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Here is a story set in a nore distant future when humankind travels to far stars routinely.
Exobi ol ogy, the study of life forns beyond the earth, is a young enough branch of biology to be
called "applied science fiction" as practiced by a science specialist of one kind or another
Studies in this field include characterizing hypothetical planetary environnents, the native life
whi ch m ght exist in such alien ecol ogies, and how such |ife m ght be observed, directly or
indirectly. But short of actually traveling to the planets of other solar systens, the only life
whi ch we night be able to detect at a distance around other stars is intelligent |ife. Draw ng on
background from astrophysi cs, exobiol ogy, planetary conposition, den Cook creates an alien
environnent inhabited by intelligent life vastly different fromus. And in what is also an
exciting adventure story, he nanages to raise serious ethical dilenmms about our possible
relationship to such intelligences.

G Z

IN THE W ND
d en Cook

It's quiet up there, riding the ups and downs over G nnunga Gap. Even in conbat there's no
slightest clanor, only a faint scratch and whoosh of strikers tapping igniters and rockets snoking
away. The rest of the time, just a sleepy whisper of air caressing your canopy. On patrol it's
hard to stay alert and wary.

If the aurora hadn't been so wld behind the hunched backs of the Harridans, painting glaciers and
snowfields in ropes of varicolored fire, sequinning snow catches in the weathered natural castles
of the Gap with nonentary reflections, | might have dozed at the stick the norning | becane von
Drachau' s wi ngman. The wi ndwhal es were herding in the nmountains, thinking mgration, and we were
flying five or six mssions per day. The strain was al nost unbearabl e.

But the auroral display kept me alert. It was the strongest |1'd ever seen. A ferocious magnetic
storm was devel opi ng. Lightning grunbl ed between the Harridans' copper peaks, sonetines even
speared down and danced anong the spires in the Gap. W'd all be grounded soon. The rising w nds,
cold but noisture-heavy, prom sed weather even whal es couldn't ride.

Wnter was about to break out of the north, furiously, a winter of a G eat Mgration. Planets,
moons and sun were right, oracles and onmens predicting i mm nent Arnmageddon. Twel ve years had
ticked into the ashcan of tine. Al the whal e species again were herding. Soon the fighting would
be hard and hopel ess.

There are four species of windwhale on the planet Canelot, the nost numerous being the Harkness
whal e, which nmigrates fromits north arctic and north tenperate feeding ranges to equatori al
mati ng grounds every other year. Before beginning their migration they, as do all whales, form
her ds- whi ch, because the beasts are total ommivores, utterly strip the earth in their passage
south. The | esser species, in both size and nunbers, are Ckunura's First, which mates each three
wi nters, Rosenberg's, mating every fourth, and the rare Ckunura's Second, which travels only once
every six years

Unfortunately.

It takes no mat hematical genius to see the factors of twelve. And every twelve years the

m grations do coincide. In the Great Mgrations the nassed whal es | eave tens of thousands of
square kilometers of devastation in their wake, devastation from which, because of follow ng

| esser mgrations, the routes barely recover before the next Geat Mgration. Erosion is
phenonenal . The nonsters, subject to no natural control other than that apparently exacted by
creatures we called nantas, were destroying the continent on which our enployers operated.

Ubi chi Corporation had been on Canel ot twenty-five years. The original exploitation force, though
equi pped to face the world's physical peculiarities, hadn't been prepared for whal e m grations.
They' d been lost to a man, whal e supper, because the Corporation's pre-exploitation studies had
been so cursory. Next Great Mgration another team though they'd dug in, hadn't fared nuch
better. Wbichi still hadn't done its scientific investigation. In fact, its only action was a
determi nation that the whales had to go.

Si npl e enough, viewed froma board room at Geneva. But practical inplenentation was a nightmare
under Canelot's technically stifling conditions. And the mantas reconplicated everything.

My flight |eader's wagging wings directed ny attention south. Froma hill a dozen kil oneters down
the cable cane flashing light, donninger Station reporting safe arrival of a convoy from Derry.
For the next few hours we'd have to be especially alert.

It would take the zeppelins that |long to beat north against the wind, and all the while they would
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be vulnerable to mantas fromover the Gap. Mantas, as far as we could see at the time, couldn't
tell the difference between dirigibles and whal es. Mre air cover should be com ng up

Von Drachau cane to Jaeger Guppe Xl Il (Corporation Arned Action Command's unsubtle title for our
Hunter Wng, which they used as a dunp for problem enpl oyees) with that convoy, reassigned fromJG
IV, aunit still engaged in an insane effort to annihilate the Sickle Islands whal e herds by neans
of glider attacks carried out over forty-five kilonmeters of quiet seas. W'd all heard of him
(rmost JG X1 personnel had cone fromthe Sickle |Islands operation), the clunsiest, or |uckiest

i nconmpetent, pilot flying for Ubichi. Wile scoring only four kills he'd been bolted down seven

ti mes-and had survived without a scratch. He was the son of Jupp von Drachau, the Confederation
Navy officer who had directed the planet-busting strike agai nst the Sangaree homeworl d, a brash,
soneti mes ponpous, always self-inportant nineteen year old who thought that the flanme of his
father's success should illum nate himequally-and yet resented even a nention of the nan. He was
a dilettante, come to Canelot only to fly. Unlike the rest of us, Od Earthers struggling to buy
out of the poverty bequeathed us by prodigal ancestors, he had no driving need to give performance
for pay.

An adronition imediately in order: I'mnot here to praise von Drachau, but to bury him To |et
himbury hinself. Aerial conbat fans, who have never seen Canel ot, who have read only corporate
propaganda, have nmade of hima contenporary "hero", a flying do-no-wong conpetitor for the pewer
crown al ready contested by such antiques as von Richtoffen, Hartmann and Gall and. Yet these
Archaicists can't, because they need one, nake a platinumbar froma turd, nor a socio-
psychol ogi cal fulfillnent froma scatterbrain kid. . .*

Most of the stories about himare apocryphal accretions generated to give himdepth in his |ater
"heroic" aspect. Tine and storytellers increase his stature, as they have that of Norse gods, who
m ght' ve been people who lived in preliterate tinmes. For those who knew him (and no one is closer
than a wi ngman), though some of us might |ike to believe the |egends, he was just a selfish
headstrong, tantrumthrowi ng manchild-albeit a fighter of supernatural ability. In the three
mont hs he spent with us, during the G eat Mgration, his peculiar talents and shortcom ngs nade of
hima creature larger than life. Unpl easant a person as he was, he becane the phenom pil ot.

*This paragraph is an editorial insertion froma private |letter by Sal vador del Gado. Dogfi ght
believes it clarifies del Gado's personal feelings toward his former wingman. Hs tale, taken
separately, while unsynpathetic, strives for an objectivity free of his real jealousies. It is
significant that he nentions Hartmann and Gall and together with von Richtoffen; undoubtedly they,
as he when conpared with von Drachau, were flyers better than the Red Knight, yet they, and de
Gado, lack the essential charisma of the flying immortals. Al so, von Richtoffen and von Drachau
died at the stick; Hartmann and Gall and went on to nore prosaic things, beconm ng adm nistrators,
comanders of the Luftwaffe. Indications are that del Gado's fate with Ubichi Corporation's Arned
Action Command will be nuch the sane.

- Dogf i ght

The signals from d onni nger cane before dawn, while only two snall noons and the aurora |ighted
the sky. But sunrise followed quickly. By the tine the convoy neared Beadle Station (us),
Canelot's erratic, blotchy-faced sun had cleared the eastern horizon. The reserve squadron began
catapulting into the Gap's frenetic drafts. The four of us on close patrol descended toward the
dirigibles. The lightning in the Harridans had grown into a Ypres cannonade. A net of jagged bl ue
| aced together the tips of the copper towers in the Gap. An el ephant stanpede of angry cl ouds
runbl ed above the nountains. The w nds approached the edge of being too vicious for flight.
Flashing light fromground control, searchlight fingers stabbing north and east, pulsating. Mantas
sighted. W waggl e-wi nged acknowl edgnent, turned for the Gap and updrafts. My eyes had been on the
verge of rebellion, demanding sleep, but in the possibility of conbat weariness tenporarily faded.
Bl ack specks were coming south | ow agai nst the daytinme verdigris of the Gap, a nmale-fenale pair in
search of a whale. It was obvious how they'd been naned. Anyone fanmiliar with Od Earth's sea
creatures could see a remarkabl e resenbl ance to the manta ray-though these had ten neter bodies,
fifteen neter wi ngspans, and ten nmeter tails tipped by devil's spades of rudders. From a distance
they appeared bl ack, but at attack range could be seen as deep, uneven green on top and lighter
near olive beneath. They had ferocious habits. Mire signals fromthe ground. Reserve ships woul d
take the mantas. Again we turned, overflew the convoy.

It was the biggest ever sent north, fifteen dirigibles, one fifty neters and | arger, dragging the
line fromd onninger at half kilonmeter intervals, riding |ong reaches of running cable as their
sail men struggled to tack theminto a facing wind. The tall gl asteel pylons supporting the cable
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track were ruby towers linked by a single silver strand of spider silk running straight to

Cl onninger's hills.

W circled wide and sl ow at two thousand neters, gradually dropping | ower. Wien we got down to
five hundred we were replaced by a flight fromthe reserve squadron while we scooted to the Gap
for an updraft. Bel ow us ground crews punped extra hydrogen to the barrage balloons, lifting
Beadl e' s vast protective net another hundred nmeters so the convoy could slide beneath. Switchren
and wi nchnmen hustl ed about with glass and plastic tools in a dance of confusion. W didn't have
facilities for receiving nore than a half dozen zeppelins-though these, fighting the wi nd, m ght
come up slowy enough to be handl ed.

More signals. More manta activity over the Gap, the reserve squadron's squabble turning into a
brawl . The rest of ny squadron had conme back fromthe Harridans at a run, a dozen nantas in
pursuit. Later | |earned our ships had found a small w ndwhale herd and while one flight busied
their mantas the other had destroyed the whal es. Then, anmunition gone, they ran for hone,
arriving just intime to conplicate traffic problens.

I didn't get time to worry it. The mantas, inconpletely fed, spotted the convoy. They don't

di stingui sh between whal e and bal |l oon. They went for the zeppelins.

What foll owed becones dulled in nenory, so swiftly did it happen and so little attention did
have to spare. The air filled with mantas and |ightning, gliders, snoking rockets, explosions. The
brawl spread till every ship in the wing was involved. Arnorers and catapult crews worked to
exhaustion trying to keep everything up. Ground batteries seared one another w th backbl ast
keepi ng a rocket screen between the mantas and stalled convoy-which couldn't warp in while the
entrance to the defense net was tied up by fighting craft (a problem unforeseen but |ater
corrected by the addition of energency entryways). They wi nched their running cables in to short
stay and waited it out. G ound people managed to get barrage balloons with tangle tails out to
make the mantas' flying difficult.

Several of the dirigibles fought back. Stupid, | thought. Their lifting gas was hydrogen

scream ngly dangerous. To armthem seenmed an exercise in self-destruction

So it proved. Most of our casualties cane when a ship | oaded with ground troops bl ew up, |eaking
gas ignited by its own rockets. One hundred eighty-three men burned or fell to their deaths.
Losses to mantas were six pilots and the twelve nan crew of a freighter

Von Drachau nade his entry into JG XIIl history just as | dropped frommy sailship to the packed
earth parking apron. His zepp was the first in and, having vented gas, had been towed to the apron
to clear the docking winches. I'd done three sorties during the fighting, after the six of regular
patrol. 1'd seen ny wingman crash into a dragline pylon, was exhausted, and possessed by an
utterly foul npbod. Von Drachau hit dirt |ong-haired, unkenpt, and conplaining, and | was there to
greet him "Wat do you want to be when you grow up, von Drachau?"

Not original, but it caught himoff guard. He was used to criticismby administrators, but pilots
avoi d antagoni sm One never knows when a past slight mght nean hesitation at the trigger ring and
failure to blow a nmanta off one's tail. Von Drachau's hatchet face opened and cl osed, gol dfish-

Ii ke, and one skeletal hand cane up to an accusatory point, but he couldn't cone back

We'd had no real contact during the Sickle Islands canpaign. Considering his self-involvenent, |
doubt ed he knew who | was--and didn't care if he did. | stepped past and greeted acquai ntances
frommy old squadron, made prom ses to get together to reminisce, then retreated to barracks. If
there were any justice at all, 1'd get five or six hours for surviving the norning.

I managed four, a record for the week, then received a sutmons to the office of Conmander

McCl ennon, a retired Navy nan exiled to conmand of JG Xl Il because he'd been so out spoken about
Cor porati on policy.

(The policy that irked us all, and which was the root of countless difficulties, was Ubichi's
secret purpose on Canelot. Ubichi deals in unique commodities. It was sure that Canel ot operations
were recovering one such, but fewer than a hundred of a half mllion enpl oyees knew what. The rest
were there just to keep the wi nd-whales frominterfering. Even we nercenaries fromdd Earth
didn't like fighting for a total unknown.)

Commander M:C ennon's outer office was packed, old faces fromthe wing and new fromthe convoy.
Shortly, MC ennon appeared and announced that the wi ng had been assigned sone gliders with new
armanents, |low velocity glass barrel gas pressure cannon, pod of four in the nose of a ship

designed to carry the weapon system . .imediate interest. Hitherto we'd flown sport gliders jury-
rigged to carry crude rockets, the effectiveness of which lay in the cyanide shell surrounding the
war head. Reliability, poor; accuracy, erratic. A pilot was nearly as likely to kill hinself as a
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whal e. But what could you do when you couldn't use the smallest scrap of metal ? Even a silver
filling could kill you there. The wildly oscillating and unpredictabl e magnetic anbi ence could

i nduce sudden, violent electrical charges. The only netal risked inside Canelot's van Aliens was
that in the lighters running to and fromthe surface station at the south nagnetic pole, where few
lines of force were cut and nmagnetic weat her was reasonably predictable.

Fifty thousand years ago the system passed through the warped space surroundi ng a bl ack hol e.
Theory says that's the reason for its eccentricities, but | wonder. Maybe it explains why al
bodies in the system have magnetic fields offset fromthe body centers, the distance off an
apparent function of size, nass and rate of rotation, but it doesn't tell nme why the fields exist
(pl anetary magneti smis unconmon), nor why they pul sate randony

But | digress, and into areas where | have no conpetence. | should explain what physicists don't
understand? We were in the Conmander's office and he was selecting pilots for the new ships.
Everyone wanted one. Chances for survival appeared that much better

McCl ennon' s assignments seened indi sputable, the best flyers to the new craft, four flights of
four, though those left with old ships were di sappoi nted.

| suffered di sappointmrent nysel f. A bl ockbuster dropped at the end, after I'd resigned nyself to
continuing in an old craft.

"Von Drachau, Horst-Johann," said MO ennon, peering at his roster through anti que spectacles, one
of his affectations, "attack pilot. Del Gado, Salvador Martin, w ngnan."

Me? Wth von Drachau? |'d thought the old man liked ne, thought he had a good opinion of ny
ability. . .why'd he want to waste ne? Von Drachau' s wi ngnan? Mirder.

I was so stunned | couldn't yell let nme out!

"Fami liarization begins this afternoon, on Strip Three. First flight checkouts in the norning." A
few nore words, tired exhortations to do our best, all that crap that's been poured on nen at the
front fromday one, then disnissal. Puzzled and upset, | started for the door

"Del Gado. Von Drachau." The executive officer. "Stay a minute. The Commander wants to talk to
you. "

(Y4

My puzzl ement thickened as we entered McCd ennon's inner office, a Victorian-appointed, crowded yet
confortable room| hadn't seen since I'd paid ny first day respects. There were bits of a stanp
collection scattered, a desk becluttered, presentation hol ographs of Navy officers that seened
fam liar, another of a woman of the pale thin martyr type, a nodel of a High Seiner spaceship

|l ooking like it'd been cobbled together fromplastic tubing and children's bl ocks. MC ennon had
been the Naval officer responsible for bringing the Seiners into Confederation in time for the
Three Races War. His retirenent had been a protest against the way the annexation was handl ed.
Upset as | was | had little attention for surroundings, nor cared what nade the A d Man tick
Once alone with us, he became a nan who failed to fit ny conception of a comuanding officer. H's
face, which usually seened about to slide off his skullbones with the weight of responsibility,
spread a warmsnmile. "Johnnyl" He thrust a wrinkled hand at von Drachau. He knew the kid?

My new partner's reaction was a surprise, too. He seenmed awed and deferential as he extended his
own hand. "Uncle Tom"

McCl ennon turned. "I've known Johnny since the night he wet hinself on ny dress bl acks just before
the Grand Adniral's Ball. Good ol d days at Luna Command, before the |ast war." He chuckled. Von
Drachau bl ushed. And | frowned in renewed surprise. | hadn't known von Drachau well, but had never

seen or heard anything to suggest he was capabl e of being inpressed by anyone but

hi nsel f.

"Hs father and | were Acadeny classmates. Then served in the sane ships before | went into
intelligence. Later we worked together in operations against the Sangaree."

Von Drachau didn't sit down till invited. Even though McC ennon, in those few m nutes, exposed
nore of hinself than anyone in the wing had hitherto seen, | was nore interested in the kid. H's
respectful, alnmost cowed attitude was conpletely out of character

"Johnny," said M ennon, |eaning back behind his desk and slowy turning a drink in his hand,
"you don't conme with recommendations. Not positive, anyway. W going to go through that up

her e?"

Von Drachau stared at the carpet, shrugged, reninded ne of nyself as a seven year old called to
expl ain some specially noxious nisdeed to ny creche-father. It becane increasingly obvious that

McCl ennon was a man with whom von Drachau was unwilling to play ganes. |'d heard gruesonme stories
of his behavior with the CO JG V.
"You' ve heard the lecture already, so | won't give it. | do understand, a bit. Anyway, discipline
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here, conpared to Derry or the Islands, is alnost nonexistent. Do your job and you won't have it

bad. But don't push. I won't |let you endanger lives. Sonmething to think about. This norning's
scrap left nme with extra pilots. | can ground people who irritate me. Could be a blow to a nan who
| oved flying."

Von Drachau | ocked gazes Wth the Commander. Rebellion stirred but he only nodded.

McCl ennon turned again. "You don't like this assignment.” Not a question. My face nmust've been a
gi veaway. "Suicidal, you think? You were in JG 1V a while. Heard all about Johnny. But you don't
know him | do, well enough to say he's got potential-if we can get himto realize aeria
fighting's a teamgane. By which | mean his first consideration nust be bringing hinmself, his

wi ngman, and his ship hone intact." Von Drachau grew red. He'd not only |ost seven sail ships
during the Sickle Islands offensive, he'd |lost three wing-nmen. Dead. "It's hard to renenber you're
part of a teamwhile attacking. You know that yourself, del Gado. So be patient. Help nme nake
sonet hi ng out of Johnny."

| tried to control ny face, failed

"Why ne, eh? Because you're the best flyer |I've got. You can stay with himif anyone can

"I know, favoritism |'mtaking special care. And that's wong. You're correct, right down the
line. But | can't help nyself. Don't think you could either, in nmy position. Enough expl anation

That's the way it's going to be. If you can't handle it, let ne know 1'll find someone who can
or 1"l ground him One thing | nean to do: send him honme alive."
Von Drachau vainly tried to conceal his enmbarrassment and anger. | felt for him Wuldn't Iike

being tal ked about that way mysel f-though McCl ennon was doing the right thing, putting his notives
on display, up front, so there'd be no surprises later on, and establishing for von Drachau the
paraneters allowed him The Conmander was an O d Earther hinself, and on that battleground had

| earned that honesty is a weapon as powerful as any in the arsenal of deceit.

“I'11 try," | replied, though with silent reservations. |'d have to do sonme handy sel f-exani nati on
before |I bought the whole trick bag.
"That's all | ask. You can go, then. Johnny and | have some catching up to do."

| returned to barracks in a daze. There | received condol ences from squadron mates notivated, |
suppose, by relief at having escaped the draft thensel ves.

Tired though | was, | couldn't sleep till I'd thought everything through

In the end, of course, | decided the Od Man had earned a favor. (This's a digression fromvon
Drachau's story except insofar as it reflects the thoughts that led me to help bring into being
the one really outstanding story in Ubichi's Canel ot operation.) MC ennon was an al npst
archetypically renpte, secretive, Odin/Christ figure, an enbastioned lion quietly licking private
wounds in the citadel of his office, sharing his pain and privation with no one. But personal
facts that had cone flitting on the wings of runor made it certain he was a rare old gentl eman
who' d paid his dues and asked little in return. He'd bought off for hundreds of A d Earthers,
usual ly by pulling wires to Service connections. And, assuming the stories are true, the price he
paid to bring the Starfishers into Confederation, at a tine when they held the sole nmeans by which
the Three Races War could be won, was the destruction of a deep relationship with the only woman
he'd ever |oved, the pale Seiner girl whose holo portrait sat like an icon on his desk. Treason
and betrayal. Earthman who spoke with forked tongue. She night've been the nother of the son he
was trying to find in Horst-Johann. But his |Isaac never cane back fromthe altar of the needs of
the race. Yes, he'd paid his dues, and at usurous rates.

He had something coming. 1'd give himthe chance he wanted for the boy. . .Sonewhere during those
hours my O d Earther's pragmati sm |l apsed. O d Nunmber One, survival, took a tenporary vacation

It felt good.

\Y

Getting along with von Drachau didn't prove as difficult as expected. During the follow ng week |
was the cause of nore friction than he. | kept reacting to the inmage of the man runor and
prejudice had built in nmy mind, not to the man in whose presence | was. He was nuch | ess arrogant
and abrasive than 1'd heard-though gritty with the usual outworlder's contenpt for the driving
need to acconplish characteristic of AOd Earthers. But I'd becone accustoned to that, even
under st ood. Qutworl ders had never endured the hopel essness and privation of life on the

nmot herwor 1 d. They' d never understand what buying off really neant. Nor did any care to |learn
There're just two kinds of people on AOd Earth, butchers and bovines. No one starves, no one
freezes, but those are the only positives of life in the Social Insurance warrens. Twenty billion
unenpl oyed sardi nes. The high point of many lives is a visit to Confederation Zone (old

Switzerl and), where governnment and corporations maintain their on-planet offices and estates and
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all ow smal|l bands of citizens to cone nose the candy store wi ndow and | ook at the lifestyle of the

outworlds. . .then send them home with apathy overconme by renewed desperation
All Od Earth is a slunfghetto surroundi ng one small, stoutly defended bastion of wealth and
privilege. That says it all, except that getting out is harder than fromany historical ghetto.

It's not really what O d Earth outworl ders think of when they dust off the racial warm heart and
tal k about the notherworld. Wat they're thinking of is Luna Cormand, O d Earth's noon and the
seat of Confederation governnent. Al they have for Od Earth itself is a little shane-faced under-

the-table welfare nmoney. . .bitter. The only resource left is human life, the cheapest of all. The
outworlds have little use for Terrans save for work like that on Canelot. So bitter. | shouldn't
be. I've bought off. Not my problem anynore

Horst (his preference) and | got on well, quickly advanced to first nanes. After faniliarizing

ourselves with the new equi pment, we returned to regular patrols. Horst scattered no grit in the
machi nery. He performed his tasks-within-nission with clockwork precision, never straying beyond
the borders of discipline.

He confessed, as we paused at the |ip of G nnunga Gap one norning, while walking to the catapults
for launch, that he feared being grounded nore than losing individuality to mlitary conformty.
Flying was the only thing his father hadn't progranmed for him (the Comrander had gotten him
started), and he'd becone totally enanored of the sport. Signing on with Ubichi had been the only
way to stick with it after his father had nanaged his appoi ntnent to Acadeny; he'd refused, and
been bani shed from paternal grace. He had to fly. Wthout that he'd have nothing. The Conmander
he added, had nmeant what he said.

I think that was the first time | realized a man could be raised outwQ ld and still be deprived.
W O d Earthers take a perverse, chauvinistic pride in our poverty and persecution-like, as the
Conmander once observed, Jews of Marrakech. (An allusion | spent nonths dredging: he'd read sone
obscure and ancient witers.) Qur goals are so wholly naterialistic that we can scarcely
conprehend poverty of the spirit. That von Drachau, with wealth and social position, could feel he

had |l ess than I, was a stunning notion
For himflying was an end, for nme a neans. Though | enjoyed it, each tinme | sat at catapult head
credit signs danced in ny head; so nuch base, plus per mission and per kill. If | did well 1'd

sal vage sone famly, too. Horst's pay nmeant nothing. He wasted it fast as it cane-1 think to show
contenpt for the wealth from which he sprang. Though that had been honest noney, prize and coup
money fromhis father's successes agai nst the Sangaree.

St eam pressure drove a gl asteel piston along forty neters of glasteel cylinder; twenty seconds
behi nd von Drachau | catapulted into the ink of the Gap and began feeling for the ups. For brief
instants | could see himoutlined against the aurora, flashing in and out of vision as he searched

and circled. | spied himclinmbing, imediately turned to catch the sanme riser. Behind ne canme the
rest of the squadron. Up we went in a spiral like noths playing tag in the night while reaching
for the noons. Von Drachau found altitude and slipped fromthe up. | followed. At three thousand

meters, with noonlight and aurora, it wasn't hard to see him The four craft of my flight circled
at ninety degree points while the rest of the squadron went north across the Gap. W'd slowy drop
a thousand neters, then catch another up to the top. W'd stay in the air two hours (or we ran out
of ammunition), then go down for an hour break. Five nissions mninmm

First launch canme an hour before dawn, |ong before the night fighters went down. Mornings were
crowded. But by sunrise we seened terribly alone while we circled down or clinbed, watched the Gap
for whales | eaving the Harridans or the mantas that'd grown so nunerous.

Dayti mes al nost every ship concentrated on keeping the whales north of the Gap. That grew nore
difficult as the density of their population neared the mgratory. It'd be a while yet, naybe a
nmont h, but nunbers and instinct would eventually overcone the fear our weapons had instilled. |
couldn't believe we'd be able to stop them The smaller herds of the 'tween years, yes, but not
the lenming rivers that would cone with winter. A Corporation inbued with any human charity
woul d' ve been busy sealing mines and evacuati ng personnel. But Ubichi had none. In terns of
financial costs, equipnent |osses, it was cheaper to fight, sacrificing inexpensive lives to

sal vage material made al nost priceless by interstellar shipnent.

\

Signals fromthe ground, a searchlight fingering the earth and flashing three times rapidly. R'm
sentries had spotted a whale in the direction the finger pointed. Von Drachau and | were front. W
began circling down.

We' d dropped just five hundred neters when he wag-w nged visual contact. | saw nothing but the
darkness that al nost al ways cl ogged the canyon. As wide as Od Earth's Grand Canyon and three
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times as deep, it was well lighted only around noon

That was the first time | noticed his phenonmenal vision. In follow ng nonths he was to amaze me
repeatedly. | honestly believe | was the better pilot, capable of outflying any manta, but his
ability to find targets nmade himthe better conbat flyer.

The nonent | wagged back he broke circle and dove. 1'd' ve circled lower. If the whale was down in
the Gap itself that might mean a three thousand meter fall. Pulling out would overstrain one's

wi ngs. Sail pl anes, even the jackboot jobs we flew, are fragile machines never intended for stunt
flying.

But | was wi ngnan, responsible for protecting the attack pilot's rear. | wi nged over and fol | owed,
mai ntai ning a constant five hundred neters between us. Light and shadow from cl ouds and nount ai ns
pl ayed over his ship, alternately lighting and darkeni ng the personal devices he'd painted on. A
deat h' s-head grinned and wi nked.

| spied the whale. It was working directly toward Beadl e. Size and coloring of the gasbag (oblate
spheroid sixty neters long, patched in shades frompink to scarlet and sported with odd ot her
colors at organ sites) indicated a juvenile of the Harkness species, that with the greatest
potential for destruction. Triangular vanes protruding ten nmeters fromnuscle rings on the bag
twitched and quivered as the nonster strove to naintain a steady course. Atop it in a thin Mhawk
swat h swayed a copse of treelike organs believed to serve both plant-like and ani nal digestive and
nmet abol i ¢ functions. Sonme may have been sensory. Beneath it sensory tentacles trailed, stirring
fretfully like dream ng snakes on the head of Medusa. |If any found food (and anythi ng organi c was
provender for a Harkness), it'd anchor itself imrediately. Hundreds nore tentacles woul d descend
and begin lifting edibles to nouths in a tiny head-body tight agai nst the undersi de of the gasbag.
There'd be a drizzling organic rainfall as the nonster dunped ballast/waste. Mgrating whal e herds
coul d devastate great swaths of countryside. Fortunately for Ubichi's operations, the mating
seasons were infrequent.

The Harkness swel | ed ahead. Horst would be fingering his trigger ring, worrying his sights.

st opped wat ching for mantas and adjusted nmy dive so Horst wouldn't be in line when | fired.
Flashing lights, hasty, alnobst panicky. | read, then glanced out right and up, spied the manta
pair. From hi gh above the Harridans they arrowed toward the whale, tips and trailing edges of
their wings rippling as they adjusted dive to each vagary of canyon air. But they were a kil oneter
above and would be no worry till we'd conpleted our pass. And the other two ships of our flight
woul d be after them to engage while Horst and | conpleted the primary m ssion

The rel ati onshi p between mantas and whal es had never, to that tine, been clearly defined. The
mant as seenmed to feed anbng the growths on whal e backs, to attach thenselves in nmated pairs to
particular adults, which they fiercely defended, and upon which they were apparently dependent.
But not hing seened to cone the other way. The whales utterly ignored them even as food. Wal es

i gnored everything in the air, though, enduring our attacks as if they weren't happening. If not
for the mantas, the extermnination programwoul d ve been a cakewal k.

But mantas fought at every encounter, alnost as if they knew what we were doing. A year earlier
they'd been little problem Then we'd been sending single flights after | one wanderi ng whal es, but
as mgratory pressures built the manta popul ati on had increased till we were forced to fight three
or four battles to each whal e attack-of which naybe one in twenty resulted in a confirmed kill
Frustrating business, especially since self-defense distracted so fromour primary nission
Luckily, the mantas had only one inefficient, if spectacul ar,

weapon, the lightning they hurled.

That fool von Drachau dropped flaps to give hinself nore firing tine. Because | began overtaking
him | had to follow suit. My glider shuddered, groaned, and an omi nous snap cane fromny right
wing. But nothing fell apart.

Fog formed before Horst's craft, whipped back. He'd begun firing. H's shells painted a tight
bright pattern in the forest on the whale's back. Stupidly, | shifted aimto the same target. Von
Drachau pull ed out, flaps suddenly up, used his nmomentumto hurl hinmself up toward the diving
manta pair, putting themin a pincer

A jagged bite of lightning flashed toward von Drachau. | cursed. W'd plunged into a trap. Mntas
had been feeding in the shelter of the whale's back organs. They were conming up to fight.

I'd begun firing an instant before the flash, putting my shells in behind Horst's. Before the

wat er vapor from ny cannon gas fogged nmy canopy | saw expl osions digging into the gasbag.

started to stick back and fire at the mantas, but sawtelltale ripples of blue fire beneath the
yell ow of ny shells. The bag was going to bl ow. Wen the hydrogen went there'd be one hell of an
expl osi on.

Fol | owi ng Horst neant suicide.

The prime purpose of the explosives was to drive cyanide fragnments into whale flesh, but
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sonetines, as then, a too tight pattern breached the main bag-and hydrogen is as dangerous on
Canel ot as el sewhere.

I took my only option, dove. Wth luck the whale's mass woul d shadow me fromthe initial blast.
It did. But the tip of my right wing, that'd nmade such a grimnoise earlier, brushed one of the
nmonster's sensory tentacles. The jerk snapped it at the root. | found nyself spinning down.

| rode it a while, both because | was stunned (I'd never been downed before, accidentally or

ot herwi se) and because | wanted the craft to protect nme from downbl ast.

The sun had risen sufficiently to illuminate the tips of the spires in the gap. They wheel ed,
jerked, reached up like angry claws, drawing rapidly closer. Despite the ongoi ng expl osi on
al ready shaking nme, blistering the paint on ny fuselage, | had to get out.

Canopy cooperated. In the old gliders they'd been notoriously sticky, costing many lives. This
popped easily. | closed ny eyes and junped, jerking ny ripcord as | did. Heat didn't bother nme. My
remai ning wing took a cut at ne, a last effort of fate to erase ny life-tape, then the chute

jerked ny shoul ders. | began to sway.

It was cold and lonely up there, and there was nothing | could do. | was no |onger master of ny
fate. You would have to be an O d Farther near buying off to really feel the inpact of that.

Pani cky, | peered up at the southern rimof the Gap-and saw what |'d hoped to see, the rescue
bal | oon already on its way. It was a hot air job that rode safety |ines payed out from w nches at
the edge. If | could be salvaged, it'd be nanaged. | patted ny chest pockets to nmake sure | had ny
flares.

Only then did | rock ny chute away so | could see what'd happened to von Drachau

He was into it with three mantas, one badly wounded (the survivor of the pair fromthe Harkness-
the other had died in the explosion). He got the wounded one and did a flap trick to turn inside
the others. His shells went into the belly of one. It folded and fell. Then the rest of our flight
was pursuing the survivor toward the Harridans.

I worried as burning pieces of whale fell past. Suppose one hit ny chute?

But none did. | |landed in snow deep in the Gap, after a cruel slide down an al nbst vertical rock
face, then set out my first flare. Wiile | tried to stay warm | thought about von Drachau

I'd gone along with his attack because 1'd had neither choice, nor tine to think, nor any way to
caution him But that precipitous assault had been the sort that'd earned himhis reputation. And
it'd cost again. Me.

Didn't make me feel any better to realize |I'd been as stupid in nmy target selection

A rational, uninpetuous attack woul d' ve gone in level with the whale, from behind, running al ong
its side. Thus Horst coul d' ve stayed out of sight of the mantas riding it, and |I coul d ve avoi ded
the explosion resulting froma tight fire pattern in the thin flesh of the back. Shells laid al ong
the whal e's flanks woul d' ve spread enough cyanide to insure a kill.

Part ny fault, but when the rescue balloon arrived | was so mad at Horst | couldn't talk.

Vi

Von Drachau net the rescue balloon, nore concerned and contrite than I'd ve credited. | piled out
steam ng, with every intention of denting his head, but he ran to nme |ike a happy puppy, bubbling
apol ogi es, saying he'd never had a chance at a whale. . .righteous outrage becane grunpi ness. He
was only nineteen, enptionally ten

There were reports to be filed but | was in no nood. | headed for barracks and somnet hi ng

al cohol i c.

Von Drachau followed. "Sal," he said with beer in his nmustache, "I nean it. I'msorry. Wsh |
could look at it like you. Like this's just

a job. "

"Uhm" | made a grudgi ng peace. "So can it." But he kept on. Sonething was biting him sonething

he wanted coaxed out.

"The mantas," he said. "Wat do we know about thenf"

"They get in the way."

"Why? Territorial inmperative? Sal, | been thinking. Was today a set-up? If people was working the
other side, they couldn't've set a better trap. In the old ships both of us would ve gone down."
"Watch your imagination, kid. Things're different in the Islands, but not that different. W've
run into feeding nmantas before. You just attacked fromthe wong angle." | tossed off ny third
doubl e. The Gap bottom cold began | eaking fromnmy bones. | felt a bit nore charitable. But not
enough to discuss idiot theories of manta intelligence.

We al ready knew many odd forns of intelligence. Qutworlders have a curious sensitivity toit, a
near reverence puzzling to AOd Earthers. They go around | ooking for it, especially in adversity.
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Li ke savages inputing powers to storms and stones, they can't accept disasters at face val ue.
There has to be a malignant nover.

"l guess you're right," he said. But his doubt was plain. He wanted to believe we were fighting a
war, not exterm nating noxious ani nals.

Got nme thinking, though. Curious how persistent the runor was, even though there was no evidence
to support it. But a |lot of young people (sic!-I was twenty-eight) are credulous. A pilot,
dogfighting a manta pair, might come away with the notion. They're foxy. But intelligence, to ne,
means conmuni cati on and cooperation. Mantas managed a little of each, but only ambng mates. When
several pairs got involved in a squabble with us, we often won by maneuvering pairs into
interfering with one another

The matter dropped and, after a few nore drinks, was forgotten. And bani shed utterly when we were
sunmoned to the Comander's office.

The interview was predictable. MC ennon was determnined to ground von Drachau. | don't know why
def ended him Labor united agai nst nmanagenent, maybe.

GQuess Horst wasn't used to having a friend at court. Wen we |eft he thanked ne, but seened

puzzl ed, seened to be westling sonething inside.

Never did find out what, for sure-QOd Earthers are tight-1lipped, but von Drachau had the best of
us beaten-but there was a marked inprovement in his attitude. By the end of the nonth he was on
speaking terns with everyone, even nen he'd grossly alienated at JGE V.

That month | al so witnessed a dramatic inprovenment in Horst's shooting. His kills in the Sickle

I sl ands had been al nost accidental. Changing fromrockets to cannons seened to bring out his
talent. He scored kill after kill, attacking with a reckl ess abandon (but always with a care to
keep ne well positioned). He'd screamin on a nmanta, drop flaps suddenly, put hinself into a stal
just beyond the range of the manta's bolt, then flaps up and fall beneath the nonster when he'd

drawn it, nose up and trigger a burst into its belly. Meanwhile, | would fend off the other till
he was free. My kill score nounted, too.

H s was astonishing. Qur first four weeks together he downed thirty-six nmantas. | downed fourteen
and two whales. |1'd had fifty-seven and twelve for four years' work when he arrived, best in the
wing. It was obvious that, if he stayed alive, he'd soon pass not only nme but Aultmann Zei sl er
the COJG I, a ten year veteran with ninety-one manta kills.

Horst did have an advantage we ol der pilots hadn't. Target availability. Before, except during the
| esser migrations, the wing had been |lucky to nake a dozen sightings per nonth. Now we piled kills
at an

incredible rate.

Piled, but the tilt of the nountain renmai ned agai nst us. Already stations farther south were
reporting sightings of small herds that had

gotten past us.

It was coming to the point where we were kept busy by mantas. Opportunities to strike against
whal es grew rare. When the main mgratory wave broke we'd be swanped.

Everyone knew it. But Derry, despite sending reinforcenents, seened oblivious to the gravity of
the situation. O didn't care. A sour tale began the rounds. The Corporation had witten us off.
The whal es woul d renmove us fromthe debit |edger. That facilities at O onninger and stations
farther down the cable were being expanded to handl e our withdrawal didn't dent the runors. W Od
Earthers al ways | ook on the bl eak side.

In early winter, after a severe snowstorm as we were digging out, we encountered a frightening
phenonenon. Cooperation anong | arge nunbers of mantas.

VI

It cane with sunrise. Horst and | were in the air, anong two dozen new fighters. The wi ng had been
reinforced to triple strength, one hundred fifty gliders and a dozen arned zeppelins, but those of
us up were all the ground personnel had been able to dig out and | aunch

Signals fromground. Against the aurora and white of the Harridans | had no trouble spotting the
Har kness whal es, full adults, |eaving a branch canyon opposite Beadle. Cose to a hundred, |
guessed, the biggest lot yet to assault the Gap. W went to neet them one squadron circling down.
My own squadron, now rmade up of men who'd shown exceptional skill against mantas, stayed high to
cover. W no | onger bothered with whal es, served only as cover for the other squadron

| watched for nmantas. Had no trouble finding them They cane boiling 'round the flank of an ivory
mount ai n, cloud of black on cliff of white, a nob like bats | eaving a cave at sunset. Hundreds of
t hem

My heart sank. It'd be thick, grim and there was no point even thinking about attack formations.
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Al'l a man could do was keep away and grab a shot at opportunity. But we'd take | osses. One
couldn't watch every way at once.

A few mantas peel ed off and dove for the ships attacking the whales. The bulk cane on, follow ng a
line that'd cross the Dase.

We net. There were gliders, nmantas, shells and lightning bolts thicker than I'd ever seen. Tine
stood still. Mantas passed before ne, | pulled trigger rings. Horst's death's-head devi ces whi pped
across ny vision. Sonetinmes parts of gliders or nmantas went tunbling by. Lower and | ower we
dropped, both sides trading altitude for speed.

Nose up. Manta belly before ne, neters away. Jerk the rings. Fog across the canopy face, but no
expl osi ons against dark flesh. W struggled to avoid collision, passed so close we staggered one
another with our slipstreans. For a nonent | stared into two of the four eyes mounted round the
thing's bullet head. They seenmed to drive an electric line of hatred deep into ny brain. For an
instant | believed the intelligence hypothesis. Then shuddered as | sticked down and began a
rabbit run for home, to replace ny ammunition

A dozen mantas cane after ne. Horst, alone, went after them | later learned that, throwing his
craft about with conpl ete abandon, he knocked nine of those twelve down before his own anmunition
ran out. It was an al nost inplausible performance, though one that need not be dwelt upon. It's

one of the mainstays of his legend, his first ten-kill day, and every student of the fighting on
Canel ot knows of it.

The runway still had a half neter of snowon it. The three mantas followed ne in, ignoring the
counterfire of our ground batteries. | was so worried about evading their bolts that | went in

poorly, one wing down, and ended up spinning into a deep drift. As a consequence | spent two hours
gr ounded.

What | missed was sheer hell. The mantas, as if according to sone plan, clanped down on our

| andi ng and | aunching gates, taking their toll while our craft were at their nost vulnerable. In
the early going some tried to blast through the overhead netting. That only cost themlives. Qur
ground batteries ate themup. Then they tried the barrage balloons, to no better effect.

Then the whal es arrived. W'd been able to do nothing to stop them so busy had the nantas kept
us. They, sensing food beneath the net, began trying to break in. Qur ground batteries fired into
the dangling forests of their tentacles, wecking those but doing little danage to the beasts
thensel ves. G gantic creaks and groans came fromthe net anchor points.

For pilots and ground crews there was little to do but prepare for a | aunch when circunstances

permtted. | got my ship out, rearmed, and dragged to catapult head. Then for a tine | stood
observer, using binoculars to watch those of our craft still up.
In all, the deaths of a hundred fourteen mantas (four mine, ten Horst's) and twenty-two whal es

were confirmed for the first two hours of fighting. But we woul d' ve gone under without help from
down the cabl e.

When the desperation of our position becane obvious the Conmander signalled C onninger. Its
sailcraft cane north, junmped the mantas from above. They broke siege. W | aunched, cats hurling
ships into the Gap as fast as steamcould be built. Horst and | went in the first wave.

Hel p had cone just in tinme. The whal es had managed several small breaches in the netting and were
pushing tentacl es through after our ground peopl e.

Even with help the situation remained desperate. | didn't think it'd take long for the mantas, of
whi ch nore had cone across, to clanp down again. Wen they did it'd only be a nmatter of time till
the whal es wecked the net. | pictured the base destroyed, littered with bones.

Bef ore we | aunched, the Conmander, ancient with the strain, spoke with each pilot. Don't know what
he said to the others, but | inmagine it was much what he told ne: if | judged the battle lost, to
run south rather than return here. The sailcraft had to be salvaged for future fighting. If we
were overrun the fighting would nmove to C onninger

And in nmy ear a few words about taking care of von Drachau. | said | woul d.
But we survived. | won't say we won because even though we managed to break the attack, we
ourselves were decinmated. JGKill's effectiveness was ruined for the next week. For days we could

barely manage regul ar patrols. Had we been hit again we'd' ve been obliterated.

That week McClennon three tines requested pernission to evacuate nonessential ground troops,
received three refusals. Still, it seened pointless for us to stay when our bl ocking screen had
been riddled. Small herds were passing daily. C onninger was under as much pressure as we and had
more trouble handling it. Their defenses weren't neant to stand agai nst whal es. Their sail pl anes
often had to flee. G ound personnel crouched in deep bunkers and prayed the whales weren't so
hungry they'd dig them out.

Whal e nunmbers north of the Harridans were estinmated at ten thousand and nantas at ten to twenty.
Not vast, but overwhelm ng in concentration. Popul ations for the whole continent were about double
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those, with the only other concentrations in the Sickle Islands. By the end of that week our
experts believed a third of the Harridan whal es had slipped past us. W' d downed about ten percent
of those trying and about twenty-five percent of the nantas.

I X

A fog of despair envel oped Beadle. Derry had inforned McCl ennon that there'd be no nore

rei nforcements. They were needed further south. Perm ssion to withdraw? Deni ed again. W had only
one hundred twel ve effective sailcraft. Amunition was short. And the main blow was yet to fall
It's hard to capture the dulled sense of doomthat clung so thick. It wasn't a verbal or a visible
thing, though faces steadily | engthened. There was no defeatist tal k. The nmen kept their thoughts
to thensel ves-but couldn't hel p expressing themthrough actions, by digging deeper shelters, in a
| ack of crisp efficiency. Things | ess definable. Mdst hadn't | ooked for desperate stands when they
signed on. And Canel ot hadn't prepared themto face one. Till recently they'd experienced only a

| azy, vacation sort of action, loafing and | aughter with a faint bouquet of battle.

One evening Horst and | stood watching |ightning shoot anong the near pure copper peaks of the
Harridans. "D you ever | ook one in the eye?" he asked.

Menory of the manta |I'd nmissed. | shuddered, nodded.

"And you don't believe they're intelligent?"

"I don't care. A burst in the guts is all that matters. That's cash nobney, genius or retard."
"Your consci ence doesn't bother you?"

Somet hi ng was bothering him though | couldn't understand why. He wouldn't worry bendi ng hunman

bei ngs, so why aliens? Especially when the pay's right and you' re the son of a nan who' d becone
rich by doing the same? But his reluctance wasn't uni que. So many peopl e consider alien
intelligence sacred-wi thout any rational basis. It's a crippling enotional weakness that has
wormed its way into Confederation law. You can't exploit a world with intelligent natives.

But conscience may've had nothing to do with it. Seens, in hindsight, his reluctance night've been
a rationalized facet of his revolt against his father and authority.

Under st andabl y, Ubichi was sensitive to specul ati ons about manta intelligence. Severe fines were
laid on men caught discussing the possibility-which, human nature being what it is, made the talk
nore persistent. Several pilots, Horst included, had appealed to MO ennon. He'd been synpathetic,
but what could he have done?

And | kept wondering why anyone cared. | agreed with the Corporation. That nay have been a defect
in nme.

*"|1f this thought truly occurred to del Gado at the tine, it clearly nade no | asting noral

i mpression. News buffs will renenber that he was one of several Ubichi nercenaries naned in
Conf ederati on genocide indictnents stenming fromillegal exploitation on Bonaventure, though he
was not convi cted.

- Dogfi ght

As soon as we recovered fromattack, for noral e purposes we |launched our |ast offensive, a pre-
enptive strike against a devel oping manta concentrati on. Everything, including armed zeppelins,
went. The mission was partially successful. Kept another attack fromhitting Beadle for a week
but it cost. None of the airships returned. Mrale sagged instead of rising. W'd planned to use
the zepps in our withdrawal -if ever authorized.

In line of seniority | took command of ny squadron after a manta nade the position avail able. But
| remai ned von Drachau's wi ng-nman. That nmade himless inpetuous. Still addicted to the flying, he
avoi ded of fending a nman who could ground him | was tenpted. Hs eye was still deadly, but his
concern over the intelligence of mantas had begun affecting his performance.

At first it was a barely noticeable hesitance in attack that nore than

once left blistered paint on his ship. Wth his timng a hair off he

sonetimes stalled close enough for a mania's bolt to caress his craft.

My adnonitions had little effect. H's flying continued to deteriorate.

And still | couldn't understand.

X

Hi s performance inproved dramatically six days after our strike into the Harridans, a day when he
had no tinme to think, when the wing's survival was on the line and maxinumeffort was a nust. (He
al ways perfornmed best under pressure. He never could explain how he'd brushed those ni ne nantas
off me that day. He'd torn through themwith the cold efficiency of a mlitary robot, but later
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couldn't renenber. It was as if another personality had taken control. | saw himgo through three
such possessions and he couldn't renmenber after any.) It was a battle in which we all flew

i nspired-and earned a Pyrrhic victory. . .the back of the wi ng was broken, but again Beadl e

survi ved.

The mantas cane at dawn, as before, and brought a whale herd with them There'd been snow, but
this time a hard night's work had cleared the catapults and sail ships. W were up and waiting.
They wal ked-or flewinto it. And kept coming. And kept com ng

And by wei ght of numbers drove us to ground. And once we'd lost the air the whal es noved in.

McCl ennon again called for aid fromdonninger. It came. W broke out. And soon were forced to
ground agai n. The nantas refused to be dismayed. A river cane across the Gap to replace | osses.

Cl onni nger signalled us for help. From Beadl e we watched endl ess col umms of whal es, varicol ored as
speci es m xed, nove down the dragline south. We could do nothing. Conninger was on its own.

McCl ennon ordered a hot air balloon | oaded with phosphorous bonbs, sent it out and blew it am dst
the mantas crowdi ng our |aunch gate. Horst and | junped into their snmoke. That entire m ssion we
i gnored mantas and concentrated on the whal es, who seened likely to destroy the net. Before
ammuni tion ran out we forced themto rejoin the mgration. But the mantas didn't |leave till dark
Qur ground batteries ran out of rockets. Half our ships were destroyed or permanently grounded.
Fromfrostbite as much as manta action (the day's high was -23° C.), a third of our people becane
casual ties. Fourteen pilots found pernmanent hones in the bottom of G nnunga Gap. Rescue bal |l oons
couldn't go after them

Par adoxi cal l y, perm ssion to withdraw canme just before we |ost contact with O onni nger

We began our wound-licking retreat at midnight, scabby remmants of squadrons |aunching into the
ink of the Gap, grabbing the ups, then slanting dowmn toward C onni nger. Ball oons began draggi ng
the line.

Cl onni nger was what we'd feared for Beadl e: churned earth and bones ethereally grimby dawn |ight.
The whal es had broken its defenses without difficulty. Appetites whetted, they'd noved on. From
three thousand neters the borders of the earth-brown river of devastation seemed to sweep the
hori zons. The silvery drag cabl e sketched a bright centerline for that death-path.

We were patrolling when the first airships cane south. The skies were utterly enpty, the ground
naked, silence total. Once snow covered the route only nenory would mark recent events.

Days passed. The C onninger story repeated itself down the cable, station after station, though
occasionally we found sal vageabl e survivors or equi prment. Operations seemed ended for our ground
units. But for us pilots it went on. W followed the line till we overtook straggler whales,
returned to work.

As the migration approached Derry corporate defenses stiffened. Though we'd | ost contact, it
seermed our function at the Gap had been to buy time. True, as | later |earned. A string of Beadle-
like fortress-bases were thrown across the northern and Sickle Islands routes. But even they
weren't strong enough. As the mantas | earned (even | found nyself accepting the intelligence
proposition), they becanme nore proficient at besieging and destroyi ng bases. The whal es grew | ess
fearful, nmore driven by their mating urge. Mantas would herd themto a base; they'd weck it
despite the nost furious defense. Both whal es and mantas abandoned fear, ignored their own | osses.
JG XIIl was out of the nmain action, of course, but we persevered-if only because we knew we'd
never get off planet if Derry fell. But we flewwith little enthusiasm Each additional destroyed
base or m ne (whatever Ubichi was after had to be unearthed) reassured us of the inevitability of
failure.

When a man goes nercenary in hopes of buying off, he undergoes special training. Mst have a
param litary orientation. (I use "nmercenary" |oosely.) Historical studies puzzled ne. Wiy had nen
so often fought on when defeat was inevitable? Wiy had they in fact given nore of thenselves in a
hopel ess cause? | was living it then and still didn't understand. JG XlII| performed miracles with
what it had, slaughtered whal es and nmantas by the hundreds, and that after everyone had abandoned
hope.

Horst reached the one fifty mark. | reached one hundred twenty. Al npbst every surviving pil ot
surpassed fifty kills. There were just thirty-three of us left.

Xl

On the spur of the nonent one day, based on two considerations, | nmade nmy first command deci sion
good wi nds during patrol and a grave shortage of supplies. For a nonth the wi ng had been |iving
and fighting off the remants of stations destroyed by migrating whales. Rations were a single
pal e neal each day. Qur remaining ammunition was all with us on patrol

VWhen | began this | neant to tell about nyself and Horst-Johann von Drachau. d ancing back, | see
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|'ve sketched a story of nyself and JG XIII. Still, it's alnpbst inpossible to extricate the forms -
especially since there's so little concrete to say about the man. My attenpts to characterize him
fail, so robotlike was he even with ne. Mstly |'ve specul ated, drawn on runor and used what |

| earned from Cormander McCl ennon. The few ti mes Horst opened at all he didn't reveal nuch, usually
only expressing an increasing concern about the nmantas. Wthout ny specul ations he'd read |ike an
excerpt froma service file.

The above is an adnonition to nyself: don't digress into the heroismand privation of the nonth
the wi ng operated i ndependently. That wasn't a story about von Drachau. He endured it without
coment. Yet sleeping in crude wooden shelters and eating downed manta w t hout conpl ai ni ng m ght
say somret hing about the man behind the facade, or sonething about changes that had occurred there.
Hard to say. He nmay've ignored privation sinply because it didn't inpinge on his persona

pr obl ens.

W were in the air, making the last patrol we could reasonably nmount. | had comand. In a wld
nmonent, inspired by good ups and winds, | decided to try breaking through to Derry territory.

Wt hout knowing how far it'd be to the nearest extant station-we hadn't seen outsiders since

borrowi ng the C onni nger squadrons. That Derry still held | could guess only fromthe fact that we
were still to its north and in contact with mantas and whal es.
The inspiration hit, | wag-winged follow nme and went into a long shallow glide. Derry itself |ay

over two hundred kil oneters away, a long fly possible only if we flitted fromup to up. Mich

I onger flights had been nade-though not against opposition

It took twelve hours and cost eight sailcraft, but we nade it. It was an ace day for everyone.
There seenmed to be a Horst-like despair about the mantas that |eft them sluggish in action. W
littered the barren earth with their corpses. Horst, with seven kills, had our |owest score.
Because | was behind himall the while | noticed he wasn't trying, shot only when a pilot was
endangered. This had been growi ng during the nmonth. He was as sluggi sh as the mantas.

Qur appearance at Derry generated m xed reactions. Enployees got a big lift, perhaps because our

survival presented an exanple. But managenment seemed unsettled, especially by our kill clainms, our
conplaints, and the fact that there were survivors they were obligated to rescue. Al they wanted
was to hold on and keep the mines working. But aid to JG XII| becane an instant cause celebre. It

was obvi ous there'd be enployee rebellion if our survivors were witten

of f.

| spent days being grilled, the price of arrogating command. The others were supposed to renain
quarantined for debriefing, but evaded their watchers. They did the public relations job. Soneone
spread the tales that were the base for von Drachau's | egend.

| tried to stop that, but to do so was beating ny head against a wall. Those people in the
shrinking Derry hol di ng needed a hero-even if they had to make himup, to fill in, pad, chop off
rough corners so he'd neet their needs. It devel oped quickly. | wonder how Horst woul d' ve reacted
had he been around for deep exposure. | think it night've broken his shell, but woul d ve gone to
is head too. Well, no matter now.

Mysel f, 1'd noni nate Commander M Cl ennon as the real hero of JG XIIlI. H's was the determ nation
and spirit that brought us through. But he was an adni nistrator

Much coul d be told about our stay at Derry, which |lasted through winter and spring, till |ong

after the manta processes of intellection ponderously ground to the conclusion that we humans
couldn't be smashed and eaten this tine. The fighting, of course, continued, and would till

Conf ederation intervened, but it stayed at a nodest |evel. They stopped coning to us. Morale
soared. Yet things were really no better. The mating whales still cut us off fromthe south polar
spaceport.

But the tale is dedicated to Horst-Johann von Drachau. It |asts

only anot her week.

Xl |
Once free of interrogation, | began preparing the wing to return to action. For years |'d been
geared to fighting; administration wasn't easy. | grew short-tenpered, began hunting excuses to

evade responsibility. Cursed nyself for making the decision that'd brought ne inside, even though
that'd nmeant volunteer crews taking zepps north with stores.
An early official action was an interview with Horst. He cane to ny cubby-office sullen and

dispirited, but cheered up when | said, "I'mtaking you off attack. You'll be my wi ngman."
" CGood. "

"I't neans that nuch?"

"What ?"
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"This stuff about nanta intelligence."

"Yeah. But you woul dn't understand, Sal. Nobody does."

I began ny "what difference does it nake?" speech. He interrupted.

"You know | can't explain. It's sonething like this: we're not fighting a war. In war you try to
denonstrate superiority of arns, to convince the other side it's cheaper to submt W're trying
for extermination here. Like with the Sangaree."

The Sangaree. The race his father had destroyed. "No big |oss."

"Wong. They were nasty, but posed no real threat. They could ve been handled with a treaty. W
had the power."

"No tears were shed.
"Wong again. But the gut reaction isn't over. You wait. Wen nen |like ny father and Adnmira
Beckhart and Commander McCl ennon and the other nilitarists who control Luna Conmmand fade away,
you'll start seeing a reaction. . .a whole race, Sal, a whole culture, independently evolved, with
all it might've taught us. "

It had to be rationalization, sonething he'd built for himself to nask a deeper unhappi ness.

"McCl ennon? You don't approve of hin®"

"Wl |, yeah, he's all right. | guess. But even when he di sagreed, he went along. In fact, ny
fat her never coul d' ve found the Sangaree homeworld without him If he'd revolted then, instead of
| ater when his actions turned and bit back. . .well, the Sangaree would be alive and he'd be off

starfishing with Any."

I couldn't get through. Neither could he. The speeches on the table were masks for deeper things.
There's no way to tal k about one thing and comuni cate something el se. "Going along,” | said.
"What' ve you been doi ng? How about the kid who squawks but goes al ong because he wants to fly?
That's what we're all doing here, Horst. Think |I'd be here if | could buy off any other way? Life
is conpromise. No exceptions. And you're old enough to knowit."*

Shoul dn't've said that. But | was irritable, unconcerned about what he'd think. He stared a
monent, then stal ked out, considering his own conpronises.

Two days later nmy ships were ordered up for the first tine since our arrival. Conmand had had
troubl e deciding what to do with us. | think we weren't enpl oyed because the brass were afraid we
were as good as we clained, which neant (by the sane illogical process that built |egends around
Horst and the wing) that our survival wasn't just a nmiracle, that we'd really been witten off but
had refused to die. Such accusations were going around and Command was sensitive to

t hem

W went up as air cover for the rescue convoy bringing our survivors in fromup the cable. W
woul dn't' ve been used if another unit had been available. But the mantas had a big push on, their
| ast maj or and only night offensive.

*Del Gado may indeed have said something of the sort at the tine, and have felt it, but again,
once the pressure was off, he forgot. He has been bought off for years, yet remains with Ubichi's
Arnmed Action

Command. He nust enjoy his work

- Dogf i ght

Wnds at Derry are sluggish, the ups are weak, and that night there was an overcast nasking the
noons. The aurora is insignificant that far south. Seeing was by lightning, a rough way to go.

We | aunched shortly after nightfall, spent al nbst an hour creeping to altitude, then clawed north
above the cable. Flares were out to mark it, but those failed us when we passed the | ast outpost.
After that it was twenty-five ships navigating by guesswork, maintaining contact by staying
headache-maki ng alert during |ightning flashes.

But it was also relaxing. | was doing sonething | understood. The whi sper of air over ny canopy
lulled ne, washed the week's aggravati ons away.

Cccasionally | checked nmy mirrors. Horst naintai ned perfect position on ny right quarter. The
others spread around in ragged formation, yielding conpactness and precision to safety. The night
t hreatened col li sions.

We found the convoy one hundred twenty kil ometers up the line, past mdnight, running slowy into
the breeze and flashing signals so we'd | ocate them | dropped down, signalled back with a

bi ol um nescent |antern, then clawed sone altitude, put the nen into wi de patrol patterns.
Everything went well through the night. The nantas weren't up in that sector

Dawn brought them about fifty in a flying circus they'd adopted fromus. W condensed formation
and began slugging it out.

They' d | earned. They still operated in pairs, but no |l onger got in one another's way. And they
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strove to break our pairs to take advantage of numbers. But when a pair |atched onto a sail plane
it becane their entire universe. W, however, shot at anything, whether or not it was a manta
agai nst which we were directly engaged.

They' d overadopted our tactics. | learned that within m nutes. Wen soneone got half a pair, the
other would slide out of action and stay out till it found a single manta of opposite sex.
Curious. (Shortly I'lIl comrent on the findings of the governnent investigators, who dug far deeper

than Ubi chi's exobi ol ogi sts. But one notion then current, just runor as the sentience hypothesis
becanme accepted, was that manta intelligence changed cyclically, as a function of the mating
cycle.)

We held our owmn. Al of us were alive because we were good. Dodging bolts was instinctual, getting
shells into manta guts second nature. We lost only two craft, total. One pilot. Two thirds of the
mant as went down.

Horst and | flew as if attached to ends of a metal bar. Book perfect. But the mantas forced us
away fromthe main fray, as many as twenty concentrating on us. (I think they recognized our

devi ces and decided to destroy us. If it were possible for hunans to be known to nantas, they'd' ve
been Horst and I.) | went into a robotlike nood |like Horst's on his high-kill days. Manta after
manta tunbl ed away. My shooting was flaw ess. Brief bursts, naybe a dozen shells, were all | used.
| seldom ni ssed

As sometines happened in such a brawm, Horst and | found our stations reversed. A savage naneuver
that left my glider creaking put me in the wingman slot. During it Horst scored his hundred fifty-
eighth kill, clearing a manta off ny back. Far as | know that was the only time he fired.

The arrangenment was fine with ne. He was the better shot; let himclear the ness while | protected
his back. W'd resune proper positions when a break in the fighting cane.

A nonment |ater Horst was in firing position beneath a fermale who' d expended her bolt (it then took
several minutes to build a charge). He bored in, passed so close their wings nearly brushed. But
he didn't fire. | took her out as | cane up behind.

The eyes. Again | saw themcl osely. Puzzlenent and pain(?) as she fol ded and fell

Three tinmes that scene repeated itself. Horst wouldn't shoot. Behind himl cursed, threatened,
pronmi sed, feared. Tried to get shells into his targets, but nissed. He naneuvered so | was in poor
position on each pass.

Then the nantas broke. They'd lost. The rest of the squadron pursued, |osing ground because the
nmonsters were better equipped to grab altitude.

Horst went high. At first | didn't understand, just continued cursing. Then | saw a manta, an old
mal e circling alone, and thought he'd gotten back in track, was going after a kill

He wasn't. He circled in close and for a seeming eternity they flewwingtip to wingtip, eyeballing
one anot her. Two creatures alone, unable to communi cate. But sonething passed between them Nobody
believes me (since it doesn't fit the von Drachau | egend), but | think they nade a suicide pact.
Flash. Bolt. Horst's ship staggered, began snoking. The death's-head had di sappeared from his
fusel age. He started down.

| put everything in ny magazines into that old male. The explosions tore himto shreds.

| caught Horst a thousand neters down, pulled up wingtip to wingtip. He still had control, but
poorly. Snoke filled his cockpit. Little flames peeped out where his enbl em had been. The canvas
was ripping fromhis airfrane. By hand signals | tried to get himto

bai|l out.
He signalled he couldn't, that his canopy was stuck. Maybe it was, but when MC ennon and
returned a nonth |ater, after the migration had passed south, | had no trouble lifting it away.

Maybe he wanted to die.

O maybe it was because of his |egs. Wien we collected his remains we found that the nmanta bolt
had j agged through his cockpit and cooked his | egs bel ow the knees. There'd've been no saving him
Yet he kept control nost of the way down, losing it only in the last five hundred neters. He
stal l ed, spun, dove. Then he recovered and nmanaged a | ow angle crash. He rolled nose over tail
then burned. Finis. No nore Horst-Johann

| still don't understand.*

*"Hawki ns, you keep harping on the 'neaningl of Horsfs death. Christ, man, that's nmy point: it had
no neaning. In nmy terns. By those he utterly wasted his life; his voluntary term nation didn't
alter the military situation one iota. Even in terns your readers understand it had little

meani ng. They're vicarious fighters; their outlooks aren't rmuch different than m ne-except they
want my skin for taking a bite fromtheir sacred cow. Horst was a self-appointed Christ-figure.
Only in martyr's terns does his death have neaning, and then only to those who believe any
intelligence is holy, to be cherished, defended, and allowed to followits own course utterly free
of external influence. What he and his ilk fail to understand is that it's right down deep-
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streanbed fundanental to the nature of OUT intelligence to interfere, overpower, exploit and
obliterate. W did it to one another before First Expansion; we've done it to Toke, U antonid and
Sangaree; we'll continue doing it.

“I'n terns of acconplishment, yes, he bought sonething with his life, An injunction agai nst Vbichi
operations on Canelot. There's your mneaning, but one that makes sense only in an ethical franework
nost people won't conprehend. Believe ne, |'ve tried. But |I'mincapable of seeing the universe and
its contents in other than tool-cattle terns. Now have the balls to tell ne I'min the mnority."
Froma private letter by Sal vador del Gado

- Dogf i ght

Xl

According to the latest, the relationship between Manta and whale is far nore conpl ex than anyone
at Ubi chi ever guessed. (CGuessed-Ubichi never cared. Irked even ne that at the height of Corporate
operations, Ubichi had only one exobiol ogist on planet-a virol ogi st-bacteriologist charged with
finding sone disease with which to infect the whales. Even | could appreciate the possible

advant ages in accunul ati on of know edge.) At best, we thought, when the intelligence theory had
gai ned comon currency, the whal es served as cattle for the mantas.

Not so, say Confederation's researchers. The mantas only appear to herd and control the whales.
The whal es are the true nmasters. The mantas are their equival ent of dogs, fleet-w nged servants
for the ponderous and poorly maneuverable. Their very slow growh of ability to cope with our
aerial tactics wasn't a function of a cyclic increase in intelligence, it was a reflection of the
difficulty the whales had projecting their defensive needs into our nuch faster and nore
maneuverabl e frane of reference. By nmeans of severely linited control

At the time it seened a perfectly |ogical assunption that the nantas were upset with us because we
were destroying their food sources. (They live on a nouse-sized parasite conmon anongst the forest
of organs on a whale's back.) It seenmed much nore unlikely, even unreasonable, that the whal es

t hensel ves were the ones upset and were sendi ng nantas agai nst us, because those were better able

to cope, if alittle too dull to do it well. The whal es always carried out the attacks on our
ground facilities, but we nissed the hint there
It seems the nmanta was originally domesticated to defend whales froma pterodactyl-Iike flying

predat or, one which mantas and whal es had hunted al nost to extinction by the tine Ubichi arrived
on Canelot. As hunmans and dogs once did with wolves. Until the governnment report we were only
vaguely aware of the creatures. They never bothered us, so we didn't bother them

The rel ationshi p between whal es and nmantas is an anci ent one, one whi ch donesticati on doesn't
adequately describe. Nor does synbiosis, effectively. Evolution has forced upon both an incredibly
conpl ex and clunsy reproductive process that |eaves theminextricably bound together.

In order to go into esterus the femal e manta nmust be exposed to prol onged equatorial tenperatures.
She mates in the air, in a dance as conplex and strange as that of earthly bees, but only with her
chosen nate. Sonewhat |ike Terran marsupials, she soon gives birth to unfornmed young. But now it
gets weird. The marsupial pouch (if such | may call it for argunent's sake) is a specially

devel oped seni-wonb atop the back of a male whale. Wiile instinct conpels her to deposit her young
there, the mal e whal e envel opes the she-nmanta in a clutch of frondlike organs, which caress her
body and |l eave a whitish dust-his "spernf. Once her young have been transferred, the femal e manta
goes into a kind of travel-frenzy, like a bee flitting fromflower to flower visiting all nearhby
whal es. Any receptive female she visits will, with organs not unlike those of the male, stroke the
"spernt from her body.

I ncredi bly conplicated and clunsy. And unromantic. But it works.

W never woul d've learned of it but for Horst-who, | think, had nothing of the sort in nmind when
he let that old nanta bolt hi m down.

And that's about all there is to say. It's a puzzle story. Wiy did von Drachau do it? | don't know
or don't want to know but | work under severe handicaps. |I'man Od Earther. | never had a father
to play push-ne pull-you with my life. |I never learned to care nmuch about anythi ng outside nyself.
A neager loyalty to conpanions in action is the best |'ve ever nmustered. But enough of excuses.
The fighting with nmantas continued four years after Horst's death, through several |esser
nmigrations that never reached the mating grounds. Then a governnent inquiry board finally stepped
i n-after Commander McC ennon and Fl eet Adnmiral von Drachau had spent three years knocking on doors

at Luna Command (Ubichi's wealth has its power to blind). Their investigations still aren't
conplete, but it seenms they'll rule Canelot permanently off limts. So Horst did buy sonething
with his Iife. Had he not died, | doubt the Commander woul d've gotten angry enough to act.
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That he did so doesn't entirely please me, of course. | inherited his position. Though I pulled
down a handsone incone as JGKill's wing | eader and on-going top killer, | loathed the
adm ni strative donkey work. Still, | admre the courage he showed.

| also admre Horst, despite his shortcom ngs, despite nyself. But he wasn't a hero, no natter
what people want to hear ne say. He was a snot-nosed kid used to getting his own way who threw a
sui ci dal tantrum when he saw there was no other way to achi eve his ends.

And that's it, the rolling down of the socks to expose the feet of clay. Believe the stories or
believe his wingman. It's all the same to nme. |'ve got mne in and don't need your approval. *

*Not true, in your editor's opinion. Especially in his private conmunications, del Gado seens very
much interested in finding approval of things he has done. Perhaps he has a conscience after all.
He certainly seens desperate to find justification for his life.

- Dogf i ght
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