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Chapter (One

Down the formi dable I ength of the corridor fronting the | ocks, the dead

out nunbered the living. Contorted bodies sprawl ed singly, or lay across
others: nortal foes intertwined in a final, grimenbrace. Black-clad, stil
forms littered the deck in far greater plenitude than did those shrouded in
dull slate blue. Pools of crinmson glistened wetly. Smears of the same gaudy
hue accented the uniformdrabness of the walls. A brooding silence hung in
sweat-tainted air lately vibrating with shouts, shrieks, sharp cracks of

el ectroni ¢ weaponry, the dull thudding of boots on netal plates, the ringing
chime of sword on red-streaked sword.

Feet planted wide apart, lithe body quivering with passion, blue eyes bl azing,
sword-arm and bright blade splashed with |ife-blood not her own, Signe glared
inregal wath at the pressure-proof door of the nowairless |ock, well aware
that the Commander of the Third Colunbian MIlitary Corps at this very nonent
ascended unscathed into the black void of interworld space. Sharply
conflicting enotions warred in the Gaean |eader's nind. Norman still |ives !
she raged inwardly. The instigator of this costly war escaped unhurt--dam his
slime-rotted black soul! But he's in transit back to Col unbi a--soundly

def eat ed!

W' ve achi eved our forenmpst goal --driven the invaders off our world, over the
br oken bodi es of these poor bastards Nornman abandoned. Knowi ng that their

| eader just callously sacrificed their lives, these Col unbi an spacer-fighters
absolutely refused to surrender--died to give the brute the precious tine he

needed to battle his way to this |ock, board his ship and escape. Well, our
ten- Eart hyear-1ong struggle on the surface just ended, but a new chall enge
lies ahead. Norman started this war, but 1'Il fight it to a finish he and his

i mperialistic countrynen can't conceive possi bl el

Two tall figures strode up to stand on either side of the Commander. As the
elder man laid an armin a purely conradely gesture across Signe's shoul ders,
bl eached bl ue eyes deeply set in a seanmed visage disfigured by an old,
slanting, sword-cut scar mirrored the enotions racking the victorious world

| eader. As if sonme nonentary flash of nmental telepathy united the mnds of the
two veteran fighters, Signe sensed that Conor's train of thought paralleled
her own. Wen she turned to neet his glance, he drawl ed softly, "Too high a
price, these gallant fools paid. Norman should be |ying dead on this deck."

"I agree," Signe rasped.

"He woul d be, had these nen surrendered," Mrgan acknow edged, won to grudgi ng
adm ration of intransigent foes bent on extracting a final neasure of revenge
even as they drew their last rattling breaths. Hs fluidly expressive face

swi ftly changed as he surveyed the carnage. Contenpt flashed across an open
conely countenance spattered with caked gore slowy dissolving in sweat.
Havi ng sheathed a long, rapier-like blade, the younger man ran a hand through
a thatch of thick auburn hair in an habitual, unconscious gesture. "Norman
didn't step out of character when he made his exit, that's for damed sure,”
he observed acidly.

Circumventing the huddl ed corpse of a fallen foe, Eric silently studied
Si gne' s expression. Sensing her acute frustration, sharing it, the Senior
Captai n sought to master the anger inseparable fromthe fierce delight
engendered by the victory.

H s joy outweighing his wath, Sean wordl essly squeezed Mdrgan's shoul der
pronpting that exhausted warrior to smle with mani fest satisfaction at his



first cousin.

Behind the five swordsnen whose prowess at wi el ding those gl eam ng bl ades in
hand-t o- hand conbat exceeded that of any of their subordinates, two other
menbers of Signe's core staff now appeared. Theo and Jassy took no tine out in
which to gloat over the nagnitude of the victory. The two veteran conbatants
det ached nmassi ve el ectroni ¢ handweapons fromslings at their waists, pulled
of f goggl es equi pped with inmagers for aimng the bul ky devices, and issued
orders to the men and wonen threading their way through piles of dead,
searching for any survivors: friends or foes. The victory culmnating a bitter
revolt spanning a decade of Earthyears produced no tunultuous rejoicing. The
victors stoically set about the nerve-wenching task of clearing the fina
batt| egr ound.

An hour later, two husky Gaean corpsnen strode by their captain bearing the
last of the fallen. Indifferently tailored slate blue uniforms clinging danply
to perspiring bodi es exuded a pungent aronm, offering Theo tangi bl e evidence
that the adjustment of the fabric had long since failed. Bleak gray eyes
followed the pair hustling the black-garbed corpse towards its destination

the refrigerated antechanber where it would lie waiting its turnin a
crematoriumdirely overworked of |ate.

We ought to hold a brief mass nmenorial for the Col unbian dead , the

schol ar-turned-warrior reflected, struck of a sudden w th overwhel i ng
convi ction. Those Third Corpsnmen fought with fanatical valor until the |ast
man fell. If they granted no nercy, neither did they beg for any. I'll see
that they aren't sinply incinerated |ike non-recyclable offal

A mind contenplative by nature stilled the inpulse pronpting an acti ve,
conpact body to hasten down the deck defiled by rusty snears, and join in the
wor k of clearing barricades from passageways in the habitat bel ow The
historian in Theo objected, demanding that this noment not pass without
conment by an intellect schooled to anal yze the significance of epocha
changes in hunman affairs.

Staring unseeing into the distant reaches of the cavernous corridor, the
veteran officer recalled the twenty-hour span constituting all the warning of
i mm nent attack afforded the horrified civil |eaders of the citizenry
scattered over thirty-nine inhabited planetoids within the Gaean G oup. A
student of |ogic applauded the prodigies of organization achieved on Min
Wrld after Sigurd and his Council of Mnisters deduced that a peace-loving
soci ety--one possessing no neans of retreat and little of offense--faced

i nvasion by a heavily arned force led by a Colunbian nmilitary careerist. That
enemny, bent on conquest, the Gaean | eaders accurately judged to be notivated
by a conpelling lust for power allied to el emental greed.

The selfless patriot reliving the past thrilled anewto the call to arms

i ssued by Sigurd' s daughter. Pride surged as Theo recalled how swiftly Signe's
i npassi oned appeal rallied the nucleus of a force of fighters around a
charismatic athlete who even then possessed amazing skill with a sword:
proficiency rare anong the Gaean rebels. Adnmiration rose uppernost as he

vi sual i zed the heroic struggle she nounted so as to overcone an all but

i nsuper abl e di sadvantage: the | ack of skill at swordsmanship al nost

uni versal ly exhi bited by a popul ace i nbued with pacifistic ideals.

We faced enenies who grew up enpl oyi ng the one weapon that Col unbi an custom
traditionally allowed any citizen to wield for the purpose of settling
personal quarrels in legally sanctioned duels, the veteran recollected
sonberly. That initial deficiency cost us heavily in lives.



H s eyes renote, the fornmer professor of history reviewed the factors
precipitating the violent conflict now entering a new phase. >From the nonent
Johann made his landfall in this star-systemone hundred fifty-one Earthyears
ago, the Colunbian majority among his settlers proved thensel ves treacherous
allies to the Gaean contingent, Theo runinated sadly. You'd think all factions
of the Triple Alliance would have | earned sonething fromthe wars that
devastated Earth's col oni es of spacefaring settlers, but no such enlightennent
occurr ed.

Johann--warrior, pirate, visionary, colony-founder--forged that agreenent by
the sheer force of his personality. H's nercenary spacer-fighters nmarried the
sisters and daughters of a creative elite: colonial scientists and engi neers
far too ruggedly individualistic to feel confortable rejoining the packed
horde of easily led, mndlessly gregarious, bureaucratically controlled
humani ty indi genous to Earth. Those two groups of hardy adventurers--ancestors
of the present-day Col unbians--allied thenselves with the first Gaeans:

cl anni sh pacifists plentifully endowed with the courage required to join
Johann in a venture of incalculable risk

Three great ships, tethered together, utilized some awesome, hitherto untested
power external to thenselves, which flung theminto a near-I|ight-speed journey
t hat perhaps took themtenporarily outside our universe. That tine-dilated
Junp | anded our forebears in the environs of a giant gaseous planet of a star
in the same spectral class as Sol--a star |ocated an uni nmagi nabl e di stance
across the galaxy fromthe birthplace they knew they'd | eft forever

You'd think in their sobering, irreversible isolation fromthe civilization

t hat spawned them those refugees froma system devastated by two space wars
woul d have gotten al ong. But the Col unbi ans never changed that nercenary
fighter's mentality, even if Johann rose above it, nor did the Gaeans ever

| ose their stubborn belief that safety lay not in armanment, but in insularity.
When t he Col unbi ans sought to appropriate Johann's Fl agship, he vanished in
hi s fabul ous warship. Qur ancestors left shortly afterward: lifted the CGaea
one last time, and nmade the transit to an aggregation of dense netallic rocks
clustered about the second of two stable libration points in Dyson's orbit
around the gas giant.

The first Col unbi ans remai ned entrenched on Johann's original colony-site.
That airless captive asteroid appealed to the | eader making his landfall, not
only because its density causes its gravity to approach that of Earth, but
al so because the rock fornms one of a pair of binary bodies revol ving around
the sane point in space within the Colunbian Group. The second rock of the
pair--the lce Wrld--provides a pricel ess abundance of water ice.

The Gaeans, settling upon planetoids |ocated at L-4, thought thensel ves safe
fromaggression on the part of their treacherous forner allies at L-5. Wl
they erred mghtily. So here we are, those of us who lived to throw Norman off
Main Worl d of Gaea: pacifists turned conbatants--victors in countless battles
waged hand-to-hand through habitats and corridors separated fromthe vacuum of
the void only by the negligible width of steel-plated, water-filled, double
hull's. Chancy, our lives, in the best of tinmes--even during that peaceful
pre-war existence we nostalgically recall as idyllic.

The man unwounded, but suffering froma severe case of battle fatigue
absently wi ped a sleeve across a brow to which curly brown hair clung danmply.
A faint shadow of beard darkened the pale skin of cheeks that had never known
the direct light of the distant sun. Lines of strain tenporarily aged the
sensitive face so expressive of whatever thoughts animated its owner's
intelligent, conpassionate nmind. Sorrow, relief, revulsion generated by an



i nnate horror of slaughter, however necessary: all showed on the grave,
cleanly chiseled features of the officer in his md-thirties. One enption
failed to register. Theo possessed a nature incapable of harboring virul ent
hatred, even for so rapaci ous an eneny as Nor nan

On the day following the culmnating battle of the surface war, Signe waved
her six captains into seats in an office in the habitat that fornerly served
as Norman's headquarters. Exam ning faces nakedly attesting to bone-weariness,
the prem er warrior saw superinposed over warm live flesh the ghostly inmages
of men and wonmen sacrificed to insure final victory. Pride contended with
still-raw pain.

We're old hands at the sort of fighting we face now-a disciplined,
conbat - seasoned force of veterans lacking only one crucial skill |, she
exulted. Vell, we'll renedy that deficiency in short order . The voice the
rebel |eader could pitch to carry above a hand-to-hand battle sent gal vanic
i mpul ses flashing al ong nerves sensitized to its nuances. "Gentlenen, we're
going to steal a Col unbian ship."

You might know , the Senior Captain groused inwardly. Twenty-four hours after
she watched Nornan's fleeing vessels fade into nothingness on the screens in
this very cabin, Signe's planning a raid. Sorrowful shades of our
mul titudi nous dead, girl, take a day or two to savor your victory! Rest up

Al t hough no hint of the master swordsman's di sapprobation showed on his face,
Signe intuitively divined her ol dest captain's thoughts. "Eric, there's
nowhere to go fromthe pinnacle we've reached, but down, if we keep our boots
firmy planted on this rock," she reminded himlevelly. "W can't afford that
| uxury. This hard-won peace will prove short-lived, if we sit back in snug
conpl acency. We're going up--contest the Col unbians' suprenacy in interworld
space. "

She reads nminds. Mne, at any rate . Eric nmanaged a wy snile even as his gut
knot t ed.

"Twenty-four hours of peace. | enjoyed this brief spell of knowing | won't
need to gear up for tonorrow s battle, but |I'mdamed well certain that this
state of affairs won't last. You're right, Signe. It's time we went nobile in
the void!" Wth a fluid gesture of a hand, Mrgan punctuated that boldly
unqual i fi ed acceptance of a daunting order

"Peace, hell. Al we've won is a pause that lets us catch our breath. Until we
match Colunbia in fighting power across interworld space, we'll renmain as
tenpting a target for invasion in the eyes of any power-crazed Col unbian as we
were for Norman." Conor nade that assertion adamantly, consciously forcing
fromthe screen of his inner awareness a vivid portrait rising unsumoned, of
the bel oved wife who fell dead of a lethal electronic pul se as she fought at
his side a scant five weeks earlier

"To fly.take themon in the void! |I'mready."

As ready to fight themon any ground--agai nst whatever daunting odds--as
you' ve been since you joined at sixteen, Sean

Noting that Signe's face at that nmonent plainly reveal ed her thoughts, her
youngest captain sniled warmy at the Commander, his response generating an
upwel I ing of pride in the woman silently comrendi ng a warrior she honored.

To fly. Could I learn what that feat will require, and then force nyself
unflinchingly to target nanned vessels arnmed with Earth-built weaponry?



Learning to fight hand-to-hand--to kill--took a toll on ny enotional bal ance,
Theo acknow edged, nowi se afflicted by self-delusion. But | nmastered the art.

Signe's right. Sitting back conplacently now will |ose us everything our best
and bravest died to gain. The struggle isn't over. | can't quit until we
achi eve a peace that will |ast beyond our lifetimes. As that conclusion grew

i nescapabl e, the scholarly Captain's steadfast gray eyes conveyed a nute but
wel cone nessage to his superior

"Whatever it takes to finish what we started, |'mready to tackle," Jassy
growl ed, no abstruse ethical considerations troubling his stalwart soul. Jaw
jutting, bulldog face creased into a black frown, the man renowned as much for
his expertise at electronics as for his prowess in battle spoke his thought
with characteristic bluntness. "Dammed if | can see how we'll fly the ship we
steal, though. Surely you don't plan to trust your life to a taned Col unbi an
captain, do you, Signe?"

"Hardly," the Commander retorted vehemently. "We'Ill learn to operate a ship.
I've spent the bulk of what little free time | managed to gain over the past
six Earthyears, studying the theoretical aspects of navigation. The sequences
for lifting a vessel and naking a transit are for the nobst part automatic. The
cal cul ati ons an operator needs to insert into those prograns, |'ve learned to
perform |'ve devel oped strategi es for augnenting that basic know edge:
strategies I'Il inplenment myself. The problem confronting us nowis that of
acquiring a ship. Aprize, this one will be: one of the original twenty-four
carried to this systemfromEarth. A vessel armed with the irreproducible
weaponry. "

An i npul sive exclamation burst from Morgan. "What a coup that would be!"

Signe's got her plan of attack laid out to the last detail , Eric conceded
glumy. She'll lead the creamof her warriors on this fearsonely dangerous
strike. We could | ose the highest echelon of our mlitary | eadership if her
venture fails. Signe, don't cast away all we've gained at so heavy a cost!
Your life especially. Qur world can't afford to | ose you...

| mperi ous blue eyes raked the nman whose thoughts the war-| eader seened
unerringly able to read. "Vacillation constitutes the main danger now, Eric.
This opportuni st who seized autocratic power over Colunbia two Earthyears ago

still has his hands full, dealing with the other four mlitary commanders he
out maneuvered. | don't intend to give Arlen the | east advantage while he
finishes consolidating his power, so he can turn his full attention to us.
W'll waste no tine before taking to space.™

"No one will ever accuse you of vacillating, Signe."

The smile the Gaean | eader flashed her senior officer transfigured the ova
face framed by startling silvery hair, softening faint |ines etched by sorrow,
pain, |oss of valued conrades, and conscious acceptance of the consequences of
brutally difficult decisions forcefully rendered. Signe |ooked ol der than her
thirty Earthyears. Enotional trauma engendered by fighting in the forefront of
countl ess assaults as sanguinary as this last, indelibly inmprinted her
intensely alive, vibrantly expressive, resolutely determ ned, singularly
arresting count enance.

Eric smled back. For a brief instant, a |likeness sprang into being: an
uncanny resenbl ance between the still-young woman so oddly crowned in silver
and her gol den-haired, blue-eyed kinsman, a phenonenal swordsnman whose
graceful body displayed youthful vigor despite his sixty-six Earthyears.

Si gne now i ssued two key nen a ringing challenge. "The Col unbi ans know Nor man



stripped Gaea of ships, so they're still brazenly working the mne on Penn's
Rock they refuse to relinquish¥as if the nmetals Norman systematically

pl undered all over Gaea weren't |oot enough. Unmanned drones once routinely
made the transit between that mne and Main Wrld. One of those carriers

survives here. Jassy, you'll reinstall the renote-controlling hardware Penn's
grandson hid. Conor, you'll refit the vehicle so that a twel ve-nenber assault
force can ride the outfit to the mne. One of Third Corps' first-class vessels
periodi cally descends there. W'll seize that ship.”

Conor eyed his superior reflectively even as he nodded. "I expect 1'll be able

to rig sonething. Wn't be any pleasurable jaunt, the trip we take init,
t hough." Nor any cinch, what you plan on pulling off | he qualified his assent
nmental | y.

A soul -searing vision rose unbidden. The utilitarian cabin faded. Consuned
with grief, heedless of his own |ife, Conor again charged towards the eneny
force thrown back upon the barricade fromwhich lone's slayer had ained the
fatal pulse. A wi cked blade pierced flesh. Yanking bloody steel free with
strength anplified by his rage and his pain, the bereaved husband gl i npsed
terror in eyes that dulled as the dying foe dropped to be trod under boots
that raced onwards. Amid a yelling press of conbatants, the Gaean naddened by
bl ood-1ust cut, slashed, thrust, hacked, and shoul dered his way towards the
burly, black-clad Col unbian he targeted.

Unawar e that he shouted, the attacker whose distinctively scarred face

proj ected i ncandescent wath | eaped up the side of the barricade, |eft hand
clawi ng at the packed debris, right still welding the nowcrinmson sword. A
warrior-captain universally feared by nen thensel ves redoubtable fighters rose
to his full inposing height atop the pile, even as his adversary slipped out
of the sling holding the device now whol ly di scharged, to brandish the heavy
weapon like a club. Maneuvering with consummate skill on the treacherous
surface, the avenger drove thirty centinmeters of steel into the guts of the
foe that had felled his wife. Surrounded by antagonists, he fought on with
undi m ni shed, deadly effect: killed, and killed again.

"We' |l ride home in style, Conor." That confident prediction of Signe's jolted
the veteran back to the present, and elicited one of the surviving spouse's
rare smles.

Heartened by that response, the Commander outlined her plan. "Forty nen staff
the mne. Ten will be occupied far bel ow the surface. Ten nore will be asl eep
Twenty others will either be doing admnistrative tasks or relaxing on their
off-time. We'll dock during the spacers' main sleep-shift. Their captain

i nspects goods consigned to a cargo ship that arrives once a fourweek, and
transports precious netals Norman evidently refuses to trust to the cargo
spacers. This captain--always the same one--docks four days before the cargo
shi p descends, and |l eaves the day after it lifts. The Col unbi ans know we
possess neither ships nor navigational skills. They won't expect a strike."

Conor's index finger absently traced the sword-cut scar furrowing a face
seanmed as nmuch by cunul ati ve personal |oss as by age. "Those carriers dock in
slips adjacent to the habitat. Wn't the nen manni ng the boards pick us up on
their scanni ng screens?"

"Not after we spray the drone with a nicrolayer of Gaeanite."
Conpr ehensi on, bl ended with shock, flashed across six faces. Forgetting to

signal that he wished to comment, Sean blurted out, "That would cost a
fortunel™



No stickler for protocol when engaged in a discussion such as this, Signe
failed even to notice the lack of the requisite gesture of the hand. "In
normal tinmes, it would, Sean. However, |'ve persuaded heads of patriotic
mning famlies to donate a hoard of Gaeanite worth several fortunes, to the
cause. Your famly, Sean--Mrgan's father, and your own--proved especially
generous. Fromtheir distant rock, they're organizing and financing a crew of

former enployees living here on Main Wrld, who'll apply a mcrolayer of the
m neral by vacuum vapor deposition. That coating will absorb all wavel engths
of electromagnetic radiation illumnating the drone, thereby rendering the

vehi cl e undet ectabl e on scanni ng screens. Qur plasma exhaust will show on
mul tispectral screens, as well as on the vid, but since the former are

ti me-del ayed by ten mnutes, and no crew nonitoring the traffic in the space
over a base ever glances at the vid, I'mconfident that we'll descend

undet ected. Jassy, you'll be able to prevent the carrier's contact with the
slip fromgiving notice to the men manning the boards at the mne, will you
not ?"

"Il rig a way."

Hi s imagi nation fired by Signe's visualization, Mrgan chortled, "The
Col unbi ans won't know where we dropped from"

Theo again recalled the past. "W owe a nmajor debt to those patriots who died
rather than let the smallest sanple of the alloy fall into Norman's hands,
during ten Earthyears of occupation,” he reminded his conrades, shuddering at
the thought of what course history would have taken had Nornman ever discovered
the strategic value of the rare substance, scoured the Goup in a nurderous
qguest for hidden hoards, and rendered his nilitary ships undetectable.

W do indeed , Sean agreed feelingly, if silently, recalling the sunmary
execution of a well-loved cousin who, knowi ng that interrogation under truth
conpeller would force himto reveal where he hid the treasure in his keeping,
had set off a detonation of blasting gel, thereby obliterating a considerable
quantity of the precious mneral even as the invaders bent on pillage storned
into the mining facility owned by his famly

Frowni ng, Sean directed a question at Signe, while resting his eyes on Jassy.
"How do we avoid dying when the drone enters the fields that protect the hul
of the habitat fromthe inpacts of neteoroids?"

In response to Signe's gesture, the expert offered a wel cone reassurance. "The
drones enit a signal that deactivates the fields in the slips and surrounding
area upon their approach.”

"WIl we find a pressurized route leading to the occupied part of the
conpl ex?"

Meeting Conor's sternly interrogatory glance squarely, Signe unhesitatingly
stated the wholly valid concern that she knew pronpted the query. "That
worries ne, I'Il freely admt. If we blunder suited into an ambush, twelve
aspiring spacer-fighters will die before they can offer even a token

resi stance. "

"Exactly ny point," Conor stated evenly.

"We'll die of suffocation before we arrive at our destination, if we vonmt in
the hel mets of our pressure suits during the ride," Eric interjected bluntly,
consi dering that danger to be the worst facing them

"We' || dose ourselves with the pills that prevent notion-sickness," Signe
count er ed.



"Those didn't do nuch for ne when | nmade the transit to Colunbia thirty
Eart hyears ago, nor did | fare any better on the return voyage." That epic
journey rose vividly in the objector's nenory, producing a grimnace.

"I could pressurize the drone," Conor offered nmusingly. "Build into it three
cabins fromthose |lifeboats we disabled just before Nornman escaped. W could
fly suited--don the hel mets before |l eaving the carrier--but once we enter the

m ne..” Two parallel creases furrowing the scarred warrior's forehead deepened
further.

"I hardly expect that Norman's crews altered any of the |ife-support systens,"
Si gne decl ared, her brisk rebuttal producing nods of agreenent fromthree of
the officers listening intently. "The entire habitat will nost |ikely contain
breathable air. W'll shed our suits as soon as we enter the conplex. The

Col unbi ans won't be expecting any attack, so we shouldn't encounter a

wel coming party."”

"If one shows up, we'll get caught--literally--with our pants down," Conor
retorted tartly, no whit loath to speak his nmind to the Conmander who
routinely solicited the opinions of her staff-nenbers before |aunching any
direly hazardous strike.

Signe's silvery laugh, supportive rather than derisive, warmed her captains

wi t hout | essening their reservations in the |east degree. "I'mafraid that's a
risk we'll need to run," the strategist declared stoutly. "Four of us wll
pack mlitary handweapons--eight will stay unencunbered to fight with swords.
W' || keep our battle-plan flexible. Timing will be crucial.”

"WIl we be able to fly that outfit back here if we're forced to retreat?"

"Only if one of us stays behind to throw the switch on the control panel," the
nmechani cal expert informed his conrade grimy

Hi s question pronpted by curiosity, not fear, Mrgan shrugged as he voiced the
t hought sinultaneously striking his five peers. "Retreat won't be an option

so we'll fight the harder for knowi ng that we've got to claw our way aboard
that ship." Chancing to nmeet Theo's eyes, he added sardonically, "Providing we
can reach a target defended by the whole forty-nan garrison, plus a crew of
twel ve crack spacer-fighters."

"You give a fight all you' ve got, whatever the chances of w nning," Theo
countered, his inmpulsive commendation conveying adniration wholly unm xed with
envy of a man younger than his own self--a man whom the fighter-by-necessity
percei ved as designed by nature to be a warrior-adventurer

"Stealth added to the advantage conferred by the el enent of surprise m ght
wel | bal ance odds that seemat first glance dammed poor," Conor observed
t hought ful | y.

"Plus a healthy dose of luck," Sean added equably, no whit unnerved by the
danger he woul d shortly face.

"We'll aimfor readiness a day before the targeted vessel is due to descend,
Conor," Signe declared, her tone signhaling an end to the period of discussion
"What ever assi stance you require, comrandeer. Morgan and Sean, you'll lend a

hand with the crew your famly provides. Qur assault force will consist of the
seven of us, plus Yuri, Ml colm Jess, Teeny, and Madelyn."

"CGaean spacers," Sean breathed. "We'll nake the snatch. We can't afford not
to." Youthful, handsone features bearing a strong resenblance to Mrgan's
proj ect ed whol ehearted acceptance of the need to run a form dable risk.



Consciously exerting the full power of an indomitable will, Eric banished the

i nsi di ous doubts still plaguing him "We' Il do our dammedest," he vouchsafed
calmy

When have you ever done otherw se? Signe silently comended the man she
unerringly judged to be still not wholly convinced of the feasibility of her
pl an.

The day cane when Signe's assault team | ay harnessed into couches, four people
to each of three cabins installed by Conor inside the drone. O the twelve nen
and woren, Eric al one guessed accurately just how stressful this lift in a
vessel not designed to accompdate the sensitivity of human stonachs,

muscul ature, or delicate mechanisns of the inner ear, would prove. O deal

this flight will be , he warned his alter ego glunly. | hope to hell this
ancient outfit holds together under the strains of the lift!

Lying tautly within the rigid, fluid-filled cocoon equipped with a breathing
regul ator--standard gear designed to mtigate the effects of accel erating out
of the gravity wells of planetoids so dense that the nass of the |argest
approached that of Earth--Signe gripped the exterior of the harness with one
hand, and a gl ass-cloth bag providing i nsurance agai nst disaster with the
other. Her eyes fixed upon the clock installed by the meticul ous nmechanica
geni us, the Commander counted down the final, seem ngly endl ess seconds unti
the tine set for |aunch

Ani d a shuddering visible throughout the fabric of the cranped cabin, and a
silence the nore eerie for the magnitude of the brutal force slanmmi ng

har nessed bodi es downwards into the couches, the ungainly vehicle soared into
the voi d.

Fi ndi ng the physical effects worse than she expected, Signe fought a
devast ati ng onsl aught of nausea. The sane pressure that assaulted her
magni fi cent physique acted on the fluid in the harness, enabling her finely
conditioned body to nmaintain the flow of blood to her brain, even as the

regul ator assisted her to breathe. The athlete's digestive arrangenents
shrieked protest as the first rigor ended. Weightless now, she readied herself
to face new trauna.

That came in the guise of a series of yawi ng notions that the passengers
within the carrier experienced as harrow ng sideways thrusts. Endeavoring to
conquer savagely increased interior stress, the | andsman whol ly unused to

vi ol ent changes in notion felt her head drop, and her body tilt, as the drone
abruptly changed direction. Assailed by uncontrollabl e nausea, she retched
violently into the self-sealing glass-cloth bag clutched in one hand.

Sean succunbed to the power of suggestion produced by the Comuander's
surrender. Eric lay spent, having been overcone before the drone conpleted the
liftoff. On the other side of Eric, Teeny, a husky, carrot-haired, fenale
Anmazon, her spectacularly honely face contorted into a grinmace of disgust,
listened, sniffed the overpoweringly pungent arona, and vomited noisily into
her own receptacle.

Johann's ghost, you've no self-control left, woman, the Spartan-soul ed | eader
castigated her alter ego as she sealed her brimming bag. Am| glad we didn't
wear the helnets--and that | didn't deposit this ghastly offering in mne
hanging there like an upturned basin off the neck-ring of this suit! Exerting
all the strength of a will fully as indomtable as Eric's, she strove to
control her still-queasy stomach.

A seemingly internm nable period of weightl essness foll owed, as the drone now



in free flight sped towards its destination. Veteran conbatants forced
adrenal i ne-charged bodies to rest, in anticipation of action to cone. Even as
she did likew se, the Comander mnethodically reviewed certain know edge

pai nst aki ngly acquired against the arrival of this day. Emerging froma state
of intense concentration, she glanced at the clock. Death and dammation, we're
about to descend! Hang on, wonan. Hang on

The violent notion nmercifully ceased. Pale and hol | oweyed, Signe threw off
the top half of her harness, and lurched unsteadily to her feet. Rising
shakily, Sean nmanaged a wy grin. The worman fighting an attack of dry heaves
flashed hima wan smle before tipping her hel met over her head. Cautiously,
each of the pair checked the seal of the other's helmet and gl oves, as did
Eric and Teeny. Four raiders activated the |ife-support packs integral to the
cunmber sone suits.

Precedi ng her subordi nates, the | eader energed into the hard vacuum of the
slip. The drone doesn't seal to a lock , she noted as she clinbed awkwardly

t hrough the pressure-proof door to exit the nakeshift |ock rigged by her
nmechani cal | y adept captain between the last cabin and the hatch | eadi ng out of
the cavernous cargo bay. Conor figured it right. Renpte-controlled robots nust
have unl oaded these blasted outfits. Wiat if we fail to gain access to the
habi tat? Damm! There's got to be an entry! The miners surely nade repairs at
ti nes!

Suppressing the bone-chilling fears assailing her, the daring risk-taker
stal ked down the slanting wal kway. Chostly light shed by the splendid
turquoi se planet domi nating the star-strewn black vault of space reflected
eerily off the huge bloated form of the drone. Pale radiance illum ned the
nmetal deck traversed by the warrior patently consci ous of bucking | ong odds.

Intent on gaining entry, Signe cast no entranced glance at the dark, rocky
surface of the planetoid: rugged terrain that stretched away on three sides. A
| andscape pitted with craters born of random acts of cosnmic violence failed to
capture any fraction of her attention. The eyes behind the faceplate of the

hel met minutely scrutinized the netallic hull-plates of the habitat rising
steeply, directly ahead of the suited |eader

There's a lock. Hopefully, the door's not barred fromw thin--ahh. The touch
of a gloved finger on a switch set the heavy panel swi nging open, to revea
utter blackness. Did they shut off the power? the Commander asked herself in
di smay. No. The outer door wouldn't have opened in that case. The |ighting
mal f uncti oned, perhaps, due to no one's ever venturing into this part of the
conpl ex.

Twel ve silver-suited forms crowded into the cranped encl osure. Hands groped

along the walls. Producing a pocket-torch, Signe located the panel. Is this a
trap? she wondered uneasily as the door behind the raiders sealed, and the
lock filled with air. I'Il sweat blood until we shed these suits!

Armed with a massive el ectroni c handweapon suspended in a sling at his waist,
Jassy positioned hinself next to Theo, who bore another. Teeny and Yuri
simlarly armed, ranged thensel ves al ongside the two men standing in the
forefront of a space all knew mi ght formthe point of aimof a patrol staging
an anbush.

CGear for action, woman . The inner door swung open, revealing a |oading dock
that stretched away enpty. A thin filmof dust |ay undisturbed on the neta
deck, and shrouded nassive machinery. Dim harsh light radiated fromfixtures
set into hull-plates curving high overhead, and reflected unevenly from



snudged deck-plates and griny netal walls. The door to the cubicle housing the
controls for lifting the drones stood ajar. No footprint sullied the dust
carpeting its threshold: an accumul ation testifying to Earthyears of neglect.

Twel ve tense intruders breathed a collective sigh of relief.

Hol ding up a hand in a gesture of warning, Conor detached a meter froma ring
on the front of his suit, and tested the air pressure. Reassured, he boldly
renoved his helnet, and inhal ed deeply. At his nod, eleven fellow raiders shed
hel mets and gl oves. Eight nen turned their backs upon four wonen, and
prearranged pairs assisted each other out of the pressure suits, energing
stark naked to don slate blue unifornms packed in bags snapped to rings
integral to the suits

Strong hands buckl ed belts fromwhich hung carriers holding long, rapier-like,
sheat hed swords.

"About face," Signe comanded, when the wonen finished dressing. Frowning in
concentration, she stood tautly still, orienting herself spatially so as to
retain an accurate sense of direction. At her nod, the others hastily
conceal ed the suits behind ponderous equi pnrent.

Succunbing to curiosity, Sean slipped into the cubicle to view the gear used
to lift the drones. His eyes wi dened as he beheld a faded but |egible map of
the entire conplex stenciled on the wall.

"Signe! Cast an eye!" he exhorted in delight.
"Shades of the ancients!"

Twenty mnutes |ater, Jassy glided on noiseless, booted feet into a dimy lit
barrack crowded with netal bunks. Planting hinself in a strategic position, he
stood there, legs apart, eyes pitil ess behind the goggl es equi pped with an

i mager for aimng the massive el ectronic weapon. The red dot of the tracer
illum nated the chest of one of ten miners awakened by a strident command
chillingly couched in a heavy Gaean accent. Mdelyn's sword-point pricked the
neck of a man lying rigidly still. Red drops welled up to bead the holl ow of
the Col unbi an's throat.

"Make a single novenent, and we'll w pe half of you before it's conpleted!"
Jassy barked. That oni nous warning produced the desired effect.

In the cabin across the corridor, Yuri, flanked by Jess and Malcolm held the
tracer of a second el ectronic weapon centered on one of seven dunbfounded
occupants of the dining hall. In an open area beyond those sites, Teeny ai ned
a third such device at the entrance to the elevators leading to the | ower

| evel s of the m ne.

Conor stood nearby, selectively damagi ng the nachinery that operated the
conmodi ous, wire-encl osed cages, so as to strand the current shift of ten

wor kers bel ow the surface of the planetoid. Theo guarded the corridor |eading
to the mlitary base. In the conmunications cabin, Eric, blade in hand, kept a
sharp eye on the board. Mrgan and Sean each held at sword-point one of the
two officers in charge of the nmining operation. In the adjoining office, Signe
confronted a hard-bitten spacer

Rage consumed t he Col unbi an Li eutenant confronting the eneny he instantly
recogni zed. Hair of a silvery hue universally betokening an age in excess of
an Earthcentury, uncannily framng a face undeniably that of a young woman,
flaunted Signe's identity to her foe. Standing frozen into imobility opposite
a |l one adversary, the professional soldier ganbled agai nst substantial odds.



Possessed of hair-trigger reflexes honed by ten Earthyears of bitter
experience gained sinultaneously with intensive training in martial arts, the
| egendary warrior saw her foe's forefinger curl, and caught a glinpse of the
bl ue- bl ack spot marring the fair skin of its tip. Before the Col unmbian could
achi eve the necessary peak of nmental effort needed to |l aunch the small but
deadly projectile inplanted under his skin--a missile that would envelop his
captor in a cloud of instantly |ethal droplets of nerve-poison--the Gaean

| eader inpaled the attacker on her gl eam ng bl ade.

A shriek shivered the air, reverberating off the netal walls. Eyes bl azing,
Signe pulled her steel free as her adversary slunped inertly to the deck, to
gasp his last, strangled breaths. In a gesture practical rather than

mal evol ent, the victor wi ped her red-stained sword on the tunic of her fallen
f oe.

Two ot her Col unbi ans stared past her through the door she slid open, their
eyes glued to the dying spacer. "He tried to use his inmplant," the survivor of
t he encounter hissed. "M stake, that."

As Eric forced one of the pair against the wall, Signe thrust the tip of her
gl eam ng bl ade agai nst the man's chest. "Want to avoid joining your cohort on
the deck?" she inquired in a tone calculated to intim date. The Col unbi an
nodded nmutely, seemingly afraid that his voice mght not remain steady. "Man
this board," she ordered perenptorily. "Take exceeding care. Let slip the
faintest hint to the spacers handling the board of the nilitary base that
somet hing's wong here, and ny captain will instantly skewer you."

Wt hout speaking a word, the captive thus bluntly adjured seated hinsel f at
the panel. "Leave the vid off if anyone calls you," Signe instructed. "Use
only the audio. Tell the base the vid mal functioned, but your partner has the
problem all but solved." The Col unbi an nodded agai n, gl ancing uneasily from
the silver-haired warrior to the swordsman whose readi ness to slay an
uncooperative eneny he unerringly divined. Visibly bracing hinself, the

t horoughly cowed mi ner concentrated on handling the conpl ex comunications
center.

Conor appeared in the doorway. "l've trapped the nmen worki ng down bel ow.
There's a shaft sporting a |ladder, but | left nmy subordinate aimng her
handweapon through the hatch, and told the crew that over the intercom"”

"Good. Take this prisoner to the dining hall." Signe indicated the second
captive, who renained flattened against a wall, eyeing the sword Sean held
| eveled at his vitals. "Bind the mners, and bring the woman guardi ng them
back with you."

Havi ng nodded, Conor strode away, prodding the unresisting head of the mining
operation with the tip of his naked blade. A short tine |ater, he reappeared,
foll owed by Jess.

Continuing to refrain out of old, ingrained habit fromrevealing the nanes of

her warriors in the presence of enem es, Signe addressed Eric. "If this man
arouses your suspicion in the least way, kill him and shut down the board.
Let those at the base think it malfunctioned altogether.” Pointing in turn to
Conor, Morgan, Sean, Jess, and Theo, she commanded, "You'll conme with nme."
Turning to Eric, she announced, "You're in command here. W'Il| raise you at

this station after we gain our objective." Her crisp voice projected
magni fi cent assurance.

Acting as he always did in a situation such as this, the Senior Captain
betrayed no hint of his fear for the wonman issuing those orders: the person



for whom he cared the nost of any alive. Extending his steel, he allowed the
tip to prick the neck of the man sweating at the panel. "I'd as soon kill you
as chance trusting you'll pull this off," the swordsman confided with om nous
softness, spacing his words for enphasis while stating utter truth.

Six raiders nelted like waiths through an untenanted, w nding, netal-walled
corridor. Standing poised to thrust aside the heavy netal door |eading to the
mlitary base, Signe whispered, "Mrgan, you and Sean handle the nen in the
barrack--first door to the right. Conor, you and Jess target the recreation
hal |l --first left. Theo, hit communi cations--second door on the left. "Il
cover the office."

Two minutes later, Mdrgan and Sean stood with bl ades poised to pierce the
throats of two spacer-fighters who had lain asleep. Five others lay rigidly
still, obeying their captor's stentorian conmand that they freeze, or see
their two conrades instantly slain.

Si mul t aneousl y, Conor and Jess regarded the notionl ess backs of eleven mners
who stood with arnms upraised, facing a wall in the recreation hall--nen

paral yzed by dread after one of their nunmber gasped the nane of the one Gaean
warrior, other than Signe, whose battle-nmarked face the eneny | ong ago nmanaged
to match with his enminently feared nanme. In the conmunications cabin, Theo
held the red dot of his tracer-beamon one of four spacers standing stiffly
erect, with their hands hel d pal ns-out at shoul der-hei ght.

A rapid search nounted by the Commander uncovered a sim|ar weapon. That prize
she delivered to Conor. Shortly thereafter, the mners, their hands bound
behind themwi th stout tape, filed into the barrack and dropped to sit
cross-legged along a wall. Wiile the scarred warrior held the red dot of the
tracer of the now warnmed and ready handweapon on the chest of a burly spacer

| yi ng supi ne beneath the bedcover, Myrgan, Sean and Jess thrust sword-tips
agai nst the throats of three equally notionl ess Col unbi ans.

Havi ng col |l ected the sheat hed swords hanging frombelts slung over the foot of
each bunk, Signe retrieved seven pairs of pants froman adjuster in the

bat hcabi n, and tossed the garnents onto the beds occupi ed by the spacers

sl eeping in the nude in accordance with universal custom Wen she again stood
with bared sword in hand, poised to kill, she snapped an order for one nan at
atine to sit up, don his pants, and |ie back down, warning that the slightest
resi stance would result in instant carnage.

Stifling inpotent rage, seven tough spacer-fighters sullenly obeyed the
directive.

Leavi ng Jess to back Conor, the Conmander |ed Mrgan and Sean to the
communi cati ons cabin, where each of the two nen grasped one of the Col unbi an
Captain's arns in a grip of iron.

Signe fronted the officer imuobilized against the wall. Appraising eyes
studied the trim conpact, supple body, and searched the hard-featured brown
face lacking any claimto coneliness. Deeming the officer intelligent, the
shrewd judge of character inferred conpetence.

"Your nanme?" she asked.
"Dahl . "

The point of the raider's sword punctured the man's skin, just below his
breastbone. "I need your cooperation, Captain," she inforned her captive,
raking himwith icy eyes. "W intend to lift your ship into orbit around this
rock, and not a one of us has ever perforned that maneuver. You're going to



show us how. "

"Teach you rebels to operate a mlitary ship? The hell | will!" Dahl neither
flinched nor averted his eyes as he couched that reply in a voice as steady as
that of his world's archfoe.

The razor-sharp point sank deeper into non-quivering flesh. A snall red stain
nonentarily wet the black fabric of the Colunbian's uniform before the cloth
repelled it, producing a transitory wi sp of pink cloud. Signe's tone dripped
nmenace. "Are you prepared to die here and now rat her than cooperate?"

n YeS "

Strong fingers tightened on the sword-hilt. A wist of iron advanced an
infinitesimal distance, causing a wider stain to test the efficacy of the

uni form s adj ustment. Backed agai nst the unyielding wall, the Col unbi an
wor dl essly conveyed stubborn intransigence to the warrior fromwhom he
expected no quarter. For a span of seconds in which for him tine stopped, he
braced for the thrust that would end his life.

No swi ft inmpal enent occurred. Signe stepped back, breaking the contact of
gleam ng steel with flesh oozing blood. "A patriot,"” she rasped harshly,

scat hingly, enunciating each word with precise care. "In Norman's Fleet ." Her
lip curled, but the agate eyes raking her obdurate adversary unm stakably
accorded hi mrespect.

Staring unwaveringly into the eyes boring into his, Dahl mastered incipient
fai nt ness, even as he cursed what he saw too |late as cul pable slackness in
guardi ng agai nst even a renote possibility of an attack. How in hell did these
supposedl y shi pl ess Gaeans dock? No i mage of any sort whatsoever appeared on
our scanning screens! he fumed, fighting the fear fogging his brain.

Havi ng seen the miners placed in the custody of those guardi ng hostages, Signe
i ssued orders to Conor and Sean to march the entire conpl enent of surviving
spacers to the ship. Addressing Morgan, she commanded, "You'll personally
escort this captain aboard." Turning, she strode off ahead of the warrior
obeyi ng that order

Foll owi ng in her wake, his arns raised, the nuscles of his back involuntarily
shrinking as the needle-sharp tip of the redhead' s bl ade jabbed the skin

bet ween hi s shoul der bl ades, Dahl fought desperately to conquer the despair
threatening to erode the self-comrmand he had thus far so creditably

mai nt ai ned.

As Sean and Conor hustled ten gl owering spacer-fighters to the inner |ock
roof ed by the docking nodul e of Dahl's vessel, Signe clinbed the senicircul ar
grillwork rising upwards to the juncture where the base of the nodul e had
sealed itself to the top of the | ock when the ship docked. Knowi ng full well
that the air supporting the lives of all the spacers occupying this

encl osure--air supplied fromtanks integral to the vessel--could be punped
back into the ship by a foe lurking aboard, the initiator of a hazardous
venture felt the hair on the nape of her neck stir. W'll all die spaced, if
I've miscal cul ated, she conceded grimy, even as she forged ahead. But this
ship carries a crew of twelve, and we've accounted for that nunber of
spacers.

Ri sing through the hole in the base of the elevator spanning the width of the
docki ng nodul e, the worman ganbling her owmn life as well as those of conrades
and foes stepped warily onto the deck ringing the circular aperture. "Send up
five men," she called down to Conor. "If any resists, run himthrough."



Five sullen, barefooted hostages clad only in pants clinbed through the
opening onto the el evator platformahead of Sean, to stand with arns held high
as Signe touched the switch, setting the conveyance swiftly rising to the top
of the dark well. Exquisitely aware that two master swordsnen could kill or
maimall of themif they attacked their captors barehanded, they made no such
attenpt.

Mounting the short | adder, the Gaean | eader rose, naked sword in hand, through
the hatch into the bridge of the ship. As she watched, poised to kill, Sean
bound with stout tape the wists the captives reluctantly thrust out at

Si gne's comuand

No eneny materialized. Leaving Sean to guard the five Col unbi ans ordered to
lie prone on the deck, Signe turned to her left, and advanced across the w dth
of the bridge, passing between the command center conposed of four couches
fronting an inmposing congl onerate of screens and other electronic gear, and
the rear wall lined with | ockers. Her every sense on hair-trigger alert, she
entered the narrow corridor stretching away in front of her, and halted at the
first of two doors, a sliding panel distinguished by a nuneral: three. Having
thrust the door aside wi thout exposing her body to any enemy who m ght be
lurking within, she entered the cabin, and crossed that cranped space
featuring two bunks.

Exhi bi ti ng equal caution, she proceeded through the bathcabin, and | ocked from
the outside the door leading fromthat facility to Cabin Four. A swft but

t hor ough search of Cabin Three resulted in the confiscation of an array of
swords and knives. Satisfied that no weapons renmi ned, the Conmander

i mprisoned the first contingent of hostages in quarters designed to
accomodate only two crewren

Dahl came to a halt within the cylindrical expanse of the inner |ock. Turning,
he faced the Gaean rai der whose hei ght exceeded his own, whose right hand held
a gleamng blade |l eveled at his captive's chest, and whose glinting green eyes
actively sought to detect the slightest hint of resistance sufficient to
justify a thrust through his charge's vitals. Tales of Signe's ruddy-haired
captain's exploits swirled through a mnd frantically searching for a way out
of a situation guaranteed not only to weck a cherished career, but also to
initiate appalling consequences to Col unbia. Poised to demand his guard's
nane, the prisoner heard a curt order to mount the semcircular grillwork

gi ving access to the el evator

Fatalistically, Dahl shrugged. | won't live to pass on the news even if | do
manage to tag Signe's thrice-damed redhead with a nane famliar to us! he
rail ed as snmol dering anger flared into hot rage. H's nerves quivering, the
Col unbi an preceded his guard through the hatch. Turning, he fronted his
captors, while nanaging to preserve an inpassive expression

"Search Cabin One for weapons, and | ock the door leading to Two," Signe
conmmanded. Refusing to allow the unfamliar conplexity of the bridge upon

whi ch she stood to daunt her, she issued that directive to Sean in a tone
breat hi ng serene assurance. As the recipient of the order strode away to her
right, and entered a corridor the twin of the one leading to the quarters on
t he opposite side of the bridge, thoughts cascaded through the rebel |eader's
consci ousness, nonentarily freezing her statuesque body into imobility.

Aware at some sublininal |level that Earthnmen dead twenty thousand of their
planet's years crafted this durable artifact, Signe succunbed to an
overnmastering accession of awe. This prize | so covet rode to this star-system
clanped to the hull of the Gaea , the Colunbia , or Johann's Flagship, she
marvel ed. Standing notionless, the martial descendant of gal actic pioneers



swept a cal cul ating gl ance over the conplex array of navigational and

conmuni cati ons equi pnent form ng the dom nant feature of the bridge: the board
fromwhi ch those on duty operated the vessel. Fascinated, she surveyed the
four couches facing the board, the walls lined with | ockers, and the inner

pl ates of the hull curving across the upper reaches of the bridge.

The hatch overhead caught and held her attention. Mentally the raider
visualized the exterior of the ship, a sight she had seen only on video
screens: the sole nmethod by which nenbers of her civilization could view their
i nhospi tabl e uni verse, unless they exited the wi ndowl ess, water-filled doubl e
hull's of ships or habitats to stare into fearsonme infinity through a
faceplate, while trusting vulnerable respiring bodies to the fragile arnor of
a pressure suit.

A lofty geonetric construct took formin the woman's interior vision: an

uni magi nabl y preci ous warshi p conposed of a horizontal toroidal ring enbracing
within its circunference a simlar but slightly smaller vertical shape, the
twi nned whol e enconpassi ng a spherical volunme of enpty space. Those

i nterlocked structures, the larger over one hundred nmeters in dianmeter, would
have rem nded an anci ent Earthman of two doughnuts intersecting at right

angl es. The inposing sight offered the viewer the sense that the austerely
sinmple main framework rested delicately, inprobably, upon the slender columm
of the docking nodule. That |atter conponent rose vertically fromthe rim of
the lock that matched its dianeter, bearing the far grander body of the vesse
on its top, like Atlas standing erect under the weight of a world.

A down-curving, graceful heat shield protected the hull above and the nodul e
below its creany sweep, fromthe inconceivable heat of water exploding into
pl asma when the propul sive system activated. A collar of burnished nirror
encircled the docking nodule at a distance, its surface concave, so as to
reflect incredibly powerful |aser beans issuing fromgenerators rinming the
outer edge of the horizontal torus. That concentrated mi ght of intense |ight
the mirror redirected upward and inward, to heat the ring of orifices girdling
the top of the nodul e: openings fromwhich direly costly water fuel spewed
with reckless prodigality to provide thrust. Designed to lift off airless

pl anetoi ds and ply the hard vacuum of space, the vessel requiring no

aer odynam ¢ shape sported none.

That brief, intense visualization of her priceless acquisition faded. Pressing
a switch on the armof the second hel mcouch, Signe watched as the board slid
upwards, and the seat upholstered in |eather-like fabric assuned the position
used during launch. A touch on another switch set the flaccid harness integra
to the couch, filling with fluid.

At her nod, Modrrgan thrust Dahl down into the contoured holl ow Crossing her
victims arns, she bound each of his hands to the opposite forearmwi th sticky
gl ass tape. Deftly, she fastened the top half of the harness over the man's
torso and | egs, exquisitely aware of the hatred mirrored in the obsidian eyes
raki ng her person.

At the Commander's order, Conor escorted his five captives onto the bridge,
where he assisted Signe and Morgan to confine themin Cabin One. Standing in
the corridor affording access to that half of the living quarters, the |eader
foll owing a preconceived plan targeted Conor and Sean with a forefinger

"You'll back those ashore, who guard the hostages," she inforned the pair in a
tone pitched so as to prevent Dahl's overhearing her words. Indicating Mrgan
and Theo, she announced, "You two will man the board in the nilitary base."

She neans to lift--w thout any of us aboard! Flayed by that unnerving
certainty, Mrgan shot the woman for whom he felt nore than conradely concern



a glance of frowning di sapproval. The forbidding scow his wordl ess reproach
engendered pronpted himto respond by shruggi ng his broad shoul ders directly
in Signe's sight. He nonethel ess obeyed her order. Striding out onto the

bri dge, he dropped through the hatch in the wake of the others.

Signe seated herself in the first hel mcouch. The insertion of an invention of
Jassy's into a port on the board allowed her to bypass the feature requiring
the operator to key in the startup-code to activate the ship's systens.
Reclining, the interloper drew the top half of the harness over her, and
fastened the cocoon encasing her fromfeet to chest. The directory of the
functions avail abl e rose on a screen. Accessing those supplying certain data,
she studi ed the display, ignoring Dahl the while.

Vi deo screens showed the space outside the hull as the human eye woul d
perceive the view G aphic displays depicted a stylized i mage of the vesse
resting upon the lock. After |aunch, the neophyte knew, the progress of the
ship along its programmed flight path woul d appear on those screens. Boldly,
she scrolled through the programfor lifting the ship.

Dahl lay watching his world' s archfoe, the fear convulsing his gut tw tching
not one nuscle of his lean, brown, tough face.

At length, Signe turned nerciless eyes on her captive. "lI've altered the

ci rcunst ances, Dahl," she asserted levelly, each word stabbing like a knife
into the man's vitals. "The choice you make now will affect ten of your
peopl e, not nmerely yourself. That nay cause you to reconsider your decision
"Il accept any instruction you offer ne. If you give ne none, |I'll do the
best | can with the theoretical know edge |I've acquired."”

"I'f you crash this ship against the |ock, you'll destroy ship and station, and
kill your conpl enent of veteran captains,"” Dahl observed evenly.

Admiration generated a fleeting, sarcastic snile. "Along with forty nminers and
all ten of your surviving spacers¥men whose |lives you value." Intuitively, the
Gaean sensed the fear underlying the Colunbian's hard-held control. Her
i nci sive voice shaded into a calculatedly reasoned tone as she observed,

"Dahl, if each one of you in turn nade the sacrifice you stood ready to nake
back there, that collective response woul dn't have kept us out of space. One
way or another, we'll achieve nobility in the void. If you decide to
cooperate, you'll save at |east eleven Colunbian lives, and all you'll give us

is tine. Think about that." Having raked with a penetrating glance the trussed
Captain bl eakly digesting her words, Signe turned her full attention to
perform ng certain necessary conputations.

Dahl strained suddenly against the tape. An adrenaline rush Ient strength born
of desperation to nmuscular arnms and wists--strength inadequate to enable him
to breach the bonds. Gving up the effort, he mastered hinself. Stony-faced,
he wat ched his eneny painstakingly calculate, feed the results into the
program and check her work against a sinilar sequence stored in the ship's
dat abank.

Noting a disparity, Signe frowned. Keeping his voice steady, Dahl explained
how to correct the error. The usurper accepted the advice gravely, as if she
expected it to be offered. Having recal cul ated, she entered new figures. Her
ment or continued to coach her. At length, satisfied that the program woul d
lift the vessel safely into a low orbit around the planetoid, the Gaean
reached for the control governing the propul sive system

A sharp objection fromher captive jangled nerves strung to fever pitch

"Signe, wait," Dahl barked. "Your hostages are cranmed five to a cabin



featuring only two harness-equi pped bunks. Let nme warn ny spacers what to
expect." They face trauma you could have spared them had you taken the tine
to allow themto use eight bunks and two of the couches out here, the

di spossessed Captain funed i nwardly. You have to know that nuch!

Shades of ny ancestors, | thought only of securing them, the woman intensely
focused on her sel f-inposed task chided herself. VWell, those superbly trained
spacers won't suffer any harm Damed if |'Il put nyself out to show

conpassion to brutes thenselves incapable of pity . Wrdlessly, she swtched
on the intercomunication systemlong enough to allow her captive to address
t he host ages.

"You're in no extrenme danger," Dahl ended his comunication. Not yet, anyway,
the Col umbi an nentally qualified that reassurance delivered in a crisp, calm
voi ce. Damm this daring bitch

Resolutely, Signe pulled the lever that caused the air to be withdrawn from
the lock, activated the mechanismthat would, at the proper tinme, allow

rel ease of the clanps holding ship to lock, and initiated the lift sequence.
The ensui ng surge of nausea she dominated by forcing herself to concentrate on
the job at hand. A slight disorientation added to her distress, as her gaze
shifted fromthe forward vi deo screen, in which unwi nking stars seenmed to flow
in stately grandeur across an i mmense bl ackness, to the panel displaying the
rear view.

Fasci nated, the Gaean watched the planetoid drop rapidly away, faintly visible
as a bl ack shape obscuring a shifting panoram c sprawl of other star-veiled

bl ack deeps. The gi ant turquoise planet, which the barren rock orbited, hung
in mpjestic splendor, evoking wonder in the beholder seeing it for the first
time on the huge, exceptionally high-resolution screens integral to the board
of an Earth-built mlitary ship.

Swi vel ing her eyes to the graphic display, she followed the ship's progress
along the spiral trajectory, noting the colorful depiction of the progranmed
orbit. Ganely, she sought to interpret the rapidly changing figures projected
to the right of that screen--to no avail. Fervently hoping that those nunbers
i ndi cated no probl em needi ng manual correction, she stole a glance at her
captive, and satisfied herself that he nonitored data foreign to her
under st andi ng.

Exci tenent nounted as Signe watched the ship's trajectory nerge into the
projected orbit on the graphic display. Wen the downward force pressing her
into the couch vani shed, she touched the switch that set the vertical torus
rotating within its protective sheath. Stoically, she ignored the violent
protest from her stomach as a powerful sideways thrust racked her tense body.
That disconfort vani shed after the angul ar speed reached a uniformrate,
produci ng a sense that the occupants of the vessel once again possessed

wei ght .

An audi bl e sigh of relief escaped the usurper. | have to admire this captain's
guts, she silently admitted. Well, he'Il need them in short order . Turning,
she studi ed her tight-1lipped captive, the inflexibility of her determnation
obvious to him Projecting suprenme assurance, she demanded to be shown how to
enter a call-code that would enabl e those nanning the board on the station to
initiate the programred sequence so that the vessel would descend and dock
automatical ly.

H s pul se racing, Dahl weighed that order. Is this accursed slut insuring
against nmy refusing to show her how to dock? Should |I try to keep her stranded



here in orbit until Norman sends a ship? Sone hot headed captain who'd
willingly sacrifice an Earth-armed vessel to annihilate Signe--not to nention
a discredited rival officer who failed abysmally in his duty? That's an
option ...no. No way. This dammed whore woul d forge ahead regardl ess, and nost
i kely make some egregious error that'd end with the ship's crashing into the
station, killing fifty-one nen instead of eleven. So do it, spacer . Keeping
his voi ce even, the Col unbian coached his captor, who programmed a descent
sequence, and entered a call-code known only to herself and Dahl

That task conpl eted, Signe raised her couch and that of her nentor.

Unf ast eni ng her harness, she gained her feet. A vague uneasiness forced itself
on her awareness, and troubled her splendid physique. Recalling that certain
physical effects inevitably took a toll on Earth-evol ved bodi es when their
owners sought to function within man-nmade rotating systens, the novice ignored
t he di sturbing sensations.

Startl ed, apprehensive, chafing at his hel pl essness, Dahl watched his foe
warily as she freed himof his harness. Acting with speed generated by the

i mm nence of achieving a cherished goal, Signe strapped her captive's taped
forearns against his chest, bound his feet together, and refastened the stiff
fabric around him

What in hell is this demented wetch doing? Dahl railed in inpotent fury. She
can't intend .. Suffering shades of the hordes of Earth, she's insane! She'l
kill all of us!

Seating herself, the apprentice snapped an order into the intercomrunication
system "Signe here. Prepare for weightlessness." As her hand pressed the
button that stopped the rotation of the torus, she stoically endured the
ensui ng si deways thrust. \Wen that passed, she freed the Col unbian's trussed
body fromthe protective gear. Determ nedly, she propelled herself and him
upwards to the hatch leading to the lock of a |ifeboat.

When the hatch-cover sprang open in response to a touch on a switch integra

to an inner plate of the hull, she floated her burden into the | ock. Having

cl osed the cover behind her, she opened the one ahead of her, and rose through
t he docking nodule of the |ifeboat noored to its lock on the hull of the

not hershi p, tugging the taut form of her captive.

Strong hands thrust Dahl's immbilized person into the inflated bottom hal f of
the harness integral to one of the four couches crowdi ng the cranped interior
of the small craft. After slashing the bonds on his ankles, Signe fastened the
gl owering occupant into the cocoon of fluid-filled fabric.

Driven by deternination bordering on the fanatical, the usurper strapped
herself into the next couch, and surveyed her surroundings. In front of the
seats pernanently contoured so as to allow the occupants' bodies to recline
wi th knees bent and shoul ders slightly raised, no w ndow | oonmed. Screens

of fered the operator the sole nmeans of seeing where the craft headed. Bel ow

t hose screens, various neters, panels, and other equipnent stretched in
daunting array. Controls for manual operation fronted each couch, w thin easy
reach.

The wonman's action confirned the unwilling instructor's worst suspicions.
Aghast, he excl ai med hoarsely, "Signe, you can't nmean to try to fly a
lifeboat! The ship, yes. Its guidance and navigational systemis fully
automatic--controls the vessel, once you programthe sequence. This boat
requi res some manual operations! You have to be trained--practice on
simul ations, and then with an instructor! Wat you plan is suicidal!"



Eyes gone gl acial regarded the man offering that vehement objection. "Not

sui cidal, Dahl," Signe declared evenly. "Desperate, I'll grant you, but not
the other. I'Il do all in my power to assure that | live through the attenpt."
"You and | al one know the call-code! If we're killed, you'll |eave ten nen

stranded in orbit!"

"I checked the inventory. Your spacers won't suffer from hunger before a ship
arrives. Its crewnren can dock a |ifeboat on the enpty | ock, and take them
of f."

"I'f you enploy too great a thrust off, you'll slow the nothership's velocity,"
Dahl snarled, barely controlling his rage. "It'Il drop to a | ower orbit--speed
up! Activating the call-code afterwards will result in a crash!"

"Then you'd better figure on offering me some intensive instruction before
undock. "

Frantically, the irate Col unbian struggled to retain his self-control, his
hard-bitten face contorted not only by wath, but by the fear he | acked the
power at this point intinme to conceal. Miintaining his grip on hinself, he
rasped, "I can probably talk you off the ship without a disaster. I'Il try ny
dammedest. | can also nmake certain that you programa trajectory correctly,
but the final phase of docking on the | ock on the station nust be done
manual | y. You have to be trained, Signe! Trained to handle the controls wth
automatic ease! You'll be denied the tine to think out what to do! Make one
m stake, and | won't be able to talk fast enough to instruct you howto
correct your error before both of us die spaced--our boat bl own, and perhaps
the station as well! Unfasten ny arns, at |east. Let ne back you!"

The derisive laughter provoked by that suggestion jarred the protester badly.

"No, Dahl, | won't do that," the usurper declared adamantly. "Wth only his
own |ife to consider, a nman possessing your capacity for self-sacrifice m ght
engineer a crash just to kill me. 1'll chance dying while trying to |learn, but

I won't nmake you a free gift of ny death. So plan a quick course of
i nstruction--one highly comprehensive. Once |'ve | earned what | need to know,
"Il bring the ship down with no delay. My word on that."

Hearing finality in the assured voice, Dahl forced hinself to take two deep

sl ow breaths, and concentrate on doi ng what he saw as an inpossi bl e task.
Stifling all enotion, he put his trainee through a grueling practice drill,
until he felt certain that the hands grasping stick and throttle would respond
automatically to situations perceived by a nmind able to decide in a split
second what novenent the highly maneuverabl e boat needed to make. The accursed
bitch learns fast , the Captain used to instructing recruits grudgingly
conceded. Damm her to slow rot!

Focusing the full power of a keen intelligence on her self-inposed, chancy
task, coached by the foe whose inner turnoil she sensed, but ignored, Signe
programed a sequence designed to send the small vessel into a trajectory that
woul d spiral it downwards, to the vicinity of the lock on the station. |ntent
on her captive's words, she heard hi m enphasi ze that during the |last hundred
neters of that descent, the programwould cease to be fully automatic. Storing
hi s concise adnonitions in a capacious nenory, she prepared for an ordeal. Her
face a mask of calm she |listened as Dahl catal ogued the disasters that woul d
result from various mi stakes she could easily make. Far fromfaltering, she
hardened her resolve to extract all possible value froma unique,
non-r epr oduci bl e opportunity.

Si gne switched on the power. Dahl watched as the vault of space--blackness



enbl azoned with myriads of resplendent stars, bisected by the semcircul ar
curve of the vertical torus of the nothership--took formon the top half of
the left video screen. Swiveling his head, he fixed his eyes on the dua
scanni ng screens, one of which presented the sane view in graphic form The
second doubl e screen portrayed the bottom curve of the vertical torus upon
which their craft rested.

Met hodi cal |y, the pinioned spacer offered precise instruction that he
desperately hoped woul d enable a novice daring to the point of blind
fanaticismto lift the Iifeboat with requisite gentleness off the |ock

Calmy, he warned her to avoid crashing into the upward-curving vertical torus
as she naneuvered the boat through the linmted space enconpassed by the twin
constructs, so as to enmerge in close proxinity to the vessel orbiting the

pl anet oi d.

"Once we clear the nothership, we'll be flying in formation with it--noving
al ong the sane orbital path with the sane velocity. Fromthat position, our
progranmed descent trajectory will begin automatically, at the optinmumtine.
We' Il programthat sequence before we lift," Dahl stated in a voice held
comendabl y | evel

Signe carried out the task, needing only a few m nor corrections fromthe
tutor whose respect for his captor took a quantum |l eap. "Not bad, your grasp
of theory," he comended her nonconmittally. "D d someone teach you?"

"I learned on ny own--studied for Earthyears, using texts accessed from our
worl d's bank."

Shades of the slain! Staring in wonder, Dahl shook his head, as admiration
contended with gut-knotting fear. H's anger he kept rigorously confined bel ow
the plane of his consciousness. Hi s voice steady, he cautioned against the
fatal error of giving the small craft too nmuch thrust. Searchingly, he stared
into the face plainly projecting an inflexible resolve to succeed or perish in
the attenpt.

Sweat channel ed down the captive's forehead to sting his eye. Unable to

al l eviate the disconfort, he blinked repeatedly, pronpting his trainee to

wi t hdraw a square of cloth froma pocket, and wi pe his face. H's nouth
conpressed into a tight |line, he passed no comrent. "Wthdraw the air fromthe
| ock, activate the thrust, and lift us off," he ordered, feeling as if the
knot in his gut just turned to stone.

Si gne obeyed. Reflexes trained to an unbelievabl e degree of sw ftness by half
alifetime of perfecting skill at swordsmanship and a decade-long, relentless
pursuit of excellence at a martial art, served the warrior as well now as in a
fight for her life. Her touch light and sure on the controls, her coordination
superb, she lifted the Iifeboat, which floated up like a wisp of cloud to
hover in the space above the bottom curve of the vertical torus.

"Good. Throttle to starboard--easy, now. Keep going. Farther--slow us! A bit
nore--creep, dam it!"

VWat ch yoursel f, woman . Straining eyes fixed thensel ves on the inposing
upward sweep of the vertical torus. Hands deftly maneuvered the small craft
around that obstacle. Energing fromthe confines of the ring, the boat
proceeded outwards, passing beyond the larger circunference of the horizonta
torus. The puny artifact surrounded by star-dotted infinitude continued to
di stance itself fromthe parent vessel still dom nating the viewin the
screens.



"Far enough. Stop us. So. W're flying in formation with the nothership.
Activate the descent sequence.”

Not hi ng vi sibly changed as the novice obeyed. The navi gational system of the
smal | vessel executed the program Having | ocked onto reference stars, the
automatic controls oriented the boat, and prepared to initiate the first of
several periodic bursts of retrothrust necessary to transfer the snall vehicle
into the programed trajectory froman exactly determ ned, optinmumpoint in
the ship's orbit. Striving to relax, the wonman feasted her eyes on the silvery
twi nned rings stretching the width of the video screens.

Scanning the face vividly reflecting the breathless exhilaration induced by
her initial experience of guiding a |lifeboat nanually, Dahl could detect no
hint of fear. | have to hand it to the bitch , he conceded bitterly. She's a
natural at flying!

At length, Signe felt an invisible hand press her body back into the couch, as
t he gui dance system sent them spiraling dowm out of orbit. Raptly, she watched
the brown, cratered surface of the planetoid--rugged terrain thrown into sharp
relief--grow ever nore detailed as they approached. The terni nator between the
dark and sunlit heni spheres becane visible. The |ifeboat plunged into

ni ght - si de bl ackness that in no way affected the view on the scanni ng screens.
Wthin mnutes, the tiny entity enmerged fromthe shadow to plumret towards the
pitted, barren heni sphere bathed in the |ight of the distant sun

"Cet ready to operate manually," Dahl warned, his voice hoarse but steady.

Her heart hammering, Signe stared intently at the detail ed, graphically
depicted i mage. The station canme into view Panels on the board nonitored
various aspects of their motion. Their rate of descent gradually slowed, as
the retrothrust decelerated the craft.

"This is it--where you take over!" Dahl gasped. "Throttle us starboard--nore!
Aft--slow us! Easy, now. You can see the lock. You're drifting to the port
side again! Don't..That's better. Slow us alnost to a stop. Slow the descent!
More! Roll us just--good! Now, set us down!"

An unvoi ced, angui shed cry reverberated through the consci ousness of the man
gal | ed past bearing by his hel pl essness. Mnd at a white heat of
concentration, the neophyte matched the stemli ke docki ng nodul e of the
nmushroom shaped |ifeboat exactly with the docking site. Her heart thudded as
the clanmps automatically | ocked the vessel upon contact.

Sl unmpi ng into his couch, her coach let out a Iong, ragged sigh that caused
Signe to regard himwi th eyes grown suddenly frigid. "Too soon to rel ax, Dahl
You' re not finished giving your lesson," she informed himlevelly.

The captive's body visibly jerked back into rigidity. "Wat in hell."” Biting
back the lurid obscenity that threatened to tear out of a throat gone dry as
dust, he rasped, "You can't intend..

Interrupting his protest, his captor stated forcefully, "W're going to
rendezvous with the ship, and I1'mgoing to dock us on the |ock."

"Signe, you're nad! Insane! That's far harder to do than this! If you crash
agai nst the ship, you'll blowit and us! And if you sinply w pe the |ock
killing only us, you'll nake it inpossible for a boat to dock and take ny
crewren off! They'll starve--slowy and horribly! You and | al one know the
call -code! And even if your nen learn it--use it after our inpact alters the
orbit--the ship will crash!"



Softening her tone, Signe replied calmy, "I know all that, Dahl. Your crew

won't starve. |I'll give mne the call-code--at |east insure your spacers a
qui ck death. But your men, and you and I, will run the other risks. Believe ne
when | tell you that | don't relish the thought of dying. I'mtaking a

cal cul at ed chance--pl acing supreme faith in your cool -headed skill as a
teacher."

Forcing the virulent wath that again threatened to overwhel mhimback into a
| ocked conpartnent of his brain, Dahl managed to gain a renewed grip on his
enmotions. "I'Il instruct you," he agreed icily. After you give your nen the
code. "

Taki ng no pains to conceal her admiration of her captive's intestina
fortitude, Signe raised the station. After relaying to Theo the crucial
pattern of letters and nunbers, she commanded himto fuel the |ifeboat. She
then issued both nen a blunt order to call the ship down in the event that her
attenpt to rendezvous with the vessel resulted in the destruction of the

i feboat, but not of the nothership.

"Signe!" Mdrgan's voice, vibrant with dismy, grated on Dahl's flayed nerves.

"I intend to succeed!" Abruptly breaking the contact, the Commander turned
obdurate eyes on the fuel gauges.

During the ensuing wait, Dahl endeavored to order chaotic thoughts. Having
managed t hat feat, he coached his student as she programmed an ascent
trajectory designed to place the boat into an orbit bel ow that of the ship.
Watching intently, he noted his pupil's increasing sureness. Qutwardly calm
he of fered what advice she needed. At length, his gut convul sed, his pulse
poundi ng, he ordered the neophyte to activate that sequence.

Thrust down into her couch, Signe sought to calmjittering nerves. During the
ten mnutes of the ascent, she forced from her consciousness any thought of

t he consequences of failure, concentrating solely on reviewing the theoretica
aspects of the naneuver she intended to performw thout having received the
proper training.

Dahl lay studying the resolute, oval face, unable to guess at his eneny's

t houghts, aware only that he detected no fear, let alone panic. Damed if |
can fault Signe's courage , the Col unbian adnitted blackly. O her tenacity.
She bl asted Nornan's anbitions--rot his savage soul. | have to hand it to
her--she's a warrior. Well, this is it, spacer. Put your wits to the job. Ten
lives you value, plus your own, ride on your ability to coach the slut.

The invisible hand pressing the Gaean downwards withdrew. A fullness in her
head i npi nged on her awareness. Her arns di splayed an uncanny tendency to

float in front of her face. W're in free fall , she concluded accurately.
Brace yoursel f, woman.

Dahl's voice resounded jarringly in ears that caught overtones of strain, but
Signe calmMy obeyed his conmands, striving to make the actuality of what she
now did mesh with theoretical know edge stored in a brain operating at maxi num

efficiency. W'll catch up to the nothership while we're occupying this orbit
' m progranm ng, she rejoiced, savoring her acconplishnent. V&'ll be noving
faster . Fromthere, we'll operate nanually so as to intersect with the ship's

orbit. Lines of strain clawed outwards froma wde, full nouth. Steely blue
eyes fastened thensel ves on the man offering crucial instruction for the
manual phase of the rendezvous. A hand inpatiently ran fingers through
short-cropped, silvery hair, pushing annoying damp | ocks back off a high
forehead glistening with sweat.



The vessel accelerated, giving the occupants the sensation that they again
possessed wei ght. That automatic transfer conplete, Signe |listened as Dahl
directed her to access certain new data, and hel ped her conplete the program
she initiated. Eyes riveted to the scanning screen, where the nothership had
becore visible, she noted the range--their distance fromthe ship--and the
range rate, the rate at which that distance was cl osing.

"Al'l right, carry on," Dahl barked. After issuing final, succinct
i nstructions, he watched his world's archfoe take twelve lives directly,
literally, in both of her strong, square-pal ned, |ong-fingered, capabl e hands.

The ship | ooned ever larger in the screen. Heart pal pitating, Signhe narrowed
her focus to two crucial nunbers, seeking to keep the rati o between those
fast-changing figures constant even as she utilized lightflash reflexes to
operate a nmachine alien to her experience until this day. Aware that if she
let the closing rate dimnish too greatly, and then thrust once nore towards
t he not hership, she risked setting her craft swi nging around the huge vesse
in an arc, she shuddered as she inmagi ned being forced to choose between
conmitting swift, nmerciful suicide/nmurder, and dying of thirst in a boat

| acking fuel, adrift in the void. Slow just a shade ...no nore. That's enough

Oheying a stern injunction hissed into her ear to correct a slight drift to

| arboard, the silver-haired warrior swi veled her eyes to the video screen
where the mothership steadily grewin width, in height, in depth, in grandeur
The two rapidly changing figures scorching thenmselves into her awareness

appr oached zero.

Her mentor's voice took on a shrill edge as he urged, "Keep your eyes on the
screen--coast up and stop! Mike sure you don't collide with any part of the
ship!" Cursing inwardly, Dahl held his breath, but all he gasped when Signe
flaw essly brought the lifeboat to a halt in the very shadow of the horizontal
torus was, "You did it."

dittering blue eyes that had alternated constantly between screen and panel
now feasted solely on the spectacular view. So far, so good , the woman whose
pul se raced madly encouraged herself. | can dock on the |ock w thout disaster
I'"ve got to! | can't bear the thought of wasting this pricel ess experience!

Gat hering all his courage, shutting his nmounting dread out of his

consci ousness, Dahl issued new instructions. "Keep the thrust mniml. You'l
advance over the heat shield, rising rather steeply to |lift us over the bottom
of the vertical torus and position us over the lock. You'll be nmaneuvering in
arelatively tight space. Stay hi gh enough that you avoid scraping our docking
nmodul e on any part of the ship, but ascend nowhere close to the horizonta
torus. Al right, take us in."

The smal | vessel, nmarvel ously responsive, handl ed |i ke an extension of Signe's
superbly athletic body. Easy to overcorrect , she warned herself, her heart
fibrillating. Don't blow this one chance!

Dahl managed to keep his voice fromcracking. "Watch it now. Rise--keep going
Your speed's about right. That's good. Lift steeply...That'll do. Slow just a
trifle. Stay higher than the other two boats. Up--just right! Slow us. Mre!
Al right, set us down. Easy, now-easy! Just a bit farther--you're |ined
up--now "

The instructor straining against his bonds stared w de-eyed as the docking
nodul e settled with no perceptible jarring force onto the |ock, and the clanps
noored the small craft rigidly to the docking site. H's pulse roared in his
ears as he assinilated the astounding fact that the |ifeboat once again rode



securely upon the bosom of the mracul ously undamaged not her shi p.

Wth her sleeve, Signe wiped rivulets of sweat fromher brow Leaning back
she regarded the slunped, drained figure of her nmentor, her whol e person
radi ati ng triunphant joy.

Wbn to unwi | ling but profound adm ration, Dahl acknow edged gruffly, "Wnan
you' ve got guts."

"You're a cool hand in a crisis yourself." As she offered that accol ade, the
usurper's handsone face relaxed into a strained, tired, but wholly engagi ng
warm smil e.

Having fl oated her still-imobilized captive to the bridge, the Gaean
harnessed himand herself. Cringing nentally at the thought of what physica
trauma si X unharnessed spacers woul d endure throughout the descent, Dahl

wat ched his foe activate the descent sequence that would dock the ship. A
least they're all still alive , he consoled hinself, awash in conflicting
enot i ons.

Si gne watched on the screens as the prize she coveted settled onto the |ock
For a few seconds, she savored the taste of victory before turning her ful
attention to the man acutely conscious of his expendability. Fixing himwth a
penetrating gl ance, she admtted forthrightly, "I owe you, Dahl. | offer you a
choice. Do you prefer to spend whatever duration the hostilities |ast,
interned in Gaea? Treated decently, but confined--a prisoner of war,
possessing a slimchance of being exchanged at some point in time? O do you
wi sh ne to | eave you here when | go, with your spacers and the mners, to face
your commander, and endure the consequences of losing this ship to ne? Since
Norman's recent defeat will undoubtedly render himeven nore brutal than he
ordinarily is, | think I can assure you that you'd be far safer in ny custody.
But you decide.”

Dahl's gut clenched. That unexpected offer dispelled a black suspicion that
his captor m ght enploy the Earth-built weaponry integral to the ship to

anni hilate the station and slaughter both hinself and fifty of his
conpatriots. Faced with her options, Norman would do exactly that, he conceded
as fear tenpered relief. She's a gallant adversary, damed if she isn't!

Norman will order nme spaced , he reflected despairingly. But spend a dreary

span of Earthyears pacing the deck in a Gaean cell, knowi ng that ny career
lies inruins, and my nane's reviled in Colunbia ..No. I'Il be damed if 'l
choose life at that price! "I'l|l take ny chances with my countrynen

Si gne--even though | believe your assurance."

Admi ration suffused the Gaean warrior's striking face. "Dahl, you're too good
a man to waste yourself serving a thrice-accursed mass nurderer. I'd like to
offer you a third choice, but I won't insult a patriot | respect by suggesting
that he change sides. I'll tell you frankly, though, that if chance had | anded
you on ours, |'d have val ued you."

"W aren't all Nornmans, Signe."
"Col unbi a spawns too many like him and too few like you."
"The Conmander-in-Chief figures on changing that."

"Gve Arlen ny conpliments, but tell himl think he's got his work cut out for
him"



Smiling grimy as she voiced that final sardonic observation, Signe unfastened
her harness, and rose to her feet. d ancing down at the nman projecting no
trace of the snoldering hatred she had detected earlier, she intuitively

judged hi mincapabl e of sullying his personal honor. "If you'll give ne your
word not to try anything desperate, heroic and fool hardy, 1'Il cut that tape
and | et you wal k down out of here," she prom sed. "Otherwise, I'll pack you."

"You have ny word."

Striding out of the | ock beside the captor to whom he had given his parol e,
Dahl cane face to face with the tall, auburn-haired captor whose green eyes
had conveyed so chilling a threat when he thrust his eneny into the couch on
the ship. The intent observer read the depth of the relief shining out of
those eyes, as the warrior-wonman's safe return from her outrageous adventure
regi stered.

Pain | acerated the Col unbian's sorely tried soul. These men would die for
Signe! he adnmitted to hinmself. Any one of them dadly! Wat would it be like
to serve a commander you respected? She said she'd have val ued ne. Damm! |

al nost wi sh she'd run me through. Better to die |like that, than endure what
"Il face shortly. Should | force her to kill ne now? No. | elimnated that
option when | passed ny word.

Buoyed by the success of her venture, the war-I|eader dispatched a squad
conmanded by Theo to toss the pressure suits into the drone, and send that
ungai nly vehicle soaring back to Main Wrld of Gaea. Conor, Yuri and Jassy
appropriated gear they coveted fromthe nmilitary base, while Mrgan led a
detail that stripped the prem ses of el ectronic weapons.

Signe left Dahl his sword. "You m ght need that," she observed evenly, pitying
a courageous, defeated foe. Having | ocked the spacers and niners in the dining
hall, the Conmmander tied her nentor fairly loosely to a chair in the

conmuni cations cabin. "My captain has altered the board so you can see what's
comng in, but can't broadcast," she inforned himequably. "It should take you
about half an hour to work free." For a few seconds, she studied the man's
sonber face. O a sudden, he saw hers break into a vivid, unforgettable,
transfiguring snmile. "Thanks for the flying | esson, Dahl. | w sh you luck with
your countrynen."

Three days after Signe's raid, a Colunbian mlitary vessel docked at the nine
No sooner had the board been restored to service, than Norman called the base.
His jaw jutting, the Comrander of Third Corps conveyed with venomous clarity
to the subordi nate preserving an expressionl ess face, just how he viewed the

| oss of the Earth-arned ship. Signe's instructor passed into the custody of
his fell ow captain, who incarcerated his prisoner in a cabin. Pacing the deck
Dahl strove to fend off despair.

Twenty-four hours later, the arrival of two spacers interrupted his dour
specul ations. Fifth Corpsmen , the inprisoned Captain noted in surprise as

t hose uncomuni cative individuals marched himto his own fornmer office. Shock
suf fused hi m when he di scovered Arlen seated behind the desk.

Dahl knew the Colunbian mlitary dictator by sight, but had never rated a
formal introduction. His gut constricted at the notion that he had undoubtedly
aroused this man's anger as deeply as he had Norman's. That supposition
generated cold fear, which the disgraced offender sought desperately to hide.

Tall, poised, his every fluid novenent enphasizing the el egance conferred by
the superb fit of his sleek black uniform Arlen exhibited suprene
sel f-possession. Singularly observant blue-green eyes trained to note and



i nterpret nonverbal cues gleaned a wealth of information during a seem ngly
cursory glance at the prisoner flanked by the two guards. A nobile,
aristocratic face, animted, expressive, but perfectly controlled, reflected
the power of the astute mind residing behind the faintly ironic smle

Wth supple grace, the Conmmander-in-Chief rose, wal ked around the desk, airily
waved the guards out, and gestured Dahl into a chair. Drawi ng up another, he
seated hinself facing the culprit sitting stiffly erect, noting the tight set
of the man's nouth and the lines of anxiety etched into the swarthy face.

Dahl nmet squarely the glance leveled at himby the autocratic hol der of
suprenme power over his world.

Havi ng crossed his right ankle over his left knee, Arlen laid both hands over
the bent | eg encased in a glossy black boot, |eaned back with studied ease,
and spoke. Hi s nel odious voice fell pleasantly on Dahl's ear, soothing flayed
nerves. "lI'd like you to tell me everything that passed between you and
Signe," the military dictator invited rather than conmanded. "Word for word,
as well as you can renenber the substance of your verbal exchanges."

"Yes, sir." A new onslaught of shock threw the Third Corpsman further off

bal ance. This man coul d order nme spaced! he expostul ated silently, unable to

conprehend his superior's notives. VWatever .. Struggling to marshal scattered
wits, he sorted through his recollections, and related all he could renmenber

of the encounter.

When the narrative ended, the autocrat studied Dahl thoughtfully. At length he
inquired, "Did you regard Signe's question as to whether you stood prepared to
die to keep her out of space, as a hollow threat?"

"No, sir. | knew , beyond any shadow of doubt, that my |life was about to end
She had ne conpletely fooled. "

"Mmm " Dahl devel oped an uncanny certainty that his interlocutor read m nds
with unerring ease. "Do you know how she nmanaged to take this nmilitary base so
conpletely by surprise?"

"No, sir."

Succinctly, Arlen explained. The expressive voi ce conveyed absol ute assurance
as the dictator concluded his summary by observing, "Signe wasn't bl uffing,
Dahl . She changed her nmind in the |ast nanosecond before killing you."

"Way woul d she.." Abruptly, the prisoner fell silent, berating hinself for
blurting out a question, rather than confining hinself to giving answers.

The interrogator chose to ignore the slip. "She acted on inpulse. | doubt if
she could have told you why, herself, but she obviously admres
courage¥respects a nman capabl e of naking the ultimte sacrifice. Being
inflexibly deternined to force soneone to function as her instructor, she
undoubtedly felt safer with a brave man naki ng a reasoned choi ce between two
appal I ing courses of action, than with a coward she'd scared into breaking.
No..you'll never shave death any closer than you did at that nonent."
Scrutinizing Dahl's bl eak expression, Arlen did indeed read his mnd. "I
understand that Norman has reduced your rank, and intends to discipline you
with his wonted severity."

Eyes hard as flint asked no pity. "I lost a ship arned with Earth-built
weaponry, sir."

So you did, but I'd have sworn that no captain recruited by Norman woul d ever



have refused under those circunstances to accede to Signe's demand. Your
willingness to forfeit your life to benefit Col unbia deserves far better than
t he harsh puni shment ny shortsighted coll eague plans to inflict on you,
spacer - capt ai n.

That rapid nental evaluation of the situation caused no perceptible delay in
the autocrat's spoken response. "Signe was right about your giving her only
tinme," he declared runminatively. "She'd have nanaged what she achi eved, sooner
or later. She was right about sonmething else as well. You are too good a man
for Norman. | could use an aide who keeps a cool head in a crisis. Your rank
woul d be the equival ent of captain. WII you accept?"

"WIIl I.yes, sir!" Dahl suddenly | ooked ten Earthyears younger to the shrewd
student of human nature keenly aware that he had just forged a bond of no nean
magni t ude between hinsel f and his new subordi nate. "Thank you, sir!"

"“I'I'l informyour conmander of ny decision.” Arlen's eyes briefly hardened in
their turn, confirmng the watcher's suspicion that the Comrander-i n- Chi ef
despi sed Norman. Intense curiosity drove the next question put to the man
giddy with relief. "Tell me frankly, Dahl: what do you think of Signe?"

The reprieved officer's glance strayed to a point past Arlen's head, as an
arresting, commandi ng, youthful visage eerily framed in silvery hair shinmrered
in his interior vision. Exquisitely aware that his interrogator possessed an
astonishing ability to detect a prevaricator in the act of |ying, Dahl strove
to distill his inpressions into a terse, baldly accurate statenent.

Menmories flashed by as if fast-forwarded. Once nore, the cold nenace
freighting the voice of his world's archfoe chilled his blood. Exactly as
before, he grudgingly adnmred her courage. On the screen of his interior
vision, he saw the fierce | ook of joy generated as the raider progressed with
cool daring towards a cherished goal. Racked by fear, chafed by his bonds, he
again marvel ed at hearing her sincere tribute to a defeated adversary even as
he mai ntai ned his stubborn resolve to decline her gallant offer. The warnth of
the nmenorable smle constituting her parting salute returned to fill himwth
a nost inexplicable sense of regret.

"I can't help but admire her, sir," he admtted truthfully, if a shade
defensively. Having voiced that heresy, he added forcefully, "But | regard her
as a downright dangerous eneny."

Arlen smiled grimy. "My sentinents exactly,
candor .

he acknow edged with perfect

Chapt er Two

Leani ng forward across the polished surface of his desk, Arlen rested his chin
on the steepled fingers of both hands, and neditated. I|ridescent blue-green
eyes gazed unseeing at the perpetually changing, subtly m nd-stinulating,
abstract |ight-scul pture domi nating one corner of his severely uncluttered

of fice. That spacious suite occupied a prine |ocation: the |lofty done that
formerly housed the bridge of the Colunbia , the antique interplanetary vesse
permanently nmoored within the web of habitats girdling the planetoid bearing
the vessel's nane.

Rel axi ng the guard he habitually nmaintai ned over his features, the world



| eader pondered, sorted options, weighed and discarded ideas, and sifted
tentative solutions to problens clouding the future of the state over which he
presently exerted autocratic nmastery. Acutely aware of the tenuous nature of
his hold on that power, he cast his mnd back over the past, and anal yzed
events paralleling his neteoric rise to dictatorship.

Premature, your intense satisfaction over Norman's defeat |, the
Conmander -i n- Chi ef of the Colunmbian Mlitary Forces scathingly chided his
alter self. The bastard's expulsion fromMin Wrld of Gaea freed Signe to
expand the scope of the war. True, your thrice-accursed rival just lost a
superb base of operations: an arena where for the last ten Earthyears a strong
mlitary | eader given little oversight by an ineffectual civilian head of
state operated pretty nuch as he pleased. Leon failed utterly to control the
war he let a power-mad conmander in | eague with greedy civilian officials talk
hi minto | aunchi ng.

>From the day that cul pably weak-willed First Mnister broke the Convention by
sanctioni ng the manufacture--and the use!--of weapons that could kill at a

di stance, he cast a foul blot on Colunbia s honor as well as his own. The
Gaeans abi ded by that ancient agreenent forged by Johann's successor: an
agreenment never abrogated. In no way did they offer gross provocation. On the
contrary, they withdrew even deeper into isolation, and maintained their
traditional refusal even to use swords to settle personal quarrels. They

pl ayed right into the hands of nmilitant foes, when they clung so tenaciously
to the insularity that Johann's Gaean followers believed to formtheir best
def ense against allies they perceived as incorrigibly treacherous.

Had the descendants of those original Gaeans allowed trade to flourish between
two far-flung G oups plagued with an inbal ance of natural resources, the war
woul d never have started. W | ack dense netals. The Gaeans | ack water ice.
Their netallic planetoids undoubtedly yield natural alloys and ninerals
unknown to us. Qur stony bodies provide light netals and ceramics they're
obliged to do without. Interworld trade nakes sound sense. |If only they hadn't
remai ned so damed suspi ci ous--so stubbornly resistant to change!

Vell, this war served to |l ock the Gaeans into that mindset forever, damm the
perverse luck. Norman forged an admirably effective mlitary organization
Gve the rotter credit where it's due. Your forner peer transformed Third
Corps froma medi ocre body entrusted with guarding public officials during
public functions, into a form dable force of savage warriors prinmed to foll ow
a ruthless | eader whose ultimte goal they knew to be absol ute power over

Col unbi a.

Norman ruled that following with an iron hand, but pandered to their basest
i nstincts--condoned butchery and rape while nmethodically stripping Gaea of
portable wealth. My militant rival stands guilty of mass murder of civilians:
crimes abetted by captains as cul pable as hinself--men |ike Yancey. Crines
those sadistic brutes committed before |I seized power. Crinmes for which |
can't hold them accountable, and stay in power. Vell, that latter need's
paramount. Vital. Damed if |'I1

A knock on his door jarred rudely upon Arlen's specul ati ons. Suppressing al
evi dence of sharp annoyance, he called out, "Cone in!"

The door slid open to admit a tall figure as aristocratic in bearing as the
worl d | eader. Lively dark eyes formed the nost arresting feature of a

hawk- profil ed, ebony face. The newconer's | ean, supple body nmoved with the
fluid grace characteristic of the master swordsman, as he strode wi th hand
out stretched towards the superior who rose to greet him



"Am n!" the autocrat exclaimed, allow ng his keen satisfaction to show "I
felt certain you couldn't arrive before tonorrow norning!"

"I'"'mwel | ahead of schedule, thanks to Evan. Not only did he deliver the parts
| needed, he placed half his crew on twel ve-hour shifts, and arrived with the
other five spacers to spend a full eight hours helping us with the repairs.
When | protested, he growl ed that any nan who'd just put in two fourweeks of
duty on the Ice Wrld needed a boost to his norale. Wnking at ne, he pitched
his voice to carry, and boonmed out his intent to see that ny crew got an extra
night to spend with the girls. Mrale soared, naturally. | owe ny old conrade
damed if | don't."

"So do I, for whatever tinme you can spare ne before you take Evan's advice
yourself." His owm lithe, hard-nuscled frame exhibiting no | ess grace than
that distinguishing the visitor, Arlen noved two chairs beautifully crafted of
gl eami ng dark |ami nate fromwhere they stood side by side on the opul ent
deckcovering. Gesturing Amin into one, the autocrat seated hinsel f opposite
the Senior Captain and trusted friend who figured promnently in the

del i berations that had occupied his mnd before he retreated into nusings on
the history of the conflict.

"The night's young yet, chief. | guessed that I'd find you working overtine.
Who' s the new man on your board?"

"Dahl. My two forner aides | caught selling information to Galt. After
denoting themboth to the Iowest rank, | inflicted the punishment the offense
nmerited. That incident pronpted ne to seek out a man | judged | oyal enough to
me personally that he'd prove incorruptible. Dahl | appropriated from Norman
a nove that did nothing to mtigate the hatred | incurred when |I relieved ny
col | eague of four of the six first-class mlitary ships he brought back from
Gaea--especially since Signe wested one of Nornan's two remmi ning Earth-built
vessel s from Dahl, a fourweek ago."

"Mm | nust say, Nornman has been plagued by a daunting series of setbacks
|ately. Cheers ne no end, that circunstance. Evidently Dahl proved innocent of
any negl i gence?"

"G ven that a force conprised of the creamof Gaea's warriors, led by Signe
hersel f, materialized out of the void w thout any of the six nen nmanning two
boards seeing a thing on their screens, | couldn't accuse either the mners or
Dahl's spacers of negligence when she took themutterly by surprise fromthe
rear. Just how she managed that feat nystifies me. Her raiders nust have
landed in the slip formerly used to dock drones, but an incom ng drone should
have shown up as clearly on the scanning screens as would a military ship.

"Signe planned her raid well ahead of tine, solely to acquire the prize she
stole. Dahl's lieutenant stupidly tried to enploy his inplant against her. She
ran himthrough, thereby striking fear enough into one of the engineers in
charge of the mining operation that he obeyed her order to man his board as if
not hi ng were happeni ng. \Wen Signe hol ed Dahl deeply enough to draw bl ood, and
asked whet her he stood prepared to die on the spot to keep her out of space,
he said yes. Evidently his response noved her to admiration, because she
stayed her hand. She herded his ten crewren aboard the ship, and strapped Dahl
into the couch next to hers.

"She then coolly announced that with or without his instruction, she intended
to lift the ship into orbit around the station. To save the lives of the nen

i ncarcerated aboard, he coached her. He assured ne npbst enphatically that
she'd done her honework. Once in free fall, she propelled him securely bound,
into a lifeboat that she demanded he show her how to fly. Inmobilized, he



tal ked her off the ship, and taught her enough to enable her to dock the boat
wi t hout bl owi ng the station where her captains still held forty mners

host age. Signe then managed the astoni shing feat of completing a successfu
rendezvous with the ship. She infornmed Dahl when his ordeal ended that he was
too good a man for Norman. | found | agreed with her."

"Howl i ng hordes of hell!" Shock sufficient to breach the guard over his
expression that the Captain habitually maintai ned showed fl eetingly but
pl ainly.

"Amin, we're about to find ourselves at war in space."

"Surely not!"™ Wth no hesitation whatsoever, the officer flatly contradicted
his superior. "One Earth-armed ship against nineteen! No one in his right mind
woul d buck those odds, and Signe's eminently sane. No, she likely intends to
do whatever she can to guard her world agai nst any new i nvadi ng force."

The Conmander-in-Chi ef took a few seconds to weigh that vehenent assertion
Amin | know to be as shrewd a judge as any authority | could consult, he
readily conceded. He's a bold strategist with sixteen Earthyears of experience
as an officer, a highly conpetent |eader, and a daring and resourcefu
risk-taker. But so is that infernal woman. Look at the coup she just pulled
of f! Damm her to the nythical fire!

No strong enotion surfaced on the face nore striking than handsome. His

nel odi ous voice as serene as the features so perfectly obedient to their
ower's will, Arlen replied equably, "I don't control all nineteen of the
Earth-built ships armed with the irreproducible weaponry, Amin, as you well
know. Dexter and Courtney each control three. Galt retains four at his
comand, and Norman one, now that |'ve relieved himof the four that bring ny
conplerent to eight. No prerogative enjoyed by a commander renains nore

j eal ously guarded than possession of those irreplaceabl e vessels.

"Galt just dispatched two of his four first-class ships to ONeill, hot on the
heel s of that archrenegade, Chapell. Dexter takes care to base his three far
fromthe capital, claimng with some justice that his responsibilities demand
that pattern of deploynent. Courtney keeps one in the capital, and two
anywhere except here. Two of mne of necessity guard the outposts on the Ice
Vor | d.

"Norman, you'll renmenber, lost two during the war. The Gaeans sabot aged both
ships on the | ocks, dam their willingness to sacrifice two priceless antique
artifacts! Norman left the hulks in Gaea. When | interrogated himunder truth

conpel ler, he stated that the hul ks are beyond repair, so they indubitably
are. But even if they weren't, the Gaeans lack the facilities, the parts, and
the expertise to rebuild them Norman stripped Gaea of parts, destroyed the
single factory capabl e of nanufacturing replacenents, and sl aughtered the
experts that staffed it, right after he invaded."

Full lips curled back over perfect white teeth as Amin retorted

contenpt uously, "Typical blunder, that sort of barbarism ruthless slaughter
costly to the perpetrator. Norman's cal culated brutality rmade rebellion

i nevitable. Now that Signe has won, however, she'll find plenty to occupy her
in a world devastated by a decade of systematic |ooting."

The deep voice turned softly rum native as the visitor added, "Wat 1've

gl eaned from hearsay about Norman's nenesis positively fascinates ne." A
slight pause occurred as a lusty captain possessed of an enviable reputation
as a charner of |adies, even anong spacers who prided thensel ves on the nunber
and variety of their conquests, recalled certain facets of the | egend.



"Sigurd' s daughter commands fanatical devotion," he observed nusingly. "A
warrior who's all woman, 1'd guess her to be--matured, but not coarsened by
her experience. She's foreign to yours and nine, though, |'ve no doubt, chief.
| sinmply cannot envision a femal e conbatant, and nost assuredly not a female
swor dsman who routinely fought hand-to-hand--against Third Corpsmen , no

| ess--and held her own!"

Nor can I|--but the reality exists , the listener silently conceded.
"Bastard or not, Norman's a warrior. He handpi cked those rapaci ous curs he
led, for fighting ability and ruthl essness. He unl eashed themon a civilian
popul ace steeped in a tradition of pacifism and countenanced what can only be
called atrocities. Signe nmust stand in a class by herself: a wholly unique
wonan. "

"A dammed dangerous one," Arlen shot back, reflecting that Am n's perception
of Norman's conquest perfectly matched his own. "I've got enough on ny hands
ri ght now wal ki ng a sword-edge over an abyss--consolidating my hold on the
state while avoiding civil strife--w thout the added burden of fighting a war
in space, now or in the future. If she'd rest content to admi nister her
liberated world, |I'd | eave Signe to the task unnolested, but I'll wager a
liter of the best brandy available in the capital against a shot of nediocre
whi sky on ny belief that she harbors no such intent."

"The notion strikes me that you'd better concentrate on the now, or you m ght
not be around to face any nebul ous future challenges,"” the visitor predicted
in atone of chilling certainty.

CGenuine mrth infused the [augh formng the response of the | eader warmed by
his realization that this subordinate at |least, curried no favor, and spoke
his thought frankly to his autocratic superior wi thout first calculating the
effect his bluntness mght weak on his career. "Considering that one of ny
four rivals undoubtedly engi neered Leon's assassination, and another spent ten
Eart hyears cruelly oppressing a civilian popul ace, and all four commanders
aspire to ny present em nence, your assessnent smacks of understatenent,

Amin."

So it does. So beware, old friend!

"I'"ve pushed Norman to the wall: relegated Third Corps--what survives of
it--to carrying out its former, nostly cerenonial duty of guardi ng our
officials, mlitary and civilian, during public functions. Defeat at Signe's
hands rendered Norman relatively ineffectual, but during my two-Earthyear
tenure as Commander-in-Chief, Galt has strengthened his hold on power. The
Commander of Second Corps cleverly assuned sone functions fornerly in the
domain of the Mnister of Internal Security, knowing that | don't dare

j eopardi ze the support |I've thus far received fromkey figures in the civi
government, by arbitrarily reversing decisions nade by an influential official
in the course of his day-to-day operation of his ministry. Dexter and Courtney
bide their tine while clinging stubbornly to what power | find it politic to

| eave them "

"You' ve made solid gains since you outnmaneuvered all of your self-serving
associ ates right after Leon's assassination--to the undoubted chagrin of

whi chever of your four rivals wiped the First Mnister." Amin's nmind flashed
back to that pivotal three hours. Arlen saw his chance and seized it , he
acknowl edged with respect. For sheer cold nerve, few men equal him For the
ability to react swiftly during a crisis with that extraordi nary conbi nation
of intelligence, inagination, and daring, none do.



"I may shortly need to enploy suprenely risky nmeans to render ny position
whol Iy unassailable.” The mlitary dictator, who still personally commanded
the Fifth Colunbian Mlitary Corps, ventured that blunt avowal of his
intentions without the |east qualm know ng this subordinate to be utterly
trustwort hy.

"Rest assured that you can count on ne to back you to the hilt," Anmn asserted

promptly and vigorously.

"I'f I harbored a shade of doubt that my ol dest friend and senior captain m ght

fail me in an hour of crucial need, |I'd scarcely have ganbled on the noves
that gai ned me what |'ve won," the Commander-in-Chi ef responded, favoring his
subordinate with an ironic snile. "During the next six fourweeks, we'll see a

turning point in Colunbia's history."

"Perhaps,"” the man not entirely convinced of the truth of that final assertion
replied equably.

"Well. Call here every norning at 0600, while you're on leave. | told Danner
to do the sane. |I'Il inpose on you now for an additional favor--one | hate to

ask of a man who just docked. Dahl has been manning ny board for nine straight
hours. He downed a sandwi ch at 1300, while he worked. Spell himfor thirty

m nutes, would you, so that he can eat a hot neal ? Oblige ne by keeping out
anyone clanmoring to see me--unless his business strikes you as vitally

i mportant--until Dahl gets back, and you depart to take Evan's advice?"

"I'"ll guard your inner sanctumlike the nythical eagle, and ask Dahl to bring
you back a hot neal, chief.”

"Karyn wi Il have ny di nner ready when | get hone."
"It's 2010 now. I'Ill wager you haven't eaten since 1300--if then."

"Instruct ny aide to slip in here wi thout knocking, and | eave a sandwi ch and a
glass of mlk on the table."

"A hot sandwi ch,” Amin insisted as he took his departure.

Havi ng reassuned his forner posture at his desk, Arlen once again sank into a
prof ound reverie. Signe scored a point , he adnmitted, now se given to del uding
hinsel f. |If Colunbia spawned nore men |ike Dahl and Amin, and fewer |ike
Nornman and Galt, we'd be far better off. It's a wonder you succeeded in

out maneuvering Galt, who al nbst certainly instigated the assassination of

Leon. You pulled off a risky coup because you command certain |oyalties--a
gratifying confidence in your ability to lead, on the part of those officials
of the civil governnent |east notivated by self-interest. That advantage, none
of your four rivals--Galt, Courtney, Norman or Dexter--can boast. That
reservoir of trust, plus your abundance of unnitigated gall, tipped the scales
in your favor. Well. You need to plan

Ten minutes fled into oblivion before a sharp knock again interrupted Arlen's
cogitations. Now what in hell . . "Cone in!"

Amin's tall figure filled the entry. "You' ve a visitor who swears to the vita

i mportance of her business, chief. She didn't want to be seen arriving. |'ve
arranged that she wasn't. |I'Il await her, and escort her back out. May | show
her in?"

Mystified, Arlen rose. Qut of old habit, he took up a position so that his
desk formed no barrier between hinself and the expected caller, who would need



to traverse a certain distance in the view of the man awaiting her. That ploy
gave a highly trained observer the few seconds he needed in which to study
subtl e kinesic responses--posture, body-orientation, gestures, facial
expression, and eye behavi or--of the person entering. "Please do."

The autocrat's nobile face betrayed no hint of the astoni shnment gripping him
as he beheld the prem er courtesan of the capital enter his office. The wonan
noved with the surpassing grace of a dancer. dints of gold highlighted wavy
brown hair bound in a coil seem ngly poised on the verge of tunbling down its
owner's back. A fewtendrils, artfully arranged to suggest wanton di sorder
hung in long spirals. Those eye-catching curls caressed the cheek of a
heart-shaped face, the beauty of which inprinted itself unforgettably into the
behol der's nenory.

The | egendary artist's suit, superbly tailored to accentuate the flair of her
hi ps and the rounded contours of her breasts, flaunted the curvaceousness of
her body. The costly fabric, a pale, |umnous green, hid nothing of the
visitor's erotic appeal. A faint but delicious fragrance wafted about her
exotic person as Arlen took both of her hands in his own, and excl ai ned,
"Adrienne! What a pleasure! Please, sit down. |'Il send for coffee.”

Adri enne seated herself. The snile she turned on the military dictator bore no
trace of seductiveness. Her cultured voice fell pleasantly on his ear as she
urged, "Don't go to the trouble, Arlen¥please. | won't take any nore of your
time than is absolutely necessary. | debated fiercely with nyself before
venturing to intrude upon you here, but | decided finally that you'd believe

t he assurance | gave your captain: that only a matter of crucial

i mportance--one | couldn't trust to any electronic |ine of
communi cati on--woul d occasi on nmy coming."

"You worried for no reason."

The wonman's eyes, as darkly blue-green as her host's, betrayed a hint of
wor | d-weariness oddly at variance with the serenity of her ageless, |ovely
face. "Arlen, you' ve been a guest at ny nightly gatherings often enough to
know what sort of men nake up ny circle."

"The cream of Col unbia's power structure: men as intrigued as | by
conversation enlivened by the wit and charm of a fascinating hostess."

I ncapabl e of lying, the dictator spoke what he perceived to be unvarni shed
truth.

"What a conplinment, those words, coming fromyou! And yes, power these days
domi nates the thinking of the men who patronize ny salon, as never before.” A
flush darkened Adrienne's creany cheeks, and her eyes hardened nomentarily.
"Not all who frequent nmy quarters seek nore than conversation, but a good nany
of those nen, at one tine or another over the Earthyears, paid handsonely for
ny services. |'ve never tried to pry secrets fromny clients, Arlen. Never!
Any secrets to which |'ve becone privy, |'ve buried. | nmpst assuredly don't
make a habit of intruding on a man who's never been ny lover, to confide to
hima secret | learned fromone sharing ny bed! |'ve never done that, before
toni ght."

Her shapely body taut, her eyes suddenly overflowing with bitterness, Adrienne
| eaned forward in the chair facing her host's. "I wouldn't now, except that
the threat hangi ng over Colunbia at this point in our history exceeds in

magni tude any our world has ever faced. You're the | eader best fitted to see
us through that peril. If we |ose you, we could succunb while your rivals
waste their energies fighting each other. So |I bear you a warning, trusting
that you won't let slip how you heard it."



"Rest absolutely assured of that." She's speaking what she perceives to be the
absolute truth. You'd better heed her warning!

"Courtney has engaged for sone time now, in distilling poison, drop by drop
into the ear of one of his captains. He has gradually succeeded in

di screditing you in the eyes of a man your former peer hopes to maneuver
eventual ly into issuing you a challenge in the presence of an anpl e nunber of
shrewdl y chosen wi tnesses. Warrior that you are, you' d not prevail against
this adversary, any nore than would any of your four rivals. If you accept the
chal l enge, you'll die¥and if you coldly refuse to fight a subordinate, you'l
stand convicted in the eyes of the beholders, and the nen under you, of
cowardi ce: fear of facing Brant across swords.”

"Brant." Arlen's deep voice betrayed none of the cold fury his informant's
revel ati on generated. "You think Brant capable of agreeing to maneuver ne into
a duel purely to further the anbitions of his commander?"

"No. | surely don't. Nor does the man setting this trap. Courtney's wily

per suasi veness at times approaches yours, but he's not constrained, as you
are, by any conpul sion to adhere to the truth. To the men under him Courtney
projects a bluff heartiness--a cal cul ated pose hard for themto see through
He's nost careful never to be caught in a lie, and so enjoys a totally
undeserved reputation for forthrightness.

"It takes a worman who sees himin unguarded nonents, away fromhis nmen, to
penetrate that mask he's worn until it seenms his face. No, he's playing Brant
like a finely tuned instrunent. Brant's proud, jealous of his honor, and
worried about his career. He fears | osing command of his ship in sone power
struggl e anong his superiors. His fear | judge to be well founded. Courtney
deftly worsens it. Brant's action, if--or rather when--it cones, will be the
sincere act of a touchy duelist seeking satisfaction for deeply wounded
honor . "

Pausi ng, the worman ventured a bold prediction, knowing this autocrat's
capacity to hear truth spoken without giving way to irrational anger generated
by wounded pride. "If you try to use your eloquence to persuade Brant that you
of fered no insult--that the Commander who appreciates his ability and a peer
he has no reason to suspect of duplicity both deliberately lied to him-you'l
nmerely succeed in convincing himthat you' re di shonest as well as craven, and
provoke himinto escalating the public confrontation fatal to your reputation
Be sure that Courtney will produce a witness to the incident he fabricates to
inflane Brant, who won't realize that the Commander of Fourth Corps
occasional ly covers up indiscretions--even crinmes--by subordi nates from whom
he | ater exacts a price. Wiy do you suppose | see your retention of power as
so crucial ?"

"I'"ll end by owing you ny life--or nmy honor, which | value nore," Arlen stated
gravely, deeply inpressed by the worldly wonan's penetrating insight, and
grateful for the warning. "You're absolutely right. No one of the five of us,

i ncludi ng Dexter, could prevail against Brant in a duel. | don't know of
anyone who could, since Nigel vanished."

A vivid image of a tall, lithe figure snmling sardonically at her out of a
face remarkable for its ugliness rose to send regret |ancing through
Adrienne's inner being: regret sufficient to breach for a few seconds the cool
det achment she habitual ly maintained over the inmpul ses of her heart. Mstering
t hat epheneral upsurge of enotion, she wrenched her m nd back to the problem
at hand. "You haven't much time in which to plan your defense, Arlen. Courtney
fears that Galt nmight anticipate him-launch sone devious ploy of his own.

That m ght well happen, but at |east you' ve been forewarned of the nost



i mm nent danger. | won't take any nore of your tine."

"Don't rush off--please. |I'd appreciate your answering a question, unless
you' ve sone pressing engagenent.”

"I haven't. I'mnerely reluctant to i npose on you."
"What dire threat do you see hangi ng over Col unmbi a?"

"You surely don't suppose that Signe will rest content to disband her mlitary
force now that she has driven Norman out, do you, Arlen? Or expect that the
hatred Norman bred in his archfoe and her followers will fade any tinme soon?
O assune that so form dable a warrior won't strive to regain the nmine Nornman
still operates in Gaea? If she succeeds, our world' s present glut of the dense
metal s for which our industries devel oped a voraci ous appetite over the term
of abundant supply will dw ndle to nothing.

"If the Gaeans gain the slightest inkling of the dangers you face--of your
| ess than absolute grip on suprenacy--m ght they not be tenpted to strike
before you win the power struggle confronting you? O does your thinking
paral l el that of the nen who disdainfully disniss Signe as no real threat,
si nmply because she's a woman?" The snmile acconpanying that |ast drawing
guestion grew purely wi cked.

That thrust evoked an appreciative |augh. "Your political acunen never ceases

to amaze ne, Adrienne. No, | agree whol eheartedly with your assessnent,
daunting as |I find the thought of fighting on two fronts. You've placed ne
deeply in debt to you for your warning. |I'mfortunate that nmen find you

irresistible."

"l confess to harboring regret that the nost attractive man of ny acquai ntance
remai ns unshakably faithful to his wife." Those words, bearing no provocative
nuance what soever, enmerged as a sinple statenment of fact acconpanied by a
smle that warmed the beholder to the core.

Touched by the woman's honesty, no whit insensible to her potent allure, Arlen
replied gently, "I have no needs Karyn doesn't satisfy, Adrienne.”

"I"'mkeenly aware of that. Karyn's too innocent to realize how unique a nan
she married. Arlen, please.take care." The courtesan's richly vibrant voice
took on a husky note as she uttered her final words. Flashing her host an
enchanting smle, she rose.

Openi ng the door, the autocrat allowed his guest to precede himinto the outer
of fice, where the Captain guarding the entry awaited her. "Amin will see you
to your quarters," Arlen declared in a tone that brooked no argunent.

"My pleasure." Death of Earth, might she ...A lusty spacer-captain deprived of
any commerce with courtesans for a span of eight weeks--an eternity, to Amin's
way of thinking--experienced a pronounced stirring in his loins, as with
courtly grace he offered the |ovely woman his arm

Amin's in need , the canny professional shrewdly deduced. Vell, now . Sniling
up at the high-ranking officer eloquently expressing delight at the prospect
of spending time in her conpany, Adrienne departed with her escort.

Arlen relieved his aide of the neal he offered. "Dahl, shut down the board,
and go off duty."

"If you're leaving, sir.



"I"'mnot, but you are. You've put in thirteen hours of overtinme over the |ast
seven days, and fifteen during the prior week. Don't think I haven't kept
track. I'mgratified by the way you' ve handl ed an onerous job requiring the
exerci se of tact and discretion. On your next long |l eave, you'll take the
requi site nunmber of hours sufficient to conpensate for whatever overtine

you' ve accrued, in addition to the other |eave due you."

Shock nelted into gratitude, which showed in the aide's eyes. "That's generous
of you, sir." Dammed generous, but | need nore than a boost to ny credit
bal ance. Rot ny foul |uck

"Not generous, Dahl. Fair. 1'Il lock up when I |eave."

Seat ed once nore behind his desk, the Commander-in-Chi ef achieved a state of
prof ound concentration. No distraction interfered as he assessed the

ram fications of Adrienne's warning, pondered deeply on his future, deternined
on a bold course, and hatched a plot of his own.

Seated next to his charge on the cranped bench-seat of an autocab, the
aristocratic warrior inhaled the faint scent of her perfune, and drank in the
sight of her shapeliness. Snmiling, the courtesan renarked, "I appreciate both
your consi derate reception of an unexpected caller tonight, Amin, and your
willingness to see nme hone."

"It's seldomthat an order coincides so exactly with a man's personal w sh.
I'd have offered if Arlen said nothing."

"I believe that, of so gallant a captain.”

"A captain who just returned fromeight weeks of duty on the Ice Wrld finds
the sight of any wonman a pleasure, but to be afforded the chance to

converse--for however brief a span--with one whose |oveliness sets her apart
even in a capital fanous for the beauty of its wonmen fills me with delight."

Adrienne's nusical |augh set her admirer's nerves tingling. "Wat a
conpliment!"

"Not at all. | spoke the bare truth."

"Two polished tributes in succession.” A thought inpinged. Genuine interest
rather than cursory politeness pronpted the courtesan to inquire softly,
"What's it like, Anin, to view a world-sea of ice on your screens?"

No hesitation preceded the reply offered by the cultured | over of classica
literature who held a coveted military rank. "Unimagi nably beautiful," he
stated softly. "Forbiddingly, coldly, austerely lovely. A serrated, crevassed,
fissured, tortured expanse..a frozen waste reflecting the dimlight of the

di stant sun, and the turquoi se radiance of the gi ant gaseous planet riding the
bl ack deeps above the horizon. That brooding presence bul ks splendidly huge in
the primal night of the void veiled by a nmyriad of unwi nking stars. The

onl ooker gazes in wonder upon a vast, frigid surface unsullied by nan and his
wor ks, nost of it knowi ng not so much as the press of a boot. Awesone, the
prospect. It drives home to the viewer a sense of his utter insignificance, by
enphasi zi ng the epheneral nature of his collective reign, attesting to the

uni nportance of his individual flicker of existence, and accentuating his
eternal |oneliness."

Smiling into the rapt face of his astoni shed conpanion, Amn entreated softly,
"That recent experience pronpts me to a boldness | might not have nustered
otherwi se, and inpels nme to beg the nost |egendary courtesan in Colunbia to
grant me an hour of her conpany, tonight."



Adrienne found herself at a loss: a situation rare in her experience. She knew
exactly the state of her guests' credit bal ances, and could assess in any

gi ven instant whether an applicant could afford an hour--or succession of

ni ghts--of her tinme. Am n, however, had never frequented her quarters. The
adept in a demandi ng profession harbored no wish unwittingly to place Arlen's
charm ng officer in an acutely enbarrassi ng position. She nonethel ess refused
to conprom se her exacting standards. "An hour of Adrienne's tine tonight

m ght inpose an unwel cone limt on subsequent hours spent in the conpany of
other ladies of the capital," she cautioned, smling the wi cked smle

"An hour of Adrienne's conpany tonight mght fill ne with such subline bliss
as to free nme fromany further need," Amn countered, his dark eyes gl ow ng.
"But 1'd surely hate to gain that inestinmable privilege, and find nyself
afterwards unable to neet ny obligation."” Cocking his head, he inquired, "Wat
woul d ny obligation be, were | to succeed in persuadi ng you?"

"Three hundred credits."

Relief flashed swiftly across the ebony face despite the exorbitance of the
sum The nman possessed of the neans of gratifying his desire coaxed
beguilingly, "Adrienne, think of what confort the nenory you could give nme
woul d bring a lonely captain, when next he gazes out on the world-sea of ice!
Say that you'll grant me what | so yearn to enjoy tonight."

A laugh that fell on his ears like chim ng bells sent hope surging through the

petitioner. "I yield to your persuasive el oquence, Amn," the courtesan
replied. "I owe you, for your kindness, earlier--and for the vivid,
unforgettable portrait of a world I'lIl never see, etched into ny menory

forever by the marvel ously poetic power of your words."

The wi stful ness vibrating through the clear contralto voice touched Anmin
Taki ng one of his conpanion's hands in his own, he gently caressed the
fingers, his gesture nore affectionate than anorous.

What a gentleman he is! Adrienne nentally commended her escort. | savored the
i dea of a night free of the necessity of satisfying Courtney's needs--a night
to nyself. Well .. Am n's handsone, personable, and charming. Gateful. N ce
change, it'll be, using ny arts on a nman nore appreciative than demandi ng.

The automated vehicle threading its way through busy corridors veered out of
one of two center |anes, and stopped before the door of a section. In response
to a questioning glance, Adrienne nodded. Her client reached a finger to the
panel below the front viewport. Wth a few staccato notions, he progranmed the
bul bous nmetal conveyance so as to set it free to respond to a new sumons.

Energing fromhis side, Amin wal ked around t he autocab, and opened the far
door to assist his fellow passenger to alight into the space reserved for
exiting or entering the public conveniences. Wth proprietary grace, the
successful petitioner guided his hostess across the narrow pedestrian | ane
fronting the facades of the sections. Leaning on her escort's arm smling up
into his hawk-profiled face, the woman pressed her palmto a small panel on
the janb. The door slid soundl essly open

Havi ng stepped within, Adrienne felt arms encircle her from behind. Amin
ki ssed her under one ear, and nibbled her earlobe, pronpting a vivid menory to

rise fromthe ashes of the past. Twice, today, |'ve been rem nded forcibly of
Nigel , she reflected with renewed regret. Dead, he nust be. Lost at space.
VWhat a pity!

Well, this nman has gai ned conparable repute as a |over . Wien Amin turned her



to face him she slid her hands into the fastenings of his tunic, and slipped
t he garment down over hard-nmuscled bl ack shoul ders. Her patron wel coned the
touch of her tongue on the hairless skin of his chest, a sensation that sent
gal vani ¢ i npul ses coursing al ong quivering nerves. Deftly, carefully, he

di vested the | ovely woman of her tunic. Dropping to one knee, he kissed first
one breast, and then the other, his tongue intinmately caressing each nipple in
turn.

Adrienne's hands sifted through crisp dark hair, and she smled. "Sit down,
and let me pull off your boots," she whispered.

Havi ng done that service, the courtesan responded with seductive pliancy, as
strong hands pulled her forward across their owner's lap. Anmin's fingers

withdrew two ornate metal pins fromher coil, freeing a cascade of rippling
tresses, and releasing a cloud of fragrance. H's hand stroked the wondrous
| ength of wavy |ocks, with unhurried, sensuous strokes. "All night, |'ve

wanted to | oose your hair," he murnured, his voice an aural caress. Lifting
her of a sudden in muscular arms, he stood, holding her slack body against his
chest. "Where.?"

Wth | anguid grace, Adrienne pointed to a door at the opposite side of a
lushly carpeted expanse featuring plush chairs, two conmobdi ous couches,
various handsone coffee tables, and a state-of-the-art galley. "Take ne to
bed," she invited, sliding her arnms around the spacer's neck

Senses erotically stimulated by cl ose contact with warm bare flesh narrowed
the man's focus, but the aristocrat in Amn grew cogni zant of the tastefully
restrai ned el egance of the spacious sitting area. His menory painted a sharp
contrast between these quarters, the equal in luxury to his boyhood hone, and
drab antechanbers to tawdry cabins in which professional wonmen of far |ess
renown than the | egendary |ady he bore in his arns plied their ancient trade.
The scent of perfunme rose |ike incense, further inflamng desire already hot.

Havi ng deposited his burden on the oversized double bed, Amn deftly stripped
of f her pants, and stepped out of his own. Exhibiting feline grace, the wonan
pul | ed open the drawer of the exquisitely fashioned table by the head, and set
a datapad and a stylus on the gleaning surface. Turning to lie supine on a
soft, uni magi nably costly peach-hued sheet, she invited her patron to recline.
She then set about denonstrating the superb skill for which she was fanous.

The price Adrienne demanded of Amin represented the anmount she custonarily
charged for an hour of her time. Prepared to give value for credit, she
exerted herself to arouse her partner with subtle arts designed to lift himto
an unprecedented height while delaying his clinmax--to prolong his pl easure
until the hour seened an eternity. Men used to hiring the | egendary courtesans
expected such service, and sel dom sought to confer pleasure in their turn
Adrienne preferred that they not try. Habitually, she preserved her own
detachnment while raising her clients to lofty pinnacles of ecstasy. If her
customer's nal e pride proved such that for full satisfaction, he needed to
feel he was nman enough to satisfy her, the adept acted a part to perfection
Seldom did she fail to conpel her partner's belief.

As she expected, Amin nowi se conforned to the norm Not content to |lie back
and enjoy her practiced mani pul ati ons, he enployed arts of his own. Far from
hi ndering the professional as she used her own skill, he conpl enented her
efforts. When with hands and |ips and tongue she caressed his tall body in
intimte fashion, his hands noved over hers with equal skill; his tongue
stinmulated her with tantalizing effectiveness. She caught glinpses of the

m schievous mirth that danced in dark eyes: anusenment that proved contagious,
and | ent a nost unwonted pleasure to the act of raising this chance conquest



to the heights of rapture.

To her amazenent, Adrienne found herself growing aroused in her turn. Sternly
resisting so unaccustoned a sensation, she nanaged to stym e her patron's best
efforts. Her own nani pul ati ons succeeded, causing the Captain to succunb,
finally, to a need for release grown intolerable. Satisfaction suffused the
adept as Amin achieved a clinmax that sent himhalf into trance.

Real i zi ng that she had given her partner an experience as nenorable as he
could have w shed, Adrienne lay slackly beneath him tornmented by a nost
unaccust omed surge of unsatisfied desire. Qutraged by her body's betrayal, and
her mind's unruly acqui escence, she lay linply, trying to still her racing

pul se.

Amin stirred. Propping hinself on an el bow, he gazed quizzically at his
conpani on. One long finger traced the bow of her upper lip, sending a nost
unexpected tingle down nerves ordinarily lethargic.

"What an incomparable artist you are,
prom sed. "

the man breathed. "Al'l the | egend

"I admt to thinking the exact sane thing about you," she responded with
perfect honesty, smiling up at her client.

Amin's hearty |augh warned the courtesan. His finger slid along her full |ower
lip, parting it fromits mate, and once again traced the bow. "But you shrank
fromletting me succeed in giving you what you gave ne in such abundance," he
chided gently. "I can inmagi ne why. A worman's nore vul nerabl e than are nost
men, and you won't risk entangling your heart: arousing enotions dangerous to
your peace of mind. | knowthe feeling. A man in ny profession fears that sort
of complication just as you do. If you granted ne an hour five nights in
succession, ny resistance would crunble. I won't risk that . You keep your
guard up night after night with the same man, by rigorously refusing to |et
your partner give you a clinmax.

"I admire your self-comand. Truly, | do--because | sense that you're a deeply
passi onat e and whol eheartedly affectionate person, underneath that admrable
sel f - possession. But you needn't be afraid to |l et down your guard with me.
This is a one-tinme experience for both of us. One night--one ascent to
physical release in ny arnms--isn't going to endanger your peace. Take me on
again, Adrienne.and let nme give you a nmenory as full of delight as that which
"1l take away with me."

Stirred to the core, the recipient of that unorthodox invitation gazed

wi de-eyed at this man--a stranger before tonight--whose assessnent she knew to
be astoundingly accurate. Wiy not? she asked herself. One night .. Let nyself
go ...l trust Amin. Inplicitly--the way | do Arlen. For the sane reason,
suppose. Amin's a man of equally sterling honor. Rare, that quality, right

now, in Colunbia. Wy not?

Adrienne replied wordlessly. Wth a sinuous novenent of her body, she rose, to
position herself above her partner. Once again she conmenced to arouse him

Having just attained fulfillment, Amn felt far |ess urgency now, than
earlier. Wth unhurried seductive facility, he indulged in intinmate caresses
of the sort few of the courtesan's clients enployed in an encounter with her
even if they knew how to do so. Aware that her body, trained by her inperious
will habitually to suppress the sort of reaction he strove to elicit, would be
slow to respond, Amin proved singularly patient, wondrously persevering,

| anguorously, erotically proficient.



Exqui sitely conscious of the marvel ous degree of artistry his actions

di spl ayed, grateful for his willingness to take such pains to give her

pl easure, the woman strove to make himan equal return. Slowy, vol uptuously,
her beauty gl oriously enhanced by a joy that ani mated her face and | ent nagic
to her hands, Adrienne gave herself w th abandon, with verve, with a

sur passi ng transcendental channeling of energy into the production of ecstasy.

The pairing took on the senblance of a nystic dance: a rhythmc, graceful
flowing ballet in which every subtle novenent refl ected neaning. Devoid of

gui lt, untroubled by any sense of shame, each mind gradually filled with a
suprenme, consum ng, ebullient happiness: a cosmic joy in the touch, the scent,
the taste, the warnth, the ecstatic closeness, of two bodies briming with
heal th, and boasting athletic perfection, their owners each totally
uninhibited in the throes of steadily nounting passion

Ti me stopped. Their ninds neshed, as their physical selves approached the
final culmnation, and the pair achieved the ultinate ecstasy simultaneously,
endi ng prol onged indul gence in a dalliance that had seened to | ast an eon
Spent, drained, floating in the ether, two sensualists |ay entw ned,
fulfilled, satiated, one.

After an age, Amin stirred, and rose on an el bow Adrienne raised eyelids
fringed with dark | ashes, her eyes soft with renenbered bliss. Leaning down,
her conpani on saw her instinctive novenment to avoid a kiss full on the nouth.
H s hand gently turned her face towards him "Wat harmin a kiss, after what
we reached together?" He nurnured that inquiry, smling, before his nmouth

cl osed over that of his partner.

Surrendering the |last shred of her reserve, the courtesan returned his
intimte gesture passionately. When at length he freed her lips, and raised
hinself to | ook down at her, he declared softly, "Earthyears from now, when
"' man uni magi nabl e di stance fromhere, I'Il remenber tonight, Adrienne. Your
beauty..your inconparable skill.your daring.but nmost of all, the bold,
unfettered spirit inhabiting that soft, pliant, fem nine body."

H s eyes strayed to the clock, and filled with astoni shnent. "You granted ne
an hour, and | heedlessly took two," he apol ogized. Wth a determ ned
noverment, he reached for the datapad and stylus, intending to wite the wonan
a draft on his credit bal ance.

The courtesan laid a restraining hand on her patron's arm "Three hundred
credits, Amin," she instructed with unconprom sing firmmess.

"For each hour."

"For the whole. To cover what | did. For the balance of the tinme, I owe you."
The frown furrowing Amin's hawk-face vani shed. "I sense that | succeeded in
giving you a night full of joy," he agreed candidly. "So I'Il let you override
nmy scruples. | pay ny just debts."

"So do |, spacer-captain." For a second, the two sensualists gazed narrowy at

each other. Sinmultaneously, they broke into spontaneous, delighted |aughter

Rising with |lissone grace, Adrienne wal ked unconcernedly naked to the sitting
area, and retrieved Anmin's tunic and boots while he donned his pants. Wth
equal apl onb, she returned to help himinto his garment, her glorious hair
falling in tantalizing disorder about her face.

Bef ore he vani shed t hrough the door, the prem er |over drew her close, and
ki ssed her gently on the forehead. "Good-bye," he whispered.



"Take care," Adrienne replied, evading the finality of the expression he chose
to enploy. Smiling, she retreated out of sight of passers-by in the corridor
and watched the door slide shut behind him Her smile deepened as she strolled
in leisurely fashion back into her bedcabin. Wat an intriguing personality

that man possesses, she narvel ed. And what skill! | feel reborn--able to face
Courtney, tomorrow night, with renewed equaninity. Wiat a pity the nmen nost
useful to nme never seemto exhibit Arin's charm or Arlen's decency. Well _if

they did, ny resistance would soon crunble.

I"I'l wager Arlen acts forcefully on ny warning. WIlIl he dare to strip his
four commanders of their Earth-armed ships? His running that risk wouldn't
surprise ne. He agreed that a war in space seens likely. If new conflict

starts, Signe may regain her mne. Rare, dense netals will increase tenfold in
value. Should | .? Ganble, Adrienne. Ten thousand credits ..no, fifteen. Now,
not tonorrow. It's 2255. Wich broker should | ...Meyer. WIIl he be in bed?
doubt it. It's very likely that he'll just be returning froma coffeehouse.

Havi ng slipped into her tunic, the woman deftly coiled her hair, and fastened
the lustrous mass with the pins. Refusing to bother with the pants invisible
to the man she prepared to raise on the screen of her term nal, she seated
herself. Wth a series of keystrokes, she accessed her credit bal ance: the
record of her financial worth Iisted in her world' s national databank under
her uni que given nane, and her surname code.

Frowni ng, she wei ghed certain unsettling factors. If | deposit this draft now,
Courtney conceivably coul d discover that |'ve entertained a new client during
the hours | reserve for him M ght he check ny credit bal ance occasionally? |
doubt that he'd bother. Besides, | warned himthat no man gets a nonopoly on
Adrienne, when | took himas ny current |over. He nost assuredly won't suspect
that |'ve violated ny hitherto unbroken self-inmposed rul e regarding

di scretion. Even if he went to so unlikely a Iength as to have ne foll owed,
he'll conclude that | boldly sought to work nmy wiles on a spacer-captain
famous for his discrimnating taste in professional wonen.

A chill crept down the spine of the courtesan evaluating the degree of risk to
whi ch her actions of the evening exposed her. |If Courtney ever does |earn what
I did tonight, I'll end dead, she acknow edged with a shudder. Erased

Vani shed. But he won't. | trust no other man as | do Arlen 3% wth good

reason. Shruggi ng, the worldly-w se risk-taker plugged the datapad enpl oyed by
her customer into the terminal, and deposited Amin's draft to her account.

Twi n m nor puckers creased her forehead as she calculated rapidly in her head.
At length, she raised the broker

The patrician face of an elderly gentleman cane into view on the screen
"Adrienne! What a pl easure!"

"What gallantry you exhibit to so presunptuous a caller, Meyer! | apol ogize
for bothering you at this late hour."

"Best time to catch ne, as you well know. Wat can | do for you?"

"You customarily act as internediary between private investors and
representatives of Lansing Metals, do you not?"

"1 do."

"I"'d like to place an order, buy, and arrange for storage of ny purchase. I'lI
pay for both in advance. |I've got a list in ny head, and | know the prices per
kil ogram as of two days ago. Let nme dictate my order to you."



From her capacious nenory, the shrewd investor effortlessly recited the names,
quantity, price per kilogram and total cost of eight different rare netals.
"If any of those figures have changed, adjust the quantity to keep the tota
purchase at fifteen thousand credits, Meyer. Do you wish me to add on your
fifteen percent comm ssion, or wite you a separate draft?"

"Add it on. I'Il settle tonorrow with Lansing."

Her busi ness conpl eted, the courtesan sniled warmy at the businessman
regardi ng her with unconceal ed t houghtful ness. Misingly, Meyer remarked, "You
obviously believe that your investnment will increase in value, stable as
prices have stayed for the last four Earthyears. | expect you have good
reason. | trust your.intuition.inplicitly enough that 1'll consider inmitating
your ganble. | appreciate your placing your order through ne."

"lI've always found you to be discreet and trustworthy, Meyer. You keep your
clients' business strictly confidential, as do |I. | value that quality in the
brokers with whom | deal."

The recipient of that conplinent chuckled. "I wouldn't keep any client |ong,
who di scovered |'d bl abbed his business to the nmen chatting in Cyril's, or
procl aimed his perspicacity to the patrons of Swenson's. You can rest assured
of that. I'Il enter this transfer now, at today's closing price. WIIl that be
accept abl e?"

"Perfectly so. | thank you."

After indulging in a shower and concluding her nightly ritual of brushing her
hair, Adrienne fell asleep on pseudosil ken fabric, thinking of Amin, her rosy
lips parted in a faint snile.

Arlen drifted off to welcome oblivion in the arnms of his wife, soothed by the
conforting warmth of Karyn's chest pressed against his back

Deaf to the strident tones of the patrons conversing volubly all around him
Amin sat alone at a small table in a crowded coffeehouse favored by mlitary
men. Lost in reverie, the spacer-captain sipped a cup of fragrant brew as an
achingly lovely face swamin his inner vision

Dahl tossed restlessly in his hard bunk, fighting black depression. Arlen's
comendation, while wel come, accentuated the aide's consciousness of the
change in his fortunes. No balm no praise, no relief generated by his recent
narrow escape froma harsh puni shnent, disgrace, and possible death, served to
allay the fundanental grief tearing at the spacer-fighter's vitals. Flayed by
regret, he contenplated the unbearable possibility that he m ght never again
know t he soul -satisfying thrill of comuanding a ship.

Chapter Three

Twel ve rai ders buoyed by the success of their snatch of an Earth-arnmed
mlitary ship clinbed through the hatch to enmerge onto the bridge of the prize
won at no cost in lives. Halting, they gazed uncertainly at omi nously
unfam | iar surroundi ngs.

Sensi ng her veterans' uneasiness at finding thenselves in an alien
environnent, the Conmmander briskly issued orders. "Conor, Sean and VYuri



harness into couches at the board. Eric, ascertain how to assenble the
har nesses stored bel ow the bunks in the cabins, and set the crew inflating
them You eight people will occupy the bunks when we lift."

Three apprentice spacers watched intently as the strategi st who engi neered the
capture of this priceless prize activated the board. Concealing the
trepidation assailing her, Signe accessed the |ift program created under
Dahl's tutel age, and scrolled through the conplex conpil ation of data.
Confronted with the necessity of programmng a flight path for the transit to
Main Wrld of Gaea, she jutted her jaw as her gut contracted in a painfu
spasm

Acting on a hunch, she nounted a search in the ship's databank. To her vast
relief, she located a stored programthat could be used to set the vessel on a
trajectory to Norman's forner headquarters on Main Wrld of Gaea, and a
descent sequence that woul d dock it there. Taking no pains to hide her

delight, she exclained, "I thought those prograns night still exist. None of
Dahl's spacers bothered to wipe them WelI. That sinplifies nmatters
enormously." Speaking into the intercomunication system she asked, "Ready,
Eric?"

" Ready. "

The ship Signe regarded as the nucleus of a fleet lifted into the void. W
must all be purged of everything we've eaten for weeks , she concluded dourly
as her jaded digestive systemfailed to eject tangible evidence of its wath.
W face Earthyears of gastric upheaval . Gitting her teeth, the neophyte
stoically endured the trauna.

The accel eration ceased. The ship now noved in free flight along the
trajectory nonitored by banks of conputers and intricate, sensitive equipnent.
Weightless at this juncture, Signe set the vertical torus rotating within its
protective envel ope, and warned her compani ons, who raised their couches as
she did. The board slid down to face the novices enduring the w cked sideways
thrust that lasted until the rotating structure achi eved uniform angul ar
speed.

The warrior-worman felt her flesh sag on her bones, as the centrifugal force
duplicated the sensation of possessing weight that, prior to this nonentous
day, the |l andsman had experienced solely as an effect caused by her

pl anetoid's gravity. Ignoring the stress produced by the rapid change in
notion, she activated the transceiver, so as to listen on the band that only
mlitary vessels could enploy. Exquisitely conscious that this captured prize
coul d encounter a Col unbi an warshi p, she commanded, "Conor, bring up the
program for utilizing this ship's weaponry. Figure out howto aimand fire it,
while | determ ne how the others stood the lift."

I gnoring certain unsettling, mnor sensations generated by the rotation, Signe
entered one of the two narrow corridors | eading away fromthe rear of the
bridge, and thrust aside the sliding door |eading to Cabin One. Eric sat
glumy on the edge of a bunk topped with still-inflated harness, his hand

cl apped over his mouth, his shoul ders shaking froma violent attack of dry
heaves. Modrgan, pale as water ice, his auburn hair plastered to his clamy
forehead, eyed his commander dol efully, but cracked a joke.

In the adjoining quarters, designated as Cabin Two, Teeny stal ked out of the
bat hcabi n, sickly white beneath her copi ous endowrent of freckles. Her pale
bl ue eyes watered. Madelyn, slim dark-haired, shapely, hard-nuscled,

exhi bited only concern for her distressed conrade. Assured by the girl whose
face so closely nirrored that of Sean, her brother, that changes in notion



caused her no problem Signe retraced her steps, traversed the bridge, and
entered Cabin Three.

Her customary aura of glamour woefully dimnished, Jess sprawed dispiritedly
on the bunk fromwhich she had cleared the harness. Rising in haste as her
superior entered, the dark-eyed, handsone woman smiled ganely. "Dammed if 1've
got ny sea-legs yet, as sailors on AOd Earth used to say," she confided

shanef acedl y.

The ot her occupant of the cabin chuckled. No paragon of good | ooks, Ml col m
projected a vibrant cheeriness--an unconscious, optimstic joy in having
energed unscathed froma dangerous raid. "I puked ny guts out," he adnitted
with disarmng candor. "Hell of a spacer I'll nake." That wy assessnent
provoked a synpathetic |augh fromthe Conmander whose own stonach stil

chur ned.

Next door, Jassy norosely regarded Theo, his closest friend, who sat
tight-1ipped on the bunk, fighting a conpelling urge to vonit. As the door
opened, the master of electronics turned to greet his superior. "Shades of ny
I and-1 oving ancestors,"” he nuttered. "I don't think I'"'mgoing to like this
phase of the fight!"

A sheen of sweat glistened on the brow creasing into a black frown as Theo

glared with unwonted heat at his conrade. "I didn't |like the | ast phase,” he
grated harshly. "I don't expect 1'll growto |ike any aspect of any fight,
ever. But 1'll be dammed if I'Il let ny gut dictate what | do or don't take
on!"

Shocked, Jassy stared at his habitually even-tenpered cabi nmate. "Dam, |
didn't nean..!

Intuitively sensing that her scholarly captain's nental distress far
out wei ghed the physical, Signe laid a conradely hand on the historian's
shoul der. "Theo, if | thought a man under ny command took sadistic pleasure in

sheddi ng blood, |I'd nuster himout. | know how you feel. We fought for ten
endl ess Earthyears with no respite. W're all a bit down at the thought of
starting over in a new elenent--one we're not at hone in, as yet. | am |'l]

frankly admit, but if we expect to keep what we've won at such cost, we'd
better not |et our guts dictate to us."

A monmentary sharp struggle convul sed the sensitive soul scourged by fears that
he | acked the stomach for the sort of killing which ship-to-ship battles or
attacks on military bases woul d engender. Scal ded by shame at having lost in
the presence of the Commander the self-control so valued in his Spartan
society, the officer quickly regained his accustoned comrand over his
enot i ons.

"We' || adjust," he declared stoutly, even as his gut heaved. Turning to face
his conrade, he spoke with patent sincerity. "lI'msorry | snapped at you,
Jassy. "

Perceiving that enotional strain rather than anger unwittingly aroused by his
best friend precipitated the unusual outburst, the burly warrior squeezed

Theo's ot her shoul der, all but stopping the circulation in the arm "I w sh
I'd banked a credit every tine | snapped at you over the Earthyears," he
vouchsafed with gruff candor. "I could retire at thirty-seven--fromearning a

living, at any rate. Cheer up, Theo. If those Col unbi an bastards can fi ght
nauseated, so can we."

That response generated an unforced chuckle. The el ectrical tension charging



the air vani shed. The historian snmled at Signe, whose heart constricted at
the thought of what lay ahead. | could lose themall while learning to handle
this ship , she agonized. | could die vaporized with any one of themin some
ghastly crash into a habitat, or find nmyself watching themperish in a
fearsone collision of a lifeboat with the ship, or a |ock ashore. |'ve seen
too many warriors diel Exercising a well-honed ability to subjugate her
enotions to her pursuit of national goals, the nmlitary | eader inured to
suffering tragic | osses thrust those gl oony visualizations out of her

consci ousness. Again focused on the now, she smiled warmy on the pair before
departi ng.

On hearing the Commrander enter the bridge, Conor sw veled about in the couch
adjusted to its chair-like position. Gesturing towards a display on a screen
he inforned her bluntly, "I think I know how to fire the Earth-built weaponry,
but 1'lIl be dammed if | feel confident that | can aimthe outfit accurately.
I'd hate like hell to direct the awesone energy |'d be rel easing anywhere a

nm ss could blast sonmething we didn't intend to hit--1ike a habitat on Miin
Wrld. We'll need to sel ect an uninhabited body, and practice, Signe. | wish |
knew nmore about conputerized systens."

You're not the only one , the visionary acknow edged bl eakly. | stand in
pressing need of an expert--someone who knows conputers on the level of their
operating systens. Now that we've freed all of Gaea, perhaps Terence will be
able to find me the sort of technician | so desperately wish | could recruit
"W'| | do that shortly, Conor. Well, gentlenen, |I'll go over the cal culations
| used to lift the ship into orbit around the station. This will be your first
| esson in navigational math. Once you're proficient, the four of us wll
instruct the others."

Three nen concentrated on the conmputation. Conor, a genius with nachinery,
| acked the background in higher nmathematics with which Signe had spent
Eart hyears providing herself during odd hours snatched fromthe task of

| eading a violent rebellion. He nonetheless strove valiantly to fix in his
capaci ous menory what his instructor concisely explained.

Sean found hinself recalling principles studied before the invasion
permanently altered his life.

O the three novices struggling to acquire the skill, Yuri experienced the

| east difficulty. Holder of a prestigious scholarship in engineering at the
University of Gaea until the war cut short his academ c career, the studious
yout h eagerly and effortlessly absorbed the | esson, his shyness forgotten
Intent on the task, three fledgling Gaean spacer-fighters--nen as used to
instructing contrades as to accepting tuition fromtheir peers--strove to
mast er what their comuander continued to present until the tine arrived for
t he descent.

Striding ahead of her raiders through the pressure-proof door of the very |ock
fromwhi ch Norman's vessel lifted as the last of his nmen died, Signe halted,
acutely conscious of just where she stood. Staring down two hundred neters of
yawni ng corridor devoid of any side entry along that di stance which would
permt those battling within its cavernous confines to retreat, she relived an
i sol ated fragnent of that final bloody advance. Eneny faces swamin her inner
vision. Eyes full of hatred bored into hers. Lips curled back over bared
teeth. A sinewy hand behind a burni shed swept-hilt displayed masterful skil

as a gl eam ng bl ade crossed hers.

Steel rang on steel, the clash of forte against foible audible above the din
as the woman fully as tall as her eneny flaw essly engaged one of Norman's
captains. Left armbent, raised, to provide inpetus to a vigorous attack



spear headed by a nuscular right armand wist of iron, lithe body noving with
sinuous grace as it balanced on agile feet and cal ves of spring-steel, the
prem er athlete fenced with consummate skill, no whit daunted by hearing her
ant agoni st shout a harsh command to the men flanking him to let himsettle
their score with the Gaean whose silvery hair proclainmed her identity to her
f oes.

During this nonment of retrospect, Signe readily acknow edged that no terror
generated by fronting the archeneny whose exploits fuel ed a burgeoning | egend
afflicted that form dable adversary. lgnoring the flashing bl ades shi mrering
in his peripheral vision, the Col unbian naster swordsman concentr ated
singl e-m ndedly on driving hone a |ethal thrust.

St opped in her advance at the head of the first wave of Gaean swordfighters,
the warrior battled the foe bent on killing her. Her eyes bl azing, her
handsone face mirroring inplacable deternination, she thrust, parried,

feinted, and finally closed the distance between herself and her challenger to
engage in w cked, dangerous infighting. The sheer savagery of her attack--a
cal cul ated series of noves coolly planned by a mind in perfect control of its
enotions even as the body it inhabited exerted itself to the utnost--caused
the Third Corpsman to fall back just enough to find hinself in the direct |ine
of his opponent's point. Signe's sword penetrated flesh, piercing a vita

or gan.

Wenching the steel free in tine to take a slashing downward cut on the forte
of the bl ood-wet blade, the rebel chanpion pivoted to nmeet a new onsl aught by
the enemy who nmaterialized within a space freed by the crash of a bl ack-cl ad
Col unmbi an to the gore-drenched deck. Swiftly gauging this |atest attacker's
next move, she lunged, her feet unerringly finding purchase w thout tripping
on the corpse of the man just dispatched. Fear stared nakedly fromthe eyes of
t he foeman who suddenly realized whom he faced: fear that froze on his
features as he died.

A ringing battle cry rose above the clanor, as the youthful war-|eader rallied
her surviving conrades. Waving them on, she charged at the head of the
corridor-wide line of sword-w el di ng Gaeans hurling thensel ves agai nst an
equal Iy form dabl e row of veteran Third Corpsnen fanatically determned to
sell their dooned lives at the highest possible price. On this day the

seem ngly invincible warrior fighting with astounding skill, unbelievable
stam na, and cold ferocity added a whol e new di nension to the | egend.

Westing her attention back to this new and bl oodl ess victory, Signe savored
an overwhelmng relief that so audacious a venture failed to deprive her of
the very officers she could |east afford to lose. A fierce exultation gripped
her as she wei ghed the magni tude of the acconplishnent. Bold plans simmered in
the strategist's mind even as she rejoiced in the feel of solid, non-shifting
deck under her boots.

Her face broke into a vivid smile as she greeted Gaea's chief civilian

adm ni strator, who net the returning raiders at the entrance to Norman's
former headquarters. Tall as Moirgan, the bl ack-haired, blue-eyed protégé of
the initiator of the rebellion radiated a ghostly rem nder of his dead
mentor's unforgettable charisnma. No nore a power-seeker than was Sigurd,
gifted with a superb talent for organi zation, Terence owed the high regard in
which his fell ow Gaeans held him to his having grappled valiantly over the
past ten Earthyears with the dire problens afflicting a state besi eged on al
sides by a ruthless eneny.

The thought fleetingly crossed Signe's nmind that never once had this selfless
patriot conpeted for suprene power with the daughter of the visionary



statesman who had served as nentor to both of them As deeply inbued with
Sigurd's lofty philosophical ideals as was Terence, Signhe knew wi thout
har bori ng undue pride that she wi el ded that power effortlessly and
effectively. She |ikew se knew that Terence held her abilities in high
respect, and that he remai ned aware, as did she, that his adm nistrative
skills conpl emented her tactical ones perfectly. That partnership, both
selfless patriots fully realized, conferred an enornmous benefit on Gaea.

Hol di ng out both hands, Terence took those of the Commander in a powerful
grip. Beaming into the civilian official's ascetic face, she returned the
pressure. "We nanaged the feat, Terence--w thout |osing a one of us."

"Thank the Powers." Wthout |osing you, the man silently added as ol d,

still-potent |onging surged once again into the forefront of his mind. Forcing
the famliar hurt back into the | ocked conpartnent it normally occupied, he
smled warmy at the wonan projecting affectionate regard for a well -l oved

f ost er-brother.

Det ecti ng her associate's pain, the keen observer divined its cause. Sorrow

i npal ed a heart never grown insensible to tender regard even while encased in
the inpervious armor with which its owner habitually shielded it. Concealing
her reaction, she stated briskly, "Terence, | need to discuss a pressing
probl em when you can spare the tine."

"No time like the present. Drop in at ny office in Mnistry Central as soon as
you're able."

Seated opposite the civilian | eader twenty mnutes later, Signe sipped the cup
of tea he pressed on her. Sweeping a satisfied glance around t he spaci ous but
austerely utilitarian office, she sensed parallel satisfaction in the nman
seated behind the plain netal desk

W' ve regained our liberty , the Commander rejoiced. Qur deci mated popul ace,
rebuilding a world ravaged by war and | ooting, at least finds itself governed
once again fromthe Gaea. This huge vessel fornmerly capable of interplanetary
flight constitutes the nost fundanental symbol of our nation's identity: our
har d- wor ki ng, cooperative, peace-loving citizenry descended from gal actic
pi oneers who made the Junp aboard this antique artifact built by ancient
Earthnen. Central to our pride as well as to our national life, this ship: our
gal actic ark, now permanently set like a precious geminto a globe-girdling
web of habitats. It's good to see Terence back where he bel ongs!

Exqui sitely conscious of the fem ninity enhanced, rather than dininished, by
the warrior-woman's splendid athleticism the First Mnister studied his
guest. The tall, lithe body swelled at the bosomand flared at the hips, its
shapely curves only partially obscured by the tunic and pants tailored for
ease of novenent during exertion, rather than for el egance. As nodest a
covering as any other suit fashioned in a society that sternly forbade both
verbal and nonverbal flaunting of sensuality--indeed, spurned frivol ous
extravagance of any sort--the slate blue uniformfit the norm yet failed
utterly to conceal the physical attractiveness its wearer never consciously
cultivated, much less artificially enbellished, and nost assuredly never

del i berately enployed in her dealings with male col | eagues.

Struck by the hardy athlete's unusual pallor, the shrewd observer accurately
guessed its cause. "Tea will settle your stomach," he assured her, smling.
"Dry toast will help, too. Now, what's on your mi nd?"

"Terence, | desperately need soneone who knows conputers on the level of their
operating systens. Since Layton fell, 1've |acked anyone possessed of even



mnimal skill. I'd prefer an expert who's also a fighter, but I know of none
with the degree of expertise |I require. Perhaps you could dig sonmeone out of
the shattered remants of the University--sone nere child, or elderly

pr of essor. "

Vel ! Tal k about fortunate coincidences! "It just so happens | can do better
than that, Signe. |I'd planned on sending you a man | just net. He's survived
an odyssey, by all the wealth of Earth! | won't spoil the inpact his tale wll

make on your mind. Can you spare himthe next hour of your tine?"

"If he's got the skill | need, | can spare whatever tine it'll take to recruit
him"

“I'l'l send himto your office across the hall, right suddenly, then. Ahh.
Here's Eustace with the toast. N bble and sip, while | step out to ny board."

Warmed by her col |l eague's thoughtful ness, Signe ate, finding to her surprise
that the unhurried snack did serve to settle her still-queasy stonmach. She
nonet hel ess resolved to ask Terence to pressure the Mnistry of Health into
coming up with a nore effective fornul a.

Fifteen mnutes |later, the survivor of the odyssey stood poised to knock on
the door of Signe's office. Hand suspended in mdair, he strove to still a
poundi ng pul se produced by conflicting enptions. Thrilled to find hinself
within the historic vessel, about to neet the | eader behind the | egend, he

si mul t aneously suffered sharp pangs of uncertainty regarding what turn his
life mght take subsequent to this encounter. WIIl she let us join? he

agoni zed nentally. After pulling off so inpossible a feat to get here, | can't
bear the thought of meeting with a refusal! She's got to take us on. She'l
never quit at this juncture. Not Signe! The hand suddenly knocked vi gorously.

Exhibiting the courtesy habitual to her, the Commander greeted her visitor: a
small, slightly built man whose age she judged to be about the sane as her
own--a man whose round gol den face plainly reflected awe. No warrior this |
she opined in a swift assessment. Hol di ng out her hand, she encountered a grip
the force of which astonished her

"I"'mWong, " the dimnutive visitor exclainmed, snmling up into the eyes of the
athlete who towered over him "I wasn't sure |I'd ever get to neet you, Signe.
I"'mdelighted that | finally rate the chance, late as | amarriving at the
forefront of the fight. But better late than never!"

Conceiving an instant liking for the newconer, the Commander smlingly waved
the guest into a chair. "Terence said you survived an odyssey, Wng. Let ne
pour you tea, before you tell ne about it."

The classical reference produced a self-deprecatory grin. "l guess odyssey's
the word, but | surely never thought of nyself as Qdysseus!" As his hostess
poured steami ng portions froman unadorned ceranic pot, the visitor studying
the | egendary warrior grew acutely, unconfortably conscious of the disparity
bet ween her stature and his own. That supple grace she displays in every
movenent brands her a swordsman, he acknow edged worriedly. |'d guess, even if
| knew nothing of her exploits. WIIl she ... Blue sky of a |ost paradise,
convince her, Wong. Let her know how nuch training to fight nmeans to you

wi t hout beggi ng!

Smiling at the guest exhibiting reverence unalloyed with any hint of shyness,
t he Commander urged himto spin his tale.

Taking a deep breath, the man conmplied. "My people are niners, Signe. Three



famlies, closely connected by marriage, settled our isolated rock. Wen the

i nvasi on began, ny grandfather, our fam|y-head, polled the adults before
handi ng down a deci sion as to whether we'd evacuate and abandon our hol di ngs,
or try to survive occupation. After testing his people's nmettle, G andfather
decided to fortify our rock, and nmeet invasion with arnmed resistance. |Inspired
by his el oquence, we unaninously resolved to fight for our way of life, for
our property, for our lives."

Bl ack eyes flashed dark fire. Wng's declaration kindled an answering gleamin
those of the warrior hanging on his every word: a Gaean patriot who knew
exactly what heart-wenching mental angui sh nust have preceded that bold

deci sion to sl ough cherished pacifistic ideals. Raptly, Signe listened as her
guest continued his narration

"W nade good use of the brief delay before Norman | ocated us. The first
settlers on our rock tunneled to join five deposits of precious netallic ores,
in addition to building five habitats scattered over a wi de expanse. They used
the rubble fromthe excavations as shi el ding agai nst cosmic rays, rather than
wat er inside a double hull, so the donmes blended in fairly well with the
natural terrain. Qur people set traps all through the habitats, tunnels, and
excavations. "

Eyes renote, tea forgotten, Wng recalled the past. "Norman sent a ship. Four
heavily arnmed Third Corpsmen enmerged froma |ifeboat, given that our rock

| acked any | ock capable of taking a military ship. Gandnother, along with
three other aged wonen--those |east likely to arouse any thoughts of sexua
assault--nmet the intruders, and insisted that they'd find no nen if they
searched. Warning that the diggi ngs were dangerous, G andnother sought to
persuade themto | eave, acting out of genuine conpassion

"Sneeringly ignoring the warning, the Col unbians wal ked into a trap
Grandf at her gassed them w th carbon nonoxide, killing them before they knew
what was happeni ng. Grandnot her raised the ship, and reported that the four
cor psmen who had descended into the | ower |evels despite her warning hadn't
returned. She asked the Captain to send a search party, insisting that she
didn't want to be blamed for any accident. Meanwhile, our people crowded into
the habitat farthest fromthe | ocks, and prepared to defend it.

"Four nore spacer-fighters docked. By that time, G andfather had rigged a fake
rock-fall. He left a boot and an arm of two dead spacers protrudi ng from under
a mass of boul ders. As the second contingent cane upon that unnerving sight,

t hey heard omi nous cracking noi ses: recorded sounds that pronpted the

Col unbi ans to beat a hasty retreat. After summoni ng them back to the ship, the
Captain--a foul brute nanmed Yancey--|oosed a pul se that annihilated the
station."” Inplacable hatred radiated fromthe narrator

The worst of Norman's willing tools! Signe railed silently. Mss nurderer of
nonconbat ant wonen and children, Yancey. The thrice-accursed bastard escaped
wi th the Conmander he so readily served--dam them both to the mythical fire!

Feeling the heat of that wordl ess condemmati on, Wng took a few seconds to
conpose his mnd before resuming his tale. "Yancey reduced the habitat
adjoining the locks--the |largest of the five dones, which stood out |ike a
swollen toe--to a crater-|lake of nolten slag. The nurderous rotter never
checked cl osely, or he'd have seen that our rock featured four snmaller, nore
di stant habitats overlain with rubble fromm ning excavations: facilities big
enough to house a considerable population. If he did spot those, perhaps he
figured they might well be abandoned, and so deci ded agai nst expendi ng the
vast anount of energy |oosing a second pul se woul d have required.



"G andnot her and her squad beat a strategic and exceedi ngly speedy retreat as
soon as the four corpsnen departed. Those elderly wonen raced down the | ength
of a tunnel far below the surface, before Yancey fired. Luckily, they put

t hree pressure-proof doors behind them before the shock wave propagat ed

t hrough the rock hurled themon their faces. Their astonishing sprint allowed
themto survive. W surm sed that both you and Norman would wite us off as
anni hil ated. That thought cheered us, even though we found oursel ves

mar ooned. "

Fierce joy at the news that the settlers she had believed to be casualties
still lived envel oped the | eader renenbering her grimcertainty that no one
coul d possibly have survived the anni hilation of a station by Earth-built
weaponry . No single soul residing on four other stations targeted by Nornman
and Yancey escaped death , she rem nded herself as hatred seared the mnd
behi nd t he conposed face.

Pausi ng, Wong renenbered to sip his tea before resuming his recital. "MW
grandparents organi zed us into a new sort of life. Qur famly has always sent
a host of boys and girls to the University, so our ranks boasted |ife-support
engi neers, chem sts, physicists, psychol ogists, historians, and even a
physician. We |learned to eat the excess organisns fromthe photosynthetic
exchangers. Qur mine provided the carbonaceous nitrogenous substances we
fornmerly sold to the Mnistry of Food Resources to be used along with the
growm h yields of the Iife-support systemfor synthesis of food, but we ate the
organi sns as they cane fromthe tanks. Cooked, of course. Hunger's a great
cure for squeam shness." A wy grin overspread the round face of the narrator
as a silvery laugh fell pleasantly on his ears.

"Well, we not only survived, we stayed productively busy. The educated taught
their skills to the uneducated. W nmined what we could without giving

oursel ves away. Those of us of an age to join the resistance chafed at being
deni ed the chance to do so, despite our knowi ng that Norman | ost no tine

bef ore confiscating every | ast Gaean ship--even the rock-hoppers on which we
depended for supplies, and transportati on when we needed to travel

"We clanored to train to fight. Wen you see the eneny striding into your
horme, arned to the teeth, you find yourself permanently cured of pacifistic
notions." The vehenence with which the wiry raconteur delivered that |ast
sentinment caused the listener to nod with equal vigor

"Well, Grandfather had tasted blood, figuratively speaking. He enlisted the
hel p of his uncle, a nman of ninety-eight, and my own self, to train the young
men and wonen in the martial art in which the old man excelled. After turning
ni nety, the Master had begun to show signs of aging--a bit of stiffness, and
gray streaks in hair formerly space-bl ack--but he eagerly agreed to offer
instruction. Qur famly fromtime i menorial always included two or three
practitioners who kept that martial tradition alive: masters who passed on a

skill, together with its ritualistic trappings, to someone younger. | was the
man ny elderly relative selected to be the recipient of his know edge,
Eart hyears before Norman invaded. Qur nethod is purely defensive.or was. |I'm

forced to adnmit that |'ve practiced offensive variations.”

Exerting adnmirable control over her face, Signe conceal ed profound shock. Wng
a martial expert? she expostulated inwardly. Wiy, | could break himin
two--kill himin seconds. O ..could I? My nethod' s nost assuredly based on

of fence. Could this nman nmount a defense sufficient to keep someone as highly
trained as nyself fromdelivering a | ethal blow, or gaining a deadly hol d?
Shades of the ancients!

Gfted with a high degree of sensitivity, Wng saw through his conpanion's



effort to conceal her reaction. "I'Il bet | could earn a totally undeserved
reputation for reading mnds, right now, Signe, if | voiced what | know you're
thinking," he remarked with a smle, his ease with his world' s suprene | eader
an outgrowth of a culturally programmed belief in the basic equality of al

men and wonen: | eaders and followers. H's manner conveyed respect wholly
devoi d of fear.

"I admt to harboring doubts that may well prove unwarranted,"” Signe adnitted
candidly. "Wen you finish telling your story, would you favor ne with a
denonstrati on?"

"You honor nme by asking." Wng spoke with an innate, unstudied dignity that

i mpressed the warrior. Wiolly at ease in her presence, he swept a specul ative
gl ance over her lithe, graceful, powerful, ultrafeninine body: a glance

| acking the least hint of any sexual nuance.

Watch yoursel f, woman , the martial expert scathingly chided her alter ego.
Underestimating this nan could prove an enbarrassi ng m st ake!

"We trained rigorously fromthen on. Qur sniths forged swords, and we
practiced daily. No one anong us had ever | earned swordsnanship, but we
accessed ol d manuals. One of our ancestors served aboard Johann's Flagship .
That's what pronpted the others to gain passage aboard the Gaea , and make the
Junp with a statesnmanlike | eader they revered. Qur forebear's journals got
passed down to us. We studied those, along with old training filns. Al of us
lived rigorous, disciplined |ives--learned, waited and hoped. The nore we
gained in skill, the nore frustrated we grew at our enforced isolation.
finally decided to act."

Fasci nated, scarcely breathing, Signe |listened.

"I"'ma trained programmer, and | possess consi derabl e know edge of conpl ex
conput er systens. Over the Earthyears, | taught nyself higher mathematics. My
cousin, who had studi ed nmechani cal engi neering, knew the theory at |east. The
two of us collaborated on a project. Together, we built a free-flying,

aut ononously operated vessel ."

So that's how he got here! Damed if that feat doesn't rival any attributed
in ancient nythol ogy to OGdysseus! Signe marvel ed.

"Qur creation wasn't any prize for beauty, let ne tell you, nor did it offer
much in the way of confort. My cousin and | designed the craft
together--enlisted the aid of various relatives blessed with greater practica
nmechani cal ability than either of us possessed. W built the ship in sections,
wi t h pai nstaking care. The project took us Earthyears.

"We listened to the short-range enissions fromthe boards manned by Third
Corpsmen on Main Wrld so as to get the news. Fearing that the war night end
just as we reached you, we stepped up our efforts. You kept Norman pretty busy
at the last, so we chanced assenbling our brainchild on the only |ock stil
intact--a slip built for drones. That necessity nade docki ng our creation here
chancy. W& weren't altogether sure the makeshift craft would seal to an
ordinary lifeboat |ock, but it did.

"I built the conputer systenms into the vessel, and rigged the gui dance and
attitude-control systems. Luckily | was able to pick the brain of an uncle
who' d studi ed navi gation, before programming a |lift and descent sequence, and
a flight path. The vehicle held two of us--mnmy cousin and nysel f. Your people
haul ed Inigo to your infirmary, and patched himup. He ruptured his spleen and
brui sed liver and ki dneys when we docked. W hit dammed hard--damaged t he



outfit, as well as a man less well trained in taking falls than nyself. |
energed brui sed, shaken, but whole. Inigo s twenty-two--tough as spring-steel
Terence hinted that you might be able to use a laggardly but eager recruit,
Si gne--one who knows conputers at the level of their operating systems. He
said you intended to take the war to space, pronpting us to hope that you'd
allow us to enlist. Inigo's as desperate to join as | am.!

wbng's voice trailed off, but Signe caught overtones of poignant |onging as
the visitor sought to avoid giving the inpression that he pleaded. Rising
swiftly, she thrust out a hand to the petitioner who exerted an astoni shingly
strong grip on the proffered nmenber. "You dropped out of the void like a gift
froma benevol ent Power, Wng," she assured him the excitenment gripping her
pal pabl e--irresistibly contagious. "I stand in dire need of soneone wth
expertise in conputers, and | nobst certainly wel cone another engineer. Let ne
assure you, the nost crucial phase of the struggle is just beginning. W' ve
captured a mlitary ship arnmed with the irreproduci ble weaponry. | plan to
parlay that vessel into a fleet."

The ringing voice projecting absolute certainty thrilled al ong the quivering
nerves of the small nman staring mesnerized into eyes that blazed as their
owner rmade that final declaration. Mldering bones of the founder of our line,
but she's magnificent! he exulted. She'll achieve what she intends. There's
not a shred of doubt in ny mnd that she will. Not a shred. And she wants
us--but just for our expertise? As technicians? Dam, how do | convey that
"Il be nortally disappointed if that's all she desires of us? How?

Exhi biting a degree of self-control superlative even for a Gaean, \Wng settled
back into his chair. Having finished his tea, he glanced expectantly at the
worman regardi ng hi mspecul atively over the rimof her cup. "If you're ready,
we'll retire to an exercise hall, and try each other's skill," she invited. As
the guest rose with sinuous grace to his feet, the Commander noted telltale
signs in the way he carried hinself. His small stature blinded you to evidence
you ought to have seen imediately , she reprinmanded herself sternly. Good way
to get killed, that. Let this be a |lesson to you, wonan!

St andi ng bar ef oot ed, Signe watched Whng position hinmself next to her, and bow
with head | owered. Instinctively, steeped as she was in various traditions
demandi ng ancient, stylized novenments expressing respect to one's
surroundi ngs, one's instructor, and one's opponent, she imtated the smal
man's gesture, responding so swiftly to his cue that it seenmed that she acted
in perfect unison with him Turning to face her suprenely confident recruit
across exercise mats spread on the deck, she returned the deep bow he now nade
her, noting the | ook of approval animating his open face. Assum ng a stance
excel l ent for defense but one from which she could |launch a kicking offense,

t he Conmander waited.

Serenely unfazed, Wng issued a startling invitation. "Attack ne, Signe. |'l]|
denonstrate the purely defensive aspects of ny style."

Five minutes later, having been utterly unable to land a Iight blow or kick
or to gain any hold on the superlatively active contestant who regarded her
out of eyes brinming with nischief, the splendid athlete stepped back
struggling to conceal utter shock. "Shades of ten generations of ny
ancestors!" she breathed in nanifest wonder

The small master of an ancient art snmiled warmy at his adversary. "You just
put ny skill to the nost rigorous test it has ever sustained, Signe. Each of
us could learn a vast ot fromthe other."

"So we could!'" Stupefaction contended with unconceal ed admiration as the



Conmander adm tted, "Those holds you sought are newto ne."
“You bl ocked them all the same."

"Show nme what woul d have happened had | not."

wong nodded. "Aima m d-body blow at ne."

Signe's right fist shot out. Blurred in her vision by the swiftness of its
noti on, her opponent's |eft hand made contact with her extended nenber, to
slide over that arminto the bend of her elbow as with his right hand Wng
gripped and raised the right armw th which his statuesque adversary sought to
deliver the blow Enploying a reverse grip, the wiry expert twi sted, and then
bent the captured hand and arm back, as he stepped in with his right foot. "CGo
with me," he commanded, dropping to his left knee.

Exqui sitely cogni zant of what appalling damage that twi sting notion could
cause, the battle-wi se warrior obeyed. Unbelievably strong hands forced her
far taller body to the mat, and held her inmmobilized. Rel easing his astounded
opponent, Whng rose with feline grace to face her

"You'd be willing to instruct nme?" the war-|eader demanded, her excitenent
nakedly visible.

"I'd be honored."
"Wul d you teach others? Wnmen as well as nen?"

"I"d surely be willing, Signe, but ny art requires Earthyears of continua
study for mastery--a lifetinme. | had decades to devote to it. | wasn't
fighting constantly."

"I'mfully aware of that. W'Il instruct each other, for a tine, on a

regul arly schedul ed basis. Then I'll lay on you the task of devel oping a
series of noves you could teach to novices: noves designed solely for

sel f-def ense agai nst certain common physical attacks delivered by an unarned
eneny--one taller and stronger. Use whatever suits that purpose from both our

styles. I'Il help you, but you'll teach the course we devel op. | can visualize
situations in the near future where such skill night save lives."
"Socan |. I'll gladly take on that chore, but you won't bar ne from fighting

because of ny small size.will you?" A beseeching note crept into that softly
couched appeal, despite Wng's conscious effort to keep it out.

Signe's infectious |augh, manifestly approving, reassured her fell ow expert.
"Bar a man who flew here in a vessel he built, fromflying the one we stole?
Deprive a man | can't put to the mat, of the chance to use those tw sting

hol ds on our enenmies? Hardly. | offer you a comm ssion, Wng. You'll serve in
our reorgani zed force as an officer, once you conplete a period of training,
and then gain some experience in actual conbat."

Shock nelted into delight that shone fromthe ingenuous round face. "I thank

you--fromny heart!" A daunting thought inpinged. No tenptation to conceal a

deficiency surfaced even fleetingly. "Wuld you care to try ne in a bout with
foils? I"'mcertain I'mno match for a swordsnman of |egendary skill, but you'l
have tested all ny qualifications."

The man's readi ness pleased Signe. "I'll take you on. Not as any test--nerely
because | haven't engaged yet today in the practice bout | never fail to
schedul e, on any day except one spent fighting a battle. Does now suit you?"



wong proved no match for the tall warrior at swordsmanshi p. Expecting that
outcome, wholly unruffled by it, he found his regard deepening with every
touch the Commander scored. She's nmmgnificent , he conceded admiringly. Al
the | egend prom sed!

Signe grew inpressed in her turn, not by her undersized recruit's degree of
skill--although she considered that not at all bad, considering the way it had
been gai ned--but by his cool exertion of that skill against a fencing partner
he obviously held in awe.

No overweening pride afflicted the athlete whose skill with the sword exceeded
that of any of her captains, including Eric, the Col unbi an-trai ned teacher
whom she had | ong ago surpassed. She knew right well that Eric and Sean cane
closest to matching her. Equally certain that she would find neither Mrgan
nor Conor a cinch to kill, should that unthinkable notion ever cross her nind
she nonetheless lived with the ever-present awareness that she renmai ned a
peerl ess master of the blade she wielded with such | ethal effectiveness in
hand-t o- hand conbat, or in a duel

Victor in four duels to the death--encounters firnmy woven into the fabric of
t he I egend--Signe constantly observed the unsettling effect that the | egend
tended to exert on the mnds of nmen or wonen facing her even across practice
foils, for the first time. The unflustered manner in which Wng enpl oyed every
iota of skill he possessed to neet a chall enge he knew woul d expose his tota
inability to score on his commander generated unqualified adnmiration. This

sel f-trai ned swordsman keeps his head in a tight spot , the keen judge of nen
not ed approvingly, even as she scored a touch once again.

The nmenory of Dahl's cool nerve flashed across the master swordsnman's m nd.
hope to hell Norman doesn't space that poor bastard , she found herself

wi shing. Dahl's a better man than his nurderous commander's capabl e of
realizing . At that juncture, Wong cane fairly close to breaching his
opponent's guard, pronpting his opponent to focus on the here and now. Al

t hought of her blatantly unwilling flight-instructor fled, as the master
swordsman concentrated single-mndedly to the engagenent.

Standing in a |l ock bel ow the captured ship, Signe introduced the nenbers of
her core staff to the newconer, and described the dramatic circunstances of
his arrival. "Wng's the conputer expert |I'd hoped to recruit,” she inforned
them "l1've offered hima conm ssion. Mdrgan, |'mlaying on you the task of
training him Special case, his. He possesses val uabl e skills--uni que ones.
See to it that he | earns what he needs to know to function as an officer."

Taken aback, the tall swordsman stared down at the dimnutive recruit the top
of whose head failed to rise within thirty centineters of the crown of his
own. His innate courtesy for the monment outwei ghing his instant m sgivings,
the redhead thrust out a hand. The force of his new associate's grip shocked
hi m

Intuitively sensing the reluctance with which the brawny warrior received the
order, Whng braced for a trial by fire.

Signe's next words centered her listeners' full attention on herself.
"CGentlenen, this afternoon we'll begin the task of famliarizing ourselves
with every aspect of this ship: its |life-support system engineering, board
functions, propul sive system fuel requirements, and the |like. Concentrate on
| ear ni ng what ever your area of expertise best enables you to grasp. You'l
take notes, and submit a witten report. Eric, I'll consult with you in Cabin
One at this time." That choice reflected a realization that the cabin so

desi gnated bel onged by right of long tradition to the captain, who used it



both as quarters and private office.

Gesturing her senior officer into the only chair, Signe waited while Eric
detached its magnetic inserts fromthe deck, set it onits |legs, and seated
hinsel f. Dropping to the edge of a bunk to sit erect, her |ithe body evincing
i nperfectly conceal ed eagerness to begin her new venture, the Conmander
narrow y regarded her nost trusted advisor. Eric's still not wholly convinced
that our taking the war to space constitutes a workable idea , she concl uded
accurately. Exquisite torment couldn't drag that adm ssion out of him

t hough. Anusenent rose out of deep affection. Eric, old friend, what an asset
you are! she silently conmended the kinsman studying her as mnutely as she
had scrutinized him How nuch | owe you

Now what in hell pronpted her to issue those orders? Eric fumed inwardly, his
mnd racing. Strategist, Signe, no doubt about that, but what | see shaping up
hints at rank overconfidence. Spacers, she calls us! As if that wi sh were
reality! This dammed ship's no rock-hopper, girl

The twin worlds of Colunbia |lie a vast di stance fromhere, across interworld

space. W'll require both the expertise and the fuel capacity to fly back and
forth between two aggregati ons of rocks that share with Dyson a single orbit
around the gas giant. W'll need to programtrajectories with flaw ess

precision, so as to hurtle at unimagi nable velocities through the vast

enpti ness separating one group | eading, and one trailing a planetoid of

form dabl e size: an uni nhabitabl e moon shrouded in noxi ous atnosphere. Qur
battl eground will consist of two dissinmilar collections of inhospitable bodies
clustered around Dyson's L-4 and L-5 libration points: stable areas where
errant asteroids eons ago found a refuge.

What irony! That's exactly what our ancestors thought they'd discovered, when
they lifted the Gaea, fled Colunbia, and | anded here to start a separate
colony al nobst an Earthcentury and a hal f ago. Spacers. My aching ol d wounds,
what an insult to the real article! And that's what we'll be fighting!

Experi enced, highly trained, career-conscious nilitary spacer-fighters as good
with a blade as the Col unbian nmaster who thirty Earthyears ago nade a
swordsman out of mne! Dam!

"Well, Eric," the Conmander remrarked briskly, no hint of her thoughts
surfacing on her face, any nore than Eric's showed on his, "so far, so good.
W' ve acquired a ship armed with the irreproduci bl e weaponry, and we'll

capture nmore. |'ll schedule training sessions, during which we'll learn to use
that gear, and to operate ship and |ifeboats. Meanwhile, we need to | ook
ahead--waste no tine. | expect it wouldn't be too soon to think about

reorgani zing our force along lines better suited to a corps of spacers."

Eyes blue as Signe's own widened for a millisecond. She's deadly serious!
Spacers! A minuscul e pause separated outraged thought fromreasoned response.
"W mght as well," Eric agreed warily. "That woul d channel their ninds into
new grooves right fromthe start. If we transform ourselves, we're ahead. If
we don't, it won't matter how we're organi zed." Those of us surviving the
experinment, the veteran nentally qualified his statenent.

" Col unbi an captai ns assigned a vessel traditionally enjoy the right to select
their lieutenants, do they not? Wthin certain bounds?"

"They do. Welding the crew of a mlitary ship into an effective fighting unit
takes special talents. Isolating twelve people for fourweeks at a tine within
a space as cranped as this vessel invites problens. Any conflicts of
personality that occur swiftly intensify. A potential exists for dangerous,



overt expressions of hostility, unless strong bonding unites people who see
t hensel ves as conrades bound by ties closer than those uniting famlies.
For gi ng such bonds challenges the quality of a captain's |eadership to the
utnost. He needs a second officer he knows well and trusts inplicitly.

"The tradition of letting himappoint his lieutenant traces its origin to the
custons of the nercenary fighters fromwhomthe Col unbi ans descend. The
designations of rank currently in use, and the systemof seniority prevailing
in Colunbia, also derive fromthose custons. Qther inherited usages preserved
within the present Colunbian mlitary structure |ikew se exist to reinforce

t he bonds uniting conrades serving aboard ships. Even bastards |ike Nornan
recogni ze the benefits to be gained in fostering such ties anong
spacer-fighters."

"Qur people will fit naturally into such relationships," Signhe asserted
vehermently. "I'Il begin by asking each of nmy captains to select a |ieutenant,
and then decide on crews. W'l assign the married couples and any strongly
bonded twosone of sane-sex lovers, in pairs, as we do now in conpani es ashore.
["Il enlist your help in assigning crews. W'll strive towards m nim zi ng any
potential for conflicts of personality--aimfor groupings that will shake down
qui ckly into snmoothly functioning units."

"I"l1l devote considerable thought to the business of selecting crews."
Frowning, Eric refrained fromblurting out his inmredi ate conclusion: the

I i kelihood of their succeeding in making off with nore ships equal ed that of
Nor man' s experiencing a burst of remorse sufficient to pronpt himto return
the vessels wenched out of the hands of the Gaeans at the outset of the

i nvasi on.

Suppressing a chuckle, Signe replied serenely, "Do that, Eric. So will I. Now,
let's review the informati on our team just gl eaned.”

For the ensuing hour, the Commander tranped through the interior of the
vessel , gaugi ng what inessentials could be stripped away wi thout |oss of
function, abstracting facts fromher nen's brains as soon as they assiml ated
them wei ghing choices, sifting data, integrating possibilities with those she
al ready envisioned. Long-range ideas for attaining a fleet steadily assuned
clearer formin the strategist's mnd.

Fi ve days passed before Signe perfected her plan. Standing before the eight
nen whose reports she had all but menorized, she exerted herself to the utnost
to win their whol ehearted support.

"Centl enen. Now that we've acquainted ourselves intimately with the structure
and function of our lone vessel, | challenge you to initiate a daring venture.
On the farthest locks of this habitat rest the shattered shells of two
Earth-armed military ships we sabotaged on the | ocks. Norman abandoned those
hul ks as useless. He took pains not to | eave us a single spare conponent for
the board of such a vessel, let alone any mgjor structural assenblies. The
sol e plant our governnent operated, which once produced spare parts, our
archfoe | ooted, and then destroyed, ten Earthyears ago--after executing al

the staff-nenbers who fell into his hands."

Hatred radi ated fromthe nen hangi ng on Signe's words.

"Terence recently rounded up a few experts who escaped Nornan's nmassacre," she
i nforned themevenly. "I propose that we enlist the aid of those people, and

t he body of other specialists, including |ife-support engineers, that Terence
is assenbling. As soon as that force integrates with the crew recruited by
Morgan's and Sean's fanmily, we'll dismantle sections of the functioning vessel



you' ve studied mnutely, to serve as patterns. We'll copy those--build parts,
which we'll use to create one serviceable ship fromthe two wecks. Once we
finish that task, we'll reassenble the dismantled vessel, and spray both with
CGaeanite, as we did the drone. Equipped with two undetectabl e warships, we'll
[ aunch lightflash strikes, gentlemen--and capture a fleet."

Passi on bl azed from eyes of purest blue. Challenge radiated froma
hard- nuscl ed, taut body. Scanning eight faces in turn, Signe beheld shock nelt
i nto wonder. Mnents |ater, she saw excitenent replace both envotions.

In an unconsci ous, habitual gesture, Mrgan ran a hand through his thatch of
auburn hair to stand it on end. H's grin went straight to the Commuander's
heart. "Mbile treasures, our ships will be, Signe! Beyond price. Engines of
death cloaked in the wealth of an age..of a world. Invisible; deadly. Your idea
wi Il work, providing our skill proves equal to the task."

"We'll hone our skill until it serves." Inflexible deternmination freighted the
deep voice of the mechanical expert who realized with daunting clarity the
degree to which the visionary's proposal would tax his ingenuity.

Directing a penetrating glance at the scarred warrior, Signe announced,
"Conor, you'll assunme the responsibility of producing two space-able vessels.
Morgan, you'll superintend the application of the Gaeanite. Yuri, you'll draw
up specifications, and strip out of each ship every single non-essential pane
inthe living quarters. See if you can conme up with a means of increasing the
fuel -storage capacity, even though | realize that goal will prove tricky to
nmeet, given the fine-tuned bal ance necessary to allow rotation of the vertica

torus. You'll then redesign the interior to accommpdate an assault force of
thirty-two people. You'll enploy your expertise with conputers, Wng, but
during part of every day, you and I'll work at training an assault force of

sixty people to withstand a brutal acceleration permtting an increased
vel ocity during each transit to Col unbia."

Eager ness shone fromthe eyes of the newy recruited martial artist, as he
nodded.

"I'"ll also instruct all of you in the art of flying a lifeboat, once | perfect
my own ability." Even as she couched that directive in a tone breathing
assurance, Signe saw dismay flicker across nore than one face. "We've no

choice, gentlenen, but to acquire that utterly essential skill, and to naster
techniques for teaching it in our turn,"” she warned in a tone that brooked no
argument. "l've perfect confidence in the daring of each and every one of
you. "

If fear clenched the guts of the listeners, they conceal ed that response.
Scanning the resolute faces, Signe let her pride in her officers show "Well
We've a grueling stretch of work ahead of us. Rest assured that | appreciate
your willingness to take on the challenge |I've set you."

So began the monunental endeavor that woul d change the course of history in
the star-system Having seen the basic work begun, Signe turned her mind to
review ng the | essons Dahl had so unwillingly given her

Day after day, the warrior harnessed herself into the couch of a |ifeboat she
docked on a | ock above a habitat cleared of personnel. Hurtling into the void,
she pushed both herself and the small craft to the utnost limts of
capability. The ineffable sense of freedom experienced on her first flight
grew in magnitude, as the initiate gained in proficiency. The ever-present
danger served only to exhilarate her. She began to think of the boat as an
extension of herself--to feel a cybernetic oneness with a nachine as



responsi ve to the commuands of her brain as was her own |ithe body.

Morgan initially pressed Signe to take himalong, but net with a flat refusal
"I'"ll risk nolife but ny own," she declared in a tone that adnmitted of no

argunent. "Wien | feel 1've nastered the art, |'Il teach ny officers. Unti
then, | don't need conpany if | die vaporized--much as | appreciate your
concern.”

The vivid smile acconpanying that adanmant decl arati on touched the
auburn-haired Captain without allaying his fear in the | east degree. No
subsequent confident smile relaxed the knot that constricted Mdyrgan's gut
every time he watched the daring novice head for the | ock. The others made no
attenpt to dissuade her, knowi ng her as they did. They nerely w shed her | uck
and wove one nore strand into the fabric of the |egend.

The day arrived when Signe judged herself ready. Having sunmmoned Morgan from
his inprovised netal shop, she handed hi ma supposedly inproved variety of
pill, informed himthat he rated the dubious distinction of serving as her
first pupil, and preceded himinto the |ifeboat.

More afraid of failing the Commander he so fervently admred than of dying
with her, the |inber swordsman strapped into the couch a body as fluidly
graceful as it was robust. Resolutely, he braced for an ordeal. If Signe can
learn this skill, | can, he resolved stoutly. Stealing a sidelong glance at
t he wonman engaged in fastening her harness, the warrior-captain grew acutely
conscious of the femininity of his conpanion--as if the sudden di sappearance
of that shapely body inside an obscuring cocoon of fluid-filled fabric
rendered the lingering i mage sharper

Shane scal ded the archetypi cal Gaean. Control yourself |, the man savagely
adjured his alter ego. Channel your thoughts onto this challenge facing you .
A mnd schooled fromearly childhood to exert rigid control over all physical
appetites instantly, automatically responded. The alluring visualization

vani shed, as Mdrgan focused his faculties solely on the task at hand.

"We | ack the sinulators the Col unmbians use to train operators,” Signe
cautioned her pupil. "I'Il be passing on what |'ve |earned, as best | can. If
you see a way that | could inprove ny teaching technique, don't hesitate to
tell me. I"mrelying on you to hel p ne devise a standard course of

instruction."”

Let's hope | don't pull some boner that kills us both! That grimbut unspoken
response acconpani ed a tightening of Mdrgan's gut.

As her student's face set into deternined |lines, Signe hastened to reassure
him "This first lesson | teach right here on the | ock. Once you've nastered
it, I'lIl take us for a short flight as a denponstration. You'll renmain a
passenger, so relax, Mrgan."

On behol ding a certain disappointnent mingle with relief, the instructor hid

t he anusenent reinforcing her profound adnmiration of the warrior whose ability
to keep a cool head in the nost appalling crisis pronpted her to take himon
as her first pupil. For the next ninety mnutes, she put himthrough a
gruel i ng preparatory exercise

Liftof f produced in the neophyte visible evidence of inner distress produced
by the severity of the notions, but the instructor detected no hint of panic.
Morgan habitual ly conceal s any fear racking him, she acknow edged
approvingly, stealing an occasional quick |ook at the pale, intent face of her
conpani on. The begi nner |istened, answered her questions pronptly and



accurately, and observed her actions. Satisfied that he had assimlated al

she presented, Signe soared far into the void, and let himacquire a feel for
handling the craft. "Flying it out here isn't hard," she remarked in a voice
kept studiously casual. "It's docking the boat, or lifting off the nothership,
that's tricky--or maneuvering close to the surface of a planetoid. Just don't
turn too sharply. Harness or no harness, doing so could black us both out."

"I believe you."
"Your insides appear to be staying calm"
"lI've got the rebellion quashed..l think."

"Ignore the vid. The scanning screens offer a far nore detail ed view of our
surroundi ngs. "

"I"'mtaking care to watch only the scanning screens."

"That disorientation fromseeing the stars sweep across the vid fades after a
time."

A frowning gl ance projecting patent disbelief constituted Morgan's only
response to that pronouncenent.

At length Signe docked the boat on the |ock, providing a running conentary on
t he techni que as she enployed it. "We'|ll eat lunch, absorb another pill, and
cone back for another lesson, if you think your gut will stand it," she
chal | enged the trainee, noting the droplets beading the forehead to which

di screte, short, uneven points of auburn hair clung danply, the pallor visible
i n cheeks kept free of any shadow of beard, the ruddy eyebrows creased now
into a frown, the green eyes conbatively nmeeting her own, the cleft chin
jutting just a bit, below the wide nmouth set in a tight |ine.

"Rebel | ious gut be dammed. 1'I| be ready when you are!" The frown nelted into
a singularly engaging grin as Mrgan accepted the chall enge.

On sone sublinminal level, the fem nine observer reacted to dashing, vigorous,
yout hful nmasculinity augmented by charminnate rather than studiously
cultivated, but the conscious nind of the warrior-wman shut out the

i mplications of that right-brain, nonverbal inpression. Signe saw all she ever
all owed herself to see: a brother

By the end of a rough initiation, the apprentice felt that he had nade solid
gains. Tautness in the nuscles of his jaw, and lines tightening the corners of
his nouth, testified to strain.

"Take two hours off, and relax," the Conmander urged in a tone that her
captain knew to constitute an order. "Sean can handl e the chores at the
shi ps. "

Five days |ater, Mrgan managed a successful solo flight. "You get to lift on
your own now, to practice, as | did," his instructor informed him sniling
radiantly. "I'Il find it easier to teach ny next trainee, thanks to your

wel cone, frank comments on ny technique."

"You're a born teacher, Signe."

"A better one at this, now.

Morgan's inperturbability, combined with his ability to express hinself
succinctly in graphic Earth-Standard, had indeed served to inprove the course



Signe strove to devel op. Brushing the edge of disaster together, the two
conrades testing untried teaching techniques had | earned from each narrow
escape. The novice sensed his nmentor's ebullient joy in flight. Even as he
grew to be a daring and proficient operator, he fell short of follow ng Signe
into the rarefied nental heights he knew she reached. That realization failed
to daunt him As long as he qualified to battle the Colunbians in this new

el ement, the redheaded warrior rested content with his own progress.

Satisfied with her evolving skill as an instructor, Signe took on new pupils.
To her relief, Conor learned easily despite his having passed his fifty-first
Eart hyear. Hi s habitual, unflappable calm she well knew, disguised the
lightflash swiftness of his reflexes. Possessed of a |liberal endowrent of
sensitivity, she realized that since the day three fourweeks earlier, when the
bel oved wi fe who had fought at his side all through the surface war fell in
battl e before Conor's eyes, death ceased to hold any terror for the surviving
spouse. Danger in the best of tinmes had never fazed the warrior al nbst as

| egendary as hersel f. A nechani cal genius, he possessed a m nd that
automatically attuned itself to the boat. The machine did not exist that could
fluster the man. Conor graduated from Signe's course wth honors.

Theo took this newest challenge one step at a tine. Gfted with a | ogical

anal ytical faculty, the historian applied his talents to the task of nastering
a new technique with single-ninded effort, and i nproved steadily. Danger he
regarded as an unavoi dabl e side effect acconpanying the acquisition of a

prof oundly necessary skill. Theo ignored the danger, as he had | ong ago
trained hinself to do. The warrior-by-necessity grew to be a capabl e operator

In Sean, Signe found a kindred soul. Fromthe first time the yout hful

swor dsman handl ed the controls, he experienced a transcendent joy that natched
hers. Handsone boyish face alight, he reveled in the expl osive expansi on of
his brain and sensory systeminto a heady new pl ane of existence. Intuitively,
Sean avoi ded the mnistakes the others all made to one degree or another. He
becane an artist, an aficionado, a master. His mind and Signe's nmet on an

et hereal high reach of unparalleled dual experience. She not so much taught
him as launched himthrough a drab barrier, freeing himto explore a new and
dazzling realm In his instructor's imagination, Sean seermed to spread w ngs
for which he only now divined the purpose: to soar into the limtless splendor
of the ether. Signe returned fromthose | essons rapt.

Jassy took an intense dislike to the machine. That reaction he overcame wth
stubborn, unfailing courage. He fought his way to mastery out of his certainty
that acquiring this essential skill formed his only route to fighting the war
to the finish. Even as Signe's admration of a man whose tal ents she val ued

i ncreased tenfold, she harbored a definite relief that she had not |aunched

her career as a flight-instructor by taking Jassy on as her first pupil. 1'd
have begun and ended with him vaporized against this rock, she decided, noved
to wy anusenent. He constituted the acid test of ny evolving skill at turning

nm ddl e- aged | andsnen into spacers. No doubt about that!

Yuri, fast beconing indispensable to the Commander in his engi neering
capacity, she taught along with her captains. The scholarly youth's
unconpl ai ni ng acceptance of whatever nasty breaks life dealt him and his

sel f-effaci ng shyness that so often resulted in his talents' being

over shadowed by Morgan's dash or Conor's fearl essness, hid a wealth of

courage. Absorbing instruction with the ease of one to whom study forned a way
of Iife, Yuri skirted death with cal mdetachnent, flashing his nmentor a

sel f-deprecating snmile of apology each tine. Signe's regard for her engineer

i ncreased i nmeasurably.

Wwong di spl ayed the sanme cool nerve in this endeavor as he had facing his



commander across foils. H's experience of flying the ship he had hel ped to
build served himwell, and his wiry, slight body seemed unaffected by notion
si ckness. Signe found the task of teaching hima pleasure. Wien he enbarked on
his first solo flight, she acknow edged that her respect for his ability just
took a quantum | eap

Wbnderi ng vaguely why she had instinctively left the business of instructing

the Senior Captain until last, the Commander prepared to offer Eric the

i ntroductory | esson. Having harnessed herself into her couch, she glanced at

her conpani on, and perceived that he had nade no nove to fasten his. Studying
the bl eak face he turned to her, she noted the tautness in the nuscles of his
jaw, observed the lines angling fromthe corners of his eyes, and beheld the

| ook in those eyes.

"Signe," Eric rasped, "has the thought occurred to you that | may be too old
to take on this chore?"

The warrior-wonan's gut constricted as she grasped the magnitude of the
veteran warrior's fear. In a flash of insight, she realized that Eric dreaded
not death, but the act of venturing into an alien elenent--of |eaving behind
all that he had fought to preserve, and starting over at sixty-six as a

pi oneer in a vast, harsh, wholly forbidding realm

Throwi ng off her harness, Signe slipped to her knees next to her conpanion's

couch. Laying a hand on his arm she spoke, her voice thrilling with passion
"Eric.old conrade.for nost of ny life, you' ve been teacher..rentor.friend.a

second father. 1've unthinkingly taken you for granted--1 see that now Eric,
listen to ne. Don't be ashamed of feeling afraid. So was |. Never nore so in

the totality of nmy experience, than when | first soared into space in this
lifeboat. | understand. | know !"

You don't know. You can't! I'msixty-six, girl. My body's still supple, ny
refl exes swift, but I can't flog a mnd programmed fifty Earthyears ago for
teaching Earth-Standard grammar to children raised in an age that's ancient
hi story, into mastering what you'll demand of that mind now | can't. |I'mtoo
old nentally ! Fossilized ..rigidified!' Unable to cope with so radical a
change--fighting with my brain instead of ny body! | can't!

That cry fromthe heart resounding within Eric's stressed psyche found no
utterance. Mutely, he stared into eyes that exhorted, pleaded, commanded--and
silently shook his head.

Quivering with emotion, Signe confronted defeat. Stubbornly, she refused to
accept it. Two faces again sprang into uncanny |ikeness: the younger
faithfully reproducing the classic oval shape of the older, its perfect
symmetry defined by a strai ght nose, arching brows, snooth planes of cheeks
finely sculpted, and full, wi de, delicately bowed lips, their corners upturned
during repose. That latter attribute derived fromthe habitual projection of
serene sel f-confidence on countenances handsone rather than beautiful. The

ol der, overlain by a network of fine lines lightly penciled on rather than
furrowed, presaged what age and experience held in store for the younger--the
nore readily, owing to that extraordi nary juxtaposition of golden hair with
sil ver.

Staring at the unwontedly agonized set of a famliar, well-loved face, Signe
saw with chilling clarity that despair showed nakedly beneath the fear
Desperately, she ordered turbul ent thoughts, and voiced an irresistible
appeal. "Eric. Do you renmenber when your teaching first lifted ne into
achieving skill with the sword to equal yours? How we'd fight.how you taught
me to stand outside nyself, a spectator, watching ny own techni que? How we'd



duel, neither able to touch the other, each knowi ng both performances to be
fl aw ess? You know that thrill?

"Eric.on that first flight, | expected to die. |I knew what odds | bucked. But
when | felt that vessel l|ift.and soar.saw the stars sweep across the screen..no
other thrill 1've ever known matched that one. Believe ne! Eric. You' ve been

ny teacher for so long.let me be yours now. You don't want to stay behind,
bound to the narrow world we've known, free though it finally is. Come with
nme. More than ever before..nore than anyone el se.l need you ."

Signe's voice vibrated with strong enotion as she confided, "Eric. Mich as |
honored ny father.nmuch as | learned from Sigurd, respected him admired him.l
never was able to feel for himthe unreserved wealth of affection | found
nmysel f giving you. You've been ny ideal, ever since you returned from Col unbi a
a swordsman, when | was eight, and | discovered that | |loved ny uncle nore
deeply than |I could ny father. Eric, 1'll carry you with ne, when | |eap off.
"Il teach you , now. Hear? Trust nme, Eric. Please, trust ne!"

Pierced to the heart by that inpassioned exhortation, stirred to the depths of
his soul by Signe's final adm ssion, Eric winced as agony mingled with fierce
pride. Fleetingly, he allowed hinself to dwell on the shaneful truth he
habitual ly scourged from his consciousness. | am your father! he cried in the
depths of his pain-racked psyche. You're the product of mnmy utterly

di shonorable affair with nmy brother's wife! No one alive knows, but we're

ki ndred souls, girl.

Searing guilt blended with ineffable | ove, as Eric realized with | um nous
clarity that neither death nor dread of the task at hand woul d ever generate
the terror the thought of failing this wonan at this nmonment of tine produced.
Broad shoul ders strai ghtened. Unshakabl e resol ution flooded the m nd suddenly
grown surreally calm "Wat can | say, Signe, except yes? | won't |let you
down--or nyself," the Senior Captain declared forcefully. "Now, show nme how to
operate this damed outfit."

Si gne caught her breath. A sound between a sob and a | augh escaped her, before
her face broke into a glorious, transfiguring smle. "I surely will," she
fervently assured him "Spacer!"

Chapt er Four

Awakened an hour before the tine he nornmally arose by the raucous buzzer
signaling a call on the video network, Dahl sprang instantly out of bed.
Arlen's face appeared on the screen, in response to the funbling,

sl eep-drugged novenents of the nude spacer's fingers on the keyboard of his
t erm nal

Rearing abruptly to a sitting position in the next bunk, Dahl's cabinmate
ripped out a lurid obscenity. On behol di ng who i ssued the sumons that woke
him he subsided into silence, quailing inwardly.

"Dress, eat breakfast, and present yourself in ny office as quickly as
possi ble," Arlen commanded his bl eary-eyed aide. "I need you."

"Yes, sir. I'll be there in ten minutes, sir." Now what in hell .. He said he
needs ne ..told ne to eat, so he isn't about to light in the mddle of ne for
sonmething | did that pissed himoff. But that look in his eyes tells nme he's



got it in for some poor bastard. I'Il |eave the bunk unnmade--risk one of
Ful ke's officers' pulling an unschedul ed i nspection. Better hustle, spacer
Bitter pain boiled up to sear the aide's nind. Ex-spacer, Dahl. Skip

br eakf ast .

Striding into the bathcabin, the officer now a menber of the Corps personally
conmanded by the dictator washed with precipitate haste, combed short dark
hair, relieved hinmself, and groped in the adjuster set into the wall, for the
uniformleft overnight to regain its ability to repel dirt and noisture.
Hurriedly, he donned tunic and pants, and pulled on his boots. Thrusting his
face into the contoured hollow of the shaving cabinet, he touched a swtch
Stoically, he ignored the sharp sting generated as a shadow of beard burned
away. Casting a fleeting glance in the mirror, he judged hinself presentable.
Get noving! he adnoni shed his alter ego as he dashed out.

Havi ng crossed the Rubicon, Arlen sat at his desk as if carven of stone.

Musi ngly, he reviewed the merits, or lack thereof, of the captains he planned
to enploy in a bold bid to render his hold on power unassail able. You can
count absolutely on Anmin, Lacey, Danner, and Evan , he assured hinmself. Those

four Fifth Corps veterans provide a host in thenselves.
Dahl's wholly loyal, and desperate to prove his worth.

Ford's as superbly able as his peers, and possessed of the sane cool daring,
but should you neet with stiff opposition, he won't hesitate to shift sides in
m d-struggle, if he suspects that you'll |ose. Gordon mght be tenpted to
throwin with one of your rivals, should any of them gain the upper hand
during the crisis you're about to precipitate, but he lacks Ford's talent for
conspiracy. He also | acks the resourceful ness in action displayed by the
captains nmeriting your trust.

Carey possesses the | east experience of the lot, but he'll stick by you
stoutly.

Sinon won't actively maneuver to energe on the side of one of your enemies if
t he going gets rough, but he's capable of delaying crucial action until he
feels certain that you'll cone out on top. He has aged, |ately--added an
excess of caution to a |ifelong uninmagi nativeness. Hard to fathom why your
predecessor raised those latter four nen to the rank of captain, but thus far
none of them has offered you solid grounds for denoting him Wen you rose to
the rank of Commander of Fifth Corps, you inherited sone far nore pressing
problens in the Iine of personnel--such as those thrice-damed ai des who spied
for Galt. You' ve dealt with those bastards, but you could face a dangerous
crisis shortly, if even one of your captains fails to follow your orders
pronmptly and exactly. You need to play this hand with infinite care, Arlen.

Arriving a bit breathless from avoiding the sl ow noving elevator in Mnistry
Main Habitat to take the stairs two at a tinme, Dahl awaited orders, certain
that the Commander-in-Chief's expressionless face boded no good for sone

unf ortunat e of f ender

Crisply, Arlen issued orders. "Two ships--second-class mlitary--occupy
Mlitary Locks Sixteen and Ni neteen. Raise Carey at Fifth Corps' Headquarters.
| ssue a command that he fuel both and ready them for flight, and then report
to ne here. When Amin and Danner call at 0600, direct themto report here

i medi ately. Show theminto the conference cabin, and instruct themto wait.
Order Ford to turn the fueling installation over to the man Ful ke will send,
and proceed pronptly to my office. Rouse Sinmon and Gordon, who're on

sl eep-shift, and tell both nmen to report here in an hour."



"Yes, sir." So Arlen's readying for sonme crucial ploy designed to shaft the
Commander s maneuvering for a chance to overthrow him Dahl surmised nervously
as he placed a call to Carey. | hope to hell whatever plan he hatched | ast

ni ght succeeds. Thrusting bl ack forebodings regarding both his own future and
that of his world fromhis mnd, the aide obeyed the orders issued him

From his office, the Commrander-in-Chief raised Evan on the Ice Wrld. Wen the
rugged face of a subordinate he trusted to the hilt appeared on his screen
Arlen announced, "I'm sumoni ng you and Lacey back here to the capital. You'l

| eave as soon as Sinon and CGordon, who'll arrive in second-class nmilitary
ships, relieve you. Tell no one | sent for you. Come in person to nmy office as
soon as you're back."

Evi nci ng no surprise, Evan automatically responded, "Yes, sir," and kept his
enotion off his face. The world | eader staring into the inmage on his screen

nonet hel ess divined the depth of the delight occasioned by the inm nence of

action, fromsubtle changes visible in guarded granite features.

Arlen next raised Lacey, and repeated his conmands to the coppery-skinned,
bl ack-eyed, equally trustworthy officer who took no pains to conceal his
satisfaction at hearing the summons.

Rising fromhis term nal, the inveterate observer of nonverbal evidence placed
hinself in a position fromwhich he could study the slimman of nedi um hei ght
whom Dahl announced. "Ah, Ford. Sit down."

Ford evaluated the inmport of Arlen's total |ack of expression nore accurately
than did the aide who admitted him Light brown hair framed a keen face

domi nated by tawny eyes that betrayed no hint of their owner's thoughts.
Seating hinself with his back held ranrod straight, upon the edge of the chair
facing the military dictator, the Captain |istened.

"For reasons that do not concern you, |I'mrelieving Demetrius of his ship,

wi t hout Dexter's know edge. Avoi d undue harshness when you inform Denetri us
that you'll enploy force to carry out ny orders, if his response conpels you
to go to that extrene, but don't hesitate to use force. You'll dock on First
Cor ps' Headquarters in Bessener Municipal Unit at 1045 this norning, where
Dermetrius will have just descended. Dexter will be in space, acconpanying
Lambert back here to the capital. Make sure no hint of your intent slips out
ahead of time, or you may find yourself in a wholly untenable position
Marcel ' s based in New London, but he could reach Bessener in twenty m nutes.

"Once you' ve seized the ship, you'll divide your crew in half, and order your
lieutenant to dock your vessel on Mnistry Lock Five. I'missuing you a
startup-code bypass. You'll convey Denetrius' ship, and hinself, back to the
capital. You'll dock on Mnistry Lock Six, and personally escort your charges
to Fifth Corps' Headquarters, where you'll detain Denetrius separately from
his crewnren until | relieve you of the duty. I'll expect instant conpliance
with any additional orders | issue you today." The Commander-in-Chief's eyes,
cold as the heart of a conet, bored into those of the self-serving officer who
sought to conceal his shock even as his mind raced.

Arlen's anticipating both Courtney's and Galt's noves. WIIl he win this
round? If he doesn't .."Yes, sir. You can count on nme, sir." Rising, Ford took
his departure, subtle novenents of his slimbody--reactions occurring w thout
consci ous volition--having confirmed Arlen's estimate of the rush of
specul ati ve excitenent engendered by his orders.

| can count on you just as long as you think your interests and m ne
coi ncide , the Commander-in-Chief silently, disdainfully, castigated his



subordi nate. Ford now knows that |'m noving agai nst Dexter, but he realizes
that | control six Earth-armed ships close at hand, and two others an hour
away, to Dexter's three, Courtney's three, Norman's one, and the two of Glt's

not currently on duty in the ONeill Goup. So ny conniving captain won't be
likely to risk throwing his support to one of my rivals, when the odds rest in
my favor. No, he'll make the snatch snoothly and successfully.

The sound of the door sliding aside pronpted a gal vani ¢ change from

pensi veness to action-readi ness: a reaction that regi stered on Dahl's senses,
sparking a corresponding tautness in the man informng his superior that Anin
and Danner awaited himin the conference cabin, having arrived together at
0555.

Striding dowmn the corridor to nmeet with two spacer-captai ns whom he
unreservedly trusted, Arlen reflected that Amin nust shrewdly have guessed on
the prior evening that action would follow directly upon information. "M

t hanks for your coming in person, gentlenen, and early to boot," he greeted

t hem

Eager expectancy radi ated from Danner's handsone face. About tine! the bluff
man of action chortled inwardly. A chance to distinguish nmyself--to kick ny
stalled career back into gear. | figured the chief neditated a preenptive
strike. No way will Arlen tolerate a rival's shafting his grasp on power.

Ri ght on, Commrander

Chafing at the proverbial bit, this inveterate careerist, for all that he
behaves with adm rabl e cool - headedness in a crisis, Arlen reflected, anused
rather than worried by the man's transparency. "Action at last, you're
t hi nking, eh, Danner? Quite so. Well, gentlenen. |I'mdepriving ny coll eagues
of all but two of their Earth-arnmed mlitary ships--today, w thout delay. At
1120, Amin, Dexter will dock on one of three mlitary | ocks reserved for First
Corps here in the capital --aboard Lanbert's ship. You'll relieve the pair of
the vessel. You and your crewren will then escort Dexter and Lanbert to Fifth
Cor ps' Headquarters. Detain them separately fromeach other and fromthe crew,
until | arrive. Treat themw th the utnost politeness, but enphasize that
you'll enploy force, if necessary, to carry out your orders."

Hi s hawk-profiled face projecting serene self-confidence, Am n nodded. "Rest
assured that |I'll handle themboth with glass-silk gloves, sir." No qual ns
arising fromhis cogni zance of Dexter's superb talent for infighting--skil

that characterized both his swordplay and his political machinations--attended
the Captain's acceptance of what he knew to be a chall enging order.

Turning to the shorter man, whose conpact, athletic body revealed its owner's
excitement no less plainly for standing tautly at attention, Arlen |ooked
deeply into guileless dark eyes that net his squarely. "Danner, Yancey's
ship's docked on the mlitary lock reserved for Third Corps. He's due to lift
at 1100 today. You'll arrive at 1000, seize his ship as soon as he finishes
fueling it, and detain Yancey and his crew at Fifth Corps' Headquarters.

"Keep your detainee separated fromhis crew, and strive to gain your objective
wi t hout alerting anyone in Third Corps' Headquarters of your action. | may
send you witten orders later, to lend the nman bearing them four of your
crewren: Myron, and three others both tough and trustworthy. Make certain that
Yancey's afforded no opportunity to warn Nornman, who's on duty in Mnistry
Main Habitat until 1600 this afternoon. Yancey's as savage as the |eader he's
served so willingly for the past fifteen Earthyears, and he'll oppose you with
force if you afford himthe | east chance. | trust that you can assenbl e your
full crew before 0930, even though your nmen are on | eave?"



"Myron's roundi ng themup now, sir. He knows where to | ook, never doubt."

Yancey. Wuldn't | love to give that bastard what he's got coming! Not today,
t hough, if | can avoid skewering a living blot on Colunbia's honor. No way
will | sully ny own. This operation's a bold, delicately tined strike. Arlen

expects it to go off snmoothly. Yancey won't get his comeuppance today, damm
the luck . "We'll be ready, sir."

"I'"'mcounting on that, Danner. Wll. See that your crews refrain fromslipping
any hint that any action m ght be pending, gentlenmen. Good |uck."

Returning to his office to find Carey awaiting him Arlen gestured his stocky,
broad shoul dered subordi nate into his inner office, and w thout preanble,

i ssued commands. "Carey, | order you to relieve Marcel of his ship wthout
Dexter's know edge. You'll descend at New London at 1000 this norning, dock
next to Marcel's vessel, and seize it fromwhoever's guarding it. You'll then
call Marcel out of Dexter's headquarters, where Marcel and his crewren will be
using sinmulations of lifeboat flight to train recruits. You'll tell himyou
bear hima message fromne to be hand-delivered to hi maboard your ship.

You'll present himwith orders informng himthat 1've confiscated his vessel

and require that he accept your escort to Fifth Corps' Headquarters. You'l
take himinto custody.

"Have your lieutenant lift the ship you seize. You'll convey Marcel here,
aboard yours. Dock both vessels at Mnistry Locks Two and Three, which |'ve
reserved, and then deliver your detainee into Ford's custody at Fifth Corps

Headquarters. | doubt that Marcel will offer any forcible resistance, but rest
prepared to conpel obedi ence. Treat your prisoner politely but firmy. Here's
t he datapad you'll hand him and a startup-code bypass. Once you' ve turned
your detainees over to Ford, you'll return acconpani ed by your crew here to ny
office with no | oss of time whatsoever, where |'I| enploy you in a new
capacity."”

Al t hough the recipient of those startling conmands failed to conceal his
shock, he unhesitatingly accepted the orders, snapped a salute, and departed.

As Arlen noted the tine--0605--his nobile face creased into a scow . Sinon and
Gordon shoul d have been here five minutes ago, he reninded hinself as anger
surged. A dull thud assaulted nerves already on edge, as the door slid open
and the tardy pair strode past the aide who showed themin before letting the
panel cl ose behi nd them

No sign of sharp annoyance showed on the face again gone expressionless. "l've
orders for you, gentlemen. Two second-class nmilitary ships, readied for
flight, rest on Mlitary Locks Sixteen and N neteen. |mmedi ately upon |eaving
here, both of you will assenble your crews, man those ships, and fly with no
loss of time to the Ice Wrld. Sinon, you'll relieve Evan. Gordon, you'l
relieve Lacey. Call in here when you' ve docked, to informne of the tine of
your arrival. Remain on duty there until you receive further word fromne."

Arlen watched the surprise fleetingly animating both faces netanorphose into
fear that both men strove to conceal. His face creasing into a black frown,
Cordon verged on objecting, but the cold rage that |eaped nakedly into Arlen's
eyes drove any such notion fromthe spacer-captain's nind

As soon as the door closed behind the pair, the autocrat turned to Dahl, and
spoke curtly. "Step across the hall, and tell Neville, who's here early, that
| need the loan of Hoffrmann to watch ny board for fifteen mnutes."

Startled, the man thus perenptorily adjured hastened to obey. Did | piss him
of f some way? he specul ated worriedly. Neville got here three hours early.



Does the Conmander-in-Chief intend to involve his top civilian adm nistrator
inamlitary coup? Hardly! So why ...Hs gut churning, the aide returned with
hi s repl acenent.

Havi ng gestured Dahl into the inner office, Arlen closed the door. Smiling for
the first time that day, he invited the subordi nate whose tri m person signal ed
acute uneasiness to be seated. "lI'msure you realize that 1've initiated a
chancy strategy,"” he remarked with cal cul ated candor. "Wen | recruited you
into ny service, | told you | had need of a man who keeps a cool head in a
crisis. Well, today |'ve precipitated a crisis, and need every cool head at ny
di sposal. I'mconfiscating Yancey's ship. Danner will acconplish that chore at
1000 today. Do you know any of the men form ng Yancey's crew?"

Rel i ef surged through the subordinate sitting stiffly erect. "Yes, sir. Three
of them served under nme, several Earthyears ago: hard cases, but able. Yancey
lost half his crewren in the final battle on Main Wrld of Gaea, fighting his
way to his ship after Signe storned Nornman's headquarters. He filled out his
crew with those nen, and two |'ve never net."

"Do you know his original six spacers?"

"By sight--and reputation, sir." Hesitating for a mcrosecond, Dahl wei ghed

t he wi sdom of vol unteering an unsought response. Deciding in the affirmative,
he added evenly, "Their brutality equals Yancey's--and Norman's. Norman
preferred men of that stanp. He distrusted ny stonach for matching it, with
good reason. |'d never have been granted command of one of Norman's ships, if
he hadn't lost two vessels with all hands, and three captains as well, to
Signe's assaults. He did know he could trust me not to skima take for nyself
off the fortunes in precious nmetals | constantly transported for him-1 oot
fromall over Gaea. That's chiefly what | did for Norman."

Havi ng been reassured initially by the smle and the conplinment, Dahl now

i mpul sively ventured that unsolicited self-justification out of an intuitive
sense that Arlen despised both Norman and Yancey. That concl usi on generated an
overmastering urge to dissociate his own self froma horde of fornmer

col | eagues who, |ess troubled by scruples than was he, flocked to serve under
a conmmander who willingly raised a perpetrator of war crines to the rank of
seni or captain.

Unerringly divining the notivation behind that flagrant breach of protocol
Arl en condoned the infraction, out of satisfaction with the sentinment
pronpting it. "Do you feel you could trust your back to your three forner
cr ewren?"

"Yes, sir." Kinesic evidence of which Dahl renained unconsci ous, but which
Arlen read with ease, fully supported the vehenment verbal affirnation

"At 1030 today, you'll call those nmen out of Danner's custody, in Fifth Corps
Headquarters, and hand himmy witten order directing himto |l end you Myron,
Li eutenant, and three additional spacers fromhis crew. You'll repair with
those seven nmen to Sinmon's vessel, which is docked on MIitary Lock N ne, and
[ift pronptly at 1100. You'll fly to Dunn, descend on the |ock next to
Courtney's first-class mlitary ship, which is comanded by Yukio. You'l

sei ze the vessel, and order two of Danner's spacers to board Yukio's ship.

"You'll then proceed with your five remaining crewnren to the shipworks where
Yukio will be arranging for a delivery of a |arge consignment of spare parts
to Fourth Corps. You'll sumon the Captain to the main office, and deliver him
orders fromne, to acconpany you. You'll take himinto custody, and prevent

his contacting Courtney. My orders will require that Yukio call his |ieutenant



fromyour ship, and instruct his second officer to carry on. Gve your
prisoner tactfully to understand that it'll be to his advantage to preserve a
manner designed to avoid pronpting the man he calls, to raise Courtney.

"I'f any of Yukio's crewnen show up with him bring those nen along. Leave the
others there. Notify Danner's spacers when you've |lifted, and order themto
escort your ship. Fly your detainees, in Sinon's ship, tothe mlitary |ocks
reserved for Fifth Corps, and deliver the nen you hold to Danner. Leave your
three Third Corpsnen in his custody. Return here, to man ny board. [|'l]
provide you with the startup-code for Sinbn's ship, and a bypass to use on
Yukio's."

Arlen just trusted ne with a role in the action--gave ne tenporary comuand of

an Earth-armed ship! Fierce joy illumined Dahl's hard-bitten face before the
man managed to master his expression. "Yes, sir!" he breathed.

"Handl e this chore as well as you have your other duties, Dahl, and you'l
captain a ship for nme, shortly--assunming that all goes today as | plan."

My aching ol d wounds, he means that! "You can count on ne, sir." Enpbtion that
Dahl tried, but failed, to conceal, revealed itself via nunerous nonver bal
cues.

"Thank Hof fmann, and disnmiss him Mn the board for ne until it's time for you
to | eave. Show Evan and Lacey in here the nonent they arrive."

As Dahl strode out, radiating satisfaction, the shrewd judge of nen predicted
with fl aw ess accuracy, He'll succeed, or die in the attenpt. You needn't fear
that Dahl will desert you in md-struggle, Arlen. Well. Relax for two hours.
Cal myour m nd, and maintain your cutting edge. Seating hinself at his
terminal, the initiator of a daring undertaking concentrated on a scholarly
work of military history.

When Evan and Lacey arrived together, at 0815, Arlen deliberately allowed his
satisfaction to show. "I comend your pronptness, gentlemen. Evan, Glt's in
space, returning fromO Neill aboard Flynn's ship. Celett and Regan remain on
duty in the ONeill Goup. Flynn's due to arrive at 1510. You and | will
intercept Galt and his captain as they | eave the vessel. You'll take Flynn and
his crew into custody, and detain themin Fifth Corps' Headquarters until |

rel ease them Flynn's hotheaded, and fanatically loyal to Galt. Don't give him
the | east opening. Try to avoid the use of force, but don't hesitate to use
force if no other course lies open to you. I'll handle Galt."

“"I'"l'l handle Flynn, sir." Evan spoke wi th quiet confidence.

Noddi ng, Arlen turned to Lacey, whose conpactly built body projected a keen
readi ness for action. The Captain's ruggedly handsone face failed to hide its
owner's satisfaction at the thought of playing a key role in a strike |evel ed
against this superior's rivals. "Wassel and his crew are on |leave," Arlen
informed him "At 1015 today, you'll proceed to the mlitary | ocks reserved
for Second Corps. You'll deliver orders fromme to whoever's on guard: orders
stating that |'m borrowi ng Wassel's ship, and that you're having a man nove it
to Mnistry Lock Nineteen. I'll issue you a bypass.

"Once you gain control of the ship, you'll raise Galt's Lieutenant Conmander
Inform Marl enn of ny orders, and your intent to obey them You'll then proceed
unacconpanied to the | ock where you'll change the access code of the vessel to
one I'lIl provide. You'll insert into the port a |locking device I'll give you,
thus preventing any use of a bypass. You'll |eave the ship there, collect your
nmen, and meet nme at 1100 at the Fourth Corps' nilitary |ock where Gtis's ship



i s docked next to Brant's--just why, | don't know Qis is scheduled to be on
duty el sewhere

"You'll seize Otis's ship. Assune that the Captain will be aboard with all his
men. You'll have your lieutenant, and three spacers whomyou trust inplicitly,
lift the vessel into a high orbit around Colunbia. Tell Rafael to await orders
fromeither you or ne. You'll deliver Gis and his crewren to Fifth Corps'
Headquarters, where you'll |eave themin Amin's custody. You'll then lift your
vessel. You, and in a dire extremty, Rafael, will carry out any comand | may
see fit to issue during the course of the day, directing you to attack any
ship, including the one bearing Galt hone."

"Yes, sir." No slightest hesitati on shaded Lacey's acceptance of orders that,
if obeyed in their entirety, would inevitably precipitate a rmutinous uprising
guaranteed to spread like a virulent epidenic to include bloody civil strife.
Arlen knows he can trust me with the ultimate responsibility! the maturely
cogni zant spacer-captain congratul ated hinself as his pride inflated. Vell, |
won't fail him Galt had better weigh the odds with exceeding care--damm his
gall! Arlen's a statesman. Glt doesn't cavil at hiring assassins, evidently.
Arlen sure as hell never took Leon out, and Galt never spent so nuch energy
suborni ng our devious Mnister of Internal Security for no reason

Backst abbers, Roylott and Galt both!

Arlen sensed his subordinate's inplacable determ nation: a trait that

di stingui shed Lacey. This weapon won't turn in ny hand , he exulted grimy.
“I'I'l enlist the backing of Carey and his crew, and seize Brant's ship nyself,
while you're boarding Qtis's, Lacey. Then I'Il deal with Courtney."

Havi ng seen the two men out, Arlen noted the time: 0835. Briskly, he informed
Dahl, "I'll sit the board while you eat a hot neal. | know damed wel | you
ski pped breakfast."

Arlen's habitual consideration for his subordinates still possessed the power
to shock his aide, who replied, "Yes, sir," and withdrew, having failed to
conceal his amazenent fromthe nan whose ironic eyes followed the Captain's
departing back. Norman failed utterly to breach the arnmor with which Dahl
surrounds his core of innate decency , the dictator reflected contentedly
before turning his mnd to the orders just issued.

Yancey. The name reverberated within Arlen's inner awareness. | heartily wi sh
| could order that thrice-accursed mass nurderer to stand trial before a
mlitary tribunal! he railed silently. But that's inpossible. He mght well
energe unscathed, given the inperialistic fervor animating so many
hi gh-ranking officers. I'd | ose nore than I'd gain--weaken ny grip on four of
the five mlitary corps, perhaps fatally. So the callous brute will |ikely
never be called to account for annihilating five Gaean stations packed with
unarnmed civilian famlies.

Nor will Norman. | can't risk nore than rendering that bastard ineffectual
He and his veterans bear the aura of war heroes, to the uncritical anong the
general popul ace, and the greedy anbng our |eaders. And if | ignored
protocol --used ny dictatorial power to order Yancey spaced--1'd not only
precipitate an incendiary crisis in all five corps, 1'd lose the politica
support that enabled nme to outmaneuver Galt. 1'd end overthrown--hand Galt on
a silver tray what |1've thus far prevented his gaining. Chagrin burned |like
bile within the Commander-in-Chief's vitals as he drew that concl usion

Exerting his power of will, he forced his nmnd onto | ess galling avenues of
t hought. As he cast back over his reason for |aunching this hazardous



maneuver, a sharply etched portrait shimmered on the screen of his interior
vision. Adrienne's assessnent cuts through to the essence , he admitted
ungrudgi ngly. More accurate than Amn's, her prediction. She has |istened well
and judged sagely, over Earthyears of entertaining the top echelon of our

| eaders--ganbl ed on her judgnment, and won far nore than she has |ost. She
routi nely nmakes shrewd i nvestnents. Sharp, the mind behind that |ovely face. |
wonder whether Amin .. Likely he charmed her into it. | hope so--he needed a
break fromunrelenting work. Well. You'd better apprise Ful ke of the inm nent
arrival of detainees.

When his aide returned, Arlen rose. "I'mgoing to nmy quarters, Dahl. |I'Il be
back by 0930. Here's the private call-code for ny residence. It takes nme only
five mnutes to arrive there. No action's due to start until 1000, but if sone
unforeseen problemarises, raise ne at nmy quarters. If I'min transit, do what
you think best until you can reach ne."

Five minutes later, the Commander-in-Chief strode through the door of his
spaci ous private dwelling. Advancing to the center of the living area, he
call ed out a sunmons. As al ways when he surveyed this alternate donain where
he lived his private Iife, at sone | evel below the plane of his consciousness
he savored satisfaction in the pleasing sinplicity of design that subtly
masked both the rarity and the costliness of the furnishings.

A gasping cry fell on his ears. Even as the sound inpinged, he enfolded in his
arns the lovely woman who darted out of a bedcabin to hurl herself into his
enbr ace

A faint fragrance tantalized the husband crushing his w fe against his sleek
bl ack uniform When he rel eased her, she smiled trenulously up at him her

pi quant face only inperfectly concealing the fear and di stress tornenting her
Soft hands reached to his collar, and snpbothed two slight creases in the band
of stiff fabric encircling the base of his neck. Deftly, the wonan adjusted
the cloth where the pin securing the silver insignia denoting rank produced a

pucker. "Arlen, 1've worried all norning..” An unwonted huski ness tinged the
voice normally lilting.

Heedl ess of the disorder he wought in the fashionable coiffure, the autocrat
stroked deeply waving dark hair as he nurrmured an all-but-inaudi bl e
endearment. Still holding his wife close, he spoke again, aloud, enploying a
tone that admtted of no refusal. "Karyn, Qiver awaits you and Tiryll at ny
private lifeboat lock. He'll fly you and the boy to ny great-aunt's quarters
at Dayton. You'll |eave at once. Lana expects you. |'ll raise you there later
today. You undoubtedly won't hear frommnme before 1700 at the earliest. | know
better than to tell you not to worry, but don't overdo it. I'll energe from
this venture in a far stronger position. Safer."

The lens of tears filnming violet eyes distorted the image of |over and husband
filling the woman's field of vision. Ripples appeared, as the noisture she
sought to control faultily refracted the light. Blinking back the drops
threatening to spill, Karyn inprinted anew in her menory every bold |ine of
the well-loved face of the man who for the past el even Earthyears had forned
the central focus of her existence. Living the sheltered |ife comon to
aristocratic wives in a nale-dom nated society--a life filled with confort and
| ei sure, but hedged by restrictive prohibitions--she nonethel ess knew all too
wel | the magnitude of the danger pronpting his sending her out of the capital
"Arlen.l'Il live in fear until | knowit's over, and you're safe," she
confessed softly.

The pounding of the heart under the stylish, dusky-rose suit transmtted
itself to the man still pressing the curvaceous body against his chest. His



mout h cl osed over his wife's. Wien he freed her |ips, he kissed her brow, and
smled into the eyes brimming with tears.

Runni ng her hands up both of his arns, Karyn whispered, "I love you!" wth
passi onat e vehenence.

"I love you." Cently, Arlen released his hold, and stepped back. Turning to
the boy of nine who had said no word upon finding his parents |ocked in each
other's arms, he enbraced the child who bore a remarkable |ikeness to his
father. "Tiryll, you'll escort your mother to the lifeboat |ock, and watch
over her until | see you both again. Hear?" Arlen issued that injunction with
the sane gravity with which he woul d have addressed an adult.

"I hear, Father. I'll take good care of Mdther." Standing tall, the boy mnet
pi ercing eyes the identical color of his own, squarely.

"Karyn, direct diver to raise Dahl as soon as he conpletes his liftoff, and
report the tine of your departure.”

Havi ng seen his wife and son into an autocab, the mlitary dictator withdrew a
hol ster and belt froma closet, and strapped to his person a uni que weapon of

hi s own devi sing. The hatched butt of a black-glass electronic stun-pistol--a

devi ce capabl e of renderi ng an opponent unconscious for a range of tinmes from
a mnute to six hours, or of delivering instant death--protruded fromthe

hol ster that now rode | ow on the hip of the warrior highly adept in the use of
hi s invention

Thus arnmed, the Conmmander-in-Chief crossed the congested corridor to reenter
M nistry Main Habitat. dancing up fromthe board at the nan returning at the
exact time he had specified, the aide nervously geared to handle a crisis in
the dictator's absence smiled as his body visibly relaxed. "No premature
action of any sort, sir," he reported. "Everything seens normal. | brought
back a package of sandw ches and a flask of coffee. Wuld you care to eat?"

"I'd better. That was thoughtful of you, Dahl."

Seating hinself next to his subordinate, the autocrat dined in |leisurely
fashion, chatting with his aide between calls, and giving no intimation to any
casual observer that he just took a daring, irrevocable step that conceivably
could cost himhis life, and plunge his world into civil war.

For sheer cold nerve, Arlen surpasses even Norman , the spacer-fighter
reflected admiringly. Dammed if he isn't a leader |'Il find it a pleasure to
serve. Captain of a ship again. | never thought ... \Wo else would ever have

You owe this man, Dahl.

At 0945, the Commander-in-Chief dism ssed his aide, seated hinself at the
board, and waited for the first chessman in his gane to appear. Carey should
arrive an hour fromnow, if all goes well , Arlen nused. H s charge won't
cause himany problem | strongly suspect that Marcel will welcome a chance to
serve you instead of Dexter, and that he'll prove astute enough to realize
that you'll keep himon as captain of the ship you seize. A few of your
det ai nees ni ght accept such an invitation, of those to whom you' d consider
tendering an offer.

Even so, you'll probably end with nore first-class ships than captains you
feel able to trust with command of so priceless a prize. Wy not reserve one
of those vessels for your personal use? The hei ght of autocratic arrogance,
such a move, but an Earth-arnmed ship kept continually at your disposal m ght
prove an indi spensabl e asset at sonme point in the future. Debating courses,



the instigator of a bold strike |eveled against ruthless, self-serving rivals
waited the seeningly intermnable time preceding his entry into action

Carey arrived in Arlen's office at 1040, relief witten |large on his open
countenance. "No problem sir. My nen are outside in the corridor. Marce
of fered no resistance. It seenmed alnost as if he expected such a nove."

Briskly, Arlen conmended the subordi nate whom he now ordered to acconpany him
to the lock on which Brant's vessel rested.

At that exact nmoment, Brant sat in the office of the Conmander of Fourth
Corps, facing his superior in an attitude not nearly so rel axed as Courtney's.
The latter, a burly figure whose lightly freckled and rather handsone face did
i ndeed project the quality Adrienne had described as bluff heartiness, raked
with pale blue eyes the tall, Iinber swordsman whose nuscles rippled beneath
his superbly tailored black uniform Straight hair as golden as the dry w ne
Brant favored over spirits franed a face set in lines etched by habitual pride
of caste.

Warily, the aristocratic officer returned the piercing glance, as he tried to
cal cul ate just what weighed today on Courtney's mnd. He suspected that the
same fear that had deprived himof a considerable nmeasure of sleep lately al so
goaded his superior. Possessed of no illusions that the officer under whom he
served woul d place the interests of his captains above his own, Brant,
anbi ti ous and career-consci ous, expected that such would be the case, but he
consi dered his brusque Commander to be a man governed by a sense of honor as
sterling as his own.

Courtney's acute awareness of Brant's assunption, coupled with his own

wel | -conceal ed but total |ack of any regard for honor, pronpted the Conmander
of Fourth Corps to view the notoriously touchy duelist as a tool inviting
mani pul ation. "We live in interesting tines, Brant," he remarked with

el aborat e casual ness. "Space is ours, now that we're no |longer involved in a
war that a dictator newto the wielding of political power chose not to
prosecute with the vigor--not to nention the nen and the shi ps--which woul d
have turned the tide in our favor

"I nonet hel ess foresee oni nous devel opnents: changes that will adversely

af fect Fourth Corps' handling of its traditional responsibility. Those may

|l ead to our finding ourselves hard-pressed to guard all the cargo vessels
lifting and descending in renote nmunicipal units in Colunbia effectively
enough that our world forfeits none in a strike by renegades--or worse yet,

| oses a priceless shipnment of water ice. Too bad the Comander-i n- Chi ef
doesn't believe, as | do, that ability should formthe first qualification of
a captain entrusted with an Earth-arned ship."

"What do you nmean by that remark, sir?" He's nounting a devious verba
canpai gn ai nmed at gaining sone sort of an edge, the |istener warned hinself.
Keep your guard up, Brant.

"Perhaps | spoke too bluntly. Not a good policy, these tinmes, saying outright
what one thinks. A man does well to watch his tongue, especially here in the
capital. O course, | can trust my senior captain to keep what | say in the
privacy of nmy office confidential. Can | not?"

"You know you can, or you'd not have said what you just did, sir.

That rejoinder, delivered just a shade sardonically, evoked a seenmingly hearty
laugh. In a characteristic gesture, Courtney snpothed back the thick, reddish
hair he wore a trifle longer than current fashions dictated. "You're right.



Wll, to be frank, I'd have done sone juggling, seniority or no seniority,
before | gave Sinon or Carey an Earth-arned ship--or even Gordon. None of

those three nen begins to approach you either in all-around ability, or in
resourceful ness. | imagi ne that when Arlen assuned conmand of Fifth Corps,
Si nron and Gordon ingratiated themnmsel ves--went to any length so as to keep

their ships.

"They succeeded--whi ch suggests that the Commander-in-Chief rates

obsequi ousness above skill. You don't catch Arlen's subordinates addressing
him by his nane. He doesn't wel cone the least informality--never joins his
of ficers when they enjoy sociable dinners or even nore pl easant conpany
afterwards. He wel cones boot-licking--only he calls it loyalty."

Brant raised a sardonic eyebrow, but passed no comment. Courtney assuredly
generates no loyalty , he groused disdainfully. He'd not hesitate to shaft ny
career to win a power struggle. But he does value skill--recognizes it, and in
ordinary tinmes rewards the exercise of it. He also occasionally joins officers
of f duty, for a night out. Pleasant conpany, the Commander can be. Arlen's
coldly formal in his dealings with the nen under him fromwhat | can judge--a
stickler for protocol. He keeps a distance fromthose who serve him and nost
certainly never joins themin their pleasures.

Courtney's right. Sinon's too cautious, Gordon's too predictable, and Carey's
too inexperienced to rank in all-round ability anywhere close to the three of
us who command Fourth Corps' first-class ships. | wonder why Arlen didn't
juggl e assignnents--find sone pretext to ignore the seniority list? Well, his
dealings with his nen formno business of mne

"You know, Brant, it wouldn't surprise ne to find that the Comrander-i n- Chi ef
enpl oys hi s consi derabl e power of persuasion to talk each of his commanders
out of another Earth-arned military ship--or even all of them If he succeeds
in gaining control of those presently assigned to Fourth Corps, you'll find
yourself forced to captain a second-cl ass vessel--essentially denoted--while
nmen even less well qualified than Carey comand the ships arnmed with the

i rreproduci bl e weaponry."

A black frown greeted that galling assertion. "No one's that persuasive, sir."
"The Conmander-in-Chief mght try, though.”

Arlen nore likely would use force , Brant conjectured dourly. At sone tine in
the near future, | just mght find nyself relegated to a | ess chall engi ng
command that will render pronotion far nore difficult to gain. Wll, 1've thus
far managed to avoid getting caught in a power play between comanders. |f
Arlen makes a grab for my ship, could | conme out on his side w thout earning
Courtney's enmty? O on Galt's side, if he succeeds in overthrowing Arlen?
Could | shift sides--perhaps tw ce--w thout conpronising ny honor? | wonder.

Musingly, idly, the canny mani pul ator remarked as if tal king aloud to hinself,
"Arlen's as persuasive a man as |'ve ever known--famous for glib charm That
polite front he maintains in public guarantees that he never has to answer for
the insults he occasionally lets slip in private. If he did, you'd..

Breaking off his sentence in well-sinulated confusion, Courtney acted to
perfection a man absently voicing private thoughts, who suddenly realizes he
went too far, and funbles an attenpt to cover a slip. "I want you to know, |'m
pl eased with the way you' ve..

Leaning forward in his chair, his tall body gone suddenly taut, Brant



interrupted his superior. "Just what did you start out to say, sir?"

"What | had no business saying. A slip. | recalled one of those chance renarks
passed between officers inbibing a shot of brandy on an enpty stonach, after a
| ong, tedious neeting. The sort of careless statenent the hearer, if he's
smart, seeks to forget. | alone know that Qis overheard the words Arlen

t hought he used in ny presence only. is reninded ne of the incident, today.

| guess that's why ny reference to it popped out so inappropriately. | told
himto bury what he overheard."

"You' ve gone too far to do that yourself now, sir. An insult that lingered in
both your nenory and Gtis's demands action on my part. Just what did Arlen say
about nme?" The renowned duelist's high, clear voice quivered with passion

"Brant, | surely didn't nean to stir up trouble between you and a nilitary

di ctator who wi el ds suprene power. |If you're wise, you'll relax, and trust two
men who val ue your friendship to keep a careless remark Arlen has likely
forgotten he ever nmade, to their own selves. Now, let's get us a cup of

coffee, and..!

The Senior Captain rose, radiating cold fury. "Sir, ny honor demands that |
defend it against carel ess remarks passed in the presence of ny superior and
nmy peer. | intend to confront my detractor, whether or no. If, having gone
this far, you refuse to tell me the nature of the remark, you'll put nme at a
di sadvant age. "

Rising in his turn to confront the subordinate controlling burgeoni ng anger
Courtney shrugged in seenmingly reluctant capitulation. "Al right. W were
rem ni sci ng about professors fromwhomwe took classes at the University, and
what sort of subjects various officers chose for their mgjors. | nentioned the
nane of a classmate who didn't graduate with us, given that he flunked a
required course in mathenmatics. Arlen airily remarked that your professors
were too afraid of your sword to fail you."

The bl ood drained fromBrant's cheeks. Hot ire blazed fromthe eyes of a man
who i ndeed had found certain subjects difficult, but who had earned his degree
honestly, by dogged hard work. H s pained cogni zance that Arlen, physicist,
physi ci an, psychol ogi st, inventor, possessed an intellectual brilliance that
few men of his Earthcentury could natch, rendered the inflammtory affront the
nore intolerable, just as Courtney had known it woul d. The thought never once
crossed Brant's nmind that his commander ni ght prove capable of uttering a
baref aced Iie.

Exulting inwardly at the success of his ploy, the practiced dissenbler laid an
armin conradely fashion over his dupe's shoulders. "You might, on reflection
suspect that | may have exaggerated the provocation, Brant. If you want
corroboration, I'lIl take no offense if you ask Ctis to give his version of
what happened. He's making certain arrangenments for ne right now, in the
adj oi ning office."

Wunded to the quick, goaded by a stinging blowto his pride, the victor in a
score of duels angrily shook his head. "I don't suspect any such thing! You'd
scarcely urge that | ask OQis, unless he indeed heard exactly what you
related. No. I'll dermand satisfaction!”

"Brant, listen to ne. If you feel obliged to act, don't do it rashly. Arlen's
sli ppery-tongued. If you confront himw thout witnesses, he'll sinply refuse
to accept a challenge froma subordi nate, and m ght even..

"You think | don't know how and where to call out a man who offered nme a
nortal insult, sir?" Brant's inpassioned voice now assunmed an oni nous



softness, even as faint lines etched by habitual arrogance into a narrow,
fair-skinned face gained suddenly in prom nence.

"Let nme know where and when, and I'lIl forman additional wtness."
"I'll do that."

"Let's get us a cup of coffee." As he spoke, Courtney turned towards the
entry.

At that precise nonent, the door opened with a clang, startling the two Fourth
Cor psmen, who stiffened as Arlen strode into the cabin. Both nen's eyes
narrowed as they caught sight of the stun-pistol, still holstered, riding | ow
on his hip. Even as the inport of that circunstance struck home, Carey, his
right hand crossed in front of his body so as to rest on the hilt of his

sheat hed sword, entered to flank the Commander-in-Chief. Five of Carey's
spacers, also arnmed with swords, ranged thensel ves along the wall behind their
superi ors.

Cold fear gripped the plotter who instantly realized that his archrival
unaccountably spurred out of the conplacency that Courtney had scathingly
attributed to ignorance of the intrigues of four conmmanders acutely desirous
of overthrowing their forner peer, mght today succeed in cenenting his grip
on power. Courtney had counted on that conplacency, even as he privately
derided it as evidence of its possessor's unfitness to hold power.
Automatically, his hand crossed to the hilt of his blade, as did that of his
senior captain: twin noves that caused the Commander-in-Chief to draw his
stun-pistol with astonishing swiftness, and | evel the weapon at the Comuander
of Fourth Corps.

Both nmen's hands dropped.

Arlen's sardonic snile chilled the blood of the trap-setter cursing the | ack
of foresight that led to his being caught so badly off guard. "Well,
Courtney," the dictator observed, his nel odi ous voice radi ati ng suprene
assurance, "you undoubtedly guess that |'mseizing control of the Earth-arned
mlitary ships of each of nmy commanders. My men occupy Otis's, Yukio's, and
yours, Brant."

Resting his glance on the blonde swordsman's ice-white, furious face, the
Conmander - i n- Chi ef saw at once that Adrienne's current |over had adm nistered
the final drop of poison

Desperately hoping to provoke his dupe into issuing a challenge before his
rival succeeded in enploying his form dable power of persuasion to defuse the
man's anger, Courtney nurnured to Brant, "What did | tell you?"

Before the irate officer could reply, Arlen inpaled himwith glittering eyes,
projecting the full force of his commandi ng persona. "Courtney evidently
suggested that | covet your vessel, Brant. Wll, | do--and | covet you as
well. WII you accept ny invitation to command your ship, as the first captain
| recruit to join the Special Force |'mcreating to meet the imminent threat
of space war with Gaea?"

Thunder struck, the recipient of that astounding offer stared at the dictator
whose glance net his with perfect directness. Conflicting enotions racked the
career-mnded officer, as suppositions raced through his mind. That offer's
genuine! It has to be, if Arlen nmade it before Carey and his spacers! To a man
he despises--insulted? | can't .. The thought drove home to the Senior Captain
t hat the Commander-in-Chi ef seened on the verge of w nning, hands down, a
power struggle that he hinself initiated. The careerist's inner agony showed



nakedl y.

Arlen's snile reappeared, as he inquired, "Did Courtney predict that |I'd want
you as well as your ship?"

"He infornmed me that the men you court so glibly in public, you insult in

private," Brant hissed, wounded pride prevailing over concern for his career
"I ndeed! No wonder you're angry. | challenge Courtney to a test, Brant, in the
presence of these witnesses--a test I'Il willingly undergo nyself, to secure
your service. |I'll inject nyself with truth conpeller, and allow you to ask

any question you w sh--and urge Courtney to do the sane." Turning to the
checkmat ed rival whose ashen face betrayed both fear and guilt, Arlen
demanded, "Do you accept? Here, and now, in the presence of these nen and any
ot hers you choose to act as w tnesses?"

"I won't so degrade nyself--subject nyself to such indignity!"™ Knowi ng hinsel f
trapped, the plotter nmanaged to infuse that refusal w th haughty di sdain, even
as he knew his response to be far too ineffectual to carry any weight with the
Wi t nesses.

"Mn | will, gladly, with or without your joining ne. Carey, send one of your
men to the infirnmary for a spring-capsule.”

A spacer hastened into the corridor in response to his captain's gesture. The
man riveting all eyes turned to the stunned Senior Captain, and drawl ed a
provocative query. "Did Courtney try to persuade you to initiate a
confrontation the consequence of which would have benefited none but hinself,
had | chanced to delay making this nove for a week or so, Brant?"

Smugly, Arlen savored the expression of outraged conprehension that suddenly
overspread Brant's face. Recognizing the hatred in Courtney's as nortal, the
canny political infighter determ ned on a course he knew to be fraught with
danger. Interrogate under truth conpeller this devious conniver who
treasonably sought to enconpass your death, and order himcourt-marshal ed. The
bastard will draw a death sentence--nore for the despicable nethod he

enpl oyed, than for his intent to supplant you. You don't dare |eave himeven
as a figurehead, now. He'll hire an assassin.

Upon returning, Carey's crewran offered the Commander-in-Chief a
spring-capsul e. Having pointedly held out the snall object for Brant's

i nspection, Arlen rolled back his sleeve to press the device unhesitatingly
agai nst the nuscle of his arm

"Commander .wait." Brant's strai ned appeal produced a delay. "I now believe you
i nnocent of Courtney's charge. But he said he could produce a w tness..a peer |
respect..or did..

"Let's settle this question, gentlenmen." Releasing the spring, Arlen sent the
drug surging into his vein. "Wo gave you the capsul e?" he inquired of Carey's
spacer.

"Fourth Corps' physician, sir. Cornelius."
"No possibility of tampering, then, would you say, Brant?"

Fl ayed by enbarrassnment, the officer thus challenged stared at the autocrat
whose nobil e face developed a faint flush. Even as Brant watched, the high
forehead beneath his superior's closely clipped brown hair beaded w th drops
of perspiration, and the flush deepened to crinmson: two unnistakabl e signs of
the drug's taking hold.



Fi ghti ng daunting dizziness, Arlen waited the five mnutes all knew to be
requi red for maxi mum effectiveness. Dropping heavily into a chair, he retched.
By the sheer force of an indomtable will, he nastered an onsl aught of nausea.
Wth patent irony, he observed, "As you see, |I'mnot dosed with the antidote,
Brant. Ask ne whatever you w sh."

"Did you ever insult ne in Courtney's hearing?"

"Absolutely not! Nor have | ever insulted you in anyone's hearing. |'mnot in
the habit of passing disparagi ng remarks behind nen's backs."

Every man in the cabin perforce accepted that statenent as incontrovertible,
being well aware that the potent drug produced an irresistible compul sion not
only to answer any question asked, but also to reply with utter truthful ness,
however self-incrimnating the revelation m ght prove.

"I believed you, sir, before you went to this length." Turning to Courtney,
Brant hissed contenptuously, "I served you to the best of mnmy ability--judged
you a man of honor." Deadly venominfused the high voice as the duelist stated
grimy, "You lied in your teeth awhile ago, for your own ends. You offered ne
a nortal affront. | demand the ultimate satisfaction. I'Il send ny seconds to
you in two hours."

Caught in his own trap, Courtney blanched. Shifting his glance fromBrant's
nerciless eyes to Arlen's icy ones, he strove to preserve a seemy dignity,
knowi ng hinsel f doonmed. Acidly, he retorted, "I'll give you satisfaction."

Better a clean thrust, than dying spaced after being convicted of treason
he conceded silently and despairingly. And | will be. Even if the evidence
presented consists only of this unsuccessful attenpt to mani pul ate a touchy
duelist into issuing a challenge to a dictator who seized absol ute power by
force of arms--even if it fails to include any concl usive proof of conspiracy
on ny part--Galt, Norman and Dexter would vote in a heartbeat to dispose
legally of a man they know to covet what they thensel ves want: the chance to
suppl ant this accursed bastard!

"Send your seconds after 1700," Arlen instructed, concealing his glee at
hearing the chall enge he knew to constitute a death sentence accepted by the
man he had fully expected to refuse the challenge, out of a faint hope that a
tribunal of his peers might absolve himof guilt. Resolved now upon letting
this fortuitous duel rid himof his rival, rather than pressing charges bound
to arouse resentnment in the ranks of Fourth Corps, he added crisply, "Carey
wi Il be detaining Courtney here, until that hour. Brant, cone with ne."

Stepping into the corridor, where six of Carey's spacers guarded the entry,
Arlen drew the Captain whose | oyal service he hoped to secure, out of their
hearing. "I take it you accept ny offer?" he asked serenely, his nobile face
expressing only keen interest in the reply.

"Yes, sir. Gadly. I owe you an apology, sir." Brant met squarely the eyes
i mpaling himas he uttered words that Arlen knew he had seldom if ever
enpl oyed thus far in his life.

"No apology is due ne," Arlen avowed crisply. "You acted with courage, on
provocati on you saw no reason to question. Wio was the peer you nentioned, who
backed Courtney's story? Qis?"

Mani festly unconfortable, the Fourth Corpsnman reluctantly adnmitted, "Courtney
said Ois would bear out his accusation, sir, but given that the damed brute
lied to nme, he could well have lied about Gtis's involvenent."



"Or used sone threat he held over Ois to force his conpliance. Wll. ']
escort you to a cabin in Fifth Corps' Headquarters, where I'll accept your
word that you'll remain until | return to rel ease you fromyour parole."

"You have ny word, sir." You play the gane with cool nerve, damed if you

don't, the opportunist conmended the victor, as relief surged though his
adrenal i ne-saturated system

Wthdrawi ng a square of cloth froma pocket, Arlen nopped his brow Flushed,
perspiring, he strove to dom nate a daunting |ightheadedness aggravated by
recurring waves of nausea. As he proceeded down the corridor, the sufferer
tried valiantly to keep his gait frombetraying the full extent of his

gi ddi ness.

Brant noticed. Upon arriving at a flight of stairs, he put forth a nuscul ar
arm and wordl essly steadied the man at his side.

Havi ng negoti ated that obstacle, Arlen concluded that he could wal k w thout
ai d, but passed no comrent. Inwardly anmused, he allowed his conpanion to
maintain the iron grip that Brant tactfully released as the pair arrived at
the entry to Fifth Corps' Headquarters. Wth courtly graci ousness, the
Commander - i n- Chi ef thanked his benefactor

"You' re wel cone, sir.

Qut of courtesy, Arlen personally escorted the detai nee into an unoccupi ed
cabin near the nmain entry, rather than consigning his charge to a guard. No
whit reluctant on his own part subtly to mani pulate a subordinate so as to
gain his own ends, the canny judge of nen announced briskly, "Since you' ve
gi ven your parole, I'Il not lock the door. I'Il have soneone deliver you a
nmeal , and coffee. Rest assured that |I'Il strive to nake your tedious wait as
short as possible."

Leaving the man gratified by the conplinent to neditate on the newly enhanced
security of his cherished career, Arlen followed Ful ke, the chief
administrative officer of the corps that the dictator still personally
conmanded, into the latter's office, where he ascertained that all of the
captains performng their assigned duties had arrived with their prisoners.

Havi ng expressed satisfaction to the Lieutenant Conmander upon whose

di scretion he knew he could rely, Arlen obtained a cup of hot coffee and a bar
of hi gh-energy food-concentrate froma galley, and withdrew into a vacant
office to rest, hoping to nitigate the lingering effects of the drug.

Vell, that ganble paid off, he congratul ated hinself with pardonable pride. |
stand deeply in debt to Adrienne--a debt I'll repay. O ose shave, that
exchange of verbal thrusts. If Courtney hadn't been so paral yzed by the
consci ousness of his guilt, he m ght have shot ne a few questions of his own,
which in ny utterly vulnerable state |I'd have been under conpul sion to answer
truthfully. I mght well have spilled vital infornmation |'d regret anyone's
knowing. |'d better make dammed sure that I'mfree of the effects before
deal with Dexter, Galt and Norman. Forcing hinself to relax, Arlen ate the
sweetish concentrate, and washed it down with coffee.

Shortly thereafter, Dahl sprang his trap on Yukio as the unsuspecting Fourth
Cor psman wal ked unacconpanied into the office of the shipworks at Dunn, to
find hinself surrounded by six hard-bitten spacers arnmed with swords. "I'm
Dahl, Captain, Fifth Corps," the | eader informed him "The Commander-i n- Chi ef
entrusted me with orders for you--these." The antagoni st obviously prepared to
conpel conpliance handed a datapad to the brown-skinned man no taller than the



of ficer confronting him

Eyes black as Dahl's own glinted with anger, as Yukio grated, "I take it
you' ve possessed yourself of ny ship?"

"I have. Your orders--and nine--require that you acconpany ne. Let's go."

Having foll owed his prisoner onto the bridge of Sinobn's vessel, Dahl left one
of Danner's spacers in charge of his notley crew, and escorted Yukio into
Sinmon's cabin. Turning to study the detainee's expression, the observer
accurately gauged the potency of the man's resentnment. "Sit down," Dahl

i nvited.

Wrdl essly, warily, Yukio settled onto a bunk

Pulling the chair loose fromits magnetic hold on the deck, the Captain seated
hinself facing the officer in his custody. "Yukio, if any man knows what it's

like to lose a ship, it's I. | lost one of Norman's to Signe and a force that
i ncl uded her full conplenent of captains. |I'd be dead now, or serving a life
termin a mlitary penal work detail, if Arlen hadn't investigated, and then

denonstrated his belief that | did all any nman coul d have done in the
situation in which | found nyself. He wested nme out of Norman's service, and
took me into his own.

"Arlen's scrupulously fair. Wile he's said nothing to me of what he intends
to do with your ship, you can safely wager that he'll need captains he can
trust, if this operation's paralleled by others Iike it. He ordered ne to |et
you tell your lieutenant that you've been called away unexpectedly, and
instruct himto carry on. If you nmanage so that your second officer sees no
reason to call Fourth Corps' Headquarters, you'll earn Arlen's good will. The
converse will be true, if you arouse your subordinate's suspicions. |'l]
report accurately the manner in which you conduct yourself during your call. |
urge you to wei gh beforehand what you'll say, and watch how you say it."

Ri sing, Dahl gestured the nan who now regarded hi m specul atively, into the
chair.

Yukio sat for a time, thinking. At length, he raised the shipworks.

"Raynond, |'ve been called away unexpectedly," the captive officer inforned
his subordinate in a nost creditably noncommttal tone. "I'mleaving you in
charge of the operation. Once you've conveyed the entire consignnent of parts
to the | oadi ng dock, remain on guard there. Spell off the men two at a tine to
eat. There'll likely be a delay in the arrival of the Corps' cargo vessel, so
prepare your nmind to endure what could be a long wait. I'lIl see what | can do
to alleviate the problem"”

Dahl read faint surprise, but no suspicion, in the face and voice of Yukio's
second officer. "Yes, sir," Raynond responded phlegnatically, and signed off.

"Did that satisfy you?"

"Perfectly. I'lIl personally informthe Commander-in-Chief of your whol ehearted
cooperation, Yukio, besides noting it in nmy report. Harness in, right here.
One of ny nen will join you."

After harnessing hinself into the first hel mcouch, Dahl lifted the ship, and
set it on a trajectory that would take it back to the capital. Relaxing, he
savored his acconplishment. |'mnot nuch of a hand at suave persuasiveness

he acknow edged, well aware that his ability in that line fell far bel ow that
of the Commander-in-Chief. Arlen told me to use tact. | figured with Yukio



frankness woul d work better. It looks as if | judged accurately. | hope to
hell Arlen cones out on top today!

Havi ng consigned his prisoner and Norman's three spacers to Danner, the aide
exulting at the success attendi ng what he perceived as a test of both his
loyalty and his ability strode down the main corridor of Fifth Corps
Headquarters, where he spied the Conmander-in-Chi ef emerging froma cabin.

"Ah, Dahl," the dictator exclainmed. "On your way back to ny office?"
"Yes, sir."
"Step in here a minute. Let ne close the door. Wat was Yukio's reaction?"

"At first, anger, which he controlled admrably. After listening to nme, he
handl ed his |ieutenant so that Raynond never suspected a thing. Yukio's a man
who keeps a cool head in a crisis, sir.”

Arlen's fluid countenance lit with warm anusenent. "You of all people should

be able to judge that quality accurately,” he affirmed. "I comrend your
tactful handling of an officer whose services | hope to enlist. Wll, go on
back. 1'Il return around 1600, if all goes as |I hope."

"CGood luck, sir."

"1l need it , Arlen assured hinself dourly as he strode down the hall to
i ntervi ew Dexter.

Amin rose to his feet in the outer of two offices. "All went snoothly,"
Arlen's senior captain confided in an undertone, nindful of the presence of
the two subordi nates guarding the entry. "Not cordially, but snoothly.
Dexter's in the other office, and he's angry to the core. Lanmbert's next door
feeling caught between two i nmovable forces. He didn't say nmuch--acted as if
he'd follow his superior's |lead as |ong as he was under the man's eye.

"Dexter blustered, and tried to overawe nme into backing down. He told ne | had
col ossal nerve to threaten to use force to detain a man of his rank.

informed himthat | never made threats, as he'd discover within seconds. |
declared that if he refused to acconpany nme on his own two feet, we'd |ay
ungentl e hands on him nmuch as |'d regret a necessity so repugnant to ne.
Preston and | advanced with evident intent to do just that, pronpting Dexter
to growl that he'd walk here hinself. | commrended his graceful acqui escence to
the inevitable, and treated himwi th the utnost politeness thereafter, but it
was touchy for a few seconds."

"You handl ed a tough assignnment admirably, Amin."

Sliding back the door, Arlen strode in to face the tall, sinewy, upright
figure rising to confront him Steely gray eyes attested to the magnitude of
the tightly controlled anger their owner focused on the assured, highhanded
aut hor of what the Commander of First Corps considered an outrage.

"Well, Dexter, |'ve spent the day seizing the Earth-armed vessels of ny
conmanders, " the dictator announced airily. "I took that route in order to
save each of you fromthe egregious error of refusing a request, and foll ow ng
that refusal with insubordinate action. As things stand, you' ve done not hi ng
to earn censure fromnme, given that you acconpani ed the officer carrying out
my order to detain you. | regard ny decision as necessary, while regretting

t he i nconvenience it caused you

"Your detention will last until late today. Tonmorrow, |'Il nmeet with all four



of you, and explain certain alterations I'mnmaking in the structure of

Colunbia's mlitary establishment. | urge you to prepare your mnd to accept
t hose changes, if you wish to retain command of First Corps. In the crisis |
see facing our world at this point in our history, | need nmen upon whom | can
rely absolutely, in positions of comrand. | val ue your talents, Dexter, but

["1l nost assuredly break a man who enploys his talents to intrigue agai nst
hi s conmmander-in-chief."”

Arlen projected unni stakabl e nenace as he concl uded that blunt statenent.

Dexter stared belligerently at the rival who he knew nust now control the bul k
of the vessels brought fromEarth--ships armed with the irreproducible
weaponry. Thus equi pped, the Commander-in-Chief could not be overthrown in a
l[ightning military coup of the sort that Arlen hinself staged upon Leon's

dem se. Eyes narrowed, nanner frigid, the renowned swordsman deci ded agai nst

i ssuing a challenge. Scathingly, he retorted, "I resent your assunption that |
needed to be forcibly prevented fromtaking some i nsubordi nate action, had you
made a reasonabl e request regarding the ships. I'll overlook that statenent,

whi ch borders on insult, and I'll continue to carry out nmy duties in a fitting

manner. Just what crisis do you see facing Col unbi a?"
"A war in space, with Gaea."

"You think it'll take nineteen Earth-arned vessels to west one fromthe hands
of a wonman who nanaged to lift the ship she stole, by luck al one?" That shrewd
t hrust dripped sarcasm

"I remenber your commenting nine Earthyears ago, Dexter, that it would take
Nornman all of six fourweeks to quash a force led by a woman--if that long."

Anger shot lividly frompiercing gray eyes. "On her own rock, backed by
warriors |ike Conor, Signe prevailed--but in space, in a nilitary ship manned
by nmen wholly untrained, she'd be insane to try taking on our fleet!"

Amin's assessnent exactly , Arlen remi nded hinmself. Am| overestimating what
that infernal woman might manage? "W spend considerable tinme and energy
hunting renegades |i ke Chapell, Dexter--men whose ships don't boast the
i rreproduci bl e weaponry. We've |lost two cargoes to that thrice-damed
turncoat's raids in the last Earthyear. |nagine Chapell's conmandi ng an
Earth-arned military ship--free to strike anywhere, any tinme, out of the
bl ack--and you'll realize why I'mtaking all possible precautions. As for
tracking down a | one vessel anong the thirty-nine inhabited planetoids of the
Gaean Group, our fleet would be operating in hostile space, a vast distance
from Col unbia, with no base of supply. No, | see the course upon which |I've
enbarked as an absol ute necessity."

"Chapell's a man trained as a mlitary spacer. Signe's a female figurehead--a
rallying point for a rebellion!"

"A form dabl e figurehead, Dexter. Well. | wel cone your assurance that you'l
continue to carry out your duties in a fitting manner. 1'll return as quickly
as | can, to end this tedious detention."

St andi ng before the cl osed door, Arlen glanced at his watch as he exchanged a
few words with Amn. Exactly two hours before Galt shows up. Check with Dahl

Havi ng ascertai ned that no perenptory callers as yet signaled that news of his
strike had | eaked out, the strategist debated with hinself, and took a further
chance. In a series of interviews with the captains his nen detained, Arlen
recruited Yukio, Lanmbert, Denetrius, and Marcel into the new force he pl anned
to create, noting that all four nen evinced profound relief.



The | eader who prided hinmself on his unbl em shed honor tendered no offer

either to Yancey or is. A man guilty of mass nurder, | wouldn't enploy were
he the only spacer-captain avail able, the Commander-in-Chief railed blackly,
still chafing against the need to allow a crimnal to escape retribution. And

crime or indiscretion--whatever is did that Courtney covered up--that al one
forms a telling strike against a captain, but one who allowed hinself to be
bl acknailed into an act likely to end in death for a man i nnocent of any

of fense, | surely don't need in ny servicel

Wel|. Five capable officers. Six, counting Dahl. Could | possibly persuade
Wassel ? | m ght succeed, depending on how well Galt dissinulates the rage ny
nove will produce.

Pronptly at 1510, Galt and Flynn, followed by ten spacers, strode through the
pressure-proof door of the outer lock into the corridor, to find thensel ves
confronted by eight bared swords and three nmilitary handweapons. Evan, his
sword sheat hed, placed his considerable bulk opposite Galt's captain, whose
hand flewto the hilt of his own blade. "Don't draw, Flynn," the Fifth

Cor psman warned harshly. "My hands are qui cker than your sword-arm™

Aware of the brawny officer's fane as a martial artist, the hothead hesitated.
Rel uctantly, he decided agai nst bucki ng too-great odds. Scowl ing, he kept his
eyes glued to the nman confronting him

Glt |ikew se recognized the futility of precipitating an affray when three
opponents bore el ectroni c weapons warned and ready, and his archrival's hand

hung in close proximty to the butt of the deadly device still hol stered.
Arlen's inperious voice carried easily to all twenty-four nmen. "Well, Glt,
|'ve spent the day seizing the Earth-arned ships of nmy comranders--Wassel's as
well as this vessel. I'mleaving you the two shi ps now engaged in hunting
Chapell, or at |east, |leaving those under the control of the Commander of
Second Corps. |'massuming you'll wish to retain your seniority. To do so,
you'll need to accept certain alterations |"'mmaking in Colunbia's nmilitary

est abl i shnent.

"Tormorrow, |'Il meet with ny conmanders to explain those. Any one of the four
of you who actively opposes those changes, or passively resists inplenenting
them I1'Il replace. In the crisis | see facing our world at this point in our
history, | need nen upon whom | can rely absolutely, in possession of the

hi ghest rank. Leaders as effective as yourself, Glt."

Tall as Arlen, but broader in the shoul ders, blonde, strikingly handsone, Galt
projected an aura of command al nost as potent as that of the antagonist he
faced. G acial blue eyes regarded the engineer of a successful coup, and
veiled vitriolic hatred for this suprenely assured mlitary dictator: enmty
harbored for Earthyears prior to this day. Wen the man spoke, his voice bore

only an overtone of sardonic scorn. "l sense that |'mpresented with an
acconplished fact. Well, | yield to necessity. \Watever alterations Second
Corps faces, I'll retain command of the men |I'm proud to |ead."

"I wel cone that decision. Awmare as | amof your adnmirable ability to win the
| oyalty of the nen under you, |I'Il do you the courtesy to pass an invitation
to your captains through you. I'll deploy the ships arnmed with the

i rreproduci bl e weaponry into the Special Force under ny direct command. |'|
mai ntai n our present supremacy in space, and counteract any attenpt by the
Gaeans to wage war on us in that elenent. | offer a commssion to any of the
four men who prior to today captained your first-class ships, should any wi sh
tojoin ne in that endeavor."



Galt returned Arlen a wintry smle. "Seventeen ships to fight one! And two to
hunt renegades. Perhaps ny veterans should consider your offer. They likely
stand in need of a rest."

Fl ynn, who had not taken his eyes off Evan, snorted audibly. Not a nuscle of
the martial artist's face so nuch as twitched.

Arlen countered equably, "Seven of Norman's captains enjoy permanent rest in
Gaea, Galt. If I"moverestimating the threat Signe poses in space, nmy excess

of caution will operate to Colunbia's advantage. I'mfirmy of the opinion
that it's best to err on the side of caution. At some point, we'll be forced
to neet a challenge. No renegade possesses a first-class ship. One such | oose
to strike out of the void isn't a threat to laugh off lightly. Well. | regret
that you'll undoubtedly tal k your captains out of accepting, but | respect
their loyalty to their corps and their comrander. So. Evan, escort these
gentlermen to Fifth Corps' Headquarters, and detain themuntil | arrive."

Galt's eyes now projected detectable mal evol ence, but he stal ked off ahead of
his men. O all the foul luck! he raged inwardly. Courtney nmust have blown his
chance! What bl oody cur tipped Arlen off? Has he a network of informers the
equal of mine? Hell, no! | felt sure

Dam! Wth Arlen dead at Brant's hand, Dexter would have lost no tine finding
a pretext to skewer Courtney, and nake his play. |'d have stepped in to
prevent incipient civil war--used ny ties to Internal Security to gain a
strangl ehold on the civilian popul ace, and ny reputati on as a warrior enjoying
the unswerving loyalty of his owmn nmen to rally | eaderless Fourth and Fifth
Corpsnmen behind ne. 1'd have seen to it that Anmin and Lacey nmet with
unfortunate accidents. Early demise! This bastard as well, and that cocky
upstart who fancies hinself a duelist--Danner. Damm! Twi ce, Arlen has

out maneuvered nme! Twice! Blast his slimnme-eaten soul

Standing as if carven of stone, Arlen watched as his Captain marched Galt and
his spacers down the corridor. Inpressed by the manner in which Evan and his
crewnen handl ed their touchy chore, their superior passed through the outer

| ock, ascended the | adder that stretched upward to the docki ng nmodul e of the
ship, and rode the elevator to the bridge. Having changed the startup-code,
and inserted a | ocking device into the port, he descended, and strode
purposefully to Fifth Corps' Headquarters, where he made certain that Evan had
arrived with his contingent. Fromthere, he hastened to Mnistry Main Habitat.

Confronting Nornman as he conpleted the duty that had occupi ed hinself and
twenty Third Corpsnen all day, Arlen summoned Gaea's forner nenesis into the
privacy of a vacant office, informed himof the changes now in effect, and
repeated the stern ultimtum he had i ssued Dexter and Galt.

The arrogant, deeply lined face of the hearer creased into a scow, but the

i ntent observer sensed that the heavier blow falling out of the black upon his
peers provided a neasure of balmto the man's snmarting pride. "Since you're
presenting me with an acconplished fact, I'mforced to accept your high-handed
appropriation of ny ship, and accede to the changes," Norman rasped. "I'l|
retain conmand of Third Corps."

"I comrend you on your flexibility," the Commander-in-Chief replied snoothly,
concl uding the interview.

Gfted with a form dabl e power of persuasive el oquence, self-conditioned
habitually to hide any enotion he chose not to |l et show on his expressive
face, Arlen possessed a sense of personal honor that rendered hi mincapabl e of
speaking or acting a lie. He found dealing with an associ ate whom he regarded



as a crimnal distasteful. Exquisitely attuned to the political realities of
his world, the mlitary dictator put up with that necessity, and contented
hinself with rendering the defeated invader of Gaea ineffectual as a rival for
power. Hi s realization that Norman's bitter change in fortune constituted a
severe punishment in itself for a ruthless careerist who once harbored high
anbitions, served to blunt the edge of his disgust at being forced to wthhold
t he puni shment the man deserved.

El ated by his victory, Arlen returned to Fifth Corps' Headquarters, where he
candidly informed Dexter of his success in persuading the latter's three nost
experienced captains to join the force he planned to create. That news did
nothing to mtigate the Commander's wath--a fact patently clear to the nan
unerringly interpreting his subordinate's body | anguage--but the autocrat's
subsequent revel ations produced in Dexter the sane sort of satisfaction with
the m sfortune of his peers as that which the Comander-in-Chi ef knew ani nat ed
Nor man.

Havi ng rel eased his detainees, Arlen returned to his office.

Looking up fromhis work as his superior took the seat next to his, Dahl
listened as Arlen raised Lacey, commanded himto dock his ship, and instructed
Rafael to do the same. A noment's thought enabled a veteran spacer-captain
well versed in mlitary strategy to guess what order Lacey stood prepared to
obey throughout that intermi nable day. Wen Arlen determnes on a nove, he
doesn't settle for half-measures, Dahl reflected. Well. Signe will find that
she has charged headlong into a worse brawl than she can handle, if she takes
Arlen on in a war in space!

Per haps she won't. She might intend nmerely to protect her world from any

future invasion. A vivid nmenory of an unforgettable face rose to fill the
screen of the aide's mnd. | wouldn't put taking the offensive past her, he
conceded wyly. VWat a wonman she is! | can't blanme her for hating us, know ng

as | do what her people suffered.

A long, ragged exhal ati on of breath escaped the ex-Third Corpsman whose eyes
grew bleak. | share in that guilt, if only by association , he admitted as
pain smote him | sullied ny honor by serving under a butcher, so that | could
captain a ship--even if | didn't perpetrate any butchery. | enlisted out of
patriotism learned what | joined so as to learn, and lived with devastating
di sillusionment, but my guilty conscience didn't stop me fromreenlisting for
a second six-Earthyear tour of duty.

Now t hat my anger over Signe's snatch of ny ship has cooled, | realize how
lucky we were that she didn't annihilate that station with us on it. Gallant
gesture, she nmade. And now that | serve a man | respect, will | end by
participating in Signe's final defeat? Helping to kill her? That could easily
happen. | hate the thought, rot me if | don't--but 1'll wager that Signe would
dammed wel | agree that a corpsman ought unflinchingly to do what his duty to
his world demands.

In the hearing of his aide, Arlen raised his wife. Dahl divined the depth of
Karyn's relief, though she preserved a seemy, unenotional bearing as she
heard the summons to return. Lovely wonman , he nused, as he caught a glinpse
of violet eyes shaded by dark | ashes, and delicate features franed by

fashi onably coiffed dark hair. It's been quite a while since | laid a
courtesan, he reflected, stifling a sigh. No tine, this past fourweek. Well,
|'ve got absolutely no grounds for conplaint.

Sitting back, Arlen let a sigh of whol ehearted satisfacti on escape him



"Dahl," he instructed, "shut this dammed board down. We'll |ock up--take off
early. You've put in a full shift today. Enjoy a leisurely nmeal, and rel ax.
Fi nd some charmni ng conpanion to enliven your evening. W've got a hectic

f our week ahead of us, spacer.”

Warned to the core, Dahl shot the now firmy entrenched hol der of suprene
power over his world an ear-to-ear grin, confirnmed in his belief that Arlen
read one man's mnd at |east, with uncanny ease.

Chapter Five

Feats of stupendous | abor succeeded Signe's anbitious directive.
Pressure-suited nen and wormen wrought prodigies of innovation while refitting
a lock not designed for making repairs into a means of resurrecting a single
functional vessel fromtwo shattered hul ks. Hangi ng precariously from spidery
scaffolding rising a gut-chilling height above the surface of the planetoid,
wor kers hanpered by their protective gear carried out precise, intricate

t asks.

Jassy found hinself shouldering a crucial responsibility. An expert second to
none in the field of electronics, the burly patriot doggedly, painstakingly,
famliarized hinself with the maze of circuitry governing the operation of the
captured vessel. Inbued with reverence for the tenet of civic
cooperativeness--a virtue relentlessly pronoted at all levels of his socially
cohesive, Spartan society--the short-tenpered Captain worked for the nost part
in admrable harnony with his fellows while inprovising highly technica
solutions to problens posed by Signe's demands. Neither Whng nor Yuri
irritated Jassy's sensitive nerves, nor did either man take of fense when he

| apsed into curt irascibility while frustrated by sone aggravating difficulty.
As aware of his old conrade's idiosyncrasies as he was of his genius, Conor
treated himwi th the same grave courtesy that the warrior extended to al

t hose under his comrand.

Standi ng pressure-suited, his magnetic boot-soles holding himfast to the
curving surface of the horizontal torus, Jassy stared across its
hundred-ten-nmeter dianeter. Idly, he flexed fingers tired to the bone from
del i cate manipul ati ons, and wiggled toes nunb with fatigue fromworking the
switches integral to his boots when he wal ked. H's eyes, drawn unerringly to
the giant turquoi se planet domnating his view of the void, renmained riveted
to that inposing sight. Accustonmed to the vista that initially produced awe,
he scarcely noticed it now, but at this particular juncture he paid it the
attention it deserved.

Dyson, visible as a bright, creany half-disc faintly nottled with irregul ar
dark blotches, rode low in the star-sprinkled black vault. That satellite of

t he gi ant gaseous planet, co-orbiting with the Gaean and Col unbi an G oups,
conpeted desultorily with the far-off, dianond-white sun for Jassy's
attention. Feynnan, a distant, ice-covered noon of the turquoise body,
appeared as a luminous, featurel ess, gibbous shape no nore inposing than the
brightest stars. The dark rocks naking up the O Neill G oup and the unexpl ored
d aser Group--two aggregations sharing an orbit wth Feynman--escaped
observation by the naked eyes of the nman contenplating the starkly austere
beauty of his solar system On the screen of his nmind, an even nore inpressive
i mmge formed: the panoranmic grandeur of his wheeling gal axy.

Shifting his glance fromthe vault of space to the hull on which he stood,



Jassy wenched his attention back to the delicate operation he had just
conpleted. In concert with his fellow patriots, the Captain concerned hinself
these days less with the splendor of the view, than w th guardi ng agai nst

| ethal damage to his suit, and in avoiding any msstep on the scaffolding
encircling the perineter of the huge structure on which he now stood. He

wor ked acutely aware that the slightest error could result in a plunge to an
exceedi ngly nasty deat h.

Musi ngly, the archetypical Gaean focused on the destructive capability of the
ship. Certain that the rewiring just conpleted on the hull beneath his feet
rendered the Earth-built weaponry integral to the horizontal torus functional
he grunted in profound satisfaction within the helnet that prevented either
the grunt or the ensuing sigh to escape its confines. No Gaean ever unl eashed
such frightful energy with intent to kill , he reflected norosely. | wonder
whi ch of us might be the first whose duty demands that he annihilate a

Col unbi an ship. O worse ...a mlitary installation manned by hundreds of nen.

Sobering thought, that. Norman committed mass nurder of civilians--reduced
five stations to crater-|akes of nolten slag. Every one of us lost friends or
famly when the filthy rotter blasted Davis Station, here on Main Wrld. And
at the start...Shades of our nmartyred dead, why would a nan who wi tnessed t hat
carnage cavil at wi ping however many of the bastards he coul d?

Menories flashed into the veteran's mind. Nornman depl oyed the nassed mnight of
fourteen Earth-arned ships agai nst Gaea when he arrived , he recalled with
searing bitterness. That array, manned by skilled captains ready and wlling
to kill, outnunbered the eight identical ships that rode to this system
clanped to the hull of the Gaea

The canny brute knew what he faced. Four of our ships sat unused, unnanned,
on their |ocks throughout nmuch of our history. W couldn't afford to squander
t he prodi gi ous amount of water required to operate all eight of them So they
| ay noored, providing a site for training exercises. Four other Earth-arnmnmed
vessel s made infrequent transits within the Group when raids by Col unbi an
renegades flying stolen second-class ships fromhideouts in the ONeill G oup
sparked public outrage. No Gaean captain ever enployed the awesone power of
that weaponry in a conbat situation. Their possessing the capability to do so
sufficed to produce capitul ation

Nor man bl ackmailed Sigurd's pitifully outnunbered corps of spacers famliar
with the operation of those Earth-armed ships into surrendering. The
thrice-dammed cur threatened to wipe all eight nunicipal units cramed wth
civilians off the face of our second nost popul ated planetoid, unless they
conplied with his denmand. And when the nenbers of our national defense force
voluntarily marched into custody as a group, so as to prevent an orgy of mass
mur der, he spaced them Massacred them to a nan. Wong usage, Jassy. Sixteen
of those fifty crewrenbers were wonen

Hatred swirled up fromsnoldering depths in the Captain's soul, and flared
into i ncandescent heat. If I'mthe man whose finger rests on the control, ['l]
fire on whatever target | nust, he resolved grinmly, and |ose no sleep over the
busi ness. The Col unbi ans started this war, damn the vile curs to slow rot.
Signe will sure as hell finish it!

Slowy, the difficult undertaking drew to an end. Swarns of fighters pressed

i nto unaccustoned | abors finished the Hercul ean task to Conor's satisfaction
and Signe's patent delight. Aware of the toll the exacting, dangerous work
took on the participants, the Commander decreed that the equally daunting task
of using small, nobile, highly specialized vehicles to spray every square



meter of the exteriors of two huge vessels with the vapor obtained by
subjecting to extrene heat |arge quantities of a precious mneral would be
del ayed for a week.

Standi ng in the conmand-center from which she oversaw the recently conpl eted
wor k, Signe swept her eyes over the area crammed with term nals, |ockers,
counters stacked with datapads, and |ong netal worktables strewn with nore of
the slim rectangul ar el ectronic devices. Her glance crossed to the board from
whi ch she kept track of her entire mlitary operation. No flashing lights
above the conplex panels and | arge screens indicated a call denandi ng her
attention. Seldom during the preceding hectic fourweeks had she entered the
office reserved for her use within the Gaea : the seat of civil governnent
nore comonly known as Mnistry Central

Conor strode through the door, acconpani ed by Morgan. Between the two tal
swordsmen trotted Wong. The diminutive nartial expert felt a bit nore at ease
with this pair of premier warriors after playing so vital a part in the work
just conpleted, but he still suffered froma sense of inadequacy when he
contenpl ated fighting al ongside them Behind the trio, Theo and Jassy wal ked
i n shoul der to shoul der, followed by Sean, Yuri, and Eric. Eight officers
seated thensel ves on hard utilitarian chairs pulled frombeneath the | argest
table, and turned inquiring eyes on their comrmander.

"Centl enen, we need a change of pace," Signe announced, scanning faces gray
with fatigue. No less tired than were they, from having spent her share of
time working suited, watching with fierce pride as the ship rose like the
Phoeni x fromthe ashes of avenging wath, she synpathized with her captains.
Her own spl endi d physi que she di scovered to be no proof against the exhaustion
pl agui ng those engaged in the heroic endeavor

"Wing will begin teaching our officers the course he and | are devel opi ng.

"Il select, and he and I will comence to train, a special assault force: nen
and worren capabl e of fighting after wi thstanding brutal deceleration in our
altered ships. W won't finish that training by the end of the next seven
days--a less stressful interval that'll provide us a chance to rest--but we'll
continue while Mdrgan oversees the application of a mcrolayer of Gaeanite by
vacuum vapor deposition. That task won't require so |large a workforce. You'l
have tinme during this week, Mrgan, to instruct Wng as | asked earlier.”

Noddi ng in assent, the redhead who managed to conceal grave doubts that his
slightly built associate would be able to | ead experienced spacer-fighters in
battle effectively, resolved to do his best. Wng ranks as a genius with
conputers , he adnmitted, pondering Signe's notives. He |earned quickly how to
work in a pressure suit, and didn't seem fazed at hangi ng off Conor's

scaffol ding, nore than one hundred neters above the surface. He's got guts--no
doubt about that. But fighting hand-to-hand?

Signe will |ose her conputer programer the first time we battle our way
through a set of locks, and figure | failed her. Shades of the ancients! And
what's this course he's teaching? Wiat can he know that'll help us withstand

brutal accel erations? Miscl e-rel axi ng techni ques? Speci al routines for working
out ?

"At this time, we'll proceed to the exercise hall down the corridor, where
wng will begin teaching his course,” Signe comuanded briskly.

Vell, | guess I'mabout to find out , Mrgan grunbled inwardly. Damm! but I'm
bone-weary.

Six tired nmen faced with acquiring a new skill assenbled in a cavernous



facility lined with benches and crammed at one end with exercise sets.
Behol di ng mats spread on the deck, they pulled off their boots, and strode
barefooted to the place indicated by a wave fromtheir instructor's hand.

Standi ng next to the Conmander prepared to evaluate the efficacy of his
presentation, Wng confronted the conrades on whose faces he read

unconpr ehendi ng wari ness. No whit daunted, the dimnutive instructor bowed
deeply, first to Signe, and then to his pupils.

Ret urni ng his protégé's bow, Mrgan strove to keep his incredulity off his
face. He can't be a nartial expert! Wy, he's no taller than Mdori ..less
husky than Jess!

The instructor spoke with easy assurance. "Signe. Gentlenmen. One's students
deserve to know their instructor's qualifications. Signe laid on ne the task
of teaching you nethods of neeting an attack when both adversaries are
unarmed, as well as other skills. Myrgan, step onto the nat to face ne."

Mastering his shock, the brawny Captain conplied.

H's round, unlined face utterly serene, Wng directed, "Attack me, Mrgan
G ab nme, and hold ne i mmobilized."

Guardedly, the nan thus adjured studied his opponent. The undersi zed teacher
seenmed not to have assuned the sort of offensive fighting stance Signe adopted
when faced with an antagoni st on whom she intended to use her art. He stood

wi th his hands hanging |l oosely at his sides. Unwilling to aima blow at so
smal |l a man, the strapping contestant decided to grab Wong's arns. Advanci ng,
he shot out both of his own, to find his reaching hands bl ocked as the
denonstrator swiftly crossed his own.

Wth a novenent so rapid as to appear blurred, Wng gripped the attacker's
right wist with both hands, at the same tinme executing a sinuous clockw se
turn with his left foot. Pain radiated up the tall warrior's armas wth
unbel i evabl e strength his antagoni st pulled the captured arm across the front
of his own body. Twisting the wist, he raised the armand ducked under it as
he continued his forward novenent. By the conpletion of the turn, Wng had

rel eased the grip maintained with his left hand. Holding Mxrgan's wist with
his right hand, he bent the captured arminexorably back and down. Conmmandi ng,
"G with nme," he forced his opponent's body downwards.

Precipitated into a rolling back fall, Mrgan felt the aggressor rel ease his
iron grip before his adversary touched the mat. Wth compelling clarity, he

di vined that he owed his uninjured state to that circunstance. Sitting up

wi de-eyed, flexing the still-hurting linmb spared di sabling damage by Wng's
tinely release, the veteran gazed in manifest disbelief at the adversary whose
eyes now danced.

Rising to tower over the wiry martial artist who so effortlessly put himto
the mat, the veteran of countless sanguine battles managed a rueful grin when
hi s raking gl ance detected no trace of snugness, no hint of derision, on the
serene face of the instructor. In an inpul sive, sportsmanlike gesture he held
out his hand, and once again experienced the strength of the deceptively
slight expert's grip. "That stunt convinced nme that you're qualified," the
redhead declared with gruff vehenence.

Five startled spectators exchanged gl ances. Suppressing an urge to |augh
Signe drawl ed noncommittally, "Don't feel singled out, Mdrgan. | couldn't put
Wng to the mat, and believe ne, | tried ny |evel best.”

Green eyes w dened seconds before a |augh floated out on the anbient air. That



unforced, hearty response won the bested contestant his new conrade's
whol ehearted admration. "If you couldn't, | guess | ought to be glad he
didn't tear ny armoff," the brawny veteran adnmitted w th engagi ng candor

Relieved that his calculated ganble failed to earn himthe enmty of his
col | eague, the newconer for the first time since his arrival felt that he
stood a chance of gaining acceptance--even friendshi p--anpong veterans of whom
he stood in awe.

Signe watched with satisfaction as Wng conducted his | esson. Plans simered
in a mnd adept at devel oping clever strategies. V' ve wasted no time , she
assured herself, but the preparations that |lie ahead! The training! Readying
for a series of lightflash strikes--what a nonunental chall enge for people
who' ve never flown the void!

Wel |, perhaps a |long delay between that first raid and the strike that wll
gain us new ships will lull the Colunbians into assum ng that our |ucky snatch
contented us--that we're thinking only in terns of defense. They're stil
bol dly operating the nine on Penn's Rock, though with far nore stringent
precautions. Two first-class mlitary ships at a tinme guard the surrounding
space, conmanded by captains who seemto operate under Arlen's direct comand.
He' Il undoubtedly figure that if we attack, we'll nost likely strike there,
and seek to regain control of Penn's Rock

Two ships. Their presence so close by worries nme. If Arlen had | aunched a
strike here--targeted our two defensel ess hul ks, and our immobilized

vessel --we' d have sustained lethally crippling damage, even though crews nman

t he weaponry in those ships twenty-four hours a day. Arlen undoubtedly assunes
that we've no neans of repairing the wecks. Conor wasted no tine returning
the vessel we stole to service, so that | could nove it. Once we' ve sprayed
one, I'll feel safer. Muwunting a search-and-destroy mssion to blast the ship
we captured--cruising a vast distance from Col unbia, with no base of

suppl y--woul d prove direly difficult. The cost to Arlen's governnment woul d be
astrononi cal

To i nplerment such a plan, he'd need a base here. He coul d conceivably secure
one, if he threw the whole of his fleet against us, but he knows that this
time, we'd field a form dabl e body of seasoned fighters. If his assault force
managed to gain and hold territory in the web of habitats girdling a
pl anetoid, Arlen would find hinmself in the sane position Norman did--afraid to
enpl oy that weaponry on any part of the web interconnecting with the banks of
habitats occupied by his followers, for fear of initiating a deadly cascade of
life-support failures guaranteed to result in the deaths of his own nen

Wien | saw during that final advance that Norman managed to lift before we
could deal himhis death, | feared that he might [oose a |ethal pulse or two
froma loworbit, before transferring into a trajectory. On reflection

t hough, | suspect his annihilating the habitat where his dooned nen stil
fought woul d have caused an insupportabl e plunge in norale anobng his surviving
Third Corpsmen. | suppose it's possible that if he'd | oosed a pul se at sone
randomy selected target, his conmitting such an unnecessary, profitless,
purely vengeful nass slaughter of hundreds or perhaps thousands of innocent
civilians might have produced negative repercussions in Colunbia itself.

Besi des, now that | think about it, the canny bastard woul dn't have run the
risk of wasting fuel in unnecessary maneuvers right before making an
interworld transit. So we escaped suffering a final vicious act of mass
murder, thank all the Powers.



I've nmobilized what defense against a new invasion | can, but Arlen conmands
ni neteen first-class ships. Two of the original twenty-four brought fromEarth
were lost long ago, and these two hul ks now form a single spaceworthy vessel
Daunti ng odds, we face: alnost ten to our one.

M ght Arlen be plotting an all-out offensive--a war of annihilation? Wth the
fl eet he commands, he could launch a single strike, using the nmassed mi ght of
his ships. He could reduce a considerabl e expanse of our territory to slag,
and sl aughter nmore civilians than Norman hinself did. Could this mlitary
dictator actually cavil at assuming the responsibility for killing

nonconbat ants on that grand a scale? Even Nornman drew the [ine at conmitting
outri ght genocide. Perhaps a | eader who earned the whol ehearted respect of a
man |i ke Dahl refuses to conmit prodigies of mass murder to wage a war of
exterm nation on a distant world already stripped of its portable wealth.

Time flowed by seemingly in a torrent, as Morgan oversaw the application of
the mcrol ayer, producing two rogue ships cloaked in invisibility,
undet ectabl e on the screens of either friend or eneny.

Seated across a table fromher captains in her comand-center, Signe conducted
a brainstormng session. "How do we comuni cate between the two vessels,

wi t hout our broadcasts' being picked up by the mlitary ships of the eneny?"
she demanded, fixing her glance on Jassy.

"We can't. First-class mlitary ships receive all the bands in use
commercially and militarily, and broadcast on those and others that comerci al
or second-class nilitary vessels can't use. The Col unbi an gover nment naintains
a nonopoly on the nmanufacture of all broadcasting equipnent, as did ours.
Private citizens find it inmpossible to gain access to the conponents with
which to build such gear clandestinely, and the power required for deep-space
transm ssions renders replication of the Earth-built comunications gear in a
mlitary ship inpossible to the nost talented individual working with stolen
or home-built conponents, or even conponents provided him by his governnent.
Since we'll have to broadcast on bands we know the enenmy will receive, we'll
need to use a code."

Conor objected adanantly, "Codes get broken."

"And they're conplicated to use. |I'd think men manni ng the boards of two ships
undet ectabl e to each other--men engaging in rapid cross-conmuni cation during a
coordi nated attack--would find it inmpossible to enploy a code,"” Theo added,
daunted by the thought of actually comrandi ng a ship engaged in fighting

hi ghly skill ed foes.

"And devel opi ng codes woul d take considerable tine," Sean contri buted.

Wwng interjected firmy, "True, codes can be broken. Languages can't. They
have to be | earned."

"Languages!" Morgan expostul ated. "W've got enough to absorb, just achieving
the goals we've already set ourselves, without trying to master some

m nd- boggl i ng dead | anguage!" A long forefinger stabbed enpty space, targeting
the originator of the notion.

"I agree,” Wong replied in placatory fashion, his own hands raised pal ns-out,
and held for a few seconds in a gesture unconsciously conciliatory. "But Inigo
and | know an obsol ete tongue: one |I'mcertain no scholar in Colunbia would be
proficient at translating into the universal Earth-Standard. It's one ny
renote ancestors spoke on the island they inhabited on Earth. Qur ten

Eart hyears of intensive, fam|ly-directed study included |earning enough of



that obscure variant of a tongue utterly unrelated to Earth-Standard, to

i ncl ude the expressions spacers would need to coordinate an attack. W
broadcasted in that |anguage to keep our famly advised of our survival during
the trip here, without tipping off Norman as to what we were attenpting."

"What if either of you were to get killed?" Eric demanded bl untly.

wbng's placid face turned sonber. "That possibility nost certainly prohibits
sol e dependence on the two of us, but |I could rig a conputerized device that
woul d transnit the commands of the nan speaking into it, into our obsolete
tongue, which would then be broadcasted. The sinilarly equi pped receiver of
the other ship would turn the nessage back into Earth-Standard for the nen
handl i ng the board. W'd have to keep the commands sinple, and reduce to a
mnimmthe terms we'd enploy in coordinating an attack."

"Shades of the ancients!" Intrigued, Mdrgan stared at the dimnutive coll eague
whose fanatical determination to satisfy the harsh demands his mentor's course
of instruction laid on himhad gained the premer warrior's unqualified

admi ration. "That woul d work!" he exclained. The | ong-fingered hand now swept
out a fluidly expansive curve expressive of triunphant agreenent.

Inspiration struck Jassy. "Signe, we could use a conmercial band! Their cargo
spacers will likely wonder what in hell's going on, but their mlitary ships
m ght not even pick up our transm ssions!”

Eagerly, Wong el aborated on his proposal. "Qur |anguage is conplicated by an
odd factor: voice-tones alter the neaning of words. A singsong progression of
sounds mi ght seemto the Colunbians to forma code, but if they recognize that
it's a language, it would still be difficult for themto find anyone who's
studied it. Inigo and | brought the dictionary and grammar on nacrodi sc. Qur

I i ngui st/ historian/cousin used those to teach the rudinents of the tongue to
our famly nmenbers. It won't take long for nme to rig the conputerized

transl ator device."

"Marvel ous!" Signe exulted. "We'll have to be careful in Colunbian space, to
avoid colliding with vessels that can't detect us, and to coordinate our
novenents. Wng, your solution vastly relieves nmy nmind."

Warmed to his depths by that hearty comendation, the newest addition to the
Commander's core staff nodded silently.

"Where will we be descendi ng, Signe? Squarely in the heart of the Col unmbi an
capital ?" As he asked that question, Sean cocked his head, his handsonme face
set in that accustoned intentness which made him seem ol der than his
twenty-six Earthyears. Hs wiry, graceful body, slimer than Mdirgan's, if as
tall, uncoiled a bit fromthe tense posture induced by concentration on the
di scussion. Absently, he ran a hand through hair dark rather than red, in an
habi tual gesture the twin of that so often enpl oyed by his cousin.

"Hardly, Sean. No, if we go undetected, we'll seek out a ship docked in a
renote nunicipal unit, and snatch one--or better yet, two. Hopefully, the

i ncreased fuel capacity that Yuri's nodifications permt will enable us to
make a second strike they won't in the | east expect. W nay or may not enpl oy
the newy stolen ship. We'll keep our battle-plan flexible. This first assault
of fers us the greatest chance of success, given the elenent of surprise. This
venture will reveal our intent, and rouse the Col unbians to extraordinary
nmeasur es- - perhaps goad theminto launching a retaliatory counterstrike."

Grimnods greeted that final observation

"I"'mbetting that they' Il not quickly determine why we're invisible," Signe



hastened to add. "Despite the orgy of looting in which Norman engaged, no
mning famly ever revealed that it produced Gaeanite, |let alone apprised the
brute of the value of that substance, or of its unique properties. Backs to
the wall, the mners blinded himwith rare netals, or perfect |ab-grown
crystal s: diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and the like. Never plentiful, Gaeanite
has traditionally been produced am d an aura of secrecy. Small hoards of the
m neral were the first thing mning famlies hid--or destroyed--when the

i nvasi on began. To ny know edge, Norman never tunbled to the fact that we
possessed a substance nore precious by far than niobium tantalum zirconium
pal | adi um ruthenium platinum dianond, or even water ice."

"And shoul d they guess, there's dammed little they could do in a hurry to
detect us," Jassy pointed out shrewdly.

"Don't underestinmate either Arlen's resourceful ness or his intellectua
brilliance," Eric warned, frowning blackly.

"I don't," the Commander shot back. "I'm assum ng that eventually he'l

nullify that advantage. That near-certainty nmakes speedy attai nment of our
goal s essential." Rising, Signe cast a transfiguring smle on her advisors.
"CGentl enen: ny conplinments on the nonunmental effort you' ve all exerted, and on
the quality of the | eadership you' ve exhibited." Those concl udi ng words seened
to each hearer to be directed solely to him Subtle signs in the way each man
hel d hinsel f as he departed assured the intent observer of her officers
renewed conmitnment to all but unattainabl e goals.

Pain broke forcibly fromthe depths where the warrior customarily inprisoned
it. You'll lose sonme of them, she cried in her mind. Perhaps all. You'll
win--if you manage that feat--at a terrible price. Can you pay it, and think
the gain worth the cost? Can you, wonan?

Hatred bl ended with sorrow, as old, still-vivid nmenories rose unbidden to
ravage the Gaean Commander's enptional bal ance. Those searing reflections
preci pitated an inner struggle of titanic proportions: a brief, fierce battle
that left the woman shaken, but victorious. Thrusting all thought of herself
out of her consciousness, she resolutely turned to the problens at hand,
focusing her mind firmy on the future.

During ei ght fourweeks of strenuous |abor, Signe gained vastly increased
proficiency herself as she coached her captains, and | ater oversaw the
training of a corps of spacers who |learned to programflight paths, Iift and
descent sequences, and orbits. The crews next perfornmed conplicated maneuvers
in the two black ships. Exhibiting cool daring, the |legendary warrior created
and nmastered a dangerous techni que for docking an undetectable |ifeboat on the
eerily di senbodi ed, unsprayed | ock visible on the nothership once its
Gaeanite-coated lifeboat |lifted. Captains who only lately |earned new skills
school ed their subordinates in the art of flying ordinary |ifeboats.

M racul ously, no captain or woul d-be spacer died during that indoctrination¥a
circunstance that Morgan stoutly attributed to the efficacy of the program of
i nstruction perfected by the Conmmander

At the nonent he agreed to follow Signe into a new and forbidding realm Eric
conquered his initial fear. As ready as Jassy--or any of his conrades--to
subordi nate personal anmbition to the overriding good of the population as a
whol e, the Captain older than any of his peers harbored no qualns at the idea
of role-reversal. He accepted instruction fromthe wonman whom his | ong
training had turned into a matchl ess swordsman as willingly as he had fornerly
taught her.

The extended span of youthful vigor conferred by the nmedical and nutritiona



sci ence of his day enabled this man born sixty-six Earthyears earlier to equa
far younger nmen and wonen in the suppl eness of his body, the swiftness of his
refl exes, the quickness of his mnd. Resolutely banishing his purely
psychol ogi cal apprehensions, the suprenmely athletic veteran of ten Earthyears
of gory fighting on the surface met the physical challenge facing him

A born teacher, the Captain undertook to inpart to the men and wonen of his
crew the skill he had so recently acquired. In the process, he discovered that
a delicate-seemng femal e crewrenber far outdi stanced any of the others at
gaining proficiency in handling a |ifeboat. Reporting to the Commander, Eric
hid none of his intense satisfaction as he denbnstrated the innate generosity
of spirit his superior so admred in him

"Signe, Mdori's a natural at flying. She's the only one of ny crewthat is
Fromthe first noment she lifted, she denonstrated an exenplary grasp of the
mat hemati cs coupled with an inborn, intuitive ability to nmerge mind and body
with the machine. | sense that ability to be utterly exceptional. She deserves
better instruction than | can give her¥an advanced course, as it were. |'d
appreci ate your offering her that, busy as | know you are. You won't find too
many of our fledgling spacers able to match her."

"What wel cone news, Eric! O course I'll instruct her%f indeed ny own skil
still exceeds hers¥and 1'll ask Sean to do the same. He's by far the nost
spectacul arly adept pupil |'ve taught. Between the two of us, we'll take
Mdori as far as we can. | appreciate your bringing the matter to ny
attention."”

El ated, Signe investigated. Seated next to Eric's pupil, watching intently as
Mdori lifted a boat off a |lock on a habitat, she instantly concl uded that

Eric had not exaggerated in his claim The petite, black-eyed, gol den-skinned
worman, serenely self-possessed even for a Gaean, denonstrated an aptitude that
put her right alongside Signe and Sean in the Conmander's nental ranking of
those learning the difficult skill. The warrior-woman hid none of her potent
satisfaction at that discovery, either fromMdori, or fromEric.

Pride suffused the Commander. For the way we were forced to learn, we've net a
daunting challenge with courage and daring , she exulted. W'Ill fight the
Colunbians in their own el enment--render Gaea free in perpetuity! Al we need
is tinme.

Time! That sobering thought blasted the warrior's enraptured burst of
ebul | i ent confidence. Racked early on by her fear that Arlen could be planning
some lightflash assault, she had kept her two vessels constantly on the nove,
docking themrandonmy at various |locations on the five najor planetoids of the
Group. Reflecting that neither the attack nor the search she dreaded had as
yet transpired, she conjectured that Arlen's hold on power mght turn out to
be transitory.

Recal |l ing the heavy cost in water fuel of making those transits, the |eader
si ghed. She neverthel ess took confort as she recalled that the expenditure
produced a prine benefit in addition to | essening the danger of a Col unbi an
strike and reinforcing the training given the crews. A considerable nunber of
the men and wonen who once manned the ships affectionately known as

rock- hoppers--small interplanetoid vessels of uniquely Gaean design that
formerly plied routes within the G oup, neeting the needs of fanmlies living
precarious lives on far-flung stations--surfaced in isolated settlenents.
Those inconceivably bitter survivors of Norman's systematic purge of their

ki n--i ndi genous spacers deprived not only of their livelihood but also of a
cherished lifestyle--emerged fromhiding to flock to Main Wrld. Fired with
patriotic zeal, they not only contributed know edge and skill to the cause,



they clanored to fight.

The day finally arrived when a superbly trained force of sixty-four people
prepared to launch the strike that Signe hoped would gain themthe nucl eus of
a fleet. Jassy comanded one ship, Theo the other. Exhaustive practice in
limting their cross-dialogue to the words on Wng's |ist perfected the two
close friends in the use of the stratagem Yuri sat the board with Jassy.

Mal col m paired with Theo. The two nen serving as second officers felt
confident, after their own practice sessions, of their ability to coordinate
their handling of the two ships while their captains ainmed and fired the

Eart h-built weaponry. Signe, backed by Eric and Sean, led half the force of
thirty fighters transported aboard Jassy's vessel. Conor, backed by Mrgan and
Wbng, comuanded the other half.

Har nessed next to Wng and twenty-ei ght other conrades |ying upon Spartan
accommodations cramed into the linited space of the renodel ed ships, Mrgan
shot his protégé a grin, well aware of the nmartial expert's eagerness to prove
hinself in his first battle. To Wng's vast relief, the two nen's cl ose
associ ati on had bl ossonmed into solid friendship, to the extent that the pair
antici pated enpl oyi ng a unique battle-strategy nade possible by the variation
in their sizes.

Havi ng endured the cruelly prolonged accel eration that sent the assault force
hurtling towards Colunbia at a speed enabling themto reduce the tinme required
for the transit fromtwenty-four hours to sixteen, Mrgan harbored profound
gratitude to both Wng and Signe, for the training that nmade the brutal lift
barely tol erable. The uneventful interim spent in alternate periods of
exercise, sleep, and conversation, drew slowy to its conclusion. Hs eye on
his watch, the redheaded warrior stoically prepared to withstand an equally
brutal deceleration, as did his conrades.

The transfer into |l ow orbit around Col unbia conplete, Signe and her officers
studi ed the panoranic view of the surface filling the tine-del ayed

mul tispectral screens. Swiftly achi eving consensus, they determ ned on
striking a tenpting target.

Theo remamined in orbit, on guard in space. Jassy descended. \Water vapor
expl oding into plasnma beneath the heat shield of the ship caused no noise
audible to the inhabitants of the mlitary conplex formerly under Dexter's
conmand, but now under Arlen's. The vacuum of the void preserved a perfect
enshroudi ng sil ence.

The gl owi ng sphere beneath the Gaean vessel's heat shield, decelerating the
ship, showed up plainly on the video screens depicting the vault of space, but
the four men manning the board in the installation targeted for a strike never
gl anced at those. Two spacers on duty answered calls, and relayed others to
various officers. One man performed routine adm nistrative work. The ot her
kept his eyes glued to the scanni ng screens.

Upon those graphic displays, the blips denoting incomi ng vessels appeared as
stylized but detailed i nages revealing the shape of any approachi ng ship.
Those i mages, generated from characteristic radar signatures, appeared
overlain with constantly changi ng data pinpointing the ships' positions and
trajectories. The man on duty checked that data agai nst that provided by
spacers manni ng the boards of the vessels. Wre any vessel to maintain
silence, he would instantly assurme it to be nmanned by renegades, but he
expected no such occurrence, given that a strike on a major nmilitary
installation by an outl aw had never been known to occur

Shi ps showed up on the video screens only as noving, dark, tenuous shapes hard



to see against the star-sprinkled blackness of the void. Only after the
vessel s began decelerating were they plainly visible, and then only as a

gl owi ng sphere of plasma: a | um nous, unimagi nably hot, gaseous mass of water
atons stripped of their outer |ayer of charged particles. That famliar sight
did not adnmit of accurate judgnment as to distance above the surface, by an
observer depending on fallible human eyesi ght. The man responsible for
monitoring traffic fromspace to | ocks customarily depended solely on the data
obt ai ned as a conpl ex, high-tech receiving system picked up refl ected scanning
beanms. Banks of conputers tracked incom ng vessels, and assumed parti al

control of each when such control becanme necessary to prevent collisions. That
system i nstantaneously integrated raw data into the graphic displays.

The Gaeanite mcrolayer coating Jassy's black ship fully absorbed the scanni ng
beans striking the hull, as the invader coasted towards the planetoid.

Decel erati on caused the fornmation of a sphere of plasma, but that phenonenon
went unnoticed by the nen on the station's board¥as did Jassy's transfer into
a high orbit while his |ieutenant and his superior reconnoitered, and sorted

t hrough the flood of communications enissions. The descent |ikew se escaped
det ecti on.

The ship settled onto the lock. No alarm no flashing of signals on the
station's board acconpanied its initial contact. Listening intently, Jassy
determi ned that the nmen nanning the board continued to carry out routine

busi ness unaware of the proximty of a hostile invader. Anxiety nelted into
sati sfaction as he concluded that the short-out gear integral to the vessel's
docki ng nodul e¥equi pnent of his devising, which nullified such
transm ssi ons¥wor ked perfectly.

According to the preconceived plan, the raiders docked at a point from which
two corridors stretched away at right angles. Their every battl e-sense alert,
the intruders waited within the inner |ock roofed by the docking nodule from
whi ch they had issued, breathing air released into the lofty cylindrical
enclosure fromtanks integral to their ship. Huge twin fuel punps, insulated
agai nst the cold and shielded to withstand the vacuum that woul d again
surround them once the vessel withdrewits air and lifted, stood side by side.
Those squat behenoths chilled the air inhaled by the throng of warriors
crowdi ng agai nst their nassive bul k, and seared with bitter cold any
unprotected flesh touching them

Bot hered on sone gut |evel by the extreme ugliness of his surroundi ngs, Morgan
swept an uneasy gl ance around the prem ses. Fixtures ringing vertical gray
wal I s shed harsh light of a malignant bluish cast. In the center of the

i mposi ng vol une of space, the semicircular grillwrk allow ng access to the
shi p's docki ng nodul e cast weirdly distorted shadows on the frigid netal of
the deck. Soft respirations al one broke the oppressive silence.

Upon energing into the enpty expanse of the outer |ock, Signe and Wng boldly
pressed the switch that caused the pressure-proof door giving onto the
corridor to swing silently outwards. At the instant that a pair of guards
patrolling the | ong passageway arrived to investigate the open door, two
martial experts sprang out to dispatch the unsuspecting nen with bare hands,
soundl essly. Thirty raiders separated into two equal conplenents, and took
separate routes towards specific objectives.

Signe's force encountered opposition. Celett, Galt's senior captain, emerged
with seven of his men fromthe recess housing the elevator |eading to the
mlitary conplex, and strode out into the wi de passageway. That

battl e-seasoned warrior, entrusted by Arlen's archrival with one of Second
Corps' two remmining Earth-armed ships, beheld fifteen Gaean raiders bearing
down on him Shock failed to deprive the quick-witted spacer-fighter of his



ability to react swiftly. Barking an order, he sent a man sprinting towards
the stairs, even as he unsheathed his sword.

Prepared for such an eventuality, Signe acted. Wth astonishing sw ftness, she
drew a slimknife crafted of Gaeanite froma sheath at her belt. Stopping in

m d- advance, she threw the weapon, the novenent of hand, wist, and arm so
swift as to seemblurred to any behol der. Mnents |ater, the w cked bl ack
sliver sank with lethal effect into the back of the man fleeing to give
war ni ng.

One by one, the seven renmaining Col unbi ans, now engaged hilt-to-hilt in
desperate swordplay, fell. Sean's blade found CGelett's vitals. Teeny cut down
t he dying Col unbian Captain's second officer. Wthin mnutes, the raiders

gai ned the | ock over the spraw ed dead bodi es of eight foes. Stooping, Signe
retrieved her throwi ng knife before becoming the | ast Gaean to enter the outer
| ock.

Bor ne upwards through the docking nodul e as they stood on the el evator, six
tense raiders waited while Sean pressed the switch that would open the hatch
of Celett's vessel. Signe and Sean rose, charged through, and hurled

t hemsel ves across the bridge to drop the two startled spacers manni ng the
board, thereby preventing them from broadcasting a warni ng. Two other Second
Cor psnmen, emnerging fromcabins, fell victimto Eric's sword, and Teeny's.

Conor's force met no enemies in the corridor. Quickly and efficiently, his
spacer-fighters elimnated the two Col unbi ans guardi ng the outer |ock bel ow
Lambert's ship. Mdrgan swarned up the | adder of the inner |ock, foll owed by
Wwong, Jess, Madelyn, and three other nmenbers of the assault force. Leaping

ni nbly upwards, the dimnutive martial expert clung to the redhead' s broad
back, rode his conrade through the hatch ahead of the others, and junped down
mlliseconds before Mrgan engaged the bl ade of the astounded Col unbi an
Capt ai n.

Even as five of Lanbert's spacers raced out of cabins to cross swords with
Jess, Madelyn, and three Gaean nmen, Wbng slipped through the nelee to target

t he crewran who succeeded in initiating a garbled warning before dying froma
single lethal blowto the throat. A statuesque bl onde fenal e conbatant flipped
of f the screen, chagrined by her awareness that she acted too late to prevent
news of the assault from being broadcast.

Lambert crunpled to the deck, both hands clutching at the wound reddening his
chest. Mnents later, the former First Corpsnman died on the bl ood-sneared
pl ates of his bridge.

The prize having been gained, Mrgan called down to the conrades on watch

bel ow. Conor, Jess and a swordsman naned Ryan acted as the rear guard. Those
premi er warriors beheld Yukio charge out of the stairwell at the head of his
full crew. Blocking the entry to the inner lock, the three Gaeans fought with
savage effectiveness within the dimnishing space, as the heavy door
ponderously, inexorably, automatically closed. Leaping for the |adder, the
trio nmounted to the bridge. Conor slammed the hatch-cover shut noments before
Wng initiated the Iift sequence. Hurling their bodies supine on the deck, the
rear guard stoically endured the ensuing trauma unprotected by harnesses.

Yuki o, unhurt, spread the alarm Carey and Brant, in space, responded. Carey,
cl osest to Bessemer, where the attack had occurred, picked up on his video
screens the ship stolen from Lanbert. Boldly, the former Fifth Corpsnman, now a
menber of Arlen's Special Force, issued a demand that the vessel return to
descend at the | ock he specified in Colunbia, or be annihilated. His fair
war ni ng unheeded, the Captain snapped an order to his second officer to bl ast



the still-fleeing ship.

Brant al so spied Carey's ship and Lanbert's on his screens, froma greater

di stance. He saw no other. Carey's command i ssued fromBrant's transceiver
Thirty seconds later, the brilliant visible |ight marking the passage through
the void of the deadly pulse froman Earth-built weapon |anced froma point in
space nowhere near the fleeing ship , to annihilate Carey's vessel. As the

hi ghly trained observer watched through dil ated eyes, the disenbodi ed

heat - gl ow si gni fying accel eration of a ship paralleled the course taken by the
stol en vessel

Real i zation of the inport of what he just saw flashed with stunning force into
the suprenely conpetent Captain's mnd. "Carey's bought it!" he grated to the
men on Arlen's board. "Annihilated by a vessel totally invisible to ne, except
for the glow of its exhaust! | can no |onger detect even that! |I'mfighting
blind, but I"'mfollow ng the stolen ship!"

Arlen hinself replied. "Drop back, Brant," he conmanded, his voice betraying
no hint of the cold fury gripping him "That ship will be totally
undetectable, if they're in free flight. You could be blasted before you knew
you were under attack. Were does Lanbert's vessel seem headed?"

"Towar ds Gaea--and the exhaust, which is all | can see of the other, indicates
that the eneny ship's flying a trajectory identical to the one captured.”

"Let both go. Drop back out of range, and return to your base."

Signe heard that command. Certain now that no other vessel pursued, she
ordered Malcolmto lift off Theo's ship in a black |ifeboat. At her command, a
rai der undocked one of Jassy's boats, and flew a parallel course with the ship
stolen fromGlt's senior captain, so as to free a | ock. Having entered the
Gaeani te-coated snmall craft that Ml col mthen docked on that nooring, the
Comander flew back with Theo's second officer to dock the invisible craft on
the eerily disenbodied | ock visible as an isolated entity standi ng out agai nst
t he al |l -enconpassi ng bl ackness whi ch, the spacer approachi ng knew, shrouded

t he undetectable main bul k of Theo's bl ack shi p.

Si gne next commanded the crews nmanning the prizes to return by devious
dissimlar trajectories back to Gaea. After rearranging two crews of the black
ships by lifeboat transfers, she headed at a fornidable velocity back to

Col unbi a.

So far, so good , the war-leader reflected. Taut wi th adrenaline-induced
excitement, she listened as Arlen conmanded the personnel of the mine on
Penn's Rock in the Gaean Group to evacuate the premises in the four
second-class military ships he kept stationed there for that purpose. Her
breath hi ssed between her teeth as she heard her archfoe order Anin and Evan
to escort the vessels back to Colunbia. "You can't pick up Signe's Earth-arned
ship on your screens," he warned his captains. "She sonehow rendered it
undet ect abl e, except for the glow of its exhaust when it's accelerating. Don't
try to engage either of the ships she snatched, should you encounter them
Your orders are to escort the miners back."

Penn's Rock just reverted to its rightful owners! the Gaean Conmmander
silently exulted.

Bol dly, Signe sent her two black ships into a high orbit around the Ice Wrld.
Eyes intent on her screens, she studied the two facilities |ocated on that
forbi ddi ng body, while listening to the cross talk anbng the spacers manni ng

t he eneny vessel s.



Those communi cati ons reveal ed what the raider nost wished to know a
first-class military ship lay noored at each installation. She also | earned
that a third such vessel circled the planetoid in a low orbit. On the surface,
crewnen of the cargo ship docked next to the Earth-armed ship coveted by the
unseen wat cher | oaded a priceless quantity of water ice into the two hol ds.

Ten m nutes spent eavesdropping on the mlitary band i nformed Signe that the
circling ship would shortly transfer out of orbit to escort the cargo vesse
back to Col unbi a. Sardonic amusenent attended her hearing her foes state their
erroneous assunption that the expenditure of fuel needed for the operation her
undet ectabl e ship had just conpl eted prohibited her doing other than returning
to CGaea.

Surprise, you'll get shortly , she promised griny.

Determ ning on an audaci ous attenpt, the Gaean | eader relayed her orders via
t he voi ce-coder. Jassy's vessel she left guarding the orbiting foe oblivious
to the presence of a hostile ship. Tinming her maneuver so that she descended
unseen by the crew of the vessel circling the Ice Wrld at Iow altitude, she
settled onto the lock next to the mlitary ship, which in turn rested next to
the fully | oaded cargo vessel. Leaving ten raiders on guard in the |ock bel ow
her bl ack ship, she, Conor and Mrgan led a force totaling twenty nmen and
worren down the two hundred neters separating the two noored vessels.

Acconpani ed by seven of his spacer-fighters, Marcel stood in the outer |ock
bel ow t he cargo vessel. The former First Corpsman recruited by Arlen into the
Speci al Force acted in his capacity of guarding the Ice Wrld and the

shi pnents | eavi ng t hat out post.

Lacey, whose vessel orbited, awaited the outcone of a rather heated di scussion
bet ween Marcel and Lindsay, Captain of the cargo ship noored overhead,
regardi ng Marcel's denand that Lindsay not |ift before conpleting certain
burdensone new administrative forns--a duty required of captains docking on
the Ice Wrld ever since the creation of the Special Force. Six of Lindsay's
crewren stood in a tight grouping nearby, listening as their captain
scathingly declared that he could as easily transmt the blasted busywork from
his board after he commenced free flight, as to waste an hour needl essly.

Charged with the duty of guarding the precious shipnment of ice during the
transit to Colunbia, Lacey glanced inpatiently at his watch, knowi ng that it
woul d take himtwenty mnutes to rendezvous with his orbiting vessel by

i feboat. When Marcel held the irate Fifth Corps Cargo Captain to the letter
of the new adm nistrative directives, Lacey's slash of a nouth tightened.
Dourly, he wei ghed whether or not to go aboard now, thereby shaving the edge
of non-conpliance with his own orders.

The corridors joining the three |l ocks formed an equilateral triangle. That
unusual layout permtted Signe's swift, silent, lethal attack on the four
spacers guarding the outer |ock bel ow Marcel's vessel to go unnoticed. Having
possessed herself of Marcel's ship without triggering any alarm the Gaean
Conmander left four raiders to nman the prize. Ceared for action, she raced at
t he head of her sixteen-nmenber assault force, bent on attacking the nen at the
cargo vessel

Lacey determ ned on taking his |eave. Purposefully, he strode across the outer
| ock towards the door leading to the corridor, to behold his world's

archf oe--supposedly in transit back to Gaea--charge through the entry at the
head of a force fully as large as his. Drawing his sword with lightflash
speed, Arlen's trusted veteran net the rush of the ruddy-haired raider
singling himout for attack, even as Signe engaged Marcel, and Conor crossed



swords with Lindsay, a tall, spare man who swiftly proved hinself no mddling
swor dsman.

As raiders engaged all of the foes within the huge circular enclosure, five
ot her Gaeans forged straight through to enter the inner |ock, and nount the

| adder. The Col unbians fighting in the open space of the outer |ock, taken by
surprise, but outraged by the news of Signe's earlier attack, fought wth
savage fury.

Wasting no energy on speech, Lacey fenced with all his superb force, seeking
an opening. He heard Marcel shriek, and drop to spraw on the deck now
slippery with blood, but nowise let the inplication distract him Focused on
hi s opponent, the Col unbi an Captain fought with his usual cool nerve.

Morgan swiftly discovered that he engaged an opponent whose skill all but
equal ed his own. Taller than this coppery-skinned antagonist, boasting a
| onger reach, the redhead fenced with deadly effect. "That'll do for you," the

veteran of countl ess battles waged through corridors and | ocks rasped in an
undertone as he drove his bl ade sl antw se between two of Lacey's ribs.

To the Gaean chanpion's astoni shment, his adversary failed to go down. H s
si de soaked in blood, the eneny Captain stayed on his feet, and fought on with
fanati cal determ nation

Signe swiftly transfixed the opponent who appeared in Marcel's place.

Pi voting, she saw Madelyn fall, run through by a burly |lieutenant. Suppressing
all emotion but icily controlled, feral rage, the Commander engaged the bl ade
of the girl's assailant. Fighting with savage ferocity, she made short work of
hi m

Havi ng swiftly sheathed her crimson sword, Signe's chief medical technician
lifted the inert, blood-soaked casualty in strong arnms. Bearing her dying
conr ade, Rhea vani shed through the door to the inner |ock

Backing to act as rear guards, Signe, Conor and Mdrgan filled the steadily

| esseni ng space of the closing door at the entry to the inner |ock. Exhibiting
gri m purposeful ness, the three prenmier swordsnen battled the few surviving

Col unbi ans hanpered by the need to maneuver above the bodies of their own
dead.

Angui shed by the sight of his cousin's taking what he unerringly judged to be
a fatal thrust, Morgan yet found hinself forced to adnmire the tenacious
opponent still on his feet, still fighting, after sustaining a wound the Gaean
knew beyond doubt shoul d have dropped the man. As the aperture inexorably
narrowed, Signe inperiously waved back the two swordsnen flanking her. A few
seconds after taking the bl ood-drenched Col unbian's | ast slashing cut on the
forte of her blade, the silver-haired warrior whirled, raced through the door
om nously close to shutting, and hurled herself at the | adder

In the outer lock, the last man standing glared through di mm ng eyes at the
door that now seal ed off the inner |ock. Lacey's knees buckled. His sword
slipped fromhis nerveless hand to clang on the deck as he collapsed on the
pil e of Col unbi an dead.

Saf e aboard, Signe activated the transceiver. In a tone breathing nenace, she
addressed those manning the orbiting vessel and that on the lock on the far
side of the planetoid, via the nmilitary channel

"Signe here, gentlenmen. As you realize by now, | command two ships invisible
to you. One tails the vessel nowin orbit, its weaponry nanually ainmed. The
ot her stands ready to blast the ship docked on the far lock, if you attenpt to



lift. We'll serve both of you as we did the vessel we annihilated earlier, if
ei ther captain proves so foolish as to try to prevent our departing with the
two ships you can detect."

Shock reverberated through the mind of Lacey's |lieutenant. Staring in

di sbelief at his screens, Rafael saw absolutely nothing. Fear for the Captain
he held in high esteem contended with black anger. "Danner!" he snarl ed.
"Signe hasn't got two ships!”

Arlen's voice intervened. "Assune that she does, Rafael, Danner," he commanded

in a tone cold as frozen nethane. "Let her prizes go."

"l commend your concern for your men, Arlen," Signe declared evenly. "As |
leave, I'Il refrain fromblow ng both vessels we've got targeted, if the one
stays docked, and | hear you issue the Captain of the other an order
forbidding himto launch a pulse at ny prizes."

"Raf ael , hold your fire. Danner, stay put. My conplinents on a daring double
strike, Signe. You may find that you've initiated a war that costs you al
you' ve gained."

"I'f you contenplate an assault on Gaea, Arlen, take warning. Escalate this
conflict by annihilating Gaean nunicipal units with Earth-built weaponry, and
we'll retaliate in kind. | could have reduced your capital to slag, today, and
escaped unscathed. | still could! Better think well before you decide on
commtting nmass nmurder of civilians."

"As had you!"

Signe snil ed contenptuously, but made no reply. Her captured vessels lifted.
Escorted by a ghostly guardian, each flew a trajectory back to Gaea.

Rising fromthe board, the Commander stalked into the cabin where Rhea, the
bl onde nedi cal technician who had carried the dying girl aboard, stood sadly
regardi ng the corpse of her conrade

Still holding his cousin's hand, Mrgan knelt, his face a nask of bitter
grief. Looking up, he rasped hoarsely, "Madel yn never regai ned consci ousness,
Signe. | didn't even get to say good-bye. Nor did Sean."

"Nor did I, Mrgan. Heavy price we paid, today. We | ost three others: Byng
Kuni o, and Janella. | share your sorrow.and Sean's." And Sean's parents
desol ation, she railed inwardly. VWat agonies of worry they've endured! And
now this. Bad enough, but our four-fold |oss today represents only the
begi nni ng.

Kneel i ng besi de her bereaved conrade, Rhea thrust an armin conradely synpathy
around the man still hol ding Madel yn's cold hand. Dry-eyed, Mrgan suffered
silently, inwardly, consumed with his own sorrow, and with pity for the
surviving brother and parents of the vivacious girl so easy to |ove. After
resting a hand for a few seconds on the grieving warrior's shoul der, Signe
silently withdrew. VWat can | say? she agoni zed. VWWat confort can | offer?

Havi ng redi stributed her spacer-fighters by |ifeboat transfers so as to
relieve the dire overloading of the captured cargo vessel, Signe, once again
aboard a bl ack ship, glanced through narrowed eyes at Theo's white face and
taut body. Noting that the historian stared unseeing at the screens, his gray
eyes renote, the Commander laid a hand on his. "They woul d have bl asted us,
Theo," she renminded himgently. "You heard their captain give the order."

"l know that. | had no choice but to fire, and |'ve killed far nore than



twel ve men over the past ten Earthyears. But still--twelve at once--a
pricel ess ship destroyed..! The Captain's voice trailed off. The concerned
witness to his pain saw that his eyes still focused far out into the void

"I know how you feel." Signe's hand squeezed his. "Truly, Theo, | do, and
admre your ability to fight out of conviction, while hating the necessity.
That captai n--those twel ve spacers--freely chose mlitary careers. They were
professional killers, who knew what they risked. Try to put the nenory behi nd
you. "

“I'I'l put it where |'ve stored other menories, Signe--below the surface--but |
can't seemever to forget conpletely."

"Nor can |, Theo. Nor can I."

The bl eakness in the warrior's voice, the depth of despondency in her eyes,
startled the sensitive officer. Theo found hinsel f squeezing her hand,
offering confort in his turn. No rejoicing, no exultant gloating over the
spect acul ar success of the venture, animated the nen and wonen nourning the

| oss of valued conrades while reflecting that they now faced even ri skier
ventures. Signe sat as if cast in bronze, brooding. Forcing her mnd out of
the past, she dwelt on new strategies, nore strongly convinced than ever that
her approach fornmed the only viable course either for herself, or for Gaea.

Chapter Six

Pronptly at 0700 of the norning followi ng the assault that renewed the
conflict between Gaea and Col unbia, a throng of Gaean spacers sorted

t hensel ves into the order prescribed by custom in an antechanber fronting
wi de doubl e doors. Wal king with neasured, stately tread, Signe and Sean each
preceded a single line of people advanci ng down two side aisles of the
severely unadorned hall used solely for nenorial gatherings.

Snmooth wall's rose without seamto the apex of the dome. Wbven deckcovering
nmut ed the sound of footfalls. |Immovabl e benches, rising fromthe deck as if
growing fromthe plates, epitom zed austerity of design so as to distract no
attention fromthoughts focused on the intangible. Upon a matching, inmovable
low table rested four delicately wought, gracefully shaped, but starkly
undecorated urns crafted of a lustrous, silvery alloy.

Movi ng in unison, the two | eaders--Comander and bereaved brother--headi ng the
procession of participants in the cerenony, turned, and wal ked to the center
of the first bench in the rectangular array. Having cl osed the distance
separating them they faced the ashes of the dead. Wien the seat filled to
capacity, the entire row of people sat down, sinultaneously with those
occupyi ng the benches behind them Silence as deep as that enshrouding the
crypt beneath the deck envel oped the chanber.

Upon a dais rising behind the table, a man of scholarly aspect faced the
assenbl age. An expressive, deeply lined countenance franed in silvery hair
procl ai med the venerable figure a centenarian. Cad in a severely plain suit
tailored fromfabric of sonber gray, he studied the faces of those cone to pay
honmage to the first casualties of the war in space. Erect, solem of men, he
yet projected warnth: reverence for the fallen, synpathy for those who

nour ned. Lively dark eyes scanned famliar faces, and rested on the youthfu
worman whose hair so uncannily natched the hue of his. Wrdlessly, silently, he



sal uted her without noving a nmuscle. As if his mnd touched hers directly,
bypassi ng the usual route channeling input via the senses, he managed to
convey pride, understandi ng, condol ence. Hi s glance shifted to Sean, sitting
ranrod straight on the hard acconmodati on, his hazel eyes dry, his conely
countenance set in lines of unalterable determnation. Admration blended with
pity, as the man asked by the next of kin to take the role of Friend, and
preside during the cerenony, beheld the youthful warrior's denmeanor

Aaron, you've seen so nuch of death, and yet your whol e existence seens a
celebration of life , Signe comrended the aged gentleman, as sadness swirled
through a mind racked with grief--for the bereft, as much as for the fallen
Intently, she listened as the ringing voice of the Friend carried vibrantly to
the last row, and beyond.

"On this day we honor four Gaean patriots: Kunio, Byng, Madelyn, and Janella.
These exenplary nmen and wonen |laid down their lives in defense of ancient and
hal | owed principles. In so doing, they denonstrated their belief that worthy
life, not life at any price, constitutes the greatest good. These dedi cated
spacer-fighters nade the ultimate sacrifice for Gaeans uphol di ng our
traditions today, and for generations of Gaeans yet unborn. They died to
assure the continuity of a strong, cohesive world-famly. They live on in our
menori es: heroes and heroi nes forever inscribed on our roll of martyred dead.

"In the altered state in which our departed conrades now exist, they grow in
under st andi ng of the universe, as they grew while alive, in character
possession of the virtues so prized by a society that upholds, instills, and
venerates virtue. They displayed wi sdom recognized their duty, and perforned
it valiantly. They practiced civic cooperativeness: placed the wel fare of

ot hers above their own. They exhibited fortitude: pursued the right with high
courage. They denonstrated self-control: governed even their prinmal desire to
hang on to life at any cost.

"They abode in honor: excelled in personal integrity. They offered | oyalty:
rendered full allegiance to their famly-heads, kinfolk, |eaders, and
conrades. They felt conpassion: respect for humanity as a whole. |In death,
they affirmlife. They fought for freedom agai nst oppression by invaders
cont enpt uous of our national dedication to peace, harnony, brotherhood, and
sisterhood. They died to preserve and perpetuate their culture. Let us recal
the details of their lives, and praise their adnirable acconplishnents."

Froma trai ned nenory, Aaron eul ogized each of the fallen, without referring
to any notes. His clear, cultured voice, speaking in Gaean-accented
Eart h- St andard, fell sonorously, confortingly, on the ears of the listeners.

Wel | aware of the content of the tributes, Signe found her m nd traveling dua
tracks¥hearing the words of the Friend, even as related inpressions flashed
across a consciousness preoccupied with strategic problens dinly foreseen
within a clouded future.

Morgan's brawny shoul der all but touched hers. Sorrow radi ated fromthe man as
it did fromthe youth on her right, but the face so like Sean's reflected
equal Iy unshakabl e commitnment to the cause. On the screen of the Commander's

i nterior awareness, well-known visages appeared: a father and nother unable to
| eave their distant rock to place the dust of their daughter in the tonmb, and
ot her menbers of a closely knit fanily--old and dear friends of
hers--shattered by searing | oss.

W' re crippled, wthout our rock-hopper fleet! Signe railed bitterly. CQur
outlying stations remain al nost as isolated as before. How Norrman ever nanaged
to make off with those twelve ships never designed for transits across so vast



a distance, | can't imagine, but he did. They orbit Col unbia, unused. Stored.
He couldn't dock themthere. No lock in Colunmbia fits them 3% now, as ten
Earthyears ago. Evidently Leon bal ked at further escalating the cost of a war
far nore draining on the national finances than he expected. So did Arlen.
Bar gai ni ng chip, those vessels form A nation's life-blood, held hostage to
political expediency and greed. Dam the Col unbi ans' crass souls to
everlasting perdition! Dam their nurderous mlitancy!

Bani shing those images fleetingly entertai ned, suppressing virulent enotion
unsuited to the occasion, Signe concentrated single-mndedly on the oration of
the Friend.

Sean t hought of his parents. My hands will place Madel yn's ashes in the tonb
he promised them Don't let grief overwhelmyou. Mdther .1 know. | know how
you feel. | know.

Morgan nmentally bid his cousin a final, gentle farewell.

Conor found this too-oft-repeated ritual blurring with visualizations fogging
a psyche as scarred as his face. A ghostly conpany took formin his inner
vision. Waithlike figures nmarched in ranked order across a gray expanse of
mst. One sniled, and seened to beckon. Wile | live, so will lone, Conor
nused. But after?

Altered state. W can't know for certain. Disenbodied spirit ...one with the
infinite? Gowi ng in know edge? Do | want to remenber forever? Renenber a
laugh ...the touch of a hand ...the closeness of that hard, slimbody against ny
own? Her nmouth on mine? Damed if | know But if we could sonehow exist as a
team ...united ...together .. .forever wouldn't be |ong enough. Not nearly. |one

Across the void, Arlen sat at his desk as if carven of stone. Eyes renote, he
nmast ered the sudden upsurge of fury generated as he allowed his mnd to dwell
on the consequences of Signe's raid. Three irreplaceabl e vessel s gone--one
anni hilated with all hands! Five Earth-arnmed ships now at the command of that

i nfernal woman. Two--undetectable! Incredible. |'d say inpossible, but for the
i ndi sputabl e eyew tness accounts of highly trained observers |ike Brant. How
in hell .1

Thi nk, Arlen. What can you deduce? Easy to guess that Signe resurrected one
of those vessels of Nornman's that she sabotaged on the | ocks. But how ...Never
m nd how. Accept the obvious fact: sonehow she equi pped her ships with a
shi el ding that absorbs every wavel ength of scanning radiation striking them

Usel ess to rant that no such substance exists! Those thirty-nine inhabited

pl anetoids differ markedly in conposition fromthis one, and fromthe core of
the lce Wrld. That latter core we know to be simlar in nmineral content to
the rocky sphere of Colunbia, and to the seven insignificant bodies clustered
with Colunbia and the Ice Wrld about the L-5 libration point in Dyson's
orbit. The Gaeans nust mine sonme naturally occurring substance sinmilar to

pi gments such as rhodopsin, or retinyl Schiff base salts--sonme mneral that
absorbs el ectronagnetic radiation at the wavel engths nornally used for

scanni ng.

Wul dn't such a coating cause an untenable increase in the mass of the ship?
Evidently not. Likely it's a mcrolayer only a few nol ecul es thick. Watever
the shielding is, a shift through all wavel engths normally enpl oyed produced
none at which her vessel could be detected. And to top off her exploit, she
avoi ded running short of fuel! Surely she knew exactly how rmuch she'd need for
the transit back to Gaea, and for the descent. Inpossible, her entire



operation! |npossible--but she pulled it off! Damm her insufferable gall--her
phenonenal ability! Damm her cool nerve!

Gudgingly, the dictator succunbed to admiration for his archfoe. Gve credit
where it's due, you snmarting strategist. Signe refrained fromleveling the
mlitary complex, or Mnistry Main Habitat. You live. You didn't suffer

i nstant anni hilation, along with the top nmen of the civil governnent and your
nearest and dearest, dwelling so dangerously nearby, until you bel atedly noved
themto Dayton for the duration. You don't lie dead, charred to a black cinder
at the perineter of a wasteland of nolten slag. Wat inconparable conceit,
yours! What unconscious effrontery, your assunption of the invulnerability of
the heart of your world! Restructure your thinking, Arlen.

Two undet ectabl e vessel s! Signe could have weaked a fearful vengeance for
Nor nan' s depredations. Wiy didn't she at |east blow Lacey's ship, and
Danner's? Reluctance to destroy priceless, irreplaceable Earth-built artifacts
wantonly, out of savage hatred? She blew Carey's only after hearing himgive
the order to fire on her prize.

Gal l ant, her conduct during that snatch. Her restraint paralleled her sparing
Dahl and those hostages she could so easily have sacrificed once their
usef ul ness ended. Refusal to stoop to Nornman's calculated brutality? O
unwi I i ngness to goad nme into |aunching a war of externination? An attack on
our capital would have precipitated such universal outrage |I'd not have been
able to refuse, and stay in command. Signe warned me agai nst committing nass
nmurder of civilians--as if she expected |1'd contenplate | aunching ny fleet on
that course, inretaliation for the limted strike she led. She lunps nme with
Nor man, damn her cheek

Well, | can't blame her. | found the thought of hurling our remaining sixteen
shi ps against her world with precipitate haste tenpting, but unworkable. Face
it, Arlen. You lack the stomach for ordering the slaughter such a nove woul d

entail--lack the crimnal nindset necessary to undertake mass mnurder of
civilians on a scale dwarfing Norman's offenses. Signe harbors scruples that
mat ch yours, evidently. Well. Unproductive, indulging in retrospect. Wuat to
do?

I need to develop a countermeasure. A neans of detecting a ship shrouded in
invisibility. How .?

Determined to find an answer, the Commander-in-Chief forced his supple body to
rel ax, and stretch. Reaching into a drawer, he renoved a | arge datapad, and a
stylus. Eyes nore renote than ever, he concentrated, focusing the full power
of his brilliant intellect on the problem

An hour passed, and another. Energing froma state of intense cogitation
Arlen reached for the slender inmplement with his right hand, and positioned
the electronic device with his left. Long, beautifully shaped fingers plied
the stylus, swiftly filling the blank space on the face of the flat,
rectangul ar object with calculations. A touch on a tiny switch at the base
caused a bl ank page to appear. Continued feverish conputation at |ength
exhausted the menory of the device. Rising, the user plugged the datapad into
his terminal, and saved his conmputations. Having erased the data fromthe
portable unit, he began anew.

Four hours later the investigator sat frowning blackly, his whole person
radi ating acute frustration. Ginmmer of an idea, that. Radical notion, but
el usive. You' ve reached a dead end--a blank wall. This problemought to adnmit



of a solution, but face reality, Arlen. You could spend decades working in
vain for a breakthrough, or waste an inordi nate anount of time del egating such
a task to specialists you' d need to spend precious tinme recruiting and
organi zi ng--not to mention financing.

You need hel p: assistance froma nind steeped in an esoteric branch of

mat hemati cs new, and dauntingly difficult of conprehension, let alone
utilization, even by a man with your background. Who can you ..O course! Wo
el se but the theorist who invented the tool you dimy see as essential to
converting your tenuous notion to practical reality? Levi!

Well. Raise him Arlen. Sumon himhere. You can't fire his imagination over
the vid. Levi. O course.

Two hours later, the checknmated seeker of a workable solution to the
problem-a matter engrossing himto the point of forcing out all other
concerns--narrowl y observed the tall, spare individual entering his office: a
man whom Arl en knew personal |y, but had not seen in many Earthyears. Cenuine
pl easure reflected fromliquid dark eyes set in a face of profound
sensitivity, as the newconer strode eagerly forward wi th hand outstretched.
"Commander, how are you? |'mdelighted to see you!"

You don't change, Levi , the world | eader conceded admiringly. As ingenuous
as ever--as untouched by petty slights and aggravati ng stumnbling-bl ocks set in
the way of your professional advancenent by associ ates prejudi ced agai nst your
uni que, closely-guarded heritage and jeal ous of your towering genius . "And
you, Levi. Please, sit down. |'ve hot coffee at hand. Let me pour you a cup."

A born aristocrat, this man--in the best sense of that word , the caller
appl auded nentally as with courtly grace the autocrat served his guest.

Over the rimof his cup, Levi studied the striking face of his host. Proni nent
browri dges accented deeply set, blue-green eyes shaded by thick brown |ashes.
Snoot h dark eyebrows rose occasionally, in unconscious punctuation of
perceived irony. Two pronounced, parallel, vertical |ines above the bridge of
the nose derived fromthat tendency. Two deeper creases slanted fromeither

si de of a nose | acking classic straightness, drawing the eye of the behol der
to boldly contoured cheekbones. Two faint, v-shaped furrows framed a w de,
bowed nmouth, the lower lip so full as to enphasize the hol |l ow separating it
fromthe firm cleft chin and | ean, strong line of the jaw Fine, straight,

cl osely cropped brown hair hid nothing of the wi de expanse of forehead. The
whol e count enance exhibited nmobility: an ability to express subtle nuances of
enotion worthy of a trained actor. Yet the face never lied--a circunstance
well known to the visitor scanning it mnutely.

A man of presence, Arlen--uncorrupted by power grasped adroitly and w el ded

wi sely. A decisive but principled | eader. What a pity this dismal phase of our
history brings to the fore that side of a nmany-faceted, keen intelligence.
Able mlitary officers in a society steeped in a nercenary-fighter tradition
far outnunber uniquely gifted researchers. Physicist, physician, psychol ogist,
inventor, this former student of mne--as versatile a mnd as da Vinci's--as
original as Newton's. Now, what does this dynamic warrior-statesman need with
an academ ci an suffering acutely from burnout--a mathenatician well past his
prine?

Smiling at the professor whose courses chall enged even a man of his
intelligence, Arlen began his assault on an obstacle he refused to regard as
i nsurnountable. "lI'mstynied by a problemto which | absolutely nust find a
solution, Levi. Let nme explain."



Lifting a datapad froma pile on his desk, the Conmander-in-Chief thrust the
device covered with equations in front of his colleague. Wth fervor that
awakened a correspondi ng excitenent in his hearer, he launched into detailed
expl anations of the dilemma facing him his glinmer of insight that pointed to
a solution, and his need of specialized mathematical aid.

H's scholarly face intent, Levi l|istened. Wien the Commander ceased speaki ng,
he perused the calculations. H's excitement intensified as he grasped the
nature of the problem A finger darted to the switch, noving a blank page into
view Welding a stylus with vigorous novenents of a sinew hand, the

consul tant scribbl ed computations.

Fifty mnutes later, Colunbia's forenost mathenatical theorist radiated a
frustration matching Arlen's. "This approach won't work," he breathed. "Nor
will yours. It's nore flawed than mine, although your conception of the
application of so unique a breakthrough, should one prove possible, seens
sound. | can solve the problem |'mcertain of that, but doing so will take
f ourweeks: an endl ess succession of fifteen-hour days spent inmersing nyself
totally in the work."

"WII you undertake to solve it, Levi? Spend the tinme--put forth the effort?
Assist in a national energency? Drop your theoretical pursuits--your teaching
duti es--achieve the breakthrough that'll enable ne to design and build the
device | envision?"

Levi's smle warned Arlen to the core. "Any | eader but you woul d have i ssued
me an inperious order, not a request," he observed accurately. "Yes, I'lI
undertake the task, and help you later, as far as I"'mable, in the practica
application." Dust of the ancient prophets! Arlen just offered a challenge
can't refuse. Mght it lever me out of ny worn groove--re-ignite the old fire?
WII | prove able?

"I appreciate your ungrudgi ng readiness to offer assistance no one el se stands
capabl e of giving. Levi, I'lIl not ask you to do this out of altruismor
patriotism I|'ll see to it that your reward--financial and

pr of essi onal - - exceeds that of the work normally engagi ng you."

"Reward!" Astoni shment pronpted that soft utterance. Your present eminence in
no way affects your innate generosity of spirit, Levi acknow edged inwardly.
Bl eakness surfaced in the theorist's eyes as he shook his head. "I need no
reward, Commander. A national emergency takes precedence over persona
financi al concerns, and you' ve no absolute guarantee that 1'll solve the
probl em except ny perhaps unwarranted faith in ny ability. I'mfifty

Eart hyears ol d--past ny prine as a creative thinker. I'Il do ny best for you,
but I'd hate to accept any reward before | knew |I'd deserved one. Arrange to
rei mburse the University for the salary of whatever professor the Chancell or
hires to substitute for nme, and let's put off any talk of other renuneration
until we see what success attends ny attenpt.”

Arlen's deep voice shook with passion. "Levi, your whol e professional career
has been one of unselfish service! I'mwell aware of the obstacles you've
fought to surnount--hindrances placed in your path by small-ninded | esser
intellects calling thenselves theorists and professional educators. |'ve no
doubt what soever that you'll solve this problem|'ve set you--and when you do,
"Il demand that you accept a reward commensurate with the uni que nature of
your contribution."

Shades of the ancients | "My greatest reward lies in the magnitude of the
regard a suprenely able former student feels for me, sir." And that's no lie



"A regard you deserve, Levi. Well. I'll assign you quarters and an office, and
arrange matters with the Chancellor. | stand in debt to you, as does Col unbi a.
I"mrecruiting you, as of now, for an indeterm nate period of enlistnment, into
t he Special Force. Your rank as ny personal technical advisor will equal that
of captain, and so will your salary. Your induction will sinplify your gaining
access to mlitarily sensitive information, and el ectronic conponents.”

"Why.sir.that's nost generous of you!" | can't believe what | just heard!

Levi's positively elated to find hinself abruptly torn fromhis peacefu
academic life. Wiy? |'d have thought .."Not generous--fair. It's the |east |
can do, and not all | intend to do. I'll make the demand | nentioned, when you
conplete the task. Until then, don't hesitate to ask for any special aid or
equi pnment you need, or ny personal services as a consultant with regard to the
physics involved in ny glimer of an idea."

Sliding the door closed in the wake of his newest recruit, Arlen experienced a
surge of hope. If anyone can find a solution, Levi's the man, he congratul ated
hinmself. And he's eager. Past his prine? |'mthirty-six. WIIl | feel jaded at
fifty? I hope not!

The taut frame of the man whose mind characteristically raced ahead of his

nmot or systemrelaxed at this juncture. Well, Arlen, you need to outfit
yourself with a specialized | aboratory you can nove at a nonent's notice. Your
personal vessel. That Earth-armed ship you reserved for your own use, despite
t he shock your captains strove to conceal, and the wath your rivals prudently
refrained fromexpressing to your face.

Yes. And you need hi gh-handedly to seize the three Earth-built passenger
vessel s that once plied interworld routes. Enlist the help of the First
M nister for those acquisitions--make use of Neville's talent for diplomacy.

Three orbital forts-, and your perfected device. Assume that you will perfect
it. Signe will find herself permanently shut out of the space around Col unbi a.
Per haps she'll die annihilated in the process of discovering our

i nvul nerability, fighting as she does in the forefront of any strike she
| aunches. Damed if I'mnot forced to adnire her unbelievabl e courage! So.
You' ve work enough facing you to keep three men busy for a fourweek.

Five hours later, the Commander-in-Chi ef rose, stretched, ate a standard neal,
and headed for Fifth Corps' Infirmary, where he | ooked in on Lacey.

Havi ng awakened sone twenty mnutes earlier froma |long spell of

unconsci ousness produced by the drug known as sleep inducer, the Captain
severely wounded during the recent raid fought an uphill battle agai nst an
overpowering |lassitude with the sane characteristic tenacity that had kept him
on his feet after taking so wicked a thrust.

Smiling into the ruggedly handsone face of the man whose narrow escape from
death still sent chills chasing dowmn Arlen's spine, the visitor noted the
tight set of Lacey's nouth, and the sickly hue disguised by the coppery cast
of the Captain's skin. "Awake, | see," Arlen greeted him "Feel up to
tal ki ng?"

"That's about all | can do, right now, sir. My ship. Did Signe..

"No. She refrained fromblasting either yours or Danner's--coolly demanded
that | issue an order forbidding either captain to fire on those she captured.
The two ships in which she and her raiders arrived we found to be utterly
undet ect abl e. Not hi ng shows up on scanni ng screens--not the slightest shadow.
| therefore allowed her prizes to lift. She could have annihilated two



Eart h-arned vessels with ease, but she acted with a gallantry I"mforced to
admre even as | seethe at the | osses we sustained."

"Two ships..both undetectable.." Stunned, Lacey gasped, "So that's why.."

"That's why she took Marcel and yourself so conpletely by surprise. Besides,
she ought to have run short of fuel while conducting those maneuvers at the
lce Wrld."

"I couldn't imagine.” Arlen sawrelief flood the black eyes riveted to his.
"Perhaps Signe intended to run both ships utterly dry, sir..enploy as fuel the
wat er - shi el ding that protects against cosm c radiation..chance the harm her
doi ng so woul d expose those aboard to sustaining."

"Per haps, but even so, she risked utter disaster. Lacey, how many nen hit that
| ock? Can you make any sort of estinmate?"

Frowni ng, the survivor strove to recall the details of the fight. "Signe
herself | ed them.a goodly nunmber. A ship's full conplenent.or nore. The
scar-faced swordsman who dropped Lindsay had to have been Conor. A redhead
hol ed ne..a young nman. Conmmander ..sone of those raiders.were wonen ." Shock

| ooked nakedly fromthe eyes of a warrior whose every instinct pronpted him
not only to spare nonconbatants of either sex, but also to act chivalrously
towards any worman: friend or foe.

Arlen precisely gauged the magnitude of that shock. Problem that cultura
difference will prove , he reflected bitterly. The worst of us precipitated a
situation the best of us will find enotionally difficult to handle . "Signe
descended in one black ship, and left the other tailing Rafael. She had to
have fielded nore than twelve fighters. It's possible she docked the ot her
vessel first--disgorged a force, and then lifted agai n--but not probable.
Dam! Strategist, that infernal woman."

"Signe ran Marcel through. He's dead..has to be..right..?"

"He is. Lindsay's alive--barely. He sustained two thrusts: one m nor, and one
nearly fatal. The raiders killed three of his cargo spacers, and wounded three
others. The Gaeans took the remaining five men prisoner--haul ed them al ong
when they stole the full load of ice. Marcel's crewnen all died at the scene.
You're |ucky, Lacey."

"I should've.killed that dammed redhead.." Bl ack anger freighted the invalid's
har sh whi sper.

"You likely took on the third or fourth best swordsman in Gaea, Lacey, and
survived. Be glad of that. Now, concentrate on getting well, and on follow ng
Ahearne's orders. Fine physician, heis. I'll look in again, tonmorrow "

"|..appreciate that.sir." Exhausted by the effort to talk, the patient closed
his eyes, and drifted into a doze.

Arlen strode out. It's a good thing Lacey didn't ask the full extent of our
losses , he reflected dourly. No sense unnecessarily depressing a nman wounded
as severely as he is. Well. I've deployed the renmining fourteen ships of the
Speci al Force around both Colunbia and the Ice Wrld, and initiated stringent
nmeasures to prevent that blasted woman from ever again taking a ship's crew by

surprise.

Should | deprive Galt of his one remaining first-class mlitary ship? No. W
still face the likelihood of raids by renegades--by that damed brute Chapell,



who' Il seize every possible advantage offered by a national energency. In

fact, 1'd better transfer to Second Corps that new second-class mlitary
vessel fresh out of the shipworks. Its crude armanent can't harm Chapell's
shi p--vessel of the sane class, his--but it's all | can do.

Only Gelett's getting wiped with all of his crew by Signe and her raiders--of
Glt's senior captain's comng off no better than Marcel and
Lambert--prevented ny suave rival fromstirring up a stormof criticism
sufficient to undermne nmy hold on power to a fatal degree. As things stand,
I"mless secure than | was. Damm! That pernicious woman will attack again,
soon. Safe bet, that.

What's driving her? Not revenge--not a desire to wage all-out war. She's bent
on acquiring a fleet of Earth-arned nmilitary ships. Is she contenplating
eventual conquest? A well-planned, relatively bloodl ess assunption of control
of Colunbia, rather like the coup | staged? That could be. Qur popul ace,
crowmding a belt girdling a single planetoid, offers Signe an opportunity
deni ed ne. |npossible undertaking, conducting such an operation against a
citizenry scattered over thirty-nine inhabited rocks.

Nor man benefited fromthe dual elenents of surprise, and a pacifistic
tradition that rendered Gaea's citizens wholly unused to bearing or w elding
arns. The Gaean | eadership held to the Convention. They built no weapons
capable of killing at a distance. W broke that agreenent, never abrogated,
whi ch Johann's successor negoti ated between the first Gaeans and the first
Col unbi ans. The Gaeans even refrained fromforging the swords the Convention
allowed. That initial handicap renders Sigurd' s and his warrior daughter's
achi evenent all the nore astounding.

And now, she's decentralized her governnment. Amin and Evan deduced that,

pi cking up the comunications em ssions of her civilian officials. Signe
conmands not only five Earth-arned ships, but also a crack force of veterans:
men boasting greater experience in bloody hand-to-hand fighting than do yours.
Men, Arlen? Men and women. Dam!

Si x hours of sleep gained after battling the poignant regret arising fromthe
unwont ed separation fromhis wife and son restored the nmental and physica

bal ance of the dictator who rose at 0400, and set about noving the
headquarters of his Special Force out of the capital. Having sumoned the

of ficer he had installed as Commander of Fourth Corps upon Courtney's death at
Brant's hand, Arlen waved his associate into a chair. "Ah, Oloff. The

devel opnent of yesterday forces me to reorgani ze the defense of our world.

Even as | regret the magnitude of our losses, | adnmit to harboring a certain
grimsatisfaction that ny assessment of the danger Signe's possession of even
one ship posed proved accurate. | count heavily on your whol e-hearted support

in the crisis we now face."

Arl en paused | ong enough to watch his new appoi ntee nod vigorously. "I'm
appropriating the facility operated by Fourth Corps at Chenen. | plan to base
the Special Force there, so as to renpbve fromthe vicinity of the capital the
headquarters fornm ng a magnet for any future strike Signe mght contenplate.
|'ve begun neasures that | hope will shortly nullify the advantage her
undet ect abl e ships confer, but until those defenses are in place, we're direly
vul nerable to attacks out of the black

"So. The personnel and second-cl ass ships based at Chenen, you'll renove to
the installation operated by Fifth Corps at GQuyenne. That facility's snaller,
and nore distant fromthe capital, but not as well suited to nmy need. It's
bei ng vacated for you. I'Il appreciate your pronpt conpliance with this



i rksone, but nobst necessary order."

"OfF course, sir. I'lIl oversee the operation personally, starting at once

Ei ght hours should see us noved." No chagrin surfaced on the face of the

of ficer exceedingly wary of annoying this dictator whom Ol of f regarded as
havi ng enconpassed Courtney's denise, even though his predecessor died inpaled
on Brant's bl ade.

"lI've arranged for Fulke to send second-class ships to assist with transfer of
personnel. That aid should enable you to conplete the nove in even shorter
time. Let nme know when the premi ses are vacated."

"Yes, sir.

The Senior Captain strode in as Oloff departed.

"Ah, Amin! Sit down," Arlen invited, extending a hand. "I'minitiating sudden
and extensive changes in the organization of our Special Force. Wthin six
hours, | hope to see the changes inplenmented. |I'm noving nmy headquarters out

of the capital--to Chenmen. Wien he's able, Lacey will act as second in comand
of that base. Dahl will be stationed there, as well.

"You'll take command of the shipworks at Dunn. Ford and Simon |'Ill place under
your orders. Danner will be in charge at Briedd, over Gordon. Evan will
alternate command at the lce World with Brant. Evan's three-ship force wll
consi st of hinself, Waylon and Preston. Brant, Yukio and Denmetrius wll
conpri se the other. \Wichever three captains are off duty there will man Fifth
Cor ps' base at Rochester. Dahl will act as nmy coordi nator--schedule orbita
flights around Col unbia by vessels of all those charged with defense of the
horme world."

Pausing to allow that Iist of changes to sink in, Arlen fixed his ol dest and

closest friend with glittering eyes. "l've taken steps to forma defense
around our world that will nullify Signe's advantage, and hopeful |y, detect
her presently invisible ships. I'mlaying an additional burden on you, Amin
You' re a ship-systens engineer. |'ve appropriated the three Earth-built
passenger vessels. We'll utilize those ships as orbital forts, and nount the
speci al devices for detecting Signe's black ships aboard them Those passenger
vessels will forman inpenetrable shield around Col unbia. You' |l oversee the

transformati on of those ships into forts featuring locks to which nmilitary
shi ps can dock. That's why |I'm assigning you to the shipworks.

"Your orders will enable you to conmandeer whatever talented individuals you
need--mlitary or civilian--to press into the work. |I've confidence in your
tact. | know you'll enploy persuasion as far as is possible. That assignment
will nean that your lieutenant will be comrandi ng your ship an inordinate
amount of the time. Can Jason handle that? |'ve put you in a bind, having just
promoted Preston to a captaincy, and left you with an untried second officer."

That observation produced a vi gorous head-shake of negation. "Sir, Jason is
fully as experienced a spacer as is Preston. He's equally resourceful: a
seasoned warrior. The transition occurred w thout so much as a ripple in the
snoot h operation of ny ship. Lay your mind to rest on that score. As for the
other matter.." Amin's body unconsciously attested to his willingness to rise
to a form dable challenge, as forcefully as did his verbal response. "I'l|

handle it--do nmy best to justify your faith in ny ability."

"My faith's anchored in bedrock. Well. |'ve ordered the passenger vessels to
dock at the shipworks. I'Il issue these new orders at once."

Rising as Arlen did, Amin gripped the outstretched hand of his



Conmander -i n-Chief. "You were right about Signe's intentions, sir," he
admtted candidly. "But for your forethought in securing the first-class
ships, her strike m ght have served as a catalyst for a successful coup by
Galt or Dexter. It doesn't pay to underestinmate so unique a warrior. Her
ability defies beliefl"”

"She's what Nornan's conquest retooled out of a protégée of Sigurd's. His
daughter displays all his charisma, and nore than his daring. Gllant eneny,
Si gne. She could have blasted Mnistry Main Habitat to slag, and reduced our
government to a shanbl es, thereby assuring the ascendancy of sone mlitary
dictator of Galt's caliber, who' d have initiated a war of annihilation. The
resul ting bl oodbath woul d have reached astronom cal proportions in both

worlds. | just hope she doesn't gain too great an edge before ny
counterneasures rest in place. She'll strike again."
"W'l | stay on constant watch. Never doubt that."

Wthin six hours, Oloff and Ful ke notified the Comrander-in-Chief that the
dual moves of personnel had been conpleted. Arlen Iifted his personal vessel
docked at Chenen, and inmedi ately set a crew of picked technicians to work
altering the interior of the vessel to specifications he had drawn up hinself
with neticul ous care.

Havi ng seen the work begun, Arlen called Dahl into his office, and infornmed

hi s subordinate of his newest responsibility. "Wen Lacey's able, he'll be
second in comrand here, Dahl, but you'll rank as ny personal aide, in addition
to your duties as captain. You'll coordinate the orbital flights of the ships

under all four captains in charge--Lacey, Am n, Danner, and either Brant or
Evan, depending on which of the two is off duty fromthe Ice Wrld. Wrk with
them to insure that a force remains aloft to do whatever can be done when
Signe utilizes those undetectable ships in a new strike in the interimbefore
| achieve a defense that will nullify her advantage.”

"Yes, sir." Shades of the slain, he's placing nore trust in ne than in
captai ns who' ve served himfor Earthyears! | can see why he'd not pronote
Sinmon. He's older, and far less likely to react swiftly in a crisis. 1'd not
hesitate to risk all for a chance at proving ny worth. Arlen m ght well see
Gordon in the same light as Sinon. But why me, rather than Ford? He's as

conpetent as |l--as intelligent and as daring, |'d wager, as Lacey, Evan, and
Danner. Well, 1'lIl sweat blood for Arlen. Likely he knows | will. Is that
why ?

Wel | aware of the degree of pride his words generated, the shrewd observer
savored satisfaction. Loyalty inpervious to the tenptations posed by anbition
earned you ny trust, Dahl, he silently commended the former Third Corpsnman

“I'mlaying on you as well, a second responsibility,” Arlen inforned the
intent listener. "l've recruited Levi, the forenost mathematician of our tine,
into the Special Force. In his capacity as technical advisor, he'll hold the
rank of captain. At the present tine, he'll be inmmersed during the bulk of his
waki ng hours in the crucial work |I've laid on him but even so, |'d appreciate
your giving himany help you can, to snooth over a hurried transition froman
acadenic career in the University to arolein annlitary force. Levi's the
man whose inportance to the security of our world just at present exceeds that
of anyone el se. ™

"OF course, sir. I'll do all I"'mable to do for him"

"Lacey's lieutenant will dock here tonmorrow. Rafael's bringing Levi. Lacey
won't be on his feet for a fourweek or nmore--if then."



"At |east he's recovering, sir. I'mglad of that."

No hypocritical wish, that , Arlen noted with satisfaction. Dahl's no Ford,
secretly rejoicing in a thinning of the ranks that increases his own seniority
in the Special Force. Well, Amin will keep a sharp eye on Ford, and report any
suspi cions he entertains, should ny self-serving subordinate decide to ally

hinmself in any way with Galt or Dexter.

My giving Brant command with Evan will bind a man formerly Courtney's senior
captain nmore firmy than ever to nyself. Able officer, Brant. Anbitious and
cal cul ating, but a man of honor. He's incapable of the sort of treacherous
shift of allegiance to one of ny rivals that Ford wouldn't hesitate to conmit.
Vll. I've deployed ny forces with care. | need to stay alert while | wait to
see what devel ops.

Dahl net Rafael and his charge in the outer |ock, when Lacey's |ieutenant
descended at Chenen. Expecting to greet a timd, unworldly professor wholly
unsuited to mlitary life, the veteran experienced shock when Raf ael

introduced himto a tall, spare, supple individual wearing a new black uniform
as if he belonged in it. Noting that neither sheath nor hilt of the sword worn
in a carrier suspended fromthe mathematician's belt gave the appearance of

bl at ant newness, Dahl held out his hand to the theorist of whose intellectual
m ght the spacer-fighter stood in awe.

"I"'mproud to neet a man of your acconplishnents, Levi," he greeted his new
associate, marveling at the strength of the man's grip. "lI'mthe
Conmander -i n-Chief's aide, as well as one of his captains. |I'll show you to
your quarters."”

"I'd appreciate that," Levi replied, snmiling with a degree of warnth that
astoni shed Dahl. "Rafael, | thank you, for hauling nme along."

"My pleasure, sir." Rafael's manner convinced the aide that Lacey's rather
reserved lieutenant found his new coll eague as refreshingly pleasant a
surprise as did he hinself.

As the theorist tossed a heavy bag onto one of two bunks in the cabin to which
Dahl conducted him the veteran infornmed his cabinmate, "We're sharing these

quarters, Levi." Mndful of the newconmer's lack of famliarity with the duty
schedul e, he added, "At least, I'll sleep here when |I'mashore. This is your
locker. 1'll nmake us a cup of coffee, while you put away your gear."

Levi's chuckl e warnmed Dahl anew. "That task won't take nme long. One extra
uniform and a spare pair of boots, constitutes ny entire wardrobe. The rest
of this bulging bag is datapads: a hoard | boldly nade off with, when | |eft
the University. | hated the thought of having to scrounge all this data out of
the world's bank a second tine, or of coomitting all of it to a nmacrodisc,
which 1'd need a ternminal to access."” Parting the bands hol ding the

gl ass-cloth duffel bag closed, Levi displayed a greater profusion of the

el ectroni ¢ devices than Dahl had ever seen gathered in one place.

"Shades of the uneasy dead! Your forner colleagues might have to resort to
buyi ng one! Here, have a cup. It's this norning' s--stout, you'll find it."

"Thank you." Casting a cursory glance around the cranped cabin featuring two
netal bunks, built-in utilitarian furniture, a ternminal, and a galley, the
newconer inquired, "Wich bed' s yours?"

"I"ll use the far one. You take the bunk next to the term nal. You m ght want
to read in bed."



"I do that nightly. Considerate of you, that offer."

"No sweat. | realize that you'll be imrersed for the bul k of your days in the
probl em t he Conmander-in-Chief laid on you, but I want you to know that |
stand ready to offer you any help | can give, with regard to your fitting into
the mlitary establishnent here. If I'"min space, and you encounter a problem

or need a question answered, raise ne, if the matter can't wait until [|'m
back. "

The | ean, expressive face of the new enlistee glowed with pleasure. "I

appreci ate your conradely offer, Dahl," Levi exclained, sensing a genuine w sh
to be helpful. "You could do me one favor, if and when you've tine. | tend to

negl ect exercise when |'mimersed in a theoretical problem Wthout ny wfe
to penetrate the fog--to prod ne into doing as | should, however

unwi I Iingly--1"11 end by neglecting that duty. If you' d condescend to engage
in a bout with foils with a man who's unlikely to be your equal with the
sword, |'d appreciate the favor."

By the teeming life of Earth ! "1'||l welcome the opportunity to take ny own
exercise fencing." Now why in hell would a man of his genius have taken up
swor dsnmanshi p? Dahl asked hinmself in benmusenent.

"Don't hesitate to interrupt me, however engrossed | nmy appear,” Levi urged.
"Coll ect me at your own convenience. If I'mat the threshold of some nmjor

br eakt hrough, 1'Il sinply excuse nyself on that particular day."

"I'"ll do that. Well, make yourself at home. My sleep-shift--when |'mhere--is
supposed to be from 2000 to 0400, but Arlen tends to work late, and I'm often
del ayed in getting to bed. I'll try not to wake you, if you' re asleep."

A chuckl e greeted that new evi dence of thoughtful ness. "Don't worry on ny
account. My wife has acquired the habit of rising at all hours to tend
experinments. |'ve grown oblivious to her |eaping out of the bed we share, so
I"'mquite sure | won't be disturbed by your novenents about the cabin.”

"Your wife's a scientist 2"

"A biochem st, Rachel is. She has deposited a considerabl e body of work in the
bank, under the seal of the University." A faint sigh escaped the veteran's

conpani onabl e new peer. "I'll miss Rachel. Constant access to her conpany is
the only aspect of nmy forner life I'll mss drastically.”

"I expect you will. I know Arlen sorely misses his wife. Gven the likelihood
of the war's lasting a considerable tinme, I'mglad |I'mnot married." Draining

his cup, Dahl passed a few nore cordial remarks before taking his departure,
both relieved and surprised by the inpression his new charge had nade.

Levi actually seens to relish being uprooted so suddenly fromhis position on
the faculty , he nused, puzzled by that circunstance. He's got depth to him
you didn't expect. He's not the typical professor, that's for damed sure.
Vell! | rather think I'Il enjoy playing nentor to so |ikeable a nman

Di smissed by Arlen at 1000 upon the following norning for an hour's exercise,
Dahl made an appointnment, in the Comrander-in-Chief's hearing, to neet Levi in
the fencing arena adjacent to the exercise hall of the base. Turning to
encounter his superior's questioning glance, Dahl explained, "Levi urged nme to
interrupt him sir. He said that without his wife around to remind him he'd
forget to take his exercise. I'Il admit that his wishing to take it fencing
rat her surprised ne."



"Mmm.so he kept that skill honed! After he offered Ordway so polished a
chal | enge, and then pinked the man in so masterful a fashion, I'msure his
col | eagues entertained no further doubt that he'd willingly defend his honor
fromtheir sarcastic slights. Ordway got the point. Levi laid his sword-arm
open to the bone."

"Levi's a duelist , sir?" Eyes in which Arlen read shock, w dened. Had | not
gotten ny degree froma branch division of the University, |I'd know that |, the
son of mddl e-class parents conceded regretfully, even as he experienced
fierce pride in having risen to the rank of captain despite his |acking the
cachet conferred by residence at the main canpus in the capital

"Victor in three such encounters. Two when he was an undergraduate, and that
one | mentioned, that occurred right after he accepted the professorship he
just laid down to accommpdate ne. Throughout his academ c career, Levi has
encountered subtle prejudice--slights by nen jeal ous both of his unique
heritage and his towering genius. He equipped hinself to take action regarding
sneering remarks offered to his face, but couldn't defend hinmsel f against

t hose tossed of f behind his back by his fellow professors, or by

adm ni strators passing himover for certain benefits his achi evenents
nerited."

Dahl's lip curled. "I find it hard to believe nen in positions of authority in
a great university could be so petty, sir."

"I ndeed.” No such pettiness afflicts you, Dahl |, Arlen reflected with
satisfaction. If you divined that Levi's a nenber of one of those old fanilies
still living in accord with an ancient heritage of scholarship and tradition
you never |et your discovery influence your acceptance of the nman.

Dahl found Levi to be the possessor of a nost satisfactory degree of skil
with the sword. He's not ny equal, but he's no novice , the veteran judged
accurately. "You nust practice regularly," he comrended his partner

"I fence five days a week with a teacher of the art--a man of considerable
force," the mathenmatician confided. "I've done so for Earthyears. The activity
keeps nme in shape. | enjoy the intellectual thrill of trying to outguess an
opponent, far nore than sinply working out on a set, although | do that as
well." Nice chap, Dahl. Conradely, devoid of condescension, unprejudiced. He
judges a new col |l eague solely on his nerits. Interesting face--not handsone,
but expressive of friendly concern for a man he nust see as totally lacking in

mlitary skill. Likeable, he is .s traightforward. Wat irony! | find this
tough, conpetent veteran a nore congenial associate than | did a fair nunber
of my fellows at the University. | wonder whether .. No. Brace up, man. You're

here for one reason only. Damm!

Not a word about his having drawn blood in a duel , Dahl nused. No braggart,
Levi. As unassumi ng and pl easant a genius as one could imgine. Not in the
| east what | expected!

Ami n, sharing quarters with Ford that adjoined those of Jason and Donovan,
Ford's lieutenant, found hinself the object of well conceal ed but detectable
ill-feeling. Well aware of Ford's inward rage at being offered no position of
responsibility despite his having served Arlen as |ong as Evan, Danner and
Lacey, and |onger than Brant, the man enjoying the coveted rank of Senior
Captain in the Special Force brought about the arrangement of quarters. By
preventing Ford's using the privacy of a cabin shared with a subordinate as a
conveni ent place in which to fonent dissatisfaction, he placed a subtle
barrier in the mal content's path.



Sinon just mght fall under Ford's sway , the Senior Captain surmnised dourly.
Vll, | won't be here every nonent Ford is, but I'll wager this arrangenent
hanpers his activities. Jason will pass along to ne any observation he nakes
of Donovan's abetting his captain's naneuvers, should that occur. Disgusting
necessity, this, but it's the least | can do for Arlen. He's bearing a
crushi ng wei ght on his mnd, these days.

Late that night, the object of Amin's solicitude strode wearily into his
private quarters. Mre tired than hungry, he nonethel ess exerted his

wi || power, knowing his need to refuel a body running continuously on a

form dabl e adrenal i ne hi gh. Reaching into the freezer integral to his galley,
he wit hdrew one of the standard neal s synthesized and packaged by the Mnistry
of Food Resources, indifferent as to its contents. Perusing the |abel only to
determ ne how long to set the tinmer, he thrust his dinner into the oven, and
programred the devi ce.

Whil e the food cooked, the Commander-in-Chief stepped into the shower cylinder
in the bathcabin of his private quarters. Warily, absently, he soaped hinself
under the mist cycle, luxuriating with conscious enjoynent as the brief but

i ntense barrage of rinse-water sprayed fromjets in the wall. Feeling nore

rel axed, he stood fluffing his short brown hair as the spray ceased, and warm
air issued fromthe jets.

Emerging dry, he tossed his uniforminto the adjuster, and strode out stark
naked to eat in that state. Shortly thereafter, he clinbed unclothed into his
bunk, thereby conforming to the practice universally observed in both Col unbi a
and Gaea: two cultures that considered ni ghtwear an unnecessary waste of
costly fabric synthesized frominorgani c substances painstakingly m ned on
airless, pitted rocks. The Gaeans retiring at that same nmonent far across the
void saw no conflict between that utilitarian viewpoint and the ingrai ned
nodesty so characteristic of both sexes. Their custom merely decreed that
spouses avoi d seeing each ot her nude before slipping beneath the cover of the
bed they shared--behavi or guaranteed to strike the sexually perm ssive

Col unbi ans as utterly | aughabl e.

Sl eep eluded the man tossing restlessly on his hard bunk. |'mtoo uptight to
doze off--unable to come down off the peak of concentration | just achieved |,
he conplained to his alter ego. | nonetheless require rest. | don't dare take

a mld dose of sleep inducer, either, given that |I might find nyself reacting
in md-shift to a strike by that infernal woman. It's essential that | conpose
my mind. I'll do well to think of something other than ny nultitudi nous

pr obl ens.

Karyn's piquant face floated in the inner vision of the autocrat casting about

for a restful topic on which to dwell. Experiencing a famliar stirring in his
| oi ns, he sighed as poi gnant yearni ng washed over him Banish that w sh, as
well |, he commanded hinsel f. Think of sonething el se--sone thene unrelated to

your present dil emma.

H storical analysis. Rochefort's treatise on military history. Reflect on the
way authoritarian figures repeat the m stakes of former regines ad
infinitum-here, and in the star-system of our ancestors' origin. Focus on
that thesis. Keep your mnd off your gonads, Arlen. Of your |oneliness. Of
the plots of your rivals. Of the likelihood that you'll |ose nmen you val ue
hi ghly--nen as close as brothers--in the conflict ahead. Think about the
dangers to your honor your assunption of dictatorial power poses. Strive to
see your present role against the backdrop of history, and take warning. You
wal k a sword-edge suspended over an abyss, daily.



Mustering all his power of will, Arlen forced fromhis mnd all thought but
that last, and fell asleep sternly resolved to avoid the nbst egregious errors
tenpting a mlitary dictator governing an historically mlitant society.

Chapt er Seven

Her lithe body taut, her attitude purposeful, the Conmander of the Gaean
Mlitary Force swept an appraising gl ance over the faces of eight officers
seating thenselves in the presence of their superior. Dark circles reniniscent
of old bruises shadowed the youngest Captain's eyes. H s handsone face
appeared drawn--set in stern lines. Midelyn's death aged Sean , Signe adnmitted

bl eakly, and Morgan as well, but sorrow hasn't affected either warrior's wll
to fight. On the contrary, each seens to have renewed his dedication to the
cause. As did Conor. How long will it be before | lose Conor? O Mrgan? O

Sean? O ...Eric? Anguish seared the mind of the Spartan-soul ed patriot, and
flayed her heart anew, w thout weakening in the slightest degree her
determ nation to gain her overriding objective.

"Gentl enen. Two hours fromnow, we set forth to seize another first-class
mlitary ship. W'll transfer both vessels into high orbits around Col unbi a,
and spend considerable tinme listening and learning. | consider it highly
unlikely that Arlen will have devi sed any neans of detecting our black ships
this soon, but you can bet your next neal that he'll have ordered his nmen to
watch the vid. We'll be undetectable, unless the eneny spots us when we
decelerate. W'll nake the transfer over a pole, so as to | essen the chances
that our exhaust will be noticed. A ship might chance to be flying a
trajectory fromwhich we could be spotted. That risk we'll run. We'll decide
on a target once we've listened."

Raki ng the conpany with keen bl ue eyes, Signe detected a collective

determi nation the equal of her own. "This tine, Jassy, you and Yuri will fly
enpty of personnel. That will enable you to hover on your exhaust, and stil
retain fuel anple enough to enable you to nake the transit back to Gaea. If we
| ose a ship on a lock, you nmight be able to pick up those surviving on the

surface. I'"missuing small but powerful transceivers that will allow those
ashore to contact you. W'll enjoy no el ement of surprise during this
operation, but to facilitate our exiting the lock, we'll enploy the
count er neasure Conor suggested. |'mconfident that we'll gain the corridor
Every nenber of our assault force--thirty-two veterans of the surface
war--wi Il hold a deci ded edge over the nmajority of the corpsmen Arlen fields."

Scanni ng the resolute faces, the Commander observed nods, and even a grim
snmle or two. Fierce pride surged through her as she flashed her nenorable
snmle on her core staff. "Whng, my congratul ati ons on your voi ce-coder. Qur
communi cati ons eni ssions seemto have gone undetected. Jassy, we owe you as
well. We'd have failed to Iift one at |east of those ships, had you not taught
us what you did."

As she watched, the martial expert nodded gravely, while the bulldog face of
the expert in electronics set into lines of even deeper determ nation

Twenty-four hours |later, seated between Theo and Mal col mat the board of the
bl ack ship, the Commander |istened intently even as she studied the

marvel ously detailed, brilliantly illum nated depiction of the surface of

Col unbi a: a panoranma visible on the nultispectral screens during each crossing



of the belt of habitats. Well aware that the terrain she scanned appeared on
the screen as it would have | ooked ten mnutes earlier in tinme--a circunstance
that rendered nultispectral screens usel ess during maneuvers--Si gne revi ewed

t he know edge just acquired, and decided on a strategy.

Sitting back, she turned a specul ative gl ance on Theo. "Arlen has spread out
his force--noved his headquarters to Chenen, away fromthe capital," she
observed. "He bases three mlitary ships at this location." A long forefinger
pointed at the screen. "That's a small nunicipal unit called Rochester

| ocated on the opposite side of the planetoid fromthe capital. Chenen seens
to be a large base, as is their shipworks: Dunn. Two other first-class vessels
operate out of Briedd. That unit sports a larger mlitary base than Rochester
but it's located on the edge of the web of habitats. I'mgoing to throw us
into synchronous orbit over Briedd. W'll try nmaking a snatch there."

Ninety minutes later, Signe picked up the broadcast in which Danner identified
himself to the nen on the board at Briedd, and announced his intent to
descend.

"Theo, listen," the warrior urged. "That first-class ship on Lock Three, about
to ascend, is preparing to take on fuel. This man Danner will shortly dock on
Lock One. W're going to use the descent sequence you just calculated, to dock
on Lock Four, thirteen mnutes behind the ship that's descending. Danner will
have punped the air into the inner |ock and gained the corridor, by the tine
we arrive.

"The men on the station's board will see our exhaust and sound an al arm but
neither captain will be able to lock onto us to aimhis weaponry. This ship
wi |l absorb the scanning beanms of their fire-control systenms. They could w pe
us by returning a blast along our weapon's scanning beam if we try | ocking
onto either ship, but | doubt that they'll dare | oose a blast manually at a
ship they can't detect--not when each captain knows that a vessel commanded by
a peer lies noored on the opposite side of us fromhis own.

"Well. That ship on Lock Three is due to be fueled in ten minutes. Once they
start that operation, they won't be able to withdraw the air fromthe inner

| ock without spacing half the crew. The nen on the station's board will see
our exhaust, and field what fighters they can, but the spacer-fighters aboard
the ship that just docked will have to run twice the distance we will, to
reach Lock Three. That corridor will be heavily guarded, but we won't face any
worse fight than Norman's corpsnen custonmarily put up. This base is nmanned by
Fifth Corpsnen--not by Norman's veterans--and they won't expect thirty foes to

energe. Jassy will stay on guard. He'll warn that second ship not to lift, if
we can't snatch it as well. So. This strike will require expert tinmng. You
two coordinate with Jassy and Yuri, while | issue orders to the nmenbers of the

assault force."

Returning froma weary stint at striving to catch a glinpse of a di senbodi ed

exhaust on the video screens of his orbiting vessel, Danner found hinself

rem nded of the ancient reference to searching for a needle in a haystack
Needl e | can inmagi ne, but haystack? A pile of dried grass, he nused, cut and

stored where it grew, until it got fed to cows. | can't really envision that.
Big pile, it must have been, though

Damed if | don't feel vulnerable! A black ship in free flight could blast us
the way Signe did Carey. That poor bastard never knew what hit him WllI,
maybe her | ast operation will satisfy her for a tine. It took her nine
fourweeks to strike after she stole that first ship. Could she be rendering
her new prizes undetectabl e? Suffering shades of strangl ed spacers¥ hope not.
Two such are too nany. Damm! | need ei ght hours of shut-eye. My head aches



fromstaring so long and so hard at the vid.

Striding at the head of his crew through the pressure-proof door of Lock One,
Danner shot a cal cul ating gl ance down the | ong expanse of the corridor. Patent
satisfaction suffused himas he observed the four squads guarding the

ei ght - hundr ed-neter-1ong passageway. Half of each squad of ten nen, four of
whom bore military handweapons warnmed and ready, nounted guard before the
pressure-proof door of a lock, their backs to the stairs and el evators giving
access to the base. Five others marched back and forth al ong the corridor
advancing to a point half the distance to the next |ock situated two hundred
nmeters away before retracing their route. At the end of the march, they
switched with their fellows, to stand guard over the exits while their
conrades patrolled the hundred-neter distance.

Congratul ating hinself on the readi ness of the installation for trouble,

Danner unconsciously jutted his chin as his handsone face creased into a bl ack
frown. "Dammed if I'Il risk a blot on ny career¥a plateau in ny steady rise in
seniority," he muttered all but inaudibly. "I've nade gai ns--drawn increased
responsibility. Best of all, |'ve outpaced Ford, who's as capable as he is
devi ous. Backstabber, that rotter--or could be. Well, no stain rests on ny
honor. None ever will, either. Damm, but I'mtired. Know what you need,
spacer? An hour in the arnms of Little Chloe. Her mouth on your..!

A voice shrill with fear burst fromthe interconmunication panel to annihilate
the vivid picture generated by renenbered pleasure. "Attention! Al personnel
Di senbodi ed exhaust visible on the vid! It's descending! It isn't Danner--he
just docked! We can't tell whether it's heading for Lock Two or Lock Four
Prepare for action, you nen patrolling the corridor! You nen on sleep-shift,
fall out!"

Danner took a split second to think. Instantly, he divined the intent of his
worl d's archfoe. Four. She'll dock on Four . "Myron! Take Cheng, and return
aboard! Wthdraw the air--prepare to lift--and if a chance offers, fire on
Si gne! Use your best judgnment, but whatever you do, don't |let her board!"

Myron and Cheng vani shed back into the | ock. Conmandi ng, "Spacers, follow ne!"
Danner raced down the four hundred neters separating himfromthe | ock housing
Gordon's ship, which, he realized with gut-wenching certainty, fornmed the
object of Signe's assault. As he ran, he shouted to the nmen in front of One to
proceed to Two.

Cordon had just seated hinself at the board when the alert sounded. Flipping
on the vid, he beheld the di sembodi ed exhaust settling al ongside of him
Swiftly, he accessed the programfor operating the Earth-built weaponry, and
attenpted to |l ock onto the invisible ship. To his horror, his scanning beam
vani shed without a trace, revealing no ship. Just as the notion occurred to
himto fire manually, a harsh voice couched in a heavy Gaean accent sounded
fromhis board. "Don't try loosing a blast, either of you ships on the |ock
You can't detect ne¥but |'Il sure as hell blow you both, and then reduce the
base to slag, if anyone fires on our sister-ship!"

Signe's got two black ships. Only one's docking. Twelve fighters. W can't
fire, or that bastard will do exactly as he threatened, but we can take her
Damm her gall! | can't lift--we're still fueling! "Dunbar--you nen--foll ow
ne!"

Hurling his body down into the inner |ock, sword bared, Gordon urged the
crewnen punping water to conplete the task. "Board the ship and w thdraw the
air fromthe lock!" he bade themin a hoarse shout.



Emerging into the outer |ock, he touched the switch to close the door, and
waited the eternity it seemed to take for the massive panel to swi ng shut, and
seal . Head hi gh, back ranrod straight, he ranged hinself front and center of
his spacers standing with their backs to the heavy barrier. Eyes fixed grimy
on the outer door, which remained cl osed, Gordon prepared to defend his
Earth-armed ship.

Five guards, two of whombore nmlitary handweapons carried with the generators
fully warned, and therefore battle-ready, stood facing the pressure-proof door
at Lock Four when the alarm gal vani zed theminto taut awareness of i mm nent
action. Assuming that the | ock they guarded would be the one from which the
enemy woul d burst, the officer in charge of the squad touched the switch. The
door swung towards him exposing the enpty expanse of the outer |ock. Having
proceeded inside, he issued an order to the two subordinates bearing the

el ectronic devices. "Stand to the right--tracers on the crack!" he roared.

"Bl ast through the opening!"

Pounding feet informed himthat the other half of the squad of ten just
arrived. "Range yourselves behind ne!" he bell owed. "Handweapons, to ny left!
Schmi dt - - Shi nobu--fire through the opening door!" Eyes glued to the panel, he
wat ched the flashing red Iight change to steady green

The door slowy, ponderously, began to open outwards. The two tense
guards--men charged with droppi ng whoever energed--ai ned the nassi ve weapons
borne in slings at their waists, by enploying the imagers integral to their
goggl es. Both of themcentered the red dot of the tracer on the w dening
aperture at a point the height of a nman's chest. Each man's finger rested on
the activator. As the gap increased to the span of a hand, two sharp cracks
reverberated fromnmetal walls as each conbatant fired a |l ethal pulse parallel
to the deck, into the inner |ock.

No corpse fell. Froma height a few centineters above the deck, a jet of icy
wat er under fearful pressure shot froma hose with force enough to slamthe
two corpsnen bearing the devices onto their backs. Water sprayed fromthe
wal I s, drenching all four electronic weapons. The icy shower cool ed the
casings of the generators instantly.

The man |ying prone played the streamover the four foes spraw ed on the

sli ppery deck, before cutting off the flow Dropping the inprovised weapon,
Conor leaped to his feet and attacked, bared sword in hand, seconds behi nd
Signe, Sean, and Eric. Behind the |eaders, a force of raiders charged through
t he opening to engage the six unencunbered Col unbi ans.

Precedi ng six nen and wonen bearing handweapons, Myrgan circled those
battling. Two of his conmrades fell before his eyes, but the surviving nenbers
of his squad gai ned the open door to the corridor. Swiftly, they cleared the
space outside of attackers.

Wng and three others subdued the four Col unbi ans bearing handweapons now

i ncapabl e of being activated, owing to the chill. Having slashed the slings
supporting the devices, the raiders gained paralyzing holds on the bearers.
The four martial artists then propelled their captives into the corridor
where they used them as human shi el ds.

Danner, neanwhile, stopped at Lock Two. Curtly, he snapped orders to twenty
guards--those assigned to One and Two--to guard the | ock, surm sing that
Signe's second vessel mght possibly descend there. After disposing those nen
in strategic positions, he sunmned three of the eight corpsnmen bearing

el ectronic devices, to flank him The four Col unbian spacer-fighters advanced
at a run down the corridor towards Three. Far ahead of him at the end of the



cavernous passageway, the |eader saw a force of men in black enmerge fromthe
stairs, only to fall ignom niously. Sharp cracks of electronic weaponry
reverberated off the walls.

As he neared Lock Three, the silently cursing Captain beheld four Col unbi ans
thrust out into the now cleared corridor, held by figures clad in dull slate
bl ue. That sight pronpted himto bark an order to the two nen on either side
of him to hold their fire.

Ni ne ot her Gaeans appeared, two of whom hel d hostages. Beside those, her sword
dri ppi ng bl ood, strode Signe. "Cease your advance!" she conmanded i nperiously,
her voice pitched to carry. "Drop back beyond Two, or these six nen die! And
if you sacrifice themto hit us, you'll fall to those behind us, who're arned
wi t h handweapons!"

Stifling an obscenity, Danner halted, having advanced to within ten neters of
Lock Three. Cut knotted, he weighed the situation. The ten guards in front of
Three began to retreat towards Two, wal ki ng backwards. Six sword-wi el di ng
reinforcements arrived frombelow via the stairs, only to halt, irresolute, on

seeing the plight of the hostages. "Drop to a knee, and freeze," Danner
whi spered to his nmen. "Behind those retreating. We'll hold our ground¥see what
happens." 1've got to stop her! Reach her, engage her blade, and prevail. But

howin hell ..?

Signe's force of ten advanced swiftly, and gained a position before Lock
Three. A perenptory order, reinforced by a threat that the hostages would die
if it went ignored, cleared the stairwell opposite that |ock of Col unbians.
Behind the fourteen raiders that included the six holding the hostages, ten
nore fighters arned with handweapons advanced at a trot. Those ten Gaeans
stood shoul der to shoulder, formng a slanting line across the corridor as
they covered the retreating guard, and the doors to the stairs across from
Lock Three.

Shock surged through Danner. Twenty-four fighters! Mre--Signe never |eft Four
unguar ded!

As if to punctuate the man's thought, two sharp cracks sounded fromthe far
end of the corridor. The lurid gl ow of expanded tracers illum nated the
passage of pulses invisible to the human eye. Lethal em ssions |anced fromthe
door of the lock to the head of the stairs. Miffled shouts reached his ears.

Damm her incredible gall--she's fielded at |east thirty men! he expostul ated
i nwardly.

The door of the outer |ock swng open at Three. Danner stayed where he was,
t aki ng advantage of the brief shielding the huge door swi nging through a
hundred-ei ghty degree arc afforded him As the ten corpsnen slowy obeying
Signe's injunction to fall back to Lock Two arrived at the point where the
Captain knelt, Danner whispered a curt order for themto stop and hold their
ground. "Raise your hands," he hissed. "They won't drop unresisting nen. But
stay right here."

Cordon watched the outer door of the | ock swing open. Expecting help fromthe
guards, he experienced a spasnodic clutch of the gut as he saw Signe charge in
at the head of a force larger than his. "Surrender or die!" she challenged,
beari ng down on him

"Dammed if | will!" Knowi ng hinself doomed, but stubbornly refusing tanmely to
surrender his ship, Gordon took on his world' s archfoe in a gallant,
fruitless, heroic last stand. Two minutes after crossing swords with the
silver-haired eneny wi el ding her blade with unbelievable skill, he fell



nortal ly wounded. Two of his nen died with him Three surrendered.

That assault took but five mnutes. Crouching behind a burly guard burdened
wi th a handweapon, who stood with hands rai sed, Danner watched as Signe and

t he seven raiders unencunbered w th hostages di sappeared into the | ock. The
ringing chime of steel on steel assaulted his ears. As he funed inwardly, the
si x Gaeans hol di ng human shi el ds vani shed inside as well. The ten others

wi el di ng el ectroni ¢ weapons stood immobile, warily watching the eneny force
standi ng frozen farther down the corridor

M nutes | ater, Danner saw Signe energe, acconpani ed by two swordsnen. Stil
crouched on the deck, the irate Captain observed three of the Gaeans arned
with mlitary handweapons nelt fromthe line, to hurry into the lock. As he
wat ched, their seven conrades ran backwards towards Four, flanked by Signe and
the two nmen hol di ng bared bl ades. d ancing at the door to Lock Three, he
rejoiced at seeing it swing slowy out fromthe wall.

M st ake, you just made, worman , he exulted.
I ssuing a curt command to his three spacers to follow, Danner raced ahead,
huggi ng the wall, shielded by the wi de, heavy door fromthe view-and the
aim-of those who would have to stop running in order to fire a pulse with
maxi mum accuracy. As the four Col unbians rapidly advanced, the door passed
t hrough ninety degrees of its arc, and continued to cl ose.

Just as his cover began to shrink, Danner reached Lock Three. Speedi ng around
t he al nost-cl osed door, he beheld one of his three subordi nates plunge to the
deck a nere fraction of a second before he and his crewren heard the sharp
crack of a handweapon. Ducking into the |l ock, the Captain stared at the

host ages spraw ed on the deck, but caught no glinpse of their captors. She
killed them anyway! he raged.

As he stared irately at the linp forns, he saw the chest of the man nearest
himrise and fall. No. Unconscious. Risking a glinpse outside, he waited unti
Signe's force reached Lock Four, waited until she touched the switch to close
the door, waited until the heavy panel began its outward swi ng. At that
juncture, he barked an order to his two surviving conpanions. Three nen
sprinted with adrenal i ne-enhanced fl eetness towards the encl osure sheltering
t he eneny.

Arlen's em nently career-conscious officer reached the slowy closing door
thirty seconds later, to find that he faced Signe, a scar-faced tal

swordsman, and a younger man. "Faul kner, Chavez, Signe's mine!" he rasped, his
bl ade ringing agai nst that of the worman taller than hinself. Wth savage but
control |l ed el ation, Danner engaged his world's archfoe over the fallen bodies
of the corridor-guard, and fought to kill

No squeam shness regardi ng gender affected the duelist's clear-headed exertion
of form dable skill against a warrior of |egendary prowess. Faul kner boldly
took on the distinctively scarred Gaean warrior who he correctly assumed to be
Conor. Chavez engaged Sean, who soon realized that he faced a naster

swor dsman.

Admiration of a worthy foe in no way i npeded Signe's efforts to inpale her
adversary.

Instantly aware that this antagoni st exceeded in force any with whom he had
ever crossed swords, Danner kept his head. Lifted to a height of perfornance
surpassi ng the best he had hitherto achieved, mainly through his icily

infl exible deternmination to prevail, he fenced with surpassing effectiveness.



That circunmstance enabled himto |live through a closer brush with death than
any yet faced in a career notable for narrow escapes.

Slow y, inexorably, the door swung through its arc, causing the aperture to

I essen in width. "Back, nen!" Signe commanded, just as Conor drove his stee
hone t hrough Faul kner's upper arm Wth a gasping cry, the wounded Col unbi an
reel ed backwards, to trip and fall across the dead. Sean, followed by Conor
withdrew into the lock. Signe parried Danner's last thrust, intercepting it
with the forte of her weapon. Just before the door clanged shut between them
the premier warrior smled in triunph into the scowing face of her adversary.

No relief at having escaped inpal enment inpinged on the mnd conscious only of
failure. Damation! the master swordsnman railed inpotently. | had Signe within
reach, and failed even to wound her

Poundi ng feet surrounded the Captain cursing aloud. One of his spacers touched
the switch, but by the tine the door slowy reopened to a degree all ow ng
passage of the wathful officer through the expanse of the outer |ock, the
flashing red light on the pressure-seal door of the inner announced the

i Mm nent withdrawal of the air. "How in hell did she nount that fast?" the
frustrated Col unbi an snarled. "Can the slime-rotted bitch fly ?" Florid,
unprintable invectives rose like lava to his |ips. Choking them back, Danner
stal ked out to view the carnage in the corridor and stairs.

Si gne, Conor and Sean minmicked flight. Leaping upwards, they grasped paired
nmetal rings fastened to a line, and clung with both hands while a hi gh-speed
winch lifted themin a well-practiced naneuver, past the |adder, through the
circular hole in the elevator platform through the docking nmodul e and the
hatch, and onto the bridge. Having slamred the hatch-cover closed, Mrgan
dropped supine to the deck next to the rear guard unprotected by harnesses, as
t hose manning the board lifted the undetectabl e vessel

Finding his vessel to formthe target of three converging mlitary ships able

to see his ship's plasma exhaust, Theo broadcasted a chilling warning. "I'm
| ocked on the base," he grated. "You can't lock onto ne! 1'Il level the
habitat if you don't veer off, and nmy partner will exact a fearful penalty if

you try to blast ne manually! So beware!"

Jassy had passed a simlar threat when Eric ascended in the stolen prize.
Havi ng cal cul ated the odds, Dahl, Ford, and Denetrius reluctantly held their
fire. Gordon's ship, paralleled for a short tine by two eerily di senbodi ed
gl owi ng exhausts, vanished in the void.

Ten mnutes after the second black ship lifted, Arlen docked his persona
vessel on Lock Two of Briedd. Striding into the corridor fromwhich Danner had
overseen the clearing of the dead and wounded, the Commander-i n-Chi ef advanced
to neet his captain.

"Signe got away with Gordon's ship, sir," the survivor of the raid announced
levelly. "She crossed swords with Gordon herself when he valiantly refused to
surrender, and ran himthrough. Dunbar and Carl fell. The others yiel ded.
Those aboard did as well, when the eneny Captain aloft threatened to

anni hilate the ship on the lock if they didn't. Signe took six of the guards
host age. She shot themw th sl eep inducer when she left."

Braced to hear censure, the Captain unconsciously jutted his chin a trifle as
he announced, "I lost Orin when | advanced down the corridor. Signe's assault
force wi ped four guards and seven off-duty reinforcenents. Her raid cost us
fifteen lives. The guards cut down two of her spacers in Lock Four, but the
Gaeans bore off the bodies of their dead. One of her raiders enployed a well



concei ved, novel strategy. He ran a hose froma punp in the inner lock, to the
door, and directed a pressurized streamat the nen w el ding the handweapons.
The frigid water cooled the generators. The Gaeans made off with the four
devices. We figure that Signe fielded at least thirty veteran fighters--sone
of them wonen--in an extrenely well-planned attack."

Eyes cold as the deeps of space narrowed. "Thirty fighters! Fromone ship?"

"No other explanation fits, sir. Myron and Cheng manned mny board t hroughout
the assault. Only one ship docked--on Lock Four. The other stayed al oft. That
captai n broadcasted a warning that if Myron or Gordon fired manually on the
vessel descending, he'd blow both ships and slag the base. Dahl said he wasn't
i n synchronous orbit--that he hung poised on his exhaust, high up. Dahl
maneuvered so as to be able to fire manually wi thout endangering either the
base or any commercial vessel in orbit, but the bastard accel erated, and then
vani shed before Dahl could aima bl ast.

"How in hell that captain figures he's got fuel enough to dock when he arrives

back in Gaea, | don't know, unless they pull a second hit to try to refuel
Those thirty raiders had to enmerge fromthat one black ship. Just how they
comuni cate with each other beats nme, as well. No one--Dahl, Ford, or

Deretri us--pi cked up the slightest trace of any cross-conmmuni cation. Mron
recorded on disc, and searched through it afterwards. Nothing unusual turned
up, on any band used by the mlitary. Myron assured nme that the scanning beans
of our weaponry couldn't |lock onto the descending vessel. It's as if those
shi ps absorb every dammed beam t hat i npinges."

"They do, on all wavel engths used by scanning devices, and likely others as
well. They're totally undetectable, except for the visible glow of the
exhaust. Well. Signe didn't snatch your ship, at any rate.”

"No. But | crossed swords with her--got that close!l--and failed to inflict so
much as a scratch. She sniled straight at ne as she parried ny last thrust
before the dammed door closed. | had a hell of a tinme keeping ny feet."

"You're lucky you lived. CGordon excelled as a swordsnman. "

"He did indeed, and it took Signe all of two nminutes to skewer him H s nen
said the legend' s justified--as | discovered nyself. She outclasses ne, nuch
as | hate to make so galling an adm ssion. Chavez net his equal, and that
Gaean who | ai d open Faul kner's arm had a deep, highly visible, sword-cut scar
sl anti ng down the whole right side of his face fromhairline to jaw"

"Conor." Noting the signs of fatigue in the officer reporting, Arlen sensed

t he career-conscious Captain's fear of being judged negligent. "You did al
you coul d, Danner," he reassured this man he trusted to the hilt. "Quite a
coup, Signe pulled off, but she could have anni hilated your ship and sl agged
the base as she left--enployed the armament of three first-class ships, two of
whi ch are undet ectabl e. She m ght have succeeded in blow ng Dahl's as well,
had she tried. So our |osses, devastating as they seem could have been far
greater. |I've put out a full alert, and depl oyed ships throughout the space
around both worlds, but 1'll wager she heads for Gaea. She picks up all of

our em ssions, dam her to slowrot!"

Arlen's inpassioned tone flayed the careerist's hypersensitive nerves, even as
he savored relief that the Commander-in-Chief saw fit not to hold him
accountable for the loss of Gordon's Earth-arnmed ship, and fifteen good nen.

At that juncture, Myron energed from Lock One, and strode up to his superiors.
"Commander ..Captai n..l just searched through those bands | recorded, again. |
still found nothing, but there's a cargo vessel descending on Lock Three. The



Capt ai n--Barcl ay--says he has information for the Conmander-in-Chief."

"Ahh..Barclay captains Lacey's cargo vessel! Cone with ne, gentlenen."
Fervently hoping to hear sone bit of data that might constitute a |lucky break
Arlen proceeded at a swift pace to the lock fromwhich Signe so short a tine
ago lifted her prize.

The civilian who energed fromthe |ock, a |lean individual of no inposing

hei ght, struck all three officers hastening to greet him as a man of qui et
force, self-confident and capable. "I'm Barclay, sir," he announced, offering
his hand to Arlen. "Captain of the cargo ship Lacey owns. |'m aware that
Signe's ships can't be detected, and that the Gaeans seemnot to communi cate
wi th each other over any band the military can pick up. The thought occurred
to me that she could be using a comercial band, so we've been |istening, and
standi ng prepared to record on nacrodi sc. Today we picked up a really strange
em ssion that's possibly a coded nessage. Here's the disc. If it helps, fine.
If it's a false alarm | apol ogize for bothering you during the aftermath of a
raid, sir."

"Barclay, if every comrercial spacer displayed your diligence, shrewdness, and
patriotic willingness to absorb the cost of a profitless descent and a del ay,
we might unravel sonme of the nystery shrouding these strikes. | thank you.

Whet her or not your information's hel pful, you'll take on a full |oad of fue
while you're here on this lock." Arlen's eyes flashed as he pocketed the smal
case Barcl ay tendered.

"| appreciate that, sir." Damed if | don't! Magnani nous, this |eader

Ten mnutes later, Arlen, Danner, Myron, and the officer who had been in
charge of the detail manning the board during the raid, listened intently to a
whol ly unintelligible transm ssion: singsong, clipped sounds all seem ngly
produced by a single set of human vocal chords, even though the difference in
volunme hinted at an exchange between ships at a distance from each ot her

"That's got to be sone sort of code," Myron breat hed.

"Strange.it's a two-way exchange, but it sounds |ike one voice," Danner

grow ed, rubbing his chin with his hand.

"It is one voice, which suggests that they're using an electronically
reproduced series of sounds prepared ahead of tine," the dictator declared
musi ngly. "But a code? | wonder. 1'd hate like hell to have to convert ny
cross-messages to a fellow hel msman into code, doing the sort of maneuvering
those two captains did today while avoiding collisions with ships unable to
see either vessel on their screens! Code? Hardly. Nor is that an exanple of
some sort of electronic scranbling of Earth-Standard phrases. Let me play that
again." Frowning, Arlen |listened. Shaking his head, he asserted, "That's no
code. That's a | anguage!"

"A |l anguage! Bl oody.." Controlling hinself, Danner bit back the sul furous
obscenity threatening to energe

"But sir, nobody in Gaea speaks any | anguage but Earth-Standard! Nobody anong
Johann's settlers ever did! The differing accents only devel oped over the | ast
Eart hcentury and a hal f!" Having blurted out his i mediate thought, Mron
stared at the Conmmander-in-Chief in disnmay. "I nean--excuse ny contradicting
you, sir." Dust of the dead, watch your nouth, spacer! Arlen could break you
with a word--reduce your rank, and void the position on the seniority |ist

you' ve spent twenty Earthyears sweating to reach--drop you to a status

equal ing that of raw recruit, the way he did those two ai des he caught selling



information to Galt! He's pissed as all hell!

Instantly divining the stricken spacer's thoughts, Arlen spoke in a

cal cul atedly reasoned tone. "I'mnot an infallible judge, Myron, and what you
said is perfectly true, but I'll wager a bottle of old brandy, nonetheless,
that what we just heard is an ancient tongue, revived out of necessity. |'ll
get this disc deci phered by an expert |inguist."

"Even if we do, sir, we still won't be able to detect either ship when it's in
free flight." Bone-chilling inplications of that circunstance flitted across
Danner's interior vision.

"True--and a solution to that problemw Il take tine. W'll concentrate on
keepi ng our guard up, but the nmore effectively we defend agai nst such strikes
as this, the nore likely it'll grow that Signe will enploy her weaponry

agai nst a base or a ship."

H's ire somewhat cool ed by his consciousness that his career seenmed not to
have suffered irreparabl e damage, Danner grudgi ngly but candidly voiced two
facts now grown exquisitely clear to him "Signe could have sl aughtered every
guard in that corridor today, sir. She fielded ten fighters armed with
handweapons. Thirty pul ses, they could have | oosed, but they didn't. And if |
hadn't raced to the lock to beat the door's closing, in what proved to be a
wholly futile attenpt to stop her, Orin wuld still be alive."

"I'f you'd prevailed, you would have stopped her. Your bold nmaneuver woul d have
wor ked, had you not faced the three best swordsnen in Gaea. Dammed if | don't
find nmyself admring a conmander who takes the risks that wonan routinely
does, even as | seethe.”

"I'"ve been seething nyself, sir, ever since | heard the alarm™

Arlen's nental state grew no nore tranquil as he reviewed the situation while
intransit back to his headquarters.

On the day following the return of the raiders to Gaea, Signe declared a
hol i day: twenty-four hours of conplete relaxation. Modily, Mrgan reflected
upon hearing the order that the respite cane too late for the two val ued
conr ades who had died before his eyes so short a time ago, or for Mdelyn.

Vel |, he chided hinmself, noping about won't bring them back, nor will it
serve to stiffen norale. You need to set an exanple. So smile--or at |east,
quit frowning. Ask Wing if he'd care to take you on in a bout with swords, and
then give you a lesson in his art.

Conor and Sean arrived at the huge donmed expanse of the fencing arena to
behol d the i ncongruous sight of Mdrgan's crossing foils with a man who | acked
a full thirty centineters of his height--an opponent whose reach fell far
short of his own. Exchanging sniles, they watched for a time before donning
protective gear.

Striding to the center of the adjoining long, narrow strip marked on the deck
t he bereaved survivor still consuned by grief faced the coll eague regardi ng

hi m gravely from behind the clear, hard nask. Both fencers wore a plastron

i mpervious to a thrust by a blunt-tipped practice-blade. Sean offered the
formal sword-salute: the intricate, elaborate posture of sword and body
signifying respect for a worthy adversary. Having returned the gesture with
fluid ease, Conor engaged his conrade's blade with force only a shade inferior
to that exhibited by the yout hful master swordsnan.

A few mnutes later, Jess arrived with Ryan. Two seasoned veterans sal uted



each other, exhibiting no | ess grace than did the pair now engaged. The tall
reserved warrior vigorously comrenced a bout with the wonman fully his equal in
prowess, grateful for the chance to force a hurt-filled mnd onto sonething
besi des a searing sense of |oss.

Striding into the arena, acconpani ed by Teeny, Signe surveyed three sets of
conbatants with mani fest pride, grown instantly cognizant of Conor's and
Jess's notives in selecting those particular partners. No trace of the
enotional pain generated by the recent |osses of valued conrades showed on the
handsone, faintly lined face beneath the startling silvery hair. Saluting the
redheaded worman who returned the gesture with supple grace oddly at variance
wi th her spectacularly honmely features, the Conmander engaged an opponent
whose aggressive attack forced her full absorption in the task at hand.

A considerable tine later, eight spacer-fighters stored foils, masks and

pl astrons, and retired to the dingy canteen across the corridor for drinks.
Mal col m seated opposite a delicately |ovely, sloe-eyed, gol den-skinned wonan,
greeted those dropping into chairs around a battered table. Sniling on the
newconers, Mdori did |ikew se.

d ancing fromface to face, Mrgan inquired, "Anyone want sonething different
fromhis usual? No? I'Il fetch a tray."

As the majority of those seated hel ped thenselves to tea, the purveyor of the
refreshnments set a steaming cup of bitter brew before Conor. "Try that on your
tantal um steel gut, spacer,"” he grunted. "It's a wonder you can sleep ten
hours later, after you drink what our Mnistry of Food Resources fondly calls
coffee.”

Placidly, the scarred warrior sipped the dark liquid. "Wrse than usual," he
admtted. "But tea seens insipid after you acquire a taste for this rot-gut
slop. The Mnistry's food-chem sts nust slip sonething in their wetched
imtation that nakes addicts of what few custoners they've got left."

"I planned on sending them a packet of that Col unbian coffee fromthe galleys
in those ships we stole,"” Ml col mrenmarked disgustedly. "I figured on asking
whet her they could duplicate it, but every |ast snidgeon of the powder

di sappeared down the gullets of our spacers."

M dori's infectious |augh warmed her hearers. "I've got enough for one cup
stashed, Malcolm" she confided. "Wite the nessage, and I'l|l donate ny
hoar ded powder."

Wong let the chatter flow around him As if the pain occasioned by the | oss of
conrades weren't enough, we find ourselves contending with additional sorrow
generated by wounds to our psyches , he nused bl eakly. Mrgan's whol ly
oblivious to the way Jess's eyes change when he speaks to her. He has eyes for
no woman but Signe, who cares for no nman other than as a brother. Ryan's
nour ni ng Madel yn, but even if he weren't, he'd see Teeny purely as a fell ow
warrior--a conrade. Not even as fenale, |let alone as desirable. Teeny

entertains no hope of ever marrying--never did, |1'Il wager, even before Ryan
grew so infatuated with Madelyn. And | find it a test of nmy willpower to treat
M dori purely as a pupil--a nmost prom sing novice at nmy art. | manage to hide

how | feel, but at a cost to ny peace. The only ones ampbng the eight of us
whose happi ness shows all over them are Ml col mand M dori

Wll, there's hope in that, for the future we're risking our lives to make
free of fear for a new generation. | wonder whether any of us will live to
produce sons or daughters. By the time this war ends, it could well be that
the creamof our warriors will have died w thout issue.



Sad, that. Conor's the last of his line--sired no children. He keeps his
whol Iy unheal ed wound hi dden, but suffers. He won't quit till the war's won,
t hough. Not Conor. Nor will Signe. She takes every death to heart, even as she
pl unges us into new danger. Leads us. That's the key. The Commander ri sks
herself first and forenost. She habitually declines to send a fighter where
she refuses to go herself. Daring strategist, Signe, but that skill pales
before her ability as a | eader.

A vast distance away, across the void, Levi sat before his termnal, his dark
eyes renote. Wolly unaware of the cup of fragrant coffee gone space-cold on
the counter beside him of the fact that the dinner-hour had come and gone, of
t he noi se occasioned by a faulty blower in the ventilator shaft above his
head, he sat erect, still. Mnd at a white-hot peak of concentration, he

t hought on a plane nost nmen could not attain, in the synbolic | anguage of pure
mat henatics. True, pictures fornmed, but those visions bore no senblance to the
wor |l d his body inhabited.

An hour passed. One by one, the advanci ng seconds marched into oblivion. Dahl
entered, on tiptoe. Seeing that his cabinmate neither noved, nor spoke--seened
in atrance--he left again, sliding the door soundl essly shut behind him Wl
aware of Levi's ever-deepeni ng abstraction throughout the previous day, the
solicitous spacer-captain had refrained fromintruding on the mathematician's
reflections. Not given in the best of tinmes to idle chatter, Dahl projected
conradely warnth without speaking: a circunstance that registered on sone
nonverbal portion of Levi's churning brain, enabling himthe better to
concentrate. At 1800, Dahl returned, bearing a hot prem um steak dinner. H's
cabi nmat e seemi ngly had not noved during the six hours since his earlier

i ntrusion.

Shades of the ancients, surely Levi needs to eat! the di smayed Captain

fretted nervously. Should I .. Perhaps the snell wll entice him .k Setting the
contai ner on the counter beneath the galley , he again tiptoed out, shaking
his head. | guess he's all right. He | ooked ...entranced. No ...eager, but far

off. Lost in arealmwe can't reach

Genius, Arlen says he is. | don't doubt that in the |east, but | sonmehow
t hought geni uses tended to be cranky, petulant, and sel f-absorbed. Levi surely
isn't. He isn't even absent-minded--or at |east, not nobre so than nost of us
get, at tinmes. He constantly cooks the coffee to black sludge that would fl oat
a bolt, but says he's used to his wife's handling that aspect of his donestic
life.

He m sses Rachel--1 can tell. Sonme wonan she nust be. Biochem st. My aching
old wounds! | can't imagine a woman's qualifying as a scientist--doing
original research. Well .. I'Il stay out, till bedtime. Wy not raise Lacey on

the vid, and cheer himup? He's giving the nedics fits, Rafael says--wants out
of the infirmary. Ahearne won't hear of it. Mght there be a terminal in
Lacey's cabin? I'll inquire.

Havi ng persuaded a disgruntled nmedical technician to push a portable term na
next to the invalid' s bed, by promising to soothe the irate patient's nerves,
Dahl spent thirty mnutes visiting with the Captain whose whol e person

radi ated frustration.

"Raf ael 's carrying on," Dahl assured himbriskly. "The Commander-in-Chi ef has
filled the space around Col unbia with ships, all searching on the vid for a
di senbodi ed exhaust. Al the corridors fronting | ocks, he's keeping heavily
guarded. Signe targets first-class mlitary ships--or has, thus far. One of

t hese days, she'll overreach herself, and fall in one of her assaults."



"Don't hold your breath." Frowning blackly, Lacey grow ed, "Danner crossed
swords with her, but didn't so nuch as score on her."

"He'd just run six hundred neters at top speed, before taking her on--after
spendi ng ei ght hours on duty. Brant will drop her, if he ever gets the
chance. "

"I wonder." Petulantly, the conval escent threw back the gray bedcover
exposi ng his heavily bandaged torso to the view of the conrade staring into
his screen.

"You're | ooking better," Dahl observed cheerily.

"I need out of here! 1'd heal just as fast aboard--or at least, in my quarters
at Chemen!"

"You're doing just fine where you are, |I'd judge." Sensing that his blunt
assessnment annoyed the invalid, Dahl confided, "Arlen recently took steps he
hopes will lead to our being able to detect Signe's ships." As he spoke, he

not ed the gauntness of the coppery face, and the stubble of beard shadow ng
sunken pl anes beneath high, flat cheekbones. The warrior-captain's black eyes
al one seened unchanged, retaining their inpetuous fire.

"Let's hope so! | can't believe we're fighting opponents we can't see!"

"Barclay heard one, though. He passed Arlen a disc containing a code of sone
sort. The Commander set an expert evaluating it."

"Code! Who in hell could fight at the same tinme he had to turn commands into
code?"

"That seens inpossible, 1'Il agree, but then so do undetectable ships. | think
| see now how Signe showed up to snatch mine, though. Six nen on two boards
never saw a thing."

"Dam her to hell!"™ A clenched fist slammed robustly into the nmattress.

Dahl smiled bleakly. "You never nmet her, Lacey. | did. And dammed if | don't
adnmre her, despite the way she scored on ne. She's a uni que wonan, let ne
tell you."

"I can't say | net her. She skewered Marcel right next to ne, though. And
yes..unique's the word. She's a warrior, all right. Blast her!"

At 1950, Dahl wal ked down the corridor towards his quarters, smling to

hi nsel f as he conceded, | don't envy that harassed-| ooking nedic. Damed if
Lacey won't prove a handful before he's on his feet! Wll, he's recovering. No
doubt about that.

Just as he reached for the handle, the door slid open with a bang. Levi
charged through the aperture to collide heavily with his cabinmate. Reeling
fromthe force of the inpact, Dahl instinctively clutched at the taller nman
who in turn sought to prevent his conrade's toppling ignomniously to the
deck. After engaging in a nonentary, incongruous ballet, each regained his
equi l i brium

"Dahl!" Levi exclainmed breathlessly. "lI've done it! |'ve solved it! | can
finish now..!

“"Marvel ous! | figured you nust be close when |I left the steak."



" St eak?" The mat hematician's eyes, which had gl owed with eagerness, regarded
his associate blankly. "I never noticed..!

"You were off in a parallel universe. No sweat. |'lIl reheat it. You can eat
after you get back."

"I need to report to the Commander-in-Chief, if he's available. I'Il dine
afterwards. Dahl, | thank you."

Cl apping the mat hematici an on the back, the Captain offered hearty
congratul ati ons, shaking his head in a mixture of awe and relief as he watched
the lean figure hasten towards the office of his superior

Rising precipitately, Arlen met the man whose entire person radiated
cont agi ous excitenent, hal fway, hand outthrust. "Levi! You've solved it!"

"I made a maj or breakthrough, sir. Today..mnutes ago. |'ve elininated the
worst barrier preventing ny finishing the calculations. A week or ten days
hence, we'll be able to sit down and plan practical applications. O you will,
with ny admittedly feeble assistance. |I'mnot the physicist you are, but

bet ween us, sir.."

"Between us, Levi, we'll devise a counterneasure that'll nullify Signe's
advantage." Exerting a powerful grip on the sinew hand he still held in his,
Arlen added grimy, "W stand in need of a break, dammed if we don't. The
linguist identified the root tongue, but says he fears that what's on the disc
is an obscure variant. Nunerous subfanilies of the main | anguage-fanily

exi sted on Earth, he inforned nme. He says this variant's as far renoved from
the main | anguage as is Earth-Standard from Pre-Unification French or Spanish,
and he can't locate any dictionary or grammar in the bank simlar to what's on
the disc."

"Even if we could hear them we can't see them" the listener reninded the
worl d | eader whose frustration he sensed. "Wll, I'Il grab a few hours of
sl eep before attacking the problemagain. The end is in sight now, sir."

"You'll grab eight hours of sleep!"

A transfiguring, warmsmnle greeted that adjuration. "I'll wager | get as nuch
sl eep, or nore, these next few weeks, as you do, sir," Levi retorted

m schi evously, his manner conveying admration rather than reproach. "I
seriously doubt that your habits have changed since you were an undergraduate
pursui ng dual degrees, while inventing--as a pastine--things |ike a new nethod
of generating the fields that protect ships and habitats fromstrikes by
neteoroids. Fields twice as effective as those in use before that

br eakt hr ough! "

Arlen smiled in his turn. "Touché,
tonight. At l|east start out rested.”

he acknow edged. "But snatch eight hours

After the door closed behind the nmathematician, the dictator heartened by the
news strode to the locks, and lifted his personal vessel. Thirty mnutes
later, he sat facing his senior captain in the latter's office at the base in
Dunn. "Am n, Levi just nmade a crucial breakthrough. A week or ten days should
see nme able to start on the device. Brief me on your progress to date.”

"I"'ve refitted the three passenger vessels to acconmodate crews, and nounted
crude beam weaponry on their hulls, sir. They're ready. | scoured both the
mlitary and the University for engineers--even robbed Galt of a man he

val ues, which served to deepen your coll eague's underlying anger at your
retenti on of power. W' ve designed openwork that will surround the ships:



nmodul es that can be easily | ocked together by men in nobile assenbl ers. That
framework will support docking nodules to which mlitary ships, fuel ships,
and cargo vessels can lock, and a corridor that will allow access to the
passenger vessel through its docking nodul e.

"I'"ve suspended production of all vessels, nmlitary and civilian, until this
work's conplete. In two nore weeks, we'll start assenbling the forts. That'l
be touchy. |'ve nuzzled ny engi neers--nmade plain that any who indulge in | oose
talk about this project risk serving atermin a nmlitary penal work detail
I've also forbidden themto use any el ectroni c neans of comunication--forced
themto brainstormface-to-face, right here. In fact, |I've sequestered t hem
rather brutally, but |I couldn't risk Signe's picking up a telltale broadcast,
froma black ship. She evidently spends tine listening, fromorbit, before a
strike, while totally invisible. She tined that raid on Briedd to perfection.”

"She did indeed. | feel badly about that. Gordon died valiantly, defending his
ship."

Ami n nodded. "'Nothing in his Iife became himlike the leaving it,'" he quoted
softly. "I honor his valor, but it'll take nore than futile heroismto defeat
the foe we face now. You have nothing with which to reproach yourself, Arlen."”

The Seni or Captain spoke as friend to friend, his action arising froma bond
ol der than that uniting subordi nate and Conmander-in-Chief. H s nmeasured words
fell with soothing force into the stressed mind of a | eader besieged on nore
than one front. Accustonmed to the isolation arising froma position of
autocrati c power--an em nence the object of envy on the part of three able and
rut hl ess commanders--Arl en experienced an upsurge of warnth. "Al ways the apt
guotation,” he remarked, smling. "You re the original Renaissance man, Am n.
Schol ar, engi neer, |eader, warrior. \Well-rounded."

"It takes one to know one. Well. When our forts are ready, we face a dangerous
task. They'll be direly vulnerable while they're being assenbled in orbit."

"Indeed they will. Let ne assure you that |I'mgratified by your
acconpl i shnents to date." And by your unfaltering, |oyal concern for a
Conmander - i n- Chi ef backed to the wall by a thrice-damed fenal e strategist the
equal of any of us in daring!

Rising, Arlen took his |leave. An hour |ater, he dropped into his bunk. Tired
to the bone, he deternined to let his mnd dwell on fanciful notions divorced
fromthe problens plaguing him | just need tine , he nused drowsily . No ...
veer off that course. Drift

Tine. The hour is the sane here as on the opposite side of Colunbia ..the
sane as at Briedd, or Dunn. The sane here as in Gaea, or on board a ship in
transit between worlds. What is tinme, but a neans of neasuring change?
Earthnmen told tine by the rotation of their planet, and its revol ution around
the sun that ruled their lives. Day equated with sunlight--warnth, for crops
grown in soil. Night nmeant starlit darkness. Men living at one particul ar
| ocation on Earth knew their lives to run a certain span of hours behind or
ahead of their fellows living at a different |ocation. They saw the
i nconveni ence as unal terabl e.

Earthmen. To their displaced descendants whose bodies still follow circadian
rhythns rooted in the spinning of a planet uninmaginably distant in space and
time, the notions of rocks orbiting the gas gi ant bear no rel evance.
Arbitrary, our system Artificial, but convenient, for nmen who live out their
lives within wi ndow ess habitats shielded fromcosm c radiati on by doubl e,



water-filled hulls.

No sun rules our lives. Artificial |ight bathes us constantly--bright by day,
dimby night. Agriculture's a quaint nyth. W synthesize neat

i ndi stinguishable fromthe flesh of slaughtered aninmals, frominorganic
chem cals. W set our clocks by a standard unrelated to the mnisystemrul ed
by our giant gaseous planet: the radio enissions of a pulsar. C ocks
synchroni zed systemw de record time counted from 0100 on Monday of the first
fourweek of the Earthyear 1 AJL. After Johann's Landfall, instead of Anno
Dom ni ... hours, days and pseudoyears geared to our history in this
star-system Thirteen fourweeks to an Earthyear: exactly 364 days. On the day
one of us celebrates his hundredth birthday, he's fourteen weeks younger than
an Earthly ancestor who |ived one hundred of his years.

VWhat matter? We valued sinplicity--knew that inprobable, exotic, life-bearing
pl anet of our origin to be forever lost to us. Earthmen neasuring tinme

experi enced problenms with accuracy. Qur arbitrary systemstandard tine suits
the sons of gal actic adventurers: spawn of Earth, who brought their flawed,
aggressive instincts with them Genetic, our penchant for resorting to war? O
a | earned response? Sonme contradictory conbi nati on of both?

Damm ...drop off the edge, Arlen. "To sleep ..perchance, to dream ..." By all
the Powers, that man understood human nature. None better, down through seven
Eart hcenturies of time. Playwight whose insight still puts psychologists to
shane ...

At Dunn, Amin also nmade a conscious effort to thrust his nultitudi nous
responsibilities frommnd, and invite sleep. A face floated into his inner
vi sion: an achingly |ovely, |aughing, ageless face. Wl conm ng the diversion
he dwell ed on a nmenory undi mred by the tumul tuous passage of days filled with
an incredi ble press of work. The snile playing over the | ean hawk-features
persisted on the aristocratic ebony face until Amin at length drifted into
obl i vi on.

Wthin airless deeps bathed in diffuse light froma distant, splendid sun
rocks in thrall to a giant planet noved with stately grandeur, their rhythmc
conpl ex dance no whit altered by the presence in their mdst of an egocentric
alien race.

Tossing restlessly beneath the coarse gray bedcover of her hard bunk, Signe
pondered her options. That last raid put a dent in our supply of fuel, as did
nmy sending the cargo ship on a round of the thirty-nine inhabited rocks. Mre
settlers survived than 1'd figured. Tough folk, those. W gained sone
recruits: rock-hopper spacers seething at the loss of their ships, and young
peopl e as eager to fight as Wng and Inigo. Well, we needed repl acenents for
the fighters | know I'll |ose shortly.

Face grimfact, wonman. Your next prizes will cost you--in lives, and perhaps
in ships. You' ve got to fight a restrained war conprised of |ightflash
strikes, until our fleet equals theirs in nunber, or Arlen nullifies our one

advantage. And he will. Brilliant nmind, Eric says he's got. He should know He
lived for eight Earthyears in their capital before he came back a swordsman
and taught nme the skill that turned out to be the nbst precious gift he ever
gave nme. | could lose ...Eric. Ch, don't think of what you'll lose! We'Il al

die sooner or later--fall fighting for all we hold dear

Thi nk how you' || snatch another ship, and a |load of fuel. Raid the Ice Wrld?
That's just what Arlen will figure we'll do. Ht Rochester? No. W just struck



a small base. Chenen? No. Raid Dunn, Signe. Strike their shipworks. Fue
that installation will be awash in fuel! It's essential that you devise new
strategy. Think, Signe. Think!

Chapt er Ei ght

At 0500 on a Friday destined to see drastic changes inpact nunerous |ives,
busi ness as usual occupi ed the personnel of the Col unbi an base at Dunn. Arlen
lifted fromthe Ice Wrld, en route to Colunbia. Ford, on patrol, orbited his
wor | d. Jason docked Amin's vessel on the first of six mlitary | ocks, to
energe into a corridor swarmng with Fourth and Fifth Corpsnen. Am n stal ked
at the head of his team of engineers through the huge doned workpl ace on the
far end of the base.

Sinon's Earth-arnmed ship |lay nmoored on one of four |ocks normally used for
bui | di ng new ships, while a crew of technicians repaired damage to the

el evator in his docking nodule. Two of Sinobn's spacers sat his board. Four
others slept. After the repairmen finished the job, the Captain, surrounded by
five of his crewren, listened to the engineer's report. "War on the assenbly
constituted the main problem sir," he explained. "Metal dust, and even

shavi ngs, accurmul ated in.."

Abruptly, he broke off in md-sentence, as a tense voice thundered fromthe

i nt ercomuni cation system "Di senbodi ed exhaust docking--we think! W can't
tell exactly! If it's an exhaust, it's being obscured sonehow But it
isn't--hell and damation, it's docking on the construction and repair | ocks!
Fall out, you nen on sleep-shift! Al hands to the construction |ocks!"

Fear penetrated to the marrow of Sinon's bones.

Cor psnmen patrol |l ed every section of the base. Dodgi ng across the wide,
cluttered expanse of the workshop towards the corridor |eading to the
construction | ocks, Amn collected a sizeable force, and raced at its head to
the doors of a short passageway connecting the huge donmed section he occupied
with the one being attacked. A nuffled roar assaulted his ears. Seals shot
into place across the corridor he sought to enter. "Breach in the habitat!" he
barked. "Follow ne!" Mentally gauging the point of the rupture, the
battle-wi se warrior pivoted, and took a flight of stairs three at a tine.

A strained voice issuing fromthe interconmunication system conveyed a new,

far nmore chilling warning. "Three eneny vessels are docking, not one!l W can't
bl ast them The Captain of an undetectable ship aloft threatens that if we do,
he'll annihilate the done and wipe the first-class ships converging! Al hands

to the construction locks!" Even as that rasping adjuration issued froma
nyriad wal | -panels, a series of dull boons signifying explosions of blasting
gel sent vibrations rippling through the deckpl ates beneath racing feet.

Amin reached the foot of the stairwell leading to the cavernous corridor
fronting the construction | ocks, to behold a snmoking tangle of weckage |ying
within a gaping hole where stairs and el evator had stood only minutes earlier.
Even as the warrior seething with wath whirled with intent to nobunt a second,
nore distant flight of stairs, a new detonation inforned himthat he now
possessed no route whatsoever to the battl eground.

Assum ng conmand in the corridor nmost heavily packed with guards, Jason barked
orders after hearing the initial alarm H's battle-w se spacer-fighters



promptly relieved el even i nexperienced Fifth Corpsnen of handweapons war ned
and ready, even as their superior officer hinself donned the goggles and
slipped into the sling of a nassive weapon. Snapping a conmmand to the Fifth
Corpsman in charge of twenty guards, Amin's |ieutenant incorporated that body
of men into his. Thus reinforced, he advanced at a swift pace towards the site
of the attack.

As he reached the entry to the storage area separating himfromthe corridor

fronting the construction | ocks, he cane to a halt. Standing in front of the

janb, he touched the switch. Just as the door slid aside far enough to all ow
himto enter, a nuffled roar coincided with the eruption outwards through the
portal of a blinding ball of flane.

Fire envel oped Jason even as he staggered back. Two of the spacers ranged
behi nd the Lieutenant caught the man still on his feet, as seals shot across
in front of the aperture, containing the raging inferno. "I"'mall right,"
their | eader gasped. "Let go!"

The eyes staring into his reflected sheer horror. "Don't touch those goggles,"
one of his crewnen cautioned with determined force as another extinguished the
Li eutenant's burning hair. "O his face. Rovere, run like hell for a medic!
Hear ?"

Three pairs of practiced hands lifted Jason's now shuddering body, and held it
hori zontally. That trio of spacer-fighters carried the severely burned officer
swiftly towards the nearest nedical station, as his | eaderl ess crewnen and the
squad of corridor guards stood contenplating the sealed entry in nanifest
frustration.

After hearing the first alarm the Lieutenant in charge of the guards
stationed in the wi de span of deck fronting the construction | ocks--space that
normal Iy hel d huge assenblies awaiting installation in a ship being
constructed, but which at this juncture yawned enpty--enpl oyed i npeccabl e
logic. Wiile unsure fromwhich of three vacant |ocks the raiders would energe,
t he cool - headed of ficer assumed that his world' s archfoe woul d choose one of
the two next to Sinon's ship. Precipitately, he raced to position hinself with
the nmen stationed before the | ock on which the first-class vessel obviously
targeted by the foe | ay noored.

On hearing the alarm Sinon hurled hinself up the |adder, yelling to the
workers to detach the top of the scaffolding still in place around his docking
nodul e. "Just unbolt it, so we can lift! You four go aboard, after you finish!
Hurry!™

The second warning blared fromthe panel, causing the guards ranged before the
construction locks to go tense in anticipation of inmnent action. To the
consternation of the officer in charge of the defenders, every |ock previously
vacant spewed forth raiders: hordes of them to his fevered vision. Thirty
fighters burst fromthe far pressure-proof door, hacked their way through a
line of guards, and headed for the passageway |eading to the domed workpl ace.
The CGaeans issuing fromthe other |ocks concentrated on cutting down the
Fourth and Fifth Corpsnen fighting tenaciously to defend Sinon's Earth-arnmed
shi p.

The spearhead of premier warriors charging across the open space sustai ned
heavy casualties before certain of their nunber succeeded in hurling numerous
mssiles into the stairwells and el evator shafts. The ensui ng expl osion
breached the hull, effectively stopping Amn's advance. Qher raiders bonbed
the corridor |eading through the storage area, inadvertently igniting a flash
fire. Seals crashing into place informed the unwounded defenders fighting for



their lives that retreat just ceased to forman option

Surrounded by a sea of flashing blades, the Col unbian Lieutenant rallied his

remai ni ng nen, and fought valiantly. A tall, dark-haired, handsone |ad
appeared in the place of a foeman who fell. That agile eneny took a sl ashing
cut on the forte of his blade, instantly proving hinself a form dable
opponent. In a series of brilliant strokes, the youthful master swordsnan

breached the Lieutenant's guard, and drove hone a wi cked thrust. |npaled by
thirty centinmeters of steel, the officer crunpled to the deck running bl ood,
clutching his abdonen with both hands as his sword clattered on the plates.
Cracks of weaponry, and shrieks--none his--assaulted the severely wounded
Fifth Corpsman's faltering senses.

The din grew worse: ringing chines of steel on steel, thuds of falling bodies,
sharp cracks of handweapons, tranpling boots, screams, shouts, orders

t hundered by stentorian voices, a nelee that surged around the still-conscious
casualty before retreating to a greater distance. Bleared eyes beheld
red-streaked, slate-blue-clad raiders pass out of view as a few staggering
figures in black dropped nearby. Pain flared into agony, before nercifu
unconsci ousness overtook the fallen | eader sprawl ed face down on the deck
runni ng bl ood.

Si non beheld the red dot centered on his chest. The |ast bolt holding the
scaffolding to his ship slipped fromhis hand to drop through the |ong

i ntervening di stance before striking with an echoing clang on the deck bel ow
Knowi ng his body to be targeted by the tracer of a mlitary handweapon capabl e
of launching a lethal, |ightspeed pul se, he froze. Four cowed technicians and
five scowing spacers standing on a |evel section of the scaffolding, on
seei ng thensel ves trapped, raised their hands.

Bl ood welling froma stab-wound in her thigh, Signe mounted the |adder. The
i nsignia of the high-ranking officer targeted by the tracer caught her eye.
"Your name?" she demanded i nperiously.

"Sinmon." The word energed in a hoarse rasp

One of Arlen's captains . "Send a man to inform your crew aboard that if they
don't file down unarned, you'll die with all their conrades, right here. If
they try to punp the air out of this lock, we'll blow the ship even as we
suf f ocate! "

The recipient of that comrand riveted horrified eyes to the fuzed device
thrust into his view by a stocky, plain-visaged fenal e raider who ascended the
| adder behind Signe. Sinon snarled an order. A spacer delivered the threat.
Turni ng about, the Captain preceded the six crewren descending to stand
sullenly on the elevator platform

Gesturing to Sean, the Gaean | eader commanded himto escort Sinmon and his
i eutenant aboard, and secure them Eric obeyed her order to clear the inner
| ock.

Havi ng borne away their dead and wounded, Signe's surviving spacer-fighters
lifted four ships. Theo's threat to slag both the base and any hostile vesse
that enployed its weaponry, fromthe point where he hung unseen in synchronous
orbit, reached the captains of the ships convergi ng above Dunn. Amin's order

i ssued with vehenent force in Arlen's nane, not at any cost to risk the

shi pworks, registered on the men of the Special Force. Brant, Yukio, Ford and
Danner watched in inpotent wath as one nurkily blotted di senbodi ed exhaust
escorted three vessels, one obviously a cargo ship, and none undetectable. The
pl asma beneath all heat shields but that of the prize, the stym ed watchers



saw to be barely visible through obscuring clouds of black vapor as Col unbi a's
enem es vani shed in the void.

Arlen docked fifteen mnutes later. One glance at his old friend's face
sufficed to informthe glacially cal mobserver that sone personal tragedy just
befell his senior captain.

On being ordered to report, Am n described concisely what just transpired, his
accents nore than ordinarily clipped. The Commander-in-Chi ef maintained his
icy calmas he listened to the first half of the account.

Hi s voi ce steady, unenotional, the officer reporting continued his recital
"Jason arrived at the head of his crew just as the storage area erupted in
flames. A ball of fire billowed through the door to envelop him Luckily, he
packed a handweapon. The goggles prevented his being blinded. His uniforms
heat -regul ati ng capacity wasn't overtaxed. That circunstance saved himfrom
bei ng seriously burned over his whole body. The gloves integral to the sling
protected his hands, so all that got horribly burned was his face, but he
could well be gruesonely scarred for life."

Even as Arlen's nobile countenance remained frozen into rigidity, his eyes
snol der ed.

"Pearson rallied the guard after the initial onslaught, the survivors said,
and fought valiantly. He took a wicked thrust in the guts, and fell in action
He's alive--just barely--but he'll nmake it, according to the physician
Twenty-three guards di ed outside the |ocks. Sinon and Cantrell Signe took
prisoner. She carried themto Gaea."

Gowering, Arlen silently digested that news. Mastering an upsurge of
i ncandescent fury, Amin finished reporting.

"Who's caring for Jason?"

"Forsgren treated himbefore sending himby nedivan to the capital, to Fifth
Corps' Infirmary. Ahearne enlisted the aid of a burn specialist in the
capital: Hughes."

"Nei ther the passenger vessels nor the nodul es sustained even ninor danage?"

"None, sir. I've kept the three passenger vessels docked on the nunicipa

| ocks, outside the military conplex. The raid caused no danage to any nobile
assenbl ers, or other crucial equipnment. In fact, we're ready to assenble your
forts. Say the word, and we'll place themin orbit."

"We can't, until the devices are perfected. Levi's finishing the calculations,
but it'll be several weeks before | get the first device built3f that soon
Even if | work twenty hours a day, which | wll."

"Wl | ..Si gne sustained a wound, and her assault force suffered heavy
casualties. She has captured six first-class nmilitary ships, in addition to
one other she nust have resurrected fromthe scrap heap, and when she snatched
that cargo ship, its holds held a full conplenent of water ice. Her raiders

sl aughtered twenty-three good nen today, and wounded fourteen others. She took
a hi gh-ranki ng hostage, and haul ed away a wealth of liquid water in the stolen
cargo vessel. Maybe she'll rest content to stay hone and recuperate for a
time." Acerbity freighted the neasured voice summari zing the eneny | eader's
acconpl i shnents.

"We'd better not count on Signe's doing that, Am n." Sensing the exhaustion
exacerbating the frustration, sorrow and anger generated by the raid, Arlen



laid a conforting hand on the shoul der of his closest friend. "I know Hughes
to be a highly conpetent specialist. He'll do all he can for Jason. W're
lucky no workers died in the fire."

"I"ll give credit where it's due,” Amin replied levelly. "Two engi neers got
trapped in there when the eneny attacked. The raider carrying the fuzed

devi ces shouted a warning. He let themrun out into the open before he hurled
t he bonbs, and none of the Gaeans killed any unarned technicians."

"I can't say the same for Norman, Anin."
A heavy sigh escaped Arlen's senior captain. "No--nor for Yancey. But the nen
taking it on the chin now played no part in the war crimes those bastards

comitted!"

"No one ever proved that life's fair, but Signe's no mass nurderer determ ned
on weaking a fearful vengeance. She coul d have sl agged the base."

"She coul d have bl own our ships aloft. She seens bent on acquiring a fleet,
not on destroying ours."

"Well, if all goes as | hope, we'll be invulnerable to attacks such as these
in a few nore fourweeks. Meanwhile, we'll need to stay vigilantly on guard.
Especially here, Anin. She varies her tactics. She might just strike twice in
the sane place: do the unexpected. |'Il direct Fulke and Orloff to send you

rei nforcenents."

"l appreciate that. 1'll disperse the three passenger vessels anpbng severa
muni ci pal units, elsewhere, and nmount heavy guards there as well."

"I"ll order Norman to deploy contingents of his veterans to back them" As he
spoke, Arlen laid an armin a conradely gesture across Amn's shoulders: the
act of a friend, rather than a superior.

The five vessels that docked on Main Wrld of Gaea disgorged a sorely battered
force. Still on her feet, Signe clinbed stiffly down the | adder, her nouth set
inatight line. Rhea packed Inigo down in a stretcher. Wng, unhurt,

fol | oned.

A second nedic, Thurston by nane, hauled Morgan in a stretcher, nmuch agai nst
that warrior's will. "Dam it, | can walk," the wounded nman protested as
M dori hel ped Thurston maneuver the conveyance through the hatch

"And tear out those staples holding that gash across your abdonmen closed." The
techni ci an rendered unwontedly testy by seeing two lives slip out of his grasp
despite his heroic efforts to save them suddenly |lost the remmant of his
patience with this man he knew would live. "One nore word out of you, and I'l
shoot you with another dose of sleep inducer," he barked. "Just one nore

wor d! "

Mor gan subsi ded into aggrieved sil ence.

H s shoul der bandaged, his right armcarried in a bl ood-stained sling, Conor
wat ched as Ryan and Jess, bearing a stretcher, halted before the scarred
warrior standing as erect as ever. "Talley's still hanging on," Jess inforned
her captain, the lines of fatigue clawi ng out fromher eyes and nouth
seemngly set in stone. "She took a slashing cut and a thrust under the ribs.
Rhea says she'll recover."

The linp figure on the stretcher stirred. The angul ar, olive-skinned face
bel ow crisp, short, tightly curling black hair glistened with cold sweat.



Eyelids fringed with black | ashes opened. Gray eyes that seemed startlingly
out of place in the dark, plain countenance, net Conor's squarely. "Dammed
right 1'Il live," the wounded fighter grated. "I've taken worse. |Is Teeny
going to make it?"

"Teeny took a slash down her arm and another across her thigh. She lost a |ot
of blood, but she's in better shape than you, thanks to your quick action. You
worry about getting back on your own feet, girl."

Thus reassured, Talley |apsed into unconsci ousness.

A transfusion of blood substitute administered during the transit bol stered
the resilience of Teeny's iron physique. Aware that the stretchers had al
been used for those severely wounded, the nuscul ar redhead perenptorily
demanded a lift up fromher bunk, froma slim tawny-eyed, unhurt conrade.

Al t hough she regarded her closest friend dubiously, Dana obliged. "Easy, now,
she cautioned. "You're dizzy, aren't you?"

"I"'mall right! Just a bit woozy. Help ne to the hatch." Gitting her teeth,
Teeny by sheer force of will nmanaged to avoid a plunge to the deck as she
resol utely descended the | adder

Standi ng erect, her face hard as flint, Signe listened to the tally of |osses
as nedi cs, physicians, and a swarm of veterans ai ded the wounded and carri ed
out the dead. Eric, one leg wapped in a gory self-adhering bandage, laid an
arm across the warrior-woman's shoul ders. "Lupe lost Seth," he inforned her
his voice charged with sorrow. "Fighting right alongside his nortally wounded
body, she fended off three Col unbi an swordsnmen before we engaged the two we
dropped as she cut down the third. Seth died on the deck, in her arns."

"They' d have married, in another few fourweeks." Pain showed nakedly in the
eyes unflinchingly viewing the results of the raid. "W |ost seventeen nen and
worren of our specially trained assault force. Over a quarter, Eric."

"But no captains. No irreplaceable | eaders.™

"No. Sean's unhurt¥as is Wng. Conor's not badly damaged, but Mrgan's out of
action for now. You and | cane off better."

"We'd have lost Teeny, if it weren't for Talley, Conor said."

"Talley will be a while recovering, |'d guess. As will Inigo. Cool head on
that cousin of Wng's."

"Damed right!"

"W need to strike again, Eric, and soon. Tine's running out. That officer in
charge of the base betrayed dire fear of our blasting that facility."

"We'd have slaughtered two or three hundred of his nen."

"True, but that's their shipworks. Not a single partially conpleted vessel |ay
noored on those construction | ocks. They've |ost enough ships that you'd
expect they'd be turning out replacenents, but they' re not. Besides, they had
all three of the passenger vessels docked nearby."

"At a distance, on | ocks not part of the base.™

"That's so..but Arlen's preparing sone sort of counternove. The | onger we wait
to strike again, the nore likely it'll be that we'll neet with disaster. That



cargo vessel we renodeled into a fuel ship contains a full |oad of water. One
nore stolen prize wested fromthem and we'll have our own back: the eight
original ships that rode fromEarth on the Gaea . Far better odds, eight to
twel ve, than none to twenty."

"We could have |owered the odds, if we'd bl own those four vessels that
converged. Qur chivalrous restraint will cost us lives, in the end." Sorrow
rather than anger freighted that observation

"Arlen could have hurled his whole force at us in the beginning, and invaded a

world still reeling fromten Earthyears of |osses, and precipitated a

bl oodbat h," Signe remi nded him "He refrained fromtaking that course. If he's
devel opi ng a counterneasure, it'll nost likely be a defensive one, but if we
bl ew t hose four ships public outrage would force himto [aunch an all-out

of fensive, if he even stayed in power. No, Eric, | won't risk initiating a war
neither side will win. One nore strike, and then we'll reassess where we
stand. 1'"'mgoing to interrogate under truth conpeller that captain we
captured. "

"Not a bad idea."

Strapped into a chair in Signe's office, Sinmon glared at the woman inpaling
himwith icy eyes, as a slim dark-eyed physician injected the high-ranking
prisoner with the drug. Well aware that what she would | earn woul d depend
solely on her skill at asking the right questions, Signe reviewed what her
eavesdr oppi ng sessions over Col umbia had reveal ed. Relieved to see the
telltale flush and the perspiration denoting that the captive was not dosed
with the antidote, she glanced at the physician, who nodded. Eric, standing
besi de her, listened intently.

"Who commanded the base at Dunn?"

"Amin."

"One of Arlen's captains?"

"Yes."

"What other captains are stationed there?"

"Ford. And.l was."

"I's the shi pworks now rushing to build new second-class military ships?"

"No. Not..now." Nausea threatened to overcone the captive fighting daunting
gi ddi ness. Determined to preserve what dignity he could, Sinon fought the urge
to vomt.

"When did that effort cease?"

"The | ast ship..cane off.right after your first raid. Wen you killed Gelett,
Lambert, and Marcel ..bl ew Carey's ship. That | ast new second-class ship went to
Second Corps. No nore have been started.let alone finished."

"Why the order to cease produci ng repl acenments?"
"I .don't know. Something's in the works..not ships.”
"Arlen doesn't confide his plans to his captains?"

Bitterness infused the halting voice of the man retching with di sconcerting
frequency. In the grip of the irresistible conpul sion produced by the potent



drug, Simon could do no other than to reply with perfect honesty. "Not.to
Ford..or ne."

"Why not ?"
"Arlen doesn't.trust Ford. O even..ure."
"Has he valid reasons for not trusting either of you?"

"Not .for not trusting.me. |'ve served himas best | know how.though he passed
me over for pronotion, as well as Ford. | never.let Ford.sway nme. Ford.would
sell Arlen out.if he saw a chance to profit by it. He's.jealous of nen |ike
Ami n..men the Conmmander-in-Chief trusts to the hilt."

"What use does Arlen intend for the three passenger vessel s?"

Surprise showed plainly in the eyes neeting squarely those of the
interrogator. "None.that | know of. Those three ships have been nounted wth
crude beam weaponry.but | figured.for defense. They'd not stand a chance
agai nst an Earth-armed vessel, even now.."

Signe and Eric exchanged frowning gl ances. "Chenen serves as Arlen's
headquart er s?"

"Yes."

"He operates out of there, hinself?"

"Yes. "

"Whi ch captain hauls Arlen, when he travel s?"

"None. He operates his personal first-class vessel hinself."

Rai sing a sardonic eyebrow in response to infornmation that struck both Gaeans
as proof that the Col unbi an autocrat hi gh-handedly di sregarded the best
interests of his world in order to insure his own inmunity froma mlitary
coup simlar to that which he hinself staged so as to seize absol ute power,

Si gne unconsciously let her lip curl. "Wich captains are stationed at
Chenen?" she denanded of the captive a shade puzzl ed on behol di ng evi dence
that she regarded her archfoe with contenpt.

"Lacey. And Dahl."

"Dahl!" To Sinon's astonishnent, his captor's face broke into a wide, if grim
smle. "lIndeed. Arlen values cool daring, | see. Do you know of any plan to
nullify the advantage ny bl ack ships confer on us?"

"No. "
"Does Arlen have such a plan?"

"I don't know. "

Shruggi ng, Signe inpaled her captive with agate eyes. "Well, Sinon, I'll be

detai ning you and Cantrell for the duration of the hostilities, unless sone
unf oreseen chance pernits an exchange. Ri ght now, Arlen holds none of ny

peopl e. That could change. You'll be treated considerately. You needn't fear
suffering any abuse. You'll be allowed to bear each other conpany on a daily
basis."

Relief mngled with chagrin in the m nd of the prisoner of war now afflicted



by debilitati ng weakness as well as nausea and |ight headedness. Having
unstrapped him Eric assisted himto gain his feet, and exerted a steadying
hold. "G ve nme your word that you won't do anything silly--like offering
usel ess resistance--and | won't use restraints.”

"You have it."

Upon returning fromseeing to the prisoners, Eric conplained disgustedly to
t he wonman pondering her options, "W nabbed the wong captain. Arlen won't
gi ve a dam whether or not he gets Sinobn back."

"Ch, yes, he will. If he allowed a man to whom he refrains from confiding his
plans to captain an Earth-arned ship, he nust value his both his ability and
his experience. Arlen's likely highly secretive. He probably plays his hand
close to his chest, while trusting very few of his followers. For the sake of
his men's norale, if for no other reason, he'll strive to get Sinobn exchanged.
W' re hol ding a val uabl e bargai ning chip we night need badly at some point."

"He nust be hard up for captains, to enploy one actively fomenting dissent."
"W've taken out five, and captured one. Heavy toll."

"I'f he's using the shipworks to produce his counterneasure, why in hell would
he station two captains he doesn't trust at the nobst crucial |ocation?"

"Cood question, that. I'Il wager that he spread his preparations over all of
hi s bases, though--decentralized, as we've done. He hinself operates out of
Chenen. | wonder just how nuch of the work of building whatever's--in the
wor ks, as Sinon said--he'll do there."

"Hard to say, but he stationed fewer ships at Chenen than at either Rochester
or the Ice Wrld."

"W drew a blank with Sinon, 1'll admt. Well.we'll give our spacers a break
for a day or two. | need to plan."

"You need to lie abed, for a day! Rest up!"

Si gne cl apped the Senior Captain on the shoulder. "WIIl you take your own
advi ce, spacer-captai n?"

"I"'mnot hurt as badly!"

The smle the Cormander flashed the man hurling that retort uncannily rem nded
himof a far younger Signe. "Hard-headedness ran in the famly, Uncle Eric. W
i nherited nost of it, between us. If any new notions strike you, let ne know "

Even as he enitted a short, sharp, nonosyllabic grunt, Eric conceded defeat.

Seated next to Levi at a table in his office, Arlen strove to absorb the
esoteric explanation of the breakthrough the mathematician cane to report. "I
think I grasp what this will allow.through a glass, darkly," the erudite
aristocrat nuttered, falling into Amin's habit of passing an obscure allusion
gl eaned from w de and voraci ous reading of ancient works. "I don't need fully
to understand your proof..only your astounding result."

"You see how we can detect the undetectable? By what isn't there ?"
"That | do see, Levi--a way to reduce this superb but abstruse theoretica

breakt hrough into a practical application. Relatively sinple, the device
itself will be--as is that austerely el egant, synbolic expression of a



profound insight into the inmutable | aws governing the universe!" A |long
forefinger pointed to an equation on the datapad resting before the
Conmmander - i n- Chi ef .

"Euclid wasn't the only man to | ook on beauty bare,"” the mathenatician

responded softly, his eyes dancing.

"Touché! Well, Levi, |I've gone as far as.." A brisk knock on the door startled
both nen. Frowning, Arlen called, "Cone in!"

Dahl's apol ogetic face appeared in the doorway. "I realize you didn't wish to
be disturbed, sir, but your wife's on the vid. She seened unwilling to sign
of f wi thout speaking to you. She said it's 2230 at night, sir. Long past the

hour when you shoul d be engaged in work. | felt |I should tell you."
Rising fromhis chair, Arlen nodded wearily. "Thank you, Dahl. 1'Il take the
call in here."

Tactfully, the mathematician strode out in the wake of his fell ow captain.
After transferring the call, Dahl bestowed a warmif wy smle on his
cabinmate. "I'msure as hell glad that you take the tine to raise your wfe
once a day, Levi."

"I bounce ny ideas off Rachel. Sounding board, she is. | miss her dreadfully.
It isn't hard to renenber to call one's alter self."

Shock reverberated through the unmarri ed spacer-captain's consci ousness. He
said that in the sane tone one would use in nentioning calling one's tailor
Can a wonan really nean to a man what this genius says Rachel neans to hinf |
can't inmagine .."1'd surely like to nmeet your wife."

"Once Arlen's defense is conplete, we'll invite you for dinner, Dahl
St eaks¥spi ced with conversation.”

"1"ll ook forward to that!"'

Arlen emerged fromhis office ten mnutes |later, pain shadowi ng a face |ined

with fatigue. "I've been rem nded of the | ateness of the hour, gentlenen.
Let's call it a day. Dahl, 1'll be working aboard nmy ship, tonmorrow, and for
nmost of ny waking hours, for a while. You'll be in space, as will Rafael.

want the guard doubled in the corridors before the |ocks, and a pair of
trustworthy nen on ny bridge. Two of your crewren.”

"Yes, sir." A pause ensued. Dahl added worriedly, "Your |one vessel will form
a prinme target for a raid, sir. Perhaps we should arrange to have three
second-cl ass ships dock, so as to keep all the | ocks occupied. "

"That woul d cause you and Rafael a nmmjor headache, in addition to those
afflicting you now No--that infernal woman isn't invul nerable, Dahl

Ni nety-six nen patrolling the corridor surely ought to be guard enough. Four
shi ps side by side might just tenpt Signe to destroy the base--or at |least, to
blow all four vessels--if we thwart any attenpt on her part to dock. Her |uck
can't hold forever. She'll fall, in one of her raids. The odds agai nst her
surviving grow | onger with every coup she nanages."

"She spent ten Earthyears fighting hand-to-hand during the surface war, sir,
and prevailed," Dahl reni nded his superior, unable to quell his urge to point
out that truth.

"Agai nst an invader. Here, the psychol ogi cal advantage belongs to us. She's
now t he i nvader."



"Yes, sir." Avivid vision of a tall martial figure smling down at her

pi ni oned captive while wishing himluck with his countrynen rose on the screen
of Dahl's mnd. H's gut clenched as his imagination painted a lurid picture of
that same decidedly fem nine body |ying broken, still, amd the corpses of
those the dying warrior took into eternity with her at the end. Fragnents of
the legend as related by Norman's spacers surfaced with chilling clarity. No
man ever wounded Signe, and lived, Dahl remi nded hinself . A wound turns her
savage ...lethal. She'd never surrender. Never! Dam

A fraction of Dahl's being doesn't want to see Signe fall , Arlen conceded a
shade enviously, raking his subordinate with eyes that.unerringly read the
man's body | anguage. Incredible, the inpact she makes on the nmen she
encounters! On Danner, who can't forget the way she sniled as the door shut in
his face. On Lacey, whose admiration grows steadily |ess grudgi ng as his wound
heal s.

Standi ng by the hard nmetal bunk identical to those of his subordinates, in
quarters as severely utilitarian as theirs, Arlen stripped off his elegantly
tailored uniform grateful on some subconscious level for the sole privilege
he assuned due to his rank: that of privacy. Bleakly, he addressed his alter
ego. Go to bed, you strung-out excuse for an inventor. Rest. Karyn's |onelier
than you. Al nobst .. accusatory, she seened, tonight. Unlike herself. You' ve got
to call her oftener. Got to ..

From somewher e deep inside, an overwhel ning wave of di scouragenent surged up
constricting Arlen's breathing, and causing his throat to burn. Galt's making
headway with the mlitant among our civilian officials! he railed inwardly.
He's keeping Roylott under his thunb--insinuating hinself into the operations
plainly the province of the Mnistry of Internal Security--w dening his sphere
of influence. Second Corps hasn't put that archrenegade Chapell out of
busi ness, or even Kent, who just got clean away with a cargo of nedica
supplies priceless to outlaws. Galt needs to tend to his proper business!

He's charging that he's understaffed. Well, he is, but damm it, so aml. And
so is Dexter, who's guarding our facilities for the manufacture of electronic
weapons and parts for ships. A strike on the plants operated by the Mnistry
of Public Manufacturing at New London and Bessener woul d be catastrophi c!
Perhaps Signe hasn't tunbled to the strategic inportance of those

manuf acturing sites yet. | fervently hope not!

Well ... she'll know |I'm based here. Thank the Powers Sinon's the man she

hol ds, and not Ami n. Poor bastard. Am n enphasized that Sinon seemed proof
against Ford's subtle feelers. I'lIl have to try to arrange an exchange. Too
bad it wasn't Ford she captured. She'd get a poor inpression, though
interrogating Ford, rot ne if she wouldn't. She won't [earn nuch from Si non,
except that I'mforced to enploy men | don't trust. Dust of ny ancestors!

Si gne generates fanatical devotion. Damed if | don't envy her that
charismatic appeal. Go to sleep, Arlen. You' ve a daunting chore facing you

Three days of intense concentration foll owed: twenty-hour spans, at the end of
whi ch Arlen achieved a breakthrough. That night, he skipped sleep entirely,
his mnd at an i ncandescent peak of concentration, his body running on a

form dabl e adrenaline high. On the fourth day, he cane down fromthe heights.
Savoring intense satisfaction, he grabbed five hours of sleep, and attacked
the work engrossing him anew.

Late in the afternoon of the fifth day, the Conmander-in-Chief left the
conmand center of the base, and nmounted the stairs |leading to the cavernous
corridor stretching the |ong distance spanned by the | ocks. Dahl, returning



fromhis ship docked on Lock Two, snapped a salute to the superior he spied
energing fromthe stairwell

Arlen habitually disdains to use an elevator , the shrewd anal yst reni nded
himsel f, intrigued by that observation. Does that quirk represent inpatience
with the sl owness? A touch of claustrophobia? O nerely an instinctive revolt
agai nst slothful ease ..a preference for exerting an athletic body instead of
passively riding a nechani cal contrivance? He has negl ected to exerci se,
| ately. Perhaps he's conpensating. | can't imagi ne why. He | ooks exhausted.

Halting in his tracks, the concerned observer watched the athletic figure
proceed with long, swi nging strides down the expanse swarm ng wth guards.
He's heading for his ship. He'll put in eight straight hours, now, at the

| east . Shaking his head, the chief coordinator of the defenses aloft stepped
into the elevator, and returned to his post.

An hour l|ater, Dahl raised his lieutenant, whomhe had lent to his superior
and ordered Mles to sunmon Arlen to the board. Wen the Comander-i n- Chi ef
appeared on his screen, the aide, quailing inwardly, managed to preserve both
a phlegmatic tone of voice and an inpassive face. "I'msorry to interrupt,
sir, but Karyn and your son just docked in a lifeboat. Aiver flew them here.
They' re di senbarking at Lifeboat Lock Two."

Incredulity registered for the mere fraction of a second it took for the
nmobil e features to becone conpl etely expressionless. "Thank you, Dahl. ']
nmeet her there." Karen! Here! Risking her neck, and Tiryll's! How dare she
viol ate ny express command! Wat in hell has conme over the woman? Brazen, this
defiance! 1'11

Bur geoni ng wrat h bl ended i ndescribably with |Ionging, as Arlen crossed the

corridor fronting Lock Six, and strode down the narrower passageway gi Vi ng

access to the lifeboat |ocks. Karyn. When did we |ast made | ove? Weks ago
no, fourweeks. Damm, but | need ...No! | can't allow ...can't let ny wife
Dam this inexplicable disregard for nmy orders ...this crass gall

A nmost enticing recollection danced on the periphery of Arlen's awareness: a
curvaceous nude body nelting against his, as an elusive fragrance ensconced
itself unforgettably in the nost prinordial archive of his menory. A piquant
face radi ated provocation. Wde-set, nmenorable eyes shot a sidelong gl ance
fromunder lids heavily fringed with dark |ashes. Soft, questing hands slid
down the curve of his spine to offer an intinmate, electrifying caress. That
vi si on superinposed itself over the one consciously summoned and tenaci ously
entertained: of an autocrat inperiously issuing commands to the wife
culturally programmed to defer to the wi shes of any husband, but especially
one who hel d absol ute power over his world.

Arlen nmet his spouse at the door to the lock. No trace of the conflicting
enotions racking his mnd showed on his face. In accents rigidly controll ed,
he greeted the worman whose own features plainly reflected a nost unwonted
determ nation, and enbraced his son. Only after gaining the privacy of his
quarters, and instructing the boy to remain in a separate cabin, did Arlen
al  ow hi s displ easure to show

Sternly, the autocrat denanded, "Karyn, whatever possessed you, to disregard
utterly nmy explicit injunction that you stay where | know you're safe? You' ve
laid Aiver open to dism ssal for gross disregard of ny orders. 1've enough
wei ghing on nmy mnd right now, w thout the added worry your presence and
Tiryll's poses! You're going back. At once!™

Trai ned eyes observed unm stakabl e evi dence of an i mr nent |oss of habitua



self-control. Desperation |ent poignant urgency to the voice that pleaded.
"Arlen.please. Not at once. Tonorrow, yes. But tonight..Arlen, it's been so

I ong since...1've mssed you so..! Tears spilled down pal e cheeks--tears at
variance with an expression overtly rebellious.

A fam liar scent inpinged, bypassing neural channels overlaid on the nost
primtive center of a brain endowed with a high order of conplexity. The inmage
fleetingly entertai ned earlier expanded into boldly colored, sharp relief.
Arlen grew conscious of a stirring in his loins: an urge as prinmal in origin
as his sublimnal nental response to the tantalizing odor

Mast eri ng potent anger, he gathered his wife into a close enbrace, to feel hot
tears vaporize against the front of his uniform "Karyn," he mnurnured
reproachful ly, stroking her hair as he held her close against his chest. "You
think I haven't missed you? And Tiryll? You think | haven't |onged for a night
in your arns? But not here! I'll try to take the tine soon to pay a
visit.manage a short stay..

"You' ve been too busy to miss nme! Too wapped up in your work to miss either
of us! You don't know what longing is!" The ultrafeninine body pressed agai nst
Arlen's chest stiffened. Violet eyes nmet his squarely, challengingly,

bel ligerently.

The vehenence of Karyn's retort shocked her husband. Seldomif ever did she
rai se her voice. That shrill accusation, totally out of character for a wonman
who normal ly bore herself with admrable self-command, and who unfailingly
preserved a dignity befitting the wife of a public figure, reverberated off
the nmetal walls of the cabin, filling her spouse with profound di smay. He read
nore than petulance in his wife's body | anguage. Accurately, he gauged the
depth of what he recogni zed as near-despair.

Quilt washed over him You miss Karyn at night, he acknow edged with bitter
honesty. She misses you constantly. She's got too rmuch time on her hands
she's right

"Karyn, |ook at nme." The deep voice breathed command. Still nutinous, the
matron stared into eyes filled with raw pain. "I am wapped up in ny work. |
admt that. |I have been, and will continue to be. | can't prom se otherw se,

but don't nake the m stake of assumi ng that ny absorption forces all thought
of you..and of ny son..out of ny consciousness. Karyn, if | didn't cherish you
both.lLove you as deeply as | do.l'd not be able to stand separation fromthe
two people | care nost about of any alive. Believe nme. But your lives are at
ri sk every nonent you both spend here!"

Touched by those words, but no whit swayed from her purpose, the wonan

regai ned the best part of her conmand over herself, but her voice | ost none of
its unaccustoned insistence. "If the danger here is so great, we could | ose
you , at any tine! Arlen, you want to know that we're safe. Once you do, you
thrust us out of mind. But you don't care if | live daily--hourly--with the
frightful thought that you could be dying even as | pace the deck worrying
about you. Tiryll lives constantly with the sane thought. He's growi ng so
fast! He's changing and maturing.w thout you. Let us share your danger for a
few hours..a night! Just a single night! At least after even so short a tine
with you, | think I'd be able to face the loneliness better."

As his wife's arms tightened convul sively around the Conmander-i n- Chi ef, he
felt her bosom heave. Intuitively, he divined the overwhel m ng severity of her
di stress. You could lose her! Forfeit her regard .. her trust .. The autocrat's
hitherto inflexible resolve to send the first--the only--1ove of his |ife back
to her refuge wi thout delay, wavered, as the inpact of her physical presence



on his senses weakened his judgnent.

Intuitively aware of her husband's nental agony, Karyn pressed her advantage
by turning a tear-wet, beseeching face up to his. His nmouth cl osed over hers.
The passionate intensity of his partner's response, the scent of that
signature perfune, the sensual warnth of the shapely body nelting agai nst him
all combined to vanquish Arlen's resolve. H's own unslaked | onging for the
sound of this woman's voice and lilting | augh, his surpassing need for her
presence in his bed, rose in a wave to subnerge his fear beneath suddenly
irresistible desire. "All right," he whispered hoarsely. "One night. Early
tomorrow, Aiver will fly you back. Drastically early tonorrow. But right
now.we'l |l dine.just the three of us. W'IIl catch up on our visiting, and
retire early. Karyn, you don't know.can't guess..how often |'ve |ain awake

t ossi ng.wanting you..m ssi ng you.."

"I mss you every hour of every day!"

The patent truth of that cry fromthe heart pierced Arlen's own with
swor dt hrust force

Two hours spent in soul -satisfying conversation with the radiant w fe buoyed
by her victory over her husband's scruples, and the son hungry for the conpany
of the father he idolized, drew to an end. Having tucked the boy into bed,
Arlen bid himgoodnight. Inmpulsively, the world | eader knelt beside the bunk
and brushed his lips across Tiryll's forehead.

Two sturdy arns shot round his neck, and tightened. "Father, |'ve nissed you."
That adm ssion cane couched in a husky whi sper

"I realize that, Tiryll. Believe ne, |I've nissed you . | want you to know t hat
I'"m proud of you, son¥or the nanly way you've done your job: studied hard,
and cared for your nother. After |'ve finished doing ny job, these separations
will come to be only a nenory.like a bad dream Now, slip off to sleep, |ad.
"Il be waking you early."

"Goodni ght, Father." The boy's snmile at that nonent uncannily mirrored that of
the man rising to gaze down at the son in whom he indeed felt pride, and a
veritable wealth of |ove.

As the door slid shut behind him Arlen beheld Karyn energe fromthe shower,
and stride unclothed, arns outstretched, into his envel opi ng enbrace. Sweeping
her into strong arnms, he carried her to his bunk, passion |ooking nakedly,
hotly, from eyes darkened with the intensity of his desire. Hers reflected the
need in his. Stripping off his uniform he dropped on her. He found it no
chore to arouse her to a fierce response. Wien at |ength both partners |ay
spent, slack, entwined in each other's arns, an innately considerate |over
knew that he had lifted his wife to an unprecedented hei ght of bliss.

Satisfaction flooded his mnd. The tiredness he had felt when he forced his
body out of his bunk that norning, he recollected only dimy. Physical release
conbined with the joy the evening afforded himfilled himw th a sense of

| anguor ous wel | -being. Hi s hands nmoved over the soft flesh of the woman he

|l oved, in a caress that evoked a | ong sigh of pleasure fromhis spouse. "That
was marvel ous," she murrnmured. The soft expul sion of breath through the Iips
touching Arlen's bare skin sent a delicious inmpulse racing dowm an obscure
neur al pat hway.

"I love you, Karyn."

The fervor of that inpassioned declaration brought conviction the wonan did
not need. "I know that, Arlen," she whispered. "I've known it for twelve



Earthyears. But | w sh..

"This war won't last forever. Once | achieve what |I'mon the verge of
acconplishing, I'll have rendered Col unbi a i npervious to attack. The war will
dwindle to a state of border skirm shes..a periodic testing of defenses. | know
the toll ny absence continues to take on you..on both of you. That realization
tears at ne constantly, but six fourweeks.or less.will see a breakthrough.
"Il be home far nore often, fromthen on. | promi se you that. Mister enough
pati ence during the short time left, Karyn. Soon, the pain attending this
enforced separation will fade fromnmenory." She's got no work to absorb her
nothing to occupy a mnd obsessed with fear

"I'"ll try to cultivate patience. Truly, I'll try. Arlen..

G ve her nenories to cherish . Arlen's nouth closed over his wife's, and for
a considerable tinme thereafter, no words proved necessary.

Dahl lifted at 2000 that night.

At 0230 of the sixth morning, Preston, whomthe Commander-in- Chi ef had
recently pronoted to the rank of captain, descended to Lock One. The man
formerly Amin's lieutenant, having been issued orders to lift and join Evan
headed for the main communi cati ons center to report to Merck, the Fifth
Corpsman in charge of the command center in Dahl's absence. As he strode away,
his second officer set the spacers fueling the ship bound for the Ice Wrld.

In the deeps between worlds, a ship cloaked in blackness akin to that
shrouding the starless night of intergalactic space relentlessly absorbed the
pallid rays of a distant sun. The intrepid voyager sucked into its very

subst ance the turquoi se radi ance reflected fromthe magnificent gaseous sphere
holding the fragile artifact on its course. No ghostly observer discerned the
t enuous shape of intersecting rings as the invisible construct noved agai nst
the star-eaten backdrop of infinity. No capricious Power observed the

grot esque, outsized excrescence rising fromthe central of three |ifeboat

| ocks. No inhuman, all-seeing eye noted the strange protuberances disfiguring
the graceful, curving sweep of the vessel's heat shield. Alone in the
vastness, the hurtling warship black as a nythical spider, and as deadly,
plunged in carefully calculated free fall through the vacuum of the void.

Inside the vertical torus rapidly rotating within its protective envel ope,

Si gne sought to relax mind as well as body. Lying full length on the

i nadequat e paddi ng integral to the unorthodox harness fastened to the netal
pl ates of the deck, she surveyed the ranked array of twenty-eight nenbers of
her assault force: men and wonen as unconfortably acconmpdated as was she.
Theo alertly nonitored the screens at the board. Next to him Ml col mrested,
in anticipation of taxing maneuvers to cone.

Wwong occupi ed a makeshi ft couch situated beside the Captain and the

Li eutenant. Adrenaline flooded his wiry body as he reviewed one last tinme the
sequence of manual actions he knew he nust performfaultlessly once Signe gave
the order for the upcom ng assault to begin. Exquisitely conscious that
thirty-two lives hung on his skill, he forced all thought of his conrades
danger out of his mind, and focused solely on the unnerving chall enge facing
hi m

Recl i ni ng between Ryan and Jess, Conor observed the tension stiffening the
slight frane of the nartial expert. Too soon, Wng, he warned, as if seeking
to communi cate on an extrasensory band. Relax. You'll tire your brain--dul
those lightflash refl exes. Conserve your energy.



Whet her by coi nci dence, or some uncanny touching of two mnds nmomentarily and
m racul ously attuned, the hunched shoul ders straightened, and the stiffly
erect torso slunped back agai nst the awkward seat. That's better, lad. No
sense spending yourself prematurely . A ghost of a snmile fleetingly lit
Conor's seaned, scarred face

Two hours later, Wng narshal ed every iota of his form dabl e conputationa
skill, and exerted to the utnost his superb m nd-body coordination. Slim
fingers delicately nmanipul ated sensitive controls. Black eyes riveted

t hensel ves to a graphic display weirdly different fromany hitherto seen
aboard a mlitary ship. A wasp-like object, sooty in color, predatory in
aspect, separated itself fromthe central lifeboat |ock, and flewin formation
wi th the undetectable ship in synchronous orbit over Chenen. Cbedient to the
governing intelligence, the eerie entity spiraled downwards in a trajectory
parallel with that of the vessel now beginning its descent to the surface of
Col unbi a.

Havi ng activated a control extraneous to the board, Theo stared through
narrowed, anxious eyes at the video screens. "It's working!" he hissed at Wng
and Mal colm "The Gaeanite dust is obscuring our exhaust to perfection!”

Wbng never heard that exclamation. Mnd at a white heat of concentration, he
pai nst aki ngly gui ded by renote control the unique vessel built with his own
hands, and Inigo's--the ship that once bore two woul d-be warriors to Main
Wrld, to enlist in the force commanded by the | eader behind the | egend. The
wasp- | i ke shape descended slowly, inexorably, towards an aperture open to the
voi d. Wbng ceased breathing as he negotiated the unmanned vehi cl e t hrough the
wi de circunference of a |ock, and watched its graphic image drop at an

i nfinitesi mal pace downwards.

Sensors trailing fromshielded wires attached to the perinmeter of the renotely
gui ded vessel dragged al ong the deck of the inner |ock. Those sensitive

devi ces recorded the final crushing of the ladder nelting fromthe heat of a
cl ouded exhaust, and conveyed with exactitude the steadily dimn nishing

di stance separating the base of the invading vehicle fromthe deck towards
which it settled. As the nothership clanped to a | ock two hundred neters
beyond that penetrated by its unnanned conpani on, Whng saw his creation cone
flawl essly to rest on the plates. Hs heart palpitated wildly. By sheer force
of his will, he sat back and audibly inhaled a | ong, deep breath of air.

"Allow us fifteen mnutes," Signe rasped to the operator of the ingenious
contrivance. Dropping through the hatch, she | ed twenty-eight crack raiders
towards a rendezvous w th destiny.

At 0250, Arlen escorted his wife and son, and the old fam |y retainer

profoundly relieved to find that he still held a job, to the narrow corridor
giving access to the lifeboat |ocks. Four contingents of guards patrolled the
prem ses. "lI'll say good-bye here," Arlen told his wife. Draw ng her against

his chest, he kissed her. Having freed her |ips, he dropped to one knee to
enbrace his son. "Take care of your nother, Tiryll," he adjured the boy
softly.

"You know | always do that, Father,"” the child replied stoutly.

"Arlen, take no unnecessary chances," the natron breathed. "And call often.”

"l gave you ny word," Arlen reninded her. "Oiver, call ny board, once you've
set down at Dayton."

"I'"l'l do that, sir."



Chin high, shoul ders straight, Karyn turned, and wal ked wi thout a backward
gl ance down the passageway, firmly clasping Tiryll's hand in her own.

After watching for a few seconds, her autocratic husband strode back into the
| arger thoroughfare he nmust cross, to enter his ship.

At that nmonent, a thunderous expl osion rocked the deck upon which Arlen stood.
An incandescent ball of fire erupted far down the corridor fronting the
mlitary |locks, nonentarily blinding the shocked observer. The harrow ng sight
abruptly vani shed, as seals crashed into place, sealing off the section of the
passageway fronting Lock Three. Shouts arose in the near portion: the half so
abruptly truncated. A second, nore nuffled roar followed directly on the first
bl ast .

Real i zation hit the dictator with stunning force. Signe just struck with no
war ni ng! That bl ast created an i npassabl e barricade! She's after Preston's
ship--or mine! Karyn! Lifeboat |ocks ...Signe won't strike those. Lift, Arlen
You can't afford to | ose what you' ve got aboard!

Even as those thoughts flashed through his brain, Arlen acted. Sprinting into
Lock Six, he beheld Dahl's lieutenant. "Ml es! Wat in hell's happening?"

"We didn't see a dammed thing, sir, but something exploded in Lock Three. The
mai n board's dead."

"Follow me!" Moving with precipitate haste, Arlen nounted the |adder, raised
the el evator, and gained the bridge. Dropping into a couch, he stared into the
vi d.

Bl ackness blotted out even the stars. A hoarse, Gaean-accented voice issued
fromthe panel. "Don't try to lift, or to fire! I'Il annihilate the base! You
can't see nme, or the ship that just docked! Try to prevent any ship's ascent,
and I'Il blast you! Hear, Arlen?"

Fury clawed at the Commander-in-Chief's vitals. He nade no reply. H's face
seem ngly carven of stone, he watched as a sphere of gl ow ng plasma soared
upwards from Lock One. Five minutes |later a second exhaust ascended from Lock
Two. The latter appeared eerily m sshapen: obscured by a cloud of black vapor
that all but conceal ed the incandescence fromview "Signe's shielding the

pl asma," he grated. "Spewing out a fortune's worth of an exotic rare

sonet hing, damm her to everlasting firel"

Ten mnutes later, the two vessels vani shed. Anin's voice sounded fromthe
board. "Commander, |'m docking. | can't raise your board. |'m docking, hear?
On Lock One!™

Arlen turned to the vid, to behold an ebony face contorted in rage. "l expect
that bastard al oft can hear that you're not pursuing,” he grated. "Make the
descent, Amin. | don't know what happened to Preston, but Signe just made off
with his ship."

Havi ng energed fromthe | ock, Arlen raced across the corridor to the entry of
t he passageway from which he had so lately energed. Horror all but paral yzed
him as he saw that a seal barred himfrom passing the portal. Two white-faced
Fifth Corpsnen stood with their backs to the heavy slab of netal. "You can't
go in there, sir," one inforned his superior with desperate vehenence. "The
corridor nmust be breached."

"No.." The word barely registered on the ears of the guards. One nman reached
out a hand to steady the haggard | eader whose face drai ned of color



Poundi ng feet sounded in the stairwell. Merck burst fromthe door. "Sir, don't
go in there. The explosion in Three breached two of the four main air vents
serving the corridors, and blew the punp. The air escaped back down the vents
in a mtter of mnutes--into space--fromthis corridor, and the one belowit.
Seal s kept the air fromrushing out of the rest of the base, except for the
breached area around Lock Three."

"My wife.ny son.are in there! Wre..unless Aiver managed to lift.."

"I"ve got nmen deployed to reroute the vents froma spare punp, sir. That'l
take some tine.twenty mnutes." His eyes riveted to the ice-white face of his
superior, Merck fell silent, fearing to offer hope that he judged woul d prove
fal se.

Arlen stood rigidly still, his mind churning. Dead. Karyn's dead. Tiryll is.
Dead. You killed them both, by your fatuous willingness to |isten to her.
Dead! And the base ...Preston ...Controlling a sudden onsl aught of faintness,

t he Commander -i n- Chi ef clutched at the shreds of his self-possession. You're
in conmmand here. Pull yourself together! "Merck. Did Preston survive? Wat
happened?"

"Preston's dead, sir. W saw absolutely nothing on the vid. No di senbodi ed
exhaust. Signe evidently docked a black ship on Two, and | anded sone invisible
sonething cramred full of blasting gel, on Three. That vehicle expl oded right
on the deck of Three's inner lock, as far as we can tell. The concussion bl ew
t he pressure-proof doors out, and sent seals sliding shut in the corridor, on
both sides of the breach. The blast killed three guards, and | ocked the others
away fromaiding the twenty guards Signe attacked along with Preston and his
spacers

"Thirty fighters emerged fromthat ship. The Gaeans bonbed the stairs opposite
t he communi cations center, but by sheer luck, a squad coming on duty managed
to prevent their destroying those facing Two. W fought our way out into the
corridor, and did what we could, as did Levi, sir--right beside nme. Signe's
force nmanaged to divide, gain the | ocks, and close the doors. \When we opened
them the red lights were on. Howin hell two sets of rear guards got aboard
inthe time it took for the doors to reopen, we don't know. And whoever
operated that thing they landed in Three's blown to atons. A suicide mssion
that must have been."

She masked her exhaust. Dust ...sone gaseous form of that damed coati ng!
Docked ...killed! Karyn

Amin energed fromthe stairs, his hawk-profiled face the enbodi ment of dread.

"Arlen.they' ve punped air into the corridor before the lifeboat locks. I'll go
wi th you..and | ook. But no boat lifted fromhere. 1'd have seen one."
Dead.

That single word reverberated in Arlen's befogged consci ousness. The seal slid
back with a harsh clanor. Three pairs of eyes stared down the | ong corridor
strewn with the still forms of guards, and fastened onto one inert feninine
figure clad in bright green

Dropping to his knees beside the notionless bodies of his wife and his son
still clasped in each other's arms, the stricken husband and father reached
out to confirmthat the two beings he | oved best were dead. Pain greater than
any he had known rose to shatter him Slowy, that enotion subrerged bel ow a
fearful wave of savage self-condemation. Tears burned behind the eyes the
viewer could not tear away fromthe lifel ess remains of the worman he | oved,



and the boy in whom he had taken such pride. "Karyn," he whi spered hoarsely.
"Tiryll ..t

The agony convul sing Arlen drove his nmind into a shadow real mof the
past--into otherwhere, otherwhen--but failed to bring nercifu

unconsci ousness. Awareness seared him regret flayed him sorrow threatened to
unhi nge the mnd exquisitely conscious, grinly accepting, of ful
responsibility for the tragedy. As noisture spilled silently down cheeks gone
white as frost, the widower's hand stroked dark hair, while the faint scent of
perfune wafted upwards. Existence at that nonent becane an excruciating
totality of unbearabl e pain.

Anmin dropped beside the man on the deck, who felt through the intensity of his
ordeal an armencircle his shoulders. "Arlen.” Wrds failed the scholarly
aristocrat nornmally so adept in their use. Tears nmonmentarily filmed his own
eyes as he sensed the magnitude of his oldest friend' s inconsolable grief.

"I''mresponsible."” That rasping whisper sent fear as well as pain |ancing

through Amin's generous heart. "I should have sent them back the noment they
arrived. | weakened.let Karyn sway ne.let this happen..
"Arlen, it could as easily have happened anywhere. In the capital. |In Dayton

even. Anywhere an Earth-arned ship chanced to set down, to tenpt a strike.
Don't add guilt to the intolerable weight of pain. Arlen, old friend.l'm so
sorry.."

As his shock wore off, Arlen's agony increased, putting his habitua
self-mastery to a fearful test. H's consciousness that as Commander-i n- Chi ef
he bore responsibilities on his shoulders other than personal ones enabled him
to retain command of hinself. Rising stiffly to his feet, he cast a fina

angui shed glance at his dead, and turned to the nmen gathered about him nen
whose eyes reflected nute synpathy. In a voice held creditably | evel, he

i ssued orders, and watched as his subordinates obeyed.

Chapter N ne

Amin presided at the nenorial for Karyn and Tiryll. Seated between Danner and
Evan on the hard bench beneath the |ofty done, Lacey strove to master
debilitati ng weakness. Holding hinmself stiffly erect by the power of an
unyielding will, the Captain suffering froma still-unheal ed wound savored his
recent feat: nustering enough inpassioned el oquence to convince the physician
of his fitness to leave the infirmary solely for the duration of this
cerenony. Forcing his mind off the pain stabbing with breath-catching force

t hrough his emaciated frane, he listened, all the while exquisitely conscious
of the sorrow enmanating fromthe bereaved husband and father sitting
ranrod-straight just in front of him

"W stand too near the gulf between us and the departed,” the Friend asserted
gravely. "Only tinme heals the wounds dealt by sudden forced separation from
those we loved. What lies in our future hides behind a veil. W know only that
what passed before this rift was precious. The day will arrive when unfading
menories offer exquisite confort. Those who precede us in death await us in an
altered state--another species of existence. Let us not sink into despair, nor
buckl e under the form dable weight of sorrow. Let us inmagi ne our | oved ones
saying with the poet, 'W have fulfilled ourselves, and we can dare/ And we
can conquer, though we nay not share/ In the rich quiet of the afterglow Wat



is to come.

Karyn's a little pile of ashes , Lacey denurred bl eakly, rejecting the
conventi onal solace. At peace: oblivion holds no sorrow. But Arlen has taken a
wound that may never heal. He loves differently than do nost of us. Harder
Deeper. He | oves exclusively .. permanently. Wuld | suffer what he's feeling
now, if | lost ny wife of twelve Earthyears tonorrow? 1'd hurt, naturally. 1'd
grieve, but 1'd recover. AmI| nore selfish? Mre shal |l ow?

| wonder. Somewhere along the line, that original fire | felt for Elena died.

Sputtered out, alnost without my noticing. |I'ma husband fromhabit. | took on
responsibilities to a wife and two daughters. | don't duck out of
conmitments--don't shirk duties of any sort. And | love nmy girls deeply. If |

| ost a daughter .. N cole, especially ..1'd suffer, all right, but ny marriage

never grew to be what Arlen's nust have been. Vul nerable, a man capabl e of
that degree of affection. So vulnerable .. Damm, but | feel rotten. Amin, wap
it up. What confort can any of us offer? Even you?

Arlen sat unmoving, shrouded in all but unbearabl e pain.

A fourweek passed. Despite the ravages to his psyche wought by the raid that
clainmed the lives of his wife and son, the nman bereft, scourged by renorse,
flayed by guilt, achieved his goal of producing a device that he knew past al
doubt woul d detect a vessel coated with a substance that absorbed al

wavel engt hs of scanni ng radi ati on. The necessity of conpleting that work
forced the Commander-in-Chief's thoughts, for the bulk of his waking hours,
off the worst of his grief.

Levi credited that circunstance with saving the sanity of the coll eague for
whom t he mat hematician's kindly heart ached. Arlen worked hinself brutally,
dreadi ng the hour when utter exhaustion forced himinto his bunk. Agonies of
regret, of bitter self-denunciation, acconpanied his fevered efforts to
conpose his mind and fall asleep. Only his fierce, unflagging deternination to
render his world safe fromfurther attacks kept himfromw thdrawing into a
private nental hell from which he mght otherw se never have energed with his
brilliant intellect intact.

Faced now with action, the widower felt sone of the fog of pain lift. Hours
passed when the bitter nenories subsided bel ow the surface of his

consci ousness, and his nmind grappled with the work at hand, unhanpered by the
recurrent, intrusive thoughts that produced brief periods of tota
abstraction. Those disturbing | apses, his subordinates tactfully outwaited in
respectful silence, even as fear mngled with conpassion. Exerting hinself to
the utnost, the statesmanlike military dictator planned the installation and
guardi ng of three orbital forts.

One norning, Arlen arose to the realization that he had spent a full eight
hours sunk in profound, dream ess slunber. He felt physically invigorated, and
intellectually renewed. Searing, debilitating grief had sonehow transmuted
into settled, permanent sadness. He found hinmsel f thinking of others beside
hinmsel f. In a sudden access of shame, he realized how self-absorbed he had

been in his all-consuning sorrow. Amin is bereaved as well , he chided
hinself. He lost one old conrade--a man cl oser than a brother--and aches ow ng
to the suffering of another. Yet he strove mightily to confort you --lent you

his strength when you stood in direst need. It's time you exerted your
habi tual sel f-comand. You need to |lead, not run in place.

Havi ng thus sternly adnoni shed his alter ego, Arlen recalled a prom se as yet
unkept. Striding into his office with a purposeful step that Dahl observed



with profound relief, he sunmoned Levi. Wile awaiting his technical advisor,
he reviewed Merck's spirited account of how the new recruit had responded to
the al arm

Levi coolly deduced that the smaller explosion wi ped the stairs before One ,
t he Conmander -i n- Chi ef nused. For all he knew, that infernal wonman nmight have
succeeded i n advanci ng cl ose enough to the stairwell to bonb the only
remai ning route leading to the base. No one uses an el evator in an energency!
It's far too easy to die trapped inside, or be killed by soneone standing in
wait, prepared to fire a handweapon--or toss a bonb--through the openi ng door
But Levi ganely stepped into the el evator opposite Two, and energed in the
thick of the battle raging outside the entry to Two's stairs. A professor with
no experience of conbat cut down the Gaean about to take Merck in the flank
and then fought beside Merck as he and a force of guards, who chanced to be
com ng on duty just as the raiders appeared, prevented the eneny from draw ng
cl ose enough to bonb the stairwell. Levi never gave one thought to the fact of
his mnd' s being a national asset too priceless to risk

Respondi ng to the sumons, the subject of Arlen's soliloquy hastened down the

corridor still evincing visible traces of Signe's assault. Metal of burnished
newness adj oi ned that dulled by slow oxidation over a | ong span of tine.
Scaffolding still rose to the curved upper plates, where workmen nethodically

repl aced damaged lighting elenents in the array of overhead fixtures. Moving
with the athletic grace characteristic of a swordsman, the mathenatici an
nmechani cal ly threaded his way through a naze of spidery netal supports.

Rumi natively, he assessed his achievenent, and sighed audi bly. You ought to
feel elated ..proud. You didn't fail the autocrat who placed such touching
trust in a burned-out academ cian. Arlen asked, rather than demanded, and
prom sed a reward. If only ..Damm! By his very generosity--his recruiting you
on such favorable terms--he unwittingly deepened the depression that's plagued
you for so long a tine, and worsened since you nmanaged your breakthrough.

Don't let on, Levi. Look at the sorrow afflicting the Comuander-in-Chief. Your
pai n pal es beside his. Just be glad you succeeded!

Rising fromthe chair before his termnal to greet the nman striding through
the door, Arlen sniled. His visitor beamed, i measurably heartened to behol d
an expression on his superior's face that no one had seen in weeks. "Sit
down," the dictator invited, gesturing to a chair. "Tonorrow will see the
installation of a fort begun. Today, you're going to accept a reward
conmensurate with the uni que nature of your contribution."

"Sir, there's no need.."

"Levi, you heard nme. | won't take no for an answer, and |1'd as | eave offer
what will do you the nost good. Don't argue. State your preference.”

Levi knew that tone. He sat erect, still. Dare | ask what | want so badly?
Wuld Arlen regret his generosity? Could | handl e so radical a change? Coul d
Rachel? No. I'mtoo old for this as well. |I'd see Rachel only seldom 1've
m ssed her so ...Could we ...No! You risk placing in an acutely enbarrassing
position this man who just passed through hell. No!

Arlen saw a gl eamof fierce joy, of ardent hope, of wistful yearning, fade
into resignation. Levi sniled, finally. "I'Il just let you bestow what you
think proper, sir."

"No, you won't! There's sonething you want, but won't request, out of fear
that 1'Il regret naking the offer. Say plainly what conpensation you desire.”



Dark eyes wi dened in shock. He reads mnds , Levi decided in wonder. Wat
should I ...l can't ask that.

"Levi, state your preference. That's an order, and don't think I won't know,
if you try a hasty substitution.”

He will know. He infallibly detects when a man's lying. "All right, sir, 1'll
nmention what thought |eaped to prom nence, but | won't blane you for refusing
to grant it."

Ral lying his failing nerve, the reluctant petitioner stated his wish. "I'd
like to stay on in the Special Force, sir.to undergo training as a spacer, and
eventual ly, as an officer. I'mfifty Earthyears old, and unused to nmilitary
life, but I"'mwlling.eager.to learn. |'mpast ny prine as a creative thinker

| enjoy teaching, but I've instructed a | ong successi on of students at the
University for thirty Earthyears now, and haven't yet found a successor: a
m nd the equival ent of what mine once was, when | was sixteen..ei ghteen.twenty.

|'ve settled into a sterile groove. | like this life.relish the
conpani onshi p..even the danger. Wen you don't know whether you'll live to see
tonorrow, today seens a priceless gift. | haven't felt as.alive.in decades.

This theoretical breakthrough was nmy swansong: the |ast upflaring of a dying
fire. | need new goals."

Thunderstruck, Arlen stared at the mathenatical genius seated stiffly erect,
neeting his eyes squarely. For a span of nmilliseconds, he weighed the request
while controlling his face to perfection. At length, he smled with beguiling
warnth. "I offered a reward for service, and you beg to go on serving--pl ead
el oquently for the dubious privilege of risking your irreplaceable, precious
life. You ask to resign a position conferring high social standing, to enter a
danger ous, demandi ng new profession, in the mdst of a war! And yet | realize
that you just requested what you do nost deeply want. Wll, you've got it."

Far | ess practiced than was his superior at keeping his thoughts hidden, Levi
found it inpossible to conceal either his fierce delight, or the attendant
amazement. "Sir, |...You don't think me..presunptuous..?"

"For asking to serve in a new capacity? Hardly. As for training, you'll need
to undergo a long, difficult apprenticeship under men who rank as your
peers¥sone of whom might resent ny raising you to their rank arbitrarily, as a
reward for service far different fromtheir own. But you're no stranger to

prejudice, Levi, and I'll enploy nmen | trust, to undertake that chore--nen
who' Il fully realize that your genius nade an inpenetrabl e defense possible. |
surely don't intend to reduce your rank. No, I'll arrange a different sort of

i nduction than the usual."

Stunned, Levi digested the astounding fact that his life at this juncture

changed irrevocably. |'mgrasping at this chance at Rachel's expense , he
agoni zed silently. | mss her so, now But she'll understand. She realizes how
I've felt. "Sir, | didn't expect to keep the rank to which you so generously
raised nme--a rank I don't deserve. 1'd be willing to start at the bottom™
"Well, you won't. 1'll delegate to you in your present capacity the
responsibility for overseeing the scanning with new devices unfaniliar to the
nmen who'll use them That'll drive hone to all of themthe fact that this

br eakt hrough constitutes your contribution. Amin's presently deprived of his
lieutenant, and | acks a repl acenment capable of exerting authority with the
firmess and even-handedness that characterize an experienced second of ficer
Anin's a nan whol ly | acking prejudice of any sort. I'mraising himto the rank
of Acting Commander of the Special Force, and entrusting himw th the externa
defense of the forts once all three installations are in orbit.



"You'll oversee the manning and utilization of the devices. That'll be tricky.

Qur devices won't connect to weaponry. We'll have to relay coordinates to nen
firing blind, until | can produce variants capable of being interconnected
with the weaponry. I'll use your talent there, as well. | lack your skill at

programm ng, but nost especially, at programming Earth-built conputers.”

"Ahh.l'd anticipated that difficulty. I've given it a wealth of thought, these
past few days. W'll nanage that, as well." Dark eyes burned wi th eagerness,
as Levi's lean frame shouted his ebullient joy in the Commander-in-Chief's
unexpect ed response to his appeal

|"ve just gained a wholly loyal, incredibly talented addition to ny force!
Arlen acknow edged benusedly. A man who keeps a nobst extraordinarily cool head
inacrisis. Levi ..captain of a mlitary ship? Wiy not? You' re not the

warrior Amn is, or Evan. Nor Danner's equal as a swordsman, |et al one
Brant's, but you started out as captain of a mlitary ship, yourself. Your
swift ascent to power canme about through your ability to outguess--to
outt hi nk--to out maneuver--your peers. To your sheer gall--your willingness to
take fearful ganbles with your own life, and those of the men closest to you
To your ability to command the |oyalty of nmen |ike Anin, Danner, Evan, Lacey
and Dahl, and to handle tal ented captai ns whose own careers cone first in
their thinking, such as Brant and Yukio. But Levi's the soul of honor--the
epitonme of loyalty. And he's behol den to you, now. You offered a reward, and
gai ned nore than you'll give. Wll!

The next fourweek saw an effort of nonunmental proportions: one extrenely well
pl anned. Arlen high-handedly comandeered what nen, ships, technicians and
engi neers he needed, well able to select the very nen whose special talent the
endeavor required. As each fort underwent construction frommaterials ferried
to a point in space which the passenger vessel would occupy, a force of seven
mlitary ships kept constant guard, occupying orbits slightly closer in,
therefore noving faster than the fort, or farther out, noving slower.

Arlen's vessel traveled exactly the sane orbit as the passenger ship housing
the workers, close enough to fly in formation with the clustered nass of
openwor k conponents and attendant gear. Flocks of nen in nobile

assenbl ers--smal |l vehicles fromwhich a single occupant operated robot
arns- - began constructing the framework around the capaci ous vessel. As the

wor ked progressed, the Commander-i n-Chief worked on the nodifications he hoped
to perfect for devices as yet untested. Conponents of his own invention
integrated into the board of his ship, allowed himto |listen, as he worked, to
the cross-conmuni cations of his captains, to speak, if an occasion denanded
orders, and to see the nen speaking, on a large video screen built into the
wal | enclosing an area originally form ng two cabins: space renpdel ed now into
a single workshop-| aboratory.

Levi spent tinme with each of ten captains and crews, explaining with the ease
of a born teacher the operation of the devices, and giving a non-nmathemati cal
conci se overview of the manner in which the invention worked. "You'll not see
the ship itself," he explained crisply. "It'll show up as gray space
possessi ng the shape of a ship, seen against a background of scintillating
color: an effect produced by radi ant energy incomng fromel sewhere in the
gal axy. Sensors | ocked onto referent stars will allow the coordinates of the
ship to be computed and di spl ayed.

"This device can't |lock onto the black ship, any nmore than your scanning
screens can, but if the vessel changes course, it'll traverse a portion of its
trajectory that's infinitesimally small conpared to the distance between the
celestial bodies enmtting the background radiation utilized by the device.



That pattern, now entered in the nenory of the conputers, will be overlain by
t he shape produced by absorption rather than reflection of incom ng radiation

"The conputers will shift the view automatically to keep that pattern in the
center of the screens while displaying the changi ng coordi nates. To bl ast the
ship, you'll have to listen to data relayed, and fire manually, until the
Conmmander -in-Chief and | finish the chore that will enable us to integrate the
device with the conputers in the fire-control systens of the Earth-built
weaponry. We're working on that."

Twel ve nmen listened, their faces reflecting keen excitenent. "What if we're
maneuvering even as the eneny's dodgi ng?" Brant asked, his eyes intent on the
prof essor whose class had driven an anbitious, non-mathenatically-adept,
woul d- be spacer-captain alnost to despair, and consistently, to |ate-night
sessi ons of desperate cranmi ng.

"The sane principle holds. Your nmotions, as well as those of the eneny, result
in novenment over infinitesimally small distances, conpared to those between
the emtting bodies. True, your notions will vary considerably both in speed
and direction fromthose of the eneny, but two banks of exceedingly fast
conput ers handl e both your velocity and the eneny's, and integrate both

agai nst the overall pattern. You won't |ose the inmage unless either you or the
eneny increases the usual speed by a power of ten. Good question, Brant." Levi
smled warmy upon a former pupil whose unflagging diligence he well
remenber ed.

A flush of gratified pride suffused the narrow, arrogant face of the recipient
of the conplinent. Levi doesn't know how to sneer, Brant reflected, recalling
slights both to peers and students tossed off by certain of Levi's fellows on
the faculty: slights that the perpetrators, normally secure in their

cogni zance of their notable prowess as duelists, took care not to offer Brant,
even then. Levi's wholly incapable of sarcasmon a par with the cutting
remar ks Doncaster so often enploys, or Ordway, he acknow edged . Levi pinked
that latter bastard with cannily cal cul ated ease. CGenius/duelist. Amazing!

Studyi ng his captain, Arlen read Brant's thoughts as accurately as if the nan
had spoken them M touchy careerist stands in enough awe of his old professor

that he'll accept Levi as an equal , he surnised. So will Evan, whose ability
at mathematics doesn't exceed Brant's by any appreci able anpbunt. Dahl and
Lacey both |ike the man. Danner coolly weighed him but he'll cause no problem

for my new captain. Ford seethed. Should | elevate himto a position of
comand? Soot he his scalded pride ...give his career a boost?

No. I'Il be dammed if 1'lIl pronote a man | don't trust, and if | catch the
bastard entering any treacherous alliance with Galt or Dexter, |I'll break
him-and them if | can see nmy way clear. No. Let Ford rise to a position of
strength, and he'll devel op notions of supplanting ne hinself. His ability

exceeds that of Waylon, Denetrius, and even Yukio, who's highly conpetent, and
| oyal. No. Keep a wary eye on Ford, Arlen.

H s heart aching for Jason, whose nmental as well as physical agony wounded the
Captain's sensibilities every tinme he visited the Lieutenant, his nind filled
with sorrow arising fromthe early death of Preston, Amin heard with

m sgivings Arlen's conmand that he train a wholly inexperienced man of equa
rank. He nonethel ess found hinself liking his charge. Wll| aware of Levi's
geni us, having taken two courses fromthe nmathenatician decades earlier, Anin
enployed all the wealth of tact at his conmand, without |owering his |ofty
standards one iota. The Acting Conmander nanaged to offer Arlen's technica
advi sor the standard practical instruction given any new recruit in

shi p-systens repairs, and exhaustive, demandi ng physical training, wthout



underm ning his fellow captain's authority over the crewren.

Navi gati onal mathematics, that bane of recruits' existence, the novice knew on
a level to which Anin hinself had never risen. Shrewdly exploiting that
circunstance, the Captain arranged that Levi teach not only his crewren, but
hinself as well, a course that challenged the brightest of them As Amin
expected, the new officer taught as unsel fconsciously as he accepted
instruction, earning the respect of the crew. Two qualities--his transparent
good nature, coupled with a flair for dealing firmy but fairly with
students--transnuted effortlessly into a correspondi ng ease at handling the
men under him The new Captain soon won his subordi nates' 1iking.

In daily private sessions, Anmin drove Levi unnercifully, fully expecting to
generate the anger he custonarily aroused, and then used to keep nentally and
physi cal | y exhausted nen striving. To his astoni shnent, Levi exhibited no
anger. Intense pressure served to nake the novice ever nore inplacably
determned to qualify, without arousing the |east resentnent at his nmentor.

He' Il do , Amin conceded ungrudgingly. Eventually. He won't be experienced,
but he'll be conpetent. And who knows what sort of fighting we'll see before
this ill-omened war ends?

Across interworld space, Signe asked that identical question of herself. That
last raid took a fearsome toll on our assault force , she acknow edged griny
whil e seated alone in her office. Gray netallic walls wavered in her vision
before nelting into nothingness as a flashback devoured present awareness.
Super hunan exertion during a pivotal battle froze tine into stasis. The
warrior relived, rather than renenbered, that surreally stretched segnent of a
life fraught with peril. Eyes uncl ouded by fear observed each facet of the
battle. Standing outside herself, a spectator of the nelee even as her
nmuscul ar body engaged in violent conbat, the Commander fixed the event

i ndelibly in nmenory.

Once again, Signe burst, sword in hand, fromthe outer |ock bel ow the black
ship docked on Lock Two, flanked by six raiders armed with handweapons.
Stunned corridor-guards died even as they whirled to face the foes
materializing with no warning. Lethal pulses dropped those farther away before
they could react. A squad of Col unbi ans--nen scheduled to relieve the guards
presently patrolling the corridor--arrived at the top of the stairs opposite
Lock Two just as the surprise attack commenced. That massed body of veteran
corpsnmen fanned out to prevent the eneny's gaining the stairs, suffering heavy
casualties as they battled the force of Gaeans striving to draw cl ose enough
to the recessed stairwell to bonb it, while avoiding precipitating a blast in
the corridor itself: a maneuver likely to prevent the Col unbians from bringing
up reinforcenments, but at the insupportable price of denying the raiders
access to the lock to which they had noored their black ship.

While that battle raged to her rear, Signe raced towards Lock One at the head
of a second force of Gaean swordsmen. Four raiders w el ding handweapons,
runni ng shoul der to shoul der, paralleled the advance of the conrades keeping
well to the right of those halting occasionally to aimand fire the electronic
weaponry, and sprinting forward to stay abreast of their conrades. Surviving
guards fleeing towards the far stairs sprawl ed headl ong, instantaneously slain
by invisible pul ses flashing al ong arrowstraight paths imed in lurid red.
Lupe, her sword sheathed, a fuzed expl osive device held lightly in her right
hand, prepared to inplement a crucial part of the battle-plan. The

breat htakingly |l ovely spacer-fighter nmaintained a position directly behind the
Conmander | eadi ng the assault.

Spacers manning the punps in the inner |ock roofed by Preston's ship heard the



din. Nine nmen charged into the corridor, weapons drawn. A tenth frantically
strove to shut down the operation, even as a burly Gaean bore down on him
VWi ppi ng sword from sheath, the spacer fought and died in the spreading |ake
of icy water issuing fromthe inperfectly closed nozzle of the hose he had
cast away. Theo's harsh ultimtumto the two nmen reeling with shock in front
of Preston's board prevented their lifting from Lock One.

Wth deadly precision, the two-pronged assault force cleared the corridor
opposite the | ock of guards, but suffered nunerous casualties. Ryan fell
transfixed by the blade wi el ded by Preston's lieutenant. Conor battled his way
towards the slayer whose death he sought, but it was Jess, fighting with rabid
ferocity, who avenged her old conrade. Eric, nmaneuvering al ongside of the
crunpl ed body of his severely wounded second officer, engaged in vicious

i nfighting before killing the spacer who had run Watt through the thigh. Lupe
succeeded in hurling her mssile dowm the stairwell opposite the |ock. The
deaf eni ng expl osi on that ensued followed directly upon the far nore thunderous
bl ast ripping through Lock Three.

Ami d screans, shouts, curses, and the clanorous clash of seals sliding into
pl ace to close the breach and isolate the contested stretch of corridor
formng the battlefield fromthe remainder of its |l ength, Signe dueled the
Captain singling her out fromall other enenies as he and his surviving
crewren mounted a valiant but futile defense of their ship. No match for his
worl d's archfoe, Preston fell, transfixed through the heart.

W enching her steel free, the silver-haired warrior fought on, until her
gore-drenched bl ade drove hone into the vitals of the last Col unbian crewran
still on his feet. The surviving raiders hauled their dead and wounded aboard
their prize, and lifted, having seen that their conrades fighting before Two's
stairs managed to conplete an orderly, strategic retreat to their ship.

The vividly real re-enactnent faded. Pain envel oped the woman who stared
unseeing into space, her mnd focused on visions of prior deaths: acts of
heroic self-sacrifice, and prodigies of unselfish daring. Pride nmingled with
pain. VW won't forget our fallen warriors, she vowed. Their names will live in
our oral tradition, and in our witten history. Qur nen and wonmen cast aside
ingrained traditions of pacifismto learn fighting skills even as they used

t hem agai nst a ruthl ess, experienced, rapacious invading force.

Far ol der menories superseded the new. Hatred shone nakedly from eyes gone
suddenly icy: hard as blue di anonds. Recollections that Signe normally kept

| ocked deep inside her surged past nental barriers to ravage her mnd. Her
face changed, twisting into a nmask of virulent anger. Wll aware of the
corrosive potential inherent in those searing visualizations, she scourged

t hem back into the dank dungeons of the mind that could control, if not banish
them Exerting her wealth of w Il power, the Spartan-soul ed woman got herself
in hand. Think of the future , she ordered her alter ego. O the course this
war will take, now. Well. Here's Wng, right on tinme. "Conme in," she called.

The martial expert dropped heavily into the chair Signe offered. He |ooks
tired, she noted . Strained. Wll, so are we all. "Wng, let ne congratul ate
you¥not only on your wllingness to sacrifice that uni que vessel, which by
rights ought to have gone to a nmuseum but for your taking such pains to
convert it into a renote-controlled vehicle. That strategy was all that nade
the snatch possible."

"Conor deserves your congratul ations far nmore than | do, Signe." That wound
took a toll, but grief exacted a worse one , Whng concl uded sadly. The
ultimate patriot, this wonan. She conserves her warriors, but unhesitatingly



sacrifices conrades grown ineffably close, when that price needs paid. She
never falters--never |loses that clear perspective she has maintained fromthe
start.

Si gne holds the ideal of freedomfor Gaea in perpetuity as nore precious than
the Iife of any individual, however heroic. She hazards her own even nore
readi ly. She suffers, when she views our dead, yet refuses to allow herself to
grow desensitized to the agony of others. She steadfastly disdains to arnor
her heart against her own pain. How does she bear the weight of incalculable
sorrow? Stay detached, decisive, cool-headed--as unaffected by the hatred
sense she feels, as by a burden of command strong nmen might find intol erable?
Could it be that her very femninity protects her--tenpers both hatred and
rage? Allows her to endure--insures that she'll prevail? | wonder

Wiy do | get the uncanny feeling that Whng sees nore deeply into ny soul than
does even Eric? Signe asked herself as she intuitively gauged the inport of
subtl e changes flitting across the round gol den face of the dimnutive
warrior. "Conor did as rmuch as you, but not nore, Wong. Your genius wth

conputers allowed us to attain our goal. Wll. I've another project in mnd
for both of you. I"'mall but certain that Arlen's working on sone defensive
nmeasure to detect our black ships. Gven his brilliance, he'll likely succeed.

W need a sacrificial vessel ¥one we can afford to see blasted. The

Gaeani te-coated drone we used to nmake the transit to the mne where we stole
our first prize springs to mind. W'll find it necessary to control our decoy
froma distance, and vary the tactic we enployed at Chenen. Can you nanage

t hat ?"

“I'"ll manage it, Signe.
perfect confidence.

Wbng offered that assurance in a tone breathing

"Good. We'lIl need to approach Colunbia with infinite caution, next tinme¥not
count on our being undetectable. W may reconnoiter before actually testing
what ever Arlen's planning."

"We'll be ready." Rising, Wng strode out, his slight body radiating
det erm nati on

Pl agued with guilt that he knew to be irrational, over the circunstance of his
battle station's preventing his taking any wound, Theo found hinmself with tinme
on his hands: a nost unusual circunstance. Jassy, on the other hand, spent
every waki ng monent wor ki ng, given that Wwng and Conor sought his help while
renodel i ng the drone. Deprived of the conpany of his best friend one evening
when the majority of his conrades were occupied, the former historian
encountered Eric as the Senior Captain returned fromthe quarters in which the
Col unbi ans were confined. The sight of the warder produced a nost thoughtful
notion in the mnd of a man incapabl e of harboring blind, unreasoning hatred.
Striding down the corridor fromwhich Eric had just emerged, Theo called upon
Si non.

Startled by the entry of a strange eneny officer, the prisoner of war rose
fromthe bunk where he had been sitting, noodily contenplating the
consequences of his inprisonnent, and regretting the heavy burden of
unaccustoned | eisure. Warily, he fronted the newconer.

"I'"'m Theo," the visitor announced. "Captain, in Signe's Fleet. The thought
occurred to ne that you're likely chafing at enforced idleness. | can't do
anyt hi ng about that, but |I can | end you books on macrodisc, if you' d care to
read, to pass the tinme. | realize that you' ve been denied access to our

worl d's bank, but you' ve a terminal in here."



Prof oundl y astoni shed, Sinon stared the scholarly, sensitive face framed in
curly dark hair. Ingenuous gray eyes in which he detected no trace of sneering
contempt, let alone hatred, net his searching glance squarely. "I'd wel come so
t houghtful a gesture,” he replied courteously. "Sit down, please. | candidly
admt that 1'd enjoy talking to soneone who's ny equal in rank--not that |
don't appreciate the opportunity to visit with ny fell ow detai nees."

Seating hinself on the opposite bunk, Theo asked, "Wat sort of books woul d
i nterest you?"

"Hi storical works, if you've got any. Civil or mlitary history¥anci ent or
nodern. Works by Gaean authors |'d find nost engrossing, not having had any
chance to read such."

The visitor's eyes widened. "You're an historian?"

"That was nmy minor. | majored in ship-systens technol ogy, but | rather think
I'd find it hard to concentrate on technical treatises, just at present."”
Bitterness fleetingly animated a face lately grown vacant, as its owner

wi t hdrew ever nore deeply into self-absorbed apathy.

"My degree is in history," Theo confided, reading the om nous evidence of
i nci pient despair on the deeply lined face of a nan well past mddle age. "I

taught at the University, before the war. | own a volum nous library of works
of both Gaean and ancient history--even selections fromancient literature.
The macrodisc I'lIl lend you contains ny entire extensive collection. I'll also

provi de you a datapad or two, if you wish to nake notes."

"I'd be nmost grateful!" Thinking that he had never beheld a | ess
mlitant-appearing captain, Sinon studied his eneny. "Are you.a veteran?" he
asked, curiosity overcomng his fear of giving offense to a man nmaki ng so
graci ous an offer.

"A veteran of eleven Earthyears of war, Sinmon, but | don't think of mlitary
service as a career. Wien the war's over, |I'Il return to engaging in
historical research--to witing, and teaching. Meanwhile, | do what | nust,
out of a desire to assure that Gaea remains free in perpetuity.”

"I see." Al hint of listlessness fled the face now projecting admration
"Perhaps.you' d care to discuss early history, at times..over tea?"

"When | rate a free hour, I'll drop in, Sinon, and bring nmy whisky ration
We'll talk over a drink."

Shock | eaped fleetingly into the eyes of the Colunbian. VWisky ration .l "Have
you tine to tal k.tonight?"

"l do." This poor bastard's bearing hinmself with dignity and courage , Theo
adm tted. | magine how you'd feel, in his circunstances! Spare himan hour
"Have you read Radley's account of the forging of the Convention?"

"Indeed | have. Richelieu's, also. They differ in several inportant respects,
and | never have figured out which eyewitness altered the facts to fit the
preconceptions of the audience for whom he wote."

"I'"ve decided both did. Let ne tell you about an obscure reference
di scovered, quoted at length within a treati se on economcs."

Theo stayed for ninety mnutes, surprised to discover that he thoroughly
enjoyed the respite fromtedious duty. By nutual, unspoken consent, both nen
avoi ded nentioning the present conflict, restricting thenselves to discussion



of early history. Wen the Gaean rose to go, the captive declared with patent
sincerity, "I"'min debt to you, Theo."

"I'"ll come when | can, Sinon." The historian took his departure, never
dream ng that his inpulsive act of kindness to a foe would one day bring him
an incal cul abl e return.

Wil e the conpassionate Captain offered confort to his eneny, his |ieutenant
sat in the unlovely environs of the canteen frequented by Signe's
spacer-fighters. H's heart in his eyes, Ml colmgazed across the scratched,
worn surface of a battered table at the woman he knew with exquisite clarity
that he | oved. Pain throbbed al ong neural pathways simultaneously wth

i neffable yearning. A cultural inperative that the archetypical Gaean saw as
i nsurnount abl e effectively prohibited any overt acknow edgnent of his passion
Unpreneditatedly, nutely, he conveyed to his conpanion the depth of his
regard, even as hopel essness gripped him

As rigorously programred by her society as was the nman whose | ove she

reci procated, Mdori experienced equal distress, but she refused to succunb to
despair. Twel ve Earthyears spent fighting in a savage conflict had matured the
lovely woman swiftly and irrevocably. The death of both parents early in the
surface war resulted in her paternal uncle's accession as head of her fanmily
His authority, inherently less absolute than that exerted by her father
weakened still further owing to his niece's enlistnent in Signe's force.

Sel dom honme, M dori unconsciously grew nore self-reliant, and stood less in
awe of hallowed ancient custom in a world she knew to be forever changed.

No i mpul se to rebel outright against the inflexible social decree that
fam | y- heads possessed the sole power to arrange nmarriages for both sons and
daughters ever entered the woman's head. She nonet hel ess applied an em nently
practical mnd to the problem and resolved to share her thoughts with the man
she desperately desired to marry.

"Malcolm it's tine we tal ked of our feelings for each other, don't you
agree?" she inquired forthrightly, neeting her conrade's eyes with no hint
what soever of coquetry.

That appeal crashed into Malcolms consciousness |ike a neteoroid striking an
airless moon. Rigidly conditioned never to discuss matters even renotely
sexual in general conversation, he gave a perceptible start as his heart
lurched. His own good sense came to the fore. "I |love you," he blurted,
stating exact truth.

A gol den, delicately chiseled face nmelted into a snile of transcendent warnth.
"I know that," Mdori admitted with endearing candor. "As you've realized al
along that | |ove you. Malcolm this two-phase war has irrevocably changed the
lives of people like us. It may go on for decades. You and | know no ot her
life. It makes sense for us to marry, rather than accept a civilian spouse our
fam | y-head selects for us. | think | could bring my uncle to see that. Could
you persuade your father to consider an overture fromny uncle?"

"I"ve got the right not to accept any wife," Ml col mresponded stoutly, even
as his heart fibrillated wildly. "I"lIl tell himit's you or no wife, ever
That won't be any lie, Mdori."

"I"ll issue a simlar ultimatum"” the smling woman prom sed. "Tactfully, but
nost firmy. Malcolm we could die at any tinme. 1'd as soon serve aboard ship
with you, so that if we're bl own.we go together."

"What about..” | ngrai ned nodesty prevented the utterance of the question
trembling on Malcolm s |ips.



"I"ve been rendered reversibly sterile,” Mdori replied serenely. "lIn case
get captured and raped. W'll wait until the war's won to found a famly."

Now why can't | equal her serene ease in talking of such things? the severely
repressed Gaean asked hinmself in rueful wonder. Qur happi ness--our whole
future--hangs on our settling such questions to our nutual satisfaction. |
need to restructure ny thinking, dammed if | don't. "| sure as hell wouldn't
want to start a famly until the war's over," he admtted softly. A smile of
infinite tenderness touched the man's honely face with irresistible appeal

Ebullient joy set Mdori's inner being aglow I|ending her exotic person an
epheneral transfiguring aura. "I'Il call my uncle tonight,"” she prom sed. Two
rapt | overs benusedly savored their unorthodox agreenment. No hand reached for
another. No urge to touch, rmuch less to kiss, rose to tenpt two sternly
tenmperate souls. True to the code universally followed in their society, each
mai nt ai ned his accustomed rigorous self-control. Radiant faces expressed al
that either betrothed partner needed to communicate at this point.

By the time Signe judged her force fully recuperated, Arlen's forts occupied
their strategic positions. The Commander enlisted Morgan's aid, inwardly
anused that the order to acconpany her on a dangerous m ssion restored her

di sgruntl ed captain to better hunor. Three subordi nates forned her crew.
Morgan, Luke, Morgan's lieutenant, and lan, an original nenber of the assault
force.

The reconnai ssance team made the transit in the unsprayed cargo vessel, a ship
that normally would I ack the fuel capacity of a military ship of either class.
Bot h hol ds, however, had been renodeled to carry liquid water, and fitted with
gear that allowed that reserve to be tapped for fuel

"We'll try to avoid coming in contact with any Colunbian mlitary ship, whose
crew might suspect that we're a renegade's vessel," Signe cautioned her
conpanions. "We'll fly a conplex trajectory: one that won't | ead any observer
to think we're heading fromO Neill to Colunbia. W can't answer a perenptory
demand that we identify ourselves."

"That bastard Chapell still preys on his countrymen despite their being at war
with a foreign eneny," Luke observed scathingly.

"He and a horde of |esser brutes," Mirrgan agreed. "But his conpatriots brought
their present problens on thenselves."

"So they did," lan nuttered, thinking of his parents, ruined financially by
the invasion, and sadly broken in health.

As Morgan and the two crewnen perfornmed the routine work required of those
manni ng the board, Signe studied the slowy enlarging sphere of Col unbia on
the bright, detailed, but time-delayed nultispectral screens: an integrated
systemutilizing passive sensors, which enployed natural radiation over a w de
range of wavel engths. That gear, she knew, produced no emi ssions that mn ght
evoke a bl ast down the beam i npinging upon a ship operating with
weapon-control systenms set to detect such illunination and respond
automatically. Frowning, Signe stared intently at the screen. "Mrgan, | ook
That's no ship, orbiting Colunmbia. Far too big--and the wong shape--or at

| east, part of it is. Now what...Shades of the ancients! Two military ships are
orbiting farther out than that object, whatever it is."

"Orbiting, hell! They're transferring out of orbit! I'msw tching to manua
maneuvers. Hold on!"



Reaching for controls, Signe set the automatic fire-control system of the
crude beam weapon the vessel carried, on automatic return. Staring into the
vi deo screen, she voiced her conclusions. "They haven't tried to | ock onto
us," she rasped. "They don't dare. A |lucky shot coul d danage equi prent
external to the ship, even if their hardened hulls are invul nerable to our
armanent. They're counting on overtaking us--figure we're an ordinary cargo
vessel . "

No one replied. At that noment, Mrgan's maneuver all but blacked out the |ot
of them Gitting her teeth, Signe nastered the surgi ng nausea, the oni nous
fai nt ness, as she heard the harsh, clipped denmand that they identify

t hensel ves. Morgan accel erated for an eternity, for an eon, during which
steadily increasing g-force stressed even | ungs assisted by breathing

regul ators integral to fluid-filled harnesses.

Vi si on narrowed, di med. Pain stabbed |aboring chests. Just when Signe

det erm ned upon trying to achieve | egible speech, although uncertain whet her
the breathing regulator still conferred the ability, the trauma faded. W're
on a trajectory , she exulted as the pain receded. Mving at an inconceivable
vel ocity: one our pursuers can't match. Thank the Powers that we carry so
large a quantity of water. We'll need an incredi ble anbunt of fuel to

decel erate before reentering the Goup . "I've got that orbiting whatsit on
vi deodi sc," she gasped, her chest heaving, hurting. "W'Ill get the inage
enhanced, but 1'Il wager that's Arlen's defense.”

"We've outrun those two ships. 1'll bet they're wondering just what in hel
t hey chased," Mrgan chortl ed.

Luke nodded, but dared not speak. Bile seared his throat, and burned his nasa
passages, as he sternly willed hinself not to vonit. lan, his face pallid, his
chest feeling as if penetrated by a sword-bl ade, never so nuch as nodded.

Si gne slunped in her harness, her eye on the fuel gauges. That survey cost

us, she groused bitterly to her alter ego. Qur force is low on fuel. Terence
continues to ration water on Main Wrld--diverts all he can fromthe

i nterconnecting web of |ife-support systens--but he can't supply what we'll
need. We'll have to take tinme to send this ship on a tour of stations, to
col l ect what we can commandeer from i ce-prospectors' caches, and the |ike.
That reserve we discovered in the mne the Col unbi ans evacuat ed hel ped, but

we' ve expended a veritable fortune in fuel! And if Arlen has devel oped a neans
of detecting us, a raid on the Ice Wrld wuld be suicidal. W need to test
hi s def enses--soon!

Wthin an hour of being apprised that the last of the three forts now circled
Col unbi a, conplete and battle-ready, Arlen called Anmin in from space, where he

orbited, far out. "I need Levi's expertise in the next phase of the work," the
Conmander -i n- Chief informed the man responsible for the defense of the
perimeter. "You'll be deprived of his assistance for a span of weeks."

In swift obedience to that order, Amn docked at the fort where Arlen's
personal vessel lay nmoored. He and Levi floated through a series of |ocks,
traversed the corridor, bypassed the entry to the passenger vessel, entered

t he docki ng nodul e of Brant's ship, and energed into the bridge where Arlen
and Brant sat harnessed into couches at the board. Amin and Levi settled into
t he vacant pl aces.

Havi ng warned the crew, Brant touched the switch that initiated the rotation
of the ship's inner torus, pronpting the mathematician to reflect that the
counter-rotation of two solid nmetallic rings--two dense, massive structures



housed in tubes enbedded in the outer hull of the protective sheath
surrounding the vertical torus--initiated automatically whenever an operator
set the huge hollow ring containing the habitable portion of the ship
rotating. That second notion provided a conpensatory force, thereby assuring
that no change would occur in the fort's orbit around Col unbia, owing to the
spi nni ng. The angul ar nmomentum of the solid rings rotating in one sense, and
the inner torus rotating in the opposite sense, adds up to zero , the theorist
silently noted. Amazing, the quality of the engineering that went into the
construction of these durable artifacts built on Add Earth!

Wien the four nen again regai ned the sense of possessing weight, Arlen threw
of f his harness, and turned to his senior captain. "You reported an unusua
encounter with a cargo vessel, Amin," he observed nusingly. "One that refused
to identify itself. Turning, it accelerated to an incredible velocity on a
trajectory that could take it to Gaea, but not to O Neill. That vessel showed
quite clearly on the vid, did it not?"

"It did. We spotted it on the nmultispectral screens. | doubt that Signe's
bl ack shi ps appear on those, but we've been using themto study incom ng
vessels. The outline plainly indicated that one to be a cargo vessel. It had

no busi ness being where it was, and didn't answer our demand that it identify
itself. At first, we judged it renegade, but it wasn't on a course from-or
to--any body in the ONeill group, including ONeill itself.

"We discounted the idea that it might be Signe's, until we saw the incredible
speed with which it accel erated. That vessel had to have had its holds full of
water. It's quite likely that we caught Signe reconnoitering our new defenses.
| alnobst wish 1'd | ocked on, and risked sustaining damage fromthe crude beam
weapon that ship carried, but if we'd dodged successfully--and we were far
enough away that | know with certainty that we could have dodged a bl ast--the
pul se could well have hit the fort, and w eaked havoc."

"There'd be no sense in risking that, as long as the ship turned tail and ran
Wel |, she likely suspects, now, that we've..

"Sir!" Brant exclained, interrupting the speaker in blatant disregard of
protocol. "A shadow On the device!"

While his superiors conferred, the Captain had nonitored the board. He had

di smssed the three of his spacers on watch with him so as to facilitate the
entry of the two captains neeting with Arlen. Shifting his gaze routinely from
the video display to the screens of the new device, he caught sight of an

anor phous gray blob in the center of the nulticolored, scintillating
background he felt wearied to the bone of watching. Al eyes now riveted

t henmsel ves to the screen

"Brant! Are you getting that blip?" Danner's voice, tense with excitenent,
boonmed from the panel

"I've got it, too! It's not a ship!" Ford interjected sharply. "But it's
growing in size, and it doesn't show up on the vid!"

"I've got it as well! Ford' s right!" Brant exclained.
Levi breathed softly, "Wiatever it is, it's as black as Signe's ships!"”

Arlen shifted his eyes fromthe slowy expanding gray shape to the display
giving the location in space and the velocity of the approaching vessel
"Brant, challenge it to identify itself,"” he ordered. "Signe will have a ship
tailing that one advancing."



"Attention, vessel approaching the fort! ldentify yourself, or prepare for
destruction by Earth-built mlitary weaponry! Come in," Brant ordered, his
hi gh voi ce unm stakably projecting readi ness to nake good on the threat.

The nysterious visitant changed course. "It's dodgi ng, but still advancing!"
Brant hissed. "Shall | test the efficacy of our defense, sir?"

Studyi ng the video screens, Arlen saw no vessel acconpanying the intruder
Shifting his glance to the nultispectral screens, he pointed. "There's a
ship--far out. See that moving glint of reflected sunlight? There's no
exhaust--it's in free flight, too far away to show on the vid. If we use our
scanner, we'll invite a blast from Earth-arned weaponry--perhaps fromnore
than one vessel." Speaking into the transceiver, he enployed a tone charged
with nenace. "Attention: black ship. You have one nminute in which to identify
yoursel f, and surrender! |f your advance continues, we'll use you for target
practice! Come in!"

The bl oated bl ob on the screen grew larger. Again, it veered, but it continued
its advance. Silence as deep as that pervading the vacuum of the void
enshrouded the four nen sitting with eyes glued to the screens, their ears
straining for input.

Exactly sixty seconds after uttering his warning, Arlen issued a terse
command. "Brant, Danner, Ford, Yukio--fire manually! Blast that thing!"

"Levi, call out the coordinates to ne!" Hand poi sed on the control of the
weapon, eyes on the displays integrated with the Earth-built armanent, Brant
listened, and nade the adjustnents that sw vel ed the external extensions of
the conplex unit nounted within the hull, until it ainmed at the point in space
that coincided with the position Levi at that nonment called out. Wth pressure
of a finger, the Captain fired. The oddly shaped, swollen object vanished in a
blinding burst of visible and invisible |ight.

Hi s eyes riveted to the video screen, Arlen saw four intense beans converge on
a single point, generating the awesone brilliance denoting annihilation of the
bl ack object. Were the target had been, a four-pronged |ight-shape--one that
pal ed as it enlarged--slowy faded.

Levi handed his superior the datapad he had carried aboard. "I drew the
outline, sir," he explained. "Fromthe gray pattern on the screen.”

Arlen tore his eyes fromthe nultispectral screens, where the speck had
vani shed. Havi ng perused the draw ng, he handed the device to Brant. "Do you
know what that m ght be?"

Brant and Amin studied the sketch. "Levi, |I'msaving this drawing," the latter
announced as he entered the data into his termnal. "Brant, raise Dahl. [|'ve
an idea."

A swarthy, chagrined face rose on the vid. "W nissed the action," Dahl
grow ed. "The planetoid interposed between us and the attacking vessel."

"W destroyed the incomng object,"” Armin informed his subordinate. "Dahl, |ook
at the drawing I'mtransnitting. Does that shape nean anything to you?"

"Hmm dd..! Silently, the former Third Corpsman pondered the question
Obsi di an eyes gl owed, suddenly, as a concept |anced out of the black . Not a
ship . Could that have been what .. "Amin, |'ve never seen a Gaean drone, but
that thing has a shape that would fit in the slip at that nine Norman
operated. "



"Drone." Frowning, Arlen scrawl ed sone cal cul ati ons on the datapad. "Huge,
that vehicle we just blasted. Whatever |anded in Lock Three at Chenen lit
right on the deck of the inner lock. This craft wouldn't have fit through the
opening to which the docking nodule of a mlitary ship seals.”

Anin nodded in assent. "No--nor was that outfit that exploded in Lock Three a
i feboat. The engi neers studying the weckage reported that the conposition of
what few shards of shrapnel inmbedded thenselves in the walls and
pressure-proof doors differed fromthe nmetal used in |ifeboats."

"I'f we just blasted a drone, we likely didn't kill anyone," Arlen conjectured,
"but | tend to assune that a man on a suicide m ssion operated whatever |anded
in Lock Three. That assault was perfectly coordi nated, and that object cramed
full of blasting gel descended right next to the prize, dangerously close to a
ship carrying Signe and her fighters. A slight miscalculation would have
resulted in her dying with her whole assault force."

"Qur experts couldn't tell whether they'd exanmi ned the fragnments of three
bodi es or four," Am n pointed out dourly.

"A human operator seenms nost probable,” Arlen replied. "And ditto for this

i ntruding vehicle today. It would take sonme highly ingenious engineering to
renodel a renote-controlled drone into a ship able to dodge the way that one
just did. If Signe had sinply wished to test our defenses, she could have sent
it hurtling straight at us."

"Dahl, can you conceive of Signe's ordering a suicide mssion?" Levi queried,
his tone betraying his expectation of a negative answer.

The ex-Third Corpsnman pondered that question for a tinme. "Not of ordering
one," he at length conjectured. "No. Nor of asking for volunteers for one. |I'd
judge it possible, however, that some fanatical follower could persuade her to
et himsacrifice hinmself. Gaeans don't think the way we do, and they're
fighting for a cause in which countless nunbers of patriots have di ed al ready.
Rear guards battled Norman's corpsnen until the last man or wonan fell."

"Mn But Signe generally fights in the rear guard actions she nounts,
hersel f," Arlen rem nded his coll eagues.

"When she lifted that |ifeboat off my ship, | considered her action insane
enough to rank with suicide," Dahl offered evenly. "It could be that if a
Gaean perceives the slinmest chance of living through a m ssion, he doesn't
regard dying while carrying it out, as suicide. Maybe the operator hoped he
coul d dodge in close enough to blow a fort on which two first-class ships lay
noor ed. "

"That ship that never cane cl ose vani shed as soon as we fired," Arlen
observed, marshaling arguments now agai nst the theory he hinself had
originally advanced, being unsure, deep down, what to believe. "Those aboard
concei vably could have controlled the carrier, and perhaps Signe equates
descending right next to a jury-rigged, renote-controlled, |ethal charge of
blasting gel with trusting to your cool head when she lifted the |ifeboat,
Dahl --and in both cases, her trust proved justified. Wll! Levi, ny
congratul ations. You've rendered Colunbia invulnerable to attack by Signe's
bl ack ships."

Levi shook his head. "W, sir. Not ne. And we've not finished the job, either
but that datapad holds a program | think might run in our weaponry's
Earth-built conputer systens."

Havi ng nodded in assent, Arlen turned to the board, and addressed his



captains. "Gentlenmen: Brant, Danner, Ford, Yukio. My congratul ations on your
spect acul ar, simultaneous hit on what had to have been an hitherto
undet ect abl e vessel of sone sort. Qur defense works. Now, we need to enpl oy
constant vigilance, until Levi and | achieve a nethod of integrating the
devices with our weaponry, so that a strike will be automatic. Renmenber
however, that Signe commands six unaltered first-class mlitary ships, and
that she's a form dable strategist. Report any unusual sighting to nme with no
delay. | commend you on your performance today."

Wel |, you've net your goal, Arlen: shut Signe out of the space around

Col umbi a, and rendered the Ice Wrld far easier to defend. Your work's not
finished, but the end lies in sight. You next need to turn your eyes--and your
m nd- -t owards what's happeni ng i n Col unbi a. Focus on thwarting the plots of
your rivals, and on strengthening the civil governnent. |nmerse yourself in
work, so you don't have time to think of yourself. Strive not to dwell on your
sorrow, your |oss, your culpability. Pain swirled out of dark depths in the
bereaved | eader's soul: pain that woefully sapped his justifiable pride in his
achi evenent .

Chapt er Ten

Jason nade a slow recovery, healing physically. Busy as Arlen continued to be,
buf feted enotionally by a searing sense of bereavenent as he was, the
Commander - i n- Chi ef nonet hel ess kept in close touch with Ahearne regarding the
injured officer's progress, and paid several visits to the patient battling
despair. Wien the day arrived in which the attendi ng physicians agreed to

di scharge the man cruelly scarred for life, Arlen went with Amin to hel p Jason
through the trauma of crossing a daunting threshold, and returning to his ship
and hi s conrades.

Striding into the small cabin in Fifth Corps' Infirmary, bearing a duffel bag
contai ning one of his lieutenant's freshly adjusted uniforns, Amin crisply
greeted the subordinate slunped in a chair, announced that the tine had cone
for himto return to duty, and directed himto dress.

Arlen unerringly discerned the spacer's deep depression. Forthrightly, he
decl ared, "Jason, you've been incarcerated in this cranped space for far too
| ong, as necessary as a quiet interval was to your recovery. It's tinme you
engaged your mental faculties in assisting Amin to handl e the new
responsibilities I've laid on him Neither you nor nyself can afford to dwel
on personal sorrow to the exclusion of other concerns.™

That blunt reference to Arlen's personal tragedy jarred Jason out of the fog
of acidly corrosive self-pity into which he had sunk after he first beheld the
i rreparabl e, ghastly effect produced by his freakish msfortune. The hard,

ri dged, pinkish-white flesh of his ravaged face--a surface bearing no

resenbl ance to skin, too stiff readily to allow the subtle, unconscious
novenents reflecting changes of enotion--horrified him A ranpaging allergy to
chemical residues coating the nunerous tiny fragnments of netal enbedded deep
in the burned flesh had fatally interfered with the specialists' efforts to
graft on new epidernmal tissue cultured from Jason's healthy skin. Fearing
danger ous conplications, the physicians reluctantly allowed healing
acconpani ed by scarring to take place.

The surgeons had restored the shape and bul k of features burned away. Their
pati ent again possessed a nose, and ears. Thick, dark hair grew fromthe
original hairline with undimnished vigor, but those benefits afforded little



confort. The twi sted nmouth gave a bitter cast to the ruin of the face that its
owner felt certain any behol der--a man, and nost especially, a woman
encountering himfor the first time--wuld regard with profound revulsion. H's
nmutilated flesh revolted even hinself.

Arlen held bleakly rebellious dark eyes with his own--eyes |uckily undamaged.
Ai ded by the clinical detachnent habitual to a physician, he conceal ed an
upsurge of pity behind an expression as inflexibly demanding of an officer in
the Special Force as it was warnly accepting of Jason's disfigurenent.

"I .heard, sir. |I'mdeeply sorry about your |oss."
Arlen's pain showed nakedly despite his effort to appear unnoved.

Wl | aware that he just witnessed an incredible failure of will on the part of
a man self-conditioned to hide any enotion he sought to conceal, Jason gauged
the intensity of his superior's grief. For the first tinme in days, his
generous heart went out to another. Arlen hurts terribly owng to losing his
famly , he adnitted silently, but he kept in touch with Ahearne, asked about
you constantly, and even came personally to check on you. Pull yourself

t oget her, spacer!

As Arlen watched the object of his solicitude unconsciously square his
shoul ders, and instinctively stand nore erect, the Acting Conmander of the
Speci al Force produced the uniformthat his |ieutenant donned. Bracing
himsel f, Amin issued a brisk injunction. "Well, let's go."

Jason took a tentative step towards the door. Involuntarily, he halted. A
searingly exact, utterly unforgettabl e awareness of what the nultitudes of
peopl e outside this refuge woul d see--a blistering certainty regarding the way
they would react to that sight--froze the afflicted spacer into despairing
immobility. | can't face the horror that'll reflect in the faces of the people
['lI'l meet! he railed inwardly. | can't! Wiy in hell can't anyone realize that?
| sinply can't!

Amin's heart constricted as he divined his second officer's thoughts. Wat can
| say? he agoni zed. Wat can | do, other than |'ve done? Prepared both ny crew
and those of the other captains ..exhorted themnot to show any enotion .. but
everyone else ...l can't

Gently, but nost firmy, Arlen addressed his gruesonely disfigured

subordi nate. "Jason, | expect you wonder why | didn't ask whether you wi shed
to be freed of the obligation of serving out the termof your enlistnent. |
know how you feel. You don't want to walk out into corridors teemng with
civilians who owe their own confortabl e, unchanged exi stences to the val or of
spacer-fighters like yourself. You don't want to face the pity you know wil |
show on startled faces.

"But your conrades don't feel pity, Jason, nor will they feel unconfortable,
after the initial shock wears off. They of all nen know the neani ng of scars.
They of all nmen know the person who lives behind that altered face. Every | ast
one of them honors the warrior behind those scars for his ability and his
courage. They're the conpani ons you need nost, now. And Am n desperately needs
you . The pity that'll danage you worst is self-pity. Brace yourself to walk
out of here between Amin and nyself, and resume a career you'll find stil

engr osses you."

Shock nelted into self-castigation. Arlen's right , Jason conceded, as guilt
mingled with the pain flaying his sorely tried psyche. He's making no
concessions to your sensibilities ..your self-pity. Pull yourself together



You can't hide in here forever. You can't hide anywhere. You've no way to
avoi d what you abhor facing, unless you plan to becone a recluse. Am n does

need you. So steel yourself, spacer. Bad enough that you just let both Arlen
and Amin detect what they did . Squaring his shoul ders consciously now, the
veteran without a word strode out into the corridor of the nedical facility,
and took up a life that would never again be the sane as it was prior to the
raid on Dunn.

Ni ne nen summoned by their comuander to view the enlarged and enhanced shots
of the structure orbiting Colunbia stared dejectedly at a clearly visible
orbital fort. Hands on hips, eyes glacial, Signe stood to one side of the
screen, and scanned the faces.

"Well, gentlemen,” she greeted her officers evenly, "Arlen has perfected a
means of detecting and bl asting our black ships, just as Eric and | figured he
woul d. That fort's undoubtedly one of three such. | wondered why he'd docked

t he passenger ships so close to Dunn. Now we know. "

"A strike in Colunbia itself forns an inpossibility, now, Signe. The mgjority
of Arlen's twelve nilitary ships guard the perineter of those forts. He'l
depl oy the remai nder around the Ice Wrld, but he's only got three passenger
vessels, so the Ice Wrld will be guarded by nmilitary ships al one,"” Mrgan
observed, |ooking askance at his | eader as he voiced that hint.

"Mlitary ships sporting a neans of detecting vessels sprayed with Gaeanite,"
Jassy remi nded t he enthusiast.

"I'n one sense, the war's over," Theo averred rum natively.

"Hardly," Wbng objected. "W can scarcely just shrug, and di sband our fleet.
Those forts alone--plus a first-class ship or two--would suffice to render
Arlen's home world inpregnable. He could | eave two or three nore guarding the
Ice Wrld, and launch six or eight on a strike here--hurl at us a force equa
to ours. W couldn't safeguard all thirty-nine planetoids, and if we
concentrated our fleet around Main Wrld, an assault on one of the |ess
popul at ed rocks woul d becone all the nore certain.”

"What would Arlen gain?" Theo denmanded. "If he had contenpl ated conquest, why
woul dn't he have struck right after our first raid? Launched fifteen ships
agai nst our five?"

"He was vul nerable then to our ships' being undetectable,” Mrgan interjected.
"Had he attacked Gaea, he'd have chanced our devastating his capital. He risks
no strike, now, on his honme world, whatever he does. He's got twelve captains
comandi ng his Earth-arned ships--nmen who' ve made a career of fighting--nen

who' Il not rest content to spend the balance of those careers tanely orbiting
Col unmbi a, guarding against the remote possibility of some suicidal assault on
their inmpregnable fort. Hell, no. He'll find hinself pressured to launch a

canpai gn of conquest--or at the least, to regain the nine he evacuated wi thout
a fight."

"We'll need to test his defenses periodically,"” Conor agreed. "Let him know
we're guarding our perinmeter--that we're alert and ready. Keep things at a
standof f, though | foresee staggering difficulties arising out of that
scenario, as well."

"Such as fuel,’
for water."

Mal col m noted. "They've got all they need, and we're hurting

"I wonder.." Yuri breathed his response in an undertone, as if speaking al oud



to his own self, rather than to the group

"You wonder what, Yuri?" Attuned to the mnd of this shy, self-deprecatory
friend of many Earthyears' standing, Sean sensed that his brilliant colleague
harbored an idea worth consi deri ng.

"The logical thing to do, at this point, is to contact the Col unbi ans, and ask
whet her they might be ready to consider a truce, and eventually, a peace
treaty. W'd be negotiating froma far stronger position now than we held
right after we drove Nornan off Main Wrld." Once prodded into sharing his

t houghts, Yuri spoke w th passionate conviction

"A peace treaty!" Mrgan snarled, outraged. A clenched fist descended wth
jarring force on the tabletop. "The Col unbi ans violated the Convention! Built
weapons that could kill at a distance--stockpiled them-while that agreenent
banning themwas in full force! Then invaded--out of the black--a world
holding to its pacifistic tenets! A world popul ated by people who didn't even
use swords! Wth no provocation--no warning! Qut of sheer greed--lust for
conquest! For killing! W'd be insane to trust them again!"

"Leon violated the Convention," Yuri protested calmy, even as he thrust a
hand pal moutward towards the objector, in placatory fashion. "And Norman
Arlen seens to ne to be a different sort of |eader.”

Shruggi ng, Conor drawl ed sardonically, "Sonebody assassinated Leon. Arlen rose
to power right afterwards. Makes you wonder, Yuri."

"That m ght not have been cause and effect," Theo dernurred.

Eric spoke with inpassioned force. "l've al ways doubted that Arlen effected
Leon's death, and if you notice, he hasn't enployed Yancey as one of his
captai ns. That name has never surfaced in any of the transnissions we've
noni tored. "

Standi ng facing the nen seated al ong one side of a long table, Signe crossed
her arms as her oval face set in stern lines. She nonethel ess responded

di spassionately to the nan maki ng the suggestion. "Yuri, Mrgan definitely
scored a point, about Colunbia's historical penchant for treachery. The first
Col unbi ans plotted to seize Johann's Flagship , so as to subjugate the first
Gaeans. That attenpt failed for one reason: Johann lifted in the only one of
the three huge vessels that junped from Earth, which was a warship. \Woever
controll ed that | egendary nobile stronghold, controlled the system-then, and
if it were rediscovered, now

"Johann's vanishing in that ship--his hiding it where it's never been found,
and presumably dying aboard it--was all that prevented the first Col unbi ans
fromconquering the first Gaeans. In the aftermath of Johann's courageous act
of self-sacrifice, the early Col unbi ans signed the Convention, after the
Gaeans | eft Colunbia and settled here. But the present generation of our foes
deliberately, preneditatedly, violated that agreenent. |'d feel safer trusting
to a strong defense."

"I don't propose any weakeni ng of our defenses, or |owering of our guard,
Signe," Yuri countered, undeterred by his Commander's manifest |ack of
enthusiasmfor the idea. "No way! But we face Earthyears--decades--of a
standof f, now, unless we can devi se sonme new strategy offering an insuperable
mlitary advantage, and render Gaea itself inpregnable. Talking to Arlen face
to face might not be a bad idea."

"Signe, you can't risk a neeting! They'd likely assassinate you ," Mbrgan
growl ed. Having targeted the Commander with an extended forefinger, he jabbed



it twice in her direction

"I don't propose that course, either, Mrgan," Yuri replied w thout heat,
neeting his conrade's flashing green eyes squarely. "I agree with you. |'d
like permssion to contact a friend | nade before the war. A student at the
University of Colunbia collaborated with ne fromacross the void, on research
i nvol ving netal lurgy, despite the aggravation posed by the tine-lapse. |I'd

t hought of reaching Arlen through this civilian engineer. 1'd be willing to
act as an envoy: fly to Colunbia under a synbolic flag of truce, feel Arlen
out, and see whether | could arrange sone way that he and Signe could neet in
a place where each would be safe fromtreacherous attack

"What harm coul d such an overture do? One or two of us could assess whet her
our archfoe seened genuinely interested in working to end the standoff,

| ukewarmto the notion, or hell-bent on conquest. Signe would find out whether
we' re | ooking ahead to decades of patrolling space, arned and ready, or

whet her we nmi ght conceivably be able in the near future to negotiate a

br eakt hrough that would | et both sides return to peaceful pursuits.”

Sean spoke with quiet determination. "After nore than twel ve Earthyears of
unrelenting warfare, a man wonders if peace isn't an inpossible dream W
fought to nake Gaea free, not to see her drained indefinitely of people and
resources, enslaved in a new sort of bondage¥ orced to patrol an uni magi nabl e
vol une of space. Signe, if you'll permit Yuri to take a tentative step to try
for a breakthrough, I'll go with him if we succeed in arranging a neeting."

Suppressing an i nmpul se to denounce the past perfidy of Columnbians in nore
savage terms than had Mrgan, Signe reviewed Yuri's and Sean's appeal. Does
Arlen really want peace? He's a mlitary dictator. Myrgan's right about his
captai ns' being professional mlitary nmen steeped in traditions originating
with Johann's mercenary fighters. Arlen could well be contenplating an assault
on Gaea, or at least, of regaining the nmine on Penn's Rock. If he desired an
end to the conflict, wouldn't he nmake an overture?

Frowni ng, Signe yet responded with reasoned calm "Yuri.Sean.l synpathize with
your idealistic yearning for peace, even as | admit to harboring reservations

fully as deep as Morgan's. | won't forbid your contacting Yuri's forner
acquai ntance, but | advise you not to seemtoo eager. See what cones of your
feeler. Meanwhile, gentlenen, we need to decide how we'll handle this new

phase of the struggle."

Conor voi ced the thought weighing on all present. "Ml col m pinpoi nted our
maj or problem W're hurting for water. Flying a fleet of eight military ships
on patrols designed to detect any offensive nove by the Col unmbians wll

requi re an astronom cal supply.”

"I"mexquisitely aware of that," Signe declared in a tone charged with
chall enge. "Two notions rise to mnd when | |ie awake racking ny brain for a
solution. Capture a conet, or haul supplies periodically fromFeynman."

Ni ne men stared at the visionary, astounded. You think on a bold, |large scale
, Conor saluted her mentally. That questing mind habitually generates daring

| eaps of the imagination, sparking flights of innovation that your skill as a
| eader transforns into workable, novel strategies. Youth renders you
mal |l eable: mentally flexible. Sigurd left you a rare |egacy, girl, when he
provi ded you an education that l|iberated your intellect, instead of channeling
it intorigidified patterns of conventional thought. | can |lead--inspire nmen
to fight with passionate fervor--but | lack that ability to conjure up visions
of radically unique possibilities. You' re the war-leader the crisis demands.



Col unbi a never produced a greater onel

Morgan broke the pregnant silence. "You don't think small, do you, Signe?
Feynman. An ice world, only the ice isn't solid all the way to the surface.

Sl ush underlies a hard top layer of indeterm nate thickness. That sea of ice
and water conpletely covers that outer satellite of the gas giant. Feynman's a
daunting distance fromhere when it's closest: roughly, once every eight

weeks. More often, it's farther, and when nost distant, alnpost twice as far
away as Col unbia. Just how did you figure we'd | and on a body on which no
human bei ng has ever set foot?"

"We'd have to renodel the docking nodule on our cargo vessel," Signe replied,
frowning. "Don't think | underestinmate just what fearsone problens such an
attenpt would involve. | threw out both wild notions just to set all of you

t hi nki ng. "

Conor remarked rum natively, "Not so wild, that notion regarding Feynman. W
could equip the cargo ship with a pentapod--five |legs that would rest on the
frozen crust when we | anded--but cutting ice with electronic cutters would
take far too much tinme, and require a huge crew. We'd find the work inpossibly
slow, and drastically costly. You know.l wonder..

Si gne wat ched bl eached eyes turn renmpote, as Conor's voice died away. No one
broke the silence that fell to enshroud the group. Five minutes passed before
the warrior returned to his present time and pl ace.

"An idea just struck me," he infornmed his conrades. "One wilder than Signe's.
I'd need to consult with experts in several fields, but suppose that we enpl oy
t he crude beam weaponry nmounted on the cargo ship to nelt a hole through the
solid surface ice, to the slush. Suppose that we force down an insul at ed,

j acket ed casing--one that could be heated--so that we could punp water into
the holds of the cargo ship, rather than | oad bl ocks of ice. That procedure
woul d constitute a dangerous drain on the ship's stored electrical power, even
if we'd just freshly tapped the gas giant's current sheet. Myvenent of the ice
m ght trash the casing, in between trips. W could only make a run

approxi mately once every two fourweeks, when Feynman cones cl osest to Gaea.

But we'd gain a wealth of fuel."

"Conor, what a narvelous notion!" Signe's eyes blazed as she urged, "Research
it, by all neans!"

Mental agility nust rub off on ninds attuned to yours, girl . Gavely, Conor
nodded.

"You know..if that notion turns out to be feasible, we'd require a base in
orbit around Feynman. Not a ship..a snmall planetoid," Wng nused. "Perhaps we
could equip with arcjets a rock featuring an abandoned mining facility, and
head the body that way. At just the right trajectory, the base would near its
destination in five to six fourweeks, coincident with Feynman's arrival at the
point inits orbit closest to Gaea. W could dock a ship on the habitat at
that juncture, and transfer the rock into a stable orbit."

"That's another intriguing possibility, Wng," Signe conmended him "Conor
research the feasibility of your wild idea. In the neantime, gentlenen, six of
you will fly patrols in the unaltered ships. That duty will enable you to
shake down your crews into cohesive teans. Eric, I'll lay on you and your
spacers the chore of making the rounds in the cargo vessel, of whichever of
the thirty-nine inhabited planetoids has fuel available that we can divert to
the cause. You'll each orbit Colunbia, far out, for a fourweek, and then
return for a break. I'Il schedul e staggered | eaves. Conor, you'll spend the



first week ashore. The rest of you will l|ift tonorrow norning.

Jassy caught up to Sean and Yuri as the two friends wal ked out together
Cooperate , he adnoni shed hinself sternly. So what if you end in a bind?
These men just put thenselves at dire risk. Resolutely, he addressed the
sensitive coll eague who well knew that the older nman's gruff manner nasked
shyness al nost as profound as Yuri's. "Sean, when Signe offered to let us

sel ect our lieutenants, | naturally chose the person with whomI|'d worked so
closely, flying those m ssions aboard the black ships. 1'd hate like hell to
| ose you, Yuri, but while the two of you work together to inplenment your plan
you'll find it easier if you serve aboard the sane ship. 1'll nake whatever

rearrangenment suits both of you."

The two youths, close friends for Earthyears, exchanged excited gl ances.
"Jassy, what a generous offer!" Sean exclained. Gatitude burgeoned
generating thoughts of cooperativeness that pronpted a naj or concession
"Wwul d you care to trade lieutenants?"

What an offer! "If Dallas would feel confortable working with ne, 1'd be
delighted to have him" Concern for norale tenpered the burly captain's
surging elation. "Talk to Dallas, Sean. |If you sense that he's upset or
resentful at the notion, don't press it. I'll nake do with a | ess forcefu
| eader than your battle-wi se second officer."

"1l broach the idea with all the tact | can nuster,
wel come gesture prom sed his conrade.

the recipient of a

True to his word, Sean arrived within the hour to knock on the door of Jassy's
guarters, acconpanied by a lean, tall, brown-skinned swordsman an Eart hyear
younger than hinsel f. Thick, dark-gold hair hid the worst of a narrow scar
that sl anted down the youth's forehead: a remninder of an old sword-cut that
had barely m ssed his right eye. Pronounced lines clawed out froma thin
mout h. The veteran's face radi ated assurance, and his bearing suggested a

| et hal conpet ence.

Sean addressed his fellow captain. "I explained Yuri's problemto Dallas,
Jassy. | assured himthat |'d never propose a solution so painful to ne, in
| ess than extraordinary circunstances. | nentioned what you said about his

being a forceful leader. He readily agreed to serve where he's nobst needed.”

Dal l as held out a hand. "I appreciate your willingness to take ne on, Jassy,"
he announced forthrightly. "I'd nake any sacrifice to further a chance at a
negoti ated peace, but | don't regard this switch as a sacrifice on ny part.
"Il be proud to serve under you."

Jassy's grip all but crushed the sinewy brown hand he squeezed. "I'mgratefu
to you, Dallas," he declared with patent sincerity, his bulldog face
projecting both relief and warnth. "W' Il hope this overture succeeds.
Meanwhile, we'll prepare for the worst.together." Two men as unschooled in the

delicate art of concealing their thoughts fromtheir associates as they were
of lying even for courtesy's sake, wal ked off shoul der to shoulder, nentally
adj usting to new circunstances of service in the cause both saw as supersedi ng
any personal concern

So began a new endeavor: one not as Herculean in scope as the first, but one
that took seven fourweeks of heroic effort to conplete. Both Terence and Signe
enpl oyed all of their charismatic appeal to cajole fuel fromsettlers already
living lives of forbidding deprivation. Jointly, they appealed to

i ce-prospectors donating the fruit of brutal, dangerous |abor, to

i ndustrialists struggling to recover fromthe ravages of a decade-I| ong,



rapaci ous occupation, to a populace striving valiantly to rebuild shattered
institutions. Unselfishly, the citizenry donated not only resources, but also
fl esh and bl ood: sons and daughters eager to train as replacements for those
who had died in the assaults that recovered Gaea's fleet.

Faced with the task of appointing a new second officer to replace Ryan, who
had fallen at Chenmen, Conor now chose Jess to rise to the rank of the old
contrade he sorely nissed. The | egendary warrior's action engendered fierce
pride in the woman acutely conscious that she owed both her prowess at
swordsmanship and her ability to lead, to his tutel age. Together, Conor and
Jess trained replacenents for the sadly deci nated crew that had borne the
brunt of the battle to reach the site they bonbed and breached, at Dunn. G ven
that Conor inmmersed hinself in the technical aspects of his wild idea, Jess
wor ked si xteen hours a day, striving mghtily to shoulder as nmuch of the work
burdeni ng the Captain as she coul d.

Rhea, Jess's cabinmate, spent the bulk of the first week tending survivors of
those two final, costly raids. She saw with deep satisfaction the rapid
recovery Talley nade. That scarred warrior, dreading the thought of being |eft
behind indefinitely, battled her way back to a state of health sufficient to
convi nce the Chief Medical Technician of her fitness to serve.

"Morgan's short on veterans," the seasoned fighter insisted, eyeing the
notoriously strong-mnded caregiver warily. "I"mon ny feet. You know damed
well that if you'd recovered to this degree, you'd go aboard."

Havi ng studied the angular, plain face of her old conrade, Rhea surveyed the
ugly new scar, which began below the | ess than anple swell of a firm smal
breast, and continued around the right side of a |lean torso, above a puckered
punct ure-wound. Ot her, older scars disfigured the hard, dark body bared to the
technici an's searching eyes. Reluctantly, she nodded. "I'll discharge
you¥after you pass nme your word that over the next three fourweeks, you'll see
whi chever nmedic's here on Main Wrld, every tine Mrgan docks."

"You've got it, woman." Profound relief reflected fromsunken gray eyes as the
conval escent awkwardly donned a slate blue tunic and pants nmarred by rents
closed, if not conceal ed, by patches neatly cloth-welded to the inner surface
of the garnent.

So began a period of long, tedious, cautious flights. Veterans spent endl ess
weary hours searching screens for glinpses of enenmy vessels. Recruits
underwent rigorous training, conducted by officers feeling their way towards
achieving a tightly knit, well-coordinated crew.

Slowy, Conor's vision transnuted into solid reality. The day cane when the
first supply of fuel |oaded at Feynman arrived back at Main World. The cargo
vessel, commanded by Eric and escorted by Conor's military ship and an
undet ect abl e vessel flown by Signe, |anded upon a flat area on the surface of
Main Wrld, close to the northernnost edge of the globe-girdling web of
habitats. Five sturdy |egs now encircled the docking nodul e renodeled into a
| ock. Twel ve pressure-suited crewnenbers exited via the slanting wal kway t hat
descended fromthe nodule after the rock seared by the plasma exhaust cool ed.
Stepping a trifle gingerly onto the baked surface, the spacer-fighters began
the long, arduous walk to the nearest habitat, |leaving to a horde of suited
technici ans the task of attaching gear that would allow the liquid water in
the holds to be punped into tanks.

Eric and his crew energed through the second of a pair of |ocks allow ng
ingress to the habitat. Watt, Lieutenant, a quiet man of thirty-seven--a
spacer-fighter barely recovered froma w cked sword-thrust taken at



Chenen- -unl atched the Captain's hel net.

"Men, face this wall," Eric ordered. "M dori and Lupe, face opposite. Tell ne,
when you're dressed."” Twel ve spacers shed cunbersone pressure suits, and
donned sl ate blue uniforns show ng signs of hard wear.

Striding out into the corridor at the head of his crew, Eric greeted the
Conmmander, who stood awaiting him acconpani ed by the spacers who had manned
her ship. "That ingenious ploy worked better than | ever thought it would," he
admtted with smiling candor. "Wat few problens surfaced, Conor and those
engi neers he brought al ong solved, and the rock's right on course."

"We' |l figure on hauling a load every time Feynnan's close to Gaea, Eric. Once
the rock orbits the ice-moon, we'll see if we can't manage two | oads."

FIl anked by Jess, Conor strode into view two hundred nmeters away, followed by
his crew. The originator of the idea hastened towards the silver-haired wonman
nmeeting the group hal fway.

"Conor, what a triunph!" Signe comended the nmechani cal genius, flashing him
her nenorable snmile. "Marvel ous!"

Praise froma master is praise indeed, girl . "W've perfected the technique,
so we won't find the chore nearly so chancy, next tinme round. | suggest we |et
t he other captains observe the process, once that rock is in orbit."

"We'll train all of them Meanwhile, we need to venture close enough to
Colunbia to guard our perineter. W'll use the six detectable ships--make our
intent plain."

"About time."

Three days later, Lacey, gaunt, hollow eyed, but back on duty commandi ng one
of the three orbital forts, caught sight of a mlitary ship on his

nmul tispectral screen. The Captain alerted Anin, who deployed Evan's, Waylon's
and Deretrius's vessels to observe the ship's trajectory. Having detected the
nysterious visitant on the video screens, the Acting Cormander of the Special
Force conferred with Brant and Dahl, the nmen in command of the two remaining
forts. Amin then perenptorily challenged the intruder

"We're an Earth-arnmed military ship of Signe's Gaean Fleet," a Gaean-accented

voi ce asserted boldly. "Try locking onto us, and we'll blast you! W' re maki ng
sure that you're holed up in your forts, not preparing to repeat Nornan's
error. You'll be seeing us often, gentlenen."

"Well, of all the nerve!" Lacey spluttered. "For sheer insolence, that beats

anything |'ve ever heard!"

Amin bit back the scalding retort boiling to the surface. "Best watch
your sel ves, my overconfident foes," he warned in a voice cold as liquid
nitrogen. "We'll blast you with nmanifest delight, should you |l et down your
guard in the slightest degree." Silence fell like a pall over his bridge.

Undeterred by his unerring perception of the magnitude of Lacey's wath, Levi,
seated next to the veteran spacer-captain, candidly spoke his thought. "That's
no black ship. It's flying a trajectory that'll allowit to transfer into an
orbit far higher than that of the forts--one that will take it nowhere near
the Ice World. They're doing exactly what that Gaean said they were."

"Dam that woman's gall!" Controlling by sheer force of will a tenper Levi
intuitively knew to be nmercurial, Lacey forced rugged coppery features into a



mask of tight-1ipped inpassivity as he glared at the screen

Seated in his office in Mnistry Main Habitat, where he had been attending to
the adm nistrative affairs that had engrossed himever since he wtnessed the
efficacy of his defenses, Arlen listened to Amn's description of the

encount er.

"They're evidently nmaking certain that we launch no strike on Gaea," the
Acting Commander reported. "They boldly proclained their intent. W' ve seen
only the one ship, but Signe undoubtedly plans to enploy all eight. I'd gladly
risk a ship-to-ship battle, knowi ng that they won't dare | ock onto us, |est
they take a return blast down their beam W could outmaneuver them while they
get into position to fire nanually, so that any pulse ainmed at the point in
space we vacated nonents before they | oosed that energy fails to score. Those
Gaean captains won't be as experienced as we are at that sort of maneuvering.

Shall | take themon, sir?" Let us w pe one of the arrogant bastards, at
| east!
"No, Amin. And you'll issue stern orders in ny name, to the other

of ficers¥forbid themto go out of their way to provoke a skirnish. Stay
battle-ready, but don't initiate a fight. Try to determ ne how many ships
Signe's sending this far out. She's got to be hanpered by their perennial
shortages of fuel. Let ne know what you | earn. Warn Danner to stay vigilantly
on guard at the lce Wrld. Have Levi relieve Brant at Third Fort, and order
Brant to reinforce Danner's guard."

"Yes, sir.

Sensing the inpotent anger underlying that crisp, conventional response, Arlen
wearily pondered his position. Dexter's engaged in a mlitary plot against ne.
I've set himup. It'll be only a matter of time before | trap himinto
betraying hinself. Galt increased his power over world security while the war
fully occupied me. He's taken pains to appear notivated by a patriotic wish to
assi st ne by assunming extra responsibility, while scrupul ously avoi di ng any
appearance of disloyalty. Regan's blasting Kent served to bolster the public's
perception of Galt's effectiveness. | wish to hell Second Corps would w pe
Chapel |

Nornan's the only one of nmy three rivals who isn't giving ne a problem other
than keeping his veterans discontented at their |lot. Defeat at Signe's hands

broke the back of Nornman's fierce anbition, evidently. He's carrying out his

onerous duties with inpeccable efficiency. Not that he wouldn't turn on ne in
an instant, if an opportunity offered, but he sees none. Nor will | give him
one.

And now this evidence that Signe plans ...sonmething. O is she nerely

determ ned to prevent any new i nvasi on of Gaea? Wiy in hell can't she sinply
turn her considerable talent towards rebuil ding her world' s econony? That
captain plainly announced their intent. |Is that a forthright warning, or sone
sort of feint? Could she be preparing for a large-scale strike on the Ice
Wrld? | can't see how. She'd | ose the bul k of what she's gained. But bear in
mnd that she canme up with a nbst unexpected strategy once already. Don't
underestimate your daring and unconventional eneny, Arlen. Dangerous error

t hat .

A knock on the door interrupted Arlen's dour nmeditations. "Cone in!" he
called, knitting his brows. Now what in hell! | told Hoffrmann not to admit
anyone!



The aide appropriated fromNeville, the First Mnister whomthe nmlitary
dictator entrusted with overseeing the nundane functioning of the civil

government, appeared in the doorway. "lI'msorry to interrupt, sir," Hoffmann
apol ogi zed warily. "But after hearing what the gentleman pleading for an
interview had to say, | assumed that you'd wish to interrogate himyourself."

Divining that a novel circunstance pronpted that decision, Arlen commanded,
"Send himin."

The gangly visitor, whose slightly rounded shoul ders and shuffling gait
shouted his total lack of any training as a swordsman, appeared to be in his
early thirties. Clad in a smartly tailored suit that the shrewd observer
suspected he wore sel dom but had donned for this occasion, the man exhibited
percepti bl e nervousness as Hof fmmann introduced him "This is Paige, sir. He's
an engi neer in the enploy of Lansing Metals."

Arlen rose quickly enough to avoid calling attention to his penetrating

anal ysis of the visitor's nonverbal behavior. Ofering a hand, he noted the
unworl dly, contenpl ative cast to the brown-skinned face of the engi neer

Subtly pitching his nel odi ous voice so as to place the civilian nore at ease,
he greeted himcordially, and urged, "Please be seated." Gesturing to a chair,
Arlen took one opposite. "Wat business brings you here, Paige?"

Sitting stiffly erect on the edge of the confortably contoured seat, the
civilian studied the hol der of suprene power over his world. Mpnents |ater, he
rel axed a trifle, judging the courtly courtesy to be habitual, not assumed for
t he occasi on.

"Sir, I'"'ma chenical engineer. Twelve Earthyears ago, while an undergraduate
in the University, | began a project of original research in netallurgy.
Nor man' s invasion of Gaea hadn't yet occurred. | solved a vexing problemin a

nost unorthodox manner--by enlisting the aid of an engi neering student at the
University of Gaea. W conferred across interworld space, bearing with the

i nconveni ence of the tinme-lag. This man, Yuri by name, proved an inestimable
hel p. N ce chap--shy, but brilliant. Qur collaboration proved nost

advant ageous to ne.

"Well, five days ago, Yuri managed to contact nme. He hasn't changed nuch, sir.
He's nost definitely the same nman with whom | formerly corresponded. He's now
one of Signe's officers. He and a second Gaean--Sean, one of her
captains--recently gained Signe's pernmission to contact a non-nmilitary

Col unbi an: nyself. Both Sean and Yuri wish to act as envoys from Signe to you
sir, to ascertain whether you'd eventually consider neeting with their world's
| eader in nutually agreeable circunstances, at sonme secure place. They hope to
negotiate a truce that will lead eventually to a peace treaty."

Dust of my ancestors! Shock surged through the dictator whose face betrayed
no slightest hint of his sudden, profound excitement. "Indeed!" he remarked,
consciously projecting wary interest. "Wy does Signe not contact ne hersel f?"

Arlen detected the caller's uneasiness as Paige replied, "I talked to both nen
a second time, sir, an hour after Yuri first raised ne. | didn't informyou at
that point, fearing that | mght lose all contact with them The connection
was unsatisfactory both times. | asked that question. Yuri stated flatly that
Colunbi a's history of treacherous actions--our ancestors' plots, which forced
Johann into the drastic course he took, as well as Leon's and Norman's
violating the Convention--rendered the majority of their associates highly
suspi cious, sir. Signe reluctantly permtted two nen wi shful for peace to
contact a nonconbatant internediary, so as to relay a message to you, but
evidently she intends to keep her guard up



"Sean decl ared even nore bluntly that Signe's core staff suspects that she

ri sks assassination if she docks on Col unbia. Any neeting between you and her
woul d have to occur in a place and a manner that woul d absol utely assure her
hi gh command that no such attenpt could succeed. Yuri enphasized that while
Sean and hinsel f had secured their conmander's perm ssion to neet with you,

all they'd be attenpting would be to assess whether you really entertai ned any
desire to forge a treaty."

"| see." Haughty sorts, those two. Plainspoken. For self-appointed, woul d-be
envoys, they exhibit no suavity--no finesse--but admt the galling truth,

Arl en. The Gaeans abi ded by the Convention--trusted in it. They adhered to so
rigorous a pacifismthat they abjured even the use of swords to settle
personal quarrels in duels. They maintained an al oof, unyielding isolationism
rebuffing any overtures regarding interworld trade, but the Gaean | eadership
didn't offer any gross provocation sufficient to justify Norman's |egalized

pl undering of their world--conquest sullied by vicious rapine and call ous

sl aughter of civilians.

Norman tal ked Leon and his civilian advisers into an act that did indeed cast
a foul blot on Col unbian honor, and | rose to power as a result of Leon's
assassi nation. Easy to guess what Signe and her captains assune. | can't blane
them Well! This devel opment offers possibilities, but dammed if I'll give any
i mpressi on of bl atant eagerness.

Those thoughts racing through Arlen's mnd produced no appreci able pause in
the conversation. "I find your news intriguing, Paige," he resuned snoothly,
"but hardly conducive to the generation of high hopes. |I'mnot averse to the
i dea of neeting with Signe's envoys, nerely wary. Did these two nen seem
willing to dock in Colunbia, thenselves?"

"Most definitely, sir. They feared for Signe's life, not their own. | suppose
they figure they're unlikely to formany target for assassination thensel ves.
They' re just nessengers. They said they'd call ne back, and set a tine three
weeks fromtoday. They plan to fly to Col unbia under a synbolic flag of
truce--just the two of them in a mlitary ship. Sean said we'd have to accept
that necessity, as would they. He enphasized that no other type of vessel is
available to them™

What in hell did Signe do with the cargo ship? Arlen asked hinsel f. Perhaps
they crashed it. Gven her ingrained distrust of Col unbians, she'd surely
prefer to risk that vessel, rather than allow a nilitary ship to dock here.
Can we risk letting one of her Earth-arned ships dock? "I'I| devote profound
thought to this matter, Paige," Arlen assured the engineer. "Let ne ask you:
what inpression did you formof these two nmen?”

"They' re tough and dedi cated, but sincere, sir. Yuri | know to be
extraordinarily gifted. He ought to be doing research. | can see where he'd
yearn for peace."

This civilian just spoke what he feels to be the absolute truth , Arlen
assured hinsel f, convinced by a set of subtle, nonverbal cues unconsciously
exhi bited by the engineer. Well! Perhaps a breakthrough's in the offing.
Better proceed with infinite caution. "I thank you for coning, Paige," he
affirmed with gracious warnth. "I'Il be in touch with you. Be sure before you
| eave that ny aide knows where to reach you at any tine."

Reseating hinself at his desk, Arlen reviewed the internediary's recital
Per haps those two officers' very bluntness--their |ack of diplomatic
polish--offers hope, he nused. |'d enjoy a definite advantage in an encounter



with straightforward types unused to devi ous maneuvers--nen unabl e to conceal
their reactions. Besides, if Signe agreed to let themhazard a mlitary ship,
she surely nust entertain sone slimhope of a breakthrough. Negotiating face
to face with her would be an entirely different matter than dealing with these
yout hs. Such a confrontati on woul d pose a challenge, but 1'd likely still hold
an edge.

I'"l'l need to arrange the circunstances surrounding the arrival of ny
archfoe's envoys with exceeding care--effectively guard both these Gaean
of ficers, and their ship, so as to denonstrate that no assassin could reach
Si gne, should she agree to a neeting. | adnit to entertaining a wish to neet
t hat woman. Form dabl e foe, she turned out to be. Adrienne's assessnent struck
right on the mark.

Pain swirled up fromthe depths where the wi dower strove constantly to keep it
| ocked away, out of his consciousness. | could use ..relief. But not .. Karyn
| mss you

Succunbing to a nost uncharacteristic inpulse, Arlen laid his head on the arns
fol ded on his desk, and fought back despairing, scalding tears.

Chapt er El even

"So, gentlenen, | intend to receive these two envoys from Signe. This
unexpected overture mght well open the way for a negotiated end to a costly
war. Such an outconme | consider far preferable to the current frustrating
stalemate. At this time, I'Il apprise you of nmy plans for handling the
situation."”

Supremely at ease, Arlen swept an inperious glance over the faces of his five
conmanders. Coolly, he weighed the reaction of each stunned subordinate to his
el ectrifyi ng announcenent. Ful ke's phl egmati c countenance registered
acceptance bordering on relief. Suppressing a scow, Norman stiffened the body
held tautly erect. Conpressing thin |lips, Dexter narrowed eyes gone suddenly
specul ative. Arlen surm sed correctly that Ol off experienced no chagrin over
the war's ending, but concluded that he did fear the adverse effects a
cessation of the conflict might weak on his career

Gl t's handsonme face consciously, skillfully, projected wary hopeful ness.
Roused to sardonic admiration of the man's capacity to conceal his true
feelings, Arlen studied his nost dangerous rival. Eyes hard as dianond net his
unflinchingly. Once |'ve neutralized the threat Signe poses, |'ll deal with
you ¥ never doubt that, the Commander-in-Chief nentally challenged the

of ficer inwardly seething with i ncandescent anger

As he strode out of the neeting, Galt took pains to preserve a glacial calm
That deneanor distinguished himuntil he gained the privacy of his office in
Second Corps' Headquarters. Serene features suddenly contorted into an
expression of virulent hatred. Like a caged, feline animal, the broad

shoul dered at hl ete paced the deck

Damm and bl ast this new devel opnent! he funmed. This turn upsets all ny plans.
Just when | see ny way clear to augnmenting the authority |I enjoy as Comander
of the Corps entrusted with guardi ng the space around Colunbia fromattack by
renegades, this happens! CQur traditional role--scouring outlaws out of their



havens on O Neill--severely limts me. | need to go on absorbing into that
sphere of influence various functions fornerly reserved to the M nister of
Internal Security! And now this thrice-damed advocate of appeasenent proposes
to end the state of war that justifies my assunption of new responsibilities!

Damm Arlen to a vile death! A negotiated peace will free himto concentrate
the bulk of his energy on destroying ne. He'll find anple tine in which to
evi scerate Second Corps. Look what he did to Third ...and to Fourth! Not that |
wi sh that Courtney still survived. No way! But that devel opnent foreshadowed
ot her unsettling changes. Norman has been rendered ineffectual. Oloff's
Arlen's puppet! So is Ful kel Dexter's plotting sone increase in his own
power--very likely, a coup. Damm! Wiy in hell doesn't Dexter find some pretext
to challenge Arlen? He'd prevail, master swordsman that he is! That woul d give
me the opening | need--allow ne to seize the suprene power that Arlen grabbed
for hinself after Leon's death. Likely Dexter figures I'd do so, though, and
doesn't feel ready, yet, hinself. And if | suspect that Dexter's plotting sone
coup, likely Arlen does, as well. Dexter fails utterly to bind his nen to
hinself with ties of loyalty! Appeals to their greed--their own lust for

power! Fool !

Gve Arlen credit where it's due, Galt. He rivals your ability to comand

| oyalty, even if he doesn't match you as a warrior--or Dexter, that superb
swordsman, or Nornman, that savage, scarred veteran. Damed if you can fault
the bastard's nerve, though. Just think back! You savored a nost wel cone
certainty that Arlen's stupidity in walking in to negotiate face to face with
that psychotic maniac holding three Fifth Corpsnmen hostage--three nen not even
of ficers!--would assure his death, but he sweet-tal ked that insane brute into
surrendering the handweapon he held trained on Arlen's chest! Wl ked out of

t here unscat hed! The slippery sod could beguile a whore into parting with her
life's savings! He'll talk that Gaean slut into withdrawing to her bl asted
rock--to staying honme! Peace! A cessation of hostilities will trash the best
opportunity ever afforded ne, to conme out on top

Peace. What if .. Arlen enphasized that Signe fears assassination. He | ooked
me straight in the eye as he added, "And with good reason." My accursed
rival's norally certain | engineered Leon's death, but he never uncovered a
shred of proof. He won't, either, but what an opportunity | lost, right then
The best | ever engineered--only to find that |I'd accombdated Arlen ! Shades
of the slain!

Neville's the bastard who nade the difference--threw his support to nmy worst
enermy. Well, Neville will pay for giving Arlen the edge he needed to

out maneuver me. When | act, our bootlicking First Mnister will forfeit his
m serable life.

Assassi nation poses too great a risk of exposure. |'d precipitate civil
war--a titanic struggle I'd lose--if the men in the Special Force and Fifth
Cor ps suspected that | engineered Arlen's death. No way could | prevai
agai nst the nassed might of eleven Earth-arned nilitary ships. No. Leon's
dem se sprang froma uni que, non-reproduci bl e opportunity. But what if |
prevent this overture from succeedi ng? Keep the war going--force Arlen to stay
occupi ed by the conflict, while | solidify nmy position? Strengthen mne, while
weakeni ng hi s? How coul d

O course! You blind ...Wy not? Second Corps' military |ocks--back-to-back
with those where the envoys will descend! My rival's keeping the details
secret fromthe public. Arlen fears for the Iives of the Gaeans, and the
safety of the ship. He worries that the envoys ni ght nmake sone hostil e nove,



as well, though he won't admit that. So they'll dock directly opposite Fifth
Cor ps' Headquarters, and be net by a guard under Norman hinself.

Clever of Arlen, that arrangement. He judges that if sone attack were

pl anned, Norman's veterans would nost likely be the ones initiating it. So he
laid the responsibility for security on Norman personally--placed himin a
position where both his pride and his rank as Conmander of Third Corps lie
squarely on the line. Any attack by present or former Third Corpsnen woul d
destroy what's |eft of Nornman's career

Wel |l Those envoys are officers. Veterans of the surface war, |'ve no doubt.
Men who' || bear savage hatred for Norman. Arlen knows that. |Is he testing
their willingness to | ook ahead ...not back? R ght at the start?
Understandable. And if they do bl ast sonebody, it'll be a man Arlen coldly
sees as expendable. As do I. It surely wouldn't sadden me to see Nornan
wi ped!

So why not ... Could | swing that? What a coup, if no one ever suspected! Not
sufficient this time to outface lingering suspicions allow ng of no
verification. 1'lIl require a titaniumsteel alibi. 1'll need to be standing
right next to Arlen hinmself. So how ...Think, Galt. This could be the
br eakt hrough of a lifetine. Think!

The man wei ghi ng desperate courses--all equally treasonous--suddenly stopped
short in his fevered pacing of the deck, his face a study in mal evol ent
elation. O course! My nanipul ati on of that crazed genius worked to perfection
four Earthyears ago. He's grown steadily nore paranoid. They've incarcerated
himin his quarters, and retained keepers. But if they still let himtinker

Wiy woul dn't they? His nental aberrations don't affect his inventiveness, or
cl oud his understandi ng of physical principles. Wuld he still renmenber ne?
He's become considerably worse lately, Marlenn says, but ny periodic visits
over a span of a half-dozen Earthyears--visits | made so as to bind Marlenn's
loyalty all the nore firmy to nyself while disguising ny rea

i nterest--should have served to keep ny nenory fresh in that deranged mnd. |
had Reinwald figured. Worth a try, that notion. Definitely worth a try!

At 1900 that sanme evening, Galt stepped out of an autocab in a corridor to the
rear of Mnistry Main Habitat. Standing before a facade, he braced hinself to
tackle a ticklish chore, before pressing the buzzer at the entry to a section
A burly man wearing the dark gray uniform of a nedical technician in the
enploy of the Mnistry of Health opened the door, and stared in surprise at
the caller.

"I"'mG@Glt, Commander, Second Corps,"” the visitor identified hinself in a tone

freighted with authority. "Mrlenn's ny Lieutenant Commander. |'ve known his
uncle for Earthyears. | earned Reinwal d's friendship before his nmal ady gai ned
so unfortunate a hold on him | rather think he'Il remenber ne. | used to

visit himoften, in happier tines. The thought occurred to nme that a man
shoul dn't abandon his friends, no matter how great a misfortune strikes them
I"'d like to pay hima visit. You re his keeper?"

"One of six, sir. Jamison, | am But as for a visit...l|'mnot sure how Rei nwal d
woul d react. He's grown deeply paranoi d--dangerous. Capable of violence. It
takes both ny assistant and ny own self to handle him at tines. |I'd hate to

run such a risk to your life, sir."

Glt's hearty laugh plainly conveyed derision. "Reinwald's frail, elderly, and
lacks a third of ny height," he drawl ed sardonically. "Both nmy strength and ny



training give ne an edge in a hand-to-hand encounter with a renegade ny
size--a man in the prine of life. | hardly think I need fear a physica
assault. Not that I'd hurt the old gentleman while fending off an attack¥no
way. Now, let ne chance a visit, Jam son."

The Commander's inperious nmanner overawed the still-dubious public enployee.
"Well .l guess we can see how he'll react, sir, but | advise you to | eave your
sword here. He might assune you intend to use it on him"

Slipping the carrier off his belt, Galt laid the sheathed blade on a
once-plush chair worn threadbare. A swift glance around the fusty premni ses
generated an eerie sense of incipient decay, of brooding malignancy. "Do you
still let your charge work at producing new inventions?" the caller inquired
wi t h cal cul ated casual ness. Focusing on the crisply unifornmed, niddle-aged
attendant, the warrior seldomif ever troubled by norbid inaginings strove to
shake off a feeling that he consciously judged irrational

"We do, sir. Reinwald putters in his workshop for hours at a tinme. Keeps him
calm that activity, although we found we need to keep a sharp eye on just
what he's doing in there. He constructed a nobst ingeni ous weapon, once--a
crosshow. Norris figured out what it had to be--he'd seen a programon the vid
featuring clips fromancient filnms taken on Earth. But normally, the old man
buil ds electronic devices sinmilar to those he was once fanous for inventing.
One of his creations starts the oven in the galley by renote, fromany cabin
in the quarters or the |laboratory. W use that outfit all the tine, now"

"Brilliant mnd, Reinwald' s. A pity, what's happened to it. Wll. Let's see
whet her or not he renenbers ne."

Al though still patently dubi ous, Jam son nonetheless |led the way to a sitting
area off the corridor that separated the quarters fromthe |aboratory. A
second gray-clad attendant rose froma squat netal bench. That individual
younger than Jam son, kept his eyes riveted to the thin, slight, hunched form
that sprang with astonishing agility froma frayed chair unpl easantly stained
where its occupant's head and hands custonarily rested. Conbatively, the
former inventor confronted the pair arriving. Bright black eyes narrowed as
they fixed thenselves on the tall, blonde, black-unifornmed mlitary figure

"Ehhhh! Galt!" the old nan screeched. "Still in one piece, | see! WIlIl, now
Takes sonme doing, that! Look at me, would you! Surrounded by sniveling
hypocrites trying to ferret out ny secrets! They' ve noved in on nme! Damed
brutes!"”

H s face weathed in a snle, Glt strode forward with hand extended. "Good to
see you alive and kicking, Reinwald."

A claw |l ike menmber gripped the proffered hand. Now what brings you here, you
archplotter? No mere wish to chat, 1'Il bet ny next neal. | used you once
rid nyself of an eneny. Kept your secret ...and ny own. Ahhh .. you don't
change, Glt. Cold as liquid nitrogen, that shriveled organ that passes as
your heart. Dangerous, you are, but I'ma match for you ...see through you

Wth no warning, the psychopath turned vituperatively on the two attendants,
one of whom stood sonewhat to the rear of his patient. "Don't sneak around
behi nd ny back, you dammed pryi ng nui sances! Get out, will you? I'mvisiting.
| still have one friend left. Get out!"

Jam son and Norris exchanged anxi ous gl ances.

"Leave us, gentlenen,"” Glt commanded. "lI'mquite sure | can handle things."



Oh, yes. To perfection.

Reluctantly, the two attendants retired into an adjoining cabin. Having slid
t he door closed, the peppery inventor waved his guest into a chair. "Sit down,
Glt. | see no eneny has found your back unguarded, yet." Yours ..or mine!

"Not yet, Reinwald. No.l've never encountered so dangerous an eneny as the one
from whom you delivered both of us, so long ago. | don't forget what | owe
you, either."

The small man gl anced furtively over his shoulder. Bright, black, bird-Iike
eyes swept the cluttered environs of the cabin. The reedy voice dropped to a
whi sper. "I fixed him didn't 1? You need to watch what you say here. These
bastards spy on ne constantly. Interfere with my work. Pester nme beyond
bearing. Keep nme | ocked up. Marlenn's behind all of it. My conniving relative
has persecuted ne for Earthyears. They've | ocked nme out of my ol d workpl ace.
All | can get into is one small part. So nuch lost.lost! Damm theml " Could |
enploy Galt to rid ne of Marlenn, if | play this hand with exquisite care?

"Reinwal d, |'ve a new eneny: one dangerous to our world. | need your help. I'd
not ask you, given the severity of your own troubles, except that no one el se
stands able to do for ne what you can. You'd need to keep this as secret as

t he other.."

So! A shrill cackle raised the hair on the back of Galt's neck. Eyes
glittering with denented cunning stared piercingly into his. "Secret! You
think I'd tell these dammed jail ers ny business? O blab to ny conniving
relations? |'ve buried all sorts of secrets, over the Earthyears. M ne..and
yours. Yes. These fools don't believe ne when | tell themthe tinme of day. Say
' m.daft! Crazy! Ch, | know what they claim That's their pitiful excuse for
| ocking ne up and plundering ne in ny own honme! Bastards!

"But you're no fool, Galt. You' re as canny at protecting your back as | once
knew how to be. But.l've slipped. Let these accursed nui sances invade... G own

ol d.feeble.” The harsh voice turned querul ous, and softened to a whine.

But not senile, ny nmurderous pawn. "You're not too old to help ne, Reinwald.

Let me explain. | need a device built: a renote controlling device, capable of
aimng and activating the Earth-built weaponry aboard a mlitary ship, from
wi thout. A device | can install in a lock, program and initiate froma

di stance of two hundred nmeters. The initiator would have to be small enough to
fit into ny pocket, and be capable of activating the main mechanismfrom a
simlar distance. Could you build ne such?"

The narrow, seaned face puckered into a grimce of frowning appraisal as

Rei nwal d studied the man sitting rel axed, seemingly wholly at ease. "I could
have, once. You know where | used to build such things.test them | can't get
in there now, and | couldn't test what you want. Earth-built weaponry.
Chal | enge, that. No specs in the bank. | never have seen such a device..not
that 1'd need to, if | knew certain details. Do you know anyt hi ng about

el ectroni cs?"

"I majored in ship-systens technol ogy, and nminored in electronics, Reinwald.
Yes, | know a good bit. Not a patch on what you do, but enough to clear a few
hurdl es. As for your not being able to get into your old retreat.l could. From
bel ow-you know how. | could bring you what you need."

"“And you could lever Marlenn out of my life, if you chose." Indispensable, ny
talent. Worth a price--ehhhhh, you slippery conniver?



Watch yourself, Galt . "So | could, if | supplant ny rival, old friend. Not
before, but | reward those who serve ne, Reinwal d--generously. On the day I
take control of our world, I'lIl house you royally, and honor you publicly.
You'll be free to live as you please. My word on it." Eyes glued to his prey,
Galt snelled a nusty odor. A surge of revul sion assaulted hi mwhen he realized
that it issued fromthe runpled, food-spotted suit, obviously out of
adj ustment, which hung | oosely fromthe scrawny frame of his senescent host.

Prom ses. Wrds. So nuch stale air, nost nen's bleating, but Galt dares to
act, while other nmen spout drivel. This bastard doesn't scruple to kill ..or
to abet an avenger bent on exterm nating an oppressor. Wy not? Wat have |
got to lose? My canny ally maneuvered me close in ...Got ne out unseen

Marlenn's next! "|'|l do what you ask, Glt. Trust your word." Spittle
dri bbl ed fromone side of the old nman's nouth, as he flicked a wet tongue over
a wi zened upper |ip.

He's visualizing a death. | saw the same mad |light in those eyes when he
dropped Leon. My death? By all the .. No. Marlenn's. Got to be. Chance it,
Galt. "You'll find that trust repaid, never fear, Reinwald. But we'll have to

out-plot your jailers. Qutfox them Let themthink you're nerely tinkering,
and that |'m sinply hunoring you."

A second cackle set Galt's teeth on edge. "I'myour man, old friend. |'1]
build what you need. Yes. Right under the damed noses of ny jailers. Spin
thema tale--tell themI'mbuilding an oven-starter for your corps, ehhhhh
Commander ?"

"That would form a nost plausible pretext, Reinwald, but time's short. I'lI
need the device finished within ten days." Don't croak before then, you
nol deri ng bag of bones!

"Cone back in three. 1'll know what | need from bel ow, then." For you--and for
nme!

Rising with fluid grace, Galt extended a hand. "I owe you now, Reinwald, and
"Il owe you far nore, shortly. I won't forget my debt to a man whose geni us

few of his contenporaries appreciate.”

"No new thing historically, that. Well! Let's march out there and toss dust in
the eyes of ny enemes.”

Knowi ng better than to slip behind the nmadman, Galt strolled out ahead of him
Despite his relaxed attitude, he walked with every sense alert, every reflex
battl e-ready. The practiced conspirator knew better than any man alive just
how nmurderous this lunatic could be. He al so knew wi th exactness that Reinwal d
was never nore dangerous than when seening to enploy valid if sinister |ogic.

Jami son rose abruptly froma chair, relief witten large on his face, when he
saw Galt stride through the door. "Ah, there you are, sir. | was beginning to
worry. "

"No need, Jami son. | told you, your charge and | are old friends. He's been
conplaining to ne that you've curtailed his workspace--says he | acks
conponents he needs. | pronised |I'd bring hima fewitens. After all, better a
renowned i nventor stays occupied, eh?" The high-ranking caller w nked at the
man whose eyes w dened in surprise

"That's so, sir. Well. I'lIl see you out. Norris, start supper.”

The nedi cal technician acconpanied Galt to the exit. "He did remenber you," he



admtted in wonder, "although his nenory's not badly affected. He tends to see
enem es everywhere, though. Don't ever think that you're perfectly safe around
him sir. He's unpredictable. Sonme chance bl and word could set himraving.
Turn hi magai nst you."

"I fully realize that. What a pity, this worsening of his condition. I'll drop
in again, shortly. He's enthusiastically tal king about building ne a device
simlar to your oven-starter, but on a grander scale. | hunored him If the
practical side of his mind stays occupi ed, perhaps the aberrant part mght lie
nore qui escent. | expect you have your hands full with him at tines."

"We do, sir--and so does Marlenn. | appreciate your kindness in visiting our
patient."

“"Marlenn's a man | val ue, Jam son."

Striding away to an autocab post, Galt smiled his wintry smle to hinself. But
Reinwal d's a man | value equally , he rumnated. Stark, staring mad as he is.
A nmost useful tool, Reinwald. Quite as useful as Marlenn. Ch, yes.

Wat chi ng Sean and Yuri take | eave of their crew and conrades, Signe battled an
onsl aught of naggi ng doubts. Sean seens so confident , she reflected bl eakly.
He trusts his former friend' s assurance that Arlen hasn't closed his nind

agai nst the idea of negotiating a peace. Well ...if there's a chance, | can
scarcely turn ny back on it, without so nmuch as a try--but | wonder. Wuld a
mlitary dictator believe that peace would benefit hin? Arlen still holds the

edge in mlitary mght: twelve Earth-arned ships to our eight, and countl ess
second-cl ass vessels, plus an inpregnabl e defense around his world, and
[imtless fuel. Damm! Wuld you negotiate, if you stood in his boots?

Yes. | would--in order to redirect the incredible output of human energy and
staggering wealth of resources being squandered in both worlds by this
continuing, futile struggle. Perhaps Arlen deplores that waste, as well.

O would he? H's captains are career-mnded nmlitary men, as is he. Scientist,
i nventor, physician.why would a nan of his brilliance take up a mlitary
career, if not because he craved unbridl ed dom nance? Could he stay in power,
if the war ended? Wul d those subordi nates lusting after new conquest tanely
accept peace, or would sonme new tyrant rise to depose or assassinate Arlen?

Hard for nme to judge. Wll. We'll see

Morgan, Wng, and Jassy patrolled space, far out beyond the orbital forts, as
the envoys stood poised to nake the transit to their destination. Theo's
vessel guarded the environs of Gaea. Watt, Eric's |ieutenant, and Jess,
conmandi ng Conor's crew, did the sanme, in the two black ships. Conor stood by,
prepared to transport Signe and Eric close in, to the perineter of Col unbia,
to wait and listen while Sean and Yuri descended.

Conceal i ng her doubts, the Comrander held out her hands to the two nen

approaching to bid her farewell. H s handsone face weathed in a snile, Sean
eagerly gripped her hand. "Well, we're ready, Signe. We'll do our best. Both
of us will study Arlen's reactions, although he's noted, evidently, for being

able to hide what he thinks. W'll see if we can't at |east arrange for the
two of you to neet at sonme internmediate safe place. You'd match his skill at
di pl omacy, 1've no doubt whatsoever." Just as you've checkmated himin war,

you peerl ess spacer-fighter!

"That you woul d, Signe. Peace. After twelve Earthyears!" Yuri's voice breathed
year ni ng



"I"d wel come the chance to try, at any rate. Sean, Yuri, take care. Keep your
tempers firmy under control. Don't allow anyone to goad you into speaking

i mpul sively. Don't act too eager, or give the inpression that | want peace at
any price."

Sean nmet his superior's eyes squarely. "lI'mnot your ol dest captain, Signe,
nor your nost experienced officer, but |I know exactly how you think. I'll bear
nyself so as to reflect credit on you, and on Gaea--as will Yuri. W'll do all

in our power to open the way to a |l asting peace we can accept w th honor."

| believe you, Sean . Signe gripped the patriot's hand. Her vibrant face
expressed fierce pride, as she simultaneously squeezed Yuri's. "Take care,"
she urged agai n.

The yout hful envoys lifted their ship, and set out on their quest.

Twenty-one hours later, Signe sat the board between Conor and Eric, aboard
Conor's vessel. Boldly, the premier fighter had flown farther in than had been
the wont of the Gaeans patrolling. At a perenptory demand fromthe orbita

fort that he approach no cl oser, he had acqui esced, after coldly inform ng the
chal | enger that he intended only to observe the envoys' descent. Signe watched
Conor maneuver so as be able to pick up the comunications em ssions from both
Sean's ship and the board nmanned by the men controlling the traffic in the
space above the capital of Colunbia. Her body taut, she observed as the
operator bal anced the ship on its exhaust.

"Sean here. Captain, Signe's Fleet. Cone in, you men nanning the orbita
forts. | request pernission to dock under a synbolic flag of truce. Your
Conmander - i n- Chi ef expects us."

"Ami n here: Acting Commander of the Special Force. Permssion granted. I'lI
transmt the data you'll need to program a descent sequence that will allow
you to dock on a mlitary lock of the capital. Stand by."

Conor jotted the data as well
Sean replied, "lI've got that. What arrangenents have been nade to receive us?"

"Arlen here, gentlenen. You'll be docking on Lock Eight of those reserved for
Fifth Corps. You'll be net by a guard of honor headed by the Conmander of
Third Corps: the body traditionally entrusted with insuring the safety of both
civil and mlitary officials on the surface of Colunbia. Wile you nay not
regard Norman in the |ight of protector of the persons of those inportant to
the welfare of our world, that duty now constitutes his chief responsibility.
Since you cone seeking a route to peace, | trust that you'll not find it
difficult to | ook ahead, not back. Your escort will acconpany you to Fifth

Cor ps' Headquarters, where you'll be met by nyself; Fulke, Acting Comuander of
Fifth Corps; Oloff, Commander of Fourth; Galt, Commander of Second; Pai ge,
the internediary who contacted nme; and Hof frmann, ny aide. | look forward to
neeting with you, gentlenen.”

Shocked to her core, Signe expostul ated, "Nornan!"

Conor hissed, "Butcher turned protector. Arlen's gall | find incredible!"
Eric alone protested. "But he's right, Signe! Third Corps traditionally did
provi de guards of honor, and protect the persons of officials. If Norman stil

comuands that corps, he'd be the officer in charge!"”

Sean's voice, level, unenotional, reached the listeners. "W'I| accept the
escort of whomever you charge with our safety, Arlen. |I'm Sean. Yuri and



will step out of our ship unarnmed, trusting to your word that you receive us
under a synbolic flag of truce--that we'll be allowed to dock, nmeet with you,
and | eave again."

"You have ny word, Sean and Yuri. | |look forward to neeting you both."

"Signe." Conor riveted eyes glinting with anger on his superior
"He passed his word, Conor."

"He enjoys an unsullied reputation as a man of honor," Eric observed evenly.

"He did before he assunmed dictatorial power, four Earthyears ago! That m ght
have changed!"

"CGentl enen!" Signe's perenptory exclamation silenced both nen. "Sean accepted

the danger. So did Yuri. | don't like the arrangenent, but | won't counternmand
the joint decision of two brave patriots willing to risk their lives to try
for peace. Conor, if | order them back now, |'ll be broadcasting on a w de

band to Arlen and his entire mlitary establishment that the nere nention of
Norman's nane scared us off. Surely if Arlen contenplated harmto our envoys,
he woul dn't have said publicly what he did, both to his own nmen and to us. And
if he truly intended nerely to put Sean's and Yuri's ability to | ook ahead,

not back, to a test, they passed. Every nman of his Special Force just heard
him give his word. Could he break that word, and stay in conmand?"

Conor pondered that shrewd question. "Dammed if | know," he grow ed.
"I doubt it," Eric maintained stoutly.
"So do I." Having deliberated with lightflash speed, Signe voiced her belief.

On the surface, Arlen stood behind the men manning the main board in Fifth
Cor ps' Headquarters, flanked by Ful ke, Oloff and Galt. Galt had gai ned

admi ttance to the group receiving the envoys, by cal cul ated maneuvering. The
ruthless political infighter harbored no illusions regarding Arlen's ability
to see through any attenpt on his part to act a lie.

Confronting the Commander-in-Chief a day earlier, the Commander of Second
Corps had offered blunt objections to the idea of entertaining any overture
fromthe Gaean envoys. "Signe started the war in space,"” he pointed out. "She
enpl oyed daring, unconventional tactics to gain a strategic advantage, and
fought in the forefront of every battle herself. WIly strategist, she has
proved herself to be. This request may constitute a devi ous net hod of

conceal i ng sonme new tactical ploy. If she genuinely wants to negotiate, I'd
expect that she'd cone herself. She's sending two captains: young nen.
Strange, that. Well. The decision to meet with them of course, is yours to

make, but | formally request that | be allowed to formpart of the group
receiving them sir--that | be granted a chance personally to assess their
sincerity."”

Pausing, Galt smiled his frosty smle. "Not that 1'd mind a situation which
rendered hi ghly questionable your need to enploy el even-twel fths of our

Eart h-arned ships in a passive defense rather than the apprehension of
renegades. Shoul d peace becone a reality, I'd hope that a | ess top-heavy
distribution could be effected.” That |ast remark bore the unm stakable ring
of truth.

Arlen assessed his rival's notives. Could this bastard plan sone overt act of
hostility towards Signe's envoys? In ny presence, and that of Ful ke and
Oloff? Hardly. He'd be mad to offer me so wel come a nmeans of sending himto



stand trial for treason. He's spoken no lies. On that |ast score, he's right.
"Il find it difficult to offer a plausible pretext for denying Second Corps
the use of nore first-class ships, if |I succeed in negotiating a peace.
Perhaps that factor actually does formGlt's nain interest.

O might he hope to catch ne maki ng sonme bl under he can later exploit to
underm ne ny authority? That could be. Wll, what harmcan his presence do? If
| refuse, he'll charge that |'m maintaining a suspicious degree of secrecy. He
m ght even align hinself with Dexter, who's already letting the fact be known
that he thinks I'mgoing soft--losing ny will to win. Dexter's setting the
stage for sone future augnentation of his own power. Damm them both! Should
they join forces, they could together cause ne endl ess trouble.

Eyes cold as interstellar space raked the Conmander of Second Corps. "Tine
enough to consider the re-disposition of our forces when a breakthrough has

been nade, Galt. |I'Il conduct the negotiations with these envoys exactly as
see fit, but warily. O that you can rest certain. |'ve no objection to your
form ng an observer along with Fulke and Orloff. I'lIl welcome your sharing

your inpressions with ne afterwards.”

"I'"ll do that, sir." Hurriedly, Galt forced fromhis mnd his potent
satisfaction at having gai ned what he sought, well aware that face, eyes and
body coul d conbine to betray him

Arlen detected satisfaction, but failed to plunb the full depth of an enotion
he assuned to arise from@Glt's having secured a concession he sought for sone
devi ous reason. Now, faced with receiving the envoys fromhis eneny, he
recall ed that conversation. What harmcan result fromGalt's witnessing our
meeting? he asked hinself again . None--and I'lIl forestall any accusations of
conducting negotiations crucial to the national interest, in secrecy. Wil
Interesting encounter, this discussion pronises to be.

Staring into the vid, Signe watched the descent while Conor bal anced on his
exhaust. She heard the routine comments passed by the men nanning the board in
Fifth Corps' Headquarters. "Ship descending on Lock Eight," a clipped voice
droned. "Two minutes fromtouching down. Guard of Honor, take note."

"We've sealed to the lock." Sean's words fell clearly on his conrades' ears.
"We're preparing to..

The envoy's conmuni cation abruptly broke off in md-sentence, even as an

i ncandescent eruption of blinding visible |ight appeared on the screen. A
strangl ed gasp escaped Signe. "That's...Arlen's blown themi That's a blast from
Earth-built weaponry! Eric! Did you see..

"Yes! Dam hi s treacherous soul!"

Anmin, in synchronous orbit just above the ship bearing the envoys, saw as
wel |, but placed a totally different interpretation on the evidence erupting
across the screen. A sphere of light! No elongation! Those thrice-damed
envoys just fired their weaponry either straight downwards, or very nearly
so! They've likely annihilated Fifth Corps' Headquarters! Dam the perfidi ous
..."Men of the Special Force! Blast that Gaean ship that's nearest!”

Conor found hinmself the target of three mlitary vessels that suddenly
maneuvered out of orbit with evident intent to destroy him Acting with the
habi tual , unfl appabl e presence of mind that never deserted the | egendary
warrior in the face of the nobst appalling danger, conscious that Signe's
survi val depended now on his skill, Conor handled his ship manually, wth



surpassing dexterity. Lightning reflexes, slowed no whit by age, enabled him
to maneuver sw ftly enough to dodge the pul se | aunched at himfromthe vesse
closest to his. Mnd at a white heat of concentration, he dodged again, and
saw a chance. "Fire at that..

Signe's reflexes equaled Conor's in swiftness. Forcing fromher nmind hatred,
outrage, searing pain, and vitriolic anger, she concentrated on one
overnastering, savage necessity: to kill in retaliation--to blast the eneny
capabl e of such incredi ble black treachery. Aimng the weaponry nmanual ly, she
wai ted, her mind operating with surreal clarity. Wen the chance offered, she
fired, even before Conor's exhortation reached her ear. A Colunbian nmilitary
shi p vani shed: annihilated in a blinding burst of Iight the twin of that which
mnutes earlier killed Sean and Yuri

No ot her chance offered. Having gl anced at his fuel gauge, Conor bowed to
bitter necessity. Still focusing every faculty, mental and physical, on
maneuvering to evade the two ships in hot pursuit, he headed back to Gaea.

"Eric! Man the weaponry!" Signe grated. Harsh comuands to anni hilate the
Gaeans issuing fromthe nmilitary band broke off abruptly as the Conmander
switched to the little-used comrercial frequency she enpl oyed when some crisis
made verbal communication a necessity.

Morgan, Whng and Jassy, reeling with shock, heard the announcenent delivered
in a voice radiating incandescent fury. "Attention! Arlen just blew Sean's
ship! Right on the | ock! He used the weaponry of an Earth-arnmed ship! Killed
two nmen he'd just given his word would be allowed to dock, nmeet with him and
| eave! Blatantly committed an act of callous, prenmeditated perfidy! Damm his
soul to the nmythical fire! I trusted his word! The bastard never wanted peace!
W' ve only fuel enough to get us honme! You three watch yoursel ves! W
destroyed one eneny vessel, but el even Earth-arned ships hunt you! Keep us

i nformed over the voice-coder!"

Si gne tuned the transceiver to that frequency, and so never picked up the
expostul ati ons of shock, outrage, and anger equaling her own, which issued
fromthe captains hearing Amin's wathful explanation. No vessel --conmerci al
or mlitary--heard the inpassioned version of the tragedy that Signe
transmtted over that little-used frequency. No instructions cane to the
Special Force fromthe surface.

Amin visualized Arlen's instantaneous denise. On the screen of his nmind, he
saw a crater-lake of nolten slag formbelow the [ocation where Fifth Corps
Headquarters transnuted i nto an expandi ng sphere of radiant energy. Curbing
his rabid desire to destroy every Gaean ship between his force and the Gaean
G oup, he acted on the black certainty that he had better keep the Speci al
Force close to his world, in case either Galt, or Dexter, or both, took

advant age of the opportunity to seize power on the surface. Shapping curt
orders to his subordinates, he left Lacey in comand of the Special Force, and
docked. Only then did he realize that Fifth Corps' Headquarters renai ned
unscat hed.

Wthin Fifth Corps' conmunication cabin, Arlen stood watching the board as
Sean's ship descended. Autonmtically, he scanned the graphic displays, taking
note as Sean's Caean-accented, unenotional voice announced, "W've sealed to
the lock. W're preparing to.."

The fearsome bl ast--a rapidly expandi ng sphere of raw energy, which

anni hil ated Sean's vessel and caused a crater-|lake of slag to formwhere the
lock and its environs fornmerly stood--killed Norman and twenty Third Corpsnen
instantly. Tightly focused, unimagi nabl e energy designed to be |launched at a



target fromafar, directed strai ght dowward by a vessel clanped securely to a
| ock a negligible distance above the solid surface of a planetoid, rocked
Fifth Corps' Headquarters to its foundations. The deck rippled beneath the
feet of those standing, sending themsprawling. The walls perceptibly wavered.
A titanic explosion all but deafened the stunned nen knocked into a tangle of
bodi es on the still-vibrating deck. The sound of seals crashing into place
across the entrances leading to the mlitary corridors assaulted ears stil
ringing fromthe initial din. The air heated perceptibly. The board went dead.
The lights failed.

Di m energency lighting reveal ed thunderstruck faces staring wildly at each
other as the nmen scranbled to their feet. "The Gaeans!" Ol off gasped,
speaki ng the thought of all.

"Keep calm gentlenmen," the Commander-in-Chief ordered inperiously. "Fulke,
di spose your nmen so as to find out what's going on outside. The rest of you
stay put, until we're certain no new attack is inmnent." Arlen's deep voice,
icily level, resonant with authority, galvanized Fulke into action even as it
froze the others in place.

Galt's fingers still gripped a small device hidden in a pocket. Relaxing his
hol d, he withdrew that hand in which he now cl utched a square of cloth. W ping
his brow, he drawl ed sardonically, "They missed you, Comander, but they can
hardly have failed to kill Norman."

"It would seem so." Dust of ny ancestors! Signe did this . Signel

Ful ke returned after five mnutes. "That ship nust have fired its weaponry at
the surface, while clanped to the lock, sir. No other ship took damage. Seals
shot into place, and held. No installation suffered a lethal drop in pressure
but the mlitary corridors. Norman and the honor-guard are presuned dead. |'ve
got officers assessing how many ot her corpsnen died. Likely not many. Norman
had his route pretty well cleared. Wiy in hell did she do it?"

Silently, Arlen pondered that question. Did Norman formthe nmagnet for this
obscene attack? Did | ? Did both of us serve as targets? If so, why did those

two thrice-dammed Gaeans wait till they docked? Why didn't they blast us from
above, as they descended? But they'd have died alnost instantly in that case
as well. Amin's spacers would have targeted them manual | y--bl own t hem before

they could abort the descent, or re-aimthe weaponry. They didn't know how far
away this installation is fromthe military locks. If they thought ny
headquarters directly adjoined the locks, as did Norman's, in Gaea, they
likely figured they'd kill ne as well.

Dam! Signe set this up! Enployed the sane sort of fanatics as she used to
land that lethal outfit in Lock Three at Chenen! Signe!

Al'l these Earthyears, |'ve adnmired that wonan's gall antry! Honored her, for
her steady refusal to enploy her weaponry against civilians! Wll--she didn't
today. But they lied! Signe deliberately, callously, violated a truce! Sent ne
a pair of fanatical, lying assassins!

At that nmonent, Arlen's regard for his archfoe took a nortal thrust. A nost

i nexplicable regret washed over him | deermed Signe a chivalrous eneny , he

railed inwardly . She's no better than Norman! Well, she revenged herself on
him all right. Dam her to slow rot!

Arlen spoke, striking chills into Paige, who had stood nute, aghast at the
t hought of what his acting as internediary mght bring down on his head.



"Signe evidently sent me a suicide mssion, gentlenen, which targeted Nornman
my own self, and three of ny Commanders. Had the CGaeans gained all of those
obj ectives, they would have thrown our mlitary establishment into dangerous
disarray." Eyes cold as the deeps of space inpal ed the shaken engi neer. "Wel|
Pai ge, your estimate of those nen's notives proved vastly erroneous!”

H s face working, his heart thudding, the engi neer nonetheless nmet Arlen's
bal ef ul eyes squarely. "Sir.l believed themto be men of honor. | sinply
can't.."

Sturdy faith in his judgnment overrode stark fear. Frantically, the nman cast
about for an alternative explanation. Hoarse with enotion, he queried, "Could
that bl ast have been sone ghastly accident? I'd have staked ny life...l did
stake nmy life, waiting here with all of you! | sinply can't inmagine either of
those nen to be capable of an act of gross treachery!" Conviction clearly

i nfused that adamant assertion

Gipped by cold rage as he was, Arlen yet noted all the kinesic evidence that
t he engi neer spoke exactly what he thought. "I know you to be sincere in what
you say," he conceded grudgingly. In a tone | ess accusatory, he added, "I
didn't expect such perfidy nyself, of a |leader | adnmired until today. If
anyone's to blane, | am You face no reprisals fromnme, Paige. You're free to
| eave. "

Taking that as dismissal, the civilian withdrew in haste, before the dictator
whose authority extended to ordering him spaced changed his nind

"Ful ke, Galt, Oloff, see to your headquarters, and assess the damage. Report
to me as soon as possible."

"Yes, sir." Three nen replied sinultaneously.

Vastly relieved by his cognizance that Arlen's attention had been focused on
Pai ge, and not on the subordinate striving to conceal snmug elation, Galt
strode away. That madman's device worked like a charm , he gloated. Arlen
never suspected a thing. Well, that blast will scotch the possibility of any
negoti ated end to the war. Pernanently!

Amin entered as the three officers left, his ebony face grimas death. As he
behel d the man he had earlier assumed to be dead, his heart hanmered, and his
chest constricted. Gipping Arlen's hand, he all but crushed it. "Wen | saw

that sphere of light erupt on the vid, | felt certain those damed envoys had
| eveled Fifth Corps' Headquarters," he rasped. "l| judged that the blast had to
have occurred right above, or directly on, the locks. | figured you' d bought

it

Despite the fury gripping him Arlen divined the extent of Anin's nental
turnoil.

"The Gaeans flew a ship fairly close in," the eyewitness asserted. "One that
bal anced on its exhaust, and observed the descent. Three of us attacked it,
seconds after the blast. The man at the hel m dodged with nore skill than I'd
have believed any Gaean could muster. He targeted Yukio's ship, and got clean
away when three other eneny vessels intercepted those of us pursuing. |I'd have
harried them back to Gaea, had | known you were still alive, Commander, but I
figured that if you' d died in the blast, Galt or Dexter mght pull somne

i nstant coup. "

The listener's gut convul sed. "Yukio's dead?"

"Yes, sir. He and all his crew."



Rage | ooked nakedly out of Arlen's eyes. Signe sacrificed one of her
Eart h-arned ships, but she evened the | oss. Damm! Yukio! A man | val ued
hi ghly! Wiy in hel

Forcing a torrent of black anger out of his consciousness, Arlen revi ewed
everyt hi ng he knew of the assault. Paige spoke the truth as he sawit, and
what an opportunity for either Galt or Dexter, if the eneny had w ped ne! But
Galt woul d have died, as surely as | would have, had those thrice-damed
assassins blown Fifth Corps' Headquarters. Dexter would have been the only
Commander to survive. "Amin, are you absolutely certain that no ship on our

| ocks anni hil ated that Gaean vessel ?"

"Arlen, | was sitting with my eyes glued to the vid, directly above the ship
descendi ng. Had another ship fired on the Gaeans across the |locks, |I'd have
seen an el ongated brightness, not a sphere. No pul se shot across the two
hundred neters or nultiples thereof separating the two vessels. Two
Earth-armed ships rested on the | ocks: Evan's, and your own. You know dammed
wel |l that Evan didn't violate the truce!" That bold, inpassioned reply Arlen
recogni zed as an exhortation hurled by his oldest friend, not by a
subor di nat e.

So | do, Arlen silently admitted as he nodded.

"Fi ve second-cl ass ships--three belonging to Fourth Corps, one fromFifth, and
one from Second--rested on their respective |ocks. The ship from Second was
closest to the one that blew It mght have sustai ned danage. But whatever the
source, that blast damed well issued froman Earth-built weapon!"

"So.the envoys | oosed the pulse. | can't imagine their doing it by accident.
"W're preparing to.. Preparing to fire, that bastard nmust have nmeant! D d the
Gaeans al oft attack you when they heard those words?"

"W attacked them They never broadcasted a single word over the mlitary
band--then, or later. After failing to score, | called off the chase, thinking
I'd better keep the Special Force close in. | thought you dead, Arlen!"
Expressive eyes eloquently testified to the depth of the fear that had gripped
their owner.

Touched, despite his wath, by that glinpse into AmMn's soul, Arlen admitted
glumy, "I never expected such perfidy of Signe. Never! I'mto blane for

al |l owi ng her supposed envoys to dock in an Earth-armed ship. | suppose | ought
to thank the Powers that they didn't slag the entire nmilitary conplex!"

Evan's large bulk filled the doorway. "Sir, | just heard you're all right.
t hought ..! The brawny warrior strode in, his rugged face weathed in vast
relief.

"Evan, were you aboard?"

"No, sir. | was ashore, in a corridor not far fromthe | ocks--on | eave, sir.
Til den and Warton were aboard, relaxing in their cabin. They rushed to the
boar d- -t hought the ship nmight shift off the | ock. The shock wave fromthe

bl ast rocked it violently. They saw that glow ng crater, and figured Signe
nust have attacked in force. Wiile Warton nmanned the weaponry, Tilden tried
unsuccessfully to raise Fifth Corps' Headquarters. He called the orbital fort,
and heard the details fromLacey. | got there right then. | had a hell of a
time circunventing the area sealed off. Lacey ordered ne to report to you, and
see whet her you need help. Tilden and Warton wait outside, sir."

If ugly supposition surfaces, that pair of same-sex |overs can bear



i ncontrovertible witness under truth conpeller that no Fifth Corpsman | oosed
the blast fromthe bridge of Evan's ship , Arlen noted with relief. "Evan
find out what the nen guarding ny personal vessel saw. Report back to nme
here."

Al one once nore with his oldest friend, the autocrat remarked bitterly, "I
appreci ate your concern for the idealistic fool who let this happen.”

Layi ng a conforting hand on his superior's shoul der, the Acting Conmander
urged softly, "Don't take all the blane on yourself, Arlen. Norman earned the
Gaeans' nortal enmity. It wasn't as if he were an innocent victim Neither
were his guard of veterans, |I'll wager."

"Perhaps not, but he died doing the duty | laid on him-died through ny
m scalculation. | find nyself regretting that aspect, at least. Wll. Keep ne
closely informed of what transpires on our perineter, Amn."

"I nost certainly will."

Evan arrived back shortly after Am n departed. "The guards outside your |ock
sustained injuries when the blast occurred, sir. They've been taken to Fourth
Corps' Infirmary: the one nearest. The two nmen nounting guard on your bridge
activated the board after the blast rocked your vessel, but they saw exactly
what Tilden and Warton did--a crater brinful of slag. They raised Lacey when
they couldn't get through to Fulke's officers. He told themto w thdraw the
air fromthe inner |lock, and stand by for orders. | had to contact Lacey
nmysel f, to get those rescinded, so that |I could go aboard."

"I see. Evidently the envoys did this thenselves, on Signe's orders--or at
| east, with her consent. They violated the truce so as to kill Norman."

Evan's granite face and brawny body radi ated wath. "Dammed treacherous
bastards--sir."

"So it seems. How badly were the guards hurt?"

"The shock wave hurled theminto a wall. They sustai ned severe bruises, and
burns fromthe heat, before the seals closed. Painful, the burns, but not
life-threatening.”

"Wel|l. Report to Fulke, Evan. | expect he needs all the help he can get, about
now. '

"Yes, sir. Tilden's rounding up my crew. | figured we'd be needed."

Havi ng snapped a salute, Evan departed. After brooding for a span of seconds,
Arlen resolutely squared his shoul ders before striding out prepared to hear
the reports of what he knew to be catastrophic damage.

Morgan heard Signe's inpassioned accusation with stunned, disbelieving shock.
Pai n enshrouded him searing his affectionate heart. Ch, no! he cried in his
m nd. No! Not Sean! No! H's poor nmother .. Tears burned behind the warrior's
eyes, even as he maneuvered his ship. Consunmed with a feral desire to kill, he
reckl essly expended precious water as he strove to take out a Col unbi an vesse
whi | e dodgi ng the eneny's fire.

Luke, his eyes on the board, nonethel ess sensed the white heat of his
captain's incandescent wath. Cursing under his breath, the second officer
grasped the controls of the weaponry, hoping desperately to succeed in
obliterating the foe whose third pulse narrowmy mssed its target. H s | ean
tough face contorted in fury, he fired four tines, but failed to hit the



eneny. "We're running low on fuel, Mrgan," he grated through cl enched teeth,
frustrated beyond bearing by his failure to score.

"I see that. Those niserable bastards are withdrawing to their haven¥perish
their accursed souls! Dam that foul brute whose word's a glib joke! W' ve no
help for it, Luke. Head for hone."

Si gne sat between Eric and Conor, her eyes filmed with tears of pure rage. "I

| et them go, Conor! Your judgnent was sounder than nine. | sent Sean and VYuri
to their deaths! The gall of that snooth-tongued brute! Arlen passed his
word--lied, in the hearing of his entire force of nen! How can they serve a

bastard of that stamp? How could a man |ike Dahl respect hin? Well, Dahl
served Norman. They're all alike! Rotten to the core--to the bone! Wy did
think there was ever a chance? Damm ny stupidity! WII | never learn? Arlen's
as vile as Norman! A worse backstabber! Fully as callous! Dam himto endl ess
fire--perpetual tornment!"”

The intensity of the hatred nmirrored in the warrior's blazing blue eyes
shocked Conor. Sensing that such corrosive venom posed a danger to the nind
harboring it, he considered what he m ght say, but found no words adequate to
his need. Staring into the oval face contorted with passionate fury, he nade
no reply.

Eric waited until the Commander's initial wath spent itself, waited until she
fell into seething silence, before countering evenly, "Signe, you acted on
tenabl e, solid grounds. You nade a judgnment | saw as reasoned. W don't know
for certain that Arlen's responsible. It's just possible that one of his
rivals for power blew Sean's ship, and Arlen with it. Three commanders waited
with him not four. The absent man coul d have done this as part of an attenpt
to overthrow a mlitary dictator. Even if Arlen survives, we won't know but
that he only escaped dying by the span of a nol ecule.

"Signe, | feel as devastated as you do, over the deaths of two conrades for
whom | cared deeply, but even as | sit here filled with anger and gri ef,
find it hard to believe that a man could so change in a few Earthyears as to
|l ose all concern for his honor--break the word he gave in the hearing of al
his men."

daring at the Senior Captain through eyes narrowed to slits, Signe rasped,
"Let's suppose you're right. Wiy isn't Arlen striving to raise us now? Making
vol ubl e protestations that the offenders are being puni shed?"

"Perhaps he's dead."

"If heis, we'd better prepare for an invasion," Conor warned harshly.

"Either way, we'd better prepare for an escalation of the hostilities," Signe
asserted, her eyes still snoldering. "Eric, | adnmre your idealism It's hard
for a man hinself the soul of honor to believe a | eader capable of the perfidy
we just witnessed, but | sadly fear that we've underestinmated Arlen's capacity
for treachery. Even if the bastard's dead, all chance of a negotiated
settlenment's ended. Permanent|y!"

"l expect you're right, Signe,
his lined face. "But.dam."

Eric admitted, his voice as full of pain as

Conor interjected softly, "Signe.all of us live daily with the know edge t hat
we could die at any tine. Likely none of us will survive to see a peace
forged--one that Gaea could accept with honor. W'Ill die fighting. Dying
consi der easier than living with the pain of |osing those who go before us.
The I onger we |ast, the greater the nunber of those wounds we'll all carry.



Sean knew what he risked. So did Yuri. They'd not want you to feel guilt, at
letting them undertake a mission for which they volunteered. Be certain of
that."

Exqui sitely aware of the magnitude of the wound Conor carried under his
valiant heart, Signe dwelled on his words. Sorrow fl ooded her m nd, displacing
that savage wath. He's right | she conceded bitterly. W'll all fall in sone
skirm sh--die blown, or run through the vitals in a bloody | ock. One of our
own, perhaps. The last of Gaea's defenders, dying conscious that we failed her
in her greatest need. Pull yourself together, wonman. Your worst battles may
lie ahead of you!

Havi ng revi ewed the past, Conor projected hinmself into the nebul ous future
irrevocably altered by the tragedy. Signe and Arlen will one day nmeet , he

di vined with sudden, clairvoyant certainty. | doubt that he's dead. Neither
worl d | eader will rest content to endure a costly, interm nable stal emate, but
when they finally stand face to face ...Dam! |s there such a thing as
justice?

Forcing the tension out of her splendid fighter's body, Signe sat erect,
still, her chin outthrust, her eyes icy. Staring unseeing at the board, she
rededi cated herself to the continuing, seem ngly endl ess struggle.

Avai l able in Jan 2007 from Doubl e Dragon Publishing Inc. - Master O Intrigue
- the adventure continues.

Do You Need Cover Art?

If you like our cover art, you can commission our artist to create beautifu
and one of a kind art for your title! Contact information and portfolio can be
found at http://wwmv der ondougl as. com


http://www.derondouglas.com

