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PROLOGUE: THE BIRTH AND DEATH OF
A STAR

The star was ardative newcomer to the galactic scene. It had begun life asavast cloud of interstellar
hydrogen which over the millenniahad collgpsed in upon itsdf, pulled together by gravitationd attraction.
Asthe cloud coalesced, the gas at its center grew hotter. After awhile, theinterior began to glow with a
visible light. Then one day, the temperature at the cloud's center reached the level where hydrogen fuses
into helium. On that day, anew star blazed forth to illuminate the blackness of the interstellar night.

For millions of yearsthe star shone with aluminosity equa to that of several thousand of itslesser
brethren. Indeed, the star's radiance made it a beacon visible across the length of the galaxy. However,
such profligacy is not without its costs. Where smaller sunstook aslong as 10 billion years to consume
their available supplies of fusible hydrogen, the giant star managed the samefesat in lessthan asingle
gigayear. About the time the firgt apelike prehumans ventured forth onto the savannas of Africa, the star
ran low on hydrogen fuel, and as quickly asit had flamed dight, the nucleer fire at its heart was snuffed
out.

The end of fusion brought with it aresumption of the contraction that had molded the primordia cloud.
Asthe corefel inward, its temperature rose precipitoudy. Within seconds, the temperature at the star's
center reached the point where helium fusesinto carbon. The nucleer fire flamed anew, thistime powered
by the helium ash of the previous cycle. Since the new fire was hotter than the old, the star wasted energy
even more lavishly than before. It expanded aswdll, providing alarger surface areafrom which to radiate
the vigorous new energy to surrounding space. Along with the expansion came cooling of the star's
outermost layers, and achangein color. Where before the star had radiated a brilliant blue-white light, its
vigble surface was now abright yellow-green color.



The gtar continued on the quick burning helium-carbon cycle until the time when thefirst agricultura
settlements began to appear on Earth. Then, having depleted its supply of helium, the inner firefailed,
triggering yet another cycle of contraction and heating. Thistimeit was the turn of the carbon atomsto
provide the star's new source of energy. Once again, the new fuel produced more energy than previoudy,
forcing the star's surface to expand to provide sufficient areato radiate the heat. By the time the star
stabilized at 400 solar diameters, its hue had shaded down from yellow-green to a deep red-orange.

The star was wdll into its dotage when the first human telescopes were turned itsway. Thefirst starships
to arrive at the star made note of thisfact afew centuries later when they recorded more neutrinos than
expected pouring forth from the star'sfiery interior. It was obvious even then that the star had not long to
live. Still, agtdlar lifetimeisavery long time, and no onetruly expected the end to come asquickly asit
did.

At 17:32 hourson 3 August 2512, the star exhausted the last of its carbon fuel. Within seconds, the old
cycle of contraction and heating began again. Thistime things were different, however. For now, the
gar's core wasrich iniron, and iron cannot be fused to produce energy. Rather, fusing iron nuclel rob
energy from their surroundings. With its core hopelesdy chilled by iron fusion reactions, the star gave up
its ages-old fight with gravity. The core began itsfina collgpse.

Ashillions upon countless billions of tonnes of matter fell inward, they gave up the potentiad energy they
had stored through the millennia. This"energy of position” regppeared as heat, causing the temperature at
the center of the star to rise rapidly toward infinity. Some of this heat was radiated into the middle layers
of the star's atmosphere; which, unlike the core, were il rich in unburned hydrogen. A furious
thermonucl ear reaction resulted. In the blink of an eye, the star began to produce as much energy each
second asit had previoudy radiated away initsentire lifetime.

The end came quickly asthe star exploded in the mogt titanic explosion ever witnessed by human beings.

CHAPTER 1

It was high noon when the commercia shuttle touched down at Homeport Spaceport. Even o, the
Antares Nebulawas clearly visible in Altas deep purple sky if one knew whereto look. It had been
three years since the nova had first burned bright in the Altan heavens, and while Antares was no longer
the eye-searing spark it had once been, the supernovas power and its relative proximity assured that it
would bevisblein daylight for severd yearsto come.

Fleet Captain Richard Arthur Drake unstrapped from his seat and stood to remove his kit bag from the
shuttle's overhead baggage compartment. Around him, four dozen fellow passengers did the same. Then
each man and woman queued up in the shuttle's center aide and waited patiently for the landing bridge to
be maneuvered across the shuttle's wing and attached to the midships airlock.

Drake was of medium height, with alean, muscular figure. His hair, which he wore in the close-cropped
style of amilitary spacer, was black with atouch of gray around the edges. A tiny network of worry lines
emanated from the corners of his green eyes, and awhitish scar cut one of his eyebrows into two unequal
sections. As he moved dowly down the aide, he did so with the smooth motion of one who haslearned
to maneuver under widdy varying conditions of acceleration and gravity.

The crowd was dow to disembark. As each passenger reached the storage lockers just forward of the
midshipsairlock, he or she would stop and sort through the carry-on luggage, blocking theaidein the



process. Normaly, Drake would have found his patience running short at the continued delay. Not

today. After sx months spent breathing the recongtituted effluvium that passed for breathing gas aboard a
gtarship, he was more than happy to merely stand and inhae deeply of the virgin air that wafted in
through the open airlock.

Eventudly, he found himsdlf acrossthe landing bridge and insde the termina building. He threaded his
way through the waiting crowd and was about to board adidewak for the main termind building when a
familiar voice cdled out: "Richard™

Draketurned at the sound and was nearly overwhelmed by the fragrant bundle of femininity that flew into
his embrace. Armswrapped around his neck and warm lips pressed hungrily againgt his mouth. He
responded in kind for long seconds before breaking free of his assailant with agrin.

"Excuse me, Miss, but do | know you?"

"Y ou'd better know me," Bethany Lindquist replied with mock severity. "Weve got adate at the dtar,
remember?’

"Dowe?' heasked. "Thelast time| asked, you said that you didn't want to set a date because...”
"Y ou knew what | meant! Now stop teasing me before | forget that you ever asked me."

"Yes, Maam, except as| remember, you asked me.”

"Then your memory isfaulty, Sr. Now then, aren't you happy to see me?"

"You know | am, Beth. Here, stand back and let melook at you.” Drake thrust hisfiancée out to arms
length and feasted on the Sight of her. Bethany was nearly astal as he was, with awell-proportioned
figure and an easy, graceful stance. Her heart shaped face was framed by shoulder-length auburn hair.
Her green eyes had adight dant to them that complemented her high cheekbones. She was smiling
broadly, which produced dimplesin her cheeks. After long seconds of mutua inspection, he pulled her
close again and sighed. "My God, you're more beautiful than | remember!”

"Thank you, kind sir. May | say the same about you?"
"Y ou may. How the hell did you know | was coming, anyway?"
"I havemy spies.”

"I'll bet you do. But serioudy, how did you know?1 didn't know mysaf which ship | would be on until a
few hoursbefore | left Felicity Base."

"Firg of dl, they're holding a Parliamentary briefing concerning the Helldiver Project at the Admiraty
tomorrow. | knew you would be attending.”

"That's supposed to be a secret.”

"Not to me. I'm aninvited participant.”

"You ae?'

She nodded. "I'm the officid representative of the terrestrial ambassador, remember?”

"Ah, yes. Now | remember why we can't get married. Something about your duty to your uncle...”



"Hmmm, do | detect ahint of annoyance in your tone, m'love?"

"Morethan ahint," he muttered.

"How swveet!"

"Don't change the subject. How did you know 1'd be on this shuttle?"

"My uncletold me."

"How the hell did he know?"

"He has an office on Parliament Hill now. He hearsthings.”

"He could have been wrong, you know. What if | hadn't come through that door just now?"

Bethany shrugged. "Then | would have met every arriving ship for the next month if I'd had to.” She
snuggled close and kissed him again. "Oh, Richard, it's so good to have you home!™

"Good to be home," he replied with hisnose nestled in her fragrant hair. After along moment in which no
one spoke, they released each other by mutual consent. Drake sighed deeply and said, "Well, shall we go
in search of the rest of my luggage?"

"Suitsme," Bethany replied.

They avoided the didewalk, preferring to walk arm in arm down the long concourse. Drake found himsalf
whistling under hisbreath. Asthey walked, he became aware of the warmth of her beside him, and of the
genera acuteness of his senses. He watched the bustle around him with newly sharpened vision.

Overhead were severd large holoscreens. Some were used to display launching and arrival information;
others directed travelersto various destinations within the spaceport, while still others displayed the latest
news concerning the recently completed election. Drake ignored the latter. Hed had dl the "news' he
cared for on the long flight down from Felicity Base.

They cameto the end of the concourse and turned left into the main section of the spaceport termina
building. A large holocube stood at the point where severd didewalks spilled their loadsinto the
cavernous terminal. Insde the cube stood a creature from out of anightmare.

#

Thebasisfor interstellar travel was established by Bashir-ben-Sulieman in 2078. Sulieman, an
astronomer working out of Farside Observatory, Luna, spent hislife measuring the precise positions and
proper motions of several thousand stars. After two decades of work, he reluctantly concluded that
existing gravitationd theories did not adequately explain the placement of various stars within the galactic
spiral arm of which Sol isamember. Sulieman became convinced that spaceisnot only curved locally
around planetary and stellar masses as Eingtein had maintained, but that it is aso folded back upon itself
in long lines retching across thousands of light-years. He theorized that these foldlines originatein the
massive black hole that occupiesthe center of the galaxy, and that they stream outward in complex
patterns aong the spird arms. He further theorized that whenever such afoldline encountersadtar, it is
focused much as alensfocuses abeam of light; and if that focusis sufficiently sharp, aweak spot, or
foldpoint, appearsin the fabric of the gpace-time continuum.

Twenty years after Sulieman's revel ation, scientists positioned a gpaceship within one of the two
foldpoints known to exist within the Solar System and rel eased copious quantities of energy in aprecisely



controlled pattern. The energy rel ease caused the ship to be instantaneoudy transported along the foldline
to the system of Luyten's Star, some 12.5 light-years distant from Sol.

There was no holding the human race back after that. Over the next severa centuries, the leakage of
population into space became aflood. The pattern of the migration was determined almost entirely by the
shape of foldspace, as the aggregate of foldlines and foldpoints came to be called. While some stars
were found to possess only asingle foldpoint, others were endowed with two, three, or more. The
biggest, most massive stars were found to be especidly fertile centers of foldpoint production; and
therefore, the systems of these stars became the crossroads of interstellar travel. The red-orange
supergiant star Antares was the champion foldpoint producer throughout human space. Itssix interstellar
portals made Antares the linchpin of anetwork of related star systems known collectively asthe Antares
Foldspace Clugter.

When Antares exploded on 3 August 2512, the immediate effects were felt far beyond the confines of
the Antares system. The release of so concentrated aburst of energy jolted the very fabric of space-time;
and with it, the structure of foldspace for hundreds of light-yearsin every direction. In some systems,
foldpoints underwent radica changes of position, whilein others; foldpoints appeared where none had
previoudy existed. In il other star systems, preexisting foldpoints disappeared without atrace.

The F8 dwarf star known as Valeria had been doubly unlucky. Situated 125 light-years from Antares,
the Va system was what fol dspace astronomers called a cul-de-sac, a star with but asingle foldpoint.
When Antares exploded, Vaerias foldpoint had smply disappeared. Thus, it was that the human colony
on VderialV (Altato itsinhabitants) had found itsdlf isolated from the rest of human space for a century
and aquarter. Then, early in the year 2637 (Universal Calendar), Antares had burned bright in the Altan
sky, sgnding the arrival of the leading edge of the nova shockwave. Simultaneous with the passage of the
novashockwave, Vaeriasfoldpoint had regppeared high in the system's northern hemisphere.

#
"What'sthis?' Drake asked Bethany, gesturing toward the display.

"Part of the government's 'Know Thy Enemy' campaign,” shereplied. "They've got them in most public
places. Push the button and it will spew out dl manner of interesting facts. Here, listen.” As she spoke,
she stepped forward and pressed a stud that jutted from the base of the holocube. Theimage cameto life
and seemed to peer down at them. At the same time, a sonorous voice began to spesk.

"The creature you see before you, Sir or madam, isaRyall, and the mortal enemy of dl humanity...”

The image in the holocube was that of a creature designed aong the lines of a six-legged centaur. The
legs were short, less than haf-a-meter in length, and culminated in wide pad like feet. Their shortnesswas
amply compensated for by the creature's forebody — a vertica torso topped by along, flexible neck that
carried the alien's head to the height of aman's. The head was wide at the back, showing considerable
cranid bulge, and narrow at the front where atoothy snout jutted forward somefifteen centimeters. The
eyes were set wide apart, such that the creature had trouble looking straight ahead. In the hologram, its
head was cocked to one Side, as though scanning the faces of passersby. The mouth was partiadly open,
showing two rows of conicd teeth and atriply forked tongue. On top of the head were two flaps of skin
stretched taut by rigid, spike like projections. Of nostrils or any equivaent, there was no sign.

Two heavily muscled arms attached to the forebody at the same point asthe neck. The creature's hands
consisted of four dender fingers flanked by two opposable thumbs. At the opposite end of themain
body, ameter-long tail dragged the ground. The Ryall's hide was scaled, the scales shading from
gray-green on top to light beige benegath.



The lecturing voice continued. "... Although the Ryall bear a passing resemblance to both terrestrial and
Altan reptiles, they are neither. Indeed, they do not fit particularly well into any of our norma taxonomic
categories. They are warm-blooded and the femal es suckle the young — athough on amixture of blood
and nutrients rather than milk. In spite of these mammal-like traits, they also lay eggs. Note the vestigia
webs between the fingers of each hand, and again between the short digits on the feet. The Ryal evolved
asaguatic animals and did not leave the water for the land until quite recently in their past. Expertstell us
that they were forced from the water by another sentient race on their home world, arace the Ryall call
the swift eaters. It isthisincident in their history that we believe makes them so territoria that they have
attacked us without provocation. That being the case, the only thing left for usto doiis...”

Drake did not wait to find out what the narrator had in mind. He nudged Bethany and said, "Come on,
weve better thingsto do than ligen to this."

She glanced a him and smiled dyly. "Maybe we can ask the taxi driver to take a shortcut into town.”
#

Thereturn of their star's foldpoint should have been front-page news throughout the Vaeriasystem. In
fact, no one noticed. For afoldpoint isadifficult object to find under the best of circumstances, and after
125 years of isolation, the Altans had stopped looking. Therefore, it came as something of ashock when
an unidentified starship materiaized high above Va's ecliptic and immediately began thrusting for deep
space.

Despite their surprise, the Altanslost no timein dispatching aship to investigate. What it discovered was
a battered warship bearing the markings of the Grand Fleet of Earth, and a crew of corpses. Somewhere
initstraves, the Earth fleet blastship had been badly mauled in battle and abandoned by its surviving
crewmembers. After that, it had jumped blindly from foldpoint to foldpoint under the control of a
radiation-damaged autopilot, eventudly ending up inthe Va system.

With evidence of fighting beyond the foldpoint, the Altans had hurriedly organized an expedition to scout
the stuation. The expedition's first destination had been the Napier system and the colony world of New
Providence. It had been from New Providence that Alta had originally been colonized. What the Altan
expedition found was an ancestral home abandoned by itsinhabitants. It had not been difficult to discover
the reason. All the while the Altan shipswere in the system, their outsde radiation monitors had chattered
wildly. New Providence and the whole Napier system had been made uninhabitable by the radiation from
the nearby Antares Supernova.

The discovery that New Providence was a dead world had saddened, but not surprised, the Altans. A
number of astronomers had warned them that the fifteen light-years that separated Napier from Antares
was insufficient to protect the system from the full fury of the supernova. What had surprised the Altans
was the condition in which they found most of New Providence's cities. The steedy rain of high-energy
photons and charged particleswas deadly to al forms of life, but should not have materidly affected the
concrete, stone, and steel that comprises a city. The Altans had expected to find aworld of abandoned,
but prigtine, municipalities.

What they found instead were horizon-to-horizon ruins bearing the unmistakable signs of nuclear
bombardment. Shocked at the sight of widespread destruction, the Altans had dug through the ruins,
searching for cluesto what had precipitated the fighting. What they found had been the biggest surprise of
al. For, contrary to the explorers expectations, the New Providentials had not fallen to fighting among
themselves. They had been attacked by arace of centauroid diens, the Ryall.

Shortly after learning of the diens existence, the Altan expedition had departed the Napier system for the



neighboring system of Hellsgate. New Providence had established a second interstellar colony in the
Hellsgate system. According to the records, the Altans found in the ruins, it had been to this second
colony that New Providence's refugees had fled.

The Altan ships had entered the Hellsgate system and quickly made contact with the inhabitants. They
discovered that Sandar (the colony planet in the system) had been at war with the Ryal for morethan a
century. Before the Altans were finished, they were given the opportunity to view thewar at first hand!

#

Richard Drake was jolted awake by alow-pitched hooting from somewhere outside. Hisfirst thought
was that it was the cry of anight hunting calu beast. Then, as he came more awake, he remembered that
there had not been a calu sghted in Homeport in more than a century.

"What isthat?"' he asked softly in the blackness.

Bethany stirred beside him, stretching as she came awake. After amoment's silence, shesaid, "'l must
havefdlen adeep. What timeisit?'

Drake glanced at the disembodied red numera s that floated in the darkness where he remembered the
nightstand to be. "Nearly twenty hundred. What's that noise outsde?’

Bethany sat up in bed and listened. " Oh, that's just the space raid siren. They announced adrill this
morning on the news."

"How do you know it isn't ared raid?' he asked.

"Hmmm," she responded. "Y ou don't think the Ryall would have the bad taste to launch an attack during
ascheduled drill, do you?'

Helaughed. "I'm sure they would if they could. However, they would have to get past the Sandarians
first. Since we haven't heard of any major Ryall successesin the Hellsgate system, | think we're safefor
thetimebeing.”

"Depolarize thewindow, Richard. | want to let the night in."
"Where'sthe control 7'
"On the nightstand, beside the clock. Thelarge round knob next to the light switch.”

Drake fumbled for the control, found it, and turned it full in the clockwise direction. Ashe did so, one
wholewall of the bedroom disappeared as the floor-to-celling window went from 100% opague to fully
transparent.

Beyond the window lay aclear, cdm night. Acrossthe Tigris River, the lights of Homeport shone
brilliantly in subdued colors, while Antares hovered low in the western sky. The novashed alight the
color of amercury vapor lamp and suffused the countryside with apale silver glow. Directly in front of
them, novallight reflected from the surface of theriver to produce a broad band of silver acrosswhich a
small pleasure boat moved upstream in silence.

Bethany rolled onto her ssomach and propped her head on a pillow. "Isn't the night beautiful, Richard?
Look what the novas doneto theriver!”

Drake reached out and let his fingertips trace the soft curves of her spine. "Y ouretheonewhois



beatiful."
In the distance, the soft ululation of the Sren dowly drifted down toward the limits of audibility.
"l guessthat'sit,” shesaid. "I wonder how much use these drillswill beif were ever raided for red ?*

"Not much," hereplied. "They're mostly to get peoplein the proper mood. If you are rousted out of bed
inthe middle of the night to seek shelter, you're more likely to put up with the extrainconveniencesawar
economy requires.”

"l always suspected as much. Not to change the subject, but are you hungry?
"Famished," hereplied

"Then opaque the window and turn on somelights. | will make usasnack. We can ezt out on the
bal cony and watch the nova st."

"If that isyour wish, my love."
"Itis. Hurry, it will be downinan hour.”

Drakerolled over and reset the window control, followed by the overhead lights. They dressed quickly.
Bethany busied hersdf in the kitchen while he set the table on her balcony. Fifteen minutes|ater, they
were enjoying alate supper of roast besf, cril greens, and coffee. The coffee was nothing like the bitter
Earth origind, but rather an Altan product that the founders of the colony had decided was the closest
locd subgtitute. Asthey ate, they watched Antares sink toward the western horizon.

They watched in silence for long minutes before Drake turned to Bethany and asked, "Will you marry
me?'

"It seemsto methat I've answered that question more than once,” shereplied.

"No," he pergasted. "I don't mean marry me someday. | mean marry menow, thisvery minute! Well cdl
up city hal and register our vows, then roust the nearest city magistrate out of bed.”

"We shouldn't have to roust anyone out. It'sonly 20:30 hours.”
"Even better. Well have the wholething over inan hour.”

Bethany caressed his cheek with her hand. "I'll doit if you ingst, Richard, but | would rather wait. 1've
had alot of timeto think about it these last Sx months, and I've decided | want a big church wedding."

Heshrugged. "Fine. I'll seeif | can't reserve achurch for next weekend. Suredly, the bosswill give me
thetimeoff if | tell himwhy | want it. 'Y ou can invite your uncle and friends, and | will invite everyone a
the Admiraty who has ever spoken to me. Wewill even throw in fifty or so strangersto fill out the
crowd. | guarantee aminimum attendance of two hundred!”

Shelaughed. "You don't understand, Richard. | don't want a big wedding inachurch. | want a
weddinginabig church!"

"You'reright, | don't understand you."

"Itssmpleredly, darling. | have decided that | want to be married in Notre Dame Cathedral. You
know, the onein Paris, France.”



"Y ou want to be married on Earth?"
She nodded. "I thought it would be anice touch.”
"I'm not sure Notre Dame exigts any longer.”

She shrugged. "Then Westmingter Abbey, or St. Peter's Basilicawill do just aswell. Or eventhelLittle
Chapel by the Road. Just aslong aswe're married on Earth.”

"Hasit occurred to you that we may never find Earth again?’

"I have confidence, Richard. Well find it because we must.” Bethany got up and stretched. "Now then,
if you are through eating, gir, | think it's time we went back to bed.”

"What about the nova? There are il fifteen minutes before it sets.”
"We can see Antares anytime, and it isn't every night awoman recelves aproposa of marriage.”

"Or avoidsit so skillfully," he said, glancing onelast time & the setting star. When he turned his attention
back to the table, he discovered that he was speaking to an empty balcony. Lifting anapkin from hislap,
he dropped it on the table, stood, and followed her inside.

CHAPTER 2

Except wind stands as never it stood.
Itisanill wind that blows no one good.
— Thomas Tusser, 16th Century Poet
#

There had not been asingle inhabitant of Alta— or of the entire Vderia system, for that matter —whose
life had not been dragtically changed by the Antares Supernova. When the novafirst burst bright in the
Altan sky, it had transformed the darkness of Altas night into an eerie daylight asit flooded land and sea
with harsh blue-white radiance. Most Altans had been initially enchanted by the phenomenon, athough
mothers had often complained that their children refused to deep with the novalight peeking around the
edges of their curtains.

Then had come word of the restoration of the foldpoint. The news had been greeted with universal joy
asthe pent-up frustrations of The Long Isolation were rdleased. The celebration had gone on for days
and anew spirit of enthusiasm and hope had surged throughout the system. For months, it had seemed
that Altawas on the verge of prosperity unknown initshistory.

Sowly the nova had faded from its period of maximum brilliance. Whileit did so, Altahad eagerly
awaited the return of its expedition to the Napier and Hellsgate systems. The day had finally come when
thefirst of the expedition’s ships returned home, bringing with it news of the Rydl threat. The public
mood had shifted dmost overnight. Optimism turned suddenly to horror; enthusiasm was quickly
transformed into fear. Night after night, the news services vied with each other to broadcast the most
graphic views of the destruction of New Providence's cities. No longer was the supernova regarded as
Altas persona good luck charm. For most Altans, Antares had become the visible symbol of an



uncertain and dangerous future.

If there was anyone who till had reason to be thankful for the novain Alta's sky, that man was Clarence
Whitlow. Whitlow wasthe hereditary terrestrial ambassador to Alta, the fifth member of hisfamily to
hold that post. It wasthejob of the hereditary ambassadorsto act as though nothing had changed when
the supernovaisolated Vaeriafrom the rest of human space. Asfar asWhitlow and his predecessors
were concerned, it wastheir job to represent Earth'sinterests on Alta. The fact that they had had no
indructions from homein 127 years was a matter not worthy of comment.

To Clarence Whitlow had fallen the londly task of kegping an important tradition alive. Thet tradition
held that Altawas part of alarger whole, acommunity of worlds built on the twin principles of tolerance
and mutua respect. For thirty years, he had lived thefiction that Earth was il afactor in the affairs of
Alta It wasafiction that made him acomica figureto hisfriends and neighbors. Asfor officia
Homeport, save for asmdl yearly stipend voted by Parliament, he had been virtudly ignored during his
time asterrestrial ambassador.

The coming of the novahad changed dl of that. Among the shipstrapped intheVa sysemin 2512
were three heavy battle cruisers of Earth's Grand Fleet. Part of the agreement by which the first
terrestrial ambassador had ceded these three shipsto the fledgling Altan Navy had been that al
succeeding terrestrial ambassadors would have asay in their use beyond the Va system. To enforcethe
agreement, Whitlow's great-great-grandfather had retained certain security codes needed to operate the
cruisers jump engines. Clarence Whitlow, inturn, had used his possession of these codesto forcea
promise from Parliament that he would be consulted on al matters of interstellar policy. They had further
agreed that Whitlow would have the right to send a persond representative dong on any future
interstellar expeditions.

For Clarence Whitlow, at least, the Antares Supernova had been an unmixed blessing.
#

Clarence Whitlow stood behind his oversize, onyxwood desk and stared out the window that adorned
onewall of hisoffice. Whitlow was afrail, white haired man who walked with anoticeable stoop. The
stoop was the result of a progressive bone disease that the doctors had been able to arrest, but not to
cure. Hisbent posture, dong with his soft features, had led many an opponent to underestimate him over
the past three years. Those who had done so had found that an iron will resided inside the stooped form.

Whitlow let his gaze sweep acrossthe scenein front of him.  Across awide tree-lined boulevard wasthe
black cube that housed the Altan Industrid Council. Next toit, in astructure every bit asimposing, was
headquartered the Free Labor Association. On ether Sde of the two were other buildings, each of
which held the legions of specid pleaders that have congregated around governmenta centers since the
days of Babylon. If Whitlow looked over the tops of the buildings of Lobbyist Row, he could just make
out the ugly pile of stone and mortar that was the home of Altas Parliament.

Not for him this morning were the foreground details of government, however. Instead, helifted his gaze
above the concrete-and-marbl e of the government district, past the panorama of Homeport itsdlf, to the
azure mountain range that bulked up in the distance. To Whitlow's eyes, the Colgate Mountains were the
most beautiful on Main Continent; and that, as much as their proximity to the capital, had been the reason
he had chosen to make hishomein their foothillsfor most of hislife. There had been many times over the
past three years when he had wished that he was back in the mountains tending his roses.

Clarence Whitlow wasjolted from hisreverie by the sudden buzzing of the intercom on hisdesk. He
passed a hand through thinning white hair and returned to hisseat. Leaning forward, he keyed the



intercom to life.

"Yes, Miss Preston?'

"Your nieceis here, Mr. Ambassador."
"Send herin!"

The office door opened dmost immediately and Bethany entered. He could see by the broad smile on
her face that her mission to the spaceport the previous day had been successful.

"| takeit that you found your young man,” he said.
"Yes, Richard camein on the noon shuttle.”
"| told you that he would."
"Jugt how did you know?" Bethany asked.
Whitlow shrugged. "1 keep my eyesopen and | seethings. | listen carefully and | hear things."
"Have you heard anything about today's conference?"
"Ogengbly, it'sto be aclassfied briefing for newly dected Members of Parliament.”
"What does'ostensibly’ mean?’ Bethany asked.

"I only note that they've had other Parliamentary briefings, and to my knowledge, neither the prime
minister, nor Jonathan Cargtairs, nor Richard Drake have been in attendance.”

"Y ou'reimplying that it's something more?'

"l hear rumors.”

"What rumors?'

"That they may be about ready to make the decision to commit to alaunch date. If o, it'sabout time!”

Bethany nodded. "I understand Jonathan Carstairs has actually developed anervoustic over what
Hédldiver has cost to date. 1t would be embarrassing to explain to the taxpayers how the Navy invested
al that money, then wasn't allowed to go."

"l hope you'reright, Bethany. The sooner they launch, the sooner my accumulated dispatches will be
delivered to an authorized representative of the Interstellar Council on Earth.”

"Have you given any thought to what will happen then?' Bethany asked.
"I suppose I'll retire. Why do you ask?"

"I don't know," shereplied. "It'sjust that we've been working toward thisgoal for so long, | often
wonder what will become of uswhen wefinaly succeed. Do you suppose the IC will confirm you as
ambassador once we've made contact?”'

Whitlow's expression flickered through a series of emotions before he answered. "Of course not! What
aslly thingtosay."



"l don't think s0," hisniece said. "Y ou've served them faithfully al these years. Why wouldn't they keep
youon?'

"Because, my darling child, you and | both know that I've only been playing arole these past three
decades. Itistheided of Earth that | have attempted to safeguard, not theredity. That ideal has been
important to us. 1t has helped our people through the long years of isolation and exerted amoderating
influence over our government. So long as the prime minister and Parliament are reminded that they may
someday have to answer to ahigher authority, they are restrained from some of the excessesthat have
plagued other governments throughout history.

"But et us not mistake my playacting for redlity, Beth. | may possessthetitle of terrestrial ambassador,
but | can never be the true representative of Earth. | am no lessacolonist at heart than you. If Earthis
at war with the Ryall, then they will need one of their own herein Homeport to look after their true
interests. Havenoillusonsabout it. They will turn me out to pasture in amoment.”

"Then why should we be loyd to them?"

"Because | gave my word to my father on his desthbed. | promised that | would do my very best for
Earth. | have followed that credo for thirty years, and | do not propose to stop now." Whitlow stared at
his niece's dour expression. "Besides, I'm looking forward to retirement. 1t will give me achanceto raise
My roses.

"Enough of this. What did you and Richard do after you met him at the spaceport?

Bethany brightened. "First wetook ataxi to the Admiralty so Richard could check inwith the first
admiral. After that, we had alate lunch at theMandarin Orange down by theriver."

"How was the food?'

"Excdlent! The aos sprouts were done just the way you like them. Y ou should try it sometime.”
"Perhaps you would consent to be my guide some day when you aren't busy.”

"Sure”

"Ah, ... wasthat dl?'

Bethany felt her face redden. She and Richard had gone straight from the restaurant to her gpartment,
where they had made love until nightfall. That shewould beintimate with her fianceé after Sx months of
separation should not have surprised anyone. Still, it was uncharacteristic of her uncleto ask sucha
question. She avoided adirect answer by saying: "Richard asked meto marry him again.”

"I would have thought once enough.”

"We decided that we would have the ceremony on Earth,” Bethany replied with agrin. "In acathedrd if
we can arrangeit.”

Her uncle did not react as Bethany expected. Instead of congratulating her, he said, "That bringsup a
point which I've been meaning to discusswith you. I've been consdering finding someoneelseto
represent me on the Helldiver Expedition.”

"WHAT?"

"I've even thought of going mysdf.”



"You cant, Uncle! Y our heart would never stand up to the acceleration. Besides, what iswrong with
me representing you? |'ve doneit before and you didn't seem to have any complaints.”

"Y ou weren't engaged to Captain Drake before."
"What has that to do with anything?'

"A great dedl, Beth. Do not get mewrong. No one was happier than when you returned from Sandar
and announced your engagement to Richard Drake. Heis, if you will pardon my saying so, adistinct
improvement over your last fiancé. However, heis dso the commander of the Altan contingent to the
Helldiver Fleet. That meansthat he representsthe interests of the Altan government. If you areto go
along as my representative, then you must represent Earth. Make no mistake about that. Y our first duty
will beto the Interstellar Council "

"| understand that perfectly.”

"I wonder if you do,” Whitlow said. "Have you consdered that a Situation may arise where you will find
yourself a odds with your husband-to-be?"

"I would think, Uncle, that with the Ryall running around loose, the interests of Altaand Earth arethe
samne”

"They probably are. However, you are ducking the question, which isthat they may not be. | must
know that you will serve Earth first and Richard Drake second. Either that or | will find someone elseto
represent me. Can you assure methat you will be my honest advocate?!

Bethany hesitated for an uncomfortably long time. To Whitlow who had raised her, the inner turmoil was
obvious. Findly, shesaid, "I think | can doit, Uncle. | hope and pray the Situation will never arise; but if
it does, | believe| can be sufficiently objectiveto think of Earth firg."

Whitlow nodded. "Good enough for now. However, should today's conference result in agreen light for
Helldiver, | will expect your absolute pledge of loydty. Anything less, bad heart or no, | will go inyour
place”

#

The Admiralty building had been built in the earliest days of the Altan colony. It had origindly been
designed asthe central government's embassy and ambassadoria resdence on Alta. Granville Whitlow,
the terrestriad ambassador at the time of the nova, had ceded the building and groundsto the colonid
government at the same time he had turned over the battle cruisers. For a century and a quarter, the
building had housed the headquarters of the Altan Space Navy.

Richard Drake stepped from the taxi that had brought him from Bethany's gpartment. He bounded up
the steps past the Marine guards who flanked the main entrance, and entered through the three-meter
high armor plated doors at the front entrance. He marched briskly across amarblefloor that still bore
the stylized outline of Earth in its surface and presented hisidentification to the Marine sergeant who sat in
aglass cagejust ingde the entrance. When the computer in the sub-basement concluded that he was
indeed who he said he was, the sergeant directed him toward abank of public liftsto hisright.

"Heet Captain Drake!"

Draketurned at the hail to find Commodore Douglas Wilson striding toward him. Wilson wasthefirst
admiral's adjutant and chief of staff. "Good morning, Sr.”



"Morning," Wilson replied. "Ready for the big day?
Drake nodded. "If thisisit, | am."

"Should be," Wilson replied. "The Prime Minigter's attending the conference, and you can bet he
wouldn't be wasting histime if he weren't ready to give usthe go ahead.”

"What about the Consarvative Alliance? Arethey ready to give usther blessng?'

Wilson nodded. "Their leadership s, finaly! Some of their newly dected rank-and-file types have been
making troublesome noises. We will be briefing them. They've heard rumors about Helldiver and now
want to seewhat it'sall about.”

"Do you think they'll come around after they know the facts?'

Wilson shrugged expansively. "Who can tell with politicians? However, enough of this political talk.
How go things a Fdlicity Base?'

"Werein pretty good shape. Discovery isinthefina phases of checkout,Dagger isn't far behind, and
City of Alexandria should begin systemsintegration testing sometime tomorrow."

"What about the tankers?"

"They're about on apar with Alexandria. All testing on the new generators should be completed within
ten days. We could launch thirty days after that.”

"Hmmm," Wilson mused. "I wonder how the Sandarians are doing?'
"Fromwhat | hear," Drake replied, "they're ahead of us."

Thetwo of them took the lift to the sixth floor where the Admiraty's main conference room was located.
The conference room was some ten meters square. At its center was arectangular arrangement of tables
covered with white tablecloths. The room was windowless. To make up for that, alarge holoscreen had
been affixed to each wall. At each place around the table stood a nameplate, awater glass, three pens,
and ayelow pad of writing paper. Pitchersfilled with water had been located at strategic locations. The
only electronicsin evidence were the controls used to operate the holoscreens.

Drake found his nameplate to the left of one bearing the name of First Admiral Dardan. Commodore
Wilson took the seat on the Admiral’sright. Bethany and her uncle were aready down the table on the
oppositeside. Drake smiled at his fiancée and received only the most cursory of smilesin response. He
quickly ran through their conversation at breskfast, wondering what he had done or said that might have
made her mad. She had been in good spirits when she had |eft for her uncl€'s office that morning.
Unable to come up with acause for her gpparent shift in mood, he put the subject from hismind. If he
had done something to offend her, shewould let him know soon enough.

Drake let his gaze sweep the table. Opposite him were severd members of Parliament who were
unfamiliar to him —which meant that they had been eected since the period four years earlier when hed
served as Parliamentary liaison officer for the Navy. On hisside of the table were severd of the prime
minigter's aides, including Stanidaw Barrett. Acrossthe table were severd people from Homeport
Universty.

He had just completed hisinventory of the attendees when avoice from behind him said: "All risefor the
Honorable Gareth Reynolds, Prime Minister of the Altan Republic; the Honorable Jonathan Cardairs,
Leader of the Loya Opposition; and Admird Luis Dardan, Commander of the Altan Space Navy."



The three men entered the room single file and then fanned out to take their individual seats. The others
present stood respectfully until the prime minister had seeted himsdlf before returning to their own seats
with considerable scraping of chairs. The prime minister waited for the noise to die down, then picked
up an onyxwood gavel and banged it on the table. When the room had drifted into silence, Gareth

Reynolds began to speak.

"Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. We are here today because several members of Parliament have
requested apolicy review on the program we al know by the code name Project Helldiver. Itisthe
opinion of these petitionersthat we were hasty in our approval of this effort two years ago when we
sgned the Sandarian Treaty. Since the project is nearing completion of Phase | and will shortly be ready
for space, | propose to go beyond the question of policy, and make this meeting afull program readiness
review. By that, | mean that we will discuss whatever needs discussing to determine whether we launch
Helldiver on schedule, delay its departure, or cance it atogether.

"Wewill beginwith severd presentations. | do not expect everyone to agree with everything they hesr,

nor do | ask anyone to surrender hisor her right to voice an objection. However, | do ask you to hold

any such remarks until after the speakers havefinished. Also, when you rise to speak, please state your
name and organization clearly for therecord. Finaly, | remind you that everything discussed here today
isclassfied asan Altan state secret. What you hear here, stays herel

"Anyone have any questions? ... If not, we will begin with Doctor Nathaniel Gordon, who will review our
Stuation with regard to the current structure of foldspace. Doctor Gordon, you have the floor!™

CHAPTER 3

Nathaniel Gordon was asmall man with nervous hands and atendency toward pedantry. He stood at his
seet, bowed formdly in the direction of the prime minister, and said loudly: "Dr. Nathaniel Gordon,
University of Homeport, Department of Foldspace Asironomy and Physics. May | please have thelights
down?'

Asthe conference room sank into gloom, the hol oscreens mounted high on each of the four walslit to
show acomplex three-dimensiona diagram. The figure on the screenswas arough €lipsoid shape
composed of two hundred small white spheres connected in aseemingly random pattern by aseries of
curved red lines. It had thelook of achild's construction set or of a complex organic molecule modd.
Close by each of the spheres were small golden triangle-shaped markers. Upon closer examination, it
became apparent that the red connecting lines did not actualy touch the spheres, but rather, terminated in
every case a the golden markers.

"Before one can fully appreciate what the Helldiver Project proposes to accomplish,” Gordon began, "it
is necessary to understand the effect the Antares Supernova has had on the structure of foldspace. The
figure on the screensis undoubtedly familiar to many of you. It isasomewhat stylized diagram showing
the mgjor foldline links within human space —what we astronomers cal a Foldspace Topology Chart, or
FTC for short. Thisparticular FTC represents the situation before the Antares Supernovaof 2512. The
small white spheres are stars, the red connecting lines are active foldline links, and the gold-colored
triangles are charted foldpoints.

"Thefirg thing one notices about this FTC isthat fewer than five percent of dl the starsin human space
are charted. That is because the number of starsthat possessfoldpointsislessthan onein
twenty. Another point to note: It isthe pattern of foldline connections between the stars, not their actua



positionsin space, that isimportant.

"Thisis sometimes adifficult concept for laymen, so forgive meif | dwell onit abit. Take the example of
our own closest neighbor, the M2 dwarf star, Reglati-Sera. Even though Reglati isbut three light-years
distant from us, no human being has ever visited it. That is because Reglati-Sera belongs to the 95% of
garsthat do not possessfoldpoints. Thus, in avery rea sense, Valerias closest neighbor isnot
Reglati-Seraat al; but rather, Napier, from whence our ancestors came. The two systems are separated
by 110 light-years through norma space, but only by afew billion kilometersviafoldlinelink."

Gordon manipulated the screen control in his hand, and another FTC of considerably less complexity
replaced the diagram. The starswere far less densdly packed and the scale was such that it was now
possible to read the names of individual stars. At the center of the screen was astar around which were
clustered six small golden triangles. Foating nearby were aseries of green, glowing lettersthat spelled
out: ANTARES.

"It isnot my intention to conduct a seminar in foldspace asironomy thismorning,” Dr. Gordon assured his
audience. "Therefore, let us concentrate on thelocal situation. On the screen is afoldspace topology
chart showing part of our own locd star group. Specificaly, you are looking at the FTC for the Napier
Sector of the Antares foldspace cluster. By the way, please do not confuse the term 'fol dspace cluster’
with the more common 'star clugter.” A gtar cluster isagroup of gravitationaly bound stars, whereas a
foldspace cluster isagroup of sarsintimately linked by foldlines. Theindividuad stars of afoldpoint
cluster may not — and indeed, seldom are—in close physical proximity to one another.

"It isatruism that the structure of foldspace determines the economics of al activitiesthat rely on
interstellar travel. To understand this point, let ustake animaginary journey. Pretend for amoment that
you are apre-nova starship captain departing Altawith acargo for Earth. Since Vaeriaisa cul-de-sac
system, you have no choice asto the first waypoint on your journey. Of necessity, the detination of any
garship leaving Vdmust be Napier." Dr. Gordon did something to the screen control, and the faint red
line connecting Vaeriato Napier turned bright crimson. He continued: "Oncein the Napier system,
however, a pre-nova ship captain was faced with a choice asto his subsequent route to Earth. For
example, he could have chosen to take the Hellsgate/Aezer route, which involves successive trangtions
from Napier to Hellsgate, Aezer, Hermes, Sacata, Carswell, Vega, and Luyten's Star before finaly
reaching Sol."

The links between stars brightened on the hol oscreens as Gordon caled out each name. "That isatotal
of eight foldspace trangtions with intrasystem maneuvering at each star dlong theway. More sensibly,
the same ship captain could have chosen to use one of the Antares routes from Napier to Sol. In that
event, he would merely have to jump from Napier to Antaresto Goddard to Sol —atotal of three
foldspace trangtions. Obvioudy, the latter route is the more economical by a considerable margin.

"Now then, let uslook at the post-nova stuation..." Dr. Gordon manipulating the screen controls again.
The smdl white globe that represented Antares suddenly expanded to ten timesitsformer size, engulfing
the foldpoint markersaround it. Simultaneoudy, Six red hued foldlinesfaded nearly to invisibility, causing
the whole center of the foldspace diagram to dim.

"The vdue of afoldspace cluster lies not in the number of foldpointsit possesses, but rather in the
increased inter-connectivity that cluster brings to the foldspace topology of human spaceasawhole. In
other words, the supernovanot only robbed us of those six trade routes, it also robbed us of the
flexibility which they provided to our starships." Dr. Gordon thumbed the holoscreen control and athird
FTC flashed on the screen. He zoomed in on one section of the chart, reveding astring of four stars
dangling like aloose strand of beads from the body of human space. The names floating beside the star
markers were Aezer, Hellsgate, Napier, and Valeria.



"Herethen," Nathanidl Gordon said, "iswhat Antaresdid to us. Where before a starship captain could
choose haf-a-dozen routes between Altaand the other systems of human space, now thereis but one.
Clearly we are poorer and more vulnerable asaresult.”

#

When Professor Gordon finished, the prime minister glanced down the table to where Drake sat. "'l
believe you are up next, Fleet Captain.”

"Yes, gr." Drake stood and faced the audience. "My nameis Richard Drake. | command the battle
cruiser Discovery. | wasmilitary commander of Interstellar Expedition One, and will perform that same
function for the Altan contingent to the Helldiver Expedition. | have been asked to review some of the
eventsthat led up to the decison to initiate the Helldiver Project. | will try to keep it brief."

Drake paused and gazed at hisaudience. Except for the dozen or so neophyte legidators present, most
looked mildly bored. The newly eected members of Parliament displayed alessidentifiable emotion.
Drake had long since decided that they were suffering fromill concealed impatience. It gppeared as
though they had already made up their minds and were not particularly interested in having their opinions
swayed by facts. Not for the first time during the meeting, he wondered if the decision concerning
Hdldiver'sfate had not dready been made in some caucus room on Parliament Hill. He hurriedly pushed
the thought from hismind and concentrated instead on his prepared text.

"Two years ago, ladies and gentlemen, we had no ideawhat conditions were like beyond our own
foldpoint. All weknew was that the remains of aonce powerful warship had fallen into our hands. Since
that single ship could easily have defeated our whole navy, we were naturaly concerned. It wasfor that
reason that we launched the expedition to New Providence and Sandar.

"Asyou areal aware, we arrived a New Providence and found that the planet had been extensively
bombarded prior to its being abandoned in 2527. We dso learned of the existence of the Ryall. After
New Providence, | decided to push on to the Hellsgate system to investigate further. There we made
contact with the Sandarians, who gave us consderable information regarding the Human/Ryall War.

"Y et, when we quizzed the Sandarians about Conqueror, they denied ever having seenit. That left us
with something of a paradox since, as you can see on the screen, Hellsgate sits astride the only plausible
routefor Conqueror to havetaken from Earth. Obvioudy, if Conqueror didn't come viathe Hdlsgate
route, thereis only one other possible route it could have used.” Drake stabbed hisfinger at the central
gar on the diagram. "It had to come straight through the supernova remnant!”

"How isthat possible, Captain Drake?" avoice asked from midway down the table.
Draketurned at the interruption. "1 beg your pardon, sir. You are?’

"My nameis Jason Pettigrew. | am the newly elected representative of the New Chamers Didtrict,
Paradise Idand. Frankly, | have seen the novawith my own eyes and find your suggestion to be utterly
preposterous. How could any ship survive ingide the supernovalonger than an instant without being
vgporized?'

Drake shrugged. "It couldn't, Mr. Pettigrew. Not if thefuneral pyrewe seein our sky every night wasa
true picture of the nova. However, remember that light has been in transit for more than acentury. What
we are seeing isthe supernovain itsyouth. Antares has aged consderably in 127 years." AsDrake
spoke, he tapped a computer reference into the screen control. Suddenly, the foldspace diagram was
gone, to be replaced by afull color holograph.



The holograph showed aview of the Antares Nebula as seen from the surface of New Providence.

More than a century of expansion had transformed the brilliant point of light into a ghostlike nebulosity.
The nebulahad grown to nearly six light-yearsin diameter and when viewed from the reative closeness
of the Napier system, covered a staggering 22.5 degrees of arc. That made it 40 timesthe diameter of
Lunaas seen from Earth, 200 timesthe diameter of Felicity as seen from Alta. At the shdll's center
burned the corpse of what had once been the second largest star in human space; while nearby, a second
dar-like object was dl that remained of Antares smaler A3 companion.

"That ishow the novalookstoday. Conditionsinsde are dtill pretty hellish by human standards, but
compared to the primordid fury of thosefirst few cataclysmic hours, Antaresis practicaly cold!"

Pettigrew shifted uncomfortably in his seat. "Then the rumorsweve heard aretrue!’ The purpose of the
Helldiver Project...?"

Drake nodded. "Isto penetrate the nebula, retrace Conqueror 'sroute, and find Earth.”
#

Therewasalong slenceintheroom. Findly, another Member of Parliament spoke up. "Surdly you
can't be serioud!”

"Why not?' Drake asked.

"Damn it, weve dl seen photographs of Conqueror. The bow section was practicaly melted off. Are
you telling usthat the novadidn't do that?"

Drake shook hishead. "I'm telling you that the nova definitely did do it. Conqueror 's autopilot was
damaged, but till retained sufficient sanity to usethe blastship's bulk as aradiation shield for itsdlf, the
engines, and fud tanks."

"And you're going to send our shipsinto that same hell?* Jason Pettigrew asked.

"Not without protection, Sir. For the past two years, ateam of Altan and Sandarian scientists has been
developing an anti-radiation field of radicaly new design. It should be able to protect aship insdethe
nebula"

"| take it that this project iswhere al the money has gone?' Pettigrew asked.

Drakenodded. "That wasalarge part of it. Weve also been equipping various shipswith antirad
generators and making other genera improvements.”

"What ships?'
"Discovery,Dagger, City of Alexandria, various tankers and support craft.”
"My God, you'retalking about haf our Navy!"

"Not quite half, Jason,” the Prime Minister replied from where he had been following the debate. "Not
when you count our new construction and foldpoint defense program.”

"But you are sending Dagger and Discovery out with this expedition!" Pettigrew inssted. "That leaves
usonlyDreadnought to defend Altal™

"True enough, at least until the first of the new cruisers start coming out of the shipyards,” Gareth
Reynoldsreplied.



"What can possibly have possessed you to siphon off so much of our strength for this hair-brained
scheme?' Pettigrew asked.

"We had our reasons," the prime minister responded. "Admira Dardan!"

Admira Luis Dardan, commander of the Altan Space Navy, rose from his seat and strode to where
Drakewas standing. He nodded at his subordinate and whispered, "Good job, Captain,” before Drake
returned to his seat. Dardan waited for the assembled M Ps to quiet down before continuing.

"Gentlemen, with the return of Interstellar Expedition One, we Altans found ourselves faced with an
outsde threat for the first time since the founding of our colony. It wasthe Navy'sjob to determine how
best to meet the Ryall challenge; and in doing our job, we studied two basic options. These wereto help
Sandar defend the Hell sgate-Aezer foldpoint againgt Ryall attack and to attempt to didodge the Ryall
from the Aezer system atogether. | will addressthe latter option fird.

"By far the best solution to our problem would beto drive the Ryal from the Aezer system. Not only
would this put more distance between our enemies and us, it would also dlow trade to resume between
Altaand the rest of human space. Unfortunately, the military prospectsfor this option are not good. The
reason for thisliesin the nature of foldpoints. A foldpoint iswhat wein the military call achoke point—a
restricted volume of gpace through which al attacking forces must be funneled. Since adefender knows
precisaly where the attack will come, he need not waste hisforcesin patrolling other sectors. Every ship,
every orbital fortress, every wegpon he possesses can be concentrated in and around the foldpoint. With
the defenders positioned to defend such alimited killing zone, the battle begins the moment an attacker
materidizes. If the defense possesses a sufficient concentration of firepower, it can annihilate virtudly any
sze attacking force before the aggressor has an opportunity to escape into the system at large. The
Sandarians have tried to force the Aezer-Hellsgate foldpoint three times over the past seventeen years.
Each attempt has been abloody failure. In light of this, we concluded thet thereislittle likelihood of our
driving the Ryd| from Aezer any time soon.

"The other option considered was to assist the Sandarians in defending the Hellsgate-Aezer foldpoint.
Not only will this save Sandar, it will dso provide Altawith three separate lines of defense” Dardan
turned to the foldspace topology diagram. "The Rydl are herein the Aezer system. By fortifying the
entrances to the Hellsgate, Napier, and Va systems, we can make them fight for each star system along
theway. With such defensein depth, thereisavery good chance that we can stop any likely Ryall
attack for the indefinite future. Indeed, defensein depth isour primary strategy, and the reason why we
have embarked on our massive shipbuilding program.”

"That doesn't explain why you chose to divert so many resourcesinto the Helldiver Project,” Pettigrew
responded.

"No, 5, it doesnot. Normdly, | would agree with you about the inadvisahility of diverting such alarge
fraction of our strength at thistime. If anything, | would argue that we should wait until we built up larger
reserves before launching this expedition. Unfortunately, the Human/Ryall Indtitute at Homeport
Universty uncovered afactor that convinced both ourselves and the Sandarian Government that it is not
inour best interest to wait."

"Wheat factor, Admira Dardan?"

"During its studies, the indtitute asked what the long term effect of our being isolated from the rest of
humanity would be. Now, we know from our studies of Conqueror and the data we obtained from the
Sandariansthat Alta has lagged perceptibly in technological development during the Long Isolation.
Sincethe Rydl are more than holding their own against humankind, we can assume that we have lagged



their technologica development aswel. What the ingtitute concluded was that we will fal even further
behind if our isolation continues, and that as time goes by, the chance of the Ryal devel oping weapons
and techniques capable of countering our defenses increases.

"What form such devel opments might take, we cannot predict. However, you merely have to observe
some of the more advanced devices we discovered aboardCongueror to know that the concernisared
one. By extrgpolating the known rate at which we are faling behind, the ingtitute cal cul ated that we can
expect the Ryall to defeat the Hell sgate-Aezer foldpoint defenses sometime within the next 10 to 25
years. Once Sandar falls, we Altans can expect to be overrun in less than a decade.

"Unless we reestablish contact with Earth immediately, our world haslessthan 35 yearstolive. Thatis
the motivation behind the Helldiver Project and the reason why it must proceed at the earliest possible
moment!”

CHAPTER 4

Bethany Lindquist made her way briskly aong the length of the main concourse at Homeport Spaceport.
Asshedid so, she weaved around dower groups of travelers, trying for a maximum of speed with a
minimum of tromped feet. Shetrailed asingle suitcase behind her likeadog on aleash, carried a
garment bag dung over one shoulder, and clutched another smdl case with her free hand.

Asshewalked, shewas struck by the paradox inherent in launching the Helldiver Project from Homeport
Spaceport. By rights, she should now be moving through the bowels of some top-secret military
ingtalation, walking past stoic guards with lasers topped by fixed bayonets. Instead, she found herself
fighting atide of humanity, pushing her way past mothers holding crying babies as she dodged the moving
throngs of businessmen with their ever present briefcase-cum-computers. While there were military men
present, like Bethany, they too were en route to destinations beyond the atmosphere. They showed little
interest in her, save for their appreciative glances as she passed.

The problem, she reminded hersdlf, was that Altans had never been awarlike people—afact that owed
moreto lack of opportunity than any inherent righteousness. In the early days of the colony, the Grand
Fleet had kept the peace and Alta had had no need for the paraphernalia of war. Later, with the onset of
the Long Isolation, there had been no oneto fight. Even the establishment of the Altan Space Navy had
been little more than a scheme by Bethany's ancestor, Granville Whitlow, to keep the three Grand Feet
battle cruisersin working order until interstellar travel could be resumed. For the 125 yearsthat the
foldpoint had remained sealed, the Navy had been little more than a police force patrolling the less
traveled corners of the Va system.

All that had changed, of course, with the return of Interstellar Expedition One from Sandar. However,
despite what the newsfaxes were caling "the largest military buildup in Altan history,” two years had not
been nearly long enough to congtruct the infrastructure of atrue military power. To date Altan effortsto
fortify the various foldpoints leading from Hellsgate had taken precedence over construction of anew
military spaceport. So it wasthat Helldiver, the most closely guarded secret in the history of the colony,
was being launched in broad daylight, at the busiest time of the day, from the largest public spaceport on
the plandt.

Bethany reached the point where three weeks earlier she had waited for Richard's arrival on the noon



shuttle. Asshewalked briskly past, she remembered the joy of their reunion and the bittersweet sadness
of their parting forty hourslater. They had spent the time before launch seated in the departure lounge.
Bethany had managed to hold back her tears until the moment the loading of Richard's shuttle was
announced over the public address system.

"Stop that!" he had said after kissing her on both eydids. "WEell be back together before you know it."

"It won't be the same," Bethany had replied. "When next we meet, you will have your job to do and I'll
have mine. Neither of uswill have amoment aone together until we get to..." She had trailed off into
slence, afraid to say theword "Earth” lest someone overhear.

He had amiled that quizzica smile of hisand chuckled. Y ou were the one who decided where we
should be married, you know."

"l know."

A second announcement from an overhead speaker had caused him to climb to hisfeet. "Timeto go,
Beth. | will seeyouinthree weeks. Don't forget to pack your wedding dress.”

III Wmlt,"

Bethany lengthened her stride as the spaceport crowds began to thin out toward the end of thelong
concourse. As shewalked, she shifted the garment bag dightly and heard the rustle of hundred-year-old
fabric. She had done as Richard commanded. Inside the garment bag was the wedding dressin which
four generations of Whitlow women had been married.

She came to abranching of the public walkway. The main passage turned to the left toward the berths of
privately owned ground-to-orbit craft, while asmal side passage ran off to theright. Bethany turned into
the latter without hesitation. She quickly found hersdf descending agentle dopeinto abrightly lighted
tunnel. Thetunnd surfaced again ahundred metersfarther on. Two armed Marines stood guard at the
point of emergence,

"May we help you, Maam?'

"My namesLindquist. I'm bound for Discovery via Alexandria." As she spoke, she pulled amessage
dip from her pocket. Printed on Navy letterhead, it invited her to appear at Gate 27C, Homeport
Spaceport, on or before 10:40 hours, 16 Taurus 2639 for transportation to ANC Discovery. The
message was Sgned by First Admira Dardan.

The Marine took the message, punched a code sequence into a handheld computer terminal, and waited
for the machine to emit aquiet beeping tone. When it did, he nodded and handed the orders back to
Bethany. "Good to have you aboard, Miss Lindquist. 'Y ou may proceed to the gate. They'll be
boarding in about fifteen minutes.”

"Thank you, Corpord.”
"Y ou'rewelcome, Maam."
#

Richard Drake sat in his command chair onboard Discovery and watched an gpparition on the
viewscreen in front of him. The screen showed the blue-white expanse of Alta'slimb surmounted by the
blackness of space. Va wasabright disk at the upper edge of the screen, while the atmosphere of the
planet showed as a disconcertingly narrow band of haze above the world'shorizon. And, hovering just



above the atmosphere line, silhouetted againgt the star specked backdrop of open space, was a pattern
of blue-white dternating with black; amirage that changed from one second to the next; ashimmery,
ghodtlike something! The sight brought to mind ancient legends of ghost shipsthat had entered
foldspace and were never seen again.

Drakelooked away and chastised himsdlf for letting an overactive imagination get the best of him. In
truth, there was a perfectly prosaic explanation for that which lay on the screeniin front of him. The
"ghost ship" was an opticdl illuson, an effect that resulted when the hull of astarship wasturned into a
nearly perfect reflector of ectromagnetic radiation. Drake listened to avoice counting down the
seconds on Discovery 'sintercom. "Five... four ... three ... two ... one... zero."

At theword "zero," the apparition dramatically changed appearance. Suddenly, the mirror-sheen was
gone and ahull of armored sted took its place. The ship thusreveded wasatwin of Discovery. Its
centra cylinder jutted from the center of ahabitat ring. Twelve spokes joined the centra cylinder to the
ring. A focusing mechanism for the ship's fusion powered photon engines jutted from the back of the
centrd cylinder, while the business ends of lasers, particle beams, and antimatter projectors jutted from
various places on the hull. The outlines of hatches marked the positions of internal cargo spaces and
hangar baysin which auxiliary craft were housed.

TheDerringer -class heavy battle cruiser was adesign that went back nearly two centuries. Designed
for speed and accd eration, the ring-and-cylinder design was a compromise between agood
thrust-to-mass ratio and an adequate low speed spin-gravity capability. The design wasungainly and
fragilelooking, but proven in battle. One advantage the cylinder-and-ring ships had over purely
cylindrical designs, if aship were saverdly damaged, the habitat ring could be jettisoned whole, or in as
many as SX separate pieces.

"Dagger reports anti-radiation shield test complete, Captain.”
"Very good, Communiceator,” Drake said. "Open up achannd to Captain Marston.”
"Ayeaye, Sr."

BelaMarston had been Drake's executive officer on Interstelar Expedition One. He had since been
entrusted with the command of one of the two battle cruisers assigned to Project Helldiver. Marston's
image formed on Drake's workscreen.

"Status report, if you please, Bea™

"All sysems are nomind, Captain. Our atenuation factor held steady at ten-to-the-minus-ninth, and our
heet regjection level was good. Both backup systems worked perfectly when we switched them on line
manualy. Our viewscreen compensators are working fine."

"No problemsthen?'

"No, sr. I'd say we're asready asweéll ever be."

"Right," Drakereplied. ™Y ou may begin preparations to receive passengers.”

"WEell be ready for them, Captain.”

"Make surethat you are. We are running behind schedule and we need to make it up. Anything else?"

"No, dr."



"Hagship, out.”
"Dagger, out."

Drake turned to amember of hisbridge crew. "What about it, Finley? Did you note any weak spotsin
Dagger 'sfidd whileit wason?'

"No, sr. Hedidn't even flicker when he switched over from the primary generators. | would agree with
Captain Marston. They'reready."

Drake nodded and put Dagger out of hismind, leaving only amillion-and-one other detailsto be
resolved before the Helldiver Fleet left orbit for the foldpoint.

#

Thetrip to orbit was an uneventful one. Bethany sat next to Calvan Cooper, one of Stan Barrett's
political assstants. Barrett would represent Altaon the coming expedition, as he had done on Interstellar
Expedition One. Cooper had been assigned to his staff as palitical liaison to the Sandarians, and to assst
in negotiations when contact was reestablished with the rest of the human race. The nervous glance
Cooper had given the ground-to-orbit shuttle when he came onboard was al that Bethany had needed to
identify her seetmate as awhite-knuckleflyer. She had done her best to take his mind off the coming
journey while they taxied into position. Even after the boat's fusion engines thrust them into the dark blue
Altan amosphere, she had kept up arunning commentary concerning theflight. By thetimethefirst of
the giant spherical cryogen tankers of the Helldiver FHeet hove into view, Cooper had relaxed visibly.

"L ook there," Bethany said, pointing to where the tanker lay.

Cooper leaned over to look out the boat's viewport.  His gaze followed her pointing finger. "Where?!
"There, near that blue star in the Plowman's Foot. Seeit?’

"Thet tiny thing?"

"Not sotiny," shereplied. "Y ou'relooking at amillion cubic meters of cryogen. Without it, we might not
get back."

"I've dways been under the impression that it didn't take much fue to jump between the stars,”" Cooper
sad. "Why dl thetankers?'

"Depends on what you consider 'not much,™ Bethany replied. "A foldspace trangition eats up ten percent
of aship'stota fud supply.”

"Then we should have enough for ten trangitions,” Cooper responded. "M ore than enough.”

Bethany looked perplexed for amoment, and then smiled as she redlized his misconception. "You're
forgetting the maneuvering between foldpoints, | think. Remember, afoldpoint can occur anywhereina
gar system, and multiple foldpoints are often on opposite Sdes of the system primary. Getting from one
to another eats up alot of fuel. Since we don't know precisaly how many transitionswill be required
before we find Earth, we have to take along an ample supply.”

"How do you know so much about it? Surely you aren't aship's officer!"

Bethany smiled at the shocked tone with which Cooper had made his statement. WWomen were ararity
among Altan spacers and there were none a al inthe Navy. The attitude was a holdover from the



origina colonists averson to alowing women to practice any profession they considered dangerous,
which itsaf was an outgrowth of the founders need to populate their new world. Even o, there had
been half-a-dozen women dong on Interstellar Expedition One —mostly scientists—and there would be
three times that number on the coming voyage. In addition, the Sandarian fleet was nearly twenty percent
femde, theresult of Sandar having been a war with the Ryall for more than a century.

Rather than rebuke young Cooper for his unintended dight, Bethany merely said, "1 know so much about
such things because | was aboard Discovery during Interstellar Expedition One.”

"Of course," Cooper replied. "1 remember you now! Y ou'rethe hereditary terrestrial ambassador to
Alta, aren't you?"'

Bethany shook her head. "My uncleis hereditary ambassador. | am hisofficial representative. I'ma
comparative historian by profession; but | have aso learned quite alot about the Ryal over the past two
years. | hopeto learn more when we get to Earth.”

"I hope| didn't offend you with my remark," Cooper said.
"Youdidnt," Bethany replied.

Thefirst cryogen tanker had falen behind while they talked. It was quickly replaced with another, then
another, and another. Findly, when the last of the big ships had disappeared back along their flight path,
alarge cylindrica vessel appeared in front of them.

They watched the new ship grow larger asthe boat dowly approached it. Threeinterorbit freighters
hovered near the stationary ship while smal boatsflitted about. Suddenly, the acceleration darm
sounded and Bethany and Cavan Cooper were tugged forward againgt their straps as the boat
completed its approach to the space liner.

#

Like most commercid vessds, City of Alexandria had been designed on the cylindrica plan so that it
could be rotated about its axisto provide spin-gravity at timeswhen thrust was absent. The ship's
rotation had been halted three days earlier to facilitate the loading of personnel and supplies, leaving the
wholevessd in adtate of zero gravity. There are few operations more confusing to the untutored eye
than the trandfer of cargo in weightlessnessis.

As Bethany entered the passenger liner, the sight of hundreds of packing crates floating between deck
and overhead confronted her. Sinceitisimpossbleto "pile’ thingsin zero gravity, most of the odd
shaped boxes and barrdl's had been restrained behind large nets until the handlers could movethem. A
few of the color-coded cartons had escaped restraint, however, and were floating free in the
compartment. Other containers were being manhandled toward various open hatchways.

Into this planned confusion trickled the passengers from Homeport. Most had little or no previous space
experience. Confused by the lack of gravity, they clung to the guide rope and stared wide-eyed at their
surroundings. Clustered around them were saverd membersof Alexandria'screw. Thesewerethe
"baby-gitters," spacerswho had been unlucky enough to draw escort duty for the groundlings. Scarlet
armbands on their uniformsidentified them. Seeing Bethany emerge from the open airlock, one of the
escorts kicked off and arrowed to where she clung to the guide rope.

"May | hdpyou, Maam?'

Bethany nodded. "Y ou can tell me where | can catch the boat to Discovery ."



"That would bein Hangar Bay Six, port Side, just aft of Frame 611. Take Gamma Deck around thirty
degrees and head inboard along the main corridor.”

"Port Sde, Frame 611," she repeated, nodding. "Got it!"

"I'll be happy to guide you," the spacer said.

"No thank you," Bethany replied. "I've been aboard before. | can find my way."
"Asyou seefit, Mdam."

Bethany pulled hersdlf to Calvan Cooper'sside. The young political assistant's face bore the pinched
expression of someone on the verge of space sickness.

"Feding dl right?' Bethany asked.

Hesmiled wanly. "I think I'll live. Whereto next?"

"We haveto crossto the other side of the ship to get to Discovery 'sboat.”

"Youmeanthisisn't Discovery ?' he asked, letting hisfree arm flgp in an all-encompassing gesture.
"No, of coursenot. Thisis City of Alexandria , aconverted passenger liner."

"Hmmm, | thought it looked awfully big for awarship,” hereplied.

"Comeon. Keep close."

She led him through the compartment to a hatchway equipped with an emergency pressure door. Once
in the corridor beyond, Bethany grabbed hold of one of two guide ropes that ran the length of the
corridor. She kicked off and began to make her way toward the main cross-ship corridor. They
reached alower deck to find it alive with activity. It ssemed that every spare corner and crevice had
been filled with supplies of one sort or another. Especidly evident were the blue-coded boxes of
foodstuffs. She knew from her previous experience that there would be no showers until Alexandria 's
passengers and crew managed to eat their way into the fresher sdls. Likewise, she guided Cooper past
acompartment that had been aballroom in the days when Alexandria had been apassenger liner. The
vast space wasfilled to overflowing with containers whose markings proclaimed their contentsto be
radiation resistant gravitationd detectors.

They passed another department in which spacers sat Strapped into chairsin front of eectronic consoles.
"Communications center?' Cooper asked as they passed.

"Combat control center, | think."

"Don't you know?'

She shook her head. "It must have been added during the overhaul. City of Alexandria did not useto
be armed. Wonder what they put into her?'

They continued to the port side of the liner and then moved aft until they cameto Frame 611. Bethany
led Cooper through an emergency door into alarge compartment filled with anumber of small
gpacecraft. Bethany recognized several armed scouts tucked in among a collection of two-man scooters
and other ships boats.



A spacer made hisway past the stored shipsto where they clung in the hatchway.
"Ah, Miss Lindquist, weve been expecting you!"

Shelooked at him, vaguely aware that she should know his name.

"Chief Nelson, Maam. | served aboard Discovery lagt trip.”

"I remember you now," Bethany replied. "Good to see you again, Chief."

"We're glad to see you, too, Maam."

"Whois'we,' Chief?'

"Practicaly every spacer in the fleet, Maam. The captain has been running us ragged these past three
weeks. Wefigured that now you're here, the old man might let up abit.”

Bethany felt her cheeks redden at the implications of Nelson's remark.
"Wherée'sthe boat?"

"We're attached to the after personnel lock. We have one other passenger. As soon as he arrives, well
be on our way."

"| think you'l find this gentleman isyour other passenger.”
"Mr. Cooper, Sir?'
Cooper nodded. From hislook, he was till trying to decide whether weli ghtlessness agreed with him.

The chief grinned, seemingly obliviousto hisguest'sdiscomfort. "Inthat case, if you two will get
onboard, well be heading out for the flagship immediately.”

#
"Attention, All Ships. Itisnow T minus ten minutes, and counting!"

Richard Drake sat in hiscommand chair on Discovery 's bridge and listened to the announcement on the
fleet command frequency. Around him, the cruiser's bridge crew was busy with the myriad last minute
detailsthat always preceded alaunch. He watched their quiet professionalism and thought of smilar
scenes on the seven other ships of the Helldiver Fleet. Two minutes after the 'All Ships announcement,
department heads began relaying their status to the ship's executive officer. As Drake eavesdropped on
the command circuit, he felt asudden rush of pride at the caliber of people he had working under him.
When theroll cal was complete, Commander Rorqua Marchant, his exec, buzzed him on their private
arcuit.

"All departments report ready for space, Captain.”
"Very good, Rorg. Tel Engineering they can start bringing the reactor up to maneuvering power."
"Ayeaye, Sr."

Drake keyed for the fusion reactor's status screens to be displayed at his command console. The graph
showed Discovery 's primary powerplant well above the level needed for station keeping. Hewaited for
the reactor's output to stabilize at intermediate power before keying for the communicator-on-duty.



"Activate the fleet command circuit, Mr. Hayden."

"Yes, gr."

"Report your status, gentlemen,” Drake ordered the other captains of the fleet.
"Dagger ready for space, Captain,” BelaMarston immediately responded.

"City of Alexandria, ready for space, 9r." Rolf Bustamente, commanding officer of the converted liner,
replied.

"Phoenix isready, ar."

"Likewise Tharsis, Captain.”

"Vellos?' Drake asked, turning his attention to the CO of the largest cryogen tanker in the fledt.
"Wereready, ar."

"Alcor V isready, Captain,”
"Summa Warrior isstraining at theleash, Sr," thefind starship captain reported.

Drake nodded. "All right, you each know theflight plan. Discovery will lead off at precisdly 12:00

hours, with each successive ship following at one-minute intervals. As soon as you have completed your
turn away from the ecliptic, move to your assigned positionsin fleet formation. We have not had as much
timefor fleet maneuversas| would like, so let'sget in al the practice we can onthetrip out. Arethere
any questions?’ Therewere none. "Good luck to you al.”

As soon as his screens were clear, Drake keyed for Discovery 'sastrogator. "All right, Mr. Cristobd,
you have the conn.”

"Ayeaye, Sr."

Having temporarily relinquished command of his ship, Drake pulled tight the straps that would keep him
from floating out of his acceleration couch and lay back to observe the departure. Ashedid so, agraph
showing Discovery 's proposed orbita track was flashed on the main viewscreen.

Since Vderidsfoldpoint was Stuated high in the system'’s northern hemisphere, the fleet's departure orbit
had the appearance of abent fishhook. At the appointed time, Discovery ‘s engines would nudge her
away from Alta. At firgt, the ship would move adong a carefully computed path in the plane of the
ecliptic. However, as soon asthe cruiser cleared the near-Altaorbital zone and its hundreds of satdllites
and space ingalations, it would turn toward the foldpoint.

The astrogator busied himsdlf at his console for afew seconds, and then triggered the raucous buzzing
of the acceleration darms.

"Attention, All Hands. T minus one minute! First warning. Prepare for prolonged acceleration,
One-half standard gravity in one minute."

An expectant hush fdll over the ship asthe voices on the intercom tailed off into silence.

"Final warning! One-half standard gravity in thirty seconds. | repeat. Five meters per second
squared in thirty seconds.



"Fifteen ... ten ... five, four, three, two, one, Boost!"

#

CHAPTERS

Admira Sergel Falon Gower, Seventh Viscount of Hallen Hall, Fleet Admird of the Royd Sandarian
Navy, and by appointment of his Mgesty, John-Philip Walkirk VI, commander of HisMgesty'sforces
assigned to penetrate the Antares Nebula, sat in his office onboard his flagship and scowled at the
viewscreen in front of him. The picture was aview of New Providence relayed from the nose camera of
an unmanned scout cruising three hundred meters above the ruins of the one-time capita city of the
planet. The scenewas not a pleasant one. Here atwisted, rusted skeleton showed where a
glass-and-sted tower had once stood; there a pile of blast marked rubble was dl that remained of the
concrete walls of agovernment building; e sewhere stood the blackened stick figures of agrove of trees.
The colors of the scene were black, gray, tan, and brown. Conspicuoudly absent were the green of living
chlorophyll, or any of the other colors of life.

More than acentury after the last, catastrophic Ryall raid on New Providence; the surface of the planet
remained abarren wasteland. So far as could be seen from orbit, not asingle blade of grass grew on the
world'sland masses; nor was there evidence of life in the planet's oceans — dthough the Sandarian ships
wereill equipped to probe the most extreme depths, and therefore may well have missed seeing afew
isolated pockets of protoplasm.

The Ryall attacks on New Providence had been responsible for vast destruction. They had killed forty
million people and destroyed more than a thousand metropolitan centers around the globe. Y et, not even
that race of belligerent centaurs could have wrought destruction on so vast ascade. When the black Ryall
shipsfindly broke through New Providence's defenses, they had rained fire on adoomed world. For the
true dayer of New Providence—and of dl lifein the Napier system — had been the Antares Supernova.

The dwdlers of New Providence had known something was amiss when they lost contact with their
colony inthe Vaeriasysemin August 2512. Their concern turned to worry when several shipsknown
to bein trangit across the Antares system failed to arrive on schedule. Worry turned to fear when the
vessels dispatched to check the whereabouts of the missing ships had themselvesfailed to return at the
gppointed time.

The enormity of the disaster had become clear when New Providence's astronomers concluded that only
anearby supernova of unprecedented power could explain what had happened to their universe. With
the redlization that it had been Antares that had exploded came the knowledge that New Providence was
adoomed planet. For throughout the history of the colony, Antares had been the brightest star in the
sky. On those nights when the red supergiant was above the horizon, its ocher gleam was nearly bright
enough to read by. Thefact that their system was physicaly closeto the giant star had dwaysbeen a
source of pride to the inhabitants of New Providence. However, once the astronomers cal cul ated the
quantity of radiation that would soon be deeting through the Napier system, the giant star's proximity
became a source of despair.

Human nature being what it is, the news had not been well recelved. At first people refused to believe
that they would soon be forced to abandon their homes. Eventualy, however, the redlity of their
predicament began to sink in. An evacuation program was organized. By the end of thefirst year, the
whole of the New Providential industrial complex had been converted to the task of resettling three



billion peopleto adifferent star system. Shipyards rushed to build the evacuation fleet while teams of
pioneers worked to ready new homes for New Providence's masses on Sandarson's World.

While the engineersraced to build an evacuation fleet, the New Providentid scientists had studied the
changes the nova had wrought to the Structure of foldspace. The study began with asurvey of the
gravitationa gradient throughout the Napier system. Upon anayzing their data, the scientists were
surprised to discover the presence of afoldpoint where no such had been previoudy. Further analysis
showed the foldpoint atemporary phenomenon, the result of long-range focusing of afoldline by the
expanding nova shockwave. Once the wavefront reached Napier, the new foldpoint would disappesr.

The scientistswerein favor of exploring the new foldpoint immediately. Thosewhosejob it wasto
trangplant the population to another star system were not keen on anything that would divert precious
resources from the evacuation effort. The scientists were persstent and were eventualy given a
three-ship armada with which to explore the foldpoint.

Two of the ships had jumped to the system beyond the foldpoint immediately after arrival while thethird
remained behind to make precise measurements of the foldpoint's gravitationa gradient. Twelve days
later, the surveyors who had stayed behind reported adozen starships of unknown type materidizingin
the nearby foldpoint. The report had cut off abruptly as the invaders destroyed the survey ship and then
turned for New Providence.

The Interstellar Council had dispatched aflotillaof warships and auxiliaries. Thisflotillahad gone out to
meet the invading dliens. The battle was joined in degp space and the human forces were largely
successful. Even so, asingle alien ship managed to evade destruction long enough to launch a spread of
gx misslesa New Providence. Six missles, six cities, and ten million dead in the ruing!

A second raid followed the first by elghteen months. This time the human defenders were ready and the
invading Ryall shipswere destroyed before they could get beyond the foldpoint.

There followed along period of peacein the Napier system. Theyearsin which no Ryall ship appeared
inthe new foldpoint lulled the New Providentid government into afase sense of security whilethey
wrestled with the problems of evacuation. By the twelfth year following the supernova, they had
succeeded in evacuating eighty percent of the population. The end of the de facto truce with the Ryall
had come as a surprise as three dozen starships materiaized in the disputed foldpoint. They swept aside
the few human guard units and raced for New Providence. The defenders were duggish to respond.
Even so, they managed to throw a respectable number of shipsinto the path of the oncoming marauders.
The battle had been both brutal and short. When it was over, ten of the Ryall attackerswere till in
shapeto deliver their cargo of death to New Providence. What followed became known asthe Great
Burning.

Sergel Gower gazed at the ruins and remembered the chilling stories his great-grandfather had told of that
last desperate fight for adoomed world. Nor had that been the last of the fighting. Gower Stared at the
destruction and thought of the millionswho had died violently in the century since humans had abandoned
New Providence. Hethought of hisfather, killed aboard his ship during the first expedition to wrest
control of the Aezer system from the centaurs; of hisyounger brother, daughtered a decade past with the
second Aezer armada; and of his son, killed only two years before at the Battle of Sandar. He thought of
all those he had lost to the centaurs and made asilent vow as he gazed at the ruins of aonce prosperous
world.

Thistime thingswould be different!



The sixteen-ship Sandarian contingent to the Helldiver Fleet had left parking orbit more than amonth
earlier. Theflagship wasthe Blagtship Royal Avenger , veteran of ahundred long patrols and two mgjor
gpace battles. With acomplement of six hundred, Royal Avenger mounted sufficient armament to lay
waste an entire world, or to win adugging match with haf-a-dozen lesser warships. She carried in her
holdsavariety of armed auxiliaries.

In addition to the flagship, the Sandarian fleet included the heavy battle cruisers Terra and Victory, and
HisMgesty's Destroyers Arrow , Mace , and Scimitar . Completing the force was HisMgjesty's
Armed Trangport Saskatoon ; onboard which were the men and equipment of the 33rd Regiment, 2nd
Battaion, 6th Divison, Royad Space Marines. Supporting the warcraft were nine noncombatants — three
freighters, five cryogen tankers, and the mother ship for a series of communicationsrelay craft. The latter
were smal sarships with oversze fud tanks that would be dropped in each foldpoint dong theway. It
would be their task to relay radio messages between the Helldiver Fleet and Sandar. They would do so
by shuttling periodically between the two ends of each active foldline link and passing whatever messages
they had accumulated to the next relay craft dong theline. All vesselsand major auxiliaries had been
equipped with the new anti-radiation field and were provisoned for along voyage.

The run from Sandar out to the Hell sgate-Napier foldpoint had taken ten days a one-haf gravity of
acceleration. Thefleet arrived at the foldpoint and underwent foldspace trangition without incident. The
Sandarian ships had spent the next two weeks traveraing the six billion kilometers of vacuum that lay
between the foldpoint and New Providence. Oncethey arrived at the one-time capital planet of the
Napier system, the Sandarians had settled into a parking orbit to await the arrival of the Altan contingent.

On the sixth day following thefleet'sarriva a New Providence, Admird Gower found himself in his
sanctum sanctorum Situated at the rear of Royal Avenger 's Combat Control Center. The office cum
command center was aglasswalled cubica with apanoramic view of the CCC, its two dozen wegpons
consoles and their operators. Arrayed across the opposite bulkhead were severa oversize screenson
which al aspects of fleet operations could be displayed. Sergel Gower sat at his command desk and
gazed thoughtfully at the activity going on in the compartment below.

One main viewscreen showed aview of New Providence as seen by one of the blastship's hull cameras.
White cyclone patterns of clouds reflected Napier's G8 rays, giving the planet the blue-white marbled
look of any terrestrial world. An adjacent screen showed the corresponding el ectronic map of the
planet. A seriesof green sparks shifted on the surface of the planet as Gower watched. These marked
the spot where Saskatoon ‘s Marines were engaged in alanding exercise againgt asmulated Ryall strong
point. He contemplated the shifting a phanumeric display for long seconds before keying for Avenger 's
communications center.

"Yes, 9r?' the communicator on duty responded.
"Get me Colond Vadisaboard Saskatoon ."

"It will take afew moments, Admira. Colone Vadisiscurrently issuing operational ordersto one of his
landing craft.”

"Break in as soon asheisfreg”
"Yes garl"

Nothing in Gower's orders from the Sandarian High Command called for the use of ground forces either
before or after the fleet had penetrated the nebula.  Even 0, alifetime of fighting the centaurs had taught
the admiral caution, and had caused him to insst that the expedition have access to ground forces.
Having received them, he did not intend to let pass any opportunity to hone their skills.



"Y ou wanted to speak to me, Admira?* agruff looking man asked from Gower's screen.
"Report gatus of your exercise, Colond."

"All ships are now down without mishap. The two strike forces are converging on the objective as
planned. They will link up..." The colond's eyesflicked toward something beyond thefield of view of the
screen camera. ... in exactly seventeen minutes.”

Areyou watching your schedule?"

"Yes, gr. If anything, we are alittle ahead of our planned timdline. We should have everything wrapped
up and dl the men back under radiation shielding at least one hour before loca nebularise.”

Gower nodded. "Seethat you do. | want the name, service number, and dosimeter reading of the man
with the maximum exposure reported directly to me as soon asyou get it."

"Will do, Admird."

Gower cut the connection and turned to other problems. He scanned his workscreen and requested that
he be put through to the captain of one of the cryogen tankers. That worthy seemed surprised by the
sUmMmMons.

"What may | do for you, Sr?"

"Y our morning report shows that you detected aleak in your primary fud tank, Captain. What have you
done about it?"

"Uh, we have men out in suits checking the hull, sr.”
"What isyour prediction for time to make repairs?’
"Two hours & the outsde, Admira."

"Very well. | want to hear that you have found the leak and have sealed it in no more than three hours
time. 1f you cannot assure methat your vessel isagain pressure tight by then, | will dispatch arepair
crew to assst you. Isthat understood?”

"Ya S r.'n

The screen went blank and Gower was about to proceed to the next trouble item on hislist when it lit
again to show an earnest young ensign in the corridor just beyond Gower's office. The admira's scowl
softened perceptibly as he studied the handsome features peering out of the screen at him. The high
cheekbones, aristocratic nose, and square chin were ayounger version of the features of HisMagesty,
John-Philip Walkirk VI, whose officid portrait adorned the bulkhead over his Gower's computer
termindl.

"Enggn Philip Walkirk, reporting for scheduled ingtruction, sir!” the young man said as quickly as Gower
acknowledged his presence.

"Very wel, Enggn,” Admira Gower answered formaly, "Y ou have my permission to enter.”

The hatch opened and the crown prince of Sandar strode across the metal deck to stand at attention in
front of the admiral's desk.

"Please be seated, Y our Highness."



"Thank you, gr," the prince responded.

"Shdl | ring for refreshments?”

"No thank you, Sir. | have just come from the officers mess."

"Very wel," Gower replied. "What have you learned since last we spoke, Y our Highness?"

"Among other things, g, that | don't think | care for sitting and waiting when we could be doing
something useful.”

"Oh?" Gower asked, lifting hisright eyebrow in agesture that would have had any other subordinatein a
cold sweat. "Do you have some criticism to offer concerning the way | command this fleet?"

"I meant to imply no such criticism, Admird."
"Then what did you mean to imply, Enggn?’

The prince hesitated, obvioudy casting about for the most politic way of explaining himself. Gower gave
him no chance.

"Comenow, Y our Highness. An officer must be quick on hisfeet and afuture king even more so. Y ou
have stated that you are unhappy with the way this expedition isbeing run. Defend your position, and
quickly!™

"Yes, dr. Thereisalot of talk in the mess about how we are wasting time. We could be out at the
Napier-Antares foldpoint mapping the nebulaingtead of Sitting here in parking orbit waiting for the Altans
toarrive”

"Yes, we could,” Gower agreed.

"Then why are we orbiting this dead world?"

"Youtell me" theadmira responded.

"Because our orders are to do so," the price replied.

"Correct! And amilitary man dwaysfollowshisorders, Y our Highness."

Gower noted the young man's studied look of irritation that quickly faded from hisfeatures. He leaned
back in his chair and regarded the prince with something approaching avuncular pride. For most of the
time, Philip Walkirk was one of Avenger 'sensigns, treated no different than other officers of hisrank,
save that he was always addressed by hisroya honorific. Inthe Sandarian Navy, much of an ensgn's
day was taken up with studying those things that cannot be taught in anava academy. Such thingswere
best taught by oné'simmediate superiors. Once each week, though, the admird took it upon himsdlf to
teach the heir to the throne those things that would be useful when he became king.

"Beddes" hesad, continuing in alessmartia vein, "you know enough of the politica reditiesthat you
should be able to figure out the reason for our orders yourself."

"Wdl," the prince began, "I suppose our Altan partners might object to being left out of theinitid
exploraions.”

Gower nodded. "It would hardly build trust between our two systemsif we gave them the idea that we
don't need them."



"But we don't need them!" Philip Walkirk replied.
"That iswhere you are wrong, Y our Highness. We need them badly.”

"But why? After more than acentury of isolation, they hardly have enough shipsto patrol their own
system, let done carry the attack to the Ryal."

"True," the admird replied. "And by the same token, they haven't been bloodied the way we have. They
have not seen their manpower and treasure poured into futile attempts to break the Ryall blockade of
Aezer. They have not seen their home world under attack. They do not command a people weary unto
desth of war.

"Thetruth is, Highness, that we of Sandar are barely holding our own against the centaurs, and that we
can foresee the day when we will go under if we don't obtain outside aid. Worse, our enemies can
foresee that same day. Why ese do you think they launched the attack which ended in the Battle of
Sandar?'

Two yearsearlier, shortly after Altas Interstellar Expedition One entered the Hell sgate system, Sandar
had come under attack from a heavily armed fleet of Ryall warships. The Sandarian navy, having been
decimated by three attempts to break the Aezer blockade, had been unable to prevent a breakout from
the fortified Hellsgate-Aezer foldpoint. There had followed a pitched space battle in which the Altan
battle cruiser Discovery had taken part. Humanity had won the battle that day, but just barely. It gave
Gower the shakesto think of how close they had come to disaster.

"Obvioudy, sir," the prince replied, "We need dlies. However, once we penetrate the nebula, we will
have Earth and dl the other worlds of human space. Wewon't need the Altans.”

"Wewill need every dly we can get, Highness. After dl, Earth isfar away and pressed by the aliens,
too. Wewill need alarge production capacity to build the weapons we need. Altahasthat capacity.

To not court our cousinswould be criminadly negligent and terribly stupid. Asyou well know, your father
isnether of these. Therefore, wewait until the Altansarrive. Only after we have integrated their forces
with our own do we undertake our mission.”

"But where arethey?'

The admira shrugged. "Thelast reports we had were that they were preparing to launch. Itisnot
inconceivable that they have been delayed. Wewill wait for them.”

"How long do wewait, Sir?'
"Until they arrive, or until I become convinced that they aren't coming,” Gower replied smoothly.

The hooting of an alarm suddenly startled both men. Gower looked up to see aflurry of activity taking
placein the combat control center. He keyed for the officer on duty. "What's happened, Commander

Massey?
"Terra has detected alarge number of ships, sir.”
"Where?' Gower asked, his every sense suddenly dert.

"Inthe Napier-Vaeriafoldpoint Sr."
"How many?'



"I makeit atotd of eight.”
"Identification?'

"Stand by amoment, Admira. Our computer is crunching the datanow...Y es, Sir, we have positive
identification on two of the craft. They areDiscovery and City of Alexandria . Neutrino and infrared
sgnatures closaly match the readings we took when both shipsvisited Sandar. A third ship seemsto be
aheavy cruiser of the Discovery dass.”

Gower nodded. "That will be Dagger . What of the other five?'
"No identification possbleyet, Sr. However, they are definitely of human congtruction.”

"No need for further identification,” Gower replied. "Please get a message out, Commander. Welcome
our aliesto the Napier system and ask that they expedite their crossing.” Gower glanced at the crown
prince, who was watching the exchange with anew excitement in hiseyes. "Tell them that we have some
young officers onboard who would like to get started with exploring the nebula.”

#

CHAPTER 6

Richard Drake sat in his accel eration couch on the bridge and watched as Discovery 's astrogator
maneuvered the ship toward the VaeriaNapier foldpoint. The foldpoint was ared-shaded dlipsein the
middle of the main bridge viewscreen. Just beyond the boundary to theinterstellar gateway, eight tiny
gold sparks moved cautioudy forward. As Drake watched, thefirst spark crossed the edge of the elipse
and began to blink rapidly. Within seconds, each of the others did likewise. Drake watched asthe last
of the ships under his command crossed the boundaries of the foldpoint.

"Mr. Cristobal," Drake said.
"Yes, gr," the astrogator replied.
"When will you be ready for the jump?'

"Any time, Captain. We are beyond the zone of uncertainty and have entered the foldpoint proper.
Weve nothing to gain by waiting any longer.”

"Very well," Drakereplied. "Lock in the preplanned jump sequence.”
"Locked in, Captain.”
Drake keyed for the generd fleet communicationscircuit. "All cagptains, link to me.”

Drake's screenslit to show the faces of his seven subordinates. He polled them individually, and found
them eager for the coming jJump. Most had never been outside the Va system, and their eagerness
brought back memories of hisown firg interstellar jump. When the last captain had reported his
readiness for foldspace transition, Drake nodded and said:

"Right. Y ou each know the plan. Discovery will gofirg, followed byDagger ,City of Alexandria , and
then the cryogen tankers at intervals of thirty seconds. Once on the other Side, immediately report your



status and position, and then form on the flagship. Any questions?' Therewere none. "Very well, you
may proceed when ready.”

Asquickly as his screens had cleared, Drake turned back to his astrogator. "Y ou may do likewise,
Mr. Cristobal. Proceed when ready."

"Ayeaye, dr. One minuteto trangtion. Generatorsto power, now!"

Thislast was addressed to the engineering officer whose station was next to Argos Cristobal's. Drake
listened to the interplay between the astrogator and the various other departments. At the sametime, he
punched for aview of Antareson the main viewscreen. The novawas now merely avery bright star.

"Sound your warning, Mr. Cristobd ."
"Sounding now, Captain."

There was the raucous sound of darms, followed by Argos Cristobal's voice on the general annunciator:
"Attention, All Hands! Thisisthe astrogator speaking. Prepare for foldspace transition. |
repeat, prepare for foldspace transition. You have thirty seconds. T minus thirty seconds and
counting!"

"All hands, report satus!™ Drake ordered.

"Once again therewas aroll cal, this one for the various department heads onboardDiscovery . All
reported their readinessfor foldspace trangition.

"Ten seconds, Captain,” Cristobal reported.
" Jump when reaedy, Lieutenant.”
"Yes, gr. Five, ... four ... three... two ... one, Jump!"

No particular sensation accompanied foldspace trandtion, not surprising when theoreticdly the ship had
not "gone’ anywhere. For one singleingtant Drake felt atouch of fear that something had gone wrong,
that perhaps the foldspace generators had mafunctioned and Discovery ill orbited high above V.
Then he glanced at the viewscreen and fdlt the usud fedling of rdlief that followed a successful jump. For
the object on the screen bore no resemblance to the eye-searing point of violet-white light that had been
there just afew seconds earlier.

Inthe single blink of an eye, Antares had been transformed from aparticularly bright star into avast ball
of ghostly light that covered half the sky. At the center of the sphere lay the remnant of the once mighty
red giant. Thefurioudy radiating object that was dl that remained of Antareswasavast bdl of plasma
larger than most stars. Beneath that vell of energetic gaslay arapidly rotating neutron star. Asthe
invisble neutron star rotated, its magnetic field whipped the expanding cloud of plasma, generating
intense synchrotron radiation and consderable radio energy. The quick "fluttering” cal of the Antares
pulsar was clearly audible across awide band of communications frequencies.

Scanning outward from the wrecked star, Drake noted that the nebula turned nearly transparent just
beyond the bounds of the central object, alowing severa background stars to shine through the gas
cloud. Theremnantsof Antares A3 companion sun aso lay closeto the central mass. The gascloud
turned tranducent again at gpproximately one-third the distance to the periphery. Thethickening cloud
glowed with a deep reddish color. Farther out, the red subtly turned to orange, the orange shaded up to
ydlow, and the yellow turned to green. At the outer perimeter, the gas thickened until it was nearly
opague and glowing with the blue-white radiance of afluorescent lamp. Drake's inspection of the nebula



took only amatter of seconds. Ashe gazed at the ghostly apparition, Lieutenant Cristobal's voice could
be heard echoing through the ship. " Foldspace transition successfully completed!"

"Communicator," Drake ordered. "Get me agtatus report from all department heads. Also, let me know
as each ship checksin."

"Ayeaye, gr."

Drake reached out and switched his private viewscreen to aview of Napier. The system primary was
noticeably yellower than was Vderia. Whereas Alta's sun was an F8 dwarf, yellow-white in color and
somewhat hotter than Sol, New Providence's sun was a G8 giant, cooler and much larger than humanity's
birth star. 1ts size made for amuch larger temperate zone than is norma in systlems with terrestria

worlds. Thus, New Providence was planet seven in the Napier system. Napier'ssizeaso resultedin
foldpoints forming much farther from the system primary than was norma for adwarf sun.

Drake oriented himsalf quickly and began picking out guide stars. Helet his gaze drift to where New
Providencelay. The planet did not show on the viewscreen, nor had he expected it to. The distance
between the foldpoint and the one-time capital world of the Napier system was such that a powerful
telescope would have been required to make New Providence visible.

"Dagger just reported in, Captain,” the communicator said over Drake's command circuit. "Its breakout
point isthree thousand kilometers from us.”

"Acknowledged,” Drake said. Over the next four minutes, the rest of hisfleet materialized in the
foldpoint around him. He mentally ticked them off asthey camethrough. Dagger ,City of Alexandria,
Phoenix ,Tharsis,Velos ,Alcor V , and findly, Suma Warrior . All checked in as quickly asthey
arived. All reported having successfully made the jump from Vaeriawithout difficulty.

"All shipsto close on us," Drake ordered when the last cryogen tanker reported in. Because there was
no way to predict wherein afoldpoint any particular ship would materidize, it was necessary to reform
the fleet after the jump. "Someone get a tel escope focused on New Providence.”

"Done, Captain,” one of the bridge technicians responded. "Channd sixteen.”

Drake keyed to switch his screen to the telescopic view. New Providence showed asasmall half-moon
shape. The planet was il five billion kilometersdigtant. "Any sign of our Sandarian dlies?'

"We're andyzing now, Captain. No coherent radiation such asfrom amessage laser, gr. If they're here,
they aren't advertisng thefact.”

Drake watched quietly while the technicians did their work. After aminute's silence, the sensor tech
reported, "Weve got them, Sir! There are severd shipsin orbit about New Providence. At least a
dozen, possibly more. One of themislarge, probably blastship class. Shdl | pulsethem?”

"What's the communications delay & this distance?"
"Five hourseach way, gr."

"All right, send them the following message. 'Have arrived in good order. Will proceed to rendezvous as
soon asfleet order has been restored. Am anxiousto begin explorations. Signed, Drake, Vice
Commander.”

"Yes, gr. All ships have acknowledged your order to rgjoin. Alexandria isthe farthest out. Captain
Martin reports helll be here in two hours."



"Acknowledged." Drake glanced one last time at the crescent New Providence floating against the black
of space. Hethen keyed for Bethany's cabin. She smiled up at the camerawhen she saw who it was.

"Wdl," hesad, "were here”

"So | see. The nebulas more beautiful than | remember it."

Henodded. "I hope we till think so once we've gotteninside.”
#

The ship's boat dipped from behind the curve of City of Alexandria and moved out into the blaze of full
Napier-light. Ahead lay the backlit sphere of New Providence; its black form turned silvery by nebula
light. A horizon-to-horizon light show was taking place over the night side of the planet as
continent-wide aurord displays chased one another acrossthe sky. A silver halo along the eastern limb
of the planet betrayed the coming of day. Hanging immediately above the advancing terminator was
Napier, aperfectly round ball of firein the sky.

"Helo,Royal Avenger , thisis Moliere . We have departed City of Alexandria and are en route to
your position.”

"I have you on my screen, Moliere . Y ou are cleared for gpproach to Landing Bay Seven. Please
report the outer marker."

"Will do, Avenger . Moliere out.”
"Avenger, out."

Ensgn Grant Nas, Maliere 'spilot, turned to Richard Drake and said, "Werein the groove, Captain. |
estimate rendezvousin ten minutes.”

"How long after that to achieve ahard dock?' Drake asked.

"Another five to ten minutes, Sir. We are cleared for the central axis entry into the hangar bay. That
should speed matters up considerably.”

"Excdlent! What margin of safety have you programmed into our trgjectory?!
"We're set up for amiss distance of one hundred meters, Captain, if that meets with your approva.”

"Y ou are the pilot-in-command, son,” Drake said. "Y ou don't need my agpprova when it comesto flying
your ship. Now, if you're asking my advice..."

"Ya S r.'n

"Then | would say that amargin of one hundred metersis entirely adequate. 1t's close enough to impress
them with your ability asapilot, but far enough to make sure that we don't plaster ourselves across
Avenger 'shull. Needlessto say, smashing into the flagship would hardly endear usto our new boss.”

"No, sr," Nasreplied. "I'm sure Commander Marchant would have something to say about it too."

Drake nodded. "1 believe hewould. Please buzz the passenger cabin as soon as you report the outer
marker."

"YS, s‘ r_"



Draketurned, floated to the exit hatchway, braced himself againgt the zero gravity environment of the
boat, and opened the hatch. The quiet chatter of the outside radiation detectors which had been the only
background sound on the flight deck was suddenly drowned out by the buzz of many voices. He pulled
through the hatch and closed it behind him before turning to face hisfellow passengers. In additionto
Drake, Moliere was carrying Stan Barrett, Bethany Lindquist, Captain BlaMarston of Dagger
Captain Raoul Bustamente of Alexandria , and severa of the expedition's senior scientists.

Drake pulled himself to the empty couch beside Bethany, pivoted once morein midair, and pulled himself
down into the seat. Heturned to her, smiled, and said, "Have | complimented you on how beautiful you
aretoday?'

She smiled back, displaying two prominent dimples. "I believe you've mentioned it once or twice."
Bethany was wearing a pantsuit of powder blue, black space boots, and the scarlet sash traditionaly
worn by terrestrid diplomats. She had piled her hair on top of her head in aforma zero gravity stylefor
the occason. The effect was stunning. "Did the pilot mention how long it would be before we arrive?’

"Not long,” hereplied. " Avenger isonly about thirty kilometers ahead of usin orbit. We should be
aboard within twenty minutes.”

"Will we be ableto see Avenger during the approach?’

"Better than you may like. Well be coming up astern and will trangit itswhole length at a distance of one
hundred meters before we match velocities.”

Bethany dipped her hand into Drake's and asked, "Are you nervous?'

Heamiledwanly. "A little”

She gave his hand areassuring squeeze. "Noneedto be. You'll dofine"

"l hope s0," hereplied. "Otherwise, | may find mysdlf swabbing decksfor the Sandarian Navy..."

It had taken the Altan fleet two weeks to cross from the Napier-Val foldpoint to New Providence.
Much of that time, Drake had spent in long distance communication with Admiral Gower. The subject of
their exchanges had been how best to integrate the Altan and Sandarian fleetsinto awell functioning
whole.

The gross detail s regarding how the expedition was to be organized had been established two years
earlier by the Altar/Sandarian mutua defensetreaty. One of thethingsthetreaty stipulated was that the
military commander of the Helldiver Expedition must be a Sandarian, and an Altan must fill the post of
vice-commander. Thetreaty gave the military commander overdl responsibility for the safety of the men,
women, and shipsunder him. 1t dso required that he listen to the advice of atriumvirate of civilian
advisors.

Drake knew of no onewho had been totally happy with the arrangements mandated by the treaty.
Parliament had not liked being forced to accept a Sandarian in overall command, nor had the two
militariesinvolved enjoyed having civilians|ooking over their shoulders. Despite the dissatisfactions,
however, both governments had worked diligently to implement the provisions of the treaty. Despiteal
the preplanning, Drake and Gower had discovered numerous organizational details that required their
persona attention. By the time the Altan fleet closed the range to where two-way screen communication
became possible, Drake had developed considerable respect for his new boss. He hoped the feeling
wasmutud.



Ten minutes after departing City of Alexandria , Landing Boat Moliere drew abreast of HisMgjesty's
Blagtship Royal Avenger . The view through the starboard viewports was avesome. At the blastship's
gtern were the focusing rings and field generators of three large photon engines. Even quiescent, the
enginesthat drove the flagship gave the impression of unlimited power. Just in front of the engine
exhausts were the radiators and other piping associated with the ship'sfour massive fusion generators. In
front of the generators were the blastship's fudl tanks; heavily armored and insulated to keep the
deuterium enriched hydrogen fudl as close to absolute zero as possible.

Drakelet his gaze move forward dong the blagtship'sflank. The cylindrical hull was pierced in placesby
large hangar doors through which armed auxiliaries could sortie into battle. Forward of these were the
snouts of adozen antimatter projectors, Royal Avenger 's primary anti-ship weapons. The business
ends of other wegpon systems aso jutted from the heavily armored hull. Interspersed with the weaponry
were dl manner of sensor gear.

Asthelanding boat dipped past the blastship'sflanks, they were rewarded with ever changing vistas
since Avenger was rotating about its axis a the rate of severd revolutions per minute. So close was
landing boat to blastship that it was easy to imagine onesdf in asmdl aircraft flying over an endlessplain.
The optical illusion came to an abrupt end when the landing boat passed abeam of the blastship's prow.

Like most starships, little or no effort had goneinto streamlining Avenger . Infact, the prow was actually
dightly concave, and its surface covered with arrays of electronic and €l ectromagnetic sensors. A hangar
door outwardly identical to those that dotted the blastship's flanks was set flush with the hull at the giant
ship'saxisof rotation.

Asquickly asthe bow portd cameinto view, Moliere 'spilot fired the attitude control thrustersto halt
the landing boat's forward speed. Once Moliere had hated in space, he began firing his Sde thrustersto
aign the landing boat with the centra porta. A popping noise echoed through the passenger cabin each
time the thrustersfired. When Moliere waslined up with Royal Avenger 'saxis portd, the thrustersfired
twice more to match the flagship'srate of rotation. The hangar door retracted, and Moliere 'spilot
nudged his boat toward the lighted opening. Within seconds, the boat passed into a spacious cavern
lighted by million-candlepower polyarc lamps. Therefollowed a series of bumping and scraping noises,
and agentle tug of deceleration asthe landing boat's forward velocity was hated. After that, there came
along span of silenceinterrupted by the sudden sound of air swirling outside the hull.

Moliere had arrived.

CHAPTER 7

Richard Drake was the first to leave the confines of the landing boat for the brightly lit steel cavern that
was Royal Avenger 'sforward hangar bay. He stepped over the airlock coaming onto araised platform
some two meters above the level of the main deck. He paused for amoment to take in his surroundings.
From the springinessin his step, he estimated the loca gravity field to be gpproximately one-third
gtandard, which jibed well with what he knew of Avenger 'srate of spin and his own location with
respect to the blastship's central axis. A wisp of exhaation fog swirled around his shouldersas he
breathed deeply of thefrigid air. The atmosphere had adry metdlic taste that was common to spacecraft
environmenta control systems and especidly noticeable immediately after acompartment exposed to
vacuum has been repressurized. Drake found the combination of low gravity and cold air exhilarating.



He craned his neck to scan theinterior of the hangar bay.

Royal Avenger'sforward hangar bay wasacylindrical cavern somethirty metersin diameter by thirty
meterslong. Theforward bulkhead was acomplex hatch mechanism built on the principle of an
observatory westher dome, save that each dome segment was hinged at its baseto dlow it to swing
back and out of the way, opening the bay totally to space. The aft bulkhead wasflat and pierced by a
passageway some ten metersin diameter. At the moment, the passageway was sedled by a series of
airtight doors— doors that could be opened to alow accessto the blastship's interior spaces and aft
hangar bays. Had it been empty, the bay's twenty thousand cubic meters of enclosed space would have
been daunting. Asit was, there was barely sufficient room for Moliere on the crowded cylindrical deck.

Drake scanned the dozen or so auxiliary craft housed in the bay. Directly overhead were four smal,
armed scouts of atype similar to those carried aboardDiscovery . These were vacuum craft, as shown
by their complete lack of aerodynamic symmetry. Beside them were two large winged lifting body
shapes, landing boats designed to transport men and materid to and from the surface of aterrestria
world. Beyond Moaliere 'swingtip, severd smal two- and four-man orbital workboats lay strapped to
the deck. Beside them, a series of empty cradles showed where other craft were normally stowed.
Whether they were out working with the fleet or had merely been moved to make way for the Altan
landing boat, Drake had no way of knowing. Impressed by the number and variety of the Sandarian
equipment, Drake turned his attention to the Sandarians themselves.

A reception committee congsting of adouble row of nava officersand asingle civilian dignitary stood at
thefoot of the embarkation stairs. Drake recognized Admiral Gower in the front rank. Two places
beyond the admira was ayoung man in the uniform of an ensign. Drake had met Philip Walkirk during
hisvisit to Sandar two years earlier. Even had he not recognized the crown prince, however, his
inclusion in the front rank of such adistinguished gathering would have been dl the clue needed. Behind
the high-ranking officers was a second rank of middle grade officers. Opposite the welcoming party
stood arank of Sandarian Royd Marines. Their crimson uniforms, mirrored helmets, and matching boots
were resplendent under the glow of the polyarcs. Each Marine sood rigidly at attention with an
electromagnetic rifle thrust out before him.

Drake moved to the ladder and carefully descended to the deck. He walked the two pacesto where
Admira Gower stood, snapped to attention, and saluted.

"Heet Captain Richard Arthur Drake, Altan Space Navy, reporting for duty, Sir!"
Gower returned his salute with millimetric precison, and then held out hishand to Drake.

"I have been looking forward to mesting the hero of the Battle of Sandar in theflesh, Fleet Captain,”
Gower said. "My king asked meto express his undying gratitude for what you did in stopping the Ryall
attack on our world."

"A lot of people were heroesthat day, Admiral," Drake responded. "The victory belonged to them,
especidly those who died during the defense.”

Gower nodded. "We are well aware of the sacrifices which Altamade on our behalf. | can assure you
that al of your casudties have had their namesinscribed in our roll of honored dead.”

Drake smiled. "With your permission, sir, | will have an announcement to that effect posted in every
Altan ship."

"Permission granted,” headmira replied. "But enough talk of the past. The time has come when we
must carry out our own obligations. Are your people ready to tackle the nebula?'



"Ready and eager, Sir. 'Y ou have but to give the order.”

"I will do so, but not until | am sure that our two fleets can work properly together. To that end, we
begin atwo-week-long fleet exercise tomorrow at 08:00."

"WEéll beready, ar."

"In the meantime, | have scheduled a small banquet for our respective staffs. I'm afraid the food isn't very
fancy, but the cuisine's shortcomings should be more than made up by the comradeship.”

"I'm sure the food will befing, Admird."

Gower turned to the officer beside him. "Fleet Captain Drake, | have the honor to present Senior
Commander Vaor Rossmore, First Knight of Rossmore, and my Chief of Staff.”

"Commander.”
"Heet Captain.”

Taking Drake by the elbow, Gower guided him down the receiving line. "His Highness, Ensign Philip
Wakirk, Crown Prince of Sandar, Duke of Cragston, and Hereditary Game Warden of the Alsenan Life
Preserve”

"Y our Highness," Drake replied, inclining his head in aquick bow.
"At your service, dr," Ensgn Walkirk responded.

"Count Victor Husanic, senior member of the Council of Royd Advisors, and hismgjesty's persona
representative on this expedition.”

Count Husanic was atall, white haired man with aheavily lined face, and a stooped posture. Drake
estimated that the count's age was at |east sixty standard years, and was frankly surprised that the
Sandarians would risk such aman to the stresses which warships are sometimes forced to endure. He
nodded in the nobleman's direction. "Count Husanic."

"Heet Captain Drake," Husanic replied. "I too want to express my gppreciation for what you did during
the Battle of Sandar. Y ou took a considerablerisk for the sake of my world, arisk that you could easily
have avoided.”

"It seemed that we had no other choice a thetime, Sir." There was aquiet throat clearing noise from
Admiral Gower. Draketurned to look at him. The admird said softly, "Count Husanic's son was with
Commodore Bardak's blocking force, Captain.”

"Oh?' Drake asked. "What ship?'
"Warwind, second wave," Husanic replied.

Drake blinked as understanding overtook him. Theforce that had gone out to stop the invading Ryall
fleet had been divided into three attack waves. Thefirst and third waves had taken heavy casudties
during the battle. The second had been wiped out to the last ship.

"My condolences on your loss," Drake said softly.

Husanic nodded his head gravely. "Thank you for your sentiment, Captain. | am afraid that the past
century has visited far too many such losses on Sandar. Perhapsthis expedition will change that.”



"l hope so, ar."
"Now then, Captain Drake," Admird Gower said, "1 think it time that we met your people.”
#

Introducing hisfdlow Altansto the Sandarians took another ten minutes. After Bethany Lindquist and
Stan Barrett had been presented to the admiral, crown prince, and Count Husanic, the introductions
became something of aritud. Aseach Altan officer descended the ladder from the landing boat, his
Sandarian counterpart was called forward to meet him. The two would then exchange afew courtesies
before the admiral suggested that the Sandarian officer guide his guest around the blastship. Each pair or
quartet would then move through the pressure tight door in the aft bulkhead and the process would begin
anew. When the last of his people had been through the ritual, Drake discovered that his party had
dwindled to three: himsalf, Bethany, and Stan Barrett. Savefor therigid line of Royd Marines, the
number of Sandarians had also shrunk. Admiral Gower's party consisted of himsdlf, the crown prince,
and Count Husanic.

"| thought we six would take atour of the flag bridge, Captain,” Gower announced, "following which we
will adjourn to my flight cabin for afew drinks before dinner. His Mg esty was kind enough to stock
Royal Avenger with winefrom hisprivate cdlars. | think you will find it quite good."

"l am willing to entertain the two ambassadorsiif you and Captain Drake wish to review policy, Serge,”
Count Husanic offered.

"Therewill be plenty of timefor that later, Victor," theadmira replied. "Besides, you, MissLindquig,
and Mr. Barrett are the real power behind the throne on this expedition, are you not?"

"l sometimeswonder," the older man replied. "It ismy experience that you navy people would just as
soon we civilians kept our opinionsto ourselves.”

"Please, Victor, you are going to shock our guestswith such cynicism I'm sure that Captain Drakeisno
advocate of military supremecy.”

"No, sr. We Altans are brought up to believein the ancient tradition of civilian control of the military."

"Areyou now?" Husanic asked with ahaf-smile. ™Y ou might be surprised to learn just how recent a
development that traditionis.”

"Y ou spesk like an historian, Count Husanic,” Bethany said.
"Inasmdl way, Milady, | an."
"Soam[!"

"Redly?" the Sandarian representative said, his expression changing to one of tota pleasure. "What is
your specidty?'

"Earth higory, Sr."

"Excellent! That ismy own vice, dthough | must confessthat | have little enough timeto follow it these
days. Would you do an old man afavor and sit with me at the banquet tonight? It isn't very often that |
get achanceto speak of my hobby with aprofessond.”

"l would be honored, Sir."



Husanic offered hisarm to Bethany and led her through the airtight door into the blastship proper. The
four men followed them. Drake found himself paired with Admira Gower, while Stan Barrett walked
aong in company with the crown prince.

Asquickly asthey had entered the inhabited areas of the blastship, Richard Drake found something to
disquiet him. Quick glancesinto afew of the compartments that opened onto the passageway suggested
that Royal Avenger was an older ship than he had redlized. Everywhere he looked, there was evidence
of extensive and recent modifications, of equipment ripped out and other equipment ingtdled in its place.
The impression was that of a ship that had seen better days.

Not that Avenger was not clean insde. It was clean enough to eat off the decks, he noted. Every
surface seemed to have received arecent coat of paint, al the brightwork had been polished, and even
the ventilator air filters were free of tdlltale traces of dust. However, the equipment was old, and much of
it seemed out of place. In some places, the scars of welding torches were till visible under the fresh coat
of paint. Even the stedl decks bore the marks of years of use.

"How oldis Royal Avenger , Admira?" Drake asked asthey walked down along corridor broken
every ten meters or so by an airtight door.

"She was launched sixty-five stlandard years ago,” Gower replied. "For the past thirty years, Avenger
has been in orbital storage. We brought her out specificaly for this expedition. Don't worry, Captain.
Shelsald, but she can il fight.”

"Yes, dr," Drake responded, surprised at the dismay he felt upon having his suspicions confirmed. After
al, hisown ship had a proud history going back nearly 150 years. Who was heto criticize avess
constructed any time during the past century? Still, it worried him that the Sandarians were so strapped
for shipsthat they had been forced to resurrect thisrelic.

Avenger 's combat control center was one compartment that showed no sign of age. Every piece of
equipment in it appeared to be brand new. Most were more modern than anything Alta possessed, a
visble reminder of the technological obsolescence Alta had suffered during the Long Isolation. Drake
gazed down upon the rows of workstations from the admira's glass enclosed flag bridge and watched the
activities of the console operatorswith interest. Ashedid so, he listened with haf an ear to Admira
Gower's explanation to Bethany and Stan Barrett.

"... The console operators monitor every aspect of a space battle. The consolesthemsalves are run by
sx large computers. They take sensor readings and convert them into meaningful data, operate on that
data, and come up with short-term predictions of an enemy's probable strategy. These predictions are
passed on to my battle staff, which assmilates the dataand advisesmein red time. | follow the course
of the battle here..." He pointed to a holocube that measured two metersto aside. "And order
correctionsin strategy as| fed they are needed.

"By theway, Drake, | will want six of your best officersto begin training for positions on my battle staff.”
"I'll go over my rosters and have the namesto you by thistime tomorrow,” Drake replied.

"Excelent!" Gower responded. "1 will, of course, provide you with sx of my own officersto take their
places.

"Admird," Stan Barrett said.

"Yes, Mr. Barrett?'



"Y ou sound as though you expect the Ryl to attack us sometime during the course of this expedition.”
"No, Mr. Barrett, | do not. However, | propose to be ready for such an attack should one come.”
"But surely welll be safe once wereinside the nebula.”

"Why do you say that?"

"It standsto reason,"” the Altan ambassador replied. "It'sonly by the wildest stroke of luck that we
discovered that the nebulais navigable. Unlessthe Ryall have had their own version of theConqueror
incident, they should have no reason to question the possibility.”

"Have you ever considered that they may have seen Congueror jump into the nebulain thefirst place?”
"Then they will think it destroyed.”

"What if some Ryal ship captain or astrogator was sufficiently intrigued that he ran afew smple
caculaionsto see what happensto aship that divesinto the nebula?’

"Why," Barrett replied, "l suppose he might realize that an improved antirad field would alow aship to
urviveingdethe nebula”

"Inwhich case" Gower answered, "well be ready for them.”
#

The welcoming banquet was held in the officer's mess on the outermost deck of the ship. Royal Avenger
'srate of spin was such that spin gravity at the outer hull was 0.95 standard —the precise value for
Sandar's surface gravitation. Like al the inhabited spaces aboard the cylindrica ship, the mess
compartment was designed for frequent conversion from the out-is-down orientation of spin gravity to
the aft-is-down of powered flight. Two long metal tableswere bolted to the curved deck and arranged
pardld to one another. Fittings on the aft bulkhead showed where they were bolted down when the ship
transitioned to powered boost.

Admira Gower and his party arrived at the officer's mess two minutes before 20:00 hours. They found
the compartment areedy filled with Altan and Sandarian officers, many of who were engaged in animated
conversation with one another. A few of the Sandarian officers were women. Without exception, these
were the center of the largest groupings. Drake caught bits of talk as he moved to his position at the
center of the head table, and was pleased at how well the two groups seemed to be getting long. The
buzz of conversation subsided. The assembled officers sorted themsalves out and found their assigned
sedts at the two messtables. Asthey did so, white-coated Roya Marine stewards moved among them
filling wineglasses and placing appetizers on the white linen tablecloths. After afew minutes, Admira
Gower rose a his seat and gently tapped awineglass with a spoon.

"May | haveyour attention please?' The compartment became ingtantly silent as Gower scanned his
listeners faces. After afew seconds, he nodded in satisfaction, and continued: "L adies and gentlemen.
For those of you who are Altan, | say welcome. | hope that you have seen something of the flagship
since your arrival, and that you will see more before you return to your own ships. If you have questions,
please do not hesitate to ask them. That isthe only way you will learn about us.

"Now then, agenerad comment. Each one of you isto be complimented. Y ou have earned your place
on therolls of this expedition by being the best our respective peoples and worlds have to offer. You
must be the best, because we have a Herculean task before us. That task comesin many parts and will
require the ungtinting efforts of dl of us.



"Qur first duty will beto weld our separate fleetsinto asinglefleet. Thisshould not be difficult. After dl,
both our peoples are descended from good New Providential stock. We share acommon bloodline,
history, and tradition. We share something dseaswell. We are fighting the same implacable enemy.
Shared danger has dways proven a powerful cement and | expect no difference thistime.

"However, it would be foolish for usto close our eyesto the fact that our two peoples have grown apart
this past century. We Sandarians are war hardened roydists and you Altanswill probably find ustoo
authoritarian, calous, and cynica for your tastes. If you wish to understand the key to our personalities,
you must remember that no Sandarian now alive has ever known anything but bettle. You Altansare
parliamentary democrats who have never known warfare of any kind. Itislikely that wewill find you
lacking in certain things we consider to be military virtues.

"That there will befriction between usisinevitable. When it happens, | ask that each of you to givethe
other the benefit of the doubt. Remember that our only safety liesin working well with one another.”
Gower paused to let hismessage sink in. "Now, | believe your vice-commander has something to say to
you."

Drake stood and spoke of Earth and of the vast fleetsthe Interstellar Council would send to aid the two
colonies once contact was reestablished. He spoke of clearing the Aezer system once and for al of Ryall
ships, and of driving them forever from human space. He concluded by saying, "To those of usinthis
compartment hasfallen the task of reuniting the human race. Let usnot fail in our duty.”

Admira Gower lifted hiswineglass and signaed for the othersin the messto do the same. "Ladiesand
gentlemen, | give you HisMgesty, the king, and His Honor, the prime minister. May God grant them
wisdom, long life, and victory!"

When thefirst toast had been completed, Drake raised hisown glassand said, "To Earth!" The
compartment quickly reverberated as two dozen voices echoed his sentiment.

#

CHAPTER 8

Twenty-two starships floated motionlessin the infinite vacuum of deep space, their hullsilluminated by the
subdued yellow of ashrunken Napier and the soft blue-white of the Antaresnebula. The interplay of
light and shadow acrossthe ships hulls crested an effect rarely seen outside asurredigtic painting. 1t was
an effect largely wasted on the three thousand spacers, scientists, and politicians who manned the ships.
To the naked eye, it appeared as though each ship floated aonein auniverse populated only by the far
gars. Even Royal Avenger , the largest ship in the fleet, wastoo far from its nearest neighborsto be
visgble. However, theimpression of isolation was mideading. Onboard each vessal were sensing devices
far more acute than the human eye. To those who continualy monitored screens displaying the output
from such devices, the true Size and disposition of the Helldiver fleet was readily apparent.

The screens showed twenty-two bright golden sparks arrayed in avast globe around the pale, inditinct
ellipsethat defined the Napier-Antares foldpoint. Sometimes there was movement on the status displays
asauxiliary craft transported personnel, spare parts, and supplies from one starship to another. At much
greater intervalss, pairs of starships could be seen to break formation, enter the foldpoint itsalf, and
disappear into hard vacuum. It was not unusua for various darmsto sound afew minutes after starship
pairs jumped from the Napier-Antares foldpoint into the heart of the nebula. Such darmswere triggered



by the return of other shipsfromthenebula. Returning shipsinvariably glowed al over with the
blue-white intensity of an electric spark. These glowsfaded rapidly as anti-radiation fields reradiated
absorbed energy to surrounding space; but while they lasted, they made the returning ships conspicuous
objects indeed.

It had been three months since the Altan and Sandarian fleets had joined forces. One of those months
had been devoted to fleet exercises ranging from battle maneuvers to abandon ship drills. Inthe process
of integrating the two fleetsinto one, Richard Drake had learned that Admiral Gower was an officer who
drove himsdf and his subordinates to their utmost limits. Even though ahard taskmaster, the admira
somehow managed to avoid the role of martinet while building esprit-de-corps throughout the fleet. It
was adisplay of professionalism Drake found reason to study with interest.

After amonth of sustained effort, the admira grudgingly conceded that the fleet was sufficiently integrated
that they could get on with their mission. Before giving the order to space for the Napier-Antares
foldpoint, however, Gower had onefina innovation to implement. He ordered each Altan ship to
exchange one officer with a Sandarian counterpart. The purpose of the order was to continue the
process of breaking down the barriers erected by acentury of isolation. It wasaplan Drake heartily
agreed with—that is, until the moment when he discovered the identity of the Sandarian the admira had
assgned to Discovery .

"Y our exchange officer isto be Ensgn Philip Walkirk, Captain." Gower had deadpanned from Drake's
screen afew days before the fleet was due to move out for the foldpoint.

"The crown prince, Sr? You must bejoking!"

"I never joke about orders, Captain. Have you some persond animosity toward this officer? Am | to
assume that you do not wish him to serve under you?'

"Y ou know damned well what my objection s, dr," Drake had replied. "I can't take the respongbility.
Damnit, he'sthe heir to the Sandarian throne! What if he were injured or killed while serving aboard an
Altan nava vessd?'

"Heis as safe aboard Discovery as Royal Avenger , Captain.”
"But if anything should happen to him, it could rupture Altan-Sandarian relations for decades!”

"I don't think you know us very well," the admiral had replied. "We are awarrior people. Our kingisa
warrior king. Every Sandarian parent knows that one day his or her children will be called upon to
serve. John-Philip Walkirk is no different in that respect from any other Sandarian. Were he to attempt
to shield his own offspring from danger while asking the rest of usto risk our children, he would not
remain our monarch for very long. No, the crown prince must take his chances like everyone dse.”

"Wl then what of the disruption to routine? Most of my people are uncomfortable around royalty.
They don't know how to act, and won't take kindly to bowing and scraping.”

"You areto treat Ensign Walkirk exactly asyou would any other officer of comparablerank. Infact,
sinceyou are not his subjects, there is no need for you to address him as'Y our Royal Highness."

"I sill don't likeit," Drake said in onefind attempt to get the order revoked. "Whose brilliant ideawas
this, anyway?"

"HisHighness madetheinitial suggestion,” Gower replied. "After somethought, | agreed with him. It will
be valuable experience for afuture king of Sandar to live and work among people other than his own.



Any further objections, Captain Drake?""

"No, ar." Fifteen yearsin the military had taught Drake the futility of arguing when asuperior had hismind
set on something. "WEell welcome him with open arms.”

"Excedllent, Captain. HisHighnesswill be pleased!”

Ensign Walkirk had come aboard later that samewatch. If he had any knowledge of Drake's
conversation with Admiral Gower, he showed no sign of it. The same boat that ddlivered Philip Walkirk
had taken Stan Barrett and Calvan Cooper back to the flagship where they could coordinate more
closdly with their Sandarian counterparts.

Two days later, the fleet had departed New Providence for the Napier-Antares foldpoint.
#

It had taken three weeks at an acceleration of one half gravity for the Helldiver fleet to crossthe Napier
system to where the Napier-Antares foldpoint lay high in the southern sky. For aweek after their arrivd,
the scientists onboardCity of Alexandria had painstakingly charted the portal’s Structure and location.
Oncethat task was completed, it was timeto test the new anti-radiation fields under reditic conditions.
To do that, a ship would have to enter the maelstrom of the nebula.

Ever since leaving New Providence, various starship captains had waged afriendly battle over the
guestion of who would be first into the nebula. Admira Gower had put an end to the contest by
choosing HisMgesty's Armed Destroyer Scimitar . Virtudly everyonein the fleet found areason to be
infront of aviewscreen asthe destroyer broke formation and made for the foldpoint'sinterior. After
maneuvering his ship to the center of the foldpoint and killing al forward velocity, Scimitar 's captain
took afew minutesto double check his systems before switching on his ship's anti-radiation field.
Moments after the ship's hull turned totaly reflective, the destroyer dipped into the heart of the cosmic
catastrophe that dominated Napier's northern sky.

There had followed haf an hour of rising tenson in the ships of the Helldiver fleet as chronometers dowly
ticked off the passing minutes. That tension reached its peak as the gppointed timefor Scimitar 's
reappearance approached. The act of breathing virtually stopped throughout the fleet as the countdown
clocks reached 00:00:00, then resumed in a collective Sigh of relief asthe destroyer once again appeared
on the fleet's screens. Scimitar 's captain lost no time in reporting that the anti-radiation field had worked
perfectly. If anything, conditionsinsde the nebulawere less stressful than the engineers predicted they
would be.

The next shipsto enter the nebula had been Mace and Victory . To these two had fallen the task of
mapping the Antares end of thefoldlinelink. It wasatask that isnot particularly easy under the best of
conditions, and conditionsing de the nebulawere among the worst imaginable. The nebulawasfilled with
electrogtatic repulsions, powerful pulses of radio energy, strong and shifting magnetic fields. Compared
to these background conditions, the subtle variationsin gravitationa congtant by which foldpointsare
normally detected are nearly imperceptible.

When first presented with the problem of mapping foldspace in the midst of so much cosmic fury, the
Altan and Sandarian scientific communities had despaired of ever finding asolution. Only thefact that a
badly damaged Conqueror had somehow managed to find its way through the nebula kept them
looking. Eventuadly they hit upon apromising gpproach and constructed more than fifty thousand
specidly designed instrumented probes. The only problem was that there had been no opportunity to
test the probesin the [aboratory. Thefirst they would know whether the design was successful would be
whenVictory tried to measure the curvature of space around the Antares-Napier foldpoint.



Over aperiod of ten days, the two ships had quartered and re-quartered the volume of space around
their emergence point. Slowly the scientists onboard the Sandarian cruiser had filtered out the worst of
the noise, computer enhanced whatever sgna remained, and then subjected the resulting datato a
battery of sophisticated agorithms designed to extract the essentid gravitationd datafrom aseaof white
noise. Tother great reief, they found that when dl the signd processing was complete, asmdl nugget of
information remained. They used each bit of hard won data to construct athree dimensional map of the
local structure of foldspace. By the fifth day, the clumping of isogravity linesthat denotes afoldpoint
became obvious. By the tenth day, the scientists had collected sufficient datato be able to define with
confidence the foldpoint's boundaries. Victory 's captain used that information to post navigationa
beacons around the foldpoint. His mission accomplished, he ordered his small task force back to the
Napier system.

The next shipsto enter the nebulawere Dagger and Terra . With them had gone virtudly the
expedition's entire complement of foldspace astronomers and multidimensiona physicists. This second
task force's misson was similar to that of Victory and Mace , but with asignificant difference. Where
the previous entrants had stayed close by the Antares-Napier exit point, Dagger and Terra had orders
to penetrate deeply into the nebula. Their goa wasto obtain gravitationa datafrom aswide an areaas
possible. By doing so, the scientists hoped to gain insght into the location of other foldpointswithin the
nebula

#

Richard Drake sat in his command chair on Discovery ‘s bridge and glanced at the chronometer in front
of him. "They'relae”

"Only by afew minutes" Bethany replied from the observer's seet beside him. "And they werefine
when Mace contacted them last week."

Drake nodded. Helldiver mission rules caled for the number of shipsinsde the nebulato be minimized
during theinitia foldspace survey. Later, when the hazards to be found within the nebula were better
understood, the entire fleet would enter. In order to maintain contact with the two cruisers, the three
Sandarian destroyers had been assigned the job of periodically entering the nebulaand establishing a
communicationslink. Contact wasvialaser beam since dl other forms of long-range communications
were effectively jammed. Once contact was complete, the destroyer would jump back to Napier and
relay the two cruisers reportsto Admira Gower.

Suddenly, darms began to ring dl over the bridge.

"Bregkout!" one of the sensor techniciansin Discovery 's combat control center called out over the
command circuit. "We have breakout on two targets. Thefirst bears 73 mark 165, range 80,000
kilometers. Target Two bears 65 mark 155, range 55,000."

"ldentification?' Drake asked.
"They're ours, Captain,” thetechnician replied. "At least, they're blipping today's transponder codes.™

"Mr. Hayden! Please make asigna to Captain Marston onboard Dagger . Tdl him 'Welcome Home!'
and ask himto report at his convenience.”

"Ayeaye, Sr."

Thirty seconds later, Drake's screen lit to reveal BdlaMarston's chunky features. Dagger 's captain
broke into abroad grin as soon as he caught sight of Drake.



"The nebula mapping expedition hasreturned, Sir. Request permission to rgjoin the fleet.”
"Permission granted, Captain,” Drake replied formaly. "Have you anything to report?"

"Yes, gr," Marston replied. "Pursuant to orders, my ship and the Sandarian Battle Cruiser Terra entered
the Antares nebula. We mapped the gravitational constant over as wide avolume of space aswe were
ableto reach while remaining within the time constraints al otted to our misson. We aso observed the
gructure of the nebulaand the Antares pulsar.”

"Were you able to ascertain the overdl pattern of foldspace within the nebula, then?' Drake asked.

"Yes, dr," Marston responded, grinning. Also, Sir, | believe we may have discovered a second
foldpoint!"

#

Bethany Lindquist stretched deepily and rolled over in bed. Asshedid so, her head came in contact
with something sharp. Swearing under her bregth, she came fully awake to discover hersdlf in astrange
bunk. It took afew momentsto remember where she was and how she had gotten there.

Following the return of Dagger and Terra from their survey expedition, rumors had gone through the
fleet like aflash firein an amosphere of pure oxygen. Most had at their core the facts of Captain
Marston's officid report, namely that the surveyors had found a second foldpoint insde the nebula. The
interesting thing had been that so many variations on the same theme could be developed so quickly.
Some had the foldpoint winking out of existence even asthe scientists had confirmed its existence.
Otherswere sure that Earth itself lay just beyond and that the expedition commanders were having
second thoughts about ordering that contact be made.

The discovery sparked an officid reaction aswell. Admira Gower had ordered al dataregarding the
new discovery refined immediately. He had scheduled afull-scale review for next week. Upon hearing
of the deadline, the scientists objected. The astronomersin particular had been especidly caudtic in their
comments. They pointed out that the volume of datawas such that it would take yearsto andyzeit dll.
Furthermore, they argued, there were only a handful of specialists along who had the necessary skill and
that they had to deep sometime. Considering the available resources, the chief astronomer had
explained, even the most preliminary of reports would take a hard month of effort.

The admira had not been sympathetic. He had informed Dr. Grayson, the expedition's senior Sandarian
scientist, that the king would hear of it if he wasn't ready with areport in seven days. Asfor the plea of
insufficient resources, Gower agreed to temporarily provide the astronomy section with every expedition
member skilled in the computer correlation techniques. Because of her background as an historian—a
profession that was dmogt totaly amatter of computer correlation — Bethany found hersdlf temporarily
transferred toCity of Alexandria .

"Good morning,” Bethany's roommate said from acrossthetiny cabin. Sara Crofton was awoman of
about thirty standard years, an expert in nova phenomena, and one of the two dozen Altan women along
on the expedition. She had been the only woman with a private cabin when Bethany came onboard, and
had been gracious about doubling up for the duration.

"Morning," Bethany replied, still rubbing her head where she had hit it on the corner of her bunk. "Ready
for the big conference today?'

"If you mean 'did | get enough deep last night?, theanswer isno! I'll be glad when these twenty hour
daysareover!”



"Me, too," Bethany replied, swinging her legs over the edge of her bunk and putting them on the carpeted
deck. The past six days had been ablur of activity asthe scientists worked overtime to squeeze dl they
could from the data before the admiral's deadline. Nor wasthe effort isolated to the multidimensional
physicists and foldspace astronomers. Other astronomers concentrated on learning al they could about
the nebula.

Bethany washed her face in the cabin's basin while Sara busied hersdf in the tiny head adjoining the
cabin. They then traded places (there being insufficient room for both women to dress smultaneoudy).
When Bethany returned, she found her roommate making both bunks.

"You don't haveto do that," shesaid. "I can make my own."

The red haired astronomer glanced up with asmile. "I don't mind. Y ou get dressed and welll go down
to breakfast.”

"Thanksthen. I'll do the same for you tomorrow.” Bethany dipped into a clean shipsuit, combed her
hair, put on aminimum of makeup, then reached into her overnight bag and brought out atiny bottle of
perfume. Opening it, she dabbed a drop behind each ear.

Sararaised her eyebrowsin an unspoken question. In the week they had shared acabin, it wasthe first
time she had seen Bethany wear perfume.

Glancing up, Bethany saw her roommate's quizzicd expressoninthemirror. Shesmiled. "Richard will
be at the conference today. | want to look and smell my best for him."

CHAPTER 9

The scientific conference was held in what had once been City of Alexandria 'smain balroom.
Situated on the outermost deck, the compartment was large enough for the surface underfoot to show a
perceptible curve. Tableswere arrayed around three sides of arectangle, with the open side occupied
by adais, lectern, and holoscreen.

Bethany arrived early to help set up the conference. Thefirst attendees began streaming in fifteen minutes
before the scheduled starting time and the compartment quickly filled with people. When Bethany findly
sought her own place at the table, she found Stan Barrett and Calvan Cooper seated to her right, Count
Husanic and Philip Walkirk to her |€ft.

"Good afternoon, Miss Lindquist,” Husanic said as he leaned forward to kiss her hand. "I'm told that you
had agrest dedl to do with what we will be hearing today."

"I merely did the drudge work so the redl brains could devote their timeto thinking." Bethany was cut off
by the sudden sound of chairs scraping across the deck. Sheturned to see Admiral Gower enter the
compartment with Richard Drakein tow. She hurriedly climbed to her feet, asdid those around her.
Drakefollowed the admira to the center of the table directly opposite the holoscreen. Ashedid so, his
gaze swept the compartment until he found Bethany. She answered hiswink with abeaming smile.

"Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” Admiral Gower said after waiting afew seconds for everyoneto
return to their seats. "These past Six weeks have been abusy timefor al of us. | thought it timewe
reviewed what we have learned since our shipsfirg entered the nebula. Sincethisis primarily ascientific
mesting, | will turn it over to Dr. Fel Grayson, Senior Scientist.”



Grayson, atdl, bony Sandarian, moved to stand behind the lectern. "L adies and gentlemen, what you
will hear today are preliminary findings. Wewill undoubtedly modify our views of thingsaswelearn
more. Therefore, | urge you to read the weekly reports that we put on the fleet database. 1t is especidly
important for those of you in command positionsto keep current with the latest scientific thinking since
you will be making decisions based on that thinking. With those words of introduction, | will now cdl on
Sara Crofton, Professor of Astronomy, Homeport University. Professor Crofton will discussthe findings
of the gellar astronomy team."”

Sara Crofton mounted the dais with a sheaf of notesin one hand and a screen control in the other. She
moved to take Dr. Grayson's place at the lectern and spent afew seconds arranging her notes before
launching into her statement. "L adies, gentlemen, colleagues. It wasthetask of the stellar astronomy
team to Sudy the Antaresnebula. In this, we had adistinct advantage over our multidimensiona
brethren. The object of our interest is clearly visible out any viewport. 1t wasn't necessary that we dive
into the nebulato study its structure.”

The lights dimmed and the holoscreen lit to show an old style 2-D color photograph. The
photograph showed two closaly linked stars surrounded by anirregular shell of faintly glowing gas. The
brighter of the stars glared red-orange, while its smaller companion's color was greenish-white. Sara
Crofton continued her discussion. "Thisisaview of Antarestaken by the Pdlomar Observatory on Earth
late in the twentieth century. At that time, Antares was an MO red-orange supergiant with amass sixteen
timesthat of Sol and adiameter 400 timesasgreat. The star wasdightly variable, and like al M-class
gars, richin heavy metds, particularly titanium. The other star in the photograph is Antares much less
massive A3 companion.”

She manipulated the screen control and the scene changed. The center of the screen was dominated by
asngle point of violet-white light so bright that it washed out every other sar inthe picture. "Thisis
Antares asit looked in the first minutes following the arrival of the nova shockwave in the Hellsgate
system. The view was taken by one of the last ships out of the system in 2027, and comes to us courtesy
of the Royd Sandarian Archives."

Again, the sceneflickered. A great bubble-like cloud replaced the exploding star. At the center of the
cloud, asingle gtarlike object burned with the light of an eectric spark. "This, of course, isAntaresaswe
seeit today. One hundred twenty seven years after theinitia explosion, the nova cloud has expanded to
adiameter of six light-years, with aconcomitant degree of dilution and cooling. Even so, conditions
ingde remain very hazardous for arships.”

The view changed again, thistime showing aclose-up of the nebulas central star. "What you are
looking a now isthe remnant at the center of the nebula. When Antares went supernova, virtudly the
whole stellar atmosphere was blown away into space, leaving the central core exposed. The pressures
exerted by that explosion were sufficient to collgpse Antares innermost layers. The result was aneutron
star deep insde the body of the post-novastar. Since angular momentum was conserved during the
collapse, the neutron star rotates at a speed of 600 revolutions per second. It isthisrotation that powers
everything in the nebula, and which represents the greatest danger to our ships.

"When Antares core collgpsed into the highly dense neutron star, the star's magnetic field collgpsed with
it. Thefieldisnow severd billion times more concentrated than it was. Moreimportantly, it rotatesin
synch with the neutron star. Thus, the rotating magnetic field has the effect of turning Antaresinto agiant
particle accelerator. Asthefield rotates, it whipsthe ectrically charged plasmainto motion, accelerating
it until individua ions are moving a nearly the speed of light. Thiswhite-hot plasmagives off ahdlishly
strong spectrum of emissons— everything from synchrotron radiation, to hard and soft X-rays, to gamma
rays, to high-speed charged particles. If thisweren't bad enough, these energetic radiations encounter



gas particles as they move through the nebula, producing al manner of secondary radiation phenomena.”

Sara Crofton manipulated the screen control once more. A schematic diagram of the Antares nebula
flashed on the screen. The diagram divided the nebulainto a series of concentric layers. Each layer was
labeled with a hazard factor.

"You will find thisdiagram in your handouts. What it shows isthe degree of risk you face at any point
within the nebula. Obvioudy, the closer one approaches the central star, the worse things get. Nothing
mysterious about that. It issmply the inverse square law working against us. Asindicated by the
diagram, any ship that approaches within 400 million kilometers of the neutron star isvery likely to suffer
an overloaded anti-radiation field. Therisk istolerable for short periods between 400 million and 800
million kilometers. Beyond 800 million, your antirad fields should be able to withstand the flux
indefinitey.

"I will leaveit to Academician Loren St. Cyr, the next speaker, to relate these danger zones to foldpoint
positionswithin the nebula”

#

Loren St. Cyr wasthe Sandarian multidimensional astronomer who headed the fol dspace mapping

effort. S. Cyr wasapudgy man in hislate forties whose deeply lined face and shock of white hair made
him appear older. Professor St. Cyr stepped to the podium, glanced at the screen of a pocket
computer/notebook, and began to speak in the tones of one who wrongly believes himsdf a gifted orator.

"Foldlines!" he began thunderoudy, "Virtualy everything depends on foldlines. Y et, how many people
truly understand what afoldlineis, or how such athing could possibly have been affected by the Antares
supernova? Since much of what | have to say depends upon such understanding; | will begin with a
digresson.”

The diagram of the Antares nebulaleft over from Sara Crofton's presentation disappeared from the
screen. What appeared in its place was an abstract figure composed of thousands of separate line
segments arrayed in adouble spird pattern. "Astronomers have long known that amassive black hole
occupies the center of our gdaxy, and that billions upon billions of foldlines emanatefromit. These
foldlines siweep outward along the spird armsin acomplex, interwoven pattern. Whenever afoldline
encountersadar, it isfocused by that star's mass much asalensfocusesaray of light. If thefocusis
sharp enough, awesk spot, or foldpoint, developsin the fabric of the space-time continuum.

"It has long been known that the larger astar, the morelikely it isto attract afoldline and thereby form a
foldpoint. Since pre-nova Antareswas one of the largest starsin human space, the early explorers were
not surprised to discover that it possessed six foldpoints, the largest number yet discovered inasingle
sysdem.”

The diagram changed to show a stylized view of the Antares system before 2512. At the center of the
screen were the red-giant Antares and its green-dwarf companion, Antares twelve planets, and the
gold-yellow symbols showing the star's foldpoints.

"Obvioudy, agtar's size and mass are exceedingly important in determining the number and distribution of
foldpoints within asystem. AsProfessor Crofton noted during her talk, Antares origind masswas 16
solar masses. However, its diameter —some 400 times that of Sol — gave the star avery low overal
dengity. Actualy, pre-nova Antares possessed two distinct regions within the boundaries of its
photosphere. A highly dense stellar core dominated the star's interior, while the outer region wasa
reaively diffuse stdlar aamosphere. Thisdua dengty resulted in two different classes of foldpoints being
formed within the pre-nova Antares system.



"Note that there are four foldpoints which are quite distant from the system primary. These four —leading
to Napier, Grundlestar, Faraway, and Saracen — range from 8 to 12 billion kilometers distant from
Antares. These 'long focus foldpoints then are the result of focusing by the star's atmosphere. Two
other foldpoints—leading to the Goddard and Braxton systems— are 'short focus foldpoints, and the
result of focusing by the star's core. These two were 900 million and 1.8 billion kilometers distant,

respectively.”

Professor St. Cyr manipulated the screen control to replace the schemeatic diagram with one smilar to
that used by Sara Crofton. "Obvioudy, Antares physical properties underwent drastic change when the
star went supernova. What was once the star's atmosphere is now agas cloud six light-years across.
Even though the massis till there, the density isnow far too low to focusfoldlines. What thismeansis
that those four outer foldpoints cannot possibly be where they werein pre-novatimes. Smilarly, the
collapse of Antares core into a hidden neutron star has changed the focusing powers of the core, and
therefore, changed the location of the 'short focus foldpoints. Understand that the foldlines are il
there, but their positions have changed in ways we cannot yet predict.

"We do know that one of the 'long focus foldpoints has survived, however. That isthe Antares-Napier
foldpoint through which our ships are able to enter the nebula. Antares-Napier isnow 300 million
kilometers digtant from its pre-novaposition. Presumably, the other foldpoints have shifted like amounts
from their former locations.

"It wasthis sort of datathat we set out to obtain when we began our surveysinsdethe nebula. Itisabig
gar systern and one in which conditions make it difficult to obtain the data we need to isolate foldpoint
positions. Indeed, we could spend our lives crisscrossing the nebulawithout ever finding another
foldpoint. However, the gods appear to have smiled on us. During its sweep across the system, Dagger
detected the clumping of isogravity linesthat mark the location of a second foldpoint within the nebula.”

Professor St. Cyr pointed to the second of two foldpoint symbols on the screen. "The new foldpoint is
roughly here, some 800 million kilometers from Antares, and amere 200 million distant from the
Antares-Napier foldpoint. We haven't enough information to isolate it precisdly, of course, but we do
know that it exists. Nor isthere sufficient correlation between the position of this new foldpoint and that
of any pre-nova portal for usto make a positive determination asto where it might lead. Nevertheless, it
is afoldpoint, and as such, well worth exploring!"

Following S. Cyr's presentation, the meeting quickly devolved into discussions asto how best to exploit
the new discovery. The arguments continued until Gower ordered ahalt to the proceedingsto give
everyone an opportunity to think about what they had learned.

#

The conference reconvened the next morning without the presence of the fleet commander or
vice-commander. Rather than listen to the endless hairsplitting that is the essence of scientific discourse,
Drake and Gower met to review fleet operations. After discussing recent expeditionsinside the nebula,
the admiral changed the subject to the overall level of fleet preparedness.

"It's been six weeks since our last generd inspection, Drake. Timewe found out who has|et their guard
down, don't you think?"

"My reportsindicate that things are dill rdlatively shipshape, Admird."

"Reports can be wrong, Captain. I've seen it happen before on orbita duty. Any time the main engines
are not operating, the crews seem to think thereis no reason to be vigilant. No, | think we'd best have
some surprise ingpections.”



"I'll put out the order to dl commanding officersimmediatdy.”
"Don'torder it, Captain. Doit!"
llgrl?l

"I want you to handle the inspections yoursdf. The captainswill work that much harder if the fleet
vice-commander finds a problem they should have caught themsalves. In addition, you want to see how
they respond when you and your team show up unannounced. Don't give them any warning.”

"Il beginimmediady.”

"Good. Try to hit a least four combatants over the next seventy-two hours. That should be a sufficient
sampleto judge how the men are holding up. After that, word will be al over thefleet and your eement
of surprisewill be gone.”

"And when I've completed these ingpections, Admira?'
"Report to me aboard the flagship.”
"What about the conference recommendations regarding this new foldpoint, Sr?"

"They'll be arguing about that for days. We can't very well let our forcefal gpart while the scientists
contempl ate the whichness of what, now can we?'

"No, dr."

As ordered, Drake spent the next three days moving from ship to ship, conducting surprise ingpections
with the aid of six trusty subordinates. On the third day, he took alanding boat to Royal Avenger to
report the resultsto Gower.

"Welcome," the admira said. ™Y ou look haggard.”
"Nothing wrong with me that twelve hours deep wouldn't cure, Sir.”
"How did thingsgo?"

"Onthewhole, very wdl. Wehit Dagger ,Terra ,Victory ,Saskatoon , and Mace . Wefound afew
thingswrong, but no mgjor complaints. Y oull have my report in the morning.”

"Which ships are ready for operationsinsde the nebula?’
"All of them, gr."

Gower nodded. "Right. | have decided to send an expedition to check out this new foldpoint. Would
you care to lead the expedition?'

"Yes ar!"

"Thenthejob'syours. The battle staff has studied the problem and have a number of recommendations
concerning the composition of thetask force." Gower glanced down a acomputer printout lying on his
desk. "They suggest Discovery ,Terra , the three destroyers, and Saskatoon ."

"Theregimenta transport, Sir? | would rather have Alexandria . We'realot morelikely to need
scentigsthan Marines™”



"Youll have scientists aboard Discovery and Terra . Since we do not know what is on the other side of
that foldpoint, we don't know what you will need in the way of forces. Think of the Marinesasan
insurance policy.”

"What about tankers?'

"Y ou will betaking threeinto the nebulawith you. They will stay there. After topping off your ships,
they will act as communicationsrelays. Any other questions?”

"No, gr."
"Very wdl. You may begin your preparations. Good luck to you."
"Thank you, Sr."

CHAPTER 10

Richard Drake sat in hiscommand chair on Discovery 's bridge and gazed at theimage of the Antares
pulsar relayed from Discovery 'slargest telescope. 1n addition to having been magnified, the image was
electronically enhanced to show both the star's surface festures and the surrounding (and normally
invishle) corona. Every minute or so, adark tinged wave would pass across Antares face dmost too
quickly to see. Asit passed, the star would be wracked by aviolent exploson. Torrents of white-hot
plasmawould arch into the sky. Before they could properly form, the geysers were wrenched into great
glowing riversthat spiraed continuoudy away from the star's surface — mute testimony to the power of
the pulsar'srgpidly rotating magnetic field.

Drake lowered his gaze to an auxiliary screen where the same view was displayed at alesser
magnification. Onthe smaler screen, Antares corpse was atiny ball of scintillating fire surrounded by an
endless sea of fluorescent fog. Concurrent with each explosion, aseries of light rings would race avay
from the star like waves escaping a pebble tossed into apond. The most powerful of these traveling
waves of radiance would persist for long minutes, and climb nearly to the edge of the screen before
dissipating into the background glow of the nebula

"Captain,Phoenix reportsthat they have usin sight,” Discovery 'scommunicator said.

The comment brought Drake back to the business at hand. 1n the month sinceDiscovery had entered the
nebula, the cruiser'sfue stocks had reached the critical point. It wastimeto tackle the tricky task of
refueling in the radiation storm that was the nebulas interior, an operation that was fraught with danger for
both the shipsinvolved.

"All right, Communicator. Tell them that they are cleared for approach and tell the chief engineer that he
may begin taking the spin off the ship.”

"Ayeaye, Cgptain.”

Half aminute later, the voice of the chief engineer cut into the genera intercom circuit: " Attention, All
Hands! Make all preparations for refueling operations. Despinning beginsnow! Zero gravity in
five minutes. | repeat, the ship will bein zero gravity conditionsin five minutes. Secure all loose
equipment and personnel. Take all necessary precautions.”



As the announcement echoed around him, Richard Drake ordered the main viewscreen switched to one
of the hull camerasin position to view the cryogen tanker's approach. The seething Antares pulsar was
replaced by therosy glow of the surrounding nebula. Drake searched the fog for the tiny shape of the
cryogen tanker. He searched in vain for nearly aminute before his eye caught asingle white sparkle.

The sparkle grew, and quickly turned into atiny pearl that glowed with an internal whitelight. Silhouetted
asit was againgt the red hue of the nebula, the glow had an almost supernatura beauty toit. In redity, of
course, there was a much more prosaic explanation for the phenomenon.

Before their jJump from Napier to Antares, each starship captain had ordered his ship's antirad generators
activated. Instantly, the eight ships hulls had taken on amirror-like sheen. However, Napier isnot
Antares, and the fieldswere not perfect. A few billion kilometers from Napier, the quantity of energy
that leaked into the fiedld wasinggnificant. Intheraging sorm of the nebula, however, even afew tenths
percent leakage would quickly befatal. The engineerswho had designed the field had known this, and
had taken stepsto transform energy leakage into visible light, which was then radiated back into space.
The result was that each of the task force's starships glowed with white radiance.

Theimage of the tanker continued to grow until it filled the screen. Phoenix halted its approach when it
was afew hundred metersfrom Discovery . At nearly the same moment, the cruiser's rate of rotation
dowed to ahat. Therefollowed severd minutes of careful consultation before the tanker fired its attitude
jets and dowly moved to placeits bulk betweenDiscovery and the Antares pulsar. The purpose of the
maneuver was not to shield the cruiser, but rather to shield the refueling line that would soon stretch
between the two ships. Even at their current distance from the centra star, the energy flux was such that
the most heavily armored fud transgfer linewould met within minutes of leaving the protection of Phoenix
'sshidding.

As Drake watched, the tele-operated line suddenly appeared from out of the featureless pearl-white
surface of the tanker and made its way toward the battle cruiser. It quickly passed out of the hull
camerasfield of view and under therim of the cruiser's habitat ring. Thirty seconds later, the ship
echoed with the report that Phoenix was ready to begin the fud transfer.

"Tel Captain Stuart that he may begin when ready," Drake replied to the report. Helistened asthe
communicator passed on hisorder. Then, on the screen, the fud transfer line stiffened as deuterium
enriched liquid hydrogen began flowing into Discovery 'stanks.

#

Bethany Lindquist ate alate breskfast in the officer's mess on the morningDiscovery was scheduled for
refueling. She had dept late, having been up categorizing isogravity datafor the astronomy team well into
the late watch the previous evening. She had just finished half argafruit when the overhead speaker
blared out: " Attention, All Hands! Make all preparations for refueling operations..." Shesghed
and reached for the hold down straps on her chair. Asshedid so, someone did a covered tray into the
table restraints across from her.

"Mind if | anchor herefor abit, Bethany?'

She glanced up to see the young, smiling face of Philip Walkirk hovering over her. "It would be my
pleasure, Y our Highness."

Walkirk grimaced. "Please, I'm trying to camouflage myself asagood democrat. On thisship, I'm just
'Ensagn Walkirk,' or Philip to my friends.”

"Inthat case, | would be honored to have you St next to me, ... Philip.”



The Sandarian prince strapped himsalf down just as unpleasant sensations in Bethany'sinner ear told her
that the despinning process had begun.

"Work late last evening?' Philip asked as he sipped coffee from alow gravity container.

Bethany nodded and told him of her late bout with the ship's computer. It had been two weeks since
Discovery and the other ships of the task force had reached the region where Dagger had noted a
digtinct clumping of theisogravity lines. They had spent the time crisscrossing the region, refining the data
in order to pinpoint the new foldpoint's exact position. The quantity of data had proven too much for the
SX astronomers onboard, SO Bethany volunteered to assist the analysis effort.

They ate together in silence as gravity dowly disappeared around them. Findly, Bethany asked, "How is
your sster?" Princess LaraWalkirk had been Bethany's guide on Sandar.

"l imagine she'sbusy just now," Philip replied. "Preparationsfor the wedding, you know."
"What wedding?'

"Laraisto be married next glacier melt.”

"Redly? When did she become engaged?’

"Oh, about fifteen years ago,” Philip replied.

"Yourekidding!"

"Not at dl,” Philip said. "Larahas been betrothed snce age six. Didn't shetdl you?"

"I guessthe subject never came up.”

"I'm surprised. Theofficid date was established some five years ago at afull meeting of the Council of
Royd Advisors.”

"Didn't Lara have something to say about it?"

"No, of course not. Why should she?"

"The couple involved should have thefind say in such matters.”

"Not if one of them isa Sandarian roya princess, Bethany. Such weddings are amatter of state policy.”
"Who isthe lucky man?'

"Theprincipa suitor isthe Count of Claremore.”

"Principal suitor?'

Philip paused, thinking how best to explain the Sandarian marriage custom. Findly, hesaid, "There are
many reasons for usto plan roya marriages adecade or so in advance. Such dliances are dwaysthe
subject of difficult political negotiationsand it is best to get them over early. In addition, thereisthe need
to provide the populace with asense of stability, to give them timeto get used to theidea. And, most
important, it isvital that the prospective bride or bridegroom be evauated over along span of timeto
insurethat he or sheissuitablefor the task of ruling.”

Bethany nodded. "Many Terran cultures practiced child betrothas for much the same reasons.”



Philip continued. "We Sandarians, however, have arather unique problem. We have been at war with
the Ryall for thewhole of our history, and it is our custom to send the children of our ruling class out to
servewith thefleet. Thismeansthat thereisanontrivia probability that a prospective bride or
bridegroom may bekilled in battle. That would upset the stability we strive for. To avoid such
disruptions, we name a primary suitor for aroya princess, and at least one backup suitor. Laras backup
isthe Earl of Rodeston. If anything were to happen to Claremore, Rodeston would marry Lara.”

Bethany thought about how she would fed if she were auctioned off to the highest bidder like some
prized cow, and after having gotten used to the idea, had her mate switched on her at the last minute.
She shivered at the thought, and then was struck by another. She glanced at Philip, who wasjust
finishing off hiscoffee. "I just redized, Philip, that you must aso be betrothed!™

Henodded. "Sincel wasthree. Would you like to see her photograph?”
"Vey much."

The prince pulled asmall hologram out of his pocket and passed it over to her. Bethany took it and
studied it for long seconds. Init, ayoung blonde woman was making aface a the camera. Despite that,
the woman's beauty was clearly evident. "The Lady Donna Elisabeth Carendale, my future queen. |

took this on a picnic some three years ago. She keeps asking meto destroy it, but | find it more real than
dl the officid portraits ever taken of her.”

"She'slovely,” Bethany said. "I assume that she aso has abackup.”

"Two," Philip replied. He amiled, "dthough | doubt if | will be needing them.”

"Whenisthebig day?"

"Sometime after we get back from this expedition. How would you like to come to the wedding?”
Bethany smiled. "1 would be honored, Philip."

"Inthat case, consder yoursdf invited."

"Perhaps you will return the favor for methen,” Bethany replied. Shefound hersaf explaining her and
Richard Drake's plansto be married on Earth.

"That'smarvelous,” Philip replied. "How comel haven't heard of this before?”

"Wedidn't want it to get around the fleet,” she cautioned. "We don't want people to make afuss over
lel

"Then they won't hear it from me," heresponded. Hemadeasignintheair with hisfingers, asign
Bethany did not recognize. When he finished, he said, "I understand you've become quite an expert on
our enemies since you visted Sandar."

Bethany nodded. "Altaneeded Ryd| experts, and it seemed anatural extension of my job asa
compardive higorian.”

"Have you read Buckman's Guide to Ryall Social Behavior , and Adamson's Ryall Mores and
Manners ?'

Bethany nodded, adding, "Although, I'm not sure | followed Buckman'sreasoning. Infact, al my studies
have left me with the feding that we may not understand the Ryall aswell aswethink we do."



"You arent doneinthat feding,” Philip replied. "I know men who have spent their lives studying the
centaurs who wonder the samething.”

"I supposethe thing that strikes me as most odd is the mythology the Ryall have invented concerning
novas. Indl other respectsthey appear to be completely rationd, yet when it comesto exploding stars,
they're as superdtitious asthe ancient gypsies.”

"Congdering ther history,” Philip replied, "can you blame them?'
#

In the century of war since the New Providential refugees had first settled Sandar, there had been dozens
of mgor clashesand hundreds of individud battleswith the Ryall. Usualy when aship was struck in the
course of such battles, it was destroyed outright. Occasionally, however, ships escaped destruction but
were sufficiently damaged that they could not make it back to base. In such cases, both sdeswent to
considerable trouble to rescue the surviving crew. For, in awar between aien species, prisoners were
worth their weight in platinum.

Over the years, the Sandarians had managed to collect afew hundred prisonersin thisway. They had
a so taken the bodies of foes from the wreckage of dain ships. From the dead they had gained a
considerable understanding of Ryall physiology. From their prisoners, they had attempted to learn the
workings of the Ryal mind, with ssgnificantly |less success.

One of thefirg things the Sandarians had discovered wasthat the Ryal, like humans, are aculturaly
variegated race. The outlook of any individua Ryall was largely dependent on where hewasraised. For
instance, prisoners from Avadon (the human code name for one of the mgjor worlds of the Ryall
Hegemony) would not eat certain meets, while those from Belaston would eat nothing else. Prisoners
from Caarel built shelters of reeds when given nothing better, while those from Darthan preferred to dig
burrowsin the ground. No matter where the prisoner was from, dl Ryall agreed on one thing: the
Legend of the Swift Eaters .

Some thirty thousand years ago, humanity and the Ryall had been about on a par with one another. Ata
time when most humanslived in family villages and were hunter/getherers, the Ryal had dso lived in smal
family groupings. They preferred the banks of rivers or the shores of shallow seasfor their settlements.
They were smplefisher folk who spent their time in the water harvesting other forms of marinelife. The
streams and sees of the Ryal home world were sufficiently bountiful that it was unusua for afishermanto
go hungry. While Ryal villages might occasiondly war with one another over aparticularly rich fishing
ground, the Ryall were, mostly, peaceful and happy.

Thistranquil way of life had come to an abrupt end about the time humans learned to carve stone and
ivory, and long before the era of agriculture began on Earth. The cause had been asingle star that
suddenly burned bright in the home world sky. The primitive Ryall had not known what to make of the
new star, which was bright enough to be seen evenin daylight. Like most primitives, they saw any
change in the sky as an evil omen and fled to their witch doctors and shamansto seek advice. These
worthies advised them to cower in their burrows until the star passed. And passit did. After afew
years, the new star faded back into the obscurity from whenceit came. Indeed, it would have quickly
been forgotten except that the daily lives of the Ryd| began to change rapidly about the time the new star
faded from sght.

Like the Antares supernovaof thirty millennialater, the nearby nova had showered the Ryall home world
with radiation. Thelevelswere not high enough to sterilize the Ryal worlds, but they were bad enough.
Therain of primary and secondary radiations had wreaked havoc with the genetic reservoirs of life,



causing the mutation rate to rise precipitoudy. With each new generation of hatchlings had come
grotesque new shapes and abilities. Mogt of these had been harmful and mercifully killed their owners
while dtill intheegg. Otherswere of limited utility and were quickly weeded out by ether natura
selection or the elders of the tribe. Some mutations, however, proved beneficia and were incorporated
into the quickly evolving race.

Nor were the Rydl the only race evolving. Some five thousand years after the novafirst burned bright in
the sky; there came into existence on the Ryal home world another intelligent species. The Ryall
prisoners had various names for these beings. The most common trandated as "the swift eaters.”

The swifts were amphibians descended from anon-sentient carnivore that inhabited the oceans of the
Ryadl world. The new race wasintelligent (although not nearly so intelligent asthe Ryall themsdves). The
swiftswerefast, cunning, and voracious. They attacked the Ryall breeding grounds and gorged
themsalveson Rydll eggs. Asaresult, the Ryal population plummeted. There was even atimewhen the
swifts threatened the existence of the older species.

After generations of trying, the Ryall findly devised a successful defense againgt the depredations of the
swifts. They withdrew completely from the water and became full-time land animadsliving in groups
inland to avoid attack. They learned to lay their eggsin artificid poolsfed by streams, to hunt and herd
other land animals. They learned to farm to provide fodder for their herds. They learned to usefire and
metas. Eventudly, they developed citiesand atrue civilization. Sometime during their Bronze Age, the
Ryall had dso learned to hunt the swift eaters. It wasalong hunt, lasting some fifteen thousand years.
As generation followed generation, the Ryd| learned to hate the swifts. Eventudly, that hate became
inginct.

When the hunt wasfindly over, the Ryall found that they had learned avauable lesson. History hed
taught them that thereis but one possible response to any potential competitor species—to seek that
gpecies extinction. Thusit wasthat when anew nova blazed forth just beyond the Rydl redm, the Ryall
discovered anew, even deadlier threat to their species. Thisthreat was a species of warm-blooded
bipedsthat camein avariety of odd colors. They were spacefarers whose ships showed a certain flair

for thetechnic arts. Asfar asthe Ryal were concerned, no hatchling would be safewhileasingle
member of this strange new race was |l ft alive anywhere in the galaxy!

#

Bethany sipped from her zero gravity coffee cup and contemplated Philip Walkirk's comments about
Ryadl higtory. Or, rather, what human beingsthought Ryl history was, she reminded herself.

"I have often wondered whether the Legend of the Swift Eatersisoral history, or merely alegend,”
Bethany said. "Do you think the swiftsredly exised?"

Philip shrugged. "1 don't know that we have any hard evidence one way or the other. It doesn't redly
matter, though. Solong asthe Ryall believein the swifts and continue to act on that belief, then the
question ismoot.”

"Areyou surethey do bdievein them?'

"Oh, most definitely! That isthe primary reason why the Ryall psyche leans so heavily toward
xenophobia. So long as they want us dead, what difference the reason?'

"But if they truly want us dead, how can we ever hope to negotiate a peace with them?' Bethany asked.

Philip Walkirk blinked in surprise at Bethany's question. He paused for long seconds, as though he was



having trouble wringing meaning from thewords. Finaly, he said, "There can never be peace between us
until we drive them back to their homeworlds. Asfor negotiation, does one negotiate with amad dog?”

"I'm not sure I'm ready to concede that they are mad dogs."

"That isyour privilege. We Sandarians have had a century to study our adversaries. We can hardly
expect you Altansto come around to our way of thinking in only two years."

Bethany sensed the tension that lay behind Philip'swords and decided to change the subject. Slowly
they drifted into telling each other stories about their homes. Bethany told Philip stories about life on
Alta, while he amused her with anecdotes from the Sandarian court. They werein the midst of
comparing notes on hobbies when an overhead speaker blared out the news that refueling was complete
and that spin-gravity would be restored in five minutes.

Quick on the hedls of the announcement, Commander Marchant, the executive officer, floated through
the wardroom hatch. Ashedid so, he exclaimed, "Ah, there you two are!l”

Philip Walkirk glanced up and said, "Have you been looking for us, Sr?"
Marchant nodded. "The captain's called a meeting of dl officers. Y ou'reto cometoo, MissLindquigt.”
"What's up?' Bethany asked.

"Professor St. Cyr hasjust reported that they've isolated the foldpoint!" Marchant replied. "The captain
has given the order to prepare the ship for foldspace trangition. It looks like were going to jump!™

#

CHAPTER 11

Bethany Lindquist sat in the observer's seat next to Richard Drake's command console onDiscovery 's
bridge. She watched wide eyed while al around her the control room crew prepared the cruiser for
battle or flight, whichever proved more gppropriate in the coming hours. Two images graced the main
viewscreen, images that Bethany had been watching off and on for the past twenty minutes. Theleft Sde
of the screen showed the five oddly shaped bubbles of brilliant white light that would shortly enter the
system beyond the foldpoint. They floated in an endlessmist of palered. Theright Sde of the screen
showed three equally bright spheres silhouetted against the mist. These were the task force's cryogen
tankers, which would be staying behind to relay reports back to Royal Avenger and therest of the fledt.

"Do you think well find Earth on thefirdt try, Richard?' Bethany asked.

"Weknow that fully haf of Antares origina foldpointsled eventudly to Sol," Drakereplied. "Maybethis
isoneof thosa"

"Andif itisnt?"
"Thenwetry again."

Drake reached out to briefly clasp Bethany's hand, and then keyed for the communicator on duty. "Set
up an 'dl ships circuit, Mr. Hayden. Commanding officers conference.”



"Yes gr!"

Within aminute, Drake found himsdf staring at the features of the five starship captains under his
command. He searched out the round face of Captain-Lieutenant Lord Harl Quaid of HisMgesty's
Destroyer Mace , and the mustachioed visage of Captain-Lieutenant Sir Carter Ashton Rostock, of Mace
'ssger ship Arrow .

"Gentlemen, are your ships ready?"
"Yes, gr," Quaid replied and was echoed immediately by Rostock.

"Very wdl. Cgptain Quaid, you will bein command. Y ou will immediately teke star readings and initiate
apassive sensor sweep on breakout. Look for any evidence of inhabited planets, military ingtdlations, or
gpacetraffic. If you find any, both shipswill return immediately. Otherwise, Mace staysto guard the
foldpoint while Arrow jumps back hereto report. Isthat understood?”

"Yes, gr. And if were attacked?"

"Then your first duty will beto seethat one of you survives long enough to get back here and report.”
Drake's gaze moved to another screen. "What is Terra 's status, Captain Dreyer?”

"All personnel are at battle stations, Sir,”" the Sandarian cruiser captain replied.

"Captain Stiles?"

"Scimitar isready.”

"Captain Eberhart?'

"All personnd arein acceleration tanks, Sir. Give the word and Saskatoon will be out of herelikea
snow lizard sketing across glazeice."

"Very well, gentlemen. Mace and Arrow will begin al preparationsfor foldspace trangtion. This
conferenceis ended.

One by one, the faces on Drake's auxiliary screenswinked out. He keyed for his executive officer in
Discovery ‘s combat control center. Status, Commander Marchant.”

"All sensorsaive and seeing, Captain. All primary and secondary batteries are manned and operating.
All antimatter projectors at power and ready to shoot. We have full firepower capability out to one
hundred thousand kilometers.™

"All right,” Drakereplied. "Keep your eyes peded for unfriendly vigtors.”

There followed five minutes of increasing tenson as the two destroyer captains checked and rechecked
their ships. Despite the cdm voicesthat filled the command circuit, Drake and everyone onboard the
two destroyers knew that the job of being first through the fol dpoint was a dangerous one.

Until the Antares supernova, there had never been a confirmed case of an active foldline link terminating
intheinterior of astar. However, if the foldpoint on the other end of the foldline link had formed deep
ingdeadar, thenArrow and Mace would never know it. Worse, if neither destroyer survived to return
and report, Drake would not be free to search for them. Losing both destroyers would be primafacia
evidence that conditions on the other side of the foldpoint werelethd. 1t would be difficult to send
another ship and crew to near certain death on the dight chance that whatever had destroyed Arrow and



Mace would spareit.

More likely than the possibility of coming out insde a star was the prospect that the two destroyers
would materidize indde adefended foldpoint. If they did, the sudden appearance of two glowing
gpparitions of unknown origin would undoubtedly set the defendersto shooting. 1t would matter little
whether the defenderswere Ryall or human.

"Permission to begin countdown, Sr,” Mace 's captain said over the audio command circuit.”
"Permission granted,” Drake replied.

"Attention all ships! Foldspace transition in sixty seconds. | repeat, foldspace transition in sixty
seconds!”

There was a sudden flurry of good luck messages over the ship-to-ship circuits and then totd silence
savefor the voice of Mace 's astrogator counting down the seconds remaining to trangition. Drake
glanced up at the main viewscreen and searched for the two tiny cylindrica shapesthat werethe
Sandarian destroyers.

"Ten...nine... eight..."

He ordered the screen magnification raised to maximum. The two ships expanded on the screen. Detalls
were gill indistinct because of the surrounding anti-radiation fields.

"Five ... four ... three..."

Drakefdt hisfingers grip the edge of his acceleration couch and was vagudly aware that he had been
holding hisbreeth. “ Two ... one ... jump!”

On the screen, two cylindrical bubbles of light winked out as one. Mace and Arrow were gone.
#

Nearly an hour later, the scene on Discovery 's bridge had not changed noticeably. Drakesat in his
command chair, his eyes siweeping restlesdy back and forth across hisauxiliary screens. Beside him,
Bethany chewed her lower lip while devoting her full attention to the main viewscreen. Around them,
console operators sat rigidly at their stations, fingers poised for action over keyboards.

"How long hasit been?' Drake asked no onein particular.
"Fifty seven minutes, Sixteen seconds, Sr," one of the techniciansreplied over the command circuit.
"L essthan three minutesto go," Drake muttered.

Suddenly, asngle mirrored form materidized five thousand kilometersin front of Discovery and darms
began to clang al over the ship. Orderswere snapped out over commlinks and weapons operators
scrambled to obey. Within seconds, the cruiser's heavy laser and antimatter projector batteries had been
brought to bear on the intruder. Almost as quickly, reports camein from Terra and Scimitar . They too
had the newcomer in their sghts.

"Combat Control, identify new arrival!" Drake snapped.
"It sArrow , Captain," was the immediate answer. " She appears undamaged.”

Drake sighed quietly and made a conscious effort to rel ease the tension that had been building for the



past hour. "Get me Captain Rostock, then tell Terra and Scimitar to stand down.”
"Captain Rostock ison your Number Three Screen, Sir.”

One of Drake's screens cleared to show the features of Arrow 's captain.

"Report, Mr. Rostock!" Drake ordered.

"Mission accomplished, sir! The system beyond the foldpoint is Stuated gpproximately two hundred
light-years from here, midway between Antaresand Spica. The system primary isaG7 dwarf with a
least five planets. Two of these aretypica inner system worlds. One has an oxygen atmosphere and
shows definite traces of chlorophyll. The other isahothouse planet unsuited for human habitation. The
other three worlds we spotted were al outer system gas giants.”

"Any sgn of avilizaion?'

Rostock shook hishead. "We scanned for everything from high frequency el ectromagnetic wavesto low
frequency gravity waves. Nothing, Sr."

Drake frowned. An uninhabited G7 star in the direction of Spicawas not what they had been looking
for. To Drake's knowledge, the entire region of space around Spica had never been explored. It was
one sector of the galaxy that remained closed to humanity dueto lack of activefoldlinelinks. Thefact
that Mace and Arrow had penetrated two hundred light-yearsin that direction proved yet again that the
Antares supernova had drasticaly altered theloca structure of foldspace. Drake said as much to
Rostock.

"Yes, dr. That wasthe conclusion Captain Quaid and | reached.”
"Anything ese| should know, Captain?'

"We have gtar studies and other recorded observations, Captain. They may prove valuableto the
sientigs”

"Very wdl. Transmit them to us, and to the cryogen tankersfor relay to Admiral Gower. Then stand by
while we prepare the task force for foldspace trangtion.”

"Yes, gar!”
Drake keyed for Discovery ‘s communicator-on-duty. "Put me on the'al ships circuit, Mr. Hayden."
"Youreon, Sr."

"Attention, all shipsand crews. Thisisthe task force commander speaking. | have just received
Arrow’ s report concerning the system on the other side of this foldpoint. 1t appears not to be
inhabited, nor to have been previously explored. We will therefore enter the system and map it
for additional foldpoints.”

Half an hour later, the small fleet had positioned itself in aroughly spherica formation at the center of the
foldpoint. Drake watched Discovery 's preparations for the upcoming jump on hisscreens. Intruth, the
cruiser had been ready to jump since before Arrow and Mace had disappeared into hard vacuum. Still,
it never hurt to double check things, and the cruiser's crew did so with an enthusiasm born of the
knowledge that their lives depended onit.

The countdown clock was within five minutes of jump time when Drake said, "Mr. Hayden, get methe



chief engineer, please.”
"Yes gr."

Theface of Gavin Arnam, Discovery 's chief engineer, appeared on Drake's screen. "Are we ready to
jump, chief?'

"Ready, Captain. Mass convertersare holding steady. Antirad fields are nomind, jJump computers are
online. Engine boost isa steady zero point five gees.”

"Very good, Engineer. Hold her together for afew more minutes and we will be out of this plasma soup.
Commander Marchant?'

Arnam'sfeatures were quickly replaced by those of the executive officer. "Status, please!™

"Combat Control isready for anything, sr. All battle stations are manned. All offensive weapons
systems are ready."

"Mr. Crigtobd ?'

"Foldspace generators are energized, Captain. | confirm the chief engineer's report that the jump
computer isonline and functioning.”

"Very well. All departments stand by."

Drake surveyed his ship captains. One by one, they announced that they were ready for the long jump.
Satisfied, he gave them their orders. Discovery would go firgt, followed a ten-second intervalsby Terra
Arrow , and Scimitar . Saskatoon would bring up the rear. With that duty finished, Drake leaned back
in his accel eration couch and watched the countdown chronometer's red numerals march inexorably
toward 00:00:00.

From his station on the bridge, Argos Cristobal counted down the secondsto jump time. Drake barely
heard him. His gaze wasriveted on the red haze that filled the viewscreen instead. Cristoba's clear
voice suddenly cried, "Zero!" and the haze was gone, replaced in an ingtant by a starfield of white stars
Slhouetted againgt black sky.

"Get meaview of Antares, Mr. Cristobal."
"Ya S'r'n

The screen changed to show ared-orange star with a greenish-white companion tucked in close beside
it. Thegght brought memories of long ago winter camping tripswith hisfather flooding into Drake's
consciousness. Whatever star system thiswas, the nova shockwave would not arrive for another seventy
years or so.

Drake found his reminiscences cut short by the sudden blaring of an darm. The raucous noise was
abruptly cut off and Commander Marchant's voice issued from an overhead spesker.

"Captain! Mace isunder power. It hasleft thefoldpoint and isacceerating at Six gravitiesin the direction
of theinner system. Rangeisfifty thousand kilometers."

"Wherethe hdl does Quaid think heisgoing?'
"Unknown, Captain. Stand by. Sensors have just picked up another ship!”



"Where, Number One?’
"It appearsto be just departing the second planet, sir. Mace isin pursuit.”
"Identify that second craft!" Drake ordered.

There were another few seconds of silence. Then: "Drive flare spectrum indicates the other craft is
Ryadl, Captain. | repeat. The craft isdefinitely Ryal!"

#

Severd things happened at once following Marchant'sidentification of the Ryal ship. Drake put through
acdl to Mace at the same moment one of the sensor operatorsreported Terra 'sarriva in the system.
There were afew seconds of confusion while Drake issued orders that each newly arrived ship be
brought up-to-date asit materidized. By thetime he had finished that, Captain Harl Quaid was on his
screen. The Sandarian nobleman's features were stretched tight across his skull in the dead man's
grimace that isthe mark of high acceleration.

"Report!" Drake ordered.

The words poured forth, each one laborioudy delivered againgt agravity field Six timesnormal. " Our
detectors picked up adrive flare departing the second planet just after Arrow |eft the system, air.”

"How the hdll did you missit on your initid survey?' Drake asked.

"It must have been in close parking orbit about the planet and emitting too little energy for detection.
Speed of light delay between here and the second planet is twenty minutes. They must have detected our
arriva, spent sometime deciding what to do about us, and then lit out. Light from the flare then took
twenty minutesto get back to us. Wetracked him long enough to make sure that our instrumentation
was not acting up. | then orderedMace to pursue.”

Drake nodded. "Good man! We cannot adlow them to leave the system. They must know we came out
of the nebula.”

"That was my thought, too, sir!"
"Save your strength, Captain,” Drake advised. "I'll get back to you as soon aswe're organized here.”

Drake switched the communi cations screen off and cursed the bad luck that made aRyall starship a
witnessto their arriva. He then put such thoughts from hismind. There would be plenty of time for
recriminations later. What was needed now was to stop that ship from making it to wherever it was

gang.

Drake thought about it for amoment, then frowned as he wondered if the quarry were awarcraft; and if
30, how large? It was possible that Mace was not big enough to take on the fleeing ship. A Ryall victory
over the Sandarian destroyer would leave their quarry to spread the alarm across the Ryall Hegemony.
What had a single ship been doing orbiting an uninhabited world, anyway? Indeed, was it asingle ship?
For dl Drake knew, an entire Ryl battle fleet could be lurking out of sight behind the G7 star's second
world.

And what of theworld itsdf? Even if there were no fleet, there was the fact that the planet might well be
inhabited after dl. If thiswereaRyall colony, then the fact that neither Arrow nor Mace had detected
energy emissions meant little. Humanity's ships had entered the system amere ninety minutes earlier, too
littletimein which to survey an entireworld. The Ryall could have substantid ground ingtalations, even



cities, on the far Sde where their emissions would be hidden by the planet's mass.

A chill wave of fear ran down Drake's pine. He had asudden vision of amillion or more centaurs
ligtening avidly to news reports that human ships had been seen exiting the Antares nebula. It was one of
the prime rules of the Helldiver Expedition that no Ryall must ever learn that the nebulawas navigable.
For, if the Ryal ever learned that the nebula could be penetrated, they would use that knowledge to
attack human space. Some of the proposed remedies to prevent the centaurs from learning the secret
were draconian.

Drake glanced up and momentarily locked eyeswith Bethany. She read the expresson on hisface. A
look of horror dowly diffused her features.

"Oh, Richard! Y ou wouldn't destroy awhole planet to keep our secret, would you?”'
"I may have no dternative,”" hereplied gruffly.

"But that would be genocide!”

Hedid not answer, keying angrily for Communicator Hayden instead.

"Captains conference!" he snapped.

The three remaining ships of the task force had arrived during the time Drake spent placing histhoughtsin
order. Within seconds, his screenslit up to show the faces of his subordinate commanders. He quickly
summarized hisandysis of the Stuation for them.

"Congdering everything we don't know about this system, I've decided to split theforce. | will take
Discovery and follow Mace in pursuit of the Ryal ship. Captain Dreyer, you will take Terra ,Arrow ,
and Saskatoon and engage the planet. Captain Stiles, Scimitar will return to the nebulaand relay what
has happened to Admiral Gower. Once you have made contact with the rest of the fleet, you will return
here and stand by in the foldpoint. Any questions, gentlemen?’ Therewerenone. "In that case, good
luck toyoudl.”

Drake switched off and turned to hisastrogator. "I want afull performance intercept plotted for that
Rydl ship, Mr. Cristobd."

"Motted and engaged, Captain.”
"Good man! 'All hands circuit, Mr. Hayden."
"You haveit, gr."

Drake paused amoment, licked dry lips, then began to speak. " Attention All Hands! Prepare for
prolonged and heavy acceleration...”

CHAPTER 12

Varlan of the Scented Waters Clan lay in front of her computer console on a cured herbos hide and
watched the dots that reported the current period's production scroll rightward across the screen.



Occasionally, she would run her grasping digits over the ten-centimeter wide control sphere, causing
other patterns of dotsto appear on the screen. As she watched, she dternately raised and lowered her
earflaps. The movement showed Varlan'sirritation with what she was reading.

The minerd extraction facility on Corlis had been operating for an entire twelve period, yet production
gtill lagged far behind computer projections. 1t had been bad enough in previous periods when they had
barely managed tofill the ore carriersthat called infrequently at the frontier world. Now Space Swimmer
orbited overhead and there was only enough extract in the storage binsto fill eight-twelfths of the ore
carrier's capacious holds. The continuing shortfal in production could no longer be hidden.

Varlan knew that she had failed in her respongbilitiesand it angered her. What made the failure doubly
irksome was the fact that it was not entirely her fault. Rather, there had been an unexpected spate of
equipment breakdowns and a freak storm that had toppled a number of power pylons. The pipeline that
carried water from the upstream diversion dam to the laser drill cooling jackets had aso been late going
into operation. Without an adequate supply of cooling water, the drills had had to be operated at less
than maximum power. If that were not enough, the laborers were forever coming down with diseasesthe
philosophers had never seen before. Still, the safety of the race depended on a continuous flow of power
metals and Varlan knew that Those Who Rule would pay scant attention to her excuses.

"May the laborers proceed meto the evil star!™ Varlan cursed as she finished the production report and
wondered how long it would be before the manager's caste found someone el se to run the Corlisfacility.

The hexagona walls of her cell/office reverberated with the soft hooting cry of awindsniffer . Varlan
turned her long supple neck to face the curtained entryway and called permission to enter to the unknown
who had triggered the signd. As she had haf expected, the visitor was Sdfador, Corlis Complex's chief
philosopher/priest. Varlan watched the priest flow gracefully across the carpet of new mown rushesto
stand before her. Sdfador was a strong male whose scales were a hedlthy gray-green, whose six legs
rippled with strength, and whose grasping digits held the dexterity and skill of afirst class surgeon.

Varlan had long considered asking him to be her mate during the next copulation season, but had not yet
broached the subject for fear that it would lessen her authority over him.

"Greetings, Sdfador of the Eternd Firel" she said, bowing her neck as custom required.

"Greetingsto you, Varlan of the Scented Waters," he replied before going on in amore conversationa
tone. "l seethat you are doing your ledgers. Havel arrived at a bad time?"

"There are no good times when we cannot even fill the holds of one old ore carrier,” shereplied. "I fear
that you will have anew manager to counsel shortly, Safador. | expect to be recalled before the next
periodisover.”

"Y ou aretoo unforgiving of yoursdlf, Varlan," he said, dipping effortlesdy into hisrole as confidant. ™Y ou
have done as well as anyone could cons dering the handicaps under which you are forced to labor. How
wereyou to know that thelocal microorganismswould find Ryal flesh tasty, and thereby have haf of
your |abor force under my care a any given moment?'

"Those Who Rule do not listen to excuses,” Varlan replied, repesating the warning she had given herself
only afew dozen heartbeats earlier.

"Nor do they remove managers who produce at the best rate the Situation warrants. Besides, with the
drilling of Shaft Number Six, we are bound to improve our output in the future. All will beforgiven if you
perform well next period.”

"l hope so," Varlan replied. "What may | do for you, Oh Spiritua One?"’



Sdfador's mouth opened and histongue flicked out from between two rows of conical teeth. "I had
hoped to relieve your burden of command by inviting you to bathe with me."

There wasaquick whistling noise as Varlan drew air in between her own dightly open teeth. The
mannerism wasthe Ryd| equivaent of asigh. "I would enjoy that greaily. Unfortunately, thereisthe
loading of Space Svimmer to worry about, and the sending of dispatches.”

"L et your subordinatesdo it.”

Varlan hissed her anger at the suggestion. "Never let it be said that amember of the Clan of the Scented
Waters alowed othersto do her duty!"

Sdfador 'shrugged.” "Asyou will haveit, Varlan. | go now."

The priest had just circled to move back toward the entrance when the communications gear a the
manager's workstation began to squawk. He turned his head to look directly backward aong hisdorsal
ginewhile Varlan answered the call.

"Space Leader Ossfil of Soace Svimmer " the communicator hissed. "Greetings Varlan of the Scented
Waters"

"Greetingsto you Ossfil of Space Svimmer . Speak.”
"We have detected two vessals of unknown type materidizing in the gateway from the Evil Star.”

Varlan did nictating membranes over her eyes, and then opened them again to sgnify her shock. "Are
you sure?’

Ossfil bobbed his head rapidly from sideto side. "No doubt at al. | have reviewed the records. They
appeared together some twelve cubed heartbeats ago. They were very bright and attracted the
immediate attention of our automatic sentinels. They faded over aperiod of severa heartbeats until they
wereno longer visble"

"But how could any ship surviveingdethe Evil Star?"
"I know not," Ossfil replied.
"Wheat of their origin? Could they be of the Race?"

Osdfil's answer was a curt negative finger movement. "Unlikely. If they were of the Race, they would
have arrived by the norma gateway. Not so?"

"Agreed,” Varlan replied. "That meansthey must be ships of the two-legged mongters!™
"It would seem logicd," the ship leader replied. "I await your orders, Varlan of the Scented Waters."

OsHfil'slast comment made Varlan blink again. True, she was manager of the Corlis Minera Extraction
Complex, and as such, outranked a mere shipmaster by several degrees. Still, what did she know of
fighting the mongters? That wasfor thewarrior castes. Y et, there were none such on Corlis. No one
had thought them necessary this deep insde the hegemony. What to do? Military expert or no, Varlan
recognized that mongter sarships arriving viathe gateway from the Evil Star was amatter of overriding
importance. It meant that the two-legged beasts had devel oped a new capability, one that might be
unknown to Those Who Rule. She considered her priorities, and concluded that warning the hegemony
would have to take precedence over the smooth operation of the Corlis complex. It was adecision that



would have been difficult for any member of the Rydl managerid caste to make.
"Y ou mugt carry the word to the hegemony,” Varlan told Ossfil.
"Y our command shall be heeded," the starship commander replied. "What of you on the surface?!

"Wewill defend oursalves as best we can. Launch Space Swimmer as quickly asyou have jettisoned
your cargo."

"But we are hdf filled!" Ossfil protested. "And the power metals are sorely needed.”

"It ismore important that your ship atain its maximum acceleration. If those are truly monster warships,
they will undoubtedly have many timesyour thrust-to-weight ratio,” Varlan replied. "The cargo can
reman in orbit until you return with warriors."

Ossfil bowed hishead. ™Y our words shall be heeded.”

"May the Great Hunter protect you..." Varlan said.

"... And the swift eatersever be dain," Osdfil replied, finishing the ancient formula.
#

Richard Drake grimaced under the burden of four gravities of acceleration and watched his screens.
Discovery had been under high geesfor more than eighty hours, and their quarry was very nearly in
range. As hewatched the symbol that represented the Ryall ship on his screen, he reviewed the events
of the past three days and wondered what mistakes he had made.

During thefirst twenty hours of the chase, Discovery 's sensor operators had noted a number of
peculiaritiesin the Ryall starship's behavior. The most important wasthe leisurely three-quartersof a
standard gravity with which the Ryall ship had pulled away from the second planet. A suspicious man
would have thought the Ryall shipwasaruse. However, ruse or no,Discovery and Mace had no choice
but to take the bait. Failing to give chase would alow their quarry to escape and report their presencein
the Ryd|-held system.

Hour piled upon hour and Drake began to discount the possibility that he was diving headlong into a
trap. Among other reassuring devel opments, sensors reported the quarry'srate of acceleration had
dowly increased from 0.75 to 0.93 gravities over aperiod of some forty hours. Such an increase wasto
be expected from a ship straining everything to escape its pursuers. Asit burned off fud, its
thrust-to-weight ratio would dowly increase, and so would its rate of acceleration. On the other hand, a
warship intentiondly pulling them into atrgp would more likely maintain a constant rate of acceleration
until it turned on its pursuers.

Having become convinced that their quarry wasthe Ryl equivaent of acommercia starship, Drake put
through acdl to Captain Quaid onboard Mace . "Our quarry doesn't seem to be acting much likea
warcraft.”

Quaid's features were haggard as he nodded. "Agreed, Sir. I've seen better legs under tramp
interplanetary craft.”

"Y ou have experience with Ryal ships, Quaid. What kind of armament would they mount on a
merchantman?'

"Only short range stuff, Sr. They would not have any reason to mount larger weagpons, and any such



would detract from their cargo carrying ability. Remember, the Ryall are subject to the same laws of
economicsthat we are.”

Drake nodded. "I thought so. A change of strategy isin order, | think."
"Change, Sr?"
"Instead of blowing our quarry out of the sky, Captain, | think well try to captureit.”

The Sandarian nobleman said nothing, but his expression reminded Drake of someone who hasjust bitten
into an under-ripe gravafruit.

"Y ou don't agree?”

"Surely you are aware of the difficultiesinherent in boarding a hostile spacecraft, sir; especidly one under
accderation!”

"I'm dso awvarethat Terra is preparing an attack on the second planet and that we have no ideawhat
they'refacing. We need detailed information on the planetary defenses. For that we need prisoners.”

"YS, S r."
#

"Get me Ensgn Walkirk aboard Barracuda ," Drake ordered. While he waited, he watched the
smeared splotch of light centered on the main viewscreen. The splotch wasthe drive flare of the Ryall
ship some one hundred thousand kilometersin front of Discovery . The Altan battle cruiser had matched
velocitieswith the Ryall ship some two hours earlier and was now shadowing it. One hundred thousand
kilometers beyond the target, Mace had also matched the Ryall ship's pace, effectively bracketing it
between its two human pursuers.

"Ensign Walkirk on Screen Four, Captain.”

Drake turned to see the Sandarian crown prince staring out of the screen at him.
"Y ou wanted to speak to me, Captain?'

"Areyour men ready, Mr. Walkirk?'

"Yes, gr. Thefirg squad is herewith mein Barracuda ; the second isinMalachi . We're ready and
gpailing for afight.”

"I want no heroics, Ensign. Y ou areto take no unnecessary risks. If you find that ship heavily defended,
back off immediately. Well finish them with our main betteries.”

"Understood, sir. Well be cautious as a Sandarian snow chicken."
"You'd better! If anything happensto you..."

The prince's smile was evident even through the faceplate of hisvacsuit hdmet. "Don't worry, Sr. We
Walkirks have always been lucky."

Drake signed off and spent the next dozen seconds cursing the day he'd sought to keep the Sandarian
prince out of trouble by assigning him the job of company commander of Discovery 'sMarine
detachment. It had seemed agood idea at the time. Had he foreseen that he would be sending Marines



to forcetheir way into aship filled with hogtile aliens, however, Drake would have shuffled the
assgnments of virtualy every officer aboard to avoid risking Philip Walkirk'slife. He had consdered
sending another officer with the boarding party, but regjected theidea. To do so would have been agross
insult to the prince, hisfather, and to every Sandarian alive. So, Drake had assigned the task of capturing
the Rydll starship to the Sandarian prince and prayed that he would come through the operation
unscathed.

Drake scowled, made a conscious effort to stop worrying, and issued the order to launchDiscovery 's
scout ships. Within seconds, four winged shapes cleared the cruiser's habitat ring and spread out for the
long run in toward the target. One of Drake's screens relayed aview from one of Mace 's hull cameras.
Onit, two additional shapes streaked away from the destroyer and disappeared into the blackness of
space.

"Heisjinking, Sr!" came theimmediate report from one of Discovery 's sensor operators.

Drake glanced up at the main viewscreen. Sure enough, having seen that his pursuers had launched
auxiliary craft, the Ryal cagptain had begun evasive maneuvering.

"Launch cameraprobe!”

A sguat cylindrica device departed the habitat ring and moved toward the Ryall ship at an acceleration
no manned vessal could match.

For the next three hours, Drake watched the ballet of lights that marched acrossthe tactical displays.

The Ryal ship was abright red diamond that data showed to be thrusting at right anglesto its velocity
vector. Six amber arrows steedily closed on the target, effortlesdy matching its futile attempts at

evason. Much closer to the Ryd| vessdl than any of the scout ships was a ydlow-green sunburst shape
that represented the camera probe. It too matched the movements of the Ryall quarry asit bored infor a

feet flyby.

"Put the view from the probe up on the screen,” Drake ordered when the yellow-green symbol had
nearly merged with the red diamond shape.

Thetactica display was replaced by agtarfidd againgt which asmal fuzzy blob of violet-white light was
centered. The patch of luminescence quickly swelled to fill haf the screen as the camera probe closed
the distance. Centered on the screen, silhouetted by the violet glow of its own drive flare, wasthe Ryadll
ship. Drakesfirg glancetold him that the Ryall craft was no warship. Rather it was some sort of
commodity carrier with aspherical hull, oversize access hatches, and adrive system that was woefully
inadequate for itsbulk. The ship expanded to fill the viewscreen as the probe reached minimum
distance. Therefollowed amoment of blurring, then abright starlike light as the probe whipped past the
Ryall ship and sped into the blackness of space. Drake signaed for his executive officer.

"Can you identify the class, Mr. Marchant?'

"Negative, Sr. The computer doesn't seem to be ableto matchit.”

"Any attempt to attack the probe?’

"Nonethat we could detect, Captain. He may have been holding hisfire until the scoutsarein range."

Drake shook hishead. "The probe looks enough like a missle that he would have tried to destroy it if he
could. Thefact that he didn't probably meansthat he lacks ship to ship armaments.”

"Ya S r.'n



"Transmit copies of those views to the scouts and follow up with computer enhancements as soon asyou
havethem."

"On ther way now, Captain.”

"Very wdl. Mr. Hayden. Tranamit the following to Ensgn Walkirk aboardBarracuda : "Y ou may begin
your attack when ready!™

#

Varlan of the Scented Waters stood on the hilltop and gazed wistfully out over the valey in which the
CorlisMineral Complex waslocated. She often climbed that particular hill when faced with a problem,
or to observe the progress of a construction project, or merely to be doneto think. Inthe past, her
observations had been tinged with more than alittle pride at the accomplishments of her race.

When the first boatl oads of Rydl workers had arrived on Corlis, they had found aminera-rich vadley
choked by blue-green vegetation and inhabited by afew odd looking quadrupedd animas. Gonewere
the rampant native growths, burned and rooted out when the valley had been scraped clear of soil to
expose the underlying bedrock. Gone were the native species, killed or driven off to keep them out of
the automated machinery. Gone was the stream that had carved the valey from the planet's crust,
dammed upstream to provide cooling water for the lasers.

Thetransformed valey was now filled with vast dome-like buildings and longhouses. The former housed
the ddlicate extraction and refining mechanisms, whileworkerslived in thelatter. It had taken afull ten
revolutions of Corlisabout its star to transform thisvaley into aworking smelter complex and mine,
Now the two-legged monsters might well turn the whole effort into radioactive dust in lesstime than it
took to dide anictating membrane over avision ocular.

Varlan shivered and turned her attention to the reason she had climbed the hill. Downinthevaley, giant
rock cutters were carving trenches and throwing the detritus to the outside. Varlan had no experience or
training in military matters, yet it seemed to her that such a construct would serve to hold off any ground
assault the mongters might attempt. The problem was that Corlis Complex waslargely automated,
leaving her with atota work force of twelve twelves of |aborers, asingle twelve of technicians, and
another of adminisiration personnd. In addition, there were no real weaponsto be found in the
complex. They had nothing with which to fight even had her staff known anything about fighting.

It had taken Salfador to solve the problem of weapons. The philosopher/priest had suggested converting
mining machinery to serve as weapons, particularly the heavy laser drills. Varlan had little hope that such
athing was possible, but had set the artisans to work as a means of keeping up morae. To her surprise,
the converted drills made efficient military lasers. The artisans were now converting ore carsinto fighting
machines. Despite the artisans progress, Varlan could not help worrying as she gazed down at the
barrier construction. It was not necessary for one to be hatched awarrior to see that there was too
much perimeter and not enough workersto properly defend it.

Varlan was pondering her dilemmawhen her personal communicator Sgnaled for attention. She
answered it to discover the technician in charge of communications staring out of the tiny screen at her.
The underling made the gesture of respect before saying, "I have amessage for you from Osdfil of Space
Swimmer "

"Proceed with the message.”

""The monsters have me surrounded and | am unable to reach the gateway. | am taking evasive action,
but will not be ableto escape. Request ingtructions. Ossfil, commanding Space Svimmer .



Varlan muttered afew deep imprecationsto the evil star before replying. "Transmit the following: 'From
Varlan of the Scented Watersto Ossfil of Space Svimmer . Asaminimum, you will destroy your
astrogation computer and trigger the amnesia of your astrogator. After that is done, you may act on your
owninitiative™

When the communications tech had acknowledged the message, Varlan returned to her private thoughts,
now more depressed than ever. Space Svimmer had been their only hope. Had it reached the gateway
to Carratyl, ships of warriorswould have been winging to the rescue within afew thousand heartbesats of
Soace Svimmer 'scdl. Asit was, no onein the hegemony would learn the fate of the Corlis Complex
for another half planetary year, at least; not until the next scheduled ore carrier arrived to load power
metas. No, she corrected hersdlf, that was not so. Soace Swvimmer would be missed. Undoubtedly the
hegemony would send aship to search for the ore carrier when it failed to arrive at the processing center
on Pasotil. The rescueforce could well arrive within the span of a single production period!

Much buoyed by the thought, Varlan turned and ambled down the hill. As she walked, she began to
imitate the sound of aleather-winged sasbo to signa her new confidencein the future. What matter if
four shiploads of monsters were bearing down on her even as she whistled? The race had dways
succeeded in the past and would do so in the future. 1n the meantime, she had defensesto prepare and
mongtersto day!

CHAPTER 13

Ensign Philip David Eusabio Walkirk, Duke of Cragston, Defender of the Foldpoints, offspring of
warrior-kings, and would-be dayer of the Ryall foe, lay in his acceleration couch encased in avacsuit and
breathed in the cloying stink of hisownfear. Around him, smilarly encased in airtight armor, adozen
membersof Discovery 's contingent of Altan Space Marines aso lay strapped into accel eration couches.

"Ten minutesto go, Ensign,” the gruff voice of Sergeant Willem Barthol said over Philip's earphones.
"Wed best be preparing them for disembarkation.”

"Right," the prince answered as he began to unstrap from his couch.

The plan was smple, if somewhat dangerous for those who wereto carry it out. The camera probe had
provided detailed photographs of the Ryal craft's exterior and had confirmed its apparent lack of heavy
weaponry. ("Apparent” being the operative word in that sentence, Philip kept reminding himself.) The
next shipsto gpproach the Ryall bulk carrier would be the scout boats Questor and Calico . It would
betheir job to disable the Ryall ship's engines and burn away al the sensor pickupsonitshull. Oncethe
quarry was immobilized and blinded, scout boatsBarracuda and Horned Devil would closeto within ten
meters of the Ryal ship and offload their twenty-five man boarding party. The two scouts, dong with
Questor and Calico and the two scout vessals fromMace , would then surround the Ryall ship and
provide cover while the Marines blasted their way through the hull at two widdly separated points. Once
insde, it would be the Marines job to capture the quarry.

"We're ready to disembark,” Philip Walkirk radioed to the scout boat's pilot.
"Stand by, Enggn,” the pilot replied. "Well be shutting down boost in another ten seconds.”

Philip watched the tiny chronometer display in hishelmet. Trueto the pilot's word, the pressure on his



chest died away ten secondslater. Simultaneoudy, the pilot's voice could be heard over the genera
arcuit:

"All Hands! We will bein zero gravity for another 8.6 minutes, and then will go to two gravities.
Make sure that you are well anchored before that time! Good luck, Marines!"

Ever snceleaving Discovery , the scout boat had been dowly closing the gap by backing toward the
Ryadl shipon atail of fire. Paradoxicdly, with the Ryal ship till decelerating for afoldpoint it would
never reach, onceBarracuda shut down its engines, they would close the gap even more quickly than
before.

"All right, Marined" Philip Walkirk said over the generd circuit. "Odd files, by the numbers, prepareto
disembark!"

Six Marineslifted themselves from their couches and moved to line up in the scout boat's too narrow
center aide. They moved awkwardly in the cramped passenger cabin toward the bow airlock. As
quickly asthefirst group had cleared the aide, Drake ordered the even number files out of their couches.
The starboard side passengers quickly followed suit. At the airlock, the scout boat's crew chief, aso
suited up, stood with his hand on the valve that would spill air from Barracuda 's passenger cabin to
Space.

"Ready to depressurize when you are, Ensgn,” the chief said.

Philip Walkirk ordered asuit check made. There followed two minutes of mutua inspection and aquick,
precise countdown of acknowledgments that suit checks were complete.

"Anchor yoursaves, Marines. We're about to depressurize.”

The sudden tugging of agentle wind and the keening of air being vented suddenly filled the smal cabin.
The sound quickly died away astheair that carried it drained out into space. Concurrent with the
sudden silence, Philip Walkirk's vacuum armor puffed up and stiffened at the joints, as did that of every
man aboard. Asquickly asthe air was gone, the crew chief reached out and cycled both airlock doors
open, leaving Philip aclear view of theinfinite black outsde.

"Follow me!" he ordered.

A scout boat isasmdl, heavily armed auxiliary capable of interplanetary (but not interstellar) flight. It
wasthe normal task of such warcraft to scout an enemy before battle, and to harry him while he engaged
the mother ship. Scouts were also used to ferry passengers and cargo between ships and down to the
surface of aplanet. They were not, however, designed to ddliver ground troops to the scene of battle.

SnceBarracuda was not a proper assault boat (there being none such aboard the Altan cruiser),
engineers had been forced to improvise. They had done so by welding apair of railsto the upper
surfaces of Barracuda 'stwo stubby deltawings. The plan called for the Marine boarding party to exit
the cabin, pull themselves dong the wings viathe safety rails, and anchor themsdvesfor thefind
gpproach to the Ryall starship. Being out on the wings would alow amuch quicker assault, although it
exposed the boarding party to whatever furiesthe Ryall captain had at hisdisposal.

Philip Walkirk snapped the end of asafety lineto therail leading toward the port side of the scout and
stepped out into nothingness. He pulled himsalf hand over hand toward the far-left position on thewing.
Oncethere, he carefully snapped other lines to padeyes bonded to the wing for just that purpose. The
new lines each had asmall explosive charge at the points where they attached to Philip'sarmor. Ata
sgnd from him, the charges would shear the lines, freeing him from histemporary bonds. Inthe



meantime, however, the four-point attachment assured that he would remain fastened to his perch no
matter how violently the scout maneuvered during its approach.

Helooked back toward the airlock to see his six companions smilarly positioned adong the surface of the
wing. Hethen watched other figures exit theairlock. Sergeant Barthol led the even-number files up and
over the fuselage to the attach points on the starboard wing. Philip watched them out of sight, then
turned to view that vee-shaped section of black sky framed between his armored boots. As he watched,
abright flare of light lit the black sky, then another and another.

"What the hell wasthat?" avoice asked in hisearphones. He recognized the thick accent of Alta's
western continent and identified the voice asthat of Corpord Kevin Sayers, immediately to hisright on
thewing.

"That will be Questor and Calico burning out hiseyesand crippling hisengines,” Philip replied.
"Hope the centaurs don't decide to suicide on us,” the corpora muttered.

That makestwo of us, Philip thought to himself. Aloud he said, "If they were going to blow themselves
up, they would have done so before now."

Philip watched the Ryall starship grow in Size as the scout boat bore down oniit. It had started out asa
mere pinpoint and had grown to the size of ahaf-crown piece when the pilot's voice echoed in his
earphones.

"Acceleration in ten seconds! Hold on tight out there."

A sudden violet nimbus sprang into existence below Philip Walkirk'sfeet. At the sametime, asudden
surge of acceleration threstened to pull himinto hisboots. He did downward inside hisarmor, reaching
bottom with an audible oof as Barracuda 's pilot fought to bleed off the high closing rate that had

devel oped between the two ships. Out of the corner of his eye, Philip noted another violet-white star
gpring forth in the firmament. That, he knew, would be Horned Devil ddivering the other haf of the

boarding party.

Suddenly, the pressure was gone and the scout boat hung motionless amere ten metersfrom the Ryal
ship.

"Cut yourselvesloose, now!" AsPhilip said it, he thumbed the switch that would detonate hisown
separation charges. There was amuffled whump sound and he wasfree. "Engage maneuvering units!
Jump for that ship!"

#

Varlan of the Scented Waterslay in front of alarge holotank and watched the mongter starships closein
on Space Svimmer . Thetank, which was normally used for mapping variationsin the underground
dtrata, had been jury-rigged by the technicians to display amore or less up-to-date view of the Stuation
ingpace. Initsdepths, Corlis ydlow star, Eulysta, was atiny glowing jewel. High aboveit, near the
upper edge of display, lay the gateway to the Evil Star. The gateway to Carratyl was much lower, about
on alevel with the blue-green point of light that denoted Corlisitsaf. Three other close-in planetsaso
showed in the image space, asdid their orbital paths around the gar.

Therewere other faint lines of light in the tank; linesthat moved at nearly right anglesto the concentric
circlesthat marked the plane of Eulystasecliptic. The orbital tracks of the shipsthat pursued Space
Swimmer were dimly etched in an emerad hue. Next to the course lines, severd time and vector



notations gave mute testimony to the speed with which the two-legged devils had crossed the systlemin
pursuit of the fleeing ore carrier.

Varlan's gaze was drawn to a second group of dienwarships. Thesetoo trailed dimly lit green threads
behind them. They were not, however, in pursuit of Space Svimmer . Rather, these enemies were
bound directly for Corlisand would arrive in only three revolutions of the planet. Varlan cursed the fact
that there would not be more timeto ready her defenses, dthough objectively, she knew that
twelve-cubed yearswould be insufficient if the monsters redlly wished to take Corlis Complex.

Putting her own problems momentarily out of mind, she turned her atention back toSpace Svimmer 's
fate. Raising the pitch of her voice to the frequency range guarded by the computer that operated the
holotank, she said, "Move focusto Space Svimmer . Increase magnification to maximum.”

The overal view of the Eulysta system faded away, to be replaced by another. The central region of the
tank was now inhabited by aswarm of ships. At the center lay the rose-colored dot of Space Swimmer
. Around it swarmed purple-green enemy craft. Out of each point of light emanated small violet lines,
the direction and length of which denoted the vel ocity and acceleration vectors of that particular vessdl.
Varlan was no expert, but the fact that the closest monster ships had velocities and accelerations nearly
identical to those of the Ryall ore carrier indicated that the end was near for Ossfil and Space Svimmer .

"What isthe bassfor thisdisplay?' Varlan asked.

"Theinformation isthe most probable projection of the observationsthat Space Svimmer provided inits
last communication,” the computer responded.

"How long ago?'
"The span of time has been twelve-cubed heartbests.”

Varlan sgnified her pleasure at the relative currency of theinformation. There had been atime when she
would have taken for granted an uninterrupted flow of information concerning the soon to be fought
battle. The past severd planetary days had educated her considerably in such matters.

"Varlan of the Scented Waters!"

Her concentration regarding the display was so greet that Varlan had not heard the rustle of dried rushes
behind her. Startled, she snapped her neck 180 degrees about to observe Safador standing behind her.
Such was her mood that the philosopher/priest’'s cdll, which had been ddivered a minima volume, had
seemed a shout.

"Y ou should be named Sdfador the Silent, Philosopher!™

"My apologiesif | caused you distress, Varlan. | have completed the tasksthat you set for me. The
medical facility has been moved to Shaft Number One and prepared to receive wounded. Also, | have
trained two of your laborersto operate severa of the healing machines.”

Varlan sgnaed her gppreciation, then moved her head to Sare intently with one eye at the
philosopher/priest's downcast features.

"What iswrong, Salfador?’
The priest indicated the screen. "How goes the battle for Space Svimmer 7'

Varlan's response had no equivalent among humans. The closest aman could have cometo trandating



the sound would have been a snort of disdain coupled with cynicd laughter. "The battle ismoreafish
drive than a contest between warriors. | fear the monsters will have Ossfil in another few hundred
heartbeats."

"Will they not merely destroy him?”

"It would appear not. | am no expert in matters of piloting, but it sseemsthat either of the larger monster
starships could have done so before now. Instead, Ossfil reports they have launched daughter craft.
Apparently, they will try to capture Space Svimmer "

"Wheat of the astronomical datain his computer?'

"I have given the order that he destroy his computer and trigger his astrogator'samnesia. Failing that, of
course, hewill destroy hisship.”

The normally facile philosopher/priest dlowed histriforked tongue to flick between open teeth ashe
hesitated an uncharacteristicaly long time. When hefinaly spoke, it wasin avoice nearly too quiet to
hear. Varlan shifted her earflgpsto catch hiswords more clearly.

"I have cometo you, Varlan, because | need the advice of onewiser than |."
"Surely there are none such here, Sdfador.”

"Y ou underestimate yourself, my manager. Andin any event, it isapoor physician who diagnoses his
ownillness”

"Proceed then."

"I have never told you the story of my youth and how | becameaheder.”

"That istrue," Varlan agreed. "It has never been amatter of concern between us.”
"We have never suffered invasion by monsters before.”

"True"

"The priesthood and hedling were not my original vocation. | wasagifted pupil and my teachers thought
me capable of studying natural philosophy. | trained as a seeker after astronomica understanding, a star
gazer, if youwill."

"l long ago noticed your interest in such matters and remarked to mysdlf that it isunusua in amedica
technician,” Varlan replied.

Sdfador sgnaled wry humor. "Agreed. My colleagues are not renowned for their love of gaactic
structure, nor of the differences between the great stars. 'Y ou do well to get them to look up into the sky
anight.

"Your point?'

"Unfortunately, | found that | did not have the aptitude which my teachers believed. | could have been a
good natura philosopher, but not agreat one. | therefore chose my current path. | have had no reason
for regretsin thischoice ... none until now, that is"

"] do not understand.”



"It isregrettable, Varlan of the Scented Waters, but | still have considerable astronomica datain my
brain, including knowledge of the positions of many of the gateways throughout the hegemony.”

Varlan "blinked" in horror at Salfador'sreveation. Likedl Ryall, she had an abiding pridein the works
of her race. She had been barely out of the egg when she had been taught the names of the worlds that
the Race controlled, and only dightly older when she knew each of their historiesin detail. However, one
thing she had not learned was the method by which starshipstraveled from one to another. Such data
were the domain of astronomers and astrogators, information unneeded by the average Ryadl. Indeed, it
had only been since she ascended to the managership of Corlis Complex that she had learned the secret
of the gateways between the stars.

"Y ou must have been fitted with an amnesaspell. Give meyour trigger codeand | will excisethe
knowledge from your brain,” she said.

The miserable look on Salfador's featureswas al the answer she needed. Even 50, he said, "I'm afraid
that | was never fitted with such. | had not intended to be an astrogator on a starship, and therefore, had
no need.”

Varlan sared closdly at her advisor and confidant, trying to divine some way out of the predicament.
She thought of ordering him to take to the jungle to hide until the mongters|eft, then rejected the idea for
the same reason that she had rejected having the complex's staff do the same. The loca biochemistry
was sufficiently closeto Ryall normsto causeillness, but lacked severd essentid ingredients (asswell as
possessing others that were unhealthful). To ask a philosopher to camp in the woods like abarbarian
was unthinkable. Even more unthinkable, however, was dlowing Safador to fal into the grasp of the
mongters. Findly, shesad: ™Y ou know what you must do, of course."

Sdfador sgnaed hisagreement. "I have dready done so. There are many poisonsin the medica kits. |
injected mysdlf with one before coming here. Do not fear. My desth will be quite painless.”

"Then your purposein coming here...?"

"Wasto take my leave of you. | ask that you tell my clan of my death should you return one day to the

"l will do so. How long until the poison takes effect?’
"My visonisaready affected. That isthefirst symptom. | will be dead in another thousand heartbesats.”

Varlan moved to Safador and hugged him in avery human gesture of affection. "Farewel| then, Sdfador
of the Eternd Fire. | will missyou."

"And | you, Varlan of the Scented Waters."
#

Philip jumped for the vast spherica hull of the Ryal starship and grounded expertly between two of the
large access hatches. Ashedid so, reaction jets began to fire around the ship'swaist. At firg, he
thought the Ryall captain was using them in the hope of catching one or more attackersin their white-hot
flame. When the jets continued to fire, however, Philip guessed their red purpose and ordered: "Anchor
yoursalves! Quickly! They'rerotating the ship in the hope of throwing us off."

Therefollowed aflurry of Marines anchoring themsalvesto the hull with magnetic clamps. The point
where the boarding party had |anded was midway between equator and pole, and the rotation did not
affect them greatly. Philip felt alight tugging a hisfeet as hisbody rotated to face outward. Around him,



the Marines hung like spidersfrom their webs. The only figurein sight not anchored was Corpora
Sayers, who was using his maneuvering jets to compensate for the dow spin and move toward the
spherical ship'stoo close horizon. Sayerswas Barracuda 's sapper. He carried alarge explosive
charge strapped to his chest. He disappeared from sight. Half aminute later, he was back, jetting for
Philip's position at high speed. He had just grounded expertly next to the prince when the hull plates
shivered beneath hisboots. Philip felt asharp tug on his safety line just as something large and flat spun
away into space from somewhere beyond the horizon.

"| planted the entry charge against one of those medium size doors aquarter of the way around the
circumference, Sr."

Philip nodded; forgetting in his excitement that no one could see the gesture. He unlimbered hisweapon
—aprojectile device that fired anesthetic darts. The darts were heavy enough to punch through vacuum
armor, and contained a dose of anesthetic that would knock a Ryall down in a matter of seconds. He
unhooked from his perch and jetted in the direction of the explosion. "Follow me!'’ And remember, were
after prisonerd”

Through pure luck, Sayers had found a hatch that led directly into the crew quarters and not into the
capacious holds. Philip jetted through the jagged hole and moved immediately to take cover inajumble
of what had been equipment lockers. One by one, twelve other shapes entered the darkness from the
brilliantly lit hull outsde.

"Hope them centaurs had sense enough to get into suits before we blew their hull,” came the comment
from one of the enlisted men. Philip hoped the same thing, since they had destroyed the ship's pressure
integrity with their charge. They would aso blow any pressure doors they encountered. If the Rydll
were not protected by vacuum suits, the whole misson would bein vain.

Another sudden hammer blow caused the deck to jump. "That will be theHorned Devil force™ Philip
said. "Watch out who you shoot. Sergeant Barthol, lead out!”

Philip watched as alarge figure with chevrons on his suit ambled through the nearly weightless corridor to
across passage farther on. Barthol glanced first one way down the passage, then the other, before
taking cover inthejunction. He signaled for the rest of the squad to legpfrog him. They continued for ten
minutesin thisway, meeting no oppogtion.

Philip Walkirk was beginning to wonder if there were any Ryall |eft aboard when Private Traconen
pushed open a bulkhead hatch and was suddenly thrown back across the passageway in a shower of
smdl explosons. Traconen recoiled from aglancing blow against the bulkhead, his punctured suit
spewing red mist as he tumbled head over hedl's down the passageway .

"Carter, go after Traconen!" Philip ordered. "Therest of you lay down covering fire."

Not al of the boarding party carried anesthetic projectile throwers. Some carried explosiveriflesand
heavy riot guns. Two Marines braced themselves against handy stanchions and began to spray automatic
fire through the open haichway. Thewesgponsfired in an eerie Slence and a sporadic wind flowed down
the corridor astheir muzzle gasses expanded into vacuum. Sergeant Barthol hugged the near bulkhead
as he moved to the hatchway. He unclipped asmall egg shaped object from his equipment belt.

"Better stand back," he cautioned. The two Marines who had enfiladed the compartment moved back
along the corridor. Barthol armed the grenade and launched it in the awkward side armed throw of a
man in space armor, then hurriedly backed off.

The ensuing exploson wasfar from slent. 1t buffeted Philip Walkirk, jarring histeeth even insdethe



armor. A moment later, his helmet rang with a sudden clanging noise as abit of debris bounced off it.
Hewas surprised to find asmdl star break in hishelmet visor in front of hisleft eye. Gulping down bile,
he ordered a scouting party into the compartment from which Traconen had been felled. Thirty seconds
after dipping through the deadly door, the scouts reported that al was clear.

Philip trotted forward to see the Ryall defenders with hisown eyes. What he saw was sufficient to turn
hisstomach. Two Ryall encased in their own versons of vacuum suits had lain in wait insde the
compartment behind abarrier of furniture. Weapons ready, they had shot the first human face to poke its
way through the door. Their weapon, Philip Walkirk was surprised to see, was a crude gun that
appeared to have been manufactured in the ship's machine shop.

Philip left the compartment and moved to where Sergeant Barthol stooped over Private Traconen.
"How ishe?'

"I'm afraid hé'sdeed, sir."

"Leave him then, Sergeant. Well pick him up after we've secured the ship.”

"Yes, gr."

Therest of the capture was relatively uneventful. It had taken ten minutes more for Philip Wakirk's
forcesto link up with the second Marine boarding force. Together they had swept through the ship
collecting prisoners. Therewereeightindl. Seven of the centaurs gave up peacefully, each spreading
hisarmsin agesture of submission when overtaken by the human raiders. One choseto resist.

Half an hour after their entry into the Rya| ship, Corpora Sayers returned to the assembly point with an
unconscious Rydl in tow.

"What happened to you?" Sergeant Barthol asked upon seeing the ginger way he moved.
"Damned centaur near broke my arm with abig crowbar, Sarge.”

Barthol looked down at the limp dien Sayershad intow. "Did you kill him?"

"Naw. Shot himwith adart. Hell bedl right, ‘cept that he's crazy as a high plateau jumper.”
"How s0?'

"l found him amidshipsin one of the equipment rooms. He had thisbig bar held ripped out of some
machinery and was using it to beat holy hell out of some access panel. Looked to me like he wanted to
get through it and into the machinery beyond. Anyway, | flashed my light in hisface. Heturned and
attacked me with this damned thing!" Sayers said, holding up the bar. "I was so surprised that | didn't do
more than get my arm up to ward off the blow. Anyway, he hauled back for another swing and | shot
him. He got in two morelicks before he keeled over.”

Barthol nudged the limp Ryal with the toe of hisboot. The transparent fabric of the Ryal's vacsuit
dented in under the pressure and then sprang back. "I guesswell find out what it was al about when he
wakesup."

Philip Walkirk, who had listened to the conversation over his suit radio, moved over to where the
sergeant and corpora were standing. In this part of the ship, there wasjust enough gravity from the spin
to keep his boots on the deck. "What did you say just now, Corpora?' he asked.



"| said thisdamned crazy centaur attacked me, sir..."

"No, about histrying to smash amachine. What machine?"
"Fraid | don't recognize this alien machinery too good, sir.”
"Takemetoit."

Sayersled the way, followed by Philip Wakirk and Sergeant Barthol. They moved through gloomy
corridors until they reached asmall compartment almost at the very center of the spherica ship.

"Y onder machine over there, Sir!" Sayer said, playing the beam from his hand lamp over a dented access
pand.

Philip gazed a the pand, blinked, and then emitted alow whistle.
"Thisthing important, Sr?' Barthol asked.

"Y ou might say that," Philip replied. "What Corpora Sayersrefersto as'yonder machine isther
astrogation computer. Thefact that he wastrying to best it to death may mean that their norma destruct
mechanism failed to operate properly.”

"That good, Sr?"

Philip Walkirk's sudden laughter startled the two noncoms. "That box, Sergeant, may well contain
information vital to the conduct of thewar.”

"What information, Sr?"

"If welve been very, very lucky, we may just dredge up afoldspace topology chart for thewhole
damned Ryall hegemony!"

CHAPTER 14

Therays of the unnamed yellow star cascaded over the smdll fleet, causing shipsto glow inthe
aurredigtic haf light/half dark pattern so familiar to those who space. In the center of the fleet floated a
battered, oversize sphere. On one side of the sphere, aseries of sheared off pylons marked the location
where long-range sensing and communications gear had once been mounted. At the other Sde, the
delicate mechanisms that once drove the ship from foldpoint to planet and back again had been
converted to scrap by asingle disabling stroke. 1n between, the points at which the two boarding parties
had forced entry remained as silent reminders of the battle fought onboard.

Discovery and Mace hung in space less than akilometer from the Ryal starship as various landing craft
and interorbit shuttles moved back and forth between the three vessals. The scout boats that had aided
inthe Ryall ship's capture stood well out from the main fleet. They had taken up outrider positions after
the battle, insurance againgt other Ryall craft entering the system through the local (and as yet
unidentified) foldpoint. "Technician Scarlotti on Channd Six, Captain,” Moriet Hayden reported to
Richard Drake on Discovery 'sbridge.

Drake had spent the morning going over inventory reportswith his executive officer and was glad for the
interruption. He activated the communications channd and said, "Drake here. Go ahead.”



Theface of Mace 's senior computer specidist gazed out of the screen a him. "I'vefinished my
ingpection of the Ryall computer, Captain.”

llArml

"Whoever it was that took awrecking bar to this thing succeeded in making it unusable. Half the
input/output circuits are mangled beyond repair.

"And the memory banks?"

"They appear to be undamaged, sir. Whatever this computer knew before the attack, it till knows. Had
any blow fdlen two centimetersto the right, however, it would have been adifferent sory."

"What about the destruct mechanism? Why didn't it go off?'

Scarlotti held up ahexagona box of dien construction from which athick cable protruded. "The damned
thing's corroded, sir. When they activated it, the pulse shorted out in the power leads. It lookslikeit
was inddled years ago and then degraded to the point whereit failed when they tried to useit.”

Drake nodded. He was not particularly surprised by the news. The entire Ryall starship had the air of a
tramp about it. "Can you extract the datain the computer?”

"Already have, gr. | did that before| started poking around insde. Didn't want to trigger an automeatic
memory wipe."

"Didyou getit all?

"l think S0, Sir. | dumped using three different techniques, and then compared each data set with the
other two. All three areidentica down to theleast significant bit. If anything eseisinthere, it'shidden
too deep for meto pry out.”

"Canyou read it?"

"No, gr. My specidty isRyall hardware. Y ou will need adamned good software technician to interpret
the crap. Frankly, | don't know of any that good this side of the main fleet."

"How much dataisthere?'

Scarlotti glanced down and read a number from acomputer printout. "About two trillion bytes, Captain.”
"How long to tranamit it to Arrow back at the Antares foldpoint?”

"All of it, Sr?"

Drake nodded. "Unlessyou know of someway of extracting only the datawereinterested in."

The tech was quiet for amoment, his lips moving as he performed aquick caculationin hishead. "I'd
say aday and ahdf for theinitial squirt, followed by two daysto check for transmission errors and
resend any suspicious blocks."

"Very well, Mr. Scarlotti,” Drake responded. "Duplicate your recordings. Bring one copy hereto
Discovery and send the other toMace . As soon as you're aboard, prepare the data for transmission to
Arrow ."

"Ayeaye, Captan.”



Drake turned to Commander Marchant after the computer technician had signed off. "That's damned
good news, Rorg. Now if only weve been lucky and their astrogation dataiis ill intact.”

The exec nodded. "It would be quite aletdown if all welve got isthe Rydl captain's laundry ligt."
"l don't think he was trying to beeat hislaundry list to degth with that wrecking bar."

"No, sir. Neitherdo1."

"Ishedill sicking to hisstory?"

The exec nodded. "He saysthe Ryal presence on the second planet islimited to amining and smelting
operation. Hisship wasabulk ore carrier sent to pick up the mings output. It'saregular run.”

"When isthe next ship scheduled to arrive?”

"Not for sx monthsat least, Sr. Maybelonger.”
"Where was he headed when we caught up with him?"
"He doesn't know, sir."

"You mean hewont tell.”

"No, sir. | mean he doesn't know! Theinterrogators had him hooked up to awhole battery of sensors
when they questioned him. He showed no physiological changes at dl when asked his destination.
Something or someone has completely wiped hismind of &l astrogation data. He even looks blank when
they mention foldpointsto him."

"What about the astrogator?”
"I'm afraid, Captain, that the astrogator was one of the two centaurs killed after Private Traconen got it."

"All right. Get asummary of everything we have learned about the planet's defenses off to Saskatoon .
Perhapsit will hep Colond Vddis plan hisassault.”

"Yes, gr. What about the Ryd| ship?'

"Well give the savage crew another three days before we destroy it. After that, well seeif we can't find
this mysterious foldpoint Ossfil doesn't remember being out here.”

#

The attack against the planet took place forty-eight hourslater. Drake spent three continuous watchesin
his command chair monitoring the assault viarelayed tactical displays and reports. He need not have
bothered. The Ryall defenders proved no match for the Sandarian Marines.

Saskatoon's assault boats had entered the planet's atmosphere in the hemisphere opposite the Ryall mine
and smdlter. Once safely down, they flew around the globe to positions just below the horizon from the
Rydl ingalation. Two hundred Sandarian Marinesin full battle armor had then disembarked and moved
into position for adawn assaullt.

The Ryall defendersfought bravely, but unskillfully. Many of them began firing their makeshift wegpons
wildly at thefirgt Sgn of attack, and quickly ran out of ammunition. Some chose to defend positions
better abandoned, while others had appeared confused when overrun, as though they did not understand



what they were supposed to be doing. Still othersrefused to surrender at all and had to be shot down.

The most difficult part of the assault involved taking the kilometer-deep mine shafts, severa of which had
been heavily fortified. For atimeit looked asthough the shafts would have to be sedled by
bombardment. However, the stalemate was broken when asquad of Marines probing the outlying areas
of the complex found an unguarded shaft and made their way through cross tunnelsto positions behind
the Ryal positions. Once the defenders discovered humans behind them, they quickly surrendered.

Even before the last tunnel was pacified, the Marines had spread out and begun a thorough search of the
mine complex. When they were finished, they were in possession of twenty live prisoners and eighteen
enemy corpses. Marine casudtiesfor the battle included seven dead, twelve wounded.

With the planet in human hands, Drake ordered salvage operations aboard the Ryd| starship
concluded. Thelast work party to board the ore carrier left anuclear explosive chargein the main cargo
hold. When the human ships had pulled back to a safe distance, Drake ordered the charge detonated.
Theresulting ball of plasmawas visible on the screens for adozen minutes and to the instruments for
severd hourslonger.

Following the ore carrier's destruction, the smal armada shifted operations to the point in space where
the Ryall ship had appeared headed. Discovery launched a series of probesto measure the local
gravitational constant, and after aweek of careful measurement and calculation, confirmed the presence
of anearby foldpoint.

Drake ordered Mace to take up position within the newly discovered foldpoint to guard againgt any
further intrusons by Ryal starships. Having thus secured hisflank, he ordered Discovery to begin
boosting for the namel ess star's second planet.

#

Bethany Lindquist walked down the corridor in aswish of light blue fabric and acloud of perfume. Her
dresswasaforma evening gown of astyle popular with Homeport trendsetters; her auburn hair was
piled high atop of her head; her face was shaded subtly to accentuate her high cheekbones. A gold
necklace that had come origindly from Earth completed the picture. The reactions from the few grinning
spacers she encountered told her that the hours she had spent in front of amirror had not been wasted.

Bethany walked a quarter of the distance around the habitat ring to Richard Drake's cabin. She knocked
lightly and waited for the door to open. Richard was resplendent in the full dress uniform of the Altan
Navy. He extended his hand to draw her across the threshold.

"Y ou're beautiful! he exclamed, letting his eyes roam up and down her form.

"Thank you, kind gr," she said, curtsying dightly. "Theinvitation did specify aformal dinner party, did it
not?'

“Itdid"

Bethany's gaze swept the room. She was not surprised to note the presence of only two place settings at
thetable.”

"Arent you afraid the rest of the crew will be jealous?’ she asked.

"Let them. | amtired of not being ableto pay proper court to my lady. Besides, if you are going down
to the surface tomorrow, thismay well be our last chance to have dinner together for quite sometime.”



Bethany laughed. "If I'd known accepting Professor Alvarez's offer would bring this response, | would
have brought him to see you sooner."

"I'm just glad you brought him when you did," Drake replied.

Bethany had been egting lunch in Discovery 'swardroom the previous day when Professor Boris
Alvarez, Fellow of the Roya Sandarian Academy, had taken the seat next to hersand struck up a
conversdion.

After fifteen minutesin which it became obvious that he had something more on hismind than merdly
passng the time with the only woman aboard ship, Bethany had asked him, "May | help you with
something, Professor?

"Wl ... ah, | mean ... well, yes, now that you mention it, Miss Lindquist, you can. | would like to speak
to you about amatter of someimportance.”

"I'mligening.”

"Ah, you are aware that | have made something of speciaty in the study of Ryal technology, particularly
information systems, are you not?"

"I know that you are the closest thing to an expert we have aboard this ship, Professor.”

"Have you aso heard that the Marines have captured alarge Ryall computer down on the planet's
surface?!

Bethany had nodded. "1 understand they're planning to suck this one dry of data, too."

"Inmy opinion, Miss Lindquigt, that would be counterproductive.”

Why?

"Look," Alvarez replied, suddenly becoming more animated. "Wetook agreat ded of information out of
that ore carrier's computer, only we have no way of deciphering precisely what it says. Likeus, the
centaurs store data in aform that makes sense to their machines, but not necessarily to themsdlves. That
garship information congsts of al manner of computer programs mixed in with subsdiary data. Even
were we able to segregate the programs from the data, we would need to understand the operation of
the programsto read the data. Do you understand what | am saying?"

Bethany nodded, then added, "No one said that it would be easy.”
"True. But that isno reason for usto makeit more difficult than it need be."
"| don't understand, Professor."

Alvarez hunched forward earnestly. "It seemsto methat we may be ableto ingtall the ore carrier's
information in the computer that the Marines have captured, and possibly get the programsrunning. All
Ryall computers use more or less the same operating system, you know."

Bethany had frowned. "To what purpose?'

"Simply this" Alvarez had replied. "If we can get the programs running, there will be no need to decipher
the whole mass of information in order to extract the data that interests us. Rather, we have merely to ask
the computer what we wish to know. If weve done our job right, it will tell us!”



Bethany was pensive for amoment. "Have you talked to Captain Drake about this?'

Alvarez shook hishead. "No. | am afraid that | do not explain thingswell to people. Y ou know alot
about Rydl information systems. 'Y ou can help me explain the concept to him. Afterwards, | will dso
need an ass stant down on the surface.”

"Areyou offering me thejob, Professor?’
"Yes, if youwould likeit."

"| accept. Brief me on the mechanics of what we are talking about, and then well ask for an gppointment
to see the boss."

Upon hearing Alvarez's proposal, Drake had ordered itsimmediate implementation. The three of them
had then spent an hour discussing what would be needed for the project to proceed. Afterwards,
Bethany and Alvarez had returned to their respective cabinsto begin packing. Thirty minutes |ater,
Bethany had been interrupted by a spacer who had presented her with a sealed envelope. Opening it,
sheld found the dinner invitation from Richard.

Drake took Bethany'swrap and guided her to the leather couch. They were served drinks by a
white-coated steward who otherwise remained in the background. They spoke of Alvarez's plan and of
various other minor matters until dinner wasready. Transferring to the table in the center of the cabin,
Drake held Bethany's chair as she seated hersdlf, then moved to the side opposite. The steward had
previoudy lighted three candlesin the center of thetable. Assoon asthey were seated, he dimmed the
overhead lightsto their night settings. Watching the perfect manners of the seward, Bethany found it
difficult to remember that this same man had hel ped storm the Ryall starship only ten days earlier.

Eventudly, dessert was served and Drake dismissed the steward. He left the cabin without aword,
trundling acart piled high with the ship'sfinest silver service. Bethany finished off the last of apiece of pie
with ice cream, and lifted a coffee cup to her lips. Gazing over therim of the cup, shesaid, "Y ou didn't
haveto do this, you know!"

"Dowhat?' Drake asked.

"Put on thisfancy spread for me. | have been ready to sneak into your bed nightly for the past three
months. A sandwich of cold lunch meet and day-old ribolf sdad would have been more than adequate.”

"But thisis so much more romantic,” hereplied, letting hisarm sweep acrossthetablein agdlant
gesture. Hethen went onin amore normal tone. "Besides, I'm afraid | had an ulterior motive when |
planned thisdinner.”

"Oh?" sheasked in mock surprise.

"What | should have said isthat | have another ulterior motive. Do you remember a conversation we
had just after returning from Sandar? Y ou expressed concern that the prisoners we'd talked to might
have been telling us what the Sandarians wanted usto hear."

She nodded. "I thought they might have been coerced into parroting Sandarian propaganda.”
"Doyou 4iill fed thet way?"

"No," Bethany replied. "I'velearned enough since to know that data obtained from prisoner interviewsis
meticuloudy controlled. However, | do wonder whether such dataisn't misapplied at times.”



"How s0?"

"Obvioudy, Richard, since mogt prisoners are members of the Ryall military caste, our views of the Ryall
species are strongly influenced by the military caste outlook. How do we know that outlook is shared by
the managerid caste that runs the hegemony, or by the other castes, for that matter?”

"Would you like an opportunity to find out?"
"How?'

"We captured the manager of the Corlis mine and smelter along with nineteen other Ryall. | would like
you to interview her for uswhen you're down on the surface.”

"Why me, Richard?'

"Because the Sandarians have been conditioned to think of the Ryal as humanity'simplacable enemy. If
werdy solely on Colond Vadis interrogators, everything we learn will be colored by that attitude. Y ou,
on the other hand, are relatively open-minded when it comesto the Ryall. Y ou possess aspecidized
knowledge of both Ryal psychology and physiology. Y ou have studied the centaurs enough that you
should have some fedling asto whether you are being told the truth. In summary, my love, you arethe
perfect person for the job. How about it?'

Rather than answering him directly, Bethany said, "Do you know, Richard, that my uncle dmost refused
to let me come on this expedition?

"For God's sake, why?'
"He wasworried that my love for you would blind meto the fact that my primary duty lieswith Earth.”
"What has that to do with what we are talking about?'

Bethany shrugged. "Perhgps nothing. Still, we both know that prisoner interview datais normally
classfied a least ‘confidentid,” and sometimes much higher. Itisaso awell known fact thet interrogators
aren't supposed to talk about their work."

ll&?l

"So | want it understood in advance that | am free to share anything | learn with the Interstellar Council
the moment we reach Earth.”

"| see no problem with that, Bethany."

Sheamiled. "Inthat case, | consider it an honor to interview this prisoner for you, Richard. Infact, |
would never haveforgiven you if you had given thejob to anyone e se. | have dreamed of getting my
hands on amember of the managerid caste ever since | knew therewas such athing. | have some
theories|'d like to see tested out.”

"Good! Now that that's settled, let's talk about something else," he said, taking her handsin his own.
"Y ou arelooking particularly ravishing tonight, my love...."

#

CHAPTER 15



The polyarcsin Discovery 's main hangar bay gave Landing Boat Moliere abright, blue-white sheen as
Boris Alvarez and Bethany Lindquist arrived the next morning for the ninety-minute flight down to Corlis.
Bethany was dightly hung over and deepy, but otherwise content. After dinner, she and Drake had
made love into the small hours of the morning, parting only when she had had to return to her own cabin
to finish packing. She was definitely logy, however, as she followed Professor Alvarez onboard the
landing boat. It wasal she could do to strap hersdlf into one of the accel eration couches before she
drifted off to deep.

Shewoke sometime later to ajolting sensation and the high-pitched keening of hypersonic wind rushing
past the hull outside. Opening her eyes with a gtart, she turned toward Alvarez, who was watching the
play of plasma streams outside the viewport.

"How long have | been adegp?' she asked.
"Forty minutes" hereplied. "We'rejust entering atmosphere now."

She considered going back to deep, but then thought better of it. Instead, the two of them watched in
slence asthe boat diced through the night air ahundred kilometers above the surface of the virgin planet
below. Savefor afew wildfires burning in the distance and the widespread sparks of lightning flashes,
the planetary disk wasblack. Haf an hour later, they crossed the terminator into daylight and the
landscape turned a dull tan and orange color.

"Pretty big desert,” Alvarez observed.

Bethany nodded. Their speed was such that the desert quickly fell astern, to be replaced by awide sea.
For ten minutes, they flew above the azure blue of deep water before once again making landfall. This
time the land was covered by a dense forest of blue-green vegetation. Bethany watched in fascination as
detail appeared to boil up out of the land below, an optica illusion brought about by the landing boat's
swift descent.

Finally, they were over their destination. Bethany had only the briefest glimpse of the Ryd| ingtalation
before the boat transitioned to alow hover, and dust kicked up by the underjets rose to throw acurtain
over everything beyond the viewport. Even so, the momentary view had left her with an impression of
domedike buildings scattered among the open frameworks of aien machinery.

The boat had barely touched down when the dozen passengers began unstrapping and dragging their
luggage out of the overhead bins. Bethany inserted hersalf between Professor Alvarez and the broad
back of acorpora of Sandarian Marines. Asshedid so, she caught sight of the activity taking place on
the other sde of the crude landing fidd.

"What'sgoing on?' shewondered dloud. "Why dl thelanding craft?'

The corporal turned, stooped to look through the viewport, and said, "Those are Saskatoon 's boats,
Maam. We have ordersto ship our assault vehicles and heavy weapons back to orbit as quickly as
possble. Scuttlebutt hasit that we may have to abandon thisworld in ahurry if aRyal ship pops through
that second foldpoint.”

"Makes sense," Bethany said, nodding. Her origina question had been largely rhetoricd. If she had
thought about it, she would have known that Saskatoon 's boats would be |oading about now. She had
been present at the meeting where Richard Drake had decided to order Saskatoon 's commander to get
the Marines heavy equipment back onboard their ship.



"Yeeh, that makes sense, Maam. But what about the other orders?’
She attempted to stifle ayawn with partia success and asked, "What other orders, Corporal ?'

"The ordersto clean this damned place up, Maam. Silliest damned thing | ever heard. They want usto
pack up everything we brought down with us, and | meaneverything ! Garbage, ration tins, spent
cartridge cases, used up power packs. Why, they even have teams out obliterating our vehicle tracks
and footprints back in the bush! For chrissake, you would think the King hissalf was coming for Sunday
morning ingpection! Doesthat make any senseto you?”

"That isthe army for you, Corpora,” Bethany replied.
"Damnedrightitid"

Actually, the cleanup orders had their origin in the same meeting where it had been decided to begin the
embarkation process. The hope onboard Discovery was that they could erase al traces of human
presence from the planet. If they were successful and if the fleet subsequently managed to get clear of
the system before the next Ryall starship arrived, they would leave the centaurs with amystery to solve,
but no hard evidence of human presence thisdeep in Ryall space.

Bethany's ears popped as the boat'sinterna pressure was equalized with that of the outside atmosphere.
In the front part of the passenger cabin, the airlock door swung dowly inward, accompanied by a puff of
dust-laden air.

Upon disembarking, Bethany and Professor Alvarez found a Sandarian lieutenant waiting to escort them
to Marine headquarters. The three walked along a pathway that had been cut from nativerock. Their
god was alarge, dome-shaped building. Onceinside, the lieutenant led them to an arched doorway next
to which ahand drawn sign had been hung. It read:

COLONEL O. Z.VALDIS, K.0.S, 0.B.V.
COMMANDING OFFICER

33RD REGIMENT, 2ND BATTALION, 6TH DIVISION
SANDARIAN ROYAL SPACE MARINES

Knock Before Entering

The lieutenant rapped twice on the doorframe next to the Sgn, waited for permission, then pulled back
the covering animd skin to dlow them to enter.

Colonel Vadiswasatdl gray haired man with the trim body of a professiona warrior and an impressive
set of facid scars. He crossed from the makeshift desk he had been using with a portable command
console to where Bethany and Professor Alvarez were standing.

He leaned forward and kissed Bethany's outstretched hand. "Good to have you with us, MissLindquist.”

"Good to be here, Colonel. 1'd just about given up hope of getting my feet back on solid ground until we
reech Earth."



The colond guffawed. "Spoken likeatrue Marine! | hope we can make your stay here amemorable
one." Hethen turned to Professor Alvarez and saluted him. "Welcome, Sir Boris. If thereisanything
that | can do for you, please don't hesitate to ask.”

"All I require, Colond, isfor someone to show me to this computer you captured.”
"And you, MissLindquist?" Vadis asked, turning his attention back to Bethany.
"Did Captain Drake advise you that | wasto interview one of the prisoners?’
"Yes, Maam, athough | can't think of why you would want to."

"I've made the Ryall my specid field of study ever snce we discovered their existence," Bethany said.
"Yet, I've never actudly seen one.”

"It will take sometimeto arrange theinterview, MissLindquist. My own interrogetors are using the
equipment at the moment, and it'simportant that we get the individual stories on tape before they have
timeto agreeonalie”

"I'minno hurry, Colond. Just sometime before we head back up to the ship.”
"Very wdl. Lieutenant Harreck!"
The lieutenant who had guided them from the landing areaimmediately gppeared.

"Please show our gueststo their work areaand ingtruct them in the regulations governing our
occupation.”

"Yes, ar."

"It was good to meet you, MissLindquist. You too, Sir Boris. Harreck here will show you to your
work areaand will arrange quartersfor you."

"Y ou are mogt kind, Colondl.”
"My pleasure, Sir Boris. Now, if you will excuse me, | have an evacuation to run.”
#

The captured Ryal computer turned out to be atypical example of centaur information processing
technology. Even so, and despite Professor Alvarez's cavaier assumption that loading the astrogation
database would be relatively straightforward, they ran into difficultiesalmost immediatdly. Thefirst
problem involved incompatible storage media. The data that had been taken from the starship had been
recorded in standard holographic data cubes — standard, that is, for human beings. Unfortunately, the
Ryall equivaent involved thin, tranducent strips. The captured computer included severd strip readers,
but of course, no cube readers.

It had taken nearly an entire thirty-hour day for Alvarez to adapt the cube reader out of aMarinefire
control computer to interface with the Ryl machine. Then he and Bethany had dept six hours before
another long session to load the starship datainto the captured machine.

Then had come the problem of activating the various starship programs. To Bethany's surprise, Boris
Alvarez turned out to be askilled trandator of the dot patterns that made up the Ryall script. For two
days, he scanned the computer operations manual, trand ating those sections that he thought would be of
someuse. Hekept Bethany busy transcribing notes and putting them into an easly retrievable form.



Findly, when Alvarez felt confident enough to begin manipulating the computer directly, he seated himself
infront of the readout screen and ran his hands over the dightly dippery surface of the input/output
gphere. The machine responded by scrolling adistinctive pattern of dots right to |eft across the face of
the screen.

"It looks as though you know what you are doing,” Bethany said, observing the ease with which he
manipulated the dien artifact.

Alvarez nodded, obvioudy pleased by the compliment. "I could do alot better if | had an extrathumb
liketheRydl. Still,itisnt difficult onceyou get the hang of it."

"Shall | set up the recorders?’
"Yes. We should be ready to begin exploring our data base any time now."
"I'll get started right away. At least the hard part isover!"

Alvarez looked at her asonelooksat achild. "The preliminaries are over, MissLindquist. The hard
part is about to begin!”

#

A crigp, cool wind blew down the valey and wafted Bethany's hair into her eyes as she stepped from the
protection of the headquarters building. She stopped to stretch and work out the kinks of too many
hours spent in front of acomputer screen. Asshe did S0, she bresthed deeply of Corlis virginair and
noted that the smell of rain had been added to the normal cinnamon and orange blossom scent.
Overhead, the scudding white clouds of late morning had turned to dark, towering thunderheadsjust as
the meteorologists had predicted they would. Bethany did not mind. After months of being cooped up
in Discovery , abit of violent weether was awelcome diverson.

Having worked the largest of the knots from her muscles, she moved quickly away from the
dome-shaped headquarters building, being careful to keep to the hard surfaced pathway. Her destination
was the Quonset-style structure in which the Ryall prisonerswere housed. As she walked, her gaze was
drawn to the hills on each side of the valey, and to the line of blue-green vegetation that marked the
farthest extent of the Ryal excavations. From adistance, the growth looked like atypical forest of the
Altan highlands, athough the trees gppeared more stunted and gnarled than at home.

Bethany let her gaze follow the forest line to the large earthen dam that the Ryall had constructed
upstream of their complex. Marineswho had scouted that far reported alarge lake behind the dam, one
that grew perceptibly larger with each afternoon thunderstorm. At the dam's base was awhite box of a
structure from which a dozen large diameter pipes emanated. The pipes split into two groupsjust below
the valve house, and ran ten kilometers down each side of thevaley. They disgppeared into the ground
just before reaching the first of the vertical shaftsthat the Ryal had drilled into bedrock.

Rising in the distance beyond the dam, their flanks softened by atmospheric scattering, were severd large
snow capped mountains. The mountain range reminded Bethany of the Colgate Mountains east of
Homeport and made her alittle sad that this beautiful world would soon have to be abandoned.

Shewas dill gazing off into the distance and thinking of what humankind could do with aworld like Corlis
when she reached the prisoners barracks. Forcing her attention back to the job at hand, she checked
through the Marine guard post at the only opening in ahastily erected electric fence. She was escorted

to an interview room. Indde, she found asingle metd folding chair, amatching table, and atrandator
computer. Thetrandator's pickup microphones had been affixed to the walls and ceiling.



"They're bringing Varlan now, Maam," the sergeant who had escorted her from the guard station said.

Bethany thanked him and turned to face the door opposite the one through which she had entered. Less
than aminute later, the door opened and two Marines armed with riot guns escorted aRyall into the
interview room.

The Ryall was gray-green on top and shaded to tan below. Itscrania bulge was prominent, but the
snout seemed shorter than the photographs that Bethany had seen. The body was also deeker than the
drone warrior types that made up the bulk of humanity's prisoners. Thetail waslonger and the pads at
the end of the feet werelarger. The head on thelong neck twisting in adow traverse asthe Ryall
surveyed its surroundings.

"Miss Bethany Lindquist,” the sergeant said formaly, "May | present Varlan of the Scented Waters,
Manager of the CorlisMineral Extraction Complex. Varlan, | have the honor to present Bethany
Lindquigt, agreat leader among my people.”

Bethany found herself the object of intense scrutiny by asingle jet black eye. Varlan's mouth was open,
revealing adouble row of razor sharp teeth and atriforked tongue. Bethany knew from her studies that
the Ryall breathed through their mouths, which accounted for the resemblance to adog's panting.

"Hdlo, Varlan," Bethany said.

Therefollowed anoise something like the sound of aflute, after that the speaker on the table said,
"Greetings, Bethany of the Lindquists. How may this one assist you?"'

Bethany glanced up at the three Marineswho had taken up station around the room, their riot guns at the
ready. "Thank you, Sergeant. Will you and your men please wait outsde?"

"I wouldn't advise that, Maam. Those teeth are sharp and they can swing that tail of theirswith a
vengeance. One of the defenders nearly took my head clean off, and me wearing battle armor at the
time!”

"I'm sure |l will be safe, Sergeant. Varlan isn't going to harm me knowing that you are outside.”
"Okay, Mdam. It'syour funerd."

The Ryal watched the Marinesfile out of the room, tilting her head in order to follow their progresswith
her right eye while keeping Bethany in constant view of her left. When the solid door (atemporary
improvement to the barracks) closed behind them, she shifted her entire attention to Bethany.

"It ismy understanding that you are femae, Varlan of the Scented Waters," Bethany began.
"l am," the Ryal replied.

"Soam|," Bethany responded. "1 am curious asto whether we femaesthink dike."

"How canwe?' Varlan asked. "We are of different species.”

"But there must be similarities. We arethe sex that bringsforth new life, are we not?!
"Weare" Varlan replied.

"Then surely our outlooks must overlap somewhat.”

"What an odd thought.”



"Shall we attempt to find common ground on which to base our discussions, then?”

Varlan made agesture that Bethany did not recognize. It conssted of emitting ahissing sound at the
same time she flapped her ear membranes. "Among my race we would say 'Shall we attempt to swim
theriver of consensus?”

"Shdl we?'
"A prisoner doeswell to humor her jallers,” the Rydl replied. "Also, the concept isan interesting one.”

Bethany started the discussion by describing the human reproductive cycle and the fact that human young
areborn dive. She continued by explaining the effect this smplefact of nature had on human attitudes.
The Ryall, she soon learned, had somewhat ana ogous attitudes, although, since they had no way to
know which hatchlings were their own, their affection tended to be generdized. Thisin turn madeit easy
for the Ryl to grasp the concept of group loyaty, and ultimately, loyalty to the entire species.

"See," Bethany said after they had been talking for more than an hour, "there gppears to be nothing that
our two races cannot discuss rationdly with one another.”

"That would appear to betrue."
"Then why do you Rydl hate and fear us s0?"
"We do not hate you, Bethany of the Lindquists. Nor do we fear you."

"Y et, you attacked us without provocation and refuse al of our attempts at negotiating an end to thiswar
between us.”

"Your very existence is provocation enough,” Varlan replied.

"That isnot an answer. Surely, the universeis big enough for both of us. Why must we fight one another
when there are so many starsto be clamed?’

Varlan moved her head to gaze at the single window in the interview room. "Look there, Bethany of the
Lindquigts,” she said; gesturing with one six fingered hand. "What do you see?!

Bethany followed the Ryall's gesture. "I seethe other sde of the valley, the forest, and the mountains
beyond."

"Do you find this scene tractive?'
Bethany nodded. "I doindeed. Thisisalovely world. It reminds me of home."

"Then we agree on something ese," Varlan replied. "I too can gaze a the mountainsin the distance and
think of my home among the gars.”

"One more reason why we should be friends."

TheRyall hissed. "All the more reason why we must be enemies! Higtory teaches that two intelligent
gpecies cannot share asingle habitat. Both must expand their range until one day, they will find
themsalvesin conflict.”

"Evenif that weretrue," Bethany replied, "it will be thousands of years before we run out of living room
on the planetswe now hold. Why fight now?"



"Would you have us place the burden of ridding the universe of you humans on future generations?’

"I would try to avoid fighting atogether,” Bethany replied with asigh. "However, | appreciate your
honesty. A human in your position would probably have told mewhat he thought | wanted to hear."

"Towhat aval?' Varlan asked. "When thelogic of astuationisplainfor al to see, whereliesthe
advantage in proving onesdf aliar or deluded?

CHAPTER 16

"Decontamination complete, Milady! You may step through into the next cubicle and get
dressed.”

Bethany watched the last of the vile smelling decontamination fluid gurgle down the drain at her feet, and
then glanced up at the overhead speaker from which the unseen operator's voice had emanated. Asshe
did so, shewondered if he could see her.

"What about my clothing?"' she asked, shivering dightly in the sudden cold draft of the chamber.
"Undergoing fumigation, Milady. You will find a new shipsuit in the cubicle.”

"Thank you!"

"You are most welcome."

Bethany pressed the control that opened the airtight door leading from the chamber to the changing
cubicd beyond. Trueto the operator's word, the plagtic bag into which she had sedled the clothing she
had worn on Corliswas gone. Inits place was a nestly folded replacement outfit. She dried hersdf, then
carefully dipped into new underwear, shipsuit, and soft boots. She brushed her hair using abrush from
thetiny persona effectskit that had accompanied the clothing, and studied the result in the full length
mirror that hung on theinside of the cubica door. Other than temporarily looking like a drowned rodent
and smelling of disinfectant, she decided that she was none the worse for wear. She dipped the packet
of persond effectsinto apocket of the shipsuit, opened the cubical door, and stepped into the corridor

beyond.

"Welcome aboard Terra ," avoice said from somewhere behind her.

Sheturned to find Captain Lord Rheinhardt Dreyer, the Sandarian cruiser's captain, waiting for her. The
captain was atal man, with alean figure, close-cropped sandy hair, and eyes that wereapaeblue. He
wore the undress uniform of the Royal Sandarian Navy.

"Captain Dreyer! Therewas no need for you to come down to meet me.”

The Sandarian officer chuckled. "Oh, but there was. Captain Drake would have my earsif you were not
treated properly while aboard my ship. 1'm sorry that you couldn't have been routed directly to
Discovery , but the regulations concerning decontamination after avisit to an dien biosphere are
extremdy gringent.”

"Asthey should be," Bethany replied. "I understand from Varlan that the Ryall had anumber of laborers
come down with unknown diseases on Corlis. I'm no expert, but it ssemsto me that any microorganism
that can feed off Ryall biochemistry might do aswell on human.”



"Varlan?' The Sandarian captain looked blank for amoment, then nodded. He struggled to keep atone
of disapprova from hisvoice and very nearly succeeded. "Ah, yes, that isone of the Ryall prisoners, isit
not? Colond Vadis reported that you had quite a number of interviews with the prisonerswhile you
wereon Corlis”

"l interviewed Varlan, the manager of the Corlismine, threetimes. After two years of sudying the Ryal
from books and printouts, | found it refreshing to finaly meet onein the flesh.”

"And did he match your expectations?'
"Beg your pardon?’
"Varlan'sfemade. Andyes, it wasdefinitely educationd. Ever talk to one of them?”

The Sandarian shook hishead. "In my business, Milady, we seldom get close enough to the enemy to
hold aconversation. No, our ‘communicating' is done with missiles and antimatter projectors. Asfor
prisoner interrogations, | leave those to specidids.”

"You are probably wise. The Ryall seem to havetheir own logic for looking at the universe.”

Dreyer nodded. "My people have been trying to understand the centaurs without success for the better
part of acentury.”

"Now that I'vetalked to aRyall, | think | understand the problem better.”
"Whereis Sr Boris, Milady?"
"He stayed behind to check out somelast minute information. He's scheduled up on the morning shuttle.”

" Speaking of which,” Dreyer said, "I'm afraid that you just missed the scheduled boat for Discovery .
Shdl | arrange aspecid ferry?

"No need. | canwait for the scheduled run in the morning.”

Dreyer grinned. "I was hoping you would say that. | have taken the liberty of having your luggage sent
to Cabin 173 on GammaDeck. | would be honored if you will be my guest a dinner this evening.”

"Thank you, Captain. | accept.”
"Excdlent! Dinner isat 20:00 hours."
#

After alate evening of Sandarian hospitdity, Bethany was up early to catch the interorbit ferry for
Discovery . With four shipsin orbit about Corlis, the task force had established its own scheduled
gpaceline, with two flights daily between the orbiting warships. From Terra toDiscovery was a
twenty-minute voyage. Bethany spent the time with her nose pressed to the viewport, watching the
beauty of Corlis stream by below.

Richard Drake waswaiting in Discovery 's main hangar bay when she disembarked. Seeing him at the
foot of the ladder, Bethany literdly flew into hisarmsin the microgravity of the hangar bay. It wasdl that
he could do to keep his grip on the stanchion he had used to anchor himself.



"Welcome home," he said as he enfolded her in aone armed embrace. They kissed and then clung to
one another while ordinary spacers either grinned or studioudly ignored them.

"It'sgood to be home, Richard,” she said, breathless, after their lipsfindly parted. She glanced at the
bay around them. "Nothing's changed, | see.”

Heturned his head to follow her gaze, and noted the sudden increase in activity among the spacers
whosejob it wasto offload cargo from the ferry craft. ™Y ou've only been goneten days. Here, these
arefor you."

She struggled from hisarmsto discover abouquet of red and white roses in the hand he had been using
to steady himself.

"They're beautiful!"

"Not nearly as beautiful asyou.”

"Youflatter me gr...and | loveit!”

"It'sthe plain truth.

"l dill loveit."

"How wasyour trip?" he asked.

"Both interesting and educationd. How were thingswhile | was gone?"

"Nerve wracking," hereplied. "Every day | expect Mace to report that aRyall ship has popped out of
that second foldpoint. | understand you and Alvarez hit the jackpot!”

Bethany nodded. "The man'savirtuoso when it comesto playing a Ryall input/output sphere, Richard.
Y ou should have seen him. It was uncanny."

"So | gathered. He'srequested that | arrange a conference to go over your discoveries.”
"When?'
"Thisafternoon. Careto give meapreview?"'

"Borisasked menot to. | hope you don't mind, Richard. He did most of the work, soit'sonly fair that
he get the credit.”

Drake shrugged. "l supposel can wait."
"That'swhy | love you so, Richard. Y ou are the most understanding martinet I've ever known."

Having | eft the hangar bay, they pulled themsalves hand over hand aong the main Alpha Deck
circumferentia corridor. Drakeled theway to his cabin, which was up two decks and a quarter of the
way around the habitat ring. When they arrived, Drake guided Bethany the guest chair in front of his
desk.

"When will gravity be restored?’ she asked as she fumbled for the chair'srestraint belt.

He glanced at the chronometer on thefar bulkhead. "Another ten minutes. As soon asthey launch the
ferry, they will put some spin on. Careto report on your discussonswith the Ryall manager?”



"Yes, aslong as| have timeto clean up before the conference. | showered once last night, and again this
morning, and my hair gill smdls of that damned bug spray.”

"On you, my dear, even bug spray smelsgood.”
Bethany laughed. "Loveisnt only blind, it dso lacks asense of smdl!™

Drake leaned forward and switched on hisrecorder. He spoke for more than aminute, reciting for the
record the circumstances under which Bethany had gone down to Corlisand hisingtructionsto her. With
afina glance at the sound level readout, he nodded to Bethany. "Proceed with your report.”

Bethany began by describing her initid meeting with Colond Vddis.
"What was Colond Vadis reaction to your request to interview the prisoner?’

Bethany shook her head. "Hewas gracious, athough | think he may have been annoyed, too. He hid it
well, but | got the impression that he would have preferred if | hadn't been such abother.”

"Any trouble with scheduling the interview?!

"It took afew days, but then we were awfully busy with the computer. | received word one morning that
Varlan would be available late in the afternoon. They had everything ready for me when | reached the
prisoner barracks."

"How did you approach the question of anegotiated end to the war?"
"I don't remember exactly, but it seemed anatura question to ask at thetime."
"And Varlan'sresponse?’

Bethany sighed. "The same as every other Ryall prisoner I've ever heard of. So far as she's concerned,
there isn't enough room in the universe for both our species.”

"What was her mood when shetold you that? Angry, nervous, distraught?”

"None of those. That iswhat makesit so discouraging. She could just as easily have been discussing the
first law of thermodynamics. Asfar asthe Ryal are concerned, the extermination of oneintelligent
species by another isjust an unfortunate fact of life."

Drakeleaned back in his chair and gazed at Bethany through steepled fingertips. "That is essentidly the
same story weve gotten from Ossfil and hiscrew. [If high-level Ryal managers and merchant starship
captains are not able to see thefutility of carrying on thiswar, then there probably isnot asingle Ryall
divewho can. Damn the swift esterd"

"Which remindsme," Bethany said. "Varlan and | discussed the legend of the swifts during our second
interview.”

"Arﬂ?'

"And they'renolegend. The Rydl have swift skeletonsin their museums. They use them to indoctrinate
the hatchlings”

"Then the Sandarians areright. The only way to win thiswar isto blow the Ryall back to their home
worlds?'



"I'm not so sure of that," Bethany replied, her brow furrowed in concentration. "I think maybe both we
and the Sandarians are giving up too easily. After al, I've only had eight hours or so to talk to Varlan
about thingsthat must be very diento her.”

"What are you suggesting?'

"That she be brought here to Discovery where | can continue to work on her. Perhaps| can bring her
around to our way of thinking. If | succeed, at least it will prove that they can be swayed by logic.”

"And if you don't?"
Bethany shrugged. "Then | guesswe do unto others before they have a chance to do unto ug!”
#

Drake accompanied Bethany to the afternoon conference. "1 see you've had sometimeto pull yoursalf
together," he said when she opened her cabin door for him.

"Likeit?" she asked, pirouetting for hisingpection. Gone were the shipsuit and the plain hairstyle of that
morning. Initsplacewasasemiforma pants suit with amoderately plunging bodice and an asymmetric
hairstyle. "I thought | would get dressed up. After dl, thisis something of an occasion.”

The wardroom was full to capacity when they arrived. Bethany and Drake weaved their way through the
crowd to the front of the compartment where alectern and holoscreen had been set up. Their destination
was the clump of scientists and Sandarian military officerswho had congregated around Boris Alvarez.
Drake pushed hisway through and extended his hand to the Sandarian scienti<t.

"Good to have you back, Sir Boris."

"Thank you, Captain," Alvarez replied. The scientist had dark bags under his eyes and sunken cheeks
that Drake did not remember having been there before. Still, his eyes shone with an unnatura brightness
and his handshake was firm and resolute. There followed five minutesin which everyone found a sedt,
and Alvarez conferred in urgent whispers with Bethany. Eventualy, Bethany took her seet next to
Drake's, and let her hand stedl into his as soon asthe lights faded to the dim blue radiance normally used
to dmulate night.

"Greetings, Captain Drake, Captain Dreyer, officers of Discovery and Terra , and colleagues,” Alvarez
began in aloud, strong voice. "Asyou know, ten days ago, Miss Lindquist and | went down to Corlis.
Our task there wasto see if we could extract the astrogation data we captured with the Ryall ore carrier.
| am pleased to announce that we were successful!”

Alvarez manipulated the screen control and caused the holoscreen to light up. Near the bottom of the
screen were two star symbols. The larger was labeled ' ANTARES NEBULA'; the smdller,
'EULY STA/Corlis" Between the two symbolswas the dotted line marking an active foldline link.

"Here you have the path by which we entered this system. Thelink between Antares and Eulystais quite
recent. It was originaly formed when Antares exploded. Because the Eulysta-Antares foldpoint leads
directly into the heart of the nebula, the Ryall apparently consider it impassable.”

Alvarez touched the control and athird star suddenly materialized in the depths of the screen. "Thisis
Carratyl. Itisthe next syseminfrom Eulysta” Alvarez paused and looked up from hisnotes. "I hope
everyone redizesthat these names are trandations of Ryall originds. Theorigina of 'Carratyl’ soundslike
someone clearing histhroat.



"It was Carratyl toward which the Ryd| ore carrier was fleeing when we caught up with it. Unlike
Eulysta, whichisvirtualy uninhabited, Carratyl is abonafide system of the Ryall Hegemony. It
possesses a single inhabited world, Kaatin, which has a population of gpproximately one billion. Kalatin
isan agricultural world. The pilot's ephemeris from which we obtained this data indicates that thereisa
smal nava base on the largest of itsthree moons.

"Which brings usto the next system of interest,” Alvarez said as he caused afourth star symbol to appear
on the screen. "'l won't trouble you with the Ryal name, for we humans have known this star snce
ancient times. | giveyou Spica”

There was a sudden silence throughout the wardroom, followed by alow muttering from the astronomers
present. Drake gazed with amazement at the flock of symbolsthat had suddenly appeared on the
screen. From somewhere nearby, avoice muttered, "My God! Six ... seven ... eight foldpoints!”

Up on the podium, it was obvious that Boris Alvarez was enjoying their reaction to his sudden

revelaion. Hegrinned ashe said, "Asmost of you have aready noticed, Spicapossesses atota of eight
foldpoints. Thismakesit the hub star of the largest foldspace cluster ever discovered. Moreimportantly,
however, Spicaisthe premier system of the Ryal Hegemony, as you will shortly see.”

Alvarez manipulated his control and the other stars of Ryall space began appearing. Even before the full
diagram was completed, the pattern was clear to those who knew how to read a foldspace topol ogy
chart. Drake scanned the diagram in growing disbelief. Short strings and branches of foldlinestied the
individua star systems of the Ryall Hegemony to one another. Here three stars were strung together;
there two others branched away from athird. Inanother case, four stars were connected in arare
closed ring pattern. As he searched the diagram, however, Drake could find no telltae line connecting
any two of the smdl groupings save through the centra hub system of Spica. Alvarez confirmed his
growing suspicions afew seconds later.

"There are twenty-two separate systemsin the Ryal Hegemony. Every single one of them belongsto
the Spica Foldspace Cluster!"

CHAPTER 17

From: Drake R. A.

Task Force Commander

To:  All Ship Captains

All Ground Force Commanders

Date: 11 September 2639 (UC)
Time: 20:00 hours (UT)

Subject: Orders



1. Find preparaionsfor the abandonment of Corliswill beginimmediately. All personnd will adhereto
thefollowing timetable:

1.1 Ryall prisonerswill be transferred to orbit beginning 09:00 hours, 12 September 2639.

1.2 Find ingpections of Corlis mining complex will be completed by 09:00 hours, 13 September 2639.

1.3 Thelast landing boat will lift from Corlis no later than 18:00 hours, 13 September 2639.

2. Thefleet will depart Corlis parking orbit at 24:00 hours, 13 September 2639, and will arrive at the
Eulysta-Antares foldpoint at 12:00 hours on 18 September 2639.

3. Sandarian space navy destroyer Mace will coordinate its departure from the Eulysta-Carratyl foldpoint
inorder to arrive at the Eulysta-Antares foldpoint s multaneoudy with the rest of the fleet.

(Signed)

Richard Drake
Fleet Captain
Altan Space Navy
#

Drake sat in hiscommand chair and watched Landing Boat Moliere disgppear intoDiscovery 's open
landing bay. Asquickly asthewinged arrow had disappeared into the curve of the habitat ring, the
cruiser's senior ship handler reported viaship'sintercom.

"Landing boat successfully retrieved, Captain.”
"Very good, Mr. Samonson,” Drake replied. " Secure the bay.”
"Securing now."

"That doesit, gr," one of the bridge technicians reported to Drake. "All boats are now back in their
cradles”

"Have you confirmation on Moliere 's passenger list?"
"Yes, dr. All task force personnd are accounted for."
"And the prisoners?'

"All secure, Captain.”

"Excdlent, Mr. Davis. Mr. Marchant!"



"I'm on thecircuit, Sr," Drake's executive officer said from his station in the combat control center.
"How are we doing on time?"

"The Ryal mining complex should be coming over the horizon in about two minutes, Captain. All
telemetry Sgndsare srong and clear.”

"Stand by to detonate on my order, Commander.”

"Standing by."

"Mr. Hayden. Put the planet on the main viewscreen, please.”
"Going up now, sir.”

The blue and white limb of the planet as seen through one of the tel escopes mounted on Discovery 's
centra cylinder flashed on the screen. The view scanned right, then grew larger as the telescope's
meagnification was increased.

Drake watched the scenery dip across the screen as Discovery ‘s orbital speed took it ever closer to the
target area. After aminute, the Rydl mine and smelter complex cameinto view. Thevadley inwhichthe
centaurs had established their settlement was abuff colored dash clearly visble amid the greenery of the
surrounding forest. A large patch of blue marked the position of the lake that supplied the mine with
water. The buildings and frameworks of the Ryall mine cast shadows across the bare countryside.

"More magnification if you can, Mr. Hayden."

"Going to full mag, Captain.”

Theimage enlarged once again, causing the valey to overflow the edges of the screen.

"Not quite that much,” Drake ordered. The view backed off until the ends of the valey were once again
visble

"Areyou ready, Mr. Marchant?'

"Ready, Captan.”
"Detonaie!™

At first, nothing appeared to happen. Then, puffs of buff colored smoke rose dl around the white cube
of the valve house at the base of the dam. The valve housetilted, rolled down a short dope, and then
disappeared from view asadark stain began to fill the valley below. The stain developed aleading edge
of white froth that moved with astonishing swiftness. The earthen dam collgpsed completely asits base
was chewed away by rushing water. A tidal wave broke through and raced downstream, easily
overtaking thefirst surge of boiling foam.

Drake watched the wave gobble up the lengths of pipe on each sde of the valey. Three minutes|ater,
thewall of water washed over the buildings and framework structures of the mine complex. Therailing
flood submerged white domes and longhouses dike, splintering them into hundreds of pieces of debris.
Theinitid bits of wreckage were dashed againgt rocks, splintering them further until they disappeared
completely from the tel escopes and cameras orbiting two hundred kilometers overhead.

"So that was your plan!" avoice muttered beside Drake. "Blow the dam and cover the evidence under a
blanket of mud!"



Drake glanced up to see Bethany maneuvering herself into the observer's seat beside him.

"That wasit,” hereplied. "Now when the Rydl comelooking for their lost starship, they'll find their
settlement wiped out by what appearsto be anatura disaster.”

"Surely they will expect survivorg”

"Not necessarily. They could al have been caught down inthemines.” Drake gestured to the section of
viewscreen where large whirlpools had developed is the rushing river as millions of cubic meters of water
poured into open mine shafts. "And even if there were survivors, it'slogica that they would have been
evacuated on the ore carrier.”

"And then logt with the ship!"

Drake nodded.

"Do you think they'll buy it?"

"It doesn't matter whether they buy the disaster story or not so long as they don't associate us withiit.
#

Varlan of the Scented Waters had been awakened in the prison barracks early on the previous day and
herded into aroom where shackles had been affixed to her legs. She and her fellow prisoners were
loaded onto the back of atransport and driven to the area the humans used for their landing field. There
they had been placed five to a cage, loaded into the cargo hold of alanding boat, and ferried to orbit.
Varlan had used her statusto claim the corner of the cage closest to aviewport. Thus, shewas ableto
watch the planet fal away bel ow asthe blue sky turned dowly black.

The other four prisonersin her cage were laborers. They had squedled in panic asthe boat lifted away
from Corlis. Only Varlan's sense of dignity kept her from joining their crieswith her own. For, while
they had remained prisonersin Corlis Complex, it had been possible to hope that Those Who Rule
would learn of their fate and send warriors to rescue them. Once aboard the humans ships, there could
be no possihility of rescue. The best that could be hoped for was a quick death when warriors of The
Race caught and destroyed the interlopers.

Varlan and her party had been taken to agreeat cylindrical warship in Corlis parking orbit. Therethey

had been subjected to aterrible spray of foul smdling liquid. At firg, it had seemed that the humanswere
trying to poison them, but Varlan's judgment had quickly overcome her terror. Had the humans wished
their prisoners dead, she reasoned, they would not have gone to the trouble of hauling them to their
orbiting ships. The deed could easily have been done in the confines of the prison barracks. No, Varlan
decided, rather than poison, the humans were dousing them with some kind of disinfectant, much asthe
medics did when they treated someone suffering from parasites.

Following the ordedl of the noxious spray, Varlan and her four companions were herded into a closed
compartment. Save for the sanitation facilities— poor copies of ground based plumbing rather than the
zero gravity adaptations used in Ryall starships— and a series of tie-down straps, the compartment was
unfurnished. Varlan and her companions had settled down to await developments. They had beenin
their new prison for a thousand heartbeats when a second party of five prisonersjoined them. The same
ritual occurred twice more until al the centaurs captured on Corlis were once again together.

Nothing else of significance happened for what Varlan judged to be an entire day. They werefed
regularly and the compartment was supplied with fresh water for drinking. Severd timesduring their



stay, darms sounded throughout the ship and overhead speakers warned that a condition of null gravity
would shortly be experienced. At thesetimes, the Ryall moved to tie themsalves down with the straps
attached to the floor. A number of laborerslost the contents of their first somachs during these periods,
causing consderable discomfort for al concerned.

After adeep period in which Varlan managed to doze only fitfully, the single hatch opened and one of the
humans equipped with atrandating machine caled out her name. She briefly considered refusing to
answer, but decided against it. Maltreatment was not to be courted without purpose or hope of future
gain. Also, should the humanstruly want her, they would not find it difficult to sort her out from the other
prisoners.

She moved forward and meekly alowed the humansto shackle her again. They led her to thelarge
hangar through which they had entered the human starship. There she was placed aboard one of the
winged landing craft and transferred to asecond ship, thisone atoroid and centra cylinder design. She
had been escorted to a prison compartment aboard the second ship. This one contained Ossfil and the
seven surviving members of Space Swimmer 's crew.

"Greetings, Varlan of the Scented Waters," Ossfil had said after making the gesture of respect.
"Greetings, Ossfil, once of Space Swvimmer . How fare you at the hands of our captors?”

"Well enough. They feed usregularly from our own ship'sstores. Thefareis monotonous, but filling.
How isit with you and Corlis Complex?’

Varlantold of the brief attempt at defending the mine and smelter, and of their ignominious capture by the
human warriors. She had just finished when ahuman voice emanated from an overhead speaker and
made some sort of announcement.

"What now?"' Varlan asked.

"They are warning everyone to secure themsdaves. They are about to energize the ship'smain drive
engines,” Ossfil sad.

"Do you speak the language, Ossfil, late of Space Svimmer 7'

Ossfil gave the sign that sgnifies aminor accomplishment. "A few words only. That long sound paitern
that sounds like someone gargling can best be trandated "accel eration.™

"Where do you suppose they are teking us?"
The answer when it came was amogt too low to hear. "I fear we are bound for the Evil Star."

Varlan stiffened. Like most upper caste Ryall, she had |earned enough astronomy to know what a
supernovawas and how such weretriggered. Even so, such events had been considered evil omens
throughout the history of the race. The thought that she was on a ship bound for the interior of such a
cataclysm brought the fears of athousand generations to mind.

"How isthat possible? Surdly to enter the Evil Star isto be instantly destroyed!”

"Onewould think so," Ossfil replied. "However, | mysalf have seen their starships gppear in the portal
leading out of the Evil Star. One must believe one's own oculars. Therefore we must assume that the
monsters possess knowledge that we do not.”

Varlan noted Osdfil's use of the term "mongters,” and was surprised that she no longer thought of their



captors as such. Instead, she had begun to think of them by the name they themselvesused. It wasa
curious transformation in attitude, and one that she resolved to study at greater length when she had time.
Now it was necessary to learn dl she could from Ossfil concerning his captivity.

"When you were taken prisoner, did they question you?"

Osdfil gnded an affirmative. "l and dl of these survivorsfrom my crew. They asked about Corlis
Complex and whether we were aware of any other shipsin the Eulysta System.”

"Did you answer thar questions?"

"No, but that did not seem to matter. Before questioning, they attached sensorsto various parts of my
body and hooked them into abox of somekind. After each question, they would look at the readouts.
It was as though | was answering their questions without spesking.”

Varlan"nodded." Shetoo had been subjected to something of the sort when questioned. Mostly they
had asked about the roster of workers then on Corlis, and whether any had escaped.

"At least our honor isintact, Osfil," shesaid in akindly tone. "We cannot help what their alien gadgets
tell them."

Therewas along pause before the starship captain responded. "1 fear that my honor is not intact, Varlan
of the Scented Waters."

"How 0, Ossfil, late of Space Svimmer 7'

Osdfil closed hisearstight on top of hishead and curled histail between hisfirst and second pairs of
legs. It wasagesture of onein the throes of extreme shame.

"The destruct mechanism on Space Svimmer 's computer mafunctioned. | fear the monsters may have
learned where our home stars are located.”

The blowsto Varlan's psyche had been very great recently. First, there had come the shock of capture.
Then there had been the destruction of hope when she redlized that they were to be taken off Corlis.
Now came the news that the information that Salfador of the Eternal Flame had died to protect might be
in the possession of humans. The sudden howl of anguish that VVarlan emitted had supersonic overtones.
It was acry of absolute and total despair.

ALPHA VIRGINIS (SPICA)

POSTION: 132511.5RA., -110900 DEC, 274 L-Y (Solcentric)

SYSTEM TYPE: BINARY

SYSTEM DESCRIPTION:



As viewed from Sol, Alpha Virginisis an eclipsing variable binary system (0.91-1.01 absolute
magnitude) with a period of 4 days. The two stars are very closely coupled and are not resolvable
by ground-based telescopes on terrestrial worlds. The binary nature of the Alpha Virginis system
was originally discovered using spectrographic techniques.

Alpha Virginis-Aisa Spectral Class B1.5, Luminosity Class V, giant star. Diameter: 6.2 Sol.
Mass: 16.0 Sol.

Alpha Virginis-B isa Spectral Class B3.0, Luminosity ClassV, dwarf star. Diameter and mass are
not well determined.

REMARKS

The AlphaVirginis system has never been visited snce no foldline leading to it has yet been discovered.
Multidimensiond astronomers consider thisfact unusud sincethe larger of the sysem'stwo starsis
aufficiently massive to produce optimum conditions for foldpoint formation. Many astronomers have
predicted that afoldspace transition sequence leading to the system will eventually be found.

Alpha Virginisisthe brightest star in the zodiacal constellation of Virgo and one of the 15
brightest starsin theterrestrial sky. The name"Spica” is Latin, and means, "Head of Grain."

— Excerpt from The Pilot's Almanac , 2510 Edition.
#

Richard Drake sat in front of the workscreen in his cabin and gazed a atwo dimensiona photograph in
which asingle brilliant blue-white star lay centered againgt afield of black. Ashedid so, hedowly read
the almanac entry that accompanied the picture. "...No foldlineleading to it has yet been discovered ...
aufficiently massive to produce optimum conditions for foldspace formation ... trangition sequence leading
to the system will eventualy be found..." He wondered what the long dead author of those words would
have said had he known that Spica was even then the central star of an dien civilization.

After long minutes spent staring at the blue-white star, Drake cleared the screen and brought up another
view. Thistimethe screen wasfilled with more than ahundred stars. Having discovered that he could

not deep after along, eventful day that had included the fleet's departure from Corlis, Drake had put his
insomniato good use. He plotted the positions of the twenty-two starsthat Boris Alvarez had identified
as being part of the Ryall Hegemony, and then color-coded them a bright crimson for easy identification.

After studying the shape of Ryall space for amoment, he had called up Discovery 's astrogation
database and input the same data for the nearly eighty inhabited stars that comprised human space. He
had colored the human stars green, and then merged them with the Ryall star map. Finaly, he had
reduced the scale of the display to the point where he could take in the two realms at asingle glance.



For five hundred years, the human race had expanded out dong the foldlines, eventualy occupying an
ellipsoid-shaped region of space some 500 light-yearslong by 200 light-yearsin diameter. The Ryl had
been expanding aswell, occupying their own region of the galaxy. Ryall space was approximately
one-third the volume of human space, and nearly a perfect sphere. The two realms shared acommon
boundary, and actualy interpenetrated in the region around Antares. Displayed asthey were on the
same screen, it was obvious why humanity was dowly losing itswar with the centaurs.

Thelong history of warfare on Earth had taught generations of generdsthe value of seeking favorable
terrain on which to fight abattle. From Waterloo to Little Round Top to the Battle of Prudhoe Bay, the
victors owed their success more to the lay of the land than to their military superiority over the
vanquished. What the star map did for Drake was prove that the same could well be true of humanity's
war with the Rydll.

Ryall space, locdized asit was within the Spica Foldspace Cluster, was blessed with short, internd lines
of communication and a high degree of inter-connectivity. No system in the hegemony lay more than six
foldspace trangitions from any other system. Human space, on the other hand, was strung out along the
axis of the gdactic spird arm. The distance between the two farthest human systems wasfifteen
trangtions.

Thetacticd and Strategic vaueto the Ryall of their foldspace cluster was substantial. I attacked, they
could spread the darm and rush reinforcements anywherein their realm much more quickly than could
Homo sapiens in smilar circumstances. Once mustered, their forces could shift rgpidly from trouble spot
to trouble spot, alowing each ship to do the work of two or more human craft.

Drake stared at the star chart for long minutes and considered the implications. Hewas ill doing so
when his screen beeped for attention. He reached out and accepted the call.

"Sorry to bother you so late, Captain.” Philip Walkirk said. The Sandarian prince was officer of the
deck.

"No problem, Mr. Walkirk. | have been doing some doodling with the computer. What's up?”

"Sensor operators have just detected a ship materidizing in the Eulysta-Antares foldpoint, Sir. They think
itsArrow ."

"Have the communicator confirm the identification and report to Captain Rostock the fact that we are on
our way to thefoldpoint. Heisto hold there until we arrive.”

"Yes, Captain.”

Philip Walkirk sgned off and Drake returned to hisruminations. Fifteen minutes|ater, the Sandarian
prince was once again on his screen.

"Communications have been established, Sr. Arrow istranamitting amessage from Admird Gower."
"Wheat do they say?'

"Admira Gower isordering usto abandon this system and return immediately to the nebula, sir."
"Does he give any reason”?”’

"Yes, dr. Thefleet haslocated another of Antares foldpoints. The admira wants usto rejoin before
they send anyone through to see what is on the other side.”



CHAPTER 18

While Richard Drake's task force explored the Eulysta system, the scientists onboardCity of Alexandria
had worked round-the-clock to update their mathematical model describing the structure of foldspace
within the Antares nebula. The job had proved more difficult than anticipated. Sincefoldlinesare
focused by gravitationd curvature—the so caled "gravity lens' effect — the quantity and arrangement of
matter within asystem isthe mgor factor affecting foldpoint formation. In most star systems, the
overwhdming mgority of massisin the sarsthemsalves. Thisfact makesit relaively easy to predict
foldpoint formation once the involved foldline has been identified.

The Antares Nebulawas far more complex than the average star system, however. The innermost
element tending to focus foldlineswas the neutron star at the heart of the pulsar. Thetiny star's high rate
of rotation and small size tended to distort those few foldlines that passed directly through the star's
heart. Asfor thosefoldlineswith asmall offset, they avoided the neutron star's influence atogether.
Surrounding the neutron star was aseverd million kilometer thick layer of highly charged plasma. Energy
transferred from the star's rapidly rotating magnetic field tended to keep the plasma energized, and
thereby minimized the dengity variations. Thisreatively homogeneous layer of plasmatended to strongly
focusfoldlinesthat passed anywhere within the boundaries of the Antares remnant.

Beyond the central masslay the nebula Diffuseto the point of being avery good vacuum, it nevertheless
contained afull thirty- percent of giant Antares pre-novamass. Foldlines entering that six light-year thick
globe of gas could not help but be affected by it. Beyond the gas and dust lay the leading edge of the
supernova shockwave, now some 127 light-years distant. It had been the shockwave that had caused
Altaslong isolation and the passage of the shockwave beyond the Vaeriasystem that had ended it.
Thus, no modd intended to predict foldpoint formation inside the nebula could ignore the effect of that
far-off discontinuity in theinterstelar medium.

It was the job of the astronomers aboard City of Alexandria to take each of these factorsinto account,
incorporate them into a series of smultaneous equations, and determine the influence each focusing
element exerted at every point within the nebula. The work was both subtle and exasperating, yet the
scientists eventualy produced afoldspace map that accounted for the foldpoints leading to both Eulysta
and Napier. With the known foldpointsfinally in the right place, the scientists used the modd to ask
where esein the system such interstel lar portals might be found. The computer predicted additional
foldpoints at four new locations, and assigned probabilitiesto its guesses.

Whilewaiting for Drake's task force to return from their explorations, Admira Gower ordered the two
most probable locations for new foldpointsinvestigated. The Sandarian cruiser Victory led thefirst
mapping expedition to a point in space more than a billion kilometers from the Eulystafoldpoint. The
second expedition was led by the Altan cruiser Dagger , which was assigned afoldpoint some two
billion kilometersdistant. The Victory expedition arrived first and combed its assigned search area
diligently, but found nothing. The Dagger expedition did the same, and quickly detected the
Characterigtic dlumping of isogravity lines.

It had been Dagger 'sreport, dong with Arrow 'sddivery of the Sandarian astrogation data, that had
caused Gower to order the Corlis expedition to return to the nebula.

#
"Honor party, ten-hut !"



The double rank of Altan Space Marines, resplendent in black and silver, their boots locked into the
deck cleats underfoot to keep them from floating away in the zero gravity of the hangar bay, snapped to
attention at Philip Walkirk's command. Beforethem, an interorbit transfer craft from HisMaesty's
BlagtshipRoyal Avenger lay secured inthe dock. Thetransfer vehiclesairlock opened and asingle
figure floated into the bay.

"Honor party, present amg!”

Twelverifles sngpped into position as Admira Gower maneuvered to the base of the disembarkation
ladder where Richard Drake and Philip Walkirk waited. Like the Marines, they had inserted the toes of
their shipboots into deck cleatsto free both hands. Drake and Walkirk saluted asthe Admiral reached
them. Gower, one hand on the safety line, returned the salute.

"Good to have you back, Fleet Captain,” the admiral said.
"Good to be back, sir.”

Gower turned toward the prince. "1 have just read the report of your action against the Ryall ore carrier,
Y our Highness. The king will be pleased when he hears of it."

"l had agood team with me, gr. Infact, the honor party conssts entirely of veterans of that boarding.”
The admira turned around and gazed up and down the rows of rigid Marines.

"Gentlemen, you have my heartfelt gratitude, that of His Mgesty, John-Philip Walkirk, and of dl the
Sandarian people. Thank you for protecting our prince."

A dozen voices shouted, "Y ou arewelcome, Sirl" in unison.

Gower turned to Drake and said, "Now, Captain, if you will lead meto your cabin, we can get on with
the reason for my vist."

"Yes, gr. Follow me, please.”

Drakeled the admira out into the main circumferential corridor. By the time they reached Drake's door,
aufficient spin weight had been restored to alow the two men to skate down the corridor rather than pull
themselves hand over hand.

"May | offer you refreshments, Admira?' Drake asked as Gower made himsalf comfortable on the
leather couch in Drake's cabin.

"Thank you, Captain. A glass of that marvelous brandy Mr. Barrett brought with him when he boarded
Avenger would be welcome.™

"Yes, gr," Drakereplied. He did back the wooden pand that hid asmall but well stocked liquor cabinet
and asupply of low gravity glasses. Drake poured two glasses of brandy and handed one to the
Admird.

Gower took asip, then dipped the base of the glassinto alow gravity holder on the table a the end of
the couch. "I've just read your report of the Corlis operation, Captain. My compliments on ajob well
done."

"Thank you, Sr."

"That astrogation data aoneisworth a dozen blastshipd™



"Have your experts made any progress in deciphering the raw computer data that Arrow delivered to
you?' Drake asked.

Gower shook hishead. "It's till much too early for results.”
"At least we have Professor Alvarez's data."

"l only wish it weren't quite so distressing. Drake." It had not taken long for Gower to recognize the
problems associated with fighting an enemy whose home territory was contained entirely in close-coupled
foldspace clugter. "My battle Saff estimates the force multiplier effect of their internd lines of
communication to be at least two, and possbly as high asthree.”

"Yes, gr. That wasmy concluson aswell.”

"No wonder weve barely held them at bay al these years. God help usif they ever learn to penetrate the
nebula. Which brings meto my next question. How sure are you that you got away from Eulysta clean?’

"Very sure, gr," Drakereplied. "Mace guarded the second foldpoint virtualy the whole time we were
there. Even after Captain Quaid abandoned his station to rejoin the fleet, we kept a close watch on the
Carratyl foldpoint until we jumped. Nothing entered or |eft the system while we had it under
observetion."

"What about Corlis?'

"We spent alot of effort cleaning up every trace of human activity, Sr. Hopefully, anything we missed
was wiped away by the flood.”

"Any chancethat there were Ryal survivorsyou didn't know about? Any refugees hiding out in the
woods?'

"Theinterrogators quizzed the prisoners quite extensively on thet, Sir. Everyone seemsto be accounted
for."

"Where are these prisoners now?"

"The survivors from the ore carrier and the manager of the Corlis mine are housed on Gamma Deck, Sir.
Terra hasthe other Corlissurvivors.”

"How are conditionsin those cdls?
"Crowded, sr. I'm afraid we couldn't spare very much room for the holding pens.”

"We have both the space and facilities for them aboard Avenger . I'll arrange to take them off your
hands as soon as | get back to my ship.”

"With your permission, gir, 1'd like to keep the manager of the Corlis mine here onDiscovery ."
"Why, Captain?'

"MissLindquigt is currently studying that particular prisoner, Sr.”

"What does she hope to learn from these studies, Drake?"

"Sheistrying to quantify the differences between the way the Ryal manageria and warrior castes react to
humans”



"What makes her think there are any differences, Drake?"
"She doesn't know, Admird. That's the reason for the study.”

Admira Gower pursed hislips, and then nodded his agreement. "Very well. Itiscertainly God'sown
truth that we have lacked managersto study over theyears. Tdl her that | will expect weekly reports of
her progress.”

"Ya S r.'n

Gower picked up hisglass and took asip of brandy with obviousrelish. He carefully returned the glass
to its holder, and then turned to regard Drake with afixed stare.

"| liked your work in the Eulysta system, Drake. Y ou got in, obtained valuable information, covered your
tracks, and got out without getting caught.”

"| appreciate your confidence, Admira."
"You'veearnedit. Now, how would you like to lead the expedition to explore the new foldpoint?"
"Will | be dlowed to pick my own ships?’
"What'sthe matter? Didn't you likethefleet | provided to explore Eulysta?’
"It was more than adequate, Sr. However, there are one or two changes | would have made.”
"Very well. When can you be ready to leave?'
"Will saventy two hours be soon enough?*
"That will befine, Captain."
#

Bethany arranged for Varlan to be placed in a cabin of her own at the same time the other Rydl|l prisoners
were transferred to the flagship. The cabin had been modified to reflect the living quarters they had found
on Corlis. It was aso equipped with an entertainment screen and a copious supply of recordings. To
further rlax the Ryall, and make her more susceptible to cgolery, the security arrangements were kept
asdiscreet aspossible. They included avideo surveillance system, adoor that only opened from the
outside, and an armed Marine guard in the corridor outside.

"What do you think of your quarters?' Bethany asked the Ryd| the day after the tranfer.

Varlan ducked her long neck in an imitation of ahuman nod and said, "They are much more in keeping
with my station. However, | confessthat | do not understand why you have donethis” TheRyadl's
words emanated from the portable trandator she wore on a chain around her neck.

"My purposeisthe sameasit was on Corlis," Bethany replied. "Just because your people and mine are
competitorsis no reason why we two have to be enemies.”

Varlan consdered Bethany's comment for amoment before replying. "Were you another Ryall, | would
think this an attempt to suborn meinto treason against my caste and clan.”

"I don't ask you to betray your race, Varlan. | merdly ask that you attempt to understand mine."



"To what purpose?’
"In the hope that we can find amutually acceptable way of ending thiswar."

"I have noted this curious blind spot in your character before, Bethany of the Lindquists. Why are you
unable to face the fact that we are competitors and must remain s0? How can you hold to thisdelusion
that dl intelligent beings are spawn-mateswhen it is obvioudy not so? Isthis an attitude common to your
race or merely apersona idiosyncrasy?'

"I leavethat for you to judge, Varlan, when you know us better.”

"Very wdl," the Ryal replied. "I will study you at the sametime you are sudying me. It can do no harm,
and it will make my imprisonment passd|l the more quickly."

#

Richard Drake found himself apopular man following Admira Gower's announcement that he would lead
the expedition to explore the new foldpoint. Within two hours of the order going out, he had spoken to
the commanding officer of every destroyer and cruiser in the fleet. Drake had assured each petitioner
that tactical considerations would be the sole determinant regarding which ships were chosen to make up
the new task force. One particularly insstent officer was BelaMarston, Dagger 's commander, whose
ship was just back fromits journey of exploration.

"Youjuds have to tap Dagger , Richard," Marston had pleaded. After dl, we found the damn thing!"

Drake had nodded hishead. "I grant you that you have agood claim, Bela, but first | need to see what
sort of resourcesI'll be needing. If your ship fitsinto the plan, you arein. If not, then | can't useyou.”

"Damnit, Richard. My crew isgtill complaining that they didn't get in on the Eulysta expedition.”

"Asl sad, Captain ," Drake replied, emphasizing Marston'stitle in order to signd that he wastreading
far too close to the line between duty and friendship, "I will let you know."

Marston's face froze into an expressonlessmask. "Yes, sr. Thank you for consdering us. Have | your
permissonto sgn off?'

Drake had sighed. "Don't go away mad. Damniit, I'll try towork you inif it makesany senseat dl
tacticdly."

"Thank you, Sr!"

Drake had gone to work immediately planning areconnaissance in force. Asbefore, theinitid entry
would be made by two of the Sandarian destroyers, and for the same reason. Even if attacked
immediately upon breakout, there was a good chance one or both would be able to return to the nebula
to report. If, on the other hand, no one was waiting to ambush arriving starships, then one destroyer
would stay to guard the foldpoint while the other returned to Antaresto report.

Drakesfirgt decision concerning force composition was arelatively easy one. Figuring that local naval
superiority would be of more immediate use than ground forces, he decided to leave Saskatoon behind.
If aground target presented itsdlf asit had at Corlis, then there would be plenty of timeto cdll inthe
Marines once enemy space forces were defeated.

Drake sdlected histeam after along night spent in front of his computer console. The task force would
be essentidly the same as had explored the Eulysta system, with the single exception that Dagger would



subdtitute for Saskatoon . It waswith a sense of some satisfaction that Drake transmitted his selections
to Admiral Gower:

"Request assgnment of Cruisers Discovery ,Terra ,Dagger ; DestroyersArrow ,Mace ,Scimitar ; and
three cryogen tankers, your choice, to explore Foldpoint No. 3. — Drake, Task Force Commander™

It was with even greater satisfaction that he received the admird's official reply an hour later:

"Assgnments approved. Tankers Phoenix ,Tharsis, and Sandarian Soldier are assigned to your
force. Launch when ready. — Gower, Fleet Admiral”

#

Upon hisarriva near the newly discovered foldpoint, Drake ordered each of his ships topped off from
the cryogen tankers and then had the tankers pull back to a safe distance. He ordered the three battle
cruisers and the destroyer Mace to draw up in defensive formation, and ordered Arrow andScimitar to
make al preparations for fol dspace trangtion.

Just as at Eulysta, he listened to the two destroyer captains make their final prejump checks prior to
beginning their dua countdown; felt his own tension build with each passing second; and findly, watched
two glowing anti-radiation fields disappear from Discovery 'sviewscreen. Just asit had at Eulysta, time
dragged on interminably while Drake waited for one of the destroyersto regppear and report.

"We have a bregkout, Captain!" came the welcome cry from Discovery 's combat control center at the
end of atense half hour.

"What ship?'

"Arrow, gr."

"Get me Captain Rostock,” Drake ordered the communicator on duty.
"Yes, gr."

It took another thirty seconds for Carter Rostock's flushed features to appear on Drake's screen. Drake
would have sworn it was longer.

"Report, Mr. Rostock," he ordered.
"All clear on the other sde, Captain.”
"Do you recognize the sysem?”
"Yes, gr. It'sGoddard!"

"Areyou sure about that?'
"Absolutdly postive, ar.”

Drake felt suddenly lightheaded. Goddard was one of thefirst systems ever colonized by human beings.
And beyond Goddard, lay Sol!



CHAPTER 19

GODDARD - STAR:

BASIC DATA:

F8 spectral class dwarf star.

Abs. Mag.: +4.5.

Position (Sol Rel.): 1627.1 RA,-2207.4 DEC, 114 L-Y.

Number of Foldpoints: 3

Foldspace Transition Sequences:
Primary: Sol, Goddard

Secondary: Antares, Goddard

Tertiary: Vega, Tsiolkovsky, and Goddard

The system contains 12 planets, 62 moons, and a scattering of small asteroids. Planet IV,
Goddard, and Planet V, Felicity, are Earth-type worlds with indigenous lifeforms. The planets, in
order of their distance from the system primary, include...

HISTORY: First explored in 2130 by ships of the First Foldspace Survey, the system was named
for Robert H. Goddard, a pioneer in the devel opment of rockets. The fourth planet is habitable
over much of its land surface, although the equatorial regions exceed 70 deg. C during summer.
Thefifth planet is also inhabited. Temperatures at the highest latitudes of Goddard V drop to the
freezing point of carbon dioxide during the winter. (See separate entry for GODDARD —
PLANET and FELICITY.) The colony on Goddard IV was established in 2135; Goddard V, 2148.
The Community of Nations, which controlled the system until independence in 2208, established
both colonies.

THE PEOPLE: The population of the Goddard System was 4,527,650,000 during the 2500
census. Because of the diversity of the original colonists, the principal languages spoken in the
systemare...

— Excerpted from A Spacers Guide to Human Space, Ninety-seventh Edition , Copyright 2510 by
Hallan Publications, Ltd., Greater New Y ork, Earth.



#

"Foldspace transition complete!  All departments, report damage or injuries! Sensor technicians,
begin full ambient sweep and report."”

Richard Drake listened to the post-jump announcement echo throughout the bridge, then punched for
Argos Cristoba, Discovery 's astrogator.

"Put Goddard up on the screen, Mr. Cristoba .”
"Yes gar.”

The main viewscreen cleared to display ablack sarfield with asingle yelow-white point of light a the
center. Drakefelt asudden touch of homesickness at the sight. Goddard could have been Vaerias

twin. He quickly scanned the screen, looking for dots of light that showed the not-quite-dimensionless
shapes that would betray the presence of planetary bodies. If there were such, he did not notice them.

"Any radio traffic, Mr. Sater?"

"Yes, dr," the communicator reported. "I've got both inhabited worlds spotted, as well as alarge number
of discrete points scattered across deep space. The placeis crawling with ships!”

"Human, | hope."

"Yes, gr."

"Areyour recorders running?"
"They are, Captain.”

"Mr. Cristobal, show us Antares!" Drake ordered. The request had become atradition aboard
Discovery . Morethan anything else, Antares transformations from baleful red-orange sun, to blazing
nova, to distant ring nebula, to endless red fog, hel ped drive home the point that each timeDiscovery
underwent afoldspace transition, it crossed an unthinkably broad gulf of interstellar space.

In the center of the screen, Antares was once again the red-orange beacon that had graced the Altan sky
for centuries. The Goddard system was situated outs de the expanding nova shockwave, and therefore,
would be spared the eectric blue-white of Antares dawnlight for another century.

"Switch over to Sol, astrogator.”
"Yes gar.”

Thistimethe viewscreen cleared to show adim yellow star. 1t would have been difficult to spot at all
except that it was marked by a set of eectronic crosshairs.

"Isthat it?" Bethany asked from her usual place beside Drake.
"That'sit," he answered.
"Itisn't very impressve.”

"Itisntanintringcally impressve dar. At thisdistance, Sol isjust barely on the edge of visihility for
naked eye viewing. At home, you need agood size tel escope and a better knowledge of astronomy than
most people possess.”



Bethany nodded. "My uncle once took me up into the Colgate Range to try and show it to mewhen |
wasalittlegirl. He spent the night fiddling with aborrowed telescope, and was never realy surewhich
dtar was Sol."

After along minute spent looking at the pale light on the screen, Drake keyed for his executive officer in
Discovery 's Combat Control Center. "What's the status on the rest of the fleet, Mr. Marchant?"

"Everyone seemsto have arrived safdly, Captain. Dagger is 10,000 kilometers off our beam; Terra is
25,000 astern. The destroyers are scattered at Smilar distances around us.”

"Mr. Slater. Havetherest of the fleet close on us. Then put your intercepts up on the screen.”
"Yes gr."

Almost immediately, a schematic diagram of the Goddard system appeared on the screen. On it were
symbols denoting where sources of artificid eectromagnetic radiation had been detected. Thetwo
brightest radio stars were the system's two inhabited planets. The inner world, Goddard, rode the inner
edge of the temperate zone while the outer world, Felicity, did the same in the region where water turns
toice. A sprinkling of smaler specks marked the apparent positions of hundreds of shipsin transt
acrossthe system. Most appeared clustered in abroad band between the points where pre-nova
agtrogation charts placed the system's other two foldpoints. A second stream of ships was obvioudy en
route between Planets |V and V.

Half an hour later, the number of contactsidentified as shipsor orbita instalations had risen to more than
athousand. In addition, Discovery 's sensor operators had mapped the surfaces of the two inhabited
worlds from afar and discovered them to be covered with eectrica grids. The scientists were attempting
to estimate of the sysem'sindustrid potential when ahigh power pulse from the inner system
overwhelmed their insruments.

"Wewerejust scanned by some sort of high energy search radar!™ the communicator reported.
"Didn't take them long to spot us, did it?' Rorqual Marchant asked over the intercom.

Drake shrugged. "Not surprising when you consder how much energy our antirad field dumpson
breskout."

"Shdll wetell them who we are?' the executive officer asked.

"Not quiteyet," Drakereplied. "Let's see how they react toward usfirgt.”

An hour |ater, sensor operators began reporting severa ships headed in their direction.”
"How many, Mr. Marchant?"

"I make it an even dozen, Captain,” Marchant replied, watching hisreadouts. "No, another just lit off and
two more appear to be powering up. Fifteen, sr. The computer istentatively identifying three of them as

capitd ships.”
"They're sending the whole damned fleet out after us!”
"Can you blame them, Captain?'

"l don't blame them, Rorg. | just hope we can convince them of our identity before they pull within firing
range.”



#

Gregory Oldfield, first secretary to the terrestrial embassy on Goddard, roused dowly from his dumber
as he became ever more aware of the raucous noise emanating from hisnightstand. Rolling over, he
groped for the communicator, intent on silencing its emergency tone before it roused the young woman
besde him. His hand contacted the rounded screen housing, and then groped itsway through the dark to
the handset. Maneuvering the receiver to his ear, he moaned: "Go ahead.”

"Isthat you, Mr. Oldfield?' Byron Cadwdll 111, the night duty officer at the embassy asked. "Why cantt |
seeyou?'

"Because | havethevisua pickup turned off,” Oldfield muttered as he opened one eye to gaze at the
assstant third secretary's peach fuzz cheeks silhouetted in the soft fluorescence of the screen. "What isit
that you want, Cadwel 1?7

"The Old Man saysfor you to get your posterior down here right away, Mr. Oldfield!"

Suddenly, Oldfield waswide-awake. Helifted his head from the pillow and craned his neck to glance at
the chronometer on the nightstand. The green digitsdisplayed 03:16. "It'sthree o'clock in the morning,
Cddwdl. The ambassador isn't a the embassy, ishe?

The face on the screen nodded. "Yes, Sir, heis. Herolled in dl excited about twenty minutes ago. He
saysthat Admirad Ryerson got him out of bed."

"Ryerson? When did he get back?"
"Get back from where, Sr?'
"Last | heard, he was out with the flegt."”

"Uh, yes, gr. Heis. He caled the ambassador from orbit. Seems we've been getting reports of a
number of unidentified ships coming out of the nebula.”

Oldfield sat straight up in bed despite the pounding headache left over from the previous evening's
partying. "Areyou sure?'

"No, sr," the newly hatched assistant third undersecretary said. "I'm not sure of anything. That'swhy we
need you here."

"I'mon my way!"

Oldfield commanded the bedroom lightsto full radiance. Ashedid so, the beautiful young woman on the
other sde of the bed stirred, covering her eyesfor amoment againgt the sudden light.

"What isit, Greggy?"

"Something's come up at the embassy. | have to go down there and straighten it out. Go back to deep.
If I'm not back by morning, make yourself breakfast and call acab.”

"Doyou have to go?"'

"Duty cdls, love" Heleaned forward to kiss her on the forehead. She smiled, turned over, and fell back
to deep. Five minuteslater, Greg Oldfield commanded the illumination off as he |eft the bedroom on his
way to the front door. It was not until he had reached the underground garage where he parked his
gportster that he redlized that he could not remember his companion's name,



The embassy was ablaze with lights when Oldfield pulled into his parking space under the embassy. He
grabbed his briefcase from the back seat and hurried to the lift that would take him to the highest level in
the building. He found Ambassador Elliot at his desk reading communications.

"What's up, Sir?" he asked as he plopped down in the big easy chair the ambassador kept for important
vistors. Ambassador Elliot looked up, causing light from the desk lamp to reflect off hisold style glasses.

"Where have you been?'
"I wasat homein bed, gr. | got hereassoon as| could. What's up?"

Elliot handed him the printout he had been reading. Oldfield started to skimit, blinked, then went back
toread it dowly line by line. The further he read, the more incredul ous he became:

#
*xxxx MOST SECRET ***** MOST SECRET *****

Date: 17 October 2639 (UC), 16:22:48.6 (UT)

From: Ryerson, R. T.
Fleet Admird
TSNS Teddy Roosevelt

To: (1) All Shipsand Stations, Grand Feet, Goddard
(2) Ambassador, Terrestrid Embassy, Goddard

(3) Relay viafast courier to Home Fleet, Solsys

Subject: Contact in Goddard/Antares Foldpoint

1. At 15:12:15 hours standard, 17 October 2639, two objects were detected materiaizing in
Goddard/Antaresfoldpoint. Immediately following breakout, objects were observed to glow with
multispectrd light. Thisglow faded over aperiod of fifteen seconds until the objects were no longer
visble

2. At 15:50:33 hours standard, 17 October 2639, an additiona five objects were detected materidizing
in Goddard/Antaresfoldpoint. Short-lived luminescence observed.

3. Differencesin position of objects are typica of standard breakout scatter for vesselsarrivingina
foldpoint.

4. Objects are believed to be unidentified fleet of starships from insde Antares supernovaremnant.



5. All available combatants have been ordered to the foldpoint to defend and investigate.

R. T. Ryerson
Heet Admird, Commanding
Squadron 1712

Terrestriad Space Navy

*xxxx MOST SECRET ***** MOST SECRET *****
#
When he had finished reading, Greg Oldfield glanced up and asked, "Isthisfor red?'

The ambassador nodded. "Confirmed by Admira Ryerson to me personaly not more than one hour

"Arethey Ryall?

"That isthe suspicion. | do not know how they managed it, but the centaurs have somehow succeeded in
penetrating the supernovaremnant. Theré'sgoing to be hell to pay over this"" Elliot opened his mouth to
say something else, but wasinterrupted by the quiet buzzing of his desk communicator. He reached

over, lifted the receiver, and listened intently. Oldfield could not hear the words, but from the rapid-fire
delivery of whoever was on the other end, he concluded that something was up. The ambassador
listened for long secondsin silence, then said, " Thank you," and hung up.

"What's the matter?' Greg Oldfield asked, noting his boss's dazed |ook.

"That was communications. Admiral Ryerson just sent out another generd broadcast. Seems he's made
contact with the mystery ships.”

"And?' thefirs secretary asked.
"They clam to be colonistsfrom the Vderiaand Hellsgate systemd!™

Oldfield frowned. "I've heard of Hellsgate, of course. That wasthe system cut off when the Ryall
grabbed Aezer somefifteen, no seventeen, yearsago. But what isthisValeria?'

"Good question." The ambassador keyed the workscreen on his desk and soon had lines of glowing
characters scrolling up itsface at fast reading speed. He scanned the information, and then said, " Says
here that the VVd eria system was one of the smaller coloniesin the Antares Cluster. All contact between
Vderiaand the rest of human space was|ost the moment Antares exploded.”

"Failed foldpoint?' Oldfield asked.

"Apparently." The ambassador scowled as he continued to read. A minute later, he cleared the screen
and leaned back in hischair. "Wadll, this puts adifferent light on things, doesn't it?"

"How s0?" Oldfield asked.

"Didn't you hear? They aren't centaurs. That makesit adiplomeatic problem rather than amilitary one.



And since we're the diplomats on the scene, well haveto handleit.”
"Handleit how?"

Elliot's face split into the broad grin that usually meant that someone was about to be assigned to latrine
duty. "I suppose one of uswill haveto get out there to take charge of the negotiations.”

"What negotiations?'

"You surprise me, Oldfield. Y ou've been a career diplomat long enough to know that there are always
negotiations”

"| don't suppose you are volunteering, Mr. Ambassador?"

"I'd loveto, Mr. First Secretary. However, | cannot break away just now. Goddard Founders Day
coming up, you know. You'll haveto goin my place.

Oldfield groaned. "Somehow | thought that was what you were getting at.”
#

A week after their arrival in the Goddard system, Richard Drake stood in the smdl control room that
looked out over Discovery 'smain hangar bay, and watched asasmadll interorbit ferry floated through
the open hangar doors. The ferry bore the markings of the Terrestrial Space Navy's Grand Fleet, and
had the name of its parent ship, TSNS Teddy Roosevelt , stenciled acrossits prow. Asquickly asthe
craft cleared the doors, the petty officer in charge of docking operations ordered the bay sealed and
pressurized. A minute later, the subdued roar of escaping air reverberated through the armor glass
window that separated the control room from the bay and astorm of expansion fog hid the newly arrived
shuttleinitsswirling embrace.

The petty officer watched his gauges, and then nodded to Drake. "Safeto goin now, Sr.”
"Thanks, Chief. That wasagood, crisp approach and docking. My compliments.”
"Thank you, Sr."

Drake pulled himself hand over hand to the airlock that provided accessto the bay. He entered the bay
and used a guide rope to traverse the oversize compartment to where the rest of the welcoming party had
aready taken their places. Bethany Lindquist, Philip Walkirk, and six Marines had anchored themselves
to the meshwork deck underfoot. Drake joined them.

"lan't it exciting, Richard? Wefindly get to meet people from Earth!" Bethany said.
"What about those two lieutenants who looked us over yesterday?"

"They don't count since you wouldn't et me ask them any questions.”

Drake shrugged. "They had other work to do.”

The fleet that had put out to meet them had arrived twenty hoursearlier. After aninitial conference held
in deep space aboard landing boats, the terrestriad admiral had ordered two of hisjunior lieutenantsto
inspect the Helldiver fleet to ensure they were who they said. The two had poked throughDiscovery 's
various spaces, and had then gone on to inspect the other five ships of the fleet. The inspection had
taken eight hours, and in the end, the two terrestrid officers had pronounced themselves satisfied.



Drake's attention was caught by the sudden movement of the outer door of theferry'sairlock. Philip
Walkirk caled hisMarinesto attention asatall man in ablack and gold uniform stepped out onto the
landing stage. Overhead, Ad Astra , the unofficia anthem of human space, began to play. The admira
stopped and held himsdlf in place viaaguiderail until the anthem finished, then used the samerail to pull
himself toward the waiting colonists. Severd other terrestrid s followed him out of theairlock. The
second man in lineworetheformal dress of adiplomat, while those who followed him were garbed in the
uniform of the Terrestriadl Space Navy. The admiral reached Drake and said: "Captain Drake? | am
Feet Admird Ryerson.”

"Good to meet you, Admira," Drake replied as he saluted. Ryerson returned the salute before turning to
the man in the diplomatic sash. "May | present First Secretary Gregory Oldfield from the embassy on
Goddard?'

"Welcome aboard, Mr. Oldfield," Drake said, shaking the diplomat's hand. He introduced Philip
Wakirk and Bethany Lindquist.

The two terrestridsintroduced the officerswith them, dl of who were members of Ryerson's S&ff.
Following theintroductions, the admira gazed around, hiseyestaking in the details of Discovery 's
hangar bay. "Thisisan old Dragon class heavy bettle cruiser, isnt it?

"Yes, ar. Weinherited three of them from the Grand Feet when the nova destroyed our foldpoint.”
"Looks like you've taken good care of her."

"Weve done our best, Admira."

"I would say that your best is damned good, Captain, from the look of this hangar bay."

Drake gestured to the airlock leading back into the habitat portion of the ship. "Now then, if you
gentlemen would follow me, welll make you as comfortable as we can and try to restore some spin to the
ship.”

Drake led the party toward the wardroom. Their progress was dowed as the terrestrial officers asked
questions concerning the ship and itshistory. Like the admira, most remarked on their surprise a how
good a condition the 150-year-old cruiser wasin. By thetime they reached their destination, full
spin-gravity had nearly been restored to the ship.

Onceinsde the wardroom, Drake introduced the terrestrials to Rorqual Marchant, Professors Alvarez
and St. Cyr, and Six other senior scientists. As soon as the introductions were concluded, everyone took
their places around the wardroom table. First Secretary Oldfield began the discussions by asking:

"I can't help but notice that there are no palitica people here, Captain Drake. Why isthat?"

"The officid representatives of both the Altan and Sandarian governments are with our flagship, whichis
dill ingdethe nebula, Mr. Oldfield. I'm afraid that what you see hereis merely ascouting party.”

"Some scouting party,” Ryerson said from beside Oldfield. "Three cruisers and three destroyerst What
did you expect to meet on thisside of the foldpoint?

"Wedidn't know what to expect, Admira. That iswhy we cameinforce.
"Excuse me, Admird," Bethany said. "Has Earth been notified of our presence yet?"

Ryerson nodded. "Indeed, young lady. A fast courier was dispatched as quickly aswe learned your



identity."
"And when can we expect aresponse?”’

"Any time now," Ryerson said before turning his attention to Drake. "Captain, thisisyour meeting and
you can run it any way you wish. However, it would be useful if you would explain how it isthat you
arrived in this system in the manner you did. Asyou canimagine, news of ships coming out of the
supernovaremnant created quite atir!”

"I canimagine, Admird," Drake replied with alaugh. "We had asmilar experiencein my home sysem a
few yearsago." Drake went on to quickly sketch the history of the Altan colony from the time of the
Antares Supernova, through the Long Isolation, to the moment when Conqueror had suddenly appeared
intheir ky.

"What ship did you say that was?' Ryerson asked.
"TSNS Conqueror, Admird."

The terrestrials exchanged knowing looks, and there were several nods around the table. Ryerson was
one of those who nodded. " Conqueror was lost three years ago at the Second Battle of Klamath,
Captain. | know. | wasthere."

"We have often speculated asto what happened, Admira,” Bethany said. "If you wouldn't mind telling
us.."

"Not a dl, MissLindquist. The plan wasto drivethe Ryall from the Klamath system, which you may or
may not know, is one of three where human and Ryall space come together. We assembled morethan a
hundred shipsfor the operation. FHeet Admira Carnaby wasin overal command. Conqueror washis
flagship. My own Teddy Roosevelt led one of the subfleets assigned to the operation.

"The battle began very well for our sde. We caught asmal Ryall fleet just outside the orbit of Klamath
[11 and engaged it. They were fewer than twenty ships while we were more than a hundred, so they had
no choice but to fal back toward the planet in the hope of using it for cover. Naturdly, we pressed the
attack. The battle quickly found itself just beyond the atmosphere line of Klamath 111, and in some cases,
had dipped down into the planet's stratosphere.

"It was then that we learned we had falen into aRyall trap. Y ou see, the whole of the Ryall fleet was at
Klamath I11. Except for the twenty shipsthat had baited usin, they were hovering low on the far sde of
the planet, out of sight of our sensors. One moment we were on the verge of wiping out an outhnumbered
enemy and the next the sky wasfull of centaur warships. They came boiling around the planet'slimb and
hit usin theflank.

"To hiscredit, Admiral Carnaby recognized what was happening instantly and ordered everyoneto
disengage before the flankers could get behind us. While the rest of usboosted at eight gravitiesto get
clear, Carnaby orderedConqueror to attack the Ryd| fleet head on. It was amagnificent gesture, but of
course, he did not have a chance against the combined strength of eighty Ryall shipsof theline.
Conqueror was savaged asthe Rydl got hit after hit on her. Y &t, she till kept firing until the rest of us
had put enough deltaV between the Ryall and ourselves. Only then did Admira Carnaby give the order
to abandon ship.

"I'm afraid we aren't sure what happened after that since Carnaby wasn't one of those we picked up after
the battle. Still, we surmisethat he ordered the blastship's autopilot to seek the nearest foldpoint asa
diversonto dlow hislifeboats to escape. Wetracked Conqueror until she reached the



Klamath-Antares foldpoint and jumped. We have dways assumed that she was vaporized the instant
she entered the supernova.” Ryerson paused to sweep his gaze across the assembled colonists.
"Obvioudy, we assumed wrong."

"You weren't doneintha, Admira," Drakereplied. "Wetoo found it difficult to believe any ship could
penetrate the nebulaand survive. Wefound it so difficult, in fact, that we didn't even consider the
possibility until wed exhausted dl other possihilities.”

"Howdo your ships manage to survive insde the nebula, Captain?' one of Ryerson's staff officers asked.
"Anti-radiation shielding," Drakereplied.

"Would the design of thisshielding befor sale?' Ryerson asked.

"Weé'reready to give you the desgn, Admird.”

"In return for what?' First Secretary Oldfield asked.

"Y our assstance in didodging the Rydl from the Aezer system,” Philip Walkirk answered from where he
sat at the far end of thetable.

"I hope you understand, Y our Highness, that you will have to take that matter up with Government
Central on Earth. We poor hinterland diplomats lack the power to commit the Grand Fleet to battle, I'm
afrad."

"When can we go through to Earth, Mr. Oldfield?' Bethany asked.

"Very soon, MissLindquist. Infact, Admira Ryerson will assign suitable escort just as soon asyou
choose the vessdl that you want to makethetrip.”

"l don't understand,” Drake said. "The entire Helldiver fleet will be making thetrip.”

Oldfield looked surprised, then smiled sheepishly. "Silly of me, Captain. Y ou are strangers here. Of
course, you aren't familiar with the regulations.”

"What regulations?’

"Why, that govern the entry of warshipsinto the solar syslem. With modern warships capable of so
much destruction, we are quite senditive about alowing them close to the homeworld. Surely, you can
understand our caution. 'Y ou will be allowed one ship for thetrip to Earth, and that ship will haveto be
escorted by at least one of our own.”

"And the rest of the Helldiver Flest?"

"They will, of course, have to remain herein the Goddard system until you return.”

CHAPTER 20

"What do you mean they won't dlow Royal Avenger to travel to Earth?' Admira Gower asked, his
angry features glowering out of Drake's screen. It had been two weeks since the first meeting aboard
Discovery between the colonists and representatives of the central government, and barely an hour since
Royal Avenger had materidized in the Goddard-Antares foldpoint.



"They won't dlow it, gir," Drakereplied. "They clam they have no way of knowing the capabilitiesof a
foreign built blastship. Therefore, they cannot alow Avenger anywhere near Earth.”

Therefollowed astring of oaths. "And so they chose Discovery 7'

"Yes, dr. They know the type well and doubt we could endanger the planet before the planetary defense
centers destroyed us. | was given the choice of Discovery or Dagger for our embassy ship. | chose
Discovery ."

"And how do you propose squeezing our entire embassy into asingle battle cruiser?’

"l don't, Admira. The regulations do not apply to unarmed transports. Assoon as| discovered that, |
offered to disable City of Alexandria 'sfire control system and dismount her antimatter projectors.
Admird Ryerson agreed to my proposd.”

"I'm surprised he didn't ingst on the liner going done.”

"Hesuggested it, Sir. | told him that we weren't about to go into a strange systemcompletely helpless.”
"And what did he say to that?"

"He said that he understood.”

There was along pause as Admiral Gower digested what Drake had told him. At the end of it, his
brows were knit by equal mixtures of anger and worry. "Isthisbeam secure, Captain?”'

Drake punched up the readout that told him the status of the communications channel betweenDiscovery
and Royal Avenger . The glowing numbers declared the beam to betightly focused and highly
scrambled. "Secure, Sir."

"How do these people strike you?"

"Beg your pardon, Sr?"'

"Arethey friendly?’

"They'refriendly, Admird, athough abit distant, too."
"Inwhet way?"

"Wetdl them our troubles, they listen politely, but make no commitments. It happened thefirst time
when we offered to trade the anti-radiation field for their help in driving the Ryall out of Aezer. They told
uswe would haveto take it up with the home office. It has happened two or threetimessince. | think
Oldfield isunder orders not to make any promises that might prove bothersome later. Admiral Ryerson,
on the other hand, gppears to want the antirad field badly."

"Don't put too much faith in that, Captain,” Gower replied. "Now that they know the field exists, they
should have no trouble developing it for themsalves. No, if we require bargaining leverage, well need
something stronger.”

"What se have we got, Sr?"
"Quitealot —maybe. Have you or anyone else told them about Eulysta and what happened there?"

"No, gr."



"Youresure?'

"Quite sure, Admira. We haven't said so directly, but weve left them with the impression that we came
graight from Napier.”

"Excdlent! Passtheword. The subject of Eulystaisclassified, and I'll space thefirst man who even hints
at the existence of the Ryall astrogation data ... What's the matter, Captain? Y ou look like you just bit
into something sour.”

Drake frowned. "Uh, we may have aproblem there, ar.”

"Problem, Drake?'

"MissLindquigt, Sr. She may not agree to keep quiet.”

"Why should we need her agreement?’

"She is the representative of the terrestria ambassador to Alta, Admird.”

"I'd forgotten that,” Gower said. "Any chance of you convincing her to keep quiet?’
"I'll try, of course.”

"Perhaps | should talk to her, Captain. Y ou may be abit too close to the problem.”
"That won't be necessary, ar. I'll handleit.”

"I think not, Captain. Please ask Miss Lindquist to report here aboardRoyal Avenger tomorrow. | need
to ask her advice on severa matters pertaining to Earth anyway, and welll use the opportunity to discuss
this other matter.”

"Yes, gr. I'll deliver your messageimmediady.”
#

Bethany Lindquist had been aboard the flagship only once previoudy. On that occasion, she had been
impressed by the oversize compartments and the seemingly endless corridors. Nor wasthe flagship's
sizethe only difference between it and the Altan cruisers she was used to. Whenever she encountered
crewmen aboard Discovery , they would invariably acknowledge her presence with asmile or aquick
greeting. Not so aboard Royal Avenger . The Sandarian mae and female crewmembers she
encountered were dwaysin ahurry. Bethany found their studied humorlessness disconcerting.

"We're here, Milady," her guide, afuzz cheeked ensgn, said in thelilting Sandarian accent.
"Whereis'here' Enagn?'

"My Lord Admira’s cabin, Milady." The ensign tapped acode into a bulkhead-mounted keypad. A
moment passed before the pressure door did back into its recess. Bethany stepped over the raised
coaming and the door closed sllently behind her.

Admira Gower was seated behind a massve desk, hisfinger still on the door control. Heroseand
moved to where Bethany stood. "Good morning, Miss Lindquist. How was the flight?"

"Fine" Bethany replied. "It wasn't really necessary for you to send aspecid shuttle. | could have waited
for the regularly scheduled run.”



"Nonsense. If | must interrupt someone's busy schedule, theleast | can do is provide proper
trangportation. Care for adrink?

"Y es, thank you."
"How about Sandarian vodka?"
"I'm afraid I'm not familiar with it, Admird."

Gower's eyebrows went up in alook of surprise. "Really? Surely weintroduced you to our planetary
drink while you were on Sandar.”

"Not that | remember.”
"Wadl, then you haveto try it," he said as he moved to asmal bar clamped to one of the bulkheads.

While the admiral poured drinks, Bethany let her gaze sweep her surroundings. Thefirgt thing she
noticed wasthe life-size portrait of John-Philip Walkirk VI hanging behind Gower's desk. The monarch
was clad in the uniform of Admira-Genera of the Sandarian armed services, and seemed to be looking
directly at her. The cabin was otherwise devoid of decoration save for alarge Sandarian flag, tattered
and singed around the edges, that hung inside a glass case on the bulkhead opposite the king's portrait.
Gower noted Bethany's interest as he returned with her drink.

"That flag came from my father's destroyer. His ship was holed during afight with the Ryall. One of the
survivorsrisked hislifeto sdvage that flag and present it to my mother.

How old wereyou at the time?"

"Sixteen standard years. It was my fourth year a the naval academy.”

"Do dl Sandarian children begin their military training so young?"

Gower nodded. "Those who show an aptitude for it."

"What aterrible shameit isto have to draft twelve-year-oldsinto the Navy!"

Gower shrugged. "It has been our way for so long that it ssems naturd to us.™ Therefollowed an
awkward silence in which Gower sipped from hisglass. Bethany did the same, and then grimaced
dightly asthe dcohol burned itsway across her tongue and down her throat.”

Noticing her discomfort, the admird asked, "Shall | get you something else?
Bethany fanned her lips; "I'll befine. | just didn't expect it to be thisstrong.”

"We come from acold world, MissLindquist. This" he said, gesturing with hisglass, "isadrink for cold
worlds. 1t warmsthe blood and makes one forget the bite of the wind.”

Carefully, Bethany took another sip. The burning seemed less thistime, as though her mouth had been
injected with alocal anesthetic.

"l understand that you are an historian, and an expert on Earth history.”
Bethany nodded. "I'm acomparative historian, Admiral.”
"What isthet?"



"We study history looking for situations that are ana ogous to some current problem. We then study how
our ancestors handled, or failed to handle, the smilar Situation; and use that knowledge to advise the
Altan government.”

"And have you sudied the Ryal-Human war? Isthere any period in Earth history that issmilar?’

"If you mean 'Has there ever been awar in which our enemieswereintelligent diens?, obvioudy not!
However, if you consider the centaurs rigid attitude regarding our right to exist, you can find close
anaoguesin any number of rigiouswarsthat have been fought down through history. ‘Christ and No
Quarter! would not be adifficult concept for the Ryall."

"And how were these rdligious wars resolved?"

Bethany shrugged. "Mostly, they weren't! Most didn't end until one or both sides had fought to
exhaudion.”

"|sthat to be our fate aswell?'
"l hopenot. That isone of the reasonswhy I'm studying Varlan.”
"Ah, yes, the captured Ryall manager. How goesthe study?"

"It'stoo early to tell, Admiral. | havetried to convince her that our two species have agreat ded in
common, and therefore, that it is stupid for usto fight. Sometimes she seems receptive, other timesnot.”

"So you have said in your reports. How long before you become convinced that your task is hopeless?!
"When I'vetried everything | can think of, | suppose.”

Gower laughed. "A good answer and one that convinces methat | was correct in asking you here.”

"l don't understand, Admird."

"You are, of course, aware that Royal Avenger will not be alowed to make the journey to Earth.”
Bethany nodded. "Terrestrid regulationsforbid it.”

"Unfortunately, true. | will therefore be transferring my flag to Discovery ."

"Y ou'rerdieving Richard of hiscommand?’

"Not at dl. He commandsthe cruiser, | command the expedition. The only differenceisin the vessd
from that that command isexercised. However, transferring my flag to Discovery presents mewith a
problem. Asyou are undoubtedly aware, my staff islargely drawn from the ranks of Royal Avenger 's
line officers. Werel to take them with me, | would leave this ship unable to defend itself. That, of
course, isunthinkable. Therefore, | have decided to limit the number of Avenger 's personne who will
accompany me.

"Among those | will be leaving behind are two officers extremely knowledgeable of Earth higtory, officers
whose expertise | will need during the coming negotiations with the Interstellar Council. 1t has occurred
to methat you could replace that expertise.”

"Areyou offering me ajob, Admira Gower?'

"l an."



Bethany hesitated, then said, "I'm very flattered, but I'm afraid what you ask isimpossible.”
"Why impossible, Miss Lindquigt?'
"l took an oath to look after the best interests of Earth. | can hardly do that and advise you, too."

Gower regarded her with narrowed eyes for amoment, and then sighed. "If there is one thing an officer
of the king understands, Miss Lindquigt, it isthe importance of abiding by one's oaths. | had hoped you
would not find your duty to Earth in conflict with your duty to this expedition. However, | won't attempt
to dissuade you."

"Thank you for that, Sr. Isthat the reason you asked me here today?

"That and one other matter,” Gower replied. He reached forward, plucked a computer printout from his
desk, and held it out to her. "I issued Fleet Order 703 thismorning. | would like you to read and signit
beforeyou leave.

Fleet Order: 703

Date: 8 November, 2639 (UC)

To: All Personnd

Classfication: Most Secret

From: Gower, SFF.

Commanding Admira

Subject: EulystaCampaign

1. No member of thisexpedition shdl divulge information to non-expedition members concerning Eulysta,
Corlis, or the events that transpired there.

2. Any violation of thisorder will be regarded as high treason, and will be punished accordingly.

(Signed)

S.F. Gower
Admird

Sandarian Space Navy



#
"What isthis?' Bethany asked after reading the order.

"Just what it appearsto be, MissLindquist. A classfication order regarding the Eulystacampaign. Itis
specificaly aimed at ensuring that the terrestrias do not find out about the astrogation data we obtained
there”

"But surely such datamust be old newsto our hosts, Admird. Why classfy it?

"Because, MissLindquigt, | believethe terrestrids are fill ignorant of the digposition of starswithin the
hegemony. If | am correct in that belief, then you are wrong and that data represents our most valuable
commodity. The centra government may be willing to pay handsomely for what we havein our data
banks. In any event, we hope to use whatever leverage the Ryall astrogation data gives usto obtain
assgancein routing the Ryal from Aezer."

"If what you suspect istrue, Admira, that isall the more reason why | can't obey thisorder. 1t's my duty
to get the information to the Interstellar Council as quickly as possible.”

Gower nodded. "Captain Drake thought that might be your attitude.”

"Richard knew you were going to ask me to sign this?” Bethany asked as she waved the printout at
Gower.

"Hewas aware that | was going to speak to you of it."
"Why that...I"

"Please, MissLindquist,” Gower continued, cutting off the tirade before it had a chanceto get started. "It
isn't as though we were asking that your lips be sedled forever. Only long enough for usto be given the
chanceto exploit this knowledge that we bought at the cost of anumber of lives.”

"I'm sorry, Admira Gower, but | am pledged to Earth's service regardless of my persond fedingsin the
matter. | will not agreeto thisorder.”

Gower leaned back in his seat and regarded her through steepled fingers. When findly he spoke, it was
morein sorrow than anger. "Inthat case, MissLindquigt, | cannot alow you to leave thisship. You will
gtay here—inthebrig, if necessary — until after Discovery and City of Alexandria haveleft for the
Goddard-Sol foldpoint.”

"Y ou wouldn't dare lock me up!”

Gower'sicy calm contrasted sharply with Bethany'sfury. "I would dare. | have my own duty to perform
and | will perform it evenif | must face court martial when | return home."

"Richard will never stand for this. My uncle has atreaty with the Altan Parliament! Besides, hegave me
hisword that | wouldn't be muzzled.”

"l do not represent the Altan Parliament, MissLindquist. Nor do | think Captain Drake will fight me on
this. He aso has hisduty, which at the moment requires that he obey my orders. Should he choose not
to, hewill be proclaimed amutineer. Hardly seemsworth it considering our argument merely concerns
thetiming of our revelation to the terrestrids.”

"Y ou're saying that you will tell them?" Bethany asked.



"For what itisworth, | give you my word. When we've gotten what we cameto get, or when it becomes
clear that isnot possible, | will hand them the astrogation data personally.”

Bethany glowered at him for long seconds, before sngpping: "What isit you want meto agreeto?’

"Merdly that you will not divulge our secret without permission from either mysdlf or Captain Drake. Do
you agree?"

"| agree under protest. However, | plan to lodge aforma protest with Parliament when we return
home"

"l understand completely,” Gower said nodding. He extracted a pen from its zero gravity holder on top
of hisdesk and handed it to Bethany. "Please sign in the space provided.”

#

Discovery's main viewscreen showed a string of three golden ship symbols and the hazy red elipsoid that
marked the position of the Goddard-Sol foldpoint. The symbolswere strung out in line astern formation,
with small glowing legends beside each denoting velocity and acceleration vectors, aswell asthetime of
arrival at the foldpoint boundary. Other symbols arrayed around the foldpoint displayed the positions of
the two dozen orbital fortressesthat guarded the gateway to Earth.

"Arethose necessary?' Drake asked from his command chair, gesturing to the viol et fortress symbols.

"We hope not,” Gregory Oldfield said from the observer's seat beside Drake. Normally Bethany would
have been seated there, but she had not spoken to Drake since her return from Royal Avenger more
than aweek earlier. After hearing Admiral Gower'sreport of the meeting, he was not surprised.

Drake watched thefirst of the golden markers cross over the boundary of the foldpoint. Asit did so, the
ship symbol began to blink rapidly.

"Communicator, put through acdl to Admira Ryerson aboard Teddy Roosevelt , please.”
"Yes, gr."
An auxiliary screen cleared to show Ryerson'sfeatures. "How do you want to handle this, Admira ?!

"Just theway we planned it, Captain. We will go through first to dert the defenses on the other side.
Give usfive minutes, and then follow inDiscovery . Five minutes after that, City of Alexandria will
comethrough. Make sure that you begin your identity and password broadcast before you jump.
Remember, that password is the only thing protecting you from the automeatic defense mechanisms.”

"ldentity and password. Will do, sir.”

As soon as Ryerson broke the connection, Drake turned to his communications officer. " Status check.
All departments, Mr. Hayden."

"Yes, gr."

Therall cal of department heads began amost immediately. "Environmental control, ready to jump. ...
Engineering, ready to jump. ... Combat control, ready to jump. ... Astrogation, ready to jump. ... Fleet
commander, ready to jump. ..." That last was from Admira Gower, who had chosen to observe the jump
from the Combat Control Center —just in case. After haf aminute, theroll call reached the bridge and
moved smoothly from communications, to astrogation, to commanding officer. Hefinished theroll with



thecdl: "Captain, ready to jump!”

"The ship is buttoned up and ready to jump, Captain!" his executive officer reported.
"Very wdl, Mr. Marchant."

"Captain, Sensors! Teddy Roosevelt'sjump fidd isbuilding now."

"Switch main viewscreen to outside view, Mr. Hayden."

"Outsde view, Captain.”

The schematic diagram on the screen faded away, to be replaced by ablack starfield. AsDrake
watched, the stars moved out radialy from the center of the screen as the magnification increased. A tiny
foreshortened cylinder gppeared in the center of the view and quickly grew until it nearly filled the

screen. Drake watched asthe telltale waviness that marked afully charged jumpfield obscured the Earth
fleet blastship. Then, inthe blink of an eye, the behemoth was gone, with only afew faint sarsto mark
where she had been.

"Teddy Roosevelt hasjumped, Captain.”

"Very good, Mr. Hayden. Mr. Cristobal, start the countdown clock. We jump in five minutes.”
"Ayeaye, Captain. Theclock has sarted.”

"Arethe recordings ready, Communicator?’

"Ready, Sr."

"Start them now. | want you to monitor them continuoudy, and notify meimmediately if thereisany kind
of breskdown."

"YS, s‘ r_"

Drake watched the red numerals on the countdown clock wind dowly down. When the clock sill
showed two minutes to go, he keyed for Bethany's stateroom.  She answered on the second buzz.

"Well, it lookslikethisisit," he sad.

"l guessit does," shereplied tiffly.

"Areyou watching your screen?”

She nodded.

"Turn to Channel Two. I'll have Sol put up on the screen as soon as we arrive on the other side.”
She said, "Thank you for your courtesy, Richard,” then abruptly broke the connection.

Drake turned back to the countdown clock. There was now less than a minute to go.

"It'sdl yours, Mr. Cristobad."

"Thank you, Captain. Generatorsare a full power and thejumpfield isbuilding. Thirty secondsto
jump. Stand by. Fifteen...ten ... five... four ... three... two ... one ... Jump!"



CHAPTER 21

"Put the system primary up on the screen, Mr. Cristobal!™
"Coming up now, Captain.”

A few seconds passed before the screen flashed once and ayelow-white disk lay centered in thefield of
view. The only features on the star's surface were afew sunspotstrailing one another across an
incandescent plasmasea. Even though large enough to swallow ahundred planets the Size of Alta, the
spots were minor imperfections when judged against the whole disk of the Sar.

"We're waiting on confirmation, Mr. Cristobal," Drake said after a dozen seconds passed in silence.

"Uh, sorry, ar. | wasjust rechecking my data. ItisSol dl right. The spectrum matchesto ten significant
places.

"Very wdl. Mr. Hayden, pipethisview into Communications Channd Two. Then switch themain
screen to thetactical display.

"Ayeaye, Captain!”

The screen changed again, thistime to a schematic diagram of the space near the Sol-Goddard
foldpoint. Asthe screen camedight, it began to fill with symbolsthat quickly painted a picture of the
foldpoint defenses. There were severd low whistleson Discovery 's bridge, astheir extent became
gpparent. They had started out formidable, and were getting more so with each passing second.

Radar and infrared sensors had quickly detected thousands of objects scattered throughout the volume of
space occupied by the foldpoint. Each wasthe size of asmall scout ship and constructed of an open
framework of girders, fuel tanks, and an oversize photon drive. The nearest such waslessthan a
thousand kilometers from Discovery , and after avisua examination, the technician manning the threst
console tentatively identified it asahigh acceeration orbita mine.

Just beyond the foldpoint's periphery floated two hundred orbital fortresses. Telescopic examination of
the closest showed it to be bristling with heavy lasers, antimatter projectors, missile launchers, and
various ports that were presumably used to sortie manned interceptors. Interspersed among the
offensive weaponry were long and short-range sensors, heet radiators, communications gear, and a
number of lessidentifiable mechanisms. Judging by the amount of quiescent energy the orbital fortress
spilled to space, it was more than amatch for any normal fleet of warships.

If theline of orbital fortresses were not enough, long-range sensors detected three formations of warships
maintaining station at various distances from the foldpoint. Each fleet was positioned to interdict the most
direct route to Earth, and each appeared to be composed primarily of blastships and heavy cruisers.

Drake keyed for the technician manning the countermeasures console in the Combat Control Center.
"What'sthe E-M spectrum like, Mr. Benson?"

Thetechnician's lined features split into awide grin. ™Y ou could come closeto frying an egg on our hull,
Captain, the radar beams are so thick out there! | have identified 1312 separate sources of E-M
radiation in the vicinity so far —everything from search and fire control radarsto ranging lasersand



communications beams”

"Let meknow if that changes.”

"Yes, gr."

"Mr. Cristoba. Where's Teddy Roosevelt ?*

"Ten thousand kilometers off our beam, sir. Almost due gdactic north. She has gone to one-tenth gee
and appears to be maneuvering for rendezvous.”

"How long until Alexandria comesthrough?”
"Another two minutes, twelve seconds, Sir."
"All sensorsat highgain?'

"Yes, gr. High gain and recording.”

"Very wdl. Stand by to report her arrival.”

The countdown chronometer ticked off the remaining minutes and seconds. \When the proper time had
elgpsed, the converted liner flashed into existence some six thousand kilometersin front of Discovery 's
bow.

"Message from Teddy Roosevelt , Captain,” the communicator said immediately after Alexandria 's
ariva.

"Put him on, Mr. Hayden."
"Channd Three, ar."
Draketurned to where Admira Ryerson'sfeatures were visible on an auxiliary screen. "Yes, Sr?'

"Y ou have been cleared to enter the solar system, Captain. Please move your shipsto the main traffic
corridor as previoudy ingtructed.”

"Will do, 9r."

Ryerson glanced away from the screen pickup, and then back again. "We calculate rendezvousin forty
minutes"

"Seeyou soon. And Drake..."
"Yes gr?'
"Welcome home!”
#

Varlan of the Scented Waterslay in front of the viewscreen in her cabin and stared at the bright double
world centered therein. Both displayed the tiny half-moon shapes that showed them to be closer to the
gystem primary than was the human warship in which Varlan washeld prisoner. Thelarger of thetwo
planets was a dazzling blue-white in color, while the smaler satellite gppeared to be adull gray-white.
Varlan gazed at the two worlds and pondered recent events.



When Bethany of the Lindquists had first begun their daily interviews, Varlan had seen them asagood
way to stave off the boredom of captivity. They had been intellectua exercisesin which she had
attempted to unravel the mystery of why humans act the way they do. Since Bethany of the Lindquists
was effectively the only human that Varlan ever saw, the interviews quickly became an exercisein
understanding why Bethany behaved the way she did.

Prime among the many riddles that Bethany posed for Varlan was her steedfast refusa to seethelogical
paradox in her ideathat cooperation between intelligent species was not only possible, but aso
desirable. At first Varlan had thought to educate Bethany concerning this obvious blind spot. She had
done this by recounting the many hard lessons her species had learned during their long competition with
the swift eaters. However, Bethany had remained as optimistic asever. Varlan, in turn — concerned that
Bethany might react badly if her cherished delusion were challenged too directly — had softened her
verbal opposition. She had even conceded that cooperation between species was theoreticaly possible,
if highly unlikely in practice.

It had al seemed a harmless enough way to humor her jailer while dso providing theintellectud
gtimulation she needed to keep her own fearsin check. Varlan had always considered hersdlf arational
modern thinker, and had never believed the ancient superdtitions of her race. Still, the entry of the human
shipsinto the Evil Star had made her apprehensive and troubled her deep. She had often dreamed of
being chased by gaping jawed swiftswith razor teeth.

Eventually, the human fleet had moved out of the Evil Star and Varlan's mood had improved. With the
return to normal space, she had scanned the new black sky for many hundreds of heartbeats. Although
her knowledge of astronomy was no better than the average Ryall's, she hoped to determine whether the
human ship had returned to the hegemony. Unfortunately, those few congtdlationsthat shewas ableto
recognize seemed oddly skewed, an indication that they were far distant from any of the systemsfamiliar
to the Ryall manager.

It had been in this period that Bethany of the Lindquists had been particularly excited during their daily
interviews. When Varlan had asked the reason for her mood, Bethany replied that the ship had entered
the Goddard star system. The name, Bethany had informed her, wasthat of afamous human
philosopher-priest of the past.

Therefollowed many daysin which interesting events had taken place, including the arrivad of severd
very large human warships. From her solitary prison inDiscovery 's habitat ring, Varlan monitored the
comings and goings by counting the number of times spin-gravity was removed from the ship. She had
also judged the progress of events by the changes in Bethany's moods. Toward the end of the period,
the human femal e had seemed distracted and uncharacteristically slent.

"|s something wrong, Bethany of the Lindquists?' Varlan had asked.
"It'snothing," Bethany responded. "I'm mad at Admira Gower and Richard. I'll get over it."

At Varlan'surging, Bethany had gone on to explain that Gower had asked her to do something that
implied dishonor to the Clan of the Lindquists. Bethany had complied under pressure, and was now
unhappy for having done so. Curious, Varlan had asked the nature of the implied dishonor, but Bethany
refused to explain further. Asfor why her displeasure with Gower also applied to Bethany's mate-to-be,
Varlan had no clue, and Bethany seemed unableto explain. After ten minutes spent trying to understand,
Valansad:

"I'm afraid that | do not comprehend mammalian mating practices well enough to comment, Bethany. |
must tell you that egg laying would seem to be amuch smpler method of procreetion.”



Bethany made the gesture with her lipsthat Varlan knew to be the human equivadent of asmile. "You
may well beright.”

There had followed along period in which the aft bulkhead was the deck rather than the curved outer
hull. This, Varlan knew, meant that the ship was under power. She passed the time viewing filmsfrom
the human entertainment library and thinking about what she had learned. At the end of severd days,
Discovery underwent aseries of acceleration changes, and then jumped to yet another star system.

During the interview sesson immediately following the jump between stars, Bethany once again showed
all the symptoms of excitement. She spoke rapidly, moved her handsin short, jerky motions, and paced
the room.

"What iswrong?' Varlan asked. "Have you and Richard ceased your hogtilities?"

Bethany shook her head. "I'm il giving him the cold shoulder.” (Thetrandator had failed to render any
interpretation of the last two words.) "But I'm finding it harder and harder. He has sent me flowers every
day, and twiceinvited meto dinner in hiscabin. | suppose I'll have to forgive him sooner or later.”

"Y ou don't seem unhappy.”

Bethany grinned. "Far fromit! | saw Earth today through the big telescope.”

"Earth?' Varlan asked.

"Our degtination, the place we started for when we began this expedition.”

"Was this 'Earth’ afamous human like '‘Goddard?"

"No, of course not,” Bethany replied with alaugh. "Earth isthe centra world of human space.”
"The seat of your government?'

Bethany nodded.

"It must have been colonized quite along time ago to have achieved such power," Varlan observed.

Bethany laughed again. "Y ou don't understand. Earthisnot acolony. It'sthe mother world, the place
where humansfirg evolved.”

Bethany had |eft shortly theregfter, leaving Varlan doneto consder theimplications of this new bit of
information. Of dl thelessonsthe Ryall had learned during their long competition with the swifts, the
most important was the need to seek out and destroy the vipersin their nest. For sixty circuits of the
Ryall home world about its sar, warriors of the hegemony had sought to do just that againgt the human
foe. They had failed utterly. Y &, the much sought after home world of the humanslay amere two
interstellar jumps beyond the Evil Star —easy gtriking distance for astrong warfleet!

Suddenly, Varlan knew her destiny. She must somehow get thisvital information back to Those Who
Rule. Shewatched the blue-white and gray-white orbs, and considered how such afeat might be
accomplished.

#

Bethany Lindquist turned over in her bed, raised hersdlf to one elbow, and rearranged her pillow for the
axthtime. Rolling over onto her somach, shetried to blank the whirling thoughts from her mind. After
fivefruitless minutesin which she willed hersdf not to think, and thought ever more actively asareault,



shelifted her head and opened her eyesto search for the chronometer on the nightstand. Thered
numerals glared back 01:37 at her. Sighing, she sat up, swung bare feet down onto the carpeted deck,
and stood erect. Working from memory in the darkened cabin, she groped for her robe, dipped into its
slky embrace, and then pulled it tight about her. She moved to the door and pushed it open. A
rectangle of blue light from the corridor spilled across her. She stepped out into the corridor, closed the
cabin door behind her, and padded softly in the direction of thewardroom. As she moved through the
deserted ship, she pondered the reasons why she was having trouble deeping.

Thefirgt, of course, wasthe fact that they would enter Earth parking orbit thefollowing day. All through
their journey from the Sol-Goddard foldpoint, Bethany had spent hours watching Earth grow larger on
the screen. She had watched it transformed from an indistinct blur to aliving world. She had noted
Earth's smilarity to Alta, and then reminded hersdlf that the correlation was the other way around (by
definition).

She had stared at the impossibly thin line of Earth's atmosphere and thought of the thousands of
generations that had lived benegth its protective blanket of air. She had peered down at vast expanses of
ocean, and remembered all the pictures she had seen of cora reefs, sunken ships, and icebergsthe size
of mountains. She had stared in wonder at the familiar shapes of continents that she had never expected
to seein person. Congdering the excitement shefdt at having findly arrived, it was no wonder that she
was having trouble desping.

The second matter that was keeping Bethany awake was the breakthrough she had made with Varlan
ealierintheday. The sesson had started out like any other, with the centaur discussing Ryall
philosophy. Then, they had continued a discussion that had begun with their first interview on Corlis: the
attitude of humans and Ryall toward their offspring. Bethany had been discussing the love of human
parentsfor their children, and Varlan had replied that the Ryall felt amilarly about their own offspring.

"But you can't know who your children arel” Bethany had said.

"Of course not. When thetime comesto lay my eggs, instinct takesover. | dig aholein warm sand,
deposit the eggs, and then cover them over. | have very little memory of the event afterward. If | wished
to know my own hatchlings—a desire that my people consider to be perverted — | would require the
assistance of another to mark my nest and to keep watch until the eggs hatched. However, it isnot
necessary to know one's parentsin Ryal society. The hatchlings are brought up collectively and are
loved every hit as much as your human offspring.”

"See, our two species have something in common after dl," Bethany replied.

Varlanwasslent for along time. Finaly, she spoke softly and carefully. "Perhapsyou areright, Bethany
of the Lindquists. Perhapswe are more aikethan | first believed.”

There had followed along discussion in which Varlan admitted that she could have been wrong about the
inevitability of conflict between species. Bethany had called ahdt shortly thereafter to give the dien
concept timeto maturein the Rydl'smind.

Bethany was il thinking about Varlan as she reached the smal gdley that adjoined the wardroom, the
refrigerator of which was kept well stocked for the benefit of midwatch crewmen. Bethany had intended
to warm abulb of milk to take back to her cabin. She had not expected to find anyonein the galley so
late, and was therefore surprised to discover Greg Oldfield seated at the small serving tablein front of a
plate of cold cuts and cheese.

"Evening, Miss Lindquigt,” thefirst secretary said, looking up from carving a piece off the end of along
ydlow cheese.



"Good, evening, Mr. Oldfield.”

"Please, I'm Greg to my friends.”

"And I'm Bethany to mine, Greg."

"Join mein asnack, Bethany?'

"No thank you. | just camedown for adrink of milk."
"Soundsgood. Mind making me onetoo?"

"Warm or cold?'

"Cold, please”

Bethany moved to the refrigerator, dispensed two drinking bulbs, and then dipped oneinto the warmer.
A minute later, she was seated across the table from Oldfield.

"Couldn't deep?’ theterrestrid diplomat asked.

"No. | guessI'm just too excited about tomorrow."

"Big day for you people, | imagine."

"My family haswaited six generations for what will take place tomorrow," Bethany said. "Yes, | would
say that it will beabig day!"

"I've been meaning to ask you about that," Oldfield replied. "Mind telling me how it isthat you happen to
be the representative of the terrestrial ambassador to Alta?"

Bethany recounted the story of Granville Whitlow and his compulsion to maintain aterrestrial presence
on Altaafter thefailure of the foldpoint. Shetold him of the ded Whitlow had made to transfer control of
the three Grand Fleet battle cruisersto the newly formed colonia navy. Shetold of the generations of
Whitlows who had kept the dream dive for more than a century. When shefinished, the first secretary
sat and gazed at Bethany with anew respect.

"I had noidea. | will haveto bring this matter to the attention of my superiorswhenweland. Such
loyalty should be rewarded.”

"All I want isto deliver my uncl€e's dispatches to the proper people.”
"Youll deliver them to the coordinator himsdf if | have anything to say about it.”
#

Discovery's Control Room Number One was crowded. 1n addition to Richard Drake and the full bridge
duty crew, Admira Gower, First Secretary Oldfield, and Bethany Lindquist were dl present for thefina
approach. In order to accommodate the admira and first secretary, Drake had ordered two temporary
acceleration couchesingalled. The additiona couches made the control room crowded, and somewhat
obscured Drakesfield of view. He had gladly accepted those inconveniences, however, because the
arrangement |eft the permanent observer's couch free for Bethany.

"I can watch the approach from my stateroom,” she had answered when he first invited her to observe
the proceedings from the bridge.



"You'll do nothing of the sort. We started this voyage together, and by God, we're going to finish it the
sameway!"

"Yes, Richard," she had replied meekly. Later, when she arrived on the bridge, her lingering fedings of
pique had been quickly submerged by the excitement of the occasion. She had even managed to be civil
to Admiral Gower when he arrived to take his station.

The main viewscreen had been focused on the swelling Earth for the past severd hours. Theonly timeit
had been diverted was when the battle cruiser swept in past the orbit of Luna. The moon was close
enough to appear larger than the Earth at the moment of closest gpproach. Sol waslow behind the
satdlite, acdedtid arrangement that plunged the near faceinto shadow. Only the carpets of silver lights
that marked the positions of the satdllite's underground cities broke the darkness.

Thefleet continued inward. Aseach ship fell toward Earth, it retarded its hyperbolic vel ocity by throwing
astream of photons forward aong its path at the speed of light. Thus balanced on cones of light, each
ship decelerated at a constant one-haf gravity. Teddy Roosevelt led the procession, followed by
Discovery , with City of Alexandria bringing up therear.

AsDiscovery fel degper into Earth-L una space, sensor operators began to issue ever more frequent
warnings of impending close encounters with objectsin orbit about the planet. After aheart pounding
few seconds, each report would be declared a close approach rather than a possible collision and Drake
would begin to breathe again. Eventualy, sensor operators reported that Teddy Roosevelt was
decderating rapidly for fina gpproach.

"Stand by for our own trangtion to fina power," Argos Cristoba said from his station upon hearing the
report.

"Y ou have the conn, Mr. Cristobd," Drake replied.

"Yes, dr. Enginesto full power in fifteen seconds. Ten ... five... three... two ... one. Power!"

Drakefdt himsdf pulled deeper into his acceleration couch. After severd minutes,Discovery 's
maneuvering computer sensed that conditions were right for a 1000-kilometer high circular orbit about
the planet. Electronic orders flashed from the bridge to the engine spacesin the cruiser's centra cylinder,
and the flow of power to the photon engines was disrupted.

Suddenly, weight evaporated around Drake. The residua springiness of the acceleration couch padding
threw him gently forward into his restraining harness, where he oscillated for afew cycles before coming
torest. Therefollowed severa seconds of silence, followed by Greg Oldfield's cheery voice saying:

"Welcometo Earth, people. Welcome home!™

CHAPTER 22

Earth, asviewed from the vantage point of low orbit, may possibly be the most beautiful sight inthe
universe. Certainly, there are planetsthat are larger and gaudier; and othersthat are surrounded by truly
impressive ring structures, or multiple hurtling moons. There are even worldsin the terrestridl
classfication that sport brighter blues and whitesthe color of new falen snow. Despitethis, Earth isill
the most beautiful of worlds. For, on no other world can one gaze down at the cradle of the human

race. Nowhere else does the approach of darkness throw into stark relief the outline of a 5000-year-old



pyramid, or highlight the twisting form of astone wall athousand kilometerslong. On no other world can
agpacefaring travel er see the primitive concrete-and-stedl structures from which his ancestors first
launched shipsinto space.

Tothe Altans especidly, surveying theworld of their forefathers from on high brought with it afeding of
reverence and quiet joy. Even so, most of Discovery ‘s crew had had their fill of orbital sightseeing by the
end of the second day. They were anxiousto get their feet on solid ground, to breath deeply of air
untainted by recycling, to partake of the only environment in the universe for which human beingsare
perfectly suited.

Discovery and City of Alexandria werein orbit for more than forty hours before Greg Oldfied
announced that a ground-to-orbit craft would be up to transport the official negotiating team the following
day. When asked the reason for the delay, he blamed difficultiesin arranging a proper welcoming
ceremony. Admiral Gower wondered aoud to Richard Drake whether the reason wasn't more basic;
namely that the terrestrials had yet to establish a policy regarding their newly rediscovered colonies.

Thelist of those who would be thefirst to go down to the surface had been in preparation since the
truncated Hedlldiver Fleet left Goddard. FromDiscovery , the negotiating team would consst of Admird
Gower, Richard Drake, Philip Walkirk, and half a dozen assstants and advisors. Richard Drake's
assstant would be Argos Cristobal, Discovery ‘s astrogator. Cristobal had made athorough study of
the captured Ryall astrogation data and would be a valuable man to have aong when adeal was struck
with the Interstellar Council. City of Alexandria’s contribution to the team would include Stanidaw
Barrett, Count Husanic, their two assigtants, 6 scientists, and 2 economists. Bethany Lindquist would
also accompany the party in her capacity as her uncle's representative; aswould First Secretary Oldfield,
who had been assigned astheir terrestrid liaison officer.

Upon entering the shuttle the next day, Richard Drake made sure that he and Bethany occupied adjoining
acceleration couches. They spoke very little during the transfer craft's stop a City of Alexandria .
Finaly, after they had departed the liner and begun the long fall toward Earth, Drake turned to Bethany
and said: "What say we declare atruce for the duration?'

"I do not know what you are talking about, Richard," shereplied tiffly.

"Y ou know damned well what I'm talking about, my love. Y ou're still mad because Admira Gower
threatened to throw you in the brig.”

"Don't | have aright to be mad?'

"Youdid at thetime," hereplied. "However, that was ten days ago. Gower did what he had to do, and
you made the best bargain you could. Y ou should have cometo gripswith it by now. Thispoutingis
childish."

Drake noted the signs of a building explosion, and was surprised when it did not come. Instead, Bethany
leaned back in her accel eration couch and regarded him more calmly than she had in days. "1'm not mad
at Admiral Gower anymore. Asyou say, he did what he had to do."

"Then who areyou mad &?'
"You."
"Me? What did | do?'

"Y ou sent me over there without so much as a hint of what Gower was planning.”



Drake glanced in the direction of Greg Oldfield. Thefirst secretary was seated three rowsin front of
them on the opposite side of thefusdage. He was engaged in animated conversation with his seetmate,
and seemed oblivious to everyone around him. Even so, Drake lowered his voice to awhisper that was
nearly masked by the hypersonic keening outside the hull.

"Damnit, | couldn't warn you. | had my orders. Besides, Gower was correct in asking you what he
did. That dataisours. If wereto giveit to theterrestrids, then we have aright to get afair pricein
return.”

"What makes you think you'll need it?' Bethany asked, matching Drakeswhisper. "How do you know
they won't give us everything we ask for? Maybe there's no need for usto hold the datafor ransom?"

Drake shrugged. "Inwhich case, well giveit to them without hesitation.”
"And if we can't agree on aplan to drive the Ryal from Aezer?'

"Then welll work something out. We all agree that what we know is too important to be kept a secret
any longer than necessary.”

Shelooked at him sharply. "Do you redlly mean that, Richard?"
"I do."

Shesmiled. "Inthat case, youreforgiven.”

"Careto sedl that with akiss?'

She smiled. "If that isthe proper protocol.”

"Bdievemeg itis”

They embraced for long seconds; totally oblivious to the dozen or so people seated behind them. They
then sat back to watch the Mother of Men unfold benesath them.

Outside the window, the lights of Centrd Asiasparkled amid the ghostly glow of plasmadancing around
the window frame. The racing shuttle overtook the terminator and night turned quickly into day. Shortly
after the coming of the sun, achain of idands appeared in the midst of avast blue ocean. Beyond the
idands, huge squares of blue-green water marked the position of severd mid-ocean fams. A few
minutes later, acoastline emerged from the haze in front of them. Drake knew from having studied the
shuttl€s flight path that he was looking at the western coast of the North American Continent. The
shuttle made landfall just above alarge bay surrounded by an even larger city.

The shuttle banked right and turned toward alight brown smudge on the horizon. Ten minutes|ater, the
smudge had grown into alarge desert in the center of which lay a sprawling spaceport. Asthe craft
swept over the spaceport, it banked sharply and began to lose dtitude. There followed a series of
maneuvers that brought the ground up with astonishing rapidity. Then the brown of the desert turned to
the dirty black of tarmac, and the shuttle touched down with the double squed of tires that had marked
returnsto Earth for half athousand years.

As soon asthe shuttle dowed sufficiently to pull off the runway, Greg Oldfield climbed to hisfeet. The
first secretary moved to the front of the cabin before turning to face them. "Welcometo Mojave
Spaceport. Therewill be ashort ceremony insdethetermina. Afterwards, we will board an aircraft for
Mexico City. Inthe meantime, St back and enjoy theview. Well be at the termina in another few
minutes"



#

Ciudad de México (Mexico City) wasthe largest metropolis Bethany Lindquist had ever seen. From her
room in one of the towersthat dominated the skyline she could look out acrossthe city toward the twin
volcanoes | stacihuatl and Popocatépetl. Closer, but no lessimposing, was the man-made mountain that
served as headquarters for the Council for the Promotion of Interstellar Trade and Cooperation.

Bethany smiled as she remembered the shock of first seeing those archaic words chisded into the marble
lintel over the main entrance to what was, in redity, the de facto capita of human space. She had dways
known the "central government” had begun life as amercantile association. The events by which the
association had first acquired the trappings of a supranational body —and later, of asovereign
government —were legend. Still, seeing it with one's own eyes drove home the point far more effectively
than reading about it on acomputer screen.

Bethany had been in Mexico City threedays. Thefirst day had included an appearancein front of afull
session of the Interstellar Council. Sheand her fellow colonists had sat in the central rotunda of the
council chamber while speaker after speaker roseto praisetheir visitorsfrom the lost systems of the
Antares Clugter. Y ¢, after haf an hour of listening to the unrelenting prai se, Bethany began to notice that
the speeches were rife with high-sounding words, but noticeably lacking in concrete proposals.

After the genera session, the managers of the Helldiver Expedition had been taken somewhere elseto
meet the powersthat be. Bethany had tried to have hersdf included in the group, but Admiral Gower
had refused, pointing out (not unkindly) that she was a salf-professed agent for the other side.

Therefore, while the military men, scientists, and economists al went off to meet their various
counterparts, Bethany sought out the library at the Universadad de México . There she scanned
summaries of the history of human space since the Ryall capture of Aezer. She was disheartened to
discover that not much had changed since the Sandarians had been cut off from the rest of human space.
Thewar withthe Ryal till ground on with no end in Sght, and the military situation, if anything, had
deteriorated noticegbly.

Nor was that her only disturbing discovery. For two hours, she had scanned issues of Mexico City
newsfaxes dating back to the days of the Antares Supernova. Her historian's eye had picked up a
distressing pattern, one that a non-professona could easily miss.

When news of the Ryall depredationsfirst reached Earth, agrest war fever had broken out. This had
been followed by the expenditure of vast sums of money to build up humanity's capabilities for both
offense and defense. 1n adecade or less, human space had been organized into a smoothly functioning
mechanism for the prosecution of interstellar war. It had been in this period that the solar system's
foldpoint defenses had firgt been congtructed, as had smilar defensesin nearly every system within three
foldspace transtions of Ryall space. For three generations humanity had worked tirelesdy to defegt the

Rydl.

Then, forty years earlier, the first cracks had appeared in humanity'sresolve. Theinitia indications of
fatering will had come when the press ceased ta king about winning the war and became preoccupied
with "containing the centaurs." Over the next two decades, offensve operations came virtudly to a
standstill and ever more resources were diverted to foldpoint defenses. Toward the end of the period,
even defensive gppropriations began to have difficulty making it through the council.

About the timethe Ryall took Aezer, large groups of dissenters began to make their presencefdt. The
first systemn to openly defy the council on awar related issue had been Scuyler's Star. The Scuylerians
had declared themsdves neutrd in the fight and had refused to supply their quota of shipsfor the annua



fleet levy. Therebellion had been put down by the Grand Fleet, which had occupied Scuylerina
bloodless operation that had nevertheless sent a strong message to other would-be pacifists.

The growth of the pacifist movement had been dowed, but not stopped. Not surprisingly, one of the
strongest centers of the movement was Earth hersdlf. For the average terredtrid, the war wasfar away.
At their closest, the centaurs were four foldspace transitions distant. To reach the solar system they
would haveto fight their way through adozen fleets and four sets of foldpoint defenses. Because of this
insulating barrier of multiple defensive lines, the average terrestria saw no good reason for histaxesto be
used protecting "afew colony worlds that should do more to protect themselves.” Thisattitude was
especidly apparent in the actions of some of the mgjor nation-states —which stubbornly maintained the
fiction that they were the Interstellar Council's equas. Over the past decade, most governments had
passed nonbinding resolutions caling for areduction in war gppropriations.

Bethany was mildly depressed when she returned to her hotel. It wasafamiliar feding, brought on by a
too concentrated dose of history taken in too littletime. For history, like news, ismostly bad. Bethany
had learned the wisdom of that old Chinese curse, "May you livein interesting times!™ during her first year
as an undergraduate at Homeport University. She had often considered that only an historian could truly
gppreciate the subtle depth of the sentiment.

Upon reaching her room, she discovered amessage informing her that she had been invited on atour of
Mexico City; and that if she wished to accept, a guide would be waiting for her in the lobby of her hotel
at 07:00 hoursthe following morning. The guide turned out to be aperky blonde by the name of Ryssa
Blenham, who was a so the daughter of the Second Coordinator for the Interstellar Council. Over
breskfast, Bethany learned that Ryssawas from Galeria, which lay at the opposite end of human space
from Alta. Thetwo women spent the morning touring garish museums, stolid sixteenth century churches,
and various monumentsto Mexico City'spast. At every stop, Bethany reflected on the fact that each
stone figure or bronze plague represented an instant of blood and pain — be they the result of earthquake,
revolution, or war. At noon, Ryssaguided her to one of the open-air cafes that adorned both sides of a
wide boulevard. Thetwo women ate alight lunch of gazpacho and sdad, and talked about their
respective childhoods. Inevitably, the conversation turned to Bethany's position with the Helldiver
Expedition.

"I understand that you are adiplomat,” Ryssasaid.

Bethany, who wasin the process of spping winefrom aglass, laughed. "Only in the broadest sense of
theword, Ryssa. She went on to explain her family's history, and her own appointment at officia
representative of the hereditary terrestrial ambassador to Alta. She ended by explaining that she wason
Earth to deliver the accumulated dispatches of the Homeport embassy to someonein the diplomatic
sarvice of the Interstellar Council.

"But these dispatches are over acentury old, arethey not?' Ryssa asked.
Bethany nodded. "Some of them."
"They must contain many secretsthen, to be important after dl thistime."

"On the contrary, most are mundane, day-to-day matters. Annua accountings of terrestrial property on
Alta, summaries of embassy political activity, lists of passport expirations and renewals, correctionsto
immigration records, marriage records, that sort of thing."

"But surdly you didn't go to dl thistrouble merdly to bring routine reportsto the council! If itisasyou
say, who will want to read the stuff?"



Bethany shrugged. "1 doubt anyonewill. Except for my uncle's cover letter, it'sdl pretty dry reading.”
Ryssashook her head. "Then it seemsto me that you have come along way for nothing.”

Bethany leaned back in her chair and regarding her hostess with narrowed eyes. There was something
about the question that made her uncomfortable, and Bethany struggled for the proper words to explain.

"It isn't the contents of my uncle's digpatches that are important, Ryssa. Rather, it isthe principle they
represent. Granville Whitlow took an oath to look after Earth'sinterests on Alta. He spent hislife
upholding that oath. His descendants have done the same for six generations. The dispatches| carry are
the product of those six lives. When | ddliver them into the hands of the proper authorities, | will, in
effect, be saying that those lives counted for something!”

"It sounds asthough it is very important to you."

"Itis. Very important.”

"Inthat case, perhaps| can speak to my father of this.”
#

The next morning Bethany received acal from a pleasant young woman with a Spanish accent notifying
her that she had an appointment with the Second Coordinator of the Interstellar Council at 10:00 hours,
and "would that be convenient for SenoritaLindquist?' After assuring her cdller that shewould bethere,
Bethany spent the rest of the morning preparing for the audience.

Sir Joshua Blenham, Senior Delegate to the Interstellar Council from Galleria, SocatalV, wasalarge
bear of aman with abushy mustache and crinkles around the eyes. He had atendency to boom when he
talked, but immediately made Bethany fedl at ease. In addition to Blenham, there were three other men
inthe office. She recognized two of them as being functionaries who had taken Richard Drake and the
other Helldiver |eaders away after the genera audience on thefirst day. The third man wasastranger to
her.

"Miss Bethany Lindquist, may | present Raoul Letterier, Alphonse Grast, and Kelton Dalwood?"
Blenham said as heindicated thethreein turn. "I won't bore you with their overlong titles or what they
do. Frankly, our adminigrative organization is such that it is sometimes difficult for even usto

understand. However, let us say that they areinvolved in the question of assisting your colony and that of
the Sandarians. Gentlemen, MissLindquist isaterrestrid loyaigt."

"So | understand from First Secretary Oldfield'sreport,” Letterier said. "Frankly, MissLindquigt, | am
amazed that people such asyou and your uncle still exist on Alta.”

"Why, Mr. Letterier?

"It has been along time since the Antares Supernova. To be frank, we very nearly had forgotten about
you. We had assumed that you would have forgotten about us. To find colonists ill loyal to the council
isamazing."

"Y ou misunderstand,” Bethany replied. "My uncleisn't loyd to this particular Interstellar Council
anymore than you areloya to whatever council ruled the year Granville Whitlow |eft Earth for Alta. My
uncleisloyd totheideaof Earth."

"You are correct, MissLindquist. | don't understand.”



"On Alta, gentlemen, Earthisalegend. Itisafaryland place where the cities are paved with gold and
justice dways triumphs. Itsleaders are the wisest, its courts the fairest, its freedoms the greatest in the
wholegalaxy. Itisanided that dl other peoples must striveto live up to. That isthe Earth to which my
undegiveshisloydty.”

"Y ou seem to be implying that we don't measure up,” Blenham replied.

"| spent sometimein the university library the day before yesterday. From what | saw, I'm not sure that
you do."

"Surdyyou didn't expect thisworld to be the fairyland place that you describe," Letterier said.
"No," Bethany agreed. "But | didn't expect to find a planet gpathetic about the Ryal threet, either.”
"Andisthat what you think you have found?"

"l came away from my studieswith that strong impression, Sr.”

"Wl then, perhaps we can convince you otherwise," Blenham said. "In the meantime, | understand that
you have some dispatches for me. Do you have them with you?'

"Yes, gr," Bethany replied. Shereached into her pouch and retrieved the record tile on which had been
recorded the adminigtrative details of 127 years of embassy operations. She handed it to Blenham.

The coordinator held the tile between thumb and forefinger and studied the play of colors from the
hologram interference patterns before placing thetile on hisdesk. At asigna from the coordinator, dl
four men roseto their feet. Puzzled, Bethany did likewise.

Blenham came around the desk with asmall casein hishands. He stopped in front of Bethany, and
removed something from the case. Clearing histhroat, Blenham said formally, "Bethany Lindquist, by the
power vested in me by the Interstellar Council, and on behaf of Ambassador Clarence Whitlow, Chief of
Mission, VderialV, | bestow onyou The Order of Terra , with adl therights and privileges pertaining
thereto. | further thank you on behaf of the council for your loydty, and that of your family for these
many years of unheralded service."

Bethany found her eyesfilling with moisture as Blenham lifted the gold meda with itsrainbow colored
ribbon over her head. He then kissed her on both cheeks, and each of the others present shook her
hand solemnly.

"What, nothing to say?" Blenham asked when he had finished.

"| thank you for my uncle," Bethany replied with asniff. "This" — She gestured toward the medd. —
"will makeal theyearsof ridiculeworthit."

Letterier grinned. ™Y ou may not know it, Miss Lindquist, but astipend of 100,000 stellars ayear goes
with that bit of metal you have around your neck. Your uncleisarich man.”

"Can we get on with it, Sir Joshua?" the man who had been introduced as Alphonse Grast asked from
where he had retaken his seet.

"You are so impatient, Alphonse,” Blenham replied with asigh. "However, | suppose we do havea
scheduleto maintain. MissLindqui, if you are agreeable, Mr. Grast would like to ask you afew
questions.”



"What sort of questions?' Bethany asked as she returned to the chair in which she had been sitting.

"I am amember of the Grand Fleet Generd Staff, MissLindquist. | hold the rank of commodore in that
sarvice, and | am assigned to military intelligence. | would appreciateit if you would answver some
questionsfor me."

"Of coursg, if I'm able”

Grast gazed levelly into her eyes. "Pleasetdl ushow it isthat you have aRyall prisoner onboard your
ship!"

"She'slying!"

Sir Joshua Blenham, who thirty seconds earlier had escorted Bethany Lindquist to his office door and
then directed his secretary to see her safely out of the building, turned and regarded Commodore Grast
with alook of distaste.

"Must you always be so direct in your assertions, Alphonse? Here our guest has barely departed, and
aready you are casting aspersions on her character.”

"I merely state fact, Coordinator. They areal lyingto us. We need no expert in voice stress analysisto
tell usthat. Did you seethe way she tensed up when | mentioned the Ryall prisoner onboard their
flagship? From the way she flinched, you would think | had jabbed her with apin.”

"l haveto agree, Sir Joshua," Raoul Letterier said. "1 waswatching the young lady quite closely. Her
whole body tensed when Alphonse asked her about the Ryall.”

"Perhaps that was because of this research she claimsto be doing," Blenham replied. "What about thet,
Mr. Ddwood?'

The man, who had been introduced as Kelton Dalwood, was atechnician trained in analyzing voice
dress patterns and inferring things from them — sometimes quite important things. While the other three
men argued, he had been going over the recordings he had been making surreptitioudy while Bethany
talked. At Blenham's question, he looked up.

"Beg your pardon, Coordinator?"

"The question, Mr. Dawood, iswhether or not Miss Lindquist is hypersensitive about this research she
clamsto be conducting on the Ryall aboard their ship.”

"No, sr. Her leved of stresswas rdlatively low during the period when she was explaining her research.
It appears to be the fact that we know about this particular Ryall that has her spooked.”

"Can you infer the reason for that, Technician?' Grast asked.
"No, gr. Thereweren't sufficient questions asked to determine that.”

"L et usnot confine our discussionsto the girl, gentlemen,” Letterier said. "Do you have any explanation
for thisanomal ous reading that we seem to be getting from al of the colonists, Mr. Dawood?'

"No, sr. All | cantdl you that their level of tenson soarsright off the scale when we ask about either
their trip through the nebula, or the Ryall."



"My God! Y ou don't supposethe Ryall know thistrick for diving into exploding stars, do you?' L etterier
asked.

"Unlikely," Commodore Grast replied. "If they did, we would have found ourselves under attack in half a
dozen systems across human space.”

"Could it be this anti-radiation gizmo they aretrying to protect?"

The voice stress technician shook hishead. "Weve tested adozen of them now and they show avery
graightforward reaction when someone asks questions about their anti-radiation device. They tdll the
questioner that they would loveto giveit to us, but that forma agreementswill have to be signed first.
Their reaction isthat of enlightened sdif interest, not the sublimina guilt that first made us suspiciousthat
they were hiding something.”

"Well, gentlemen, wewon't very well discover that Stting in thisoffice" Blenham replied. "What say we
continue listening to what they tell us and keep our ears tuned to this gpparent mystery. Inthe meantime,
perhaps Miss Lindquist will take us up on our offer to help in her Rydl research.”

Grast nodded with satisfaction. "I we can just get the beast in our own interrogation chambers, well be
ableto learn everything it knows."

"In the meantime, let us continue to treat our guests as guests. Perhapsthey will eventuadly tell ustheir
secret of their own accord.”

"And if they do not?' Raoul Letterier asked.

"Then we will haveto find another way, won't we?"

CHAPTER 23

Richard Drake had been in Mexico City for two days and had so far seen little more than the interiors of
conferencerooms. The negotiating team had broken up into individuas or working groups immediately
following their reception by thefull Interstellar Council.

The diplomatic/political working group consisted of Stan Barrett, Count Husanic, and their two
assgants. Thefour diplomats accompanied First Secretary Oldfield to the Colonia Department where
they discussed the detail s of reestablishing diplomatic reations with their counterparts. The conferences
had touched on such matters as diplomatic recognition, travel documentation, quarantine restrictions, and
reciprocal trade agreements.

The scientists had mostly gone off on their own, or in the company of one or two terrestria colleagues.
Their assigned task was to become familiar with technical developments that had taken place since
Sandar'sisolation from the rest of human space. Mot had chosen various libraries around the city in
which to perform their research. Boris Alvarez, whose task it was to determine the strides that had been
made in deciphering captured Ryall technology, was one of asmall group who had chosen the library at
the University of Mexico for their [abors. After abriefing by university librarians concerning information
retrieval procedures, Alvarez had alowed himself to be led to one of the large study areas. Ashewas
passing abank of information terminas, he found Bethany Lindquist comfortably ensconced in one of the
small study cubicles.



"| seethat we are research partners once again,” he had said as he paused beside where she sat.

Startled by the interruption, Bethany had looked up, seen who it was, then smiled. "Hello, Boris. What
bringsyou here?"

"Judt trying to get current in my field,” hereplied. "And you?'
"Thesame. I'm studying history from aterrestria point of view."
"That could take quite sometime.”

"Not a the rate I'm scanning. | have clocked mysdlf at just under a decade every ten minutes. | haven't
crammed like this Since my days as an undergraduate.”

"Areyou learning anything?'

"I'mlearning something! However, it'stoo early to figure out precisely what."
"Well, | had best get to it mysdlf. Good hunting.”

"You too, Borigl"

Likethecivilians, the Altan and Sandarian nava officers had formed aworking group with their terrestria
counterparts. Where the diplomatic working group had been whisked upgtairsin the council building, the
military people were transported across town to the foothills of the Serraniadel Ajusco Mountains.

There they found Grand Fleet Headquarters, a glass skyscraper whose proportionsrivaled those of the
mountain range beyond.

The first meeting was devoted to mutua orientation. On the colonists Side, both Drake and Gower
made presentations concerning the nava strength of their respective star systems. In addition, Admira
Gower gave adetailed review of Sandarian operations againgt the Ryall, and a candid assessment of the
Battle of Sandar, which the colonists had very nearly lost. Questions by Admiral Ryerson and Grand
Admira Bdton, Grand Fleet Chief of Staff, kept the session going until well after the norma timefor the
noon medl.

Following aquick snack in the senior officers dining room, it wasthe terrestrials turn to orient the Altans
and Sandarians. Thetask fell to a Commodore Mufioz, asmall man with a speaking voice that tended to
lgpseinto anasd monotone. Mufioz began hisreview of the military Situation in human space by giving
an overview of thereative strengths, battle tactics, and strategies used by human and Ryal| fleets over the
past century. He then began adetailed analysis of Grand Feet operations during the seventeen years
sncethefdl of Aezer. Four hourslater, Drake fdlt asthough his head were going to burst from itsload of
new information. Still, despite the enormity of the subject matter, one overall impression had stood out
garkly in the mass of details. Homo sapiens and Centaur us sapiens were locked in astruggle to the
death, astruggle that the centaurs were winning.

When Antares exploded, it had linked human and Ryall space through three star systems— Aezer,
Congtantine, and Klamath. In one other system, Napier, shockwave focusing had temporarily created a
fourth foldline link between the two realms. Unfortunately, for al concerned, the temporary foldpoint in
the Napier system had lasted long enough for the two races to become aware of each other's existence
and for thefirst Ryd| attacksto be launched against New Providence.

The two decades that followed had seen a steady increase in the number of Ryall attacks against human
gpace. Theassaults had triggered amassive human defense effort in which foldpoints were fortified, vast
numbers of warships constructed, and the economy of human space put on awar footing. Those early



years had a so seen aseries of large-scale offensive operations launched againgt the centaurs. However,
despite some early successes, the Grand Fleet and its auxiliaries had failed to halt the Ryall encroachment
into human territory. The best they could do was dow the centaur advance.

Congtantine had been thefirst system logt to the Ryall, and dong with it, a prime world colonized only
thirty yearsearlier. The survivors had fled to the adjoining star system of Halowell. Therethe Grand
Fleet had fought a pitched battle to protect the Hallowel I-Constantine fol dpoint against a determined
Rydl thrust. When the Ryall attack failed, both Sdes settled down to fortify their respective sdes of the
foldlinelink. The inherent advantage that each foldpoint gave to its own set of defenders had produced a
sdemate that had |lasted more than fifty years.

The second system to be lost to the Ryall had been Aezer. That, of course, had brought about Sandar's
isolation and triggered five bloody attempts at regaining the system — three by the Sandarians and two
others by the Grand Flest.

Drake had no need to ask about the battle for the third system, Klamath. He had seen evidence of how
that fight was going when Conqueror fdl intotheVa system.

AsDrake sat and listened to the litany of failure on which Commodore Mufioz was attempting to place
the best possible face, he suddenly redlized that here was confirmation that the terrestrials were ignorant
of thetrue nature of the Ryall Hegemony. Had they known that Ryall space occupied a single compact
foldspace clugter, it would not have been necessary to postulate a Ryall force that, in Drake's opinion,
was 300 percent too large.

Nor had dl the reverses come on the battlefield. 1t wasinevitable that the long, unsuccessful war would
asotakeitstoll onthe homefront. Unableto didodge their enemies from any of the gateway systemsto
Ryall space, and faced with an erosion of public support for the war, the Grand Fleet had adopted a
defensive strategy. They began to place more and more emphasis on foldpoint defenses, lessand lesson
taking the battle to the Ryall.

It was aquiet and depressed group of Altan and Sandarian military men who returned to their hotdl that
evening. For, unliketheterrestrias, to whom the situation had seemed anaturd, lifelong evolution, the
Altans and Sandarians had been hit with it inasingle blow. Worse, they knew the underlying reason for
humanity'stroubleslay in the Ryals seeming ability to be everywhere a once. Unliketheterredrids,
they recognized the danger that ability posed to the future existence of the human race.

#

The following morning's meeting was held in the same conference room, but with alarger audience.
Following introductions, Admira Belton turned the meeting over to Admira Gower, whoin turn
explained that Altan and Sandarian strategists had been working on a plan to break the Aezer blockade.
He concluded by saying, "With your permisson, Admira Belton, | will turn the floor over to my chief
drategist, Commander Sir Garrett Foster. Hewill explain in detail what we havein mind.”

Foster was atypica product of the Sandarian military academy —a stern faced taciturn man with aquiet
voice that nonethel ess had the strength of command to it. He strode to the holoscreen at the front of the
conference room, turned to face the audience, and said:

"Good afternoon, dirs. | would like to begin today by reviewing the current Stuation in the Antares
Clugter. If I may havethelightsdown, please” The overhead lights dimmed and the hol oscreen cameto
light. Initsdepths was afoldspace topology chart showing the overal structure of the Antares
Foldspace Cluster. ™Y ou will note from the chart that thereis but asingle conventional post-nova
sequence of foldgpace transitions between Hellsgate and human space. Anyonewishing to travel from



Sandar to Sol must first transition between the Hellsgate, Aezer, Hermes, Sacata, Carswell, and Vega
systems. Upon reaching Vega, of course, it isasimple matter for a ship to reach Sal.

"Unfortunately, the Ryal cut the lifeline between Sandar and human space seventeen yearsago. They did
thiswhen they took control of the Aezer system and established their blockade there. Sincethat time,
both of our forces have attempted to break the blockade without success.” Foster gazed out over his
audience and asked, "What do you suppose would have happened if we had been able to coordinate
those attacks?"

"That is hardly relevant, Commander,” Admira Ryerson replied. "With the sole link between us cut, we
had no way of communicating our plansto you."

"True enough, Admiral,” Foster replied, turning back to the foldspace chart. "Morethan true, infact. It
isone of basic principles of the universethat al communications, savefor thosethat travel viafoldline
link, are limited to the speed of light. Had we of Sandar sent you aradio message detailing our plansto
attack Aezer, that message would still be on itsway acouple of centuries hence. The same had you
attempted to send usasimilar message. Without communication, there can be no coordination, without
coordination, no hope of victory.

"That iswhat the Ryd| did to us when they captured Aezer. By destroying our ability to act in concert,
the centaurs ensured that they would never face simultaneous attacks on the Aezer foldpoints. This
leaves them free to concentrate their entire force at whichever foldpoint comes under attack, and to shift
it quickly to the opposite side of the system should need arise. Up until now, however, the chance of
both fol dpoints coming under attack at the same time has been too low for them to worry about.”

Fogter gazed at the assembled Grand FHeet officers and let the meaning of what he was saying sink in.
When he continued, he had agrim little smile on hisface. "I am hereto tel you that things have changed,
gentlemen. Obvioudy, or esel would not be here to tell you!

"What has changed isthe fact that we and the Altans have devel oped an anti-radiation field that alows
our shipsto penetrate the Antares nebula. 1n so doing, we have bypassed the Ryall blockade of Aezer,
and reestablished communication with the rest of human space. In so doing, we have aso provided a
meansto drive the Ryall from the Aezer sysem. Thistimewe can coordinate the date and hour of our
atacks againgt Aezer."

"Are you suggesting a s multaneous assault at both ends of the Aezer sysem?' Admira Ryerson asked.

"No, gr," Foster responded. "A smultaneous attack would mean that both of our forces would engage
foldpoint defensesthat are a full strength. No, we have something subtler in mind. Y ou see, the Ryall
know that they have hurt Sandar badly. They have bled us during each of our attacks on Aezer, and
again at the Battle of Sandar. Itisthe bdief of the Sandarian Generd Staff that the Ryall commander in
the Aezer system has effectively written us off asa seriousthreat. 1t pansmetotdl you that heisvery
nearly correct in that assessment.

"We propose, therefore, that the Grand Fleet send a battle group through the nebulato Hellsgate. There
Altan and Sandarian nava forceswill join them. At aprearranged time, a second battle group will launch
adiversonary attack against Aezer from the Hermes syssem. Thisattack will be designed to draw Ryall
forces away from the Aezer-Hellsgate foldpoint and toward Aezer-Hermes. Then, at the moment we
judge the defenses to be at their weakest, the battle group in the Hellsgate system will attack the
Aezer-Hellsgate foldpoint and destroy whatever defenses remain.

"Asquickly asthe attacking forceis able to bresk free of the foldpoint, it will divide into two groups.
Thefirst group will raceto the third foldpoint in the Aezer system, the one leading back into Ryall space.



Therethey will attempt to destroy al Ryall reinforcements asthey materidize. The second group will
cross the system and engage the Aezer-Hermes defenses from behind, thus clearing the foldpoint for
entry by the Hermes battle group. Once we've occupied Aezer in strength, we should be able to hold the
system againgt anything the centaurs can throw at us.”

"Aninteresting plan,” Admird Ryerson said. "Have you subjected it to rigorous analysis?'

"Wehave," Foster replied. "We estimate an 85 percent chance of successif we use two battle groupsin
the attack, 97 percent if we usethree.”

"Well haveto check your data.”
"Of course" Admira Gower replied from his place beside Drake,

For the next six hours, the conference discussed the myriad details that would have to be worked out for
such an attack to succeed. There was the matter of outfitting one or two battle groups with anti-radiation
fields, and of the support shipsthat would be required. There was the operation'simpact on Grand Fleet
operationsin the rest of human space. Finaly, there was the cost to be considered. Asthe sun
disappeared behind the nearby mountains, sending tongues of azure shadow leaping across fleet
headquarters, Admira Belton stopped the discussions. "We've done enough for today, people. Mgor
Krael, how long to convert this proposa into afeasibility plan and program it into your computers?”

"Twelveto sixteen hours, dr," Beton's chief of andysssad. "We should have preliminary results by the
day after tomorrow."

"Then | propose that we reconvene at that time. Isthat agreeable to you, Admiral Gower?"'
n |t iSII

"Very well. | hereby declare this meeting to be adjourned!™

CHAPTER 24

Richard Drakesthird full day on Earth began with ameeting of the various Helldiver working groupsto
discuss what each had discovered. The meeting took place in the ballroom of the hotel where the
delegation was staying. There had been sometalk of choosing another site to make e ectronic
eavesdropping more difficult, but the state of the technology was such that dmost any meeting site could
be bugged in amatter of minutes. Since they lacked the equipment to make the meeting room truly "bug
proof,” Admiral Gower saw no reason not to let convenience control the choice.

Largely, the reports were encouraging. Count Husanic, speaking for the diplomatic/palitical working
group, announced that the terrestria diplomats were highly interested in reestablishing relations. Indeed,
if the cause of reunification had a problem, it was probably with the Altan Parliament and the Sandarian
Roya Council. For, inthe years snce Sandar'sisolation, the Interstellar Council had significantly
increased the cost of membership in the community of human star systems. Current war taxes aone
amounted to afull ten percent of asystem'syearly output. Additionaly, each system was required to
rase and maintain afull squadron of shipsfor incorporation into the Grand Feet.

The diplomats had discussed a number of tentative protocols during their meetings. One of these
concerned the exchange of technology. Theterrestrias had been quick to emphasize that the signing of



such an agreement would require the immediate surrender of al data pertaining to the anti-radiation field.
In return, Altaand Sandar would be given full rightsto whatever classified datathe rest of humanity had
obtained in theyearssince thefdl of Aezer.

Another agreement that had been discussed called for the Altan and Sandarian high commands to turn
over dl inteligence information concerning the Ryall to the Grand Fleet. Upon hearing this, Admira
Gower wondered adoud whether the terrestrids had any particular intelligence datain mind. Hedid not
say so aoud, but histone made it clear that his question wasredly: "Do they know about the Ryall
agtrogation data?' Count Husanic assured him that the sharing of intelligence datawas merely a
formdity.

Following Count Husanic's report, Richard Drake reviewed the progress of the military working group
and emphasized the fact that their plan to free the Aezer system was being evauated by Grand Fleet
experts. Findly, severd scientists summarized the results of their studies. None had come across any
gartling new developments; but several commented that they were dismayed by the emphasisthat the
terrestrids placed on defensive research. "If you ask me," one said, "they aretrying to dig themselves a
hole and pull it in after them.”

The meeting broke up shortly after noon. Richard Drake, with nothing pending, decided that thetime
had come to seethe sights. He stopped in the hotel gift shop and purchased what the saled ady assured
him was atypica leisure outfit in the current style. He changed from his uniform and took the lift to the
lobby. There he found Bethany waiting to go upgairs.

"Hdlo, sranger!”

"Richard! | was beginning to wonder if you had been swallowed up in achasm somewhere. Wheredid
you get that outfit?'

"Likeit?" he asked, posturing to show off the chartreuse kilt and lime green shirt that he had purchased.
"Thelady assured methat | would blend right in."

"Inaneon jungle, maybe," shereplied, laughing. "Have you eaten yet?"
"Isthat an invitation to lunch, my love?'

"Itis"

"“Then | accept.”

"Fine. Let'sgo uptomy room so | can change.”

"I'mright behind you."

Drake waited in the bedroom while Bethany dipped into another "native costume”’ —amauve skirt and
blouse, with dark purple boots and a shoulder bag of the same color.

"l seewe shop in the same store,”" she said as she dipped into hisarms and tilted her head up for akiss.

"Or take advice from the same saleswoman,” he replied just before planting hislips on hers. They stayed
that way for long seconds before breaking the embrace. Heindicated the double bed with atilt of his
head. "Careto ddlay lunch?'

"It'stempting,” shereplied, "but I've had abig morning and I'm famished.”



"Thenlunchitis. Do you know aplace other than the hotel restaurant?’
"That | do. Comeon, well find acab.”
#

The restaurant was on top of one of thetal buildings downtown. It was decorated to appear as aforest
clearing, with the tables interspersed among tal trees. A smdl, gurgling stream ran through the dining
areaat adant. A wooden bridge crossed the stream where it bisected the main walkway.

"Nice," Drake said as he glanced around. "How do you know about this place?"
"Ryssatold me about it."

"Who's Ryssa?'

"My guide. She'sdso the daughter of the Second Coordinator.”

Drakewhistled. "Sounds like you've been getting the VIP trestment.”

Shenodded. At that moment, awaiter appeared, handed them two ornate, gilt-edged menus, and took
their drink orders. "Tel me about your morning,” Drake said when the waiter had departed.

"Not much totell, Richard. | met Ryssasfather, and he gave methis" Bethany reached into her
shoulder bag, retrieved asmall rectangular box, opened it, and handed it to Drake. Insdewasagolden
meddlion suspended from amulticol ored ribbon.

"Beautiful. What isit?"

"MerdyThe Order of Terra , the highest medal that can be awarded to someone in the diplomeatic
sarvice" Bethany replied smugly. "They presented it to me so that | can giveit to Uncle Clarence.”

"Y ou've ddivered your dispatched™
Bethany nodded.

"Wl thiscalsfor adrink!" Drake signaled their waiter and asked that their order be changed to
champagne. When the glasses arrived, they held their drinks doft while Drake proposed atoast. "To
dutiesfulfilled and promises yet to keep!"

Bethany sipped from her glass, and then carefully put her drink down on the white tablecloth. "That was
very poetic, Richard. Did it meanwhat | think?"

Henodded. "Y ou promised to marry me just as soon as you ddivered those damned dispatches.
Remember?'

"l remember.”

"S0, how about it?"

"Y ou want to get married? Now ?'
"Why not?'

Bethany shrugged. "l guess| can't think of any reason not to."



"Good! Let'sfind someone who can tell us about the local customs. Where do you suppose we should
look?'

"Therésno need,” Bethany replied. "1 asked Ryssa about Mexican marriage customs yesterday.”
"Oh?' Drake asked, his eyebrowsrising.

Bethany turned red. "The subject came up somehow.”

"I'm not criticizing, my love. Tel mewhat shetold you.”

"We haveto go down to the Hall of Records and take out alicense. The cost is one hundred pesos.
After that there is athree day waiting period before the ceremony can take place.”

"Y ou said you wanted to be married in acathedra. Any ideawhere we might find one?'

Bethany blushed again and cast her eyesdown at the table. "Ryssa said that shewould be glad to talk to
the priests a Catedral Metropolitana , if we wanted her to. It's mostly used as a church museum these
days, but they occasionaly hold weddingsthere, too."

"Her€'s the afternoon schedule, then," Drake said. "We finish lunch, go down to the Hall of Records, pay
our hundred pesos, and then end up back at the hotel. Agreeableto you?”

"Whatever you say, my love."
#

Later, Bethany rested her head on Drake's chest while he stroked up and down her spine. "I can hardly
believeit! Three more days and well be husband and wifel™

"Do you want to see the license again?”'
"You know | can't read Spanish, Richard."

After lunch, they had indeed sought out the Ciudad de México Minesterio del Registrador and
recorded their desire to obtain amarriage license. They had been asked to fill out innumerable formsand
answer anumber of questions put to them by afunctionary with asdf-important air. When the
functionary had satisfied himself that al wasin order and that the proper fee had been paid, they were
issued amarriage license printed in Spanish.

Bethany had called Ryssafrom the municipa building wherethe minesterio was located. Ryssa's blonde
features had broken into a broad smile at the news and sheimmediately asked to speak with the lucky
man. Drake had moved into the phone pickup'sfield of view and introduced himself.

"You are alucky man, Captain Drake. | hope you know that."
"l amwell aware of that fact, Miss Blenham."

"I'm Ryssato my friends, Captain.”

"And I'm Richard to mine, Ryssa."

"I'm looking forward to meeting you in theflesh, Richard. | will cal the cathedral immediately and make
areservaion. Any particular time?”



"Any time after three days from now," he replied.

"Let's see, your waiting period is up Friday afternoon. Will Saturday morning be acceptable?!
"More than acceptable.”

"Then Saturday itis. If | runinto ahitch, I'll try for Sunday afternoon between services."
"Fine" Bethany said.

"Have you done any shopping for your trousseau yet?' Ryssaasked.

Bethany laughed. "We only decided to get married afew hoursago. | haven't had the time!™
"How about if | stop by your hotel tomorrow morning and we go buy out the town?"

"I don't want to be a bother, Ryssa."

"A bother? My dear, thisisthe most excitement | have had thisyear! Why, thisisatrue-lifefairy tae.
Just wait until the news media gets hold of the story!"

"Uh, we were hoping to keep this out of the press," Drakereplied. He had been observing the terrestrial
media on the few occasions when he had free time and wasn't sure that he liked what he saw.

"Wish we could, Richard,” Ryssareplied. "Y ou entered your namesin the registrar's compuiter, did you
not?'

"Y$"

"Thenit'saready too late. Thefax services have been derted. Bedieve me, they have some of the most
sophisticated information recall programs on this or any other planet. They probably assigned areporter
to follow up about the time Bethany was punching my number into the phone.”

"Wedidn't know!" Bethany said. "Isthere any way we can undo it?'

Ryssa thought amoment, and then said, ™Y ou can register me as your agent for the affair. That will force
them to dedl through me. The privacy laws are very strict on such matters.”

"How do we do that?'

Ryssareached out and touched a control somewhere out of sight of the phone pickup. "Do you, Richard
Drake and Bethany Lindquist, legal resdents of Alta, VaerialV, assgn to one RyssaBlenham, the sole
right to act as your persona agent for your upcoming nuptials?*

"Wedo," Drake replied.

"Bethany hasto say it too!"

"Wedo," Bethany agreed.

"Then that'staken care of. I'll register with the ministry and you'll be shielded from inquisitive reporters.”
"Thank you, Ryssa"

"Y ou're welcome, Bethany. The best of luck to both of you, and | will be there at 07:00 tomorrow to
help you do your shopping. Goodbye, Captain Drake."



"Goodbye, Rys=a."

Drake and Bethany had taken a cab from the Ministerio back to the hotel. There they had spent the
afternoon making love. The sun was just beginning to color the western sky red when Bethany was
reminded of something she had been meaning to tell him, but which she had forgotten in the excitement.

"Richard."

"Yes my love?'

"Mind if we discuss busnessfor abit?'
"If wemugt," hereplied lazily.

Sherolled off him, and propped hersalf up on one ebow. "Something happened at the ceremony today
that you should know about.”

Heturned to face her, and in so doing, mimicked her postion. "What?'
"Coordinator Blenham asked me why we had aRyall prisoner aboard Discovery ."

Drake blinked and then sat raight up in bed. He was suddenly fully awake and dert. "What did you
tdl him?"

"That | was engaged in research on Ryall psychology, that Varlan was my subject, and that he would
haveto tak to either you or Admira Gower if he wanted more details.”

"Did he act asthough he knew about a certain item?”

"I don't think so, Richard, but it's difficult to be sure. | think he was merely checking out Greg Oldfidd's
report of aRyall aboard our ship. When | explained that the research was confidentia, he told me about
various psychodrugs the terrestrial s have developed for use on Ryall prisoners. He offered to place
specidigsat my digposd if | wanted to use them.”

"Y ou can't very well accept his offer.”
"Why not?'

"Because Varlan knows far too much to risk narcoquiz. | wonder if the offer wasn't aploy on Blenham's

"Thenyou do think that he suspects something?"

Draketold her about the proposed agreement that required the coloniststo share al intelligence
information, and Count Husanic's theory that it was amere formdity. "Originaly, | thought so, too.
Now, with your news, I'm not so sure.”

"But how could they know?"
"That," Drakereplied, "isone hdl of agood question!™
#

Sometime during the night, each Helldiver delegate received amessage in their hotel roomsthat the
various working group mestings scheduled for the following day had been canceled. Intheir place, there



would be a conferencein the Hal of Ministers at Council Headquarters at 10:00 hours.

"What's going on?"' Bethany asked Drake when he showed her the note that had been pushed under their
door.

"l imagine Admira Belton's people have finished their anadlysis of our plan for getting Aezer back.”
"Do you think Admira Gower would mind if | tagged dong?' Bethany asked.

"| thought you and Ryssawere going shopping thismorning?'

"I'll cdl and cancdl. Thisismoreimportant.”

"Inthat case, youreinvited whether Admirad Gower mindsor not. Thisconcernsdl of us.”

If Gower was surprised when Bethany showed up on Drake's arm at the Hall of Ministers, he did not
show it. Thehall wasalargedliptica room dominated by asngle conferencetable. Guidesin thelivery
of the council bureaucracy ushered each newly arrived colonist to asest. Acrossthetable, theterrestria
attendees were dowly filtering in. Drake nodded to Admiras Belton and Ryerson as he took his sedt.
Both acknowledged his greeting, but with acurtness that made it impossible for him to prgudge the
outcome of the conference. Seated two places down from Belton was a civilian whose features bore a
strong family resemblance to those of Ryssa Blenham. Drake was not surprised when one of the
terresirial s addressed the man as " Coordinator Blenham."

Thefirst coordinator entered the hall through adoor opposite the one through which the colonists had
entered. Drake recognized him from hisofficid portrait that decorated Grand Fleet Headquarters across
town. Thefirst coordinator conferred briefly with Blenham and Admiral Belton, and then gaveled the
meeting to order. As soon as silence had descended in the hall, he faced Stan Barrett and Count
Husanic.

"Who will speek for your side, gentlemen? Y ou, Mr. Barrett?'
"l yield to Count Husanic, Coordinator. Hewill act as our spokesman.”

"Very well. Sincethisisthefirst timewe have dl been assembled in asingle spot, | suggest that we each
introduce ourselves. For those who do not know me, | am First Coordinator Dolph Gellard, Council
Representative from United Europe, Earth." The introductions continued around the table, with each man
and woman gtating his or her name and occupation. When the circuit had been completed, Gellard
formally announced the purpose of the mesting:

"On Monday last, at Grand Fleet Headquarters, Admiral Gower's people presented a plan by which the
Ryad| might be driven from the Aezer system. Admiral Belton's staff has studied this proposal for the past
two days, and the admiral informs me that they are now ready to respond. Admira Belton, thefloor is
yourd"

Belton spoke to an aide and suddenly the tapestries that covered the walls on each side of the table did
gpart to reved apair of holoscreens positioned to give everyone aclear view. Each screen came dight
to display the same foldspace topology chart that Commander Foster had used during his presentation to
the military working group. Belton quickly explained how Foster had proposed to drive the Ryal from
the Aezer star system.

"Now then," he said after completing his summary, "my staff has analyzed this plan and wefind that a
coordinated assault by combined Grand Feet, Altan, and Sandarian forces has a better than eighty
percent chance of successif properly implemented. | am therefore prepared to recommend such an



operation to the full council, Mr. Coordinator.”

"Thank you, Grand Admird," Gellard replied. "And my congratulaionsto you, Admira Gower, for the
excdlent work by your staff in preparing this plan.”

"Then you are ready to go ahead with it, Mr. Coordinator?"

"l am certainly ready to talk about it, Admiral. However, there are severd other points that need to be
considered before we legp so precipitoudy into the unknown.”

"Firdly, thereisthe matter of Altan and Sandarian representation on the Interstellar Council. Count
Husanic, are your people ready to accept the burdens that come with such membership?”

"They are, Coordinator.”

"And you, Mr. Barreit? Will the Altan Parliament agree to our terms?"

"| fail to see that we have any choice in the matter, Mr. Coordinator."

"What does our chief economist say about accepting Altaand Sandar back into the human community?*

A smal man with a permanent stoop rose from his position near the end of the table on the terrestria
sde. "Mr. Coordinator, the Office of Economic Eva uation has no objection to these two systems
reintegration into human space. Any economic didocationswill be short lived and easily countered.
Therewill be no need for even such mild messures as limited trade restrictions.”

One by one, the first coordinator polled his experts up and down the table. One by one, they gave him
the green light to proceed. While the head of the Department of Manpower Utilization was making his
report, Gellard turned and held awhispered conference with an aide. The aide nodded, reached down
and extracted a sheaf of papersfrom abriefcase. He handed the papersto thefirst coordinator, who
looked a them carefully. Even from where he was seated, Drake could see the golden flash of an ornate
sedl that had been attached to the first page of the stack.

"Ladiesand gentlemen,” the coordinator said following the manpower expert'sreport. "I hold in my hand
the official applicationsfor membership of Alta, VaerialV, and Sandar, Hellsgate |V, to the Interstellar
Council. These papers require only my own signature and that of Second Coordinator Blenham for these
two worlds to be accepted. Before we sign, however, one additional matter must be resolved.
Commodore Grast, will you please comein?'

Thislast was gpparently addressed to thin air. However, amoment later, the door behind the first
coordinator opened and an officer Drake had never seen before entered the conference hall.
Simultaneoudy, there was aquiet gasp from Bethany.

"What isit?' Drake asked.
"He's the one who asked me about Varlan," shereplied.

The officer scanned the ranks of the colonists with cold eyes for long seconds before speaking. " Good
morning, ladiesand gentlemen. My nameisAlphonse Grast. | amwith military intelligence. Although
we have never met —with the single exception of Miss Lindquist —1 fed that | know most of you
persondly. You see, | am the officer assigned to resolve amystery that first came to our attention when
we reviewed certain recordings made by First Secretary Oldfield while your ship was till in the Goddard



sysem.

"During routine voice stress andysis of statements made by Captain Drake, Admird Gower, Stanidaw

Barrett, Count Husanic, and others; we noted that you were displaying symptoms that indicate that your
Statements were not entirely true. Thisaroused our curiosity, but did not particularly concern us at fird.
After dl, it wasto be expected that you would shade the truth a bit to improve your bargaining position.

"However, as we continued to study your responses, the pattern of prevarication began to take on
increasingly ominous overtones. Whenever anyone asked you about your journey through the nebula,
your voice stress patterns suggested that we should not believe what you wereteling us. The samewas
true many timeswhen you discussed the Ryall. Therefore, | ask you now. What isit that you are trying
to hidefrom us?'

Husanic looked at Barrett, who glanced at Gower and Drakein turn. After half aminute of silence,
Count Husanic cleared histhroat and turned to face Coordinator Gellard. "A useful technique, thisvoice
sressanalysis. | wish we had known about it earlier. As Commodore Grast has surmised, we do know
something that we have not told you. Specificdly, we arein possession of datawe bdieveto bevitd to
the prosecution of thewar."

"What data, 9r?"

"Extremely vauable data, Mr. Coordinator. Before we divulgeit, we must have your assurance that you
will help usagaing the Rydl."

"Y ou see your applications for membership in the Interstellar Council beforeyou, Sir,” Gellard replied.
"We cannot give you agreater assurance than that. Nor can we act on your application until we know
what it isthat you are hiding from us.”

Husanic nodded and turned to face Gower. "The ball would seem to bein your court, Admiral."

Gower nodded dowly. "Ladies and gentlemen, our journey here was not quite as straightforward as we
have led you believe. Wedid, infact, take one small detour enroute...”

CHAPTER 25

Saturday morning dawned crisp and clear. The rising sun was agolden bal framed by the blue-tinged
flanks of the Istacihuat! and Popocatépet! volcanoes. A gentle wind from the southeast carried with it the
smdll of pinesand the promise of cool weather. Richard Drake stood on the balcony of his hotel room
and breathed deeply of the crisp morning air as he surveyed the city. To the north, the sun'srays
reflected off the windows of the neo-Aztec megastructures that housed much of the city's population.
The vast pyramids fluoresced with orange fire all acrosstheir eastern flanks, while on their western
dopes, aircraft avoidance beacons still stabbed out into space at a steady rate of one flash each second.
Directly below Drake's vantage point, mai ntenance machines fanned out across one of the city's many
greenswardsto begin their daily tasks. Halfway to the horizon, atraffic circle was just beginning to fill
with vehicles as people got an early start on their Saturday morning errands. As he watched Mexico City
come awake on the day he wasto be married, Richard Drake was reminded of how much difference
forty-eight hours can makein astuation.

The catalys, of course, had been Admira Gower'srevelation that the Helldiver Expedition had inits
possession astrogation datafor the Ryal Hegemony. The mood in the Hall of Ministers had changed



quickly following the announcement. Terrestrialswho moments earlier had Stared &t their colonia
counterparts with expressions of suspicion and distrust were suddenly wide eyed at the prospect of
learning the topology of enemy space. Admira Gower had barely finished his statement before being
deluged with questions about the data. When he refused to say any more, Coordinator Gellard
suggested that they findize the terms under which Altaand Sandar would take their rightful placesamong
the worlds of human space.

It had taken less than an hour for the two sides to reach a tentative agreement. For their part, the
terrestrid s agreed to sart planning for the Aezer campaign immediately. In return, the colonists promised
that their first officid act as newly inducted members of the Interstellar Council would beto turn over al
captured datato the council and Grand Fleet.

A on of thefull Interstellar Council was convened later that same afternoon. The sole purpose of the
sesson wasto induct Altaand Sandar back into the political organization of human space. Withthe
other Helldiver personnel looking on, Count Husanic and Stan Barrett were each given their charters of
respons bility, welcomed formaly to the Interstellar Council by Coordinator Gellard, and escorted to
their seats by adelegation of senior council representatives. As soon as both were properly seated,
everyonein the hall gave them astanding ovation. At the end of the ceremony, which lasted lessthan
twenty minutes, the council was adjourned by acclamation.

Haf an hour later, it was the colonists turn to uphold their part of the bargain. Argos Cristoba found
himsdf in alargelecture hal in front of a holoscreen and ahastily gathered audience of council
representatives, Grand Fleet officers, and university professors. Cristoba used a series of foldspace
topology chartsto explain what the Helldiver Fleet had learned about Ryall space, including the fact that
the hegemony occupied asingle, closely coupled foldspace cluster. The briefing lasted for more than an
hour, with numerousinterruptionsfor questions. It ended finally with the distribution of record tiles
containing copies of the captured Ryall data

That night, Coordinator Gellard hosted a galain honor of human space's two newest worlds. Midway
through his opening remarks, the first coordinator surprised everyone by announcing the pending
marriage of Richard Drake and Bethany Lindquist. The crowd that was aready buzzing with news of the
day's events had screamed their approval at the news. The astonished couple fought their way through a
crowd of well-wishersto the podium, where Drake ssammered out a speech of appreciation in which he
somehow managed to invite everyone present to attend the ceremony.

Thefollowing two days had been long and busy for Richard Drake and Bethany Lindquist. Drake had
divided histime between asssting Grand Heet andystsin their planning for the Aezer campaign, and
fending off Mexico City florists who wanted to provide the flowers for the wedding "at cost." Bethany
and Ryssa Blenham had spent al of Thursday shopping for Bethany's trousseau and appearing on
afternoon holovision programs. Friday had been spent in getting Bethany's wedding dressfitted and at
the beauty parlor. Because of their schedules, the bride and groom did not see one another again until
Friday evening. The occas on that brought them together was the wedding rehearsd.

Like most Spanish colonid churches, Catedral Metropolitana sported twin bell towers and a number of
architectura styles—alegacy of the three hundred years required to complete construction. Inside, the
wedding party gathered in front of the ornate Altar del Rey (the Altar of the King) to receiveingtruction
concerning the following day's ceremony. Admird Gower wasto give the bride away, while Philip
Walkirk had been chosen Drake's best man. Their instructor was ayoung priest who acted asthe
assstant to the Archbishop of Mexico City.

A minor hitch devel oped when the archbishop's assistant discovered that the couple was members of the
Church of Alta. He agreed to proceed when a quick comparison of doctrine turned up no beliefs



aufficiently unorthodox to block the ceremony and after Ryssa Blenham took him aside to explain the
political importance of this particular wedding. The rehearsad had then continued without problem.

"What'sthis?' Drake asked asthey were leaving and came to a high scaffold toward the back of the
cathedral on which severa holocameras and long-range microphones were mounted.

"| told you that people would beinterested in your wedding,” Ryssareplied. "They're going to beam the
ceremony over one of the auxiliary entertainment channels. They expect acouple of million peopleto
watch tomorrow — not alarge number compared to agrand network hookup, but not bad for asimple
wedding.”

"I'm beginning to wonder just how simple thiswedding isgoing to be," Drake had replied.

Ryssareturned hislaugh with one of her own. "Never let it be said that we don't show avisitor agood
time!"

A post-wedding-rehearsa party had taken up the rest of Friday evening. When Drake findly returned to
his hotdl, it waswell past midnight. He woke an hour before dawn, showered, shaved, and stepped
outsde onto the balcony to greet the coming dawn.

#

"Scared?' Philip Walkirk asked in astage whisper. He and Drake were standing in front of the gilt Altar
dd Rey, looking out over the rows of filled pews.

"Frightened to death," Drake whispered back.

Asthey stood there, they were assaulted by the sound of hundreds of separate conversations. Seating
for the event had been by dtrict protocol order. Thefront pews were reserved for friends of the bride
and groom, at the very least, people who had actually met them. Officids of the Interstellar Council
came next, followed by officers of the Mexican government and of the Grand Fleet. Seating for the
genera public was on afirst comeffirst served basis and took up therear half of the cathedral wherethe
pews disappeared into gloom. The news media had not been provided seating. They roamed fredy
through the aides with their handheld cameras. However, out of respect for the solemnity of the event,
they were attired in the same formal wear asthe other guests.

Drake wore hisbest dress uniform, with the Order of Sandar on his breast. Philip Walkirk wasdso in
uniform. Heworethe dress blues of the Sandarian Navy. Other Altan and Sandarian uniformswere
sprinkled throughout the front rows of the cathedra.

Suddenly, the cathedra organ fell sillent. It had been softly playing a series of tunesthat Drake had not
recognized. A ripple of expectation swept through the crowd as numerous necks were craned and heads
turned to gaze toward the narthex at the rear of the cathedral. Therewasaflurry of activity at the back
of thelong centra aide. The priest who had conducted the previous evening's rehearsal strode purposdly
up the cathedral'sright sde aide. He stopped at a control box set back in an adcove. The chanddiers
overhead dowly dimmed and aseries of spotlights high in the rafters sorang to light. Particles of dust
scintillated in the beams as the centrd aide wasilluminated with brilliant white light.

The organ stuttered for severa notes, then began the sonorous strains of The Wedding March. There
followed avast noise asfive hundred spectators rose to their feet and turned to face therear. A pair of
flower girls stepped off from the back of the cathedra, pacing dowly forward in timeto the music,
sprinkling rose petals asthey came. A dozen maids of honor in matching organdy dresses followed
them. Then, murmurs of appreciation and wishesfor along life arose a the back of the church and



dowly moved forward asthe bride cameinto view.

Bethany's gown was of white, iridescent cloth. The bodice shaded from opague to tranducent asit rose
from breast to shoulders, and the skirt sparkled with athousand tiny stars. A mantillain the locd style
supported the white lace vell. The gown was completed with atrain that stretched four meters behind
Bethany as she marched into view on Admiral Gower'sarm. Drake barely noticed his superior. Like
everyone e sein the cathedrd, he had eyes only for hisbride.

The ceremony was in Spanish, since the Archbishop of Mexico City ether did not know, or did not
chooseto use, Standard. After a short ceremony in which the archbishop asked God's blessings on the
congregation, he read a portion of the marriage ceremony in Spanish, then hated to alow the younger
priest to trandate. Rather than being awkward, Drake found that the stately pauses provided acertain
solemnity to the occasion.

"Who giveth this woman to thisman? ... Do you, Arthur Richard Drake, ... promiseto love,
honor, and cherish, ... in sickness and in health, ... in good times and in bad, ... so long as you both
shall live?

"l do."

"Do you, Bethany Patricia Lindquist, ... promise to love, honor, and obey ... in sicknessand in
health ... in good times and in bad, ... so long as you both shall live?

"l do."

"By the power vested in me by His Holiness, by the officials of Ciudad de México, and Estados
Unidos Méxicanos ... and in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, ... | now
pronounce you man and wife.

"You may kiss the bride!"

"| don't want thisto end!"

Bethany was lying beside Drake on the beach at Aculpulco, soaking up the rays of asun she had never
really expected to seein her lifetime. Despite the season (early winter) and the temperature (cool), the
rayswarmed her back and suffused her with afedling of total well-being.

"Neither do1," her new husband said as he worked suntan lotion into her skin. They were done, and
Bethany had removed the halter-top of her swimming suit to develop an even tan. Every third stroke,
Drakewould let his hand drop down her sdeto the swell of her breast. The barely perceptible shiver
that ran through her body told him that she was enjoying the attention.

Their honeymoon had been everything both of them had hoped for. They had spent their nightsin
passionate lovemaking and their days playing in the cool water of Aculpulco Bay. One day they would
skin-dive aong the rocky shore, the next they would take a sailboat out into the Sea of Cortez. On some
days, they would merdly swim and liein the sand. During the evenings, they would takein the varied
nightlife of acity that had been atourist attraction for nearly seven hundred years.

Almost as much fun for Bethany were the Acapul co shops. Twice she had taken Drake on buying
sprees, pending money fredy until he had begun to worry about the bills coming due.

"How do you propose to pay for all of this?' he had asked, gesturing to the packages she had |oaded him



down with.

"Ryssa said there was a congderable sum of cash in thewedding gifts. | wasgoing to usethat. And if
we run short, | can always tap the stipend that accompanied The Order of Terra,” sheinformed him
chearfully.

"That money belongsto your unclel”

"I've got enough saved up in the Bank of Homeport to make it good once we get home. And then, of
course, there's your own fabulous sdary asanava officer, my dear husband!"

Drake's response had been a hdfhearted attempt at strangling hisbride. Throughout its history, the Altan
Space Navy had been forced to operate on ashoestring. Even though the Ryall threat had changed that,
the pay scades had not been revised upward since Drake's firgt year out of the naval academy.

For an entire week, they were just two peoplein love. They ate together, dept together, showered
together, and made love together. By mutual consent, neither turned on the holovison set in their
bungaow, looked a a newsfax, or conscioudy listened to other people's conversations. It was asthough
the rest of the universe had faded to unredlity, and only the two honeymaooners mattered in the scheme of

things

On the seventh day, Drake found himself on the beach, rubbing suntan lotion into hiswifesback. After
long consideration, he reluctantly punctured the cocoon with which they had surrounded themselves.
"We ought to be thinking about areturn to Mexico City, you know."

"Must we, Richard?" she asked lazily.

"I'm afraid so. Admiral Gower isnot going to let melie on the beach forever. Not while he'sdoing all
the work of liaison with the Interstellar Council.”

"I would think alittle work would be good for him."

Drake laughed as his hands swept once more down her bare back. "That isn't the proper attitude for a
Navy wife, my love. Admirasdo not work. Theyown people who work."

Shewasslent for long minutes. So long, infact, that he thought she might have falen adeep. Findly, she
gpoke. "When were you thinking of going back, Richard?'

"Monday morning,” hereplied. "That way, we will have had eight full days of honeymoon.”

Shesighed. "l suppose that's more than alot of other people get in their lives. 1'd hoped we could see
more of Earth, though.”

"There's nothing to keep usfrom going on tour later," hereplied. "It will take at least three monthsto
work out the detailsfor the attack on Aezer."

Bethany sighed. "There will aways be an attack to plan, won't there, Richard? Our lives are destined to
be filled with battle— preparationsfor, fighting of, and recovery from."

"I don't know about that," Drakereplied. "After al, once weve retrieved Aezer from the centaurs, Alta
should befairly safe. 1 will not be ableto ride the ships forever, you know. One of these days, the flight
surgeon will down check me for lack of acceleration tolerance. After afew years behind adesk I'll be
digiblefor retirement.”



Bethany snorted. "What will you do in retirement?”
"We could dways move to West Continent and start afarm.”

Therewas along silence, broken only by the sound of the waves pounding the shore. Finally, Bethany
sad, "Do you know what | sometimes find myself thinking of, Richard?'

"Yourstruly, | hope."

Shelaughed. "That too. However, sometimes| remember how beautiful it wason Corlis. That valley
wherethe Ryall had their mine and smedlter must have been something to see before they stripped it of
vegetation. Now, if | wereto go in for homesteading, that'sthe placeI'd liketo do it.”

"Too bad Corlisisin Ryal space.

"Yes, too bad,” shereplied. Bethany had been resting face down on abeach towel. She suddenly
reached under her, held her hdter in position, and sat up. Twisting to put her back to her husband, she
asked him to snap her top. Hetook histime about it and alowed his hands to roam lovingly ashe did
s0. When he had finished, Bethany turned to face him. "Areweredly going back to Mexico City on
Monday?"

Henodded. "I think it'sbest.”
"Inthat case, | want to talk to Coordinator Blenham as soon as we get back."
"What about?"

"He offered to loan me an interrogator for Varlan, remember? Now that the secret isout, | think I'll take
himup onit."

"Why, for God's sake?"

"Because | think | was making progress with her on our trip from Goddard to Sal, but | can't redlly be
sure. | want to give her ashot of truth drug to find out what she really thinks"

"What if she's been converted to our way of thinking?'

"Then there's hope that this war can end some day,” Bethany replied. "Who knows, maybe we can
actudly make peace with the damned beasties!”

"Andif not?'
"Then | supposewell havetokill themdl.”

They walked the beach and talked until after sunset, returning to their bungaow only when the air
became too cool for comfort. Drake wasthefirst to see the message with thered URGENT stampin
the wire basket next to the phone.

"What isit?' Bethany asked as Drake tore open the outer envel ope and retrieved the message flimsy
ingde. Heread it through quickly.

"It'sfrom Admira Gower. I'm sorry, love, but we haveto leave tonight.”

"Why? What's happened?’



"Gower thinksthereis some sort of trouble with the negotiations. Theterrestrials have been acting
noncommittal for the past couple of days. Theré'sarumor going around the capitd that the Interstellar
Council may be on the verge of rgecting the plan to attack Aezer!"

CHAPTER 26

Philip Walkirk met the newlyweds at the Mexico City airport. It was nearly midnight, and the terminal
was empty of everyone except late night travelers.

"What's happened?' Drake asked as soon as he and Bethany had disembarked from the short haul
arliner that had transported them south from Acapul co.

"We're not exactly sure, Captain. Thingswere going well until last Wednesday. We were holding daily
conferences with the Grand Fleet, making rea progressin planning the Aezer assault. Then | was sent up
to Washington to answer technical questions about the anti-radiation field. When | returned yesterday, |
found our whole delegation concerned that the terrestrials no longer seem interested in our problem. Itis
nothing you can put your finger on. They just are not acting as aggressively asthey had been. Also,
severd of the upper level people have missed recent planning sessons.”

"That hardly seems reason enough to start worrying that they'll go back on their word,” Drake replied.

"Yes, gr. That isexactly what | said. However, there are other indications of aproblem, too. Stan
Barrett and Count Husanic have overheard conversations on the floor of the council .

"What conversations?'

"Vagudy disturbing referencesto Altaand Sandar. Whenever Barrett or Husanic try to ask anyone
about it, that person dwaysturnsevasive. Also, the other representatives have taken to giving them
looks."

"L ooks?'

"Count Husanic describes them as the sort you would expect if you were suffering from atermind
disease and everyone but you knew about it."

"Can't Husanic clear this up with Coordinator Gellard?' Bethany asked.

"He'stried to get an gppointment with the first coordinator for two daysrunning,” the prince replied. "So
far, officid word isthat Gdllard's scheduleisfilled up through the end of next week."

"Grand Admird Bdton?"
"Unavaladle"
"How about Admira Ryerson?'

"He's gone back up to Teddy Roosevelt. | have suggested that Commander Marston take the landing
boat over to see him —the two ships are ill only about a hundred kilometers gpart in orbit — but
Marston can't get permission to board the blastship. They are having 'maintenance problems.” Also,
Ryerson istoo busy to come to the screen.”



Drake considered Philip'swords, and nodded. " Sounds like someone passed the word to place uson
thepariahlig.”

"Yes, gr. That iswhat Admira Gower thinks, too. It's his opinion that something has happened to cause
theterrestrialsto rethink our proposd, that they are still arguing about it among themselves, and that they
don't want to talk to us until they've formulated policy.”

"What about the second coordinator?’ Bethany asked.

"Blenham?' Philip Wakirk replied. "I don't think anyone hastried him yet. | doubt whether it would do
any good congdering al the other people who are 'unavailable.™

"Maybe | should try," Bethany mused. "I gill have his offer to help with Varlan'sinterrogation. | can use
that asthe excuseto get in to see him, then try to pump him for information.”

"Areyouwilling to dothat?' Drake asked. "After dl, you are fill officidly on their side, you know."
She shook her head. "Not since | became Mrs. Richard Drake, Citizen of Alta."

"Then that'swhat welll do,” Drake said. Thethree of them hurried to the baggage claim area, and from
thereto thetaxi stand in front of the termind building. They were back at the delegation's hotel twenty
minutes | ater.

#

"Mrs. Drake to see you, Coordinator. | told her that she would need to make an appointment during the
regular workweek, but sheisvery ingstent.

Sir Joshua Blenham looked up from the report he was reading and frowned in the direction of his
secretary. 1t was Sunday morning, and outside Blenham's floor-to-ceiling window, the Mexican capita
wasitsusud deepy sdf. It would get busy later in the day when weekend shoppers flooded the
downtown malls. At the moment, however, everyone was either in church or else watching the European
football championships on the holocube.

"Mrs. Drake? I'm sorry, but | don't know any 'Mrs. Drake.™
"Have you forgotten that you attended her wedding last week?"
"Oh, Bethany Lindquist Drakel Why didn't you say s0?"

"| believethat is precisdy what | said, Coordinator.”

"Soyou did! Please, send herin.”

A minute later, Bethany walked through the door of the Second Coordinator's office. Blenham rose and
crossed the distance between them in long strides. "Good morning, my dear. What bringsyou hereon a

Sunday morning?*
"| called your home, Coordinator. Ryssatold me that you were working today."

"Unfortunately, yes. The paperwork has been piling up around here all week. | thought | would get
somefiling done. However, forgive my manners. Comein, haveaseat! I'll seeif Marisacan find us
some hot coffee.”

Bethany sat on the couch Blenham had indicated, but refused the offer of refreshment. She had tried



Earth coffee when shefirgt arrived and had not cared for the bitter brew. The aftertaste made her
wonder what the Altas founding fathers had seen in the stuff.

"Y ou arelooking well," Blenham said once he too had settled on the couch. "I would say that married
life agreeswith you."

"It agreeswith me very well, Coordinator. | only wish we could have stayed on the beach at least
another week. Two would have been even better.”

"Why didn't you?'

Bethany told him of the message Richard had received in Acapulco and of Philip Walkirk's comments
when he picked them up at the airport the previous evening. She concluded her remarks by saying, "The
entire Helldiver delegation is getting very concerned, sir. We are dl hoping that someonein authority
could explain what's happening to us."

Blenham looked uncomfortable for amoment. "I wish | could help, Bethany; but I'm not presently at
liberty to tell you any more than you dready know. Asyou have surmised, we have run into a problem.
Our experts are trying to find their away around it. When they do, you will betold.”

"Why not tell usnow? Maybe we can help.”
"I'm sorry, but | have my orders. | can say nothing more.”
"l understand, Coordinator."

Blenham smiled wanly. "I doubt that you do, Mrs. Drake, but | admire your diplomacy for saying so. Is
there anything ese| can do for you?'

"Yes, gr. | would liketo accept your offer of help with Varlan; that is, if it's till open.”
"Of course! What isit that you would like?!

"Could you loan me one of your interrogation experts? | want to test Varlan to see how sincere she has
been latdy."

"Wherewill thisinterrogation take place?"

"OnboardDiscovery if that isdl right with you."

"Suitsmejust fine. When would you liketo doit?"

"Assoon aspossible”

"How about the day after tomorrow?"

"That will befine"

"Very wel, | will arrangeit. And Bethany.”

"Yes g9r?'

"Try not to worry. Thingswill work themselves out presently.”
#



Three days after Drake's return to Mexico City, the embargo on information was suddenly lifted when
Drake, Admira Gower, Stan Barrett, and Count Husanic were summoned to ameeting with the first
coordinator.

"What do you suppose this means?' Drake asked Gower when the admira showed him the request.

"l don't know," Gower replied. "Except for whét little information your wife brought back from the
second coordinator, weve been completely in the dark.”

At the mention of hiswife, Drake fdt apang of londiness. Bethany's departure for orbit the previous
evening was the firgt time the two of them had been apart since the wedding.

The four men arrived at thefirst coordinator's office on the top floor of council headquarters at the
gppointed hour. Therethey found the first coordinator, Second Coordinator Blenham, Grand Admiral
Beton, and Admira Ryerson waiting for them. There were handshakes all around asthe eight settled
into place around asmall conferencetable. Coordinator Gellard began the meeting by thanking them for
coming so promptly.

"Y ou have to admit that you have away of piquing aperson's curiosity, Mr. Coordinator,” Husanic
replied.

"I must explain our recent behavior, Count Husanic. Approximately one week ago, Admira Belton's
experts sumbled onto something with potentialy far reaching consequences. We needed timeto review
the implications before we confronted you directly. | am afraid our clumsinessin handling the matter was
caused by an unauthorized leak on the floor of the Interstellar Council. Unfortunately, the man who
gtarted the rumorsisacouncil representative, so thereisvery little we can do about his transgression.
Still, he has caused you people considerable mental anguish; and for that, | apologize on behaf of dl of
us. We should have acted differently.”

"Apology accepted,” Husanic replied. "Now, Sr, can we get to whatever it isthat is bothering you?"
"If it were done ... 'twere well it were done quickly!” the second coordinator quoted.
"Admird Belton, will you please explain to our guests?'

"Yes, gr," Belton replied. The admiral got to hisfeet and walked over to a bookcase that covered one
entirewall of thefirgt coordinator's office. He manipulated a control and severa things began to happen
smultaneoudy. Thewindow behind the coordinator's desk turned opague while a section of the
bookcase siwung forward to reveal awall-mounted holoscreen. The screen came alight to reved a
foldspace map of the Ryall Hegemony. The map had been color coded to show the various
interconnecting paths between Ryal sars.

"The data you gentlemen provided has been agodsend,” the admira began, gesturing toward the
foldspace topology chart. "In the nearly two weeks since we received this new information, our analysts
have been working round the clock to incorporate it into our strategic and tactical doctrines. In order to
accomplish this, we have been reandyzing practicaly every engagement we have ever fought with the
Ryal. In so doing, we have understood things that have puzzled usfor the better part of acentury. In
short, gentlemen, we have been learning the advantages that the Spica Foldspace Cluster confers on the

Ryall.

"The mogt important advantage our enemies derive from the cluster comesfrom its unusualy high
connectivity quotient. This close coupling of the Ryd| stars manifestsitself in anumber of ways, most of
them bad from our point of view. As has aready been noted by Captain Drake and others, the Spica



Clusgter dlowsthe Rydl to utilize their forces much more effectively than canwe. In other words, they
are able to do the same job with far fewer ships.”

"Do you have any quantitative figures on that?' Gower asked.

Beton nodded. "Wethink the factor is approximately two point seven. For the non-military men among
us, that meansthat 100 Ryall starships can do the work of 270 human ships.”

A low whistle emanated from somewhere on Drake's |eft. He was not sure, but he thought it came from
Stan Barrett.

Bdton continued. "Nor isforce multiplication the only manifestation of ahigh connectivity quotient. For
with their short travel times, the Ryall have no need to defend in depth. They can concentrate their forces
in those systems where they dispute with us. Should we open up anew front anywhereese, itisa
relatively easy matter for them to rush forces to the new battle zone.

"Lastly, of course, thereisthe advantage that their tightly bound foldspace cluster confers on their
industria capabilities. The short travel distances and times, plus the numerous opportunities for
transshipment, alow their planetary economiesto be integrated with one another whereas our own
worlds economies are only loosaly bound together. With their low transportation costs, Ryal worlds
can afford to specidize. "We seethisin the Rydl system of Carratyl, whose primary activity isthe
production of agricultura products for the rest of the hegemony. Presumably, there are Ryall worldsthat
specidizein the production of starships, and gtill otherswho are heavy or light industry specidigts.”

"Sofar, Admird," Drake said, "you haven't said anything we didn't dready know."

"Quitetrue, Captain. | have been discussing the strategic consequences of the fact that the Ryall
Hegemony occupies the Spica Foldspace Cluster. These are obvious to anyone who caresto think
about them. Now, let usturn to the tactica advantages, which aren't so easily determined.”

Belton picked up ascreen control and punched a number into its keypad. The Spica foldspace topology
chart disappeared, to be replaced by one showing the relationship of the Hellsgate, Aezer, and Hermes
systems, including dl the foldpoints of each. Belton continued:

"Let us consider our battle plan for breaking the Ryall blockade of Aezer. A Grand Fleet battle group
will launch adiversonary attack againgt the Aezer-Hermes foldpoint in the hope that the Ryall
commander will choose to strip his Aezer-Hellsgate defenses to provide reinforcements. Someforty
hours later, amixed force of Grand Fleet, Sandarian, and Altan starships will launch an al out assault
againgt the weakened Aezer-Hellsgate foldpoint. Once Aezer-Hellsgate is open, our shipswill raceto
blockade the foldpoint leading back to Ryall spacein order to cut off the flow of Ryall reinforcements,
and to attack the Aezer-Hermes defenses from behind.”

Belton turned to face Gower and Drake. "It'sagood plan, gentlemen. It has the elegance of smplicity
and just the right touch of genius. Unfortunately, it has one minor defect. 1t won't work!"

#

There was along pause in which Drake looked at Gower, and then both men locked eyes with their
respective diplomatic representatives. Findly, Gower cleared histhroat and said, "l fail to seeaflaw in
our thinking, Admiral Belton.”

"Theflaw," Beton replied, "isin the assumption that the Ryall will denude the Aezer-Hellsgate defensesin
response to athreat against Aezer-Hermes. That seemed alogica assumption two weeks ago when you



first presented your plan to us. However, now that we understand the hegemony's topology, we no
longer believe the Ryal will chooseto reinforce from within the Aezer system.

"Rather, we believe the Ryal commander will cdl for reinforcements from the home worlds, which means
that our force attacking from Hellsgate will be thrown againgt full strength foldpoint defenses.”

"The Ryall won't have timeto get shipsfrom the heart of Ryal space” Admird Gower replied.

"l wish that weretrue," Belton responded. "However, we have smulated it ahundred timesusing a
hundred different scenarios. Like us, the Ryal use communications relays between their front linesand
their homeworlds. It will take them lessthan eight hoursto get word of theinitial attack back into the
heart of Ryal space. Even if we launched simultaneous assaults againgt both foldpoints and were ableto
punch through without unacceptable losses, by the time we reach the third Aezer foldpoint, well find it
bailing with reinforcements.”

The silence was even longer thistime. Coordinator Gellard wasthe first to speak. When hedid o,
therewas great sadnessin hisvoice. "I'm sorry, gentlemen, but under the circumstances, we will haveto
withdraw our support from the plan to attack Aezer."

"You're abandoning us?"

"Not abandoning you, Captain Drake. 'Y our worlds are members of the Interstellar Council and we will
treat them as such. We cannot, however, commit our forcesto an attack we know will fail. Sorry."

"Forgive meif | gppear confused, Mr. Coordinator,” Admird Gower repliedinanicy voice. "You will
not help us didodge the Ryall from Aezer, but you are not abandoning us. What, precisely, doesthat
meaen?'

"Weare proposing,” Gelard said, "that you recognizeredity. Thetruth isthat both Altaand Sandar are
in an untenable position and will not survive another twenty years of blockade.”

"What other choice do we have?"

"We propose that you consider the possibility of evacuating your worlds. Wewill, of course, help
trangport your populations to other planetsin human space.”

CHAPTER 27

Bethany Drake lay in the acceleration couch and watched Discovery grow gradudly larger inthe
bulkhead-mounted viewscreen. Beside her, a psycho-technician named Kirsten Moldare did the same.
The two were the sole passengers aboard the smal ground-to-orbit shuttle that had lifted out of Mojave
Spaceport an hour previoudy bound for low orbit.

"Y ou came through an exploded star in that?" Kirsten asked as she gestured toward the screen where
the Altan battle cruiser lay silhouetted against a black backdrop.

Bethany nodded. "Morethan once.”
"My God, it must be at least century old!"

"Closer to a century-and-a-haf. But Discovery 'sbeen well cared for, so | think you'll find her asound



ship.” Bethany pretended not to notice when her companion gulped conspicuoudly. Obvioudy, Kirsten
had just remembered that she would soon board that antique in the center of the screen.

Coordinator Blenham had moved quickly to accommodate Bethany's request for atrained interrogator.
One cdl to Grand FHeet Headquarters had resulted in Lieutenant Kirsten Moldare, Doctor of Alien
Psychology; being assigned to assist in the examination of Varlan's motives.

The shuttl€'s approach and entry into the battle cruiser's hangar bay was accomplished without difficulty.
The usud air rush and swirling expanson fog announced their safe arrival. Rorqual Marchant greeted the
two women asthey exited the forward airlock.

"Welcome back aboard, Bethany. And congratulations on your marriage! The captain couldn't have
made a better choice.”

"Did you have a chance to see the ceremony, Commander Marchant?' Bethany asked.
"Everyone on board saw it, and they've been playing the recording ever since. City of Alexandria , too."

"Please thank the crew for their lovely wedding present.” Ryssa Blenham had purchased afigurine of the
Aztec goddess of fertility on behdf of Discovery 's crew, and had presented it to Richard and Bethany at
the reception that had followed their wedding.

"Y ou can thank them yoursdlf. | have taken theliberty of scheduling lunchinthe crew'smess. | hope
you don't mind."

"I'm honored!" Bethany turned to indicate her companion. "Commander Rorqual Marchant, | would like
to present Lieutenant Kirsten Moldare of the Grand Fleet. Kirsten, Commander Marchant, Discovery 's
executive officer.”

"Welcome aboard, Lieutenant.”
"Thank you, Commander."
"Isthere anything | can do to assst you while you're aboard Discovery?'

"Y ou can restore spin-gravity as quickly as possible, Commander. | am an dien psychologist, not aline
officer. My stomach has been trying to crawl up my backbone ever since we made orbit.”

"Y ou'll be feding better in about fifteen minutes,” Marchant replied.

Bethany helped Kirgten to Drake's office to await the promised return of acomfortable level of ship's
in. While they waited, the two women discussed the coming interview.

"None of thiswill hurt Varlan will it?' Bethany asked.

Kirsten shook her head. "The suppressant | will be using has been judged pharmacologically safe for
Ryal biochemigtry. Asfor the possibility of the subject injuring hersdlf, | will take care of that by
adminigering animmobilizer."

"Sheisnt likely to become violent is she?!

"Such reactions are quite common, Mrs. Drake. 'Y ou must understand that the drug suppresses her
higher mentation without affecting her emotions. Once sheisunder, Varlan will act very likeahuman

being under the influence of a powerful psychodrug. Left unhindered in her movements, she could well
injure ether hersdf or us”



"What if she refusesto submit willingly? She's strong as two men, you know."

"I doubt that will beaproblem. The Ryal arefairly stoic creatures once they know something is
inevitable." Kirsten swallowed, lifted ahand, and patted her midsection. "I would say Commander
Marchant has been as good ashisword. Gravity seemsto be restored.”

Bethany nodded. "We're up to gpproximately one tenth standard. 1t will get stronger rather quickly

"It'sdready enough to keep my stomach from doing flip-flops. Shdl we go meet our subject?

Bethany led Kirsten to the stateroom that had been converted into Varlan's quarters. She nodded to the
Marine on duty in the corridor outside, and then entered the cabin.

"Greetings, Bethany of the Lindquists” Varlan's high-pitched whistle sang out as she caught sight of her
vigtors.

"Hdlo, Valan. Missme?'

"Very much. | observed your mating ritual on my entertainment screen. The symbolism seemed quite
complex. | would liketo speak of it at some future time.”

"I'd be more than happy to talk to you, Varlan. Hasthe crew been treating you well?*
"They feed meregularly, but | missour daily discussons.”

Bethany nodded. "You arent doneinthat. Varlan, | would like you to meet Kirsten Moldare. She
worksfor Those Who Rule on Earth. Kirsten, | have the honor to present Varlan of the Scented
Waters, Manager of the Corlis Minera Extraction Complex, and my friend."

"Greetings, Varlan," the psychologist replied, mimicking the Ryall gesture of obeisance asshe did so. "It
isan honor for one such as myself to meet so accomplished amember of the Great Race.”

Varlan put her earflapsfull up and regarded this new human with one obsidian eye. "Greetings, Kirsten
of the Moldares. | too am honored that you would take thetimeto greet me. May | ask your purposein
doing 07"

"Bethany hastold me of your conversationswith her. | have spoken to anumber of your fellows, and
have found none with your great wisdom.”

"Itistrue that Bethany has caused meto look deeply into my own soul,” the Ryall replied.

"It isadways difficult to grasp conceptsthat are dlien to normal thought patterns,” Kirgen said. "That you
have succeeded in doing so reflects credit on the Clan of the Scented Waters."

"| thank the daughter of the Moldares for her kind words."

"l would ask afavor of you, Varlan."

"Whét favor?'

" am one who studies your admirable species as a profession.”

"Y ou are an interrogeator of captives?'



"Yes," Kirgen answered with more honesty than she would have used with ahuman being.
"And you wish to interrogate me?"

"I wish to study more deeply the wisdom that led you to your new indgght. | have adrug which will aidin
the examination.”

"Drug?' Varlan asked. Thetrandator sgnaed the sudden darm that the Ryall felt by increasing its
volume.

"It will make your limbs heavy, and possibly cause your eyesto fed hot. Y ou will not be harmed in any
way."

Varlan folded her earstight against her head and turned to face Bethany. "Isthis your wish, Bethany of
the Lindquists?"
"It would be mogt helpful, Varlan."

The Ryall hesitated for long seconds, then made the gesture that signified reluctant acceptance of a
gtuation.

"Please assume aresting position,” Kirsten ordered.

Varlan tucked her six legs up under her torso and wrapped her tail closein as she sank dowly to the
carpeted deck. Kirgten extracted a hypodermic gun from her medkit and walked to where the Ryal
lay. Kneeling down, sheran her fingers across Varlan's back, searching the Ryall's dorsal spinefor a
particular vertebra. When shefound it, she pressed the hypodermic to the joint and injected a dose of
drug.

"The drug will take amoment to become effective, Varlan. Do not be frightened by the sensations. They
arehamless.”

The two women watched carefully asthe Ryal's head began to wobble, and then dowly dipped
downward to the deck. Lessthan aminute after the injection, the Ryall lay stretched out like adeeping
dragon. Only her eyes showed that she was awake and aware.

"How do you fed ?" Kirsten asked from her position beside the prone centaur.

"Seepy, but not deepy,” the trandator box around the Ryall's neck responded. The computer's diction
was as clear asever, but Bethany thought she detected an imprecision in the Ryall's own speech pattern.
She commented on it to Kirsten.

"That'snormal,” the psychologist replied. She used asmall box to check the Ryall's heart rate,
temperature, and respiration; then nodded with satisfaction. "She's definitely under. Start out Smply as
we've discussed.”

Bethany did down next to the prone form on the deck, making it eesier for Varlanto see her. "What is
your full name, please?"

"] am Varlan of the Scented Waters Clan."
"And your homeworld?'

"Beautiful Darthan!"



"And what was your position on Corlis?'

"l wasthe manager of the minerd extraction facility.”

"Do you know who | am?”'

"Y ou are Bethany of the Lindquists, human, and my jailer.”

"Am | nothing dseto you?'

"Y ou rlieve my boredom, and teach me about your species, which my kind cal 'mongters.™
"Surely you don't think that | am amongter, Varlan.”

The Ryall did not answer. Kirsten gestured that Bethany should repesat the question, which she did.
There was another long delay, in which Bethany noted Varlan's breething shifted from adow, rhythmic
motion to afast, shalow pant. Whatever control the drug had over her was not complete. Somewhere
benesth that gray-green hide stretched over the pear-shaped skull, abattle raged. Then, suddenly, it was
asthough abarrier had given way somewherein the Ryal'smind. Varlan began to emit along squed of
sound nearly too fast for the trandator to keep up.

"You are worse than a monster! Your speciesisthe spawn of the Evil Sar who would gorge
yourselves on our hatchlings if we gave you the chance. You are creatures who must be
destroyed, even though your destruction be the work of a thousand generations!”

#

The arcraft from Mojave Spaceport delivered athoroughly dejected Bethany Drake into the arms of her
husband some sixteen hourslater.

"How did it go?" he asked after akiss of greeting. The question was purely rhetorical. He could see
from her expression how it had gone.

"Oh, Richard, it was horrible!" she sobbed. "Y ou can't imagine how much Varlan hates us.”
"And her conversion to our point of view?"'

"All asham. She had some vague plan about getting Earth'slocation to the Rydl high command. Herel
thought | was making redl progress, and al the time she was planning an attack on Earth.”

Drakedrew hiswifeinto hisarmsand held her. They stood that way for long minutes, obliviousto the
looks of passersby. Findly, Bethany sniffed, lifted her head from his shoulder, and forced asmile. "And
how was your day, my husband?"

"Compared to yours?' he asked. "Not good. I'll tell you about it when we get back to the hotdl."

Later, in the privacy of their room, he recounted the sesson in the first coordinator's office. Shelistened
in growing horror as he related the terrestrials conclusion.

"Evacuation? They can't be serious!”

"I'm afraid they're damned serious,” Drakereplied. "They've written off both Va and Hellsgate. Their
drategy Smulators give us no chance of didodging the Rydl from Aezer."

"Then well resupply through the nebula.”



Drake shook hishead. "They checked that, too. The supply effort needed to hold off the Ryall would
divert too many resources from the rest of human space. It would never be authorized.”

"And yet, they are willing to undertake the more massive task of evacuating two entire star systems
through the nebula? Where are they going to getthose ships?”

"Y ou don't need dl that many, my love. I've seentheir figures.”

"Weretaking six billion people, Richard. Four billion Sandarians and two billion of us. What with our
belongings, it would take every starship in human space.

"They aren't talking about belongings. They plan to use cold deep and stack the evacueeslike
cordwood. Y ou can pack alot of peoplein one of the big colony shipsif you don't have to worry about
minor thingslike eating, breathing, and ebow room."

"Surely they won't make us abandon everything, Richard. They can't bethat crud.”

"The offer isto evacuate people, period! No dogs, no cats, no potted plants, no paintings, no
possessions of any kind. Consdering that you go into a cold deep tank nude, we may not even have the
clothes off our backs when we arrive wherever it isthey decideto resettle us. That isthe other bit of
good news. We will not be sent to asingleworld. They want to disperse us throughout human space.”

"Y ou told them no, of course.”
Hegrinned. "Wetold them ‘Hell, no!™
"Good. What did they say to that?"

"They suggested that we avoid hasty judgments and think about it awhile. They reminded usthat we
either evacuate now or prepare to be overrun by the Ryal sometime in the next twenty years."

"Surely there hasto be another choice!" Bethany said.
"If thereis, | haven't thought of it."

Shelet her hand stedl into his. They sat quietly for long minutes while shetried to adjust to this new
shock. Findly, sheturned to Drake and asked, "What are we going to do, Richard?"

He amiled the amile of one who has been pushed past hislimit. "1 don't know about you, my beautiful
wife, but | think I'm going to get drunk! Careto join me?"

She shrugged. "Why not? | don't see how it can make things worse than they already are!™
#

The binge proved to be abust. Drake had finished one drink and started another when he decided that
alcohol was not the answer. Helooked up to discover that hiswife had not even finished her first. By
mutual consent, they retired to the balcony and sat side-by-side on the chaise lounge as they looked out
over thecity.

The sun had long since s, leaving the lights of Mexico City acarpet of glittering jewes strewn acrossthe
ancient lake bed where more than eleven hundred years earlier, Hernan Cortés had defeated the Aztec
priest-king, Moctezumalll. Overhead, the stars were washed out by the glow from the city until only the
brightest werevisble. Still, Draketried to trace the constdllations, gazing off to the south in the hope of
spotting ared-orange spark in the ky. After awhile, Bethany joined him.



"Isthat it?" she asked, pointing out a star on the horizon where the Sierra Nevada Mountains formed a
black wall.

Drake shook hishead. "Wrong direction. That'seast. That is probably Marsyou arelooking a. I'm
not surethat Antaresisvisiblein Earth's northern hemisphere & thistime of year, anyway."

Bethany snuggled close and said, "It doesn't matter. We couldn't see home, anyway.”
Drake nuzzled her hair and smiled. "Remember thefirgt timewe met?"

"At Mrs. Mortridge's party? How can | forget? Y ou were telling everyone about the Conqueror
mission and that man made that silly comment about how surprising it was some of the dead spacers
were women..."

"Whereupon you jumped in with both feet to set him straight about the history of women in space!”

She grinned. "Uncle Clarence dways saysthat | have atendency toward preachiness. Were you mad at
mefor interrupting your story?"

"Far fromit. | had told that sametale adozen times or more. Y ou were abreath of fresh air. Besides,
you were the most beautiful thing | had ever seen.”

Bethany sighed. "And | thought you were particularly dashing in your uniform. | wasflattered that you
even bothered to talk to me."

They lgpsed into slence again for long minutes. Findly, Bethany said, "Do you know what I'll missthe
most if wereforced to evacuate, Richard?”

"Were not going to be."

"I know that," she answered. "But if we were going to abandon our homes, do you know what 1 would
missthemost?'

"Thesmdl of theair after aspring rain in the highlands when the xanthro bushes al bloom at once after a

ran.

Drake nodded. The heavy odor of the xanthro seeds was much favored as a perfume on Alta. Before
the nova, extract of xanthro had been amajor export industry for the planet.

"I think I'd miss hiking up Clearether Peak the most,” Drakereplied. "It's astruggle getting to the top,
but once there, you can see three hundred kilometersin every direction.”

"Soundslikefun."

"I'll take you there..." Drake had been about to say that the two of them would climb Clearether
someday. He stopped himsalf when he redlized that the opportunity might never present itsdlf.

Bethany had no difficulty following hisinterrupted train of thought. Tearswelled upin her eyes.
"Damnit, Richard, it justisnt fair!”
"What isnt?"



"Thiswhole situation. Here we are talking about losing our homesto the Ry, and for what? Arewe
lessinteligent than they are? Arethey better warriors? Do they build better ships? No, on dl counts!
We arelosing this damned war because the wrong damned star chose the wrong damned timeto end its
life. Why couldn' it have been Spicathat exploded? Where would the Ryall have been then?" Bethany
had sensed her husband's body suddenly go tense next to her. Sheturned and studied his expression,
which wasthat of someone deep in thought. "Richard, what's wrong?'

"Nothing'swrong,” he said after several seconds of silence. He sat up in the lounger, swung hislegs over
the side, and stood up. "l just had aweird thought."

"What?'

"Best that | don't get your hopes up just yet," he said before taking long strides toward the telephone
screenindde. Bethany followed, curious.

"Who areyou cdling?'
"Grand Fleet Headquarters.”
IIWW?I

"I need accessto one of their tactical smulators. | doubt my ideawill stand up to andysis. And evenif it
turns out to be theoretically possible, it may not be practical.”

"| don't understand, Richard."

Helooked at her and grinned. "Neither do | —yet! However, when | do, we may find that the Ryall are
not in nearly asimpregnable a position aswethink. Infact, the Antares Supernovamay well have been
the worst thing that ever happened to them!™

CHAPTER 28

Another meseting was convened in the first coordinator's office two dayslater. Asbefore, the Interstellar
Council was represented by Coordinators Gellard and Blenham; the Grand Fleet by Admiras Belton and
Ryerson; and the colonists by Admira Gower, Stan Barrett, and Count Husanic. Also present was
Bethany Drake, who was now representing only herself. The only person missing from the gathering was
Richard Drake, a whose ingtigation it had been arranged.

"Whereisthe good captain, Mrs. Drake?' Coordinator Blenham asked as he checked hiswrist
chronometer. It was aready five minutes past the scheduled starting time, and Blenham was anxiousto
be donein timefor his 14:00 appointment.

"Hell be here," Bethany replied. "He's coming from Grand FHeet Headquarters and may have been
delayed intraffic."

Coordinator Gellard turned to Belton. "What is Captain Drake doing at headquarters, Admira?’

"We granted him access to our big strategic smulator two nights ago, Coordinator. He's been engaged
in some sort of theoretica study ever since”

"What sort of sudy, Admird?'



"Unknown, sir. Drake has everything under a persona security code that blocks everyone else from
getting accessto hisproject. Whatever he isdoing is costing considerable computer time. There have
been complaints from other users.”

Gdlard turned to Gower. "What do you know of this, Admira?’

"Nothing,” Admira Gower responded. "I haven't been in contact with Captain Drake since our last
conferencein thisoffice. Asyou canwel imagine, none of us havefdt like socidizing lately.”

"Mrs. Drake?'

Bethany shook her head dowly. "Sorry, Coordinator. All I know isthat we were sitting on our balcony
the night before last when he jumped up, called ataxi, and headed off into the night for Grand Fleet
H.Q. Except for the call where he asked meto set up this meeting, | haven't seen or talked to him since.”

Gedlard opened his mouth to say something, but was cut off by the brief chime of hisdesk intercom. He
leaned forward and pressed acontrol. "Yes?"

"Captain Drake is here to see you, Coordinator.”
"Sendhimin."

A moment later the door opened and Richard Drake entered the office. Two days of continuous effort
punctuated only by brief catnaps and hurriedly eaten snacks had transformed him. There were dark
circlesunder hisred-rimmed eyes, his cheeks were sunken, and his normally immaculate uniform looked
asthough it had been dept in. Despite the evidence of fatigue and lack of deep, he strode purposefully
across the office to stand in front of the first coordinator's desk.

Gellard gazed up at Drake. "When your wife asked for thismeeting, Captain, | granted it because |
thought you colonists had come to your senses regarding this Aezer matter. Now | find out that you have
been using expensive Grand Fleet equipment for aproject that even your commanding officer knows
nothing about. What isgoing on here?’

"I will be most happy to answer that question if | may borrow your holoscreen, Coordinator.”
Gdlard nodded. "By al meand”

Drake moved to the bookcase and touched the same control that he had seen Admira Ryerson use three
daysearlier. Once again, the bookcase svung away from thewall to reved the holoscreen behind it.
Drake reached into an inner pocket and extracted arecord tile he inserted into ad ot next to the screen.
He turned to face hisaudience.

" Gentlemen, three days ago you presented the results of a Grand Fleet andysis concerning the
Altan-Sandarian plan to drive the Ryall from the Aezer star system. At that time, you pointed out that the
plan's basic assumption —that the Ryall would strip the Aezer-Hellsgate foldpoint defenses to reinforce
Aezer-Hermes—wasincorrect. By utilizing the astrogation data we provided, you proved that the fast
communications and travel times within the hegemony madeit likely that the centaurs would reinforce
directly from their home stars. Since such reinforcement makes adiversonary attack worse than usaless,
you recommended that the attack not be carried out as planned.

"Now, the obvious solution isto such a predicament would be astrategy of smultaneouslarge scae
attacks againgt both foldpoints. Unfortunately, your analysis proved once again that such atactic haslittle
chance of working. The problem isthat we would not be able to seize the system quickly enough to
prevent the Ryal reinforcements from entering it. In such agtuation, superior Ryall mobility would likely



alow them to overpower any of our shipsthat survived theinitial assaullt.

"Finaly, you recommended that we accept the fact that our Situation is hopeless and abandon our homes
whilethereis il timeto do 0."

"Everyonein thisroom iswell aware of recent events, Captain Drake. What isyour point?'

"I am merely reminding you, Coordinator, that as things stand, no course of action appearslikely to
break the Ryall stranglehold on the Aezer system. | propose that we accept this unpleasant fact and look
elsawhere for the solution to our dilemma. When solving a problem, gentlemen, it isaways useful to step
back abit and look to fundamentals.

"Several weeks ago, Coordinator, | sat in Grand Fleet Headquarters and listened to your chief Strategist
attempt to explain away the obvious fact that humanity has been losing ground to the Ryall for much of
the past century. What | heard was that the Ryall have more ships and alarger resource base than we
do. Yet, the Ryal datawe captured showsthisnot to betrue. The Ryal fleet is not larger than our fledt.
Thelir shipsare no better equipped. Indeed, the Ryal Hegemony is substantidly smdler than human
gpace, and Ryal warriors are neither smarter, more tenacious, nor braver than human warriors.”

Drake paused in hisrecitation and looked at hisaudience. "So why, gentlemen, arewe il losing this
war?'

"They have Spica," Coordinator Blenham said.

"Correct! Attherisk of disagreeing with the poet, the fault liesnot in oursalves, but in our stars. The
Ryall arethe beneficiaries of asmple accident of nature. They inhabit the Spica Foldspace Clugter.”

Drake turned abruptly and activated the control that brought the holoscreen to life. I1n the screen's
pseudo-depth was a diagram very like the one Drake had devel oped that first night he had learned the
Ryall secret. Scintillating in the blackness of spacelay dl the stars of human space and the Ryall
Hegemony. Each star was color coded, and had atiny line connecting it to its neighbors.

"Here we see the problem displayed in aform which isrelatively easy to understand. Where we humans
are spread adong the spiral arm in a collection of stars only barely related to one another, the Ryall inhabit
acompact bal of sars, each tied closdy to Spica. As Admira Belton explained in our last meeting, the
advantages of this arrangement include subgtantialy faster communications between systems, amore
efficient utilization of natural resources, and adegree of industrid integration which our own worlds can
only dream about. While none of these factorsisdecisvein and of itsdf; taken intoto, they givethe
Ryadl an advantage that we find nearly impossible to overcome.”

Drake stabbed out with afinger and pointed to the star that was at the center of the ball of red threads
that permeated the Ryall portion of the screen. "If we are ever to win thiswar, we will have to counter
the advantages which the Ryall derive from ther foldspace clugter.”

"And how do you propose to do that, Captain?' Blenham asked.
Drake grinned. "Quite easily, Coordinator. All we need do is capture and hold Spical™
#

There was a sudden silence from each of the listeners. Even Bethany was surprised to the point of
gpeechlessness. Finally, Admira Belton camedive. Helooked from the screen to Drake and back

agan.



"Captain, | hope you don't take offense a my next remark. Whether you do or not, however, | must ask
it. Are you drunk, or just plain crazy?"

"Neither, Admiral. 1t can bedone. | know because I've spent the past two days proving that it can be
donel”

"If you can't didodge the Ryall from Aezer, how the hell do you propose securing the centrd star of their
whole damned hegemony? For Chrigt's sake, how do you propose getting to Spicain the first place?”

"By using the back door, Admird. Specificdly, the trangtion sequence will be Antares, Eulysta, Carratyl,
Spica”
"They'll daughter you before you get hdfway there.”

"No they won't. Remember, the entire Ryall fleet is centered in the Aezer, Congtantine, and Klamath
sysems. Eulysta, being one of ther interior stars, isvirtualy uninhabited. Evenif they arerebuilding the
Corlis complex, there will not be more than half-a-dozen commercid starshipsin the syslem. Asfor
Carratyl, it isabackwater agriculturd system with asingle naval base and no foldpoint defensesat dl. If
we can only get to the Carratyl-Spicafoldpoint before the dlarm is spread throughout the hegemony,
well be able to pour an overwhelming force of shipsinto Spicabefore they'll be able to react.”

"Let's say we succeed in capturing Spica,” Beton said. "What'sto stop the whole damned Ryall navy
from pouncing on usimmediatdy theresfter?”

"Nothing, Admiral. Infact, you can expect them to do just that. Remember our own problemsin
attempting to bresk the Rya| blockade of Aezer. By capturing Spica, we turn the existing tactical
equation onitsear. Thistimeit will be the human forces that possessinterior lines of communication,
superior coordination, and mobility. For once, it will be the Ryall who will haveto fight blind. They will
be forced to feed their fleets through the various foldpoints piecemed, and we will destroy them the same

way.

"How long do you think we can hold eight separate foldpoints against determined attack?' Ryerson
asked.

"Aslong as necessary, Sr. Our assault force will hold only long enough for usto bring up orbita
fortresses. Wewill get those by stripping some of the foldpoint defenses here in human space. Oncethe
fortressesarein place, we will be able to hold Spicaaswell aswe hold our own systems.”

"Hold it for how long?'
"Until they ether learn civility or run out of ships.”
"That could take the better part of athousand years!"

"l don't think S0, Sir. Y ou see, the centaurs greet advantage isaso their Achilles hed. The hegemony
dependson fast, inexpensve dar travel. Ther industria baseis highly integrated, with each world
specidizing in what it does best. The moment we succeed in blocking the hub system of their foldspace
clugter, their industrial machine beginsto fdl apart. If we maintain our choke hold long enough, the
hegemony will suffer a catastrophic economic collgpse. Once that happens, their ability to wage war will
be gone. We can then capture their home systems one a atime. Well force them back to their home
worlds until they learn to accept our right to exist.”

Coordinator Gellard turned to Gower. "Y ou have been very quiet during al of this, Admird. What do
you think of thisfantastic scheme?"



"I'm not sure what to make of it, Coordinator,” Gower replied. "It certainly hasthe virtue of originality.
Inaddition, | find that | like it much better than your suggestion that we abandon Altaand Sandar to the
Rydl. Sill,it'sabig step.”

"Too bigadep, | fear," Gdlard replied. "The council will never take such agamble.”

Drake, who had been living on stimulants for two days, listened to the cavalier rgjection of his plan and
fought back rising anger.

"The council doesn't have any choiceinthe matter." Draketurned to hiswife. "Tell himwhat Varlantold
you!"

Bethany recounted her interview with the Rya| prisoner, and her disgppointment at learning that Varlan's
seeming conversion had been asham. Shetold them of the Ryall's half formed hope that someday she
would be able to get the information of Earth'slocation to the Ryal high command.

"Don't you see?' Drake asked when Bethany had finished. "If they ever discover Earth'slocation, they
mean to destroy it! That isthe choice that facesthe council. Either we go after Spica now that we know
their secret, or else they come after Earth as soon asthey learn ours. Which will it be?’

The coordinator was slent for long seconds. Bethany's revelation had obvioudy had an impact on him.
Nearly a minute passed before a troubled man looked at Drake and nodded dowly. "I'll see that your
planisbrought before the council. What they will do withit, | cannot predict.”

CHAPTER 29

Richard Drake sat at the desk in his cabin aboard Alta's newest blastship, Conqueror 11 and watched
the glowing words of the morning report scroll up the face of hisworkscreen. It had been three years
since that day on Earth when he had first proposed the attack on Spica; two and ahdf since the
Interstellar Council had grudgingly agreed. They had been good years, yearsin which the human race
had regained its sense of purpose. They had been full years aswell, yearsin which millions had worked
ungtintingly to prepare for theinvasion of the hub star of the Ryal Hegemony.

The operationd plan findly adopted was not grestly different from that which Drake had origindly
proposed. It caled for an armada of six hundred ships to pass through the nebula and capture the
systems of Eulystaand Carratyl. The strikeswould be lightning-fast. High accdleration interdiction craft
would race across each system to cut off the retreat of any Ryal ship that might prematurely warn the
hegemony of the human presence.

When Carratyl was secured and its Single nava base neutrdized, the invasion fleet would jump to Spica
enmasse. Once there, they would split into ten task forcesranging in size from 30 to 90 ships each.
Eight of the task forces would race to englobe each of Spica's eight foldpoints, while the remaining two
would search out and destroy any Ryall ships caught between foldpoints. Oncethe interstellar portals
wereinterdicted, the invasion fleet would settle down to the dangerous business of destroying al ships
that materidized within any of the foldpoaints.

Theinitia blockade of Spica's foldpointswould have to hold for at least amonth. At the end of that time,
thefirst of the big orbitd fortresses would arrive to begin construction of real foldpoint defenses.
However, sncethe orbital forts were being stripped from foldpoints al across human space, it would be
half-a-year before the last wasin position around Spica. Until that happy day, the ships of the Spica



invasion force would have to keep adert for possible breakouts.

It had taken two years and the services of nearly every shipyard in human space to equip theinvasion
fleet with anti-radiation fidlds. Thefirst shipsout of the shipyards had been formed into aspecid
squadron and sent into the nebula. 1t was their job to guard the nebulaend of the Antares-Eulysta
foldlinelink. Although humanity's strategists thought it unlikely the Ryal would ever develop their own
capability to penetrate the supernova remnant, they were not willing to risk the future of the human race
on the possibility. Should any such ship appear, the guardians had orders to make sure that vessel never
left the nebula

A dozen other starships had been stationed insde the nebula. It wastheir job to act as communications
relays and tie together the far-flung star systems where the human fleet was dowly gathering. Therewere
five staging systemsin al — Hellsgate, Goddard, Napier, Sacata, and Vaeria. Each had been turned into
avast military base hosting hundreds of starships and tens-of-thousands of crewmembers. Each was
within one or two jumps of the nebula, close enough for the fleet to move out quickly should the need
aise

Drakewas till reading the morning report when his communicator sgnaed an incoming cal. Hereached
out and touched the control that would put the incoming call on hisworkscreen. Hefound himsaif
looking a Conqueror |1 'schief communicator.

"What isit, Mr. Hayden?" he asked.

"Wejust received aflash message from Earth, Admiral. It'sPriority One, addressed to dl shipsand
command centers. Thismight beit, Sr.”

"It'sin code, of course.”
"Yes, gr. Shal | put it onyour screen?

Drake nodded. Suddenly, a series of code groupings began to appear in the upper right hand corner of
Drake'sworkgation. Draketyped in hispersona authorization code and the groupings were
immediately transformed into comprehensible words and sentences. Drake scanned the messagewith a
growing sense of excitement.

#
******MOS'I’ SECRET *kkkkkkk MOS’I’ ECRET *kkkkkk*k

From: Commander — Spica Assault Force

To: Commanding Officers, All Shipsand
Command Centers

Date: 17 July 2642 (UC)

Subject: Battle Orders



Message Begins:

1. At 13:14 Standard, this date, Guard Force Eulysta reported the penetration of asingle Ryall craft into
the Antares Nebula

2. The subject craft was engaged and destroyed before it could return to its system of origin.

3. All shipswill proceed immediately for their jJump off points and will rendezvous a the Antares-Eulysta
foldpoint at 2400 hours, 24 August 2642 (UC).

4. The assault on Eulystawill begin at 08:00 hourson 25 August 2642. Any vessdl not inits assigned
position at that time will be dropped from the formation.

5. Good luck and God Speed to you all!

Bdton, G.T.
Commanding Admird

Spica Assault Force

Message Ends.

******MOS‘I‘ SECRET *khkkkkk*k MOS‘I‘ SECRET kkhkkkkk*k
#

Drake finished the message and turned to Moriet Hayden. "Notify dl captainsthat | will be holding an
officers conference onboard Conqueror Il in two hours. Then get me Mrs. Drake. She should be at the
universty thistimeof day. If sheisnt, try her at home."

"Yes, dr," thecommunicator replied crigply. "Areweon, Admird?'
"Wereon!"

While he waited for the cdll to Alta, Drake leaned back in his chair and thought of al the preparations
that <till needed to be done. The officia launch date was not for another six weeks, and Drake had been
aming to have the three dozen Altan starships under his command ready two weeks before that. This
early launch meant that preparations would have to be completed underway, and that find ammunition
loading would have to take place deep within the nebula. Still, it could have been worse. Whatever the
Ryall intruder had been —warship or research craft — it could have arrived two years earlier a atime
when humanity was woefully unprepared for it.

"Your wifeison theling, Admira," the communicator said from somewhere off camera.

"Thank you, Mr. Hayden. Secure this channdl, please.”



"| dreaedy have, Sr.”

Drakefdt hisheart Sutter as Bethany's features flashed on the screen. 1t had been two months since
he'd last been home, and even the pace a which held been driving himsdlf lately couldn't completely push
out the londliness hefdt a the long separation.

"What's the matter, Richard?' Bethany asked, her voice and expression showing her apprehension.
"Wejust got word that the Ryall have crashed the nebula.”

Bethany emitted a quick gasp and asked, "How many ships?'

"Only one. Theguard forcetook care of it."

"How do you suppose they figured it out?’

He shrugged. "Could have been anything. Maybe we did not cover our tracks as well as we thought
back on Corlis. Or maybe some Ryall genius asked himself the same questions we asked once we
redized thatConqueror came through the nebula. In any event, it will not do them any good. When their
ship failsto return, they will haveto think about it awhile. They will haveto review the design of the
anti-radiation field for flaws. By the timethey get up the courageto try again, well be adl over them.”

"When areyou leaving?'
"Weleave parking orbit in Sx hours."
"I wish you didn't have to go so soon, Richard,” she said, her voice suddenly cracking with emotion.

"I'm glad were going,” hereplied. "Wevewaited long enough. I'mjust sorry | won't be here when the
baby comes.”

"I'm sorry, too," she replied with aforced laugh. "I'll forgiveyou thistime. After dl, what you'll be doing
ismore important that what I'll be doing.”

He shook hishead. "Never more important, my love. Merely more pressing. Anyway, I'll be back
before he'sayear old.”

"Y ou'd better bel"
"l will. | promise”

There was along delay in which Drake saw tearswell up in Bethany's eyes. Hisown eyesfelt damp as
well. Findly, shesad, "l loveyou, Richard.”

"I loveyou, too. | haveto go now. | have an officers conferenceto preparefor. I'll call you again this
same time tomorrow and every day until we jump for Napier.”

"'l bewaiting"

He blew her akiss, then switched off the screen. After aminute or two, he called up an externa view
and watched the line of shipsthat were histo command. First in line was Discovery, now under Rorqual
Marchant's command. Beyond that were the battle cruiser's sster ships, Dagger andDreadnought.
Beyond them were dl the newer ships, the product of Altasbusy shipyards. AsDrake surveyed his
command, he wasfilled with pridefor dl that his people had accomplished in the six short years since
TSNS Conqueror had faleninto theVd system.



At the sametime, he could not help feeling alittle sorry for acertain race of six-legged xenophobes.
Perhaps Varlan wasright to cal Antaresthe"Evil Star." For it was Antares that made contact between
centaur and human possible. 1t was Antaresthat had largely dictated how the Ryal-Human War was
fought in the past, and would be fought in the future. Antares gave the human race an unguarded highway
into the heart of the Ryal Hegemony.

Asthe centaurs were about to learn, the day of the Antares Supernovamight well have been the blackest
day indl of Ryal higtory. For generationsinto the future, Ryal motherswould cradle the hatchlingsin
their arms and speak of the great Evil Star that had once sprung to life at the very edge of their realm.
And each would finish her tale with the same warning, whispered in avoice so soft that the hatchlings
would need to spread their ear flapswideto hear it at dl: "Bewarethe Evil Star, my young one, for it
bringsthe humang"

In human space, future generations would look skyward as the nova wavefront overtook their star
systems. They would watch Antares dawnlight spread across their lands with a sense of wonder. They
would hoist their children high to see the pretty new light in the heavens. Loverswould lie under the sars
at night and watch therising of abeautiful new star.

For humanity, at least, the Antares Supernovawould forever be seen asthe best of al possible omens.
#
TheEnd
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Sci F - Arizona

A Virtual Science Fiction Bookstore and Writer's Workshop
Michael McCollum, Proprietor

WWW.SCIFI-AZ.COM

If you enjoy technologicaly sophigticated sciencefiction or have an interest in writing, you will probably
find something to interest you at Sci Fi - Arizona. We have short stories and articles on writing—dl for
free! If you likewhat you find, we have full length, professiondly written sciencefiction novelsin both
electronic form and as hard copy books, and at prices|ower than you will find in your local bookstore.

Moreover, if you like space art, you can visit our Art Gallery, where we feature the works of Don Dixon,
one of the best astronomical and science fiction artists at work today. Don isthe Art Director of the
Griffith Observatory. Pick up one or more of his spacescapes for computer wallpaper, or order ahigh
qudlity print direct from the artist.

We have book length versions of both Writers Workshop series, "The Art of Writing, Volumes| and 11"
and "The Art of ScienceFiction, Volumes| and 1" in both e ectronic and hard copy formats.

So if you arelooking for afondly remembered nove, or facing six hours strapped into an airplane seat
with nothing to read, check out our offerings. We think you will like what you find.

NOVELS

1. Life Probe-" $4.50

The Makers searched for the secret to faster-than-light travel for 100,000 years. Their chosen
instruments were the Life Probes, which they launched in every direction to seek out advanced
civilizations among the stars. One such machine searching for intelligent life encounters 21 century Earth.
Itisnot surethat it hasfound any...

2. Procyon's Promise -* $4.50

Three hundred years after humanity made its deal with the Life Probe to search out the secret of
fagter-than-light travel, the descendants of the original expedition return to Earth inagtarship. They find a
world that has forgotten the ancient contract. No matter. The colonists have overcome far greater
obstaclesin their single-minded drive to redeem a promise made before any of them were born...

3. Antares Dawn - US$4.50



When the supergiant star Antares exploded in 2512, the human colony on Altafound their pathway to
the stars gone, isolating them from the rest of human space for more than a century. Then one day, a
powerful warship materidized in the system without warning. Alarmed by the sudden appearance of such
abehemoth, the commanders of the Altan Space Navy dispatched one of their most powerful shipsto
investigate. What ASNS Discovery findswhen they finaly catch theintruder is a battered hulk manned
by adead crew.

That isdisturbing newsfor the Altans. For the dead battleship could easily have defeated the whole of the
Altan navy. If it could find Alta, then so could whomever it was that begt it. Something must be done...

4. Antar es Passage - US$4.50

After more than a century of isolation, the paths between stars are again open and the people of Altain
contact with their sster colony on Sandar. The opening of the foldlines has not been the unmixed blessing
the Altans had supposed, however.

For the reestablishment of interstellar travel has brought with it news of the Ryal, an aien race whose
god isthe extermination of humanity. If they areto avoid defeat at the hands of the dliens, Altamust seek
out the military might of Earth. However, to reach Earth requiresthem to diveinto the heart of a
supernova.

5. Antares Victory — Coming, 2000

The long-awaited conclusion of the Antares Serieswill be available on Sci Fi-Arizonain the summer of
2000. Watch for it!

6. Thunderstrike! - US$6.00

The new comet found near Jupiter was an incredible treasure trove of water ice and rock. Immediately,
the water-gtarved Luna Republic and the Sierra Corporation, aleader in asteroid mining, were
squabbling over rightsto the new resource. However, al thoughts of profit and fame were abandoned
when a scientific expedition discovered that the comet'strgectory placed it on a collison course with
Eath!

As stientists struggled to find away to dter the comet's course, world leaders tried desperately to
restrain mass panic, and two lovers quarreled over the direction the comet wasto take, dl Earth waited
to seeif humanity had any futureat dl...

7. The Clouds of Saturn - US$4.50



When the sun flared out of control and boiled Earth's oceans, humanity took refuge in aplace that few
would have predicted. In the greatest migration in history, the entire human race took up residence
among the towering clouds and deep clear-air canyons of Saturn's upper atmosphere. Having survived
thetraitor star, they returned to the all-too-human tradition of internecine strife. The new city-states of
Saturn began to resemble those of ancient Greece, with one group of citiestaking on the role of
militarigtic Sparta... \

8. The Sails of Tau Ceti — US$4.50

Starhopper was humanity'sfirst interstellar probe. It was designed to search for intelligent life beyond the
solar system. Before it could be launched, however, intdligent life found Earth. The discovery of an dien
light sail inbound &t the edge of the solar system generated considerable excitement in scientific circles.
With theinterstellar probe nearing completion, it gave scientists the opportunity to launch an expedition to
meet the dienswhile they were dtill in space. The second surprise came when Starhopper's crew
boarded the dien craft. They found beings that, despite their dien physiques, were surprisingly
compatible with humans. That two species so smilar could have evolved amere twelve light yearsfrom
one another seemed too coincidentd to be true.

One human being soon discovered that coincidence had nothing to do withit ...

9. GIBRALTAR EARTH —Firgt Timein Print — $6.00

It isthe 24th Century and humanity isjust gaining atoehold out among the stars. Stellar Survey Starship
Magellan is exploring the New Eden system when they encounter two alien spacecraft. When the
encounter is over, the score is one human scout ship and one alien aggressor destroyed. In exploring the
wreck of the second aien ship, spacers discover asurvivor with afantastic sory.

The dien comesfrom amillion-star Galactic Empire ruled over by amysterious race known as the Broa.
These overlords are the masters of thisregion of the galaxy and they alow no competitors. This news
presents Earth's rulerswith a problem. Asyet, the Broa are ignorant of humanity's existence. Doesthe
human race retreet to its one small world, quaking in fear that the Broawill eventudly discover Earth? Or
do they take a more aggressive approach?

Whatever they do, they must do it quickly! Timeisrunning out for the human race...

10. Gridlock and Other Stories- US$4.50

Wherewould you vist if you invented atime machine, but could not steer it? What if you went out for a
six-pack of beer and never came back? If you think nuclear power is dangerous, you should try black
holes as an energy source— or even scarier, solar energy! Visit the many worlds of Michagl McCollum.
| guarantee that you will be surprised!

Non-Fiction Books



11. The Art of Writing, Volumel - US$10.00

Have you missed any of the articlesin the Art of Writing Series? No problem. The first sixteen articles
(October, 1996-December, 1997) have been collected into a book-length work of more than 72,000
words. Now you can learn about character, conflict, plot, pacing, diaogue, and the business of writing,
al in one documen.

12. The Art of Writing, Volumell - US$10.00

This collection coversthe Art of Writing articles published during 1998. The book is 62,000 wordsin
length and builds on the foundation of knowledge provided by VVolume | of this popular series.

13. The Art of Science Fiction, Volume| - US$10.00

Have you missed any of the articlesin the Art of Science Fiction Series? No problem. Thefirst sixteen
articles (October, 1996-December, 1997) have been collected into a book-length work of more than
70,000 words. Learn about science fiction techniques and technol ogies, including starships, time
machines, and rocket propulsion. Tour the Solar System and learn astronomy from the sciencefiction
writer's viewpoint. We don't care where the stars appear in the terrestrial sky. We want to know their
true positionsin space. If you are planning to write an interstellar romance, brushing up on your
astronomy may be just what you need.

14. The Art of Science Fiction, Volumell - US$10.00

<l--mstheme-->This collection coversthe Art of Science Fiction articles published during 1998. The
book is 67,000 words in length and builds on the foundation of knowledge provided by Volumel of this
popular series.

15. The Astrogator's Handbook — Expanded Edition

The Astrogator's Handbook has been very popular on Sci Fi — Arizona. The handbook has star maps
that show sciencefiction writers where the stars are located in space rather than where they are located
in Earth's ky. Because of the popularity, we are expanding the handbook to show nine times as much
space and more than ten times as many stars. The expanded handbook includes the positions of 3500
dars asviewed from Polaris on 63 maps. This handbook isauseful resource for every sciencefiction
writer and will apped to anyone with an interest in astronomy.



