull, and five other injuries. Chan was one of the dead, and his pod was ruined in the accident.


        Bondarevsky, who had been supervising the work, wondered if Geoff Tolwyn wasn't more concerned at the loss of the pod than at Chan's death. It wasn't that the admiral was callous . . . he was merely consumed by the need to finish the job, a man so obsessed as to seem unable to perceive reality.


        One by one, though, the major patches were welded into place. Other spacesuited crewmen worked their way painstakingly along the outside of the hull, using a liquid patching compound to fill in the smallest holes and marking those too large for their attention but too small for the major pieces. These were dealt with by follow-up crews armed with small plates that could be sealed over an opening and then spot-welded. By the time they were through Karga's hull was a bizarre patchwork quilt, but she would hold atmosphere without the assistance of Sindri's force fields.


        Bondarevsky's role in the exterior work was limited to getting the flight decks repaired. Early on Richards gave him priority in the waiting list for patches and parts, since the faster the flight deck could be restored the more easily personnel and supplies could be transferred aboard. For the first two weeks, until the bulk of the patches were in place and the testing of hull integrity was well in hand, the salvage team and the crewmen working with them had to be shuttled back and forth each day from the City of Cashel. It was only after they could be reasonably confident the ship wasn't going to suddenly lose atmosphere that crew members could begin moving in to quarters on board on a more or less permanent basis.


        All these considerations meant that work on the starboard flight deck was first on the list of things to be done, with Bondarevsky in personal charge of the details assigned there. The physical problems of repairing the wrecked hull and deck plating didn't take long to finish, but once that was over there were myriad details to deal with. The force field airlocks at each end of the flight deck had to be repaired and tested, and the massive clamshell doors that sealed off the deck when flight operations were not in train had to be put in order so that the crews working inside didn't have to rely entirely on the force fields while they were performing tasks too delicate to be done in space suits. Bondarevsky left most of the actual flight deck work to the supervision of Sparks McCullough, who knew more about the cycle of flight deck operations than most of the Landreicher crew was ever likely to learn. He concentrated on a related section of the ship, the Flight Control Center, located on the deck below the CIC where Admiral Tolwyn was hard at work attempting to restore some semblance of order to the carrier's most vital command and control systems.


        The FCC was actually a whole suite of related compartments, each individual chamber responsible for one aspect of the supercarrier's flight ops. Central to all was Primary Flight Control, the nerve center which oversaw all of the fighters, bombers, and support craft operating off the carrier at any given time. Primary Flight Control was relegated to a fairly low position on the priority list of places to be restored to operational order, however, since it would still be a long time before regular flight ops were conducted off Karga. Instead, Bondarevsky focused on CSTCC—the Carrier Space Traffic Control Center—located directly forward of the Primary Flight Control compartment. CSTCC governed the operations of craft in space within five kilometers of the carrier, and oversaw launching and recovery of all craft. The compartment had received only light collateral damage from the hit that had blasted CIC, but this structural damage had to be made good before anything else could be done. Banks of instrumentation had to be removed in order to install bulkhead patches and deck plating in CIC, using lighter versions of the hull patches that had been applied to the ship's exterior. Then the instrumentation had to be returned, with each system being thorough checked and tested before being installed to ensure that everything was at least potentially in working order. Two of the most vital systems in CSTCC relied on repair work being performed elsewhere on Karga: the sensor arrays located near the top of the carrier's towering superstructure, and the communications system. Fortunately these were high on everyone's priority list, and Diaz had specialists tackling these systems almost from the very beginning. Still, it was over a week from the time the CSTCC was physically restored until the first tests of ship's sensors and communications, and two more days went by after that tracking down a series of small but disabling glitches.


        In fact, the computers came on-line before the sensors were fully working, and that was accounted a minor miracle by anyone with more than a smattering of computer knowledge. Given the vast differences in design philosophy between human and Kilrathi technicians, it had been touch and go for a time. In fact, it wouldn't have been possible to get the computer systems up and running at all without the active assistance of Hrothark, the Kilrathi Cadre Computer Officer who worked with Diaz's experts to modify their code to something the Kilrathi computers would recognize as usable. Fortunately the computer network was designed not only for redundancy and flexibility, but for a high degree of self-programming. Once Diaz and Hrothark introduced the basic directives into the system the computer net itself did most of the work of developing operating systems. Still, the sheer number of different jobs the computer had to oversee in order for the ship to work required a great deal of programming time, and even after the computer system was on-line and functioning programmers were continuing to introduce new routines as they became necessary. Computer control for environmental systems was introduced first, followed by sensors, communications, and the ship's power grid. But minor errors continued to be almost constant reminders of how much they had to do, from the periodic shutdown of gravity and light in the crew quarters on Deck Six to the fault that caused the entire computer system to crash every time someone tried to send a passenger lift to the ship's recreation section.


        When at length the CSTCC came on-line, Bondarevsky was ready to turn control of the section over to Commander Juliette Marchand, who had been designated as the carrier's Space Officer, more often referred to as "the Boss." Marchand, like Bondarevsky, came from the Confederation Navy. She had previously served aboard the TCS Ticonderoga, but had drawn a court-martial and dismissal from the service for willfully assaulting a superior—the Confederation Secretary of Defense, no less—after the man had interfered with her disciplinary decision with regard to a subordinate during an inspection of her carrier soon after the Battle of Earth. A small, dark-haired woman who tended to wear coveralls emblazoned with the motto "Boss," Marchand was nothing short of brilliant when it came to handling CSTCC operations, but she had a short fuse and a habit of regarding "her" bailiwick as a private fiefdom, not to be interfered with by anyone, even the Wing Commander who rated as her nominal superior.


        Under Marchand's iron hand, the starboard flight deck entered normal operation three weeks after the repair job began. But Bondarevsky's job had only just begun. Traffic Control could control the launch and recovery of small craft from the flight deck, but there was still plenty of work to be done. The three massive elevators that raised and lowered planes from the cavernous hangar deck beneath the starboard flight deck had to be overhauled before the carrier could pretend to be more than a platform for outside craft to land on. Unfortunately two of them had been seriously damaged, one by the hit that had crippled the approach deck, the other by Graham's scavenging missions, who had adapted some of the equipment that operated the aft elevator for use in repairing their planetside shuttles. By ruthlessly scrounging for parts from Graham's gear and the remains of the aft elevator they were able to make a start at fixing the forward one, but it was slow going at best and would leave them with just two working elevators on the starboard side. Bondarevsky knew from long experience that this would severely handicap flight operations in a combat situation, when a fast turn-around of planes was essential to maintaining the carrier's battle capabilities. He tried not to think too much about what they had deduced about Karga's last battle, since confirmed by Murragh. Limited flight operations had left the supercarrier unable to stand against a pair of cruisers which otherwise would never have been able to approach close enough to be so much as a nuisance.


        There was one bit of good news, though. In the process of getting the elevators and the hangar deck back into operation Sparks was able to pass on the report that many of the Kilrathi planes in the starboard side hangar deck were useable. Each flight deck had its own hangar area, so the starboard side represented roughly half of the complement of aerospace craft on board. Out of sixty-four fighters, bombers, and support craft allocated to the starboard side, thirty-seven were arrayed in their storage bays and appeared undamaged. There were also seven Darket light fighters and four Strakha stealth fighters on the surface of Nargrast, bringing the total up to forty-eight. The port side hangar hadn't produced nearly as many craft in any kind of shape to fly. Evidently these had taken greater losses during the raid on Landreich, and less than twenty were reported as spaceworthy. But other damaged craft would be useful sources of parts when they had to start getting the flight wing into active service.


        Bondarevsky was less sanguine when he considered the problems of training Landreich and ex-ConFleet pilots to use Kilrathi planes, and bumped a request for simulator programming and hardware repair up on the Flight Wing's priority list.


        Sparks was happy, at least, at the prospect of getting her hands dirty tearing down Kilrathi planes and then putting them back together so they could start flying. But Bondarevsky had to hold her back. By this time the starboard flight deck was starting to cycle regular flights on and off the carrier, and even the refueling and repair equipment was starting to come back into play. But with all this accomplished, they had to turn their attention to the port side and start all over again.


        In the meantime, work was proceeding in other parts of the ship. The flag bridge, which had never been seriously damaged, was back in operation on a limited basis early on, and as more and more of the shipwide systems came back on-line the role of the crew manning it expanded. This was the domain of Admiral Richards, who spent most of his time poring over the intelligence files extracted from the computer during the reprogramming process. With the addition of Murragh's experts he was no longer needed to explain every bit of Kilrathi technology to the salvage team or the carrier's crew, which meant he was under much less strain now. But he continued to drive himself to become as familiar as possible with the ship, and to keep himself fully updated on the strategic situation that faced the Landreich.


        Tolwyn, meanwhile, started in on CIC, cheerfully working side-by-side with the lowest-ranking technicians to tear down control systems and put them to rights. The Combat Information Center had been damaged by the same hit that had crippled Primary Flight Control, but there wasn't as much destruction here as on the navigation bridge four levels up and all the way forward on the carrier's superstructure. That section was given a few rough patches and then given up as a bad business, to be repaired later as time and resources allowed. A working CIC would allow Karga to maneuver and fight, and that was all Tolwyn wanted of her. Each day, Bondarevsky was impressed with the change in Tolwyn's bearing and attitude. The demands of making the repairs work had narrowed the admiral's world so that he no longer spent so much time worrying about conspiracies and the interplay of politics and war across the whole of human space. Instead he had a job to do, something that he could measure day by day, and the way he threw himself into it was a positive inspiration for the rest of the officers, crew, and outside specialists.


        Most of the other officers were up to the challenge, too. Diaz and his people performed miracle after miracle despite the technological difficulties of working with Kilrathi gear. Contrary to popular belief, the Cats were by no means backward or primitive; they had been in space longer than Mankind, though their technology wasn't far ahead of the Confederation's in any major respect. Nor was their equipment simpler or more rugged despite the common conception back home of the Kilrathi as brutal and violent. Many of their systems were surprisingly fine and delicate, though of course there were differences in the size of components that reflected the larger bodies and hands of the builders. But it was differences in basic design philosophy that gave the specialists most of their headaches. Kilrathi naval architects believed in redundant and diversified systems, and not just for computers. They frequently designed subsystems that could back up not one but several radically different primary functions, which made it hard for Diaz or his people to point to one single place and say "There is the backup for the system we're working on." It made it difficult to know when backups were on-line, and almost impossible to discard any components, no matter how little they seemed to have to do with any particular ship's function, without extensive testing, physical tracing of connections, and heated discussions among the experts. Sometimes the Kilrathi Cadre could help out, but not always. Fifty specialists covered a number of critical fields of expertise, but they were not ship-builders, and their specialties were often in areas removed from the nutsand-bolts design process.


        By the time Bondarevsky was getting ready to tackle the port side flight deck, the carrier was close to functioning as a ship again. She had computers, sensors, environmental systems, and communications up and running. Of her eight laser turrets, six were back online thanks to the heroic efforts of Lieutenant Commander Dmitri Deniken, the Tactics and Gunnery Officer. The other two probably wouldn't function again this side of a keel-up repair at a major spaceyard, but Deniken had managed to come up with arcs of fire that covered the entire ship. He also had hopes of getting the numerous point-defense turrets working again once they managed to track down a computer glitch that made the automatic intercept function useless.


        The one area where repair work lagged behind was Engineering. Commander Kent, the chief engineer recruited by Kruger for the project, was another ex-ConFleet man, but turned out to be something of a plodder. The wild leaps of imagination and creativity needed to come up with improvised solutions to unexpected problems simply weren't for him. His by-the-book overhaul of the fusion power plants fell further and further behind schedule as he ran into trouble balancing the magnetic containment fields badly stressed by the final battle and the effects of long neglect and interaction with the brown dwarf's radiation. Finally Tolwyn, furious at the continued delays, had relieved him of duty after a blazing row. His choice to replace Kent was little short of brilliant. Donald Scott Graham, late of TCS Juneau, became Karga's new chief engineer. It was highly irregular—technically the man was still on active duty with the ConFleet, though they didn't know he was even alive. But Tolwyn himself retained his admiral's authority, and as ranking Confederation officer in the star system accepted Graham's resignation from the service, placed him in the inactive reserve, and then swore him in as a Landreich officer. Hopefully they would be able to sort out the paperwork later. In the meantime, though, Karga acquired a Chief Engineer who knew exactly how to go about the re-commissioning job. Many of his solutions to problems skirted the regs in more ways than one, but they got the job done. Slowly, the engineering department began to catch up with the others as Graham took hold of his new responsibilities.


        The end of the year was fast approaching, with two months of work behind them, and the Goliath Project crew could look back at solid progress. But the work ahead remained daunting. They had the second flight deck to put back into service, and all of the Kilrathi planes to check, overhaul, and put into action—if and when they could get pilots trained on the craft. Graham had the fusion plants back on-line and was working on the shield generators, but these were in particularly bad shape and were likely to be slow. In the interim they continued to rely on Sindri for anti-radiation shielding, but the tender's extended shields couldn't handle combat conditions, and until they could put up a reliable combat-rated force field the carrier wasn't anything more than a particularly large and unwieldy dock floating in space. And as yet nothing had been done about her engines, maneuver drives and the hyperspace jump system.


        Still, it was progress, more than Bondarevsky, for one, had ever believed possible at the outset. Another few months and they might actually have a fighting ship.


        If, in fact, Ragark gave them another few months.
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        It was a measure of their progress that they now could hold their conferences aboard Karga, rather than assembling aboard Independence. The Operations Planning Center for the supercarrier was located adjacent to the admiral's ready room and the flag bridge, and was considerably more impressive than the escort carrier's cozy conference room. In the center of the large chamber was a holographic projection tank that could display anything from tactical dispositions of a squadron to starcharts of entire sectors. Seats rose in tiers on all four sides of the oval compartment, allowing senior officers from several ships in a battle group to attend the briefing at the same time. Each person had a computer terminal attached to his seat which allowed him to call up details from the holo-tank, and there was an excellent intercom system that allowed everyone, no matter where he or she was in the room, to take full part in the discussions.


        Jason Bondarevsky had chosen a seat near the top tier by the door, well out of the way. He'd learned to watch and listen at these conferences, but saved his input for times when he could tackle Richards or Tolwyn in private. Too many voices arguing over priorities or procedures was a sure recipe for chaos, and the Goliath staff had proven this on more than one occasion over the last two months.


        Richards was in the place reserved for the Kilrathi admiral, near the head of the oval in a private box seat something like a small throne. Tolwyn had a less impressive version of the same accommodations at the other end of the holo-tank, the spot where a Kilrathi intelligence or political officer would have been accommodated in an Imperial vessel.


        The rest of the room was well-filled. This particular conference was far more extensive than the usual daily briefings, including officers from other ships of the battle group as well as the carrier's department heads and other important members of the team. The progress made to date had allowed Richards to convene this meeting to begin a new phase of the project.


        "All right, people, the sooner we get started the sooner we can get out of here." Richards' voice came through clearly over the intercom headset Bondarevsky, like the rest of the assembled staff, was wearing. The original Kilrathi earpieces had been too large and bulky for humans to use, so Lieutenant Vivaldi, the Communications Officer, had raided the City of Cashel for a supply of marine tactical transceivers. Murragh and his fellow Kilrathi wore the original gear. They were clustered on one side of the holo-tank, a block of nonhumans who somehow seemed out of place now on their own ship. "Mr. Bondarevsky. Status?"


        Bondarevsky cleared his throat. "Primary Flight Control will be on-line this afternoon, or so Mr. Diaz has assured me." He glanced toward the salvage specialist, who gave a little self-satisfied nod. "That means that by tomorrow morning we'll be able to start pretending we're a real carrier. If the sensors behave themselves, we should be able to track anything in this part of the system, although I'm still worried about the interference from the brown dwarf's strange radiation. A brown dwarf just isn't supposed to cause this much trouble. And the ring system still drives our sensor probes crazy."


        Richards smiled. "Why should the sensors be any different from the rest of us?" he demanded. That raised a few laughs, from humans and Kilrathi alike. "Excellent work. With PFC and the starboard hangar deck up and running-and Mr. Deniken's weapons in place-this boat can start looking after herself. Commander Tolwyn?"


        Kevin Tolwyn nodded. "Your capacity will be limited for a time, but I'd say you won't need us to look after you . . . if you have the planes to fly your own patrols."


        "Exactly." Richards frowned. "I'm not about to start using our Kilrathi planes yet, not until Mr. Bondarevsky's training and simulation program is running. In the meantime, by the power invested in me by our beloved leader, Old Max, I am hereby ordering half of the Independence Flight Wing detached for duty aboard Karga."


        Galbraith was quick to react. "Now wait just a minute, Admiral," he said. "I don't think—"


        "Spare me, Captain," Richards cut him off. "I've already discussed the matter with Admiral Camparelli. And you know my orders give me broad discretion for requisitions of this type. At any rate, you'll have replacements waiting for you at Landreich when you head back there next week."


        "Head back?" Galbraith frowned.


        "That's the point to all this," Richards said. "Old Max made it quite clear that he wanted Independence back on active service again just as soon as we felt we didn't need her for protecting Goliath any longer. Well, we have guns and we have a flight deck. With half a flight wing we can handle most standard operations, and when we get our people trained on the Kilrathi birds and get the other flight deck up to speed we'll have everything we need here to protect ourselves. Independence is to make her way back to Landreich to link up with a new battle group. You can make good your shortages of planes there."


        "I . . . suppose that will work out all right," Galbraith said.


        "Good. Commander Tolwyn, you may assign whichever of your squadrons you see fit, of course, though I would suggest that you balance the two wings as best you can. Consult with Mr. Bondarevsky. I'll approve whatever TO&E the two of you come up with."


        "Aye aye, sir," Kevin Tolwyn said, turning a brief grin on Bondarevsky.


        "Do you see any further difficulties in starting flight operations, Captain?" Richards asked, looking at Bondarevsky.


        "No, sir," he replied. "Nothing major, at least. Starboard side'll be crowded for a while, with all those Kilrathi birds in the hangars, but there's a fair amount of room to spare. Luckily the Cats built this tub with the idea of having to operate all their birds with one crippled flight deck."


        "Too bad for them they didn't actually do it," Marchand said from here place a few seats down from Bondarevsky. "You may not think it's a major problem, sir, but as far as I'm concerned juggling all those planes is going to be a nightmare. How soon until we can start shifting a few of the Kilrathi junk heaps over to port side?"


        "Probably a couple of weeks, Boss," Bondarevsky told her. "Until then, you'll just have to make do. I've seen


        you work. You'll handle it."


        "Good," Richards said. "Now, Mr. Graham, what's our schedule on shields and drives?"


        "That same couple of weeks, sir," Graham replied. "That is, if we don't run into any more trouble with the shield generators. I'm not happy about their power consumption. I'm pretty sure the battle damage was a bit more than the initial surveys showed. There was a hell of a lot of energy soaking through the whole system when Juneau and Dover hit the old girl, and I don't think Commander Kent's first estimates took into account the overload factor."


        "From here on out, Commander, I think you should have priority on all resources," Richards said. "I'm not happy sitting on a ship that can't break orbit and can't defend herself in a combat situation. I know we're off the beaten track here, but a Kilrathi raiding squadron could ruin our whole day. Any comments?"


        No one argued with the decision, though Bondarevsky could see several department heads looking grim. Too many jobs, too few resources, that was the story of the Goliath Project from start to finish.


        "All right, other points." Richards consulted his computer terminal. "Damn, it's printing out in Kilrathi again. Armando?"


        Diaz keyed a command into his terminal, and after a moment Richards gave a faint smile. "That's better. Actually, I can read Kilrathi. Last week I think it was giving me Gaelic."


        "Probably got confused by Lieutenant Harper's folk-sing in the rec room," Bondarevsky suggested. "I know I did."


        "Be that as it may," Richards said. "Hmm. Vision Quest, I think, should head back to Landreich in company with Independence. Unless you think there's anything else for you here, Captain Springweather?"


        She shook her head. "You took care of the money. That was the important part. And I have the survey data from Nargrast. That could fetch a few credits on the minerals market. But if I stay here much longer I'll be losing money hand over fist."


        "That would never do," Richards said blandly. "By all means head for home with Independence next week. I'll see to it that the Navy gives you a free maintenance overhaul when you put in at Landreich." Springweather smiled, an expression that always put Bondarevsky in mind of a cat studying a trapped bird.


        "Next item . . . Captain Galbraith, I'm also requisitioning your marines." Richards held up a hand to forestall the inevitable protest. "Same reasons as before, with some added points. The colonel and his men know this ship inside and out after their part in the early surveys. In addition, they have Nargrast experience, and we'll still be conducting mineral extraction work there for some time to come. Once again, we need them here, and you'll be able to pick up replacements at Landreich. Colonel? Any problems with that?"


        Bhaktadil shook his turbaned head. "Not on my part, Admiral," he said, "I think my boys and girls are getting used to things over here." He looked more pleased than the reverse. Probably, Bondarevsky thought, he was looking forward to getting out from under Galbraith's thumb. And he would be the ranking Marine officer aboard, commanding a double-sized contingent. "Very good, then," Richards said. "That clears my list. Now, who wants to talk about anything?"


        "Sir?" Lieutenant Mario Vivaldi, the Communications Officer, put up a hand.


        "Yes, Lieutenant?"


        "Sir, Christmas is coming up, and some of us were wondering . . ."


        Richards smiled. "I think I can safely say that we'll be on a holiday watch rotation for Christmas, Lieutenant.


        Father Darby was already in to see me the other day to discuss religious observances. We've got a good cross-section of faiths represented in the Chaplain's Office, so I'm pretty sure you'll be well covered spiritually. Anything else you need, I'm sure we can provide."


        "If you want a tree, you're welcome to try the ones on Nargrast," Graham said with a grin. "Of course, they've got trunks as big around as this compartment and don't reach as high as the overhead, and they give off fumes that smell like something died, but they're green . . . sort of."


        "Pass," Aengus Harper said.


        "Any other questions before we get down to the regular business?" Richards asked. "No? Then the squadron officers are free to go, unless they want to sit around and listen to a lot of technical garbage. Mr. Clancy, I want you to go over the ideas you brought up last night concerning the improvements to the helm station. You've already got the thing cross-patched so many different ways I'm afraid to even think about powering up the engines, for fear of where we might land . . ."


        And so the work went on
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    "There is no such thing as a battle without honor, though it is possible to encounter an honorless foe."
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        "Break left! Break left!" The voice in Bondarevsky's helmet receivers was urgent. "Come on, Captain, you can nail this guy!"


        Bondarevsky pulled the joystick hard over, rolling to the left and trying to spot his quarry. The Strakha bucked and kicked as if it resented the very idea of a human pilot flying it, but he fought the controls and forced the fighter into the turn. He reached for the sensor controls to narrow the focus and try to get an accurate position estimate on the cloaked enemy fighter he knew was closing in for the kill, but a split second too late he realized he'd instinctively reached for the spot where they would have been located on one of the Ferrets he'd flown back in his days as Tarawa's Wing Commander. The sudden realization made him try to shift in mid-reach, but that sent his bionic arm into a feedback spasm.


        The delay was fatal. The enemy Strakha decloaked bare meters off his starboard side, and the red flash of incoming fire washed through Jason Bondarevsky's cockpit.


        The buzzer going off in his ear made him wince and grind his teeth. The cockpit opened up, revealing a crowd of men and women surrounding the simulator unit. Money was changing hands as they paid off their bets. Bondarevsky blinked in the glare of the lights.


        "Bang, you're dead," Doomsday Montclair announced from the other simulator cockpit, climbing out with the aid of a pair of his squadron's younger pilots.


        "I noticed," Bondarevsky replied dryly. "I've got to hand it to you, Doomsday. You haven't lost your edge."


        Montclair grinned. "Didn't let them promote me out of the cockpit, skipper," he said. "But don't sweat it. You'll get the moves back. And if you don't, I'll be around to bail out your sorry ass!"


        That sparked laughter from the audience. Bondarevsky started to clamber out of the cockpit, and Harper and Sparks were quick to help him. The simulator modules were cobbled together from a combination of Confederation and Kilrathi technology, mostly the former. The Kilrathi had less use for detailed simulations of flight missions than human pilots did. According to Jorkad Ian Mraal, the senior pilot from the Nargrast survivors who had been working with Sparks on building the modules, the Empire preferred live-training exercises with real ships, real maneuvers, and live ammo.


        Jorkad was there now, looking out of place amidst the revelry of the Flight Wing's Christmas party. The Christmas holiday was something the Kilrathi couldn't quite grasp. The message of "peace on Earth, good will toward men" was so alien to their way of life that they simply had nothing to compare it to. But a kil enjoyed a good party as much as any human, and Jorkad seemed to be developing a special fondness for eggnog.


        "I was studying your performance, Captain Bondarevsky," he said gravely. Jorkad was always studiously correct and formal. At first some of the members of the wing had assumed it was a mask for some underlying hostility to the humans, but on closer acquaintance the general consensus was that Jorkad was just naturally serious and punctilious all the time. "Your instincts are good. But I fear your reactions have been somewhat slowed by your injuries. The artificial arm . . ."


        "Is a problem sometimes, yes," Bondarevsky said, feeling impatient. He still didn't like discussing the plastilimb, especially not with a Cat. "I'm getting the hang of it."


        He wasn't good at reading Kilrathi expressions, but he thought Jorkad's look might have been the Cat equivalent of a frown. "I believe that Hrothark and I could design an interface that would connect your arm directly into the controls of the fighter," he said. "It is possible that you could substantially improve your performance by having many of the onboard systems essentially controlled by thought—or at least by the muscular impulses associated with specific actions, such as operating sensors or firing weapons."


        "Thanks, but no thanks," Bondarevsky said.


        Jorkad studied him curiously. "I do not understand. Why would you reject something which could give you an advantage in combat? Particularly when it turns a current handicap around and makes it an asset instead?"


        Bondarevsky shrugged. "I don't know if I can explain it, my friend." He held up his arm. "Look here. You can see that the limb is designed to look as much like a biological arm as possible. It would be a lot more efficient, and cost-effective too, for that matter, if it wasn't built this way, but you'll find most people prefer artificial limbs that don't look artificial."


        The Kilrathi pilot gave a very human head nod, at the same time making the Cat grasping gesture that stood for understanding.


        "The thing is," Bondarevsky went on, "a lot of us don't like to be forced to admit to something like this. I've got a machine doing the work of a limb, and I'm damned glad to have it, but I'd far rather have the original. And the last thing I want is to lose my humanity more than I already have by plugging myself into my cockpit like one more onboard system. I learned to fly by my gut, and I'd rather keep on doing it that way even if I have to work a little bit harder at it. Do you understand?"


        "I believe I do, Captain," Jorkad said slowly. "Your sentiments are reminiscent of some of the passages in the Seventh Codex. You've given me much to think about."


        "Glad I could help out," Bondarevsky muttered as the Cat pilot stalked away in search of a refill for his empty cup of eggnog.


        'Well, well, Jason Bondarevsky trading philosophy with a Cat. I never thought I'd live to see the day." The crowd parted as Kevin Tolwyn approached, trailed by a junior lieutenant carrying a large, bulky box.


        "I've swapped that kind of stuff with stranger types than him," Bondarevsky said with a smile. "In fact, I'm looking at one now."


        Tolwyn's expression was one of mock horror. "I'm wounded! To be insulted so, and by my own dear mentor! Maybe I'll just call off this whole Christmas thing right here and now."


        "Christmas thing?" Bondarevsky frowned. "Please tell me you didn't . . ."


        "Oh, don't worry, I'm not going to give you anything." Tolwyn grinned at him. Bondarevsky had never been much for celebrating Christmas, beyond putting in the expected appearances at the festivities held by the people in his command. Born and raised on Razin, a distant frontier world settled by Russians of mostly Eastern Orthodox religion, Bondarevsky had been brought up to celebrate Epiphany, the baptism rather than the Nativity of Christ, and even yet he still was apt to keep the Twelfth-Night holiday rather than the more traditional Christmas Day. He and Kevin had a long-standing tradition of not exchanging presents until Epiphany. "No, I brought over a gift from all of the Liberators to all of you . . . whatever it is you're going to call yourselves. Lieutenant, if you please . . ."


        His assistant stepped forward and set the box down on the table. "Open it up, Jason," Tolwyn said.


        He looked at the box for a long moment, half-expecting some kind of prank. Then he noticed that the lid of the box was pierced by half a dozen small holes, and that piqued his curiosity. Just what was Tolwyn up to, anyway?


        Bondarevsky lifted the lid and looked inside. There, almost invisible in the shadows, a pair of green eyes regarded him curiously.


        "Thrakhath!" he said. He reached in and lifted out the black cat, who responded by rubbing on his chin and purring loudly. That set off laughter from the officers clustered nearby. "Kevin, are you sure about this? I had the idea Thrakhath was kind of a favorite of yours.


        This one, at least."


        Tolwyn grinned. "Yeah, I like him a lot better than I ever liked the one from Kilrah, but there's a dozen cats on Independence to keep our rodent population under control. And we thought you guys could use a mascot over here. Given your new home and all, it just seemed like a good idea."


        Bondarevsky put the cat down on the table, but kept petting him. "Just as long as he doesn't cause as much trouble as his namesake . . ."


        "Oh, he'll cause a lot more than that." Tolwyn grinned again. "And he'll bring bad luck to anybody who crosses his path. Like Ragark and his Kilrathi . . ."


        "Or the confees!" one of the pilots called from the back of the watching crowd. "Or anybody else who gets in our way!"


        Tolwyn looked embarrassed. "Anyway, Merry Christmas from the Liberators to . . ." He trailed off. Bondarevsky's command had been officially designated as FW-137, but it didn't have a name as yet. The carrier hadn't even received a formal Landreich Navy name yet.


        "The Black Cats!" a voice from the crowd declared loudly. Commander Alexandra Travis came forward and stretched out a hand to scratch Thrakhath behind the ears. The animal looked satisfied with himself and redoubled his contented purring. "What do you say, Captain? What better name for a Flight Wing operating off a Cat carrier, with Cat fighters, and probably in Cat space, sooner or later?"


        There were plenty of comments from the others, and they all sounded favorable. Bondarevsky nodded. "All right, the Black Cats it is." He paused. "Mr. Harper, I am hereby appointing you as Chief Cat-tender, with all the duties and responsibilities that traditionally go with that post. And somebody else is going to have to explain all this to Murragh. I sure as hell don't want to tell him we've got a house pet named after his cousin."


        "To hear him talk," Travis said, "house pet would be a step up from what Murragh's people think of their ex-Prince." She grinned. "But you know we'll be bad luck to anybody who crosses our path!"


        Tolwyn and his aid stayed on for a drink, then left to catch the tail end of the Christmas party aboard their own ship. Soon after they had taken their leave Bondarevsky stopped at a side table to refill his drink, and encountered Travis once again.


        "So . . . you lost your simulator duel, huh?" she said. "The legend has feet of clay after all. I lost ten credits on you, Captain."


        "Sorry, Commander," he said with a faint smile. "If I'd've known you were betting on me I would have worked harder."


        She returned the smile. "Or bet against me and thrown the fight deliberately," she said, arching one eyebrow. "Seriously, though, how did it feel? Do you think it's an accurate simulation of a Strakha?"


        Her interest was understandable. Alexandra Travis had been designated as squadron commander for VF-401, one of the new fighter squadrons being organized aboard the supercarrier. Once she and her pilots finished training, they'd be flying the squadron of Strakha fighters salvaged from the Kilrathi planes on board. Her previous experience had been confined to the Raptor heavy fighter, and they had little in common in terms of handling with the Cat Strakhas.


        Bondarevsky was impressed by her record and by the skill she'd displayed getting her squadron in shape these last few days. Of all his new squadron commanders she was the one who seemed most in tune with him, her mind often following the same leaps of imagination that his own did as they discussed the ways and means of making the Flight Wing work.


        "I don't know how accurate it is," he said, "but Sparks and Jorkad seem to think it isn't too far from the real thing. If it's anything like the simulator, the Strakha's going to be heavy going. Big and mean, but not exactly subtle . . . except for the stealth technology. I guess the Cats figured they had a cloak, so why bother making the thing nimble too? Takes some getting used to when you've come out of the high-maneuverability school."


        "Sort of like trying to fly a shuttle after a stretch of duty with Hornets," she said, nodding.


        "Well, not quite that bad, maybe," he said, remembering his landing on Independence and how clumsy the shuttle controls had seemed. "I figure with enough sim time it won't be too much of a problem getting these Cat planes down cold. I have to admit, though, that it's pretty strange thinking of how to use them in combat, and not just how to beat them."


        She laughed. "You could say the same thing about this whole operation," she said. "A year ago a Cat was just something to shoot at. Now I'm starting to understand how they think . . . and it's starting to scare me. Sometimes I wonder how we managed to hold them off so long. They sure as hell know how to build a carrier."


        Bondarevsky nodded. "I know what you mean. And working with the Cats from Murragh's bunch . . they're not exactly what we always thought they were, are they?"


        Before she could reply they were interrupted by a chord from Aengus Harper's guitar. The young lieutenant had found himself a perch on one of the tables and taken the battered-looking instrument out of its case. For a moment he contented himself with strumming chords, apparently at random.


        "Well, the Bard of the Spaceways is at it again," Bondarevsky commented with a smile. "What's it going to be tonight, Lieutenant? More of your old Irish rabble-rousing songs?"


        "Ah, now, sir, should I be playin' such things and ignoring the spirit of the season?" Harper replied with his easy, charming grin. "No, tonight I'll not be speakin' of the Gaels and their long struggle for freedom, more's the pity. Instead I thought I'd give you a Christmas song me auld mither taught me when I was just a lad."


        He started picking the strings with practiced skill, closing his eyes and starting to sing in a soft, pleasant voice. It was a song Bondarevsky hadn't heard for years. The crowd was rapt as the young Taran sang the story of the child Jesus and his scornful playmates in Egypt, and the miracles that alarmed their mothers.


        Thinking of the work they'd done on Karga, Bondarevsky couldn't help but think the lieutenant's choice was deliberate . . . and apt. They'd all worked their share of miracles out here on the edge of the frontier, and after this holiday was past they'd be right back in the miracle-working business once more.
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        "There's a visitor at the airlock to see you, Captain. Do you want to see anybody?"


        Captain Wenona Springweather looked up from the computer terminal on her desk at her First Mate, who stood just inside the door of her day cabin with an apologetic look on his face. "Does this visitor have a name?" she asked irritably. Two solid hours had gone by since the Vision Quest had grounded and Landreich Port Authority officers had swarmed aboard each armed with questionnaires and computer forms that she had to fill out personally, it seemed, before the scout ship could secure permission to berth at the starport at all, much less apply for the free overhaul Admiral Richards had promised her before the start of the voyage.


        She suspected that Captain Galbraith was behind the extra attention she was receiving. He hadn't been at all happy with the scout ship's performance on the way home. Springweather couldn't help it if her jump coils had worn through coming out of hyperspace at Oecumene, and the cycle time for an interstellar hop was running anywhere up to five times as long as it should. If Galbraith had sent over the parts and technical experts she'd asked for when the problem first developed she could have put the problem to rest then and there, but Galbraith wasn't the sort of Navy man who'd extend a helping hand to a frontier scout.


        So Vision Quest had slowed Independence down, and now it seemed Galbraith was exacting his revenge by inflicting petty bureaucracy on her. At this point a visitor would be a welcome relief . . . unless he turned out to be another bureaucrat.


        "I'm sorry, skipper, but he wouldn't give a name. Looks like a merchant skipper . . . a prosperous one, by the cut of his clothes. Said he had a business proposal for you."


        She grinned. "When have you ever known me to turn away the chance to make a credit or two, Frank? Send the gentleman up, by all means."


        Springweather managed to finish going over the Customs Manifest, appending her retinal print to the computer file just as the visitor arrived at her door.


        He was a tall, gaunt man with dark hair and a down-turning mustache that made him look like a pirate right out of a historical holo-vid romance. His eyes, studying her, burned with the intensity of a man with a mission.


        She stood and rounded the desk, extending a hand. "I'm Wenona Springweather. Captain, for what it's worth, of the Vision Quest. My Mate tells me you've some business for us. How can I be of service?"


        "My name is Zachary Banfeld," he said, taking the hand.


        Springweather's eyes narrowed. That was a name she'd heard before. But she had never expected to meet one of the most notorious men on the frontier.


        Banfeld was the organizer and leader of a group that called itself "The Guild," a loose association of ship-captains and businessmen from a dozen worlds along the frontier, and not just within the Landreich's sphere of influence. Ostensibly they were civilians who had banded together for mutual protection and support during the war, but in fact rumor had it that they were much more than harmless merchants. Pooling their funds, they had bought weapons to arm their merchant ships, and even managed to acquire a small, antiquated escort carrier and some Confederation fighters. All this was supposed to be used to convoy merchant traffic along the dangerous frontier trade routes, but there were stories that suggested Banfeld's Guild operated as privateers—some said outright pirates—raiding shipping and remote planetary outposts and selling the proceeds at a substantial profit.


        He seemed to sense her reaction to his name, and gave her a thin-lipped smile. "My reputation no doubt precedes me, Captain, but I assure you I'm not at all the way I'm portrayed on the holo-casts. Neither Robin Hood nor Blackbeard . . . just Zack Banfeld, trying to do my job."


        "And that job is?" She let a hint of ice creep into her tone. Wenona Springweather was as mercenary as an frontier scout, but her motto had always been to steer clear of the war and everything it represented. Banfeld on the other hand, took entirely too much interest in conflict.


        His smile turned wolfish. "Why, simply turning a profit Captain," he said. "And, if I can, helping out the small ship-owner from time to time."


        "Such as now?" she asked. 'What sort of help did you have in mind for me?"


        "Just a chance to make a large sum of money in return for a few small bits of information," he said blandly. "About the work you've been doing the past several weeks."


        "My last two trips have been classified by the Landreich government," she told him. "They've been employing me as a consultant, and you must understand that I couldn't go around selling secrets."


        He shrugged. "It's fairly well known by now that you found a Kilrathi derelict. That news has been circulating around the bars for weeks. I'm . . . interested in learning the details, though. If the government is no longer interested in this ship, it might be an excellent source for parts, equipment, that sort of thing."


        "And if the government is still interested?"


        "Then I may still be able to turn a profit. Providing supply transport, for example, to and from the hulk. That sort of thing. I can't really say how The Guild might get involved until I know more details. But if I could obtain a little inside information, I'd not only know what to offer, but maybe I could get an inside track on the bidding."


        "As far as I know, the government's not using civilian contractors out there," she said. "I was there because I found the thing in the first place. But the rest seems to be entirely a Navy operation. I'm sorry, but I don't really think I can help." His eyes flashed for an instant. Then the smile was back. "Come, come, Captain. You haven't even heard my offer. Fifty thousand for your information, and a ten percent share of any profits I might turn from it." "Fifty thousand . . ." That was substantially more than Max Kruger had paid her for the original information about the Karga. Tempted, she turned and walked to the far side of the office, gazing out the small transplast porthole over her desk at the busy starport outside. Finally she turned back, shaking her head. "I'm sorry. I can't help you." "You're afraid I might misuse the information?" He was frowning now. "Look, from what you say the government is already there, and from the size of the battle group that went out and didn't come back with you and Independence I'd say they were protecting this derelict pretty damned well. What am I going to do? Sell the story to the Cats? Even if they were interested, they couldn't do much without mounting a damned big raid, and by the time they did anything the Navy would be ready for them. Anyway, dealing with Cats is hardly ever profitable. And I swear all I'm trying to do is make a good business move ahead of the pack."


        She studied him for a long moment, her thoughts prey to conflicting emotions. Despite his reputation Banfeld had generally played the part of a patriot during the war, though he'd also turned a handsome profit at the same time. She didn't really think he'd betray anything she told him to the Kilrathi. And fifty thousand credits . . .


        Her eyes came to rest on the computer terminal where she'd been poring over the Landreich's forms and endless bureaucratic garbage. What did she really owe the government now, anyway? She'd done the job they'd hired her to do, led Richards and his men to the Karga and then wasted months hanging around waiting for them to decide to pay what they owed her. And Galbraith had treated her ship and crew like so much debris the whole trip back. If she chose to make some extra money off her find at Vaku, how would that hurt Max Kruger or his lackeys?


        Fifty thousand credits . . .


        "I'd want a contract, Mr. Banfeld," she said at last. "Not that I don't trust you, but . . ."


        He smiled again, his eyes burning hotter. "I anticipated the need, Captain. Shall we go over it now?"
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        "We have them, Commissioner. We have Richards,


        Tolwyn, and Kruger! All we have to do is decide how to deal with them."


        Clark Williams regarded Colonel Mancini with a sour look. "Not more of your rumors," he said. "More barroom gossip about Kilrathi ships abandoned in the sector. I've had just about enough of hearing all the drunken speculations of the bums who hang out at those places down in Startown."


        "Not a rumor this time, sir," Mancini said. "This time we have the information straight from the source. Vision Quest landed this morning."


        "What?" He sat upright, his chair creaking under him. "Got the Springweather woman in here as soon as possible! We'll squeeze everything she knows out of her . . ."


        "That won't be necessary," Mancini said. "Fact is, one of our agents spotted her arrival and moved on his own initiative. Tied her up aboard ship by persuading the authorities to give her more than the usual share of Inward Clearance nonsense, and then moved in for the kill." He smiled. "It's amazing how much you can get when you combine greed and frustration in one package."


        "Well? What did your agent get?"


        "I'll let him tell you himself." Mancini touched a stud on his shirt sleeve, activating a tiny communications device. "Send him in."


        The door opened a moment later to admit Zachary Banfeld. "Ah, Commissioner," the newcomer said pleasantly. "Good to see you again."


        Williams nodded. "And you, Mr. Banfeld. It's been . . what? Two years now?"


        "Since that little situation on Freya. Yeah." Banfeld smiled as he took a seat beside the CSB colonel. "That was quite a nice little operation, as I recall."


        Williams studied the man assessingly. Here on the frontier Zachary Banfeld was regarded as something between a romantic highwayman and a black-hearted pirate, depending on who you asked, but no one suspected that he was also a freelance agent of the Confederation government. The Guild really did do legitimate business, organizing merchant convoys and taking on contracts to ship needed materials through spacelanes no other civilian trader would willingly travel. And it sponsored privateering raids, hitting vulnerable targets and looting them for resale later. Banfeld's people also dabbled in black market deals, arms smuggling, mercenary operations, and training local militias to handle combat situations.


        Behind all these dealings, though, Banfeld also took on odd jobs for the Confederation from time to time, especially in the last few years. He had been recruited, not only by Mancini's CSB, but by the other, more shadowy organization that Williams and Mancini both belonged to—the Belisarius Group. And he had been a useful tool on several occasions of late, when Belisarius needed to flex its muscles out here on the frontier without any direct Confederation involvement in frontier affairs. Guild ships had staged a few raids on Landreich outposts to confuse the issue after Kruger had started complaining of Kilrathi incursions, for instance, leaving clear-cut evidence of human pirates at work And they had raided into Kilrathi space as well, to keep the pot boiling and to make it look as if Ragark was being provoked into action by Kruger and his "irresponsible warmongers."


        Zachary Banfeld was a man with a mission. He had grown rich and powerful along the frontier by exploiting the war between humans and Kilrathi. With the end of the war his shadow empire was threatened, and he wanted nothing more than to see the fighting start again so he and his could get back to their business of profiteering, privateering, and pirating. Fortunately, that goal was perfectly in accord with the needs of the Belisarius Group.


        "All right, Mr. Banfeld, the Colonel tells me you have information we can use." Williams smiled coldly. "What have you found out?"


        "The stories about the government finding a Kilrathi derelict were true, after all," Banfeld said. "A supercarrier that was caught in a battle but not quite destroyed, out in the Vaku system. Kruger's expeditionary force went there with the idea of re-commissioning the ship and adding it to his fleet. Apparently the job is well in hand." He went on to describe the situation as Springweather had explained it to him.


        When he was done, Mancini summed it up. "So what we have here is a supercarrier that could alter the entire balance of forces in the region if it completes repairs and joins the FRLN. But for the moment she's still weak. Her combat shields still aren't operating, and she only has half of a flight wing for protection until their pilots train on the Kilrathi planes they're salvaging."


        Williams frowned. "That ship could ruin everything we've been working for," he said. "The only alternative I can see is to take it out of the picture now, before it becomes operational."


        "My thoughts exactly," Mancini said. "Mr. Banfeld, I think your strike force might be of use to us once again. Do you have enough information to do the job, or should we arrange for a more . . . thorough talk with the good Captain Springweather? I could have Y-12 pick her up and interrogate her further, if you wish." Y-12 was the designation of the Belisarius Group's covert operations unit. Mancini held the rank of colonel in that organization, as well as the Confederation Security Bureau.


        "She gave me everything I need," Banfeld said. "Even to the fact that they're having trouble with their sensors in the ring system around the gas giant. And more than that. They're still getting the bulk of their shielding from the tender. Take that out and Karga has no shields. That's how her first crew was killed, stuck in orbit with no screens against the radiation and no engines to pull them clear in time. All I have to do is hit that tender, and we've solved the problem."


        Mancini smiled thoughtfully. "And if you can minimize the damage to the rest of the ship, we might put a crew of our own aboard her. Think what a nice job a Kilrathi supercarrier raiding a few outlying colonies could do to turn up the war fever a few more degrees."


        Williams shrugged. "That's a nice thought, but I'd rather be sure the carrier's out of action. If it comes to a choice, don't hesitate to blow it out of space."


        "I'll be sure to stick to the appropriate priorities, Commissioner," Mancini said. "Count on it."


        "You've never let us down yet," Williams said. "All right, you've both done an excellent job. Especially you, Mr. Banfeld." He paused. "You said Springweather reported some Kilrathi were working with the Landreichers?"


        "That's what she said. Rescued from a habitable moon in the system, apparently." Banfeld made a dismissive gesture. "She didn't know much about them. She wasn't at too many of the briefings, and Richards and Tolwyn mostly kept her in the dark about the details of what was going on. But apparently they were survivors from the fighting who escaped before the end of the battle, and they were grateful enough to the Landreichers to help them with the repair job."


        "I don't like it," Williams said. "A kil doesn't work with a human without a damned good reason, and they wouldn't think gratitude was reason enough to show a bunch of humans how one of their carriers was put together. Something's rotten here. I'd like to know what."


        Mancini shrugged. "If our friend Zachary is successful, it will be a moot point," he said. "The Cats will be as dead as Richards, Tolwyn, and Bondarevsky. That's all that really matters."


        "I suppose you're right." Williams sighed. "But it would have been interesting to know what could make a kid cooperate with a human. It would be useful if we could recruit a few agents on the other side of the border."


        "We're doing fine as we are, Commissioner," Mancini avowed. "The Cats are easy to manipulate without having to get them as buddies. Or at least the ambitious ones like Ragark are. Everything's falling into place. All we have to do is make sure that this carrier doesn't disrupt the plan."


        Williams nodded. The Belisarius Group was dedicated to rekindling the war between the Confederation and the Empire, and so far the plan to make it happen out here in the Landreich was going smoothly. In the two months since Richards and his expedition had been gone the raids had increased in frequency and scope, sometimes helped along by Banfeld's pirates. Kruger was facing a political crisis at home, too, brought on by Councilman Galbraith's faction and their demands for a larger say in government affairs. They were hamstringing Kruger's at attempts to increase his defense budget, insisting on pouring more money into domestic programs instead. And Kruger, being Kruger, was only making the situation worse by his stubborn attempts to prove he could run the Landreich without the support of his own Council. With luck the internal problems would be coming to a head just about the time Ragark finally moved in force. The Landreich would be overrun, and the Confederation would have to step in to stabilize the threatened frontier.


        Yes, it was coming together nicely, the whole Belisarius operation. They'd named their group for the famous Roman general who had fought brilliantly for an emperor who had no military talent of his own, only to be betrayed by the suspicious ruler when it seemed likely the legions would offer him the Imperial purple. Belisarius had been a fool not to take his army and march on Constantinople to seize the throne for himself. The Belisarius group was determined that they would not allow the same kind of betrayal by civilian authorities at home to ever take place. They would do what Belisarius should have done—strike first, take power, and ensure the future of human civilization. If they had to sacrifice Max Kruger's Landreich along the way . . . well, that was a small enough cost to pay.


        Banfeld broke in to his reverie. "When do you want us to hit them?" he asked.


        "I want you to move as quickly as you can," Williams told him. "We want to nail Tolwyn and Richards before they have a chance to get the carrier in any better shape than it already is. And we want to make sure we hit them hard."

      


    

  


  


  


  


  



  CHAPTER 13


  
    

  


  


  


  


  



  
    "Among the pillars of victory, the first and greatest is the art of the unexpected, for it is by surprise that the Warrior achieves domination on the field of battle."

  


  
    


    
      from the Second Codex


      04:18:21

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Karga


        Orbiting Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1447 hours (CST), 2671.011


        

      


      


      
        Admiral Geoff Tolwyn settled into his captain's chair and thought once again how good it felt to be in command of a ship again.


        The thought had occurred to him more than once since the beginning of the Goliath Project, but it still hit him every so often that he was fortunate to have a second chance like this one. For all of his reputation as a strategist and a brilliant fleet commander, Tolwyn had always secretly felt that it had been a mistake to give up his first and greatest love, ship command, in favor of the wider responsibilities of a ConFleet admiral. People often talked about the "loneliness of command," but the fact was that a captain knew his ship, officers, and crew far better than a flag officer could ever know his battle group or fleet. The decisions you made sitting in the captain's chair were translated into instant action, for good or ill; an admiral's orders filtered through layers of subordinates and were never so immediate or so personal.


        Even with the back-breaking work of refitting Karga, Tolwyn had found these past months among the most worthwhile he'd ever been through. For at least this brief period he had felt truly alive again, the pressures, the worries about other things secondary. Indeed, they were following their chosen course, the other things—that was a machine all ready running, just waiting for the moment to be unleashed. If anything, these weeks out here had been a final respite, a rekindling of older days before the events of things to come were finally shaped and unleashed. It was something special to see the battered derelict come alive again bit by bit, and to know that he had played a part in making it all happen. A decisive part, in fact, given the way he'd been forced to maneuver Richards and Bondarevsky into going ahead with the project.


        Whole days had gone by in which he'd never even thought about the Confederation, or the conspiracy, or his career. He wished, sometimes, that it could always be like that, but tempting as it was to throw himself wholeheartedly into the service of the Landreich he was still committed to serving Terra any way he could. Getting Karga back into service was the only way he could help right now, but when the time came he'd leave Kruger's navy and go home to carry on his struggle over fresh battlefields.


        "Ring System transit coming up in fifteen minutes, sir." Lieutenant Clancy, the helm officer from Sindri who'd been helping out with the refit had the conn today There were a whole series of tests scheduled for Karga to attempt, and Clancy knew the helm and navigation systems better than any of Karga's regular crew.


        "Thank you, Helm," Tolwyn said. He keyed the intercom pad at his arm. "Engineering, are you ready?"


        "As ready as we'll ever be, sir," Commander Graham's voice responded. "I think the generators will stay on-line this time."


        "Do your best, Commander," the admiral told him. He touched another key. "Sindri, this is Karga. Shield test commences in thirty seconds."


        "Roger that," Sindri's captain replied. "Thirty seconds."


        Tolwyn watched the event countdown roll by on his monitor. As it hit zero, the lights flickered in CIC for a moment, and the ship's status board beside him came alive with multi-colored lights as Graham switched on the shield generators and a whole new part of the ship awakened from a year-long slumber. At first the lights were a mixture of red, green, and amber, but slowly the red lights went out as section after section adjusted to the new configuration of the power grid and the shielding subsystems.


        They'd been through this before—three times, in fact. Each time the shields had gone down almost immediately. Tolwyn hoped they wouldn't have to go through a fourth failure and another week or two of tracing connections and bridging weak spots in the shield emitter arrays.


        Seconds crept by like hours, and the shielding held.


        After two full minutes, Tolwyn activated his intercom again. "Sindri, my board shows green. Shields are nominal."


        "That's confirmed, Karp. Looking good from here. I'm switching our shields to stand-by mode . . . now." And Karga was generating her own protective field at last, unaided by the tender still riding her superstructure like some kind of bizarre metallic symbiotic. "Engineering," Tolwyn said. "Good work, Commander Graham. I think this time you've got it."


        Graham's reply was pessimistic. "They're holding, sir, but I'm not real happy with some of these readings.


        There's still something wrong with the power flow to the upper superstructure emitters. I'll need to do some more work before I can guarantee any kind of combat-rated shields."


        "But in the meantime we don't have to depend on Sindri just to keep from frying," Tolwyn said. "And that counts for a lot. Keep me appraised, Commander."


        "Aye aye, sir," the engineer responded. 'We'll try to maintain shields through the ring transit, and see how they do. But don't start thinking about cutting the cord just yet. We need Sindri to fall back on if a glitch develops."


        "Ten minutes to ring transit," Clancy announced. "Anything on sensors, Mr. Kittani?"


        Karga's First Officer, Captain Ismet Kittani, was peering over the shoulder of the technician on duty at the sensor panel. He straightened up slowly and turned toward Tolwyn with an aura of finicky precision Tolwyn found irritating. But the man had an impressive service record as CO of a destroyer, and although his personal style clashed with Tolwyn's he'd done some good work in the refit project.


        "We are still not getting reliable readings through the ring plane," the swarthy Turk from Ilios said gravely. "We will have to do something to improve sensor performance before we attempt any sort of active operations."

      


      
        Tolwyn frowned. The sensors, like the shield generators, had become one of those on-going problems that seemed to take up increasing amounts of refit time that should have been going into less essential systems by now "We'll get them when we can." He activated the intercom system again. "Flight Wing, from CIC. Captain Bondarevsky, we will be entering the ring system in nine minutes. What's your status?"


        "Four Hornets on patrol," Bondarevsky replied. "Four Raptors on Alert Five."


        "Very good. Please have your fighter patrol take position ahead of us. They might not be able to help much, but I'd like some eyes out in front, just to avoid what happened last time." On the ship's previous ring transit two days earlier a particularly large chunk of ice had very nearly hit the ship, and Tolwyn didn't want a repeat of the threat today. Not while Graham's shields were still not fully reliable.


        He checked the status board again, pleased to note that the shields were still holding steady despite the chief engineer's concerns. Despite the problems that continued to crop up, he was still confident of success. With luck they'd soon have the shields permanently on-line, and maneuvering drives ready to lift them into a better orbit before the next time their present elliptical path brought them back through the rings again.


        With luck. . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Hornet 100, VF-12 "Flying Eyes"


        Orbiting Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1454 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Watchdog, this is Kennel. Put a couple of your birds four minutes ahead, same orbital vector. And keep your eyes peeled for anything big enough to be a bother."


        "Kennel, Watchdog. Copy. Viking, we'll take point. Lefty, Drifter, you two maintain your position." Babe Babcock accelerated her fighter to the new vector, settling in ahead of Karga with her wingmate close by. She was feeling irritable today, the result of a whole string of petty frustrations that had started with the hot water heater in the squadron's ready room showers going belly-up just when she wanted to use it that morning and culminated in the discovery that her regular Hornet had earned a down gripe from Lieutenant McCullough and had been pulled from the flight line to have a navicomp fault repaired. As a result she'd been forced to take out Hornet 100, the fighter normally reserved as a back-up craft and designated for use by the Wing Commander when he chose to fly a mission with the lesser mortals of his command.


        She didn't like Hornet 100. The target lock system was slower than it should have been—though it was still within acceptable tolerances, a good pilot knew the difference in a combat situation—and it was fitted with an APSP rather than the extra pair of missiles she would have preferred to mount. But it would have taken too long to reconfigure the fighter's load, so she'd taken the fighter despite her preferences. After all, it was another routine patrol, more practice than anything else—for the carrier's flight crews as much as for the Flying Eyes.


        She was starting to regret her new assignment to the Karga. She'd liked duty aboard the Independence, and had regarded Kevin Tolwyn as the best kind of Wing Commander, a CO who was willing to delegate responsibility to his squadron leaders and let them have their own heads most of the time. Bondarevsky, her new Wing Commander, might have been a big-time war hero and an intelligent, capable officer, but he was a hands-on type of leader who wanted to have a part in anything and everything going on around him. It made Babcock uncomfortable to know that he might turn up to look over her shoulder any time, any place, always ready to offer an opinion or point out an alternative.


        But more than the change in personalities, duty aboard Karga wasn't exactly what she'd signed up for. The crew and officers' quarters were still a long way from being refurbished, and recreational facilities were something between horrible and nonexistent. And the daily flight ops were becoming something of a joke. Vaku was a backwater even among backwaters, and Karga's endless orbit was a study in monotony. The pilots who had come across from Independence weren't even involved in much of the refit work, since they had to do flight duty, so they didn't even have the technical challenges the rest of the crew faced to keep them fresh.


        Babcock was starting to think she ought to volunteer for one of the squadrons designated for the Kilrathi birds. At least then she'd get a crack at extensive combat simulations, instead of nothing but routine patrol work.


        "Come on, skipper, we're coming up on the rough spot!" The voice of her wingman, Lieutenant Eric "Viking" Jensson, brought her back to reality. "One minute."


        "Copy," she said. "Stick close to my three, Viking." "Close enough to reach out and touch you," he replied, drawing his fighter in tight beside hers.


        "You do and you'll be up on charges," she said sweetly. "Again." Viking was a big, blonde, handsome Dane who'd grown up on Terra but drifted out to the frontier after being turned down by the ConFleet Academy as unsuitable officer material. He'd done better on Landreich, but three times in a relatively short career he'd landed in hot water by making unwelcome advances to female officers. If he hadn't been a naturally brilliant fighter jockey he would probably have been cashiered long since. Still, despite his reputation, Babcock was glad to have him in the squadron . . . as long as he knew where to draw the line in his personal pursuits.


        They were coming up fast on the arbitrary "edge" of the gas giant's rings. They were impressive by any standards, out-showing even Saturn in the Terra system, but though they extended for thousands of kilometers outward from the superjovian world, they were less than a hundred kilometers thick. Made up of ice ranging in size from dust up to chunks like small boulders, the density of the ring field was fairly low, so that ships could pass through without much danger of major collisions. Unshielded, Karga had passed through the rings hundreds of times since being damaged, and had collected only a few extra scars as a result.


        Still, a ring system wasn't exactly a pleasant place to fly. Particles of debris clouded sensor scans and confused computer imaging systems, and an unlucky encounter with a substantial ice boulder could ruin your whole day. It was particularly bad here and now. Normally a carrier had enough sensor arrays and sufficient computing power to compensate for the inhibiting effects of the rings, but Karga's systems still stubbornly refused to resolve the data gathered into anything useful. That meant she and Viking had to be doubly careful making the transit. And they also had to be the eyes for the carrier. If they picked up anything large enough to be a threat, they'd have to deal with it. Karga still couldn't maneuver away from danger under her own power, and her point-defense batteries couldn't fire as long as the sensors weren't able to distinguish individual targets.


        "Here we go!" Viking called. "Hornet one-oh-six, feet cold!" That was pilot's slang for approaching any airless chunk of rock or ice, up to and including small planets.


        They passed the boundary set arbitrarily by the navicomps. At first there was no noticeable change, but then the particle density began to rise until Babcock felt like she was flying in atmosphere. Although the rings were not very thick, the supercarrier's orbit was at a very low angle from the plane of the rings, and it took nearly half a minute on that vector to pass through them. As abruptly as they'd entered the orbiting ice cloud, they were through.


        And, all at once, the threat tone sounded loud in Babcock's ears.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Bridge, Guild Privateer Bonadventure


        Orbiting Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1458 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Targets! Targets! Two targets, bearing zero-zero-two by zero-one zero! Range ten thousand, closing."


        Zachary Banfeld rose from the captain's chair and crossed to the tactical control officer's position. "What are they?" he demanded sharply.


        "Mass is just under fourteen tons each," the TACCO reported. "Length 'prox twenty-five meters . . . warbook calls them Hornet fighters."


        "Hornets." Banfeld didn't bother to hide the contempt in his voice. Obsolete light fighters from ConFleet's old stock didn't pose much of a threat to his squadron.


        "They will be posted as patrol craft," Gedi Tanaka commented. He was nominally the captain of the privateer, a one-time Confederation Fleet officer who had been discharged for failing to prevent a Kilrathi raider from knocking out three ships in the convoy he'd been assigned to escort. Despite that blot on his record he was a fine tactician and a capable leader, and he had flourished since coming out to the Landreich and joining the Guild. "There will be heavier fighters ready to respond to an attack."


        "But not enough to stop our attack," Banfeld replied. "Not if we can get the first blow in by surprise."


        He checked the tactical plot. Bonadventure had settled into orbit well ahead of the Karga, keeping the rings between the two ships. Springweather's information had made mention of a sensor glitch, and that was just the thing he needed to achieve complete surprise.


        His orders from Williams were to destroy the supercarrier, but Banfeld had no intention of doing so if he could possibly knock it out without severely damaging it. Those Landreichers had worked hard restoring the ship to something like working order, and he fully intended to take advantage of their hard work. But to take out the ship's shields without causing collateral damage he'd needed an edge, and the obscuring rings had given him just what he wanted.


        Bonadventure was the perfect ship for the mission, and she was ready to strike. Originally a bulk ore carrier, she'd been taken over by the Landreich government ten years back and refitted as a sort of makeshift escort carrier, with a single flight deck and a capacity of no more than twenty carried fighters. Before she was finished the Landreich Navy had pronounced her hopelessly outclassed for combat service against the Empire, and the project had been abandoned. But the orbital shipyard where she'd been building had belonged to a member of the Guild, and Banfeld had paid to have her completed and crewed as the largest of his fleet of privateers. Though she might not be able to face a stand-up fight with a Cat battle group, she was an excellent convoy escort . . . and an equally effective raider.


        Against an enemy with no drives and dependent on a tender's thin-stretched shields, Bonadventure's fighter contingent would be more than adequate. Striking with surprise, they'd have the tender's shielding battered down before the carrier could scramble its available fighters, and that would be the end of the fight. Banfeld could sit back and wait for the supercarrier to fall into his hands, intact and ready to have her refitting completed by the Guild.


        Of course, Mancini and Williams didn't have to know if the supercarrier was captured. Let them think he'd been forced to destroy it. They were pleased to call him one of the best agents of Y-12, but in fact Zachary Banfeld remained his own man. It was convenient—and lucrative—to work with the confees from time to time, but in the end what mattered to Banfeld was preserving the balance of power out here on the frontier. He'd take down the Landreichers before they could put a ship into service that would force Ragark to back down . . . but later it might be the Cats or the confees who needed to be cut off before they became a threat, and with the Karga he'd be nicely placed to do whatever was needed to keep the fires of war stoked high.


        Banfeld smiled. He enjoyed the dangerous game he played, balancing opposing sides and growing wealthy from the profits. He imagined Ragark would offer a tidy sum for information about Murragh, the kil Springweather had claimed was the heir to the Imperial Crown. He'd kept that bit of information from Williams and Mancini, figuring that Ragark would pay more than they would. How much would it be worth to the warlord to have this rival eliminated? With luck, Banfeld would have a chance to find out. But, as he'd told Springweather, he wouldn't be telling the Cats about Karga. That was too valuable a secret to let Ragark discover. For now, at least.


        The tactical plot showed the wedge of fighters shaping their course toward the oncoming Hornets . . . and the supercarrier that would soon be coming through the rings. Bonadventure's sensors were tracking the supercarrier well enough. They were top-of-the-line modules salvaged from a Kilrathi cruiser, coupled with a computer imaging program he'd picked up from the ConFleet by way of a black market source who had an inside line to the CSB. He smiled at the thought. According to Springweather that was just the sort of thing they were doing aboard Karga, cobbling together different technologies to produce an effective compromise between Cat and human systems.


        Banfeld knew he'd feel right at home when he sat on the bridge of the supercarrier. . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Hornet 100, VF-12 "Flying Eyes"


        Near Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1459 hours (CST)


        


        "We have multiple targets! Repeat, multiple targets!" Babcock strove to keep her voice level. "Looks like a cruiser and . . . twenty small craft. Maybe fighters." "Nonsense," Viking argued. "A cruiser can't carry that many fighters."


        "Look at your warbook, you dumb Dane," she flared.


        "Those are reading as Broadsword heavy fighters . . ." "Confederation fighters?" That was Bondarevsky, back in Primary Flight Control. 'What are twenty obsolete Terran fighters doing out here?"


        "Beats the hell out of me, Captain," she replied. "What I want to know is what the hell I'm supposed to do about them? Do I wave, ignore them, or spit?"


        There was a long moment of silence before Bondarevsky replied. "They're not Confederation Navy. Broadswords are out of service except with Reserve Wings. And they're not Landreichers, unless somebody's forgotten to update our own warbook files." He hesitated again. "Your ROE is to consider them potentially hostile, but engage only if fired upon. Repeat, fire only if they fire first. I'm launching the Alert Five birds and putting the rest of the Wing on scramble now. Just in case."


        "Thanks a lot," she said sourly. Fire if fired on, indeed . . . as if two Hornets could fight off twenty Broadswords under any circumstances.


        "The bandits are accelerating," Viking reported, sounding cool and professional. Whatever his personal shortcomings might be, he was all business in a crisis. "I make their vector an intercept with Karga."


        She checked her navicomp. "Confirmed. You copy that, Kennel?"


        "Roger. Break off and pull back to join the rest of the patrol. Stay close to the boat and we'll give you support from the laser turrets."


        "Two bandits breaking formation!" Viking broke in. "They're coming after us!"


        "Break formation!" Babcock ordered. "We can outrun them!"


        The Broadswords opened fire . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Primary Flight Control, FRLS Karga


        Orbiting Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1500 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        'We are under fire. Repeat, we are under fire!"


        Bondarevsky turned from the communications console. "Why aren't those Raptors up yet?" he snapped.


        "First one's launching now," Boss Marchand replied evenly. "How do you want to handle the rest of the deployment? It'll take time to get the other birds from the Eyes and the Eights up and prepped. They've already started their maintenance rotations . . ."


        'What's the status on the Kilrathi planes?" Bondarevsky asked. They had scheduled a practice launch of the recovered Imperial fighters for later in the day, the first flight for the pilots who had been taking simulator training these last two weeks.


        Marchand didn't even hesitate. "The Strakhas were scheduled first up," she said. "They're ready to go, Five minutes to get the first two up on the flight deck and ready for launch. After that . . . call it four more every three minutes. The Dralthis and the Vaktoths will take a little longer."


        "Do it," he ordered. "Scramble the Strakha squadron! And make sure one of the first two is one-zero-zero." "You're taking her out yourself, sir?" Marchand asked. "Yeah." Bondarevsky was already heading for the door. "You think I'd send those people out there to fight in ships they've never handled before without going out there myself?"


        Marchand gave him a long, thoughtful look. "Some would," she said curtly. Then, "Good luck, skipper."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Karga


        Orbiting Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1502 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "One minute to the ring field, Captain."


        Tolwyn clenched the arms of his chair and watched as the forward viewer began to grow hazing from the gradual thickening of multi-hued ice dust. Somewhere up ahead a small swarm of hostile fighters was bearing down on his ship, but he was helpless to fight them for the moment. Blind and unable to change course, Karga could only ride out whatever was coming at them. The patrol fighters wouldn't be able to stop the attackers, and the rest of Bondarevsky's planes would take time to launch. The enemy, whoever they were, would get at least one punch in before Karga cleared the ring field and the Flight Wing went into action.


        After that, though, they'd be fighting an even battle. Or so he hoped.


        "Captain, Durendal and Caliburn are moving to support us, but it will be at least ten minutes before they can get into the game." That was Richards, calling on the private line from the flag bridge. "I've ordered Xenophon to keep station with the Carnegie and the City of Cashel. I know it isn't likely, but I don't think it's a good idea to leave them open to attack. It looks like we're on our own for now."


        Tolwyn gave a tight nod. "Looks that way, Admiral," he responded. "We'll keep them busy until the tin cans can get here, don't you worry." lie turned from the intercom screen. "Deniken! Are your weapons on-line?" "All laser turrets ready, sir," he said. "Point defense off-line until we get the sensors up again." He sounded apologetic.


        "Stay on top of it." He glanced at Kittani. "Get Damage Control ready, Exec. And alert Doctor Manning that she may be getting some casualties down there." Tolwyn didn't like to think about that. Sick Bay was still not up to anything like ConFleet standards, and Manning could be handling combat injuries under appallingly primitive conditions down there if the carrier took any serious damage.


        "Aye aye, sir," Kittani replied.


        "Engineering, this is CIC. Will your shields keep on holding, Mr. Graham, or should I order Sindri to go back on-line?"


        "Won't matter much one way or the other, Captain," Graham responded, sounding harried. "Sindri's shields might stop a mosquito—if it wasn't too mad. I'd say we've a better chance with our own. They might not be able to take a whole lot of pounding, but they're better than what the tender could put out . . . while they last."


        "The shield generators have priority, Engineer," Tolwyn said grimly. "I don't care if you have to splice wires together by hand. I want those shields to stay up. Understood?"


        "We'll do our best," Graham said.


        "Entering the ring field," Clancy announced.


        "Get ready, people . . ."


        "Targets! Targets! Targets!" Deniken chanted. "Just came up on the screens. They're close . . ."


        The effective range of the sensors in this mess of ice was barely a kilometer. The enemy fighters were right on top of them.


        "Incoming fire," Kittani said. "Beams and missiles!" Tolwyn braced himself, ready for the worst.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Broadsword 206, Guild Squadron "Raider-One"


        Near Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1504 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Firing!" Winston Drake hit the trigger to release a full salvo of beam weapons, then followed up with a pair of salvaged Kilrathi Image Recognition missiles. According to the mission profile the pilots had gone over during the outward voyage, the target ship would have only minimal shield power available, and a rapid string of laser hits would weaken the force fields long enough to allow the missiles to penetrate. Each of the privateer fighters in the two Broadsword squadrons would make an identical run, and the cumulative damage from so many tightly-packed attacks was sure to overload the target's capacity to protect itself and destroy the target completely.


        That was the plan . . . direct and simple. But his sensors were giving him a different story from the predicted profile. The attack wasn't going anything like the computer simulations they'd run back on the Bonadventure.


        The beams were striking the intended target area, but the shields were absorbing them easily. And the two missiles detonated harmlessly, their hellish energies barely causing a ripple in the force field.


        "Damn!" he said aloud. "Damn it, those shields are stronger than they're supposed to be!"


        "Continue your run," Zachary Banfeld ordered. "If it takes a little more effort to bring the shields down, so be it. Just knock out that tender!"

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Bridge, FRLS Sindri


        Docked with FRLS Karga, Vaku System


        1504 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Those bastards are targeting us!" Dickerson added a few more colorful comments.


        "Calm down, Captain," Tolwyn said over the commlink. "What's your status?"


        "If we hadn't been letting you run your own field, we'd already be debris," Dickerson said harshly. "As it


        is, we're draining power fast. Our generators weren't built to cycle fast enough for combat conditions. We've got lots of reserve power, but we're losing ground."


        "This is Richards," the battle group commander cut in. "Captain, cut loose your grapnels and get under way. With our fighters joining the part and the carrier clearing the ring system 1 think we can keep the bastards occupied while you make good an escape. If you stick where you are, one of them could get through and take you out.'


        "But, Admiral, if your generators go down . . ." "Never mind that! This is not what your crew signed on for. Get them clear!"


        "Aye aye, sir," he said reluctantly. Dickerson wanted no part of a battle, but he felt guilty at leaving the carrier to fend for itself. He'd been monitoring the same instruments Graham was watching from the carrier's engineering decks. Karga could replenish her shield reserves far more quickly than Sindri could, but the generators weren't balanced properly. Sooner or later the strain of maintaining them at full power would cause the whole system to collapse, and the supercarrier would be wide open to whatever the hostiles sent her way.


        And if the shields were knocked out for a prolonged period, radiation would do all the killing the enemy needed.


        But he had the admiral's orders . . . and the lives of his own people to think about. "Mr. Kaine, cut us loose," he told his first officer. He glanced at the empty pilot's chair. Clancy was on his own. Luckily they wouldn't need his fine touch for the kind of maneuvering they were about to perform. "You take the helm, Kaine. Get us the hell out of here!"

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Broadsword 206, Guild Squadron "Raider-One"


        Near Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1506 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The carrier was clearing the ring system by the time Drake killed his original attack vector and swung around for a second run. He was cursing under his breath as he locked in the target coordinates. The first bombardment was supposed to have penetrated the shields and destroyed the tender perched on the back of the carrier's looming superstructure. That would have spelled victory then and there.


        Now the privateers would have to go back in against an opponent ready for them. They wouldn't have the advantages of obscured sensors and masked point defense weapons. And the sensors showed fighters had started launching from the starboard flight deck of the ungainly Kilrathi ship. That would complicate things.


        But even though the Landreichers had been working on that monster for months now, Drake had seen the pitting and scarring along the carrier's hull. A ship that badly damaged couldn't put up much of a fight, not against two squadrons of determined men willing to do whatever it took to get the job done.


        He lined up his targeting reticule on the tender, then cursed as it lifted clear of the ship and accelerated outward. His sensors showed the carrier still had shields up. That explained the unexpected strength of the tender's shielding, then. The carrier didn't need the tender's support any longer.


        Drake followed the tender. His orders were to destroy it, and destroy it he would, attached or separated. Putting the tender out of action would still leave the carrier at their mercy if they could batter down her shields as well.


        He lined up his shot and opened fire with everything he had. . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Hornet 100, VF-12 "Flying Eyes"


        Near Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1506 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "I've got one on my six! Give me some help!"


        Babcock scowled and accelerated as Jensson's desperate call crackled in her headphones. Retreating toward the safety of the carrier had proved to be no safety at all, not with those Broadswords circling and swooping in like birds of prey stooping low over their victim. Most were concentrating on attacking the tender, but the attackers didn't pass up a chance to take a shot at the Hornets if they came in range.


        Viking's Hornet was being pursued by one of the Broadswords. Both ships were plunging straight in towards the carrier, rolling from side to side as the enemy pilot tried to match Jensson's evasive maneuvers. Viking's acceleration curve was all wrong, far too slow, and Babcock caught a glimpse of twisted metal along the rear of the port side wing. He'd taken a hit, then, and now he'd lost the one advantage of a light fighter over a heavy one—speed.


        "Keep them guessing, Viking, while I get into position," she said coolly, dropping her fighter behind the Broadsword and arming her heat-seeking missiles. The target reticule seemed to take forever to center on the Broadsword, and Babcock remembered again how she'd wished she could have strapped on her own plane today instead of this one.


        Then the diamond on her HUD display glowed red to indicate a target lock, and Babcock opened fire with both laser cannons and both heat seekers, a single powerful strike. She hoped it would at least get the other pilot's attention.


        But even as she fired, the Broadsword was opening up as well. Beams stabbed at the weakened rear shielding of Viking's Hornet, and moments later missiles detonated. It was small consolation to see her own missiles batter right through the Broadsword's shields and rip through a weak spot in the armor around the main engine . . . not when Viking's Hornet disappeared in an expanding cloud of debris at almost the same instant.


        Babcock swore. She hadn't liked Eric Jensson, but he had been one of her pilots. Now he was gone.


        The threat tone sounded in her ear. Another Broadsword had decided to join the party to help the one she had just crippled. And it had just acquired a target lock on her fighter.


        She rammed the throttle full forward on her main engine, and prayed she could out-fly this new menace before she joined Viking in whatever Valhalla dead fighter jocks ended up in.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Strakha 800


        Near Vaku WI, Vaku System


        1508 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Acceleration pushed Bondarevsky back into his seat as the Kilrathi fighter leapt from the deck, hurled clear by a powerful linear accelerator catapult. Internal gravity compensators absorbed most of the g-force, but not quite all, and for a moment Bondarevsky reveled in the feel of it. Too much time had gone by since he'd made his last catapult launch.


        There wasn't time to think about it, though. Clear of the flight deck, he cut in his main engine and pushed the throttle forward to full military power. The Strakha was handling remarkably like the simulator version he'd flown time and again since Christmas. Maybe, just maybe, the squadron's training time would count for something out here after all.


        "Strakha Eight-zero-zero, good shot! Good shot!" he called, setting course toward the nearest of the enemy fighters.


        "Strakha Eight-zero-niner, good shot," he heard just seconds later. It was Harper, who'd insisted on flying as his wingman. Boss Marchand must have been cycling the catapult faster than ConFleet safety regulations would ever have allowed, rushing to get the Kilrathi fighters into the battle before the Hornets and Raptors were overwhelmed.


        "Bard, this is Bear," he said crisply. "Go to stealth mode."


        "Copy," Harper responded, all his banter gone, replaced by a cold, professional manner. "Engaging." Bondarevsky flipped a switch, and to all intents and purposes the Strakha fighter vanished.


        Kilrathi stealth technology still wasn't fully understood in human circles even yet, despite having been studied and adapted for use in the latest ConFleet ships, from Excalibur fighters up to recon ships like the old Bannockburn that James Taggart had commanded out here in the Landreich during the Free Corps campaign. The twin generators mounted under the fighter's ventral fin created an area of distortion that bent most radiation, right up through the visible spectrum, right around the hull. A small amount was allowed to leak through—otherwise the pilot would be as blind to the outside universe as his enemies were to him—but the narrow band opening was constantly remodulated by a random computer program so that it took a lucky observer to spot a cloaked ship. But it also took a lot of power, and a Strakha couldn't stay cloaked very long under combat power requirements.


        Right now, though, Bondarevsky was glad to be in the cockpit of a Strakha. These unexpected and unknown enemies had pounced on the carrier with little warning. He intended the counterstroke to return the favor.


        Up ahead, his sensor display had picked out a hot and heavy engagement between a Broadsword and a


        Hornet that was weaving and dodging for all it was worth. Bondarevsky increased his acceleration. "Bard," he said. "We've got a furball at zero-three-one by zero-four-four. Let's see if they like gate crashers at their party."


        "Right with you," Harper replied.


        The Broadsword was losing ground as the Hornet accelerated away, using the full advantage of speed and maneuverability, but despite the opening range the Broadsword pilot was keeping up a heavy assault with lasers. Some of them were scoring hits. The Hornet's shields and armor weren't likely to hold long against the heavier, more modern fighter's firepower.


        But the Strakha was newer and heavier than the Broadsword. Bondarevsky smiled coldly as he started his attack run. powering up his meson guns as the Strakha hurtle' toward the pursuer. As the range closed he cut the stealth generators. It took several seconds for the fighter to decloak, and during that time he couldn't fire his weapons. But he'd timed the maneuver almost perfectly. The Broadsword was looming close ahead when the veil of energy shimmered around the Strakha and it became fully visible again. The targeting reticule on his HUD flashed orange, and Bondarevsky hit the trigger.


        Both meson guns opened fire at close range, battering through the Broadsword's shields and peeling away armor in a fury of raw energy. For good measure Bondarevsky launched a ConFleet-issue Pilum FF missile. It struck the weakened Broadsword and detonated in a brilliant fireball.


        "Never thought I'd be glad to see a Cat fighter turn up like that," Babe Babcock said. "Whoever you are, drinks are on me when we get back to the barn."


        "No problem, Commander," he replied. "Head for home, and round up your other pilots on the way in. This is no place for your Hornets."


        "Aye aye, sir," she responded.


        A pair of Broadswords had changed vector to support the fighter he'd taken out, and now it was Harper's turn to decloak suddenly and score a kill. Bondarevsky followed the other Broadsword as it veered off. He could sense the shifting fortunes of the fight. The tide was turning in Karga's favor as more fighters joined the battle. Deniken's gun turrets were lending a hand, two, firing streams of coherent light that blazed furiously against the darkness of space. Bondarevsky saw one Broadsword caught by the carrier's Anti-Aerospace fire. It vanished, torn apart by the Double-A-S.


        "All right, Strakhas, let's get them!" That was Commander Travis, her voice exuberant as she led the second pair of Kilrathi fighters into the fray.


        "Let's concentrate on driving them off, Commander," he said dryly.


        "Hey, come on, skipper, I just want to get a little live-fire practice with this thing!" she responded.


        "Quite a wee shield maiden we've got, I'm thinking, sir," Harper said, dropping back into his brogue. "Or maybe an Amazon?"


        "Whatever," Bondarevsky said, worried that his pilots were getting too excited by the thrill of the fight. "Right now—"


        All at once something flared so bright that his cockpit went opaque to protect him from the glare. When he could see again, he was horrified.


        A Broadsword had scored a direct hit on Sindri's engines, and the tender had been literally torn in half by subsidiary explosions. The little workhorse ship that had made Karga's refit possible was gone.


        Stunned, Bondarevsky couldn't find words for long seconds, and it was plain he wasn't the only one. After a few heartbeats Travis spoke, and her voice was ragged and flat now, totally unlike her high-spirited tones of less than a minute before.


        "They're breaking off, Captain," she said. "Looks like their mother ship's spotted the two destroyers coming up and sounded the recall."


        "Do we pursue?" Harper asked.


        "Negative." Bondarevsky forced mind and mouth to work again. Much as he would have liked to go after the pilot who had taken out Sindri, the flight wing couldn't go charging off after their retreating foes. There could be other dangers lurking nearby, and the fighters were needed to stand guard against another attack.


        "Negative. We've done our job. Let the tin cans do theirs. Commander, form up your squadron and maintain a patrol in force until we're sure the bastards are done with us." He switched channels. "Kennel, Kennel, this is . . ." He suddenly realized that the abrupt nature of the crisis had taken them all by surprise, so that the Strakha squadron hadn't even been assigned a code-name for the mission. "This is Bondarevsky," he went on at last. Commlink security wasn't particularly necessary right now anyway. "Get one of the Cat Kofars prepped and fully loaded. I want our people to be able to take on fuel or reloads without going back down to the deck, until we're sure there won't be another attack." Boss Marchand responded in person. "Twenty minutes, sir," she said.


        "Roger that." Suddenly Jason Bondarevsky felt very tired. The Black Cats had won their first victory, but it didn't seem much like a triumph.
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    "Honor the heroic dead, for their deeds are worthy of remembrance."
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        Operations Planning Center, FRLS Karga


        Orbiting Vaku VII, Vaku System


        1821 hours (CST), 2671.011


        

      


      


      
        Admiral Geoff Tolwyn glowered from his position at the foot of the oval holo-tank, the good mood of just a few hours earlier shattered by the attack on the carrier. Someone had attacked his ship, and he wanted nothing more than a chance to strike back. But it was unlikely he'd have that chance any time soon.


        "Shields are still holding well enough," Commander Graham was saying. "If the bastards had made a couple of runs against us, they might've strained the generators past their limits, but we were lucky. All we took was collateral damage. But with Sindri gone we're going to want to rethink the repair schedule. Either we get the drives working so we can put this boat into a higher orbit, or we try a tow from Xenophon."

      


      
        "Towing something this size is a risky proposition," Admiral Richards said slowly. "I think I'd rather do it under our own power. Can you get the drives on-line?"


        "On a crash-priority program, I'll have us able to change orbit inside a week," Graham said. "But it means pulling everybody off all the non-essential repair work. We have to virtually rebuild the maneuvering drives from the deck up, which means a lot of work for the Carnegie." He gave a thin smile. "So I'm afraid the repairs to the hot water heaters on Deck Eight are going to have to wait a while."


        'We'll live with it," Richards said. "Geoff, what do you think?"


        Tolwyn was still frowning. "It all depends on whether we've driven them off for good, or if they're just off regrouping to hit us again. As Graham says, we can't handle a full-scale attack, and without Sindri . . ."


        "Yeah," Richards nodded. "Yeah, without Sindri, we fry if the shields go down for more than an hour or so. Just like the original crew."


        "Their intentions must depend on their resources," Bondarevsky said from his usual place in one of the upper tiers of seats. He looked tired and grim. "If we knew who they were, and what they were after, we might have a clue as to whether they'll be coming back any time soon."


        "Not Kilrathi," Tolwyn said. "Not Landreich or Confederation, either, the way I figure it. Mercenaries?"


        Captain Bikina of the Durendal stirred. "Mercenaries have to have an employer," he said. "And I've never heard of mercenaries with a carrier, even a ramshackle job like that one." His contempt for their erstwhile foe was plain in his tone. The carrier had gathered in its surviving planes and fled at the approach of the two Landreich destroyers.


        The other destroyer captain, Pamela Collins, cleared her throat. "I don't know who they're working for now. But I know who designed that carrier."


        "Who?" Richards demanded. He seemed angry. Probably, Tolwyn thought, he was frustrated that he didn't have access to the intelligence information he was used to having. That was often the difference between a staff posting at home and a command in the field. And it had been a long time since Vance Richards had held a combat command.


        "There were plans for an improvised carrier like that one in the Landreich Navy several years back," Collins told them. "I was up for a spot as T/G Officer on the prototype. But the Council did a study that proved the design wouldn't be worth putting into action against superior Cat fighting ships, so the whole project was scrapped before the first boat was completed."


        "I remember that flap," Forbes of the Xenophon said. "'Twas a big brawl in Council. Auld Max almost ended up with a vote of no confidence over it all, until Danny Galbraith talked him into shutting down the program."


        "What happened to the prototype, then?" Bondarevsky asked.


        "I heard it was bought up by a consortium of ship-owners for use as a convoy escort."


        "Zachary Banfeld's gang of pirates," Richards said, sounding disgusted. "I should have thought of him. He's got fingers in every pie from here to Sirius, and he's completely without loyalty to anything or anyone except his own profit margin. Somehow he found out there was a nice fat derelict out here just waiting to be taken over, and he tried to move in on it. But when he saw he wasn't going to get it cheap he cut his losses and bailed out."


        "If that's the case he's not likely to come back," Bondarevsky said.


        "I'm not so sure," Tolwyn said slowly. "He had inside information. Nothing's more certain. All the orbital elements, and details of Sindri's part in the repair work. Probably at least a hint of our sensor and shield problems, judging from how the attack was mounted. I think we're up against more than one greedy privateer. Somebody who could collect all that data on us and then bring Banfeld in to act on it."


        Richards looked thoughtful. "Maybe so," he said, frowning. Tolwyn recognized his expression. It was the one Richards usually adopted when he thought Tolwyn was being overly paranoid. "But the fact is we took out five of his Broadswords. A quarter of his force in one engagement, and that was when they had the element of surprise. Banfeld's too smart to try again, whether he's working for himself or somebody else."


        "Whether they try again or not, we'll be ready next time," Bondarevsky said. "I'm increasing our patrols and bringing the rest of the Black Cats on-line as quickly as possible. If Commander Graham isn't going to monopolize all the workers and the entire output of the Carnegie I figure we'll have the port flight deck up and running in three or four days, and Sparks tells me she's got most of the Kilrathi birds that we're ever going to get running just about ready to start flying."


        She nodded from her seat beside the Wing Commander. 'We'll actually have an oversized flight wing by the time we're through," she said. "At least by ConFleet standards.


        Karga originally carried a hundred and twenty-eight planes of all types, in sixteen of their standard eight-plane squadrons. Eight of those were fighter squadrons—two each of light, medium, heavy, and stealth craft—with two more of bombers, and six support squadrons. Support planes, command and control birds, attack shuttles, and so on."

      


      
        McCullough glanced at her computer monitor. "Here's how we're looking to stack up," she said. "We have four squadrons from the Independence wing. That's eleven Hornets in the Flying Eyes, twelve Rapiers, and twelve Raptors. That makes thirty-five ConFleet-type fighters, just about half of a standard wing."


        "I wish a few of them had been available today," Deniken growled.


        "They were out there, Lieutenant," Bondarevsky shot back. "We lost a Rapier today, and almost had the CO of the Eyes taken out too. And one of the Broadswords we got was killed by one of the Raptors from the Crazy Eights."


        "They caught us at a bad spot in our maintenance schedule," McCullough added. "That won't be happening again."


        "What's the story on the Kilrathi planes?" Richards asked. "You said you can get most of them up this week."

      


      
        She nodded. "Here's how it stands. We have One squadron of Darket light fighters, and a couple of working birds in reserve if you're not too fussy about how you define 'working.' Both squadrons Dralthi Fours, medium fighters. Apparently they never got into action at all during Karga's raiding mission, and they didn't suffer any losses. We're short one plane to make an eight-ship squadron of Vaktoth heavy fighters, but there's an extra Strakha that I'm fitting out as the CO's bird for that outfit. A full squadron of Strakhas, of course. They did a damned fine job out there today. And we've managed to cobble together a full squadron of Paktahn bombers, although there's a couple of them that are going to be maintenance-intensive for a while. Jorkad tells me the Paktahns got pretty badly chewed up in the fighting near Landreich." She checked her list again.


        "We're also able to fly full squadrons of each of the noncombatant types, and we've even got spares on most of those. Forty fighters, eight bombers, twenty-four miscellaneous noncombatants from the Kilrathi side of our stocks, though of course their squadron sizes are based on eight birds instead of twelve. Even so, seventy-five fighters makes a pretty damned impressive aerospace wing."


        "And these will be ready for normal duty in a few days?" Richards asked.


        "Well . . ." Bondarevsky cleared his throat. "Most of the pilots have had at least some sim time. The Strakhas performed well enough. I'll be happier after everybody's had a chance to get the feel of their birds, but with an intense cycle of flight ops we ought to get everybody up to snuff fairly soon."


        Graham shifted. "You said you'll need some men and resources for all this. Just how much do you absolutely have to have? Because I wasn't kidding about needing crash priority to get the drives back in operation."


        "I'm sure we can work out a compromise, Commander," Bondarevsky said wearily. "But much as we need to get the engines working and get this tub into a safer orbit clear of the brown dwarf's radiation, we also need to be able to rely on both flight decks to get our fighters into play faster. That was the big bottleneck this afternoon. Half the Strakha squadron didn't even clear the flight deck before the bandits were running. We've got to have a faster response time. Next time around it might not be a bunch of pirates in a half-improvised carrier coming at us. If the Cats found out we were here and sent in a supercarrier of their own, we'd be dead meat."


        "The two of you can hash out a work schedule tomorrow morning before our regular meeting," Richards suggested. "Captain Lake, maybe you could be there too?"

      


      
        The commander of the factory ship inclined his head. Richards looked around the chamber. "If that's all, I think we should probably call it a day . . ."


        Tolwyn met his eyes. "The memorial service," he said quietly.


        The battle group commander nodded. "Right. We'll be holding a service for the Sindri's crew at twenty-one hundred hours tonight on the flight deck. I'd appreciate it if all department heads were there, and anyone else who cares to come. I know those of you from other ships will want to hold your own observances, but representatives would be welcome. This has been a blow to morale, despite the fact that we beat the attackers off, and I think it would be a good idea for the whole battle group to demonstrate out solidarity and determination before we get on with the next stage of the project. Agreed?"


        There was a murmur of approval from the assembled officers. Richards stood slowly, looking his full age and more today, and turned to leave. Tolwyn watched him thoughtfully. He was beginning to wonder if Vance Richards was really up to the strains of leading a battle group after so many years behind a desk.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flight Deck, FRLS Karga


        Orbiting Vaku System, Vaku System


        2112 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Bondarevsky tried not to sway from sheer fatigue as he stood in ranks together with the other senior officers and listened to Karga's ranking chaplain, Commander Francis Darby, somberly reciting the words of the memorial service to the assembled crew on the flight deck and all around the carrier over the internal video channels. It was principally for the thirty-two crew members aboard the Sindri when she was destroyed, but Bondarevsky, at least, considered it a send-off for Lieutenant jensson as well. And tired as he was, he wanted to honor the memories of the dead the best way he knew how.


        How many times had he done this over the years? He'd watched more good men and women die than he could ever hope to remember, and it never got any easier. Tomorrow he would have to write the letter to Jensson's widowed mother back home on Terra. He'd barely known her son, transferred to the supercarrier less than two weeks before his death. What could he say to comfort her?


        He remembered how he'd felt the day Svetlana died. There was precious little comfort to be given when a loved one was killed in action.


        Darby finished speaking and nodded to Harper, who stood poised by an intercom station. The young Taran touched a button and the recorded sound of a great bell tolled out. The gathered officers and enlisted personnel on the cavernous flight deck stood in respectful silence as the bell rang thirty-two times, slowly, mournfully. One stroke for each man and woman aboard FRLS Sindri.


        When the bell had faded, Harper hit another control, and called up a recording of "Amazing Grace" played on bagpipes. Sparks operated another set of controls to wheel out an empty coffin bearing the name of Eric Jensson. It rolled to the edge of the force field at the stern end of the flight deck, paused for a moment, then lifted on thrusters to drift through the opening and out into the void. A team of Bhaktadil's marines raised their laser rifles to their shoulders to fire a last salute.


        Bondarevsky was a little bit surprised to find his lips moving in a silent prayer for the dead man, the first battle casualty of the Black Cats.


        The coffin drifted from view, the marines shouldered their arms, and "Amazing Grace" faded away. Geoff


        Tolwyn stepped forward to replace Darby and stood for a long moment in silence, surveying the audience. "The loss of a ship in combat is always a tragedy for the people left behind," he began at last. "Especially when the ship was never intended to fight in the first place. Those of us who are trained to warfare regard it as our job to protect the noncombatants from harm, and failure weighs heavy on us all when we find that all of our efforts, however heroic or determined they may have been, have turned out to be to no avail.


        "Sindri was destroyed today because an enemy saw it as a way to get at us. They believed that it was the tender's shields that were keeping us alive, and they targeted her with the deliberate intention of rendering us helpless. Every analysis of the battle that we've run only reinforces that statement. We were lucky enough to have our own shields up, thanks to Commander Graham and his engineering staff, but the attempt could easily have been successful. In a sense, then, the crew of Sindri died protecting us. Though she was not a fighting ship, her crew was as much a part of the Free Republic Navy as any of us, and they gave their lives doing their duty. For that reason, I say, we should not feel guilty at our failure so much as we should feel pride and respect for them."


        Tolwyn paused a moment. "For some time now I've been under pressure to give a new name to this ship. Calling it for a Kilrathi hero is not exactly appropriate to our plans for her, after all. There have been plenty of suggestions, some laudable, not a few disparaging or downright obscene." That stirred a ripple of laughter in the audience, despite the solemnity of the occasion. "President Kruger wants us to bear the name Alamo, after the heroic struggle for freedom by a dedicated band of patriots. I've resisted him on a point of principle. I don't like my ship being named after a bloody massacre where the defenders lost the fight!"


        A few of the crew on the flight deck laughed. Tolwyn raised a hand and went on. "Today, though, I've settled on a name I intend to put forward to the Navy as soon as possible, if all of you approve. It's not normally my habit to run a democracy on my ships, as anyone who knows me will tell you, but in this case I want you all to feel that this ship stands for something." He smiled. "Some of you might not be familiar with the background from which I've taken this name, so bear with me while I explain it to you. In the mythology of the Scandinavian countries back on Terra, dating back to a time before Christianity, it is told that the gods once asked a master smith of the dark elves to make them a collection of wondrous gifts. There was a magic ring that produced copies of itself, a boat that could be folded up into a pocket, a wig of spun gold to replace the golden hair stolen from one of the goddesses by the trickster Loki, and so on. Now Loki became jealous of the craftsman's work, and set out to ruin it. He changed himself into a stinging insect and did his best to keep the dark elf from his work. But he was only partially successful in this. Only one gift was marred, the war hammer intended for the weather god Thor. The handle ended up too short, but the weapon itself was still a powerful one that the Thunder-God used time and again to smite his powerful enemies."


        Tolwyn scanned the audience for a moment before continuing. "The name of the craftsman was Sindri. It's the FRLN's custom to name tenders after mythical smiths and craftsmen, and the tender we lost today was named for this mythic Norse character. Like the dark elf, we were plagued by flying insects . . . and they did more than just distract our Sindri. So I think it only appropriate that we call our ship after the weapon that Sindri made, marred perhaps but still a powerful force that will smite the enemies of the Landreich wherever we find them.


        "Thor's hammer was called 'Mjollnir.' And that is the name I think we should give to this ship, our war hammer. Our thunderbolt." He paused, milking the moment for all the drama he could draw. "Ladies and gentlemen, I give you FRLS Mjollnir!"


        The pronouncement was greeted with applause and even a few cheers. Bondarevsky smiled despite himself Under ordinary circumstances such a choice of names wouldn't have been likely to go over well. It was an awkward, archaic name, and drew on esoteric knowledge of ancient mythology. A bureaucrat assigning names from a computer list might have come up with it—that was surely how someone had arrived at something like Sindri in the first place—but it wasn't the sort of name to inspire any enthusiasm or win contests among the crew.


        Yet Tolwyn's little speech had made it the perfect name for the carrier. Wherever they went, whatever they did, whichever battle honors they won in future encounters, they would always know that the name of their ship commemorated the thirty-two who had given their lives helping to forge a new weapon of war for the Landreich's arsenal.


        In a way the choice even honored Viking, the dead pilot, whose ancestors in Earth's remote past had likely worshipped the god of Thunder and told stories of how he'd acquired his great weapon. Bondarevsky thought for a long moment, then allowed himself a brief nod of approval. It was fitting, however you looked at it. FRLS Mjollnir . . . the Hammer of Thor.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Guild VIP Office, Guild Base


        Hellhole, Hellhole System


        1631 hours (CST), 2671.015


        

      


      


      
        Hellhole had taken a pounding during the Kilrathi attack on the Landreich back in the days preceding the Battle of Earth. The Landreich base there had served as a field headquarters for the president's personal task force, and when the Cats had launched their assault they'd devastated the tiny Landreich colony before they were turned back by the Free Republican Fleet. The harsh conditions on the planet coupled with the complete loss of the original colony had made resettlement a chancy proposition at best, and the Landreich's government had decided against any such attempt.


        That had suited Zachary Banfeld just fine. In fact, he had spread around plenty of money among the members of the Council to encourage them to vote down Kruger's request to invest in a new outpost there. Hellhole's strategic position squarely on the border between Landreich and the nearest Cat colony had made it useful to the Republic's war effort. But that same position made it just as valuable to the Guild. Once it was certain the Landreich wouldn't be coming back, Zachary Banfeld's people had moved in to set up a base of their own on the single marginally habitable planet that circled the binary system.


        Now, sitting at his desk in the office reserved for his use when he visited the Hellhole base, Banfeld was feeling frustration and worry. Bonadventure had brought him back after the abortive fighting at Vaku, and remained in orbit overhead. But though this base was a secret, known only to a few key men in his organization, Banfeld was concerned about the possible fallout from the failed attack.


        "Are you sure you can't get Highwayman ready any faster?" Banfeld demanded of the man sitting across from him. "The clock is ticking."


        "Can't move any faster," Antonio Delgado told him. The commander of the Guild's secret base on Hellhole was a large man with a bristling black beard and swarthy skin. He accorded little respect to anyone, even the leader of the Guild, but he could get away with it. He was one of Banfeld's best base commanders, even if he had joined up with the Guild less than three years back. Before that he'd been a mercenary resistance leader Banfeld's people had dealt with during the Cat occupation of Siva. "Not if you want the cloak working. Three days, minimum."


        "Three days," Banfeld repeated, getting to his feet and pacing restlessly across to the window that overlooked the tarmac where a small party of base workers were busy opening up the access ports along the sides and stern of the scoutship Highwayman. Banfeld knew Delgado was right about the estimated time to complete the work, but that didn't make him any less anxious.


        The battle in the Vaku system had shaken the privateer leader badly. After making his plans so carefully, his strike force had been thoroughly rebuffed, and a quarter of his best pilots had been lost before they'd been able to disengage from the unexpectedly potent supercarrier. Now there was no question of trying again, not with his available resources. Banfeld hadn't become a power in this sector of space by throwing good money—or men—after bad. But the trouble was that there were sure to be people on that carrier who knew about Bonadventure. That meant his connection to the attack might come to light, and that would threaten his cozy position inside the Landreich.


        And by the same token all the original reasons for taking that carrier out of action still remained. If the Landreich gained the upper hand in the arms race against Ukar dai Ragark, there was an end to the healthy profits the Guild had enjoyed. Especially if Max Kruger declared war on the Guild in retaliation for their attempt to hijack his pet project.


        The only way to deflect the double threat was to get the Landreich embroiled in combat now. Kruger wouldn't have time or resources enough to go after the Guild once he had Kilrathi ships knocking on his front door. In fact, he'd need the Guild, with its black market contacts and its pipeline to the arms dealers Kruger relied on back in the Confederation. It was just possible that by the time the dust cleared Max Kruger would owe too much to Banfeld to move against him . . . but only if Ragark struck now, before the Landreich could respond to the news of the attack on the supercarrier at Vaku.


        There was only one way to guarantee that. Banfeld would have to reveal what he knew to the Cats. News of a supercarrier fitting out inside the Landreich, a Cat supercarrier at that, would probably be enough to goad even a cautious leader like Ragark into action. And, if not, there was that other tidbit of information, news that there was also an Imperial heir alive and well on that same vessel. That was sure to interest Ragark. And hopefully it would lead him to strike now, while he could still catch the carrier at Vaku and eliminate it with a raid in force.


        That should precipitate a very nice little conflict. The confees, Williams and Mancini, might not be too happy to see the fighting start so soon. Y-12 and the Belisarius Group were trying to control the timetable for events out here very carefully, although Banfeld wasn't entirely sure why. He only knew they were taking the long view.


        But the long view was something the Guild could no longer afford. Highwayman had to be readied for launch as quickly as possible so that Banfeld could act before the effects of the battle at Vaku overwhelmed everything he had worked his entire life to build.


        If Bonadventure was the crown jewel of the Guild fleet, Highwayman was its best-kept secret. It had taken plenty of bribe money to obtain a surplus stealth generator big enough for a scoutship, but the money had been well-spent. Highwayman could slip across the border and back without being spotted by outlying patrols, and that meant that Banfeld could get to Baka Kar and get in touch with his contacts in Ragark's government without exposing himself to any trigger-happy Cats who might not understand the finer points of keeping private channels open between enemy states, Ragark's Economic Minister, Baron Ghraffid nar Dhores, had found it highly profitable to cooperate with the Guild from time to time in the past. He would see to it that Ragark learned what he needed to know.


        Then rest would follow easily enough . . . and maybe, just maybe, the Guild would see its way through the crisis intact. The alternative was unthinkable.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Commander's Office, Guild Base


        Hellhole, Hellhole System


        1645 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Antonio Delgado locked the door behind him as he entered the tiny office that was his innermost sanctum at the Hellhole base. He crossed to the bank of communications equipment along the far wall and seated himself at the console. With the ease of long and constant practice he activated a circuit that would alert him if there was any kind of surveillance in progress. He thought Banfeld trusted him—at least as much as the privateer leader trusted anyone—but it was always wise to take precautions in Delgado's line of work.


        He switched on the hypercast transmitter and began programming the transmission parameters. He needed a narrow beam directed precisely at the communications station at the jump point from Hellhole back to Landreich. An ordinary broadcast might be picked up by Banfeld's men, and that would not be good for Antonio Delgado. While the computer worked on those instructions he called up the subroutines to encode and scramble the transmission, as added precautions.


        At length the computer informed him that the parameters had all been met and the hypercast was ready to begin. He switched on the audio-visual module, leaned close to the microphone, and took a deep breath before he began to speak.


        It was important that he inform his employers—his real employers, not Zachary Banfeld--of the latest developments on Hellhole. Banfeld hadn't shared his plans with Delgado, but the only possible reasons for readying Highwayman for a trip so soon after returning from the ill-fated attack on the Landreich carrier at Vaku were liable to go against the wishes of the Y-12 organization.


        Delgado couldn't delay Banfeld more than a few days without raising suspicions, so it was important that he pass on the information as soon as possible. He hoped he was acting in time to be useful to Y-12. Though he was only a small cog in the Belisarius Group, he knew he played an important role in being one of the Confederation's men assigned to keep an eye on Zachary Banfeld.


        He began his message.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Terran Confederation Embassy Compound,


        Newburg Landreich, Landreich System


        1841 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Damn it! The man's a loose cannon!" Clark Williams slammed his fist down on his desk, making a rare Firekkan vase jump alarmingly. "The stupid bastard wasn't satisfied with screwing up the mission against the carrier. Now he's abandoned us entirely and getting ready to go freelance!"


        "You're sure your agent can be trusted?" Mancini asked, sounding calm and cool. "And, more importantly, are you sure you're interpreting the report accurately? This man Delgado didn't give any details as to what Banfeld is planning."


        "Delgado's a good man. He's been sending reliable reports ever since we slipped him into the Guild organization." Williams leaned forward in his chair. "As for what Banfeld's up to, there're only two reasons I can think of to prep a stealth-capable scout. Either he's planning to make a run for it before Max Kruger finds out he was behind the carrier attack, or he's planning a run into Cat country. My vote's for the second choice."


        "Any reason why? Other than your well-known reliance on logic and rational thought?" Mancini's tone was sarcastic, and Williams forced himself to calm down. The colonel's implied rebuke made him take stock of his behavior. It wasn't wise to let his anger get the better of his judgment, no matter how furious the events of the past few days had left him.


        "I know Banfeld," he said, striving for a quiet, controlled voice to match Mancini's own. "He would only run if he had reason to believe that the Guild was going down once and for all, and he's got no reason to believe that the Landreichers know where any of his bases are. So until he has some kind of proof that the Guild is really in danger of immediate reprisals, his immediate response will be to try to strike some kind of new balance that'll keep the operation intact."


        "That makes sense," Mancini admitted.


        "So odds are he's on his way to Ragark. He'll want to sell the Cats whatever secrets he can provide." Williams sighed. "Not just for money, either, I'm afraid. He's liable to figure that word of the Landreichers refitting that carrier will stir Ragark up and make him attack. That would take the pressure off the Guild if Kruger or the Navy realize that Banfeld was the one who hit at Vaku."


        "I'm not sure that would be such a bad idea," Mancini said. "Clearly Richards and Tolwyn were able to get a lot more of their systems on-line before Banfeld could launch his strike. The previous report from Delgado suggested they had salvaged Kilrathi planes backing up their Landreicher craft, and full shields on top of that. Banfeld couldn't hope to threaten them now . . . but maybe a full Kilrathi strike force could turn the trick."


        "No, damn it!" Williams exploded again. "No! This isn't the way to handle the situation." He slumped back in his chair. It was all very well for Mancini to be so rational, but the fact remained that the whole scheme to take out the supercarrier before it had a chance to become a real threat to the Belisarius Group's plans for the Landreich had come unraveled thanks to Banfeld's failure. "The stupid bastard. First he screws up the carrier attack, and then he breaks and runs instead of finishing the job. Now this . . ."


        Mancini shook his head. "He didn't screw up anything, Commissioner. He was just caught by bad intelligence data, that's all. And once he was confronted by an attack gone bad and a pair of destroyers threatening his ship, he did the only thing he could do. He got out of there while he could. You wouldn't expect Zachary Banfeld to go down with his ship against hopeless odds, would you? There'd be no profit at all in playing the hero."


        "Was Springweather feeding us bad information?"


        The colonel shrugged. "I doubt it. Look, she said they were having trouble with the shields on the carrier, and needed the tender. But the information was almost two weeks old. Time doesn't stand still just so we can plan military ops, Commissioner. Richards and Tolwyn have a good team out there, and they're moving faster than we expected, pure and simple. Shields repaired, more fighters deployable. Maybe if Banfeld had made it to Vaku a few days earlier . . ." He trailed off with another shrug. "In any event, you were telling me why it wouldn't be wise to let Ragark handle our little problem with Richards and Tolwyn for us."


        "There are plenty of reasons, starting with the fact that something like that could ruin the whole plan before it gets off the ground," Williams said harshly. "If he strikes too soon, out of panic or some misguided notion of protecting Kilrathi honor or whatever the hell it is that makes Cats like him tick, we could be right royally screwed. What if he didn't get the carrier, either? Or what if he did, but lost too many of his own resources to follow through with an attack on Landreich? A strike into Landreich space that didn't result in a clear-cut victory for Ragark—and I'm talking about taking the Landreich system itself, not just grabbing up outlying outposts or winning a couple of minor engagements—an attack that didn't overrun this part of the frontier could trigger Confederation intervention before we have a chance to build the case against the government and launch our coup. Then we'd be back where we were when Blair took out Kilrah with the T-Bomb." He paused. "And don't forget that our pirate friend has another secret to sell. Us."


        "Meaning?"


        "Meaning that Ragark wouldn't like it at all if he found out we were trying to manipulate him into an attack. If Banfeld told him about Belisarius, and what he knows about what we've been doing the last few months, Ragark might back off entirely. And that would be even worse than letting him go off half-cocked."


        "Yeah, I see your point." Mancini nodded. "Ragark's predictable within certain narrow limits, but there's no telling how he might react if any of this other stuff comes out. Okay, we don't want him going to Ragark. How do we stop him? Your man Delgado?"


        Williams shook his head. "Not a chance. Banfeld's too canny to be caught by a lone assassin, and he's well-protected. Delgado would turn down an order like that cold, and I'm not sure I'd blame him "


        "What, then? We don't have the resources to stop him."


        "No, we don't." Williams allowed a cold smile to crease his puffy features. "But the Landreichers do. And they've got plenty of motivation, too, after the attack at Vaku."


        "But they don't know . .


        "That can change. Easily." Williams showed his teeth in an expression that reminded Mancini uncomfortably of a Kilrathi warrior anticipating a killing. "We leak what we know about the Hellhole base to one of our people in Kruger's government. He passes it on to the Navy, and Kruger sends his fleet in to smash Hellhole before Banfeld gets away. We've got a narrow window to make it work, but Delgado will buy us as much time as he can."


        "That could work," Mancini said. "Who do we own in the government who could do the job for us?"


        "We don't own him, but I think Councilman Galbraith is the man. His son's a captain in the Navy, and they're both ambitious as hell. I'm sure they'd both be pleased if they could be the ones responsible for evening the score for that tender that was lost."


        "Not bad . . ." Mancini paused, a wolfish smile lighting up his own face. "Not bad at all, Commissioner. We can also use this to our own advantage, maybe help the plan along a little."


        "Oh? Tell me." Williams leaned forward again, intrigued. He'd been improvising his way out of a crisis, but it sounded as if Mancini saw something even better.


        "For months we've been doing our best to counter Kruger's claims of Kilrathi raiding by building a case for pirates operating on both sides of the border. Now we've had a demonstrable pirate attack on a unit of the republican fleet, and the people involved—Tolwyn, Richards, Bondarevsky, and so forth—are unimpeachable witnesses. All we need to make the case perfect is a real, live pirate base and a genuine pirate leader, Banfeld. It'll go a long way towards making our whole case for us."


        "Very good, Colonel," Williams said with a smile. "Excellent. If we could go a step further and stir up some political opposition to Max Kruger as a result of it all, we might even be able to sidestep the whole mess with the carrier at Vaku. Let them think he's been directing all his energies—and all the Landreich's resources—against the wrong opponents after all."


        Mancini gave a nod. "That's one option. As close to bankruptcy as Kruger's government already is, how do you think the Council would react if they found out what he's been investing in? The refit on that supercarrier must be costing a fortune. Their factory ship alone represents a major investment that ought to be earning its keep instead of producing spare parts for a derelict. Not to mention the money Kruger's been spending to bring in surplus ConFleet ships and high-priced outside talent."


        "Councilman Galbraith's the man to use, for this part of the operation as well as the other," Williams said slowly. "He's already miffed that Kruger's been bringing in people like Tolwyn and Bondarevsky. Makes his son's career that much less spectacular, and Old Man Galbraith's got political ambitions for his son the would-be naval hero. Probably figures on having Kenny win some spectacular fight and then beat Kruger in an election, with Daddy pulling the strings afterward. Might just work, if Kenny can manage to land the op that takes out Hellhole."


        "So . . . we leak what we know to Galbraith and let him ask some hard questions in Council about the carrier and some of the other rearmament policies." Mancini rubbed his jaw. "Do you think the Council will really pull the plug on him? The war party's still strong. Hell, Galbraith's no pacifist. He just wants to squeeze out Max."


        "It doesn't really matter what the final vote is," Williams said. "The point is, it'll slow things down all around. Kruger will be facing a political crisis and won't dare throw any more resources at the carrier until there's some kind of decision. And more delays give Ragark more time to get his plans in motion." He paused. "Sounds like our best plan. By God, Mancini, we might pull this off yet. Even if we did damn near lose it all to Zack Banfeld."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Commander's Office, Guild Base


        Hellhole, Hellhole System


        2330 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The door to the office swung open soundlessly, and the figure silhouetted against the lights out on the tarmac stood for a moment as if unsure of what to do next. After a moment he let the door close behind him and hit the locking stud. Only then did his fingers touch the light plate. When nothing happened he started to curse in Spanish.


        "Please, Antonio, such language," Zachary Banfeld said quietly. 'There's nothing wrong with the lights. I just overrode the wall plate from here." He tapped a control on Delgado's desk, and the lights came up bright.


        Delgado gaped at the laser pistol Banfeld held trained on him with an unwavering aim.


        "What—what do you think you're doing?"


        Banfeld smiled. "All your precautions, Antonio, and you didn't think that I could monitor your power usage, did you? When I found out you were making a hypercast so soon after our meeting this afternoon, I just had to know who you were sending to." He shook his head. "It took time to get the back traffic downloaded from the comm satellite at the jump point . . . and even longer to crack your codes. But once we had your message to Williams, well . . ." He shrugged, but the barrel of the laser pistol didn't shift at all. "Three days to bring the Highwayman's stealth systems back up to standard, eh? Imagine the shock when the work crew discovered that you had simply tampered with the control mechanisms, and the stealth generators turned out to be fine after all. I can leave tomorrow . . ."


        The traitor's eyes flicked toward the comm gear.


        "Oh, don't worry, I'm told we can produce an excellent computer simulacrum to keep your friends Williams and Mancini quite happy. You'll continue to make reports as needed." Banfeld paused. "I wish I didn't have to leave so quickly, Antonio. I'm sure a few days with our persuasion specialists will have you eager to spill everything you've given away about Guild activities. But I really do have to be on my way, so I'll have to defer the pleasure of listening to you scream until I get back."


        Delgado lunged forward, but Banfeld was ready for him. He fired the laser pistol, aiming for the big mercenary's knee. Delgado screamed once and collapsed.


        "That was just a sample. You'll find things will get much worse as time goes on, Antonio. Much, much worse."
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  Revenger Pte Ltd"Never permit your enemy to learn your advantages, unless doing so can cause him to become fearful so that he stumbles during the chase."


  
    


    
      from the Ninth Codex
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        Bridge, Guild Scoutship Highwayman


        Near Baka Kar, Baka Kar System


        1034 hours (CST), 2671.017


        

      


      


      
        "Cloak is holding. All systems nominal."

      


      
        Zachary Banfeld nodded at the helmsman's report, his eyes on the tactical plot beside his command chair. The voyage to Baka Kar had gone smoothly, but Banfeld was still nagged by worries. How much had Delgado betrayed of the Guild's secrets? What was going on back in the Landreich while he made this foray into Kilrathi space? How would Ragark receive his information? Everything now balanced on a knife-edge, and he knew one wrong move could spell disaster.


        The trouble was, so many of those possible wrong moves weren't even his to make. That was what galled him most, not being in control. That had hardly ever happened to Banfeld before, and he didn't care for the feeling at all.


        The scout had managed the three jumps from Hellhole to Baka Kar in less than two standard days, a tribute to the high acceleration Highwayman could generate at need. With the stealth generators on, they had slipped past the Kilrathi picket boat at Vordran, where a whole locus of jump points located close together made the system a vital strategic link along the frontier of the Hralgkrak province. Now they were less than two light-minutes out from the provincial capital, still cloaked.


        Banfeld was still not sure how to initiate contact with the Kilrathi. He had never sent one of his smugglers to the provincial capital before, never faced the problem of dealing with so much naval traffic. If they were in a trigger-happy mood the Guild ship could be fried by patrolling elements of Ragark's fleet before he could get a message through, once the cloak went down. But he had none of the usual facilities for making contact with his links to the Economic Minister. The usual procedure required initiating contact at a remote outpost, but there wasn't time for that.


        He would have to hope the Kilrathi would give him time to talk rather than take Highwayman for a spy or the forerunner of an attack. All he had to do was get in touch with Ghraffid nar Dhores, and the Baron would do the rest.


        "Drop the cloak," he ordered. "Jonas, broadcast the hail. Broad channel . . . we want everyone to know we've got business with the Minister."


        "Broad channel," Jonas Hart, manning the communications station, confirmed.


        He continued to study the tactical monitor. The traffic in the system was making him edgy, and he was sure there was something important he just wasn't seeing out there . . .


        Certainly there were plenty of Kilrathi ships orbiting the planet. On the way in from the jump point Banfeld had counted four escort carriers and their battle groups, an imposing fleet indeed to be assembled at one point. Assuming Ragark had garrisons posted at other worlds of the province, his fleet was going to be a powerful threat to the Landreich even if the carrier at Vaku was made operational. Perhaps he had worried unnecessarily about the threat to the balance of power, led astray by the paranoia of Williams and Mancini.


        On the other hand, that salvaged carrier had turned out to pack quite a punch, and with the support of the rest of Kruger's fleet it could still turn the tide against a Kilrathi task force made up of escort carriers. Banfeld would stick to his original plan.


        But there was still something that wasn't quite right about the readings they were getting. He continued to look at the monitor, especially at the symbols that described the main orbital docking complex over Baka Kar.


        He stared at the readout for a long time before it hit him. The mass was wrong, completely different from everything in their records on the facilities at Baka Kar. The docking complex was supposed to be large, but these figures were almost twice what they should have been. Banfeld ordered the computer to zoom in on the orbital dock so that he could study it more closely.


        It took a long time for the computer imaging system to interpret the sensor data well enough to comply with his request, and that wasn't right either. Something anomalous was out there, something that was distorting Highwayman's probes . . .


        Banfeld let out an audible gasp as the computer imager finally displayed a picture based on the collected data. Something massive really was over there, docked with the orbital facility. Something that dwarfed the spidery framework of the station. It was the biggest ship Banfeld had ever seen—if it was a ship, and that's what the computer was insisting. It measured nearly twenty-two kilometers in length, bristling with hardpoints and radiating an awesome amount of energy even when it lay quiescent alongside the dock.


        The Guild leader had only heard rumors about such ships, but now he was sure he was seeing the reality behind those rumors. A Kilrathi dreadnought, one of the vast and powerful warships Prince Thrakhath had ordered for the final solution to the war with Mankind.


        And it was here, with Ragark's fleet.


        Cold fear washed over Zachary Banfeld. He had wanted to help Ragark even the odds so that the war on the frontier might he prolonged and the Guild profit from the war. But a Kilrathi dreadnought made all the defenses of the Landreichers useless. Even their new supercarrier would be no match for such a powerful ship of war, whether they fully restored it to fighting trim or not.


        When the Kilrathi smashed their way across the border, the question of Guild profits would no longer be a factor in his plans. The question would be one of Guild survival.


        "Abort the mission," he ordered sharply. "Get us back the jump point. Best speed. And get the goddamned oak back up!"

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Reception Area, Orbital Station Asharazhal


        Orbiting Baka Kar, Baka Kar System


        1040 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Ukar dai Ragark stood by the broad transplast window and studied the impressive bulk of the Vorghath, or rather the comparatively tiny part of him visible from this part of the orbital dock. Ragark had never seen one of Thrakhath's dreadnoughts, and merely reading over the specifications had hardly prepared him for the reality of seeing the huge ship in person.


        One such dreadnought could carve out a new Empire. The apes would never stand against his firepower.


        He turned to look at the crowd of ministers and officers waiting a respectful distance behind him. "Look at him, my friends," he said expansively, gesturing to encompass the great ship that lay outside. "Look at him! Vorghath the Hunter, come to lead us to victory. With this ship, we shall crush all opposition, and have our revenge on the apes for the Homeworld."


        As if in response to his declaration the boarding tube door adjacent to the window cycled open, and Dawx Jhorrad stepped through with an eight of his senior staff behind him Jhorrad was a short, thickset kil, half his face hidden by an extensive prosthetic plate that contained bionics to replace an eye and an ear lost in the first Tenn raid against Kilrah years ago. No one could have mistaken him for an aristocrat even if he'd born the honorific between given name and surname that marked a noble's rank. But despite being a commoner Jhorrad was a brilliant tactician, and his underlings, even those who were titled, would follow him to the Underworld and back at his slightest command.


        Ragark envied him his charisma, but he didn't allow that envy to warp his perceptions. Dawx Jhorrad was the perfect subordinate. He could never aspire to lead the Empire; he had to pledge his loyalty to someone else, someone of birth and land, and titles. That was why he had come to Ragark after so many eight-days of wandering. Ragark could give him the two things he needed—a purpose, and a chance to keep on fighting the apes he hated so passionately.


        "Captain Jhorrad," Ragark said, stepping forward and opening both hands in a gesture of greeting. "It is a pleasure to see you at last."


        Jhorrad sank to one knee and bowed his battle-scarred head in submission. "My lord Ragark," he said formally. "Permit me to pledge you my service. I offer you my claws and teeth, to rend your foes. I offer you my mind and spirit, to do your bidding. I offer you my eyes and ears, to seek out your foes. And I offer you my throat, to slash, should ever I be found unworthy."


        Ragark showed his teeth. The full Warrior's Oath, right out of the Codices . . . that hadn't been heard in the Empire for years, not after Thrakhath had revealed his irreligious nature to the nobility. Jhorrad did him the ultimate honor, pledging a form of fealty that placed him entirely at his new master's command.


        "Rise, Captain," he said sternly, recalling the proper formula. "I accept your pledge of service, your claws and teeth, your mind and spirit, your eyes and ears. May I never require to accept your throat, as long as you serve my hrai."


        Jhorrad stood. "I thank my Lord."


        "You have journeyed for a long time, Captain," Ragark said in a more conversational tone. "Tell me, how is Vorghath? When will he be ready for service?"


        "Many eight-days, I fear," the commoner said. "The ship was badly damaged when Kilrah was destroyed. We barely escaped the system. Since then we have had no place of refuge to make more than makeshift repairs, and Melek's ships have hounded us." He showed his teeth. "But even wounded, Vorghath taught those a lesson in respect, and Melek gave up the hunt some time ago. We need an extensive refit. New stores, a complete retuning of shield generators and fusion plants. Repair of battle damage to the hull. Replacements for crew members killed and wounded, and for those who have expressed a desire to be discharged now that their oath to the Emperor binds them no longer."


        Ragark almost responded with an angry remark about Warriors who abandoned their posts before their lords gave them permission, but he grasped the words before they were uttered. He was not the Emperor yet, and until he was acclaimed and seated upon the throne he would have to watch his step, even with commoners like Jhorrad. Especially with Jhorrad, who could smooth over so many possible obstacles that lay between Ragark and the throne.


        Before he could say anything at all, a warning siren sounded. Nerrag jag Rhang raised a commlink to his face and spoke urgently. Then he turned to Ragark.


        "My Lord, sensors have registered a ship of Terran design decloaking less than two light minutes from orbit. It is broadcasting a signal asking to speak with Ghraffid nar Dhores, and identifies the sender as a 'Zachary Banfeld.' "


        Ragark turned to face the block of followers nearby. "What is this about, Lord Ghraffid?"


        The Economic Minister looked abashed. "Lord, the Terran Banfeld is a renegade ape who works for his own profit. I have found it useful, from time to time, to have dealings with him . . . as a way of gaining access to information about activities on the other side of the frontier."


        Ragark studied him for a long moment in silence. "And of course my Economic Minister needs such intelligence from Terran space, to know what the price of raw meat and claw sharpeners is on their side of the frontier," he said, mustering all the sarcasm at his command. "Let me see, how often has this source of yours been mentioned in the frequent talks we've had regarding intelligence operations conducted by your Ministry?' He paused. "You have been dealing with a smuggler, a black marketeer, and the only reason I can think of for that is the desire to make profits of your own. Isn't that right?"


        "N-no, my Lord . . . I mean, not simply that . . ."


        "Never mind. I will deal with you later." Ragark made a dismissive gesture. "Your smuggler friend has arrived at a very bad time, I'm afraid. He has been in the system, under cloak, for an unknown period of time. Long enough, at least, to register the presence of the Vorghath here. This is information we cannot afford to let the apes have too soon." He turned back to Nerrag. "Order that ape ship intercepted and destroyed. We cannot allow him to pass on word of Vorghath to his people. And have this huckster arrested and held for trial. Now!"


        "More information, my Lord," Nerrag said, looking up from his commlink. "The ape has cloaked again. Last readings indicated he was heading for the jump point at top speed. Interception will be difficult as long as he remains under cloak . .


        "I know that!" Ragark snapped. "All right, if you cannot stop the ship, pursue it. Energy readings at the jump point should give a fairly good idea of when and where he goes. Dispatch a task force to follow the ape—the carriers Hravik and Klarran, and their battle groups. Some time he will have to decloak, and when he does I want him destroyed! And any other apes he comes in contact with, as well. See to it, Nerrag."


        Ragark turned away, seething, to hide his look of frustration from the others. Especially Jhorrad, the peasant who must never see his Lord at a loss.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Independence


        Near Hellhole, Hellhole System


        0730 hours (CST), 2671.019


        

      


      


      
        "Wing Commander reports all resistance on the planet has ended, Captain. Bombers are proceeding with planned strikes on the base. The carrier has broken orbit and is withdrawing in the direction of Jump Point Six . . . to Vordran, sir. Cat territory."


        Captain John Galbraith leaned forward in his command chair, full of anticipation. "Thank you, Commander Roth." He said formally to his Exec. "Instruct Commander Tolwyn to have his fighters pursue the carrier. I want it stopped.-


        "Aye aye, sir."


        "Navigator, lay in a course to intercept the Guild carrier. Helm, increase to maximum acceleration. Break orbit and get us up to that ship ASAP." He turned towards Roth. "Order the bombers to complete their runs, catch up with us, and rearm. I want them ready in case Tolwyn can't finish off the pirates by himself." Actually, he intended to get a few blows in whether Tolwyn could handle the job or not. It was important that he be able to demonstrate his own vital part in this whole affair, and not let an outlander like Admiral Tolwyn's nephew claim any of the credit.


        He leaned back again, feeling satisfied. Independence had caught the pirates in the middle of disassembling their base on Hellhole and smashed through their feeble attempts at resistance. Several pirate ships had broken orbit and scattered, and in the absence of orders from Camparelli, who was in his bed today as he had been for the past week, Galbraith had ordered the rest of the battle group to split up and pursue the various fleeing vessels. Now the pirate base was under aerial bombardment and their largest surviving ship, the so-called carrier that had attacked the Goliath Project at Vaku and then escaped from Richards and his men, was running once again. Galbraith would make sure it didn't get away. That would be quite a feather in his cap when Independence returned to Landreich.


        His father's political faction would gain considerable influence as a result, perhaps even enough to finally topple Max Kruger.


        Galbraith wasn't sure where his father had obtained his intelligence information, but it had checked out one hundred percent so far. News that the pirates were operating out of a base on Hellhole had brought loud demands for naval action in the Landreich Council Hall, and the orders for Independence and her brand-new battle group to spearhead the attack had come down almost immediately. With the fighter wing brought back up to full strength, a new Marine contingent on board, and a battle group that now consisted of two cruisers, three destroyers, and a pair of stealth scouts, Independence had come roaring into the Hellhole system ready for action. The pirates had barely registered them on sensors before Tolwyn's fighters were in among their orbiting ships. The rest of the battle group had split up to pursue the smaller pirate ships attempting to reach several different jump points that lay fairly close to the planet.


        Yes, it was a textbook operation, and it could only help bolster his naval career. Perhaps when Kruger lost a vote of confidence in council some changes would be made, the outsiders relegated to their proper place and a proven commander promoted to command the supercarrier when it was finally ready to leave the Vaku system and go into action.


        Galbraith smiled, thinking of the possibilities.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Raptor 600, VF-84 "Liberators"


        Near Jump Point Six, Hellhole System


        0752 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "All right, boys and girls, let's give these bastards an idea of what it is to tangle with the Liberators!" Kevin Tolwyn matched actions to words and broke formation, rolling his heavy fighter sideways and accelerating toward the limping ship that looked even less like a carrier than it had before it had taken a string of hits in the opening round of the fighting planetside.


        The converted transport swelled as he plunged closer, a single turret offering Double-A-S fire that went wide of the mark. Tolwyn targeted the engineering section and opened fire with neutron guns and mass drivers, unleashing the full power of the heavy fighter's arsenal in a single consolidated burst. It drained his power supply quickly, but with no sign of enemy fighters around and such a poor showing from the carrier's own gunnery it was a safe enough maneuver.


        Energy sparkled and flared as the weapons met the carrier's shielding. At the last possible moment, Tolwyn pulled up to whip past the stern section at full military acceleration. The shields were still holding, so he didn't waste either of his two remaining missiles yet, but he had softened the enemy up for the next fighter, his wingman for the day's ops, Lieutenant Carlos "Venture" Ventura. The second Raptor mimicked Tolwyn's attack, but as Venture skimmed over the engineering section he released two Gladius heat-seeking missiles. The first hit the ship's shielding, but the energy released by its detonation brought the carrier's rear shields down and the second hit armor.


        "Now that's the way to let 'em know we're out here!" Ventura whooped.


        "Good shooting, Venture," Tolwyn said. "Stormy, Jazzman, you take the next run. Let 'em have it!"


        "Skipper?" That was Commander William "Willie Pete" Peterson, the CO of the Hornet squadron, the Stingers of VF-16, which had just joined the wing to replace Babcock's Flying Eyes. "I'm getting a disturbance at the jump point, but no visual. Could be something cloaked coming through . . ." He trailed off. "Holy shit! Multiple disturbances now . . . we've got company coming, skipper, and a hell of a lot of it!"


        "Camelot, Camelot, this is Lancelot," Tolwyn said, switching to the carrier's frequency. "Camelot, did you copy that? We've got ships incoming through the jump point . . ." He stopped as the first targets began registering on his screens. "My God, they're Cats. I'm reading a Cat task force, one carrier . . . no, two carriers now, plus cruisers and destroyers. Repeat, Cat task force with two carriers and supporting combat ships. What are your instructions, Camelot?"


        But there was no response from the Independence.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flag Bridge, KIS Klarran


        Jump Point Six, Hellhole System


        0755 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Jumpshock blurred his vision and made it hard for him to concentrate, but Admiral julgar nar Ta'hal forced himself to focus on the flag bridge's tactical monitors.


        What he saw caused him to bare his fangs in an instinctive desire to rend and tear.


        His task force had pursued the Terran scout for nearly six-eights standard Kilrah hours, but the cloaked ship had led them a merry chase. At times it had been almost exhilarating, like a primal hunt for a cunning and well-camouflaged prey animal, but Julgar had been uncomfortably aware of the serious nature of his orders from Ragark. The initial instructions had been blunt: catch the Terran ship, whatever the cost, and smash it and any other apes it came into contact with. But before jumping from the Baka Kar system more detailed orders had come from Ragark in person. The Governor had been adamant about stopping the human vessel, yet he had also been determined that the Kilrathi ships should not get drawn into a major battle. Until the Vorghath was refitted Ragark needed all his combat ships intact, ready to block the expanding Landreich fleet or to carry out the initial moves of the planned invasion of the human frontier worlds. A major clash of ships at this stage would be premature, and Ragark would entertain no tolerance for failure.


        So they had followed the humans to Vordran, alerting the picket boat posted there of the cloaked ship's presence in the system. Running at maximum acceleration, they had arrived at the jump point from Vordran to Hellhole just in time to see the last stages of a skirmish between the picket boat, the escort Wexarragh, and the human vessel which had been forced to drop its cloak for an instant in order to transfer power to its jump drive. The escort had damaged the Terrans, but they had jumped anyway, switching the cloak back on as they slid into the hyperrealm for the interstellar transit to Hellhole.


        The task force had followed close on the enemy ship's heels. Julgar had almost been able to smell the chance at a kill, knowing the prey was damaged.


        But what awaited the Kilrathi task force on the other side of the hyperrealm was not a single badly damaged scout, but a large ship and a swarm of fighters almost on top of the jump point, and more warships identified by the computer as elements of a Landreich carrier battle group further off, out of formation but representing a potent force.


        The Imperial ships had the edge in numbers, but they were risking the possibility of a major battle . . . exactly the thing Ragark had warned against. How could Julgar carry out both sets of instructions?


        To add to his troubles, that nearest Terran ship was entirely too close to the Klarran for comfort. In his zeal for the pursuit Julgar had taken his flagship through the jump point first, rather than sending lighter ships on ahead. That put the Klarran in a dangerous position. His speed was minimal after the hyperspace transit, and it would take time to build up a substantial vector. Meanwhile the Terran ship was well within the usual defensive perimeter a battle group's destroyers and cruisers were supposed to maintain. Carriers were not intended to engage in ship to ship duels, but there was a risk here. The rest of the task force would be following, of course, but hyperspace transit arrival points were wildly variable and some of the other ships might not build up a vector that would get them to the scene of the battle for as much as an hour.


        Much could happen in an hour.


        Julgar flicked his claws in and out nervously, studying the tactical board and trying to get over the lingering effects of jumpshock. The Terran ship was like nothing in the Kilrathi warbook program. The computer was calling it a transport, but energy readings were equivalent to a destroyer or a small cruiser . . . and the long-range imaging scan made it look like some kind of pocket carrier. The fighters around it were old human designs, but time and again even older human fighters had dealt severe blows to Kilrathi fighter squadrons in actions during the decades-long war.


        His thoughts finally began to come together, and Julgar turned his seat to face his communications officer. "Establish a blanket jamming field," he said. "I want no contact between the apes here and those on the edge of our sensor range. Lord Ragark does not want the ship we are chasing to communicate with anyone else."


        "Yes, Lord Admiral," the officer responded crisply. "We will not be able to damp out tight-beam communications, my Lord. At close range they will still be able to maintain contact. It is possible there will be intermittent contact over the longer range as well, at least between the larger ships."


        "Understood. Do your best." He turned to his own console. "Captain, this is Admiral nar Ta'hal. Launch all fighters, fastest possible rotation. Crush the enemy ships nearest us as quickly as possible. Especially the scout, if you can locate it. I would suggest it will probably be attempting to rendezvous with the capital ship ahead of us."


        "Yes, Lord Admiral," the Klarran's captain responded.


        "Do not get underway from this position, Captain," he went on. "I do not wish to be drawn into closer action until we have some support from the rest of the task force. Keep the vector low until then. Pass the word to the rest of the task force as well."


        "Yes, my Lord," the captain responded.


        "And once the fighters have launched, put out a pair of Zartoths. We will be jamming enemy communications but I want to be able to extend our area of interdiction in case the apes attempt to break off."


        Julgar cut the intercom link before the captain could reply. He bared his fangs once again, this time in anticipation. A single overwhelming attack would eliminate the fugitive and anyone he communicated with here. Then the task force could disengage if they needed to . . . or, if the odds looked favorable, they could close with the other apes and defeat them as well, whatever Ragark's orders specified.


        It was a glorious day for combat.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flag Officer's Quarters, FRLS Independence


        Deep Space, Hellhole System


        0759 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Admiral Vincent Camparelli struggled to sit upright in his bed despite the pressure in his chest and the uneven wheeze of his breath. Although ill and confined to his bed, he had been monitoring the tactical board from his bedside computer hookup and the holographic projector that occupied a table by the door. He had watched in satisfaction as the battle group had surprised and scattered the pirates, although he'd been tempted to call back the capital ships Galbraith had scattered in pursuit of the fleeing enemy. In the end, though, he'd decided against that. Galbraith knew what he was doing, and didn't need an old, sick man telling him what to do from his bed.


        He had promised himself that this would be the last cruise. No matter how much Max Kruger wanted him to stay in harness, Camparelli knew it was time for the old war-horse to go to pasture.


        The admiral had almost dozed off, until a warning alarm had signaled the appearance of new ships on the board. Awake once more, he had studied the newcomers, his chest tightening as he'd realized who they were. Cats . . . a small task force built around a pair of carriers. They had erupted almost on top of the fighters and their quarry, the makeshift pirate carrier.


        Camparelli reached for the intercom controls at his bedside. Independence was heading straight into that mess at maximum acceleration, and without any supporting destroyers or cruisers. The carrier operating alone wouldn't stand a chance against those Cats.


        He fumbled with the controls, and swore an ancient oath in the Italian dialect of Romanova, his boyhood home. His fingers weren't obeying the orders from his brain—a fine admiral he made, unable even to command his body any longer, much less his battle group—and a sharp pain was shooting up his left arm and side.


        Camparelli persevered and activated the intercom circuit, now gasping for breath. He had to get Galbraith to act . . . or Independence, maybe the entire battle group, would be lost.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Independence


        Deep Space, Hellhole System


        0801 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Galbraith stared at the tactical monitor, hardly able to comprehend the new data flowing across the screen—or the Wing Commander's words echoing in his ears. Of all the times the Cats could mount a raid . . .


        "Sir? Admiral Camparelli on the line." Roth didn't wait for Galbraith to respond. She switched the intercom on.


        The admiral's face looked pale and drawn. "Captain . . . Captain, you have to get the battle group together quickly. The other ships are too badly dispersed . . too badly dispersed . . ." The battle group commander was gasping. "Get them together . . . have to withdraw . . . Cat force too large for a stand-up fight . . ." He trailed off, still fighting for breath. "Can't . . . can't think straight, Captain. Turning over full command . . . to you." The screen went as dead as Galbraith's hopes.


        He forced himself to act. "Helm, kill our vector. We won't sail into the middle of that without some support from the rest of the battle group." He paused. "Exec, have a medical team lay down to the flag bridge and see to the Admiral. And order all ships to break off operations immediately and form on Independence ASAP."


        "Aye aye, sir," Roth replied. "Sir . . . what about Tolwyn's flight wing? He was calling for orders. Then everything went dead. Looks like jamming by the Cats. We can't recall him, and we can't even let him know our plans." Something in her tone suggested she wanted to know them herself. "The Cats have started launching fighters, and I don't know if Tolwyn's got enough planes to handle fighters from two Cat escort carriers."


        "I know," Galbraith said grimly. "But he's going to have to try. The Flight Wing has to buy us some time, keep those Cats off our backs until we reassemble the battle group and can pull back to the jump point to Landreich." He paused, swallowing. "He's a good man, Tolwyn. He'll know what he has to do."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Raptor 500, VF-84 "Liberators"


        Near Jump Point Six, Vaku System


        0804 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "It's no good, skipper," Peterson said. "The jamming's too damned thick around here. I can't raise Camelot."


        Kevin Tolwyn cursed under his breath. If a Hornet fitted out with an elaborate suite of electronics and communications gear couldn't break through the static, none of them could. That left the Liberators on their own, and Kilrathi birds were already beginning to form up around their lead carrier as if organizing for an attack.


        Meanwhile he didn't know what to do. If he withdrew to the carrier he risked getting jumped halfway by the Cats . . . or, worse yet, drawing them back to Independence, where they could inflict a lot of damage before the Kilrathi capital ships came up and finished her off. But if he stayed out here his fighters, already short on missiles and fuel from the long running battle with the pirates, were likely to be overwhelmed.


        Everything depended on what the Kilrathi did.


        He turned his attention to his sensor readouts, and gave a low whistle as he took in the changing situation out there. He had forgotten about the pirates.


        In the confusion that had followed the appearance of the Cats, the battered pirate carrier had altered course. Strangely, though, it was not running away, not from the Landreich fighters, nor yet from the Cats. It had veered so that its course took it across the line of advance of the oncoming Kilrathi. In the circumstances it was an insane move . . .


        Unless they had a reason.


        Tolwyn remembered the surge of energy in the jump point that had preceded the appearance of the Cat ships. Something had come through ahead of them, unseen. A cloaked ship?


        Maybe . . and if it was a cloaked pirate, it may have contacted the carrier on a channel the Landreichers couldn't monitor, a tight-beam laser, for instance.


        Which meant there was more going on out here than met the eye . . . maybe a lot more. The Cats had appeared right behind the cloaked whatever-it-was. As if they were chasing it . . .


        As if to confirm his line of thought, the first wave of Cat fighters peeled off toward the pirate carrier, opening fire from long range. A sustained bombardment washed over the carrier's forward shields and across her bow in a seemingly random firing pattern. But one of those bolts hit something.


        The scout craft shimmered as it materialized, its stealth generators failing. A flurry of fire erupted from the


        Kilrathi fighters, Vaktoth heavy attack craft fitted with a wide array of powerful beam weapons. The damaged scout ship couldn't stand up long under such an assault, and even the carrier wasn't likely to be much protection under the circumstances.


        The pirates had been the enemy just minutes ago, but anyone the Kilrathi wanted to get this badly was someone Kevin Tolwyn wanted to protect - at least until he could find out why.


        "All Liberators, all Liberators, this is Lancelot One," he said over the all-squadron tactical channel. At close range the jamming might distort it, but the message would get through. "New orders. Concentrate on the lead Cat squadron. Give them everything you've got . . . and protect the two pirate ships out there. Repeat, the pirates are no longer considered target. Protect them from the Cats. Let's go!"


        He advanced his throttle and felt the internal gravity variance pushing him back into his seat as the Raptor accelerated. If the Cats were chasing that pirate scoutship, then the Landreicher intervention in their little fight was a sure way of getting their attention, just what Galbraith wanted.


        Of course, the odds were that very few of the outnumbered Liberators would get out of the battle alive.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Bridge, Guild Scoutship Highwayman


        Near Jump Point Six, Hellhole System


        0808 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Smoke filled the bridge from half a dozen small electrical fires. The automatic firefighting system hadn't cut in, so the bridge crew was battling the blaze with fire extinguishers. Banfeld sat motionless in the command chair. Everything had gone wrong, and on the screen in front of him was the proof.


        After dodging everything the Cats could throw at them for two days, Highwayman had reached Hellhole, but damaged and with two Kilrathi carriers close on her tail. And the first sight to greet them on arrival was Bonadventure, under attack by Landreicher fighters and obviously suffering severe damage to her engineering section. There was no sign of Guild activity near Hellhole itself, but the long-range sensors had picked up scattered ships, Guildsmen and Free Republic Navy, in running fights far removed from planetary orbit. So Delgado's betrayal had led to a government attack . . . and Banfeld's beleaguered scout had jumped out of Kilrathi space right into the middle of this new trouble.


        And the old trouble had followed him here. It was disaster, pure and simple.


        "Cloak is down, sir," Jonas Hart reported. "No way to get it back on-line. Port and ventral thrusters off-line. Shields are coming back up, but they can't take sustained hits. We've lost most of the ventral armor, and there are at least three compartments open to space.


        Casualties . . . five killed, including the Chief Engineer and his mate." Hart paused, his head cocked to one side as he listened to another set of reports coming in.


        "The captain of the Bonadventure is on the laser tight-beam. He wants further instructions. He says the Landreich fighters are vectoring in on our position, but they are no longer firing at the carrier and seem to be intending to engage the Cats. He wants to know if he should open fire on them as they close."


        "Good God, no, man!" Banfeld said. "If they want to fight the Cats, for God's sake let them! Tell him to get whatever fighters he has left out there to help the Landreichers, and to let them know we'll cooperate!"


        "Aye aye, sir," Hart said, sounding dubious.


        "And tell him to extend his shields to give us some cover before—"


        Another burst of Kilrathi fire slammed through the shields and into Highwayman. From the sound of it, the fire must be coming in against the dorsal armor. That was fortunate. The scout couldn't take any more damage to her underside. But it wouldn't be long before they were out of armor plating everywhere.


        Banfeld gripped his chair and tried to think. There wasn't much left that he could do. It was up to the Landreichers now. . . .

      


    

  


  


  


  


  



  CHAPTER 16


  
    

  


  


  


  


  



  
    "Victory must inevitably go to the Warrior whose desire for conquest is greater than his fear of death."

  


  
    


    
      from the Third Codex


      18:10:05

    


    
      


      
        


        Raptor 500, VF-84 "Liberators"


        Near Jump Point Six, Vaku System


        0810 Hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Repeating, I am under orders to cooperate with you against the Cats, and am launching fighters now. They are not hostile to Landreich forces, but will protect


        themselves if fired upon . . ."


        "Understood, Bonadventure," Kevin Tolwyn replied. "I agree . . . we'll save our own differences for later." He paused. "Request that you attempt to get a tight-beam link open to the Independence and bring them up to speed."


        "We'll give it a try," the carrier's captain answered.


        "But I don't know how long we can maintain it." Tolwyn switched off and concentrated on the pair of Vaktoths that were maneuvering to try and get off shots at the crippled scoutship. A Raptor was a poor match against one of the newer, more powerful Kilrathi heavies, but Tolwyn went in with all guns blazing and was lucky enough to find the lead Cat pilot distracted by his attack run. His neutron guns pulsed again and again, until they had completely drained his reserve power, but on the last shot the first Vaktoth came apart in whirling debris.


        The second Vaktoth did a sharp left roll and came up on Tolwyn's rear, the warning tone in his ear alerting him that the Cat had locked his weapons. Tolwyn reversed thrusters at full military power, a maneuver forbidden by just about every safety regulation in the ConFleet manual and probably most of the Landreich's as well. He could feel the strain on his fighter as it made the drastic vector change, slowing radically with regard to the pursuing Vaktoth. The heavy fighter surged past him, and Tolwyn parted with one of his precious missiles—he only had one more, a Spiculum Image-Recognition missile—while he waited for the energy weapons to recharge.


        A moment later his wingman, Ventura, dropped in alongside him with mass drivers and ion guns blazing. In combination with Tolwyn's missiles the sudden attack overwhelmed the Cat's screens, and the second Vaktoth was gone.


        At the same moment, though, two Raptor pilots were calling for help, and one of them was cut off abruptly as the second wave of Kilrathi fighters, Dralthi Four medium attack fighters from the closest Kilrathi carrier, arrived on the scene and added their firepower to the battle. It was rapidly degenerating into a free-for-all, where Kilrathi numbers were sure to tell over human discipline and tactical doctrine.


        "Landreich Wing Commander, this is Captain Tanaka of the Bonadventure. Can you respond?"


        "Keep it short, Captain," Tolwyn said, putting his stick hard over to circle back into the thick of the fighting.


        'We've contacted your carrier. Your commander wants you to engage the Kilrathi here while he regroups the rest of your ships without interference.'


        "Roger that," Tolwyn said. He'd figured that would be Galbraith's decision. It was the logical one to make . . . but it left the Liberators flapping in the breeze.


        "Look, Navy, you know this battle is hopeless. You know that, don't you?"


        "Your point, Captain?" Tolwyn replied through clenched teeth, all too aware of the truth in the man's statement, but unwilling to admit it.


        "Bonadventure isn't getting out of here no matter what happens," Tanaka told him. "The engines were too badly damaged by your last attack. I can make minimum thrust, but there's no way I'm outrunning those Cats."


        "You want an apology? I'm sorry we treated you the way we treat any pirate who shoots up one of our ships."


        "Damn it, I'm trying to offer you a way out of this mess!" the pirate captain flared. "Look, that scoutship's in a bad way, and Zachary Banfeld is on board. If you'll have a couple of your fighters tow him clear, and group the rest of your birds around my bow to give me some cover, I think Bonadventure can take this fight to the enemy. All the way in to the enemy."


        Tolwyn frowned. "You mean . . ."


        "I mean right down their throats," Tanaka said, almost snarling the words. "I'll ram the closest Cat carrier if 1 can. They have almost no vector built up over there. They'll be a sitting duck. And the rest of the Cats will have to assist . . . a carrier's too valuable to throw away, even an escort job. In the confusion, your pilots can break off and get the hell out of here, back to your battle group. Just take Banfeld with you. The Guild needs him."


        "I don't give a damn about what the Guild needs,' Tolwyn said. "But we have our own reasons for reeling him in. But I don't think you should try this stunt,


        Captain. Didn't you just say that a carrier's too valuable for this?"


        Tanaka's face on the communications screen creased in a bitter smile. "As I said, we don't get out of this one way or another. And I never really considered this bucket to be much of a carrier in the first place."


        "All right, Captain," Tolwyn said reluctantly. "It's your choice, I guess. I'll organize my people."


        "Understood." Tanaka paused. "May I ask you one favor? A personal matter?"


        "Sir?"


        "I have a wife and two children, on Landreich. Haven't seen them in over a year . . ." Tanaka seemed to gather his resolve. 'Would you see to it that they do not suffer for what I have done? No government confiscations, no dragging them through the courts? They knew very little about my involvement with the Guild, and persecuting them will gain the government nothing."


        Tolwyn swallowed. "I can't promise anything, Captain.


        I'm not that important. But I'll do everything I can." "Thank you. Tanaka clear"


        Kevin Tolwyn swallowed as he reached for the commlink controls to pass on the new orders to the Wing. Somehow he had never thought of a pirate as leaving a family to mourn him.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Independence


        Deep Space, Vaku System


        0818 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "I'm afraid the Admiral didn't make it, Captain. Sick Bay reports he died at 0813 hours."


        Galbraith scowled. "Thank you, Commander. What's the status on the rest of the battle group?"


        "All ships have acknowledged orders and broken off their pursuit, sir," Commander Roth responded. "Best estimate is ten minutes before the Themistocles is back in supporting range. She's the furthest out."


        "And the Flight Wing?"


        "Heavily engaged, sir. The pirate carrier reports they are working together on a maneuver to tie up the Cats now. It's steering a course toward the Kilrathi task force, and is coming under increasingly heavy attack. Commander Tolwyn reports that he's lost five Raptors, four Scimitars, and a pair of Hornets so far. Also two of the pirate Broadswords that sortied to support the Wing."


        "God . . . almost a third of the fighters we had out there." Galbraith looked away. "Very well, Commander. Keep me apprised. I want to know when the battle group is fully reassembled. Navigator, lay in a course for the jump point to Landreich . . but execute it only on my mark."


        "The jump point, Captain?" Roth asked with a raised eyebrow.


        "You heard the order, Commander," Galbraith said, more harshly than he had intended. Roth was like the voice of his conscience, and he couldn't deal with having his decisions second-guessed right now. He was unsure enough without having to justify his decisions.


        Galbraith sagged in his chair, the weight of responsibility all but overwhelming. He had thought to emerge from this day a war hero. Instead he would be remembered as the man who had sacrificed an entire flight wing to prevent the loss of his entire battle group . . . not exactly how he'd pictured the outcome of the day's operations.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Raptor 500, VF-84 "Liberators"


        Jump Point Six, Vaku System


        0827 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "The bastards just keep on coming," Tolwyn said. "You still with me, Venture?"


        "Hanging in there, skipper," his wingman replied. But next time you throw a party, I'd just as soon you left me off the guest list, okay ?"


        "Next time, I'm leaving the Cats off the guest list,"


        Tolwyn replied, taking a shot at a Darket light fighter that swept past his bow.


        They had battled their way through increasing resistance, the human fighters forming a protective screen out ahead of the battered pirate carrier as it shaped its course right into the heart of the Kilrathi task force. In a conventional fight the humans would never have been able to penetrate so close to the two Cat escort carriers, but the Kilrathi had been disorganized coming out of their jump so close to the Bonadventure, so they hadn't been placed to block the approach with their cruisers or destroyers. These were closing in as fast as possible, but the Bonadventure was going to win the race by a slim margin . . . if the Kilrathi fighters could just be held at bay.


        It was costing entirely too many of the Liberators to do that job, and Tolwyn could only pray that the sacrifice was worth it. At least the Cats had concentrated on the main threat as soon as they'd perceived it, leaving both the Landreich battle group and the crippled scoutship with its escort of three Hornets alone while the fight raged around the pirate carrier.


        Earlier he'd scorned the pirate ship as a clumsy improvisation. Now Tolwyn could feel a grudging respect for the ship and crew. He'd never seen a Navy ship, ConFleet or Landreicher, bear up any better under fire than Bonadventure. Her captain would have done ConFleet proud, under different circumstances.


        The carrier held on course, aimed straight for the Kilrathi escort carrier ahead.


        "Skipper! Skipper! Heads up!" Venture's voice was hoarse with adrenaline. "Four Dralthis closing fast . . ."


        Tolwyn cursed his own inattention. He'd let himself become distracted, and the Cats had turned up the heat against the beleaguered Landreichers. He cut sharply to port just in time to avoid multiple hits from the incoming Kilrathi medium fighters, all of them swooping down on him with their energy weapons searing the midnight sky of space.


        "Mongoose" Callahan in Raptor 506 wasn't so lucky. As the Dralthis flashed past Tolwyn's fighter in tight formation they maintained their fire, battering Callahan's shields.


        "Get 'em off me!" Callahan shouted.


        Tolwyn tried to fall in behind the enemy formation, but they were too maneuverable. His Raptor wasn't designed for tight turns or fancy maneuvers, and he was just too far out of position to be effective . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Broadsword 206, Guild Squadron "Raider-One"


        Jump Point Six, Hellhole System


        0828 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Winston Drake saw the four Dralthis attacking the Landreich Raptor, and almost instinctively rolled sideways to line up a shot on the nearest of them. It was only after he'd squeezed the trigger to activate a full-spectrum energy weapon bombardment that the irony of the situation really hit him.


        Less than two hours ago he'd been dogfighting with the Landreichers, whose vast superiority in numbers had accounted for nearly half his fellow pilots from Bonadventure. The onslaught had been so fierce that Captain Tanaka had hastily ordered a retreat. Otherwise Drake himself would probably be vapor by now.


        Yet with the appearance of the Cats everything had changed. Now the humans were working together, and that Raptor pilot out there who might have accounted for one of Drake's buddies earlier was now an ally to be saved.


        His beam weapons burned through the rear shields of the Dralthi and bored into her stern. A moment later there was nothing left of her except an expanding cloud of debris. Drake let out a whoop and started lining up his next shot. This sure as hell beat sniping at unarmed tenders or getting pummeled by overwhelming Landreich forces.


        The Cats realized their danger and broke in three directions at once. Muttering curses under his breath,


        Drake pulled right and increased to full power, trying to keep the more maneuverable Dralthi in his sights. He squeezed off several shots, but couldn't maintain a target lock long enough to have any real effect.


        Then the Kilrathi ship he was chasing burst into flame and shards of hull plating as the pilot he'd rescued joined the party. "Whoever you are, thanks for saving my bacon back there," the Raptor pilot said over the comm channel.


        "Glad to help," Drake said, surprised to find he really meant it. "Check your low two. One of them's heading in!"


        The Raptor turned slowly onto the new vector, and Drake's Broadsword shot past him, opening fire again. But the Dralthi's forward shields were better than those protecting the stern, and the Cat pilot made no effort to evade the incoming fire. Instead he fired back, soaking up everything Drake had to give him and countering with his own full-powered beams.


        Drake gave a cold grin. The Dralthi's energy reserves didn't cycle back to full power as quickly as a Broadsword's did, and his forward shields were weaker. This Cat wanted to trade body blows? That was fine with him. "Goodbye, puss," he said, tightening his grip on the trigger on his stick.


        It was only then that he spotted the second Dralthi rising from behind the first one, adding its own hellish energies to the onslaught hammering at his forward shields. He barely had time to register the fact before half-a-dozen alarms went off in his cockpit.


        After that, Winston Drake knew no more.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flag Bridge, KIS Klarran


        Jump Point Six, Hellhole System


        0829 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Admiral Julgar nar Ta'hal could feel the cold claws of the God of the Running Death closing around his throat. "Where in the name of all the Gods are the cruisers?" he demanded.


        His aide had to grab on to the back of a chair to steady himself as another hit rocked the carrier. "Closing, Lord Admiral. They have already opened fire on that . . . ship. Whatever it is."


        "Not enough . . . and not in time. Who would have conceived of the apes being willing to use a ship that size as a suicide vessel?" Julgar clenched one hand. 'We were so close! But we cannot even carry out the original mission now. The Terrans have too big a lead. The scoutship will be out of our reach in a few more minutes, and then they will jump." He paused. "And Ragark will have my throat."


        On the monitor, they could see the slow but inexorable approach of the ship that looked like a transport, carried fighters like a carrier, but acted now like a deliberate sacrifice on its way to the altar. Bow on and closing, it was plain that it intended to ram, and the Kilrathi carrier's vector was such that it would take a minor miracle to outmaneuver the humans.


        As Julgar watched, the cruiser Dravnor hammered the Terran ship. Explosions erupted along the vessel's ventral surface, and a few of the kits in the flag bridge raised a victory chant. The Terran carrier was coming apart . . .


        Too late.


        "We have them!" Julgar's aide shouted.


        'Wait," was Julgar's low-voiced reply.


        Out of the expanding fireball, eights of fragments, each the size of a heavy fighter or larger, were whirling outward. Most retained enough of their original vector to remain on a collision course with the Kilrathi ship.


        The chants had not died down when the first of those chunks of twisted metal slammed into the Klarran. The kinetic energy from the Terran ship's terminal velocity was enough to overwhelm the shields, and as each


        subsequent piece hit home Klarran shuddered again and again, as if a hand of the God of the Running Death had reached out to shake the carrier like a child's toy.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Bridge, Guild Scoutship Highwayman


        Deep Space, Hellhole System


        0833 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The bridge had been hulled several times, and the air was gone. Banfeld had his helmet on and his suit fully sealed, but it had taken time. He could feel the blood trickling from his ears and nose, and his throat had been burned raw by decompression. It was an effort to breathe. He suspected lung damage, but he wouldn't know for sure unless he reached a doctor.


        Outside, an FRLN Hornet had latched on to the scout and taken her under tow, while two others flew escort in tight formation. Somehow the computer and the sensor imaging system were still on-line, though precious little beyond that was working on the bridge. Highwayman's power was nearly exhausted, her fusion plant down, her engines and weapons as useless as the failed stealth system. The internal gravities were out, too, and bodies and wreckage floated weightless in the bridge. He spotted Jonas Hart among them, but he couldn't recognize any of the other dead from where he was.


        The ship's hull was twisted and shattered in a dozen places. She would never again fare among the stars, on Guild business or any other.


        Banfeld pulled himself back into his seat awkwardly, favoring an arm that was probably broken. He strapped himself down one-handed and stabbed at the controls for the sensor systems.


        On the monitor, an image of the Bonadventure sprang into focus. Tanaka had done as he'd said, steered her right down the Kilrathi carrier's throat. As Banfeld watched she started coming apart, the pieces left from the multiple explosion ripping into the upper half of the Cat ship.


        "My poor, poor Guildsmen," Banfeld croaked. "What have I brought you to?"


        The emotions battling inside him proved too much, and he slipped into the black pool of unconsciousness.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Raptor 500, VF-84 "Liberators"


        Jump Point Six, Hellhole System


        0834 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "That's our cue! Break it off and head for home!" Tolwyn shouted the order as he peeled off, dodging a piece of the wreckage of the Guild ship. Behind him, the lead Kilrathi carrier was trailing atmosphere, a good chunk of her superstructure smashed by repeated hits from the remains of the Bonadventure. A massive repair effort would probably get her back in service in a few months, but she was of no use as a fighting ship for now.


        Of course, that left a second carrier and an assortment of cruisers, destroyers, escorts, and fighters, but Tolwyn knew he had a few minutes to regroup before the Kilrathi battle lust took over and they organized their pursuit. And meantime the damage to the carrier would certainly keep a few of the Cat ships occupied.


        The Liberators had done all they could. Whether or not it would prove to be enough remained to be seen.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Independence


        Deep Space, Hellhole System


        0835 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "The battle group has reformed around us, Captain. And the Flight Wing has broken off the action. They're being pursued."


        Galbraith looked across at Roth, biting his lip. They had watched the pirate carrier's last act, and knew the Kilrathi had taken serious damage to one of their carriers. But their task force still outnumbered the Independence battle group in fighting ships, and their two carrier wings, though they'd suffered heavily in the fight with the Liberators, outnumbered his remaining fighters by a wide enough margin to make them a serious threat.


        And Tolwyn didn't have enough fighters yet to hold them for long. This time, if they decided to attack the battle group, there was nothing left to slow them down.


        "Order the battle group to retire to the jump point," Galbraith said.


        "But, Captain . . ." Roth looked stunned.


        "Do it!" he snapped.


        At that moment, the ship's Tactical Officer spoke up. "Disturbance in Jump Point Two," he said. "Ship coming through from Landreich . . . now."


        Out in space, a vessel took form as it dropped out of the hyperrealm. Galbraith was almost afraid to check the tactical readouts. The ship's IFF beacon, hypercasting an exclusive ID signature, registered on the monitor almost immediately.


        "That's Arbroath!" Commander Roth exclaimed, reading the information from her own board.


        Arbroath - previously the TCS Saipan, a sister ship of Independence only recent acquired by one of Kruger's purchasing agents. Galbraith remembered his father's acid comments about Max Kruger's latest toy. She has been refitting in Landreich orbit when Independence had left, nearly ready for her space trials but far from prepared to go into combat. What was she doing here?


        "Incoming message, sir," the Communications Officer announced.


        The comm screen lit up to reveal the craggy features of Max Kruger. "Independence, what the hell's going on out here? I came to see what you found at the pirate base, and I'm reading Cat ships on my long-range sensors. What's the situation?"


        "Mr. President," Galbraith said, leaning forward. "Mr. President, you have to withdraw immediately. Our Flight Wing's been cut up by Kilrathi fighters, and their task force outnumbers us heavily. I was preparing to withdraw to cover the capitol when you jumped in."


        Kruger looked angry. "Withdraw? What do you mean withdraw? My sensors tell me one of those two carriers is damaged. And their own fighters must have taken some losses by this time."


        "Yes, sir, but not enough--"


        "Listen, son, if they've taken any kind of losses at all they're not likely to want to hang around now that we have two undamaged carriers and the prospect of fresh planes coming into the battle. Where's Camparelli? He'll understand what we need . . ."


        "He's dead, sir," Galbraith said. "He—"


        "Then by the power vested in me as Commander-in-Chief blab-blah-blah, I hereby take command of this task force. Have your battle group reverse course and head for those Cats, Captain!"


        "But, sir . . . I know you don't have a full flight wing on board. You can't! Not unless you put it aboard in the last couple of days . . ."


        "Nape. Not a one." Kruger gave him a wolfish smile.


        "But, of course, the Cats don't know that. Now give those orders, Captain, or I'll have you relieved of command!" The screen went dead, leaving Galbraith to stare at the blank monitor.


        A feeling of relief swept over him despite the desperate situation they were sailing into. At least Kruger would bear the responsibility for whatever happened, win or lose.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Command Bridge, KIS Hravik


        Jump Point Six, Hellhole System


        0838 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Terran reinforcements!" Captain Ghadhark nar Voiles snarled. "Another carrier . . . same class as the first."


        "Yes, my Lord," his Executive Officer said.


        "Any sign of supporting ships for the new arrival?"


        "No, my Lord. But the jump point is at the limit of our current sensor range. More vessels may be coming through, and we simply are not picking up the disturbance they would generate."


        Ghadhark glanced at a monitor that showed the battered Klarran, with one of the destroyers drifting alongside and a swarm of small craft closing in to try to evacuate wounded and put over damage control parties. The admiral had gone off hypercast soon after the ape ship had been destroyed and the rain of fragments had started slamming into Klarran, and it was certain that the flag captain was dead. That left Ghadhark senior officer. The next moves were his to make.


        Ahead, the Terran fighters were withdrawing in disorder, pursued by Kilrathi squadrons who still outnumbered them by several eights. But the human battle group was changing vector, and the computer projections now put their course as heading straight toward the task force. The second carrier seemed alone, but it could be just the first of a whole wave of reinforcements . . .


        The apes had already crippled one Kilrathi ship today, and that would drive Ragark into a rage. More losses would only compound the disaster . . . and could not be laid at the admiral's door, as the damage to Klarran could.


        And by now the apes could have received the information the scoutship had carried and spread it too far for the task force to be sure of stopping it from getting back to their capitol, Landreich. That part of the mission was a total write-off. Not that it would do the apes any good to know that Ragark had a dreadnought in orbit over Baka Kar. There was little enough they could do with that information.


        At this point, the best option was to withdraw. Even with the dreadnought, Ragark would still need all the carriers he could muster for the coming campaign. The dreadnought could overpower whole fleets of smaller ape ships, but only carriers could project Imperial force against several different targets at the same time. Ragark might rage at the decision to pull back, but additional losses would be by far the worse. Not just for the Empire, but for Ghadhark's throat.


        "Order the fighters to return," he said at last, knowing he had made the right decision. "And instruct the other ships to prepare for the return jump to Vordran."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Operations Planning Center, FRLS Independence


        Near Jump Point Two, Hellhole System


        1243 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "I'm afraid we've lost close to half our fighters," Kevin Tolwyn said grimly. "And a lot of the planes that came back are in a bad way. We couldn't intercept a determined squadron of sparrows and be sure of winning the fight."


        He sat beside Captain Galbraith at the big triangular table, looking across at Max Kruger and the captain of the Arbroath. A handful of other senior officers were present as well to bring Kruger up to date on the day's fighting.


        "You did a good job, Commander," Kruger said. "It must've been a tough call to make, joining forces with the pirate who was probably the guy who tried to take out your uncle. But you did the right thing. It was the pirate carrier that turned the tide, but they wouldn't have gotten through without your fighters for escort. Congratulations are in order, Captain Tolwyn, for a job well done."


        It took Tolwyn a long moment before he realized he'd just been promoted. Kruger's off-hand manner made it seem like something of no great importance. Commander Hiro Watanabe, Independence's Chief Engineer, stirred in his seat nearby. "If you hadn't arrived when you did, Mr. President, I'm afraid things wouldn't have turned out this well."


        Kruger glanced at Galbraith with a look Tolwyn couldn't quite place. Anger? Or contempt? "I wish I could say it was all part of my grand plan," he said, flashing a smile in Watanabe's direction. "But the fact is I wanted a first-hand look at this pirate base, so I ordered Arbroath out of spacedock for early spacing trials. She has a skeleton crew and less than two full squadrons of planes on board—most of those noncombatant types. Not much of a reinforcement. But of course the information that brought us here in the first place didn't say anything about us needing reinforcements, did they?"


        Galbraith flushed. "The data on the pirate base was completely accurate, sir," he said stiffly. "I don't know my father's source, but it was right on the money. How could we have predicted a Cat attack? For a while there it was starting to look like our problems really were with pirates, and not Ragark's crew."


        'Well, today puts that notion right out the airlock, doesn't it, Captain?" Kruger shrugged. "These pirates have been a complicating factor, I'll admit, but we've had plenty of proof of Cat activity for a long time. This gives us more. Maybe after today that fat-assed bastard Williams will listen to us. You have gun camera footage, Captain Tolwyn?"


        He nodded. "Plenty of it, Mr. President. But I really doubt there's much point in taking it to Williams. You know he'll just accuse us of faking it, like he did last time."


        "Suppose you leave the politics to me, son," Kruger said. "Since that's about all I'm allowed to do any more." He paused. "What about Banfeld?"


        Commander Roth answered him. "The scoutship wasn't worth keeping even for spare parts, but about half her crew survived. Including Mr. Banfeld. He's in Sick Bay now undergoing treatment for decompression sickness. The Doc thinks he'll be able to start singing in a day or two."


        "Zachary Banfeld," Kruger mused. "You know, I helped set him up with his Guild, way back in the beginning. Sounded like a damned good idea, letting se merchants provide their own protection. I didn't yen mind it much when he branched out into mercenary and privateering work. It was all directed against the Cats anyway. But now . . . damn it all, he could have been part of the team even yet. Instead, he turned on us. I'm getting heartily sick of having the people I've trusted turn on me." He looked at Galbraith. "Next time you see your father, Captain, you tell him from me that his political party's done more to undermine our chances of stopping Ragark and his crew than the pirates or even the Cats themselves!"


        "Sir?" Galbraith made a show of looking innocent.


        Tolwyn didn't believe it.


        "Yesterday he revealed the details of the entire Goliath project to a closed session of the Council," Kruger said. "His same unimpeachable sources at work, no doubt. At least he didn't bring it up in front of the holo-cameras.


        If it went public, the Cats would know about it and any hope we had left of surprising them would be over. But he's done well enough without letting the public get hold of it, damn him."


        "What is it, Mr. President?" Tolwyn asked. "What's going on?"


        "I'm accused of wasting Landreich resources and funds on a hopeless project, and it looks as if he's finally going to get that vote of no confidence he's been wanting for all this time. Before the month is out, odds are I'll be out of office." Kruger gave Tolwyn a wan smile. "You got any place for an aging navy man in your flight wing, son? I might be needing a job pretty soon."


        The words were bantering, but behind the old man's eyes Tolwyn could see the pain of a man who was watching his whole life's work crumbling around him.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Audience Hall, Brajakh Kar


        Baka Kar, Baka Kar System


        1228 hours (CST), 2671.024


        

      


      


      
        The body of Ghadhark nar Volles lay sprawled on the rug in front of the raised dais that held the Governor's throne. Ukar dai Ragark looked down from his seat with a sneer.


        "The rewards for interpreting orders without winning a victory," he announced, nodding to the bodyguard who had plunged his knife into the captain's back on Ragark's signal. "Have the prey removed. We will clean the carpeting later."


        "Yes, my Lord," the guard responded, signing for two of his men to help him with the corpse. They gathered up the body and backed away hastily, as if thankful to be out of Ragark's reach for the moment.


        He bared his fangs. It was a good idea to be afraid of Ukar dai Ragark today. The news of the damage to the Klarran and the failure of the pursuit mission had left him ready to lash out at anyone, everyone, who had the misfortune to attract his ire. The crowd of nobles, officers and ministers packed into the Audience Hall, stirred restlessly under his glare.


        Ragark wished he could vent some of his rage on the unfortunate Ghraffid nar Dhores, but the Economics Minister had expired while being questioned regarding his smuggling contacts with the humans. The interrogator assigned to the case was also dead, for allowing his subject too easy a death.


        He beckoned to Dawx Jhorrad. "Well, Captain, it seems we have lost the advantage of surprise," he said, forcing himself to quell the rage and speak coolly. "The Terrans must surely know about Vorghath by now." "Does that matter, my Lord?" the commoner asked his face hard to read behind the metal-and-plastic prosthetic mask that obscured half his face. "What, exactly, can the apes do about a dreadnought? Even before he reached your docks, he could have fought their entire Landreich fleet to a standstill. Give us another three eight-days to complete resupply and refitting, and Vorghath will defeat anything they send against him. Nothing will stop you from orbiting Landreich and forcing their capitulation."


        "True enough, I suppose," Ragark admitted. "Still . . . the apes are dangerous. Inventive. I think we must do something to distract their attention from Vorghath for the time being. Bring pressure to bear on them so they don't entertain any thoughts of attacking the dreadnought while he remains in dry-dock."


        "They couldn't get past the jump point garrison!" That was Akhjer nar Val. If that skeptic was now so confident, perhaps Ragark's cause really was prospering despite the setbacks they had suffered. "How could Terran ships even get into position to threaten the orbital dock, or Vorghath?"


        Ragark looked at him. "How did the Terrans destroy Kilrah, with the whole fleet preparing there? How did they get within two light minutes of the orbital dock? Cloaked ships could penetrate our defenses."


        "They have no cloaked ships larger than scouts," someone protested. "Certainly no capital ships that could evade detection."


        "None that we know of," Ragark corrected. "And the Temblor Bomb was delivered by a mere fighter. No, we must not take chances. We know the strength of Kruger's fleet. We must send a strong enough raiding force against a key world, one that will guarantee that they will have to commit their full force to defending against us. In the meantime, we maintain a strong garrison here . . . just to be sure. If we stalk the prey correctly, they will never have a chance to strike at Vorghath before he is ready to sail again. And once we reach that point, the two strike fleets can converge on Landreich and end this farce once and for all." It sounds like an excellent plan, my Lord," Jhorrad said. His good eye was shining with anticipation. "When will the strike force depart?"


        "We will take time to put the operation together," Ragark replied. "And to guard the system here in case Kruger attempts an immediate sortie, though I think that is unlikely. Say two eight-days to assemble our forces. After that . . . we strike!"


        "I wish I was coming with you, my Lord," Jhorrad told him.


        "Your part will come soon enough," Ragark assured him. "And your name will be remembered long after high-born fools like Thrakhath and that scum Ghadhark have been forgotten."

      


    

  


  


  


  


  



  CHAPTER 17


  
    

  


  


  


  


  



  
    "The true leader offers his Warriors in sacrifice only when there is no alternative; the true Warrior offers himself in sacrifice in the knowledge that only thus will the battle be won"

  


  
    


    
      from the Seventh Codex


      12:16:07

    


    
      


      
        


        Shuttle Mjollnir Echo


        Orbiting Nargrast, Vaku System


        1622 hours (CST), 2671.033


        

      


      


      
        The Kilrathi-made shuttle hung in space, dwarfed alongside the bulk of the carrier now called Mjollnir. From the cockpit, Lieutenant Aengus Harper and his Wing Commander, Captain Bondarevsky, studied the repairs to the outside of the port side flight deck, recording everything on video and computer-imaged still pictures. It was painstaking work, but an essential part of the refit, making sure there were no obvious weak spots in the refurbished hull. So Bondarevsky had assured Harper several times now, though Harper suspected his commanding officer was growing as weary of this "essential duty" as he was. Still, as the wing commander had pointed out earlier, it was better to invest the time and effort now that to discover they'd overlooked something crucial when an unlucky hit opened up the hull in the middle of a battle.


        Harper quite frankly couldn't see any spot that didn't look weak. The hurry-up repair job on the port side flight deck had definitely stressed speed over all else, and the haste showed in rough patches and crude welding jobs. He hoped the computer's structural analysis would belie the look of the work, and yield results within acceptable limits.


        "Section one-twenty-five," Bondarevsky said, sounding tired. He pressed a button on the co-pilot's console. "Recorded. That's the last of them, Lieutenant."


        "Thank God and all the Saints for that, sir," Harper said with a grin. "Shall I be taking her back to the barn, then?"


        "Take the scenic route," Bondarevsky said. "I want to get a better look at the old girl . . . a wider view, something with fewer rivets and weld marks."


        "Aye, sir, that would be a big improvement." His hands danced over the shuttle controls. "Do you think the work will pass the inspection?"


        Bondarevsky let out a sigh. "God, I hope so." He paused. "Yeah, I'm pretty sure it will. At least it'll do for routine ops for a while, until we have time to do a better job on her. Richards told me this morning that it's likely we'll still be overhauling her six months from now . . . unless Ragark tries something sooner."


        "Six more months of this, sir?" Harper made a face. "I think I'd rather have Ragark charging across the border with guns blazing."


        "Be careful what you wish for," Bondarevsky told him. Tact is, we need all the refit time we can get. I never thought we'd get this far, Aengus, but we still have a long way to go before this old lady can stand toe-to-toe with hostiles in a real fight."


        As the shuttle lifted slowly away from the carrier's baffle-scarred hull, Harper remained silent, mulling over the wing commander's words. After a truly Herculean effort by the entire crew, Mjollnir was more or less operational. She had powered up her maneuvering drives a few days earlier and lifted clear of her long elliptical orbit around the brown dwarf, exchanging it for a high planetary orbit over Nargrast. The rest of the battle group occupied various similar orbits, spread out now to cover possible approach vectors and give the carrier warning in case of further unfriendly visits to the system. Both flight decks and all of the remaining planes were available now, and Bondarevsky had been holding daily training exercises in simulators and out in space to familiarize the pilots assigned to the Kilrathi squadrons with their planes, and to get the entire Black Cats wing used to working together.


        That had meant more than just exercising the fighter squadrons, too. The support craft—electronic warfare birds, resupply boats, command and control planes had all been put through their paces. In some respects the Kilrathi had a superior system to the Confederation and Landreich navies, using such auxiliary craft very effectively in conjunction with fighters and bombers. Bondarevsky had decided early on to adapt the same techniques to the ex-Kilrathi carrier's operations, to bridge a gap in technologies that reflected the difference in doctrine. The supercarrier itself had fewer onboard systems adapted to the roles filled by those special planes, and Bondarevsky had quickly decided it was easier to get used to operating like Kilrathi pilots rather than attempting to upgrade the onboard support systems to carry out these same tasks. So fighters and bombers were often re-armed and refueled on the fly instead of coming back aboard for servicing, and lightly armed recon planes performed the scouting duties of a human light fighter squadron. The Primary Flight Control center aboard the carrier extended its reach by handing off coordination duties to the Command/ Control birds.


        It all took a lot of getting used to, and Harper had heard plenty of grumbling and cursing from the rest of the wing. But slowly they were getting accustomed to Bondarevsky's demands, and starting to show pride in their roles.


        Harper wondered about the Admiral's estimate of needing another six months to finish the refit. Graham was still working on the jump generators, the last major ship's system that hadn't been tested under field conditions. But there were fewer problems there than the engineering crew had first feared, and the work was going quickly. After the jump drive was pronounced ready, Mjollnir would probably be as ready as she ever would be. There would be plenty of minor things to take care of, to make the ship more efficient and more comfortable, but already she had engines, sensors, guns, and a working flight deck. That, to Harper's way of thinking, qualified her as a fighting ship.


        They had pulled far enough away by now to be able to view the entire carrier. From this distance the individual damage didn't show much, except for the scar on her superstructure where the original Maneuvering Bridge had been patched without being restored. The unearthly lines of the Kilrathi-built supercarrier never failed to make Harper just the least bit uneasy. There was something about a Kilrathi ship that summoned up an instinctive desire to fight or flee. Even the giant supercarrier was all knife-blades and sharp angles, a deadly sword to be wielded in battle.


        "Very nice, Mr. Harper," Bondarevsky commented. "From out here you can almost picture her as a warship, and not a collection of repairs waiting to fall apart."


        Harper frowned. Of late Bondarevsky had been sounding more pessimistic about the whole refit project. He worked hard, driving himself even more unrelentingly than he drove his subordinates, but he had been badly shaken by the encounter with the pirates. Sometimes it seemed as if he blamed himself for the loss of Sindri, and was frustrated by the continual problems that cropped up to remind them all of how big a job the refit process really was.


        "Beggin' your pardon, sir," Harper said quietly. "I know 'tis not my place to say so, but I think you should lay off the cracks about the ship."


        Bondarevsky looked at him with a puzzled frown. "What's that supposed to mean, Lieutenant?" he asked.


        "A lot of the crew has started to take some real pride in Mjollnir, sir. She may look like hell and be held together by spit and good intentions, but she's ours. Like the Landreich itself. We're no Terran Confederation out here on the frontier. We can't afford the best ships or the best crews, so we make do with what we have. And we're proud when we can achieve something good by the sweat of our brows and the skill of our hands. 'Tis bad for morale to hear Mjollnir being put down as second rate, sir."


        Bondarevsky shook his head, then smiled suddenly. "Sometimes, Mr. Harper, you really do make me think," he said. "Okay, you win. From here on out she's the best ship in the fleet, bar none." He paused. "But I hope you won't mind if I try not to sneeze too hard. I'm still afraid of what might happen."

      


      
        Harper grinned. "Aye, the Cats could take us out of action for good with one strong dose of the flu."


        "Take us home, Lieutenant," Bondarevsky ordered. "Before you have me convinced that old lady is actually as good as you seem to think she is."


        The return to the port side flight deck took longer than they had planned, thanks to an unexpected new arrival. A courier shuttle, light, fast, and fitted with jump drives, had arrived while they were conducting their survey, and was on final approach when Harper contacted Boss Marchand for landing clearance. They held clear of the flight deck until Marchand came on the line to let them know it was safe.


        The shuttle settled onto the deck just aft of the courier. As Harper and Bondarevsky exited, the hatch on the top of the courier opened up and a suited figure clambered down the ladder on the port side. When he undogged his helmet and lifted it clear of his head, Harper saw the new arrival was Kevin Tolwyn.


        Bondarevsky advanced, hand extended. "Kevin! What are you doing here? And why the flying coffin?" Courier shuttles were notoriously cramped and uncomfortable, with just enough room for a pilot—and a passenger if they were very friendly—with a cockpit and a tiny cabin mounted in front of nothing but fuel tanks and engines. Taking the proffered hand, Tolwyn shrugged. "Old Max sent me. I'm his new fair-haired boy these days, and he wanted me to bring you guys the latest news." Bondarevsky stepped back. "Captain's bars, is it? You're not bucking for my job again, are you?"


        "Not me," Tolwyn told him. "We had a little dust-up with some Cats a few days back, and Max thought I had earned a promotion. He even gave me a case of beer after we got back to Landreich!" The younger man paused. "Look, Jason, I've got dispatches and orders for Admiral Richards. We've got troubles, and I'm afraid Karga is in for a rough time."


        "She's Mjollnir, now," Bondarevsky said absently. "What kind of troubles, and how rough a time?"


        Tolwyn dropped his voice, but Harper could still hear. "The Cats have a dreadnought," he said. "Under repair at Baka Kar. And our Intel says they're getting ready to sortie against Ilios with a carrier task force."


        "A dreadnought?" Bondarevsky's face went pale. "If that thing comes calling, we might as well just start the evacuation now . . ."


        "There's more," Tolwyn said. "A lot more. But the big thing is your orders. Kruger wants you guys to take the carrier in and try to kill the dreadnought. And soon." Bondarevsky's bionic hand clenched into a fist, then went into the worst set of spasms Harper had seen in weeks. "God damn it!" he said sharply. After a long moment he regained control of the appendage, but his scowl was black. He lowered his voice. "Is he crazy? This heap of junk is supposed to take on a dreadnought?"


        Tolwyn nodded. "I'm afraid so. I have the orders here. Too sensitive to hypercast." He looked Bondarevsky in the eye. "I have to report to Admiral Richards. But I think you'd better come too . . . and my uncle. You'll all need to hear this."


        Bondarevsky looked back over his shoulder at Harper. "Finish the post-flight, Lieutenant," he said. It was almost a growl. "I'll be with the Admiral."


        He and Tolwyn walked off before Harper had a chance to respond. The lieutenant watched them, trying not to betray his whirling emotions. A little while ago he'd been hoping for action. Now, it seemed, they would get it. But from the sound of it, Mjollnir's first real combat op was likely to be her last as well.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flag Officer's Ready Room, FRLS Mjollnir


        Orbiting Nargrast, Vaku System


        1715 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The holo-image showed a man in a sick bay bed, breathing with considerable difficulty and speaking in a ragged, throaty voice. Zachary Banfeld didn't look much like a ruthless pilot, Bondarevsky thought. More like the frightened survivor of a disaster.


        Apparently that's just what he was.


        "Will you repeat that last statement, please?" The voice off-camera belonged to Max Kruger. "How big was this ship?"


        "Best estimate was twenty-two kilometers long," Banfeld said. "Mass was right off the scale. It was huge, Kruger! Huge! And it must have had thirty heavy energy batteries. Turrets everywhere!"


        "A dreadnought." It was strange to have Kevin Tolwyn's voice interjecting the comment on the recording, while he sat beside Bondarevsky and stared down at the table in silence.


        "That's enough," Admiral Richards said, shutting off the recording and bringing the lights back up. He looked around the ready room. Aside from Bondarevsky and Kevin, Admiral Tolwyn was the only other one present. Richards had even dismissed Lieutenant Cartwright, his flag lieutenant. "It must be the Vorghath. We kept hearing rumors of a dreadnought that had escaped from the destruction of Kilrah, but nobody could track down anything solid. Her captain refused to acknowledge Melek as Thrakhath's successor, apparently, and he set off in search of someone he could sign on with."


        "Ragark," Admiral Tolwyn said.


        "Ragark," Richards echoed. "With that thing in his arsenal, there'll be no stopping him. Not in the Landreich, and not in the Confederation. I suppose if we assembled most of ConFleet in one place we could fight Vorghath to a standstill, but the rest of Ragark's fleet will be able to do pretty much as he damn well pleases in the meantime."


        "The President thinks the same," Kevin said. "He says the only way to stop it is to hit it while it's still at spacedock."


        "We don't even know how long that will be," his uncle said gloomily.


        "Banfeld said that it looked pretty badly beat up. His estimate was for several weeks of repairs." The younger Tolwyn looked away. "But there wasn't any reliable data left in the scoutship's computers to back up what he said. Hell, the whole story could be a fake. But I doubt it. He sounded sincere to me. And frightened. After all, if that monster sorties, it's the end of the Guild as well as the Landreich."


        "Even if the estimate he made was accurate, it could still have enough firepower to swat the whole Landreich fleet," Richards said. "There's no way of telling what we're up against, and damned little chance of getting any additional intelligence."


        "President Kruger went so far as to approach Clark Williams again," Kevin said. "He went armed with our footage of the battle, and Banfeld's recorded statement.


        He figured the ConFleet was about the only hope left to take the dreadnought out while it was still relatively defenseless."


        "And no doubt he got thrown out on his ear," the elder Tolwyn growled. "It was stupid to waste the time." "That's about the size of it," his nephew agreed.


        "Williams accused us of faking the data and the statement both. Said Banfeld was a pirate and a renegade who just wanted to embroil the frontier in a major war, and that was that. ConFleet won't help."


        "So instead he expects us to take a hand?" Richards sounded as incredulous as Bondarevsky had been . . . and almost as angry. "We've done wonders, but we're not combat-ready. Even with the whole damned Landreich fleet backing us up, Ragark would have us for breakfast before we got anywhere near Baka Kar."


        Kevin Tolwyn flushed. "That's the problem, Admiral. The Landreich fleet can't attack Baka Kar. We've intercepted coded hypercast signals from Ragark's fleet calling in additional units for a strike on ilios. We can't ignore it. If the fleet isn't there to meet them, they could smash the colony and then go straight to Landreich. That would beat us just as surely as having the dreadnought sortie."


        Richards frowned. "If that signal was intercepted, it was because Ragark wanted us to hear it," he said. "He's too good to entrust that much detail to a code unless he knows for sure we can't break it. In fact, odds are he'd've sent it by courier if he didn't want us to pick it up."


        "That tells us he wants Kruger on the horns of this exact dilemma," Admiral Tolwyn said thoughtfully. "Which implies that he's worried about an attack before the dreadnought's ready. Don't you think so, Vance?"


        Richards frowned. "I suppose so. He'll know Kruger's reputation. Old Max is just crazy enough to launch an all-out attack to try to cripple the dreadnought. Therefore, threaten a target Max can't ignore. He doesn't have the forces to do both . . ."


        "And Vorghath escapes attack until her refit is finished," the elder Tolwyn finished. "It's elegant, you have to give the Cat bastard that much."


        "Karga . . . Mjollnir is the President's ace in the hole," Kevin said. "He figures the fleet can give a good account of itself at Ilios. Without you, or your battle group." "We'd never get past the jump point," Richards said. "You can bet he'll have more than just Vorghath guarding his capitol. So we'd have to slog our way through all their defenses . . . and by the time we did reach the orbital dock, if we reached it, we'd be badly damaged and they'd be fully on the alert. Same thing with a fighter sortie, for that matter, eh, Jason?"


        "Yeah . . ." Bondarevsky trailed off as an idea struck him. "Admiral, there's one way we might get in close enough to take them by surprise."


        "Not your Strakhas," Richards said, holding up a hand. "I know Blair managed to get in close enough to launch the T-Bomb in a cloaked Excalibur fighter, but he lost pretty near his whole damned squadron getting there. And we don't have a bomb big enough to do more that scratch the hull of a dreadnought."


        "No, sir," Bondarevsky agreed with a nod of his head. "No, we can't hit them with one squadron of fighters. But we could get Mjollnir close enough to do the trick . . ."


        Admiral Tolwyn slapped the table with one hand. "By God, Jason, you're right! We're the one ship in human space that could pull it off!"


        Richards looked from one to the other. "You want to impersonate a Kilrathi ship . . . ?"


        "Exactly," the other admiral replied. "Look, we're in a Cat carrier with heavy damage. They're used to Cats


        coming in and joining up . . . Vorghath's not the only new recruit to sign on with Ragark's fleet, after all. So we sail past their pickets and ask ever so nicely for a berth at the spacedock to get some much-needed repairs."


        "Lord knows that's believable enough," Bondarevsky


        commented wryly. He was thinking of his conversation with Harper back in the shuttle. Their very weakness could sell their story to the Kilrathi.


        "We could even use the rest of the battle group for verisimilitude," Tolwyn went on, an excited light dawning in his eyes. "They play the part of human ships in hot pursuit. So there's a fight near the jump point, all right, that draws other Cat patrols away from Baka Kar. That lets us get in nice and close without being engaged. Then . . . we strike. We may not have as many weapons as they do, but I dare say Mr. Deniken could cause some damage with his guns. And we sortie the whole flight wing, for cover, and to add to the attack."


        "Our Kilrathi fighters will work to our advantage there, too," Bondarevsky added. "Especially the Strakhas. The Black Cats will tie their defenses in knots."


        Richards raised a hand. "The enthusiasm is commendable, gentlemen," he said. "But there's plenty you haven't covered. Such as how we pass ourselves off as Cats . . ."


        "Computer simulacrums," Tolwyn interjected. "With a claim of comm damage, they'll be convincing enough."


        "And there's the matter of codes and ciphers," Richards went on as if his fellow admiral hadn't spoken. "They're no doubt buried in the material we extracted from the computer during the refit, but we'd have to do a lot of digging . . . and they still might not be enough." He paused. "And the big one, people. Good as your plan sounds, it's almost certainly a one-way mission. Mjollnir might get off a few good hits, might even damage the dreadnought and the spacedock thoroughly enough to remove the threat, but with the whole system stirred up against us I seriously doubt our ability to get out of there again."

      


      
        Admiral Tolwyn fixed him with a fiery eye. "Vance . . . this is the big one. What we put this ship back into operation for in the first place. Look—thanks to the conspirators back home Ragark's had a free hand to move against the Landreich. No doubt they figured he'd win a handy victory, but then when ConFleet mobilized at last they could contain him. Go in with T-Bombs or whatever it took and neutralize his little empire. But they screwed up, Vance. None of them could have been expecting a dreadnought. Ragark will roll right over the Landreich and just keep on going, as far as he wants. Remember the Battle of Earth? All those cities going up in flames? If the Vorghath orbits and turns her guns on Earth, there won't be anything left. Ragark will do what Thrakhath always wanted . . . blast Mankind back into the Stone Age on every planet we've settled, and keep a few survivors around for sport or slaves." He leaned forward in his chair. "Jason's scheme is the one chance we have of getting in there and neutralizing that monster before it gets loose and brings down everything_ If it means we don't come back . . . well, all of us have been there before."


        Richards looked at Bondarevsky. "I imagine you agree with him, Jason," he said quietly.


        "Yes, sir," Bondarevsky replied. "I don't see how we can ignore the threat. And I don't see any other way to deal with it."


        Kevin Tolwyn spoke up again. "Whatever you do, you'll have to do it fast," he said. "That's the rest of the bad news. Somehow the Council's gotten hold of details of the refit here. Some of the political types are demanding the whole Goliath Project be called off right away. They'll strip away the battle group, order the carrier scrapped, and relieve or reassign the whole crew. And probably stage a vote of no confidence that'll kick Kruger right out of office."


        "With a dreadnought staring down their throats?" Richards demanded.


        "The President hasn't shared that particular bit of intelligence, sir," Captain Tolwyn replied. "He says it would only cause needless panic, under the circumstances."


        "That's Old Max, all right," Richards said grimly. "Willing to scuttle everything he's done just to stand on a principle. How long?"


        "The vote will be in a few days. It depends on whether the President can manage to stall them with parliamentary tactics."


        "I doubt that Max Kruger would know a parliamentary tactic if it pulled a laser pistol on him," Richards said. "So we have to get moving before somebody notices what we're up to, is that it?"


        "Yes, sir," the younger Tolwyn said.


        "I hope all of you know just how little I like this," the battle group commander told them. "Okay. We're out of options and out of maneuvering room_ I'll draft the orders to get underway as soon as we can take care of all the noncombatant ships and personnel."


        "We could escort them as far as Oecumene," Admiral Tolwyn suggested. "There's a small fleet detachment there that could look after the Carnegie and the City of Cashel. That way we wouldn't have to detach any of our combat ships for escort duty."


        "Good thought, Geoff," Richards said. "God . . . there's a thousand things to do, and no time to do them." He looked at the younger Tolwyn. "I imagine you'll want to get back to Landreich before Independence spaces."


        "Yes, sir." Kevin paused. "I'd rather go with you, but I have my own Flight Wing to consider. They're drafting every spare plane that can fly to rebuild from the losses we suffered at Hellhole. And we're competing with Arbroath, too, for birds and pilots. I have to be there."


        "You always did know where your duty was, Kevin," Bondarevsky said, rising as the younger man did and taking his hand. "We've had to say good-bye a good many times not knowing if one or both of us was going to buy the farm out there. This time . . . well, who knows. Take care of yourself."


        "You, too, Jason," he replied. He turned and gave Richards a salute. "Sir, I don't think luck's of much use where you're headed, but good luck to you anyway."


        Richards shook his hand. "And to you. Watch that ass Galbraith."


        Kevin's uncle stepped up to him last of all. "I brought you out here because I was afraid for your safety back on Earth," he said. "Now both of us are back in the front lines again. I'm sorry, Kevin."


        "Don't be, sir," the younger man said. "This is the job I chose. And you know I'm pretty damned hard to get rid of. Just make sure you're as hard to kill off, when you hit Baka Kar."


        The admiral looked old as he faced his nephew. "You've done the family proud, Kevin. Always remember that." Then, after the briefest of embraces, he stepped back. "Now get back on that courier and go tell Max Kruger we'll make his suicide run for him. But if I get back from Baka Kar alive I expect to see every can of beer on Landreich waiting for me!"


        Kevin saluted again and left. As the door slid shut behind him, Richards spoke again. "All right, gentlemen, it looks as if we have some planning to do. Let's break it down into a few main headings. There's the jump drive . . ."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flight Deck, FRLS Mjollnir


        Near Jump Point One, Oecumene System


        1315 hours (CST), 2371.036


        

      


      


      
        "What do you mean, I don't have a spot? For God's sake, woman, I'm a civilian! And I'm not riding this tub into a war zone!"


        Bondarevsky strode purposefully across the open flight deck toward the source of the shouts and abusive language. As he'd expected, he discovered Armando Diaz at the center of it all, engaged in a heated argument with Sparks. The woman looked uncomfortable, standing by the ramp up to the shuttle with a computer clipboard in her hand and a harried expression on her face. Sparks was used to dealing with small craft repairs and resupply, where her charges didn't talk back or make demands. But Bondarevsky had press-ganged her into this detail because every department on the ship was so shorthanded.


        'What's the problem here, Lieutenant?" he said loudly as he strode up behind Diaz.


        The salvage expert turned. "The problem, Bondarevsky, is that I haven't been given a seat of any of the outgoing shuttles. This is the final evacuation flight to the City of Cashel, is it not?"


        He nodded. "It is, Major," he said, slightly emphasizing the courtesy rank to remind Diaz of his status. "I'm afraid there must have been a mistake made somewhere—"


        "There certainly has been!" Diaz interjected.


        "A breakdown in communications," Bondarevsky went on. "Apparently you weren't informed that the Admiral had requested you to stay on with the other computer experts from your team."


        "What? I'll do no such thing! I'm—"


        "You're a major in the Landreich Armed Forces, sir, and thus under military discipline. And your services as a computer expert are very much in need right now. We have a great deal of information to extract from the Kilrathi computer records, and only a limited number of people to take care of the problem."


        "Now see here, Bondarevsky—"


        "That's Captain Bondarevsky, Major," he said quietly. "Look, I'm not happy about the situation either. But you answer to Admiral Richards. You have a complaint, you take it to him. In the meantime, get off my flight deck and stop holding up people who have a legitimate reason for leaving the ship. Or shall I ask Colonel Bhaktadil to have some of his marines escort you to your quarters? Or to see the admiral?"


        Diaz opened his mouth, then caught the look in Bondarevsky's eyes and closed it again. He turned and stalked away without another word.


        "Thanks, skipper," Sparks said. "I'm afraid I didn't handle him very well."


        "Don't worry about it," he told her. "Lieutenant Cartwright was supposed to handle it, but he got sidetracked by half-a-dozen other jobs. Not that Richards is likely to forgive him any time soon."


        "I've seen a lot of confusion in my day, skipper, but I think this takes the prize."


        "Yeah. How's it going otherwise?"


        "This is the last batch," she told him. "The only other problem . . . well, I'm not even sure it is a problem, sir. But most of the Cats didn't show up for their shuttle. What should I do about it?"


        He smiled faintly. "This time I'm the one to blame for not keeping you informed, Sparks," he admitted. "I just got out of a meeting with Murragh and the Admiral. Most of the Cats want to stay with us."


        "That's crazy," she said flatly.


        "That's what I said. But Murragh convinced the Admiral it's the best hope we have of getting past Ragark's pickets. And I'm afraid he might be right."


        He didn't tell her about the fierce argument that had raged in the Admiral's ready room for the better part of two hours. Murragh had been given instructions to transfer with all of his people across to the City of Cashel along with the rest of the noncombatants on board—excepting the handful who, like Diaz, were needed to help them prepare for the raid on Baka Kar. But the Kilrathi prince had managed to learn the reason for the transfer order, and he had appealed directly to Richards for permission to stay on board.


        "My cadre still know the systems better than most of your men, Admiral," he had said. "And it might be a very good idea to have a few genuine kili on board in case your simulacrums are not effective." His shrug had been thoroughly human, as eloquent as a Frenchman's might have been. "You cannot tell, can you? What you might encounter? I would say it was a bad time to throw away your assets."


        "It isn't your fight, Murragh," Richards had told him coldly. "And anyway, we're talking about a suicide mission. This is no place to risk the rightful prince of the Empire. Not when it is likely we'll be destroyed out there."


        "Unless you think you can persuade your people not to fight?" That had been Tolwyn, who had been summoned to the meeting in haste once Richards and Bondarevsky had learned what the Kilrathi prince wanted.


        "That, I fear, is unlikely," Murragh said. "I am the legitimate heir to the throne, closest survivor to the old Emperor's bloodline. But that is all I am. Hraijhak . . the closest equivalent I have seen in any of your books was in something Graham lent me, a book on Celtic history. I am . . tanist, the most likely heir. But until I have been seated upon the Imperial Throne and received the fealty of the major clan leaders, I have no authority. And if it really is Dawx Jhorrad who commands Vorghath, you can be sure that he, at least, will not renounce whatever oath he has sworn to Ragark simply because I may have the better claim. Especially as Ragark is quite evidently a powerful warlord now while I I. . . have but a small following."


        "All the more reason to keep you out of harm's way, then," Richards had said.


        "No, Admiral, it is quite otherwise. If I am ever to claim my place in the Empire, I must first prove myself against Ragark and the other would-be usurpers. As I have no following of my own, I must find my allies where I can. My people respect warriors who will go into battle against their enemies, Admiral. Let me go into this one with you. I promise that my people will be able to assist you."


        Richards had yielded at last, grumbling, just as he had when the original orders had come from Kruger. So Murragh and nearly a hundred Kilrathi would be on board as part of the crew when the Mjollnir went into action. Only those whose commitment to the Prince's cause was doubtful were being shuttled across to the transport as the battle group prepared to leave Oecumene.


        At least the jump engines had worked. That had been the last remaining worry as they broke orbit and began the voyage outward from Vaku. Once again Graham had proven his worth as Chief Engineer. Mjollnir was ready for action . . . or at least as ready as she ever would be.


        Watching the confusion on the flight deck as the last of the nonessential personnel made ready to leave, Bondarevsky could only hope they were ready enough

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Carrier Space Traffic Control Center, FRLS Independence


        Orbiting Landreich, Landreich System


        1515 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The communications monitor in one corner of CSTCC had been tuned to a commercial news and information holo-vid channel broadcast from the capitol. Almost everyone in the compartment, from Kevin Tolwyn down to the junior spacer assigned to sweep up and keep coffee cups filled, spent at least as much time watching that monitor as they did doing their real jobs.


        "What do you think, Tolwyn?" the Space Officer, Howard Reed, asked around a mugful of coffee. "Will Old Max pull it off? You're his new fair-haired boy, after all."


        "I don't know, Boss," Tolwyn replied, shaking his head. "I just don't know if he can manage another miracle this time."


        On the monitor, they could see the Council of Delegates waiting in the Council Hall. There was a restive air about them, and the commentator was filling time with a lengthy explanation of the procedures for a vote of no confidence under Landreich's constitution.


        Tolwyn had barely returned from Vaku when the announcement had gone out. Galbraith's faction had moved to call a fresh session of the Council, and foremost on the agenda was a move to censure Kruger for his reckless handling of defense funds. That could only mean that Galbraith had decided to reveal the details he had somehow learned of the Goliath Project, which meant that the secret of the Mjollnir would soon come out for all to hear . . . including the Kilrathi.


        Knowing that Richards and the others had been discussing a plan involving pretending to be a Kilrathi carrier, Tolwyn was worried. So far the newsmen were still in the dark, since Galbraith clearly wanted to reveal the Goliath Project in the most dramatic fashion possible. But once this session got under way, there would be no stopping the truth from coming out.


        And Mjollnir would end up sailing right into disaster, unless they heard the news and turned back. Tolwyn doubted they'd have a chance. By his calculations, based on the schedule he'd received in last contact between the carrier and his courier shuttle heading for home, they would just be getting ready to make the hyperjump from Oecumene to Hellhole, and then on to Baka Kar.


        Tolwyn doubted they'd be watching LN&IC news, and it was unlikely that anything would be going out on official channels. Not unless Kruger decided to call them off now that he knew he wouldn't escape his political enemies . . . and that didn't sound one bit like Old Max. So Mjollnir was heading straight into trouble, and the Landreich fleet had been held back by a direct Presidential order on the eve of spacing for Ilios. The entire strategy was coming apart, and all because Max Kruger's government was falling apart around them.


        No one knew why the President had held back the fleet. Some thought he might try to use it to stage a coup of sorts and retake his own government, but with Galbraith the senior captain it seemed unlikely he'd get much support for such a move. Whatever game he was playing, it involved holding his cards close. He hadn't even made it on time to the Council session. Hence the restless Delegates and the chattering news commentators.


        "Shuttle coming in from planetside, Boss," one of the technicians announced. "From the Navy Compound at Lutz Mannheim. All IFF codes approved."


        "Clear them," Boss Reed ordered, setting down his coffee. "Must be that last load of maintenance stores Watanabe was complaining about."


        The shuttle came in faster than Tolwyn liked, flaring out to stoop low over the flight deck and come in for a slap-dash landing. The duty LSO winced and scrawled some comments on his computer board, the frown on his face and the way he underlined some of the words with an angry flourish making it clear to Tolwyn that he planned to dress down that pilot thoroughly later . . . if there was anything left after Boss Reed got through with him.


        Through the transplast window overlooking the flight deck, Tolwyn could see technicians swarming in to secure the craft, but everything stopped when the hatch opened and the ramp unfolded down to the deck.


        Standing there at the top of the ramp, dressed in a flight suit and holding a pressure helmet under one arm, was President Max Kruger.


        Tolwyn left the CSTCC at a dead run.


        It took only a minute or so to reach the flight deck, and Kruger had just stepped clear of the ramp. His craggy face broke into a smile as he caught sight of Tolwyn rushing breathless across the wide expanse of the deck. "Ah, Captain, I'm glad you were on duty,"


        he said genially. "Is the flight deck security monitor recording?"


        Taken aback, Tolwyn could only give a quick nod.


        "Good," Kruger said. He pulled out a folded paper from inside his flight suit, checked his wrist computer briefly, and opened the paper up. "It is now fifteen nineteen hours Confederation Standard Time," he said. He started to read, the words so fast he was almost gabbling them in his haste. "To Maximillian Kruger, Commander-in-Chief, armed forces of the Free Republic of the Landreich, Sir: You are hereby requested and required to take up the charge and command of Admiral, Task Force Ilios, with your flag in the FRLS Independence or such other vessel as you shall see fit to choose, and with said Task Force proceed on operations out-system at your discretion. Nor you, nor any of you shall fail at your peril. Signed this thirty-sixth standard day, A. D. 2671, Maximillian Kruger, President and Commander-in-Chief." He dropped the paper and met Tolwyn's eyes. "I have now read myself in and taken command of this Task Force, Captain."


        Incredulous, Tolwyn nodded. "Yes, sir, you have."


        "Very well then. Please inform the Commanding Officer that the new Admiral is aboard and has ordered radio silence except for essential intership communications—no contact with the planet by any ship. The Task Force will get under way immediately." He smiled again. "I would appreciate it if you would pass on those orders before you inform Captain Galbraith of the name of his new CO."


        "What's this all about, sir?" Tolwyn asked.


        Kruger's smile turned predatory. "Danny Galbraith wants to use parliamentary tactics to get me? Well, I know a few of those myself, whatever my detractors might think. I helped write the damned Constitution! 'No session of the Council of Delegates may be convened . . "


        "'...without the President or his appointed representative present to take charge of the meeting,' " Tolwyn finished the quote. "You mean . . . ?"


        "Right now, a whole roomful of politicians is waiting for me to show up. And I'm not going to be around." "There are safeguards . . ."


        "I know. I wrote those, too. They have a whole lot of nonsense to go through, formally establishing my absence from the capitol, waiting to see if they can locate me or my designated Speaker, declaring me formally in contempt, appointing a Speaker-Designate . . . it'll take them a week to get back to the business at hand, Captain. And meanwhile we're going Cat-hunting at Thos. The crisis will be over inside of that week. If we win, it won't matter if they vote me out. And if we lose, either at Ilios or at Baka Kar, then it won't matter one damned bit who's President when we all go under." He straightened his shoulders. "Now pass on my orders, Captain Tolwyn, and let's get this show on the road,"
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    "Vigilance is the Warrior's salvation; inattention the Warrior's most dangerous foe."
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        Command Bridge, KIS Wexarragh


        Near Jump Point Nine, Vordran System


        2322 hours (CST), 2671.041


        

      


      


      
        Captain Nrallos Ian Vharr lounged in his command seat, letting his bridge officers perform their jobs without interference. The duty here was routine after nearly eight eight-days on this station. Wexarragh was nearly due to rotate home to Baka Kar, and Vharr for one didn't believe that day could come too soon. He was heartily sick of picket duty in this worthless frontier system.


        The Vordran system was something of an anomaly, a seemingly ordinary red dwarf star system which supported an incredible number of strategically valuable jump points. Nearly thirty had been surveyed by Imperial astrogators, but many more were believed to be present. No doubt the humans knew of others.

      


      
        Balancing the number of jump points was the scarcity of worthwhile real estate, though. A single loosely defined asteroid belt circled the star at a distance of just over one AU, and even the mineral content of the orbiting chunks of rock was too low to make it worth exploiting the system. Early in the war the Landreichers had established an asteroid base, which the Kilrathi had promptly blown up and replaced with one of their own. After it, in turn, had been destroyed by raiders from the Landreich both sides had decided the place just wasn't worth a full-scale presence. After the destruction of the Landreich installation on Hellhole the Landreichers had stopped even trying to maintain ships in the system, since there was only one jump point leading into human-controlled space anyway and the Landreich's posture had always been primarily defensive. But there were plenty of jump points leading in to the Empire, so Governor Ragark had ordered a constant presence be maintained.


        At one time this would have entailed the presence of an entire carrier battle group, perhaps a task force, but Ragark had been steadily pulling back most of his capital ships to Baka Kar to build up his strike fleet or to detach on garrison duty elsewhere in the province. Ever since Kilrah had been destroyed, Kilrathi star systems had started declaring their independence as the clans pulled their separate ways, deprived of the unifying force of Emperor and Homeworld.


        Vharr understood the need for ships elsewhere in the province, but he sometimes wished there was still more than a single picket ship posted in the system now. The new strategic thinking seemed to be that all they really needed out here was a tripwire, a ship that could report if the Landreichers entered the system so that defensive forces could be mustered at Baka Kar to stop them. Under that theory, the picket vessel could be considered expendable once it had got off its warning by hypercast. Why waste additional ships when one could do the job?


        All well and good . . . except when you were the expendable ship in question. And it could get boring, endlessly watching the same extent of space for eight-days on end, without another ship or crew to provide relief from the tedium. The only excitement they'd seen on this tour had been the encounter with the cloaked human ship that had escaped through the jump point after Wexarragh had damaged him, and that had filled less than twenty minutes all told.


        "Disturbance in the jump point," the Sensor Officer reported suddenly.


        "Specifics," Vharr rasped, turning to face him. "It appears to be a single point-source, Lord Captain. Displacement in excess of one hundred thousand tons."


        "Carrier-equivalent. I did not think the human Landreichers had a ship that large." Vharr swiveled his chair to face forward. "Helm Officer, get us under way. Build a vector outward from the jump point until we see what we're up against. I have no desire to be engaged by something while we're at a standstill. Communications Officer, send a hypercast. 'Unknown ship is emerging from Jump Point Nine' . . ."


        "There he is!" the Weapons Officer announced.


        The ship emerged suddenly from the hyperrealm, large and angular. It had come out of jump within a hundred kilometers of the Wexarragh, and the sensors and computer imagery systems were already beginning to process the data.


        "IFF transponder reads him as the Karga, Lord Captain," the Communications Officer reported. "Imperial carrier of the Bhantkara Class. Computer lists it as missing in action since early last year, operating against Landreich under Admiral Cakg dai Nokhtak and Captain nar Hravval."


        "An Imperial carrier?" Vharr studied the computer image forming on his monitor. It certainly looked like an Imperial carrier, at that, one of the new breed of supercarriers created by the Ministry of Attack following the Battle of Earth. Not so big as Thrakhath's fleet carriers, with two flight decks rather than three, but powerful ships with plenty of fighters. Could he really have survived all this time behind enemy lines? It seemed almost beyond belief.


        The images showed signs of extensive damage, crudely repaired. Vharr leaned forward, studying the monitor intensely. It would make a story for the Codices, he thought, to hear how the carrier had survived on its own for so long . . .


        "Incoming message, Lord Captain." The Communications Officer announced.


        "On my screen."


        A plain-faced kil wearing the rank tabs of a Trathkhar of Communications appeared on the screen. "This is the carrier Karga. Admiral dai Nokhtak commanding." The signal broke up for a moment, then returned. "We have evaded a force of ape ships which had been following us for several eight-days. Request clearance through to Baka Kar so we can make repairs and report to the Imperial Governor for new orders."


        "Lan Vharr, escort destroyer Wexarragh. Your authentication codes, if you please. And I would like to speak to your commanding officer."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Jump Point Nine, Vordran System


        2327 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Well, you heard the kil," Admiral Geoff Tolwyn said. "Give him his authentication codes."


        Jhavvid Dahl, the Kilrathi communications specialist, turned in his chair to look at Tolwyn. "These codes are a year old. We can only hope they have them on file."


        "Just do it," Tolwyn snapped. He turned to face the monitor beside the kil. "Prince Murragh, are you ready?"


        The Kilrathi prince gave him a grasped-claw gesture in response. Murragh was on the carrier's flag bridge, surrounded by other Kilrathi officers and enlisted ratings from amongst his castaway group. Dahl had assured them that he could use the ship's computers to morph Murragh's features into those of his uncle, drawn from the communications files, in a real-time program that would allow Murragh to provide the interactive movements and the phrasing of his uncle far more effectively than a pre-programmed simulacrum. With luck, what the picket ship's captain would see would be a convincing imitation of a bridge full of Kilrathi.


        Tolwyn hoped it would work. If the picket ship got off a warning, they would never penetrate to Baka Kar to take out the dreadnought. Everything was riding on this ploy, and Geoff Tolwyn carried the whole weight of responsibility for the operation squarely on his shoulders. Admiral Richards had transferred his flag to the Xenophon at Hellhole to take command of the Terran-made warships of the battle group, leaving Tolwyn to handle the approach to Baka Kar entirely on his own.


        The last time he'd held command had been the Behemoth mission. Memories of the battle passed through his thoughts from time to time, reminding him of just how much was riding on his performance as a commanding officer.


        Right now, though, it was Murragh's performance as an actor that counted most.


        'This is Cakg dai Nokhtak," Murragh intoned solemnly. It was strange to see his familiar face and figure on the intercom screen, but beside it, on the intership monitor, the computer-altered image of his uncle, shorter, stockier, with touches of silver around his blunt-faced muzzle. "It is good to see another Kilrathi face again after all this time, Captain. We have been cut off for many eight-days . . . over a Kilrah-year, in fact."


        The captain of the escort was looking unsure of himself. "Your authentication codes are not current . . ."


        "Didn't I just say we've been out of touch!" Murragh roared, flexing his claws in evident agitation. "Karga was badly damaged in battle with the apes. All his battle group destroyed! We have been stranded in a system in ape space, our engines useless, since then. Only recently were we able to effect repairs! Of course our codes are invalid. Check your records for the period when we left on our mission! And be quick about it!"


        Tolwyn had to smile. Murragh hadn't actually uttered a single untruth. He had simply omitted a few crucial things. And he was doing a credible impersonation of an irritable and irritated aristocrat about to have a junior's head, quite possibly literally. In the Imperial fleet, junior officers did not offend a senior officer's sense of honor and live to tell the tale.


        But the look on the picket ship captain's face bothered Tolwyn. He isn't buying the story, he thought grimly.


        And he's already sent out a message alerting them that something's on the way. If we don't get him to pass us through, we're finished . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Command Bridge, KIS Wexarragh


        Jump Point Nine, Vordran System


        2329 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Vharr's claws flexed nervously. The admiral's anger was enough to make him cringe. But there was something that nagged at him, something not quite right. He studied the monitor more closely. There . . . that was what was bothering him. An almost unnoticeable distortion in the video image. It seemed to be localized right around the admiral. If it had been a systems problem, surely it would have disrupted the whole screen . . .


        A trick of some kind? Or just a communications glitch? Vharr didn't like the choices he was being offered. A wrong choice either way could lead to the utter disgrace of the Vharr hrai, not to mention his own execution.


        "Lord Admiral," he said cautiously, thinking fast. "I am required to send over a shuttle. To verify . . and to assist." He turned away from the monitor, gesturing to his Executive Officer. With the transmission briefly muted, he gave his orders. "Send a detachment of assault troops on the shuttle. The admiral is to be given all due deference . . . but we must verify his story. I don't like the smell of it."


        A squad of troops would be useless against what could be aboard that carrier, but they, like the ship himself, were a tripwire. If there was trouble, they would alert him to it, and he could alert Baka Kar... before he died in turn.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Jump Point Nine, Vordran System


        2330 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "He is within his rights," Dahl said. "And if he truly does have orders to inspect passing ships, he would not yield even to an admiral. It would cost his honor to do so."


        "Yeah," Tolwyn said. "And we just look more suspicious if we try to argue it. Okay, Murragh, give him the go-ahead. And get me Bhaktadil and Bondarevsky on the intercom circuit. Time for Operation Welcome Wagon."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Starboard Flight Deck, FRLS Mjollnir


        Jump Point Nine, Vordran System


        2345 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Bondarevsky crouched behind a bank of instruments, uncomfortable in full space armor. With his helmet set to infra-red imaging to compensate for the dim lighting of the flight deck, he was starting to get a headache. And the waiting was starting to get to him. He wondered how the marines could bear it. This was nothing like being in the cockpit of a fighter on the way into battle . . . or even holding down the command chair on the bridge. There you had enough to do to keep you from having to think about what was coming. All he could do now was hunker down and try to keep from worrying.


        The Kilrathi shuttle passed slowly through the airlock force field and stooped in for a landing on the flight deck. It was an older design than those used aboard the Mjollnir, somewhat smaller but standing high on landing gear that gave plenty of clearance for the loading ramp that opened from its belly. The design allowed for savings in space aboard cramped ships like the escort, where the ventral ramp would open up into an airlock through the outer hull of the escort when the shuttle was secured to its piggyback position aft of the bridge.


        Bondarevsky could almost feel the intensity of the emotion on the flight deck now. He wondered what they were thinking aboard the shuttle. With no Kilrathi in sight to greet them, they were probably getting edgy. He gave a hand signal that he knew Sparks could see from the windows of Primary Flight Control overlooking the flight deck. They had planned for the contingency of boarders, and the sequence had been rehearsed, but Bondarevsky's heart still beat a little faster, knowing that this time it was for real.


        If all was going according to plan, the carrier was now broadcasting on the same frequency they'd picked up from the shuttle on its way across, a panicky broadcast as if from the CSTCC claiming the shuttle was in trouble on final approach. There was a localized jamming field here on the flight deck, though, to keep the Cats from realizing they were featuring in an imaginative drama playing for the benefit of their suspicious friends. The Kilrathi communications expert, Dahl, would be playing his role to the hilt. The tough old peasant had seemed to enjoy the notion of putting one over on the aristocracy when he'd helped them hatch the scheme during a council of war at Oecumene.


        The ventral ramp opened slowly, and a pair of Kilrathi in armor came cautiously down. After a moment they were joined by more. It looked as if there was entire squad of assault troops there, plus a single Cat in the cockpit of the shuttle. With the troopers beginning to fan out, and no more in evidence, Bondarevsky gave a second hand-signal for Sparks.


        In an instant, the silent, darkened environment of the flight deck changed dramatically. The lights came up to full intensity, a siren began hooting an urgent warning, and the artificial gravity cut off.


        Then the airlock force field cut off, and a wind like a sudden, unexpected tornado swept through the long, tunnel-like flight deck.


        The Kilrathi troops, armored and trained for work in space, were in no actual danger from any of it, but the sudden combination of distractions was enough to confuse them for a few crucial seconds. Unable to see clearly, and instinctively clutching to save themselves as they were blown free from the deck in sudden zero-g by a torrent of escaping air that threatened to carry them into the vacuum of space, none of them was in any position to think of anything beyond the immediate crisis. Even the pilot in the shuttle was caught by surprise, rushing to help his friends.


        Colonel Bhaktadil's marines, on the other hand, were braced and ready.


        They had been posted in the shadowy corners of the flight deck, wearing full space armor and magnetic clamps that secured them into position. Like Bondarevsky, they had set their helmet vision aids to infrared, so the sudden change in lighting didn't bother them. And, most importantly, they knew what was coming. Neither the rush of air nor the loud blare of the siren disoriented them for an instant. Instead they opened fire with low-power lasers, and sixteen Kilrathi troopers were cut down almost as one. A sniper took out the pilot as he hesitated for an instant at the top of the ramp. It was over almost before it had started, and Sparks cut off the distractions and restored atmosphere and gravity a few seconds later. Bodies hit the deck with loud thumps. Most of the Cats were only wounded, but suddenly being slammed against a metal deck did nothing to improve their already grim condition.


        Bhaktadil and his marines swarmed out into the open, moving in to disarm and secure the survivors.


        The unfriendly visitors had been secured. Now they had to take the next step . . . and the clock was ticking.


        Bondarevsky moved to the nearest intercom terminal and signaled CIC. Tolwyn's face appeared on the small monitor screen with barely a pause. "The shuttle is secure, Admiral," he reported.


        "Good. Have the Colonel get his platoon aboard." Tolwyn paused. "That escort's the same class as the one that went down on Vaku. Some of your people went over that ship while you were pulling the castaways out."


        "Yes, sir. I was one of them."


        "I want a couple of people who know the layout of a Kilrathi escort with the marines. Time is crucial. If someone can save them a few minutes by knowing the layout, it could spell the difference between success and failure." Tolwyn seemed to hesitate. "It's a volunteer mission . . ."


        "I'll go," Bondarevsky told him. "And I'll see who else I can round up."


        He cut the intercom and strode across the flight deck, shouting as he walked. "Harper! Somebody get me Harper!"


        A small knot of flight wing personnel were helping the marines load up on the shuttle. Harper was among them, swapping low-velocity projectile weapons for marine lasers. In the open flight deck, in ambush, lasers had been the best weapons to use, but if the marines were going to fight a boarding action in the smaller confines of a Kilrathi escort, they'd want weapons less likely to cause accidental structural or equipment damage. Using magnetic pulses to fire small projectiles at variable initial velocities, the Marscorp MPR-27 was the best possible weapon for the job. Bondarevsky joined Harper, explaining the situation. The aide nodded cheerfully. "I'm with you, sir," he said.


        "Me, too." That was Alexandra Travis. He hadn't even seen her there, passing out webgear hung with grenades and extra magazines. He remembered that she had been one of the party surveying the downed Cat ship on Nargrast, but he shook his head.


        "Harper and I can handle it, Amazon," he said, using the nickname she'd picked up after the fight with the pirates.


        "You said it was a volunteer mission," she said stubbornly. "I'm volunteering." She lowered her voice. "Look, Captain, you might need an extra person who knows that layout . . ."


        There wasn't time for arguments. "Fine. Gear up and get aboard. Harper, leave off this detail and give Buss Marchand my compliments. She can deploy the symphony now."


        Harper grinned and hurried off to carry his message. The frantic preparations went on.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Captured Kilrathi Shuttle


        Near Jump Point Nine, Vordran System


        2356 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The shuttle made contact with the Kilrathi escort with only the gentlest of bumps, and Bondarevsky momentarily forget his apprehension as he silently praised the skill of the Cat pilot, Jorkad Ian Mraal. Stiff and pompous he may have been, but he was also one hell of a good flier.


        They had needed a Cat to be visible in the shuttle's cockpit, and Jorkad had volunteered for the job. Though he wasn't part of the Cadre, he was fanatically loyal to Prince Murragh, and had developed a genuine liking for many of the humans in the flight wing. Bondarevsky had been faintly concerned at what might happen if his new-found allegiance was tested too hard, but so far he'd done an admirable job.


        The operation was moving into the final phase now. The broadcasts from Mjollnir had shifted to reporting that all was well with the shuttle, except for a minor problem with the computer and communications systems. Jorkad had bolstered the story by using a searchlight semaphore code to communicate with the escort on the way across, the same technique Graham had used when they'd first encountered him at Vaku. An obviously Kilrathi pilot, flashing a well-known emergency semaphore code from the cockpit of the shuttle, should have been reassuring to the captain of the picket boat. At least they had allowed the shuttle to dock, and no further messages had been hypercast regarding the carrier.


        They wanted only one additional message to be sent from the picket boat, and that would have to be one of their own composition, since they hadn't been able to keep the suspicious captain from investigating. Now the trick was to capture the escort with its communications codes intact, so that they could transmit the word to Baka Kar that the carrier was a friend. In the meantime, nothing further could be allowed to go out.


        Bondarevsky checked his wrist computer's timepiece, In another thirty seconds . . .


        When the countdown hit zero, he nodded to Colonel Bhaktadil. "They should be starting," he said.


        While the shuttle had made its way across the gap between the two vessels, a second plane had lifted from the far side of the Mjollnir. A Zartoth EW craft had remained loitering in the shadow of the carrier. Now it would be accelerating toward the escort, looking like a Vaktoth fighter out on routine patrol. But it would be starting the "symphony" they had planned, a full-spectrum jamming effort to block all possible communications from the escort.


        Right about now the captain and crew would know their suspicions had been right after all . . .


        Bhaktadil strode to the head of the loading ramp, kicking the pedal that operated the ventral door. As it slid open he calmly pulled a grenade from his webgear and dropped it through the gap. Five seconds later it exploded in a blinding flash of light and a deafening clap of noise. The flash-bang wasn't designed to do damage, only to distract and disorient.


        The marines poured down the ramp, guns at the ready. A few shots echoed from below as they took care of their stunned targets. After a moment Gunnery Sergeant Martin called up that the docking area was secured. Bhaktadil led Bondarevsky, Harper, and Travis down to join his men.


        The small docking compartment was crowded. Thirty-six marines, their colonel, and the three Navy officers de a fair-sized party to be crowded in this one fairly small chamber. At Bhaktadil's signal one of the marines hot-wired the door. It slid open, and a pair of his men rolled through the opening with their MPRs blazing away on full auto. The others followed after the two on point announced the corridor clear.


        It proceeded like that for the first few minutes, with the marines leapfrogging their way forward, trying to get to the bridge. But they ran into a stiff pocket of resistance in the warren of control rooms under the main bridge, where ten or twelve Kilrathi with small arms contested their approach from cover. The marines bogged down, unable to clear the Cats from the strong position without risking unacceptable casualties.


        Bhaktadil dropped to a crouch beside Bondarevsky and Travis. "Any suggestions?" he asked coolly.


        The two Navy officers exchanged looks. "Seems to me I remember some kind of an access tunnel running from somewhere around here to the rear of the bridge," Travis said, frowning.


        Bondarevsky nodded. "You're right. I remember it too." He called up a tiny schematic on the screen of his wrist computer. "There . . . behind that bank of instruments." He pointed.


        "Loomis! You take Bravo Squad. Follow these two." Bhaktadil jerked a thumb at Bondarevsky and Travis. They found the entrance to the hatch easily enough, pulled off the access plate, and started in. The tunnel ran upward at a sixty degree angle, with rungs planted inside at intervals just slightly too far apart to be entirely comfortable for human hands and feet. It would have been cramped for Kilrathi technicians, but it was reasonably wide and open for the Landreich party.


        Travis insisted on leading the way, with her own wrist computer displaying the route. There were several tricky branching before the tunnel reached the bridge. Bondarevsky would have preferred to lead, but as a senior officer it was foolish for him to take the lead in something like this . . . as foolish as Max Kruger personally leading every foray by the Landreich's fleet.


        They had nearly reached the top when they realized they were in trouble.


        Up ahead, a clang of metal on metal and a sudden gleam of bright light alerted them to the fact that the Cats had opened up an access plate. Bulky figures clambered into the tube, then stopped, obviously taken by surprise by the sight of the human marines climbing toward them. Evidently someone had hit upon the same idea as Bhaktadil, of using the alternate route as a way of outflanking their enemies.


        There was a pause when nothing happened. Then the lead Kilrathi opened fire. Mag-pulse projectiles whined through the tunnel, ricocheting as they hit the bulkhead. The first burst sent Alexandra Travis tumbling back against the marine just behind her, both of them crying out.


        The only thing that saved the Landreicher party was the heavy build of the typical Kilrathi. Lieutenant Loomis, third in line, was able to get off a clear shot past the two sprawled figures, and her fire brought the first Cat down. The one behind him, hampered by the massive figure of his comrade, went down as well. If there were other Kilrathi at the entry, they backed off fast.


        Loomis squeezed past Travis and the marine and pulled out a flash-bang. She signaled to two of her troopers to join her, then flipped it past the two Cat casualties, through the hatch. Somehow she managed to get past the bodies and start pumping full-auto fire through the hatchway.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Command Bridge, KIS Wexarragh


        Near Jump Point Nine, Vordran System


        0010 hours (CST), 2671.042


        

      


      


      
        Vharr surged from his chair as the grenade clattered on the deckplates, snarling a Kilrathi battle-challenge. The blinding light and the overwhelming shock pulse as it detonated seemed to sear directly into his brain, and for long moments he couldn't see, or hear, or think.


        Then mag-pulse weapons shrilled and chattered, and more by instinct than by coherent reasoning he hurled himself behind the protective bulk of his command chair.


        Most of the others on the bridge weren't so lucky. The party that had reeled back from their attempt to use the tunnel as an alternate attack route were caught completely in the open. Most of them went down in clawing, screaming red agony. The Executive Officer got off a single wild shot with his sidearm before he fell.


        Summoning all his willpower, Vharr threw off the effects of the stun grenade and hurled himself across the bridge at the computer station, one massive hand upraised to initiate the sequence that would wipe the computer codes clear.


        A human—a human female, at that—intercepted him, planting the muzzle of her sidearm squarely in his chest. "My name is Lieutenant Katherine Loomis, Free Republic Marine Corps," she said in flawless Kilrathi. "And you, sir, are my prisoner."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Access Tunnel, Deck Two, KIS Wexarragh


        Near Jump Point Nine, Vordran System


        0013 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Bondarevsky didn't pay attention to the firelight. He crawled to where the two human casualties lay, turning them over. The marine was clearly dead, a full burst of mag-pulse projectiles making a nice target grouping right over his heart. But Travis was still breathing, and moaned as he pulled her to one side so that the rest of the marines could work their way past.


        Her armor hadn't been able to stop the bullets from such short range, and he could see where it had given way along her left side. Bondarevsky pulled off her helmet, checking the pulse at her throat, then unsnapped the chest plate and worked it free. The t-shirt she wore under the armor was wet with blood. He unhooked the first aid kit from his web gear and opened it up, then drew his knife.


        Her eyes focused on the blade, and she managed a faint smile. "C'mon, it can't be that bad," she said, wincing. "I mean, you don't have to go through this `put her out of her misery' routine . . ."


        "Stay still," he ordered. "I have to stop that bleeding."


        He used the knife to cut open her shirt. The blood was still flowing freely from multiple lacerations on her side. A few centimeters over and she would have been dead.


        Bondarevsky used the t-shirt to clean the wound as well as he could. Then he began to apply a healstrip which would trigger clotting of the blood leaking out from the multiple wounds. Pulling her artificial blood pack from her belt, which was coded to match her type, he squeezed the bag. An energy cell inside the bag ruptured, mixing the dried blood with a frozen saline solution and heating it to body temperature. Wrapping the bag to her forearm, he took the needle attached to the side of the bag and slipped it into a wrist vein, then lashed the bag in place.


        It was touchy work, and he was afraid his artificial hand might go back into spasms again if he tried to do anything too delicate.


        He was so wrapped up in the job that he didn't notice where his other hand rested as he tried to steady himself. Travis flashed a painful grin. "Most guys at least give me dinner and a holo-vid before they try something like that," she said.


        Bondarevsky pulled his good hand away from her bare breast, flushing. "Sorry," he muttered.


        "Don't worry about it," she told him. "All in a good cause. Just remember about the dinner if we get back to Landreich, okay?"


        "It's a date," he said, adjusting the healstrip one last time. "Can you handle the armor again?"


        She nodded. "Yeah. But I won't be doing any dancing for a while." He helped her back into the chest and back pieces of her space armor, uncomfortably aware of her bare skin now. When it was sealed up, he gathered up her helmet and pointed to the top of the ramp.


        "The firing's stopped. Let's see what's going on."


        She gave a nod, and allowed him to help her up the incline.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Deep Space, Vordran System


        0315 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Vectors matched and flying in close formation, Mjollnir and the captured picket boat shaped their course for Jump Point Three, the route that led straight to the Imperial provincial capitol at Baka Kar. Tolwyn should have been in his quarters, at least pretending to sleep now that they had passed the first obstacle, but he was too wrapped up in considerations of what the new day would bring to even consider retiring to his bunk.


        The captured escort had been relatively easy to pacify once the bridge had been secured. The crew of one hundred thirty-two had been ferried across in stages, and were now secured in a locked cargo hold aft of the port hangar deck. Casualties had been fairly light, with two marines killed, three wounded, plus one of Bondarevsky's officers. And, most importantly, they had captured the computer files intact, and extracted the communications codes and protocols they needed without difficulty. Dahl had put together a soothing message from the picket boat to the Cats at Baka Kar, declaring that the carrier they had encountered was friendly and headed in to the capitol to refit after their long ordeal in space. Encoded with the picket ship's burst signal encryption tag, the transmission would read as a completely genuine message from Vharr.


        Tolwyn checked a status display. The last shuttle load of crew and passengers for the escort was on the way over. He had decided to put a prize crew aboard, a mix of trustworthy Cats from Murragh's party and human crewmen. They would keep the picket boat on station for the time being, with orders to run if anything came after them looking for trouble. It gave him a way of keeping watch over his rear as he went through to Baka Kar... and a place to offload his few remaining noncombatants. Armando Diaz was probably glad to be off the carrier as it spaced into battle. He and his two top computer experts, Voorhies and Mayhew, had done wonders extracting the authentication codes and transponder signals from the old computer records, and their work on the simulacrum of Admiral dai Nokhtak had been about as good as anyone could have produced on either side of the frontier. But there wasn't much more they could do at this stage of the game, so they were aboard the escort, clear of Mjollnir's upcoming fight. But many of the crew detailed to the picket ship had been reluctant to go. Even though they knew the odds against them, their morale was high. Even the casualties from the firelight had refused the chance to go.


        Murragh and the other Kilrathi were just as adamant, too. Tolwyn was beginning to get a renewed faith in the loyalty and support of a good crew. The Belisarius Group had shaken that faith once, but Mjollnir's officers and spacers proved that not everyone was tainted with that kind of corruption.


        "Sir, multiple disturbances in Jump Point Nine," Kittani reported. After a moment, the Exec went on. "First trace is the Xenophon. It's the battle group."


        He nodded. "Right on schedule. Pass on an update of our situation to Admiral Richards, with my compliments, Lieutenant Vivaldi."


        "Aye aye, sir," the Communications Officer responded. "What's our status, Exec?" he asked.


        "Four hours to Jump Point Two," Kittani responded. "All systems are nominal. Mr. Deniken reports that he's come up with a solution to that gunnery problem you posed him yesterday, and he should have it in operation by the time we reach Baka Kar. And the Wing Commander passed the word that he's got two Zartoths and a Kofar ready to launch. He recommends you delay dropping them until we're ready for the jump."


        "Very good." He stood slowly, stretching weary limbs. Suddenly he felt that he might, after all, be able to sleep for a little while. Everything was running smoothly . . . and if he didn't rest now, while he could, he'd certainly have no opportunities later. Once they hit Baka Kar, rest would be impossible for any of them. "Call me when we are ready to make the jump. You have the bridge, Mr. Kittani."


        The Turk nodded solemnly. "I have the bridge, sir," he said formally, taking the command chair.


        Geoff Tolwyn left CIC, striding with his back ramrod-straight. They might be about to engage in their last battle, but he was damned if he was going to show the least sign of strain or worry.


        Right now, he had everything he could want—a good ship, a good crew, and the prospect of striking a blow for freedom.


        For Geoff Tolwyn, that was enough and all else, all the other things were at last, for this moment, forgotten. Things were again as they once were.

      


    

  


  


  


  


  



  CHAPTER 19


  
    

  


  


  


  


  



  
    "Consider the story of Karga the Hero, which tells of the rewards of honor and duty. Consider the story of Vorghath the Hunter, and reflect on the perils of complacence."

  


  
    


    
      from the Seventh Codex
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        Flag Bridge, KIS Dubav


        Deep Space, Gorkhos System


        0410 hours (CST), 2671.042


        

      


      


      
        "A message, Lord Admiral. Passed on by Fleet Command."


        Ukar dai Ragark turned to face the speaker. "What is it, Communications Officer?" he asked, glowering. He was beginning to feel frustrated and impatient at the annoying problems that had cropped up over and over since the task force had departed from Baka Kar.

      


      
        They had made a round-about voyage of it, traveling by way of Dharkyll, Khrovat, and Preesg to pick up additional ships for the strike group, including the escort carrier Larq, which replaced Klarran in his tactical dispositions. The idea had been to move slowly enough to let the Landreichers know they were coming, yet quickly enough to hit Ilios ahead of any possible response, but in practice it hadn't worked that way. First there had been the delay in assembling the reinforcements, including Larq, at Khrovat, where the ships had recently been involved in the suppression of a rebellion. They had reported resistance completely ended on the colony, when it fact they had still been in the last stages of putting it down when the task force jumped in. He would have left them to their work and gone on, but Ragark had found that the falsely optimistic reports weren't the only thing wrong at Khrovat. He suspected the System Administrator of entertaining notions of making his own bid for power within the province and using the rebellion as an excuse to retain those ships under his own command, so Ragark had been forced to intervene directly and clean out the corrupt administration before carrying on. It would not have been wise to take the fleet onward leaving a nest of traitors behind him.


        Then the Hravik had developed jump drive problems at Preesg, which necessitated hasty repairs. Over an eight-day behind schedule, they had finally arrived at the designated staging area here at Gorkhos. Ragark had decided to hold back for a few hours longer, though, and send a scout ship ahead through the jump point to Ilios. Even if the Landreich had mustered a fleet to meet him, he calculated that he had the strength to defeat it, but Ukar dai Ragark was not the kil to leave things to chance. He wanted to know his opposition, rather than allow himself to be taken by surprise as Thrakhath, curse his name, had been time and again in battle against these unpredictable humans. But the petty frustrations had been building, and he was feeling less than patient.


        "Lord Admiral, a report from Vordran. The picket there. Captain Ian Vharr has reported the arrival of the carrier Karga, believed lost over a year ago. It apparently was damaged and had to make repairs deep behind the human frontier, and is now on the way to Baka Kar for a more thorough refit at the docks." The Flag Communications Officer gave him a triumphant upraised fist. "Yet another addition to our strength, Lord Admiral! Karga is one of the newer supercarriers . . ." Ragark raised a hand and made a slashing motion, cutting off the report. Karga . . . he seemed to remember the name. Yes, a carrier . . . he had used Baka Kar as a staging area for a raid by a small battle group. One of Thrakhath's worthless sideshow campaigns, intended to exact vengeance for the Landreich leader's support of the Terrans in the Battle of Earth. The entire battle group had disappeared across the border, never heard from again.


        That wasn't quite right. There had been one contact, he remembered. One final message . . .


        The admiral in command had announced that he was sacrificing the carrier for the glory of the Empire! That was it . . . that was why he remembered the whole affair so well. The hypercast had been distorted by static, but he could still remember listening and saying a death-chant over the loss of so many brave Warriors. So how could Karga still be alive today? No admiral would dare withdraw a self-destruct command at the risk of honor and hrai. Could it be a trick of some kind? But the captain of the picket ship had apparently been satisfied that it really was Karga.


        Ragark remembered something else, something that made him bare his teeth. The admiral commanding the Karga battle group had been Cakg dai Nokhtak. A cousin of Thrakhath's . . . a member of the Imperial House.


        A possible claimant to the throne . . . certainly a tanist with better credentials than Ragark's own. What if he had avoided the destruction of his ship, and survived until now? Would Cakg dai Nokhtak be content to join Ragark . . . or would he seek to replace him? Imperial blood would have a strong lure for many of his followers, possibly even Dawx Jhorrad. Especially if it was backed by a carrier and a story of heroism in the war.


        He had been held back by the possibly disloyalty of the Administrator at Khrovat. This could be far more dangerous. He could return to Baka Kar to find his entire position undermined . . .


        Ragark leapt to decision. "Transmit new orders to the task force," he said. "We will move to the jump point to Vordran and investigate this story in more detail. The move on Ilios is postponed. See that all captains are aware of the change of plan. We get under way immediately!"


        If Karga was a friend, he could afford the delay. After all, his move on Rios had been designed to draw the humans away from threatening the repairs to Vorghath, and he was sure he had already accomplished that through the threat he had posed.


        But if Karga was an enemy, his four carriers, combined with the two at Baka Kar, would crush him.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Operations Planning Center, FRLS Independence


        Orbiting Ilios, Ilios System


        0845 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The single figure sitting at the big triangular table in OPC looked very much alone when Kevin Tolwyn entered the compartment. Max Kruger was hunched over his computer terminal, calling up holographic charts of possible battle plans for the defense of Ilios, but the dejected set of his shoulders told a different story altogether.


        "Sir," Tolwyn said, "patrols have destroyed a Cat scout ship near the jump point to Gorkhos. And our long-range communications monitors have picked up traffic from the same direction. It sounded like an abort order, recalling the Cat fleet to form on their flagship and prepare to jump outsystem."


        Kruger raised red-shot, weary eyes. "When?"


        "That's the thing, sir. The signals are several hours old now. It took that long to get them correlated and descrambled. If they were jumping to attack us here, they should have started coming through the jump point long since."


        Kruger didn't answer him. The President shut off the holo-projector, but sat staring at the center of the table as if it was still displaying an image.


        After a long moment of silence, Tolwyn spoke again. "Mr. President . . ."


        The older man raised a hand in a dismissive gesture. "By now, I doubt that," he said. They had monitored word from the Landreich that Galbraith had rammed through a response to Kruger's tactics in record time. As they spoke, the Council would be meeting to consider the Opposition's call for a vote of no confidence. There had even been a rumor they were considering a vote to impeach Kruger for his abandonment of the capitol.


        "Sir," Tolwyn insisted. "Nothing official's happened yet. Even Captain Galbraith can't act against your orders until he receives an official message from Landreich."


        "So? What would the point be, Captain? Whatever I do now, they'll nullify it."


        "The only reason I can think of Ragark to back down from the plan to attack here is if he had some kind of information about a threat to Baka Kar. If Mjollnir was keeping to schedule, she'd be going in today. And if that's what Ragark's reacting to . . ."


        "Then he's got too big a head start for us to make much difference, Captain," Kruger said. "It looks like


        Richards and Geoff were right. Even if they take out the dreadnought, they'll never get away. Not if Ragark can seal off their escape." He leaned back in his chair, nothing at all like the excitable, enthusiastic madman who had become such a mythic figure in this part of space. Now he was just an old, done man, with nothing left to hold on to. "No, Captain, I suppose I should just save everyone the trouble. Let Galbraith take the fleet back to Landreich and get it all over with."


        "Damn it, sir, you can't just write them off!" Tolwyn exploded. "You have no way of knowing what the tactical situation will be out there . . . but if Ragark does get back to Baka Kar, and Mjollnir has to face his combined forces alone, it will be a goddamned suicide mission."


        Kruger's frown deepened. "We could end up spacing right into Ragark's hands, Tolwyn. We could lose the whole damned fleet . . ."


        "When has that ever stopped you before?" he demanded. "You were willing to rush that Cat squadron at Hellhole with two empty carriers and nothing but pure bluff to get you through, and if that wasn't risking the fleet I don't know what the hell was!" Tolwyn was pacing back and forth in front of the President, talking with his hands and body as much as his words. "Anyway, once Galbraith gets in power there won't be much of a fleet anyway. He'll pay off most of the carriers and draw down the rest of the armed forces. Or the Cats will roll right over everything and the whole fleet will be useless against them. What have you got to lose?"


        "A lot of good men and women, Captain," Kruger said wearily.


        "You've sacrificed people before," Tolwyn said brutally. "Soldiers and spacers . . . that's what we're for, you know. To die, if we have to, to protect the Republic."


        "What right do I have now?" Kruger asked. "Damn it, Tolwyn, the Republic's in the process of disowning me! It may not be official yet, but you know that by the time the last gavel falls today I won't have the authority to fire a salute, much less launch a battle."


        "Just because you've been disowned by your people, Mr. President, is no reason for you to disown them." Tolwyn stopped and leaned over the corner of the table, looking down at Kruger. "Your whole life has been about helping the Landreichers when they were being handed a raw deal by some outsider. You gave up your ConFleet career and risked your life and the lives of San Jacinto's crew to defend Landreich from the Cats. You've done the same thing a hell of a lot of times since then, too. Why? Because you were President? You weren't when you were commanding San Jacinto and you told Vance Richards what he could do with his withdrawal orders!"


        Kruger fixed Tolwyn with a stare, and there was silence in the OPC, a silence that dragged out uncomfortably long. Finally, he stirred in his seat. "You know, Captain Tolwyn, you're turning into a remarkably fine replacement for Jason Bondarevsky. He always liked to play the role of my conscience, too, you know."


        "If I'm doing a good job of filling his shoes, I'm glad of it," Tolwyn said.


        Kruger snorted. "Wonderful." He stood up slowly. "All right, Captain Tolwyn, we'll by this your way. Maybe we'll bail Vance and them out of a mess . . . or maybe we'll just go down fighting. Either way, at least Max Kruger will go out with a bang, instead of a whimper, and be damned to the politicians who think they can put me out to pasture!"

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flag Bridge, KIS Dubav


        Near Jump Point Sixteen, Vordran System


        0918 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "No sign of the picket vessel, my Lord. Or anything else. Not even a debris field."


        Ragark resisted the urge to snarl a reply to the image of the ship's captain on his monitor screen, forcing his voice to remain flat and calm. -Very well, shape course for the jump point to Baka Kar. Maximum acceleration."


        "My Lord!" That was the Flag Sensor officer. "Picking up an emissions signature that corresponds to the Karga. Near the edge of the asteroid belt . . ."


        "You heard that, Val?" Ragark demanded.


        Akhjer nar Val gave him a grasping gesture of understanding and assent. "We have it here," he said.


        "Then order the fleet to pursue, by the Gods!"


        Ragark cut the intercom link, raging inwardly at the seeming inability of his subordinates to do anything competently. When they had first jumped into the Vordran system they had picked up a sensor image from something that should have been the picket boat, but after a burst of encrypted comm traffic the ship had vanished, apparently into the jump point to Hellhole.


        Now they were registering the carrier . . . where nothing had been before. Lurking near the edge of the asteroid belt, with transponders shut down, they might have escaped detection. But what kind of game was this dai Nokhtak playing?

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Zartoth 905, VAQ-662 "Shrill Cats"


        Asteroid Belt, Vordran System


        0920 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Lieutenant Mbenge smiled inside his flight helmet. By now Ragark's crew should have picked up the signal he was sending, and he wished he could have been there to see the reaction when all those Cats discovered what looked like a carrier appearing from out of nowhere.


        They'd be even more surprised when his wingmate, Lieutenant Cynthia Hill, started up her part of the day's fun and games. Bondarevsky had detached the two Zartoth EW planes, plus a Kofar resupply bird to support them in the absence of the carrier, specifically for a situation like this one. Each of the Zartoths could put out signals that mimicked a ship's transponder code and energy readings. The discrepancies of size and mass would be hard to spot as long as the planes remained near the fringe of the asteroid belt, and since they could turn their signals on and off at will they could do a fine job of keeping the Cats occupied, searching in vain for a ship that wasn't there. With luck, that could buy them some time at Baka Kar, and keep Ragark from setting up an ambush at one of the jump points. Then, hopefully, they'd be able to keep a low profile until the danger passed and someone sent ships from the Free Republic to retrieve them. From everything he'd heard, the carrier might not be coming back from Baka Kar.


        He checked the countdown clock beside his sensor screen, and flicked off the switch that controlled his transmission. Let Ragark chew on that, for a while . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Approaching Baka Kar, Baka Kar System


        1118 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Another cruiser, sir. Routine challenge and reply."


        Tolwyn nodded at Lieutenant Mario Vivaldi's report. That was the fourth warship they had encountered since making the jump from Vordran, and so far each one had sailed blithely past with no more than a casual exchange of greetings over the commlink. Richards had been right. If they had tried to come in as attackers, they would never have penetrated this far. There were plenty of fighting ships in the system, though it was clear from long-range scans that the bulk of Ragark's forces were elsewhere, presumably engaged with the Landreich fleet at Ilios—if Kruger's intelligence information had been accurate.


        But the deception was working beautifully. The transponder continued to send out the old ID signature which the Kilrathi picked up as friendly. And apparently the ruse with the picket boat had worked according to plan. There was no sign that anyone in space around Baka Kar was the least bit suspicious


        Karga.


        That would all change soon, though, he reminded himself grimly. As soon as the pretense was dropped and they attacked the dreadnought, every Cat in the system would come after them, and the odds were still formidable. With luck they could render the dreadnought useless . . . but it would still take a minor miracle to win clear afterwards.


        Tolwyn pushed the dour thought from his mind. He had already crossed his Rubicon. Now he had to hope that all the elements of the strategy he, Richards, and Bondarevsky had mapped out together would come together as planned. And he had to make sure that Geoff Tolwyn, at least, played out his part.


        The sensor technician spoke up. "Ships appearing on long-range scanners out of the jump point, sir. Two . . . now three. Lead ship IFF reads as Xenophon . . ."


        "Right. Let the Cats get a good look, people." "Comm activity from the station is increasing," Vivaldi reported.


        "Vector changes on three cruisers . . . four . . . destroyers now changing vectors as well . . ." the sensor


        tech spoke fast to keep up with the changing conditions. "Hell, it looks like every capital ship in the system's changing course for the jump point, skipper."


        "That's what we've been waiting for," Tolwyn said. He touched a stud on his intercom panel. "Flight, from CIC."


        "Bondarevsky here." Tolwyn was surprised to see the Wing Commander in a full flight suit. The plan hadn't called for Bondarevsky to be strapping on a fighter today. But it was his business to run the Flight Wing any way he saw fit. Tolwyn trusted him . . . and trust was a commodity Geoff Tolwyn rarely extended any more.


        "Captain," he said formally. "I make us forty-five minutes from target. The diversionary attack has commenced at the jump point. Get your people ready." He paused. "And . . . good luck, Jason."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flight Wing Briefing Room, FRLS Mjollnir


        Approaching Baka Kar, Baka Kar System


        1140 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Bondarevsky shut off the intercom and turned back to the assembled squadron commanders. "It's time," he said quietly. "You have your orders . . . but you also have your wits. Use them out there today. Now assemble your squadrons!"


        "Black Cats!" Etienne Montclair shouted, smiling like a wolf on the scent of prey. Some of the others took up the call as they rose and headed for the door.


        A good team, Bondarevsky thought as he watched them go. Maybe not as good as Tarawa's old outfit, but a damned good team. Would any of them make it out alive? The odds were against it.


        He saw Sparks and Harper leaning against the far wall, talking, and started toward them, but he never made it there. Alexandra Travis appeared at the door, her usual easy grace replaced by a stiff, awkward gait as she favored her injured side. He moved to meet her.


        "What the devil are you doing out of sick bay?" he demanded. "Doctor Manning told me you'd be out of it for at least a week."


        She nodded. Pale from her ordeal the day before, her wan complexion offset the dark helmet of her shortcut hair. "I . . . just wanted to come down and see you off," she said, her voice strained. Pain, or emotion? He wasn't sure. "Sorry I have to sit out this dance."


        "Don't worry about it," he said. "I didn't want to have to ride out the whole battle in the command plane anyway." His original assignment for the attack had been to the Gratha Command and Control craft that would be coordinating the carrier's Alpha Strike. But with one of his best Strakha pilots wounded, he had changed his mind. He'd fly one of the stealth fighters today, taking personal charge of the squadron in place of Travis.


        He would have been happy that the woman wasn't going into battle today, if the position of the carrier itself hadn't been so hopeless. Bondarevsky had been struck by her resemblance to Svetlana—not so much in face or feature as in the way she carried herself, the way her mind worked so closely attuned to his own—but it wasn't until she was wounded aboard the picket ship that he realized how much he'd come to care for her these past few months. It would have been almost too much to bear if she'd gone out there in a fighter like Svetlana, and never come back.


        Her eyes met his. "Take care of yourself out there, Jason," she said quietly. It was the first time she'd ever used his given name. "Don't forget, you owe me a date when we get back to Landreich."


        His eyes strayed to the swell of her breasts under the khaki uniform she wore, then back to her mocking eyes. "I'll be there," he said. He would have taken her in his arms, but he was conscious of other eyes on the two of them.


        "I'll be there," he repeated, and turned to leave the briefing room. It was time for battle.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flight Wing Briefing Room, FRLS Mjollnir


        Approaching Baka Kar, Baka Kar System


        1141 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "My thanks to you, darlin' of the flight deck, for making sure my wee bird can fly today," Aengus Harper was saying. A last-minute fault had threatened to ground his Strakha and keep him out of the action today, but Sparks had taken personal charge of the techies who had traced the glitch down and corrected it in time for him to go back on the roster.


        If Harper was going to die on a suicide mission, he intended to do it in the cockpit of a fighter, not sidelined as he'd been all these years.


        Sparks didn't answer. He followed her gaze to where Bondarevsky and Travis were talking, then looked at the tech officer again. "Does he not know, then, that you love him, lass?" he asked.


        She met his eyes and flushed. "What makes you say that?" she demanded.


        "I've seen the look a time or two before, lass," he said. "Even put it in a few ladies' eyes, from time to time. You'll not be denyin' that you're in love with him, will you now? And for a long time, I'd say."


        She nodded reluctantly. "A long time. But he was in love with another pilot back then, until he lost her on the Kilrah raid. After that . . . well, he was just getting over her, and I was just a techie petty officer besides."


        "And later?"


        "We almost . . . got together once," she told him. "But the timing was still wrong. He made it a rule not to fraternize with the junior officers once he became captain of a carrier . . . and just when I thought he wasn't going to be my ship's captain any more, we drew another assignment together." She looked away. "After that, I decided I didn't want to trade the friendship I knew we had for a romance I wasn't sure we could ever manage. Now . . . it looks like I've lost him again. To another pilot, too."


        "You should tell him how you feel, lass."


        She shook her head. "Not much point in it now, Aengus. The last thing he needs is to have something like that laid on him now. And everyone says we won't be coming back from this one. So I lose him one way or another . . . better I don't cause him any more grief."


        "You're one in a million, Janet McCullough," Harper told her. "And if you weren't head-over-heels for that one over there I might be trying to court you myself."


        "Save it, flyboy," she told him. "Or did you forget you've got a launch coming up?"

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Strakha 800, VF-401 "Shadow Cats"


        Approaching Baka Kar, Baka Kar System


        1148 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Eight-zero-zero, good shot," Bondarevsky said. He pushed the fighter's throttle forward and felt the gravitic differential pushing him back into his seat as the Strakha accelerated. "Good shot!"


        "Roger, eight-zero-zero," Boss Marchand replied. He checked the status of his cloak and nodded inside his flight helmet. No one he'd ever heard of had ever tried launching a stealth fighter with the cloak on, but it had gone off without a hitch. The deployment plan called for the Strakhas to get off of the flight deck early, with cloaks up to hide the launch from prying eyes. It would make the operations cycle easier once the full Alpha Strike went forward later . . . and it guaranteed that the Strakhas would be in position for a very special mission before the Cats suspected anything was amiss.


        One by one the rest of the squadron joined him, though his sensors continued to show surrounding space empty save for the carrier herself. When all eight of the cloaked fighters were assembled, Bondarevsky switched on his commlink once again. "Asgard, Asgard, this is Loki. Launch completed. Proceeding to designated target." In honor of the carrier's name—and perhaps in memory of Viking Jensson as well, the codenames for the various elements of the strike mission were drawn from Norse mythology. Asgard, the home of the gods, was the carrier, while the cloaked Strakhas operated under the name of the trickster god, Loki.


        "Loki, Asgard, copy," came the reply from Lieutenant Vivaldi. "Make sure you sting the bastards a couple of times for me!"


        The Strakhas, unseen, undetected, raced inward toward Baka Kar.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Entering Baka Kar Orbit, Baka Kar System


        1208 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "My God, what a monster," someone breathed, and Geoff Tolwyn agreed. He had once thought Behemoth was a truly impressive piece of machinery, but the huge bulk of the Kilrathi dreadnought was something unimaginably larger and more terrible. The huge space station and repair dock alongside was larger, but not by much . . . and space stations didn't generally fly under their own power.


        Or carry sufficient weapons to wipe out a fleet or lay waste a planet.


        Still unchallenged, the carrier was on final approach. Dahl and Murragh were busy talking to the station controllers, requesting final approach clearance, ostensibly so they could dock with the station and arrange resupply and repairs for Karga. He had been concerned about allowing the Kilrathi to play too big a role in the operation, in case one of them harbored more loyalty to his race than to his Prince, but the encounter with the picket boat had proved he could count on Murragh and the others. Tolwyn could safely ignore that entire facet of the attack. It was in good hands. At any rate, most of the attention at the station was bound to be focused on the distant skirmishing around the jump point, where Xenophon, Durendal, and Caliburn were playing tag with the ever-increasing force of Kilrathi ships closing in on them from all parts of the system.


        Richards was playing it canny out there, avoiding combat. The three Landreich ships could dodge away from almost anything their size or larger, altering vectors in plenty of time to avoid coming into range of a Cat ship's guns. It would take a carrier with fast-striking planes to bring them to battle, and so far the only carrier they'd detected in motion was still close to an hour from the scene of the fighting. A second carrier was reported near the station, but its power readings indicated that it had suffered some heavy damage—probably the one Kevin Tolwyn had reported as taken out of action by the pirates at Hellhole.


        "We have clearance," Vivaldi announced. "Port side approach."


        "Very good," Tolwyn said. "Just where we hoped. Mr. Clancy, I'll thank you to steer for the port side of the station. And make sure you take us in close across the bow of that beast."


        "You want centimeters or millimeters, Admiral?" Clancy asked. "Or would you prefer microns?"


        "Just bring us across her bow, and I'll be happy. Mr. Deniken, are you ready?"


        "All guns standing by," the Tactics and Gunnery Officer confirmed. "Ready for your order."


        "A little longer, if you please." He touched an intercom stud. "Mr. Graham? Status?"


        "All systems nominal, sir," Graham reported. "Shields cycling at nine-six-fiver. The drives are looking good.


        Damage control parties are ready." He paused. "Would this be a good time to wish I was still back on good old Nargrast, freezing my butt off with Murragh and the rest?"


        "Luck of the draw, Mr. Graham," Tolwyn told him. "Flight Deck, prepare for launch operations on my signal. All stations, preparatory." Tolwyn waited a long moment, savoring the feeling of command. "Mr. Vivaldi, you may hoist our colors, if you please."


        "Aye aye, sir." In the days of sailing ships on Earth, a warship trying for the kind of surprise Mjollnir sought today might sail into combat range flying the flag of another nation, a legitimate ruse de guerre. But before the first broadside, the false colors would be hauled down and the real national flag hoisted. Mjollnir was doing the same thing electronically. Her transponder had broadcast the Identification Friend or Foe signal for the Karga, but now Vivaldi switched that transponder signal off and brought up Mjollnir's new code, identifying her as a ship of the Landreich.


        The waiting was over. The battle was beginning . . ."Now!" Tolwyn said. "Execute Ragnarok . . . Now!"

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Strakha 800, VF-401 "Shadow Cats"


        Near Orbital Dock Asharazhal, Baka Kar System


        1216 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Ragnarok, Ragnarok, Ragnarok. I say again, Ragnarok!"


        The Norse battle between the gods and the giants, a fitting code-word for the order to start the attack, thundered in Bondarevsky's ears. He activated his commlink. "That's the signal, Shadow Cats!" he said. "Attack designated targets at will."


        His hand reached out to drop the cloak that screened his Strakha from detection. The heavy fighter slowly emerged from its hiding-place in a bent portion of space, hanging bare meters above the hull of the dreadnought. As the Strakha's targeting sensors registered a lock, Jason Bondarevsky opened fire at point-blank range.


        They had adapted this portion of the battle plan from the attack Banfeld's pirates had launched against the carrier at Vaku. But they had two advantages the pirates had lacked. Their stealth technology allowed the Shadow Cats to place themselves in close to the target before the attack . . . and the shield emitter arrays of the orbital dock and the massive dreadnought were far better targets than those found on a carrier.


        The eight Strakhas had stationed themselves directly adjacent to eight different emitter batteries, six on the dreadnought, two more on the station. Hidden, they had reduced speed to close to zero, using thrusters to keep station against microgravitic influences but otherwise simply matching orbits perfectly with the Kilrathi station and its monstrous consort. Normally fighters tried to operate using high speeds and rapid vector changes, using their maneuverability to protect them from the dangers of Double-A-S. But that limited the time available to achieve a target lock and fire.


        Today, though, the situation was different. The Strakhas decloaked and opened fire, pouring sustained energy blasts directly into the crucial emitters at point blank range before the Kilrathi even knew there were enemies in a position to fire. Neither the station nor the dreadnought had been maintaining shields at combat strength. They were set at low power levels to screen out minor radiation or random chunks of space debris.


        So the sudden, overwhelming attack quickly punched through the protective screens and smashed into the arrays. In seconds there were huge gaps left in the Kilrathi shielding that would take long minutes to circumvent by reworking their power grid.


        In the meantime, station and dreadnought lay wide open to attack.


        As he continued to fire into the emitters, Bondarevsky saw Mjollnir making a slow, ponderous turn right across the bows of the dreadnought, where the shields were failing fast. Fighters and bombers were streaming from the two launch bays as fast as Boss Marchand could cycle them out, led by the Raptors of Etienne Montclair's Crazy Eights and the powerful Vaktoths in Commander Lin Dan-Giang's Black Lion squadron.


        Then the carrier opened fire with her main guns.


        Though not intended to engage in close space combat, the carrier had been well-equipped with batteries to ensure the destruction of any smaller fighting ship that managed to slip through her guard. They had only been able to get six of the eight massive laser turrets back in service during the refit, but Tolwyn had angled the ship so that four of those six turrets had firing arcs. They all opened up at once, and a moment later numerous smaller beams contributed to the massive assault. That had been the project Deniken had been wrapped up in since leaving Vaku. He had adapted the computer program that handled the largely automated point defense lasers, which were supposed to knock down incoming missiles or fighters that closed too near. Now they were slaved to the main guns, and if their individual power output wasn't much against the heavy armor that protected the dreadnought, together they increased the already furious energy that washed over the enemy ship's bow.


        Armor sloughed off under the intense bombardment, but of course the dreadnought had plenty of armor to spare. Now it was a race between the Mjollnir's ability to pour out sustained energy fire, the dreadnought's staying power, and the Kilrathi crew's response time as they tried to man battle stations and bring the leviathan into the fight.


        No one expected them to just sit there and take it for very long.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Command Bridge, KIS Vorghath


        Docked, Orbital Station Asharazhal, Baka Kar System


        1221 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Dawx Jhorrad emerged from the elevator to find the cavernous bridge of the Vorghath in the grip of confusion and near-panic. Striding purposefully toward his command station, he cuffed two enlisted ratings in passing and bared his fangs at an engineering officer who seemed completely out of his depth in the face of the crisis.


        "Report!" he snapped, dropping into the command chair and turning the baleful glare of his mismatched eyes, one real, one bionic, on his first officer.


        "Karga has launched an attack," Khrell nar Dhollas announced without any of the honorifics that were usually addressed to a commanding officer receiving a report. He had always resented the fate that had placed him, a Baron of the Empire, under the command of a commoner, and his contempt showed even when he was performing ship's business. But he was a skilled officer, and Jhorrad allowed him a measure of freedom. Neither of them could change who or what they were. "Just before firing, he changed his transponder configuration and signal. The identification is for a Landreich warship."


        "Apes!" Jhorrad spat.


        "A squadron of Strakhas was also involved in the initial attack, decloaking and opening fire on our emitter banks. Shields are down across the bow as far back as bulkhead one-twelve. Additional fighters are launching."


        "Our response?"


        "As yet, we have not been able to return fire," Dhollas said. "Generators were off-line and the crew was unprepared." That sounded like an accusation. It was true that he hadn't allowed the first officer to take the ship to alert status when the three ape ships had appeared at the jump point. At the time, there had seemed to be no particular reason for alarm. Two destroyers and a cruiser offered little threat. They would not have been able to penetrate the defensive perimeter, and even if they had tried there would have been plenty of time for Vorghath to go on alert status.


        Now they were paying for his complacency . . . but there was no need for Dhollas to point out the fact so blatantly. He made a slashing motion, calling the Exec to silence. "Excuses and blame will not serve here," he said harshly. "Only results. All crew to combat stations, and bring the generators on-line. Reroute shields to cover the gap. Weapons turrets to acquire target and open fire. And cast us off from the station. I will not have Vorghath caught like a traggil in a trap!"


        "As you command," Dhollas said stiffly. He turned, shouting orders.


        The mighty dreadnought lurched as the carrier fired again and damaged one of the mooring tractors. Jhorrad's claws flexed instinctively.


        He would swat this impudent ape who had dared to attack his ship . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Near Orbital Station Asharazhal, Baka Kar System


        1223 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "He's powering up his engines. Looks like he's getting ready to cast off."


        Tolwyn nodded. He'd seen the sensor data flowing across his monitor even before the sensor operator reported Vorghath's changed status. He had known they wouldn't have much time before the dreadnought moved into action. The key now was to maximize their own firepower while denying their giant foe the chance to trade them shot for shot.


        "Mr. Clancy. Assume position alongside the station. Commander Deniken, shift point-defense to standard operation. The station will be launching missiles once they realize we're vulnerable."


        The carrier changed course slightly as Clancy altered her vector. Mjollnir was sliding smoothly behind the protective bulk of the station, allowing it to come between her and the dreadnought. It masked the carrier's fire, too, but that wouldn't be the case for long.


        The section of the station they were hiding behind was the part the Strakhas had attacked. The shields had failed there, and the orbital dock was only lightly armored.


        Tolwyn was assuming that the Cats would be reluctant to fire on their own station, at least for the moment. But he had no such qualms.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Strakha 800, VF-401 "Shadow Cats"


        Near Orbital Station Asharazhal, Baka Kar System


        1224 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Bondarevsky dropped his cloak once again and opened fire. The battle had developed a strange sort of rhythm, decloak, attack, cloak, move, decloak... a seemingly endless cycle of hit and run moves. The entire Strakha squadron was now concentrating their attentions on the dreadnought, leaving the station for other members of the Wing. Working in two teams of four according to a carefully prepared plan, the stealth fighters had switched from hitting the dreadnought's shield projectors to attacks on turrets with a bow firing arc. Each of those massive turrets was easily five times the size of a Strakha and mounted a whole battery of energy weapons far more powerful than anything the fighter mounted, but they couldn't hit what they couldn't lock on to, and the almost random movements of the fighters back and forth across the ship's hull, hidden by the cloaking devices, meant they couldn't even begin to track their attackers. Like tiny stinging insects, the Strakhas could only mount pinprick attacks, but each time they hit an unshielded turret they caused a little more damage. The turrets had weaker armor than the main hull, so the damage mounted up fast.


        He was beginning the re-cloaking sequence once again when Harper let out a whoop. "That's done for the bastards!" the Taran shouted.


        The turret below him erupted in flame as one of Harper's missiles struck and penetrated. Further down the curve of the hull a second turret went up, too.


        Even insect stings could kill.

      

    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  



  CHAPTER 20


  
    

  


  


  


  


  



  
    "The gods expect that every kil shall perform his duty."

  


  
    


    
      from the Tenth Codex


      17:14:33

    


    
      


      
        


        Raptor 401, VF-88 "Crazy Eights"


        Near Orbital Station Asharazhal, Baka Kar System


        1227 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Thor One, this is Odin One," Doomsday said. "We're starting our rim. Follow us in."


        "Roger that," Lieutenant Commander Stefan Razin replied tersely. Razin commanded VA-702, the Black Pumas, Mjollnir's single squadron of Paktahn-class bombers. Their codename for the day's battle was appropriate to their role. Like Thor, the thunder god, they would hammer the orbital station into submission.


        Montclair lined up his fighter and started his run. "Make your run count," he ordered his squadron. They spread out in a loose line, diving straight toward the orbital station's main launch bay.

      


      
        Fighters rose from the depths of the station, Dralthis, Darkets, even an eight-ship squadron of old-style Jaithi heavy fighters that were the same vintage as Doomsday's Raptor. Montclair grinned and opened fire, pouring on the energy weapons fast enough to deplete his reserves in a matter of seconds. The station launch bay was bigger than a carrier's flight deck, and more fighters could launch simultaneously from it, but they were still constricted as they passed through the airlock force field . . . and the change from atmosphere to vacuum, artificial gravity to zero-g, caused even experienced pilots a moment's loss of control as they made the transition. The Raptors were taking good advantage of that, knocking down enemy fighters almost as fast as they could clear the gaping maw.


        A few made it out, though, and streaked up to meet the Raptors with guns blazing. "Break! Break! Break!" Montclair chanted, peeling off to go after a Jalthi. The rest of the Raptors broke formation to pursue individual targets as well, their initial job of covering the approach of the bomber squadron done.


        Montclair slid under the Jalthi and did a fast reverse, coming up on his opponent's six and opening fire at close range with a pair of heat seekers and his gagatlingass driver. The Jalthi's stern came apart, and then the Kilrathi fighter erupted in a fireball. Doomsday plunged straight through the inferno, already starting to alter course in search of fresh prey. Below, he spotted the Paktahns streaming past in a line, each bomber pulling up at the last possible second and dumping a full load of ordnance straight into the opening of the launch bay. They probably couldn't hope to do a thorough job of destroying such a large target, but the Kilrathi fighters still trying to launch there would be sitting ducks, and the damage those missiles did would be enough to keep the station's contingents of fighters from being a problem for the duration of the day's battle.


        A Dralthi maneuvered toward him, trying to work around to the rear of the Raptor. "No way, kitty," Montclair said, pulling his control stick hard over. His fighter rolled and spun, seeking the new target.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Hornet 101, VF-12 "Flying Eyes"


        Low Planetary Orbit, Baka Kar, Baka Kar System


        1230 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Here they come!" Babe Babcock called. "Drifter, you cover my tail!"


        "With pleasure," Lieutenant Commander David "Drifter" Conway responded.


        Babcock's Flying Eyes had drawn the assignment of covering the embattled Mjollnir from any attacks that might originate planetside. Sweeping low, they had spotted a tight knot of targets climbing fast from a base on the northern coast of the largest equatorial continent.


        Evidently they were the only Cats on the ball today. They were the first on the scene, and Babcock intended to punish them for their efficiency.


        "Stay close," she said. The Hornets swept forward in a tight formation, swooping down into the upper fringes of the atmosphere at a speed high enough to cause the shields to flare red from the energy they were absorbing. The targets were rising fast . . .


        They erupted into view, two full squadrons of Darket light fighters. Their formation was loose; it looked to Babcock as if each pilot was pushing his craft hard to be the first to reach the battle. Instead, she told herself with a smile, the battle had found them.


        "Concentrate your fire!" she ordered. Babcock keyed her comm console to identify her own target to the rest of the squadron, then lined up her shot and opened up. An instant later all ten of her squadron-mates were adding their firepower to her own.


        It was risky business, ignoring fifteen fighters to focus on one, and the Cats replied to the Hornets' attack with their own fire. But their coordination was poor, so each Hornet took individual hits that were easily absorbed by shields, while the full power of eleven paired Hornet lasers tore into a single target, ripping through shields and armor and destroying the ship in a moment.


        Babcock switched her target and fired again, with the same effect. Then the two groups of fighters flashed past each other.


        "Break and attack at will!" she called, cutting the targeting transmission. "Drifter, follow me in!"


        But Drifter Conway had picked up a pair of Darkets on his own tail. He tried to reverse course, but the two Kilrathi ships cut loose on him as he turned, and he lost control of his plane. A moment later it exploded.


        Babcock bit back an oath and nailed the nearest Darket with a missile. Part of her wanted to mourn the loss of another of her Flying Eyes, but this wasn't the time or place. You pushed the feelings aside and concentrated on the job at hand. The job of killing Cats.


        The job went on. Her sensors were picking up a fresh wave of planes rising to intercept them, and they already had plenty off foes to deal with as it was . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Vaktoth 505, VF-489 "Black Leopards"


        High Planetary Orbit, Baka Kar, Baka Kar system


        1234 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Laser and missile fire probed outwards from the Kilrathi cruiser, making Lieutenant Commander Ileana Constantine twist and juke her heavy fighter from side to side to avoid the sustained Double-A-S. Around her, four full squadrons of fighters from Mjollnir did the same.


        Not all the pilots were as skillful—or as lucky—as she was. Up ahead one of the human Darkets was caught in an energy discharge that consumed the entire craft in an instant, like a moth in a flame, and a pair of Dralthi Fours had already been taken out by defensive missiles. But the attackers plunged ahead, trying to get in close enough to cause the cruiser some serious damage.


        Planning for the battle today had posed some serious


        logistical problems for the Wing Commander. Once surprise was lost, Mjollnir would become the target of increasing numbers of Cat fighters and bombers, no matter how effectively they managed to block the early response to their raid. Flying the Mjollnir's Kilrathi-built planes too close to the scene of the action was a sure recipe for disaster. In the heat of battle, a pilot, or a point defense emplacement, was apt to focus on the type of craft that came into range without necessarily checking an IFF beacon to decide whose side it might be on. Yet Bondarevsky hadn't been in any position to sacrifice more than half his available birds from the action.


        Thus, the dispositions for the various Mjollnir squadrons. Only the bombers, with a tightly defined mission only they could effectively execute, and Bondarevsky's stealth fighters playing a game of harassment in close to the dreadnought, were to be employed in the immediate vicinity of the carrier.


        Hornets, Raptors, and Rapiers would be used for the crucial tasks of protecting Mjollnir and interdicting various possible sources of trouble. The rest of the

        fighters, the Kilrathi-built planes, had a different mission . . . to strike any capitol ships that hadn't been drawn away from the planet by the threat that had erupted near the jump point, the three ships of the battle group under Admiral Richards.


        When the outlines for the mission had been mapped out no one had known how many targets they might have to face. As it turned out, there were three Kilrathi capital ships still in high planetary orbit over Baka Kar. One was the carrier that was reading as seriously damaged and unable to effectively power up. The other two were cruisers.


        The four fighter squadrons—one of Darkets, two of Dralthi Fours, and the Vaktoths of the Black Leopards—had received orders to concentrate on the closest cruiser in hopes of neutralizing it before it could intervene in the fighting around the station.


        But killing a cruiser was no easy task. As the range dropped, another Darket was caught. This time the cruiser only grazed the starboard side of the craft, but it vaporized one wing and the engine mounted there. The craft went into a spill, until the pilot managed to use maneuvering thrusters to stabilize the little fighter. But he had to drop out of the formation and head for home. It was no use fighting a battle when your whole attention had to be taken up trying to keep to a steady vector.


        "By the numbers, boys and girls," Commander Charles Robertson, CO of the Leopards and acting commander of the entire strike element, sounded ready to handle anything, even a cruiser spitting coherent energy in every direction. "Let's take it to them!"


        The Darkets peeled off, circling left, trying to get around toward the stern of the cruiser where there were fewer turrets that could fire on the fragile craft. Robertson's Strakha, the odd man out of the heavy fighter squadron, took position at the head of a loose cone of Vaktoths and Dralthi Fours and dived straight in, with all beam weapons firing.


        The volume of Double-A-S increased as they stooped down on their intended victim, and another fighter, one of the Dralthi Fours, exploded close by Constantine's Vaktoth. Robertson skimmed low right over the cruiser's hull, dumping a full load of missiles into her shields and then pulling up.


        A point-defense battery tracked his craft, a gatling mass driver that used magnetic fields to accelerate tiny slivers of metal to fantastic velocities. A stream of the deadly projectiles intersected with the Strakha.


        Robertson's voice was loud in her ears. "I'm hit! I'm hit! Tell Mary—"


        Then there was silence. Ileana Constantine was the new commander of the Black Leopards.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Strakha 800, VF-401 "Shadow Cats"


        Near Orbital Station Asharazhal, Baka Kar System


        1238 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "There's just too damned many of them, Bear. We can't cover everybody . . . I don't have any reserves to send!"


        "Stay icy, Bifrost," Bondarevsky responded. The code name identified the Command and Control element of the wing, one of the Grathas. "We knew we wouldn't have it all our own way."


        He was paying the price, now, for the decision to take over the Shadow Cats in place of the wounded Travis. The Gratha that Mjollnir had deployed to help coordinate the fighter battle had been his designated place, but instead it was Commander Tomas Alvarez, the Deputy Wing Commander, who had the duty. But Alvarez was finding it difficult to cope with the overwhelming responsibility of trying to manage the far-flung engagement, especially now that the Landreichers were starting to run into increasingly heavy resistance. Commander Babcock was engaged with three times her numbers in low planetary orbit, and had lost three of her fighters in a matter of minutes. And the assault on the cruiser had penetrated her shields, knocking out her maneuver bridge, but at the cost of the detachment CO and several other birds . . . and the cruiser was still coming, controlled now from her CIC section, no doubt. The Paktahns had finished their strike and were withdrawing to rendezvous with one of the Kofars to rearm, with Montclair taking his Raptors and the squadron of medium Rapiers down to support Babcock. But that left no more reserves. The Wing was stretched to the limit.


        Bondarevsky fought the temptation to lead the Strakhas out to support the other squadrons. The two intense battles were too far away . . . and the primary mission was still to cripple the dreadnought. He couldn't allow himself to be drawn into a sideshow, no matter how bad things might be getting out there.


        And he couldn't do two jobs at once. He could be either a Wing Commander or a squadron CO, and he'd made that choice when he strapped on the Strakha.


        "You have the big picture up there, Bifrost. Not me. I trust you to do the best you can. Loki One, clear."


        He cut the channel and focused on the nearest gun turret. The Strakhas continued their intricate dance, but one short now since Lieutenant Kendricks had come out of cloak just as a point defense battery had opened fire. It wasn't as bad as with some of the other squadrons, not yet, but Bondarevsky knew that attrition was going to take its toll on all of them soon enough.


        The monster Kilrathi warship had cast loose from its moorings now, but it was having trouble maneuvering clear of the station on thrusters alone, and didn't dare cut in the main engines so close. Meantime Tolwyn was performing brilliantly in Mjollnir. He had fired through the intervening barrier of one of the station's docking arms, and as the structure had come apart more and more of his shots had dug into the Vorghath's armor. By that time the Strakha hit and run raids on the turret emplacements had begun to leave gaps in the dreadnought's forward field of fire, so Tolwyn had shifted his tactics and brought the carrier back into the open. Against the bulk of Vorghath even the supercarrier looked tiny, and the difference in maneuverability and precision of control was immediately plain. Tolwyn took the carrier in to point blank range again, maneuvering Mjollnir like she was a destroyer rather than a carrier, and the damage to her massive opponent began to tell.


        He could see Mjollnir's point-defense batteries firing at the dreadnought again, too, and knew Tolwyn was pressing home the attack with everything he had. Bondarevsky's sensors showed that one of the Cat cruisers, the one the fighters were having so much trouble with, was coming up fast. Once she got into the action Mjollnir would be in serious trouble. She was still held together mostly by patches and prayers, with much of her armor gone, and a sustained battle with a cruiser could only end one way.


        Tolwyn had to deal with the dreadnought before Mjollnir had to fight for her very life . . .

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Near Orbital Station Asharazhal, Baka Kar System


        1238 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Her armor's finally going!"


        Tolwyn almost joined in the cheer that followed the Exec's hoarse cry. Kittani, his voice all but gone from barking orders, pointed to the main viewscreen with a savage jabbing of his fingers. The beams were indeed penetrating the dreadnought's thick belts of armor at last, especially in the area immediately abaft the gaping missile tubes that Tolwyn had singled out for special attention from Deniken's guns.


        "Back us off, Mr. Clancy," he ordered. "If we've got this right, this isn't going to be a real healthy neighborhood in about another thirty seconds . . ."


        The helmsman played his controls like a musical instrument, and the carrier backed away, gathering speed and turning slowly to accelerate clear. Tolwyn had remembered a briefing on the Kilrathi dreadnoughts that noted the missile tube in the bow, designed for the massive planetary bombardment missiles the Cats used to lay waste to entire cities. And behind the tubes were the magazines, stocking scores of the huge warheads . . .


        The bow of the dreadnought erupted in a fireball, hurtling debris outward like the discharge of a mighty cannon. Mjollnir's shields held against the battering impact of armor and hullmetal, but the indicators on Tolwyn's status board went red as Graham shunted extra power into the grid to compensate for the sudden unleashing of massive quantities of kinetic energy that threatened to overwhelm the whole system.


        Even that blast wasn't enough to destroy the Vorghath. With her whole front end open to space, spilling atmosphere through a titanic hole framed by twisted structural members and blacked hull plating, the dreadnought still rode on its maneuvering thrusters, trying to come about to give the undamaged midships turrets a crack at the gadfly that had stung her so badly. But though the ship was still capable of moving and fighting, it was clear to Tolwyn that the damage she'd just suffered had been devastating. Secondary explosions were rippling down her side, and the power readings tracked by Mjollnir's sensors had begun to fluctuate wildly. Even the Kilrathi redundant design philosophy couldn't build in enough alternate circuits and backups to compensate for such massive damage.


        Vorghath would live, but crippled. And with the damage the orbital dock had suffered in the battle it would be a long time before the Cats could manage to restore their dreadnought to anything approaching fighting trim. It would be a job that would make the heroic efforts they'd put in to refitting Mjollnir pale by comparison.


        The balance of power was restored. Ragark no longer had his superweapon, and without the orbital dock in working order he'd have trouble keeping the rest of his fleet combat-ready, too. That would give the Landreich breathing space, at least. And the delay would ruin the Belisarius Group's timetable for precipitating a frontier crisis that could give them their excuse for grabbing power in the Confederation.


        Now there remained but one thing to attempt, escape. Mjollnir had done her job as best she could. Now she had to win free of Baka Kar, against overwhelming forces of capital ships who were fully alerted to her presence now and no doubt eager to exact vengeance for the daring raid that had penetrated their defenses.


        "Maximum acceleration, Mr. Clancy. Course to the outbound jump point. Mr. Kittani, have the Flight Wing recalled immediately. Fighters to take station and screen us from pursuit."


        "Aye aye, sir," both men responded.


        Mjollnir surged forward at flank speed, but two Kilrathi cruisers were in pursuit, and both of them were fast enough to overtake her sooner or later.


        Two Commonwealth cruisers had nearly destroyed the carrier at Vaku, and then the Karga had been in reasonably good shape. This time, a few good hits could take her out of action, and there was nothing Geoff Tolwyn could do to save her if the Cats pressed home their attack. The only hope was Bondarevsky's fighters, but the fighting around the station had already cut deep into the Wings resources of planes and pilots.


        Tolwyn was running out of options, and Mjollnir was running out of time.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Strakha 800, VF-401 "Shadow Cats"


        Deep Space, Baka Kar System


        1255 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The Strakha nestled in tight against the Kofar resupply shuttle, and for a moment Bondarevsky could relax and take his hands off the controls. As fuel transferred from the Kofar's huge reserve tank, robot arms swung into position opposite each of the fighter's hardpoints with missile reloads. Slowly, carefully, they fitted the missiles into position. As each one snapped into place an amber light glowed on Bondarevsky's weapons control panel, and the onboard computer updated its visual display of his ordnance load.


        It seemed an eternity before the last new missile was in place and the fuel tanks registered full again, but in fact it took only a few minutes. Bondarevsky's was the last of the Strakhas to be re-armed and refueled. The others were already back in formation, covering the withdrawal of the carrier as the two Kilrathi cruisers strained to bring themselves into range to attack.


        For the moment it was a stern chase situation, and though the cruisers were faster and more maneuverable the sheer vastness of interplanetary space made it possible for Tolwyn to keep a few steps ahead, shifting his vector at random intervals and forcing the two enemy captains to play guessing games as to the carrier's intentions. But Mjollnir couldn't keep it up indefinitely. Soon, now, Tolwyn would have to begin decelerating in order to reach the jump point moving at a relatively low velocity when he engaged his jump drives. A vessel trying to jump while moving at high speeds risked overshooting its destination, or, worse, unbalancing the jump field and ending up breaking apart. Kruger had pulled it off at the Battle of Earth, but still lost several ships doing it. Chief Engineer Graham had already warned Tolwyn that the delicate balance of the carrier's rebuilt drives couldn't sustain any kind of high-speed jump attempt. So Mjollnir would have to approach the jump point losing velocity steadily, and that would give the Cats the opportunity they needed to use their greater mobility against the retreating ship.


        If the rest of the battle group could join them in time, they might be able to run interference against the Kilrathi pursuit. But Durendal had suffered heavy damage already, and there were several Kilrathi ships trying to come to grips with each of the three Landreichers. The odds would actually get worse as the human ships closed ranks. And they still had close to three hours to go before they reached the jump point. A lot could happen in three hours.


        The only other choice Bondarevsky could come up with was one last throw of the dice. Another concentrated attack on those closing cruisers with all the fighters remaining in the wing. It would mean more deaths among the Black Cats . . . but if it could save nearly five thousand aboard the carrier, then the trade-off would be only fair.


        "All systems nominal," he said aloud. "Ready to detach. Thanks for the drink and the handout."


        "All part of the service, friend," a familiar voice replied. Sparks sounded tired, but still game. "Don't go using all your new toys up at once, you hear?"


        "What are you doing on that Kofar, Sparks?" he demanded.


        "It was my turn on the rotation," she told him. "Yeah. Right. Aren't you the one who draws up the rotation schedule in the first place?"


        She didn't reply right away. "I just figured you shouldn't be the only one who gets to go outside and see the universe, that's all. You got a problem with that, flyboy?"


        "Just make sure you get back in before the fireworks start, Sparks. I wouldn't want you to get caught in the crossfire."


        "Thanks," she said. "And . . . you be careful, too. Come home safe. Not like last time."


        He flexed his bionic hand, thinking of Coventry. He'd been so caught up in the action today he'd barely noticed the wounded arm, or pictured that horrible day when Tolwyn's Behemoth project had come apart. If he survived today, would the memories of the pilots he lost here at Baka Kar haunt him? Or had he gotten past all that, taking up the Landreich's struggle?


        "Separation in ten . . . five seconds . . . three, two, one . . ." He released the clamps that held his fighter to the Kofar and dropped away under minimal thrust. Below and ahead of him, the rest of the flight wing was forming up. "This is Loki One," he said. "All planes form on me. We're going hunting . . . one last time."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flag Bridge, KIS Dubav


        Deep Space, Vordran System


        1308 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Decoys!" Ragark slashed the thick padding of his chair arm with outstretched claws, overcome by savage fury "All this time we have been chasing decoys! While anything could have been happening behind our backs, at Baka Kar!"


        The flag bridge's crew quavered under his angry glare. For nearly four hours the Kilrathi task force had been tracking signals that seemed to emanate from the carrier they had come in search of. They might have searched for hours longer, if a lucky fighter patrol hadn't picked up the electronic warfare craft at close range and moved in for the kill. Thereafter a second signal source had been spotted, and this time, knowing what to look for, the computer analysts had identified the trace as coming from another Zartoth.


        But Ragark had lost four hours chasing shadows, and time was the one thing he didn't have to make up.


        "Set course for the jump point to Baka Kar," he ordered. "Best possible speed. Now!"

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Deep Space, Baka Kar System


        1345 hours


        

      


      


      
        "Roll out! Roll out! I'll take him!"


        'Where the hell are you, Doomsday? You gotta get this bastard off my tail!"


        "Bombers, start your run. We'll hold these guys of as long as we can . . ."


        Tolwyn listened to the oommlink chatter, wishing there was something more he could do, knowing the pilots of the Black Cats were out there risking their lives to defend the carrier. Bondarevsky had thrown his fighters into the attack three times now, but the cruisers kept coming. And now they'd acquired a fighter escort, more of the aerospace defense force scrambled from the planet's surface. One of the two cruisers had taken a serious hit to its maneuver drives, and was beginning to fall behind now. But the other had closed the range relentlessly. It had already started taking shots at Mjollnir, and the shields were weakening in several sections.


        "You take the Darket, Lefty. I'm on this Dralthi."


        "Scratch another one. Hey, Babe, this is better than simulator target practice. They just keep right on coming!"


        "Shut up and watch your six, Lefty. I'm - shit! Shit! Where the hell did he—"


        "God damn. They got Babe!"


        Tolwyn closed his eyes. He remembered Babcock from the first days of Goliath. Competent, professional, a little edgy around the brass, maybe, but she should have had a promising career ahead of her. One day she might have commanded a carrier, even a battle group, herself.


        Now she was gone.


        "Cossack, make it look good," Bondarevsky's voice came over the commlink clearly. He sounded tense, but in control. "I want every one of those bombs to count. We're all down to our last loads, and these Cats are in too close to let us rearm on the fly again." "Understood," Commander Razin replied. "Pumas, follow me in!"


        Tolwyn looked at the tactical screen. Bondarevsky was making a last big push on the remaining cruiser, using the bulk of his fighters to engage the Kilrathi fighter screen and sending in the Paktahn bombers unescorted. It was a damned risky move, but if it worked . . .


        The cruiser opened fire on Mjollnir again. An alarm shrilled, and Kittani's hoarse voice rasped as he tried to shout a warning. "Hull breach! Hull breach! Aft superstructure! Get me damage control parties to decks three through seven to seal off those compartments! Mr. Graham, shields are down over the aft superstructure!"


        "I'm on it! Give me ten minutes!"


        "We don't have ten minutes, Mr. Graham," the Turk barked. "Make it five! And pray to Allah that won't be too long!"

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Strakha 800, VF-401 "Shadow Cats"


        Deep Space, Baka Kar System


        1349 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        A laser cut through space scant meters away from Bondarevsky's fighter, far too close for comfort. The cruiser's attack was directed at the carrier now, trying to exploit the advantage from that last hit. But this beam caught one of the other Strakhas in the squadron. It shimmered into visibility as it came apart.


        Bondarevsky gritted his teeth and pushed his throttle forward.


        The Paktahn bombers were releasing their loads in one massive, rippling salvo, trying to overload the cruiser's point defenses. Racing past them, Bondarevsky decloaked his Strakha as the point defense lasers opened up against the inrushing torpedoes. The rest of the surviving Strakhas appeared almost as one alongside, and opened fire at close range with their meson guns.


        The computer controlled point defense was already committed to dealing with the threat posed by the torpedoes, and couldn't reassess targeting priorities in time to stop the devastating attack. Concentrated energy poured down on the cruiser's raised superstructure. Suddenly, incredibly, the shields went down, and the meson beams broke through armor to penetrate the hull in five places.


        Aengus Harper bellowed the chorus to "Rising of the Moon" as he launched all his remaining missiles at the battered cruiser. Then the Strakhas were past her. As they turned, the cruiser's superstructure exploded, and the ship seemed to stagger in space from the fury of the blast.


        "Disengage!" Bondarevsky shouted. "Disengage!"

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Deep Space, Baka Kar System


        1351 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        A cheer went around CIC as the Flight Wing's attack struck home and the power readings from the last pursuing cruiser dropped to near zero in a matter of seconds. Tolwyn felt like joining in. Mjollnir would still have to run the gauntlet to reach the jump point, but none of the other Cat ships was placed to give them the same amount of trouble as that cruiser.


        A smile was just beginning to form on his lips as he started to phrase a congratulatory message for Bondarevsky, but it was cut short by a cry from the sensor technician.


        "Disturbance in the jump point. Multiple targets coming through . . ."


        Kittani leaned over the technician's chair to read the incoming data. "Multiple readings. I count four escort carriers . . . ten cruisers . . . twenty-six destroyers . . . configuration is Kilrathi. IFF beacons are Kilrathi . . . It's Ragark's fleet." He paused. "I guess Allah wasn't listening to prayers, today."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Bridge, FRLS Xenophon


        Jump Point Three, Baka Kar System


        1404 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Multiple contacts! They're coming out all around us!"


        Admiral Vance Richards gripped the arms of the seat he had appropriated from a junior communications officer and leaned forward to squint at the tactical monitor over the shoulder of Captain Forbes. Xenophon had never been intended as a flagship, and lacked a flag bridge where he and his staff could have monitored bridge operations and directed the battle group at the same time.


        But even at his awkward angle he could read the displays well enough to recognize those newcomers as Kilrathi.


        The three Landreich ships had evaded their pursuers for perhaps the hundredth time since the start of their strange engagement, half battle, half dance. Only Bikina's Durendal had come close enough to take hits, and the wily little mercenary had shrugged off the pounding she'd taken as "a little dent in the finish." They had offered to join Tolwyn and Mjollnir, but the carrier captain had decided that would only draw more unwanted attention his way. So they'd formed up near the jump point, ready to start their whole evasive maneuvering all over again if the Cats made another try at them in the hours left before Mjollnir joined them and they could by to duck out through the hyperrealm.


        But instead, in an instant, everything had gone wrong.


        "Carriers are launching fighters," someone reported. "They must have been prepped and ready to fly the instant they got over their jumpshock."


        Forbes looked at the Admiral. "There's not too damn much we can do, sir," he said, sounding apologetic.


        Richards nodded. Caught at very nearly a dead stop, with Kilrathi ships all around them, they'd never win free. Durendal was a goner, too, no doubt about that. Her damage had included a couple of hits to her maneuver drive, and she would be hard-pressed to make good an escape. Collins in Caliburn might have a chance. She was the furthest out from the jump point, and if she acted fast she might be able to accelerate quickly enough to get clear while the enemy was concentrating on Xenophon. But of course the Cats could bottle the Landreichers up in the system as long as they maintained their position. Neither Mjollnir nor Caliburn was likely to escape in the end. There weren't even many jump points leading out for them to choose from. This one led to Vordran. The other two led deep into the Hralgkrak province, behind enemy lines.


        "Give them the best show you can, Captain," he said at length. "I want Ragark to pay for his entertainment."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flag Bridge, KIS Dubav


        Jump Point Three, Baka Kar System


        1407 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Concentrate on the cruiser," Ukar dai Ragark ordered. "The destroyer isn't important."


        "Yes, Lord Admiral," the leader of the assault flight responded. The comm channel went dark.


        "General Order to the Task Force," Ragark went on. "All ships to remain immobile around the jump point until further orders are received."


        "Yes, Lord Admiral."


        It was usually poor tactics to let an opponent get an advantage in velocity, but in this case keeping the fleet in position was the best possible option. The apes would have to slow down as they approached the jump point, and when they did they would be sailing right into the guns of his task force. In the time it took them to get past, the human ships would be pounded into space dust.


        The humans would pay for raiding Ukar dai Ragark's world this day.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Deep Space, Baka Kar System


        1412 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        There was dead silence in GIG as they watched Xenophon's last fight, helpless to intervene, helpless to do anything but watch as Ragark's fighters swept in and hammered the light cruiser. They had thrown up a heavy jamming field around her, too, so they couldn't even raise Forbes or Richards to speak to the men one last time.


        It came to an end far more quickly than Bondarevsky's fight with the two Kilrathi cruisers had. One moment Xenophon was still alive, lashing out at any craft impudent enough to approach too close. The next minute . . . nothing. The ship was just gone.


        And with it, one of Tolwyn's best friends. Admiral Vance Richards had been a good man, for all his faults, and Tolwyn would always remember him as a man of principle and honor. He had a flash memory of before the war, when they were both newly minted young gentlemen and together they had gone on their first mission.


        "God's speed, Vance," he whispered.


        He frowned at the tactical display. Ragark had left them with no real options at all. They could run, and be pursued, and sooner or later the Mjollnir would be cornered and destroyed. Or they could try to get through Ragark's lines to jump out, but the punishment they would take would be far too much for Mjollnir to handle. Or they could just go down fighting, and take as many of Ragark's ships with them as they could.


        Tolwyn straightened in his chair. There was really only one choice he could make.

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Combat Information Center, FRLS Mjollnir


        Deep Space, Baka Kar System


        1527 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        The door to CIC slid open soundlessly, and Bondarevsky stepped into the dim-lit command center, every step weighed down by fatigue. It had been a long day . . . and it wasn't over yet.


        Tolwyn looked up as he came in. "Good job out there, Jason. A damned good job. Your people did us proud today."


        "Thank you, sir. I wish we could have done . . . more." He knew there was no way the flight wing could have helped Richards and the Xenophon, but that didn't make it any easier to accept the old spymaster's death.


        Now there was nothing more the flight wing could do, at all. Tolwyn had announced his intention of taking on Ragark's fleet head-on, and Bondarevsky had been ready to lead his fighters out yet again to the attack. But as Tolwyn pointed out there was still an outside chance they might reach the jump point, and if so they couldn't very well stop and take on planes before they made good their escape. The only fighters on board capable of jump were the four surviving Vaktoths, hardly enough to challenge the flight wings of four escort carriers.


        So Bondarevsky's pilots would have to ride out the last action aboard Mjollnir, passengers for a change. It was probably just as well, at that. The port side flight deck had been put out of action when a returning bomber had lost control at the last minute on final approach. The damage there wasn't quite as bad as what they'd found when they'd first surveyed her, but Mjollnir's launch and retrieval cycle would be severely hampered until they could get a chance to make fresh repairs.


        Bondarevsky almost laughed out loud. It was a fine time to be thinking about future repair jobs. If there was anything left to salvage, the Cats would get it.


        "Any word on the others, sir?" he asked quietly.


        "Durendal went down fighting," Tolwyn told him. "Collins slipped away, but she's got a pair of destroyers chasing her. How long she can hold out . . . that's anybody's guess."


        "Then—"


        His next comment was cut off by a call from the sensor station. "More disturbances in the jump point, sir. Multiple targets again . . . My God, sir, they're ours! Landreich ships!"


        Kittani was reading off the information from incoming transponder beacons. "That's Independence . . . Magna Carta . . . Arbroath. The whole carrier fleet! Themistocles ."


        "They're right in the middle of the Cat fleet," Clancy said in hushed tones. "I hope to God they can get clear."


        "Look at the vectors, Mr. Clancy," Tolwyn said. "They came through the jump point under power. By the time the Cats react they'll be at the edge of weapon's range . . ."


        Bondarevsky met his eyes. "My God, it's Kruger. It's got to be Kruger."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Bridge, FRLS Independence


        Jump Point Three, Baka Kar System


        1530 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        Max Kruger had the command chair, and it felt good. He'd been forced to relieve Galbraith of duty after the politician's son had tried to resist the order to get under way for Vordran, and it seemed safest to take command himself rather than entrust it to any of Galbraith's officers. Actually, most of them seemed happy to follow his lead, especially Commander Roth.


        They had reached the Vordran belt in time to discover two of Mjollnir's planes, a Zartoth and a Kofar. Cynthia Hall, the Zartoth pilot, had reported another electronic warfare plane had been destroyed by a Kilrathi patrol, and the Cats had gone through the jump point. Ragark had taken a lead of over an hour, but thanks to the delaying tactics the two pilots had executed so successfully it hadn't been closer to six hours.


        Kruger studied the tactical board and nodded his satisfaction. Their initial velocity hadn't been all that high. They had only gone about ten percent over the margins specified in most of the safety handbooks. But it had been enough to allow them to pass through the Kilrathi ships stationed around the jump point, despite the disorientation of jumpshock, before the Cats could react and open fire. Kruger hadn't known what to expect on this side of the hyperrealm, but he'd tried to be prepared for every contingency. It had paid off.


        His intercom lit up to reveal Kevin Tolwyn's face, still bleary-eyed from jumpshock. "Place is lousy with Cats, Mr. President. You want us to launch and see what we can do with 'em?"


        Kruger shook his head. "Not at the moment, Captain," he said. "I think Ragark won't be sticking around long enough for a battle."

      

    


    
      


      
        


        Flag Bridge, KIS Dubav


        Deep Space, Baka Kar System


        1534 hours (CST)


        

      


      


      
        "Vraxar! Ragark cursed. The apes had outmaneuvered him. His revenge would have to be postponed.


        The position had been perfect for interdicting the escape of the two surviving Landreich ships, and after hearing reports from Dawx Jhorrad and the commander of the orbital station Ragark had been more determined than ever to obtain vengeance from the hairless freaks who had attacked his stronghold. Vorghath was crippled, unable to maintain shields, his whole front end twisted and gaping wide like the toothless mouth of a worthless old kil. And the station . . . the launch bays would be out of service for many eight-days, and half the repair facilities were destroyed or badly damaged. In one raid the humans had set back his program by a year or more.


        But now he wouldn't even have the satisfaction of vengeance. Not with the human fleet between him and Baka Kar. If he remained here to maintain the trap, they could attack the capital with impunity, and if one shipload had done as much damage as that captured supercarrier had managed, what could an entire task force do? Dividing his forces to try to maintain the blockade of the jump point while also attempting to save Baka Kar would only expose his fleet to the possibility of defeat in detail.


        Or he could pursue the new arrivals, giving up the blockade entirely. And the humans would escape. Once the Kilrathi were committed to the pursuit, it would be easy enough for the apes to win back and jump to Vordran once more.


        Anger burned in his stomach, pure, raw hatred. It redoubled as the Communications Officer announced, "The human leader wishes to discuss the tactical situation, Lord Admiral."


        The ape knew the dilemma Ragark faced. There was no point in pursuing the charade any longer.


        But Ukar dai Ragark would not forget this day

      

    

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  



  
    EPILOGUE

  


  
    

  


  


  


  


  



  
    "Rejoice in the victory of today, but prepare for the conflict of tomorrow, for life is an eternal struggle."

  


  
    


    
      from the Third Codex


      03:18:10

    


    
      


      
        


        Starboard Flight Deck, KIS Mjollnir


        Orbiting Landreich, Landreich System


        1725 hours (TST), 2671 056


        

      


      


      
        The Presidential shuttle San Jacinto lay on the flight deck, side door open and ramp deployed, ready to leave the ship. Bondarevsky watched Kruger standing at the top, and recalled a similar scene the day he had come to Independence to see them off at the very start of the Goliath Project. But there were many differences, too. Mjollnir's flight deck betrayed its alien origins in the shapes, the structures, the shadows formed by a design and construction no human hand had been involved with, and all the refitting and adaptation in the galaxy would never change that basic nonhuman flavor. The strange shapes of two Strakhas and a Paktahn bomber loomed behind the shuttle, more reminders of Mjollnir's unique origin

      


      
        And there was the battle damage. Mjollnir had limped home from Baka Kar almost as battered as she had been when they first found her at Vaku. Shield failures had been regular all the way home, and Donald Graham had pronounced the jump drives dead on arrival after the final transition through the hyperrealm from Hellhole to Landreich. The port side flight deck was shut down after the explosion of one of the Vaktoths during recovery operations. Four decks of the superstructure were open to space thanks to laser hits during the battle with the Vorghath, and as many as five hundred crewmen had died.


        Baka Kar had been a victory, but a costly one, and they had all the refit work to do over again before Mjollnir could space again. There were some battle scars here in the starboard flight deck, too, to remind Kruger and the assembled officers and crew of what the carrier had given, and what she might be called upon to give again.


        Even the vast expanse of the flight deck couldn't hold all of the carrier's crew, but every department was represented by blocks of officers and enlisted men, drawn up neatly in ranks to greet the Presidential shuttle. They were cheering wildly, greeting the man who had saved them when everything had seemed the darkest. And Kruger accepted their accolades, standing, smiling, basking in the glory his last great charge into battle had earned him.


        Bondarevsky stood in front of a group of pilots, sadly thinned out after the day of battle at Baka Kar. But Doomsday was there, and Aengus Harper. Alexandra Travis, too, back on duty after being discharged from Sick Bay with her wounds mostly healed.


        Others were there in spirit, though no longer in body—Darlene Babcock, Charles Robertson, Drifter Conway, even Viking Jensson, along with far too many others. Bondarevsky had ordered plaques with the names of each squadron's dead posted in their respective ready rooms, to keep alive the memories of the heroes who had served Mjollnir well.


        He glanced around the flight deck, taking note of the others who were waiting to hear Kruger speak. Donald Scott Graham, with Prince Murragh beside him, living proof that man and kil could work together for the common good. Bhaktadil with his marines, his turban and his oversized kukri knife strange against the blue and gray of his full-dress uniform. Deniken, promoted to full Commander for his expertise in handling the carrier's gunnery in the fight with the dreadnought, stood between the irrepressible Lieutenant Clancy and the darkly handsome Communications Officer, Vivaldi, with Kittani close by looking more like an assassin than an Executive Officer. And so many others, who had started out as strangers but become shipmates united by shared danger and the brotherhood of a successful fight against seemingly hopeless odds.


        And before them all, Admiral Geoff Tolwyn. The man looked ten years younger than he had when they had met at Moonbase Tycho. Somewhere in the midst of that desperate fight at Baka Kar the tough old admiral had found himself again. Two nights earlier, he and Bondarevsky had gone out drinking together in a Newburg nightclub, and Tolwyn had revealed that he was resigning his commission with the Landreich to return to Earth to accept a posting as commander of the Strategic Readiness Agency.


        "You see, my coming out here wasn't just a whim," he announced, "there was something else afoot. Call this a bit of a fact finding mission, an upfront look. With the SRA I now have the data I need to block what others are planning to do."


        So Landreich would be losing Tolwyn's services. He had tried to talk Bondarevsky into joining him on his crusade, but Mjollnir's Wing Commander had declined the offer. Bondarevsky had found a home here, a group of people he could work with, a cause worth fighting for, a ship he was starting to think of as his new home. He gave Alexandra Travis a sidelong glance. Perhaps even a woman he could love . . .


        He wondered what Vance Richards would say, if he had lived to see Bondarevsky become a convert to the Landreich. Perhaps in some Valhalla the old admiral was looking down at Mjollnir today, proud of what he'd helped to set in motion. Proud of what he'd died supporting.


        Kruger raised both hands, signaling for silence, and the cheering died away gradually. A throat mike and amplifier projected his words so every man, woman, and kil on the flight deck could hear him plainly. No doubt most of the rest of the crew was watching him on video monitors throughout the ship.


        "When I decided to try to find and refit this heap of spare parts, people said I was crazy," Kruger began. "And maybe I was, at that. But you people set out to work miracles, and miracles happened! The first miracle was when you got this old girl up and running again. The second miracle was when you took on the Vorghath." He paused. "The press on Landreich is calling Mjollnir 'the ship that refused to die,' and I for one think that's as fine a title as any fighting ship can bear. Maybe it's true what spacers say, that each ship has a life of its own. Something kept the self-destruct system from blowing this proud warrior up after the battle of Vaku over a year ago. Something preserved her from harm until you arrived to put her in order once again. And something helped you hold together despite everything the enemy could throw at you!"


        Kruger still had the touch, Bondarevsky thought. Rough-hewn, gruff, impatient, he could still hold a crowd of spacers in his hand, and lead them on a jump to hell and back at his slightest word. Murragh, the Kilrathi prince, had the same natural, easy authority, but Max Kruger was still the best there was.


        The fleet had arrived to find the news of their victory had preceded them, thanks to hypercasts sent out as they waited in the Hellhole system for a week to see if Ragark was going to try to reopen the conflict. By the time they'd made orbit the Council of Delegates had met to withdraw their censure of the President and strike down the short-lived government formed by Councilman Galbraith after the no-confidence vote that had stripped Kruger of his office. Daniel Webster Galbraith had made a public apology to Kruger and personally turned over the gavel so that the President could once again formally convene the Council.


        Up on top of the shuttle's ramp, Kruger was still speaking. "Now there's a new threat to this ship that refuses to die, but I have no doubt that you'll weather it the same as you've done all the others." He produced a paper from his pocket. "I received this yesterday, faxed from the Terran Confederation Embassy Compound. It was sent by the Confederation Peace Commissioner, Williams . . . an ultimatum, if you please. The Landreich government is advised that it has 'flagrantly and deliberately violated the terms of the Treaty of Ko-Bar Yagar.' We are directed to immediately arrest and turn over to the Commissioner President Maximilian Kruger. So it looks like I'm on the wanted list again!"


        There was laughter, but Bondarevsky didn't share in it. He'd found it hard to believe Admiral Tolwyn's tales of conspiracies and the like, but here was evidence that some within the Confederation—not satisfied with forcing the Landreich into a desperate showdown they had only barely managed to win—now intended to hold innocent Kruger responsible for their own wrong policies.


        Kruger held up the paper again, waving it. "More than that, though, the confees have demanded that we retire this brave old lady for service, along with the rest of our carriers, and turn over peace-keeping duties to squadrons of ConFleet who will police our borders for us to provide a buffer between our 'irresponsible exercise of military adventurism' and the forces of the Kilrathi Empire. What do you think of that?"


        Catcalls and hoots answered, and Kruger grinned broadly. "That's about what my reaction was, friends. Out here on the frontier we learned a long time ago that the confees never have and never will follow through on any pledge to protect our borders. We've had to do it ourselves . . . you have had to do it, taking this carrier into battle and defeating our enemies with your bravery, your skill, and your ship that refused to die!" He paused again, surveying the crew. "So I say to you, as I have already said to the confees: this carrier, and all the carriers of the Free Republic Navy, shall remain on duty to guard our borders for as long as they need to be guarded. All of our borders, and against whoever might threaten them. The Landreich is a sovereign nation, and we protect our own!"


        With that he turned and entered the shuttle, and the ramp closed behind him to a wave of cheers louder and more sustained than before.


        Bondarevsky didn't cheer. He knew all too well what this open break with the Terran Confederation could mean. If the Peace Commission was determined to make an issue out of the matter, it could mean a new war, a war of human against human, with Ragark still waiting beyond the frontier to take advantage of any opening.


        But much as he hated the prospect, much as he hoped sanity might prevail so that such a conflict could be averted, Jason Bondarevsky was ready to serve his new people as doggedly as he had ever served the old.


        The Landreich's enemies might remain poised to strike the Republic down, but they would find Mjollnir, and the Black Cats, and Jason Bondarevsky, all waiting to defend her.


        Until the crisis was over, Cincinnatus would not return to the plow.


        Jason turned to walk away.


        "Jason?"


        He looked over his shoulder and saw Geoff approaching. "Hell of a thanks," Jason growled, shaking his head. Geoff smiled.


        "I take it you're staying here."


        "Yes sir, this is home now And you, sir?"


        "I'm going back like I said."


        "Why?"


        "That's where the fight is now."


        "Won't you get arrested?"


        "Hell, I resigned my commission and was following orders out here. They can't hold me on that."


        "I'm curious though, what exactly is this Strategic Readiness Agency?"


        Tolwyn smiled.


        "A bit of what we talked about before. Did you ever really wonder why I was out here?"


        "Yes, sir, frankly I did and still do."


        "First-hand look at the situation and also to get out of the way for awhile while certain things clicked into place. Now they're in place."


        "I don't get it, sir. Go back to get kicked in the teeth for all you've done?"


        Geoff shook his head and chuckled softly. The sound of the laugh was cold and Jason looked at him curiously. "Ever peel an onion?"


        Jason shook his head at the curious question.


        "Layer after layer after layer. Jason, what happened here was just a layer of the game. I've been in the service over thirty years. I was there at the very beginning of the war. And I can tell you that what some people thought was the end at Kilrah was just one act in the drama."


        'Well, I sure wished it had been the ending."


        "No you don't," and the way he said it caught Jason by surprise.


        "Who is the enemy? Kilrah? Or is there something else?"


        "Sir?"


        Again Geoff smiled. "Never mind Jason, never mind. But as to the layers of onions. What happened here was but the game within the game. I realized that long ago, a game within a game within a game," and his voice drifted off for a moment.


        "Jason, there are other plans to face the layers. I saw this coming years ago, that what thought might be the ending was but a prelude to something vaster and darker. I've made my preparations and now I must return to see them through."


        There was something in Geoff's tone that was troubling but he couldn't quite figure what it was. As he looked into the Admiral's eyes he saw an almost detached look, a gaze he had seen before in the eyes of pilots who had flown one mission too many, or an assault marine who had jumped once too often.


        "I'd like you with me, Jason. You might have to lose a bit of that boyish idealism that I thought years of combat would have washed away. But I think you have the stuff for it. It'll be tough, you'll need stomach and the willingness to fight a shadow enemy, the thing behind the mask."


        Jason was silent and suddenly not sure.


        Geoff rested his hand on Jason's shoulder and again, for the briefest instant there was the old look again, reminding him so much of the Admiral who had risked all to save his life after the raid on Kilrah, or in that moment of victory in the defense of Earth when all believed that Geoff Tolwyn would be remembered as the greatest hero of the Kilrathi War.


        Geoff looked into his eyes and there ever so slowly shook his head.


        "Maybe not," he whispered, "maybe not, Jason. Stay here."


        "Yes, sir, I think they need me."


        "They do. Jason, there might come a day when you might question what I am doing," and for a moment Jason thought that something inside of the Admiral was breaking and then the hard distant look returned.


        "Jason, just remember what I was and what I believed in—perhaps then you can help others to understand. Take care, son, and good hunting."


        Jason drew back and as Geoff started to turn away he came to attention and saluted. Geoff smiled, his visage sad and filled with an infinite weariness.


        "Take care, Admiral, take care," Jason whispered, suddenly filled with the knowledge that never again would he see the Admiral Tolwyn he had so loyally served.


        Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn nodded, and turning disappeared into the crowd.

      


    

  


  


  


  


  



  
    MORE WAR . . .

  


  
    


    
      A desperate attack on the Kilrathi homeworld had succeeded in destroying the entire planet, including the Emperor and his warlords. The surviving Kilrathi, on warships and on their colony worlds were hopelessly demoralized and had sued for peace. The catlike warrior race was no longer a threat to Earth and its colonies. Thirty-five years of war had finally come -to an end, bringing peace in our time. They thought. .


      The reality was more ominous. There were still plenty of independent Kilrathi warlords surviving, commanding a formidable array of warships and weaponry. Some wanted revenge on the apes who had destroyed the sacred homeworld, some wanted to set up their own new empires, and some were simply content to go pirate, raiding human colonies at will. But back on Earth, the war-weary people and their leaders turned a deaf ear to reports of Kilrathi belligerence, preferring to look forward to a peaceful and prosperous future.

    


    


    
      But it was only the calm before a new storm....
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  Seated at his console in Pegasus Station's NAV-COM control room, nineteen-year-old Radar Officer Thomas Sherryl stared through a wide viewport at the swirling blues and reds of the Charybdis Quasar. He looked past the whirlpool of gases, past the black hole lying at the quasar's core like an interminably deep maw, until his inner gaze rested on a gentle blue orb bathed in a soft glow. Earth. Homeworld. So near. So far.


  Thomas Sherryl dreamed of things green. Of the smell and taste of real air. Of foamy ocean waters rushing up and across his chest. Of beach barbecues. Of bikinis. He no longer sat in his chair, surrounded by billions of tons of durasteel and ice-slick rock; he no longer felt the rumble of the naval base's enormous ion engines propelling the converted asteroid deeper into the corridor; he no longer had to pull the graveyard shift and oversee instruments that did a fine job of sweeping the sector without human scrutiny. Thomas Sherryl had found his freedom. Goodbye towers, gun emplacements, and antennae. Good-bye Confederation capital ships sitting in your spacedocks. I'm no longer stuck on this rock. I got a ticket out. And it's a ticket no one can take away.


  "Hey, Tom? Can you cover for me? I gotta take a leak."


  Robbed of his bliss, Thomas Sherryl scowled at fellow Radar Officer Rick Adunda as the other man set down his half-full coffee mug and left before Thomas replied.


  With a loud sigh that drew stares from the other personnel on duty, Thomas switched seats to Rick's console and resignedly studied the long-range sensor report: a blank screen. He eyed his own short-range display and found the same.


  "I love my job," he moaned.


  And, as though on cue, a mass of red blips suddenly rippled across the screen.


  Thomas's gaze shot up. Had someone hacked into the system to play a joke? He studied the other officers. No smiles. No laughter. He felt a tremor rise from his feet and rattle into his spine.


  He looked to Rick's coffee mug as it began to vibrate.


  A shadow wiped over the viewport, followed by a second, then a third.


  Muffled explosions resounded from outside the control room.


  Jakoby, the stocky security officer on duty, rushed to the viewport. "Kilrathi fighters," he said stiffly.


  Klaxons blared. Overhead lighting switched to the dim crimson of battle. Behind Thomas a panel of life-support monitors sizzled and shorted out, heaving a pungent scent that wafted through the control room. He glanced to a bank of screens that showed images from the station's external cameras:


  Twelve comm dishes on the base's northwest side blew apart in succession under the unrelenting Particle cannon and Meson fire.


  Dozens of Dralthi medium fighters swooped down and caught the great Confederation cruisers and destroyers still sitting helplessly in their berths. The fighters resembled glistening gray discs cut through their centers by sleek, single-pilot cockpits. Long, narrow laser cannons extended from the pits and blazed unceasingly. Though only twenty-eight meters long, the fighters' formidable, talon-like appearance made them seem much larger. And they packed more than just laser cannons. Heat-seeking missiles streaked away from the starfighters, locking onto the Confed ships' now-warming engines. The cruisers and destroyers retaliated with streams of tachyon fire, but scores of missiles navigated through the glistening gauntlet to impact on and weaken the Confed ships' shields. Another wave of those missiles would tear into hull armor, flesh, and bone.


  A resonant drumming seized the NAVCOM control room as asteroid-based gun batteries finally came on line, belching out thick bolts of anti-aircraft fire as they swiveled to track targets.


  Thomas kept a white-knuckled grip on his chair as he continued to watch with a horrid and inevitable fascination. Like an angry horde of plastisteel insects, the fighters dove at the station, dropped their poisonous barbs, and pulled up, leaving trails of floating debris in their wakes. For every Dralthi destroyed, another soared through the rubble of its predecessor.


  One of the heavy cruisers, the Iowa, launched a half-dozen F44-A Rapier medium attack fighters. The Rapiers' silver, battle-scored fuselages and barrel-shaped rotating laser cannons that formed their brassy noses gave them a fearsome if not sleek appearance. Short, slightly upturned wings and huge twin thruster cones stated most clearly that the Rapier had been built for speed. And it usually did an excellent job of catapulting a single pilot across the laser-lit cosmos. But as the starfighters cleared the flight deck, Kilrathi fighters methodically picked them off with salvos of Meson and missile fire that fully obscured each ship before blasting it to gleaming fragments.


  "We're gonna lose," an astounded navigator said behind Thomas.


  Rick Adunda pounded over, his young face creased in terror. "Get out of my chair."


  With a shudder, Thomas returned to his own station as Rick dialed up a commlink so they could listen to the skipchatter from outside.


  "Goddammit! Cut our moorings! Get us out of here!" a capital ship commander cried, her voice already hoarse.


  "Mooring release systems, uh, damaged," came a nervous ensign's reply. "Unable to… to initiate."


  A fighter pilot cut into the channel. "Christ almighty! They're everywhere! Bug out, people. Bug out. Regroup at the southern pole. Go now!"


  "Belay that order," shouted the capital ship commander. "We need air support, Lieutenant—not your announcement of retreat."


  "Forget it, Commander. We… are… outgunned," the pilot said, spacing his words for effect. "There's a fine line between bravery and stupidity."


  "See you at your court-martial."


  "If we live that long."


  "Mayday! Mayday! This is Senior Spacehand Eric Popkin in Watchtower Three. We can't hold 'em back anymore. Batteries are wasted. They're coming over the fence. Wait. What's that? Ohmygod. OHMYGOD! AHHHHHH!"


  "Popkin? Report! Popkin, do you copy?"


  "And it is you, Dear Lord, who will deliver us from this evil because we ask it in your name, and—"


  "You wanna piece of me? I don't think so. Open wide…"


  Something struck heavily on Thomas's shoulder. He turned to find Rick staring wide-eyed at him. "What are you doing?"


  "I, uh, I don't know. I guess, well—"


  "Make your report!"


  'Thomas swallowed and regarded his scope. "I count one-nine-zero bogies inbound. Vector three-seven-four, attack formation."


  "Shields are not responding," Security Officer Jakoby announced.


  The viewport filled with a harsh white light that peeled off the blackness of space. A tremendous thunderclap shook through the entire station as though a fusion bomb had detonated at its core.


  "What the f—" Rick began, then shielded his face as his console sparked and smoked.


  "I don't believe it," Ordnance Officer Scott Osborne said, squinting at the viewport as the glare subsided. "That was the Iowa." He turned toward Thomas, his face paling.


  "Confirmed," Comm Officer Rene Gemma said. "The Iowa is gone. And the Kobi."


  Loud footfalls caught Thomas's attention. He cocked his head toward the lift doors as Admiral Bill Wilson double-timed into the control room with an armored Confederation Marine in tow. Twin rows of large buttons on Wilson's dark uniform flashed as they caught the overhead lights. He wiped the sweat from his balding pate, and his face seemed to grow more gaunt as he took in the scene with weary eyes.


  Rick, who had moved to the console on Thomas's left, tipped his head in Wilson's direction and muttered, "It's about freakin' time."


  Wilson turned toward them. "Status?"


  Thomas jerked and studied his screen. "Four Kilrathi capital ships coming to bear, Admiral. They are powering weapons."


  With a crooked grin, Wilson asked, "How did they get past our patrols?"


  "We lost contact with our patrols for a few minutes," Comm Officer Gemma said. "But we reestablished. I thought it was quasar interference. The enemy must've taken them out and transmitted false signals."


  Before Wilson could respond, a low-pitched alarm added its voice to the already rising din of the control room.


  Security Officer Jakoby bolted to his terminal. He touched the screen several times, then winced. "We have a station breach. Levels seven, eleven, and thirteen. Kilrathi Marines."


  Wilson hurried to a bank of security monitors beside Jakoby. Thomas stood to peer over the admiral's shoulder.


  Towering forms in copper-colored armor skulked through the dim corridors, throwing markedly inhuman shadows on the walls. Rebreather tubes partially concealed their faces and snaked down from elongated heads to bulging chests. Exhaust fumes lingered behind them as they forged efficiently and inexorably forward.


  A pair of Confed security officers fired upon them suddenly, but two of the Kilrathi withstood the point-blank hits and thundered on to seize the officers. Thomas turned away as he listened to the women shriek, gurgle, and fall silent.


  "They're headed for Command and Control," Jakoby reported.


  Thomas may have only been a radar officer, but he knew very well what the aliens wanted. He flicked his gaze to the opposite end of the control room, to the massive computer system shielded by a synthoglass wall, a mainframe that represented the very heart and brain of Pegasus Station. At the system's center lay that small, most precious black box with the letters NAVCOM stenciled across its side.


  Clenching his teeth, Wilson charged toward the computer system. "Destroy the NAVCOM AI. Now!" he ordered Benjamin Ferrago, the chief navigator.


  Ferrago typed frantically on his touchpad, then, balling his hand into a fist, he smashed a glass panel to gain access to a red handle. Grimacing, he threw the handle forward and looked to the black box.


  Nothing.


  He tried the handle a second time, his eyes now glassy.


  No response.


  "What's wrong, son?" Wilson demanded.


  Ferrago shook his head. "Command codes have been overwritten."


  Wilson whirled and seized the Confed Marine's conventional rifle, dropped the slide back, then aimed at the NAVCOM. Thomas flinched as uranium-depleted rounds ricocheted off the synthoglass. Wilson emptied the entire clip before turning the rifle around. With a howl, he charged toward the NAVCOM and drove the rifle's butt into the glass. The stock shattered.


  "Back off," Jakoby said, pushing the button on a concussion grenade the size of a ballpoint pen. He tossed it at the synthoglass.


  The others retreated as Thomas crouched behind his console and held his ears. The grenade went off with a terrific boom. He lay there, listening to his own breath for a moment.


  "Did it work?" someone asked.


  Someone else cursed.


  Peering furtively above his instrument panel, Thomas glimpsed the bad news.


  Another concussion echoed from outside. The lift's massive, reinforced doors began distorting, bending in, as the Kilrathi Marines outside unloosed a flurry of rifle fire.


  "Here," Rick said, slapping a sidearm in Thomas's hand. He winked. "Special arakh rounds. Kilrathi catnip. We Terrans stick together."


  "Where'd you get this? We're gonna get in—"


  "Big trouble? You kidding me?" Rick clicked off the safety of his own pistol. "Let's go."


  Remaining hunched over, Thomas followed Rick past the radar and navigation stations to a partition opposite the lift doors, where they huddled and watched the doors grow hotter and weaker.


  Admiral Wilson regarded Comm Officer Gemma with a grave look. "Prepare a drone. Get me a coded channel."


  Gemma seemed lost for a moment, then she touched the correct keys and nodded to the admiral.


  Wilson faced the camera at Gemma's station as it pivoted toward him. "This is Admiral Bill Wilson, Pegasus Station commanding officer. Four Kilrathi capital ships are closing. Station has been breached. They want the NAVCOM. Repeat. They want—"


  The lift doors blew off their glide tracks and thwacked the deck with twin thuds. A cloud of toxic smoke swelled into the control room. Within that smoke, Thomas made out the unnerving outline of a Kilrathi Marine as it hunkered down and ignited its weapon.


  Rick pumped rounds into the smoke, as did some of the others. Thomas saw a half-dozen more outlines appear behind the first, and the sight sent him ducking behind the partition.


  "Drone away!" Gemma shouted.


  Thomas looked back at the viewport. The tiny drone streaked away from the dying station, bound for the nearest Confederation carrier, the Concordia, some twelve hours away. It passed in front of the Kilrathi battle group that included a dreadnought, two destroyers, and the largest vessel, a Snakeir-class cruiser. Transports and smaller escort ships flew abreast of the capital ships, exploiting their cover.


  An explosion stung Thomas's ears, and he saw Rick fall against the partition, his uniform melting into a black cavity in his chest.


  Thomas wanted to act, but he could only tremble. He detected heavy footsteps. Close. Loud breathing, mechanized. Oh, God. What's that smell? He looked over his shoulder at the Kilrathi Marine standing over him, its polished armor reflecting explosions from outside, its pale yellow eyes wide, menacing, drinking him in with sinister delectation as it breathed through its tube.


  Shoot him! he screamed at himself.


  He lifted the pistol.


  The Kilrathi plucked it effortlessly from him, grunted, and kicked him onto his back. The soldier pressed its boot on his chest, cutting off his air. A rib popped.


  In those last seconds, Thomas took himself away from Pegasus, through the jump point at Charybdis, and back home, where palm trees bowed to the coastal wind, where waves lapped endlessly at the shore, where he lay under a canopy of fronds and drank from the lips of a dark-eyed woman until night fell.
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  In classic battle group formation, the Confederation-class carrier Concordia, flagship of the 14th Fleet, glided majestically amid five cruisers, five destroyers—including the formidable TCS Beowulf-—and ten support ships. The pride of the Confederation Navy, the Concordia stretched into space nearly 984 meters and weighed in at an imposing 73,000 tonnes. She doubled as a dreadnought so she could stand up to Kilrathi cruisers and destroyers in a one-on-one fight. Three heavy flak cannons discouraged light fighters from becoming intimate, and eight anti-matter guns warded off attacking Kilrathi corvettes, heavy fighters, and bombers. Fore and aft phase shields guarded her from an assortment of Kilrathi weapons, as did her 500-centimeter-thick armor. She carried 120 fighters piloted by the most respected and experienced officers in the fleet.


  Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn suspected that every time the Concordia appeared before the Kilrathi, she turned their alien blood cold.


  As she should.


  Twelve fighters presently on security patrol veered off to allow a changing of the guard. Tolwyn shifted away from the external monitor and scratched at a graying sideburn, then at his neck. He loved the smell of his new cologne, a thank-you gift from his nephew Kevin, but the damned stuff had the strange effect of making him itch only when he wore his uniform, as though chemicals in the cologne reacted with the fabric. This effect had, of course, not been mentioned on the cologne's label, nor had Tolwyn remembered the last time he had served as a human catalyst for an unlikely chemical reaction. He tugged at his collar, swore, then stepped across the carrier's wide, pristine bridge to lock gazes with Commodore Richard Bellegarde, who had just exited the lift. Stocky, with neatly trimmed dark hair, Bellegarde had thus far been an excellent officer but a poor liar. He assumed that no one knew of his alcoholism nor his frequent extramarital affairs, both born of a midlife crisis that threatened to ruin him. Tolwyn hated to see a man slowly destroying his life, but he would keep on his side of the line. At least for now.


  "Did we get it, Commodore?" Tolwyn asked.


  Bellegarde nodded vigorously. "It's just been decoded." He hurried toward a video monitor at the commander's station. Tolwyn fell in behind him.


  The screen lighted with a shaky image of Admiral Bill Wilson, whose eyes pleaded as he spoke. "The NAVCOM command codes were somehow overwritten. We can't shut it down, can't destroy it. Station self-destruct programs have been locked, passwords changed. Jesus, I'm sorry, Geoff. I'm so damned sorry." Laser fire pierced the air around Wilson. Small explosions lit the shadowy Command and Control room behind him. Then static whisked away his face.


  Tolwyn repressed the urge to pound his fist on the commander's chair, having learned long ago to govern his emotions, use them as a tool, and never let them overwhelm him. He stood there, focusing on his breathing, clearing his thoughts, then guiding them toward an appropriate response.


  Contrarily, Bellegarde paced the bridge, muttering to himself, rubbing his jaw. Were his thoughts visible, they would be wildly orbiting his head. He whipped around and faced Tolwyn with a madman's glare, releasing a short, bitter laugh. "I've been considering ways Wilson could've protected it from them. But he… think about it… the Pegasus NAVCOM. My God, if they have it—"


  "Calm down, Richard. Let's assume they have it," Tolwyn said, his voice a placid lake. "Now, what shall we do about that? Speak to me, Commodore."


  Bellegarde snorted. "Go after them."


  "Exactly. And I'm sure the Kilrathi counted on that." Tolwyn turned toward the open expanse of bridge between the commander's station and the lift. "Tactical. Give me the Vega and Sol sectors."


  A swirling holographic projection took shape as overhead lights dimmed. Dozens of star systems appeared in each of the selected sectors, their tiny planets rotating in real time about their suns. Glowing blue orbs indicated the positions of Confederation capital ships. Red orbs representing Kilrathi cruisers, dreadnoughts, and destroyers dotted the display like blood. The Pegasus Station's last known location stood as a small blue dot at the core of the celestial maelstrom. Behind it, thin white lines formed a tube depicting the Ulysses Corridor. The tube funneled toward a small but comprehensive model of the Charybdis Quasar. Hundreds of yellow lines emanated from the quasar's back, each representing an avenue through space-time. One yellow line, much thicker than the others, led directly to the Sol system, to Earth.


  Tolwyn walked into the projection, intent on the images surrounding him. As he neared the Sol system, the holograph zoomed in on Earth, illustrating the precious planet in sharp detail. A hurricane swirled off Florida's east coast. Clouds blanketed California. Lightning backlit the thunderheads. Tolwyn glanced sidelong at Bellegarde. "What is the fleet's position?"


  The commodore stepped closer to the holograph and gestured toward the blue dots. "We're spread all over the sector." He rushed to the commander's station and tapped in coordinates on a touchpad. Then he looked up and shook his head. "The earliest our advance elements could reach Sol is forty-two hours. And that's piecemeal and taking risks with the jumps, sir. If we do make it within that time frame, we'll be breaking every Confederation jump record."


  "And with the NAVCOM, the Kilrathi can reach Earth in forty hours through the Charybdis Quasar." The irony tasted so bitter in Tolwyn's mouth that it made him cringe. "A mere two hours could decide the outcome of this war."


  "That's not true, sir."


  Tolwyn furrowed his brow. "What?"


  "Even if Earth falls, we still have the fleet and support from the rest of the Confederation."


  Stepping to the edge of the projection, Tolwyn locked gazes with the commodore. "What is it you fight for, Richard, if not Earth?"


  "Permission to—"


  "Granted."


  "I'm sorry, sir, but Earth's not my homeworld. I'm aware of its strategic importance, but I don't place as much emphasis on it as those like you with family connections in government and industry."


  "But it's the world of your forefathers. Think of Scotland, of Glasgow. That accent still lingers in your speech. You cannot deny your heritage."


  "Sometimes I wish I could."


  Tolwyn looked away, glaring into nothingness. Then he abruptly faced Bellegarde with renewed steel, his tone a direct challenge. "Signal all ships to mark our course and make full speed for Earth."


  "All ships to mark course and make full speed for Earth. Aye-aye, sir," the commodore said tersely. He spun on his heel toward the situational display on his monitor.


  "Richard. I suggest we lay our political differences aside for now. I suspect we'll return to this conversation later."


  Bellegarde kept his back to Tolwyn. "Yes, sir."


  Tolwyn stared at the holograph once more, his gaze directed to the Vega sector and traveling past McAuliffe to Trimble to Baird's Star. "Now. I need to know what the Kilrathi are up to. I need eyes and ears, and I need intelligence. Do we have any ships left in Vega?"


  "Checking." The commodore's fingers worked quickly on his touchpad.


  As Tolwyn waited, he realized that with the luck they had been having, the answer would surely be no. In that event, he needed to devise an alternate plan, one that would somehow get Warning and Control mission fighters in close enough to run intelligence on that Kilrathi fleet—but fighters deployed from where?


  "We have seven capital ships in that sector, sir," Bellegarde finally answered. "The closest one to the Pegasus Station's last known coordinates is the Tiger Claw. But she's in the Enyo system and out of communication range. A drone will take two standard days to reach her."


  Tolwyn moved toward a blue orb that quickly materialized into an image of the Bengal-class carrier Tiger Claw, 700 hundred meters of Confederation fury. Dammit. If they could only alert her. He winced once more over the taste in his mouth.


  Then he accidentally spotted a tiny dot on the projection. Granted, whatever ship it represented lay in the Sol sector, but judging distances and factoring in a jump point, it might be within communication range and might be able to reach the Tiger Claw in time. He pointed at the dot. "Who's this?"


  Bellegarde studied the holograph, then typed on his pad. "It's a requisitioned merchantman, sir. The Diligent."


  "The Diligent!" Narrowing his gaze, Tolwyn watched as the dot grew into the rather bulky, purely functional form of the transport vessel. What she lost in appearance she gained in strategic position.


  "She's captained by James Taggart," Bellegarde added.


  With that, bad luck and operative words like "might" got burned away by Tolwyn's recognition. He had been meaning to check on Taggart's whereabouts. Now fate had stepped on the bridge to whisper the coordinates in his ear. "Can you pull up her log?"


  "Already have. She's en route to the Tiger Claw with two replacement pilots: First Lieutenants Todd Marshall and Christopher Blair."


  Blair. Another name from long ago. In their quest to end humanity's future, the Kilrathi had inadvertently summoned up two distinct figures from Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn's past. If nothing else, the immediate future would prove bittersweet. He stared through the merchantman's ghostly hull and said, "Open a secure channel to the Diligent immediately. I need to speak to her captain—"


  "Right away, sir."


  "—and this First Lieutenant Blair."
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  After graduating from the Terran Confederation Space Naval Academy on Hilthros just a month earlier, First Lieutenant Christopher Blair had entertained a number of fantasies concerning his first non-training assignment. He, like many of the other fledgling pilots, had put himself on great carriers like the Concordia or cruisers like the Waterloo. Some of Blair's classmates had actually been awarded those prestigious assignments, much to his jealousy and chagrin, because for a month he had been shuffled around, leading him to believe that his superiors could not find him a home. He had served a brief, thirty-hour stint on the destroyer Gilgamesh before being ferried back to the academy. The commandant had asked him to give several testimonial speeches to the new classes. But Blair felt that his wisdom had fallen on the deaf ears of bright-eyed baby birds too excited to listen, their hearts pounding at the thought of strapping on starfighters and hauling their particular asses across the cosmos. But Blair couldn't blame them. He had behaved the same way when graduates had come to speak to his freshman class.


  Christopher Blair needed a home. And at last they had given him one: the TCS Tiger Claw, the largest carrier in her class, with a crew of over 750. Less than two minutes after receiving word of the assignment, Blair had voice-activated his Portable Personal Computer, a fingernail-sized device embedded in his wrist, to learn more about the carrier's service record.


  In 2642 the Confederation military command had authorized the design of the Bengal-class carrier line, and by 2644 the Tiger Claw launched for her shakedown cruise with a minimal space crew and inexperienced command. She ran headlong into a Kilrathi invasion force. With clever tactics her crew managed to suppress the superior force. Shortly thereafter, Vega sector became the carrier's permanent assignment.


  During 2649, the Claw performed a delaying action to allow Confed transports to retreat out of Kilrathi-occupied space. The engagement, subsequently known as Custer's Carnival, concluded with the ship badly damaged but able to return home. She lay in spacedock undergoing repairs and refitting until early 2050. Veteran crewers swore the old girl never fully recovered from that mission, that battle damage still haunted the deepest regions of her hull.


  Besides hearing about the Tiger Claw's history, Blair had wanted to review the personnel roster, but that access had been denied, since his computer account had not yet existed. No matter. He would meet his fellow officers soon enough.


  Now he lay sprawled out and bare-chested on his rickety bunk in one of the Diligent's tiny cabins. Exposed conduits spanned the ceiling like rubber and durasteel cobwebs. Even the standard cot-and-locker arrangements aboard carriers afforded more living space. And their crews actually kept the floors clean and addressed problems such as foul-smelling mattresses, two items clearly overlooked on the Diligent.


  Trying to ignore the uncomfortable surroundings, Blair fixed his gaze on a hard copy of Claw Marks, the onboard magazine of the TCS Tiger Claw, a gift from one of his flight instructors. As he read the latest news from the Terran Confederation Armed Forces CommNet, he absently touched the four-inch-long silver cross hanging around his neck. He let his fingers play over the strange symbol carved into its center. Resembling the old Earth scales of justice, the symbol stood on a circular gold background with three points of silver radiating from it to support a semicircle also trimmed in gold. That semicircle ran the width of the cross and served as its glimmering top. From a distance, the object appeared like a cruciform set against a rising sun.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Blair saw a magnesium-bright flash appear on the shelf above his head. Merlin had decided to show himself. A half-meter tall and generated by Blair's PPC, the holographic old man/interface tossed his waist-length ponytail over his shoulder, then smoothed out his black tunic and breeches, as though he had been somewhere to wrinkle them.


  "I know there's a war going on—but a requisitioned merchantman? What are we on, a garbage run? Delivering groceries?" Merlin's clean-shaven face tightened like a piece of stretched leather.


  Blair ignored him, having learned since age five that Merlin's ranting would soon evaporate were he denied an audience.


  "The Diligent?" Merlin continued. "Please—the Dilapidated is more like it. The Deluded. The Dilatory."


  Frowning, Blair glanced at the disgusted little man. "Dilatory!"


  Merlin snorted. "Of course. Inclined to delay, tardy, slow. From the Latin dilator." He smirked. "I'm not keeping you up, am I?"


  For a moment, Blair felt taken aback. Had he heard right? True, the program knew quite well how to complain over every situation, but cutting remarks of this kind should not have been at its disposal. "Where did you pick up that sarcasm? My father didn't put that in your program. And I know I didn't."


  "Well, I don't just sit around waiting for you to power me up. I have my own life, too, you know. I have aspirations. I dream that one day you'll finally come to your senses and adjust my program so that I am the proper size."


  Blair rolled his eyes. "I'm not changing my mind."


  "What's the point of my being scaled down?"


  "My father wanted you this way. Besides, you're less obtrusive."


  "Obtrusive? I am not—"


  "Run a diagnostic. You are. And while you're at it, tell me where you picked up that sarcasm."


  "I downloaded it from the mainframe at the academy while you were in—" Merlin looked up.


  "What is it?"


  "Lieutenant Marshall is approaching the hatch."


  Slapping the magazine over his chest to conceal his cross, Blair flinched a little as the hatch opened and Todd Marshall stepped into the cabin, his regulation blue uniform hanging loosely from his lanky frame, his closely cropped blond hair grazing a sweaty pipe. He raked fingers through his hair, scowled a moment at the conduit, and muttered, "What a bucket." Then that slightly crazed gleam returned to his eyes, and his oversized Adam's apple worked overtime. "I was going to come down here and get you." He smiled devilishly, raising his brow. "I found some holos in the rec that I know you'll wanna see."


  Blair drew in a deep breath and nodded his understanding. "Don't you get tired of that stuff? I don't think those women exist."


  "Of course they don't. It's all part of the fantasy. But like I said, I was going to come down here and get you so we could watch them. But the captain stopped me on the way. Up and at 'em. He wants you on the bridge. Top priority."


  "Really? For what?"


  Marshall shrugged, moving around the bunk to stare at Merlin. "He didn't sound thrilled."


  Merlin, now in standby mode and immobile for the most part, continued to stare around the room, as though his face had become a mask for another entity behind it. Blair had seen the effect many times, and it didn't bother or fascinate him anymore.


  But Marshall still found it spooky, intriguing. "What are you looking at?" he asked Merlin, then regarded Blair. "What a waste of artificial intelligence."


  "Funny, Lieutenant. I was thinking the same about you." The holograph glowered at Marshall.


  "Merlin, off," Blair ordered.


  "Of course I have no difficulty obeying your command, but if I may—"


  "Merlin, off!"


  With a huff, the little man vanished.


  "Sorry about that," Blair said. "He's been hacking where he shouldn't."


  "I'll hack him," Marshall said, shaking his head. "There weren't enough know-it-alls in the universe… your father had to program another one."


  Blair chuckled. "What? You don't want any more competition?"


  "Now I know where the little man gets it," Marshall said, nodding. "Did I tell you about the time I reprogrammed Marty Pinshaw's PPC so that it would automatically read aloud his diary every time he said the word waxed? Remember that guy back at the academy? That's all he ever said. I waxed his ass. I waxed her ass. You get tired of listening to a guy talk about how great he is, you know?"


  "I totally agree."


  "Hey, now. Come on. We'd better get upstairs." Marshall started for the door.


  "I'll meet you," Blair said, reluctant to rise and reveal his cross.


  Marshall began to mouth something, then simply shrugged and left.


  Lowering the magazine, Blair sat up and took in a long breath. A chill needled up his spine as he whispered the words, "Top priority." He reached for his shirt beside him and bolted from the bunk.


  


  On a day when you're feeling generous, Blair thought, you could call the Diligent's bridge a bridge. But were you to be accurate, you might call it a machine room like the ones used a half-dozen centuries ago to house the huge, noisy compressors of large refrigeration units. Low-hanging conduits, exposed circuit panels, torn crew seats, and poor lighting completed the unglamorous effect. Blair got the feeling that he now stepped into the bowels of a cyborg with a strong inclination for spicy food. He ducked as he shifted by a small hatchway and moved farther onto the bridge, careful to duck once more to avoid a major contusion from a low-hanging hydraulic line. He found Marshall seated to starboard in the co-pilot's chair, studying a navigation screen mounted on a swivel arm. Glancing to port, he saw the captain stepping out from the adjoining galley, blowing on a steaming mug of coffee.


  Captain James Taggart hadn't said much during the voyage. His reticence, Blair figured, stemmed from the embarrassment of commanding a tape-and-coat-hanger transport like the Diligent. Funny, though. Taggart didn't look the part of a gypsy cabby contracted by the military. Dark, neatly groomed hair. A face that barely betrayed his middle years. And there seemed something rugged, something handsome, something pirate-like about the guy that made you just know he had seen a lot more in the universe than would ever escape his lips. Marshall could take a few lessons from the man.


  Blair found the captain's gaze. "Sir?"


  But the man's stare lowered to Blair's chest, and a strange look washed over his face.


  A quick glance down revealed that Blair's cross had slipped out from behind his V-neck shirt. He quickly tucked it behind the fabric and stiffened nervously to attention, waiting for a severe interrogation.


  "I don't know who you know, Lieutenant, but you just received a Confed One Secure Communication." Taggart gestured with his coffee mug toward the bridge's center console.


  Releasing a long mental sigh over the captain's decision to ignore the cross, Blair hurried to the console, slid over to the comm screen, and keyed an activation code on the touchpad.


  "Identify," a computer voice said.


  "Blair, Christopher. Lieutenant."


  "Voice print recognized. Communication establishing…"


  The screen filled with the god-like face of a man for whom the phrase "living legend" remained as inadequate as it was trite. "Admiral Tolwyn."


  "At ease, Lieutenant."


  "Yes, sir."


  "I need a favor," Tolwyn said matter-of-factly, his gray eyes flashing.


  Blair swallowed. "Anything, sir."


  "You're currently outbound for Vega sector and the Tiger Claw. I need you to hand-deliver an encrypted communications disc to Captain Sansky. Message is incoming."


  As he waited for the download to complete, Blair grew more confused. The comm recorder beeped. He removed the minidisc and held it up. "Begging the admiral's pardon, sir, but why not send it via drone to Pegasus? It would be quicker…"


  Slowly, Tolwyn shook his head, driving Blair into sudden silence. "The Pegasus is gone, destroyed by a Kilrathi battle group twelve and a half hours ago."


  Blair's mouth fell open. Two of his classmates, Trish Melize and Sandra Sotovsky, had been assigned to the Pegasus. He thought suddenly of their parents, mothers and fathers he had met at the graduation ball, at the barbecue, at the ceremony.


  The war had snapped its fingers.


  And two daughters were no more.


  "See that Captain Sansky gets that disc," Tolwyn added.


  "With all due respect, sir. Why me?"


  Tolwyn's lips curled in a remote smile. "Right now you're all I've got." His gaze averted a moment as he seemed to consider something. "I fought with your father in the Pilgrim Wars. He was a good man—you look like him."


  Without trying to offend the admiral, Blair pointed out a fact that had shadowed him all of his life. "People say I have my mother's looks, sir."


  At the mention of Blair's mother, the admiral's eyes narrowed, as though he remembered something. "Yes, it must've been hard. They were both good people. Godspeed. Tolwyn out."


  Blair stared at the empty screen a moment before Marshall's voice ruined the silence. "Can you believe he fought with your father? Man… you got an in now. I'm you, I don't even worry about promotions."


  Turning to Marshall, Blair closed his eyes. "Just shuddup."


  


  On the Concordia's bridge, Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn read the obvious look of displeasure on Commodore Bellegarde's boyish face. The commodore rarely wore that look, and Tolwyn found it impossible not to address. He cocked a brow. "You don't approve, Richard?"


  "Of using Blair's kid? No, sir. I do not."


  "Why?"


  Bellegarde stepped forward. "I think we both know why."


  


  The Diligent's navigation screens woke from their powerless slumber to create 3-D grids as Captain James Taggart began tapping in coordinates. Blair stood behind him, watching. "This milk run just got a little more interesting," the captain said. "Set a course for Beacon One-forty-seven, one-quarter impulse."


  Marshall nodded and worked his touchpad. "Course for One-forty-seven. One-quarter impulse." He frowned at a flashing red warning that appeared at the top of his screen. "One-forty-seven , is off-limits, sir. There's a one-hundred-thousand-kilometer no-fly zone around it."


  Taggart puffed air. "I said Beacon One-forty-seven. It's a short cut. Lose the sir."


  With an exaggerated shrug, Marshall regarded his screen, banged in the course, then booted the engage pedal.


  As Taggart fell back into his chair and yawned, Blair noticed a small, dark tattoo emerge from beneath his collar. Blair recognized the writing: a set of four vertical lines that comprised the Kilrathi language. Taggart caught him staring, and Blair flinched toward the forward screen.


  The Diligent streaked by the mottled red orb of Pluto, its tenuous atmosphere escaping in tendrils toward its gray moon, Charon.


  Taggart got abruptly to his feet. "I'll be in my quarters. Call me when we come within a hundred klicks of the beacon."


  "You got it," Marshall said. He waited for the captain to leave, then stage-whispered, "I don't trust this guy. What does he mean by a 'short cut'?"


  "Got me," Blair said. "Did you see his neck?"


  "What about it?"


  "He's got a tattoo. Kilrathi writing. Wish I got a better look at it. Maybe I can get something on it from Merlin."


  "Tell you what I think. I think he's intentionally delaying us. One-quarter impulse? Why don't we get out and push? And now you're telling me he's got a Kilrathi tattoo? Hello. I can't find anything right with this picture."


  "Stay cool. Let me talk to him. We just don't know what he's about." Blair stood and turned toward the hatchway.


  "Hey," Marshall called out.


  Blair faced the pilot, who now waved a small sidearm he had withdrawn from a hidden calf holster. "I know what I'm about."
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  For the fourth time in the past five standard minutes, Captain Thiraka nar Kiranka shuffled through the dense nutrient atmosphere that filled the Grist'Ar'roc's bridge to check the radar screen as the immense cruiser traveled at maximum drive toward the quasar. The attack on Pegasus Station had gone exactly as planned. The absence of difficulties had Thiraka wondering when those difficulties would arrive. His experience fighting Terrans told him they always did.


  Born of the most powerful clan on Kilrah, Thiraka had a reputation to uphold, a fact that weighed upon him too heavily and preoccupied too much of his time. His father did not believe him worthy of the clan. His father did not believe he could present even a single Terran death as a gift to Sivar, war god of the Kilrathi people. And his father's beliefs had become public knowledge by way of servants' loose tongues. Thiraka suspected that most of his crew doubted his capabilities. The presence of Kalralahr Bokoth, the Kilrathi fleet's most revered admiral, underscored those doubts. Thiraka considered how his own intimidation had become heightened by the fact that he and Bokoth belonged to the same clan and that Bokoth would undoubtedly report Thiraka's every move back to his father. The emperor had not entrusted Thiraka with the mission and had turned his cruiser into the kalralahr's flagship, thus relieving him of battle group command. I am a lowborn peasant at the kalralahr's beck and call, he thought. Thus, Thiraka's intimidation remained fused with contempt.


  Commander Ke'Soick rested a heavy paw on Thiraka's shoulder. "Kal Shintahr, our officers complain that you're oversupervising them. I've watched you check this screen four times now. Should the third fang here find a discrepancy, he'll report it directly to you."


  Thiraka lowered his massive brow. "To me and not the kalralahr?"


  "We've only served a short time together, but I already know your pain. You can rely on my loyalty, Kal Shintahr. I'm oathsworn to you and you alone."


  Pursing his lips, Thiraka nodded. "A debt is owed. A debt shall be repaid."


  "Have you forgotten how your family strengthened my clan by killing the weakest of us? Now we rise in power and serve aboard the empire's deadliest cruisers and dreadnoughts. But my clan also believes that those who bargain with the Terrans are the lowest of born, cowards despised and condemned by Sivar."


  Thiraka moved closer to his Ke'Soick, and with eyes capable of seeing the infrared spectrum, he gazed through the green effluvium to see if others watched. "Those opinions are better kept silent. But, dear Ke'Soick, I agree."


  Behind them, the lift doors parted to reveal Kalralahr Bokoth. Without a word, the admiral paraded across the bridge, his armor flexing, the colorful clan and battle plumes affixed to his shoulders fluttering behind him. He paused at the forward viewport to gaze at the quasar.


  "And thoughts become flesh," Ke'Soick said, eyeing the kalralahr with unflappable contempt.


  Second Fang Norsh'kal, tactical officer, approached them with a computer slate. "Kal Shintahr. Sector report of Confederation ship movements." He proffered the slate.


  But Thiraka had grown weary of staring at holos and computer screens. "Read them to me."


  The Second Fang purred his acknowledgment. "One vessel remains in the sector, the TCS Tiger Claw. Intelligence reports that she is still out of communication range with her fleet and holding position."


  "Very well," Thiraka said. "Your report tells me nothing new."


  "But Kal Shintahr. One of our surveillance stations on the border of Sol sector intercepted and decoded part of a long-range communication from the Concordia to a merchantman bound for the Tiger Claw. An officer on board that merchantman is delivering an encoded message to the carrier's captain."


  "ETA of merchantman to Tiger Claw?"


  "We're not sure, Kal Shintahr. The merchantman is headed toward Beacon One-forty-seven, just outside the Sol system."


  "They're not headed toward Vega?"


  "No. And we don't know why."


  Drawing in a long breath that made his throat grumble, Thiraka stepped away from his officers and crossed the bridge, heading toward the kalralahr.


  As he neared the old one, Thiraka bowed his head and spoke in a low hiss of respect. "The Ulysses Corridor is clear. As you predicted, the door to Earth is open. But new difficulties have arisen."


  Kalralahr Bokoth turned his long, pale head toward Thiraka. Bokoth's face bore the ravages of the battle at McAuliffe. He had lost an eye in that ambush, and deep scars radiated from the gloomy socket like an improbable form of black anti-lightning. "Difficulties, Thiraka?"


  "Yes. One of our surveillance stations—"


  "I know." Bokoth stroked the long, fine hairs on his chin and bared his yellowed canines in a smile, as though over Thiraka's surprise. "I'm having all intelligence routed directly to my cabin."


  "Kalralahr, this is my ship. I've paid you tribute enough in turning over command of the battle group. All intelligence will be routed to the bridge."


  Bokoth's good eye widened. "I wondered how long I could push you before you would behave honorably and defend yourself. There's hope for you after all."


  Thiraka frowned as he detected the musty stench emanating from Bokoth, from the kalralahr's ornamental plumes, which he apparently only donned on special days or missions. Repressing the desire to gag, Thiraka considered several responses to Bokoth's chide, but thought better of them. The wrong word might spark the killing-rage in both Kilrathi. That all-controlling feeling dwelled just beneath the skin of every warrior, and once ignited, the feeling would blaze until one or both Kilrathi lay dead in its embers.


  "What is it, Thiraka?" Bokoth asked, his tone a notch less condescending.


  "Nothing, Kalralahr. Nothing."


  "Then let me address your supposed difficulties. Yes, it's unfortunate that the Terrans have learned so soon of our attack on Pegasus. But it's of no consequence. By the time that merchantman reaches the Tiger Claw, our lead will be too great for them to intercept. If by some small miracle they do reach us, we will finish them as efficiently as we destroyed Pegasus. That complication has already been addressed. And even without our contingency plans, one carrier is no match for this battle group. Even the lowest of born can recognize that."


  "But answer this: why is the merchantman not headed to Vega sector? Doesn't that puzzle you?"


  "It does. Which is why I've asked it to the bridge." Bokoth turned his head toward the lift doors as they closed behind a human wearing an atmospheric suit.


  "Where's the celebration?" the hairless ape asked, its voice sounding tinny through the translator attached to its suit. "The door to Earth is open. And you have your prize."


  As the human drew closer, Thiraka noticed a silver cross hanging around the man's neck. He recognized that cross from history holos he had been forced to watch during his training. It represented a clan of humans known as Pilgrims.


  "The NAVCOM AI has been reconfigured to your jump drives," the ape continued.


  "Excellent. Now answer me two questions," Bokoth said in his most demanding tone. "Why was the Concordia alerted of our attack so soon?"


  "That, I'm afraid, was unavoidable. Next question?"


  Bokoth growled. "Explain unavoidable."


  "I think the word translates clearly."


  Raising a paw and extending long, jagged nails, Bokoth said, "If I discover—"


  "You're not in a position to threaten me—after what I've given you."


  Slowly, Bokoth lowered his paw. "A merchantman has been ordered to alert the Tiger Claw. Why isn't it headed to Vega sector?"


  "I don't know. I'd worry about that."


  "If you're lying—"


  "There you go again. Haven't I already expressed what I want?"


  "Yes. Most clearly. You have betrayed your race on a scale unimaginable, Pilgrim."


  The ape sniggered. "I've lived up to my part of our agreement. Live up to yours. Destroy Earth."


  Bokoth stared long and hard at the traitor. At last, he nodded.
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  Taggart's hatch stood ajar, and Blair peeked through the crack. If a man's quarters say a lot about the man, then this place isn't talking. Taggart kept only the bare essentials: cot, night-stand, and wide, battered desk. Even the old gray walls were bare, sans the pinups or family photos that hung in the majority of pilot berths. Taggart sat at the desk, poring over a collection of ancient star charts printed on real paper. A half-dozen of them lay rolled up and bound by rubber bands at his elbow. Still more of the scrolls sat in a pile on the floor. Amid the charts lay an unwrapped and half-eaten sandwich and Taggart's coffee mug. Lifting a knuckle, Blair prepared to knock. "Come in," Taggart said.


  Grinning slightly over the man's keen senses, Blair entered and suddenly felt awkward at standing in this most personal of places. He blurted out, "We're holding steady on the beacon. Marshall has the helm." He neared the desk and ran his finger over one of the charts. "These must be antiques."


  "Yeah," Taggart said. "They were made by the first explorers in the sector. Pilgrims."


  "How did you get them?"


  Taggart rolled up one of the maps. "Now that's a story too long to hear."


  "I, uh, before… I couldn't help noticing the tattoo on your neck."


  Smiling wanly, Taggart looked to an empty wall. Blair could only imagine what ghosts the captain saw there. "What about the Pilgrim cross you hide under your shirt?"


  Retreating a step, Blair's hand went instinctively for the cross. Then, realizing he had betrayed himself, he thrust the hand to his side and waited for the inevitable.


  "Don't worry. We all have pasts. And secrets."


  Blair gave a slight sigh. "It was my mother's."


  "May I see it?"


  After hesitating, Blair lifted the chain over his head and withdrew the cross. He handed it to Taggart, who ran his fingers slowly, reverently over the semicircle. The glimmer in his eyes grew brighter, and his face tightened into the countenance of a priest staring at a recovered relic. He pressed the center symbol. A seven-inch blade telescoped from the cross's bottom.


  As he traced the blade with his index finger, he smiled wanly again and said, "There was a time long ago when people looked up to the Pilgrims. They were at the forefront of space exploration. When I was a boy, I knew there was some kind of connection between God and the stars. I think the Pilgrims found that connection." He touched the plate again, retracting the blade, then returned it to Blair.


  "You know," Taggart continued, "since the Pilgrims were defeated, not a single new quasar has been charted."


  "It's so strange hearing someone talk like this. The word Pilgrim has always been… I don't know… a curse."


  Without warning, a sudden surge of acceleration sent Blair reaching for the desk. He caught the edge and balanced himself as Taggart's coffee mug fell and broke.


  "That idiot!" Taggart screamed. He shot to his feet and stormed out of the cabin.


  Blair followed close behind, only then realizing what Marshall had done.


  As Taggart entered the bridge, he shouted, "Get up!"


  Marshall's face grew thin and pale as he quickly vacated the captain's chair and moved to the co-pilot's seat. "That caffeine's killing your attitude, man."


  "Shut up. Did you change course?"


  "You told me to shut up."


  "Answer the question!"


  "No. Just boosted the power. Why dog it when we can be at the beacon in an hour? Unless, of course, you want us to be delayed."


  Blair watched Marshall's hand drift toward the sidearm concealed at his calf.


  "That beacon is marking a gravity well," Taggart said through clenched teeth.


  Marshall gave Blair a nervous look and mouthed, "Holy shit."


  Swinging the navigation computer in front of him, Taggart's fingers danced over the touchpad until a Heads Up Display lit before them. A green, flat grid rotated and glowed as data bars on each side filled with coordinates. The grid began folding inward, creating a strange, swirling, elliptical spike in the concave surface.


  Blair stood transfixed, knowing all too well what a gravity well could do to a Confed capital ship, let alone a rusty old transport.


  Something sparkled near the floor, and Blair turned as Merlin self-activated and began pacing. "I told you this ship wasn't up to the job. My sensors indicate that there are a number of structural flaws—"


  "What the hell is that?" Taggart asked with a lopsided grin.


  "That's Merlin," Blair answered. "He's the interface for my PPC."


  Taggart resumed his gaze on the HUD. "Well, get into his face and tell him to shut up."


  Blair cocked his head to give the order, but Merlin had already switched to standby mode.


  Shoving the navigation computer back on its swingarm, Taggart slid another display forward, one that offered multiple views of space via the Diligent's external cameras. He chose the image from the centerline unit and adjusted the telescopic lens to bring a dim object, the gravity well, into focus. Blair spotted asteroids and space debris being sucked into the well, as though into a whirlpool, and disappearing. The Diligent screamed toward the same future.


  Taggart beat his knuckle upon a thruster control button, throwing Blair and Marshall forward as retros violently kicked in. "One cubic inch of that well exerts more gravitational force than Earth's sun," he barked at Marshall.


  "I screwed up. I get that. Stow the physics lesson," Marshall answered, his eyes not leaving the external camera display.


  Taggart pushed that display aside and slid back the navigation computer. He frowned at the coordinates and tapped in new ones. "Come on, come on," he said, driving himself harder. "If I don't realign our entry vector, we won't make the jump."


  "And if we don't make the jump…" Marshall began.


  "We die," Taggart finished.


  "Have we reached the entry vector's point of no return yet?" Blair asked. Once they hit the PNR, course adjustment would be a fond memory.


  "Not yet," Taggart said, throwing a toggle to automatically stabilize the now-groaning transport. "She's reaching out for us. Hear that?"


  The Diligent's hull protested much louder now, and through the viewport, the gravity well appeared in all of its gluttonous furor. The ship's thrusters whined as they fought to obey Taggart's course corrections. Still, the well grew larger, more ominous, and the space distortions now seemed more like gelatinous hands reaching incessantly into the cosmos. Blair repressed a shiver.


  Taggart took one look at the viewport and raised a hand. "Well, ladies, meet Scylla, bane to sailors and monster of myth."


  Marshall frowned at Blair, then regarded Taggart, his frown deepening. "What's a Scylla?"


  But Blair answered for Taggart. "Ulysses sailed between the whirlpool Charybdis and the island monster Scylla. She snatched six of his men and ate them."


  "I didn't need to know that," Marshall moaned.


  Shaking a finger at Scylla, Taggart said, "This beauty's got an even bigger appetite. Hold on."


  Blair got to the navigator's seat behind Taggart and Marshall. The captain threw a pair of toggles, and a bank of afterburners kicked the Diligent onto her side. Blair clung to the arms of his seat as the ship continued to yaw and tremble like a piece of Los Angeles real estate. Every seam and conduit in the old transport begged for relief. Within a few seconds the tremors became so violent that Blair fell from his chair and crashed to the wall that now served as the deck. He rolled over and spotted Merlin, whose image shook so hard that it blurred. Marshall lost his grip as well, and thumped to the floor beside Blair.


  Still glued to his seat, Taggart continued adjusting the Diligent's course. The transport slowly rolled upright, sending Blair and Marshall sliding toward the true deck. As the ship finally balanced and artificial gravity readjusted, Blair looked over Taggart's shoulder at the Heads Up Display, which now showed a digital glide path that took them along Scylla's perimeter, the course steady and true.


  "Broken your grip, old girl," Taggart said, regarding an external camera display that tracked the gravity well. "Better luck next time."


  Blair stood and watched Taggart steer the ship along the glide path. The Diligent now skipped closer to Scylla, avoiding her maw, but nonetheless doing some serious flirting. Space wavered along the starboard quarter.


  Clearly, Marshall had a rough time comprehending the gravity well. He stared at the external camera image, at the space distortion through the viewport, at the glide path. And he began shaking his head. "This isn't a normal gravity well. What the hell is this thing?"


  "This thing is a distortion in space-time," Taggart explained. "Pilgrims were the first to chart it."


  "So why is it off-limits?" Marshall asked.


  "Because it's unstable."


  "And we're going to jump it?" Marshall mouthed to Blair, having a hard time keeping his jaw closed.


  A warning light flashed on the navigation computer, accompanied by a rapid beeping. The HUD winked out. The Diligent suddenly listed to starboard.


  "Nav computer's off-line," Blair observed.


  "It's the magnetic fields," Taggart said. "Blair. Take the helm."


  Normal functions like breathing suddenly escaped Blair. "I've never made a jump before."


  Taggart cocked a brow. "Now would be a good time to learn." He rushed toward the hatchway.


  "Guess we both know what he's about," Marshall said softly. "He's about getting us killed."


  Blair ignored that, focusing instead on the vortex as it now shifted to the center viewport. Without the nav computer's assistance, the Diligent would return to the previous course, and Blair, Marshall, and Taggart would learn the mysteries of the afterlife, free of charge.


  Near the hatchway, Taggart had pulled off a maintenance panel and now considered the exposed intricacy of wires. He pulled out a pair of protein processing chips, studied them a moment, then tossed them over his shoulder. He opened another panel and withdrew fresh chips.


  The gravity well now dominated all viewports, a malevolent queen at her banquet table. A pair of discarded O2 canisters collided and exploded on their way into her stomach. Asteroids spun and broke apart, leaving trails of themselves across the whirlpool. Even a comet had strayed too close to Scylla's amorous arms and now painted an even streak across the watery blur of her physique.


  A proximity alarm blared, and a digital countdown at Marshall's station read 9, 8, 7—


  "Uh, Captain?" Marshall called out.


  "What?"


  "Five seconds to jump."


  "So?"


  "So if you don't get the nav computer back on line, this unstable gravity well is going to pull us in—one molecule at a time."
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  "This antiquated vessel is riddled with structural flaws," Merlin said, appearing atop the copilot's console. "In my opinion, it cannot survive the jump."


  Marshall shouted the final countdown: 'Three…" Taggart shoved a protein chip into place—"… two…"—then jiggled a wire. "… one!"


  The navigation system snapped on, panels warming to their normal glow, coordinates spilling across four screens in front of Blair. Snap. Everything went dark. Snap. Everything came back. "Come on!" Marshall shouted.


  After a tiny spark and loud hum, the HUD returned with a suggested trajectory marked by a thick green line through Scylla. Blair read the coordinates and studied the course, but something deep inside him said the computer was wrong. He couldn't explain the feeling, but he had felt it before, at the academy, during blind navigation simulator runs. The feeling tugged on his mind, his heart, and something even greater.


  "Plot your course, Mr. Blair," Taggart said.


  Mother? Father? Be with me now. Blair pulled out his cross and squeezed it. Then he obeyed the feeling as it told him to close his eyes. His fingers glided over the touchpad as though it were a musical instrument hardwired to the quantum level. Then he opened his eyes and stared at the upper left screen: COURSE PLOTTED.


  Drawing in a long breath and holding it, Blair steered the Diligent into the gravity well. The viewport grew darker as Scylla robbed more and more starlight. Shuddering again, the ship pressed harder against the barrier of space-time that lay at the singularity's core.


  Marshall released a long howl over the cacophony of rattling consoles and conduits.


  "As I was saying before I was so rudely cut off," Merlin cried, "I would calculate our chances of survival at twenty-seven point two percent. I implore you…"


  Blair glared at the hologram as the screens shook so violently that he held them, fearing they would snap off their swingarms.


  Three, two, one and the Diligent pierced the barrier


  Though his eyes remained open, Blair could only see a dark void speckled occasionally by flakes of yellow light. He turned his head. The void surrounded him. He cried out to Marshall. The pilot did not answer. Then Blair realized that he hadn't heard himself call out, that all of his senses had been shut down, replaced by…


  The feeling.


  Never had he felt it so strongly, a connection to the universe that made no sense, that made perfect sense. The subatomic particles of his body had never belonged to him in the first place. They had always belonged to the universe. He understood at least that much of the feeling now.


  Scylla's gravitational forces caused matter to have infinite density and infinitesimal volume, while also causing space and time to become infinitely distorted.


  But Blair's coordinates somehow broke those rules.


  The Diligent's bridge reappeared as quickly as it had vanished. But life still hung between seconds, between particles, frozen. Taggart stood immobile on his way toward the bridge. Marshall leaned back in his chair, in midscream. Merlin pointed at the gravity well and bit his lower lip. And Blair somehow observed this while feeling as though he could move his body, but seeing that he could not.


  His moment of inexplicable peace, silence, unity, continued for one minute, for a thousand years, for infinity, the distinctions became irrelevant.


  Yet at some point, a point Blair could not single out, a nova-bright light engulfed the Diligent as she shed Scylla's arms and plunged back into normal space.


  With his senses recovered, Blair recoiled from the still-rattling ship and Marshall's screaming, from the stench of frayed wires, and from the pain in his hands at keeping such a tight grip on his displays. The return left him feeling empty, as though he had forgotten part of himself and needed to head back. The others would not appreciate that desire.


  "Stop this madness," Merlin demanded. "That man is quite probably insane. He'll kill us all." Merlin looked over his shoulder at Taggart's approach. "Oh."


  But the captain shifted past the hologram to level his gaze at the nav computer's display. He opened his mouth, looked at Blair, started to say something, then just stared.


  Unnerved by Taggart's odd look, Blair asked, "What happened?"


  Taggart held back a laugh. "You just plotted a jump through a gravity well in under five seconds. A NAVCOM can't do that." His gaze averted to Blair's chest.


  Seeing this, Blair gripped his cross for a moment before slipping it under his shirt. "I don't know what to say. I guess I just felt something back there."


  "You didn't use the nav computer's trajectory. Why didn't you trust it?"


  "I don't know."


  Marshall, his face still flushed, turned to Blair and nodded. "Who cares how he did it? That was one hell of a rocket ride. Not bad for the second-best pilot at the academy."


  "Shut up," Taggart barked, turning to Marshall. "The next time you fail to follow my orders, I'll dump you with the rest of the garbage. You read me, Lieutenant Marshall?"


  Tensing, Marshall kept his gaze forward and replied, "Yes, sir. I read you clearly, sir."


  Satisfied that Marshall had been duly reprimanded, Taggart redirected his attention. "Plot a course for the Tiger Claw, Mr. Blair."


  "Yes, sir."


  Taggart rubbed his eyes, sighed loudly, then walked off the bridge.


  The flush that had filled Marshall's face during the jump lingered, fueled now by the young man's anger. He looked after Taggart until the man moved out of earshot. "That guy has some serious issues."


  "He's all right," Blair said quietly.


  "What?"


  "You heard me."


  Marshall snickered. "Yeah, I guess he likes you 'cause you kinda saved his ass."


  "Kinda saved yours, too."


  "Coincidence."


  This time Blair snickered. "Fortunate for you."


  "So, did you find out anything about his tattoo?"


  "Not yet."


  "You find out anything about him?"


  "He knows a lot about history."


  "Whose history? Ours… or the enemy's?"


  "Let's not talk," Blair said, piloting the Diligent toward the distant carrier, ETA: fourteen minutes.


  "Well, thank God we're almost rid of the man. Imagine having him for a wing commander? He wouldn't last a day."


  "Or you wouldn't."


  Marshall raised his lip in disgust. "Like you said, let's not talk."
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  "Where are you going, Daddy?"


  "I'm sorry, Christopher. Daddy has to go to work now. There's a war he has to fight."


  "What's a war?"


  "It's… I don't know. It's just bad."


  "Then why do you go?"


  "It's my job."


  "Stay with me, Daddy. Don't go."


  "Bye, Christopher. Give me a hug."


  "Don't go, Daddy. Please don't go."


  "Hey, what the hell's the matter with you, Blair? Hello, Blair. Come back to us."


  After blinking hard, Blair looked at Marshall's angular face, then at his nav display. ETA to TCS Tiger Claw: three minutes. Marshall shoved his shoulder. "You all right, bro?"


  "Yeah. Just… thinking."


  He gestured to the viewport. "Well, start thinking about those birds."


  Two Confederation Rapiers flew straight toward the Diligent, their rotating nose cannons and short forward wings lending to them a deadly visage that would awe even the most casual spectator. Bright running lights flashed on both craft, switched on only during routine escort missions. Observing the fighters made Blair itch with the desire to fly one of them instead of the clunky merchantman. He slid over the comm control. "They've queried us. Better get the captain up here."


  Marshall mocked a fit of vomiting. "Oh, that would be my pleasure."


  Blair punched in the senior officer's frequency. First Lieutenant Tanaka Mariko clicked into view on the left screen, her face hidden behind her headgear. "Merchantman Diligent. This is Black Lion One. Request authorization code for approach to TCS Tiger Claw, roger. Broadcasting sign now."


  "Affirmative, Black Lion One," Blair said. "Stand by."


  "Send the countersign," Taggart said, coming up behind Blair. "And thank you for waiting. I see you've read and understand the regs manual."


  Blair craned his head, even as Taggart stared unflinchingly at Marshall. The two held their gazes until Marshall broke the duel.


  After dialing up the signal, Blair threw a toggle. A coded burst of static crackled over the intercom, followed by another burst. Blair read the display. "Identification acknowledged. They'll escort us in."


  The Rapiers broke off and wheeled around to bracket the ship. A distant, shining fleck stood dead ahead.


  Marshall moved to the viewport to glance at the fighters. "I never get tired of looking at 'em."


  "You should get used to this view," Taggart said.


  Spinning on his heel, Marshall pursed his lips tightly and poured poison into his eyes. "Sir. May I speak freely?"


  "I suppose that's a threat. Go ahead."


  "What's your problem?"


  Blair shot to his feet and directed an index finger at Marshall. "Don't go there."


  "Mr. Blair. Fly my ship. I'll handle this." Taggart marched up to Marshall and circled him like a rabid drill sergeant. "My problem is that I care too much, Lieutenant. I care too much about idiots like you who sneer at protocol and fly like you own the war. You guys stand in line, waiting to get blown out of the sky. Yeah, I got your number, Lieutenant Marshall. I see you coming from a light-year away—and so will the Kilrathi."


  Although Marshall did not move, Blair guessed that he wanted very badly to smirk and roll his eyes.


  Taggart paused to get squarely in Marshall's face. "From here on out I suggest you get your priorities straight, understand the mission, your place in it, and stow that pathetic ego. No one ever flies alone. No one." After letting that sink in, Taggart plopped into his captain's chair.


  Slowly, Marshall shifted back toward the viewport, mumbling something.


  Blair sighed and regarded Taggart, filling his gaze with understanding, but the man would not look at him. Taggart studied the growing form of the Tiger Claw as her enormous flight deck doors rolled open.


  Burying the awkwardness of the moment in his job, Blair slipped the Diligent into her final approach vector, then engaged the autopilot. The Heads Up showed a green outline of the carrier and the vector's "red carpet" runway grid. Blair looked beyond the HUD to marvel at the carrier as they drew closer to her bow. She resembled a 700-meter-long gray cylinder tapered at the ends and split into port and starboard halves. A narrow rectangular structure joined the halves and served as a runway to stern and a colossal hangar bay amidships. Massive doors permitted access to the bay from the upper deck or the stern (the latter approach most used by starfighter pilots who would plunge into the Claw's innards to land). Far above the runway, past some of the hundreds of lights that dotted her hull, rose the carrier's bridge, a circular superstructure on the starboard side that stood in tribute to the ancient sea carriers that had clearly inspired the Trojan Four Spaceyards engineers who had designed her. Despite the tradition of her silhouette, she boasted state-of-the-art firepower. Eight dual laser turrets had been mounted equidistantly apart on her hull and covered the full sphere of vacuum. A main battery jutted out from each half of her bow, and triangular sleeves of battle-scarred armor shielded personnel operating the big cannons. The sealed hatches of missile tubes subtly reminded her enemies that even more death lay within her bowels.


  Indeed, the Tiger Claw, though patched up here and there, remained powerful. In fact, if you took her in with a quick glance, you would swear that she reached out in challenge to any cap ship that dared defy her perimeter. She had attitude in spades; few would deny that.


  As the escort fighters swerved away to continue their patrol, a broad tractor beam lanced out from a turret below the Claw's flight deck and seized the Diligent. Blair's autopilot automatically disengaged, and retros fired, helping the beam to ease the merchantman down and through the clear energy field that separated atmosphere from vacuum. The beam's force grew weaker, and Blair took over. The ship settled onto a dull, ocher-colored deck heavily stained by hydraulic fluid, its landing pads outlined in bright yellow. The huge doors closed slowly over them.


  "Switching systems to accept moorings," Blair announced, punching in the command.


  "Good work," Taggart said. "Auto power down in progress. Message from flight control. The XO will meet you on the deck. Go fetch your gear."


  "Thank God," Marshall muttered.


  


  Five minutes later, two Confed Marines in burnt sienna deck uniforms approached the Diligent's loading ramp. Blair and Marshall trudged down toward them, their shoulders already sore under the weight of their duffels.


  "IDs?" the male jarhead said curtly.


  Blair produced his identity badge, and the Marine waved a scanner over it. "Do you have your orders card, Lieutenant Blair? I'll need to see a hard copy as well."


  "Duh," Marshall said, shouldering his way toward the Marine. "You think we're here to gamble and eat too much?"


  "Don't mind him," Blair told the Marine. "He's having a little trouble with his bodily functions. I'll get him to sickbay right away."


  The Marine gave Marshall a stupid grin, then his eyes snapped wide open. "Officer or not, you will shut your hole and wait your turn."


  Marshall swore under his breath as Blair handed the Marine his orders card.


  Once they finished the interminably long check-in, Blair suggested that they wait for Taggart to at least say good-bye.


  "Now that," Marshall said, "is humorous."


  Blair dropped his duffel. "I'm waiting."


  With a hand on his brow, Marshall paced for a moment, then slipped off his own duffel. "You're right. We should wait. I'm not finished with him."


  Having quickly developed a numbness to Marshall's belligerent remarks, Blair moved off to survey the immense rectangular flight deck. A half-dozen or more columns on either side of the deck rose thirty meters, joined overhead by a latticework of durasteel. Behind the columns stood rows of Hornets, Rapiers, Scimitars, Broadswords, and Raptors, many being serviced by orange-suited flight crews who hung from open cockpits, scorched wings, and pockmarked fuselages. One tech attached multicolored fuel and hydraulic lines to a Raptor whose nose had been removed to repair her electrical system. A miasma of heated metal, jet fuel, hydraulic fluid, and burning rubber hung heavily in the air, despite the best efforts of the ship's recyclers. While civilians would crinkle their noses at the smell, Blair smiled. I'm home. As he touched a bulkhead adjacent to the lift doors and came upon a patch welded there, he noticed the carrier's age, evident in that patch and the hundreds of others that freckled her walls. "You've seen a lot of action," he whispered. "Guess you'll see a lot more."


  "Hey, what are you doing?" someone familiar asked.


  Blair turned in Taggart's direction. "Waiting for you. Just wanted to say thanks for the lift."


  The captain paused before them. "Well, gentlemen, don't think I haven't enjoyed your company."


  Marshall bore his teeth. "We won't. Sir."


  Not wasting a second on Marshall, the captain focused on Blair.


  "I'm headed for the lift over there," he said, tipping his head toward the doors fifty meters away. "See you. And good luck."


  Lifting his duffel, Blair said, "I'll walk with you."


  "I won't," Marshall said.


  Blair hurried after the captain. "Marshall? I'll meet you back here." He didn't wait for the expected reply and finally caught up with Taggart. "Before you go, tell me about your tattoo."


  "You know what it is?" Taggart asked, lifting his voice over the collective whine of power tools.


  "I think I got it figured out. It's a Kilrathi marker. You were a prisoner of war."


  "I was on the lason when they took her."


  That caught Blair off guard. "The lason? She was the first ship to have contact with the Kilrathi. You served under Commander Andropolos?"


  Taggart nodded. "We encountered a spacecraft of unknown origin, transmitted a wideband, nonverbal greeting, and waited. Four hours later she fired upon us with all batteries. But you know the story."


  "Yeah. And I know there weren't supposed to be any survivors from the lason."


  "I guess not."


  They reached the lift doors, which slid apart. Taggart stepped inside and turned around.


  "Why don't you have it removed?" Blair asked, staring at the captain's neck, the tattoo partially exposed.


  "Let's just say it helps me remember."


  "Remember what?"


  "Why I fight."


  The doors began to close.


  Blair stepped forward. "Wait. I've seen photos and holos, but what do the Kilrathi look like? I mean, in the flesh?"


  "They're ugly. Good luck."


  The doors sealed.


  "Right," Blair muttered, then hurried back to the other lift, where he found Marshall ogling a blonde tech whose smooth skin and lithe figure seemed incongruous with her greasy coveralls. She stood beneath a Broadsword bomber, dismantling one of its mass driver cannons with a power wrench.


  "I don't see the XO," Marshall said, his gaze still riveted to the tech.


  "I can see why."


  "Maybe she can help." He strutted toward the woman, his boots barely touching the deck.


  Blair ambled toward a row of Rapiers, still searching the room for their welcoming party. He came to the first fighter, number thirty-five. Her heavily patched armor and carbon scoring bespoke numerous round trips to Hell. He felt like a kid as he pictured himself in the cockpit, diving onto a Dralthi's tail, locking target, and—


  He repressed a chill and lifted a computer slate from a rolling tool cart. The slate showed the fighter's mission status. She had come in less than eight hours earlier from a sortie on the fringe of the Enyo system. Her next pilot had yet to be assigned. Not bothering to read more, Blair replaced the slate and hurried up the cockpit ladder. He peered furtively around the deck for a second and, seeing that no one watched, climbed into the pit.


  Although the instrument panels remained dark, he could easily imagine the left Visual Display Unit reporting battle damage, the right VDU showing options for the vidcom system and the targeting screen. The circular radar display, just left of center, depicted a wave of red blips above him. "Break and attack," he told his ghostly wingman.


  "Two Dralthis on your tail—one above, one below."


  Blair felt a jolt in his gut, then looked down toward his inquisitor. In her late twenties, she stood nearly as tall as him, her shoulder-length hair a deep brown laced with gold curls. The shadows beneath her eyes and streak of lubricant on her cheek did little to mar her beauty. However, the oil-stained disposable plasticine coveralls she wore weren't exactly flattering on anyone. With a socket wrench in one hand, an x-ray scanner in the other, she raised a thin brow and continued: "You've got five, maybe ten seconds—the clock is ticking. What do you do?"


  "Simple. I go vertical and inverted, do a one-eighty at full throttle, apply the brakes, and drop in behind them."


  "Bang. You're dead. Not fast enough. Dralthis are too quick—particularly in a climb. You've just taken a missile up your tailpipe."


  No lower-ranked tech had ever spoken to Blair this way. What did she hope to prove? Was she bitter over not being a pilot? Why the callous shield?


  "Okay. Reverse the situation," she said. "You're locked on a Dralthi. It goes evasive, enters an asteroid belt. Clock is ticking."


  With a loud snort, Blair pointed ahead. "I'm locked on. There's no such thing as evasive because—"


  "Bang. Dead again. It's an ambush. Five or six fighters hide behind rocks the size of your swollen head and pounce—a Kilrathi gang-bang."


  An intense heat washed into Blair's face, and he balled his hands into fists.


  She set down her tools and began untying her coveralls. "What's the matter? Did I bruise your ego?"


  "No. I'm just not used to getting combat tips from a grease monkey."


  As the words left Blair's mouth, he saw her step out of the coveralls to reveal her blood-red flight suit. The insignia on that suit indicated the extent of Blair's foolishness.


  "I'm Lieutenant Commander Jeanette Deveraux—your wing commander. You have a name, nugget?"


  Blair straightened and saluted her, not that his after-the-fact respect would mean anything. "Lieutenant Christopher Blair, ma'am."


  "Well, Lieutenant. If you want to play at being a fighter pilot, I suggest you find a virtual fun zone. Meanwhile, step down from the Rapier."


  Feeling as though his face would burst into flames, Blair rose and set foot on the cockpit ladder. As he descended, he noticed the pilot's name in bright yellow letters along the pit's edge: Lt. Commander Vince "Bossman" Chen. Twenty-six Kilrathi paws representing kills had been set in neat rows beside the name, a scorch mark slashing through them. "Ma'am, the mission slate said this fighter was unassigned. I apologize. I didn't realize it was Bossman's."


  "Who?"


  "Lieutenant Commander Chen. Bossman." Blair gazed back at the Rapier. Had he read the name correctly? Yes, he had.


  Deveraux's face creased even more.


  Puzzled, Blair crossed to the tool cart and lifted the computer slate. "If this fighter's not his, then who got these twenty-six kills?"


  She wrenched the slate from his hand. "What are you doing on the flight deck, anyway?"


  "Looking for the XO," Marshall said, arriving at Blair's side.


  Shifting her gaze to the far end of the flight deck, Deveraux nodded to a tall officer. "You found him." She turned on her heels and strode off.


  "I'm proud of you, Blair," Marshall said, patting his back. "Even from back there I could tell you were defying authority. Some day these hardasses will appreciate our creativity."


  "That hardass is our new wing commander. And I've made a wonderful first impression."


  "She'll get over it. They always do. Or she'll get whacked and you won't have to worry about it. Either way, you're in the clear, buddy. Now, c'mon. Smiley over there is waving us over."


  Blair looked to the XO, a man with a deeply grooved face who had once smiled back in 2649, though no hard evidence existed to prove that rumor.
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  During Blair's senior year at the academy, he had flown training missions off the TCS Formidable, an Exeter-class destroyer assigned to the Vega sector. He had been on the Formidable's bridge only a few times but had seen enough to fill his heart with awe. Now, as he stepped onto the bridge of the Tiger Claw, a carrier nearly twice as large as the destroyer, he could barely contain his excitement. Viewports wrapped around the bridge, the synthoglass so clear it seemed that nothing stood between people and the vacuum. Dozens of officers and noncoms sat murmuring at dozens of consoles. Instrument panels at the radar, navigation, communications, tactical, and flight deck stations radiated a calming glow. Six holographic projectors shaped like inverted domes hung from the overhead, and one of them at the tactical radar board to Blair's left displayed a real-time, grid-enhanced image of six Hornets launching for patrol to replace the Rapiers now returning.


  Captain Jay Sansky stood below the hologram, conferring with a radar officer and pointing to coordinates marking the fighter patrol's flight. The stress of command had robbed Sansky of his hair and the rest of his youth. Pride obviously stood between him and the partial recovery of that loss through surgery. Appearances aside, the way he talked with the radar officer suggested an avuncular quality, a benevolence that the XO, Commander Gerald, sorely lacked.


  With few words, Gerald had escorted Blair and Marshall to the bridge. Yes, the commander had identified himself, but Blair didn't even know Gerald's first name, and the man obviously preferred it that way. He had looked annoyed over having to meet them on the flight deck. XOs typically didn't greet new pilots or give them the welcome-aboard orientation tour. That was the wing commander's job. But according to Gerald, Captain Taggart had called ahead, unbeknownst to Blair and Marshall, to make sure that the XO served as escort. In an attempt to quell Gerald's temper, Blair had explained the importance of the minidisc he now carried. Gerald had seemed unimpressed. And he had even forced Marshall to wait in the corridor, since Marshall had "no business on the bridge."


  Not waiting for the commander to do an uninspired job of introducing him, Blair crossed to Captain Sansky, stood at attention, and gave a crisp salute that the captain returned. "First Lieutenant Christopher Blair reporting for duty, sir."


  "At ease, Lieutenant." Sansky scrutinized Blair for a moment, then said, "I understand you have something for me."


  "Yes, sir." He withdrew the minidisc from an inner breast pocket and handed it to Sansky. "An encrypted communique—from Admiral Tolwyn."


  Sansky scratched his forehead and stared nonplused at the disc. "Why didn't the admiral send a drone from Pegasus?"


  Blair's tone grew somber. "Sir. Pegasus was destroyed by a Kilrathi battle group seventeen hours ago. I'm sorry, sir."


  The captain looked gravely at Gerald, then crossed toward a wall of consoles, holding up the disc and shouting, "Communications. I want this decrypted ASAP."


  "Aye-aye, sir," a young comm officer said, pivoting in his chair to accept the disc.


  "If there's nothing else, sir?" Blair asked as Sansky returned.


  "We don't kill the messenger anymore, Lieutenant. Instead, I'll just say welcome aboard. And dismissed."


  Drawing up his shoulders, Blair saluted and turned to go.


  "Hey, Lieutenant," Gerald called. "You wouldn't be related to Arnold Blair, would you?"


  Steeling himself, Blair looked back and answered, "He was my father, sir."


  Gerald nodded, his lips rising in a self-satisfied grin that suddenly evaporated. "He married a Pilgrim woman, didn't he?"


  "You don't have to answer that," Captain Sansky said.


  After a moment's hesitation, Blair finally confirmed, "Yes, sir. My father married a Pilgrim, sir."


  "Mixed marriages seldom work out." The commander shifted in front of Blair, his face a cold, dark knot. "Pilgrims don't think like us."


  Blair returned the icy look. "You won't have to worry, sir. They're both dead."


  Sansky placed a hand on the commander's shoulder. "I'm sure the lieutenant's heredity will have no bearing on his performance, Mr. Gerald."


  "No, sir. I'm sure it won't."


  "That's all, Lieutenant," Sansky said, obviously growing weary of his refereeing. "I suggest you stow your gear and take the virtual tour. Your onboard accounts have already been set up. You'll find hard copies of everything in the personnel department."


  Blair nodded. "Thank you, sir."


  


  Captain Sansky watched his new pilot exit, growing more and more troubled over Gerald's reaction to the boy. "You don't trust him?"


  Instead of answering, Gerald turned to the tactical computer console. "Computer. What are the odds that a Kilrathi battle group could infiltrate Confederation space undetected and destroy Pegasus Station?"


  "Calculating," the computer responded. "One chance in one-point-twenty-one million. To the tenth power."


  Gerald's eyes grew wide as he lifted his gaze from the terminal. "Trust him, Captain? No, sir. I do not."


  * * *


  In the corridor outside, Blair stormed silently past Marshall, damning to hell both the recent and distant past. He suddenly felt trapped in who he was, cheated out of a fair life. All of the hard work, the training, the studying, the suffering—all of it—for nothing. I'm a Pilgrim half-breed. That's all I am. None of you can see past that, you bastards.


  "Hey, hey, hey," Marshall said. He ran up behind Blair and yanked him around. "What? Are you having a moment?"


  Blair mouthed a curse, stared teary-eyed at the deck, then said, "It never changes."


  "Look. I overheard a little of that. So Gerald's another hardass XO, so what. Let it go. Because right now, we're about to meet our fellow pilots. The men and women we're going to fight with, perhaps even die with, and perhaps"


  "Don't worry, Marshall. I won't let the fact that I'm pissed keep you from getting laid."


  "Me? I'm worried about it keeping you from getting laid. You watch the old Marshall man in action. I'll teach you how to make friends." Marshall threw his arm over Blair's shoulder and led him down the corridor.


  


  By the time they reached the pilots' mess, Blair's rage had cooled to a simmer. Marshall pushed open the hatch, and Blair followed him inside.


  Considering the large number of pilots stationed aboard the Tiger Claw, Blair had assumed that the mess would be spacious, well-equipped, and at least somewhat orderly. But Captain Sansky obviously kept a long leash on his fighter jocks, perhaps in compensation for the dingy, cramped, and stale-smelling mess assigned to them. Uncomfortable-looking gray metal chairs lay scattered around chipped tables whose legs bore the tape of numerous makeshift repair jobs. Fading pinups of men and woman hung from every wall, flapping in the breeze of the air recyclers. A Confederation Navy recruiting poster had been affixed to the rear hatch and depicted a cruiser with a jump point exit beaming behind it. Beneath the ship stood a challenge in bold letters: THE NAVY WAY. IS THERE ANY OTHER? Someone had taken the challenge and had written a number of answers in indelible black marker that included combinations of epithets even Blair had never seen nor heard.


  Two pilots played chess on a scratched-up old board. One of them, a tall, sturdy man with a high-and-tight crew cut and Roman nose, smiled to make the long scar on his face twist a little. He took the other pilot's pawn and laughed. "You're going down, Forbes."


  "Mr. Polanski. It's good to know you still dream." Forbes, a beautiful, dark-skinned woman who had cut her hair short and dyed it blonde, stared determinedly at the board for a moment, then quickly made a move, took Polanski's bishop, and grinned. Something about her smile bothered Blair, as though the gloss on her lips were a poison only he could recognize.


  The chess players noticed their entrance, as did the half-dozen other pilots seated at tables, eating and sipping drinks. Blair gave a quick nod hello.


  But Marshall marched into the room with the joviality of a grand marshal at a Confederation victory parade. "Hey! How's everybody doing? Lieutenant Todd Marshall."


  Silence. Dead silence. Blair swore he could hear molecules bumping against each other. He scanned the blank faces of the pilots and felt his breath shorten. A few returned to their conversations.


  Undaunted by his audience's initial reaction, Marshall continued, "I'd like you all to meet a close personal friend, Lieutenant Christopher Blair—who just happens to be the second-best pilot on this hunk of junk."


  Several of the pilots now looked up. One with reddish-brown hair and long sideburns that defied regulations removed the cigar stub from his mouth and spoke in an Australian accent. "Who you calling the best, nugget?"


  Blair leaned toward Marshall. "So this is the secret to your overwhelming popularity?"


  Still not fazed, Marshall took a step toward the cigar-wielding pilot, who quickly stood. "There's two ways to figure out who's the best," he said as he read the pilot's nametag. "One way, Captain St. John, involves you trying to kick the shit out of me—"


  St. John frowned, having no idea what to make of Marshall. Blair knew the feeling all too well.


  "What's the other way?" St. John asked.


  Marshall smiled—a very dangerous look now. "The other way? Why, that involves my other close personal friend. Mr. Johnnie Walker Black." After quickly unzipping a pouch on his duffel, Marshall produced a bottle of Scotch, very good Scotch, the rare, real stuff. Now Marshall commanded the room.


  Turning toward Forbes, St. John spoke her name as a question, as though she were the group's unofficial leader.


  Keeping her gaze trained on the bottle, Forbes said, "We're on stand-down. One won't hurt."


  Marshall moved quickly to a shelf, fetched a plastic glass, and poured one for Forbes. "This might even help."


  The other pilots flocked around Marshall, who looked at Blair with an I-told-you-so expression plastered on his face.


  Forbes tanked down her drink, exhaled loudly as the burn set in, then faced Marshall. "You got balls."


  "You should see them."


  "Mine are bigger," she said.


  "I've been told that size doesn't matter."


  "She lied." The other pilots chuckled loudly. Forbes eyed St. John and addressed him by his call sign. "Personally, Hunter, I'd have taken the third option: kick his ass first, then drink his Scotch."


  That drew more laughter. For the moment, Blair felt accepted.


  


  Standing in the chart room with the hatch sealed, Captain Sansky and Commander Gerald waited as the computer booted up and prepared to play the decoded message delivered by Lieutenant Blair. Sansky had already guessed what Admiral Tolwyn would ask of him, and he knew that he could not disobey orders at this juncture. He had, on more than one occasion, disagreed with the admiral, but too much was at stake now. Responsibility would rest upon the admiral's shoulders, and it felt liberating to be someone else's instrument.


  Finally, the monitor showed Admiral Tolwyn standing on the Concordia's bridge. "Jay, I'll be brief. The Kilrathi took Pegasus. They have her NAVCOM AI. By the time this communication reaches you, they will be approximately thirty-five hours from the Charybdis jump point and Earth. Confed capital ships are headed home now. The Concordia battle group will be there in approximately thirty-seven hours. I'm ordering the Tiger Claw to the Charybdis Quasar. You are to use any means necessary to gather information as to the Kilrathi whereabouts, capacity, and plan of attack. I need intelligence, old friend. Use Taggart. He knows Vega sector better than any man alive. He can get you to Charybdis quickly. Good luck. Tolwyn out."


  Sansky looked to his second-in-command. Gerald had begun shaking his head halfway through the message. He caught Sansky's gaze and said, "I don't like it."


  "No one asked for your opinion, Paul."


  "Sir. The disc came to us on the Diligent, entrusted to a Pilgrim half-breed."


  "I'm aware of how easy it is to fake communiques, Commander. But if it's real and we ignore it, then we seal Earth's fate. Is that how you'd like to be remembered?"


  "No, sir. But you're putting trust where it doesn't belong."


  "Your reservations have been duly noted. Now then. Send for Taggart."


  Gerald bit back a response and quickly exited.


  Turning to the monitor, Sansky thumbed on the replay, switched off the volume, and stared at Geoffrey Tolwyn's face. "Oh God, Geoff. You've always known the right thing to do. I've always trusted you, and you me. It's been a long haul. A very long haul. I wish all of this could be easier. But it never is, is it? Good luck to you, old friend."
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  Riding a warm wave of Scotch toward an imaginary shoreline, Blair settled down into a chair and watched Forbes and Polanski play another chess game. Marshall, the bottle still clutched in his hand, wandered over to observe the competition. The youngest of four sons, Marshall had grown up in a competitive household where his older siblings had constantly challenged him to meet their unrealistic standards—not that Marshall had ever volunteered this information. Blair had deduced this after meeting and spending time with Marshall's brothers. Never had he encountered a more demanding, ill-tempered, hard-core bunch of military brats. Two of them still flew for their father, Boomer Marshall, a retired Marine pilot who owned a charter service on Leto. Thanks to his father, Marshall had entered the academy with more logged flight hours than any other cadet, and he had made sure that no one ever forgot that fact. Despite his constant boasting, Marshall's experience had actually come to great use during a training exercise in which he and Blair had discovered a Kilrathi destroyer hidden in the Hilthros system's nebula. With Marshall's fearless flying to counterbalance Blair's by-the-book combat tactics, the two managed to destroy the ship, which had already penetrated Confederation counterintelligence measures and had nearly gained access to highly classified data regarding fleet positions and strength.


  But to look at Marshall now, you'd never think he was capable of such a feat. He could barely stand as he drew closer to the chess game. "Take his pony with your castle," he told Forbes, then took a swig from the bottle.


  Polanski belched in Marshall's direction, then said, "We call them a knight and a rook."


  "You're kidding me. That's what you call them?"


  As she studied the board, a grin seized Forbes's face. She regarded Marshall, her eyes saying thanks.


  Marshall winked.


  She moved her "castle" and captured Polanski's "pony." Then she folded her arms over her chest. "Check."


  Drawing back his head, Polanski stared incredulously at the board. "Where?"


  "Mate," Marshall said.


  "Damn," Polanski said in realization. "That's cheatin'."


  Forbes gave Marshall a penetrating stare. "So there's a brain behind that mouth?"


  Marshall flashed one of his trademark smiles, the kind that sometimes made women swoon and always made men, especially pilots, ball their hands into fists. He poured her another drink, and she stood. For a second, her gaze met Blair's, and he turned away, unconsciously jamming his hands in his pockets.


  "Your friend always this talkative?" she asked Marshall.


  "He just made the fatal error of mistaking Commander Deveraux for your average grease monkey."


  She circled to face Blair and bent down to his level. Then her hand shot out, and she grabbed his crotch. He went to push her away, but found his hands trapped in his pockets.


  "Feels like they're still here," she said.


  St. John, who had been sitting quietly beside Blair, chuckled with the other pilots.


  Forbes squeezed a little harder. Blair squirmed and finally wrestled her off.


  "If Commander Deveraux was really pissed," Forbes said with a knowing grin, "well, you'd be testicularly challenged, Lieutenant."


  Bringing his legs together and silently swearing over the pain, Blair forced himself deeper into the seat as he realized that every gaze in the room had found him. "All I did was sit in Lieutenant Commander Chen's fighter."


  Smiles faded. Polanski shifted away.


  Captain St. John looked up from his Scotch. "Who?"


  "Lieutenant Commander Chen. Bossman."


  The cigar came out. "Bossman? Anybody here know a Bossman?"


  "No," someone said.


  "Never heard of him," someone else added.


  Shooting to his feet so quickly that he knocked over his chair, Blair said, "What's with you people?" The indifference in their faces infuriated him. Was this how they regarded their fallen comrades?


  A burly black man with a widow's peak and a nametag that read Khumalo moved to Blair, his expression calm, his voice nearly a whisper. "Leave it alone, Blair."


  "Leave what alone?"


  St. John sniggered. "You're asking after a man who never existed, nugget."


  "I'm pretty sure he did."


  It all happened in a moment as blurry as Scylla. One nanosecond St. John sat before his drink, the next he stood and pushed Blair hard in the chest. "He never existed," St. John corrected. "Now, I suggest you change the subject. Or I'll change it for you."


  Marshall threaded his way through the other pilots and came up behind St. John. "You have a problem with my friend, Hunter?"


  "That's right. I do."


  "Then you have a problem with me."


  St. John whirled around. "Oh, yeah? You're going to love this—"


  Expecting St. John to rush Marshall, Blair tensed, preparing to leap on the man's back.


  But the pilot whirled back to him, grabbed his shirt, and drove him into the bulkhead.


  Marshall employed Blair's original strategy and leapt on St. John's back, slinging an arm under the man's chin.


  Likewise, Polanski slipped his arm around Marshall's neck and began prying Marshall away.


  As St. John's hands got yanked back, Blair's shirt tore open to expose his cross.


  "He's a Pilgrim!" St. John cried, then released Blair, who had suddenly become a live wire.


  Everyone in the mess stared at the cross. Marshall cursed and pounded the bulkhead. The pilots closest to the hatch shifted back, blocking the exit.


  Forbes elbowed her way through the others to get a closer look at the pariah named Christopher Blair. "Excuse me?"


  "If you ladies don't stand down, you're going to have a problem with me." Blair knew who had said that, but he couldn't see her past the others. Good. She also couldn't see him. Exploiting his temporary cover, he slid his cross beneath his shirt as the pilots snapped to attention.


  "I want an explanation. Hunter?"


  But before the man could answer, Blair hurried forward to address Lieutenant Commander Deveraux. "Hunter and the others were just making Lieutenant Marshall and me feel at home, ma'am."


  She stared dubiously at him, then at St. John. "Lieutenant?"


  The captain gave Blair a slight glance and said, "Uh, that's right, Lieutenant, ma'am."


  Blair couldn't hide his contempt for her, for all of them. "There, you see, ma'am? I guess this conversation never existed." He bolted through the open hatch.


  


  Out in the corridor, Blair charged toward a pair of green-suited munitions techs, who immediately shifted to the bulkhead, allowing him to pass. I hate this place.


  "Lieutenant?" Deveraux called sternly.


  He stopped but wouldn't turn around, listening to her approach.


  "I need to know that you have your priorities straight. Who the hell do you think you are?"


  "I'm a fighter pilot on a capital ship in a war zone, ma'am. Which part confuses you?"


  "Oh, I'm clear on you now, Lieutenant. You're a pawn in somebody else's game. We get ten, twelve replacements a month—as fast as the academy can spit out spare parts."


  "Well, that really instills confidence, Commander."


  She crossed in front of him, her runaway temper darkening her cheeks. "Let me give you a reality check. In all likelihood you're going to die out there—we all are. We don't need that reminder. So. You die, you never existed. Understood?"


  Resigned to her illogic, Blair dropped his gaze. "Yes, ma'am. Understood."


  "Good. 'Cause that's the only sensitivity training speech I can remember. Now. Carry on." She strode away.


  Merlin abruptly activated to walk on air near Blair's shoulder. "She's kind of attractive when she's mad."


  Blair made a face.


  "Hey, I'm a hologram. I'm not blind."


  


  In the dimly lit and silent chart room, Captain Sansky looked up to consider the group of red dots on the ghostly tactical schematic that Lieutenant Commander Obutu had pulled up for him. Those holographic dots moved toward the broad limbs of the Charybdis Quasar. Behind the quasar, a single yellow line unfurled toward a floating Earth.


  Sansky knew his orders, knew very well the role he would play, but a deep-rooted feeling of hesitancy returned. Commander Gerald doubted the authenticity of the message. And now he had little faith in Sansky's decision to feel out Taggart before committing to the mission. Gerald's second-guessing could become unmanageable if the crew got word of it.


  Though Gerald kept a tight rein on his people, they deeply respected his authority, evident in the many official and unofficial service awards they had given him. Sansky would simply have to wait and see. But the game turned his stomach sour.


  The hatch opened, and Gerald stepped inside. Captain James Taggart followed, lifting a hand to cover a yawn. "Captain Sansky. From one captain to another—never wake up a tired sailor unless we're talking life-or-death situation."


  "Then let's talk, Mr. Taggart."


  Moving beneath the holograph, Taggart stared at the Kilrathi battle group arrowing toward the quasar. "They're in a hurry," he muttered.


  "I know of you, Taggart, but I'm afraid I don't know you. You're a civilian captain flying a requisitioned transport, yet you come to me with classified orders from Admiral Tolwyn."


  Taggart smirked. "And you don't trust me, Blair, or the disc."


  "Would you?"


  "No."


  Sansky nodded to the holograph. "This tactical schematic outlines a nightmare, Mr. Taggart. It tells me that the Kilrathi have a NAVCOM, and with it, the capacity to jump into Earth space. Based on that nightmare, I must take radical action that, if it and you are a lie, could compromise this ship, her crew, and Earth—all of which are unacceptable. Before I put my command in harm's way, I must be certain that you and the orders you bear are legitimate." Sansky reached into his breast pocket and produced the decoded disc. "So, I ask you, Mr. Taggart, what proof do you have that this is authentic?"


  Taggart reached into his inner vest pocket and withdrew a small, shiny object. He tossed it to Sansky, who caught and quickly examined it. Between his fingers rested a gold class ring, its surfaces worn, its emerald dull. Sansky held it to the holograph's light and read the inscription: Annapolis Naval Academy, 1941. He closed his now-trembling hand over the ring and stared incredulously at Taggart. "How did you get this?"


  "Tolwyn gave it to me eight months ago. He thought it might be useful in situations like getting a captain to follow his orders."


  Gerald crossed to Sansky and gestured to see the ring. Sansky handed it to him, then turned to the intercom. "Con. Plot a course for the Charybdis Quasar, full speed."


  Lieutenant Commander Obutu shifted from the tactical schematic console to read the navigator's coordinates on another screen. Obutu, an earnest black man, tough as titanium, with a thick brow and a face that seemed regularly haunted by a past of which he would not speak, remained a comfort and a mystery to Sansky. As the lieutenant commander further surveyed the screen, a query creased his face. "Sir, the nearest jump point to Charybdis is four days hard travel from our present position. How are we supposed to get there in time?"


  "There's a Class Two pulsar eleven hours from here," Taggart said. "We can jump there."


  Obutu began a rapid-fire sequence of key commands, then looked to Sansky. "Not on the charts, sir. NAVCOM does not have those coordinates."


  "I have them," Taggart said, stepping between Sansky and Obutu.


  "No one's jumped a pulsar for forty years," Gerald pointed out, eyeing Taggart with disdain. "And even then, they were Pilgrims."


  "I don't believe we have a great deal of choice, Mr. Gerald," Sansky fired back. "If the battle is to be decided at Charybdis, then we have to be there." He regarded Taggart. "Plot your course."


  With a nod, Taggart headed for a navigation subterminal.


  Swearing under his breath, Gerald watched Taggart plug numbers into the computer for a moment, then moved close to Sansky, out of Taggart's earshot. "Sir. This ring means nothing." He returned the antique to Sansky. "You shouldn't—"


  "This ring has been in Tolwyn's family for sixteen generations. Any man who carries it has the admiral's full confidence."


  "If it's real—which it may not be—then I can't believe Tolwyn gave it to a civilian."


  "Believe it. He's done it before. This is the ring. And you have your orders. Prepare for jump."


  As Gerald saluted and left, Sansky watched Taggart, wishing he could see past the man's mysteries. Sansky kept his own secrets carefully stowed, but he guessed that Taggart's cache far exceeded his. So be it. Life had become far more interesting. And dangerous.
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  With the lights off and his eyes closed, Blair lay on his cot in the quarters he now shared with Marshall. He needed to sleep. Needed to dream. Dream about anyplace but the carrier. He thought of dreams he would like to have, dreams of home, of Nephele, of his aunt and uncle who had worked so hard to raise him after his parents had died. He thought of old girlfriends, of old summer jobs, of a particular July 17 birthday party that had marked the end of his teenage years. He considered his time at the academy on Hilthros, days that felt like several millennia ago. His life had become a streak of indistinct memories. Nothing stood out anymore. All of it seemed blighted by his depression. The only thing tangible was the Pilgrim cross around his neck. A blessing. A curse.


  How did I get here? I was just a kid who liked to wrestle and was raised on a farm. I joined up to get flying experience, not to become another Confederation statistic. I remember my uncle telling me never to join the service. What has it done for me? What has it really done for me?


  The lights snapped on. Covering his eyes, Blair sat up. He heard a shuffling of boots, a zipper being pulled up, and the rat-tie of metal on metal. He squinted and saw Marshall standing in a crimson flight suit, his battered helmet tucked in the crook of his arm.


  "We going out?" Blair asked.


  "No. Just me. I pulled security with Lieutenant Forbes."


  "So why did you wake me up?"


  Marshall shook his index finger at Blair's cross and opened his mouth.


  But Blair beat him to the punch. "So I changed my mind. But I can't change who I am."


  "No, you can't. But you made a promise back at the academy that you wouldn't wear that anymore. I'm not saying to throw it away. I think you know what I'm saying."


  "It brings me luck, Todd."


  "It's going to get you killed—Chris."


  Blair took the cross in hand, as though to protect it. "I was wearing this when I made the jump. You heard Taggart. A NAV-COM can't do what I did."


  "That had nothing to do with luck. It was about training and desire." Marshall reached toward Blair. "Take it off."


  Drawing back, Blair held the cross tightly against his chest. "It's who I am. Or who I should be."


  Marshall snorted loudly. "You don't even know what it means. They lost the war. Winners write the history books and make the rules. You want to play on a team that doesn't exist anymore? Think about it."


  He recognized the truth in Marshall's words. But he still felt powerfully intrigued by his heritage, by the feeling, and by what the cross truly represented. He couldn't abandon the past just to make things right with the other pilots.


  "This is the big show," Marshall went on. "It's either kill or be killed."


  "Man, that's profound. Did it come to you in a vision?"


  "Shuddup. You know what I mean. And you really messed up this time."


  "I didn't do anything."


  "Yeah, you did. And now you need someone watching your back. Let me tell you something, buddy. I can't always be there."


  "I don't expect that from anyone—especially you."


  "Oh man," Marshall said, turning away. "You're going to get whacked. If not by the Kilrathi, then—"


  "This is getting old."


  Marshall collapsed on his cot, smoothed back his hair, then kneaded his bloodshot eyes. "I'm trying to have a sensitive moment. I don't know why I bother." He sprang from the cot. "Wish me luck."


  "Luck? What about desire?"


  With a wink, Marshall said, "You've seen Lieutenant Forbes. You know I got the desire." He headed for the hatch.


  "Hey, Marshall—luck."


  The trademark grin came and went, along with its owner.


  Blair fell back on his cot, pillowing his head in his hands. He gazed up at the lovely overhead, bedecked by flexible tubes and ductwork. He shouldn't complain. Having to share a cabin with just one other pilot might be the last luxury available to first lieutenants aboard the Tiger Claw. During training on the TCS Formidable, he had been assigned to a berth with seventeen other pilots and had slept on a lower bunk above a two-hundred-and-ten-pound Neanderthal with a hearty appetite for fried onions, cabbage, and broccoli.


  What was it that Marshall had said that now troubled him so much? Something about the cross. That he didn't even know what it meant. That he didn't really know who he was and where he had come from. Without that knowledge, how could he forge a clear path for himself? How could he could keep the memory of his parents vivid? How could he stop wondering?


  "Merlin. Activate."


  The little man walked along the edge of a storage locker on the opposite side of the room. "My God. What time is it?"


  "The Pilgrims. What can you tell me about them?" Blair sat up and crawled to the edge of the cot.


  "Pilgrims. Yes. Earth history. They were English Separatists who founded the colony of Plymouth in New England, circa 1620."


  "Wrong ones."


  The hologram shrugged, his tone soft and sympathetic. "I'm afraid I have very little on the Pilgrims of this millennium. Your father wiped my flash memory."


  "Why?"


  "I don't know."


  "Don't you have anything? A temp file you forgot to erase?"


  "I'm sorry, Christopher."


  "That's all right."


  Brightening, Merlin added, "I do know that since the Pilgrims were defeated, not a single new quasar has been charted."


  "You heard that from Taggart."


  "Did I? Oh yes. I must've been monitoring. Sorry again."


  Blair stood and crossed to the latrine. He leaned over the sink for a few minutes, splashing warm water on his face. He eventually looked to the mirror, but his dark hair and dusky skin remained blurred by condensation. After drying off, he opened his locker door and withdrew a clean uniform.


  "Where are you going?" Merlin asked.


  "To talk to someone who may know more about the Pilgrims."


  


  Once dressed, Blair accessed the Shipboard Information Datanet arid found Taggart's cabin assignment. He printed out a map that would take him there. With over twenty corridors and thirteen levels between him and the man, a map remained more than a good idea if he planned on talking to Taggart during this decade.


  As he walked through the ship, taking a lift here, a stairwell there, his gaze buried in the map, he felt like a cadet on the first day of his academy training. No less than three times, crew members accosted him to see if they could help. Though grateful, Blair declined their offers. He would have to learn the ship's layout one way or another, and he welcomed the practice.


  After twenty minutes of travel, he found the hatch and touched the bell key.


  "Come," Taggart said through the intercom.


  The door automatically opened, and Blair entered to admire the captain's spacious accommodations and bunk with thick mattress and comforter.


  He found Taggart staring through a great bay window. The vacuum appeared especially dark, and for some reason the captain felt compelled to note that. "Except for a few specs of light, it's all emptiness. If it were up to me, I'd let the Kilrathi have it all—just leave Earth alone."


  Blair hemmed. "We need to talk."


  "I've been in a thousand different solar systems, and I've never seen anything in the void as beautiful as our own sun breaking through the clouds after a rainstorm. I'm a native of Ares, Lieutenant. But my parents were terraforming engineers from Scotland. They taught me that my home wasn't a space station in orbit around Venus. They told me the truth. Did yours?" He craned his head.


  "You mean my real home is Earth?"


  He nodded.


  "The only home I've ever known is Nephele. I was on Peron when I was little, but I don't remember anything. You know if I went to Earth now, they'd call me an alien."


  "If you went to Earth now, you'd really know why we fight. The Kilrathi see us as decadent and weak. They won't stop until we're all dead. If they let us exist, that would be admitting that another race deserves the stars. In truth, none of us does. But I suspect you haven't come here for a philosophy lesson."


  "No, sir. Talk to me."


  "About what?"


  Blair crossed to a well-padded chair and took a seat. "All my life I've taken shit about being part-Pilgrim. And I barely know why. Most people don't want to talk about it or don't really know why humans and Pilgrims hated each other so much."


  "That's right. Most people don't like to talk about it."


  "C'mon. You know about them. Tell me the long story about how you got the star charts. Have you ever met a real Pilgrim—not a half-breed like me? What are they like? What about the war? What do you know?"


  "I knew a boy about your age who asked the same questions. Do you know what happened to him?"


  "I don't care."


  "You should."


  Seeing the conversational dead end rushing toward him, Blair stood and started for the hatch. "I'm sorry to have bothered you."


  "You are who you choose to be, Lieutenant."


  The hatch opened.


  "You're one of the last descendants of a dying race," Taggart added quickly.


  Blair turned back, and the hatch sealed after him.


  "Pilgrims were the first human space explorers and settlers. For five centuries they defied the odds. They embraced space and were rewarded with a gift: a flawless sense of direction. No computers, Blair. No compasses. No charts. They just knew. Then, in a small number, about one in a million, a change started to occur."


  "What kind of change?"


  A hidden importance now resided in Taggart's expression, something Blair could sense but not fully describe. "They learned to feel the magnetic fields created by black holes and quasars—to negotiate singularities. They learned to navigate not just the stars but space-time itself."


  Blair shook as a powerful chill fanned across his shoulders.


  To feel the magnetic fields created by black holes and quasars.


  To navigate space-time itself.


  It seemed impossible. And possible. And in his blood.


  "So the Pilgrims could perform like a NAVCOM AI," Blair said.


  "You've got it backwards. The billions of calculations necessary to lead us through a black hole or quasar are the NAVCOM's recreation of the mind of a single Pilgrim."


  He nodded in wonder. How could one mind be so powerful? He most definitely lacked that kind of power. "How did the war start?"


  Taggart moved back to the window, and as he did so, Blair saw his lips come together and his eyes well up. "You spend so much time out here alone, you end up losing your humanity. The Pilgrims began to lose touch with their heritage. They saw themselves as superior to humans. And in their arrogance, they chose to abandon all things human in order to follow their destiny. Some say they believed they were gods, others that they were angels."


  "You believe they were gods?"


  "No. But I do believe they were touched by God." He looked back, his eyes still glassy. "And like it or not, you've got some of that inside you."


  Blair's people had done great things. And terrible things. Had they been gods? Demons? Where was the line? And now that he knew his heritage, where did he go from here? For every question answered, it seemed that Taggart had raised three more. Blair simply wanted to ask, "So how do I live like this? What kind of life should I expect?" But the captain did not have the answers. No one did. Except Blair.


  Taggart sighed and said, "I have to get to the bridge. We'll be jumping in a few hours. I'd like you to be there."


  "I will." He ambled toward the window. "You mind if I stay here a while?"


  "No. Just don't drink my coffee."


  Blair grinned, then listened to him leave.


  Something flashed at the corner of his eye. Two patrolling Rapiers in tight formation pierced the night. Behind them, far in the distance, lay an enormous, flashing gulf that Blair recognized as a pulsar, a spinning, superdense mass of neutrons. Only high-energy photons, neutrinos, and Confed ships carrying Pilgrims or a NAVCOM could escape the pulsar's gravitational pull. Blair wondered how many of his forefathers had jumped here.


  And he wondered how many other Pilgrims were still out there, contemplating their future among the stars.
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  "See, when I'm not flying I'm like a pit bull pulling on his leash. You know he's going to break the leash any second, but you don't dare reach down to set him free—unless you're in the mood to sacrifice a few fingers. And you go ahead and do your homework on pit bulls. They were originally bred for dogfighting. Pun intended here, baby. Pun most definitely intended." First Lieutenant Todd Marshall grinned so hard that it hurt. Then he accelerated ahead of Lieutenant Forbes's Rapier, leaving her in the maelstrom of his wash.


  Dialing up the rear turret view, Marshall watched as Forbes expertly recovered, kicked in her afterburners, and burst toward him like a rabid hawk. "This is a security patrol, nugget," she said sternly. "Unauthorized maneuvers will not be tolerated. You'd better get with—or out of—the program." Her Rapier settled in beside his, and he looked over, but too many dazzles of reflected light from the carrier obscured her canopy.


  "Unauthorized maneuvers?" Marshall cried. "What the hell does that mean?"


  "I don't know," she said, then rocketed ahead of him. As her thruster wash enveloped his fighter, the stick whipped out of his hand, triggering a beeping alarm and automated mes-sage: "Pilot control lost. Do you want to engage autopilot? If you do not respond in five seconds, autopilot will automatically engage. Five, four—"


  Seizing the stick and cutting off the countdown, Marshall cursed, throttled up, and went hunting. He streaked after Forbes for thirty seconds, then got creative. He yanked the stick toward his chest, going ballistic for a handful of seconds before leveling off. Forbes now lay ahead, at his twelve o'clock low and in his cone of fire. He swooped down toward her, one eye shielded by the Heads Up Display viewer attached to his helmet. The smart targeting reticle superimposed on the HUD floated just ahead of her Rapier, a tiny green circle that said, "Shoot here, dummy."


  "What the hell's the matter with you?" Forbes screamed. "You got missile lock on me?"


  "I got you locked up so tight, Lieutenant, it's a miracle you can still breathe."


  "Break off!"


  "Can't help you there, Ace." He leaned a little more on the throttle and considered her next move.


  She could perform a burnout, hitting afterburners and leaping so far ahead of him that she could pull a tight one-eighty to open up on him.


  Or she could go for a fishhook: Make a ninety-degree right turn, then follow up immediately with a one-eighty that would put her on a starboard intercept course.


  If she felt uninspired, she'd go for the old hard brake, in an attempt to make him overshoot her. But Marshall had responded to that textbook trick too many times. Once he overshot her, he would stall the thrusters and use retros to make the tightest one-eighty she would ever witness. While inverted, he'd lock on her nose. Ciao, baby.


  She probably wouldn't attempt a kickstop or a turn 'n' spin, knowing all too well that making a simple ninety-degree turn would not cause him to fly by her, whether she killed her engines or not. Likewise for the shake, rattle, and roll. No combination of slaloming would lose him now.


  "What are you going to do, Forbes? Tick. Tick. Tick. Doncha hear the ticking?"


  Her answer came with a burst of afterburners. She tipped her nose up until inverted, then flew straight at him as his proximity alarm wailed.


  Marshall had all of two seconds to comprehend the game of chicken. Even as he shifted the stick to dive, their canopies came within a few centimeters. A howl rose from his throat as her tail wings grazed his fuselage with a horrible screech, then—


  The fighters cleared each other. He held course, panting into his O2 mask, wondering what the hell had just happened.


  "Are we ready to hit the first nav point?" Forbes asked. "Or do you still want to play?"


  "You're the female version of me," Marshall said, dumbfounded.


  "Correction, stud. You're the male version of me. With a lot of practice, you may one day fly in my shadow."


  Marshall's left VDU switched to Commander Gerald's grim mug. "Lieutenant Marshall. We've been unable to contact Lieutenant Forbes. What's going on out there?"


  "Stand by, sir." Marshall dialed up Forbes on a secure channel. "Hey, Lieutenant. Gerald's flipping out."


  "I know. Flight control's been hailing me, but I've blocked their signal. They probably handed the problem to Gerald. I'll take care of this."


  "Roger." He toggled back to Gerald's channel. "She's replying now, sir."


  Then Marshall listened in as Forbes lied about communication and maneuvering problems and that both had now been solved. "En route to first nav point, sir."


  Five thousand kilometers ahead sat an indistinct pocket of space designated as nav point one, the first of three stops on their grand security tour of nothingness. Marshall activated navigation mode and glanced at the white cross-hairs on his radar scope and HUD. He adjusted course until the cross-hairs each floated in their centers. The rest of the radar display had been divided by quadrants and would flash in the appropriate quadrant when he took a missile or laser hit, not that he had seen that flash very often.


  Sometimes he wished the Rapier's controls were more sophisticated, more challenging. The Rapier was, after all, a very real fighter, not some funzone simulator used to zap computer-generated targets. Yet her controls were just as simple to operate. Then again, that simplicity gave him a hell of a lot more time to concentrate on whacking Kilrathi.


  "Delta Two? I'm lined up," Forbes reported.


  "Roger. Good light over here," he said, glancing at the autopilot display, the AUTO button now illuminated.


  "Engage autopilot on my mark. Mark."


  Marshall tapped the key and felt the familiar and humbling force of the Rapier's twin thrusters as they propelled him toward the point. He yawned into his headset, not realizing how loud he'd been.


  Forbes appeared in his left VDU. "I guess it's the same with all you men," she said. "Give you just a little bit of action, and you're spent. Completely spent."


  "Blame it on the Scotch."


  "You can't keep up with me. Scotch or otherwise."


  Before he could offer his own cutting rejoinder, the Rapier abruptly decreased velocity. The nav point lay just a klick ahead. He checked the radar. A single blue blip that represented Forbes's Rapier stood off to port, otherwise the zone remained clear. "Looks like we got zip here, Lieutenant. How boring is this?"


  "Sometimes boring is good," she said. "Especially when your wingman's green."


  "Or a woman."


  "Whoa, you are going to pay for that."


  "My credit's good."


  "You know, when I joined up, they told me I'd come across some male chauvinism. I couldn't believe it. I was like, what century are we living in? Female pilots have been flying combat missions for over six hundred years."


  "And we men have been harassing you for just as long. It ain't going to change, Forbes. So long as there's a difference."


  "You mean as long as assholes like you keep flying."


  "Look. I didn't mean what I said. I mean the woman part. I mean, yeah, you're a woman. You really are. But you know what I mean. I just said that to rattle you."


  "Maybe you're right. You're not a chauvinist. You're just prejudiced against all other pilots because you see them as competitors."


  "They're not my competitors. They're my fans."


  "Oh, God. Get me to the next nav point before I barf."


  "I'm good to go," he said, waving.


  She switched off the video. "Autopilot. Mark."


  


  Nav point two, a sprawling vista of outer-space real estate that yielded lovely views of more nothingness, came and went without enemy contact, as did nav point three. With the sweep completed, they started back for the carrier, passing the next security patrol pilots as they took their Rapiers out to new nav points and new heights of boredom.


  Once the autopilot had disengaged at 2,200 kilometers out from the Claw, Forbes queried the ship and requested clearance to land. They were put on standby. Marshall's eyelids grew heavy, and he longed for a shower, for his cot.


  "Hey, Marshall. I've been thinking a lot about this male-female thing. Don't take it personally. It's just a question of estrogen. Women can outfly and outshoot men. We don't manhandle our instruments, and we do better at multitasking. We can keep track of four enemy fighters."


  Marshall snapped from his doze. "Hey, it takes balls not ovaries—to handle four enemy fighters. Nothing personal." He glanced at the opening flight deck doors. "Watch this." Toggling to the flight boss's channel, he said, "This is Delta Two. Permission to land?"


  The flight boss's beefy face clicked on the VDU. "Delta Two. You are cleared to land."


  Tensing every muscle in his body, Marshall fired the afterburners and banked hard, lining up with the flight deck.


  "Whoa, that must've been three Gs," Forbes said sarcastically.


  Taking his cue, Marshall cut the stick hard left and rolled as he gunned the throttle. "Try this." Inverted, he raced down toward the runway.


  "Delta Two. You're coming in too hot," the flight boss cried, his face a survey course in fear. "Abort. I repeat. Abort. Delta Two. Do you copy? Shit!"


  But Marshall held course, gazing up at the runway, now his ceiling, as, in the distance, orange-suited insects made way. He approached the energy field between vacuum and atmosphere.


  "Delta Two. YOU ARE INVERTED!"


  "No. You are!" Marshall shouted back, then released a cackle. The Rapier vibrated sharply as it penetrated the energy barrier and roared into the hangar, a dampened echo in its wake.


  "Dammit, man. You're inverted!"


  "Not anymore," Marshall told the keen-eyed flight boss. He jammed the stick left and rolled upright.


  But he had misjudged his speed. Even as he fired retros, he knew he would overshoot the runway by at least twenty, maybe thirty meters.


  And worse, dead ahead lay a fuel truck, strategically placed by God to punish one First Lieutenant Todd Marshall, the Confederation's egomaniac par excellence.


  The deckmaster, a man named Peterson with a tax auditor's sense of humor, ran across the runway and toward the fuel truck. As he crossed in front of the vehicle, headed toward the driver's side to holler at the stunned driver, he froze, his arms extended across the truck's hood.


  Marshall blasted toward him, retros wailing to the heavens, wings and fuselage rattling so violently that he thought the fighter would simply shatter across the deck before ever stopping.


  Peterson's mouth opened as he resigned himself to his fate.


  The Rapier slowed but kept moving.


  Snap! Click! And Marshall got thrown forward, his harness digging into his shoulders. The retros dropped from their soprano into a comforting, easy baritone. The Rapier settled onto her landing skids to reveal Peterson, still clutching the truck. The deckmaster reached out with a shaky hand and touched the Rapier's nose cannon. "Ohmygod," he mouthed.


  Marshall slid aside his HUD viewer, then unlatched his helmet and O2 mask. Sweat drenched his face, and he had apparently sublet his throat to a desert.


  "I'll have your wings," the flight boss said, his eyes ablaze. "Wait until your wing leader…"


  "What?"


  The flight boss regarded something off-camera, then shouted, "Delta One!"


  Marshall's VDU switched to an image of Forbes in her cockpit. "Now what were you saying?"


  He cocked his head to watch her sweep over the runway, her Rapier inverted and at full throttle. She plowed through the energy field, killed the engines, then ignited retros to roll a full 540 degrees, righting herself at the last possible moment before touchdown. And she had not overshot the runway.


  "Now that's how you do it," she shouted.


  Marshall rushed out of his cockpit and toward her fighter. The flight crews kept their distance, not wanting to catch the rare strain of insanity that had barnacled itself to his brain.


  Forbes's canopy popped, and she removed her mask to flash him a perfect grin.


  "You did that to impress me," he said, leaving no room for the question.


  "Just trying to redirect some of that testosterone."


  He stared at her, and in her eyes he found something they now shared, a sudden and very desirable intimacy that would last as long as they lived. Military critics might call it the ill-founded camaraderie of adrenaline junkies. Marshall just called it fun. And Forbes obviously felt the same.


  "You're a total maniac!" she said.


  He saluted her. "Maniac Marshall at your service, ma'am."


  They burst into laughter.


  Then Forbes stiffened as she looked past him. "Oh, shit."


  Lieutenant Commander Deveraux stood fuming on the opposite side of the flight deck, then spun and stomped out.


  Deveraux's silence left Marshall even more worried. "What happens now?"


  Forbes looked to where Deveraux had been standing. "I'm not sure. I'm really not sure."
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  Lieutenant Commander Jeanette Deveraux, her cheeks warming, her pulse racing, double-timed through the hall adjoining the flight hangar. She had little tolerance for rebels and hotdoggers and even less tolerance for experienced pilots who succumbed to the taunts and coercion of new fliers.


  Without looking up, Deveraux passed someone, then, realizing who it was, she turned back. "Hey, Boss?" she said, greeting Mr. Raznick by his more familiar name. "I was on my way to see you."


  The flight boss came to her, shaking his computer slate as though it were a torch, he an angry villager. "Well, I was just on my way to talk to your people. But now that I've got you …" Raznick's shaven head glistened with sweat, and a thick vein throbbed at his temple.


  "Just calm down, boss. And believe me, I know how you feel."


  "Begging your pardon, ma'am, but you don't know jack. I'm going to charge those pilots with everything I can, right down to their scuffed boots. They recklessly endangered the lives of every man and woman on my flight deck—and for what? To prove they don't care about their own lives or anyone else's? I'll have those idiots busted down to spacehands."


  "Just take a deep breath."


  "I don't need to take a deep breath! I need to get down there and chew some butt!" He started to leave.


  She held his arm. "Has Lieutenant Forbes ever given you a problem before?"


  "That's not the point."


  "Just… will you do me this favor? Let me handle this internally. If you want to go down there and let them have it, that's fine. But let me handle the discipline on my end."


  He huffed. "This deserves a hell of a lot more than a smack on the hand. And Commander, your carpet's already bulging from all the bullshit you've swept under it."


  "I know. But do you want to know the sad truth, Boss? If we take those two off my flight roster, I can't replace them. At least not now. And judging from the scuttlebutt I'm hearing, we'll need every able-bodied pilot we have. Hell, we might even stuff you in a Broadsword. I know you've been working off-duty on your qualification."


  "Now if that's a bribe, it'll work," he said, his tone softening considerably. "I hate pilots. I love flying."


  "I won't make you any promises there. But I will promise that no pilot under my command will ever pull a stunt like that again."


  He squinted into a thought. "My people expect me to act. I'll lose their respect if they know I'm whitewashing this."


  "They don't have to know. You go down there and say what you need to say for their benefit. Just don't follow through. Blame the delay on Confederation bureaucracy. No one will have a hard time believing that."


  "I'd better get that ship assignment," he warned, then moved off.


  "I'll do what I can. But Gerald will never approve it," she mumbled. "Sorry, Boss."


  * * *


  Back in her quarters, she sloughed off her uniform and eased into a hot shower. She closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and stepped head-on into the spray. She held that position for three, maybe even four minutes, feeling days-old knots in her neck and shoulders loosen and the tightness in her brow subside. She thought about what Forbes and Marshall had done, the absurdity of it, and imagined them laughing. She found herself laughing along, realizing that she couldn't remember the last time she had enjoyed a true, side-splitting chuckle.


  After being made squadron commander at the beginning of the year, she had found little time for amusement. Her job, as she saw it, was to police a bunch of highly talented loose cannons, to collect and forge them into a single, well-honed blade that would pierce the enemy's cold heart. But the job had de-evolved into glorified babysitting, and recent events highlighted that fact. Still, how many pilots did she know who could make their final approaches inverted? The number stood at two.


  She keyed off the shower, wrapped herself in a towel, then found the chair at her small desk. She sat there, staring at the statue of the little dog, a Brussels griffon, that she had ordered via a Datanet catalog. The dog's short, bearded muzzle and blond fur vividly reminded her of Pierre, a stray dog she had adopted as a child. She had felt a kinship with that dog and had loved him for ten years before he had died. He lay buried in Belgium, behind the orphanage. Sleep well, my dear Pierre. Sleep well.


  Her hatch bell rang. "Who is it?"


  "Me."


  "You don't want to be here right now."


  "Just let me in. Please."


  Deveraux stood and shrugged. "You're at your own risk." She touched the keypad, and the hatch opened.


  "Single malt… just for you," Forbes said, holding Lieutenant Todd Marshall's bottle of Scotch.


  She glanced perfunctorily at the bottle, then shifted back to her chair, but couldn't bring herself to sit. "Trying to bribe me? Well, it won't work—especially with his liquor."


  "I'm trying to thank you. The flight boss would've brought us up on charges if you hadn't said something."


  "He told you we spoke?"


  "Not exactly. But I could tell that you had already disarmed him. You're the only one on board who could do that. Raznick hates pilots. We get his flight deck dirty and raise his blood pressure. But you he respects."


  "Do you know why?"


  Her expression said that she didn't.


  "Because I work with him. Not against him. That's simple math. No advanced degree required."


  Forbes hid her gaze.


  "What the hell were you thinking?"


  Biting her lower lip, Forbes stalled. "Well, I wasn't thinking with my head."


  Deveraux beat a fist on her thigh. "Goddammit, Rosie. You'll get yourself killed doing that. How could you follow that kind of lead?"


  "I don't know."


  "Well, let me tell you something. I think—"


  "I know what you're thinking."


  "I think you're one of my best pilots. I can't afford to lose you."


  And that lifted Forbes's head. "Sorry. I was just showing off a bit in front of Maniac."


  "Maniac?"


  "Lieutenant Marshall. He's got a new call sign, although I don't think too many people will appreciate it."


  "I think you're right."


  Forbes went to a cabinet, removed a glass, and began pouring a drink.


  "I hope it felt really good," Deveraux said, driving the point home but realizing that her tone had been too cruel.


  "It felt great. Better than sex."


  Forbes handed her the Scotch, and she took a healthy swig. "Bullshit."


  "Well, better than sex with myself." Forbes waited for her smile before grinning herself.


  "See that it never happens again."


  "Never."


  Deveraux took another pull on her drink as her friend, now visibly relaxed, sat on the cot and yawned.


  Then Forbes stared at her. Deveraux stared back. Forbes looked away, as did Deveraux. Then it all happened again.


  "What?" Deveraux asked.


  "I don't want to pry, but I've noticed you've been giving special attention to Maniac's friend…"


  She lifted the towel higher over her chest. "Oh, really? I think that's your imagination working overtime."


  "He's pretty damned cute, Angel," Forbes pointed out, using Deveraux's call sign as a way to link the intimacy of combat to the intimacy of their conversation.


  It didn't work.


  Seeing that her Scotch glass stood empty, Deveraux said, "Just shuddup and pour."


  Forbes offered her a meager fill, and with the lift of her brow, Deveraux gestured for a full glass.


  Yes, she did see something in First Lieutenant Christopher Blair.


  And that was why it hurt so much.
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  Captain Jay Sansky sat at his desk in the welcome solitude of his quarters. The antique clock hanging on the bulkhead above him ticked nearly in sync with the drums and violins of a contemporary classical theme resonating from his minidisc player. He had come here to meditate before the jump, to gather some thoughts while pushing others away.


  In truth, he had come to bury the past.


  He turned once more to the holopic sitting on his desk, a framed, three-dimensional doorway leading him through twenty-five years of memories. He smiled wanly at the group of young men and women posed in crisp Naval Academy uniforms, their eyes full of hope, their expressions hard and brimming with courage. Sansky had been with them that day, a brash officer with a thin face and full head of hair. Beside him, looking for all the world like an accomplice in rashness, stood Bill Wilson, former commander of Pegasus Station, now assumed dead. Bill wore his twisted grin proudly, and he had never betrayed his rebel's heart.


  Every officer in the Confederation Navy played a role. Some played theirs better than others. But no one played his role more passionately, more honestly than Bill Wilson. Despite navigating through years of military corruption, Wilson had never lost sight of who he was. And he had tried for many years to make Sansky realize the same. One day, it simply dawned on Sansky that, like Wilson, he could reconcile with the universe, that he could correct years of wrongdoing. A military officer could do such a thing. A military officer wielded such power.


  But Sansky still felt uncertain of his role, unsure of his future, and guilt-stricken by his past. So many people had helped him over the years. So many souls had given. Had he returned their generosity? Could he ever? Was it even right to believe that he owed them? Or was that the guilt again?


  He closed his eyes tightly. "Oh, God," he whispered. "Oh, God. If I'm right, forgive me. And if I'm wrong, forgive me even more."


  "This terminal has been idle for five minutes. Do you wish to continue?" came a computer voice.


  Sansky looked at the small monitor, at the green navigation lines superimposed on the Ulysses Corridor. He had thoroughly studied the map, knew the region, and knew the odds of getting there. If he just had more time to better weigh his options, but was there ever enough time? Some said war represented the true enemy; Sansky knew otherwise. "Computer. Shut down."


  "Shutting down."


  He glanced at the hard-copy map he had printed out, took up his pen, and noted the coordinates where the Tiger Claw should appear after the jump.


  Should appear.


  Lieutenant Commander Obutu's voice boomed over the intercom. "Captain Sansky?"


  "Yes?"


  "Sorry to bother you, sir. You're needed in the chart room."


  "On my way."


  Sansky set down his pen and picked up the holopic. He stared fondly at the two young men with their whole lives ahead of them, two young men naive of the fire that lay in their hearts. He replaced the holopic, opened a drawer, and lifted his hip flask. With an unsteady hand, he brought the flask to his lips and took several swigs before stowing the whiskey. He started for the hatch, then hurried back to the desk, where he scooped up Tolwyn's ring.


  Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn had an unspoken agreement with the universe that allowed him to take tremendous risks while managing to emerge triumphant and unscathed. Perhaps carrying a piece of the admiral would allow Sansky to do the same.


  


  As Blair stepped into the carrier's chart room, a huge holographic display swept up his attention. Stretching from deck to overhead, the semitransparent images drew long shadows across the walls and over the navigation subterminal where Taggart sat, keying in numbers and gazing trancelike at his screen.


  A red blip designated by tiny letters as the Tiger Claw lay at the holograph's center. The blip flashed as it moved toward a pulsating, constantly moving series of circles: a mathematical representation of the Class 2 pulsar. The data bar beside the pulsar showed thousands of scrolling coordinates in space-time, coordinates being fed into the carrier's NAVCOM AI by Taggart.


  "They told me you were here, sir," Blair said.


  "Look at it, Lieutenant," Taggart suggested, still intent on his screen. "What do you see?"


  Blair shrugged; wasn't it obvious? "That's a Class Two pulsar."


  "Explain."


  "Well, unlike a black hole, which is a discrete singularity, or a quasar, which has the potential of containing thousands of discrete singularities, this pulsar is a discrete singularity with an infinite number of constantly changing permutations."


  "Great. You remember that academy crap. Now just look at it and read the map."


  "I don't know what to say. Those permutations, they, uh, each one is capable of taking us to another part of the galaxy. The problem is, most of them are dead ends."


  "With an emphasis on dead." Taggart swung around and cocked a brow.


  The grid surrounding the Tiger Claw began to deform as a long spike impaled it, then gradually pulled itself inside out to form a stalagmite with a thick, wide hole at its neck. Blair watched, fascinated, as the carrier came to a halt, poised before the gap.


  "Now, Lieutenant Christopher Blair. You've told me what the pulsar is. Tell me how it feels."


  "I don't feel anything yet."


  "That's good."


  "It is?"


  He gave a slight nod, then resumed his work.


  With a low hiss, the chart room's hatch abruptly opened. Gerald and Lieutenant Commander Deveraux passed into the holograph's eerie glow. Blair craned his head, wanting to dema-terialize into the shadows. Then he cringed as he heard Deveraux's voice. "Why aren't you at your station, Lieutenant?"


  Blair faced them, their eyes like two pairs of muzzles, locked on target. "Ma'am, I—"


  "I asked Lieutenant Blair to be here," Taggart interjected.


  The hatch opened again.


  "Why?" Gerald asked.


  "I authorized it," Captain Sansky said, entering the room and double-timing toward Taggart. "Status?"


  "Coordinates are laid in," Taggart said. "One keystroke, and the upload will be finished." He went to holograph and pointed to the tip of the stalagmite, letting his finger follow a trajectory across the wide gap in the quadrant. "The Ulysses Corridor. Four days' hard travel using three known jump points. By using the pulsar, we'll be there in"—he glanced to a digital clock above his station—"less than three minutes."


  "If your calculations are correct," Gerald said, grinding out the words.


  Back at his console, Taggart touched the final key, finishing the upload. "They're right."


  Gerald steered himself toward Taggart. "NAVCOM and the finest minds in the Confederation couldn't plot this jump. What makes you so sure you're right?"


  A flicker of a grin wiped across Taggart's lips. "Because they're Pilgrim coordinates, Mr. Gerald."


  "What?" Gerald's gaze swept back to the databar.


  Taggart crossed into the big commander's line of sight. "We'll have a lovely view from the bridge." Then he hurried toward the hatch.


  Deveraux gave Blair a frosty look before following Taggart. Gerald and Sansky left together, their voices low and tense.


  Alone in the chart room, Blair stepped into the holograph and ran his finger along the same path that Taggart had marked. He strayed toward the data bar, his entire body now illuminated by millions of scrolling calculations.


  Merlin sparked to life and paced along the top of Taggart's console. "If the entry trajectory is wrong, we'll be trapped in a moment outside of time and space. That is, until the ship plummets into the pulsar and we become an infinitely small part of a special singularity. My guess is there's a fifty-seven-point-one percent chance that we're doomed."


  Blair looked down at his chest, now scintillating with numbers. "The coordinates are right."


  


  "Maniac" Marshall jockeyed for a look through one of the huge portholes outside the pilots' mess. The once black and distant mass of the pulsar now dominated the view, its edges streaked by dying stars. The pulsar reminded Maniac of Scylla, though it flashed brilliantly at three-second intervals, living up to its name. The other pilots took no pleasure in the carrier's present position. Maniac would educate them. He drew back from the porthole, about to say something.


  "This thing is eating suns for breakfast," Polanski interrupted.


  Khumalo, who Maniac had learned went by the moniker of "Knight," turned from a porthole, a look of deep puzzlement knitting his brow. The stocky black man had Hunter's attention. "What the hell are we doing here?"


  Hunter chewed on his cigar. "You know what we're not doing?"


  "Turning around," Forbes answered.


  Maniac regarded the pulsar with exaggerated awe, then addressed his audience. "Do you know what you people are staring at? Do you have any idea?"


  With a sigh, Hunter replied, "A Class Two pulsar, mate. I've seen a lot of 'em."


  "No." He cocked his thumb toward the porthole. "That, ladies and gentlemen, is the ultimate rush."


  Sure, the others gaped at him as though he had gone off the deep end and had returned with gray hair and strange prophecies. He could live with that.


  As long as he had Forbes smiling.


  Which he did.


  


  Blair took up a position near the back of the bridge, beside Deveraux. She noticed him and edged away. He gave a slight snort and held his ground.


  An unsettling air pervaded the bridge, evidenced in the ashen faces of the officers and noncoms who dutifully and nervously ran through their prejump checklists. The casual murmuring Blair had heard during his first visit here had shifted to terse orders and even more terse acknowledgments.


  An inverted triangle of consoles divided the forward bridge, with the helmsman seated at the triangle's top and gripping his wheel. Sansky and Gerald manned observation consoles at the base angles, near the bank of viewports. Taggart stood at the helmsman's shoulder, having carefully chosen his position.


  Sansky touched a key on the shipwide intercom panel. "Ladies and gentlemen, this is the captain. I'll put an end to the scuttlebutt by informing you that in sixty seconds we're going to jump the Class Two pulsar directly ahead. We've been ordered to the Ulysses Corridor, and we need to get there quickly." Sansky went on to give a capsule summary of the events surrounding the destruction of the Pegasus Station. When he finished, he looked over his shoulder at everyone on the bridge, and Blair found his own trepidation mirrored in the captain's face. "May God be with us all." Then Sansky favored the helmsman with a nod. "Take us in."


  The carrier lurched for a moment, then started for the pulsar. Anything that wasn't battened down—and even a few things that were—began to tremble in a cacophony that reminded Blair of the earthquakes on Nephele. He found a nearby railing and gripped it for support. Deveraux folded her arms over her chest and wouldn't join him.


  As they glided closer to the pulsar, it better resembled Scylla, but this Scylla, perhaps a distant cousin, had only one head and the brilliantly flashing eye of a Cyclops. As she gobbled up stars, planets, planetoids, and smaller debris, she forged the thunderbolts of her namesake that now struck the Claw with massive tremors. And in her work, Blair sensed a perfect balance, a simplicity that tingled at the base of his spine.


  He felt her magnetic fields.


  And, in his mind's eye, he saw an avenue through space-time itself, a shiny black funnel of infinite mass that he sensed promised infinite awareness.


  "Lieutenant?"


  With a shiver, he looked askance at Deveraux. "Yes, ma'am?"


  "For a second there I thought—"


  "Attention! Attention! Course error. Adjust course immediately," came the NAVCOM's automated voice. An alarm squawked.


  "Ignore that," Taggart said confidently. "Helm. Hold steady as she goes."


  "Captain," the NAVCOM began, its tone waxing persuasive. "The ship is headed into the PNR zone of an uncharted Class Two pulsar. One minute before gravitational pull is one hundred percent."


  Sansky spun toward the helm, his voice freighted with tension. "What about it, Taggart?"


  "The readings are wrong. Your AI's sensors are not calibrated to the pulsar. They've already been warped by the gravitational field."


  "I must insist that we change course immediately," the NAV-COM said. "Initiating AI override."


  "No!" Taggart screamed.


  The Tiger Claw suddenly bucked, and Deveraux came crashing forward into the railing, near Blair. She found her grip as the ship began pulling to port, throwing them parallel to the rail.


  Taggart, who now held fast to the helmsman's console, shouldered his way to a touchpad. "Manual override! Now! Disregard your artificial intelligence—or we're all dead."


  "Captain," Gerald said through clenched teeth. "I believe you should reconsider."


  Sansky cocked a brow. "I already have. Steady as she goes, helm."


  Like a cosmic predator with talons of gravitational force, the pulsar reached out and clutched the carrier. Fighting to stabilize the ship's pitch and yaw, the helmsman's face locked in a grimace as the Tiger Claw convulsed, her bulkheads writhed, and her overhead threatened to cave in.


  "This is the captain," Sansky said over the intercom. "Brace for jump point interphase. Fifteen seconds to jump point."


  "Jesus…" Deveraux said as the ship released a ghoulish bellow.


  But Blair scarcely heard Deveraux, scarcely saw the bridge or felt the rail. His senses began shutting down as they had when nearing Scylla.


  And the feeling, the awe-inspiring feeling, lived in him, a vital, unstoppable force that placed the moment inside a subatomic particle, in a universe whose boundaries he longed to explore. He glimpsed the entire Ulysses Corridor and beyond, saw Nephele, the Sol system, whatever he wanted to see because distances no longer held meaning. Time no longer held meaning. He thought of his mother. And there, before him, she gave a mild frown, her hair and complexion as smooth and dark as he remembered. "You shouldn't do this to yourself, Christopher. You weren't meant to see me. This is not your continuum."


  "It is mine. I chose it."


  "You don't have the right to choose. Only one does."


  "What do you mean? There aren't any rules. I feel this. I can do what I feel."


  "Then you'll fall. Like the others."


  "You're not my mother, are you?"


  "I'm everything your mother was, is, and will be. I'm in every part of the universe at once, as you are now, as you shouldn't be."


  "Why?"


  "I wish you could understand. I wish that more than anything. But I've seen your path. And there's nothing I can do to change it." Her features grew younger, more narrow, until Blair stared at Lieutenant Commander Deveraux, who said, "Didn't you hear him, Lieutenant? Fifteen seconds to jump. Better hang on."


  He reached with trembling hands for the rail and blinked as a burst of light shot from the pulsar.


  Then he found a bewildered Taggart staring at him. Blair could only imagine how strange he looked. He had not just seen a ghost.


  He had seen the universe itself.


  And the experience had left him frightened of who he was and might become.


  No warning had stunned him more.
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  Spacecraft Ordnance Specialist Justin Jones jogged across the carrier's shaking flight hangar toward a long, high row of missile racks, where Specialist David Olivia slammed down pairs of bracing arms, locking the projectiles into place. "Where the hell have you been?" Olivia asked, then grunted as he slammed down another set of arms. "Do you wanna be on or off this arming crew?"


  "C'mon," Jones said, then ran ahead of Olivia to reach another brace. "You know I've still got my problem."


  "Well, you'd better do something before it winds up in my report."


  Jones's mouth fell open. "So how are you gonna write that up, anyway?"


  Olivia paused, holding a brace, his face glistening with sweat. "Easy. I'll just tell them the truth."


  "You wouldn't…"


  He wiped sweat from his mouth. "Oh yeah, I would."


  "I thought we were friends."


  "We are. But now you're screwing with my career. I'm not covering for you anymore."


  "Just give me some more time," Jones pleaded, dashing ahead to seize another brace. "I think I'll have it solved in a couple of days."


  "That's what you said last week. I don't got any more time. You either get to a doctor, or I'm getting you off this crew."


  "All right. All right. But do you think they can do anything for me?"


  "For God's sake, man. It's just diarrhea."


  "Not this. No way. This is a curse. I wouldn't wish this on my worst enemy." With that, Jones sprinted off.


  "Where are you…" Olivia began.


  Then it was obvious.


  


  In the flight control room, Boss Raznick buckled himself into his seat, took a sip of his coffee, then placed the mug on the vibrating work surface of his console. He stared down through the Plexi at his flight hangar. His department heads seemed to have everything under control. Their crews battened down ordnance, tools, rolling carts, moorings, and scores of fighters and bombers.


  The readiness reports came funneling back to him, and, as usual, the arming crew was last to check in. "Specialist Olivia here, sir. My weapons are tucked in."


  "Then move your ass, Spaceman. You've got all of eight seconds to get to your jump station."


  "Yes, sir!"


  Raznick dialed up the two pilots who would fly the first security patrol once the Tiger Claw made the jump. They sat strapped in their idling fighters. "Knight? Spirit? Report?"


  "Systems nominal here," Spirit said, then she muttered something in Japanese that Raznick couldn't decipher.


  "What was that, Lieutenant?"


  "Oh, nothing sir. It's just a little prayer."


  "Knight?"


  "We're good to go, Boss. That is, if this old lady survives the jump."


  Raznick nodded grimly. "I hear that."


  * * *


  Spaceman 2nd Class Miguel Rodriguez checked for the third and final time that the missiles in his section of the Claw's secondary ordnance room were locked and that all laser batteries held steady at full charge. With that done, he hurried to his seat and belted in next to Spaceman Ashley Galaway, her smile as transparent as his. She let out a tiny cry as the carrier shifted suddenly, and the conduits rattled like metal tubes striking a tiled floor.


  "Don't worry, mi amiga," Rodriguez said, summoning up a false bravado perfected by neighborhood skirmishes in his youth. "When God created Senor Miguel Rodriguez, he thought, Damn! Now that is a good-looking hombre. So there's no way he'll tamper with perfection."


  "Or when he created you, he thought, Hmmm. This young man loves himself too much. When I have the time, I'll stomp him out of existence. So I guess God's got some time on Her hands…"


  Rodriguez looked at her and tsked.


  The ship suddenly rolled a few degrees, shoving them against their seats.


  Galaway began whispering to God, making her peace. Rodriguez blessed himself, closed his eyes, and joined her.


  


  "You know, somebody told me about a time when government didn't control your personal life, when you could, say, get into a ground vehicle and drive as fast as you want without wearing a seatbelt. You didn't have some government regulating your personal freedom, defining for you what's safe and what isn't. When it came to stuff that you wanted to do, good old-fashioned common sense was the law. What ever happened to that?" Maniac searched the faces in the mess hall, but most of the pilots were too busy adjusting their jumpseat harnesses to listen. "Hey, I asked you people a question."


  Polanski rose and paraded up to Maniac, using his index finger to poke Maniac's chest. "You wanna know what happened to our personal freedom? Idiots like you ruined it. You abuse every bit of freedom you get. And so to control you idiots, the Confederation steps in. So, I'm you, I plant my ass on a jumpseat and buckle it down. You wanna live to abuse more of your freedom, doncha?"


  Maniac eyed Forbes. She shook her head. No, both of them would ride this out naturally, unfettered by the convention and cowardice that ruled the others.


  


  Staring up some twenty meters at the overhead, Engineer Davies swallowed as a quake passed through the durasteel, making the engine room's ceiling look like gray waves fanned by a north wind. He slapped his palms on a handhold, then leaned out to look at his crewmates, wondering if the other eighteen-year-olds felt as scared as he did. One new recruit, Engineer Oxendine, a tall blond boy with big arms but a bag of gelatin for a gut, crinkled his nose and said, "You smell that? Hey, everybody? You smell that?"


  Murmurs erupted, and Davies said, "What? What is it? Fire?"


  Oxendine took a few exaggerated whiffs of the air. "No. I think it's you, Davies."


  "What do you mean?" he asked, lowering his nose to his armpit. "I don't smell."


  "Are you kidding? Your fear is stinkin' up the place."


  "Shuddup, Oxy," someone ordered.


  "Five seconds to jump," the captain said on the intercom.


  Davies leered at Oxendine, then tightened his grip on the handhold.


  


  With the vibrations increasing by what felt like a factor of ten, Blair envisioned his arms as sticks of durasteel and hung on to the bridge railing, his feet occasionally leaving the floor. Deveraux, too, struggled to keep standing, her poker face faltering as the pulsar tightened its grip.


  Taggart, whose cool remained unruffled, clung to the helmsman's chair and shifted behind the officer, alternating his gaze between screens and viewports. "Steady now. Steady…"


  Apparently bored with simply tugging on the carrier, the pulsar decided to jerk the Tiger Claw in as though she were a sail-fish on a line. The force sent Deveraux crashing into Blair. They fell away from the railing and rose to grab the bulkhead.


  "What the hell was that?" Deveraux asked.


  "The ship's trying to tear itself free of the space-time fabric," Blair said, his stomach acting out a similar battle.


  Growing in pitch, the vibrations continued until Blair's ears filled with a single, deafening hum. The pulsar coruscated again, momentarily blinding him. As his vision cleared, he looked down to see Deveraux's hand reaching toward his shoulder—


  And at that moment, the Tiger Claw plunged into the pulsar, into the gap in the space-time continuum calculated by Taggart.


  The hum, the vibrations, and the taste of bile at the back of Blair's throat fell off into nothingness. He should feel more comfortable in the moment, knowing what to expect. But the feeling had returned, and like a siren, it sang a bewitching song, trying to lure him out to explore the universe, to move beyond the corporeal, to comprehend eternity in a billion-year second, to live an entirely different life in which he knew his parents, really knew them.


  Then you'll fall. Like the others.


  Such power. And only a thought away. How could he control it? How could anyone control it? The only thing that kept him in place, bound to a minute portion of the universe, was the fear evoked by his mother. Yes, he could refine the feeling, hone himself into a true Pilgrim, he sensed that. But even with a perfect sense of direction and the power to achieve infinite mass and infinite awareness, he would still struggle to find happiness, love, friendship, hope, wisdom, all of the things that defined being human.


  Or he could choose to abandon them.


  Christopher Blair stood at a cosmic crossroads, and he refused to make a decision, refused to surrender to the intoxication of the feeling. If he did that, he felt it would forever control him. There had to be a way to achieve balance, to preserve his humanity while sharing a relationship with the universe more intimate than he had ever known.


  He searched his thoughts for a way to contend with the feeling, but a powerful shudder passed through his body, wrenching him from his introspection. His senses returned with an electrifying vengeance. He gagged as the atonal roar of the carrier's passage echoed through the bridge. Sansky, Gerald, Taggart, and the helmsman, once pillars of salt, now fought to maintain balance.


  Deveraux's hand finally settled on Blair's shoulder, and as he turned to look at her, the deck buckled and tossed her into him. They fell back toward the bulkhead, and Deveraux's forehead struck the merciless durasteel with a thud that made Blair grimace. She dropped to her knees, and he grabbed her shoulders, shifting her back to observe a bleeding laceration on her forehead. "Are you all right?"


  Her eyes seemed vague, her head swaying. "We make it?"


  A glance to the bank of forward viewports gave Blair his reply. The pulsar had slid back into her gloomy cavern of gravity that lay four days and three jump points away. In the distance loomed a massive planet, a gas giant banded in mauve, yellow, and orange. Several large spots blemished its surface, and tiny points of light hovered about it, moons gliding peacefully in their orbits. Beyond the Jovian-like system lay the quiet and dark vacuum, bejeweled by ancient starlight. "We're through the jump point."


  Even as Blair finished telling her, the carrier's alarms clicked off, and the rumbling deck and bulkheads grew still, giving way to the routine din of the bridge's instrumentation.


  Taggart considered the helmsman's screen, then glanced through the viewport. "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Ulysses Corridor."


  Lieutenant Commander Obutu craned his head toward Captain Sansky, one hand on his headset. "Launching Rapiers. Now."


  After a few seconds, two fighters shot by the viewport, their afterburners aglow. Blair followed their path until they ascended out of view.


  "Shields up," Sansky ordered, getting to his feet. "Mr. Obutu, stealth mode, please."


  Obutu threw a toggle. Every console grew dim. "Going to stealth. Seven percent electronic emissions, zero communications."


  Arriving at the radar station, Sansky leaned over the beanpole of a boy seated there. "Status?"


  "Scanners picking up strong electromagnetic signature at one-eleven mark four-three. An asteroid field. I'd say she's a Kilrathi, sir."


  Sansky nodded, then brought himself to full height to consult with a dour-looking Gerald.


  Meanwhile, Blair struggled to his feet. "Don't move," he told Deveraux. "I'll be right back." He hustled to the rear of the bridge and unclipped a first aid kit from the wall. He returned with the kit and removed a laser pen from its holder. "Don't move," he said, then lifted the pen to her forehead.


  "You already said that."


  "This time I really mean it." He thumbed on the power and began sealing the laceration. "You're a good patient," he said softly, then his aim shifted.


  "Ouch."


  "Sorry." He finished the seal, lowered the pen, and edged closer to her, studying his handiwork.


  "It's all right," she assured him, drawing back. She lifted her brow, breaking the seal.


  He quickly shook his head and brought the laser pen toward her. "It's still bleeding. If I—"


  "It's all right," she insisted, then grabbed his wrist, forcing the pen away.


  "Yes, ma'am." He stood and proffered his hand.


  She dismissed the offer. Using the bulkhead for support, she clambered to her feet, wavered a moment, then found her balance.


  Blair opened his mouth, wanting to tell her he was sorry, that he didn't mean to move so close to her, that all he had wanted to do was help. He also wanted to say that her perfume made him lightheaded, that her skin seemed like the smooth surface of some ripe, exotic fruit, and that he would like to explore the secrets in her hair. He wanted to tell her most of that, well, some of that, but Captain Sansky suddenly came between them. "That head all right?" he asked Deveraux.


  "Little scratch. I'm fine."


  "Good. Security patrol's been launched, but I'm keeping them in tight. I want you to prepare a recon. I want to know what's out there."


  "Yes, sir." She started for the corridor.


  "And Deveraux," Sansky called after her. "No contact with the enemy. Not yet."


  She looked over her shoulder and nodded, then faced Blair. "Let's go, Lieutenant."


  


  Twenty decks below the bridge, in a dank, cramped latrine, Specialist Justin Jones struggled up, gripped his stomach, then released a moan. He was, he suspected, the only man alive who had jumped a pulsar while seated on a toilet.


  Then again, some feats were better left unreported.


  


  Flight Boss Raznick swore as he removed the coffee mug from his lap. A large stain darkened the front of his uniform. He vowed to find the idiot responsible for convincing the captain to jump a pulsar. And when he did, he would have that idiot busted down to spacehand. The laundry detail repeatedly did a poor job of cleaning his uniforms; they could never remove a stain of this magnitude. He looked up to the heavens and demanded a refund for the day.


  He thought he heard God laugh.


  


  Miguel Rodriguez reached into his shirt and withdrew the St. Christopher medallion hanging from his neck. He kissed the patron saint of travelers and whispered a thank you.


  "I think we made it," Ashley Galaway said, removing her seat straps.


  "We did, mi amiga," Rodriguez said. "Come. Give me a hug."


  "Yeah, right."


  "No, really. On my world it's customary to hug the nearest person after a dangerous situation."


  "On my world, the men don't lie to get close to their women."


  "Oh, come now, mi amiga. Do you see a lie in this face?" He mustered his most sincere look.


  "No. I see lust." She stood and abruptly kissed him on the cheek. "Don't try so hard. If we're going to violate regs, let's make it worth it." She strutted off, leaving him to contend with his runaway pulse.


  


  "That'll be a nice bruise, mate," Hunter told Maniac as the older pilot inspected Maniac's forearm. "Have you found your manhood yet? Or does the quest continue?"


  Rubbing his swelling arm, Maniac smirked and left Hunter, weaving his way through the mess to join Forbes, who had gone to fetch a drink.


  As she spotted him, her eyes lit over the rim of her glass. "That was good. Very, very good," she cooed.


  "Some men know how to show a lady a good time"—he scowled at Hunter—"and some don't."


  "And speaking of time, have you noticed the shift?"


  "What time is it?"


  "It's nearly oh-three-hundred Zulu."


  He checked his watch; it read 1434. "It only took a few minutes to make that jump."


  "But we still lost over half a standard day."


  He lifted his brow. "Then we have some time to make up."


  She began to answer, but the intercom speaker emitted a short beep. "This is the captain. As most of you have guessed, we just made one hell of a jump."


  "Is that what that was?" Polanski groaned.


  "Actually, we've just taken a little short cut into the Ulysses Corridor, where, as I told you, the Pegasus Station was attacked and destroyed. The main Kilrathi battle group is in the quadrant and headed for the Chary bdis Quasar. In just over ten hours it'll be in position to jump into Earth space. Our mission is to find the Kilrathi, assess their capacities and plan of action, and if necessary, stop them."


  Maniac exchanged a look with Forbes: Action! Yes!


  "We're the only Confed ship within range, people," Sansky continued. "We'll have no help and no rescue. We can only count on each other. That is all."
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  The stars, once distinct points of light, had shifted into a swirling eddy of glistening claw marks. Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn sat at an observation console, pondering those marks and what lay beyond them. He imagined the future, imagined his battle group arriving in Earth space two hours too late. The once-blue planet had grown dark. Kilrathi bio-missiles exploding in her atmosphere had whipped up thick clouds of a toxin that would descend upon her citizenry for several months, killing the millions who couldn't make it to shelters and decimating all flora and fauna. It would take several millennia for the planet to recover. Tolwyn smote a fist on the console. Two hours. One hundred and twenty minutes. The irony had worn into a deep-rooted sense of helplessness and frustration that had turned his dreams to nightmares.


  Someone approached from behind, and Tolwyn considered turning around, but he recognized the tentative footsteps. "What is it, Commodore?"


  "Message from Earth Command, sir. Their defenses are on line, but—"


  "They don't believe they can withstand a Kilrathi battle group without fleet support."


  "No, sir. But they will fight. Earth will never surrender."


  "Surrender? That's not an option with the Kilrathi. They believe they're the supreme race. The rest of us are just here to do one thing."


  "What's that?"


  Tolwyn snickered. "To die." He swiveled his chair to take in Bellegarde's somber countenance. "Our status?"


  "We're still running at one hundred and ten percent. But we've already lost three ships, two at jump points, one from a reactor meltdown."


  "Run at one-twenty."


  "We'll lose more of the battle group."


  "One-twenty, Commodore."


  "One-twenty. Aye-aye, sir."


  Tolwyn leaned back and folded his hands behind his head. "Before you go, Richard, have you had time to consider, well, how should I put this… your past?"


  The commodore thought a moment, then said, "As you know, sir, I've been busy."


  "Do you feel somehow put out because we're rushing to save a planet that doesn't concern you?"


  "Earth represents a valuable commodity to the Confederation, sir. Its strategic importance—"


  "But as you said, you have no ties to the planet, no desire to recognize your ancestry. I thought we came from the same generation. I thought we placed some value on our history, -our heritage."


  "We do, sir. We just go about it differently. If that makes you feel uncomfortable—"


  "I don't question your loyalty. I question your identity. Who are you?"


  "Sir?"


  "Tell me who you are."


  "Bellegarde, Richard. Commodore. Terran Confederation—"


  "No, Richard. That's all grandeur and bullshit. You were born in the Eddings system, Vega sector. But you can trace your ancestry back to Earth, to Scotland."


  "I can do that, sir. But I'd rather not."


  "Why?"


  "I'd just rather not."


  "I'm sorry, Richard. But I order you to tell me why you would rather not."


  The commodore set his jaw, turned away, about to leave, then stopped. "My ancestors were thieves, murderers, and rapists. We took the name Bellegarde after systematically exterminating an entire family in order to gain their power and wealth. We assumed their identities through surgery and legal maneuvering, and continue to live a centuries-old lie. It was an amazing feat. And a tragic one." He gathered the courage to face Tolwyn. "Do you have any idea how many people died because of my family? Some of us were assassins who went off-world, found more of the original Bellegardes, and killed them, too. We didn't stop until every last one was dead."


  That gave Tolwyn pause. He appreciated Bellegarde's forthrightness and now felt guilty over ordering the man to confess. "You had no control over what happened. We deal with the past we've been handed. It's in the dealing that our true identities are born."


  "Or we bury the past, sir. Bury it very deeply. If Earth burns, maybe that's not such a bad thing. Terrible people have come from that place."


  Tolwyn unclasped his hands and stretched. "Well, Richard. This has been a very enlightening conversation."


  "If I'm nothing else, sir, I'm honest."


  "I appreciate that. Now I'd like you to return to your quarters, flush your liquor, and send mail to your mistress, breaking it off. Then you'll be honest. Dismissed."


  Utter shock gripped Bellegarde's face. Then he shook it off and saluted. "Yes, sir." He fled the bridge.


  Shifting his chair back toward the viewport, Tolwyn wondered whether he had crossed the line with Bellegarde. Of course he had. But no simple tongue-lashing from him would solve Bellegarde's problems. In a few weeks, Richard would return to his mistress and his bottle. Despite that, Tolwyn sensed that within the commodore lay one of the Confederation's greatest officers.


  Or one of its greatest traitors.


  


  With a drumming heart and shaky hands, Blair zipped up his scarlet flight suit, concealing his cross. He removed the helmet from his locker, tucked it under his arm, and bolted out of his quarters.


  Lieutenant Commander Deveraux had chosen him to be on her wing for the recon, and the surprise of her decision wouldn't leave Blair any time soon. She could have chosen a far more experienced pilot like St. John or Khumalo, but she had opted for him. Blair doubted that she actually trusted him, so her choice posed a mystery that he decided to solve by going to the source. When he got the hangar, he would simply ask her.


  He elbowed his way into the crowded lift and waited impatiently for the doors to close.


  "Hey, Blair. Where are you going?" Maniac stood at the back of the lift, his face a red globe of sweat.


  "Better question. Where have you been?"


  "They're testing out a new Zero-G wataerobics pool. Thought I'd kill time and volunteer as guinea pig."


  "So how was it?"


  "It's still got problems. Threw me around pretty hard, but as you know, I'm the master of recoveries. Rosie got pretty sick, though."


  "Who?"


  "Rosie. Forbes."


  "Oh, Rosie. Just be careful."


  Maniac chuckled. "Can't help you there, Ace."


  


  When he arrived on the flight deck, Blair found Deveraux standing near the lift doors, waiting for him. She gave a curt nod and turned toward the Rapiers. Blair crossed in front of her to check her wound.


  "Would you cut that out?" she said, flustered by his concern.


  "Sorry. I think it'll heal okay. I don't want you to have a scar."


  "Too late. I've cornered the market on those. C'mon."


  They walked down the flight line, past a row of Broadsword bombers. Scores of techs stood atop, below, or beside the bombers, some in the blue glow of torches, some on rolling ladders, all wreathed in the fumes of fuel and heated metal. The flight crews would never run out of work because every time they fixed a fighter, some pilot would take it out and get shot up again. Were Blair among them, he would find the job exceedingly aggravating and probably voice that feeling to the pilot who had ruined his work. Consequently, Blair wholeheartedly respected these people who pushed the rock of their repairs up an endless mountain.


  "Any standard operating procedure I should know about?" Blair asked as they neared the first line of Rapiers.


  "No SOP out here," Deveraux said. "There's only one rule."


  "Don't get killed?"


  "Don't get me killed." She broke off toward one of two fully armed Rapiers, their short wings slightly bowing under the weight of Dumb-fire, Spiculum IR, and Pilum Friend or Foe missiles locked to over- or underwing hardpoints.


  Blair followed her, taking a closer look at her fighter. He noted her call sign: "Angel."


  But that hardly surprised him.


  The many rows of kill marks shortened his breath. He counted them. "Twenty-six. Jesus."


  "That puts me ahead of the law of averages," she said, mounting her cockpit ladder. "Well ahead. The curve'll catch up to me sooner or later." She tipped her head toward the Rapier next to hers. "Your bird, Blair. Treat her well."


  Only then did Blair recognize the Rapier's number: thirty-five. They had given him Bossman's old fighter. Chen's name had been removed, along with his kill marks. The yellow paint used to stencil LT. CHRISTOPHER BLAIR below the cockpit seemed too new, too perfect against the Rapier's battered armor.


  Although he had never known Vince Chen, he felt a tinge of guilt over taking the man's fighter, as though he were desecrating Chen's memory. But he shouldn't feel that way. Taking the fighter out again would be in tribute to Bossman's life, to what he held most dear. If Chen were like most pilots, he would want it that way.


  Blair gently touched the mighty nose cannon. "She's all mine," he told Deveraux, beaming.


  "And she'll probably be someone else's. Mount up. The clock is ticking."


  "One more question. Why me for this recon?"


  "Why not?"


  "Yeah," he said, only half-buying her reply. "Why not." He jogged up the ladder and lowered himself into the pit.


  Once tight in his harness, he ran though the preflight check. Meanwhile, ground crews below made their final walkarounds of both fighters, running scanners and their own gazes over every seal and double-checking the loadout. Blair threw a pair of toggles, powering up the thrusters, as Deveraux did the same. The engines purred and made Blair feel as though he were flexing his muscles. He slipped on his headset, helmet, and O2 mask, then dialed up Deveraux's comm channel. "Maverick to Angel. Comm check. Roger."


  "Comm established," she replied, flashing him a thumbs-up on the left VDU. "Lieutenant, your call sign is Maverick? Where'd you get that? From some old movie?"


  "Actually, ma'am, it's been a standing joke for a while now. Back at the academy, I had a rep for being a by-the-book flyer. So, of course, they called me Maverick. And yeah, I did see that old movie. They flew those big, heavy atmospheric fighters. Must've been fun back then."


  "We'll never know," she said curtly. "All moorings are clear. External power disengaged. Internal systems nominal, roger."


  "Roger. I'm fully detached and ninety-five into the sequence," Blair said, reading his panels.


  The deckmaster waved Deveraux toward her launch position.


  Her Rapier ascended several meters, then floated forward as the landing skids folded into the fighter's belly. She lined up with the runway and the shining energy field beyond.


  "Lieutenant Commander, you are cleared to launch," Blair heard the flight boss tell Deveraux.


  "Roger, Boss. See you on the flip." She punctuated her sentence with a blast of thrusters that cast Blair's Rapier in a tawny sheen. Like a finned bullet, she blew out of the hangar.


  "All right, Lieutenant. Let's see if you remember how to do this," the flight boss said tiredly.


  Without a word, Blair took his Rapier into a hover and, following the deckmaster's signals, lined up for launch. He would perform a textbook takeoff that would shut the boss's mouth.


  "That looks good, young man," the boss said, as though inspecting Blair's coloring book. "You're all clear."


  Throttling up to exactly eighty percent thruster power (the textbook's suggestion), Blair tore off toward the energy field, bulkheads whirring by, the stars clouded by what looked like a wall of water. The Rapier shimmied as he passed through the field and burst into open space. He climbed away from the Tiger Claw, accelerating to full throttle, then flicked his gaze to the radar display, finding the blue blip of Deveraux's fighter. He banked sharply to form on her wing. With his free hand, he unzipped his flight suit, dug out his Pilgrim cross, and gave it a squeeze for luck. A signal from Deveraux lit up his right display: KEEP RADIO SILENCE.


  Ahead lay a small, rocky world, draped in shadow and orbiting a distant and dimly burning brown dwarf star. Blair targeted the planet, and data spilled across his right display. Officially catalogued as Planetoid SX34B5, it bore an uncanny similarity in both appearance and composition to Earth's moon. Blair targeted the brown dwarf and quickly scanned the information on the star's size, age, and something about it not having enough mass to convert hydrogen into helium via nuclear fusion. He stopped reading when the data became too technical but still felt satisfied with his cursory inspection. Some pilots like Maniac flew into the unknown relying only on their eyes. Blair had been taught that a physical understanding of his combat environment would allow him to use it as an ally, not an obstacle.


  He switched his targeting cross-hairs to a field of asteroids encircling the brown dwarf. Jagged chunks of ice-covered rock tumbled slowly and occasionally collided with others to emit spates of smaller rubble.


  Deveraux's Rapier jumped a little ahead of his, and Blair noted the cue. They would move into and sweep the field. He slid over the Heads Up Display viewer on his helmet, then, with one eye, studied the digitized tactical schematic. Dozens of reticles singled out targets, outlined them, and flashed, then sensors gave him an instant report of their position. Green lines formed into a glide path through the thousands of spinning rocks.


  But not all of the debris appeared natural. Shiny objects began peeking out from behind the rocks, objects that became more distinct—pieces of dürasteel shredded like paper.


  A particularly huge plate, twisted and scorched, spun by his canopy. He recoiled a little as he spotted the letters ASUS painted near its edge.


  "Angel? Did you catch that? That's from Pegasus."


  She appeared on his left display. "You just broke radio silence, Lieutenant."


  "I'm sorry. I just—"


  "Forget it." She shook her head, then looked up, taking in more of the asteroid field. "Concussion must've blown pieces of the station all over the sector." Her tactical computer chirped.


  Blair's computer answered with a chirp of its own. A blip flashed across his radar, then another, then both disappeared. "I just picked up multiple contacts, bearing—"


  "Pipe down. I'm getting something…"


  And Blair spotted them, too: six blips burning brightly in his radar, headed directly for their position.


  "Angel—"


  "Radio silence. And let's get deeper into this field. Low power. We'll see if we can wait 'em out."


  "Roger."


  She dove ahead, following the digitized glide path through the asteroids. Blair kept tight on her six o'clock until she veered sixty degrees to port and settled in the lee of an oblong-shaped rock nearly one hundred meters long. Blair raced by her, finding cover of his own below a similar rock about five hundred meters away. He frantically switched off everything save for life support and sat there a moment, the oxygen whistling softly into his mask, the sweat beading on his brow. His gaze traced the thick veins of ice that fanned out across the stone. He tried to concentrate on something as mundane as the rock, but the suspense had his skin crawling.


  "My scanners are blind, Merlin. Talk to me."


  The little man knew better than to appear in Blair's cockpit, perhaps creating a detectable energy source. Instead, he transferred himself into the Rapier's main computer, where he could speak sans his holographic form. A dim light flashed in the right display as he replied, "Crosstalk between a large Kilrathi vessel and the brown dwarf down there. I can't decipher the code."


  "They know we're here?"


  "Possibly. From the sophistication of the equipment on board, I'd say the vessel is a Command and Communications module, probably a Thrakhra-class transport retrofitted for the job."


  '"So what's it commanding?"


  "At least six other ships near the brown dwarf are communicating with it. Interesting. I'm picking up an Ultra Low Frequency signal. The Rapier's scanners aren't equipped to receive or detect ULF."


  "But you are?"


  "Don't tell me you've downloaded my sarcasm program?"


  Blair waved his hand. "Forget that. What's it mean? This frequency?"


  "It's a primitive pulse technology, Ultra Low Frequency. Very slow, but it carries over extreme distances, not unlike tom-toms. Pilgrims used ULF during the war."


  "So why would the Kilrathi—" Blair caught himself. "Did you say Pilgrims?"


  "Yes. I believe I did."


  "Then you know more about the Pilgrims? You told me my father wiped your flash memory."


  "I… I don't know how I know about the ULF signals," Merlin stammered. "I just do. Perhaps that data is buried in my suboperating memory, left over from the war. Maybe it's intuition."


  "Intuition?" Blair fought off a chill. He could deal with Merlin's sarcasm. But a PPC with intuition? The prospect unnerved him. "Well, do you have signal source?"


  "It appears to be coming from quadrant thirty."


  "Thirty. That puts it near the Tiger Claw. Can you translate it?"


  "The code isn't in my…" Merlin broke off.


  "What?"


  "They're scanning the rocks."


  "Merlin off."


  Emerald light flickered above, and Blair could almost feel the scanning beam as it passed over the rock.


  


  


  15


  PEGASUS STATION

  WRECKAGE

  ULYSSES CORRIDOR

  MARCH 17, 2654

  0400 HOURS

  ZULU TIME

  9 HOURS FROM

  CHARYBOIS QUASAR

  JUMP POINT


  


  [image: ]


  


  "Go on," Deveraux whispered to herself. "There's nothing in this mouse hole. Beat it."


  The Kilrathi ship continued probing, its beam throwing a green halo over the asteroid.


  A thump from the port side caught her attention. She shuddered as a figure dressed in Confederation Marine Corps armor floated near her wing. She looked away before the face rolled into view, but her stomach dropped anyway—and not from nausea. The Rapier had begun drifting.


  Unable to fire retros that would reveal her location, she watched as the starboard wing brushed against an uneven valley of ice and rock with a sickening creak. She shushed her fighter and looked up. "You didn't read that," she told the Kilrathi. "And if you did, it was just two rocks colliding."


  She waited. Waited some more. Became an authority on waiting. Knew the details. The frustration. Could tell you all you wanted to know about it. Could tell you that in the end there was, of course, nothing to do but wait. And react. And sitting in the cramped cockpit felt very much like hiding in her old closet, back at the orphanage. Sister Fleurette would come with her red and swollen eyes, with her wooden paddle, and with her breath that reeked of alcohol. The door would swing open. The light would rush in. Squinting, Deveraux would watch the paddle eclipse the sun.


  She shook off the memory, seeing now that the Rapier floated away from the rock, widening the distance by a meter every two or three seconds.


  The asteroid's halo grew brighter.


  


  Far to port, past teeming knots of rubble, something glimmered. Was it just more durasteel from the Pegasus Station? A second look proved Blair's suspicions. The Kilrathi ConCom ship had paused near Deveraux's position. "What do they see, Merlin?"


  "They don't see anything. Switch on your thermal scanner. They're out of range to detect it."


  He slid the HUD viewer over his eye and tapped on the scanner. Not much of a view: the glimmer once more, the asteroids among twinkling shards of metal…


  There. A fading red glow shone through the massive rock shielding Deveraux. "They've spotted Angel's heat corona."


  "Two more Kilrathi closing fast," Merlin said anxiously. "Probably fighters."


  Blair's gloved fingers traveled quickly over his instrument panels. Displays rose from darkness. Scanners flashed data to him. Engines hummed in their warming sequence. The communications system gave a readiness beep. "Angel. They've spotted us. Two more bogies coming in hot. Six o'clock." He stole a glance at his radar display. No, the Kilrathi weren't changing their minds.


  Deveraux's wide eyes filled his display. "Can't spot them, Blair. Call it."


  The blips moved closer.


  "Jack in the box," Blair instructed. "On three. One… two… three!"


  The Rapier's engines ignited with a thundering roar. Jagged stone wiped past him as he skimmed along the asteroid's surface. Once clear of the rock, he corkscrewed straight up, out of the field and into a starry sky.


  "Form on my wing," Deveraux ordered.


  "Yes, ma'am!" Wheeling around, Blair rocketed toward her fighter, strangling more thrust from his Rapier. As he neared her position, he spotted two Dralthi fighters escorting the ConCom ship.


  Without giving the enemy pilots time to blink, he and Deveraux squeezed off Dumb-fire missiles. Her rocket tore past the left Dralthi's shields to swallow the fighter in a fireball. His missile caught the other Dralthi as it began veering off. The explosion tore away the ship's engine housing to send it spiraling out of control. It glanced off the asteroid Deveraux had used as cover, shedding plastisteel like a cybernetic snake, then splayed itself over a valley.


  Charging through the still-lingering blast waves, he and Deveraux targeted the ConCom ship. Even as his sensors indicated that she had ignited her missile, Blair jammed down his trigger. Their projectiles trailed ribbons of exhaust as they traversed the thousand-meter gap. But they stopped short, detonating in useless ringlets of energy as the ConCom's powerful shields absorbed them.


  "Well, they're awake now," Blair said. He checked his radar display. "I've got two more bogies coming up from the brown dwarf. Engaging."


  "Negative! I count fourteen unfriendlies inbound. Looks like two destroyers. We are out of here!" Her exhaust ports flared as afterburners engaged.


  Blair lit his own burners and banked suddenly, following her back toward the Tiger Claw. He switched his left VDU to the rear turret display. A swarm of glowing specks descended upon the asteroid field.


  


  Standing in the center of the Grist'Ar'roc's bridge, Captain Thiraka nar Kiranka reflected on the report from his tactical officer. Bad news regularly turned him inward, in search of a response. Oh, yes, he knew what he wanted to do now. But he also considered what the admiral would do—another response altogether. In the unlikely event that Thiraka and Bokoth agreed upon their next action, then Thiraka might honestly believe that he did have a future with the Kilrathi military. But as the past had already proven, he did not think like his superiors, and he suspected that recent events would not change that.


  He moved cautiously toward the rear of the bridge, where Kalralahr Bokoth crouched on bent knee below a meter-high statue of Sivar, whose fearsome personage stood on a pedestal and loomed over the bridge like a brooding rain cloud. Banners of the Kiranka clan hung behind the candlelit effigy in testament to fallen and future glory. The banners' asymmetric symbols told stories of death, conquest, and domination; stories of sterilized worlds and territorial ambitions; stories of civil wars so heinous that humans could never comprehend them.


  Waiting at the proper distance, Thiraka hoped the admiral would notice him soon. Bokoth could choose to meditate for another hour, and Thiraka would have to remain, neither able to interrupt Bokoth nor retreat. Death awaited any Kilrathi who violated that precept.


  But Bokoth had heard his approach. As though emerging dizzy from a vision, the admiral craned his pale, oblong head toward Thiraka. "Kal Shintahr?"


  "Sir, our lead ConCom ship has engaged a Confederation reconnaissance flight in sector seven. Fighters from two of our destroyers were dispatched to intercept."


  "And the reconnaissance patrol escaped."


  Thiraka nodded and ground his long teeth. The admiral had not listened to Thiraka's wish and continued to have intelligence beamed directly to his quarters, overstepping his authority. Thiraka considered Bokoth's quick murder followed by his own suicide. He breathed deeply, trying to quell the thought.


  With a slight growl, Bokoth forced himself to his feet. "So the Tiger Claw is here."


  "Yes, sir. The merchantman we tracked earlier jumped into this sector by using a gravity well. And the carrier jumped here through a pulsar."


  "Do we have a fix on her signal?"


  "Yes, sir."


  The admiral turned to the command chair, where, cloaked in shadows and nutrient haze, a figure stirred. "Your friend is dedicated," Bokoth said, his words translated into the hoots and squeaks made by humans.


  Stepping forward, the hairless ape in the atmospheric suit raised one of its stubby, glove-covered fingers and replied, "My friend is a Pilgrim. This is what he trained for. Prepare the ambush."


  "In time," Bokoth said, raising his own paw and withdrawing a nail.


  "That ship is the only thing that stands between us and the success of this mission. It's yours for the taking."


  Bokoth absently tugged on his whiskers, purring into a thought. Then he abruptly answered, "That ship is insignificant. That hate of your kind blinds you. All things pass. Let it go."


  The ape took a step closer. "You're wrong, old man. Most things pass: love, passion, anger, life. One is eternal: hate."


  


  "What's the matter?" Blair asked Deveraux as they walked swiftly down the corridor. "Are we in trouble?"


  She wouldn't answer as she made an abrupt ninety-degree turn to march onto the bridge. She went to the viewports and came to attention as Gerald and Sansky left the radar station. Blair arrived at her side, held his shoulders high, and saluted his approaching superiors.


  The captain and commander simply eyed them a moment, then Gerald, firing up his usual implacable glare, said, "We read your After Action Report. And I, for one, am unimpressed. You knew what the orders were. No contact with the enemy. Now you've compromised the mission and this ship."


  "Sir. I had no choice. The enemy had spotted Lieutenant Commander Deveraux's heat signature, sir."


  "Really," Gerald said, half-singing the word. His gaze shifted radically. "Angel, how sure are you that the Kilrathi had you targeted? Given the lieutenant's background…"


  "Excuse me?" Blair bristled.


  Gerald's head slowly shifted like the turret-top cupola of a tank, bringing its weapon to bear. "It's well documented that Pilgrim saboteurs have been responsible for much of the Confed's problems in this war. I'll be sure to download that information to your account, Lieutenant."


  "Did they have me targeted?" Deveraux demanded, turning to face Blair. "Or did you just get trigger-happy?"


  "Trigger-happy? What kind of an operator do you—"


  "Enough," Sansky said. "This is sterile conjecture. The Kilrathi are aware that Rapiers are short-range fighting craft assigned to cap ships. They know we're close by." He focused on Blair. "Tell me again about this communication you claim to have heard."


  With a flagrant turn of his head, Blair flicked Gerald a look of raw repulsion. "It was a ULF signal emanating from the vicinity of the Tiger Claw, sir."


  Sansky swung toward the navigation station, though the computer would detect his voice no matter where he projected it. "What about it, NAVCOM? Were any communications sent from this ship?"


  "Negative, Captain. There were no communications sent by the Tiger Claw."


  Gerald smirked and gave a nod.


  "Sir, I tell you—"


  "You tell me nothing, Lieutenant," Sansky said. "Nor does your flight recorder. A Rapier's scanners are not equipped to detect ULF transmissions. Your reliance on your PPC—unauthorized equipment, I might add—does not convince me that the signal exists. PPCs are not standard military issue and are vulnerable to a number of viruses. What you thought you heard—"


  "But sir—"


  "—could've come from any number of natural sources."


  "This was not a natural—"


  "Dismissed, Lieutenant."


  Blair saluted and rushed off the bridge before foul language landed him in the brig.


  Granted, Sansky and Gerald didn't want to waste time chasing down false leads, but to ignore something of this importance seemed absolutely foolish. Then again, trusting in a half-breed and possible saboteur without proof of his loyalty would be equally so. Deadlock.


  


  Captain Sansky took a moment to recover from his argument with the insistent boy. He admired Blair's courage in holding his ground, even on the bridge. Yet he also began to fear the boy, perhaps as much as Gerald. With little time to further speculate on Blair's potential damage, he glimpsed the distant asteroids through the viewport. "Your assessment, Mr. Gerald?"


  "That ConCom's running point for the battle group. Their fleet won't be far behind. As you said, they know we're here, so I say we send them a message. I can have my fighters up in thirty minutes."


  "Twenty," Deveraux corrected, her self-confidence revving even higher than Gerald's.


  "That would be a mistake," Taggart said, lifting his head from the helmsman's screen. "Without her fighters, this ship's vulnerable." He stood, approached Sansky, and began shaking his head.


  Pursing his lips, Sansky contemplated the pros and cons of a first strike, the mental list beginning to blur as he tried in vain to spot the longer side.


  "You're a civilian scout," Gerald reminded Taggart, "not a naval officer. Tactical operations are our concern."


  Taggart's face grew rigid, and his tone plunged to warning depths. "There's a great deal more at stake here than you seem to understand, Commander."


  Sansky threw up a hand. "The XO is right. I'm sorry, Mr. Taggart. Destroying that ConCom and its escorts will slow the Kilrathi. Deveraux will lead a strike force. You will accompany her." He crossed back to Lieutenant Commander Obutu, who kept vigil over his screens. "Con, plot a course for the rings of Planet Four-fifteen. We'll find good cover there."
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  Before every battle, all pilots should spend a quiet moment of meditation. Within each of you lies the ability to transcend what you believe you can do. Within each of you lies a tiger's heart. To find it, you must begin at peace, comfortable with the world around you, with the future as you see it, with the thought of killing. There is no emotion. Only the job. You sight the target, terminate it with impunity, and move through it without looking back."


  Deveraux's academy instructor had said those words to her graduating class, words that lived in Deveraux with the same vitality as the day she had first heard them. She could repeat every sentence, every cadence of his speech, having turned a heartfelt reminder into a personal pledge and prayer that she repeated before every mission.


  When she had left the bridge with orders to lead a strike force to take out the Kilrathi ConCom ship, she had headed directly to her quarters to shower, change into a clean flight suit, and sit at her desk to meditate.


  No one had ever taught Deveraux how to meditate; in fact, she wasn't sure if she did it correctly. She had read that proper meditation can lessen levels of cortisol, a hormone released in response to stress. She also knew that meditation enhanced the body's recuperative functions.


  But what she really searched for, what remained at the fringe of her thoughts, was a sense of true identity. A sense that she wasn't just the product of an orphanage, that her parents' lives meant something to hers, that the feeling of emptiness would not lie locked in her heart forever, that somewhere inside lay a key.


  Deveraux had yet to find that key. Perhaps she did need lessons in meditation. And she didn't ask for much. She had no aspirations to attain conscious union with the divine or experience divine grace; she simply wanted to feel good about herself. She opened her eyes, reached across her desk, and switched on the holovid player.


  A small girl seated on the edge of a picnic blanket glimmered at the foot of her bunk. A young man rolled a pink ball toward the girl, while a young woman looked on with a proud grin. Intermittent buzzing resounded over their voices, and the picture flickered with static. Deveraux swore over the disc's age. She would have to mail it off to a company for restoration, but she would hate parting with the vid, even for a second. That family, sometimes looking so distant, so unfamiliar, sometimes looking like her exposed soul, remained the only visual record she had of a life that had suddenly ceased. Sure, she could make copies of the vid, but knowing that her parents had touched the same disc rendered it irreplaceable.


  A ring from her hatch bell startled her. She stood, paused the holovid, then moved to greet her visitor. Not many people came to see Deveraux, owing to her admonishments about the value of privacy during stand-down. She touched the open key.


  And lost a heartbeat.


  "I need to talk to you." Blair leaned on the doorjamb, his face long, his eyes reflective pools.


  She forgot to breathe. She glanced to the holovid, the figures frozen—


  Blair pushed his way past her.


  "Hey. You can't barge into my—"


  He spun and tossed something to her. "I wear it for luck."


  She caught, then examined the cross.


  "It was my mother's," he explained.


  "Is your luck at odds with our mission?"


  That drew a long sigh from him. He shifted away, surveying the rest of her quarters, his gaze falling on the paused holovid. "What's this?"


  "Nothing," she said, then practically dove toward the holovid and shut it off. "You should leave."


  "You worried about gossip? I'm not. I already know what they're saying about me."


  "You give them reason to talk."


  He searched the ceiling for a reply, then finally said, "You think he's right about me?"


  "Who? Gerald?"


  "Yeah. I mean, in his mind I started selling out the Tiger Claw the moment I stepped on board."


  Her gaze flicked to the cross. "I don't see how you can be a Pilgrim and fight on our side."


  "I'm not a Pilgrim. I don't even know what a Pilgrim is."


  "You're not that naive—otherwise you'd keep this thing in a box."


  "I guess you're right. My mother was an off-worlder who grew up hating Earth, hating humanity. My father fought for the Confederation. Somehow, despite all the hate, they found each other."


  "How?"


  "I don't know. They died before I was five. He was killed trying to save her in the Peron Massacre. That cross is all I have. I'm not sure where I belong, Commander, except here, fighting and flying."


  As she turned the cross over in her hands, Deveraux felt a chill spidering across her neck. "Sit down, Lieutenant."


  He moved toward her bunk, but she directed him to the chair at her desk.


  "Why do you think they call me Angel?" she asked.


  His shoulders lifted in a half-shrug.


  "It's a real weeper. Headlines: My parents died in the same war. I grew up in an orphanage on Earth, in Brussels."


  Their gazes met, and Deveraux sensed an even stronger connection.


  "At night, I'd cry for them," she continued. "The sisters told me they were angels. I kept crying for them to come and take me to heaven. But they weren't angels. They were dead. Gone. It was like they had never existed."


  "Like Bossman?"


  Deveraux held herself for a moment, forcing her breath to steady, her hands to stop trembling. "Emotion gets in the way of our mission. There is no emotion. Only the job. You sight the target, terminate it with impunity, and move through it without looking back."


  "Commander, emotion is what separates us from the Pilgrims. And the Kilrathi."


  She leaned back on the bulkhead and shut her eyes, seeing Chen's smile, listening to him joke about being "Ripper" in his younger days and how he had changed his ways to become a model pilot revered by the younger jocks who sought him for advice. They began to call him Bossman. And Bossman had left his wife and baby daughter behind. That little girl would never know her father, and the thought enraged Deveraux. She opened her eyes, felt the sting of tears, and said, "Lieutenant Commander Chen was… Bossman and I got close. Too close. And then he got himself killed." A tear slid down her cheek, damn it.


  Blair rose, reaching out to comfort her.


  She motioned him off, then backhanded the tears away. "Consider what you just saw classified."


  He lowered his hand and smiled just enough to make her feel better. "Yes, ma'am. And can I ask you something?"


  "That depends."


  "You said that your parents were killed in the same war. Were they killed by Pilgrims?"


  Her gaze searched his. "You want to know what side my family was on, is that it, Lieutenant?"


  "Actually, I was wondering more about you." He looked at the cross.


  "I don't know how they were killed. So the point is moot."


  "Wouldn't you like to know?"


  "I've already tried to find out. Those records were lost."


  He looked to the holovid player. "Is that your cross?"


  "Lieutenant, we're square. You saved my ass today. And I have a few things to finish here." She handed him the cross.


  With a curt nod, he headed for the hatch.


  "And Blair," she called after him. "Gerald's a clown."


  His eyes thanked her.


  


  Maniac lived to eat, to fly, and to have sex. Nothing profound about it. The food aboard the Tiger Claw wasn't half bad, the fighters, though patched up even more than some of his father's ships, weren't half bad, and the women, well, that was where the Claw really excelled.


  "Are you sure he's not coming back?" Forbes asked, laying naked and sweaty beside him.


  "Even if he does," Maniac said, still catching his breath, "I changed the hatch code. Besides, Blair's a bright boy. He'll find a place to sleep and leave us alone."


  "But will he talk?"


  "Blair?"


  "I guess you're right." She rolled over and began sucking on his earlobe. "Come on, fire it up one more time."


  He placed a palm on his bare chest, feeling his heart pumping overtime. "I think the Big Maniac needs time to refuel."


  Forbes tsked. "C'mon, baby. Don't I take care of you?"


  "That is a big yes, ma'am."


  "Well, don't you care about my needs?" She climbed on top of him and finger-combed his hair.


  "I'm all about your needs."


  "Really?"


  "Yeah. And right now you need to shut up and go to sleep."


  She looked wounded, rolled off of him, then draped an arm over her eyes.


  "You make it all worthwhile," he said earnestly.


  "Make what worthwhile?"


  "Busting my ass at the academy. Coming out here to fight. Saying good-bye to everyone back home."


  "Yeah, I remember the briefing," she began, then dropped her voice to quote some Confed noncom. "By the time you return, everyone you know will be dead and buried."


  He frowned. "I don't care about any of that."


  "You lie. What about your family?"


  "What about yours? In fact, you haven't told me anything."


  "You haven't asked."


  "Touche. So what's your story, uh, what did you say your name was?"


  She slammed him with her pillow. "Like you want to know."


  "Really. I do. Tell me about your parents. You got any brothers or sisters?"


  "I'm an only child. When I left for the academy, my parents stopped talking to me. It was like I was dying, and they couldn't take a long illness. So they cut me off from the start. I haven't spoken to them in six years."


  "Sorry. I was better off not asking."


  "No, it's all right. I've come to terms with it. I understand why they did what they did. I think they're cowards, but I understand. Some day I am going to die out there. I've had premonitions for years. So I don't blame them anymore. I'm their baby, and there's nothing more painful than losing a child. Sometimes I wonder how they're doing. I wonder if my mother's still yelling at him for drinking too much beer and if he's still yelling at her for complaining."


  "I don't think that'll change." Maniac rubbed the corners of his eyes. "Man, this conversation has gone all weepy on us. But thank God there's good news."


  Her brow lifted.


  He cupped his mouth and leaned into his shoulder. "Roger, Whiskey Halo Three. Refueling complete. The Big Maniac is back in business." He grabbed her shoulder and zeroed in for the kiss.


  A rapid beeping sounded from the intercom, a tone Maniac recognized as the alert call.


  "Shit," Forbes groaned. "This war's really starting to piss me off."
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  Blair finished a walkaround inspection of his Rapier, then joined the other pilots milling about the flight line, waiting for Lieutenant Commander Deveraux.


  The nearby lift doors opened, exposing Maniac and Forbes, both still pulling on their uniforms. They hustled out of the lift as the others guffawed—all except Blair.


  "Targets locked," he muttered, then set his jaw and marched toward Maniac. "Did you change the lock code?"


  "What are you talking about?"


  "The lock code on our hatch? I couldn't get in." He scowled at Forbes. "And I heard laughing from inside, but no one would answer."


  Maniac slapped a paw on his shoulder. "Someday, Blair, you're gonna look back and say, 'God, I wish I'd been him.'"


  "Some day, I'm going to look back and—"


  "Ten-hut!" Knight shouted.


  Blair abandoned his retort and scrambled to the line with the other jocks. They assumed the pose as Lieutenant Commander Deveraux walked down the row, her face unreadable. "All right, ladies, listen up. We have a ConCom with escorts. That means two, possibly three Ralari-class destroyers with their fighters and support ships. Primary target is the ConCom. Everything else is gravy." She paused before Blair. "Let's make 'em bleed. Mount up!"


  The group dispersed, and Maniac said, "I'm feeling good today!"


  "Try to keep your mind on the Kilrathi there, Maniac."


  "C'mon, Blair," Maniac whined. "Be realistic…"


  Though he hated to admit it, Blair did feel a pang of jealousy over Maniac's skill with women and fighters. But he felt even more jealous over Maniac's ability to turn fear into a source of amusement. Maniac flitted blithely through his life, neither suffering it nor apologizing for anything he did. People loved him. People loathed him. He couldn't care less.


  Blair started for his fighter, passing Hunter, who, as usual, champed his cigar and brushed that long hair out of his face. Blair thought of wishing the man luck, but as he looked up, he saw how Hunter made a point of ignoring him, so he headed straight for his cockpit ladder.


  "Blair," Deveraux called out. "Take Hunter's wing."


  "I got his wing, ma'am."


  Failing to remove his cigar, Hunter said, "Ma'am, I'd just as soon you assign me another wingman."


  Deveraux came toward Hunter, who had inadvertently stoked the fire in her eyes. "You have some problem I should be aware of, Hunter?"


  The big Australian sneered at Blair. "Yes, ma'am, I do. I don't fly with Pilgrims."


  "Then maybe you don't fly at all."


  "Ma'am, there might be over a hundred pilots assigned to this bucket, but I think you want me for this op. We both know that."


  With disgust all but dripping from her face, Deveraux thought a second, then said, "Blair. You'll fly my wing."


  "Are you sure about that?" he asked.


  Her eyes snapped wide. "Did I just give you a suggestion or an order?"


  "I got your wing, ma'am."


  She tossed an ugly look in Hunter's direction, then left. "Hey," Hunter said. Blair hesitated.


  "You put me or my shipmates in danger, half-breed, I'll kill you."


  "You'll try." He stared unflinchingly at the man, then pounded up his ladder. "It's all one big lovefest," he said through a sigh.


  


  Once everyone had preflighted, the comm check commenced. When Taggart's voice came over the channel, Blair couldn't help but dial up the captain's private frequency. "Sir, I didn't know you'd be flying this one. In fact, I didn't know you were qualified to pilot a Broadsword."


  "Yeah, well, this mission needs a conscience, and I'm it. You keep your head low and your eyes bugged, Lieutenant."


  "Count on it."


  Wondering if there were any more surprises on the roster, Blair listened in as Knight, Hunter, Forbes, Polanski, Maniac, and Deveraux exchanged status reports. Knight flew the other Broadsword, and Polanski now took Hunter's wing. Maniac would, of course, fly with Forbes.


  The launch went off without a hitch, save for Polanski's report of a hydraulic leak too insignificant to ground him.


  Blair held a steady course at Deveraux's four o'clock low. They, along with the other Rapier pilots, escorted the two Broadswords. Originally designed as an attack bomber for Kilrathi capital ships, the Broadsword held its own as an all-purpose fighter, equipped with port, starboard, and aft turrets as well as four missile and four torpedo hardpoints. If a Broadsword got close enough to a capital ship (or in their present situation, a Kilrathi ConCom ship), its torpedoes would successfully penetrate phase shields. Thus, getting Taggart and Knight in close enough to the ConCom ship remained the foremost objective. Accomplishing that meant punching a hole through the Dralthi fighters surely awaiting them.


  They came up fast on the ring of asteroids and debris orbiting the brown dwarf. Blair slid his HUD viewer into place and surveyed the zone with thermal scanners, finding it cool and clear. The strike force wove into the field, huge rocks and splintered durasteel tumbling by, some pieces just meters away.


  "Picking up any comm traffic, Baker Seven?" Deveraux asked Taggart.


  "Nothing."


  "Let's get in a little closer."


  "My words exactly," Maniac said.


  "Shuddup," Polanski groaned. "Pervert."


  "Secure that, ladies," Deveraux ordered.


  "Com traffic still at zero," Taggart reported.


  "They're observing radio silence," Deveraux said. "Except for short-range frequencies."


  "Or they aren't here anymore," Taggart warned.


  "Baker Two, Three, and Four," Deveraux called. "Anything?"


  Blair scanned his radar display. "Nada, Chief."


  "Nothing happening, Boss," Forbes said.


  Maniac released an exaggerated hem. "My scope's clean, Commander."


  "Dammit!" Hunter cried.


  "What is it?" Deveraux demanded.


  "Big piece of something just glanced off my canopy. Computer didn't course-correct in time."


  "He's probably going nuts without his cigar," Polanski said. "He's having hallucinations of little dancing cigars."


  Several pilots chuckled into the comm, but Blair knew better than to join them.


  Then Maniac's masked face and big, round eyes lit up Blair's VDU. "All right, losers, listen up. I got three confirmed targets at five o'clock, near the brown dwarf."


  "Confirm that," Forbes said. "Middle one has a massive electromagnetic signature."


  Blair switched the radar report to his HUD. A grid formed at his twelve o'clock, with coordinates scrolling at its corners. The three blips advanced slowly through the lines. "Target number one, bearing one-two-five by three-four-five. Target number two, bearing one-two-six by three-six-six. Target number three, bearing one-three-zero by three-seven-seven. Intercept course locked and disseminating, roger."


  "It's the ConCom," Deveraux said. "All right, ladies, deploy for attack. The clock is ticking."


  "You all can hold back if you like," Maniac said as he leapt past the other Rapiers. "Maniac'll put these cats out for the night."


  "Do not abandon your wingman," Deveraux said.


  "Don't worry, Commander," Forbes said. "He's just having trouble keeping up with me." Then her Rapier shot off and razored past Maniac's, narrowly missing a long pipe that rolled end over end.


  "Blair. Stay close. Here we go," Deveraux said.


  "That's no ConCom," Taggart muttered, his voice barely perceptible. "Abort!"


  "You're kidding," Maniac said.


  "Baker Seven, you have no authority over this mission or its personnel," Deveraux barked. "You will obey my orders."


  "Forget it. I've already analyzed those targets. They're Dorkir-class supply ships. They were deliberately left behind and out of harm's way."


  "You're saying they want us to attack those freighters, then they'll ambush us?"


  "Not us, Commander. The Tiger Claw. She's at risk. We have to get back."


  "You're a civilian scout. Why should I—"


  "Commander, I'm not a civilian."


  "Mr. Taggart. I don't have time for—"


  "I hold the rank of commodore in Confederation Naval Intelligence, reporting directly to Admiral Tolwyn. My call sign is Paladin."


  "Yeah, right," Forbes said. "And I'm Admiral Nelson."


  "Shuddup!" Blair said, intent on Taggart's revelation.


  "My security verification code is Charlie Six Alpha Zebra Niner. Try it, Commander. Now."


  Blair couldn't wait for Deveraux. He plugged the numbers into his own computer's touchpad, attempting to tap into the Confederation Navy's Datanet. The left VDU blinked for a moment, then a message rolled across the screen:


  COMMODORE JAMES TAGGART

  CALL SIGN PALADIN

  FOURTEENT FLEET

  SECURITY ACCES GRANTED


  "Holy…" Blair lapsed into astonishment.


  "Lucky guess," Deveraux told Taggart. "For all I know, you could've killed the real commodore and assumed his identity."


  "Listen to me, Angel. That's all I ask. If I'm wrong, you'll have missed out on destroying a couple of freighters. If I'm right, the Tiger Claw could already be under attack."


  "The Claw is already in the radiation belt, boss. They couldn't contact us if they wanted to," Forbes pointed out.


  "Well, I ain't for turning tail," Hunter said. "I say we take out the freighters, then go back for the Claw."


  "So we can pick through her rubble for survivors, Mr. Hunter?" Taggart asked.


  "We're not taking a vote here," Blair said. "It's up to the commander. What do you say, ma'am?"


  As Blair waited for her reply, he pictured the others doing the same. Forbes rubbed her eyes and wished she had spent more time sleeping. Polanski threw his head back and swore. Hunter damned regulations to hell, unclipped his O2 mask, and stuffed an unlit cigar between his lips. Knight imagined with a shudder that a hundred fighters now buzzed over the Claw. Maniac itched with the desire to race forward and kick some Kilrathi butt. Taggart muttered a half-dozen "come on's" as precious seconds ticked by.


  And Lieutenant Commander Jeanette Deveraux heaved a sigh and felt the absolute loneliness of her rank.
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  Rolling Admiral Tolwyn's ring between his fingers, Captain Jay Sansky transported himself 700 light-years away from the bridge of the Tiger Claw and the Jovian-like system it now approached. He put himself back in his holopic, back on graduation day from the academy in Houston. He and Bill Wilson had driven out to the desert preserve with two bottles of champagne and four years' worth of memories…


  "Was it really worth it?" Wilson asked, leaning on the hood of their borrowed military hover.


  "For once the years didn't go by fast. God, the exams. The sacrifices. What did we do, Bill? Sell off our youth?"


  Wilson roared with laughter. "I was talking about driving out here. We could've drank and said our good-byes at my place. But no, you wanted to come all the way out here to see your desert one more time. Well, here it is." He waved his bottle over the wind-swept sand, then took a long pull.


  "Truth is, this might be the only thing left when I return. The people? They'll all be gone—and maybe the academy with them. I need something to come back to."


  "Hang on to your memories. This planet might be gone." He raised his bottle to the sky. "There's a force out there much greater than our experience. And we think the stars are our destiny, Jay. I think we're wrong."


  "Then why are you going?"


  "I don't know. Maybe it's already too late to say no. Or maybe I just want to prove that we don't belong there."


  Sansky lifted his own bottle in a toast. "Then here's to going—for whatever reasonand coming back."


  "We're going to change the universe, Jay. I know that."


  "Okay. But let's get drunk first."


  


  A bead of sweat trickled down Sansky's forehead, as though he still stood in the desert's unforgiving heat. The mottled gas giant returned to view, two of its moons floating to port, a third peeking out behind the planet. A wing of Rapiers flew point, escorting the Tiger Claw through a broad series of rings composed of billions of water-ice particles and rock fragments ranging from 5,000 to about 79,000 kilometers away from the planet. Two other tenuous rings orbited much more distantly.


  "This is Black Lion Seven to Pride One. Getting a lot of interference from the belt. Scope's clear, but I don't trust it, roger."


  Sansky shifted to the comm console, where Lieutenant Commander Obutu stood at Comm Officer Sasaki's shoulder. The screen showed the reporting pilot, Major Jennifer Leiby, her eyes narrowed, her face cast in the blue glow of display units. "Copy that, Seven," Obutu said into his headset. "Continue the sweep, manual as necessary."


  "Aye-aye, sir. Think I see something now. Wait a minute. Is that… Bogies inbound. I say again—" A burst of static stole her words. "I'm hit! I'm hit! Mayday!"


  Through the viewport and out past the Jovian-like planet's third moon, a speck of light burned briefly.


  "Who's reporting in?" Gerald asked, bursting onto the bridge.


  "Major Leiby," Obutu answered. "But we've lost contact."


  Gerald's lip twitched. "What?"


  "I read multiple targets inbound!" Radar Tech Harrison Falk said. The twenty-year-old stood before his tall, transparent screen and looked to Sansky, his face stricken.


  Sansky regarded the viewport as Gerald and Obutu strained for their own view.


  Dozens of small, glinting dots—and three larger ones—materialized from the cover of the third moon.


  As Sansky turned back, Falk had already begun plotting the enemy's course. Obutu shouted commands to the security patrol pilots. The helmsman pulled up an evasion course on his screen. Then Gerald bolted to his command chair, dropped into it, and, after a nod from Sansky, shouted, "Battle stations! Battle stations! Launch all fighters!"


  Despite the bridge's frenetic energy, Sansky felt a strange calm settle over him. The enemy attack force charged toward them with only a wing of Rapiers to stop it, but his calm would not yield to fear. And that wasn't so strange, after all. It was the calm you feel while lying on the ice at the moment before freezing; the calm you feel while staring into the headlights of a massive transport about to strike you down; the calm you feel while surrendering to fate after too many years of fighting it. Bill was right… Bill was right.


  


  "Get those goddamned flight doors open," Flight Boss Raznick shouted into the comm. He stood at his desk, glaring down through the Plexi at the techs running frantically about his deck.


  "I'm on it, sir," a jittery Specialist Mistovski replied. "But the pressure's low on the left side. Once it's open, I don't know if we'll get it shut again."


  "If we don't get it open, you won't… never mind! Just prioritize, young man. Prioritize!"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Peterson!" Raznick called.


  "Here, sir."


  "Are we clear yet?"


  "I got one more tanker and another plow to move."


  "Then why are you talking to me? Get on it!"


  "Yes, sir!"


  "Raznick? Where are my fighters?" Commander Gerald asked through the comm.


  "They're hot. Ten seconds to clear."


  "What's the delay?"


  "Problem with one of the hangar doors, sir." Raznick looked to the doors, now yawning open. "But it's been resolved."


  "Good. Let's see if you can beat your record."


  "Aye-aye, sir!"


  Raznick's record: six launches per minute. But that included preflighting. He flipped on the deckwide intercom. "Attention pilots. Quickshot launch procedures are now in effect. I want seven birds off my deck in one minute. Do you read me!"


  "We read you, sir!"


  


  Sansky took one more look at the wave of enemy ships, then retreated to the captain's console, where he watched the attack as though it were a holo. The security patrol engaged the incoming fighters, converting the gas giant's ring system into a furball more deadly than any he had ever witnessed. Dralthi fighters double- and triple-teamed Confederation Rapiers, while the enemy's Krant medium fighters darted like furtive wasps between ice and stone, vectoring toward the Tiger Claw. The viewports soon flooded with the images of individual dogfights, of fighters from both sides being run off-course to collide with asteroids. The carrier's eight dual laser turrets oscillated and sent shudders throughout the ship as they fired upon swooping targets while intermittently throwing up clouds of scintillating flak. Rapiers and Broadsword bombers arrowed away from the flight hangar to join the explosive fray, some torn to ribbons less than a kilometer from the ship and chain-detonating others.


  Beyond the launching counterassault, on the fringe of the hastily drawn battle line, awaited the still-indistinct Kilrathi capital ships. Paused now so that their fighters could soften up the Claw, they would soon spring for the kill.


  "All fighters launched, sir," Obutu announced, his voice sounding hollow and several lifetimes away.


  Someone touched Sansky's shoulder. "Sir?"


  Gerald's concern, an emotion he rarely displayed, brought Sansky back to the bridge, to the memory of his rank, his job. All was not lost—or gained—yet. "Shields up!"


  Obutu looked at him, puzzled. "Sir, shields already standing at maximum power."


  "Good," Sansky said, unmoved by his redundant order. "Torpedo room. Prepare all tubes!"


  


  "Got her down?" Spaceman Rodriguez asked, lifting his voice over the squeal of alarms that still echoed through the secondary ordnance room.


  "Weapon is set," Galaway answered as he jogged toward her.


  The torpedo sat on its loader, ready to slide smartly into its tube. Rodriguez threw open the hatch, then thumbed the autoloader switch. The loader hummed as it delivered its cargo. Once the weapon clicked into place, he closed the hatch and waved Galaway on to the next tube.


  Rodriguez had been taught that the manual loading of torpedoes on capital ships, while seemingly archaic, not only resulted in an unparalleled level of safety but also upheld a centuries-long tradition of naval teamwork. And, Rodriguez thought, touching the torpedoes before they went out personalized the war; it put him on the front line instead of in the ship's bowels.


  "Tired yet?" he asked Galaway.


  "No way."


  "Good. After we win this battle, let's you and I celebrate. We're going to salsa."


  She grinned slyly. "You just want to dance?"


  


  An automated voice rattled through the bridge's speakers: "Torpedo launch status: nominal."


  "I count three dozen Kilrathi starfighters, two Ralari-class destroyers, and one dreadnought," Falk said, studying the holographic images on his display. "The cap ships are advancing at one hundred and twenty KPS. They'll be in firing range in four seconds."


  Sansky glanced obliquely at Gerald. "That damned Taggart was right."


  "Maybe he knew something that we didn't. And if he did, then I'll brig him for withholding information."


  "Worry about your bruised ego later, Mr. Gerald. Helm. Come about."


  "Torpedoes incoming!" Falk cried.


  A pair of Kilrathi torpedoes trailing thin plumes of exhaust followed a lazy curve, then shot headlong at the carrier.


  "Launch countermeasures," Sansky said.


  Falk nodded as the chaff clouds illuminated his screen. "Countermeasures away and… shit, sir. Sorry, sir. Torpedoes still on course, targeting port bow."


  "Sound the collision alarm," Sansky ordered Gerald. "Rig the ship for impact."


  Slashing through shards of ice and fluttering rock chips, the projectiles increased velocity as they came within fifty kilometers of the ship. Forty… thirty…


  "Oh, God," Falk moaned. "Impact in three seconds."


  The first missile exploded over the carrier's phase shields, tossing up lightning-laced rainbows of energy and debris that fell mercilessly upon her superstructure. Sansky clung to his chair as the second torpedo hit, and the bridge seemed to wheeze as the bomb throttled it. Falk shouted something unintelligible. Gerald grunted. Obutu demanded a damage report even as the blast wave persisted.


  


  Down on the flight deck, Specialist Jones rushed to his feet, then he and Olivia sprinted toward a half-full missile rack that had broken free from its bulkhead straps.


  A second impact tossed them back to the deck, and the bulkheads seemed to clap with the volume and vigor of an enormous god. The rumble gave way to a piercing screech.


  "Watch out!" Boss Raznick screamed over the intercom.


  Jones stared into the faces of dozens of missiles as the entire rack that housed them fell forward. He threw himself back, fleeing crab-like as the three tons of explosives and durasteel hit the deck, missing him by a half-meter. The resulting concussion tossed him nearly as far away.


  He looked around, chills rippling, heart slamming his ribs. Where was Olivia? Ohmygod. Ohmygod. "Olivia!"


  "What?"


  After a glance over his shoulder, Jones sighed.


  "Gentlemen! I want a crane in there now!" Raznick said. "I want that rack up and battened down in ninety seconds!"


  Jones gave Olivia a nervous stare, then got to his feet. "I'll be right back."


  "You're kidding me. No way. Not now."


  He charged toward the lift doors. "I'll be right back!"


  


  Aftershocks reverberated through the bridge. Sansky caught his breath and said, "Do we have a reply, Mr. Gerald?"


  "We do, sir. Give me a target, Mr. Falk."


  "Target acquisition imminent," Falk said, his voice cracking. "We have a lock!"


  Gerald beat a fist on his palm. "Fire tubes one and two!"


  Like unleashed bloodhounds, the two torpedoes sped away from the carrier, drawing chalk lines across the Jovian rings.


  "Captain, I have visual from a Rapier near the destroyers," Comm Officer Sasaki said.


  "On my screen."


  The Rapier pilot spiraled through an incredible hailstorm of flak and laser fire, hurling himself toward the enemy destroyer, then pulling a six-G climb to break away. The image switched to his aft turret as two torpedoes slammed into the destroyer's weak shields and penetrated her hull armor. Twin shock waves undulated through the ship's port side, dividing her amidships with underwater slowness. She spewed a huge, debris-laden gas bubble into the vacuum as hundreds of smaller explosions dotted her plastisteel innards. For a moment, Sansky thought he saw the Kilrathi themselves, giant bodies floating free and clawing for that green fog they breathed.


  "Two direct hits, sir," Falk reported to cheers from the bridge crew.


  The Rapier pilot kept broadcasting images, and Sansky slipped back into his alluring calm as the dreadnought turned parallel with the remaining destroyer.


  Her tubes opened.


  A pair of torpedoes lanced out.


  There would be no stopping the Kilrathi now. And a man, Sansky thought, must be true to his heart, especially at the end. If he could manage that, then an apparent defeat would become a resounding victory. No one else would understand, but he would. And that was all that mattered.


  Voices grew faint, muffled. Gerald shouted something about countermeasures. Falk's reply lacked hope. Then everyone screamed in unison as the enemy torpedoes struck a one-two punch across the phase shields.


  Sansky rode the first shock wave, then fell to the deck as consoles crackled and smoked above him in a sudden choreography of chaos.


  "Comm is off-line!" Sasaki exclaimed. "Rerouting bridge to secondary."


  "The phase shield is suffering a forty percent failure," Obutu added. "Battery room reports a fire. Torpedo room reporting damage. Unable to launch."


  Sparks danced on Sansky's shoulders as he climbed back into his chair. Just outside the viewport, the remaining Rapiers struggled to lure the dozens of Dralthi and Krant fighters away from the Tiger Claw.


  "I'm reading eight more targets from behind the dreadnought," Falk said.


  Gerald made a lopsided grin. "They're sending in reinforcements."


  "We should be flattered," Sansky said. He opened a comm channel. "Torpedo room. Report."


  Spaceman 2nd Class Rodriguez, his eyes red from the smoke pouring into the station behind him, leaned toward the camera. "Tubes three and four damaged, sir. Autoloaders not operational. And we can't get back to one and two. The bulkhead's collapsed."


  "Get me one tube back online, son. Can you do that?"


  "I'll try, sir."


  "Jesus… we can't fire?" Gerald said, springing to his feet. "Mr. Obutu. See if Mr. Raznick can spare some people to form a damage control crew in Secondary Ordnance."


  Obutu nodded and spoke quickly into his headset.


  "Captain, scanning the cruiser," Falk said. "She's opening tubes."


  "Of course she is," Sansky said calmly. "Of course she is." A shadow fell over him. He gazed into Gerald's solemn face. "Commander?"


  "The situation is dire, sir. If we're going to die, I suggest we ram this ship straight up their asses."


  "That's a brave if not eloquent thought, Mr. Gerald. But we'll never get in that close."


  "So we wait here to die?"


  "Watch that tone, Mister."


  "For God's sake, Captain. Jay. Let's go down fighting."


  "I agree, sir," Obutu said, then looked to Gerald. "Damage control crew on its way to the secondary ordnance room."


  "Gentlemen. I have no intention of dying. Rolling over and playing dead… maybe."
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  "Mr. Obutu? Prepare to power down the entire ship," Gerald said, sliding back into his command chair.


  "Power down the ship. Aye-aye, sir." A layer of sweat dappled Obutu's face, but his voice did not waver.


  Sansky, noting the renewed hope in his crew, rose to pace the bridge. He did not share their faith in the plan, despite having suggested it. Powerless and adrift, the Tiger Claw would become an object of curiosity to the Kilrathi. The dreadnought's captain might bring his ship in close enough for the Claw to launch a sudden, point-blank torpedo—providing that Mr. Rodriguez and the DCC got a tube back online.


  Or, as Sansky more likely figured, the big cat would note the power-down, bare his fangs, and, without a second thought, blow the Tiger Claw into a memorial.


  "Captain," Sasaki called excitedly. "I'm getting a friend or foe acknowledge from the new starfighters. They're ours, sir."


  "It's Deveraux's strike force," Sansky said, guarding his emotions. The tide had still not turned.


  But Gerald smiled back at the opportunity. "Mr. Obutu. Belay that power-down. And find out how that DCC is doing in Secondary Ordnance."


  "Aye, sir."


  Flying in wedge formation, Deveraux's fighters, still just pinpricks of light, soared in behind the Kilrathi dreadnought and destroyer. For a moment, Sansky wished he were in one of those cockpits, responsible only for himself and his wingman, able to sit straight and tall, the crosses of command gone forever.


  


  As a half-dozen targets presented themselves in Blair's HUD, instinct drove his gloved finger over the primary weapons trigger. He listened intently for the order to break and attack.


  Deveraux hadn't said much since giving in to Taggart's pleas. They had returned to the Claw at full throttle, and when Forbes had sighted the destroyer and dreadnought, an odd mixture of relief, regret, and anticipation had filtered into the voices of Blair's comrades. Taggart had been right, but being right meant that the Tiger Claw had already faced a more powerful force sans some of her best fighter pilots. Although Blair and company would now join the party, the Claw hardly stood a chance.


  "All right, ladies. All Rapiers except Maniac and Blair engage those Dralthi."


  Blair bit back a curse. "Commander, I didn't come out here as an observer."


  "Relax, Lieutenant. Drama equals danger plus desire, and it's about to become dramatic."


  "See you later, nugget," Forbes told Maniac.


  "Watch your ass, Rosie."


  "Thought you had that covered," Blair said, unable to resist the barb yet wincing just the same.


  The rest of the strike force peeled off in pairs to confront the Dralthi fighters streaking in at the wing's one o'clock low. Spiraling missiles and criss-crossing laser bolts produced a dense, expanding web that promised to snag any pilot who broke rhythm or got cocky. One look at the gauntlet instantly humbled Blair, and he grew fascinated by the sight of so many fighters dogging each other, grazing each other, navigating through a tangled mess of technology splayed across the otherwise simple, unassuming vacuum.


  The furball had been born.


  "Broadswords, follow me in," Deveraux said, her stony gaze infectious.


  "Roger that," Taggart responded. "Beginning the bomb run."


  "Maniac? Blair?" she called. "Cover us."


  Wrenching her Rapier into a forty-five-degree turn, Deveraux raced under and ahead of the Broadswords. The bombers throttled up and swept in behind her. She rolled to level off, spearheading the quintet.


  Blair had difficulty judging his distance. He yo-yoed to Taggart's seven o'clock after accidentally riding the crest of his wash. Recovered, he guided his targeting reticle over a distant fighter launching from the destroyer's forward flight deck. A beep told him he had the lock, and his thumb slammed down the secondary weapons button. Rays of simulated sunlight passed over his canopy as an Image Recognition missile let loose from his wing. Two more missiles joined his as Maniac fired upon another Dralthi rising from the dreadnought.


  "And here comes the flak barrage," Deveraux said.


  The capital ships' big turrets spat and coughed up triple-A fire that hung like handfuls of cotton balls tossed in zero G. And worse, the dreadnought's torpedo tubes opened to fire a salvo at the Tiger Claw, whose deck shields already cushioned rounds from dozens of strafing Dralthis.


  Blair flipped his gaze to the image coming in from his missile. It finally reached, identified, and sliced the enemy fighter in two. Semicircular wings spun away to collide with the destroyer in a copper-colored shimmer.


  Concurrently, Maniac's missiles kicked over a trio of Dralthis, two striking directly, a third falling prey to his wingman's fireball.


  Maniac's face popped up on Blair's left VDU. "Three more kills for the Maniac, folks." Then he turned his head and sobered. "Hey, man. Look!"


  A mere kilometer stood between the Tiger Claw and the four Kilrathi torpedoes.


  From his position, Blair could do no more than watch.


  


  Weakening phase shields, twenty-one centimeters of armor plating, and three meter-wide hull compartments stood between Engineer Davies and the void.


  He never saw the torpedo coming.


  It burrowed through the shields, impaled the twenty-one centimeters of armor, then exploded with a force that hammered through the hull compartments, bending durasteel like taffy.


  Thrown a half-dozen meters across the engineering deck, Davies landed with a sharp thud and heard his arm crack. Broken. Then a whoosh filled his ears, rising into a wolf's howl as recycled air fled through a tremendous breach in the hull. A hand slapped his back, gripped his uniform. He craned his head to see big Oxendine, the engineer who could smell fear. He clutched a turbine ladder and began wresting Davies toward it. Davies looked at the man, wondering why he bothered.


  But Oxendine's determination trivialized the animosity between them. In his gaze Davies saw no more than a man trying to save him. And for a second he felt good, really good about the company he had kept, about his faith in others, about his significance. Some people never knew that much.


  A long tongue of fire licked across Oxendine's arm. His grip on the ladder faltered, fingers straining against searing heat until—


  Davies thought he heard Oxendine shout, but he couldn't be sure. He tumbled several meters across the deck, then felt his arms and legs dangle in midair. A blunt object struck his back, another his leg. He tried to breathe. Tried. After a quick glance to the still and distant stars, he shut his eyes and waited for it to happen.


  


  Sansky's command console tore apart, and a jagged section flew up at him before he could block it. His head snapped back as the bulky panel struck his forehead so hard that he swore it had torn a chunk out of his skull. His face, once sticky with sweat, now felt warm and slippery. He lay back on his chair, his neck growing numb, his breath ragged. He fought to lift a hand to his face, but the effort felt too great. He took in a bit of smoky air, coughed, then felt as though he were spinning through the chair.


  Behind him, Obutu's voice penetrated the bass-drum booming of lower-deck explosions. "The hull has been breached at level three. Steering loss: eighty percent. Drone repair crew activated. Estimated recovery time: six minutes."


  "Sir?" Gerald asked, standing somewhere nearby. "Sir? Medic! Medic to the bridge."


  "Gerald," Sansky managed, gurgling blood. "What's Deveraux doing?"


  


  "Blair? How's our six?" Deveraux asked.


  "Clear for the moment," he replied, not that his report really mattered. The radar display—a living, breathing thing—could change in a heartbeat.


  The proof lay in front of him as four Salthi light fighters broke from their box formation to intercept the bombers. Blair tracked their velocity at nearly one thousand KPS, their afterburners stoked. Forward-swept wings fixed to their broad, flat fuselages in an inverted V pattern gave the fighters a low profile while maintaining a respectable level of intimidation through design. One Salthi didn't pose a huge threat to a Rapier. But like killer bees, if you faced enough of them, they would drop you through attrition.


  A Dumb-fire missile flared below Deveraux's starboard wing, then went from zero to 850 KPS in three seconds—enough time for the Salthi pilot she had targeted to curse her, beg for Sivar's forgiveness, then experience a more corporeal wrath.


  As Deveraux's Salthi vanished in a short-lived conflagration, the fighter nearest it scissored across Blair's field of view. He dove after the Salthi, lined up on its six o'clock, then fixed his cross-hairs on the green circle leading the fighter. Target locked! He dished out a flurry of bolts from his rotating nose cannon. The first salvo struck the Salthi's shields, crooked fingers of energy scattering across a light blue hemisphere. Another volley stitched a pattern across the Salthi's cockpit, and the ship flipped into a barrel roll before bursting apart.


  "Hey! Save some for me," Maniac said.


  Pulling up from the Salthi's still-flashing rubble, Blair saw Maniac shoot off the third Salthi's wing. The cat inside fought for control but couldn't help spinning into the fourth Salthi flying toward it. A white-hot fireball enveloped both fighters.


  Maniac howled with glee. "Buy one, get one free!"


  Cannon fire from the cap ships scoured Blair's path as he strained to regroup with the bombers. He jammed the stick forward, plunging in a sixty-degree dive to evade.


  But the autotracking systems aboard the cap ships refused to abandon their quarry. The thick, deadly bolts returned, raking space along his Rapier's portside.


  "It's getting too hot," Deveraux said. "It's up to the bombers. Let's get back out there."


  Blair pulled up, flying below the bombers, then banked hard on a new heading for Deveraux's six. He switched to his aft turret camera and watched the bombers zero in on the destroyer's starboard bow.


  "Thanks for the escort," Taggart said, then addressed Knight, who had assumed point for the run. "Steady on course. Wait for them to drop shields and open tubes."


  Triple-A and tachyon fire clogged the space around the bombers as their defense computers automatically released clouds of chaff and decoy missiles. Three of the destroyer's tur-reted cannons went after the countermeasures, but the others spat their venom at Taggart and Knight. The lightning of reflected rounds writhed across their shields. Blair couldn't believe that they held course. The wall of Triple-A began terrifying him, and he wasn't alone in that feeling.


  "They're throwing up too much flak!" Knight screamed. His Broadsword's starboard wing grazed the expanding edge of a Triple-A cloud. Rivets popped as the wingtip tore off, violently rocking the bomber. "I'm hit!"


  "Almost there," Taggart said, trying to calm the man. "Steady now. Steady."


  Tachyon fire chewed into Knight's Broadsword, tearing open its belly to expose its synthetic bowels. Knight released a strangled cry as the bomber, now engulfed in flames, shattered across the destroyer's bow.


  Taggart veered away from the flickering aftermath and vanished from Blair's screen.


  In the meantime, Deveraux had engaged a pair of Krant fighters, who braked hard to get on her six. Blair guided his Rapier about 800 meters above the destroyer, then circled back to assist her. She wove left and right, dodging pairs of laser bolts, her tactics tight, efficient, practiced—but not enough against two Kilrathi pilots. The cats struck direct hits, and her shields glittered as bolts dissipated over them. A few more strikes and they would have her.


  On full afterburners, Blair roared up behind the two Krants. Before he could lock a target, Deveraux pulled into a six-G loop parallel to his position. She leveled off and liberated a pair of IR missiles. One Krant swallowed a projectile, but the other blew chaff and pulled into a loop of his own. Deveraux's missile took the bait, detonating harmlessly.


  Blair craned his neck to spot the Krant, now on Deveraux's tail, cutting loose a dense storm of fire. Her shields absorbed a half-dozen rounds before dying. Bolts passed over her canopy, each one tightening the gap as the cat adjusted its bead.


  Narrowing his gaze, Blair locked on to the Krant, then lost the lock as Deveraux banked sharply. He considered firing but without a lock, friendly fire might do her in. Instead, he dove beneath them, his glance shifting between the radar display and the cap ship fire that seemed to lace up the space below. He yanked the stick back, thundering into a hard climb. Directly ahead stood the Krant, with Deveraux just off its starboard quarter. The targeting brackets in his HUD found the Krant, as did the smart targeting reticle.


  Envisioning himself as a durasteel dragon, Blair incinerated the enemy fighter with a combination of laser and neutron fire. He spiraled up through the rubble to emerge just as Deveraux doubled back.


  "What took you so long?" she asked.


  "I took the scenic route," he said, glancing down at the dreadnought. "Where's Taggart?"


  Maniac broke into the channel. "No visual contact. The son of a bitch booked."


  "And that dreadnought's opening her tubes," Deveraux said.


  Indeed, the huge vessel's tubes dilated open, and Blair beat a fist on his canopy. "Their shields are going down. We could've had them now."


  The dreadnought's bow, shaped like two pairs of clamps forming a cross, raised as she passed over the first destroyer's wreckage. From one hundred meters below, the destroyer's tattered hull still glimmered, conduits jutting out like jagged teeth amid coils of lingering gas.


  And from within that gas and those teeth, a ship appeared, a Broadsword, maneuvering thrusters firing to turn it up toward the dreadnought. "Baker leader. Get your fighters clear of the pulse wave," Taggart said.


  "Roger that. Maniac? Blair? Break contact. Return to ship," Deveraux ordered.


  Unsure of how Taggart would get himself clear of the pulse wave himself, Blair obeyed orders, lined his navigational crosshairs on the distant dot of the Tiger Claw, and started toward it, though only at half-speed. He focused his attention on Taggart, who flew bravely toward the dreadnought.


  


  James "Paladin" Taggart lifted a shaky hand to fire the Broadsword's two piggyback torpedoes. Then he touched another button, releasing the other two bombs from their belly racks. HUD reports indicted that all four of the mighty rockets had targeted the unshielded dreadnought.


  Holding his breath, he lit the afterburners and climbed away from the cap ship, Triple-A and cannon fire punching holes in his vaporous wake, his gaze locked on the scrolling numbers showing his distance relative to the target. He began to shake his head. Then a proximity alarm beeped. He looked up to spot the Jovian-like planet's third moon, its heavily cratered surface lowering into view.


  The torpedoes struck the dreadnought.


  A nanosecond later, the entire Area of Operations stood under a tarp of intense white light for one, two, three seconds…


  The light dimmed to unveil a huge explosion tearing through the dreadnought, its hull breaking up as the widening rings of the blast wave stretched into space.


  Caught unaware, the Kilrathi aboard the destroyer attempted to maneuver their vessel away from the wave, but the ship tacked only a few degrees before the inevitable force hit. The destroyer listed badly to port, then collided with the first destroyer's hull, producing fires amidships that began cooking off its ammunition. An internal blast erupted through its hull, breaking off the bow in a fountain of sparks and jetting gas.


  Taggart's grin didn't last long as he tracked the wave encroaching on his airspace. It swallowed his exhaust, seemed to gain momentum, then struck his engines.


  Displays crackled, fried, and went dead as the Broadsword groaned and took its beating. The bomber rolled onto its side, driving Taggart's head into the console. He felt the sting of a gash, and blood trickled into his eye. Blinking, he saw that the ship now barreled uncontrollably toward the moon. He seized the manual eject lever and jerked it down.


  After a double click and a faint blast of air, the cockpit ejection pod shot free, slowly rotating away from the doomed bomber, ushered to the fringes of the weakening shock wave by sputtering retros.


  The Broadsword impacted with the moon's surface in a cloud of ancient dust that would take days to settle.


  Before Taggart could regain full control of the pod, he found himself caught in the third moon's gravitational pull. Rocking to and fro, he increased retros and tried to pull up from the cratered uplands. The retros teased him for a moment, then whooped and fell silent. He threw a toggle several times, trying to reactivate them. "Well, it was fun while it lasted."


  As the gray-and-white surface hurtled toward him, he told himself that he had lived a glorious life, that while he had never been an Arthur or a Roland, he rested assured that he had inspired a young heart or two. And, he reasoned, by influencing just one soul, he had, in effect, changed the course of history. James Taggart had accomplished what he had set out to do. He had lived the warrior's life and would die the warrior's death.


  Nothing could be more fitting.


  He grinned, remembering a few lines from his schooldays: "My mind misgives some consequence, yet hanging in the stars, shall bitterly begin his fearful date with this night's revels…"


  


  


  20


  PLANETARY SYSTEM 415

  ULYSSES CORRIDOR

  MARCH 17, 2654

  0700 HOURS

  ZULU TIME

  6 HOURS FROM

  CHARYBOIS QUASAR

  JUMP POINT


  


  [image: ]


  Thrown forward by a sudden, brutal jerk, Taggart grimaced, but that expression turned to surprise as he realized that the ejection pod no longer plunged toward the moon.


  Or had he already struck the moon, died, and been sent to some purgatorial state wherein he would repeatedly relive his own death? Relive his own death. There was an oxymoron…


  He touched his cheek. No, he felt real. The rest of his senses concurred. He spotted the faint illumination of a tractor beam hugging the pod's hull.


  Then a Rapier descended beside the pod, and Taggart read the pilot's name along the cockpit's edge: Lt. Christopher Blair. The young man held his hand in a salute, which Taggart returned. "You're bleeding, sir," Blair said.


  Taggart touched the gash in his forehead. "And you had an order to retreat."


  "Which I obeyed."


  "Then why are you here?"


  "Uh, I got lost, sir. Came looking for directions."


  "Mr. Blair. Pilgrims never get lost."


  * * *


  Maniac's smile withered as the remaining Kilrathi fighters regrouped and began retreating behind the planet's moons. All but one of those pilots needed to die. The cat left alive would warn every clan of Maniac's fury. Maniac would become a legend among the Kilrathi, his picture posted in pilots' berths: Have you fought against this hairless ape? This foul-smelling being is the empire's most wanted pilot.


  But none of that would happen unless Maniac went after the fleeing cats. "Hey, Rosie? You want some more?"


  The VDU flickered, and she appeared, lifting her brow. "Like you have to ask?"


  They gunned their Rapiers in a sudden U-turn, chasing after the Krant, Salthi, and Dralthi fighters still in the open.


  "ETA to catville: five seconds," Maniac said through a returning grin.


  "Baker One to all Baker pilots. Return to base. Repeat. Return to base."


  Maniac fired a look of disgust at Lieutenant Commander Deveraux before her image went dark in his VDU. Luckily for him, his mask concealed the look. He eased on his throttle and held course.


  "Maniac?" Forbes called in a warning tone.


  "Hey. What about my needs?"


  "Your needs? We just received—" She never finished.


  Two Dralthi fighters that had been trailing the pack pulled up and away from their wing. Like mechanized manta rays, they swung around to target Maniac and Forbes.


  "They'll try to ram," Forbes said, one Dralthi rushing straight for her. "Guess they don't wanna play nice." She opened up with everything she had, tearing the fighter into scraps of superheated plastisteel.


  The second Dralthi aimed for Maniac, and the enemy pilot's disgusting mug suddenly spoiled Maniac's display. If that weren't enough, the computer translated its taunt. "You will bleed for Sivar, you ignorant descendant of monkeys!" The cat widened its urine-colored eyes.


  Maniac let out a snort. "Tell Sivar he can kiss my ass." Then he switched to Forbes's channel. "Watch this, Rosie."


  Putting the proverbial pedal to the metal, Maniac howled as the afterburners threw him back. He centered his targeting reticle over the Dralthi—but he had no intention of firing. A collision alarm blared.


  Distance: 1,000 meters.


  "Shoot him, Maniac!" Forbes hollered. "Open fire!"


  700 meters.


  "Warning. If you do not alter your present course—" Maniac switched off the computer warning.


  500 meters.


  He brought up the aft turret view and saw Forbes trailing at his five o'clock high.


  "What are you waiting for, Maniac?"


  "For him."


  300 meters.


  "Shoot him. Or I will!"


  "It's all in the timing…"


  100 meters.


  Forbes fired over Maniac's shoulder, but the bolts fell wide.


  50 meters.


  "Pull out!"


  "Not yet."


  30 meters.


  Realizing that the Kilrathi pilot had no intention of changing course and every intention of dying, Maniac rolled the Rapier to starboard. He express-delivered a volley of laser fire that stitched its way across the fighter's cockpit, mortally wounding the cat inside.


  With only centimeters between them, the two fighters passed, the Dralthi now trailing nutrient gas and tumbling toward—


  "Rosie!" Maniac cried. "Shit. Pull up!"


  Her Rapier's nose lifted a few degrees.


  Not enough.


  The Dralthi's wings acted like the blades of a fan to tear spark-lit gashes in her fighter's starboard side and belly. Forbes jerked the Rapier in an attempt to pull away, but the impact forced her into a roll that suddenly evolved into a flat spin. She throttled up to recover, flying straight but bobbing on invisible waves. One of her thrusters had been sheared away, and escaping fluids streaked her fuselage.


  Maniac descended to form on her wing. "Rosie. Can you hold her?"


  "I could fly this thing and cook you breakfast." Interference crept into her signal as her malfunctioning comm system promised to shut down. She had some control, but the Rapier wobbled and veered dangerously close to Maniac.


  "Hey, quit showing off," he said, then widened the distance between them.


  "Impressive, huh?"


  "Eject. I'll tractor you in."


  "You'd like that, wouldn't you? The ejection system is fried."


  He took in a deep breath. "Just stay with me, Rosie. We'll do it together."


  


  Ten minutes later, they neared the carrier's scorched flight deck.


  "Oh, man," Maniac said, responding to the devastation.


  "The ship looks worse than I do after a three-day shore pass," she said.


  Maniac struggled to find just one section of the Tiger Claw that did not bear the wounds of combat. A gaping hole had been torn in her engineering deck. Her superstructure bore the jagged scars of hundreds of laser bolts and debris pitched off from explosions. Most of her dishes and antennae had been hacked away. Wrecked fighters from both sides floated near her upper decks, turning them into a labyrinth of graveyards. She limped through space, barely lit, her intimidating presence now tucked into her damaged recesses.


  "Say, honey?" Maniac said. "Let's find another hotel. This place is a dive."


  "Yeah, but she's the only dive in town."


  He sighed. "Baker Three and Four to Flight Control. We're coming in for a side-by-sider. Clear away everything that ain't bolted down."


  Boss Raznick, his beefy face hanging tiredly, replied, "Roger that, Baker Three and Four. Clear to land, SBS."


  He and Forbes now flew level with the flight deck, bound for the translucent energy field and the flight hangar beyond. He tossed a look to Forbes. Bad idea. The sight of her bobbing Rapier turned his blood icy. He checked their speed and approach vector. "We're coming in too hot."


  "Sorry, but my brakes are in the shop."


  "Line it up," he said, unable to smile, his gaze riveted on her fighter. "That's it."


  "Piece of cake. Just like before."


  "Except that you're right-side up." Now he managed a fleeting grin.


  "I knew something was wrong."


  Through his HUD viewer, Maniac watched the deck rush toward them. "Almost there."


  Her wingtip tapped a wall abutting the deck, but she wrestled the fighter straight as tiny groans escaped her lips.


  "Okay. Easy. Just ease it in," he said. "Thirty meters."


  "I… I love it when you… talk dirty." She could barely speak through her exertion. Her fighter lost power and fell behind his.


  "Ten meters," he said as his own landing skids lowered and he glided over the flight deck, the energy curtain widening to fill his display. "Just five…" He trailed off as he realized her approach had gone awry. "Pull up! Pull up!"


  But she didn't. She couldn't. Her port wing got caught on the flight deck's lip, and she started to flip over as the wing tore off and boomeranged away. The Rapier struck the deck with a gut-wrenching thunderclap, crushing her canopy. Shards of Plexi floated away as the fighter scraped along the runway, then spun out to a halt, snapping off the remaining engine, which rolled ahead of it.


  Maniac frantically guided his Rapier through the energy field, then released his canopy before even landing. He could care less where he put down the fighter and wound up narrowly missing a wall of storage containers dead ahead because his hands weren't on the steering yoke; they were on his harness, throwing off buckles. He climbed onto the Rapier's wing, then leapt off, bolting toward the hangar entrance, toward Rosie.


  Someone familiar shouted his name. Shouted again. Loud footsteps. Then someone collided with him, arms wrapping around his chest, forcing him to the deck. He fell forward, bracing his fall, not bothering to look up at his assailant, his gaze consumed by the wreckage just behind the force field.


  "She's outside the airlock!" Blair screamed. "You go through the force field and you're Jell-O."


  Maniac sprang to his feet. "Get me a suit! Get me a suit!" He started for the field as Blair seized his collar, holding him just a meter away. With the energy curtain so close that he could hear its hum, Maniac shivered as he realized that were it not for Blair, his panic would have driven him through it. He winced, staring at the twisted Rapier, then hollered, "Rosie! Rosie!" He could see her helmet, partially obscured by the shattered canopy. She did not move.


  Sharp-angled shadows began wiping over the wreckage, cast by the half-dozen Rapiers circling overhead, waiting to land.


  "Forbes? Rosie?" Deveraux called, her voice piped through the deck wide intercom. "Can you hear me? Rosie? Answer. Just key your mike, if you can. Come on, girl. Just one little click."


  Maniac looked to the overhead speakers, waiting, waiting.


  "I've got approximately ninety seconds of fuel left, Commander," Hunter said.


  "Ditto for me," Polanski added.


  "Rosie?" Deveraux's voice echoed hollowly through the hangar. Still no response. "Baker Leader to Flight Control. Clear that wreckage."


  A sudden tightness gripped Maniac's throat, and he found it hard to breathe. "What?"


  The roar of an engine startled him. He turned back to see a huge yellow deckdozer with a wide blade affixed to its nose come rumbling toward them. Its operator, seated behind a polarized windshield, blew a horn, and they dodged out of its way.


  Maniac ran across the deck and looked up to the Flight Control windows. "Hey! What are you doing? Hey!" He spotted the grim-faced Raznick and began waving his arms. "Hey! You can't do this! You can't do this. Please! Stop! She's alive!"


  The deckdozer neared the energy curtain and lowered its blade. Maniac abandoned his pleas and sprinted after the truck, determined to rip its driver from the cab. He came up hard on the driver's side, launched himself toward the cab door—


  But Blair tackled him from behind, and they both rolled to the deck as the dozer disappeared with a ripple of energy.


  Blair pinned Maniac and shouted, "There's nothing you can do."


  "Get off of me, you Pilgrim son of a bitch!" Maniac struck a roundhouse to Blair's mouth. As Blair reached for the wound, he broke his grip, and Maniac squirmed away, heading back to the curtain.


  "Are you going to kill yourself, too?" Blair asked, then dove for Maniac's legs, bringing him down.


  Unable to break Blair's hold, Maniac lay there, panting and horrified as the deckdozer plowed Rosie's starfighter to the edge of the runway. The vehicle slowed, inching Rosie toward oblivion. Finally, the Rapier tipped over the side and tumbled slowly away, into space.


  Maniac lowered his head, eyes tightly closed. His insides turned to vacuum.


  "Baker Leader to Flight Control," Deveraux called solemnly. "Request permission to land."


  


  Still in a haze of disbelief, Maniac sat on the deck, back to a bulkhead, legs pulled into his chest. He watched the Rapiers land, and with each touchdown, he thought he saw Rosie flashing him a thumbs-up.


  He studied the others, hoping he would spot her just behind them. Polanski climbed out of his cockpit. Hunter tore off his helmet and brushed the sweat from his forehead. Taggart sat on the nose of his Broadsword's ejection pod, a medic attending to his forehead. Deveraux trudged down her cockpit ladder and turned back to face everyone.


  "Come on," Blair said, kicking his boot. Maniac's friend had not left his side.


  "What's there to debrief?" Maniac asked. "We went out, and two good pilots got killed. Not that these people know how to grieve." Then he tensed, stood, and joined Blair.


  He would make them remember Rosie. Even if it killed him.


  "Lieutenant Marshall," Deveraux began. And she could stop there. Maniac knew where this was going. "You disobeyed a direct order to return to base."


  "I was—"


  "Which, during wartime, is considered treason and punishable by death. Hunter? Give me your sidearm."


  Hunter exchanged a worried glance with Polanski as he withdrew his pistol.


  Blair took a step toward them. "Hunter, put the gun away."


  "She's the CO, nugget."


  After a nod, Blair lunged toward Hunter, but Polanski intervened, driving his shoulder into Blair's chest. Much larger than Blair, Polanski had little trouble sliding behind his opponent. He locked Blair's arms to his sides.


  Deveraux accepted the gun and raised it to Maniac's head.


  Part of Maniac wanted to shout "Do it!" but another part believed she would.


  "What's with you?" Blair cried. "It was a stupid accident. He has to live with it."


  "Or maybe I don't," Maniac said with a solid note of resignation. He stared into the cold wasteland of Deveraux's eyes. Rosie had been her friend, too. How could she remove herself so thoroughly from what had just happened? His gaze drifted to the gun's shaking muzzle.


  "If you endanger another pilot, I will kill you." She lowered the gun, turned abruptly to Hunter, and handed it to him. Then she strode away.


  Polanski and Hunter turned their viperous stares on Maniac.


  He cursed them and jogged off.
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  Captain Sansky had sustained a concussion from the blow to his head. And worse, on his way to sickbay, he had suffered an acute myocardial infarction that had rendered him unconscious. Commander Gerald now assumed command of the Tiger Claw. No stranger to the job, Gerald threw himself wholeheartedly into the challenge. Without Sansky's interference, he felt certain he could save the carrier from another onslaught, one that would surely finish her.


  During the attack, Sansky had seemed strangely remote and indecisive. The Jay Sansky Gerald knew would have led them headfirst into the fray while barking orders and inspiring his officers to find an inner strength they never knew they possessed.


  But the old man had shut down, and Gerald refused to believe that fear had caused that. In combat, fear could turn a man's mind to water that would pour out of his ears. No, something else troubled the captain, and the captain's preoccupation left Gerald uneasy.


  As he focused on the images coming in from the Claw's tactical scanners that were being displayed on the helmsman's console, he cleared his mind of everything but the task at hand: finding cover from the Kilrathi battle group headed toward them.


  Pictures from the Jovian-like planet's second moon revealed a string of deep craters, one of them large enough to conceal the carrier. "There," Gerald said, pointing at the screen. "Put her down there."


  The helmsman touched a key, locked in the course, and the carrier lurched forward. For a moment, Gerald looked to Falk, Sasaki, and Obutu, seeking approval in their expressions. All were too busy with their jobs, performing them admirably despite their exhaustion.


  Once the carrier had glided over the crater, the helmsman lowered her into the shadows of the north wall.


  "I think it's time for that power-down, Mr. Obutu," Gerald said.


  "No problem, sir. Most of our systems are down anyway."


  Gerald spared a smile over that irony. "Is the decoy ready?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Very well. Launch the decoy."


  "Launch the decoy. Aye-aye, sir."


  After a thump, the decoy blasted away from the carrier. Gerald tracked its progress on a monitor. Long antennae extended from its circular hull, while a pair of dishes began rotating. The drone slowed a moment to compute its bearings, then fired thrusters and aimed for the Jovian-like planet's ring system.


  Gerald turned his head at the approach of Taggart and Deveraux. He noted a hint of surprise in their expressions as the bridge lights faded, then winked out.


  "Decoy away, Commander," Obutu reported. "Systems nominal. She has a bigger electronic signature than the Concordia. I think she'll fool them, sir."


  "I hope you're right. Secure all active scanners. Passive systems only." He dropped into the captain's chair and looked up to a bank of scanners above the forward viewport.


  The first moon hung in the right corner of one display, and as Gerald studied it, he noticed tiny fluctuations in its glow. Then part of that glow seemed to burn off and materialize into brilliant dots. One after another the moon shed those dots, and they spread into a triangular formation.


  "There," Obutu said. "The Kilrathi battle group."


  Rapt by the image, Gerald felt his mouth falling open. Never had he been so close to so many Kilrathi ships. They stood at the eye of a sleeping giant.


  "They've missed us," Mr. Falk said anxiously from his radar screen. He smiled broadly. "They're following the decoy."


  The crew cheered. Even Gerald mouthed a "Yes!"


  "Quiet!" Taggart shouted, startling everyone back into silence.


  From that silence rose a steady beeping from one of Falk's passive radar detectors.


  "I know that signature," Taggart said, charging toward the radar station. "It's a destroyer… hunting for us."


  As if on cue, the beeping increased in pitch and rhythm. Falk's eyes bugged out. "They've spotted us!"


  "No," Taggart said, his gaze shifting from the radar screen to the bank of scanners behind it. "We're still close enough to the radiation belt. Gamma rays are clouding their screens. If they don't see us, they won't find us."


  Gerald found cold comfort in Taggart's assurance as the beeping grew more insistent. Out of habit, he swung his chair toward Mr. Falk, about to demand the destroyer's position.


  However, with the scanners down they were blind. He swung the chair back, then the deck lifted sharply.


  "Did you feel that?" Deveraux asked, shifting to his side.


  His chair shook as another vibration passed under the ship. He gritted his teeth and puffed air. "Shit. They're nuking every crater. Methodical bastards."


  As though they had heard the insult, the Kilrathi released another bomb, whose shock wave rumbled through the carrier like a thousand ancient cavalrymen.


  "The next one will hit us," Deveraux said.


  "Or it won't," he countered. "We're not moving."


  Taggart placed his hand on Deveraux's shoulder and gently eased her back. "Mr. Gerald is right, Commander. We're not moving."


  "They've launched again," Falk shouted. "Here it comes."


  * * *


  Although Boss Raznick's voice continued to blare over the intercom, Specialist Justin Jones ignored him. He knew his job, had assessed the situation, and didn't need the old man breathing down his neck. The Kilrathi were launching nukes nearby and everything in the flight hangar needed to be secure. Simple math. Rocket science not required.


  Jones knew that Olivia felt the same and would back him up, so long as he didn't vanish on one of his treks to the latrine. But Jones could make no promises.


  He double-checked the moorings on a Rapier with heavily damaged landing skids, got the signal from Olivia to move on—


  Then felt the deck drop away from his boots. He fell onto his side as a deafening screech resounded from the bulkheads. The dozens of bombers and fighters surrounding him convulsed as the tremor worked its way farther into the ship. A few taut cables securing fighters to the deck popped free and whipped over fuselages. The wire Jones had just checked snapped, as did the one near Olivia, who shouted something, but a creaking noise drowned him out.


  Jones looked over his shoulder and saw the Rapier coming down on him. Astonished, he thought, I'm not gonna make it. He raised his hands in reflex, in a vain effort to stop the fighter, and in surrender to his fate.


  


  Rodriguez clung to the bulkhead as the temblor paid an unwelcome visit to his Secondary Ordnance room. It seemed odd that alarms did not accompany the quake, but nearly all of his systems had been shut down. Were they online, he would have noticed that tube integrity had been compromised in station number four. The only notice he received came in the form of a sudden rush of air that dragged Spaceman Taesha Douglas across the room, up the bulkhead, and into the tube. She died without time to scream.


  Ashley Galaway rushed toward the hatchway, and Rodriguez pounded his fist on the emergency hatch control, sealing himself inside the ordnance room. He could see Ashley's pleading eyes through the hatch's window. She pounded on the durasteel, pointed at the control, screamed for him to open the door.


  But Rodriguez could no longer hear her. The lack of oxygen made him grow faint, and his fingers slipped free of the conduit he had been gripping. He felt his legs being forced into the tube. His vision grew dark around the edges.


  Miguel Rodriguez knew he was going to die, and that was okay. He had saved the ship from a major breech. But he wished he could bargain for one more hour to spend with Ashley. He could already hear the melodies of salsa, carried on the wind.


  


  After Maniac had fled the hangar, Blair had tried to smooth things over with Hunter and Polanski. But after being cursed at by a jock who called himself "Maniac," a jock who had disobeyed orders, and a jock who they deemed responsible for the death of their unofficial leader, the two had simply walked away. And Blair had known better than to press the issue. He had left them to go after Maniac and had returned to the hangar, where he had, ironically, found Maniac seated in his Rapier. Then the Kilrathi had begun nuking the moon, and more death had fallen upon the Tiger Claw.


  Now, as Blair picked himself off the deck, a whistling sound had him eyeing the bulkhead, the overhead, and the fighters that had collapsed or collided with each other. He shot a look to Maniac, who had left his fighter to squat near the lift doors and stare blankly at the chaos. Even the sight of two men being crushed by a Rapier had not drawn a reaction from him. Blair turned his attention to Deckmaster Peterson, who came sprinting by. "What's that sound?"


  Peterson froze, and his head slowly tilted back as he took in the massive hangar bay doors. "Oh my God," he mumbled. Then the electricity of the moment struck him. He whirled around and shouted to his crew. "The door seal is failing! Boss? Activate the energy curtain!"


  "Can't do that," Raznick said over the intercom. "The cats are just outside. They'll pick up the surge."


  "Damn it." Peterson looked very much alone, despite the three techs who now surrounded him. "All right, all right! Grab anything that will seal it. Now!"


  As the techs scattered, Blair quickly scanned the deck and spotted a Rapier's detached wing laying amid several toppled tool carts. He bolted across the deck, rounded one of the hangar's columns, then kicked power tools off of the wing. Seizing one end, he tried to lift it. "Hey! Over here! Someone help me."


  Peterson answered the call and grabbed the wing's opposite end as the whistling grew louder and lower in pitch. Styrofoam cups, paper, pens, and anything else lighter than a kilo or so flew toward the widening breech in the doors. Peterson lost his grip on the wing, and it dropped to his hip. He began shaking his head, ready to give up.


  "Come on!" Blair urged him. "We can do it!"


  With a guttural hiss, Peterson took up the wing once more. They hauled it closer to the doors, and Blair realized that the only thing keeping them anchored to the floor now was the wing's weight.


  Out of nowhere, something struck his skull, knocking him off the wing. He fell onto his back and got caught in the gale of escaping atmosphere, dragged feet-first toward the buckling, yawning doors. He spread his arms and palmed the deck in a futile effort to slow himself.


  Techs shouted, their voices whisked away by the tornado-like roar.


  More debris struck the doors with the rat-tat-tat of an automatic weapon.


  Blair's hands stung from the building heat, and rubber burned off his heels as he dug them in for support.


  He came up on a mooring rung that jutted from the deck. He reached for it. Missed. Another passed before he had time to react. A third rushed up and he reached for it, extending his arm until the pain brought tears and fingers touched, slid over, and clutched the metal. Jerked hard by the sudden stop and feeling as though his arm would rip from the socket, Blair rolled onto his stomach and gripped the rung with both hands. His cheeks rippled as the wind lifted him from the deck, and he began flapping like a flag in a hurricane.


  He could see the others now, far ahead, watching in stunned fascination. Maniac stood. Hunter lingered behind. Peterson kept his grip on the wing as two techs joined him.


  Then Maniac did something surprising. He turned to the others and shouted, "You sons of bitches just going to watch him die?" He raced to the bomber behind him, retrieved a broken piece of mooring cable, then fastened it around his waist. He jabbed the other end in Hunter's hand, saying, "Secure this."


  And if Maniac were afraid, no evidence reached his face. He seemed angry, enraged even, as he started forward. The doors abruptly parted a quarter-meter, and the increased suction yanked him off his feet. He flew headlong at Blair, his crimson flight suit ruffling like fanned flames.


  Then he jerked to a halt, dangling just a meter away, the cable cinching so tightly around his waist that Blair swore it would cut him in two. He swallowed a scream, turned back and seized the cable with one hand, then waved to the others for more slack. He rappelled down the deck like a rock climber until the cable stopped coming. He waved for more. Hunter shook his head. Maniac turned back, released the cable, then, hanging only by his waist, thrust out his hands. "Grab on!"


  Blair took one hand off the rung and screamed as he tried to reach his friend. Maniac jerked himself a little closer, crying out as the cable dug deeper into his waist. He seized Blair's wrist with both hands, then looked back to Hunter and the others bracing the line. "Come on!"


  Something wet spattered in Blair's eye as the cable jerked and he felt himself moving away from the doors. Another droplet struck his cheek. Then another. He spotted a dark stain forming around Maniac's waist. He called his friend's name to no response. He called again. And again.


  Meanwhile, Peterson and the other techs hoisted the wing upright, and, anchoring themselves to the deck, eased it toward the doors. Blair caught sight of the wing suddenly flying through the air to slap across the gap with a terrific thud. The timpani roll of rushing air fell off into the soft simmer of a tea kettle.


  And while that comforted him, he and Maniac suddenly found themselves gunned down and dropping to the deck. Blair belly-flopped and lost his breath. Maniac struck his shoulder and gave a half-strangled cry. As Blair sat up, a service vehicle trundled by, a tech standing in its turret behind a sealant gun with a barrel nearly two meters long. The truck stopped short at the doors, and the tech sprayed his viscous containment foam over the wing and the gaps above and below it. The foam quickly hardened into a solid mass, sealing off the leak.


  Blair gazed over at Maniac, who lay inert on his back. He crawled over and untied the cable from Maniac's waist, exposing torn fabric and bloody flesh.


  Grabbing Blair's arm, Maniac lifted himself up, then rose shakily to his feet. "What are you going to do when I'm not around to watch your ass?"


  "Save your energy."


  Maniac's eyes rolled back for a second, and he dropped to his knees. Blair rushed behind him, and Maniac fell into his lap. Blair's gaze swept over the hangar. "Medic!"


  Then Maniac stirred. "It's my fault. She would've come back in, Blair."


  "She knew what she was doing."


  "I should have protected her."


  "Forbes was a fighter pilot in a war zone," he said in a tone so cold that it shocked him. "She didn't need any protection from anybody. She's dead. And that's that."


  "How can you be so—" Maniac's eyelids fluttered, and his head fell slack.


  "Medic! Medic!"
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  "The destroyer has moved on, sir," Falk said, observing its progress on his radar screen.


  Gerald released an inaudible sigh, then rubbed his tired eyes. "Mr. Obutu? Give me the numbers."


  "Reports are still incomplete. Thirty-five confirmed dead. One hundred and twenty-three wounded. We're still venting atmosphere on decks eleven and twenty-one. The breeches in Engineering and Secondary Ordnance have been contained. The flight boss reports hangar doors inoperative. No estimate yet on repair time. And he's still tallying up the damage to our fighters and bombers. It doesn't look good, sir."


  "No, it doesn't. You have the con." Gerald pushed himself up and headed off the bridge.


  As he turned into the corridor, Obutu's report rang in his ears. How the hell did it come to this?


  And his answer kept falling upon the arrival of three individuals.


  He found his way to the lift and took it down to the living quarters. Someone accosted him, but he marched by, not looking up, the rest of his journey a blur until he reached Sansky's hatch.


  Inside, he found the captain propped up in bed and connected to a half-dozen tubes and wires that snaked into a small rolling tower of sensors. The doctors had successfully cleared the blockage of his coronary artery, yet they could not understand why his condition had not improved. "He says he wants to live," one doctor had said. "But somehow I don't believe him."


  Gerald stood over the captain, whose eyes had trouble focusing. "How are you, sir?"


  "They say the man is the ship, the ship the man."


  "That bad, huh?"


  Sansky managed a wan grin. "Tell me."


  After giving the captain a capsule summary of the Claw's present condition, Gerald folded his arms over his chest and waited for a reaction. And, to his astonishment, Sansky looked relieved. "Mr. Gerald, we could have sustained even greater losses were it not for your leadership. Thank you. I'm resuming command."


  "Aye-aye, sir. But if I may speak frankly, we wouldn't have sustained any losses if—"


  "I know where you're going, Paul. Stow that argument."


  "Sir, they know our every move before we make it. And all since Commodore Taggart or Paladin or whoever the hell he is came aboard with that half-breed and his reckless buddy. Then there's the question of the ULF signals. We didn't send them, yet Blair detected them. He's trying to throw us off his trail. In any event, it is my firm belief that there is a traitor aboard the Tiger Claw."


  Sansky opened his mouth, but a ring came from the hatch bell. "Enter."


  Taggart straightened and ran his finger along the sliding door. "This hatch is wearing a little thin, Mr. Gerald. Sound tends to carry right through it. So make your point."


  "The boy's a Pilgrim. Could my point be any more clear?"


  Grinning crookedly, Taggart crossed to the bed. "So he's a Pilgrim. In your eyes, that makes him guilty of treason?"


  "Yes, sir. It does."


  "Barring the lieutenant's blood, do you have any other evidence that suggests he's a traitor?"


  "We don't need any more evidence, sir. He arrives on this ship and things go to hell. That's not a coincidence. It's a fact."


  But Taggart wasn't buying the facts. "Lieutenant Blair risked his life to save mine today. He's as good as they get. And I've fought with the best. He can fly my wing any mission, any time. Now I urge you to get over that damned war, Commander. We have another to fight."


  "Commodore," Gerald spat. "With all due respect to your apparent rank, you're a Naval Intelligence officer. You don't know a damned thing about space combat, strategy, or war."


  "I knew enough not to send Deveraux's wing on a wild-goose chase while the Tiger Claw was attacked."


  "And if we had been destroyed, you would've been safely out of harm's way. Tell me, sir, was it just intuition that you knew about the Kilrathi diversion? Or are you withholding information?"


  "Commander, I can stand here for hours trying to justify my loyalty to you. I could tell you that I flew off this ship during Custer's Carnival, remind you that I carry Admiral Tolwyn's ring, but what difference would that make? You've made up your mind."


  "Gentlemen," Sansky interjected. "None of this matters now. What matters is our survival and our mission."


  "Both of which are threatened by this man's presence," Gerald said.


  Sansky glared back. "Enough!" He proffered his hand to Taggart. "Welcome aboard, Commodore. Do you have any orders for me?"


  Tensing, Gerald could not watch his captain shake hands with the half-breed's champion, a handshake that might seal their fate.


  "Sir, this is your ship," Taggart said. "I offer you every assistance in the current crisis."


  Gerald nodded. "Assist us by leaving."


  "As matters stand, we need all the help we can get," Sansky said, lifting his voice, then lapsing into a cough. "This ship has suffered massive damage, and we have almost no operational fighters left. If you have any suggestions—any at all—I'd be glad to entertain them."


  Taggart paced before the bed, eyes narrowed in thought. "The Kilrathi will be at the jump point in just under four hours, and we still don't know their capabilities or plan of attack." His hand brushed along the bulkhead. "I think this old lady's got a little fight left. All she needs is a little coaxing."


  The man's naivete astounded Gerald. "Engineering took a direct hit. Our fuel cells are nearly gone. We don't have enough power to keep up with the air recyclers, let alone get under way. Barring a miracle, we've failed."


  "Failure is not an option, Commander," Taggart said. "And if it's a miracle we need, I suggest we find a way to make one. Understood?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "You're dismissed, Commander."


  Wanting to throttle the man instead of saluting him, Gerald went through the motions, spun on his heel, and got the hell out of there.


  It was high time that he had a talk with the command staff. High time, indeed.
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  Commander Ke'Soick looked toward the lift doors at the back of the bridge. Thiraka took the suggestion and moved cautiously away from his captain's station, eyes trained on Admiral Bokoth. The kalralahr stood at the forward viewport, contemplating the swirls and hues of the quasar. No one dared interrupt him. "Kal Shintahr," Ke'Soick whispered, standing near the doors and well out of Bokoth's earshot. "I want to kill him. Permit me the honor."


  "No."


  Ke'Soick's lips curled back. "Then his trust in the Pilgrim will kill us all."


  "Easy, my friend. It won't come to that."


  "You've let it come this far, haven't you? He's of your clan. You have much more to lose. I understand, Thiraka. So permit me the honor."


  "I won't sacrifice you."


  "There's no other way. We must be aggressive, decisive, and above all, ruthless. You should lead this battle group."


  "But I won't lead it without you."


  "Kal Shintahr?"


  Thiraka glanced across the bridge. The admiral had turned from the viewport, his one eye panning the room. "Here, Kalralahr," Thiraka said. He hastened away from Ke'Soick and tensed as he arrived at the admiral's side.


  "The whispering of young warriors troubles me," Bokoth said, resuming his study of the quasar. "As we grow older, our power shifts from muscle to mind. Does that shift weaken us? Hardly. But you don't believe that. You'd like to be rid of this old one who has taken over your ship and your battle group. Am I correct?"


  Thiraka hesitated. "If I answer yes, I admit to treason. If I answer no, I call you a liar."


  "And if you don't answer honestly, you will die where you stand."


  Retreating a step, Thiraka said, "Your presence here undermines my authority. It reminds my crew that my own father doesn't trust me. And the loss of two destroyers and a dreadnought does little to—"


  "I alone accept responsibility for those losses."


  "You should have sent more ships," came a tinny voice from the shadows. The Pilgrim neared them, his face pale, his small lips quivering. "The Tiger Claw is alive and still a threat."


  Bokoth flared at the traitor. "Go to the ConCom. Prepare the jump coordinates and transmit them to the fleet."


  The human held his scowl a moment, the stormed off.


  "What about the Tiger Claw?" Thiraka asked.


  "We'll place the ConCom within range to find her." The admiral glanced at Thiraka. "You don't agree?"


  "You serve the Emperor, Kalralahr. And I serve you." Thiraka bowed before his superior.


  "That is no answer."


  "For the moment, it is the only one I have."


  


  The doctors in sickbay had done an excellent job of sealing Maniac's wounds, and they had instructed him to stay off his feet for forty-eight hours. Blair had guessed that Maniac would not last more than forty-eight minutes lying in bed. But once he had helped his friend back to their quarters, Maniac had fallen into a deep sleep, his body jerking as though the day's painful events were replaying in his subconscious.


  Blair could have used some sleep himself, but too much had to be done. He returned to the flight deck, where he found pilots heading up their own maintenance teams. Three techs had already cleared the rubble from his Rapier, and while one sat in the cockpit, running diagnostics, the other two waved x-ray scanners over the fuselage, checking hull integrity. Although Blair's Rapier had not sustained major damage, many of the other fighters and bombers, nearly one hundred in all, had fared far worse. Wings had been crushed, cockpits shattered, landing gear snapped off. Blair stared across the great sea of mangled metal and still had difficulty believing what had happened.


  To his right, a dozen techs led by Deckmaster Peterson hung from four rolling cranes near the hangar doors. Bulkhead panels running parallel with the doors had been removed, exposing a complex network of hydraulic lines and electronic pumps. Peterson barked commands, demanded reports, and challenged his people with time limits.


  After catching the attention of his crew chief, Blair started toward the woman. Then he shifted course as he spied Deveraux. She squatted near her fighter's portside landing skid and stared up into the runner's compartment.


  "Angel?"


  She emerged from under her fighter, eyes swollen, hair disheveled. "What is it, Lieutenant?"


  "Can we stop the bullshit, please?" He had her attention. "I'm sorry about Forbes."


  "Who?"


  "Don't." He shook his head. "It's a shitty game, Angel. I tried to play it with Maniac, and you know what? It hurt. It's supposed to."


  "You're the authority?"


  "You don't forget the people you loved. They deserve more than that."


  She closed her eyes. "What do you want?"


  "Maybe I can help. Maybe we can help each other."


  "I'm all out." She turned away.


  "He was crazy about her."


  "He was crazy about her?" She spun to face him, all woman, all fire. "She was my best friend. I loved her."


  "You weren't alone. You know he blames himself for what happened."


  "And so he should."


  "His confidence is shot. He's questioning every move he made. He can't go back up in that condition. And right now, we need every pilot we have."


  "That's right. But you expect me to put him back on the duty roster?"


  "Just do the right thing."


  "I'll think about it."


  "Maybe you can talk to the others. Maniac's a good guy. And he's sorry, really sorry. There's no reason for anyone to hate him."


  She drew in a long breath and seemed to consider that. With nothing left to say, Blair started for his fighter.


  "Blair?"


  He glanced back. "Yeah?"


  "Thanks."


  


  Commander Gerald sat in one of the carrier's conference rooms with Lieutenant Commander Obutu and Lieutenants Falk and Sasaki. Lieutenant Commander Deveraux blew into the room, the sleeves of her flight suit rolled up, her forearms stained. "Sorry I'm late, sir," she told Gerald, then plopped into a chair.


  Gerald stood. "I'll get right to the point. Captain Sansky, despite being incapacitated, has resumed command of this ship. Confederation naval regulations permit him to do so as long as he remains conscious and rational. The captain is conscious, but he continues to trust Mr. Taggart."


  "What the hell are you saying?" Deveraux asked.


  "I specifically asked you to be here, Commander, so that I'd have a witness. This isn't a conspiracy to commit mutiny. All I'm asking is that you keep your eyes open. We didn't get our asses whacked because we're stupid. Someone's been feeding the Kilrathi our location. Maybe it's Taggart and the half-breed and maybe it isn't. I just need to know that when the shit goes down, you'll be there."


  Falk and Sasaki nodded their compliance.


  "Sir, I can alert Security," Obutu said. "They'll work quietly."


  "Very well. Monitor all communications. And we have a detail outside the ship doing hull repairs. I'd like surveillance there and at all other major repair sites."


  Obutu tapped a command into the computer slate in front of him. "Done."


  "Commander, if you think there's a saboteur on board and you'd like to react to that suspicion, then I'm all for a quiet little shakedown," Deveraux said. "But don't point fingers at Taggart, Blair, or Marshall. For God's sake, Paladin single-handedly took out that dreadnought. And Blair pulled him out of there. I'm not worried about Marshall. I'll bring him around myself."


  "Yes, they're all great officers—or they're simply keeping their enemies close." A tone came from the messenger clipped onto Gerald's waist. He checked the note. "Well, our friends are back. Thank you for coming. Dismissed. And Deveraux? Your friend Mr. Taggart would like to see you on the bridge."


  She made a face and hurried out.


  


  They took the lift together. Neither spoke. The lift hummed. Finally, Gerald broke down. "So how are you doing, Commander?"


  "Sir?"


  "How are you?"


  She gave him an odd look. "I'm fine. And you?"


  "Never mind."


  Thankfully, the ride did not last long, and they stepped onto the bridge to find Taggart at the radar station, staring into noth-ingness as the telltale beep of an incoming ship grew louder.


  Deveraux headed for the transparent wall of the radar screen. "What's out there? Another destroyer?"


  "It doesn't matter," Gerald called after her. "We can't take another round of bombardment."


  Her expression grew hard, meant for him and Taggart. "I have four Rapiers ready to go. We'll go down kicking and screaming."


  "We'll do better than that, Angel," Taggart said. "That ship up there is going to save our assess."
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  Maniac had tried to sleep, but Rosie's death played itself out in his dreams like a holo trapped in a loop. His chest felt heavy, and the thought of food made him sick. He had risen from bed and had accessed the ship's datanet to lose himself in video recorded during the attack. But he found it difficult to concentrate and twice thought he sensed Rosie staring over his shoulder. In short, living hurt.


  Now he rolled onto his stomach, his bandages tugging painfully on his waist. His pillow smelled like her perfume, and he took a deep breath, his eyes rimmed by tears.


  Then he suddenly felt angry for what had happened. It wasn't my fault! Do you think I wanted to get her killed?


  He wasn't sure who he had asked. God, maybe. The lack of a reply drove him farther inward, where he found his guilt waiting for him. He had not known Rosie Forbes for very long, but war affected time as efficiently as a gravity well. Two days or twenty years… it didn't matter. Life grew more intense when you lived on the border of death. You met someone, and in your minds you got married, had kids, retired, and died—all in the span of a one- or two-day stand-down. So Maniac had shared a lifetime with Rosie during their two days. Then he had thrown it all away by believing that he had ultimate power and control over his life. The safe world, the just world, had died with her. He no longer trusted anyone or anything. And he believed in nothing.


  An alert call echoed from the intercom, but it seemed distant and unreal. He buried his head deeper in the pillow and stared across a black void until he saw two Dralthi detach themselves from their wing and fly toward him. He fired all guns and launched all missiles, but every round missed. To starboard, Rosie's bright eyes flashed a second before both Dralthi slammed into her fighter. He jerked up from the pillow, his body rocked by chills.


  "Lieutenant? C'mon. Open the goddamned door. Lieutenant?"


  Someone had been calling him. "Come," he said, and the hatch slid aside.


  Deveraux wore a new flight suit and had a computer slate tucked under her arm. "I just came from a conversation with your doctor. He wants you off your feet. I think you can handle that—seated in a cockpit. Let's go. Time to suit up."


  He pulled the blanket over his boxers. "Ma'am?"


  "I need my best pilots out there."


  "I don't know if I'm one of your best pilots."


  Her face drew up in mild disgust. "Does everyone here think I go around making suggestions?"


  "No, ma'am."


  "Then I guess I gave you an order. Be on the flight deck in five minutes." She turned to the hatch. "And do it for Rosie."


  Deveraux left him floored. She had returned him to the duty roster, but more importantly, she had acknowledged the existence of a dead pilot. And that made Maniac suddenly want to live. To fight. He sprang from his bed, grimacing as the needles of pain dug in. He snatched up his flight suit and fumbled with the zipper. Now it seemed okay to smile through his tears.


  


  From a position just inside the Diligent's loading hatch, Blair watched Commander Paul Gerald lead a squad of Marines up the ramp. Dressed in gray-and-red armored space suits and packing toy chests of anti-cat weaponry, the cocky jarheads appeared to have just blasted their way out of Hell's prison. Scarred faces and hardened expressions testified that they had made the escape more than once.


  The commander also wore armor, and his presence had Blair frowning. During the briefing, there had been no mention of his accompaniment. "What the hell is he doing here?"


  "Let's find out," Taggart said.


  As he reached the hatchway, Gerald eyed them contemptuously.


  Mirroring the look, Taggart said, "I think you're on the wrong ship, Commander."


  Gerald lifted a gloved index finger and aimed it at Taggart's nose. "I still have a responsibility to this crew, Commodore. And, excuse my bluntness, but if you think I'm going to let my men be flown into combat by a rogue and a half-breed, you're sadly mistaken." He pushed past them.


  Taggart winked at Blair. "He's really a great guy once you get to know him."


  Blair smiled tightly, then started toward the ramp. "I'll be right back."


  "Two minutes, Lieutenant."


  He jogged across the hangar, where he found Maniac in a Rapier, going over the loadout with his crew chief. "Hey."


  "Hey, Blair."


  "I wanted to talk to you after the briefing."


  "Yeah, I had to get down here."


  "How's the…" Blair rubbed his own waist.


  "Better."


  "Good." He stared at his friend, and Maniac suddenly looked away.


  "I'm all right, Chris. Really."


  "I know you are."


  "Then get out of here."


  Blair smiled. "I'm gone." He dashed back toward the Diligent, circling around a fast-moving ordnance cart headed in Maniac's direction.


  Inside the merchantman's hold, Blair found the Marines seated on both sides of the bulkhead, their rifles standing upright at their sides.


  "Hey, Lieutenant?" a grunt seated near the back called. "Tell the commodore to hurry up. We're so wired we're gonna start shooting each other."


  Blair cocked a brow. "I'll let him know."


  He made it to the bridge and saluted Deveraux as she noticed him. He took a position behind Taggart, who manned the helm. Gerald sat beside the commodore in the co-pilot's chair, looking as thrilled as ever.


  "That's a little big on you, Lieutenant," Deveraux said, studying his atmospheric suit. "Or you're a little too small for it." Though she still sounded glum, her teasing was a good sign.


  "If you'd like, I can take it off, ma'am." Blair wanted to pull back the words; his suggestion drew Taggart's stare, followed up quickly by Gerald's.


  "Diligent} You're cleared to launch," Boss Raznick said through the comm.


  Taggart looked back to his console. "Roger, control. External moorings and power detached. Internals powering."


  Blair made a mental note to thank Raznick for his timing. He edged away from Deveraux to stand beside Taggart. The commodore took the merchantman past the now-open and repaired hangar doors. The ship rocked a little as it parted the energy curtain and skimmed over the dark runway. The crater's deep shadows fell off as they neared a trio of colossal asteroids. Taggart rotated ninety degrees to port so the Diligent's lines now formed with one asteroid's ragged ridgeline. The two Rapiers that ran escort hovered just below. Only a careful-eyed Kilrathi could spot them now.


  "Passive radar engaged," Gerald said, his announcement punctuated by a faint beeping.


  Taggart looked up, eyes distant as he interpreted the sound. "We have the target."


  "There she is," Blair said, pointing to the forward viewports. A large ship glided overhead, her thrusters filling the bridge with a bright orange glow. As the glare abated, Blair thought he recognized her configuration. Two Dralthis flew at her sides.


  "That's no destroyer," Deveraux said.


  Blair went to the window for a closer look. "It's the ConCom ship we came up against."


  "They'll spot our heat corona soon," Gerald said.


  "They won't have the chance," Taggart corrected. "Blair. Man the Ion gun." He opened a channel to the Rapiers. "Marshall? Polanski? Hit it."


  As Blair hurried off the bridge, he heard Gerald moaning about the Diligent not being a bomber, that they should not have come out flying only what was available. The techs had promised Gerald a Broadsword but had failed to deliver. For once, Blair agreed with the commander; however, the Diligent did boast a formidable weapons package, if not quad torpedoes. He climbed up into the gunner's domed nest, then buckled into his seat. The system automatically powered up, and he booted a pedal, swiveling 360 degrees in one fluid rotation. He took hold of the firing grips and got a feel for the ion cannon's range of motion, its barrel protruding about three meters from the transparent hemisphere. The asteroids and stars began wheeling around as the merchantman broke cover.


  The ConCom ship veered away as the Rapiers chased after on full afterburners. Blair had flown enough missions with Maniac to recognize his friend's, well, maniacal flying style. Maniac performed a corkscrewing dive through a sleetstorm of fire, juked right, then hit one of the Dralthis with a rapid succession of expertly directed bolts that drummed shields to zero and quartered the fighter into sizzling sections.


  "Yeah," Maniac shouted.


  Polanski's Rapier overshot the second Dralthi, and his swearing crackled over the comm. The Dralthi tore after him, and Polanski led the enemy pilot on a torturous, laser-lit course through the rubble.


  With reflexes hotwired to the battle, Maniac pulled into an eighty-degree climb, aiming for the Dralthi on Polanski's tail.


  A radar screen superimposed on the Plexi bubble caught Blair's eye. He whirled to discover a pair of Dralthis rising from behind the moon. "Two more bogies at six o'clock." He squinted and opened up on one of the fighters. Charged atomic particles magnetically accelerated at high speeds pulsed from the gun. The Dralthi swerved out of Blair's glowing bead and answered with a volley that thundered across the Diligent's shields. Blair cursed his unfamiliarity with the weapon. He should have had that bastard.


  The ship jolted suddenly as Taggart increased throttle, bringing them up toward the larger ConCom ship. "Marines, to your stations," he ordered.


  From below, Blair heard the Marines putting on their helmets, locking and loading their rifles, and gathering around the bay door. A sergeant's voice carried above the racket. "All right, sweethearts. If this dispersion doesn't go by the numbers, each of you will sacrifice a limb. Got it?"


  "We got it, sir!"


  "Hey, Sarge. Montauk says he'll sacrifice his—"


  "Shuddup!"


  "As soon as you get in, go straight for the bridge," Taggart said. "We have to get control of that ship before they scuttle her."


  Another Dralthi zoomed across Blair's sights. He pivoted to track the fighter and, grating his teeth, unloosed a barrage. The agile little ship darted to port, but Blair found it once more, this time locking on. An intense multicolored flash ended the cat's mission. "Yes!"


  Now alongside the ConCom, the Diligent's docking umbilical began to extend. Blair watched it for a second, then swung around, wary of more contacts.


  


  On the Diligent's bridge, Deveraux repressed a chill as the ship inched closer to the ConCom's wide upper deck.


  "Their missiles are hot," Gerald said, reading his screen.


  The news did not move her. "They can't use 'em now. We're too close."


  "They're Kilrathi, Commander. They can do whatever the hell they want."


  Before she could retort, a fighter dove into view, headed straight for the bridge.


  "He's going to ram," Gerald cried.


  


  From a twelve o'clock bird's-eye view, Maniac looked down on the Dralthi making a kamikaze run for the Diligent. A long-range image from his forward camera showed the pilot wearing an opaque helmet, the ship's bow reflected across its face. Too bad, Maniac thought. He wanted to glimpse the terror in the cat's eyes as he parted the starry heavens like Sivar incarnate. "Heads up, asshole."


  Turbines wailed as Maniac bore down on the Dralthi in his own kamikaze run. He saw the pilot's head snap back and did the only natural thing: He flipped him the bird. Then the big barrel of his Rapier's nose sheared off the enemy fighter's cockpit as Maniac pulled four Gs to recover from the dive. He shot a look over his shoulder as the Dralthi did a pilotless jig cut short by the ConCom's stern.


  Damage reports flashed in Maniac's VDUs. The Rapier handled sluggishly, but Maniac didn't care. "That's for you, Rosie."


  He arced back toward the Diligent, whose umbilical now latched onto the ConCom. A few seconds later, the Kilrathi ship's hull turned pink as the umbilical's lasers began to cut through.


  "Hey, Maniac? Form on my wing," Polanski ordered.


  "On it."


  "And thanks for the assist."


  "You're buying when we get back."


  "You kidding? I already owe Shotglass a week's pay. I've run out of credit with him."


  "Let me do the talking. I'm sure we can work out a mutually beneficial deal."


  "I don't like the sound of that."


  "You're a wise man, Polanski."


  They drew close to the two ships and circled overhead. Maniac fixed his gaze on his radar display. He did not trust the calm.
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  Deveraux knew that Sergeant Cogan did not appreciate her leading his Marines into the ConCom ship. His jowly face screwed up into a knot when he first heard about the plan, and his expression had not changed. Deveraux was not a Confed Marine Corps lieutenant, nor did she have any special training in tactical boarding operations. For all intents and purposes, she should not be commanding the Marines.


  However, she possessed one piece of knowledge that had convinced Commander Gerald to assign her the task. As part of her academy training she had spent two months flying a captured Dorkir-class freighter similar to the ConCom. She knew the layout of those vessels better than any grunt in Cogan's squad. Sure, Marines received intense training in enemy ship design, but no solider could memorize thousands of deck plans. Without her, the squad would rely on field slates and constantly have to pause to check their coordinates via computer. She could get them to the bridge far more swiftly—not that Cogan appreciated the advantage. Deveraux was not a Marine. Period.


  And while she stood at the front of the squad, immersed in the sparks and shimmer of the superheated hull, Cogan reminded her of that fact. "When the door blows, hold back, Commander. Let my people do their jobs." His face shield barely hid his contempt.


  "I'm leading this group, Sergeant. I recommend that you take that literally. Are we clear?"


  "Yeah, we are. At least your corpse won't weigh very much in zero G." He marched back and began shouting at his troops.


  "Five seconds," a Marine reported, waving a small scanner near the cutting line.


  Deveraux began a mental countdown, but the copper-colored section of plastisteel thudded to the deck before she reached one. She felt the umbilical's air tug on her shoulders as it fled into the Kilrathi ship. As suspected, the cats had turned off the artificial gravity in this section in order to slow the Marines' progress. In a surreal zero-G dance, she glided forward and turned into a triangular corridor clogged with a thick green gas and festooned with conduits. A silhouette stirred ahead, and she strained to see through the fog, her rifle stock already jammed into her shoulder.


  A yellow bolt tore a jagged hole in the bulkhead just a half-meter away. She returned fire but couldn't pick out a target. She touched a button on her helmet, engaging her thermal scanner. Data bars beamed at the corners of her faceplate. Forms grew more defined, details less so. The torn-up bulkhead throbbed red.


  The Marines charged in around her, cutting loose an incredible wave of suppressing fire that stirred the alien gas into hundreds of tiny whirlpools.


  "Hold your fire," Cogan ordered.


  She studied the corridor via the thermal scope. No movement or heat sources. "Tito! Marx! Take point. Second team. Watch our backs. Let's move."


  


  Blair kept Polanski and Maniac in his sights as the two engaged another pair of Dralthis that had sprung from behind the asteroids. "They're coming up behind. Let's kickstop 'em," Polanski told Maniac.


  "Affirmative."


  "On my mark. Hold… hold… hold… mark!"


  Maniac and Polanski broke into hard ninety-degree turns, holding their new courses for a moment. The Dralthis overshot them, and the Rapiers spun back 180 degrees to lock targets. Missiles flew, and the cats paid with interest for their mistake.


  "Lieutenant, can I have a word with you?" Merlin asked, his voice coming abruptly from the intercom.


  "Little busy right now."


  The hologram flashed into view with his usual flourish and sat cross-legged on the Ion cannon's console. He thrust out his lower lip and blew a stray lock of hair from his eyes. "I'm picking up some strange electromagnetic emissions from the Kilrathi ship."


  "So?"


  He leaped onto the crossbar joining the firing grips and obscured Blair's view. "They're Pilgrim. The ULF frequency I picked up earlier. Do I have your attention?"


  "Yeah. Can you pinpoint the signal?"


  "Of course. I wouldn't have brought it up if I couldn't."


  Blair gaped at the little man. "Well?"


  "Deck two, aft section. The bridge."


  Decision time. He glanced at the radar display: all clear. Maniac and Polanski could handle themselves for at least a little while, barring an onslaught. Man, that's weak justification, but it makes me feel a little less guilty. He lifted out his cross, kissed it, then climbed down from the gunner's dome. Moving gingerly away from the ladder, he stole a glance at the bridge. Taggart and Gerald sat at their consoles, their backs to him. Good. He unlatched a rifle from its bulkhead mount, checked the charge, then fetched his helmet from the rack.


  He winced as the airlock doors parted, and tossed another look back at the bridge. Taggart and Gerald had heard nothing. He double-checked his helmet's binding, then ventured into the umbilical, feeling his weight decrease before the suit's gravity boots automatically kicked in.


  Dense fog unfurled toward him, and once he reached the opening to the ConCom ship, visibility had been reduced to a meter. He turned into a corridor


  And something brushed his shoulder. He recoiled with a cry, lifting the rifle, finger tensing over the trigger.


  An abomination floated next to him, a uniformed beast so hideous that nature had not yet forgiven herself for its creation. The thing's pale, elongated head had been torn open by laser fire, and its huge paws were locked in a death clutch. The corpse rolled over, and the yellow eyes stared at Blair, convex irises now inert, lids twitching involuntarily.


  Taggart had been right. The Kilrathi would not be entering beauty pageants anytime soon. And Blair felt fortunate that his first close encounter was with a dead one.


  "Nice," Merlin said through the comm. "I believe there's another way. To the right."


  His gravity boots peeled off the deck and made traveling furtively more than a little difficult, though the haze did help. He reached a door at the corridor's end and frowned at the control panel labeled in Kilrathi.


  "Translating," Merlin said. "Hit the big button."


  "Of course."


  Green fumes poured through the doors as they slid apart. He tpuched a control on his helmet, bringing the thermal scanner online. Two pipes affixed to the bulkhead glowed red, otherwise the corridor appeared cool. With his rifle at the ready, he moved inside.


  


  "Aw, hell," Deveraux moaned as a half-dozen Kilrathi troopers stamped up the corridor. The Marines traded a dozen bolts with the aliens, then fell back into an intersecting passage.


  "That the only way?" Cogan asked, popping out an energy magazine and popping in another.


  "It is now," she answered grimly. "They've reported our position. They're already sealing us off back there."


  "Grenade!" someone cried.


  Deveraux looked down as the cylindrical concussion grenade rolled across the deck, just two meters away. Cogan seized her shoulders, driving her back as the bomb exploded. A bluish-red fireball swelled overhead. They collapsed, and Deveraux fought to recover her breath. Somehow, she managed to sit up.


  Three Marines lay dead in the intersection, their arms and legs gone or twisted at unnatural angles, their space suits whistling as O2 units mindlessly pumped air.


  A sweaty and scared-looking grunt rounded the corner, ducking from incoming fire. He took one look at his dismembered comrades, gagged, then forced himself toward Deveraux. "Ma'am? Got another squad moving in behind us. We are pinned down."


  


  "Lieutenant Polanski? Report," Gerald ordered.


  The young man's masked face shown on the comm screen. "No contacts, sir."


  "I concur," Marshall added. "We're jamming local transmissions, but that doesn't mean our buddies didn't get off a signal. Better set the table anyway."


  "Understood," Gerald said. "How are we doing back there, Blair?"


  No response.


  "Lieutenant Blair? Answer your station." Gerald tapped on the ship's security cameras. He flipped through the images until he found the empty gunner's dome. "Look at this," he shouted at Taggart. "You should've never brought that half-breed on this mission. His orders were to remain on this ship." Gerald bolted up. "Stay here. I'll find him."


  Picturing himself with a gun shoved into Blair's forehead, Gerald slapped on his helmet and tore a rifle from the rack. He glanced to Taggart. That's right, Commodore. You should look worried. Now your boy is going down.


  


  "Which way, Merlin?"


  Blair had reached the end of the corridor, where a more narrow passage ran through it at a seventy-five-degree angle.


  "Go left. Then down."


  His elbow scraped along the wall of the tube, which quickly widened into a standard-size corridor with increasing gravity. Blair's stomach suddenly greeted his knees.


  "There's a floor panel on the deck. Pull it up," Merlin instructed.


  He found the handle and slowly lifted the panel while balancing his weapon. He peered into the hallway below, hoped to God that it would remain clear, then dropped to the deck.


  "See that hatch up ahead?" Merlin asked. "That's the bridge. ULF signals are peaking the meter now."


  After a second glance at the hatch, Blair dodged to the bulkhead. Large, cross-shaped windows built into the doors revealed two Kilrathi officers, their heads lowered to their consoles, their bodies outlined in the faint red of his thermal scanner. He cocked his rifle. Full charge. Keeping to the shadows and thicker fog near the wall, Blair advanced. He threw a look back, and when he faced forward, light flickered across his display.


  Two towering Kilrathi skulked out of the gloom near the bridge door, and one of them took massive strides toward him, its booted feet rumbling the deck, its mouth opening to expose diseased gums and a grotesque set of gnarled, razor-sharp teeth. Blair stood immobilized in the image as the warrior launched itself toward him with improbable speed.


  His finger found the trigger, and he blew open the alien's abdomen at point-blank range. The thing gurgled and bled over its legs, took a step back, and dropped.


  In a blur, the second Kilrathi appeared behind the first.


  Blair lifted the rifle. The cat came at him, bulbous eyes widening, arms lifting, claws springing from its paw. A victory grin split open its horrid face.


  Blair fired!


  Pain rocked visibly through the alien, robbing its smile and narrowing its gaze. It released a spinetingling shriek and stumbled onto its back.


  As Blair stepped around the cat, he exchanged a look with a Kilrathi officer behind the bridge's door, then stole his way to the windows.


  On the other side, one alien stood fixated on a monitor while another, presumably the captain, turned to kneel before a copper-colored statue of Sivar. The captain's mouth moved.


  "This is not good," Merlin said. "That Kilrathi in there just spoke a ritual phrase. He says that he's honored to die for the glory of Kilrah, the Emperor, and the Empire."


  The captain rose and turned back to a center console, where Blair spotted a red button that needed no translation.


  He fell back from the door, dropped an explosive round into his rifle's grenade launcher, aimed, and—


  With a faint thump the bomb left his weapon, struck the door, and blew it off its tracks in a column of flames edged in black smoke. Exploiting the lingering cloud, Blair rushed toward the hatch, then crouched to pick a target.


  Reaching for the red button, the Kilrathi captain jerked as Blair's first round tore a ragged hunk out of its shoulder. Two more bolts punched the now-howling captain to the deck.


  Blair flinched as the remaining two bridge officers returned fire from the cover of consoles. He dodged through showers of sparks and flying debris, then dropped to his stomach behind a long row of stations. He inched forward, careful not to move the colossal swivel chairs beside him. From between the widely spaced console legs he saw armored feet closing in on him from flanking positions. In a half-dozen heartbeats, the cats would be standing over him.


  He waited for four of those beats, then rolled under the stations and popped up behind a warrior, jabbed his rifle into the thing's long head, and squeezed off a bolt. The warrior dropped, most of its brain on the wall behind it.


  But where was the other officer?


  Pivoting frantically, Blair couldn't find him. Then, out of nowhere, the thing abandoned its rifle and sprang. An armored fist sent Blair's weapon tumbling, and an even faster paw across his face hurled him to the deck.


  This Kilrathi did not smile as the earlier one had. The pure thought of killing narrowed its eyes to slits, kept its lip crimped in a sneer, and fueled a long, steady growl. It reached for Blair's chest, grabbing him by the fabric of his space suit. With little effort, the thing hoisted him high into the air as it extended the talons of its free paw. Then it lowered him a little, wanting to stare him down before the unceremonious gutting.


  In a second of movement so well choreographed that it made Blair feel he had stepped outside himself, he jabbed his thumbs into the cat's large, yellow eyes. The paw gripping him relaxed, and he fell, palming a console for balance as the alien wailed in agony.


  Blair bounded for his rifle, came up with it, and finished off the Kilrathi with a pair of bolts to the head. Flesh sizzled.


  "Nicely done," Merlin said, seated on the forward edge of a nearby monitor.


  "Thanks for the help."


  "I'm just running my program. And by the way, don't touch the red button."


  He looked at the self-destruct switch and sighed. Then his gaze wandered the rest of the bridge, and he noticed a black box partially hidden behind a piece of the exploded hatch, the letters N-A-V visible on one side. The box sat on the station he had hidden behind, and a score of cables emanated from it, some leading to a monitor that scrolled numbers and letters, some into a bank of consoles he guessed were part of the ConCom's communication system. "What the hell?"


  After crossing to the device, he set down his rifle and lifted away the piece of plastisteel. His mind raced as he read the words PEGASUS NAVCOM AI. "They have the Charybdis jump coordinates, Merlin."


  "They have more than that. I'm picking up strong electromagnetic emissions from the panel to your right. It's a ULF signal. I finished translating the code. They're relaying a ship's coordinates."


  "What ship?"


  "The Tiger Claw."


  "Damn it. What's the source?"


  "The original signal comes from the Tiger Claw herself."


  Blair's jaw dropped. "A traitor on the Claw?"


  "It gets worse. It's encrypted with an executive-level code, one I recognized immediately."


  "Who has access to those codes?"


  "Only Captain Sansky and Commander Gerald."


  The monitor flashed, and the code numbers and letters scrolled by at an increasing rate.


  "What's happening?" Blair huddled over the screen.


  "The signal just went from ULF to Ultra High Frequency. The Tiger Claw just became a beacon."


  "Every Kilrathi ship in the sector will be able to find her," Blair said, nearly losing his voice.


  "Lieutenant, someone is—"


  Reacting to the sound of footfalls, Blair whirled to lock gazes with Commander Gerald, who, with inflamed eyes and teeth flashing obscenely, raised his rifle and started onto the bridge. "You'd like my ship to fall, wouldn't you, you treacherous piece of shit." He gestured with his weapon toward one of the dead Kilrathi. "I should feed you to these things."


  "Looks like you'll get your chance," Blair said, then patted the NAVCOM. "They owe you a few favors, don't they, Mr. Gerald?"
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  Gerald crossed the ConCom's bridge in several long, deliberate strides. "Mr. Blair," he began, then suddenly smashed Blair's helmet with the butt of his rifle. "I believe you just called me a traitor."


  Blair rolled across a console, then fell to his knees.


  After flipping the weapon around, Gerald aimed it at Blair's head. He pulled the slide back, then nodded at the NAVCOM. "Turn it off."


  Three simple words… yet they shocked Blair. If Gerald wasn't the traitor, then—


  A hollow laugh resounded from the rear corner of the bridge. "To think we came from you."


  Wearing a space suit and clutching a large Kilrathi pistol, a man stepped from the shadows, a man whose gaunt face seemed familiar, but Blair couldn't summon a name.


  "Wilson?" Gerald said, his tone so full of astonishment that the word had barely escaped his lips. "But the Pegasus—"


  The admiral took a step forward, and Blair had never seen a man more consumed by hatred; it clung to his face like a parasite. "Twenty years of service. Ironic, isn't it?" He extended his arm, the pistol directed at Gerald.


  "Wait," Blair cried. He lifted his pilgrim cross with a trembling hand.


  Wilson drew back, gazing suspiciously at the cross, then at Blair. "Where did you get that?"


  "It was my mother's. She was killed at Peron." Extending a palm in truce, Blair slowly got to his feet, holding the cross like a shield in front of him.


  For a second, Wilson's eyes glazed over, as though he had taken himself across the light-years and back to the massacre. "When you remember Peron, what do you feel?"


  Before answering, Blair turned his glower on Commander Gerald. "I feel hate."


  "So you think you're a Pilgrim? Do you have any idea what it's like to wait a lifetime for justice?" He waved the pistol at Gerald. "My people gave them the stars… our greatest folly."


  "Your people murdered millions," Gerald said. "Your regrets should lie there, you bastard."


  Wilson seemed unaffected by the remark. He favored Blair, his expression brightening. "So, boy, if you're a Pilgrim, prove it." He raised his chin to Gerald. "Kill him."


  Blair's nod came easily, and he turned back for his rifle, his thoughts colliding as he fully comprehended the moment. He had enough bitterness stored inside to fight Gerald, but could he kill the man? The answer was obvious.


  "No rifles," Wilson said. "Use the blade."


  Shifting back, Blair pulled the cross from its chain and touched the center symbol. The cutting edge flashed out.


  Gerald withdrew a long, ugly-looking fighting knife from his vest. Not standard-issue to be sure, the blade seemed to bear a charge of winking silver. Gerald assumed a fighting stance, grinning ominously. "I was right all along. Come on, Pilgrim. Pass your test." The commander lunged at him.


  Skirting behind a console, Blair saw that he had reached a dead end at the bulkhead. He climbed atop one of the stations and leaped into an open area, behind the helm controls. Gerald followed. Now they circled each other, feinting with their blades.


  Time slowed for Blair, his arm moving in a hypnotic pattern as the feeling of hopelessness grew. Gerald seemed part of some bad dream, while Wilson, looking on, had emerged from a nightmare. Mother? Father? Is this what we are?


  I can't be in this place. I can't do this.


  Sparks skittered along his blade as Gerald's big knife made contact. Blair fought against the other man's weight, then flipped his wrist, breaking pressure while spinning behind Gerald.


  But the commander whirled around, boot raised, and kicked Blair in the ribs. As Blair fought to remain standing, he saw Gerald lift his blade—


  A horrible tearing sound came from the sleeve of Blair's space suit. He reached for the tear, reeling back farther from the commander. Automatic voice alarms warned him that Gerald's blade had penetrated the suit's first layer.


  He tensed once more as Gerald, now wild-eyed, searched for an opening. The man's blade shot at him once, twice, a third time, and Blair parried each assault. He remained defensive, caught his breath, and watched as the commander's face grew more flushed.


  "Is that all you have, Mr. Gerald?" Wilson taunted.


  Swearing at the admiral, Gerald feinted right, lowered his head, and came in with a thrust toward Blair's abdomen.


  Instead of parrying, Blair grabbed Gerald's wrist with his free hand, then threw himself beneath the commander, sweeping out the man's legs in a classic jujitsu move he remembered from boot camp. Gerald landed hard on his back as Blair followed through with the maneuver, exploiting his momentum to roll and hover over the commander, blade centered over the man's heart.


  "Finish him!" Wilson cried.


  He looked at Gerald, whose face paled in the half-light. The commander mouthed a curse, and Blair suddenly felt as though he had been dipped in ice water as he imagined Gerald writhing in agony. He lifted the blade a few inches, preparing to drive it home—


  Then turned, flicking his wrist.


  The blade warbled, threw off dazzles of gold and silver, then…


  Thump!


  The admiral flinched, looked down at the cross stuck in his chest, then raised his head, wearing a new mask of horror as his space suit began hissing loudly. He stumbled, reaching blindly for support, then slumped against a column.


  Gerald sat up, and Blair proffered his hand. "Take it, sir."


  After a moment's consideration, Gerald accepted. He went to the admiral, whose face looked contorted and skeletal. "Wilson!"


  Despite his agony, the man remained conscious.


  "Why warn Tolwyn?" Gerald demanded. "Your Kilrathi friends could've destroyed Pegasus, taken the NAVCOM, and jumped to Earth with no interference."


  He smiled weakly. "I used to think the stars were not my destiny. I used to think I was human. But I'm a Pilgrim. And the stars were the Pilgrims' destiny. Not Earth's. Not Kilrah's."


  A faint click drew Blair's gaze to the admiral's hand, which slowly opened. A concussion grenade sat in his palm, its firing button triggered.


  "Shit!" Blair cried, already turning to retreat. He crashed into a pair of big chairs as he and Gerald darted toward the hatch.


  At the first hint of the explosion, they dove toward the corridor. An intense wave of heat wiped over Blair's legs as he hit the rattling deck. His comm unit crackled as the boom overloaded his mike. He crawled toward the corridor, but a second explosion had him cowering again. Black smoke poured over them, and the snapping of flames grew louder. He forced himself to stand and took a deep breath to ward off the dizziness. Gerald was already on his feet.


  "Now do you want to know who your traitor is?" Blair asked.


  The hatch at the corridor's end opened, drawing Gerald's attention. A Marine crouched near the edge, directing the business end of his rifle at the commander. "Halt!" he shouted as two other Marines joined him.


  "Cogan? Deveraux?" Gerald called back.


  Deveraux jogged from behind the Marines and through the hatch. "Sir? What are you doing here?"


  "Never mind. Secure the fuel cells. Blair and I have some business to take care of." He marched past her.


  She looked after him, then turned her troubled expression to Blair.


  "It's okay," he said.


  "What business do you—"


  "Gotta go." He sprinted to catch up with Gerald.


  


  Once on board the Diligent, Blair gave Taggart the bad news while Gerald prepared an escape pod for an express ride back to the Tiger Claw.


  "You're in the intelligence business, sir. Did we ever suspect Captain Sansky of espionage?"


  "No," Taggart said, still overwhelmed by the news. "He's had a long and distinguished career."


  "Is he a Pilgrim?"


  "Who knows?"


  Gerald stood in the hatchway. "Let's go, Lieutenant."


  


  The pod came in for a rough landing, and Gerald ignored the flight boss's complaints as he hustled toward the lift. Blair struggled to keep up with him and tried to ignore the stares of the deck crew. Two officers rushing off with drawn pistols would invariably raise an eyebrow or two.


  At Sansky's hatch, Gerald overrode the lock. The door slid aside, and they rushed in like military police.


  The captain sat up in bed, his sallow face registering only mild surprise. "Gentlemen, I don't pose a threat." He checked his watch. "In fact, I'll be dead in a few minutes." Noting Blair's frown, Sansky waved a finger at a syringe lying on his night-stand. "In the old days they used cyanide. The plecadome, I'm told, makes for a more peaceful retreat."


  "Jesus Christ, Jay. You were the best CO I had." Gerald lowered his pistol and huffed his disappointment. "Why?"


  "Because, Paul, sometimes the role you play isn't the one you were born for."


  "You've failed at both," Gerald growled.


  "Have I?" he asked, his voice heavy with irony. "A bad spy and a bad captain." His eyelids grew heavy as the poison took effect. He battled against it, lifting his hand toward Blair. "Here. Give this back to Tolwyn. Please."


  Blair took the ring as the admiral's hand fell limp. He held the ring tightly, needing something to believe in for the moment, something tangible, something that wasn't a lie.


  "Look," Gerald said, raising a holopic from the nightstand. He thumbed through the images of Sansky's graduating class at the academy. Admiral Wilson stood close by in every hologram. There was even one of him at the podium, accepting his Confederation commission.


  "They're my age," Blair said. "I was just there."


  "Here's the past," Gerald said, shaking the holopic. He pointed at Sansky. "There's the future—if you let your Pilgrim roots get in the way."


  "I just want to know who I am, sir. That's all."


  "I think you already know."


  "Commander?" Obutu said over the intercom.


  "Talk to me, Mr. Obutu."


  "Engineering reports that the Kilrathi fuel cells have arrived. They'll have them adapted in a few minutes. They estimate that we'll have sixty percent power."


  "Very well. Prepare to get under way." Gerald, realizing he still held the holopic, threw it violently across the room. "If we live," he began, trying to contain his fury, "it's going to take me a long time to get over this."


  Blair nodded somberly. "At least one of us will."
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  "Hey, Blair. What happened to you out there? One minute you're manning the Ion cannon, the next you're gone. Not that Polanski and I needed your help, but it's nice to know your ass'll be covered in a clutch."


  Blair sat on his bunk, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands.


  "I didn't mean to make you cry…"


  He made a face at Maniac, who lay bare-chested on his bunk, scratching at his bandages. "C'mon, Chris. What's up?"


  "In a couple of minutes, Gerald's going to announce that Captain Sansky is dead. He might even mention how Sansky betrayed the Confederation. Hell, he betrayed humanity."


  "You're shitting."


  "Wish I were. I think Sansky was a Pilgrim. At the least, a Pilgrim sympathizer."


  "So that's why you're bummed. Well, you've been wanting to find out more about the Pilgrims. Satisfied?"


  Blair shot to his feet and unzipped his flight suit. Leaving a trail of clothes, he headed into the shower. As the hot spray warmed and loosened his aching muscles, he closed his eyes and wondered if his mother had engaged in anything as terrible as Sansky and Wilson.


  "Hey, Chris?" Maniac called. "I'm sorry, man. Really." Without answering, Blair grabbed a bar of soap and a washcloth.


  He needed to get clean.


  


  By the time Blair finished his shower, Maniac had already changed and left. He had probably headed down to the rec to get that drink Polanski owed him. Thankful for the solitude, Blair stood in his towel and reached instinctively for his cross, feeling only the chain. He panicked for a moment, then slumped in resignation as he remembered where he had left it.


  Was its loss another omen that he should not explore his roots? Maybe. But he knew he would never abandon that goal no matter how much pain it caused. Not knowing hurt more.


  He padded to where he had dropped his clothes and dug out Admiral Tolwyn's ring from a pocket. He needed to give it to Taggart, who could return it to the admiral.


  After donning a new flight suit, he made sure to place the ring in his breast pocket. He wished now he could keep it, a new symbol of who he might become.


  But the ring had to go back.


  


  Blair felt a distinct jolt as he stepped onto the bridge. The Tiger Claw ascended, and the shadows folded back to expose the pockmarked and grooved surface of the crater's wall.


  Lieutenant Commander Obutu lay on his back, assisting a tech with repairs on the portside observation station. The other officers stared determinedly at their screens, uttering reports into headsets.


  "I heard about your business," Deveraux said, meeting him at the rail. "Gerald's not going to inform the crew until we're dead or out of this. He's breaking regs, but he's right. We have to keep morale high, speaking of which, how's yours?"


  "I'm all right."


  "Wow. Very convincing."


  "I'll be all right. Soon. Maybe."


  "At least now you're honest."


  He gestured toward Taggart, who stood behind Gerald's command chair. "I need to speak with him." Deveraux released him with a nod, and he crossed to stand at attention beside Taggart. "Sir, I have something for you." He fished out Tolwyn's ring.


  Taggart grinned at the sight, then shook his head as Blair offered it to him. "Keep it for now. We get out of this, you can return it yourself."


  "Thank you, sir."


  "Have you ever met the admiral?"


  "No, I haven't."


  "I'm sure you'll find the experience… memorable."


  "Yes, sir."


  "We're clear of the crater," the helmsman abruptly reported.


  "Very well," Gerald said. "Mr. Obutu. Prepare a drone. Input the Kilrathi jump coordinates. Send it through the Charybdis Quasar to Admiral Tolwyn."


  "Aye-aye, sir." Obutu slid out from beneath the observation station.


  Gerald glanced back to Taggart. "They should be able to target the exact location of the Kilrathi jump entry. It'll be over before they can get their weapons online."


  "If Tolwyn's there, Mr. Gerald. If he's there."


  Out of the corner of his eye, Blair saw Mr. Obutu smite his fist on a touchpad. The radar and comm officers gathered around him, and all three murmured excitedly.


  Finally, Obutu spun to face Gerald. "Sir, we have a problem. All communications and decoy drones are off-line. Executive override."


  "Sansky," Gerald said as though swearing. "Without those coordinates, Tolwyn doesn't have a chance—and we're too big to slip past the Kilrathi and warn the fleet."


  Taggart gave Blair an appraising glance, then said, "We'll have to send a fighter through."


  "Impossible," Gerald argued. "There are over a thousand singularities in that quasar. To jump it would be suicide without NAVCOM coordinates."


  "We don't need a NAVCOM, Mr. Gerald." Taggart placed a hand on Blair's shoulder. "Lieutenant, you will navigate the quasar. Lieutenant Commander Deveraux will follow your lead."


  Stunned by the order, Blair's voice cracked. "It's statistically impossible, sir."


  The commodore tightened his grip. "We don't have another option." His voice lowered to a near whisper. "You have the gift."


  Blair slid out of Taggart's hold and looked to the deck, reaching for his phantom cross. "I don't have the faith."


  "It's not faith," Taggart said, coming up behind him. "It's genetics. It's the capacity to feel magnetic fields. But if you believe you need faith—* He circled in front, reached into his tunic, and withdrew a Pilgrim cross. "Here. Take mine."


  Awestruck, Blair took the cross, then gazed curiously at its owner. "Why didn't you tell me?"


  Taggart cocked a brow. "You didn't ask."


  The reverence in Taggart's eyes when he had examined Blair's cross and the pain he suffered when speaking of the Pilgrims were now clear. But how had he come to fight for the Confederation? Blair hoped he lived long enough to find out. He attached the cross to his own chain, then thought better of tucking it under his flight suit. People should see it. People needed to see it.


  "Long-range scanners are picking up Kilrathi ships, sir," Obutu told Gerald. "Looks like a destroyer and a cruiser."


  "Mr. Blair. Can you do it?" Gerald asked.


  "I think so, sir."


  "Not good enough, Lieutenant!"


  "Sir, I can do it, sir!"


  "Very well. I'll have the Kilrathi jump coordinates transferred to your Rapier and copied to Deveraux's. We'll create the diversion. Just get those coordinates to Tolwyn."


  "Aye-aye, sir." Blair quickly exited the bridge, and Deveraux joined him in the lift.


  "I guess we're in for a wild ride," she said.


  "You don't have to come. I can get Maniac to fly my wing. He's brave and stupid enough."


  "And I'm not?


  "You're smart, Angel. Very smart. That's why everyone respects you."


  "I'd like to believe that."


  "You should."


  "Well, in any event, I'm coming along. Commodore's orders. And you can't change my mind."


  "Then I'm honored to fly with you, ma'am." He eyed her sternly. "Just don't get me killed."


  Men sacrificed themselves over a smile like hers. Blair would be no exception.


  


  As Deveraux hurried off toward her fighter, Blair continued along the flight line. The order had come down from the bridge to prep two Rapiers, followed by a second order for battle stations. Flight crews jogged to Rapiers and Broadswords, finished hasty repairs, and criss-crossed the hangar in ordnance carts. The energy created by them struck and excited Blair. He saw Polanski, Hunter, and Maniac in the throes of preflighting their fighters. He thought of saying good-bye to Maniac, but his friend seemed too busy for the interruption. Ahead, his own flight crew swarmed his Rapier, and he quickened his pace, wanting to lend them a hand.


  "Pilgrim," a familiar man called out.


  Blair craned his head as Hunter came toward him. I don't need this now, he thought. Why can't this bastard just let it go? Blair held his ground, muscles growing tighter with Hunter's every step.


  "I heard what you did on that Kilrathi ship," the big Aussie said. "We all heard. I was wrong." He extended a hand.


  Trying to hide his feeling of relief, Blair took the hand and give the pilot his firmest shake.


  "Good luck." Hunter ambled back to his Rapier.


  As Blair turned, he found Maniac standing in his path. "You trying to sneak out and die without me knowing?"


  "I—"


  "Unh-uh, don't say anything. I want to remember your pretty face just like this. See you on the other side, bro." He banged fists with Blair, then winked and dashed off.


  The bellow of firing turbines seized the flight deck as he reached his fighter. She had waited faithfully for him, and Blair ran fingers along her fuselage. One last hurrah, old lady. That's all I ask. With the crew already finished, he settled into the cockpit as the commotion outside came to a crescendo.


  "Somebody said you're going to navigate the quasar, sir," his crew chief shouted, her short blond hair tossed by thruster wash. "Is that true?"


  "How did you hear?"


  "I just did. Is it true?"


  He nodded. "Wanna come?"


  "Sure. But I got nothing to wear." She slipped under the Rapier and emerged on the starboard side to lift a thumbs-up. "That's a nice loadout." Then she stared wistfully at him, as though he were already dead.


  Blair returned a tight smile and a thumbs-up, then tapped a switch, lowering the canopy. He broke external moorings and routinely performed the rest of his preparations, despite the growing lump in his throat.


  Within sixty seconds the deckmaster waved him into position for launch. He saluted, got clearance from Raznick, and for the first time in his military career felt uneasy about punching his thrusters. The Rapier accelerated through the energy curtain and over the runway. He flipped on his VDU and watched the Tiger Claw shrink into the vast tableau. Deveraux formed on his wing and sent him the order to maintain radio silence as they entered the asteroid belt.


  He glanced down at Taggart's cross, which had turned onto its back. He noticed an inscription and lifted the cross to read it:


  TO JAMES


  


  REMEMBER LOVE ACROSS THE DISTANCE


  


  REMEMBER ME


  


  AMITY


  He turned over the cross and whispered, "Well, Amity, I think he does."
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  "Report," Gerald yelled as a klaxon reverberated through the bridge.


  "I have a bogie, vector one-nine-seven mark three," Mr. Obutu said, "approaching at a velocity of… now it's gone. Attempting to reestablish contact, sir." Taggart studied Obutu's display, played back a recording of the contact, then breathed a curse. He moved to Mr. Falk's primary radar screen and squinted at the glowing numbers.


  "You have something, Commodore?" Gerald asked. "It's a Skipper missile. Must be a prototype. We only pick it up when it decloaks to take a radar fix."


  "That technology is years away from the Kilrathi—or at least Intelligence said so." Gerald fixed the commodore with a sharp look. "That's your department, Mr. Taggart. Do you have any intelligence on how to stop it?"


  The commodore appeared at a loss, then quickly snapped toward Falk. "Estimated time until impact?"


  Falk plugged the coordinates into his terminal, then waited for the results on his big screen. "Nine minutes, sir."


  * * *


  Blair peered at his radar scope. The contact had spirited itself away. Time to break radio silence. "I had a strong signal at ten o'clock, headed toward the Tiger Claw. Now it's vanished."


  "Accessing intelligence database," Deveraux said. "Give me a sec. All right. Here we go. Contact is a Skipper missile. Shit."


  "Can the Claw take it out?"


  "The only thing that can kill it is a starfighter in visual contact." With that she banked hard right, breaking from his wing and climbing above the asteroid field.


  "Hey, what are you doing?"


  "Stay on course. Get through that jump point."


  "What about our orders?"


  "You mean the one I just gave you?"


  "But you're flying my wing."


  "I was."


  "Angel? Angel? Don't do this."


  


  On the Tiger Claw's bridge, Gerald felt his pulse surge as he faced Mr. Falk. "ETA on missile?"


  "Six minutes, five seconds, four, three, two, one, mark. It should decloak in a minute or so."


  Mr. Obutu spoke quietly into his headset, his expression holding little promise. "Sir, our shields are too weak to take a direct hit, DCCs are doing everything they can, but they can't restore full shield power without being spacedocked."


  "Countermeasures?"


  "Decoys remain down, but the standard array is back on line. Won't matter much. That missile has a smart recognition system against anything we throw at it."


  Gerald nodded, then found Taggart's vacant gaze. "Commodore, isn't there anything we can do?"


  The man slumped in his chair. "It's in Blair's and Deveraux's hands now."


  


  Blair jolted as the blip reappeared on his display. "It's back, Angel. Check your scope."


  "I got jack," she said. "Come on… wait… got it!"


  Deveraux's fighter, now a blue blip on his screen, chased after the red blip. "It's off to your starboard, bearing two-two-four by one-three-one."


  She followed his coordinates, winding toward the contact.


  "I'm coming back to assist."


  "Negative."


  He lit the burners and slammed the steering yoke right, riding the tube of an invisible breaker. Her thrusters gleamed ahead, and she fired lasers at the missile even as it cloaked. She continued to lead the Skipper, directing her bolts along its trajectory, shrinking the gap.


  "Angel. You're too close," Blair said. "Back off."


  A sudden and harrowing inferno erupted ahead of her Rapier. The Skipper materialized and corkscrewed through space, shedding jagged hunks of red-hot plastisteel.


  "Target destroyed," she reported tersely, then scaled a trail of vapor to evade.


  But her report had been premature. The Skipper exploded with a burst like an antique flashbulb. The light gave way to a visible shock wave, concentric circles of force ripping through space and sweeping up Deveraux's Rapier as though it were a paper airplane in a typhoon.


  Her scream shocked Blair. "Angel! Angel!"


  The Rapier's wings tore off as it barrel-rolled through the wave. A faint burst of light came from her canopy as she ejected. Tumbling like the Rapier, the escape pod rode the crest of the wave, then suddenly broke free as retros slowed its progress.


  Blair held fast to the stick as the remnants of the explosion buffeted his fighter. He turned ninety degrees and flew parallel to the wave, nearing the pod and the meandering line of wreckage floating beside it. The pod's retros fired again, rolling it inverted relative to him. He flew under Deveraux, then slid up so that his cockpit stood within a meter of hers. "You okay?"


  "Nothing broken," she said, staring down at him through the Plexi.


  He glanced back to the Skipper missile's widespread debris and the speck beyond: the Tiger Claw. "You got it."


  She shook her head. "It got me."


  Blair regarded a panel at his elbow. He touched a button, bringing the system online. "Hang on. I'm going to tractor you back to the ship."


  "No. Go on. We can't both disobey orders."


  "I'm not leaving you here, Commander. You'll be out of air in an hour."


  "An hour and four minutes."


  "You're going back to the ship."


  She raised a gloved finger. "You disobey my direct order, and I'll have you court-martialed."


  "Like I care."


  "Then care about the billions who will die if the fleet doesn't get those Kilrathi jump coordinates. You've been around long enough to know that in this war, some of us get a shitty deal. That's the way it is."


  "It doesn't have to be."


  "Fight in the war Blair—not against it. Go now. You have to. You know that."


  Yes, he did. And choked by the thought, he punched the canopy. "You're all right, Angel."


  She unclipped her mask and smiled ruefully, then pulled off her glove and placed her hand on the Plexi. "You too, Chris."


  He could barely look at her as he touched his thruster control, sliding away from the pod, his wash gently rocking it.


  That soft face. That hand pressed on the glass. Like Taggart, he would remember across the distance.


  


  Gerald swiveled his command chair toward the radar station. "Repeat?"


  Falk gazed at his screen in wonder. "I said there's no sign of the Skipper missile, sir. One of the Rapiers must've shot it down."


  "Where are they now?" Taggart asked, staring pensively through the viewport.


  "One continuing on course, and one… picking up an auto beacon from an ejection pod." Falk jerked his head toward another quadrant on his display. "Got two Kilrathi ships at extreme range."


  "Yes, that's about right," Taggart thought aloud. "Knowing our condition they would only send two, keeping the rest for an ambush at the jump point."


  Rising, Gerald joined the commodore at the viewport. "So what now? We have just a half-dozen operational fighters and can barely maneuver."


  The commodore faced him with a renewed zeal in his eyes. "What now, Mr. Gerald? Now we make the Kilrathi on those ships sorry they were ever born." He regarded the bridge crew and roared, "Battle stations!"


  Obutu punched a bank of controls. Alarms echoed along with automated warnings.


  Gerald scrambled to his chair. "All right, ladies and gentleman," he barked over the shipwide comm. "Prepare to kick some ass!"


  


  "Hello," Blair said, staring off to starboard. A Kilrathi cruiser and destroyer glided away from him as he held his position inside the shadowy crevice of an asteroid. He checked their course, saw they were headed for the Tiger Claw, and could do little more than hope that the ship's scanners had already detected them. Hearing the mental tick of the clock, he sped off, threading his way through the rocks, occasionally glimpsing the quasar's spectral arms.


  


  Maniac sat in his Rapier with his eyes closed, listening to the drone of his breath. He hoped the launch order would come before he turned gray, lost his sex drive, and had to wear a truss.


  Hunter had already fallen asleep and had accidentally left his comm open. The sound of his snoring seemed amusing at first, but the humor was short-lived. Polanski had shouted for the pilot to wake up, but old Hunter sat in mid-dream, tooting his horn at the sights and sounds of his subconscious. Even the flight boss could not wake him.


  Finally, the penetrating buzz of the launch alarm jolted Maniac out of his doze. "Man, another two minutes and I would've been out."


  "Hear that," Polanski said. "Hey, Hunter? You with us?"


  "In spirit," he groaned.


  "Don't worry about him," Polanski assured Maniac. "Now that he's pissed over losing his beauty sleep, he'll whack a couple extra cats for us."


  "I'm not sure there'll be any left for you guys by the time I'm done."


  "Listen to this guy."


  "Mister, you fly straight and true. You do what I tell you," Hunter warned.


  "Yes, sir," Maniac said. "When we get back, stogies on me."


  Hunter snickered. "You'll have to go Cuban if you want to impress us, Mr. Marshall."


  "Cuban? All right. I'm there."


  "Good. You're up."


  Following the deckmaster's signals, Maniac positioned his Rapier for launch. He saluted, yawned into his mask, then the thundering turbines rocked him fully awake.


  


  "All fighters away," Gerald told the commodore. The thought of going head-to-head with two Kilrathi cap ships brought on the gooseflesh and the cotton mouth, but Gerald wouldn't call them reactions to fear; they were simply reactions to respect for the enemy—an enemy who was about to die.


  "Kilrathi cruiser and destroyer are in missile range," Falk said anxiously. "They're launching."


  Taggart's eyes widened. "Open fire, Mr. Gerald."


  "Aye-aye, sir." He switched on the shipwide comm. "All batteries, fire as she bears."


  "Mr. Obutu?" Taggart said. "Report charge status."


  "Batteries operating at forty percent and falling fast, sir. Those Kilrathi fuel cells don't hold a charge as well as ours."


  "But our gunners know that. They'll make every shot count."


  "That they will, sir."


  Gerald suppressed his reaction as dozens of Kilrathi missiles flared and locked on.


  


  Deveraux had powered down all but the most vital systems in the ejection pod—especially its auto beacon that would betray her location. She shivered as the pod grew colder than a Belgian winter. Out to port, missiles streaked across the blackness, creating rainbows of vapor. She strained for a better look, but her breath condensed on the Plexi. She wiped it away and took a tiny, rationed breath.


  The end, she figured, wouldn't be all that painful. The cold would turn her numb, and perhaps she would experience that warm feeling she had heard about. She would eventually pass out from the lack of oxygen, but even then there would be no genuine suffering.


  No, it wouldn't hurt much… physically. But the contemplation of dying tore up her soul. A thousand desires, a thousand regrets—and no power to act on them.


  She took herself back to the fragmented memories of her parents, saw the images of her holo, then put herself back into the moment as a first-person participant, her senses fully alive. Her father, very tall, eyes very dark, lifted her into the air. Her head fit perfectly on his shoulder, and he smelled like the North Sea. Her mother came to them, stroked her hair, and sang to her about the cool green Ardennes, about picnicking under oak and beech trees, about the eternity of her love.


  


  Blair reached the periphery of the asteroid field, then flipped over his HUD viewer. All right, all right, he thought, trying to calm himself as he took in Charybdis's kaleidoscopic fury. Her reds seemed like blood, her blues like veins. He maxed out the throttle and leaned over to power up the jump drive computer. A pair of screens showed multiple glide paths through the quasar, all of them wrong. Or at least they felt so. "Merlin? Check my coordinates."


  The hologram directed his voice into the Rapier's comm. "Coordinates a-okay, boss. Three minutes to jump."


  "Firing jump drive." He touched the switch—


  And an enormous six-G jolt struck the Rapier as the drive drop-kicked him forward. His lips flapped, and his cheeks flirted with his ears.


  The quasar smeared into a striped tunnel, and thousands of ghostly claws tugged on the fighter. An atonal chorus of moaning fuselage and wings resounded over the beeping of instrumentation. The stick felt as though it were melting in his glove.


  He no longer flew the Rapier; it flew him.


  


  The Kilrathi cruiser lumbered into visual range, and Gerald shook his head at her menacing form as she came head-on. "What tack, sir?"


  "Steady on, Mr. Gerald," Taggart said. "Make them the first to blink."


  "Aye, sir. Steady on."


  "Report from our fighters?"


  "Hunter's wing has already engaged, sir," Obutu told Taggart. "But they're outnumbered about ten to one."


  


  Blair's Rapier shimmied, and the jump drive made a noise akin to a mortally wounded animal. His breath came in rapid bursts as the thousands of singularities continued vying for the ship.


  "Ninety seconds to jump point," Merlin said. "But you're drifting off course."


  "The quasar's gravity is affecting you."


  "Running diagnostic. All systems nominal. Christopher, you must change course. Patching new coordinates into the nav computer."


  "Negative. Shut up, or I'll shut you off."


  "So you've finally decided to kill yourself?"


  "Merlin…"


  The little man wisely fell silent. Blair skimmed the jump drive screens, then shut his eyes.


  Mother, you don't want me to come here. But this time I have to. I hope you'll understand. I hope you won't try to stop me.


  "Warning. Jump drive system reaching point five light speed, PNR velocity for this system," the ship's computer said. "Do you wish to continue?"


  "Affirmative."


  "PNR velocity achieved. System lock activated. Pilot, you are committed to the jump."
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  Admiral Bokoth's plans, based on an unholy pact between himself and a now-dead Pilgrim, were falling apart before him. But Captain Thiraka would not wave his prior reservations in the admiral's face. He delivered his report meekly, comfortable with the knowledge that the admiral's next error would be his last. Commander Ke'Soick's fingers itched with the desire to murder Bokoth, and Thiraka would permit his shintahr that honor now. Thiraka would sacrifice the life of a dear friend for the preservation of the Empire. As agonizing as it was to lose Ke'Soick—who would be executed for the admiral's murder—Thiraka had come to see the truth and the honor in disposing of Bokoth. He bowed before the old one. "Kalralahr. A manned Confederation fighter is approaching the quasar with its jump drive engaged. We're not in position to intercept."


  "A fighter?" Bokoth asked, turning in the command chair. "Using what coordinates?"


  "Apparently the right ones, sir. The ship is on course." Bokoth's good eye bulged. "He's going to warn the Confed fleet of our jump coordinates. Follow him. Instruct all ships to mark our course but follow original coordinates through. Sixty-second intervals."


  "As you wish. But I should remind you that our enemy is capable of jumping gravity wells, pulsars, and now a quasar. They must have Pilgrims among them. If the Tiger Claw is not destroyed, I believe she will jump behind our fleet."


  "If she does, then I'll have three destroyers from the fleet waiting for her. Satisfied?"


  "Only with victory, Kalralahr. Only with victory." Thiraka nodded and stepped away. He gave the new orders to the helm, then stood beside Ke'Soick.


  "Now?" the commander asked.


  "I agree with his orders," Thiraka said. "We'll wait until after the jump. But don't worry, my friend. You'll have your chance."


  


  Gerald did a double-take as he watched the Kilrathi cruiser turn hard to port, away from the Tiger Claw. "Mr. Falk?"


  "She's changing course, sir."


  "Why?"


  "Frankly, sir, I'm not sure."


  "Mr. Gerald," Taggart said. "Prepare to lower our shield. Starboard missile battery prepare to fire."


  After setting the shield to perform a flash shutdown, Gerald discovered an error in Taggart's order. "Sir, missile guidance systems won't activate at this range."


  "They won't need to. Arm warheads."


  


  In the Secondary Ordnance room, Spaceman Ashley Galaway rushed down her line of torpedoes, typing in arming codes on each missile's control panel.


  When she finished, she looked across the room at a cocky, good-looking ghost who smiled back.


  


  Boss Raznick slammed down his computer slate and opened up the deck wide intercom. "Peterson? Why has my flight deck not been policed? Why am I looking at tools all over my runway? Why is my flight deck not one hundred percent battle-ready?"


  "I don't know, sir. But I'm on it, sir. Flight crews? Get your unprofessional butts over here. Now!"


  


  So many concussions rumbled through Blair's Rapier that he swore he now plunged into an atmosphere, a degree shy of burning up. To call the vibration infernal was to appreciate it only as a spectator.


  "Merlin?" he shouted, warping the computer's name. "Velocity?"


  "Light speed mach-point-eight-two," the little man responded, his voice as shaky as Blair's. "Twenty seconds to jump. Can you do it?"


  "Only one way to find out."


  When Blair had plotted the course through Scylla, he had closed his eyes, fingered the touchpad, and played a song of coordinates written at the subatomic level. He had obeyed the feeling and felt the need to surrender to it now. "Computer. Switch to voice recognition and prepare to plot course."


  "Acknowledged. System ready."


  He reached out with his mind, with his body, into the quasar, feeling his way through a transparent maze of gravity and magnetic fields. Then he pictured the correct trajectory, a star-rich vortex yawning open. "Coordinates: one-seven-two-nine-four mark three-three-four-eight. Vector: four-four-two-seven-one. Angle of attack: six-three-nine-five-six-one by three-two-four-nine."


  "First set of coordinates plotted. Warning. Deviation in jump course found. Do you wish to adjust course?"


  "Ignore deviation. Maintain speed and heading."


  


  The Tiger Claw convulsed as the Kilrathi cruiser came abreast, its cannons spewing thousands of bolts that struck and irresistibly weakened her shields. The two great ships would soon pass each other, headed in opposite directions.


  Gerald buckled into his seat, seeking assurance in his torpedo status display. "Commodore. Four tubes loaded and online. Warheads armed. Range of target: four hundred and six meters and closing."


  Taggart sat in the command chair, his expression of quiet intensity reminiscent of Captain Sansky during battle. He clutched his armrests and leaned toward the Kilrathi cruiser, as though he would leap at it himself. "Lower shields. Give 'em a broadside, Mr. Gerald."


  "Fire all batteries!" Gerald cried.


  "Aye-aye. Fire all batteries," came the reply from the starboard ordnance room.


  Kilrathi cannon fire hammered the unshielded cruiser in rumbling waves, but Gerald ignored it, focusing on the four torpedoes. Three lanced through the cruiser's shield to impact on its hull, ravaging portside batteries and a launch bay in an impressive conflagration. The fourth torpedo found the ship's bridge and severed the entire superstructure from the hull in a cascade of detonations.


  As the cruiser yawed, a dozen of the Claw's guided missiles burrowed into her hull, stopped short somewhere inside the ship, then exploded. Fiery light filtered through the ruptures.


  "Commodore," Falk said. "Two fighters have broken through our wing. One has targeted ion engine control. If he scores a direct hit, we'll lose all propulsion."


  "Where are our fighters?" Taggart demanded.


  Falk grimaced. "They're being swarmed."


  


  "Hey, Maniac? Where the hell are you going? Don't leave my wing!" Polanski shouted.


  Maniac continued in his eighty-degree dive to escape the raging furball over the cap ships. "Two Krants broke loose. They're after the Claw. Now don't leave my wing!"


  "I'm with you, buddy."


  The blue blip that was Polanski's Rapier slid onto Maniac's radar display. "Take the one going for the bridge. I'll get the other."


  "Dammit, he's really moving," Polanski said.


  "Get him, man! Get him!"


  Jamming the stick back, Maniac pulled out of his dive and streaked toward the carrier's stern. He targeted the Krant swooping down on the Claw, and his VDU showed that the bastard had missile lock. Maniac hollered his war cry and issued last rites to the cat with Neutron guns. Once a fighter, the Krant blew into a flaming trail that cut through Maniac's path. "Whoa, whoa, whoa," he muttered, going inverted. Showers of burning fuel doused the Rapier's belly. He angled away, and the last of the fuel burned off.


  From his new vantage point, Maniac saw that the Tiger Claw glided alongside the cruiser at point-blank range. "And they say I'm crazy."


  A flash at his port quarter gained his attention. Polanski's Rapier cut a jagged line across the heavens. "That's six kills today, Maniac. You won't top me."


  "Oh, no?" Maniac pinned the throttle and went ballistic. The horde of fighters rushed toward him.


  "Hey, don't do anything reckless," Polanski warned. "Not without me."


  


  Obutu actually grinned as he looked up from his console. "Commander. The cruiser has lost guidance and propulsion. Life support failing. We got her, sir."


  As the bridge crew whooped and cheered, Gerald unbuckled and went to the viewport. The cruiser's stern floated ahead, fires still flashing behind breaches and portholes. Were she a seafaring vessel, she would be capsized and ringed in foam. As it was, she plunged into the void, expelling gas and fluids and sloughing off scorched and twisted plates of plastisteel.


  "Clearing the cruiser," Obutu said. "The destroyer has moved out of range."


  Taggart left his command chair. "Not bad for a rogue, eh?" he asked, coming toward Gerald.


  "Sir, you have to understand that I was putting the safety of this ship and her crew—"


  "Relax," Taggart said, backhanding sweat from his brow. "You don't surrender your trust to just anyone. Know what? Neither do I."


  


  The jump drive shrieked, and the rattle had become an indistinct noise that made it nearly impossible to concentrate. "Second set of coordinates at four-seven-five-five-three-nine-nine," Blair shouted.


  "Warning. Course deviation. Do you wish to—"


  "Hell, no. Stay on course."


  "Five seconds," Merlin reported. "Four, three, two—"


  The striped vortex winked out of existence.


  "Mother?"


  "You shouldn't do this to yourself, Christopher. You weren't meant to see me. This is not your continuum."


  "It is mine. I chose it."


  "You don't have the right to choose. Only one does."


  "What do you mean? There aren't any rules. I feel this. I can do what I feel."


  "Then you'll fall. Like the others."


  "You're not my mother, are you?"


  "I'm everything your mother was, is, and will be. I'm in every part of the universe at once, as you are now, as you shouldn't be."


  "Why?"


  "I wish you could understand. I wish that more than anything. But I've seen your path. And there's nothing I can do to change it."


  "Wait. We've had this conversation before. This has already happened."


  "No, it hasn't. But it will."


  "I don't understand."


  "You don't need to."


  "Where are you going? We have to talk! I need to know—"


  Thunder overpowered his words, and the harness dug into his shoulders. His head fell forward, then ripped back. Star lines whirled, grew shorter, coalesced into points as the jump drive disengaged with a whine. The faint stench of heated metal permeated his O2 flow. He shook his head to clear the mental gossamers of the gravity field, then squinted at the stars and knew, knew with his eyes and with his blood, that he was on the perimeter of the Sol system. "We did it," he muttered. "We did it!" He patted the canopy. "I love this baby. She held together."


  "I'm not sure I did," Merlin moaned.


  Blair quickly dialed up a secure Confederation channel on his comm system. "This is Lieutenant Christopher Blair of the TCS Tiger Claw calling any Confed ship. A Kilrathi battle group has the Chary bdis jump coordinates. They'll breech at one-six-seven mark eight-eight-nine, Sol system. Do you read?"


  Only static replied.


  "Merlin. Check your frequencies for signs of the fleet."


  "Nothing… Wait a minute. Check behind us."


  "Behind us?"


  The still and silent void exploded in a terrific white orb spanned by phosphorescent webs of energy. Out of the orb surfaced a colossal vessel whose copper-colored hull and sharp angles betrayed it as a—


  "Kilrathi capital ship," Merlin said gravely. "Snakeir-class."


  Blair pounded the instrument panel. "Shit! We're too late."
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  Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn had pushed his battle group to one hundred and twenty percent, having lost a total of five ships en route to Sol. But he had reduced the Kilrathi's two-hour lead down to a mere three minutes, much to the dismay of his engineering crew and the crews aboard his escorts. No battle group in the history of the Confederation had made better time. Commodore Bellegarde had said they would have to break every jump record to reach Sol within forty-two hours. Tolwyn had embraced the challenge.


  The Concordia would soon reach Pluto, then bound toward the bluish, ringed dot of Neptune. "Are you all right, sir?"


  Tolwyn did not look back at Bellegarde. The man's concern, while sincere, had become vexing. "Have you come again to suggest I sleep, Commodore? Because—"


  "No, sir. Comm reports a faint message from Lieutenant Christopher Blair. He's in the system and broadcasting the Kilrathi jump coordinates."


  That sent Tolwyn spinning around. "Blair?" Was it a coincidence? Hardly. "Like father, like son."


  "Should we respond, sir?"


  "Identifying Confed Rapier," Radar Officer Abrams called out. "He's heading toward Earth at LSM point nine."


  "What is it, Mr. Abrams?" Tolwyn asked, reacting to the man's troubled voice.


  "He's being followed by something massive, Admiral. I've analyzed its signature. Looks like a Snakeir."


  Bellegarde tensed. "Permission to intercept it, Admiral?"


  "No," Tolwyn said, stroking his two-day-old beard in thought. "We wait."


  "But the Snakeir will overtake Blair's fighter."


  Tolwyn only nodded.


  "Sir, if we don't intercept, that ship will reach Earth orbit before us. The casualties could be significant."


  "I'm bloody well aware of that, Richard." Tolwyn bolted from his chair and spoke through gritted teeth. "All ships are to hold their positions and target those jump coordinates."


  "But…" Bellegarde trailed off. He thought a moment, then his mouth opened in realization. "Ah, if we jump him, we'd be out of position when the Kilrathi fleet comes through."


  "We're after bigger game than that Snakeir. We need a resounding victory—or this war is over." Tolwyn faced the stars, their age-old light seeming to shine on his own past. "For that victory, I have to risk the lives of innocent civilians and one very brave young lieutenant."


  


  Blair ran the diagnostic twice, and twice he cursed the damage to his engines. Yes, the Rapier had survived the jump, but now he could only pry eighty-seven percent thrust from the machine.


  And the massive blip on his radar screen inched closer.


  "Blair to Confed fleet," he said shakily. "Do you read me? Kilrathi capital ship has penetrated the quasar jump point and is in Earth space. Copy?"


  Static upon static.


  "Confed fleet, do you copy?" He threw back his head. "If they're here, they're out of range. Earth will never see the Kilrathi coming."


  "Ironic that we made it this far," Merlin said. "Of course, irony is an essential ingredient in every tragedy."


  "Shuddup. Or at least help us out."


  "I knew this was all going to end horribly. Did I mention that we'll be in range of the Snakeir's guns in ten minutes?"


  "At least they can't launch torpedoes at this speed."


  "I'm sorry, Christopher. But they won't have to."


  A radar alarm beeped rhythmically, and Blair stared through his HUD viewer. "There! Got a contact dead ahead. It's the fleet signaling. They've heard us!" He opened the channel. "Blair to Confed fleet. Kilrathi capital ship on my course, aft of my position. Confed fleet, do you read me?"


  The alarm drummed louder. Blair checked his scope and saw the blip. "Only one ship. But it's huge."


  "It isn't a ship," Merlin said in a dire tone. "Check your scanners."


  Blair engaged his telescopic scanner, its readout now rippling across his HUD. Space shimmered for a moment, then unveiled a lonely beacon signaling in the night. He glimpsed a data bar for identification.


  And wished he hadn't.


  Beacon 147.


  "All we need," Merlin grumbled. "Scylla. Bane to sailors and monster of myth."


  


  "We're hove to for repair inspection, sir," Lieutenant Commander Obutu said.


  Taggart smiled wistfully. In the days of ancient sailing, hove to meant that a ship would turn its bow into the wind and drift, in order to meet a storm. Thankfully, Taggart's storm had already passed. "Report on Lieutenant Blair?"


  "We're not sure, sir, but we think one of the Rapiers jumped." He looked past Obutu at Falk, ever standing behind his large radar screen. "What about the locator beacon from that Rapier pod?"


  "Nothing, sir. Lost contact during the battle."


  Taggart shook his head at the news. "We've sacrificed too many good pilots already. Have the Diligent prepared for launch. I'm going after that pod."


  "Aye-aye, sir."


  Taggart double-timed off the bridge, growing more anxious as he imagined Deveraux or Blair slowly suffocating in that cramped durasteel box.


  


  "Christopher? Why haven't you changed course?"


  He sweated over the controls and had trouble listening to Merlin over the incessant proximity alarm. He would shut it down, and a moment later it would return. "Merlin, can you turn this damned thing off?"


  "I will, but in case the alarm hasn't cued you, you'll be past Scylla's Point of No Return in ninety seconds. Its gravitational pull will tear us to pieces. More precisely, to minute, highly dense particles."


  "Solutions, Merlin! No more problems." Blair glimpsed the stars as they contorted into the gravity well's whirlpool of space-time.


  Solutions. The word rang in his head and ironically sparked something. Blair had a Snakeir behind him, a gravity well ahead. Solution? In his mind's eye he saw one, but he balked at the notion. Still, it was the only one he had. "How much does a Snakeir weigh?"


  "Accessing specs. About two hundred thousand tons, give or take a few thousand."


  A smile passed over his lips. One throw of a switch, and the afterburners slammed him into his seat. Space seemed to open up around him as he bulleted toward Scylla, the well fringed by silvery ribbons of stars. Warning lights now dotted Blair's HUD, but at least Merlin had successfully turned off the proximity alarm.


  "What are you doing?" the little man cried. "The afterburners will use all our fuel."


  "I know, but I need more thrust. Eighty-seven percent won't cut it." Excitement tingled along his spine.


  Merlin's voice quavered. "But we're still headed for that thing…"


  * * *


  Captain Thiraka took in a long breath of nutrient gas, then went to Bokoth, who reposed in the command chair and looked for all the Empire like the vandalized statue of a war hero. "Kalralahr, planetary torpedoes online. We are almost in range. There is no response to the Rapier's transmissions. Sivar smiles on us. The surprise is total."


  Bokoth's lips flared. "Yes," he said slowly, "it is."


  Something punched into Thiraka's back, found a seam in his armor, and penetrated flesh. The sudden agony felt so severe that he shamed himself by screaming. Rigid in shock, he turned.


  Commander Ke'Soick held a bloody vorshooka blade, the ritual instrument for cub-bearing and murder. "Forgive me, Kal Shintahr."


  "He's a skilled warrior," Bokoth rasped through a sinister grin. "You won't die quickly, Thiraka. I wanted you to see our victory and know, really know… regret. How dare you plot my murder. Did you really believe that Ke'Soick's loyalty could not be turned?"


  "My father will have your life," Thiraka said, collapsing to his knees.


  "I kill you with your father's consent. The Kiranka clan will soon be clean."


  Thiraka's shoulders grew numb, and he realized he could no longer lift his arms. His thoughts were swept into a gale of panic. He thought of calling for help, but who would listen? Who would dare defy Bokoth?


  Second Fang Norsh'kal suddenly rang the ancient tocsin to alert the bridge crew.


  "What is it?" Bokoth demanded.


  Hissing nervously, Norsh'kal delivered his report. "The Rapier is homing in on a beacon signal. It could be a Confederation guidance buoy."


  "Or a capital ship," Bokoth amended, then winced as he forced his wizened frame toward the infrared monitor in front of him. "Identify and report. Full battle stations."


  On the admiral's screen, Thiraka saw a red speck heading toward the beacon.


  And he suddenly realized where they were and what that beacon marked. He opened his mouth to warn Bokoth, then smiled wanly. The Rapier pilot had become an ally in revenge.


  


  Deveraux had thought she could die peacefully. She had thought she might experience a warm state of bliss before the cold draped her in an eternal sleep.


  She had been idealistic about death.


  Now reality had stolen most of her air. Reality had iced up her canopy so that even the pleasure she took from the stars was gone. I did all right, she thought. It wasn't such a bad life. I helped some people. I wasn't as selfish as I could've been, I guess. If only I could take this cold. But I can't. I'm a fighter, but I can't take this. Call me weak. I don't care anymore.


  She reached for the pod's main panel, her hand shaking so badly that she could barely bring her finger down on the correct button. The panel lit.


  "Self-destruct system armed. T minus thirty seconds until self-destruct," the computer said. "System will lock out override at T minus five seconds."


  A song came to Deveraux, a song from her youth. "And as the moon rose high and high, and the twilight fled the sky, we saw the night was really here, and listened for the owl's cheer. Soon the stars began to shine, and we heard music in our minds, we heard music in our minds…"


  


  Blair gazed at his HUD, never more determined. A half-dozen warnings kept lighting his screens, as though the ship's systems now conspired against him. A thousand meters to starboard, an asteroid plummeted toward the raging well. He blinked sweat out of his eyes and checked the VDU. "They're still back there," he told Merlin. "Good."


  "If you say so. Kilrathi radar locked on. Ten seconds to the Point of No Return… and you're almost out of fuel. You won't be able to turn."


  "Give me a count."


  "Four… three—"


  "Holy shit!"


  "—two…"


  He jerked the stick hard to starboard, but the engines coughed before responding. Numbers clicked backward on his velocity gauge. Five and a half Gs pinned him to the seat. "We're not going to break free," he cried, eyeing another gauge. "We don't have enough fuel."


  "You've got ten more seconds of thrust."


  "Not enough!"


  "Then find a weakness in the gravity field. Feel it."


  Every rivet, plate, wire, and switch seemed to cry in protest as the Rapier grappled with Scylla. Blair projected himself into her swelling arms and felt for a way out.


  He pulled the stick back, climbed a moment—


  Then abruptly dove while slaloming away.


  "Five seconds of thrust."


  "Sorry, old girl," he whispered, feeling a fluctuation in her pull.


  "Two seconds!"


  With a last jerk, the Rapier tore from Scylla's clutches, rocketing away at a ninety-degree angle.


  "We're free," Blair said, only half-believing it.


  


  Thiraka had lost the use of his legs. He poured all of his energy into breathing. He could no longer smile as he watched Bokoth foolishly chase after the Rapier.


  Second Fang Norsh'kal's voice spilt open the tense silence that had fallen upon the bridge. "Kalralahr, the Rapier has veered away. Confederation ship, dead ahead."


  Bokoth nodded and took a second glance at his screen. The horror that befell his face thrilled Thiraka. "That isn't a ship! Hard to port! Reverse all thrusters!"


  


  Blair's engines whined a decrescendo and died. The Rapier glided via inertia through space, and the cockpit's eerie silence unnerved him.


  "We're out of fuel," Merlin said. "And battery power's nearly exhausted."


  But Merlin's report seemed distant, blighted by a beautiful sight that took form in the distance. The huge Kilrathi cap ship sailed straight for Scylla's undulating throat, its retros and reverse thrusters firing futilely against the laws of physics. "The Kilrathi's too heavy," Blair confirmed. "Scylla's got her."


  


  Thiraka battled to lift his chin as the gravity well bloomed across the starboard viewport. Its glistening, inescapable maw turned the bridge crew into babbling cowards, including Bokoth.


  "All engines full!" the admiral shrieked, his face draining of color.


  The deck under Thiraka quaked as the gravity well leapt on its prey.


  Norsh'kal jolted from his sparking console. "Engines overheating!"


  Bokoth shrank to his chair. "But Sivar chose us." He looked down at Thiraka—


  Who mustered his remaining strength to scowl at the admiral.


  Behind them, a bulkhead burst open. Nutrient gas rushed toward the gaping seam and jetted into space.


  Ke'Soick and Norsh'kal screeched and pounded past Thiraka, their bodies stretching unnaturally toward the viewport and the singularity beyond.


  The chaos darkened into silhouette, and the cries diminished.


  Thiraka wondered if he had died, then, through the numbness, he sensed himself being pulled apart.


  


  "Record this, Merlin," Blair said, marveling at the Snakeir as it turned sharply to port in a final effort to dodge Scylla.


  The well flung the ship around and drew it in, stern-first. Fissures opened across the Snakeir's hull, met other cracks, then released colossal sections that formed a parade of flotsam stretching toward the vortex.


  Blair could not see Scylla's mythical six heads as they devoured the ship, but their effect humbled him. In less than ten seconds the last pieces of the Snakeir's bow spun into the well, leaving a fleeting band of distortion in their wake.


  "Can I stop recording?" Merlin asked.


  "Yeah."


  "What's wrong? We got them."


  "I know. I just can't imagine dying that way."


  "Then how does freezing to death sound? You've got four minutes of battery power."


  "Send an automatic distress, along with the jump coordinates."


  "I already have. No ships in range."


  "Then I guess you'll have your tragedy."


  "Christopher, if you die, I cease to function. Your father made me that way."


  Blair unclipped his mask and palmed sweat from his face. "I'm sorry."


  "When people know they're going to die, they confess things to each other, say things they—"


  "What is it?"


  "You don't know much about how I was designed. Your father wanted it that way. But I don't believe he wanted you to die without knowing. My chips were manufactured with protein from your father. It was his way of never saying good-bye."


  "But he left."


  "In the physical sense, yes. He knew he would. He loved you, Christopher. More than anything. And he wanted me to show you how much. I hope I didn't let you down."


  "First sarcasm and now melodrama," Blair said with a half-grin. "How could you ever let me down?"
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  Admiral Tolwyn held his breath as the Concordia decreased thrust and the battle group dispersed into attack formation.


  "What do you think, sir?" Bellegarde asked as they stared ahead. "Are we too early or too late for the party?" Tolwyn squinted at a flickering gleam in the distance, a gleam that quickly burst into a ringlet of light. "We're right on time." He favored the radar officer. "Identify that ship."


  "She's a Fralthi-class cruiser," Abrams said. "Fire all batteries."


  Laser bolts and guided missile exhausts sewed a hundred translucent trails into the gap between the Fralthi and the battle group. Tight-lipped, Tolwyn observed the bombardment and noted another ship flashing through the jump point.


  Even as he faced Abrams, the young man shouted, "Ralari-class destroyer in our sights, sir."


  "Take her out."


  Pummeled by a surprise attack, the Fralthi got off only a half-dozen salvos of return fire, then emitted a spectacular light show as it broke apart. The destroyer plowed into the Fralthi's wreckage, then took a score of torpedo strikes to her stern.


  "They're coming through one ship at time," Bellegarde said. "They have no chance to defend themselves or warn the ships behind."


  Tolwyn nodded. "But where's that Snakeir?"


  "She's disappeared from our scanners."


  "Launch two Rapier wings and a squadron of Broadswords. We have to find her."


  "Aye-aye, sir."


  


  The status light on Blair's life support panel faded. He probably had a couple, maybe three more minutes of oxygen left if the cold didn't kill him first. The shivering had come, grown worse, and now he sat with chattering teeth, rocking himself toward death.


  His Rapier had glided well past Pluto. Far beyond the gas giants and beyond Mars lay that precious planet, homeworld of humans, the only home, some said. He wanted to go there and see the legendary beauty that everyone fought so fiercely to preserve. Too late now.


  "Hey, Merlin. You there?"


  With the fighter's systems down, the little man took holographic form, his image flickering on Blair's knee. "Here, Christopher."


  "You were right all along."


  "I was?"


  "We're doomed."


  Merlin folded his arms over his chest and glared like a drill sergeant. "Don't say that. You're a fighter. So fight. We're going to make it."


  "Cold got to you, Merlin? You sound downright optimistic."


  "Let's just call it intuition—"


  Blair fell forward as the Rapier lurched.


  "—or a working array of scanners."


  "What the hell…" A powerful spotlight shone on the cockpit. The light panned away, and behind it floated a Broadsword bomber that literally brought tears to Blair's eyes. The pilot snapped off a salute, and Blair managed a shaky reply.


  A tube extended from the bomber's belly and locked onto the Rapier's primary external coupling. Blair threw back a row of toggles, and systems blinked on. One screen showed his Rapier firmly locked in the Broadsword's tractor beam.


  "Good afternoon," the pilot said, his masked face now on Blair's VDU. "I'm Lieutenant C. W. McCubbin of the TCS Concordia. Who's Saranya Carr?"


  "She's the star of Luna Jones, Jumpscout."


  "That's good. But even the cats know that."


  "C'mon, buddy. Do I look like a Kilrathi to you?"


  "Well, Lieutenant, you're pretty damned ugly." The pilot chuckled, then fired thrusters, towing Blair off.


  


  "TCS Tiger Claw entering low Earth orbit," Abrams said.


  "Jesus," Tolwyn muttered as he surveyed the old carrier's shattered and blackened hull. When Gerald had made his report, he had obviously understated the ship's condition. As expected, the commander had spent more time discussing his disappointment and disbelief over Captain Sansky's actions. Tolwyn had taken the news with only mild astonishment. Sansky wasn't the first or last traitor to wear a Confederation uniform.


  The lift doors opened, and a familiar young man hurried onto the bridge, looking about as tattered and battle-weary as the admiral himself. Lieutenant Blair brightened as he met gazes with Tolwyn, then steered himself to the viewport.


  Tolwyn returned the boy's salute, then proffered his hand. "Your father would've been proud."


  "Thank you, sir. And it's an honor to finally meet you." He stood starry-eyed a moment, then jolted. "Oh, I almost forgot. I have something for you." He removed a ring from his breast pocket. "Captain Sansky asked me to return it."


  Tolwyn took the ring, eyed it with a deep affection, then slipped it on. He tried to mask his sorrow over Sansky's betrayal, but Blair's reaction said he had failed. "The wounds of civil war run deep. He was a good captain, despite everything."


  "Yes, sir. And sir? Did anyone locate Lieutenant Commander Deveraux?"


  "Paladin went after her. No word yet."


  Bellegarde, who had been sitting at an observation station, went to the comm console. He conferred a moment with the officer there, then slipped on a headset. "We're monitoring the Tiger Claw's transmissions. She's been in contact with the Diligent. Commodore Taggart's requesting clearance to land."


  The young lieutenant hastened toward Bellegarde. "Is she with him?"


  "Lieutenant Commander Deveraux is on board," Bellegarde said, concentrating on the signals.


  "I knew she'd make it," Blair said with a hearty nod.


  "Taggart is requesting an emergency medical team to meet him on the flight deck immediately."


  Blair froze. "What's wrong?"


  "I'm sorry." Bellegarde pursed his lips and removed his headset. "The rest of the transmission got cut off as they entered the Tiger Claw's airlock."


  The lieutenant's expression harbored more than simple worry over a comrade. Tolwyn smiled inwardly. "Mr. Blair? I think you're on the wrong ship."


  "Sir, if I can borrow—"


  "Get down to the flight deck. I'll have a fighter waiting for you."


  He raced toward the exit, remembered his salute, then knifed through the lift doors before they had fully opened.


  "Well," Tolwyn said, hearing the melancholy in his voice, "there we go, just yesterday, his age."


  Bellegarde's face reflected his own yearning. Then his gaze settled upon Earth, and he studied the planet with an odd intent. "Sir? I've a leave coming up. Maybe it's time I go to Scotland. Have a look around, as it were. With your permission—"


  "Granted, Richard," Tolwyn blurted out in surprise. "I think you'll find a lot more there than you've expected."


  "I hope so, sir."


  


  Blair switched off the comm in his borrowed Rapier, silencing Boss Raznick's tirade. The boss would have to forgive Blair's reckless approach. He plowed through the energy curtain and blew the canopy as the Rapier came to a wailing hover and abruptly descended. Landing skids slapped hard on the deck.


  Standing in his cockpit, Blair spotted the Diligent across the hangar. A crowd had gathered near her loading ramp. He jumped from the fighter, then sprinted toward the commotion.


  Taggart, Gerald, and Maniac stared over the shoulders of two medics as they struggled to revive Deveraux. She lay on a lowered gurney, and her back arched as one medic waved a pen-shaped defibrillator over her heart.


  Maniac broke away from the group. "Son of a bitch, you made it."


  Blair's gaze returned to Deveraux. "What about her?"


  "Pure luck that I found her at all," Taggart said. "She must've turned off her beacon so as not to tip off the Kilrathi. She had eight seconds left on her self-destruct when I nudged the pod, woke her up, and got her to deactivate. She passed out before I got her moored. Brave girl."


  He slipped past Taggart and dropped to his knees beside Deveraux. Her ashen face made him tremble. "Come on, Angel. Come back. Don't you die on me." He took her cold, limp hand in his own. "Come on, Angel."


  Maniac hunkered down and placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.


  The grim-faced medics continued waving their instruments over Deveraux. One placed a small disc on the base of her neck and studied readings on a palmtop scanner. "Hold on now. Wait. Yeah, there it is. I got a pulse."


  "That's right, Angel," Blair said, squeezing her hand. "Don't you die on me."


  Her eyelids fluttered and finally opened. She coughed a little, then turned her head and smiled through her grogginess. "What did you say?"


  "I said don't you die on me."


  She licked her parched lips. "Is that a suggestion or an order?"


  "That's a definite order," he said with a stifled laugh.


  Their gazes locked, and she did not look away. Her lips welcomed him. He learned toward her, going in for the kiss


  "We have to get her down to sickbay," one of the medics said, blocking Deveraux's face with his arm. He winked. "Don't worry. She'll be fine."


  Blair stood as the medics raised the gurney and wheeled Deveraux toward the lift doors. He kept his eyes on her until she rounded a cargo container, out of sight.


  "So, Mr. Blair," Gerald began. "I heard you single-handedly took out a Snakeir. Lured the ship into that gravity well at One-four-seven."


  "That's correct, sir."


  "Well, despite that, despite everything, I still don't like you." The commander flicked an ugly stare at Taggart's cross. "However, you've earned a little of my trust. In all likelihood, I'll be assuming command of the Tiger Claw, and I want only the best wing commanders I can find."


  Taggart rolled his eyes. "The commander's trying to promote you, Lieutenant. I understand he's got a short list of command-approved wing commanders. You want the job or what?"


  Blair grinned at the joke. "Wing commander? Me?"


  "I can use you, Lieutenant," Gerald said. "We stopped the Kilrathi—"


  "They'll be back," Taggart cut in. "The only question is when."


  "We'll be ready for them this time," Blair said. "No more surprises."


  "He'll take the job," Taggart told Gerald with a wink.


  "I don't'know," Maniac said, having been remarkably silent until now. "Maybe it's just me, but I didn't think they were all that tough."


  Gerald and Taggart looked at Maniac as though he had finally lost his mind. Even Blair could not repress his frown.


  "What?" Maniac asked, feeling the heat. "I mean it."


  That drew hoots and guffaws from everyone, then Polanski pulled Maniac away while the deckmaster flagged down Gerald.


  Taggart gestured toward the lift. "C'mon. I owe you a drink."


  "And I owe you this." Blair tugged the cross from his chain.


  After withdrawing his own chain from beneath his vest, Taggart clipped on the cross. "I assume the admiral has his ring?"


  "He does. Can I ask you something, sir?"


  Taggart smiled. "You'd like to know about Amity."


  "How did you know?"


  "The way you just looked at the cross."


  "I'm sorry if I—"


  "No, it's okay," Taggart said. "Let's get that drink. I'll need it to tell that story."
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  At thirty-three, few things delighted William Santyana more than spending a Sunday afternoon with his wife and three-year-old daughter. He stood on the back patio of his farmhouse, breathing in the wonderful aroma from the hot dogs and burgers cooking on his grill. He wondered just how many fathers out there were doing the same thing on a thousand other worlds, in a billion other backyards. Santyana let his gaze wander past the patio to a green carpet of corn that unfurled to the twilit horizon. Tiny flashes of light appeared in the violet haze that banded the sky, and he stared curiously at them a moment, then lifted the cover on his grill.


  "Will!" his wife cried from inside the house. "Just another minute, Pris. We don't want to eat 'em raw."


  "Get in here. Now!" Her horrified tone sent him racing toward the open patio door.


  Inside, he found her seated on the sofa, balancing little Lacey on her knee. The holoplayer was tuned to the news channel, and a life-sized holographic anchorman stood on their rug, pointing back to a computer-animated globe that showed dozens of red dots encircling it.


  "We're under attack," Pris said, visibly trembling. "Listen."


  "… And the planetary defense net has been shut down. MyGov officials have yet to respond. We do know that the ship is a Confederation-class carrier, now in low orbit, but any other insignia have been removed from her hull. She's already dispatched hundreds of fighters, bombers, and troopships. We go now to George Okoee, who's standing by at Blue Mountain Spaceport. Can you hear me, George?"


  The holovid switched to a wavering image of the young, teary-eyed reporter, hunkered down near a row of seats in a vast terminal. "Got you, Rick. Ladies and gentlemen, just outside this terminal, a wing of Confederation Broadswords is descending upon this, Mylon's largest spaceport. The people here are in a state of shock. We'd expect this from the Kilrathi. But from our own forces? Still, there's no confirmation yet on who's piloting those ships. A major evacuation is in progress, but estimates put the bombers at just a few minutes away. We've received word that two dozen more Broadswords are headed toward the Confed Strike Base in North Hills County. Wait. I think I can hear them…"


  "George, get out of there!" The anchorman's image returned. He placed a hand to the tiny receiver in his ear. "George? George!" He looked off-camera. "What's that?"


  Distant booming piped in through the farmhouse's open windows. Santyana looked beyond the patio door and saw a dozen pillars of black smoke fencing off the western sky. A humming noise came from the south, and he frowned even as it grew into a sudden, excruciating roar. Gale-force winds keened through the house. Pris and Lacey screamed as with burning eyes he fought his way to the door.


  A long shadow bled across the patio. He looked up as the menacing-looking troopship passed just three meters above his house. Shaped like an arrowhead, the craft pivoted and ignited retros, blasting up clumps of grass as it set down.


  He bolted back into house, already picturing himself and his family climbing into their beat-up hover and fleeing. "Pris! C'mon! C'mon! C'mon! We gotta go!"


  "Ohmygod," she said as he sprinted past her. "What's happening?"


  "Daddy?" Lacey called. "Daddy?"


  In the kitchen, he scooped up his driving card and turned to go-


  When an amplified voice struck him motionless. "Mr. William Santyana. Please come out."


  "Will?" Pris cried. "They know you."


  He returned to the living room, and out of the corner of his eye he saw dark-clad figures lurking outside the windows. He stroked his wife's cheek, kissed his daughter, and muttered, "Stay here." With buckling knees, he moved toward the patio.


  Outside, two people dressed in fancy Confederation Space Force uniforms came forward, flanked by a half-dozen rifle-toting soldiers. Santyana figured the duo for officers. One of them, a trim woman about his age with moss-green eyes and a confident gait, raised a thick eyebrow and evaluated him with her glance. "Mr. Santyana?" she asked.


  "What the hell is this?"


  Her shoulder-length black hair whipped like smoke in the lingering thruster wash. "Are your wife and daughter still inside?"


  "What do you want?"


  The woman nodded to her troops, who jogged toward the house.


  "Pris! Run! Run!"


  "No, William," the woman said. "We're here to save you."


  "Are you people from the strike base? Wait a minute, even if you were, you wouldn't know my name."


  "Will!"


  He glanced back. Pris carried Lacey as two soldiers led them outside.


  "You're from that carrier, aren't you," Santyana said. "Why are you attacking us?"


  "Not you, William. Or your family. We're only killing the humans who live here."


  "Humans? Than what are you?"


  She reached under her uniform and withdrew a Pilgrim cross. "Do you know what this is?"


  He did. His parents had carried them, and they had died because of what those crosses represented. "You people… you're fanatics. What have you done?"


  "It's what we're going to do, William. We're taking back the stars. And you're going to help."


  "You mean I don't have a choice."


  "You couldn't choose your blood, no. And you'll never change who you are."


  The other officer, an old man whose hazel eyes seemed forever distant, spoke in the alluring lilt of some Border Worlds tribesman. "William. You're a fine man, a wonderful father. Amity here asked me to come out because I fought with your parents. We're bringing everybody home now. You need to come."


  "Home?" he asked incredulously. "This is my home."


  "Just leave us alone," Pris shouted. "We don't want any part of you Pilgrims."


  Amity tightened her lips and nodded. "I understand. But in a few hours, every living thing on this planet will be dead. Maybe you'd like to be a part of us—at least for now."


  Santyana looked to his wife, searching for an answer, but she seemed lost in a blur of fear. He faced Amity and sighed. "We'll come. But you'll never take the stars."


  She lifted a condescending grin. "We've been waiting nearly twenty years for this moment, William. We lost that war. We won't lose this one."
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  Flight Captain Torshk nar Caxki drew in a long breath of nutrient gas, felt his whiskers brush annoyingly against the inside of his helmet, then shifted his head to fix tawny eyes on the void that enveloped his Dralthi fighter. Four plastisteel talons extended from the wings of his craft like burnished spikes threatening to impale any ship or sentient who dared venture into Kilrathi territory. For the moment, though, there were no trespassers, and Torshk predicted that he and the rest of Gold and Black Claw Squadrons would not engage in battle any time soon. Their task force of two Ralari-class destroyers and a Thrakhra-class ConCom ship had been ordered to break off from the Shak'Ar'Roc battle group to perform a routine border patrol. If Torshk had his way, they would be penetrating Confederation space and attacking Confederation ships, not sniveling like lowborns on their side of the fence. But Torshk knew he must obey his orders without question, focus on the strongest threat if one miraculously presented itself, and respond to any challenge. Yes, he understood the Kilrathi social constructs that dictated his behavior, but a blood frenzy simmered within, one that would soon reach a boil.


  Reports had come in of Kalralahr Bokoth's death, and Torshk found it difficult to believe that the emperor had not ordered a retaliatory strike on the Confederation. Bokoth had been one of the empire's most revered admirals and a member of the imperial house. He had taken the famed super-dreadnought KIS Grist 'Ar'Roc into Vega Sector, had destroyed the Confederation's Pegasus Naval Station, and had managed to steal the station's Navcom AI, a computational system that would guide the Kil-rathi through the Charybdis Quasar and directly to Earth. According to spy satellite reports, Bokoth's ship had reached the Sol system but had been brutally ambushed by a Confederation battle group. The hairless apes had taken Bokoth's life with, it now seemed, impunity. Though Torshk did not belong to Bokoth's clan, he felt the blow just as painfully. The emperor had already begun uniting the major noble clans of Kilrah, and Tor-shk's clan, the Caxki, had been one of the first to join the new imperial alliance. Before scrambling for the patrol, Torshk had discussed his frustration with the rest of his squadron. They understood his rage and had tried to quell it by reminding him of the rumors that Bokoth's ship may have been destroyed by a gravity well and that the admiral's plan to attack Earth relied upon his trust in a human traitor, a human who belonged to an ancient and strange clan of humans called Pilgrims. Torshk refused to believe that one as highborn as Bokoth could make such an error. He shook his pale head and bared fangs as a hiss rose from his gut. No, Bokoth. You did not dishonor the imperial house. You died a warrior's death and your soul shall find solace in Sivar's hand. Swallowing a bitter tang, Torshk toggled on his tactical display as a diversion from his introspection. A schematic of the task force appeared on the screen. The two destroyers glided directly overhead, their cylindrical hulls and stubby prows affirming their battering power. Rotating sensor dishes and an array of imperial satellite link antennae crowned T-shaped superstructures whose viewports appeared as silhouettes since the ships operated in stealth mode. Above the destroyers hung the ConCom ship, a command and communications vessel with a hull design that reminded Torshk of his own Dralthi. Shoots of sharp-edged plastisteel extended amidships, curved forward, and reached well past the bow like Koractu swords. A lone portside wing jutted out and supported two hardpoints for six ship-to-planet missiles that should have been replaced by ship-to-ship missiles, but departure orders had allowed no time for that. The ConCom probed the area of operations with powerful, long-range sensors, searching for electromagnetic emissions and for sudden releases of photons and neutrinos—part of any invading ship's post-jump residuum. Torshk doubted they would pick up anything. "Gold Claw Leader to Dark Eye. Report on contacts."


  The ConCom's communications officer, Sh'ahte nar Caxki, peeled back his gray lips, and the thick fold of skin on his brow lowered in fury. "Gold Claw Leader, you have disobeyed the order for silence."


  Torshk narrowed his eyes and took several long breaths. "There are no contacts, are there?"


  "Break transmission now."


  Extending a serrated nail through a slot in his gauntlet, Torshk flicked a toggle and broke the signal. We cower here like boryangee! He summoned an image of the frail, hairy creature that often raided the garbage heaps on Kilrah, then glanced sidelong at Covum nar Caxki, a cousin two years his junior who flew the Dralthi at his wing. Covum bowed his head, but Torshk could sense that the younger warrior did not approve of his public display of frustration.


  How could so many of Torshk's clan deny who they were? Descended from predators, from pack hunters, the Kilrathi people were not prone to lying in wait without a plan to attack. Were his clansmen able to suppress their instincts? He doubted that. Did they know something that he did not? He would challenge all who concealed information from him. His growl confirmed that thought.


  "Dark Eye to Gold Claw leader," the comm officer began excitedly, his wide, flat nose and bulbous eyes filling a monitor. "Photon and neutrino emissions detected. Uploading coordinates now."


  Torshk recoiled in a wave of surprise as quickly overcome by his tingling blood frenzy.


  A Confederation attack.


  It had to be.


  Now he would make the hairless apes pay for Bokoth's death. His laser cannons would light the path of revenge. He studied the coordinates scrolling down his navigation display, and the grooves in his cheeks deepened. A ship had jumped into the quadrant, but it had not followed any known jump path. In fact, the coordinates placed it within striking range of the K 'n' Rek system. He looked to his cousin. "Leader to Gold Claw Two. Break off from escort."


  Covum throttled up and swept under the destroyers, toward the anitgraviton flux some twelve hundred grid points ahead. Twin thrusters dimmed into the void as Torshk watched his cousin advance.


  Young Covum had twice proven his bravery. He had saved Torshk's life by destroying a Confederation Rapier fighter that Torshk had been unable to outmaneuver because of thruster damage. And he had accepted a challenge from J'talc of the Kur'u'tak clan. J'talc's jealousy had flared when Covum had received the Banner of Fa'orc'al, given by the emperor himself to the most courageous pilots. J'talc had felt that he deserved the banner. The killing rage had consumed both warriors, vorshaki dueling blades had flashed, and in minutes J'talc's blood had warmed the cold flight deck. Covum regretted the incident, but he had behaved honorably.


  Torshk now felt apprehensive over sending out his cousin as decoy, despite the honor Covum would garner. The strategy of using a decoy had been born of instinct, born of ancient times when Kilrathi would dispatch one warrior to lure a pack of opposing clansmen. The pack would chase the lone warrior into a designated area, where they would fall prey to an ambush. Torshk stiffened in anticipation of Covum's rapid and safe return with the enemy in his wake. He considered opening a channel but thought better of it. Patience. There seemed little honor in that act. He squinted through the canopy and remained in that position for several minutes—


  Until impatience overwhelmed him. He accelerated ahead of the destroyers, along Covum's vector.


  A pinpoint of reflected light birthed in the distance. Even as Torshk noted the speck, a proximity beacon wailed. The tactical display showed Covum's Dralthi headed toward him. Something huge trailed his cousin, and the targeting system had trouble identifying the contact. Fluctuating geometric patterns glowed and intertwined across the Heads Up Display. The image finally coalesced into the crimson schematic of a vessel shaped like a spearhead—a Concordia-class supercruiser. Six of its thirty point-defense missile stations had already launched ordnance in Covum's direction, while two of its tubes had opened to fire torpedoes at the ConCom ship two hundred meters above.


  Torshk stared at the oncoming supercruiser, rapt by the view, by the startling fact that it bore no insignia and traveled without escorts. Standard Confederation protocol called for supercruisers to be escorted by at least two destroyers and a cruiser or larger battleship. Transports, ship tenders, and resupply operators frequently accompanied the convoy.


  "Gold Claw Leader? The prey comes!" Covum cried.


  The tactical report showed the destroyers adjusting tack. They would make a series of intercept approaches, feinting until the last moment when they would increase thrust and spring on their catch.


  But Torshk could not ignore the oddity of a supercrusier traveling alone through Kilrathi-held space. Had the ape in command lost his senses? If so, weren't there other apes aboard who knew better? Or was the rest of its battle group preparing to jump in behind it? A chill coiled up Torshk's spine as his gaze wandered over the cap ship's immense hull, past a few of the many torpedo tubes and the colossal antimatter guns mounted on the upper deck. His display reported the battleship's length at 855 meters, but he swore she was bigger. He stole a final look at her superstructure, rising several dozen meters from the deck like a dura-steel volcano, then cocked his head as Covum's fighter darted by with a pair of missiles chewing through his thruster wash.


  Torshk seized his control yoke and yawed to port, heading at full throttle toward his cousin, the supercrusier now rushing in behind him. "I will assist!"


  The missiles tightened their gap on Covum's Dralthi as Torshk plowed through exhaust trails, activated his targeting computer, and centered his reticle over the starboard rocket. Meson fire leapt from his blasters, struck the rocket with accelerated subatomic particles that instantly decayed inside the missile and heaved a terrific internal explosion. Torshk roared through the fireball to glimpse the second missile—even as it tore into Covum's Dralthi.


  "For my hrail For my—" Covum released a strangled cry as his fighter blossomed into fire-licked wreckage.


  Torshk's howl rose from the core of his being and rang piercingly through his helmet. Every sense registered the throbbing agony of his cousin's loss. Panting, he increased velocity and soared above the destroyers—just in time to watch the ConCom ship explode in a coppery mushroom of smoke and fleeting fire. Howling again, Torshk steered toward the five remaining Dralthi in his squadron. "Gold Claw Squadron! Standby to attack!"


  Even as the destroyers shifted to port and fired a quartet of torpedoes at the supercruiser, Torshk reached the others and flew as the poisonous tip of a tight wedge formation. They swooped down toward the cap ship's bow. Torshk toggled off his missile safety and surveyed the targeting report in his HUD. The computer automatically selected the ship's most lethal points and prioritized the attack while simultaneously receiving data from Black Claw squadron's targeting computers. Torshk noted that the seven Dralthi fighters of Black Claw planned to concentrate fire on the ship's stern in an attempt to knock out ion engine control. Since they would take out propulsion, his warriors would focus on weapons. "Claws Three and Four. You will target the forward guns. Claws Five, Six, and Seven will concentrate fire on torpedo stations."


  "She has not launched fighters, Gold Leader!" That from Gold Claw Three, whose voice bore an icy astonishment.


  "And where are her escorts?" Gold Claw Four added.


  Two of the ship's antimatter guns pivoted toward them, barrels lifting.


  With widening eyes, Torshk gave the final order: "Break and attack!"


  Two Dralthi rolled away, dropping sharply in sixty-degree dives toward the guns. The other three cut hard to starboard and would skim along the hull, targeting torpedo stations and dispatching missiles at point-blank range. Human blood would spill. Sivar would smile.


  As Torshk eased his control stick forward and the targeting computer locked on to the cap ship's bridge, a beeping alarm diverted his attention to his tactical display. His gaze barely met the screen when the voice of Flight Leader Norj'ach of Black Claw squadron burst through the channel. "Torshk! Look at our destroyers!"


  Squinting at his display, Torshk could not find the glimmering representations of the destroyers. He noted the tiny dots flitting about the supercruiser and the sudden appearance of an odd, circular distortion positioned about eight hundred meters ahead of the cap ship. The thing's diameter measured nearly five hundred meters, though it fluctuated by several dozen meters along its perimeter. The report showed concentric yellow rings forming horizontal to the supercruiser and funneling down nearly three hundred meters to a solid point. A sidebar displayed something about "gravitic warping in progress." Torshk jerked back the stick, pulling into a high-G climb. He rolled to port and leveled off, taking in the view with his own eyes.


  The two destroyers' bows had dropped ninety degrees, and both were being dragged into a whirlpool of wavering gloom. Torshk switched to their comm channel and suddenly wished he hadn't. Once bold warriors now squealed in horror as their battleships slowly broke into meter-sized fragments that hurtled toward the darkness amid tendrils of jettisoned gases and stream-ers of multicolored liquids. A powerful blow rocked Torshk's Dralthi and drowned out the comm channel. Thrown forward, he suddenly found himself barreling toward the abyss. He reversed thrust, and the engines whined against an overwhelming force. Reports from his comrades echoed distantly in his headset, voices smearing into each other:


  "Gold Leader? Praise it has to Sivar me! Can home now come to see honor by for clan be so the Lord and this die for blood to can for truth Sivar and know what heart is me in for…"


  The supercruiser passed swiftly below Torshk's fighter. He braced his control stick with both paws and watched the ship draw close to the gravity well's perimeter. We embrace in death! Sivar grants justice this day!


  But the cap ship did not descend into the whirlpool. A veil of shimmering light fell over the vessel as five hundred meters ahead, on the opposite side of the well, an identical flash lifted into space. It jumped… it jumped the well.


  Enraged by their escape and by the certainty of his fate, Tor-shk reversed thrust once more, charging at full tilt toward a cave of filmy night. No, he would never die by their hand. He still had that much control.


  As the seconds burned away, he thought about how it would feel to die, if there would be pain, if he could take that pain with honor and not shame himself by crying out. The control stick suddenly shook free of his grip. His seat restraints snapped, and he floated out of the chair, feeling himself shake independently of the ship, teeth chattering, joints grinding, spittle dappling his helmet. He listened to the sound of his labored breathing, saw only a blur of gray, and sniffed at the smoke from damaged instruments that wafted in his nutrient gas line. His bones pushed against his skin.


  He gasped.


  Gasped again.


  Knew it had come.


  Fought for the glory of silence.


  And won.


  1
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  Lieutenant Christopher Blair sat in the Tiger Claw's flight wing briefing room, arms folded over his chest, a definite smirk forming on his clean-shaven face as he listened to Lieutenant Todd "Maniac" Marshall wax evangelic about his piloting prowess to Elise "Zarya" Rolitov, a slim dove recently assigned to the 88th Fighter Wing, First Squadron. "And we didn't just come in hot, honey. We came in hot and inverted."


  Blair lifted his smirk in Maniac's direction, but the blonde braggadocio's gaze held tight on Zarya, who made matters worse by returning an expression of awe, tugging fingers through her short, auburn hair, and fidgeting in her seat. That kind of body language would propel Maniac to newfound heights of lust and conceit. Blair bolted to his feet and crossed a few chairs down to face Zarya. He raised his voice over the other five pilots jabchatting around them. "What he won't tell you is that he nearly mowed down the deck boss while pulling that stunt. Take it from me, Lieutenant. If you want to keep out of trouble, keep away from this guy."


  Zarya cocked a slender brow. "Trouble is what we're about, Lieutenant"—she read his nametag—"Blair."


  He could live with the retort, but they had already met, and she had not remembered his name. "Maniac here deals in a particular brand of trouble that will get you booted off this ship before you've finished checking in."


  She nodded. "I'll take my chances."


  Maniac smiled tightly, eyes aglow in the fire of a new ally with whom he intended to bump uglies. "Lady's got taste. Can't fault her there, Ace."


  "Ten-hut!" someone shouted.


  Lieutenant Commander Jeanette "Angel" Deveraux hustled into the room, stepped onto the dais, then moved behind the holograph control podium. "At ease. Give us another moment, people." She flipped nervously through pages on a clipboard and frowned.


  Blair remained at attention, noting how Angel's long, wavy mane had been pulled into a bun and how the overhead lights cast her in a sheen that suggested her call sign. He imagined himself close to her and reminisced on the moment he had nearly kissed her pouty lips. He felt the sudden urge to damn social convention and military regulations to hell, march up there, and take her. If nothing else, that would leave Maniac speechless. He sighed inwardly and continued to stare.


  Yes, she looked well for a woman still recovering from frostbite and hypothermia. She had saved the Tiger Claw by destroying a Kilrathi Skipper missile, but her Rapier had been wrecked by the blast wave and she had ejected in her pod. Blair knew very well what it felt like to float powerless and adrift in space, waiting for the cold to take you.


  A blow to the shoulder broke his thought. "Hey, lover," Maniac cooed, leaning in front of Zarya. "I see our squadron commander's up. Shouldn't you get her back into bed?"


  Blair found his black look.


  Maniac draped an arm over Zarya's shoulders. "He talks about me getting into trouble. Well, what if I told you that he and our dear squadron commander—"


  "Ten-hut!" Blair shouted as acting Captain Paul Gerald arrived, offered a curt nod, then headed for the dais.


  Though Gerald's promotion remained unofficial until the paperwork came in, most officers had already taken to calling him by his new rank. Blair wouldn't go that far. Not yet. He called Gerald "sir." After all, the guy still hated Pilgrims, half-breeds, and Pilgrim sympathizers since fighting in the war against them. Blair's mother Devi Soulsong had been a Pilgrim. Blair couldn't change that. He didn't want to. Pilgrims might have originated as religious fanatics who saw themselves as the "elect," as the only humans destined for the stars, but the war had ended over twenty years ago, and most Pilgrims had peacefully rejoined Confederation society. Gerald simply had to get over the past. Admittedly, the man had confessed that he needed Blair, that he did respect Blair's skill as a pilot and had made him a command-approved wing commander, but that was as far as it went. There would never be any love lost between them. That was a shame. Blair could learn a lot from the man, but if Gerald continued to treat him indifferently, he would return the same.


  "Have a seat," the captain said, wearing a new haircut to complement his new command. Gone were the dark curls in favor of a low maintenance flat top. He self-consciously patted his hair, then pursed his lips as the squadron settled in. "Our scheduled space dock has been delayed again." This to a chorus of moans as an opportunity for shore leave—once so close they could taste it—withered before the pilots' eyes. Even Blair, usually silent during such collective complaints, added his voice to the discord.


  "All right," Angel snapped.


  "Our own Damage Control Crews will continue as scheduled," Gerald went on. "Yes, we're still licking our wounds from our last engagement with the Kilrathi, but this war won't wait for us, and I wanted to brief you myself because matters have grown, in a word, delicate. Admiral Tolwyn has ordered us to Mylon Three." He tapped a control on the podium, and a holograph of the Mylon system shimmered into view. Four planets orbited a medium-sized star that a data strip indicated was slightly more massive than Sol. The aforementioned third planet tossed up a verdant glow with jagged continents splayed like leather patches over its watery backdrop. "You can consult your data readers for more detailed information on Confed settlements there. According to a drone intercepted by the CS Rigaria, on zero-seven-seven at nineteen hundred hours local time an unmarked Confederation supercruiser launched a planet-wide attack."


  Murmurs erupted.


  Lieutenant Adam "Bishop" Polanski, who sat to Blair's left, leaned forward, his expression of incredulity buckling the ragged scar on his cheek. "Sir, was the ship captured by the Kilrathi?"


  "Maybe there was a mutiny," Zarya chipped in.


  "Mutiny?" Polanski snickered. "No way."


  "Intelligence is still gathering data," Gerald said. "As it stands, we're the principal element of a Space Warning and Control Mission. Our Marine detachment will deploy to MyGov, the primary settlement's capital, while Black Lion Squadron will recon the area of operations, eliminating any unfriendliness or mines and searching for survivors."


  "Sir. Just one squadron to recon the entire zone?" Blair asked. "With short-range sensors that could take hours, maybe days."


  "I'm aware of that, Lieutenant. We'll be entering the system in stealth mode. Those people were just attacked by—for the sake of argument—a Confederation ship. The arrival of another Confed ship will alarm them. And there's a strike base on planet. If it hasn't been taken out, we could encounter SAM fire and elements of the nineteenth fighter wing."


  "We'll run three patrols on this one, Ladies," Angel said. "Bishop, Hunter, and Cheddarboy got point. Sinatra and Gangsta? You're with me. Maniac, Blair, and Zarya? You got reserve."


  Maniac snorted.


  Angel's gaze locked on. "Problem, Lieutenant Marshall?"


  "No, ma'am."


  "I take it you'd rather fly point."


  "Absolutely, ma'am."


  "Which is exactly why you will remain close to the ship, in ready status. Showboaters call too much attention to themselves."


  "Yes, ma'am." Maniac bit his lower lip, and Blair read the curse balanced there.


  "If we do encounter resistance, you will not engage," Gerald said. "We're going there to bandage the wound—not rub salt in it."


  "Sir? How many people are we talking about?" Zarya asked.


  "Five major settlements. As Confed colonies go, it's a small one. Five, maybe six million. Most of them reside on the northern continent."


  "And supercruisers routinely carry strategic munitions," she said gravely.


  "Yes, they do. We'll hope for the best." He regarded the group. "Other questions? No? Dismissed."


  Blair stood and headed for the door.


  "Lieutenant Blair? Can I see you for a moment?"


  As he moved back toward Angel, Maniac passed him and whispered, "Can I spank you for a moment?"


  Hiding his reaction, Blair forged on. "Yes, ma'am?"


  "You're in command of your patrol. Keep a close eye on your people. I don't want the past to repeat itself. Understood?"


  "Yes, ma'am."


  The past to which she referred involved Maniac and Lieutenant Rosie Forbes, best pilot in the squadron and Angel's best friend. Horseplay and reckless courage had resulted in Forbes's death. Before Maniac had come aboard the Tiger Claw, Forbes had been a textbook flyer, much like Blair. But Maniac had lured her into his bed and into his flying style. He would do the same with Zarya. At least Blair wasn't the only one who saw that coming.


  Angel eyed him suspiciously. "What's wrong, Lieutenant? I've never seen that look before."


  Blair surveyed the room to be sure everyone had left. "Permission to speak freely?"


  "Granted."


  "How are you?"


  She averted her gaze. "Better."


  "Why no visitors?"


  She hesitated. "I don't know."


  "You almost died out there. You come back and lie in sickbay for two days and won't let anyone see you. Did they tell you I came by five or six times?"


  "I just needed to be alone."


  "I thought—"


  "Don't think too much."


  "Okay. Sorry." He groped for something more, saw that she still wouldn't face him, then elected to leave. He prayed she would call after him.


  She didn't.


  Twenty minutes later, the ship reached the Ymir system and the jump point to Mylon. Blair and the others would ride out the jump in their Rapiers and launch within the first minute of their arrival. Having already completed his pre-flight checklist, Blair waited for a fuel Bowser to pass, then crossed the busy flight deck to where Maniac stood beside his Rapier, being chewed out by Deck Boss Peterson. The boss's furor probably had something to do with the sandwich in Maniac's hand.


  "What's it gonna take?" Peterson asked, his face flushed. "A suspension? I blink. It's done. You want that?"


  Maniac's face paled. "No, sir."


  "Then get that food off my flight deck. Now!"


  '"kay." Maniac took a huge bite and jogged away toward the hatch leading to the galley.


  "I'm running a flight deck—not a day care," Peterson shouted. "Come back when you can read the rules." He faced Blair. "You illiterate, too, Lieutenant?"


  Blair jolted.


  "No loitering on the deck. If you're not working, get out!" He spun on a heel, ripped off his headset, and stormed toward Weapons System Chief Mackey, who had launched into a tirade of his own while shaking a finger at two frightened ordnance specialists standing before the nose of a Broadsword bomber.


  "This is the most uptight ship I've ever seen."


  Zarya had drawn up to Blair's side. He glanced at her and sighed. "It'll get tighter because we keep turning over so many pilots. We lost Knight and Forbes, then Spirit got transferred and Sinatra got transferred in, along with Cheddarboy and Gangsta. And now you've joined the party. We haven't flown enough with each other. That's dangerous. And we're still the smallest squadron in the wing. They're calling us 'The Chihuahuas.'"


  "Hey, kids." Maniac rushed over to stand between them. "You believe that guy? I think that bastard is gunning for me."


  "Maybe he's still mad about you nearly killing him," Zarya said. "Yeah, maybe that's it."


  A series of beeps filtered through the ship-wide intercom, then Gerald's voice boomed: "Attention all personnel. On jump point vector. Sixty seconds. Assume jump stations."


  "Whoopeedo," Maniac groaned. "We'll be sitting on our hands for this one anyway."


  "Just do your job," Blair said, then jogged back toward his Rapier.


  "Hey, Blair? What's your problem now?"


  He ignored Maniac, gave a passing nod to his flight crew, then mounted his cockpit ladder.


  It felt comforting to be back in his fighter after a three day absence, the pit like a nest of power and technology with the magic to make him forget about rejection, about the troubles his half-breed heritage brought on, about the war, about everything. He slid on his headset and helmet, buckled on the O2 mask, then attached the power and oxygen lines to his flight suit. Routine preparations performed thousands of times now took on a peculiar reverence. He sensed a certain nobility about being a pilot, and delusion or not, he enjoyed the moment. But it was time to get down to business. He switched a toggle, and the canopy lowered into place.


  Now in the muffled quiet, he surveyed his instruments, noting a few differences between his present fighter, the CF-117b Rapier, and the old F44-A he had flown only three days prior. The new model had increased missile capacity to ten guided or dumbfire missiles and packed a second generation nose-mounted rotary-barrel neutron gun that allowed for longer continuous neutron fire than the old F44's first generation cannon. A switch on his stick allowed for alternate or synchronous fire, and standard laser cannons mounted to the 117's short, upturned wings provided longer-range support. The standard Tempest targeting and navigational AI remained the same, as did the jump-capable drive array and twin thruster/afterburner package. Monitors and control panels seemed slightly smaller, but that could be an illusion. The seat felt a hell of a lot better though, with the welcome addition of lumbar support. Even as Blair brought up main power and engaged the pre-flight sequence, the Rapiers on either side of him did likewise. He glanced left to Hunter. The Aussie had not attached his mask yet; he would, of course, wait until the last minute so that he could chomp on his unlit cigar, the stogie as much a permanent fixture as his shaggy hair. Though Blair and Hunter had gotten off to an exceedingly shaky start, with Hunter threatening Blair's life because he did not trust Pilgrim half-breeds, Blair's actions during their last mission had apparently won Hunter's trust. During the past three days, Hunter had treated Blair as an equal, had invited him to the rec several times, and had even asked if he could buy Blair a drink. Despite all of that, Blair still sensed that the man was watching him, probing for the first sign of waning loyalty.


  The pilot to his right, one Sachin "Cheddarboy" Rapalski hailed from an amazingly long line of Wisconsin dairy farmers who had weathered the twenty-third century's ecocatastrophe with the zeal and perseverance of ancient American pioneers. Cheddarboy's call sign had been chosen for him by his flight school instructor, who had used it as chide so often that it stuck. Of course the pale, baby-faced jock with the body of a fence picket hated cheddar cheese; in fact, he hated all cheese except the moz-zarella on a well-done pepperoni pizza and had, in fact, split one with Blair only the night before. Now strapped into his cockpit, Cheddarboy gave Blair a terse nod, his face shielded by his mask, large blue eyes radiating with the nervous electricity of a new pilot flying his first real mission off his first real strike carrier.


  Angel's voice abruptly sounded through his headset. "All right, Ladies. I take it we're all in tight. Pre-flight checklists have been logged and looking good—except for yours, Maniac."


  "Excuse me, ma'am?" Maniac responded quickly.


  "That's right. You've overlooked targeting and navigation systems."


  "My chief did 'em for me. Guess he forgot to log 'em in."


  "You're responsible for your own checklist. You don't subcontract it to your chief. Understood?"


  "Yes, ma'am."


  Blair's left Visual Display Unit flashed the words incoming communication on secure channel. Blair dialed up the channel, already knowing who had called. "No, she's not just being a bitch, Maniac. She's right. And you know that."


  "No, I was being a bitch," Angel said, then her face showed on the display, or at least what wasn't rudely hidden by her helmet and mask.


  "I'm sorry, I—"


  "Save it. I just recommended you for some chicken guts, the Bronze Star to be exact, for exceptional bravery under fire. I'm sure it'll get approved."


  "Thank you, ma'am. But I'm not sure if bravery had anything to do with it."


  "I don't know any other pilot who would navigate his way through a quasar without NAVCOM coordinates. If it wasn't bravery, than it was insanity. But we don't have a medal for that."


  He smiled behind his mask. "We should."


  "Jump in ten seconds. Launch in thirty. Stand by." The VDU went blank.


  However, a fountain of light appeared before it and gathered into the shape of Merlin, the holographic interface generated by Blair's Portable Personal Computer. As was the bantam's wont, Merlin brushed off his tan tunic and breeches, slid up the rubber band that bound his long, gray hair into a ponytail, then fixed Blair with a severe frown. "It may seem ridiculous to you, but forcing me into standby mode for long periods is like stuffing me into a little box. Never mind what it does to my appearance, it's my attitude that's really suffering. I'm depressed again, Christopher. I'm feeling unneeded. I thought you should know that. I think you should do something about it."


  "Merlin, don't lay this crap on me now. How would you feel if you thought your holographic assistant needed a shrink? The guy's supposed to be helping you, and you wind up counseling him. Sometimes I feel like ripping your processor out of my wrist. My Dad programmed you because he thought he was doing me a favor. If only he could see you now."


  "That's not fair. I shouldn't be feeling guilty about how I feel." His gaze turned up to probe the overhead. "Oh, dear. We're jumping again." He vanished.


  "Fusion engines engaged," Gerald said over the intercom.


  Despite his own idling thrusters, Blair felt the characteristic rumble pulse through the entire carrier as the ship's powerful ion engines came online. Then a jolt tore through his Rapier as the Tiger Claw paused to get a precise bearing on the jump point that accounted for the gravity well's drift rate.


  "This is the part my stomach hates," Bishop said.


  "Don't think about it, Mate," Hunter instructed. "Put it all in your breath and let it out."


  Another jolt told Blair that the jump-drive had been engaged. Now the Tiger Claw's high thrust propelled it toward the exact coordinates along the rift in space. An antigraviton field surrounded the ship, and Blair felt his senses shut down.


  He knew she would come. He had tried to bury the thought of her, to bury his fear of jumping, but at the very last second, he panicked, and during the perfect moment that joined him to the space-time continuum, he saw her once more, haloed by the void—


  His mother. Dark hair spilling like wine over her shoulders, eyes sometimes soft with understanding, sometimes narrowed in disappointment. "Christopher. I wish I could help you. At least you don't bear the pain of knowing."


  "Knowing what?"


  "Your path."


  "Another warning? You said I shouldn't come here, that this isn't my continuum. Why? Tell me."


  "You believe you have power over this, but you have nothing. You can't do what you feel."


  "What am I? A Pilgrim? What does that really mean? Am I just a freak? A human with a sixth sense for direction? Or is there more? I want there to be more. I want to know who I am."


  "If you learn who you are, you will fall. Like the others. You're too young, and the pain of knowing is too great."


  "I can take the pain!"


  "Who is that? That you, Blair?"


  A blurry view of the flight deck snapped out of the darkness, along with the steady hiss of his oxygen flow, the reverberation of his thrusters, and the nagging ache of his shoulder harness that he had fastened too tightly.


  "Hey, Blair? You with the living?" Maniac asked.


  "Yeah, yeah. I'm just… that one hit hard."


  "Attention all personnel. Battle Stations! Battle Stations! This is not an exercise," Gerald said. "Standard orbit of Mylon Three in ninety seconds. Deploy ground force."


  Blair watched as Deck Boss Peterson waved on the wedge-shaped CF-337d Marine Corps troopship, armed to the teeth with ten missile hardpoints each packing a trio of rockets. Two turreted rotary-barrel neutron guns, not unlike his Rapier's primary weapon, jutted out on port and starboard sides. The troopship's nose bore the vivid likeness of a snarling Doberman pinsher, drool dripping from gleaming incisors. Once lined up on the runway, the vessel ignited thrusters and swept toward the environmental maintenance field's fluctuating curtain of energy. It shot through the barrier and climbed away, out of sight.


  "Show time, ladies," Angel said.


  Hunter floated into position first, followed by Bishop and Cheddarboy. One by one, first patrol received launch confirmation from the flight boss, got the green light, then thundered across the runway. Second patrol hovered into position. Gangsta took off first, her launch a perfect demonstration of textbook maneuvering. Sinatra followed, jumped the throttle before the deck boss gave him the final signal, then got out there, the deck boss's scolding ringing in his ears. Sinatra was a damned good pilot with more experience than even Angel. His problems with authority had gotten him busted down from captain to lieutenant. Based on his years in and his age (twenty-nine), he should be a major or colonel. From what Blair could gather from his limited experience with the man, he didn't hotdog like Maniac; he simply told people exactly what he thought of them and their skills. Many of the younger pilots marveled over his political incorrectness, but Blair chose to avoid the guy, taking the same advice he had offered Zarya about Maniac.


  Angel rammed her throttle forward and streaked away, gone through the energy curtain in a pair of blinks.


  "Reserve patrol? You're up," Flight Boss Raznick said from Blair's VDU. The boss's shaven head glimmered like an egg under a spotlight. "Zarya, Maniac, and—you figure out a call sign yet, Blair?"


  "Pilgrim."


  "You're kidding."


  "No, sir."


  Raznick snorted. "Can't say I like it better than Maverick, but it's your choice, young man."


  For the past couple of days, Blair had been contemplating a new call sign. "Maverick" had suited him well during academy training, an ironic moniker since Blair had established a reputation of flying by the book. But he felt he had outgrown the name, and since he had lost his Pilgrim cross—an obvious means of identifying himself as a Pilgrim—he figured the call sign would serve as the next best thing. He didn't want to ram his heritage down his comrades' throats, but he felt strongly about people knowing who he was. And if they had a problem with that, so be it.


  Zarya took her cue from the deck boss and launched. Maniac's Rapier glided in ahead of Blair's, pivoted ninety degrees, and aimed for the energy field. Surprisingly, he took off sans his usual over-thrusting flourish and verbal high jinks.


  Blair slid over the Heads Up Display viewer attached to his helmet. The viewer covered his right eye and supplied a series of data bar readouts of each of the Rapier's major systems. During combat, the targeting system would seize control of the viewer, and smart targeting reticles would replace the clutter of data. At the moment, all systems were nominal. Pressure gauges stood in the green. The nav system had already been preprogrammed with coordinates uploaded directly from flight control.


  Wearing his patented sinister stare, Deck Boss Peterson flashed Blair the signal for launch. Blair hesitated just enough to widen the boss's eyes, then slapped the throttle and burst forward.


  Acceleration struck like a wrestler's beefy forearm. The tall columns on either side of the deck flashed by, along with the dozens of Rapiers and Broadswords moored beneath a latticework of connecting beams. The energy draped over his canopy and suddenly sloughed off to expose the exterior runway walled in by the two great halves of the cylinder that made up the Claw's fuselage. Blair waited a few seconds more for his velocity to increase before pulling up toward a sheet of darkness. Chatter clogged the squadron's general frequency as the point and second patrols gave assessments of the planet.


  Mylon Three finally scrolled into view, its sun partially eclipsed and burning with a significant glare in the distance. The polarization unit kicked in, tinting the canopy so that Blair now had a clear view of the bluish green world and the black clouds blanketing nearly all of its northern hemisphere. Specks of reflected light flashed like unwelcome fireworks, some in the upper atmosphere, some in low and high orbit.


  "This place is dead," Maniac said, not bothering to temper his astonishment.


  "It's like a holo," Zarya added. "And hey, there go the Marines. They won't find much. Looks like MyGov has been leveled."


  "Advance to escort coordinates," Blair ordered, taking his Rapier between their fighters. Nearly in unison, they banked right and followed a vector that took them lateral of the Claw. The nav computer beeped, and the circular radar screen showed a flashing white cross, indicating they had reached their assigned position: waiting on the bench, as Maniac understood it. They lined up and throttled down. Blair had trouble removing his gaze from the planet, had trouble removing his thoughts from the millions who had died under an onslaught of planetary torpedoes. No doubt about it. The Kilrathi had to be responsible. They had somehow captured a supercruiser and intended to incite a civil war with it.


  "I'm running a short-range scan, and I'm already picking up a lot of debris. I'm talking a lot of debris," Zarya said.


  Blair switched to Angel. "Reserve leader to second patrol, copy?"


  Her face lit his display. "Copy, Lieutenant."


  "We're at station. No sign of hostile contacts, roger."


  "None on this end either. Picking up wreckage from, I don't know, could be hundreds of ships, mostly private and commercial transports. No military craft IDed yet."


  "They were probably trying to get offworld." Blair snorted in disbelief. "Bastards just shot them down."


  "I've seen holos of the Peron Massacre, but that pales in comparison to this," Angel remarked. "We're looking at the total annihilation of a Confederation world. This place won't be habitable for a century, and that's with terraformers rebuilding around the clock."


  "I don't get it. Why Mylon Three? It's along the Kilrathi border, but there aren't any jump points from here into their space. And from what I've read, it is—or was—your basic agricultural world. I don't understand what they're gaining from this, besides sending a message."


  "Maybe that's all they wanted to do. And Mylon was simply a target of opportunity since at the time of the attack, no Confed cap ships were in the immediate vicinity."


  "Angel?" Gangsta called. "Found a small shuttle, civilian registry. Or at least what's left of it. Life support still functioning. Got two live ones inside."


  2
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  Second patrol moved in on the civilian shuttle, and Angel and Gangsta activated retrieval tractors to tow the ship back to the Tiger Claw. They tried to contact the survivors inside, but shipboard communications had been destroyed. One survivor, a frazzled teenage girl, waved to them from a porthole. First patrol continued probing the wreckage, and Blair listened in as they encountered another tattered vessel with more survivors on board.


  About an hour into the operation, Angel declared the area secured, and for the next four hours Blair sat in his cockpit and watched as more patrols launched, scoured the wreckage, and discovered still more survivors. Deveraux continued to hold Blair's patrol on reserve, despite his best arguments. True, a hostile vessel could return to thwart their rescue efforts, but Blair considered that more unlikely as the hours passed.


  "Man, how much longer are we going to sit on our asses?" Maniac had undipped his mask, and his expression hung so low that it promised to fall off.


  Blair shook his head at the VDU. "We're sitting tight until we're ordered or forced back."


  "Well, we ain't draining systems in this hover. Oxygen's rated for seven hours, but I'm good for another five, dammit. If the order doesn't come in, I say we lie about our status. I didn't get to finish my lunch, and we're already heading into supper."


  "You hearing this, Zarya?" Blair asked. "Pay attention to the way Lieutenant Marshall operates."


  "Hey, I just ain't for wasting us out here. The whole wing is involved in this effort, and there's only one other reserve patrol. They haven't been out here as long as us."


  "Sometimes it ain't all guts and glory," Blair said. "And sometimes it ain't fair. You know that."


  "Lumberjack to, uh, Pilgrim, copy? That you, Blair?"


  "Copy, Lumberjack. New call sign. What's up?"


  "We're your relief. Be there in a ninety seconds."


  "You don't know what a pleasure it is," Maniac said. "Hey, L.J.? When we get back, I owe you a tongue kiss."


  Lumberjack, a burly twenty-six-year old man fond of wearing flannel during off-duty hours, grunted and said, "That tongue comes within a meter of me, and I'll tear it off and bloodpin it to your chest."


  "You'll never see it coming. They never do." The big Lumberjack sniggered. "Get out of here, you idiot."


  "Reserve patrol? Throttle up," Blair ordered, then engaged his own thrusters and wheeled back for the carrier, gratified to escape Mylon Three's oppressive gloom.


  The second Blair penetrated the flight deck's energy curtain, a Dantean scene of chaos assaulted his gaze. Fighters and bombers had been shifted back, some doubled up in repair bays to accommodate the fifty or more scorched and shattered fuselages of commercial and civilian shuttles that lay in ragged rows parallel to the runway. Civilians were being helped or carried out of the wrecks, with, it appeared, all twenty-five medics assigned to the Claw addressing wounds or rushing the incapacitated to sick bay. Two dazed civvies wandered dangerously close to the runway as Blair took his main thrusters offline and braked frantically with maneuvering jets. "Boss! Get 'em out of the way!"


  Peterson sprinted across the runway, extended both arms, wrapped them around the civvies' necks, then dragged them back toward the shoulder. Blair cocked his head as his starboard wingtip drew within a meter of Peterson's back. A flash of light ahead made him realize that he came up too hard on Zarya's tail, her jets emitting bursts of thrust as she only now turned off the runway, aiming for her starboard berth. Blair leaned on the throttle, increasing reverse thrust.


  "Give me another second, Pilgrim. I have like a meter clearance on each side."


  She hadn't exaggerated. The fighters in their section of berths appeared freshly squeezed from concentrate. Her Rapier's port-side wing glanced off Maniac's neutron gun as she lowered the fighter onto its skids. Techs from both crews began hollering their protests as Maniac's canopy lifted back and the man himself stood, ripped off his helmet, and shouted, "People! Chill! Just a love tap. Check it out. No harm done."


  Blair's crew chief, Rina Temples, guided him to his berth, a slot no bigger than Zarya's. Three Rapiers would now be moored where only one had stood.


  "Don't worry, Lieutenant," Rina said over the channel, headgear and goggles protecting her from the wash, "we'll have this mess cleaned up soon. Once we get the civvies out, we'll plow away this junkyard."


  "I hope so. Can you imagine if the entire wing had to scramble now?"


  "Can't think about that," she groaned. "Okay. Five meters. Little more… little more… that's it."


  He thumbed down on his high-hat control, and the Rapier descended. A trio of thuds from the landing skids triggered a mild sigh. Blair engaged the automatic powerdown system, then sent off the data from his flight recorder to the Shipboard Information Datanet so that it could be automatically assessed and delivered to Angel, who would debrief them in the pilots' ready room.


  By the time he had his gear off and the canopy open, Rina had already rolled up a ladder and had vanished beneath the Rapier, probably inspecting a coolant conduit that had been giving her people some trouble. Maniac and Zarya waited for him, and Blair heard Maniac muttering something about a steel-beach picnic and a bottle of champagne he had been saving for a special occasion. Blair hit the flight deck, legs stiff and sore. Yes, Maniac and Zarya had waited, but now they failed to acknowledge him. Maniac was too busy looking surprised, while she eyed him with utter incredulity.


  "How can you talk about our fun after what we've just seen?"


  "What? Am I supposed to feel guilty or responsible for this? Hey, I'm real sorry about what happened to these people. But my life's too short to be depressed for them. This is a war. Remember?"


  Zarya started to say something, puffed air, then strode away. Her helmet slipped from the crook of her arm and rolled across the deck. Maniac darted to retrieve it. She beat him to it with a snarl.


  "C'mon. You know I didn't mean that. I'm just tired."


  "And just an asshole." She shot him a potent scowl, a remarkable expression for a woman so attractive.


  Maniac watched her go, then resignedly faced Blair. "Goddamned bitches, man."


  "That's your problem right there. They're all objects to you, objects to be conquered. It's never about them. It's always about you."


  "This from a guy who can't even get a woman who already likes him into bed."


  "Who said I wanted to bed her?"


  "Last time I looked you were a man."


  "I want to say grow up. But then you'd be boring."


  A grin slowly flickered across Maniac's lips. "I would."


  They started for the hatch to flight control as more civvies continued to emerge from the shuttles. At the hatch, Blair paused a second to gaze across the hangar. "How many you think we saved?"


  Maniac shrugged. "Couple hundred, maybe."


  "Couple hundred from five or six mill. And you want to have a picnic?"


  Captain Paul Gerald leaned on a gurney in sick bay, staring at the mother and daughter who had been aboard the shuttle brought in by Angel's patrol. The survivors had been floating for nearly three days, and once aboard they had showered, changed, devoured the sandwiches the medics had brought them, and had each downed nearly a half gallon of water. Gerald had been at their bedsides for nearly fifteen minutes now, attempting to subtly interrogate them. But a puzzling fact regarding the attack wore down his diplomacy, and he repeatedly directed them back to it.


  "Are we done yet, Captain?" the mother asked. She had introduced herself as Iridessa Long, president of Mylon's largest hydroponics co-op, president of nothing now. Her combative demeanor reminded Gerald of his estranged ex-wife. The fact that she resembled Brenna made it all the more difficult for Gerald to control his temper.


  "No, we are not done yet," he told her. "I need you to think hard about them. Are you absolutely certain they were Confederation Naval officers?"


  She rolled her eyes. "Let's see now. I've told you that, what? Four times? I've heard that military minds are dense, but I assumed that was just a stereotype. I guess you'll be wanting me to draw you a picture now, eh? I can't believe that my hard-earned tax money pays for people like you."


  "Ma'am, we're just trying to learn what happened."


  "What happened is that some of your people launched an unprovoked attack and massacred civilians."


  "Mom, please…" the daughter said from the next bed. Only fourteen, Janey Long seemed more upset with her mother's embarrassing behavior than with what had just happened to her homeworld. Gerald understood her reaction, at least a little. When he saw his daughter Sandy during R&Rs, the thirteen-year-old continually warned him not to humiliate her in front of her peers, which meant that Gerald could only smile when greeting them and dare not mouth a word of criticism. Yes, he knew that drill all too well.


  "My daughter seems to think I'm being too harsh with you, Captain Gerald. She fails to remember how harsh the Confederation military has been with us!"


  "Mom!"


  Gerald raised a palm in truce. "I know this is rough, and I know that I've been asking the same questions, but we have to know every detail. Is there anything else you can remember? Anything?"


  Iridessa bit her lower lip and whispered a curse. "You got our story. All of it. Now why don't you go figure out why these people attacked, why they took some of us prisoner while murdering others, and where the hell they are?"


  "I assure you, ma'am. We're already on that. Now the CS Scrimshaw will arrive shortly to ferry you and the other survivors to Ymir. I hate to say this, but you'll probably have to repeat your story to authorities there."


  "And the news just keeps getting better." Iridessa exhaled loudly in disgust. "Tell you what. When we survivors get done suing you, the Confederation will be bankrupt. Count on that."


  We have insurance, Gerald thought, though he wouldn't dare stoke her fire by uttering that. He nodded, spun, and hightailed out of there.


  Angel waited for him by the hatch. "Captain. Just launched three patrols to continue the search, and I've finished debriefing my squadron. I know you've been busy here, so I thought I'd come and tell you myself."


  "That report hardly warrants your presence." Gerald stepped past her and into the passageway."


  "Permission to speak candidly, sir?"


  "Go ahead."


  "What's going on? Are we on a need-to-know here?"


  "Yes, we are."


  "Raznick's people just broke up a riot on the flight deck. Some of those survivors attacked our medics. Why don't you put an end to the rumors before they get out of hand."


  "I'm not at liberty to do that."


  "The survivors are saying Confed troops attacked. They took prisoners. I don't understand."


  "To be frank, neither do I. But I'm sure we will." He nodded. "Commander." Quickening his pace, he hoped to evade any more of her questions.


  "Captain?"


  He gritted his teeth, paused, faced her. "Yes, Commander?"


  "How many Pilgrims do you think are aboard that super-cruiser?"


  "Pilgrims?" He shook his head and abandoned her scrutiny.


  3
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  Admiral Vukar nar Caxki rose from his command chair as Flight Leader Norj'ach of Black Claw Squadron limped his way from the lift, his bad leg the result of an old challenge. His narrow escape from the supercruiser had actually taken little toll. His color held a perfect sallow, and his eyes radiated with the fire of Sivar. "Kalralahr. I submit myself for punishment."


  Vukar gave a solemn nod as nutrient gas jetted from his flaring nostrils. "I have reviewed your flight record. But before I permit you the honor of zu'kara, tell me in your own words what you saw."


  "I saw our ConCom explode, then two of our battle group's destroyers were pulled into a gravity well, along with Torshk and Gold Claw Squadron. I barely escaped the well. The rest of my squadron met their fates. They fought bravely. Every name must be added to the temples of our ancestors. Every name but mine."


  "And from what I have gathered from your flight record, this well was created by an unmarked Confederation supercruiser. Is that correct?"


  "It is, my Kalralahr."


  "Impossible. The Terrans' jump-drive requires the presence of natural rifts in the space-time continuum."


  Norj'ach's gaze lowered to the deck. "I tell you only what I saw."


  Tactical officer Makorshk nar Caxki crossed the Shak'Ar'Roc's bridge to arrive at Vukar's side. "Kalralahr, if I may speak?"


  Vukar regarded the subordinate with mild disdain. Makorshk had a reputation for voicing his opinion despite his meager rank of second fang. But on more than one occasion, Vukar had found useful truth in the young warrior's thoughts. If only Makorshk would come to him in private instead of forcing Vukar to favor him before the others. "Speak."


  "The Terrans do possess another drive system."


  "Of course they do. Sub-light impulse drives. But those do not create gravity wells."


  "My studies of their history will prove valuable now, my Kalralahr. The hopper drive, developed late in their twenty-second century, produced a localized matter-antimatter reaction that resulted in a temporary space-time well in its immediate area. I believe that is what our task force encountered."


  "I, too, have studied the apes. Hopper drives were extremely dangerous. The Terrans could not engage them near gravity-generating objects, and they were slow, requiring eighteen of their hours between jumps. The distances traversed were less than half a light year. They would be foolhardy to rely on such volatile devices."


  "But it seems they've discovered a way to control the matter-antimatter reaction and a way to neutralize the gravitic interference created by nearby systems or ships." He raised his voice over the hum of instruments. "They could jump into our space, fly close to one of our worlds, generate their gravity well, then jump out while the well consumes the planet the same way it consumed our task force."


  Vukar felt a blade of ice impale his gut as the six other bridge officers seated at their stations murmured over Makorshk's alarm. "That is an interesting assessment, admittedly speculative, but I am impressed with it nonetheless."


  Makorshk's upper lip quivered in self-satisfaction.


  Communications officer Ta'kar'ki spun in his chair. "Kalralahr? Incoming transmission from the emperor."


  "The emperor?"


  "Yes. Direct transmission. The signal originates from K'n'Rek."


  "Route it to my ready room." Vukar turned to Norj'ach, who absently stroked his whiskers. "You may now join your clansmen in seeking Sivar's forgiveness."


  "Thank you, my Kalralahr." Norj'ach withdrew his zu'kara knife from the sheath buckled to his thigh. The blade's ornate handle, made of the rare wood from the sacred forest of Kovokum, had been carved to fit Norj'ach's paw. The flight leader bared his fangs, dragged the blade across his neck, and his life's liquid jetted down his dull armor. He dropped to his knees as the bridge officers rose, faced him, and bowed respectfully. Vukar offered Norj'ach a terse nod, then hurried to his ready room.


  Inside the cramped quarters, Vukar sat in his meditation chair and pivoted to face his private comm display. He tapped the control panel with a thick knuckle, and the emperor abruptly stared at him, framed by the dozens of banners that hung from the bulkhead of his suite aboard the imperial shuttle. The old Kil-rathi looked tired, his robes ruffled. "Vukar, we received your drone. Have you learned more about this Terran supercruiser?"


  "No more, yet. But with your permission, I will see to this personally. You need not have traveled here, my emperor."


  "Yes, the clan leaders feel as you do. But I want to be close, to direct actions myself if necessary. Something is happening in this quadrant, something very unusual. According to our spy satellites, the planet Mylon Three has been rendered lifeless by the same supercruiser that your destroyers encountered."


  "Mylon Three is a Confederation world. Why would they annihilate their own people, unless—"


  "I've ordered battle groups to the Ymir and Nephele systems. The Terrans will believe we are attacking in retaliation for the death of Kalralahr Bokoth, the loss of his battle group, and the loss of your two destroyers. The attack will satisfy the pressure I have been receiving from the clan leaders, though I'm unsure we can afford the expense. In truth, we will also gather as much intelligence as we can about this supercruiser and the destruction of My Ion."


  "One of my flight leaders escaped. Did you—"


  "Yes, I reviewed his report. And it troubles me. If the Confederation has learned to create gravity wells, then the time has come to launch a massive assault. But I suspect the Confederation is not responsible."


  Vukar stiffened. "Pilgrims?"


  "Perhaps. That would explain a lot."


  "Then we can sit back and watch them destroy each other."


  The emperor extended a finger. "If the Pilgrims are building a force, then we have a new and more powerful enemy. And if they succeed in destroying the Confederation, they will move on to our empire. They are descendants of Terrans, but Terrans nonetheless. Bokoth attempted to bargain with them. He died. There will be no more bargains." The emperor lowered his hand, narrowed his gaze. "Vukar, I charge you with the task of finding that supercruiser and, if possible, recovering its drive system. Analysis of your pilot's data indicates that the gravitic field has a unique and frequently traceable signature. We have already made a course projection." He leaned forward and touched a button on the panel before him. "I'm uploading the data now. Our best estimates put that ship somewhere in the Tartarus system."


  Vukar raised a fist. "By the blood of Sivar, that ship will be ours."


  A sullen atmosphere pervaded the Tiger Claw's bridge and would not lift any time soon, or at least Gerald thought so. Shuttles continued to ferry survivors out to the CS Scrimshaw, a Drayman-class transport that had made orbit thirty minutes ago. The survivor count stood firmly at two hundred and twenty-seven. Another one hundred and twenty-two bodies had been recovered semi-intact from the debris, while remaining recovery teams estimated that at least two or three hundred others had been killed, but their remains were too fragmentary to provide an accurate number yet. Thirteen injured had died in sick bay, but Gerald had been assured that all other civilians would live to sue the Confederation—if Iridessa Long had her way. No, Gerald was in no way saddened by her departure. In the meantime, the Marines had reported of massive devastation across the northern continent. No sign of survivors. They would move on to the remote regions of the southern continent, where Gerald expected they would encounter six or seven thousand settlers dying of radiation poisoning. Durasteel bomb shelters were a luxury on agricultural worlds, and even if any had been built, Gerald doubted the farmers had reached them in time.


  "Sir?" hailed Lieutenant Falk.


  Gerald faced the young officer, who stood behind the radar station's Plexi tactical screen, one hand pressing his headset's speaker deeper into his ear. "What do you have, Mr. Falk?"


  "Another ship just came through the jump point. Merchantman-class errant. ID coming in now." He regarded a thin monitor to his right. "It's the Diligent, sir."


  Doing a poor job of repressing his disgust, Gerald bolted from his command chair and looked to Lieutenant Commander Obutu, whose dark face registered an equal measure of loathing. "Mr. Obutu? You have the con."


  "Aye-aye, sir. And sir? If it is him, well—"


  "Of course it's him, Commander. And he's just the person we need to inspire morale."


  Obutu grinned crookedly, then rose as Gerald swore under his breath and trudged toward the lift.


  Commodore James "Paladin" Taggart entered the Flight Control Room, wearing the brown slacks and casual tunic of a colonist on holiday. His coal-black hair had been gelled neatly back, but his face bore the mottled shadow of a drunk. Thick hair on his chest wandered past his V-neck, and Gerald spotted a silver chain that he knew held a Pilgrim cross hidden beneath Paladin's shirt. It seemed an effort for the commodore to nod his acknowledgment, which Gerald declined to return. He simply stood there, staring at the man who worked for Confederation Naval Intelligence, the man whose ancestors had been Pilgrims, the man who was supposed to be on a covert mission to uncover and eliminate Kilrathi espionage activities in Vega.


  Paladin removed a minidisk from his pocket. "Hello, Mr. Gerald. Message from the admiral."


  "Thought you were a commodore—not a courier."


  Paladin handed him the disk. "Good to see you, too. We'll need a secure terminal to play that. We don't have much time."


  Gerald turned back toward the exit and cursed inwardly. "Yes, Commodore. We'll go to my quarters."


  They rode the lift in silence, and despite the fact that he stood beside Admiral Tolwyn's right-hand man, Gerald had no intention of trying to win points with the commodore. He respected Paladin's ability to command under fire, otherwise he felt zero affection for the man whose presence meant that the admiral did not trust Gerald to handle the Mylon situation on his own. Gerald did not need Paladin's help, and his feelings on the matter would inevitably surface.


  Once inside the modest captain's quarters, Gerald made a point of not offering the commodore a drink. Trouble was, Paladin crossed directly into the small kitchen, opened the cooling unit, and fetched a glass of orange juice for himself. He took a long swig as Gerald scowled and moved to a terminal set into the bulkhead. He inserted the minidisk, and a moment later the admiral appeared on the screen; his shock of gray hair and somber countenance loaned him the semblance of a troubled king from a Shakespearean play. "Hello, Mr. Gerald. I wish I could've provided you with more details before sending you out there blind and without an XO, but now we've managed to piece together some of this puzzle, and I've sent Paladin to assist. Four days ago we lost contact with the Olympus. She's been positively identified as the supercruiser that launched the attack on Mylon."


  Gerald shifted to the sofa, retrieved the terminal's remote, and hit pause. "The Olympus}" he asked Paladin. "She's commanded by Amity Aristee. I know her. Amazing record. What happened?"


  Paladin gestured with his glass toward the monitor. "Listen…"


  "1 sent out a small task force, including the destroyer Chip-pewa, to investigate," Tolwyn continued. "They have yet to report and may have been taken out by the Olympus. Mr. Gerald, it is the joint chiefs' consensus that Amity Aristee has committed acts of treason against the Confederation. We've dug deeply through her records, and despite her extreme efforts to conceal her ancestry, we've discovered that she is, in fact, a Pilgrim. It's clear to us now that Bill Wilson's betrayal was just the beginning of a resurgence of Pilgrim theology and aggression."


  Gerald stopped the message once more. "You're telling me she's a Pilgrim and that she gained control over her entire ship— with over seven hundred personnel on board? That's ridiculous. The crew would mutiny."


  Paladin cocked a brow. "Unless, of course, many of them were already Pilgrims. Wilson's failure to have the Kilrathi destroy Earth triggered her into action. She's been waiting a long time for this."


  "Maybe so. But there's no way she could replace her ship's complement without—"


  "Mr. Gerald, we're not saying Aristee did this overnight. Oh, no. She started over four years ago, the day she assumed command of the Olympus. One by one she replaced her entire command staff with officers who are either Pilgrims or Pilgrim sympathizers. Then she moved on to the enlisted. She couldn't replace them all, but enough to serve her purpose. We have the names and the transfer orders to prove it."


  "If this is true, how many other cap ships are Pilgrim time bombs waiting to go off?"


  "Intell's already looking into that."


  "What you ought to do is round up every goddamned citizen of Pilgrim ancestry and place them in protective custody."


  "Don't you mean under arrest? Consider the logistics involved, not to mention the human rights issues."


  "Seems to me that Pilgrims lost their rights when they decided to murder six million people."


  "We can't blame every citizen of Pilgrim ancestry for what a few zealous individuals have done."


  "I wouldn't call three, four, maybe five hundred a few. And what about the Olympus's escorts? Survivors here reported that the ship operated alone."


  Paladin pursed his lips. "We're not sure. She couldn't replace the officers aboard those ships since escorts rotate so frequently, and that kind of breach in protocol would call too much attention to herself. She may have destroyed them."


  "What does she hope to gain? She's got control of one super-cruiser. Does she think she can bring down the Confederation with it? Does she think she can get near Earth?"


  "She's on a crusade, a jihad to win back the holy land, Mr. Gerald. And she's recruiting individuals as she goes—that's why some citizens on Mylon Three were taken prisoner. They were part of the elect: people of Pilgrim ancestry whom she intends to sway back to the cause. She's especially looking for Confed Naval officers of Pilgrim descent. I don't believe she'll attack Earth with just one supercruiser, but she is building a force."


  "How long does she think she can evade us? We have enough ships to post at every known jump point in this entire sector. She comes through, we got her."


  "Maybe she'll leave the sector. And don't forget that she doesn't need known jump points. She can jump pulsars and other uncharted wells without NAVCOM coordinates. She's a Pilgrim."


  Gerald snickered. "Like you." He thumbed the remote, and the admiral continued:


  "Long range reconnaissance reports that Aristee is now at Lethe in the Tartarus system, waging the same war she waged on Mylon Three. You are hereby ordered to Lethe and instructed to use any means necessary to disable that ship. We want her back intact, Mr. Gerald. The destroyers Mitchell Hammock and Oregon will rendezvous with you there. Good hunting. Tolwyn out."


  "Tartarus is on the border between Downing and Day quadrants, four jump points from here," Gerald reminded the commodore. "Aristee will be long gone by the time we get there."


  "I'll get us there in a single jump," Paladin said, then started for the hatch.


  4
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  "Remember Peron! Remember Peron! Remember Peron!"


  William Santyana stood on a catwalk that overlooked the Olympus's flight deck. He tugged at his ill-fitting Confederation utilities and stared down at the twenty-four pilots who, standing at attention, continued to shout their battle cry. Captain Amity Aristee paraded before the two squadrons, having just delivered a speech laced with enough anti-Confederation sentiments to upset even a politically apathetic person's stomach. "Go now!" she ordered. "Deliver our message."


  The pilots scattered toward their waiting Rapier starfighters, some still shouting about Peron, an agricultural colony in the Luyten system that represented the Pilgrim's last stand in the old war. For seven months Pilgrims had held fast against brutal sorties and counter-offensives. More Pilgrims died defending Peron than in any other engagement, an engagement eventually known as a massacre, an engagement they had clearly not forgotten. Santyana's parents, both Pilgrims who had actively fought in the war, had thankfully not been anywhere near Peron during the attack. After the Pilgrim Alliance's surrender, they had resignedly moved to Divinity, a Pilgrim enclave in the Tamayo system, where Santyana had been raised. By fifteen, he had grown weary of their fanatical teachings and had run away. He had worked for three years as a longshoreman, offloading cargo cruisers. By eighteen, he had tested his way into the Space Naval Academy on Hilthros. And by nineteen, he had learned of his parents' deaths in a freak shuttle crash. An only child, Santyana often wished he had a family member to whom he could turn for support. But his surviving relatives had disowned him for joining the Confederation military. Five years ago he had found Pris, a blonde vision who had somehow been born with the missing piece of his soul. When they had met, he had only two years of Confederation service left, opting to discharge after two five-year tours. He had wanted to settle down, farm the land, escape the rigidity of military life.


  "You got business up here?"


  Santyana faced the wiry, baggy-eyed deck boss who had addressed him. The man's Pilgrim cross dangled from a chain around his neck and seemed wholly out of place against his bright green uniform.


  "I said, you got business up here?"


  "I don't know. Couple Marines dragged me out of my quarters and left me here. Told me to wait for her." He tipped his head toward Amity Aristee, who climbed a steep staircase leading to the catwalk.


  "You Santyana?"


  "That's right."


  "Heard a lot about you. Test-piloted the first B model Rapiers. You were the leading war ace for, what was it? Two consecutive years?"


  "Three. But that was a while ago."


  "I read they gave you quite a send-off."


  "Yeah, they did. And I'm still retired."


  "So you think. And what the hell were you doing on a farm anyway? Good thing we saved you from playing with dirt. Now you can put your skills to work for the elect."


  "I don't plan on flying for anyone right now, whether they be divinely or militarily inspired."


  "And why is that?" Aristee asked, pulling her plum-black hair into a ponytail and fastening it with a small band. Like the deck boss, she wore a Pilgrim cross that hung between the gold buttons of her dark-blue uniform, and the juxtaposition—the contradiction—awed Santyana.


  "You invaded my home. Scared the hell out of my wife and daughter. We agreed to come with you. But that's it. If you think I'm going to fly for you people…"


  She furrowed her brow. "You people? You're one of us, William. Your parents were both compasses, your father a visionary with the ability to find systems suitable for Pilgrim expansion, your mother an explorer with the gift to navigate through unknown environments. You, I suspect, are an explorer— just like your mother. Your record shows an unexplained jump in Douglas Quadrant about seven years ago. You found your way through a previously undiscovered gravity well. Care to comment on that?"


  "No, I don't."


  "I also know you've done some research on theories of parallel tonality and other scientific explanations on Pilgrim abilities. That a hobby of yours?"


  "What do you care?"


  "Actually, I do care. A lot. You can't deny your blood." She took a step closer, eyes widening. "I chose Mylon Three for our first attack because there's only one jump point in the system, making for a slow Confed counterassault. And I chose it because it had once been a Pilgrim settlement before MyGov sold out to the Confederation. Pilgrim descendants lived there. But what first turned my attention to Mylon was you. Captains don't leave their ships during assaults. But I went down there especially for you. You're the best Pilgrim pilot I have."


  "I don't believe this. You kidnap me and my family, keep us locked up in officers quarters for days, then you drag me down here and expect me to just say, yeah, I'll fly for you? Lady, I think you've spent a little too much time communicating with the divine."


  "I've just made you squadron commander, One Hundred and Twenty-first Fighter Wing, Eighth Squadron," she said, unfazed by his jibe. "And FYI: we'll preserve the Confederation chain of command and wear Confederation uniforms to avoid confusion here and create some with our enemies. But that'll change after this assault. I suggest you suit up, review your mission log, and begin your preflight checklist." She winked at the deck boss. "Mr. Towers, will you escort Brotur William to his Rapier?"


  "Yes, ma'am." The boss seized Santyana's elbow.


  "You can't force me to fly," he said, grinning over the absurdity. "I'll just sit there. I won't touch the controls."


  "I want you to do this because your heart tells you it's right," she said. "The stars were meant for Pilgrims—not humans. They invaded our space, stole from us, murdered us. We're taking back what was once ours, and ours is a just cause."


  "Conscription has nothing to do with justice."


  "This isn't conscription. It's all part of the settling-in process. I don't expect you to suddenly swear your allegiance to us. That will take time and a deeper understanding of who you are."


  "So what makes you think I'll fly?"


  She reached up, about to stroke his cheek. He snatched her wrist. "Easy, William. You'll fly because the first time you refuse me, I'll kill your wife. And the second time, I'll torture your daughter. I won't kill the little one; she is, after all, part Pilgrim."


  He cursed her through gritted teeth.


  "There, now." She looked on him with transparent sympathy and spoke like a mother consoling a son with a scuffed knee. "I know it hurts. I know you hate me. That's okay. But don't doubt me. Six million souls will testify that I keep my word. And historians will record the same."


  "There's already a place for you in history. See: mass murderers."


  She smirked, then spun and headed for the staircase. "Good luck, William. I'm counting on you, as are Pris and Lacey. Don't let them down."


  He glowered. The names of his wife and daughter had no place on her lips.


  And behind all of her Pilgrim posing lay nothing but blackmail.


  "Come on," the deck boss said. "Let's get you suited up."


  Commodore Richard Bellegarde stared through the porthole as the troopship made its final approach toward the Concordia's aft flight deck. He would never tire of staring at the majestic super-cruiser and often found it difficult to believe that he had been assigned to her as naval operations adjunct. The largest battleship in the Confed's fleet, the Concordia was named the Confed flagship in 2654 and presently served as mobile command center for naval operations. If you closed your eyes and swept yourself back to Earth, circa World War II, you could easily place the Concordia among the old seagoing battleships of that day, her pointed bow suggesting that she could cut through salt water as easily as vacuum. And like her ancient predecessors, she had been fitted with a magnificent, cone-shaped superstructure that rose in three tiers to a bridge crowned by a complex sensor array. A quartet of immense antimatter guns sat at equidistant positions along her upper deck and attested to her staggering firepower. Presently, she traveled in the company of four supply ships, two Exeter-class destroyers, and a Bengal-class cruiser. Bellegarde noted how the destroyer Talmud had been replaced by the CS Carraway during his brief visit to Scotland.


  Yes, he had gone back to Glasgow, had visited the stomping ground of his forefathers, and had thought he could rekindle his connection to the place. He had argued with Admiral Tolwyn that he was a native of the Eddings system, that Earth was not his homeworld. He did not place as much emphasis on its survival as those who had been born there, those who still had families there, those who deemed the planet the sacred birthplace of humanity. Bellegarde had wanted to forget the place and consequently forget his past. Earth's destruction would hardly strike a blow. And he had finally confessed to Tolwyn why he wanted to forget. His forefathers had systematically wiped out an entire family and had assumed their identities. Brilliant criminals one and all, they had forged a future for themselves among the stars, a future founded on bloodshed. Bellegarde was not Richard's true surname. When, at sixteen, he had learned of his family's murderous rise to prestige from an uncle whose lips had loosened from alcohol, Richard had confronted his father, but the man would neither confirm nor deny the story. And he had never revealed the family's true name. Since then, Richard had searched the databases on over a dozen worlds but had come up empty. And back at Glasgow, he had done the same and once more had found nothing.


  But there had been something in the air of the old city, something that made him feel like he belonged as he stared across the tranquil waters of the Clyde River and imagined the ancient shipbuilding yards that had once thrived along its banks. He had felt a sense of why people fought so desperately to preserve the planet, that something natural, something innate, something one could never deny dwelled in both the land and the people. The link could never be broken. Tolwyn had said that he would discover a lot more in Glasgow that he had expected. While Bellegarde had not found complete reconciliation with his past, he had reached a plateau of understanding that might now put the war into perspective. It was no longer "Us versus Them" but a war to preserve the blooming of a flower, the flight of a dove, the smile of a small boy reeling in his first fish. It had nothing to do with politics and everything to do with a small place in the universe from which we could share our lives with others and never forget who we were, who we are.


  Bellegarde turned away from the porthole and leaned back in his seat. He closed his eyes as the troopship fired maneuvering jets and swept into the flight deck. He thought of the vidcall to Trish, how he had broken off their three-year affair. Her tears had awakened a tearing sensation in his chest. She had to have known that having an affair with a married man, a Confederation officer no less, would be complicated and lead to either heartbreak or scandal. He had known the same, but Trish had given him all of those things that Melissa had either refused to give or had been incapable of giving. Trish had made him feel whole after twenty-one years of living with a woman who despised his career, who despised everything he believed in. Melissa had talked him out of wanting children, and now, at forty-six, it seemed too late. Though he often found himself feeling uncomfortable around children, he figured that she had taught him that feeling, and he would never forgive her for that. But he stayed married to her, more out of pity than anything else, and had numbed his sorrow with alcohol.


  He suppressed a sudden chill as he considered whether he had made a terrible mistake in saying good-bye to Trish. But the admiral had advised him to end the affair, and Bellegarde had complied, both because he had great respect for Tolwyn and because Tolwyn controlled his destiny. Bellegarde wanted a promotion to rear admiral and a fleet to command. Adulterers and sloppy drunks rarely ascended to that particular throne. Keep your nose clean and do what they tell you had been Bellegarde's motto for his entire Confederation career, though he only partially lived up to the ideal. Tolwyn had somehow learned of his failings and had at least given him the chance to redeem himself. Bellegarde had not passed up that opportunity, painful though it was. He opened his eyes as landing skids thudded to the deck.


  After the usual check-in and greetings from a few of the pilots who continually invited him to their nightly poker game, Bellegarde accessed the shipboard data net and learned that the admiral was in his quarters. He caught a lift and rode impatiently with two ordnance specialists who stood at attention and would not speak in his presence.


  In the corridor outside Tolwyn's hatch, Bellegarde touched the intercom and identified himself. The admiral's distracted greeting piped through the speaker. Bellegarde moved inside and found Tolwyn seated at his comm terminal in the narrow living room, staring at a large flat screen mounted on the bulkhead.


  The words accessing inter-ship communications channel glowed on the screen. Tolwyn whirled in his chair. "Good to have you back, Richard. Welcome to the Lafayette system. Have a seat."


  Bellegarde crossed to a leather sofa. "Good to be back, sir. I came as soon as I heard."


  "Yes, I hated cutting short your leave, but the situation has grown markedly worse."


  "I read the briefing you sent along. Where is she now?"


  "At Tartarus, launching an attack on Lethe. 1 sent the Tiger Claw, the Mitchell Hammock, and the Oregon to intercept. Paladin's already on board the Claw."


  "Excellent. But couldn't we spare more ships?"


  "No. In fact we still haven't received word from the Chippewa and the Olympus's escorts. We're down seven capital ships in just three days. Recent intell indicates that the cats are mobilizing in the K'n'Rek system. Seems two of their destroyers and a ConCom were taken out by a Confederation supercruiser. The details are still sketchy, but it seems Aristee left Mylon and traveled through Kilrathi space."


  "That seems foolish."


  "Yes, it does." Tolwyn paused, and Bellegarde sensed he was holding something back.


  "Communications established," came a cool computer voice from the admiral's terminal.


  Tolwyn swung back to face the screen. "Excuse me for a moment."


  Space Marshal Sandra Gregarov appeared and gave a quick nod of acknowledgment. Her double-breasted uniform with ornate lapels, her curly blonde hair brushed with gray and deftly styled, and her probing hazel eyes afforded her a presence that radiated grace and command. And for as long as Bellegarde had known her, he had never witnessed a single word escape her lips that had not been carefully measured. A supreme diplomat, politician, and an enormously successful line captain during the Pilgrim war, Gregarov had been the joint chiefs' first pick for the


  Confederation Navy's highest ranking post. She had served in that position for two years now and had earned a large measure of respect for the freedom she gave and the trust she placed in her subordinates. She had even won the hearts of the Senate, a feat Admiral Tolwyn himself had yet to accomplish. Then again, Tol-wyn wasn't in the business of making friends, and his impatience and short temper underscored that. Just as well. Bellegarde would hate to serve a man whose agenda leaned more heavily on pleasing senators than winning wars.


  "Ma'am, I assume you've read my latest report," Tolwyn began steadily.


  "I have. And frankly, Geoff, I'm worried. My staff has been swamped by Terran News people. Seems a shuttle of survivors from Mylon Three escaped the attack and jumped to Ymir before the Tiger Claw arrived on scene. They sought out the press and gave some unfavorable interviews. I've had to evade the accusations that Confederation forces wiped out Mylon."


  "But you didn't—"


  "Of course not. We can't afford a public witch hunt for Pilgrims. Not yet, anyway. The press believes we're still investigating the incident. But I can't feed that cock-and-bull story to the Senate. They demand and deserve answers. Bill Wilson's betrayal has already made their faith in us wane. I'll be jumping back to Earth within the hour."


  "Then you know what you have to do."


  She learned toward the camera, her gaze growing more intent. "Yes, I need to assure them that this mess will be cleaned up swiftly and decisively and that, as previously ordered, any technology valuable to the Confederation will be recovered. Can I do that?"


  "With certainty."


  "Thank you, Geoff. I'll keep you informed." She broke the link.


  "Well, there it is, Richard." As Tolwyn swiveled back, he drew in a deep breath and suddenly appeared much older than his sixty-two years. His watchphone beeped. "Yes?"


  "Admiral? Intelligence drone from K'n'Rek just came in," Radar Officer Abrams said. "Data is being uploaded to your terminal, sir."


  "Very well. Come have a look, Richard."


  Bellegarde rose and stood over Tolwyn's shoulder as the admiral accessed the report. Long-range reconnaissance video showed a thin, tube-shaped haze slowly dissipating in space. Data columns identified the object as the remains of a ship or ships. The officer who had made the report noted in his comments that the haze's composition included elements found in Kilrathi plas-tisteel and that he suspected that a gravity well had been responsible for the devastation, though no known well existed in the region. The report also indicated that two Kilrathi battle groups had jumped out of the system, their suspected destinations Ymir and Nephele. A third battle group had jumped, its course still unknown.


  Tolwyn bolted from his chair. "Mr. Bellegarde. Let's get to the bridge. We need to get the hell out of here ASAP. And we need ships in Ymir and Nephele even sooner."


  "Yes, sir." Bellegarde rose and followed Tolwyn to the hatch. "And sir? Regarding that report. How could a gravity well be responsible for destroying those Kilrathi ships? My physics tells me that wells don't suddenly appear and vanish."


  "You heard the space marshal, Richard. 'Recover any technology valuable to the Confederation.' Gravity wells do suddenly appear if they're being generated by a Pilgrim hopper drive, one that can be operated within planetary systems, one with an amazingly powerful range."


  "There's no such technology."


  Tolwyn reached for the hatch control panel, then froze. He stared gravely at Bellegarde. "Welcome to the new war, Richard."


  5
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  "Mr. Obutu? Stealth mode," Gerald ordered.


  "Stealth mode, aye-aye, sir." From his forward station, Obutu tapped a series of commands on his touchpad, and standard lighting dimmed to stain the bridge crimson.


  "Sir?" Radar Officer Falk called. "The Mitchell Hammock and Oregon arrived at oh-four-thirty and are in position behind Lethe's moon. They report no signs of planetary torpedoes."


  Gerald nodded. "Our ETA to Lethe?"


  "Seven point three-one minutes, full impulse."


  "Very well." He looked to Mr. Obutu. "Engage telescopic imaging."


  "Telescopic imaging, aye-aye, sir."


  Leaning over Obutu's shoulder, Gerald studied the image piping in from the Claw's laser-guided reflecting telescope. The scope might be able to detect coruscation generated by the super-cruiser, but as it was, only the spectacularly blue orb of Lethe dominated the readout. Eighty-five percent of the world lay beneath oceans, with just a cluster of three continents rising a few thousand meters above sea level. The planet's available land remained slightly larger than the continent of Australia, at about eight million square kilometers distributed mainly between the two larger land masses. Some nineteen million people jammed those continents, nineteen million souls who now weighed heavily on Gerald's shoulders. "Keep scanning, Mr. Obutu."


  "Aye-aye, sir."


  Gerald crossed back to his command chair, noting with curiosity that Paladin had left the bridge. Strange. Gerald accessed the comm terminal on his armrest and keyed in the code for the commodore's quarters.


  "Yes, Mr. Gerald?"


  "Thought you'd want to be up here for the attack."


  "I'll monitor from my quarters, thank you."


  "I see."


  "Don't worry, Captain. I haven't stopped loving you."


  Gerald jerked in his seat, eyeing the bridge to see if any of the fourteen officers in command and control had heard; if they had, they weren't letting on. "Well, uh, thanks for your assistance in the jump. Seven hours. That's outstanding."


  "Thank the Pilgrims. They charted that well in the first place."


  "You'll understand if I don't do that just now."


  Paladin did not respond.


  And Gerald simply ended the link. "Mr. Obutu? Do you have a visual of the Olympus}"


  "I believe so, sir. Waiting to positively identify and triangulate position. And… got her, sir. Looks like seven troopships breaking through the upper atmosphere, headed toward her. Squadron of Broadswords a quarter klick behind. Two squadrons of Rapiers running defense. Her ion engines coming on line. They know we've tagged her, sir."


  Gerald stood and squinted through the viewport. In the distance, Lethe's medium star burned brilliantly, and to starboard, the planet hung like an ornament whose radiance wavered as the supercruiser shifted position. He whirled to his newly assigned helmsman, a hard-faced blonde named Veronica Schultz, a loner more interested in a promotion than in socializing. Gerald had approved of her the moment they had met. "Ms. Schultz? Maneuvering burst. Adjust course to intercept."


  Schultz repeated the order and added a cool, "Aye-aye, sir." She tapped her touchpad, and the Claw suddenly leapt forward, maneuvering jets adding their thrust to the main engines. Though unconventional, the trick pried a little more velocity out of the old carrier, and Gerald felt a pang as he remembered the day the Claw's former captain, the late Jay Sansky, had taught him the technique. Sansky had been part brother, part father, and an excellent mentor—until he had decided to expose his Pilgrim ancestry and help Bill Wilson. The two had conspired with the Kilrathi to launch a devastating assault on Earth. While Sansky's participation had been ancillary, the Confederation did not recognize degrees of treachery. Any help to a traitor condemned one's career, reputation, and life. Sansky knew that, and he had chosen suicide to spare himself further disgrace. Less than a week had passed since the man's death, and Gerald still felt the brutal stab of his mentor's betrayal.


  "Mr. Obutu? Shields up. Sound general quarters. Launch fighters."


  "Aye-aye, sir. Shields up. Sound the general alarm. Launch fighters."


  As klaxons reverberated, Gerald regarded Communications Officer James Zabrowsky, a slightly built redhead who sat at his starboard station before a bank of monitors. "Mr. Z? Open a channel to our destroyers."


  Zabrowsky touched a key and squinted as he listened to the series of encryption beeps sounding in his headset. "Channel open."


  "Fitzmorris? Shanney? Break from cover and attack!"


  The two destroyer captains responded tersely.


  "The Olympus is pulling out of orbit, sir," Obutu reported. "But she's crawling. Troopships have safely docked. Broadswords returning to base. Rapiers turning to engage."


  "Sir?" Falk cried. "The Olympus's tube doors are opening. First salvo will be out in twenty seconds."


  "Mr. Z? Get me Commander Deveraux."


  "Aye, sir."


  Gerald hustled to the starboard side observation station, and, taking the cue, Comm Officer Zabrowsky transferred Angel's signal there. The screen erupted in static, then she nodded. "Captain?"


  "The Olympus has opened her tubes. I want you to get in tight and intercept that ordnance."


  Blair tensed in his cockpit and focused on the glistening dot breaking away from Lethe, then his gaze lifted to the squadron. Angel and Hunter flew point a hundred meters ahead, with Gangsta and Cheddarboy positioned a hundred meters back at three o'clock and Bishop and Zarya holding steady at nine. Maniac and Blair formed the bottom of the iron-cross formation, and, once again, Maniac had complained over being held back. At least he was flying. Sinatra had come down with a case of post-jump vomiting that had left him too weak to fly, but rumor had it that he had spent too much time with his lips wrapped around a bottle of vodka.


  "Standby, ladies. Let's light 'em and fight 'em!" Angel hollered.


  Three pairs of afterburners lit in synch, and Blair watched the forward fighters rocket toward the supercruiser. He punched his burners, as did Maniac, and they thundered to join the others. His radar scope beeped as twenty or thirty crimson blips suddenly freckled the display. It seemed odd that the unit would identify Rapiers as hostiles, but the system had now been programmed to alert him of all vehicles not registered to the Claw.


  "Tallyho," Maniac said. "Multiple bandits inbound."


  "Ignore them," Angel snapped. "Second and Third Squadrons will engage enemy fighters."


  "Enemy fighters?" Maniac asked. "They're Rapiers. You'd better tell me they're being flown by Kilrathi, Commander."


  The briefing Angel had given them had been, in a word, clandestine. She would neither confirm nor deny the pilots' specula-tion that the Kilrathi or the Pilgrims had seized control of the supercruiser. And when Blair had pulled her aside to ask for her own opinion, she had cut him off.


  "They're enemy fighters," she told Maniac. "Period. Got visual confirmation of starboard side tubes. Hunter? You got the first one. I'll take the second. Zarya and Bishop? You got third and fourth. The rest of you will remain defensive and keep those fighters off our backs."


  Like any decent and correct furball, it all happened in a gasp and surge of adrenaline:


  Ten enemy Rapiers flew head on, their neutron cannons spewing a fusillade that tore through Black Lion Squadron.


  Two planetary torpedoes burst from the Olympus's forward tubes and dragged their vaporous tails toward Lethe.


  Angel and Hunter dropped into eighty-five degree dives, barreled through the onslaught, then swept up on the supercruiser's stern. Even as- they came abreast of the ship, they fired guided missiles toward the pair of torpedoes.


  Gangsta and Cheddarboy flew high above the supercruiser, then pulled maximum yaws to starboard and targeted a second pair of torpedoes that streaked away. As they fired their guided missiles, one of the Olympus's antimatter guns pivoted toward them, cannon lifting. White-hot rods began punching holes in their vapor trails.


  Bishop and Zarya chose an attack vector that placed them one hundred meters out, at the cruiser's six o'clock low. They climbed toward the ship, slaloming through antimatter fire to dump off their contribution to the counterassault.


  "My missile's locked on," Angel announced.


  "Ditto here," Hunter said.


  Twin flashes turned a region of Lethe's blue aura into a sheet of blinding light as the first two torpedoes detonated harmlessly in the planet's exosphere.


  Before the light cleared, two more bursts lifted their shoulders, and Gangsta and Cheddarboy shouted their victory cries.


  Alternating his gaze between the radar scope and the planet,


  Blair noted that "The Mongrels" of Second Squadron, led by a highly decorated pilot named Achilles, had engaged a squadron of enemy Rapiers. Third Squadron's "Screamin' Shepherds" had launched to take on the other group. In the meantime, he and Maniac would continue wheeling over the cap ship, dodging antimatter fire, keeping eyes bugged for Rapiers that escaped the net.


  Another magnesium-bright burst from the planet stole Blair's attention.


  "Bishop takes bomb," Bishop quipped.


  "Aw, shit!" Zarya moaned. "Mine missed. Guidance system malfunction."


  "I got the torpedo on my scope," Maniac said. "Locked on. I'm going down to take the shot!"


  "Negative. Stay on my wing," ordered Blair.


  "And let like a million people die?"


  "Stay on his wing," Angel repeated.


  "Second and Third got this ball sewed up," Maniac argued. "I ain't got time for this. Court martial my ass, but I won't let those people die. See ya, Blair."


  With that, Maniac broke from the circle and arrowed toward the planet.


  "Got that torpedo on my scope, too," Blair said. "It's already too far. You can't get in close enough for a lock."


  "Maniac, get back here," Angel shouted. "Know what? 7 don't have time for this."


  "That's right, Commander," Hunter said. "Got two more torpedoes in the air!"


  He's going to get too low, Blair thought. The Rapier's not capable of sustained atmospheric operations. He'll lose control and burn up. Even if he manages to eject, there'll be no one there to tractor in his pod. I'm not going to do it. I'm not going to do it.


  Swearing aloud, Blair cut the stick hard right and traced Maniac's path toward Lethe. The expected shouting from Angel never came; she and Hunter were too busy tracking the torpe-does. As he plummeted toward the fluctuating blue expanse broken only by the fiery dot of the torpedo's engine and the glowing eyes of Maniac's thrusters, Blair frowned as he considered his wingman's motivation for violating orders. Was Maniac really the noble pilot who wanted to save millions? Or did he only intend to bail out and impress Zarya? The latter seemed more shallow, much more like Maniac. The fact that he would save lives in the interim only further enticed him.


  "I'm on your six," Blair said, his signal broadcast on Maniac's private channel. "About a K out and closing."


  "Get out of here, Blair."


  "Too late. We're both committed. Just get the lock and take the shot. Got mild chop already. Clock's ticking."


  "Just need a few more meters," Maniac said distractedly. "Come on, you son of a bitch. Come on. Come on. Yeah! Got the lock! And firing!"


  Close enough now so that he could see the sharp-angled outline of Maniac's fighter, Blair watched the guided missile drop a meter from the Rapier's short wing then burst off toward the distant torpedo. "Rocket's away. Now pull out."


  "Thanks for the tip, Ace." Maniac pitched up ninety degrees.


  Meanwhile, Blair rolled to port, electing to retreat more slowly and give himself more time to adjust to possible fluctuations in the exosphere. His radar scope showed Maniac's fighter about fifty meters to port and gaining fast. The guided missile stood at the scope's edge, hauling ass toward the torpedo.


  "Impact in three, two, one. Bang!" Maniac cried.


  The missile and torpedo scattered themselves in a fleeting conflagration that might very well have marked the end or the rise of Lieutenant Todd Marshall's naval career. Fitting possibility for a man of extremes.


  As though cued, Angel broke into their private channel. "Maniac? Blair?"


  Blair could see why she had called. Two torpedoes charged toward them, with guided missiles in pursuit. ETA: twenty seconds. "I see 'em, Angel. Setting evasion course."


  "And I'm in his wash," Maniac added.


  "Oh, shit," Blair said through a shiver as he stared at the quartet of incoming ordnance backdropped by the supercruiser and the spectacular firefight raging around it.


  "I'm locked on to one of 'em," Maniac said.


  "But we're still too close."


  "Get ready. Firing!"


  Maniac's missile lanced out at the starboard torpedo, the one closer to Blair. Even as he jerked the stick toward him, pulling into a high-G climb, the missile struck the torpedo and sent up an explosion that rose over their Rapiers. Hundreds of torpedo and missile fragments slashed against Blair's shields as he fought for control. The Rapier shimmied and suddenly propelled free of the blast. He craned his neck and saw Maniac's fighter emerge from billowing black clouds, climbing in a high-speed flat spin with attitude thrusters firing ineffectually.


  "Maniac!"


  "Give me a sec," the jock said, cockpit alarms nearly overpowering his voice. He swung out of the flat spin, banked hard, and lined up quickly on Blair's vector. "Damn. You want to talk recoveries? Check the recorder on that one."


  "You two are still in the cone," Angel observed. "Move out to cover."


  "Roger that," Blair said. He increased thrust, aiming for his original position directly over the supercruiser as the ship seemed to lose momentum.


  "Fighters bugging out," Hunter said. "I don't get it. They're leaving the ship undefended. They can't be that low on fuel. And now look. She's slowing down even more and taking missile fire from the destroyers and the Claw. She surrendering or what?"


  Blair saw it, too. Enemy Rapiers abruptly ducked out of their dogfights and bounded for the supercruiser, whose meson shields flickered with the azure talons of a missile barrage. First, Second, and Third squadrons would now add their fire to the cap ship bombardment. Clearly, the cruiser had surrendered. Her velocity measured just a few meters per second.


  "Guess they are Pilgrims," Maniac said. "They're on their knees, but prayer ain't' gonna help 'em now."


  As Blair neared the ship, a strange feeling seized him, a feeling that began as a cold wind blasting through his helmet and flight suit. The wind suddenly grew warm and concentrated on his face. He squinted against its force and trembled as he wondered if he was suffering from G-induced spacesickness or something worse. He gasped as the hot wind felt like fingers stroking his cheek and a woman's voice—not his mother's—repeatedly called him by his first name. He gazed out past the supercruiser, to the disk of wavering darkness that devoured the surrounding light. Then, as quickly as they had come, the voice and the caress were gone.


  Dazed, Blair blinked hard and found Merlin pacing over a bridge of air, tugging nervously on his ponytail. The holograph occasionally self-activated during times of crisis, and his expression indicated no less. "Christopher, my sensors are reading a massive, localized disturbance being generated by the supercruiser. Analysis confirms that a gravitic warp has formed approximately eight hundred meters ahead of the ship. I'm reading a matter-antimatter reaction, but it's remarkably controlled. I can't explain this, but the warp contains a peripheral field of indeterminate particles that are apparently neutralizing the gravitic interference created by nearby objects, most notably the planet."


  He heard Merlin, but the words hardly registered. "What?"


  "Forget what I said. Just hit the brakes!"


  Even as Blair frantically throttled down, the comm channel erupted with the stricken voices of his squadron:


  "What the hell is that?" Maniac asked.


  "Don't know, but it's got me!" Gangsta said. "I'm fully lit and can't break free."


  "Commander? Commander?" Cheddarboy cried. "I'm being pulled in with her."


  "Oh my god," Bishop muttered. "Look at The Mongrels. They're breaking up! Oh, man. Now it has me."


  Blair riveted his gaze on the disk, his mouth opening as the


  Rapiers from Second Squadron spun, barrel rolled, or tumbled bow over stern, shedding pieces until they finally disintegrated. Radü of debris zippered back toward the disk's center, wiping the universe clean of the destruction, save for vines of lingering haze.


  "Jinxman? Get your people back to the Claw," Angel told Third Squadron's commander.


  "We were already falling back. That well has an antigraviton cloak that extends for about five hundred meters. Lost two in the fight, but the rest are accounted for. And we IDed those enemy pilots as Confederation officers. What the hell is going on here?"


  "Never mind that, just—" She broke off.


  Blair stiffened. "Angel?" He spotted her Rapier caught on the well's rim.


  "You're still in the clear, Blair. Hook up with Third Squadron. Don't… come… any…" Exertion robbed her words.


  "Wish you would've told us that sooner," Maniac interjected. "Thing's reeling me in."


  Now hovering high and behind the Olympus, Blair counted all seven of his comrades battling against the well's unfailing pull. Had it not been for Merlin's warning, he would be with them, though he would still experience the distinct horror of watching them die.


  "I'm gonna run out of fuel in a minute," Gangsta said.


  "I'm right behind you," Cheddarboy added, his voice cracking.


  "Tell you what? If this is it, then I'm going out like an officer," Maniac announced. "We all should. Set self-destruct for ten seconds."


  "Maybe he's right," Zarya said. "My afterburners are in the red, turbines starting to overheat."


  "Yeah, and if this well doesn't finish us first, the cruiser will mow us down anyway," Bishop said. "It's coming right at us."


  Blair closed his eyes and rocked in his seat, groping for a solution. He couldn't let them die. He couldn't let her die.


  It's coming right at us. Bishop had said that. The Olympus would not create and fly toward a gravity well unless it intended—


  "What are you doing?" Merlin asked as Blair advanced the throttle, ignited afterburners, and swooped down at the murky lake of darkness.


  "The Olympus is going to jump that well," Blair answered. "And so are we."


  "Even if we jump the well, they'll capture us on the other side."


  "No, they won't. You'll see. But first we have to pick up the others."


  "The others? It's too late for them."


  "Wrong again."


  "I can't watch," Merlin said, then blinked out.


  Two-handing the stick, Blair wrestled against the well and brought his fighter within ten meters of Angel's.


  His VDU crackled to life. "You're a fool," she said.


  Ignoring her, he engaged the retrieval tractor system and fired a beam at her Rapier. "You're locked on. Now listen up, people!" Blair regarded his radar scope, taking mental note of each Rapier's position relative to each other and to the well. "Gangsta? Fire a tractor at Cheddarboy, and Cheddarboy you latch on to Bishop."


  "Interesting plan, mate," Hunter said. "We'll embrace in death."


  "Do what he says," Angel shot back. "All of you. Link up. And Blair, can you do it?"


  He swallowed. "I think so."


  "What's he going to do?" Bishop asked. "And how the hell will linking help? We'll buy it anyway."


  Angel huffed. "Everyone except Bishop link up."


  "Uh, that's okay," Bishop said shakily. "I'm with you."


  Blair stared out across the string of jets, all facing away from the gravity well, every thruster burning brightly. Though he couldn't see the beams that joined their crafts, his tactical display revealed the emission lines. The chain looked good. "Okay. On my mark you will engage emergency flameout systems, bringing thrust down to zero."


  "At which time we get sucked in," Maniac said.


  "That's the plan," Blair retorted. "And if anyone wants to bail, do it now." He waited a moment, listening to the grinding of his thrusters as they began to superheat. "Okay. Ready now? Here it comes. Mark!"


  Like a string of holiday lights winking out, the squadron's thruster cones darkened—


  And Blair cut into a hard, starboard roll at ten degrees per second, dragging the other Rapiers behind his. The afterburner gauge rolled even higher into the red as he now faced a whirlpool of swirling haze traversed by hunks of rubble. The radar scope showed the supercruiser just one hundred and fifty meters behind them, but with an abrupt flash that fell over Blair's canopy, the Olympus's jump-drive engaged, and it blurred overhead to dematerialize into the well.


  "It jumped," Zarya said. "It created its own well and jumped it."


  "But we ain't going to be so lucky," Bishop predicted. "They probably had NAVCOM coordinates to negotiate this thing. We only got Blair's good intentions and his one-and-oh record."


  The well tightened its grip, and Blair anxiously reached out with his mind into the gravitic eddies. He had jumped the gravity well known as Scylla and had jumped the Charybdis Quasar, relying only on his Pilgrim senses to navigate. The well in front of him shouldn't be any different—


  But it was. As he drew closer, the Rapier shaking violently, he expected to see his mother since she, or more precisely, her essence, resided across the universe and passing through gravitic warps enabled him to experience her for a fleeting moment. He reached deeper into the well, squinting into his mind's eye, probing with every sense, with all he was, fighting for a glimpse of her face, a whisper, a warning, anything. He saw only a curved corridor representing a safe passage that looped through the well. Where are you, Mother? Have you left me forever?


  "Ten seconds to the well's Point of No Return," Merlin shouted as he reappeared with a shimmer and peeked through fingers covering his eyes.


  "Thought you couldn't watch this," Blair said, thumbing a button to engage the Rapier's jump drive.


  "Thought you could use some help."


  Blair closed his eyes and called off the first set of coordinates to his navigation computer.


  "Coordinates plotted," the computer responded.


  He rattled off the second set and heard the response, followed by the computer's warning about reaching .7 light speed, the well's PNR velocity.


  "I'd tell you that you're off course for the jump, but I know the reply," said Merlin. "I still do not understand how or why this distortion affects my CPU."


  "Save the mystery for another time," Blair shot back.


  An alarm blared rapidly, indicating an aft hull breach. Thankfully, the cockpit had not been compromised. Yet. He shut down the alarm, then checked the jump drive clock. Four seconds to jump. Three, two—


  The gravity well shucked itself off into a tableau so white that it seemed to absorb the Rapier, absorb Blair, absorb the others and lift them all into its silky arms. For an instant, the frailties of being human seemed meaningless. Blair felt as though he could be anyone and anywhere, do anything, join with every bit of matter down to the quantum level.


  Then it was dark, over, and he was just Blair, seated in his cockpit, enveloped by the familiar void tinged blue by Lethe's reflected light.


  "We're back?" Merlin asked.


  Blair heaved a sigh. "Wasn't sure that was possible. Now we know it is." He brought up Angel's private channel. "Commander?"


  "Blair," she acknowledged, gathering her breath. "You know, I was supposed to jump Charybdis with you, and I was kind of upset that I missed that. This puts it all into perspective. Question. Why aren't we on the other side of the well with the Olympus?"


  "We could've jumped there, but I figured they would just launch fighters and overtake us. So I looped us through the well and back onto our original vector."


  "But now we've lost them."


  "No. I marked their coordinates. I'll read them to my nav computer and upload to the data net."


  "Nice work, Blair."


  "It's Pilgrim."


  "Choose another call sign."


  "I won't. And I wish everyone would use it."


  "All right, I'll give that order, but you deal with the harassment—because you're asking for it." She resumed the steely tone of squadron commander. "Ladies? Disengage retrieval systems and sound off."


  6
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  Gerald shifted past the hatch and stormed into Paladin's quarters. He cocked his head, searching the dark living area, then found his target in a corner meagerly lit by a desk light.


  The commodore sat back in a chair, boots kicked up onto the work surface of his terminal. His gaze remained on the hard copy dossier resting on his lap, and Gerald spotted an old picture of Amity Aristee printed in the corner of the first page. "Good morning, Mr. Gerald. I expected you sooner."


  Gerald showed his teeth. "I was a little busy going over the casualty report. With all due respect, sir, I want answers. And I want them now."


  "The folks at Intell still have a bit more corroborating evidence to consider before I can deliver any definitive information."


  "That, sir, is horseshit, the same horseshit I had to feed my people during the first briefing." He finally had Paladin's attention.


  "Go ahead—classify and compartmentalize this," Gerald continued. "But my people have a right to know who killed their comrades. Morale is low. Rumors are running rampant—even among my command staff."


  "All right, then. I'll conduct a briefing for you and your department heads."


  Gerald recoiled a bit in surprise. "We'll need specifics, like exactly how that ship created and jumped a gravity well. We need to know what we're up against."


  "I'll tell you what we know so far," Paladin said resignedly.


  "One more request. For some odd reason I've been locked out of the satellite link to the Confed network. My shipboard records don't indicate which of my people are of Pilgrim ancestry. I assume you have access. I'd like that information uploaded to my personal account."


  Paladin smiled—or was it a sneer? "So the witch hunt begins…"


  "I have a right to any information that may compromise the safety of this ship and her crew. And it sounds to me that your department has already begun that hunt."


  "Not exactly. And for the record, there are only two people aboard of Pilgrim ancestry: myself and Lieutenant Christopher Blair."


  "Are you certain?"


  "I examined the records myself while en route. But there may still be Pilgrims aboard who have evaded our detection."


  "Has Admiral Tolwyn alerted the other line captains?"


  "No. Any Confederation officer or enlisted person is still protected under Confederation law. If we alerted the captains, I'm certain that the rights of those Pilgrims would be violated. At the least, those people would be rounded up and tossed in the brig. At the most, they'd be shot. Check your history. Read up on the plight of Japanese Americans during World War Two."


  "Permission to speak freely, sir?"


  "I thought you already were," Paladin said acidly. "But granted."


  "Sorry, sir, but my boots are firmly planted in the present. I can't trust you. Not until this is over. You may know this group and their tactics better than anyone aboard, but as far as I'm concerned, you're more dangerous than valuable."


  "I know you have an especial hatred for Pilgrims since your father's passing. And I'm sure that experience tells you that you can't let those feelings influence your judgment."


  "My father wasn't just killed by you people. He was tortured first, dismembered until he bled to death. My mother found him in the backyard. Not much left. Just a pile of meat. You won't find that in my psyche ops profile or the fact that there aren't any pictures of him in my mother's apartment. My sister and I can't even mention his name. So when you say I have an especial hatred for Pilgrims, you have no idea."


  "No, I guess I don't. But as I told you once before, we can't blame every citizen of Pilgrim ancestry for what a few individuals have done. Admittedly, it's fanatics like these that made me reject Pilgrim theology. You lost your father to them. So did I. Now, alert your people. We'll assemble in thirty minutes. And I'd like Lieutenant Blair there. We may need to address his heredity… and my own."


  Sitting on his bunk, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands, Blair thought about how he felt and realized that for once he was at a loss. Sure, he felt worn out from the jump and its accompanying adrenaline rush, and deeply saddened over the loss of Second Squadron, but something else gnawed at him. His spirit glided over a black expanse, and from that expanse rose a figure in a white robe whose face he could not see, but whose arms reached out to him. He had no idea what the feeling or vision— or whatever it was—meant. He only knew that it had come on suddenly during landing and persisted.


  He looked over at Maniac, clad in Skivvies and lying on his own rack. If Zarya could hear the music produced by Maniac's nostrils, her interest in him would definitely dwindle. Knowing Blair's luck, she probably had a fetish for men who snored loudly. He sighed, rose, then padded over to the latrine and stared at himself in the scored mirror. "You are one ugly bastard."


  "Though I hesitate to agree since I am, in fact, a part of you, I would ultimately have to endorse that assessment." Merlin stood on the shelf above Blair's bunk, hands folded over his chest, shoulders hidden by steel-gray hair that he had unloosed from its band.


  "Look who's talking. That a new hairstyle or a bug in your system?"


  "I remind you that my appearance was molded after one of your father's favorite teachers, a man named Jebiah Omans who taught a class that linked particle physics to Shakespeare. Now there's a blending of art and atoms—"


  "You never told me he taught that."


  "Oh, yes. Particles play a vital role in human behavior, and Shakespeare was an expert in that area. Some even acknowledge him as the first particle physicist."


  Blair gave the holograph a penetrating stare.


  Merlin's lips finally curled. "All right, Jebiah Omans was, in fact, one of your father's teachers and the inspiration for me, but he only taught physics."


  After a nod, Blair moved back to his bunk and plopped down. "No offense, but sometimes I wish my father had programmed you in his likeness. You've been with me since I was five, Merlin. But it just isn't the same."


  "Your father never told me why, but he insisted against an interface that resembled him. Maybe he thought it would be too painful for you or that I could never replace him. Maybe he wanted that separation. I'm your guardian, your advisor, and my chips contain your father's protein, but he was and will always be your father. Now I suggest you get dressed."


  "Why?"


  "Because Lieutenant Commander Deveraux is about—"


  The hatch bell sounded, and Merlin disappeared.


  "I'm not waiting, Lieutenant. Be at the wardroom in ten minutes for a briefing. Tell Maniac that I'll brief him and the rest of the squadron afterward."


  As he fumbled with his trousers, Blair glanced at Maniac, who remained dead to the world. "Ma'am, if you can wait another second, I'll head down with you."


  "Sorry, Christopher. She's already gone," Merlin said.


  He looked to the holograph. "Yeah, and I know why."


  "If you'd like my advice—"


  Blair lifted a finger. "We both know what happened the last time I took your advice on women."


  "But Christopher, I could have hardly known that she would be allergic to Italian food."


  "Yeah, but she ate it anyway to be polite. Thought maybe it wouldn't bother her for once. Wound up spending the whole night in the hospital because you went off on that Italian spiel, talking about the whole romance language thing, the food, and you talked me into it. Never again. I think of that date, and all I see is this poor girl with hives all over her face."


  "Fine. I won't help. I've made some observations of Lieutenant Commander Deveraux, but I'll keep them to myself." He tipped up his nose, snapped off.


  "Merlin? Wait. What observations?"


  The holograph would not activate. Blair checked his watch. Just as well. He had to get dressed.


  "Commander," Blair said as he approached Angel. She stood beside the wardroom's open hatch, her uniform crisp, makeup sparingly applied. It didn't take much to enhance her beauty; the gifts were already there.


  "You saved our lives today," she said softly. "I might just recommend you for more chicken guts."


  His cheeks warmed, and he nervously shifted his gaze to the wardroom, where he spotted a knot of five department heads arguing bitterly. "What's with them? And what am I doing here? This looks like a briefing for senior-level officers."


  "Commodore Taggart asked that you be present."


  "Paladin? He's here? Whey didn't he tell me?"


  "He's been busy. C'mon."


  As they entered, the department heads fell silent and gave Blair the once-over, their expressions betraying no prejudice but no thrill to see him either. He took a seat next to Angel in the front row of folding chairs, then glanced back at the familiar faces. Flight Boss Raznick and Deck Boss Peterson sat in the back row, muttering to each other. Representatives from ordnance, maintenance, technical, and damage control sat on the far left. The other five squadron commanders had taken seats directly behind Blair and Angel, and two of those men, Jinxman of the Third and Lightning of the Fourth, returned somber nods and kept silent. Jinxman had draped a blue beret over the empty seat next to his, the name ACHILLES emblazoned on a patch.


  During the next few minutes, Marine Corps Lieutenant Tori Andover and Sergeant Gulliver Cogan arrived with expressions that asked, Why are we here and not out kicking ass? Then the rest of the command staff filed into the room, including Lieutenant Commander Obutu. Blair liked the man and hoped that Gerald had recommend Obutu for a promotion to XO. Obutu had gone out of his way to make Blair feel comfortable during his first visit to the Claw's rec. He had even beaten Blair in a game of virtual dogfighting. When queried about his obvious piloting skills, Obutu responded that he "had a little experience." The mystery intrigued Blair.


  Paladin finally entered with a data slate in one hand while he used the other to tug at the color of his black Naval Intelligence uniform. The chatter died, and everyone snapped to their feet.


  "As you were." The commodore crossed to where Gerald stood before the assembled personnel.


  "Place your bets," Jinxman sang, leaning forward to whisper in Angel's ear. "I say we get five percent truth, ninety-five percent bullshit."


  Angel looked back, eyes brimming with reproof.


  "A few announcements before we begin," Gerald said. "At seventeen hundred hours there will be a memorial service in the chapel for Second Squadron and the others KIA. Tell your people to see Lieutenant Palladino in personnel if they'd like to make donations to the families. Replacements won't come any time soon, so I suggest that you make immediate recommendations for promotions and adjust your duty rosters to compensate. We've been here before, people. I'll expect those recommendations ASAP." He eyed Paladin. "I think most of us know the commodore, but for those who do not, this is Commodore James Taggart of Naval Intelligence, call sign Paladin. Admiral Tolwyn sent him to assist us. Commodore?" Gerald retreated a few steps, and Blair guessed that he was not the only officer who detected the bitterness in Gerald's tone.


  Paladin pulled once more at his collar, tightened his lips, then seemed to sum up the officers, deciding what he would and would not say. "Ladies and gentlemen, we're presently en route to coordinates that will place us between the Lafayette and Tamayo systems. We believe this is the jump target of the CS Olympus. Unfortunately, it will take us three days to get there, and she may be gone by the time we arrive. We can analyze gravitic residuum to approximate her next position, but that will only provide an estimate. I assure you, though, that we haven't lost her yet."


  "Commodore, are they Pilgrims?" Jinxman asked.


  He nodded. "They're being led by one of the most skilled line captains in the fleet." He went on to explain how Captain Amity Aristee had managed to take over the Olympus and how Admiral Tolwyn had sent out a task force to investigate. Then he added, "I've just learned that the remains, or more precisely, the remaining haze of that task force was discovered approximately twenty hours ago in the Enyo system. Those ships were destroyed by a gravity well. Eighteen hours ago, another haze was encountered near Vega, and we believe that it represents the remains of the Olympus's original battle group. We also suspect that at these coordinates she jettisoned remaining non-Pilgrim personnel, creating a limited but pure Pilgrim complement."


  "She's a fanatic and a mass murderer who's creating gravity wells and using them as weapons and jump points," Gerald chipped in, then cocked a brow at Paladin. "Would you elaborate on exactly how she's doing this?"


  "We believe she's in possession of a new generation of hopper drive that allows her to create space-time wells with a controlled matter-antimatter reaction. The well has a limited gravitic cloak verified by the pilots of this wing. But she can still manipulate the well's position and take out ships within five hundred meters."


  "How did she obtain this technology? Better yet, how did she hide it from Confederation Intelligence?" Gerald asked.


  "This isn't something that happens in a day, or a week, or a year. The Confederation legally recognizes three Pilgrim systems and five colonial enclaves. We routinely inspect them to be sure they're not developing technology or engaging in renewed military activity that could threaten us. For years we've had no trouble with them because those most devoted obey the edict that Pilgrims should no longer travel through space or engage in any other activities reliant on technology. They do this as penance for their loss in the war. In fact, when the Kilrathi war began, they insisted on remaining neutral and presently maintain that status."


  "That's an informative history lesson," Gerald said impatiently. "But I'm not sure it answers the question, sir."


  "Indulge me," Paladin said, more a threat than a request. "You see, it's not those Pilgrims who pose the threat but a more radical sect whose ancestors assimilated back into Confederation society. These Pilgrims are members of our own military. They've abandoned their edicts in favor of a new order: destroy Earth, dismantle the Confederation, reclaim what is theirs. Irony is, the Confederation taught them how to do it. We believe that research and development of this new hopper drive has been going on for ten, possibly twenty years, with construction occurring within the last four. Alarmists call it a Pilgrim conspiracy, and maybe that's what it is, but these radicals have taken advantage of those neutral systems and enclaves. We've already discovered evidence of their research in all of them. Seems they threatened those Pilgrims with force, bribed Confederation inspectors or had them replaced with Pilgrims or others sympathetic to their cause, and operated without our knowledge. The Kilrathi war still provides them with a convenient diversion and a possible ally. Admiral Bill Wilson managed to conspire with the cats."


  "Sir, you said that Aristee hopes to destroy Earth, dismantle the Confederation, and take back what belongs to the Pilgrims," Angel said. "How does she intend to do that with just one super-cruiser? Why isn't she building a fleet?"


  "We don't know. On the outset, her plan seems reckless. But she's a brilliant woman, not be underestimated. She's choosing her targets carefully in order to recruit Confed Navy personnel of Pilgrim ancestry. Maybe she'll begin building a fleet—or maybe the Kilrathi already have one waiting for her."


  "I find it highly unlikely that she has access to shipbuilding facilities, unless you're about to tell me that the Trojan Yards and others now belong to the Pilgrims," Gerald said. "She may be working with the Kilrathi. That seems more reasonable."


  "And now she's gathering people to crew those Kilrathi ships?" Angel asked. "Why doesn't she simply defect to the Kilrathi, strike a deal, and have the cats do her dirty work the same way Admiral Wilson did?"


  "Yeah, but his deal with the Kilrathi went south," Jinxman reminded. "Maybe the cats won't bargain anymore."


  Paladin nodded in understanding. "We should continue to speculate on her plans, and I encourage your input on the matter in person or through the data net. But our mission now is to stop her and recover that ship, and we've been authorized to use whatever means necessary to accomplish those goals. Questions?"


  "Sir, we're talking about a possible Pilgrim conspiracy," Marine Lieutenant Andover asked. "How will security handle this?"


  "I'll post details of what's being done on the fleet level as soon as I'm notified. As far as the Claw is concerned, it's business as usual."


  Even Blair had to frown at that.


  "But there could be Pilgrim saboteurs aboard this ship," Andover challenged. "And no offense, sir, but rumor has it that you're a Pilgrim yourself."


  "You're out of line," Gerald said, glowering at the Marine.


  "No, she's just curious," Paladin corrected. "Yes, I descend from


  Pilgrims. In fact, I could be a saboteur. If it makes you feel more comfortable to place me under guard, then by all means do so. However, I should mention that your skipper's had people watching me since the moment I hit the flight deck." He shot Gerald a black smile. "I won't attempt to prove my loyalty in this room. But let's get out there, then I'll show you whose side I'm on. Deal?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "I'm also a Pilgrim," Blair said, launching to his feet. He turned to face the others. "You can place me under guard as well."


  "Sit down, Lieutenant," Gerald ordered. "Most of us are already aware of your heritage."


  Blair complied as Angel quickly added, "Lieutenant Blair single-handedly saved our entire squadron today. I respectfully suggest that anyone who needs more proof should first submit to a psyche ops evaluation."


  "All right, enough," snapped Gerald. "The last thing we want to do is create an atmosphere of paranoia. Just keep your people informed and do your jobs. Dismissed."


  As the group dispersed, Blair sensed that no one had really been satisfied by the briefing, that it had probably created more questions than it had answered. However, one question remained that Paladin could answer. Blair hurried to catch the commodore, who had exchanged a few words with Gerald and now moved to the hatch. "Sir?"


  "Hello again, Lieutenant. We seem to keep running into each other during times of crisis. Who's got the bad luck? You or me?"


  Blair flashed a smile. "As a junior officer, I assume responsibility for the bad luck, sir."


  "As you should," he said with mock seriousness. "And we should make this brief to avoid more rumors."


  "I can deal with that. Guess if I wasn't a Pilgrim, I'd be suspicious, too. Admiral Tolwyn told me that the wounds of civil war run deep. He was right."


  "He usually is. Well, you look good, Mr. Blair. And it's a pleasure to see you again. Now, if you'll excuse me—"


  "Sir, I have to ask. Do they know about you and Amity?"


  He paused, his eyes growing reflective. "The admiral does. Probably why he wants me on this. Sometimes you can fall in love with someone and never really know them. But her? I really thought I knew her."


  Blair watched him go, taking with him memories so vivid that he probably lived more in them now than anywhere else. Those memories had taken up residence in his shadow, in his heart, in his dreams. Blair worried for the man and wished there was more he could do.


  "Are you going to stand there all morning? Or are you going to have breakfast with me?"


  He turned, his heart missing a beat as he stared at Angel, alone and beaming at him. "Yes, ma'am."


  "That's very good, Lieutenant. You're learning."


  "I'm a quick study," he said, raising his brows.


  She shuffled past him. "There's a lot to learn."


  7
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  William Santyana swore at the two Pilgrim Marine guards who had escorted him from the flight deck to his quarters, then he slammed the hatch in their faces. He entered the main living area and threw his helmet at the viewport. It bounced off the Plexi and hit the floor with a clang that sent Lacey running into the room. "Daddy?" The three-year-old looked at the helmet. "Why'd you throw that?"


  "Daddy's just mad, honey. That's all."


  "Will?" Pris appeared in the narrow corridor that led to the bedroom. She wore a white robe made of a fabric that resembled silk, though it lacked the luster. Pictorial symbols Santyana recognized as Pilgrim "storicals" had been stitched into the hem, sleeves, and collar of the robe, forming an ornate, multicolored border. The storicals told stories about the first Pilgrims and had been modeled after Egyptian hieroglyphs. "Well, they finally got us some clothes," Pris said.


  Only then did he realize that Lacey wore an identical robe that perfectly fit her tiny frame. He hunkered down to the little girl. "Do you like that robe?"


  She nodded. "The nice lady gave it to me."


  "Well, you'll have to take it off." He looked to Pris. "And you, too."


  "But we don't have any other clean clothes. Unless you'd like your daughter to run around naked. They gave us these robes, we'll wear them. You will, too. Besides, the woman who dropped them off said they're made of ko'a'ka; it's supposed to have a calming effect on the central nervous system. I do feel more at peace now."


  "That's funny, considering the war this bitch is waging."


  Pris tipped her head toward Lacey. "Watch your language."


  He exhaled loudly, stood, and massaged his temples. "She made me fly against Confederation fighters. They lost an entire squadron when we jumped."


  "You told me."


  "And now she's got me flying patrols."


  "You told me that, too." She came to him, buried her head in his shoulder. "Stop thinking about it. Just do what she says. Please, Will. For Lacey's sake. We can deal with this. We can. I'm starting to understand these people."


  He gripped her shoulders, shifted her back. "How?"


  "They took us to a meeting today."


  Chills fanned across his shoulders. "What kind of meeting?"


  "They called it a con-crit session. Five or six of them were there. I think they were civilians; I'm not sure. It wasn't weird or cultic or anything. Just a distorted history class, biased to be sure, but interesting in that they really go to extremes to illustrate Confederation atrocities. They put on this little play. Actually, they're really good actors. Told the story of the Peron Massacre, the exodus to McDaniel's World, and their exile after the alliance fell. They said today is the Holy Day of Acclivity. And did you know that some of their ancestors used to live on ring stations? The ones who lived closest to the hull had trouble having children. The embryos had mutated and weren't allowed to come to term. They called it Space Syndrome Mutation. Did you know that it was from those mutations that their powers of navigation emerged?"


  "I know all about the reports and the book of Ivar Chu McDaniel," he answered disgustedly. "He's the fanatic who started all of this. Probably bought it in some gravity well, but now he's a deity. My parents made me memorize the story. He headed out to the Sirius system with twelve hundred followers and was translated directly to a higher plane of existence. He directs us from there. What a crock."


  "It's not any more far-fetched than some of the stories you'll find in the Bible."


  "You're defending them?"


  "No, I just think that if we're stuck here, we might as well get to know our enemy. And maybe they're not really the enemy. They're just misguided. And, when it comes down to it, they're who you are."


  He crossed to the narrow, thinly padded sofa and collapsed on it. "They kill six million people—and they're just misguided} Wait a minute. I get it now. You want to know more about them because you think you'll learn more about me. Well, you won't. I'm not them. I'm a retired Confederation officer who just happened to be born into the wrong family."


  She stood over him, lip twisted in anger. "Maybe I wouldn't be so curious if you talked about it. But you won't. We've been together for more than five years and I hardly know anything about your past. It's not fair."


  "Mommy? Can you play with me?"


  Pris's expression softened as she regarded Lacey. "Okay, honey. We'll play that game on the terminal." She took Lacey's hand and led her toward the bedroom, their robes fluttering behind them.


  Santyana closed his eyes. His imagination swept him into visions of Pris and Lacey being drugged or cerebrally altered by the Pilgrims, being turned into stereotypical cultists blind to the injustices and atrocities committed by their "broturs" and "sos-turs." Yes, they would become Sostur Pris, Sostur Lacey, and Brotur William, and they would subscribe to the notion that Terrans had plundered known space and needed to be eradicated.


  They would pad around in their robes, drink and eat the Pilgrims' "sanctified" offerings, and fall blithely to their deaths in an act of spiritual servitude. He shivered off the thought, then imagined himself taking his Rapier head on toward the Olym-pus's bridge. Amity Aristee would stone up in horror as his neutron cannon belched out a lethal spray a second before he tore through the command and control center. His funeral pyre would consume them all. But even if Aristee died, she might have standing orders to have Pris and Lacey killed. There had to be another way out. But they kept him so closely guarded. He needed a plan to smuggle his family off of the ship.


  If he only had an ally. There had to be someone aboard whose loyalty faltered. Yes, that was it. Instead of ignoring the rest of his squadron, he would talk to them, probe for weakness, exploit it, and win a soul or two to his side. They were Pilgrims, but they suffered the same frailties as humans. He would play on their guilt, on their instinct toward self-preservation, and even on their egos. How many others had families they might never see again? How many others questioned Aristee's actions? How many others were motivated by fear instead of duty? How many others saw no future in serving a renegade? Santyana swore he would find out.


  "Talk to me, Brotur Hawthorne," Aristee said, staring at the comm monitor.


  Hawthorne, the Olympus's forty-five-year-old hopper drive control officer, gazed back at her, his woolly hair gone awry, his unshaven face drawn up in a look of sheer frustration. "We're still having containment problems, ma'am."


  "How much longer?"


  "We've been working on it around the clock. I can't give you an accurate estimate."


  Her jaw stiffened. "Let me spell it out for you. If we don't jump by oh-seven-thirty tomorrow, the Tiger Claw, Oregon, and Mitchell Hammock will arrive. Don't underestimate their ability to track us."


  "I'm not. We're doing everything we can. At least modifications to the drive are proceeding as scheduled. We should be able to extend the gravitic cloak from five hundred meters to at least thirteen kilometers, as you ordered. However, a cloak that size will pull in many more objects than usual, and I'm not sure how well the drive's AI will compensate for the increased number of distortions. We'll have to test it, and we'll need Frotur McDaniel's help."


  "As long as we keep moving, we'll have time for that. Continue updating me hourly."


  "Yes, ma'am."


  "Was that my name I heard?"


  Aristee turned away from the starboard observation station to meet gazes with Frotur Johan McDaniel, the last living descendant of Ivar Chu McDaniel. The frotur's hazel eyes seemed to light up his surroundings, and they took no exception with the bridge. Attired now in his ko'a'ka robe and sandals, he resembled a pool-bound vacationer who had taken a very wrong turn. But when the next hour chimed, every soul aboard would shed the old Confederation skins of slavery and don the ceremonial garments of a new age. And the timing could not be better: this was the Pilgrim Holy Day of Acclivity, the day that marked Ivar Chu's rise to become one with the space-time continuum. Some argued that he resided on an even higher plane incomprehensible to mortal minds. Aristee had always leaned more toward pragmatic explanations, toward theology born of science, toward a blurring of those lines. She smiled now at the frotur with a deep, heartfelt reverence, with a love that transcended anything she had ever felt for her parents—both traitors to the Pilgrim cause. "Brotur Hawthorne says he might need your assistance with the hopper drive."


  "I'm a visionary, a navigator, and a compass—but I'm still eighty-one years old. I wish these youngsters would remember that. I feel as though everyone aboard needs my help. But I'm not bitter. Just tired. I'm not used to this kind of excitement."


  "These are exciting days. I'm not sure if they'll ever live up to my dreams, but if nothing else, we will make a statement that humanity will never forget."


  "We won't survive this."


  "Of course not. And we'll never be able to spare every Pilgrim life. This new rebellion requires our sacrifice. I'm not resigned to that. I welcome it."


  "Destroying Earth won't bring an end to the Confederation," he pointed out somberly.


  "No, but it will demonstrate our power and renew our people. They won't hide anymore behind post-war edicts that are no longer valid. We'll head to McDaniel's World, continue staffing this ship, and take aboard as many as we can. Then we'll head to Aloysius. I have friends waiting for us there with supplies and more personnel."


  "We shouldn't go to McDaniel. It's not safe."


  She took his hand in her own. "Frotur, what's wrong?"


  He lowered his gaze, thought a moment, then nodded. "I've grown quite fond of you. I don't want to lose you just yet. It's in your nature to listen to the crackling of that flame that burns so hotly inside you. I did the same. But if you want to bring our people home to a free universe, you have to live long enough to create that symbol of our power. I know why you want to go to McDaniel. You want the protur's blessing for what you're doing so that when you make the ultimate sacrifice, you'll assure your place in the continuum."


  Amity had known the frotur all of her life. Her parents had been friends with him until they had turned their backs during the war. When they had been killed for their treason against the alliance, the frotur had made sure that Amity was placed in the loving care of foster parents who had raised her under Confederation colors and had attempted to instill in her Confederation ideals. But frequent visits from the frotur had kept her Pilgrim roots thriving. Even when she had first joined the Confederation Navy, she had done so with the dream of one day liberating her people. And all of these years later, the dream was finally unfolding. She had not hidden her dream from the frotur, nor could she hide anything else. He always saw what lay in her heart.


  "I'll ask for his blessing," she told him. "And he'll give it."


  "Or what? He'll die?"


  She huffed and turned toward the viewport. Starlines wove baroque patterns as the supercruiser cut through space, but she barely saw them. She saw the protur come down from his altar, lower his hood, and condemn everything for which she stood. "I'll ask for his blessing. I need it. It'll be another symbol for our people."


  "I don't believe he'll give it. He's been influenced by too many who fought in the old war. That blood is still fresh on their hands. They don't want another." He approached from behind, slid an arm over her shoulders. "Dear Amity, I wish my blessing could be enough. But I've always been a rebel, and despite my name, my blessing hardly constitutes a symbol. I'm the trouble-making McDaniel. The blasphemer. The last. Hallelujah."


  He had drawn her smile, though she still felt very young, very vulnerable, and charged with the desire to get that blessing— though there existed more than one way to get it. "I'm sorry, fro-tur. As dangerous as it may be, I have to go to McDaniel. I have to try. I should've gone there first and gotten his blessing before any of this began. But Wilson's failure came so quickly. And we desperately needed those people from Mylon and Lethe. There just wasn't time."


  "In this existence, there never is enough time. Oh, how I look forward to life in the continuum. It'll be my revenge for all of those lost hours. Come now. Let's get something to eat. The Sos-turs of Promise have prepared a feast in the officer's dining room."


  "I'm not hungry," Amity said. "But I'll come anyway."


  Commodore Richard Bellegarde bit his lower lip as he watched four squadrons of the Concordia's fighters and a squadron of Broadsword bombers soar away from the ship, vectoring toward the Sivar-class dreadnought and three Fralthi-class cruisers at coordinates just two kilometers ahead. The Concordia had jumped into the Ymir system forty minutes ago to assist the CS Beacontree, a Bengal-class strike carrier that had been closest to the trouble zone. Tolwyn had sent the Beacontree to Ymir with orders to simply stall the Kilrathi until the Concordia and her battle group jumped in. Odd thing was, the Beacontree had arrived nearly twenty-four hours ago, and the Kilrathi had yet to make a move. They hovered between the third and fourth planets of the system, on the periphery of an asteroid belt. And they had remained there since their own arrival, over thirty-six hours ago.


  "Now we blow them back to Sivar," Tolwyn said, beating a fist into a palm. He stood, gave a cursory glance of the wide bridge, then joined Bellegarde near the viewport. "They ought to bloody well know the penalty for trespassing."


  "Either way, we'll teach it to them," Bellegarde added.


  "Any news from Nephele?"


  "Not since the last report. The Bedford Falls and the Trical-iber should be able to hold their own. But like these cats, the Kilrathi in that system are just sniffing around."


  "Here's what I think, Richard. The emperor learned of the attack on Mylon. Of course he also lost a couple of destroyers out near K'n'Rek to the Olympus. So now he's thinking that Pilgrims are responsible, since Mylon is Confederation territory. He sends out two battle groups to attack Ymir and Nephele, but then he realizes that if he starts these two battles, he'll have to finish them. And I think he lacks the resources to do that. So he gets cold feet. Sends them in here anyway to gather what intelligence they can and deploy cloaked spy satellites. Now, if you mark my words, reports will come in from our fighters that the Kilrathi are in retreat, headed toward the jump point." Tolwyn craned his neck and looked to the radar station. "Mr. Abrams?"


  "Our fighters are still pursuing the battle group, sir. The Kilrathi have altered course. Looks they're headed to the jump point."


  Bellegarde shook his head in mild astonishment. "When will you teach me that trick?"


  "It's no trick. Just think like a pack hunter. Now if our squadrons continue to pursue, they could be ambushed by one, perhaps two destroyers that broke off from the main battle group. Mr. Wilks? Give the order for recall."


  The comm officer nodded. "All fighters return to base, aye-aye, sir."


  "You see, Richard, despite the emperor's cold feet, he wants us to know that he has these battle groups within jump range. Call it posturing, but it does humble the more keen strategist."


  "Do you think he knows about the Olympus}"


  "Yes, and if I know the Kilrathi, the battle group commander whose ships were lost has sworn an oath to find her—"


  "Which makes this even more precarious."


  Tolwyn gave a sober nod. "If the Kilrathi find the Olympus before we do, then pray that they annihilate her. If they recover that hopper drive, well…"


  "This new war against the Pilgrims is more about that drive than about ideology. I'd like to know more about this drive and our knowledge of its inception."


  "Sorry, Richard. This one's compartmentalized. Orders came down directly from the space marshal. I've told you all that I can. But I am working on something of my own. When I can tell you more, I will."


  "Admiral? Data relay coming in from a drone dispatched in the Tartarus system," Comm Officer Wilks reported. "It's from the Tiger Claw."


  "Decrypt and transfer to my station," Tolwyn said, then hurried to his command chair.


  Bellegarde swung the admiral's small data screen up and into place, then shifted for a look himself. The text-only report detailed the Claw's encounter with the Olympus at Lethe. Belle-garde muttered a "whoa" as he scanned the casualty list. Then, in the final summary, a familiar name jumped out at him, and even the admiral tapped his finger on the letters.


  "Well, well, well. Young Lieutenant Blair is back at it again," Tolwyn said. "I'd almost forgotten there was another Pilgrim on board the Claw. It seems that young man saved his squadron and discovered the Olympus's jump target."


  "I know how you feel about him, sir. And about his father. But we are talking about Pilgrims here."


  "Honestly, Richard, he's not the one I'm worried about…"


  8
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  After making four jumps and traveling for three standard days, Admiral Vukar nar Caxki's patience had worn as thin as the kaschee ceremonial scarf coiled around his neck. He emitted a steady growl as he contemplated the image pouring in through the forward viewport. The Confederation world known as Lethe shimmered like the great blue eye on the Caxki clan's temple. Scanners had already detected clouds of debris from Rapier starfighters, clearly indicating that a battle had occurred in the system not too long ago—but a battle between that supercruiser and who? Probably Confederation forces trying to stop it, and Vukar prayed to Sivar that they had not succeeded in capturing or destroying her.


  "Kalralahr, we're picking up more debris at coordinates five-six-two by eight-two-one," Tactical Officer Makorshk said, sitting at his station directly behind Vukar's command chair. "The debris is paniculate—evidence of another gravity well. Analysis in progress. As expected, it's the remains of more Confederation Rapiers. It appears that no ships larger than their standard utility fighters were destroyed here. I believe the supercruiser made another jump. Gravitic residuum analysis in progress, but it will take some time, my Kalralahr."


  "What about ion emissions?" Vukar asked.


  Makorshk studied data on a convex display, his snout cast in an emerald flicker. "Sivar smiles on us. Another day or so, and all traces would have vanished. A strike carrier and two destroyers operated here within the last fifty imperial hours, though that is the computer's best estimate. Scan also detects emissions from a supercruiser. Identification positive. Emissions match the ship our destroyers encountered near K'n'Rek."


  "Alert me as soon as you have its jump target plotted. I'll be in my ready room."


  Makorshk grunted his acknowledgment.


  Once inside his small sanctuary, Vukar advanced to the tiny shrine at the rear bulkhead. The six sivistian candles that burned in a circle around the meter-high statue of Sivar were now little more than stumps, their light shying off into reflective puddles of wax. Sivar's coppery countenance held a permanent glower, and Vukar closed his eyes and knelt before the war god. "The honor is always yours, Sivar. I find my strength in you. But I am tired now. And my quest seems foolhardy. The blood frenzy throbs within me, but I sense it will all be for naught. I sense I'm but a lowborn in a universe that cares little for me, for us, for our people's actions. Will we really be remembered? Or are we merely victims of the petty games between clans, empires, species? Show me the way, Sivar, and I will follow. I pledge my bones and blood to you. Make me worthy to accept your blessing, to receive your strength, to act according to your wisdom." Vukar stood, went to his meditation chair, and collapsed into it. He swiveled to the comm terminal, touched a key, and replayed the conversation he had had with Satorshck nar Caxki. Before leaving for the K'n'Rek system, Vukar had contacted the leader of Caxki clan to report the emperor's wishes.


  "That's very interesting, Vukar. Very interesting indeed," Satorshck had said upon learning of the emperor's plan to send battle groups to Ymir and Nephele. "He's simply placating the clan leaders but failing to truly act, as we suspected. The Caxki may have been the first of the noble clans to join the emperor's new imperial alliance, but we may also be the first to secede. If you find and capture that supercruiser and its new drive system, understand that it will be the property of the Caxki clan. You will not, under any circumstances, turn it over to the emperor. Do this for the hrai, Vukar, and you will reap the rewards."


  "I understand, but if I fail to obey the emperor's orders, the prince will make a challenge."


  "And you will accept that challenge," Satorshck said vehemently. "And if so, you will die for the hrai, for the greatest noble clan Kilrah has ever seen."


  "As you wish."


  Vukar switched off the recording, then leaned back and stroked his whiskers in thought. Better to toil over what to do with the hopper drive after he had it. For now, he would patch the tear in his loyalty with a newfound desire to recover that ship—not for the emperor or his clan, but for the courageous warriors who had lost their lives under his command.


  The terminal beeped. "Kalralahr?"


  "You have the coordinates?" Vukar asked as he hit the vid display and Makorshk appeared on the screen.


  "We do. Estimates, of course. They put the supercruiser between the Lafayette and Tamayo systems."


  Vukar stood. "Sound the pre-jump alarm. Plot best course to those coordinates."


  "Course already plotted, my Kalralahr. I'm afraid it will take two-point-seven-five standard days to get there, providing we do not meet any resistance at the jump points. We'll have to jump at Montrose and Lafayette, both well-guarded Confederation systems. Also, I should remind you that those coordinates will place us well away from jump points and deep within Day Quadrant. That will be dangerous, but what troubles me even more is why the supercruiser would venture there in the fist place, unless it is rendezvousing with another ship."


  "That may be the case. Perhaps they're taking on supplies."


  "Or perhaps they require a position well away from gravitic interference. Perhaps they're testing their hopper drive."


  Vukar lowered his thick brow. "Testing it? I believe it functions properly. Over two hundred Kilrathi souls will testify to that."


  "Yes, but earlier I said that they could use the drive as a planet killer. Since then I've been analyzing the data and discovered that I was wrong. That drive's gravitic cloak extends for about five hundred meters and funnels down about three hundred meters. A gravity well that small would have to be placed within a planet's atmosphere to consume matter, and the supercruiser cannot operate within most atmospheres."


  "Then maybe it's not as dangerous as we first thought."


  "But Kalralahr, consider this: If the gravity well created by the drive could be made larger, then it could be placed beyond a planet's atmosphere and still pull it in. Imagine that supercruiser jumping into orbit around Kilrah. We surround it. There is no chance it can fire a planetary torpedo and cause damage. But, without warning, it activates its hopper drive, and the resulting gravity well instantaneously pulls in every ship and our home-world. It all happens much more quickly and efficiently than a conventional attack. The supercruiser jumps the well while everything behind it is ripped out of existence."


  "All the more reason to find that ship." Vukar pawed off the terminal and left the room, stepping back onto the bridge, where Makorshk regarded him with a quick bow of the head.


  "Stations report pre-jump readiness," Comm Officer Ta'kar'-ki said, switching off the gonging alarm. "PNR velocity for Tartarus jump point achieved."


  "Engage jump-drive," Vukar said to the helmsman, Yil'schk. "This, I sense, will be a long hunt…"


  Blair jerked awake as the high-pitched alarm for general quarters sounded. He stared at the overhead of his quarters for a second, then checked his watch: 0730 hours standard time, eighty-third day of the year. Damn, he'd forgotten what the time and date meant.


  "Somebody burned breakfast," Maniac said through a yawn. He rolled over and covered his head with a pillow.


  "It's jump day. We're still tailing that supercruiser, remember?"


  Maniac didn't answer. Blair rolled quickly out of his cot, and cussed as his bare feet connected with a glacier that looked remarkably like durasteel. "Maniac? Wake up."


  "Maniac who?"


  "Five minutes to stations or that'll be two more demerits. I can afford 'em. You can't. You're lucky that you're still on the roster after your little torpedo maneuver."


  "I'll always be on the roster," Maniac said, removing the pillow. "It's supply and demand, Ace. And speaking of demand, my sore muscles demand that I stay right here. Tell your sweetheart I'm sick."


  Blair hustled to his locker, withdrew a clean uniform and Skivvies. "She's not my sweetheart."


  "I know, loser. The reg against fraternizing is the first one I break." Maniac worked himself a little deeper into his mattress, and Blair knew very well why the pilot had so much trouble waking up. Maniac had been up until the wee hours, tripping the light fantastic with Zarya in the rec. She had been teaching him an old-fashioned dance called "swing" that had him literally swinging her through the air as though she were a drum majorette's baton. The music, Blair had to admit, thrummed with an infectious rhythm punctuated by lively saxophone and guitar improvisations. The lyrics focused mainly on the dance itself, with allusions to something called "jive" and references to people as "cats." That seemed ironic to Blair, but Zarya had assured him it was all part of the fun.


  After dressing quickly, tossing some warm water over his face, and wetting down his short locks, Blair looked once more at his pathetic bunkmate, then hurried out.


  With thirty seconds to spare, Blair made it to the flight wing ready room and strapped into a jumpseat between Hunter and Bishop. Pilots lined the walls, chatting with each other or staring straight ahead, sleeping with their eyes open. The six squadron commanders entered from a hatch that led to the flight control room. They eyed the rows, taking silent attendance. Blair glanced at the empty seat that belonged to Maniac. Zarya sat beside the seat, her gaze focused on the entrance in anticipation of Maniac's arrival.


  "Lieutenant Marshall?" Angel asked, inspecting the room to be sure she hadn't missed him.


  "Uh, he's sick, ma'am," Blair said. "I think he was going to see a medic and strap in down there."


  She managed to restrain most of her sneer and the rage that lay behind it. "I hope you're right," she said, then hastened to the data net terminal beside the main hatch.


  Blair looked to Zarya, who mouthed, "Where is he?"


  Closing his eyes, Blair tilted his head to one side to show her. When he looked up, he saw Zarya swearing to herself.


  After another moment, Angel returned from the terminal, her gaze like a flamethrower. "Lieutenant Marshall is not in sickbay. And if he's in his quarters, he's not answering my call. Any ideas, Lieutenant?"


  Blair shrugged.


  "I wouldn't find him dancing in the rec, would I?"


  He stifled a snort. "I doubt that, ma'am."


  Her exaggerated sigh said it all. She turned back to confer with Jinxman and Lightning, and for a moment the ready room's lights caught her at the perfect angle. Why did he keep seeing her in the light like this? Why did she have to be so damned beautiful?


  Three days ago they had eaten breakfast together. They had drawn the stares of a few officers stuffing their faces, but she had been unfazed by that. The stares had bothered him more, and for some reason he couldn't get past the notion that he should keep his distance, that when she leaned over her food to say something, bringing her lips so close that it made him dizzy, he should keep his torso rigid. Twice he had even recoiled from her advance. They had chatted about the war, about news from Earth, about a new film showing in one of the vidrooms on Deck C. While her words came out naturally, gracefully, his dialogue felt forced, ragged, shaken by nerves and thoughts of rejection.


  Anyone else would have probably asked her to come back to his quarters. Anyone else would have made love to her as though it were his last time. But Blair felt pinned under his insecurities, and when the breakfast was over, she headed back to her quarters and he sat there for an hour, damning his ineptitude. For the next two days he saw her only during training sessions. He had ghosted his way around the flight deck, hoping to bump into her, but instead bumped into Deck Boss Peterson—literally. The man ordered him off the deck. And so it went.


  Then, last night, he had spotted her sitting alone in a far corner of the rec, watching Maniac and Zarya dancing. Tentatively, he had approached and had asked if he could join her. Her smile had been a perfect reply, and he had bought her next drink, an expensive beer produced by a boutique brewery on Nephele. She had never tasted it before, had said it was great, and had thanked him with a salacious look that continued flashing through his mind's eye. For the rest of the time they had just sat there, rapping idly about more trivialities until she had finished her glass, bid him good-night, and suddenly left.


  Seeing her go, Maniac had looked to Blair, and his mouth had formed a single word: "loser."


  Blair blinked off the memory as Maniac now scampered into the ready room, ducked by the squadron commanders, then slammed himself into his jumpseat. Zarya helped him buckle in as Lieutenant Commander Obutu rattled off the final countdown from command and control, each number booming through the ship.


  The squadron commanders took their own seats, and Angel set her crosshairs on Maniac. At least the pilot knew better than to find her gaze.


  Bulkheads groaned, overheads rattled, and lights flickered as the Claw's jump drive came on line. Blair had grown quite used to the shipboard effects of jumping, especially those associated with jumping known rifts in the space-time continuum. Jumping quasars, pulsars, black holes, and other unpredictable phenomena would always keep him on edge. But this standard jump freed him to focus on other things, other people, most particularly his mother. He hoped she would come to him and explain why she had not appeared during his jump of the supercruiser's gravity-well. He would demand that she explain the voice in his ears, the caress on his cheeks, the figure who had risen to beckon him from the plain of darkness.


  Even as he turned his thoughts to her, the pilots' murmuring decrescendoed into nothingness. The straps of his jumpseat and the tug of his uniform surrendered to a feeling of numbness. He no longer detected the smell of detergent that lingered on everyone's uniforms, and his mouth lacked the aftertaste of last night's beer. He looked across the room at the other pilots frozen in mid-sentence, then he darted through them and into the cosmos as though strapped to a runaway drive. He orbited Earth several thousand times, slingshotted around Sol, then rocketed out of the Milky Way, heading deeper into the local group, toward Andromeda and its companion galaxies. And as he traveled, he glimpsed his mother for a moment. She looked repeatedly over her shoulder as she ran through a seemingly endless corridor of star clusters.


  "Mother!"


  "Don't come, Blair." She dissolved into the stars.


  He willed himself after her, moved in front, and she came to a jarring halt, out of breath and beaded with sweat. The lines spreading out from her eyes had deepened since the last time he had seen her, and the color of those eyes seemed to fluctuate with the beating of her heart, sometimes green, sometimes blue, sometimes a color he could only describe as sad.


  "What's wrong?"


  "I want so badly to talk to you, my son. But I can't."


  "Why?"


  "Because if I change your path, I change the paths of countless others, including my own. I can do nothing for you."


  "Just tell me about—"


  "The voice? The caress? The figure?"


  He took her shoulders into his hands, and he felt her warmth surge up his arms. "Tell me! There's no pain in knowing. The pain is my ignorance."


  "Doesn't it bother you that some of us have murdered billions over the years?"


  "Of course it does. It makes me question even more who and what I am."


  "Don't ask that question. And don't go looking for the answer. Oh, Christopher. I didn't want to leave you—I didn't. Know that, at least."


  "What about the voice? The hand I felt on my cheek?"


  "Beware them," she said, then repeated the words until they blurred into gibberish, became a tone that rose in pitch until he screamed for it to leave.


  It did.


  His chin rested on his chest. He panted as though he had just run a dozen kilometers.


  "You got to lay off that beer, mate," came a familiar voice. "Hard to really tell what they put in that microbrew. Better you fix yourself right with a nice oil can of Foster's. Over six centuries of tradition. You'll learn."


  Blair looked up, saw Hunter unbuckling from his jumpseat harness. Some of the other pilots were already on their feet, and a casually dressed man beamed at him from the hatchway. A harder look revealed him as Paladin, hair still wet from a recent shower, cheeks freshly shaven. For his part, the man made no remark of Blair's particularly rough post-jump appearance and came quickly forward. "Mr. Blair. It seems that the Olympus has already jumped. We can get a rough estimate of her destination from the Claw's sensors, but I think you and I can do a more accurate job. Care to take a ride?"


  Within five minutes Paladin had the Diligent preflighted. The first time Blair had seen the merchantman, he had thought that she resembled a twenty-five-meter-long Ping-Pong paddle. His appraisal had not changed, but his affection for the vessel had deepened. Though no visual thrill, the old girl had, according to Paladin, never failed him. He sat at the portside helm controls while Blair handled navigation. They received clearance from Boss Raznick and rumbled out of the hangar, soaring up into the endless folds of interstellar space. A patrol of Rapiers had already been launched and had fanned out to scan the Area of Operation's perimeter. Blair caught sight of one of the fighters through the starboard viewport and double-checked his course, making sure he would avoid the fighters' vector.


  "Initiate residuum scan," ordered Paladin.


  Blair shifted to a small touchpad and tapped in the command. One of the nav station's screens mounted to a swivel arm abruptly illuminated with columns of data regarding the composition of the void ahead: mostly hydrogen, with traces of nitrogen, oxygen, and carbon detected by their radio emissions. Then the screen flashed as it picked up a concentration of gravitons and anti-gravitons—the residuum from the supercruiser's jump. "Locked on to her jump point," he informed Paladin.


  The commodore looked askance. "Thought you'd be full of questions. You all right?"


  "Yeah," Blair answered softly. "And / am full of questions. But I'm not sure you can answer them."


  "Try me."


  "Do you… ah, it's ridiculous." Blair pursed his lips, returned his gaze to his instruments.


  "You didn't look so well after our jump. Something happen?"


  "Sort of. It's about my mother."


  "A lovely lady."


  "You knew her?"


  Paladin thought a moment, a smile slowly curling his lips. "I introduced her to your father."


  "Why haven't you told me?"


  "When you were ready to know, you'd come asking. I've already told you a little about how the Pilgrims rose to power, then plunged to defeat. But there's so much you don't know."


  "That's what my mother tells me."


  A curious glint came into Paladin's eyes. "Your mother died on Peron during the attack."


  "I know. But sometimes when we jump… I don't know. That moment between points, when you don't feel anything, when it seems like—"


  "You see her. You talk to her."


  "Yeah. I mean, is it really her? Am I talking to somebody else? To a ghost? To God? Am I nuts?"


  "Have you done any research on this?"


  Blair frowned. "I thought this was only happening to me. Is speaking to the dead common among Pilgrims?"


  "You're not talking to the dead. According to one theory, you're tapping into a script that lies in a parallel dimension. It's been suggested that the human brain isn't a device for storing information but a tool for scripting it. This other dimension, they've dubbed it the Tanque Dimension, holds the scripts for every human being that ever lived, but Pilgrims can tap into that information. That's why when you get near a quasar or pulsar or what have you, you can sense a course through it. You're actually tapping into a script written by the first Pilgrims who navigated through."


  "So it's nothing mystic. It just has to do with the ability to read that information," Blair concluded.


  "Yes, but explain to me how you can interact so intimately with a piece of stored information. There's no advance Al at work. I think that's when it gets mystical."


  Blair thought back to his first ride with Paladin. "When we jumped Scylla, you seemed surprised that I was able to navigate through her. And if you're a Pilgrim and you can tap into these scripts like me, then why didn't you jump the well itself?"


  "I could have, but I couldn't have done it as easily as you. Why do you think I have all of those Pilgrim maps back in my quarters?"


  "I don't know, but you're a Pilgrim."


  "We're not all the same, Blair. Some say we evolved from savants. There were 'zappers' who were experts at electrical sys-tems; 'chipheads' able to engineer flawless hardware designs; 'toolkits' who could fix things with whatever happened to be lying around; 'crunchers' who could perform complex mathematical calculations without computers; and 'rabbitfoots' who supposedly brought good luck to missions. From there, other types of abilities emerged, and one in particular is the most interesting to us: the compass. These are the Pilgrims I told you about, those with a flawless sense of direction. They were subcatego-rized into the visionary, the explorer, and the navigator."


  "Which one am I?"


  "From what I've seen, you're a navigator. Me, on the other hand, I'm a visionary. I can determine which systems would prove most valuable for human expansion. Visionaries can throw their minds across the galaxy, seek out new systems, and analyze their composition. You don't even need to send a ship out if you have a visionary on your team. I have to admit that my skills are pretty limited, and I've been wrong on more than one occasion. I wish I were a navigator like you."


  "What about the explorers?"


  "They're able to navigate through uncharted regions. Most of the Pilgrim holocartography we have today was created by explorers. Some argue that of all three subcategories, explorers are the most powerful."


  "What do you think?"


  "I think there's one Pilgrim who's more powerful than any individual. He's a visionary, an explorer, and a navigator, and his name's Johan McDaniel, the last living descendant of Ivar Chu McDaniel. He's kind of a legend. I met him once. Nice old man— until you cross him. We're out here now because I want you to tap into his script. It's out here somewhere."


  "His script? Why would it be—" Blair answered his own question before even asking it. "He's on board the supercruiser."


  "Amity knows him as well as I. She's using him as a supplement to her hopper drive. The calculations involved in creating and jumping a gravity well are sometimes too complex for the NAVCOM. McDaniel is handling that for her."


  "What is she? A navigator like me?"


  "No, she's an explorer." Paladin's hand went reflexively to his chest. The Pilgrim cross that hung hidden beneath his shirt had been given to him by Amity. Blair had once borrowed the cross and had read the inscription on its back. She wanted him to remember love across the cosmos, to remember her. Blair smiled bitterly as he realized that Paladin wasn't the only one who would remember her now.


  Blair's nav computer chirped a warning. "We're right in the residuum now," he said, reading his screen.


  "Okay, Mr. Blair. Get to work."


  He gave his mentor an awkward look.


  "Reach out and find that script. Learn where they're headed."


  "Okay," Blair said sarcastically. "But I don't even know how to reach. When I jump a well, the feeling is there. I don't have to look for it."


  "You learn something new every day. And here's today's lesson. On your feet, mister. Go the viewport. Just look out there. I mean really look out there." Paladin's voice came in a breathy lilt.


  Blair stood, worked out the kinks in his legs, then went anxiously to the viewport. He tossed Paladin a worried look, earning himself an insistent, wide-eyed stare.


  Stars, nothing but. Pinpoints against a void so familiar yet so alien that nothing Blair could do would ever change that. What am I supposed to see?


  "Me, probably," came a voice from behind.


  Whirling, Blair came face-to-face with an old man dressed in a strange white robe and dark sandals. He looked past the man to Paladin, who sat motionless and unaware at the helm.


  "So, Brotur Christopher. I take it you'd like to know where we're going." The old man's hazel eyes flashed like light through a prism, and his skin held a ruddy sun glow. He stood quite erect for a man so wizened, his chest bulging like a powerlifter's beneath his robe.


  "Are you part of a script? Am I accessing your data?"


  He chuckled. "That's a clumsy assessment, don't you think?"


  "Then what are you?"


  "I'm just me. And you're just you. And here we are."


  "You with Captain Aristee? Are you helping her?"


  The old man's brow knit as he took offense. "Of course. Where else would I be?"


  "I don't know. Where are you now?"


  "Why, I'm here, brotur, with you."


  "Where is Amity?"


  "Oh, were it that easy, young man."


  "There's enough residuum here for me to estimate her destination. You can't hide that from me."


  "Yes, I can. But her destination should already be quite obvious to you. If she's made a fatal mistake, this is it. Oh, I'm tired of sitting in judgment. We each have a path." He took in a long breath, sighed loudly. "Now, young Pilgrim, let me teach you about who you are, where you belong, and why life among the elect is yours."


  9
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  "Mr. Blair? Mr. Blair?"


  The voice rang through him, and for a moment, Blair did not recognize his own name. He discovered himself staring at Paladin instead of the old man.


  "Did you find him?" the commodore asked. "I think so," Blair replied, straining to remember exactly what had happened. "He never said who he was, but I think it was McDaniel. He said he wanted to teach me about being a Pilgrim. Then someone called. I'm not sure if it was you or maybe even Aristee. And here I am."


  "Where are they headed?"


  Blair sighed in disappointment. "He wasn't giving that up. I didn't know he could hide the coordinates."


  "That's not something the average Pilgrim can do," Paladin said, then added under his breath, "sanctimonious bastard."


  "He did say that their destination should be obvious and something about Aristee making a fatal error."


  Paladin set his lips together, threw his head back, and studied the conduits crisscrossing the overhead as though they were lines on a star map. All at once he snapped out of the vacant look and activated the comm console. "Mr. Z? Tell the captain to recall all fighters and set course for star number"—he leaned toward one of Blair's nav screens—"ten-two-nine-one."


  "Aye-aye, sir," said the Claw's comm officer.


  Blair hustled back to his nav station and pulled up data on star 10-2-9-1. White dwarf. Part of the binary system called Blytheheart. He frowned. "Why is she going there, sir? No Confederation colonies. Some mines, refineries, mostly commercial operations. Is she recruiting?"


  Paladin waited to answer until he had redirected the Diligent on a new vector, back toward the Tiger Claw. "Amity's not headed to Blytheheart at all, Lieutenant. We are."


  Although Blair deepened his frown, the commodore focused his attention on the helm controls. Ah, yes. Paladin wanted him to figure it out for himself.


  Using the nav computer, Blair quickly plotted a course from the Claw's present position to Blytheheart. He studied a three-dimensional map of the surrounding star systems and quickly realized that Blytheheart represented the jump point nearest them. Okay, so Amity wasn't headed there, but they were. Wait. She doesn't need jump points. We do. So we're going to Blytheheart to jump where? He tapped in a barrage of commands that would bring up every destination ever achieved by Confederation craft via the Blytheheart jump point. Names of star systems scrolled down the display, and one immediately caught Blair's eye: McDanieFs World, the name of a system and a planet that represented a spiritual headquarters for the Pilgrims. "Sir? I think I know what you're up to. But if she just jumped to McDaniel, then she can probably take care of business and be gone before we arrive. According to my data, it'll take the Claw just under five standard days on full impulse to reach the Blytheheart jump point. She can waste that entire planet in five minutes."


  "Mr. Blair, Captain Aristee has made a grave error—and we'll take every advantage of it."


  "I don't understand."


  "She's not going to McDaniel to destroy it. That planet rep-resents everything she stands for. Someday she'd like to see it as the hub and governing force in the universe, much like Earth is today. Yes, if I know her, she's going to McDaniel to see somebody, a man named Protur Carver Tsu the Second."


  "Protur…" Blair repeated, reaching into his memory. "That's the title of the Pilgrim elect's most powerful leader. Kind of like't he Roman Catholic church's pope or the Vegan Victorists' kreek-son."


  "That's right. She's going to McDaniel to seek the protur's aid or blessing. If she can win him to her cause, she'll have the entire system behind her. The systems of Faith and Promise will quickly follow. It'll take the enclaves a bit longer, but they'll eventually fold under the pressure."


  "All right, so she's there for a chat. Probably already sipping espressos with the guy. Where does that leave us?"


  Magic found a home in Paladin's grin. "Yesterday, zero eight two, was the Pilgrim Holy Day of Acclivity. For seven days following the celebration, the protur has to remain in solitude. He goes to a retreat whose location is known only by him. There, he fasts and prays, and seeks communion with Ivar Chu and the others who ascended to the higher plane."


  "Today's eight three, so she'll have to wait until eight nine to see the protur."


  Paladin nodded. "And we'll be there on eight eight."


  "Wait a minute," Blair said. "Why would she hang around there? Why not just come back when the protur returns?"


  "She knows exactly what she's doing. Her request to see the protur has to be made as soon as possible. He's a busy guy. And no one leaves McDaniel after making such a request. It's a convention that plays right into our hand. And remember, that blessing is extremely important to her. She'll probably position the Olympus behind one of the moons and shuttle down to the planet. We'll dispatch our Marines to pick up her, while the Claw and the destroyers disable her ride."


  "It won't be that simple."


  The commodore grinned knowingly. "Of course not. But there's always theory before practice. And the shit always hits the fan…"


  Within five minutes after their return to the Tiger Claw, the strike carrier made way under full impulse for the Blytheheart system.


  As Blair and Paladin plodded down the Diligent's loading ramp, Blair said, "Sir? I thought Mr. Gerald would have a problem with rushing off to Blytheheart."


  Paladin winked. "Who said he didn't?"


  "So that's why you went to your quarters while I landed?"


  "Diplomacy is one of my strong suits, but Mr. Gerald taxes me. I didn't want to embarrass you or myself. But don't get me wrong. He'll make a fine captain. He just needs to better recognize his biases. He has softened a little."


  They hit the flight deck, and the raised voices, humming thrusters, and aroma from fuel Bowsers tugged on Blair like a drunken friend.


  "You know, sometimes I miss this," the commodore said, acknowledging the allure as well. "Then I get smart and wake up." He winked. "We got five days to kill. What are you going to do, Lieutenant?"


  "I'll probably do some work in the sim. Catch up on some reading. Pretty boring stuff."


  "Were I you," Paladin began, squeezing Blair's shoulder, "I would get that kiss she owes you. Call it intuition, but I suspect she's still in debt."


  Blair looked away, digging his hands into his pockets like an embarrassed schoolboy.


  "I'm out of line," Paladin said, releasing his grip. "I'm sorry. It's just that I've been in your position before."


  "And what did you do?"


  "I caught her. Hung on for a while. Then she got away. Don't let that happen to you, son."


  Still a bit fatigued from the jump and the conversation with Johan McDaniel, Blair headed back to his quarters. On his way, he stopped at a data net terminal. According to the duty roster, his shift would be over at 1400 hours. All personnel presently worked six hours on, twelve off to keep everyone well-rested and in a state of extreme readiness. The day's schedule seemed pretty loose, with nothing officially on the agenda except a Combat Assessment Meeting at 1300 hours. The meeting would focus on their engagement at Lethe and would be Angel's chance to stomp on Maniac's ego. Though the cocky pilot deserved a scolding, Blair hoped that Angel wouldn't be too hard on him. He had, after all, saved lives.


  Blair left the terminal and hustled past three jump-drive specialists in white utilities who appeared exceptionally exhausted. The Claw had jumped from Mylon to Lethe to the Lafayette-Tamayo midpoint, and would now jump at Blytheheart. The ship would make more jumps in a week than it had in the past two standard months. Blair empathized with the techs; while everyone else had time to kill, they worked furiously to maintain the drive, an older system infamous for breaking down.


  Two corridors later, he slipped into the lift and ascended to the pilots' quarters. This section of the ship took up three decks, began amidships, and stretched back to the environmental control room. Nameplates hung outside each hatch, and Blair's legs grew weak at the sight of Angel's door. As squadron commander, she enjoyed the luxury of private quarters. The rest of the pilots had been paired up to share quarters—not a bad arrangement unless your bunkmate happened to be Maniac. Before the Claw's refitting, twelve or more pilots had been assigned to a single cabin crammed with cots and lockers. Blair's past experiences told him to be thankful for his room and head, despite having to share them with Maniac.


  "Lieutenant?"


  Blair shuddered as he recognized the voice. He turned to face Gerald. "Yes, sir?"


  "I was just coming down to see you."


  "You were?" he asked, astounded that the man had not summoned him. Captains, interim or otherwise, didn't go waltzing around the ship in search of junior officers unless that particular junior officer was in a whole lot of trouble.


  "Were you headed to your quarters?" Gerald glanced at Angel's hatch. "Or are you here to see Commander Deveraux?"


  He stammered. "No, I was headed to my quarters, sir."


  "We'll talk on the way."


  Blair grimaced inwardly, then joined the man. They walked in silence for several steps, then Blair blurted out, "Sir, if this is about my loyalty—"


  "You might be a Pilgrim half-breed, Lieutenant, but you've earned my trust. You killed Admiral Wilson, a traitor to the Confederation. You could have just as easily killed me."


  Though barely into his twenties, Blair felt a heart attack coming on, one inspired by Gerald's forthrightness. Wilson had forced Blair and Gerald into a duel, and Blair had chosen to throw his blade at Wilson—not out of any particular love for Gerald, but because it had been the right thing to do, a less bad choice in a flawed universe. "Sir, I was just doing my duty, sir."


  "Yes, you were. And now I have a particularly delicate assignment for you that requires your faith in the unified chain of command and what you know your duty should be, what it always should be. This assignment will be compartmentalized. You will report only to me."


  Ah, yes, Gerald's forthrightness had been born of an ulterior motive. Moreover, Blair thought it odd that the man would brief him on some covert op while walking through a corridor outside the pilots' quarters. Then again, anyone who spotted them might think the captain was just making his daily inspection and had run into Lieutenant Blair. Given recent events and Blair's heritage, the two should have a lot to talk about.


  "It's no secret that the commodore and I, well, we have political differences," Gerald continued. "Despite that, I respect his knowledge of Pilgrim tactics and theology. But I've just received some disturbing information."


  "Sir, for what it's worth, Commodore Taggart is one of the most skilled and loyal Confederation officers I know. Sure, I'm biased because we're both Pilgrims, but we're as loyal to the Confederation as any pure-blood Terran. Admiral Tolwyn trusts Paladin, sir. Why can't you?"


  "Because our esteemed commodore had a five-year relationship with Captain Aristee. According to my sources, she broke it off."


  Though difficult, Blair feigned his surprise. Paladin had told him a little about his relationship with Aristee. They had met when she had been temporarily assigned to Intell as part of her XO training. Paladin had described her as "a woman of sinister beauty," and "a siren who made me drunk and silly in love, then flitted off with my broken soul." Blair enjoyed the way the commodore spoke, his taste in reading evident in his speech. But how the hell had Gerald discovered this with the Tiger Claw deep in interstellar space? And if Paladin learned that Gerald knew, then Paladin might blame the leak on Blair. Better to go to the commodore and tip him off before word reached him through another channel. But who had told Gerald? Had Paladin told anyone else on board?


  "You don't look so surprised," Gerald added.


  "I don't think the commodore's personal life is any of my business, sir."


  "I figured he told you. And your expression confirms that. I want to believe that Admiral Tolwyn sent him because he had that relationship and might be able to second-guess her. But I think the admiral is taking a great risk with my ship and her crew. It's safe to assume that when push comes to shove, Mr. Taggart will attempt to arrest Captain Aristee rather than kill her. Would you agree with that assumption?"


  Blair looked into his mind's eye and saw Paladin's somber expression when he spoke of Aristee. "Sir, I believe that Commodore Taggart would make the right decision." Blair wished he could have said that again; the words sounded halfhearted. In truth, he could not be sure what Paladin would do. And the doubt he felt now was exactly what Gerald wanted him to feel.


  They paused a moment as two pilots from Fourth Squadron saluted them, then moved by. Blair looked after the jocks, who returned curious glances.


  "It seems that the commodore is the best—and the worst— man for the job," Gerald said. "While I trust his desire to find Captain Aristee, once we do, I need you to act in the best interests of the Confederation. Do you understand what I'm saying, Lieutenant?"


  "Sir, you want me to spy on the commodore?"


  "I didn't say that."


  "I see. Then I assure you, sir, that I will act accordingly."


  "Very well, then." He muttered a quick, "Lieutenant," then spun on his heel and double-timed back toward the lift.


  Blair saluted the man's back, released a loud sigh, then walked the fifteen meters to his hatch. He keyed in the code and stepped inside.


  Maniac had returned to bed after the jump, to continue sleeping off his dancing and drinking binge. Blair settled back onto his own cot, closed his eyes, and considered what Gerald had told him. He wanted very badly to believe that Paladin would do the right thing, but when it came to lost love, didn't most people act foolishly? But he's a mature, seasoned officer, Blair reminded himself. He knows how to callous himself when necessary.


  But what would I do if I were in his position? What if Angel and I had a long-standing relationship, then ten years later I discover that she's a traitor to the Confederation and I'm charged with the duty to bring her in? Wouldn't I want to save her somehow? Wouldn't I want to put aside all of the bullshit politics and save her?


  Blair jerked as he realized that he would. And maybe it was safer to assume that Paladin had a personal agenda. Sure, he could confront the man, but—


  Another thought snared him. He bolted out of the cot, went to the terminal, and dialed up the commodore's quarters. A handful of seconds later, the man leaned toward the camera, shirtless and bleary-eyed. "What can I do for you, Lieutenant?"


  "Sir—" Blair choked up as the enormity of what he was about to do hit home. "Gerald is aware of you and Captain Aristee. He says he has sources who informed him."


  "And he's recruited you to be a spy. Am I correct, Lieutenant?"


  The commodore's quick deduction and ironic tone put Blair at ease. "Yes, sir. I just want to do my duty, sir."


  "And so you shall. You may spy all you wish. I have nothing to hide. And I take no offense."


  "Thank you, sir. Sorry for bothering you. Oh, just one more thing. Who do you think are Gerald's sources?"


  "Don't know. A few people aboard must have been aware and finally came forward. Could have been anyone who knew us back then. Just bad luck. I figured it would eventually get out, but I had no intention of volunteering it."


  "Yes, sir. Sorry again." He switched off the terminal.


  "You talking to your mystic Pilgrim mentor again?" Maniac asked through a yawn.


  "I was talking to Commodore Taggart, who, if he heard you call him that, would tear you a new asshole."


  "You're a bit sensitive. Feeling achy and bloated, too?"


  Blair returned to his cot. "I feel like a serial killer with a fetish for blond pilots."


  "Speaking of fetishes, did you know that Zarya—"


  "I don't want to hear it," Blair snapped.


  Later that day, at the Combat Assessment Meeting, Angel flung Maniac's ego around the room, bounced it off bulkheads, then shoved it back down his throat for the stunt he had pulled over Lethe. That didn't surprise Blair. But when she turned and gave him a similar tongue-lashing for going after Maniac, embarrassment stole his voice. He finally said, "Ma'am. I didn't want to abandon my wingman."


  "Don't twist the situation, Lieutenant. Your wingman had abandoned you. You should have remained in position and continued supplying fire support for us. You failed to do that. And while the captain has made you a command-approved wing commander, I've yet to see any evidence that you deserve the job. You're not on your team, Mr. Blair. You're on ours. Thought you knew that. Thought wrong."


  "Ma'am, if Lieutenant Marshall's fighter became disabled within the atmosphere, there wouldn't have been anyone close enough to retrieve him."


  "I wonder if Lieutenant Marshall thought about that before abandoning his position?" She leered at Maniac, who flushed and sprang to his feet.


  "I was thinking about all those little kids out playing in their yards. They would look up, see a bright light, then burst into flames. Lots of little bodies running around, turning into crispy critters. I know all about regs and duty, ma'am. And if you want to dismiss me for being insubordinate and put me on report, I'll understand. But when it comes down to it, our job is to save lives. And for one goddamned time I'd like to do that without getting my ass chewed out."


  To Blair's surprise, the rest of squadron broke into spontaneous applause. Cheddarboy and Gangsta actually stood, inspiring Bishop and Sinatra to join them. Hunter, no friend of Maniac's, remained seated, as did Blair and Zarya, though Blair expected Zarya to stand. He guessed that she didn't want to thrust her affection for Maniac into Angel's face.


  "All right, sit down," Angel ordered. "That's a very moving little rap you got there, Maniac. I can't ignore the fact that you stopped the torpedo and did save lives. And I can't ignore the fact that you disobeyed orders to do so. Which is why I'm confining you to quarters until we reach the Blytheheart jump point. No visitors other than your bunkmate. You'll be allowed out for sim work and briefings. That's it. I think you need the time to consider your future as a Confederation aviator. Any questions?"


  "Just one," Maniac said.


  Here it comes, Blair thought.


  "Have you ever disobeyed a direct order so that you could do what you knew was right?"


  "Yes, Lieutenant. More than once. And each time I paid the price. As will you."


  "This is bullshit," Maniac mumbled.


  "What was that?" Angel asked.


  Manic shook his head disgustedly and waved off her question.


  After the meeting, Blair remained in his seat while the others filed out. Angel gathered up her files and data disks, then noticed him. "You have a question, Lieutenant?"


  "Yes, ma'am. How are you?"


  "Haven't we been here before?"


  He got to his feet and homed in on her. "You seem tired. Angry, even. Anything I can do?"


  She gazed longingly at the exit hatch. "Unless you have something regarding the assessment, Lieutenant, you'll have to cut me loose."


  "I'm afraid I can't do that, ma'am. I think something's bothering you, and you're taking it out on me and Maniac." Blair didn't believe that, but he suspected he would get a rise out of her.


  And the deep lines of incredulity that mapped out her face confirmed his suspicions. "The only thing bothering me right now is Maniac's attitude. And yours. You seem to think that only end results count, that the chain of command doesn't matter, that protocol doesn't matter. You should've become mercenaries instead of military pilots. I finally got around to reading your flight school evals. They're pretty good, which surprises me given your recent behavior. You might've had them fooled, but you can't fool me. You told me that you had a reputation for being a by-the-book flyer. What happened out there?"'


  "Maniac's a major pain in the ass, but I still kind of like him. If I had a sister, I wouldn't let him near her, but when it comes to the Kilrathi, he's a pit bull on my wing. Yeah, he's unpredictable and unreliable. But he racks up the kills. And maybe when it comes down to it, surviving is the only thing that counts."


  "If he doesn't square himself away, he won't survive. Start preparing for that now."


  He narrowed his gaze. "Is that what you're doing with me?"


  "Are we finished, Lieutenant?" Angel checked her watch-phone. "I have a stack of fire-to-kill ratio reports waiting for me."


  "Why do you keep shutting me out?"


  "Good day, Lieutenant."


  Blair noticed a definite slump to her shoulders as she took off. He thought back to the time he had gone to her quarters and she had told him how she had gotten close to Lieutenant Commander Vince "Bossman" Chen. They hadn't been lovers but the best of friends. Then Bossman had died, and she had lost faith in relationships and distrusted getting close to anyone. She had instituted an unwritten policy that said those who died in combat never existed. If you asked after a fallen comrade, the response would be "Who?" Blair had taken exception to the policy, and when Rosie Forbes had died, he believed that he had penetrated Angel's shield and had made her feel the pain of Forbes's loss. You couldn't just bury your grief. You had to deal with it and use it to make you stronger. No complex psychiatry involved there.


  But maybe he hadn't changed Angel at all. Maybe she wouldn't get close because she still feared having to deal with that loss. He understood her response, but he couldn't let her push him away when he believed that behind her mental bulwark lay untapped feelings for him. He wasn't being immodest. He had seen the look in her eyes when they had revived her after she had ejected in her pod. He had moved in for the kiss, and she had been willing to accept it. Then a medic had come between them. Now her own fear created an equally powerful barrier.


  "And she escapes once more," Merlin said, sitting a meter away on a recliner of air, his boots propped up on an invisible footrest. "I've quite enjoyed sitting here, watching you stumble around her like an adolescent. Call me an armchair Romeo, but I think you're going about this all wrong. I could fill you in on my observations of Commander Deveraux, but you refuse to take any more advice. So here we are, you with the long face, me with the new pastime."


  "All right. You think you've got a clue about women? Tell me." Blair folded his arms over his chest.


  The hologram wearily pushed himself up from his recliner, groaning as he massaged the small of his back, then stood. "Begin, well, at the beginning. Jeanette Deveraux became an orphan during the Pilgrim war. She doesn't know what side her parents were on or who killed them. Maybe it's a bit presumptuous of me, but I hacked into the worldcom database before we left for Mylon. I performed a search of the interplanetary genealogy database."


  Blair felt a tightness in his gut. "You did?"


  "I thought maybe I could gather some information for you. That way you could use it as an excuse to meet with her."


  "She told me she had already searched for records of her parents' deaths. Those files were destroyed during the war."


  "Ah, according to some sources they were. But I used military access codes programmed by your father to track down travel records for one Pierre Christian Deveraux, her father. He and his wife Marie Sousex Deveraux left Belgium and traveled to Dewey Station Five near Pluto, which subsequently fell under Pilgrim attack. The rest is a bit disturbing, but I think you should know. I think she should know." He paused to gather breath, one of the more subtle but interesting features of his program which made him seem all the more human. "The station's south wing succumbed to accidental fire from a strike-carrier trying to target a Pilgrim slo-ship. Fourteen hundred civilians were killed, including Angel's parents. Angel herself had been there. Her name appears on a survivor list. Her father's will gave instructions for her to be shipped back to Belgium and placed in the care of the Agnus Eve Orphanage."


  "I think she was four or five years old when that happened," Blair said. "I guess she doesn't remember it or she blocked it out. Why didn't her parents have her turned over to relatives?"


  "I don't know. Her father has a brother living on Mars. And her mother has two sisters. Couldn't find anything else on them yet. Still checking."


  "Stop. This is like digging through her private stuff. She finds out and… Just stop."


  "Okay. But you should know that Confederation Naval Command Authority classified and buried the records of her parents' deaths. As in any war, incidents of friendly fire will occur, and responsible parties will often do everything they can to create plausible deniability."


  "I don't think she has any particular love for Confederation military brass, and I don't think she'd be surprised by the cover-up."


  "Probably not."


  All of this talk about Angel's past suddenly made Blair wonder how and why she had become a Confederation pilot. "You know, there are a billion other possibilities for her, but she suffers with us on this aging bucket. She's certainly not in it for the glory."


  "Orphan? No real family? C'mon, Christopher."


  "If she's looking for a family, she's found one. But she's still a loner. And a mystery."


  "She does like Italian food," Merlin said, flapping his brow. "And according to her medical profile, she has no known allergies."


  "You know what? Thank you for reminding me where this comes from. I'm not listening to you. In fact, I'm not going to tell her anything. It's not our business."


  "But you can pretend you don't know. Just give her the access codes so she can discover it on her own."


  "And rip the scabs from her wounds? I don't think so."


  "Then just kiss her, you idiot. You'll either get smacked or laid, though both would be—"


  "Switch off," Blair ordered with a huff. He stomped into the corridor, chiding himself for entertaining Merlin's suggestion.


  By the time Blair reached Angel's hatch, the notion of barging in and taking her into his arms felt so powerful that he lingered out-side her door, trembling and listening for sounds from inside. Then he remembered her saying she had reports to make; she was probably in her squadron commander's office. He rolled his eyes and hauled himself toward his quarters.


  When the hatch opened, he found Angel stripped down to bra and panties and standing near his bunk. She wrapped an arm around his neck, dragged him inside, then kissed him hard and twirled her tongue around his. The hatch cycled shut, and her fingers fumbled for the buttons of his utilities. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Maniac's empty bunk and figured that Angel had somehow taken care of that technicality.


  "Lieutenant," she moaned after breaking their embrace. "What we're about to do is classified, compartmentalized, and highly erotic."


  "Ma'am, are you sure that—"


  She put a finger to his lips. "Just get naked."
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  For once Blair sat through a jump with no intention of reaching out to find his mother. The secrets of being a Pilgrim no longer seemed important compared to the events of the past five days. He shifted in his jump seat and fought off the shit-eating grin that threatened to burst across his face.


  Making love to Lieutenant Commander Jeanette Deveraux would stand as one of the most memorable experiences of his life. They had spent that entire day together, beginning in his quarters, then moving stealthily back to hers. He had explored every curve of her lithe, well-toned frame, and their bodies felt smooth and right together. In candlelight, they had swayed as one silhouette on the bulkhead, growing more hungry for each other as the hours wore on. They had kept silent, speaking with their hands, their eyes. The fire grew, and they had quivered, grimaced in ecstasy, and had fallen back, exhausted and gratified for their efforts.


  While lying there after the first time, with Angel's head resting on his shoulder, Blair had half-expected Merlin to suddenly appear with his appraisal of their lovemaking: "Well, bravo, Christopher. No performance anxiety this time, eh? And Lieu-tenant Commander, you're quite flexible, aren't you." He had shaken off the thought, and when Angel had asked him what was wrong, he had told her that he sometimes got the shakes afterward. That much wasn't a lie.


  They had set another rendezvous for the following day, knowing that the rumors would begin to circulate but too infected with each other to be apart. Angel had, indeed, ordered Maniac to sim practice that first day, but she could not keep up that diversion. So they would meet in her quarters. Strange, though. During that second day, Blair had asked why she had suddenly changed her mind. She had told him not to ruin what they had by talking it away. After a moment's consideration, he had realized the truth in that, though the unanswered question still troubled him.


  By the third day—and the third tryst—Blair had grown frustrated with their silence. They made love repeatedly, working into each other's rhythms like musicians, but the connection between them seemed to weaken instead of strengthen.


  On the fourth day, Blair felt as though they were just working out their anxieties on each other's bodies. Tenderness had turned to grunting. Their relationship was all about that final, pulse-pounding moment. Afterward, they would fall back and stare at the overhead, their gazes swimming through the shadows and never once falling on each other.


  Out of nowhere, Blair had said, "We're close. But we're not close."


  "I know," she had admitted.


  "Guess I shouldn't complain. I'm getting what most guys want, right? Sex with no emotional baggage."


  "I can't give you any more than that. Not yet."


  He had rolled to face her. "But there's hope?"


  "You don't know what I'm risking here."


  "I think I do."


  Blair had closed his eyes and had taken her into arms. She had buried her head in his chest, and he had simply held her there, trying to show that he wouldn't let go, that he would be there for her for as long as fate allowed.


  On the early morning of the fifth day, Blair had tiptoed out of his quarters, had keyed himself into hers, and had spooned her for an hour or two before the jump alarm sounded. During that simple moment he had felt more bonded to her than any other time. He had listened to her breathe and had let her silky hair fall in curtains across her face. Her scent, a light blend of perfume and coconut shampoo, had lulled him to sleep.


  / always was a dreamer, he reflected, now feeling the ship rumble under his feet. Lieutenant Commander Obutu's voice broke over the intercom: "Jump in five seconds, four, three, two—"


  The familiar moment of frozen silence embraced the flight wing ready room, and after a second—or an eternity—a collective groan rose from the pilots. Blair added his own gasp to the racket.


  "What the hell was that?" someone asked.


  "All hands, this is your captain. We just experienced a minor fluctuation in the jump field, but the jump was successful. Repeat, the jump was successful. Standby to initiate flight operations. Launch reconnaissance patrol." The general quarters alarm punctuated Gerald's report. A second Klaxon announced a flush scramble, and Blair threw off his straps and joined a white water rush of pilots.


  Most of the techs who worked on the flight deck had grown accustomed to flush scrambles that had every operational fighter and bomber in the Claw's arsenal launching within the next few minutes. Despite the crew's experience, anxiety painted their faces, and tensions ran expectantly high. A minor fuel spill had Boss Peterson raising hell with two techs near the bomber berths, and two ordnance specialists had the hood raised on their fully loaded missile cart, which had broken down in the middle of the runway. As the techs took heat from their supervisor, the bulky deckdozer was already en route, its driver lowering the broad hydraulic blade affixed to the vehicle's nose. Blair observed a few more verbal entanglements between pilots and maintenance crews as he picked his way along the port bulkhead, aiming for his Rapier's berth.


  To his mild astonishment, he saw Paladin striding toward him from the opposite end of the flight deck. The commodore caught his gaze, then waved him over. Blair leapt twice over fuel lines that obstacled his path, then reached the man, out of breath. "Sir?"


  "You'll be flying in the Diligent with me, Lieutenant."


  "Sir?"


  "Angel's loaned you to me. Come on." He started up the deck, in the direction Blair had come.


  The Diligent sat a short walk ahead, her thrusters already idling, her disc-shaped forward fuselage auguring missions of quiet efficiency rather than capital ship battles. In fact, the idea of him riding with Paladin aboard the merchantman seemed more than a little odd. Who would take a merchantman out against a supercruiser when nearly five score of fighters and bombers were ready to do the job?


  "I suppose you'd like to know what's going on," Paladin said as they reached the ship's gangplank.


  "Yes, sir. I assume we've detected the Olympus. But you're qualified to pilot Broadswords and Rapiers. Why are we launching in the Diligent}'"


  "Because, son, we're not going out to fight."


  Maniac attached his O2 mask, then finished his abbreviated pre-flight checklist. External moorings released. Fuel topped off. Jump drive, tow system, Tempest targeting and navigational AI, and life support standing tall in the green. Thrusters growling like the Dobermans they were. Neutron gun pulse generators fully charged, with alternate or synchronous fire settings available. Heads Up Display crisp, clear, and alive with data bars that told him everything but the damned ball score. Comm channel open. Right Visual Display Unit full of static, left displaying ship damage in quadrants. The armor and shield indicator, just right of center, glowed at full strength all around. It would stay that way. No Pilgrim jock would deliver even a glancing blow if Maniac had anything to say about it. And he'd said it before: They'd meet the best—and die with the rest.


  Yet all of the adrenaline-induced bravado failed to extinguish the guilt that had him sweating in his flight suit. Killing Kilrathi had become as routine as stomping on ants; however, killing other people who had once been Confederation pilots seemed like a terrible waste. And besides, he had come to know a Pilgrim, if only a half-breed. His relationship with Blair made him feel even worse now. Thank God Blair had been loaned out to the commodore.


  As it had over Lethe, the battle would become more surreal since their opponents flew in identical ships. Were it not for electronic identification systems, friendly fire would become the rule of the day instead of the exception. He almost wished he had been assigned something less personal that would take him out of the killing loop. Most people who knew Maniac would never believe that he had doubts about going out and doing his job. He had once told somebody that if researchers analyzed his DNA, they would discover a new gene—one they would find in only the best pilots. Flying wasn't a learned skill; you were born to it or not. And when you got the target in your sights, you never thought about the children you might be orphaning. You focused on racking up one more for the killboard. So why don't I feel all gung ho and jingoistic now?


  "Hunter? Bishop? Slot, clock, and burn," Angel said over the comm. "Sinatra? Cheddarboy? On deck. Zarya and Maniac? On their heels. And Gangsta? You're on my wing. Last out and last in. Ladies, while we're waiting for the bombers to launch, I suggest you pull data on the AO. The zone's an ally, not an obstacle."


  "Yeah, yeah," Maniac grunted over the old reminder. He had never been one to spend hours analyzing the Area of Operations before heading into combat. Sure, you could learn a lot more about the star system, its planets, its moons, but you might also succumb to a false sense of security because you thought you knew what lay ahead. Maniac's experience had taught him to expect a surprise with every tug on the control stick. But for the hell of it—and to appease Angel, who could tap into his systems at any time to see if he were actually scanning the data—he pulled up the skinny on McDaniel's World.


  Well, there's nothing Earth-shattering here to report to the Terran News Channel, he thought as he scanned the info spilling across his display. Star: McDaniel (Is everything in the system called McDaniel?). Spectral type: G2 (Anyone care?). Absolute magnitude: 4.27 (Absolutely unimportant.). Apparent visual magnitude: 0.2 (Apparently they don't realize how boring this shit is.). Temperature: 6600 degrees K (Yeah, like my temper right now.). Mass: 1.1 times Sol Standard (My life has new meaning.). Planets: four terrestrial, two gas giants. Twenty-one known satellites in the system, three in orbit around the third terrestrial planet dubbed McDaniel's World (My God, what an original name!).


  The right VDU focused on the planet, bringing up a three-dimensional simulacrum rotating imperceptibly in real time. Oxygen worlds were as rare as good pilots in Vega Sector, but even rarer still were worlds with masses nearly equal to Earth's. This rock represented such a place, defying odds and suggesting a sort of cosmic symmetry that allowed for remarkably similar planets to exist billions of kilometers apart. Easy to see why the Pilgrims quickly claimed the world for their own. Talk about a real estate windfall… McDaniel emitted a bluish green aura, and her raggedly shaped continents yielded just under half as much habitable land as Earth's. The tides created by her three moons played a lot more havoc with her shorelines than Luna played with Earth's, however.


  And there, behind McDaniel's largest moon, a gray, potato-shaped eyesore named Lyatta, hovered the Olympus. Maniac tapped in a command, bringing up a nav schematic. A trio of bundled yellow lines that represented the swiftest course to the moon extended from a blue blip marked Tiger Claw. He noted that on full afterburners they would be in strike range in one-point-three minutes. Good. Waiting too long to engage would make his itchy trigger finger even itchier.


  Hallelujah; Boss Raznick finally sounded over their channel. "Angel, flight control. First pair is clear for launch. ICQ and AO recon reports uploaded. We have confirmation of multiple bandits headed our way. No response to hails."


  "Thanks, boss. Okay, ladies. I want a tight box at one K out. You know your positions. Make no mistake, they've been trained the same as us and know all the tricks. Exploit their errors. We'll let them beat themselves. They'll probably jam the Claw's long-range scans, so if anyone catches sight of or reads a tube door opening, inform me ASAP."


  "Thought she wouldn't target this planet?" Bishop asked.


  "We don't think she will. But if Aristee knows she's going to die, she might want to save her homeworld by destroying it," Angel said, emphasizing the irony.


  "So let her," Hunter argued. "My universe could use a few less fanatics."


  "The Confed recognizes McDaniel as neutral territory and has agreed to come to the aid of her citizens should the Kilrathi or any other hostile force attack," Angel reminded him. "So everybody stow your bigotry and do your jobs. Hunter? Bishop? Line 'em up."


  Maniac let his head fall back on the seat. No, he wouldn't wait long for the battle, but he still had to wait to launch with Zarya. He pulled up her private frequency, flashed her a wink with the eye that wasn't covered by his HUD viewer. "Hey, I just wanted to say that you're the best looking wingman I've ever had."


  "What about Rosie Forbes?" she challenged, cocking a brow.


  He faltered. "She was beautiful. But in a different way."


  "What way?"


  "Bad timing for this chat, eh?"


  "Not at all," she insisted.


  "Look, Rosie got smoked, and I really don't want to talk about it—especially now."


  "I'm not Rosie."


  "Jeez, you had me fooled."


  "Do you know what a soft monkey is?"


  "Yeah, it's no fun at all."


  "Listen, wiseass, when a mother chimp loses one of her babies, sometimes zookeepers give her a chimp doll to help her deal with the grief. It's a very old remedy, but usually very effective. I think you're still grieving. And I'm your soft monkey."


  He snorted, then the laughter came out full and hard. "I've heard some pretty wacky stuff, but—"


  "You're beyond reproach." The VDU snapped into darkness.


  Swearing, Maniac slammed down the reconnect button, and Zarya appeared, gaze averted. "I'm sorry," he said. "I get what you're saying. Call me immature, but the monkey thing sounds funny. Maybe I'm still grieving, on the rebound, whatever. But I like being with you. Can that be enough for now?"


  "I guess so. But you won't have me until your head's clear. Until it's right."


  His heart sank. A week's worth of fierce wooing to get her into his rack had just gone by the wayside.


  "Lieutenants Marshall and Rolitov, flight control. You're clear for launch, copy?" Boss Raznick said, breaking into their private link. Maniac hadn't known the boss could do that; he'd have to be more careful about what he said.


  "Copy that, boss," responded Zarya, her tone forceful and all business, ringing quite sexily in Maniac's ears. "Clock stands at ten seconds."


  They lined up beside each other, and Maniac flashed her a tentative thumbs up before saluting Deck Boss Peterson. He watched the numbers spin down in his HUD, spotted the green launch light, then slammed the throttles forward. He and Zarya roared through the flight deck and impaled the curtain of sodden energy like the sword whose name their fighters bore. The two Rapiers streaked over the runway that split the Tiger Claw in two. Dark gray bulkheads broken by maintenance planes blurred into dull, watery streaks narrowing toward a disk of stars.


  "Attack vector set. Switching to auto for five-second burn to regroup and box," Zarya announced.


  "Roger, that. In three, two, one." Maniac kicked in his afterburners while simultaneously engaging the autopilot. The fighter climbed sixty degrees away from the Claw and toward a tableau dominated by McDaniel's World and the three moons.


  Were it not for human intervention, Maniac could've mistaken the view for a painting of celestial serenity by that famous Japanese artist whose name continually escaped him. But Rapiers cut viciously across the canvas, long tails of exhaust drawing straight, even lines in an otherwise curved natural environment. At the moment, McDaniel's smallest moon shied behind the planet, only a crescent still visible. The second moon hung to port, a pale white, perfectly shaped orb with a massive crater near its north pole. The target moon, Lyatta, orbited on a steep incline relative to McDaniel's path around its sun, and the moon's many craters afforded the supercruiser's fighters with excellent cover in which to stage an ambush.


  "Burn complete," Maniac told Zarya.


  "Copy. Going manual to form up."


  Directly ahead, the other Rapiers of Black Lion Squadron had already assumed four of the eight distinct positions that comprised the box formation. Four points represented the top of the box and resembled the corners of a square. Another square would sit about twenty meters back, just beyond the forward square's thruster wash. He and Zarya would assume the base angles of the second square, with Angel and Gangsta taking the top. Angel liked the formation since it gave some of them a millisecond or two to jump once the furball hit. The side of the box closest to the incoming fighters would break first, and the other sides would follow in succession.


  Breaking a box formation was much easier than, say, a wedge, which gave you fewer vectors along your three and nine o'clock and more opportunities to crash into your neighbors. Better to be blown out of sky by an opponent than make a stupid course correction and buy it. Maniac had known two cadets who had need-lessly lost their lives while breaking from a wedge. He remembered them now as he eased off the throttle and descended into position. He tossed a look at Zarya, but she didn't see him, her gaze sweeping her instruments. He had to hand it to her. When it came to business, she was nothing but.


  Two blips lit the bottom of Maniac's radar scope and closed toward the center. The Tempest system immediately IDed them as Angel and Gangsta soaring toward their positions. Maniac glanced up at the belly of Angel's jet as she throttled down to match the squadron's velocity.


  "All right, mates. Got some of our spiritual buddies inbound," Hunter reported. "Count nine bandits targeting Lightning's squadron."


  "Adjust course to intercept," Angel ordered.


  Maniac squinted to his two o'clock, where a bright spattering of thruster lights headed toward the big moon. That would be Lightning's Squadron: twelve Rapiers running escort for the half dozen Broadsword bombers whose blunt noses and boxy wings hinted at their lack of evasion capacity. If Lightning's team could get those bombers in close enough, they could release their massive quartet of over- and underwing antimatter torpedoes. If the Olympus's big guns or fighters failed to intercept just one of those torpedoes, she might suffer a blow serious enough to cost her the entire battle. Captain Amity Aristee obviously knew that, and she would direct most of her fighters to intercept the bomber squadrons, while holding back a squadron or two in reserve for any bombers that penetrated her defenses.


  Jinxman's escort team of twenty Rapiers and another six bombers approached the moon from Maniac's five o'clock. They would slip under the satellite and catch the supercruiser from below. But Maniac spotted a pack of thirteen enemy Rapiers buzzing toward them.


  The sixteen Rapiers of Sixth Squadron were quick to react and bulleted under Maniac's fighter, in pursuit of the bandits that had tagged Jinxman's people.


  Meanwhile, the Exeter-class destroyers Oregon and Mitchell


  Hammock assumed flanking positions of the Tiger Claw and lumbered toward the moon on full impulse. At three hundred and sixty meters, they achieved a maximum velocity of one hundred and fifty kilometers per second, respectable for vessels of their size. With bows shaped like narrow isosceles triangles and pairs of short wings that swept back toward their sterns, the destroyers resembled glistening javelins honing themselves on space itself. Their eight turreted meson guns and two dozen torpedo tubes dispelled any. rumors of their weakness. At the right moment, they would come in from three and nine o'clock positions and descend upon the supercruiser in an attempt to cut it off, though they had been wisely instructed to remain behind the ship and outside the five-hundred-meter gravitic cloak created by the Olympus's hopper drive.


  The Tiger Claw would hold back while the destroyers and fighters went about their business. Maniac knew that Gerald wouldn't bring the ship into the fray unless absolutely necessary. The Claw sorely needed a dry-docking, and makeshift repairs had been performed throughout the old ship. She would deftly serve her function as a launching platform for fighters, but she couldn't bear another beating like the one she had received near the Charybdis Quasar. Fourteen Rapiers from Fifth Squadron would shadow-hug her hull as escorts, and the thirteen of Seventh Squadron would sit warm and ready on the flight deck.


  In all, twelve Broadswords and eighty-four Rapiers participated in the attack, with Second Squadron's loss sorely felt by all. Trouble always was, as pilots died or became incapacitated, they were not summarily replaced. There were often more ships than personnel to fly them, which explained why squadrons had become smaller and why cadets were being pushed through the academies, having to meet only seventy-five percent of the qualifications that Maniac had had to meet just weeks prior. The brass covered it up by renaming programs. It wasn't flight training anymore but "accelerated" flight training, which implied a tougher class that was, in fact, easier. Maniac had heard about the revised training from Zarya, whose sister had just graduated early and had been assigned to the CS Drayton as radar officer. Maniac hoped they didn't send any ill-qualified nuggets to the Claw. And if they did, he would waste no time pounding them into shape.


  "Operation Zeus," AKA "Operation Get Some" in Maniac's engagement book, relied upon simplicity—just the way Maniac preferred it. Enemy Rapiers would go after the Claw's bombers, whose escorts would stick with them and engage only the attackers who broke through the intercepting force. First and Sixth Squadrons served as the first wave of interceptors, which put Maniac and his comrades at the sword's tip to protect Lightning's team.


  "Got about eight seconds until primary weapons range," Bishop said.


  Without further ado, the order that Maniac lived to hear rattled through his headset:


  "Break and attack!" cried Angel.


  "Got the tail pair," Hunter said. "Bishop, you bag the one on the far side."


  "Got him," the pilot responded.


  The high number of fighters in the zone dictated that wing-man and wingleaders would stay close and cover each other but were still free to break off when necessary. Maniac repeatedly pushed this unwritten rule to its limits.


  As the skipchatter further clogged the general frequency, Maniac glanced to his one o'clock and picked out two Rapiers bound for the lead Broadsword. He skimmed a menu of channels and dialed up the lead bomber pilot's frequency. "Hold course, Pandora. Maniac and Zarya are in to assist." Throttling up, he leaned back on the control stick and fell in behind Zarya as they tore into a forty-five-degree climb. In five seconds they would be within cannon range.


  But Zarya had no intention of waiting even another second. Her neutron gun spun and spewed salvos of glittering rounds that strayed wide before drumming along the starboard shields of the fighter nearest them. Now solidly locked on, she held her bead as the enemy Rapier broke off in a sharp, corkscrewing dive and vanished from Maniac's field of view. Zarya stayed with the Rapier, plunging well below Maniac.


  The other Rapier maintained course, then suddenly swooped down on the Broadsword to unleash a volley of neutron fire before Maniac could react. He pinned the throttle, lit the burners, and tore into the Pilgrim's exhaust trail. "Got this little problem," he told the enemy pilot, having locked on to the guy's operating frequency. "I'm Pilgrim intolerant. You fanatics upset my stomach and generally ruin my day. I don't like that."


  No response from the Pilgrim.


  Yes, the bravado had returned, and yes, it remained a weak neutralizer of the guilt. Maniac swore at himself, at his feelings, then tightened every muscle and gave himself to the machine. The smart targeting reticle appeared in his HUD, a green circle that floated just ahead of the enemy Rapier as it wheeled around to make another pass at the Broadsword.


  Maniac widened his eyes and jammed down his primary weapons trigger. The rotary barrel hummed and got to work, belching out an unceasing spray that caught the enemy Rapier's canopy. Shields tossed up bursts of azure light as they strained to curtail Maniac's rounds. "Now, listen to a reading from the gospel according to Maniac."


  A terrific explosion astern threw a veil of shimmering light over his fighter. Even as he cocked his head to see what the hell had happened, an alluring female whooped and shouted, "Zarya drops one! What's the delay, Lieutenant?"


  Not one to have his thunder stolen, Maniac narrowed the enemy Rapier's lead to twenty meters. The other pilot leveled off, cutting through a second furball created by Sixth Squadron. Maniac ceased fire as he wove a hair-raising, torturous course through fighters and bombers crisscrossing about a quarter kilometer away from the pockmarked moon. He scarcely believed that the enemy pilot had navigated through coordinates so densely packed with other starcraft.


  Raging aloud, he pulled up and out of the traffic, vowing that before the engagement ended, he would find and smoke that jock who had eluded him.


  "Maniac?"


  He glanced to his radar scope, speckled now with so many blips that if more popped up, the display might become a solid swirl of red and blue. He threw a toggle, and the scope zoomed in to show his wingman's position. Zarya glided at his four o'clock, about three hundred meters away. "Hold your course," he told her. "Coming down to form on your wing."


  As he barreled along the outskirts of the AO, cutting through the paths of dozens of dogfights and plowing through tumbling shards of durasteel and severed pieces of twisted hydraulic line, he jolted as his missile lock alarm woke in a rapid beeping. The computer's automatic announcement chimed in over the alarm: "Warning. Enemy projectile has positive lock. Impact in nine seconds, eight…"


  Speed is life, Maniac thought as he re-lit his burners and brought the Rapier up to three hundred KPS, three twenty, forty, sixty, ninety—


  The right VDU showed the Tempest computer's ID on the missile, a Spiculum Image-Recognition bomb using a computer to memorize Maniac's electronic and visual signature. The damned rocket approached at velocity of 1600 KPS—his evasion would only gain him an extra second or two of life. He thumbed off a cloud of chaff but assumed the superheated fragments of wire and durasteel would do little to fool the missile's advanced guidance system. Were it a Dart Dumbfire missile, he might have a chance.


  The computer reached three seconds, two…


  He reached for the ejection handle.


  But a powerful detonation tossed him forward. A second later, roiling flames tongued his canopy before dematerializing into the vacuum. He jerked the stick back, trying to stabilize the Rapier, and shouted, "Computer? Report!"


  "Missile detonated. Range, twenty-point-two-five meters. Severe power drain to aft shields. Armor at full strength."


  Flabbergasted, he laughed and tried to figure out why the rocket had prematurely detonated.


  The answer came quickly as Zarya's face flickered on his right VDU. "Zarya drops missile, saves rocket jock's life. Give me a pen. I'll sign your palm."


  "Zarya? Maniac?" Angel called. "We need more fire support. Come around the moon to point three-five-seven by six-two-one. Got a fresh squadron of enemy Rapiers coming in. Lay down suppressing fire and draw Lightning's people another path."


  "Roger, ma'am," Maniac said exhaustedly. Be nice if he had a half-second to catch his breath. He eyed his tactical screen and tapped for the right grid. Then he brought the Rapier around in a hard turn to port, shifting the white crosshairs that marked the nav point to the center of the HUD. "En route to coordinates," he assured Angel. Zarya slipped up beside him and tilted her hel-meted head quickly from shoulder to shoulder, a dance move and in-joke that alluded to their night of swing.


  By now the destroyers had already dropped behind Lyatta, and the moon wore a halo of intermittent light created by the dozens of explosions that occurred behind it.


  "Zarya? Maniac? I've IDed a troopship pulling away from McDaniel," Angel informed them. "You got it. Cheddarboy and Sinatra? You take their grid."


  Maniac pulled up the vessel on his tactical display, and he didn't need a detailed computer model to project its destination.


  "I'm all about the killboard today," Zarya said, lancing out ahead of him.


  "Guess you are," he admitted. "But now I'll stop holding back. You think I got this call sign for being shy?"


  "No, I assumed that—"


  "Whoa, whoa, whoa!" he cried as an enemy Rapier dove in front of his fighter and darted after Zarya. "Got one on your back! Jinx!"


  "I'm outta here," said Zarya.


  Where had the bastard come from? No warning had flashed on his scope. His gaze sought the tactical display then lifted as a bone-chilling salvo of neutron fire came within a meter of his starboard wing and razored into the distance. Another glance to the scope told him nothing. "They got us jammed up good!"


  "I know! I know! And a three-G loop didn't shake this sucker. Gonna try kickstopping him."


  Maniac wished he could watch her perform the hard ninety-degree turn to make sure that the enemy Rapier overshot her and that she pulled into the requisite one-eighty to lock on and blow his ass back to that higher plane of existence.


  But Maniac had his own problems, namely a Pilgrim pilot who bore down on him with wing-mounted laser cannons blazing and neutron gun spinning like a tornado whose eye blinked white lightning every time it fired.


  Sick and tired of these aggressive fanatics, Maniac howled a curse to the heavens, slammed down the throttle, and went ballistic, waving on the Gs like an infuriated boxer waves on his opponent. Acceleration dampeners compensated for some of the force, but he had to focus on his breathing and get his blood back into his extremities. Three Gs. Four. Four-point-five. His vision grew dark around the edges. He knew that in a few seconds he would lose consciousness. He slapped back a toggle, stalling both thrusters, then manuevering jets fired as he rolled onto his back to face the oncoming attacker. The Pilgrim apparently had no qualms about playing an old-fashioned game of chicken. He also had no idea of Maniac's experience with the game, though the Pilgrim could consult a few Kilrathi pilots who would spin him quite a tale.


  With reckless abandon coursing through his veins, Maniac snap-fired the thrusters and advanced at full tilt with neutron fire pinging off his canopy shield like droplets of neon blue jelly. He thumbed off the safety cover on his secondary weapons button, then closed his left eye, focusing on the targeting reticle as it swam around the Rapier, then blinked red as he got the lock. Even as he fired the Dumbfire missile, the Pilgrim liberated one of his own.


  Holding his breath, Maniac rolled ninety degrees, and the enemy missile glanced his port wing but failed to detonate.


  The Pilgrim plunged into a seventy-five-degree dive and swept under Maniac's Rapier. Though he had evaded Maniac's missile, the Pilgrim had not evaded the man himself. Not yet. Maniac pulled a hard U-turn and pursued the Rapier, gritting his teeth as it took agonizing seconds for him to fall squarely in on the Pilgrim's six o'clock.


  "Maniac? Little help here," Zarya said. Static burst through the audio-video transmission coming from her Rapier as she became a cushion for laser strikes.


  That was all it took for Maniac to abandon his pursuit of the Rapier and pull up her position on his tactical display. "I'll be right there. Hard brake 'em if you can."


  "Roger that. And hey, that troopship's making its final approach. It'll be aboard the Olympus in a second or two," she said glumly. "Failed that objective."


  "Who cares. Worry about that Rapier on your back."


  "Believe me. I'm worrying."


  "Five seconds 'till I'm in," he reassured her, stealing glances at his tactical and radar displays. Twin flashes scaled the void above as someone, hopefully an enemy, bought the proverbial one-way ticket.


  They had rounded the moon and now drew much closer to the supercruiser. Maniac clearly made out her outline against the ruffled sheet of the moon's surface. Her four primary antimatter guns swiveled to follow targets and dispense humbling clouds of anti-starcraft fire. All thirty of her point-defense missile systems launched Dumbfires at those Rapiers operating along the rim of the five-hundred-meter gravitic cloak zone. The Oregon and Mitchell Hammock stood about a quarter kilometer off the super-cruiser's bow and stern respectively, taking light fire from a few Pilgrim Rapiers that strafed their decks. The destroyers hurled anti-cap ship missiles at the supercruiser, but most of them detonated well short of their targets, cut down by the Olympus's unrelenting antimatter guns. Maniac spotted a few missiles getting through, but the carrier's powerful shields and thick armor could withstand the pummeling, at least for a little while.


  Jinxman's squadron had yet to near the supercruiser, and three of the Broadswords in his team's escort had been destroyed. Lightning had fared even worse. His group had been thinned out to nine Rapiers and two Broadswords. Both squadrons had encountered ambushes as they had come around the moon, while First and Sixth Squadrons had been diverted into another fray. Yes, the Pilgrims had taken full advantage of those craters, and no, they weren't better shots—but they sure as hell knew how to navigate through furballs, evidenced by the Claw's blistering losses.


  "Maniac? Where are you?"


  "Look back," he said coolly as he descended from the heavens like a venom-spitting demon whose every sense focused on the Rapier pursuing Zarya. He engaged his electronic counter-measures system to, in theory, jam the bastard's radar. Relying on a reserve that had taken him his entire academy career to forge, Maniac held his fire and narrowed the Pilgrim's lead, positioning himself just three meters above the fighter. Looks good, he told himself, then felt the correct slam as the afterburners kicked in and propelled him directly over the enemy. He thumbed down on his high-hat control and belly-flopped onto the Pilgrim, driving the guy away as his own fighter rocked violently.


  And he could have kissed Zarya for taking full advantage of the diversion. She yanked into a one-eighty, pitched down, and got a lock so clean on the Pilgrim that Maniac could almost see the tactical line stretching from her missile station to the Pilgrim's fighter. Her missile flew, curved ever so slightly, then struck the enemy Rapier's rotary neutron gun in a fiery fist of devastation. The starfighter twirled away, leaving behind jagged embers of its cockpit and nose.


  "Zarya drops two!"


  "With assistance," Maniac quickly added, then began a long, swift turn to port, headed back in her direction. The supercruiser floated below him now, and he spotted the multiple bursts of breaking thrusters.


  Another ship boldly violated the five-hundred-meter zone, and Maniac did a double-take as he realized that he hadn't spotted another Pilgrim troopship, but instead Commodore Taggart's merchantman, the Diligent.


  "Hey, Maniac? Isn't that the—"


  "Yeah. What the hell's going on?" He dialed up Angel's channel. "Ma'am? I'm watching the Diligent make her approach toward the Olympus. They ain't shooting at her, ma'am."


  "No, they're not," Angel observed stoically.


  "Is Blair aboard that ship?" asked Maniac.


  "I believe he is."


  "Well, what is this? We sending over negotiators?"


  She didn't answer, her attention stolen by her instruments. "Reading gravitic distortion. All ships clear the zone. Repeat! Clear the zone!"


  Somewhere out there, far across the cosmos, a deity with a huge dislike for cocky fighter pilots looked down on Maniac's puny Rapier and thought, No, it shouldn't be so easy for this one. He's cheated fate one too many times. Now the bill has come due…


  Or at least that's what Maniac thought had happened as one of the Pilgrim Rapiers returning to the supercruiser suddenly blurred by him and fired a missile that struck between his thruster cones and detonated, drop-kicking him down toward the supercruiser amid a shrieking chorus of alarms. "Shit! I just took one up the tailpipe. Got mucho damage. Thruster control is gone. Can't maneuver. I'm falling within the five-hundred-meter zone."


  "Pop the top," Zarya cried.


  "Lost power to the ejection system," he said, gaze frantically sweeping the right VDU's damage report. "Reactor's offline. Can't even pull the plug on this one."


  "I'm coming in to get you," Zarya said.


  "Negative. Fall back as ordered."


  "No way!"


  "Lieutenant Rolitov, you will clear the zone," Angel insisted, cutting into the channel.


  "But I can get down there and tractor him in!"


  "Don't do it, Zarya," he said softly. "Just go home." He heard her panting into her headset, then a slight whimper escaped her lips. "Oh, God…" The VDU went blank. His radar still operated on emergency reserves, and he watched her break back for the Claw's retreating fighters and bombers. Once her ship reached them, Maniac looked up. Bad idea. The supercruiser's starboard aft quarter rushed toward him.
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  "I'm not dead yet," Maniac whispered as his Rapier advanced into the great shadow drawn by the Olympus's superstructure. In about ten seconds, his fighter would shatter across the supercruiser's hull with all the glory and fanfare of a mosquito spattering on a windshield. He decided to stay alive long enough to remind the deity toying with him that Lieutenant Todd "Maniac" Marshall had chutzpah and flying skills up to here, and did he really want to mess with that?


  Who am I kidding? The Maniac-magic is gone, he thought as he tried for the third time to reroute power to his maneuvering jets. The cell lines had probably been severed, despite the onboard computer's failure to report the problem. The computer could at least accurately report how thoroughly screwed he was. The Rapier's nose suddenly jolted up and to starboard so that Maniac now sat parallel to the Olympus, slid sideways toward her, and had a straight view to her bow. The stars ahead had given way to the utter blackness of the Olympus's gravity well. Thousands of pieces of debris flocked toward the gaping maw, on their way to a little town known as Digestion, a town Maniac would soon visit. He laughed ironically as the brightly lit panel of his tractor system drew his eyes. He doubted the beam would be strong enough to hold him to the supercruiser.


  Then again, the well had already demonstrated a healthy and forceful appetite for debris but had only slightly affected his trajectory. He now closed in on the well at nearly the same velocity as the Olympus, as though he had glided into a neutral field enveloping the ship.


  Abandoning any more speculation, he fired up the tractor and launched a beam at the cruiser's hull. The Rapier shook a second, then panels groaned as he began reeling himself toward the cruiser. Twenty meters, ten, five, then a solid thump reverberated through the cockpit as the tip of his port wing bounced once off the hull, then settled onto the durasteel.


  Without warning, his stomach greeted his knees and a pin-wheel of white light rose out of the well. He reached toward the canopy, feeling numb and disoriented as the pinwheel broadened into a blinding shimmer.


  Though he was temporarily resigned to being two steps behind the supercruiser, Admiral Vukar nar Caxki had still clung to the false hope that once his battle group reached the midpoint between the Lafayette and Tamayo systems, they would finally meet up with the elusive Confederation ship.


  But they had arrived in the sector three standard days ago and had yet to read any signs of the supercruiser's passage. No gravitic residuum. No ion emissions. Had Tactical Officer Mako-rshk relied on inaccurate data to calculate their jump? Perhaps, but for the time being Vukar would give the second fang the benefit of the doubt.


  The atmosphere on the bridge had long since cooled from the boiling blood frenzy that had clutched everyone's hearts after they had learned of losing so many to the supercruiser. Vukar's officers now stared impassively at their instruments, some seeming lifeless, all wearing the tight lips of the sullen. Too many hours had passed without his warriors seeing combat. As much as they tried, it wasn't in their blood to sit and watch blinking lights and scan schematics. Pack hunters should be more in touch with their instincts, with their environment, if they were to remain strong. Vukar himself felt the tug of ancient desires. Everything his paw touched had been manufactured by Kilrathi hands; nothing natural existed on the bridge. This lack of nature troubled him, gave him no outlet in which to exercise his desires to leap and attack. Where were Kilrah's cliffs and caves? And more importantly, where was the prey?


  A hiss rose from the back of his throat as he shifted away from the forward viewport and drifted back to Makorshk's tactical station. "Report?"


  "Still nothing, my Kalralahr. We're simply out of emissions range. A little more time. That's all we need."


  Vukar hissed more loudly. "I've given you too much time already."


  "I have a theory, if you'd like to hear it." Makorshk slowly lifted his head, and the heat of the second fang's glare astonished Vukar.


  In a motion so quick that it caught Makorshk completely off guard, Vukar snatched the young warrior's armored collar and wrenched him out of his seat. "Only the dying assume that look with me."


  "Then strike," Makorshk said, craning his elliptical head to expose the pale folds of skin protruding from his neck. "But let me speak first."


  Every bridge officer glanced nervously at them, most holding their breaths in anticipation of Vukar's next move. Control panels thrummed and beeped, otherwise an icy stillness prevailed.


  Nearly tasting the tension and suddenly realizing how it darkened the spirits of his officers, Vukar slowly relaxed his grip and retracted the claws of his free paw. He abruptly thrust Makorshk back into the seat, feeling invigorated and somewhat free of the anxiety that had been coiling around him for days. Yes, the old desires had been quelled for the moment. "What is your theory?"


  "That supercruiser has gone from Mylon to Lethe to out here, somewhere. I suspect it has already moved on."


  "A priestess could tell me that," Vukar spat.


  "Yes, but could she predict that ship's course?"


  "You can?"


  "A Confederation supercruiser is seized by Pilgrims. The likelihood of such an occurrence is rare, and I believe that such an act could only be carried out by Confederation officers of Pilgrim ancestry. Reconnaissance data on both the Mylon and Lethe attacks confirms that troopships were sent down to both planets. That information intrigues me."


  Vukar nodded. "Why send down troopships before annihilating the planet, unless—"


  "The Pilgrims planned on saving some of their own first. I don't believe they're attacking randomly. They're selecting planets that have high populations of Pilgrims."


  "What are they trying to do? Save all of the Pilgrims before they annihilate the Confederation? And if they plan on doing that, why only one ship?"


  Makorshk lifted his chin in the gesture of uncertainty. "Those questions won't be answered until we're aboard that ship. But their course does provide one clue. If they're focusing their attention on systems with high concentrations of Pilgrims, then look at this." The second fang's long, thick fingers worked furiously on a touchpad. His screen glowed with images of insignificant planets clustered around a feeble-looking sun. "McDaniel's World, the so-called homeworld of Pilgrims." The picture zoomed out to reveal McDaniel's position relative to their present one. "You see, my Kalrahalr? We can jump here, at Blytheheart." Makorshk tapped his screen, and another system stitched across the display.


  "But we won't reach McDaniel for another five standard days," Vukar said, reading the computer's arrival projection. "We need a plan to narrow that ship's lead."


  A screen to Makorshk's left unexpectedly flashed a message. Makorshk excitedly regarded the screen as Vukar leaned over the second fang. "Kalralahr. Ion emissions and gravitic residuum detected. Ion emissions suggest that four, possibly five Confeder-ation cap ships operated within these coordinates."


  "Yes, the apes hunt each other," Vukar said restlessly. "That tells us nothing about how we can intercept that ship."


  "If we can't catch up with them at McDaniel, we need to discover their next stop."


  "If your theory holds true, then they would pick another world with a high population of Pilgrims."


  "Yes, perhaps for the specific purpose of recruiting some Pilgrims. A mutiny certainly occurred, and there may not be enough Pilgrim apes aboard to run her efficiently. So they're taking on officers and taking out planets as they go."


  "Very well, then, Makorshk. I charge you with plotting their next course. We will attempt to second guess them based on your estimates."


  Makorshk drew back his head and lifted his shoulders. "Thank you for the honor," he said in a gasp of delight. "We will find that ship. And you, the clan, even the emperor will come to learn that the deadliest warrior hunts with his mind, not with his nose. The old ways will not work here."


  "Be wary of such remarks," Vukar said, lifting a finger. "Even highborns cannot change their blood. The ancient stirrings in our hearts that turn rational thought to jabber are what make us who we are and what will bring the Terrans to their knees. Never forget that, lest you become more like a hairless ape than a Kilrathi warrior of the Caxki clan."


  "Yes, my Kalralahr," the second fang replied distractedly, his gaze already wandering through star charts flashing on his tactical screen.


  Should the young warrior's next set of coordinates fail to place them within striking range of the supercruiser, Vukar decided that he would challenge his tactical officer to a blood duel. That would be the only way to save face after placing so much trust in a subordinate officer.


  Breathing a heavy sigh that sent nutrient gas jetting from his nostrils, Vukar turned over command to the ship's pensive first fang, Jatark nar Caxki, then took himself to the lift, guided by pangs of hunger that demanded his immediate attention. He decided that he would never again go so long without food.


  Now, if he could only hunt his meal rather than have it handed to him like a weak lowborn or like one of the intellects in Mako-rshk's favor.


  A warrior does not hunt with head or his nose, Vukar thought.


  He hunts with his heart.


  Stretched out on his sofa, wearing only a wrinkled pair of boxer shorts, Commodore Richard Bellegarde took several long pulls on the bottle of Scotch whiskey he had picked up while in Glasgow. He eyed his Spartan quarters aboard the Concordia and came to realize that the empty box aptly represented the empty man. He had left his mistress to satisfy the admiral, but that loss leached away his spirit. While on watch, he pretended to be involved, pretended that he really cared about his career, about his life. But all he really wanted was to take back everything he had said to Trish, to resume their relationship the way it had been, to damn to hell Tolwyn's concern for his career. He took another swig of Scotch, then balanced the bottle on his bare chest and stared at a world blurred by the glass.


  His door hatch chimed. Too numb and too lazy to stand, he simply shouted, "Yeah?"


  "Richard? It's Geoff. May I come in?"


  He bolted up, spilling the whiskey down his legs. "Uh, sir, I'm not feeling so, uh… can you give me a little time, say thirty minutes, and I'll meet you in the wardroom?"


  "This can't wait."


  Bellegarde threw his head back and chuckled. Screw getting a fleet. Screw it all. He would open the door and let the truth pour out. He got to his feet, but the deck rose and fell as though he stood on a seafaring vessel. He reached out to brace himself with the hand that gripped the whiskey bottle. He struck air once, twice, a third time before he lost his grip on the bottle and sent it crashing to the floor. At least it hadn't broken.


  "Richard, are you all right?"


  "I'm perfect," he said, then stumbled to the hatch and beat a fist on the control panel.


  Admiral Tolwyn marched in, looking neither surprised nor disgusted by Bellegarde's swagger and stench. His inspection took all of two seconds, then he crossed to Bellegarde's desk, slid out the chair, and took a seat. As usual, the admiral carried himself with an unyielding enthusiasm that seemed hot-wired to a reactor. In fact, Bellegarde had never seen the man in off-duty utilities. Even now, on his own time, Tolwyn wore his operations uniform, the large buttons running down his breasts reminding Bellegarde of what Confederation Naval officers were supposed to look like. He glanced down at his own bare, Scotch-covered form, then mustered a wan smile. "You caught me."


  The admiral shook his head. "These are your quarters, and you're free to do as you please while off duty, providing that it doesn't affect your performance. To this day, your drinking has had no bearing on your work. But take it from a man who's been there—you can't go on like this for much longer."


  "I know that. I keep telling myself that. And I keep discovering that nothing's real anymore."


  "The Navy's real. And she'll rarely let you down."


  "Why don't I believe that?"


  "Because you're still in the throes of your pity party. Forget your personal tragedy. We're all bitched from the start. So said Hemingway. I'd add that we all have our moments, and we all must make our sacrifices. But right now I need your strategist's mind."


  "You don't want to talk to me," Bellegarde said, then failed to suppress a belch. "Unless you feel comfortable taking advice from a drunk." He returned to the sofa and sat just a little too hard. The room rose brutally, then settled down.


  "We don't have time for you to sober up," Tolwyn explained. "I trust that you're in control enough to be useful."


  Bellegarde shrugged. "Very well."


  "We just received word that the Tiger Claw and the two destroyers I assigned to her engaged the Olympus at McDaniel's World four standard days ago. We're en route there now. Aristee got out pretty quickly while still inflicting significant losses on the Claw's bombers and fighters. She's obviously assembled an outstanding fighter wing."


  Tolwyn's admiration sounded a bit too healthy for Belle-garde's liking. "Where's she headed now?" he asked.


  "The Claw analyzed the hopper drive's gravitic residuum. Best estimates put her somewhere between Enyo and Vega."


  "Jesus, she crossed half the sector in a single jump?"


  "That hasn't been confirmed, but yes, I think she did. That hopper drive is a remarkable innovation."


  "Yeah, a little too remarkable." Bellegarde rubbed his eyes, imagining the carnage Aristee had already wreaked. Then he thought about ways to capture a ship with such capability when a puzzling fact hit him. "How the hell did the Claw catch up with her in the first place?"


  "I suspect that was Paladin's doing. He somehow guessed or knew she would go to McDaniel."


  "Well, can he guess her next destination?"


  Tolwyn cocked a brow. "Maybe. He's aboard the Olympus right now."


  "He's where?" Bellegarde sat up and shifted to the edge of the sofa.


  "According to Gerald, Commodore Taggart headed down to McDaniel to find Aristee. While en route, he communicated with some Pilgrims on planet, maybe even Aristee herself, and was instructed to return to the Olympus and given clearance to land. The cruiser jumped with him and Lieutenant Blair on board."


  "Blair? If Paladin went there to negotiate, why'd he take the kid?"


  "I'm not sure. I assume there's another reason besides Mr. Blair being half Pilgrim." Tolwyn stared into a thought, then abruptly said, "I have a feeling that something's gone terribly wrong."


  "Well, then, it's all about our swift reaction."


  "Which is why I'm here, seeking the advice of a drunk." Tol-wyn's grin defused the blow to Bellegarde's ego.


  "Sir, given Aristee's jump capability, pursuing her now without Paladin's help is a waste of time and resources. We have to do something to bring her to us."


  Tolwyn's eyes lit, the glimmer lasting but a second. "I just spoke with the space marshal this morning. She said the press is having its proverbial field day with this, and that senators from nearly all Confed worlds are advising their constituents of Pilgrim ancestry to seek shelter at designated sites. This, I'm told, is being done for their safety."


  "Those reporters and politicians are adding kindling to a fire that doesn't need it. And I'd like to see one of those 'designated sites.' Why don't they call them what they are—interment camps?"


  "They don't have to. Anyway, it's clear that the situation back home is becoming more tenuous. We have to put down Aristee now. If she causes any more deaths, this witch hunt will reach a fever pitch. We can't afford that. And we can't afford to tarnish our image any further. Our budget requests are already in jeopardy."


  "It all comes down to policy and perception," Bellegarde said acidly. "I shouldn't be surprised. I should be happy. I joined the Confederation with my fancy Ivy League degrees, but I just missed the first Pilgrim war. Now I'm getting my shot. But this… I have a feeling Aristee knows something about the Confederation, about all of this, that we don't. What she's doing… it might be bigger than all of us."


  "Don't get paranoid and melodramatic on me, Richard. What she's doing is remaining true to herself and her cause. Few of us are so lucky." He sighed deeply. "I've had doubts about military service all of my life. My family thought I was a fool for not pursuing a career in business. I've often thought about that life, but more lives seem to be ruined rather than saved by money. Then again, war has a similar effect." Tolwyn thought a moment more, then straightened. "So how do you propose we bring Captain Aristee to us?"


  "That, sir, will involve risking both of our careers." Tolwyn beamed at the challenge.


  Angel exited the lift and moved onto the Tiger Claw's bridge. She fought to secure her gloomy expression, but judging from the worried looks of the command and control staff, she was failing miserably. Lieutenant Commander Obutu wore the deepest look of concern. The sturdy black man rose from his station to greet her at the railing along the bridge's aft section. "Commander, we don't know each other well, but—"


  "Call me Angel," she muttered quickly.


  "Yes, ma'am. I was just wondering if you'd like to join a few of us tonight. We've got a mean card game going on. Mostly command staff. You'd fit right in. We meet in the wardroom at twenty-one-hundred."


  She returned a weak grin. "I'll think about it. Thanks for the invite."


  As Obutu stepped back to his station, Angel lowered her gaze and crossed to Captain Gerald, who sat in his command chair, absently stroking his chin in thought. "Captain, I received your request, but at this time I cannot recommend anyone in my squadron for a promotion."


  "You don't have much of a squadron left," Gerald said soberly. "Lieutenant Blair is now aboard the Olympus. And Lieutenant Marshall, well, I've added his name to those we will honor at the memorial service. Despite his frequent and often blatant insubordination, he was one hell of a pilot. I'll miss that much about him."


  "Sir, may we speak in private?"


  His brows rose, then he pushed himself out of the chair. She followed him through a hatch and into the shadowy confines of the map room, a rectangular cabin dimly illumined by holo projectors and data screens on standby.


  Gerald found a control console on which to lean and regarded her with piercing eyes. "Commander?"


  "Sir, I was just curious if you knew why the commodore requested Lieutenant Blair's company."


  "Interesting question, considering the scuttlebutt regarding you and Mr. Blair. He was twice seen slipping into your quarters."


  She whirled toward the hatch. "Sorry to have bothered you."


  "Right there, Commander. We need to have this conversation."


  Slowly, she turned back, faced him, but remained rigid, part of her still traveling toward the hatch.


  "I've never enforced the standing reg against fraternization. It goes on. It's a necessary evil. I'm okay with it. But if it compromises my ship or her crew, then I will brig the participants. Now then, Admiral Tolwyn has ordered us to break off from our pursuit of the Olympus, which, I might add, works in your favor. I wouldn't feel comfortable sending you out against her with Blair and Paladin still aboard."


  The news came as a cold wind that chilled Angel to the marrow. "Sir, has Paladin already convinced Aristee to stand down?"


  "I don't think so."


  "Then why are we breaking off?"


  "The admiral has given us new orders. We're going to Hell's Kitchen. We're to assume a high orbit of the third planet, Nether -anya, and await instructions."


  "There's a Pilgrim enclave there. I think it's called Triune."


  Gerald nodded. "I'm sure the admiral is positioning the rest of the fleet near the other Pilgrim enclaves. He's taking the Con-cordia battle group to McDaniel, and sending two others to Faith and Promise."


  "Why would Aristee go back to McDaniel or the other systems?"


  "I'm no mind reader, and even if I were, I doubt that I could make sense of a mind as complex as the admiral's," Gerald confessed. "I wish we were better informed, but that's the admiral's style. When we need to know, we'll know."


  "Is that also the commodore's style?"


  "He never told me why he took Lieutenant Blair along. And to be frank, I never questioned him. He said you had already approved, and it seemed like an excellent idea to me."


  "Sir?"


  "Let's just say that Lieutenant Blair will provide a counterweight to the commodore's mission."


  "Which is…"


  "I'm not sure if even the admiral knows."


  "Well, I owe that man my life," Angel said, remembering how Paladin had saved her when she had ejected in her life pod. "Still, I understand your feelings, and I did find it rather odd that Aris-tee gave him clearance to land so quickly."


  "It didn't surprise me at all." He read the question on her face, but instead of answering, he pushed himself off the console and checked his watchphone. "We'll be jumping in about five hours. I've scheduled another briefing for the department heads at sixteen-thirty. Is there anything else I can do for you, Commander?"


  "No, sir."


  Fifteen minutes later, Angel sat at her desk and rested her head on an arm. She couldn't believe that Christopher Blair had so quickly vanished from her life. She could easily cling to the pathetic hope that he would return, keep those candles lit for him, but she knew better. Those candles would do no more than burn.


  Over the years, she had grown accustomed to being abandoned by those she loved. Her parents had been killed in the Pilgrim War, and the sisters who had raised her were little more than disciplinarians employed at an orphanage. Then, at sixteen, Mikhail had kissed her good-bye and had joined the Confederation Marines. Six months later she had learned of his death. The Kilrathi had torn him apart so thoroughly that only through dental work and dog tags could he be identified. Angel had fallen to her knees and had vowed never to love again.


  But that vow had been too difficult to keep. True, she had successfully avoided romantic relationships until Christopher Blair had come along, but the love she harbored for friends had already taken its toll: Zigmaster, Throne, Rosie, and Bossman had all left behind their indelible marks. The shrinks had recently told her that her inability to become intimate was a natural defense mechanism against all of the loss she had suffered. She had become a textbook study in denial and insecurity, a psychiatrist's cliche, a self-destructive fighter pilot who allowed herself to experience only the most basic and necessary emotions, knowing too well that an entire universe of sensations continually passed her by.


  "You don't know what I'm risking here."


  "I think I do."


  Maybe Blair did understand her. She had never met a young man more sensitive and as attuned to his surroundings.


  But like the others, he had left.


  Seething over the fact, she bolted from the desk, ripped the pillows off her rack, yanked the mattress from its frame, and threw it across the room. Panting through gritted teeth, she grabbed the small statue of the Brussels griffon sitting atop her desk and smashed it against her hatch. The little porcelain dog fell in a score of pieces that clattered across the deck. She lowered her head, eyes stinging with tears, then, on her periphery, she noticed her small computer terminal. Its thin screen showed the words ONE unread text message in a beckoning flash. She went to the terminal, and with trembling fingers pulled up the mail:


  IP PORT STATUS: UNDOCKED


  OP PORT STATUS: UNDOCKED


  CLEARANCE KEY STATUS: insentcand.veri-fying_denied_accep*ed


  DATA SECURITY LEVEL: unclassified_confi-denfciaLsecnetLtopsecr'et


  ORIGINATION: Confederation Merchantman


  Diligent


  RECEIVED: 2654.DBS O44B Hours CST


  Dear Angel,


  Paladin and I are on our way to the planet.


  He thinks Aristee's down there. I smooth-talked him into letting me send you this. We didn't get a chance to say good-bye, and I don't know how long this is going to take. To be honest with you, I don't even know why I'm here except maybe as a witness for him. He knows that most people don't trust him now. I do. But I'm worried. Anyway, take care, and if Maniac gives you any trouble while I'm gone, tell him he'll pay hell to me with interest.


  I want to sign off with love because that's how I feel, but I won't. I'll wait for you, Angel. I'll wait for as long as it takes…


  Christopher


  END TEXT TRANSMISSION # B9274UH9Y299


  DUPLICATE COPY ROUTED OFFLINE MAILBOX «9BO2»


  She ran a finger over his name on the screen and whispered, "Don't wait. I'm not worth it."
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  After they had set down on the Olympus's flight deck, Blair and Paladin had remained in their seats while the supercruiser made another jump. During that moment, Blair had once more experienced the indistinct figure that rose from the darkness, calling his name in a feminine voice, stroking his cheek, and reaching for him. However, the image had seemed brighter, the voice clearer—as though with each contact he drew closer to the person.


  With the jump completed, Deck Boss Towers had given them permission to egress. When they had popped the hatch, they had been met by a pair of heavily-armed Pilgrim Marines. The Marines' dress had immediately struck Blair as odd: long, white robes tied at the waist by olive drab sashes and covered by breastplates of armor and conventional ammo belts. Combat boots had been replaced by loose-fitting sandals. Confederation Marines typically wore standard issue C-524 space armor, single piece units donned via an opening on the left side. Equipped with C-532 life support systems, the suits afforded them the ability to operate in a multitude of environments and struck a familiar image with all military personnel. These Pilgrim Marines looked like a pair of monks wielding C-47 ballistic assault rifles instead of the holy books of Ivar Chu. Despite their dress, they did brandish the same badass attitudes as non-Pilgrim Marines, and that characteristic even Ivar Chu McDaniel could not educate or "enlighten" away.


  Hands raised, he and Paladin had shifted down the loading ramp and into supercruiser's aft flight deck, once a meager housing for twenty or thirty fighters and bombers, now a spectacle of recently added runways, aprons, and berths that extended nearly two hundred meters longer than the Tiger Claw's. Rapiers and Broadswords stood in rows that stretched so far into the distance that Blair had blinked to make sure he had not witnessed an illusion. Still, the rows were spread wide apart, and there probably weren't more than sixty or seventy fighters. Even as Paladin continued to scrutinize their enemy's strike potential, Blair had taken note of the dozens of techs who also wore robes and sandals similar to the Marines, though their jobs were identified by different colored sashes rather than by the color-specific coveralls worn by Confed personnel.


  "What's with the costumes?" Blair had asked Paladin. "Looks like a martial arts academy in here."


  "Pilgrims are all about tradition, and this one was obviously adopted from other cultures and religions. The robes are ceremonial reminders of oneness, of purity, of simplicity, and they're made of ko'a'ka. Produces a calming effect similar to tobacco."


  "They don't look calm. Just ridiculous."


  That remark had caused one of the Marines to jam his muzzle between Blair's shoulders. Wincing from the pain, Blair had wisely decided to remain silent for the rest of the trip to the brig. Along the way, they had been met by the scowls and cutting remarks of dozens of robed crew members, and though Blair shared their ancestry, he felt alienated by these people; however, they couldn't know his mother had been a Pilgrim.


  The group had finally reached the brig, a narrow, utilitarian chamber with six cells on each side of the passage. There, Blair and Paladin had sat for hours, highly entertained by the dura-steel walls and the buzz of sparse lighting. Blair's only visit to a cap ship brig had been during the standard walking tour. Naval brigs hadn't changed much over the centuries. You had your walls, your bars, your sweet-smelling sink and toilet. You wouldn't find sophisticated energy barriers or hyperlined plumbing in Confederation brigs, just the cheap, effective, old-fashioned discomforts of imprisonment.


  Surprisingly enough, Blair had discovered that the mattress on the cot was actually thicker and more comfortable than the one in his quarters back on the Claw—an illustration of military prioritizing at its finest, with thugs sleeping more comfortably than officers.


  Paladin hadn't paid much attention to Blair's comments regarding the bunk. In fact, he had grown more restless, and the color had all but faded from his cheeks.


  Noting that, Blair now mustered the courage to confront his mentor. "Are you all right, sir?"


  "What?"


  "Are you all right?"


  Paladin blinked off the cobwebs of his introspection and faced Blair. "Yeah. It's just this wait."


  "How long has it been since you've seen her?"


  "I'm not sure. We bumped into each other a few times since she left. It's probably been five years. I guess I can wait another hour."


  "With all due respect, sir, you look pretty nervous."


  The commodore chuckled under his breath. "It shows that much?"


  A sudden commotion at the far end of the brig drew Blair's attention.


  "Watch it!" came a familiar voice. "You do that again, you'll be deep-throating that muzzle. Do we understand each other?"


  "Shut up!" another man cried.


  "Maniac?" Blair called, rushing to the bars. He glimpsed down the corridor and spotted his bunkmate being ushered toward them by their friendly neighborhood Pilgrim Marines.


  "Hey, that you, Blair?" Maniac squinted to spot him.


  "Yeah. I'm with the commodore. What are you doing here?"


  "I'm on the free tour."


  The Marines keyed open the cell beside Blair's and thrust Maniac inside. A solid wall stood between their cells, so Blair could only hear his wingman. "Thanks, guys," he told his escorts. "I'm looking at your hairy legs, and I gotta tell you, I'm feeling somewhat aroused."


  "Close that hole, human" one of the guards retorted before he and his comrade beat a quick exit.


  "You say it like a curse," Maniac cried after them. "At least I ain't a fanatic and a freak!" Suddenly aware of his company, he added, "No offense, guys."


  Paladin arrived beside Blair, his once sallow face now aglow. "Lieutenant?" he called out to Maniac. "Explain your presence."


  "You know it's actually good to see you two locked up. At least I know what side you're on."


  "Lieutenant, answer my—"


  "Sir, I took a hit, lost control, and came in close to the carrier as she was about to jump," Maniac began, sounding bored with having to relate the tale. "I drifted into some kind of neutral field that surrounded the ship. I fired a tow beam, just hung on, and figured I'd be wasted by the jump. On the other side, they sent out a couple Rapiers and tractored me back to the flight deck. Got interrogated by a few people. Don't know if they were officers, they wore those nutty robes with the symbols along the cuffs. One of them gave the order to have me executed."


  Paladin snorted. "So why am I still talking to you?"


  "Well, sir, I kind of dropped your name." Maniac's voice grew more tentative. "Told 'em I was a friend and that they should check with you first before they did anything. And son of a bitch, it worked. At least for now."


  "That's pretty clever, Lieutenant."


  "Why, thank you, sir."


  "You idiot!" Paladin suddenly roared. "Aristee will bait me with your life."


  "What was I supposed to do? Let 'em kill me? I don't think so. And why can't she do the same thing with Blair?"


  "She won't kill him—he's half Pilgrim. Your presence may have already compromised this mission."


  "And what mission is that, sir?"


  Paladin sighed disgustedly and shambled back toward the cot. He flipped back a stray lock of hair and sat, his expression returning to a tight mask of thought.


  "Hey, I didn't ask to be here," Maniac added. "You guys did. Mind telling me why?"


  Blair looked to Paladin, who shook his head.


  "Hey, you guys eat yet?" Maniac continued. "The food any good? Or do these Pilgrims eat only holy rice or some other bullshit?"


  "Think you'd better sit down and find your own religion," Blair retorted. "You'll need it now."


  Voices echoed faintly in the distance, then wore off into the sound of approaching footsteps.


  "What now?" Paladin muttered.


  Captain Amity Aristee emerged from the shadows like a dark-skinned archangel, cast out from the Confederation and ruling now in her own private hell. She did, indeed, possess that torturous beauty of which Paladin had so often spoke, and Blair found himself drawn to the forest in her eyes and the mysteries coiled through her black, shoulder-length hair. Aristee carried herself with a rhythm that seemed at once primordial and musical, though in no way did it appear forced. Full, round breasts tented up her robe, with more than a hint of cleavage forming a warm home at her V-neck. She stood tall on firm legs, the calves smooth and well-defined, and her small feet with toenails painted white fit perfectly in her leather sandals. Blair amused himself by speculating on her undergarments—or lack thereof—before he noticed another man coming forward, a man he immediately recognized, though he had first seen as part of the continuum, part of something universal, elemental, and baffling.


  Frotur Johan McDaniel regarded Blair with warm recognition. "Brotur Christopher." Then he eyed Paladin with a slight though detectable sneer. "And Brotur James. I never thought we'd meet again."


  "For a Pilgrim with a perfect sense of direction, you seem to keep crossing my path," the commodore said coldly.


  "Oh, but that's not my will. It's destiny tugging on your elbow. You've lived in denial long enough, haven't you?"


  "All right, gentlemen," Aristee interjected. "We'll finish the debate later." With several rapid keystrokes on the cell's control panel, she opened the door. "Let's go."


  Blair noticed how Aristee and Paladin would not look at each other. He had expected an awkward moment between them, a moment in which they painfully uttered each other's names followed by mawkish cliches like "It's been a long time."


  "Whoa. Where are you going?" Maniac asked as they stepped into the corridor. "Hey, you leave me here, you're gonna have a major problem on your hands."


  "Lieutenant," Paladin snapped, then added a glare to silence Maniac. The reprimand worked.


  "I understand he's a friend," Aristee said, though she barely met Paladin's gaze.


  "No, he's not."


  "Sir?" Maniac cried.


  "He's a good friend and one of most aggressive junior pilots in the fleet," the commodore added. "But he's still a human. I suggest you jettison him ASAP."


  Blair turned to Paladin, mouth agape"arfH eyes bulging.


  "James, you know why I let him live," Aristee began. "Don't insult my intelligence again. You're not here to defect, and you don't want me to kill him. You're here to talk me into surrendering, but Ivar Chu himself couldn't do that now."


  "At least hear me out," Paladin said.


  "Oh, I will. We'll have plenty of time to talk. But first I want to show you something." She suddenly turned to Blair, scrutinized him for a second, then blurted out, "You look like your mother."


  "Did you know her, ma'am?"


  "I knew of her. I was pretty young back then and was only visiting Peron. I remember everyone being jealous of her good looks. Then when she married your father, that jealousy turned to hate." She moved away. "So it goes."


  They followed her toward the hatch at the far end of the corridor, with Johan McDaniel bringing up the rear. "Broturs James and Christopher, many people scarified their lives for what you're about to witness. We shall honor them by remaining silent until we arrive," the frotur instructed.


  Paladin looked askance at Blair and made a face. Blair nodded as the two Marines joined them at the hatch.


  "Bring back some food," Maniac shouted.


  Amity led them down several decks, toward the supercruiser's stern. They passed several torpedo launch bays, pilots' quarters, environmental controls, and a long storage area fenced off by polymeric bars. Crew members snapped to as they neared them, bowing instead of saluting.


  It took all of fifteen minutes for them to reach the engineering deck. Two more Pilgrim Marines stood guard outside the oval-shaped hatch. As they drew near, one of the guards briskly keyed open the door. The drone of cooling units and air recyclers grew louder as they stepped onto a catwalk that encompassed a circular room. The catwalk permitted full view of the ship's drive system, a great metallic organ centered below. From a distance, the place resembled an amphitheater, with the drive at center stage and emitting a solid bass note so deep that Blair felt it pass through him as they crossed toward a staircase that dropped fifteen meters to the drive deck. He gripped the rail and descended, his gaze riveted to the hopper drive itself.


  Mounted on a two-meter-high, rectangular durasteel base, the drive extended about fifteen meters, bearing the exotic curves of some black, incandescent melon. It tapered at the tail end to form a curving hose with the girth of two men. The hose arced back to the center of the drive, where it grew wider by a third and attached to a dome on the system's back. A conduit at least five meters across jutted from the forward end and curved up ninety degrees to reach the overhead. Blair assumed that the four robed men who had risen from their control stations along the perimeter were drive officers; they bowed as Aristee entered the room.


  "As you were," she said.


  "Jesus," Paladin mumbled, gaping at the drive. "Must've taken months to install this system."


  "Nine-point-three," Aristee qualified. "The Confederation could never maintain security as tight as mine or create a better campaign of misinformation. Your friends at Intell thought they had us figured out. I wonder what they think now. Even my own command staff didn't know what was going on down here. Some said it would be impossible." She sniggered. "Gentlemen, I present to you the impossible."


  Paladin pointed at the tube extending to the ceiling. "Well field integrator?"


  "Very good. The matter-antimatter reactor is housed in the dome. The reaction containment field is located below. Problems with the old hopper drive occurred there. We used a Kilrathi alloy inside the drive to foster containment, control the reaction, and account for gravitic distortions from nearby objects. At least the cats are good for something else besides killing."


  "What's the range? If I recall, the old sloships were limited to twenty or thirty percent of a light year."


  "We're still experimenting with that, but our last jump took us nearly halfway across Vega sector. You do the math."


  "But isn't the field localized?"


  "There's a relationship between the number of anti-gravitons created by the field and the range. I don't pretend to understand it, but the more we generate, the farther we go."


  "Yeah, but as you generate more anti-gravitons, the well becomes more unstable."


  The commodore's fact left Aristee unmoved. "We're working on that, too. But no matter how unstable the well becomes, we can still navigate it, either through conventional NAVCOM AI or a Pilgrim navigator. Frotur McDaniel is responsible for our success in that area."


  "I'm just an old man," McDaniel said with a smile.


  Paladin shook his head. "I wish you were."


  "Ma'am, what you've done here is nothing short of remarkable," Blair said. "But for what? Why show us this? And how do you justify killing millions on Mylon? What do you want? Most terrorists have some sort of demands."


  She stepped toward him, her fruity perfume beginning to sap away his anger. "I'm not a terrorist, Brotur Christopher. I'm a victim, same as you. We were chosen for the stars. The Confederation took them from us." She grinned wistfully. "I don't expect to get them back. But I will start a revolution the likes of which the Confederation has never seen. Even the Kilrathi will cower in our presence. I'm not some insane fanatic who's hijacked her own ship with the intention to kill as many humans as I can before I die a fiery death. You think I'm that reckless? I know what's right for my people. And I'm going to give it to them with the help of this drive. I show it to you because it's yours."


  "No." Paladin's eyes narrowed in disgust.


  "You can't strike and run forever," Blair said, his tone complementing the commodore's expression. "This is just one ship, and the fleet will eventually catch up with you."


  "Of course it will, but not before I create a symbol of our renewed strength. Gentlemen, in approximately sixty days further modifications to this drive will be completed. They will allow us to generate a space-time well large enough to be placed near planetary bodies. At such time we will proceed to Earth and complete Brotur Wilson's mission. If we're not destroyed there, our next targets will include Sol system military installations." She focused her attention on Paladin. "You'll be supplying us with more specific data on bringing down their defense nets."


  "Interesting the way you stand there and tell us you're not insane," Blair began. "Then you tell us your plans to take out Earth and the Confederation. Am I the only one who recognizes the irony? And if this is what being a Pilgrim is all about, then—"


  "You're still naive, Brotur. You'll come to understand," she assured him with a nod. "I don't like killing, but I will no longer tolerate the persecution of my people."


  "I suppose you went to McDaniel for the protur's blessing," Paladin interjected. "You don't have it, and without it you can't succeed."


  "On the contrary, James, I not only have the protur's blessing, but he's aboard this ship."


  Paladin shifted his gaze to Johan McDaniel. "So you figured out where his retreat is. Did he come willingly?"


  "Later on, I'll take you to see him," Aristee offered. "You can ask him yourself."


  "I don't believe you've met the protur," McDaniel said, gripping Paladin's shoulder. "You must talk to him."


  The commodore twisted out of McDaniel's hold, then scanned the drive room for effect. "All of this… what a waste."


  "Oh, come down off your pulpit," Aristee shot back. "You wouldn't have said that ten years ago. We joined the Navy for the same reasons. You've just forgotten them."


  As the commodore stood in silent consideration, McDaniel slid up behind Blair and whispered, "Haven't seen her yet, have you? Oh, you've heard her, but you haven't really seen her."


  A bolt of chills impaled Blair's spine as he turned back to the old man. "No, I haven't. She knows my name."


  "She knows more than that."


  "Who is she?"


  "It's not who but what she is," he said with a wink. "And that's not for me to answer, but for you to discover."
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  "Relayed drone message from the Concordia coming through now, sir," Comm Officer Zabrowsky reported.


  Gerald nodded sharply. "Decrypt and route to OS station two."


  "Aye, sir. Decryption in progress." The freckle-faced boy swiveled back to his instruments. "Routing to OS two."


  As Gerald pulled his tired frame to the port-side observation station, he muttered, "It's about time."


  The Tiger Claw had reached Netheranya three standard days ago and had assumed a high orbit of the mottled brown world whose oceans comprised only ten percent of her total area. Gerald had sent off a drone to Naval Station Gemini near the Enyo system to inform the admiral that they were at station. Gemini would in turn send off a jump-capable drone to the Concordia, now orbiting McDaniel's World.


  Inter-ship, long-distance drone communications did little more than snail along, but the Hell's Kitchen system stood in an area of space known as the Vega cluster, with Enyo, McAuliffe, Dieno, Pephedro, Blackmane, and Cambria all within the grid and just a single jump away. With so many systems in the area,


  Gerald had assumed there would be other fleet operations within direct communications range. They had detected and contacted several Confed merchant and cargo vessels as well as several civilian and commercial transports, but they had failed to find any capital ships from the 14th Fleet. Gerald had grown a bit unnerved by the prospect of the Claw, the Mitchell Hammock, and the Oregon being the only capital ships within half of Day Quadrant. He wondered why the admiral had spread the fleet so thinly, and he hoped the communique would explain that.


  Appearing to be his usual impeccable self, Tolwyn gave his customary nod of acknowledgment and said, "Sorry for the delay, Mr. Gerald. We'll get right to it. Interstellar probes detected a Kilrathi battle group between Lafayette and Tamayo systems. The cats are obviously after the Olympus. I've dispatched six strike carriers with orders to find and destroy that battle group. In the meantime, we're going to call Captain Aristee's bluff. At this moment, nearly one hundred CF-20 ConCom ships are deploying drones throughout Vega sector. Each drone will broadcast a long-range transmission for Captain Aristee. I've attached a copy of the transmission for your review. In sum, she is ordered to surrender her vessel—otherwise every Pilgrim system and enclave within Confederation territory will be destroyed and all surviving Pilgrims within our borders will be arrested and imprisoned until she stands down. That last part won't be too difficult since many of those Pilgrims have already sought shelter in designated camps."


  Gerald paused the message. Had the admiral lost his mind? Yes, he might be calling Aristee's bluff, but if he actually ordered the destruction, he would be personally responsible for the deaths of billions. The senate would hang him. It took a moment more for Gerald to realize what Tolwyn had done, and he smiled inwardly. The senate probably had no idea of the admiral's plan. However, if one of the drones were intercepted by the wrong ship, and word leaked back to the senate—but by then it would be too late to stop Tolwyn. On the other hand, the plan might work. How could Aristee ever hope to build a force if the


  Confederation wiped out the systems and enclaves? She might finally recognize the foolishness of her pursuits.


  "Mr. Gerald, I want you to establish a no-fly zone around the Pilgrim enclave Triune on Netheranya. The strike bases at Tung and Sylee will provide atmospheric air support while your fighter wing will interdict all ships attempting to make orbit or planet-fall. I've already contacted the Pilgrim ambassador of Triune and declared a state of martial law. Now, Mr. Gerald, if we receive a refusal from Captain Aristee, know that I will give the order to destroy Triune and its four million inhabitants. In all, over two billion Pilgrims across three systems and five colonial enclaves will die. That's our worst case scenario, and I'm praying it doesn't come to that. But Aristee has been sending messages long enough. It's high time we replied. I'll keep you informed. Tolwyn out."


  "You're really going to do it, old man," Gerald whispered to the blank screen. He glanced up at Netheryana, looming in the viewport. His mind traveled to the cities, the suburbs, the little farms, the wine fields, the hills that rolled on to the horizon. He thought of the children lining up behind their teachers, the old men and women gaming in the parks, the cool, dark waters of the many streams that ran through the simple land. He had had too much time to study the enclave, to drift through the holos that showed images as strikingly beautiful as they now were painful. He should feel glad that Tolwyn was taking extreme measures to bring in Aristee, but killing civilians just to make a point smacked of terrorism. They're not civilians—they're Pilgrims. Hell, they don't even think of themselves as human. The reminder hardly made him feel better. He craned his head to the comm station. "Mr. Z? Get me the COs at Tung and Sylee."


  "Aye, sir. Establishing communications."


  "Mr. Obutu? Recall security patrol and scramble First and Third squadrons."


  Obutu repeated the command, then contacted the Rapier pilots presently flying patrol.


  Gerald switched on the ship-wide intercom and hemmed. "All personnel, this is the captain. We have just received orders to establish a no-fly zone over Triune. I suspect we'll encounter a lot of resistance from commercial and civilian vessels. We'll remain secured from general quarters, but I'd like to maintain a heightened sense of readiness. Any one of those ships could take a potshot at us, and those skippers know we won't return fire and create an incident. I'd like to avoid becoming famous, but we will respond appropriately to significant threats. If you have any questions, consult with your department heads. That is all."


  "Sir?" Comm Officer Zabrowsky called. "No response from the strike bases yet, but I have Lieutenant Commander Deveraux on a secure channel."


  "I'll take it here."


  Angel's bewildered expression lit the screen, with officers scrambling from the flight control room behind her. "Sir. We expecting Aristee?"


  "I doubt it. The admiral's calling her bluff with this blockade, but my gut's telling me this isn't right. Exercise extreme caution out there. Divert civilian and commercial pilots to Enyo where possible. Notify any ships in need of refueling that we will accommodate that need as necessary."


  "How long will this last?"


  "Vega's a big place. And Aristee is a stubborn woman. I think we'll be anchoring here for a very long time."


  "Have you received any word from Commodore Taggart?"


  "I'm betting that when we hear from Aristee, we'll hear from him. Probably not before."


  "Yes, sir." She ended the transmission.


  "Sir? Contact bearing three-two-four by five-one-nine," Radar Officer Falk said. "Designate Bravo two-five, Wren-class commercial transport. Range: two-one-five Ks. Velocity: one-two-five KPS and slowing."


  "And the party begins," Gerald said, then rose and skirted his way back to his command chair. "Hail them, Mr. Falk. Report perimeter violation of standard no-fly zone. If that captain gives you an argument, patch him through to me."


  Blair shook his head as Maniac released an especially loud yawn. "I ever tell you about the time I took Casey up in my Rapier trainer? That was a date that blondie will never forget. Shit, even I remember it."


  Maniac's words echoed hollowly through the brig, and for once in his life Blair truly wished he were alone. He had been sitting in his cell for seven days since first coming aboard. Paladin had been in his company for the first two days, then the Marine guards had fetched him, and Blair had not seen or heard from the commodore since.


  He and Maniac spent most of their time talking. Blair told Maniac stories about his boyhood, stories of farming, of his first experience with his holographic assistant, Merlin, and of his first kiss in preschool. But this heart-warming, general audience stuff only inspired fits of yawning from his wingman. Living up to his reputation, Maniac related tales of his numerous and varied sexual encounters, he the virile hero whose presence struck down women with an overpowering desire to tear the clothes from their bodies and throw themselves at him. The stories grew more graphic, the women more beautiful, the truth lost in all of that heavy breathing. Marshall's call sign should have been NymphoManiac.


  By the third day, Blair's request for a shower and clean clothes had finally been honored. The guards had kept their weapons trained on them even while in the latrine and afterward had forced them to wear Pilgrim robes. Maniac had swapped a few insults with the guards, but for the most part they ignored his crude comments.


  With the passage of each day, marked by a report from Merlin and the switching on or off of the lights, Blair grew more anxious and began to doubt that they would ever be released. Surely he had better things to do with his time than die in a miserable cell in the company of Todd Marshall. Even now, as Maniac launched into another of his tales, which somehow involved two people in the cramped confines of a Rapier cockpit, Blair rocked slowly on his cot and thought of his youth, of how much he had not seen, and of how his last image might be a sheet of scored gray steel.


  And the questions, so many questions, continued to elude him. Where was Paladin? Why hadn't he come to visit? Why hadn't anyone come to see them? Why did Paladin bring him here in the first place? Where was the ship now? What was happening back on the Claw? What about Angel?


  And the note. Had she received the note? The Diligent's comm computer had reported a successful transmission. He wondered what she thought of it. He shouldn't have written the "L" word. He had probably frightened her. What a spectacularly foolish thing he had done. Well, it could have been worse. He could have listened to Merlin; then again, he would have someone else to blame if he lost her.


  Why was he so afraid of losing her? What about her intrigued him so much? Her raw beauty and strong will had initially attracted him, but what now kept him rapt? Was it her pain? The emptiness he had already tried to fill? Did he want to save her from self-destruction? Or did he want to show her that chivalry still existed despite the years and distances? He should be with her for the right reasons, but what were they? He couldn't just be her savior. She would close up, resent him, because needing him would make her confront her own weaknesses, and while she could do that, the reminder would only bring her more pain.


  "… and you should have seen the look on my crew chief's face when the canopy opens and up pops Casey's head. I tell him that I caught her trespassing in my cockpit and that I'm turning her over to security immediately." Maniac chuckled over the memory, then his voice died off into the silence. "C'mon, Blair. You gotta admit that's funny."


  "Uh-huh."


  "What's the matter? Ain't you ever been locked up for a week aboard a supercruiser taken over by Pilgrims?" He snorted. "I


  know this sucks. It really sucks. I bet Taggart's up in the wardroom right now, eating like a king. Aristee's probably won him over already."


  "No way. He's up there convincing her to stand down," Blair countered, wishing his words were fact.


  "I ain't saying he's a traitor. She could've easily drugged him. He's Intell and privy to a lot of data that she'd love to have. Know what? I'm convinced she's done that. Otherwise, he would have already come down to see us. He's either drugged or suddenly doesn't care. Or maybe / am saying he's a traitor."


  "Paladin's no turncoat. He's more loyal to the Confederation than you."


  "Then I hope his loyalty buys us a ticket out of this hole." A solid and familiar thump sounded from the wall that adjoined their cells. As he did at least once every day, Maniac had beat his fist on the steel. "Hey, guards?"


  Someone approached, but the footsteps sounded a bit lighter than those of the guards, whose passage Blair had come to know well. He sprang from the bunk and gripped the bars of his cell, imagining for the nth time that he had the strength to bend durasteel. He jammed his head against the bars and squinted through the shadows vesturing the passage.


  A figure came forward, his white robe extending to his shins and fluttering behind him with an almost underwater slowness. His face grew distinct, and Blair gasped. "Sir."


  "Your ears must've been ringing," Maniac said.


  Paladin arrived before Blair and gave a curt nod. "Lieutenant. How are you two doing?"


  "We're all right," Blair answered. "They fed us well."


  "If you call leftover rations a meal," Maniac qualified. "Probably scooped them out of waste can. Hey, Commodore? Where you been? And when the hell are we getting out?"


  "It's complicated. And I'm not sure if you'll be getting out anytime soon. Aristee doesn't have enough personnel to assign a guard to you. It's easier for her to keep you here."


  "While you get to stroll around the ship unguarded?" Mani-ac quickly followed. "Excuse me, sir, but I have a slight problem with that."


  "She's got a guard on me. He's waiting at the hatch."


  "You talk to her yet?" Blair asked.


  "I've had several opportunities, Mr. Blair. Suffice it to say, I need many more."


  "Question is, do we have that time? Where is she headed? And how many more people do you think she'll kill?"


  "She's arranged to purchase supplies and take on more personnel at Aloysius Prime. She's having some trouble with the hopper drive, so I expect it'll take us a while before we get there. I'm not happy with that destination. Aloysius is in Robert's Quadrant, right on the Kilrathi border."


  "You're not happy with that destination?" Maniac snapped. "Why don't you do something about it? That bitch will never stand down. We need to take this ship by force."


  "Excellent idea," Blair said, feigning his enthusiasm. "The three of us will take on the entire crew. Or maybe you'd like to do that single-handedly? At least you'd have something other than sex to talk about."


  "I'm flipping you the bird right now."


  Paladin shifted to Maniac's cell. "Mr. Marshall, we may very well have to take this ship by force. And if we do, I expect that you will follow my orders without question—no matter what I tell you to do."


  "At this point, sir, I'm most concerned with getting my particular ass off this particular ship. If we can save the Confederation in the interim, more power to us."


  "Sir?" Blair interrupted. "Why didn't you come to see us sooner?"


  "She's been forcing me to attend her con-crit sessions and suffer through a series of songs and conversations, a kind of exorcism of old ideas through music and speech. Your basic brainwashing in the guise of spiritual pursuit. It takes nearly five days to go through the first sequence."


  "Maybe they drugged you," Maniac said. "Maybe you're just feeding us bullshit."


  "I haven't been drugged. Tampering with the body in that way is strictly forbidden. That's a covenant in our favor. They want to win over only cognizant individuals since cognizance is a prerequisite of ascension."


  "These people don't hang out in shuttleports, chanting and handing out flyers, do they?" Maniac gibed.


  "Don't underestimate them, Mr. Marshall. If you do, you'll wind up chanting and distributing flyers yourself."


  "Sir, I've never been a POW," Blair confessed. "That Kilrathi tattoo on your neck helps you remember that you were. I don't want to pry, but tell me this: How did you get through it? What did you do to keep yourself sane? It's only been a week, but I feel more tortured by the monotony than if they came down here and beat me. I guess I have too much time on my hands. I'm getting wire happy. So's Maniac. Pretty soon we'll do anything to escape, even if it gets us killed."


  "I think you get through it by reaching down into yourself and finding a real reason to live. Why are you here, Mr. Blair? What is your purpose in this universe? Big questions. They might even sound ridiculous. But if you can discover the answers, it won't matter what they throw at you. When the Kilrathi took me, it was like having a window to hell. They know exactly what can kill a human. Exactly. That's just what I said in my debriefing. I spent two long years in captivity, but I made it through because I'm here to affect as many lives as I can. My life was never mine. It took me a long time to reconcile with that."


  "To be honest, sir, I have no idea why I'm here. But I'll try to figure that out. Thanks."


  "Gentlemen, I'll visit again soon. Just hang tight. Do the Confederation proud."


  "Oh, we're doing it real proud sittin' here," Maniac muttered.


  Ignoring the remark, the commodore drifted off, into the shadows.


  Blair remained at the bars for several minutes after Paladin left. He played over the commodore's advice, but his thoughts seemed as imprisoned as his body. Maybe I'm just here to be a Confederation pilot. Maybe I don't have some higher purpose. Why do I even need one?


  Your purpose is with us.


  The voice sent Blair recoiling from the bars to inspect his cell. She had spoken in his head. And it hadn't been during a jump. Who are you?


  I'm not a ghost. I'm not reading your mind. I'm just letting you read the script of my thoughts. My script is here, in this ship. Would you like to know me?


  Yeah, I guess so. What do you want?


  I'll come for you when I can.


  Who are you?


  No response.


  "Who are you?"


  "What?" Maniac asked.


  Blair drew in a long breath, rubbed his eyes, then dropped onto his cot. "Nothing."


  "Know what's gonna happen, Ace? The Confed is going to pound this ship out of existence, and we'll be along for the ride. We're on death row."


  "Hey, Maniac? What's your purpose in life?"


  "Shit, that's easy. I'm here to strap on a starfighter and rack up as many kills as possible. I am a killing machine. I am population control. I am the final glimpse before eternity. Sivar loves me. I send him fresh Kilrathi souls."


  "Seriously."


  "Seriously. I am here to kill, kill, kill. And I'll give back to the universe by a making a few babies. But not any time soon. I need another decade or so of practice, with, of course, as many women as possible. You stand on your marble mountain and tell me I'm shallow. But I got no illusions about this. And if there is a supreme being, then I have to get credit for being exactly who I am. Love me. Hate me. But you have to respect that I know what I'm about. You? You keep turning back to this Pilgrim thing. So your mother was a Pilgrim. So what. Look at these peo-pie. Look at what they've done. You want to dial into this?"


  Blair jerked himself off the cot and beat a fist into his palm. "Not all Pilgrims are like this. I wish somebody would teach me who they really are. Then maybe I'd know what I'm about. And so would you."


  With a laugh, Maniac replied, "You're about fear. You're about confusion. You're about running. And it would make me feel a whole lot better if you were about kicking ass."


  "Even if I were, what could we do about it? Try to pull off some pathetic diversion? You complain that you're sick, then the guard opens the door and you pound his ass? Then you open my cell, we take the guards' weapons, hightail it through the ship, and take Aristee at gunpoint? We're living this. It ain't some bad movie."


  "We got nothing to lose. I say we try anyway." Blair threw up his hands. "Go ahead. You can add stupidity to what you're about."
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  Admiral Vukar sat rigid in his command chair, his gaze traveling intently from station to station as the Shak'Ar'Roc's bridge crew prepared to jump. His officers had just come off a five hour respite, and they appeared invigorated by the notion that they would once more pick up their quarry's scent. Every heart was in the hunt…


  Tactical Officer Makorshk had predicted that the supercruiser would go to the Hell's Kitchen system, to a planet called Neth-eryana, to a Pilgrim enclave called Triune that stood directly in the supercruiser's last known trajectory. At tremendous risk, they had jumped back to Lafayette, moved on to Montrose, then on to Pephedro. Vukar felt certain that they had been spotted by Confederation reconnaissance probes, but he also felt certain that if they kept moving, they would remain relatively safe. He had already driven his battle group to its limit and had lost the Fralthi-class cruiser Caxkolee along the way. The ship's drive system had malfunctioned, and those warriors assigned to her had been transferred to the battle group's remaining six cap ships. As usual, they had set the cruiser to self-destruct to avoid its confiscation and study by the apes. Vukar wished they could hide the cruiser's debris from Confederation detection, but he lacked the time and resources for such a massive clean-up operation in enemy territory.


  "Distance to jump point?" he asked Makorshk.


  "Two-point-nine kilometers. Jump in three-point-zero-one standard minutes. All ships report positive lock on target. Final course corrections have been initiated. Jump commitment will occur in exactly three-point-one-one standard minutes, my Kalralahr."


  Vukar flexed his fingers impatiently. He pictured himself seizing the supercruiser's captain by the neck and lifting him into the air. He would strangle the life out of the ape, demonstrating that their species had at least one tenet in common: justice through revenge. He stole another look at his tactical officer and considered the second fang's demise should the calculations prove wrong. For ten long days Vukar had placed his trust in the young warrior. On the other side of the jump point lay Makorshk's fate, and Vukar suspected that his subordinate knew that. Three days ago, the second fang had come to Vukar's ready room to assure him that their course was logical. Vukar had not wanted to hear about logic. He had asked Makorshk what his heart told him.


  "My heart tells me nothing," Makorshk had replied.


  "Listen more closely."


  "As you wish."


  "Fail to listen, fail to rely on your instincts, then you fail. This is the way of Sivar."


  Since then, Vukar sensed that the second fang had reweighed his primitive beginnings and might draw on them now as a source of power. Makorshk had not come to Vukar with this revelation, but the glimmer in the young warrior's eyes seemed generated by an innate energy and not by thoughts of self-satisfaction. Makorshk had finally committed his heart to the hunt.


  "Time?" Vukar asked the second fang.


  "Thirty seconds to jump point."


  "Mute the alarm before it sounds."


  Makorshk threw a switch. "Alarm muted."


  "All stations at pre-jump readiness," reported Comm Officer Ta'kar'ki. "Escorts confirm that Point of No Return velocity for Hell's Kitchen jump point has been achieved."


  Syl'rkai, the present radar officer, suddenly lifted his voice. "Kalralahr? We have acquired a contact bearing one-one-two by three-three-seven at a range of nine-point-four-one kilometers. Velocity is two one four KPS. It is a Confederation communications drone broadcasting a holographic message on multiple long-range frequencies. Language: Terran standard."


  "Helm is locked to autojump system," Second Fang Yil'schk cut in with his necessary report.


  Vukar swiveled his chair to face Syl'rkai. "Translate that message and route to bridgecomm."


  The communications officer grunted his acknowledgment and beat a near-steady rhythm on his touchpad to initiate the command.


  "Twenty seconds to jump point," Makorshk said.


  Vukar narrowed his gaze on Syl'rkai. "Do you have the message?"


  "Message translated and stored," the officer said. "Routing to bridgecomm."


  A meter-wide disk located on the deck in front of Vukar's command chair began to palpitate with light, then a shimmering white column coalesced into a tall, gray-haired ape standing on the bridge of a Confederation supercruiser. The ape folded his arms over his chest and stared angrily at Vukar. His lips moved, and after a nanosecond delay, the translator engaged. "Captain Amity Driftmadien Aristee, Confederation ID number 225X741, you are hereby ordered to surrender your vessel at the nearest Confederation world. Should you fail to comply by calendar date one-five-eight, we will destroy every Pilgrim system and enclave and imprison every known Pilgrim within Confederation territory."


  "Ten seconds to jump point," Makorshk shouted over the message.


  "By the time you receive this, we will have already established no-fly zones around each of those settlements, which are, as you know, dependent upon imports. Don't force your people into suffering, and don't be the cause of their deaths. You may have little regard for your own life, but think of them. Do what's right for them." The ape took a step forward, his face growing tighter, more intense. "I assure you, we're not bluffing. I invite you to initiate long-range reconnaissance to confirm our presence, and I look forward to your reply. Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn, Chief of Fleet Operations, out."


  "We're at the jump point," Makorshk cried, as the ship began to shudder. "We'll reach the gravity well's PNR in ten, nine, eight, seven, six—"


  Vukar shot to his feet. "Abort the jump!"


  Makorshk tilted his large head in confusion.


  "Aborting jump," said Helmsman Yil'schk.


  Comm Officer Ta'kar'ki's voice came in a wheeze. "Relaying abort order to battle group."


  "PNR reached!" Makorshk said.


  "Jump drive will not shut down," said Yil'schk. "Override clock exceeded. We are committed to the jump."


  "Alert all ships to immediately set course for—" Vukar heard himself finish the command, but all activity on the bridge had already ceased. His vision lasted but another second before narrowing into a world of speckled darkness. The weight of his armor lifted from his shoulders, and the bindings on his boots no longer pinched. Even the sweet aroma of nutrient gas had been neutralized into a smell that was no smell. He pricked up his ears, straining to hear something. A distant rumble finally sounded, grew louder, then suddenly roared as he coughed, blinked off flashes of piercing light, then leaned onto his command chair.


  "Jump completed," Makorshk said. "Drive systems nominal."


  "Escorts report successful jump," added Comm officer Ta'kar'ki.


  "Relay order for all ships to stalk. Low emissions. Run ultra quiet," Vukar ordered breathlessly. "Navigation? Helm? Set course for Hell's Kitchen jump point." He strode quickly toward the viewport to examine the shining dots of the system dead ahead. The jump point lay within that system, a gravity well about twenty thousand kilometers from the planet Netheryana.


  "Jump point data is already in our system," Makorshk said. "Jump calculations will be available in approximately four minutes. We'll reach jump point in four-point-four minutes. Request permission to scan for ion emissions and gravitic residuum."


  "Passive scans only," Vukar snarled. "You heard the ape. They've established no-fly zones around each of the Pilgrim enclaves and systems—including this one. We've just jumped head on into a Confederation battle group."


  "No, Kalralahr. Passive imager has already detected three Confederation capital ships—only three," Makorshk said, bearing his fangs. "Largest contact identified as the CS Tiger Claw. Other two are Exeter-class destroyers CS Oregon and CS Mitchell Hammock."


  "Navigation? Plot evasion course to jump point."


  "We're not going to engage?" Makorshk asked, his tan eyes paling in surprise. "One strike carrier and two destroyers are an easy kill."


  Heads turned toward the second fang who dared question his admiral's orders.


  Vukar spun to First Fang Jatark. "Remove him."


  "No," Makorshk cried. "The apes are there, helpless against us. You deny us the honor, Kalralahr? And you shame me with this order of removal?"


  Drawing on his instincts, Jatark lunged over Makorshk's tactical console and collided with the younger warrior. Both Kilrathi roared as they rolled across the deck in a death clutch. Makorshk drew back a paw, serrated claws springing out as he slashed Jatark across the cheek. The parallel wounds spewed blood onto the first fang's skin. As the sting of his lacerations finally set in, Jatark emitted a terrific howl, released his grip, and extended the claws on both of his paws.


  But Makorshk exploited that moment to reach into his thigh sheath and withdraw his vorshaki dueling blade, a curved knife with a sharp notch representing each of the noble clans of Kilrah. Makorshk's hand shot up with extraordinary speed. He jammed the blade into Jatork's neck, twisted the handle forty-five degrees, then drove the knife up with a horrible crunch.


  A proximity alarm chirped from Makorshk's station, and Comm Officer Ta'kar'ki shifted toward it, his gaze never leaving Makorshk as the second fang continued working his vorshaki into Jatork's head. Meanwhile, Ta'kar'ki snapped his finger on a small bell, an ancient tocsin used to beckon the entire bridge crew. "Kalralahr! The strike carrier Tiger Claw and one of her destroyers have altered course to intercept."


  Another alarm blared from Radar Officer Syl'rkai's station. "Six inbound contacts. Identifying." Syl'rkai took another look at his screen, then his voice dropped to ominous depths. "Kalralahr? Contacts identified as cap ship missiles launched from the Tiger Claw. Missiles will have lock in four seconds. Estimated impact in thirty-three seconds."


  "We have to launch countermeasures," Makorshk said, wrenching his blade from Jatork's neck. The second fang shoved Jatork's body away and stood, his face and arm drenched in dark gore. He bolted to his station and began skimming data that scrolled across a trio of screens.


  Vukar glimpsed Jatark, whose paws jerked spasmodically and whose body began heaving a stench. The admiral advanced toward Makorshk, reaching for his own vorshaki blade and feeling the frenzy claw into in his head.


  "A blood duel, of course," Makorshk said. "I knew it could come to this the day we lost those destroyers. But is this the time, Kalralahr?" The steady beep of incoming missiles punctuated the second fang's question.


  "Kass'richak," Vukar shouted, the ancient curse jarring his crew almost as much as Makorshk's attack on Jatark. "Launch countermeasures." He regarded the helmsman. "All ships to assume defense positions. Continue on evasion course." He cocked his head to Makorshk. "We will not engage. That is not


  our mission.


  Makorshk lifted his chin high in disrespect. "Then we flee like lowborns, and your destiny lies alongside Bokoth's. Counter-measures away."


  "Missiles have lock," interjected Radar Officer Syl'rkai. "Cruisers intervening."


  Tearing himself free of Makorshk's bold stare, Vukar regarded the forward viewport, where the spectacle would play out before his eyes.


  Missiles took form in the distance, etching their familiar and foreboding tracks across the void. Two of his Fralthi-class cruisers soared overhead and descended to provide a moderate shield for the superdreadnought's bow, while a third cruiser hugged the ship's belly and would interdict any missile fire to that region. His single Ralari-class destroyer would shift well ahead of the battle group and unleash torpedoes in salvos of eight. Turreted lasers would attempt to pick off the incoming cap ship missiles, as would the destroyer's pair of antimatter guns. The battle group's two Sivar-class dreadnoughts now lumbered into flanking positions. At over eight hundred meters and equipped with twelve torpedo tubes each, the dreadnoughts alone could take on the apes and emerge victorious. Never mind the dreadnoughts' fighter complements of over one hundred and fifty, and the tremendous meson shields that protected their streamlined, rectangular hulls. The torpedoes would be enough to gnaw away the strike carrier's shields and reduce her to a tumbling collection of gas-and-spark-laden rubbish. But as Vukar had reminded Makorshk, they should not waste time engaging. They would move as quickly as they could to the jump point.


  As the dreadnoughts added their own antimatter fire to the growing defense wall, eight cone-shaped drones transmitting false electromagnetic signatures spiraled away from the Shak'Ar'Roc in an attempt to bait any missiles that might penetrate the escort defense. Vukar tracked the path of one such drone until it vanished behind a scintillating bulwark of laser fire that originated from one of his cruisers.


  At the moment, the battle resembled a strange race, rounds competing with each other as they blasted away from his ships and arrowed into the distance. With all of his senses, Vukar reached out into that distance, trying as his forefathers had to get a sense, a feel, for his enemy, but the vacuum barred him from satisfying that impulse.


  "Kalralahr, two squadrons of fighters inbound," said Radar Officer Syl'rkai.


  Vukar lowered his snout in expectation of the attack. "We'll let the dreadnoughts handle them."


  "Shall I relay the order to launch fighters?" Comm Officer Ta'kar'ki asked.


  "No."


  "Kalralahr, some of those fighters will penetrate point-defense systems," Makorshk said, leaving his station and pounding his way toward Vukar. "We must launch a counter-assault."


  "Return to your station," Vukar growled. "Ask Sivar for forgiveness and for a swift death."


  Makorshk held his unflinching gaze for a moment, then spun and trudged back. Vukar could have easily summoned a replacement tactical officer, but despite everything Makorshk had done, the second fang had more experience than any of his other tactical officers. Now, in time of combat, he wanted Makorshk at his station. After the jump, dueling blades would settle their differences.


  Like szcaltal flies that swarmed the skies during summer nights on Kilrah, the Confederation fighters skimmed and flitted and spun through the glistening tangles of fire, emerging unscathed and bound for the cruisers and dreadnoughts.


  "Detecting Confederation Broadsword bombers now, my Kalralahr," came the still-ominous voice of Radar Officer Syl'rkai. "Two pairs with fighter escorts. They'll reach the dreadnoughts in three-point-two-zero minutes."


  "Jump calculations nearly finished," Makorshk said, reading his screen.


  "Drive crews report systems nominal," the comm officer relayed. "Escorts have established jump line and order."


  "Can we jump before those bombers reach the dreadnoughts?" Vukar asked Makorshk.


  "We can increase thrust, overshoot them, and alter the jump line. The bombers will engage them as they attempt to jump. Or we can launch fighters to engage those bombers. Kalralahr, we may lose some of those fighters, but if we do not engage, we could lose the dreadnoughts. I believe we should have those dreadnoughts launch fighters and continue to maintain our position in the rear."


  Vukar spared himself further consideration. He would cut his loses at the fighters and not sacrifice even one of his capital ships. He regarded Comm Officer Ta'kar'ki and said, "Contact our dreadnoughts. Give the order to launch counter-assault squadrons. Force should be equal in number."


  Though he could easily fight off the pain of ordering loyal warriors to their certain deaths, Vukar welcomed the dark feeling as an immediate tribute to those brave souls who would die or be left behind. While in recent times the Kilrathi rarely took prisoners, the Terrans would attempt to bring in some of his pilots. Vukar trusted that they would not allow themselves to be shamed in that way.


  It took no more than a few seconds for the first wave of Dralthi fighters to streak away from the dreadnoughts and festoon the heavens with the blue gleam of afterburners. Vukar suddenly held himself erect and mentally offered his pilots Sivar's blessing.


  He could do no more.


  "That battle group will reach the jump point in less than a minute," Angel cried, her cockpit instruments blinking and beeping in a rhythm as rapid as her pulse. "Bishop? Hunter? Maintain course. Draw that antimatter fire away from your bombers. Gangsta? Cheddarboy? Break off and target those guns on the portside dreadnought."


  The terse replies came and went. Angel held fast to her own course, running escort for the pair of Broadswords targeting the dreadnought at her nine o'clock.


  Sinatra flew at her wing, limiting his conversation to cool, curt reporting. "Bombers will be in range in nineteen seconds," he said, his chestnut brown eyes unblinking on Angel's display.


  She looked away and confirmed his report on her own tactical screen. Incoming antimatter fire already wreaked havoc with her sensors, and the occasional glancing round struck the canopy shield and neutron gun with appreciable thunder. A ring of blips abruptly crawled onto her radar scope, and while she had seen the fighters launch, she had hoped they would get the Broadswords within bombing range before the Dralthis could engage. "Tick off the bombing range," she told Sinatra. "We break on one, they bomb on one. Are we ready?"


  The bomber pilots, who had been monitoring the channel, uttered their assurances. Sinatra added his response then droned off the seconds with a remarkable stoicism as they plunged toward the expanse of Kilrathi plastisteel gathered into the toothy form of a dreadnought.


  A vortex of fire erupted around Angel's canopy, and shield warnings darted and winked across her VDU. The Rapier could sustain three, possibly four more seconds of this intense bombardment before the shields surrendered and the incoming struck her fore armor. She would last another few seconds, perhaps even long enough for her to shift beam and run headlong into the cap ship's bridge.


  Sinatra mumbled the last three seconds of the countdown and—


  At once the bombers fell away and Angel lit burners. She jerked the stick sharply to starboard in a turn that made her stomach question her sanity but took her out of the incoming fire. Two Dralthis descended across her cone, and she slapped the HUD viewer over her eye.


  "Torpedoes away!" announced one of the bomber pilots. "They've got a lock. Arming now."


  "Got off the quad myself," the other bomber pilot said. "But I'm down to forty-five percent thrust. Port engine is offlining now. If I don't get some support in—"


  A dim explosion met the corner of Angel's eye. She checked her radar scope. The Broadsword had vanished. Her heart sank, but as she always did during combat, she told herself that she had to stay with it, stay in it. She had already sighted one of the Dralthi, and the smart targeting reticle winked green and waved her on. White-knuckling her stick, she tracked the Dralthi and cut free her first salvo of neutron fire. Rounds struck sledge-hammering blows to the cat's shields as he rolled and broke.


  Groaning against the Gs, Angel stayed with the Dralthi, deciding to take out her rage for the Broadsword's loss on this individual. He dove. She dove. He banked hard to port. She banked hard to port and fastened herself even tighter to the cat's shadow. He leveled off. She got missile lock. Took the shot. Tore off the bastard's port wing. Flew through the phantom of his ship. Looked back at the yawning mouth of debris. The cat's cockpit remained intact. Her VDU crackled with an image of the Kilrathi pilot, all coppery helmet and feline eyes. "This for the braiV With that rushed preamble, the Kilrathi got down to the business of killing itself. The cockpit burst into a thousand tiny fragments spanned by writhing but quickly-extinguished flames.


  After wheeling around to face the incoming capital ships, Angel noted with grim fascination that the Broadswords' torpedoes had already impaled the dreadnought, detonated, and had quartered her unevenly, with the largest section belonging to the bow. As she had witnessed many times before, nutrient gas vented into space, along with thousands of other objects not pinned down when the bombs had struck. Kilrathi themselves spun head over heels through the devastation, serving as obscene flotsam and visceral reminders that this wasn't just about destroying ships and gaining tactical advantages on star maps; it was about killing. Killing. And killing some more.


  While they had managed to take out one of the dreadnoughts, the cruisers, destroyer, and other dreadnought reached the jump point. Scoured by unremitting cap ship fire, they crunched out of existence amid ringlets of blue-white photons and neutrinos. The superdreadnought followed tightly on her escort's heels, her can-nons recoiling and belting out fire to the last second. She dropped into gravity well, blurred and shrank for a moment, then threw up the blinding sheet of her exit.


  Without ceremony or accompanying flourish, the battle simply ended with the jump and the successive self-destruction of the twenty or so Dralthi fighters left behind. Angel squinted as a Kil-rathi at her two o'clock shook paws with Sivar.


  "One cap ship for seven," Bishop grunted. "We suck."


  "No, we're alive," Angel corrected. "Sucks for you, maybe." She checked her scope. With a sigh she noted that every member of the squadron had survived. "Regroup, ladies. Bishop's buying."


  Angel switched off the comm and flipped back her HUD viewer. She figured that Gerald was already relaying their encounter with the Kilrathi battle group. Problem was, the task force Tolwyn had assigned to find the Kilrathi could not cut them off in time. That gravity well could take the Kilrathi to Enyo, to McAuliffe, or even out as far as Vega. Unless Tolwyn already had ships waiting in those systems, the cats would move through them, facing, perhaps, minimal resistance since the admiral had significantly tied up the fleet by establishing no-fly zones around the Pilgrim systems and enclaves.


  Her VDU switched from a damage report to display an image of Gerald seated at an ob station. "Exceptional work, Commander. And now for the bad news. Two unarmed commercial transports from Nabco-Mills violated the zone during the attack. They made it past the Mitchell Hammock and into Netheryana's atmosphere."


  "They made it past the Hammock?"


  "I should have held back more patrols. In any event, the transport skippers refuse to turn back, and the strike base commanders on planet won't order their pilots to fire unless I take full responsibility."


  "So take it."


  "I have. Those transports are loaded with nothing more than foodstuffs, and each carry a crew of ten."


  "Sir, why are you talking to me? You know the course."


  "Yes, I do. And I shouldn't need reassurance, but I do. Thank you, Commander. And God forgive me. Captain out."


  Unwelcome chills bridged Angel's shoulders as she imagined the two transports exploding into fiery bands across Neter-yana's sky. The destruction would linger for hours and serve as a grim testimony to the inhabitants of Triune.


  This can't go on. Even if Aristee doesn't stand down by Tol-wyn's deadline, he can't possibly order the deaths of so many Pilgrims. Doing that will earn him a place in history next to Khan, Hitler, and Tralchar. It's enviable that he doesn't bargain with terrorists, but several billion innocent Pilgrims probably wish he would. If there's a way out of this, it lies with Paladin and Blair.


  Damn it. Another day would pass and mark another failure. She played a game with herself now. She tried to go an entire day without thinking once of Christopher Blair. Ten days had passed since she had read his message. Ten failures. You're weak. You're nothing. You're open, vulnerable, and you'll get hurt more than you ever have before. Besides, he's probably dead already.


  No, he's not. Paladin would not let that happen. The commodore needs him for something.


  Okay, so maybe he is alive. Maybe he'll come back. Why does he care about you? The only thing not falling apart is your career.


  He doesn't care about you. And you're burning those candles for nothing. There's no light.


  Oh, God. She unbuckled her oxygen mask and touched her cheek, just to feel him again…


  Just to feel…
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  Sprawled out on his cot, head pillowed in his hands, Christopher Blair closed his eyes and transported himself back to Angel's quarters. His pulse quickened as he relived that precious time he had spent with her before coming aboard the Olympus. He could see her clearly, remember the fragrance of her hair and the way she breathed his name, but every time he reached out to touch her, he couldn't remember the texture of her skin, as though someone had stolen that sense. Why can't I remember!


  I'm sorry, Brotur, came a voice in his head. It's my fault. I'm just jealous, I guess.


  An unseen hand stroked Blair's cheek. He sat up, shivering, fingers pressed to his cheek as though he could touch the someone who had touched him. "You said you would come," he whispered aloud. "It's been over two weeks." His shoulders slumped. He stared at the gray wool blanket covering his mattress.


  I've been busy. Besides, you haven't been ready to receive me.


  What does that mean?


  It means what it means.


  He ignored the impulse to roll his eyes. Do you know any-


  thing about Commodore Taggart? Do you know what's going on up there?


  Her reply did not come, and it dawned on Blair that maybe her voice, her touch, the glimpses he had caught of her were all products of stress or some virus he had contracted. His illness targeted his senses, caused him to hallucinate. She existed only in his head, and somehow Johan McDaniel had wormed his way into Blair's thoughts and learned of Blair's contact with her. Or maybe she had been created by McDaniel for some reason.


  "I'll tell you who I am. I'll tell you all about me—if you'll let me."


  The voice sounded different now, much more distinct, like the soft notes of a piano. He looked up from the blanket—


  And locked gazes with a woman about his age whose large, azure eyes seemed, for a moment, to be the only source of light. A dozen shades of gold laced through long hair that spilled over her shoulders and partially veiled her small but firm breasts. Her Pilgrim robe fit her very well, or did she just seem more comfortable wearing it? She smiled tightly, her face bearing angles so delicate and precise that were it not for the blemish near her nose, Blair would have sworn she was an automaton. Unlike Amity Aristee, whose beauty seemed derived from the shadows and unseen energies of the night, this woman maintained an aura by remaining close to suns, to people who offered their own light. She would be perfectly at home on a sailboat, the wind fluttering through her hair, the sun baking her a deep, reflective brown. The mere act of recognizing her stunning beauty struck guilt in Blair. His heart belonged to Angel, but this woman's presence left him warm and trembling.


  "I'm Karista Mullens," she said.


  Though Blair now saw the woman and had heard her voice, he still had difficulty believing that she actually existed, even as she keyed open the cell door and moved slowly inside. The door thumped shut, giving way to Maniac's incessant snoring. Blair's wingman was probably dreaming up more ridiculous plans of escape. His feigned illness had inspired the guards to new heights of harassment.


  Blair rubbed the sleep grit from his eyes, then climbed off the cot. He pulled his robe closer to his neck and held his grip as Karista took a seat on his bed. She surveyed the utilitarian splendor of his cell, and Blair thought he detected a trace of melancholy in her expression. He didn't know what to say, where to begin. "Why do you keep contacting me? Why are you here?"


  She patted the mattress, gesturing that he take a seat beside her.


  He shook his head. "Were you a Confederation officer?"


  "No. I was a chanter and dancer in the protur's personal troupe. Now I perform for liberty, for a chance to regain what was ours."


  Blair returned a weak sneer. "To be honest, ma'am, that speech is getting old."


  "Have you forgotten Peron?"


  "No, but I don't obsess on it, either. I'm not going to blame the Confederation or the Pilgrims for the death of my parents. It just happened. And I've had to deal with it all of my life."


  "Have you ever seen holos of the atrocities committed by the Confederation?" She withdrew a small holoplayer from one of her robe's two deep pockets.


  He waved her off. "You can save the show. And forget about any of your other techniques, like your, what do you call them, con-crit sessions? And your songs? Forget about them, too. I understand that Pilgrims were killed. I understand that during wartime atrocities are committed—by both sides. What I don't understand is what Aristee and the rest of you hope to gain. You're on a suicide mission, and the only message you'll send to your people is that if you defy the Confederation, you will be pounced and forgotten. She has one ship, and maybe the hopper drive is a powerful device, but she'll never get near Earth with it—not if the Confederation Navy still exists." He softened his expression. "You seem like an intelligent woman. What are you doing here?"


  "Sometimes I ask myself that. Sometimes I have an answer. When I hear you talk, I remember my doubts." Her gaze lowered to her lap, and she returned the holoplayer to her pocket.


  "What do want?"


  She took in a deep breath and faced him, her expression growing more earnest. "The scripts of our lives are often naturally paired in the continuum. Some of us are lucky enough to recognize the pairing or have it pointed out to us by others. When you and I were just children, Frotur McDaniel discovered that your script and mine were a dyad. When I was old enough, he told me about it, but I didn't know what to do with that information. To be honest, I didn't really care. It's not an arranged marriage or anything."


  "Then what is it?"


  "We're always paired with our parents. And when we're close to the continuum, we can read their scripts, speak with them, with their energy, with the continuum itself. You've done that. Your mother keeps warning you not to learn too much about us. She says you'll fall like us."


  Blair retreated a step. "How do you know that?"


  "Because we're paired. You'll soon discover things about me that maybe I don't want you to know. But I have no choice."


  "Why didn't you contact me years ago?"


  "You're only half-Pilgrim. It's taken a long time for your skills to mature. You've been in touch with the continuum for only a few months now."


  "How did you know I'd be here? Don't tell me you can see the future."


  "I was on McDaniel when the Tiger Claw jumped into the system. I've known for a while that you were aboard that ship. I volunteered to come. I sensed you'd be here. Then I reached out for your script, and you told me to come."


  "I don't remember that."


  "You'd remember it as though remembering a dream. It may come. It may not." Once more, she caressed Blair's cheek without lifting a hand. He jerked back. "Would you stop that?"


  "Okay. But wouldn't you like to get in touch with who you are? I can show you things, teach you things you never thought possible. Isn't that what you want, Brotur? Isn't that what you really want?"


  "Maybe. But what's the price?"


  "I said that pairing wasn't like an arranged marriage. And Pilgrims are free to seek whomever they choose for a lifemate. Those who obey the natural pairing are regarded as the most pure, the most powerful, and the most happy. Pilgrims who are naturally paired can combine their powers and travel through the continuum as a single entity. No union is more intimate. James Taggart and Amity Aristee are naturally paired."


  "What?"


  "Oh, yes, she's much more to him than an old flame. In the physical sense, paired Pilgrims are perfectly compatible with each other and experience greater sexual gratification than with any other partners. But I'm not here to seduce, Brotur. I just want you to learn the truth. And that's what you want. You can't deny that—at least riot to me."


  Blair realized that he still clutched his robe. He released his grip, and a pang of guilt hit him as his glance traced her curves. Her promise of unsurpassed sex sent a tremor through him.


  Cunning. That was Karista Mullens. She knew exactly how to ruffle him. And her robe left little to the imagination. Their teacher-student relationship would break down within a week.


  Then again, no one other than Paladin had volunteered to teach him about who he was. She did wield some power. She got into his head—or more precisely got in touch with his script—anytime she chose. Blair had done the same, but the act always felt clumsy. He wondered if his mother and Frotur McDaniel contacted him instead of vice versa. And the power to touch without touching, to manipulate a force like gravity, make it bow to your will without technology… yes, he would like to have that power. He would like to know why it existed and if it had a greater purpose than just surprising or taking advantage of individuals. What did it feel like to touch someone like that?


  She patted the mattress once more. "I won't hurt you."


  With a brief sigh of resignation, Blair padded over to the cot and sat at a distance that made her frown.


  "I said I won't hurt you."


  "I'm not worried about that. I just don't want this to—"


  "You can't hurt me, Blair. I already know you too well. I know about Angel. But for now it's just us. And I want you to know everything."


  "Not everything. Just teach me to touch the way you do."


  "All right. Close your eyes…"


  William Santyana double-timed down the corridor until he reached the intersecting passage. He raised his hand to halt the other three pilots who skulked along behind him. The intersection looked clear, and he signaled the rest to follow. They passed the environmental control bays, the engine room, then finally reached the main hatch leading to the brig. Two Pilgrim Marines stood guard outside, their rifles held tightly to their chests. One stepped forward. "State your business, brotur."


  "We have orders to interrogate the prisoners," Santyana said, matching the Marine's forceful tone. He thrust forward his forged order card.


  The Marine accepted the card, undipped the rectangular datalink from his belt, then inserted the card. He paused a moment as the device's screen lit, turning his face a shimmering olive. Santyana glanced sidelong at Douglas Henrick, one of the three Pilgrim pilots who wanted off the Olympus as badly as he did. Henrick had spent the better part of his youth in a South Philly metroplex, where he had learned to forge datacards and create falsified confirmations on datanets that would immediately erase themselves after being accessed. In centuries past he would have been called a hacker or a chiphead or a zapper. Santyana just thought of him as an old-fashioned lifesaver. Of course, that label would change radically should the card fail to work…


  "I don't know what the captain's thinking, but if you want to get something out of these guys, you'll have to beat it out of them," the Marine said, returning the card. "Especially Maniac. Give me five minutes with him. He'll be neutered. And cooperative."


  "They won't respond to torture," Henrick jumped in. "The captain knows that. They might talk to other pilots. And they've been in there a while and had time to think. They might have grown a little soft."


  The Marine turned back to the hatch and keyed in the appropriate code. "You're wasting your time."


  Santyana crossed into the long corridor that divided the brig, his gaze sweeping both sides of the prison until it locked on a lanky, blond man dressed in a Pilgrim robe and curled into a fetal position on his cot. The guy communicated with his dreamworld through an atonal refrain of grunts and snorts. That would be Maniac. Santyana checked his watch, having forgotten how late it was: day 112, 2232 hours CST. He glanced to the cell next to Maniac's and found a dark-haired pilot lying on his belly, one hand draped over the side of his rack, the other placed firmly on his cheek. That would be Christopher Blair. "Gentlemen," Santyana stage-whispered.


  No reaction.


  "Gentlemen!"


  Blair stirred a bit. Maniac pulled his knees deeper into his chest and buried his face in his pillow.


  "Full flush scramble!" Henrick cried. "Out of your racks! Go! Go! Go!"


  Per training and instincts, both young pilots practically exploded from their bunks and snapped to attention before the bars. They stood as sleeping statues, their eyes still tightened to slits.


  "Good evening," Santyana said. "Sorry 'bout the wake-up, but we don't have much time."


  "Well, you can have some of ours," Maniac said, licking his lips and grimacing over a bad taste in his mouth. "We got a lot."


  "Who are you guys?" Blair asked.


  "I'm Bill Santyana. This is Doug Henrick, Jadyk Charm, and


  Joe Pazansky." Santyana gestured to the tall black man, the short, broad-shouldered Enyoian woman, and the curly-haired athlete respectively.


  "Santyana. That name's familiar," Blair said. "You weren't a test pilot, were you?"


  "For a little while."


  "We read about you at the academy. Holy shit, man, it's a pleasure to meet you." Blair thrust his hand between the bars.


  As Santyana went to take it, Blair suddenly withdrew.


  Santyana proffered his own hand. "Hey, it's all right."


  "I didn't know you were a Pilgrim," Blair said, then faced the bulkhead. "Seems like all of my role models are going to hell."


  "That's not on my itinerary," Santyana said with a slight smile. "Getting off this ship is."


  "You guys ain't Pilgrims?" Maniac asked, his eyes finally open.


  "We are," Henrick said. "We were loyal to Aristee until the massacre at Mylon Three. She never told us we would torpedo the planet. I speak for us all when I say we don't mind taking on the Confed military—but leave the civvies out of it. She wanted to make a statement. We heard her, all right."


  "Then skids up," Maniac said. "Key open the door. You guys armed?"


  "Can't do that now," Santyana said. "We'll try to recruit a few more, then we'll make our break before we leave Aloysius. We'll be back for you."


  "Yeah, I believe that," Maniac sniped. "When opportunity knocks, your asses will be airborne without a second thought. Why did you guys even waste your time coming down here? You don't give a shit about us."


  Santyana nodded his understanding. "Truth is, Mr. Marshall, we need you. Sure, the more the merrier for our escape, but you've been in contact with Commodore Taggart. We could use his help to get off this ship, but we can't get close to him."


  "So your whole plan is resting on us getting Taggart's help?" Maniac asked. "Guys, we've only seen him once since we've been down here. I'm sure that Aristee's already leading him around by the—"


  "If we can get him down here, talk to him," Blair interrupted, "I'm sure he'd help. He probably can't get away. And I'm sure that he's been busy trying to get Aristee to stand down."


  Maniac cursed under his breath. "Blair, you're so naive."


  "Taggart may still be with us," Santyana said. "But rumors have it that he and Aristee have become quite close. He's been seen on the bridge with her and seen leaving her quarters. But that's scuttlebutt. We need to know if we can count on him."


  "Forget him," Maniac argued. "You guys want to get out of here? You get to a small arms locker, load up, and come back. We'll shoot our goddamned way out."


  "But even if we make it to a ship, once we launch, they'll blow us out of the sky," said Henrick with a sobering nod.


  Maniac shrugged. "I'd rather die trying."


  "What if they can't get to Taggart?" Henrick asked Santyana. "Maybe we should leave him out of this and create a diversion of our own."


  "I sayz we jet off onez we reach Aloysius," said Jadyk, her voice brushed by her Enyoian accent. "We go out on patrol and never come back. If we can get jump coordinatez, I think we can get out of range before they know what'z happening."


  "That'll work for you three," Santyana said. "And if that's what you want, then I'll be your diversion. But I have a wife and child. I'm not leaving without them."


  "We'll take the Diligent," Blair said. "I know the access code to her helm. But we still need cover after we launch."


  "There has to be a way we can get to Taggart," Santyana said, "If only to get him down here. Look, no matter what happens, rest assured that we'll be back for you."


  "I'm convinced," Maniac said, no mistaking his sarcasm.


  Santyana opened his mouth to retort, but the general quarters alarm beat a loud rhythm that echoed through the brig.


  "We're making orbit," Henrick said. "C'mon. They'll miss us on the flight line."


  Santyana widened his eyes at Blair. "We will come back." The young man nodded. "I believe you."


  With an uneasiness fueled by their proximity to the Kilrathi border and by his growing feelings for Amity Aristee, Paladin stood on the Olympus's bridge as the supercruiser shifted into a low orbit of the planet Aloysius Prime. They would meet their contacts on one of the northern continents, where lush, tropical terrain stretched to escarpments overlooking a turquoise sea that rivaled Earth's Caribbean in its beauty. While the planet's gravity remained slightly higher than the Earth standard reproduced on board the carrier, her atmosphere fully supported humans. Sure, the slightly denser air would take some getting used to and oxygen masks might be required for the first day or so on planet, but adjusting would be far easier than some of the other places Paladin had visited. Aloysius stood as one of those rare gems in the Confederation, a world whose exotic species of flora and fauna flourished under Confederation protection from colonization and tourism. The fact that Aloysius stood on the Kilrathi border only helped to dissuade poachers and other scum from plundering the planet. An elaborate satellite defense system warded off unauthorized vessels, but Amity had assured him that her people on planet, one hundred or so Pilgrim mercenaries who had been amassing foodstuffs and ordnance for nearly a year, had taken care of that problem.


  Sure enough, as they continued in their orbit, they encountered no resistance. However, Confederation cap ships assigned to the quadrant frequented the system as part of their routine patrols. Aristee could not protect against that threat. She gambled that she would have enough time to collect her personnel and supplies before being spotted. Paladin had not even mentioned the Kilrathi threat; no doubt they were looking for her— and no doubt she knew that.


  In a few moments, Aristee would grace the bridge, offer him one of her loving glances, then snap into the cold efficiency that had become her trademark. He would stand by, as he had in days past, and simply observe.


  I'm letting this go too far, he thought. It's been twenty-four days. What am I waiting for? She won't stand down. I know what I have to do.


  But knowing doesn't help.


  He should not have dined with her that first night. He should not have shared drinks. He should not have fallen back into her bed. But the bond of their pairing felt too strong to ignore. He knew he would succumb to its power, but even within that force he had thought he could still perform his duty. He had told himself that he would not be a Dante, guided by a lifelong idealized love. He would resume a relationship with Aristee, gain her trust, then sabotage her ship. He had already observed enough and had formulated several plans to do so. He had to act soon. Each day the responsibility of his position weighed heavier.


  But an equally painful weight rested on his heart. He had to strike a balance somewhere. He had to dismiss his feelings and meet the expectations of the Confederation, of the intelligence community, of Admiral Tolwyn, and most importantly, of himself. I'm not this weak. Or am If


  "Thinking again?" Aristee asked.


  Were they on the bridge of a Confederation supercruiser, her arrival would have been announced, but Paladin had noticed how her people embraced the practical side of military efficiency while dismissing or changing the more ceremonial aspects. No one saluted or snapped to; officers were sometimes addressed by rank, sometimes simply referred to as Brotur or Sostur. No one seemed entirely comfortable with the changes.


  "Thinking again?" he repeated. "Yes. Bad habit."


  "In your case, it is." She ran a finger along the collar of his robe, then let it travel over the Pilgrim cross she had given him on the day she had said good-bye. She traced the half-circle on the cross's top and added, "The sun has risen for us, James. I feel warm."


  The ship's XO, a blonde, boyish-looking officer named Vyson, moved up beside Aristee. "Ma'am, our contacts on planet have transmitted landing coordinates. Escort fighters have launched and are in position. Troopship holds have been cleared out to make way for provisions and have been pre-flighted. They await your orders for launch."


  "Give the order, Brotur Vyson."


  "Aye, ma'am." He shifted back toward the communications station.


  Aristee smiled over a thought. "I just came from Frotur McDaniel's quarters. He'll be supervising the cargo loading on planet."


  Paladin frowned over the unlikely choice of supervisor.


  "Yes, I know," she said, reading his expression. "I don't want him to go, but you know the way he is. Seems he's spent a lot of time researching this planet. Wanted to see it for himself. Of course, I'm sending along a Marine escort. Now then, are you ready? The captain's launch is waiting."


  He glanced back to the planet and let his gaze wander on to the depths of Kilrathi-held space. "I think the frotur will adequately represent us, don't you? If we're attacked, well, let's just say you were lucky at Mylon and Lethe, even luckier at McDaniel. Don't push it."


  "If I know Tolwyn, he's dispatched the fleet through the entire sector. Even if we do get company, we can handle them until we jump. Besides, we're running stealth mode, and my people on planet assure me that we can transport all ordnance and other supplies within forty-eight hours. And if it's the Kilrathi you're worried about, don't. Our mercenaries on planet have made a little deal with the battle group commander assigned to this border, cat named Dax'tri nar Ragitagha. He won't be giving us any trouble. His clan has been thoroughly compensated."


  "With our technology, I assume. How much did your meres hand over?"


  She grinned, probably over his insight. "Not much. Most of the stuff's already outdated."


  "I'm surprised the Kilrathi are still willing to deal—after what happened with Wilson."


  "Oh, I think the emperor has definitely become shy, but individual warlords are still susceptible, especially those in clans that resist the emperor's plan to form a new alliance, like the Rag-itagha. For centuries the noble clans remained separate but loyal to the imperial hrai. They maintained their own power, their own identities. Some Kilrathi feel that this new alliance will strip that away because it places more power in the hands of the emperor."


  Paladin drew back his head. "I didn't realize you knew so much about Kilrathi politics."


  "My meres have kept me informed. I bet I know more than Confed Intelligence—no offense."


  "None taken. Still, you're assuming we'll make it back in time and that the Kilrathi won't double-cross. You should be here in case that happens."


  "Why James, you actually sound like you care." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "Has the sex gone to your head?"


  "I haven't changed and neither has my argument. You know what I think of this. You know why I came. Call me demanding, but I'd like both of us to grow very old, whether we're together or not. Am I asking too much?"


  "Maybe you are. And maybe you're forgetting that our lives… they're not ours. They never were. Didn't you tell me that?"


  "Yes, but think about what you've done. Has it been for the people? You don't even have the protur's blessing."


  "You spoke with him," she fired back. "You know I do. Go to him now if you've forgotten."


  "Oh, I've spoken with him enough. He's Protur Carver Tsu the Third, not the second. I've known for a while now."


  "He's the protur," she said, spacing her words for effect.


  "A protur who assumed that position after Carver Tsu the Second died suddenly of natural causes during your visit to McDaniel. Remarkable timing, wouldn't you say? You didn't even let Frotur McDaniel in on your plan, and he disagrees with what you've done. You conspired with Carver Tsu the Third. Technically, you have the protur's blessing, but he is not a protur who represents the voice of our people. They don't want this war."


  She seized his arm and pulled him toward the viewport, out of the crew's earshot. "How do you know what they want? You've been away for too long. Wake up, James. This is our time."


  "Yes, it's our time to die. And for what?"


  "For a chance to remind our people that the stars belong to the elect. I'd die for that."


  "Who are we to claim the stars? Maybe they belong to no one. Or everyone. Why are we the elect? Because Ivar Chu says we are? What if he's wrong?"


  She shook her head, unwilling to hear more. "We're going down to Aloysius. Once I take care of business, you and I will finish this. Let's go." She stomped off.


  He stood there a moment, staring through fractured thoughts and suddenly realizing that there wasn't anything left to talk about, that he couldn't save her from herself. He had been living in denial for twenty-four days. The time had to come to act. And to grieve.


  "Brotur Taggart?" she called from the lift.


  With a perfunctory nod, he left the viewport to join her.
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  Admiral Vukar had tried for the past several days to ignite his darkened spirits, but the recent past held nothing but misery. Their jump into the Hell's Kitchen system had resulted in the loss of a dreadnought. First Fang Jatark had been killed by Makorshk, and Vukar had challenged his tactical officer. The duel should have already taken place, but Vukar had been agonizing over the date. He knew he should fight the second fang to the death, but he still recognized his need for the young warrior on his bridge. So he had decided that their blood duel would take place on Kilrah, before Sator-shck and the rest of the clan elders. Makorshk had, of course, warmly accepted this idea as the rest of the crew grew more suspicious of Vukar's ever-growing tolerance. Though no one had voiced his objections, Vukar knew that his warriors did not understand his actions. Even warriors who unintentionally insulted their superiors were expected to commit zu'kara; Makorshk had done far more than that, yet Vukar allowed him to live. For the past week, Vukar had emerged only a few times from his quarters to supervise jumps. He handled most of his inter-ship communications from there, which sparked even more rumors. He simply felt too broken, too dishonored to show his face. They had not detected the Confederation supercruiser. The ship could be anywhere. And jumping through Confederation space on a haphazard search would only result in the loss of more ships, even the loss of the entire battle group. Twice they had narrowly escaped Confederation cap ships that had jumped into systems even as they had jumped out. The apes' tenacious pursuit proved both enviable and unsettling. With little else left to do, Vukar had ordered their return to Kilrah.


  Now, as he sat in his quarters, flooding his gut with the liquid warmth of sckviska, a celebratory drink he had been saving for the day they captured the supercruiser, he decided that the blood duel with Makorshk would not take place, that once on Kilrah, he would commit zu'kara to atone for his failure, for his disgrace.


  "Kalralahr?"


  Snapping out of his thoughts, Vukar regarded the comm unit atop his tusk-shaped desk. Comm Officer Ta'kar'ki's face contorted violently in a vision often produced by sckviska. "What is it?" Vukar hissed, then sat up and tried to collect himself.


  "Dax'tri nar Ragitagha wishes to speak with you."


  "Where is he now?"


  "His battle group has just jumped into the system."


  Vukar set down his ewer of sckviska. "He's here?"


  "Yes, my Kalralahr."


  "Establish a link."


  Ta'kar'ki bowed his head, and the image switched to Admiral Dax'tri, an ancient warlord whose whiskers had thinned to just several pairs and whose eyes looked more gray than yellow. "Returning to the empire so soon, Vukar?" The old one's cutting tone reminded Vukar of the years of often violent rivalry between them.


  Vukar dismissed the question with one of his own. "What do you want?"


  "I thought I'd take a moment to bathe in your failure. This is typical of the Caxki hrai. You have always been the weakest of the noble clans. The emperor should have charged me with find-ing that supercruiser. We would have had it by now."


  "My destroyers were lost. The honor was mine. And so now is the shame. But you shame yourself by reveling in my failure."


  Dax'tri brightened as he leaned back in his chair. "You have failed. There is no doubt about that. But the leaders of our two clans have struck a bargain from which we will both profit."


  "My days as Kalralahr are already over. No bargain can save them." Vukar closed his eyes, drew in a long breath of nutrient gas, savored it, then faced Dax'tri with a deeper look of despair.


  "You plan to accept defeat without a fight? This I cannot believe."


  "Had I the means to fight I would."


  "Then I will give them to you. Your clan will secede from the emperor's new alliance if my clan gives you the location of the Confederation supercruiser and allows your battle group to recover it."


  "Satorshck would not have bargained with your people," said Vukar, barely containing his roar. "You dishonor me and him by suggesting such a discussion took place."


  "Oh, but it did, Kalralahr. And we do have the location of that supercruiser. I've had an arrangement with Pilgrim mercenaries for over a standard year now, and that's the reason why my clan has procured so much Confederation technology."


  Vukar thought back to the many triumphs that the Ragitagha clan had claimed in the past year. Yes, they had confiscated more Confederation equipment and information than any other clan. Perhaps they did have an understanding with the Pilgrims, but Vukar had never known Dax'tri to be so forthcoming. "Why not take the honor yourself and bring back that supercruiser? It would not be the first time you strayed from an order."


  "Breaking up the emperor's new alliance is far more important than the meager honor of recovering a single ship, whether it has a unique drive system or not. The alliance will destroy our clans. Our leaders recognize that. We should as well. Of course, Satorshck is taking full advantage of the situation. The Rag-itagha and Caxki clans will work together to undermine this new alliance." Dax'tri raised his shoulders and leaned toward the camera. "Now, Vukar, listen closely. You will find the super-cruiser in the Aloysius system, in orbit of Aloysius Prime. She is there taking on personnel and supplies. You can reach her in twelve standard hours."


  "Or I'll find a Confederation battle group waiting for me. This may be an elaborate scheme to bring down my entire clan. Why should I trust you?"


  "You can verify all of this with Satorshck, but you will waste a lot of time. The Caxki clan will not secede until you confirm that the coordinates are correct. Nothing will happen until you report. But it is your duty to report as soon as you reach that system. If you choose to return home now, you do so with a zu'kara blade to your throat. As the apes say, you have nothing to lose."


  "Except my entire hrai."


  "I've done my part. Do yours. And once you gain control of that ship, you will return it to K'n'Rek, where our clans will assume joint possession."


  "Or where your clan will be waiting to seize the ship. I think I will waste the time and contact Satorshck." Vukar drew back his lips, fangs jutting out.


  "Yes, you could. But my reconnaissance informs me that it will only take two, perhaps three of their standard days to finish taking on supplies. If you travel to K'n'Rek to contact Satorshck, you won't make it back to Aloysius in time. You'd find nothing more than gravitic residuum and ion emissions that might yield a rough estimate of her next location—or yield nothing. The time to strike is now."


  Exhaling loudly, Vukar turned away from the screen, his thoughts now caught in a crossfire. He could almost believe that Dax'tri would hand him the information so that the Caxki clan would join forces with Ragitagha and dissolve the emperor's alliance—but the threat of deception still loomed.


  "Vukar, do not spend too much time contemplating this," Dax'tri warned. "What does your heart tell you?"


  Yes, that is where I have gone awry, Vukar thought. Fail to listen, fail to rely on your instincts, then you fail altogether. This is the way ofSivar. He had reminded Makorshk of that teaching, now he should heed it himself. He reached into his heart, straining for even the barest whisper of truth.


  Though Commodore Richard Bellegarde would never strike a perfect balance with his universe, he felt that in the past month he had come pretty close. He had been so busy analyzing the data from the Fourteenth Fleet's line captains that he had barely had time for self-pity and had only twice romanced his bottle since the admiral's visit to his quarters.


  The no-fly zones they had established around the Pilgrim systems and enclaves and the task force they had deployed to capture the Kilrathi battle group within Vega sector kept everyone aboard the Concordia, especially Admiral Tolwyn, on the edge of their seats. Bellegarde especially enjoyed the reckless abandon, since he had been questioning his career with the Confederation Navy anyway. He and Tolwyn remained committed to their plan, whether it ruined their careers or not. If Aristee did not comply within the time allowed, Tolwyn would order the attack, an order that would send shock waves through the senate and the rest of the Confederation.


  As Bellegarde sat in the wardroom with Tolwyn and Space Marshal Gregarov, he sensed that the precursors of those waves had already reached the space marshal and now bound her features in an unwavering grimace. She turned her hazel eyes on Tolwyn, took in a long breath, then, as always, measured each word as she spoke.


  "Some members of the senate are already calling for my resignation, Geoff. They say I've employed one lunatic to find another. And the Pilgrim ambassadors have, to stay the least, been very vocal. You lied to the senate. You lied to me. What do you expect me to do?"


  The admiral cocked a brow. "I wanted to keep you out of this. It's not your fault that I'm a… 'lunatic' But let my clock run out. Forty-five days. That's all I'm asking. The senate will know that we gave Aristee ample time to recover one of our drones and consider our terms."


  "What if she doesn't find a drone? You'll destroy those systems and enclaves without even hearing from her?"


  "To do anything less would be bowing to terrorists."


  "No, I can't allow you to do that."


  "Ma'am, we would wipe out those systems in retaliation for Mylon Three," Bellegarde explained. "And while some members of the senate disagree with our tactics, others applaud our efforts. As usual, they're split along party lines. Our opponents know that you'll never resign, and it would take them months to indict you. By then, Aristee could have destroyed God knows how many systems. For centuries, governments have refused to bargain with terrorists. And for centuries, that policy has worked. But here we are, trying to make a deal. And in the dealing, civilians will die. You can blame Aristee for that. Not us. You might think the cure is worse than the disease, but we need a cure—not a bandage. We will cut off the enemy, demoralize her, then bring her to her knees. She'll die alone."


  "As will you," Gregarov quickly amended. "To think that you can kill billions of people without consequence… Commodore, that's beyond my comprehension."


  Bellegarde steeled himself. "She's an extremist. Do you know of a better way to combat her? We demand she comes to us. She doesn't, they die."


  "And then what? We're back to nothing." Gregarov regarded Tolwyn. "I see you've stoked his fire with your own. Unfortunately, I'm here to extinguish both of you. Effective immediately, I want you to loosen up your no-fly zones and allow food and fuel to be delivered to those people. You'll get your forty-five days, but you will not, under any circumstances, attack those systems and enclaves."


  "Aristee suspects, or will suspect, that we're making empty threats," Tolwyn said, his voice even, but a hairline away from becoming impassioned. "Impenetrable no-fly zones are the first statement. If we fail to maintain those, we'll be lowering our hand. She'll have confirmation that we won't attack. Richard and I agonized over destroying one of the enclaves to show her that we mean business, but we resigned ourselves to the zones. We need them as they are."


  "Some of those people are beginning to starve," Gregarov shot back. "How will you account for their deaths?"


  Tolwyn slowly shook his head. "I won't. They're Aristee's victims. Not ours."


  The space marshal sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. "God, Geoff. What have we done? We're talking about genocide as though we're commenting on the financial markets."


  "We didn't start the conversation, but we'll finish it."


  She scrutinized him in an almost motherly fashion. "That kind of resolve will get you court martialed."


  "Or promoted," Bellegarde said, wringing his hands as though her neck were between them.


  "Have you gentlemen watched the Terran news channels?"


  Bellegarde gave a half-shrug. "Just the local reports from McDaniel."


  "Well, maybe you need some perspective." She reached into the attache case on the deck beside her, withdrew a data disk, then slid it into the table's holoplayer.


  A female reporter in trendy dress tunic shimmered above them. "… so the incident over Triune was just the first in this on-going series of challenges to the Confederation Navy's blockade of all systems and enclaves. Three more cargo vessels were lost over McDaniel's World just this week, shot down by fighters from the Concordia battle group, and massive rioting has begun in Spiritia, the Pilgrim enclave in the Ymir system."


  The reporter dissolved into the image of a city street straight from one of the Pilgrim metroplexes on planet. A wall of fifty or so heavily-armed Marines pressed forward with their riot shock-shields, into a far larger wall of two or three hundred civilians throwing rocks, bottles, and whatever they could get their hands on. The image turned Bellegarde's stomach, and his jaw fell slack as the Marines fired sylago gas into the crowds. Emerald clouds billowed over the mob and descended, turning grimaces into vacant stares. For a few hours, the gas would make the mob quite agreeable. But far in the distance, another fifty, maybe sixty Pilgrims wearing gas masks and brandishing confiscated rifles ran a ragged pattern toward the frontline.


  "Seen here in a Terran Six News exclusive, Marines try to quell the crowds, but their efforts are only marginally successful," the reporter said before her image returned. "The death toll in Spiritia stands at over three thousand. Nearly twenty million Pilgrims live there now, with just five hundred thousand Marines assigned to keep the peace. Reports of massive food shortages have already poured in from Spiritia and the other enclaves. Meanwhile, skirmishes continue to break out in and around the nearly ten thousand Pilgrim safe camps."


  Bellegarde now studied the image of a university campus. Ancient brick buildings with signs identifying them as Library, Administration, Biological Sciences, Offworld Sciences, and Humanities and Fine Arts girdled an oval reflection pond about thirty meters across. The caption read: designated pilgrlm safe


  ZONE: UNIVERSITY OF CENTRAL FLORIDA, EARTH. A half dozen rifle-toting young men sprinted along the pond's perimeter, with an equal number of Marines in pursuit. The men took up flanking positions near the library and unleashed a vicious spray of conventional fire into the building's glass doors as the reporter narrated the action. "Many Confederation citizens are using the current crisis as an excuse to take the law into their own hands. Some seek revenge for the Pilgrim war, and they intend to get it. Marines who have been assigned to protect camps like this one in Central Florida have been accused of doing a less than adequate job. One Marine, Private Jacko Fistalis, had this to say."


  The chiseled young grunt held his combat helmet in the crook of his arm, and stared self-consciously at the camera. "Couple my buddies from boot were on Mylon Three when it was attacked. Yeah, we gotta protect these people, but if a few Pilgrims buy it, well, it won't be on my conscious. They got it com-ing. Hey, Mom! Hey, Pop! You [BEEPJing believe this? I'm on the [BEEP]ing news!" The grunt's ridiculous grin dissolved, and the reporter returned. "According to one insider, that apa-thetic attitude now permeates the military. And Terran Six News has also learned that Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn, Commander of the Fourteenth Fleet, has given Captain Aristee until calendar date one-five-eight to surrender. After that, his forces will annihilate all Pilgrim systems and enclaves. We go now to military analyst Jobar Bouliano, author of the book Why Your Military Hates You." The holograph split into two vidboxes, one containing the reporter, the other a portly, middle-aged man wearing antique wire rims. As the reporter and Bouliano exchanged the requisite greetings, Tolwyn pushed himself up.


  Space Marshal Gregarov scowled at the admiral. "We're not finished."


  "I'm familiar with Mr. Bouliano's work," Tolwyn responded, remaining on his feet. "The man's assessment of our situation will be as biased and ill-informed as his book."


  "Still, I'd like you to hear it."


  "Ma'am, I'd rather not."


  Gregarov switched off the holoplayer and stood to meet Tolwyn's gaze. "Geoff, you're the best I have. But I'll relieve you of command without hesitation. I've already sent for the rest of my staff. I'll be setting up a field office here."


  "That won't be necessary."


  Her gaze grew as heated as his. "I think it is."


  "Lost your faith in the old rogue?"


  "Not at all. I have complete faith that you'll eventually resolve this situation, despite broken promises. I'm here to make sure you do so without sacrificing your career." She shifted her attention to Bellegarde. "I'll try to save yours, too."


  Unsure of whether to thank or curse her, Bellegarde opted for a weak nod.


  "Gentlemen, we're off to the map room for my update." She fetched her attache case and carried her solid frame toward the door.


  Bellegarde shared a weary look with Tolwyn as they followed her out.


  Who am I? Who am U Really?


  Paladin had not said a word to Amity Aristee during their trip down to Aloysius Prime. He had stared through one of the launch's portholes and had imagined himself as a numb, purely logical creature who knew what was best for the Confederation and for the Pilgrims. But he had kept returning to the notion that he should do what was best for himself, for his heart. Why couldn't that complement his duty? Why did they have to be at cross purposes?


  The launch had set down in a wide clearing encompassed by a dense rainforest that reminded Paladin of the holos he had seen of South America during his secondary education. Dark green fronds the size of Rapier wings created a fettered canopy that split the sunlight into thousands of glimmering blades. Trees with trunks as thick as three meters soared upward, losing themselves in their own limbs and the limbs of neighbors. Brown, moss-like vegetation blanketed most of the forest floor, with the occasional splotch of rich, black soil seeping through. Surprisingly, it had only taken a few minutes to grow accustomed to the air, and a strange, almost familiar scent lingered, a blend of anise and cinnamon that seemed wholly out of place given the damp terrain. Paladin presumed the odor came from a particular species of flora, though he had yet to find it. He had cautiously moved through the bramble, avoiding thorns and stroking the leaves and stems of several plants his terrain scanner identified as non-toxic. He had marveled over velvety textures and the trilling some vegetation made when touched, one of the few sounds in an area that, were it on Earth, would bustle with the hoots and cackles of its denizens. Aloysius's indigenous forest dwellers, mammals ranging from the size of a fingernail to three meters tall when standing on hind legs, were some of the shyest creatures in the known galaxy; the fact that any of them had been recorded stood as a triumph of some remarkably patient researchers.


  The slightly muffled roar of running water emanated about one hundred meters away from the clearing, and while Aristee had gone off to meet with Frotur McDaniel, Paladin had ventured down a steep, natural embankment to a spectacular waterfall that rose some ninety meters and thrust out its great chest for nearly twice that. The water fell partly in a large double drop and partly in a series of smaller cataracts that gave it a crescent shape at its apex. Clouds of mist surged up from the river below and wound their way through the verdant treetops guarding the falls. The soothing rush of water and the angelic vapor that glossed the scene had lifted Paladin out of the nightmare of Aristee's rebellion and had lowered him into a dream where he could be consoled, comforted, and loved without complications. After a few minutes of pure rapture, he had sat on a large rock whose face had been worn smooth. He had remained there for nearly an hour until Aristee had come down to find him. She had massaged his shoulders for a few minutes, then, like a giggling schoolgirl, had stripped out of her uniform and had jumped into the river. Paladin had shaken his head at her requests for him to join her. Then she had come ashore and had dragged him fully clothed into the water.


  They had spent the rest of that first day at the falls, swimming, climbing the slick rocks to find purchase beneath some of the less turbulent falls, letting the water cascade over their naked bodies. They had even discovered a cave behind one of the cataracts, had speculated on the treasure that lay within, but visions of sharp-toothed predators had cured their curiosity. They had eaten fruit and bread that Aristee had stowed in her pack and were disturbed only once by a call from the XO, who had delivered a routine progress report. Paladin had wondered when Aristee would return to the conversation they had begun on the bridge, but she had seemed at peace with the moment and had not wanted to spoil it. He had tapped into a little of her peace and had avoided the issue as well. Given his surroundings, he could easily pretend that he had but one task: to draw pleasure from the environment and the woman.


  After relishing in fourteen standard hours of sunlight, twilight had washed over the sapphire sky, and Paladin had suggested that they head back to the launch. Aristee had insisted that they camp near the falls. She had taken along a small, Marine Corps-issue survival tent, so they had sent up their bivouac on the shoreline. They had made love until they were breathless, then had remained in each other's arms, whispered to sleep by the falls.


  Morning's light cut through the flaps of their tent and drew a blinding line across Paladin's face. He suddenly bolted awake, wondering how long they had slept. 1125 CST. Aristee lay on her stomach, head resting on an arm, hair curving across her smooth cheek. She breathed softly and looked frail, a young girl incapable of all she had wrought. Paladin shifted gingerly toward her pack and removed the palmlink. He slipped through the tent flaps and stood shivering in the cool, moist air as he opened a channel to the Olympus.


  "Yes, Brotur Taggart?" came the comm officer's quick response, his face displayed on the link's tiny screen. "Get me the XO."


  "Aye, sir."


  After waiting but a few seconds, the XO appeared, seated in the command chair. "What can I do for you, Brotur Taggart?"


  "Status report on cargo and personnel loading."


  "I'm sorry, sir, but I'm not sure whether I can—"


  "Mr. Taggart has full security clearance, Brotur Vyson." Paladin glimpsed over his shoulder at Aristee, her arms wrapped tightly around her chest. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other, struggling to keep warm.


  "Yes, ma'am. Cargo and personnel loading proceeding behind schedule. Awaiting nineteen more troopship arrivals. Departure time now stands at 0200 hours on one-one-four." Aristee tore the link from Paladin's hand. "What's the problem?"


  "We've had a few delays on the flight deck, and we discovered minor hull breaches in two of the troopships. Repairs are nearly finished."


  "Why wasn't I notified of this earlier?"


  "To be honest, ma'am, I assumed you were… busy."


  "Assume nothing. See if you can shave a few hours off that DT, you read me, Vyson?"


  "Aye, ma'am. We're on it."


  She thumbed off the palmlink, handed it to him, then puffed air. "Maybe you were right. Maybe we shouldn't have come down."


  He shrugged and stepped away from her, conscious of his nudity. Back inside the tent, he retrieved his boxers. When he came out, she was already halfway to the shore line. She furrowed her brow at his underwear and beckoned him with an index finger. They did have the rest of the day to relax; why shouldn't he live the fantasy a bit longer?


  The palmlink beeped for an incoming message. He accepted, and the XO's face reappeared. "Brotur Taggart? We've just intercepted a communications drone. Message has been decrypted. The captain needs to hear this."


  17


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  "Try it again. Yes, that's perfect. I can feel it. i Stronger now. Yes, stronger. What you see and what you feel—they should be much stronger, sometimes so strong that you can't bear them or distinguish between the two. But that's okay. That's normal, relatively speaking." In his mind, Blair reached out to Karista Mullens. He touched her cheek and could hardly believe that what he felt wasn't actually happening. Yes, the senses seemed heightened and blended together in a sensation entirely new to him. He snapped open his eyes, breaking the link. "We're tapping into the quantum bond between particles. That's how it works. Your cheek is over there, my hand over here. But the particles in my hand and your cheek are already connected at the quantum level. We think we're separate entities, but we're not. On one side of the universe a particle's rotation stops. On the other side of the universe, a particle linked to that one stops as well. Distances don't matter. And I guess as Pilgrims we're just able to recognize the connection."


  She rolled her eyes and fell back on his cot. "This is about being, about emotion, not physics."


  "There's a reason why we can do this, a scientific reason."


  "We could make love without laying a hand on each other. Why don't you consider that instead of trying to explain this away? Our ancestors suffered from Space Syndrome Mutation. So here we are. Isn't that enough?"


  He muttered, "Oh, man," and went to the bars of his cell, leaning back to work out a kink in his shoulder. She had to mention sex again.


  I'm not trying seduce you.


  Uh-huh…


  "Why won't you tell more about this ability?" he asked, steering them far and away from sexual speculation. "You've taught me how to focus my thoughts and tap into that quantum level, but what can we do with this? What kind of range does this power have? Can we use it as a weapon? Can I force someone's eyes closed, throw someone against a wall, squeeze someone's heart until it stops beating? What?"


  "You've reached out into gravity wells and found your way through them. No one explained how to do that. I've pointed you in the right direction, but I can't do any more."


  That drew his snort. "Where I come from we call that rhetoric. Why don't you just answer a simple question?"


  She sat up, pulled her long, blond locks behind her head, then lifted a narrow brow. "Because I don't know the answers. It's different for everyone, stronger in some, weaker in others. Not every Pilgrim has this ability. It's pretty rare. Even Frotur Johan can't do it. Neither can Amity Aristee."


  "How many are we talking about?"


  "Out of two billion or so Pilgrims, there are a hundred of us, maybe more. It takes time to realize you can do it."


  "It's like telekinesis or something. Maybe the mutation exploited this ability in our ancestors," Blair supposed.


  "This isn't just telekinesis. We've compared what we do to a few Terrans confirmed with those abilities. They can't feel the weight, the texture, or sense the smell of the objects they move. They describe the feeling as a force against another force. Sure, that's extrasensory, but what we have is much more. Some call it hypersensory or extrakinetic." She pushed herself up and came uncomfortably close, her eyes presenting a dangerous invitation. "But you—you're even more remarkable, Christopher Blair. You're a half-breed who's retained the power. As far as I know, you're the only one who has. I sensed the first time I contacted you that it was there. What you do with it is up to you. I can tell you this, though. If the universe has a consciousness, then it also has an eye on us. Some Pilgrims tried to exploit the power during the first war. They were successful at first, but when the Confederation finally captured some of them, they were taken to hospitals and… well, studied, vivisected, you know the rest. They were punished for breaking the edicts."


  "Are there more of us on board?"


  "At least twenty-two more, but some of us can keep it out of our scripts, hide it from each other. The number's probably higher. If I were Captain Aristee, I would recruit as many of us as possible."


  "Could we combine our power into a single force?"


  She hesitated, then finally nodded. "It's complicated and has never been done with so many, but it's possible. I don't think Aristee could get everyone to do it, not unless the protur endorsed the order. Even then…"


  "How much power are we talking about?"


  "We could reach out and murder a capital ship crew. We could tear apart its ion engines. We could destroy the ship within a minute or two. But what we have is regarded as sacred, a gift from Ivar Chu himself, something to be used for knowledge and discovery. We know Aristee plans to use us to the contrary. We believe in the cause, but most of us will draw the line there."


  He flashed a wry grin. "But some won't."


  "They're free to join her."


  "And they can cause a lot of damage. So how strong are they individually? How strong are you? Show me."


  His head slammed against the bars as unseen hands throttled him. He grabbed at his neck, trying in vain to pull the hands away as his air supply thinned.


  "You can't stop me with your hands, Brotur. What I do with my mind is only as strong as what I can do with my body. You have to fight me on my terms."


  Though still reflexively clutching his neck, Blair closed his eyes and concentrated on her image. He saw her standing beside him, eyes wide, arms extended, hands locked firmly around his neck. He seized her wrists and quite easily jerked himself free. Even as her hands left his neck, he gasped and opened his eyes.


  "I hate that," she said with a shudder.


  "I'm not exactly fond of it myself." He swallowed painfully. "What about objects? The cot? Move it across the room."


  "No. There's a cold feeling that gets inside when you do that. It can take weeks to get out."


  "Then maybe I can do it."


  This time Blair kept his eyes open but focused on his thoughts. He envisioned himself walking over to the cot. He slid his palms under the durasteel frame and heaved. The cot would not budge. He looked up and saw Karista holding the opposite side of the rack. "You don't want to feel this," she said. "This coldness… it's not for us. Touch scripts. Touch people."


  He strained against her and spoke through clenched teeth. "Let go."


  She shattered like glass, fragments of her tumbling to the floor and on to the cot as he slid it across the cell—


  And felt her promise of ice, of wind, of a winter colder than any he had known, a winter that coiled around his heart, gripped his head in a frosty vice, and sent chills dashing up his spine. He tore away from the rack and cried out, half surprised, half terrified. He focused on Karista, whose look of sympathy failed to warm him.


  "W-why does… it feel like that?" he asked, shivering uncontrollably.


  "The cot has no life force. You sense that. You sense one corridor of death. For the Terran, moving the cot is painless. But for us, well, you'll be cold for a long time. I'm sorry."


  "Hey," Maniac called from his cell. "You guys still talking in there? Shit, if I had a conjugal visit, you can bet your ass we would get conjugal. Hey, Karista, any chance you fixin' me up with a friend? C'mon, honey. Think of me. Be nice to get laid before I buy it down here."


  "W-we aren't m-married and this isn't… a conjugal visit Blair forced out. "Go b-back… to sleep."


  "Can't. 'Cause I'm sick of this. Sick of these walls. Sick of your special privileges. Sick of just lying here. Why don't they brainwash us? Torture us? Something? It's worse to be ignored."


  "Yeah, f-for once, you don't… have your… audience."


  Karista started for the door. "I'd better go."


  "Aren't you worried?" Blair asked, blocking her with his arm. "When you k-key open the door, I could tap into the quantum bond, rush you, and escape."


  "You won't. It's not time yet. You're waiting for your friends to come for you. But you're worried because you haven't had time to talk to the commodore. You could probably make it down to the flight deck and launch in the Diligent, but you're still worried about being shot down."


  The revelation that she had probed his script made him feel even colder than moving the cot. He battled against the shivers, keeping his voice hard and steady. "You didn't come here to teach me anything. This has just been an interrogation. You got me to sell out those pilots. And everything you've told me—was that a lie, too?"


  She took his hands in her own. "I didn't come down here to interrogate you. I wanted to meet my pair. I want to teach you. I haven't told the captain about your plans. And I won't. But I don't want you to throw your life away. Christopher, you're meant for so much more."


  "That does wonders for my ego, but it still doesn't convince me or get me out of this cell. You don't want me to throw away my life? Help me. Get a few of your friends. You could make this happen."


  "I'll think about it."


  "Think hard. Think fast."


  Blair shifted away and collapsed onto his bunk. Anguish seamed her face as she reached between the bars and keyed open the door. She gave him a final look, then fluttered off. He fell back on his pillow, lying in the cold clutches of himself.


  Then, with a volume and abruptness that nearly made him fall out of the cot, the general quarters alarm sounded.


  "Bet this ain't a drill," Maniac cried over the high-pitched tones.


  Even as Blair opened his mouth to voice his own speculation, a powerful explosion ripped into the ship and sent massive tremors through the starboard side bulkheads. Every barred door in the brig rattled, and the deck heaved as it absorbed the potent force.


  "Torpedo strike," shouted Maniac.


  "Yeah, but whose?"


  "Like it matters?" Maniac said through an ironic chuckle. "Our ride's about to end. I knew Aristee couldn't run for long. And now we pay for her mistake."


  After listening to Admiral Tolwyn's message, Amity Aristee had turned to Paladin, her face lighting with the realization that her hopper drive modifications would be completed ten days before Tolwyn's purported attack. She had snickered as she speculated on whether Tolwyn would actually sacrifice so many innocent lives.


  "Don't doubt him," Paladin had said. "I've known Tolwyn for a long time. He's a brilliant strategist with a touch of insanity thrown in for good measure. Makes for a deadly combination. He means what he says."


  "I've known him for a long time, too," she had countered. "He won't toss away his career for this."


  "Maybe not, but his blockade has been in place for awhile. And there's a witch hunt going on throughout the Confederation. Our people are already suffering and dying. By the time you're ready to make your statement, most of them won't be around to witness it."


  She had considered that for a moment, then had nodded. "I


  don't care what engineering has to do. We need that hopper drive modified much sooner. The second it's ready, we'll jump to Sol. But we have to finish loading cargo. I won't take us out understaffed and unprepared. Since we have to wait anyway, let's put this aside. I know that might seem absurd, but I have to clear my head. I have to get balance somehow. Come for a swim. You look like you need one, too."


  It had taken her several more minutes of coaxing before he had finally succumbed to her siren's song. And it had taken another few hours for Paladin to fully forget recent events that seemed to pull on his limbs as though he were strapped to some medieval instrument of torture. He had slipped even deeper into the fantasy than he had the day before, embracing Aristee with a love that had gone unanswered for too many years. He had felt the urgent desire to merge with her, become one, to live that way for the rest of his life.


  Twilight had come on like a pallbearer, carrying the lost day on its back and leaving Paladin deeply troubled. Not long afterward the palmlink had beeped. The XO had nervously made his report to Aristee. "Captain. A Kilrathi battle group has just jumped into the system. Confirm a Snakeir-class superdreadnought and five escorts. No evidence that they've tagged us yet."


  "Very well. Cease cargo loading. Recall all ships. Put the planet between us and that battle group."


  "Aye, ma'am."


  Paladin had given her a look.


  "All right," she had said, rolling her eyes, "you told me so."


  They had snatched up their clothes, had left behind their tent, and raced to the captain's launch. Within five minutes they had taken off, with Paladin at the helm.


  Now, as they cleared Aloysius's atmosphere and spotted the shining speck of the Olympus dead ahead, Paladin pulled up a tactical report and noted the battle group's position. Although the Olympus had pulled around to the dark side of the planet, the battle group had shifted into a wide arc and had probably made visual confirmation before the Olympus could get into hiding. Yes, the Olympus presently operated in stealth mode, but that had failed to elude the Kilrathi and had proven that they knew the ship would be here and that Aristee had been double-crossed. The cats' first volley of torpedoes had already reconfirmed that assessment.


  "Second salvo inbound," Paladin said as he tightened his grip on the launch's control stick. The sleek little shuttle with forward-swept wings responded well to even the slightest tap. He lit its twin afterburners and focused on the supercruiser.


  Aristee faced the starboard Visual Display Unit, trading intent stares with the deck boss. "How many more troopships left, Mr. Towers?"


  "Thirteen, Captain. I think we can get at least eight of them aboard before we're out of the system."


  "Try to get them all." She tapped a touchpad below the VDU, bringing up the engineering station. "Brotur Hawthorne? Talk to me about my hopper drive."


  The bedraggled man jerked toward the screen and tried to flatten his matted hair. "Still offline for modifications, ma'am."


  "What?"


  "You asked me to step up our schedule. I can't do that without taking the drive offline." He backhanded sweat from his brow and sighed.


  "Well, I want it back online now. We have a Kilrathi battle group bearing down on us."


  "I'm aware of that, ma'am, but the well field integrator has already been disassembled. I assumed you wanted me to make full modifications to the drive as we've discussed. I could have us ready to jump to Earth in fifteen, twenty days at the most, cutting our estimates in half. But the drive will have to remain offline."


  "Forget about that," she said, on the cusp of swearing. "Just get it back online and get us out of here."


  "We can reassemble within a day or two, but it'll take another eight to ten days to establish and moderate the reaction containment field. We'll have to add that time on to our estimates—and I know you want to get to Earth ASAP. If you want the drive to remain online during modifications and you want me to reassemble now, then we won't make it to Earth before one-five-eight. You told me we had to get there before then. I'm sorry, but this is the best I can do."


  Aristee closed her eyes, her breath coming in ragged bursts. "Keep the drive offline. Carry on with modifications. I assume the helm will answer to full impulse?"


  "It will."


  She tapped in another code, and the XO turned to face her. "Captain, shields holding. I've launched countermeasures and shifted us into an evasion course."


  "We can't jump, Mr. Vyson. Take the ship out of orbit. As soon as I'm aboard, we'll make way under full impulse."


  "Aye, ma'am. But we'll be leaving behind some of the troopships."


  "I know. Order those pilots back to Aloysius."


  "Yes, ma'am. And I have one more report. Bad news."


  "Of course it gets worse," she muttered.


  "Three pilots from Eighth Squadron deserted their patrol sectors at the first sighting of the Kilrathi. They broke atmosphere and ejected in their pods."


  "Eighth Squadron? Was Mr. Santyana with them?"


  "He was out there, ma'am, but he remained in position. We lost Doug Henrick, Jadyk Charm, and Joe Pazansky. And ma'am, I'm sorry to report that four pilots from the One-Nine and six from the Two-Two also deserted their patrols and have gone planetside."


  "Instruct cannon operators to fire upon any of our ships who make unauthorized breaks from their squadrons. Aristee out." She switched off the link and leaned toward him. "You believe that? Only a few of our people came unwillingly. I thought Santyana would be the first one to desert."


  "Worry about your bruised ego later," Paladin said, consumed by the laser-lit chaos blooming ahead. "We're going to take a few hits. Hang on."


  He jammed the stick forward and dove toward the fleeing supercruiser as it unfurled a long tail of fire back toward the Kil-rathi battle group, roughly twenty-two hundred kilometers behind. Aloysius's lime-colored glow faded from the ship's hull as she continued her escape and Paladin raced to reach her. He wove his way through avenues of antimatter fire and lined up with the flight deck behind a pair of troopships that lumbered at a frustratingly slow velocity. The incoming fire tightened its grasp, with bolts now glancing off the launch's shields and tossing himself and Aristee against their harnesses.


  Keeping an iron grip on the stick and screaming for the troopships to move their asses, Paladin concluded that if he waited for even a minute longer, the shields would bottom out and the launch's light armor would succumb to the torrential thrashing. The ship had been designed for diplomatic missions, for speed. Time to exploit that advantage. He lit the pipes and soared recklessly over the two troopships, then dove once more toward the aft flight deck's rectangular launch tunnel, sealed off by its glimmering environmental maintenance field.


  "Captain's Launch Alpha One. You have not been cleared to land," said the flight boss, a cranky, thick-faced Pilgrim in her fifties with an unforgettable mug and a name so long it was barely pronounceable, let alone memorable. "What is the—"


  "I have the captain aboard," Paladin barked. "We're landing."


  But he had spoken too soon. A lone antimatter round tore into the launch's exhaust cones and divided into millions of creepers that burned into fuel and hydraulic lines. The ship's safety systems kicked in, saving them from the heat and radiation as it ejected the thrusters a mere second before they thundered apart and sent debris careening into the hull.


  Now propelled by its own momentum, the launch plummeted through the energy curtain. "No response to course corrections," Paladin said, strangely intrigued by the moment of impending death. If he didn't get the nose up, they would strike the deck and be crushed into a neat, recyclable package fully appreciated by the deckdozer driver who would have little trouble clearing them from the runway. He ignored the tingle in his neck and the flashing indicator to lower the landing skids and just two-handed the stick, drawing it toward him in a last-ditch effort to belly flop. The launch remained on its collision course.


  "I have attitude jets back online," Aristee suddenly announced. "Firing!"


  "What's going on?"


  The guards ignored Maniac, so, of course, he shouted the question again. And again.


  "They don't know either," Blair finally said. "Just shut up. Listen."


  "Oh, I am. Sounds like our funeral march."


  The general quarters alarm had been switched off, replaced by the frequent rumble of shield impacts and the thrumming of the supercruiser's impulse engines. Seventy-three thousand tonnes of durasteel would soon reach a maximum velocity of one hundred kilometers per second. An engineering marvel, no doubt, but why hadn't they jumped yet? Had Confederation capital ships somehow managed to corner Aristee? That seemed unlikely. The drive's gravity well would prevent that. Wait. Paladin had mentioned that they had been having trouble with the drive. Blair's shoulders slumped. If they couldn't jump out, then maybe this was it…


  The brig's main hatch cycled open, and one of the guards spoke to someone with a voice too soft to discern. Blair hustled to the bars and spotted Paladin in a crimson flight suit, a nasty bruise purpling his forehead. "On your feet, Lieutenant," he said as he passed Maniac's cell.


  With a swish and chink, the cell door slid aside, and in mild astonishment Blair stepped into the corridor. The ship suddenly listed, and he grabbed a bar for support. Maniac staggered into the corridor, behind Taggart, who turned wearily to face them.


  "Sir? What's happening? Are you all right?" Blair asked, staring at the commodore's injury.


  Paladin mustered a grin. "Rough landing. Are you all right? You're shivering."


  "I'm okay."


  "And I'm okay, too," Maniac said darkly. "And we're all just fine. Let's celebrate, goddamn it!"


  "Gentlemen," Paladin began in a tone that forced even Maniac into silence. "We have a Kilrathi battle group on our tail, and the hopper drive is offline. We can maintain our gap with the dreadnought and the superdreadnought, maybe slip out of their cannon range or at least present a smaller target, but the three cruisers and destroyers can overtake us. Which is to say, we have a problem."


  According to Joan's Ships of Known Space, an interactive database every Confed pilot worth his salt had memorized, Kilrathi cruisers routinely reached a maximum velocity of 150 KPS, while destroyers could reach 250. The numbers rarely lied. However, the cats would not be foolish enough to send out a lone destroyer; it would remain in the company of the cruisers.


  "Yeah, we have problem," Maniac mimicked, "we're dead. But at least the cats will send us off instead of our own people."


  Paladin lifted an index finger. "I said those cruisers and destroyer can overtake us. I didn't say they will."


  "Sir, there aren't any asteroid fields or comet belts in this system," Blair said, recalling his cosmography. "Even the jump point's pretty far away. We have no cover."


  "And no defense," Maniac added. "You think this ragtag bunch of fanatics can stop the Kilrathi? Shit." He rubbed his forehead. "We got a battle group out there? They got five, maybe six fighters to Aristee's one."


  "Which is why you're suiting up. Mr. Marshall? You're Rapier came in redlined, but I'm told its been repaired and pre-flighted. Mr. Blair, we have a Rapier for you. Once we reach the flight deck, you'll launch and report to William Santyana, your squadron commander. He's a good man. Do what he says."


  Maniac whirled toward his cell, walked back inside, then sat on his bunk. "It doesn't take much to get me in a cockpit, but if you think I'll fly for these people…"


  "They die, we die," Blair said. "How do you not get that?"


  "Six million killed at Mylon Three. And what about our own people? What about Second Squadron? You forgot about them already? I'd rather die than help these lunatics."


  "You won't be helping them," Paladin corrected. "You'll be helping me. If we can evade this battle group, you'll buy me the time I need."


  "Permission to speak candidly?" Maniac asked, throttling up the sarcasm.


  "Say whatever you want, Mr. Marshall, but get off that bunk and join us."


  "Sir, we've been on this ship for nearly a month. How much more time do you need?"


  "Matters of diplomacy don't work on a timetable, Lieutenant."


  "Well, I got a feeling the admiral won't let Aristee waltz around the sector for much longer. Maybe you can give your diplomatic efforts a boot in the ass, eh? And I have to wonder, what do you think you can accomplish? She knows you're here to stop her. She's waiting for you to make your move, and then you'll get the cell next to mine. Your strategy is a joke. Coming here was a joke. Unless you planned on joining her in the first place, which, given everything I've seen, makes more sense. I mean, you love her, right?"


  Blair rushed by Paladin, stormed into Maniac's cell, and grabbed the wiry blonde's neck, fingers digging into Maniac's esophagus. "You're not just out of line, asshole. You've gone way beyond that. Unless you'd like me to tear you a new breathing hole, I suggest you come along."


  Powerful hands clenched Blair's wrists and pulled him away from Maniac.


  "We'll die before we settle this," Paladin said, releasing Blair. "Lieutenant Marshall, I can't force you to fly. But I can assure you that when the moment comes and you're staring at the ceiling and listening to the atmosphere whistle away through breeches in the hull, when you know in your gut that you have only a few seconds to live and you're thinking about your life and did you live it well and did it mean anything, when you realize that you're alone and helpless, that you can't fight back because you're locked behind these bars, I can assure you that you will, at that moment, wish that you had strapped yourself into a fighter, slammed on your helmet, and jammed down the trigger to fire in the face of death—because you're a Confederation fighter pilot and that's what you do. That's what's in your blood." Paladin swung toward the door. "Mr. Blair? Let's go."
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  'Broturs and sosturs, I'm sure you know why I've asked you here." Aristee gazed intensely at the twenty-seven Pilgrims she had assembled in the Olympus's wardroom. Some of the robed elect sat in chairs around the conference table while others stood shoulder-to-shoulder along the bulkhead. Each possessed the rare gift of being able to sense and manipulate gravitic fields with their minds—a gift Aristee desperately needed them to exploit.


  But many of her people were already shaking their heads, and one in particular, Karista Mullens, left her seat at the table. "Sos-tur Aristee, when we realized that you had brought so many of us on board, we suspected this day would come. But we can't do as you ask. The edicts of Ivar Chu are clear on this. To reach out and kill contradicts everything we believe in. You know that. You know the pain it causes. The cold…"


  "Of course she knows," came the baritone voice of Shutaree Zimbaka, a bearded black man who threaded his way toward the front of the room. "But the Kilrathi are back there. They won't stop. And we'll die unless we do something about that. The protur has spoken. Sostur Aristee has spoken. All of us should make the sacrifice."


  Zimbaka had barely finished when an impact tremor came from the supercruiser's aft quarter and passed violently through the room. Another resounded just a second later, with still a third of equal force riding hard on its heels.


  "I'm with you," came another voice. Aristee watched Mishal-la Ti come forward on small, narrow legs, her stringy black hair swinging like a pendulum after the old woman.


  Karista Mullens eyed the two defectors, her mouth agape. "You can't do it. You'll reach out to those Kilrathi and crush their eyes or stop their hearts, but have any of you done that before? Do you know what it feels like to rob a being of its life force? Do you know what it feels like to touch the dead?"


  Four more Pilgrims elbowed their way to join Zimbaka and Ti. Three others slid up behind Mullens. Aristee's temper flared as her people continued choosing their camps. She spun away, swore, then spun back, directing her fury at Mullens. "I brought you on board with Frotur McDaniel's highest endorsement."


  "An endorsement I deserve," Mullens said, her voice faltering. "I'll do anything for you. Anything but this."


  "So you choose to defy me and the protur?"


  "But haven't you and the new protur chosen to defy the edicts? The former protur would not have endorsed this order."


  "Carver Tsu the Second is dead. Whether he would have endorsed the order or not is inconsequential." Aristee lifted her voice for all to hear. "We have a new protur. And as Brotur Zimbaka rightly pointed out, he has spoken. So have I. Anyone who chooses to disobey will be held in the brig and sentenced to the five penance."


  "Is this how we'll shape our future?" Mullens asked. "By punishing people who refuse to break the edicts? We'll reward the sinners and damn the just?"


  "We'll shape our future by changing our laws," Aristee countered as she began to count heads. Sixteen Pilgrims had gathered around Mullens, while only ten had complied with the order and stood near the starboard bulkhead. Aristee had failed to win over even half. She eyed the dissenters with disgust. "Be sure of your decision."


  Mullens craned her head and studied the people behind her. Most stared on unflinchingly, their minds set. She faced forward and gave a solemn nod.


  Aristee raised her chin at the Marine guards posted near the door and listened to the resignation in her own voice. "Take them to brig."


  The Marines stepped back, allowing Mullens and the others to proceed to the hatch. Only a few gazes dared meet Aristee's. She felt sickened by the moment—but hadn't she known that some would not follow? She had, but not this many…


  Once the last traitor had filed through the door, Aristee favored Zimbaka with widened eyes. "You're only ten. Can you still do any damage?"


  Zimbaka scanned the others. Some shared his steady gaze of confidence while a few still looked uncertain. "We can do some damage."


  "I'll take you up to the aft observation bubble," she said. "You'll have privacy and a direct line." She spun on her heel, strode to the hatch, then paused. "You're not breaking the edicts," she assured them, "because those edicts no longer exist. Yes, we're rewriting the law, all of us, and it'll be a law that establishes our rightful place among the stars. Our days of bowing to the Confederation and the Kilrathi are over."


  Admiral Vukar swiveled his command chair and thrust out his jaw in the expression of demand.


  Comm Officer Ta'kar'ki snapped his gaze toward his instruments. "Yes, Kalralahr, our cruisers and destroyer are jettisoning all non-essential equipment and personnel to increase thrust."


  "How many warriors will give their lives?"


  "Approximately eighty."


  "Eighty…" The number gave Vukar pause. He closed his eyes and spent a moment in reflective silence, then said, "We send them into the void with Sivar's highest blessing. Their names will adorn the temples, their souls the heavens. If only we could be so fortunate…" His whiskers stood on end and salvia gathered in his mouth as he coursed with the renewed electricity of the hunt.


  The moment they had jumped into the system and had detected the supercruiser, Vukar had cried out in relief and had launched a long-range communications drone back to K'n'Rek to confirm that Dax'tri nar Ragitagha had, indeed, provided the correct location of the supercruiser. The Ragitagha clan had behaved honorably, and now the Ragitagha would rejoice as the Caxki clan withdrew from the emperor's new alliance. Vukar would seize the supercruiser and take it back to K'n'Rek, where both clans would exploit its technology. Or, perhaps, he would take it somewhere else and send out scouts to K'n'Rek to make sure the Ragitagha had set a trap for him. That seemed a more intelligent plan.


  "She is still traveling at full impulse," Tactical Officer Mako-rshk reported. "And still no trace of gravitic distortion." A wavering hiss rose from the second fang's gut. "Kalrahalr, something is wrong."


  Since every bridge officer knew that a challenge existed between Vukar and Makorshk, any conversation between the two turned some of those officers into anxious, quavering fools who at any moment expected blood to spill. A few of the older warriors kept their composure and scrutinized Vukar, searching for a reason why he had permitted the second fang to live so long. Unlike them, Makorshk was not afraid to voice his opinion, to stray from blind obedience, to use his own initiative to solve problems. The young second fang represented a new generation of Kilrathi, one Vukar hoped would still embrace the old ways while developing a new and vital sense of individuality. Although he despised that aspect of human culture, he conceded that there lurked something very powerful within a thinking warrior who could also listen to his heart. Makorshk represented a blending of the old and new, and he would not be the last of the Caxki clan to challenge authority.


  Without breaking his gaze on the glistening dot that he followed through the forward viewport, Vukar tilted his head in Makorshk's direction. "What is it?"


  "We've been pursuing them for a few minutes now, my Kalralahr. Why haven't they engaged their hopper drive?"


  Vukar had nearly forgotten about the supercruiser's capability. For too long he had fought against similar Confederation carriers equipped with the standard jump drive that required a natural gravity well or other anomaly to function. He had wrongly assumed that the supercruiser speeded toward the system's jump point, and relying on that assumption he had predicted that his battle group would cut it off before it could reach that destination. But if the ship could create its own gravity well at any time, then yes, why hadn't it jumped?


  Vukar pushed his bulky frame up from the chair and pounded back to the tactical station. "Range of our cruisers and destroyer?"


  "One-eight-five-six kilometers and closing," said Makorshk, tapping a long finger on his display. "All four ships continue the bombardment."


  "Ta'kar'ki?" Vukar called to the comm officer. "Remind our captains that once her shields have been weakened, they will use only low-level lasers to disable her ion engines."


  "Yes, Kalralahr."


  "The supercruiser is sustaining heavy fire," Makorshk said, observing images coming in from the cruisers. "Perhaps they will draw our escorts closer, then engage their drive to destroy them. But in order to do that, they have to permit our ships to come within five hundred meters to be affected by their gravity well. We could easily disable her well before we came so close. Something is very wrong."


  "I suggest you discover what that something is," Vukar said, making much more than a suggestion.


  Makorshk slowly lifted his head from his screens and regarded Vukar with a near-frozen stare. "I think I already have. We should pull back our escorts and initiate long-range bombing. If you allow them to get any closer, we'll lose them."


  "How? She lacks the firepower."


  "Yes, she does, but she won't need her weapons. If her engi-neers have modified the hopper drive so that its gravity well can become larger than five hundred meters, then they will destroy our ships without launching a single torpedo. I've already presented this scenario to you, and it seems the only reason why they haven't jumped. They're baiting our ships. They could activate that drive at any moment." The second fang paused to pull in a long breath, seemingly overwhelmed by his own realizations. "Kalrahalr? You have a decision to make."


  So Paladin lays on the guilt trip and me—the sucker—goes for it and here I am like one minute until launch and I'm about to fight for a bunch of fanatics and mass murderers and how's your day shaping up?


  Maniac shifted his butt deeper into the seat, trying to buckle himself down for launch and adjust his poorly fitting Skivvies, issued by a farsighted Pilgrim supply officer. At least the Pilgrim repair crew had not screwed up; they'd done an outstanding job on his fighter. Most of the damaged thruster and reactor components had been replaced by new ones instead of the usual reman-ufactured parts; that fact alone deserved his admiration.


  Okay, they fixed up my ride. It's not like I should thank them like this. Shit. I wish Zarya was here. I can't believe I miss her so much. Is it love? Or am I just horny? I need someone to talk to right now. Forget Blair. Can't talk to him. He's as big an idiot as me. The Pilgrims flash him some T&A and tell him some lies and they got him by the tiller. I can't trust him or the commodore anymore. I'm alone. It's up to me to take out this bitch. I do that, come out of this alive, they'll make me the goddamned space marshal…


  "They say your call sign is Maniac," the flight boss said, her ghastly face a potent emetic that threatened to crack his Visual Display Unit. "Well, let me tell you something, Mr. Maniac, you try any bullshit out there, I got a friend up in fire control who will issue you an antimatter enema."


  "Excuse me, ma'am, but I'm unfamiliar with the technical terms 'bullshit' and 'antimatter enema.'"


  "But you are familiar with what a single round of antimatter fire can do to your day…"


  "You seem uptight, ma'am. Sounds like you could use a little, I don't know, recreational spanking."


  "Line up, mister!"


  Maniac placed his gloved hand over the miniature camera mounted above the visual display, blocking her view. He nodded to the deck boss and followed the man's signals, positioning his Rapier between the hangar's bulkhead and the launch tube.


  "Elect Five, you are cleared for launch," the old lady said, still boiling.


  "Just call me Maniac, sweetheart. And have I ever told you about the time I got my tongue stuck in—"


  He ignited his thrusters and lapsed into a howl that made the flight boss tear off her headset and possibly wonder exactly where his tongue had been. He didn't stop howling until he cleared the energy curtain and punched into the void.


  That was ridiculous. Childish. I should grow up.


  Why?


  At about quarter klick off the Olytnpus's stern, Maniac banked hard to join the fifteen Rapiers in William Santyana's squadron. They flew on the supercruiser's portside, in a loose wedge or, more precisely, an old-fashioned fluid four that resembled the fingers of an outstretched hand. The rest of the Olym-pus's complement of seventy-one fighters and sixteen bombers had launched and divided into six and four squadrons, respectively. They encompassed the supercruiser and maintained the same heading. At the moment, Maniac appreciated Aristee's recruitment of equipment and personnel, and the modifications she had made to the flight deck to accommodate many more fighters and bombers than the usual twenty or so Rapiers and half dozen Broadswords assigned to Concordia-class supercruisers.


  But they were still outnumbered. Each of the Kilrathi cruisers carried at least fifty Dralthi; the dreadnought boasted one-hundred and fifty herself; and the superdreadnought, well, Intell reported its fighter complement at over two hundred.


  Hey, man. Take it easy. The more cats, the more kills…


  The VDU snapped on. "Santi to Maniac. Welcome aboard, Lieutenant." Santyana flipped back his HUD viewer. "Good to be flying together again. At least this time we're on the same side, if not the wrong one. You kept up with me pretty well over McDaniel. For a moment there, I wasn't sure I could lose you."


  Maniac thought back to that furball. He had been chasing a Pilgrim fighter and had narrowed its lead to twenty meters. The Pilgrim had leveled off, cutting through a gauntlet of fighters and bombers crisscrossing about a quarter kilometer away from the moon. Maniac had had trouble believing that the enemy pilot could navigate through coordinates so densely packed with other starcraft. That feat resulted in the jock's escape and Maniac's unfulfilled promise to find and smoke him. "That was you?" he asked incredulously. "I owe you a missile, Commander."


  "Consider us even." Static cut across the display, then Santyana's dark features returned as he transmitted now on the squadron's general frequency. "All right, listen up, cowboys. We're point squadron. For those of you who missed or slept through the briefing, they'll be a bombing squadron with fighter escort targeting each of those cap ships. All we have to do is draw fire away from them. The captain assures us that the lead cruiser will cease fire in a minute or two. The others will follow."


  "What's she going to do?" Maniac began amusedly. "Get that skipper on the comm and say, 'Uh, excuse me Mr. Cat, sir, but would you mind like ceasing fire for a little while so we can barbecue your god-ugly asses?'"


  "Trust me, Lieutenant. Those guns will cease."


  "Sir, is she using Pilgrims to do that?" Blair asked. "I mean Pilgrims who can—"


  "I'm afraid she is, Lieutenant. Can't say I agree with her methods, but I don't have any particular love for the Kilrathi either. Politics and edicts aside, this is about saving our butts. And we're all pretty good at that. Stand by. Ready now? Break and attack!"


  Still confused, Maniac shrugged and obeyed the order, looping back to fly inverted relative to the oncoming cruisers. He rolled upright and tensed as he surveyed the scene. The Fralthi-class cruisers had spread themselves into a wide, flat arrowhead, with the destroyer lining up behind like the arrow's shaft. The radar scope showed the dreadnought and superdreadnought positioned well behind them, spearing their way forward on full impulse. Strangely enough, they held their fire, letting the cruisers and destroyer communicate for them. And given their position, maybe they wouldn't launch fighters. One hundred and fifty from the cruisers still gave the cats a roughly two-to-one advantage.


  Okay. What do we got? The battle group's flagship and an escort are hanging back. This tells me they want the Olympus intact. Of course they want the ship. They want the drive. And they'll use that destroyer to deploy boarding details. Subtle the cats ain't. Then again, that pack hunter mentality might come into play. Maybe they're driving us forward, toward another battle group that'll spring and attack. No way, man. Don't get that paranoid.


  A proximity alarm squawked. Maniac frantically scanned the HUD, then rolled onto his side as a pair of torpedoes streaked by with a salvo of antimatter fire running shadow.


  "Oh my god," somebody said over the general channel. "Look."


  Maniac leveled off, and as he dived toward the lead Fralthi, he suddenly realized that her trio of antimatter guns had fallen silent, that her tube doors had closed, and that her bow began pitching down a few degrees. Despite that, wave after wave of Dralthi fighters fled like hungry bats from her cavernous flight tubes, as they did from the other two cruisers.


  "Okay, our first bombing squadron is clear," Santyana shouted. "Let's bait those fighters."


  Scanning the comm channel list, Maniac found Blair's private frequency and tapped for the link. "You mind telling me what's going on? Does Aristee have spies aboard that cruiser or what?"


  "Why are you sweating the details? Just do the job. You got my wing." Blair cut the channel.


  Whatever. Maniac kept Blair's Rapier in his field of view as it jerked into a high-G climb that beckoned a trio of Dralthi pulling away from the cruiser. "Got three taking a sniff," he told Blair. "Maintain that heading. I'm coming in behind to skin 'em."


  "Do me a favor?" Blair asked. "Don't miss."


  "Me? You've lost your memory, Ace."


  An old girlfriend had once asked Maniac if he had ever grown tired of dogfights. Wasn't it the same old thing, time and again? You fly into the furball, try to get a bead on the enemy, fire, and blow him away. So what? That wasn't profound or artistic. And didn't he suffer from the cookie factory syndrome and have an aversion to flying unless it pertained to his job? And hadn't he grown tired of bragging about the missions, describing the same types of situations, using the same old words? / came in from his eleven o'clock, swooped to line up on his six, got the lock, thumbed off the safety, and wham, I'll take mine extra-crispy. Hey, can I buy you another one of those, sweetheart?


  Even if he kept a journal of his exploits, it would hardly amount to a reflection of literary depth or afford him a meaningful look at his psyche.


  So what kept him going?


  "It's the juice, honey. The feeling it gives you. You can't duplicate that anywhere else. And it's different every time. Yeah, the words get old, and sometimes the kill is the same. But the feeling… it's always different. Keeps me coming back."


  And the juice did, indeed, course through Maniac as he studied the three Dralthis closing in on Blair and issued a voice command to the Tempest targeting computer. "Missile select? Guided. I want two. Multiple launch on my mark."


  "Ordnance ready," came the AI's breathy, female voice that had once roused Maniac into a fit of dirty talk.


  "All right. Let's take a look." He swiped the HUD viewer over his eye and waited until the smart targeting reticle appeared and locked on. "Mark!"


  Two guided missiles ignited on their upper port and starboard mounts—


  And Maniac jammed down the primary weapons trigger, express-delivering synchronous neutron fire to the center Dralthi, no signature required.


  The Rapier's wings shook as the missiles thundered off, adding to the potent vibration generated by the fighter's rotary barrel cannon.


  Fountains of diaphanous blue energy clouded the center Dralthi's shields. Maniac kept the fire coming and kept hard on the cat's tail until the pilot rolled to port and suddenly dove.


  Even as Maniac slammed the stick forward to pursue, his missiles struck the other two Dralthis. The feline fireworks showered overhead as he stayed with the last cat.


  "Only two?" Blair teased. "You got rusty lying in that cell."


  With a quick snort in reply, Maniac dedicated himself to the last Dralthi's destruction—just to shut up his wingman. The enemy's shields finally dropped for the count, and Maniac let his neutron gun play connect the rivets on virgin plastisteel as the alien transmitted a taunt.


  "No honor is greater!" the Kilrathi cried in a poor attempt at standard speech. The thing stared at Maniac with those piss-yellow softballs it called eyes. "You apes will never know such glory! Ahhhhhhh!"


  "Got news for you, pal. I'm feeling pretty glorious right now." Maniac grinned as he corkscrewed a path through the fiery garbage. "And that's three, Blair. You were saying something about being rusty?" He turned on a wing, slashing back to regroup.


  Meanwhile, the four Broadsword bombers below had come within torpedo range of the lead Fralthi, and while their fighter escorts warded off attacking Dralthi and a few Salthi light fighters that had joined the fray, the bombers each launched a pair of torpedoes at the foundering cruiser. Maniac could not help but watch for a second as the eight projectiles struck in succession, blasting apart the cap ship's port bow, her superstructure, and tearing gaping breeches amidships. Four hundred and seventy-five meters of Kilrathi engineering began to break apart, illu-mined by the flickering light of her explosions. Nutrient gas streamed from at least a dozen ruptures in her hull and formed long, emerald pennons that trailed the devastation. Tattered pieces of plastisteel tumbled and glimmered, and a few of the Rapiers nearby narrowly avoided colliding with some of the larger rubble.


  "Maniac? Blair? Get back to the destroyer and lend those escorts a hand," Santyana ordered. "The rest of you stay with the two cruisers. The one to port has ceased fire."


  "Jesus," Maniac gasped. "I don't know how Aristee's doing this, but if she can take out a Kilrathi battle group this easily, then how does Confed brass expect to stop her?"


  "We haven't taken out this group yet," Santyana reminded. "Move it."


  Complying with a burst of thrust, Maniac soared up beside Blair's Rapier. They darted over the two remaining cruisers and dove forty-five degrees toward the Ralari-class destroyer in the rear. The ship's two turreted lasers wreaked equal opportunity destruction and had already crippled three of the seventeen Rapiers escorting the bombers. Another three Rapiers had broken off to tractor in those pilots who had ejected.


  Still, the destroyer's lasers weren't the most serious threat.


  Her twin-barrel antimatter gun swiveled and tracked the bombers, then belched out a humbling and steady flow that had the entire group suddenly dispersing as salvos ripped through the phantoms of those crafts.


  A flash from the radar scope now showed a band of red blips that represented a full squadron of Dralthis coming in from Maniac's six o'clock low. "Multiple hostiles bearing four-two-four by six-one-three. Range: one point five Ks. They'll reach us first, Blair. My little sweetheart AI counts nineteen."


  "Reverse course on my mark," Blair said, his masked face abruptly lighting the VDU. "Let's tie 'em up for a while."


  "You want to play chicken with nineteen Dralthi? Look, I've noticed that you can't use your 'Pilgrim' call sign here. Makes for a little confusion. But now I'm thinking you deserve mine. No way in hell am I going to play chicken with nineteen Dralthi."


  "We'll kill thrusters and hit the brakes about a hundred meters out for a little over and under S and S."


  "Now you're talking. But we haven't pulled that one since training. What the hell. I get top, clockwise rotation."


  "And I got control. Steady now. Mark!"


  They peeled away, with Blair banking to port, Maniac to starboard, and came around to reassume their formation flying abreast. The Dralthi hurtled toward them like a heated braid of silver and tarnished copper that would for a few seconds wholly deceive the casual observer.


  "Range: six hundred meters."


  "Oh, God," Blair said through an audible shiver. "Back there this seemed like a good idea."


  "Hey, I say that myself—usually when I'm climbing out of her bed the next morning and can't remember her name. Range: four hundred meters."


  Hungry for their first kill, the cats opened up with wing-mounted laser cannons. Bolts perforated the vacuum around Maniac's Rapier, and a trio spattered across his forward shield and sent shock waves ripping through the ship. He thought better of adjusting course, though. Any change would ruin their ploy.


  "About ten seconds now," Blair cried. "Merlin says that the odds of us taking out all nineteen are—"


  "Unless he's taking bets, tell the old geezer to shut up."


  Maniac fastened his gaze to the nav clock and its pretty green numbers that blithely ticked off the final seconds.
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  Hard brake. Cramp in shoulders. Damned harness. Velocity zero. Holy… They're right on top of us! Maneuvering thrusters: fire. Commence rotation. Neutron cannon engaged…


  Maniac had positioned himself about ten meters directly over Blair. They held their coordinates and broke into clockwise and counter-clockwise flat spins, creating deadly girandoles of fire. The tactic, dubbed a "sit-'n'-spin," worked well if you were alone and well away from your comrades since whatever entered your cone of fire would wind up dead meat, whether you wanted it dead meat or not. Not many pilots would attempt a duel spin since one misfire of manuerving jets could result in point-blank friendly fire—certainly no way to get friendly.


  But Maniac and Blair had perfected the maneuver. With the tap of a switch, he had turned over maneuvering to Blair as the Dralthi fanned out and climbed, seconds away from swooping down and attacking them from above. Blair rolled both Rapiers onto their sides so that they fired vertically relative to the Dralthi. He continued the roll, adjusting course as necessary and producing gyroscopic inertia and precession, forces that, despite the dampeners, they could not sustain for long without blacking out.


  As Maniac tightened his stomach and forced bile back down his throat, he caught the barest glimpse of a Dralthi breaking apart under Blair's fire, then he spotted another disassembling under his own wrath. Red blips on the scope broke off and knifed back toward the bombers and escorts. Just as well. Shadows crept into Maniac's peripheral vision. Time to call it.


  "Stalled them as long as we could," Blair said, probably feeling the same effect. "Slowing to break link. Five seconds."


  After a slight thump, control returned, and Maniac eased on the throttle, pulling forward and away from Blair's Rapier. He savored the few seconds he had to compose himself, then rolled back to glide over his wingman.


  About a quarter klick ahead, the destroyer turned hard to starboard, retreating from the bombers and fighters. A beep from Maniac's radar scope alerted him to the presence of a vessel much larger than a fighter: one of the Fralthi-class cruisers; it too retreated from the Olympus, with a squadron of Pilgrim bombers diving toward its six. Behind it, a portico of sparking rubble forged a gateway back to the Olympus.


  So Aristee's people had somehow taken out two of the Fralthi-class cruisers and now had the third cruiser and the destroyer on the run. The dreadnought and superdreadnought kept their distance but continued to follow the Olympus, and Maniac figured that the cruiser and destroyer would regroup with them. He guessed that Aristee didn't have spies aboard the surviving Kil-rathi ships since they continued to rattle off anti-starcraft fire or retain their present headings.


  The bombers hunting down the cruiser found their locks and unloaded their ordnance in an exhibition of well-choreographed firepower. Like the fingers of some enormous hand, the torpedoes descended upon the cruiser.


  But the ship's antimatter guns found three of those fingers off its aft quarter and detonated them harmlessly over the hull. The explosions tossed a fourth torpedo into a fifth, driving both well off course and into a concentrated burst of laser fire that turned their destructive capacities inward. The sixth projectile locked onto a cloud of chaff twinkling and expanding in the cruiser's wash and lifted a white-hot explosion that swallowed the last two torpedoes. Eight shots. Eight misses. The bombers pulled out of their run in sixty-degree climbs, then, as though with their tails between their legs, beat a full-throttle retreat back toward the Olympus.


  Meanwhile, the bombers targeting the destroyer fared no better. Maniac drew closer to the scene as antimatter fire, superheated countermeasure cones, and what he deemed lucky guided missile strikes by Dralthi pilots lashed at or lured away the ordnance. The last torpedo met its fate by cannon fire as he and Blair buzzed over the destroyer, all but ignored by squadrons of Dralthi and Salthi fighters hightailing it back to the flagship.


  "Looks like they're cutting their losses," Santyana said. "Eighth Squadron? Let's cut our own. Return to base."


  Nearly in unison, Maniac and Blair pulled away from the destroyer and aimed for a loose blue wreath of thrusters. Maniac flicked back his HUD viewer, massaged weary eyes, then pulled up Blair's channel. "Nice little spin back there, Ace. Next time I got the stick."


  "Fair enough," Blair answered, blinking clear his vision and looking about as spent as Maniac.


  "So I'm still sweating the details. How did Aristee get those cruisers to cease fire?"


  "Like this."


  Maniac's head snapped up as an unseen fist struck a mild blow to his chin. "Hey, what the—"


  "Some of us, not many, have this thing, an extrakinetic power they call it. Kind of like telekinesis, telepathy, and extrasensory perception, only different is the way we experience it. And it's pretty deadly if we want it to be."


  "How'd you get it? You're only half Pilgrim?"


  "Guess I got lucky," Blair answered, sounding anything but. "And you know what? I thought about using it to bring down a few of those fighters. But to kill someone like that… I don't know… it's supposed to make you feel kind of dead yourself.


  When you touch inanimate objects, it gives you the shakes like you wouldn't believe."


  "Does that mean you can read minds like your girlfriend? Like maybe you can read Zarya's mind and let me know what's up with her? And poker! Holy shit, man. We can make a killing."


  "Some of us can access scripts and read thoughts. But I'm not sure if I have or not. It's like I can talk to other people in my head, but that's it."


  Maniac rubbed his chin. "Punching me from over there… that still ain't bad. Can you squeeze a woman's breasts like that? And what did you say? Access the script? You lost me there."


  "I'm not squeezing any breasts with this, you idiot. Look, I'll tell you the rest when we get back. We'll have plenty of time."


  "You mean when we get back to our cells? I'm not going."


  "Wasn't too long ago when you wouldn't leave."


  "We're out here now. We got the firepower. Let's take the shot, disable the ship. Some properly placed missiles to her ion engines will take 'em offline. Hopper drive's down, so she can't skip out. A comm drone carrying our mayday would only take about a week or two to reach the trade routes. It's not like we'd be stranded out here for long."


  "Uh, excuse me, but that battle group, or at least what's left of it, is still pursuing. That ship's our only ride. And even if we move in to attack, her cannon operators—or even pilots from this squadron—will be on us before we get off a shot. Besides, can you imagine what would happen if the Kilrathi got their hands on the hopper drive?"


  "Yeah, I can. They would, like Aristee, use it to destroy Earth. And your point?"


  "Tell you what. We lose this battle group, then maybe I'll consider your plan."


  "Chris, we swore an oath. We have to do this. We won't get another chance."


  "You don't know that. And like I said, if we disable the Olympus, then the cats get her. Hell, they get us. They're carnivores. I heard they eat live prey."


  "Wait a minute. You said Aristee took out the other cruisers by using Pilgrims with that, what was it, extrakinetic thing? Those Pilgrims are on board the Olympus, right?"


  "Yeah, so what?"


  The idea unfolded a little more and drove Maniac to straighten in his seat. "Then that battle group is no problem. We disable the Olympus, draw in the Kilrathi, then Aristee unleashes her people. We kill two birds. You with me?"


  "I don't know."


  Admiral Vukar beat a fist on the control panel beside Tactical Officer Makorshk. "I said why?"


  "And I'll repeat, my Kalralahr. I'm not sure." Makorshk clenched his own fist but kept it resting steadily on the panel. "After we lost contact, her defense systems came down. She did launch fighters, but they also lost contact with her. It seems both cruisers suffered the same fate, which, my Kalralahr, I'm at a loss to explain."


  "Interesting. For once you don't have all the answers."


  Vukar tore himself away from the tactical station and tramped to the viewport. Out there in the void, beyond the wash of infrared radiation that appeared like a bloodred foam to his eyes, the supercruiser streaked off unabated, carrying with it a drive of enormous power and another weapon arguably even more powerful. And maybe the destruction of two cruisers represented but a mere glance at its potential.


  "Kalralahr?" He spun toward Comm Officer Ta'kar'ki's station. "I've been scanning the recordings of intership communications. You must see this."


  Vukar took several hurried strides and arrived behind Ta'kar'-ki. A holograph of a communications officer making a routine report flickered above the station. Sans forewarning, the warrior's head shook violently and his eyes snapped close. He shrieked, extended his claws, and began gouging out his own eyes as static filtered into and washed clean the transmission. Vukar held himself a moment, considering the horrific image. He felt hot breath pass across his neck and cocked his head to find Makorshk seething behind him. "Comment?"


  "Interesting. Now I do have an answer." The tactical officer returned to his station and quickly buried himself in his displays.


  Expecting that in a moment Makorshk would share his findings, Vukar paused at the comm station and waited.


  The moment passed, but the second fang ignored Vukar and the other officers, everything save for his data.


  With his blood frenzy reawakened and thoughts of initiating the challenge here and now, Vukar crossed to Makorshk's station and once more beat his fist on the control panel, jarring the tactical officer. "If you have an answer, let's hear it!"


  "I've just scanned data that we recovered during the Terran-Pilgrim War. What we just saw? It's nothing new. Some Pilgrims, not many, possess a form of telekinesis that they can use as a weapon. However, their precepts rule against such use. The Confederation hunted down as many of these Pilgrims as they could, but it seems a few got away. I'm certain that's what we're dealing with now."


  "We're not dealing with them. We're being slaughtered by them. But why this method now? Why not use their hopper drive? Can they still engage it?"


  "I don't believe they can. I ran a multi-emission scan of the ship, searching for evidence of a reaction containment field or other controlled matter-antimatter reactions. I found none, which may mean their drive is offline, possibly for repairs. If it were not, then yes, why would they turn to their brethren for help and break their own precepts? The gravity well would kill us far more efficiently. And there's another interesting fact. The Confederation was able to capture many of these Pilgrims because once they reach out and kill a life form, they need time to recover, sometimes as long as several standard days."


  "What if those Pilgrims expended most of their energy on our cruisers? That would mean…"


  "Yes, Kalrahalr. Now you are the one with the answers."


  Vukar repressed his reaction. No sense in letting the bridge crew see his amusement over Makorshk's compliment, perhaps the first he had ever given. Vukar shifted to the comm station and gave the order: "Dispatch our cruiser and destroyer. Launch all fighters from the dreadnought to escort. This time the Caxki clan will take her."


  The command chair felt too small, and the bulkheads seemed to inch a little closer toward Amity Aristee. She bolted from her seat, her breath coming in an uneven burst. The XO, seated at the port observation station to study a tactical report, glanced back and registered his concern.


  "Captain?" That from Sostur Charity, the radar officer on duty. "The Kilrathi cruiser and destroyer are breaking ahead of the battle group. Count one-eight-seven bandits in escort."


  "How many?"


  "One-eight-seven, ma'am. A combined force from the cruiser and dreadnought."


  Aristee nearly lunged back to her command chair, slid over the comm screen mounted on a swivel arm, and dialed up the aft observation bubble. "Brotur Zimbaka?"


  No response. She hit the override to engage the comm unit's camera and remote operate it from the bridge. She panned across the wide, circular room crowned by a hemisphere of Plexi, spotted the narrow columns of telescopic imaging components, then something told her to pan down.


  Zimbaka and the nine others who had agreed to help lay on the floor, some shivering violently, some staring off at a cold tomb of horrors. Zimbaka himself sat up with his knees pulled into his chest. His head jittered, his eyes looked red and clouded, and his mouth hung open. Drool dripped from his chin.


  "Brotur Zimbaka?"


  He tilted his head a fraction to the left, as though recognizing her voice, but continued to shake, to drool, to remain lost in a labyrinth of pain.


  She called again. No reaction.


  Aristee banged off the comm unit and regarded Sostur Char-ity. "How long until the Kilrathi are in cannon range?"


  "They're accelerating to one-five-zero. ETA to cannon range, three-point-three-one minutes."


  At least the cats would only launch a limited torpedo barrage and not call upon their new Skipper missile. They clearly intended to take the ship intact. They would, as they just had, direct their fire toward the ion engines to disable the ship. And without the help of Karista Mullens and the others, the cruiser might get in close enough to deliver the crippling blow. The seventy or so Rapiers left in Aristee's complement would surely be overrun by the Dralthi, even with James's help out there. She clutched the arm of her command chair, closed her eyes, and groped for a solution. Groped again. Something now… something…


  Eyes open.


  Fingers tapped hard on the comm touchpad.


  "Yes, Captain," Karista Mullens said, staring nervously at the camera.


  "Sostur. You and I need to talk. I'm coming down."


  Maniac shifted course three degrees to starboard. The targeting reticle rested squarely over the Olympus's portside ion engine. Range: four-zero-nine meters. The computer continued to flash warnings along the perimeter of his HUD, which he translated as, Hey, you're targeting your own ship. Sorry, honey, but this isn't my ship at all. "Maniac is locked on," he told Blair.


  "Locked myself, but I'm picking up something right on the fringe. Can't get an ID yet. Looks big, though. Maybe we should—"


  "No way. This is it. I'm making the run, with or without you. And like you said, at any second the cannon operators or other pilots will get wise."


  Blair sighed in resignation. "All right. This is the right thing. This is what we have to do."


  "That's right. Keep convincing yourself. I'm telling you, it's all going to work out. Let's get in just a little—"


  "Whoa, whoa, whoa," Blair cried. "Something moving into her wash. Searching… Aw, shit. It's a Rapier, alternating course between exhaust nodules."


  "It'll be the memory of a Rapier in two seconds," Maniac promised.


  "Break off," Paladin ordered, assuming an expression of unflappable calm as he piloted the fighter shielding the Olym-pus's engines.


  Maniac scowled at the display. "No, sir. You break off. Otherwise I'll wax your ass. Sir."


  "Lieutenant, you won't get that chance. The big guns'll shovel enough antimatter fire into your face to make you burst into flames before you get off a shot. Every nerve in your body will register the sensation of being burned alive. Don't believe me? Scan the ship. You're dancing in their sights."


  "Like I care, Pilgrim. I'll go out doing the right thing, not selling out to the goddamned enemy. How do you live with yourself? You're supposed to be a commodore, for God's sake. All it takes is one whiff of Pilgrim poontang?"


  "Sir?" Blair cut in. "I know you've done everything you can to get Aristee to stand down. But she obviously won't. It's time to act. And if we die now, well, we knew that could happen going in."


  "Mr. Blair, this won't solve anything, and you'll lose your lives for nothing."


  "But we can do this now," Blair implored him. "Why don't you help us? We can disable the ship and put an end to all of this."


  "Yes, we'll end everything. The cats will get the ship. We'll die. Wrong ending, Lieutenant."


  "What about Aristee's people, the ones with the extrakinetic thing?" Maniac asked. "Why doesn't she just let 'em loose on the cats?"


  "She did. They're incapacitated now. Could be days before they recover. And gentlemen? It gets more interesting. Seems that the Kilrathi have done their homework. They've realized what we threw at them, figured out that our Pilgrims need down time, so they've launched another assault. The cruiser and the destroyer are inbound, along with nearly two hundred fighters. We have about seventy or so Rapiers to throw at them. The bombers have headed in to reload." He paused to take a long breath. "Still want to disable the ship?"


  "Maybe I do," Maniac answered. "Maybe when Aristee knows the cats are going to take possession, she'll blow it up. We die, yeah. But the Confederation wins."


  Blair stifled a laugh. "You're so full of shit, Maniac. You love yourself too much. You want to win and live."


  "I'm not going back to that cell. I'm not going to sit around while this ass-kisser undermines the Confederation and everything we believe in. Mr. Taggart? You have five seconds to break off."


  "You do this, and maybe I'll come in behind you and wax your ass," Blair said.


  Maniac gritted his teeth and snorted. "You've got the aim but not the balls. Hey, Taggart? You're out of time."


  As Maniac throttled up and brought the burners on line, his skin crawled as he thought about being burned alive.


  "Todd! Don't do it!" Blair unbuckled his oxygen mask and vigorously shook his head.


  Disregarding the display, Maniac forged on, two guided missiles ready to drop away from his wings and alter the Olympus's destiny. He eyed the supercruiser's aftmost antimatter cannon. The second he saw it flash, he would thumb off the missiles.


  "Listen to me, Todd. We might just die anyway. All we can do is try to outrun the Kilrathi and tie up as many of their fighters as we can. Didn't you say that you'd rather be killed by the Kilrathi?"


  Clever trick, Blair. Twisting my words. I said I'd rather get killed by the cats than by our own people, but when I said our own people, I wasn't talking about Pilgrims. They might as well be the Kilrathi.


  "Lieutenant Marshall, I'm locked on to your fighter, as is the cannon above me," the commodore said. "Even if you get off your missiles before we smoke you, we'll still have time to take them out. Young man, I want you to take a deep breath and think."


  "That's all I've been doing. Now I'm going to take a deep breath and act."


  Like a pair of yellow eyes fringed in blue, the Olympus's massive ion engines swelled into view, with the shimmering dot of the commodore's Rapier swerving like a pendulum between them.


  "I am right on your six," Blair suddenly said. "Locked on to your stubborn butt. Let's call this and fight the real enemy."


  "Like I thought," Maniac muttered. "I'm alone."


  The antimatter cannon flashed.


  Maniac flicked his thumb twice on the secondary weapons trigger while using his free hand to flick aside the safety and punch the ejection button. Half-muffled explosions ringed the cockpit, and Maniac felt his shoulders slam toward his chest as the pod's thrusters swept him up and away from the Rapier—


  Just a few breaths before a gleaming net of antimatter fire devoured the stubby-winged fighter.


  To the stern, a phosphorescent thorn of debris nearly caught Blair's Rapier before he banked to dodge it.


  Maniac fixed his gaze on the antimatter cannon as it swiveled to track him. A pair of flashes to his four o'clock revealed that the commodore had, in fact, intercepted the guided missiles.


  "I'm wheeling around to get you," Blair said. "I'll tow you back in."


  But the commodore apparently had something else in mind. "Stay where you are, Mr. Blair."


  As Maniac stared down the barrels of the antimatter cannon and pried as much thrust as he could out of the pod's meager engines, putting more distance between himself and that cannon, he decided what he would do if another flash came. He armed the self-destruct system, routing control to his stick. One tap on the primary weapons trigger would end his life—and at least he would be the one to do that, a pilot to the end, not wasted by traitors, his death the ultimate act of defiance. He jerked away the HUD viewer, unbuckled his mask. The VDU remained dark. Instruments ticked, beeped, and hummed, and the pod's thrusters issued their rhythmic bursts. It took but another second for the moment to unravel the remnants of his nerves. "C'mon? What are you waiting for? Fire!"


  "Brotur Syllian?" Paladin called, using the general frequency for Maniac's benefit. "Is your cannon locked on to the pod?"


  "It is, Brotur. Awaiting your order."


  "Release lock. New target: incoming cruiser. Compute firing solution now," Paladin said tersely. "Mr. Blair? Take Lieutenant Marshall to the Olympus. Reload and refuel, then get back in the fight."


  "Aye-aye, sir."


  "Hey, Blair," Maniac called, having switched to the private channel. "Now that they've let down their guard, you can make your own run."


  "Are you drunk, dense, or deaf? The plan won't work."


  "I've revised the plan. It's now about getting Aristee to destroy the ship."


  "I know the commodore's working on a better way out of this. I just know it."


  Maniac fell back hard against his seat as Blair's retrieval beam clutched the pod, shifted it behind Blair's fighter, then began towing it toward the aft flight deck's launch and landing tunnel. "Blair, when are you going to realize that we can't trust Taggart anymore?"


  "Don't write him off yet. Just give him more time."


  "We've been there. How much more? A year? Two? A lifetime? This 'more time' bullshit is just that."


  "Well, this is interesting. The commodore just told me that they have another Rapier for you. It's an old F44-A but still functional. He wants you in it and out here ASAP."


  "Proves my point what an idiot he is. Now he's going to put me back in another Rapier? Hell, I'll just make another run at the engines."


  "You're going to be a little too busy for that. Check your scope. Here they come now."


  A dense band of blips crept up from the bottom of Maniac's radar display. The commodore had said that nearly two hundred Kilrathi fighters were inbound, but the words hadn't seemed real.


  Now the radar image provided one hell of a reality check.


  "I'm sorry, Sostur, but there is no way you can make us do this. We've already seen what it's done to Brotur Zimbaka and the rest. We won't help under any circumstances."


  Aristee stepped farther into Karista Mullens's meager quarters. Dozens of oil paintings of scantily-clad Pilgrim dancers leaned against the bulkheads, along with a sundry of homemade musical instruments, including the Pilgrim soultom and soultar, variations on the ancient drum and guitar. Aristee nearly tripped over a stack of smaller, unframed artwork piled beside a standard issue desk chair. "I won't explain it again. I won't ask you again. You say you and the others won't help under any circumstances? Then I'll gather you up, take you to an airlock, and jettison you one by one. No, strike that. That's too clumsy and slow. I'll take you down to the flight deck and have you stroll through an energy curtain. That's quicker, and we'll have a little audience."


  Mullens, her back pressed against a hatch leading into the latrine, seemed to expect such a threat and gave a microscopic nod. "We're prepared to die."


  "Maybe you are because you've met your pair and he's not, well, he's not all that you've dreamed of. But the others? I don't think they're ready to die—especially the younger ones—and none of you are ready to watch your broturs and sosturs lose their lives."


  "You won't kill us. You need us."


  "But if you won't help me, then you're worthless. Most of you lack military training. Not one of you is a pilot—except Blair— and he's out there. You consume resources and return nothing save for your artistic diversions. We can live without them."


  "But you won't live. None of us will. Maybe that is Ivar Chu's will. Maybe we shouldn't fight it."


  "It's not his will that we die," Aristee said, nearly tasting the bitterness and futility of the notion. "If you want to know his will, then speak with the protur."


  "We don't recognize that man as the protur." Aristee held back her snicker; no sense in wasting any more emotion on the woman. "We're finished here. You and the others will be taken to the flight deck." She went for the exit, then halted under a thought. "You've assumed a position of leadership among them. It's not easy to watch your people die. I'll be sure to kill you last, so you'll understand exactly what I mean."
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  Blair carefully shifted the miniature joystick on the tractor retrieval system's panel, setting down Maniac's pod on one of the aft flight deck's circular orange pads designated for such emergency landings. With Maniac safely grounded, Blair cut the beam and glided forward, following the deck boss's cues until he slipped into a repair bay.


  Under the shadows of two colossal durasteel braces, he kept his Rapier in a hover as a Pilgrim crew of three performed the hazardous operation of refueling and rearming a hot fighter. He exchanged a few words with the crew chief regarding the Rapier's status, then gave a final admonishment to Maniac before the pilot left his ejection pod. Aristee did not have a Pilgrim Marine waiting for Maniac; instead, the flight boss herself had elected to leave control and come down to personally welcome back the ship's now most infamous pilot. The woman's Pilgrim robe failed to disguise her considerable girth, and despite being a full head shorter than Maniac, she stared up at him, seeming to curl into the folds of her body like a rattlesnake before the strike. Blair grinned broadly as he watched Maniac flinch under the old lady's oration.


  Behind them, a ragged line of people under the scrutiny of four Pilgrim Marines walked along the catwalk. The Pilgrims forged on toward the twenty-meter-high maintenance curtain, descended the staircase to the runway level, then paused at the red line marking the field's four-meter safety zone. A blur of white from the catwalk signaled the entrance of Amity Aristee. She beat a quick two-four rhythm down the stairs, paced as though inspecting the group, then spoke.


  "What's up with them?" Blair asked his chief.


  "Don't know."


  One of the women in the group turned her head, and goose-flesh ran a marathon across Blair's shoulders and arms. Karista Mullens. His pair. But why was she here? Hadn't Aristee convinced her and the rest to bring down the two cruisers? Shouldn't they all be recovering? Blair swore over the fact that he couldn't get out and ask. Maybe they had already recovered and were getting ready for the next battle? That would be good news to the poor souls sitting in Rapiers who probably stared slack-jawed at the angry horde of Kilrathi fighters barreling toward them.


  A wave of something passed through the group. Was is it shock? Fear? Some of the Pilgrims clutched each other. A chubby blond boy no more than ten or twelve gripped Karista's waist and began to cry.


  The flight deck trembled a second as a Broadsword passed through the energy curtain like a finger through gelatin. Once the ship roared clear, a short, gray-haired man with slightly hunched shoulders detached himself from the group. Under the vigilance of the nearest Marine guard, the old man crossed the red line and shambled toward the fluctuating field. Blair's pulse raced as the man lifted his arms, giving himself to the unthinking, unfeeling wall of energy.


  "What's he—" The crew chief broke off.


  Blair engaged the external microphone, even as the old man shrieked and stepped into the curtain.


  One voice in Blair's head implored him to turn away. But another, more powerful voice appealed to his dark fascination for things horrific. The old man's head melted into shoulders as they melted into his chest in a swirling, hissing mixture of pale white, blue, and wine-dark red. His arms flailed a moment before they peeled back like a pair of lit matches. He shrank into a lumpy puddle that swelled across the flight deck and into the vacuum on the other side of the curtain. Out there, steaming goo stretched and broke apart like taffy and began floating away.


  The man's death, or, more precisely, his execution, made Blair realize what was happening. Some Pilgrims had obviously helped Aristee—but not these. Those who had helped were now recovering. Those who had refused would now be sent into the curtain.


  One of the Marines near the rear came forward, seized the boy by the back of the neck, tugged him off of Karista, and drove him toward the red line.


  Blair hit the canopy release.


  The crew chief's voice buzzed loudly in his headset. "Hey! What are you doing? You have to stay in the pit and monitor the flow."


  "What's it look like I'm doing?" Blair tore off his mask and helmet, unbuckled only one side of his harness, then wrenched himself free. The canopy chinked into place behind him, and the overpowering din of his thrusters pressed on him like thick pillows. He stood on his seat, levered himself out of the cockpit, then dropped two meters to the deck.


  "Come back here, Brotur!"


  But Blair had already bounded away from the fighter. It would take much more than a command from a Pilgrim crew chief to stop him. He sprinted onto the runway, inspiring a chorus of shouting from the rest of his crew and the techs working the area. A hollow drumming resonated from the energy curtain to his left, and he cocked his head as another Broadsword bomber injected itself into the bay, sweeping just a meter above the deck. The bomber's blunt, durasteel nose came headlong at him—


  Even as the reflex to duck sent him belly-flopping to the deck.


  The bomber rumbled over as he slapped palms over his ears and pressed his cheek to the cold metal. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the aft, portside landing skid cleaving toward him with just a quarter meter gap between it and the deck. With palms still glued to his ears, he rolled left, onto his elbow, as the skid scraped along his chest and finally moved clear.


  The bellow of thrusters faded behind him, and he removed his hands from his ears—but another sound even more painful erupted ahead.


  "No! I can't!" shrieked the boy. "I'm sorry! I don't want to die!"


  Heavy boots thudded on the catwalk above. Blair didn't bother to look. That would be deck security, out to apprehend him. He sprang to his feet and charged toward the Marine strong-arming the boy. Others in the group shouted and bawled as the boy swung wildly at the Marine's chest plate.


  "Let him go!" Blair ordered, reaching reflexively to his hip for his C-244 pistol. Of course, the Pilgrims had not issued him a sidearm or utility knife.


  "Blair?" That shout from Karista.


  As he came within a few meters of the Marine, the guy craned his head, swung up his rifle. "Right there, mister."


  Blair whirled to face Aristee. "What is this?"


  "None of your concern, Brotur. Get back to your fighter"— she tipped her head toward the Marine—"or he'll shoot you where you stand."


  "You're killing them because they won't help? That it? Pilgrim fascism at its finest, eh?"


  "Get back to your fighter! Now!"


  "No." He gave her a moment to let that sink in, then added, "I won't let you do it. You'll have to shoot."


  Karista scuffled toward him, her eyes ringed in shadows and doused pink. "Don't get involved in this."


  "You're going to let her kill all of you?"


  "We won't help. We won't break the edict. And if this is our fate, then—"


  "Break the goddamned edict!"


  "We can't. Don't you understand? We just can't."


  "I don't understand. How could you stand by and watch that old man die? How can you watch this kid die? How can you do that?"


  "Because she's stubborn. And foolish," said Aristee. "And mostly because she's selfish. All of them are selfish. For centuries parents have let their sick children die because their religious convictions would not allow them to seek medical treatment. As Pilgrims, I thought we were beyond that kind of irrational devotion. I thought we were rewriting the laws here, establishing a stronger bond, a stronger community than we've ever had before. But some of us refuse to let go of the old ways. Some of us would rather die than do so." She gave an exaggerated nod as her gaze passed over the group and finally settled on Blair. "Last warning. Get back to your fighter."


  A howl from above split the air. Blair jerked to spot Maniac launching himself from atop the catwalk railing to plunge four meters down, colliding with the Marine guard holding the boy. All three slammed to the deck.


  Maniac got his hands on the Marine's rifle, tore it free, then rolled up, alternating his aim between the guard and Aristee.


  The boy whimpered and crawled a few meters away, then rose and scampered to Karista.


  With a groan, the Marine sat up and slowly raised his palms. A black grin curled his lips as a trio of beeps resounded from the rear.


  The three other guards had armed their rifles and now trained them on Maniac, who eyed the jarheads and said, "Guess we're all pretty good shots here. I'll take out the captain, you take me. You get your kill. But so do I."


  A chill in Blair's neck announced the approach of something else, something that panned out as the flight deck shook under the first strike of Kilrathi cannons belting out rounds from long range.


  "We don't have time for this little standoff," Aristee said.


  "Mister, what is it, Marshall? You have a habit of getting yourself into no-win situations. Bravo. You've done it again."


  "Captain," Blair called, stepping in front of Maniac. "I'll help you. I'm not that good at manipulating the fields yet, but I'll help."


  "You bastard," Maniac shouted. "You Pilgrim bastard. I knew you'd sell out—just like your goddamned buddy. Now that I think about it, you've had the power to kill her all along."


  "I'm not selling out," Blair snapped. "And killing her isn't going to stop this. The XO, the protur, McDaniel, or someone else would carry on."


  "Then kill them all."


  "Right. And have no one left to monitor the ship's systems or direct this battle. Forget it. The priority right now is staying alive." He softened his expression as he addressed the group. "Listen to me. All of you. What good are your laws if all they get you is dead? Aren't they supposed to enhance and give order to your lives? Your laws obviously don't apply here. Anybody who wants to live can join me. Pretty simple."


  Wiping away his tears, the boy stepped cautiously toward Blair, then took up a position beside him. A middle-aged woman found a place beside the boy. Then a young man with shoulder-length black hair circled around and set a palm on the boy's shoulder.


  "Blair, you can't do this," Karista said.


  It hurt to face her. "I'm sorry."


  Two more of the sixteen Pilgrims defected to his side.


  "Hey, Karista? Maybe we should start our own team," Maniac said. "Looks like you, me, and the captain are the only ones loyal to our beliefs"—he turned a malicious gaze on Blair— "which are worth dying for."


  Blair mirrored the look but clung to his silence.


  Aristee brightened and turned to the group assembling behind Blair. "I'll have you escorted to the aft observation bubble. And if you want to believe in something right now, believe in your right to live."


  "I'm going with them," Blair told Maniac. "My fighter's almost ready. Take it."


  "No, I think Mr. Marshall will be heading to the brig," Aris-tee corrected.


  "You think wrong." Maniac adjusted his grip on the rifle. "You need pilots."


  She nodded. "Pilots who don't point weapons at their superiors. Pilots without plans for sabotage."


  "Tried that. Failed. But I'll eventually bring you down. In the meantime, I need to be out there. I can't stay in that cell and wait to die. Can't do it. Won't." Maniac could not wait for her reply, either. He threw the rifle back to the Marine, then pounded off toward the runway.


  The Marines trained their weapons on him and waited for Aristee's signal.


  She stared at Maniac for a few seconds, wearing the inkling of a smile. "Let him go."


  Blair crossed to Karista and grabbed her wrist. "Come with us," he whispered. "You don't have to help. Just come."


  "I can't."


  "Forget about her. Do this for me."


  "I just…" She lowered her chin.


  "Please."


  As Blair stepped into the aft observation bubble, he felt a strong sense of deja vu. He knew he had never been to this part of the ship, and he slowly realized that the brilliant night sky seen through the Plexi reminded him of the sky over his uncle's farm on Nephele. The farm stood four hundred kilometers away from the nearest metroplex, thus the light pollution that too often robbed the stars of their luster had never been a problem there. He could easily pick our stars like Mylon, Tyr, Kurasawa, Gimle, and even K'n'Rek, part of the Kilrathi empire. Though the stars were somewhat different here, their clarity and brilliance suggested something innocent and untainted by humans. Sadly, they had come to shed blood across the heavens, and Karista's face registered that grim fact.


  She had lied to the captain, had saved her life, but she wouldn't help. Of course Aristee could never be certain whether or not Karista actually engaged in the killing unless one of the others revealed that fact. Blair figured that if they survived the Kilrathi attack, Aristee would have Karista killed anyway. Every other Pilgrim in the group had agreed to help, and if they, too, decided to back out at the last minute, then the Kilrathi would surely take the ship. Blair considered reminding them of the consequences, but they knew the facts and had watched the old man die. He had to believe that they wouldn't change their minds.


  They joined hands to form a circle that wasn't necessary or traditional but seemed to ease everyone's nerves. Karista's hand felt cold and clammy. He glanced at her a second, then at the middle-aged woman to his right who squeezed his hand tightly as their eyes met. "Thank you," she said softly. "I feel terrible about this, but you're right. We deserve to live."


  He smiled tightly, then stared beyond the faces of those in front of him to the commencing battle. Laser bolts from the far-off destroyer and cruiser collected into twin conduits that riddled the supercruiser's aft shields. Like low-lying nimbus clouds auguring a storm, the Kilrathi fighters sprang ahead of the cap ships, following the bolts' fiery lanes. The eight squadrons of Rapiers that vectored toward them looked like a diminutive force of foolhardy or suicidal pilots. And only now did the first squadron of Broadsword bombers launch from the aft flight deck, their torpedoes hastily loaded, their damage inspections even more hastily completed. Blair tried to comfort himself with the reminder that although the Pilgrims were outnumbered, they were superior navigators. During the battle over McDaniel, Blair had witnessed some of the sharpest, most reactionary piloting he had ever seen. Maybe sheer numbers would actually work against the cats. Maybe.


  Blair looked again to Karista. She stood there, biting her lower lip, eyes brimming with tears. He urged her on with his gaze, figuring she would at least tell the others what to do. She opened her mouth, and the words finally came out with sober resignation.


  "People. This may hurt some of you as much as it hurts them. All I can say is try to remember that you're not alone. And you won't die. We'll come together as one and move swiftly, a thief in the night robbing of them their lives. It'll hurt a little more with each one. You'll feel the need to let go and wander off. Don't. Stay with your broturs and sosturs. Try to keep them warm. You'll know when it's over. Trust me. You'll know. Close your eyes."


  Night turned into the familiar, mottled darkness within himself. The woman beside Blair released an involuntary whimper that sent a shudder through him. Others gasped or murmured their trepidation.


  Yes, they were afraid—despite their experience with delving into the quantum level, with manipulating the fields, with thrusting themselves into the continuum, the universe. Blair's experience had been limited. Any more consideration of that would buckle his knees. No, he wasn't completely green. The others had never killed like this, either.


  He imagined himself standing with the group, holding hands, then soaring up and leading them through the Plexi bubble and out into space. They glided with ease and grace, a flock of angels casting not a single shadow over the Rapiers and Broadswords below them. Their scripts were now joined in a quilt of thought through which any one of them could converse, learn, enlighten, even love. He felt everything they felt, thought everything they did, and doubted that he was capable of so much sensation. He found himself suddenly preoccupied with the link itself. He wound his way through the dark, braided corridors of the quilt, asking others if they had seen Karista Mullens.


  The boy Maniac had saved rounded a black column that Blair sensed had been woven of pure fear. The boy picked his nose a second, gazed sheepishly as he spotted Blair, then touched the material as though it were hot. "They said you're looking for Karista. She won't come here."


  "How can we convince her?"


  "She loves you. She's your pair. That's your job." He winked and got stitched back into the fabric.


  "My job?"


  Suddenly, a terrific wind knocked over the black column and pierced Blair with a trillion icy blades. He spun away from the wind to lock gazes with a Kilrathi pilot who banged his melon-like head repeatedly on his cockpit seat. The cat's eyes bulged a moment before he reached up, extended his claws, and tore out those eyes amid torrents of blood.


  Blair turned his head a fraction to the left, where the captain of the Kilrathi cruiser sat in a command chair. Five bridge officers behind him lay on the deck, writhing spasmodically in pools of blood ornamented by massive eyeballs. Blair felt himself linked to the others as they coiled through the gravitic fields surrounding the captain's arms and drove them against the man's flesh. Unable to resist, the captain brought thick paws to his face, and the serrated claws went to work.


  Though Blair had focused on those two particular deaths, he knew that he and the others had already caused many more, but something prevented him from experiencing all of them simultaneously. He could select each moment, one at time, sift through them as though they resided in memory files, but he felt denied of the true experience. He needed to know just how cold it would get.


  He turned again, saw the captain of the destroyer bring himself up to a full three meters, raise his long arms toward the overhead, then shriek as blood gushed through the seams in his armor. Blair and the others had shifted the gravitic field within his body and were squeezing his internal organs as though they were citrus. Blair craned his head a few inches more and now watched from about a half kilometer out as the destroyer tacked to starboard, putting it on an intercept course with the cruiser.


  / can see this. But let me see it all. Feel it all. I want to know who I am…


  Breaking into a sprint, he threaded his way farther through the quilt, stumbling over Kilrathi corpses and ducking as rubble fell like flaming hail. A tingling sensation rose up through his legs as he neared what he thought was the center of the quilt. Maybe there he could experience all of it at once and shake off this force on his back.


  Out of breath, he staggered into a zone that resembled billions of illuminated fibers, a bizarre kind of interchange that spun into and formed a glistening white cone stretching up to touch the stars. He crossed to the base of the cone, which now throbbed and seemed to enlarge by the second.


  An old man whispered in his ear, "You'll get your answer at the top."


  He gripped the first fibrous tube, no wider than a meter, and began his ascent. The air grew colder as he climbed, and the images of Kilrathi steering their fighters into each other or exploding or imploding at their stations aboard the cap ships grew more frequent, more vivid, the stench of them voiding themselves now even tighter in his nostrils. The higher he got, the more exaggerated his progress became. He would reach up to the next tube, and suddenly find himself a thousand meters higher, find himself staring into the pale, wrinkled, bewhiskered face of another dying abomination. He shivered uncontrollably and held his jaw tight to prevent his teeth from chattering. He forged on, driven by much more than curiosity. The answer to who he really was lay just ahead. One hundred meters. Fifty. Twenty. His hand struck a smooth, frigid surface. He pulled himself a little higher and tried to remove the hand. His flesh remained locked. He yanked again, and the pain snaked up his arm. He swore aloud, having come so far only to be stopped by something so ridiculous as—


  "Don't go any farther, Blair." Karista stood beside him, shifting in and out of the illuminated mountain as though it were her dress, a dress made of rushing water. She held his hand in her own, their fingers interlaced.


  "You've decided to help us," he said excitedly.


  "No. I've been here. Hiding. Waiting. Knowing you would do something like this. You can't experience it all."


  "lean! It's my choice!"


  "Then you'll fall. Like the others."


  He ripped his hand away. "Sorry. I have to know." She cried out for him to stop, but he thought her away. She darkened into dust quickly dispersed by the gale. He hauled himself to the top and stood on a plain of black that reflected the stars. Images of the battle struck successive blows, knocking him back like a boxer whose glory days had slipped by. Kilrathi wailed. Kilrathi died. The destroyer's bow caught the cruiser amidships in a glittering string of detonations that abruptly congealed into a single, debris-strewn globe. The explosion struck Blair's ankles, surged up his legs, then swallowed him in light for a blink before vanishing. Transparent thunderheads grumbled above, and he lifted his gaze to the traceries of lightning that joined the stars and discharged around him. He lifted his arms and surrendered to the knowledge—the history—delivered on bolts from the vacuum.


  He saw Pilgrims living aboard ring stations, felt their fear and anxiety, lived their lives with and for them: he saw embryos with horrible mutations and sensed the warmth of their mothers' wombs; he saw Ivar Chu speaking in thunderous words to a crowd of millions, then spoke the words for Chu himself and heard cries of ecstatic joy in return; he gasped for acrid-smelling air as he died with hundreds of thousands aboard sloships attacked by Confederation destroyers. He saw it all at once, and it kept coming, faster and colder—


  "I can change your path!" a woman cried. "I can." His body shook, and the collar of his flight suit dug into his neck. A single countenance seeped through the trillions of images and sensations: the face of his mother, her cheeks red and tear-stained, her eyes brightening into twin novae. She took form, gripped his flight suit, tried to shake him to attention.


  He looked at her uncomprehendingly for a second, then uttered, "Don't."


  "Christopher. I can't let you do this." His hands found her wrists, pulled them off— And the effort forced him back. He lost his footing, felt the summit's edge drag across his boots.


  Then he fell, the wind fluttering through his flight suit, the mountain of radiant thought wiping by below, the tangled surface of the quilt hurtling mercilessly toward him. He remembered his mother's warning when he had first encountered her in the continuum. He thought of how Karista had spoken the same words: Then you'll fall. Like the others. He thrust out his palms and tried to scream, but nothing would come. Now a feeling from the core of his being told him he could not save himself. He had tapped too deeply into the continuum, into the scripts, into a quantum level that was the blood of the universe.


  He struck the quilt, felt his body spread across its surface and slough off a cloak of darkness. Then he froze into a solid, flat mass cupped by something warm. The quilt felt different, harder, smoother, with the trace of a vibration moving steadily over its surface. Seconds ticked by, with only a dark drape of nothingness before him. Then a light appeared, enlarged, focused into a glassy sheen of stars half-eclipsed by a familiar face. "Blair?"


  His lips and tongue felt numb. But his eyes, yes, his eyes took Karista in with gratitude, with a softness that said he was sorry, but one she did not recognize.


  "I'm getting you to sick bay. But don't worry. It's over. It's over now."
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  'Message forwarded from the Barnicket Light, sir. The destroyer Windmar intercepted a distress signal from Aloysius Prime during standard patrol. They now have thirteen Pilgrim pilots in custody, along with twenty-one mercenaries and five troopships registered to the CS Olympus. They've interrogated the prisoners and forward the recordings."


  Commodore Richard Bellegarde shook a fist. "Yes! We have a trail."


  Comm Officer Wilks went on, picking up on Bellegarde's excitement and pouring some into his own youthful voice. "The Windmar tracked ion emissions and found the remains of three Fralthi-class cruisers and a Ralari-class destroyer. The emissions continue on past the battle's coordinates, and the Windmar's skipper believes that at least two Kilrathi capital ships are in pursuit of the Olympus."


  "Contact Admiral Tolwyn," Bellegarde said, then hurried across the bridge toward the lift. "Tell him to meet me in the map room."


  "Should I alert Space Marshal Gregarov as well?"


  "Not yet."


  "But sir, she instructed that—"


  "I'm aware of her instructions. And I wouldn't want you to disobey orders. Just give me and the admiral about ten minutes." Wilks grinned his understanding. "Aye-aye, sir."


  Bellegarde had already pulled up the holographic map of Robert's Quadrant by the time Tolwyn arrived. The systems of Baird's Star, Tartarus, Dakota, K'rissth, and Freya glinted in three dimensions within a rectangular box comprised of hundreds of green cubes. The portal system of Port Hedland stood just outside the box, and a solid red line marking Aristee's last known trajectory curved from a point between Tartarus and Freya and headed on toward Port Hedland, where the line became dotted to indicate Bellegarde's projection.


  "What do we have, Richard?"


  He spoke rapidly, realizing that he should calm down—but the news represented their first real break in fifteen days. After he finished relaying the data to Tolwyn, he turned to a communications monitor and activated an audio-video recording. A muscular black man appeared, his face sweaty, his eyes like heavy gray sacks. Bellegarde thumbed down the volume and said, "I just glanced at a few of these interrogations before you arrived, and this one seemed particularly interesting. Man's name is Doug Henrick. Says he was taken by force and ordered to fly. Says the others were as well—that's why they sent off a distress signal instead of trying to hide from the Windmar."


  "Or they were just disabled, knew they couldn't make it back to the ship, and figured they'd lie so we wouldn't execute them for treason," Tolwyn said. "No, they willingly joined Aristee's force. They were either left behind or had second thoughts and went AWOL."


  "I agree. Anyway, this guy thinks Aristee intercepted one of our comm drones near Aloysius. He also says that she plans on modifying her hopper drive so that it'll create a much larger gravity well. He says that by one-four-eight, maybe sooner, she'll have it ready. Her next stop? Earth."


  "Convenient timing. Ten days shy of our deadline. But what if Mr. Henrick allowed himself to be captured to feed us misinformation? I'm sure he hasn't submitted to a cerebral scan—and even those can be fooled with the right training. I'm dubious because he knows too much for a pilot."


  "I thought the same, until I learned that he's had contact with Christopher Blair. They went to Blair for help in getting close to Paladin. He says the situation got too complicated and he and a few others decided to make a run when the cats attacked. They left behind William Santyana. Name ring a bell?"


  "Brilliant test pilot. Retired too young. I see Aristee's conscripted only the best."


  "Santyana wants out as well—but Aristee has his family on board. He's working with Blair and Paladin." Bellegarde paused to consider the tone he would use to deliver his next bit of news. He simply had to say it. "Sir, Henrick also says that there's some doubt as to Paladin's loyalty."


  "I'm not surprised."


  "I guess you were worried about him. Why?"


  "We'll leave it there. For now, we'll have to trust him. Paladin has rarely let me down."


  Bellegarde shut off the recording, then eyed the holograph. "Sir, I know that last week we sent the Tiger Claw and Fosubius battle group to Earth, but I respectfully suggest that we join them to strengthen our presence, whether Henrick is lying or not. We can't afford to ignore this. Aristee can jump to Vega and follow the Ulysses corridor right back to Sol."


  "That would be the long route, Richard. With her hopper drive, she might be able to jump directly from Port Hedland. In fact, she doesn't even need to reach that jump point. If our information is true, then right now she's remaining within interstellar space and buying herself time until her drive is ready. Trouble is, she's got the Kilrathi on her tail."


  "But she managed to take out three cruisers and a destroyer— with no evidence that she used the hopper drive to do so. Considering that she has only one ship, I find that unbelievable. Or has she formed a battle group? But where would she get the ships and the resources? All of our vessels are accounted for."


  "She has another weapon, Richard. Access the datanet when you get a chance. Search for Pilgrims, extrakinesis or hypersen-sory perception. You'll find it interesting."


  "I found it interesting when 1 studied it as a cadet. But there were only a few Pilgrims with that power, and using it to kill was against their edicts, so most of them stayed out of the war. I thought we wiped out the ones who fought."


  "A lot more fought than history records. And we didn't kill them all. The escapees have had children by now. If we look at the Windmar's analysis of the debris, we'll find Kilrathi bodies with crushed organs, missing eyes, and other evidence of gravitic manipulation."


  "And they're powerful enough to destroy four Kilrathi capital ships? My God___"


  "During the war, they were even stronger. But the power drains them. That's when we struck."


  "So if Aristee arrives in Earth orbit with her hopper drive online, she can use her people to stall us long enough to engage the drive and draw Earth into the well."


  "Clever woman. Her plan would've been even more effective if Bill Wilson's timing had been better. He should have delayed his deal with the Kilrathi. They shouldn't have attacked Pegasus until Aristee's hopper drive was modified. That way if Wilson failed, Aristee could move in quickly and take out Earth. I'm speculating here, but I think the cats wouldn't wait, and Wilson got cocky enough to take on the whole mission himself. He failed, and Aristee was left ill-prepared to accept the baton. But she's running with it now."


  "The Halstov battle group is at Port Hedland right now," Bel-legarde said, pointing to a cluster of blue orbs on the holograph. "Let's move it to intercept. Between us and the cats, we'll take her out."


  "You're forgetting our order to recover that ship intact." He took a deep breath. "Now Richard, what I'm about to tell you is highly confidential and could get me court martialed, but the time has come for you to know. Just after Aristee attacked Mylon Three, the space marshal persuaded the joint chiefs to recover the hopper drive at all costs. I mean at all costs. Aristee's targets were considered expendable. I viewed the holo of Gregarov's meeting with the joint chefs, and her fervor was, in a word, unsettling. So I've been doing a little digging since this all began. Called in a favor at Confed Intelligence, and my source just came through." Tolwyn took a step closer and lowered his voice. "For the past three years Ms. Gregarov has been receiving her-eyes-only intelligence reports regarding the Pilgrims' construction of the hopper drive. The system's components were assembled on all five of the enclaves and on McDaniel. Pilgrim engineers worked in isolation, and only one group knew how to assemble the drive. That group is on board the Olympus. Most of the other Pilgrims who worked on the components have been taken into custody."


  "So Gregarov stood by and did nothing while the Pilgrims assembled the drive?"


  "She wanted them to build it. Pilgrims were the original engineers, and the unit often requires a Pilgrim to assist in the operation. She figured she'd take possession before they could use it. Trouble is, the Pilgrims realized there was a leak and fed misinformation to Intell. Aristee got the drive online before Gregarov could react."


  The magnitude of what the space marshal had done sent Bel-legarde toward the bulkhead. He raised his fist, thought better of slamming it on the durasteel. "She sat there in the wardroom and tried to blame us for civilian deaths. The blood's on her hands. Did she know about Bill Wilson as well?"


  "I'm not sure. In any event, you and I have new orders for which I take full responsibility. If we can't confiscate that drive, then no one else can have it." Tolwyn looked sadly to the deck. "And if that means destroying the ship and losing two of our own, then so be it."


  The hatch suddenly opened, and Space Marshal Gregarov carried her glare into the map room. "Lieutenant Wilks just summoned me here. When I asked him to report, he provided me with a lengthy description of a message forwarded from the Bar-nicket Light. Why wasn't I informed sooner?"


  She had directed her question to Tolwyn, but Bellegarde jumped all over it. "Why weren't we informed of your decision to allow the Pilgrims to build a hopper drive?"


  "Richard, this is neither the time nor the—"


  "I think it is," Bellegarde boldly corrected. "I think the space marshal owes us an explanation—and an apology."


  Gregarov lifted a derisive grin. "I heard you weren't much of a diplomat, Mr. Bellegarde. I got a taste of that in the wardroom, but now I really see what they mean. Guess the bottle can do that."


  He opened his mouth to launch a retort.


  "You can't blame this crisis on me," she went on. "But you have no conception of the forces at work here."


  "Then educate me."


  "I'm sorry, but I'm not at liberty to divulge that information."


  "Ma'am?" Tolwyn said, slipping between them. "It's highly likely that Aristee will get that drive modified and head back to Earth to create a gravity well that will consume planet. The Tiger Claw and the Fosubius battle group are already standing by there. I've left the Oregon and Mitchell Hammock at Nether-anya. We'll join the Claw and post our battle group here to maintain the no-fly zone."


  Gregarov swung her head toward the holograph gleaming above them. "When you look at the stars like this, they seem… I don't know… deceptive. You don't realize that billions of people are out there living on those dots." She faced Tolwyn, her eyes welling up. "geoff, you have to believe me when I say I didn't know so many would die. None of us did."


  "You gambled. You lost. Now the bill's come due." Tolwyn raised a brow, then hustled toward the hatch.


  "Next time gamble with your own life." Bellegarde didn't wait for her reply. He double-timed into Tolwyn's shadow, leaving Gregarov alone with her remorse.


  Which wouldn't change a damned thing now.


  Never before had Admiral Vukar watched so many brave warriors plummet to their deaths. The Pilgrims had squeezed their organs or had forced them to gouge out their eyes or even their hearts. The mutated apes had dishonored him and his clan on a scale once unimaginable. A single dreadnought escorted his flagship now, a single dreadnought depleted of its fighters.


  They continued pursuing the supercruiser, and Tactical Officer Makorshk had twice during the past fourteen standard days led a team charged with lightening their load and increasing their velocity. Perhaps they could narrow the gap enough to make one last assault on the supercruiser. Still, during their last strike, they had thought that the Pilgrims with telekinetic-like powers would be recovering from destroying the cruisers; he and Makorshk had not figured that more Pilgrims waited in reserve, and those fanatical apes had effortlessly plucked his last cruiser and the destroyer from the sky.


  At the moment, more Pilgrims could be standing by, waiting for them to make a move. No, Vukar would not recklessly throw away his warriors' lives, despite the honor of dying in battle and the heat of the blood frenzy that left him tense and sweating at the end of each day. There had to be a way to disable that lone ship and take possession without springing the enemy's trap.


  "Kalralahr?"


  Vukar stirred in his meditation chair, then reached to the comm display's control panel. Makorshk stared back at him, the folds of his face loose and forming an expression of despair. "We've jettisoned the last from engineering and crew's quarters, but we've only brought velocity up to one-two-nine KPS. The drive's beginning to superheat. The Kot'Akri reports the same. Our prey continues to lead by nearly one hundred and eighty thousand kilometers. Ion emissions remain stable. We have a distinct trail."


  "But we won't get close enough to launch another ship-to-ship assault. It is a physical impossibility."


  "Yes, but we do have two weapons left. Our fighters and our Skipper missiles. We've given the Pilgrims too much time already. They'll jump soon. We're at maximum velocity and as close as we'll get. The time has come."


  Vukar drew nutrient gas through his broad nostrils and exhaled in a burst. "If we send fighters, they'll simply kill our pilots with their minds. And if we launch Skipper missiles, we won't disable the ship—we'll destroy it. Perhaps no one is meant to have that drive."


  "It may take a few hours, but we can replace the warheads in our Skippers with low-level explosives and program them to lock on to ion engines. The photon cloaks should help to get them close enough. Fighter interdiction will be the Pilgrims' only way to stop them."


  "What makes you believe our Skippers can evade their counter-assault?"


  "We can launch our fighters to keep theirs busy. We outnumber them nearly three-to-one. But most of our pilots won't make it back. They'll either run out of fuel or exceed the ten-hour life support limit."


  "Or have their hearts crushed, their eyes torn out."


  "We have no defense against that, but we cannot shame ourselves and our clan. If we die, we die with honor. Perhaps you believe that you've already sent too many of the hrai to their deaths. But Kalralahr, not a single life was wasted—all fought with honor until the end. So should we."


  "You sound more like an elder than a tactical officer," Vukar mused. "It seems you've found your way in a changing universe. And you remind me of my own."


  "Kalralahr, I knew that one day we would embrace in death. Whether it be here or on the challenge ground hardly matters. Know that I've despised you to the core. But you have done something no other officer would: you let me speak, and you listened. For that, I owe you my life, and there is no one else more worthy to receive it."


  Vukar scrutinized the young warrior, probing for insincerity but discovering only a stalwart commitment to the words. Makorshk had come a long way, and Vukar felt even more justified in delaying the challenge. "Give the order. Modify our Skipper missiles. Prepare our fighters for launch. I'll be here or in my quarters. Alert me when the time comes."


  Makorshk bowed and reached to end the link. Leaning back in his meditation chair, Vukar considered what he would do if this final assault failed. Any other kalralahr would not entertain the possibility of life after such a disgrace. Vukar's duty would be to return home and commit zu'kara before the clan elders. But Makorshk's sense of independence had become infectious, and Vukar suddenly believed that failure should not cost him his life…


  "After all of this, after all that's happened, we've changed nothing."


  Blair sat on the edge of the cot and glanced idly around the sick bay. He had spent the past two weeks recovering with the others in the long room lined with too many bunks and filled with too many nasty smells. His body temperature had dropped five degrees and hadn't risen for nearly ten days. A non-Pilgrim might have died from such a long period at hypothermic levels, but Blair's physiology had kept him alive. Barely. He finally turned to Karista, who sat next to him and stared blankly across the room. "Did you hear what I said?"


  She nodded. "Sounds like you've given up."


  "What else can we do? She's getting her hopper drive ready as we speak. How are we supposed to stop that while we're under guard?" He raised his head toward the two Marines posted just outside the open hatch.


  "I don't know." She stood with a sigh of frustration. "Today they're moving you back to the brig. Our esteemed captain gave me the honor of escorting you. I almost wish she had killed me. Maybe she already has. The guilt… it's a slow poison. I tossed away everything I believed in."


  "No, you didn't."


  "The others needed me during the attack. While I was helping you, I was also back in. Some of them were like you—they wanted to feel too much. They would've died."


  "Why did you wait so long to tell me?"


  "It's my problem, not yours. But I'm weak. I guess I need your help now."


  "You don't need me, and you didn't do anything wrong."


  "I did exactly what she wanted. I sold out." Karista crossed to the opposite cot and sat with a huff. "I don't even know who I am anymore."


  Blair closed his eyes, and, reaching out with his mind, he moved beside her, slid an arm of gravity over her shoulders, and held her close. "You're someone amazing. And I am honored to have you as my pair."


  Murmurs came from near the hatch, followed quickly by two distinct rounds of conventional gunfire that echoed violently through the bay. Blair opened his eyes as the two Marine guards slumped to the deck, wearing bloody jewels on their foreheads. William Santyana stepped over them, turning his pistol on a medic seated at a bank of monitors near the hatch.


  "Please," the medic said, raising her hands.


  "Get back," Santyana ordered, waving his pistol toward the rear of the bay.


  The medic had no trouble complying.


  "What are you doing?" Blair asked Santyana. "This isn't going to work. We already played this out. We get to the flight deck, launch, and they shoot us down."


  "We're not going to the flight deck, Mr. Blair. The hopper drive is almost ready. We'll be jumping to Sol within the hour. Look, I never wanted this job in the first place. And I'm supposed to be retired. But I'll be damned if I sit around and let this bitch kill more people. We're going down to engineering. I want you and Karista to keep those engineers busy—give them a mental itch they can't scratch. I'll take care of the drive."


  Blair looked for Karista's reaction. She looked impassive but did get to her feet.


  "What are you waiting for?" Santyana asked him. "Should have your sea legs back by now."


  "Yeah," Blair moaned, then tightened the sash on his Pilgrim robe, slid into his sandals, and started for the hatch to retrieve one of the Marines' rifles. He scooped up the weapon and turned to encounter a familiar, cocky grin.


  "Long time, no see, Ace. Looks like push has come to shove, and we'll really see where your loyalty's at." Maniac jabbed the muzzle of his rifle into Blair's chest. "Don't let me influence you in any way."


  "I won't," Blair said, then slapped the barrel away. "You look like shit."


  Maniac rubbed the blond stubble on his chin. "It's called being locked in a supply room for two weeks—my reward for racking up a dozen kills. They let me out to shit and shower. That's it. Believe it or not, I asked about you. They wouldn't tell me jack. I should have went back to my cell." He crossed to pick up the second Marine's rifle. He thrust it toward Karista, who kept her arms at her sides. "C'mon, sweetheart. You need some firepower. Or are you going to use that…" He fluttered his fingers near his temple.


  She sneered and pushed past him.


  "What'd I say?"


  Blair shook his head in disgust. "She's not some carnival freak."


  "With an ass like that? Of course not."


  Santyana, who had skulked along the corridor to reach the first intersection, waved them forward. Maniac shouldered the second rifle and charged ahead of Blair.


  "We have to get by the torpedo launch bays, pilots' quarters, environmental controls, and the aft storage area," Santyana said. "We'll drop anyone who gets in the way. Do not hesitate. Understood?"


  Blair glanced back to Karista. "You don't have to—"


  "It's all right," she said firmly, perhaps more for her own benefit than his.


  "Coffee break's over," Maniac said. "It's not like no one else heard those shots or that medic's not going to call for help. Let's haul butt."


  Santyana took point, with Blair and Maniac two meters back in flanking positions. Karista kept tightly behind Blair, and he felt the necessity of protecting her tighten his muscles. They reached a stairwell without incident and ventured down into the torpedo launch bays. Massive conduits stretched overhead, with the multicolored tubes and the loaders themselves off to their right. A young specialist lifted his head from a loader's display panel.


  His last act.


  The poor boy took a 2.3mm caseless projectile the hard way, and Santyana did not bat an eye. Four other specialists raised their hands from touchpads as the quartet jogged by. Maniac fired a round into one of the control units, which reacted with a sizzle and a brief puff of smoke. The specialist near it shrieked and shined the deck with her rump.


  They forged on through the bay, nearly slipping on a freshly scrubbed floor and winding through narrow passages made even narrower by the intestine-like rubber ducts mounted to the bulkheads. Somewhere behind them, a klaxon rang out and wound Blair's nerves a little tighter. Another hatch leading to a stairwell came up quickly. They filed into it, beat a chaotic rhythm on the durasteel, then finally emerged into a corridor lined on both sides with hatches: the pilots' quarters.


  "Here's where we catch a break," Maniac said. "This shouldn't be a secured area."


  But he had spoken too soon.


  Three Pilgrim Marines rounded the corner of an intersecting passage, their movements tight, deliberate.


  Santyana and Maniac dove for the bulkhead to their left, while Blair dropped to one knee. "Down," he instructed Karista.


  "Hold your fire!" Maniac shouted. "We surrender."


  The three Marines spread out and cautiously advanced, their knees slightly bent, their rifles held high and fixed on Santyana,


  Maniac, and Blair. "Weapons to the deck. Now," the lead Marine instructed, her face growing more flush by the second. Barely moving his lips, Blair whispered, "Karista, we have


  "Shhh. I know. Close your eyes."


  He left himself crouching on the floor, and in his thoughts glided up to the Marines with Karista at his side. She glanced at him, the pain and resignation renewed in her eyes. "We don't have to kill them. Watch." She shifted up to the lead Marine and placed a hand on the woman's chest plate. The Marine gasped, dropped her weapon, and reached for her throat even as Karista shifted to the next and repeated.


  Blair went to the third Marine and touched the armor, imagining a force that would partially constrict the Pilgrim's airway. The guy's breath came in a weird crackle, he tugged at his collar, then fell back toward the bulkhead.


  "C'mon, asshole."


  Who said that? Blair blinked hard and focused on Maniac, who had grabbed his wrist and now yanked him to his feet. The three Marines lay on the floor, contorted and barely able to breathe. Karista stood staring at them in a trance that sent Blair toward her. He touched her shoulder. "You all right?"


  She shivered. "I guess so."


  "Hey, lovers," Maniac called out. "This is great. You got 'em flapping like fish, so let's go. Blair, you can give her that tongue bath later." He hustled off toward Santyana, who had hunkered down at the intersection.


  "Sorry about him," Blair said. "He has a few psych problems. Can't help himself. It's all in his profile. You can read it your-self."


  She didn't buy that and began to say something, but the sudden pounding of boots from the stairwell sent them dashing toward Santyana, who suddenly sprang into the intersection and pumped automatic fire into the passage to their right. He reached the other side, took up a position behind the corner, then sent off another salvo of suppressing fire. "Five comin' at us," he cried.


  "And more back here," Blair relayed, hazarding a look over his shoulder at the Marines bounding from the stairwell.


  Santyana ducked back and turned his weapon on the nearest hatch control. A triplet of fire rendered the panel a smoking piece of tattered metal, but the hatch did not open. "Only works in the movies," he said with a snort, then waved them over. "Come on!"


  Maniac bolted across the intersection, opening up on the Marines advancing from the right. He reached the other side and jogged on toward Santyana.


  "Take my hand," Karista told Blair. "Drag me over there. I'll slow them down." She lifted her head toward the Marines Maniac had evaded.


  "But what about them?" Blair asked, gesturing to the group coming up hard to the rear.


  "There's, just too many. We'll try to outrun them."


  With a nod, he seized her wrist and pulled her toward the intersection. As they crossed into the open, he spotted twin lines of Marines lying on their stomachs along the passage. The first two soldiers in each row rolled onto their backs and clutched their throats.


  "We're across," he told Karista, then tightened his grip on her wrist. Her eyes refocused, and it took but a few seconds more for them to break into a sprint.


  They jogged straight for about fifty meters, the Marines behind them thankfully holding their fire. Conventional rounds fired within the ship could cause serious damage—not that Maniac and Santyana cared about that. It also seemed likely that the jarheads had been ordered to take them alive.


  The corridor dead-ended at a sealed hatch whose control panel flashed the usual authorized personnel only warning.


  "Hey, you can't pick locks with that little power, can you?" Maniac asked Karista.


  "No, but I can shut mouths."


  Maniac's lips sealed, his eyes bugged out, and he began to groan under Karista's gravitic gag. She let him suffer a few sec-onds more, then freed him. "Hey, honey," he said, his lips and tongue moving spastically. "Take it easy."


  "Everybody back," Santyana cried, the status light on his rifle's underslung grenade launcher flashing red.


  "Let's make this a quick bang," Maniac warned. "Hunting party's just down the hall."


  They retreated about eight meters from the hatch, and even before Blair could find a spot against the bulkhead, Santyana rang the doorbell with his concussion grenade. A terrific thunderclap reverberated through the corridor, succeeded by a muffled burst as the hatch blew inward.


  "I always like to make an entrance," Maniac mumbled as he followed Santyana into the rising smoke.


  Blair put his hand on Karista's shoulder and ushered her in behind Maniac. Shouts to halt echoed from behind them, and Blair smiled over a sudden idea. He thought himself in front of them and moved swiftly through the ranks, tripping one, two, three, a fourth Marine. The five or six others behind them collided into the heap of tangled limbs. Too easy. Too funny.


  Then he took himself back, his eyes now watering from the smoke. They passed onto the first catwalk of the environmental control bay. Scores of monitors walled in the rectangular room, and at its center lay the fifteen massive, drum-shaped air recy-clers that rose five meters to the overhead.


  Wasting only the few seconds it took to appraise the surroundings, they darted across the catwalk and took a stairway down to the operations level. The five techs assigned to the station had already gathered near the first drum to regard them with curiosity and a healthy measure of respect.


  "You're not authorized to be in this area," a gray-haired tech, probably the department head, shouted.


  "Very good," Maniac returned. "You got any more keen observations before I pick your nose with a round?"


  The Marines in pursuit reached the catwalk, and a trio made it to the stairs much sooner than Blair would have liked. He spotted the next hatch that would take them into the aft storage area.


  Once again, they would have to stall the Marines so they could blast themselves a course.


  Damn it, if we only had access to the security network, we could open the hatch before we even get to it.


  Wait a minute. Maybe we do. "Merlin. Activate."


  Blair had to grin as the old holographic assistant jogged next to him on a course of air about shoulder height. "You realize you're killing me, don't you, Christopher?"


  Why Merlin had chosen to jog was beyond Blair, and he hardly had the time for an explanation. "Get into the security network and open that hatch."


  "You make it sound so simple."


  "Just do it!"


  "What is that?" Karista asked.


  "My holographic assistant. I would've introduced you to him earlier, but he tends to embarrass me."


  "He lies, Ms. Mullens. Oh, how he lies."


  Santyana reached the hatch, and as he glanced at the control panel, a string of lights switched from white to green. He faced them, confused.


  Blair winked at the holograph. "Very smooth, Merlin."


  "You kidding? I didn't do anything. I'm still trying to break into the net."


  "Then who opened the hatch?"


  "I'll trace the command. Well, I can't. I'm blocked."


  "Who cares who opened it," Maniac called back. "We'll thank them later." He followed Santyana into the next passage.


  Karista slowed as she reached the hatchway. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"


  "I thought you didn't need to ask. But yeah, I am. Just be ready."
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  Blair remembered the aft storage area from the first time he had passed through it, on his way to view the hopper drive. The polymeric bars that fenced in literally thousands of storage containers reminded him of the brig: one of two possible homes for him if they failed. The second lay out there, somewhere, in the continuum. He guessed his script would live on, as his mother's did, but to die, to end in the physical sense… better not to think about it.


  Ahead and behind the bars, a crew of three ran a small loader with a hydraulic claw secured to its tapered nose. They shifted a column of containers toward the starboard bulkhead. Consumed in their work and deafened by the whine of the loader's engine, the techs failed to notice Santyana and Maniac as the two hauled by. Even as the tech nearest Blair and Karista turned his head and spotted them, a voice boomed loudly from the shipwide intercom:


  "This is the captain. Broturs and sosturs? The time has come. Report to jump stations. We'll reach interphase point in six minutes. Captain out."


  "There's the hatch," Santyana said, pointing ahead to the oval-shaped barrier.


  "Where are the guards?" Blair asked. "Supposed to be a couple of guards."


  "And the door's unlocked," Maniac said, eyeing the control panel.


  Santyana broke out of his jog and stood at the door, panting. "They're waiting for us in there."


  "So we go in shooting." Maniac grimaced and shook his rifle, demonstrating how he would punch holes in the next contingent of Marines.


  "Blair? Karista? When I open the hatch, you reach in there first," Santyana said. "See what you can do." He thumbed the touchpad.


  And Blair surrendered to that other place inside him. He and Karista stepped gingerly onto the circular catwalk overlooking the coliseum-like drive chamber. A score of Marines had strung themselves along the walk at three-meter intervals and leaned over the rail, sweeping the room with their rifles. The two jar-heads nearest the hatch rushed forward, though everyone kept hidden in the corridor outside—a position good for only another few seconds.


  Moving with the fluid grace of a breaker, Karista reached the first Marine, raised her hand—and froze. She looked at Blair, shocked. "I can't."


  A tall black man materialized next to her. He had already seized one of her wrists and now grabbed the other and forced her back. "No, Sostur. There's nothing you can do here."


  Blair dove toward the man, but a palm of force held him in midair. He fought against the gravitic barrier, against an impossibly strong mind, then suddenly dropped to the deck.


  Gunfire reverberated nearby. He tried to stand but couldn't against the riptide.


  Then he opened his eyes to find himself back in the corridor with the others, rifles pointed at their heads. Santyana and Maniac had shot three more Marines before being overrun. The Marines confiscated their rifles and eyed them with a vengeance clearly restrained by an order from Aristee.


  "Inside," one jarhead said, shifting his position to drive them back toward the hatch.


  "Well, what a supreme waste of time this has been," Maniac said. "Like we had a chance—"


  "If you don't shut your hole, you're going to suddenly hate me even more," said the Marine guarding Maniac.


  "What happens now?" Blair asked.


  "Guess we're in time for the show," Santyana answered. "Look."


  Paladin, Aristee, and Frotur McDaniel stood on the lower deck, at a U-shaped control panel positioned near the foot of the hopper drive. Four drive officers sat at their stations near the bulkhead behind Aristee, and three other Pilgrims now gathered near the control panel, one of whom Blair recognized as the black man who had seized Karista. A rhythmic churning sound came from the drive itself, as though the thing were some curving beast consuming shadows and whipping itself up into a frenzy.


  "There he is," Maniac muttered. "Our goddamned hero. Pin a medal on his ass." He cocked his head to Blair. "What do you think now, Ace? Look to you like the commodore's trying to stop her?"


  Blair swallowed back his reply as he gripped the staircase's railing. They descended to the lower deck as Aristee left the control panel, probably on her way to gloat over their capture.


  But as she came forward, her face tightened in a curious expression of grief. "You think I like doing this? You think I don't realize how many people are going to die? We didn't ask for any of this. We were first. We were meant for the stars. No war will ever murder that truth." She regarded the Marines. "Return to your posts. Keep them in your sights."


  As the Marines dispersed, Maniac slipped a few steps away and swung his glare on Paladin. "You goddamned traitor!"


  The accusation hardly struck a blow as Paladin continued watching the monitor before him.


  "Sir?" Blair cried.


  Paladin would not look up.


  "Sir? Is it true?"


  Aristee closed in, blocking Blair's view. "Commodore Taggart was a Pilgrim first, Mr. Blair. He can't change that. No one can. Follow his example. You've assimilated your Pilgrim side even more than I thought you would, and you're not finished. And you," she began, twisting her lip at Karista. "Maybe you'll come to see the truth in our new order. Change is always difficult. I'll give you time."


  "Trying to keep your enemies close?" Karista said with canines fully exposed.


  "We're the same—determined, stubborn, in touch with what burns inside us. That's why we're so powerful. That's why I want you close."


  "Captain," Paladin said, raising his voice. "Brotur Vyson reports multiple bogies inbound. Had them on the scope for a moment, then lost them."


  Aristee stormed to the control panel and worked the touch-pad. "Give me the XO."


  Blair moved in with others, ever wary of the Marines above. He spotted the grim-looking XO on a comm monitor, with bridge officers darting behind him.


  "Ma'am," the XO began curtly. "First contact bearing three-two-four by five-one-nine. Designate Alpha three-one, Kilrathi Skipper missile. Range: two-zero-one-five-two Ks. Velocity: three-seven-nine KPS and holding. Five similar contacts, designated Alpha three-two through six inbound, with headings and velocities marked. We've lost them again."


  "How much time?"


  "Missiles will impact in forty-nine second… mark."


  "Brotur Hawthorne?" Aristee cried, spinning toward one of the drive control officers. "We need to jump in thirty seconds."


  "Captain," the XO called. "Count one-eight-seven bandits closing. Range: two-one-two-seven three Ks. Velocity: three-eight-nineKPS. Dralthi fighters. ETA: fifty-four seconds… mark."


  "They've sent in their fighters to tie up ours, so we can't interdict the missiles," Paladin said. "We couldn't scramble enough fighters in time anyway."


  "And there's no way we can jump in thirty seconds," Drive Officer Hawthorne said, tearing fingers through his shaggy hair. "The containment field is only operating at ninety percent. If we jump now, we run the risk of an antimatter leak that would destroy the ship."


  "Brotur Zimbaka?" Aristee said to the black man who had stopped Karista. "Can you reinforce the containment field?"


  "We can."


  "Very well. Do so." Aristee rushed over to McDaniel and placed an affectionate hand on the old man's shoulder. "Frotur, are you ready to input jump coordinates?"


  McDaniel regarded the panel. "Computer, ready to receive NAVCOM coordinates for hopper drive jump?"


  "Ready," came the NAVCOM's even voice. "Jump interphase point reached."


  "Brotur Hawthorne?" Aristee said. "Engage the drive."


  As the system's whirring turned into a riot of booms and bellows, Blair turned burning eyes on Paladin. How could a man whom he admired so much resort to something as heinous as this? What had happened to him?


  Frotur McDaniel gesticulated wildly as he recited strings of coordinates as though they were songs, holding his vibrato on the last number in each set.


  "Report on the field?" Aristee said to Hawthorne.


  "Up to ninety-six percent, with no signs of leakage."


  Blair looked to Zimbaka and the other two pilgrims. All winced and leaned back on the bulkhead, using their extrakinetic ability on an inanimate object. They would pay the price for their actions. Blair shivered as he remembered moving his cot and the sensation that effort had produced.


  "Hey, Ace," Maniac said, edging closer to Blair. "Get ready to shield the jewels."


  "Don't try—"


  But Maniac was already halfway to the control panel, with fire from above tracking his steps and ricocheting off the deck. Blair dropped to his stomach but continued to watch as Maniac sprinted up behind Aristee, slid his arm around her neck, then turned to face the Marines as he slapped a palm on the side of the woman's head. "I'll break her neck," he shouted. "I learned the same way as you." Then Maniac cocked his head to Drive Officer Hawthorne. "Shut it down."


  The man lifted shaking hands.


  "Lieutenant, do I need to point out the obvious?" Paladin asked.


  "It ends here," Maniac said.


  "Frotur?" Aristee gasped. "Frotur!"


  McDaniel touched a thin line of blood that trickled down from a dark, gaping hole near his temple. He turned his head a bit, an expression of helplessness and horror beginning to form before he suddenly slumped to the deck.


  "Not him," Karista wailed. Oblivious of the Marines above, she bolted to the frotur's side and rolled him onto his back. She shut her eyes, placed a hand on his wound, then wrenched away as though shocked. "It's too late. I can't help him."


  "The well is open," Hawthorne cut in. "Jump in eight seconds."


  "Brotur Taggart," the XO beckoned from the comm monitor. "Second bearing on the missiles. They're moving into our gravitic field. Lead missile has already increased velocity by twenty percent."


  "Launch countermeasures," Paladin ordered. "Rig the ship for impact."


  "Belay that," Maniac said. "And abort the jump. Or she dies." He tightened his grip on Aristee's neck and dragged her toward Paladin.


  The commodore nodded coolly. "You'll have to kill her, Mr. Marshall."


  "I got a clean shot on him," one of the Marines exclaimed from the catwalk. "Just give me the word, Captain."


  Shudders muscled through the bulkheads as the ship neared the gravity well. One of the monitors mirrored an image from the radar officer's station and showed the inverted V formation of red blips closing in, with a throng of smaller dots in tow. Blair felt the desire to act surge through him. But what to do? Stop Paladin? Maniac?


  "Point of No Return velocity in five, four, three, two—"


  A shot drowned out the drive officer's countdown.


  And a curious look came over Maniac's face. He grasped his neck, then released Aristee and fell onto his rump. "Ah, shit."


  Blair closed his eyes and took himself up to the catwalk. He glided behind the first Marine and shoved the woman over the rail. She hollered and fell headfirst onto the deck. As he threw himself onto the next jarhead, Santyana dove for the first Marine's rifle and rolled up with it. Under heavy fire from the remaining Marines, he scurried behind the main control panel, then popped up a second later to send a flurry of rounds streaming across the catwalk.


  As Blair lifted the next Marine, a massive explosion wrenched him away from the catwalk and back into himself. Even as he opened his eyes, the deck dropped nearly a meter, and he crashed onto his side. The impact continued to reverberate as he struggled to sit up.


  "We've been hit!" the XO said from the comm monitor. "Port ion engine offline! Hang on. Here comes the—"


  Bulkheads thundered so loudly that they overpowered the XO, the drive, and the gunfire traded between Santyana and the Marines.


  Then every sensation got locked inside that trillion-year second of the jump:


  Karista hovered over Frotur McDaniel, her face like a plate of shattered glass.


  The flash from Santyana's muzzle hung like a silk blossom, and a round floated just a meter away from the gun. With ruddy cheeks and bulging eyes, he had begun to shout something.


  Maniac gaped at the blood on his fingers. More blood had streamed down from his neck and onto the collar of his Pilgrim robe.


  Although Aristee had been freed, she had only made it halfway to the control panel, had felt the oncoming jump, and had reached out in vain before the drive rooted her to the deck.


  Zimbaka and the other two Pilgrims had sought cover behind the curving back of the panel. They huddled together, eyes closed, heads tucked tightly into their shoulders.


  While the drive officers had remained at their stations, all four had attempted to lift their legs and squeeze themselves into the padded confines of their chairs.


  Then there was Paladin, who had assumed McDaniel's place at the drive's control panel and wore his mask of quiet intensity as he gripped his Pilgrim cross.


  A key suddenly turned, the chest of the moment yawned open, and chaos escaped as though held under pressure.


  "We've taken another hit to the port engine," the XO said over the comm monitor. "But the jump was successful, Brotur Taggart."


  As Santyana cut loose another volley at the Marines above, Blair crawled on his elbows toward him.


  Karista darted to Maniac, slung his arm over her shoulder, then hauled him to the relative cover of the hopper drive's massive pedestal.


  "Hold your fire," Aristee roared. "Hold your fire!"


  Rounds beat in triplets off the catwalk's railing as Santyana drove the Marines back toward the corridor. That accomplished, he straightened and swung his rifle at Aristee.


  In the meantime, Blair glanced at the Marine he had tossed over the railing. While Santyana had confiscated her rifle, her pistol remained holstered at her side. Blair kept hunched over and stole his way to the unconscious soldier, withdrew her sidearm, then, two-handing the weapon, he slinked back behind the panel and stood beside Santyana.


  "Brotur Vyson," Aristee said, directing her voice to the monitor and ignoring the weapons trained on her. "Report."


  "We're five minutes from Earth orbit. Picking up massive electromagnetic signatures. Hold a minute. Contacts identified as the strike carrier Tiger Claw and the supercruiser Fosubius with her standard two-by-one escort."


  "I was hoping for a smaller reception," Aristee muttered.


  "Those pilots on Aloysius must've been picked up and tipped off Tolwyn," Paladin said. "But it doesn't matter. We can open the well now and take them all out. Computer. Initiate pre-jump sequence."


  "Initiated."


  "Don't do it, sir," Blair said, following Santyana around the control panel. Santyana broke right to close in on Aristee, while Blair continued on toward Paladin.


  "Look up," Aristee said. "We have you covered again. You shoot. They shoot. So we're back to our standoff."


  She hadn't lied. The Marines had once more fanned out along the catwalk, though Blair counted only seven now.


  "Shoot her, for God's sake," Maniac cried. "And cap him, too, the scumbag traitor."


  Blair closed his eyes and took himself toward Paladin—


  But Zimbaka suddenly appeared and bent his knees in a battle stance. Blair didn't know which form of martial arts the man practiced, but he did know he was about to find out. "I don't think so, Brotur."


  A hand fell on Blair's shoulder. "The containment field is operating at one hundred percent," Karista said. "Brotur Zimbaka and his friends are free to stop us. And they can. Forget it, Blair."


  "But we have to do something."


  After word had reached Captain Gerald of the Olympus's jump into Sol, he had decided that Angel's squadron would be designated Alert One and held in reserve to escort the Tiger Claw. Before the launch, Angel had gone to his ready room to dispute that decision.


  "Don't question my judgment," Gerald had warned.


  "You think my prejudice will falter out there?"


  "Of course it will."


  "We don't even know if Taggart and Blair are still on board that ship. I've been at this too long to let emotions get in the way. You know that."


  "The admiral has ordered us to take the ship intact. If that's not possible, we will destroy it. To be honest, Commander, I don't think you're up to the task. You weren't particularly aggressive over Triune, and one of your people lost a Rapier because of that."


  "But as I recall, I wasn't the one with doubts, sir."


  "You have your orders."


  "We're point squadron. Keep us in the rear and you're wasting resources."


  "Thank you for that unsolicited opinion, Commander. You're dismissed."


  She had considered pounding out of Gerald's ready room; instead, she had lifted a crisp salute, spun on her heel, and exited. Any display of anger at that point would have revealed that her emotions did get in the way.


  But it hurt so badly to bury her feelings for Blair. She felt guilty, felt as though she were betraying herself.


  Now, as she hovered with the rest of the squadron off the Claw's portside, she wondered if she could muster enough control to stand by and watch nearly five hundred Rapiers and a hundred Broadsword bombers—a combined force from the Claw and the Fosubius battle group—attack that lone supercruiser. Then again, maybe Gerald had done her squadron a favor. If the cruiser opened a gravity well, the battle over Lethe would repeat itself but on a much more devastating scale.


  Dozens of thrusters speckled the night like sapphires and joined into necklaces that twisted back to the Fosubius and her escorts.


  "Well, mates, there they go," Hunter said, transmitting on the squadron's general frequency. "And here we stay."


  "Yeah," Bishop groaned. "Our first real shot at payback, and we're benched. Typical."


  "At least we got good seats for the show," Gangsta said, her spirits only slightly higher than theirs.


  "Hey, don't want to sound, well, scared, but I kinda like it where we are," Cheddarboy confessed. "Beats being flushed. You just know they'll open a well."


  "Commander?" Hunter called. "Any idea why the captain held us back?"


  Angel hesitated. "Ladies, it's my fault."


  "Your fault?" Hunter asked. "You piss him off or what?"


  "That's nice of you, Captain, but you know damned well why we're back here. You can't tell me you haven't heard the rumors about me and Lieutenant Blair."


  "I, uh, didn't want to bring that up, ma'am."


  "Well, there it is," Angel said.


  "Maybe Gerald thinks we won't fight aggressively either, since one of our own might be on that ship," Bishop added.


  "You people tolerate Mr. Blair, but you wouldn't disobey orders to save his life. Gerald knows that. But me? Maybe I would." Angel pressed her head into her seat and shut her eyes. "Maybe I would."


  "What are you talking about?" Gangsta cried. "He pulled us out of that well over Lethe. We owe him. And if we get a chance to save him now, then we should."


  "Hey, I need this job," Bishop said. "And holy shit, people! They're opening a well!"


  The voice of the Olympus's NAVCOM AI resounded over the ship-wide intercom: "Attention. Attention. Jump interphase complete. Jump sequence engaged. Ship will reach Point of No Return Velocity in nine-point-zero-three minutes. All systems locked out. Ship is committed to the jump."


  "Oh my god," Blair rasped, holding shaky aim on the commodore. "What have you done!"


  "He's created the well," Maniac shouted from his seat on the deck. "You should've killed him!" With a shriek, Maniac jerked himself up and started for Paladin.


  But a shot from the Marines glanced off the deck in front of Maniac, and he turned into a mannequin of himself, shifting just once to catch his balance.


  Santyana swung his rifle toward the catwalk and sprayed the Marine who had fired. The jarhead staggered back as several rounds blasted off his armor. He dropped his rifle and collapsed.


  Aristee's gaze swept across a bank of monitors, then something she saw there drained the confidence from her expression. She stared accusingly at Paladin. "A standard well? Five hundred meters? This won't…" She yanked the Pilgrim cross from her chain and fingered the center button. With a swish, the cross's long blade telescoped from its bottom. She drew back the cross, knife-end sticking from the bottom of her fist, and went for him. "You bastard!"


  As Paladin raised an arm, the NAVCOM boomed again over a sudden squawking of alarms: "Warning. Error in second set jump coordinates. Suggest course correction immediately."


  Aristee's blade came down on Paladin, but he deftly blocked her forearm with his own and seized the cross. "I've just opened a well that'll consume this ship."


  "But I love you. We're paired. You told me you understood. You told me it was time to create a home."


  "Warning. Error in second set jump coordinates," the NAVCOM droned on.


  Aristee gianced to the drive control panel. "Input the coordinates. At least let us jump."


  "I'm sorry." He threw her cross to the deck, shoved her back, then touched a comm control. "All hands, this is Brotur Taggart. I've just sent off an automatic message relaying our surrender. I suggest that all of you immediately abandon ship. We won't reach the gravity well's PNR for another eight minutes. That's all the time you have. I'll direct the NAVCOM to issue automatic clock reports." He paused, never looking more grim. "Save yourselves."


  "They won't do it," Aristee said. "Not unless they hear it from me."


  His hand shot out, locking her neck in the vice of his grip. "Then give the order."


  "I won't. They pledged their lives to this rebellion. Now they'll make the sacrifice. And maybe that's our statement." He held her a moment more, then twisted away.


  "Blair? Maniac? Mr. Santyana? Round up as many as you can and abandon ship."


  "Finally an order that makes sense," Maniac grumbled, his palm still pressed firmly on his neck.


  Aristee went to the main drive panel and stood there, once a woman who had gathered power and strength from the night, now a woman whose night had turned against her. For a second, Blair left himself and tried to touch her thoughts. Towers of fire and ice stood in his way. He did sense that she had no intention of leaving the ship, not only because she was its captain but because the well would embrace her in martyrdom.


  Blair returned to himself and rushed up behind Paladin. "Sir?"


  The commodore would not turn. "What is it?"


  "Let's go."


  "I'll meet you on the flight deck," he answered a little too quickly. "But here…" He removed his Pilgrim cross, then turned and proffered it to Blair. "In case I don't make it back."


  "I can't."


  Paladin tossed the cross, and Blair could not help but catch it. "You're my anchor, Mr. Blair."


  "That why you took me along?"


  "You've been pressing me about Pilgrim culture and history. So you got a look." He glanced to Karista, who had once more moved to brace Maniac. "And you met your pair. Now evacuate this area. That's an order." The commodore suddenly looked very old, very lost, sure of nothing.


  Blair hoisted a painful salute and mumbled, "Aye-aye, sir."


  "Looks like our Marine buddies know what's good for them," Santyana said, scanning the empty catwalk. "Maniac, can you move?"


  "It's just a little hickey. Hurts like a mother, though. Let's throttle up."


  After slipping Paladin's cross over his neck, Blair joined Santyana, Karista, and Maniac as they mounted the stairs. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Brotur Zimbaka scrutinizing them as he spoke with Aristee. Her gaze found Blair's for a second, then she regarded Zimbaka and shook her head.


  "Our fighters are breaking off," Bishop noticed. "Can you say: What?"


  If Angel had not heard the order herself, she would have had as much trouble believing it as the rest of her squadron. But Gerald had spoken the words himself, and Angel assumed that the Fosubius's skipper had done likewise. "Commodore Taggart just relayed a message of the Pilgrims' unconditional surrender. It's over, ladies," Angel muted her headset's mike and breathed a tremendous sigh of relief. At least Paladin had survived, and if he was looking out for Blair, then maybe, just maybe…


  But did be wait for me? Probably not.


  But you didn't want him to wait.


  You lied.


  It had been a long time since Angel had seen so many starfight-ers operating in a single Area of Operations, and it had been even longer since she had seen so many engage in a synchronous withdrawal. Rapiers by the dozens banked or wheeled or looped back, away from the undulating target of darkness off the supercruiser's bow. Bombing groups broke into lazy turns to streak across the moon's pale white brilliance. The cap ships themselves framed this spectacle; the Fosubius stood a kilometer off to starboard, with its escorts spread out like the buoys of a fishing net, and the Tiger Claw lay to port, her tubes ready to open for a little cap-to-cap combat.


  "Hey, mates, if they're surrendering, then why are they launching fighters?" Hunter asked.


  "Maybe they're abandoning ship," suggested Gangsta.


  "But what about that gravity well?" Cheddarboy asked. "That ship's going to jump."


  Pilgrim Rapiers continued rocketing from the Olympus's aft flight deck and forming into squadrons. They slowed as they grouped up, making it clear that they would not pursue the retreating Confederation fighters and bombers.


  Then an unprovoked squadron of Confed Rapiers near the rear and closest to the Pilgrims turned tail, broke box formation, and vectored toward the enemy.


  "Hello," Angel muttered. She quickly dialed up the Claw and had Gerald within seconds. "Got a squadron from the Fos-ubius—"


  "We see them, Commander. They have no authorization to attack. That squadron commander is operating on his own."


  "Sir?" Radar Officer Falk called in the background. "Second squadron joining in the attack."


  "What's going on?" Angel demanded. "Those people have surrendered."


  Neutron fire glittered in the distance, then two Rapiers, either Confederation or Pilgrim, exploded in a one-two punch, signaling the start of the battle.


  A half dozen more Confederation squadrons took their cue and swung around toward their comrades. Angel scanned her communications menu, then touched to monitor the point squadrons' general frequency. Masked faces flashed on her VDU:


  "They smoked Sly Honey!"


  "Ladies and gentlemen, this is payback one-oh-one. Today we're going to teach you eight silent ways to toast a Pilgrim."


  "Order to recall coming in."


  "We've been provoked. You will ignore that order and defend yourselves at all costs."


  Angel selected the squadron commander's private channel. The guy went by the moniker of "Tyrant," and if he had half a brain, he would listen. "Angel to Tyrant, copy?"


  A web of scars lay over the man's cheeks and brow. He had been badly burned and probably couldn't afford a new face. At least his oxygen mask covered most of it. "Tyrant here. What do you want, Commander?"


  "Break off your attack."


  "Attack? We're on the defensive."


  "Break off your attack!"


  "You know the rules of engagement."


  "I know 'em, and you broke 'em. They've surrendered."


  "They had us locked on. We were targets."


  "Of course they had you locked. Standard precaution. They didn't—"


  "Look, lady, I don't have to justify this to you. Tyrant out."


  "Son of a bitch," she whispered, then threw back her head.


  "Ma'am?" Sinatra sounded over her private channel. "Gettin' hairy out there. What say we drift over and pop us a few Pilgrims?"


  "Shut up," she yelled. "Just shut the hell up!"
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  "It'll take a couple of minutes to get everything online," Blair said as he tapped in a code on the Diligent's ramp control panel. "But we can make it."


  "In this bucket?" Maniac asked as he watched the ramp lower into place. "Where's my Rapier?" He pulled away from Karista and had retreated not more than a few steps when a half dozen Pilgrims whose sashes identified them as ordnance specialists shoved their way around him. They ignored Maniac's cursing, focusing intently on the troopships across the bay.


  Blair looked past Maniac to a surreal image of blistering panic. Though many of the Pilgrims on board remained at their stations, there had to be two, maybe three hundred people screaming and crowding the ramps of those eight troopships, and Blair imagined a similar riot on the Olym-pus's forward flight deck. The frenetic atmosphere left Blair feeling as panicked as the others. Somewhere across the bay, gunfire tore holes of silence in the commotion. More screams. And the chaos returned, mounting steadily toward a crescendo.


  Just clear your head. Do the job. Fly them out.


  "Most of them won't make it," Karista shouted, blinking to hold back the tears. "How many can we take?"


  "Ten, fifteen at the most," Blair said. "But we have to save room for Santyana, his family, and the commodore."


  "If they don't get their asses here soon, I'd go without 'em," Maniac said as he surveyed the swarm of Pilgrims for a second, then shook his head and headed back for the Diligent.


  "Hey!" a young woman cried, clutching a boy of two or three. "Are you getting out? Can you take us?"


  "Attention," came the NAVCOM AI's disembodied voice. "Ship will reach PNR velocity in four minutes."


  Blair tensed as he studied the woman. "Get in."


  "Thank you, Brotur. Thank you." She hustled past him.


  "What're you gonna do, Blair? Make us too heavy to escape the well?" Maniac snarled. "Give me this!" He ripped the pistol from Blair's hand, then cocked his head toward the hold. "Get this bitch pre-flighted. I'm guarding the hatch."


  Realizing that an argument would only waste time, Blair staved off his anger and shifted inside. "Karista?" he called back. "I need your help."


  After making sure that the woman and child had found the crew cabin jump seats, Blair nervously tripped and banged his way to the bridge, where his trembling fingers drummed on touchpads at the helm and navigation stations. He swiveled a pair of screens closer and watched data bars flood and scroll with ship's status reports. Emergency warm-up and pre-flight in progress.


  "What do want me to do?" Karista said, staring at the foreign landscape of flashing displays.


  "Just get in that seat," Blair said, gesturing to the copilot's chair to starboard. "Panel there marked life support. Activate, select diagnostic, vital systems only."


  She sat, lifted a hand. "Uh, okay."


  "Hey, Merlin. I need you, too."


  The old man coalesced from the flash of his activation and paced along the top of the navigation console. "Now I know how it is, Christopher. You only call when you want me to pick locks or when you're about to be atomized. You wouldn't just like to hang out some time and, as they say, shoot the breeze? No. I'm just a tool, a holographic helot."


  "A what? Forget it. We'll talk about this later. Right now I need you to link to ship's systems. Monitor diagnostics and give the commands for emergency repairs as needed."


  "Why do you need me for that? You can—"


  Blair sprang from his seat.


  "Where are you going?" Karista asked.


  "This means a lot to him," Blair said, holding up Paladin's cross. "He's not coming back."


  "And neither will you if you go after him."


  "I owe him."


  He ducked and wound his way toward the hold, feeling a definite rumble pass through all one hundred tonnes of the old errant.


  "Attention. Ship will reach PNR velocity in three minutes."


  An almost deafening discord filtered in from the open hatch. Troopship turbines warbled over the cursing, the shouting, the moans. As Blair drew closer, he saw that Maniac had backed himself up to the hatchway and now waved his pistol at a wall of fifty, sixty, maybe seventy-five Pilgrims, their faces burnished an angry red. "Let me out," Blair said.


  Maniac ignored him, his attention commanded by the mob. "I will shoot!"


  "Let us on, you bastard!" someone clamored. "You've got more room on this errant! The troopships are full! Don't let us die here!"


  A round ricocheted off the hull, missing Maniac's shoulder by a finger's length.


  "That's it," Maniac said, then ducked back into the hold and slapped his hand on the interior ramp control.


  Seven or eight Pilgrims jumped onto the gangway as it angled up, hydraulics groaning under the added weight.


  "Get off," Blair shouted. "It'll crush you."


  A teenage boy and a heavyset woman of forty or so managed to pull their arms and legs completely onto the ramp and came sliding into the ship. Three more rioters slipped off and fell back into the crowd. Another two met the same fate, but the last man, a muscular blonde of about twenty, got his hands caught in the ramp as it began to seal into the hull. Blair looked away as the Pilgrim shrieked, bones crunched, and the severed appendages thumped to the deck.


  Maniac jammed his pistol into the teenage boy's head. "You're going back out." Then he aimed at the lady. "So are you."


  "Captain's quarters are back there," Blair told the two Pilgrims. "Get in and strap down."


  "We got no reason to save them," Maniac said, so enraged that he nearly foamed at the mouth. He turned the pistol on Blair.


  And for a moment, Blair felt the same. Here they were, saving four strangers, when Santyana and his family and the commodore were still out there. But how would those two get past the mob? Maybe Paladin could escape on the captain's launch. Maybe Santyana could catch a lift on one of the troopships in the forward deck.


  That won't happen. You know that. You just want to make yourself feel better about abandoning them. You are abandoning them. And maybe it was fate that these four strangers got on board. Don't question it. Just go. Do the job.


  More gunfire pinged off the sealed hatch. Footsteps rattled from the overhead.


  "Christopher?" Merlin called, perched on the ramp's control. "Pre-flight is complete. Diagnostics complete. Impulse engines answering to commands. We're good to go, but I count nineteen Pilgrims on our hull. Two are trying to destroy our communications array. I should also point out that there is no response from the flight control officer; therefore, there is no flight order, and I've failed to locate the deck boss."


  "Attention. Ship will reach PNR velocity in two minutes."


  "So what about these two?" Maniac asked, leering at the boy and woman.


  "We don't have time to lose them."


  "You bastards are lucky. That's all I can say." Maniac spun back toward the corridor and small hatchway leading to the bridge. "Two minutes. Shit. Blair? You coming or what?"


  "Go strap in," Blair repeated to their new passengers, then bounded after Maniac.


  Save yourself.


  Maybe I don't even want to anymore.


  Santyana… Paladin… they're going to lose their lives. And for what? Does Aristee really know what she's done here? So many people have died… will die. It doesn't seem real.


  Back on the bridge, Blair settled in at the helm and engaged the engines. Maniac had replaced Karista in the copilot's chair, and Blair motioned that she strap in at the navigator's seat behind them.


  After the usual jolt, the Diligent rose off her landing skids, and Blair brought her around. The flight deck's environmental maintenance field panned into view.


  "Most of the Pilgrims on our hull are jumping off," said Merlin, now standing atop Blair's console and facing the forward viewport. "But the two near the comm array are still up there."


  "Let 'em stay there," Maniac said. "The energy field will waste 'em."


  Two Broadsword bombers nearly collided as they flew abreast and blasted through the curtain. Three Rapiers bucked wildly from their berths and chopped their way through the bombers' turbulence. Two of those fighters swept through the field, but the third dipped too low and crashed nose-on into the angle where curtain met deck. Fuel ignited. Orange flames balled and erupted toward the overhead, flanked by steles of swirling black smoke— even as another pair of fighters plunged through the fire and escaped.


  Resigned to the fact that no other ship would yield, Blair increased thrust, steered them onto the runway, then punched the bank of afterburners for launch.


  Twin streaks of durasteel stole into view as two more Rapiers fled the deck, their pilots giving Maniac some competition for reckless flying.


  Fifty meters. Twenty. Ten. The energy curtain abruptly wrapped the merchantman in an opaque blanket that as rapidly yielded to the gray, rectangular launch tunnel.


  "Christopher?"


  "Wait, Merlin!"


  They cleared the tunnel, and never in his life had Blair been more glad to see an unremarkable field of stars. He felt suddenly cradled in their light—


  Until the well extended one of its gravitic tentacles and slapped it on the merchantman. The engines quaked against the force, the bulkheads broke into their creaks of protest, and the velocity gauge began racing backward.


  "C'mon, honey, you've done this before," Blair muttered. He glanced at an aft camera display showing the Olympus encompassed by the black pool. Small explosions blotted her port ion engine, and still more fighters fled from her bowels.


  "If we can't escape the well, can you jump it?" Maniac asked. "Can you do your Pilgrim thing?"


  "I don't know."


  "Christopher?" Merlin cried, this time sounding more urgent.


  "For God's sake, what is it?"


  "I think we're going to—"


  Everyone fell forward.


  "—break free of the well."


  Maniac howled in triumph.


  "Did we make it?" Karista asked.


  "Not yet," answered Merlin. "First we have to—"


  "Take down the six bandits on our ass," Maniac finished. "Bearing four-four-one by three-three-five. Didn't the old man tell 'em we surrendered?" He rechecked the radar scope. "Great. Six more riding the rear."


  "Get up to the ion gun," Blair said. "Merlin? See if you can get them on the comm. And try to hail Commodore Taggart. Maybe he got out."


  Even as Maniac threw off his straps and stood, neutron fire raked its way from amidships to the bow, and Blair watched the shield level indicators drop into the red.


  "Well, I've hailed those Rapiers three times," Merlin reported. "No response. And it's clear that every vessel that leaves the Olympus is a target. Our registration and Confederation ID code lack validity since this ship might have been captured by Pilgrims."


  "Then contact the Tiger Claw. Get us an assist."


  "Christopher, you're assuming these fighters aren't from the Claw."


  "Well, are they?"


  "As a matter of fact they're from the Fosubius battle group. But I don't think that makes a difference now."


  "Just contact the Claw."


  With that, Blair seized the control wheel and drove it toward the console, diving twenty, thirty, forty-five degrees as Maniac, up in the gunner's nest, hurled back the first of their retaliatory volleys. Four of the Rapiers buzzed overhead, their thrusters flickering as they looped back to begin another strafe.


  Blair knew the math, and the math sucked. The Diligent's maximum velocity peaked out at one hundred and fifty KPS, while the Rapier pilots could propel themselves up to three times as fast, and the fighters were, of course, more maneuverable and better armed.


  He suddenly remembered a line Paladin was fond of, a line from a story called "The Open Boat," written six centuries ago by a fellow named Stephen Crane: "When it occurs to a man that nature does not regard him as important, and that she feels she would not maim the universe by disposing of him, he at first wishes to throw bricks at the temple, and he hates deeply the fact that there are no bricks and no temples."


  "Request denied, Commander. Your squadron will maintain position. You will not engage. Gerald out." It's all about politics now, Angel thought.


  Gerald couldn't order her to attack other Confederation fighters. Never mind the fact that those pilots were killing Pilgrims trying to surrender. Never mind the fact that those pilots had provoked the Pilgrims into battle. Never mind the fact that Paladin and Blair could be on any one of those fleeing ships…


  "Got a Proxima Errant on my scope," Bishop reported. "Looks like the Diligent, Commander. She's under attack."


  Sorry, Mr. Gerald. Court-martial me later. "We're out of here, ladies. Fluid four to the Diligent. Break and attack on my mark, clearing zone and falling in to escort positions."


  "Uh, ma'am, are you asking us to fire upon Confederation pilots?" Cheddarboy asked.


  Bishop guffawed. "No, boy, she's askin' us out to lunch."


  "Commodore Taggart may very well be aboard that merchantman," Angel told Cheddarboy. "Those pilots don't seem to care about that."


  "Yes, ma'am."


  "Burn on my mark," she instructed. "Three, two, one. Burn!"


  Hurled forward by full afterburners, Angel braced herself and skimmed each of her displays. Gerald's wonderful mug snapped on the left VDU, which she summarily snapped off, imagining his you're-abandoning-your-post-and-if-you-do-not-return-blah-blah-blah rant that meant absolutely nothing to her at the moment.


  She led the other five pilots toward that merchantman, opening her mouth a little as she saw it dive and fall under the relentless cannon fire of a dozen trailing fighters. Someone manned the ion gun, swiveling in an abortive effort to track the attackers. The operator finally got off a shot that sheered off a Rapier's wing and punched it into a spiraling climb.


  "Here we go, ladies," she began, then kissed her career goodbye. "Break and attack!"


  Bishop and Hunter responded immediately, peeling away and booting off guided missiles.


  Although Cheddarboy and Gangsta hesitated a second, they pledged themselves to Angel by showering two of the Rapiers with concentrated blasts of neutron fire.


  The veteran Sinatra banked hard and came around on the Diligent's six o'clock to simultaneously launch two dumbfire missiles at nearly point-blank range. No, he hadn't directed his fire at the merchantman, but at two Rapiers whose pilots were obviously too intent on their strafe. They flew in a tight pair, just a couple of meters off each other's wings.


  "Ouch," Sinatra said dryly as the two fighters vaporized in a rolling carpet of contiguous explosions.


  Another Rapier sliced across Angel's cone of fire, and she banked on a wall of vacuum to follow. A guided missile veered after the Rapier, accelerated at the last second, then jammed itself up the fighter's port exhaust cone. She grimaced as sophisticated machinery became scorched scrap metal. Then the strange absence of blips on her radar scope drew her attention. Six blue dots appeared on the display, with a quartet of enemy contacts shifting off to port.


  "The rest are buggin'," Gangsta said. "Descending to escort position."


  "All of you shift to escort." Angel turned on a wing and thundered off to catch up with the merchantman. She opened a comm channel, general frequency. "Angel to Diligent, copy."


  Blair appeared on her Visual Display Unit, and suddenly his absence felt more like years than weeks. He looked somewhat leaner, his face more haggard, more lined, his hair a little longer than she preferred. What was with that robe? And hadn't he lost his Pilgrim cross? "Commander," he said stiffly. "Lieutenant Marshall and I have five civilians on board."


  "Marshall's alive?"


  The blond jock shoved Blair away from the camera. "Lieutenant Todd 'Maniac' Marshall back from the dead, ma'am!"


  "You would've liked your memorial service, Maniac. Lot of women were there. What did you do? Score with half the crew?"


  "Those days are behind me."


  "Really."


  "Is Zarya with you? I can't find her private channel."


  "Commander?" Bishop said, breaking into the link. "Check out the supercruiser."


  Angel looked to starboard, where nearly a kilometer away the grand capital ship seemed to cower before the faceless black head of the well.


  "Hey, Commander? I asked you a question," Maniac said. "Is Zarya with you?"


  Blair pulled up a telescopic image of the supercruiser. He held his breath as she soared at Point of No Return velocity toward a gravitic winter storm consuming thousands of metallic leaves. Its power ghastly, breathtaking, even beautiful, the gravity well marked an ebony dimple in a sheet of space otherwise illumined by Earth's pale blue glow.


  "She cut the transmission," Maniac cried, scowling from the copilot's chair. "You believe that? I think something's happened to Zarya."


  "The Olympus has reached the jump point," Merlin said. "In about five seconds it'll tear apart just like that Snakeir we baited into Scylla. And still no word from Commodore Taggart. I'm continuing to hail on all frequencies." He cocked a thumb back at the viewport. "Our capital ships are opening tubes. If the well doesn't get the Olympus, the torpedoes will."


  Scores of white lines stretched from the string of Confederation ships and crossed each other's trajectories in a patchwork of residue that needled on toward the supercruiser. So startling was the image of the well, the fleeing ship, and the horde of pursuing torpedoes that Blair had trouble watching.


  Paladin's not on board. He's not.


  The Olympus began pulsating with light, as though waves of gravity lapped at her bending and coruscating hull. Her wedge-shaped bow seemed to tuck itself in, and her mountainous superstructure began to flatten toward her antimatter guns, as though she shied from the enormity of her fate.


  And then…


  … with a blinding flare that enveloped her from bow to stern…


  She jumped the well and vanished. Blair stared dumbstruck at his display. "They jumped."


  "They what?" Maniac asked.


  "They jumped. They weren't torn apart. They jumped the goddamned well."


  "Son of a bitch! Taggart lied to us! The bastard lied!"


  Epilogue
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  Blair and Maniac stood at parade rest in the Con-cordia's wardroom. They had been debriefed by Captain Gerald back on the Tiger Claw, had submitted their After Action Reports to Admiral Tol-wyn only a few hours prior, and had just completed a verbal defense of those reports to the admiral, to Commodore Bellegarde, and to Space Marshal Gregarov. The questions had been probing, and many had concerned Paladin. Blair had repeatedly felt the need to qualify his answers, but Belle-garde or Gregarov would lean forward in their chairs and cut him off before he could fully explain. It seemed that at least two of his inquisitors had already condemned the commodore. As had Maniac.


  Blair had insisted that his wingman remain as unbiased as possible and only report the facts—which Maniac had done until the concluding paragraph of his report, wherein he offered his own scathing critique of Paladin's actions. Worse still, Maniac had refused to show Blair the report before submitting it, and only during the meeting had Blair learned of the incendiary notes. Blair decided that once they were outside in the corridor, he would throttle Maniac to within a heartbeat of his life, then tear him that new breathing hole he had promised while back on the Olympus.


  "Well, then, lieutenants. Do you have anything to add?" Tol-wyn's gray eyes wore a noticeable sheen, and while the admiral had carefully guarded his tone during most of the meeting, his words now rang sullenly.


  "No, sir," Maniac replied.


  Blair cleared his throat. "Sir, since you have accepted Lieutenant Marshall's report, which contains his opinion of Commodore Taggart's character, I respectfully request a moment to offer my own observations."


  "We're concerned with the facts, Mr. Blair. Nothing more."


  "I know that, sir. And I understand that you might consider my opinion biased because I'm half Pilgrim, but I deserve an opportunity to speak."


  Gregarov raised a hand at Tolwyn. "Go ahead, Lieutenant."


  "I haven't known the commodore for very long, but I've never met a man more loyal or one with a clearer sense of mission. Whatever happened out there, I'm certain that it's in the best interests of the Confederation. You can't ignore the commodore's reputation for reliability—and loyalty. Don't condemn him before you really know what happened. That's all."


  The admiral fixed Blair with a hard gaze. "Lieutenant, according to your own report, Commodore Taggart was the only one who could've programmed that hopper drive. He had locked everyone else out of the system. His orders were to seize control of that vessel and return it to the Confederation. By feeding in those jump coordinates, the commodore committed an act of treason—one for which he will be executed."


  "Sir, you don't know if that was an act of treason."


  "He had the opportunity to deliver the ship to us," Gregarov said with a raised finger. "He could have shut down the drive. He did not. We have no choice but to regard him as a traitor and fugitive."


  "But you don't know the whole story."


  Tolwyn stood. "Thank you for those thoughts, Mr. Blair. We'll need to meet with you again in the next few days. You'll be taken off your roster until our inquiry is complete. Dismissed."


  Blair waited until he and Maniac were about twenty meters from the wardroom hatch, then he whirled, took Maniac's neck in his grip, dug a thumb into the bandage covering Maniac's flesh wound, then drove the skinny jock into the bulkhead. "Do you know what you just did?"


  "Let… go!" Even with both hands locked around Blair's wrist, Maniac could not break free


  "When they find him, they're going to execute him."


  "Good," Maniac wheezed.


  Tearing his hand away, Blair swore then pounded down the corridor.


  "Hey, Chris? He chose the Pilgrims. Deal with it."


  "We don't know that."


  "You mean you don't have any doubts? Come on…"


  Blair rounded a corner—and nearly ran into Angel. "1 got tired of waiting around that hatch, so I went and got something to eat," she explained.


  "It's your time. You didn't have to come." He leaned on the bulkhead and lowered his head. "They've made up their minds."


  "They're doing what they have to do, but I know. I know." She reached to touch his chin but suddenly withdrew. "We should get back, otherwise you'll miss saying good-bye to Karista."


  "Nothing happened between us."


  "Why do you keep saying that?"


  "I just want you to know."


  "It's all right. I didn't want you to wait for me."


  "But I did."


  She shifted away and tossed her hair back. "They're going to interrogate Karista like you wouldn't believe. Then they'll ship her off to an interment camp. You okay with that?"


  "We're talking about us."


  "You two are paired."


  "Whoa," he said, recoiling, then backhanding sweat from his brow. "You two comparing notes or what?"


  "I could sense there was a connection between you two, so I asked her. She didn't want to tell me, but she did."


  "It doesn't matter."


  "Yes, it does."


  Blair closed his eyes and touched Angel's cheek with his thoughts. He moved down to her neck, feeling her bow into his touch. Then in one eager motion, he took her into his arms and kissed her deeply, fully, gently. He finally pulled back, let their lips linger a moment, then opened his eyes. "You don't know me. Not really. Give me a chance to show you."


  When he opened his eyes he found her pale and astonished. "How did you—"


  "The spaces between us mean nothing," he said, closing her lips with a finger. "We're fighters. Let's fight for this."


  "Oh, God," Maniac said, suddenly behind them. "Why don't you two get a room?"


  Angel glared. "How long have you been standing there, Lieutenant?"


  He tapped his chest: Me? "Enough lollygagging. I gotta get back to see Tibby in the quartermaster's office. He's picked up a little something for Zarya that might cheer her up. She's still bummed out. It's not like no one's ever lost a fighter before. So she lost one on her first tour. So what. She's alive, right?"


  "She got lucky over Triune. But her luck won't hold. It never does," Angel said. "She'll be off the duty roster for another week. And she won't be back in a Rapier until she proves herself on the simulator."


  "With me as her instructor? No problemo."


  Blair snickered. "I got a feeling your lessons won't involve flying."


  Maniac winked. "She's a quick study. Just like you."


  Amity Aristee forced herself up, out of her command chair. "Bro-tur Vyson?"


  He read her expression. "Aye, Captain. I have the con." She left the Olympus's bridge with a deep sense of dread that slowed her pace. She barely acknowledged others in the lift and corridors as she steered herself toward her quarters. There, she regarded the hatch control as though it were a warning sign and lazily keyed in the code. The door hissed aside, and she felt her way through the shadows toward a flickering light that outlined her bedroom hatch. She took a deep breath, braced herself, then pushed in the door.


  James Taggart sat up in her bed and leaned back on an ornate trioak headboard. Were it not for his scowl, he would appear almost angelic, framed by the leafy designs carved into the rare wood. A lone blue candle as thick as his wrist sat on an equally ornate nightstand, and in that poor light he had been reading hard copies of ancient star charts which now littered the deck and sheets. He acknowledged her presence with a meager glance.


  "James, you've been in this bed for two days. You have to get up. You have to eat something."


  "No."


  "You're brooding like a child. You made your choice. You chose blood. Just like your father did. Now it's time to move on." She stepped toward the bed, then toed off her sandals.


  "Move on? To what? We've lost nearly half the crew and we're operating on one ion engine. It's only a matter time before we make a wrong jump."


  "If you're so certain that we're going to get caught, then why did you change your mind?"


  He just looked at her, as though he didn't know himself.


  She shook her head, undid her sash, and let her robe slink to the floor. She slid naked into bed and rested her head on his chest. "We can't get caught," she whispered, tracing his navel with a pearly fingernail. "And we can't die… because there's too much war left to fight."


  Peter Telep came wet and screaming into the world over three decades ago. He received a large portion of his education in New York, spent a number of years in Los Angeles, then returned east to Florida, where he finally earned his undergraduate and graduate degrees and now teaches composition and creative writing courses at the University of Central Florida.


  While out west, he tricked people into believing he was a talented screenwriter and actually worked for such television shows as In the Heat of the Night and The Legend of Prince Valiant. Once producers discovered that Telep was a novelist, they booted him and his desire for creative control out of there.


  Mr. Telep's novels include the Squire Trilogy, two books based on Fox's Space: Above and Beyond television show, a trilogy of novels based on the best-selling computer game Descent, and this, the third of four books in the film-based Wing Commander series. You may e-mail him at PTelep@aol.com. But be warned. He will sucker you into writing reviews of this novel at various online bookstores.
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  Introduction


  



  On August 13, 1998--three days after this site first opened--HarperCollins announced that Peter Telep had been hired to write four Wing Commander novels. That included two novelizations of the movie and two 'continuity' novels which would continue the movie's story. I remember being tremendously excited about the news, already being familiar with Peter Telep's excellent Space: Above and Beyond books.



  Peter Telep quickly proved that he was a different kind of Wing Commander writer, doing copious amounts of research and filling his first book with references to the Wing Commander games. If you have written off the book because it is based a movie you didn't like, go back and read it--it was written by a man who envisioned the same Tiger's Claw we found ourselves aboard in 1990.


  Unfortunately for all parties involved, the Wing Commander movie was not a success at the box office. What's more, the two continuity novels both expanded on the Pilgrim treason plot which was almost entirely cut from the finished film. HarperCollins released only the first, Pilgrim Stars, and left the series on a cliffhanger with the final manuscript frustratingly completed but unpublished.


  These books have a special meaning to me, which I have rarely spoken of. In mid-2000, just before the release of Pilgrim Stars, I was faced with a series of emergency eye surgeries with long odds. I was not expected to recover my vision. For months and months I was bedridden, not allowed to move at all for fear of dislodging my retina... and the one thing I remember was absolutely knowing I was going to recover because it was unthinkable that I wouldn't be able to read Peter Telep's new Wing Commander novel.


  So I did recover, and I proudly read Pilgrim Stars myself. Now here I am, more than a decade later and finally able to finish the story.


  And what a story it is! Pilgrim Truth is an excellent read. It may be the most epic Wing Commander novel ever written, taking you across the galaxy from Kilrah to Earth to the Pilgrim homeworld of McDaniel's World and points between. You'll meet familiar characters, walk the halls of the Tiger Claw again and finally solve a decade-old cliffhanger. Longtime fans of the Wing Commander games, though, will be most excited to find a single paragraph near the end of the book which resolves one of the series' greatest mysteries.


  



  Special thanks are due to the team at Electronic Arts who was willing to clear this book for release through WCNews.com, especially Paul Barnett at Bioware Mythic for getting the ball rolling. The wonderful illustrations, a first for a Wing Commander novel, come to us courtesy of Alex "NinjaLA" Von Tolmacsy.


  Most of all, credit must go to Peter Telep himself, not only for writing the book but also for his willingness to release it today. Twelve years ago, Mr. Telep dedicated his first Wing Commander novel to the fans, noting that he 'had our wing'. The fact that you're reading this book today is proof that he meant it.
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  [image: ]Lured by the sweet scent of favaya root carried on the evening’s cool breeze, Joa Autumnsoul pried himself out his recliner and switched off the holoplayer. Nothing but bad news on the channel anyway. The Confederation blockade of all Pilgrim systems and enclaves remained in place, and at any moment the world as Joa knew it could blister away under great folds of fire and smoke. One rogue Pilgrim and her ship of followers had stirred up enough trouble to warrant the blockade, and in order to call her bluff, a Confederation admiral had threatened genocide.


  Since then, most Pilgrims like Joa prepared through meditation for gomuth--death by murder. As his neighbors had so readily reminded him, Joa had led a worthy life and had kept true to his Pilgrim heritage for all of his eighty-seven years; he should resign to the inevitable and be thankful that he had had a good run. He should prepare for gomuth.


  
    But Joa would resign to nothing and thank no one. He would shake a bony fist at the heavens as the planetary torpedoes fell. Gathering his breath and shivering away the thought, Joa shuffled out of the den and onto the back porch of his durasteel hovel, one of thousands of glorified sheds doled out regularly by the local council to those unable to afford their own housing.

    
      “Done watching the news, Grandfrotur?”
    


    
      Joa gazed painfully at the boy whose contralto voice had broken the still night. The boy sat cross-legged on the porch’s warped planks and chewed on a long stick of favaya. The second sun’s dying light barely illumined the boy’s face, though his ko’a’ka robe phosphoresced, edging him in silver. He’s only ten years old, Joa thought. Haven’t those Confederation bastards considered the children? He forced a smile. “Yes, Ravi, I’ve finished. I’ll tell you that story now.”
    

  


  
    
      Ravi sprang to his feet with an ease that Joa envied. The boy shifted to the edge of the porch, where Joa joined him. They sat, their feet dangling over the matted, black canvas of soso grass that reached out toward the tan lines of the garden and the silhouettes of neighboring hovels. Rooftops reared up in sharp angles against a thin rind of sun.
    


    
      On each Broturday, when Ravi had no school and could visit until Proturday, Joa and his grandsontur would come together. And always, in the evenings, under the watchful tarpaulin of stars, Joa would tell the boy stories of his youth, stories of travel aboard great sloships, and stories of the great anguish of war.
    


    
      Reacting to the gloom of recent events, Joa decided to tell Ravi an uplifting story, a story he needed to hear as much as the boy. He scratched his bald, freckled pate and took in a deep breath. “The year was twenty-three eleven. That’s over three hundred years ago. It was the time of Final Exodus. Our frotur, Ivar Chu McDaniel, gathered twelve hundred aboard an enormous sloship called the Exodia and led them on a journey to find the truth within themselves...”
    


    
      

    


    
      Ivar Chu McDaniel stared for a long moment at the Hopper Drive’s display, then rested a hand on Sostur Robinanne’s shoulder as she brought up the status report of the drive’s secondary containment field. “My two favorite words in the language: systems nominal,” she said, then grinned back at him.
    


    
      McDaniel could barely remain in his skin as he returned her smile, then drifted away, back toward command and control’s forward viewport. In just a few moments, thirty-two days of interstellar travel and years of devotion to ecstatic visions that had guided him to publish his words and had drawn others to his insights would reach a pinnacle. He and his broturs and sosturs would make the final hop to the Sirius system, where, according to the echoes and whispers of his dreams, Pilgrims would attain spiritual and genetic perfection. They would complete their salvation from the Hell of Terra and the purgatory of Sol system.
    


    
      When he considered his goals in such simplistic terms, they seemed foolhardy, derived from an insane or corrupt mind. But he had no mental disorders or ulterior motives. In fact, he had not asked for any spiritual awakening to happen; the visions and sensations had come knocking on his door. He had been a simple organic chemist assigned to the Neptune Research Base and regarded by his peers as a shy, nondescript academic. Nothing in his appearance or actions had ever betrayed the charismatic pulpiteer he would become. Living on the fringe of human settlement had, he posited, gained him access to powers far greater than humanity knew and had transformed him into a spiritually receptive individual. Perhaps his transformation had been one great accident that now set into motion the ultimate deliverance of his people.
    


    
      Yes, McDaniel’s broturs and sosturs would truly become “The Elect” and escape the remnants of the apocalypse and the divine judgement now occurring in Sol system. They would be saved, protected, connected to the universe in way more intimate and wonderful than they could ever imagine.
    


    
      “Frotur, coordinates calculated,” Executive Officer Solomon reported. He stood at Exodia’s helm, stroked his closely-cropped beard, and scrutinized Sostur Oricka’s course adjustments. “Gravitic interference decreasing. We’ll reach safe hop zone in ten seconds. Sirius A-B standing at point-two-two light years away.”
    


    
      “Very good, brotur,” said McDaniel. He cocked a brow at Exodia’s captain, Sostur Hella Ti, a white-haired intellect as devout as she was efficient.
    


    
      The broad-shouldered woman took McDaniel’s cue and straightened in her captain’s chair. “Brotur Solomon? Begin hop sequence on my mark.”
    


    
      “Aye, ma’am. On your mark.”
    


    
      “We’re just about clear,” Hella muttered, studying a navigation monitor mounted near her chair. “Mark.”
    


    
      “Hop sequence engaged,” Solomon cried. “Hop in five, four, three, two...”
    


    
      McDaniel had never made a hop before, and the experience tore his nerves into live wires, positive and negative and leads crossing in explosive flashes for a moment--
    


    
      Then all sensation seeped away for a trillionth of a second or a trillion millennia. Every clock had spun back to that first day, that first hour, that first second of the universe...
    


    
      Waiting. Darkness. Trying to see, to feel something.
    


    
      And suddenly the bulkheads crashed like cymbals and blinding light shone through the viewport before polarizers compensated. To their starboard corner lay a large, blue-white globe roughly twice the diameter of Sol: Sirius A. Somewhere out there, in all of that glare, hid Sirius B, a dim, white dwarf star that orbited Sirius A.
    


    
      “Brotur Solomon?” the captain called.
    


    
      “Hop complete,” the XO responded. “Nav analysis confirms system Sirius A-B.”
    


    
      A cheer crescendoed over the residual shuddering of bulkheads and instruments, and McDaniel added his whoop to the chorus.
    


    
      Hella nodded at the XO. “Launch the scout.”
    


    
      “Aye, ma’am. Brotur Pandathy reports ready.” Solomon turned to a monitor near the oval command and control’s tactical station. “Scout is away.”
    


    
      McDaniel picked out the tiny gleam of thrusters coming from the single-pilot scout ship as it streaked well ahead of the Exodia. His gaze tracked the ship, but something else drove his attention to the portside, a powerful force that urged his head there and caused his eyes to involuntarily focus on a glittering splotch of blue that rapidly expanded and grew thousands of ghostly tendrils from all sides.
    


    
      “What is that?” the captain asked.
    


    
      “Uncertain,” answered the XO. “Doesn’t appear on active scanners.”
    


    
      “Whatever it is,” McDaniel said as a warm feeling crept over his neck, “it’s beautiful.”
    


    
      The splotch had now become a swelling azure cloud more than five times the size of the sloship. Tendrils flailed against space, with ringlets of white-hot energy flashing along their lengths. For a moment, McDaniel thought he heard music, a lone flutist producing a siren’s call in a great, high-ceilinged hall. Then his thirst suddenly felt quenched, and the other physical discomforts of being human--the slight backache, the heaviness of his eyes, the stiffness in his joints--disappeared. He thought he heard the crew reacting to the cloud’s approach, but their voices rang pleasantly like wind chimes instead of curtly like a bridge crew facing a strange phenomenon. The cloud engulfed the Exodia in its soft, cerulean cotton, as though bracing it for some inexplicable journey.
    


    
      

    


    
      “So they just disappeared, Grandfrotur?”
    


    
      Joa lifted his gaze toward the sky. Stars fought against twilight’s upstaging wash, and one victorious orb, no more than a crumb of light but more meaningful than any star in his sky, bore the name Sirius A.
    


    
      “Grandfrotur?”
    


    
      “Yes, Ravi.” Joa raised his arm and pointed. “See that star?”
    


    
      “That’s Sirius?”
    


    
      “It is. From there our frotur and the others were carried directly into a higher place. Now they guide and watch over us.”
    


    
      Ravi frowned at the star. “How did they get to the higher place? Did they fly? Did someone help them?”
    


    
      “I don’t know. But I know this: Someday, you and I will meet them.”
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  [image: ]Sostur Karista Mullens paused at the window of her dorm room and scanned the courtyard four stories below. Two dozen heavily armed Confederation Marines had positioned themselves along the half dozen walkways to guard the district of student apartments. The Marines’ crimson pressure suits glowed against a backdrop of walls and placards sandblasted to a dull copper by the relentless Martian wind.


  “You’re protecting me now,” Karista whispered to them. “But if the order comes, you won’t think twice.”


  She reached out with extrakinetic senses to one of the guards, a young woman about her age. Boredom ruled the guard’s thoughts, but the woman occasionally slipped into the memory of a tryst she had had with the woman positioned twenty yards to her left. Karista had already touched that Marine’s mind and knew she hated Pilgrims more than any of the others. That one’s father had fought in the Pilgrim war, and that one would present the largest problem.


  Karista broke the link and looked beyond the sloped roofs of the apartment buildings. A frozen sea of tawny foothills stretched into the dusty gloom. I’m only here two days. It feels like two years. And we’re so far away from everything...


  The university had been built near the Albor Tholus volcano, and not unlike several universities on Earth, it provided the only oasis in an otherwise remote, lifeless region. Confederation authorities had made a very wise decision in canceling classes here, evacuating students, faculty, and support staff, then converting the facility into an interment camp for nearly ten thousand Pilgrims. Even if some Pilgrims managed to steal pressure suits and escape on foot, they would not have enough oxygen to traverse the rugged terrain and reach the metroplex at Elysium Mons, where, of course, they would be arrested. Students joked about the university being a prison. Not a single Pilgrim in residence found that amusing now.


  “Kari, Kari, for what we are waiting I do not know. We’ve the wings, the means. Shall we?” Brotur Dennet Dearborn gave an exaggerated bow, then turned back to the doorway, scowled, and waved for her to leave. Dennet’s height had turned doorways into headaches by the time he had reached eighteen, and even now, at thirty, he seemed to keep growing, his rangy limbs and neck seemingly too large for his thin pillow of a torso. And no, Karista would never get used to Dennet’s syntax and formal deportment, products of being raised on the planet Faith, a planet founded by a fundamentalist sect of Pilgrims known as “The Carava.” Their literal translations of the Book of Ivar Chu McDaniel made the protur as nervous as the Confederation’s joint chiefs. Ironically enough, Caravans had not instigated the recent Pilgrim rebellion; Confederation officers of Pilgrim descent had seen to that. Admiral Bill Wilson had made his attempt to destroy Earth with the aid of the Kilrathi Empire. His failure had set off Captain Amity Aristee, whose similar stratagem had also failed. But while Wilson had been killed, Aristee remained free, floating somewhere out there in her crippled supercruiser, plotting her next move. Until she could be brought in, the Confederation would continue to treat innocent Pilgrims like subversives. Going to “safe camps” had first been a suggestion, but the Confederation had since made internment mandatory for all people of Pilgrim descent. That order had, according to the Terran News people, split the Confederation senate along partisan lines.


  “Again I say, Kari, for what are we waiting?” Dennet raked black hair wired with gray out of his eyes. His pageboy cut--distinctly Caravan--hardly became him, but the casting of a mushroom-shaped shadow had been an important symbol of virility among male Caravans for at least a century.


  It takes much more than a shadow, Karista thought as she raked her own blond hair behind her ears and went to him. “Did you do as I asked?”


  He nodded. “I saw the kind doctor--and whatever else I could along the merry way. Clear-eyed, reasonably fed, mostly bored is how we look and feel. But a rumor met my ear and set off a shiver. The food? It’s running out. The guards have no information about the next shipment. It seems that our captors have taken the university’s generosity but will not foot any future bills. And so begins our slow torture.”


  “Which is why we’re getting our asses out of here,” said Sostur Fey Windmaiden as she limped into the room and drew up the collar of her robe with a shiver. She, like Karista, had been raised on McDaniel’s World, but Fey hailed from a southern colony called Wickatti. There, the women and men submitted themselves to a sundry of physical “corrections” to become “more pleasing” to their spouses. Women enlarged their breasts, lightened their skin, bound their feet, starved themselves, and pierced their bodies according to their spouse’s whims; men engaged in a number of painful piercing and stretching techniques as well as making “enhancements” to their hair, skin, eyes, and muscles.


  For ten years, since the age of fifteen, Sostur Fey had undergone the corrections. Now, with a ghostly complexion, breasts unnaturally firm and too large for her wiry frame, earlobes and eyebrows drooping from too many earrings, and feet bound so much that she could barely place her weight on one of them, she seemed more mutilated than corrected. Since first meeting Fey two days ago, Karista found it more and more difficult to meet the woman’s gaze, for Fey seemed so frail and pathetic that a wrong look might cause the poor woman to dwindle.


  But out of Fey’s stricken frame came a proud, strong voice that could be overcompensation for her appearance or simply the last vestige of her will. “C’mon, you fools. We’re wasting time. Everything’s set.”


  Karista shook her head. “We can’t go.”


  Dennet rolled his eyes. “She puts on her necklace of guilt, and it chokes her.”


  “We can’t go?” repeated Fey, hazel eyes seeming to levitate from the powdery valleys of her face. “Then we stay here and die--for nothing.”


  “Our broturs and sosturs... we can’t leave so many behind,” Karista said.


  “You told us you’d come to terms with that,” countered Fey through clenched teeth. “We don’t have time to go through this again. Preparations have been made, others will help, and we should leave now.” Fey whirled to Dennet. “If she won’t come, we go without her.”


  Dennet snorted. “On this planet, there’s but one extrakinetic--her. Escape requires assistance. Death requires none.”


  “Come on, Karista. What will it take?” Fey asked. “If we die here, we achieve nothing. Maybe we can help them if we get off planet.”


  Karista’s shoulders slumped under the burden of her decision. She faced the window and once more let her gaze wander to the horizon’s gloom. Strange blue spheres dotted the ocher dust clouds, blossomed and bled into each other, then finally turned the horizon into a band of swirling sapphire. She tapped the window. “Do you see that?”


  “See what?” Dennet asked.


  “Karista, we’re going,” Fey said.


  Like a raging tidal wave heaving up some sixty meters, the band of blue rolled toward the apartment buildings, its translucent innards spanned by white veins pulsating with ringlets of energy. Karista threw up her arms as the wave crashed soundlessly over the building--


  And every sensation that troubled Karista, every itch and ache, seemed appeased by the blue wave. Even as she marveled over that miracle, music sounded from somewhere far off, notes echoing from a flute player, a soft alluring tune not unlike a lullaby. She had never known such peace of mind and body. Even the air calmed her through a scent she could not fully identify, though it reminded her of myrrata oil, an element in perfume obtained from several trees and shrubs on her homeworld. She did not know how or why, but she sensed the need to reach extrakinetically into the blue, but an energy held her back and whispered, “Not yet...


  



  ...but soon. You need to learn. You need to help.”


  Lieutenant Christopher Blair squinted into the blueness and listened to a voice whose sex he could not discern. “What do I have to learn? And how can I help? What’s this about?”


  Out of the blueness came the broad nose of the Drayman-class transport he had tagged.


  “Blair! Twelve o’ clock, dead on!” Lieutenant Todd “Maniac” Marshall cried. “What’re you waiting for? Jinx!”


  Before his wingman even finished speaking, Blair jerked the stick of his Rapier fighter to port, executing a high-G roll. A collision warning flashed on the Heads Up Display as he held his breath and swept along the transport’s starboard side with all of a meter gap between ships.


  Flashes from neutron fire lifted behind him as Maniac swept down and took on the hijacked transport himself. Blair wheeled back and watched as Maniac delivered an inspiring and cautionary sermon regarding the dangers of attempting to cross a Confederation no-fly zone. But the Pilgrims aboard the transport were probably too busy to be awed by Maniac’s marksmanship. Their ship’s engines split like pulpy fruit in successive explosions, and those fireballs quickly yielded to a rainbow of fluids spewing from the scores of breaches in the housing.


  Well beyond the transport, the planet Netheryana glowed a hundred shades of brown broken by the occasional beige raft of clouds. To Blair’s three o’clock hovered that gargantuan cylinder of durasteel that he called home: The Bengal-class strike carrier CS Tiger Claw. The ship had been ordered back to Netheryana to assist the destroyers Mitchell-Hammock and Oregon in maintaining the no-fly zone over the Pilgrim enclave Triune. And since arriving just a day prior, Lieutenants Blair and Marshall had suppressed a remarkable number of violations to the zone. Intell had reported that Pilgrims on planet had disrupted communications at the Confederation strike bases at Tung and Sylee, both of which provided atmospheric air support. Thus, in the diversion, several hundred Pilgrims had launched in Drayman- and Yllman-class transports and had successfully crossed the atmospheric no-fly zone to head into Tiger Claw country. Big mistake.


  “Troopship Whiskey Five?” Maniac hailed over the general frequency. “She’s all yours and ready for boarding.”


  “Roger that, Maniac,” came the pilot’s response. “We’ll tell ‘em you said ‘hey.’”


  The wedge-shaped Marine troopship curved sharply past Maniac’s Rapier and came up alongside the crippled Pilgrim transport. A docking umbilical extended from the troopship’s starboard side, and the umbilical’s hull cutters flamed on like the fiery teeth of a worm with a healthy appetite for durasteel.


  “Lieutenant?”


  Blair glanced to one of his Visual Display Unit’s, where Lieutenant Commander Jeanette “Angel” Deveraux glared at him, her oxygen mask unclipped and dangling from her helmet. Even while wearing such a potent look, Angel could not camouflage the rich landscape of her eyes or the soft cream of her skin that rolled in delicate curves.


  “Lieutenant Blair? Are you with us?”


  “Yeah, I’m sorry, ma’am.”


  “What happened?” she demanded, quite comfortable with her squadron commander’s tone, despite what they shared off duty. “You called that one, turned toward him, and did nothing.”


  



  “I don’t know. I saw something, I think.”


  “Saw what?”


  “I don’t know. It was... blue.”


  “What he saw was a ship full of Pilgrims,” Maniac interrupted. “And he choked up. Couldn’t risk harming his own kind. Yeah, he helped us disable a few other transports, but I knew it would get to him sooner or later. Face it, Blair. You ain’t fit for duty. At least not this one.”


  “I’ll be the judge of that,” Angel said. “Off the channel, Lieutenant. Return to base.”


  “Aye-aye,” Maniac said half-heartedly.


  As his wingman’s Rapier leapt off on a heading toward the silhouette of the Tiger Claw, Blair brought his Rapier to a hover beside Angel’s. He dialed up her private frequency. “I’m sorry. I really am.”


  “Sorry doesn’t change a goddamned thing. You hesitated. Gerald will reach the same conclusion as Maniac. I want you out here, but I’m not going to argue on your behalf unless I know what happened.”


  “How can I tell you what happened when I don’t know myself?”


  She bit her lip and looked away. “Then you did hesitate.”


  “I saw something. Blue. Everything went blue. And there was a voice.” Angel’s expression grew more creased, and Blair sighed. “Maybe I am losing it.”


  “You’re off the duty roster. You’ll train in the SIRE for a few days to prove your reflexes. And I’m ordering a psyche eval.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Return to base.”


  Blair gritted his teeth and slapped the throttle, tearing away from her. He lined up with the distant strike carrier and flew absently toward her, thoughts replaying the experience with the blue cloud. Was he really having psychological problems? Were the vision and voice part of some subconscious manifestation? He had been through so much in the past few months, what with Paladin’s disappearance and all.


  Commodore James “Paladin” Taggart had quickly become an inspiration, a Pilgrim and Confederation officer to whom Blair had given his complete loyalty and utmost respect. He and Paladin had gone aboard the Olympus to try to persuade Amity Aristee to stand down. But in the end, Aristee had escaped with the ship, and it appeared that Paladin had helped her. Then again, maybe Paladin had not defected and had only allowed the Amity to escape to buy himself more time. Paladin loved her. They were naturally paired Pilgrims, perfect mates, and Blair felt certain that Paladin wanted to bring in Aristee alive.


  Or maybe he knew nothing, and the pain of not knowing whether or not his mentor was a traitor had brought on the visions and voices. He had always heard that the manifestations of stress were many and varied.


  Now his thoughts suddenly took him back to his homeworld of Nephele, to his eighth birthday. His Aunt Jennifer had gone off to the metroplex before he had awakened that morning, and his Uncle Samuel had, for some odd reason, shaven off his beard and had put on an expensive suit instead of his usual farmer’s coveralls. Then he had asked that Blair stay home from school and put on his finest dress shirt and trousers. They had piled into the old hover and had driven for several hours over a dirt road that had taken them deep into the countryside. Fields of wild sohoa and goborise stood taller than the hover and had cowered in the hover’s wash. Finally, the great field of green and violet had parted to reveal a cleared plain that extended as far as Blair could see. Huge, carved stones of varying shape and design stood in even rows like an immense military assembly of personnel.


  “Is this a graveyard?” Blair had asked.


  “Right. It’s an old Earth tradition, brought back as land became more available on colonized worlds.”


  “How come I haven’t heard of this one?”


  “No one talks about it. Most of these people died in the Pilgrim war.”


  “Why are we here?”


  “Come on.”


  Uncle Samuel had parked the hover, and they had ventured out across the dirt road an onto a Terran variety of blue-green grass. Blair had glanced at the names and dates carved into a few of the tombstones and had noticed that several had bouquets of flowers, long since wilted, resting beside them. They had walked for twenty or thirty minutes, Blair remembered, until they had come up behind a modest stone marker that had risen to Blair’s waist. His uncle had crossed in front of the gravestone and had placed a hand over his mouth. Blair had joined the man and remembered shielding his eyes from the sun so he could read the inscription:


  
    


    DEVI SOULSONG


    
      DAUGHTER OF ABRAHAM TRUEPATH


      
        WIFE OF ARNOLD BLAIR


        
          2609-2634


        

      

    

  


  



  Blair had looked accusingly at his uncle and had shaken his head. “You took me here because of that news-net story, right? Because now my friends at school won’t talk to me because everyone knows my mother was a Pilgrim. They used to like me. My dad was a war hero. But none of that matters now.”


  “Don’t believe anything you hear,” Uncle Samuel had said, gripping Blair’s shoulders. “Listen to me. Your mother was a great woman, and your father loved her more than you could know.”


  “It doesn’t matter. She was a Pilgrim. Everyone hates them. And now they hate me. I don’t know why. Do you and Aunt Jennifer hate me now?”


  “I can’t make you understand what happened during the war. But I want you to know who you are and not be ashamed of it.” His uncle had reached into his jacket and had produced something shinny, something made of silver and gold. His thick fingers had slid aside to reveal a cross, its top composed of a semicircle trimmed in gold. “This was your mother’s.”


  As Blair had accepted the cross, he had felt--


  I remember that day, don’t I? I took the cross, threw it to the grass, and stomped on it. But now I remember something different. That’s not what happened. I took the cross, and oh my God, the blue. I saw the blue and heard the voice: “Know who you are. Don’t let her stop you. Trust blood.” And the smell, that sweet smell...


  But I’ve never remembered any of that.


  Not until now.


  “Lieutenant Blair, are you going to request landing clearance, or is it wing and prayer time?” Fight Boss Raznick asked, three seconds away from his own self-detonation.


  Blair jolted to regard the beefy man, and for a moment, he thought he saw heat waves billowing from Raznick’s shaven head. “Sorry, Boss.”


  “You’ve ignored our hails. You got a malfunctioning temporal lobe or what?”


  “I don’t know, sir. I’ll have my crew check out systems once I’m birthed.”


  “It’s not an onboard system, you... ah, forget it. You’ve got your clearance. And wake up, Lieutenant.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Raznick bit back expletives as Blair finally brought the Rapier down with a terrific, sparking thump.


  That was the shittiest landing I’ve ever made. Blair closed his eyes, rested his head back on the seat, and braced himself for the boss’s wrath.


  “Lieutenant Blair? Report to flight control. Now!”
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  [image: ]Commodore Richard Bellegarde extended his arms, scrutinized the Concordia’s Olympic-sized swimming pool, then repressed a final shiver and drove his weight down onto the diving board. With a sharp rebound, he sailed into the air. The water became a blur, and his heart rang in his ears as he dropped four meters and split the waves. He shot toward the pool’s bottom, feeling the tickle of escaping air bubbles across his cheeks, then curved up and paddled toward the surface.


  He broke water to the sound of one man’s applause.


  Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn sported a stiff-looking pair of neon blue swimming trunks that he had probably just bought from the quartermaster. He appeared markedly solid for a man who spent more time strategizing than exercising. Tolwyn tested the water with a big toe, held his nose, then stepped in with a mild splash. When he came up, he slicked back his gray hair into a widow’s peak and blinked water out of his eyes. “Quite invigorating, Richard. I’m glad I joined you, though you didn’t have to close down the pool for an hour. Makes us seem snobbish and unwilling to swim with the enlisted.”


  “I agree, sir. But I didn’t want to flap my gut around here and lower morale.”


  The admiral cocked a brow. “Very wise.”


  Bellegarde swam toward the shallow end of the pool and stood. “So when are getting under way?”


  “We’re still waiting on the space marshal.” Considering what he had learned about the woman, Tolwyn’s tone remained surprisingly neutral. He backstroked to the ledge, then extended his arms and hung on, kicking slowly, his expression conveying that he enjoyed the mild burn. “Apparently, she hasn’t finished saving our careers.”


  “Ms. Gregarov allows Amity Aristee and her Pilgrim accomplices to build a hopper drive that can destroy a planet--because she plans to steal it when they’re done. Then Ms. Gregarov fails to do that, which results in the deaths of millions and situation we’re in now. But it’s our careers that need saving. Sir, that’s more irony than I can savor in a lifetime.”


  “You’re forgetting that we issued the threat to Aristee without the senate’s blessing.”


  “There wasn’t time for a vote.”


  “Which wouldn’t have been in our favor. So we acted. The lack of time is our only defense. Without the space marshal’s help, you and I would be awaiting our general court-martials.”


  “So the deal gets dirtier. She’ll smooth things over with the senate if we keep silent about her botched operation. Sorry, but that’s not good enough. She’s responsible.”


  Tolwyn closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. “She’ll never admit it, but I think she’s been working for someone well above her, and I have a feeling she’ll take the fall. She won’t need our help.”


  “Someone well above her? One of the joint chiefs? The president, for God’s sake?”


  Two beeps resounded from the main entrance panel. The hatch yawned inward to admit the silver-haired harridan herself, ears probably ringing, lips curled in a smug little smile. “Drowning our sorrows are we?”


  Bellegarde barely contained his growl. “Not exactly, ma’am.”


  “Given the crisis, your records, and my recommendations, the senate and joint chiefs have allowed you to maintain your current active duty status so long as I maintain my field office here,” she said, smoothing a wrinkle from her dress uniform to avoid facing them with the news.


  “You have field marshals for that,” Bellegarde said. “And more important duties than babysitting.”


  Gregarov showed her teeth. “Thank you for prioritizing my career, Richard. Without you--”


  “Have the senate and joint chiefs given you their recommendations regarding Aristee?” Tolwyn asked impatiently.


  “They have. We’re to continue our search for the Olympus, utilizing the gravitic residuum trail. We’ve found two Pilgrims with extrakinetic senses to help.”


  “You mean you sent out your press gang and conscripted them,” Tolwyn corrected with a sigh. “In any event, we’re back to where we started, only this time Aristee has James Taggart to help her evade us. I suggest we proceed on schedule. If Aristee does not surrender that ship and its hopper drive to us by one-five-eight, we will destroy every Pilgrim system and enclave. The ship is heavily damaged. There’s a chance that she might enlist the aid of the Kilrathi, particularly the emperor. We can’t allow that to happen.”


  “But she fought the Kilrathi at Aloysius,” Gregarov said. “What makes you think that she’ll strike a deal with them?”


  “Wilson’s failure made the Kilrathi shy. But with the emperor losing his ground, the cats are now ripe for a deal. Mutual desperation breeds alliance. So we should maintain our threat and keep Aristee on a short fuse.”


  “And we can’t maintain these no-fly zones forever,” Bellegarde added. “We’re tying up the fleet and already feeling the effects of a hollow navy.”


  “I agree with you there, Richard,” the space marshal said. “Our presence is fueling rather than quelling the fires. I’ve brought some new holos for you.” She withdrew a portable holoplayer from her hip pocket and aimed it over the pool.


  A metroplex street shimmered into view, and a databar beneath the image read TAMAYO SYSTEM, PLANET SEVA, PILGRIM ENCLAVE DIVINITY. The image panned to reveal bodies strewn everywhere, men upon women upon children. Two, maybe three thousand corpses littered the road and extended far off into a wall of black smoke pouring from the shattered windows of a burning building. The tiny form of an infant caught Bellegarde’s eye and lumped his throat.


  “Mass suicide?” he asked.


  Gregarov hesitated. “I wish it were.”


  “Christ,” Tolwyn said. “What happened?”


  “The Marine detachment fired the wrong ordnance into the rioters. It was supposed to be sylago gas. Somehow, they were armed with ferrilli. Over twelve hundred dead. The investigation is underway. News is reporting it as an accident.”


  “That was no accident,” Tolwyn said. “I bet that CO fought in the Pilgrim war.”


  Gregarov nodded solemnly and switched off the player. “I could show you more, but suffice it to say that the rioting continues on Triune. Communications have been reestablished at the strike bases at Tung and Sylee, so stolen craft shouldn’t get off planet. It’s a bit more quiet at Spiritia, though we’ve actually had reports of seventy-one AWOLs and a number of abuses against the citizenry. Eighty-seven Marines have already been charged with rape and twenty-three more with unauthorized kills. These numbers seem small, given that we have nearly one hundred thousand people on planet, but consider how many violations have gone unreported. The data I’m receiving from Mythada and Commune is equally disturbing. The planets Faith, Promise, and McDaniel’s World are faring much better since they’re more autonomous than the enclaves, though maintaining martial law and the no-fly zones remain, as you stated, Richard, heavy burdens.”


  “Which is why we need to draw out Aristee quickly,” Bellegarde argued.


  “The senate will never endorse an order to destroy the systems and enclaves. But there may be a way around that. It’s costing their constituents a fortune via new ‘crisis taxes’ to maintain the Pilgrim safe camps, and I’ve even received reports that cargo shipments have been delayed or even halted to some because of payment disputes. I can argue that maintaining our threat may very well bring a swift and peaceful solution to this crisis.” She turned a warning gaze on Tolwyn. “But I have to assure them that you will not destroy the systems and enclaves. Judging from your reaction to that holo, I don’t think you could do it anyway, Geoff.”


  Tolwyn pulled himself out of the pool and searched for the towel he had forgotten to bring. “I’m willing to live with that act. And I’m certainly capable. Do I want to do it? Of course not.” He folded arms over his chest and shuddered.


  “Take mine, sir.” Bellegarde gestured to the diving tower, where he had draped his towel over a railing.


  The space marshal turned toward the hatch. “One more thing, Geoff. It seems we’ve intercepted several Kilrathi communiqués in reference to the Shak’Ar’Roc, a Snakeir-class superdreadnought that’s been missing since one-two-eight CST. We believe it’s the same cap ship that was pursing Aristee in the Aloysius system. Interesting in that the Kilrathi don’t know where she is, and neither do we. The only debris we recovered in that area is from her battle group. I wonder if that commander has already struck a deal with Aristee.”


  “God help us if that’s true,” Tolwyn said, wrapping the towel around his waist. “The task force I originally assigned to find the Olympus is still at it. Strange, though. I’ve never known Kilrathi to act independently--unless that skipper is doing the emperor’s bidding, which would account for the communiqués. A few of the clans have already withdrawn from or have refused to join the emperor’s new alliance, so we can assume that he’s withholding information from those clans. We’ll cross reference our communiqués with intell on the clans who won’t join the alliance.”


  Bellegarde swam to the steps at the pool’s end and hauled himself out. “I’ll see to that myself, sir.”


  “Very good, Richard. And sound the pre-jump alarm when you’re ready. I’d like to be out of here within the hour.”


  



  Admiral Vukar nar Caxki sat in his meditation chair and stared blankly around his quarters aboard the KIS Shak’ar’roc.


  How does it feel to be a renegade? he thought. How does it feel to break the precepts? All of your life you have obeyed without question. Now, for nine days, you have shunned the proper course and have been branded a ryha’kara, a heretic by your crew. You have driven a third of them to zu’kara because of your defiance of centuries-old principles. You have followed the heart of a young fighter whose thoughts intrigued and lured you onto this course. But where to go from here? Where to go?


  Vukar reflected on the Confederation supercruiser that had eluded him for the final time. He thought of how its loss should have driven him back home to Kilrah, where he should have atoned for his failure by spilling his blood before the clan elders. He thought of his decision to run from failure, to go on believing that they could somehow catch up with the supercruiser, that they would find it or die trying. But logic dictated that the supercruiser could be back in Confederation control or it could be anywhere in the galaxy, let alone sector. It could have been destroyed by the Terrans. Tactical Officer Makorshk, Vukar’s inspiration in rebellion, had analyzed the ship’s last jump residuum and had calculated that the supercruiser had jumped to the Sol system. For three days, Vukar had entertained the thought of jumping in pursuit, but he had reasoned that there would be more honor in zu’kara than in jumping into the enemy’s hands. Since his people had learned of an avenue through space-time that would take them directly to Earth, the Terrans had reinforced defenses at the jump’s exit point. Any ship coming through would be devastated before the crew realized a threat existed. Only a ship capable of producing its own gravity wells could make a covert jump and launch a successful attack. The Confederation supercruiser Vukar had been chasing represented such a ship.


  What will my children think of me when they learn of what I have done? Have I ruined their futures? Those two have lived but a third of their lives. Can they go on knowing what their own blood has done to them?


  He dug deeper into the chair and stroked long whiskers. Nutrient gas burst from his nose, and he followed the swirling emerald serpents up toward the overhead, where a net of conduits reminded him of just how confined he had become.


  Wincing a bit, he reached down into his lap and picked up the piece of dried and salted ruxfra. He wrenched off a piece with teeth sore from poor hygiene and chewed so loudly that he could hear his concubine back on Kilrah telling him to be more quiet. A library record glowed on his private comm display, a record he had been studying for several days now. There were no stories of rebels in Kilrathi history, no tales of a single warrior who changed the course of his people. The emperors of Kilrah had always acted on behalf of the clans. They had been born pack hunters, and the group had always been more important than the individual. But now clans had begun to break away from the alliance. Perhaps the natural order of things dictated that individuals should break away from their clans and decide their own fates. So it had always been with Terrans. Vukar had read of a concept called “peaceful protest.” For centuries Terrans had sacrificed their lives to demonstrate their desire for change in their societies. The stories shocked him at first, but the more he had learned, the more he had realized that the Terrans had always been free, while he had been born with shackles of imposition removed only by death.


  So I failed. I am a disgrace. Why can I not learn from my mistakes and move on? Why must I die? Would Sivar want me to become a stronger warrior by learning from errors? Or should those who witness my death be the ones to learn?


  Vukar jerked as the hatch slid open and Makorshk pounded excitedly into the narrow suite. His eyes radiated like ivory-yellow mountain flowers, and his whiskers stood on end. “Kalralahr, I bring important news.”


  Though Vukar opened his mouth to reprimand his subordinate for barging in unannounced, the young warrior’s expression and announcement made him overlook the gaffe. “Tell me.”


  “We’ve been monitoring all communications within the quadrant and have intercepted several text-only messages between Bokureath of the Kiranka clan and the emperor. But I believe that the emperor is communicating with the captain of the supercruiser we’ve been stalking. They’ve planned a rendezvous to discuss how they can benefit each other.”


  “Nonsense. No Pilgrim skipper would know our encryption and decryption codes.”


  “I thought the same. But if you remember, Bokureath’s brother, Bokoth nar Kiranka, formed an alliance with a Pilgrim named Bill Wilson. Bokoth might have shared that information with Wilson, who shared it with the supercruiser’s captain.”


  “You assume a great deal, Makorshk.”


  “If the emperor is communicating with Bokureath, then why are they using text-only messages? You don’t find that odd?”


  Vukar cleared his throat, feeling the initial excitement slip away. “Not at all. The emperor’s continuing failure to establish the new alliance explains his frustration and his secrecy. If the emperor is going to meet with anyone, it is Bokureath.”


  Makorshk’s lips flared. “Then why would Bokureath claim to have a hopper drive?”


  Vukar lifted his brow at that. “I want to read those messages.”


  “I wish you would, Kalralahr. And even if you’re right and it is Bokureath who has recovered the hopper drive, then he will use it to bring power to the Kiranka clan--the emperor’s clan--and our hrai, along with all others who have refused to join or have seceded from the alliance, will be terminated. If we’re to save our honor and our clan, we must recover that hopper drive and use it to persuade the emperor to abandon his desire for alliance.”


  Grunting his agreement, Vukar swiveled toward the comm display. “Show me these messages.”


  Makorshk worked the touchpad to bring up the information. “I’ve already plotted our course to the rendezvous, which is here in Robert’s Quadrant. We can be there with time to spare.”


  The characters of the Kilrathi language spilled across the display, and as Vukar read them, hunting instincts suddenly heated his blood and sent a rush of saliva into his mouth. “Alert the helm. Set new course.” He bolted up from his chair. “We shall lie in wait like our forefathers, and when our prey draws near, we shall spring...”


  



  Sostur Inanna Pandathy awakened suddenly. She sat up, and her bones cracked as she wiped grit from her pale blue eyes. The quella sleeping robe she donned each night had become too small and threadbare over the years, thus the cabin’s cool, damp air sent gooseflesh fanning across her shoulders. She rose and shifted unsteadily toward the bedroom door, a mere silhouette in morning light that still struggled to find her window. With a creak she could mimic perfectly, the door yielded to her hand, and she padded into her narrow hall.


  Still shaking off the dregs of sleep, she crossed into the shadows of a small living area cluttered with Pilgrim holoart, some of the framed pictures hanging on the walls and waiting to be turned on, some on easels, some leaning on the simple chair and sofa. During the past seven decades of living on McDaniel’s World, Inanna and her pair had collected a half dozen sculptures of the various Pilgrim proturs. The sculptures stood in a neat row near two glass doors that led to her yard. After her pair’s passing, the stone proturs became companions to whom she confessed her most secret thoughts. She moved toward the representation of Protur Revca, a proud-faced bald man in formal robe. “Tell me, Protur, why am I awake so early?”


  She smiled inwardly over the touch of madness that had her talking to statues, then felt drawn to the glass doors. She slid one aside, and the morning breeze set off the aitora chimes that hung from her low ceiling. Metal discs and seashells joined by threads of gold clanged into each other and produced hollow, flute-like notes. Inanna shivered as she stepped outside the cabin, seemingly announced by the chimes.


  Her yard had become overrun by govita weeds, and the small fence that boxed in her meager plot had been sun-bleached, streaked black by fungus, and worn rickety by the wind. Her neighbors’ cabins stood far off, pyramids of wood and stone reaching toward a sky flushed pink and veiled in the west by the sun’s cortege of clouds. She ventured farther into the yard, toward the lone veracia tree that had been in her family for generations. The tree charged upward nearly twenty meters, and its light blue bark and thick limbs became more distinct--until something unprecedented and miraculous caught Inanna’s eye.


  With a trembling hand she reached up, plucked a thick, brown leaf, then rubbed it between her thumb and forefinger.


  Inanna stepped back and realized that her tired eyes had failed her again. There was not just one leaf but thousands in half as many shades, a great chute of color that brought her to her knees.


  She clutched the leaf to her heart and cried, for never in all its years had the tree bore leaves.


  And now, overnight, it had.
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  [image: ]After he had listened to Flight Boss Raznick’s expected harangue regarding landing protocol, Blair left the flight deck in a daze and somehow found his way back to his quarters, where he had collapsed on his bunk. At least Maniac had not been present to taunt him; the lanky blond had gone with his new fling Zarya to see an original play written and performed by the jump and impulse drive crews. The day before, Maniac had invited Blair to go with them, but he had declined, a decision he thanked himself for now.


  “Christopher, are you going to lie there all night and feel sorry for yourself?”


  Merlin shimmered in the shadows at the foot of the cot, and Blair frowned over the old holograph’s black silk robe, matching slippers, and the meerschaum tobacco pipe that dangled from the corner of his mouth. “Well?”


  Blair sat up. “I’m not feeling sorry for myself.”


  “Really? I was just getting ready to retire, when your agitation triggered me on.” Merlin flung his silver ponytail over his shoulder and narrowed his gaze. “But I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do. I did not detect this cloud of blue that you insist was there, though I’m merely a Portable Personal Computer, and while my CPU is quite sophisticated and fits nicely within your wrist, I can only engage in first and second level particulate sweeps. Have you checked your Rapier’s recordings yet?”


  “My chief called. They ran them and found nothing, so I guess being ODR is a good thing. Can’t afford to send out a pilot who’s seeing things. Rapiers ain’t cheap.”


  Merlin puffed contentedly on his pipe, his face quickly obscured by a cloud of holographic smoke. “I believe that you saw and heard something. But the only evidence we have is your memory.”


  “And it’s not working very well, either. Today wasn’t the first time I saw that thing. I had a similar experience years ago on the day I got my mother’s cross. The blue. The voice. But I never remembered it until now. And just an hour or so ago, I was thinking of this rainy day when me and Uncle Samuel we’re fighting over my joining the military. I remember yelling at him, cursing, saying things... oh, man. And he just walked away--into a blue fog. I remember standing there, listening to the rain fall and trying to see beyond the blue, and this voice told me that he would be okay, that I would be okay, that a shield had been placed over us. But don’t you get it, Merlin? I remember it that way now. But when I used to think back on that day, I would just see him walk away. There was no blue, no voice. So why am I remembering it like this?”


  Merlin pulled the pipe from his lips and turned it toward Blair. “I don’t know. Perhaps these experiences are the result of your extrakinetic training with Karista.”


  “When we were back on the Olympus, she never mentioned that my memories would be altered or that I would experience this blue cloud or the voices.”


  “That’s because I didn’t know about them until now,” came a familiar voice.


  Blair jerked his head and gasped. Merlin had vanished, and in his place sat Karista, her delicate features pulled taut in deep concern, her robe hanging too low off one shoulder, her eyes red from stress, lack of sleep, or both. She had stepped outside of her physical constraints and had reached out across interstellar space to find his thoughts. While it appeared as though she sat in the room with him, they actually conversed in the continuum. He had thought links over such long distances were impossible and had never attempted one himself. But now he realized that time and distance meant nothing in the continuum. Their thoughts rode on the first waves of the universe and existed at both the dawn and end of everything.


  “Where are you?” he asked nervously. “I mean I know we’re together now, but where did they take you?”


  “Mars. I’m at a safe camp. The food’s running out here. Supplies aren’t coming.”


  “No way. The Confederation would never do that.”


  “I don’t think the Confed senate really knows what’s going on. Anyway, I’m the only extrakinetic Pilgrim here. A few others know this, and they want me to help them escape. We can only get about twenty into a shuttle. Christopher, there are...” She swallowed and looked away in disgust. “There are nearly ten thousand of us here. I wish Amity could see what she’s done.”


  He leaned forward and seized Karista’s hand. She felt as warm and soft as he remembered. “Get out of there.”


  “I will. But I need to get food to our people.”


  “Don’t be a martyr. Just go.”


  “Christopher, I reached out into the quilt and touched the others. We’ve had similar visions. Blue clouds, waves, and spheres that smell sweet, talk to us, and play music. Did you hear the music?”


  “Yeah. And I’ve had memories.”


  “But you’re remembering more clearly now. And you realize that you’ve been having these visions all of your life.”


  A chill coiled up his spine. “You, too?”


  “All of us.”


  “So what do we do about it?”


  “If I make it out of here, then I’m going to McDaniel. I’m going to talk to some women who might know more about this.”


  He squeezed her hand. “There’s a Confed battle group in place at McDaniel. You’ll never make it past their no-fly zone. Go anywhere but there. Go to the Border Worlds. Paladin told me that there are some of us there. Hide with them. Don’t come back until this is over.”


  “Like I would do that. Guess you still don’t know me. You just do your job. If you can. I know she took you off the flight roster. I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do?”


  “Is there any way to shake off this vision when it comes on? The first time felt so overwhelming.”


  She lowered her gaze. “I don’t know. Be polite? Ask it to leave?”


  “Right. I’ll just find a way to deal. And what about you? I can’t imagine you taking on a whole garrison of Marines by yourself. Anything I can do from this end?”


  “Just be here for me. Listen. Don’t be too nice. I’m trying to fall out of love with you.”


  “Karista, I’m sorry about--”


  Too late for apologies. Shadows draped over and consumed her as she broke the link. Blair sat there, staring through his incensed interface.


  “It’s one thing to be ignored,” Merlin was saying. “But it is another when that person is staring directly at you and refuses to respond. Are you taking any prescription medication, Christopher?”


  “What?”


  “Never mind. I see you’ve returned. Would you like to--”


  “No. Merlin off.”


  “Sleep,” the holograph moaned. “Finally.”


  



  William Santyana returned to his cabin aboard the supercruiser Olympus, where he found his wife Pris and three-year-old daughter Lacey wearing their Pilgrim robes and seated on the sofa. Pris read to the little girl from a leather-bound edition of the book of Ivar Chu McDaniel. Santyana took one look at the book and tore it from Pris’s hands.


  She made a face. “What’re you doing?”


  “I don’t want you reading this to her.”


  “Why not? It’s part of her heritage. She needs to learn those stories.”


  “She’s only half Pilgrim. And she can grow up forgetting about that part of her. I did. It wasn’t hard.” He settled into a chair, unzipped his flight suit, then tossed the book to the floor. “We need to get off this ship.”


  “That’s right. Just so you’ll stop saying that.”


  “Do you realize how close we came to dying? If Taggart hadn’t changed his mind and let the ship jump, that would’ve been it.”


  “I have a memory, Will.” She crossed to him, hunkered down, and rested her cheek on his shoulder. “And I know you feel trapped. But there’s nothing you can do. There’s no way we can get off this ship unless Aristee lets us go.”


  “Daddy? I want you to read the book to me.”


  Lacey’s brilliant eyes usually worked wonders on Santyana’s moods, but his frustration had become a more powerful and controlling force. He had more than once been short with his daughter, and swore at himself for that. “Maybe later, honey. Daddy and Mommy have to talk now.”


  “But I want you to read me--”


  “Go in the bedroom, Lacey. I’ll be right there,” Pris said. “We’ll play on the terminal.” She widened her eyes.


  “Okay.” The little girl pushed herself off the sofa and sprinted blithely away.


  “She’s doing pretty well, considering,” Pris observed. “But I am worried.”


  “Word has gone out. We have to get off this ship. And I mean soon. I think I’ve recruited a few more to my side. I’ve got a person on the bridge now, an important one. And he tells me that Aristee is going to make a deal with the Kilrathi.”


  Pris lifted her head and frowned. “But didn’t they try to kill us back at Aloysius?”


  “Yeah, but apparently she’s going to deal with the Kilrathi emperor himself. Right now, we’re headed toward a rendezvous point in Robert’s Quadrant. If she makes a deal with the cats, we might move into Kilrathi space. We have to get off this ship before that happens. I’m working right now on getting us a troopship.” He faced her, never more grave. “This time I’m going to get you and Lacey off this ship. Or I’ll die trying.”


  “Hero? Asshole? What’s the difference?”


  “Come on, you can’t--”


  “It’s really not that bad here. We have plenty to eat. The Sosturs treat us well. They’re even concerned about us becoming bored. Yeah, what Aristee is doing is beyond wrong, but maybe we should wait. Maybe the Confederation will end this, and we’ll be released.”


  “We can’t wait for them. Besides, Aristee has Taggart working for her now. The guy’s a goddamned commodore from Intell. He can help her evade capture. But when it comes to the Kilrathi, there are no experts. Aristee’s putting trust in them, but they’ll double-cross her the same way they did at Aloysius. We have to get off this ship.”


  “You go,” Pris said. “I won’t risk my baby. You go. Then come back for us.”


  “I didn’t leave the first time, and I won’t leave you now. We’re all going. I’ve made the decision.”


  “Oh, you’ve made a decision?”


  “We can’t just wait around!” he roared, then wrenched himself from the chair. “She’s going to make a deal with the goddamned Kilrathi. You got a clue what that means? We have to get the hell off this ship. And we’re going!”


  “Daddy? Why are you yelling?” Lacey ran to Santyana and gripped his leg. “Would you read me the book?”


  He took a long breath and waited until the tension had eased from his throat. “I’m sorry for yelling. Go back in the bedroom. Mommy will be there in a moment.”


  “Okay.”


  As Lacey scurried off once more to the bedroom, Pris looked after the child and said, “I won’t let you do this.”


  “I have to go,” he mumbled, then turned and hustled toward the door.


  “Think about it, Will.”


  He keyed open the door and battled off the desire to face her, knowing her expression would change his mind.


  Out in the corridor, the Marine guards who had once been posted at each end were gone. Most of them had evacuated back in Sol. Aristee could no longer keep close tabs on him, which made planning an escape all the more attractive. Santyana headed toward the lift, intent on scouting out a few prospects on the flight deck. The key would be in getting the ship to identify him as an authorized pilot. He wished Douglas Henrick had not escaped back at Aloysius. He could use that pilot’s computer trickery. But Henrick wasn’t the only one on board who knew how to blind an ID system.


  And Santyana had already been given a name.


  



  Amity Aristee held her breath and entered the protur’s anteroom.


  Protur Carver Tsu III held the Pilgrim theocracy’s highest office, and while the Catholic religion’s pope had in recent centuries become little more than a figurehead, the protur’s authority remained well intact--even after the first Pilgrim war. While the alliance had been dismantled after the Pilgrims’ surrender, the Confederation could not tear the convictions from hearts of its enemy. Although the alliance was no more, the theocracy stood quietly in the wings, with proturs succeeding each other and tracing their roots back to Ivar Chu McDaniel’s original followers. Every system and enclave received instructions from the protur, and most Pilgrims obeyed him without question.


  Aristee finally remembered to breathe and inched a little farther into the subdued light of candles resting on brass pedestals. The anteroom itself had once been her executive officer’s quarters. Bulkheads that divided room from room had been removed, and a hatch had been set into the rear to allow the protur entrance to his suite, formerly the lieutenant commander’s bunk. Between the two rooms, the protur had a respectable living space larger than any other on board. Aristee had not visited the place in nearly a week, and the changes reassured her that the protur had thus far settled in sans the customary carping of the Pilgrim elite. His multihued tapestries depicting Pilgrim settlements had finally been hung to cover the drab walls; two small veracia trees stood in their pots near the hatch, their limbs sagging under the weight of so many leaves; the hivicense had been lit and now filled the room with its sweet aroma; and the standard-issue furniture had been covered in richly detailed quilts woven by the Sosturs of Faith. While it had been impossible to move the protur’s extensive book collection from his rectory on McDaniel, Amity had created for him a modest library stocked with books donated by the crew. She had contributed her own trioak bookcase, a three-meter-wide affair that nearly reached the overhead, and she noted that many of the texts had been pulled and examined, some jutting out from the others, some pulled from the stacks and lying on their sides. She hoped the protur had found distraction in the books and had kept her many failures to the wayside of his thoughts. She reached the open hatch and decided she would rather beckon him than step boldly into the adjoining room. “Protur?”


  Sostur Ezbeth Marn suddenly appeared from the gloom beyond the hatch. “Sostur Aristee. Hello.”


  “I, uh, didn’t realize that...”


  Ezbeth grinned as she twirled a finger through a grove of black hair that splayed in curls over her firm breasts. She stood there, completely naked, unabashed, flaunting a body that was the envy of many sosturs on board. But the concubine’s boldness and conceit only vexed Aristee, though she would never convey that feeling. The protur must have at least six concubines and was entitled to his indulgences. The Book Ivar Chu made this clear. Ezbeth had recently become the protur’s favorite, and she had been the only woman he had taken with him from McDaniel. The other five lamented and waited for his return.


  Grimacing, Aristee consulted her watchphone. “I didn’t realize that the protur was busy. He did say he would give me an audience now.”


  “Oh, I’m sure that’s fine.” Ezbeth drew her legs together and winced. “We’re finished. Come.” She padded back into the room, her rump impossibly firm and rekindling Aristee’s hatred.


  As they walked, the gloom peeled back to expose the remarkable changes the protur had made to his bedroom, which now resembled an adytum in an ancient Pilgrim temple. Two standard bunks had been placed together and transformed into a stunningly lavish four-poster bed with a cotton canopy. Brilliant blue storicals, symbols that told the history of Ivar Chu, had been stitched into the canopy’s hem, and for a second, Aristee found herself lost in Ivar Chu’s first ecstatic vision. She was not sure where the protur had obtained the bed posts, but they, like her bookcase, were made of rare trioak and conveyed wealth, craftsmanship, and a healthy dose of ostentation.


  The man himself sat up in bed, resting back on his red velvet pillow. A winter squall of white, curly hair raged across his bare and sagging breasts, then funneled down to a navel folded to a slit by his paunch. You could tell he had spent too many years in McDaniel’s merciless sun and had had too many surgeries to compensate for its wizening effects. He smiled at Aristee, reptilian skin heavily grooved, large, round eyes a fluorescent gray that had always been his most notable feature. He had often been accused of fanning a peculiar and dangerous fire in those eyes, and while Aristee had heretofore dismissed that superstition, the protur’s recent requests seemed, in a word, incendiary.


  “My dear, dear Sostur Amity. Come here into the better light,” the protur said, adopting a regal if not sincere tone. He leaned forward, and long hair parted perfectly in the middle draped like glimmering ribbons of durasteel over his shoulders. “Oh, yes, you’re a sight. A sight, indeed.” He palmed sweat from his forehead, and only now did Aristee catch of whiff of his recent activities.


  Repressing the urge to gag, she said, “Protur, thank you for seeing me.”


  He extended his hand, which she took and kissed.


  “You’ve come again for advice, dear Amity.”


  She took a step, careful to always face him. “I’ve contacted the Kilrathi emperor as you asked, and we’re en route to meet with him. But you still haven’t told me how we can succeed through alliance with them. Bill Wilson did as you asked. And forgive me, protur, but he died.”


  After sliding himself to the edge of the bed, the protur bowed his head in deference to Wilson. “He gave his life for us, as he was meant to do. He succeeded.”


  “I don’t see how.”


  “You succeeded back at Sol.”


  “I failed to destroy Earth. I lost many of my crew. And now we’re hobbling around in a damaged ship. I must be blind.”


  “You’re not blind, dear Amity. You just haven’t seen the distance. But you will. You saw very clearly on the day we killed my predecessor. You saw that you needed the protur’s blessing, and you saw how to get it. Now look beyond Sol, beyond the loss of your crew and your damaged ship. All of that you’ve done has inspired the Confederation.”


  “I killed millions on Mylon Three to make a statement. Oh, that inspired them, all right. They’ve set up no-fly zones and have denied our people supplies. They’ve killed many in accidents and continue to rape and abuse us.”


  “And the more they kill, the better.”


  Aristee stiffened in shock. “Protur...”


  “Both you and Brotur Wilson wanted to make a rallying cry to our people.”


  “And we both failed.”


  “No, you’ve both already made that cry, a cry much louder than you could possibly know.”


  “But our people can’t rebel if they’re imprisoned and dying. And how can more deaths be better?”


  He stood and, like Ezbeth, took no shame in his nudity. He leaned toward her. “Seeds of truth are planted, watered, nurtured. We often never know what they’ll yield. And sometimes, like the seedlings of the veracia tree, they take many years to grow. It is a matter of patience.”


  More enigmatic metaphors instead of straightforward answers. And why? Because the protur delighted in knowing what others did not.


  Dealing with him was also a matter of patience.


  “So, we should bargain with the Kilrathi?” Aristee asked.


  His lips hinted at a smile. “I think you’ll be surprised at how agreeable they can be.”
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  [image: ]"Report relayed from CS Altamonte in Terra Quadrant,” said Comm Officer Wilks, his boyish face lighting up the map room’s comm terminal. “Message from Captain Winnagard, recorded on one-three-nine.”


  Bellegarde nodded. “Very good, Mr. Wilks. Transfer it here.”


  “Aye, sir. Transferring.”


  Bellegarde and Tolwyn had been sitting in the map room all morning and had already poured over holographs of Vega Sector and had sorted through reports from the ships positioned along the Kilrathi border and those searching for the Olympus. Now with a terse voice command, Bellegarde brought up a holographic map of Terra Quadrant. Sixteen star systems glimmered overhead, varicolored spheres with tiny, mottled planets rotating on their axes and orbiting their stars in real time. Yellow lines spanned the distances between stars and intersected flashing blue jump points. Bellegarde counted four clusters of green dots in the quadrant, each cluster identifying a Confed battle group. He ordered the computer to zoom in on a cluster between Murphy and Sirius systems: the CS Altamonte battle group.


  Tolwyn blinked hard to clear his eyes, then glanced up at the display. “What do you think, Richard?”


  “Winnagard’s gone out of her way to contact us. She’d turn in her own father for breaking regs, and she wouldn’t report out of sector unless--”


  “She has bad news,” Tolwyn finished.


  Bellegarde nodded, then turned to the comm terminal, where a data bar told him the transfer had completed. He tapped a key, and the message began.


  Captain Heidi Winnagard’s grave look added nearly a decade to her forty-five years, and her bloodshot eyes contributed a year or two. She smoothed back a few stray locks of her generally disheveled hair, then sighed and said, “Admiral, we’ve lost contact with the destroyer Horatio Marx. I sent her out on patrol after we jumped into Sirius on one-three-three. Ten hours later, I dispatched a fighter patrol for SAR. We’ve lost contact with them as well. I’ve pulled my battle group clear, notified Admiral Chigaha, and have initiated long range scans. We don’t pick up anything, not even residuum from the destroyer and fighters. I don’t know what’s going on, but maybe the Horatio Marx stumbled into your renegade ship, the cats, or something else, which is why I’m reporting out of sector. I’ll continue my patrol here until I hear from you. Winnagard out.”


  “What would Aristee be doing near Sirius?” Bellegarde asked. “Were I her, I’d jump out as far away as I could to buy time for repairs. I might even head to a Border World. Or maybe that missing Kilrathi supercruiser is responsible, though Intell informs us that she’s operated by the Caxki clan, which recently seceded from the emperor’s new alliance. I doubt that ship is at the emperor’s beck and call.”


  “What disturbs me more is the lack of evidence.” Tolwyn brought his coffee mug to his lips, eyed the dregs, then thought better of finishing. “If Aristee took out the Horatio Marx with her hopper drive, there would still be gravitic residuum and traces of debris. And if the cats were responsible, we’d find a lot more.”


  “Something’s interfering with Winnagard’s scans.”


  “Maybe.” Tolwyn set down his mug on the console and slid his chair a meter left to the comm monitor. “Space Marshal Gregarov’s field office,” he told the computer.


  “Connecting.”


  “Yes, Admiral,” the space marshal said, seated at her desk before a semicircle of palm-sized data displays.


  “Where are those two extrakinetic Pilgrims you conscripted? I read your special order, but they’re assignments hadn’t been posted at the time.”


  “One is aboard the Bristol Mary in Roan Quadrant, the other is on the Zhou Chen in Petrov. Why do you ask?”


  “Winnagard lost one of her destroyers near Sirius. Could be Aristee. I want to send a ship there with an extrakinetic Pilgrim on board.”


  “It’ll take some time, but we can--”


  “Those two Pilgrims are too far out. I think the Mitchell Hammock and Oregon can handle the situation at Triune for a while. Strike bases there have resumed full operations.”


  “I know what you’re thinking, Geoff, but we agreed to hold Lieutenant Blair in reserve. His loyalty to Commodore Taggart makes him--”


  “What? A traitor? Even if Paladin has defected, I’m confident that Blair will act in our best interests.” Tolwyn looked askance at control panel. “Give me the map of Day Quadrant,” he ordered the computer. “Plot travel time from Hell’s Kitchen to Sirius.”


  “Displaying map. Plotting coordinates.”


  The representation of Terra dissolved into a string of jump lines between the aforementioned systems. Bellegarde skimmed the data bar below. “The Claw can be there in nineteen point three hours, Admiral.”


  “Excellent.”


  Gregarov shook her head emphatically. “Not Blair. Not when we have--”


  “Two others who can be trusted more? They’re civilians, and you’re basing their loyalty on Alhoulouza scans.”


  “And the jury’s still out on that technology,” she said through a wicked grin. “Which is why we’ve, well, I don’t want to get into the details. Suffice it to say that we’ve taken measures to assure that they cooperate.”


  Bellegarde looked away in disgust, though he shouldn’t be amazed that the old lady would resort to coercion. She had probably “taken measures” over breakfast while reading casualty reports.


  Tolwyn drew up his shoulders and hemmed. “Ma’am, despite your assurances, I recommend that we order the Tiger Claw to Sirius. Mr. Blair will confirm whether Aristee is or was there. Or we can send in the Altamonte and her battle group, though we might lose them as well.”


  “Or you can wait, and we’ll send in the Bristol Mary or the Zhou Chen.”


  “Either ship will take twice as long to get there,” Bellegarde interjected, reading his map.


  “You said it yourself, ma’am. We need a swift and peaceful solution to this crisis.” Tolwyn dropped his voice to ominous depths. “Our resources are strained. We have to act now.”


  “All right then. Send the Claw to Sirius,” she conceded with a snicker. “But I will log my reservations. And by the way, I presented my arguments to the senate regarding your order to destroy the systems and enclaves on one-five-eight. They agreed that maintaining the threat might bring about Aristee’s surrender. She’s got sixteen days. If she doesn’t stand down by then, you won’t be destroying anything. In fact, our no fly zones will come down, and we’ll begin aiding those people in any way we can. The order comes from President Vasura herself, and it’s already been endorsed by the senate.”


  Tolwyn nodded microscopically, and his voice sounded just shy of a whisper. “So we’ll admit that threatening the Pilgrims was a grave error, issue an apology, give them aid, provide homes for refugees, and rebuild.” He suddenly chuckled, rose, then wandered away from the terminal. “I fail to see how that will get you your hopper drive and Aristee’s head on a spear. Our guard will be down. She’ll strike again. And this time, she might have the Kilrathi in tow.”


  “Geoff, you and the Commodore have, with your no-fly zones and threats of Pilgrim genocide, created a public relations nightmare for the Navy. It will all come to an end on one-five-eight.”


  Had Gregarov been in the room, Bellegarde may very have charged at her; instead, he opened his mouth--


  But the admiral spoke faster. “Ma’am, we’ve done the best we could with the mess you handed us. The moment you learned that Aristee was planning on fitting her ship with a modified hopper drive, you should have moved in and arrested all concerned. You watched them build that drive. You gave her the means to kill six million people on Mylon Three, and thousands more have died since then. Don’t talk to me about a public relations nightmare. I’ve a mind to testify before the senate and present hard evidence of everything that’s transpired. I mean everything.”


  “You’re free to jettison your career. But you won’t touch mine. You have no idea, Geoff. You really don’t.”


  “Then enlighten me,” Tolwyn cried.


  She averted her gaze to one of the monitors she had been reading. “Don’t you have orders to record and a communications drone to dispatch? I suggest you get to that. Gregarov out.”


  “Goddamned bitch,” Bellegarde muttered.


  Tolwyn gazed vacantly at the terminal, then suddenly jerked toward him. “Richard, you make that recording for the Tiger Claw.” He darted purposely for the hatch.


  “Where are you going, sir?”


  “To my quarters. I’ve got a hunch that won’t wait.”


  “Sir, if I may ask--”


  “You may not. But you’ll be the first I tell.”


  



  The Synchronous Immersion Research Environment simulator (SIRE) represented a culmination of over six centuries of research and development and afforded Confederation fighter pilots with an experience that was, in every way, absolutely no different from actual combat. Though codes protected against it, any of the six SIRE units aboard the Tiger Claw could be programmed to actually hurt or even kill its pilot. And squadron commanders occasionally used that threat as a way to motivate lackadaisical rocket jocks.


  The SIRE’s composite design, one of its true beauties, allowed it to mimic the cockpit of any starfighter in the Confed’s arsenal. And not only did the SIRE look and feel like the actual craft, but it also boasted the real-life Tempest targeting and navigational AI packages instead of replicas designed specifically for the simulator.


  Christopher Blair, like any other pilot in the Confed Navy, knew that the key to a successful combat system is its ability to exchange information with its pilot and create a simbology between human and machine. The system must understand the pilot by monitoring physical and mental workloads. The system must adapt to the pilot’s condition and change the way it delivers and accepts information. Blair could throw a toggle, issue a voice command, or even think about what he wanted his Rapier to do, and the computer would initiate the command, though he hated the notion of having a combat computer worming through his thoughts and found the system too fast to allow for second-guessing, despite its ability to sort through and prioritize mental requests. Blair and many other pilots felt more comfortable taking the machine out of that loop. Jamming down a primary weapons trigger to cut loose a life-taking salvo provided the necessary and correct adrenaline rush that no cerebral interface could replace.


  But during the Pilgrim war, space combat had barely yielded a raised pulse, let alone an adrenaline rush. High priority targets were usually attacked from great distances, and fighters rarely engaged each other in visual confrontations. It had all been done via reconnaissance and long-range ordnance. Wingmen would operate hundreds of kilometers apart from each other and trick attacking starfighters into believing that only a single target existed. Sure, Confed pilots sometimes went head-to-head with their Pilgrim adversaries, particularly during the battle for Peron, but more often that not, engagements had been highly impersonal. Then along came the Kilrathi, who took pride and honor in facing their combatants, and their instincts drove them in close to taunt their enemy and douse themselves in the light of their enemy’s destruction. Though most Confed pilots would never admit it, they secretly thanked the Kilrathi for returning their profession to its visceral roots.


  Blair slid into the SIRE’s Rapier cockpit, still boiling over the fact that after training for six hours per day for four straight days, he had been instructed by Angel to endure a another six-hour marathon. She had told him he would train for “a few days” to test his reflexes--not a business week.


  Thus far Blair had gone up against nearly every Kilrathi adversary the computer could muster. He took on Dralthi, Salthi, Krants, Grathas, and Jalthi. He flew with the other pilots in his squadron against Ralari-class destroyers and Fralthi-class cruisers. He swooped down and strafed Snakeir-class superdreadnoughts and even single-handedly took out a Kilrathi ConCom ship by tricking its captain into lowering shields. Everything about the simulations was as real to him as his own flesh and blood.


  Which was why he now walked the fence between total exhaustion and collapse. Angel had been intentionally wearing him down. Why? He wasn’t sure. Maybe she didn’t want to show partiality to him since Captain Gerald and the rest of the squadron knew they were sleeping together. So she overcompensated by torturing him and had even refused to see him for the past four days. According Shotglass, the Claw’s resident bartender, she had rarely been seen outside of her quarters.


  The cockpit suddenly glinted with an image of the flight deck. Rapiers and Broadswords lined both sides of the runway like a mechanical contingent welcoming a dignitary.


  “Computer? Skip launch sequence. Mark for positive one minute into simulation.”


  “Skipping launch sequence is not recommend because--”


  “Initiate command.”


  The view through the canopy immediately darkened into the star-specked void encompassing Netheranya. The fuel indicator bar glowed full overhead, and beside it, current speed stood at 178 KPS. Armor and shield indicators registered in the green, as did the neutron cannon and laser weapons systems. Missile systems read nominal. The words NO INTERNAL DAMAGE flashed in the left Visual Display Unit. Blair’s radar scope showed a dozen Rapiers at his six o’ clock, and IDs of each pilot scrolled up on his tactical display. He skimmed the roster to discover that Angel was not part of this exercise. Guess I’m wing commander again. Should I be excited?


  Slumping a little and unable to suppress a loud yawn, he slid the Heads Up Display viewer over his right eye and waited for the computer to throw something at him. What would it be today? A squadron of Dralthi? A corvette?


  “Receiving short-range communication from Tirida-class civilian transport vessel,” the computer said.


  “Show me.”


  “...and we don’t care what you do to us,” a young woman with a dirty face and stringy brown hair pleaded. “Just come for us. We surrender.” She sat at the transport’s helm and coughed as smoke from the shattered console beneath her wafted into her face.


  I’ve seen this woman before, back on the Olympus. Damned computer pulled her out of my thoughts. I was wondering when they’d get around to testing me against Pilgrims. Do they really think this is an adequate test of my loyalty when I know this is a simulation?


  The right VDU spilt to show Maniac’s masked face. “Got the skinny on our neighborhood fanatics. Stole that transport from a private pad on the west side of Triune. Looks like they took conventional fire on the way out. LSS is torn up pretty bad. They’re venting atmosphere. Can’t get a reading on their reactor, though. Shields up to full power in that quadrant.”


  “Copy that,” Blair said, unable to lower his smile. The computer mimicked Maniac perfectly, peppering his voice with the exact amounts of conceit and sarcasm that reinforced his guard. Blair switched to the squadron’s general frequency. “Listen up. We got a stolen civilian transport in the AO, about twenty-thousands Ks out, bearing on your scopes. Maniac, Sinatra, and Cheddarboy? You’ll come with me for a look. The rest of you break to flanks and set up a defensive sphere, one klick maximum. Bug eyes for an ambush. Questions?”


  “Just one, mate,” Captain Ian “Hunter” St. John said, his mask off, a cigar stub clenched in his teeth. “What’s the delay?”


  Blair smiled. The computer had the big Australian pegged. “Break and advance.”


  As he throttled up to 325 KPS, with Sinatra and Cheddarboy at his wings, the other fighters fanned out behind him. Blair switched to the transport’s frequency. “Attention. You are in violation of a Confederation no-fly zone. Surrender your vessel immediately.”


  “What do you think we’re doing?” the woman cried. “If we don’t get some help in a couple of minutes, the children are going to die. We’ve only got three environment suits and about five minutes of air left. Of course we surrender. Help us!”


  “Computer? Set nav point. ETA?”


  “Twenty-one seconds.”


  “Initiate thermal and electromagnetic scans of transport and long-range sweep for other vessels.”


  “Initiating.”


  “Passenger count?”


  “Sixteen adults, eleven children.”


  “Shit.”


  “Why are you swearing, Christopher? It’s only a simulation.”


  Blair smirked at Merlin, who now lay back on a futon of air just above the right VDU, hands clasped behind his head. “Don’t bother me now.”


  “You’re going to fail this test, Christopher.”


  “There’s a crack in your crystal ball. Now get out of here.”


  The old man shook his head sadly, then rolled over to vanish.


  “Tallyho,” Sinatra said in his usual monotone, a consequence of being demoted and reprimanded too many times to care anymore. Because he never held back a punch--even with superiors--he had taken more than his share of jabs, figuratively and literally. “Coming up on her now, Lieutenant.”


  Rectangular, with a hammerhead bow, stubby forward wings and a quad-wing tail assembly, the transport limped slowly toward them at a pathetic 22 KPS. The dark, jagged stitching of conventional cannon fire traced from amidships back to her ion engines. Opaque gas spewed in tiny jets from more than a dozen breeches--way too many for Blair and company to affect an extravehicular repair in time.


  “Uh, sir?” Cheddarboy began, gulping between words. “There’s uh, nothing we can do for them. By the time we tractor them back, all of them except the three in suits will be dead.”


  “Shuddup, nugget,” Sinatra said evenly. “You got another year of this shit before you gain enough experience to have a decent and respected opinion.” Then he hailed Blair on the private frequency. “Lieutenant? The kid’s right. And there’s no way we can get a troopship out here in time.”


  It took a moment for Blair’s thoughts to catch up with his pulse. Why would Angel do this? Why would she program a no-win situation? Or maybe she hadn’t.


  Maybe the Pilgrims already knew they were dead.


  Blair lunged for the comm control and punched up the general freak. “Everybody get the hell out of here! Light ‘em and go, go, go!”


  “What’s happening, sir?” Cheddarboy asked.


  “Just bug out!” Blair cried as he yanked his control yoke toward his chest, pulling in a high-G loop that rendered him inverted and in full retreat. He ignited his afterburners as--


  “Aw, shit,” Maniac shouted. “Reactor overload. Shields dropping. Scanning interior. They’ve got class-nine planetary warhead in there. Trigger’s routed directly to the reactor. Ladies? Gentlemen? It’s been a pleasure.”


  “Shuddup and move it! Move it!” Blair ordered. “C’mon. Throttles up. Bring ‘em to five hundred KPS. Push it. Push it!”


  “Won’t matter,” Sinatra droned. “Shock wave will... here it comes.”


  Blair glanced over his shoulder, into a silvery-white flash that pierced his eyes and suddenly darkened into a screen of blue. The flute player spoke to him in four-four time, in whole notes, in a tremolo that suddenly made him forget about the simulation.


  Until someone’s hands unbuckled his harness, seized him by the collar, and wrenched him from the cockpit.
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  [image: ]"Get up, you goddamned Pilgrim! Get the hell up!”


  Blair had been thrown onto his back and his helmet had been torn off. His gruff-sounding assailant had kicked him in the ribs and now had a boot pressed squarely on his throat, yet the unfamiliar guy expected Blair to get up. Though he could feel and hear it all, the vision robbed Blair of seeing it, and he wondered why it hadn’t absorbed his physical pain, as it had once before.


  Reaching up, he scratched at the blueness, and it tore away like a gossamer to expose a tall, dark figure looming over him, framed by the sim room’s blinding lights. Blair focused on the face and saw only the reflective slope of a class-two welder’s mask and the navy blue jumpsuit worn by those techs.


  The guy leaned more on his boot. “Get up!”


  Blair considered using his extrakinetic senses to free himself, but he had vowed never to use them in front of anyone other than Maniac and Angel. He did not care to emphasize how much different he was from the rest of the crew. So he seized the guy’s boot, twisted hard, then drove it to his right as he rolled free. Once on his hands and knees, he launched himself at the tech--


  And got tripped by someone behind him. He slammed onto his chest. Another boot dropped onto the small of his back with a breath-robbing thud.


  The first assailant closed in. Blair gasped and threw all of his strength into his arms and legs. He tried to roll once more, but the boot on his back held fast. Whomever held him had to be using a gravitic weapon akin to a Pilgrim’s extrakinetic strength, but there were no other Pilgrims on board the Claw, at least none that he knew of. And why would they attack one of their own?


  “You’re just waiting, aren’t you, Pilgrim? Just biding your time until you can sabotage this ship,” said the first tech as he came alongside Blair to kick him in the head. A muscle pulled in Blair’s neck as his head snapped back. The pain came like a high-pitched tone that reverberated across his forehead.


  “I’m Confed pilot,” Blair managed.


  “No, you’re a mutation. We should have learned from your mistakes. But we forgave you, put you back in the mix. Now you’re rotting us from the core.”


  The boot abruptly gave way, and Blair bolted to his feet. He leaned back on the smooth black surface of the SIRE’s exterior and eyed the two attackers. The second one also wore a welder’s mask. Both were about his height and build, and their jumpsuits made them appear like clones.


  With his head now throbbing, Blair tensed and assumed his fighting stance.


  The first tech burst into laughter.


  Footsteps. From behind.


  Even as Blair turned, a third welder brought down a short length of pipe across Blair’s forehead. He reeled back to crash against the SIRE and slump to the floor.


  More laughter. Swearing. Dizziness. An incredible burning sensation across his head.


  “Do you know why we’re doing this?” the one with the pipe asked.


  Blair tried to nod. Tried. Because you hate Pilgrims, you ignorant bastards.


  “We are here on behalf of our Lord and Savior to educate you. And when we are done, you will know beyond a shadow of a doubt that your presence in this universe is wrong. It is unnatural. You are an abomination. A violation.” He swung sideways with the pipe--


  And Blair shrieked as he felt something crack in his head.


  To hell with concealing his extrakinetic senses. He closed his eyes, ready to step outside himself--


  When the tech batted him again.


  And he tumbled down an ice-capped mountain of darkness.


  



  Maniac slid his tongue out of Zarya’s mouth and caught his breath. A puddle of sweat had formed on her belly and now washed into his navel. They slid against each other, two parts of one writhing, purely instinctual animal. “Was that gratuitous enough for you?”


  “No,” she said breathlessly, her reddish brown hair spread like wet feathers across the pillow. “It almost seemed justified. This time, I want it to really seem gratuitous.”


  He took a deep breath and shrugged. “Okay.”


  As he took Lieutenant Elise “Zarya” Rolitov back into his arms, Maniac repressed a sudden and agonizing memory of Rosie Forbes. He wanted to believe that Zarya represented a new and fresh force in his life. She wasn’t here to make him forget but to remind him of how good it was to be alive.


  Or was he was just using her to get over Rosie’s death? Had his relationship with Zarya come too closely on the heels of that loss? Was he just staving off the guilt with sex and companionship?


  You goaded Rosie into attacking those Dralthi. You played chicken with them. And she lost. Your fault. Period.


  “What’s wrong?” Zarya asked, touching his cheek. “You just jumped out of here. Am I that forgettable?”


  “Nah, it’s uh...” He glanced at his watchphone. “Holy shit. Blair will be here any minute.”


  “Change the hatch code.”


  He pulled himself from her clutches, climbed off the bunk, then shambled toward the latrine.


  “You will tell me,” she called out.


  “Oh, yeah?” he challenged, then found his target and relieved himself with a wince. He went to the sink, splashed water over his face, dried off, then turned to find her in the doorway. “You wanna shower?”


  “Together?”


  He thought a moment, then resigned himself to the suggestion. “All right.”


  “If you have to think about it, forget it.” She pushed past him and padded into the stall.


  



  By the time Maniac finished his own shower, Zarya had left. She could have at least talked to him. Maybe he would have explained how he felt.


  Nah. That would never happen. She would have to figure it out alone. She already knows about me and Rosie. No secrets there.


  He dressed quickly in off-duty utilities, then once more checked his watch. He had lied to Zarya about Blair’s return. Angel had Blair working in the SIRE all day. He decided to go down there and see how the ship’s second-best pilot fared against Angel’s sadistic programming.


  



  Four decks and three voluptuous ensigns later, Maniac arrived at the SIRE control room, a cramped station with terminals for programming each of the simulators on board. The SIRE control officer spun in his chair, lowered his coffee cup, then stroked his moustache as though it were a faithful pet. “Marshall, isn’t it? I didn’t see your name on the list.” He gazed sidelong at a screen. “Nope. You’re not on it. Were you scheduled to--”


  “I’m not here to practice, Chief. Which one’s Blair’s?”


  “Blair?” He checked the screen once more. “Four. But I wouldn’t bother him. He’s been at it for a couple of hours now. You know what it’s like to break sim.”


  Maniac advanced to a terminal marked four, took a seat, then brought up an image from the SIRE’s cockpit.


  “Oh, shit! Haven’t you been monitoring?”


  “What?”


  Springing from his chair, Maniac shoved the control officer out of his way and bounded out of the room. He turned left down a corridor and jogged past three hatches until he came to SIRE four. “Open this goddamned door!”


  “Opening,” the SCO said over the intercom.


  The hatch slid right, and Maniac charged into the oval-shaped sim room. The SIRE itself, a black contraption that always reminded him of an antique race car constructed of a preschooler’s building blocks, sat in the middle of the room, its gull-wing hatches sealed tight. Maniac triggered the port hatch, which lifted with a slight hiss, and only then did he notice the blood spattered on the floor and the SIRE itself. Not a whole lot of blood, but enough to steal his breath.


  Blair lay unconscious in the seat, his head draped to one side, his mouth hanging open. Six, maybe seven purple welts had turned his face into a bloated Halloween mask, and blood had crusted under his nose, on his chin, and across his neck. Those were only the wounds Maniac could see. His eyes burned as leaned over and grabbed Blair’s wrists.


  “Don’t move him,” cried the SCO, who leaned in from the hatch.


  Maniac whirled, gritted his teeth, then took the man’s neck in his hand. He drove the officer out of the SIRE, across the room, then against the bulkhead. “The machine didn’t do that. Somebody beat him. Where the hell were you?”


  “I’ve been in the control room since this morning,” the officer croaked as Maniac tightened his grip. “I didn’t see anybody come in.”


  “You’re in on this, you--”


  Maniac’s curse got lost as he struck a roundhouse to the officer’s cheek. He swore again, drew back, and delivered another vicious blow. Then he closed his eyes, pictured Blair lying in the cockpit, and lashed out again.


  And again.


  The SCO gurgled.


  “All right,” came a soft, masculine voice. Arms slid under Maniac’s, caught him in a headlock, then ripped him away from the SCO. He felt cold armor pressing on his neck. “Lieutenant, you are now in the custody of a Confederation Marine. Resist, and I will hurt you. Do you understand?”


  So the control officer had called security. Great. “I get it,” Maniac answered. “Just call the medics. We need ‘em in here now!”


  “The SCO already called them. They’re on their way. Now why’d you go and hit him, Lieutenant?”


  “For the same reason that I’m going to hit you.”


  The Marine chuckled under his breath. “Is that your imagination you’re using? Pretty good.”


  Two other Marines hulked around in their crimson armor, rifles trained casually on him, one speaking quietly into a headset. A fourth jarhead went immediately to the SCO to examine the guy’s face.


  Three medics showed up a few seconds later and wasted no time lugging their gurney and trauma bags toward the SIRE.


  “Can I let you go now?” the Marine asked.


  “Yeah.”


  And the second he was free, Maniac spun to face the Marine and drew back his fist.


  But the pistol jabbed in his neck gave him a moment’s pause. He locked gazes with the Marine, who stared impassively, proving that he could kill and comment on the mess hall menu without missing a beat. Maniac huffed, then jerked away, heading for the SIRE.


  “You’re not going anywhere, Lieutenant.”


  “Shoot me.” He tipped his head toward the medics as they lowered Blair onto a gurney. “Otherwise, I’m not leaving him.”


  



  News of the attack struck Angel into shocked silence. It took another few minutes for her to fully comprehend what had happened, and with the realization came a burst of tears. Trembling, she left her office and sprinted all the way down to sickbay.


  She took one look at Blair lying in the ICU, then had to shield her face with a hand. The tears came again, warm and fast. Her throat had nearly closed up, and her stomach felt as though it had been pulled inside out. She stood immobile before the Plexi partition, unable to go inside, to query about his condition, to do anything. It had happened all over again. She had fallen in love with someone--only to lose him. How could this happen?


  “Angel?”


  Captain Paul Gerald came up beside her, and she barely glanced at him. He lifted a hand, about to place it on her shoulder to comfort her, then withdrew. She and Gerald had a healthy respect for each other, but that hand would have taken their relationship to friendship, and friends they were not. He with his large pores and larger attitude and she with her overbearing commitment to duty... they sometimes complemented each other but remained divided on the issue of Pilgrims.


  “I’ve already ordered a full investigation to be headed by Lieutenant Commander Jhinda, our liaison with the Judge Advocate General’s office.”


  “I know who she is,” Angel said sharply. “And I know she has no particular love for Pilgrims. Didn’t she fight with you during the Pilgrim war before she got transferred?”


  “Yes, she did, which is why I know that she’ll do a thorough job. I wouldn’t worry about her bias, Commander. She’s a professional.” He turned his gaze to Blair. “He’s still unconscious, but neuro signs are positive. They’ve already quickmended his skull fracture. He’ll be up and around in a couple of days. That pretty face will take a little longer to come back, though.”


  She hid her sigh. “Guess they didn’t want to kill him. That’s too easy. They’re using him to send a message. And they’ll do it again.”


  “Not on this ship. He’ll be under guard. And commander?” His much softer tone drew her attention. “I’m sorry.”


  “Thank you, sir.” Her gaze lingered on Blair, then she double-timed off, propelled by the desire to do some investigating of her own.


  



  Squadron Commander Gary “Gunner” Berkholtz cocked his head toward the door as Angel entered his office, unannounced. Gunner stood a full two meters, with the thick neck, rock-hard pectorals, and ballooning biceps of a Marine rather than a Confed pilot. The fact that his father and three brothers were Marines definitely had something to do with that. Though his gym fetish kept him amazingly fit, he ironically ignored his pug nose, bad skin, and scalp caked with dandruff. He regarded Angel with eyes like specks of coal encroached upon by a bushy brow, then tripped over one of a dozen or more shipping containers stacked all over the office. He laughed at himself, then extended his hand. “Ain’t I the asshole. Gary ‘Gunner’ Berkholtz, Squadron Commander, what is it, Second Squadron now, I guess? And you’re Lieutenant Commander Deveraux. Yeah, you really are.” He took a moment to swallow his drool as he ogled her. Then he realized the she was not accepting his hand, his lustful expression turned grave. “You got a problem, Commander?”


  “As a matter of fact I do.”


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Gunner doesn’t like that tone. And Gunner’s wondering what happened to our welcome party. Figured you’d be throwing us one today since we got in so late last night. Figured you’d be glad to see us. You ain’t had replacements for a long, long time. Me and my squadron? We figured we’d get a hero’s welcome. So I say again, even more incredulously, you got a problem, Commander?”


  “One of my pilots was beaten in his SIRE room this afternoon.”


  “Yeah, I read the datanet post. That’s a goddamned shame. And we saw a lot of that on the Mitchell Hammock. Nuggets get mixed up in a lot of dangerous shit if you don’t keep ‘em on a short leash. Black market shit. Gambling, loan-sharking, the whole nine. What was it with your kid?”


  “How do you feel about Pilgrims?”


  “Where does that come from?”


  “Just answer the question.”


  “Is this an interrogation? Because if it is--”


  She took a step toward him. “How do you feel about Pilgrims?”


  “How do I feel about ‘em? I don’t. I know my job, and I intend to do it. The Confed tells me that as of this calendar date Pilgrims should be kept out of our no-fly zones. Whether Pilgrims are the enemy or not is up to the politicians.”


  “I see. My pilot who was beaten is half Pilgrim. Did you know that?”


  “So she finally tips her hand,” he said, grinning in understanding. “My squadron comes aboard last night, your boy gets beaten. And you wanna know if we hate Pilgrims.” He shook his head in mock disappointment. “You gotta be a little more subtle than that if you wanna play detective, honey.” He closed the gap between them, forcing her to retreat a step, his hot breath blasting over her face. “Well this is some goddamned welcome. And I won’t even dignify your accusations with a defense. You think I give a rat’s ass if your boy’s half Pilgrim? That’s your baggage, not mine. He does his job, I don’t care.” Gunner came at her again, in all of his pock-marked skin and crooked tooth glory. “But you know what really bothers me? You getting in my goddamned face. Unless you intend to shove a tongue or a nipple in my mouth, I suggest you get out and stay out. Do you read me, Commander?”


  “Oh, I read you,” Angel said, holding her ground but wondering if he might actually take a swing at her. “And I’ll quote you in my report.”


  “You wanna make a report?” He jerked away and stormed back to the rear of the office, where he had been unpacking. He fished out a dataslate and threw it at her. “Use mine. And don’t forget to mention how you came in here unannounced and insinuated that me or a member of my squadron had something to do with your pilot’s beating.”


  Angel had caught the dataslate and now let it fall to the deck. “I’ll find out what happened,” she said, forcing a calm into her voice. “And if I learn that you or one your people had something to do with this, I’ll shove something in your mouth--but I guarantee it won’t be a tongue or a nipple.” She glowered at him a second, then started for the hatch. “Welcome aboard, Commander.”


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]"Three days in the brig and a fine isn’t so bad,” Zarya told Maniac. “Gerald could’ve given you a week in solitary.”


  “Easy for you to say. You’re standing on that side of the bars.” Maniac turned away and lifted his arms as he took in the durasteel splendor of his new home. At two meters wide and four meters long, he could easily move a grand piano into his cell, divide the place up so that the servants would have their own quarters, and set aside some room from his private starfighter and antique motorcycle collections. And look at that, the place even came equipped with a fully functional toilet. He would have send grandma a postcard and tell her all about it.


  Maniac’s arms fell to his sides, and he leaned on the wall, then let himself slide to the deck. “When Blair and I were on the Olympus, we spent most of our time in the brig. You have no idea how hard this is.”


  “Could be worse. The SCO could’ve pressed the matter, and Blair could’ve been killed. As terrible as this all is, there’s still hope. And something good will come out of it. If we have people on board who would do something like this, then we need to get rid of them. And now we will.”


  “Maybe.” He closed his eyes, and the image of Blair’s battered face returned. “You know, I’ve sometimes been his friend, but mostly I’ve hated him because the son of bitch is so good. When I saw him in there all... I don’t know... it’s like I felt selfish or something. I didn’t want to lose him because he makes me a better pilot. It was about me. And now I feel... ah, it’s all bullshit anyway.”


  “We don’t cry for the dead. We cry for ourselves, for our loss. I took class called Death and--”


  “I’m not in the mood for this philosowhatever conversation. And he ain’t dead. Why don’t you go check on him?”


  “Okay. Then after that, I’m on patrol.”


  “Come back and visit the old Maniac. And Zarya? Thanks for talking. Before, when we were--”


  “Don’t worry about it. Not now, at least.”


  



  Angel stood at parade rest in front of Captain Gerald’s command chair on the bridge. The captain sat coolly as he made a spectacle of her before a bridge crew who shrank in their seats. “I’ve never done this before or served for a commanding officer who has, but I’m suspending one of my squadron commanders for a period no less than three days. If you interfere with Lieutenant Commander Jhinda’s investigation again, I’ll have you brigged for a month. I’m sure that would displease you, Commander.”


  “Yes, it would, sir. I won’t interfere again, sir.”


  “Very good. Dismissed.”


  She bounded away, heading toward the lift. Once inside, she closed her eyes, and the trembling overcame her.


  “Easy there, Angel.”


  Commander Obutu’s reassuring smile and warm gaze calmed her a little. Tall, black, muscular, and reticent, Obutu was a walking grocery list of admirable qualities, and he had the cleanest record on board, which made promoting him to ship’s executive officer a mere formality. He seemed perfectly at home in his new duties and had already shown his mettle, though he never boasted and would rarely comment on anything but business. The mystery of his personal life often intrigued Angel.


  “I didn’t see you there,” she said apologetically.


  “After that, it’s a wonder you found your way to the lift.”


  “Yeah.” She mustered a wan smile. “He chewed off my ass, then did my legs like pork ribs. You like pork ribs, Commander?”


  “No, ma’am. I’m a vegetarian.” A secret revealed. “But I, uh, I wanted to say that I’m willing to help. I know Gunner Berkholtz. Served with him on the Palestine. I’d be surprised if he wasn’t responsible for Blair’s beating. I’ll keep my eyes open and do what I can.”


  “Thank you. And I’m curious, Commander. Why the sudden offer?”


  “Well, ma’am, I understand what Lieutenant Blair is going through.”


  “Because you’re a black man?”


  “No, ma’am. Because I’m a Pilgrim.”


  



  The bridge of the Olympus resembled a forlorn desert of gray steel and cold instrumentation, and Commodore James “Paladin” Taggart wandered through it, in search of an oasis where he would find some meaning in his actions. But, as he always did, he asked too much of himself.


  Paladin had asked too much of himself when he had fallen in love with Amity Aristee the first time, so many years ago. Or maybe he had asked too much of her--and that was why she had given him her Pilgrim cross and had let him go. Then, after she had made her rebellion clear at Mylon Three, he had caught up with her, but she would not abandon her attempt to start a new war. Once again, he had asked too much.


  And now, with the ship just moments away from a rendezvous with the Kilrathi emperor himself, Paladin went to Amity and prepared to once more ask too much. “There’s still time.”


  “That’s very persuasive, James. You’ve convinced me. I’m going to turn the ship around right now.” She stared intently at the viewport, denying him even a smirk.


  “What if the protur is wrong?”


  “Then we’re all dead. But he doesn’t strike me as suicidal.” She smiled confidently. “Arguing till the end, eh? Of course, you are. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  He snatched her wrist. “You can’t give them the hopper drive. Do you really believe a race of pack hunters can act responsibly with this kind of power? They don’t see a difference between humans and Pilgrims. They’ll use the drive against us.”


  She cocked a brow. “You don’t think the protur has considered that?”


  “I don’t think you have.”


  “The protur knows what he’s doing. We’ll reach an agreement with the Kilrathi. And you forget that we’re dealing with a desperate emperor. But don’t worry. Once we reach the rendezvous, the ship will be ready to jump.” She looked to the executive officer, who stood behind the helm, blond hair perfectly combed, gaze riveted to the viewport. “Brotur Vyson?”


  The XO glanced to the helm display. “Nearing coordinates now, ma’am. ETA: thirty seconds. Shields are up. Scopes are clear. Guess we’re early.”


  “Brotur?” called Sostur Charity from her radar station. “Kavaka-class scout coming through the jump point behind us. Accelerating on our heading.”


  “Target that ship,” Aristee ordered Vyson.


  “Aye, ma’am. Cannons coming to bear.”


  “If he’s sent out a scout, then we’ll be here a while,” Paladin said. “They’ll have to jump back and issue their report.”


  “No, they won’t,” Protur Carver Tsu III said as he exited the lift, his gold-trimmed robe fluttering so much that it threatened to carry him aloft. “That’s not a scout. That’s the emperor’s ship.”


  “How do you know?” Paladin challenged.


  “Because the extrakinetics we have on board are more efficient than all of this machinery,” the protur said, gesticulating wildly. “They’ve been monitoring the emperor from the other side of the jump point.”


  “Be nice if you let us know beforehand,” Paladin mumbled as he advanced to the telescopic imaging screen that showed the approaching scout. From the corner of his eye, he spotted the protur following.


  “Now that we’re bringing the Kilrathi into our little war, I’ll be taking a much more active role than I have since coming up from McDaniel.” The protur dropped a hand on Paladin’s shoulder and squeezed. “I’m very aware of your concerns. But trust me. This is a small moment in the grand scheme. Find your patience and hang on to it. It’s all a matter of patience.”


  Paladin did not answer the man, nor did he look up from the screen as the protur headed back to Amity’s chair. He did, however, exchange a glance with Brotur Vyson, who flushed with fear. The rest of the bridge crew appeared equally nervous.


  As the scout drew within a thousand kilometers of the Olympus, its pilot hailed them through the use of a tinny sounding translator. In a few moments, Aristee’s personal comm screen lit with the emperor’s face: an alarming collection of grooves; wrinkles; tufts of white hair; long, limp whiskers; and eyes like tawny stones on the bottom of a shallow pond. He had donned the ceremonial armor of the Kiranka clan, and his bronze-colored shoulder plates fired dazzles of reflected light. When he opened his mouth, strings of saliva snapped away from his worn, yellow teeth, and his voice came through the translator with a terrific hiss. “There are human cultures where being on time is not very important, or so I’ve read. I’m pleased that you Pilgrims regard time as seriously as we do. There is a word in the Kilrathi language for being late, va’ti’kah, but there is little toleration for the act or the utterance of that word. I have seen more than my share of clan elders who have been put to death for such disrespect, and I am impressed that you show me this much.”


  “He’s a talker,” Paladin muttered to no one in particular.


  “And an eccentric, as he should be,” the protur said. “We shall get along famously.”


  Aristee cleared her throat. “You have permission to land, Emperor. We’ll meet you on the flight deck.”


  “Our scans indicate that you are prepared to jump, and while your promptness is admirable, your threat of taking me hostage is not.”


  “I assure you, Emperor. We won’t jump with you on board.”


  “I would prefer to remain on my ship. But there will be no bargain without our breath mingling.”


  “Standby.” Aristee turned to the protur. “I don’t want to go over there. He could take us hostage.”


  “And he feels the same, though our threat is much larger than his. I suggest you disengage the hopper drive. He has given by coming in a scout. So must you. And he had a battle group waiting for him on the other side of the jump point.”


  “And if they come through, we won’t escape in time.”


  “He has planted the seeds. Water them. You’ll like what grows.”


  Aristee looked to Paladin. He shook his head. Then her gaze favored Brotur Vyson. “XO? Contact Brotur Hawthorne. Disengage the hopper drive. Power down all systems.”


  “Aye, ma’am.” Vyson repeated the command into his headset, then gave Paladin the slightest of nods.


  “Emperor, we have shut down our hopper drive as a sign of good faith.”


  “I understand,” the emperor replied. “We will land. I look forward to our discussion.”


  



  Aristee assembled a small but impressive showing of Pilgrim Marines who had exchanged their robes for standard issue Confederation combat suits. A platoon of about forty stood in a formation that led to the hatch on the emperor’s scout, a hatch that clearly illustrated the meter difference in height between the average Kilrathi and the average human. Two Kilrathi Royal Marines exited first, their dor-chak laser rifles held tightly to their chests in ready position. When set for wide beam, the claw-like weapons could take down every assembled Marine in a few seconds. In fact, the word dor-chak had been loosely translated to mean “striking bird, ” but despite the weapons’ formidable name, the cats using them would have to be faster than the Pilgrim Marines, which they weren’t. Four more Kilrathi Marines filed out of the scout, then the emperor emerged, his full three meters cut short by a slightly hunched back. He still looked imposing in his armor, and the clan and battle plumes clipped to his shoulders afforded him a bewinged and strangely angelic presence--if you could get past the huge snout, flared nostrils, and brow as thick as Paladin’s thumb. The emperor’s suit allowed him to breathe comfortably without the use of the standard tube worn by the Marines, and Paladin could already detect the sickly sweet, burning aroma of nutrient gas that occasionally leaked from his mouth and nose. A few of the assembled Marines closest the emperor fell victim to fits of gagging.


  The obligatory greeting commenced, with the Paladin standing there, a brooding a fifth wheel. He cursed inwardly as Aristee actually shook the hulking thing’s paw and the protur looked on, beaming.


  As they headed back to the wardroom, where the actual negotiations would take place, Paladin drew himself into knots over Aristee’s foolishness. Yes, the enemy of her enemy should be her friend, but Pilgrims and cats would never trust each other. Both parties now operated in a fog of denial.


  But that no longer mattered. Paladin had already taken measures to ensure that a deal would never be reached.


  Once in the wardroom, the emperor glared at a seat that would not support his weight. Aristee called down to the supply room and ordered a shipping container sent up, while the Kilrathi guards pounded in and formed a semicircle behind the emperor.


  It was remarkable to see the cats on board a Confederation vessel, even one controlled by Pilgrims. The last time Paladin had been so close to so many Kilrathi, it had been as their prisoner. No doubt they would happily see to his confinement or execution again.


  The container finally arrived, and Aristee offered it the emperor with an awkward apology.


  Negotiations were ready to begin.


  “Captain,” Brotur Vyson called over the intercom. “Snakeir-class superdreadnought and Fralthi-class cruiser have just come through the jump point. We’ve IDed the dreadnought as the Shak’Ar’Roc. She’s from the same battle group we fought at Aloysius, and she’s launching fighters, ma’am.”


  “Son of a bitch,” Aristee cried. In one deft motion, she yanked her Pilgrim cross from its chain, pressed the center symbol to activate the blade, then held the sharp steel to the emperor’s throat.


  A half dozen dor-chaks hummed to full power, and she stared into their muzzles.


  “Contacts, designated Alpha Kilo nine five, Alpha Kilo nine six,” shouted Brotur Vyson. “Inbound missiles, targeting starboard ion engine. They take it out and we’ll lose all propulsion, ma’am.”


  Paladin bolted from his chair and raced for the hatch. “I’ll leave you to kill each other. I’ve a ship to save.”


  



  CODE ACCEPTED. POWER UP IN PROGRESS.


  William Santyana nearly shed a tear as the CF-337d Marine Corps troopship’s cockpit instrumentation thrummed and flashed to full power. “We got it!” he called back to Pris and Lacey, both strapped tightly to their seats in the hold.


  “Told you I’m the codeman. You doubted the codeman. Spoke badly about him. But now you know who he is. The codeman is your friend.”


  Santyana nodded at the codeman, who sat in the co-pilot’s seat and brimmed with pride. The codeman had once been a third-class AI systems specialist named Roberto Umberto, a lanky, insecure twenty-year-old Pilgrim who had joined Aristee’s rebellion because he was pissed at his Confed superiors for overlooking him for promotion. Once Aristee killed six million on Mylon Three, Umberto realized the magnitude of his commitment and mistake.


  But those were the old days, the pre-codeman days. Although Umberto had not openly expressed his renewed loyalty to the Confederation, he had clearly and magnificently illustrated his desire to defect.


  “Codeman got you in, does all kinds of tech--I mean anything you can give him--but he can’t fly.”


  “Got it covered,” Santyana said, bringing the maneuvering thrusters on line. He turned down the volume on his headset so the shouting deck and flight control officers wouldn’t distract him. He steered the great wedge of the troopship over the runway, held his breath, then hit the throttles.


  They hit the energy curtain five heartbeats later, streaked through the launch tube, then rumbled into space.


  “False signatures are up,” Umberto reported, staring at a radar screen that showed multiple images of the troopship arrowing away from the Olympus’s bow. “Codeman does it again. AG and laser targeting systems cannot find a target.”


  “But the Kilrathi can,” Santyana said grimly.


  Four squadrons of Dralthi fighters cut toward the Olympus, and a half-dozen of the metallic claws broke formation to vector toward them. Trouble was, the entire attacking force stood between Santyana and the jump point. Although most of the fighters would concentrate on the supercruiser, it would only take a few Dralthi to thwart his exit.


  “Kilrathi don’t care about false signatures,” Umberto said. “They’ll come close. Ever see how big their eyes are?”


  “Yup. And I don’t plan on taking another look today. But what sucks is we can’t outrun them.”


  As if to emphasize the point, laser fire struck in triplets along the aft quarter. Damage control reports showed a forty percent drop in shields as another salvo found them.


  Wheeling around, Santyana flew headlong at the fighters and opened the gate on a pair of Friend or Foe missiles that made beelines for the lead Dralthi.


  “Nice rockets,” Umberto said, jaw agape. “Cats aren’t broadcasting the code, so the missiles assume them for enemies.”


  Santyana did not need a lesson. He needed the two lead fighters to get intimate with his ordnance. The Dralthi to port turned on a wing to evade, but one of it talons gave Santyana’s missile a love tap, triggering an all out, fiery display of affection. The Dralthi to starboard dove under the second missile, and for a second, it appeared as though it had escaped. But the missile’s infatuation remained strong, and it curved back to plant a hot, wet kiss of death squarely on the Dralthi’s canopy.


  The troopship’s afterburners thundered through the bulkheads as Santyana pried as much as she would give and held tight on a heading that would take them between the last two pairs of Dralthi. Dozens of bolts from wing-mounted laser cannons struck the forward shields and dissipated in overlapping rings of crimson. Santyana snap-triggered a pair of Dumb-fire missiles, then set both of the ship’s rotary-barrel neutron guns to autofire.


  He came at the fighters like a snarling mad dog, superheated projectiles crossing paths with incoming bolts, missiles charging forward with fateful tidings. It all slowed down for a second, or at least his brain took it in more slowly. The pair of fighters off his starboard bow wagged drunkenly as neutron fire feasted on their fuselages. One cat suddenly pulled up, directly into the other, and the banquet came to a rude halt. Just fifty meters to port, both Dralthi peeled away from each other like the petals of a blooming metal rose, and the dumb-fire missiles streaked through their residuum, tracing the rose’s stem in a point-blank miss. But Santyana’s neutron cannons had little trouble finding the Dralthi, and even as the troopship swept well ahead of them, the cannons rolled back to continue fire. Shields finally succumbed, and the fighters blasted into pieces small enough to press in a book.


  “Codeman is the codeman,” Umberto said. “But you are The Man of men. Six for six.”


  “Yeah, my crack shooting’s really gained their attention now.” Santyana lifted his chin at the radar scope, where a fourteen Dralthi branched off from the main force and were just now establishing visual contact.


  In the meantime, the Olympus’s four primary antimatter guns had already begun to hurtle an extraordinary firestorm at the encroaching fighters. Even Santyana, a hardened veteran, found himself awed as the troopship came within a half klick of the supercruiser’s ferocious defense. Dozens of Dralthi fell under wave after wave of antimatter fire, while others collided with each other as the few remaining extrakinetic Pilgrims on board reached out and killed those pilots.


  As he stole a final glance, Santyana wasn’t sure which side he wanted to win the engagement. But then the Olympus’s starboard ion engine emitted clouds of gray fumes and jets of glittering debris. With propulsion gone, Aristee couldn’t maneuver into a gravity well.


  “And thus she goes,” he muttered, realizing the ante had just been upped. Jump or die. No prison ship left. He thought of Pris and Lacey back in the hold, then turned his attention to the fighters--


  When a stray round of the Olympus’s antimatter fire ripped through the aft shields and chewed into the troopship’s engines. The sudden deceleration nearly sent Umberto through the viewport since his harness had been fastened too loosely.


  Pris cried out from the hold, but her voice barely carried over the shrieking engines.


  More laser fire pinged off the shields as Santyana tried to evade on only maneuvering jets.


  A glance to the radar scope doused any hopes of escape. The Dralthi had strung themselves out and now stitched up the gap--ten seconds until feeding frenzy.


  Santyana threw off his straps and jogged back to the hold, where Pris and Lacey huddled beside each other.


  “What’s happening?” Pris asked, her gaze darting frantically between the aft and the overhead.


  He crouched beside them. “Just close your eyes.”


  “Oh god,” Pris gasped.


  Umberto stumbled into the hold. “Something’s happening.” He pointed toward the viewport.


  And there, where the void had once been, hung a whirlpool ringed in a thousand shades of blue.
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  [image: ]Paladin watched with swelling resignation as ragged hordes of fighters from the Kilrathi superdreadnought broke through the clouds of antistarcraft fire thrown up by the Olympus’s big guns. The fighters dove menacingly to strafe the now unshielded hull. Impacts from lasers and missile fire beat an unceasing and chaotic rhythm that crescendoed as they neared the bridge. Though most of Aristee’s command staff had been recruited from seasoned Confederation personnel, Paladin assumed that none of them had served aboard a ship so close to defeat.


  “Maneuvering thrusters offline,” the XO reported. “Propulsion will not answer to calls.”


  “James? What’s our status?”


  Amity Aristee strode across the bridge, gaping at the Kilrathi onslaught. The emperor, his guards, and the protur, trailed behind her in an improbable parade.


  “Get them off the bridge,” Paladin said from his position at the port observation station.


  “The emperor claims he had nothing to do with this. The cat commanding that superdreadnought, Admiral Vukar nar Caxki, is acting independently. He was charged with finding this ship and bringing it back. He’s been missing for a while now. Guess he finally caught up with us.”


  “That’s correct,” the emperor said through a growl that made the translator buzz. “Let me speak to Vukar.” He cocked his seed-like head in search of the comm station.


  “Over here,” Aristee said, waving him toward her command chair. She keyed in the appropriate command, and a miniature camera mounted on the overhead swiveled to find the emperor. Aristee hailed the superdreadnought herself, and Admiral Vukar finally appeared, all hulking shoulders, wizened face, and dull, yellow eyes. He uttered but three words: “Surrender. Or die.”


  “Vukar, break off your attack,” the emperor commanded.


  Aristee noticed a definite reaction in the admiral’s face--not a look of shock but more a curious gaze that deepened into puzzlement. “My Emperor, I know why you are there.”


  “Yes, I’m completing the task you failed. Together with the Pilgrims we will put an end to Confederation expansion and unite our clans under one house.”


  “No. If you wish to live, then our people will be united under two houses: the Kiranka and the Caxki. We will return to Kilrah with this ship, and you will proclaim that every warrior in my charge is a hero. There will be two ruling clans. Together we will bring the others into our fold. This is Sivar’s will.”


  The emperor snarled and broke into an untranslatable rant that drew hoots and howls from his royal guards.


  “The ship is damaged,” Vukar continued. “Even with Pilgrims trying to kill us with their minds, we still have enough warriors to destroy it. You cannot jump. You have no propulsion.”


  “I agree to your terms,” the emperor said. “Break off your attack and prepare to tow us to the jump point. There, we will initiate a moored jump.”


  Paladin smiled to himself. The cats had become famous for docking with stranded vessels and adjusting their jump engines so that they could jump both ships out of a sector. While Confederation engineers continued to conduct experiments in two-ship jumps, they had been unable to get the jump drives to exceed structural and gravitic limitations. Paladin wished he could allow the cats to make that two-ship jump so he could examine how they programmed the jump drive to compensate.


  But his nod to Brotur Vyson engaged a clock that could not be changed by any conventional being, a clock that now ticked down to doomsday. The computer’s obligatory self-destruct warning boomed over the intercom, and Paladin took great pleasure in seeing Aristee and the protur stare slack-jawed at the diagnostic panel on her command chair.


  In fact, Paladin had never felt more sure of himself. He had finally come full circle and had realized that despite his heritage, he had the power to choose his own destiny. He believed in what the Confederation was doing, what it had done, and what it would do. He believed that he could respect his heritage and remain loyal to the institution that had taught him the tenets of an honest and decent life. He didn’t love Aristee any less. And he didn’t love the Confederation more. He simply knew that if the Kilrathi gained control of the Olympus, billions would die in the name of conquest. While he knew that stopping them was more important than trying to save one woman whom he loved, he couldn’t help but want it both ways.


  And that, of course, was asking too much.


  “You,” Aristee began, a heartbeat away from throttling him. “But you couldn’t have done this. You’re locked out. Only me and the XO--”


  Brotur Vyson shifted away, his head lowered.


  “Brotur?”


  Vyson closed his eyes and held his ground. “Ma’am. The system is locked down. None of us can stop it now. This ship will explode.”


  It took Aristee all of three seconds to round her command chair and seize Vyson by his collar. “You’d better have a reason.”


  “We can’t let them have the hopper drive.”


  “Have you forgotten who you are?”


  “No, ma’am. That’s why I’ve done this. We can’t trust them. I did this for my family. I’m sorry.”


  With a snort, Aristee released him, then regarded Paladin. “You couldn’t get to me, so you worked on my XO. That’s so obvious, James. I should have seen it coming. Now, I hope you’ve planned our escape.”


  He drew in a long breath and eyed her with resolve. “No, I haven’t.”


  



  Sostur Karista Mullens had argued with Brotur Dennet and Sostur Fey that they could not leave Albor Tholus University without getting food to the remaining ten thousand incarcerated Pilgrims. Dennet and Fey had insisted that they could never pull off such a stunt and that they should jam as many as they could aboard a troopship and leave. But the lanky giant of a man and the tiny stick figure of a woman had forgotten that Karista could use her extrakinetic senses to subtly suggest to the colonel in charge of the Marine detachment on Mars that if he did not bring in more food, there would be an uprising that would ruin his flawless service record as well as his day. She had, in effect, made him paranoid. Very paranoid. And it had taken him nearly a week’s worth of communiqués to procure enough foodstuffs to feed ten thousand. The food had come directly from the Confederation Navy--the entity who should have been feeding the Pilgrims in the first place. The Navy had relied upon supplies donated by the university, and Karista speculated that there were those among the joint chiefs who would rather see the Pilgrims on Mars starve than pay to feed them.


  Now, with the transports on their way, Karista finished packing her duffel and felt a tad more comfortable leaving, though she vowed to return for these poor souls.


  Dennet burst into the room, panting, his face slick with sweat. “I tell you, Kari, it’s a decision no one should make. Be glad you weren’t there to see them cry. They have chosen seventeen little ones to join us. They’re lined up in Fey’s dorm, looking for all the world like they’re heading off to school.” He took her hand in his own. “The burden falls on you, sostur.”


  Karista nodded, pulled away, then clipped her duffel closed and threw the bag over her shoulder. She dug her toes a little deeper into her sandals, making sure they were tight enough for running, then held up an index finger. “I want to tell someone we’re leaving. Just a moment.”


  She reached out across the light years to Netheryana, to the Tiger Claw, to Lieutenant Christopher Blair’s script.


  And found only dull impressions, distant feelings of anguish, of reverberating pain, and images like reflections on water at dusk. She saw masked figures kicking, one swinging an object.


  Christopher, where are you?


  His reply sounded garbled and distant.


  “Kari!”


  Suddenly, she stared at Dennet, his face a bony landscape of concern.


  “You stopped breathing,” he said. “What’s wrong?”


  She struggled for breath. “I don’t know.”


  “You’ve glimpsed something, Kari. Do share.”


  “Not this time, Dennet.”


  



  They caught the lift down to the main level, then stole their way along the hall, bound for the main entrance. Word had traveled quickly through the confined masses, and Karista noticed how more than one dorm room door creaked open to partially reveal residents eyeing their escape. Yes, her people knew she was leaving, and she felt proud that they had not rioted or turned her departure into a great debate. Sure, many had expressed their anger over not being able to leave, but she had assured them that food was on its way. Some of the loudest dissenters had been quickly quelled by reminders from Dennet that Karista could kill any one of them with a single thought. She hated the threats, but they did preserve order.


  Once they reached a corner that looked out on the dormitory’s main airlock, Karista stepped outside of herself and got to work on the three guards posted there. From the Marines’ point of view, a ghost came, seized their weapons, then slithered into their heads. They felt the pins and needles of blood loss forging a path up their spines, then a plate of darkness smashed over them. In point of fact, Karista had cut off the blood supply to their brains long enough for them to lose consciousness. She and Dennet stripped two out of their pressure suits and helmets, then fumbled with zippers and buckles as they put them on. She felt somewhat ridiculous in the big armor and disappointed in the tired idea of wearing the enemy’s clothes to travel unnoticed, but she surrendered to the necessary evil.


  Dennet chinned on the comm channel. “Crimson is not your color.”


  “At least mine fits,” she said, observing how his suit was pulled taut to accommodate the altitude of his shoulders.


  They double-checked each other, ran six-second diagnostics, then ventured into the airlock. She waited impatiently as atmospheres slowly mixed. The outside hatch finally gave way, and they stepped into the ocher-edged shadows of twilight.


  Once more, Karista left her corporeal form and took down each of the guards assigned to the courtyard--including the one she had thought would give her the most trouble. Her pulse increased under the strain, and she realized she would have to pace herself and select targets more carefully. If she expended too much energy too quickly, she would be too weak to get them past air and space defenses.


  The shuttle pads lay about fifty meters north of the dormitory complex, and she and Dennet left behind the tall buildings of her dormitory district. They jogged into the swirling dust that all but swallowed a tortuous asphalt road leading down a ridge. Now and then she caught a glimpse of the dozens of pads below, positioned in a square acre plowed flat and girdled by rolling hills. Navigation lights mounted to the pads flashed in concentric circles, and Marines in a small, two-seater hopabout, which resembled a flying motorcycle with side car, rose off one of the pads in a vertical takeoff, then jetted forward to fly a security patrol. The university’s small flight tower stood on the south side of the valley like a sandblasted pyramid twinkling against the rugged horizon. A three meter tall force fence marked the field’s perimeter, its beams filled with in inexhaustible supply of shimmering dust motes. Standard guardhouses had been positioned on the east and west sides. Karista and Dennet headed for the nearest house. Just two pads away from that check-in stood the ominous triangular fuselage of a Marine Corps troopship, its hull seeming to rail against the dust.


  “It’s been too quiet,” Dennet said gravely. “There’s always a calm before and after the storm.”


  “About the time we reach the guardhouse, a dozen or so Marines will come down that hill, and the hopabouts will be just behind them,” Karista predicted.


  But strangely enough, it remained quiet for the rest of their trek downward, and Karista finally gave up looking over her shoulder.


  Two Marines approached them as they neared the guardhouse. One asked for orders and ID, while the other dropped to his knees, then onto his stomach. By the time the first realized what was happening, he was already falling to the road. The Marine inside the house leaned back in his chair and went to sleep.


  Karista felt lightheaded, put her foot down, and the ground seemed to vanish for a second before coming up to smack her in the faceplate. Just as quickly, Dennet hauled her up. With her breath coming in gasps, Karista strained to keep up with Dennet as they crossed the first pad and reached the troopship.


  “Now the truth be told,” Dennet said, tapping in an access code on the ship’s hatch panel. The colonel had “volunteered” the code as well as several others that would gain them access to the ship’s flight controls.


  The hatch pressed inward, then slid away. They stepped up a half meter into the troopship’s airlock. While Dennet sealed the hatch behind them, Karista fell back onto the bulkhead and closed her eyes. She swallowed several times and reached into herself to find that calm place of which protur Carver Tsu the Second had so often spoke. She thought of her childhood on McDaniel, of her father’s warm embrace, of her mother’s smile, of the day she had been chosen to be a dancer in the protur’s private troupe. Rays of sunlight fueled by her parents’ and the protur’s love embraced her, kept her warm and safe, and whispered that she had the power to do anything.


  “Kari. Please.” Dennet shook her back to the moment, then guided her past the inner hatch and into troopship’s hold.


  They removed their helmets and hurried up a narrow aisle to arrive in the cockpit. Dennet dropped into the pilot’s chair as Karista found the co-pilot’s seat and reminded herself of the weapons procedures she had studied for the past few days. Dennet exhaled with glee as the computer accepted his code. Thrusters bellowed into their warm-up sequence.


  “Shields powering up,” he reported, sounding more like a military pilot than a fundamentalist Pilgrim. “And dear Kari, remember those Marines and hopabouts you said would come thundering down the hill?”


  Karista brought up an external camera view on her monitor. A bullet-shaped Armored Personnel Carrier did most of the thundering as it rolled on tracks down the winding road. The barrel of the APC’s hood-mounted neutron cannon swung toward them, and Karista saw the Marine behind the gunner’s dome as he unleashed his first salvo. The troopship’s portside shield thrummed loudly as it absorbed the impacts and deflected rounds.


  Through Karista could reach out and stop the APC’s driver, she had to conserve energy. Instead, she dialed up one of troopship’s rotary barrel neutron guns and targeted the APC. She barely felt the vibration as the gun spewed out a steady bead of glowing projectiles. Then her head jerked back as Dennet slammed the thruster levers forward. The troopship’s landing skids scraped along the pad for a moment before he gained altitude and folded them in.


  Still under the APC’s fire, Dennet managed to double back in a high G turn for the dormitory complex, now just a collection of columns in silhouette, barely visible through the dust and darkness.


  The radar scope chirped a warning, and the screen beside it identified an oncoming ship as a Marine hopabout. Karista grabbed the co-pilot’s control yoke, thumbed off the secondary weapons safety, then launched a heat-seeker. The rocket’s fiery light vanished into the night, then a flaming bud dotted the sky off the starboard bow.


  “All right, then. One down. And only Ivar knows how many to go,” Dennet said.


  “I just killed two people.”


  “Two humans.”


  She shook her head. Most of her life she had been surrounded by Pilgrims. The brief time she had spent with Christopher Blair had allowed her to see past the prejudice so deeply rooted in her people. He represented a link between cultures, and she so desperately wanted to speak with him again.


  “Let’s see if Fey’s on the channel,” Dennet said, sliding on a headset. “Sostur Fey, you miserable woman. Are you there? The bell has rung.”


  “Shut up, asshole, and get here,” Fey snapped. “You got any idea what it’s like to entertain seventeen children?”


  “Just give me a moment, my dear,” Dennet said calmly. “And why not tell them the story of the two wise Caravans who turned dust to water.”


  “I see your long neck,” Fey said in a dark sing-song. “And I’m digging my nails into it right--”


  “She sounds well,” Dennet observed, smiling and switching off the channel.


  Still drawing fire from the APC, they swept down toward the four apartment buildings in Karista’s district, then banked to port, coming around the high-rises to the northeast structure. Dennet brought the troopship into a parking hover outside Fey’s dorm even as he extended the ship’s umbilical. The tube met the apartment’s eroded wall, and lasers cut easily through stone and durasteel. Karista unbuckled her harness, then shifted to the hold to help the children inside.


  “Of course, they wouldn’t forget a sendoff,” Dennet cried as rifle fire from the ground chewed into the belly shields.


  As she waited for the children to begin stepping into the umbilical, Karista reached out with her Pilgrim senses to note that a dozen Marines had, indeed, gathered below to fire up at them. The group grew steadily as pairs all over the district left their posts and hustled around the building, their weapons already blazing.


  The APC had turned around and now rumbled up the ridge. ETA: about a minute.


  Four more hopabouts screamed in from the west perimeter, and their pilots would begin firing in just a few seconds. If they struck the unshielded umbilical, the children inside would die immediately, and those in Fey’s dorm would be sucked through the breeches, into a choking wind of carbon dioxide.


  It only took a millisecond for Karista to find the first pilot’s body and squeeze the arteries that carried blood to his brain. The hopabout plummeted. She found the second pilot, the third, and felt herself shrink to the deck as she hung on to the fourth’s body and stopped his blood flow. Through a wave of dizziness, she watched as the first group of three children, two boys of about six and a girl of about four, walked tentatively through the umbilical and hopped onto the deck. More came behind them, and at the umbilical’s end stood Fey, still inside her dorm. She lifted a blond boy up to the tube’s rubberized floor.


  “Fifty seconds on the belly shield before recharge,” Dennet called back. “So, as Fey would so warmly put it, move your asses!”


  Groaning, Karista pulled herself up and ordered children into the jump seats along the hull. She strapped in a little girl, then moved on to the first two boys she had spotted. The task so consumed her that she barely heard Fey’s report that all of the children were on board.


  Despite a half dozen kids still not buckled down, Dennet opted to seal off the umbilical and break the link since the APC’s incoming neutron rounds began striking direct hits. Leaving Fey to finish buckling in their passengers, Karista dragged herself to the cockpit.


  “Oh my,” Dennet said, glancing at her. “You can barely stand let alone knock out thirteen radar and defense system officers.”


  “So I’ll sit and do it.”


  The colonel had supplied them with enough information regarding planetary defenses so that Karista knew exactly which people needed to “be sleeping on the job” when they escaped. Early Warning and Control Officers, Polar Defense System Specialists, and a sundry of other specialists all needed to ignore their squawking instruments so that the troopship could break atmosphere, clear the planet’s gravitic distortion, and jump.


  Everything depended upon Karista and her extrakinetic senses. She shivered as she acknowledged the full weight of her burden.


  Dennet climbed at a seventy-five degree angle through a veil of dust that soon thinned to reveal the stars. As the acceleration dampeners engaged, Karista leaned back, shut her eyes, and thought only of her task.


  One by one, officers stationed all over Mars and aboard orbiting stations slumped at their controls. Karista reserved nothing this time. She welcomed the drain and the enfolding night of unconsciousness as the thirteenth and final officer in their way set down his coffee mug and succumbed to an unseen and unstoppable will.
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  [image: ]On the Olympus’s bridge, all hell had been pulling at its chains.


  Finally, it broke free.


  Dor-chaks buzzed as the emperor’s guards opened fire on the bridge crew.


  Broturs and sosturs fell to the deck, clutching wounds and choking from the stench of charred robes and seared flesh.


  Paladin seized Amity’s arm and dragged her down, behind the helm station. He crawled several meters to where Brotur Vyson had fallen on his stomach. Paladin rolled over the young Pilgrim and grimaced at what was left of Vyson’s head.


  Stray rounds continued to strike instrumentation, and one tore into the helm control a scant quarter meter from Paladin’s head. The dying unit’s hiss and snap punctuated Aristee’s shouts for the Kilrathi to hold their fire.


  Where the hell are the Marines? Paladin thought. There had been four posted on the bridge. He looked toward the lift and spotted two lying supine below the fog of dor-chak fire.


  “Self-destruct in T-minus five minutes,” the computer said evenly. “All personnel should immediately abandon ship.”


  Paladin had asked Vyson to give them fifteen minutes to escape, but the firefight--instigated by Aristee herself--had already wasted ten.


  Robbed of his prize, the Kilrathi emperor had decided to take Aristee, the protur, and Paladin into custody. Perhaps he thought he could learn how to build a hopper drive himself, gain knowledge of Pilgrim extrakinetic senses from the protur, and acquire secrets about Confederation Intelligence from Paladin. He had reminded them that even if they did escape from the Olympus, their vessel would be surrounded by Admiral Vukar’s fighters. The emperor had insisted that they depart in his shuttle, and that had brought Aristee to her breaking point. The blade of her Pilgrim cross had flashed. A Kilrathi guard had intervened, his dor-chak whining up to fire. Brotur Vyson had drawn his sidearm. A second guard had squeezed off a round. Sostur Charity at the radar station had found her own weapon and had taken down the guard nearest Aristee, but even as the cat had fallen, the second guard had answered Charity’s round. As she had slumped to her death, everyone had begun firing.


  “Hold,” the emperor roared.


  Only then did the Kilrathi Marines lower their weapons.


  Paladin rose furtively to his feet, wary of the twitchy cats and straining to see through the clearing smoke that burned his eyes.


  “We’ll go with them,” said the protur from behind.


  “No, we won’t,” Paladin countered, glancing sidelong to smirk at his long-haired eminence, the royal murderer Carver Tsu the Third.


  “Trust me, James,” the protur said, drawing uncomfortably close to murmur in Paladin’s ear. “And remember your patience.”


  “I think they’ve got us,” Aristee said in a shivery tone. “But we can’t let it end here.”


  “Oh, it won’t,” the protur said. “Our capture will only help.”


  Paladin stared incredulously at the man. “Help?”


  The protur offered no more than an enigmatic grin.


  



  Admiral Vukar stroked his whiskers in curiosity as the emperor’s scout darted from the Olympus’s aft flight deck. Once the spear-shaped vessel had climbed away from the supercruiser, Vukar swung to face Comm Officer Ta’kar’ki. “Hail the emperor’s ship.”


  Ta’kar’ki drew back his head. “My Kalralahr, they’re already hailing us.”


  Vukar bounded for his command chair, sat, and tugged the comm screen’s swivel arm to glimpse the emperor, whose eyes glimmered with immense satisfaction. “Vukar, I leave you with the task of towing the Olympus home. I have her captain and several others aboard my scout. We’ll all meet at Kilrah, and your clan will receive what Sivar has destined for you.”


  “Thank you, my emperor, but the honor should be--”


  “No, Vukar. The honor is yours.”


  Overwhelmed, Vukar bowed, and when he looked up, the link had been broken and the emperor’s ship had dwindled to a saffron speck against the void.


  Tactical Officer Makorshk trudged before Vukar and stared with eyes that bore a ridiculous sheen, as though he were about to cry like a priestess whose children had been murdered. “The emperor lies.”


  Though Vukar had grown to tolerate Makorshk’s rash and radical behavior and had even rewarded him for his bold ideas, accusing the emperor of such an act in front of the entire crew warranted a severe response. Vukar rose, his hand poised on the hilt of his vorshaki dueling blade. “Lies? The emperor lies?”


  “Why do you think the hairless apes have abandoned the supercruiser?”


  “They’re trying to escape.”


  “Yes, they are--because that ship has been set to self-destruct. Come, my kalralahr. See for yourself.”


  Makorshk led him to the tactical station, where a combined emissions and infrared report indicated that the ship’s reactor was about to reach critical mass and that the ship’s ordnance, particularly its planetary torpedoes, had been set to explode in conjunction with the meltdown. A scan for biologics indicated that only a handful of Pilgrim apes remained on board.


  “Helmsman! Full impulse to the jump point!” Vukar ordered.


  “It’s too late,” Makorshk said, then lifted a crooked finger at the viewport.


  Internal explosions blew gaping rifts in the supercruiser’s hull. Debris carried on jets of escaping atmosphere spewed from the ruptures.


  Vukar stumbled closer to the viewport, realizing that within a few seconds the great ship would burst in a reaction so violent that its shock wave would take out every vessel within a thousand kilometers--and the Shak’ar’roc hovered only a thousand meters off the Olympus’s starboard bow.


  With a quick screech of metal on metal, Vukar withdrew his zu’kara blade reserved for ritual suicide. Seeing the admiral raise his blade to his throat, the other warriors rose from their stations and freed their own knives.


  “For the hrai,” Vukar began.


  “No,” cried Makorshk. “Let us embrace, my kalralahr. Embrace for the hrai and ourselves.”


  The young warrior stood proudly before Vukar, blade clenched in his fist.


  Vukar nodded.


  With a pair of smooth, fluid jabs, they slid their blades between the seams in each other’s armor and drove them deep to the heart.


  All of his life Vukar had imagined what it would feel like to die. How many of his senses would register the final moment? Now he knew that the hot pain flaring in his chest, the blue cloud that seemed to envelope the Olympus, the bitter taste of bile rising in his throat, and the collective gurgling of the warriors dying behind him meant that he would know death with all of his senses. He had but one regret: leaving his children behind.


  Pulling in a last breath, Vukar fell toward the viewport, and for a second, he thought he saw a magnificent vessel emerge from the blue cloud. No, it wasn’t the Olympus but a ship that resembled an azure sheet pulled in the wind. He squinted at the slow-moving craft and thought he saw himself crucified on its hull.


  He blinked.


  Then roared his last breath at a white-hot wave of oblivion.


  



  “You’ve been moping around in your underwear for five days,” Maniac said. “You look like shit, but I’ll bet you can fly. Why hasn’t your sweetheart bumped you back on the roster?”


  Blair stood at the mirror over his sink and tentatively touched the bruises on his forehead and face. Once a dark purple, they had turned yellow and slightly red. The medics had given him polisco to help the swelling and speed up the healing process, but the stuff stung like hell and Blair only used a dab each morning instead of the hourly applications recommended by the docs. He glanced at Maniac, who lingered near the hatch, about to head out on patrol. “Did I hear some noise come out of your mouth?” Blair asked.


  “Listen to me, asshole. I asked why you’re not on the duty roster.”


  “Because Gerald wants me on the bridge. A destroyer from the Altamonte battle group vanished here in Sirius, and they need a Pilgrim bloodhound.” Blair tightened his gaze. “And don’t call her my sweetheart. You will respect that woman.”


  “So you were listening. Tell me, does she point her toes?”


  Blair frowned.


  “You know, when you’re having--”


  “Get out.”


  “Zarya does. And I’ll have her toes in the air by midnight.”


  “I’ll mention that to her.”


  Maniac came forward, his cocky grin fading. “Hey, man, I’m just trying to... you know. If something like that had happened to me, I would--”


  “You don’t know shit.” Rage tightened every muscle in Blair’s body.


  “I know you want to pound the mothers who did this to you.” He stormed to his bunk, lifted his pillow in one hand, then punched it with the other. “I’d like to get those bastards myself,” he added, then delivered a roundhouse to his foamy opponent. “I’d make ‘em choke on their broken teeth. I’d jam their noses into their skulls, make the cartilage rip through their brains. I’d beat ‘em raw, burn ‘em, then piss on their ashes. Then I’d move on to their relatives.”


  Blair realized that he clenched his own fists. He relaxed, turned on the faucet, and splashed water over his face. “Just go, man. I have to get ready.”


  “Chris, if you need anything--”


  “God damn it, Todd, are you listening?”


  “Shit. Sue me. Hope you’re seeing your shrink today because your whining is starting to piss me off. They beat you. You were helpless. Get over it.” He opened the hatch and marched off.


  Blair went to his bunk, hauled off the mattress, then threw it across the room. He opened his locker and frantically ripped everything out of it, tossing boots, belts, uniforms, and bottles of cologne over his shoulder and sending them skittering across the floor. He wedged his fingers behind the locker unit and tried to send it smashing to the deck, but the damned thing had been bolted to the bulkhead. He charged to the latrine and pounded a boot on his mirror until it shattered. He ran back to Maniac’s bunk and tore off the mattress. He tugged Paladin’s Pilgrim cross from his neck, activated the blade, then dropped to his knees and stabbed the mattress again and again and again until his arm grew hot with exertion. He collapsed onto his back and screamed a curse at the top of his lungs.


  



  Ten minutes later, Angel found him. He had not answered the intercom. Truth was, he didn’t give a shit about helping to find some ship or anything else. Well, maybe there was one thing. He thought of going down to maintenance himself and finding one of those welding masks to use as punching bag, but he figured that all of them would have already been confiscated by the JAG liaison who had asked him only a few question and had yet to provide a line up so that Blair could identify his attackers by their voices, muffled though they had been.


  “Oh my god,” Angel gasped as she took in his redecorating.


  “I tripped,” he said, still gripping the Pilgrim cross with mattress stuffing ringing its blade.


  She dropped to her knees and touched his cheek, trying valiantly to damn up her tears. “I’m sorry.”


  He ripped away from her and bolted to her feet. “I’m a goddamned Confederation pilot! And I’m a Pilgrim! Don’t feel sorry for me! I got power. I’m not weak!” He closed his eyes and jerked outside of himself, fleeing human bonds as though they were a disease. With extrakinetic senses, he picked up one of his berets and threw it across the room.


  And the effect of moving an inanimate object swept up his legs as though he had stepped on thin ice and now plunged into a wet, icy gloom. The sting drove him back to himself, to his world of helplessness and injustice.


  Angel eyed him with an expression that seemed part fear, part pity. “You’re needed on the bridge.”


  His gaze wandered over the freeway of uniforms, then he padded over to one and scooped it up. “I’ll meet you there,” he said darkly.


  “I’ll wait.”


  “I don’t need a babysitter.”


  “You need another psych session.”


  “Tell me how you feel, my shrinks says. Express your feelings. And I want to get out of that goddamned chair and drop kick her head across the room. Is that expressive enough, lady?”


  “Just get dressed,” Angel said, heaving a sigh. “We can’t do this without you.”


  



  Blair stood at the Tiger Claw’s forward viewport, reaching out into what Paladin had called the Tanque Dimension, what Karista had called the quilt, and what he now dubbed a dreary stretch of void absent of Pilgrim scripts and of any other life save for the Confederation vessels. In fact, Blair had never felt a region more barren than this one. He didn’t know why, but he sensed that someone did not want him there, that coming had been mistake, that he needed to learn patience.


  “Anything yet, Mr. Blair?”


  “Sir, you can’t interrupt him while he’s doing it,” Angel reminded the captain.


  Gerald released a faint snort, and he probably thought Blair had not heard it.


  “There’s nothing here,” Blair called back. “Nothing at all, sir.” He opened his eyes and faced Gerald with a bored expression.


  “Well that destroyer went somewhere, Lieutenant.”


  “Yes, it did, sir.”


  “Admiral Tolwyn assured me that you could help us locate that ship,” Gerald said, scrutinizing the viewport as though he thought he could spot the Horatio Marx himself. “What’s your problem, Mr. Blair? You’re supposed to have some kind of Pilgrim ability that allows you to feel things or something. Are you still too weak to sense--”


  “No, sir! I’m fine. The ship is not here. I don’t know where it is.”


  “Speculate on its destination.”


  He shrugged. “It could be anywhere, sir.”


  Gerald threw up his hands. “We jump across the sector for this.” He cocked his head to Comm Officer Zabrowsky. “Mr. Z? Get me Captain Winnagard.”


  “Aye, sir,” replied the lean redhead.


  Then he directed his glower at Blair and added, “I have to tell her that we won’t be any help in locating that destroyer.”


  Blair lifted his shoulders, ready to salute and be dismissed, but Gerald let him stew a moment before finally cutting him loose.


  Angel slipped into the lift with Blair, and he swore under his breath. “I’d like to be alone.”


  “That’s nice. But you won’t be. Not until this over.”


  “So for the past week you’ve been my guard?”


  “You wouldn’t appreciate a Marine tagging along. We can’t leave you. Not unless you’re in your quarters.”


  “Why don’t you just put me in a glass case? Mount it up on the bar. Have everybody come down to gawk at the freak.”


  She stopped the lift before it reached the pilots’ quarters. The door opened, and she stepped out and into a corridor that would take them to the captain’s suite and the XO’s quarters. “Come on.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “I want you to become reacquainted with someone.”


  He rolled his eyes and followed. His curiosity piqued as they reached the XO’s door.


  “Commander?” Angel called.


  Obutu’s voice came crisply through the intercom. “Oh, it’s you, finally.”


  The hatch opened, and Angel led him into a spacious but barely decorated living area. Obutu either did not have the time or the desire to loan his personality to the suite.


  But something did catch Blair’s eye and immediately summoned up an image of Paladin. On the bulkhead above Obutu’s sofa hung a tattered and yellowed star chart, one that appeared amazingly similar to the maps Paladin had shown Blair during his first ride aboard the Diligent. Blair went immediately to the chart and ran his fingers over the parchment. “This is Pilgrim.”


  “So’s he,” Angel said.


  Blair craned his head as Obutu stepped into the living room. Then he looked to Angel, confused. “Ma’am?”


  “You like that map, Lieutenant?” Obutu asked. “It was my grandfrotur’s. I just hung it yesterday.”


  The revelation of Obutu’s heritage left Blair feeling hollow and betrayed. He shook his head at the XO. “Why haven’t you told anyone? And better yet, how did you manage to hide something like this from the Confederation?”


  Obutu averted his gaze. “Hiding my roots was easy, but living with the secret? That’s been something else.”


  “Aren’t you proud of who you are?”


  “Yes, I am. But the military hasn’t learned to appreciate us yet. My father kept the secret, as did his father. I didn’t know I was a Pilgrim until I entered the academy. My father was dying, and he thought I deserved to know. He told me not to worry. The records would never reveal anything.”


  “And you kept the secret because you thought being a Pilgrim might affect your career,” Blair concluded. “So you’ve shielded yourself with lies.”


  “Blair,” Angel warned.


  “It’s okay,” Obutu assured her. “The lieutenant is right. It’s taken an incident like this to make realize that I can’t do this any more. Command means nothing if I keep lying.”


  “I always liked you,” Blair said. “You seemed quiet and honest. But you’re neither. The lies kept you quiet. And now you think the truth is going to set you free? It’ll probably get your ass kicked. Sir.”


  Angel stepped between them. “Lieutenant, I didn’t bring you here so you could debate the commander’s decision to reveal his heredity. We think we know who did this to you. And we’re going to set them up for a fall.”


  “With me as bait,” Obutu added. “But it’ll take some time, and we could use your help.”


  “Who was it?”


  Obutu looked to Angel, who pursed her lips. “We can’t tell you,” she said.


  “Why?”


  “Because you and Maniac will find them, return the beating, and get yourselves thrown in the brig.”


  “If you don’t tell me, I won’t help.”


  Obutu sighed and regarded Angel. “We’ll do it without him. But it would be so much easier if--”


  “When Mr. Blair realizes that the only way these scumbags will pay is through us, he’ll come around. Isn’t that right, Lieutenant?” She cocked her brow.


  The discussion of his attackers already had Blair’s pulse racing, and a surge of anger ripped up his spine and bolted into his arms. He stood there, wanting very badly to dismantle her argument but unable to ignore the simple fact that without the names, he could do nothing. Sure, he would help them set up his attackers, but once those bastards were in custody, he would see to it that they got everything they deserved.


  “Isn’t that right, Lieutenant?” Angel repeated.


  He turned away and huffed. “What’s the plan?”


  


  [image: ]


  [image: ]Commodore Richard Bellegarde had been craving a drink all morning, and he had something much stronger than orange juice or coffee in mind. He had been lounging in his quarters, watching previously recorded holos of the Terran News Channel and growing more incensed by the minute. The media had turned the Pilgrim crisis into a black comedy replete with fancy logos, computer animations, interviews with experts, and graphic images of the dead and dying. Bellegarde had little trouble believing that what he viewed was reality, but he knew that to the average Confederation citizen, it was all quite surreal and created by news moguls to earn greater ratings. Foreboding music would fade in, the title PILGRIM CRISIS--DAY: 70 would flash, and smartly attired anchors would speak with phony concern about the latest tragedies. Bellegarde rose and was about to switch off the circus when an alert from the local Confed News hub cut into the channel:


  “We interrupt this recorded broadcast to bring you a special report from CNH, Vega and Sol sectors.” The news hub emblem faded into the grim countenance of a young captain in dress blues. “This just confirmed from CNNH Sol sector: Three days ago CST, Pilgrim saboteurs gained access into the Hall of the Great Assembly, where they detonated a CF-three-two-seven-A explosive device, killing two hundred and twenty-nine senators, including the Assembly Master himself, Pequin Gydideron, and three representatives from the Pilgrim enclave Triune. The facility has been declared a disaster area by President Vasura, and as per the constitution, Vice-president Harold Rodham will assume the duties of Assembly Master until a new master is elected. Rodham has called for an emergency meeting of the surviving senators. Not since the first Pilgrim War have so many of our leaders been killed in one event.” President Vasura appeared in the holograph, standing behind a podium before throngs of reporters. “The Confederation we will mete out punishment to those behind this act of cowardice. The saboteurs themselves were merely instruments and gave their lives for their cause. Believe me when I say that those who sent them will make the same sacrifice.”


  With the public outraged, Bellegarde expected that the surviving senators and interim senators would whole-heartedly support the destroying of all Pilgrim systems and enclaves by one-five-eight. Anything to make their constituents happy.


  The hatch bell chimed. “Richard?”


  “Come.”


  Admiral Tolwyn hastened past the hatch, glimpsed the holograph glowing behind Bellegarde, then nodded. “Just caught a bit of that myself. There’s absolutely no way that Pilgrim saboteurs could have gained entrance into the great hall without having help from inside.”


  “Meaning no disrespect, sir, but I think that’s a given.”


  “Yes, but who gave them that help--and why?”


  Bellegarde shrugged, then a wry smile tightened his lips. “Since we’ll now get support to destroy the systems and enclaves, you and I would have reason to help those terrorists.”


  “Exactly. This could be an attempt to frame us or some of the surviving senators who happened to be out on the day the bomb exploded. Or maybe some of those senators are responsible. They endorsed our policy but couldn’t get support from the others. Perhaps the saboteurs weren’t even Pilgrims.”


  “The media’s saying they are. What leaked?”


  “Space Marshal Gregarov just told me that the terrorists made several vidcalls within sixty seconds of the explosion. They identified themselves as Pilgrims. Someone in the assembly master’s office leaked the recordings.”


  “That still proves nothing.”


  “You’re right. But they claimed the explosion in the name of Pilgrims. And that’s all the public needs to hear.”


  “You said someone might be framing us. Who? The space marshal?”


  “I threatened to go before the senate and expose her. Maybe this is her retaliation.”


  “But she doesn’t want those systems and enclaves destroyed. Why would she come up with a plan that would ensure that?”


  “I’m not sure that she cares anymore about saving those systems. And if she’s responsible, she wasn’t targeting the senators. President Vasura was scheduled to address the assembly during that time, but she broke the appointment that morning because her daughter was ill.”


  “You’re telling me that Gregarov wants the president dead?” Bellegarde lifted his palms and stepped back. “Sir, I request an immediate transfer. This is way out of my league.”


  “Remember that hunch I told you about it? I don’t have hard evidence yet, but I think that Gregarov and the president conspired to allow Aristee’s people to build the hopper drive. I believe that the president covered her tracks and now wants Gregarov to take the fall. And maybe this bombing was Gregarov’s way to get rid of the president and us.”


  “If you’re right, then I bet Gregarov has had help forging communiqués and coming up with even more creative and complex ways to implicate us.”


  “I’ll send off a comm drone to my friends at Intell within the hour,” Tolwyn said, suddenly distracted as he worked through the problem. “And I’ll speak with the president myself.”


  “Sir, we’re too far out. The communications delay--”


  “I know, Richard. I’ll be leaving for Earth now.”


  “Gregarov won’t let you go.”


  “Which is why we’re not telling her until I’m gone.”


  “She’ll report you AWOL.”


  Tolwyn beamed. “Of course.”


  “So you’re leaving me to tame the lioness?”


  The admiral steered himself toward the hatch. “You’ll be fine, Richard. You’ll piss her off so much that she’ll do something rash--and that’s just what I’m counting on.”


  “Then I guess you can count on us both. And something else before you go. We heard back from Winnagard and Gerald. Lieutenant Blair has failed to locate the Horatio Marx. Gregarov sent the Bristol Mary and Zhou Chen to Sirius. Should I order the Tiger Claw back to Netheranya?”


  “Do that. But I doubt Gregarov’s Pilgrims will find anything if Mr. Blair did not. God help us if the cats have a new weapon.”


  “And speaking of the Kilrathi, report just in this morning. Fleet reconnaissance picked up the emperor’s battle group along the Kilrathi border of Robert’s Quadrant. Projections put it en route to Kilrah. Six days ago ConComs from Naval Station Thor detected a massive disturbance several million kilometers behind it. They’ve sent a pair of destroyers to investigate, but the ships won’t arrive until one-five-six.”


  “Very well. Keep me updated.”


  “Aye, sir. And sir? Good luck.”


  “More like good hunting. Take care of yourself, Richard.”


  Tolwyn had barely left the room when Comm Officer Wilks’s voice sounded through the intercom. “Sir? The XO wants you on the bridge. A Marine Corps troopship just broke through our no-fly zone and landed on McDaniel.”


  “It did what?”


  “It got through our zone, sir. Dunno how. You’d better get up here.”


  Bellegarde swore under his breath. “On my way.”


  



  For the past several weeks, thousand of fires had raged out of control on McDaniel’s World, particularly in the capital city of Ivar. The sky, once a perfect, Earth-like azure, had become the dusty brown ceiling of a cave that slowly descended upon the citizenry.


  As Karista, Dennet, and Fey picked their way up a deserted avenue that led straight toward the protur’s temple and adjoining rectory, Marine Corps rifle fire echoed in the distance. The trio kept to the shaded walls of the many shops that aligned both sides of the street and carefully planned each break across intersections.


  After landing, they had brought the children directly to the Sosturs of Nurture, who operated a small school located on the city limits. Karista had attended the school herself and knew every one of the fourteen sosturs who had lived and worked there for the past quarter century. The sosturs had welcomed the youthful refugees with open arms, and with that done, she, Dennet, and Fey had begun their trek toward the protur’s rectory, where five of the protur’s concubines still resided. Aristee felt compelled to speak with them, though she could not explain the feeling to Dennet and Fey. They came along, nonetheless, and Karista knew why.


  “We leave one prison for another,” Dennet remarked as he espied the pair of Marines posted at the black stone and durasteel gate of the protur’s grounds. “It’s not that they won’t let people into the temple, although that’s true; it’s more that they won’t let anyone out.”


  “I understand these bastards occupy all of our systems and enclaves,” Fey said. “So every Pilgrim home’s a prison. Want to hear something funny? One of the sosturs told me that the Marines blame us for what happened to the city. They say we shouldn’t have protested their occupation. I’d like to step on a Marine’s neck and see if he protests my occupation of his neck. No difference.”


  “You’re much too lithe for such an act,” said Dennet with a frown. “He’d flick you away like a bug.”


  Fey grabbed Dennet’s thumb and twisted it back until he moaned. “Why don’t you lie down, and we’ll test your theory.”


  With the street ahead clear of pedestrians and Marines trundling along in their APCs, Karista bolted ahead of the others and ran headlong at the temple guards. With helmets off and wearing only partial body armor, the Marines snapped back, dropped to their knees, then raised their rifles. One fell to the right, the other to the left as Karista taped into the well of her extrakinetic senses. She reached the gate, and, panting, keyed the intercom as Dennet and Fey made an absurd attempt to cross the street without being noticed. Dennet hunched over, and Fey did likewise, prowling in his scarecrow’s shadow.


  “Yes?”


  Karista faced the screen, where Sostur Elya’s surprised expression turned the flawless curves of her young face into a bundle of circles lit by pale blue eyes. “Hello, Sostur Elya.”


  “Karista? What happened to the guards? And I thought you went off with Sostur Aristee and the protur?”


  “I did,” Karista answered impatiently. “Let us in. Please. I’ll tell you everything.”


  “Come to the library.”


  The intercom beeped, and the gate lumbered aside.


  They advanced up a cobblestone path overhung on both sides by ancient gazia trees whose knotty limbs mingled to form a dense, blue-green canopy. The path ended at the temple’s foot, and Karista would never grow tired of marveling over the structure--a trioak masterpiece of spires and parapets whose architects had been heavily influenced by the designs of Terran medieval castles and cathedrals. A wooden and bejeweled portcullis creaked upward to permit them entrance into the temple’s bailey, an open courtyard that rolled back some five hundred meters to the far wall. Once inside the bailey’s confines, the ornate grating lowered behind them, and Karista led Dennet and Fey across the yard toward the rectory’s main door. Like the rest of the temple, the door had been crafted of trioak and bore a carving of Ivar Chu McDaniel’s journey to the Sirius system. A lone sloship hung in relief near the door’s ancient brass handle, and far above it, a massive star radiated and half-eclipsed a much smaller star shyly glimpsing the Pilgrim travelers.


  “Have you ever been here,” Karista asked them.


  Fey shook her head.


  “Thank Ivar I haven’t,” Dennet said, pouting at the door. “Ostentation run amuck. And the doorway is, of course, too short. We Caravans keep our architecture simple and functional. Nothing should stand between the elect and the continuum.”


  Karista gave Dennet a dismissive nod, then ventured inside the rectory. They stepped tentatively down a series of narrow, candlelit corridors until they reached the protur’s oval-shaped library, where Carver Tsu the Second had always been fond of receiving his guests. His sudden death after Amity Aristee’s arrival continued to gnaw at Karista. She didn’t want to believe that Aristee had somehow murdered Carver Tsu the Second, but the timing seemed much more than coincidental, as did the fact that Carver Tsu the Third embraced Aristee’s rebellion. Whether Carver Tsu the Second would have done the same, Karista did not know, for politics had been a subject they had rarely discussed. They had spoken mainly of dance, of music, and of art. She could still hear the warm tones of his voice echoing up to the library’s domed ceiling.


  Sostur Elya glided soundlessly into the room, wearing the black, unadorned robe of mourning, the hood pulled over her head. Sosturs Giya, Torya, Ploya, and Sheya trailed closely, they, too, dressed in the simple yet stunning black, heads obscured behind cowls. The concubines were no older than Karista, yet their once beautiful faces had become drawn and sallow. Without a word, they fanned out and took seats in chairs or on the well-padded sofa, the imported leather worn down on the right side by the protur himself.


  Elya, the tallest and most outspoken of the concubines, lowered her hood to reveal the stubble of newly growing hair. Karista closed her eyes and bowed, for Elya had shaven her head and had buried her dark locks with the protur, as had the others. No one could look upon a concubine’s shaven head without bowing first. Karista’s bow meant that she acknowledged and even shared in Elya’s pain. Tradition aside, Karista truly felt that pain since Elya was an extrakinetic like herself. For a few seconds, their scripts touched, and Karista saw the horror of the day that Elya had found the protur’s body. She pulled from Elya’s script with a shudder--but not before sensing that Elya, too, had been having the visions of blue.


  “She killed him, you know,” Elya said abruptly. “Aristee killed our protur--with Carver Tsu the Third’s help. I found the protur’s script. And he couldn’t hide the truth.”


  Karista exchanged a grave look with Dennet and Fey. “I wish there was something we could do.”


  “Maybe there is. You’ve had the visions. And your script tells me that they’ve brought you here. You’re trying to find out what they are. I’ve been doing the same. Come with me.”


  Elya led them out of the library and down several more corridors. She apologized for the poor lighting but explained that Confederation Marines had turned off the power a few hours after martial law had been declared. Only the security remained operational on battery backup.


  They reached a door, and behind it lay a staircase that wound its way down into the murk. Elya wielded a boxy portable light, while Dennet found a smaller one from a rack mounted just inside the stairwell. The stone felt slippery under Karista’s sandals, and she braced herself on the wall, mindful of each step. Dennet and Fey mumbled their complaints, and Fey broke into several fits of sneezing before they finally reached the bottom. Elya’s light revealed a trioak archway as well-crafted as the rectory door. Literally hundreds of hand-shaped leaves had been carved into the arch, and it welcomed them into a maze of tunnels that appeared very much like the hollowed out limbs supporting those leaves. Beyond lay the sacred catacombs.


  “I’d like to see the protur,” Karista said.


  “You will,” Elya answered with a nod. “But after.”


  Gifts had been piled along the tunnel walls, thousands upon thousands of gifts including pieces of art, sculpture, clothing, and jewelry, as well as any other inanimate object that Pilgrims had deemed worthy of offering up to their deceased leader. Within hours after the announcement, the gifts had begun pouring in, and when Karista had brought her own dancing shoes to bury with the man, she had been directed to the bailey, where the piles had stood taller than her.


  “Here,” Elya said, coming upon a metallic frame two meters square. The frame stood upright and leaned against the stone wall. A small panel in the frame’s right corner flashed after Elya touched it.


  “Laid our heads upon guillotines more than once. And each time we escaped before the fatal blades fell. But for what? To look at holoart,” Dennet said with a grimace.


  “Shut up,” Fey commanded, elbowing past him. “And you?” she called to Elya. “You show us what the hell that is.”


  The concubine snickered, then touched a second button. A black, undulating cloud grew swiftly in the frame’s center and reached out with a dozen swollen appendages to spread across the frame. The thing grew darker, deeper, and specks of light burned through to unveil a brilliant field of stars. Suddenly, a tremendous sloship streaked out of the void and came head on, its hull awash in the powerful light of a nearby yet unseen sun.


  “Watch now,” Elya instructed, then turned and took Karista’s hand.


  An amorphous blue something swept over the sloship, and while it seemed somewhat different than the blue of Karista’s visions, she sensed that it was the same. And with the abruptness of one of Ivar City’s summer spates, the blue shied away into the night, carrying off the sloship.


  Elya squeezed Karista’s hand, then said, “Something drove me down here to find this. That same force that drove you here. Thousands of people gave us gifts when the protur died. I didn’t know who gave us this until just a few days ago, when I read the note attached. The woman’s name is Sostur Inanna Pandathy. One of her descendants made this. He claims to have been with Ivar Chu in Sirius. He says he was an eyewitness who flew alone in a scout ship. But his voice was stifled by the Alliance elders because they couldn’t explain why he hadn’t been carried to the higher plain. Some said he was just mad.”


  “Have you spoken to this sostur?”


  “Not with the power down, but I’ve wandered her script. She’s old and frail, and I didn’t want to invade her privacy for more than a few seconds. But I think she knows something. And I can’t tell you how much I’ve wanted to leave and go to her. But it’s just too dangerous with the Marines everywhere. They’re arresting people for the most trivial reasons.”


  “You’re an extrakinetic like me. Why haven’t you--”


  “I can only bring down so many.” She stared past Fey and Dennet to the other concubines. “And they need me. Especially now. But from here, I can help you get to Pandathy’s.”


  “Where does she live?”


  Elya’s expression darkened. “In Ardenta.”


  “That’s nearly five kilometers west,” Dennet said with a severe frown. “Would it not be quicker to shoot ourselves?”


  “No one asked you to come along,” Karista snapped. “If you’re here because you think you owe me, you don’t.”


  “This is where we pretend to leave, then the guilt gets the best of us and we come back later on to save Karista when all seems lost,” Fey told Dennet. “So would it not be quicker if we just shut our damned mouths and stuck with her?”


  Dennet released an exaggerated sigh. “I suppose.”


  Karista held still a moment more as her anger slowly evaporated. Then she eyed Elya, never more sober. “Take me to see the protur.”


  “This way,” the concubine said, tipping her head toward a tunnel on the right. “You’ve no idea how much we miss him.”
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  [image: ]The emperor’s palace stood on the border where one of Kilrah’s biomes met another, where the sprawling grasslands that had been the birthplace of Kilrathi civilization abutted a range of great mesas crowned by swirling clouds of nutrient gas. Constructed on and rising several hundred meters above one of those flat-topped elevations, the palace resembled a collection of geometric shapes that had tumbled out of a giant sack. Uneven towers of copper-colored stone and plastisteel sprang up from unlikely locations. Tremendous gaps stood between guard walls that in places rose as high as a dozen meters and in others dropped as low as one. The barbaric principles that dictated much of Kilrathi culture had an equally strong influence on their architecture, and the imperial city that trickled back behind the palace and into the valleys exemplified this influence even more sharply; it appeared to the untrained eye as the smoldering ruins of a once thriving metroplex. In truth, the black smoke that coiled into the air originated from dozens of manufacturing facilities fiercely contributing to the Kilrathi war effort. Boxy freighters assigned to those plants maintained an interminable cycle of liftoffs and landings, with thrusters burning avenues through the dust.


  Despite having polluted and decimated most of their planet, the Kilrathi had ardently protected the land within a thousand kilometer radius of the palace. Paladin was not sure whether this was a ridiculous attempt to give the emperor something pretty to look at or simply the cats’ guilt-inspired desire to preserve a scintilla of their own primeval past. In any event, as Paladin looked out through the triangular window of his cell and beyond the concentric energy domes that shielded the palace, he spotted a lone shuttle rising vertically from somewhere below and kicking up vortices of emerald gas. He imagined himself on that ride, stowed away in the hold, waiting to jump the two cats at the controls. At least the Kilrathi had not stolen his gift to dream. What had the poet Yeats written about dreams? “But I, being poor, have only my dreams; / I have spread my dreams under your feet; / Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.”


  Believing he had heard his name called, Paladin ambled away from the window and glanced down at Aristee, who had assumed her usual spot on the stone floor. She suddenly rose, winced as she rubbed her rump, then straightened. “Are you satisfied with this? I mean, you got what you wanted. In eight days, Tolwyn will kill my people--unless he finds debris from the Olympus. And now we’re here with the cats, who will pick our brains for everything we know, then literally pick our brains, which, I’ve heard, they serve with a mild cream sauce.”


  “I’m very satisfied,” he shot back. “And I’m not worried at all. I destroyed the ship and the hopper drive data, and I’m sure someone will find her before Tolwyn drops the bombs. Besides, our capture will only help everything. Isn’t that right, Protur?”


  The pot-bellied Pilgrim leader had sat in a corner, had tugged his knees toward his chest, and had fallen asleep. His breath now rang hollowly in the dank cell.


  Paladin leaned down toward the man’s ear. “Protur!”


  “Yes, yes, yes,” the man said, shuddering awake and squinting at Paladin. “You wish to sit for a katores so we may give thanks for our lives, yes?”


  “You said our capture will only help,” Aristee reminded him. “So, is it helping?”


  “Oh, I’m quite sure it is. But there will be a problem if these animals don’t bring us some food. They expect us to eat only once per day?” He cried out as he lowered his legs, then reached for Aristee’s hand. She helped him to his feet, and he went to the cell’s heavily scored bars for a peak at the murky tunnel beyond. He opened his mouth to shout, then thought better of it. The cats who guarded the cell block stood on the other side of the air lock and would never hear him. And, since ordering them here two days ago, the emperor had not returned.


  The protur turned away from the bars, then glared at a stone box in the corner of the cell. “That’s disgusting. I can’t relieve myself in that anymore.”


  “They’re a spacefaring race, but indoor plumbing still eludes them,” Aristee said. “Let’s get our minds on something else--like a way to escape.”


  “Unless they move us or there’s a long-haired old man in the next cell who has built a series of secret tunnels and wants to help us escape, that won’t happen,” Paladin said flatly.


  Aristee blew a few locks of hair from her eyes. “Had this happened to me ten years ago, I’d be curled up into a ball and crying over how my rebellion has been quashed.” She stared longingly through the window. “But I’ve done a lot of living since then, and after sitting in this hole for two days, I’ve figured that the rebellion is still in me. And as long as I’m alive, it’s alive. So the next time someone opens the door on this cell, he’s mine. I have to die trying to escape. That’s the only way I’ll feel good about this.”


  “Oh, my dear Amity,” sang the Protur. “There’s no need to throw away your life. Patience. That’s all you need. Patience.”


  “You keep using that word, but what does it really mean?” Paladin asked. “You pretend you know something that we don’t. But I think you’re just afraid that we’ll be tortured and killed. You can’t accept that. So you pretend that being patient will make it all go away. Well, I’ve got news for you, Protur: You’re going to die here--whether you’re patient or not. Better make your peace with Ivar, the continuum, the quilt, with all of it. Tell them to hang the banners ‘cause Carver Tsu the Third will be riding a donkey into town.”


  “James, it’s been so difficult getting used to your irreverence. But I’ve discovered that every time you insult me, you reinforce my own patience. I feel I should thank you for that. You’ve been placed here for a reason.”


  “We all have,” Aristee chipped in. “To die.”


  “But not before you tell us everything you know,” said the emperor, whose holographic form--reproduced to scale--shimmered in one corner. “Mr. Taggart. I understand that you’ve been a guest of my people once before. Let me assure that you there will be no endurance tests this time. We already know exactly what it takes to kill a human. But we’ve made significant progress in studies of the human brain. I’m sure you’ll find our exercises quite engaging.”


  “I wasn’t aware that Kilrathi like to gloat,” Paladin retorted, biting off each word. “Why not just get to it?”


  “Get to it? Why, we already have. Look--”


  Aristee and the protur dematerialized, as did the stony confines of the cell. Paladin now found himself sitting cross-legged and naked in a cage identical to the one that had held him prisoner so many years prior, a box with glass walls on all four sides, the bottom three inches open and barred. Crimson spotlights positioned somewhere above illuminated his cell and the thousands of others that floated in an enormous chamber the size of a shuttle hangar. He expected to be wearing a helmet or find sensors taped to his head, but the interrogation system was obviously wireless. He glanced to his right and saw Aristee seated likewise and looking as though she had applied a phosphorescent war paint. A quick look to the left revealed the protur, glimmering in his own red puddle. Both had their eyes closed, and their heads and hands jerked spasmodically.


  “You’ve ruined your experiment by revealing it,” Paladin said, wondering if the emperor could hear him. “Whatever you show me is not real.”


  “Yes, you’ve touched upon the real power of our interrogation system,” the emperor said with a mild chuckle. “We’ll erase this memory and take you forward. Your reality is now in our hands. Admittedly, this is a very old idea, but getting the technology to work makes it all seem exciting and new. Ironically enough, we bought most of it from some of your own Pilgrim friends living in the Border Worlds. It seems that humanity will always sell its soul to one devil or another. Now then, Mr. Taggart. Relax. And as your protur would say, be patient.”


  Dozens of replies flashed through Paladin’s mind, but he forgot each of them as quickly. Then a familiar man pushed open a hatch marked: ARES 098 ORBITAL STATION, VENUS, and came into a small living room.


  Paladin barely found his voice. “Father?”


  



  For nearly a week, Blair had gone along with Obutu and Angel’s plan to set up the people responsible for attacking him. He had requested and received a transfer to Second Squadron and was now under the direct supervision of one Gary “Gunner” Berkholtz, a sinewy Marine pretending to be a Navy flyer and squadron commander. Twice Gunner had questioned Blair’s motivation for wanting to transfer out of First Squadron, and twice Blair had given him the same answer: “Sir, this is awkward to admit, but the squadron commander and I, well, sir, we’ve become too close. I think it would be unhealthy for us and the squadron if I remained.”


  Gunner had requested details regarding Blair’s relationship with Angel, going so far as to ask the average number of times per week that they had sex. Blair had smirked. “Don’t you mean per day, sir?”


  He had a few suspicions why Angel and Obutu had asked him to transfer. He knew that Second Squadron’s arrival had come just prior to his beating, but he still wasn’t convinced that any of them had committed the crime. First off, how had they learned that he was a Pilgrim? And could any of them really hate Pilgrims so much that they would risk their hard-fought careers on something so heinous and illogical? It just didn’t make sense.


  However, the exceedingly warm welcome he had received from Gunner’s people did affect his judgement. They had heard about his jump through the Charybdis Quasar, which had thwarted a Kilrathi invasion of Earth. They had learned of his skip across the Olympus’s gravity well, with his entire squadron linked via tractors. One night, a demure lieutenant who went by the mystery callsign of “R,” came out of her shell at the bar and told him that she had never met a real hero before, that she wasn’t flirting, and that she only wanted to shake his hand. Blair would have laughed at her if she had not sounded so sincere. And the others seemed to regard him with equal measures of respect and admiration. Blair felt nearly as comfortable with them as he did with his own squadron.


  Then again, they could be putting on an excellent charade, directed by the infamous Gunner himself--a performance meant to steer suspicion away from them.


  Now, as Blair assumed the duties of wing commander and flew a routine sweep of the Sirius system, continuing to scan with his Pilgrim senses for the missing ship, he felt more certain that his transfer merely represented a diversion for something more important carried on by Obutu and Angel. He sighed over Angel’s lack of faith in him, then lined up his navigation crosshairs with the nav point marked on his Heads Up Display, adjusting course in slight increments until he found the bull’s-eyes. The two Rapiers behind him, piloted by Mango and Loaf, held perfect formation. And a half million kilometers farther back hung the brilliant star of Sirius, throwing a sheer scarf over the encompassing void. Blair and his wingmen had maintained radio silence for the past hour, and he had repeatedly shaken off the urge to activate Merlin. He wanted the PPC to speculate on who had attacked him and why Karista had not contacted him for so long. While lying in the sick bay, he thought she had spoken to him, but he attributed that impression to the drugs. If he only knew how to reach out himself to find her. He had tried to do that several times in the past week. Whether his failure to reach her was a limitation of being only half-Pilgrim or simply his ineptness when wielding his extrakinetic senses, he wasn’t sure. He knew that if he didn’t hear from Karista soon, he would spend every free moment trying to sharpen his senses to contact her.


  “Oh, Christopher. You’re all right.”


  This time she did not appear before him, but her voice sounded gentle and near. He shuddered over her timing, although she could have been waiting until his thoughts were on her. “Where are you? What’s happening?”


  “I’m on McDaniel. I think we’re getting close to learning what these visions are. I’m on my way to see a woman who may know something. But Christopher, I don’t think we can stay here. Some people saw us land. I’m sure the Marines will question them, and I’m sure they already have the troopship we stole. I might need your help getting off planet. But how are your feeling? I sensed the beating. What happened?”


  “It’s over. And I’m all right. Been thinking about something, though. Since the attack, I haven’t had a single vision.”


  “I have. Yours will return, especially now that you’re in the Sirius system. You’re close to where Ivar Chu McDaniel and his followers ascended to a higher plain.”


  “I’m here because the Altamonte battle group lost one of its destroyers.” He grinned over a sudden and cynical conclusion. “I hope it didn’t ascend to a higher plain, too. Any ideas?”


  “No. I don’t sense anything.”


  “Neither do I, but I have a captain breathing down my neck and expecting results. And you said you might need help. I’m not sure how I can do anything from here.”


  “A comm drone is on its way to the Tiger Claw. You’ll be ordered back to Netheryana, and you’ll be only three jumps from McDaniel.”


  “Last I heard, the Concordia battle group was there.”


  “It is. Can you get yourself transferred?”


  “Yeah, no problem. And I’ll be there in six months when the approvals finally come in.”


  “I’ll try to find another way out, but it won’t be easy. Getting off of Mars worn me down like you wouldn’t believe.”


  “Oh, no, here comes the guilt. I know you’re my pair, and I know I need to help. But do you have any idea what you’re asking?”


  “I know you’re worried about your career, but I have a feeling that it won’t matter soon.”


  “Pilgrim, you’re overshooting the nav point,” Loaf said, his wide eyes beaming from Blair’s Visual Display Unit.


  “Holy shit,” Blair muttered, returning to a more immediate and dangerous reality. He fired maneuvering thrusters while banking hard to get back on course.


  “Didn’t you hear the warning, sir?” Mango asked.


  “Yeah,” Blair managed, his ears still ringing with Karista’s premonition. “But I’m having trouble with my Tempest,” he lied. “Keep getting the eight-sixty error message.”


  “Better have ‘em run a diaog,” said Loaf. “Last time I got an eight-sixty, I lost all nav during a landing, and I know at least one better way to get a cardiovascular workout.”


  Blair smiled weakly as his computer confirmed that he had reached the nav point. He scanned his radar scope and found his next target. He continued going through the motions of the patrol, his thoughts light years away and on a lean blonde whose smile barely concealed the pain of not having him. Karista was his pair, and together they would make what Pilgrims deemed a perfect union. But he had denied her that. And she had accepted the fact. But every time they spoke, he was reminded of what he had done.


  And before he knew it, the guilt became so tightly coiled around his heart that he envisioned himself making those three jumps to McDaniel.


  But she didn’t need a knight, just a cab driver. Maybe she could find someone else.


  Son of a bitch. She’s going to make me do it. But if I leave, won’t that ruin Obutu and Angel’s plan?


  “Sir, you all right?” Mango asked. “You should be on auto to the next point, but you’re manual, and begging your pardon, sir, but you’re flying like you’re goobered.”


  “Sorry, gentlemen. I’m auto. Let’s get to it.”


  



  Still warding off the initial shock, Paladin rushed to his father and embraced him. “You didn’t tell me you were coming home. I thought I’d only see Mom.”


  “But this could be your last leave for a long time.” Father pulled back, tightened his grip on Paladin’s arms, and gave a mock frown. “What kind of dad do you think I am?” The old man’s shoulder-length hair fell into his face, affording him the appearance of an obsessed researcher who had spent far too many years away from humanity so that he could roam the technological jungles of his own creation. However, everyone who knew Shamus Taggart knew that his terraforming studies took precedence over most things--but never his family.


  The old man sighed and left Paladin, carrying himself to the sofa. He sat with a groan.


  “Up all night again?” Paladin asked.


  “Yeah. But it isn’t research that’s given me insomnia. Sit down.”


  Alarmed by his father’s solemn tone, Paladin immediately took a seat. Just don’t tell me you’re dying. Not now. You’re still too young.


  “Have you heard the news? Last night the Confederation declared war on the Pilgrim Alliance.” He snorted. “The year is twenty-six thirty-two, and we still haven’t learned a damned thing about tolerance.”


  Whew. You’re not dying. “Tolerance? I don’t know if that’s possible now. And I feel really bad about this, especially since we’re Pilgrims, but the alliance is out of control. We offered to renegotiate. They destroyed our outpost on Celeste and wiped out a mining colony while they were at it. We lost nearly two million. You won’t hear that on the news. Something has to be done. Personally, I think it’s about time.”


  Father yanked himself to the edge of the sofa. “James, I’ve taught you that your true home is Earth. We descended from Terrans. We should never forget that. But the lines have been drawn. And there are too many in our family who have chosen to fight for the alliance.”


  “What are you saying?”


  Closing his eyes and lifting his palms, Father paused a few heartbeats before speaking. “I’m saying that you’ll go your own way. And I’ll go mine.”


  “What?” Paladin bolted to his feet.


  “My broturs and sosturs need me.”


  “Where is this coming from? You’re not a soldier. You’re a terraformer. They don’t even need you. What the hell are you saying?”


  “My work for the Confederation is finished. I can’t stand by and watch them wipe out our people. I won’t.”


  “What about Mom?”


  “She’s not coming. It seems her side of the family chose the Confederation.”


  Paladin stood there, rooted by shock. “I’ve been here all morning, and Mom hasn’t said a word to me. She’s been her cheerful self. And she’s in there now, taking a nap like nothing’s happened. Mom?” he shouted. “Mom?” He charged to the bedroom, ordered the lights on, and found his mother lying supine in bed, the covers tucked tightly under her arms.


  She hemmed. “James?”


  “Why didn’t you tell me that he’s joining the Pilgrim Alliance?”


  After taking in a long breath, his mother shut her eyes and took the blanket into her fists. “He wanted to tell you.”


  “Move aside, James,” said father from the doorway.


  Paladin cocked his head--


  And lost a heartbeat as he spotted the sidearm clutched in his father’s hand. “What now?”


  “Move aside,” his father urged again, training the pistol on mother. “She’s threatened to turn me in. We can’t have that.”


  “I don’t believe this. I don’t--”


  The pistol went off.


  Mother shrieked, and the malodor of seared flesh poured into the small room. Her left arm had been blasted off at the elbow and now lay at an improbable angle near her hip.


  Father grimaced. “Sorry, Delli. I’ve never fired one of these. Close your eyes. I’ll try for a clean kill this time.”


  “No, you won’t,” Paladin said, stepping into his father’s line of fire.


  “Get out of the way, son.”


  “I don’t think so, Dad.”


  “James, do you want to put an end to this? All you have to do is tell me about Confederation Intelligence. What do you know about Robert’s Quadrant? I want the locations of every Confederation listening post in that region. You tell me, and this ends.”


  Paladin repressed a violent shudder. “I can’t believe what you’re asking.”


  “I’m asking you to save your mother’s life.”


  Holding his breath, Paladin dove at his father. A nanosecond before he could wrap hands around the pistol, it went off. He seized the weapon, and they crashed to the floor.


  Surprisingly, the old man wrenched himself free and came rolling back up with the gun like a Marine thirty years younger.


  Paladin caught a glimpse of his mother. And wished he hadn’t. She had no face.


  A foot suddenly connected with Paladin’s chin, and he found himself sprawled on his back. The foot came down on his chest, and he looked into his father’s blazing eyes. “I am your father. You will obey. Tell me what I need to know.”


  The pressure on his chest increased, and Paladin felt his air being cut off. He gasped, and tears rolled down into his ears.


  “Tell me!” Father screamed.


  But his voice now echoed into gibberish and yield to the soft tones of a flute player. “Be brave, Brotur,” came a disembodied voice resounding out of the notes. “You will not suffer long.”


  


  
    [image: ]

  


  [image: ]The protur’s concubines had treated Karista, Dennet, and Fey to a meal of local vegetables, cheese, and sweet cider, which they had devoured as though it would be their last. Afterward, everyone had gathered into a circle for a tyristee session of meditation and prayer led by Dennet, whose fundamentalist shouts had made the rectory walls quake in ecstasy. Then, in the early evening, the trio had set out for Sostur Inanna Pandathy’s cabin in Ardenta, some five kilometers due west.


  
    That had been two evenings ago, and they had only come about three kilometers since, having lost countless hours hiding from the Marines whose relentless patrols had Fey swearing to the high heavens and Dennet trembling with the desire to jump one of them. They had taken refuge in a workshop where Pilgrim icons were manufactured. They had hid under the display racks of a clothing shop, its heavily bearded owner barely able to answer the Marines who questioned him. They had hiked along an embankment just off the main road and been severely bitten by ghytis flies, who made homes near the stagnant ponds that paralleled their path. They had trudged through the dank, humid air of early morning and had winced over the blisters on their feet.
  


  
    Now, with robes pulled tight against the evening chill, they skulked along a two-meter-high trioak fence that separated a residential zone from the factories of a small town called Credence. Dark warehouses stretched off to their right and abutted yet another residential zone, the faint light of cabins flickering in the damp air.
  


  
    As he had from the beginning of their trek, Dennet took the lead. While Karista had argued that they should take turns walking point, Dennet had insisted that as a Caravan and a man he must assume the most vulnerable position. Karista and Fey had finally assented to his ego, but Karista kept within a few paces, and Fey followed equally close.
  


  
    Which was why the four Marines who suddenly jumped the fence had little trouble surrounding them.
  


  
    “Halt!” hollered the tallest soldier, his shoulder light beaming in Karista’s eyes.
  


  
    Even as she reached out of herself and brought him down, the second Marine swung to train his rifle on Fey, while the third and fourth jammed their muzzles into Dennet’s abdomen as he reeled back toward the fence.
  


  
    Fey dove for the fallen Marine’s rifle.
  


  
    Karista brought down the soldier tracking Fey just as he fired. The round missed Fey’s head by a hairsbreadth.
  


  
    But one of the Marine’s guarding Dennet turned before Karista could get to him. The shot made her stiffen and stagger back, her ears ringing so loudly that she thought she had been shot herself.
  


  
    With the barest of groans, Fey dropped into a clump of weeds.
  


  
    The Marine who had shot her shifted his aim to Karista, his gaze darting between her and his fallen comrades. “Gosa? Jimenez?”
  


  
    Karista immediately squeezed his innards until he joined his friends.
  


  
    “Yontillo? Yontillo?” cried the last Marine, who retreated two steps from Dennet. “What did you do? Tell me!”
  


  
    Knowing she could drop him faster than he could fire, Karista braced herself for a final surge of extrakinetic energy.
  


  
    But as she stepped out of herself, pulling her senses taut, her arms and legs felt like tremendous columns of durasteel. She thought she saw the night sky tip on its side to reveal the underbellies of a billion stars before she crumpled to the dirt.
  


  
    

  


  
    The shuffle of footsteps, the sun’s heat pulsing down on her cheek, the agony of strained muscles in her arms, and the pungent scent of perspiration bid Karista a brutal good morning. She opened her eyes and found herself slung over Dennet’s shoulders, a sheet of tan grass bobbing below and carrying her swiftly toward nausea. “Dennet?”
  


  
    Sans one of his glib replies, her friend stopped, gasped with exertion, then slowly lowered her to the ground. She sat up and surveyed the landscape--a sparsely wooded area with stands of taka trees drifting back toward a dark brown ridgeline. She suddenly realized where they were: in Ardenta’s Validity Park, a protected zone for wildlife and in this case, rogue citizens. They had traveled over a kilometer since their encounter with the Marines, and with the memories returning in a surge, Karista stared through the grass and thought of Fey.
  


  
    “So...” Dennet began, hunkering down.
  


  
    She finally regarded him, then flinched as she saw the dark worm of a bloodstain covering his right shoulder. “What happened?”
  


  
    He noticed her stare and lifted his robe by the collar. “Single round. Conventional. It’s not bad. And he paid dearly for it.”
  


  
    “You took down a Confederation Marine?”
  


  
    “Who killed my friend,” he finished through gritted teeth. “She’s still back there. Wonder if they’ll pick her up. So much woman packed into a tortured little frame. Ivar has a special place for her. I know that.”
  


  
    “Oh no,” Karista said, her gaze shifting to his feet, which were now swollen and caked with blood. “You didn’t have to carry me. You should’ve--”
  


  
    “I needed to walk. So I did.”
  


  
    His abruptness startled her. “Are you all right.”
  


  
    He sighed, lowered himself onto his rump, then stretched out onto his back. “I’ve been an outsider all my life. Too tall, too thin, too outspoken. And along comes this war, giving me yet another reason to stand outside. I even had a dream that I was in a place like this, with a woman like you. I was in love with her. And we struggled that day for ways to be happy. We weren’t. We created our own barriers and made them too high to hurdle. Isn’t that what we always do?”
  


  
    Karista pulled herself to her feet. “Come on. It’s my turn to carry you.”
  


  
    “Ridiculous.”
  


  
    Though not fully recovered from the night’s toll, Karista felt strong enough to reach out with extrakinetic senses and lift him into the air. She started for the ridgeline, with a squirming Dennet behind her.
  


  
    “You’re wasting your senses on me,” he cried. “Put me down.”
  


  
    “Oh, shut up and enjoy the ride.”
  


  
    

  


  
    With the Hall of the Great Assembly destroyed by terrorists, the approximately twelve hundred senators and interim senators from Confederation-held worlds had gathered in one of Washington D.C.’s nearby sports complexes, in a zero G stadium now set for Earth standard so that the only thing floating around the room were vicious exchanges. The senate had lost two hundred and twenty-nine of its members, had lost its buildings, and had, as a result, lost something that threatened to undermine it even more than those losses. Without a sense of decorum, the senate would be doomed.
  


  
    So it was with great trepidation that Geoffrey Tolwyn stepped up to the podium and addressed the raucous representatives, having indicated on his control panel that he would accept questions throughout and after his address from any member present. “Distinguished senators, colleagues, and friends. I’ve spent the last two days rushing here so that I could address you on a matter as dire as the Kilrathi War itself.”
  


  
    “Yes, a volatile situation created by your ill-conceived response,” shouted a portly senator in the front row who wore a Pilgrim robe and whose holo ID flashed in a three-meter-wide billboard: GORUNGA SYLBOONE, PILGRIM ENCLAVE OF SPIRITIA. “Threats of Pilgrim genocide are not the way to deal with terrorists. And neither are no-fly zones. Hundreds of thousands have already died, Admiral. If nothing else, you’ve perfected a means of population control.”
  


  
    A roar lifted in the stadium.
  


  
    But Sylboone had no time to enjoy the reaction, as he had already broken into a shoving match with two senators from the Lafayette system who fully supported Tolwyn’s plan to bring Pilgrim doomsday on one-five-eight.
  


  
    Vice-President Harold Rodham, who sat behind Tolwyn and appeared the epitome of smartly dressed Confederation blue blood--right down to his waxed cheeks and surgically defined jaw--rose and hustled to Tolwyn’s side. Though not a tall man, his booming voice seemed to add several inches to his height. “As interim assembly master, I call for order!”
  


  
    “I call for peace,” replied Sylboone.
  


  
    Rodham trained his index finger on the man. “Another word, senator, and I’ll have you removed. Now, the Admiral’s come a long way. He has the floor. Admiral?”
  


  
    Tolwyn returned a polite nod. “Thank you, Mr. Vice-President. Ladies and gentlemen, I’ve come here to ask for your endorsement of the ultimatum I originally issued to Aristee. I know you’ve already voted to have the military stand down if she fails to comply with our terms. But consider what we will accomplish by doing that. I know Aristee. She’ll regard that as sign of weakness and make another attack. The threat must remain real. I don’t want to destroy those systems and enclaves, and I’m sure you agree with me on that count. I am willing to begin moving all those citizens to Pilgrim safe camps already established throughout the Confederation.”
  


  
    Sylboone rose. “So you don’t want to kills us--just destroy our land and enslave us!”
  


  
    That sent a ripple of hoots and guffaws through the assembly, and even before the commotion died, two security officers elbowed their way to Sylboone. One stunned the senator into flaccidity with his pistol, then both carried off the triple keg of a man amid a second round of hoots.
  


  
    “Senators, our military resources are strained. I assure you that the Kilrathi will take advantage of our situation. There are eight days left. Aristee knows this. If she’s still alive, she’ll bring in that ship.”
  


  
    “But what if she’s not?” asked the senator from North Mars, a tall, middle-aged blonde woman named Kendall Duparis, an influential member of the Armed Services Committee whom Tolwyn had pissed off on more than one occasion. “Will you destroy the systems and enclaves simply because you don’t hear from her?”
  


  
    “I’ve wrestled with that point for many days now,” Tolwyn confessed. “I’m worried that if we do nothing and she’s still out there, then she’ll attack. I’m also worried that if we destroy the systems and enclaves, only to learn later that Aristee has been killed by us or the Kilrathi, then we’ll never live that down. I seek your endorsement, but I’ll take full responsibility for whatever happens. If you need a fall guy, I’m it. We issued the ultimatum. We should stand by it.”
  


  
    “Don’t you mean that you issued the ultimatum?” Duparis asked. “Space Marshal Gregarov testified before us and tried to smooth things over for you, Admiral. You’re lucky we’re at war with the Kilrathi and need personnel. Nevertheless, you may have already made a decision that will end your career. Many here have already called for your resignation.”
  


  
    “I’m well aware of that, Senator. But I will not yield to terrorism. And anyone in this room who endorses such an action should study the events of the first Pilgrim War more closely. We tried to negotiate. We failed. A massive, concentrated strike on the systems and enclaves will not only send a clear message to Aristee but to the Kilrathi as well. We’ve eight days to move those people. If I may be so bold, I motion that you vote on this plan.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Forty minutes later, Tolwyn stood in the hoverlot outside the stadium, leaning on his ride and engrossed in a computer slate that showed the senator’s votes as they came in. Finally, the polls closed. “I guess I should celebrate,” he told his driver, a young ensign, second class, who repeatedly raked hands nervously through his hair and failed to meet his superior’s gaze. “Winning by a two percent margin isn’t that bad.”
  


  
    “No, sir. It isn’t.”
  


  
    “I’m being sarcastic, son.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.”
  


  
    “A lot of people are going to die.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. This is a war, sir.”
  


  
    “Indeed it is--a fact that too many people forget.”
  


  
    Tolwyn’s watchphone beeped: incoming message from Lieutenant Commander Vincent Chopra, JAG office. “Yes?”
  


  
    “Hello, Admiral. We heard you were in Washington. Would you mind stopping by our office today? We have a few questions.”
  


  
    “That’s very good,” Tolwyn said with a wink. “You really do make it sound like a suggestion. I guess the space marshal warned you that sending MPs would just tick me off.”
  


  
    “Uh, yes, sir. She did. She said you wouldn’t run.”
  


  
    “She’s right. I’m on my way. And I suppose that once I arrive, I’ll be under arrest?”
  


  
    “I’m sorry, sir.”
  


  
    “That’s okay, Commander. Be sure to prepare the evidence against me and Commodore Bellegarde. I have a right to see it before you question me.”
  


  
    “Very well, sir.”
  


  
    “Tolwyn out.”
  


  
    “JAG office, then, sir?” the ensign asked.
  


  
    “No,” Tolwyn said, climbing into the hover. “Let’s stop at a bar first. Have you ever sipped Scotch with an Admiral, son?”
  


  
    “No, sir.”
  


  
    “Well, it’s nothing to write home about, but I’m buying.”
  


  
    “Are you ordering me to drink while I’m on duty, sir?”
  


  
    “Son, I’m about to brought up on charges of conspiracy, sabotage, and murder. Ordering you to drink, well, you get the idea.”
  


  
    The ensign cocked his head and eyed Tolwyn sympathetically. “What happened, sir?”
  


  
    “Oh, it all started with this silly idea I had of joining the Confederation Navy. Just drive. We’ll talk on the way.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Blair stood at parade rest in Gunner’s office. “Sir?”
  


  
    Gunner sat in his chair, hands clasped behind his head, boots up on his desk, gaze riveted to a data screen. “Lieutenant, I’m just reading here that the little honey who’s the JAG liaison had three welders arrested for your beating. No names have been released. Thought you should know.”
  


  
    “Sir, permission to leave so that I may speak with Lieutenant Commander Jhinda, sir.”
  


  
    “Request denied. And not by me. Says here that no one from this squadron--including me--shall consult with the Lieutenant Commander, which I gotta say really rubs me the wrong way.” He slid his boots off the desk and leaned forward. “Let me get this straight. Three guys beat you up in the sim room. They’re all wearing welders uniforms and masks, so you can only ID them by their voices, which sound kind of similar and muffled because of the masks. You told me yourself that she had you trying to ID over a hundred different voices and none of them sounded like your boys. So how the hell did Jhinda tag ‘em?”
  


  
    “I don’t know, sir. But I’d like to ask.”
  


  
    “Me, too. Tell you what, Lieutenant. Let me do a little hunting myself. No one’s ever managed to keep old Gunner in the dark for long. Pisses him off. And when Gunner’s pissed, the whole parade goes to hell.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir.” Blair snapped to attention.
  


  
    “Dismissed.”
  


  
    

  


  
    Blair found Lieutenant Commander Obutu waiting for him in the corridor outside Gunner’s office. “You got them?”
  


  
    Obutu shook his head. “We brought in Jhinda to help. No one’s been arrested. The report is fictitious and meant for our perpetrators.” Obutu gestured that they walk to avoid being seen by Gunner.
  


  
    “You think he’s responsible,” Blair asked, cocking a thumb over his shoulder.
  


  
    “I would’ve bet everything on it. But no, he’s not.”
  


  
    “Then I already know them,” Blair said. “I’ve served with them. Maybe it’s my own flight crew. Shit, why don’t you just tell me?”
  


  
    “Not possible.”
  


  
    “Then maybe you’re lying. Maybe it was Gunner and his people. I thought you wanted me to transfer just to get me out of the way, but maybe you threw me into the den. And Maniac told me about your little drinking binge and confession to everyone at the bar that you’re a Pilgrim. You really want to get your ass kicked, don’t you.”
  


  
    “It’s been a few days. The word has gone out that I’m a Pilgrim--and nothing’s happened. The JAG investigation has our boys worried. We needed to put them at ease, so we arrested three others to build up their confidence. That’s all I can tell you.”
  


  
    “And when they strike again, everyone will know that the real assholes are still on the loose. What academic thought up that part of the plan?”
  


  
    “I did.”
  


  
    Blair winced.
  


  
    “Do remember, Lieutenant, that we’re not dealing with the brightest of individuals. They will seize another opportunity, especially after security returns to normal shifts.”
  


  
    “Yes, sir. And sorry for being rude, sir.”
  


  
    “Apology accepted.”
  


  
    They reached his hatch, and Blair gave Obutu a piercing stare. “Still won’t tell me, sir?”
  


  
    “If the same happened to me, I wouldn’t trust myself.”
  


  
    “The same will happen to you.”
  


  
    “I hope so--because this time we’ll be ready for them.”
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  [image: ]While the town of Ardenta had not been as thoroughly ravaged as Ivar City, the Confederation Marines garrisoned there had cordoned off all main roads, had built bunkers at every intersection, and had set up radar dishes that towered over the rural community living in about five hundred wood and stone cabins. Known as a refuge for artists, antique dealers, and retired folks, Ardenta seemed the last place on the planet that would require the military’s presence, crisis or no. Dennet had speculated that the Marines had simply created outposts in every town surrounding Ivar City, assuming that the most fanatical Pilgrims lived near the capital. They could not be more wrong. The devout and militant Caravans made their home on the planet of Faith and were not particularly welcome among the more passive Pilgrims residing on McDaniel.


  Karista ducked behind a cabin on the town’s perimeter, then followed Dennet to a front door draped in the shadows of late day. He looked for an intercom, found none, then rapped twice.


  Seeing him wince and grip his wounded shoulder, Karista checked the extra robe sash she had tied over his wound; this time he yielded to the help without wrenching away.


  The door opened slightly. A thin young man with a shaven head and a Pilgrim cross tattooed on his cheek scrutinized them for a second, then his face tightened into an ugly knot. “We can’t help you.”


  “You’ve a mouth, a voice, and obviously a brain,” Dennet said. “I think you can. We want to see Sostur Inanna Pandathy.”


  “No.”


  “Who is it, Collab?” came an old woman’s voice from somewhere inside.


  “Are you Inanna Pandathy?” Karista called.


  “Go away,” Collab said, shutting the door.


  But Dennet pounded the wood with the bottom of his fist and forced himself inside. “Sostur? We must speak with you.”


  “I won’t speak with soldiers,” the woman cried. “Collab, send them off. They’ve no right to bother me. I’ve obeyed their orders.”


  “You heard her,” Collab said, then slapped palms on Dennet’s chest and began a vain attempt to block him.


  “Little man, we’ve come too far for this,” said Dennet with a chilling calm. He wrapped his free hand around Collab’s throat and drove him deeper into the cabin.


  Karista slipped by them and crossed into a hall that would carry her to a small living area. She felt taken aback by the sheer number of holoart frames, sculptures, and souvenirs from dozens of different worlds that congested the passage and formed part of a burgeoning museum of Pandathy’s life. As Karista emerged into the living area, she spotted the frames of more Pilgrim holoart strewn about, and she raised her brow over the sculptures of proturs that resembled wardens posted at the rear doors. Above them, aitora chimes wound down from the ceiling and shifted fractionally, awaiting inspiration from the next breeze. How anyone could live in such clutter eluded Karista, but the place held an unexplainable allure and familiarity. She felt something akin to déjà vu, a sense that she belonged there. Outside, beyond the glass doors, stood a the lone veracia tree, skirted by govita weeds and backlit magnificently by the sun. Karista had never seen a more uniform and colorful tree. The old woman had probably spent years nurturing it.


  “What are you doing in my house?”


  Karista whirled and found Pandathy seated in a white chair supporting a pile of blankets on one arm, holo art frames on the other, and a second stack of blankets on its back. The disarray and the woman’s white quella sleeping robe served as an effective if not planned camouflage. “Sostur. The protur’s concubines suggested that I come. I’m Karista Mullens. I used to be a dancer in Carver Tsu the Second’s private troupe.”


  “It was some years ago, but I believe I saw you perform.” Pandathy’s blue eyes seemed to warm as they focused. “You say the concubines sent you? Whatever for?”


  “Sostur Pandathy!” Collab shouted. “Leave, sostur! Leave!”


  “It’s all right. They can stay.”


  “Let him go, Dennet,” Karista ordered.


  Pandathy glanced toward the hall. “Collab comes to check on me now and then. He’s a neighbor and a dear friend. He worries about the old lady with no family.”


  She had barely finished when the young man came charging into the room. “Are you okay, Sostur?”


  “I’m fine. These two were sent by the protur’s concubines,” Pandathy said as Dennet entered, looking ruffled and nursing his shoulder. “Did you hurt him?” she asked Collab. “Apologize.”


  Collab lowered his gaze. “Sorry. But he was already wounded. And Sostur, how do you know they’re not lying?”


  Pandathy widened her eyes and gave Karista a solemn nod. “I know. And you can leave, Collab. Thank you for coming.”


  “Are you sure?”


  She took his hand. “I’ll be fine.”


  “And I’ll be just outside until they go--if you don’t mind.”


  With a shrug, she released him, watched him amble toward the hall, then turned her attention to Dennet. “Well, now. You’re a Caravan. And a big one at that. I’ve only a met a few of you over the years. Are you as literal and argumentative as the others?”


  “Sostur, we did not come here to debate the validity of Caravan stereotypes. Then again”--he glared at Karista--“I’m not sure why we’re here. Maybe we should have a good debate. But first I’d like to clean up. Have you a washbasin?”


  She snorted. “I have pipeless plumbing--the expensive kind you won’t find even in Ivar City. The bathroom’s just around the corner. The field switch is on the wall. Streams of water will appear to float in midair. I’m sure you’ll be entertained.”


  Karista felt relieved as Dennet returned only a weak smirk and headed out. A stronger look or a few more words from him, and Karista betted that Pandathy would be angered into silence.


  “So then, young Karista, former dancer in the protur’s private troupe, I take it that you’ve been experiencing ecstatic visions of the Divine--the same ones that Ivar Chu himself experienced centuries ago."


  “I’m not sure. I think so. I see blue. I hear something. I feel the pain leave my body. And afterward, I’m scared.”


  Pandathy struggled forward, and Karista quickly helped her out of the chair. “The me that’s in this old body thinks young thoughts. Yes, our scripts transcend this time-bound existence. If only our flesh could...”


  “Do you know what the visions mean?”


  “Of course I do.” She padded toward the glass doors. “They mean that a young man who lived three hundred years ago--a man who bore my surname, a man who was cast out and branded a heretic--was telling the truth.” She placed a palm on the glass and squinted at the veracia tree.


  “The concubines told me about him. You gave them a piece of holoart that he created. So Ivar Chu really did ascend to a higher plain.”


  “Most have never doubted that. But don’t you get a sense that the visions mean something more?”


  Unsettled by her insight, Karista joined Pandathy at the doors. “I do.”


  “Do you know about the return myth?”


  “Just a little. I was taught that it contradicted the Book of Ivar Chu.”


  “Indeed, it does. It’s more Christian than anything else. It’s like a story from the Old Testament about a Hebrew prophet and lawgiver who delivered his people from bondage. They called him Moses.”


  Karista barely repressed her snicker. “So you’re saying that the visions mean that Ivar Chu is coming back to deliver us from bondage?”


  “I am.”


  And with that, Karista felt her hopes slip away and shatter across the floor. She had come so far just to listen to an old woman spin an absurd tale. “How do you know this? Or is it just a feeling you have?”


  “See that veracia tree? It has never bore leaves until now.” Pandathy’s lip trembled, and a tear suddenly raced down her wizened cheek.


  “I’m sorry, Sostur. But the tree proves nothing. Any combination of conditions could have...” Karista let herself drift off as Pandathy slid open a door and shambled outside.


  They moved slowly across the yard, with Pandathy’s gaze locked on the tree, her expression growing more awestruck. Once they reached a patchwork of shade that encircled the veracia, Pandathy reached up and plucked a crimson leaf. “Here is your proof.” She proffered the leaf.


  Karista shook her head. “Sostur, I’m sorry, but I--”


  “Take it. Take it to someone who can look deep within its cells, and you’ll know.”


  Accepting the leaf, Karista turned it over and stared dubiously at its veins, blades, and petiole. “Is there anyone in Ardenta who can analyze this?”


  Pandathy shrugged.


  “Then how do you know there’s more in here?”


  “Faith, child. Faith. But you’re young, and I know you need more. Trust me. You’ll have your proof.”


  



  Amity Aristee sprinted down the street, stitching a course between gaping holes in the asphalt and debris that had fallen from the bombed out buildings now rising like rotted teeth. The Confederation air attack had ended a few hours prior, and life had begun to emerge from the twisted and smoldering wreck of an enclave.


  Aristee reached an intersection, turned left down an avenue--


  And a soldier sprang from behind a fallen section of storefront. “Don’t move, little girl.”


  “Okay.” She lifted her hands into the air.


  He flipped up a visor and looked disgusted as he climbed over a chunk of stone. “Christ, how old are you? Seven? Eight?”


  “I’m nine. And I’m looking for my mom and dad.”


  As he reached out to seize her arm, Aristee ducked under him and bounded across the stone. She hoped he wouldn’t fire, and his shout seemed to confirm that. She chanced a look back. He hustled after her.


  Fighters screamed overhead as she ran down the street, with the soldier just a few steps behind. They neared another intersection, where a half dozen hovers had collided when the saturation bombing had begun. She took herself around the wreck and kept on until she heard the soldier holler a curse. She threw a quick look back and saw him lying in a crater, clutching his knee. She smiled inwardly, turned her attention forward--


  And saw her parents kneeling on the sidewalk ahead, their hands clasped behind their head. Five other Pilgrims knelt with them before a quartet of Pilgrim Marines wielding large rifles.


  “There’s no room for traitors here,” shouted one of the Marines. “This is a war now. And since you’ve chosen to join the Confederation, we’ve chosen to end your lives.” He turned to his comrades. “Gentlemen. In Ivar’s name!”


  Although Amity increased her pace and shouted for the Marines to stop, the sidewalk grew longer as the Marines’ rifles thundered. Even as her mother’s sweet, dark face broke into a stiff look of horror and her father’s defiance turned to a knot of agony, Amity let out another cry, as did a few people who glimpsed the execution from across the street.


  She continued to run but got no closer to the scene. Her senses diminished into the lone sound of her own labored breath. Then something caught her foot. She fell, but arms reached under hers to catch her fall.


  “Are you all right, Motur Aristee?” A lithe woman with a pronounced jaw gazed wide-eyed and deeply concerned. The woman wore the ornate robe of a motur’s attendant. With a slight turn of her head, Aristee realized that a second attendant stood with her, and beyond them lay a vast chamber whose ceiling rose so high that Aristee’s vision blurred before she could see where it ended. She thought of asking them where she was, but the answer came just as quickly. All of her life she had imagined a room such as this, a great throne room where her people could come and speak directly with the protur, a room that would house the great collections of art acquired by the Alliance, and a room whose walls would echo with the wisdom of Ivar Chu.


  “Yes, I’m all right,” she told the attendant. She looked down and saw her toes peaking out from sandals encrusted with rare gems. Her gaze moved up her legs to the sheen of her motur’s robe, a garment reserved for women who achieved the second highest rank among the Pilgrim elders. Seven moturs advised one protur, and since for the first time in history there was no protur to succeed Carver Tsu the Third, one of the seven moturs would be chosen by him to assume the highest office upon his death. Aristee was now in line for that position.


  As they strolled on, Aristee admired the pale blue floor made of a shiny, unfamiliar stone. Light fell from somewhere above and dotted the floor with hundreds of reflections. Within each reflection shimmered a holograph that told one piece of Pilgrim history. Planets were discovered, settled, and destroyed. Quasars were charted and jumped. Peron fell to the stalwarts of the Confederation.


  Despite having imagined a great dais upon which would stand a massive throne of gold, Amity found herself led toward the center of the chamber, toward a small, nondescript desk of trioak and a simple, armless chair.


  “Please be seated, Motur,” said one of her attendants. “The Protur will see you in a moment.”


  Puzzled, Aristee pulled the chair away from the desk, sat, then looked up to find that the attendants had vanished. She took a deep breath, then, with nothing better do, decided to rummage through the desk’s single drawer. She tugged it open and found a computer slate, the screen active and flashing her name. She removed the slate, and a familiar schematic rippled across the display: a modified Pilgrim hopper drive.


  “It’s what they want, dear Amity. I suggest you give it to them. Otherwise, I’ll be forced to kill you.” The protur crossed in front of the desk, tapping the blade of his Pilgrim cross on his chin.


  And with a chill that mounted from her feet, Aristee remembered everything. She now knew that the image of her parents’ deaths was not real. Her parents had betrayed the Pilgrims and had gone to fight for the Confederation, but she had never witnessed their execution. The Kilrathi who were now holding her had generated that image. But why? What had they gained from it? And now did they really expect her to simply hand over everything she knew about the hopper drive? Or were they simply ripping it from her since the slate had turned her thoughts to the drive?


  “You won’t kill me, Protur. I’m your future.”


  He shifted to the desk and sat on the corner. “There are others who would carry on my work, but none so diligently. They’ll get what they want. Be assured of that. All you can do now is beg them to stay out of your mind. They’ll bring back the day you were raped, the day that Govar died, the day that Frotur McDaniel lost his life. They’ll pour poison into your wounds, suck it out, then spit it back in. There’s nothing you can do but comply. Make it all end quickly.”


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “You rarely have. You used me to endorse your rebellion. But you’ve no idea how much you’ve been used. It began with Admiral Bill Wilson, and it will end with you. Yes, you’ve awakened the Confederation, and that, dear Amity, was you’re only purpose. With that task completed, I’ve but one thing to do.” He leaned toward her--


  She never saw the blade coming. The punch drove her back hard into the chair. Hot fingers of pain groped out from her heart. She drew back her head and eyed the Pilgrim cross sticking from her chest.


  I don’t understand.


  Losing control of her head, she fell back and searched for the ceiling as sweet, hot blood pooled in the back of her throat. I’m not dying. I can’t be. This isn’t real. I didn’t give them what they want, did I? What does this mean?


  A voice came to her and whispered between the gentle notes of a flute player. “Sostur, what is your truth? And why should you know it?”
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  [image: ]“Been trying to avoid us, mate?”


  Blair shot a quizzical look at Hunter, then started toward a seat at the far end of the Tiger Claw’s bar. In a flurry of movement, the captain whirled on his chair, blocked Blair with his arm, then removed the cigar stub from his lips.


  “Not so fast, mate.”


  “Just want to get a drink,” Blair said, wearing the sweat and fatigue of his recent patrol of Netheranya’s no-fly zone. He rolled his eyes and took a seat beside the burly Australian. Other than Shotglass, who stood behind the bar and raised his bushy brow over the adult magazine he was “reading,” they were alone.


  “Like flying for Gunner, do you?” Hunter asked, then popped the cigar into his mouth.


  “Not exactly.”


  Hunter nodded. “Maniac says you ain’t talking to him, either.”


  Shotglass arrived with Blair’s usual, a greyhound, set down the drink, then left without a word.


  “See? Even old Shot knows you’re not talking,” Hunter observed. “I thought you’d be happy. Didn’t they tag those guys who whacked you?”


  Blair traced the rim of his glass with an index finger. “Yeah, I guess they did.” He abruptly downed half the glass, then leaned back. “It’s all over now.”


  Lifting a crooked grin, Hunter leaned forward and dropped his voice. “Bullshit, mate. We know exactly what’s going on. Angel and Obutu are trying to catch the guys who jumped you--but they won’t because they’re wrong about who did it.”


  “Really,” Blair said, smirking. “So who do they think did it?”


  “Three of Gunner’s people. You already flew with two of them: Mango and Loaf. Third one’s a female, callsign R.”


  “But Obutu told me that they had first thought Gunner’s people were responsible. I think now they’re focusing on another group.”


  “No, they’re not. Obutu’s lying. He and Angel think it was Gunner’s people. They don’t want you to do anything out of the ordinary. And Obutu coming out as a Pilgrim? Surprised the hell out of me, but it won’t help.”


  “Great. Now I’m really confused. And maybe that’s the plan, huh? Angel and Obutu ask me to transfer. Why? If they believed that Gunner and his people beat me, then why would they throw me to the wolves?”


  Hunter folded his arms over his chest. “They didn’t do that. You’re being watched very closely. You think me being here is a coincidence?”


  After a heavy sigh that nearly came out as growl, Blair tossed back the last of his drink. “Whatever. I just want to know who did this to me, and what we’re going to do about it. You talking? Or are you like them: Full of bullshit and secrets?”


  “The only thing Angel and Obutu did right is keep quiet. Probably what we should’ve done.”


  “You contact Commander Jhinda?”


  Hunter cocked a brow. “I already gave ‘em to Jhinda, but we didn’t have enough evidence to indite them.”


  “How did you find out who did it in the first place? And what if you’re wrong? I mean it’s strange that a Lieutenant Commander trained in this kind of work came up with nothing, and a fighter pilot who doesn’t know jack about criminal investigations suddenly solves the mystery. Are we talking right place and right time, or what?”


  “That’s good, Lieutenant. Actually, I wasn’t the one with the timing. Your buddy Maniac overheard a conversation or two and put it together. But it was his word against theirs because we still have no hard evidence. Jhinda presumes that it was jettisoned during the standard dump.”


  “Maniac,” Blair said darkly. “My buddy. He never told me a thing.”


  “Which wasn’t easy for him, trust me. But now we got a problem.” Hunter pushed his empty glass forward and stood. “C’mon. I’m going to show you something. Unfortunately, it’ll answer all of your questions.”


  



  The door to the space marshal’s temporary field office slid open, and Commodore Richard Bellegarde stepped cautiously inside. Though the space marshal had admitted him, the bitch failed to look up from her desk. Surprised? He wasn’t. They wouldn’t be getting married any time soon. Be nice to get through a simple conversation without him wanting to choke her blue. “Ma’am?”


  “Just a second,” she snapped, then switched off a data screen. “Well, they’ve arrested him, as I assured you they would. They’ve also asked me to place you under arrest and have you transported to Earth, where you and the good admiral will stand trial for the bombing of the great hall. I guess you didn’t care how many people you killed. You planned on destroying the Pilgrim systems and enclaves, so a couple hundred senators meant nothing. Oh, you stirred up anti-Pilgrim sentiment, all right. They’ve even voted to go ahead with the attack despite Tolwyn’s arrest. My god, what a mess you two have created.”


  “We had inspiration.” He smiled broadly. “I guess you’ll be taking charge of the Fourteenth Fleet now?”


  “That’s right,” she said, then tapped her watchphone. “Come in.”


  In exactly four seconds two Marines were standing at Bellegarde’s side. “We won’t need them,” he said. “I suspect you’ll go peacefully.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me, ma’am.”


  She stood and bore her teeth. “Maybe you didn’t hear me. You’re under arrest, mister.”


  “And you’re standing in an office on board the Concordia, the admiral’s flagship, lest you forget that you’re a guest here and that there isn’t a person on board who wouldn’t give his life for that man.”


  The Marines shifted away from Bellegarde and closed in on Gregarov.


  “This is amusing.” She tapped her watchphone once more. “Simon? Come in here immediately.” Her aide did not reply. “Simon?”


  “He’s busy,” Bellegarde said.


  “Commodore, I relieve you of command.”


  “You’re not up to commanding this fleet. The Kilrathi could attack at any time since the no-fly zones have put such a strain on us. They’ll probably come in through Robert’s Quadrant, and it’s been a long time since you’ve been in combat. Maybe you should calm down, sleep it off in the brig. And that’ll give Confed Intell more time to gather the evidence they need against you, evidence that will be handed over to President Vasura. Yes, it’s kind of absurd for me to tip our hand, but it’s worth the expression on your face--you goddamned bitch.”


  Gregarov abruptly demonstrated five examples of conduct unbecoming an officer, examples that included her charging at Bellegarde, with her fingers extended like talons. The Marines neutralized her efforts and led her away. Bellegarde massaged his weary eyes, then quickly assumed a place at her desk.


  “Oh, shit,” he muttered. I’ve just arrested the space marshal. Then again, if the admiral and I don’t succeed, we’ll probably be sentenced to hang--so in the grand scheme of things, this infraction hardly matters. And it felt awfully good.


  He switched on the space marshal’s tactical display, patched into the datanet, then skimmed through reports from vessels of the Fourteenth. Pilgrims continued to violate the no-fly zones, especially the one in place over the planet Faith. Marines on McDaniel had found the troopship that had violated the Concordia’s own zone, and a platoon continued to search for its passengers. Since then, only two more violations had earned Bellegarde’s attention. Otherwise, he kept a close watch on Robert’s Quadrant, on the Kilrathi, and waited for a report from those destroyers sent out from Naval Station Thor to investigate that disturbance. They would reach their destination in about three days, and two days after, if Aristee did not surrender the Olympus, the Pilgrim holocaust would begin--no matter how many civilians still occupied the systems and enclaves.


  Or maybe the holocaust would never come. He didn’t want his descendants to find his name next to Hitler’s or ZeTam’s in the history books and datanets. With Tolwyn out of the loop, the responsibility fell on him. Could he give the order?


  He shuddered off the thought and considered the admiral, who probably sat in a cell or in an interrogation room and listened to incessant questions from JAG lawyers. In an attempt to spare the admiral some of that, Bellegarde had sent off an encrypted message to the president: WE KNOW ABOUT HD DEAL WITH SMG. BOMB MEANT FOR YOU. FREE TOLWYN. WE WON’T TALK.


  Trouble was, Vasura wouldn’t receive the message for another three days--if Bellegarde was lucky. And he wondered how Gregarov’s people would react once they had lost contact with her. Sure, he could have the XO make up some story about Gregarov being ill, but those who knew what was going would read through that or any other excuse. Better to just tell the truth. He activated his watchphone. “Bellegarde to con.”


  “Geranata here, sir.”


  “Route all incoming communications for the space marshal to my office please. The space marshal is presently incapacitated.”


  “Aye, sir. And sir, we picked up a Kilrathi Concom for a few minutes after she jumped into the sector. She probed us before she jumped back out. I’m sorry, sir, but we couldn’t jam her in time.”


  “That’s all right, XO. I’d be more worried if the cats weren’t probing us. Bellegarde out.” He tugged a hip flask from his pocket, opened it, cursed, then took a long pull of Scotch. This is good excuse to drink, he assured himself.


  You fool. There’s no good excuse.


  



  Time bothered Paladin the most. He could deal with the fact that the Kilrathi had probably drugged him, had transported him to that clear interrogation cage, and had probably sifted through his brain. But the time lost, the time he would never get back, that drove him up to the window for some indication of how long it had been since they had returned him here. He had had a similar problem when he had been captured the first time. But after a while, his body clock had sharpened, and he had been able to mark the passage of time by the duration of his sleeping periods, which lasted nearly eight hours each day. But on this occasion he felt far too disoriented. For all he knew, months could have passed, even years, though his hair felt the same length and his beard had only grown a bit more. Still, they could have trimmed his hair to trick him. And the first time he had been here, he had thought that Aristee and the protur were with him, but that, too, had been an illusion.


  The cell door clanged open, and Paladin spun to confront two Kilrathi Marines who carried Aristee inside, then lowered her to the stone floor. She lay inert on her back, eyes closed. One of the cats snarled at Paladin, then lumbered after his comrade. The door banged shut after them, and Paladin gagged on the fumes of nutrient gas that swirled in their wake.


  He knelt beside Aristee, put his ear to her nose, then sighed with relief as he heard her faint breath. He undid the sash on her robe and scanned her body for injuries. She looked all right. “Amity.” He touched her cheek. You’re real. You have to be. “Amity.”


  She coughed, coughed again, and he pulled her up to sit. She swallowed, opened her eyes and squinted at him, then suddenly clutched her chest and screamed.


  “It’s all right,” he said, grabbing her wrists. “You’re okay. There’s nothing wrong.”


  Gasping and trembling, she looked down at her breast, then relaxed a little. “I remember dying.”


  “Well, if you’re dead, then so am I, and I think I’d remember something like that.”


  “I guess we gave them what they wanted,” she said, staring past the bars. “Between what we both know about the hopper drive, they might be able to engineer something similar. James, you were right about them. I’m--”


  “Don’t say it. You don’t need to. Problem is that you and I have no luck.” He grinned wearily. “We’re paired yet polar opposites. The things we love most are at odds with each other.”


  “Oh, no. You’re going to wax poetic.” She gripped the floor, as though bracing herself for incoming fire.


  He slid a meter away until his back rested on the wall. “Actually, I was gong to wax prophetic. If this whole thing has taught me anything, it’s that you and I are forces that don’t belong together.”


  She frowned then broke into a smile. “I told you that a long time ago.”


  “I should’ve listened.” He pulled his knees into his chest, then a rumble from outside sent him to the window. “Damn,” he whispered as ten, maybe twelve score of military transports flew overhead, gaining altitude. “They’re mobilizing for a big one.”


  “I still love you, James. Even after all of this.”


  “There’s a pill you can take for that.”


  “And you haven’t stopped loving me.”


  He snorted. “Blame me for waxing poetic? Blame you for the melodrama. You’re thinking we’re going to die so we should, forgive the phrase, spill our guts to each other?”


  She brought her lips together, thought a moment, then nodded. “You’re right. We have no luck.”


  “Unless he wasn’t lying,” Paladin said, lifting his chin at the door, which now opened to expose the emperor and the protur. Old Carver Tsu the Third wore a look so bloated with self-satisfaction that Paladin swore the man’s head would topple from his shoulders. Contrarily, the emperor’s naturally pale face seemed even paler, and if Paladin didn’t know better, he’d swear that the cat looked scared.


  “Amity? James? Let’s go,” the protur said in his little sing-song. He tucked a colorful leaf into his robe’s pocket, then explained, “The emperor has so graciously provided us with a shuttle that will whisk us back to Confederation space.”


  “That’s correct,” the emperor said, and translator or no, there was no mistaking his anxiety. “We apologize for the misunderstanding.”


  Aristee’s look said: What the hell?


  Paladin’s shouted that.


  Still tingling with shock, Paladin stood and helped Aristee to her feet. They shuffled out of the cell as the emperor trudged ahead of them.


  “What do you tell them?” Paladin asked the protur.


  Carver Tsu winked. “The truth, my dear James. Only the truth.”
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  After keying in the hatch’s access code, Hunter gazed askance at Blair and said, “I just want you to know that it wasn’t our fault.”


  The hatch opened, and a shaft of light sliced into the otherwise dark room. Walls of storage compartments standing just taller than Blair arrowed off for about ten meters, and to the right sat an open area to park the four-wheeled deckscrubbers and decksealers that now hummed along throughout the Claw’s lower decks.


  Hunter advanced into the shadows.


  As Blair watched him go, gooseflesh fanned across his shoulders. “Captain?”


  “What are you standing there for, mate? C’mon.” After a few seconds of looking puzzled, Hunter smiled, and the sun finally rose in his gaze. “Ah, you think I’m luring you into this out of the way place so I can kick your ass. Don’t worry about me, Lieutenant. I still owe you for dragging me out of that gravity well. I’m not fond of Pilgrims, but anyone who puts down a Kilrathi invasion and saves my sorry ass is all right with me. Coming?”


  Blair gritted his teeth over the decision, sighed, and moved on.


  They traveled to the back of the storage room, turned left down a corridor running perpendicular to the walls of compartments, then took a right into a storage room nearly identical to the first.


  The lights came on.


  Maniac rounded a corner. “Hey, Blair,” he said solemnly, scratching the crown of his blond crewcut. “Before you see ‘em, I just want to tell you that, well, I guess I’m sorry.”


  Blair plowed past Maniac, his gaze sweeping the area. “See what? What are you talking about? And why the hell are you sorry?”


  But before Maniac could answer, Blair spotted them sitting on the floor, arms bound behind their backs, legs shackled with durasteel binders, mouths tapped shut. He didn’t recognize the three men. The fact that their cheeks bore purple welts and their eyes had swollen shut probably had something to do with that.


  “Just three class-two welders whose parents fought in the first Pilgrim War,” Hunter said. “Thought they’d make the crime so obvious that it would fall between our eyes. They had pretty good alibis, but Maniac kept on their sixes and learned the truth. We confronted them, and that individual threw the first punch.” Hunter pointed at the nearest tech.


  Blair hunkered down in front of the welder, who could not be more than twenty. The guy tried to stare at his visitor, but the effort caused him to whimper and tug against his bonds. Blair tossed a glance to Maniac. “What did you hear them say?”


  “Heard ‘em talking about how much they hate Pilgrims, how a couple of them lost their parents in the war, and how it was a goddamned shame that the Confederation had even allowed Pilgrims to enter the military.”


  “That’s it? You’re kidding me.”


  “They had the equipment and the motive. What more do you want?”


  “You idiot. Someone could’ve set them up.”


  “You’re reading way too much into this. No one would go to all that trouble just to kick your ass.” Maniac’s eyes bulged. “This is a hate crime, and these three are definitely operating in the intelligence-free zone.”


  Blair returned a scowl, then yanked off the tape covering the first welder’s mouth.


  “You jocks’ll go down for this, I swear it,” said the battered young man.


  “You didn’t beat me, did you,” Blair said.


  “That’s what I’ve been telling your friends.”


  “But what about your friends,” Maniac interjected. “They confessed.”


  “They’d say anything to make you stop,” Blair retorted, then looked to the welder. “How long have you been down here?”


  “I dunno. A day, maybe. I’m thirsty and starving. They haven’t fed us.”


  Blair stood. “Let ‘em go.”


  “No way,” Maniac said, then charged up to Blair. “I’m not going to back to the brig.”


  “Yeah, you are.”


  Maniac poked Blair with an index finger. “I did this for you. These bastards had it coming with interest. And don’t believe anything they say. They did this. They did it.”


  Blair eyed the three welders. “Nope.”


  “How do you know?” Maniac challenged.


  “You weren’t there.” He regarded Hunter. “Question. Do Obutu or Angel know about this?”


  The captain shook his head. “Techs outside have kept it quiet for us. But that won’t last long.” He frowned at Maniac. “Guess we’ll be turning ourselves in, Lieutenant. Can’t keep these guys here forever.”


  Maniac spun away and swore three times, lifting his voice from a whisper to a shout. He pointed at the welders. “They started it.”


  “This is so juvenile that I can’t believe I’m standing here,” Blair said. “And thanks for showing me this. Thanks for making me an accomplice. You guys are unbelievable. And I’m sorry, but if you don’t turn yourselves in, then I will.”


  “We’ll take care of that,” Hunter said.


  Blair glared at them. “I’m going to get some sleep. Maybe I’ll catch an hour before this particular pile of shit hits the fan.” He hustled off, muttering, “What else can happen?”


  



  Even as the hatch to his quarters shut behind Blair, Karista’s voice rose from the silence of his mind. Then she appeared to him, as she had before, though she looked more ragged, and something in her gaze set off alarms that he tried to dismiss so that the guilt wouldn’t get the better of him. “Christopher, I’ve so much to tell you.”


  “Wish I were in the mood to listen.” He dropped onto his rack and began furiously untying his boots. “Got my own problems now.”


  “I know, but to be honest, they’re not very important. You have to start thinking much bigger than yourself because Ivar Chu and the other Pilgrims who set out for Sirius so long ago are coming to save us.”


  “That’s nice. Tell ‘em I said hey. And I don’t really need any saving unless one of them feels like investigating a hate crime.”


  “I’m serious. It’s taken me a couple of days, but now I have proof that they’re coming. And I need to get it to that admiral who wants destroy our systems because if he goes ahead with his plans, the Confederation will be wiped out.”


  He snickered. “Wow, sounds serious.”


  “Christopher, you’ve been having the visions again. I know you have. Every morning when you wake up you see blue. You hear the music and sometimes even the voice that tells you to be patient and to help whenever you can.”


  “So you’re reading my script. I’m underwhelmed. Maybe we’re all just delusional.” He toed off the boots, then rose and slid out of his flight suit. “I want to take a shower. You’re not really here, but you kind of are, so you mind?”


  “The Concordia is in orbit of McDaniel. I need to get my evidence to that ship.”


  “Here we go...”


  “I don’t think I have it in me to steal another ride and get it through the Confed’s no-fly zone. I’ve grown so cold and tired. You know yourself what it’s like. I need you.”


  “Can’t you just carry the evidence to them extrakinetically?”


  “Maybe. But once they have it, there would no one there to explain what it is. And carrying something that far might incapacitate me for a week. I need you to get me to that ship. I’ve done everything I can on this end.”


  Thoughts circled, charged, evaporated, and were born in the seconds that Blair stood there, considering what she was asking. Even if he agreed to help, how the hell would he get through the no-fly zone and get planetside? It wasn’t as if he could fly his Rapier in, land, and tell her to hop in the backseat. Rapiers were not atmospheric craft nor did they have backseats. Then, of course, remained the “little” problem of getting permission to leave.


  “Christopher. Please.”


  No, he couldn’t turn down that face, those eyes. I’m not supposed to be in love with you. Angel would remind me of that. “I’ll see what I can do.”


  “Don’t waste time. According to the news here, if Aristee doesn’t stand down and return the Olympus by Confed day one-five-eight, the systems and enclaves will be destroyed. The order just came in for a massive evacuation. They want to ease their consciences by saving some of us before they destroy our land. They think they can do that with impunity, but they have no idea how powerful the Pilgrims are.”


  “Wait a minute. They’re evacuating the populace? Can you get on one of those ships?”


  Her expression brightened. “I think so.”


  “We’ll have to time this just right. I’ll calculate the jumps to get me there, but you’ll need to stay in touch. Wait a minute. What am I doing? If I don’t get permission--”


  “Were I you, I wouldn’t waste time asking.”


  “I can’t go AWOL. I’ll have to go to Gerald.”


  “Just get here. The admiral has to see what I have.”


  “What do you have?”


  “Remember that woman I told you I was going to see? Suffice it to say that the trip really paid off.”


  “I’ll need more than that to convince my captain.”


  “All right. Close your eyes. And I’ll show you.”


  He held up a palm. “I’ll need evidence I can share with him, otherwise we’re back to just my word.”


  She sighed in frustration. “I can’t give you more.”


  “Can you put whatever you want to show me in his mind?”


  “He’s not a Pilgrim.”


  The realization came slowly and fused with a chill. “Gerald’s no Pilgrim. But I know someone else on board who is.”


  



  The environment suits supplied by the Kilrathi were at least twenty years old, and Paladin feared that the life support batteries would not hold a charge for long. Since the two guards with them had not been wearing translators, Paladin had been forced to mime his request for newer suits. One of the cats had heaved an exaggerated snarl, then had thudded away.


  Ten minutes had passed. No new suits.


  Poised at an airlock that separated the cellblock from an octagonal corridor festooned by conduits and thick with pale green nutrient gas, Paladin checked his life support and comm units one last time, did likewise for Aristee and the protur, then waved to another guard standing inside the lock.


  “He looks thrilled to let us go,” Aristee said as the door hissed open.


  “The word humility doesn’t translate into their language,” commented the protur. “But I’ve taught them what it means.”


  “Care to say how?” Paladin asked.


  “Patience.”


  Paladin’s expression soured. “I hear that word again, I’ll be--”


  “Sick?” Aristee finished.


  “No. I’ll be forced to cut off the protur’s lips so that he can’t pronounce it.”


  “Oh, James,” the protur said. “If only you’d just listen. And be--”


  Paladin raised an index finger and scowled.


  “--patient.”


  About to launch into a tirade that would criticize every aspect of the protur, right down the sandals he wore beneath the e-suit’s boots, Paladin took in a deep breath, then the guard distracted him with a shaking of his head and wagging of his chin in a comical attempt to urge them forward.


  They slipped into the octagonal corridor, where two more guards met and led them toward the broad doors of an elevator. Once inside, the lift carried them swiftly up for twenty seconds. Aristee complained that her suit was getting hot, but Paladin’s check of climate controls showed systems nominal.


  The lift doors finally opened to reveal a modest-sized hangar shaped like a triangle with the top sheared off. Several Imperial shuttles floated in zero-G moorings about twenty meters ahead, their bronze-colored bows narrowing into a quartet of sharp prongs that housed their navigation and sensor packages. Beside them sat an antique scouting vessel in remarkably good condition, considering that it had to be at least three centuries old. Fifty or so meters beyond it, a pair of hangar doors parted with a tremor that rose into Paladin’s gut. One of the guards raised a massive arm and flicked out a long nail to indicate which of the ships was theirs. Then both Kilrathi turned away and slunk back toward the lift.


  Aristee and the protur started for the shuttle.


  “I’m not getting on board,” Paladin said, standing behind them. “Not until you talk.”


  “It makes no difference to me whether you go or stay,” answered the protur without turning back. “And I’d tell you if I could. But I can’t. And that’s that, isn’t it?”


  “Why can’t you talk?”


  “It’s neither my place nor desire. And to be honest, I get a certain thrill from seeing you squirm. You, standing on your mountain of Confederation dung, believe that what you’re doing is right. You and all the others. You’re so lost. You, like the Kilrathi, will... be.... humbled.”


  “James, I, uh, I can’t--” Aristee collapsed at the foot of the shuttle’s loading ramp.


  He bounded to her, rolled her onto her back, then popped open the life support control panel on her lift wrist. The data bar for climate control showed all systems nominal, but her suit’s temperature had suddenly risen twenty degrees and continued to climb. He switched control to manual and pressed a button to bring down the heat. Damned old suits. No response.


  “What’s wrong?” cried the protur, hovering over them.


  “Get out the way,” Paladin shouted, then dragged Aristee up the ramp and into the shuttle’s wide hold. He set her down, then practically dove for the hatch control even as the protur hustled inside. As the ramp lifted to seal into the hull, Paladin sprinted to the cockpit, where he found a Kilrathi pilot and navigator in the middle of a preflight check.


  “Seal the cockpit. Switch to Earth normal atmosphere in the hold.”


  “We don’t like to do that,” said the pilot through his translator. “Your air promotes the corrosion of our instruments.”


  “You were ordered to get us safely out of here. And this is a shuttle equipped for prisoner transport. If you don’t do as I say, one of your passengers is going to die. You’ll fail your duty. Where’s the honor in that?”


  The big cat exchanged an unreadable look with his navigator, then cocked his head back to Paladin. “Sealing cockpit. Hold to Earth normal, twenty degrees Celsius.”


  Paladin scissored by the cockpit hatch as it began to close. He felt a powerful wind tug at his shoulders and checked his external sensor as the pilot vented the nutrient gas and flushed the hold with seventy-eight percent nitrogen, twenty-one percent oxygen, and trace elements of argon, carbon dioxide, hydrogen, neon, and helium. The moment external readings flashed in the green, he unclipped and screwed off Aristee’s helmet. Her head fell slack. Perspiration soaked her hair. As he fumbled to open the collar of her suit, her eyelids fluttered open, and a strange look washed over her face. “James,” she said. “I saw them. You won’t believe it, but I saw them.”


  



  Fear surged into Commander Obutu’s expression as Karista’s likeness flickered before him and Blair. She stood in Obutu’s quarters and looked quite comfortable with her surroundings, despite the fact that her flesh lay light years away. “Are you ready?”


  “My God, I’ve never seen anything like this,” Obutu rasped. “Is that what you call her script?”


  “Yeah. And we look the same on her end. We could leave this place and go to what we call the quilt, though I’m not sure you could visit it. I think you have to be an extrakinetic to go there.”


  Entirely rapt by Karista’s image, Obutu barely managed a nod. “I thought you were lying.”


  “Karista? Show us what you have,” Blair said.


  Without warning, her image peeled away into a field of stars that encompassed the entire room. Even Blair, someone who had experienced the continuum and the quilt firsthand, felt insignificant and utterly awed by the vastness of the image.


  And from that sweeping tableau emerged a grand fleet of ships the stole Blair’s breath. The vessels glowed a pale white that darkened to azure around their edges, and their fluctuating hulls resembled banners, pennons, or sheets driven through the wind. Some equaled the Confederation’s largest supercruisers in breadth and width, while others appeared so huge that Blair had trouble comprehending their size. He found himself floating between the magnificent vessels and sensed that they numbered in the millions, for their formation stretched back as far as he could perceive.


  “This is just one of many Pilgrim war fleets,” Karista said. “It’s headed from the Virgo Cluster toward Confederation space. It’ll jump through the Sirius system and be here within five days. At least one other fleet is headed toward Kilrah.”


  “Where did you get this information?” Obutu asked.


  “From a woman here on McDaniel. The data is stored in the cells of leaves from her veracia tree. There are other trees just like hers growing on Faith, Promise, and a few in the enclaves. These Pilgrims wanted to let their own know that they were coming. We had a leaf analyzed. The data is like a real time link to them. When it’s accessed, we can get this close to them but no closer. The admiral needs to see this before he gives the order to destroy our systems and enclaves. The only way I can show him this is to have a leaf analyzed on board the Concordia. I need Christopher’s help to get there.”


  “We’ll send word to the Concordia immediately,” Obutu said. “We’ll tell them that we have evidence they must see before ordering an attack.”


  “But sir, a comm drone would be too slow, and the admiral could choose to ignore it. We need to get Karista to the Concordia within five days,” Blair pointed out. “I’ve already calculated the jumps. I can get in there in about four days using a LARP variant Rapier, extra oh-two, and cells. Admiral Tolwyn needs to have a leaf in hand to believe any of this. I’ve helped him before. I think he’ll listen to me.”


  “I see. And you want to go now?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  In a wash of motion that left Blair astounded, the star field collapsed into the form of Karista. She looked at them for a second, then lifted her chin, squinting at something unseen. “There’s... there’s someone else who’s seen this.”


  “What do you mean?” Blair asked. “I assumed others would know--especially Pilgrims on McDaniel.”


  “I mean someone on board the Tiger Claw. There’s another Pilgrim here who’s accessed this. And he must be an extrakinetic because he’s managed to hide from me. I couldn’t see his face. But I felt him.”


  “Another Pilgrim?” Blair asked dubiously. “And an extrakinetic? What are you going to say next? That the admiral himself is really a Pilgrim?”


  “I’m serious, Christopher. There’s another Pilgrim on board this ship. And like I said, he must be an extrakinetic and doesn’t want to be discovered. I think he sensed what I was showing and couldn’t resist a look for himself.”


  Another Pilgrim. Maybe like Obutu this Pilgrim had refused to reveal his heritage, and the present Pilgrim crisis only reinforced his decision. But something else about this revelation gnawed at Blair. He couldn’t put his finger on it.


  Until he replayed the attack.


  Now he remembered thinking that one of his assailants had to be using a gravitic weapon akin to a Pilgrim’s extrakinetic strength. But he had assured himself that there were no other Pilgrims on board the Claw, and he had been unable to explain why they would attack one of their own.


  “All right,” Blair said, maintaining his disinterest, “So there’s another Pilgrim. So what. Commander, do you think you could convince Gerald to let me go?”


  The intercom beeped.


  “Yes?” Obutu answered.


  “XO, report to the wardroom,” Gerald ordered.


  “Speak of the devil,” Obutu muttered. “Sir, I want Lieutenant Blair to accompany me. We have an important request.”


  “Good, I want to see the lieutenant, anyway. And so does Lieutenant Commander Jhinda. Seems a couple jocks from First Squadron took the law into their own hands. And it seems that Mr. Blair’s an accessory after the fact.”


  Obutu’s gaze reduced Blair to a quivering idiot. He looked away, swore, then glanced to Karista, who had dissolved into the half-light.
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  “Hey, we’re still missing three,” Maniac blurted out. “Maybe we can have their cake and punch delivered to sick bay.”


  Angel’s gaze practically reached out and strangled Maniac. “Lieutenant,” she warned.


  “Sir,” Blair began, eyeing Gerald tentatively. “Before I say anything, should I have a lawyer present?”


  “You won’t need one,” Jhinda said. The stocky black woman glanced up from her data slate and spoke in an imperious baritone that had become her trademark. “Captain St. John and Lieutenant Marshall explained what happened. Besides, during the time of the beating, you were on patrol, as indicated by your flight recorder.” She tapped a knuckle on her slate where she had just pulled up the data. “If you were involved, Lieutenant, you have a strong alibi.”


  “I wasn’t involved.” Blair looked to Obutu, who returned a look of equal impatience.


  “Captain, Lieutenant Blair and I need to speak with you privately,” Obutu said emphatically.


  “If it concerns this case,” Jhinda said, “then you’d better say it right here, right now.”


  “It doesn’t concern the case,” Obutu fired back.


  Gerald regarded the Marines. “Confine Captain St. John to his quarters and escort Lieutenant Marshall to the brig. We’ll conduct a formal hearing on this matter at nineteen hundred.”


  “Sir, you can confine me to quarters as well,” Maniac said. “I won’t make any trouble.”


  Ignoring the plead, Gerald widened his gaze on the guards, who quickly moved forward. One took Hunter’s elbow, and the other slapped a gloved hand on Maniac’s shoulder.


  Grimacing, Maniac turned and let the guard escort him away.


  Once the hatch had closed after them, Gerald crossed to the front of the wardroom, folded his arms over his chest, and turned his dark eyes on Angel. “It’s also come to my attention that you and Commander Obutu have been conducting an investigation of your own.”


  Angel took a step forward. “Sir--”


  “I warned you of the consequences.”


  “But sir--”


  “I said that if you interfered with Lieutenant Commander Jhinda’s investigation, I’d have you brigged for a month.”


  “Sir, you can’t possibly--”


  “I can. And I will. Effective immediately, you are suspended from duty for a period of no less than thirty days. You’ll be confined to quarters and allowed out only for sim training. Your meals will be delivered. What’s left of your squadron will be turned over to Captain Berkholtz. Now, will you return to your quarters willingly, or should I call for a guard?”


  “Sir, you can’t suspend her,” said Blair, clenching his fists. “Not at a time like this. We need every--”


  “We need officers who know how to obey orders,” Gerald boomed. “Officers who do not question the chain of command.”


  Blair got the message loud and clear, though it took an extreme effort to hold back from cursing at the captain. He turned to Angel, who nodded slowly and did everything she could to bottle up her own anger. She pivoted smartly and left.


  “Sir, I understand what you’re doing, and I don’t question it,” Obutu told Gerald. “What I’d like to know is if the Lieutenant Commander Jhinda has come any closer to identifying the perpetrators. The reason I ask is because Angel and I believe we have.”


  “To be honest, Commander, it’s none of your business what the Lieutenant Commander has discovered or not discovered. You’re the executive officer of this ship, and your duties don’t involve investigating hate crimes. I’ve a mind to suspend you for three days. Consider that a warning.”


  Jhinda shifted along the perimeter of the room, zeroing in on Obutu. “So, what do you think you’ve found, Commander?”


  “We believe three members of Captain Gunner’s squadron are responsible for this, three pilots who go by the call signs Loaf, Mango, and R. We can’t account for their whereabouts during the commission of the crime, and their officer profiles reveal that two of them, Loaf and R, descended from Confederation officers who fought and died in the Pilgrim War. We haven’t confronted them. We’ve been trying to bait them into striking again.”


  “Which accounts for your sudden coming out as a Pilgrim,” Jhinda concluded.


  Obutu’s expression tightened. “I believe that’s something I would’ve revealed anyway, ma’am.”


  “Really?”


  “Ma’am, I--”


  “Enough,” Gerald ordered, waving a hand. “Commander Jhinda, I assure that no one else will interfere with your investigation. You have my word.”


  “I hope so, Captain. Obstruction of justice is a serious offense. Suffice it to say that if any of your officers are convicted of such charge, they won’t be returning to this carrier any time soon.”


  Even as Jhinda delivered her threat, Blair shook his head at Obutu and mouthed the words, “You lied to me.”


  The commander looked away.


  So Obutu and Angel had thrown him to the sharks. And for what? To stir up trouble? To get his ass kicked again? He would have appreciated at least knowing that they had jammed a hook into his spine and had dangled him before the enemy. He suddenly felt no more affection for Obutu than he did for Gerald.


  After thanking Jhinda for her attendance, Gerald pulled out a seat, sat, and thumped his elbows on the wardroom table. “Do you gentlemen realize how thin the ice is? That woman has the authority to indite and remove any one of us from duty.” He sighed disgustedly.


  Great. Now that we’ve got you all buttered up, you’ll definitely let me go after Karista, Blair thought darkly.


  “Sir, we need to send Lieutenant Blair to McDaniel’s World. He needs to transport a woman named Karista Mullens to the Concordia. She has evidence that could affect Admiral Tolwyn’s decision to bomb the Pilgrim systems and enclaves.”


  Gerald sat there for a moment, just breathing, his face registering no more than his discontent. “XO, I’m still waiting for the punch line.”


  “I’m serious, sir. We need to send the lieutenant there immediately. As he earlier pointed out, a comm drone would be too slow. I’m asking for permission to dispatch him to McDaniel. He will arrive there in about four days.”


  “Let’s see now. Lieutenant Blair is needed here to help reinforce the no-fly zone. He’s also part of an investigation to bring in three criminals who beat him and will be needed by Lieutenant Commander Jhinda if and when the time comes. And let’s see now, you haven’t produced any hard evidence to convince me that what you’re saying is true, never mind the fact that you’re both Pilgrims. In all, XO, I’d say that you’re audacity is exceeded only by the amount of bullshit coming out your mouth. You’re wasting my time.” Gerald smote fists on the table, then pushed himself up. “You’re dismissed.”


  “Sir, I know you don’t believe us, but you have to--” Blair cut himself off as the captain rounded the table and came within a quarter meter to stare him down.


  “Let’s go, Lieutenant,” Obutu called.


  “Captain, maybe we can’t prove anything, but at least hear us out,” Blair said, softening his tone. “Karista has evidence that a Pilgrim fleet is approaching Confederation space. They’ll come in through Sirius on one-five-eight. We might’ve lost that destroyer to a Pilgrim scouting party. If Tolwyn attacks the systems and enclaves, he’ll provoke that fleet. And sir, you have no idea how many ships we’re talking about. No idea.”


  “Admiral Tolwyn won’t be issuing any orders, Lieutenant. Guess you haven’t been paying attention to the news. The admiral’s on Earth, and he’s been arrested for that bombing in Washington. Space Marshal Gregarov is now commanding the fleet, and she won’t be bombing anything. So this whole little mission of yours is pointless. Now, let me issue that order again. We’ll call it a hearing test. You’re dismissed!”


  



  After the XO and Blair had left, Gerald went to the wardroom’s comm terminal and contacted Marine Corps Lieutenant Tori Andover, head of ship’s security.


  “Lieutenant, I’d like you to continue your surveillance of Commander Obutu and Lieutenant Blair.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Got a hunch, sir?”


  “Yes, I do. Don’t let them out of your sight.”


  “My people are on it, sir.”


  



  A mere fifteen minutes after Blair had returned to his quarters to do little more than curse and sulk, Commander Obutu’s voice piped in from the hatch’s intercom. “Open up, Lieutenant.”


  Puzzled, Blair ordered the hatch open, and Obutu stepped inside. The ship’s executive officer wore an olive drab flight suit that had to be at least fifteen years old. The patches on his sleeves indicated that he had belonged to 128th Fighter Wing, 54th Squadron, the “Phantoms,” and the ghostly image of a Rapier streaked across one the largest emblems. He gripped the rim of his flight helmet, and though his call sign was upside down, Blair managed to read it: “Mystery Man.” Obutu’s reticence had obviously been recognized by his fellow pilots. Blair had suspected that the commander had been a pilot, though Obutu had only said that he had had some experience.


  “Suit up, Mr. Blair.”


  He nodded and hustled to his locker.


  Remarkable. He and the ship’s XO were about to go AWOL.


  “What the captain didn’t tell us,” Obutu went on, “is that the Confederation Senate voted to endorse Tolwyn’s plan to destroy all systems and enclaves before he was arrested. As far as I know, they haven’t changed their minds. So it doesn’t matter who’s in control of the Fourteenth. The vote has been cast, and if Aristee doesn’t stand down and return the Olympus by one-five-eight, the attack will commence.”


  “Sir, we could be court-martialed for this.”


  “No, we will be court-martialed for this. But I saw those ships.”


  “I can do this alone,” Blair said. “You have a lot more at stake than me. Why don’t you stay here? Just help me get out.”


  “I’m coming for two reasons. We’ll need clearance to get Karista back to the Concordia, otherwise we’ll find ourselves in a furball. The space marshal might have an easier time believing me than you. I know you didn’t score any points with her during the investigation into Paladin’s defection.”


  “And what’s the second reason?” Blair asked, zipping up his flight suit.


  “I’m a Pilgrim.”


  Blair shrugged. “That doesn’t mean anything, sir.”


  “It means everything.” Obutu looked to Blair’s locker. “Get your sidearm. You’ll need it. The captain has had us watched for a while. We can bullshit our way into a couple of Rapiers, but our tails will tip-off Gerald before we’re done preflighting.”


  “Why don’t I just call down to flight control now and have a couple of fighters standing by?”


  “Why don’t you just call Gerald and tell him what we’re planning to do--because Raznick will need authorization, and I can give it, but the moment I do, our names pop up on the roster and all Gerald has to do is glance at the board.” He shifted back toward the hatch. “Just trust me. Our rides will be ready.”


  



  Trembling like a cadet during his first training flight, Blair followed Obutu into the lift, and they headed down to the flight deck. As the doors opened on the flight control room, Blair tensed, hesitated a moment under Obutu’s silent insistence, then kept after the man as they crossed quickly through the room, eliciting curious glances from the officers and non-comms on duty. At least old man Raznick was too busy supervising the landing of a patrol to look up from his terminal.


  They double-timed down the stairs to the flight deck, checked in at Peterson’s desk with a story from Obutu that he and Blair had classified business to attend to, then jogged along the bulkhead until they found the ample cover of Rapiers and Broadswords parked in their berths.


  Weaving stealthily through the bewinged obstacle course, they finally reached two CF-117b-L Rapiers, variants of the standard utility fighter. The 117b-Ls had been outfitted with enhanced sensor packages and, Obutu explained, upgraded from seventy-two hours of life support to one hundred. They would, however, pay for that extra cruise time by losing the rotary barrel neutron cannon. In it’s place hung a blunt cone jammed to the gills with enhanced scanners and extra fuel tanks.


  Surprisingly enough, Obutu had already ordered the ships preflighted, loaded with rations, and had asked the crews to remain quiet and leave when they had finished, lest they become involved in any wrong-doing. He quickly mounted a cockpit ladder rolled up to the starfighter nearest him.


  Blair turned to mount his own ladder and nearly walked into the muzzle of a C-244 pistol gripped by a Marine whose battered face seemed assembled by a three-year-old. Stick the nose a little crooked here, the eyes a little crooked there. “Where you are, sir.”


  “Yeah,” Blair sighed. “Where I am.” He slowly raised his palms.


  “And you, too, Commander.”


  Turning his head ever so slightly, Blair caught sight Obutu on the ladder. The XO showed his palms.


  “Lieutenant, this is Nana. I have the Commander and Lieutenant Blair in custody. Request assistance.”


  “Private,” Obutu said quietly. “If you don’t lower that weapon, I’m going to come down this ladder. You don’t want me to come down this ladder.”


  “That’s right, sir. Remain where you are.”


  Obutu started down the ladder.


  “Sir, I said to--”


  Blair slapped his hands on the Marine’s pistol, expecting the guy to fire in the struggle. But the Marine had kept the safety on, and even as Blair jerked the soldier toward him, then whirled to drive the guy into the cockpit ladder, someone else shoved him aside and jammed a stunstick into the Marine’s neck. The jarhead fell slack, and Blair glanced up to find--of all people--Gunner Berkholtz holding the stick. “Uh, thank you, sir,” Blair said, still reeling in shock.


  “Mount up,” Gunner said tersely, then he favored Obutu with a quick nod and saluted. “Can’t buy you more time.”


  Blair opened his mouth to ask at least one of the half dozen questions that had him frowning until it hurt, but he saw that Obutu had already settled into his cockpit. He charged up the ladder and lowered himself into the Rapier.


  He rushed through the identification and activation sequences so that he could establish a private comm link with Obutu. He finally found the channel as the Rapier’s turbines issued their whine in the warm-up sequence.


  “Sir, why did Gunner help us? What’s in it for him? And don’t you and Angel think three of his jocks are the ones who beat me? Or did you lie again?”


  “We still think Gunner’s people are responsible--but Gunner isn’t. There’s no love lost between us, but I’ve known him for a while. And suffice it to say that this isn’t the only favor he owes me. Besides, he’d like nothing more than to see me get court-martialed.”


  “Yeah, but he just took that same risk by helping us.”


  “His choice. His style. Now let’s get the hell out of here. Andover’s people are on their way.”


  Boss Raznick suddenly broke into their private channel. “Commander Obutu? The deck boss informs me that you and Lieutenant Blair are headed out on classified business, but classified or not, I don’t have an authorization number to cross reference with the datanet.”


  “That’s right, Boss,” Obutu said coolly. “It’s going to take a while for that number to appear. It’s coming in via decrypt seven. Just give it a few minutes.”


  Blair had to hand it to Obutu; the man could shovel bullshit with the best of them.


  “Very well, Commander. But I can’t issue clearance until I cross reference,” Raznick insisted.


  “Understood.”


  The canopy lowered, seals locked, and pressurization began in Blair’s cockpit. He clipped on his oxygen mask and felt a slight sting on his face even though his bruises had all but vanished. The life support clock began ticking: 1845 hours on calendar date 153. He would have oxygen until 2245 on 157. After that, he had better be anywhere other than his cockpit. He glanced over at the XO, who shook a thumbs up. Blair returned the signal, took in a very long breath, and watched as Obutu dialed up the thrust and fired maneuvering thrusters, taking his Rapier into a three-meter hover. The XO advanced out of the berth, triggering a volley of questions from Boss Raznick.


  “Merlin? Activate,” Blair ordered.


  The holograph flashed across the dash, then ignited into the semblance of the old man. Merlin sat on the dash and scowled at Blair. “What is it, you pain in the ass?”


  Blair recoiled in surprise. “Merlin, I want you to monitor incoming traffic. The XO and I need to launch.”


  “Screw you.”


  “Merlin!”


  “Treat me like shit, I treat you like shit. How do you like it?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “You’re not my friend. You just use me.”


  “You’re a computer, for god’s sake. Now do what computers do and assist me.”


  “Yeah, right.”


  “Fine. I’ll use the ship’s Tempest. Switch off.”


  “No.”


  Blair slapped his wrist, as though he could somehow fix Merlin’s microprocessor embedded in his skin. “Switch off.”


  “You’re go for launch, asshole. See you.” The incensed old man shimmered away.


  “We’re clear,” Blair told Obutu, still shaking his head over Merlin’s insurgence. He would have to limit the computer’s access to the datanet. Merlin had been surfing in waters of data way out of his league.


  Blair switched off the general frequency so that he wouldn’t have to listen to Boss Raznick’s swearing. He throttled up and rose into his own parking hover, then waited as Obutu lined up, ran the red light for launch, and blasted through the energy curtain.


  Flight crews began gathering near the runway to see what all the commotion was about, and as Blair lined up for his own takeoff, he lifted his thumb. Confused, a few offered nods while others looked up to the Plexi window of flight control. Boss Raznick stood behind the glass, pointed a finger at Blair, and strained his jaw muscles in a grand philippic of curses and threats.


  One day Blair would get to know the man. As it was, Raznick represented the stereotypical, pilot-hating flight boss whose only pleasure came in disciplining jocks. But what caused him to be so argumentative?


  Well, unauthorized takeoffs for one thing.


  Blair thought of waving cockily to the boss, then decided not to turn the knife in Raznick’s back. He rolled on the thrust and swept over the runway. The energy curtain now stood as the line between a court-martial and a severe reprimand.


  Three, two, one, and Blair welcomed himself to Court-Martial City, home of the insubordinate and famous for its liberal judges and fast-food justice. Then again, he was being lenient with himself. As Angel had once pointed out to Maniac, the penalty for disobeying a direct order was, during wartime, considered treason and punishable by death.


  It’s not like you’re putting any pressure on yourself, Blair thought. And it’s not like you don’t have company in your misery.


  “Lieutenant,” Obutu called. “Raznick’s ordering three Rapiers from Third to break off from the no-fly zone and pursue us. Two more from Second are launching early to assist.”


  Blair scanned his radar scope, then looked over his shoulder. Behind them lay the patchy brown orb of Netheryana and the ever-shrinking cylinder of the Tiger Claw. Another glance to the scope revealed three blue blips closing in from the six o’ clock perimeter. Two more would soon follow.


  “We’ll light the pipes on my mark,” Obutu cried. “Ready, ready... mark!”
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  [image: ]After you fly Rapiers for a while, you realize that the afterburners, like drug pushers, condemn you as they supply that necessary and urgent fix of speed. While the self-contained fuel-oxidizer systems create all the punch you need for any given sortie, they inspire your fuel gauge into its own ballet of acceleration as your tank plunges toward empty. You want a boost in velocity? It’ll cost you.


  Now, when deploying on a long-range mission that, say, involves jumping across three systems to deliver a particular young woman to a particular supercruiser, you tend to think a whole lot more about fuel rationing than punching a continuous, four-hundred-and-fifty-kilometer-per-second hole in the vacuum.


  Unless, of course, you have four bandits trying to ride the apex of your wash so that they can get missile lock on your AWOL butt and reduce you into a piece of vacuum-sealed jerky in the name of Confederation justice. Yes, that’s when you realize that there is a time and a place for everything, including speed.


  With one hand locked on the control yoke, Blair eyed the velocity gauge at the top of his dash: 447 KPS. The set speed indicator beside it showed that he had selected 450 as the target acceleration. And yes, he feared looking at the fuel gauge. Instead, he reached forward and switched the left VDU to display the active weapon delivery system, praying that this variant of Rapier still packed the full array of missile ordnance. He sighed. It did.


  Then his relief tightened into anxiety as he accidentally caught sight of the fuel gauge. “Sir? We can’t hold this burn any longer.”


  “Got my Tempest on it,” Obutu answered. “We have twenty-two seconds more. Eighteen seconds. Mark.”


  “Yes, sir. But once we throttle down, they’ll get the lock.”


  “They’re not shooting to kill, Lieutenant.”


  “Better remind them,” Blair said as a spate of glistening neutron fire rented the vacuum just meters above his Rapier. He checked his Radar scope. One of the pilots had redlined his thrusters and now came in at nearly 460 KPS, though he couldn’t do that for long. Then again, it didn’t take long or much effort to press a secondary weapons trigger.


  Another wave of neutron fire charged beneath Blair’s Rapier, and several rounds struck glancing blows to the shields. The reverberation found his boots. He flicked his gaze to the tactical display, to the radar scope, then to the armor and shield indicator. Armor still in the green. Belly shield rebuilding.


  Sudden movement on the scope drew his attention. A second Rapier pilot redlined himself alongside the first. The pilot opened up with wing-mounted laser cannons, delivering twin streams of bolts meant to lasso his target. As Blair broke into a thirty-degree dive, the incoming lit up his canopy and cut within a meter of the shields.


  Though Blair could pop open a rear station and dump off a few Porcupine mines that would humble these two, no way in hell would he kill a comrade.


  “Three seconds to burnout,” Obutu cried. “Mark!”


  Blair punched the burner control. The Rapier wrenched him forward, and the burners’ characteristic howl faded. Velocity plunged below four hundred kilometers per second. He spotted Obutu’s Rapier off his port bow and adjusted course to form on the XO’s wing. White crosshairs winked on Blair’s Heads Up Display, and he aligned them with the jump point coordinates. ETA to point: six minutes, with three minutes remaining until they could fire their jump drives and reach near-light-speed velocities.


  The two Rapiers pursuing him and the three who had targeted Obutu began consuming the gap since they could care less about rationing fuel. Rounds from neutron and laser cannons scissored through each other’s wakes, carrying their gluttony for shields and armor even closer to Blair and Obutu.


  Swearing under his breath, Blair realized that he needed to turn on the comm and distract the ordnance delivery guys tailgating his ass. “Pilgrim to pursing craft, copy?”


  “Blair? It’s me and Mango,” Loaf said. “C’mon, man. You don’t want to do this.”


  The neutron and laser fire suddenly ceased.


  “Guys, listen to me. I could tell you that the XO and I are trying to save the entire Confederation, but you’d think that’s bullshit.”


  “Sir, you’re ordered to return to base,” announced Mango in a stoic tone. “If you fail to do so, we have orders to shoot to kill, roger.”


  “C’mon, Blair,” Loaf pleaded. “Man, this is like desertion. I don’t care how important you think this is. You know what they’ll do to you?”


  “Actually, I do. Don’t feel bad about it, guys. I mean, we hardly know each other.”


  “Ninety seconds to drive fire,” Obutu interjected.


  Blair glanced at the XO on his display. “Copy that, sir. Initiating pre-jump sequence.” He cocked his head toward the jump drive display panel at his elbow. “I’m warm and nominal. Establishing intership drive and navigation links.” Blair worked the panel’s touchpad, synchronizing his jump drive to Obutu’s so that they would simultaneously plunge into the stable gravity well that lay ahead. Their Tempest AIs would account for each other’s mass displacement and keep them at distances sufficient to avoid antigraviton interference.


  “Sir, we won’t permit you to jump,” Mango said, the ice in his voice beginning to crack. “You’re either goobered or got a death wish. I’m telling you, we will fire.”


  Blair snickered. “You don’t have to convince me, Lieutenant.”


  “Sir, we’re ordering you to stand down,” Loaf said, now adopting his wingman’s grave tone.


  Twenty seconds to jump drive fire.


  The tactical display chirped and flashed a warning that both Rapiers had locked on to Blair. Glowing red lines extended from the two blips behind him and penetrated a three-dimensional simulacrum of the Rapier.


  “Stand down now,” Mango shouted. “Last warning.


  Fifteen seconds to drive fire.


  Blair switched the comm channel to the frequency Obutu and his pursuers were using. No surprise. Their conversation mirrored the one he was having with his own shadows.


  Ten seconds.


  Alarms drummed rapidly in the cockpit as Mango and Loaf--the two jocks who Obutu and Angel believed had beaten him--now had the opportunity to finish job without penalty.


  Or maybe they weren’t responsible. They simply acted on orders now. In any event, the missiles would reach Blair’s Rapier two seconds before he could fire the jump drive and outrun them. If he fired the drive too early, the computer would have to recalculate the entire jump, which would mean pulling away from the gravity well to allow it the half dozen or more minutes needed. Sure, Blair could feel his way through the well, but he wasn’t sure about Obutu’s abilities. He had to fire the jump drive on schedule, yet divert the missiles.


  Though Blair had a solution to the problem, he feared it more than the oncoming missiles. If he only had choice... He closed his eyes and reached deeply into himself, finding the continuum and forcing himself up and away from the Rapier. He materialized beside the first pair of missiles and willed them into each other, then glided unharmed through the white-hot orb of their collision. Before the flash faded, Blair found the next two rockets and drew them together as though he were connecting the leads of live wires. The Dumb-Fire missiles swallowed each other in a burst that crowned Blair’s incorporeal form.


  At once, the consequential cold from using his extrakinetic ability on inanimate objects coursed through him so fiercely that he found it hard to breathe. He forced himself to Obutu’s Rapier, spotted the three missiles punching into the XO’s exhaust, then shrieked as he sent an impulse to each rocket’s triggering system. A trio of short-lived suns birthed in Obutu’s wash.


  Three seconds to jump drive fire.


  Blair willed himself back to his Rapier and simultaneously reached out to engage the jump drive.


  Something held him above Obutu’s fighter.


  He pushed against the familiar energy and turned back to watch both Rapiers fire jump engines and suddenly stretch into points of light that held a moment, a moment more, then winked out.


  Though Blair had successfully engaged his jump drive while still outside of himself, he still could not return to his starfighter. The energy gripped his wrists, and as he struggled to free himself, the energy took form.


  With bulb-shaped eyes that regarded him unblinkingly and a torso shaped like the front bumper of a delivery hover, Lieutenant Victor “Mango” O’Brien jerked Blair’s arms apart as though he were about to pin Blair to a crucifix.


  Just then, the three Rapiers that had been hunting Obutu streaked directly through them, and as they did, Blair rolled his wrist inward and slipped out of Mango’s grasp.


  “So you’re the Pilgrim Karista felt,” Blair said. “Then you saw the ships. You saw them. And you know why we’re leaving. You know we have to.”


  “I can kill you in here, Blair. Did Karista teach you that?” Mango lunged forward to seize Blair’s throat.


  Blair forced himself deeper into Mango’s script, realizing that, indeed, the lieutenant was one of the “welders” who had beaten him, the one who had not spoken. Mango had held him down with an extrakinetic force. Now if Blair could penetrate deeply enough into Mango’s thoughts, he would learn the identities of the others.


  But he had another desire at moment: to breathe. As Mango choked him here, his body seated in the Rapier gasped for air. He dug fingers into Mango’s wrists until the jock groaned and suddenly fell back.


  “You’re a Pilgrim,” Blair screamed. “Why are you doing this?”


  “I’m a cursed man, Blair. It’s my goddamned blood.” Mango hunched over, arms outstretched as he searched for an opening in Blair’s own defenses.


  “You can’t deny who you are,” Blair said through clenched teeth. “And you can’t deal with it by beating other Pilgrims.”


  “Our XO should be glad he’s not an extrakinetic. He would’ve gone down first. Then you. Don’t you get it? I hate who I am. I hate it.”


  “So that gives you a license to beat up other Pilgrims?”


  “As a matter of fact, yeah. You have no idea how many fanatics I’ve shoved back down Ivar’s throat. I can’t serve with Pilgrims. I won’t. And the fleet that’s coming? Bring ‘em on! The Confederation will kick their asses.”


  Another force tugged on Blair’s shoulders, and he realized that his Rapier was about to reach Point of No Return velocity for the gravity well. He had to leave.


  And Mango sensed that. He sprang on Blair, who ducked and turned past the man, then swept himself away to find his Rapier. He descended, and, with a horrific shiver, returned to his body.


  “Point of No Return velocity achieved,” said the onboard computer. “System lock activated. Pilot, you are committed to the jump.”


  “Blair, you with me?” Obutu hailed. “Blair?”


  “Copy, sir.”


  “I’ve been hailing you. Got a comm problem?”


  “No, sir. But I found our other Pilgrim. It’s Mango, from Gunner’s squadron.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yes, sir. But we don’t have any evidence against him, and I don’t know anyone who will take us seriously--especially now.”


  “You’re probably right. But there are other ways to go about this... Now then, we’re thirty-three seconds off the jump. Systems nominal.”


  Even as Obutu finished, the G forces drove Blair hard into his seat.


  But then he realized that something else had added its presence to the G force and dwelled within, trying to conceal itself. Blair lifted himself up and into the continuum, where he found Mango in the cockpit, shifting in open air and passing through instrumentation as though it were incorporeal instead of him. The pilot stared intently at Blair’s jump drive control, and his fingers drummed on the touchpad.


  Realizing that Blair had entered the continuum, Mango looked up from the console and flashed his teeth. “You ain’t going anywhere.” In a movement so quick that Blair could hardly react, Mango drove his forearm against Blair’s chest and used his free hand to continue working the jump drive control panel.


  Blair seized Mango’s wrist and forced him back, if only a little. Mango applied more pressure, and the pilot’s arm felt like a slab of concrete pinning Blair to his seat.


  “Warning: jump drive deactivation sequence not possible,” the computer said. “Jump drive lockout in progress.”


  “Guess I am going somewhere,” Blair said, then groaned as he forced Mango away from the panel.


  “You got me locked out of the drive but not life support,” Mango said, then ripped himself free and whirled to a panel on the pit’s starboard side.


  Blair allowed himself a whole second to gasp before he slapped gloved hands on Mango’s shoulder and jerked him back.


  In the meantime, the Heads Up Display switched to show a glowing, cone-shaped glide path funneling toward the gravity well ahead. Coordinates appeared nominal as the autopilot adjusted for gravitic and other temporal disturbances.


  And the report remained that way for another two seconds until Mango switched off the autopilot and the Rapier suddenly veered off course amid a duet of rapidly beeping alarms. Then the pilot turned his attention back to the life support panel.


  Yes, Karista had clearly explained how in the continuum extrakinetic strength equals physical strength, which simply meant that both in and outside of the continuum, Mango had the advantage.


  Blair bolted out of the continuum. “Merlin. Activate.”


  “What is it?” the hologram groaned as he quavered on and paced a winding path of air.


  “Switch ship back to autopilot. And if there’s any tampering with life support, order systems back to nominal.”


  “Who the f--”


  “Merlin! I order you to obey.”


  “--do you think you are?”


  “Warning: life support system disengaged. Oh-two flow will shut down in five seconds.”


  “I’m going to die here, Merlin! And when I go--”


  “I hear you,” the old man said through a sigh. “I’ll get to work.”


  The Rapier shimmied as the jump drive fired another burst. Blair cocked his head to the panel and watched the seconds to jump flash down from nine, eight--


  “Life support system engaged.”


  --seven, six, five--


  Blair glimpsed into the continuum for a millisecond and found Mango beating his fist violently on the life support panel. No, the pilot could not work as quickly as Merlin did. Each override that he tapped in was as quickly overridden by Blair’s PPC.


  --four, three, two--


  The wavering sea of darkness that pooled before the Rapier and suddenly streaked into great glowing paws that cupped the fighter for... a moment? A week? A year? An eternity?


  With his senses shutdown and residing purely in the continuum, Blair watched them come, all of them, the Pilgrims from the Olympus, the ones who had joined with him to battle the Kilrathi that last time. He saw the pudgy boy, the woman who had held his hand, and the rest all coming forward to rip Mango from the cockpit.


  And there was Karista at the front of the group, staring at him with an expression daubed heavily with sadness. “There are too many like him,” she said, tipping her head toward Mango. “I wish he wasn’t so ashamed.”


  “Don’t hurt him,” Blair said.


  “But he--”


  “Just get him away.”


  They vanished, along with Mango, as an utter darkness and silence smothered Blair. Even his thoughts felt crushed under the unrecognizable power.


  After a time that he could not judge, music rose from the omnipresent silence, and as the darkness bled off into a sheet of blue, Blair recognized the music. The flute player of his visions had returned to lull him with a new melody.


  As he stared deeper into the blue, he saw his mother come forward and nod. “It’s okay, now Christopher. They’re coming. And it’s finally time for you know who you are.”


  “You once said that if I did, I would fall like others. I tried. I fell. But Karista saved me. What about now? Why are they coming? What will they tell me about who I am?”


  “The truth, Christopher. Only the truth.”


  “Which is?”


  A triple crack of thunder resounded in his ears, and a jerk from braking thrusters sent Blair slamming into his harness. A billion streaks of light rolled back into pinpoints as the jump engines announced with a decrescendo that he had returned to normal space.


  The VDU snapped on with an image of Obutu. “Blair, you copy?”


  “I’m here, sir.”


  “We’re tight on the beacon and about twenty-two-point-two-one hours from the Blackmane jump point. That’ll take us to Alliance, then another jump to McDaniel.”


  Blair pulled up his own navigation map and confirmed Obutu’s assessment. “Sir, if we follow the shipping lanes, we can shave a couple hours off our time.”


  “I don’t want to risk contact with any other ships. But the LSR looks clear for now. We’ll follow the lanes until first contact.”


  “Aye, sir. And sir? Sorry I got you into this.”


  “I did the getting myself, Lieutenant. Just set for auto and keep your eyes bugged. I’ll take second watch in four hours.”


  Breathing a long sigh of relief, Blair complied, then he unclipped his mask and palmed sweat from his brow. He glimpsed course ahead, and for a second he saw a flash of blue far off to port. When he looked again, only the icy void stared back.
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  Unless, of course, you have four bandits trying to ride the apex of your wash so that they can get missile lock on your AWOL butt and reduce you into a piece of vacuum-sealed jerky in the name of Confederation justice. Yes, that’s when you realize that there is a time and a place for everything, including speed.


  With one hand locked on the control yoke, Blair eyed the velocity gauge at the top of his dash: 447 KPS. The set speed indicator beside it showed that he had selected 450 as the target acceleration. And yes, he feared looking at the fuel gauge. Instead, he reached forward and switched the left VDU to display the active weapon delivery system, praying that this variant of Rapier still packed the full array of missile ordnance. He sighed. It did.


  Then his relief tightened into anxiety as he accidentally caught sight of the fuel gauge. “Sir? We can’t hold this burn any longer.”


  “Got my Tempest on it,” Obutu answered. “We have twenty-two seconds more. Eighteen seconds. Mark.”


  “Yes, sir. But once we throttle down, they’ll get the lock.”


  “They’re not shooting to kill, Lieutenant.”


  “Better remind them,” Blair said as a spate of glistening neutron fire rented the vacuum just meters above his Rapier. He checked his Radar scope. One of the pilots had redlined his thrusters and now came in at nearly 460 KPS, though he couldn’t do that for long. Then again, it didn’t take long or much effort to press a secondary weapons trigger.


  Another wave of neutron fire charged beneath Blair’s Rapier, and several rounds struck glancing blows to the shields. The reverberation found his boots. He flicked his gaze to the tactical display, to the radar scope, then to the armor and shield indicator. Armor still in the green. Belly shield rebuilding.


  Sudden movement on the scope drew his attention. A second Rapier pilot redlined himself alongside the first. The pilot opened up with wing-mounted laser cannons, delivering twin streams of bolts meant to lasso his target. As Blair broke into a thirty-degree dive, the incoming lit up his canopy and cut within a meter of the shields.


  Though Blair could pop open a rear station and dump off a few Porcupine mines that would humble these two, no way in hell would he kill a comrade.


  “Three seconds to burnout,” Obutu cried. “Mark!”


  Blair punched the burner control. The Rapier wrenched him forward, and the burners’ characteristic howl faded. Velocity plunged below four hundred kilometers per second. He spotted Obutu’s Rapier off his port bow and adjusted course to form on the XO’s wing. White crosshairs winked on Blair’s Heads Up Display, and he aligned them with the jump point coordinates. ETA to point: six minutes, with three minutes remaining until they could fire their jump drives and reach near-light-speed velocities.


  The two Rapiers pursuing him and the three who had targeted Obutu began consuming the gap since they could care less about rationing fuel. Rounds from neutron and laser cannons scissored through each other’s wakes, carrying their gluttony for shields and armor even closer to Blair and Obutu.


  Swearing under his breath, Blair realized that he needed to turn on the comm and distract the ordnance delivery guys tailgating his ass. “Pilgrim to pursing craft, copy?”


  “Blair? It’s me and Mango,” Loaf said. “C’mon, man. You don’t want to do this.”


  The neutron and laser fire suddenly ceased.


  “Guys, listen to me. I could tell you that the XO and I are trying to save the entire Confederation, but you’d think that’s bullshit.”


  “Sir, you’re ordered to return to base,” announced Mango in a stoic tone. “If you fail to do so, we have orders to shoot to kill, roger.”


  “C’mon, Blair,” Loaf pleaded. “Man, this is like desertion. I don’t care how important you think this is. You know what they’ll do to you?”


  “Actually, I do. Don’t feel bad about it, guys. I mean, we hardly know each other.”


  “Ninety seconds to drive fire,” Obutu interjected.


  Blair glanced at the XO on his display. “Copy that, sir. Initiating pre-jump sequence.” He cocked his head toward the jump drive display panel at his elbow. “I’m warm and nominal. Establishing intership drive and navigation links.” Blair worked the panel’s touchpad, synchronizing his jump drive to Obutu’s so that they would simultaneously plunge into the stable gravity well that lay ahead. Their Tempest AIs would account for each other’s mass displacement and keep them at distances sufficient to avoid antigraviton interference.


  “Sir, we won’t permit you to jump,” Mango said, the ice in his voice beginning to crack. “You’re either goobered or got a death wish. I’m telling you, we will fire.”


  Blair snickered. “You don’t have to convince me, Lieutenant.”


  “Sir, we’re ordering you to stand down,” Loaf said, now adopting his wingman’s grave tone.


  Twenty seconds to jump drive fire.


  The tactical display chirped and flashed a warning that both Rapiers had locked on to Blair. Glowing red lines extended from the two blips behind him and penetrated a three-dimensional simulacrum of the Rapier.


  “Stand down now,” Mango shouted. “Last warning.


  Fifteen seconds to drive fire.


  Blair switched the comm channel to the frequency Obutu and his pursuers were using. No surprise. Their conversation mirrored the one he was having with his own shadows.


  Ten seconds.


  Alarms drummed rapidly in the cockpit as Mango and Loaf--the two jocks who Obutu and Angel believed had beaten him--now had the opportunity to finish job without penalty.


  Or maybe they weren’t responsible. They simply acted on orders now. In any event, the missiles would reach Blair’s Rapier two seconds before he could fire the jump drive and outrun them. If he fired the drive too early, the computer would have to recalculate the entire jump, which would mean pulling away from the gravity well to allow it the half dozen or more minutes needed. Sure, Blair could feel his way through the well, but he wasn’t sure about Obutu’s abilities. He had to fire the jump drive on schedule, yet divert the missiles.


  Though Blair had a solution to the problem, he feared it more than the oncoming missiles. If he only had choice... He closed his eyes and reached deeply into himself, finding the continuum and forcing himself up and away from the Rapier. He materialized beside the first pair of missiles and willed them into each other, then glided unharmed through the white-hot orb of their collision. Before the flash faded, Blair found the next two rockets and drew them together as though he were connecting the leads of live wires. The Dumb-Fire missiles swallowed each other in a burst that crowned Blair’s incorporeal form.


  At once, the consequential cold from using his extrakinetic ability on inanimate objects coursed through him so fiercely that he found it hard to breathe. He forced himself to Obutu’s Rapier, spotted the three missiles punching into the XO’s exhaust, then shrieked as he sent an impulse to each rocket’s triggering system. A trio of short-lived suns birthed in Obutu’s wash.


  Three seconds to jump drive fire.


  Blair willed himself back to his Rapier and simultaneously reached out to engage the jump drive.


  Something held him above Obutu’s fighter.


  He pushed against the familiar energy and turned back to watch both Rapiers fire jump engines and suddenly stretch into points of light that held a moment, a moment more, then winked out.


  Though Blair had successfully engaged his jump drive while still outside of himself, he still could not return to his starfighter. The energy gripped his wrists, and as he struggled to free himself, the energy took form.


  With bulb-shaped eyes that regarded him unblinkingly and a torso shaped like the front bumper of a delivery hover, Lieutenant Victor “Mango” O’Brien jerked Blair’s arms apart as though he were about to pin Blair to a crucifix.


  Just then, the three Rapiers that had been hunting Obutu streaked directly through them, and as they did, Blair rolled his wrist inward and slipped out of Mango’s grasp.


  “So you’re the Pilgrim Karista felt,” Blair said. “Then you saw the ships. You saw them. And you know why we’re leaving. You know we have to.”


  “I can kill you in here, Blair. Did Karista teach you that?” Mango lunged forward to seize Blair’s throat.


  Blair forced himself deeper into Mango’s script, realizing that, indeed, the lieutenant was one of the “welders” who had beaten him, the one who had not spoken. Mango had held him down with an extrakinetic force. Now if Blair could penetrate deeply enough into Mango’s thoughts, he would learn the identities of the others.


  But he had another desire at moment: to breathe. As Mango choked him here, his body seated in the Rapier gasped for air. He dug fingers into Mango’s wrists until the jock groaned and suddenly fell back.


  “You’re a Pilgrim,” Blair screamed. “Why are you doing this?”


  “I’m a cursed man, Blair. It’s my goddamned blood.” Mango hunched over, arms outstretched as he searched for an opening in Blair’s own defenses.


  “You can’t deny who you are,” Blair said through clenched teeth. “And you can’t deal with it by beating other Pilgrims.”


  “Our XO should be glad he’s not an extrakinetic. He would’ve gone down first. Then you. Don’t you get it? I hate who I am. I hate it.”


  “So that gives you a license to beat up other Pilgrims?”


  “As a matter of fact, yeah. You have no idea how many fanatics I’ve shoved back down Ivar’s throat. I can’t serve with Pilgrims. I won’t. And the fleet that’s coming? Bring ‘em on! The Confederation will kick their asses.”


  Another force tugged on Blair’s shoulders, and he realized that his Rapier was about to reach Point of No Return velocity for the gravity well. He had to leave.


  And Mango sensed that. He sprang on Blair, who ducked and turned past the man, then swept himself away to find his Rapier. He descended, and, with a horrific shiver, returned to his body.


  “Point of No Return velocity achieved,” said the onboard computer. “System lock activated. Pilot, you are committed to the jump.”


  “Blair, you with me?” Obutu hailed. “Blair?”


  “Copy, sir.”


  “I’ve been hailing you. Got a comm problem?”


  “No, sir. But I found our other Pilgrim. It’s Mango, from Gunner’s squadron.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Yes, sir. But we don’t have any evidence against him, and I don’t know anyone who will take us seriously--especially now.”


  “You’re probably right. But there are other ways to go about this... Now then, we’re thirty-three seconds off the jump. Systems nominal.”


  Even as Obutu finished, the G forces drove Blair hard into his seat.


  But then he realized that something else had added its presence to the G force and dwelled within, trying to conceal itself. Blair lifted himself up and into the continuum, where he found Mango in the cockpit, shifting in open air and passing through instrumentation as though it were incorporeal instead of him. The pilot stared intently at Blair’s jump drive control, and his fingers drummed on the touchpad.


  Realizing that Blair had entered the continuum, Mango looked up from the console and flashed his teeth. “You ain’t going anywhere.” In a movement so quick that Blair could hardly react, Mango drove his forearm against Blair’s chest and used his free hand to continue working the jump drive control panel.


  Blair seized Mango’s wrist and forced him back, if only a little. Mango applied more pressure, and the pilot’s arm felt like a slab of concrete pinning Blair to his seat.


  “Warning: jump drive deactivation sequence not possible,” the computer said. “Jump drive lockout in progress.”


  “Guess I am going somewhere,” Blair said, then groaned as he forced Mango away from the panel.


  “You got me locked out of the drive but not life support,” Mango said, then ripped himself free and whirled to a panel on the pit’s starboard side.


  Blair allowed himself a whole second to gasp before he slapped gloved hands on Mango’s shoulder and jerked him back.


  In the meantime, the Heads Up Display switched to show a glowing, cone-shaped glide path funneling toward the gravity well ahead. Coordinates appeared nominal as the autopilot adjusted for gravitic and other temporal disturbances.


  And the report remained that way for another two seconds until Mango switched off the autopilot and the Rapier suddenly veered off course amid a duet of rapidly beeping alarms. Then the pilot turned his attention back to the life support panel.


  Yes, Karista had clearly explained how in the continuum extrakinetic strength equals physical strength, which simply meant that both in and outside of the continuum, Mango had the advantage.


  Blair bolted out of the continuum. “Merlin. Activate.”


  “What is it?” the hologram groaned as he quavered on and paced a winding path of air.


  “Switch ship back to autopilot. And if there’s any tampering with life support, order systems back to nominal.”


  “Who the f--”


  “Merlin! I order you to obey.”


  “--do you think you are?”


  “Warning: life support system disengaged. Oh-two flow will shut down in five seconds.”


  “I’m going to die here, Merlin! And when I go--”


  “I hear you,” the old man said through a sigh. “I’ll get to work.”


  The Rapier shimmied as the jump drive fired another burst. Blair cocked his head to the panel and watched the seconds to jump flash down from nine, eight--


  “Life support system engaged.”


  --seven, six, five--


  Blair glimpsed into the continuum for a millisecond and found Mango beating his fist violently on the life support panel. No, the pilot could not work as quickly as Merlin did. Each override that he tapped in was as quickly overridden by Blair’s PPC.


  --four, three, two--


  The wavering sea of darkness that pooled before the Rapier and suddenly streaked into great glowing paws that cupped the fighter for... a moment? A week? A year? An eternity?


  With his senses shutdown and residing purely in the continuum, Blair watched them come, all of them, the Pilgrims from the Olympus, the ones who had joined with him to battle the Kilrathi that last time. He saw the pudgy boy, the woman who had held his hand, and the rest all coming forward to rip Mango from the cockpit.


  And there was Karista at the front of the group, staring at him with an expression daubed heavily with sadness. “There are too many like him,” she said, tipping her head toward Mango. “I wish he wasn’t so ashamed.”


  “Don’t hurt him,” Blair said.


  “But he--”


  “Just get him away.”


  They vanished, along with Mango, as an utter darkness and silence smothered Blair. Even his thoughts felt crushed under the unrecognizable power.


  After a time that he could not judge, music rose from the omnipresent silence, and as the darkness bled off into a sheet of blue, Blair recognized the music. The flute player of his visions had returned to lull him with a new melody.


  As he stared deeper into the blue, he saw his mother come forward and nod. “It’s okay, now Christopher. They’re coming. And it’s finally time for you know who you are.”


  “You once said that if I did, I would fall like others. I tried. I fell. But Karista saved me. What about now? Why are they coming? What will they tell me about who I am?”


  “The truth, Christopher. Only the truth.”


  “Which is?”


  A triple crack of thunder resounded in his ears, and a jerk from braking thrusters sent Blair slamming into his harness. A billion streaks of light rolled back into pinpoints as the jump engines announced with a decrescendo that he had returned to normal space.


  The VDU snapped on with an image of Obutu. “Blair, you copy?”


  “I’m here, sir.”


  “We’re tight on the beacon and about twenty-two-point-two-one hours from the Blackmane jump point. That’ll take us to Alliance, then another jump to McDaniel.”


  Blair pulled up his own navigation map and confirmed Obutu’s assessment. “Sir, if we follow the shipping lanes, we can shave a couple hours off our time.”


  “I don’t want to risk contact with any other ships. But the LSR looks clear for now. We’ll follow the lanes until first contact.”


  “Aye, sir. And sir? Sorry I got you into this.”


  “I did the getting myself, Lieutenant. Just set for auto and keep your eyes bugged. I’ll take second watch in four hours.”


  Breathing a long sigh of relief, Blair complied, then he unclipped his mask and palmed sweat from his brow. He glimpsed course ahead, and for a second he saw a flash of blue far off to port. When he looked again, only the icy void stared back.
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  [image: ]For the past four days, Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn had been under the constant scrutiny of three Marine guards. In deference to Tolwyn’s long, distinguished record, Lieutenant Commander Vincent Chopra of the JAG office had not ordered Tolwyn transferred to the nearest brig but had allowed him to return to his hotel room after each day’s questioning. However, Tolwyn’s request for a private meeting with President Vasura had been denied. The interrogation had been arduous and had reached a stalemate because Tolwyn would not give up his contacts in Confed Naval Intelligence. These contacts had provided Tolwyn with evidence that established Space Marshal Gregarov’s involvement in a conspiracy to allow Amity Aristee to construct a hopper drive on board the Olympus. Tolwyn’s contacts had further revealed that the space marshal and President Vasura had been exchanging a suspiciously large number of encrypted communiqués during the past several months. Unfortunately, that fact wasn’t enough to prove that Vasura and Gregarov had schemed together and that Gregarov now wanted Vasura dead. Tolwyn had been forced to turn over a particular communiqué that his contacts had decrypted, a communiqué that he had thought would provide incontrovertible evidence against Vasura and Gregarov.


  But JAG communications investigators had already proven that Tolwyn could have tampered with the evidence. The admiral would need corroborating witnesses from Intell to strengthen his case. Despite his lawyer’s pressing, Tolwyn refused to produce those witnesses.


  Now the situation had grown worse. As predicted, Gregarov had provided the JAG with falsified transmissions indicating that Tolwyn and Bellegarde had hired a group of Pilgrim saboteurs to bomb the Great Hall of Assembly. While Lieutenant Commander Chopra had trouble understanding the motivation behind such an act, he had even more trouble trying to discount the evidence because Gregarov’s contacts at Intell were more than willing to testify to the validity of the transmissions.


  As Tolwyn, his lawyer, and his Marine escort stepped into the hearing room, Tolwyn immediately noticed that a tribunal comprised of two other admirals, four field marshals, two vice-admirals, and Admiral Zeyhe and Lieutenant Commander Chopra of the JAG had been assembled. Grim faces suggested that Tolwyn had stumbled into his own auto-da-fé in which he would be led to a dais and shouted toward execution by his peers. In truth, they would formally indict him here, then schedule his court-martial for a much later date, dragging it all out for his extreme displeasure. He guessed that Richard had already been arrested and would be transported to Earth. And while all of this went on, somewhere out there lay Amity Aristee, waiting to strike. While the tribunal toiled over this indictment, Aristee would take a million more lives.


  “Good morning, Admiral,” Chopra said.


  During their long hours spent together, Tolwyn had become an expert in reading the tall, gray-haired man’s tone. And at the moment, he disliked what he read. “Good morning.” Tolwyn saluted the group, then took a seat beside his attorney.


  “I suspect you know why we’re here,” said Admiral Zeyhe. “And it’s good to see you again, Geoff. Wish the circumstances were better. And I would have been here sooner, but I was out in Centauri.”


  “That’s all right, Jaza,” Tolwyn said sadly, reflecting on the twenty years he had known Zeyhe. “You’ll still catch the grand finale.”


  Even as Zeyhe nodded and turned his gaze down to the reports before him, the door suddenly opened and in walked a young man dressed in a black suit that broadcast his job as a Confederation Secret Service agent. Not much secret about his appearance. Then a second agent appeared, a short-haired woman whose gaze probed the corners of the room as though she were inspecting the cleaning person’s supposed removal of the cobwebs. Finally, President Vasura herself strutted into the room and brought the tribunal to their feet. Fifty and fit, with modest good looks and the prerequisite poise of a president, Vasura swept herself forward, and though no one stood in her way, any one within that path would have been trampled.


  Tolwyn rose as the president came to him and gave a curt nod. “Commodore Bellegarde contacted me,” she said softly, then turned and advanced toward the tribunal. She removed a data disc from the leather binder she held under an arm, then handed it Zeyhe. For a few minutes they spoke too softly for Tolwyn to hear.


  Then, duplicating the swiftness of her entrance, the president spun on her heel and departed, twin flashes of black cotton riding her wake.


  Members of the tribunal conferred a moment more, and Tolwyn’s lawyer, Commander Sahara Solz, a sixty year old defense counsel with a record nearly as long and remarkable as Tolwyn’s, leaned toward him and whispered, “What did she tell you?”


  “Richard got to her.”


  “This is great,” Solz said through a broad grin. “I’ll bet she gave them evidence against Gregarov.”


  “Don’t be so certain. If Richard got to her, then he probably used a threat. She’ll retaliate. Somehow.”


  Zeyhe suddenly announced that the hearing would reconvene at 1300 hours after lunch. Solz cocked her brow at Tolwyn, who simply shrugged. He would not allow his spirits to rise over what could be the exact opposite of his expectations. He decided to return to his nearby hotel room. There, he would meditate on the situation while Solz would ramble on about the endless possibilities now before them.


  



  Tolwyn’s watchphone beeped at 1130 hours. He answered as he watched Solz, who had taken a seat at the hotel room’s desk, begin working her data slate as through it were a piano.


  Only a voice came through the watchphone channel, a familiar female voice rising slightly above the static created by a decryption wave. “Sir, we just received word that President Vasura is dead. Cause still unknown.”


  After letting that sink in, Tolwyn closed his eyes. “Thank you.” He cut the channel with his contact at Intell.


  “Who was that?” Solz asked.


  “I guess it’ll take a while before the news people get it,” he began, opening his eyes. “Gregarov got to Vasura. Or at least her people did. The president is dead.”


  



  The evacuation of Pilgrim systems and enclaves had turned into a nightmarish exodus, as Commodore Richard Bellegarde predicted it would. Capital ships of the Fourteenth Fleet had been charged with maintaining no-fly zones over the systems and enclaves, which quite simply meant that no unauthorized ships could travel into or depart from those designations. But the order had come in two days prior, only hours after Bellegarde had ordered Space Marshal Gregarov confined to the brig. Now, each evacuating transport had to be verified, given an evacuation authorization number, and directed to another system.


  In Bellegarde’s Area of Operations over McDaniel’s World, finding homes for the refugees had quickly become and exercise in futility. He could not send them on to Tamayo, since that system already had a Pilgrim enclave called Divinity whose residents had evacuated to the nearby and over-populated world of Baldis-Ingram. He could not send them on to the Alliance system, since millions from the worlds of Faith and Promise were en route there. He had already sent tens of thousands on to the Acrux system, despite the refusal he had received from the ambassadors of the two inhabited planets there. Thus, a flotilla of nearly seven thousand civilian scouts, shuttles, and transports had quickly gathered behind the Concordia and her battle group, turning the Sphere of Operations into a precarious obstacle course that swelled by the hour.


  Bellegarde gave an exaggerated sigh as he took another look at Radar Officer Abrams’s scope and contemplated the traffic jam astern.


  “Thirteen collisions already, sir. Marines have had to evac two of those ships and transfer the civvies to others. We took fourteen wounded on board,” Abrams reported.


  “Collisions? For Pilgrims, they sure can’t navigate. What happened to that perfect sense of direction?”


  “I don’t know, sir.”


  With another sigh of frustration, Bellegarde moved forward to the Concordia’s command chair and grimaced. True, he had always wanted a command of his own, but give him a straight-out war with clearly defined lines and enemies. His “us against them” philosophy had reared its ugly head again. He sat and waited for the next fire to put out.


  “Sir?


  And the flames rage on. He cocked his head toward Comm Officer Wilks. “Yes?”


  “That Marine troopship from the Carraway is still dogging us, sir. The lieutenant says that if you don’t surrender the Concordia, he will, as he put it, shoot his way in.”


  “Inform Lieutenant Xao that if a single bolt touches my shields, I’ll blow him and his crew back to Tripoli. Understood?”


  “Aye, sir.”


  The space marshal’s sudden “incapacitation” had obviously aroused suspicions. Bellegarde had been ordered to surrender the vessel and battle group to Gregarov. Since Bellegarde had yet to do so, the brass had turned elements of his own battle group against him. The destroyer CS Carraway was commanded by a woman named Boonesta who had been the only captain to disagree with Bellegarde’s plan to maintain control of the battle group. He could not blame her, though. Career management and preservation remained her top priority. Contrarily, Bellegarde lived a gambler’s life, which might get him into a shooting war with one of his own ships. As always, he would play his hand until the bitter or victorious end.


  “Message conveyed to Lieutenant Xao, sir,” Wilks said. “He demands to speak with you.”


  Bellegarde swiveled violently and bounded out of the chair. He crossed to the comm station as Wilks shifted aside so that Bellegarde could lock gazes with the stone-faced Marine on the viewer. “Stand down, Xao.”


  “I can’t do that, sir. Captain Boonesta has ordered me and my people to board your ship. If you continue upon this course of action and fail to let us approach and board, we have the authority under Confederation Naval regulations to do so by force.”


  “Lieutenant, you know what will happen if you try that.”


  “I do, sir. But I have my orders.”


  “Standby.” Bellegarde thumbed the pause button. “Get me Boonesta.”


  Wilks nodded, contacted the comm officer aboard the Carraway, then established a direct link to the captain’s quarters. Boonesta spun her desk chair toward the camera and shook her head. “You can’t be serious, Richard.”


  “Neither can you.”


  She swore under her breath, then drew her gray-and-blond hair into a ponytail. “What do you expect me to do? We have to come aboard.”


  “Won’t happen.”


  “Where’s the space marshal?”


  “Incapacitated.”


  Boonesta bit her lip, averted her gaze for a second, then her face flushed. “Cut the bullshit, Richard. You got her in the brig or what?”


  “Just listen to me. We put her in command, and this whole thing goes to hell. She’ll go against the senate and order a stand down. This is the right thing to do. We both know that. The other skippers know that. We received orders that we have deemed unsound. The regs permit us--”


  “Don’t come at me with regs. You’re breaking the chain of command, Richard. And you’ve arrested someone without evidence, without the authority, without good sense. I can and will not condone this course of action. My troops will board your vessel. No question about it.”


  “In a few days the order will come in for us to start bombing McDaniel’s World. That’s our job here. If we place Gregarov back in command, she will interfere with our duty, and anyone who obstructs me from obeying my orders is removed.”


  “Well put, Richard--and that’s exactly why I need to remove you. I’m going to order my troopship to approach your aft bay. If you fire upon it, I’ll be forced to fire upon the Concordia. Think about it, Richard. Take a breath. Think about it. Boonesta out.”


  Bellegarde stiffened and turned away from the screen. His bridge officers shifted uncomfortably in their seats, and a few gazes met his. Earlier, he had announced his intentions to the crew, and not one officer had openly protested his decision to remain in command, though he knew the scuttlebutt continued to circulate. How far would he let this go?


  He placed a consoling hand on Wilks’s shoulder. “Contact Boss Raznick. Tell him to issue clearance to Lieutenant Xao.”


  Wilks frowned. “Aye, sir.”


  “Then tell Lieutenant Davey that I want a Marine security force to detain Xao’s people in the landing bay. Tell them to exercise extreme caution. I want those Marines detained--not injured.”


  “Aye-aye, sir.”


  Executive officer Geranata left the port observation station and met Bellegarde back at the command chair. Olive-skinned, with tightly-curled hair and a gaze that seemed continually glazed by the responsibilities of his rank, Geranata held himself a moment, then finally spoke. “Sir, you’re only delaying the inevitable. Once Boonesta loses contact--”


  “I know, Eric. She might send another troopship, and right now she’s lobbying for help from the rest of the battle group. She’ll try to turn the rest of those skippers against us. We need a conference. I have tell them everything that’s going on. I mean all of it.”


  “You think that’s wise, sir?”


  “My grandfather once told me that there’s no wisdom without truth. Let’s see if he was right.”


  



  In recent days, Lieutenant Todd “Maniac” Marshall had spent more time pummeling Confederation personnel than piloting his Rapier and skinning Kilrathi with his neutron gun. He had taken out his fury on the complexion of a SIRE control officer whom he had assumed played a role in Blair’s beating. That had earned him three days in the brig and a stiff fine. Then he and Hunter had fought with three class-two welders whom they believed were responsible for beating Blair. The hearing on that case had resulted in an even stiffer fine and ten days in the brig. Still, Lieutenant Commander Jhinda of the JAG considered the punishment much too lenient. Captain Gerald had assured her--and Hunter and Maniac--that one more incident would impel him to do everything within his power to boot the two pilots off of his ship with a recommendation for their dishonorable discharges. It was not in Gerald’s nature to make idle threats.


  Just ask Angel, Maniac thought as his gaze swam lazily across the overhead of his cell. He lay on his bunk, glad that at least his confinement would only last another eight days, while Angel had been relieved of her command and confined to her quarters for over three times as long.


  Yeah, only another eight days, but every day I sit in here doing nothing, I’m getting weaker--while the enemy is out there, getting stronger. Don’t these pogues understand that? Nah. Fact is, they don’t care. It’s all about saving your own ass. But they forget that the ball’s going to drop on one-five-eight. Where will old Maniac be? Right here in my little metal box. Brilliant use of personnel. Let’s see, now. I’m captain of this sad excuse for a strike carrier. The fleet’s tied up, and the cats could attack. Hmmm. Think I’ll lock up all of my best pilots. Yeah, life’s overrated anyway.


  Footsteps. It’s 1800. Probably the guards with dinner. They try to feed me that soup again and somebody’s going to make a hot, wet fashion statement.


  “Hey.”


  Maniac shuddered at the sound of her voice. She carried his dinner tray and seemed uncertain of whether she wanted to smile or gaze pitifully at him. “They let you come?” he asked.


  Zarya nodded. “I dug through the regs, and there’s a loophole in visitation rights for those serving time under a captain’s direct disciplinary action.”


  “Whatever. Glad you’re here.” He slid to the edge of the bunk and accepted the tray through a slot in the bars. Damned soup again. Cream-based. No, it just wouldn’t look good on her, and she probably wouldn’t visit again. “I miss you,” he said, dropping a spoon in his meal and stirring out the steam.


  “No, you don’t.”


  “Come over here, and I’ll prove it.” He set the tray aside, rose, and went to the bars.


  She retreated. “I’ve been thinking.”


  “Really?” He threw up his hands. “I’m making that a career.”


  “You know, we got together, and I really admired the way you handled yourself,” she began in a little song that hinted at the venerable, the inevitable I-don’t-think-we-should-see-each-other-anymore ending. “I thought I’d finally found someone who, I don’t know, someone who had a real spirit.”


  “So how do you like flying with Gunner’s squadron?” he suddenly interjected.


  “We’re not talking about that.”


  He gripped the bars and squeezed. “I know it’s hard for you. If you just--”


  “This was a mistake. We jumped into this way too soon.” She looked to the floor for solace. “And you and I, we’re just, I don’t know... We can’t do this anymore.”


  “Of course it ain’t working for you. It ain’t working for me, either! For god’s sake, I sat in a cell on board the Olympus, then I’m locked up for three days for hitting that SCO, now I’m in for another ten for whacking those welders.”


  “Don’t you get it, Todd? You’re proving my point. You’re whole life is about looking before you leap. It was a fun ride for a while. But now it’s just... old.”


  Squeezing the bars even tighter, Maniac stood there, just breathing and realizing that words were bullshit. He looked at her until she felt so uncomfortable that she had to turn away.


  “I’m sorry,” she muttered, then shambled off.


  He snickered. “I’m sure you are.” Then, swearing under his breath, he fell back onto his cot and slapped an arm over his eyes. A few years ago, being dumped would have driven him into another woman’s bed before the day’s end. He had never spent long periods of time grieving for a relationship; there had always been someone else to help mend the wounds.


  But for once he didn’t want someone else. He looked around the cell and knew that if didn’t grow up soon, his relationships and his career would all wind up here. Knowing about it was one thing, but nothing would change unless he acted. That was the hard part...


  Why couldn’t life come as naturally as flying?
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  [image: ]“Long range spectral report coming in, ma’am,” reported James Ki, the Harbinger’s tactical officer. “Better have a look.”


  Captain Chrystina Alsa lifted her brows, nodded at the comm screen, then hustled out of the destroyer’s ready room. She passed through a narrow hall made even more narrow by the thick conduits bolted to its walls. Once in command and control, she double-timed for Ki’s station. “Let’s see it.”


  One of Ki’s six screens revealed a cloud of debris several thousand kilometers in diameter and expanding by the minute. Thermal images indicated that hundreds of pieces still retained some heat, which was remarkable given the extreme cold of interstellar space and symptomatic of a terrifically hot explosion. Two other screens came to life with data bars that reported on the debris’s composition: mostly durasteel and plastisteel, the primary materials of Confederation and Kilrathi ships, respectively. The scanners had also identified fragments of Kilrathi and human corpses among the flotsam, and the death toll steadily increased.


  The largest of Ki’s screens divided into three displays. Telescopic imagers zoomed on each element of debris, identified it, then turned it over to another computer that would create a simulacrum of the object destroyed. There, before Alsa’s eyes, three capital ships were slowly reassembled. As the system continued that process, a third computer compared those images to a database of known Kilrathi and Confederation capital ships.


  “What do you think?” Alsa asked.


  Ki skimmed his screens. “Analysis is still incomplete, and we’re comparing scans with the Feyt-Tang, but it’s a safe bet that two Kilrathi cap ships went up against at least one of ours. I’ve inputted the Olympus’s footprint and pasted it at the top of the list.” A pulsing alarm drove Ki’s attention to his touchpad. “Got it, ma’am.” His gaze lit. “Positive ID on the Olympus. Second ship was the Kilrathi superdreadnought KIS Shak’Ar’Roc. Third vessel definitely Kilrathi. Awaiting ID.”


  “So the cats did our work for us,” Alsa said. “Mr. Ki, the second you have a complete analysis, I want it encrypted and downloaded to a comm drone. Better yet, make that two comm drones. Send one back to Thor and send the other directly to the Concordia. We may have just saved millions of lives, be they Pilgrim or otherwise.”


  “Maybe not, ma’am. At best speed, our comm drone won’t reach the Concordia for another forty-seven-point-nine-eight hours. Relays through Thor will take even longer. Tolwyn’s clock runs out on one-five-eight. We got here about three hours too late.”


  



  Karista and Dennet had left Sostur Inanna Pandathy’s cabin in Ardenta and had spent the last five days living on the rooftops and in the alleyways of small businesses of Ivar City. They had noticed a sharp increase in Confederation Marine activity and had resisted the temptation to venture down to I-CAS, the city’s air and spaceport, to see if they could evacuate before the official order came in. Being wanted criminals who had stolen a Marine Corps troopship from a Pilgrim safe camp on Mars, they would have been apprehended by Marines during the check-in process. They had planned to wait until the evacuation had reached a fever pitch, since the chaos would offer good cover.


  Karista had contacted Blair and had learned that he and Commander Obutu were en route and would arrive at approximately 1845 hours on 157. Now, keeping her head low and remaining close to Dennet as they shoved their way through the masses that had been pouring into the spaceport since the official order had come in, she glanced at her watch and converted local time to Confed Standard Time: 1750 hours, 156. She had just over a day until Blair arrived. She and Dennet had heard that most of the evacuating ships had remained in orbit with the Concordia battle group, thus getting off planet early would help. Blair would come, she would simply guide him to their ship, and he would escort them on to the Concordia. Of course, Karista might have to “persuade” the shuttle’s pilot. No problem. She had been conserving energy for the past five days and felt up to the task.


  Word had filtered down through the crowd that the Marines stationed at the port’s one hundred and twenty-seven gates had been so overwhelmed with the extra precaution of manually checking-in Pilgrims that they had given up and now asked individuals to pass through the weapons scanner. Trouble was, that scanner might also be equipped with a retina ID. Karista would have to disable that unit before she and Dennet moved through the gate.


  They reached a hub of sorts, with lines of people forming the spokes of a colossal wheel. Babies cried. People shouted and elbowed past her, jockeying for a better position on line. Fights broke out. Marine gunfire thundered in great echoes up to the high-ceilinged terminal. Surprisingly, the line they had chosen moved swiftly forward.


  Dennet tugged at the hem of the Pilgrim robe he had borrowed from Pandathy’s neighbor, a robe much too short but nonetheless clean. “If they fail to recognize me as a criminal, I’m certain they’ll arrest me for wearing this abomination.”


  “Don’t worry,” Karista said, smiling weakly. “We all look alike to them. Fanatics in white robes.”


  “As opposed to fanatics in red armor?”


  “Exactly.”


  He tightened his lips and, being a head taller than the crowd, peered to the front of their line. “At this rate, we should be up there in about an hour. I see light at the end of tunnel, of course it’s night now and it’s taken us all day to see the light.”


  “Some people have waited on longer lines just to catch a glimpse of the protur.”


  “Not me.” Dennet turned his gaze floorward. “Kari, I’ve a confession. I’m not sure if I believe any of this. I mean a leaf of all things, a leaf from an old woman who wants more than anything to believe. What if she’s wrong? What if all of this is for nothing?”


  “I saw it myself.”


  “And that’s why I’ve come. I believe in you. But I don’t want you to get hurt if this turns out to be nothing more than delusion and superstition. If they destroy our worlds, I don’t know how we’ll get over something like that. Perhaps knowing that we tried to stop it will help, if just a little.”


  “I’m not worried about our worlds, Dennet. The original Pilgrims are coming, and if they find us under attack, the Confederation as we know it will cease to exist. I wouldn’t want to live knowing that we failed to bring peace to both sides.”


  “Oh, how nice it would be if for once you were selfish. Refreshing. Yes. A sostur without a mission. Where is that woman?”


  Karista contemplated his question for a moment before a heavy-set man came toppling toward her. She shifted out of the way, even as he collapsed onto his back. A teenaged boy in a dingy robe leapt over the fallen man and knifed between Karista and Dennet. A few seconds later, a Marine parted the crowd with the muzzle of his rifle as he charged in pursuit.


  “Probably stole a troopship on Mars,” Dennet quipped, staring after the boy.


  “Come on,” said Karista as she dropped to her knees to help the heavy-set man to his feet. She took an arm, Dennet the other, and they hoisted the Pilgrim to his feet.


  “Brotur, sostur,” the man gasped. “Thank you.” Then his expression of gratitude abruptly morphed into one of fearful recognition. “They were showing holos of you two and another woman. Very short, thin girl. They said--”


  Dennet gripped the man’s elbow. “They’ve spread a plague of half-truths that we won’t discuss or defend here, eh brotur?”


  The man shook his head. “We won’t. In fact, don’t talk to me.” He faced forward and pressed himself closer to the three women in front of him.


  “Alone in a crowd,” Dennet said, just loud enough for Karista to hear. “The woeful tale of my existence.”


  Karista inched closer to Dennet. She wrapped an arm around his back. “We’ll be all right.” Then she closed her eyes and reached out to Christopher, or, more precisely, to a location nearby so that she could observe his progress without distracting him. He and Obutu weren’t far from the Alliance jump point. Good. They would be on time.


  Without warning, a force beckoned her away and whisked her on blue wings to a gravity well that opened up on the Sirius system. She plunged through the jump point and found herself stretched out across the great Pilgrim fleet.


  “You are faith, and you are peace,” came a strong, masculine voice. “The meek inherited the Earth. You shall inherit the stars.”


  “Kari? We’re almost there. Are you all right?”


  Karista craned her head and found Dennet’s gaze. The juxtaposition between the real world and the continuum rendered her cold and confused. “What?”


  “You haven’t said a word for nearly an hour. I thought you just wanted to be quiet.”


  An hour? Were had the time gone? She blinked hard and surveyed the terminal. Perhaps only twenty Pilgrims stood in front of them now, with a pair up front being urged through the weapons scanner’s black, durasteel arch.


  “C’mon, Kari. You with me?”


  She nodded. “They’re close. They’re very close.”


  “We’re very close, and I need you now.”


  “Okay.”


  Dreading the chill to come, Karista wound her way through the internal components of the weapons scanner and found the retina ID unit’s power source. With her target pinpointed, she slipped back into herself as she and Dennet came to the head of the line.


  A Marine who looked far too young to wear the uniform gave them a weary once-over, waved them on, then turned her attention to the Pilgrims behind them.


  “Wait a minute,” shouted a second Marine who stood on the other side of the weapons scanner. The jarhead spoke quickly into his headset as he scrutinized them.


  “We’re in trouble,” Dennet muttered.


  “I can take them,” Karista said. “We’ll have to run.”


  “Got room for one more,” cried the Marine with the headset.


  The other Marine stepped in front of them. “You heard the man, got room for one. Which of you is going? You want to stay together? You got to wait for another shuttle.”


  Karista thought a curse. “How long?”


  “Don’t know,” the Marine said. “Could be an hour. Could be a day.”


  Dennet broke into muffled, ironic laughter, then craned his head back. “Ivar, you son of a bitch.”


  Before Karista could say another word, Dennet shoved her forward, and, taking the cue, the Marine finished the job by leading Karista through the weapons scanner--even as Karista caused a power surge to the retina ID unit.


  “Hey, we just got a bad readout,” said a tech from behind a nearby console. “Make her walk through again.”


  “My shuttle’s leaving,” Karista blurted out, then stared emphatically at the tech.


  “We don’t have time for this,” said the Marine at the scanner. He cocked a thumb over his shoulder. “Go.”


  Shivering from more than the effort of tricking the ID unit, Karista gazed longingly at Dennet, who simply bowed his head. She wanted to reassure him that she would come back for him, and together they would go back to Mars to help the Pilgrims still interned there. But until she could act on those good intentions, they meant nothing. She broke her gaze and left him standing there, framed by thousands trying to flee, looking for all the world like an overgrown lost boy who needed more than friendship to lead him home. She reached out and rubbed his shoulders, then whispered, “You’ll never be alone.”


  



  “Orders just came in from the joint chiefs,” Tolwyn’s lawyer said. “They want you back on the Concordia and back in command of the Fourteenth. All charges have been dropped.”


  “Well isn’t that convenient,” Tolwyn said. He set down his glass of Scotch, rose from the hotel room’s easy chair, then went to the window to take in the city’s lights and calm his sudden pulse over his equally sudden exoneration.


  “The data that President Vasura turned over to the tribunal confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt that she and Gregarov were responsible for allowing the hopper drive to be constructed. The records date back over four years, to the time they first discovered that Pilgrims were doing covert research on the system, and it seems that the Pilgrims had been working on the thing for over ten years. The president exposed a massive conspiracy.”


  Tolwyn’s mouth fell open. He faced Solz, then went for his Scotch. After downing half a glass, he rode the burn, then shook his head. “Gregarov’s people didn’t get to the president. In fact, Gregarov wouldn’t have been reckless enough to make another attempt on Vasura’s life. She’d be risking exposure. And maybe the president knew that she couldn’t expose Gregarov without exposing herself.”


  “Or maybe she tried to do that and realized it was impossible,” Solz ventured.


  “And that’s why the president’s cause of death hasn’t come out yet.”


  “You’re saying--”


  “Suicide, Commander. Plain and simple. Millions have already died because of what she and Gregarov did. Could you live with that guilt? It’s all unsurprising and very sad.”


  “And I really liked the woman,” Solz said. “She was the first president this century who knew how to handle the senate. We won’t find another like her.”


  “I believe you’re more right than you know.” Tolwyn consulted his watchphone and cursed. “I’ll be in transit at zero hour. And Commodore Bellegarde might be on his way here. If Gregarov is still in command of the fleet, she’ll dispatch a stand down order that will invite Amity Aristee’s attack.” He went to the closet and pulled out his travel bag.


  “So what now?”


  “Even if I arrived on time and ordered the attack on one-five-eight, the systems and enclaves would still fall in secession based on the arrival of comm drones. McDaniel’s World would be the first. The bombing would spread outward from there. It could take as long as a week for final order to be received.”


  “Which gives Aristee a little more time to surrender before all of the worlds are wiped out.”


  “That’s true, but I believe that if she hasn’t surrendered by now, she won’t. Let’s pray that when I arrive onboard the Concordia, it’s to the news that she has, indeed, stood down.”


  



  Even the Kilrathi piloting the Imperial shuttle voiced their surprise as thousands of the quavering ships lumbered by, heading for Kilrathi space. Paladin had never seen craft of their design, nor did he have an inkling of what propelled them. Bordered in blue and pushing through the vacuum like fluttering banderoles, the ships paid them no heed as they came within a thousand meters.


  “And they will return in the night for their children,” said the protur, staring awestruck through a viewport.


  “It’s them, James,” Aristee said, pointing over the protur’s shoulder. “I saw them in my head. And I keep hearing this voice asking what is my truth and why should I know it. They’re Pilgrims. And just look at them. You see? You chose the right side after all.”


  “If they come any closer, in the name of Sivar I will fire upon them,” warned the pilot, whose agitation came through his translator and was then piped into the intercom. The cat and his co-pilot sat in the cockpit, breathing in nutrient gas and sealed off from the hold’s Earth-standard atmosphere. Paladin had hardly minded the barrier between them until now.


  He crossed to the cockpit hatch and thumbed the intercom. “Don’t fire.”


  “Shut your hole, you hairless ape. They will draw no closer to an Imperial ship without suffering our wrath!”


  With his head resting back on an oversized seat meant for Kilrathi passengers, the protur smiled broadly and waved Paladin away from the intercom.


  “They’ll fire at them,” Paladin said, heading toward the protur. “And I don’t know who they are, but--”


  “Why James, they’re your broturs and sosturs,” the protur cut in, narrowing his gaze over the insult. “Amity already told you that. Here they are. And you still don’t believe?”


  “They’re Pilgrims? I don’t think so. Not with technology like that. I can’t even tell what material those ships are made of. And you heard the cats. They don’t even show up on spectral, thermal, or any other scan.”


  The protur winked and spoke in a commanding baritone. “Be brave, Brotur. You will not suffer long.”


  Paladin jolted as the protur’s words echoed in his ears and took him back to Kilrah, to the interrogation the cats had performed on him. A voice had come with reassurance, a voice that the protur somehow knew.


  “They’ve come to deliver us, James. And they won’t allow interference. Not from the Kilrathi. Not from anyone.”


  “Listen to me,” Paladin began, seizing the protur’s collar and hissing out his words. “I won’t listen to your cryptic bullshit anymore. What’s going on? Tell me!”


  “Ohmygod,” Aristee cried as a thunderous reverberation swept across the hold.


  “Shit! They’re firing their cannons,” Paladin shouted. He released the protur, sprinted for the intercom, then punched open the channel. “What are you doing?”


  “No more taunts!” shouted the pilot.


  “You were supposed to get us to the shipping lane, then send us off in the launch. If we don’t make it, you fail your mission and die in disgrace.”


  No reply.


  “Pilot! Listen to me! If you...” Paladin’s voice fell away as he spotted something through the cockpit hatch’s window. He had clean view over the pilot’s shoulder and out past the canopy. One of the alien craft streaked toward them, its pointed bow opening to form a gloomy orifice.


  Paladin thought that the ship would swallow them as a ball of blue light exploded from the orifice and enveloped the shuttle. He blinked hard against the flash, trying to focus before he realized that he controlled only his thoughts.


  The rest belonged to the light.
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  [image: ]Marines from the CS Carraway had landed their troopship and had been accosted by a detachment of their comrades from the Concordia. The standoff had not lasted long, much to Bellegarde’s surprise. Lieutenant Xao had determined that he and his troops were outnumbered and that the game was all about politics and had little to do with saving lives. His group had stood down without firing a shot.


  In the meantime, Bellegarde had called for a vidconference of the skippers from each of his escorts, including the two supply ships. He had explained to those skippers exactly what had transpired between Space Marshal Gregarov and the president. He had staunchly defended Admiral Tolwyn and himself and had expressed his unyielding commitment to the course had had chosen. The skippers had not been a difficult audience to convince; if only Captain Boonesta had been among them. Communications from her ship indicated that she had sought assistance in dealing with “this second renegade.” Though her destroyer presented only a marginal threat to the Concordia, she had shifted her vessel out of its usual flanking position and had brought the Carraway in close, threatening a point-blank torpedo barrage.


  To suppress that threat, Bellegarde had dispatched a score of Rapiers that had been buzzing over the destroyer for the past twenty-four hours. If Boonesta so much as opened a tube, Bellegarde had assured her that his fighters would initiate a surgical strike from which the destroyer would not recover.


  Thus, the standoff continued, with hundreds of Pilgrim pilots expressing their fear and outrage over what appeared to them as a civil war between those who stood on the brink of annihilating their world. Although the motley fleet of refugee ships hovered well off the supercruiser’s stern, any powerful explosion from it or the destroyer would send shock waves surging their way. Those small ships were not equipped to handle forces of that magnitude and would tumble into each other like leaves in a gale.


  “Sir?” Executive officer Geranata called as he left the communications station and approached the command chair. “She’s raising the stakes. We just patched into a comm drone from the Promise system. Boonesta’s convinced Captain Lyndestal of the supercrusier Semoran to divert to McDaniel. The Semoran should be here by eighteen-twenty hours.”


  Bellegarde breathed a curse. “So this is how it feels to be a renegade.”


  “Sir, the XO respectfully suggests that we abandon this course of action and stand down upon the Semoran’s arrival.”


  “Afraid of going head-to-head with another supercruiser? I thought you were anxious to get back into combat.”


  “Not that anxious. Besides, sir, we’re too evenly matched for--”


  “Don’t worry, XO. We won’t have to fight because we know what they want, and we’ll give it to them.”


  “Surrender, sir?”


  Bellegarde cocked a brow. “Not exactly...”


  



  Blair and Obutu had successfully jumped at the Alliance system and now flew at ninety percent thrust on a vector that took them twenty thousand Ks off the shipping lanes. Blair’s Tempest AI reported that they would reach McDaniel’s World a few minutes early, at 1841 hours. The onboard clock read 1710, and Blair fidgeted in his seat as he anticipated meeting up with Karista and getting the hell out of his cockpit.


  Most non-pilots had no idea of what it was like to fly a long-range op that confined you to a cockpit for four days. Besides the obvious discomforts of having to use catheters to alleviate bodily fluids and other waste (the gentleman’s way of putting it), you didn’t have much room to stretch or exercise your muscles. Yes, the seat did recline quite a bit, and you could roll over, but muscle spasms, cramps, and headaches remained unavoidable and had been Blair’s close personal enemies during most of the ride.


  “Just over an hour, Mr. Blair,” Obutu said, beaming from the Visual Display Unit. “That sun up ahead sure looks sweet. Been a long haul. Do we have a target?”


  “Not yet, sir. I’ve been waiting for Karista to contact me. I hope she got off planet. That was the plan.”


  “Well, if she didn’t, we got a serious problem. Our life support’s good until twenty-two forty-five, then we have to ditch. And we can’t go down and get her, unless we sweet talk the space marshal out of a troopship. I’m good, Lieutenant, but sweet talk? That’s not me. Can you contact Karista?”


  Blair twisted his lip. “I’m good, Commander, but you know the rest. I think I might’ve contacted someone once, guy named Frotur McDaniel. He died back on the Olympus. But I’m not sure.” Blair shrugged. “I’ll give it try.”


  Just look out there. I mean really look out there.


  Those words had belonged to Paladin, and they had made a complex task sound effortless and natural. I’ll try it again, he thought, then squinted at the field of stars seemingly shed from the brilliant sun called McDaniel.


  He thought her name. Then he slammed his head against the seat and gave up.


  I’ve tried so hard to figure out who am I. And if I say I’m Pilgrim and an extrakinetic, then I should be able to do this. But I can’t. So maybe I am just a half-breed freak, and my bag of tricks has a hole in it.


  Karista? Where the hell are you?


  



  The stench inside the evacuation shuttle had Karista occasionally gagging with the rest of the passengers. Nine hundred and twenty five Pilgrims had piled into a passenger liner designed to accommodate eight hundred. The Marines had simply filled the ship based on weight. Of course, those Marines had failed to consider what the living conditions might be like with so much overcrowding. The bathroom facilities had broken down. Dozens of children sat in soiled clothing. The air recyclers could barely handle the extra load, and the cabin’s temperature seemed to increase several degrees each hour. As for food, you had what you brought with you. Karista had not eaten in the past day, nor had she asked for a handout.


  As was her nature, she had stepped gingerly around the cabin, offering to help those in need. She had spoon fed an elderly woman whose caregiver had become space sick. She had done her best to clean up two little girls and a boy whose mother had struggled to keep them near. She had led a group of frightened teenagers in a prayer session and had danced one of her storesas for them in an attempt to lighten the mood.


  But all the while, her thoughts had been on Dennet and Christopher. Dennet had yet to get off the planet. He stood near the front of a line that ran the length of the entire terminal. He, too, had not eaten and would not speak to those around him. Karista felt responsible for his brooding. And though she knew she could not have Christopher, her perfect pair in the continuum, she could not quiet that voice inside that told her to make him fall in love with her. But why should she pursue a doomed relationship when she had Dennet more than willing to comfort, protect, and love her?


  Because she didn’t need comforting, protecting, or loving. What did she need?


  “Sostur, they tell me that you were a dancer in the protur’s private troupe,” said a furry-eared old man who had come up to Karista’s seat. “My daughter was a dancer, too. Maybe you know her, Sostur Tidell Iella?”


  Karista nodded politely. “I know her well. But I haven’t seen her since the protur’s death. How is she?”


  The old man rubbed his burning eyes, and his voice cracked. “We don’t know. Rumor has it that you’re an extrakinetic. We were wondering if you--”


  She shook her head. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I just can’t. It’s isn’t you. It’s just... me.”


  After glowering at her a moment, the old abandoned his argument and waddled back to his seat.


  Stricken by guilt and resigning herself to the strain it would place on her, Karista surrendered to the continuum and navigated through thousands of scripts, searching for Sostur Tidell. As she found Tidell’s script and shivered over the horror that had befallen the woman, a distant and familiar voice beckoned her away. She shot across the heavens and found him. “Christopher? You called to me,” she said excitedly as she stared at him seated in his fighter. “I’m on this transport. See it?”


  “Yeah, but you have to get off. We’ll never get landing clearance for a civilian liner. You’ll have to jettison in one of the dinghies. I’ll tractor you in. Can you do that?”


  “You can bet I’ll try.”


  “Good. I’ll be there at eighteen forty-one. Contact me. I’m not so good at this Pilgrim stuff.”


  She tried to smile. Couldn’t. “You’re not so bad either.”


  “I know you were out there,” interjected someone else.


  Karista turned toward the voice. The old man had returned and now shook a gnarled index finger at her. “You did look for her. I know you did. You’re not the first extrakinetic I’ve known. Did you find her? Please, we have to know.”


  “I found her. And I’m sorry.”


  The man grabbed her shoulders. “She’s not...”


  “I saw her. The Marines, they--”


  “No, you’re lying.”


  Karista forced herself deeper into the chair. “I wish I could do something, but I can’t.”


  “Ohmygod.” The old man turned away and bumped into seats as he left.


  As Karista sat there, with the man’s stricken face flashing through her mind’s eye, she turned her thoughts to her own loss, to Fey. She pictured the frail woman’s smile and heard Fey’s thundering voice. It took only moment more for the tears to come.


  



  “Drone in from the admiral,” Comm Officer Wilks cried. “Message decrypted.”


  Bellegarde swiveled his chair toward a viewer. “Show me.”


  Although somewhat bedraggled, Admiral Geoffrey Tolwyn wore a smile so tight that only God could pry it from his lips. “Richard, I’ve just learned about the little renegade party you’ve been having. Carry on. All charges have been dropped against us. The president is dead. It hasn’t been confirmed, but I believe she committed suicide. Space Marshal Gregarov has been indicted. Sorry to be so curt, but time, as always, is an issue. Now then, I’ve been apprised of our evacuation efforts. Nevertheless, you will begin your bombing of McDaniel’s World at zero hour, at which time you will also dispatch comm drones to our ships in each of the Pilgrim systems and enclaves. Set drones with long-range self-destruct in the event that Aristee stands down.” He looked off camera to a display. “I should be there by oh-three-twenty. We will carry out the senate’s order. And may God help us all. Tolwyn out.”


  With a fresh rush of adrenaline, Bellegarde consulted his watchphone: 1818 hours. He cocked his head to Radar Officer Abrams. “How ‘bout it, Mister?”


  “Got her now, sir. Two minutes out and closing. She’s hailing us.”


  “Do not respond.” Bellegarde regarded his executive officer with a nod. The XO hustled off the bridge, only to return a moment later with the dear, sweet space marshal in tow. A Marine guard towered just behind the seething woman.


  “Hello, Sandra,” Bellegarde said.


  “Don’t Sandra me, you mutinous bastard.”


  “In about a minute, the CS Semoran will be here. If you’re not in command, she and the Carraway will take this ship by force or destroy her if necessary. We need you to pretend that you’re in command.”


  Gregarov’s face flushed with incredulity, then she broke into laughter. “You’re pathetic.”


  He tapped a button on the comm screen and played for her the message from Tolwyn. He increased the volume as Tolwyn mentioned that the president was dead and that Gregarov had been indicted. “They find you guilty, you’ll be sentenced to death. You help us now, they might let you live.”


  Gregarov wanted to remain strong; Bellegarde sensed that. But as she further considered the situation, her smile faded and her eyes narrowed to hold off the tears. “I lose either way. Why don’t you just show them Tolwyn’s message?”


  “Could be a fake. I need you on this bridge and transmitting live.”


  She cursed him, then bolted for the lift.


  The Marine stood like a crimson pylon in her path.


  “Let me go,” she snapped.


  Bellegarde shook his head. “Consider me your attorney. I’m just looking out for your best interests. I need you to contact the Semoran and lie. That won’t be a stretch for you.”


  “I won’t do it.”


  “Then welcome to a shooting war. If we survive, we can look back and say that it could’ve been prevented if Gregarov had simply complied. You’re going to draw even more than a death sentence. Confederation citizens will be spitting on your grave for centuries.”


  “This is supposed to persuade me?”


  “Enough people have died. It’s your call.”


  “Sir? Hails continuing from the Semoran. If we don’t answer, they’ve threatened to open fire,” said Comm Officer Wilks. “Now receiving second transmission from Commander Corey Obutu of the Tiger Claw. He wants to speak to the space marshal. Says it’s urgent.”


  “The Claw’s stationed at Netheranya,” Bellegarde said, furrowing his brow. “Where is the commander?”


  “The transmission originates from a Rapier about twenty minutes out, sir. He has a wingman. Pilot identified as Lieutenant Christopher Blair.”


  Bellegarde rose. “Let me talk to the commander.”


  “He wants to talk to me,” Gregarov spat, then steered herself to the comm station and glared at Wilks. “Put him through.” She paused a second, then eyed the monitor. “This is Space Marshal Gregarov.”


  “Ma’am, Lieutenant Blair and I need a favor. There’s a woman on one of those civilian liners behind you. In her possession is hard evidence that you must see before you order the attack. She’s going to jettison in one of the liner’s dinghies. The lieutenant and I want to bring her aboard. Please trust us. We wouldn’t have come all this way for nothing.”


  Gregarov craned her head to Bellegarde. “I’m assuming command of this ship.” Then she gazed intently at the monitor. “Permission granted, Commander. Get that woman here--”


  “Sir!” shouted Radar Officer Abrams. “The Semoran has opened her tubes! The Carraway is moving off.”


  “Get me Captain Lyndestal,” Gregarov ordered.


  “Evasive maneuvers,” Bellegarde cried to the helmsman. “XO? Shields up. Rig the ship for impact!”


  Geranata bolted for the starboard observation station. “Aye-aye, sir. Shields up. Rigging the ship for impact.”


  “They’re jamming all but ultra low emergency frequency,” Wilks told the space marshal.


  “Torpedoes fired,” said Abrams. “First contact bearing three-three-four by five-zero-nine. Designate Alpha one-one, Tyx-class ship-to-ship missile. Range: one-nine-one-five Ks. Velocity: three-seven-nine KPS and holding.”


  As Abrams continued his report, designating the other three incoming torpedoes, Bellegarde rattled off orders to weapons control officers, instructing them to target and shoot down the incoming ordnance--though he suspected that their efforts would be in vain.


  Three seconds later, his suspicions became fact as the first torpedo wove through a trellis of antimatter fire and delivered a mace-like blow to the port bow. The impact nearly knocked Bellegarde off his feet.


  The second denotation brought him to his knees.


  And the third slammed him onto his gut.


  “Sir? Rapiers shadowing the Carraway request permission to fire,” said Wilks.


  “Fourth contact destroyed,” Abrams announced. “But the Carraway is opening her tubes, sir. And Civilian vessels report incoming shock wave.”


  “Send out the distress call. Broadcast our surrender on ultra low emergency frequency,” boomed Gregarov, who had also been thrown to the deck.


  As the explosions peeled off to uncover the stars, Bellegarde gripped the arm of his command chair and tugged himself up. A glimmering speck stood far off the starboard bow. “There she is,” he muttered. “Coming in for the kill. And we can’t answer her attack.”


  



  Blair squirmed in his seat as he watched the firefight raging against the bluish green aura of McDaniel’s World. “Sir, why are they--”


  “They’re keeping their promise,” Obutu cut in. “I reviewed a few transmissions. Bellegarde apparently assumed command of the fleet, and they want him to surrender.”


  “But you talked to the space marshal. She sounded like she was in command.”


  “Or had just assumed command. I don’t pretend to understand this. I’m picking up a DAS signal from the Concordia.”


  “They’re surrendering?”


  “Seems so. But we got bigger worries. Shock waves are moving through that civilian flotilla. Time to light ‘em, Lieutenant. Burn it all but maneuvering thrust for landing. Has Karista jettisoned?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Hope she hasn’t. Contact her.”


  “Aye-aye, sir.”


  Obutu issued the request as though asking for a cup of coffee. Blair ground his teeth. I can do this...


  “Afterburners on my mark,” Obutu said tersely. “Mark!”


  



  Karista had thought she would have a difficult time opening the hatch to the dinghy ports. She had assumed that she would have to call upon her extrakinetic senses to either bypass the lock or to persuade one of the liner’s midshipmen to open it for her. But as fate would have it, the hatch had been left open. She had found her way into one of the dinghies, had suited up, and had strapped herself into the pilot’s seat. One touch on the main control pad had engaged the sleek, boomerang-shaped craft’s AI launch system. She had felt only the brief changeover from the liner’s artificial gravity to the dinghy’s, otherwise the jettison had gone off so smoothly that it made her tingle with the notion that something would go wrong.


  Her premonition had not gone unanswered.


  “Computer, can’t you adjust course?” she asked frantically as the dinghy, buffeted by the shock wave, banked suddenly hard to starboard and rocketed toward the liner.


  “Course correction ineffective,” the computer reported flatly. “Force of shock wave too great for jets. Recommend abandoning ship.”


  “This is a lifeboat,” she shouted, then slammed a fist on the console. Her gaze widened as the liner’s heavily scored hull became much too distinct.


  Then she sensed something distant, faint, familiar. There it was again, the barest sense of Christopher calling to her. She answered with a cry for his help as the dinghy sideswiped the liner and began dragging along its hull. Showers of sparks and gray chutes of smoke erupted from the cockpit instrumentation as durasteel scraped horribly against durasteel. Multiple alarms resounded and gathered into a deafening clamor as shutters of flames suddenly closed across the canopy.


  “Breech in oxygen lines,” the computer said. “Detect fire in cockpit. Engaging fire system. Fire system not operative. Recommend abandoning ship.”


  Caught squarely in the inferno, Karista fumbled for the latches on her harness, but the dinghy jostled too violently for her to get a firm grip. She guessed that the flight suit was flame retardant, and maybe it was, but the suit’s internal computer suddenly alerted her of a breach. She breathed in a horrid stench. Gasped. Gasped again.


  Then her air supply suddenly cleared as automatic systems filtered out the toxins. One, two, and her harness latches popped. She rolled out of the pilot’s seat, collapsed to the deck, then crawled out of the cockpit and down the aisle between a dozen or so seats. She caught a glimpse of her arms and shuddered. The flight suit had been blackened, and embers still glowed along her forearms. Artificial gravity suddenly went off line, and she drifted up to collide with a bank of viewports.


  Sensing something ahead, she cocked her head and saw that the dinghy had cleared the liner, but, like a stone skipping off a pond, it now arrowed straight for Concordia’s aft antimatter cannon. She pushed her way to one of two escape hatches, touched a release button on the panel, and waited. Nothing. She pushed off the bulkhead and floated toward the other hatch. Two taps. Dead panel. A thick manual release lever held no more promise; it wouldn’t budge.


  She glanced again to the cockpit as a gleaming round of antimatter fire left the Concordia’s cannon. Weapons operators had, of course, figured her for a target. She closed her eyes and felt the impact’s muffled thudding before an even greater force tore her out of the hold. She clambered in a cloud of ragged hunks of seat, hull, and hatch, staring beyond to a smeared canvas of stars.
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  [image: ]Blair wrenched the control stick toward his chest and ripped into a sixty-degree climb until he cleared a trio of shuttles at the rear of the ragtag flotilla. He leveled off and thundered his way over hundreds civilian of vessels, coming within a mere ten meters of some and slicing his way through the dissipating but still dangerous waves of torpedo impacts.


  He had heard Karista’s cry for help, had seen her get blasted from the dinghy, and now had a distinct sense of her location.


  “Lieutenant, you’re burning too much fuel,” Obutu said, having fallen eight hundred meters behind.


  “I know, sir. But we’re out of time.”


  The plan had been to cut burners in synch and conserve fuel for landing by riding inertia until they reached Karista. But she now drifted just off the Concordia’s stern, and a dozen meters away, gleaming antimatter fire unloosed from the supercruiser’s big gun tore through the night. The slightest nudge from an impact wave would send her into the unforgiving bead. Blair figured that he would get her out of the fire zone, and Obutu could bring her in--if the battle between the Concordia and the Semoran ever reached a cease fire.


  “Hey, Merlin? Little help,” Blair called to his PPC.


  A rotating sphere of white light blossomed just above Blair’s console. The old man stepped regally from the sphere, and Blair did a double take at Merlin’s sandals and white Pilgrim robe. “I’m here for you, brotur.”


  “I don’t get the... never mind. Network with the Tempest and the retrieval system. Karista’s out there. Calculate maximum distance for retrieval. Brake ship at coordinates and fire beam.”


  “I saw it, brotur. It took a while to get into my system, but I saw the blue, and I heard those sweet notes. It was so beautiful.”


  “Great,” Blair barked as he squinted at a hundred flashing specks of debris superimposed over the raging crossfire between cap ships. “Can you do what I said?”


  “Of course, brotur. And I can do it much more efficiently than your onboard systems.”


  The Concordia had pulled out of her standard high-orbit and into a series of evasive maneuvers that put her about three thousand meters ahead and about fifty degrees above the civilian craft. Her battle group had pulled well away from the fray, and Blair wondered why they had not come to her aid. Maybe Bellegarde held them in reserve.


  After a rapid beeping, the Tempest AI fired retroes and slowed the Rapier to 100 KPS, 75, 50, 20, and Blair fell forward into his harness as the fighter stopped on the proverbial dime. Thrusters emitted small blasts to sustain the hover.


  “Coordinates for maximum retrieval distance reached,” Merlin said. “Tractor retrieval system on line. Target acquired. Firing beam.”


  Blair imagined the system’s invisible hand reaching out and taking Karista into its palm.


  According to the Tempest, she was unconscious and breathing normally. Her suit had been damaged but still functioned, and the O2 supply would hold out for another eighty-six minutes.


  As Blair squinted at the rubble, trying to catch sight of her, he realized that the Semoran and Concordia had ceased fire. He scanned his radar scope. Rapiers flying near the CS Carraway had regrouped to resume escort positions, though he could tell from their configuration that they could easily resume the attack. The Semoran had turned tack on a course parallel to and about kilometer away from the Concordia, keeping the admiral’s flagship in her sights. Commander Obutu continued along Blair’s original vector and had twice called for a report.


  “I got her, sir,” Blair finally answered, switching off the comm’s mute mode. “Retrieving now. Mark my position, and I’ll turn her over to you. My fuel’s nearly out.”


  “You did it the hard way, Lieutenant. But you got results. How is she?”


  “Unconscious. Probably got space sick and passed out. Her suit indicates that she had breach, but it’s been sealed. Oh-two’s not a problem.”


  “Good. Now tell me she didn’t stow her evidence in a travel bag, one that got burned up or one that’s floating out there, somewhere.”


  “Doubt that, sir. If I know Karista, she took dozens of leaves. Probably tucked them in every pocket she’s got. She’d keep them close.”


  “Then let’s hope you know her. Contacting the Concordia now. Will request permission to land, OBP tractor crew for Karista, and assistance for you. Standby.”


  “Copy that, sir.”


  



  Within five minutes, Blair had brought Karista within two meters of his Rapier. Obutu arrived, they engaged in the switchover, and the commander took Karista toward the Concordia, where the OBP tractor crew fired another beam to bring her into a heavily padded airlock designed to recover overboard personnel. Blair had contacted the OBP team to make sure that Karista’s clothing was not burned during decontamination. They could quarantine it and her, yes, but coming this far only to have the evidence destroyed would confirm the existence of a malevolent god.


  Obutu landed, and Blair waited for another twenty minutes until a Hauley-Class tanker launched from the Concordia and passed overhead, its refueling line wagging like a durasteel tail. Blair rushed through the procedure, anxious to get aboard the Concordia and see Karista. With his fuel gauge reading only a quarter full, he broke away and sped toward the supercruiser’s aft bay. His thoughts focused so intently on Karista that before he knew it, his canopy slid open. He shivered, wondering how the hell he had pulled off the complex task of landing without thinking about it. He climbed out of the Rapier, hit the deck, and collapsed as though he had no legs.


  “Same thing happened to your XO,” said the Concordia’s deck boss, a middle-aged woman with snake-like eyes and a flat nose. She came up to Blair, shoved arms under his, and effortlessly dragged him up as two medics arrived with a gurney.


  “I can walk,” Blair said, embarrassed over all the attention.


  “No you can’t,” corrected the boss. “Four days in a pit will do that to you. Your XO’s in sickbay. You’re headed there yourself.”


  “What about Karista? I mean the woman we brought in? The OBP team got her.”


  “She’s down there, too. Don’t know her condition. She looked pretty burned up, though. You’ll find out.”


  The boss helped him onto the gurney, and, refusing to lie back, Blair held fast to the durasteel railing as one medic rushed him toward the lift while the other waved her scanners and asked a long list of boring questions that all began with “Are you feeling...”


  



  Once in sickbay, the medic rolled Blair past Obutu, who sat up in a bed and spoke with space marshal Gregarov and another man Blair identified as the supercruiser’s XO. Two Marines shadowed Gregarov and drew Blair’s frown. Was the space marshal so important that she required guards wherever she went?


  The medics slid him into a small medical station partially walled in by monitoring devices mounted to rolling carts. Blair scanned the long, narrow room and caught the gazes of a half dozen unfamiliar patients lying in beds. “What about Karista?” he asked.


  “She’s in ICU, next bay,” said the woman who had questioned him. “I’ll check on her.”


  “Thanks.”


  As the one medic hustled off, the other jabbed a syringe in Blair’s forearm. He swore over the pain as the medic shushed him. “You’re slightly dehydrated. This’ll take care of that.”


  “Lieutenant Blair?” the space marshal called, striding toward his gurney.


  Blair despised the woman because she believed that Paladin had defected to the Pilgrims. He tried to hold back his contempt for her--


  “You don’t look too happy to see me, son.”


  --and failed. “I’m just tired, ma’am. It was long flight.”


  “Commander Obutu told us about the leaves. We already recovered about twenty from Karista’s robe and flight suit. They’re being analyzed now. God willing they contain those images your XO told us about.”


  “So you believe they’re coming? Just like that, you already believe?”


  “What I do believe is that we can’t bomb these people. And if this evidence will ensure that, then I fully support it.”


  “I beg your pardon, ma’am, but aren’t you the one who’s supposed to issue the bombing order? And hasn’t the senate already endorsed that order?” He looked to the Marines. “Or am I not understanding this? And what happened with the Semoran?”


  “Talk to your XO.” She turned to leave, then whirled back, gripped by a thought. “Once we have the data analyzed, I’d like you there when we show it to Commodore Bellegarde.”


  Blair glimpsed his watchphone: 1915 hours. “You’d better hurry. If you begin bombing McDaniel’s World, that Pilgrim fleet will attack. And you won’t believe how many ships they have. Billions, I think.”


  She snorted a little, then left with her escorts. The XO gave Blair and Obutu a terse nod and caught the hatch before it closed.


  Once they were out of earshot, Obutu called to Blair from across the bay. “We flew out of one mess right into another.”


  “What do you mean?”


  The XO rolled onto his side. “I spoke to the Commodore during my landing. It’s quite a story. Let’s just say that the space marshal is under arrest, though don’t tell that to the Semoran’s skipper, and Admiral Tolwyn will be here at about oh-three-twenty.”


  “But the order to bomb or stand down has to be issued at zero hour.”


  “Which means that the commodore is the one we have to convince. And right now he has every intention of carrying out the senate’s order.”


  “So the space marshal--who’s under arrest--is our ally?”


  “Don’t act so surprised,” Obutu said with a twisted grin. “We’re criminals ourselves.”


  The medic who had gone to check on Karista abruptly returned. Blair struggled to read her expression, but her occupation had taught her a coolness most poker players would envy. “How is she?”


  “Stable. Conscious now. Mild case of smoke inhalation. I’m afraid she suffered a near-fatal suit breach. Lost a leg from the knee down. She’s lucky to be alive. Good news is that she has a common blood type and a solid pattern. She’s a good candidate for regrowth.”


  “Can you take me to see here?”


  “In a little bit.” The medic checked a monitor that emitted an irritating beep every half minute or so. “You have to rest yourself.”


  “Okay.”


  He closed his eyes and opened a door to the continuum. With mental legs unaffected by the rigors of his flight, he walked out of the sickbay, into the corridor, then entered the adjoining ICU. He found Karista’s bed and glided toward it. She lay on her back, eyes closed, a white sheet pulled up to her neck. Sweat darkened the roots of her blond hair, and her face seemed much more tan than he remembered. He reached down and stroked her cheek.


  “You,” she whispered, opening her eyes. She took his hand in her own and held it to her cheek. “This was supposed to be easy. I should’ve remembered that it’s always difficult. At least with me.”


  He half-shrugged. “Either way, we made it. They have the evidence, and the space marshal is already predisposed to believing us. She doesn’t want to bomb anyone.”


  “That’s... good.” Karista stared down her chin to where the sheet grew terribly flat, just beyond her right knee. “No dancing today. They say they can grow me a new one. Why bother if there won’t be anyone left to see me dance?”


  “Don’t talk like that. This is going to work.”


  “I don’t think so, Christopher. I reached out to the bridge and observed. The commodore won’t believe us.”


  “What?”


  “He’ll say that the leaves are just a Pilgrim trick.”


  “If that’s what you think, then why did we waste our time coming here? I went AWOL for you!”


  “I had a really good feeling about Admiral Tolwyn. He’s had more experience with Pilgrims than Bellegarde has. I thought we could convince him. But Bellegarde? He’ll begin the bombing. And the Pilgrim fleet is almost here. They’ll come out of nowhere and wipe out the Confederation.”


  “What about Aristee? Can you find her in the continuum? I’m thinking that even if the Pilgrims wipe out the Confederation, a lot of our people will still die. That might persuade her to help us.”


  “Strange thing. I’ve already searched for her. I can’t find anything. The last impression I had was of her aboard the Olympus, somewhere near the Kilrathi border. After that, I haven’t sensed anything.”


  “Do you think she’s dead?”


  “Wouldn’t matter. I’d still be able to find her script. It’s as though something or someone is blocking me.”


  “Maybe it’s the Pilgrim fleet. Maybe they don’t want Aristee to stand down. Maybe they really want to attack.”


  “I don’t believe that. Maybe it’s Carver Tsu the Third who’s behind this. Maybe he’s the one promoting the attack. He has extrakinetics working for him; they could be blocking me.”


  “Well, can you contact the Pilgrim fleet? There might be someone in control who’s reasonable.”


  “I’ve tried that, too. I can’t get inside their ships. But I know that they’ll contact us. I wish I knew when.”


  The continuum took a sudden dip, and Blair reached to the bed for support. “Whoa. I guess I’m--”


  “Yes, you are. Go back. Rest. They’ll call you when it’s time. I wish I could be there.”


  “It’s okay. We’ll handle it. I’m... we haven’t had any time to talk.”


  She put an index finger to her lips, then released his hand.


  He found himself back on his own gurney, driven there by a gentle, unyielding force. He fell back on the bed, and like warm bath water, the exhaustion crept up his legs, reached his chest, and finally took him.


  



  “Lieutenant?”


  That voice. It’s not part of the dream. Or maybe it is. Maybe I’m dreaming that I’m having a dream. Maybe--


  “Out of your rack,” Commander Obutu ordered, shaking Blair’s shoulder.


  Eyes open. Thick, black face knotted by frustration. “Sorry, sir. I’m just so tired. What time--”


  “It’s nineteen fifty-five. Got about four hours. Nothing like cutting it close.”


  Blair’s gaze finally focused. Obutu sat in a narrow powerchair operated by a small touchpad near his right hand. A second chair sat beside his.


  Obutu tipped his head toward the ride. “First class all the way, Lieutenant.”


  The XO hustled into the sickbay and shifted up behind Obutu. “Gentlemen, are we ready?”


  The two medics who had initially helped Blair returned to get him out of the gurney and into the chair. He still felt too stiff to walk though significantly better than he had forty-five minutes prior. It took a moment to sample the powerchair’s controls, then he drew a winding course behind Obutu. Only twice did he crash into the XO during their trip to the Concordia’s map room.


  



  ommodore Bellegarde, Space Marshal Gregarov, and the two Marines stood like specters in the shadowy map room. As Bellegarde crossed into the better light of dozens of glowing viewers, Blair and Obutu snapped to and saluted.


  “At ease, gentlemen.”


  “Sir, we appreciate you seeing us,” Obutu began. “I assume your analysis of the leaves is complete?”


  “It is, Commander. And yes, there is data recorded within their cells.” He reached over to a holoplayer control panel and tapped his finger on the pad.


  The image Karista had shown Blair and Obutu came to life in the center of the room, swirled at about knee-height, then rose and swelled from bulkhead to bulkhead. Blair sat in the middle of interstellar space as Pilgrim warships passed through him and his powerchair.


  “This is but a small representation of the fleet that’s headed our way,” Space Marshal Gregarov said, coming forward to gaze threateningly at Bellegarde. “If we begin the bombing, then it’s safe to assume that we’ll awaken this sleeping giant.”


  “That’s right, sir,” Obutu added. “As a Confederation officer with nearly twenty years of loyal service, I can say with confidence that this fleet does exist and that it is headed our way.”


  Bellegarde made a face. “The leaves come from McDaniel’s World. And while we were waiting for them to be analyzed, I did a little research on my own. It’s true that those trees rarely bear leaves. It’s also true that Ivar Chu McDaniel disappeared somewhere near the Sirius system. And it’s also true that we recently lost a ship there. What troubles me is who put this data into the leaves and for what purpose. You would have me believe that it was these Pilgrims who performed some kind of biotech miracle. You would have me believe that these are the descendants of the original Pilgrims who were lost over three hundred years ago. Their technology now exceeds ours, and they’re coming back to save their people. It’s quite a story. Almost biblical.”


  “When the time comes, sir, all you have to do is stand down,” Blair said, unable to stave off his attack on Bellegarde’s cynicism. “If you don’t, you’ll start a war that we can’t win.”


  “You’re right about one thing, Mr. Blair. Standing down is easy. Too bad Amity Aristee couldn’t realize that. We won’t yield to terrorists. Our evacuation efforts have been fairly successful. The death toll will be far less than it would have been. But we will render Pilgrim soil lifeless for a thousand years. I’m not a fanatic or a murderer. I’m a solider. Just like you. And this is my duty. And I can’t dismiss that based on what you’ve presented here. Besides, this could be ploy designed by Aristee so that we lower our guard. She might be using you without your knowledge.”


  “What about that destroyer in Sirius? Don’t you think it’s too much of a coincidence to lose it in the same system where Ivar Chu disappeared? You can’t ignore that, sir.”


  “Mr. Blair, unless my radar officer can show me a Pilgrim fleet on his scope, I’m afraid that the bombing will proceed on schedule.”


  Blair tried to push himself out of the powerchair, but his knees buckled. “Problem is, they don’t want to be seen, sir. And they have the tech to conceal themselves. They’ll be on us before we know it.”


  “The Fourteenth is already on full alert,” Bellegarde retorted, then switched off the holoplayer. “If these Pilgrims do show up, will be ready for them.”


  “With all due respect, sir, we’ll be dead.”


  “Richard, listen to him,” cried Gregarov. “The kid’s right. And it won’t be my grave they’re spitting on.”


  Bellegarde pursed his lips, and for a second his expression softened before the iron mask returned. “I have my orders.”
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  [image: ]“Torpedo room, conn,” Bellegarde snapped. “Status on planetary torpedoes one through thirty-six?”


  “Conditions set for AXQ firing, sir,” answered Spaceman Second Class Oberson, a brown-haired boy of twenty with a glacier of a complexion and a voice like a squeaky wheel. “Torpedoes one through thirty-six loaded and spun up. Diagnostic almost complete. AXQ firing on your command. Zero hour in four minutes, twenty-two seconds. Mark.”


  “Very well. Standby.” Bellegarde steeled himself as he eyed McDaniel’s World through the forward viewport. All of those blues and greens would soon turn to gray and black. “Mr. Wilks? Status on comm drones?”


  “Data uploaded and sealed, sir. Fueling almost complete. Jump drive diagnostics found one anomaly. Drone replaced. Ready to launch in one minute, forty-five seconds. Mark.”


  “Excellent. Recall our fighters from the Carraway. Standby to send message to Captains Boonesta and Lyndestal.” Bellegarde thumbed a switch on the ship-wide intercom. “Attention, this is Commodore Richard Bellegarde. By order of the Confederation Senate, Space Marshal Gregarov is hereby empowered to carry out a strategic planetary torpedo strike on planet ATZ seven-one-niner-three, AKA McDaniel’s World. At zero hour, comm drones will be dispatched to convey this order to our counterparts in the other systems and enclaves. This is a dark day for us all. Nevertheless, I expect every crew member to behave professionally. Your continued commitment will yield nothing short of victory. Bellegarde out.”


  “Sir, comm transferred to ready room,” Wilks said.


  “Very good,” Bellegarde replied, then slid out of his command chair. He crossed to the ready room, opened the hatch, and slipped furtively inside.


  Gregarov sat cuffed to a chair at the comm monitor. Despite all she had been through, she carried herself with remarkable calm. Every hair remained in place, and her makeup appeared morning fresh. “I’m shocked and amazed, Richard. Not over how I’ve been treated but because you think I’ll help you.”


  He fetched his sidearm from a shelf above the comm monitor, tugged it from the black leather holster, then focused the laser sight on her hip. “You’ll help.”


  Though he had set the weapon for silent mode, it still issued a distinctive whir that made him flinch as much as she did. The round blasted through her leg, through the chair, then ricocheted off the deck and imbedded itself in the small oak conference table behind them.


  “Shit,” she moaned, then tugged at her cuffs, wanting to nurse the bleeding wound.


  Crossing behind her, Bellegarde pressed the pistol’s warm muzzle through her hair and onto the nape of her neck. She cried out as skin burned. “Order Lyndestal back to the Promise system, where he’ll begin bombing. Then you’ll tell Boonesta to resume her support position as we initiate our own strike. I know you’d like to curse me right now, tell me to go to hell or whatever other cliché you can muster. But let me save you some time and thought. I’ve already worked this out. I can blow your head off right now, wash my hands, have a cup of tea, bomb this planet, and go home--no questions asked. You’re fighting for your life right now, Sandra.” He removed the pistol and retreated to the hatch.


  “Open channel to the Semoran,” she ordered the computer.


  “Channel open.”


  “This is Space Marshal Gregarov,” she told the Semoran’s comm officer, grimacing over the fire raging in her leg. “Get me Captain Lyndestal.”


  As Bellegarde held his breath, Gregarov stiffened herself into composure and ordered Lyndestal back to Promise, then she contacted Boonesta and once more followed Bellegarde’s instructions to the letter. By the time she finished, a puddle of blood had spread beneath her chair. She ordered off the comm, then sneered at him. “Satisfied?”


  Before he could answer, she began to convulse. After a few seconds of that, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she stopped moving.


  Bellegarde cycled open the hatch and raised his chin to Comm Officer Wilks, on the opposite end of the bridge. “Mr. Wilks? Get me a med team in here ASAP.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  “The Semoran is pulling away,” Radar Officer Abrams reported. “Heading back for the jump point.”


  “And the Carraway?” Bellegarde asked, aiming for the command chair.


  “Shifting to starboard flank defense, sir.”


  “Very well. Alert the battle group, Mr. Wilks. Standby.” He checked his watchphone. “Bombing will commence in T minus forty seconds.” He cocked his head toward the comm viewer. “Torpedo room, conn.”


  “Conn, torpedo room. Oberson here, sir.”


  “Are my birds ready to fly?”


  Oberson read the status from one of his displays. “Conditions still set for AXQ firing, sir. All diagnostics run and complete. Targets designated and locked in. Torpedoes one through thirty-six ready to launch on your command. Warheads will be ready to arm at launch plus thirty. Arming codes ready to send.” The boy lifted a tentative thumbs up. “We’re good to go down here, sir.”


  “Very well. Comm drones, Mr. Wilks?”


  “Fueling complete. Navigation and jump drive systems programmed and locked. Just give the word, sir.”


  “Anything on long-range comm sweeps?”


  “Standard skipchatter, sir. We have not received contact from Amity Aristee or from anyone else aboard the CS Olympus. Lack of contact has been duly logged.”


  Bellegarde nodded, then took in a long breath. He narrowed his gaze on McDaniel’s World and sat there, trembling for his bottle of Scotch.


  “T minus three, two, one. Zero hour,” reported the XO from the port observation station. “Sir, it is now zero, zero, zero, zero on Confederation calendar date one-five-eight.”


  “I concur, XO.” Bellegarde faced the viewer. “Conn, torpedo room. Launch first salvo. This is commodore.”


  “Conn, torpedo room,” the XO repeated. “Launch first salvo. This is the XO.”


  “Audio prints identified and matched. Authorization complete,” cried Oberson, his face washed in the green light of his monitors. “Launching first salvo.”


  “Mr. Wilks? Launch comm drones.”


  “Launch comm drones, aye-aye, sir.”


  Though Bellegarde had never felt the preamble to a massive earthquake, the simultaneous launch of twelve planetary torpedoes and half as many comm drones came pretty damned close. The rumble woke in the lower decks, resounding slowly, then it matured into a powerful reverberation that slipped up the bulkheads and divided into a thousand tentacles of vibration.


  “Torpedoes one through twelve away, sir,” shouted Abrams.


  “Torpedo room, conn,” Bellegarde snapped. “Launch second salvo. This is the commodore.”


  “Torpedo room, conn. Launch second salvo. This is the XO.”


  “Launch second salvo, aye-aye,” hollered Oberson. “Firing!”


  Abrams reported on the torpedoes’ progress, and Bellegarde went through the process a final time, silently asking for God’s forgiveness as the final tubes opened and torpedoes twenty-five through thirty-six blasted away, bearing Armageddon in their bowels.


  “All torpedoes away,” Oberson announced. “Systems nominal. Guidance programs initiating target locks. Warheads arming in five, four, three, two, one.” He paused. “Warheads armed, sir. First detonation in approximately four minutes, thirty seconds. Mark.”


  “Sir, several of the Pilgrim transports have begun firing on our escorts,” said Abrams, staring intently at one of his scopes. “It’s mostly low-level laser fire. No major threat to shields.”


  “Mr. Wilks? Tell our skippers to hold their fire unless the threat becomes more significant. Even so, they’re to return only low-level fire.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  Bellegarde left his chair, staggered to the viewport, and gasped.


  Thirty-six gray exhaust trails unfurled beneath the supercrusier and wandered out toward the planet, some veering to port or to starboard, some shooting up toward the north pole or diving toward the south, all preparing to tie the innocent-looking orb in a knot of devastation. You could talk about launching a planetary torpedo strike as much as you liked, but until you actually saw the raw power you had released, you would never fully understand. Commodore Richard Bellegarde understood very well now as he covered his mouth with a hand and waited for the first explosion.


  



  Blair and Obutu watched from the Concordia’s aft observation bubble as the tawny glow of torpedo engines grew dimmer.


  “Son of a bitch. He did it. He really did it,” Blair said.


  “You thought he’d change his mind?” Obutu asked.


  “I don’t know. Maybe I thought he wouldn’t have the guts to go through with it. He had four hours to think it over. I figured the guilt would set in.”


  “Four hours, four millennia. No difference. He had his orders.”


  “How many people you think are down there?”


  “I don’t know. I really don’t.”


  An icy sensation of awareness passed through Blair’s spine, a sensation so strong that it made him clutch the arms of his powerchair.


  “Do you hear that?” Obutu asked.


  Born from the hum of the Concordia’s ion engines and carried inexplicably through the vacuum of space, the notes of that familiar yet strange flute player echoed loudly through the bubble as a veil of blue haze descended upon the supercruiser.


  “Look at that,” Obutu hollered, pointing at globes of dark blue light that fell like meteors toward the planet.


  One by one, the torpedoes chewing their way toward McDaniel’s atmosphere were struck by the Pilgrim globes. Multi-hued explosions blossomed in a perfectly timed and overwhelming display of power so unfamiliar and deadly that it left them rapt. As the last of the explosions faded, a series of secondary flashes drove their gazes skyward.


  Hundreds of dark, undulating circles momentarily blotted out the stars until Pilgrim warships coruscated through them and sealed off the gravity wells in their wakes. The flashes worked their way down the sides of the night sky, then connected far below them like two swarms of fireflies clashing in battle.


  In another blink, thousands of ships glided through the Sphere of Operations, some spreading out toward strategic positions to defend the planet, others darting in toward the battle group.


  Obutu forced himself out of his chair, went to the thick Plexi, and raised his palms. “We’re sorry,” he said. “My god, we’re sorry.”


  Grimacing, Blair wrestled himself out of his own chair to stand beside the XO. “They don’t hear you. But they have to.”


  “Look down there,” Obutu said, pointing. “Bellegarde’s already launching fighters. Everything we got is pouring into the vac. He’s bringing the antimatter guns on line. You hear them?”


  Blair nodded, then turned back for his chair. “Come on.”


  “Where are we going?”


  “If anyone can get through to them, it’s us. I mean, they are us. I say we go out there and give it a shot. We die, we die. But at least we go out in our fighters.”


  Obutu cocked a brow. “We’ll never get on the roster. Not in our condition.”


  “Like we need approval?”


  



  Over two hundred Pilgrim warships now orbited Kilrah and exchanged torrents of fire with battle groups from each of the noble clans. A seemingly endless stream of combat reports flooded into the emperor’s meditation chamber at the apex of the imperial palace’s highest tower. The emperor had cloistered himself in the meditation chamber since the attack had begun, and clan elders demanded to speak with him because he had mobilized their forces before the Pilgrim attack--as though he had known it was coming.


  Indeed, he had known. The Pilgrim protur Carver Tsu the Third had shown him the leaf, the fleet, all of it. The emperor had initially dismissed the evidence. But during Carver Tsu’s interrogation, he had learned that the protur whole-heatedly believed in the fleet and that he had no intentions of deceiving the Kilrathi; rather, he wanted to warn them that the Pilgrims were returning to collect their people within both Confederation and Kilrathi territory. Though the Kilrathi held only a few thousand Pilgrims as slaves and test subjects, the Pilgrims wanted to make sure that those people had the option to leave and that the Kilrathi would not interfere. The protur had said that these Pilgrims would, if provoked, neutralize the entire Kilrathi empire in one fell swoop.


  But even the protur’s convictions had not fully convinced the emperor. It was not until an ancient Kilrathi ship had arrived on Kilrah, a ship that forced the emperor to consult the ancient journals of Sivar, that he finally understood. About three hundred years prior, a long-range Kilrathi scouting vessel had vanished in the Sirius system. That vessel now sat in emperor’s hangar, looking as new as the day it had been manufactured. The original crew of that ship had joined the emperor and Carver Tsu for a remarkable and unsettling meeting that had ended with the emperor’s decision to release the protur, James Taggart, and Amity Aristee. The emperor had done this as a sign of good faith, promising that his people would not resist the Pilgrim presence and that all salves and test subjects would have the choice to leave.


  However, when it came to making promises that involved the clan elders, the emperor knew that those clans who had not joined his new alliance or had broken away from it would view the Pilgrims as invaders and launch unauthorized attacks. Those attacks would rally the others, and soon every clan would be involved. He had tried in vain prevent that from happening.


  Another report came in, and the warrior who delivered it could barely get the words out of his mouth. Pilgrim troopships with hulls that resembled blue liquid were landing on the savanna and dispatching thousands of troops wearing translucent environment suits and firing weapons that immobilized Kilrathi warriors where they stood. Outer defenses had already fallen. Imperial guards could not hold out for much longer. The emperor’s own retinue, along with his personal guards, had reluctantly abandoned the palace without him because, as he had argued, a feeling rooted him to the place, a feeling he could not ignore. Now he leaned back on his hand-carved cathedra near the window, steepled his long fingers, and waited.


  Footsteps echoed. Dor-chak rifles buzzed and faded. The sound of raindrops striking the stone floor drew closer, and music, human music, rose from the hall outside. He looked to the plastisteel door as azure light sliced through the cracks, outlining the barrier in a stunning glow. Then, with an inexplicable rush of steam, the door blew inward.


  Five Pilgrim soldiers darted into the room. They carried semitransparent rifles with muzzles that yawned open as they were pointed at him.


  I could have escaped, he thought. Why did I obey this feeling? Tell me, Sivar, have I shamed my people?


  A woman with broad shoulders and straight, white hair rounded the corner and entered the chamber. “Stand down,” she ordered in perfect Kilrathi.


  The soldiers brought their weapons to their chests and retreated two steps, creating a path for her. She came toward the emperor, her expression strangely soft. Her practiced Kilrathi bow startled him, and she even kept her head lowered until he released her.


  “Who are you?”


  She looked up, eyes widening. “I’m Sostur Hella Ti. We’ve come for you, Emperor.”


  “Come to kill me? Then do it now. I’d prefer to die on my own world.”


  “You tried to keep your promise. This isn’t your fault.”


  “Who are you? You can’t be Pilgrims”--he pointed at one of the rifles--“not with this kind of technology.”


  “You met with some of your people who’ve been with us. They didn’t lie. We are Pilgrims. And we’ve returned for our own.”


  “Then take your people and go.”


  “Were it only that easy.” She glanced to the ceiling. “Your kalralahrs have put our people in the middle of the firing zone.”


  “I had no control over that.”


  “Let us return control to you.”


  He issued a long growl of contemplation. “You have my world. And from what I’ve seen, you’ll soon conquer the rest of our holdings. You suggest that I rule an occupied empire?”


  “No.” She raised her brows. “Simply help us to help our people. Now, if you’ll come, there’s someone who wants to meet you.”


  The emperor nodded, slid forward on his cathedra, then groaned as he straightened his old warrior’s frame. It took but the slightest effort to withdraw his zu’kara knife from its waist sheath. The old and sacred blade felt warm and smooth in his shaking paw.


  No, I will no longer yield to this feeling. You say you will give me control, but you--and only you--have the power to give. I have nothing. And I will no longer shame myself, my people, or Sivar.


  Knowing that further thought would undo his courage, the emperor jerked the blade toward his throat.


  In the name of the noblest hari, the Kiranka, I give my life to you...


  As the sharp plastisteel brushed the pale folds of his neck, a flash accompanied by an odd plop stole the weapon from his grip.


  “I’m sorry, Emperor, but you still don’t understand,” said the woman, now holding his blade. “Come with us.”


  “I won’t.”


  “We offer you a chance to save your people, to prevent anymore bloodshed--including your own.”


  She extended her index finger and flicked it at each corner of the room. Magnificently detailed holographs ignited and slowly rotated to show different battles within Kilrathi territory:


  Kalralahrs fired upon each other as they argued over how they should handle the Pilgrim threat.


  Missiles slashed across the sheet of space.


  Warriors choked on their own blood seconds before their fighters vaporized.


  The sheer numbers of dying Kilrathi left the emperor feeling angered, manipulated. Were it not for the Pilgrim invasion, his warriors might still be alive. He whirled to the window, slapped a thumb on the control panel, and the hemisphere of protective energy winked out. A gale blew in, backed by the deafening roar of troopship thrusters.


  Squinting against the force, the emperor stepped onto his cathedra and launched himself out of the tower, praying that he would meet Sivar on the merciless pavement below.


  A flash. A plop. And he found himself standing upright in the courtyard. It took a moment to orient himself, then he gazed out past the low palace wall to the hundreds of ships that had landed on the savanna. His eyes began to burn, and a deep, full-throated chuckle rose from his gut.


  The Pilgrims had stripped him of everything, including the power to take his own life. Was this a lesson in what they called humility? Had they forgotten that he was anything but human?


  As he backhanded the tears from his eyes, he heard the clatter of approaching soldiers. He spotted them, then looked up to the tower window, where Sostur Hella Ti leaned over and shook her head at him.


  He answered her with a roar that echoed up to the war-streaked heavens.


  



  “Grandfrotur!”


  Joa Autumnsoul opened one eye as Ravi bounded into the den, the back porch door slamming behind him.


  “Grandfrotur,” the boy panted again. “Come outside. You have to.”


  The recliner felt especially comfortable this evening, and Joa’s old bones presented a convincing argument that he should remain exactly where he was. He had fallen asleep while watching the news, and he tried to remember why turning on the program had seemed so important. Suddenly, it came to him. He sat up, focused on the boy, and braced himself. “What do you see?”


  “I don’t know. Come on.” Ravi grabbed his wrists and yanked him from the chair.


  Wincing, Joa tugged one arm free as the boy led him out into the frigid night air.


  “There,” Ravi said, pointing at a dense band of quavering blue dots that arced across the sky. “What are they?”


  Joa opened his mouth, about to express his ignorance, but the longer he stared at the sky, the more familiar those radiant specks became. He heard the sad, lonely notes of a flutist, then gasped and fell to his knees.


  “Grandfrotur, what’s wrong?”


  “It’s some day,” Joa muttered. “It’s some day.”


  “What?”


  Joa lifted his hands and spread his fingers. “Those, Ravi, are Pilgrims.”


  “The ones you told me about?”


  He nodded.


  “How do you know?”


  He seized the boy and hugged him tightly. “Close your eyes... and listen.”
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  [image: ]“I don’t care who they are,” Angel shouted. “Just shoot the bastards! They didn’t let us out to talk.”


  Maniac rolled up the throttle and banked sharply to port, wheeling over the Tiger Claw and slashing straight for a squadron of sixteen weird-looking fighters about the size of his Rapier. “Computer? Can you ID targets yet?”


  “Negative. There are no targets in designated Sphere of Operations.”


  “You piece of shit. I’m looking at ‘em right now!”


  “No targets in designated Sphere of Operations. Would you like to try another sweep?”


  “Shut up.” He scowled at the blank radar scope, then eyed the oncoming squadron and heaved a shivery sigh.


  With cone-like fuselages that flapped in the nonexistent breeze and radiated ever-changing shades of blue, the fighters seemed more like creatures than machines, and Maniac wondered if maybe they were. He tensed as the squadron suddenly dispersed, as though they were parts of a single entity.


  “Shit, shit, shit,” he mumbled and slid the Heads Up Viewer over his eye. The smart-targeting system’s green reticle would not appear because there were, of course, no designated targets in the zone. “Weps manual!” he cried, then backhanded the viewer away.


  The Tempest computer’s failure to ID the targets meant that any fighter could play pin the missile on the Maniac. The trick now would be to keep turning, climbing, diving. Holding any one position for more than a few seconds would prove lethal.


  Angel’s fighter arrowed across his field of view, her neutron cannon’s rotary barrel spinning wildly and rolling out a lightning-licked carpet beneath her target. She couldn’t get a bead on the bastard. Maniac watched her for a few more seconds, then slid down his visor and picked out a fighter at his two o’clock low. He jerked the stick right, lit the burners, and scaled an invisible incline, piloting the fighter as though it were a nuclear-powered amusement park ride screaming toward a meltdown. He guided the crosshairs over the ship and cut free his first salvo of neutron fire while snapping off a pair of Friend or Foe missiles. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”


  The neutron fire needled ineffectually along the fighter’s hull, rounds plunging out of sight and wreaking about as much havoc as an old man hurling birdseed. As the two missiles homed in, twin globules erupted from the fighter’s nose and swallowed both rockets sans explosions or traces of debris. The missiles were just gone. Out of there.


  Realizing that he had held the same vector for too long, Maniac broke into a ninety degree climb relative to the squadron. He glanced at the scope and spotted Angel’s fighter, about a half K below. “Commander, you copy?”


  “Here, Lieutenant. Just picked out two more of those warships coming around Netheryana.”


  “The fighters have engaged. Why haven’t the cap ships targeted the Claw? We got like, what? Ten in the sphere now?”


  “At least. And look--the Claw’s opening up on them. Dammit. Those ships are just neutralizing our fire.”


  Maniac throttled up and mapped out another roller coaster course, occasionally glimpsing the strike carrier as her eight turreted lasers struck up wasted conversations with the enemy. The destroyers Mitchell Hammock and Oregon fared no better. Enemy fighters swarmed both capital ships, allowing laser and missile fire to travel no more than a few meters before each fighter lifted a spumous blue wall that absorbed the ordnance. One squadron began strafing the destroyers’ turrets with their lethal globules, and like Maniac’s missiles, the turrets simply vaporized. Maniac figured that within a few minutes both destroyers would be neutered. The Claw’s roar might take a little longer to stifle, but she would fall. The numbers painted picture. The numbers didn’t lie.


  Blair, you asshole. Could use you now. You had to go AWOL, you sick bastard. When are you going to learn?


  Turning his thoughts to more immediate help, Maniac dialed up Zarya’s frequency. “Hey, it’s your community convict, set free to kick ass before the cell door slams on his.”


  Static filtered through the channel.


  “Zarya, you copy?”


  He abruptly lost his breath as he brought up the widest image possible on his radar scope. About a dozen Rapiers still operated within the zone, but blips summarily winked out.


  “Zarya, you copy?”


  Five blips. Four. Three. Two. Last one.


  “Forget it, Lieutenant. Second Squadron is long gone,” Angel said, appearing on his Visual Display Unit. “And so are the others.”


  He punched the scope. “No. Bullshit. This is... no.”


  “We’re it, Lieutenant. Me and you.”


  “And we’re gonna die,” he shouted, grinding his teeth.


  “Yup.”


  “I ain’t a coward. But I ain’t stupid. Let’s jump.”


  “Can’t. They’ve blockaded the jump point and set up strategic defense positions over Triune. They’re protecting the enclave.”


  “Protecting it? I figured these bastards for Kilrathi sympathizers.”


  “No. They’re Pilgrims or at least aliens who sympathize with them.”


  “Know what?” he cried, his gaze traveling frantically from port to starboard to overhead. “I don’t give a shit who they are. They killed Zarya. They killed Second squadron. They killed everybody.”


  “You want payback? Won’t happen. News flash: we return to base, we’ll die with everyone left on the Claw. If we stay out here, we’ll eventually get picked off by these fighters.”


  “We ain’t going back. And we ain’t staying here. You see that big one at one-one-five by two-three-eight? Probably a flagship.”


  “Got it,” she said, understanding. “Form on my wing. We go together.”


  Maniac wrapped himself in a cloak of G forces as he plunged toward her position. He hazarded a look over his shoulder. “Shit!”


  So many fighters now tore into Maniac’s wash that if stars lay beyond them, their presence was a matter of faith.


  His thumb glided over the control stick to a button just below the secondary weapons trigger. He squeezed three times, dumping off a trio of irregularly shaped spheres that some weapons engineer had dubbed Porcupine mines.


  Something flashed at his shoulders. He glanced back. The mines were gone. The bows of a half-dozen fighters opened like the maws of great white sharks, a heartbeat shy of chomping.


  “Todd,” Angel shouted. “They got me boxed in. I can’t tell if they got a lock, but I think they’re--”


  The VDU washed with static. He checked the scope. Her dot had vanished. He squinted ahead, saw only a horde of fighters climbing away in unison. Beyond them, the cap ship light show had ceased. The Mitchell Hammock, the Oregon, and the Tiger Claw now orbited within nets of fighters. Maniac brought up the general frequency and listened to Captain Gerald’s voice crackle through the comm:


  “...I repeat, this Captain Paul Gerald of the Confederation strike carrier Tiger Claw. We request an audience with you to discuss the terms of our surrender.”


  “No,” Maniac whispered. “Bad dream.”


  Something delivered a wrecking ball’s blow to his Rapier, threw him hard against harness. He chanced a look back--


  Blue. Nothing but. And where was his body? He couldn’t feel a damned thing.


  



  “Still no response to our hails,” said Comm officer Wilks.


  “Well keep hailing,” Bellegarde shot back, then dragged an arm across his forehead, wiping off the sweat.


  For nearly an hour since the missile launch, Bellegarde had stood on the Concordia’s bridge and had watched the Pilgrim fleet lumber into the McDaniel system like a great Roman army stretching off into the darkness. Full flush scrambles had been ordered, and every fighter and bomber in their arsenal now engaged the enemy. Even Commander Obutu and Lieutenant Blair had ventured into the fray. Those two had attempted to launch without permission but had been caught. Still, they had convinced Bellegarde that maybe they could persuade the fleet to stand down since they were Pilgrims themselves. With nothing to lose, Bellegarde had permitted them to launch. Thirty minutes had passed. Still no word from them.


  “Sir? Pilgrim fighters continue to reinforce their positions around the civilian flotilla,” Radar Officer Abrams reported. “They’ve just added another seventy-five to that force. I count four hundred and forty-one warships in polar positions. Fighters launching now. Count is telescopic and imprecise, but I estimate over one thousand fighters in the AO. Number is still increasing.”


  “Commodore,” the XO called gravely.


  Bellegarde faced the man, who now stood at the port observation station. Behind him, hundreds of fierce dogfights embroidered the stars. “Report.”


  The XO’s gaze lowered to the deck. “They’ve already cut our force in half. Tactical analysis indicates that we can hold out for another two, maybe three hours.”


  “Report on enemy losses.”


  After exchanging a look with Radar Officer Abrams, the XO pursed his lips, swallowed, then turned back to face the viewport. “None, sir.”


  “What do you mean none?” Bellegarde shouted.


  “No damage to enemy craft, sir. Our weapons have had no effect. Antimatter rounds weakened some of the warships and drew fire, but the enemy has increased shield strength. Point defense systems are keeping the fighters at bay, but our squadrons report neutron and missile fire ineffective. Targeting systems ineffective. Pilots fully manually, with no warning of enemy locks.”


  “Sir? Contact entering the system,” Abrams warned. “Designate Victor Five Nine, military personnel carrier. ETA: oh-three-one-eight hours.”


  “That’ll be the admiral. Direct one of our telescopic imagers to those coordinates and report.”


  “Aye-aye, sir. Coordinates transferred. Directing imager.” Abrams glanced at his screen and frowned. “Sir, if Five Nine continues on her vector, she’ll be intercepted a battle group en route to the jump point.”


  “Mr. Wilks? Can we get a link?”


  “Attempting to establish, sir. Patching through to your viewer.”


  Bellegarde climbed back into his command chair and swiveled the monitor toward him. An image of the transport’s pilot finally materialized. “Captain Dylla here, Commodore. We’re en route with Admiral Tolwyn. What can I do for you?”


  “Turn around and jump the hell out of there.”


  “Sir?”


  “Captain, you’re heading straight for a Pilgrim battle group.”


  “Excuse me, sir, but did you say Pilgrim?”


  Bellegarde opened his mouth, then he spotted Tolwyn muscling his way into the cockpit and leaning over the pilot’s shoulder. “Hello, sir.”


  “Richard. Report on planetary bombing.”


  “We launched, but our torpedoes were taken out by an invading Pilgrim fleet. I don’t know if Aristee is a part of this, but Commander Obutu and Lieutenant Blair of the Tiger Claw came to warn us of the attack. They claim this fleet belongs to the original Pilgrims who vanished in the Sirius system three hundred years ago.”


  “Ridiculous. Aristee probably enlisted the aide of an alien force. What’s your status?”


  “Uploading tactical report now. We can hold out for another three hours at best.”


  “Get the battle group out of there. Best speed for the jump point.”


  “As I informed the captain, there’s a battle group standing between us and the point. Those ships are headed your way.”


  Tolwyn glanced off camera. “Our scope’s clear, Richard.”


  “You’ll pick them up with telescopic imagers. You’re on an intercept course. Suggest you divert back for the jump point.”


  “And abandon my ship and the rest of the fleet?” Tolwyn dropped a palm on the pilot’s shoulder. “Captain Dylla, stealth mode, low emissions. See if you can take us around that battle group. We’re just one ship. Maybe they won’t waste their time.”


  Bellegarde shook his head vigorously. “Sir, may I--”


  “Sorry, Richard. Back to your duties. Protect the Concordia and her battle group at all costs. If you can’t head back to the jump point, then set course for the shipping lane. We’ll catch up with you. Go now. Tolwyn out.”


  



  The Pilgrim fighters could have easily blown Obutu and Blair out of the sky but instead maintained escort positions and fired warning shots. Exploiting the fact that these jocks obviously wanted them alive, Blair had twice gone into the continuum and had tried to contact anyone aboard any ship. But, as Karista had noted earlier, he could not penetrate a single vessel. He reached out to her in sickbay, and she has insisted that he keep trying.


  “Lieutenant? I won’t watch any more die,” Obutu said. “Right now, my Pilgrim blood doesn’t mean a damned thing. I know what side I’m on. It’s time to get in the fight.”


  “Thought we came out here to stop this.”


  “You’ve failed to make contact. Or they’re just not listening. We’re wasting time.”


  Blair focused his attention on the nearest Pilgrim warship, a tremendous craft over three times the length of the Tiger Claw and resembling a submerged cetacean whose skin writhed as it swam through space. “Just give me a few more minutes.”


  “Mr. Blair. Form on my wing.”


  “Give me one more shot at that warship. I’m not asking for much.”


  “Yes, you are. Check your scope. Our numbers are dwindling by the second. Form on my wing.”


  Swearing to himself, Blair swooped down sixty-degrees toward Obutu’s position. Knowing he would hold that course for a few seconds before coming up behind the XO, he slipped out of himself and shot back toward the warship--


  To smack head-on into an invisible and impenetrable shield.


  We have to stop this. You can’t kill anymore. No one wants this.


  “Blair! You’re coming up too hard on me,” Obutu hollered.


  It took a mere second for Blair to return to the cockpit and assess the situation. As the proximity alarm wailed of the obvious, he tugged the control yoke toward his chest, but not before a murderous bang resounded and the belly of his Rapier dragged sickeningly across Obutu’s starboard thruster and tail wing. The left VDU flashed a damage report even as three of his missiles were blown from their mounts. Portside hydraulic pressure fell to fifty-two percent as the port thruster flamed out. The stars spun as the loss of power kicked him into a corkscrew. He fired maneuvering jets to compensate for the loss, but it took a dozen dizzying seconds for the fighter to level off.


  “Mr. Blair?”


  He remembered to breathe as he looked askance, spotting Obutu’s Rapier at his three o’clock low. “Down three Dumb-fires and a thruster. She won’t re-ignite. But I’m not out of it yet, sir.”


  “We haven’t been in it,” Obutu corrected. “And since you’re incapable of forming on my wing, I’ll form on yours. Standby.”


  Blair sighed over the barb, then checked the scope, observing Obutu’s progress. Within ten seconds, the XO had climbed into view on Blair’s portside.


  “You’re venting CZ ninety,” Obutu said. “See if you can re-route.”


  After ordering the computer to perform a full diagnostic and re-route any leaking lines, Blair skimmed a schematic of the thruster on his VDU. The image zoomed in on the leaking line. RE-ROUTE IN PROGRESS flashed along the bottom of the display.


  “Third Squadron from the Carraway is taking heavy losses, Lieutenant. Let’s help ‘em out.”


  Issuing a half-hearted “aye-aye, sir,” Blair dropped in behind Obutu’s fighter as the XO cut himself a long, lazy arc toward a furball that would freeze the marrow of most Confederation pilots. So many enemy fighters intersected the sphere that you could probably fire blindly and strike a few--that is, if you could even find an entrance to the labyrinth. Trouble was, finding that entrance resulted in collisions that killed more Confed jocks than did enemy fire.


  “Sir? I think your Pilgrim blood means a whole lot now,” Blair said as they reached the fringe of the battle. Without their perfect senses of navigation, they would quickly wind up with others.


  “Break and attack!” Obutu ordered.


  The remaining thruster rumbled as Blair lit the burner, rolled the Rapier onto its port wing, then felt his way into the furball to pick up a half dozen fighters surfing their own breaker. Five of the gleaming craft suddenly peeled off, leaving a single fighter in Blair’s sights. He glanced back to watch the others sail far behind him, guessing that they would return to watch him chase the carrot.


  Ignoring the bait, Blair went ballistic for one, two, three seconds, then rolled back himself to target one of the five just now pulling out of a bank. The primary weapons trigger felt taut, ready, and he jammed it down to draw a dotted tow line of neutron fire between himself and the quavering bandit.


  But the damned line held for no more than a blink before the fighter rolled onto its back and plummeted.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Blair caught the other four fighters knifing toward him from his four o’clock high. He rolled the throttle back, fired retroes, and yanked himself into a sit-‘n’-spin, with his neutron cannon booming like a jackhammer as the fighters rolled into his cone fire. Six or seven rounds caught the fighters squarely in their pointed bows. He cocked his head. No effect.


  He lit the pipe. Blasted out of the spin. Called upon every standard evasive maneuver he had been taught. He calculated a new heading along an intersecting plain to starboard, turned one-hundred-and-eighty degrees off that heading, then doubled back toward an open cove in the furball, praying that he would lose his pursuers.


  Nope. They mirrored his movements as though they had read his mind. Maybe they had...


  Cursing his own pulse, he tried forty-five degree maneuvers, your standard zigzag, and that only gave the sixth fighter time to fall in with the others. He streaked to starboard, braked, then feinted to port a moment before corkscrewing down, down, down, and away.


  Until now Blair had resisted the temptation to call to Obutu, but enemy gang-bangs had the effect of tempering one’s ego. “Little help, Commander.”


  He waited.


  Checked the scope.


  No Obutu.


  The panic came on suddenly and threatened to turn his thoughts to liquid, his muscles to putty. He called out to his pursuers, told them that he was half Pilgrim, but as Obutu had said, they weren’t listening.


  Reflected light from McDaniel’s World hiked across Blair’s canopy as he vectored toward the planet. The aura lured him closer, and he wondered if it wouldn’t be better to simply close his eyes and fly into her atmosphere. Maybe someone on the planet would see and remember the blazing ribbon of his death.


  Suicide? Screw that. These people might be Pilgrims, but they don’t give a shit about me now. He thought of something Paladin had once said to Maniac: “You’re a Confederation fighter pilot and that’s what you do and that’s what’s in your blood.”


  Blair braked hard, slammed the stick toward his chest, and flipped the Rapier onto its back.


  Now inverted relative to his pursuers, he resolved to empty his neutron cannon, to drain his laser batteries, to launch every missile. He squeezed the primary and secondary triggers. The Rapier quaked as rockets ripped from their mounts and razored off. Crimson laser bolts spat from wing-mounted cannons and lacerated the vac.


  “Christopher,” Merlin cried from a seat atop the left VDU. “It’s time to go home.”


  “Yes, it is.”


  Undaunted by Blair’s fire, the six fighters charged toward him, their bows swelling into wine-dark throats suddenly lit as globules jetted from them. A latticework of blue lightening expanded before Blair’s Rapier.


  Merlin stood, his eyes glowing. “Never weather-beaten sail more willing bent to shore.” He raised his hands as the blue enveloped him, enveloped everything.
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  [image: ]“Sir, comm drone was dispatched from the CS Harbinger on one-five-six. Decryption in progress. Will transfer to your screen,” said Comm Officer Wilks.


  Bellegarde nodded. “Any response from our captors yet?”


  “None yet, sir.”


  “Very well. Keep sending.”


  As he waited for the message, Bellegarde lowered his head and massaged his bloodshot eyes. Three, maybe four times in the past two hours he had slipped off the bridge and into the ready room, where he sought the escape of his bottle. He had fallen back against the bulkhead, trembling as the Scotch had flamed down his throat.


  The Concordia’s behemoth antimatter guns had been sheared off, her tubes melted shut, her point-defense systems blasted into heaps of blistering durasteel. The Carraway and the rest of the battle group reported similar damage. As for fighters and bombers, over five hundred had been launched.


  Not a single one had returned.


  Although the Pilgrims had destroyed the smaller craft, they had left the capital vessels in tact, which told Bellegarde that they intended to take some prisoners. He felt the need to remind the crew of the Confederation code of conduct: “If you become a prisoner of war, you will keep faith with your fellow prisoners. You will give no information nor take part in any action which might be harmful to fellow Confederation citizens. If you are senior, you will take command. If not, you will obey the lawful orders of those appointed over you and will uphold them in every way. Should you conclude that the enemy has the means and the will to purge information from your mind, it is your sworn duty to take your own life in order to protect that information.”


  A beep jarred him. He focused on the comm screen and tapped a data bar to play. The CS Harbinger’s comm officer had hastily recorded the message, and Bellegarde barely paid attention to the officer’s report. He glanced beyond the screen to the viewport, where Pilgrim warships had strung themselves out across McDaniel’s World like blue baguettes ornamenting the larger jewel of the planet. Thousands of specks--reflected light from fighter craft--interposed the warships in a great veil of traffic. Though he had tried to repress his awe and let his anger diminish the staggering display of Pilgrim power, he simply could not help himself. They had beaten him so thoroughly, so efficiently, that before he died he wanted to know exactly how they had done it. That was the officer in him, always striving for better ways to do the job. Fighting the cats had always been such a sloppy affair. These Pilgrims simultaneously maintained multiple offensive and defensive operations within a single Sphere of Operations. Bellegarde would like to see any Confederation battle group pull off a stunt like that without suffering a communications breakdown.


  “Holy shit,” the XO mumbled, now standing at Bellegarde’s shoulder. “Sorry, sir. I just don’t believe it.” He pointed at a computer composite of the CS Olympus on the comm screen. “Cats took her out. It’s confirmed.”


  Bellegarde leaned forward and tapped a button, skipping back through the message until he saw the comm officer. “Debris is from the CS Olympus, cross-checked and confirmed.” Bellegarde stopped the recording and threw back his head. He chuckled under his breath a moment, then leaned forward. “Jesus Christ. When was she destroyed?”


  “Analysis indicates on or about one-four-two,” the XO said. “And sir? Are you all right?”


  “I’m just thinking how all of this might have been prevented, if only--”


  “Can’t think about the if onlys, sir. Just the way it is.”


  “Sir? We have a contact, bearing one-one-nine by three-zero-four,” alerted Radar Officer Abrams. “She’s only a few klicks out, running slow and low; just picked her up now. ID coming through. It’s the admiral’s transport.”


  Bellegarde swiveled to face the comm station. “Mr. Wilks?”


  “Link established, sir.”


  “Richard, good to find you still there,” Tolwyn said from the comm screen.


  “And you there, sir.”


  “Son of a bitches let us fly right through. No doubt they detected us.”


  “From what I’ve observed, they’re quite deliberate.”


  Tolwyn nodded. “What’s your status?”


  After providing the admiral with a capsule summary of their situation, Bellegarde sighed and folded his arms over his chest. “I’m sorry, sir.”


  “I didn’t realize I’d be returning to negotiate the terms of our surrender,” Tolwyn said, his voice growing thin.


  “I’m not sure, sir, but I think that they’ve been waiting for you...”


  



  Kalralahr Dax’tri nar Ragitagha buried his dueling blade in his first fang’s neck, then turned the blade forty-five degrees, unlocking a door to fa’ka’tra for the insolent warrior. The first fang dropped to his knees, gurgled, then fell onto his stomach as Dax’tri withdrew the blade.


  “Who will be next for eternal damnation?” Dax’tri eyed his bridge officers, nearly singeing them with his gaze. “Meet Sivar? Go to fa’ka’tra? The choice is simple. Did you doubt me? Did you think I was weak or indecisive like Kalralahr Vukar? I will kill each who fails to obey.”


  “We’re with you, Kalralahr,” cried Comm Officer Rogta. “We die together as warriors.” Rogta lowered his head, and as he did so, the act trickled through the other officers until every head had bowed in compliance.


  “For the hrai!” Dax’tri shouted. He swung around, threw his dueling blade to the deck, and scowled at the hundreds of enemy ships invading Kilrathi space, his space. It no longer mattered that they had destroyed his battle group’s weapons. It no longer mattered that they outnumbered his force twenty-to-one. He knew what Sivar expected. And he would deliver nothing less. “Set the reactor to overload. We have a gift for them.”


  



  Sostur Inanna Pandathy stood in her backyard, shading her eyes from the glare and staring beyond the veracia tree to the twinkling dots that shone even in broad daylight.


  Collab joined her, his shaven head glistening, the Pilgrim cross tattooed on his cheek bending as he squinted against the sun. “I guess I owe you an apology,” he said softly.


  “For what? Thinking that I was some crazed old lady prophesying the second coming of the Pilgrims?”


  “No. For coming over late to fetch your laundry.”


  She turned to him, smiled, then seized his cheek between her thumb and forefinger. “I told you they would come.”


  “Yes, you did. And I guess that girl wasn’t able to warn the Confederation. I wonder if her friend ever got off planet.”


  Pandathy shrugged. “Help me inside. I wish to pray for him, for both of them.”


  



  Dennet Dearborn clenched his fists but held them wisely at his sides. He had been trying for the past half hour to explain to the Marine at the air and spaceport gate that the Confederation no longer held any power over the people of McDaniel’s World and that he and his comrades should retreat to their troopships before Pilgrim ground forces arrived. According to the news people, Pilgrim troops were already on their way. The Marine and his buddies had about an hour to evacuate the area.


  No, Dennet did not harbor any special affection for the Marines; he simply wanted them to abandon their posts so that he could jog across the tarmac to a small moonskipper, a two-seater that could whisk him up to the Concordia.


  After Karista had left, Dennet had waited another ten hours for a transport, but the mythical machine had never come. After twelve hours, he had given up and had spent the night in a waiting area crowded with other stranded souls.


  The following morning, he had left the terminal, intent on finding someone who could get him off planet. He had wandered the rental hover district, encountering dozens of fast-talking opportunists who demanded small fortunes to get people into orbit. Unable to pay that kind of money, he had journeyed back to Ardenta to speak with Sostur Pandathy, hoping that she knew someone who could help. Ten minutes into the trek, he had thought the entire idea quiet foolish--if Pandathy had the means to get off world, wouldn’t she use them herself? Then again, she whole-heartedly believed that the Pilgrims would save everyone and that there was no need to abandon one’s home.


  Thanks be to Ivar that he found Pandathy in her cabin. And to his great annoyance he discovered that she owned a small moonskipper and took it out once or twice per year to visit relatives. He and Karista could have used the skipper in the first place. Why hadn’t Pandathy told them about it? “Well, young Caravan, I’m not young,” she had said, then with a long-winded apology had given Dennet the codes and access card. He had left, part of him grumbling over the irony, the other part thrilled at the prospect of departure.


  But a damned Marine now stood between Dennet and his ticket out. Dozens of thick scabs had formed on the guard’s neck and face, telltale markers of the visimoxitalid rash that some offworlders contracted during their first month on McDaniel.


  Dennet stole a look at his watch, then faced the Marine. “Sir, have you listened to a word I’ve said?”


  The Marine stared through him.


  “Sir? One of us will die here. I promise you.” Dennet turned his head slightly and looked out through the Plexi to the moonskipper parked on the tarmac--


  Then he dashed by the Marine, whom he expected would whirl and fire at him. He started into the tunnel that led outside, hugging the right wall for a second until he heard the Marine shout. Siphoning all of his energy into his legs, he sprinted to the left wall as the guard fired. With a nerve-shattering clang, the round ricocheted off the right wall and streaked ahead.


  Seeing that he had just ten or twelve more steps to an intersecting tunnel, Dennet held his breath and sprang toward the corner. The guard’s rifle went off again as Dennet reached the intersection and turned right to face a pair of automatic doors that parted as he approached. Something pinched his shoulder. He glanced down, winced. His robe was soaked with blood. Don’t panic.


  But it hurts so bad. I can’t stop the trembling...


  As he cleared the automatic doors and passed into the bright, warm sunlight, he felt blood dripping off his wrist and gripped his shoulder with his free hand.


  The moonskipper sat fifty meters to his right, a sleek though dusty little transport parked among a dozen other heaps. Her twin dorsal fins and forward-swept wings loaned her an angelic aura that quickened Dennet’s pace.


  He came within twenty meters of the ship when a powerful roar tore across the sky. A great flock of troopships with hulls that fluctuated like whitecaps on a windswept sea swooped down on the air and spaceport, a few detaching themselves from the group to aim for Dennet’s tarmac.


  Exploiting the diversion, Dennet drove himself another ten meters.


  “Pilgrim!”


  The guard probably had a clean, laser-guided shot.


  Make a decision... you have to.... freeze. He kept his back to the guard, then regarded three of the Pilgrim troopships as they slowed into vertical landings. He suddenly felt safe and realized that the guard meant nothing in lieu of the invading force. He reminded himself that all of his doubting had been for naught. Karista had been right about everything, and he just wanted to be with her now and apologize for, well, everything.


  He pivoted back and raised his palms to the guard as thrusters churned up a dust storm. Blinking hard against the wind, Dennet took a step forward. “I surrender.”


  The guard fired. Hot pain raged in Dennet’s abdomen.


  Bang! A second shot punched a hole in Dennet’s neck and sent him staggering backward.


  Shot number three burrowed into Dennet’s heart and slammed him onto his back. Warm, sweet blood flooded the back of his throat as he fought for air. Gooseflesh scaled his shoulders, and the sky darkened around the edges.


  He cursed the guard, cursed Ivar, and sensed that he simply wasn’t supposed to die like this; his death had been scheduled for much later in life. Certain tasks had yet to be accomplished. A grievous clerical error had been made. Someone needed to go back and check the paperwork, damn it!


  More gunfire rattled in his ears. Boots pounded on the pavement. He shivered. Someone yelled, “Brotur!” and then...


  



  Confederation President Harold Rodham sat in the joint chiefs’ war room and slumped in his chair as he listened to reports from each highly decorated officer. A massive fleet of unidentified warships had invaded the Sol system, despite the score of capital ships that had moved to intercept them. While nearly all fighters had been lost, the aliens had quite deliberately suppressed each cap ship’s fighting capabilities without destroying the ship. Were they a merciful enemy? Perhaps. Rodham had demanded to know more, but all his “experts” could tell him was that the enemy had superior maneuvering and weapons capability and that reports were just coming in from other systems within the sector, where similar invasions had occurred.


  General Jon Linta, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, rose from the opposite end of the table. “Mr. President, I respectfully suggest that we contact this force to discuss terms for our surrender. Maybe that’s the one hail they’ll answer. And maybe we can stall negotiations long enough for reinforcements to arrive from Vega. We’ve already dispatched over a thousand comm drones.”


  Rodham stiffened as he imagined going through with the jarhead’s plan. “General, I think you’ve failed to consider my position. My first major act as president will be to surrender the Sol system. You call it a stalling maneuver; I call it political suicide.” Rodham paused, gripped the arms of his chair, and concentrated on his breathing. “I’ll be holding a press conference later today. I’m going to assure our tax-paying citizens that their military will be doing everything in its power to repress and defeat this invading force. Our people have already suffered through enough with the bombing of the senate and Vasura’s suicide.”


  The General twice opened his mouth, hesitated a third time, then finally mustered words. “Sir, we’ve already done everything in our power.” His gaze crept toward the holograph glowing above the table. Enemy warships hovered around Earth like the protruding spikes of a mace, and while the remaining automated platforms continued to unloose missile, laser, and neutron fire, tactical analysis reported that within the hour all defense system would offline. “Unless we get help from Vega, Sol will fall. Nothing can prevent that.”


  “Sir?” Space Marshal Susan Jayhefsa rose from her seat, then stole a glance at her computer slate. “Latest intell indicates that invading forces are even more widespread than first anticipated. They may very well have seized control of Confederation worlds within Vega. There’s little doubt that Amity Aristee is behind this counterattack to our bombing of the Pilgrim systems and enclaves--which, by the way, has yet to be confirmed. Make no mistake, this invasion is no coincidence.”


  “I never said it was,” Rodham retorted. “And frankly, I don’t give a damn whether Aristee, the Kilrathi, or another force is behind it. What are your plans to stop it.”


  General Linta hemmed. “Again, Mr. President, we told--”


  “I know what you’ve told me,” Rodham spat, slamming his fist on the table, “and that’s not good enough.”


  “Sir, there are victories worse than defeat.”


  “I’m sure you read that somewhere. And maybe it gives you comfort, but it does absolutely nothing for our citizens.”


  Linta shook his head, his face glowing with anger. “The enemy has gone easy on us. If we fail to stand down, they’ll destroy this planet and kill all of our taxpayers.”


  Rodham snickered, averted his gaze, then scanned the holograph as another automated platform fell under enemy fire. “We still have two operational battle groups near Saturn. I want them recalled and brought in to join the fight.”


  “Against a force like this?” Jayhefsa said, gesticulating at the holograph.


  “You heard me.”


  “Sir, those are good people out there. You’re sentencing them to death.”


  “Those good people have been trained to fight. And that’s just what they’ll do.” He stood. “Recall the ships.”
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  [image: ]White. Too much white. The walls. The floor. The overhead. People dressed in white robes casting shadows that seemed frosty. A face now. Dark, rugged features. Hair slicked back. The trace of a smile.


  “You’re okay, Lieutenant. You’re on board the Pilgrim Flagship Exodia Chu. This place is a kind of sick bay, but other than these resting surfaces there isn’t much else. We’re orbiting McDaniel’s World. I know there’s a tingle in your spine and your vision is still a little cloudy. It takes a few hours for the field to wear off. They say the younger you are, the faster you recover--which is why it took me so long.”


  Though he failed to focus on the man’s face, the voice that came half whisper, half rasp belonged to none other than Commodore James “Paladin” Taggart, and his presence struck Blair into contemplative silence. Was Paladin a traitor to the Confederation? Had he aided and abetted Amity Aristee because she was his perfect pair and he was in love with her? Had he put those feelings before his sworn duty to defend the Confederation?


  Or had he allowed Aristee to escape because he just needed more time to convince her to stand down? And had he known from the beginning about the Pilgrim fleet?


  Admiral Tolwyn’s words echoed back from the past: “Lieutenant, according to your own report, Commodore Taggart was the only one who could’ve programmed that hopper drive. He had locked everyone else out of the system. His orders were to seize control of that vessel and return it to the Confederation. By feeding in those jump coordinates, the commodore committed an act of treason--one for which he will be executed.”


  “What’s the matter, Mr. Blair? It’s only been a month. Forgotten me already?”


  No, Blair had certainly not forgotten the man. He had often thought back to their last good-bye:


  “I’ll meet you on the flight deck,” Paladin answered a little too quickly. “But here...” He removed his Pilgrim cross, then turned and proffered it to Blair. “In case I don’t make it back.”


  “I can’t.”


  Paladin tossed the cross, and Blair could not help but catch it. “You’re my anchor, Mr. Blair.”


  “That why you took me along?”


  “You’ve been pressing me about Pilgrim culture and history. So you got a look.” He glanced to Karista. “And you met your pair. Now evacuate this area. That’s an order.” The commodore suddenly looked very old, very lost, sure of nothing.


  Blair hoisted a painful salute and mumbled, “Aye-aye, sir.”


  “Guess you think I’m traitor,” Paladin said, jarring Blair into the present. “Maybe they’ll kill me for what I did, but I want you to know the truth. For a while, I just wasn’t sure where I belonged. Then I thought I knew. Now I’m confused.”


  “They should have killed me out there,” Blair said disgustedly. “Would’ve spared me this.” He reached up to his chest, fumbling for Paladin’s Pilgrim Cross; he intended to throw it in the man’s face.


  “There’s a footlocker sort of thing over there with your gear in it. I already took back my cross, if that’s what you’re looking for. Thanks for holding it.”


  Throwing his weight into his arms, Blair sat up, and the clay-like surface gave a little. He rode out a wave of dizziness, then blinked hard against the filmy flashes. “They spare me because of you? Feeling pretty good about yourself right now? Do you know how many people died out there?”


  “There were a few accidental deaths on both sides. I think the last count was nineteen.”


  “But I saw--”


  “You saw the field. And you rode one yourself.”


  “Then Commander Obutu--”


  “Is just over there. Oh, you can’t see. He’s about twenty meters to your right. Sleeping now.”


  “I don’t understand. Are they just trying to scare the Confederation? Is Aristee part of this?”


  “No, she’s not. Honestly, I don’t know where she is. I finally destroyed the Olympus. The rest is long a story better told over drinks. In the end, we were taken like you. I woke up here. I’ve been looking for her and the protur ever since. And I don’t know about you, but being here gives me this strong sense of--I’m not sure what it is--home, maybe. Never weather-beaten sail more willing bent to shore.”


  “I’ve heard that. Merlin said that when--”


  “That was me. Or more precisely, that was me quoting an old poet named Thomas Campion. I wanted to tell you more, but we got cut off. I’m not an extrakinetic, Mr. Blair. But being here somehow heightens that ability. It’s remarkable, really.”


  Paladin’s new-found senses hardly impressed Blair. “Maybe these people aren’t killing us, but they’re taking us prisoner. And they have the numbers and the technology to defeat the Confederation. So now, Pilgrims or not, we might be their slaves. I don’t know, bang me in the head or something, I just can’t find the positive here. And there are still way too many unanswered questions.”


  “Then let me answer some for you,” came another voice.


  The air suddenly felt warmer, and the walls, blurry though they had been, now yielded to the stars. Nearly able to focus, Blair saw that he and Paladin had, in a heartbeat, been transferred to another part of the ship, the bridge perhaps. Patterns of blue light and shadow swirled on walls that swept toward an oval pane of stars resembling a viewport, but the Plexi appeared too clear and unreflective. No form of instrumentation met his gaze, nor could he find a bridge crew. He immediately concluded that this either wasn’t the bridge, or if it was, then comprehending this kind of the technology would take longer than his meager life span.


  “Gentlemen, my name is Ivar Chu McDaniel. Some just call me Frotur.”


  Blair whirled back to face the man, a somewhat amorphous individual that the eye tended to dismiss. He stood a little shorter than Blair, and his wrinkled Pilgrim robe hung loosely about his shoulders. He looked like a late twentieth century software geek and billionaire who had just emerged from being locked in a sauna for two days. This was the leader of the Pilgrims, a man who should have died two and a half centuries ago?


  “You’re Ivar Chu?” Paladin asked with a snort. “Impossible.”


  The man smiled. “Of course. From your point of view.”


  “I’ve seen pictures of Ivar Chu McDaniel,” Blair said. “You do look like him. So what are you people, time dilation junkies? You spend most of your time traveling at near-light speeds to create your own fountain of youth?”


  McDaniel sighed. “I knew this would be difficult. Where to begin... and how to explain?”


  “Rumor had it that you disappeared in the Sirius system,” said Paladin. “So what happened?”


  He gestured around the ship. “This did.”


  “They said you and the others ascended to a higher plain of existence. This it?”


  “It is.”


  Paladin shook his head. “I don’t feel like I ascended.”


  “Neither do I,” Blair added.


  “Gentlemen, this ship, the fleet, everything you see, is us. It’s all created and controlled by us. These aren’t walls, they’re thoughts. Mr. Blair, you’ve drawn on your extrakinetic senses. We’ve taken those beyond the quilt, beyond the cone of thought.”


  “Why? So you can probe our thoughts and take us prisoner?”


  “You’re not prisoners. Anyone who wants to stay behind can do so--including yourselves.”


  Paladin gave an exaggerated sigh. “Mr. McDaniel, we come from a school that teaches us that power corrupts. I’m looking around, and I’m seeing a whole lot of power.”


  “Yes, the frailties of being human. Unavoidable, but in this case, inconsequential.”


  That triggered a lopsided grin from Paladin. “An eloquent blow off. But tell me, if you are McDaniel and you’ve managed to survive all of these years, then what really happened to you out there?”


  “Yeah, and how did you go beyond the quilt and the cone?” Blair asked.


  “There are some questions that I’m not permitted to answer, but I can tell you this much... we had help.”


  



  The communications link defied conventional physics, and while Confed scientists struggled to figure out how the invaders had accomplished the feat of establishing instantaneous connections with every Confederation and Kilrathi system, President Harold Rodham stood on the tarmac at Washington Dulles Air and Space Port, waiting to receive one Ivar Chu McDaniel, purported leader of the Pilgrims.


  One of the invaders’ more nondescript troopships landed. An orifice appeared in the quavering fuselage, and out stepped a kindred spirit, a man who, like Rodham, carried himself too timidly to suggest that he led billions. Surprisingly enough, he came unarmed, without guards, and seemed unfazed by the Marines who hustled up beside him. “Mr. President,” he called in a thin lilt, then advanced and extended his hand.


  Rodham took it. “If you’ll follow me?”


  “I was disappointed that you called in those two battle groups from Saturn. Still, I admire your fortitude.”


  Jerking his hand away, Rodham glowered at the wiry man. “We won’t go down easily.”


  “You won’t go down at all, sir. Has the senate convened? I’m looking forward to explaining everything.”


  “They’re waiting for you.” Rodham said, and you’ve made it all too easy, you bastard. “This way.” He led McDaniel back toward the waiting hover.


  



  “They call me Maniac.”


  “We know.”


  “Do you know why?”


  “Yes.”


  “What else do you know about me?”


  “Everything. Sorry.”


  Three painfully gorgeous blondes sat beside Maniac’s bed, cot, or whatever the flat thing was. The one who liked to talk had the brightest eyes and the longest hair, though the neckline of her robe could plunge a tad more dramatically. He would talk to her tailor about that. And legs... God, did all three have legs.


  “Is that all you think about?” Ms. Bright Eyes asked.


  “You mean sex? Yeah. I’m a guy. Duh.”


  “What about the spirit?” the one with curly hair asked. “You should work on that.”


  “Why? I mean, I’m dead, right? Who cares. You three are in my head or whatever, so let’s get down to business. Old Maniac hasn’t lit the pipe in a while.” He undid his sash, then let his robe slide open.


  In unison, the three blondes crinkled their noses and dematerialized as Zarya walked through them. She glanced at his crotch and snickered. “That pipe’s not up to spec.”


  He slapped the robe over himself and bolted from the resting surface. “I thought--”


  “Me, too. But instead of lusting after these people, I asked questions. Everybody from First and Second made it. They didn’t want to kill anyone. And they say that they’ll eventually release us. And get this, they say they’re Pilgrims.”


  “So where have they been hiding?” He eyed the shifting blue walls. “Is this one of their ships? Where the hell are we?”


  “See, instead of drooling over those women, you should’ve been--”


  “I know. So what now? Have you seen anyone else? How ‘bout Angel? She was with me when, well, I guess when we got taken here.” He grinned as the reality of his situation finally hit home. “Shit. I’ve been abducted by beautiful blonde aliens. No one will ever believe me.”


  “Oh, God, I made the right decision.”


  His expression soured. “To dump me?”


  “I mean, think about it, Todd. For all intents and purposes we’re POWs. I’m over here trying to learn as much about our situation as possible, while you want to get laid. I used to think that your priorities were just screwed up, but now I realize that you only have two: flying and f--”


  He put a finger over her mouth. “I know I got problems. And I know I have to do something about ‘em. I just feel like if buy into all this seriousness, I’m going to lose something, and I’ll never get it back.”


  “You’ve already lost me, Todd. You working on your career next? I’m sure it won’t take long to ruin that. Blair tried to warn me about you. I said I’d take my chances. And I guess it wasn’t so bad. I only lost time.”


  Maniac looked away, then dragged himself back to the bed. “When we first got together, you were talking about a soft monkey or something and trying to tell me that I was just on the rebound from Rosie. I kind of thought that was true. But then I just started thinking about you and being with you and learning everything I could about you. And that was it. And then when you came to the brig... I don’t know, I usually don’t get hurt. I’m pretty good about that. You know, just call up the next one, right? But for the first time in my life, I didn’t call.”


  “You were locked up.”


  He frowned. “You know what I mean. I just want it to work with you.”


  “It’s too late. I can’t change you. That’s not my job. And you know what, Todd? You’ll get over me faster than I’ll get over you.”


  “You don’t have to get over me.”


  “Sorry. I’ve already stepped off the ride. Now if we somehow get out of this, we’ll still have to work together, so I’ll give you the professional courtesy you really don’t deserve, if you’ll return the same.”


  “I won’t let you go, Zarya.”


  But as he turned and gaped at the empty room, he realized that he already had. Shit.


  



  “Ladies and gentlemen of the senate, over three centuries ago twelve hundred of us ventured out to the Sirius system, much like the original Pilgrims who packed up their ships and sailed across this world’s Atlantic Ocean. We’ve always been religious separatists, and that hasn’t changed. We reside now in a system that would take the sentient races of this galaxy a hundred billion millennia to reach. How did we accomplish this? I can only say that we did not do it alone and that we are no threat to you.”


  If Rodham had a Confederation dollar for every hoot and guffaw that now met his ears, his wealth would span the aforementioned galaxy. The protests echoed throughout the stadium, and he waited a moment for them die off. But they didn’t. In fact, fifteen or twenty senators tried to push their way past the wall of Marines that separated the podium from the stands. “Order!” Rodham cried from his position behind Ivar Chu McDaniel. “Let him speak.”


  “Senators,” McDaniel shouted, his voice rising so loudly above the racket that Rodham knew that the stadium’s sound system was not responsible. “We have no intentions of ruling the Confederation or the Kilrathi Empire. We’ve come for our people, for all those who are willing to come home with us.”


  “What about the people you killed?” shouted a twenty-year-old woman whose holo ID read NYLATTA FABOR, NEPHELE. Fabor had the distinction of being the youngest woman ever elected from that world.


  McDaniel raised a palm and produced a huge holograph of his own, a patchwork of thousands of real-time images of Confederation military personnel aboard Pilgrim warships. If he had used a device to create the image, Rodham didn’t see one. A hush fell over the stadium as some senators viewed the pictures with awe, others with expressions knotted by mistrust.


  “A few did die,” McDaniel went on. “A few on both sides. But the majority of your people are safe and will be returned, along with their vehicles. We were forced to take a ship in the Sirius system that strayed too close to our master jump point. That vessel is already heading home.” The holograph switched to show a Confederation destroyer washed in the intense light of Sirius A as it sailed toward its battle group. “We’ve returned ships to the Kilrathi as well. And soon as we have our people, we’ll return the rest of yours and be gone.”


  “An exchange of hostages, eh?” asked Fabor. “Why should we trust you?”


  “Contrary to the belief of the Pilgrims who live here, these stars are not ours--they’re yours. Destroy them if you wish. We’ve found our own.”


  Rodham shifted beside McDaniel to pose a question of his own. “So you came to save your people from the bombing. Why didn’t you come during the first Pilgrim war? Don’t you realize how many of your people died back then?”


  McDaniel pursed his lips, and his eyes glazed over. “Our people started that war alone. And they had to finish it alone. It was a grave error, an act of hubris, and they paid dearly for it. But now they shouldn’t pay for one rebel’s ambition, a rebel who is, by the way, in our custody and will be returned to you for punishment.”


  Once again, the holograph transformed into a three-dimensional image of Amity Aristee sitting in a blue room and speaking with an older man whom Rodham recognized as the Pilgrim protur Carver Tsu III.


  “What’s to stop you from taking your people, then destroying us?” Fabor challenged.


  “I can show you holographs. I can take some of you to the battlefields, where you can witness for yourself that our word is truth. But even after seeing it with your own eyes, there will always be doubt. That’s why your president has decided to hold me hostage until all of your people are returned.” McDaniel whirled to face Rodham--


  Who looked suddenly to the Marine colonel. After a shout, several of the soldiers turned their weapons on McDaniel.


  A hush fell over the senators.


  “I came here unarmed and in good faith. And I understand your trepidation. You may keep me as a hostage. We estimate that it will take about a standard month for us to evacuate our people. In the mean time, I will live here with you and try to answer as many of your questions as I can. And do know that it is impossible to kill me, since my presence here is a subjective experience for each one of you.” With that, he vanished.


  Rodham blinked.


  And now a half dozen Ivar Chu McDaniel’s stood on the dais. Then a dozen, two dozen, and suddenly scores of Ivar Chu McDaniels appeared in the gap between the podium and the Marines. They lingered another moment, then dematerialized back into the single McDaniel, who nodded and said, “Yes, it’s quite subjective.”


  



  “Somehow, someone will get to him,” Bellegarde said, turning away from the comm monitor.


  Admiral Tolwyn thought a moment, then nodded. “He’s a fool. Or he’s so powerful that he has nothing to fear.” Tolwyn glanced over his shoulder at the Pilgrim warship captain behind him. “Which is it Brotur Solomon?”


  The man scratched at his beard as he smiled. “I was the executive officer aboard the Exodia, which is to say I’ve served under the Frotur for a very long time. The only fools are those who fail to listen.”


  Tolwyn swiveled the command chair to face the robed captain. “All right, then. Your story matches his. But I’d rather a simultaneous exchange. The distinguished senator from Nephele has, shall we say, a sharp eye for the obvious. We’ll allow our civilian flotilla to land on your warships as you return our people.”


  “Interesting how you so convincingly pretend that you’re still in a position to bargain,” Solomon said. “But we agree to your terms.”


  “Excellent,” Tolwyn said, then rose. “Now get the hell off my bridge.”


  


  [image: ]



  [image: ]The holograph of Ivar Chu McDaniel addressing the Confederation senate faded, and Blair gazed over at the Ivar Chu standing across from him on the warship’s bridge. “If that’s McDaniel on Earth, then who are you?”


  “I understand your frustration,” said the Pilgrim leader with a weak smile. “We’re not clones. Think of us as parts of the whole. You’ve seen this ability before. You just didn’t recognize it.”


  Blair glanced sidelong at Paladin, who simply shrugged.


  “Now you gentlemen have a decision to make. You are Pilgrims, and I invite you to come with us. In truth, we’re all human beings with a burning desire to explore. And there’s so much out there.”


  “I’m tempted,” said Paladin, squinting in thought. “Sounds better than a court-martial.”


  “I hope you make the right choice. Maybe it’s time that your life became your own.”


  They shook hands, then McDaniel cocked his brow at Blair. “What about you, brotur?”


  “He said, I mean you said, that it would take a month or so to evacuate everyone. So I guess I have some time. But I swore an oath to the Confederation, both of us did. If we leave, we’ll break that oath. Most of my friends would say I’m nuts. But from the day I learned I was a Pilgrim, I’ve been trying to figure out whether I’m a human, Pilgrim, or what. Maybe it’s no big revelation. Maybe I’m just both.”


  McDaniel nodded. “You’ll be an inspiration to those who remain.” He proffered a hand, which Blair took. “If you’d like, you can head back to the Concordia. An exchange is in progress now. I’ll leave you on our flight deck.”


  Suddenly, the ceiling rose fifty meters and blossomed into a dome. The bulkheads stretched back twice that distance. The harsh but wonderfully familiar scents of hydraulic fluids and burning thrusters wafted toward Blair as he gazed across a hangar the size of a small metroplex, a hangar configured for Confederation craft. Before he could take in all of the magnificent facility, he spotted a familiar pilot weaving past Pilgrim and Confederation personnel, ducking under loading ramps, and leaping over fuel lines. “Sons of bitches,” cried William Santyana.


  “Thought you went up with the Olympus,” Paladin said. “Or were taken out by the cats.”


  “We got out on a troopship before the Olympus blew. The cats were closing to pounce--”


  “And you woke up here,” Paladin finished. “Just like us.”


  Santyana nodded. “Thought we had died.”


  “I’m sorry I couldn’t wait for you,” Blair said, remembering the pain of launching in the Diligent without Santyana and his family.


  The ex-test pilot grabbed Blair’s shoulder and squeezed. “Forget it, Mr. Blair. You did your job. That’s all anyone could’ve asked. Are Karista and Maniac here?”


  “No, she’s on the Concordia. I don’t know where he is.”


  “So what’re you doing now? Leaving?”


  Blair looked to Paladin, who only sighed.


  “What?” Santyana asked. “You can’t tell me you’re going back? Not with an offer like this.”


  “What about you?” Blair asked. “Thought you hated Pilgrims.”


  “I settled on Mylon Three to get away from this bullshit. I’ve already done my time with the service--and then some. Just wanted to raise my family on a little farm. Now I can do that and never have to worry about the Confederation guilt-tripping me into coming back.”


  “So you believe everything these Pilgrims say?” Blair shook his head. “They’re very humble for people with this kind of tech. That bothers me. What if they’re lying? What if the reason they came back has nothing to do with saving us. What if you go, and it turns into a nightmare?”


  “You think they’ve come to enslave us or that they’re cannibals in search of a food source? This ain’t a bad holo. I’ve felt what they feel, and I know what they know. I’ve never come this close to feeling right about my life. You should come. It’s the only way you’ll know what I mean. I don’t want to sound like a mystic, but it’s the truth.”


  Paladin shifted restlessly, then abruptly extended his hand. “Good luck, Mr. Santyana. Godspeed to you and your family.”


  “Thank you, sir.” Santyana regarded Blair, his expression as sober as they came. “Think about it.” He snapped off a salute, turned, and strode away.


  “At least someone around here is sure of himself,” Paladin said.


  Blair crossed in front of his mentor. “So, what’re you going to do?”


  “Talk to her,” Paladin said, his gaze riveted to a group on the opposite side of the hangar. He bolted off.


  And Blair bounded into his wake.


  Amity Aristee, an older man in protur’s robe, and four Pilgrim soldiers marched toward a Confederation troopship that had just landed.


  Paladin shouted for them to hold, and the soldiers regarded him with scowls that faded as he drew closer. The group paused, and Paladin arrived, gasping for breath.


  Blair came up hard behind Paladin and realized that he had just run headlong into a bittersweet reunion sure to become a bitter good-bye.


  “James,” the older man said with a wry smile. “Come to see us off, eh? Now you’ve no reason to gloat. Yes, I’m sure that the Confederation will find a way to execute us, despite the long and costly litigation. I would’ve loved to have gone with these Pilgrims, but they don’t understand that radical behavior can only be suppressed through the same. They think they’re punishing us, but they’re not. We’ll die martyrs. Wasn’t the whole point to draw them here and save our people? Bill Wilson’s death means something now--as will ours.”


  “Still love to hear yourself talk,” Paladin said with a groan.


  “You’ll die with us,” Aristee said, her eyes burning. “It’s too late for us and the Confederation.”


  Paladin reached under his robe and freed the Pilgrim cross she had given him. He turned it over and read the inscription: “To James. Remember love across the distance. Remember me. Amity.” He thrust the cross toward her. “I don’t need this to remember,” he said, grimacing. “How could I ever forget?”


  Aristee retreated a step and would not accept the cross.


  Bearing his teeth, Paladin threw it at her feet, then hustled away.


  “No, you won’t forget, you bastard,” Amity cried. “You think this will make you feel better? It won’t. We’re paired, James. That’ll never change.”


  Blair gazed after Paladin, then soured his expression as he faced Aristee. “You just wanted to save your people, but they didn’t need saving. Most of them were pretty happy where they were. Some of them will go now; some of them won’t. And all you’ve done is make life rougher for those who stay.”


  “You still don’t get it,” she rasped. “Maybe when you’re old, lying in your death bed, it’ll come to you, and you’ll regret those words.” With a snort, she drove herself past the guards and toward the troopship.


  As Blair turned to catch up with Paladin, he suddenly found himself staring in a mirror. His hair had thinned and grown white. Age spots dotted his wizened forehead. His shoulders slumped and his chest sagged. The mirror shattered, and the pieces hurled back across a scarred and blackened landscape that he recognized as Washington D.C., Earth. Pilgrim fighters and bombers streaked overhead, dropping unceasing salvos. Fires raged. Pillars of smoke supported a dusty blanket of sky.


  A hand slid across his neck, and he found his mother standing beside him on a mountain of rubble. “You won’t be able to stop this, Christopher. Nor will you remember this vision until the day it comes to pass. You’ll have your life to live. And one day, people will think that you’re dead. But you won’t be. You’ll live to see this. And I want you to know that it wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t your fault...”


  “Lieutenant?”


  Commander Obutu shook Blair’s shoulder.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Damn, I’d like to visit that world you go to. Must be a nice place. Anyway, I got word that you and the commodore were leaving. They sent me down here. Where’s our ride?”


  “I don’t know,” Blair said, repressing a chill and trying to remember what had just happened. Amity had said something, and then... oh, well. Weird.


  “Hey, there we are.” Obutu pointed to a Confed Marine posted at the foot of a troopship twenty meters to their left. The Marine waved them over. “When we get back, Lieutenant, let me do all the talking. We’re AWOL, remember?”


  “Yeah, and the commodore’s a traitor. Guess there’ll be a line of screw-ups waiting to see the admiral.”


  



  Commodore Richard Bellegarde dug his fingernails into his palms as the ship carrying Amity Aristee and Protur Carver Tsu III set down in the Concordia’s aft flight deck. The hatch slid open, but no one appeared.


  Finally, a Marine sergeant trudged down the ramp and met Tolwyn and Bellegarde. “Sir? I’m sorry, sir.”


  “Where are they?” Tolwyn demanded.


  “Still in the hold. We didn’t think the leaves were poisonous. They must’ve eaten some on the ride over. We tried to revive them, sir. We did everything we could.”


  As the sergeant finished, two Marine’s carried Amity Aristee’s body down the loading ramp and placed it on the flight deck. They headed back inside, presumably for the protur.


  “The Kilrathi call it zu’kara,” Tolwyn muttered.


  “I call it justice,” Bellegarde said coldly. “Just wish we had a chance to interrogate her first. Really wanted to see what makes her tick.”


  “She did get the last word, though, didn’t she. And she’ll certainly be remembered--especially by you.”


  “Sir?”


  “You owe her a great debt, Richard.”


  “Sir?”


  “She gave you the chance to demonstrate that you can handle a fleet. I have a feeling that our days together are numbered. And I mean that in the best possible way.”


  “Don’t think I’ll get that fleet, sir. My actions here have been, at best, questionable. I disobeyed direct orders from the space marshal. Then there was that little incident where I, well, shot her.”


  “Language is a wonderful tool for, shall we say, designing the truth. I’m sure we can work it out.”


  “Next ship’s coming in now,” Bellegarde said as the warning lights near the energy curtain flashed. “Paladin, Blair, and Obutu are on board.”


  “Very well. When they’re ready, send them up to the ward room.”


  



  Karista welcomed Blair into the sick bay with a smile that made him feel too warm. “I thought you were going up for a meeting with the admiral,” she said.


  “Just finished.”


  “Already? I thought you said that Paladin might be court-martialed and that you and Obutu would be charged with going AWOL. I figured that would take a while.”


  “Obutu and I will probably pay a fine and serve out a suspension to make Gerald happy. Paladin’s still up there, and I don’t know how he’s remaining calm considering that he just found out about Aristee. Gives me the chills. I just talked to her. Thing is, with her dead, he can make up any story he wants because there are no witnesses left to disprove it.”


  “But he won’t do that, will he.”


  “No. He’ll just tell them the truth and let them sort it out. I don’t think they’ll court-martial him. But you never know.” Blair sat on the edge of her bed and took one of her hands in his own. “You and I, we should--”


  “Christopher, there’s not much to say. We both know what’ll happen now.”


  “But you don’t have to go,” he said, tightening his grip on her hand.


  “You don’t have to stay.”


  “But I have to because--”


  “And so do I because... you see what I mean?”


  He held back a curse. “I just don’t understand why you have to go.”


  “I’m confused about you staying. It’s just what we have to do. And yes, this is good-bye, but just for a little while. I’ll contact you, somehow, and tell you all about it.”


  “No, you won’t.”


  “You’ll be surprised. Now hug me, say you’ll miss me, then leave and don’t look back.”


  



  Karista buried her face in the pillow and wept for a few minutes after Blair had gone. Then she lay for another hour, just staring at the stump of her leg until muffled voices from just beyond the hatch broke the trance. A tall flash of white caught her attention, and she suddenly felt rejuvenated as Dennet crossed tentatively into the room. “You made it,” she uttered through sigh.


  “Obviously. Now Kari, I--” He spotted her leg. “They’ve quite a defense set up here. Took me nearly an hour from the time I was brought aboard.” He looked away from her stump.


  “It’s okay,” she said. “You can look at it. And they say they can grow me a new one.”


  “Who says? Confed doctors. Forget them.” He hovered over her, then seized her shoulders. “Kari, you wouldn’t believe what these Pilgrims can do. I tried to get off McDaniel, but I got shot by a pigheaded Marine. I mean, I was dying, Kari. Dying. The wounds have almost healed.” He pulled back his robe to expose a finger-nail-sized scab. “They saved my life.”


  “Wish I been there,” she said. “I still owe you.”


  “You owe me nothing, except, well, I was hoping for some company. I hear it’ll be a long ride.”


  “Don’t worry. I’m going with you. There’s a park out there somewhere. We can struggle for ways to be happy. And maybe happiness is in the struggle.”


  “I know you don’t love me. That’s okay.”


  “Ah, yes, another poor fool with delusions of what lies in a woman’s heart,” she said, mimicking his accent. “Thought you were smarter than that.” She rose on her elbows, and he helped her up. “See that powerchair? Get me to it.”


  “Kari, are you sure about this?”


  “Are you?”


  “Not really.”


  “Neither am I.”


  “It’s settled, then.”


  She grinned. “I guess it is.”


  


  [image: ]


  


  [image: ]Once they had received permission to return to the Tiger Claw, Blair and Obutu had taken one look at their Rapiers and had sworn that no way in hell would they spend another four days in those cockpits. With the admiral’s help, they had arranged for the fighters to be hauled back to the Claw via a CF-229d spacecraft ferry, while they would catch a lift back to Netheryana on the admiral’s transport. The trip had still taken four days, but at the least the accommodations had been decent. Blair and Obutu had discussed how they would handle the case of Blair’s beating, now that Blair had identified at least one of the perpetrators. Trouble was, it would still be Blair’s word against Mango’s, assuming that the Mango had made it out of the Pilgrim battle. Given the jock’s extrakinetic abilities, Blair had to expect that he had--meaning that once Blair returned to the Claw, he would need to watch his back.


  Now, as he dragged himself down the corridor toward his quarters, with just ten minutes to clean up before Gerald wanted to see him in the wardroom, Blair couldn’t help but to scrutinize every corner, every shadow. He pulled a muscle in his neck from glancing over his shoulder so many times.


  He paused at his hatch panel, drawing a blank over the code. Finally, the numbers came back to him. The hatch slid aside.


  Angel looked up from her seat on his rack.


  He smiled.


  She didn’t.


  “Thought you might be on the flight deck,” he said matter-of-factly, then crossed to his locker.


  He only made it half way there before she came up behind him, swung him around, and dove for the kiss. He felt her tremble as she wrapped her arms around him.


  After a few seconds of lightheaded bliss, she broke the kiss. “AWOL? You stupid bastard.”


  “I know. Didn’t change a damned thing. Couldn’t have known that going in.”


  “At least they let us live,” she said, drawing in a long breath before she pulled away to glance out the viewport. Dozens of Pilgrim warships, fighters, bombers, and troop carriers unfurled from the Tiger Claw in a floating parade of power. “Maniac and I were taken aboard one of their ships. So was everyone else.”


  “What about one of Gunner’s people, guy named Mango? He come back?”


  “Funny you should ask,” she said, facing him. “He’s the only one who didn’t. He’s still MIA. The Pilgrims think he was shot down, but we can’t confirm that. You know something about him?”


  “He’s the guy who beat me.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Positive. He admitted it.”


  “Something to be said for Karma. One down, two to go. We’ll interrogate Gunner until we get an answer.”


  “Don’t bother.” Blair opened his locker, dropped his rucksack, then removed his tags and watchphone. “I think it’s over.”


  “What do you mean? We have to find the others. Jhinda hasn’t closed her investigation.”


  “I’ll tell her that she should.”


  “You think you’ll be safe after these Pilgrims go? You think this has made it better? It’s going to get worse, much worse, even with the threat of these Pilgrims coming back.”


  “That might be true. But not on this ship. Mango was the only one who beat me.”


  “I thought you said there were three.”


  “I did. But I had a lot of time to think on the way back and a lot of time to practice something. Watch...”


  As Karista had taught him, Blair reached outside of himself and stepped into his quarters as an extrakinetic entity. Then he stepped out of that entity to produce another. He tensed and forced all that he was into making those entities come alive before Angel’s eyes.


  Her reaction told him enough.


  “I used to step outside of myself, but no one else could see me except for other extrakinetics. Now I’ve done it twice, and what do you see?”


  “My god, I see three of you, but only one is talking.”


  “I can make us talk in unison,” he and the other Blairs said. “Or I can talk alone. I can make each of us do different things. And this is exactly how Mango attacked me. But he was much stronger than me. I can only do this for...”


  The deck came up hard and fast.


  He felt her grab his wrists and haul him back to his feet. He stood there a second, blinking hard and realizing that he had stepped back into himself. He gasped and looked to his rack. “I have to sit down.”


  She helped him there, then held herself, looking chilled over what she had seen. “Maybe that’s what really happened, but it’s still just a theory. And you’ll have to do that again for Jhinda--if you expect her to listen to you.”


  “I know. I will. I’m supposed to see Gerald now. But I’m so tired. I have to sleep.”


  “I’ll call him and say you’re still lagging from the trip.”


  “Thanks. And hey, where’s Maniac?”


  “Rumor has it that Zarya dumped him. He’s been following her around like a stray dog. They’re on patrol.”


  “I’m amazed. Sounds like the old Maniac is growing up.”


  “Wouldn’t take that bet.”


  He lay back on the rack and stretched out. “So, are you back on suspension?”


  “Nope. First Squadron is back at it, though all we can do is monitor a force that can kick our asses from here to the end of Vega.”


  “I got a feeling that pretty soon, it’ll all be back to normal. The Kilrathi will try to expand their empire and we’ll force them back... the Border Worlds will hassle us... a few more traitors will pop up and have to be dealt with... just business as usual.”


  “But not for us.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She tipped her head toward the viewport. “You still have a chance to go with them.”


  He laughed. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  “And Karista?”


  “She’s leaving.” He scrutinized her for a second. “Was that a sigh you just made?”


  She recoiled. “Absolutely not.”


  “That was a sigh.” He pulled her on top of him, their faces just inches apart.


  She furrowed her brow. “That was not a sigh.”


  “Whatever. Come here.”


  As he took her into his arms, the last of his doubts evaporated. The decision he had made was the right one, the only one, the one that gave definition to his life. He imagined himself years from the moment, approached by a naïve nugget who asked who he was. Without hesitation he answered:


  “I’m Lieutenant Christopher Blair. Your Wing Commander.”
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