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Escape From The I nsectoi ds
Forward
By Steve Gordon. All rights reserved. Fromthe Log of War Admira

North, 3 nonths after Vitalics:
We were caught with our guard down, and humanity paid a terrible price

for

it. We had battled the Insectoids, a race of sentient seven foot tal

insects, to a standstill in twenty years of terrible conbat. W had
t aken

| osses, but our worlds were secure, and nost of our people were safe.

And then the politicians, lured by a gullible desire to believe the

overtures of chief negotiator with the Insectoids, the traitor
Mtterand,

agreed to an arnmistice at Vitalics. There they anmbushed and destroyed

al nost all of our entire fleet.

Alnmost all. The small fleet under ny command, conbined with a task
force

fromour junior Alliance partner, the June Directorate, survived, but
was

forced to flee vastly superior nunbers of |Insectoid battlecruisers and

batt! eshi ps. Nothing stopped the Insectoids fromnmoving in, occupying
al |

our worlds and ensl avi ng our people, putting themto work producing

material for their war machine.

But the Insectoids were smart enough to realize that as |ong as any of
us

were free that we were still a threat to them that soneday we woul d
comne

back and reclai mwhat was rightfully ours. They sent many fleets to
hunt

us down, even as we've fled Aliance space into the unknown. W' ve had
t wo

brief battles since we left Orotis, on the edge of Alliance space, and

those two battles have cost us three warships (and a badly damaged
fourth

that had to be scuttled), as well as two of our precious nerchantnen.

Qur efforts to escape are not nerely a mindless route; we are noving
with

a purpose, even if our crews do not fully understand or agree with it.
For

we are going to search out the technol ogy of the Chent, the ancient

civilization who may hold the key to hel ping us defeat the I|nsectoids.
But

the I nsectoids are bent on naking sure we don't survive |ong enough to

make any di scoveries, and our npost i mediate task right now is sinple:

escape fromthe Insectoids.

Chapter 1: The Insectoi ds Make A Dangerous Eneny

"David!" said a pleasing but insistent voice.

A serious | ooking dark haired man continued to hack away at the soi
with

a hoe, listening to the birds chirp on... what was the nane of the
pl anet ?

Just beyond the edges of Alliance space, it only had a nunerica

desi gnati on, but the man had been giving some thought to giving it a
nane.

Al in good tine; with Amy, there was always tine.
"David!" canme Any's voice, fromthe house he had built



The man dropped the hoe, sighing. He really didn't like |eaving things

undone. But he never had been able to resist that voice.

He made his way back to the house, admiring the trees as he listened to

the birdsong. This planet was al nost perfect, and probably, given it's

| ocation just a dozen lightyears out fromthe frontier world of Orotis,

woul d eventual ly start to attract settlers in 20 or 30 years. Wll, 20
or

30 years was a long time, and even then it was a big planet; He and Any

woul d have it to thenselves for a long, long tine.

She | eaned agai nst one of the supports on the porch, squinting at him

the late afternoon light. He stared back at her, realizing he could
never

wi sh for a better sight.

"David, it's happened!" she said, pulling himby the armand taking him

inside to the interstellar radio. The man listened to the babble of

reports. The Insectoids had destroyed the fleet. The Insectoids were

taki ng over. The Insectoids were | anding on habitable worlds.

The man said nothing. In another tinme, another place, his first inpulse

woul d be to hop into his fighter and blast off. But he had Any, and Any

had him and they were al one, together, and what else really nmattered?

said as nuch.
She | ooked at himoddly. "Aren't you worried that they'll conme here?"
"This is an enpty world," he said. "And it's a big galaxy. |I'msure
they' Il have much better things to do with their tine."
"But David, what if they come?" she said, pressing against him
"Don't worry," the man said, wapping his armaround her. "Probably
nothing will happen, not for years."
They came al nost ten weeks later. The first inkling he had of it was
when
he heard the roar of the Insectoid scoutship touching down near the
house.
He was hunting in the forest when he saw it, and he started back to the
house on a run, his blaster drawn.
He heard the screans just as he reached the clearing, and saw Any
lifted
up by the neck by one of the Insectoid troopers. There were four of
t hem
and the other three quickly pointed their weapons at the man.
"Wait!' said the man, approaching slowy. "There's no need for this!"
"Surrender,"” said one of the Insectoids through its harsh translation
device. Any struggled to breathe in its grasp
The man | owered but didn't drop his weapon. "We're not a threat to
you. "
"Drop your weapon," came the nodul ated voice. "Surrender."
Ay, screaming, continued to struggle, flailing her feet; and one of
her
random ki cks caught the Insectoid holding by one if its legs. The
I nsectoi d, perhaps annoyed, but not really hurt, twisted its grip; and
there was a crack, and then Any's lifel ess body was tossed to the
ground.
"NO" the man screaned, and he fired his blaster; and even though three
of
the four Insectoids had their weapons ained at him and his was
| ower ed,
he managed to kill all four of themwith a single shot to each of their
f oreheads before any could fire back
The man ran over to Amy, and felt a |long nonment for a pul se. Sobbi ng,
he



cradl ed her head in his hands and cried hysterically.
Later, much later, the man found hinmself standing over a freshly dug
grave; the tonmbstone had been carved out of rock by a blaster, and the
flowers on the grave were fresh, though the man had no nmenory of how
ei ther got there.
He stood at that spot a long time, and as the sun sank |ow, he
nuttered
"They took the only thing that ever neant anything to me...." Then he
paused, for a long tine, and said, every so softly, while staring after
the setting sun, "This isn't over...."
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War Adniral Norman North eyed the status reports. They had managed to
save
64 active warships and 24 nerchant/civilian vessels. The forenpst and
proudest of them was, of course, the dory, his conmbi ned conmand
carrier/battleship. Unfortunately, they didn't have any other
batt | eshi ps
or dreadnaughts in the fleet; they had all been lost at Vitalics.
But he did have a nunber of snaller capital ships at his conmand. There
was the Anmory Til, a converted heavy cruiser/half carrier that was
j amred
packed with three squadrons (it was rated for two). There was the Bl ue
Luna, a pocket battleship which didn't quite have the punch of a true
batt!l eship but was al nbst as heavily arnored and shi el ded as one. There
were eight battlecruisers in the fleet, four of themthe newest
Ti ger-cl ass shi ps.
But the bulk of the fleet were cruisers--12 light, 11 regular (7 of
t hose
bei ng deep space cruisers), and 7 heavies. The rest of the fleet was a

of destroyers (including seven of the newest fast attack destroyers)
and

frigates as well as one m nesweeper/| ayer

But of course, no discussion of the fleet's mlitary assets could be

conpl ete without a discussion of starfighter support. They had a little

over 250 starfighters, with eight squadrons packed on the dory and
three

on the Directorate half-carrier, the Anmory Til. The Blue Luna carried a

full squadron, and the rest were scattered in three's and four's

throughout the fleet. The G ory's squadrons were the nost nodern
ver si on

of the Wldcats--the 145-D and 150-B's, while the Defenders were
78-J's.

The rest of the fighters were of similar configuration, both fromthe

Directorate fleet and the ones we had picked up at the Battle of Hunt's

Moon, though some of the Wldcats were of the older variety, and they
had

al so acquired a small collection of mscellaneous fighters--variants on

the Lancer 4FF' s, nostly. North had positioned the fleet in a classic

symretrical double V position, with the bul k of the heavy cruisers and

battl ecruisers taking point in the first formation, and nost of the
weaker

ships in the rear "V', though supported by a sprinkling of heavies,

such

as the Blue Luna. The Gory was positioned in the center, between the
t wo

V's, providing close support to the merchant vessels, who were also in
t he

m ddl e. The formation was hardly original and had its weaknesses, but
for



now that was the way North left it.

He had bigger matters to attend to. The ness and maze of |ogistics he

handed off to Captain Dulin and Commander Wen and the other ship
capt ai ns

as much as these tasks were del egable. The civilian ships had to be

converted to growi ng food as soon as possible. Some of the |arger
shi ps,

like the ory and the Blue Luna, had a "full/full" conpl ement of

hydr oponi c | abs--theoretically, they could grow enough (rationed) food
to

support their crews indefinitely. But the battlecruisers and the
smal | er

shi ps had much smal | er hydroponi c bays, and were on "half/full" status;

they could supplenent, but not fully replace food stocks. North hoped
t he

mer chant shi ps, once properly converted, could provide enough food to
make

them sel f-sufficient; nowthat they had left Alliance space, he didn't

think they'd be able to resupply for some tine... if ever

Fuel they would eventually run out of, but they had begun sw tchi ng
over

to process hydrogen, which they could skimfromany nearby star. The

energy burned less efficiently, but was an acceptable substitute. The

fleet had a fair supply of nedicine, including the anti-aging vaccine,

wi th enough supply in stock to give boosters to the entire crew for at

| east the next 50 years. Then they would start agi ng again.

Anot her inportant issue was unit cohesion. The fleet was an nixture of

League forces, which North originally conmanded, and allied Directorate

forces, who only recently joined forces with them Though the two had
been

allied all during the long war with the Insectoids, North knew that
there

was sone resistance on the Directorate side to taking orders directly
from

him especially fromthe top, fromthe highest ranking surviving

Directorate officer, Fleet Captain M chael Bennett, now stationed on
t he

hal f-carrier Amory Til. The Directorate had their own procedures, their

own chain of conmand, even their own unifornms (Directorate white as

opposed to League blue), none of which helped to integrate the two
forces.

North had al nost had a knock-down fight with the man | ast week when he

ordered himto redeploy his ships. Bennett had wanted to keep the

Directorate ships together, but North wanted to deploy some of his

battl ecruisers to different parts of the "V' formation. It was bad
enough

that the man questioned his orders, but to do so in front of the other

fl eet Captains was inexcusabl e. Sonething would have to be done to

i mprove

uni t cohesi on.

Anot her thought on North's mnd, but still not the forenpbst one, was
t he

conposition of the forces that pursued them They had retreated out of

Al li ance escape quickly enough, which prevented the bul k of the
I nsectoid

force fromcatching up to and destroying them but over the past
severa

weeks they had been harassed by small attack forces, indicating that
there



was still a pursuing fleet behind them

But even the constant threat of eneny attack was not forenmpbst in
North's

m nd. Forenost in North's mind was the higher goal, of finding the

technol ogy that woul d defeat the enemy. That meant searching out the

hi dden technol ogy of the Chent. North had risked capture and
destruction

of the fleet by stopping at Orotis to pick up several of the |eading

researchers on the Chent, notably Professor Stevenson, but it had been

risk worth taking. North had consulted with Stevenson frequently on
wher e

they should go to conduct their search. He had hoped that some of the

artifacts that Stevenson had exam ned might contain clues that could

hel p.
But Stevenson had given a bitter laugh and said to North, "War Admiral
|"ve been searching for Chent artifacts ny entire life. There are, or
were, a lot of themout there, but it's a big galaxy, and nost of those
that have been found have been plundered by other races." Wen pressed
for

a direction, Stevenson had been unable to provide specific guidance.

Nevert hel ess, he had given North one inportant piece of information
every

Chent artifact that had been found in Alliance space had been found on

habi t abl e worl ds. And habitable worlds only orbited certain types of

stars. That, at least, narrowed their field of search a little bit.

So North constantly studi ed Lieutenant Shishman's | ong range scans,

| ooking for appropriate star types or even tentative scans of distant

planets to find those which were nore likely than not to be suitable.
But

he had to adnmit, even to hinself, that it was |ike searching for a
needl e

in a haystack, and it mght takes years for themto find anything
useful .

Still, they had to try. And so North constantly ordered | ong range
W | dcat

patrols to head out in pairs in every direction ahead of themto | ook
for

si gns of habitabl e planets.

"Well, this has been another swell patrol," said Command Captain |daho

Took. He checked the scanner to conpute, once again, the range back to

t he
G ory. Another routine patrol, a few planetless stars, and billions of
gal l ons of enpty space
"Wul d you rather have run into an Insectoid patrol ?" said his w ngman,
Li eutenant Kato Cbe.
"A small one, maybe," said Took. "At least it would' ve given us
sonet hi ng
to do." Took certainly wasn't itching for a full-scale Insectoid
at t ack,
but (be shared his frustration. It had been al nbst two weeks of quiet
now,
and it had been too quiet. ohe checked his scanner, saw three blips,
heading in the sanme direction as they were, back to the dory, but
com ng
fromdifferent directions.
"Cetting something on scanner," said Cbe.
"Must be Marsten's patrol," said Took. He switched to general comm
"Mars,



is that you?"

"That must be Took," came the voice on the other end.

"Uh, Mars, this is (be, how many ships do you have in your patrol ?" Cbe
asked.

"Two," came Marsten's voice. "You know that."

"Then why do | have a vector on three ships coming in from your

directi on?"

Took checked the scanner, saw he was right. He did a focused scan: the
three ships | ooked |ike Wldcats, but only two of them were 145-D s;

t he

third ship resenbled a Wldcat, but had a different design; definitely
not

one of theirs.

Took set an intercept vector. "Unidentified starfighter, this is War

Captai n Took of the Command Carrier dory. ldentify yourself."

They got silence for a response. Took checked the scanner. The fighter
had

al ready shot past Marsten and his wi ngman, and now only Took and (oe
st ood

between it and the dory.

"Do you suppose it could be one of those Directorate guys fromthe
Anory

Til? They could be on a different frequency?" said oe.

"Different from general broadband?" said Took. "Not likely. And take a

cl ose scan of that ship. It looks |ike someone took it apart and put it

together with a totally different set of pieces--the thing | ooks Iike
an

antique that's been m sh-mashed together fromten different sets of

fighter parts."

"If it's such an antique, why is it alnost outflying us?" said Cbe.

At full speed they caught up with the ship just short of the fleet. It
was

as old and battered as the scan had indicated; and it was headi ng
strai ght

for the dory.

Took activated his targeting scanner. "Unidentified ship, identify

yoursel fI" He got no answer. Took let go a volley just short of the

unknown fighter, who banked to the right imediately as the bolt
| aunched,

and turned around to arc towards Took. Took, tense, repeated, "This is

your last warning! Identify yourself!" Suddenly there was a scratching

sound on his comm as if a long disused circuit had been activated or

repaired. "Do not fire," said a flat voice. "I aman allied force."

"Who are you?" said Took. He noticed Obe and his wi ngman cl osi ng. Good.

Rei nf orcenents had arrived

There was a silence for a monent, as if the pilot didn't want to
identify

hi nsel f. Then, the deadly cold voice spoke, "Ken Pilot, 04."

Took | ooked over at Marsten, who was flying parallel to him "Ken
Pilot?

THE Ken Pi |l ot ?"

"That's inpossible. The Ken Pilot, that Ken Pilot, he nust be dead by

now, " said Marsten.

Took radioed the ory. "Aory, we've got a problem here.”

Col onel Darley, the dory's starfighter conmand, had been nonitoring

conmuni cations on the bridge, and he quickly called over Captain Dulin
and

expl ai ned the situation

"A Ken Pilot?" said Dulin. "The Ken Pilot, 04?" He shook his head.

"Extremnely inprobable."



"Should we get the War Admiral ?" said Rey.
Dulin shook his head. "He's busy with Professor Stevenson. It could be

a

trap, or a kam kaze. Let's see what we have first." He toggled the
comm

"Unidentified vessel! This is Captain Dulin of the Gory; we will send
a

shuttle out to nmeet you. Cut drive and wait for rendezvous." "The
A ory?"

said the voice, as if the nane neant sonething. "dory, I'mcoming in."

The fighter accel erated.

Dulin spoke to the fighters. "Took, e, stop him"

"Stop hin?" came Took's voice. "You mean, blow himup?"

"You heard ne," said Dulin. "He could be a kam kaze!"

"Al'l right," said Took, with great reluctance. Wat if this guy was who
he

said he was? Blowi ng up one of the greatest fighter pilots of all tine
woul dn't be a great way for Took to end his day. He | ooked at the
fighter
several dozen feet ahead of him then | ooked down at his targeting
scanners... odd, the ship didn't show up.
Took | ooked up agai n, and understood why; in the short tine he had
t aken
to check his scanners, the ship was had accelerated rapidly towards the
dory.
"Speedy little bug,’

Took grunted. Took and his wi ngmen accelerated to

maxi mum speed. He lined up for a shot... even at this distance he
shoul d

still be able to hit the fleeing fighter... he squeezed the fire
but t on,

and a ball of energy burst out... nissing the aging ship.

By now Cbe and Marsten and Marsten's wi ngman, Chang-Wa, were firing
t 0o,

and they were all nissing. It was very odd; just as they ainmed and put
t he

fleeing ship in their sites, it weaved, bob, or jittered to another

vector. After a half mnute of worthless firing, Took reported, "Sorry

sir, he's out of effective range."

The fighter was by now about a full nminute ahead of Took and al nbst at
t he

dory.

"Tell laser gun crews to target and open fire!" ordered Dulin.

"Sir?" said the ops officer

"Do it!" A hail of small caliber laser fire opened up on the old
fighter

fromthe smaller caliber artillery on the Gory, designed specifically
to

take out hostile fighters. But the unknown fighter turned and tw sted
in

every direction, avoiding several trails of laser fire, still heading

unst oppably into Bay Two.

Dulin sounded the alarms. The fighter wasn't decel erating. He had
Vi si ons

of the fighter packed with explosives, raming into the bay. "C ear the

bay!" he yelled as the klaxons bl ared.

At that noment War Admiral Norman North came onto the bridge. "Wat's

goi ng on here?"

The fighter accelerated to ramm ng speed... and then, at the | ast
nonent ,

braked furiously, and cane to a perfect three point |landing |ess than



ten
feet froma supporting bul khead inside the bay.
That part of the bay, being partially evacuated, was enpty when the
cockpit opened and the occupant energed. ..
Took and his wi ngnen were only a few seconds behind the intruder, and

t hey
| anded their ships in near picture perfect formation next to his and
t ook
off after the pilot, who they could see running down the main corridor
just outside of the bay.
"Bridge, | have himin sight, seal off sections fourteen through
sevent een

on Deck 24," said Took, drawing his blaster as he took off in pursuit.

Thi ck bul khead doors slid into place behind and in front of the
i ntruder

farther down the hallway. Took ran down the hallways, trailed by
severa

other pilots and security officers who had joined the fray. He waited
for

themto catch up. There was no need to rush any nore now.

"W have him" said Took. "k, open bul khead door 17-J."

He stood to one side, his weapon drawn, and the other officers
posi ti oned

thenselves in such a way to give thenselves a clear aimfromdifferent

angles. If the intruder tried to resist he would be dead very, very

qui ckly. But this guy seemed to have very fast reflexes; could he take
out

Took and several others before getting shot hinself?

Took tried not to think about that as the door slowy grinded open

revealing... an enpty chamnber.

After |ooking about carefully, Took entered the chamber, and then
| ooked

up, and saw the dark hole cut in the deckplate above. "Ninble fellow "

Took commented. He spoke into his conm "He got away."

"W know," canme a new voice, the War Admiral's voice. "He's here with

us

now. "

The Ken Pilot was unsurprised to see the weapons drawn and pointed at
hi m

as he entered the bridge. H's own blaster, still warm was in his hand
but

not raised. He | ooked about at all the unfamiliar faces, until he
| at ched
onto a very famliar one.
"War Admiral," he said
North nodded slightly. "David. It's... surprising to see you here."
"Meani ng what am | doing here, and now, in a very big gal axy when
you're
probably bei ng hunted down by the Insectoids who are chasing you |ike
mad
and using every trick in the book to catch you," said the Ken Pilot.
"You' re suspicious and want to nake sure I'mreally what | seem™
Nort h nodded. "A reasonable precaution. After all, | haven't seen you
since the celebration on Eratta, after the battle of Karis."
The Ken Pilot pursed his lips. "You nean, of course, the celebration on
Wienfor, after the Battle of the Doublestar."”
North nodded to the Ken Pilot, and to one of his officers as well. She
approached the Ken Pilot, and ran a scanner over himfrom a cautious
di stance. Wthout turning to face North she said, "I'msensing a highly
advanced nervous system War Admiral. He's either a Gaftonite, or



sonmething just like it."
Nort h nodded. "Lower your weapons," and all blasters were

si mul t aneousl y

rehol stered. At that noment Took and Marsten entered the bridge on the
run. "What did | mss?" Took asked, nearly breathless.

"I stopped at one of the frontier colonies you passed by after Orotis,"
said the Ken Pilot, getting confortable in North's ready room "They

sai d

you were in the nei ghborhood."

"But what were you doing out here?" said North, handing hima drink

"Seeking a life, alone."

"Al one?"

"On a frontier planet,"” said the Ken Pilot. "Wth Any."

"Any," said North. He started to piece things together--the Ken Pilot's

tone of voice, the circunstances of his arrival. "They cane for you,
even

there, out in the frontier."

The Ken Pil ot nodded.

North didn't ask any further, but he said, "You have ny condol ences."
He

paused, considering. "You don't just want ny condol ences. You want to
join

our fight, don't you?"

The Ken Pil ot nodded agai n.

"We're heading out of Alliance space. W're not seeking out fights."

"Fights will cone to you," said the Ken Pilot.

The War Admiral arranged for the Ken Pilot to have a berth with the
ot her

starfighter pilots. He was wi se enough not to assign himto a specific

squadron; the Ken Pilot was about as a rugged an individualist as one

could get. Quite frankly, North wasn't sure howto fit himin with
their

forces. Solitary assignments would be best. Maybe to make him a
| ong-range

scout....?

Took and some of his buddies were getting lunch in the ness hall when
t hey

saw the Ken Pilot sitting alone, in a corner. Took notioned the others

that they should join him

"I don't know, |day," said Marsten. "He's a stranger, and he | ooks like
he

wants to be al one."

"Nonsense," said Took, with one of his irritating smles. "A stranger
is

just a friend you haven't met yet."

He approached the Ken Pilot. "Mnd if we join you?"

The Ken Pil ot gave no answer for a nmonment, and then, seeing Took wasn't

going to take silence for an answer, gave a snall nod.

"CGood," said Took, not overanal yzing the anbi guous body | anguage. He
sat

down, joined by Marsten, (be, and two of the other pilots.

"By the way, we never got the chance to introduce ourselves when we
wer e

shooting at you," said Took. "My nane is Idaho Took. This is Robert

Marsten, Kato Obe, Ben Hunter..." he introduced the others.
The Ken Pilot sipped his drink
Took, giving a small smile, said, "I didn't catch your nane."

The Ken Pil ot paused, considering. "David Nornman."
"Some people on the bridge were calling you the Ken Pilot," said Took
The Ken Pilot continued to sip his drink. The tension in the air was



pal pabl e.

"Are you?"

The Ken Pil ot nodded. "I was a pilot on the Ken."

"But were you Ken Pilot, Ken Pilot 04?" Took persi sted.

The Ken Pil ot paused, as if considering the question. Then he nodded.

"Can soneone enlighten ne?" said Marsten. "The Ken incident was a bit

before ny time."

"Were you sleeping through your mlitary history class at the acadeny,

Mars?" said Took. "The Ken was one of those old-styled nodified
"quarter

carriers", cruisers carrying one full squadron. They tangled with an

eneny
fl eet around Porstan-"
"Locutus," interrupted the Ken Pilot.
"Locutus," said Took, nodding, "and ran directly into an eneny carrier

with three or four full squadrons-"

"Four," said the Ken Pil ot.

"Four," said Took, |ooking at the Ken Pilot as he were a | egend out of
t he

pages of history. "The Ken was swanped, of course, and her fighters
wer e

qui ckly overwhel med. The ship was destroyed, as were all the
fighters...

except one. Ken Pilot number 04. The story goes that he was out nunmbered

40
to one, but managed to destroy all their fighters. Wen a relief task
force arrived, they found his ship just sitting there, dead in space,
out
of fuel, surrounded by the carcasses of all those eneny fighters."
"Real | y?" said Obe skeptically. "You destroyed 40 fighters on your
own?"
"41," said the Ken Pilot.
"41," Cbe repeated. "Unh-huh."
"You know, you did sone pretty fancy noves out there in that hunk of
j unk
of yours," said Took. "No offense, but it really looks like its on its
last legs."

The Ken Pil ot made no conment.

"I'f you're going to fly with us, you should fly one of our 145-D s or

150-B's."

The Ken Pil ot shook his head.

"That bucket of bolts you're flying could come apart on you at any

m nute. "

"I can handl e anything that conmes ny way," said the Ken Pilot.

"Yeah, you've got that | ook about you," said Took. He noticed the
other's

confidence, took it for cockiness. "So, you think you're a better pilot

t han us?"

"l day-" Marsten interrupted.

"I can handle nyself," said the Ken Pilot quietly.

"Do you think you could take one of us in a nmock dogfight?"

The Ken Pil ot nodded.

"Wuld you like to test that theory out?"

The Ken Pilot shrugged, as if he didn't care.

"Afrai d?" said Took

The Ken Pil ot gave Took a cold, long | ook for a monent. Then he said,
"All

right."

"Who do you want to fly agai nst?" Took asked, hoping it would be him
"Me?



he? Mars?-"
"Al'l of you," said the Ken Pilot.

"Al'l of us?" said Took. "All right, we'll do a series of one-on-one

battl es-"

"No," said the Ken Pilot. "All of you." He got up. "Meet me in | anding
bay

in 20 minutes." He wal ked away.

"You think he's trying to prove sonethi ng?" said Qoe.

"You think those stories of himtaking out 40 fighters singlehandedly
are

really true?" said Marsten

"I think we're about to find out," said Took

VWen they arrived at the Ianding bay they had their first chance to take
a

good | ook at the Ken Pilot's ship. It was old, that nuch was clear, and
it

was made of all different pieces, of all different sizes, shapes and

colors. It was as if soneone had gone to a ship wecking yard and

coll ected pieces froma dozen different ships and then glued t hem

together. How the different pieces were made to be conpatible with each

other was a nystery; howit flewat all, much less so well, was an even

greater puzzle. In addition to forward weaponry, it also had a small
rear

turret mounted into the high fin.

"That | ooks |ike something out of a nuseum" said Cbe, none too
tactful ly.

"What is the hull based on?" He peered at it closely. "It's a WI dcat
50

hul I, right?"

"A Wldcat 5 hull, actually,” said the Ken Pilot, clinbing into the

cockpit. He eyed the arriving pilots who were streamng into the |aunch

bay behi nd Took and Cbey. "Standard sinul ation protocol 1.27?"

"W use 8.0 now, " said Cbe.

"But we're downwards conpatible,” said Took hastily. "It will be no

problem" He eyed the other pilots. "Are you sure you want to take us
ALL

on at the sanme time?"

The Ken Pilot just |ooked at himfor a second, giving a slight
shruggi ng

gesture, as he sealed his cockpit and started his preflight.

"This is going to be one for the history books," said Took

Took dogged the seal on his cockpit. His entire squadron was getting
r eady

to launch. Elenents of (he's and several other squadrons were going to

their ships too, if not to fight, then at |least to watch. Took wondered

what Col onel Darley would think of this massive nobilization. Wll,
t hey

could chalk it up to a training exercise

"Remenber," said Took over the comm "No matter how cocky this guy is,

there's only one of himbut ten or fifteen of us. If we keep on him

together, he mght get one or two of us at best."

He thunbed the |aunch button and a fraction of a second later so did
t he

rest of his squadron, as well as Obe and two of his w ngnen.

Al nost the instant his squadron | aunched and cleared the hull, Took

noticed a flash of light to his right and some yells on the comm He

qui ckly glanced at the SSP indicator and saw that three of his ships
had

been hit and al ready taken out of action, slowing to a halt, dead in
space.
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"What's goi ng on?" Took said, seeing a battered WIldcat 5 suddenly cone
roari ng ahead of his squadron. The Ken Pilot nust have been waiting for
them just outside the |launchbay, and shot several of their ships right

they launched. "An ambush right outside of |aunch? That's not fair!"
The cold reply cane i medi ately. "Wen the Insectoids start obeying

of conmbat etiquette, et me know so | can too." And then, after a

"What's the matter, are only twelve of you insufficient to take on one

fighter?"

"Let's get him" said Qbe.

"He's on ny tail!" cried one of Che's w ngnen.

"CGood," said Obe, getting behind the Ken Pilot. "Keep himoccupied for

just a few seconds...."

He concentrated on his targeting scanner as the Ken Pilot's ship seened

weave and bob all over the place. The old W5 seened twi ce as

maneuver abl e

t he

i ne

shi p

of

to

nmonent

back

i ne

to

as (be's 150-B. O was it just the pilot.
There was a flash of |ight ahead of himand then "He got ne!" Cbe heard
his wingman cry as the SSP, sensing the | ow power |aser hit, shut down

ship's systens. But at that sane noment Cbe saw the Ken Pilot's ship
up in his sights. He noved to squeeze the trigger... and then there was

flash that blinded him as the Ken Pilot's rear turret blasted his
cockpit. The blast was only at .1%strength, but the power of the |ight
was enough blind Obe for a few seconds. When his vision cleared, his

was dead in space
The Ken Pilot continued to zoomthis way and that, effortlessly picking
of f squadron nmenbers while equally effortlessly avoiding the gunsights

his hunters. The Ken Pilot seemed to be able to vector right behind an
eneny fighter and squeeze of a shot in a split second--w thout any need

adjust his heading or to aimnore carefully. He seemed oblivious to
fighters getting in behind him only paying attenti on when opponents
al nrost had himlined up in their gunsights. How he knew when that

occurred, and how he was able to pay attention both in front and in

of himat the sane tine, was a conplete nystery.

Took kept trying to take aimat the bobbing and weaving ship, every few
seconds punctuated by a flash of light and a cry over the conm He was
about to take aimagain when the Ken Pilot flew out of view again, to

up agai nst another target.
Took checked the SSP. There were only three pilots left, himand two
wi ngmen. The Ken Pilot had denolished an entire squadron in seconds.

need hel p," Took muttered.
"You got it," said Marsten's voice, taking it as an invitation
Took had been so focused on the battle that he had paid scant attention

what was happening in the background. As word had spread of the battle,
nore and nore pilots had cone out to take a | ook
Now Took's squadron was joined by nore of Cbe's pilots, and Marsten's,



and
Hunter's, and Sirra's, and several others, all of whomjoined in the
attack on the Ken Pil ot.
This increased | evel of activity didn't escape notice on the Gory's
bridge. "Sir, scanners show nearly five full squadrons have | aunched,
and
nore fighters are joining them" said Lieutenant Shishnan.
"What's going on here?" said Col onel Darley. Wre they under attack?
" Any
eneny on the scopes?" Although he was under the conmmand of Captain
Dul i n,
and above him War Adnmiral North, the starfighters were his direct
responsibility. Captain Dulin wandered over and | ooked at the scanners
over his shoul der, an expression of restrained curiousity on his face.
"No signs of enemy fighters," said Shishman. "Captain Took | ogged in a
routine training exercise a few m nutes ago."
"Wth five squadrons? That's no exercise, that's full scal e warganes,"
sai d Rey, checking the scanners hinmself. He toggled the comm "Took
VWhat's going on out there!" Darley heard laser fire in the background.
"...I"mkind of busy right now, Colonel," said Took
"Sir, |I've analyzed the battle," said Shishman. "All the squadrons are
fighting one fighter, one person.”
'Fi ve squadrons agai nst one person?"
"Six now, sir."
Captain Dulin turned to Darley, "That's bound to burn up a great anount

of

fuel. Colonel, did you authorize-"

"No," said Darley. "Took, report!"

But Took was too busy trying to line up the Ken Pilot in his sights.
The

| aser fire ained at the Ken Pilot was so thick now that collectively it
| ooked li ke large ship-board turret |laser fire.
But still the Ken Pilot kept dodging this way and that; by the SSP's
count, he had now di sabl ed 27 ships. But the pilots, frustrated at
bei ng
taken out of play, reset their SSP's and reactivated their ship, so
t hey
only stayed "shot" for a few seconds. By the tine Darley reasserted
control and ordered them back to the ship, the Ken Pilot had shot down
39
di stinct ships, and seven pilots had the distinction of being destroyed
twice by him And his ship hadn't been shot even once.
Now no one doubted that the Ken Pilot had destroyed 41 eneny ships.
There was a sullen and awed sil ence when they | anded in the bay. They
simply formed a circle around the Ken Pilot and stared at himas he got
out his ship.
It was Took who spoke first. "39 ships. Not bad," he said.
"I could have proven | could destroy 41 in a single outing if we had had

few nmore seconds," said the Ken Pilot. It was the wong thing to say,
rubbing salt into their wounded pride, but at that nonent Col one
Dar| ey
appear ed, | ooki ng enraged.
"You, you, you and you, to the comander's office."
Took was the second "you".
After Captain Dulin had finished chewi ng them out
for wasting fuel and not foll owing procedure, they were dism ssed.
"I guess we took it a little too far," Cbe nmuttered. "How did we let it
get out of hand?"
"I was too busy going too far,'

sai d Took, shrugging. "If you ask ne,



pal ,
| wouldn't be worrying the nost about this little incident, but about

what

it shows."

"What do you nean?"

"This guy just proved that he can outfly any of us," said Took. "Cuess

whi ch one of us he's going to repl ace?"

"Not Col onel Darley," said Obe, considering.

"No, Colonel Darley doesn't fly Wldcats anynore. They woul dn't put him
in

a position that didn't utilize his primary skill. Guess again."

"Wldcat pilot," said Qhe.

"CGetting warner," said Took

"W dcat squadron | eader."

"Warnmer," said Took

"Leader of W/l dcat "A"?"

Took put his finger to his nose. As everyone knew, the squad |eader of
t he

"A" squadron, on any ship, was the nost senior and experienced conbat

officer. And that position was currently held by Command Captain Took

The sane Command Captain Took who, an hour ago, couldn't nanage to
destr oy

a single pilot with the assistance of 50 other pilots.

Thi ngs were quiet for the next several days; the other pilots kept a

respectful distance fromthe Ken Pilot. But Took, whose job was nost

threatened by him took a healthy interest in the silent fighter pilot.

tried to engage himin conversation, but the Ken Pilot was al nost
al ways
nonconmttal, or responded in single syllables.
Things cane to a head a few days | ater when they were out on patrol
Al t hough the Ken Pilot, or K, as they had taken to calling him wasn't
attached to any particul ar squadron, Col onel Darley had "suggested"
t hat
the Ken Pilot acconmpany Wldcat A on its mssions. This had caused
Took' s
bl ood to boil, but all he could do was nod and pretended |ike he didn't
care. It was obvious, now, whose job this nan was bei ng grooned for
Regul ar starfighter patrols screened the fleet, both in front, behind,
above, below, to port, and to starboard.
Took, Obe, and the K Pilot took the starboard patrol; elenents of
Marsten's Wldcat B's and Hunter's Wldcat Cs took the rest. Took's
patrol took them past the nerchant ships in the center of their
formati on
off to the side of the fleet guarded by the Directorate ships, nostly

t he
battl ecrui sers.
"K, would you care to suggest an exit vector?" Took said.
There was no response.
"K?" said Took. "Cbe, are you there?"
"I''mhere," said Obe.
"CGood," said Took, glancing at the Ken Pilot's starfighter to his
right.
"Just wanted to be sure nmy conm was worKking."
About an hour into their patrol they detected blips on sensors.
Fi ghters.
A dozen of them Mediumrange sensors said they were Insectoid type "G
fighters

"Heads up, everyone," said Took. He contacted the other patrol |eaders
on



gl obal flightcom "There's too many of them Let's regroup and form up

on

the edge of the fleet, where we'll have equi val ent nunbers--K, what are

you doi ng?"

The Ken Pilot's ship had suddenly accel erated forwards, towards the
eneny

fighters

"Fighting the eneny," came the Ken Pilot's flat response.

"K, there are a dozen of them and only three of us," said Took

"What's your point?" asked the Ken Pilot.

"Standard procedure dictates that unless they contain a bonber force,
t hat

we're to retreat and regroup to a point where we can confront themwth

nore even nunbers. It will take just a few nmnutes to regroup with the

rest-"

"There's only twelve of them" said the Ken Pilot. "10, if you don't
count

the two bonbers.”

"What bombers?" said Took, checking the scanners again. He didn't see
any

bonbers.

"Check the two fighters in the gamma part of their formation," said the

Ken Pilot.

Took | ooked at themon the scanner. He didn't notice anything.

By now the Ken Pil ot had streaked ahead of them

"What's the call, lday?" said he. "Do we go forward, or go back and

rendezvous with the other fighters?”

Took nmuttered silently for a monent. Maybe the Ken Pilot could handle
t hem

as easily as he had the Gory's fighters in the battle gane... and
maybe

he couldn't. This was for real, and they couldn't afford to take
chances.

Took hit his thrusters, and Obe followed an instant |ater

"Took, what's going on?" said Darley's voice over the comm "Wy aren't

you linking up with the other fighters?"

"Qur buddy the Ken Pilot decided he didn't want to wait," said Took
The

Ken Pilot, about a mnute ahead of him was already thick in conbat.
The

Insectoid Gs were swirling around |ike angry gnats, trying to get a
| ock

on him But the Ken Pilot was seemingly oblivious to pursuit as he took

out one, then two, then a third fighter. The third fighter, one of
t hose

in the gamma positions hadn't been attenpting to engage the Ken Pilot,
and

the resulting fireball when it erupted was several times larger than
t hat

of the other ships.

Now at cl ose range, Took chanced a short range scan of the other ganma

positioned fighter. It was packed with high expl osives.

The Ken Pilot took out two nore fighters before Took and Cbhe arrived.
he

took out one inmediately, but then got two fighters on his tail which
he

tried to shake | oose. Took got into a dogfight with two other fighters,
and the rest went after the Ken Pilot.

"“I'"'m having trouble shaking them" said Obe, watching the expl osions
around them
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"Hang on, 1'll be there in a mnute,"” said Took, lining up a shot. He
fired the instant the target was in his crosshairs, and it exploded in

fireball. Ignoring for the noment the other fighter following him he
turned and vectored towards Obe.

"Hurry!" said Cbe, trying to do a tight turn but only succeeding in
showi ng nore of his flank to his pursuers.

There was a blast from above and the Ken Pilot fired tw ce, destroying
both pursuers. Even as the second bolt left his ship, the Ken Pil ot

| aunched another bolt fromhis rear turret, destroying a third eneny
si mul t aneousl y.

Took destroyed another ship, and the Ken Pilot took out the |ast ship,

other gamma; it exploded in a brilliant fireball

"Thanks, " said Cbe.

El ements of the forward and rear Wldcat patrol started to arrive.
"Where's all the action?" said Ben Hunter of WIldcat "C'

"Sorry guys, false alarm" said Took over fleet conm He switched to

to ship. "K, how did you know t hose shi ps contai ned hi gh expl osives?

weren't close enough for a close scan when you first gave chase."
"They were in the wong position, noving in the wong way," said the

Pilot. And that's as specific as he would get on the subject.
Wrd of the Ken Pilot's | atest achi evenent spread qui ckly though the
fighter pilot ranks. K seenmed totally uninterested in di scussi ng what

happened or taking credit for it, but would answer questions when
Sitting in the recreation hall, Took nuttered, "I wonder if | should

save tinme and offer himmy ship now "
"I don't think he wants your ship," said Cbe. "I think he likes his

"That battered ol d thing?"

"That battered old thing has a rear turret we don't," said Qoe.

Took opened his mouth, closed it, then opened it again. "Mke that item
nunber one hundred and fifty five that | don't understand about this

How does he fire BEHIND hinf? Even if he had a targeting display for the
rear quarter, we've seen himfire both forward and backwards
si mul t aneously. No one can concentrate on two firing displays at the

time, | don't care how fast he is."

"He is fast," said Cbe.

"Yeah," said Took. "Do you think I can find an opening to be a Defender
"G' pilot?"

The Defenders were the nost heavily arnored fighters in the Aory's
arsenal . But they were | ooked down upon because they were relatively

and not very agile; they tended to be used for bonber duty.

"Maybe the War Admiral will give hima squadron on another ship," said
oe.

"Not a chance," said Took. "He's the best, and Wldcat "A" is the best

the fleet. Renmenber |ast week when | was the best pilot, Che?"

"No, " said Cbe.

The attacks started to cone nore frequently, once every few days, then
once every other day, and then, alnost every day. Always it was a



handf ul

of fighters, or a scout vessel or two, but now they didn't usually stay

| ong enough to engage in conbat, or not for very long, quickly
retreating

the way they came. After each attack the fleet would reconfigure
slightly,

to nove nore and nove of its conbat vessels to the rear, where the
attacks

were originating from

The War Admiral convened a conference in his office with Captain Dulin,

Conmander Wen, Colonel Darley, Fleet Captain M chael Bennett, and
severa

other fleet officers. Al were present in person; the War Adm ral had
no

objections to hol oneetings, but didn't want to take any chance of
havi ng

the transm ssion intercepted.

Captain Dulin led off. "You're all aware of the situation. W obviously

have an Insectoid fleet follow ng us."

"Of course," said Bennett, flicking his dark eyes towards the War
Admi r al

who sat silently at the head of the Iong table. Wiy wasn't he | eading

t he

nmeeting? "What | want to know is why we aren't taking the fight to
them'

"We don't know their location," said Dulin.

"They're to our rear," said Bennett.

"We don't know their exact |ocation,"” Dulin added.

"We can send out sone scouts," said Bennett. "I think we should |ocate

them and destroy them"

"And what if they have an overwhel mi ng force?" Dulin said.

"Let's at least find out what they have," said Bennett.

"No. "

Everyone turned their heads.

"W will not tip our hand," said War Admi ral Norman Nort h.

Ti p our hand, Bennett wondered. "Sir, respectfully, how does sendi ng
out

scouts to learn the eneny's strength tip our hand? If anything, haven't
we

been tipping our hand by letting the eneny nake repeated contacts with
us?

I"msure they' ve reported back the exact disposition and | ayout of our

fleet by now 1 know you' ve been noving sonme ships around after every

battl e, but the next scouting force they send sinply |earns your new

depl oynent . "

"Precisely,"” said North. "And | won't have our hand tipped by sending a

scouting force to find out the nature of the eneny follow ng us. Any

informati on we obtain on the size and nature of their fleet would not
be

of any use.

"But sir..."

"Don't you think it's curious that they've |launched all these probing

attacks when they could have | aunched a real attack several tines
over ?"

said North. "One of their goals is to provoke us into attacking them
to

provoke us into launching the faster part of our fleet to the rear to

strike at them"

"And you think that's a trap," said Bennett.

"I know it is," said the War Admral firmy. "But that's only one



pur pose
of these scouting attacks. They already know the size and di sposition

of
our fleet. Part of what they're doing, |I'mconvinced, is studying our
reaction time and nethods, and encouragi ng us to depl oy stronger forces
to
the rear part of our fleet."
"Whi ch you' ve been doing."
"Yes," said the War Admiral. "Have a |ook at our current course." He
touched a button, and a hol ographic display cane to life in the center
of
the table. "Note this uncharted solar systemwe'll be cruising through
tomorrow. Note the |arge gas giant, 40 nmillion mles out fromthe sun.”
"What about it?"
"That's where their fleet is; that's where it will be waiting for us,"
said North. "Wen the front and now lightly defended part of our fleet
gets within striking distance, they' |l strike. The bulk of their fleet,
gentl emen, has circled around us over the past two weeks. They've tried
to
provoke us to attack their distraction force from behind, |eaving our
front flank open; when that failed, they decided to try and weaken our
frontal defenses as much as possible for their surprise attack."
"An interesting theory," said Bennett. "Do you have any evi dence to
support any of this? Sensor |ogs from scouts?"
"No," said the War Admiral. "Sending out scouts too far, before we're
ready to act, would tip our hand. Normally, | would be the first to
gat her
intel, in a situation where | wasn't sure. But here, I'mcertain."
"Assum ng your analysis is correct, what do you propose, War Admiral ?"
said Dulin.

"I propose we send out a scouting force," said the War Admiral

"I thought you just said you didn't want to do that," said Bennett.

"I said |l didn't want to before we were ready," said the War Admral
"1 f

we sinply sent a scouting force, and | ocated them they would
subsequent |y

retreat, or nove to attack our main fleet. But if the scouting force is

the attack force, then we don't give themthe chance to retreat or nove

away." He touched a button. The inmage of four fighters and a small
cargo

transport appeared on the projection

"You're going to attack with four fighters and a transport?" Bennett

sai d.
"Yes," said the War Admiral. "Anything | arger may provoke an i medi ate
attack. My guess is that their fleet is hiding just in-atnosphere of
t he
gas giant, far enough in so that they're not detected, but close enough
to
the edge so at |east some of their ships can detect incomng ships. If
they see a large task force conming towards them they nay energe and
attack, or energe and retreat. And we want themto stay exactly where
t hey
are." He pressed another button, and a chenical analysis of the gas
gi ant
appeared by the imge of the planet. "Notice all the hydrogen?
pr opose
to load the shuttle with enough of the right elements to nake it a
catal yst. Wen detonated, it will ignite a sizable chunk of the

at nosphere. "



"And it's crew?"

"The crew of the transport is no problem" said the War Adnmiral. "It
can

be piloted renptely by one of the fighters. The nobst dangerous job will
be

those of the Wldcat pilots. It will be their responsibility to |ocate
t he

eneny fleet and maneuver the transport into position to detonate. If
t hey

detonate too far fromthe Insectoid fleet, the eneny will have tine to

escape. |If they detonate in a portion of the atnosphere that doesn't
have

a hi gh enough concentrati on of hydrogen, the detonation may not produce
a

sufficient chain reaction to destroy the eneny fleet."

"So our pilots have to nove it into position and get out before they

trigger the detonation," said Wen.

"Yes." The War Admiral paused. "It's also very possible that they wll
be

spotted, and attacked by the Insectoids. If the transport is
prematurely

detonated, the reaction will be triggered instantly. The transport wl|

have to be defended as wel "

"WIl our pilots be able to do that? WII they al so be quick enough to
get

in and get out safely?" This was from Captain Harkness, of the Bl ue
Luna,

the fleet's pocket battleship.

"I'f we use our best pilots,"” said the War Admiral softly.

"That's the m ssion, gentlenmen," said War Admiral North, facing the Ken

Pilot, Took, Captain Robert Marsten of WIldcat "B", and Captain Ben
Hunt er

of Wldcat "C'. "You're not only our best pilots but nost of you are
al so

squadron | eaders. But this missionis vital to the survival of our
fleet.

You' Il be risking your lives to save thousands in the fleet.
Nevert hel ess,

this is undoubtedly the npst dangerous mission |'ve ever sent you on

Because of the unusual circunstances, if you want to refuse this
m ssi on,

I will give you that opportunity.”

Took felt an overwhel mi ng urge to speak up, but he | ooked at the others

and said nothing. The War Admiral hadn't asked for volunteers, he had

pi cked them He was offering a shameful way out, but in nany ways, it
was

easier to just go on the mssion. Wich the War Admiral well knew

"Uh, sir," said Marsten. "Wio is in overall comrand of this m ssion?"
I't

was unusual to have several squadron comranders involved in one
di screte

m ssion; usually, in such a situation, the comrander of the nost senior

squadr on took charge.

"David Norman will be in charge,” said the War Admiral, referring to
t he

Ken Pilot. His eyes flickered around at the other pilots, taking in
their

reaction, but stopping at Took |onger than anywhere el se. "He has nore

battl e experience than all of us, and you have all seen his incredible

reflexes in action. | realize this is unusual; David isn't even



formal ly

in our chain of command. But after this mssion is over, all wll
becone

clear. Any other questions? Dism ssed. Ch, David, would you please stay

a

nmonent ?"

Took felt an enornous weight on his shoulders as he left the briefing.
Not

only had he been pressed into risking his life on a suicide mssion
but

i f he sonehow managed to survive it, it was clear that he was going to

face certain denotion.

The nission was rated top-secret, need-to-know only, so when Took |eft
t he

briefing he inmrediately went and told Obe all about it.

"...so if | doreally well, and sonehow survive this one-way mn ssion,

can return to a main corridor parade and a birth as a junior |ieutenant
in

"G' squadron," said Took

"You don't know that," said Obe. "Anything can happen. \Wat happens if
you

cone back but K doesn't?"

Took shook his head. "No one can touch him He could go out for a cup
of

gauche and | eave his ship on autopilot and no | aser bolt would comne
near

hi m Ahhhh...." He sighed.

"Shoul dn't you be nore concerned about nore inmredi ate and per manent

matters, |ike being vaporized by the Insectoids or blown up by our own

transport, then your position in the squadron when you return?" Cbe
asked.

"At least dying is quick, buddy," said Took

The appointed tinme came; they entered their cockpits and started the

preflight. "Remenber," came Dulin's voice in their ears. "You only have

ei ght hours to get their and detonate. At that point they' |l pick up
t he

fleet on their scanners and attack."

"Understood," cane the Ken Pilot's enpotionless voice.

"Any last minute instructions?" Took asked their new nission |eader

"No," said the Ken Pilot nechanically.

"This is going to be one for the history hol os,"” Took sighed.

"Cut unnecessary chatter," said the Ken Pilot. "Launching."

His battered Wldcat 5 | aunched, followed by Marsten, Hunter, and Took

and the transport. The Ken Pilot was controlling the transport by
renot e.

Took didn't think about, or even care, how the Ken Pilot was
controlling

two ships at once.

They flew in silence towards the solar system the Ken Pilot taking
poi nt,

foll owed by the other fighters, who bracketed the transport in the
m ddl e.

"Switch to comm scranbler four. Stay alert,"” said the Ken Pilot,
shortly

after they |aunched.

Then they heard not a word fromhimfor nearly seven hours. The gas
gi ant

was | oomi ng ahead in the sky, and Took's hand was tentatively drifting



over

as

t he

towards doing a close scan, when his commcane to life.
"No close scans. Cet ready to follow nme in," cane the flat voice. Took
startled, |ooked to the right, and saw the Ken Pilot casting a gl ance

at him
Their flight path carried themnear the gravity well of the gas giant,

if they nerely intended to cruise past it. But at their closest point

Ken Pilot and the transport suddenly veered off and headed into the
at nosphere.

In seconds they were at the outer |ayer of the atnosphere.

"W nust stay alive long enough to locate their fleet before

det onati ng, "

t he

| ong

pr obe.

heavy

few

the Ken Pilot rem nded them

"And maybe, if we plan it just right, we can live a few ninutes after
expl osi on too," Took muttered.

The Ken Pilot ordered themto activate their short range scanners. The
at nosphere obscured sensor efficiency beyond a certain distance, so

range sensors were usel ess...

The Command Carrier Jory and the rest of the fleet entered the sol ar
system

"Sirl | detect eneny squadrons to our rear!" said Lieutenant Shishnan.
"How many?" said the War Admiral

"At least four full squadrons,"” said Shishman. This was no scouting

"Launch fighters to intercept,"” said the War Admiral curtly.

"More ships coming into sensor range," said Shishman. "Two... three
crui sers, four destroyers, one carrier...."

Dulin bit his lip, wondering, for once, if the War Admiral had nade a

m st ake.

But the War Admiral got a gleamin his eye and said, very softly, "Only
one carrier...."

"I don't see anything," said Took, trying to peer through the swirling
m sts around him Sonetines it cleared up so he could see as nmuch as a

hundred feet ahead of hiny but rmuch of the tinme, he had to rely on
sensors. VWich were currently show ng not hi ng.

"Course reset," said the Ken Pilot. He had them change course severa
times, only instead of doing a standard expanding circul ar search

pattern,

Wer e

saw

t hem

what he was having them do was nore of an elliptical pattern. Took
wondered if the Ken Pilot knew what he was doi ng.

He didn't have to wait long to find out. A series of blips showed up on
his scanner. He tried to get a glinpse through the gas but the cl ouds

too thick. Then he got closer, and the gas tenporarily cleared, and he

them -1 nsectoid cruisers, frigates, destroyers, and nore, as far as the
eye could see

Suddenly a furious squadron of Insectoid fighters streaked towards

"Uh, guys..." said Took
"CQuard the transport,"” said the Ken Pilot, racing out to engage the
fighters

Thus began one of the wildest dogfights of Took's life; only half of it



was fought visually; because of all the clouds, he had to fire, and
fight,

through his instrumentation rather than visual sightings nuch of the
tine.

Marsten, Hunter, and Took fought |ike madnmen as they escorted the
sl ower
novi ng transport into the mass of Insectoid ships.
"We shoul d get ready to detonate,” said Took, taking out an Insectoid
fighter a split second seconds before it lined up the transport in its
si ght s.
"Closer," said the Ken Pilot.
Supporting fire was starting to | ance out of one of the bigger
I nsectoid
capital ships, nearly sheering the tip of Took's right wi ng.
"I think we are closer," said Took
"W haven't l|located the carriers,” said the Ken Pilot. He speeded
ahead,
into the body of the fleet, desperately searching out his goal
Anot her squadron of Insectoid ships closed on them and Took could see
nore were coming. And the capital ships were slowy starting to rise

out
of the atnmosphere. They were running out of tine!
"W shoul d detonate now' said Took. "At least we'll take sonme capita
ships with us!"
"Cot it!" said the Ken Pilot, with a rare display of enotion, as he
spotted the carriers. There were three in all, surrounded by a phal anx
of

battl ecrui sers and battleships. "They're all here. Get to a safe
di st ance
and | will-"
And then at that nonent several things happened at once A bunch of
Insectoid fighters lined up for a targeting run on the transport. Took
shouted a warning, and they were forced to break off their own
dogfights
to take out these new attackers. Took destroyed two of themin rapid
successi on; Hunter got one; and Marsten got another, but just as he
fired,
an Insectoid fighter he had been too distracted to notice got a clear
shot
at him instantly destroying his fighter
Took yelled but had no tine to be distracted. There were fighters
behi nd
himfiring | aser volleys and there were still two nore fighters bearing
down on the transport. He got one, and was zooming in on the second

when

it opened fire, hitting the transport.

There was a spark, and a small flame, and part of the engine section
went

dark. At that same instant Took's ship was hit, he felt a jolt, and the

shi p went spi nning.

The I nsectoid who had attacked the transport realigned itself to make

anot her pass. Took wasn't going to be able to regain control in tine,
and

Hunt er was caught in his own dogfight, and then-

The Ken Pil ot canme out of nowhere, and destroyed the Insectoid fighter

Seconds |l ater, he polished off Took's and Hunter's imedi ate attackers
as

wel | .
"CGet out of here, now " said the Ken Pilot.



"Can you control the transport?"
The transport was starting to sink deeper into the atnosphere.

Suddenl y,

and
speed,

still

part of its engine section ignited again, and its descent sl owed.

"Cet out if you want to live," said the Ken Pilot. They all knew the
transport could blow at any mnute, and a | aser detonation would surely
i ncinerate anyone in the area. In a split second Took noticed the fresh
appr oachi ng squadrons, and the capital ships |eaving the atnosphere,

knew there was no nore tine. He set a new vector and ainmed at ful
not even spending a split second to wonder whether his engines were
wor ki ng or not; Hunter was already heading up into the atnosphere.
Uncharacteristically, Took didn't say a parting word.

The Ken Pilot took a full second to take in the situation hinself; the
rising capital ship, the sputtering transport, the new wave of

appr oachi ng

SO

t he

floati

sign

Ken

to

tinme

your

fighters, and the concentration of hydrogen in this part of the
at nosphere. Hi s hands gripped his laser controls tightly. It would be

easy... one small squeeze.

In that split second he made a decision, activated a weapon toggle, and
hit the fire button. Then he turned and headed out - at nosphere.

Ten second later there was an enormous fireball astern

The light was so blinding that it hurt Took's eyes even though he was
faced amay fromit. He felt the sheer heat building up as he cleared

at nosphere. Hi s rear sensors caught what was happeni ng; the sl ow,

ng

dar k objects, now no | onger obscured by the rapidly incinerating

at nosphere, bursting into pieces as they were engulfed in flames. Those
little objects were cruisers, and battl eships, and carriers, containing
t housands of hostil es.

Took formed up on Hunter's w ng; he had sone battl e damage too.

"You | ook like a mess," he said, winkling his face.

"Better messy than dead," said Took. He checked the rear scanner. No

of pursuit. Destruction had been total

"He gave his life for us," said Hunter

"They both did," said Took, thinking of Marsten

"He really was a living | egend," said Hunter

"He really was," said Took. He grinaced as he renenbered Cbe joking

hi m about the possibility of his being nmore likely to survive than the

Pilot. Just what had War Admiral North said to the Ken Pilot, after the
briefing?

Took extended commrange and tried to reach the Qory. He was surprised
get War Adnmiral North directly. "M ssion acconplished, sir."

"So | surmised,” said North.

Was there anything this guy didn't already know?

"The diversionary force which engaged us quickly turned to retreat when
they saw that reinforcements weren't forthconming," said North. "This

we weren't in such a charitable nood to let themretreat. W destroyed
their entire force, and are just nopping up operations now What is

status?"



Ken

far

and

t he

good

Sur e

staff,

"Ah, Took..." said Hunter softly.
"Just a nonent, Ben," said Took. He cleared his throat. "W | ost the

Pilot and Marsten. They both died to save the mission." A pause. "As

as | can tell, we w ped out several carriers, a couple of battleships

battl ecruisers, and a |l ot of cruisers and destroyers," said Took
"Actual ly, four battleships, seven battlecruisers, and 49 cruisers and
support craft," said North.

"Took..." said Hunter.

"How can you possi bly know that?" Took fairly shouted. The strain of

day had been too much

"I received a burst transm ssion fromM. Norman several m nutes ago,"
said the War Admiral. He smiled. "I'mnot omiscent. | just have very
peopl e working for ne."

Took managed to pry an eye off his screen to check his rear scanner

enough, a battered W5 was rapidly closing in on them
There was a crowd cheering for themwhen they landed in the dory. The
flight crew, the other pilots who had already returned, the support

everyone seened to know about it now. Even the nornmally enotionless Ken
Pilot was startled to see conplete strangers huggi ng him
Shortly before the awards cerenony, held later that day, the \War

Admra

hi s

go

met with the pilots to congratul ate them personally.
"...s0 | detonated the transport with a mssile, giving nme the seconds

needed to escape,"” said the Ken Pilot tonelessly. He told it matter of
factly, as if he were describing how he got out of bed or refiltered

cl ot hes.

"Cood work," said the War Admiral, and he stared into the Ken Pilot's
eyes, and sonething extra passed between themthat Took didn't fully
catch. "You all did exceptional work. | confess that your chances for
survival on this mission were slim But you have individually destroyed
nmore Insectoid ships than any officer or soldier in this fleet, and |I'm
very, very proud of you." He cleared his throat. "You probably want to

and get washed up now, before the awards cerenony and the service for
Captain Marsten and the others we lost during the battle". Three ot her
pilots and several crewren had been lost in the battle with the

I nsectoid

di versionary force
Hunt er, Took, and the Ken Pilot started to file out, but the War

Admra

our

woul d

he

put a restraining hand on Took's arm "Captain Took, would you stay a
nmonent pl ease?"

Here it comes, Took thought.

"I've been giving sone thought to how the Ken Pilot is to fit in with

tabl e of organization," said the War Admiral
In an instant, |ike a thunderbolt, it was all clear. The Ken Pil ot

get his squadron, W/Ildcat "A", and he would be put in charge of W|I dcat
"B", Marsten's squadron. A step down, but not quite the denotion that



had expect ed.
"As you know Wldcat "B" is going to be in need of a squadron |eader,"

said the War Admiral, "and | was wondering how you woul d feel about a

transfer fromW]Idcat "A"-"

"Al'l right Admiral!" Took blurted out. "You can denote ne. It's obvious

he's a better pilot then I'll ever be."

War Adniral Norman North showed a quizzical | ook on his face. "You

think..." He took it inin an instance. "You think | was going to
transfer

you to Wldcat "B"? No, Wldcat "A" is where you belong. | was going to
shift Kelly fromW]Idcat "A" to deputy squadron | eader of W]Idcat "F"

so
Cal ate could take "F' and all the squadron | eaders coul d nove up one
letter. Hunter would nove fromCto B and so on down the line," said
t he
War Adniral. He gave Took a funny grin. "Did you really think we were
about to denote you?"
Took ignored the question/jab. "Wat about the Ken Pilot?"
"Davi d-" The War Admiral was funny about the fam liar use of the first
nane "-is an excellent pilot. But he's not cut out to be a squadron
| eader. He's too rmuch of an individualist. |I'm keeping himactive for
special mssions. In the neantinme, with Kelly being taken out of "A", |
was thinking of giving David his berth, permanently. Do you think you
can
handl e hi nP"
Took was astounded at the turn of events. "Does he really want to serve
under me?"
"He spoke quite highly of you," said the War Admiral
"He di d?"
"Yes," said North. "He said you were, let ne get the exact phraseol ogy
he
used, an "irritating but conpetent pilot." He stared North straight in
t he

eye. "That's high praise, comng fromthe Ken Pilot."

"Whi ch part is considered high praise, that I'mirritating or
conpet ent ?"

sai d Took.

The War Admiral escorted himto the door but gave no further answer.

Chapter 2 Inspiration
Fromthe Log of War Admiral Norman North, 6 nmonths after Vitalics:
Thi ngs
have been very quiet since our victory over the Insectoid fleet, three
nmont hs ago. | imagine the Insectoids would be too busy consolidating
their
hol d on our homeworlds to send nore than a single fleet against us.
Additionally, by the time this fleet attacked us and the news of their
failure reached the Insectoid | eadership, we would be nonths outside of
known space and nmany nonths away fromtheir nearest fleet. And as we
continue to nove away from our homeworlds, and away fromthe Insectoid
fleets, it would take thema long tinme to catch up with us.
Admittedly, we are not always noving at our top speed. W can't go
faster
than our slowest nerchant ship. W also periodically stop to
i nvestigate
pl anets and gat her supplies, and the Insectoids nay catch up to us at
some
point. But it would take nonths, maybe even a year, just to catch up to
us



at our current speed, if they even managed to find us. So the mlitary
threat is on the back burner, for now
On the front burner is our primary mission, to find artifacts of the

Chent

which will help us defeat the Insectoids. It is a |long shot--finding

unpl undered Chent artifacts will be difficult enough, but finding ones

with direct mlitary applications may be even nore unlikely. Even if we
do

find new technol ogy there's no guarantee that we'll be able to figure
out

how to harness it. After all the Chent were centuries, even nillennia

ahead of us technol ogically.

That's why we have Professor Stevenson and his staff aboard. They have

been studying the known Chent monunents for decades and may be able to

point us in the right direction. Right nowl'mtold we should | ook for
a

bi nary systemw th four planets, one of themw th an oxygen atnosphere.

Based on examination of ancient Chent maps, Stevenson believes they may

have sonme sort of base on such a planet. O course, with the enornous

passage of tine, even if there were such a base, it may be | ong gone
NOW.

And such a base coul d be hidden, or boobytrapped, or worse.

We' ve checked out several binary systens in the area, but so far found

not hi ng.

"I'mtelling you Cbe, this is a conplete waste of tine," said Took. He
and

he were on patrol ahead, heading towards a binary system on the edge
of

sensors. "Third binary systemthis week. I"mall binaried out."

"The War Adnmiral says we have to |l ook for planets orbiting binary
stars,

so that's what we do."

"No," said Took. "Professor Stevenson says that. The War Admiral just

repeats what he says."

"The di fference being....?"

"We're not follow ng one of the Adnmiral's hunches, we're follow ng the

whi nsi es of a scholarly greybeard who thinks nothing about spendi ng 20

years studying an old piece of ceramic. W could be at this for
decades. "

"Got anything better to do?"

"Well, | ah..." Took was speechless, for a nmonent. "I was thinking of

starting up a newsvid."

"A newsvi d?"

"Sure! A fleetw de online newspaper."

"lday, this isn't August."

"Ck, we're a fleet, but we're also a conmunity, the last comunity of

humans, " said Took. "I was thinking of it as a norale thing, to keep
our

spirits up-"

"Hold it!" said Qhe. "lI'mgetting sonmething on sensors. Planets...
two. . .

three... four.... And one of them has an oxygen atnosphere. Just I|ike
t he

Prof essor said he was | ooking for."

"Let's go into orbit for a close scan," said Took

They noved cl oser and spent the next few m nutes searching the planet
surface. "Plants... animals... but no civilization," said Qoe.

"You spoke too soon, Obe! |'m picking up a power source on the surface,
contained in a netallic structure.”

"Acity?"



Took shook his head, checking the reading. "No, unless this city is
forty

feet wide and twenty feet tall. Let's call a teamin." He raised his
conmm

range. "Gory, this is Captain Took-"

A shuttle transported the research teamto the surface, followed
cl osel y

by a transport with a platoon of Major Fortran's men. The War Admira

hi nsel f had given the order, saying that the safety of the research
t eam

was of the highest priority. Everyone else, the pilots and the marines,

wer e expendabl e.

They touched down on a grassy plain near the object.

The marines di senbarked first, securing a perineter. Finally Mjor
Fortran

hi nsel f enmerged, and gave the go-ahead for the shuttle crew to undog
t he

hatch. Professor Stevenson and his researchers energed, together wth

agricul tural specialists who were seeing if there was anything of val ue

they could take fromthe planet.

The power source was a monunment, a tall black gl eam ng nmonunment, of the

type that Took had seen in nuseuns back on August. Took's presence
wasn' t

strictly required, but he had invited hinself and Obe al ong, for

"addi tional support.”

The nonunment had synbol s that were enbedded on the sides of the thing.

They stuck out and could be felt by touch, much like braille. Stevenson

eagerly pointed one of the synmbol chains to a coll eague, and they
started

muttering to thensel ves.

"Nice to get sone fresh air,"'

sai d Took, turning away and | ooki ng at
t he
grassy plain around them This was the first tine he, or anyone el se,
had
been in a breathabl e at mosphere outside the ship since that little
col ony
they stunbled on a few nonths ago, just after their flight fromOotis.
"Looks kind of spooky, doesn't it?" said Took, |ooking at the tal
monurent as it gleaned in the binary sunlight.
"Yeah, it does," said Cbe. "To think that this was built by a race
mllions of years older than us. What's it all about? What's it for?"
"No one knows," said Took. "But | heard that sonme of those nonunents

have

strange powers, or are boobytrapped." He took a few steps back. "we'd
best

keep our distance, pal."

But if the monument had any special powers, it didn't seemto effect
t he

research team

They ended up staying at the location for two days; the agricultura
t eam

determined that there were edible fruits and seeds that coul d be
gat hered

in sufficient quantities to make it worthwhile, and Stevenson didn't
m nd

the additional tinme studying the nmonument. \Wen they returned to the

G ory, Stevenson made his report in private to the Wr Admiral. Only
hi s

cl osest aides, Captain Dulin and Commander Wen, were in attendance;
t he



rest of the fleet wasn't as optinmistic about this "Chent hunt" as the
War

Admiral was.

"It's very simlar to the nonument we found on Wenfor," said Stevenson

excitedly. "Do you realize that this is the only the third nonunent
we' ve

found that seens to use the exact same synbol | anguage as ot her
nonunent s

we' ve di scovered. Wy-"

"Professor,"” said the War Admiral. "That's all very interesting. But
what

does it say?"

"Say? It's hundreds of symbols," said Stevenson. "W're not really
sure.

But one section we've decoded makes a clear reference to a planet just
ten

light years away in a nei ghboring system™

"What does it say about this planet?" the War Adniral asked.

"We're not sure," said Stevenson. "You have to understand, we've only

deci phered a small part of its | anguage. W' ve never had a | arge enough

sample to-"

"And what about the power source you detected?"

"It"'s in the interior," said Stevenson. "W don't know what the power
is

for or what it does, we can't scan through-"

"Could we cut through it?" Dulin asked.

St evenson | ooked horrified. "Blast a nmonument? Your puny |aser guns

woul dn't even scratch the alien netals. You' d have to use shi pboard

batteries-"

"W have shipboard batteries," said the War Adnmiral

"Destroy such a priceless artifact? Never!' said Stevenson

"Let me be clear, Professor,"” said the War Admiral. "This is not a dig,
or

an expedition to recover rmuseum pi eces. This is about getting
t echnol ogy,

and about survival. If blasting that thing open will get us what we
want ,

we'll blast it. Do you understand?"

St evenson opened his mouth, then closed it, then nodded slowy.

"Good. For now, we'll try a noderate course,” said North. "Provide the

| ocation of this solar systemto navigation. W' |l start once we've

retrieved the |l ast recovery teans."

After Stevenson left, Dulin | ooked at the War Admiral, who nerely

shrugged.

"It probably woul dn't have worked, anyway" said North. "It would be
like

trying to cut a dianond with a hydrogen bonb. If our ship's turrets
coul d
blast into that thing, we'd probably destroy anything useful inside."
"Then why did you...."
"To make a point to our good professor where our priorities lay. Qur
peopl e are getting restive, and it's only going to get worse over
said the War Admiral
Took was on patrol again. This tine his fleet was on tenporary
depl oyment
to the Blue Luna, the fleet's pocket battleship. The fleet's engineers

tine,

had
tinkered with the engines to raise their capacity alnost to
battl ecrui ser



Luna

only

t hose

to
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t he

wil |

sharp

f1ight

t hey

occupi

speeds. Wth equal firepower and nore arnor and shields than any
battl ecruiser in the fleet, even the new Tiger class ships, the Blue

made an ideal advance scout.
And besides, Took liked her Captain, the crusty Myster Harkness. The

reason that Harkness, and his ship, was alive was that he was one of

few captains who had refused to participate in the Vitalics armstice,
where nost of the League fleet was sl aughtered. He had only been saved
froma court-martial when North had agreed to have his ship transferred

his fleet, which was stationed on Hunt's Mon. The reason Took admired
Har kness was because Harkness had been very vocal about telling the
adm ral s what he thought of the peace deal. He was a straight-talking
bl ast fromthe hip kind of guy--just |ike Took

Took, Obe, and Ken Pilot were on point, ahead of the Blue Luna, which
itself was a day ahead of the rest of the fleet.

"...s0 the whole idea of scouting is that if there's anything dangerous
out there, we get clobbered, because we're expendable,"” said Took

"No, we're here to give the fleet advance warning," said Qoe.

"I'f we nanage to do so before we get clobbered. Face it, Cbhe, we're
expendabl e; even the Blue Luna is expendable. It's like sending a pawn

a rook to check out what's on the other side of the board. The Luna's
rook, and we're a couple of pawns; if we get knocked off, the Queen

weep and then send one of her horses-"

"Do you ever stop tal king?" said the Ken Pilot.

"Only when you start,"” said Took. "Is that what it takes to provoke you
into a conversation?"

"Alert," said the Ken Pilot. "I'm picking up sonething on | ong range
scanners, just on the edge."

They turned to their scanners. At the very extreme range they could see
first a few ships, and then many nore--a nass of ships. Even at this
range, the identity was clear: Insectoids.

"Let's get out of here," said Took, turning his Wldcat 150-B into a

bank. He kept his eyes peeled on the rear scanner during the whole

back. But if the Insectoids had spotted them they weren't sending
interceptors to challenge them By the time they returned to the Luna

were once again out of sensor range of the Insectoids.
On the bridge they reported directly to Harkness.
"Afleet, a big one."

"Si ze? Conposition?"

"We didn't stop to take notes, sir,
detection.”

"Risk further detection, you nean," grunted Harkness. "All right, let's
set up a tightbeamto the Gory and see what conmand wants to do."
"Another fleet," said the War Admiral, |ooking very surprised.

Dulin | ooked surprised at the Admiral's surprise. The other officers in
the war council |ooked sinmlarity stunned.

"How can this be?" said the War Adniral. "There's no way another fl eet
coul d have caught up to us this quickly. W' re noving away from

ed

territory, so they would have to nove nuch faster to catch up.”
"Furthermore, the eneny is ahead of us," said Commander Wen. "They

said Took. "W didn't want to risk



woul d
have had to catch up to us w thout our noticing, and then nade a very
large circle around us at trenendous speeds to avoid our sensors.”
"That's a possibility, but that doesn't seemvery likely to ne," said
t he
War Admiral
"What's the alternative?" asked one of the senior Captains.
"Perhaps the Insectoids have colonies out this far," said Captain
Bennett.
"We've never been able to |locate their honmeworlds, after all.”
"I'f they have col onies here, then why haven't they attacked the
Al l'iance
fromthis part of space?" the War Admiral said. "If so, Orotis would' ve
been the first battlefield. But in all our years of fighting them
t hey' ve
never hit us fromthis region of space. W& presuned that it was
mut ual | 'y
unexpl ored. "
"What do we have on the conposition of the eneny force?" Bennett asked.
"Sketchy," said Dulin. "W've anal yzed the sensor disks from Took, e,
and the Ken Pilot, and identified perhaps thirty capital ships, but at

t he
di stance they were at we couldn't get nore specific. Nor is it clear if
there are even nore ships than that."
"l guess the logical thing to do would be to head into a different
direction," said Bennett. "W should start navigation working on-"
"Just a minute," said the War Admral. "W can't change direction."
Al eyes were on the War Admiral
"The monument directed us to a systemjust two |ight years behind their
location. If there's something there, we have to find it," said North.
Bennett cleared his throat diplomatically. "War Admiral, | understand
your
goal s, but surely our inmmrediate survival takes priority-"
"This search takes priority. We may be searching the rest of our lives
for
cl ues about the Chent, Captain," said the War Admiral. "How will you
f eel
ten years fromnow, when we're still searching, know ng we passed up
this
obvi ous | ead?"
Bennett didn't seemto know how to respond. He obviously didn't have
nmuch

faith in the War Admiral's obsession with the Chent, but didn't want to

directly chall enge the War Admiral

"Do you really want to spend the rest of our lives wandering from
system

to system w thout hope?" said North. "I admt what | propose is

difficult, and it isn't without risks. But it's the only chance we
have.

We need sonething to hope for, however small the chances are." He
paused.

"l propose a conpromi se. W have the Insectoid s projected course.
say

we plot a course around theirs, to circle around them and cone at the

system from behi nd. "

And with mnimal discussion, North's plan was approved.

Now a journey that was supposed to take three nore days was taking
seven.

But by avoiding a direct confrontation with the Insectoids, North hoped
he



could preserve his fighting force as Iong as possible. Each battle

whi ch

resulted in the deaths of one human and ten |Insectoids was a victory
for

the Insectoids. For the Insectoids could repopulate at will, but the
fleet

was linmted to the fighters and sol di ers who had escaped the disaster
at

Vitalics and the fall of the Aliance.

As luck would have it, the Insectoid fleet didn't stay in one, conpact

group, but fanned out over several systems, to wi den the scope of their

sear ch.

And one of their scouting parties found the fleet.

VWhen he discovered they were spotted, North ordered the fleet to ful

attack, figuring that with the eneny fleet dispersed that he coul d make

short work of their individual elenments, one by one.

But the Insectoid fleet wasn't that dispersed.

There were two main groups, a battlecruiser squadron escorted by a
crui ser

group, and a second group led by a half dozen sl eek battl eships.
North's

fleet was still working on the first group when the second one showed
up.

How North managed to extricate the fleet w thout taking even heavier

| osses than it did was a mystery to nost. But the results were bad
enough;

one battlecruiser, tw light cruisers, and three destroyers were
totally
wi ped out. One deep space cruiser was so badly gutted that it had to be
abandoned and scuttled; and a badly damaged destroyer was barely kept
operational. Total casualties: 800 dead, nearly 400 wounded to vari ous
degr ees.
North only managed to eke out sonething of a draw by attacking what he
t hought was the Insectoids commander's ship, one of the late arriving
battl eships. He ordered his forces to concentrate on that one ship to
t he
exclusion of all else; when it had been heavily danaged, the eneny
pul | ed
back.
The War Admiral grimaced. But it could have been worse, much worse. The
I nsect oi ds never got past their defense line of warships to their
mer chant
vessel s, which were their prime supplier of food and mai ntenance; and

nor e

shi ps could have been lost if the battle hadn't turned his way.

The War Admiral had destroyed the bulk of the first part of their
fleet,

but somewhere out there, not far away, was a still potent force of

battl eshi ps and a m x of support ships. He had cut them down to size,
but

there were at least five battleships that were fully operational, and
t hey

woul dn't give up so easily.

Services were held for the dead, and North | ooked straight ahead,
avoi di ng

the gaze of his officers. Did they blanme hin? If the forner League

officers didn't, the Directorate officers certainly did. If only they
had

changed course entirely, and not attenpted to flank the Insectoids,
this



woul dn't have happened.
They held a staff neeting right after the services where they discussed
battl e damage and repairs. A full third of the fleet had suffered
varyi ng
degrees of damage.
"We'| | lay over here for repairs,” said the War Admiral, pointing to
t he
nei ghboring solar system No one needed to be told that this was the
systemthat they had been headed for in the first place.

"I's that wise, sir?" said Captain Bennett. "There's still an eneny
fleet

out there, and if we stay in this area they'll be sure to find us
again. "

"What do you suggest?" the War Admiral said.

"Let's put at least a few light years between us and this system before
we

stop,"” said Bennett. "That way, it will at least take themlonger to
find

us."

The War Admiral reluctantly nodded. "Agreed." He created a flight path
on

the hol ographi c display, one that woul d take them through the sol ar
system

he was interested in. "Any further comrent?" There was silence. "You're

all dismssed."”

The senior captains filed out of the war room |ooking grim Wen they
had

filed out, leaving only Captain Dulin and Comrander Wen, he sinmply

continued to sit there silently, staring at the hol ographic display.

"They bl ame ne, of course," said the War Admiral. "It's only natural

we had tried to avoid the Insectoid fleet entirely, this wuldn't have

happened. "

"They're only thinking about their own short term survival,'

Conmander W en.

"Ei ght hundred sailors and officers didn't survive in the short term"™

said the War Admiral

"I'f we only | ooked out for our own survival, we would never have a
chance

to liberate our homeworlds," said Dulin. "You' re doing the right thing,

War Admiral . "

The War Admiral didn't respond, not directly. He turned away fromthem

said

and
sai d, "Please sumopn Captain Took and Professor Stevenson to ny
quarters.”

As the fleet nmoved through the system sensors detected a habitable
pl anet
in orbit. The Gory launched a shuttle with starfighter escort to race
ahead to the planet before the fleet got there. The fleet wouldn't be
stopping at the planet; so the expedition would have to do its business
and | eave the planet before the fleet went too far past the planet to
catch up.
Obital scans detected simlar findings to their last outing; a
br eat habl e
at nosphere, sonme plants and vegetation, but no intelligent life,
not hi ng,
that is, but a tell-tale nmonument on the northern continent.
Because of their hurry, they hadn't scranbled a marine detatchment to
acconpany them so it was up to Took, (Cbe, and the Ken Pilot to secure



t he

area before the shuttle containing the research scientists could be
all owed to | and.

"Aren't the marines supposed to be doing this?" Obe asked, fromthe
cockpit of his WIldcat.

"Don't be a weakling 239 chicken," said Took, referring to an infanobus
ki nd of nutated chicken. "Were's your sense of adventure?" "M/ sense

of

adventure went on pernmanent vacation after our homeworl ds were
conquer ed

and we were chased out," said Cbe, angling his fighter to foll ow Took
who

was | ooking for a clear spot to land. The Ken Pilot, silent as al ways,

fol l owed behi nd them

"You' re just depressed," said Took

"We just lost eight hundred sailors and officers, we're fleeing for our

lives, and you accuse me of being depressed,"” said Ghe. "If | weren't

depressed, |'d be del usional."

"Precisely ny thought," said Took, meaning sonething different
entirely.

"W need a noral e boost."

"I'f this is about the newscast-"

"I spoke with Col onel Darley about the newscast-"

"-and he said no," said Took

" Good. "

"But it wasn't a considered no, just a brusque one; he didn't even
t hi nk

about ny proposal."

"Too bad," said Oohe. "Wiat about that open field, over there?"

Took eyed it. "Not enough space. Keep |ooking." Took cleared his
t hr oat .

"Where was |? Yes, the newscast. We need a fleetw de broadcast. It wll

hel p raise norale-" "But Darley said no."

"-so after Colonel Darley said no, | went to Captain Dulin."

"You went over Darley's head? Are you insane?"

"Well, | figured out it was wong to ask Colonel Darley in the first

pl ace. After all, he's the starfighter commander, but he doesn't set

fleetwide policy. Only the War Admiral does that."

"l day, you didn't-"

"No, the War Admiral was unavail able when | went after him"

"So what did Dulin say?"

"He didn't say no," said Took. "There! That field, over there, we can
I and

there."

"Where?"

"50 degrees to ny left, followne in."

"So Dulin gave his approval for your newscast?"

"Not exactly," said Took.

"What did he say?"

"He just said that he didn't think it was such a good idea," said Took

"But he didn't say no."

They put down their fighters in an open field, and energed cautiously
from

their 150-B' s, their weapons drawn, slowy panning the area around
t hem

But the area | ooked remarkably peaceful, much Iike the area of the
first

monurrent . They slowy started wal king to the nonument, which they could
see was close to the edge of a wooded area.
"Two tines lucky, eh?" said Took as they wal ked towards it. It was big



and

bl ack much Iike the other nonument, and when they got close they could
see

witing on the sides of it. But this time sonething different did
happen

when t hey approached; they heard a slight hunm ng noise, |ike the sound
of

a powerful machine, and suddenly, all around them they saw

snowf | akes--snowfl akes of all different colors of the rai nbow -bl ue,
pi nk,

red, violet, bright green, dark green yellow, orange, sparkly, and

But the weat her was rmuch too warmfor traditional snow, and they didn't

feel cold, or even a breeze.

"Ww " said Took, staring at the flakes around him This was the nost

amazi ng thing he had seen in sone tine.

"Look at all those colors,"” said Obhe. "Isn't it beautiful?"

"This is incrediblel" said Took. The snow started to emt snmall sounds,

maki ng noises like a gentle harp

Deep inside the nonunment, an old man in robes lying on a bench stirred.

Thi s was remarkabl e, because he hadn't stirred in a long time. A VERY
| ong

time. He opened one eye.

"Isn't this beautiful?" Took said to the Ken Pilot, parroting Qoe.

"Look down," said the Ken Pil ot.

They | ooked down. The "snow' was di sappearing once it hit the ground.

"Look around," said the Ken Pilot.

It only seened to be snowing in a snmall area around the nonunent.

"It nust be generated by the nonument," said Took, |ooking at the walls
of

it more closely. The nonument, like the other, had snmooth walls that

showed no revealing entrances. "But what's it for?"

"l day, we should call down the professor's team before we touch

anyt hing..."

But Took wasn't |istening. He reached out to touch one of the synbols;
but

bef ore his hand nade contact, a snooth opening revealed itself on the
si de

of the nonument, showing a flight of stairs going down.

Al three of theminmediately raised their weapons in a gesture of
al arm

"What did | do? How did | open it?" Took asked excitedly.

"I don't know," said Obe, looking into the bl ackness of the entrance.

wasn't reassuring.
Took took a tentative first step down
"Do you think we should call down for the research tean?" said Cbe.
"W have to make sure it's safe,"” said Took, taking a second step
"What about calling for backup?" said oe..
"W have K for that," said Took. "Don't we, K?" He paused for a nonent,
but the Ken Pilot said nothing. Took spoke in an artificially deep
Voi ce,
like a robot. "Yes, | will protect you." Then, sw tching back to his
normal voice, he said, "Thanks, K"
The Ken Pilot, saying nothing, continued to be expressionless.
They started wal ki ng down, and dimlight panels in the ceiling cane to
life, showing a narrow, dark corridor ahead of them Mving cautiously,
they went forward. If Took had been thinking clearly, he would have
call ed
for backup; what if the entrance seal ed behind then? No one woul d ever



know where they had gone or what had happened to them
But as they hit the bottom step and started down the corridor they
coul d

still see sunlight streaming in fromthe entrance behind them If this
was

atrap, it wasn't being sprung yet.

They wal ked quietly down the corridor. Probably no one had wal ked down

here in centuries, if not mllennia. They saw a well |it room ahead.
Wth

their weapons out and ready, they entered and found the room divi ded
into

two sections, each separated by what |ooked |ike a glass door

There was a bench in each section. One the second bench they all saw an

old man with a | ong beard wearing robes. On the first bench Took saw
al |

ki nds of precious val uabl es--gold, rubies, gens, enmeralds, and piles
and

piles of credits. Cbe saw something different--the first bench seened
to

contain all kinds of exotic electrical devices, perhaps the very

technol ogy they had been seeking! The Ken Pilot didn't see anything on
t he

first bench.

But what they all saw together were two powerful |asers, one above each

bench. Even as they spoke, the lasers started gl ow ng.

"What is this place? Wat's going on here?" Took asked.

Sonething seened to tell themthat the |asers were about to fire on
bot h

benches, and they only had tine to retrieve the itens of one bench

Thinking rationally about it later, of course, they realize they could

have split up, with two of them bl asting open one of the glass doors
and

renoving the itens of the first bench, and one of them blasting the
ot her

gl ass door and hel ping the old nman off the other bench. But sonething

i nnate gave them an overwhel mi ng sense of urgency, and the sense that
t hey

could only get to one of the benches in tine.

"There's a |l ot of goodies on that first bench," said Took, eyeing the

piles of credits through the gl ass door

"That technol ogy m ght be just what we're looking for," said Obe.

"What technol ogy? asked Took

"What are both of you tal king about?" said the Ken Pilot, seeing them

stare at the enpty bench.

The | asers were getting very bright now and heating up.

"W don't have nuch time," said Took, feeling the sudden inpulse to act

building up in him

Suddenly both Took and Obe, on an unspoken agreement, fired their
bl asters

at the second door. It shattered, as if it were really glass, and Took
and

Qoe ran into the second chanber and started pulling the old man of f of
t he

bench. He was heavi er than he | ooked, and the | aser was getting very

hot. . ..

They had nanaged to pull himseveral feet off the bench when both
| asers

cane to life sinultaneously, vaporizing both benches, including the
itens

that mght, or mght not, have been on the first bench. Took and Obe



Wer e

di stracted for a monment by noise and the flash of the |asers. Wen the
| asers stopped firing and they turned around to | ook at the old nan, he
was standing calmy behind them wth a very thoughtful expression on

hi s

face.

"I"ve been waiting for something like this for a long time," said the
man.

Took tried to recover fromthe shock. But why was he so surprised? It
was

just an old man. But this old man seened to have a power, an inner
pot ency

that inspired respect and awe.

Took finally found his voice. "Wo... are you?"

The man continued to | ook thoughtful. "I don't think a nane would hel p

you. Alot of it is based on your expectations. W do you want me to
be?"

Took recovered sone of his bravado. "Listen, pal, we're not here to
pl ay

twenty questions. W just saved you-"

"For which |I'mvery grateful," said the man, though the way he said it,
it

didn't seemto any of themas if he had been concerned that he had been
in

any danger. "Thankful not just for the rescue, but for finding people
i ke

yourselves." Hi s blue eyes | ooked at each of them one at a tine, and
for

a nonent each felt thenselves at the center of attention of a great
power .

Took felt his pulse quicken. "People |Iike oursel ves?"

"I didn't think beings |like yourself existed anynore," he sighed. "I
had

gotten old, and jaded, you see, one disappointment after another, and

after atine, | sinply gave up. But now you're here, and you give ne
fresh

energy."

"“Uh, huh," said Took. "Are you a... Chent?"

"Chent ?" said the man, |ooking confused. "You mean, the beings who
bui | t

this place? No. They are far older than I|."

"Then how did you get in here?"

"That's quite a story," said the man.

"W'd like to hear it," said Took. "As well as your name and who you
are."

"My nane?" The nman smiled. He seened to find that amusing. "A nane.
What

good will a nanme do you, if you have never heard of ne?"

"We, uh, have to have something to call you," said Took. "Wy not use
your

nanme?"

"Hm good point," said the man, still |ooking anused. "You want to know

who | an®"

"Yes, " said Took. Wiy did they have to coax himso nuch just to get
hi s

nane? "lInspire us," he said, half sarcastically.



A wave of something struck Took. Suddenly, he felt taller, nore
confi dent,

stronger and nore assured of hinself than he had ever been. Positive

energy infused him It was as if someone had flipped a switch from
ni ght

into day. Suddenly, he felt... inspired.

"You may call me Inspir."

"The shuttle and its escort are returning," said Captain Dulin. "They

found a nonument, and the survey team nake inmage recordings of its

mar ki ngs. "

"CGood good," said the War Admiral, studying a file on his screen.

"One nore thing," said Dulin. "They're bringi ng back a passenger."

"A passenger ?"

"They found soneone on the planet," said Dulin. "An old man."

"On an enpty planet?"

"Yes," said Dulin. "There's nore. They found hi minside the nonunment."

"I NSI DE t he nonunent?" said the War Admiral. Dulin had his ful
attention

now. "How did they get inside?"

To save time, Dulin showed the War Admiral the prelimnary report that

Took had filed fromthe surface, everything fromthe musical snowfl akes
to

their encounter with Inspir. The War Admiral noticed, however, that

somet hi ng about Took's report seened a bit... odd. It was filled with a

tone he couldn't quite identify, but one that he wasn't expecting, not

from Took.

Pr of essor Stevenson had scanned Inspir on the surface and reported that

Inspir, if that was his real name, registered as a human, but that
nmeant

nothing; if this was a Chent, he certainly would be able to fool their

scanners. A human certainly would not be found sl eeping inside a
nonunent

on an enpty planet, far outside known space. No, this Inspir was
sonet hi ng

el se. But would he be friendly, or hostile?

This was sonmething that the War Admiral had not considered. He had
hoped

to find ancient cities, or equally ancient ships of the Chent,
abandoned

and enpty, whose technology they could tap into. But it never occurred
to

hi mthat one of the Chent would still be alive. If this was a Chent,
and

it proved hostile, they could all be in great danger. And this great

danger was currently in a shuttle docking in Bay 2. The War Admiral

t hought about it for a nmonent, weighed the risks, then called Captain

Dulin on the comm Preparations would have to be made. ..

Took escorted Inspir to the War Admiral's quarters. He was talking a
mile

a mnute, giving Inspir a rough outline of their situation. "The

I nsect oi ds have been pursuing us for nonths, and their fleets keep

appearing fromnowhere. We're fighting them but-"

At that nonment they cane to the War Adniral's office. The door opened
and

the War Admiral stood there, waiting for him

"Come in," said the War Adnmiral. He | ooked at Took, who automatically

started to follow. "Alone," he frowned.

"Ch. CK," said Took, crestfallen

Inspir entered, the door closing behind him

The feeling cane at the same tinme the man entered the room It was as



i f
the War Admiral felt a splash of warmwater on his body. No, that

wasn' t
quite right; warm water woul d make himfeel unexpectedly wet, sonething
that would cause himto recoil. The closest way to describe it would be

feeling of something that energized the War Adnmiral, that rmade him
t hi nk
nore clearly than he had in days, and that for the first time in sone

tine

filled himw th real hope. And the oddest thing about it, was that he
had

experi enced these feelings before..

And then there was the man hinmsel f, bearded, in robes, watching North

quietly as if assessing the affect on him Could this Inspir be unaware
of

the effect he had? Could it be unintentional? Al nost certainly not.

The roomwas silent for a noment as each stared at the other, as if the

first person who spoke would | ose a certain tactical advantage; or
maybe,

Inspir was just used to the effect he had on people, and was expecting

t he

War Adnmiral to be as tal kative as |day Took was.

But the War Admiral pursed his lips and said nothing.

Inspir finally broke the spell. He smled slightly, as if conceding the

point to the War Admiral. "So you nust be War Admiral Norman North," he

sai d.

"And you must be Inspir," said the War Admiral

"That's what you can call ne, now " said Inspir. "Though the nane
doesn' t

really matter; a nmeasure of a being is what he does, not what he is."

"A being?" said the War Admiral, still not trusting the energized
feeling

he was experiencing. "You appear human, |ike us."

"Thi ngs appear in nmany ways to nmany people,"” said Inspir, sitting down
in

a chair in front of the War Admiral's desk. "Are you fleeing fromthe

I nsectoi ds, or noving towards sonething? Two perceptions, fromthe sane

action.”

"W are in search of technology that will help us repel the
| nsectoi ds, "

said the War Admiral

"l understand," said Inspir. "I also cannot help you with that."

"Cannot ?" said the War Admiral. "Or will not?"

"Look at me, War Admiral," said Inspir. "Do | come equipped with
machi nes

that will help you defeat your enemi es?" He gestured to his robes. "By
now

your peopl e have searched further into what you quaintly call a
nonunent .

Have you found any technical equiprment there?"

"No," said the War Adnmiral. "Aside fromthe roomyou were found in,
there

appears to be nothing else.” He |l et an obvious question slide, and took

another tact. "But if you could direct us to other planets, where

technol ogy exists--"

"I"'mafraid | can't help you with that, War Admiral," said Inspir. "Al
ny

information is woefully out of date. And I'mnot fanmiliar with this
cor ner



of this gal axy."
This galaxy? Not famliar? Then what was he doi ng here? And how did he

get

here wi thout knowi ng the area through which he traveled to get here?

Inspir intruded into his thoughts by speaking again. "And in any event,

that's not what | do."

"What DO you do?" said the War Admiral, speaking with enphasis.

"I help people,"” said Inspir. "I can help you, War Adnmiral."

"Wth what ?"

"Wth your guilt, for one thing."

The War Adniral showed no outward reaction

"Cuilt about what?" North asked.

"Let us not play ganmes, War Admiral,"” said Inspir. North glanced, ever
so

nmonentarily, at the blank comm screen on the far wall. Inspir caught
hi s

gl ance and | ooked straight at the screen, and smled for a nmonent. Then
he

turned back to North.

"Not very trusting, are you?" said Inspir.

"You're a conpletely unknown entity. How trusting can | be?" said
Nor t h.

"True, the external nonitoring is only prudent, though |I would |ike us
to

have a monment of privacy," said Inspir, raising an eyebrow slightly.

In Captain Dulin's quarters, the visual feed to the Wr Adnmiral's
quarters

suddenly went static. He tried to adjust the controls, but the inmage

woul dn't return.

Dulin | ooked at Commander Wen. "Perhaps we should wait.....

"We can't risk it," said Wen. "That's the War Admiral in there! Oder
t he

marines in now "

Dulin frowned. If Inspir took the War Admiral as a hostage, or even
noved

to harmhim.. but at the same tinme, sending in the troops could nake

matters even worse. Wiy had he ever agreed to let this alien see the

Adm ral al one?

Cursing, Dulin touched a link on his desk. "Mjor Fortran! Have the

security squad assenble outside the War Admiral's quarters on the
doubl e! "

"I"'msorry | had to do that, but | think we need a minute of privacy,"
said I nspir.
"Do what?" said the War Admiral, unaware of what had just happened.
"Pl ease, War Admiral. | know you had your associates nonitoring this
conversation froma renote | ocation. Very smart, actually, and a
reasonabl e precaution,” said Inspir. "Assuming, that is, that |

coul dn't
get to themas well.’

He stood up, and took a step towards North, and

t hen
anot her. . ..
The security squad forned outside of North's quarters, followed by a
breat hl ess Maj or Fortran.
"Do we go in, sir?" said Lieutenant Dol enk
Fortran bit his Iip, looking at the door. "Qur orders are to wait for
t he

Captain."
The War Admiral felt that feeling wash over himagain, the feeling



of ...
i nspiration. Suddenly, he felt his creativity hei ghtened, his thinking
abilities nultiplied, and along with it, his sense of hope

st r engt hened.
But he struggled to remain outwardly calm
"That wasn't quite true, what you said before," said Inspir. "About ne
bei ng an unknown entity." He took another step, and then another one,
until he was face to face with the War Admiral. The War Admiral didn't

flinch.

"No?" said the War Admiral

"No," said Inspir. "Waile it's true, you've never net me before, | can
see..."

"I've met soneone else..." said the War Admiral

"Someone simlar, just like me," Inspir suggested.

"Yes," said the War Admiral. "lI'mstarting to renenber now...."

Captain Dulin arrived breathless outside the War Admiral's quarters,

foll owed by Conmander Wen. The tactical team was assenbl ed and ready.

"Captai n?" said Major Fortran.

Dulin considered a split nmonent, then nodded.

"Stand aside, sir."

Fortran pal med the door. It didn't open. He nodded to Dulin, who
activated

the override code. The door stayed cl ose.

Now North saw this stranger, no |onger a stranger, in an entirely new

light. "So what are you?" North asked.

"What am | ?" The question seenmed to puzzle Inspir for a nmonent. "Didn't

you figure it out when you net ny previous number? O are you stil

testing ne? Very well, | will answer it, for what | amis the nost

intelligent question you have asked since | canme in here. |'m an
admrer.

And I'ma helper. | adnmire certain kinds of individuals, and races, and
I

hel p them"

"Hel p them how?"

"You have already seen that. | help you help yourself; the best kind of

help there is. I've been doing it for a long time--though | haven't

done
it for along tine. You' re right to be wary; there are many, many
ot hers
out there besides nyself who call it their mssion to help others, but
who
end up hurting nuch nore than they help, just as |I'm al nost equally
sure,
fromwhat little |I've | earned, that there are others hel ping those you
call the Insectoids. But their help is different fromny help. | don't
provide help in force of arnms, or weapons, or assist in subjugating
another race. | help people tap into a greater part of their potenti al
such as during-" and he purposely stopped speaking.
North spoke up. "The arrival of the fleet at Yartagia."
"The arrival of the fleet at Yartagia," said Inspir, filling it with
significance as he said it. "I don't know precisely what happened
t here,
but I can see you have encountered one of ny kind before. Fromthe
state

of your fleet, and your hone worlds, | can see you need a lot of help,

even fromthe little I now know | can see the scal es have been tipped

drastically against your favor by one of mnmy opposite nunbers. | am
goi ng

to fix that."

North raised an eyebrow, but didn't ask the obvi ous question



"You will see," said Inspir. "I can only stay a short while, if you

will
have ne." Inspir | ooked towards the door. "They're getting ready with
cutting tools. W'd better energe if we don't want them danagi ng your
door, shouldn't we?"
One of Fortran's nmen was ainming the laser torch at the door when it
unexpect edl y opened. Everyone stood speechl ess as Inspir wal ked out,
| ooki ng unconcerned at the heavily arned squad that was assenbl ed.
Dulin and Wen rushed in. "War Admiral, are you-"
North held up a restraining hand. "lI'mall right. Everything' s fine.
Qur
guest will be staying with us for a while."
Dulin and Wen exchanged gl ances. Had this nysterious Inspir gotten to
t he

War Adnmiral ?

As a concession to Dulin, North agreed that Inspir should have an
escort.

Dulin figured that if anyone would be imune to the effects of Inspir,
it

woul d be the Ken Pilot. The Ken Pilot had been the [east effected on
t he

pl anet surface, and it was he who was detailed to acconpany | nspir
around

t he ship.

"I don't amaze you," said Inspir.

"No," said the Ken Pilot.

"I don't surprise you."

"No. "

"Or even interest you."

"No. "

"That interests me," said Inspir, looking closely at the Ken Pilot.
"It's

as if part of your mnd has been burned out, or shut down."

"Correct."

"Well, then your Captain Dulin was right, you're a very suitable
escort,"

said I nspir.

Inspir's first stop was a thorough debriefing with Professor Stevenson
and

his staff.. Inspir was friendly but not particularly hel pful. How did
he

get into the monument? The details were vague in his nmind. Wiere did he

cone fron? That was a long tine ago. How | ong had he been asl eep? He

wasn't really sure

He was obvi ously being evasive, but that didn't seemto irritate the

Prof essor or his colleagues; in fact, they beamed as Inspir tal ked, and

the conversation soon changed to other topics.

"Do you realize howinportant your work is here?" said Inspir. "You are

the nmost inportant people not just in this fleet, but in your Alliance.

Your War Admiral has put a lot of faith in you to | ocate new t echnol ogy

that can help you fight your enemes."

"Yes, well, we're doing the best we can," said the Professor

"You're worried," said Inspir. "Worried that you won't find what you're

| ooking for, worried that if you do find it, you won't be able to
deci pher

the workings of such radically different technol ogy."

"Yes, that is a concern,"” said Stevenson, |ooking unconfortable.

"But you are anong the top scholars in your Alliance, are you not?"

Cauti ous nods. "No one can do nore than you can. Al you can do is your

best. "



"But what if we fail?" came a timd voice in the crowd of schol ars.

"As long as you're all alive, you haven't failed," said Inspir. "Each
day

that you survive is another victory over the Insectoids. Were there is

life, there is hope. Were there is another day, there is hope."

A murnur seened to travel over the crowd of scholars and scientists.

Inspir turned to the Ken Pilot, who | ooked bored. "W may go now. "

They wandered around the G ory, seemingly at random visiting different

crew decks and duty stations. Sometines Inspir would sinply walk by a

room or other times he would purposely stop and talk to crewnenbers;

usual |y, before he entered a room He roaned one of the hanger decks,

the Ken Pilot following silently in tow The Ken Pilot didn't seemto
giving up his free tine to follow himaround. The truth of the matter

that the Ken Pilot didn't seemto care much either way.
I nspir wal ked anong the |ong rows of WIdcats awaiting maintenance and
i nspection. He cast a glance at nenbers of the flight crew, all of whom
st opped what they were doing and | ooked up when I nspir wal ked by. The
sound of his footsteps wasn't what did it; it was the sense and feeling
of
hope in the air, like a splash of warmwater, that attracted everyone's
attention. Inspir gave a snile and a nod as he wal ked by, or stopped to
speak a word or two, but didn't stop for long until he reached a
W | dcat
where the tech working on it didn't | ook up as he approached.
Inspir stood still as the tech continued working for a few seconds on
t he
fighter's left wing. Then he stiffened, stopped what he was doi ng, and
turned around. It was Zetho Arkasian, the deputy chief armanents
of ficer
in Bay One.
He | ooked at Inspir. Inspir |ooked back at him The Ken Pilot, as

usual ,

didn't nake introductions or say anything. After staring at Inspir for
a

nmonent, Zetho grow ed, "I don't need an audience,"” and started to turn

back to his work.

"But you do need appreciation," said Inspir, speaking for the first
tine.

"Eh?" said Zetho, turning around again.

"You' ve gotten so used to being unappreciated that you bottle up the

resentnment within you," said Inspir.

"Huh?" grunted Zetho. "Yeah."

"When in reality, you have one of the nost inportant jobs here," said

Inspir. "Even |, a conplete stranger, can see that."

"Yeah," said Zetho, considering.

"Wthout you, none of these ships could fly," said Inspir. "Wthout
you,

fighters would be mal functioning in conbat, exposing pilots to
unnecessary

risk. Wthout you, ordinance wouldn't detonate properly. You are, |

bel i eve, the forenost ordi nance expert on the Gory."

"Yeah," said Zetho. Then, "Wo are you?"

Inspir put an armon Zetho's shoul der. "Just someone who cares," he
sai d

quietly. Zetho felt the warnth radiate within him He felt a new
ener gy,

as if he didn't have to force hinmself to do his job anynore, as if he



could prep a hundred ships with all the energy he now had within him
because he knew he was doing it for a higher purpose. He got to his

feet,
and, whistling for the first tine in years, started for one of the too
banks.
Inspir turned to the Ken Pilot, a broad snile on his w se face.
"Don't even think of touching me," said the Ken Pilot, speaking for the
first tinme.
Hal f Commander Stacy Wen | ooked around the bridge of the dory.
Everyone
was calmy manning their controls. The War Admiral was nowhere in site.
Probably in his office, getting ready for the staff neeting. She
qui ckl'y
sat down in her chair next to Dulin, who was studying a duty report.
"What are we going to do?" she hissed.
Dulin pretended to keep reading his report. "This is not the place or
t he
time."
"Make time," Wen hissed.
Dulin | ooked up fromhis report and raised his voice. "Commander, would
you acconpany ne to my office. 1'd like to go over a fewitenms in this
report."
They went to the Captain's office, just off the bridge. The dory,
designed to have both a conmandi ng Admral and a Captain onboard, had
bot h
an Admral's and a Captain's office just off the main bridge. Wen had
an
official office too, but that was several |evels bel owdeck
As soon as the doors had closed behind themDulin turned to Wen. "Now,
Conmander, what do you have to say?"
"The War Adnmiral has given that alien free run of the ship. He's been
goi ng around mani pul ating the crew. "
" Mani pul ati ng?"
"Feeding them a fal se euphoria," said Wen. "He's |like a narcotic."
"The War Admiral doesn't seem concerned."
"That's because he's been affected too," said Wen.
Dulin considered. "Wat would you have nme do?"
"Put sone constraints on this Inspir. Confine him or better yet, drop
hi m
of f where he cane from"
"And violate the War Admral's orders?" Dulin said. "Or were you al so
suggesting | relieve himof duty?"
Wen opened her nouth and then closed it. She hadn't thought that far
ahead. Suddenly, they heard Lieutenant Shishman's voice over the comm
"Captain Dulin, Conmander Wen, please report to the war room"™
Al the senior fleet officers were gathered there. "Now that we're al
assenbl ed, we can begin," said the War Admiral, eyeing Dulin and Wen
coming in last. They took the only remaining seats, next to the
hol ogr am
of Captain Harkness of the Blue Luna. He always liked to sit near the
end

of the table, by the door, even when he only appeared in hol ogram form
Most of the fleet officers were present in hologramformfromtheir own
shi ps; obviously, this was not considered to be one of the nore vita

neeti ngs.
They coul dn't have been nore w ong.
"Centlenen," said the War Admiral. "The nost vital repairs on our ships

are conplete. W can now get under way." A three dinmensional star chart
appeared on his screen. "The last known | ocation of the Insectoid fleet
was here," he said, indicating a flashing sector



"So we should probably head in the opposite direction,"” said Captain
Bennett of the Half Carrier Anory Til. His hologramflickered slightly

due

to nomentary interference with his signal

"Not the direct opposite," said Captain Harkness. "That's the first
pl ace

they' Il 1 ook."

"I propose we nove here," said the War Admiral, pointing to the
fl ashi ng

sector where they had | ast seen the Insectoids.

"You want to nove to their |ast known | ocation?" Bennett said. "Wy?"

"To attack," said the War Adniral

"Seeing the losses they inflicted on us the last time, do you think it's
a

good i dea-"

"Yes," said the War Admiral. "I realize that our goal is survival, not

conbat. Each tine we engage in battle we sustain | osses that cannot be

repl eni shed. Nevertheless, |I'mconvinced it's best that we seek them
out,

rather than wait for themto find us. If you'll recall, the core of
their

fleet are a nunber of super battleships that are capabl e of causing us
a

great damage if they get close. If they find us and take us by surprise

again, we'll sustain heavy casualties, again."

The War Admiral turned to the map, and a nunber of fighter synbols

appeared on the screen. "But we al so have a significant advantage. W
have

fighters and they don't. My intention is to |locate themfirst, froma

di stance, and to send our fighters in to destroy them wi thout risking
any

of our capital ships. That way we can destroy them safely, froma
di stance, with a mni mum of |osses."
There was a nurnuring around the room They hadn't gone on the

of f ensi ve
in sone tine. Their primary goal had been escape, not conbat. Their
confidence, shattered by the loss of their hone worlds, had reduced

t hem

to flight. This was a new nentality, a new way of thinking, and they
had

to adjust to that.

"What if in trying to locate themthey |locate us first?" one of the

capt ai ns asked.

"It's a risk, but seeing as we have fighters to engage in recon and
t hey

don't, again we have the advantage," said North. "W'Ill send out
el enent s

of two full squadrons in every direction to search, and have the ot her
squadrons ready to launch on a nonent's notice."
The capt ai ns | ooked around and nodded. The War Admiral's plan was
risky,
but it also made sense. North, seeing fromtheir expressions that he
had
forned a consensus, nodded. "Captain Dulin and Col onel Darley will
coordinate our efforts with the squadrons on the Anory Til and on the
ot her capital ships. Dismssed."” The hol ograns shi nmrered out of
exi st ence,
leaving North in a nearly enpty roomwi th Dulin, Wen, and Col one
Darl ey.
Darl ey excused hinsel f, saying he had to prepare the m ssion schedul es.



he

Nort h nodded, and turned to | ook out the wi ndows at the stars. "Yes?"

said, to the two silent officers behind him

"An attack is a very provocative ganble," said Wen.

"Yes, it is," said North.

"I have to wonder how rmuch of it is your idea," said Wen.
"Commander!" said Dulin sharply.

"No," said North, raising a hand. "If | can't encourage ny cl osest
officers to speak freely, then we're in worse trouble than | thought."

turned away fromthe wi ndow and | ooked at Wen. "Continue, Comander."
"What happened during the eighty eight seconds you were

of f-surveill ance

gi vi ng

with this Inspir?" Wen asked.
Nort h rai sed an eyebr ow
"This Inspir has been roam ng around the ship, raising norale and

everyone new found confi dence. "
"And you object to this?" North asked.
"I think he did the same thing to you," said Wen. "I think he's

setting

pl ace

us up for a trap, making us overconfident enough to attack in a set

and tinme of the Insectoids' choosing."
"Hm" said the War Admiral. "And why do you think this thought didn't
occur to nme?"

Wen swal | owed. "You're obviously being, well, influenced by him" Her

voice trailed off.

"I nfluenced, or controlled?" said the War Admiral. "Because if you
bel i eve

coul d

ny

why

t hat

f aced

that he's working for the Insectoids, and he controls ne, you're being
very, very foolish to confront me with your suspicions directly. |

have you arrested and confined until the attack. No one would question

orders." He glanced at Dulin, as if to assess whether Dulin al so shared
her convicti ons.
Wen gul ped. "W... | hope you're nerely influenced, Admral. That's

" m bringing my concerns to you directly."

"I nfluenced, then," said the War Admiral, |ooking nore at ease. "In
regard, then, you're correct. | have been influenced, just as you are
i nfl uenced whenever you listen to anyone else's opinion or |ine of
reasoni ng."

"Not in the same way," said Wen.

"No, not in the sane way," said the War Adnmiral. "But | haven't becone
blind follower. My ability to reason is intact... and, just as
importantly, so is ny menory. | take it that neither of you were in

service during our conflict at Yartagia?"
Dulin and Wen shook their heads.
"I was," said the War Admiral. "It was a tough time. Qur fleet was

by superior numbers, and had just been defeated in battle. It was a
turning point in the war. If our fleet were w ped out, well, our
homewor | ds woul d' ve been next."

"And then a nysterious nman appeared, just like Inspir. He gave us hope,
and courage, and the will to fight back. And we did."

"And Yartagia went down as one of the greatest victories in history,"



sai d

sane

t ech
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he

Wer e

good

Pil ot.

Wen. "So this Inspir is that same man?"
"No," said the War Admral. "This one is different. But he's fromthe

group. "

"G oup? The Chent?"

The War Adnmiral shook his head. "An old race, but not as old as the
Chent . "

"How can you be sure that this Inspir is fromthat race?" Wen asked.
"Because," said the War Adnmiral, "The feeling | get is famliar."
The fleet nmoved into position over the next two days. The Anory Ti

| aunched two dozen fighters, a mixture of Wldcats and ol der Lancers,

every spherical direction away fromthe fleet, in search of the
I nsectoids. The effects of Inspir's visit seemed to be visible on the
crew. The fighter pilots grew nore confident; the productivity of the

crews increased 20% and even the noral e of the non-conmbat support
i nproved. Inspir was even seen in other ships of the fleet, even though

never left the Aory. Pilots on the Anory Til reported waking up in the
norni ng renenbering strange, inspirational dreams, telling themthey

i nportant defenders of the fleet and that they had the ability to keep
everyone safe; gun crews on the other warships reported simlar
experiences. And lday Took resolved to start his newscast.

"-but Captain Dulin said no," said he. They were sitting in their crew
quarters, arguing once again about this.

"For the last time, Obe, he didn't say no, he just said it wasn't a

i dea," said Took. "That's not a no."
"Then go and do it then," said Cbe.
"l need a camera man," said Took

"Ch no, you're not getting me mxed up in this one," said Gbe. "I'm not
going to carry a heavy canera-"
"One ounce-"

"Around and get into trouble as well."
"It's your friend," said a fanm liar voice.
They both turned to see Inspir standing there, trailed by the Ken

How | ong had they been standi ng there?

"“Your friend needs your help," said Inspir.

he' s opposition seened to nelt away at the sight of Inspir, but a
stubborn kernal of it remained. "Yeah, but the Captain said-"
"He's trying to do sone good," said Inspir. "He's trying to raise

nor al e,

to bring a sense of conmunity to your fleet. You' re all that's left of
free humanity; an unpl anned conmunity of several dozen shi ps,

splintered

t hat

and shattered and di sconnected. He's trying to build a unifying force

can bring you all together."

“Uh...."
"He's your friend," Inspir repeated. "WIIl you hel p hinP"
oe blinked. "Ok, |, uh, guess I'Il give it atry."

"Very good," said Inspir, putting a fatherly armon Obe's shoul der. He
turned to Took. "You're doing good work. And | can see it's only the
begi nni ng. Al though you excel at it, your skills are al nost wasted as a
fighter pilot."



"I anP They are?" said Took, a bit confused.

"Your skill is not unlike nmine," said Cbe. "Inprovement of the spirit."
"Li ke you?" said Took

"A bit | ess devel oped," said Obe. "But you have that vital spark within
you. Never let it die."

And with that he turned away.

"See (be," said Took, when Inspir had gone. He beaned. "I have a vita
spark."

"Just don't start a fire," Obe grunbled.

Wen pulled the closings on her uniformas she dashed on the bridge.
"Sorry I"'mlate," she told Dulin.

"Had trouble waking up?" Dulin inquired.

"You might say that," said Wen.

"Want to talk about it?" Dulin asked.

"No," said Wen, reddening. She changed the subject. "Has anyone seen

t he

War Admiral ?"

The War Admiral sat behind a row of containers in one of the @ory's
vast

cargo holds. It was a giant sized room but filled to capacity, making
it

seemvery, very snmall. He cane to places like this to think, sonmetines.

O her times he wandered around enpty corridors or roons, pacing back
and

forth, to think, to think.

"Perhaps |'mlosing ny touch," canme a voice.

The War Admiral | ooked around. Inspir was standing there.

"I thought | ordered David Norman to acconpany you wherever you went,"
he

sai d.

"He did," said Inspir.

"Wl | ?" said the War Adniral

"I"'mwith himnow " said Inspir. "He's asleep, on his bed in the crew

quarters, and I'mlying in a cot right next to him™"

"I see," said the War Adnmiral. "Am 1 asleep as well?"

"No," said Inspir, frowmming as if this were an odd question. "No, you
are

reliving your guilt while you are w de awake."

"My guilt?"

"It seeps out of you--your recent feelings of guilt because of your
crew

| osses. But that only touches on your deeper guilt."

"The anmbush at Vitalics. The loss of our fleet. The | oss of our

homewor | ds," said North. "How did you know?"

"I didn't," said Inspir. Then he added, "You cannot consune yoursel f
with

guilt."”

“I'f I had acted, | m ght have been able to prevent it."

"Possibly," said Inspir. "What do you estinmate your chances for success

woul d' ve been."

"Small," said North. "I would have had to effectively stage a coup
agai nst

the Alliance. But a small chance of success would have been better than

this," he said, indicating his surroundings.

"Real ly? If you had failed, would any portion of your fleet had
survi ved?

O woul d everyone around you be either dead, or enslaved?" said Inspir.

"You believe that you are your race's only chance to regain their
freedom

If that is true, your survival was essential, and by not acting, you



did

the right thing."

"But what if-"
"What if, what if, what if," said Inspir. "Let yourself be paral yzed by
the past and there will be no future. Let us assune that you were w ong

and shoul d have acted. Does that negate your obligations in the

future?"

you

" Spec

t he

Wer e

Nort h nmuttered sonet hi ng.
"You and | know that you are best able to lead this fleet. Do not
i ncapacitate yourself and allow yourself the luxury of guilt. Do what

do best," said Inspir.

"I's that what you tell everyone?" said North, cracking a small snile
"Only those who do the right kind of things,"” said Inspir. "I am needed
el sewhere tonight. Think on what | have said."

The followi ng norning a fateful report cane in fromone of the scouts.
"Fighter 8 fromthe Til's Lancer D squadron reports a sighting," said
Li eut enant Shishman, illumnating a section of the bridge's floating
hol ogr aphi ¢ map

The War Adnmiral sw veled his conmand chair to face Shishman.
fics?"

said the War Admi ral sharply.

Shi shman listened to the comm "...five battleships... three
battl ecruisers... five heavy cruisers... ten |lesser ships....'
The War Admiral turned to Colonel Darley. "Launch all fighters. Aert

fighters on the other ships.”

As Took clinbed into his 150-B cockpit he felt a surge of elation.
Finally, they were going to get to strike back. As he prepared to close
the cockpit Zetho poked his head in. "Hey, you know t hat problem you

having with your tactical display?"

"Yeah." It had been flickering for several nonths at odd tinmes. Zetho
never the time or the resources to find out what was wong with it.

"I figured it out, late |last night; some of the circuitry from

adj oi ni ng

fist.

t he

systenms wasn't properly insulated. It's fixed now "
"Great!" said Took.
"Good | uck," said Zetho, banging on the hull of the 150-B with his

Took gave the thunbs up signal and | aunched.
Strictly speaking, only the Defenders and the four EC "\Wal es", |arge
fighter dreadnaught ships, were designated as bonbers. But seeing that

Insectoid fleet had no fighter protection, the War Admiral had ordered
nearly all Wldcat and fighter ships to be equi pped with bottom nounted
m ssil e racks. These sl owed the ships down and nmade them | ess

maneuver abl e

"t

in conbat, but would enable themto strike heavy bl ows agai nst the
Insectoid capital ships. Only a single squadron, W/Ildcat "A", was
designated strictly for fighter escort.

"Just ny luck," grunmbled Took. "Everyone but ne gets to bl ow up
somet hi ng. "

ne checked to nake sure that he was on a private circuit with Took

makes sense; the War Admiral wants his best fighters available for
escort."
"Escort? Escort agai nst what?" Took said. "They don't have any

fighters."

"Check your scopes!" said Obe suddenly. "W're in range.”



The outer edges of the Insectoid fleet was appearing on their scopes. A
wave of fighters was approachi ng them
"Where are they fronP" said Took. "One or two of those capital ships

nmust

have had a squadron tucked into their |anding bays."

Then he counted the nunber of fighters approaching and knew he was
W ong.

A nmomrent | ater, when a new ship showed up on extrenme sensor range, he
knew

where the truth lay. "Aory, this is Captain Took! They have thensel ves
a

flat top!"

North took the news calmy on the bridge. One standard carrier. They
wer e

called flat tops because of the absence of heavy guns on the outer
hul I .

Only a few carrier/battleship conbinations |like the dory had heavy
guns

on their exteriors.

"Shall we order one or two additional squadrons to jettison their
mssile

| oads and revert to CAP?" Dulin asked.

North considered for a monment. The fewer the number of fighters they
had

on the attack, the less of a chance they woul d have to pernanently
destr oy

this pursuing fleet. North | ooked up. Inspir was on the bridge. Inspir
was

| ooki ng purposefully away, and wouldn't neet his eye.

"War Admiral ?"

Nort h | ooked back at Dulin. "No. Continue as planned."

"Well, that's just great," said Took. "Four of their squadrons agai nst
one

of ours." He checked the sensors. They were close; in seconds they
woul d

be in battle.

"A minute ago you were conpl aining that you weren't going to see any

action at all," said Obe.

"It never drizzles but it always pours,” said Took. "Let's go get'm"

Wl dcat A engaged the lead fighters, two squadrons fromthe Insectoid
flat

top. There weren't enough Wl dcats on CAP to engage both squadrons; so

some of the Insectoids got through to the Defenders and the converted

Wl dcats. But the Insectoid fighters couldn't get a clean shot at any
of

t he opposing ships; they were weaving and bobbing crazily, despite
their

reduced maneuverability. Finally the Insectoids got a clean shot off at

one of the Defender's, shredding a heavily arnored wi ng, but by that
tine

Wl dcat A had finished clearing away the first squadron--and in record
tinme too.

Took found hinself flying better than he ever had before. He picked off
one, two, three Insectoid ships in a row, in rapid succession

single-fire

shots. And he wasn't the only one. It was as if the whol e squadron was
flying with the proficiency of the Ken Pilot.

The third and fourth I nsectoid squadrons cl osed, but not before the

W dcats reached weapons range. On Col onel Darley's orders half of them
| aunched their mssiles at extrene range, freeing themto take on the



addi ti onal squadrons.

It was a slaughter. Not a single fighter was lost in the ensuing
dogfi ght,

and only two fighters were | ost when they went in for close attack
Once

the Defenders and the rest of the WIldcats got close they |aunched
their

m ssiles at the other capital ships, and then switched to | asers.

Insect oid battleships burst in a wave of explosions. Even their
m ghti est

batt! eshi ps were being blown to pieces. In nmonents, four of the five

batt! eships were crippled and the fifth was heavily damaged. The
fighters

turned their attention to the supporting ships, who had been targeted
with

fewer m ssile salvos.

Meanwhi | e the Whal es, giant heavily arnmored multicrew fighters,
| aunched

their first salvo at the mddle of the Insectoid flat top. The missiles

burst at one point and their conbined force split the giant ship in
t wo.

The Whal es next turned on the surviving battlecruisers and heavy
Crui sers.

"...all capital ships destroyed or crippled... all enemy fighters
destroyed... only four fighters lost," said Lieutenant Shishman,
readi ng
the action reports al oud.
There was a deafening cheer on the bridge. The crew actually cl apped as
the War Admiral stood up fromhis chair. They all knew whose idea this
battl e was.
"Thank you, thank you," said the War Admiral. He | ooked genuinely
pl eased.
"I appreciate it, thank you." He turned to Captain Dulin. "The bridge

is

yours." The War Admiral retired to his office.

He wasn't surprised to find Inspir there, waiting for him

"Just like before,"” said the War Adniral

"Just like before," said Inspir. "And now | rnust |eave."

"Just like before,” the War Admiral repeated.

"Yes," said Inspir. "Your people rmust not cone to rely on ne, like a

crutch; my role is only to show t hem what they can do."

"Where will you go now?" North asked.

"I sense | am needed el sewhere,"” said Inspir. "I would like to take one
of

your shuttles. Unfortunately, there will be no way for me to return
it."

North didn't ask where Inspir would go in a short-range shuttle. But he

nodded. "I1'Il have one prepped and readied for you."

"Before | go, | have a fewthings to tell you, about the current path
you

are heading on." And then he said a fewthings that had little

significance to North at the time, but, as it turned out, would have

trenmendous inportance later. In particular, he warned the War Admira
of

ot her aliens he mght encounter. "You may find others who want to help

you. But the kind of help they may offer may not permt you the free

choi ce of accepting or rejecting,” said Inspir. "And the kind of help
t hey

of fer may be intended to help them nore than you. Be wary of them"
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That sounded omi nous "If they are as powerful as you, how can we resi st
then?" North asked.
Inspir stared at North. "Look inside yourself. There you will find al

strength you need."

The shuttle [aunched fromthe Aory's Bay 3 and headed away fromthe
fleet.

"Where can he go in such a short range ship, sir?" Dulin asked,

ng

the tracking displays.

"The bridge is yours, Captain,"” said North, returning to his office.
The shuttle left their sensor range shortly before it reached the
outskirts of the solar systemwhere Took, Obe and the Ken Pil ot had

I nspir. The ship touched down on the same field on the sane pl anet

they had | anded. Inspir made his way to the monunment and, with a

e

of his hand, opened a panel and entered inside of it.

He found hinmself in a very different roomfromthe one that Took and

had explored, one filled with a frame of sone sort set against a wall

some very sophisticated and alien | ooking controls. Inspir nmade sone
adjustrents to the controls and the frane [it up, showing a different
background agai nst the far wall. Inspir calmMy walked to the frane and
then through it. Behind him the frame darkened, the wall returned to
normal, and the machinery went silent.

Chapter 3
A War Admiral And Hi s Dog
"Two full fleets, destroyed!" Queen Zsst raged. "How can one small

fleet without reinforcement cause so nuch danage?"

"War Admiral Norman North," said Admiral Stay. Stay was one of her npst
brilliant admirals. She spoke sinply and to the point.

Nor man North. Queen Zsst knew the nanme well. She used her higher brain
functions to calmherself, and considered for a monment. North's fleet

al ready well outside their space; further resources would be a waste of
effort. Tine to cut the |osses.
Anot her one of her aides, Admiral Zsss, suggested as much, "W have

enough time and effort on this pitiful eneny," said Zsss. "Let us turn
to-"

"No," said a vaoice.

The hooded figure of Baracki entered the room "You nust continue to
pursue them "

"Why?" said Zsss. "They are far from our space now, and, according to
reports, heading even farther out. It would take themmonths sinply to
return to regions under our control. W waste vital resources sending
fleets in pieceneal to attack us. If they ever returned, we could
concentrate all our forces for one mass attack. As it stands now,

however,

and

we have to send our several smaller fleets to track the humans. As they
head farther and farther fromus, they could be anywhere in a | arger

| arger region of space and we have to send nore and nore fleets after
them W currently have two fleets seeking themout; we'd have to send
another two to have any reasonabl e chance of finding themw thin a



year.

And while our fleets represent only a fraction of our strength, they
only

attack in full force."

"They nmust be destroyed," Baracki hissed.

"Why?" Zsss persisted. "They are no threat to us! You have hel ped us,

Baracki, and we are grateful for your help. But we have no further need
of

it

Baracki | ooked at Zsss, and Zsss started to shake. Then there was a

cracki ng sound, and another, and another. One by one Zsss's bones were

bei ng broken. Crack, crack, crack! Zsss's body mass started to decrease
as

it fell into a heap onto the ground. Crack, crack, crack! Zsst's aides

were sickened as they watched but were powerless, or too afraid, to

interfere. Finally, when the body was no nore than a bag of nush on the

ground, Baracki turned to the others.

"I's there anyone el se who rejects ny hel p?"

No one spoke.

"CGood," said Baracki, flicking a pink tongue. He turned to Queen Zsst.

"The human fl eet must be destroyed because they are a threat. Not
t oday,

or tomorrow, or next week or next year, but someday they may return and
be

a threat. Potential threats nust be elimnated."”

"W already have two fleets |looking for them" said Queen Zsst. "W
have

i ncreased ship production to maxi rum but do not yet have the resources
to

send multiple large fleets while nmaintaining an adequate force over our

occupi ed zones and attending to the conquests we are currently naking."

"So you're saying that there's nothing nore you can do now?" said
Bar acki ,

gi ving Zsst a dangerous | ook.

"Wait!" said Admral Stay, stepping forward. "Wiile we build up our
fleet,

there may be other options."

"CGood," said Baracki. He turned to Stay, with a dangerous look in his

eyes. "lInpress ne with your creativity."
* x * * * % *x * *x * % *x * *x * * *x * *x * * *x * *x *x * *x * *x * * *x * * *x *

* % % x * * Fromthe |log of War Admiral Norman North, 1 year after

Vitalics: Things have been very quiet. It's been six nonths since our

encounter with Inspir and the last of the Insectoid fleet. | amnewy

confident that we are far enough away fromtheir region of space to
avoi d

further attack. And yet there nmay be other hostile alien forces out
there

we'll have to face, so we nust stay in a constant state of battle

readi ness. We're already running | ow on supplies. W' re al nost out of

anti-aging serum though fortunately many of us had our boosters, which

are good for 20 or 30 years, relatively recently. After that, we'll

sl ow y

start aging again. |'ve talked with the nmedical staff about synthesizing
a

serum onboard, but we sinply don't have the technical equipnment or the
raw

materials to do so. Mdre imediate is our need for fuel, food, and
parts.

We have successfully converted over the ships to run on hydrogen, which



skimfrom conpati bl e stars and gas giants we cone across. The fue

nmore qui ckly, and causes nore breakdowns in our engines, but at |east

we

are confident of having all the energy we need for the time being. Food
is

a bigger problem The ship farnms are barely produci ng enough to sustain

our needs. |'ve authorized turning enpty cargo sections of the dory
into

farnms, using soil we scooped off of hospitable environnents, and we're
growi ng nmore food, but we still face shortages. We're worse off when it
cones to spare parts. As parts wear out we find that we have nothing to
replace themw th. Already several fighters have been cannibalized to
provide parts for others. Qur |east replaceable parts are
muni ti ons--once
we run out of nissiles, there's no way to manufacture nore of those.
Thank
goodness we haven't had to go into battle for several nonths. And then
there's norale. Mrale sharply inproved during Inspir's visit, but has
gradual | y waned since. |'ve tried to authorize limted shore | eave on
every uni nhabited world we've encountered, but that's only been two in

t he
space of six nonths. And the shore leave is on enpty worlds, offering
little nmore than wal ks anbng vegetation. Captain Took has taken it upon
hinself to inprove norale by |aunching a fleet-wi de vid cast. Sone of
hi s
exposes have been irreverent and "borderline subversive", in the words
of

Captain Dulin, although | secretly enjoyed a parody he did of Col one
Darl ey--Took got his clipped manner of speaking just right. Captain
Dulin
has asked ne for perm ssion to shut down Captain Took's broadcast on
t he
grounds that satire isn't "mlitary", but, quite frankly, we need nore
efforts like Took's, not less. The only other news to report is that
we're
approachi ng a nebul a. Nebul as can contain anything, including a hidden
attack force, so just to be safe |'ve ordered the Blue Luna to go ahead
and check it out first, just to be safe. * * * * * * * % % % x % * % *x *

**************************O-Iceuponatin'g'
t he

War Adnmiral had a dog. It was a small dog, a mutant type 34 Ponerani an

This was centuries ago, during one of his breaks in service. The War

Admiral was very attached to his dog, and kept a hologramof it at his

desk. Whenever he was tense, or tired, he would activate the hol ogram
and

|00kathiscute|itt|edog.**********************

* % * % * *x % * *x % *x * * *x * * *x * *x *

"-1 tell you, Cbe, I'mconvinced it's a conspiracy," said Took
pil oting

his fighter.

"Uh huh," said Obe, flying a few |l engths behind him They were entering

the edge of the nebula, and the foggyness of it prevented themfrom
seei ng

nmore than a few feet around them

"A conspiracy to kill me," said Took for enphasis.

"I mean, why else do they always send nme out on these scouting



m ssi ons?"

Took said. "They always send the Blue Luna out in front, and al ways

send

me out in front of the Blue Luna."

"Don't forget me," said Qhe. "And what about the Ken Pilot?" He gl anced

behi nd him rmaking sure the Ken Pilot's ship was still there.

"No, you're incidental," said Took dismissively. "I'm convinced they
want

to kill me."

"Who?"

"Captain Dulin. Conmander Wen. Probably Colonel Darley too. He's been

after me ever since | broadcast that imtation | did of him"

"Who can bl ane hin®"

"I"'mthe only free press in the fleet, and they want to sil ence ne,"
sai d

Took.

"Have you ever thought there are ways of doing that short of killing
you?"

"Sure, but they don't want it to LOXK like they're silencing ne," said

Took. "If they shut ne down, it |ooks bad for them But if | die in

conbat, or during a freak accident, it's not traceable to them.. get
ny

meani ng?"

"Sure do," said Qhe. "Hey, are your instrunents reading what |'m
readi ng?"

"Not very nuch," said Took. "My sensors can't penetrate very far in-"

"No, | nean the chemnical analysis."

Took | ooked at the chem anal ysis. "Oxygen. Nitrogen. Helium-this stuff
is

breat habl e. What are the odds of that?"

“I"mpicking up gravity too. Al nost one quarter standard G "

"Gravity? This far out?"

"Look!"

Suddenl y, through the clouds, they spotted what | ooked |ike a |andnass.
I't

| ooked al nost |ike solidified clouds.

"You think we can breathe and wal k on that thing?"

"I'n a nebul a?"

"There's only one way to find out," said Took

"Took, no, our instrunents may be wong!"

"I"l1l take a deep breath." Took glanced at the air pressure, naking
sure

it was roughly equivalent to the pressure inside his cockpit. He

decel erated to a sl ow speed. Then he took a deep breath, and pressed
t he

button to open his cockpit.

Exposi ng hinself to outer space.

"Took! Took!"

Took let out a bit of his breath, and took a small breath.

"Took!"

Took took another small breath. It snelled a bit salty, like fresh sea

air. But it snelled fine.

"I"'mstill here," said Took

"That was a crazy risk!"

"Not at all,"” said Took. "Now | can say |I'mthe first person to breath
in

outer space without a suit. Wiy don't we go and check out that

| andmass?"



"No," said he. "Enough with the wild risks. W don't even know if that

is

a landrmass. Let's get out of here and call a research teamto do it

properly."

"Ch... all right," said Took. He angled his ship back in line with
he' s

and Ken Pilot's. "Ready."

"Took? Aren't you forgetting sonething?" Cbe asked.

"Ch. Oh, right," said Took, closing his cockpit. "You know, it's kind
of

nice flying with the wind on your face."

VWen they cleared the nebula they made their report to Captain Harkness
of

the Blue Luna. Wen they suggested they send in a scientific team he

grunted. "Let's check with conmand. "

Much to Took's disappointment, it turned out that they were ordered to

wait for the Aory and the rest of the fleet to catch up. The War
Admira

deci ded he wanted sone of his best scientists on the Aory to check it

out, and so they would have to wait.

"I knew | should have | anded there when |I had the chance,” said Took

" Now

| won't be able to get a scoop on this story!"

"lday, | didn't bring the camera anyway," said Cbe.

"Then it's your negligence," said Took. "You should always bring it
with

you. "

"I'n ny cockpit?"

"A journalist nmust always be prepared,"” said Took

The followi ng day the dory caught up with them Captain Harkness
ordered

addi tional patrols of the nebula, just to nake sure there was not hing
in

there waiting for them The nebula was so large they could only explore
a

small part of it; but they did discover several nore of what | ooked
like

| and nasses, and Took only narrowy avoi ded crashing into one of them

t hat

was obscured by nebul a fog.

When the technical teamfromthe Aory arrived they found that the |and

masses were solid enough for themto | and on, and they |anded on one of

them acconpanied by a squad of marines and Took and oe.

The first thing that Took noticed was how crunchy the ground was, the
way

their feet seened to sink a fewinches into the ground, like it was
sSnow.

They were wearing protective suits, just to be on the safe sides, but
t hey

soon opened up their facepl ates.

It |ooked like an exotic winterland, with snow scul ptures formed in
exotic

shapes around them But when Took tried to touch one of them his hand

al nost went through it. "Hey, what gives?"

One of the scientists checked his scanners. "The substances on this

pl anetoid exist in various nixtures of solid, gas, and liquid form
W're

just lucky we were able to | and our ships on a part that was nore or
| ess

solid."



even

"Hm" said Took, picking up part of the "snow', or whatever it was,
bunching it into a ball, and throwing it at Cbe. The ball dissipated
before it reached him and Obe, |ooking in another direction, didn't

noti ce he had been attacked.

"Well, that was no fun," Took grunbl ed.

The scientists seemed to be having nore fun as they exani ned the

sem -gaseous material the small planetoid was constructed of.

"Great," said Took. "They're playing with the snow and we're standing
around doi ng not hi ng."

"You volunteered us for this duty, renmenber?" said Oobe. "Something about

phot o essay?"
"You're right," said Took. "Even this hunk of snow qualifies as news on

sl ow day. Got your camera, Cbhe?" Cbe held up the canera

"Good. Get a view of the ridge line and the sky behind ne. Ready? Let's
roll."

he nodded, and Took i medi ately went into showran node. "This is

Conmand

scouts

t he

Captain lday Took on the front |lines of exploration, here on the snow
pl anetoid."
A swirling mst seened to gather in the distance behind Took. Obhe saw

through his lense. "Unh, oe."
"Shh! We're taping this,"” said Took. Clearing his throat, he continued,
"Around me we have the wondrous seni-gaseous planetoid that brave

fromthe Blue Luna, nanely nyself and Lieutenant Che-" At this point

swirling gas cloud came closer very quickly, as if it were nmoving
del i berately towards them

"Took!"

"What ?" said Took, dropping his persona. "You know if you keep
interrupting, you're the one who's going to have to edit out-"
"Behind you!" Cbe poi nted.

The swirling cloud was al nost on the scientists, who suddenly j ust

noti ced

and

it themselves. The cloud noved quickly over several of the scientists,

they started screaning

Took and Cbe drew their weapons and started towards the scientists at a
run. "Quick! Back to the ship!"

Sone of the scientists started running for the transport, others

st opped

any

t he

t he

when

to help their scream ng conpanions, but they started screamning too,
clutching their own bodies, even through their protective suits. The
mari ne detail started firing into the cloud, but didn't seemto have

noti ceabl e effect--except that the cloud noved over to them | eaving
scientists, for the nonent.
"Quick!" said Took, dragging one of the injured scientists, as Cbe

directed the other scientists to help the rest of the wounded back to

transport. Took ignored the screans behind himas he pulled the wounded
scientist as rapidly as possible. They had just reached the transport

the screanms abruptly stopped. Still not |ooking back, Took entered the
transport, whose doors were already opened.



to

t he

al |

t here

and

by

t he

"Hurry, hurry!" said Took, waving the others in. The swirling cloud had
fini shed doing whatever it was doi ng, and was headi ng towards them

qui ckly.

"Hurry!" cried Took, watching the cloud close in on Obe, who was half
carrying the last straggler.

In retrospect, it was an interesting math problem Can Che, nmoving at a
fraction of the speed of a gas cloud, cover a fraction of the distance

the transport before the nmuch faster gas cloud, which had a | onger
di stance to go, coul d?
Sone of the scientists were screaming for himto close the door, close

door, and Took knew that if the gas cloud got in there that they would
be dead. But he also knew that if he closed the door before Che got

t hat Cbe woul d be dead.
Took waited until the |ast possible nonment, and that's just when Cbe

hi s wounded conpani on staggered into the transport, with the gas cl oud
al nost at their backs. He slamred the door control shut, and the outer
airl ock door quickly slid close alnpst in the face of the gas cloud.

They heard a thunp fromthe other side of the door, and then there was
sil ence. Took eyed the door cautiously. If that thing got inside...

Took went forward and assessed the wounded. Many of the scientists had
burn marks over parts of their bodies, even parts that were protected

the suits. Took soon found out why, when he saw the corroded parts of
their suits. The gas had literally cut through their suits to strike at
them If that could cut through the hull....

"We've got to get out of here," said one of the scientists, realizing

danger .
"What about the marines?" Cbe said.
Took checked the external scanners. "It |looks like they didn't nake

he said, noticing their bodies, as well as one of the scientists.
"Lifesigns?" said Obe.

Took frowned. "I can't tell, even at this distance. Interference.”

"Do you think any of themcould still be alive?" (be asked.

"No way to be sure,"” said Took. "Unless we go out and | ook."

"No!" said the scientist who had spoken before.

"We can't |eave w thout checking," said Took. "Besides, what about our
fighters?"

"What about then?" said the scientist.

"There are two perfectly good fighters out there."

"Leave them"

"Wl dcat 150-B's don't grow on trees," said Took patiently. "And we're

bit far fromour resupply depot. he, where is this cloud now?"
"Don't see it on any of the visual scanners," said Obe.
"Anywher e?" said Took anxiously, checking the scanners hinself.

Not hi ng.

t hem'

It was either in hiding, or gone.
"We shoul d contact the fleet and get further instructions,"” said Cbe.
"A swell idea, but we'd have to take off out of the nebula to reach

sai d Took. "And we m ght not even find this particul ar planetoid again.
No, the senior officer has to nake a decision."
"And that would be...." Even now, Obe hadn't entirely lost his sense of



hunor .
"W have to consider what this thing is. If the gas cloud is an
intelligent formof life, it my be waiting for us in anbush," said

Took.

"A gas cloud is a formof life?"

"If, on the other hand, it is alive and acts instinctively, it may have

simply wandered off," said Took. "And if it's a natural phenonena,
there's

no reason to think it's hanging around."

"Cut the analysis. | say one of us goes out there and sees if any of
t he

marines are still alive," said Qbe.

"I always love the scientific nmethod," sighed Took. "All right,
agr ee.

You stay here."
"Hey? What ? Why nme?"
"Well, they're going to need soneone to pilot this thing if | don't
return,” said Took. "Under no circunstances are you to open the airlock
doors if something appears.”
"Took... that's so... brave."
"Yeah," said Took, cocking his head. "I guess it is."
Took cautiously peered out the airlock door as it cycled open. H's
bl aster
woul d be usel ess; his only weapon was speed. He tried to tell hinself
t hat
they had been on the planetoid over an hour before the gas cl oud had
attacked them nmaybe it was |ong gone by now
He wal ked cautiously towards the bodies of the marines, constantly
| ooki ng
around him ready to run at the first sign of trouble. Every snow drift
| ooked suspi cious, a possible hiding place for the deadly gas cloud...
Took noved closer to the nmarines. None of them were noving. They al
| ooked very dead. Was he risking his life for nothing?
And then one of them npaned, and noved slightly, and Took forgot about
everyt hing and rushed over to the body. One of them at |east, was
alive.
"CGot one, alive," said Took. "Anything on the horizon?"
"Nothing | can see," said Obe. "But hurry, that thing can nove quickly.
Took | ooked over the bodies quickly, constantly |ooking over his
shoul der.
It turned out that four of the marines were still alive. "Four!" he
yelled. "I'"mgoing to need sonme help here."
To their credit, three scientists rushed out of the ship to his
| ocati on.
They each quickly grabbed a body and slowy pulled themtowards the

shi p.

"We could do this a lot quicker if we had nore help," said Took

Four nore scientists came out, |ooking very fearful, and hel ped carry
t he

bodi es quickly to the ship. Took didn't push their luck by insisting
t hat

they go back for the deceased. Wen they got back to the transport,
Took

said, "Careful! They're badly burned. Ready to make a dash for our
shi ps,

buddy?"

he opened his nouth, then closed it, then nodded.

They made a nmad scranble for their ships. The yards separating them
from

the transport seened like mles, even though their ships were closer to



stri ke

slid

the transport than the spot where the marines had fallen. But both knew
that this would be the |last opportunity the gas cloud would have to

at them Took scranbled to his ship, clinbing up in one fluid notion

into the cockpit, and slamed the closure button
Not hi ng seem to happen for an eternity. Then, the cockpit slid closed.

few seconds later, so did Cbe's.

VWet her the cloud had been intelligent or a freak of nature, it didn't
stri ke, and Took gave a sigh of relief as his did his preflight.

One of the scientists fired up the engines on the transport and they
headed of f.

"W have energency wounded conmi ng back on the transport," said

Li eut enant

Shi shman.

"Wunded? How?" said the War Admiral

"Seven dead, four badly wounded," said Shishman, listening to the conmm
report.

"Seven Dead! What? Wio are you comunicating with, is that Took? Put ne
through to himdirectly," said the War Adniral. For a noment Shishman
paused, and the War Admiral realized he hadn't stopped to ask whether

Took

was one of the dead or wounded. But in seconds Took's voice cane over
t he

conm system

"-attacked by some kind of gas cloud. It came up all of a sudden-"

"Weren't you wearing your protective suits?" the War Admiral asked.

"Yeah, though our faceplates were open," said Took. "But it cut right

through the suits. W nade it back to the transport, and it either

couldn't enter there, or didn't try."

"The transport," said the War Admiral, studying the sensor blips. "But

you're reporting fromyour WIdcat."

"Yeah, | went out to get it when | checked for the wounded,"” said Took

"You went out there, totally defensel ess?" said the War Admiral
| ooki ng

surprised. "Foolish, but commendabl e."

"Yeah, |I'musually an odd nixture of both," said Took. "We managed to
save

four marines, but I'mnot sure if they'll all nake it. Have nedica

standi ng by, bay two."

North nodded to Shishman to make it so. "I'Il want a full report when
you

return.”

Maj or Fortran requested pernission to | eave his post and report to the

| andi ng bay. The War Admi ral nodded.

The nost seriously wounded were the first off the transport, followed
by

the m xture of noderately and unwounded scientists, and finally Took
and

he, who arrived fromtheir recently | anded 150-B's.

"What happened?" said Major Fortran, watching his nen being carried
of f.

"A killer gas cloud. We couldn't stop it; blasters didn't even phase

sai d Took. "But they distracted the cloud | ong enough for the others to
get away. They gave their lives to save ours."

Fortran nodded, and followed his nmen down to the medi cal bay.

"You're a hero too, lday," said Obe, putting an arm around him

"Don't remind nme," said Took, slowy walking away fromthe |anding bay.



It was only much later that the final occupants of the transport

di senbarked; two small swirling gas clouds, first one, then another
They

seened to be chasing each other, or zigging back and forth aggressively

agai nst each other; but when they energed, each quickly went in
separate

directions, one into the ventilation systemon the port side of the
bay,

the other into the starboard one.

A gas cloud flittered through the ventilation system noving this way
and

that, seemingly at random In tines of battle the ventilation system
woul d

be sealed off, to limt the damaged cause by hull breaches; but right
now

the ship was on nornmal duty status, and the vents were open. The gas

cloud, after a number of fits and starts, finally arrived in the
quarters

of a high ranking officer. The quarters were enpty, but contained a
desk,

a bed, several chairs, and a srmall table. The gas cloud flittered
ar ound,

first at the bed, then at the table, causing a small electronic pad to

swi sh to the ground; and then the cloud noved to the desk, and then

solidified enough to press different parts of the desk. Purely by

accident, the cloud pressed a button fromthe hol ocontrols, and
suddenl y,

a hol oi mage of a small nutant Pomeranian sprang to life.

The gas cloud sprung back, as if sensing that someone el se had suddenly

appeared in the room But all the nutant Pomdid was stick out its
t ongue,

and give the dog equivalent of a snmile. The gas cloud observed this for
a

while, and then started to change shape; and before long it started to

solidify, with sonething like fluffy fur form ng around the edges.

The gas cloud noticed the Pomi's sharp ears, and then sonething
resenbl i ng

ears appeared in the front of the gas cloud, which was nore and nore

resenbling a floating version of a nutant Pom every m nute.

And then the inmage of the War Admiral entered the range of the

hol orecorder, reaching down to pet the Pom nmuttering, "Good doggi e,
good

doggi e, " over and over. The Pom made a small crying sound.

After a moment, the gas cloud did too.

"-a senseless loss of life," said the War Admiral, speaking into his

personal log in his office. "Two of the wounded nmarines died shortly

thereafter in sickbay, but Doctor Farb infornms me the rest should
survi ve.

The burns were caused by cells being exploded within the body. It's

still
not clear if the attack was made by an intelligent lifeform or if it
was
simply the nebula's equivalent of a storm But the way the gas cloud
focused on the marines after they fired their blasters convinces ne
t hat

they were an intelligent formof life, and | have decided to change
cour se

to avoid the nebula. What a senseless loss of life! And yet not
sensel ess,

for we need the courage to continue to investigate to find the | ocation



of

surely

the Chent. These marines gave their lives today for this cause as

as any other nenber of the crewdid in our battles against the

I nsectoi ds. "

There was a buzz on his comm and the War Adnmiral stopped speaking.

" Cone. "

Conmander Wen entered his quarters. "War Admiral, shouldn't you be off
duty by now?"

"I"'mjust clearing up a few things," said the War Admiral

"You' ve been up 18 hours; you should get some sleep, sir," she said.
North | ooked amused. "Is that an order, Half Commander?"

"A suggestion, sir," said Wen. She paused, |ooking down at the deck for

a

nmonent, then back at him "Don't tear yourself up about this sir. This
is

the price of exploring the unknown."

"I"'mused to paying this kind of price,” said North bluntly, thinking it
a

bit ironic that her words had echoed what he had just witten into his

log. "But it just seened so... senseless. Wiy did the cloud attack?
What

did they want? W don't even know t he answers."

W en nodded, but said not hing.

"Ch very well, Commander," said North. "I'Il be in my quarters if I'm

needed. "

North yawned as he entered the code to open the door to his quarters.
The

mari ne on guard nodded as he approached. This had al so been Wen's
i dea,

ever since their encounter with Inspir. But Inspir was gone now and who

was going to infiltrate the Gory wthout being detected and attack him
in

his own quarters?

The War Admiral didn't spend rmuch tine pondering this as he entered his

quarters. He sniffed the air. It snelled kind of salty, like sea air.
How

could that be? Must be something fromthe air that circul ated from one
of

the other quarters. O could it be a synptom of a bigger problenf
Probabl y

not hi ng, but better to check it out. He pressed a button

"Bridge, this is North," said the War Admiral

"Yes War Adnmiral," cane Wen's voice. "What can we do for you?"

"Probably nothing," said the Wr Admiral. "1'd just like you to run a

routi ne atnospheric and |life support check."

"Certainly. Any reason?"

"I"'msnelling an odd sort of salty snell in ny quarters,” said the Wr

Admiral. Behind him a gas cloud started swirling.

"A salty snell?"

"It's probably nothing," said the War Admiral. "But just check the

i nternal atnospheric sensors and let ne know what you find. I'Il be in
ny

quarters."”

Behind him the shape was taking form..

"Of course, sir," said Wen. "I'll have a report for you in a few

m nutes.”

"North out,"” said North, flicking the switch and swiveling slightly in
hi s

chair.



The cl oud behind himgasified and di spersed into the vent, loitering

j ust
i nsi de the intake.
The War Admiral turned around to go to bed. The snell was stronger now.
Just where was it conming fron? Realizing for now that he'd have to
| eave
this mnor nystery unsolved, he changed into his sl eeping wardrobe and
went to bed.
Wen had Lieutenant Kao run the atnospheric check while she sat in the
center chair. Her shift and Dulin's didn't overlap for a few hours yet,
she was technically in command. Wat kind of sweet snell could the War
Admiral be smelling? She pulled up a schematic on her screen to |locate
al |
the roonms surrounding the War Admiral's quarters. That entire section
was
residential. Could soneone be burning a candle, or eating sonething-
"Alert, alert!" cane a voice. Wen immedi ately | ooked up. "Report," she
sai d.
"Security, deck 22. W found a tech badly burned down here."
"Burned?" said Wen. Deck 22 wasn't too far from engi neering. "By what?
A
consol e expl odi ng?"
"No, we found himin a corridor," said the voice of the sentinel
"Burns
over his hands, face, neck. He's unconscious, taking himto sickbay."
Burns? The mi ssion team experienced burns. "I'll meet you in sickbay,"
said Wen. She pointed at Shishman. "Have Captain Took neet ne there.”
"He's got sone serious burns, but he'll make it," said Doctor Farb
wor ki ng rapidly.
Wen | ooked at the burns with distaste. What had caused thenf? At that
monent Took entered the sickbay.
"Whoa, " said Took.
"Are those the sanme kind of burns that your team suffered?" Wen asked.
Took took a | ook, and grinaced. "Yep. But this guy wasn't on our team
Where-"
"Deck 22," said Wen.
"Deck 22?" said Took, |ooking very al arned.
"You brought this thing back with you," said Wen.
"No," said Took. "W closed the hatch before it got to the transport.
['m
sure of it."
"Then maybe it could get through the hatch," said Wen. "Or..." She
thought a nmoment. "Thi nk back, before the attack. Were the doors of the
transport open, or closed?"
Took considered. "I'm... I'mnot sure."
" Thi nk!"
Took did think, and then he remenbered. "I remenber when we ran for the
transport, the doors were open. One of the scientists nust have left it
open to let the salty air in-"
"What did you say?" Suddenly, her conversation with the War Admiral
returned to her.
"The salty air," said Took. "The air had this weird kind of saltiness
to

it. You know, like sea air-"
"Ch no," said Wen. She punched her wist com "War Admiral! War
Admiral !'™

She waited a nmonent. There was no response. She switched frequencies.
"Security," came Mpjor Fortran's voice
"Intruder alert! Activate a full shipw de security alert! Get a



security
squad to the War Admiral's quarters, on the double! He's in grave
danger!"

Way didn't he answer? Only one possibility came to Wen's mind, and she
started trenbling as she ran down the halls, with Took in hot pursuit.
The War Admiral put out the light and went to bed. He lay on his back
in
the dark for a few mnutes before he turned on his side and went to
sl eep,
as was his custom By now he was used to the salty snmell and didn't
really
notice it.
But then sonmethi ng happened that he did notice. He felt an air current
brush his face, and then he heard a faint whine, as if froman aninal.
The War Admiral lay perfectly still. He nust have be imagi ning things.
There was no way that there was an animal in the roomwth him The
whi ne,
if he had really heard a whine, was the distorted, distant sound of
somet hi ng el ectrical, or mechani cal

And then he heard a puffing sound, like a small dog used to make--1ike
H S

smal | dog, Puffy, used to make. But Puffy was |ong since gone. Could
t he

hol orecordi ng on his desk have sonmehow becone activated? The War
Admira

| ooked in the dark at his desk, but couldn't see anything. The only
l'i ght

in the roomwas fromthe very dimenergency lighting in the floor, and

while he could see the clear outlines of his desk, it was obvious that

not hi ng was activated there.

And then the War Admiral felt sonmething... alnost furry, but not quite,

brush his hand, and he knew he wasn't alone. The War Admiral swiftly
sat

up and pressed the light controls by his bed.

And found hinmself facing a swirling gas cloud.

"War Admiral! War Admiral!" he heard fromthe conmat his desk. His own

wist conmwas al so on the desk, but unfortunately the gas cloud was

between him and his desk. And the exit.

The War Admiral took in the situation inmedi ately. A piece of the gas

cloud that had attacked the m ssion team had gotten aboard the dory
and

was here, with him in his quarters.

It hovered before him spinning and swirling. North knew it could burn
hi m

bef ore he reached the door. Maybe if he stood perfectly still it
woul dn' t

attack. Maybe he could buy tine until Wen got there with a security

detachrment. If only there were some way to signal the guard outside his

door!

The gas cloud noved closer to him and then higher, right up to his
face.

VWhat if it burned his eyes? North found hinsel f gul ping, but willed
hi msel f not to nove. The cloud was now nere inches fromhis face.
Then, suddenly, it started to change. The outer edges of the gas cloud
started to thicken, to solidify, almost. It formed a soft, puffy

| ooki ng
material and the entire cloud changed into an al nost cylindrical shape.
The end started to formsharp points that became fox-1ike ears. And

t hen,



out .

dog.

any

Nort h'

out

to North's surprise, a black eyes, nose, and nouth forned
The gas cloud thing opened its nmouth and a vaguely pink tongue cane

The thing started to appear to breathe heavily and puff, like a rea
VWhat was going on here? Not only did it look like a dog, but not just

dog--it | ooked |ike Puffy!

The gas cloud thing watched himfor a noment and whined slightly, as if
puzzl ed by the lack of response. Then it backed off, retreating to

s

desk. North still didn't nove.

The gas cloud thing hovered over his desk, and then a fake paw reached

and flicked a button.

The hol ographi c i nage of Puffy appeared on the screen

"Ruff! Ruff!" said Puffy.

"Ruff! Ruff!" said the gas cloud thing.

North slowy got out of bed and, step by step, noved slowy to the gas
cloud thing that now | ooked like a dog. It was hovering in md air,
wat chi ng him

Wen arrived at the sane tine as Major Fortran's squad. The guard

out si de

t he

t he

| ooked bewi | dered. "What's wrong?"
"The War Admiral is in danger," said Wen, gasping for breath. "Open

door!"
"CGood doggie," said the hol oi mage of North, petting the hol oi nage of

dog on the head.
North | ooked at the gas cloud thing, which was imtating the sane

ext ended

H s

hand

"fur

Nor t h.

you

goi ng

tongue as the hol oi mage of Puffy.
"CGood doggie," said North, reaching out as if to touch the gas cl oud.

hand hesitated before he touched the edge of it; after all, all the
reports indicated that it burned flesh on contact. But what if contact
al one wasn't enough to burn? What if the creature could control its
effect. Tentatively, North reached out and touched the very outernost
edges of the thing.

It felt real, alnost like fur, except, with a little resistance, his

could pass through it. But North felt not the slightest pain or
di sconfort.
The thing continued to smile as North gently pet it, stroking it's

"Good doggie," North continued.

Suddenly, the door slid open and marines rushed in.
The thing reared, grow ed, bearing teeth North hadn't seen before, and
slid into the vent and was gone.

"War Admiral, you're-" Wen blinked. "Did | see what | just thought I
saw?"

"I"'mnot sure what | saw, so | can't confirmit, Conmmander,’

said

"As you probably know by now, that gas cloud snuck aboard the transport
and is on the ship," said Wen. "It wounded a crewnan on Deck 22. This
creature seens to give off a salty snell. Wen you told nme about what

snel led, | rushed over." She paused. "But it didn't ook like it was



dead. "

of f

to attack you. In fact," she said, looking at the War admiral oddly,

| ooked very much like a dog." Wen turned to Took
"No, we weren't attacked by dog shapes, just gas clouds,"” said Took. He
added, "If we had been attacked by dogs, | would've remenbered it."
"Why didn't it attack the War Admiral ?" Wen asked. "So far, it's been
uniformy hostile."

"l don't know," said North. "But if it wanted me to be dead, 1'd be

"Regardl ess, we can't take any other chances,"” said Wen. "I'm sealing

the ventilation systemwhile we hunt."
"How | ong can we do that for across the entire ship w thout

suf f ocat i ng?"

sai d

suck

have

and

he

But ,

cl oud
She

woul d

he

"Three hours," said Wen.

"And what do we do once we find it?" said Took. "It barely even notices
bl asters."

"A good point," said the War Admiral. "Wen you find it, call ne.
"Ch no," said Wen.

"For whatever reason, it doesn't seemto want to attack ne," said the

Admiral. "W should find out why. Maybe it's trying to conmuni cate.”
"Like the way it was trying to comunicate with the men it killed?"

Wen skeptically.
"I have an idea," said Took suddenly. "The particle intake units our
hazardous environnental units use. W could use those as a vacuumto

that thing up."
"CGood idea," said Wen. She turned to Fortran. "Find out how nany we

and issue themto search teans."
"Fine," said the War Admral. "But |I'mjoining the search too."
It turned out there were only four particle intake units on the ship,

they were each issued to a search party. But on a ship the size of the
G ory four search teans could search for days w thout finding anything.
This the War Admiral was very nuch aware of. After two and a half hours

ordered the ventilation units turned back on, over Wen's protests.

curiously, once he ordered the vents reopened, he stopped searching
hi nsel f, and just returned to his quarters.

Twenty minutes later, he had another unauthorized visitor

Wen nonitored the pace of the search. So far, nothing. But the gas

could travel at great speeds, and could be very difficult to detect.
sat on the bridge with Dulin, nonitoring the pace of the search. How

they ever find this thing before it struck again?

Suddenly, they heard the War Admiral's voice over the comm "Captain,

Conmander, please join me in ny quarters.”

Wy did the War Admiral want to talk with themin his quarters? Al nost
wi t hout exception he summoned themto his office, on the bridge.

They found out when they entered his quarters.

"Come in slowy," said the War Admiral, his back turned to them When

noved away, what they saw made them gasp



on

for

A gas cloud, in the shape of a small dog. And the Admiral was petting

vi gorously, w thout being harned!

"CGood dog, good dog," said the War Adm ral soothingly.

"Admiral, that thing's a killer," said Dulin.

"Perhaps," said the War Admiral. "But it's not killing now, is it?"
"I't's unpredictable at best," said Wen, staring at it in horror. "It
could attack at any tine."

"Admiral, that's not just any dog, is it?" said Dulin, renmenbering
somet hi ng the Admiral had once shown him

"It's taken the shape of your old dog," said Wen. "War Admiral, that's
NOT your dog!"

"I know," said the War Admiral, calmy petting it. "But | don't believe

has hostile intent."
"Then why did it kill our nen on the planetoid? And attack the engi neer

deck 227"
"l don't know," said the War Admral. "But | think it would be safest,

now, if it stayed with ne."
Wen was about to open her nouth to object when her conm chi ned.

"Alert!"

Badl y

sai d

very

Deck

much

It was Major Fortran. "Another crewnan was just attacked on Deck 21

bur ned. "

"When?" said Captain Dulin.

"Sometine in the past hour," said Fortran

"Cet a particle intake unit to the War Admiral's office i mediately,"

W en.
"No, Conmander!" said the War Admiral
"Don't you see, it's manipulating you, Admiral," said Wen. "It's

appearing as sonething pl easing and reassuring to you while hunting the
rest of us."”

"No," said the War Admiral. "I don't think so. That's the action of a
highly intelligent being. | think this life formacts on instinct."

"It looks like a dog, War Admiral; that doesn't mean it has the m nd of
one," said Dulin. "|I agree with the Commander on this one."

The War Admiral |ooked conflicted. The thing, sensing a change in nood,
started to give a low warning growl. Wen and Dulin took a step back

that monment a suited environmental officer appeared at the doorway with

| arge sucking device in his hands.

"No!" said the War Admiral

The t hing assuned gaseous formand flew into the vent.

"Back to square one," sighed Wen.

"CGet me the incident report on the planetoid and the attack on the two
crewnen,” North snapped. There was sonething not quite right here,
sonet hi ng he was m ssing.

No one noved.

"Now! " he barked.

And so the search teanms started out again. This time North, after
reviewi ng the incident reports, joined them acconpanying a team on

20. The two previous attacks had been on Decks 21 and 22; it nade as

sense as any to search here as anywhere el se



Nort h wal ked ahead of the small team One person carried the bul ky

particle intake device; others cane along as spotters to | ook for the
gas

cl oud.

North wal ked al ong with them not |ooking too hard, confident that
troubl e

woul d find him

After two hours of searching the corridors and mmi ntenance roons they

started to tire. North knew that a search to |ocate the cloud would

probably be fruitless; the Aory was sinply too big, and the gas cl oud

was
too big and el usive. But he had another goal in mnd
And then, searching in one of the secondary generator roons, he snelled
it. Afaint salty snell.
North snapped his fingers, sniffed, and pointed in the direction of the
snell. It was just around the corner, behind a bul khead. Cauti ously

t hey

noved forward. .

and a gas cloud spun around the corner, barely whipping past North
before

settling on two of the marines. They screamed and cl utched their faces.

The Marine in the environnental suit turned the particle intake machine
on

them but the cloud turned on him and he dropped the device, clutching

his face too.

Nort h backed away, triggering the alarmwi th his wist comm The
mari nes

were still scream ng; only the ones in back were unaffected, but they

didn't have any weapons that could stop that thing. And the cloud was

between North and the only exit.

The marines dropped to the floor, and the cloud turned and noved toward

Nort h.

Thi ngs happened very quickly at that point, and only sonmeone with a
sharp

eye coul d describe exactly what happened.

A second cl oud, which had formerly been transparent, dropped down from

above and fornmed a mi sty sphere in front of North. The first cloud

t ur ned

red, and then the new cloud al so turned red.

Bolts of electricity flashed between the two cl ouds, back and forth,
back

and forth. It was as if a mniature stormwas brew ng in engi neering.

Little shrieks could be heard as the bolts blasted hot and fast.

The clouds circled around each other, faster and faster, shooting at
each

other, and then they started to becone fainter and fainter, one
fainting
much nore qui ckly than the other one.
And then, in an instant, it was over; one of the clouds faded
conpl etely,
and the other one stopped spinning and whirring.
North held his breath, not knowi ng, for a second, which one had won the
battl e.
And then it solidified in front of the War Admiral, and, to the total
ast oni shment of the marines, they saw sonething that | ooked |ike a pink
tongue lick his hand.
"-And so | knew there had to be two of them" said North, sitting down
to
dinner in the war roomwith Wen and Dulin. "Gven the tine of the
at t ack,



been

there was no way it could' ve been on deck 22 and in ny quarters at the
sane tine."
"So what if there were two of thenP" said Wen. "They both could have

equal ly hostile."

"Possibly," said North. "But consider this; how did they get on the
transport? Captain Took testified that none of them sneaked onto the
transport during or after the attack; therefore, they nust have gotten
aboard before the attack. Therefore, they nust not have been the ones

attacked our marines."

"But they could ve been just |like them"

"Possibly," said North. "But accept, for a nmonent, my hypothesis that
these beings have the intelligence of animals, and attack on instinct,
not hi ng nore. Way woul dn't they have attacked the occupants of the
transport ?"

"Cbvi ously, sonething rmust have been hol di ng t hem back," said North. "I
hypot hesi ze that there at |east two kinds of gas cloud creatures, the
aggressi ve ones that attacked our crew, and another kind that only

at t acks

gas

the aggressive ones, like this one," he said, reaching down to pet the

cl oud dog, who was sitting obediently by his chair.
"Two gas clouds boarded our shuttle. This one must have been

restraining

the other one from attacking, otherw se the transport would never have
reached the G ory. But when the transport |anded, this other gas cloud
escaped, and they went their own separate ways."

"And you purposely sought out the hostile cloud, knowi ng the friendly

one
woul d stick around to protect you," said Dulin. "That's really risking
your life on a hypothesis, isn't it?"
The War Admiral smiled. "W haven't had any nore attacks in the past
few
days, have we? | would say that my hunch paid off."
He took another bite of his dinner
"Just what does that thing eat?" Wen asked.
"We're really not sure. Doctor Farb hypothesizes it gets nutrition by
br eaki ng down the nol ecul es of the oxygen around it," said the War
Admiral. "But please don't call it a thing. Hs name is "Puffy" or "the
War Adnmiral's dog", if you please.™
"I thought pets were against military regulations,"” said Dulin.
"He's not a pet, he's a mascot," said the War Admiral, affectionately
putting his hand in and through Puffy's "fur". Puffy sniled at the
attention he received. "Goood doggie!"
And that is the story of how the War Admiral got hinself a dog
Chapter 4 Loss of Vision
Fromthe Log of War Admiral Norman North, 2.5 year after Vitalics: W
have
continued our search for Chent civilizations but haven't come up with
anyt hi ng prom sing. W've found several nore nonunments, but nothing
substantial, like a Chent city or derelict warship. | have to be
realistic
about things--it may take years, even decades for us to find anything
useful .
The only piece of good news is that we've finally eluded the
| nsect oi ds.

We haven't seen even a sign of themin over a year, and | now think



we're

to

many

are

too far out to be caught by their pursuing fleets, if there are any.
Conversely, of course, the farther out we go the longer it will take us

get back; if we find useful technology 5 or 10 years down the line, it
will take us an additional five or ten years to return. I'mnot sure

of the crew here have thought that far ahead.
Morale is low, nostly fromlack of action and boredom so |I've staged a
series of warganmes to keep the fleet occupied. The only ones excused

Capt ai n Took, Lieutenant Cbe, and the Blue Luna, who are reconnoitering

bi nary systemnot far fromour present trajectory. W expect to link up
with themin a few hours.

khkhkkhkhkhkkhkhhkhkhhhkhhhkhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhdhhdhhdhhhdhhdhhddhdddhddddddxdrrkxxx%

The human deep space cruiser | oonmed | arge on the screen of the

I nsectoid

smal |

fleet.

bef ore

flat top. Admiral Torss stared at the image of the cruiser as he waited
for the visiting shuttle to dock with his carrier

This is what they had in m nd when she called for reinforcenents. Her
fleet--two flat tops, two battlecruisers, and ei ght destroyers, was

by any standard, and certainly not capable of taking on the human
VWhen Torss had been sent out she had been prom sed reinforcenents

she had | ocated the humans. Vell, she had | ocated the humans, had even
| ocated them wi t hout being detected (so she thought), and this solitary
ship was all the reinforcenents she had received!

One, solitary ship. A human ship, one of their deep space cruisers.

The Captain of the ship, one SStosss, canme onto the bridge.

"Wel conme, " said Admiral Torss. "Were is the rest of our

r ei nf or cenent s?"

vessel

white

t he

Sst osss pointed to the human ship on the screen

"I don't find that anusing," said Torss. "W do not have a force strong
enough to defeat the humans, even with you and your crew"

"You do now," said Sstosss. "And | don't have a crew. "

"No crew..." Suddenly, it all nmade sense. "A trap?"

Sst osss nodded. "The ship is lined with special explosives."

"Wn't they detect it?"

"No," said Sstosss. "All has been taken care of."

"Are the expl osives enough to destroy their entire fleet?" Torss asked
skeptically.

"If detonated at close range, they can destroy the G ory and any nearby
shi ps.”

"Qur sensors show t he humans have approxi mately 50 or 60 conbat

S.

WIl that be enough to ensure our victory against then"

"Yes," said Sstosss. "Remenber | said these were a special kind of
expl osi ves. Expl oding them creates a special byproduct, a brilliant

light which will blind themall."

"Blind," said Torss, suddenly understanding the significance. "Then it
won't matter how many ships they have! They won't be able to see or
function!"

"Exactly," said Sstosss. "It is all part of Admiral Stay's plan. Once

Gory and its inmedi ate escorts are destroyed and the rest of the eneny



bl i nded, you can go in and finish themoff."
"Launch the ship at once!"

khkhkkhkhkhkkhkhhkkhkhhkhkhhhkhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhdhhdhhdhhhdhhdhhddhdddhdddrdddxdrrd**x%

"It's a conspiracy, Cbe," said Took, sitting in the mess hall of the

Bl ue

Luna.

"You al ways say that," said Cbe.

"Because it always is!" said Took

"Lower your voice," Cbe hissed, |ooking away fromthe other diners.

"It always is," said Took. "Think about it. d obal war ganes, and the
War

Admi ral has everyone participate except his two best pilots. Wy?"

"You tell me," said Cbe.

"He's groonmi ng sormeone to replace us," said Took

"To replace both of us?"

"Ck, just me," said Took

"That's what you thought when the Ken Pil ot cane aboard."

"Ck, so | admt | was wong about K. "

"dad to hear you admit you were wong about something."

It had been like this for the past two days. They had been sent out to

reconnoiter some planetary bodies around the binary star just at the
edge

of sensor range. What they found when they got cl ose was not hi ng- - not
even

a habi tabl e at nosphere. And now they were returning to the fleet, enpty
handed.
"What a waste of tine," said Took
"What's really bothering you?"
"Ch, | wanted to participate in the war ganes," said Took
"They' ||l be other war games," said (be. "Besides, they' re probably al
over by now, everyone's back on board, just trying to get through
anot her
hundr um day. "
On the dory, Lieutenant Shishman said, "Sir, getting a blip on
sensors. "
"ldentity?" said Captain Dulin. "lIs it the Blue Luna?" If so, they were
returning a few hours ahead of schedul e.

"No..." said Shishman. "It's comng froma different direction." He
t apped

a few keys, and an | DENT code appeared on the hol ographi c display by
t he

blip. "A deep space cruiser."

"W don't have any deep space cruisers out on patrol," said Dulin.

Shi shman tapped a few keys. "Sir, it isn't one of ours!"

Dulin tapped a key. "War Adnmiral, to the bridge!"

The War Admiral came out of his office a noment later. "Yes, Captain?"

"Sir, we're being approached by a DSC, but it's not one from our
fleet."

The War Admiral raised an eyebrow, turning to the hol ographic display,
and

studi ed the readings. "Has anyone tried hailing it?"

"Sir, they are hailing us now, " said Lieutenant Shishnman.

"On open comm" said North, sitting back in his chair. This would be

i nteresting.

A hol ographic inmage of a captain sitting on a cruiser's bridge appeared

before them "My nanme is Captain Thomas Smith of the Deep Space Cruiser

Sharon. | wi sh to speak to your conmmander."

North stood up again, trying to restrain the feeling of excitenent.
"This

is War Admiral Norman North of the conbined fleet-"



Smi t h.

after

years,

W' ve

sai d

to

few

range

t he

"North? War Admiral North? Is that really you? You survived, sir?" said
Smi t h.

"Yes, and a nunber of ships of the line," said North.

Smith | ooked al nbst speechless. "Sir, |I'm honored. You' ve been a living
legend all ny life!"

North held up a restraining hand. "That's quite all right, Captain

Tell me, how do you find yourself this far out here? Were you at
Vitalics?"

"Yes, we were at Vitalics," said Snmith, |ooking subdued.

"\What happened t here?"

"W were attacked by sone kind of special weapon."

"What kind of weapon?"

"W don't know, we were on the very edges of it," said Smith. "W were
| ucky to escape.”

"Did you see any other ship escape?"

"No," said Smith. "W fled deeper into the Alliance as the Insectoids
advanced, broadcasting warni ngs where we could. Wien we hit Orotis we
heard that the remmants of our fleet had just been by, and started

you. "

"And so you' ve been follow ng after us, these past two and a hal f

said North.

"Yes," said Smth.

"Very lucky that you've found us,"” said North, not letting his tone or
expr essi on change.

"Well, yes, we've been searching a long tine."

"How i s your crew?" North asked.

"They're fine, Admiral," said Smth.

North could see sone of themin their chairs in the background shot of
Smith's bridge, attending to their consoles.

"What do you suggest?" said the War Admiral

"A neeting," said Smith. "W can trade information we've gathered

al so got a lot of supplies you m ght be able to use--we've stocked up on

ot of extra food we can't eat ourselves."
"W have a perenni al shortage of food, that would be nbst wel cone,"

Nort h.
"I think the best way to distribute it is by docking and making the
transfer direct,” said Smith. "It would take too many transport flights

ship it over to you."
"Hang on, Captain," said North. He gave a tight smle. "W'Il have to
clear this with our |ogistics departnent. Can | put you on hold for a

m nut es?"
"Certainly," said Smith. "It will take us al most an hour to get in

anyway. "
"Fine," said North. "Talk with you soon." He gestured to Shishman, and

i mage faded.

North turned to the other officers. "Opinions?"

"He | ooks just |ike what he seens,” said Dulin slowy.

"I think it's nothing short of fantastic that he managed to | ocate us,"
sai d Conmander Wen. "But he | ooks and acts human."

"Yes...: said North. He closed his eyes, seeming to think for a nonent.



Then, opening them he said to Lieutenant Shishman, "Get ne Captain

Tens
Zender of the Fast Attack Destroyer Suny Blue."
North turned to Wen. "Check to see whether the Sharon was attached to
t he
Vitalics battlegroup.™”
"I just did," said Wen. "It was. Its transponder code al so matches the
Sharon's. "

The hol ogram of a destroyer captain appeared on the bridge. "War
Admi ral ?"

"I thought your ship was the only surviving ship fromthe disaster at

Vitalics," said the War Admiral. "It seens | was wong. Was your ship

posi ti oned anywhere near the Deep Space Cruiser Sharon?"

Zender frowned, thinking. "No, | don't think so."

"Do you have any telenetry footage of the Sharon, as you departed the

battle, either showing it intact, damaged, or destroyed?"

"I"d have to check," said Zender, nodding to one of his officers.

"Check quickly," said North. He checked the sensor scan of the Sharon
I't

showed a standard Deep Space Cruiser. Maybe he was being too
suspi ci ous.

He had been suspici ous when Zender's ship had shown up, and Zender had

really been what he appeared to be.

But Zender had shown up before they were out of Alliance space, not

| ost

among t housands of cubed lightyears of uncharted space. This encounter
was

much less likely. But it was still possible.

"No sir, no footage," said Zender

"Thank you, Captain,"” said North. Then, alnobst as an afterthought.

" Capt ai n?"

"Sir?"

"One nore thing. Tell me again about this special weapon that attacked
you

at Vitalics."

"It wasn't so nmuch a weapon as a danpening field, sone sort of m st
t hat

drained the energy in our ship's systens."
"You had no problens detecting this mst?"
"Detecting, no, we could see it visually," said Zender, | ooking
puzzl ed.
"I see," said North. "Thank you, Captain." He nodded, and Shi shman
term nated the signal
"Admiral ?" said Dulin.
"Why couldn't Smith better describe what kind of weapon they used at
Vitalics?" North asked.
"Maybe he couldn't see fromwhere his ship was |located,” said Dulin.
"t
could be anything. That's not reason enough to bl ow his ship out of the
stars."
"You think Smith is being coerced, or operating under some kind of m nd
control ?" Commrander Wen asked.
"Coerced?" North shook his head. "Possible, but not very likely. |
don't
want to believe that any fleet captain could be coerced by the eneny to
betray his own. M nd control? Al so possible, but does that nean he's
been
under mnd control for several years, while they hunted for us? No, if
they were going to do sonething like that, they wouldn't rely on him



bei ng
under their control for that |ong. There would have to be ot her
I nsect oi ds
aboard, to nonitor his behavior, and | don't think that's the case

here."
"Then... maybe he is exactly what he seens to be," said Wen.
"Maybe," said North, suddenly thinking of another possibility, one that
made a | ot nore sense. He nodded to Shishman. "Get himback." He turned
to
the bridge crew. "Watever | say, or do, don't react.. It's very
i mport ant

you act as if everything is normal."

In a moment Captain's Smith hologramfilled the bridge.

"Have you sorted things out with your |ogistics department, Wr
Admi ral ?"

Smith asked pleasantly.

"Yes, we're |looking forward to neeting you in person," said the \War

Adni r al
"Docki ng scheduled in 45 mnutes,” said Smth, checking a readout.
"Yes," said the War Admiral. "What kind of missiles are you carryi ng?"

"Standard 44-J warheads," said Snmith.

"What colors are roses?"

"Red," said Smth.

"I'f you stand outside in a rain, what happens?"

"You get wet," said Smith, smling.

"What do you do when your boots start |osing col or?"

"They need to be polished,"” Smith grinned.

"When you wal k one mile north of your honme, what's the nost direct
route

back?"

"One nmle south," said Snmith, smling gently.

The entire bridge crew of the dory worked hard at maintaining a nornal

expr essi on.

"You must mss your family," said North.

"Yes, it's very sad to think I won't see themagain," said Smith
| ooki ng

unhappy.

"What's your favorite color?"

"Red!" said Smith, smling again.

"Thank you, Captain.'’

' Thank you, War Admiral," he said, smling again.

North pressed a button, and the image faded. "The better they nake

t hem

the stupider they get."

"Sir?" said Dulin, uncertain as to what had just transpired.

"A computer, Captain,"” said North. "Progranmed to answer mny questions,
to

| ook happy when certain subjects are discussed, sad at others, and
general ly content about mnor matters. Commander! Turn the fl eet
ar ound,
top speed!"
"Sir?"
“I"1l be you your conm ssion that our friendly deep space cruiser is
packed fromstemto stern with high energy explosives. Do it!"
Shortly after the fleet turned around, their sensors readings of the
deep
space crui ser changed.
"Now |I' mreadi ng a non-standard configuration," said Shishman. "Heavily
shielded. And it's catching up to us."
"How much tine do we gain by flying away fromit?" North asked tightly.
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“I't will reach the sl owest nerchant ships-"

"It's after bigger gane,"” North said, interrupting. "How |l ong before it
reaches us?"

"One hundred and fifteen mnutes."”

"I"ve done a scan of it's shielding; it seems to have a very strong
configuration; the entire ship seens to be forcescreens and arnor,"

Dulin, pointing to a schematic.
"And expl osives," said North.
"We coul d send our battlecruiser squadron out to engage it,"'

said

"And what woul d happen to our squadron when it detonated?" North asked,
studying the schematic intently.
"It depends on how rmuch expl osives were onboard, and at what distance

were," said Dulin.

"CGot it," said North, referring to sonething el se as he studied a cl ose
scan on the corner of the schematic. "Get ne your best denolitions
expert." He paused, considering. "And get ne the Ken Pilot."

"I's this really going to work?" said Zetho Arkasian, as he let hinself

strapped to the underside of the Ken Pilot's beatup fighter

The Ken Pil ot gave no answer, but continued to tie the straps around
Zet ho' s spacesuit.

"Zetho, who talked you into this crazy nmission, flying on the outside

this fighter?" This was fromhis burly brother Yurgi, the @ory's chief
engi neer. Not many knew the two were even rel ated, though there was

resenbl ance.
"The War Admiral," said Zetho.
"Hold this," said the Ken Pilot, giving Zetho an equi prent satchel, as

secured a harness around Zetho and attached it to a ring on the tip of

ship. "You have all your other equipnment?"
"Yes," said Zetho. "Right below the thruster pack. But |'ve never flown

the outside of a ship before! Any advice?"

The Ken Pil ot considered for a nonent. "C ose your eyes."

"You take care of yourself, Zetho!" said Yurgi. He watched as the Ken
Pilot junped froma wing into the cockpit in one easy motion and the

prepped for liftoff.

"This had better work," said Dulin, watching the fighter takeoff.
"W're sending the best,"” said the War Admiral

"Don't |et Captain Took hear you say that," said Dulin dryly.

"Ti me?"

"If it goes for point-blank detonation, seventy three mnutes" said

"Di sperse the fleet," said the War Adniral. "There's no sense in

letting

| ast

any other ship get harned."
"Admiral, are you sure you don't want a screen of battlecruisers as a

nm nut e defense?" Dulin asked.

The War Adnmiral shook his head.

Hal f Commander Stacy Wen bit her |ower lip.

The Ken Pil ot maneuvered to the cruiser quickly; it had no externa



weapons, so there was no worry about comi ng under attack. Zetho felt

t he
great sensation of acceleration, but kept his eyes tightly shut.
The Ken Pil ot shot past the cruiser, then turned around, giving chase,
mat chi ng vel ocities and quickly closing in. Wien he was a few hundred
f eet

behi nd the aft section, he matched velocities perfectly, and started
studyi ng his scanner very, very closely.
"What ' s happeni ng?" said Zetho, over his suit radio.
The Ken Pil ot gave no answer. He studied the sensor readings very
cl osel y
as he minutely turned the ship slightly to the left or slightly to the
right, his hand poi sed over a button and his eyes also glancing at a
targeting site.
And then, in a split second, his hand jerked and pressed the fire
but t on,
and a grapple shot out fromthe Wl dcat-5, heading straight for the
cruiser. It narrowmy shot through the nineteen inch gap between the

ship's
| ateral and port shields, and stuck firmy to the ship's hull.
"Ready," said the Ken Pilot. And then, uncharacteristically, he added,
"Cood luck."
Zetho opened his eyes and unstrapped hinself, and pulled on the line
connecting himto the tether. He activated his suitpack and started
accel erating slowmy towards the cruiser.
"I'"d pick up the pace if | were you," said the Ken Pilot, nonitoring
hi s
progress. "You have at nost 45 minutes."
"I'f I go too fast | could hit the shielding," Zetho snapped. But he went
a

bit faster all the sane.
The Ken Pil ot said nothing.
Zetho sl owed down rapidly as he approached the ship. The glare fromthe
cruiser's engines nade it difficult to see clearly. He set the
pol ari zer

on his suit to half maximum He still had to see enough to see..
t her e!

Flickering on the edges.

Breat hi ng heavily, Zetho twi sted around so he was on the side of the
rope

farthest fromthe nearest forcescreen. One instant of contact would be
enough to breach his suit....
He slowy pulled his way through, and didn't breath easily until he was

on
the hull. Lying down against the hull, he started to crawl under the
forcescreens around the ship towards the port airlock.... "I"'mat the
airlock," he reported, eyeing it warily. "I'"mgoing to check for-"
"No time," came an unexpected voice over the conmmand circuit. It was
t he

War Adnmiral. "It's not likely they anticipated boarding."

"Not likely," Zetho nuttered. Taking a deep breath, he entered the
airlock

and triggered the cycling nechani sm

There was a thin atnosphere inside the ship, though Zetho didn't bother
to

check the readings or see what kind. Still in his spacesuit, he was

racing, on the run, to the bridge. Soneone had left the lights on in
t he

ship; either they had forgotten to turn themoff, or soneone was
actual l'y



on board! Zetho had a blaster with him but he hadn't fired a weapon,

even

on the practice range, for some tine.

The bridge was at the other end of the ship, and Zetho wasted precious

time hobbling there in his bulky suit. But that was the | ogica
| ocation

to go to, the nerve center of any ship. He scranbled as fast as he
coul d.

"Arkasian, you have thirty minutes," said the War Admiral's cal mvoice

"What is your situation?"

Puf fing as he noved rapidly, Zetho entered the bridge. He stepped
t hr ough

t he door and-

found hinself in an enmpty room A conpletely enpty room

“I"'mon the bridge," said Zetho, trying to catch a breath and recover
from

the surprise at the same tine."

"Can you deactivate the ship?" said the War Adnmiral

"No," said Zetho.

"Are you sure?" said the War Admiral, thinking the answer cane too

qui ckly.

"War Admiral, there are no controls on the bridge."

The War Admiral thought quickly. "They could be anywhere."

"And you have twenty eight mnutes,” cane the Ken Pilot's dry voice.

"Cet to engineering," said the War Admiral. The engi nes, at |east, had
to

be |l ocated in one set place.

So Zetho started running back the way he had cone.

On the bridge the War Admiral nmuttered, "I don't like it."

"Sir?" said Wen.

"W only have 28 minutes if it's set to point blank detonation; if it's

set to detonate at a farther range, we nay have even less tine."

Zetho realized that he was really out of shape. He gasped for air, and,

despite hinself, had to stop for a rest in a corridor

"What are you doi ng?" said the Ken Pilot. "Wy have you stopped?"

"What ?" said Zetho. The ship was shielded fromintensive scans; how
coul d

the Ken Pilot know that he had stopped?

"I hear your breathing slowing," said the Ken Pilot. Odd, that he would

have such good heari ng.

"Arkasi an?" canme the War Adnmiral's voice

"I'"'mmnoving again, sir," Zetho puffed, starting to run again.

He reached engi neering, or where engineering should be, only to find a

seal ed bul khead in his way.

Zetho explained the situation quickly. "--it will take too long to cut

t hr ough. "

The War Admiral frowned. Well, that ruled out the possibility of
shutting

down the power or turning the ship around. There was only one choice
left,

then. He cleared his throat, and said, "Proceed with the | ast

conti ngency

and

pl an we di scussed. Are you sufficiently near the expl osives?"
Zetho slowy wal ked down the corridors, opening the door to one room

then another, and then another. Hi s helnet |anmp showed that each were
tightly packed with brown boxes. "I don't think that's a problem sir."
"Then proceed. "

Zetho gingerly opened the satchel the Ken Pilot had given him The

expl osives had a shiny exterior that reflected the Iight fromhis



hel met

| anp.
"You have twelve minutes until point blank detonation,"” said Captain
Dulin. "If indeed we even have that ruch tinme." The deep space crui ser

| oomed | arge on the screen, closing rapidly on the Aory's stern

"Set it for a five mnutes," said the War Admiral quietly.

"Sir?" said Zetho, a bit startled. Then, understanding, he said, "Yes
sir." Then, a few seconds later. "Explosives set."

"Cet out of there NON" That surprising exclamation came fromthe Ken
Pilot.

Zetho, not really sure what he planned to do, was jolted into action by
the Ken Pilot's words.

He started running heavily. "Don't... wait.... for ne...
"You now have four minutes and thirty seconds before detonation," said

t he

Ken Pilot. "I would reconmend nore speed, |ess speech.™

Zetho ran until he thought his lungs were about to burst, and then he
ran

a bit nore. He reached the airlock, entered, and pressed the cycle
but t on.

Not hi ng happened.
"You now have two minutes, and thirty seconds,"” said the Ken Pil ot

dryly.

Zetho hit the controls again. The air started to spill out of the lock
The doors slowy opened. Zetho started crawing frantically across the
hull. "I won't make it... with enough tine to escape,” he rasped.

"You now have one mnute, twenty seconds" said the Ken Pilot.

On the bridge of the Gory everyone watched the ship approached. "Al

hands, brace yourselves for detonation," said the War Adnmiral, his
finger

depressing the comm Wen grabbed a railing; Dulin sat down in his
chair

and grabbed the arns securely. The War Admiral grabbed a console. There

were no seatbelts; no one ever expected a ship as large as the Gory to

encount er rough sailing.

Zetho crawl ed along the outer hull. "I can't see the linel"

"You now have fifty five seconds,” said the Ken Pilot, adding "I'm
getting

i mpatient."

Then Zetho crawl ed sone nmore, and saw the |ine around the curve of the

ship. he grabbed it, started pulling...

The Ken Pil ot watched closely. "Forty five seconds.
Zet ho

cleared the shield, or at the |east the second the Ken Pilot thought he

cleared the shield, he turned the ship around in one snmooth maneuver

The second t hat

and

headed away at full velocity. "Hang on," said the Ken Pilot dryly.

The end of the rope attached to the cruiser's hull snapped, and Zetho
was

yanked away. He held on for dear life as the battered Wldcat-5

accelerated at full speed. Zetho started to lose his grip with one hand
as

the rope pulled away, and he tried to hold on harder with the other
hand.

On the dory, Shishman was nonitoring the countdown as the cruiser
| oonred

closer "...Seven... six... five... four... three... two... one....".

There was a gi ant expl osion and the cruiser detonated two hundred and

twelve miles astern of the Aory. The ship shook with the vibrations of



the explosion, but then, in the body of the explosion, a white Iight
fornmed, spreading outwards. Everyone instinctively closed their eyes

and

covered themw th their hands, but the |light penetrated everywhere;

through the hull of the ship, through bul khead after bul khead, and even

through their hands and cl osed eyes. The |ight spread outwards,

enconpassi ng the other ships of the fleet, even those that had al ready
put

some di stance between thenselves and the A ory. The force of the |ight

only started to dissipate over a distance of hundreds of thousands of

mles, and even then, those who saw it had to cringe at the white
fl ash.

"What was that?" said Captain Harkness of the Blue Luna, blinking at
t he

spots in his eyes from whatever had just passed them

"Some kind of bright white light, sir," said an officer

"I know that," Harkness snapped. "Tell ne sonmething | don't know. "

"It seens to have cone froman explosion in the vicinity of the fleet."

"This far out?" said Harkness, stunned. It nust have been sone
expl osi on.

"CGCet me the dory."

H s commofficer signaled the dory.

"No response, sir."

"No response?" said Harkness. "Try the rest of the fleet."

Pati ence. One minute, then two, then three, then

"Again, no response."

Har kness refused to consider the obvious. Had a nassive expl osion

destroyed the fleet. "Long range scan," he barked.

To his relief, the inages of the fleet's ships were intact. "Al
there,"

he muttered. "They're just not answering. Could it be sone kind of EM

danpening fiel d?"

"Negative, sir," said the conmmofficers. "Qur signals are being
received

and bounced back."

"Then something is very, very wong with the fleet," nuttered Harkness.

"Al'l stop! Get ne Captain Took and Lieutenant Cbe, on the double."

The pair of WIldcats streaked towards the fleet.

"I love it whenever sonmeone el se decides |'m expendable,” said Took. "I

just wish they'd cone out and say it."

"The Captain didn't want to risk the ship until he finds out what's
goi ng

on," said QCbe.

"Maybe it's a commfailure.”

"On every ship in the fleet?" said Obe.

"We'l | find out soon enough," said Took nervously, as they maneuvered
into

the body of the fleet. Fromthe outside everything | ooked nornmal.

They tried to raise the G ory again, but got no response.

"dory, this is Captain Took, requesting |anding clearance,"” said Took
No

response. "Aory, this is Captain Took, requesting |anding clearance.”

Agai n, no response.

"This is really spooky," said Took, as he flew over the manmoth shi p.
"Al

right, dory, this is Captain Took, and | am designating Bay 1 the
Capt ai n

| daho J. Took Menorial Landing Bay. You'd better not have anything
| aunchi ng where |I'm | andi ng. "
They landed in the bay, and alnost fromthe instant they exited their



shi ps, they knew sonethi ng was wrong.

The bay crew were there, but they were crying, or yelling, or wandering
around ai m essly.

"What's wrong?" said Took, to one of them but the tech sinply wal ked
right by him as if he didn't see him crying about sonething.

Anot her tech said, "Took? Took, is that you?"

"Casey?" said Took, |ooking at the tech

"Took, it's you!" she said.

"OfF course it's me," said Took. "Can't you tell? And why are you

| ooki ng

he

up,

You

every

cannot

sai d

so oddly at ne."

"I"'mnot |ooking at anything," she said. "Took, |I'm BLIND"

Suddenl y, everythi ng becanme apparent.

They made their way to the bridge, past the disconsol ate, confused, and
upset crewers.

VWen they stepped onto the bridge they saw the crew, sitting at their
controls. Good. Maybe they weren't affected.

"Who's there?" said Captain Dulin, sitting in his chair.

Onh oh. "Captain Took and Lieutenant Cbe," said Took

"Can you see?" said the War Admiral

Oh no, not himtoo. Took wal ked right in front of the War Admiral. He
stared right through them

"Yes," said Took.

"The Bl ue Luna?"

"We're all fine."

"The rest of the fleet?" said the War Admiral

"We don't know, but... we can't raise any of them" said Took

"They're all blind," said the War Admiral. "I should ve foreseen this,"

said, without the slightest hint of irony.

"-and that's the situation, sir," said Took, speaking into the commto
Capt ai n Harkness. "Sone kind of booby trap."

"Any sign of hostiles?" cane Harkness's craggy voi ce.

"No, but | imagine it will only be a matter of time before they show

sai d Took.

"One nonent," said the War Adnmiral, interrupting. "Captain Harkness"
"Sir?"

"I am giving you operational conmand of the fleet during this crisis.

will follow nmy instructions directly."
"Sir, yes sir."
The War Admiral said, "Wat is your crew conplenent, | believe, 82

officers and 397 men, if | renenber correctly?"
"Sir, yes sir."
"I reconmend you disperse themso that at |east a half dozen are on

ship. "
"Sir, with only six nmen per ship, we we'll be vulnerable to-"
"Captain, our inmediate priority is for the care of the crews. W

even eat or sleep nuch | ess man our stations w thout assistance."

"Yes sir," said Harkness.

"Captain Took," said the War Admiral

"Sir?"

"I amputting you in command of the dory."

"Sir, I'mnot a naval captain, |I'ma spaceforce pilot, wouldn't one of

Capt ai n Harkness's senior officers-"
"You are the sighted officer with the nost experience on the Aory,"



the War Admiral. "Your first task is to try the best you can to tend to

the crew. Wien the crew fromthe Blue Luna arrive, set up group
nmesshal |

and sl eepi ng arrangenents.”

Si x people, to do that for 3,000 crewnenbers?

"Sir-"

"Do the best you can," said the War Admiral. "Lieutenant oe."

"Sir?"

"David Norman's fighter was near the area of the blast. See if you can

| ocate it on sensors."

ne checked the sensors | ogs. There was a tense monent, then he said,

" No

sir. Nowhere on sensors."

The War Admiral swall owed heavily. "Very well."

Took | ooked at the officers, still sitting calmy in their chairs. He
went

over to Conmander Wen. "How cone when we came in you guys weren't
gr opi ng

around, |ike the others?"

"The War Adnmiral told us not to touch anything," she whispered. "Wo
knows

what a blind person could do accidentally with the controls."

"Hm " said Took.

"Attention all hands, attention all hands, this is acting Captain |day

Took," said Took, speaking over the comm "I mean, when | say "acting"
I

mean it's not like | nerely play one on holostories. |'ma rea
capt ai n,

but just a space fighter captain; the acting part is the naval part-"

"Took," said Dulin warningly.

"Ah, yes, well, there's sone good news, and there's some bad news."
Shoul d

he deliver the good news first, or the bad news? Took always |iked

delivering the good news first. "The good news is that | and Obe and
t he

ten crewers who | anded fromthe Blue Luna have our sight," said Took
Now

cones the bad part. "The bad news is that no one else on the ship does.
So

we're setting up group assenbly points on decks four, eight, twelve,
and

fifteen. Try to feel your way there by touch. W have a doc com ng up
from

the Blue Luna, he's going to check you all out, and everything should
be

fine," said Took reassuringly. One doctor. For 3,000 patients. It was

truly mind boggling. What el se was there to say? "Ah, I'll be back with

nore news, later." He closed the channel

The War Admiral, in his office, heard a buzz. "Come in," he said.

The door slid open, soneone cane in, and the door slid close. "Have a
seat, Commander. There shoul d be one about five feet fromthe door, if

recal | ."

Wen was incredul ous. "How did you know it was ne?"

"I snelled your perfune."”

"I don't wear any," said Wen.

"l recogni zed the sounds of your footsteps."

"On carpeting? | don't make any, Adniral."

"Just a lucky guess, then," said the War Admiral, smiling to no one in
particular. He knew it had to be her. "What can | do for you?"



"Nothing really," said Wen. "I just wanted to talk."

"Talk is about all |I'mcapable of right now " said the War Admiral
" For

once inny life, | have plenty of tine."

"What if... what if it's permanent?" said Wen.

"Qur blindness?" said the War Admiral

"I"ve been a soldier nost of ny life. | can't bear the thought of
spendi ng

the rest of it as a cripple, taken care of, coddled like a child."

"It won't cone to that," said the War Adnmiral grimy.

"What do you nean?"

"Do the math, Stacy," said the War Adnmiral gently. "Approximtely
20, 000

crewen blind, with only 500 crewren to tend the rest of the fleet. How
do

they run and maintain a fleet of this size, while at the sane tine
caring

for all of us?"

"They can't," said Wen.

"Exactly," said the War Adnmiral. "Wy do you think |'ve retained
ultimate

conmmand?"

Wen didn't answer

"If there's no prospect of recovery, I'll order the Blue Luna to recal

its crew and head off on its own," said the War Admiral. He left the

obvi ous unsai d.

Wen started trenbling. "I've never been afraid to die... but to go
like

this..... " She | ooked at the direction where she thought the War
Admira

m ght be standing. "Aren't you scared?"

"Yes," said the War Admiral, very calmy. "Yes, I am"

"Where is that doctor?" said Col onel Darley. "He should have been here

sone tine ago."

"The doctor will come," said the War Admiral, entering the bridge
sl ow y

fromhis office, walking the route he knew so well from nmenory.
Commander

Wen followed cl ose behind, feeling for the railing around her.

Suddenl y, they heard soneone enter the bridge. "The Doctor was

del ayed, "

said a famliar voice that all could recognize by sound. It was
i mpossi bl e

to believe... but it was the Ken Pil ot!

"David!" said the War Adnmiral. "You're alive!"

Took | ooked over at the Ken Pilot, who was in the conpany of the
doctor.

He had sone mild burns on his face.

"What happened to you?" said Took

"Radi ation," said the Ken Pilot. "Fromthe explosion. | had to borrow
t he

doctor to treat Arkasian."

"Arkasian is alive too?" said Wen.

"I yanked himout just in tine," said the Ken Pilot. "But his radiation

burns were worse than nine."

"Wait a minute," said Colonel Darley. "Are you blind?"

"Apparently,"” said the Ken Pilot, refusing to concede anyt hi ng.

"You were outside the ship in your fighter."

"Yes," said the Ken Pilot.

"Did one of the Blue Luna's crew rescue you?"



of

t hen,

to

make

"No," said the Ken Pilot.

"Then how di d you get back to the dory?"

"I flewinto Bay Two," said the Ken Pilot.

"And you can't see a thing."

"No," admitted the Ken Pilot.

"How did you-"

"Can this wait?" said the doctor. "My name is Doctor Qurn, Captain. |I'd
like to take you to sickbay and exam ne you."

"Take Commander Wen," said Dulin. "My place is on the bridge."

"You shoul d both go," said Took

"No, 1'd rather stay-"

"Don't nake ne give you an order, Captain," said Took

Dulin opened his nmouth, considered, and then turned to where he thought
the War Admiral mght be. "War Admiral -"

"He's in charge," said the War Admiral. "You might as well go, Captain.
There isn't nmuch any of us can do here."

"You should go too, Admiral," said Took

The War Admiral acted as if he didn't hear Took. "I'Il be in ny office.
Alert ne if anything arises.”

As soon as they had filed out, Took | ooked around him at the nmjesty

the being in command of the largest ship in the fleet. The bridge was
large, two stories tall, with crew nmenbers sitting by panels on both

| evel s. The power of the Gory to launch starfighters, deliver |aser
batteries, and |l aunch destructive mssiles was awesone. And he, a lowy
starfighter captain, was in charge of it all

"I never thought I'd be in charge of all this," Took nuttered. "But

| also never thought I'd be in charge of a ship full of blind people,
either.”

Suddenl y, an officer shifted position, and one of the consol es bl eeped.
"Hey, watch where you put your el bow, Shishman," said Took

Managi ng the ship was a nightmare. Crewrenbers tried to nake their way

the gathering points, only to find that that navigating by touch and
menory sonetines had unpredictable results; several of the crewrenbers
headi ng towards the messhall on Deck 16 found thenselves lost in the
engi neering section, and couldn't find their way out. Ot hers who did

it there found thenselves on the ends of very long lines waiting to be
served by the single crewmman assigned to that collection point.

Qovi ousl y,

do,

to

| ost

the crew couldn't survive very long going on like this.
Took kept to the bridge, partially because there was nothing he coul d

but nostly because the sight of all those blind crewrenbers lining the
hal | depressed himtoo much. He tried to i ssue positive announcenents

keep his spirits up, but then he got some discouraging feedback from

who had been trying to help guide | ost crewnren bel ow decks.
"How i s the crew hol ding up?" said Took
"Not well," said Cbe. "I've been spending the |last two hours hel ping

crewnenbers nmake their way to the collection points."
"I's there anything | can do to hel p?"

"Yes," said Cbe. He hesitated. "A small thing."

"Name it," said Took, eager to help.

"Some people wants you to stop nmaking announcenents."
"Some peopl e?"



"More |like everyone," said Che. "Well, just everyone |'ve encountered."
"What ?" said Took. Then, "Ch."

"I't's nothing personal, lday," said Cbhe. "It's just that when you're
facing permanent blindness and you're scared and you're hungry,

unabashed

i mage

cheerful ness tends to cut through you like a vibroblade."

"Ch," said Took. "All right." But he | ooked crestfallen

Sone tine later there was a ping of an incom ng signal. Lieutenant
Shi shman instinctively tried to activate the controls, but he only
succeeded i n expandi ng the size of the hol ographic map.

"That's ok, | got it," said Took, pressing the appropriate button
"l got your nessage you wanted to talk to ne," canme the hol ographic

of Captain Harkness. "Report."
"The doc has just delivered some good news," said Took. "The blindness

is

probably tenporary.”

" Pr obabl y?"

"Well, it doesn't look like anything vital was destroyed, their optic

nerves were just paralyzed, or sonething," said Took, trying to
remenber

what Gurn said. "Sorry, but 1'mnot very good with this medical stuff.”

"Did he say when their vision mght return?"

"The Doc thinks maybe a few hours, maybe a few days, that it will vary

fromperson to person" said Took

"Well, that's really great," said Harkness. "Have you taken a | ook at
your

| ong range sensors |ately?"

"Unh...."

"Check them now. W just picked themup a few minutes ago."

Took expanded the sensor range. There, just on the edge of detection
was

an Insectoid fleet. It was relatively small--two flat tops, a few

battl ecrui sers, and some destroyers, but against a blind fleet, it was

nmor e t han enough

"Trouble," said Took. "I wonder why they haven't attacked?" Suddenly he

heard anot her pinging. "Just a nmonment." He checked the source. "Sir,
we're

getting an incom ng signal, fromthe Insectoid fleet!"

Sstosss was livid. They should have attacked hours ago. But Torss, the

ever cautious one, wanted to be certain the eneny was blinded.

"Look," she had said, right after the attack. On extreme sensor range,

they saw the human fleet. "All their ships are intact, including the

Gory. Your plan failed."

Sst osss checked the scanner readout. "The dory may be crippl ed; at
this

range we can't get a good reading on it. In any event | detect debris
from

our ship; it definitely detonated."

"Perhaps, but perhaps it detonated too far away to do any good," said

Tor ss.

"The range of the white light-"

"So you say," said Torss. "I propose we wait on the edge of sensor
range

for a short tine and see how they react."

"How t hey react?"

"I'f they nove to attack, we will know they aren't blinded, and we wil |l
be

able to retreat."
And so they had waited, and waited, and nothing had happened. They were



SO

close to the edge of their sensor range that it wasn't even clear the
humans coul d detect their ships. Finally, Torss agreed to approach, and

prepare for attack, but Torss wanted one nore test. "W will contact
t he

humans, and see for ourselves what their condition is."

"On screen,” said the War Adniral

The flat two di mensional image of the Insectoid bridge appeared on
their

screen. The Insectoids had selected this node of communication on
pur pose,

so they could see nore of the Gory's personnel

"I am War Admiral Norman North," said the War Admiral. "Perhaps you' ve

heard of ne."

"Yes," hissed Torss through her translation device. "I have been sent
to

destroy you."

"An admirable goal ," said the War Admiral. "Have you checked with your

predecessors to see how t hey' ve done?"

"I amcalling about surrender...."

The War Admiral blinked. "I'msorry, but we're not taking on any
prisoners

at this time." Lieutenant Cbe chose this noment to wal k over to the

Admiral with a pad, handed it to him and he pronmptly signed it. "Thank

you," he said, |ooking up at Cbe, who returned to his post.

"We are calling for your surrender!" Torss hissed angrily.

"Sorry, we're not in the market for that either," said the War Admiral

"The way | see it," and he put no special enphasis on his words, "we
have

you out gunned. Captai n?"

Took, standing at the hol ographic display, pointed to the i mages of the

Insectoid fleet. "Two carriers, a few heavies, sone destroyers... an
easy

job." He turned and directly faced the War Admiral. "Please Admral
| et

me | aunch an attack agai nst them please?"

"I"mhaving trouble restraining my nmen," said the War Admiral. "If you
want to live, you'd better retreat."

"W do not retreat!" Torss hissed again.

"Strategic withdrawal, then," said the War Adniral. "End

comuni cati ons, "

he nodded to what he thought was Shishman, though it was Obe who was at
hi s consol e.

"Wl | ?" said Torss.

"It was quite obviously an act!" said Sstosss. "They nade a point of
showi ng that they had vision, which proves they do not!"

"How can they pretend to have what they do not have?"

"We saw a crewran wal k forward. That coul d have been rehearsed. Even a
bl i nd being can wal k rehearsed steps. W saw the War Admiral sign
something in his hands. That is not difficult either. | amnore

convi nced

than ever that they are all blind--and | can prove it." Sstosss ordered
the commbeing to pull up the record of the npst recent communication
"Scan the Admiral's eyes; what was he | ooking at during the

conversation!"

The conmmuni cations being | ooked to Torss for perm ssion; Torss nodded.
In a moment the anal ysis was conplete. "Run, with overlay," Sstosss

or der ed.

On the screen they could see themselves, with Admiral Torss speaking to



the War Admiral. A red arrow appeared on the screen, just to the right

of

Admiral Torss. There it stayed throughout rmuch of the conversation

"Just as | thought!" said Sstosss triunphantly. "Don't you think it a

l[ittle odd that during your commrunication the War Admiral was al ways

| ooki ng past you?" Sstosss said.

"This is merely a projection,"” snapped Torss. "W don't know exactly
how

our image appeared on his screen, or precisely what angle he was
| ooki ng

from"

"I'f you will not attack, permit nme the honor!" said Sstosss.

Torss considered. If word of his hesitancy got back to the Queen, she

woul d surely be relieved of conmand, and probably worse. But to attack

W thout certainty...

"Al'l right," said Torss finally. "I will order an attack. A probing

attack. Two squadrons.”

"Only two squadrons!”

"I'f the humans are blind, we shouldn't have any | osses, should we?"
sai d

Torss. "If this attack is successful, then we will |aunch our remaining

squadrons. "

"They' re launching," said Took. "Looks like two standard | nsectoid

squadrons, 19 ships each."

The War Admiral nodded. "You'll have to take WIldcat "A" to intercept

them "

"Uh, sir," said Took. "I don't want to be too sarcastic, but you have
to

know that Wldcat "A" is not exactly up to full strength right now. In

fact, we're a bit less than full strength. In fact, you mght say it's

just ne, and Cbe-."

"Take the pilots you need fromthe Blue Luna," said the War Admiral

"The Bl ue doesn't have any fighter pilots right now " said Took. "Ch...
I

see what you nean."

"Shuttle pilots, transport pilots, anyone who's ever had experience
flying

anyt hi ng outside of an atnosphere,"” said the War Admiral. "Find ten
war m

bodi es. "

"Me and he and ten amateurs, against 40 Insectoid fighters? How can we

def eat then®"

"I can," said the Ken Pilot, appearing on the bridge. "I'mjoining
you. "

"Ah, have you regained your site, K?" said Took, hoping agai nst hope.

"“No. "

"So you're blind."

"Just get nme to my ship, I'lIl do the rest," said the Ken Pilot.

"So you're saying you're too blind to get to your ship, but once there,

you won't have any troubles flying, or fighting?" said Took

"Correct," said the Ken Pilot.

Took turned to Gbe. "Is it just nme?"

"You're running out of time," said the War Admiral. "You'd better cal

Har kness on a scranbl ed channel and neke the arrangements. Hurry."

It wasn't just a matter of getting pilots fromthe Blue Luna; with the

Bl ue's crew di spersed anong the fleet, a nore urgent problem was
findi ng

pilots on ships which had Wl dcats stationed on them
But, twenty minutes later, they were in Bay One, alnopst ready to

| aunch.



"I still don't think this is a good idea," said Took, standing next to

t he

Ken Pilot.

"Just point ne to ny ship."

Took did so, and the Ken Pilot clinbed up on the wing and into the

cockpit. It was only when Took saw what the Ken Pilot was doing inside
t he

cockpit that he began to understand. "Wat's that you're putting in
your

ear ?"

"My audio sensor," said the Ken Pilot.

"Audi o sensor?"

"I't makes a different sound, depending on where the eneny ship is in

relation to mne. Wien | hear this sound, for exanple" the Ken Pil ot

pressed a button, and Took heard a small sound. "I know an eneny is

directly inline with my rear turret., and | can fire."

So that was how the Ken Pilot managed to fire both in front and in back
at

the sane tine!

"But how do you-"

"No time," said the Ken Pilot, closing his cockpit.

Took ran to his own ship.

As soon as they |aunched and he had lIinked up with the other WI dcat

pilots, he activated the special scranbled circuit he had set up with
t he

squadr on.

"Took here," he said, as soon as he |aunched. "Gk, | know a |lot of you
are

new to fighters, they're just like shuttles and transporters, only nuch

ninbler and with a ot of firepower. |I want everyone except for Cbe and

the Ken Pilot to hang back while we handl e the Insectoids.

"Three of you, against 40 of then?" said one of the new pilots.

"Cbe and | are actually just going to watch," said Took. "The Ken Pil ot

has handl ed 40 enem es before on his own, haven't you, K?"

"41 eneny fighters," corrected the Ken Pilot. "Of course, | wasn't
bl i nd

at the time."

e, flying parallel to Took, gave hima worried gl ance.

Wul d the Ken Pilot be able to literally fly blind? Was there a danger
he

m ght shoot one of them by accident? "K, are you going to be ok?" said

Took.

"Yes," said the Ken Pilot. "I can handle all 40. It just may take a few

m nutes | onger than usual ."

"Don't worry, Cbe and | will take one or two of the while you handl e
t he

other 38," said Took. Wthout a trace of irony, he added, "That should

make it easier.”

"Here they cone!" said one of the pilots.

The battl e began. The inexperienced pilots scuttled to get out of the
way,

and the Insectoid ships split off to give chase.

Took lined up one in his sights and fired. "Well, that's one down."

Suddenly, laser fire burst around himas he was targeted by three

di fferent ships conming fromthree separate directions. He broke
furiously,

turning this way and that, but only managed to | ose one of them The
| aser

fire burst closer to his ship.
"Cbe, I'min a bit of trouble here," said Took



"I"'ma bit busy right now, " said Cbe, and Took heard | aser fire over

t he

comm So they were overwhel mi ng hi mtoo.

Took twisted left and then hard right, but the two still stayed with
hi m

and their laser fire cane closer. Then, all of a sudden, both ships

expl oded into debris.

"Sorry, | was delayed," cane the Ken Pilot's voice

Took did a quick glance at his short range scanner. N ne Insectoid
shi ps

had been destroyed.

Monentarily free frompursuit, Took went on the attack, destroying one
of

he' s pursuers and a nonent |ater destroying another. In a matter of

mnutes it had turned into a rout, and the renmaining Insectoid ships,
sone

fifteen in all, turned tail and retreated. But not before they
dest royed

two of the ships with the new pilots. The new pilots sinply had no

know edge of sophisticated turns and rolls, and were easy pickings for
t he

Insectoids, at least until the Ken Pilot was able to turn his attention
to

t hem

"Al'l right, formup on ny wing and let's head back to the Aory," said

Took. "K, can you land with that hearing aide system of yours?"

"Yes," canme the stolid reply.

And then Took realized that he must have done it once before, when he
had

brought Arkasi an in.

"Qur squadrons were defeated!" Torss raged.

"Once again, you draw the wong conclusion!" said Sstosss. "They sent
out

only one squadron to neet our two."

"And defeated us handily."

"Yes, because you didn't send overwhelning force, as | recomended, "
sai d

Sst 0sss.

"What difference would it have nade?"

Sst osss had a sneaking suspicion. "Gve ne sone tine to analyze the
comnbat

footage and I will show you."

Two hours |l ater Sstosss had her answer. She brought her findings to a
now

thoroughly skeptical Sstosss. "Look at the footage now'. Each of the

Wl dcats were painted pink, except for three Wldcats that were painted

bl ue.

"Notice how erratically the pink ones are flying?"

" So?"

"Do you notice how all our |losses were attributable to the three bl ue

pi | ot s?"

"I's that true?" said Torss, showing interest for the first tine.

"Yes," said Sstosss. "In fact, one of the blue fighters accounted for
nost

of our | osses."

"How i s this possible?"

"The ot her ships must have been flown renptely, or by inconpetent
pilots.

I was wrong when | said that everyone has been blinded--but | would
suggest that nost of their fleet has been blinded. That's why they



weren't
able to muster nore than three fighters to attack us."
"And the War Admiral ?"
"He was obviously blind. The other crewnen nmust have been anpng the few
who weren't blind. Perhaps they were on a long range patrol when the
expl osion occurred, or on the far side of the fleet. Either way, this

is

concl usi ve evidence that they are blind. If we attack with overwhel m ng

force, we can win!"

"I'mnot certain.”

"Think!" said Sstosss. "We're still at extreme range, and we're a
smal | er

force. Wiy has the War Adnmiral not yet attacked us?"

Torss consi dered. Sstosss' analysis was still speculation, but it nade

sense. And if Torss didn't attack, Sstosss's report and Torss's failure

woul d still probably be enough to get her rempbved from conmand. That
| eft

one choi ce.

"Launch a full-scale attack."

Seven full squadrons | aunched fromthe flat tops, and the small fleet

noved forward behind the advancing screen. At first the humans didn't

l aunch any fighters to intercept them In fact, their fleet stayed

perfectly still.

"You see?" said Sstosss. "It was all a bluff!”

But then, when the fighters and the fleet got closer, many things
happened

at once.

The dory launched five of its eight squadrons. The Anmory Till | aunched

two squadrons, and other capital ships |aunched several fighters as
wel | .

Fast attack destroyers and battl ecrui ser suddenly powered up, headi ng

directly towards their small fleet.

In noments, the humans were engaging their fighters. Soon after, they

started taki ng heavy | osses. Qoviously, blind people were not at the

controls of all those shi ps.

"What' s happeni ng?" said Torss. "This is no deception! You were w ong!
The

humans weren't blinded! Retreat!"”

The fleet started to turn about, but the fast attack destroyers were on

themtoo quickly, firing torpedoes. Torss's ship was rocked by severa

expl osi ons am d shi ps.

"Damage report!" shouted Torss.

"W're getting a transmission!" yelled a commofficer over the sounds
of

expl osi ons.

The i mage of the War Adnmiral appeared on the screen

"You!" said Torss. "It was all a trick!"

"No," said the War Admiral. "We were blind when you thought we weren't,

but we were sinply no | onger blind when you thought we were. You were

simply a victimof poor timng," said the War Admiral. "Wuld you care
to

surrender ?"

Several nore torpedoes slanmed into the flat top, hitting the munitions

deck. Suddenly, North's image of Torss's bridge was cut off as the flat

top expl oded.

On the bridge of the Aory, the War Admiral remarked, "I guess ny
timng

was poor too."
The smal |l fleet was qui ckly overwhel ned and destroyed, although there
wer e



wher e

of

was

of f.

ally,"

sound

deaf,

some Wldcat losses in the fleet. Not all the conbat pilots were
sufficiently recovered enough to fly, and sone of those who did had
suffered doubl e vision and blurriness, which reduced their efficiency

conbat. But they had secured a victory, while keeping casualties to a
m ni mum
Captain Dulin appeared on the bridge. He wal ked over to his chair,

Took was sitting, watching the repair reports coming in after the end

the battle. "Good work, Took," he said. "I relieve you."

Took | ooked at the War Admiral. "Can he really do that, sir?"

The War Admiral hooked a thunb towards the bridge's starboard exit, but
couldn't resist a grin.

"Ch, all right," said Took, grunbling as he got out of the chair. "It

fun while it lasted.”

Dulin sat down in the chair.

"Listen, Captain, if you ever need a substitute again-"

Dulin gave hima w thering | ook.

"-1"msure you'll find someone else," said Took, his voice trailing

The | aughter on the bridge was as wel cone as it was unexpect ed.
"Hmmm ...." cane the sound fromthe Ken Pilot's cockpit. "That's the
sound of someone 170 degrees, behind ne.

"And what's directly behind you?" said Took

The Ken Pilot pressed a button in the cockpit. "Hmm....
"Sounds the sane to me," said Took

"No, it's different,” said the Ken Pil ot.

"A different sound for each set of trajectories,'
different sounds are there?"

"Currently about 20," said the Ken Pilot.

"And how do you know if the sound represents an enemy or a friend?"
"The hum makes a slighter higher pitch at the beginning if it's an

sai d Took. "How many

said the Ken Pilot. "Listen." He played two exanples, both of which

identical. "Hear the difference?"
"No," said Took. "But | know one thing; we're lucky you're not tone

or else we'd all be dead."

Zetho Arkasian, supported by Yurgi, hobbled over to the shinp.
"Hey, | heard you nade it," said Took. "You really saved us, pal."
"And the Ken Pilot saved ne," Zetho rasped.

"He shoul dn't be out of bed, but he insisted on thanking him

personal ly,"

your

you

end

said Yurgi.

"Thank you," said Zetho.

"You're welconme,"” said the Ken Pilot, w thout any overt display of
enot i on.

"Just one thing... | nust know," said Zetho.

The Ken Pil ot said nothing.

"When you pulled me out, on the rope, it was attached at one end on

ship, and on the other to the cruiser. Wen you pulled ne out, how did
know it would snap on the end attached to the cruiser, and not on the

attached to your ship?" Zetho | ooked quizzically, expecting an

expl anati on



stern

of how the magnetic grappl e worked and how the Ken Pil ot deactivated

"I didn't know," said the Ken Pil ot.

"You didn't?"

"I couldn't deactivate the grapple, that's one of the parts of ny ship
|'ve been nmeaning to repair, and there wasn't time. | figured that if |
pulled on the line, it could snap on either end, and that maybe you had

50-50 chance of getting lucky," said the Ken Pilot. "It seemed |like a
reasonable risk to take, given the alternative."

Zetho, | ooking a bit shocked, nodded.

"I'"d better get himback to bed," said Yurgi, giving the Ken Pilot a

gl ance.
Took, grinning, shook his head. "K, pronise ne you'll never change."
"I don't make promi ses," said the Ken Pilot.

Chapter 5 Dangerous Journalism
Fromthe Log of War Admiral Norman North, 5 year after Vitalics: Tine

slowy passing. | keep thinking that we've seen the |ast of the
I nsectoids, but it seens, alnost |ike clockwork, that we run into

anot her

one of their fleets every nine to twelve nmonths. W repul se every

at t ack,

even

fleet

has

t hem

up

to

sone

but we can't replace our |osses, and we've lost nore three ships. As it
is, normal wear and tear is taking a toll on our ships; we have al nost
exhausted the jury-rigging and cannibalization that we're able to do; in

year or two we're going to have to start abandoni ng sone ships to keep
ot hers working, which will create difficult decisions of what to do

their crews.
| have to be honest and say that we haven't made very nuch progress in
| ocating Chent inhabited planets; it's been over two years since we

encountered a nmonunent. | knew it would be a difficult search to begin
with, but | think that because of our desperate need | had irrational
hopes that we would find what we were | ooking for sooner, rather than
later. | now have to face up to the prospect that we nmay never encounter
Chent civilization that can help us; and as our ships break down, the
honest eader sentiment grows stronger

It started about a year ago. There have been some rumblings in the

that we should stop our endl ess quest and settle down on one of the
habi t abl e worl ds we encounter fromtine to tine. Cccasionally soneone

wor ked up the nerve to nmention this idea in my presence. My answer to
is always the sane. If we settle down sonewhere, not only are we giving
any chance we mi ght have of rescuing our home worlds, but we will be
def ensel ess when the Insectoids find us. And they will.

But our crew, in flight for so many years without relief, is beginning

beli eve the fantasy that they can find a place where we can be safe,

obscure planet where the Insectoids will never |ook for us. But as



their
regul ar attacks indicate, they haven't given up
The nost interesting question is, where are the |Insectoids com ng fronf?

haven't | ocated any signs of Insectoid bases in this area of space; it

woul d seem that their ships nust be comng fromformerly Alliance
space.

But that is years and years behind us now How are they catching up to
us

so qui ckly? Do they have hi dden bases we haven't detected? Or have they

i nvented sonme met hod of propul sion that enables themto cross I|ight
years

in mnutes? That |ast would seemunlikely; when they attack, they cone
at

relatively the same speed as our ships. So how arte they throw ng al
t hese

fleets at us, and how are they finding us so easily?

| can go mad if | don't find ways to relax, so | have taken up hobbies,

and invited the senior staff to participate. Sonetimes it's hol ography,

or
three di nensi onal problem solving, or sinple graphical ganes; lately
I've
been interested in nusical conposition. | invited Roger Dulin and Stacy
Wen to join me, but Dulin quickly dropped out; he prefers quiet tine
on
his own. Wien it was down to just Stacy and nme, | invited sonme of the
junior bridge crewto join us; but for whatever reason, they too
dr opped
out. So it's just ne and the Conmmander. | sonetinme wonder how the fact

that we spend so nmuch tine al one together appears to the crew, but then

realize that the crew probably has bigger issues to worry about.

A short nusical conposition played over the conm Wen it finished,
North

| ooked at Wen expectantly.

"Alittle lighter on the druns,’

don't you?"

"I like mlitary music," said North. "MIlitary nusic uses druns." He

turned to the consol e and nade sone adj ustnents.

"I's there anything you like that isn't mlitary?" Wen asked.

"I"ve been in the nmlitary for centuries, for nmost of my adult life,"

said Wen. "You really like the druns,

sai d

the War Admiral. "If | had a life before that, | don't remenber it." He

pressed a button. "How about this?"

Wen listened to a clip that |lasted a few seconds. "Better," she said.
"l

Iike the | ong-w nded trunpets."

"That's mlitary too," said the War Admiral

"Yes, | appreciate the mlitary too," said Wen. "But | had a life
bef ore

the mlitary. | was a senior adm nistrator on U os."

"Yes, | renenber reading something like that in your service record,"”
sai d

the War Admiral. "What persuaded you to go mlitary?"

"I was on the planet during the siege of Uos," said Wen quietly.

Nort h nodded. Not hi ng nore needed be said.

The awkward silence was interrupted by a buzz by someone wanting to
enter.

"Cone," said North.

Captain Dulin entered the room "He's gone too far this tine, Admral!"



civili

weeks

t here

"Who, Captain?" said the War Admiral

"Ch," said Dulin, calmng down. "I presunmed you had seen it. | was
referring to Took's broadcast about nmmaintenance requests on the

an

ships.”

"Yes?"

"He criticized the military, saying that we give mai ntenance repairs on
civilian ships the |lowest priority, sonmetines forcing themto wait

or nmonths for repairs.”

"And is it true?" said North.

"Of course not," said Dulin. "Admiral, you know as well as | do that we
prioritize based on the seriousness of the repair. O course, mlitary
repairs are often nore vitally needed than civilian ones. Still, if

were a serious problemw th one of our merchant ships, like a core

br each,

you

fleet

we'd be on that-"

"Captain, why are you telling nme this?" said North.

"Sir?"

"You should be telling Took," said North. "I'msure he would interview

for his show "

"Sir, are you seriously suggesting that | dignify his little broadcast
with nmy presence?" Dulin asked.

"Yes," said the War Admiral. "Have you checked the usage |ogs, Captain?
They show that an incredible 91% of the fleet open their weekly e-mail
video report from Captain Took. That's an even higher rate than your

bulletin."
"I know, sir," said Dulin. "But the fleet bulletin is inportant-"
"I"'mnot blam ng you or the bulletin,"” said the War Admiral. "Wat | am

saying is that Took provides sonething vital--entertainnent,

di scussi on,

hi m

out .

Even

honest

| onger

on

asked.

excitement--things in very short supply. And as | ong as he doesn't
advocate the violent overthrow of the fleet command, | woul d encourage

to continue."”
"But sir... it's just not mlitary."
"Neither is a quarter of the fleet, Captain,” the War Admiral pointed

"And we've been together, wi thout |eave or relief, for a long tine.

the strictest nmilitary organi zation can't be so taut and proper for so
long. | trust |I've nmade ny point."

"Sir. Yes sir," said Dulin. He turned and left.

Wen says, "His criticisms don't bother you at all?"

"Bel i eve me, Conmander, Took is the least of ny worries. The

eaders

bother me ten tinmes as much. They're the ones that we're going to have
nore and nore trouble with over tine," said the War Adnmiral. "The

we go wi thout finding anything, the greater the pressure they wll put

us to settle on a planet and sinply give up."
"What will you do when the pressure rises to a boiling point?" Wen

"The music, Commander, help ne work on the rnusic," said North.
"Al'l right," said Wen. "But on one condition. Wen we're off duty,



like
we are now, you can call ne by my nane."
"Very well, Wen," said North, giving a rare grin. "Now help ne with

t hese
violins...."
"It's going to be a masterpiece, he!" said Took
"Go away," said Qbe, turning his head to face away.
"Che, I'mon a mission!" said Took. He shook Cbe.
"Go away! I'mtrying to sleep!"”
"But | need ny canera man!"
"I'"d rather sleep.”
"But Inspir said you should help ne."
"CGet Inspir to hold your canera for you."
"Very funny. Are you going to help me with my biggest story ever, or
not ?"

"What is it?" Cbe nuttered.

"Corruption of something vital to our very survival."

"Yes?" said Cbe, as if he were waiting for sonething nore.

"Qur food supply," said Took

he opened his eyes. "All right," said Obe. "But this better be good."
They took a shuttle fromthe Gory to the Marist. The Marist was the

| argest nerchant ship they had taken with themfrom Orotis, and |ike

nost
of the others it had been converted into a farmng vessel. The walls
had
been broken out between conpartnments and soil had been laid on the
ground,
whi ch now grew a constant rotation of thirty day potatoes, rice, wheat,
and ot her crops.
"So the thing about it is, these ships have actually been producing
| ess
and | ess food over tinme," Took said to Obe, as they wal ked across a
"field" on deck 4.
"I's that really surprising?" Obe says. "Equi pnent breaks down, soi
becones exhausted, that sort of thing."
"No, no, no," said Took. "According to ny information, we actually have
nore acres under cultivation now and nore fresh soil avail able now t han
we

did when we started, five years ago. We've run into a series of
habi t abl e

pl anets lately that have hel ped us restock."

"If that's true... then why are we under increased rationing?" Cbe
sai d.

"Ch, so are we actually interested in nmy little investigation now?"
sai d

Took.

They reached the office of the adm nistrator, Tarolly Odusk

They rang, but there was no answer. They rang again, but no one

r esponded.

"This is a day shift, isn't it?"

"Yep," said a high-pitched voice behind them

They turned to see a teenager pushing a grav tramfull of dirt.

"Hey, do you know where the director is?" Took asked.

"Cee, you look famliar," said the young man, peering at Took. "You're
that guy, that guy on the e-mail program"

"Yes, why yes | am" said Took. "The nanme is-"

"Took, of course," said the teenager. "I watch your show all the tine.



knew

fact, | reroute the e-mail so | get it first before everyone else."
"You do?" said Took. "No offense, but | didn't think you farmer types

a |l ot about conputers.”
"Ch, conputers are just a hobby, they're easy," said the kid

di sm ssivel y.

Bill."

dirt.

this

f oot ,

ship, "

t he
woul d

on

to

tine,

"By the way, ny nane's Billy Holiday. But Bill, npbst people call ne

"Good to neet you," said Took, automatically reaching out to shake the
kid's hand. But when he pulled it back he found it griny wth black

"Sorry about that," said Bill.

"Listen, kid, can you tell me where we can find the director?"

"No," said Bill. "But if you're looking for him don't try his office."
"Why not ?"

"He never shows up there, except for inspections."

Took and Obe exchanged gl ances.

"Any idea where we can find hinP"

Bill shrugged. "You might try leaving hima message."

"That's a pity," said Took. "We were hoping to ask himsonme questions
about farm production." He turned to Gbe. "How nuch food do you think

shi p al one can produce?"
"Assum ng an undifferentiated 30 day potato crop with constant soil
tenmperature, and fertilizer conditions and four potatoes per square

the approxinmate yield would be... 19,455 potatoes across the entire

said Bill.

Took | ooked at Bill. "You' re serious?"

"I never joke about potatoes, M. Took."

"Bill, what, ah, did you do before you becane a farner?"

"I was the Chief Engineer on the Blue Luna," said Bill.

"You, a kid, a teenager, C.E. on a battleship?" said Obe.

"Well... they called me Chief," said Bill. "At least, that's what they
called me while | fixed their engines."

"You fixed the engines on a pocket battl eship?"

"Sure," said Bill. "I saw an easy way they could do an upgrade to nake

ship al nost as fast as your standard battl ecruisers. At first no one
listen, but then | showed themthe schematics, and they set nme to work

it."

"I knew the engines were upgraded... but how cone we never heard that a
kid didit?"
"That was a few years ago," said Bill. "I think they didn't want word

get out that a kid was fixing the engines of our only battleship."
"So you did it, alone," said Took

"Yep."
"Had you ever worked with engi nes before?"
"Nope," said Bill. "Although | read about them once."

"Once. Then how did you...."

"It just nade sense to ne," said Bill

"And how did you get here?"

"Ch. They got tired of hiding me during every inspection tour. One

when | was al nost discovered, they decided it was tinme for ne to nove



on.
So they sent ne here."
"And doesn't it bother you, doing farm chores when you coul d be working

on

engi nes?"

"Not really,"” said Bill. "It gives me a lot of free tinme. W only
really

have to work three or four hours a day." He noticed their expressions.

"Actually, | don't think | was supposed to say that."

"I think we better have a talk with Director Odusk," said Took. "But

first, I think we have an interesting story to report, don't you?"

"-and so this incredi ble young man rebuilt the engines on the Bl ue
Luna,

and now his nost conplicated job is noving piles of dirt around," said

Took, speaking into the canera.

"Well, shucks, it isn't such a big deal," said Bill

Took had been interviewing Bill for the past few m nutes, careful to
avoi d

guestions about the farm managenent system He was on the trail of a
nmuch

bi gger story and wanted to catch certain people off guard. For now he

woul d have to be content with this "local boy nakes good engi nes"
story.

He interviewed Bill for a few nmore minutes, and then, in md-interview,

soneone wal ked in front of the camera.

"Hey," said Took. "We're filmng."

"H Bob," said Bill. "Captain Took, this is nmy friend Bob."

"Ch, your friend?" said Took, seeing another angle. "Sure, let's neet

your

friend." He pulled Bob back into canera range.

"Whoa, what?"

"What's your nane?"

"Bob Jord," said the farner. "lIs that a canera?"

"Yep," said Took. "Did you know all the wonderful things that your
friend

Bill can do?"

"Uh... sure," said Jord, |ooking distracted.

Jord obviously wasn't very enthusiastic, so Took |let himgo after
anot her
harm ess question or two.
VWen he edited the interview before broadcasting it, he edited down
Jord's
appearance to fourteen seconds.
Those fourteen seconds killed Bob Jord. He died, a day later
Took didn't even find out about it, until the day after it happened.
"Did you see the fleet bulletin?" said Cbe. "The kid we interviewed is
dead. "
"The ki d?" said Took, |ooking bew |dered for a second. "You nean Bill?"
"No," said Cbe. "The other one. Hs friend; the one we interviewd for

few seconds. "

Took frowned, taking the pad from Cbe's hand. "Let nme see that." But
t he

details were few It was an accident report; he had been nmauled to
deat h

by a mal functioning thresher.

"This is either got to be the biggest coincidence |I've ever seen, or

there's sonething el se going on here," said Took

In noments they were on a shuttle bound for the Marist. Their first
stop



st oppe

got

woul d'

sui t.

t he

avay

ny

you're

t he

was Billy Holiday. Bill was norosely pulling a dirtsled when they

d

by.

"I heard what happened to your friend," said Took. "You have ny
sympat hi es. "

Bill nodded. "He was such a careful guy, too. | can't imagi ne how he

caught by the thresher."

"Neither can |," said Took. "Listen, was Bob working on anything
sensitive?"

"Sensitive?" said Bill.

"Did he happen to stunbl e across anything, or know sonething that

ve

gotten himin troubl e?"

Bill thought for a nonent. "No, not that | know of."

"Did Bob have any enenies?"

"No. "

"Peopl e who disliked hinP"

"No. "

"Not even a little?"

"Not that | know of," said Bill

"What are you doing interrogating ny worker without perm ssion?" said a
new voi ce. They | ooked up to see a man in a finely tailored civilian

"Just doing ny job," said Took
"Your job?" said the man. Then recognition dawned on his face. "You're

man fromthat little show "

"Or, you can call ne Captain Took," said Took. "Do you have a nane as

wel | 2"

"Qdusk," said the man. "Director Odusk. Wat are you doing on mny ship

W t hout perm ssion?"

Took gave he a "what's going on here?" glance. "I, ah, didn't realize

needed perm ssion."

"Well you do," said Odusk. "Qur work here is vital and can't be

di srupted."” He turned to | eave.

"WAas Bob Jord disrupting things?" said Took

Qdusk turned back. "Do you have sonething to say?"

"I"'mhere to ask some questions about Jord's death, and the farmng
shi ps.”

"I don't have to answer any of your questions," said Gdusk, turning

again. He started to wal k away while Took | ooked hel pl essly at Cbe. Cbe

gave hima "Well, | don't know what to do either" | ook
"I'f you don't answer our questions, you'll have to answer the War
Admiral's," Took called after him

Qdusk stopped. "The War Admiral sent you?"

"I, ah, that's right, I'minvestigating things for him" said Took, not
very convincingly. Obe tried to | ook el sewhere.

"That's different then," said Odusk. "Wy don't you gentlenen come to

office?" he said, giving a sly snile
As they wal ked he nuttered, "Took, does the War Adm ral know what

doi ng?"
"Rel ax, buddy," said Took. "What he doesn't know won't concern himin

slightest."



They were offered seats inside Odusk's spacious and | uxurious office.

The

wal | s were decorated with photos and awards, the desk and countertops
of

his exotic furniture was lined with exotic scul ptures and awards, and
t he

pl ush carpeting nust have been anbng the best that Orotis had to offer

"Ni ce awards," Took commented, taking a seat.

"Yes, in recognition for nmy tirelesss work," said Odusk, typing sone
keys

on his consol e.

"What are you doi ng?" Took asked.

A face appeared on the screen. "Yes?" said a famliar voice.

"Ah, Captain Dulin. I was wondering if you could put me through to the
War

Admiral . "

"What -why are you contacting the War Adm ral ?" Took asked.

"Merely to personally assure himof ny full cooperation with your

i nvestigation," said Odusk. "I believe in keeping the Iines of

communi cati on open, don't you?"

"Ah...." For once, Took was speechless. Odusk could obviously tell from

their manner that the War Adnmiral hadn't sent them-and now he was
goi ng

to nake them face the consequences.

"Larolly, what can | do for you?" said a deep faniliar voice.

Qdusk turned the paper thin screen so that it faced both himand Took
and

he. "War Admiral, | believe you are acquainted with these gentlenen."

"I ndeed I am"

"They say they have come here on your behalf, to investigate the tragic

acci dent we had the other day."

"On ny behal f?" said the War Admiral, |ooking and soundi ng confused.
"ls

that what they said?"

"Yes," said Odusk innocently. "Wy, is something wong?"

"No," said the War Adnmiral, recovering smoothly. "So why are you
calling

me?"

Now it was Odusk's turn to be speechless. "I... | assuned....’

"You are to give themyour full cooperation," said the War Admiral
"Was

there anything el se?"

"No, " said Odusk, |ooking confused.

"dory out."

"Let's start with sone background questions, shall we, Director?" said

Took sweetly.

Qdusk recovered quickly. "Wat-what do you want to know?"

"About Bob Jord. How does a man get killed by a thresher?"

"It was moving, and he wal ked into the path of it," said Qdusk

"Didn't the operator see hin®"

"There was no operator," said Qdusk.

"My understanding is that threshers don't nove w thout an operator
sitting

onboard. "

"Normal |y, no, but this one did," said Gdusk. "W hypot hesize that he
| eft

the thresher on idle, and a mal function caused it to start moving
again."

"A mal function," said Took.
take a look at this thresher."

d like one of our techs on the Aory to



"Ch, that's not possible."

"Way not ?" said Took.

"It was dissenbled i mediately after the accident.”

"Why?" said Took sharply.

"No one wanted to work with it," said Odusk. "Some of our workers are
unduly superstitious. And we're always in need of spare parts for our
other threshers. It was for the best."

"I see," said Took. "And what about the scene of the accident?"

"What about it?"

"Were there any tracks, or clues-"

"I have no idea," said Odusk.

"Well, I'd like to see the area," said Took

"You're welcone to, but it's a waste of tine."

"Why?" Took asked.

"The entire part of the | evel has been reseeded.”

"Reseeded? Why?"

"It's what we do after harvesting," said Odusk, starting to run out of

pati ence.

"Al'l in one day?" said Took

"Yes," said Odusk. "And now, if there's nothing else-"

"I"'mnot quite done yet," said Took. "I have a few other questions to
ask

you. Why has overall farm production declined, while acres under

cultivation and soil quantity gone up?"

"This has nothing to do with your investigation," Gdusk frowned.

“I"1l be the judge of that," said Took. "You did prom se the \ar
Admira

your full cooperation, didn't you?"
"We've had problems with soil toxicity," said Odusk, glaring at him
"That, and equi prent breakdowns, have hanpered productions.™”
"l see," said Took
"Do you have any other pressing questions?"
"No," said Took. "Not right now," he added. Then he got anot her
t hought .
"You have nonitoring stations in every farm bay, correct?"
Qdusk nodded.
"D d anyone see the accident happen?"
"No, " said Odusk. "The wheat was too tall for the observer to see
anyt hi ng. "
"I'd like to speak to this observer," said Took
H s name was Walter Teeks, and he was a grizzled farmhand, but even he

had
been shaken by what happened.
"I wasn't paying much attention," said Teeks. "We're only supposed to
general | y supervise the workers, making sure the crops get the proper
rains and artificial sunlight, not ook out for the safety of the
wor kers. "
"When did you first notice sonething was w ong?"
"I heard a loud crash; when | went to investigate, | found that the
thresher had crashed against the wall; and Jord' s body was nangl ed
i nsi de
of it."
"I see," said Took. He | ooked at the observation post nonitors. "What
are

t hese hooked up to?"

"Surveillance. Munted all around the deck."

"Did any of these show the accident?"

"I don't know," said Teeks bl ankly.

"You don't know?"

"I never thought to |look," said Teeks. "Listen, | saw Jord's body



crunpl ed

into pieces. | wasn't anxious to relive the experience on the

monitors."

really

Wer e

Took.

"Are

your

to

"Where can | get a copy of the tape for the rel evant period?"

"I can punch it up," said Teeks. He peered out of the observation post.
"Camera seven should have given a nostly unobstructed view. " He typed a
few keys on the keyboard. Then he frowned.

"What's wrong?"

"I can't retrieve the tapes for that day."

"What do you nean?"

"They're wi ped; or gone; or never inputted into the system | can't

tell which."

"There's no log entry on it?"

"Apparently not; it's as if they were never filed. But they always are,
automatically. Jerensky set up the system hinsel f."

"Jer ensky?"

"Qur equi pnent tech."

Suddenly there was sonething that sounded |ike a crash bel ow, and they
heard soneone yell, "Whoa!"

They ran down to see what was happening. A worker was trying to restart

mul cher.

"It's... it's stuck," he said.

"Try opening it up," Teeks suggested.

The worker flipped open the side, where they saw the mangl ed body of a
fl eet technician.

"Jerensky," Teeks whi spered.

"I think we have sonmething a bit nore substantial than your typica
"thresher bites farmer" story," said Took

On the shuttleflight back to the dory, Took said, "Jord and Jerensky

mur der ed. "

"Yes," said Obe.

"But why?"

"Maybe they had an eneny."

"Or maybe they di scovered sonething they weren't supposed to," said

"What ?" said Obe.
"I don't know," said Took.
They were on final approach when the got a comm from Conmander W en.

you gentl emen returning?"
"On final approach,"” said Took
"CGood," said Wen. "The War Admiral would appreciate the pleasure of

company, at your earliest conveni ence."
"-1t didn't start out that way, War Admiral," said Took. "I just meant

say that we were investigating."

The War Admiral |ooked sternly at them

"And t hen your nane kind of slipped out."

The War Adnmiral continued to stare.

"I mean, sonething's up, right? We've definitely got one nurder on our
hands, and maybe nore. My investigation has reveal ed that rmuch, hasn't
it?"

The War Admiral wal ked close to Took

Took gul ped.

"Next time, Took, before you use ny nane, ask me first,"
Took nodded.

he sai d.



"Now, " said the War Admiral, speaking conmpletely normally, "I do

bel i eve

you have stunbled onto sonething inportant, which is why |'ve let you
proceed. Although sonetines your untaned approach has a tendency to
backfire, sonetines you pick up on things the rest of us don't. \Wat do
you have to report so far?"

Took was busy trying to decode the back-handed conplinment he had just
recei ved. He recovered quickly, saying, "Not sure, sir. W need to

i nvestigate nore. Sonmething is definitely going on there."

"Proceed," said the War Adnmiral. "And feel free to use ny nane if it
will

hel p your investigation further."

"Thanks!" Then, suddenly unsure if the War Admiral was being serious or

sarcastic, he gul ped.

"Di sm ssed, " said the War Adniral

Took and Cbe filed out.

Captain Dulin stepped out of the background, while the War Admiral

chuckl ed softly.

"I wouldn't have found it so amusing, sir," said Dulin.

The War Admiral stopped |aughing. "But he is on to sonmething. |'ve been

studying the reports. Farm production has been slowy declining."

"Qdusk has expl ai ned-"

"Yes, and we've been very quick to accept his explanations,"” said the
War

Admiral. "lI'ma soldier, Captain, not an adm nistrator; if | were a
good

admi ni strator | would have noticed and | ooked into this probl em nonths

ago. But administration was never ny specialty...." He |ooked as if he

wer e remenbering sonething, or soneone

"You're thinking of Quick," said Dulin.

"He was one of the best administrators there ever was, as well as the

bul wark of the Alliance. He ran the Directorate nore efficiently than
its

ever been run, before or since."

"It's a pity he died in that freak accident," said Dulin. "He could
have

been very hel pful in our war against the Insectoids."

"Yes, a pity," said the War Admiral

"So what do we have?" said Ghe. Took was in his bunk, reading
sormet hi ng.

"l don't know," said Took. "I can't nake heads or tails of these farm

out put statistics,"” he said, holding up a pad. "For all | know, Odusk

could be telling the truth."

"Why are you focusing so much on farm out put?" said Cbe. "Wat does
t hat

have to do with the nurders?”

"I'"ve heard runors of surplus food being sold throughout the fleet, on
a

ki nd of black market," said Took. "Il've never been able to |locate this

bl ack market, if it really exists, but the thought occurs to ne that if

someone' s been skimmng food off the top, and Jord found out about
it--"

"That would make hima liability," said Obe. "But it doesn't nake
sense.

Jord was just a farmhand. Jerensky, who handl ed the security and

surveill ance system was a key man. But | think Jerensky was killed
only

to cover up whatever really happened to Jord."
"Well, | know one thing," said Took. "I won't get the answer here,
westling with these figures.” Suddenly a thoughtful |ook crossed his



face. "But | do know sonmeone who is very good with figures."

"I really shouldn't be talking to you, M. Took, |'m supposed to be
working," said Bill Holiday, rapidly raking the soil

"I thought you only worked three hours a day," said Took

"Well, this is one of them" said Bill

He grabbed Bill by the shoulders. "Bill! Bill, tw people have been
mur dered. More could be in danger. W need to find out who's behind

this."

"What do you want of nme?" Bill said.

Took showed himhis pad. "I need you to help me make sense of these

figures. If this ship really is producing eight tons of harvest every

nont h-"

"Ch, that's not right," said Bill. "It's alnmbst double that."

"Doubl e?" said Took. "How do you know?"

"Easy," said Bill. "Sinply count the nunber of outbound transports
filled

with produce that |eave the ship every week. There are 14 of them If
you

assune a capacity of--" He ran through a set of nunbers too quickly for

Took to follow.

Took wasn't |istening especially hard, he was getting a renote link to
t he

fleet scheduler. Bill was right; there were an average of 14 transports

| eaving the Marist every week. Wiy so many transports if the crop yield

was so | ow? Took brought up another manifest, showi ng food distribution

schedul es; only eight of the fourteen transports stopped at ships where

food was schedul ed to be delivered. Wiere were the other six transports

goi ng?

"Hey kid, would you like a free shuttle ride?" said Took

They hung in space a short distance behind the Marist. The transport
t hey

were waiting for finally | aunched.

The transport leisurely took its time setting a course, and Took waited

until it's course was set and let it travel sonme distance before setting
a

course to follow

"Cot an exit vector, he?" said Took

"Coul d be one of three ships," said Cbe, checking the scanners. "Wit,
no,

it's probably the fast attack destroyer Yorkshire."

"Then that's where we're going." said Took. He pressed a comm
"Yorkshire

control, this is Gory shuttle eight, requesting |anding cl earance."

"This is Yorkshire control," cane a mlitary voice. "Purpose of visit?"

"Ah, engineering inspection tour," said Took. "Regul ations."

"Aory Eight, you re cleared for landing in the bay."

They | anded only a few m nutes behind the transport. Wen they exited,
he

whi spered, "Look."

Seal ed crates were being unloaded fromthe transport. Wrknen started
to

nove t hem

"Let's go," said Took, eager to follow

“I'n our fighter pilot uniforns?" said Cbe. "Don't you think that will be
a

bit conspi cuous?"

"He's right, M. Took," said Bill.

"Thanks for the advice, kid," said Took. "Al'l right."

They went the opposite direction, into a changing roomjust off the



| andi ng bay. They borrowed two worker uniforms and changed into them
No one gave them a second gl ance as they followed the workers carrying

t he

crates down bel ow. Wien they got to the | ower decks, they were in for a

shock.

In one of the corridors that supposedly housed the ship's munitions,
t he

crates of food were being stacked one on top of the other! One of the

Yorkshire's officers was directing the workmen, while another was
haggl i ng

with the forenman.

"I"d better hang back," said Bill. "That's one of ny bosses, he'l

recogni ze me."

Took nodded, and lifted one of the crates to give himan excuse to wal k
by

the officer who was talking to the forenman.

"-All right," said the officer. "10% nore. But you can't keep raising
your

prices forever."

"You know as well as | do that you can nake 50% above that on the
resal e

market," said the foreman, a heavy set balding man. "Shall we transfer
t he

credits now?"

Took heard all that he needed to. When they linked up with Bill, who
was

wai ting around the bend in the corridor, he only needed to ask one

question: "What is the nane of that foreman?"

"Roberto Virtuoso," said Bill. "Is he going to get in trouble?"

"You mght say that," said Took. He turned to Che. "Ready?"

"I think so," said Cbe.

"Let's get back to the Aory and dig up what we can on this Virtuoso
from

the fleet nmenory banks,"” said Took. "lI'msure he's not the man at the

top."

"Qdusk?"

"He's suspect number one," said Took

They boarded the shuttle and lifted off w thout incident. "What anazes
nme

is how openly they did it," said Ghe. "I wonder how far this web of

corruption extends?"

"I don't know," said Took. "If they're so relaxed about it, what that

tells me is that they' ve et down their guard because they' ve been
doi ng

this for so long that they don't expect to be caught."

Suddenly, a red light lit up on his panel, and al arnms sounded.

"What's wrong?" said Obe.

"The engi nes are overheating," said Took

"Shut them down!" said Cbe.

"I can't!" said Took, desperately pressing buttons. The whine of the

engi nes grew | ouder. "They're going to blowif we can't shut them
down. "

"Let nme have a | ook, M. Took!" said Bill

Took | ooked at Obe, who shrugged. "CGo ahead, kid!" said Took

Bill imrediately took over the console, noving his hands al nost faster

t han he coul d see.

The whine of the engines grew into a roar

"That's not fair," said Bill. "They've deactivated the engi ne
controls.™

He pulled up a series of conputer codes on the nmonitor, started working



furiously.

"Ah... kid... I'"'mnot sure we have tine for that," said Took, trying
hi s

best to be heard over the roar.

"We're at 105% naxi mum we're going to blow at any second!"

"Hm yeah," said Bill.

The roar grew so loud that they had to cover their ears. But the kid
kept

wor ki ng, hands frantically noving, until he suddenly finished what he
was

doi ng, and pressed one of the buttons that Took had pressed before. The

whi ne of the engines died down.

"What did you do?" said Took

"It was a soft-disconnect--in the software only," said Bill. "Sorry, |

shoul d' ve realized that sooner."

"I't's ok, kid," said Took weakly.

Bill nmanaged to restore the controls and assured themit was safe to

return to the Gory. Wile he was doing so he pulled up a comm | og
"Here

it is," saidBill.

"Here what is?" Took asked.

"We received an anonynous signal that triggered the engi ne overload,"
sai d

Bill. "It was set up to be triggered remotely."

"Where did the signal conme fronP" Took asked.

"The Marist," said Bill.

"Clever," said Obe. "They bl ow us up not when we're | eaving the Mari st,

but the Yorkshire, to divert attention away fromthem™

"Yeah, clever," said Took, appearing to agree, but not sounding fully

convi nced. An expl osi on now woul d' ve drawn attention to the Yorkshire,

somet hing the bl ack marketeers shouldn't be interested in doing.

"An interesting report," said the War Adnmiral. "So now you're perceived
as

the threat."

"Yes, sir," said Took

"So you're convinced that Odusk has been producing extra food,
fal sifying

records, and selling this food on the black market for his own profit?"

"Yes sir."

"And this has been a w despread practice, going on for years w thout
our

noti ci ng?"

"Yes... yes sir," said Took

"Where's the evidence and exactly who is involved, Captain?"

"I"'mclose to getting the evidence we need, sir," said Took

"Very good. Keep me posted with regular reports,” said the War Admiral

Then, as an afterthought, he said, "Wy don't you take David along with

you, while you wap up your investigation?"

"Did the War Adnmiral order me to acconpany you?" the Ken Pilot asked.

"Not exactly an order... well, maybe it was. It was a suggestion, but
from

the War Admiral, you know?" said Took

The Ken Pil ot gave hima dead | ook. He obviously wasn't eager for this

assi gnment .

"We' || be docking with the Marist in five minutes,” said Cbe. "Do you
have

t he cl earance codes?"

"Yep," said Took. "And we arranged for our good friend M. Virtuoso to
be

called off-ship for the next few hours."



After they | anded they found Bill purposefully loitering in the

corridor

They

t he
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Files

| ook

read,

surpri

and

sinmply

to

hardl y

sorely

near Virtuoso's quarters. He nodded as they approached.

"Ready?" said Took

Bi Il nodded.

Took used his access codes to open the door to Virtuoso's quarters.

entered, conpletely ignoring the contents of his quarters--except for

conputer. Bill took a seat, started typing rapidly. "Hm encrypted."
"Can you handle it?" Took asked.

"Conmputers are only ny hobby," said the kid, typing rapidly.

"Do you need hel p? W could call in a specialist-"

"I said they were only a hobby. That's because they're so easy," said

scornful ly.
"Ch," said Took
"Here you are," said Bill, slow ng down the pace of his mad typing.

started appearing on the screen
"Nanmes... contacts... dollar anmounts... production figures... it does

conplete,” said Took. "Can you do a search for Bob Jord?"
"Accessing," said Bill, typing rapidly.
In a few seconds part of a file came up. It was an internal log. It

it part "Jord has caught onto us. He saw one of the transports being

| oaded and started asking too many questions. | think he has becone a
liability."

"Well, that seens pretty clear," said Qoe.

"Yes," said Took frowning. "It does."

"I"l1l call Captain Dulin," said he. "He'll have security brought here
fromthe dory."

They were actually able to locate nearly 200 conspirators; a

singly

| arge nunber, given how secret the conspiracy had been, but not so
surprising, given how w despread the bl ack market had grown. Odusk had
i ndeed been skimring farm produce and reselling it privately across the
fleet to fleet officers and sailors, who in turn resold it to others.

first he had skinmmed only 5% of the produce, then 10% and then nore

nmore, until he expanded production as much as he could and was skimi ng
nearly 40% of the agricultural produce. Only a small core of the farm
wor kers received the vast majority of the profits fromthe skinm ng
operation; the rest of the farmers involved sinply got paid to nove

shi pnents, or to | ook the other way. And nmany farners, like Bill

didn't know what was goi ng on
The War Admiral dealt with the profiteers sternly, sentencing the
ringl eaders to confinement in the brig for years; he reassigned others

the mai ntenance section of the civilian nerchant ships, tending the
dirtiest jobs inaginable; and a few he left on probation. He could

have put the entire farmng staff in confinement; manpower was too
needed.

A stickier matter concerned what to do with the fleet officers who had
been involved in the trade. Again, a handful, seven officers and a



nunber
of crewnen, had been involved in actively nmaking a profit. These were
court martialed and sentenced to varying terns in confinement. But then
there were forty seven other officers and men who were nore
peri pherally
i nvol ved, whose fate was not so easy to determ ne. The fourteen
officers
in the group were denoted or reprinmnded, and reassigned; and many of

t he

crewers were al so reprimanded and reassi gned.

"I"'mreally surprised how wi despread it was," said North, shaking his

head. He was talking to Dulin and Wen in private. "They made us | ook
i ke

fools."

"W're military men, not administrators,” said Dulin tersely. "That's
why

we put Qdusk in charge in the first place, because he had a background
in

admi ni stration.”

"Well, nowwe'll need to find soneone else,” said the War Adnmiral. "One

m nor nystery remains, though."

"Sir?"

"No one ever admitted to killing Jord and Jerensky."

"Do you think anyone would want to adnit to capital rmurder?"

"No," said North. "But a number of conspirators have confessed and

testified against their fellow conspirators, in return for nore | enient

sentences. | woul d' ve thought that sonmeone woul d have pointed us to the

guilty party. Nor have we identified the person responsible for the

attenpt on Captain Took's life."

"It's regrettable,” said Dulin. "Either Odusk ordered it, or one of his

chief underlings like Virtuoso did. In fact, Virtuoso inplied in his

personal files that he got rid of Jord."

“Inplied, but didn't admt," said North. "No, | get the inpression that

there's still sonme unfinished business here.”

"It would be nice to know who the killer is,"” said Dulin. "But he's
al nost

certainly in confinenent; he won't be harm ng anyone el se for sonme tine
to

cone. "

The War Admiral said nothing. The War Admiral wasn't the only one with

doubts. Took reflected on sone of his own as he waited for the prisoner
to

be brought fromhis holding cell inthe Aory. In a few nonents he
faced

the wel conming glare of ex-director COdusk.

"You! Have you come to gloat?" said Odusk caustically.

"No," said Took. "I want to know why you killed Jord, and why you tried
to

kill ne.”

"I don't know what you're tal king about," said Odusk

"You rigged ny shuttle's engines to overload, renenber?"

"I did no such thing," said Odusk. "I admit to using nmy position to ny

advant age; there's no sense in denying it, given the evidence you
amassed.

But | didn't kill anyone."

"Then one your underlings did."

"I never ordered any such thing."

"What if they did it without telling you?

Qdusk snorted. "Killed someone? Wthout clearing it with nme? |I hope
you're



a better pilot than you are an investigator."

n W]y?ll

"Don't you find it convenient that all the details of my guilt were
conveniently stored on Virtuoso's database, just waiting to be

cracked?"
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"Well...L"

"@Quess what--he never had access to that information."

"You're saying it was fabricated?"

"No, it was real enough--stolen fromny database," said Odusk. "And put

Virtuoso's. Soneone was hel ping you get to us."

"Who?"

"The killer, probably," said Odusk. "Once you figured out what el se we
were doing, it wouldn't take rmuch imagination to blane us for the
nmurders.”

"That's an interesting theory," said Took. "But how do | know t hat

just not trying to avoid the blanme for commtting the nmurders? After
you were never charged with the nurders, and the case is still open
have no incentive to admt it. And we still practice capital punishnent

the mlitary," Took added grimy.

"Whay would | want to kill Jord?" said Qdusk.

"To silence hi mwhen he discovered-"

"Jord WORKED for ne," said Odusk.

"What ?"

"He was on ny payroll, he knew what was going on all along!" said

"Then why wasn't his nane listed in the records-"

"It was listed in ny records," said Odusk. "But 1'lIl bet that his nane
di sappeared fromthe list before you got to it."

Took | eaned back in his chair, stunned. Jord had been working for

If that could be proved, then there definitely was another player

i nvol ved. But who could it be? Someone who had the ability to kill. And
someone who was exceptionally good with conputers.

Took was once again on the Marist, where the hustle and bustle of the

wor k teans com ng aboard were causing a babble of confusion and
excitement. He had just finished taping the latest installnent of his
muckr aki ng special, but he wasn't quite ready to nmove on to other

Sy
not yet.
He made his way to one of the observation posts, where Bill was filling

for one of the observers who had been arrested.
"Hey M. Took!" said Bill.

"Hey Bill," said Took dully. "I see you' ve gotten a pronotion."
"Well, gee, it may only be tenporary," said Bill
"You know, Bill, there's something that's been bothering ne," said

"I just spoke with M. Odusk earlier today."

"Cee, how s he doi ng?"

"He says he's pleasantly surprised by his new acconmpdations, and is
actively searching for a good interior decorator," said Took. "But

getting off-topic. He also told me that Jord was on his payroll, that



knew al | about the black market operations.”

"Cee, really?"

"Cee, really," said Took. "I did a little digging, and found out that
Jord

had a secret account, that was keyed to a special nunber chip found in
hi s

quarters.”

"Interesting--1 guess,"” said Bill

"Interesting, because if he was working for Odusk, why would he be

killed?"

"Beats ne," Bill shrugged.

"And why didn't we find his name in Virtuoso's records, the records
t hat

you, Bill, retrieved for us?"

"Beats ne," said Bill, shrugging his bony shoul ders.

"And why is it a fellow as smart as you didn't realize that there was

bl ack market activity going on around here?"

"Ch, | never pay attention to such things," Bill assured Took. "If it

doesn't involve science, or nunbers, |I'mreally not interested." Then

thought occurred to him "Gee, you don't think | killed Bob, did you?"
"Well, now that you nention it.... yes" said Took. He stood ready,
watching Bill closely. Wuld he bolt? Wuld he try to draw a hi dden
weapon?

But Bill just shook his head. "You got me all wong, M. Took. Wy would

want to kill Bob? He was ny friend."

"l don't know," said Took. "But we found those records a little too

easily, and you had the opportunity. You worked here, where he died,
and

you could easily have tanpered with the files before we recovered
them'

"It sounds like a ot of guesswork to nme," said Bill. "But gee, you
seened

pretty worked up about it. Wiy don't you give me a few mnutes to | ook

into it?" He turned to his keyboard, started typing.

"What are you doi ng?" said Took, his hand close to his hol stered
bl aster.

"CGoing into the fleet's library system Do you have access codes for

t hat ?"

"Uh..." said Took, debating whether he shoul d give the ones that
Capt ai n

Dulin had provided.

Bill's hands noved furiously over the keyboard. "Never mnd," he said,
as

the words "Access granted" appeared on the screen

"You can break into our systemthat easily?"

"Sure," said Bill. "It's really no effort at all. Hang on, give ne a

nmonent or two." He started digging into the records, and pulled up the

file on Bob Jord.

"Cee, that's odd," said Bill.

"What ?" said Took, not noticing anything.

"It says here that Bob joined the fleet at Ootis,"” said Bill

"So he did," said Took

"And this file is dated five years ago, when the fleet was at Orotis."

"So it was," said Took

"So why did the internal directory listing-" and Bill pointed to a
cor ner

of the screen, "-say that this listing was created four years ago, a
year



t hat

own

hi s

above

killed
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after Bob cane aboard?"

"I... | don't know," said Took

"Gve nme a minute, let ne dig some nore," said Bill. "This kind of
investigating is fun, isn't it?"

"Keep digging, Bill."

Bill kept typing. "It's pretty easy now, actually. Al | have to do is
check the directory for a file that was purged on the same day this one
was created, and reactivate it."

"Whul dn't a previous file have been del et ed?"

Bill gave Took a pitying | ook. "There's no such thing as a del ete when

cones to conputers, M. Took." He typed away madly. "Here we go."
Took gave a | ow whistle when he saw what appeared on the screen next.
"His real nane was Bob Rigil," said Took. "At |east, that's the nane

he boarded the ship with on Ootis."

"And then a year later he got into the ship's database and created a
different identity?" said the War Admiral

"Yes," said Took. "He started off as Bob Rigil, a cargo hand on the
merchant ship Crawl er, and then soon after he was Bob Jord, farmhand on
the Marist."

"Why woul d he need an alias here, in the fleet?"

"Unknown, " said Took. "But another thing we confirned was that he did
recei ve paynents from Odusk's organi zation. It seenms unlikely that his

organi zation had himkilled."

"Curiouser and curiouser," said the War Admiral. "A farmhand tries to
cover up a past as a cargo hand. And we have a nurder w thout a notive.
This Bob Rigil wasn't wanted by fleet security for any crines, was he?"
"No, " said Took

"Hm" said the War Adnmiral. "Keep digging, Captain."

"Why woul d soneone want to kill a farmhand?" Took nuttered, lying in

bunk.
"Maybe they didn't like his tomatoes,"” said Cbe, lying in the bunk

hi m

"He switched nanes, jobs, and ships. He was obviously hiding from
sonet hi ng, " said Took

"Well, if he was hiding from sonething, or soneone, it wasn't a bright
idea for himto appear on your vidcast," said Obe.

"Yeah... that's it!" said Took excitedly.

"What's it?" said Cbe.

"That's why he was killed!"

"What ?"

"Whoever was after him saw himon the vidcast, recognized him and

him" said Took. "Remenber how reluctant he was to appear on camnera?"
"Yes," said Cbe. "Yes, now that you mention it, | do."

"But that gets us back to the original question," said Took. "Wy would
anyone want to kill hin®"

"Maybe he irritated sonmeone in the fleet," said Obe.
"Or something he irritated sonmeone before he got here," said Took. He

up, noved to the terminal on the nearby desk, and activated the voice
interface.
"Conputer, activate voice interface, voice authorization, Took, |daho

Conmand Capt ain. "
"Activated," said the soft voice.



"Access Orotis database."
"Access was limted to brief |inkup acconplished during our orbit in

t he

Ootis system™

"Did access include news retrieval ?"

"Affirmative."

"Search paraneters, Bob Jord or Bob Rigil."

"Searching." Then, a few seconds later. "Found. One reference, relating
to

the crimnal known as "The Mdent."

Took gave Obe a | ook. Jackpot!

"Provi de text downl oad of reference," said Took, staring at the screen.

"-A crimnal known as "The Mdden, War Admiral," said Took. "Not nuch
was

known about him He was a conputer expert who conmitted a series of
crimes
on Orotis. His specialty was stealing funds electronically, or stealing
information and selling it to the highest bidder." Took paused. "He
al so
was wanted for nurder.”
"Where does the nurdered farmhand cone into this?" said the War
Admi r al
"Rigil was a |l owlevel worker at a bank, working | ate one ni ght when he
stunbl ed on "The Mdent working on a secured terminal in sonmeone else's
executive office. Rigil was smart enough to get out of there and cal
security. But by the time security got there, The Modem was gone." Took
paused. "This made the news about two days before we arrived, which is
why
we picked it up when we linked into the planetary net. Rigil provided a
general description of what The Modem | ooked Iike, but only Rigil could
really identify this guy. Rigil becanme an instant celebrity, and put
under
cl ose police guard."
"And then we arrived," said the War Adniral
"Both of them nmust have gotten aboard one of the merchant ships we took
on," said Took. "I'm guessing that about a year after we left Ootis,
their paths must have crossed. Only Rigil spotted The Mbdem wi t hout
getting spotted hinself. That's when he changed his name and purged his
identity. Then he spent the next four years laying low .. until |
captured
hi mon video," said Took grimy.
"You coul dn't have known," said the War Adniral. "Do we have any idea
who
this "Mddent is or even what he | ooks |ike?"
"No," said Took. "But we do know that he was on the Marist when Jord,
or
Rigil, was killed, and on the Marist again to | aunch the signal to ny
shuttle. If he's not a crewnenber, he's soneone who's been there
severa
times, and there should be records in the transit |og.
"And what is the result of your search so far?"
"I't's unlikely that this Modemis a current menmber of the Marist crew,

if

the Modem had been a nmenber of the crew, he would have spotted and
killed

Rigil long before now Transit records show ni neteen possibles who were

visiting the Marist at the time that Rigil was killed, and ei ght
possi bl es

who were there when the signal was sent to ny shuttle.”

"And the overlap, people who were there during both tinmes?"



"None," said Took. "He's gotten to the transit |ogs, obviously."
"Il assign sone conputer specialists to assist in the search," said

t he

War Admiral

"I already have Bill looking into things," said Took

"Yes, that's nice," said the Wr Admiral. "But it would also be nice to

have fleet officers responsible for internal security |looking into this

too."

"Ch. Oh. | see. ," said Took reluctantly.

He returned to his quarters, and activated his coom "Bill, have you
got

anyt hi ng yet ?"

"No," said Bill. "He's covered his tracks pretty thoroughly. Mich nore

prof essional than Bob did, by the way. I'mstill searching the database

though. I"'mvery inpressed by your professional ratings; did you know
you

have several comendations fromthe War Admiral in your record?"

"Bill, you're supposed to be searching for the killer!" Took said.

"Sorry. | got distracted for a mnute."

"Hacking into the Aory's personnel database qualifies as a mnute's

di straction?"

"Sure," said Bill. "lI'Il keep | ooking."

"You do that," said Took, frowning. The Modem woul d have been sure to

cover his tracks thoroughly, probably erasing all records of his
boar di ng

on Orotis, and anything el se that could be used to trace his identity.

But what if a record existed that The Modemdidn't realize existed, or

knew exi sted but didn't know the inportance of erasing?

"Bill, you still there?" said Took, unsure of how | ong he had been | ost
in

t hought .

"Yeah. "

"Do a search of the Crawer."

"The Crawl er?"

"Personnel transfers and visits to the ship, about the same tine that

Ri gil changed identities."

“I"l1l digintoit, but it nmay take a little while."

"I"'mgoing to bed," said Took. "Call ne when you have sonething."

He dropped off to sleep, and was only awakened by the persistent
beepi ng

of his terminal several hours later

"What is it?" he said, a bit sleepy. He flicked on his ternminal. There
was

a priority e-mail, waiting fromBill.

"Took, come quickly, 1've found sonething," Took slowy read. "But we
have

to neet in private." Attached was the location of a storeroomon the
| ower

decks of the Marist. Well, Bill must really have found sonet hing

i mportant. But why didn't he sinply call over the comm?

Took yawned, kicked Cbe's bunk

"Leave ne al one,"” said (be, not opening his eyes.

"I think we're getting to the bottom of things," said Took. "CObe, don't

you want to be there to see when | break this story w de open?”

VWhen the shuttle docked with the Marist, they headed off for the
| ocation

that Bill had specified.

"I still don't know why he didn't just tell you what he found over the
comm" said Obe.

"Maybe he thought our commlines were being tapped," said Took
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They wal ked t hrough the enpty corridors of the Marist; the ship was in
"ni ght" phase, and only a skeleton staff was on the upper decks,
monitoring the farns and |ife support.

"17-B, here we are," said Took, fingering the contact which opened the
door. The inside was dim I|it only by a light source on the other end

the room
"Bill?" he said, cautiously entering the room followed by oe.
They were in a storeroom of sone sort; they nade their way past the

to the lightsource, and, around a corner, found Bill

Al tied up to a chair and gagged.

"Uh-oh," said Took

"Don't nove," said a voice behind them

"Definitely uh-oh," said Took. Then, "I know you said you didn't want

to nove, but can we get a variance to turn around?"

"Slowy," said the voice

They turned to find thenselves facing a tall, thin man with brown hair,
pointing a blaster at both of them

"The Modem | presune?" said Took

The man nodded.

"You wouldn't mind filling in a few gaps; before you kill us, | mean,"
sai d Took.

The Modem stared at them considering. "As long as it doesn't take

said the Modem
"You killed Rigil when you spotted himon the vid."
"Yes," said The Modem "You can't imagine how surprised | was to see

And then, in a darker tone. "But, then, you can't imagi ne how surprised

was to see ne."
Took didn't pursue that line of questioning, renenbering the grisly
description of the thresher. "And you killed Jerensky because he had

security video of your attack on Rigil."

"Yes."

"And you tried to pin the blane on Cdusk."

The Mbdem nodded.

"And the attenpt on our lives?

"Yes to that too," said the Mbdem who seened mildly pleased to finally

able to recount his feats. "At first, | thought killing you would be
simpler. But you didn't cooperate and die quickly."

"Sorry," said Took.

"I was of course quite aware of the black nmarket organization, and it
occurred to ne that, if logically presented, you mght accept them as

culprits.”

"Only | didn't."

"No, you didn't," said the Modem "And then | detected this young nan
searching in areas of the database where he shouldn't have been."
"And that set off an alarm" said Took

"And that set off an alarm" The Mbdem agreed. "l secured this young

and sent a nmessage to secure you."

"And now... after having confessed, you're ready to give yourself up?"
The Modem | aughed. "Not quite. This young man has one | ast service to
perform He's going to go into the database to help me renpve any



possi bl e
reference to ne or ny activities."
"And then?"
"And then... well, you have seen ny face," said The Mbdem "It's not
enough to get rid of you, Captain. You' re too persistent, with too nmuch
free time on your hands."
"What if | promised to take up a new hobby?"
"It's too late for that, Captain," said The Mddem

"Bill will never cooperate."

"Mm Mm " said Bill, through his gag.

"Ch, he'll cooperate," said The Modem touching an el ectrobl ade that
was

hangi ng fromhis belt.

"I guess | was pretty gullible to fall into your trap and be lured here
by

a sinple e-mail message, " said Took, speaking |ouder than usual, and
very

artificial and nechanical 1ike.

"Yes, | guess you were," said the Modem

At that mnute they heard a swishing, |ike the door of the conpart nment

opening, and then closing. But fromtheir positions behind the crates
t hey

couldn't see who it was.

The Modem put his finger to his lips for themto keep quiet, and raised

his bl aster nenacingly. |If they spoke or made any noi se, he would
shoot .

They heard the quiet sounds of a nethodical footstep. One, then
anot her,
then another. Getting closer to them
Took | ooked at Obe. Obe | ooked at Took. Bill | ooked bew | dered.
The footsteps canme closer. And then, around the corner, they saw-
Ken Pilot, 04.
"Don't nove," said the Mbdem gripping his weapon tightly. He was
fortunate enough to have Took, he, and the Ken Pil ot bunched together

in

the sane field of fire

"Coul dn't you have cone from behind hinP" Took sighed.

"He knew | was com ng when the door opened,"” said the Ken Pilot.

"You could at |east have had your weapon drawn," sai d Took

"Mmm Mmm " Bil | added.

"An unexpected guest," said The Modem his eyes narrow ng.

"He was listening to my open conmthe whole time," said Took. "The War

Admi ral appointed the Ken Pilot as ny bodyguard for the duration of
this

i nvestigation. He flew here with us on the shuttle. Only he was
supposed

to conme in and catch The Modem unaware,"” he said, glaring at the Ken

Pilot. "Wth a DRAWN weapon. "

"There's no way | can silence an active door," said the Ken Pilot.

"You could at |east have had your weapon drawn," sai d Took

"It wasn't necessary," said the Ken Pilot.

"You're the Graftonite," said The Mddem

"Yes," said the Ken Pilot. "But |'ve been off-planet for a long tine.

refl exes have slowed. They might even be as slow as yours, if you're
qui ck

enough. "

"K, unless you're going to draw and shoot himfirst while he's got a
gun

poi nted at you, please don't provoke him" said Took



"Al'l right!" said The Modem "Turn around, all of you! Slowy! Facing
away

fromnme."

Took and Obe conplied, but the Ken Pilot just stood there, as if he
wer e

cal cul ati ng somet hi ng.

"Unl ess you think you're faster than a half depressed trigger finger

you' d better conply,"” said The Modem his eyes glinting and narrow ng

The Ken Pil ot considered a second nore, and then turned away |ike the

ot hers.
"Now, | want each of you to renove your weapon fromits hol ster, and
t hen
let it drop to the ground. And when you nove, | want you to do it
sl ow y!
G aftonite, you go first."
"That's pretty smart,"” said the Ken Pilot. "After all, there's no way I
can draw and fire on you if I'mnot even |ooking at you, is there?" He
said it lazily, as if he were bored, or mldly amused.
"Less talk, nore action!" screaned The Mbdem "You coul d be useful as
hostages for Bill's good behavior, but if it takes too nmuch effort, |
nmay

just change nmy mnd and shoot you now "

"All right," said the Ken Pilot mldly. Still facing away from The
Modem

his hand slowy went to his blaster, and rested on its butt.

"Pull it out slowmy, and drop it!"

The Ken Pilot slowly pulled the blaster out of its holster. Then, in a

nmovenent al nost too quick to see, he flicked the gun backwards and
pul | ed

the trigger.

They turned to see The Modem scream ng, clutching the charred remnains
of

his gun hand as he tw sted to the ground, sobbing.

Took and Obe quickly drew their guns.

"You couldn't even see himand you were able to shoot himthat
preci sel y?"

sai d Took. "Do you have one of those el ectronic hunm ng sensors build

into
your gunbelt?"
"It wasn't so difficult,” said the Ken Pilot. "After all, | saw exactly
where he was before | turned around.”
"Excel |l ent work, Command Captain," said the War Admiral. "You know,
I've
al ways felt that your vidcasts were inportant to keeping the fleet's
noral e up. But you did two useful tasks this week, and you' ve done a
really fine job."
"Thanks, War Admiral," Took said. "I just wi shed we could have | ocated
The
Modem bef ore we broadcast that vid we did with Rigil."
"You had no way of know ng what woul d happen," said the War Admiral
"t
was random chance. | don't doubt that this Modemis responsible for a
nunber of unsolved crinmes in the fleet. But now, |ike Gdusk, he'l
never

be able to harm anyone again."

"WIIl he get the death penalty?"

"Perhaps," said the War Admiral. "The only other alternatives are

bani shment, or permanent confinenent. 1'Il be holding the trial next
week--one of ny duties I'mless fond of," said the War Adnmiral grimy
"Based on his confession to you, his guilt is clear. He could face life



confinenent, or bani shment, or capital punishnent. We'll see." He
t ur ned

away. "Was there anything el se?

"Hm" said Took. "Just one nore thing, War Adnmiral. Are there any
openi ngs

in engineering for a civilian engi neer?"

"We don't take civilians on the Gory for essential ship's functions,

| day," said the War Admiral. "You should know that."

"Well, there's a special case | think you should know about, in case

you're of a mind to make an exception..... " Chaper 6: Gfts and Traps
From

the Log of War Adnmiral Norman North, 7 year after Vitalics: As our

supplies continue to dwi ndle, so does fleet norale. W' ve managed to be

reasonably sel f-sustaining with our food and air supplies (although
we' ve

been on short rations at tinmes too). Fuel or power hasn't been an acute

probl em since we've nounted hydrogen collectors on several of the
shi ps,

The problemis dedi cated equi pnent--engi neering conmponents for the

shi ps

of the fleet, especially the Wldcats. It's gotten so bad that two ful

squadrons have been deactivated, as their ships have been cannibalized
for

spare parts to keep the other squadrons running. Needless to say, this

hasn't done rmuch for the norale of the WIldcat pilots.

And they're not the only ones. Mdre and nore, | hear voices of dissent,

fromthose who have lost faith in our quest. They say we should stop
our

fruitless search for Chent technology, and find a habitable planet to

settle on. They ignore the fact that the Insectoids will hunt us
wher ever

we go, preferring to believe that it's only the fleet they' re after
Thi s

"honest eader" faction has been around for sone tinme, but their voices
have

grown stronger, especially when we approach a habitable planet, as our

scouts are doing now. | am concerned that sooner or later this split
will

becorme nmore than words and manifest itself in action, or even mutiny.

m ght be easier to let those who want to settle to do just that.

But those who left would be signing their own death warrants. | won't

all ow that to happen because of ny inaction. Not again.

"There, | picked it up on ny scanner!" said Took, checking the readout
on

his 150-B

"Where?" said Cbe.

"Rel ayi ng the coordi nates now," said Took. He pressed a button. "Cot
it?"

"Yeah," said Qbe. "Let's check it out."

They angl ed down into the atnosphere.

"Isn't it nice that these nonunents al ways seemto be on habitable

wor | ds?" said Took. "Clear, fresh air, nountains, trees, fields...."

"Yeah, but that really stokes the honesteader novenent," said oe.

"Those guys are idiots," said Took dismissively. "I nean, it's nice to
get

some fresh air, but who wants to spend the rest of their lives being a

far mer ?"

"I"'mgetting a fix," said Ghe. "It's in that forest, down there."

"I'n the forest?" Took | ooked down at the countryside.



"I don't see any good place to land," said Obe.

"What about there," said Took

"Where?"

"Two o' cl ock."

"You couldn't land a mcrochip there," said Cbe. "W'Il have to let the
mari nes nmake first contact on this one." Transports and shuttles, with
their vertical landing ability, could land in tighter spaces than
starfighters.

"They get all the fun!" said Took. He activated the fleet com "d ory,
this is Took; how are you?"

Anot her pair of fighters, led by Captain Ben Hunter of W]Idcat-B and
wi ngman Jane Tiegs, were sinultaneously on |ong distance patrol in a
completely different direction

"Just enpty space out here," said Tiegs. "The nearest solar systemis
several light years away."

"We've still got to be on watch,"” said Hunter. "You never know what
you' |
find."
Hunter was entirely correct. Suddenly, a blip appeared on their
scanners.
"Where did that cone fronP" said Tiegs, wondering why it didn't show up
bef ore.
"It's very small," said Hunter, flipping a switch. "It looks like it
j ust
cane |ive when we entered into its range. W're being scanned.™
"It's too small even to be an eneny fighter," said Tiegs. "My scanner
can't identify it. Wiat is it, some sort of Insectoid spy probe?"
"If so, they've got a take on us," said Hunter. "Switching to weapons-"
Suddenly, his comm signaled. "WAit a mnute, |I'mgetting sonething on
t he
comm "

Just as suddenly, there was a small flash ahead, and the blip

di sappear ed.

t he

They

t he

"What happened?" Ti egs asked.

"It self destructed,"” said Hunter. "But not before sending a nessage to
us."

"Expedi ti onary Force Al pha, you're cleared for |launch," said Captain
Dulin. He watched the hol oscreen as first the transport carrying the
mari nes and then the shuttle carrying the research scientists |aunched.
Two Wl dcats from Bay Two | aunched seconds later to provide escort to

pl anet .
"Anot her nmonunent,"” said the War Adniral
"I hope we get nore out of it than the last one," said Wen ruefully.

had spent days studying the |last one, the "Wistler Mnunent", to no
avail; Stevenson's people couldn't even figure out why it whistled.
"Sir, we're getting a signal from Captain Hunter's patrol," said

Li eut enant Shi shman. Wth a nod from North he put it on speakers.
"-and it self destructed after relaying the nessage."

"A set of coordinates, five light years distant in a neighboring solar
system " said the War Admiral

"This could very well be an Insectoid trap,"” said Dulin.

"Very possibly," said the War Admiral. But he stood very still for a
nmonent, as if weighing the alternatives. "Any signs of other ships in

area?"
"None sir; we're surrounded by enpty space," said Hunter
"Very well," said the War Admiral. "Do you know where the senisor



devi ce

comm
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t he

out

t hat

expl oded?"

"Yes sir, we have the coordinates marked in. But there's nothing there
now. "

"Hrém " said North. "Stand by."

"Sir?"

"Rermai n at your current position," said the War Admral, closing the

He turned to Dulin. "Captain, launch a recovery teamin a shuttle."
"Yes sir," said Dulin. Then, |ooking confused, he saoid, "Wat are they
going to recover?"

"Fragnments fromthat self-destructing sensor,"” said the War Admiral

The marines were out of the transport even before the engi nes had
form ng a sweeping perinmeter as they noved to secure the nonunment. They
had only a short distance to go when they reached it, a tall black

in a clearing by the trees.

"Area secure," said Lieutenant Kirby, the duty officer

Several mnutes later they could hear the whine of the shuttle dropping
down and tucking in behind the transport. Wen the scientists |anded,

found an escort of two marines waiting to take themto the nonunent.

War Adniral had ordered the scientists to be well protected.
Prof essor Stevenson and his coll eagues slowy made the short walk to

monurent . Their faces brightened when they saw it, and they immedi ately
started scanning it with conpl ex equi prment.
The EVA officer cycled through the shuttle's airlock, grasping the

of the device that had destroyed itself. He put themin an experi ment
and handed themto one of the G ory's nmechanical engineers, who started
scanning the bits and pieces curiously.

After a few m nutes he nodded and said, "Get me the Aory."

"Of human manufacture?" said the War Adnmiral

"Yes sir," said the hol oi mage of the officer on the shuttle. "There
enough pieces to tell me what it was supposed to do, but the bearing

type of the nmetal--it's pure Alliance, sir. Manufactured recently,

"Real | y? How recent?"
"Spectral dating suggests this is eight, maybe nine nonths old," said

officer. "If this device was sent here i medi ately after manufacture,

hasn't been here that long."
"Interesting,"” said the War Admiral. "A hunman- manuf act ured devi ce put

here only several nonths ago, in an area where we can confidently say

no human has ever been before.”

"It nust be part of a trap on the part of the Insectoids,” said Dulin.
"Real |y, Captain? And why did they use a device of human manufact ure?"
"They anticipated that we woul d anal yze the remains," said Dulin. The

Admiral arched an eyebrow at him frowning. Dulin felt unconfortable.
"What ot her possible explanation could there be?"



"The device was destroyed in an attenpt to prevent us from | earning of

its

origin," said the War Admiral. "If they had wanted us to know it was of

human origin, they wouldn't have ordered it to destroy itself."

“l... | didn't consider that," said Dulin.

"Sir, no humans have ever been out this far," said Wen, comng to
Dulin's

def ense.

"That we know of ," said the War Adniral

"Even if an explorer had been here, this device wasn't left by an
errant

adventurer.”

"Agreed," said the War Admiral. "This was |left specifically for us."

"But who, besides the Insectoids, knows we're out here?" said Wen.

"Who i ndeed?" said the War Adnmiral. He stood frowning a nminute nore,
and

then said, "I'll be in my office if |I'm needed."
"Orders, sir?" said Dulin.
"Recall the shuttle,” said the War Admiral
"And the pilots?"
"Tell themto hold position," said the War Admiral
"Sir?"
"Until further notice," said the Vlar Admiral, as the door hissed behind
hi m
The marines were spaced out in the woods, in a rough circle around the
monurrent and the | anding area. That neant that each marine was only
barely
wi thin eyesight of the other marines in their cordon. But Lieutenant
Ki r by
only had two squads of nen avail abl e and had depl oyed them as best he
could. He ordered each trooper to report in every ten minutes and
personal |y i nspected each guard station every hour. He wondered how

| ong
the scientists would be this tinme. He hoped it wouldn't be as long as
t he
last time, when they were at the whistler nonument. It had been very
annoyi ng, canping there for days, listening to that thing whistle
idiotically.
One of the guards, a Corporal Qaye, stared into the forest around him
I't
seenmed nice and peaceful. A soft wind blew in the distance, causing the
| eaves of the trees to rattle a bit. And then Qaye heard a twi g snap
He was instantly alert, looking into the direction of the sound. It was
behi nd some bushes. But he coul d see not hi ng.
He waited again, and heard another snapping sound, as if sonething was
sl ow y wal ki ng towards him
"Post eight,” he said into his comm "I hear sonething in the bushes.
['m
going to check it out."
"You sent for nme, sir?" said the Ken Pilot.
"Cone in, David," said the War Admiral. "W have a situation | need a
volunteer for."
The War Admiral expl ai ned about the nysterious signal. "My command crew
believe it's alnost certainly a trap, set by the Insectoids."
"A logical conclusion," said the Ken Pilot. And then, "But you don't
believe it."
"Let's just say |I'mnot sure what to believe," said the War Admiral
"The

I nsect oi ds have set traps for us before, but rarely anything this
subt | e.



to

get

| think the odds are that it is a trap. But it could al so be sonething
el se.”

"What el se could it be?"

"That's what | want you to find out,"” said the War Adniral. "I want you

go in there."

"Wth what kind of support?"

"None," said the War Admral, figuring that if anyone could survive a
trap, it would be the Ken Pilot. "Unless you want support-"

"No," said the Ken Pilot, "They'Il just slow ne down."

"Incredible,” said Professor Stevenson, murmuring with the other
scientists as they | ooked at an indicator on their scanning device.
"What, Professor?" said Lieutenant Kirby.

"This monument is six nonths old," said Stevenson.

"What ?"

"It's made of sinple titanium" said Stevenson. "It's a fraud."

"Just a monent," said Kirby, listening to one of his marines report
sonet hi ng. "Qaye, cone in."

There was silence on the other end.

"Corporal Qaye, report," said Kirby.

"Qaye here," cane his voice. "False alarm It was just a small aninmal."
"Very well," said Kirby. He turned to Stevenson. "I think we'd better

out of here."

"I quite agree," said Stevenson, shivering as he | ooked at the forest
around him Suddenly, it didn't | ook so tranquil.

Kirby switched to his conmand circuit. "Platoon, we're clearing out!"
The thing that spoke with Corporal Qaye's voice | ooked down at the

mangl ed

t hen

avay

sensor

head.

t he

and bl oody body of the marine. The thing turned the body over, studying
the face and uniform Its features, vaguely humanoi d, shinmered, and

became an identical copy of Qaye's. The thing grabbed Qaye's equipnent,
and then started back for the shuttle.
"The teamfromthe planet is returning,” said Captain Dulin, turning

fromthe image of the Ken Pilot's starfighter, streaking away fromthe
dory.

"So soon?" the War Admiral said.

"Sir, the nmonunment is a fake," said Dulin. "Stevenson reported that the
monurrent was buil d several nonths ago, nmuch |ike the pieces of the

we recovered."
"What ?" said the War Admiral. He got on the |line and spoke to Stevenson
hinsel f for several m nutes. Wien he cl osed the comm he shook his

"It doesn't nake any sense."
n Si r ?II
"I'f they're trying to lure us somewhere el se, what was the purpose of

monurent ?" said the War Admiral. "On the one hand, we have a nonunent
luring us here, and on the other hand, we have a rel ayed nessage

telling

us

us to go several light years in another direction.”

"They coul d have placed the monunment to bring us here, and the sensor
device to send us to the final anbush zone," said Dulin.

"No," said the War Adnmiral. "They already had us here. Wy do they want

to go sonmewhere el se?"
"Sir, | think we should recall the Ken Pilot," said Dulin.



The War Admiral made no answer, just walking slowy to his office.
"Sir?"

The War Admiral disappeared into his office.

"I've never seen himquite like this," said Dulin, turning to Wen.
"Puzzl ed, you nmean?" said Wen.

The Ken Pil ot reached the position where Hunter and Ti egs were hol di ng
posi tion.

"Where are you goi ng?" said Hunter

"I"mgoing to the coordinates you were sent," said the Ken Pilot.
Hunter and Tiegs, parallel to each other, exchanged gl ances. "Al one?"
"Yes. The War Admiral says you're relieved," said the Ken Pilot.
Hunt er watched the Ken Pilot fly past him "W can't let you go in

al one.
"No," agreed the Ken Pilot. "Only the War Admiral can do that."
"We' || remain here on point, in case you need help for a quick
retreat."
"Fine," said the Ken Pilot. "Just don't get in the way or expect nme to
save you."

The transport and the shuttle docked with the dory. The troopers
casual l'y

filed out of the transport, and the scientists di senbarked fromthe

shuttle. An officer was waiting at the exit hatch, to escort Professor

St evenson to the War Adniral

No one paid any attention to Corporal Qaye as he filed out with the
rest

of the marine detachnent. Wen they reached the barracks, the very
first

thing he did was go to a public term nal and punch up a list of the

officers in the chain of command

"Are you certain?" said the War Adnmiral. "Perhaps it was sinmply a new

monument created recently.”

St evenson | ooked di sgusted. "The Chent have been dead for hundreds of

t housands of years."

"But suppose one of themwere still alive," said the War Admiral

"The date of manufacture is only one piece of the puzzle," said
St evenson.

"Thi s monunent doesn't match the conposition of any of the other

monurents. It's sinple titanium sonething that we coul d have

manuf actured, or-"

"The I nsectoids," said the War Admiral

St evenson nodded.

"Li eutenant, were there any incidents on the planet?" the War Adnmira

asked.

"None, sir," said Kirby. "The scientists were safely escorted to and
from

the ship."

"No contacts of any kind?"

Ki rby thought about Qaye's non-contact with the local animal life.

"Not hi ng of substance, sir."
" Subst ance?"
"One of my men encountered a small wild animal. The animal ran off
wi t hout
i nci dent."
"Hm " said the War Admiral
"If the Insectoids created this as a lure, then they know we're here,"
said Stevenson. "W should | eave this system™
"Hm " said the War Admiral again.
"Sir?" said Dulin. "I agree."
"There's only one problemt said the War Admiral. "If this were a trap



t he

coor di

star.

t here

| nsect oi ds woul d have sprung it by now. "

The Ken Pilot streaked into the solar systemindicated by the

nat es,

ready for anything. The system had no planets, only a bright type C

It was as if whoever picked the coordi nates choose a | ocation where

woul d be no place to hide, no place to spring an ambush

The Ken Pilot detected a blip on the sensors. Now that was interesting.
There was a very large cargo ship in the system And, although the Ken
Pilot didn't know the configuration, it was clearly a ship of human
desi gn.

The Ken Pilot briefly considered calling the War Admiral for

i nstructions.

But if it were a trap, and the Insectoids homed in on the signal, he

woul d

be giving away the fleet's | ocation.

No, the safest thing to do was to take a roundabout way back, make sure
he

wasn't followed, and rendezvous with the other fighters, head back to
t he

G ory and report his findings.

Wthout hesitation, the Ken Pilot accelerated towards the |arge cargo

shi p.

"AA five on blue four," said Wen.

The War Admiral didn't nove, but only continued to stare at the

hol ogr aphi ¢ puzzle. They were slowy assenbling a three di nensiona
i mage

bit by bit. Lately, that had been how t hey had been spending their

of f-duty time together.

"Sir?" she said, wondering if he had heard her

"I't won't work," said the War Admiral

"Sir?" she said again.

"AA five fits too easily on blue four," said the War Admiral. He
gestured

to anot her piece of the puzzle. "W're not even ready for green five
yet.

| think it will fit into brown sector, when we get to that part of the

puzzle." But he seened distracted, even as he said it.

Wen wal ked over to the War Adnmiral. "You're not really thinking about
t he

puzzle, are you?"

"It's the first tine they' ve been able to stunp ne, Stacy," said the
War

Admiral. "Usually, | can see in an instant what they're up to, but this

time... | don't know, | just don't know. "

"I still think it's a trap," said Wen.

"We've been in this solar systemfor nearly two days now, and still no

sign of attack," said the War Admiral. "Wen is the trap going to be

sprung? No," he said, shaking his head. "If it's a trap, it's a new
ki nd

of trap, one with a kind of danger that we won't recognize, not unti
it's

too late."

The Ken Pilot |landed in the giant cargo ship's docking bay. H s
scanners

had indicated no lifesigns, but he took nothing for granted. If it were
a

trap, nost likely the ship would bl ow up the instant he | anded.



And yet he | anded. Something, instinct, perhaps, told himthat this
wasn' t

atrap, or at least, not a conventional trap

He | anded, and got out of his fighter. The silence was deafening.

But the bay was well |ighted. And packed with supplies.

The Ken Pil ot wal ked over to one. Studying a box with a hand scanner
he

flipped it open.

It didn't explode. The box contained a faniliar |ooking mechanical part.

W dcat engi ne notivator.

The Ken Pilot inspected a few nore boxes. Then he went to the door

separating the bay fromthe rest of the ship. After checking with his

scanner, he operated the door

The ship still didn't expl ode.

The rest of the ships were filled with containers. The Ken Pil ot
checked

some of the others. They contai ned spare parts too.

He went back to his ship and prepared to begin the long trip hone.

The next norning the War Admiral sat back in his chair in the war room

| ooki ng expectantly at his senior officers. Captain Dulin had just

finished delivering the shipw de status report, and now all eyes were

on
t he Chi ef Engi neer.
"Everything the sane as | ast week," said Yurgi Arkasian. "Those parts
we
jury rigged fromthe Marist's secondary processors are hol ding up, but
when they're gone, we're going to have to figure out something el se or
deal with a 50% reduction in our top speed.”
"You'll have to figure out sonething else, then," said the War Admiral
" Conmander ?"
"The ship is functioning reasonably well," said Wen. "Though | echo
t he
Chief's concern about a |l ack of spare parts. W' ve shut down sone
non-essential systenms, but if this problem goes on nuch |onger, we're
goi ng to have to seriously begin cannibalizing some of the other ships
to
keep ours operational."
" Col onel ?"
"Ditto," said Colonel Darley. "Two squadrons of W/l dcats are already
down.
We're only going to | ose nore over tine."
"Have we tried nanufacturing the parts we need?" said the War Admiral
turni ng back to Arkasian.
"We've been able to nodify sone parts, and manufacture some basic
t hi ngs
we need, but these are really conplex parts we're tal king about," said
Arkasian. "We'd need a conplex electronics production facility, and
t hat
we sinmply do not have."
"I see," said North, weighing the alternatives. Suddenly, the conm
chi ned.

"Sir, we have a signal fromthe Ken Pilot, on final approach.”

North checked his watch. It was alnost time for the fleetw de briefing.
But he really wanted to hear what the Ken Pilot had to say. "Patch the
audio in here." And then, "David. W're listening."

"It's a giant cargo ship, War Admral," said the Ken Pilot.

"Really," said the War Admiral. "Did you scan it?"

"I went on board."

The War Admiral blinked, as if the nove were either very brave or very



fool hardy. "And what did you see?"

"Spare parts."

"What ?" said the War Admral, |ooking very, very surprised.

"Al'l kinds of spare parts--engineering conmponents, and the like. | even
recogni zed sone W/|dcat parts."

"And there was no one or nothing else on board to tell you where this
generous gift came fronP"

"No," said the Ken Pilot. "All | found were another set of coordinates,

but they're lightyears away from here."

"Hm.." said the War Admral, |ooking out the wi ndow for a nonent.
"Davi d,

land in Bay 4. | want you and your ship to go through decontam to see

if
there was anything in the atmosphere of that ship. Wen you' re done,
report to nme in ny office." He closed the commline.
"How fortuitous," said Dulin.
"Yes, how fortuitous indeed," said the War Admiral

"I still think it's a trap," said Wen. "At least, it's nmuch nore
likely

to be a trap than the gift of some anonynous donor."

"I agree," said the War Admral. "But given our situation, the
possibility

that it's not a trap is one that we can no |longer afford not to

i nvestigate." He checked his chrono. "It's alnost time for ny fleet

meeting. You' re disnmissed."

Everyone except for Captain Dulin started to file out. On the way out

Maj or Fortran caught the War Admiral's eye. "Major? I'msorry, we
didn't

hear fromyou. Did you have anything to report?"

Maj or Fortran, being in charge of the marines who were seldomin
action,

usual |y had nothing to report, and was often overl ooked. "Not hing

substantial, sir," said Fortran

Substantial. That was the sane word that Lieutenant Kirby had used when

reporting to him "Wit," said the War Admiral. "Wat's unsubstanti al

to

report ?"

Fortran | ooked enbarrassed. "One of ny men has di sappeared, sir."

" Di sappear ed?"

"It looks like he's gone AWOL; at least, he didn't report for norning

muster," said Fortran. "It's Corporal Qaye."

The nane didn't ring a bell. "So? Have you initiated a search?"

Fortran reddened. "I was investigating the matter nyself, first.
Soret i mes

the men party a little too nuch and | ose track of tine-"

"I see," said the War Admiral. "Begin your search, Major. Let nme know
what

you di scover."

"Aye, sir," said Fortran, eager to leave in a hurry.

Wen | ooked curiously at the War Admiral. "You didn't conme down very
hard

on him sir."
The War Admiral gave a barely perceptible glance at Dulin before
sayi ng,
"W all need to occasionally blow off sone steam Comander."
Corporal Qaye, or the thing that |ooked |ike Corporal Qaye, was hunched

a mai ntenance tube just below the main bridge. He opened a pane
cont ai ni ng comm conduits and took out some wires of his own...
The hol ographi c i nages of the other fleet captains shimered and



appear ed

in the war room North wel comed them going over routine matters. He
didn't nention the ship that the Ken Pilot had found. But he did

menti on

the planet where the fal se nonunent had been found.
"We don't know who put it there or why," said the War Adniral. "The
I nsectoids are a very obvious possibility."

"Then what are we still doing here?" asked Captain M chael Bennett of
t he

Amory Til.

"I nvestigating other possibilities," said the War Admiral generally.

"Sir, we're overl ooking the obvious," said one of the fleet captains.
I't

was Captain Shang of the Battlecrui ser Renown, and one of Bennett's

Directorate officers.

The War Admiral raised an eyebrow. "Enlighten us, Captain."”

"Who cares what kind of monunent we found or didn't find? The point is

there's a habitabl e planet down there--hospitable atnmsphere, water

vegetation, animal life."

Not again. "Your point, Captain?"

"W shoul d think about settling there," said Shang. "I don't know about

you, War Admiral, but ny crew been inside a ship for seven years, and

we're tired of chasing el usive nonunents that | ead nowhere."

"What woul d you have us do, Captain? Abandon our ships and becone
farnmers

for the rest of our lives?"

Shang reddened. "Some of us will have to farm yes, just as sonme of us
are

farmng now W' Il be building a new community, a new life away from
t he

enpty wanderings we have now. "

"And what happens when the | nsectoids conme | ooking for us?" North

i nqui red.

"They won't be looking for us on a planet," said Shang. "They're only

| ooki ng for our ships."

"And you know that because...." North let his voice trail off.

"They're only interested in our ships because only our ships can
t hreat en

them "

"I see," said North. "And all our worlds wi thout ships that they

conquered, they conquered because...."

"Qur planets had manufacturing facilities that could build weapons,

ships,"” said Shang. "I hardly think they'll even be interested in a
smal |

out of the way agricultural settlenent. Since they're |ooking for
shi ps,

they may never even find us."

"I see," said North. "If an Insectoid fleets cones into this system

they'll only scan the space around the planets for our ships. They
won' t

cone closer and scan the planets for lifesigns."

"Correct," said Shang.

"Your argunent nakes perfect sense,” said North. "Perfect sense, if you

are really naive enough to believe that's how the Insectoids will act.
I

rem nd you, gentlenen, that we are already many years beyond even the

farthest edge of Alliance space, and still they come after us. They
will

not stop until all of us are dead or enslaved."
"There are those of us who don't share that assessnent, War Admral,"



sai d

Shang.
"Yes, | know," said the War Admiral. "Fortunately, | amin conmand.

what is the next item of business?"

The thing that had been Corporal Qaye slithered out of the maintenance
tube, renoving the earpiece as it did so. As the thing wal ked down the
corridor it saw two marines wal ki ng around with a phot opad.

Undoubt edl vy,

part

shi p

"What

get

space,

they were | ooking for him He ducked into one of the roons on the
corridor, a technical workshop. A short scream could be heard, than
not hi ng el se.

The two marines entered the rooma few nonents |ater. They saw a naval
tech working on some conmponents on a table.

"Hi," said one of the marines. "Have you seen this man?" they said,
showi ng t he phot opad.

The tech | ooked at the photopad closely. "No," he said. "Haven't seem
him™

"I'f you do, contact security," said the marines, |eaving.

"I will,"” the tech prom sed as they left.

The tech | ooked down. Bel ow the waist, he was still Corporal Qaye. He
opened a supply cabinet, staring at the body of the tech. The | ower

of his body shinmrered.... "War Admiral," said the Ken Pilot.
"Did you go through decontan?" said the War Adnmiral
The Ken Pil ot nodded. "At your request, Doctor Farb checked ne and ny

out personally. He found nothing out of the ordinary."
"So it's not sone kind of bio warfare trap,"” said the War Admiral

do your instincts tell you?"
"If it is atrap, it's not of the obvious 'ship will blow up when you

too close' kind," said the Ken Pilot. "The ship was placed in open

whi ch woul d make an anbush difficult."
"Yes," said the Wwar Admral. "At |east, a conventional anbush." He

nodded,

fully

acr oss

t he

"d ear

deciding. "I want you to go back there with a destroyer and a scanning
crew. Tow that thing over here, and have the crew go over the ship from
stemto stern enroute. | want to know everything that's onboard, and
want every inch of that ship, including the walls and el ectronics,

checked out."
The Ken Pil ot nodded and |eft.
At the end of his shift, the War Admral left his office and wal ked

the bridge to the exit.

"CGood evening, sir," said Dulin, as North left, nodding in return.
North went directly to his quarters, where the marine soldier on guard
shapped to attention. "As you were," said North. "You're relieved for

next four hours."

"Sir," said the marine, saluting as he departed.

A few nminutes later the War Admiral reentered the bridge.

"Sir?" said Captain Dulin. "Did you forget sonething?"

"Yes," said the War Admiral, heading to his office. Once inside, he
activated the conm

About thirty mnutes later, the War Adniral cane out of his office.



bay four, Captain.”

"Sir?" said Captain Dulin.

"I need bay four cleared for a few nminutes,"” said the War Admiral. "For
security reasons."

Dulin opened the conm and gave the orders. "Sir, do you want me to

or der

security-"

"No," said the War Admiral. "I'll handle this nyself," he said, |eaving

t he bridge.

Dulin turned to Shishman. "Do we have anything com ng into bay 4°?"

Shi shman checked the sensors. "Just a shuttle fromthe Renown. Not on
our

daily schedule, but it's been cleared."

"By whonf"

Shi shman checked the logs. "The War Admiral ."

VWhat kind of secret nmeeting was the War Admiral going to, and why was
he

holding this neeting in a | andi ng bay?

"So I'mtelling you, Obe, | think it would be a great idea to reinstate

the fleet olynpics," said Took. Took and Obe were taking a wal ki ng
al ong

the | ower decks on their way back to their crew quarters. Wen they
wer e

of f duty they took frequent wal ks to exercise and to relieve the
t edi um

Sonetimes they would wal k the perineter of each | anding bay just for

variety's sake.

"Uh- huh," said Cbe.

Suddenly they saw the War Admiral, wal king towards themin a hurry.

"Hey War Admiral," said Took

The War Admiral ignored them just wal king past themrapidly wthout

saying a word.

"What's gotten into hinP?" Took said. He | ooked back at the fleeing form
of

the Adnmiral. "And why is he wearing a gun hol ster?"

Captai n Shang of the Renown exited the shuttle. He found hinmself in a

deserted | andi ng bay, deserted, that is, except for the War Admiral
who

was standing there waiting for him

"Al'l right, War Admiral, | canme alone, as you requested," he said
wearily.

"Wuld you nmind telling me what this is all about?"

“"I'"'mno longer willing to tolerate your interference with ny conmand, "

said the War Admiral

"What are you going to do, denote ne to bay worker?" said Shang.

"No," said the War Adnmiral. "I amgoing to kill you." Before Shang
coul d

any

react, he pulled his blaster, and fired.

"What was that?" said Took. "Sounded |ike blaster fire."

They raced into the bay, and saw the crunpled body in front of the
shuttle. Took reached down to feel for a pulse. "Call the nedics!" he
yel | ed.

Qut of the corner of his eye he saw nmovenent. He turned to face it
directly and saw t he back of the War Admiral, fleeing through another
exit.

Captain Dulin couldn't believe his ears. The War Admiral, shooting a
fellow officer in cold blood? There must be sone other explanation. He
summoned Maj or Fortran, and went bel ow decks.

VWhen he got to the War Adnmiral's quarters he was surprised not to find



showed

sign of the marine guard posted outside his quarters. Mjor Fortran

up nonents later with two of his men.
"Where's the marine guard, Major?" Dulin asked.
"I don't know, Captain," said Fortran. "We'd better see if the War

Admira

is all right." He pressed the buzzer

For a |l ong nonent there was no answer. He pressed the buzzer again.
They

prepared to forcibly enter his quarters when-

"Yes?" came the voice over the filtered comm

"Sir, it's Captain Dulin," said Dulin.

"Yes Captain?"

"Sir, | need to see you," said Dulin.

"Captain, I"'moff duty. Is this urgent?"

Dulin frowned. That didn't sound |ike the War Admiral

"Yes, sir."

"One nonent . "

They waited outside the War Admiral's door for considerably |onger than

one nonment before the door opened. The War Adnmiral was there, buttoning

his shirt as he stood in the doorway, blocking their entry or further
Vi ew

into his quarters. "This better be good, Captain-" he started to say,
and

then he saw Major Fortran and his nmen. "What's goi ng on here?"

"Sir, there's been an incident in hanger bay 4," said Dulin. "Captain

Shang has been shot."

"Shot ? What was he even doing on the dory?" said the War Admiral. "Did

any of the tech crews see anyt hi ng?"

"You ordered the tech crews out of the bay, sir," said Dulin. "But

Li eut enant Took saw you | eaving the scene-"

"What ?" said the War Admral. "Back up, Captain. |'ve been in ny
quarters

for the past two hours. | didn't order the bay crews to do anything-"

"Respectfully, sir, | saw you do it, on the bridge," said Dulin.

"You saw nme, on the bridge?" said the War Admiral

"Right after you went off-duty, you canme back," said Dulin. "Don't you

r emenber ?"

"No, | nost certainly do not," said the War Adnmiral

"Admiral, where's your marine guard?" Dulin asked.

"I sent himaway," said the War Adnmiral. "Let's get some answers." He

noved forward, letting the door to his quarters close behind him and

ordered everyone to accompany himto sickbay, |eaving no one behind at
t he

entrance to his quarters.

"How i s he, Doctor Farb?" The War Admiral asked, staring at Shang,
lying

on a medbed in sickbay.

"He'll live," said Farb. "He was shot at point blank range, but luckily

for himthe shooter wasn't a very good shoot--it just hit himin the
si de.

He's lost a lot of blood, but he'll make it."

"Can we speak to hinP" said the War Admiral

"He's conscious, War Admral," said Farb. "But he nmay not want to speak
to

you. "

The War Admiral wal ked over to his bed, followed by Dulin and Fortran.
Shang's eyes wi dened when he saw the War Admiral. "Conming to finish the
j ob?" he rasped.

"I didn't shoot you," said the War Admiral



Shang just glared at himbitterly.

"What were you even doing on the ory in the first place?" the Var

Admi ral asked.

"You sunmoned ne," said Shang. "You said | had to conme al one. The
reason

why i s obvious now. "

"I never summoned you," said the War Admiral

"I just checked the commlogs,"” said Dulin. "You did send a
transmi ssi on

fromyour office after you returned to the bridge."

"I never returned to the bridge!" said the War Admiral. "It wasn't ne.

Were there any witnesses to this shooting, besides Shang?"

"I saw you," said Took, entering the nedbay. "I saw you entering the
bay.

You were armed. And | saw you fleeing the scene right after Shang was

shot . "

"It wasn't nme, Captain," said the War Admiral. "How often do | go
around

arnmed? You can go to ny quarters and check my gun, if you like; it
hasn' t

been fired in days."

"You were clearly reluctant to let us into your quarters before, sir,

said Dulin.

"Well, I"'mnot reluctant now," the War Admiral snapped.

The inpronptu fleet neeting the follow ng norning was as tumul tuous as
one

m ght have expected.

"I's this what we've conme to, War Adnmiral ?" said Captain Bennett.

"Executing those who di sagree with you?"

"I didn't shoot him" said the War Admiral

"Shang says you did! Your own Captain Took saw you fl eeing the scene!™

"That wasn't me," said the War Admiral

"Then who is this?" said Bennett. He projected a inage fromthe
security

vid fromBay 4. It showed the War Adnmiral wal king up to Shang and
shoot i ng

hi m at point blank range. How had Bennett secured the Gory's security

vi deo? An interesting question

"War Admiral, | demand that you step down pending an investigation and

trial," said Bennett.

"Demand?" said the War Admiral, his eyes narrow ng

"War Admiral," said Captain Harkness of the Blue Luna, "This is a very

charged situation. Wiether you' re guilty, or innocent, you have to
agree

this raises a ot of questions. | think it prudent for you to take a

tenmporary | eave of absence while you get this sorted out."

The War Admiral tried to hold in his anger, to maintain an outward
cal m

Biting his lips, he slowy nodded. He waited a nmoment, trying to regain

control of his enmotions so he could speak calmy. Then he said, "Very

well. Captain Dulin."

"Sir?"

"You are in operational conmand of the fleet until further notice,"
sai d

the War Admiral, glaring at Bennett. There was no way he was going to
put

Bennett in charge. "Major Fortran!"

"Sirt"

"Conduct your investigation."

"I demand that the War Admiral be placed under arrest pending the



out cone

of this investigation," said Bennett.
"You demand?" said Dulin, his eyes narrowi ng. "W nmay have an arrest,

but

not the one you're thinking of."

"I request, then," said Bennett. He wasn't ready to take on Dulin, not
yet

at |east.

"I will stay in my quarters, and only exit with a marine escort. WII
t hat

satisfy you, Captain?" said the War Admiral acidly.

"For now," said Bennett.

The War Admiral slanmmed his fist down on the disconnect button, and the

i mges of the fleet captains faded. "You realize what we've got here,

don't you?" he said, turning to Dulin. "W've got an inposter onboard."

"No, of course | don't think the War Admiral would do such a thing,"
sai d

Took. "At least, | didn't think he would, before | saw himdo it."

"We didn't actually see himdo it," Cbe rem nded him

"They caught it on the security vid," said Took

"Vids can be altered,"” said Cbe.

They reached the War Adnmiral's quarters. The two marines on guard were

expecting themand |l et them pass. The War Admiral buzzed themin.

"Well, gentlenmen, we do have a situation," said the War Admiral. "It's

obvi ous we have an inposter aboard.™

"An inmposter?" said Took

"Yes," said the War Admiral. "Sonething, or someone, who can change
shape

and appearance at will."

"And voice," said Took. "Don't forget the voice."

"Yes," said the War Admiral. "That wasn't ne you saw in the corridor,

Took. "

"Sir," said Took, |ooking unsure.

"You told the investigators that | didn't respond when you greeted ne.
How

many times have you seen nme in the corridors, Captain?"

Took shrugged. "Hundreds."

"How many tines have | failed to respond to your greeting?"

"None," said Took. He started to |look thoughtful. "If it was an
i mpost er,

why woul dn't he respond?”

"I have a theory," said the War Admiral. "This inposter may be able to

| ook and sound |ike us, but he doesn't have our nenories. This inposter

couldn't greet you, because he didn't know who you were, and was afraid
of

getting caught in a conversation."

"That's possible," said Took

"Furthernmore, have a | ook at Shang's injury. Shot at point blank

range--but the aimwas mserable, and he's still alive. Shang was |eft

alive on purpose, to testify that | attacked him"

"But what kind of being could change its appearance at will?" said
Took.

"Ask Corporal Qaye," said the War Admiral grimy

"Who?"

"A marine soldier nmissing since he apparently returned fromthe
expedi tion

pl ace.

to the planet."
"Apparently returned?"
"I think someone or sonething nmurdered Corporal Qaye and took his



And that soneone or sonething is aboard this ship."

"And this thing could be masqueradi ng as anyone, then" said Took
"Yes," said the War Admiral. "Anyone."

"What do you want from ne?" said Took.

"I want you to investigate and get to the bottom of things," said the

War

Adni r al

"Maj or Fortran is investigating-"

"I'd prefer an investigation through unofficial channels as well," said

the War Admiral. He didn't explain further, and they didn't press him

"So how do | know that you are really be?" said Took, as he | aunched
t he

shuttle he was piloting fromthe dory's |andi ng bay.

"Ch, please don't start with that," said Cbe, sitting in the copilot's

seat . .

"I'f you're the real Cbe, tell nme what we had for dinner last Friday,"
sai d

Took.

"The sane thing we've had all week--30 day potato rations."

"Ch," said Took. "You're right, that's too easy. Ok, when we were on

patrol |ast week, why did you fire your |asers?"

"I didn't," said Cbe. "You did, accidentally. So you cl ained."

"You're he, | guess," said Took. Another thought occurred to him "At

| east you are, until you |l eave ny sight again."

e sighed. It was going to be one of those weeks.

They landed in the original zone where the first expeditionary force
had

| anded. When they got out of the ship, they both drew their weapons.
The

forest around them | ooked dark and sinister

"I told you we shoul d've brought K, " said Took

"Whi ch way shall we go?" said oe.

"Let's start with the nonunent."

They wal ked uneasily towards the nonunent.

"Lovely place," said Took uneasily, listening to the distant how ing
sound

of the wind bl owing through the trees.

They reached the nonunment in the clearing, where it cast a shadow over
t he

afternoon sun.

"So that's a fake nonunent,"” said Took. He tapped the outer shell
"Looks

real enough to ne."

"Let's start |ooking for signs of Qaye," said oe.

They started a standard military search--a slowy outward spiral from

t he
nmonurrent . Cbe and Took stood ten feet apart, each within constant eye
contact of the other. On the third | oop they cane across the bushes
t hat
Qaye had investigated. Obe saw a |l eg sticking out of the bushes.
"Took!" he yell ed.
G ngerly, his hand on his weapon, he pulled on the leg, revealing the
mangl ed body of Corporal Qaye.
"The War Adnmiral was right," said Took, stunned. "W do have an
i mpost er
on board."
"And now we have proof," said Cbe. He opened a pouch he was carrying,
and

started to unroll a body bag. "Let's get himback to the Aory."
Captain Dulin nodded at the marine guards as he entered the War



Admiral's
quarters. "You sent for me, sir?"
"Yes," said the War Admiral. "Did you see both of the reports | sent

you?"

"Yes," said Dulin. "I just finished reading Captain Took's interim

report."

"I't would seemthat we brought back sonmething fromthe surface that
wasn' t

Corporal Qaye," said the War Admiral. "I think it's reasonable to
assune

that if it could assume Qaye's appearance on the spot, that it could
| ook

i ke anyone el se, including ne."

"I accept that inmplicitly, Admral,"” said Dulin. "But I'mnot sure that

Captain Bennett will."

"Well, then we'll just have to be convincing," said the War Admiral

"Because as of this noment | amreturning to active duty. Time is too

precious to waste sitting around here."

He waited to see what Dulin's reaction would be. Would Dulin try to

prevent himfromreturning to duty?

Dulin stiffened, saluted. "Sir, yes sir."

The War Admiral nodded. "Now, have you | ooked at the other report from
t he

tech tean®"

"Yes, and it's incredible,"” said Dulin.

"Isn't it?" said the War Admiral. "Not only does that |arge cargo ship

have parts we can use, it has the exact parts we need. Not just any

Wl dcat parts, but the critical WIldcat notivators that we're short on
and

have had to cannibalize parts for. Mst of the parts on the Chief

Engineer's wish list are also there as well."

"How i s that possible?" said Dulin.

"You nmean, if it's an Insectoid trap, how could they know exactly what
we

need?" said the War Admiral. "Odd as it may sound, | don't believe it
is

an Insectoid trap. Did you see the analysis of the ship? Like the

equi prent, it was manufactured in the past two nonths. The ship was
never

built to carry a crew or go very far--in fact, it's practically peeling
at

the seans. It seens the ship was neant to fly only a short

di stance--Captain Hunter traced its trajectory to just outside the
system

where it was found."

"Just outside the systen?" said Dulin. "Wat does that nmean?"

"Either it was nmanufactured just outside the system in the enptiness

of

space, or sonething else we can't detect carried it there," said the
War

Admiral. "It would be a technology that's beyond us, and yet our
anal ysi s

shows that the equi pnent on that ship was produced using current
Al liance
t echnol ogy. "
"Current Alliance technol ogy?" said Dulin. "It only gets nore and nore
confusing. How does this tie in with the fal se nonument and the
i mpost er ?"



"I don't believe it does," said the War Admiral. "I think they are two

separate and unrel ated events. The purpose of the fal se nonunent is now

clear--to get us down there and to plant this assassin in the fleet.
The

purpose of this cargo ship is different. It is to resupply us."

"What does it nean?"

"We can only find out if we follow the coordinates |left for us on that

ship," said the War Admiral. "But my guess is that we've got allies out

there, allies we didon't know about."

"I'f we have allies, why don't they reveal thenselves?" said Dulin.

"Anot her very interesting question," said the War Admiral

"And so you see, gentlenen, Corporal Qaye was killed on the planet. And

yet soneone | ooking |ike the Corporal came back on the transport.

Qoviously, we are dealing with an eneny who can change appearance at

will," said the War Adnmiral, addressing the hol ographic representations
of

the fleet captains.

The fleet officers | ooked shocked and surprised.

"And your officer confirms that he saw this Qaye return on the
transport ?"

sai d one of the captains.

"Yes," said Lieutenant Kirby, at ranrod attention

"Then it seens we owe you an apol ogy," said Captain Harkness. "I never

bel i eved you woul d do such a dunbfool thing, War Admiral, but you

under stand why we had to do what we did."

The War Admiral nodded. "There are no hard feelings. Qur duty nowis to

| ocate this being. We are acting on the assunption that it is still on
t he

G ory; and we are also acting on the assunption that there is only one
of

it. A second crewrenber, a technician George Gage, has been reported

m ssing, and his body was discovered only mnutes ago. W think one of
t he

i mposter's weaknesses is menory--it can | ook and sound |ike whonever it

chooses, but it doesn't have the nmenory of its victim"

"What do you suggest ?"

"Everyone pair up in tw's," said the War Admiral. "As of now, the
Qory

i s under enbargo--all flights in and out are canceled. Security will go

around, person by person, and ask each crewran questions fromhis
per sonal

bio."

Sone of the fleet captains rolled their eyes. They knew the G ory had a

crew of nearly 3,000.

"I sense skepticism" said the War Adniral. "Does anyone have any
better

suggesti ons?"

"So you were born... where, exactly?" said Took

"On Zalto," said Zetho Arkasian.

be checked his pad. "That checks out."

"G ve me anot her question,” Took instructed oe.

"Not another," said Zetho, working on a fighter with a coworker. "I
busy. "

"We' ve already asked himfour questions,” said Gbe. "I think he's ok."
"You can never be too sure," said Took
"You're enjoying this, aren't you?"
"What do you nean?"
"I mean you like it," said he. "It's just like being a journalist,
goi ng



sai d

Took.

won' t

Wil e

t he

into

Capt ai

"t

he

around, buggi ng people with your questions. Only this time, you have a
real excuse for doing it."
"Cbe," said Took, opening his mouth to give a rebuttal. Then he cl osed

"Let's get on to the next suspect.”

Captain Dulin entered the bay and approached them "Status report," he
said crisply.

"Sir, we've covered nearly a dozen bay workers, but no sign so far,"

Took. "We have no way of knowing if this nemory trick will work."
"El aborate,” said Dulin.
"Well, we're asking people things about their personal bios," said

"But if the inposter had taken the time to | ook up their own bio, it

do any good."

"I see," said Dulin. "Carry on," he said, marching away.

"He's pretty chatty today, isn't he?" Took renarked.

They noved on to the next bay worker, and then the one after that.

they were interrogating him Captain Dulin and Conmander Wen entered

bay.

"Status report, Captain,” said Dulin.

"Not much has changed in the past five m nutes,
qui zzically at him

"Five minutes?" said Dulin.

A worried | ook crossed Took's face. "Ch oh. Tell me | just spoke to you
five m nutes ago."

"Was | al one?" said Dulin.

“Unhhh..."

"Yes, you were," said Qbe.

"Fool s! You know that none of us travel alone," said Dulin. He spoke

sai d Took, | ooking

his wist comm "The intruder is currently nmasqueradi ng as nyself,

n

Dulin. If you see ne unacconpani ed by Conmander Wen, detain ne

i medi atel y!'"

He turned to go, but caught something in Took's expression. "WAs there
sonet hing el se?"

"I, ah, may have nentioned sonethi ng about-"

"Fool!" said the War Admral. "You surprise and di sappoint me, |daho
Took. "

"Yes sir," said Took, standing stiffly at attention

"Well, now we've |ost the advantage of surprise,” said the War Admiral
"We've | ocked down the personnel database, War Admiral," said Dulin.

can only use what it's already accessed."

The War Admiral nodded. "Continue the search. You may turn up with
sonet hing. Di smi ssed.”

Took, his head hung, headed for the exit. He opened his nmouth to say
somet hing as he wal ked by the War Admiral, but, seeing his expression

t hought better of it and left.
As they filed out Wen entered his office. "Things not going well?"
"I don't think this search is going to work."

"What will work?" Wen asked.
"W have to figure out what this creature's goals are," said the War
Admiral. "Once we figure out what it's really up to, we can be there to

nab it."
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"Knowi ng you, you've already figured that out," said Wen.
"Hm" said the War Adnmiral non-commentally, abruptly heading for the

"Hey, " she said, touching himon the shoul der. "Were are you goi ng?"
"To ny quarters,"” said the War Admiral. "It's been a long day, I'd like
some rest."

"Al'l right, we got a lead!" said Took, listening to the report that

cane over the wist comm He started running, and OCbe foll owed.
"Where?"

“"Marine country,"” said Took. "One of our nmen reported a navy crewran
tapping into the database near the barracks. He called in, and said he

going to investigate."

"And what happened?" said Cbe, starting to gasp for breath.

"He never reported back."

Wen they reached the marine barracks Major Fortran and his nmen were
al ready there, bending over a body dressed in marine greens. "Wat
happened?"

"Private Koshori didn't wait for backup,” said Fortran grimy. "Now

thing could be posing as a marine again."

"Or as anyone," said Obe. "If this bug can change shape at wll,

s

no way we're going to catch him"

Fortran's search teans started to di sperse. Took, however, stood very
still, frowning.

"1 day?"

"Why woul d he come back here?" Took asked.

"I don't know, naybe he was just keeping on the nmove," said Cbe.

"The marine said he was accessing a termnal," said Took. "Wy?"

"To try and get sone personal bio info, maybe," said Obe.

"No, he would've found out by now that that info was | ocked down," said
Took. "And he made a point of coming here to ook it up.”

" He?"

"I't, he, whatever, we'll establish gender at the dissection," said

di stracted. "Wat would he need here that he couldn't get anywhere
"Not hi ng," said Took. "If he wanted to access a terminal, he could try

do that anywhere."
"You're wong," said Took, snapping his fingers. "There's one thing

that can't be found in any other specific place."
"Come on, Took, if you have the answer, don't keep me waiting," said

"Marines, buddy, marines."
"But there are nmarines all over the ship right now, on patrol,’

said

"Yeah, but what if you're looking for a specific marine?"

"Why woul d he want a particular marine?" said Cbe bl ankly.

"Just think about it, buddy. This alien's been discovered. Hs prinary
job, to sow dissension in the ranks, won't work. Wat's left for himto
do?"

" Sabot age?"

"Maybe. What el se?"

Obe concentrated. "I don't know. "

"Think, Qhe. Not all the marines are on patrol,’

sai d Took, suddenly



maki ng a decision, as he lit up and sprang down the hall.

"Ch no," said (be, suddenly understanding. "The War Admiral's guard

sentinel ."

Cor poral Zelas approached the door to the War Adnmiral's quarters. "l

relieve you, sir," he said to the marine on duty.

The other marine, a private, saluted and departed for the barracks.
Zel as

wai ted a good, |ong monent for the other marine to di sappear. Then he
used

his access code to enter the War Admiral's quarters.

It was dark inside, the only illum nation provided by a di mreadi ng
l'i ght

in the War Admiral's bed. The War Admiral was in bed, reading.

"Yes, who is it?" he said, peering out into the dark

The door slid closed behind Zel as. "W've never net,'
st eppi ng

into the edge of the light. H s hand tightly gripped the blaster. "But

sai d Zel as,

must say it's a real honor to meet you. My enployers think quite highly

of

you. "

"Very nice. | take it you're here to kill ne," said the War Admiral

calmy, slowy putting down his book

Zel as, or the thing that was Zel as, nodded.

"What will be gained by killing me?" said the War Admiral. "The fl eet
will

still go on."

"You underestimate your inmportance,"” said Zelas. "Your elimnation or

neutralization was always a strong secondary goal. Unfortunately, when
you

saw t hrough ny ruse, | was forced to act nore directly."

"I see," said the War Admiral. "And what do you plan to do once I'm
dead?

You can't destroy the whole fleet by yourself."

"Can't |1?" said Zelas "You presume that you're going to di sappear
You're

not. You're sinply going to be replaced."

"You're going to becone nme," said the War Admiral

"I've done it before," said Zel as.

"How do you intend to destroy the fl eet when you take over?"

"Not that it really concerns you, but there's a binary star sonme 20
lights

years distant. W will go there and then take our weapon systens
off-1ine

for a very, very thorough overhaul ."

"And that's when the attack will occur."”

"Yes," said Zelas, gripping the blaster slightly.

"Before you kill me, would you mind if |I asked how you got here?" said
t he

War Adnmiral. "After all, we're a long way from I nsectoid space.™

"Your petty Insectoids didn't send ne," said Zelas. "Their masters did.

But you're right, I did cone a long way. They used the particle cannon
to

send nme here.”

"Particle cannon?"

"The sane cannon they've been using to send nassive fleets after you.

There have al ways been three or four fleets searching for you. Each
tine

you fight one, another is sent in its place," said Zelas. "The particle
cannon can send ships many, many lightyears in nere hours."
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"I didn't know the Insectoids had devel oped such advanced technol ogy, "
said the War Admiral

"They haven't," said Zelas. "lI'mafraid our time is running short."
"Wait, one nore question," said the War Adniral. "Wo or what are you?"
"Let's just say |I'ma special hire," said Zelas. "My enpl oyers spared

expense to send nme here. And now, |'mafraid you' ve run out of time for
guestions-"
"Very well," said the War Admiral, sitting up slowy in bed. That was

signal. The snell of fresh sea air always faintly in the room grew
stronger. "Are you prepared to give up?"
Zel as | aughed, nmonentarily lowering its blaster slightly. "War Admral

must admit, you have quite a reputation, but |I can see nothing that

save you this time."

"What will save nme is your fatal flaw " said the War Admiral

"My fatal flaw?" said Zelas, its human face | ooking curious.
"You can |l ook like us, and sound like us, but you don't have our

menory.

role,"

he

You don't even know a very common fact about me that every single
crewrenber knows." As the War Admiral talked, a cloud started to form
behi nd Zel as.

"Don't worry, |I'll be sure to read all about you before | assume ny

sai d Zel as.

The foggy cl oud becane al nost solid, assuming a famliar canine form
"It's a bit too late for that," said the War Admiral

For the first tinme a | ook of hesitation forned on Zelas's face, and he
moved to steady his blaster arm

"Sick'm" The War Admiral barked a conmmand and junped to the side, but

was in no danger, as his assailant was already screaning, his gun

dr opped

t he

was

have

to the ground as Puffy burned the creature's arns and neck

The War Admiral pulled a blaster out fromunder his blanket and yelled
"Lights!"

The assassin was on the ground, trying to westle with Puffy, but there
was no way he could push away a sem -gaseous cl oud.

"OfFf, boy, off!" said the War Admiral, just as Took and Cohe burst in.
The creature, now |l ooking |ike a generic humanoid w th bl oody burns on

skin, lay unnoving on the ground.
"Call Doctor Farb!" said the War Admiral. He turned to Puffy, who was
whi ni ng and sticking out his tongue. He reached out to pet the aninmal;

gas that had so recently burned felt nmildly cool to the touch. "Good
doggi e! "

"The hardest part was training Puffy not to attack until | called him"
said the War Admiral

"You were taking a terrible risk," said Wen. "Wiat if that thing was

i mMmune to Puffy's attacks?"

The War Admiral shrugged. "Wuld it have been better to let this thing
pi ck off the crew one by one? Not only was it killing people, but it

preventing us from working together coherently as a team That woul d

been devastating in an attack."
"Why didn't you tell Puffy to attack i mediately?" Dulin asked.
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"I wanted sone answers," said the War Admiral. "I know enough to know
there's a lot that's going on that we don't know about. It's a pity

thing isn't still alive. W'll have to have Doctor Farb do an autopsy."
"Well, it was a mpjor ganble, but it paid off," said Dulin. "A particle
cannon? That's how they' ve been | aunching their fleets at us?"

"It seens that way," said the War Admiral. "Even nore interesting is

fact that this being wasn't hired by the Insectoids. | think sonmeone is
mani pul ati ng them But who, and why? The next tine we capture one of

bei ngs, we'll have to get nore answers."
"I hope that won't be soon," said Dulin. "One was quite enough.”
"What about the spare parts shipment?" said Wen. "I guess that was

of the trap."
"How do you mean?" said the War Admiral
"Well, it seens obvious they used this particle cannon to send the

ship to us. Qur own scans showed a drive trail that only extended to

edge of the system" said Wen.

"If it was part of the trap, then what was it's purpose?” said the War
Admiral slowy. "We all agree that the fal se monunment was a lure to get
the i nmposter onboard, correct?"

Wen and Dul i n nodded.

"I'f so, then what need was there for this cargo ship full of supplies?"
Wen was silent for a nonent. Then she said, "Maybe the inposter would
have ordered us there to-"

"You forget," said the War Adnmiral gently. "The inposter told nme he was
goi ng to maneuver us to a binary star system 20 |ight years away.

Li eut enant Shi shman has tentatively identified it for us." He touched a
button, and a hol omap appeared, showing their |ocation and a fl ashing

system sone di stance away. "Furthernore, there were other coordinates
this transport." He touched another button, showi ng a path |eadi ng away
fromthe system "To follow these coordi nates, we'd have to go away

the binary system not to it."

"That doesn't make sense,” said Dulin. "It's alnost as if two different
pl ans are at work here."

"Precisely,"” said the War Admiral. "I believe that whoever sent us

supplies neans us no harm W' ve already started integrating and

testing

our

Wer e

of

must

the conponents and I'mtold they' re working fine. W should have al

di sabl ed Wldcats up and running within a week; and all the critica
conponents we need for engineering purposes should be installed even
sooner than that."

"I'f we do have allies, who are they?" said Dulin. "The Alliance didn't
have particle cannon technol ogy."

"An interesting issue, isn't it?" said the War Admiral. "These parts

ei t her manufactured by humans, or by aliens having intinmate know edge

our manufacturing techniques. In fact, whoever sent these itens to us



have had intimate know edge of our needs, because in nearly all cases

t hey

sent us exactly what we nost required.”

"But how could they have known? And why don't they show t hensel ves?"
sai d

Dul i n.

"These are questions we must consider. But | have decided to foll ow the

coordinates provided to us in the transport,” said the War Adniral. He

illum nated themon the flashing map.

"That rmust be... that will take us nore than two years to get there!"
sai d

Dul i n.

"Two years and four days, to be precise,"” said the Wr Admiral. "And

that's assuming we don't stop along the way except for an occasi ona

refueling. But isn't that what we're | ooking for? A source of advanced

technol ogy that can help us defeat the |Insectoids? Anyone that can
devel op

particle cannon technol ogy may be able to hel p us devel op weapons to

def eat the Insectoids. And whoever else is guiding them™

There was a buzz fromthe conm

"Enter," said the War Admiral |oudly. |Idaho Took entered. "You sent for

me, War Admiral ?"

"So | did," said the War Admiral. He |ooked at Dulin and Wen. "If you

t wo

will excuse us please?"

Wen and Dulin filed out, giving Took an odd stare. Since when did the
War

Adm ral have private conferences with Took?

Took gave the War Admiral a so-what's-it-all-about | ook

"I just wanted to thank you for uncovering the inposter's ruse so
qui ckl y.

Your timely action helped linmt the disruption in unit norale and

cohesi on. "

"You're welconme, sir," said Took. He gave a broad smile. "Do | get a
nmeda

for that?"

"Do you want a nedal ?" said the War Admiral. Wether he was irritated

serious, or secretly amused, Took couldn't tell.

"Well, no, sir, that's not necessary, | have enough of those already.

There is only one thing | would really Iike-"

"An interview, " said the War Admiral. "It's not as if you haven't been

asking ne for what, years?"

"Just a short interview, War Admiral. | promi se you'll conme across as
very

dignified-"

"Il consider it," said the War Adnmiral curtly.

Took shrugged. Well, that was the best he had ever gotten out of the
War

Admi ral. The War Admi ral nodded informally, indicating he was
di smi ssed.

Took turned to go, and turned back. "Just one |last nystery remaining,
War

Adnmiral . "

"Yes?" said North.

"Why you picked me for this investigation?"

"Well, you did a quite capable job in the investigation of the farm
corruption several years ago, as | recall,"” said the War Admiral
"So | did," said Took. "But | instigated that investigation; this was

different. You nade a point to put me on this one, even though this was



purely mlitary nmatter, properly a job for internal security, who was

al so
i nvestigating it."
"I knew you could cone to the solution nore quickly," said the War
Admral, still appearing calm
"Perhaps you al so knew that | of all people would believe in your
i nnocence, " said Took. "And perhaps you al so knew that in investigating
this matter, not only would I be nore likely to clear it up nore
qui ckl y,
but that would preenpt a nore thorough investigation into the
possibility
of your guilt."
"Are you saying that | did shoot Captain Shang?" said the War Admiral
"No, but by cutting the investigation short, we did | eave a nunber of
smal l er mysteries unsol ved. "
"Such as?" said the War Adniral
"Why you ordered the marine guard away from your quarters. | think sone
of
the others assunmed that your duplicate gave the order; but | think you
did," said Took
"What if | did?" said the War Admiral
"I did some discrete checking around," said Took. "In nmy capacity as a
di screte investigator. It's not the first tinme you' ve ordered guards
away
fromtheir post outside your door, especially late at night."
The War Adniral said nothing.
"Furthermore, when the Captain and the Mjor came to your door, you
cane
out, but refused to let themin, as if there was sonething, or someone
you
didn't want themto see,"” said Took. "That would al so explain why you
ordered your marine guard away at certain tines, to prevent themfrom
seei ng what they shouldn't."
The War Admiral renained silent.
"I'f Major Fortran had continued his investigation, he would ve focused
nmore on this. Oh, he probably knows that you' ve ordered the guards away
bef ore, but he's never focused on the why of it. O, to be nore
preci se,
the who of it," said Took
"And your conclusion?" said the War Admiral
"My conclusion?" said Took. "It doesn't matter. The case is closed,
sir
We found the inposter. Wiat else is there to know?" He gave the War
Admi ral a neaningful |ook, and turned to | eave.
"Took. "
Took turned around.
"After everything has settled down again, naybe the m ddl e of next
week,
cone and see nme. |I'Il give you your interview " said the War Admral
"Thank you, sir," said Took
But they both knew whom was real |y t hanki ng whom
Chapter 6 Mitiny
Fromthe Log of War Admiral Norman North, 9 years and 5 nonths after
Vitalics I'mstill turning the events of three nonths ago over in ny
m nd

After alittle over two years of travel, we reached the coordi nates
specified by the cargo ship we found. W arrived prepared for

anyt hi ng--a



trap, contact with an alien civilization, an |Insectoid
battl efl eet--anyt hi ng.
VWhat we found was not what any of us expected: another giant cargo

shi p,
nearly identical to the first, filled to the brimw th nore spare parts
that we desperately needed. Yes, once again the ship's inventory al npst
perfectly matched the kind of spare parts we currently need.
Qoviously we are either under close observation without realizing it,
or
someone in the fleet is transmtting classified informati on w thout our
realizing it. I'mnot sure which alternative is nore al arm ng. \Woever
is
supplying these parts is obviously trying to aid us, at present, but it
woul d be nice to know who they are and what their agenda is. W' ve been
provided with a new set of coordinates, ones that will again take us
approximately two years to reach, and we've set a course in that
direction.
It's a good a direction as any; | have to confess that after nine years
of
searching we are no closer to |locating Chent technol ogy than we were
when
we started. But there is obviously an organization out there who can
hel p
us, and | think it a better bet to seek them out.
We continue to have run-ins with the Insectoids; |ike clockwork, it
occurs
every nine to twelve nmonths. If what the inposter told us is correct,
t hey
continuously field several large fleets to seek us out, and it's only a
matter of time before we run into one. W've |ost several ships, but at
| east with sone formof resupply we're able to maintain the ones we
have

left.

But noral e understandably low, after the let down of the encounter wth

the second | arge cargo ship, many in the fleet understandably fee
we're

not maki ng progress, and the homesteadi ng novenent is once again
gai ni ng

strength. It's now been several nonths since we encountered the second

cargo vessel, and | amtrying to relax by taking up hol ographic
pai nti ng.

I"mnot very good at it, but | have a very good teacher: Comander
W en,

who seens naturally gifted at it.

As we spend nore and nore time together, and our relationship has
becone

nore and nore a matter of public know edge to the crew, | have
m sgi vi ngs

about keeping her attached to the Aory. It is sinply not proper for a

senior officer to have a relationship with a nore junior officer
directly

under his command. And yet, if | transferred her to another ship, we'd

have | ess tinme together, and visits would have to be nuch nore public.
For

now, |I'mleaving things as they are.

"Sensors confirnmed, it's habitable," said Obe.

"Ch no," Took groaned in his cockpit. "Can't we pretend that we just

didn't see it, or sonething?"

"You know the drill,"” said Qhe. "Let's report in."

"Let's wait," said Took. "Let's get closer so we can give a conplete



report."
"W're going to have to give a report sonetime,” warned Obe.

"I know, but... everytine we find a habitable world, the homesteaders
start acting up,"” said Took.
"I know," Obe sighed. "I can't blanme them |I'mtired of being | ocked up

inside a nmetal can too."

"And you think I'mnot?" said Took. "But you renenber what the \War
Admira

said, and you know it's true. The bugs will come after us wherever we
go.

The only difference is that if they find us defensel ess on a planet,
we'l |

be w ped out."

"They haven't seemto have let up,'
st opped

the honest eader novenment fromgrowing. And it's not just ex-Directorate

peopl e, but even some of our League officers.”

"Let's take a closer look," said Took. "If we're lucky, we'll find

somet hi ng poi sonous in the atnosphere.”

But at that nmoment an indicator popped up on Took's scanning screen.

"W're being scanned!"

"From where?" said Cbe.

"The planet," said Took

(be agreed. "But that hasn't

"I npossible,” said he. "I'mnot reading any signs of power generation
or

installations on the surface. Just |ower |evel vegetation and ani nmal

life."

Their comms crackled. "Attention spacecrafts. Identify yourself."

For a monent, Took was tenpted to automatically respond with his ID
But

all he did was push the transnmit button and say, "You first."

e, in his cockpit, |ooked over at Took as if to say, "G eat one
liner."

"Are you human?" sai d the human soundi ng voice
"Yes," said Took. "And you?"
"Humans," said the voice. "It has been a long, long time since we have
heard from ot her humans."
"That's nice," said Took. He decided it was time to take a chance. "M
nane i s Command Captain |daho Took of Alliance Command Carrier dory.
Ah... do you have a simlarly long nanme or title?"
"No," came the voice. "Just a nonent."
The conm went dead.
"Just a monent he said," said Took. "He's probably | ooking for a

busi ness
card.”
"Or getting ready to attack," said Qbhe. "lday! Check your scans of the
pl anet!"
Before their eyes, their readings changed. Were before they detected
not hi ng but forrests and w | derness, now they were detecting a snall
agricultural settlement generating mninmal amunts of power on the
northern continent.
"How did we miss that?" said Took
The comm sputtered to life. "Comrand Captai n Took, are you there?"
"Yep," said Took.
"I have just conferred with the council of elders. It's been decided to
invite you down to the surface. Are you capable of |andi ng?"
"Ever since ny 15th birthday," said Took. "Wuld you mind telling ne

and what you are before we come down?"
"W are what you mght call a colony, established nearly 50 years ago,"



said the voice. "My nane is Ingore."

"50 years ago? How did you get out this far? And why didn't we detect
you

on our sensors?"

“I"1l be happy to explain everything when you land," said Ingore.

"Right," said Took. "See you soon." He switched to the narrowband
squadr on

frequency. "Buddy, what do you think?"

"A colony, this far out?" said Cbe. "Trap."

"Trap," Took agreed. "Well, we'd better signal the Gory before we wal k

right intoit." He adjusted a dial to boost his transm ssion signal

"A colony? This far out?" said the War Admiral

"Unlikely," said Captain Dulin. "Captain Took suspects a trap."

"I do too," said the War Admiral. "Tell himto proceed."

"Sir?"

"If the Insectoids have gone through the effort to construct a col ony
in

order to trap us, | don't think they'Il settle for killing two of our

pilots, even if one of themis the illustrious Captain Took," said the
War

Admiral. "And 1'd like to find out nore about exactly what kind of trap

is. It can give us insight into what the Insectoids are not only
pl anni ng
now, but what they may be planning in the future."
Took and Obe slowy clinbed down fromtheir cockpits. They had | anded in

field just outside the main settlenment. A snmall crowd of people wearing
robes stood nearby, watching them curiously, even with a sense of awe.
Took and Cbe wal ked over to them a little awed thenselves. The
vil |l agers
| ooked dirty and worn out, but they also definitely | ooked human. And
t hey
weren't armed, except a fewwth [ong wal king sticks.
Took and (be wal ked forward until they were a few feet away, then they
stopped. The villagers continued to stare unconfortably at them
Final ly,
after it becanme clear that none of them would say anything, Took said,
"Take me to your |eader."

That broke the spell. One of them stepped forward. "I amlIngore,"” he
sai d.

"l day Took, Kato Cbe," said Took. "lI'mvery surprised to see you.
You're

the first humans outside our own fleet we've seen in sone tine."

"And you're the first humans outside our own group that we've seen in

fifty years," said Ingore. "Cone to the village nmeeting place, we wll

tal k. "

They followed his | ead through the fields, animl pens, and thatched
hut s.

It |ooked like a very sinple agrarian comunity. Smelled |ike one, too.

"Pretty |l owtech here," Took comented, wrinkling his nose.

"By choice," said Ingore. "That's why we left the Alliance."

"Hm" said Took, busy taking in all the sights around him

They reached a large hut with a thatched roof. Inside was a snooth
wooden

table with wooden chairs. Took hadn't seen real wood in years. He
gi ngerly

sat down on one of them feeling he was sitting on an antique. O her

el ders sat down at the table, as did Ingore.



"May we ask nore specifically why you left the Alliance, and how you
cane

out here?" Took inquired.

Ingore smled. "W rejected the highly technol ogical, and preferred to

live a sinpler life, closer to the earth. Ironically many of us who
felt

that way were scientists. W purchased our own ship and canme out here."

"It's a mighty long distance to cone just for some privacy," said Took

"W didn't want to be contam nated by outside influences, outside

t echnol ogy. "

"And yet you invited us down," said Took

"So we did," Ingore sighed. "The first such invitati on we've ever
gi ven.

You have to understand, M. Took, that there are only fifty of us here.

val ue the community that we've built, but over tine we've al so m ssed
news

and contact with the outside world. What has happened? Has the Alliance

expanded out this far yet?"

Took and Obe exchanged gl ances. "Not exactly," said Took

"Are you part of an expedition?"

"You mght say that," said Took. "W're part of the last survivors."

" Survivors?"

"A race of beings called the Insectoids conqueror the Aliance nearly
ten

years ago," said Took. "They destroyed the fleet, alnmost all of it,

anyway, and occupi ed our worlds. The remmants of our fleet gathered

together and fled Alliance space. W're representatives of that fleet."

The el ders started murnuring anongst thensel ves worriedly.

"Hurmanity... destroyed?" said |Ingore

"O enslaved," said Took. "W haven't been back honme to check in a
while."

"So you are... looking for a place to settle, is that it?"

"Ah, not exactly," said Took

"Well, you can't settle here," said Ingore. "Go back and tell your
| eaders

that. We value our privacy. W wi sh you well, but don't want an infl ux
of

new settlers."

"That's quite all right, we're not the settling down type," said Took
"W

just want sone information. Have you seen any |nsectoid ships pass by
in

the past several nonths?"

"l nsect oi d?"

"Well, maybe that answers ny question,"” said Took. "Come to think of
it,

how di d you manage to stay hidden? On our first pass our sensors
didn't-"

"A feat of ingenuity that |I'mproud to say | hel ped develop," said
I ngor e.

"The one piece of technology we tolerate. A cloaking shield which gives

sensors the inpression that this is enmpty forest land."

"Very handy," said Took. An idea occurred to him "I don't suppose
you' d

be willing to show us how you do it? W coul d perhaps trade you-"

"No, I'msorry, but we do not share the secrets of this technology with

outsiders," said Ingore firmy. "If know edge of our technology were to
be



di ssem nated, others mght figure out how to penetrate our canoufl age
shield."

"Wuldn't want that," said Took, grimacing. Well, it was worth a try.
"So |l et me make sure | understand," said the War Admiral. "A group of
scientists set out fromthe Alliance fifty years ago in search of an
agrarian lifestyle. They don't want to be contam nated by ot her

soci eti es

that do use technol ogy, so they fly for ten years into uncharted space,
and then, to top it off, they use a cloaking shield to further protect
their privacy."

Took and Cbe were testifying at a gathering of the fleet captains. It

was

one of the few tinmes Took had ever been invited to such a neeting. He

wondered if he could pick up a fewinterviews with some of the fleet

captai ns afterwards.

"Sounds like overkill to me," grunted Captain Harkness of the Bl ue
Luna.

"They coul d have picked a planet a few nonths outside of Alliance
space,

or even inside an Alliance space, and not even be found for years."

"I also think it's odd that a society that so desperately wants to
avoi d

technol ogy is uses technol ogy, even to protect itself," said another

capt ai n.

The War Admiral reclined in his war room chair. The canoufl age shield
was

part of the puzzle, but what that part was he hadn't yet figured out.
" And

you say they don't want us to settle there?"

"They brought up the subject, and nade a point of saying they don't
want

us to settle there," said Took

"They did, did they?" said the War Admiral

"In fact, they specifically told nme to tell you that."

"Hm" said the War Admiral. "In the trap |I'mimagi ning, they would want
us

to cone down and col oni ze."

"But they wouldn't want to appear too eager," said Captain Perko Gale
of

the fast attack destroyer Al ways Ready.

"Correct," said the War Adnmira

"You're assuming that this is a trap," said Captain Bennett of the
Anory

Til.

"That's the operating assunption,” the War Adniral agreed.

"I think we need to investigate the matter further before we cone to
any

firmconclusion," said Bennett.

"For once, Captain, | agree with you," said North. "That's why I
propose

to send a nmedical and tech team down there to see if they really are
what

t hey appear to be."

"Ateamfromthe G ory?" Bennett asked.

"Yes, Captain," said the War Adnmiral.

"Sir, | propose a nore bal anced team " said Bennett. "These recons are

al nost always perforned by Gory officers. | think our survey teans
woul d

benefit by having crewrenbers participate fromother ships.”
The War Admiral considered, but just for a second. "Very well, Captain.



Wuld you like to send a teamfromthe Anory Til to acconpany then®?"

"That | would, War Admiral."

"Very well," said the War Admiral. "We're adjourned.” He pressed a
but t on,

and the hol ographic representations of the fleet admirals faded,
| eavi ng

himalone in the roomwth Dulin, Wen, Took, and Cbe.

"Sir are you going to let-" Took was cut off by the deceptively cal m

stare

of the War Admiral

"I want you to acconpany the tech team" said the War Admiral. "Since
you

made the initial contact, you' d be an ideal |iaison."

"Sormehow, | don't think that's the only reason," said Took, waiting for

the inevitable.
"And while you're there, use your good journalistic instincts to snoop
around while the others keep the colonists occupied,” said the War

Admiral. "Dismssed."”
VWhen Cbe and Took filed out, Dulin and Wen stayed behi nd.
"Sir, | didn't want to speak up in front of Captain Took, but | agreed

with his sentinent. You |l et Captain Bennett get away with too nuch,
especially in front of the other captains.”

"It's a delicate balance, Captain," said the War Admiral. "Too little

pressure, and he runs anmok and ruins discipline. Too nuch pressure, and

we'll have a split in the ranks." He turned away. "But you're right
about

one thing. The time is fast approachi ng when we're going to have to
deal

with Captain Bennett."

As Took piloted the transport into the atnosphere, he noticed the
shuttle

fromthe Anmory Til had al ready streaked ahead of them "They're in a

hurry, aren't they?" Took muttered.

But the real surprise cane when they | anded and everyone di senbarked
from

their ships--fromthe transport, the tech and nedical crew, and a
coupl e

of marines; and fromthe shuttle--none other than Captain Bennett
hi nmsel f

and two of his nen.

"What's he doi ng here?" oe whi spered.

"Do you have sonething to say, Lieutenant?" said Bennett, wal king over.
| f

he didn't like the War Admiral, he certainly didn't like the War
Admiral's

trained pets. And there was sonething additional about Took that rubbed

hi mt he wrong way.

"Ah, he wasn't saying anything sir, just that he was delighted to see

you," said Took, giving a little smle. Al though Bennett outranked him
he

didn't fear him

"Can we get on with this?" grow ed Doctor Farb, hefting a shoul der bag

filled with equi pnent.

"You have returned," said Ingore, giving Took a broad snmile

"Yes, I|-"

Bennett stepped in front of Took. "My nane is Captain M chael Bennett,
['m

in command here."
"But M. Took is also a Captain, is he not?" said Ingore, puzzled.
VWi |l e Bennett was expl ai ni ng the confusi on between spaceforce and naval



ranks, Took whi spered, "Wile the cormmopdore here i s maki ng second

cont act,

t hem

t he

glare

t hat,

anong

no

t hat

keep your ears open."

"Where are you goi ng?" Cbe whi spered back

Took gave a mischievous snmile and turned to go.

"Yes, you can go too, Lieutenant," said Bennett to Obe, glad to see

go.
"Afraid not," said Took, turning back. "Lieutenant Cbe is a trained
di pl omat, havi ng spent decades in the foreign service before joining

navy."
e barely resisted the urge to roll his eyes.
"I amordering you both to | eave. You're dism ssed!" said Bennett, a

burning in his eyes.
Took stared back, giving an irritating smle. "You' re very good wth

you shoul d get that | ook patented."

"Centl enen, gentlenen, please, no arguing," said Ingore gently.

Took gave Bennett a sarcastic salute and headed of f.

He checked in first with the agro workers. "What do we have here?" he
asked, pointing to one of the fields.

"Looks |ike potatoes," said one of the techs.

"Ha ha, very funny," said Took. "Have you | earned anything useful ?"
"Qther than the fact that from our readings these are common sixty day
pot at oes, and that they were planted two weeks ago, no."

Anot her tech approached froma field dowmn the road. "Same thing there,"

the second tech said. "It looks like they all did their plantings two
weeks ago."

"Anyt hi ng unusual in that?" said Took

"No," said the first tech. He scanned the soil. "That's odd, though."
"What ?"

"This soil is very rich."

"Meaning...."

"Either there's sonething unusual about the soil, or this is the very

first crop that they've planted on this spot," said the tech
Took raised an eyebrow. "Scan the surrounding area. They may rotate

different fields. See if you can spot any areas that have been pl owed
before. And don't go anywhere w thout a marine guard" He turned, and
spotting Doctor Farb | ooking annoyed, wal ked over to him "What's up
doc?"

"These fine farners won't permt nme to conduct a medical exam nation."
"We're fine," said one farnmer.

"W're all fine," said a second farmer dully.

"Why not let the doc check you out?" said Took. "You should al ways get

routi ne physical once every 50 years, just to be safe.”
"No," said the farner. "No el ectrical equipnment. He can exam ne us, but

scanners. It's our beliefs, you understand."

"I'"'mbeginning to," said Took

Took wandered around for the next hour, checking out the farning
conmuni ty. Everything seemed conpletely ordinary. So this is the life

Captain Bennett wanted themall to live. To homestead and becone sinple
farnmers. Really boring. Personally, Took would rather take his chances
with the Insectoids in space.

As he wandered around the outskirts of the village a small building



caught

his eye. Small, but clearly, unlike the others, nade of netal. Using
hi s

hand scanner, he tried to see what was inside of it. But whatever was
in

there was shi el ded.

"What are you doi ng?" said a farmer, smiling pleasantly as he wal ked up
to

Took.

"Just | ooking around," said Took

"No el ectronics, please,"” said the farmer, | ooking disapprovingly at

Took' s scanner. Took took one nore | ook at his scanner that gave hima

smal | surprise, then set the save button to record his readi ngs, and
t hen

reluctantly closed the scanner down.

"Better?"

"Much," said the farner placidly.

"Mnd if |I ask what's inside there?"

"That's the building containing the only electrical device in the
col ony, "

said the farner. "Qur canoufl age device."

"Mnd if | take a quick | ook?"

"Entry is forbidden."

"Al'l right," said Took. He would've been really interested to go
i nsi de,

but at this point, it wasn't really necessary, not after the readings
he

had obtai ned on his scanner.

Took wal ked back to the council hut, where the elders were just
br eaki ng

up after what | ooked |ike a big neeting.

"It's decided," said Ingore, smling graciously. "W approve."

"Approve what?" said Took, unsure whether to ask lIngore, or turn to

Qbe,
who was trying to get his attention. Bennett was ignoring himentirely.
"W will permt you to settle here, in the valley several niles to the
south," said Ingore
"Real ly? Only yesterday you were telling us you didn't want us here,"
sai d
Took.
"Forgive ny manners," said Ingore. "I wasn't entirely aware of your
plight. Your Captain Bennett has told us the touching story of how you
have been hunted by these insect creatures, and how many of you have
been
wounded and killed. As it is a matter of life or death, we will permt
you

to have refuge here. You nmust establish settlenents of your own and do

your own farm ng, you understand, and respect our ways, but we wll
accept

you and use our canouflage shield to protect you, so that you may live

peace. "

"We can start bringing down transports with supplies and crew al nost

i medi ately," said Bennett.

"Ah, Captain, aren't you forgetting one little thing?" said Took

Bennett glared at him

"The chain of command? Doesn't the War Admiral have to approve any
gener a

di senmbar kati on?"

"You let me worry about him little man," said Bennett. Nodding to



I ngor e,
he said, "W'll speak again." And he turned and left for his shuttle.

"I"'mfive foot ten inches tall, and that's w thout my boots," said
Took.

"That's plenty tall. Wiy does everyone taller than six feet feel they
have

free license to call nme "little man"?"

"Took, don't you think we have bigger things to worry about?"

"You're right, buddy," said Took. "Let's collect the crew and get back
to

the shuttle." Took spoke into his wist comm and ordered the others to

gather at the landing site. "I renmenber, though, what happened to the
| ast

guy who called ne 'little man'."

He was referring to the ex-farm ng director, Odusk, who was enjoying a

confort suite in the Aory's brig the past few years.

"Very interesting," said the War Admiral. "Very interesting indeed. A

farm ng cormunity that's been on the planet for forty years and yet has

only been farmng for two weeks. A conmunity with not a single sick
per son

and all refuse to have a routine medical scan." He turned to Took. "And

nost interesting of all, a netallurgical analysis of the building

containing their precious canmouflage field shows that the buil ding was

forged sonetime in the | ast year."

"Cbviously a trap," said Captain Dulin.

"Cbviously, a trap," said the War Admiral. "The nonent we | eave our
shi ps

and settle down, that's when the Insectoids will cone for us."

"We shoul d | eave inmmedi ately," said Wen.

"There's no hurry," said the War Admiral. "lI'msure that the fl eet
that's

waiting for us will suddenly appear if we head out of orbit."

"But... there's no purpose in staying," said Dulin.

"There just mght be one," said the War Admiral calnly.

The hol ographi c i nage of Captain Shang | ooked thoughtful as he sat in
Captain Bennett's office on the Amory Til. "I don't know, Captain."
"This could be our last chance!" said Bennett. "Think about it, Feng.
Every tinme we've proposed settling down somewhere, the War Admiral has

al ways thrown his 'they will hunt us down and shoot us' argunent at us.
But for the first time he doesn't have this argunent to use agai nst us.
We'll be well protected by the canouflage shield."

"W don't know that for sure.”
"Nothing is for sure!l"™ Bennett thundered. "But this is the best chance
we'll have to settle down! A hospitable planet, friendly allies, and
technology to protect us. Wat nore can you ask for?"
"It's not that sinple," said Shang. "You're asking me to mutiny agai nst
the War Admiral."” He | ooked sharply to the side. "lIs this line stil
secure?"
"Scranbling every tenth of a second," said Bennett, checking an

i nstrunent
pad. "It's not mutiny--we're not taking over, and, strictly speaking,
we're not properly under his command. We're Directorate officers, and

he' s

League, you know that, Shang."

"But the Alliance-"

"The Alliance died ten years ago at Vitalics," said Bennett. "Wat
we're

tal king about is a chance to live! Do you want to spend the rest of
your

life on the run fromthe Insectoids! Every tine they engage us, we |ose



nore and nore ships and nen. You know it's just a matter of time before

we're all dead. This is your last chance--will you take it?"
Shang nodded reluctantly. "All right. I'min."
"Good. I'lIl be in touch soon." Bennett terninated the signal, and then

cal l ed the next officer.
Capt ai n Harkness of the Bl ue Luna.
Bennett generally preferred to contact Directorate officers who he knew
woul d be synpathetic; but there were a few League officers who he
t hought
m ght al so join up. Harkness has never shown nuch synpathy to the
honest eader novenent, but neither did he openly attack them and
Bennet t
renmenbered that he was anpbng the first officer to request that the \War
Admiral step aside during the inposter incident several years back
VWat ever he was, Harkness was a free thinker, and m ght be open to
per suasi on. And the Blue Luna was the third biggest ship in the fleet,
after the Anmory Til and of course the Gory. It would be worth the risk

to
try and swing himover to their side.
"What are you tal ki ng about?" Harkness frowned.
It wasn't going well fromthe start. Harkness decided to try one nore
time. "This may be our only chance for survival."
Har kness grunted. "lI'ma soldier. | don't think I1'd be much of a
farmer.”

"At least you'd be alive," Bennett pointed out. "And not everyone wil I

have to farm"

"k, but how can you be so sure this is on the level ? The War Adnmira

thinks it's a trap."

"He thinks anything that will dilute his power is a trap," said
Bennett.

Then, seeing the expression on Harkness's face, he changed tact. "He's
a

brilliant soldier. But he's not enmpowered to nake this kind of

non-mlitary decision."”

"Are you saying we should nutiny?" said Harkness.

Qovi ously, Harkness woul d not be persuaded. Time to back up and
obfuscat e.

"OfF course not," said Bennett soothingly. "I was only thinking of

presenting a united front to the War Admiral, to try and persuade him

ot herwi se. | woul d never consider taking action w thout his approval."

"Hm " said Harkness. Bennett couldn't tell if he believed.

"Al'l right," said Harkness, not giving anything away. "Let me give it
sone

t hought . "

"You do that," said Bennett, relieved, signing off.

Har kness did think about it, for a full hour, which was a long time for

him He was a free thinker, but one who cane to quick decisions. Then
he

cal l ed the War Admiral

"They' re obviously plotting some kind of rmutiny, War Admiral," said

Har kness. "Just thought you'd like to know "

"l appreciate the warning, Captain," said the War Admiral, acting
totally

nonpl ussed.

"What are you going to do?" said Harkness.

"We' || talk about it at the fleet neeting tonorrow norning," said the
War

Adni r al

"A fleet nmeeting tonorrow norning? Admral, this has gone way beyond-"
"l appreciate your concern,"” said the War Admiral. "North out."



"He's right, sir," said Dulin, standing out of range of the inmage North
had been transmtting.

"l second that, sir," said Wen.

"l appreciate your opinions," said the War Admiral. "Please return to
your

posts. "

Dulin and Wen filed out of his office. "He's really keeping his cards

close to his chest on this one," said Wen.

"I"'msure the War Admiral knows what he's doing," said Dulin. "I hope,"
he

muttered, nostly to hinself.

Everyone was in attendance at the fleet captain's nmeeting North had
cal l ed

the following norning. "And this evidence should prove, | think, that
this

is an elaborate trap set for us by the Insectoids. | propose now that
we

nove on-"

"Just a monent, War Adnmiral," said Captain Bennett.

The War Admiral permitted hinself to | ook surprised. "Yes Captain?"

"W haven't finished discussing this topic," said Bennett. He took a
deep

breath, and launched into a speech. "I have seen this settlenment
firsthand

and net with their leaders, and | can tell you all, this is no trap. In

fact, this may be our best hope to live the rest of our lives in peace.

think you see a trap because you want to. | think you are so headstrong
in

favor of this fruitless quest you' ve had us on for the past ten years
t hat

you can't take a step back and realize that there's another
alternative

We haven't found any useful Chent technol ogy and we never will. Al
we' ve

done is lose lives as we've been hunted down by the Insectoids. This
nmay

be our only chance to save the rest of our remaining lives."

He | ooked at the War Admiral, waiting for an expl osion

But the War Admiral took it calmy. "Wat do you propose?” he asked.

"A choice," said Bennett, surprised that the War Admiral wasn't putting
up

nore of a fight. "Let the ships that want to disenbark, disenbark
Those

that want to go on, can go on."

"And how wi Il each ship decide?" The War Adniral asked.

"By each captain, of course," said Bennett.

"OfF course," said the War Admiral. "And if any of the crew have a
di fferent opinion?"
"Well, they can transfer to another ship, | suppose," said Bennett. He

hadn't consi dered that point.

"I respect your opinion, Captain," said the War Admiral. "But it's just
t hat - - your opinion."

"Not just mine, War Adnmiral," said Bennett.

"Real | y?" said the War Admiral. "Who el se shares your view?" It was as

they were debating an abstract, scholarly subject. "Don't be shy," said
the War Admiral. "Stand up!" he said, his voice hardening.

A few fl eet captains stood up, and then a few nore, sone of themvery
hesitantly. "Is that all?" said the War Admiral. "What about the



nmer chant

capt ai ns?"

"We have convinced some of those as well," said Bennett.

"Well, by all nmeans, let's bring themin and hear what they have to
say, "

said the War Admiral, |ooking annoyed. It was obvious that he was going
to

try to use the force of his personality to browbeat theminto
submi ssi on,

but it wouldn't help, this tine.

There was an awkward silence while the nerchant captai ns were patched
in.

VWhen their images materialized in the war roomit was positively
cr owded.

"For those of you who just joined us lately-" began the War Admiral

acidly. He quickly explained the situation, and ask those who supported

Bennett's position to stand up as well. And a nunber of them did.
"You see, War Admiral, it sinply isn't ny opinion," said Bennett.
"Yes," said the War Admiral. "Your dangerous opinion is shared by
many. "
He turned to the captai ns whose hol ographi c i nages were standi ng. "You
still want to enmbark on this, even though you know it's alnost certainly
a

trap? You heard the report about the potatoes; they' ve only been

farm ng
for two weeks! You heard the nmetallurgy report; that building is only a
few months old! Can't you see that this is clearly a trap!"”
"You present this information as if it's conclusive," said Bennett. "W
haven't done conclusive studies of the soil; it may not |ose as nuch
nutrients in each replanting as ours does. As for the building, that's

not

concl usive either; they could have built a new building to replace an
old

one that they tore down. Maybe you can explain, War Admiral, how likely
it

is that the Insectoids would pore an incredible amunt of resources
into

creating a phony colony, and how likely it is that they'd be able to
convi ncingly brai nwash fifty people, and furthernmore, how likely it is
that they'd know exactly which planet we'd stop by."
"We've already see them put an incredible amunt of resources into
hunt i ng
us down, that's not new," the War Admiral responded. "As for
br ai nwashi ng
or mental control, it's been done before. Don't forget that none of
t hem
woul d | et Doctor Farb examine them As for the last point, |I don't know
how t hey knew we were com ng here, but it's obvious that they did."
He | ooked at each of the wavering fleet captains, pacing back and forth
among them "At the end, it all cones down to trust. You all know I
have
saved each of your lives countless tinmes. You have trusted ny judgment,

instincts, for years, putting your lives in nmy hands. | say once nore,

trust nme again! If you leave us here, we will not be able to return to

protect you. The Insectoids will come and sl aughter you not in weeks,
or

nmont hs, but days." He stopped, standing nearest the captains he thought

m ght be wavering the nmost. "I can't tell you what will happen if you
st ay



with us. But if you leave the fleet, | amcertain what your fate will

be.

You will die. Period. I ask you, one last tine, trust ne now" He
t ur ned

to one captain standing up. "WIIl you trust ne?"

That captain, |ooking chagrined, slowy sat down.

"WIl you trust me?" said the War Admiral, moving to another--who al so

slowy sat down.

He went down the row, fixing each of themw th the stare, asking each
t he

same question. In the end seven sat down, |eaving 16 standing--16, out
of

71 captains in the fleet.

"Al'l right, you' ve had your say," said Bennett. He had been nervous
t hat

even nore captains woul d back down.

"What are your intentions?" the War Adnmiral said.

"W're going down to the planet," said Bennett. "W've decided."”

The War Admiral |ooked down for a monent. Then he gave Bennett a dark

| ook. "And you expect me to sit back and let you do it?"

Bennett said not hing.

"I did that once," said the War Admiral. "Sat back and | et things
happen.

The result was tens of thousands, perhaps nillions dead, and the whol e
of

humanity enslaved. | don't think I will let that happen again."

"What are you going to do?" Bennett said. "You' re not going to fire on

us."

North said nothing for a monent. Whuld he fire on them or even
t hreat en
to? Amjority of the nmilitary ships were on his side, but would they

fire

on their own ships, even if the War Admiral ordered himto?

But they would never find out. "No, | will not fire on your ships,"
sai d

North, his head bowed in apparent defeat.

"Then | think we've finished our talk," said Bennett.

"I agree," said North. He raised his head and spoke into the air. "NOW

Maj or Fortran!"

The hol ographic i nages of the fleet captains who were standing up could
be

seen | ooking sharply to the side, and then, one by one, they were
pul | ed

of f-screen, to be replaced by a marine.

"Renown secured, sir," said one narine.

"Crawl er secured, sir," reported another

"Ratara secured, sir," said a third.

One by one they reported in.

"No, you can't do this!" said Bennett, as he was yanked from vi ew.

"Actually, | can," said the War Admiral. "You are all under military

arrest. You and your senior officers will be put under preventative

detention. You will not be allowed contact with any of your crew,
pendi ng

your transfer to the brig on the Aory."

One of the nmerchant captains who had stayed |oyal nuttered, "Was this

really necessary?"

Surprisingly, it was another captain who answered. "OF course it was,
you

fool," said Captain Harkness. "If we lost a third of the fleet, what do

you think that would do for our chances of survival?"
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North, nodding, said, "I'mgoing to be quite busy for the next few

gentlenen. I'Il be in touch soon,"” he prom sed.
"l understand now," said Wen. "You wanted Bennett to approach the

officers first, so you could see who was | oyal and who wasn't."
"And you prepositioned Major Fortran's nen on the ships nmost likely to

over to his side," said Dulin. "Masterful job, War Adnmiral."
"Thank you," said the War Admiral. "But now we have a nmess on our

VWere do we find 16 | oyal captains to replace then? W know about the
di sloyalty of these nen, but what about their bridge officers? How far
down does the trouble go? Ri ght now | have a handful of marines on each
ship's bridge and engi neering section, but if the trouble spreads, they
could easily be overpowered."

"l suggest we not worry about the crews for now, War Admiral,"’

" said
"We couldn't replace themeven if we wanted to."

"Quite right," said the Wr Admiral. He paused a nonment, meking a
decision. "Set up interviews with the senior officers on each ship. Try

get a sense of who is loyal and who isn't."
"And what do we do with each group?"
"The di sl oyal officers, those who won't recommit to their oaths, wll

stripped of their rank and sent to performcivilian duty on the

nmer chant

ships. If they like the idea of farming so rmuch, they'll get their

chance.

and

anyt hi

us,

pl ace.

bri ng.

Then | eave about half of the so-called Ioyal officers where they are,

arrange a schedul e to have them swap positions with officers on | oyal
ships. We're going to have to pronote sone first officers on the | oyal
ships to becone captains on the vacant ships, so there will be sone
openi ngs. "

"So you hope by integrating the potentially disloyal officers, you can
limt their ability to do damage."

"Precisely," said the War Admiral. "If they're on a ship with a | oyal
crew, there's alint to what they can do. W don't have tinme for

ng

nore. In fact, | want this done in eight hours."

"Ei ght hours?" said Dulin. "lnpossible!"

"Any nore than that and we risk bringing the Insectoid fleet down on

said the War Admiral. "If we don't take the bait soon they're going to
cone anyway. And when they do we're going to need trained crews in

"And what do we do with the disloyal captains?"

"Leave themto ne," said the War Adniral

"Yes, we're really excited about conming down to the planet,’
over the conm

"Where's Captain Bennett?" cane Ingore's voice.

"He's busy, uh, packing," said Took. "W have a | ot of equipnment to

sai d Took,

The first shipnent should start com ng down in twelve hours."

"Al'l right," said Ingore. "But I'd like to hear from Captain Bennett
soon. "

“I"'msure you will,'

said Took. He cl osed the comm and received a nod



trap

batt al

to

to

next

lists

fromthe War Admiral.

"I's there any way we can hel p then®"

"Assum ng they're under sone formof mnd control or conditioning, the
m nute we went down to the planet to grab them we'd spring whatever

is waiting for us,"” said the War Adniral. "There could be whol e

i ons

of Insectoid troopers waiting bel ow the surface." He | ooked thoughtful
"No, their fate was sealed, |like everyone else's, the mnute we agreed

meet the Insectoids at Vitalics."
The interview ng process proceeded quickly. Captain Dulin reported in

the War Admiral. "Only a handful have refused to retake the oath. |'m
afraid a nunber of disloyal ones will slip through.™

"Well, there's nothing we can do about that right now, " said the War
Admiral. "Perhaps their attitudes will change after the events of the

two days unfold.” He didn't elaborate further. "Do you have the duty
and transfers ready?"

"Here's a rough draft," said Dulin. Nornmally, high |level transfers were
consi dered for hours, by a conmittee. Here they were proposing to

transfer

For

up

dozens of senior officers to dozens of ships with just a few ninutes of
consi derati on.

"That will have to do," said the War Admiral, studying the pad Dulin
handed him "But this won't work," he frowned, pointing at one entry.

the new captain of the Amory Til

"She's the logical choice, sir," said Dulin. "In fact, there is no one
el se suited to conmand a half-carrier.”

The War Admiral said, "I can think of sonmeone else, Captain. If you're

for it."
"WHAT?" said Wen.
"It's not polite to yell at your commandi ng officer," said the War

Admra

mildly.
"You want ne to take conmmand of the dory?" said Wen. "You only

pr onot ed

me to full conmander a few years ago!"
"l agree under normal circunstances that this wouldn't occur for

anot her

The

t he

two decades, but circunstances aren't normal. Experienced ship officers
are rare; Experienced ship officers who know sonet hi ng about command
carriers nunmber only two. Yourself, and Captain Dulin."

"Then why not keep Roger here and put nme in charge of the Amory Til ?

Arory Til is a smaller ship, it's like a denotion for Roger."
"A smaller ship filled with smaller, nore rebellious mnds," said the

Admiral. "It's a much nore difficult assignnent, which is why we need

more experienced officer there."

"I's that all?" said Wen.

North didn't answer, didn't even pretend not to understand what she was
t al ki ng about .

"I's that all?" she whispered.

North turned away, |ooking out the wi ndow "I don't know " he said



sl ow y.

"My decision definitely makes | ogical sense, and yet, where you're
concerned..." he slowy turned and | ooked back at her. "I warned you
somet hing like this could happen when we becane... involved." He

paused,

then said, "Wuld you really prefer to go to the Arory Til in Roger's
pl ace?"

Wen didn't say anything. Then, in a small voice, "No. No, | really
woul dn' t."

A stunned silence broke out in the Aory's brig when the War Admiral
entered. The 16 former captains and handful of other senior officers
glared out at the War Admiral behind a forcefield.

"I really wish it hadn't come to this," said the War Admiral. "If the
fate

of the remai nder of the human race hadn't been at stake, | might have
| et

you have your own way." And then his voice hardened. "But it wasn't just
a

matter of letting you go to your deaths, but your crews, too. Wat shal
I

do with you now?"

"W're entitled to a trial, War Admiral," said one Captain.

"We're under martial law, | and | alone will chair any tribunal," said
t he

War Adnmiral. "I ask again, what should | do with all of you?"

H s only answer was sil ence.

"The penalty for mutiny is still death," said the War Admiral

"I"'mnot a nmlitary officer," said one of the captains, who had been in

charge of one of the nerchant ships.

"But you're under nilitary comrand,” said the War Admiral. "Where was
| ?

Yes, the death penalty."

"I'f you're going to kill us, just get it over with," snapped Shang. The

others spoke up in a babble of voices.

"Quiet!" the War Admiral thundered. "Or are the rest of you as eager to

die as fornmer Captain Shang?"

The cel I bl ock was sil ent again.

"CGood," said the War Admral. "As | said, the traditional penalty for

mutiny is death by firing squad. However, the nmilitary penal code does

pernmit me to comute the sentence in the case of nitigating

ci rcunstances." He hardened both his voice and his gaze. "Are there any

mtigating circunstances?"

"What do you want?" said Captain Bennett, speaking for the first tine

since the War Admiral entered the cell bl ock

"A nmessage to each of your crews, assuring themyou're all right,
telling

them you accept the full blame for what happened, and advising themto

cooperate with us," said the War Admiral

"In return for?"

The War Admiral stared at Bennett. "20 years for the others; 30 for
you. "

"30 years? In here? Forget it!" said Bennett.

The War Admiral shrugged. "You each have two hours to prepare for your
executions." He turned to |eave.

The first cries came before he had taken his first step. In the end, no
one was executed.

The War Adnmiral entered the bridge.

"Captain," he said by way of greeting.

Captain Stacy Wen nodded, |ooking self-consciously for a nonent at the
additional full strip on her shoul derboards and sl eeves. "War Admiral ."



"Are the crew readjustnments conpl ete?"

"Yes sir," said Wen. "The fleet is ready and awaiting your command."
"Activate hol omap. "

"Yes sir," said the newy pronmoted Hal f Conmander Fletcher. The three
di mensi onal map appeared in the center of the bridge.

"There are three nei ghboring systens where the Insectoid fleet nay be
waiting for us," said the War Admiral. No one even thought to chall enge
hi s assessnent that the Insectoids were waiting for them

"Naturally, the Insectoids have us under surveillance, so the instant

we

break orbit, they will attack," said the War Admiral. "But it's
i mport ant

we don't nove towards the systemwhere their fleet is waiting for us."
He

stared at the screen intently, and then pressed a button, causing one
of

the solar systens to flash. "They're waiting for us there," he said

quietly. "And that means we have a chance to escape, at least for now,
if

we plot this course,"” he added, drawing a path with an el ectrowand.

"Set a course, Captain, and engage," said the War Admiral

"Aye sir!"

The fleet nmoved out along the trajectory the War Admiral had set forth.

Less than an hour l|ater, they detected novenent, fromthe very sol ar

systemthe War Admiral had warned them of.

"Long range detects several battleships... battlecruisers... heavy and

light cruisers... destroyers... several carriers," said Lieutenant

Shi shman.

"We'|| be able to elude themin the NG 149 gas cloud we're headi ng
for,"

said the War Admiral

"How di d you know they weren't waiting for us in NG 149? And how did
you

know whi ch systemthey were waiting i n?" Wen asked.

"I guess," said the War Adnmiral, "It cones down to a matter of trust."

The briefing was projected to the rest of the fleet the next day, when

they were safely inside the nebula and had el uded their pursuers. It
was

broadcast to every hol oprojector of every ship of the fleet.

"As far as we could tell there were 68 ships in that attack fleet,"
sai d

the War Admiral. "lIncluding a | arge nunber of heavy battleships, flat

tops, and other support ships. For years many of you have been asking
t he

guestion, 'what if we just settled down on a planet? Wuld the
| nsect oi ds

cone after us'? | think now you have your answer. They are so desperate
to

destroy us that they fabricated an entire col ony at trenendous expense
to

thenselves. One thing | think we can all agree upon; if we stop, we
di e.

We have no choice but to go on. | hope this, once and for all, finishes

the debate about honesteading."

Later, in his quarters, Wen said, "That was a masterful speech.”

"Hal f of being an officer is giving masterful speeches,” said the War

Admiral. "But | think this will prove to anyone except the nost
har dcor e

of the honmesteaders that settling down on a planet is inpossible now
Ironically, the Insectoids have made us stronger, by renmoving this as



an

i ssue of debate."

"Have they?" said Wen. "W have an awful |ot of new captains wth
unhappy

crews. "

"The crews will settle down, now that they realize that there isn't

anot her viable option. Once you defeat an opposing ideol ogy, the
fol | oners

tend to drop away."

Wen sniled at him pouring herself another drink. "Al except the ones

the brig, of course.”

"OfF course," said the War Admiral. "It still pains me though that two
of

the eighteen, two League captains, two of ny people, defected to the
ot her

side. "

"You always tend to | ook on the dismal side of things," said Wen,

snuggling up to himin bed. "Wat about the overwhelm ng majority of

your

captains who didn't desert you? After all they had been through, it's

amazing they haven't all mutinied or gone AWOL by now. It's only been
t he

force of your personality that's held themall together."

"Very flattering," said the War Admiral, always unable to take a

conpliment. "But-"

Puffy, sitting in a corner eyeing them barked approvingly.

"See? If you don't believe me, believe your pseudo-pet," said Wen.

"I can't counter an argument like that,” the War Admiral admtted.

Chapter 7 Peace, Love, And Happi ness

Fromthe Log of War Admiral Norman North, 12 years and 10 nonths after

Vitalics We continue in our search for Chent artifacts. W have cone

across a few prom sing | eads but have not found anything substanti al
yet.

We continue along the path set fourth by the latest |arge cargo vesse
we

found. As | indicated in ny earlier entries, the first |large cargo ship
led to a second one, and now the second one has led to a third one,

whi ch
we found | ast year. This too, was filled with supplies and spare parts

we
sorely needed, and this too, cane with a set of another coordinates.
Qovi ously, our benefactor wants to keep us well supplied. Equally
obvi ously, our benefactor wants to keep us at arms length. | have not
been

content with the situation and have been investigating |leads to
det ermi ne
the source of these large cargo ships, but it nay take one or two nore
rendezvous with additional cargo ships before | amable to track their
sour ce.
The I nsectoids continue to track us, using what we now know is their
particle cannon technol ogy to | aunch new fleets from Al liance space to
hunt us down. We try to evade their ships as |long as we can before
fighting them know ng that any fleet we destroy is replaced by
anot her.
But they have so many fleets hunting for us that we have to fight a
battl e
every few nonths, and slowy but surely that's taking a toll on ships



and
crew. That's why it's vital we |ocate the source of these cargo
shi pnent s,
and I'mfairly confident of being able to do so within the next
shi pnent
or two.
In the nmeantime, we barely eluded an Insectoid fleet |ast week. They're
pursuing us, and we have to try and avoid contact as |ong as possible.

To

that end, |'ve launched | ong range scouts in every direction

"Bank left," said the Ken Pilot. "Now right. Left, left, right.”

They tried to copy his maneuvers in their Wldcats, but he was goi ng
way

to quick for them

"Aren't Graftonites supposed to lose their reflexes after they' ve been

of f-planet for a while?" Took said.

"W do," said the Ken Pilot. "But even ny slowed reaction tinmes are
still

faster than your pitifully slow ones."
Took sighed. Captain Wen had "suggested" that the Ken Pilot attenpt to
teach them some of his piloting skills, but so far the only thing
r ubbi ng
off was resentnment. What was even worse was the fact that were it not

for

this little class he'd be out on point patrol right now Took knew they

were coming up on a systemw th planetary bodies, their first in over a

week. He wished he could be out there.

Capt ai n Chang-Wha of W/l dcat "G' checked his sensors. "You getting
t hat ,

Baker ?"

Baker, his w ngman, nodded. "Habitable planet. W should check it out
for

monunents. "

The t hought of honesteading no | onger even occurred to them or anyone

else in the fleet. Their experience with the Insectoid "farm ng
conmuni ty"

had convinced themall of that.

They orbited the planet. "Looks habitable," said Chang-Wa. "I'm
readi ng

vegetation, |lower level animal life, but no-"

Suddenly, a powerful feeling gripped him Baker felt it too.

"I think we should check out the planet," said Chang-Wa slowWy. "Let's
go

down. "

" Capt ai n?"

"Yes Col onel ?" said Captain Wen.

"Patrol 4 is overdue," said Col onel Darley.

"What was their |ast report?”

"They were closing in on system S- 12897, had found a habitabl e pl anet,
and

were going to check it out," said Rey.

Wen bit her lip, wondering if this was worth bothering the War Admiral

about. They were so short-handed now that she was forced to take one
wat ch

in three, running two other watches with relatively inexperienced

officers--Half Commrander Shishman and Hal f Conmander Kearse. The War

Admiral didn't take a watch, but instead popped in on all three watch

peri ods, observing and occasionally maki ng hel pful comrents. Biting her

lip, she made a decision. "War Admiral ?" she said, pressing the comm

The War Admiral energed fromhis office. Wen filled himin on the



on
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shuttl
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t he

on

"They'

si tuati on.
"So they were either intercepted in space or sonething happened to them

the planet," said the War Admiral. "Any signs of other ships in the
sector ?"

"None," said Wen. "But they could be hiding behind that planet in
S-12897. And we're heading in that direction.”

"Hm" said the War Admiral. He pressed the conm "Fleet conmand, this

War Adnmiral North. Al stop." He turned to Wen. "Deploy a rescue

e.

Send a squadron of fighters to back themup."

"Do you want nme to send Wldcat "A'"?" said Wen. "They're still in
training."

The War Admiral considered. "Wo's on standby right now?"

"Ben Hunter with Wldcat "B"."

"That will do fine," said the War Admiral

"Where are they going?" Took grumbled, watching the squadron take off

it escorted the shuttle.

A | ow powered | aser burst expl oded near his ship.

"Hey!" Took yell ed.

"Don't let yourself be distracted," said the Ken Pilot. "Now, are you
going to even attenpt to copy the naneuver | just perforned, or need
show it to you yet agai n?"

"Closing on the planet," came the shuttle pilot. "No sign of debris."
"This is Hunter," canme a different voice. "W've circled around the
pl anet. No sign of the eneny. | don't think they had any problemin
space. "

"Picking up their ships on the planet," said the shuittle pilot.
"Descend," said Colonel Ray. "Hunter, have your squadron take up

on

inorbit."

"Roger," said Captain Hunter

"Patch ne through to the shuttle commander," said the War Admiral

Li eutenant Fl et cher nodded and pushed a button

"Kirby, this is the War Admral," said North.

IlSir.ll

"I want you to wear a surveillance brace when you | and," said the War
Admiral. "I want to see everything you do."

"Yes sir."

In the shuttle, Kirby put on the wires and clippings that would secure

smal | hol ocamera to his shoul der
The shuttle touched down near the two Wl dcats. They watched the inage

the main bridge holoprojector. It was expanded to maxi num si ze, so
what ever Kirby was seeing twenty feet in front of himal so appeared in
full three-di mensional color on the main bridge.

The image jerked slightly as Kirby walked in the field towards the

Wl dcats. Wien he and his squad of marines got there he reported,

re
enpty, sir."

"Any signs where they may have gone?" said the War Admiral

Kirby | ooked down. "I see footprints |eading down into that valley

yonder .

filled

Squad! Form up!"
They wal ked down a noderate incline into a beautiful valley. It was

with flowers and trees and bushes and plants. Beautiful birds chirped



from

the trees. A small streamw nded its way through the lush natura

sur r oundi ngs.

They found the two pilots sitting in the grass.

"Chang- Wha! Baker!" Kirby yelled, while keeping his eyes open for an

anmbush.

Chang- Wha and Baker just sat there, oblivious to the approaching
mari nes.

Their eyes were open, but it was as if they were asleep. They were
clearly

gazing into the distance, with goofy smles on their faces.

"They seemto be drugged or hypnotized, sir," said Kirby. He put an arm
on

Chang-Wha' s shoul der and shook him Chang-Wa's expression didn't
change

in the slightest.

"CGet themout of there and withdraw, " the War Admiral snapped.
Sonet hi ng

definitely wasn't right here.

"Don't be in such a hurry,"” said a soft, feninine voice

Kirby, and the canmera on his shoulder, turned to see a woman in a green

gown. The woman was slim attractive, with long brown hair flow ng off

her
shoul ders.
"Who... are... you...." said Kirby, finding his voice sl ow ng down.
"That's bet-ter," said the woman, snmiling directly into the hol ocanera.
"Get out of there, now" said the War Admiral
Through the canera they could only see two of the marines, but they
wer e

on their knees, and they were snmling.

"Kirby, get out of there!" said the War Admiral

"Nice...." they heard Kirby say. And then he nust have | aid down on the

ground, because the hol ocanera was show ng the sky.

The War Admiral turned to Colonel Darley. "Get the squadron out of
there

now "

Rey turned to his sensors. "Squadron | eader, WIldcat B, wi thdraw,
repeat,

wi t hdraw. "

"They're not in orbit around the planet anynore," said Shishman,
checki ng

t he sensors.

"They're going in for a landing,"” Darley confirned. "I can't reach
them'

"Or maybe you can, but they're just not responding,"” said the Wr
Admi r al

a sick feeling in his stomach.

"Why all this unhappi ness?" said the sweet voice.

They turned back to the hol oi mage, which was still projecting the
cl ouds

and the sky.

And now al so a face, |ooking down at the canera, the face of the young

worman. "Pretty pretty,"” she smled

"Who are you? What do you want?" said the War Admiral

The woman sniled at the War Admiral, and he felt a chill run down his

spine. "I want to bring you joy and happi ness." She reached out an arm

and on the bridge her hol ographic armreached out as well. The War
Admira

was too far back to be touched, but Shishman wasn't, and she actually
reached beyond the edge of the hol ographic field to touch him Shishman



ai ned

si ghed, gave a goofy grin, and slunped in his chair.

"Terminate transm ssion!" the War Admiral barked.

"No effect!" Wen shouted, janm ng the key repeatedly.

The hol ograph of the woman reached out to another officer, touched him
and he sighed and slunped to the ground.

The War Admiral pulled a blaster out of a marine guard's holster. Wen
wondered if he were going to shoot the hologram But the War Admira

and fired at the hol ographic projector instead. The image of the woman
flickered for a nonment, and then di sappear ed.
"Red alert!" said the War Admiral. "Turn the fleet around, ful

rever se!

t he

Farb

active

way,

Try

own.

And get Doctor Farb and additional security up here, on the double!"
Wen scranbled to keep up with the War Adniral's orders. "Wat about

men on the planet? The marines, the entire squadron-"

"They're lost," said the War Admiral. "And if we don't get out of here
qui ckly, we will be too."

It was only two hours later, when the fleet was turned away and headi ng

the opposite direction, and there was no sign of pursuit, that the War
Admiral allowed hinself to breathe a little nore easily. He and Captain
Wen sat in the war room watching a hol ographic projection of Doctor

from si ckbay.
"We've had no luck in waking Lieutenant Shishman and Ensign Opeg," said
Doctor Farb. "I say "waking" but they're not really sleeping. They're

some kind of deep dreamstate, but it's not |ike any kind of dream ng
condition |I've never seen.”

"Expl ain, doctor."

"When the body is normally asleep, certain parts of the brain are

in certain ways. These same parts of the brain are active in the sane
but incredibly active. Hyperactive. Whatever they're dreani ng about,

very vivid to them"
"Fromthe | ooks on their faces it |ooks Iike they are happy dreans,"

the War Admiral dryly

"Yes," said Doctor Farb. "And you said a hologramdid this? One
originating frommllions of ml|es away?"

"Yes, doctor," said the War Admiral. "Keep evaluating their situation

to work out a course of treatnment to wake them M hope is that once we
get far enough away fromthat planet, that they'Il wake up on their

North out." He touched the ternmi nate button
"Those bei ngs nmust be very potent, to affect us over such a distance,"
said the War Admiral. He |



